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      What decides the fate of a man’s soul? Is it our thoughts or our actions? Catholic philosophy and teachings would lead one to believe it is determined by both. It is for me, then, to reconcile my bitter regrets and hopeless search for redemption with the soulless monster I have become. It doesn’t matter. Like a falling leaf blown aimlessly in the midst of a tempest, my soul, such as it is, drifts along with the wind. Control is an illusion; goodness and redemption are but rumors. Bitter metaphor? I don’t know, and I don’t care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        Mike Journal Entry 1

      

    

    
      WE’D MADE IT to the outskirts of Denarth in four days, even with the injured. We watched helplessly as five more people died from their wounds while all of Denarth sat in their fucking ivory tower and decided our fate. Can I blame them? It’s not for me to say. I’m not sure what the hell I’d do if the circumstances were reversed. Two months after we kicked their ass and sent them packing, the tattered remnants of our victorious army were at their doorsteps begging for help. Is that a full circle karmic event? Perhaps. I think they agreed to help if for no other reason than that they could throw it back in our face. They’re saying, “Oh look at them...not so conquering now, are you?” And they scoff. For some reason, I hear their taunts in a crappy, mocking, French accent, increasing the impact of insult to injury. Lana, the ninja, and Azile, the Red Witch spent most of their days inside, playing the political game. They wisely left me outside; you really only want me present when you need shit destroyed or there’s something inside that’s really bad and you need someone to get rid of it fast. I’m a horrible fucking houseguest. Probably piss on the furniture if you turned your back. Yeah, I was feeling pretty salty.

      I had Oggie, which made my world a much better place. I had Mathieu, whom I considered a great friend and ally. And, of course, I had Azile...umm...not sure what I should call her. “Girlfriend” doesn’t cover it, but at the same time it makes it seem too official, and as such, an affront to my one true love. Although, I’m pretty sure if I called Azile a dalliance she’d turn me into something with a tail. I wonder if I’d get better? (Some of you will get that.) Bailey and I were much improved; she still kept her distance, but at least her knuckles didn’t turn white with whatever she was clutching as if she meant to repurpose it into a weapon. I had connections again and I wavered between hating them and loathing them. Relationships meant responsibility, they required giving a shit, something I hadn’t done for almost a century and a half. It was so much easier going through my so-called life that way: free. Not caring, I mean.

      “What the fuck are they doing in there?” I wasn’t talking to anyone in particular, I was just staring at the fortifications some three hundred yards ahead.

      “I’m thinking they are thinking of polite ways to tell you to get fucked.” It was Mathieu.

      “Hey Mathieu.” I turned away from the large, wooden poled structure. “Yeah, I was figuring the same thing, I just wish they’d come to that conclusion already.”

      “And what are you going to do if that’s their decision?”

      “I’m going to force them to reconsider.”

      “You ever stop to wonder why they may be taking so long?” he asked with a wry smile on his face.

      “Son of a bitch. I really hadn’t. They don’t have to like me, but they have to be able to see the bigger picture. Don’t they?”

      “It is quite possible, Michael, that they choose not to. Talboton, a settlement that soundly defeated them, has now in turn been soundly defeated. You represent the danger that they have been forced to acknowledge.”

      “Me? How did I become the face of this war? I’m not trying to take over the world.”

      “It’s just that wherever you are, Michael, is where the war is happening.”

      “I can assure you that has not been my intention.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s a fact all the same. Fate has destined your presence on the field of battle.”

      “I’ve got a finger for fate.”

      “You speak of that hand gesture you have shown me?”

      “Yeah, it’s all about that middle finger. But don’t tell anyone, it’s much more fun flipping people off when they have no clue, and easier to deny it when necessary.” And just for effect, I turned back to the fort, two full eagles flying. I’m sure the guard could see what I was doing though he would have no idea as to what I was suggesting, and that was just fine. “Every day they delay gives Xavier the opportunity to increase his power. I’m already convinced this war is tactically finished and we’re just waiting to die.”

      “I thought we were friends?” Mathieu asked.

      “We are. Why would you question that?” I looked at him, clearly confused.

      “Why would you lie to me?”

      “Mathieu, what are you talking about?”

      “Shall we keep answering each other’s questions with questions?”

      “Hey man, that last one is on you,” I told him, pointing at his chest.

      “If you truly believed this war to be over, you would have left this place.”

      “No I wouldn’t.” Now it was Mathieu’s turn to look confused. “I’m not that smart.”

      He laughed; so did I. Oggie took that opportunity to come over and stick his massive head under my hand where I dutifully scratched behind his ears.

      “I love you, mutt,” I told him as I squished his melon. “I do believe this war is over, Mathieu.” This time I was serious. “I stay because Azile stays. I stay because Bailey and her people have nowhere else to go. I stay because of Lana. Even though she’s a pain in the ass and does everything in her power to make me uncomfortable, this is her home and it is next on Xavier’s checklist. And a big part of it, my friend...well, I stay because if I left I could not stand the look of disappointment that you would level upon me.”

      “Speaking of.”

      “What?” I spun, to look to where he was pointing. “Damn ninja.”

      Lana tapped my other shoulder. “I’ve missed you,” she said, lightly stroking her finger up the side of my neck. Damn near jumped out of my boots from the contact.

      “Isn’t there somebody inside those walls you can harass?” I asked as I stepped back, making sure she could not reach out and touch me again.

      “How many times in my life, Michael Talbot, will I have the opportunity to make a two-hundred-year-old vampire squirm?” She had a devilish grin on her face. I felt sorry for the poor bastard that would finally end up with her. She was going to make their life hellish. Interesting, sure, but hellish all the same.

      “You appear to have been bitten, Michael.”

      I spun again. It was Azile. “Yeah, tell me you two don’t work this shit out ahead of time.” I saw Lana advance out of the corner of my eye. “You come any closer and I’m going to throw you over my knee! Scratch that—I’ve got a feeling that’s exactly what you’d like. Can we maybe move on to the business at hand?”

      “Denarth has agreed to allow our infirm inside for aid,” Azile said.

      “Well how fucking magnanimous of them. Wait until the really sick and injured die and then take in the milder cases.” I was hot.

      “It is a start, Michael.” Azile reached out and grabbed my arm and then my hand. Unlike Lana’s, this touch was comforting, and while it did have a strong electrical undercurrent to it, it was soothing; it didn’t make me want to jump out of my skin.

      “You of all people should know, Azile, we don’t have time for this baby-steps shit. We should be finding a way to strike back and end this. Sitting here hoping the walls hold is not a viable defense. I think that’s already been proved.”

      “Michael, even if they do finally admit the survivors from Talboton, I cannot imagine that their next order of business will be to send out a war party in what they will completely believe to be a doomed expedition.”

      “Doomed maybe, but striking first is our only chance. You know that, right?”

      “The wounds are still fresh from their last war. They still mourn the loss of their brothers, fathers, and sons. They will not be quick to risk so much again so soon.”

      “What about the Cajunites then? They seem all too willing to pick a fight. Kind of like a drunken Irishman.”

      Azile sighed. Nobody else understood the reference.

      “Jangrut will run for the hills if he sees you coming. He is convinced you are a creature hell kicked out in order to clean the place up.” She smiled at a private image she had created for herself.

      “You feel better now? How long you been waiting to say that?”

      “Oh, a while now.” She squeezed my hand.

      “There must be some allies we can talk to. The Landians, Robert’s Land inhabitants?”

      “We will first have to meet with Inuktuk, the Landian queen. She will not be eager. Robert’s Land as of yet has been unaffected. They may have heard rumors from merchants, but they will not act on what they believe to be tall tales of armies far away.”

      “Then we convince them,” I said, looking to Mathieu.

      “Me? You want to parade me around as some kind of diplomat?”

      “Well, not you specifically. They’d probably kill you first and then start asking questions. We need a different werewolf. Something intimidating that they can see with their own eyes. Of course, having to wait for a full moon is problematic.”

      “I might be able to do something about that.”

      “You’ll use a spell?” I asked.

      “No, I’ll just close my eyes and wish it,” she said sarcastically.

      I glared at her for half a heartbeat; she didn’t care. “Is it something the townspeople will see you conjure up? Because then they might think the whole thing is a trick.”

      “I fear if we bring in a Lycan in all his form, they will believe it subterfuge of some sort. The people of today are just as distrustful as those from yesteryear.” Lana said.

      “There’s got to be some sort of trusted emissary right? Someone they would tend to give credence to?” I asked.

      “They will only believe the truth of an attack,” Azile said.

      “By then, it’s too late. This is insane. In all the movies, people would put aside their differences in the face of a greater enemy.”

      “Those were just movies. In real life, nations are only concerned for their own.”

      “Yeah, real life, except with witches, vampires, werewolves, Lycan, and zombies. Sounds just like a normal day in the neighborhood. I expect an alien or two to show up at some point, just to round things off.”

      “Tempt the fates, Michael. That always seems to work in your favor.” Azile looked to the heavens and uttered a few words from a spell under her breath. My guess? It was designed to intercept my words and silence them before they found the ear of some pissed off demigod. “I know this is completely against your nature, and I doubt you will listen to me, but you must show restraint. Tap into that well of patience that I just know you have hidden somewhere deep, deep inside of you.”

      Mathieu snorted, actually outright fucking snorted before walking away. “Sorry,” he mumbled insincerely. “I believe something flew up my arse...I mean...I mean down my throat.” Then he went to check on his patients.

      “Well, I believe even if you don’t fully understand what I’m asking, you get the point,” Azile finished off.

      “I’m not going to promise anything. Diplomacy has never been my strong suit.”

      “Or any suit at all, I would imagine,” Lana threw in for good measure.

      “You too?” I asked her. She shrugged in return. “Lana, can’t you talk to your father? Speed this process up a little bit?”

      She looked at me like I was an idiot. “What do you think I have been doing all this time?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 2
        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 2
        Mike Journal Entry 2

      

    

    
      SO WE SAT, thumbs firmly entrenched up our asses, well, not literally. That would make waiting very uncomfortable. It was dark; there was a half moon and a full complement of stars, the light of which felt as cold and distant as it was. I was sitting on a small log, and like most nights, I was alone. I could see a dozen fires; most folks were finding comfort with those they still had left. Mathieu spent most of his time tending to the injured and Bailey moved from encampment to encampment checking on her people, asking if there was anything she could do for them. Sometimes Azile came back and kept me company, most times I was here with my thoughts, never a good place to leave me for long. My mood and countenance were much darker than the surroundings. I was a black hole; no wonder no one wanted to come near. Who the hell wants to get sucked into that thing?

      I was poking the fire with a stick, I had a lopsided grin as I thought about how this could be an allegory for my entire life. Poking dangerous things, I mean. The only good that could come from it was the emergence of more flame, so yup, it really did mimic real life. That fire looked inviting, like a lake to a man dying of thirst. I was just asking to be consumed.

      “Baptism by fire.” I leaned in closer, near enough I could smell the hair on my face beginning to curl and melt. “I wonder how much it would hurt? Be over soon enough. Melt the old noggin and then… then quiet.” I think I would have, too, there was just that pesky problem of wandering Purgatory forever. That kind of shit always seems to get in the way.

      “Are you cold tonight, Michael?” It was Mathieu.

      I pulled back quickly. The only people that could be cold enough to sit that close to a roaring fire were the dead. So it fit.“Dropped my phone,” was the first thing I could think to say. About as believable as the night I told my mother I hadn’t stolen her vodka from the liquor cabinet and then proceeded to leave a thick layer of vomit all over the bathroom floor. Besides the overwhelming smell of bile there was a thick undercurrent of alcohol. I spent two prime weeks of my teenage years behind closed doors for that infraction. Well, not really. I just snuck out my window anyway, but it added a whole new layer to “degree of difficulty.”

      “We are not alone.”

      His tone made me acutely aware that this was not a friend he referred to. I stood up quickly, all earlier thoughts of immolation went up in smoke. My entire life was comprised of action not contemplation, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Had it got me into more trouble than I care to even think about? It sure had. Had it kept me alive against all odds? Again, that answer was a resounding yes. I grabbed my weapon and readied myself to head off in whatever direction he dictated—yet he did not move.

      “I fear that rifle will be of no use.”

      I won’t swear on it, but I’m convinced I saw him sampling the air with his nose.

      “You’ve got my attention. You maybe want to give me a heads up about what is going on?”

      “There is something... surrounding us...by the tree line.” His words were thoughtful, his speech halting as he sought the correct terminology to articulate what he sensed.

      Not going to lie, it was infuriating. Thought about shaking it out of him, then figured I’d have to apologize, then we’d have to start over, thus, even further delaying his explanation. Let it be known on this night, that it is possible for me to reason things out. It was as if I’d received a needed adjustment from one of Tracy’s patented smacks upside my head, when I needed to back the adrenaline down. “It’s not something or someone physical is it?”

      He looked at me strangely, like he didn’t know how to respond. “It is a very subtle scent; the smell of wildflowers in early spring...yet it is like nothing I have ever encountered.”

      “The amassing.”

      “The what?”

      “It is something Azile can see because of her abilities, and me, because apparently, I’m just that lucky. And now you get to get in on the fun.”

      “You use a lot of words, Michael, that never seem to get to the point.”

      “My wife often wondered if I should have perhaps at some point run for office. Can you imagine me with the nuclear football?”

      “You do know that my knowledge of your world falls to a few magazines, right? Could you perhaps be persuaded to get back to the present using terms I may understand?”

      I thought about giving him a small piece of my mind but I had so precious little to spare. Also, I was smart enough to realize what I was doing. The amassing terrified parts of me deep down. The less I had to contend with it the better. Nevertheless, I acquiesced to his wishes. “The amassing is something we don’t fully understand. Near as we can tell, it shows up whenever there is about to be massive death; the end of a great battle, a slaughter.”

      “To foster or inhibit?”

      “Pretty astute, Mathieu, and not the question I would have expected. I do not believe it to be either malicious or empathetic. If I had to answer I would say it is a gathering of souls of the loved ones of those about to depart.”

      “Is this a phenomenon from your time?”

      “Not one that I was privy to...possible, though. Strange things are nothing new. It’s possible that this has been happening since the dawn of the soul itself, whenever that occurred. There have always been tales of those that passed over coming to show the newly departed the way.”

      “And you say you can see this...amassing.”

      “Yes.”

      “What does it appear as?”

      “A black cloud with some tinges of red and blue from afar. When one gets closer it is almost possible to make out faces within the maelstrom. I’m not quite sure that it isn’t pareidolia.”

      “What?”

      “Pareidolia, the desire to see faces within random patterns. Heard it once on a ghost show I used to watch. Anyway,” I continued when no sign of understanding came across Mathieu’s tilted visage, “when Azile and I were looking at it, we came to the conclusion that maybe it was the loved ones of those about to die that were coming to help them crossover.”

      “That would imply fate. That people do not have a choice in the matter. That their time is predetermined from the moment they are conceived. I do not believe I can accept that.”

      “Shit, Mathieu, I don’t know what part of that statement I’m even supposed to be thinking about. My stance flip flops on that like a three-year-old in Walmart wondering if I should ask my mother for a GI Joe or a Planet of the Apes figurine, hoping to get both.”

      “Michael, new English please.”

      “Sorry. Most of my life in this new world has been spent alone in a basement with my own thoughts, dwelling on the past. That I can even communicate at all speaks volumes.”

      “I would not go patting yourself on the back just yet.”

      “How do I keep ending up with comedians in my life?”

      “The universe returns what you project.”

      “And a philosopher.”

      “Perhaps. I was alone for a long time as well, my friend. Solitude brings forth a great many emotions; I find more solace in a lonely smile than a shared cry.”

      “You do realize that as males of our species we are not supposed to be discussing feelings?” I said.

      “I am aware.” He was smiling. “Should we go and see this amassing?”

      “I told Azile I wouldn’t go anywhere.”

      Mathieu was looking at me.

      “Right, let me just grab my stuff,” I finished.

      Oggie padded along silently next to us. He stayed close; that first week after we made camp he would not even hunt for fear of me leaving. When he did go out, he always made sure to stay within a line of sight to me. Right now I wished he had stayed at camp to avoid any potential danger, but that was unlikely. I could have demanded it, but he wouldn’t have listened. I could have tied him up, but I didn’t have a rope he couldn’t tear through in under a minute. His place was with me, and in the end, I loved having him by my side and was in no rush to not have him there. A time would come, and all too soon, when he would not be there. I would not, I could not, dwell on that. Bailey pretended not to notice our departure; the others actively refused to look our way. Strange set of circumstances to be in. I did not want their companionship any more than they wanted mine, but to be shunned? That was different. I still remembered enough of what it meant to be human that on some level, that stung.

      How would I have behaved another lifetime ago to someone I knew that had been labeled a demon? Would I have invited them into my home? Have them watch the kids maybe? Fucking doubtful. No sense in being hypocritical now. I was welcome when I was saving their hides. After that, we had an understanding. Yeah, that’s what I’ll call it. A mutual ignorance of each other’s existence. Benign neglect. The more backsides I saw, the more pissed off I became.

      “You have not become used to it yet?” Mathieu asked. “You would not know what to do with more friends.”

      “Didn’t we already talk about this whole feelings thing? Get out of my head,” I mostly grumbled, but he heard the good nature beneath it. I was thankful he was so perceptive, and he was right, I would have been just as pissed off if they constantly pushed around me struggling to garner my attention. I was partly human; I wanted what I could not have. Yesteryear, yesterday, today, it’s all the same to me.

      We were less than ten feet from the trees. I was scanning, looking for something. “Which way?” I asked.

      “I thought you would tell me.”

      “I’m looking for a blackness in the darkness of the woods. You’re the one that smelled it, Cujo.”

      “Cujo?”

      I thought about telling him the story about the rabid Saint Bernard dog. Odds were that he would not like either descriptor. So, since friends were at a premium, I made something up on the spot.

      “It’s French. It means ‘one with a talented sniffer.’”

      “It is no surprise to me you have very few friends; you have a distinct inability to lie.”

      “So now you’re saying lying is a prerequisite to forming strong bonds?”

      “Not at all. But neither is avoiding the subject.”

      “Wait—I think I see something.”

      “Truly?” he asked, peering hard into the trees.

      “No, but I got you to shut up. Come on. If I had to take a guess I’d say it’s this way.” I lightly tapped his shoulder and pointed.

      “Any particular reason?”

      “Yeah, because it makes me feel less comfortable going this way. What do you think Oggie?” He wasn’t a fan of my course either. In the end, it really wouldn’t have mattered which way we went. Less than twenty feet in under the canopy of trees, we were suddenly in the thick of it and near as I could tell, it stretched a hundred or so yards in either direction from where we were. I stopped short.

      Mathieu was looking around.

      “You can’t see it?” I asked.

      “No, but the smell has increased, there is a cloying to it, a sweetness cloaking a stench.”

      “Of death?”

      He pondered. “No, not quite that. Earthiness, perhaps, or decay. Things that have died and are returning to their original form.”

      “Well I can’t tell you just how comforting that is.”

      “I do believe I am getting to the point where I enjoy sarcasm; right now isn’t one of those times.”

      “Sorry, defense mechanism. We should probably leave.” Before he could ask why, I told him. “It’s moving closer.”

      “I thought you were under the impression it was benign?”

      “A rifle is benign until someone picks it up and points it at you.”

      “Is it not worth perhaps seeking a better understanding through observation?”

      “Yeah, this coming from the guy that can’t tell that at this exact moment there is a black swath roughly the thickness and length of a human arm reaching out and about to touch his shoulder.” I’ll give him this, Mathieu did not flinch.

      “I can feel its touch,” he said matter of factly. “There is a cooling sensation spreading out from the point of origin.”

      “It doesn’t hurt?”

      “Not at all. Why would you ask that?”

      “The last time one reached out and touched me I got pushed out of a tree.”

      “What were you doing in the tree?”

      “Never mind.”

      “Something is happening.” Mathieu, big brave werewolf that he was, was finally getting a little unnerved.

      The woods were lighting up like the trees had been strung in Christmas lights, and not just a couple of strings, but thousands. The entire grove was taking on an unearthly red glow, the lights reflecting through the colored fog, diffused and ethereal. It wasn’t an “oooohhh...look at how pretty that is” quality to it. It was more like: “how fucking fast can we get away from here?”

      Like in previous times, faces began to materialize in the mist. Mathieu was totally unprepared. You can talk about it all you want. Being confronted with a phenomenon is a whole other matter. Basic training and combat training in the Marines Corps was some of the most rigorous training I’d ever done in my life. We’d even on occasion had live fire exercises and yes, it’s scary, accidents happen all the time. And sure, it was unbelievably stressful, having D.I.s yell at you constantly while bullets are flying in your general direction along with the sound of explosions on every side; yeah, it’s not normal, every day shit. And by design, it’s not supposed to be. But all of that controlled chaos at basic training doesn’t even rate a spot on the amphitheater that is War. There are hundreds, if not thousands, of people actively seeking out your demise and it can come from nearly any direction, including above. There is no training for that, no preparation, no expectation. The mere fact that so many people want you dead is fucking crippling.

      “You recognize any of them?” I asked him, my hands were up and I was slowly backing away. The mist was keeping pace. I had a feeling that to turn and run was not a good option—kind of like triggering the “hunt” instinct in a dog. Speaking of which, I looked down at Oggie. If anyone was a great judge of character it was him, that the fur on his back was sticking straight up...yeah, another indicator things were kind of shitty at the moment.

      “This is not turning out like I had imagined,” Mathieu said under his breath.

      Frost was coming out of his mouth as he spoke. The mist began swirling directly in front of him, I knew this to be the foreshadowing of faces forming. The first was of an incredibly old woman. She was so ancient that time had dragged her nose down into the classic shape of a crone. She could have had a wart on the tip as well, but I wasn’t getting any closer to find out. I was happy to note that he did not show any sign of recognizing the witch. I mean old school witch, of course. I presently had a thing going on with a witch, and she looked nothing like that.

      The old crone began to lose form, the features melding into another, this of a man, early thirties possibly, a heavy sadness to his eyes. Mathieu remained impassive, showing no signs that this might have been a long lost cousin or something. The face of the man melted away, much quicker than the witch’s had. It became a little kid, then a younger woman, a different child; the visions changed rapidly; soon they were coming and going so fast it was impossible to get a clear image of any of them.

      “We should go, Michael.” The morphing faces were coming closer, more insistent, as if begging to be recognized. If one were so inclined, one could have leaned in for a kiss. I mean, I wasn’t so inclined, but it could have been done.

      “You come to that realization now?” I turned, screw the backing out slowly. “Uh oh,” came out of my mouth, literally and unsolicited. We were surrounded. The mist, fog, or density of apparitions, had swallowed us whole. Even the ground was obscured by the vapor. It rose as high as my knees and was touching the lower portion of Oggie’s belly. He looked up at me, I’d swear he was asking me what the hell I was going to do to get us out of this. The soft red took on a deeper hue, ripples of blue flowed through it like electric eels slicing murky water. If anger could be represented visually, this would be a great example.

      “Michael?” Mathieu sounded distant, alone and afraid. I could just make out his outstretched arm as it groped for me. I reached over; just as I was about to make contact, the haze flowed around and over his arm, engulfing it completely. And just like that, he was gone. I called for him; well, call might imply that I didn’t scream and yell for him, because I did. He was gone, pulled completely from this world, or from my realm at least. Is that considered the same thing?

      Then as I looked around, I mean, “around” as in looking a few inches in any direction, I realized that maybe Mathieu wasn’t gone, that maybe it was me. I grabbed a handful of Oggie’s fur, then immediately bent down to wrap an arm around his midsection before I picked him up.

      “Where I go, you go,” I told him. “Although maybe if you laid off a rabbit or two you wouldn’t be so friggen heavy.” Oggie was all about being close and getting his daily doses of pats from anyone that would give him a few seconds of their time. Being hauled up off the ground, though, was not something he was used to, and probably didn’t care much for. Right now, though, he was a fan. He gave my face a tentative lick.

      “You’re welcome. Now we need to find Mathieu and get out of this soup.”

      I didn’t know in which direction to go, there was no way to get oriented, I had a general sense that Mathieu had been off to my right and that the way out of here was to my back. But I had spun looking for him. And, if I were indeed someplace else, would those directions matter? Would any direction matter? Purgatory had been a drab shade of gray. The sky, the ground, gray—the people, all gray. I use the terms “sky” and “earth” because as a human I cannot imagine those elements not being there. It is a way to give substance to nothingness. But in reality, there are no delineations, it’s just space. Lost souls are merely pushed along through whatever comprised their cosmos. I did not have that sense of sad vastness here that I’d experienced in Purgatory, but it was similar, of that there was no denying. I needed to take action, to decide on a direction and just head that way. I was about to give this strategy a go when that old familiar shifting of miasma began to happen in front of me, only this time it wasn’t one swirl, it was half a dozen, a dozen...maybe a hundred, appearing within the fog. All around, faces peered at me, swaying in non-existent breezes, ripples of current running across a forehead then sweeping down a cheek, then becoming fog again.

      Unlike with Mathieu, these visages did not change. They stared into me as if attempting to find that very soul I had willingly given up. What would I do if one of the faces peering back at me was my own? Would he look upon me with contempt? With anger? For so freely letting go something so hard earned?

      “Fuck you,” I mumbled. “You would have done the same thing.”

      Oggie looked at me, there was no doubt he was wondering who I was talking to. I did not want to touch any of the faces, I didn’t think that was wise, but I didn’t want to have an eternal staring contest either. I moved to the right; the cocoon of faces moved along with me. The eyes on the face in front of me grew wide for a heartbeat then narrowed as his eyebrows furrowed down. His lips pulled back and his teeth became exposed as he took on a ferocious look. The face became familiar and froze, a mask of hatred as if carved in stone. I stopped moving. I might have jokingly threatened that his face was going to stick like that, I mean, if I wasn’t in danger of swallowing my Adam’s apple. I started cataloging through people I had known; I had to reach way back to put a name to this one. After the intense stand-off passed, I looked around at the other faces, I could suddenly recognize all of them. Durgan, Easter Evans, Jawless Redneck, Ratspindler, Fritzy, Bobbie Fucking Chan, so many more than I wanted to list off. It struck me that Deneaux was absent; that did not sit well. Was she still alive? Was it possible?

      I think I had a decent enough grasp on other-worldly realms that hovered around us that I made the assumption that hell didn’t want her. How many times had death come to collect her black and withered soul only to only realize that his docket did not include a place to deposit the shriveled, burnt little husk? And lord knows she would never ask for forgiveness to move on to the top levels. What the fuck did any of this mean? Was I on the precipice of dying? Azile and I had thought that perhaps these were loved ones come to assist in the transition period. What did this say about me that I was now surrounded by those that felt mostly negatively toward me? Are the hated ones so petty that even in death they would derive some sort of pleasure from the demise of their living foe? That was kind of a rhetorical question. Of course they would. Hate might be petty, but it is also the most lasting feeling of all.

      The blue electric streaks came in faster now, like a massive thunderstorm was brewing all around. This phenomenon had gone from mildly dangerous to extremely so. I was absolutely certain that touching that crackling energy would stop all manner of life within me. I’d mistakenly believed, once upon a time, that the living could not harm the dead and vice versa. Sorry for how graphic I’m about to become, but that stupid theory had been blown out of my ass like a bad fajita. Still, I’d already dealt with the undead, the living dead, and now the lifeless dead. These were ghosts, what else could they be? But how do ghosts form cohesion from nothingness? Do they have meetings on the specternet and figure out where to rally? Or is the mist merely a portal influenced by the living that are around it? Neither explanation made complete sense. Certainly people that are about to die don’t gain that bit of information before they go. Death is a quick, sudden striker who does not telegraph his intentions.

      At any rate, I had no doubt I was in a fight for my very existence, my life meant little without my soul, but my physical existence? Well, that meant everything; without it, I stood no chance of getting back what was mine. This was a battle where I could neither run nor lash out. Kind of put a nix on the whole fight or flight response. I was not a shaman nor a spell conjurer. What was in my repertoire that would give me even a remote chance of walking away from this?

      A face somehow began to crowd forward through the congealed mass, making room where there had been none. Looked like an old fucking train in India, the apparitions were piled on top of each other, jostling for position. My breath caught in my throat even as my heart rate accelerated, definitely not a good combination.

      “Melanie?” It was my niece, specifically, my brother Ron’s daughter. She had died at nearly the onset of the zombie invasion. Of all the people I’d personally put into the ground, she could in no way be included among them, could she? I’d had the vast misfortune to stumble upon her in her zombie form. I’d put a bullet in her head with the intention of ending her obvious suffering. But we never really knew...could she still have been in there? Was she conscious when her uncle ripped through her thoughts with a lead booster? Any confusion over why I killed her could definitely lead to enmity.

      “I’m so sorry.” If not for Oggie in my arms, I would have tried to reach out and touch her. Tears blurred my vision. Her mouth opened incredibly wide, to the point where it looked cartoonish, though there was nothing funny about it. It was the cavernous opening to an unheard scream. Or so I thought. A single word, so soft it could have been delivered on the wings of a moth, flitted by my ear.

      “Run.”

      Your dead niece shows up in a sea of your enemies and tells you to run? I didn’t question it. I was on the fucking move in the millisecond it took to send the signal to my muscles. She hadn’t been specific so I figured one direction was as good as another, or maybe she hadn’t had the time to be overly detailed. The spot I had just vacated lit up in a firestorm of arcing blues and yellows. As I broke through the first ring of figures, I felt an icy compression around my heart as if someone had reached in and were squeezing it off-rhythm in an effort to cancel out the pumping of my blood. I stumbled, I was going down; having your heart tortured by a freezing grip tends to trip you up. I twisted to the side, mindful not to hurt Oggie. He launched from my arms before I landed. My hip struck what I figured was the ground, this was immediately followed by my elbow and then a concussive blow to my head. Oggie’s muzzle wrapped around my upper arm as he began to pull me farther away from where I’d fallen.

      My head was spinning like I’d downed a twelve pack of cheap beer and then had the good fortune to get kicked by a mule. Like a prize fighter on the mat, I knew that to have any chance of winning I needed to be vertical and the tempest raging around me wasn’t going to give me a ten count or a standing eight to get my shit back together. Oggie was pulling, I was scrambling. My legs were kicking out as I reached for dirt, roots, anything to grab a handful of and keep moving. A chorus cry of anguish arose on the air from the spot I’d left. Could have been they were celebrating what they assumed was my demise, or maybe they’d just discovered they had not succeeded. I did not think going back to get a clearer explanation was a good idea. My extremities and my heart were moving at unparalleled speeds yet my actual movements seemed to be mired in mud. I was feeling like a cartoon coyote flailing in mid-air to keep aloft. I don’t know if it was the place I found myself in or that my attempts at locomotion were too spastic, but I had no form of coordination nor forward momentum.

      What I did know was that the blue arcs were spreading out, looking for yours truly as I started to roll. Tucking my appendages in and spinning my torso seemed about the only way I could get some steam going. Oggie was barking like mad; one second he was next to my head going off so loud I thought my eardrums were in danger of bursting, the next he sounded like he was at the end of a long tunnel, then not half a revolution later, silence. Well, except for the crackle of lightning looking to fry my ass from this small sliver of hell. I kept going, vertigo was playing havoc within me, but that meant I was still alive, so I rolled with it. (Horrible pun—but that’s how I think when I’m terrified.) I was in the midst of a battle with an enemy that was already dead. What could I possibly do to stop them from harming me? The ground sizzled next to me, a puff of burnt something wafted over me, it was completely unpleasant, and I’m being serious here—it had a distinct sulfur scent to it.

      I was nearing my physical limits, when the strong smell of Satan’s ass was replaced by pine...and elm...and oak. And best of all, lavender. It was Azile. She was standing above me, a look of astonishment mingled with relief on her face.

      “You come here often?” I said suavely as I came to a stop on my back and looked up at her. I lay perfectly still. My stomach and my head were in concert, if I moved even a fraction of an inch more there would be penalties assessed. I was breathing heavily and trying to make it look like everything was fine and I was in complete control.

      “I specifically said do not get into any trouble, Michael!” Azile said, she was producing her own fireworks; at least they smelled good.

      My eyes were closed as I did my best to halt the spinning. “Yeah, because we know that’s going to happen.”

      She turned away from giving me a hard time. Her hands were up; she was doing something witchy, speaking an incantation in hushed tones. Then it was my turn again. “This your doing?”

      I didn’t answer; I think she already knew. I hoped this was just her concern bleeding through. Plus, to say something at that moment would have entailed talking through the sweet water that was accumulating in my mouth. What’s that, you ask? Well, sweet water is those jets of spit that shoot up from the back of your throat to lubricate the works before you send up the more violent jet sprays of bile. Clear enough? Should I continue? Suffice to say I stayed silent.

      “Bailey, Mathieu, could you please move him farther away?”

      Bailey leaned down and grabbed my shoulders, she pulled back quickly. “Are you alright Michael Talbot?” she whispered as she did so. These were the first kind words she’d spoken to me since the tunnel. She finished with, “It appears that even the underworld is afraid of you.”

      “It’s a start, I suppose,” I said as she roughly deposited me a good fifty feet from where she’d started. I felt good enough to sit up.

      “Would you like some jerky?” Mathieu had got down on his haunches and was looking me in the face.

      I smacked my lips. I couldn’t tell if I was hungry or sick. Hunger won out, I grabbed a fistful and shoved it in my mouth.

      “You alright?” I asked after eating my piece and thanking him for it.

      “I do not suffer any after-effects, if that is what you are asking, although I was only in there a short time in comparison to you.”

      “You beat me out by a few minutes. By the way, how did you get out?” I asked.

      “It has been three days Michael.”

      “What?” I stood up quickly, maybe a little too quickly. My head swam, I wobbled. Mathieu had stood with me and steadied me on my feet.

      “Bailey, myself, and your betrothed have been here the entire time. I confess that I have slept on occasion, but the other two have not. Bailey had to be restrained from getting a hunting party and going in after you.”

      “Really? Bailey needed to be stopped? I figured if she was going to get a hunting party it would be to finish me off.”

      “She loves you,” he said as he tore through a large piece of dried meat. I swear his teeth elongated and sharpened as he fought through a particularly fibrous hunk. Did he have that sort of mastery? Was he getting to the point where he could turn at will, like the Lycan? I was trying to decide if that was terrifying or terrific. The phonetically similar words went back and forth in my mind; their meanings were so different. Yet perhaps it was both.

      I was finally able to let go of Mathieu’s shoulder. Behind us in the woods, the angry red pulsing that was the death mass had calmed down to a bluish purple, a color that reminded me of an aging bruise. I briefly considered asking Azile if she needed any help, but for once I let higher reasoning work through my frontal lobe and dictate a semblance of sanity. I wisely hung back and watched. Mathieu had turned to watch as well. I felt powerless, but on top of that, I was spent. I honestly don’t know how much I could have done, even if I was called upon.

      “Only you, Michael, only you!” Azile had turned and was looking at me.

      “What the fuck did I do now?” I asked of Mathieu, quietly. He backed away two steps and then moved to the side.

      “I have seen that look before, my friend. I am going to see if I can stick my head in a boiling pot of water somewhere. That seems safer.”

      “Asshole,” I told his retreating form.

      “A benign confluence turned to a murderous swirl of poltergeists!”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said weakly in my defense.

      “You...you don’t need to do anything. Your presence alone alters all around you. Your fate is so tightly tied to that of the world that you pull everything along with you!”

      “How the fuck is this my fault? You came and got me! Tommy came and got me! I wanted to be left out of this shitfest! That was my desire, to wither away into obscurity! To be mired in my own pity and self-righteousness! I do not want this war and I certainly don’t want to drag others along for the ride!”

      “You have no choice!” I could feel a charge building around her, whether she meant to or not, she was summoning powers.

      My voice got low. “Do not, do not ever tell me I do not have a choice. Xavier can eat to his fucking heart’s content, he can swarm all over these shitty little settlements. These people, these cattle, mean nothing to me. Look how well they care for us! Not so very long ago they were trying to kill us, even as we attempted to help them. Now that we need them, they watch as we die outside their gates. In less than two weeks we will find ourselves stuck between their walls and the gnashing teeth of a werewolf army. I have given my wife, my children, my family, my fucking soul for war. What has it given me in return? Eternal damnation? The scorn of those around me? These people. They either hate me or are afraid of me or a healthy combination of the two. And to be honest, they are right to have those feelings. Most times I can’t decide if I want to turn away or kill them where they stand. That’s the line I walk every second of every day. I don’t have the energy or desire to keep up that kind of restraint.”

      “Where are the things,” I said, softer now, “that make us better humans? Music, not to drive armies but to stir our hearts; poetry that moves our souls; literature that inspires our minds.... Art? Where the fuck is Art? Are we not human? Why has only the worst in man survived? How is any of this worth saving if none of the good can rise above? While the French were lopping off heads, Michelangelo was painting the Sistine Chapel; light has always stood to counter evil. Eating, sleeping, shitting, procreating, that’s not enough! I will not give what’s left of my humanity without the hope of securing something better from our victory in return! Always, in every fucking alien invasion movie I have ever watched, they could not or would not kill all the people because mankind has this inherent goodness, a will to create magnificent things. Beauty lies somewhere in our hearts and it supersedes all the depraved actions that we are capable of, and unfortunately, act upon. I want—no, I fucking NEED to know where good is! Otherwise, fuck it.”

      “Are you done railing on the poor injustices that have befallen your world?” She asked. I think I would have rather she said nothing, though I don’t think it would have mattered what she’d said or done. There was no right or wrong answer.

      I laughed, I laughed heartily. I mean, to the point tears were coming down my face. “Thank you for that,” I told her once I finally got myself under some semblance of control. “Let’s go, Oggie.” Nobody said anything as we left, though I could feel their eyes on us. I walked towards the remnants of the Talboton inhabitants, through their encampment, past the gates and walls of Denarth, and into the woods. I was going home.
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        Xavier

      

    

    
      “I DO NOT know what it is about their roasted meat that tastes so succulent.” Xavier pulled a charred ribbon of muscle off a large thigh. He was sitting on a bench in the center of town. Normally, it could accommodate three people; he was having a hard time getting comfortable. Once he was done stripping the meat, he tossed the bones to the side and grabbed another shank from the captive woman that had been tasked with preparing his meals. She was terrified every time she got anywhere near the beasts, but especially this one, the one they called their King.

      “The clans have not eaten this well in a very long time,” Teton, the second in command said.

      “I told you this was the way of it. We have our slave werewolves do the work and we collect the bounty.” He drooled as he masticated a large gristly piece.

      “I have heard grumblings, Xavier.”

      “Are they never happy? We are near to ruling the world and yet they complain?”

      Teton continued. “They do not like that we turn so much potential food stock into the tainted ones.”

      “Would they rather be on the front lines themselves? Dying by man’s fire sticks? Is that better than going a bit hungry?”

      “We are not shepherds, Xavier, nor farmers. We do not tend to livestock or grow crops. We do not allow others to provide for us when we can do for ourselves. We are hunters, Xavier.”

      Xavier stopped eating and looked at Teton. “Is it really others grumbling, Teton, or is it you?”

      “I do not like having my food burned. I do not like these filthy peasants handling what I eat. They reek of fear and shit.” He threw a bone towards the servant, who cowered at the edge of the firelight.

      “We are becoming civilized. Do you not like being civilized?” Xavier snapped a femur between his powerful jaws as easily as if it were a toothpick. “If you do not like the direction I am bringing the clans, then perhaps you should do something about it!” He grumbled as he stood, his chest puffed out, his long powerful arms hanging by his side. There were a few tense seconds as Teton debated his next course of action. Finally he turned his head away and displayed his neck in an act of submission.

      “I thought as much.” Xavier sat back down. “Has the Talbot man been found yet?”

      “We have searched everywhere, but these beings all look the same. I have a hard enough time just telling the men from women, they are such small, pathetic looking things.”

      “This one is different, him you will recognize. The Old Ones cannot be mistaken for chattel. They are more like us than they are their own kind. And I...I have a certain respect for this one. I believe when the time comes, I will kill him quickly. I have a feeling that he will welcome that release.”

      “When do you wish to begin the march on the next settlement? Our brother, the moon, will be at his high point in seven days.”

      “I would like to stay in my conquest for a couple more days. We will push the people hard as time dictates.”

      “We will lose more than a few if we move before they have turned.”

      “I care not of their deaths. They should be content that they are dying for such a noble cause as ours.”

      Teton could only think of the waste of so much delicious human flesh, though he was wise enough to stay silent. He had tested his boundaries enough for the day, to further his complaints could end up with him being replaced in a most prejudiced way.

      A battered, naked man, barely able to stand, came trotting over to the two Lycan.

      “What do you want, food?” Xavier asked with contempt.

      The man trembled as he spoke. “I was sent to tell you that people have come and they are out in the field.”

      “More food? Wonderful,” Xavier said as he stood and rubbed his large paws together. He pushed the man over violently. There was a loud snap and screams as the man cradled his broken arm; Xavier smiled at the sound. He strode onto a section of the ramparts that still stood. His pulse quickened as he looked upon a hundred or more humans, all in possession of weapons. “This is impossible!” he roared. “Talboton and its inhabitants have been destroyed!”

      “They carry with them a white cloth,” Teton pointed out. “They wish to parlay.”

      “I do not discuss terms with my food. Does the bear ask the fish for its demands? The mountain lion heed the rabbit? No! Ready the Lycan.”

      “The humans are armed for battle. It is not our way to war.”

      “You are quickly outliving your purposefulness.”

      “It hurts nothing to talk with them while we prepare ourselves; it may throw them off their guard.”

      “Your words carry wisdom, though I cannot detect whether they are spoken in fear. Perhaps you need a lesson in courage.” Xavier jumped over the wall and landed gracefully outside the relative protection of the town walls. A wave of alarm spread through the people yet they stood their ground as the massive Lycan approached. A woman clad in leather armor stepped forward to meet him.

      “I am Inuktuk of the Landian tribe. Your presence here intrudes upon the peace and tranquility of this land.”

      “I care not for your peace. What was once yours is now mine. Everything that you once held dear will be gone.”

      “I see that you do not know the depths to which we will go to protect our mother earth,” she said forcibly.

      “The scourge of man will finally be brought to heel!” Xavier said as he raised his arm high.

      Inuktuk looked to her left and gave a slight nod. In seconds, horrified screams could be heard coming from within Talboton.

      Xavier swung his head back in an attempt to pinpoint where the noise was coming from. “What have you done?” he asked, looking back at Inuktuk.

      “We cannot allow the spoiled ones to once again turn.” Her features were hard set, as if to just think upon what was happening was distasteful.

      Xavier took two steps towards the Landians, who held their ground. He spun and bounded off.

      “Come,” Inuktuk said. “We will leave this place, for now, I fear we have invited a curse upon this land with our actions here today. There will be a price to pay.”

      Grenton blew into an old horn that had long ago turned from a shiny copper color to a dull green, though its tone remained clear and bold. He sounded the rally and turned to follow his leader.
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      “WHAT HAS HAPPENED here?” Xavier roared as he looked upon the pen that contained their human-werewolf army. At least a quarter of them were dead or lay dying from arrows.

      “We have been attacked,” Maal, the leader of the werewolf handlers told him. “The humans shot a storm of arrows from over there. He pointed to a breach in the wall not more than fifty feet away. “They would have kept firing if myself and the others had not gone after them. We caught but three.”

      “Bring them here!”

      Maal motioned and a Lycan guard came up roughly ushering three people in front of him. When one tripped to the ground, he savagely yanked the man up by his arm then violently swung him back into the dirt, breaking his left leg and four ribs. The Lycan could not contain himself; he placed one large paw against the man’s head and with the other tore into his midsection, ripping through the man’s abdomen and chest.

      Xavier could not help but notice how calm the other two men were, even though they watched their companion being eaten alive. He thought perhaps these archers were just stupid, he knew humans were lesser animals and they constantly proved it. Xavier made sure they all took the time to watch as the Lycan guard ripped into and devoured the man. He’d screamed weakly at first, but now he was still, except for the occasional twitching muscle.

      “This is your fate as well,” Xavier said to the two remaining men.

      “And we accept it willingly,” Huron, the older of the two said.

      “Are the Landians so weak that they send the old and infirm to fight in their stead?” Xavier asked.

      “I am seventy-four,” Huron said. “I have lived a long and fruitful life, I have children and grandchildren that I love dearly. That you have come here and corrupted the land must be dealt with. I volunteered in the only way that I could.”

      “You volunteered to die!” Xavier shouted.

      “I did.” The man nodded solemnly.

      “The time of man is coming to a close. It is our time now.” Xavier thumped a fist against his chest. The man’s insolence and certainty was beginning to weigh upon him. He was moving forward to rip the offending head from the old man’s body. A groan from the Lycan guard halted his progress. The Lycan stood straight up, his maw covered in red and purple. He brought both of his paws to his stomach and clutched his middle before he bent over. Unfathomable cramps twisted inside his gut. Froth began to bubble through the Lycan’s clenched teeth.

      “What is this?” Xavier’s eyes grew wide as the guard fell to the ground. The large animal pulled himself into a ball so tight he was not much bigger than their distant cousin, the wolf. He was panting heavily, a circle of urine spread out beneath him.

      “Samir is all knowing. Inuktuk will show us the way.” Huron’s arms were outstretched to the heavens. “The Land will provide the answer!”

      “What is this? What is going on?” Xavier asked.

      “Have you not figured it out yet, mongrel?” Huron spat. “We have become poisonous to your kind. Inuktuk has made us untouchable. To kill and eat us will bring your death!”

      “This cannot be!”

      “Go, slink back to your deep, dark caves. Hide in the shadows where your kind belongs. Perhaps we will allow you to live.”

      Xavier swung so hard he caved in the left side of the man’s head. Bone folded in on itself; his left eye struck his right before the man could completely fall over. A lopsided grin sat etched upon his features as he stilled upon the grass.

      “No prayer before you die, thing?” Xavier asked of the last man standing.

      “I will...” the man started. Xavier did not want to hear any more of the squeakings of Man. He dragged a two-inch claw across the man’s neck, cutting through his windpipe. The last few gulping breaths sounded suspiciously like laughter.

      Neither Lycan moved to help their fallen comrade. “Can this be true?” Maal asked. He was clearly distressed at the prospect that they might no longer be able to eat humans.

      “No!” Xavier said savagely. “It is merely a ploy. And if you say one word of this to anyone else, I will rend your reproductive organs from your body.” For a brief second, Xavier thought about killing Maal to ensure his silence and might have if it wouldn’t have raised even more questions. There were, at least, a dozen Lycan close enough to see what was happening. “Burn that Lycan, he has the sickness,” Xavier said as he turned away to think upon this newest problem presented to him by Men.
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      “DO YOU THINK the grapes worked?” Grenton asked Inuktuk as they set up camp some five miles from Talboton.

      “We can only hope.” Inuktuk was burdened with her thoughts. She did not have the stomach for the damage another war would bring upon her people. When she’d come up with her desperate plan, the three old ones had gladly volunteered their lives for their people. The names Huron, Juneaux, and Lindred would be added to the legends of her people for their sacrifice.
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        Mike Journal Entry 3

      

    

    
      PISSED OFF DOESN’T even begin to describe the emotion I felt at this point. If I had the ability to uproot trees and start swinging them around like clubs, I would have done so. I’d probably feel bad for the tree, though, minding its own business for like a century and then I come around and start fucking with it.

      “Kind of like what they’re doing to me!” I railed. I was a good mile from the gates of Denarth. I climbed to the top of a huge, rocky outcropping; the city walls were visible from here. I was still unsure of what my next course of action should be. I had not lied in the least when I said I wanted nothing to do with their war. The problem was that the people I cared for were knee deep in that conflict. I learned something about war long ago, before I became a vampire, almost before I even had enough years under my belt to be called a man. It’s never really about the conflict itself. Your loyalty was to the men and women you fought beside. You didn’t fight because you gave a shit about oil prices, or some God, or an imaginary line drawn in the sand. You fought because you had a brother or sister in arms next to you, you fought because while they were trying to keep you alive you were returning the favor.

      “What the fuck do I do now, Oggie?” I had lain back, my folded hands cradling my head. The big dog was lying next to me, his head resting on my chest.

      “A child could have tracked the path you left.”

      “I was wondering how long it would take for you to get here.” I did not move at the sound of Mathieu’s voice. He climbed the rock; for a second my face cooled as he blocked the sun before he could lie down, much like I had.

      “No one would believe that your exit was in earnest. Did you drive your feet into the ground as you stormed off? You were as a petulant child.”

      “Oh, the anger was real enough.”

      “It is a beautiful day,” Mathieu replied. “How long are you planning to remain out here? The Red Witch is displeased with you.”

      “I’m staying put until she finally gets to the point where her displeasure turns into concern and then relief that I’ve returned.”

      “That may be a while.” Mathieu smiled broadly.

      “Something funny to you?”

      “The Red Witch has spoken to me regarding your vast ability to find, trap, and then don trouble like a heavy garment upon your shoulders. Stories are one thing, but to actually be privileged to witness one in the making is quite another.”

      “How is it that my life is so amusing to so many of those around me?”

      “You should perhaps look at it from my perspective some time.” I was about to deliver a comeback when he sat up quickly. “Something...someone approaches.” He stood and squared himself as in preparation for battle. Oggie was immediately up as well; apparently I was the weak link in the danger-sensing department.

      I then caught a familiar scent on the wind. Oggie was bristled, as was Mathieu; he was subtly changing from his human form.

      “I have been in this spot for quite some time—long before the Polluted One came. If I wanted to inflict damage, Old One, I would have done so before now.”

      “It is not comforting, Lunos, to be stalked by a Lycan. Forgive me for not letting my guard down,” I told him.

      “You know this filth?” Mathieu asked, although it sounded more like a growl.

      “You ask like I’m stepping out on you. Yeah, we’ve had words. When the brother of the Lycan that is attempting to take over the world speaks, you tend to hear him out.”

      “This is Xavier’s brother? Why have you not ripped his throat out?”

      “Apparently, he’s not a fan of Xavier, either. So he says. So, technically he’s on our side, but I’m not sure how I feel about him,” I said aloud.

      “Let us wonder no more. We kill him now. The worst that can happen to the world is that there is one less Lycan.”

      Lunos snarled as he emerged from the woods directly in front of us. He’d once told me he was the runt of his litter, yet he was still bigger than any Lycan I had thus far encountered, save Xavier, which meant he dwarfed the three of us on that rock. If not for the height advantage the ledge afforded us we would have been craning our necks to see his ugly face.

      “Michael, I would have believed an Old One capable of garnering more worthy allies.” Lunos was looking at Mathieu. “Although, it does appear you have trained him well. I have never seen an infected change without the presence of the moon. Perhaps he has some small value.”

      Mathieu was thrumming next to me, I could almost feel the vibrations in the air.

      “What do you want, Lunos? Do you bring more worthless bits of information?”

      “I could just leave with what I know.”

      “Either join us or join them. This playing for both sides shit isn’t going to work. Oh, that’s right—you can’t go back, can you? Your brother has placed a bounty on your head. You might be welcome now; I heard he no longer allows litter mates to be killed.”

      “The thought alone of joining with you makes my fur ripple. I would rather return home and endure the penance I escaped all those years ago.”

      “You couldn’t make any less sense if you tried,” I told him. “You obviously hate us, yet you desire to help us? Why should I take the word of one who has no loyalty? I must assume everything you say is false, a trap to regain your place among your own.”

      “It is true, I do not love humans, but it is equally true that I do not hate them. They are merely a food source, nothing more.”

      “Oh, I think you could add ‘a means to an end’ as well in there. You want something from us Lunos, a deed of some kind— something you’re too chicken shit to do on your own. You seek help from the beings you think the very least of. What’s that say about you?”

      Lunos did not take my bait. “He has not yet found your storeroom of weapons.”

      I swallowed down hard on the words I’d been about to say.

      “Is that a hint of fear I smell being carried along the wind? I knew it would be worth being downwind to gauge your reaction to my information. The Red Witch is powerful, but careless. She leaves clues behind for those that know how to look for them.”

      “What do you want?” My eyes narrowed, this conversation had gone from irritating to potentially deadly in a matter of a few heartbeats. Lunos needed to die, regardless of his usefulness. Lycan by themselves are cause for sleepless nights driven by the fear of extreme nightmares. Armed Lycan? Well, that goes that extra step into the realm of insanity.

      “Right now, Old One, you are wondering how best to kill me. Is that not true?”

      “It’s not like you’re reading my fucking mind, Lunos. I’ve been debating killing you since we first met. And my compatriot and I are talking openly about it.”

      “If I had wanted Xavier to know the location of your weapons he already would. Do I look such the simpering fool that I would accidentally let slip what I had discovered? I have told you so that we might establish a base of trust.”

      I let out a short laugh, as did Mathieu, though his came out more like a bark. I wanted to give him a fist bump, but I didn’t think he’d know what the hell I was trying to do, and then we’d have this awkward hand exchange going on in front of a lethal enemy; it would totally blow our manly moment.

      “Trust? You just called us food.”

      “I would eat neither of you,” Lunos snorted in disgust. I couldn’t help taking that personally.

      “Okay, maybe not either of us, but we identify with humans.”

      “You are about as human as I am, Old One. I am only here talking to you because you are NOT human. Do you wish for me to tell you what I need to?”

      I couldn’t help but notice how sincere he was in his deception. It was strange, he was basically saying that he wanted to tell me more, even though it wouldn’t be in his best interests to share the knowledge. In a twisted way, it was kind of refreshing. It’s one thing to be lied to and it’s also one thing to be lied to and know you are being lied to. It’s quite another to be lied to and flat out told you are being lied to. In Lunos’s case, he was lying by omission and telling us so. “Go on,” I prodded.

      “Xavier’s hold on power is more precarious than ever. The Landians have joined the fight.”

      “About time they got off their asses,” I said, more to myself. If they’d done something before Talboton had started to burn that would have been even better.

      “I do not believe they truly wish to fight. They cleverly used a natural substance as if it were magic; it successfully instilled great fear among the Lycan.”

      “I’ve never been good at riddles. Could you maybe dumb that down for us hairless ones?”

      “Grapes. The Landians sacrificed three of their own, having them consume massive amounts of the fruit, knowing the Lycan would then eat the men.”

      “What the fuck is he talking about?” I asked Mathieu, who had pulled back slightly from his werewolf persona, at least enough that he could use his vocal cords, though it did sound vaguely like rusty guitar strings rubbed across sandpaper, unpleasantly gravelly, in other words.

      “Grapes are poisonous to canines.”

      I couldn’t even fathom the level of restraint Mathieu must have used as he straddled the line between two distinct and separate species. His words were strained, but clear enough.

      “Son of a bitch.” I remembered once when Tracy and I were first married. We adopted this God-awful ugly dog from the pound. You know the kind, so ugly they’re adorable. I’d like to say that was the case here as well, but it wasn’t. He was just plain ugly. All the same, I loved the mutt. We named him Rhino. Scratch that; I named him Rhino. He had these small, close-set eyes and an extremely long nose, plus he was a dull, solid drab-gray; almost a non-color. He looked like a furry rhinoceros; it seemed only fitting. Not really the point of the story...so, anyway, I’d gone out with some of my Marine Corps friends and we’d done what any self-respecting bunch of Marines would do. We got shit-faced.

      When I came home that night, Tracy was on the couch, a book splayed across her chest. She was fast asleep. Rhino had jumped off the couch to come and greet me; a heavy dose of snorting and ass wagging ensued. I picked him up and began to squish his massive nose, and he grunted and sneezed and licked at my hand during my ministrations. It quickly got to the point where even my blasted self was disgusted by the sheer volume of puppy slobber he had deposited on my hands. I gently placed him down, wobbled a wee bit as I headed for the sink, and washed my hands. Hang on, I’m getting to the meat of the story. The trouble began when I turned to reach for the paper towels. I knocked over an entire bowl of green grapes. Rhino’s eyes got huge as he saw, probably in slow motion, this huge bounty of food coming his way, which was fine by me. I figured with both of us working on the problem we were sure to get it cleaned up pretty quick. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I caught what I thought was an action figure soaring straight out of a comic book. Tracy literally flew from the couch, cleared the island in the kitchen and sailed horizontally to the ground, landing like a seaplane, smack between Rhino and the grapes. Well, to be fair, she made a landing on a bunch of the small, balled fruits, smashing them completely out of their skins.

      “Whoa. That was awesome!” I told her, meaning every word. “Did I ever tell you Cat Woman turns me on?” (I should add that this fetish was before my personal view on cats had been skewed by negative factors.)

      “Get Rhino out of here!” Were her words as she slid along the floor, liberally coated in homemade non-alcoholic wine.

      I was drunk, male, and a Marine, but that didn’t make me stupid. Close, I guess, but not totally without some redeeming qualities. I noted the urgency in her actions and her voice. Something was wrong, though I had not a fucking clue as to what it was. I picked up Rhino and headed out of the room, clipping my hip on the side of the island and nearly sending us both sprawling. I chugged upstairs with the puppy firmly secured in my grip.

      “Talbot! What the hell are you doing?” Tracy called after a few seconds.

      “I’m keeping the dog safe and sound from enemies both foreign and domestic, just like you ordered,” I told her valiantly.

      “Put him down and come back here and help me, will you?”

      Rhino whined for a moment as I placed him in the bathroom and then I trudged downstairs. I couldn’t help but laugh as I looked upon my young wife, her left side soaked, pieces of grapes clinging to most of her body and throughout her hair.

      “This funny to you?” She’d had a fistful of the grapes and was about to toss them into the garbage but obviously, smooshing them in my face was a better call. Learned a lot of things that night. First, going out with your friends and getting drunk doesn’t necessarily mean you won’t get some when you get home, and second, grapes are extremely toxic to dogs. Who knew? A thick pocket of pain traveled quickly through my entire body as I thought on that small, sweet moment in time, indelibly etched upon my memory. I did my best to keep that part of me sealed off, but from time to time bits would leak through my not-so-impenetrable defenses.

      “Sacrificed how?” I asked once I’d dusted the old thoughts away.

      “The Landians set up an attack under the guise of a parlay. They killed as many of the tainted ones,” he looked over to Mathieu as he spoke before continuing, “as they could before retreating. Then they deliberately allowed three of their own, those that had eaten the fruit, to be captured.”

      “Jesus!” I exclaimed as I ran my hand through my hair. I generally refrain from using that name in vain, but right now I was at a loss for other words.

      “They must have known the three would be eaten,” Mathieu said. I don’t know if he was stating fact or speaking his disbelief.

      “At least one of them was. The Lycan that ate him died a most horrible death. It was entirely effective. Fear spread through the Lycan population; assumptions were made that perhaps something had been done to anger our gods, making the humans poisonous to us.”

      “Lycan have gods?” I asked.

      “That is your question, Michael?” Mathieu asked.

      “Why wouldn’t it be? I find it strange.”

      “We are not godless savages,” Lunos said.

      “Not believing in a god doesn’t make you a savage,” I told him, pretty sure my own God would back me up on this.

      “You are both digressing from what we must discuss,” Mathieu interjected or interceded—both most likely.

      “A werewolf is standing here, mediating a meeting between a vampire and a Lycan. Could this fucking day get any weirder? I think talk of gods is right on the agenda.” Thinking back, I probably should have kept my mouth shut, but in any case, Lunos went on without a hitch.

      “The Landians destroyed a significant portion of Xavier’s fighting force.”

      That he’d not said ‘tainted ones’ was an improvement that wasn’t lost on me.

      “He is losing support amid his people’s concerns of angering their gods, yet soon he will be forced to march his Lycan en masse for attack; he is vulnerable.”

      “Hard to picture a savage, six hundred pound wild beast as vulnerable,” I said.

      “No, it makes sense,” Mathieu said. “The Lycan do not prefer to fight openly; it is not their way. They prefer to hunt their grounds and rule over the werewolves through terror. The Landians were the aggressors. They have already proved they will do whatever is necessary to stop Xavier’s brutal hold.”

      I knew what he meant. To demoralize the Lycan camp, the Landians had fired into unarmed innocents. Who, twenty-nine days out of thirty, were merely scared, starving slaves to a cruel master.

      “He’s going to make a move before the moon turns,” I said as the revelation hit me. “He has to. He has to force his command, and the only way to do that is to distract them with battle. Shit, back in my day presidents had been doing that since they’d started getting elected. Nothing makes a leader more popular than winning a war.”

      “Governing men sought more popularity by allowing their citizens to be killed in armed conflict?” Mathieu asked incredulously.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      Mathieu could only shake his head.

      “If his grip is so tenuous, now is when we need to strike,” I said.

      “With what and with whom?” Mathieu asked. “There are hardly enough Talbotons alive to mount an offensive and I fear Denarth will do nothing until it is far too late.”

      “Me. I plan on mounting an offensive,” I told him.

      “It is very difficult for one man to mount an offensive, Michael.”

      “Nevertheless, this is the opening I’ve been waiting for. The Denarth diplomacy bullshit is just a stall tactic. They aren’t going to help. I wouldn’t be surprised if in the next couple of days, they forcibly remove us from these lands. I’m leaving now. I’m going to kill Xavier. Tell Azile not to follow.”

      “I’m not telling her anything. She’ll string me up for not stopping you. No, Michael Talbot, I will not do your dirty work for you; anything you need to tell Azile, you will do alone. But I will help you kill Xavier.”

      “And you, Lunos? What will you do?” I asked.

      “Certainly not help you two fools. It was not my intention to spur you on to your hasty deaths. I thought my information would help gather your allies against him. This foolhardy plan will only hasten the demise of Man. I have wasted my time here.” He turned without saying another word and as quickly as he’d come, he vanished.

      “He’s an entertaining fellow,” Mathieu said to me, so deadpan I was not sure if it was meant sarcastically or not. Which, considering I grew up in the cradle of sarcasm, was pretty impressive.

      “Well, I guess no time is as good as the present.”

      “This is it? You wish to leave now?”

      “I have my friend, my dog, hand axe, and rifle. What more do I need?”

      “Are you forgetting about the Red Witch?”

      “Hell no. That’s why I want to leave now.”

      “Are you not afraid she’ll turn you into a newt or something?” Mathieu asked in all seriousness. Was it even conceivably possible he could have known that line from the Holy Grail? I knew it was extreme coincidence, but that didn’t make it any less funny to me. For the first mile Mathieu could not understand why I was laughing tears.

      “Getting turned into an amphibious creature is nothing to laugh at,” he railed.

      That only made my stomach hurt more as I guffawed, yeah guffawed. I always thought that was just one of those descriptive words that doesn’t exist in real life. Not so. After I finally calmed down and the occasional leftover giggle had petered out, we walked a fair portion of the remainder of the day in a comfortable silence. I can’t be sure how it is between two females, but in my experience, women have a tendency to avoid quiet contemplation when in company, at least for any serious length of time. I’m not sure why the silence is so unsettling that they have a constant desire to fill the void with the sounds of their own voices. I mentioned this to Mathieu. He thought upon it for a moment before he said that I was “brave for saying such things when no woman was around to dispute or hear them.”

      “Brave, maybe...stupid, no,” I told him.

      We picked up the same deer trail we’d used to escape Talboton. Every so often we would find reminders of our swift and demoralized retreat. A discarded bloody bandage, a lost child’s toy, and the graves we’d dug along the path.

      “We do not stand much chance of victory in this endeavor, Michael.”

      “I know that.” My eyebrows furrowed in anger as I looked upon a stone marking the senseless death of another innocent citizen of my namesake town.

      “Yet, we continue?”

      “Yet we continue,” I echoed his question with an answering statement.

      I knew beyond a shadow of doubt it was not fear that urged Mathieu’s line of questioning. He was simply looking for answers, and he had a right to know. If someone asks you to lay your life down, you’ve earned an explanation, maybe you’re owed. At least that.

      “Who are we helping by our deaths?” he asked.

      “No one,” I told him truthfully.

      “Do you have a plan?”

      “How long have we known each other?” I meant to interject some humor with my words, but instead they were laced with anger, not towards Mathieu, but the enemy I marched towards. I thought I should apologize, but left it alone.

      “Bailey has told me that your friend, BT, wrote entire chapters in his story dedicated to your lack of planning. One was called ‘Winging It’, another ‘Flying by the Seat of his Ass’, and another, I believe, was ‘Pissing in the Face of Caution.’”

      “I get it.”

      “The best one though was, ‘Skull-Fucking Reason.’”

      “I get it!” I said more forcefully.

      “He loved you, though.”

      “I loved him. I miss him, Mathieu, I miss them all. Their absence has created a vast wasteland within me that cannot ever be filled. They have been dead for nearly a century, yet I feel the pain as acutely as if it had happened yesterday. I now know why Eliza’s anger was so white-hot; she could never forget the wrongs that were committed against her, no matter how many centuries passed. I cannot suffer through any more loss. I’m doing what I’m doing now to stop this madness. I’m glad you are with me, but I’d have been happier had you stayed safely behind. For decades my world had been reduced to me and my wallowing self-pity. I have expanded the circle of those I care for to Oggie,” whom I took that moment to pet affectionately, “Tommy, Azile, Bailey, you, and maybe even that damned ninja, Lana. I have nothing left to give after this, Mathieu. I’m already slopping through the dredges of what was once Michael Talbot. I was never the best-suited man for this job, no matter what those that are actually moving the pieces around may think.”

      “Sometimes the most unlikely fortune comes from the most unlikely source. Perhaps you were chosen specifically because of your randomness. That you do not follow in a conventional manner can be a useful tool for fooling fate.”

      “Yeah, I’m sort of like playing Russian roulette with a loaded gun that has a propensity to go off at random times and may potentially explode, whether the trigger is pulled or not.”

      “How did your people ever think to call placing a gun to their temples a game?”

      I shook my head, although it seems like I should have known that answer by heart. I’d been playing one suicide game or another for nearly forever. Maybe not with a gun to my head, but I’d certainly been a pawn in a dangerous game every time I’d gone out on a mission. But I had never answered the root question: why was I in such a rush to give the most precious of gifts back to whomever had bestowed it upon me? It’s not like I’d get my deposit back for an early return. “We’re a fucked up species.” Reductive, but it was all I could think to tell him. Descartes I wasn’t.

      We continued our journey. I was nestled so deep in the past I didn’t realize that what I was experiencing at that very moment was in the present. I’d read once that most of our memory is tied to smell; this was definitely not the exception. Mathieu had reached forward to grab my shoulder, shaking me back to the now.

      “Do you not smell that?” he asked.

      “The weirder question is, why are you smelling my memories?”

      “So not only do you not think before you act, but you also do not think before you speak.” He was whispering.

      I wrestled with my thoughts for a minute as I organized them back into their unsettled beds. “Zombies,” I said in resignation.

      “Many, if the stench is correct.”

      “Why, of all the things that could possibly survive from that time, does it have to be zombies?” There was an anguish in my voice I could not disguise.

      We were creeping nearer; the smell had become as close to intolerable as was possible without our retching. We were stopped in our tracks by a sight that was easily enough to send us both to the edge. Perhaps if we’d not both been through all we had, it very well would have pushed us right over. The zombies had dug up the grave of one of the women we had buried and were busy devouring what was left of her gray and black, bloated, decomposing body. They were fighting over maggot encrusted meat. Slivers of wriggling masses would fall from their eager mouths onto the ground where other zombies would grapple over the fly larvae.

      “This cannot be normal.” Mathieu had backed up. He was looking a little worse for the wear.

      “They’re starving. How many do you think there are?” I asked.

      “Two dozen...perhaps as many as thirty. We should easily be able to skirt around this particular death trap to ensure that we die somewhere else.”

      “You get funnier every day. But no, we are not going to avoid them.”

      “You wish to fight them, but for what purpose?”

      “Not fight them, but we can’t leave them here. They’re on this path because they’re tracking us. Not us, specifically, but the Talbotons. They are looking for food sources and they prefer it on the hoof.”

      “We could go back and warn them of the zombies’ approach.”

      “We could,” I said with a small smile, an actual plan rattling around inside of my head.

      “But we’re not,” he finished my thought.

      “Nope. I’m already in trouble with Azile; it will make no difference whether I come back in seven hours or seven days.”

      “What if you never go back?”

      “Well, that solves the problem as well. Doesn’t it?”

      “How have you survived this long with that mentality?”

      “It works for some. How far do you think Talboton is from here?”

      “Nearly sixty miles would be a conservative guess.”

      I was silent as I began to dwell on the lesser merits of this idea. I was making Mathieu nervous enough that he had to ask: “Why?”

      “We need to lead them away from their present path.”

      “Okay… but I sense there is something more...NO,” he said, louder than he’d meant to once he’d figured it out. “You yourself have told me that zombies can run. How could you possibly outpace them for that distance?”

      “As a regular human, it would be an impossibility.”

      “You are not wholly a vampire, either. Is this something you are even capable of?”

      Maybe he hadn’t meant it to be, but his words had very much sounded like a challenge. In my mind, and my mind only, to back out now would make me feel less like a man, which, ironically was something that I would need to be if I was to have any chance of success.

      “Zombies are the enemy of my enemy...thus, we’re friends, right? Do you think that quote holds any validity in this particular instance?”

      “I sometimes wonder if my life would have been better if I’d never had you sample my beer. You certainly wouldn’t have hung around too long to talk.”

      “Words can hurt too,” I told him, placing both of my palms against my chest.

      “Again, I will come with you,” he sighed.

      “I’m not asking, Mathieu, and I don’t want you to. This is an enemy like no other. They will never stop. They never tire; pursuit, capture, and devour is all they ever think about. We will not be able to stop to catch our breath, to sleep, to eat. We will not even be able to take care of any...err...basic necessities.” By referring to bathroom breaks I’d just come to that realization myself. It was not one I was overly happy about. I could piss on the run if circumstances dictated. But shitting my pants and then continuing to run? That sounded about as much fun as sandpapering my nipples.

      We knew what we had to do as we pulled back.

      “We will need to eat heartily before we begin.”

      I knew what he meant. We had some beef jerky but that really wasn’t going to cut it for what needed to be done. It is difficult to justify killing a human, even to save others. On a philosophical level, I’ve always believed in the concept of the sacrifice of the few for the good of the many. On a practical level, this was not always the clear choice. It is difficult to look into the eyes of those few and tell them their sacrifice is with merit. The general response is “go fuck yourself.”

      “How does venison sound?” Mathieu asked.

      The blood and the meat would be welcome, not quite the turbo charge that a human’s life fluid would afford us, but it would inflict less guilt upon my conscience.

      “You will wait here?” Mathieu asked with concern.

      “Where would I go?” It was a stupid question and we both knew it before the airwaves I’d moved with my voice even had a chance to stop rippling.

      “I’ll be back soon.” He did not warn or prepare me in any manner. One moment he was Mathieu the man, and in the next, after what looked like a painful, yet practiced transformation, he was Mathieu the werewolf. He must have sensed concern in me. He lopped a huge paw on my shoulder then bounded off.

      “I have got to get a better class of friend,” I said before I found a log that looked like a reasonably comfortable place to sit. “What am I going to do with you my fine furry pup?” I was rubbing Oggie’s head, he was lying down, almost like he knew we were mustering for something big and was conserving his energy. “This is going to suck something fierce, puppy. I kind of wish you’d go on back to Denarth and Azile.” His tail wagged slightly for two beats. Oggie running this long was going to be a problem as well.

      “Whatcha think, boy? Is this something you think you’re up for? You can always sit this one out. Stay or go?” Oggie’s tail wagged, he barked then reached up to lick my face. Seemed like he wanted to go.

      Whenever all around me was quiet and I was still, my mind tended to travel back to a different time. I consciously fought that inclination. I did not want to visit the ghosts of the past; they charged too much per view. Every time my thoughts are wont to stray, I stand and do a small walk around the clearing I find myself in. The first time I did this, Oggie raised his head to watch. After that, he knew I wasn’t going anywhere, at least nowhere he could follow.

      “Someday, Tracy, I promise I’ll make my way back to you.”

      Maybe the breeze sighed “I know,” maybe I made it up. There was comfort in that, no matter how the words were conceived. I was on my fifty-eighth lap (yes, I counted) when Mathieu returned. He’d just finished turning back into a man as he entered the now well-trodden clearing. He dropped the buck at my feet.

      “Looks delicious,” I said sarcastically as I looked at the still warm tongue lolling out of the majestic creature’s mouth. “So now what? We just tear into it like animals?”

      “We are animals,” Mathieu clarified.

      “Great, just what I was looking for, a pragmatic werewolf. Everyone should have one in their lives.”

      “You can stall some more or we can get on with the task at hand.” He changed again into his werewolf form, dropped to the ground, and tore a section from the deer’s hindquarters. He’d definitely caught Oggie’s attention. The dog was standing next to the buck, whining quietly and looking from me to Mathieu. He was asking if it was okay to share. Before I’d finished the approving bob of my head, he’d dropped down next to Mathieu and was getting a piece. The big dog did not seem to care in the least that he was next to a werewolf. All I can guess was that he sensed no threat from the beast, after all, he knew Mathieu.

      “Fuck it.” I pushed the higher functioning “me” far into the back of some dark, little-used closet of my mind, making sure the door was locked tight before I dropped to my knees. My teeth elongated; I plunged them deep into the fur lined neck of our prey, the blood still warm as I pulled long draughts of it into my mouth. The liquid splashed against the back of my throat and sloshed into my empty stomach. My pulse quickened; a feeling of invincibility spread through my limbs. My conscience, which had been smacking its fist against the padlocked door, had finally stilled. I gave myself over to the vampire. I wonder what some poor lost soul would think if they stumbled across this scene. How strange, how terrifying would it be to see two mythical monsters and a dog feeding together? I sucked that blood until it threatened to overflow my system; even then I kept going. By the time I was finished, the warm liquid had begun to congeal; it was more like pulling mud through a straw by the time I was sated. Once the beast was thoroughly drained, I started feasting upon the fibrous muscle that once held the animal’s head aloft, tearing into it as easily as if it had been slow roasted in a crock pot. Somewhere in the neighborhood of an hour later, little remained of the deer except for some well-gnawed bones. Even the marrow was sucked dry. The idea of running two marathons and change was about the farthest thing from my mind, an after dinner wafer thin mint and a nap seemed much more in order. At least, that was what my rational mind would have wanted. The baser, animal part of me wanted to tear into those zombies, crush, splatter, decimate and kill them to make them pay for every hardship that had ever occurred in my life. If it were not for them, I could have long ago passed, having lived an unexceptional, but decent life, loved and been loved. I would be with those I most cherish, and not stuck in this eternal nightmare from which I cannot wake.

      There was no exchange of words; we both stood at the same time. Perhaps a guttural response and a nod of the head passed between us; otherwise we both already knew what had to be done. I looked down to Oggie, his muzzle emblazoned with blood as if he had painted on his own war mask. He was as ready to go as we were. The zombies had moved down the road; we had to backtrack five miles to where they’d dug up another recent grave. They were busy dismantling the corpse as we approached. Stealth was no longer needed, nor preferred. We wanted them to hear us, to draw them away from Denarth and straight to Talboton. Even in the state I was in I had to suppress a snicker. When the zombies looked up from their latest meal I could not help but see them as if they were office workers peeking up above their cubicles as someone announced they’d brought donuts. “First come, first served!” The stampede was on. I had to twist Mathieu’s shoulder as he was more inclined to fight than flight.

      Five miles in and we’d led them back to where we’d originally found them. I was doing fine. Yeah, I was stuffed with blood and meat but my enhanced body was doing what it was supposed to. Mathieu padded along like he was on a leisurely Sunday stroll. I would not have been surprised if I’d looked over and he was working on a crossword puzzle. Oggie was panting slightly, I knew now there was no way he was going to be able to make this trek, it was too much...too much for all of us. I turned to look at our pursuers. Stasis hadn’t done them any favors, they were scrawny, uncoordinated, even with their last couple of meals they hadn’t really put much meat on themselves. The only bonus, for me, at least, was that they looked much less like people now and more like the monsters they were. Monsters chasing monsters, the Grimm brothers were rolling in their graves.

      The zombies were holding at a steady pace, slower than the blistering speed I’d seen them use, but definitely quicker than a trot, perhaps averaging a seven-minute mile. At some point around the ten-mile marker I ripped an inch-thick wedge of blister down the back of my right heel. The pain was intense and immediate. I felt blood and serum pool on the bottom of my foot and squish under my heel. I had a flashback to my Marine Corps days; some of the forced marches we had would result in foot injuries that would plague our existence for days. My recuperative powers had vastly improved, but still, it would be many long miles before I put this injury behind me. Why was something that took the brunt of every step so fragile? Mathieu didn’t look like he could do puzzles anymore, but he didn’t look particularly overly taxed, either. Oggie was beginning to concern me. He’d stumbled a couple of times and had even yelped once. I could carry him for a bit, but he wasn’t a puppy anymore. Dog had to be somewhere in the hundred and twenty-pound range; that would definitely slow me up.

      I was pretty confident Oggie understood the gist of what I told him but I couldn’t be sure he got a complete and accurate translation of everything I said and this was life or death. It had to be perfect.

      “Mathieu,” I pushed out.

      He looked over. He didn’t bother with responding; that would have been a waste of energy.

      “Can Oggie understand you?” It was my only chance. They all had some form of lupine in them; theoretically they could communicate, right? Sure, there would be some dialect differences, a misunderstood insult or two, but otherwise they should be able to get a message across. He nodded.

      “Tell him,” I gulped down a hard breath, “to race ahead….” I paused, “run into the woods,” I had to catch my breath, probably ran another hundred yards before I was able to speak again, “then follow us, all of us.” That was as clear a picture as I was going to be able to paint using words, under these circumstances anyway. He nodded again. I was thinking the easy-going facade he wore was much more forced than I’d previously thought. Being chased for ten miles was as exhausting as it sounded. We could not slow up; the pace was constant and demanding. Oggie shook his head, as he was receiving what I hoped was a clear message. He looked over to me. I could see it in his eyes; he did not want to leave my side, but he was spent. He used his four paws as they were intended and pulled ahead of us, spending the last of his reserves to give some separation. He bounded up past a bend, and by the time we got to where I’d last seen him he’d cut over and disappeared into the woods. I could only hope he’d gone far enough. I couldn’t see him, and I couldn’t help, so that would have to be good enough.

      We’d gone another hundred yards when I heard a loud bark over my footfalls. I thought I was going to falter right there. Mathieu looked over to me and gave me a thumbs up. Oggie was alright. The weight of that worry being lifted from my shoulders gave me a second wind. The day was cool and getting cooler as we headed towards the night but it didn’t stop the sheets of sweat from pouring off my head and down my back. My clothes were stuck to me in a dozen different places. The sky was clear and a three-quarter moon illuminated our path, even still, it was imperative to keep a watchful eye out on the trail. A misplaced step on an exposed root or deep hole could turn an ankle and right now that would spell instant disaster.

      I tore two more large blisters into my soles, I could feel my feet sliding around inside my boots from the pus and blood slogging around down there. I had massive chafe going on around my thighs where they rubbed together. My nipples very much felt like they were being sanded down, and like I figured, it was not a pleasurable experience. Minor discomfort had been upgraded to major irritant and was fast approaching unbearable pain. We couldn’t have been much more than twenty miles into our trek, I felt the odds of completion strangely drop with every step forward I took. I spared a glance over my shoulder, not sure what I was hoping for, that maybe the zombies had given up, that we just weren’t worth it. What food was? Then I remembered that I had once packed up the car along with the missus and three young children to take a five-hour car ride to visit Tracy’s aunt, who could not stand the sight of me, only because she was cooking brisket. Now, if you’d ever had Aunt Etta’s smoked brisket done in her signature dry rub, you’d understand. The kids whined nearly the entire trip, and beginning at the front door I suffered through more dirty glances from Tracy’s aunt than I care to remember. Didn’t matter, none of that mattered. I shoved enough brisket in my pie hole to damn near secure man’s hold atop the food chain.

      Where was I going with this? Oh yeah, the zombies hadn’t stopped. If anything, they’d gained a few steps. Their lips were pulled back in rigor mortis-forced grins, cracked, blackened teeth glowed dully behind us in the moonlight. Their scab laced arms pumped in unison to their footfalls. Most had only residual vestiges of footwear still clinging to their mangy feet; they had to be leaving a trail of blood as they pursued us. At least, Oggie would have an easy enough scent to follow, even if it smelled to high Heaven. Then, thinking of high Heaven, I looked skyward and beseeched, “We sure could use a little help here.” Nothing, not so much as a crow caw to at least acknowledge my presence. This was worse than being at the DMV at the end of any month; at least there you took a number. I mean sure, the odds were high you’d forgot some vital piece of paperwork and you’d have to start over, but fuck, you at least had a number. As my thoughts drifted, so did my concentration. I stumbled. If I hadn’t fallen into Mathieu I would have gone completely over. He pushed my shoulder to right me and I nodded my head to him as a thank you. His eyes, which were already preternaturally large because of his current form, were even more so. His hairy muzzle hung completely open as he struggled to cool down. Mired in my own agony, I hadn’t given much thought to how fucking hot he must be running around in that shaggy Wookie suit. Did he sweat in that get-up or was he relegated to panting like Oggie, to dissipate heat? I may have been the one that almost went down, but Mathieu wasn’t long for this chase either. If he fell now, I don’t know if I would have had the energy or the will to do anything about it. The darkest part of the night had descended upon us and had darkened everything outside and in. I was having a hard time remembering if I was running away from something or to something, the landscape began to meld. I think I kept my legs moving only through force of habit. Random images began to flit across my mind, perhaps it was my brain’s final hurrah, more likely I was overheating and cooking the damn thing.

      Some images made sense, my first bike, my first bike crash, my first car, my first car crash, the first man I’d ever killed, a logical sequence. My first love, then the only love that ever mattered, a searing pain. One shake-off later and I got a giant zombie clown, a bird with one white eye and one black, a large crocodilian alien that walked upright, an obviously haunted house...images spun faster and made less sense the farther I went.

      “Run!” Mathieu grumbled up ahead of me. I’d fallen behind, I was midway between Mathieu and the pack of ravenous zombies. I squeezed some precious drops of energy from my adrenal gland. I’d like to say it was like injecting nitrous oxide into an engine, which would be a gross overstatement. It was just enough go-go juice to keep the mechanics running, I maybe gained a step on Mathieu; more likely he’d slowed to keep from leaving me behind.

      We finally came abreast of each other, partially from my incremental speeding up and partially from his slowing.

      “I fear,” he paused, “that I have nothing left to give.”

      We were somewhere over halfway through our odyssey. To die now would have accomplished nothing towards our goal.

      “Mathieu...do an Oggie.” It was all I could manage.

      “You will die.”

      The first words at the tip of my tongue were, “Better than the both of us.” But I knew that wouldn’t have worked, he would have stayed. There is something honorable about two friends dying together, misguided, sure, but honorable. “I’m good.” I tried to make it sound anything but what it was: the final breaths of someone desperately clinging to the side of a lifeboat in frigid water with sharks, orcas, and a Kraken or two circling for good measure.

      “Do it,” I urged. I could not yield much more ground to the zombies in an effort to give him some distance. He pulled ahead so slowly I was fearful he was already on fumes. It had taken him over a mile to gain no more than twenty feet. Now, he was damn near plodding along instead of running. “Move faster,” hissed through my teeth. I would not give up until he was safe; then all bets were off. That gave me a grim moment of satisfaction.

      Somehow he found another gear...maybe the vapors he was burning were a little richer in oxygen. There was no noticeable bend in the path; one moment he was up ahead of me, the next he was gone. I got to the spot where I figured he’d turned off the beaten path; there was a small drop off. He was at the bottom, lying in a heap, not completely camouflaged, but probably good enough for my uber-focused zombie horde. Unless of course, one fell off the path and landed on him. Pretty sure Mathieu wouldn’t have enough energy to fend it off. I was happy he was safe. Two friends would make it through the night, those weren’t always words I could use.

      I no longer knew where I was, or how far I had to go. It seemed like I’d been running for my entire life, to or from one thing or another. It was time to stop. The thought of just stopping, sacrificing myself, had credence. It would give Mathieu an opportunity to get some much-needed rest, find my dog, and maybe resume what we’d started here. I was raising my face and my arms to the sky almost as an offering.

      “It won’t be long now.”

      “Pussy,” came from my left. “I could have kept going for at least another forty or fifty miles.”

      “What?” I asked. I was staring at a ghostly after-image of BT; then it was gone.

      “What would Bon Jovi say?” Gary asked.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      “Dad, if you stop, the zombies will get you.”

      It was Captain Obvious himself. The sight of Justin brought tears to my eyes.

      “I’m so tired,” I told the night.

      “Move your ass, dad!”

      “No swearing,” I instinctively told Travis.

      “What are funkies doing in the Boston marathon? I know a good place we can get some munchies when you’re done,” Trip told me.

      I turned to my side. Ron, Nancy, and their four kids waved back at me and were cheering me on. I hadn’t seen him that happy since long before the zombie apocalypse.

      “Marines never quit!” It was my father.

      “Daddy, remember that scratch on your car?” It was Nicole.

      “Now? Now you want to fess up?” I was saddened when I thought the ghosts from my past had vanished; I should have known that wasn’t the case. I looked down to my side. Henry was keeping pace. “Now I fucking know I’m hallucinating.” I wanted to reach down and pet him. Henry changed shape and grew taller.

      “You saved me once; it’s my turn to return the favor. An amalgamation of Paul and Dennis spurred me on.

      “Not going to lie guys, that is freaking me the fuck out.” There was dual laughter in response; it came from them, but it was all around me, too, like wind.

      Tommy was off to the side, he had a fistful of silver pop-tart packs and was fanning them out like a deck of cards. “It’s not time yet.”

      “I could use your help right now.”

      “What do you think I’m doing?!” he called out from behind me.

      On and on they appeared: Stephanie, my mother, people from other worlds I had only an inkling existed, like Jack and Jandilyn. A parade of memories surrounded and encouraged me, but never the one I was truly looking for. My one, my only, of all those who’d come or I’d manifested; why not her? My heart was crushed, I was feeling gutted. I loved each and every one that I’d seen, but the one to which I’d bonded my soul was powerfully absent. Maybe it was because I did not have that soul, I was no longer a part of her. Despite the ongoing support from the others, that single thought simultaneously made me want to completely give up and yet to never do so in the hopeful pursuit of winning back that which I had lost

      I should have known to not turn around. Not only were the zombies closer, but now so was Eliza, Durgan, and something else...a huge, mutated version of a crocodile thing, and it was fast.

      “Bad idea, Talbot. Very bad idea,” I said as I turned to keep my eyes locked on the front. A pinprick of light shone far in the distance. At first, I assumed it was caused by the aneurysm that had to be bursting in my skull. But then the point grew to the size of a candle, then a flashlight; before long it elongated, looking, I figured, much like a tear in the fragile fabric of existence might. Was I running towards my end or was it coming to greet me? A figure stepped through, tears burst from my eyes. They’d been unsolicited and I would have thought I wouldn’t have had a drop of moisture to spare, yet water fell freely from my face, suddenly pissing me off to no end that it was obscuring my vision.

      “Mike, I’m here. We’re all here.”

      “I love you,” I forced out.

      “Just follow me, Talbot—just come to me, please,” she pleaded.

      “You are asking more than I have to offer.”

      Her voice became stern. “I have never known a more stubborn, bull-headed man than you, and this is the time you decide to cheat me out of that memory?” She was close enough I could see true terror in her eyes. She knew more than she was letting on. I caught some awkward movement out of the corner of my vision; not hallucinatory.

      “Me! Look at me!” she urged. It was too late; I’d already seen the black fog of the amassing. They’d come to watch my fall.

      “I don’t like that look, Mike.” Tracy was concerned. I’m not sure what my pain-filled body was able to produce on my face. I was hoping for a smile...must have come off as something more sinister. I defiantly flipped a finger to the side.

      “There’s the Mike I know.” Tracy matched my smile, hers much more angelic than I could manage at my best.

      “It’s not too much farther, baby—I promise.” She was looking to her sides and sometimes behind, but mostly she watched over on me as I struggled. I noted that she was barefoot and hovering an inch or two off the ground. Nothing else mattered to me except to look upon her, to watch her, to see her. I would run until my heart exploded, until my lungs burst; her image was all I would focus on. Otherwise, I knew the immense pain would break through, the overwhelming fatigue would take permanent hold...the bleakness would plant its roots.

      “Baby? You never call me baby. How bad is this?”

      She shrugged.

      “Wait a minute...apparitions don’t shrug...isn’t that against the ghost code or something?”

      “My time here grows short. I’ve been discovered.”

      “Discovered? By whom? Tracy—no. Stay with me, please. I can’t do this; I can’t do any of this without you.” I was temporarily blinded by the stinging tears I wrung from my nearly dry reserve. I felt a coolness on my cheeks as her hands reached out to stroke them. A warm kiss planted on my lips spread through my limbs; for a moment, I was almost as weightless as my beautiful wife. For just that moment, I once again felt the union of our souls. My lips were still pursed when the bright light that illuminated her had been extinguished. She was gone and I was alone. Or so I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        Mathieu

      

    

    
      MATHIEU DID HIS best to dive to the side, but his exhausted legs just caved in on themselves. He collapsed and fell over. Instead of the controlled leap he’d sought and no doubt pictured, he ended up rolling down the embankment. He could hear Mike panting and the zombies moaning right behind him, and he knew that he was not completely concealed—he just couldn’t do anything about it. His muscles were firing off independently of what he willed them to do. His legs twitched painfully, they alternated between seizing up and flopping like a landed fish. No matter how hard he sucked in, he could not get enough air to satisfy his lungs. He could not remember a single point in his life when his body had insisted on betraying him as much as it was right now. At least, when he turned into a werewolf he drew on the inner strength of the single-minded intentionality of turning into the beast. Right now his body and mind were in opposition; so many things were going wrong he could not even identify them all.

      As the zombies thundered right above him, he’d almost cried out when his hamstring pulled taught, effectively halting all thought and breathing. The charlie horse threatened to sever the large muscle neatly in two. He bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood as he fought to keep his leg straight and his mouth shut. He didn’t know how long he struggled with that muscle, but the zombies had passed by the time the contraction eased. A full ten seconds passed between the herd leaders and when the slowest of them lagged past.

      “There are more than a couple of dozen.” Mathieu was looking up at the stars. “I’m sorry, Michael. Good luck, brother.” With those last words, he passed out, dehydrated and completely spent.

      He awoke with a start some time later when he realized he was not alone. He took a moment to orient himself, keeping still until he could recall where he was and what had happened. There was no part of him that was neither stiff nor sore. He did his best to sit up quietly, hoping not to draw attention to himself. Whatever it was, was close, he couldn’t possibly escape an enemy in his present condition. Night was giving way to dawn, but the light was still not good enough to peer deeply. He was close to changing into his larger, predatory form when a sharp, short bark burst out.

      “Oggie? Is that you?” The big dog rushed out of the brush directly in front of him, wagging his entire body. “I am glad you are an ally,” he said when the dog came up and licked the side of his face. “Are you feeling as I am?” Mathieu asked as he grunted to stand. “We will need to get some water; then we will go and find our friend.” He could only hope that there was something left to find. The dog seemed fine and Mathieu was convinced that Michael and Oggie had a connection; if something had happened to Michael, Oggie would have known.

      “You ready?”

      Oggie barked in answer. Mathieu looked up the hill like it was Mount Everest, sighed, and then climbed it to get back on the path.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        Azile

      

    

    
      “IT HAS BEEN three days. I think we can safely assume he is not coming back.” Bailey had searched dawn to dusk for the missing trio, to no avail.

      “I thought he was just going to blow off steam.” Azile’s eyes expressed her deep concern.

      “If he were my man I would not have let him out of my sight.” Lana strode up. “What?” she asked innocently when she saw Bailey’s angry glare.

      “He could not truly have gone home,” Azile said.

      “You basically told him to stop being a bitch; I have never known a man to appreciate that,” Bailey said.

      “I didn’t mean it that way...I meant for him to quit his bitching.”

      “Nonetheless, the words you spoke conveyed a different meaning.”

      “Of all the things Michael is, a bitch isn’t one of them,” Lana said dreamily.

      “Give it a rest, will you Lana? He’s nearly thirty times your age!” Azile was getting riled up. Mike and Mathieu were gone, Denarth had still not opened her gates, and Xavier would be there soon.

      “Perhaps we should follow Michael to his home,” Bailey said.

      “Yes, I would love to see his home,” Lana cooed.

      “Wouldn’t you maybe like to braid your hair or possibly oil your breastplate?” Azile asked. Lana looked confused. “He did not go home.”

      “That is what he said,” Bailey interrupted Azile’s thoughts.

      “I know what he said. I figured he was just going to center himself and would come back in the morning. When Mathieu and he did not return, my unease began to grow.”

      “So where then?” Bailey and Lana asked together.

      “Mathieu would not have gone to Michael’s home, not with all that we are about to be confronted with.”

      Bailey stood quickly. “Is he insane?” she asked once she understood what Azile was thinking.

      “Clinically, he very well could be. Oh, Michael! What have I done?” Azile said. She sat down heavily, her head bowed, her face in her hands.

      “What are you two talking about?” Lana stood with her hands on her hips, her bottom lip protruding in a pout.

      “I fear he may have gone to take matters into his own hands,” Azile said.

      “That would be just like him. BT often said that he would do things that no sane, rational man would.” Bailey was grabbing her gear.

      “You can’t possibly catch up to him,” Azile said.

      “I must, at least, attempt to aid him; I would be dishonoring the legacy of my ancestors if I did not.”

      “Adding sacrifice upon sacrifice will not win this fight.”

      “You of all people, Azile, should not dissuade me from this course of action.”

      “They are three against a Lycan army. They cannot possibly succeed. I will have to live the rest of my days knowing I sent my love off to his death. I will not add another. You must remain here. Your people need you here to lead them.”

      “There are not enough left to lead, and I will not stay here while our backs are broken against the Denarth walls.”

      “My father is a proud man, but he is not a fool. I will talk to him again; I will make him understand.”

      “You have until tonight, Lana. Then I must take my people as far from this place as possible before the moon once again becomes full.”

      Lana turned and left without another word.

      “I do not know if he has a hero complex or suicidal tendencies; I do not think even he knows himself.”

      “Those are nearly the exact words my great-grandfather used, he wondered and worried all the time about Michael’s true intentions and whether they revolved around saving others or killing himself. He will find a way back to us.”

      “I just hope it isn’t on the spiritual plane,” Azile said, as she abruptly walked away.

      Bailey looked toward the direction of Talboton; she very much wanted to gather a small force and pursue Michael, if only to find out how he died and perhaps retrieve his body. It was duty that kept her where she was. She owed it to those that were left to do her utmost to ensure their continued survival no matter how much it pained her to do so.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        Mike Journal Entry 4

      

    

    
      I DON’T KNOW how much time or how many miles passed, but the dark of night was being replaced by the burgeoning dawn just as I was emerging from the wooded path into a large field. I thought that perhaps my mind was playing tricks on me; there were people—hundreds maybe. I wanted to shout to them to get the fuck out of here. I couldn’t even wave at them. It seemed that every function of mine had been rerouted to just keeping my legs running. I’ve murdered them...I’ve murdered them all, I thought sadly. That was my bitter thought, until I saw their Lycan masters. I’d stumbled straight into the heart of the werewolf army. I would have laughed or cried, both seemed appropriate responses. The poor bastards ahead of me paused when they saw the pied piper of doom approaching. I could hear the cracks of whips as the Lycan attempted to keep their ragtag column moving forward to Denarth.

      “This is really going to fuck with Xavier’s well-laid plans.” I ran right past the lead man, he did not watch my passing; instead, he turned to follow. He didn’t make it far. I was halfway through the army when the slaughter began. Shouts of warning were almost immediately replaced by screams for mercy and then the piercing cries of those being torn apart. I had a moment of pain at the loss of so many people, then a current of worry shot through me when I thought about the potential for werewolf zombies; I could only hope the two viruses could not survive in the same host, otherwise I had just added an entirely new nightmare to this already fucked up world.

      People were scattering in every direction. The few Lycan assigned to keep them in order were scrambling to do so. Probably would have been able to get them under control eventually if the zombies hadn’t decided that the big hairy beasts were also on the menu. A Lycan could tear a zombie in half, one on one, but the zombies’ preferred method of attack involved overwhelming their foes with superior numbers. Three Lycan fell before they could retreat. I understood their cowardice, and it worked out in my favor, but it made me think even less of them, which I hadn’t thought possible. I don’t know what I was complaining about; if one confronted me there would have been nothing I could have done except fall at its feet. I took a quick glance around me to see what was happening. The zombies hadn’t just smashed headlong into the column, they were attempting to encircle their prey; I didn’t realize they could be so organized in their hunt. I was still in a race for my life, attempting to outpace the lasso that was rolling up on either side of me. By now I’m sure my adrenal gland looked like a raisin; there was nothing left to squeeze from that asset. The only reason my legs were still moving was because they didn’t know what else to do.

      Thinking clearly was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Survive, that was it, that was all I had, and survival entailed running. There were werewolf-people and Lycan alongside me, we were all allies for a moment, avoiding being eaten alive was our common bond. The Lycan quickly outpaced me, as did pretty much everyone else, save some very old folks and some very young ones. I had not even the strength within me to feel pity for those about to die. The Lycan were making a straight line back to Talboton, and I, luckily, had enough presence of mind to veer off to the side, now following the same orders I’d given to Oggie and Mathieu. The zombie net had tightened around the vast majority of the people they’d been trying to ensnare. There were a few stragglers, myself included, that had just missed the clenching jaws of that monster. I’d escaped by no more than ten feet. The zombies, thankfully, did not bother to track down those they’d not captured. I made it another two hundred yards and burst through the tree line. Okay, stumbled.

      “Just a little farther,” I urged my legs. I received a huge “fuck off, Michael” in the form of a massive muscle cramp that threatened to tear my fucking thigh in half. My left leg seized up so violently, it caused me to do a complete three sixty on my right leg before I fell over into a small pile of leaves that had strategically hidden a good sized rock. What little wind I had left was completely knocked out as the stone gut-punched me. I was sucking in forest floor debris, unable to move even the slightest. Pain receptors tore through every fiber of my being. Hardly more than a tenth of a mile away, people were screaming for their lives. I was very much in danger of joining them if I could not move soon and move fast. Right now, death meant the end of pain; I guessed that wouldn’t be such a bad trade-off, truth be told. Finally, like all bad things, like all good things, like all things really, the pain began to subside. I could start to taste the dirt that was being sucked into my mouth and up my nose. I wasn’t fond of the tang, even some of Tommy’s woe-begotten Pop-tarts sounded better than what I was eating right now.

      Moving my left leg was out of the question; it was strange to be bothered by an injury that had occurred a century ago, while I was once again running from zombies. To do anything more than concentrate on keeping it as straight as a board was tantamount to incurring a death-dealing injury. My breathing had slowed to something closer to a hummingbird pace, I’d partially pinned my right arm under my side and it was beginning to lose circulation. Just rolling over enough to release it almost seemed more than I could muster. Even when I got it free it was like trying to hold a piece of cooked spaghetti aloft. Pulling myself out of harm’s way using these worthless appendages was out of the question.

      “Yeah, that’s right, just stay here,” I started taunting myself. “Mouth full of dirt, rock in the gut. Left leg as stiff as…” (Well, some mornings as I laid next to Tracy and the curve of her body was perfectly silhouetted against the morning light…maybe never mind.) Somehow, I never figured this would be the way I went out. I was picturing standing on a cliff’s edge, flowing locks blowing in a western breeze, a bloody sword in my arm, gold armor over my torso. With a final savage cry erupting from my lips, I would strike down the epitome of evil. I paused to consider this possibility. “Wait...did I just riff off the fucking Lord of the Rings? I did. Oh, fuck it. Nobody around here knows that story. Holy shit! If I get out of this mess I could become the greatest story teller of all time. I could plagiarize all the best, and no one would be the wiser. They’d think I was a fucking genius! I could redo Star Wars without Jar Jar! Moby Dick, Romeo and Juliet, Twilight for God’s sake! They’d all be mine. Okay, maybe scratch Twilight. People would sing my praises for generations!” Then it all came crashing down; there was one that could unravel my hastily made daydream. “Azile. Hmmm...maybe I could buy her off.” I smiled at my thoughts; the ideas were one thing, penning them, quite another. It would be better for me to stick with what I knew best. Getting into shitloads of trouble.

      With my right leg I pushed my foot against the ground. I may have moved an inch or two but more likely I just rocked back and forth because my stomach was high-centered on the stone. “Going to have to do better than that,” I berated myself. I didn’t care. The screams of the damned were still piercing, the carnage was in full effect. Why, then, was I hearing the sound of approaching footsteps? I twisted my head to the side and did my best to blow off the wet leaves that had stuck to my face and beard. It was a zombie. A hundred and fifty fucking years later, monsters everywhere, and I was going to be done in by a zombie. Obviously I am one big joke to the Universe. What were the odds? That’s like vacationing in Burma in the 1990s and some ancient Japanese soldier who has no idea World War II has ended because he has been living in a cave for the last fifty years eating a diet of salamanders and spiders hears you hiking around and runs out and sticks a rusted out bayonet straight through your heart before he dies. Yeah, it was kind of like that.

      The zombie got closer. I was going to lay here passively while this thing worked its jaws through me like a redneck on road kill. I would live for a fair amount of time, which would seem like forever, while he devoured me, probably starting with the leg I couldn’t fucking budge. “Sucks” did not even scratch the surface of how horrible this scene playing out was going to be. Cursing seemed like a reasonable thing to do right now, I just didn’t give a big enough shit to do so. The zombie’s dirty, blackened foot fell less than three inches from my nose. The stench of defecation and death was strong in this one.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I mumbled. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of getting eaten alive but as it was, I had no other options; I was simply out of gas. The thing leaned down, its face no less dirty than its feet, and if possible, the stench was somehow worse. “Gotta admit, I was kind of hoping you’d start somewhere else, like maybe my ass. There would be some poetic justice involved there.”

      The feet shifted and I felt a hand wrap around my wrist, or, at least, try to. The zombie was on the smaller side.

      “What’s the matter, the seating arrangements not up to your standards?” I asked of my devourer.

      “I wish you would stop talking. The Lycan are close.” It was a female voice, she was whispering and I had to assume because she was talking that she was not a zombie. “Before you ask a thousand questions, I will tell you who I am. Then you will remain silent until I tell you it is safe.”

      I couldn’t guarantee I would not talk, that’s pretty difficult for me; it’s just not in my nature. But for now, I was all ears, intact and uneaten.

      “I am Mickie from the Landian tribe.”

      “Like Mickey Mouse or Mickie D’s?” I had to ask, she did not respond.

      “They are close.” With some effort, she pulled me underneath the bough of a large hemlock tree. A heavy skirt of needle-laden branches concealed us from all but the most prying of eyes.

      My mouth began to move in preparation for another question, she must have sensed this as she placed, easily one of the grubbiest mitts that I have ever had the displeasure of being touched with, over my speaking orifice. As you would expect, I froze; I could not even begin to wrap my mind around what was traveling across the surface of her filth coated palm and right into my very being. I was seriously grateful my lips hadn’t opened yet. I would have punched her in the head if I could have moved my arm. Her hand clamped down even tighter, I was in danger of her cutting off my airway. Then I heard the snap of a branch being stepped on no more than ten feet from where we laid, and all was forgiven. Whoever, or whatever it was, was not in search and destroy mode. They departed as quickly as they came. Mickie relaxed, it was too late for me. I passed out. I’d like to say it was from exhaustion. In fact, since I’m the one writing the history here, that’s exactly what it was. Manly exhaustion. In reality, though, a bit may have been from the shock of her muck.

      It was getting dark by the time I came to. I attempted to raise my head and get my bearings. Oh my god my body was sore. I felt as if I’d been dragged behind a pretty rambunctious bull, one foot caught in the stirrup, for about five miles. I don’t really know what that felt like but, I could guess. At least I could move a little better now, even if my movements now mirrored my actual age. My fucking hair hurt, that’s how bad off I was.

      Mickie’s face peeked into the small clearing. “There is some water next to you; do you need help sitting up?”

      “No, thank you.” I had my pride to think of. I rocked from side to side a couple of times like an overturned tortoise, then I looked over to Mickie who seemed slightly bemused. “Fine.”

      She came in and adjusted me so that my back was against the tree. I almost didn’t mind the sap that was sticking to my back as the cool liquid cascaded down my throat from her gourd. Besides Mathieu’s beer, I don’t think I’d ever tasted anything so good.

      “Are you a werewolf?” she asked when I’d finally taken the water container from my lips.

      “Worse,” I told her honestly.

      “You are Lycan?” Her eyes grew wide and she seamlessly drew an incredibly long knife from a sheath on her back. The point was at my throat before I had a chance to explain.

      “Old one! I’m…I’m an Old One,” I told her, not sure if that was the best move either. Note to self: When you are completely helpless, it is not a good idea to be either ambiguous or dangerous. Give short, polite explanations for yourself.

      She immediately pulled the knife away like she was ashamed of what she’d done. “You are Michael Talbot?”

      Wasn’t sure if there was a right answer here. I still owed the Landians a debt I wasn’t planning on paying, sort of like my student loans. I was still getting notices in the mail from a collection agency out of Indiana for those; and come on, it’s not like I was using the damn degree. I suppose they could garnish my wages, but there wasn’t much money in monster slaying. “I am.” My mother always told me honesty was the best policy. (This coming from the woman that claimed the family dog as a dependent on her taxes. Of course, the IRS would never hold a knife to her throat.)

      “Inuktuk will be pleased that I have found you.”

      Those words offered little comfort.

      “Are you well enough to walk?” she asked, and reached her hand out to offer to help me up.

      I would rather have eaten cherry pop-tart coated ham, than take that hand. “Listen, umm, Mickie, I don’t mean to be rude or ungrateful, but you look like you rolled around in shit.”

      “I did,” she smiled. “It is wolf waste. The Lycan avoid it.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Makes sense.” Some had used offal back in the zombie days to mask themselves from the ravenous hordes. Apparently, coating yourself in crap is a universally effective defense. I wouldn’t think there was an enemy at any point in human history that wasn’t offended by some shit or other. Good thing we never had an apocalyptic battle with dung beetles. Her hand was still outstretched.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to move yet.”

      “The zombies will finish their meals soon; this will not be a safe place.”

      “Dammit.” I rolled off to the side to get my hands underneath me. I pushed up, happy that I was able to do so. My shoulders creaked like old floorboards in a haunted house.

      “You need to be quieter,” she said softly.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I mumbled. I sounded like my very own bowl of Rice Krispies as I snapped, crackled, and popped my way to a vertical status. Boy, I was getting old. I wobbled; my left leg gave a twinge, kind of letting me know that we weren’t quite done with our little struggle for control. I took a tentative step; I had self-locomotion but if we had to run, it would be over before it started.

      “If I don’t make it to wherever we’re going, could you please tell your people to be on the lookout for a scruffy, albeit handsome man, although, don’t tell him I said that, and a big, magnificent dog that were with me?”

      “I will.”

      “Thank you. Lead on, Landian.” Walking seemed to help break off the rust that had solidified on my muscles. “How far?” I asked when we’d gone about a quarter mile. I was already starting to work through what little energy I had regained during my short slumber.

      Mickie said nothing. “Fuck,” I muttered. I knew what that meant. Far enough that I was going to be in a ton of pain again by the time we got there. She kept a slow, but deliberate pace. Surprisingly, I felt better the farther we went along. Figured it was somewhere in the five-mile range by the time we were done. The closer I got to the camp, the more of an escort we collected. I’d like to say it was with a hero’s welcome when we returned, but they were all armed and they looked less than thrilled to see us, or more likely, me. They must have been saving wolf shit for months because they were all coated in it and more than a few were getting dangerously close to my bubble of personal space.

      “This smells like a fucking cut-rate kennel. You think you could maybe back off?” I turned to the closest man. “Fingers for everyone!” I said, raising a double eagle. It was weird that such a simple gesture, universally understood at one time, now had absolutely no meaning. Didn’t stop me from flipping off the entire Landian tribe. I suppose it was more for me than them, and even though it pained me, I did a pirouette to make sure everyone got their due.

      “You should stay closer to me,” Mickie urged. “I have not seen my people so angry except when dealing with the Lycan.”

      “I tend to have that effect on people.”

      “You are my responsibility until I get you to Inuktuk; it would be a personal affront if anything happened to you before then.”

      “Yeah, just think how that would be for me.” The press of crap coated bodies was getting thicker. At one point I might have been able to fight my way out; now I wasn’t so sure. I always get a little claustrophobic when I feel trapped. “You had better back the fuck up!” I shouted at someone that was close enough to take a whiff of my shampoo, I mean, that’s if they were into that type of thing. I screamed out when a blade scraped against my rib cage. I lashed out, sending the offender sprawling away. He’d be lucky if it was only a broken jaw. One second we were moving along, Mickie no more than a handsbreadth away, the next she was pulled away and I was completely surrounded, the tips of many various types of weapons pointing at me, mostly at my midsection, but there were enough pointing at my head and legs that it would matter little which direction I chose to go.

      “Fuck it. Let’s do this.” I grabbed the hand axe off my thigh strap. Yeah, that did little to diffuse the situation.

      “STOP!” A voice rang out. It was Inuktuk. “Is this how we treat our guests?”

      “I’m thinking their manners went out the door with their personal hygiene.” I just couldn’t help myself from saying something. The shit was really getting to me and silence is not in my nature.

      The circle pulled back, six inches at the most, then to my front a wedge formed as Inuktuk came through. I couldn’t help but notice she was flanked by six very large and heavily armed tribesmen. All was not well in this twisted McDonald’s religion. How could anything that was based off a clown be well?

      “You should come with me,” Inuktuk said as she extended her hand. I was hesitant to show my back as we left; it would take one of the pissed off natives nothing to thrust forward and personally introduce me to his steel. Apparently, Inuktuk still held enough sway that this didn’t happen. A guard pulled back the flap on her large tent and we were ushered inside.

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked as she escorted me farther in and offered me a seat on a pile of furs, which I gratefully accepted. I turned when Mickie also entered.

      “It was not a popular decision to become involved in this war we find ourselves in,” Inuktuk said as she sat.

      “Not sure if there has ever been a war that was unanimously popular with the citizenry. The ones fighting it tend to have a different outlook from those that dictate it. So, joining the fight was your call, I take it?”

      She nodded.

      “I wish you’d hopped on board before Talboton fell.”

      “I regret this. However, your town’s demise was the only reason I was able to get my tribe-mates to listen.”

      “That’s kind of like putting up a dam after the flood.”

      “Nevertheless, the new dam is strong; we are nearly committed to this war.”

      “Are you really? If you ask me, you’re barely holding on to your personal position of power, and once that’s gone, what are those people out there going to do? To be honest, I’d really like to get out of here before the coup begins. Feel free to come along and bring your honor guard with you.”

      “I will not leave my people!” she said indignantly.

      “Just a suggestion. What’s happened here that has them so riled up?”

      “The Lycan took twenty-five people four nights previous. That was before we’d learned to use our scent camouflage.”

      “Oh...so that’s what you’re calling all this shit smearing. Okay. Fair enough.”

      “May I continue?” She was not nearly as jovial as that first time we’d met. The strain of her entire world being threatened was wearing her thin. I felt a little bad for her. However, another part, a bigger, more resentful part, was still very much angry at her absence in a battle that could have had real meaning in this war. Sure, I’d delivered a heavy blow to the Lycan, killing a decent amount of their soldiers, but those were easy enough to replace. This was the zombie apocalypse all over again; a virus would be turning our own against us at staggeringly exponential rates.

      She told me about their initial raid and the plan with the grapes, which I thought was absolutely brilliant; though I’m not sure if I could have justified the sacrifices or not. Sure, they had to happen to pull that plan off, and they had volunteered for their mission, but that’s a little more hardcore than I’d probably be able to stomach. Got to figure that was the first real ding in her credibility to lead.

      “We knew that we had to use fear tactics against the Lycan; they were still mustering for an attack. Many Landians believed that Talboton would never fall and that once you had defeated the Lycan, things would return to normal. When your town toppled, it was as large a blow to my people as to yours.”

      “Oh I doubt that. They’re not my people, but they were dying while yours sat on the sidelines and rooted for the home team.”

      “That is a fair assessment.” Have to admit, I figured she’d come up with an excuse and not just own it like that. “We may be late, Mr. Talbot, but I am determined to see this through.”

      “And your people?”

      “It will dawn upon them. They know we cannot sit idly by, that sooner, rather than later, we will be forced into action.”

      “You’d be amazed what a crowd can come up with on its own.”

      “That is what I am afraid of. That is why I am attempting to gain any and all advantage before I ask them to fight. We have picked up ten refugees from Talboton and they have disclosed to us the secret weapons cache hidden there.”

      I was thinking that anybody could know about the room, but without Azile, that knowledge was just about useless. “You tried to raid it?”

      “We did. It was our belief that this section of the fortress would have been left unsecured. There were nearly a hundred of us.”

      “That’s a pretty large force for a secret mission.”

      “Most of them were there to help remove and transport the weapons once we found them. We went into the secret entrance to the tunnel.”

      I shuddered at the word; I didn’t have a great track record with underground enclosures.

      She continued her narrative, regardless of where my head was at. At any rate, it was brought back to the present soon enough. “We were all in that tunnel.”

      “Wait, you went along?”

      “I could not, in good conscience, send my people off to possibly die without putting myself at risk as well.”

      “Too bad more politicians in my age didn’t feel that way. I could guarantee a ninety-nine percent reduction in war; but there will always be that crazy one percent.”

      “I should have realized something was wrong. There was a presence in that tunnel...an evil.” She looked over to me, not sure if she was searching for my understanding or she was accusing me of being the evil’s root cause. Either way, I was in agreement. “The smell as well—death was heavy in that place. If those weapons hadn’t meant so much to us I would have...no, I should have just turned us around.”

      “More people have died because of those damn guns than should ever have.” Were they important? Sure. But they still hadn’t stemmed Xavier’s march. If anything, they’d fractured what was left of humanity’s stand. The Cajunites were gone, Denarth was no longer an ally. New Georgia had been all but destroyed, Talboton was gone. A few cursed guns weren’t going to turn the tide.

      “I do not believe they knew we were down there. Much to our detriment, I believe it to have been nothing more than a random check. Some unseen force guided their hand so as to meet us in that tomb. Once we were discovered, the battle was on. As soon as the Lycan saw us, they attacked. Those in front were slaughtered mercilessly.”

      I didn’t say anything, but how the fuck else are people slaughtered? She was in pain. I would keep my snarky replies to myself.

      “I wanted to fight; my men pulled me out to the other side before I could join in.”

      “What would that have accomplished? You’d be dead now.”

      “Perhaps my successor would not be so willing to enter into war.”

      “Do you honestly think your people have a choice? This war is going to be brought to them whether they want it or not.”

      “Over forty men and women have been killed or captured in just the last week. That is more than we’ve lost in the last two years!”

      “Inuktuk...Amy.” I used her real name, it came off the tongue easier. Saying ‘Inuktuk’ tended to get stuck in the back of your throat. She looked up from that hopeless spot she was sinking into. She had to be strong in front of her people at all times; perhaps when she was with someone she didn’t know, someone she wasn’t leading to war, she could be more honest with herself. Made sense in a strange, twisted sort of way. “The grapes,” I asked. “Whose idea was that?”

      “It was mine.”

      “The wolf crap?”

      “We had a tribal meeting about that.”

      “Okay...who called the tribal meeting?”

      “I did,” she responded.

      “This making any sense to you yet?” She didn’t answer, though I think she wanted to. “How many more of your people would be dead right now if you hadn’t done the things you have? There’s a chance that someone else running the show here might have bought the Landians a little more time. Run, bury their heads in the sand type of thing. Xavier certainly has his sights set on Denarth, and then I’m sure Robert’s Land will be next. Then, once he was an unstoppable force, he’d be slamming full force into the free folk of Landia. He knows you’re here, he knows you’re not going anywhere. More than likely, Amy, he will use your people as cattle. Round them up and feed them to the Lycan as need be. You won’t even have the chance to fight; you’ll be penned up and butchered like farm animals. I would think that’d be a pretty tough way to go out. Your people should be writing songs about you, not trying to get you ousted.”

      “Someday they may understand. Right now, all they feel is pain and suffering for those of us that have been lost.” She was defending her people; I couldn’t exactly blame her for that.

      “Your actions have bought us some time.” It was as close to a “thank you” as I could get.

      “I fear what we have done, and even what you yourself have sacrificed, has accomplished nearly nothing.”

      “What? By the sounds of it you must have taken down a hundred of their army and that herd of zombies just killed another hundred at least, including some of the damned Lycan.”

      “That is less than one-fifth of what he has assembled.”

      I truly thought I had misheard her. “Excuse me?”

      “He has already dispatched the other armies. You have given some time back to Denarth, but no others. He has sent three other sets of raiders out and he keeps a large guard within the walls of Talboton in case they are attacked there.”

      “This can’t be happening. Where could he possibly have gotten that many people? His army grows exponentially while ours dwindles.”

      “There are rumors that he has sent his kind over the great river to harvest more humans.”

      “Great river? You mean the Mississippi?”

      She looked as confused over that name as I had when she’d said hers.

      “It’s Xavier,” I continued. “He’s the glue that holds this shit-ball together. Without him, the Lycan fracture. This is so out of their nature; as a race, they’ll return to the way they were once he’s gone.” I was lost in my own thoughts for a moment. “Do you know for a fact that he’s in there?” I grabbed Amy’s shoulders and looked into her eyes.

      “We believe that to be so. Why?”

      “I need to kill him.”

      “That has been established, but he’s far from vulnerable. There are at least two hundred people around him used as his human shields, and perhaps half again that number of Lycan. You have proven over and over your effectiveness as a skilled warrior, but even you cannot overcome those odds.”

      “The people are out of the fight until the full moon.” I had a faraway look in my eyes. “Hundred Lycan, though, that is still something to contend with.” I snapped out of it, this was not something I could do alone. “Will your people attack?”

      “I...I don’t know. They are losing their stomach for it.”

      “This wouldn’t be Samir’s teachings would it? To go meekly into the night with your tail firmly entrenched in your asshole?”

      “There is nothing in his sacred words that speak of an ‘asshole.’ His teachings revolve around the preservation of life, and that one lead as pure an existence as possible.”

      “A pure existence? Do you have any ideas what kind of food they served?” I put my hand up to my forehead and rubbed the palm against my eyes and down the bridge of my nose. “How did a McDonald’s fast food worker become a deity? Did he use a McRib to create his soul mate? That shit would be funny if you knew what the hell I’m talking about.” Amy looked mighty confused. “Can you imagine what she would have looked like? I mean, I’m not even sure that was real meat. In any case, it didn’t even have a bone.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Sorry, I digress when I’m nervous. I get that war isn’t your tribe’s normal way of going about their day, but it isn’t the Lycan’s either. In some weird twisted way they are also about being in sync with nature. What Xavier is forcing on them, forcing on everyone really, is unnatural. He is tipping the scales, in nobody’s best interests, not even his own. He’s killing people at an unsustainable rate. I can’t seriously imagine he’s planning to build huge ranches where he periodically slaughters people for consumption. I just can’t see that happening. Xavier is fucked in the head.” I was tapping my temple so hard I was damn near giving myself a headache; didn’t make me stop though. Nope, that would have been entirely too sane a thing to do. “One death, just one well-placed assassination could stop all of this. Any chance of a strategic nuclear strike?” I was looking skyward. “Errant lightning ball? Old space junk finally losing orbit?”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      “Apparently no one, at the moment,” I said sourly.

      Just then a guard poked his head in. “I have news,” he told her—but he was looking at me.

      “It’s okay, please continue,” Amy told him.

      He was still staring at me, scowling. Trying to kill me with that look, I think.

      “Don’t worry,” I told him. “I’ll pretend not to listen.”

      He spoke to Amy but he just kept glaring at me.

      “Keep that up,” I told him, “and we’re going to need to get a room.” He didn’t understand the reference so I rubbed the side of my face, exposing him to my middle finger. I so loved telling people to “fuck off” without them knowing it. Although now that I was thinking about it, it was kind of like a tree falling in the woods with nobody to hear it. Well, they’d figure it out eventually and I can take credit for giving them another useful historical icon.

      “The dead ones are on the move.”

      Well that was interesting. He got even more pissed off when I asked a question. “Where to?”

      He wouldn’t say until Inuktuk asked the very same thing.

      “They head towards Talboton.”

      “Finally a piece of good news. Maybe we’ll luck out and they’ll eat Xavier.”

      “Do you wish me to remove him, Inuktuk?” The guard asked, practically drooling over the thought.

      “He’s fine here.” She looked slightly exasperated; I think partly because she had to keep explaining her decisions. I was getting the impression that even her guards had some doubts regarding their leader. And now, here she was seeking counsel with someone that was already on the Landian shit-list.

      “There’s more.”

      “For Samir’s sake, Partrib! He’s fine. Out with it.”

      “A runner has come in from a distant patrol. They have come across an infected and a dog.”

      “Mathieu and Oggie? Are they alright?” I asked.

      “They will be here within the hour.”

      I sighed. “I’d kiss you right on the mouth if you weren’t such an ass, Partrib. Screw it, I’m going to do it anyway.” I moved in and pursed my lips, he looked petrified I was going to make good on my word. He pulled back and put his hands up to thwart my advances.
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      WAITING THAT HOUR proved difficult. Okay, more correctly, waiting that hour patiently, proved difficult. I was tempted to head back the way I’d come and meet them somewhere down the path but being further from Amy’s tent didn’t seem the wisest choice. I stayed always within eyeshot of it. When they finally showed up, they looked exhausted, but well. Mathieu was walking next to a large horse, and there was Oggie, draped over the beast like a blanket. His tail was wagging when he saw me but he didn’t move to get off his ride.

      “You have horses?” I turned to ask Amy who had come out of her tent to join me.

      “We have been known to ask for their help from time to time. Your dog must have needed help.”

      I walked over to them; Oggie’s paws were indeed inflamed, red and raw. There was some dried blood on his back left one. Looked like he’d stepped on a sharp rock or something.

      “Oh, my poor puppy,” I said as I nuzzled his head. He licked my face. In that little space in that little slice of time, all was right with the world.

      “I am indeed also well,” Mathieu said a little indignantly.

      “Did you hit your head at all?” I asked.

      He looked puzzled but shook his head.

      “Good, I just wanted to make sure you didn’t forget how to brew beer.”

      “Is that all that our friendship is predicated on?” he asked.

      “Of course. What else should it be built upon?” I smiled and grabbed him in a tight hug. “Good to see you, friend. That was a pretty stupid thing we did.”

      “Did it work?”

      “It did and it didn’t,” I explained to him all that Amy had told me.

      “What now?” He’d sat down as I helped Oggie off the horse.

      Amy directed some of her people to tend to their various injuries, all of them thankfully minor.

      “We declare war,” I told him.

      “And what have we been doing?”

      “Well, I mean we get the Landians to declare war and we join with them.”

      “And how do they feel about that?” Mathieu was looking up at Amy.

      “I fear I have pushed my people as far as I can in regards to that.”

      “I’ve never seen so many people so willing to shove their fucking heads in the sand. This was once the United States of America, the most feared and revered country on the planet. Nobody, and I mean nobody fucked with us. If a terrorist attack killed a few hundred citizens we would wipe out whole countries in retaliation. Now, someone can slaughter our mothers, brothers, fathers, friends...and we just turn the other cheek. And not because we’re pious or some shit but because we’re fucking scared. Poor little bitches. Would rather live another fucking day scared and trembling rather than die today, strong, brave, and free. Fuck! I hate chicken-shit motherfuckers!” I was raging. “You know what, Amy? Take all your little Landian babies and just get the hell out of here. I’ll take care of all your problems and then someday when your grandkids ask what you guys did to stop the war you can tell them this: ‘Well you see little Susie, we left. We went as far away from the bad guys as we could and just let others fight our battles for us because that’s what cowards do!’”

      “I will stand with you.” It was Partrib, the guard that looked like he had wanted to shove his spear through my sternum.

      “Really? You? I was thinking we’d really gotten off on the wrong foot.”

      “I am no coward. My friend Cylark who died in that attack was not a coward either. I will not honor his memory by running. I have never stuck my head in sand; I will not do so now.”

      “That last part was really more of an analogy, I’m not sure if anyone has ever stuck their head in sand willingly.” He was not deterred by the confusion or explanation.

      “You are an Old One; your wisdom is vast.”

      Mathieu snorted.

      “Shh, he’s on to something,” I said as an aside.

      “If you say we must fight so that we can hold on to our freedom and avenge those of us that have gone before, then again, I say I will stand with you.”

      “He didn’t say anything about avenging,” Mathieu said.

      “Why are you interrupting the man? He knows wisdom when he sees it.”

      “Smells it is more likely,” Mathieu said, and Oggie barked as if laughing.

      “No more deer meat for you,” I told Oggie sharply.

      He growled at me.

      “Yeah, we both know I’m kidding.”

      “I will tell the other guards,” Partrib said.

      “Listen, I cannot thank you enough for your vote of confidence and that of the others, but we are going to need more,” I told him as much as I told Amy.

      “Thank you, Partrib.” Amy put her hand on his shoulder. “We are good people, Michael, we are doing something here we are unaccustomed to. I will assemble a council and I will put forth the measures I feel we need to effectively deal with this present situation.”

      “And if they don’t agree?”

      “They will. Nobody understands who we are more than I do.”
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      I DID VIRTUALLY nothing for the next five hours. Mathieu and Oggie were off sleeping and Amy had her hands full with whatever was going on in her tent. I could hear heated arguments from where I was, nearly a hundred feet away. The desire to pick up a non-existent phone and let Azile know what was going on was nearly crippling. Living in the day and age that I had, it was mind numbing to think that there was no such thing as instant communication anymore. I’d hated my cell phone when I had it, now I’d surgically implant the thing to the side of my head if I could. Shit, I’d even carry around a landline, find a bunch of guides to help with the huge spool of cord. I wandered as far as I dared, hoping that maybe the mystery shaman that had presented himself to me the last time I was here would do so again. Nothing on that front either; seemed the spirit world was quiet. I went back to sit by our tent.

      Oggie gingerly made his way out of the tent he was staying in. He had dressings on two of his paws and was careful not to get either wet as he relieved himself. When he saw me he made his way over then plopped his head in my lap. I was happy for the distraction. They say idle hands are the devil’s workshop; I’ve proven that I already have a whole factory up and running. Not sure if Oggie had sensed I was about to get up to some no-good, but his company was welcome and most likely spared me from my second death sentence by the Landian judicial system. He was asleep before I could even scratch behind his other ear, and the big lug knew I wouldn’t move him to get up. I sat trapped by my dog as effectively as if I were in a cell. After a while the weight of Oggie’s head began to cut off the circulation to my legs. I had no choice but to finally move his head; by then the Landians had come out of their meeting.

      “Mission accomplished, dog, mission accomplished,” I told him as I petted his body.

      Mathieu was stretching and yawning outside the tent.

      “You guys have the itinerary or something?”

      “What?” Mathieu reached down and, without thinking, gave his privates a good once over.

      “Well, that’s something I can’t un-see.”

      “What?” he asked again in the midst of another large stretch.

      “Forget it. They’re out.” Amy was motioning for me to come over, Mathieu joined me. “Could you maybe not scratch your nuts when we go and talk to the leader we hope to make our ally in this war?”

      “Sorry.” He said the words, but I wasn’t feeling the sincerity.

      “We are prepared to fight,” Amy said once we got inside her tent. I had sat down, but now I stood. No one else moved.

      “I didn’t mean right this very moment, Michael,” she clarified.

      “When? The full moon is like four days away at the most.”

      “Two,” Mathieu said, and if there was anyone’s word I took on that matter, it was his.

      “We will not be prepared until after the full moon.” Amy looked intently at me as she said those words.

      Inaction was arguably my weakest point. In a rare moment of reflection, I realized that it mattered very little if we attacked today or a week from now. We could do nothing about the armies that had already been dispatched, and the army within Talboton wasn’t going anywhere or attacking anybody—at least that we knew of. To strike them at their strongest made absolutely no sense. If we could get our shit together in time, the best opportunity to hit would be the morning after the full moon. The people that had been werewolves would be exhausted and maybe their keepers would be as well. Babysitting always tended to be physically draining, especially if the kids were unruly.

      “How long after the full moon?” She wasn’t being very forthcoming with her information. There was more going on here.

      “We are waiting on the Red Witch.”

      “What? How could she possibly...the fucking pigeons. Why do I keep forgetting about the damn pigeons?”

      “She wishes to remain with Denarth until she is absolutely certain that the danger has passed for this cycle.”

      “Fuck Denarth,” I spat. Fence sitting, ass dragging, fair weather friends. “Wait. How long have you been in contact with her?”

      “We received news to keep a look out for you.”

      “Not one video camera in existence and still I’m tracked as effectively as if I were a rat running through a maze under a spy satellite. Were you planning on telling me about this anytime soon?”

      “No. Azile was concerned if I said anything you would continue your self-destructive quest.”

      “I told her I was going home. Why would she have sent pigeons here?” I was asking Mathieu.

      “I’m afraid it was because of me,” he replied. “Do not look at me that way. I did not betray you by any deed I was aware of. My not coming back would have been indicative that you were not heading home.”

      “How does she know I didn’t knock you unconscious and tie you to a tree so you’d leave me the hell alone?”

      “Would you have risked the life of the only lager maker possibly still alive in such a manner?”

      “Fuck. I hate being predictable.”

      “If you wish to run around the camp with your hands flailing above your head, I will not say anything in derision when you get back,” he said.

      “Nothing about that says ‘unpredictable.’ All that says is ‘insane.’”

      “I would believe they are one and the same for you.”

      “Is it my lot in life to attract smart asses?”

      Mathieu could only smile. I’d asked him this question once before. He’d gotten offended at the time because he hadn’t understood what the expression meant. Once I explained he seemed alright with me calling him one; although for the life of him he could not figure out how something like this expression had ever come into being. More than once he’d asked if in my time people thought that asses had intelligence. I still don’t know if he was being serious or just more of a smart ass, thus continuing the cycle.

      Once we’d decided on a course of action, I decided to turn in. I’d done absolutely nothing that day and still I found myself exhausted. Had to be the after-effects of the marathon, but also, as an old soldier, I knew that with an upcoming battle sometimes sleep was difficult, if not impossible to come by. It was better to horde it when you got the chance. I felt worlds better that next day; Mathieu and Oggie seemed to be doing much better as well.

      “You up for a little recon?”

      Mathieu looked at me suspiciously. “It is the day of the full moon. What do you have in mind?”

      “Contrary to popular belief, I do not have a death wish.”

      “I was not thinking that previously. Now I may be.”

      “I would just like to take a look at Talboton, see if the zombies are gone and maybe catch a glimpse of Xavier. I could hit that big furry bastard from five hundred yards out and this could all be over.”

      “Are you able to tell one Lycan from another?”

      “Of course, I’m not a species-ist.”

      “Another word of your making?”

      “I’ve told you before, Mathieu, I did not come up with smart ass.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I’m sick of these people staring at me. We’ll stay as far away as possible; I’d just like to get a glimpse.”

      “I do not trust the words that issue forth from your mouth, but I, too, would like to look. Perhaps you may just be fortuitous enough to give Xavier exactly what he deserves.”

      “There’s my pint-serving friend.” I clapped him on the shoulder and went to grab my things. Oggie was finishing off what looked like a particularly fat squirrel. “I really liked it when all my dogs ate were little nondescript food pellets and cheese.”

      Oggie looked up; he had a large blood mustache.

      “You want to stay here or come with?” I used to think that my English Bulldog, Henry, knew what I was saying—at least to some degree. He just picked and chose the parts he wanted to hear, like “ball,” and “bacon”. Oggie though, if I could speak bark, we could have meaningful, two-way conversations. His tail wagged when I asked the question and he finished up his meal a little quicker than I think he wanted to.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      I was almost dancing around as I waited for Mathieu to get something to eat. I swear he was taking his damn time, biting tiny little nibbles and rolling every friggen’ ort around inside his mouth like he was a world-class taste tester.

      “Come on man, it’s berries. How good can it be?”

      “I’ve gone out with you before, Michael Talbot. This very well could be my last meal; I would like to savor it.”

      Well, shit. He had me there. I waited oh-so-not patiently. Even did a once around the encampment, staying as far from individuals as I could. I was on better terms with the populace, but I wouldn’t be running for mayor any time soon. It was a strange turn of events; I was basically an outsider yet I was asking them to go to war. I would have thought the hostility would have been more pronounced. Maybe on some level they knew this was the right course of action. When I got back around, I found Mathieu talking to Amy.

      “Any chance I could talk you out of this?” Amy asked me as I approached.

      “I’m not planning on doing anything, probably.”

      “We have scouts that have been watching their fort since we got here,” she informed me.

      “I won’t bother them,” I promised.

      “If you compromise their positions they could be in danger.”

      “I’ve been fighting wars since I was eighteen. Contrary to popular belief, I know what the fuck I’m doing.”

      “Have it your way,” she said to me. To Mathieu, she said, “be safe.”

      “I’ll be sure to stay safe too, ok, Amy?” I told her retreating back. She may have harrumphed. “A little respect. That’s all I’m asking for, man.”

      “To get respect, one must first give it.”

      “Oh, you’re Buddha now? Grab your gear, oh great sage. Let’s move out.”

      “I don’t know who this Buddha is, but he sounds wise.”

      “He was— just not sure you’re in the same league.”

      “Don’t make me withhold beer from you.”

      “Now you’re just being spiteful.”

      It was a beautiful day, the kind I remember from my youth. A slight cold snap was in the air, the sun hung high and bright. Golden leaves shimmered in a light breeze. I could have seen myself walking down this very path with an old girlfriend and some crackers, cheese, and a blanket, and maybe some wine—not because I liked wine in the least, but chicks do. And women and wine, well, they go together like...you get the picture. Not a road I wanted to travel down on the eve of battle. I let the memory wither on the vine before it could bear a bittersweet fruit.

      “You alright? You’re not usually so quiet.” Mathieu was still popping berries in his mouth and swirling them around.

      “I didn’t want to talk to you. I was afraid you’d spit juice in my face while you tried to respond.”

      “Want a grape?” He was holding out a fistful.

      My first reaction was to say no; there they were, rolling around on the palm of his hand and last I’d checked he hadn’t washed up in a bit. I ate a few anyway, I figured that if I did indeed become Lycan food today, at least I would take one of the filthy animals with me.

      I nodded a thank you. The first three miles were good, there was an easy silence, we were enjoying the day and each other’s company. The next couple got more strained as we began to catch scents on the wind—mostly that of roasting meat, but not the savory smell you get by grilling a steak. Apparently, as the Lycan became more domesticated, they started to enjoy their food cooked. Funny how they wanted to be more like the very enemy they were so hell bent on destroying. Oggie and Mathieu both had their noses wrinkled up; I was happy my sense of smell was not nearly as sensitive as theirs.

      “I am feeling a sense of destiny today, Michael,” Mathieu said out of the blue.

      “I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.”

      “Neither am I.” He’d cocked his head to the side, maybe trying to figure out if he could agree on an answer.

      “What’s making you feel that way, then?”

      “For some reason I cannot ascertain, I believe that we are supposed to be here, at this very moment.”

      “On this path?”

      “Well, I think more specifically we are meant to be at Talboton.”

      “Have you ever considered yourself prophetic?”

      He shook his head. That didn’t mean a whole bunch to me. Just because he’d never before had a vision or a feeling in no way meant he couldn’t have one. Maybe once upon a time I would have laughed it off, and maybe even now on a normal day I would still have. Maybe he was giving off such unusually strong vibes, or possibly the upcoming full moon was stirring something deep within me, but I could almost feel whatever strings controlled me getting pulled around. It was hard to deny that something bigger was at play here. Whatever it was, we were going to have to wait like everyone else as it played out. Didn’t take long, though. Didn’t take long at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        Azile

      

    

    
      AZILE HAD LEFT the encampment and was a little way off in the woods. Her hands were clenched and down at her sides. She very much looked in the throes of a temper tantrum as she let out a healthy, strangled “arrrgh” sound.

      “You have heard from Michael, then?” Bailey asked. She had watched the Red Witch storm away and thought it wise to check up on her.

      “I am old enough to know better, Bailey! Why would I pick a man to love that has absolutely no brains?! He is inconsiderate, obstinate, and cares little for anyone or anything, including himself!”

      “I did not read the message, Azile.” Bailey had no way of knowing specifically why Azile was so angry.

      “He has gone back to Talboton.”

      “For what purpose?” Bailey asked in alarm.

      “To end the war or himself or maybe both.”

      “Has he succeeded? In ending the war, I mean,” Bailey added when Azile looked over to her.

      “The fool found a small horde of zombies.”

      “Zombies?” Bailey’s eyes opened wide in alarm. Lycan were large and dangerous and an immediate threat, but she’d been brought up fearing the evils of zombies. It was so ingrained within her it had become mythos. Zombies were her boogie man under the bed, the deranged clown hiding in her closet.

      “He led them on a chase for over sixty miles. Sixty miles, Bailey! He ran with zombies chasing him for sixty miles! One stumble, one cramp, an errant tree root, and he would have fallen over and been eaten! Does he not understand? He cannot die on me!”

      “He is alright, then?”

      “He’ll be fine until I get ahold of him.” Her left foot came down hard upon a small patch of clover.

      “What was his purpose in taunting the zombies? Surely he could have lost them at some time during this chase.”

      “He led them straight into an army of Lycan and werewolves who were heading here.”

      Bailey took a second to digest the information she was given before she asked her next question. “What was the outcome?”

      Azile could not help but simmer down as she told Bailey the underlying plan behind Michael’s recklessness. “That army was nearly completely destroyed. The Landians have Michael, Mathieu, and Oggie now.”

      “Azile, I do not mean to stir your anger, but did he not accomplish exactly what you wanted of him? Or are you angry with him because he did not do it in the way in which you wished?” Bailey could not help but smile.

      “I do not have the same connection to your ancestors that Michael does. I could place an enchantment on you as easily as I could on him.”

      “This is cause for celebration...for rejoicing, Azile, not for anger. The war could be coming to a close.”

      “Denarth was spared this month, but Xavier sent out three more raiding parties. I fear there will be much death in the next few days. Once I notify Denarth of what Michael has done for them, I will go to the Landians.”

      “I should go with you.”

      “It would be for the best if you stayed with your people. We will either get them inside the gates of Denarth or find you a safe place to resettle.”

      “I do not wish to resettle, Azile. I wish to reclaim what is ours. I cannot leave my ancestral home, a place my great-grandfather founded after being victorious in the zombie wars. What would my legacy be to my people? I would forever be known as the Tynes that ran.”

      “There may be none of your people left to know anything if you do not find a new place to reside.”

      “That does not make it right, Azile. I will know. That is enough.”

      Azile sighed. “Who is coming with you?”

      “All that are able.”

      “Get them ready, then. I will go and meet with the Chancellor.”

      Azile strode to the front gate. The guard was looking down at her.

      “Open the gate or I will light your beard on fire!” she shouted.

      He wisely motioned for the cross beam to be removed. The door swung slowly back.

      “Any news from Michael?” Lana asked nervously. She ran up to Azile as she watched the other woman come up the stairs and onto the landing of the large structure reserved for the Chancellor.

      “I do not have time to entertain your questions regarding your schoolgirl crush. I need to speak with your father.”

      “You are jealous because you do not understand the love that Michael and I feel for each other.”

      “How long have you lived in this fantasy world of yours, Lana? It might be wise for you to visit with your physician and see if has some sort of powders that can snap you back to reality.”

      “You are not nearly as playful as Michael.”

      “I love the man, Lana. I do not take lightly to those that infringe upon that very fact.”

      “But I love him as well!” Lana held up her hands in response to Azile’s piercing stare. “Well, maybe not like you,” she smiled. “But you could hardly blame me my feelings.”

      “I do not.” Azile let her anger slip away with the words. It was misguided anyway. It was Michael she wanted to throttle for his foolhardiness. Not this giddy child. “Is your father available?”

      “He will say he is not, but I will make him meet with you. Come on.” Lana grabbed Azile’s hand and led her inside. “Can you tell me at least if my betrothed is safe?”

      Azile shook her hand away from Lana’s. “Get your father.”

      Lana laughed as she walked away; her sounds of merriment echoed in the large antechamber.

      “Dammit, Lana,” Saltinda said as he walked into the great room and saw Azile standing there. “I told you I was busy.”

      “You will want to hear this, I assure you, Chancellor,” Azile said before the man could turn and leave.

      “You have nothing new to say, Azile. We have brought in your wounded, though we did not wish to. You sit outside of our doors in what I can only construe as a threatening posture. My men are on edge all day every day. You strain an already difficult relationship.”

      “The only difficulty I see is that you are too thick-headed and short sighted to consent to help out a neighbor you once attempted to destroy.”

      “Yet it was we that were sent with our tails between our legs, forced to capitulate to demands that would have crippled our economy.”

      “Might I add that you started that war, Chancellor? Without that distraction perhaps Talboton could have mounted a bigger defense for itself, or possibly an early offensive against Xavier, thus preventing the need for those weapons.”

      “If they had just given them willingly, all of that could have been avoided and perhaps we would not now be staring straight into the crosshairs of Xavier and his werewolf army. I don’t have time for this, Azile. I must prepare my people for a war we cannot possibly win.” He turned away from her.

      “Michael has bought you, at least, another month,” Azile said before he could leave the room. His shoulders tightened; she could not tell if this was welcomed news or not. Of course he would be relieved for his town, but not pleased with the manner in which it had happened. His men already greatly feared the Old One; born out of that fear was a healthy dose of respect for his skills upon the battlefield. The Chancellor did not need another reason to give this man more power over his people.

      Saltinda’s shoulders sagged. “What do you want?” he asked without turning.

      “You will keep administering care to those that need it and you will offer safe harbor to those that wish to stay here, though I do believe any that can walk will be leaving with us in the hour.”

      “Is the war over?” There was hope in his voice.

      “No. Do you agree to these terms?”

      “I do. Now leave,” he commanded her before walking away.

      “Oh, goodie.” Lana clapped her hands together. “I’ll go grab my things.”

      “What? No. You are not coming.”

      “Of course I am. How silly are you?” Lana was all smiles as she skipped away to pack her bag.

      “I believe Michael’s insanity to be contagious.” Azile stood in the foyer and spoke aloud to herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        Mike Journal Entry 5

      

    

    
      “THIS IS INSANE, Michael. How close do you wish to get?” They’d circled around so that they were in the woods directly behind the fort that led to the underground tunnel. “You have to know that this area will be heavily guarded.”

      “I don’t know that.”

      “I can smell them!”

      “They’re going to hear us if you keep up that volume.”

      “There is no way you could possibly get a clear shot of anyone from these thick woods.”

      “I know that.”

      “Yet that was the pretense you gave me when we embarked upon this journey.”

      “I sure did. Now, if you could be a little more quiet, I would greatly appreciate it. We are deep in enemy territory.”

      “No thanks to you,” Mathieu hissed.

      We settled in for a while. I was staring at the hidden hatch like it was about to come alive. The pull to enter was almost more than I could take. If I could arm the Landians with those weapons, we could wreak havoc on Xavier. Or if I could just sneak in and put a bullet in his diseased brain, that would serve the same purpose, and with less mess. I loathed that tunnel, in fact, I feared it. I could hardly bear the thought I might once again come face to face with the evil I had unleashed within its damp confines. It was likely I secretly wanted to; maybe I even needed to. I had to see if I could overcome it, to know beyond doubt who was the master and who was the slave. I did not realize I was even moving towards it until a hand clasped my arm.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I think I left my wallet in there.”

      “There are two Lycan not more than ten feet from that entrance. I can say with a high degree of certainty that they will see you.”

      “Shit.” I swiveled my pin-focused attention to where Mathieu was pointing. I’d been so fixated on the hatch, I would have missed them completely and now I’d be dead. I trained my barrel on them, though I did not pull the trigger. I was confident I could kill one of them, but then what? We’d be on the run with Lycan following us. And yeah, we were rested and feeling better, but none of us were up for another marathon. “Right now I’m wishing I knew how to use a bow and arrow. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Truly?”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I am finding it hard to believe that you are backing away from this situation.”

      “I have Oggie to look out for,” I told him. In reality, Mathieu was an equal part of that equation, but if I were to say that, he might possibly take it as an affront to his abilities as a warrior. I never doubted his skill, nor his courage, but even I could do the math on the probabilities of success in this present scenario. I would not again risk the lives of my friends, certainly not this soon after what I’d just put us through. My fleet of Guardian Angels had already done me a solid; maybe it was time I gave them a day off. It doesn’t much matter though. I’ve been around long enough to know that when higher forces take one potentially death-dealing set of circumstances off the table they are all too happy to lay out another.

      We had to move slowly; there were more Lycan in the woods than we had previously known. We’d somehow completely evaded their detection; I could only guess that they feared little and paid attention even less. That was completely okay with me. Everything was going fine, but this was my world, so I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to keep my pretense of normalcy going for too long.

      A piercing scream cut through the relative quiet of the day. Someone was being dealt a level of punishment that should have been strictly reserved for those that harm children or dogs.

      “Pleeeeeaseeee!” dragged out for an indeterminable amount of time. It felt long to me; I can’t imagine how the time stretched for that poor soul. It was difficult to pinpoint the origin of the scream. My best guess was off to our right and closer to the fort, if not inside. My head bowed. My initial assumption was that the Lycan were getting ready to sit down to a meal.

      “I’ll tell you anything!” At first I’d thought the person being tortured was male, but from the high pitch of those next shrieks, I couldn’t be certain. If it had been a man, chances were things had been damaged to such a degree that he might have a hard time justifying being that specific gender.

      “No, Michael. We cannot risk everything in a vain attempt to save one person.” Mathieu knew what I was thinking. At this point, it wasn’t even about saving that poor bastard; it was about putting him out of his misery. One well-aimed shot would drop him and we could get the fuck out of there.

      I let my head dip. We could not risk it; he was right. “We need to get out of here.”

      “To the west—to the west!” the person shrieked.

      That was more than interesting. The Landians were to the west.

      “How far?” a deep, gravelly voice asked.

      “Oh fuck,” slipped out of my mouth. The question was followed by another blood-curdling scream. Literally blood curdling. I’m telling you, I felt like my innards were spoiling from the sound of that person’s suffering. Killing and dying in battle have become almost second nature, it’s the cost of war. But torture is a completely different animal. Your disregard for another’s life has to be so complete, so absent, that you cannot even acknowledge another being’s pain. It is a cold, calculated type of thing; one not just anyone is capable of. Battle triggers instincts from within a person, namely, survival. Survival at the expense of all the enemies in front of you. On the battlefield, all are fighting to survive. Kill or be killed. That is not so in torture. There is no potential for harm to the captor, no threat from an enemy. He or she can do indescribable things, miserable, inhuman things to another at their leisure, and sometimes, even at their pleasure. It is a sick, twisted, sadistic display of one’s power over another, and it is unforgivable.

      “Five! Maybe six miles!” A gurgled scream issued forth, the prisoner had blood in their lungs; their end was near.

      “That’s us—he’s talking about us.” I think I said that; it could have been Mathieu. Things seemed a little surreal, like I was only partially here and partially somewhere else.

      “We have to warn them.” That was definitely Mathieu. We were on the move. We’d not gone more than fifty yards when we saw the origin of the voice. Three Lycan were circling a man; he’d been tied upside down between two posts, naked and spread-eagle. His arms had been pulled so far apart that they’d been dislodged from their sockets. I’d not noticed at first, but the same had happened to his legs as well. The ball at the end of his femur was clearly visible through the thin skin next to his hip. I choked down the vomit that was worming its way up my esophagus. Thick, red, runnels of blood traveled down from his scrotum onto his stomach and down his chest where they finally dripped off his shoulders and onto the ground.

      One of the Lycan had torn the Landian scout’s genitalia from his body and was showing it to another. They were laughing. They made sure the man could see them enjoying themselves. The Lycan holding the man’s severed privates in his hand nodded to the two others. They gripped the posts and pulled them further apart. The skin around the man’s hips began to tear; blood burst forth heavily from the new wounds. That was it. I’d taken all I could.

      “No, Michael.” Mathieu threw his arm across my chest to block my way, but it was already too late. I shoved him aside.

      “Fuck you, fuckers!” Not my most eloquent pre-fight speech, but I’d not had time to work on it. The rifle butt was to my shoulder; before I could even pick out a target, I was firing. The first hit the post, the second blew through the paw of one of the Lycan. He howled in rage and pain as I shot again and delivered him to the hell he so richly deserved. By now the other two had a good idea of what was happening. One was trying to escape; the other was coming straight for me. The urge to fucking run was huge. I braced myself and drilled the motherfucker three times in the chest, shattering his sternum and rib cage before he came to a thunderous stop not more than ten feet from me.

      “Not so fast,” I told the third. I felt no guilt whatsoever as I severed his spine. His arms were flailing to protect himself from the fall as his legs betrayed him. He hit the ground hard, face first. I saved the eighth round to put into the poor, unfortunate captive’s skull.

      “It is time to go, Michael!” Mathieu grabbed my shoulder and started running. A line of Lycan were on the wall of the fort not more than a hundred yards away looking at us.

      “Fuck you all! Fuck you all to hell!” I blew through five or six not-so-well aimed shots; maybe one or two found marks before we were on the move.

      We’d not traveled far before we stumbled onto the decapitated bodies of another two scouts. The reason the Lycan weren’t too concerned about a potential attack was because they thought they’d already eliminated the threat.

      “We’re being pursued,” Mathieu told me as the three of us somehow found another gear. There was still a fair degree of muscle fatigue lingering within us, but this was overshadowed by the fear of being caught and torn asunder. Watching body parts forcibly removed tends to have that affect.

      Sprinting zombies were one thing. Yes, they would never stop, they were tireless, but they were also limited by what they once were: human. You’re looking at fifteen miles per hour max, with most closer to eight or nine. The Lycan chasing us, well, they had no such limitations. They were crashing through the woods all around us, the only thing keeping them from surrounding us was the undergrowth to our flanks. They were pushing through dense foliage and still nearly keeping pace. Those coming up directly from behind would be on us in less than a quarter mile. Mathieu didn’t screw around, he changed form from one step to the next. I hoped they would cut pursuit, but the stakes were higher now. Obviously we had overheard them; they knew where we were. If we made it back to the Landians, we’d be able to warn them. Without the element of surprise, their plans would be useless.

      Branches were snapping, small trees were shaking, leaves rained down. For all intents and purposes, it appeared as if we were in the midst of a terrible storm. Unfortunately, for the moment we were at the epicenter, the eye of the storm where all things were quiet while destruction whirled around us. Note to self: when placing your rifle over your shoulder with the barrel pointing behind you, it is best to make sure the ejection port is facing away from your body. A smoldering piece of brass burned and stuck to the right side of my face as I pulled an errant shot. If I was going to pay my Guardian Angels overtime, I figured it was about time they earned their keep and maybe steered a shot or two completely without my aiming into a target. My cheek was blistered for my presumption, and if the heavy footfalls behind me were any indication, I’d have to go out on a limb and say I missed. So much for divine assistance.

      “Keep...running...” I huffed. “Warn...them; I’m sick...sick of running.” I slowed as did Oggie.

      I popped out my half expended magazine and fumbled with it for a moment before I switched out for a full one. I sped up to put a bit of distance between me and those that were closest. I dropped, skidding to my knees, and pulled back the charging handle. I slid on the path, shifting my body weight so that I would turn as I landed. By the time I came to a full stop, I was looking back the way we’d come. My targets would have been difficult to miss since the Lycan were so large that they could not run side by side on the narrow path. I plugged that first sucker four times before he had the good graces to die. The one following him immediately bolted into the woods. The noise of the beasts charging through the brush was all around us. I spun to see three emerge onto the path just ahead of us. Had we not stopped, we might not have beat them to that point and we certainly wouldn’t be in this defensive position. Because we’d be dead.

      Mathieu must have been thinking the same thing I was. “That was close,” he muttered; at least, that’s what it sounded like. Getting human speech through the elongated vocal cords of a werewolf was like playing Mozart by a bending a tree saw.

      “Come, come. What is all this foolishness about?”

      It was Xavier. I couldn’t have got a bigger snake of goosebumps down my spine if Freddy Krueger had dragged a frozen knife blade down a chalkboard. Using the word “fucked” to describe our situation really didn’t cover it. Skull-fucked felt better, skull-fucked with a blunt ladle was pretty close. How about boiled in bear piss and skull-fucked with a blunt ladle whilst having live scorpions shoved up your rectum fucked. I think that about hits it.

      “You should come out; we could discuss things,” I said. There was a long pause followed by hearty laughter.

      “We have the Old One!” he shouted. A series of howls came after from those surrounding us, some far away, some entirely too close. “I wondered when I would once again have the opportunity to confront you. I smelled the stink of you all over Talboton when you fled in fear from my might.”

      “Your might? You sure have a skewed version of yourself. I didn’t see your mangy ass anywhere in that fight. We battled your lackeys, while the rest of you disease-ridden, deformed, dog-wolves, cowered in the deep recesses of whatever fuck-holes you live in.”

      “I will dine on your ribs tonight,” he growled.

      “You’re going to wait for all your little foot soldiers to do your dirty work aren’t you? Just hide a little longer in the shadows of the trees while they turn, like the cowardly bitch that you are.”

      “You dare call me a coward? You, who stand with the weapon that nearly hunted my kind to extinction?”

      “I’ll put it down if you come out.”

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Mathieu said as he swiveled his head from side to side, detecting movement all around us.

      “Truly?” Xavier asked with more than a hint of incredulity.

      “Shit,” I mumbled. I did not, for even half a second, figure he would rise to the bait.

      “You will honor your words, Old One?” he asked. “You seem to be taking your time making a decision. Second thoughts perhaps? Regrets? Or just the liar that all your kind seem to be?”

      I put the weapon down. I apparently liked being called a liar as much as he liked being called a coward. Still, I stayed hunched over, my hand hovering for a few seconds longer than it should have; this was the chance I’d waited for. Diplomacy had never been an option here. When I rose, Xavier, in all his glory, was standing directly in front of me, not more than twenty-five feet away. It was all I could do to not glance down to the weapon that seemed miles away. If I grabbed it and shot his ass, would anybody give a fuck? Besides Xavier, that is, but he’d be dead. Was my pride and conscience really going to fuck up this prime opportunity to kill him? He spoke before I could conclude my internal debate.

      “You seem smaller than I remember you, Old One.”

      It was probably because I was subconsciously trying to get closer to my weapon, but I didn’t tell him that. He was fucking huge, huger than I remember. Each of his victories seemed to pump him up even further. If I didn’t know any better I would have said he was on the juice... steroids, that is, a muscle mass-increasing drug for those of you of this new age. It supposedly shrunk male genitalia, an unfortunate side-effect. Maybe that was why he was always so pissed off. He was all of three times my size; a wall of matted fur and muscle. I used to think Mathieu was big; he was like an infant compared to the magnificent beast before me. Even the other Lycan paled in comparison to their king. He was genetically predisposed to rule. The species survived on the principle of “might is right,” and they’d received their heir apparent. He was bipedal. After that, any similarity to a human man stopped. Looking into that mouth of razor sharp fangs was bad enough, but that they were in that massive head only made things worse. I don’t think if Mathieu and I wrapped our arms around Xavier’s chest that we would have been able to clasp our hands together to complete the circle. I mean, not that I’d want to, in fact, the thought is disgusting. I’m just trying to describe the girth of this thing. What the fuck did I really think I was going to accomplish by this display of bravado? Certainly my death wouldn’t prove anything.

      “Grab the gun,” this from the honorable Mathieu. Pretty sure he meant it as a stage whisper, but Xavier growled when he heard the words. Instead, I reached down and took my hand axe from its sheath.

      Xavier was smiling. He shaved ten feet of distance in two steps.

      “Fuck,” I hissed. I bent at the knees and waist making as small a target of myself as possible. I had my left arm partially out for balance and my right with the axe raised about head level. My head, I mean. I would have had to jump to be at Xavier’s head level.

      I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to figure out exactly what happened next. Xavier had somehow timed my blink with his strike. My eyelids were heading down for their quarter second eye cleaning when Xavier made his move, by the time my lids came back up, his arm and massive claws were already striking my side. Yep, I fucking blinked and he had me. I was hurled into a tree ten feet off the path with enough force to break bones. As luck would have it, Xavier’s aim was poor; I twisted a full revolution in the air from the hit. My ass skidded off of a large oak tree. I turned another half revolution before coming to rest in a bed of pine needles and broken branches. I was still trying to orientate myself, my eyeballs, still spinning from centrifugal forces caught Xavier in flight. He was leaping to where’d I’d been flung.

      I brought up my right hand, hoping I still possessed my weapon. I was almost as surprised as Xavier when that blade glinted in the light. Blind fucking luck. The silver skinned a sliver of meat from his forearm as he swung, trying to take my head off in one swipe. His cry of pain and rage was deafening this close to him. His left foot landed not more than an inch from the side of my head before he bounded away from my blade, leaping easily fifteen feet. I groggily got to my feet, my derriere feeling like I’d slid down the world’s largest cheese grater in my skivvies, leaving grated ass down the entire path. He turned to face me. I don’t know if I thought my words or I said them aloud.

      “So...strong.” I was looking at him. The injury I’d dealt in a pathetic attempt to stave off death seemed to piss him off more than cause him any real pain.

      “More where that came from,” I said between clenched teeth. I was going for threatening. In addition to my ass having a world class road rash, I’d had the air blown out of me like an early 2000s Firestone retread. Makes a lot more sense if you’re from my time period. Azile will get it if she reads this after I’m dead. It came out in quiet, forced breaths, about as intimidating as a rabbit showing a cougar its teeth. He was hesitant though. I’d like to add wary, but that might be pushing it. That silver coated blade had given him a good “what for.” The more time he had to think about killing me the more time I got to spend alive. He jumped again, this time coming right for me. I rolled but his claws ripped through the tough material on my sleeve. Slices opened up in my arm, traitorous blood rushed out of the sinking ship. The tree behind me caught the brunt of the assault.

      Xavier tore a large chunk of thick bark off, exposing the soft wet sapwood of the tree and digging grooves deep into the heartwood beneath. Much like me, that tree’s fate was sealed. I was rocked a good five feet to my left, but another tree was kind enough to halt my trajectory. Xavier spun and came at me. I felt very much like a shuttlecock as he hit me again. Something in my shoulder popped loose as I was sent sprawling into the dirt. I plowed into the earth, my mouth open. I rolled over, spitting out a shovel full of leaves and debris. The good thing about slamming that hard into the ground was it knocked my dislocated shoulder back into place. The bad thing was the near blinding pain that threatened to shut me down altogether. I could hear Oggie barking savagely in the background and maybe a few guttural words of encouragement from Mathieu, but I also heard that fucking bell and it was definitely tolling for thee. That, or it was my brain pinging around inside my skull like a rogue clapper.

      I was writhing in pain. I knew it was imperative to get up but the neurons were misfiring so randomly in my head I couldn’t even figure out how to do it. What little sunlight had been able to get through my squeezed tight eyes was blocked out as Xavier stood astride my broken form. I was able to open my eyes enough to realize he was smiling down at me.

      “I truly thought you would have put up more of a fight, Old One. Why have Lycan been so afraid of your kind for so long?”

      “Shut up and get it over with.” Bad enough I got my ass handed to me by a ‘roided-up Lycan, now I had to listen to his victory speech?

      “Perhaps I should send your friends off first. Make you watch as they are torn apart. This will give you something to remember me by in the afterlife.” He motioned off to his side, I guessed where Oggie and Mathieu were. I turned my head to look but all I could see was a massive, furry leg.

      “Have you never seen a movie?” I asked.

      Xavier turned to look at me, but it was too late. I was already in motion, sitting up.

      “Villains are so fucking stupid,” I said as I brought the blade of my axe down with all I could muster onto the giant, offending, fucking foot he had planted right next to me. “Just have to ramble on about how big and bad they are.” Xavier’s howl splintered the air. The blade bit deeply, a spray of blood splashed across my face. I’d been hoping Xavier would take off again. I thought he’d learned a lesson somewhere in all of this, but a giant paw closed in a fist struck the top of my head and slid off to the right. Luckily it wasn’t a full contact strike, but it was still enough to send me back to the earth at an accelerated pace. If I got hit like that again I was going to think I was Batman. Xavier’s long arms were coming dangerously close to ripping my face off as he swung wildly back and forth, maybe to kill me, maybe to dislodge the blade. There was a loud, sucking, squelching sound as I pulled it free. Even his howls could not hide the sound of dislodged bones moving around in his foot. He propelled away from me again.

      I was finally able to get up; I was standing, though I looked like I was on the deck of a crab boat during a particularly bad squall. I’ve had enemies want to kill me, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a blazing look of pure hatred. Xavier was gingerly keeping all of his weight off of his left foot. Even hobbled he was still more lethal than just about any adversary I’d ever encountered. I struggled to regain my wits and my equilibrium before he struck again. He would not repeat the mistake of talking first and acting second.

      “Come on!” I baited him. My ploy worked; I was actually hoping for a little extra time and my words seemed to confuse him rather than egg him on. “The big bad wolf afraid of a little red blood? You should fear me, Xavier, I took the best you had to offer and here I stand on the verge of sending you to your death.”

      Xavier looked like he was about to erupt into a furious howl; instead, a hearty laugh boomed from his throat. “You can barely stand, Old One. A stiff breeze would put you down. Kill them,” he ordered, looking over my shoulder. I turned quickly to see four Lycan surrounding Oggie and Mathieu. As is usual in battle, a lot of things were happening at the same time. I spun to rush to help my friends. My knee buckled and I pitched to the side just as Xavier came for me. A large claw raked down the top of my head, digging into my scalp. His own howls were not too far off. I planted that axe into Xavier’s hip, deep enough I hit the dense ball joint and felt it vibrate through my axe handle. His reflexive backhand shattered my nose and my orbital socket. It would be weeks before I could get the stink of Lycan out of my nose. This is where it gets hazy for me. I heard a symphony of bones break, screams of anger, cries of pain, but all with the lilt of lupine to it. I may have been carried at some point, though I do remember running as well. However, if pressed, I couldn’t tell you what I was running from. My past? Death? Purgatory? Any of them would have been valid reasons to keep moving away. This part is Mathieu’s; I’ll let him recount it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        MATHIEU MAKES GOOD 
        THEIR ESCAPE

      

    

    
      “YOU WERE GETTING beat up pretty badly; I did not believe you long for this world. I was hoping that your end would be swift and merciful,” I began.

      “I would rather you had jumped in to help,” Michael replied.

      “If I had, Oggie would have joined me and they would have killed him instantly.”

      “Valid point.” Oggie was fierce, of that there was no doubt, and he’d somehow struck an accord with wolves, that proved something. But one strike from a Lycan and this most trusted friend would be no more. And that was just not acceptable.

      “When your shoulder gave way, I was almost of the mind that we should begin our own fight. Xavier would never let us out from there once you were gone; we had little to gain by staying put. The other Lycan were distracted and I had some confidence we could make it.”

      “Leave no man behind.”

      “Again, Michael, it was not your life I was attempting to protect. Nor mine. Oggie would have died in a vain attempt to save yours, and dead or alive, you would have never forgiven yourself. You are already angry for letting your family members age, something which you had no control over. May I continue?”

      Mike magnanimously waved me on.

      “It was the shriek that Xavier made when you broke his foot that was our turning point. It was getting close to early evening; you perhaps do not remember this because you were on the verge of passing out.”

      He sarcastically thanked me for reminding him of that.

      “Fortuitously, the full moon was rising early and with it came the changing of the werewolves.”

      “I still don’t understand how that was a good thing,” Mike said.

      “You really do have a difficult time letting others speak when you are around,” I told him. He seemed to hear my words; whether he would heed them was quite another matter. “Confusion in a time of war can be a good thing if you are on the losing end. A distraction, so to speak.”

      “I suppose.”

      “One sentence, Michael. I got one sentence out before you interrupted me.” This time he just shrugged his shoulders.

      “You have any more beer? This stuff is horrible.” He grimaced as he took another pull.

      “If I brewed as much as you could drink I’d have time for little else.” Michael belched and laughed at the same time to my comment. “Where was I? Oh yes, the werewolves. They were coming to Xavier’s cry like suckling babes to a teat.”

      “He said teat.”

      “You are nearly two hundred years old. How can you be so juvenile?” Azile had come to join us around the fire, just in time to hear Michael’s revelation. He shrugged again and pulled a long drink from the bottle I’d handed him. She kissed him on the side of the face and warmed her hands over the blaze.

      “When the werewolves broke into the clearing, I told them to attack those who had enslaved them. I did not dare to believe it would work quite as well as it did. They needed very little prodding. Four attacked the nearest Lycan, two were killed almost instantly by the bigger beast, but the third had jumped onto the back of the Lycan when he turned to fend off the smaller animals. It wasted no time sinking its canines deep into the relatively soft flesh. He tore a chunk away nearly as big as his maw. The Lycan went down as the fourth werewolf ripped into his abdomen, pulling his intestines out through the hole he’d made.”

      “Lycans getting a little dose of their own medicine. I fucking love karma,” Michael blurted out. His words were beginning to take on a slurred quality. I had not taken notice of how quickly he was drinking the Landian alcohol. The week had been quite difficult on all of us. I grabbed the bottle from his hand, partly so I could have some and partly to ensure that he would stay awake to hear the rest of the story he’d pestered me for. I watched Michael for a moment as I took a drink. He cycled between petting the sleeping dog on his right and grasping Azile’s hand as if he were afraid to stop touching them, that one or both would disappear. I could understand that fear. We’d both lost so much; it was unbearable to think we could lose more. Lana had come to join our small party. I’d caught her the last few days looking at me, she would turn away quickly when she realized I knew what she was doing. I will not lie; I was attracted to her, even though I had nearly a dozen normal years on her. I will not count my accursed ones. When I had told Michael of my concerns he had nearly pleaded with me to take her off his pile of problems.

      “They were attacking another, but I was already on the move. The fog I’d created would not last long. I ran past the fallen Xavier and lifted you to my shoulders. Neither the Lycan nor the werewolves pursued, at least not then.”

      “You should have killed Xavier when you had the chance,” Michael said.

      “If I had done that, none of us would have made it,” I explained.

      “I, for one, thank you for the choice you made,” Azile said.

      “As do I,” Lana added, as if she did not want to be left out. She quickly grasped my arm and rubbed her hands up and down it before letting go. She smiled nervously before dropping her gaze.

      “He may still die from the wound you inflicted upon him,” I continued. We had been waiting a week for any word to come of the Lycan leader’s death. Every day that we did not receive that news felt like a minor defeat.

      “He’s too mean to die. Just a little harder, a bit more leverage and I could have taken his damned leg off. I never thanked you for what you did that day, Mathieu.”

      “We were a little busy. I have forgiven you,” I told him. I had never doubted his gratitude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 6

      

    

    
      I SEE NOW that it is nearly impossible for someone else to narrate while I’m anywhere in the vicinity of a story being told. I thought Talbot narcissism had died with my mother, many long years ago. I could not have been more wrong. Well, I’m sure I could have, but I prefer to be overly dramatic for the sake of my entry. I’m digressing; it’s a vain attempt to avoid continuing with this rather painful tale as I remember it. True to the central theme of those last couple of weeks, we were on the run. Technically, Mathieu was on the run; I was going for a ride, unceremoniously tossed over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. I distinctly remember my face bouncing off his hairy shoulder blade. There was an excruciating pain every time my nose made contact with that bony protrusion, yet it seemed more difficult to twist my head to the side than to just let it continue.

      “I can run no farther with you upon me,” Mathieu had grumbled after some indeterminable amount of time. He set me down; I’d like to say gently, but it was more like I was that aforementioned potato bag. In his defense, I’m sure he was tired, but he looked angrier. Of course, it is tough to get a read on a werewolf.

      Oggie was panting but he still looked like he had a good measure of run left in him.

      “We do not have much of a lead. Will you be able to continue on your own?” Mathieu asked. He was hunched over, his hands on his knees, his back arched as he dragged in heavy breaths.

      “I’m in better shape than you are, obviously.” I pushed up off the ground and got unsteadily to my feet.

      “Yes, you look it.” He’d turned slightly to look at me. I don’t give a fuck if I make it to a thousand years; there is no way I am ever going to get used to a werewolf not only talking to me, but giving me shit. Kind of like watching a chipmunk make an omelet. You’ve seen a chipmunk, and you’ve seen an omelet being made, but definitely not by the little critter.

      “I’m good.” I had one hand touching a tree. I couldn’t figure out why that damn tree was moving so much. Right at that moment, I would have said there was no way I could run. Then we heard the howls of pursuit. Apparently the Lycan had righted their ship and were coming our way. I don’t know if you can “sober up” from a concussion, but I was starting to see things a little clearer. Death by teeth tends to motivate you. I lightly smacked Mathieu’s shoulder and nodded to the path and the direction we needed to go. He sighed and we were off. Those first three or four hundred yards were something special as I wove across the entire width of the path, then the soft shoulder, sometimes using the bushes that lined the path as my personal bumper assistants. It got so bad at one point that Mathieu got behind me and grabbed my shoulders, doing his best to keep me going in as straight a line as possible.

      About a mile in with one more to go, I was finally able to get a stride going that didn’t involve a side step. The pursuit was still on, no closer, yet no farther. By this time we had run into sentries, we let them, with their fresher legs, head back to warn the rest of the Landians. By the time we got back, the message had been spread and the Landians were preparing for a war. It was difficult to look upon that poor arsenal of weaponry they possessed, spears, knives, hand axes, and not think they weren’t about to get slaughtered. Inuktuk was offering words of encouragement.

      “The trees, get them up into the trees,” I said breathlessly. She looked over to me, her eyes in a questioning stare. “Your people can’t stand against what is coming with what they have.”

      “We are warriors!” she shouted. This was met with an answering war cry of “Mickey D’s!”

      I was thinking that a laugh right now would be warranted, but I just couldn’t breathe well enough. “Not like this, Inuktuk. Amy, they won’t make it. So many of them will die. Get them high up into the trees. We wait until the moon goes down.”

      “Run? Hide? That is your suggestion?” she asked. She was about to paint her people into a very difficult and deadly corner.

      “Pride? Is that what you’re going to tell the grieving widows and orphans when this is over? You cannot withstand a charge from this enemy by standing your ground. They will wash over your position in minutes. What will you have gained except the drenching of the ground in blood? Wait for the moon to go down, Inuktuk. We strike at their weakest. There is no shame in that.” I thought about telling her that Xavier had waited until he was at his strongest to hit us but, I did not think she would appreciate me equating her people with that of the enemy. I watched her get angrier, her eyebrows furrowing, shades of pale pink going to deep reds. The scream of a sentry being discovered and subsequently torn to bits spurred her into action.

      “Up! Up! Everyone into the trees, get as high as you can!” Her people seemed confused at first but did what they were told soon enough.

      I tucked Oggie under one arm, grabbed a low hanging branch and pulled myself up. When I was standing on a branch I looked down at Mathieu who had not moved. “You coming?”

      “I cannot climb,” he growled looking at his oversized paws that were much more suited to doling out death and punishment than for the dexterity needed to ascend.

      “I hate to be Captain Obvious, but, umm….maybe you should change form.”

      “I have gained the ability to manipulate my transformation whenever I choose, however, not during a full moon.”

      “Shit, shit, shit. You can’t stay down there. Inuktuk! I need rope!” While I was waiting for that I went up another ten feet and found a good sized crook to place Oggie in. He looked over the side, he seemed none too pleased with his present locale. “Sorry, buddy. I’ll be right back.” In less than thirty seconds I was back on the ground and given a decent coil. It seemed strong enough but this wasn’t some store-bought carbon nylon fiber stress-tested for a thousand pounds line. This was a braided hemp. I was busy tying a harness underneath Mathieu’s arms.

      “What are you doing?” he grumbled.

      “Making a werewolf piñata. These were all the rage in France. Gonna dangle you out there like a prized piece of candy.”

      Mathieu started pulling against the rope. “I will not hang uselessly from a tree like a monkey!”

      “Just kidding, relax. I’m just going to get you high enough up that you can get a foothold onto the tree yourself.” We were running out of time, the party was about to be crashed. I climbed a good thirty feet up that tree before I realized just how much I hated heights. I draped the rope over a branch, quickly climbed down, and began to heft his heavy ass up into the air. A bag of rocks would have been easier to move. Mathieu liked leaving the ground less than Oggie and kept shifting around making the tough job even more difficult. “Feel free to grab branches and help,” I grunted. “And maybe next time think about cutting some carbs you fat bastard.”

      Inuktuk and another Landian came to help and with Mathieu, pulling some of his weight. We had him nearly twenty feet up before the branch we were using as crux cracked loudly.

      “That’s as high as the elevator is going Mathieu! Move closer to the trunk and hold on.” I thanked my two helpers and urged them up before I myself went. Ten feet did not seem nearly enough. As I got to Oggie, I grabbed him and we went another five feet. I would have gone more, but that was the last decent place for Oggie to sit relatively comfortably. “Don’t move.” I squished his muzzle, he licked my hand.

      The werewolves had gotten so close that we could hear them crashing through the woods but suddenly they’d gone silent, which was scary. They were all about noise and intimidation; this was much more chilling, like they were stalking us. I climbed higher and when I got up to Mathieu, I reached for his rifle.

      “What are you doing?” he asked. He looked terrified, his eyes wide.

      “I’m taking your gun.”

      “I may need it at some point”

      “Okay, when you let go of the tree that you look like you’re getting intimate with, by the way, I’ll let you have it back.”

      He thought on my words for a moment. “Fair enough.” He moved just enough to allow me to get the firearm over his head before resuming his tree hugging posture, his long claws were dug deeply into the bark. Even the normal night noises had gone deathly quiet. There had been times when I’d sat in Ron’s dilapidated basement and looked out at the yard, a heavy snow falling soundlessly. If not for the sound of my own breath, I would have thought myself deaf; there was nothing to vibrate my eardrum. Right here, right now, it was exactly the same. Well, not exactly the same. There were over a hundred Landians in the trees around me and a couple hundred werewolves and Lycan appearing from the woods directly below us. How that many beings in such close proximity could exist with so little resonance was astounding. Even the breeze did not dare to stir and change the direction of a leaf.

      The werewolves were wary; they could smell us, they knew we were around, they just couldn’t figure out where. It was the Lycan leading them that finally let the cat out of the bag. Ever notice how letting a cat out of a bag is usually a bad thing? That’s because whenever the little caretakers of the underworld are set free, they bring the shit storm with them. Or that little Giovanni has just let his parents know that he’s more attracted to Petrov than Diana. What the fuck? Yeah, I don’t know why I think of this random stuff under high-stress circumstances; even less why I need to say or write them down. I put the rifle to my shoulder and just as the Lycan was looking up and pointing to where Inuktuk was, I put a round into his temple. His face crashed in on itself around the high-speed, heavy projectile. Amazing the devastation a small metal object moving twenty-eight hundred feet per second can wreak when it collides with tissue and bone. He was dead, but we’d been discovered.

      For a few seconds I thought we were going to be okay when the werewolves looked up at us in utter confusion like we were an unobtainable prize. Then one of the smarter ones jumped up at a low hanging boot. From a complete standstill, he raked a claw nearly fifteen feet above him. A serious number of Landians were at this threshold, making them extremely vulnerable; low-hanging fruit, if you will. I blew two holes into the next Lycan before they moved into the shadows. Fuck I hate them. If anything, the noise seemed to stir the werewolves into a frenzy and it looked like I was about to get very popular at the dance. I shot those that I could, but there were far too many. The cries of those being dragged from the trees began to dominate all else. Anyone under twenty feet high was in danger, Oggie and myself included. Some started climbing up, but plenty of others didn’t have that choice; they were as high as their trees could bear them. They were making the best defense they could as werewolves scrambled up trunks or took running leaps. Even when they missed they would sometimes do enough damage to the person’s perch that it would give out and send the Landian tumbling to the ground.

      Tree trunks were being stripped clean as werewolves frenetically attempted to climb, their claws shredding bark like the world’s largest exfoliating pad on a fat man’s callused feet. Smaller trees swayed sickeningly as they were beaten against, knocking more than one Landian to his death. Instead of saving these people, I feared that I had made them objects of a deadly arcade game. I blew holes through chests, through heads, I splintered arms and legs but still the werewolves attacked. The savagery with which they tore people apart was horrifying to watch; they were not just trying to kill the warriors they faced but obliterate their very essence. It was as if their humanity represented an affront to everything that they were, or could never be. Screams for mercy went unheeded and, in fact, seemed to enrage them even more. We would have been better off making a last stand as opposed to this, being picked off like ripe apples. Four Landians died in one fell swoop when the tree they were on was snapped at the base. Twenty or so werewolves descended on the fallen men.

      I shot into that pile, not in a vain attempt to save those that had gone down—that ship had sailed—but more as a measure of payback. A werewolf screamed as a round tore out his kidney, then another, as his intestines unraveled onto the ground, still a third as I ripped off his entire muzzle with one shot. Volleys of arrows flew as the Landians found safe enough perches to finally launch a counter attack. Inuktuk was two trees over and had just thrust a long spear straight down the throat of a werewolf coming up. My heart either skipped a beat or thrummed off three in quick succession when she was nearly pulled from her branch as the werewolf fell off to the side. I won’t swear to it, but it looked like she came away with a large tonsil skewered on the tip of her weapon. In fifteen minutes we’d lost a dozen or so Landians; the werewolves, perhaps fifty. The ground was soaked in the deep red hues of arterial blood. As all-consuming as the noise and fog of war were, it also had the effect of hyper-focusing my awareness. Even with everything going on around me I could distinctly hear Xavier’s words:

      “I see that you yet live.” I looked up to Mathieu who was looking down at me. He’d heard it as well. Got to admit, a part of me was really hoping it was an auditory mirage, like, maybe amid all the terrible cacophony, my mind had pieced together random screams and curses and came up with Xavier’s cruel voice.

      “Any chance I could get my axe back?” It was a shout over the din, though I had a sneaking suspicion I could have whispered it and he would still have caught it. Probably had those giant bat fucking ears tuned right to me like those concave microphones they used to use during football games. The better to hear the concussive blow of some poor running back’s head being slammed into the turf.

      “You could come down and get it,” he offered pleasantly enough.

      “A true friend would bring it to me.”

      There was a grunt in there; I hoped he was in a great deal of pain and that even now a fungal bacterial virus of some sort was festering in his wound making some spongy yellow pus leak out in copious amounts. And then maybe that diseased fucking brain of his would melt from the mind-numbing temperatures his body would cook at. I have dreams. I’m entitled to those.

      “I want Mathieu,” was his terse reply. He was definitely in pain, he could try to hide it all he wanted, but an axe to the hip tends to hurt like a son of a bitch, or so I’m told.

      “Having an office mixer and are in need of a brewmaster?” I asked. More than a fair chance Xavier didn’t know what a quarter of that sentence meant.

      “If you hand over Mathieu I will withdraw my forces. No more blood need be spilled here.”

      That got me thinking, which in itself is a feat. Why Mathieu? Then the realization hit without really that much effort on my part. He’d seen Mathieu turn at will. What an unbelievable asset that would be to Xavier if all his forces could do that. He would not be tied to one battle a month. He could attack anywhere at any time.

      “No,” I said simply.

      As if my words now carried a special spell or something, the werewolves pulled back quickly. Inuktuk looked over at me, her chest heaving from exertion, as were a few dozen others that had been actively fighting and not just trying to out climb the attack.

      “You will allow all these people to die Michael?” Xavier’s words rang out in the resultant silence.

      “I’m not the one directing this battle, Xavier. Come out and we will settle what we started earlier.”

      “Alas, I fear that I will not be able to play with you just now. That particular path has been closed off for the time being.”

      “Pity. I was so looking forward to having some stew meat for tomorrow’s dinner.”

      “Come, come, Michael. Are you going to hide in trees like monkeys or are you going to come down and act like the apex predators you mistakenly believe yourselves to be?”

      I looked over to Inuktuk, she shook her head decidedly. Well, at least, I knew she was in agreement with our present situation. More of us, possibly all of us, would die if we were on the ground.

      “I think we’re going to pass. But I’ll let you in on a little secret, Xavier. In eight hours, when this moon goes down, we are going to hunt you into extinction.”

      I thought maybe my words had struck a chord, because what happened next was unexpected. They hadn’t left; the normal forest sounds hadn’t returned, but they also weren’t attacking. And for an army that was so intensely tied to a schedule, that in itself was amazing. We waited anxiously in those trees, but like I’ve said before, it is difficult, if not impossible, to keep up that sort of vigilance. The stress of it just becomes too great and a person does what comes naturally, they relax. Hours later we were completely caught with our hands in our pants. Those damn werewolves thundered back out of the trees like they’d been shot by a cannon. We’d let our guard down and more Landians were knocked from their perches in those next couple of minutes than had been previously during the onslaught. We were besieged; there was not a single tree where the inhabitants were not fighting for their lives. I can look back now and realize it was a ruse, a distraction, whatever, to give us a false sense of security. Xavier had already shown me what he wanted, the fact that I chose to ignore that very basic fact makes all that happened next on me.

      Lycan had come to join in the attack. Everybody, including me, had not noticed them in the din that was all around us. As noted, Lycan are much bigger than their stunted brethren, and one other critical point of contention—they are much better climbers. Or maybe just better jumpers, didn’t matter. One was on the branch next to me before I even had the chance to react. The crack of the back of his hand sent me reeling; my cheek felt like it was shattered. I was acutely aware of the intense pain as I spun to the ground, fifteen feet below. One happy piece of luck was that my body weight broke the neck of one of the werewolves below. I don’t know what exactly I’d been expecting in those next couple of minutes but it certainly wasn’t what actually happened. I’d been thinking that the moment I hit the earth I would be descended upon by the rabid dogs and pulled apart like a slow cooked pork roast.

      Instead, I’d no sooner rolled off of the werewolf I’d inadvertently killed when they began to withdraw. It was Oggie’s barking that caught my attention. I looked up to see him; he was looking off into the woods where two Lycan were dragging an unconscious Mathieu. I brought my rifle up, I nearly snapped the trigger in half. It was not going to fire without bullets no matter how hard I pulled.

      “We have to go!” I shouted to Inuktuk who had just dropped down from her tree. “Now!” I added when she didn’t move fast enough for my liking. I was so focused on getting Mathieu back I did not take into account what was going on all around me. There were dozens of broken and bleeding bodies lying under the trees or tossed to the side. The Landians were doing their best to care for the ones that could be helped and comforting the ones that could not. I followed Inuktuk around, debating if I should just go after Mathieu alone or wait. When she began talking to some of her people about burying the dead I almost said: “What difference does it make? They’re not going anywhere.” I did the next best thing I could, which was probably just as foolhardy.

      “Inuktuk, I have to go get my friend back. Follow when you can.”

      “I do not think that wise.”

      “Yeah, me neither. Can I grab some weapons?” My rifle was basically a paperweight now and as far as I knew, my axe was still lodged in a Lycan's hip. This was a dicey question as well, Landian dead were buried with their weapons so that they could protect themselves on their journey to that deep fat fryer in the sky.

      “Talk to Tartar. He will get you something.”

      “The guy whose spear I broke and that wants my neck? That guy?”

      “I must tend to my people, Michael. So yes. That guy.”

      I thought about just picking up any of the dozens of abandoned weapons all around me, I was still defending the living; what more punishment could be heaped upon a death sentence? Instead, I sought Tartar out. He was bathed in blood, fortunately not his own; he was tending to the injured. I felt strange asking a man whose hands were pressing on the particularly nasty puncture wound of a fallen comrade for a spear. Life goes on for those that are still living it, and so does the war. I’d be damned if I was going to let Mathieu pass quietly into the night while I still stood.

      After all the time I have lived and all the events I’ve witnessed, my general way of dealing with things is brusquely. I am a jaded being in an apathetic world. My first instinct was to just demand what I needed, take it, and be on my way. But when he looked up at me, there was a pleading in his eyes. Tartar was valiantly trying to stuff the innards back into the gut of a man he obviously cared deeply about and in that moment, I felt for him, for both of them. If I had even a third the skills for healing that I had for killing...well, maybe I could have saved that man’s life.

      “My friend has been taken, I have to get him back. Do you have a weapon I can use?”

      He nodded to the left with his head. All I saw was what had to be his replacement spear.

      “Are you sure? I’m already on the hook for the last one.”

      “Get your friend. Do not let him die and whatever debt we have with each other I will consider paid.”

      I nodded, grabbed the weapon and vanished into the night, I was heading away from Talboton and into the unknown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        AZILE

      

    

    
      AZILE WALKED QUICKLY into the encampment. “Bailey, Councilman Saltinda has agreed to my terms. Those that wish to stay or cannot travel will be allowed within the gates. My wish is to hunt down Michael and either help him or smack the side of his head hard enough to see if whatever is causing his brain damage can be knocked loose and possibly flushed from his thick skull.”

      “I would go just to witness that.” Bailey stood. “When do you wish to go? Although judging by your stance, I would say now.”

      “If at all possible I would like to leave before...”

      “I’m here!” Lana said breathlessly.

      “It is already too late,” Azile said.

      “I understand. I will get my people ready.” Bailey was smiling.

      “Only those that sincerely wish to come, Bailey. There will be bloodshed,” Azile clarified.

      “For right or wrong, Azile, I do believe every able-bodied person here would follow Michael to their death.”

      “Let’s try not to let that happen. We leave in fifteen minutes.” As Bailey departed, Azile turned to Lana. “You really don’t need to come. It’s much safer in the fort.”

      Lana put on her best pouty face. “If I don’t come, neither do they.” She pointed behind her where a hundred soldiers were running out of the fort to keep up with their charge.

      Azile looked over Lana’s shoulder. She was weighing the options of losing a significant fighting force or putting up with one teenager. If the stakes weren’t so high she would have sent the girl packing. “Fine, but do not interfere.”

      “You’ll hardly even know I’m here,” Lana smiled.

      “I somehow doubt that,” Azile muttered as she went off to help with the preparations to leave.

      “Oh goodie, another adventure!” Lana did a twirl. She watched eagerly as the Talbotons packed up the meager possessions they were able to take with them upon their escape.

      The sun was directly overhead as they departed. The morale was as high as could be for people heading back into danger and battle. It was a chance to go home and to potentially repay those that had sent them running into the night. For seven hours they marched, taking two small breaks to change socks and get a bite to eat. Azile would have pressed them on, deep into the night, if she hadn’t noticed the fatigue on some of the older people and those still on the mend from various injuries. Eleven people had to be escorted back to Denarth.

      “I fear at the pace you are setting, Azile, that we will lose more tomorrow,” Bailey said, walking towards Azile who stood in a small clearing.

      “Do not step any closer!” Azile warned.

      Bailey stopped, she waited and watched as the Red Witch went through some incantations and a series of cryptic hand gestures. She involuntarily gasped when she saw a face impossibly dark appear against the night sky. The only reason she could see it at all was that it had obscured the starlight behind it. Its mouth moved; she could not hear the words it spoke, and for that she felt thankful.

      When it was over, Azile seemed to sag before she could right herself again. She walked out of the small clearing and past Bailey without speaking.

      “You going to tell me what that was all about?” Bailey asked when she caught up with the other woman.

      “It is of no concern to you, Bailey.”

      “What would have happened if I had stepped into that circle with you?”

      “Let’s hope that is something we never have to find out. Is there some other reason you have sought me out? Preferably one that does not deal with the spirit clearing?”

      “The pace, Azile. We cannot keep it up.”

      Azile looked at the canopy of branches and leaves above her head. A slight breeze passed through, the rustling sounded like the whispers of the dead. Bailey felt a chill wind across her cheek, an ill omen within her heart.

      “I fear we must move faster, Bailey. There are forces at work that are conspiring against everything we are attempting to do. If we are late, there will be no opportunity to correct our course. Take stock of your people; ascertain who among them is strong enough to do what needs to be done. We leave at dawn.”

      Azile had hoped the early hour she had set for their departure would dissuade Lana from joining, but the Denarthian was first in line with ninety-eight of her finest soldiers. Two had gone back with the Talbotons.

      “I was so excited when I found out we were leaving early!” Lana was nearly bouncing on the balls of her feet.

      “Most teenagers enjoy sleeping in,” Azile said with no small measure of disdain.

      “What about me, Red Witch, reads as normal?” Lana’s easy smile had disappeared for the briefest of moments and was replaced by a look of determination and grit.

      “I will keep that in mind.” Azile could hardly believe the girl had unnerved her.

      Five more had turned back before they could even start. Azile had expected more to desert them, but the day had not even begun; she still might, reluctantly, get her guess.

      Lana had kept pace easily even as she chattered on incessantly. Azile did her best to pass the young woman off to whomever she could for as long as she could. Invariably the girl would always find her way back and would resume their conversation exactly where she’d left it off, as if they’d at no point parted ways for a spell.

      It was two hours past sunset when Azile had finally called a halt for the evening. She might have continued farther, if not for the pleasant thought that she would finally have some peace and quiet away from Lana.

      “At some point do you think we will be able to shake her?” Azile asked Bailey.

      “Doubtful. She has more energy than either of us.”

      “Get some sleep, Bailey. I fear tomorrow will be a long one.”

      Of the two hundred and sixty-two souls that started out that morning, only half would see the next night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 7

      

    

    
      THEY HADN’T HAD much more than fifteen-minutes head start. An army of that size should have been easy enough to follow and catch up to. In theory, they should have only been able to move as fast as their slowest runner. But the Lycan had other plans. Xavier must have known there would be pursuit; his plan was to set up roadblocks in the form of small werewolf packs. What did he care? They were disposable assets. I’d been so intent on speed I was hardly paying attention to where I was going. For fuck’s sake, I was on a path, where the hell else was I going to go? And with three hundred or so giant pawed animals crashing through, it was an easy enough trail to follow. I came around a sharp bend and ran straight into the closest of three werewolves. Now, I don’t mean I “nearly collided.” I’m saying my head bounced off its chest. Have to admit, there was a part of me that was happy he staggered back a foot or two, of course, I bounced like a golf ball hitting a brick wall. Although in hindsight, this probably saved my life as the two other werewolves swiped with their claws at the air that I had just vacated.

      I reeled, and would have pinioned my arms if I hadn’t been holding on to the spear like the lifeline that it was. My ass hit hard and I skidded a couple more feet on the turned up soil. The first to react was the one I’d hit, he bounded back and impaled himself on my outstretched spear like that was his plan all along. The shaft vibrated in my hands as it pierced the skin of his chest easily enough and then punched a hole into his thick chest plate. His momentum and weight pushed the sharp barb through his lungs and out his back. He would have landed atop me if I hadn’t of rolled out of the way. The problem now was that I was dealing with two werewolves and no weapons. A growl was immediately followed by an attack; the one to my right had leapt and took a savage swipe at me, tearing through the heavy material of my jacket. I was spun to the side. Another claw whistled past where my face had just been. I’d not even seen the other launch at me. These werewolves sure were being accommodating in regards to trying to spare my life.

      The first werewolf was off to my side, face down on the ground, his left arm reaching behind, trying to pull out the enormous splinter he found himself impaled on. I was going to help, in a fashion. He’d snapped the shaft in half when he’d fallen. I grabbed at the shortened spear and yanked, pulling the werewolf up off the ground as I tried to remove the weapon. Apparently he’d broken the end, but it had not broken off cleanly. Now it was acting like a hook. I did the only thing I could—I broke off the end that was sticking out of his back. He screamed bloody murder as I rocked it back and forth twice until it yielded its prize. I now had about a two-foot long spike and a deepening case of spear envy. I was just twisting to face my adversaries when I was knocked hard in the head. I forcibly tumbled to the side; once again my friend had saved me from his cohorts’ savage attack. Massive jaws snapped shut right where I had been not a nanosecond earlier. Would have been mighty difficult to fight without a head, although, any number of women throughout my life would have told you I’d been doing it that way from the very outset. A chunk of tooth bounced off my cheek as the large canine derivative broke one off, slamming its mouth hard enough to have decapitated me.

      “Sucks for you. Can’t imagine Xavier offers a dental plan.” I’d moved in with all the grace and agility Tommy had afforded me and pierced that mangy beast’s temple, scrambling his brains like I’d used an egg beater. Blood sprayed out as if it were under high pressure, which I guess it was. Brain burst out, a mini geyser spurting from the side of his head as he hit the dirt. I had hoped that the third werewolf, after seeing two of his comrades fail miserably, would have turned tail and fled. He either lacked the empathy to care about them or the wit to realize his life was in danger. He swiped for my head again, luckily missing; not sure my brain could take another collision with the side of my skull. Instead, I gave him a stigmata, stabbing right through his palm. When he jerked his hand away, he took my pointy stick with it, ripped right from my hands, and all I had to show for it was a two-inch long splinter embedded deep into my own palm. It hurt like hell but I didn’t have time to dwell on that, as my first priority was getting the fuck out of the way as he shook his hand violently up and down trying to get the small javelin out of there.

      Not sure what werewolf curses sound like, but I was positive I was hearing a litany of them. I could have left at this point and he would have never noticed, he was so intent on getting that barb out. Instead, because I wasn’t using my head, I picked up a decent sized rock. Sometimes after I do something, even I have to scratch my head and wonder why. I heaved that rock at his cranium, it collided with his forearm on an upswing. Of all the things I’d done thus far today to this beast and his friends, this seemed to be the one thing that pissed him off the most. He looked at me like I had pushed his suckling face away from his mother’s teat and had placed myself there in his stead. He thundered towards me, his arms outstretched, his face pulled back in a mask of rage. He was still trying to shake the damn spear loose, making it an added hazard I needed to avoid. This was one of those times you kind of feel like there just may be someone in your corner. Either that or the world is just a really fucked up place with a cruel sense of humor. Lefty took a mean swipe at me and when I ducked he missed and plunged that spear almost a foot straight into his own chest cavity. I mean, you can’t make this shit up. Maybe what was even funnier was that he was mean mugging me like I’d done it.

      “Hate to tell you this, pal, but this one is pretty much on you.” I waited until he took his final gasps before placing my boot on his gut and yanking free my micro-spear. There wasn’t much left to it, but it beat the alternative. “On the road again,” I sang with more than a little pissed off tone to my voice. I was completely friggen’ sick of running to and away from things. Maybe I should start calling this the Jogger’s Journal, or the Running Writer, Mad-Dash Magazine? Quick Quarterly, perhaps? Hey, don’t judge me. I had a lot of time on my hands. Of course, I’d lost some of it since I’d had to stop and fight Xavier’s lackeys. And then what? I mean really? Xavier had already completely handed me my ass. What was I going to do on my own, with hardly anything more than a short, pointy stick, a dog, and a bad attitude? All I knew, no, all I gave a shit about, was that they had my friend and I was going to die trying to get him back. The fact that he made a great brew weighed heavily in his favor for me going to get him under such circumstances. But let’s be honest, it gets progressively harder in life to make friends, especially when you’re in the neighborhood of two hundred years old. Plus, I mean, I’m an asshole, there are not many people that want to be around me. So yeah, there’s that.

      I don’t know if I was gaining on Xavier’s retreat or he was getting more paranoid. Up ahead, though, were five werewolves. I guess he figured if I got past three it would still be a lot harder getting past five. The better question though, was how in the hell was he getting them to stay put? Wasn’t like they were well-trained dogs. I stopped and looked for an alternate route that wouldn’t involve me getting eviscerated. I’m smart like that. Would have been even smarter like that if I’d done my scoping of a new route off-route, if you know what I mean. It was at that exact moment I was spotted, standing right in the middle of the road, and a howl of the hunt was given. The other four turned in unison, ready to attack. There was a bull rush to see who would get the choicest parts of me. You know, those Grade A Prime slabs of meat. I looked to the woods and truly thought about hauling ass, and then, you know what happened? A fucking miracle. Yeah, that’s about the best way I could put it.

      I’m not saying the sky split open and the archangels Michael and Gabriel came to fight by my side, but close enough. The world turned, and with that came the setting of the offending moon. Five werewolves barreled towards me, in the blink of an eye, they became two males, two females, and a filthy thing whose sex I could not determine. They stopped suddenly, about midway. They had varying looks of confusion, anger, and fright on their faces. I don’t know what would have been worse, not thinking at all about what was about to happen or thinking about it and proceeding anyway. There was not an iota of hesitation on my part as I moved towards the group. One of the females turned and ran just as I shoved that stick deep into the belly of one that I guessed was male. With the amount of hair still on its body, it was difficult to tell. Lack of breasts seemed to be the only indication. I butchered those four monsters-in-waiting in under a minute.

      I don’t know what people from my time would have thought about what I’d done. Would Tracy have offered them a stay of execution? I don’t think so; these were reluctant combatants that was for sure, but make no mistake, they were combatants. If I’d known with certainty back in my Marine Corps days that a suicide bomber was heading to his destination to get fitted for a bomb, I’d gladly rid him of the life he was so desperate to lose before he could hurt or kill others. I was doing the exact same thing here. In thirty days, they’d be back with Xavier and being led somewhere to kill someone and I would not have the blood of one more fucking innocent on my hands, not if I had any chance to stop it. I was an efficient killing machine as I severed arteries and snapped necks without pause. I’d expected some sort of resistance, and might have felt a little more justified in my actions, had I received some. Oh, there were pleas for mercy and cries of anguish, but I would offer them no quarter. That’s how it would have been for me less than two minutes before.

      When it was over, I’d hardly broken a sweat. Birds chirped in the trees above and around me. Leaves lazily drifted down from their lofty perches. The sun had turned its brightness towards us. Crickets made crickety noises. Basically, what I’m saying is that the world went on, as indifferent to what had just happened here as if I’d skipped a stone across the top of a calm pond surface; a few ripples later and it’s smooth again. The only one that would give half a shit was me, and I didn’t. What’s that say about me and my psyche? I began my trotting again; I’d all but forgotten the six I’d laid to waste so far when I came up on my next group; there were ten this time, like a progressively more difficult gauntlet laid in my path. Dirty, broken, scarred, scared, retches stared at me. Xavier had to know that by the time I got to them they’d be back in their original form. Then why bother? Unless this was his way of trying to mind-fuck me. Would I kill people? Or just werewolves?

      Definitely in his realm of tricks, he’d been around long enough to know that people care for their own kind more so than Lycan care for theirs. Did he think I would stop and offer those poor, lost souls some help? Or maybe he just figured I’d lose the stomach for fighting. I was about ten feet from them, a sheen of sweat covering my body from the exertion of running. The thought of shredding them apart actually quickened my blood. But what would be gained? They posed no threat and I would lose time wiping them out.

      “If you value the life you are clinging to, get the fuck off the path and run. Run far.” I started moving again, shouldered roughly through two people, sending them spiraling sideways, and then I was gone. It wasn’t long afterwards that I realized I was fast approaching the remnants of Talboton. Somewhere along the line, Xavier had curved back around. I should have figured this was where he’d end up. Of course, he would want to return triumphantly to his little home away from home. I was careful. Okay, so we both know that’s a lie, but I did sort of scope the place out before I went charging in. I’ve always been more the type to deal with consequences rather than worry about taking action—a “sin now and pay later” approach. That way, when it’s all said and done, you can still look back on whatever crazy fucking thing you did with a smile and say “Yeah I fucking did that —and I’m still alive!” Just about the worst philosophy in life, but hey, I adopted it a long time ago and I don’t see myself changing anytime soon. I cautiously entered the township limits. The stench of rotten flesh permeated the entire area. There were no blazing fires, but there were many smoldering ruins, plumes of wispy smoke emerging from ashen piles.

      Teeth-scored bones littered the ground. This was far from the worst of it. Apparently Lycan weren’t keen on barbacoa meat. Discarded heads lay all around me, their faces frozen in fear, terror, pain and anguish, the loss of hope deeply etched in the landscape of each countenance. I wanted to pretend a bowling alley had blown up and the heads were balls and the bones, pins. Sort of worked. I mean, the smell was similar to traditional bowling alley food. A realization hit me as I tried to not step on any remains. This had been a feast. Xavier was trying to keep his people in line and the best way to do that was through their stomachs. But how long could he afford to do this? He was either killing or eating people faster than the stock could replenish. What is it about a dominant species that makes them want to rape and pillage their limited resources? Is that how superiority is determined? By being able to take more than you need? I kicked a head, much like those early Mayans did when they were inventing soccer. I didn’t mean to, I was just so pissed off at it all. How could any good game come out of smacking heads around?

      My foot sank right into the disintegrating flesh. I pulled out my boot with a horrible sucking sound and the thing rolled for a good ten feet. Naturally, it was a foregone conclusion that the face would end up staring back at me in accusation; I felt like I should get a red card.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled to it. I did a quick three-sixty, the only eyes on me were Wilson’s—the grotesque soccer ball. Xavier was not here. He was on the move; I needed to follow, but I also needed something more betterer (yeah, I know it’s shitty English, I don’t really give a shit) than a weapon hardly bigger than a honed popsicle stick. I had to hope the armory was still stocked and I also had to hope I could get past whatever voodoo Azile had placed upon it. Also needed to get past my unnatural fear of the evil I’d released within the confines of that small tunnel. Whether they were external or internal demons, I was petrified of that place. I took in a few deep breaths and made my way behind the main structure of the compound and to the woods. The Lycan sentry there was just as surprised to see me as I was her. She was tearing off the last few tasty morsels from a femur when I came into her view.

      She looked up, a large grin revealed her massive teeth. She seemed to be pretty pleased that she was going to be able to continue eating. There was some hesitation and confusion when she saw that, unlike hundreds of others I’m sure she’d encountered, I was not running. I let my eyes do a quick scan. I asked aloud what I was thinking.

      “Are you alone?” I was pretty surprised when she answered.

      “We are together. You and I,” she said. “And soon what is apart will be one.”

      “Did you just get all philosophical on me? Oh I get it, it’s because you think you’re going to eat me and I’ll be in your stomach.” My words were lighthearted but the situation was serious. I got into a fighting stance, trying to show just how big and intimidating I was while simultaneously making a smaller target. It failed on both counts.

      “I will weep for those that have the misfortune of stumbling upon your refuse!” She was approaching, albeit cautiously.

      “That a shit joke? It was, wasn’t it? At some point my eternally extended existence has to end, but it’s not going to be by passing through the anus of a bitch wolf.”

      She paused.

      “Wait. You didn’t know that I am an Old One?” I laughed, trying to put as carefree a tone on it as possible, though I was fairly convinced at some point I’d swallowed my Adam’s apple. “That big stupid nose of yours couldn’t smell me a mile off? Well, this is slightly embarrassing, awkward, almost.” I was circling. She’d actually stopped and looked to the side. She was looking for an exit strategy. There was a chance I could get out of this without a fight, and right now I’d welcome that. She was slightly smaller than male Lycan, but she still dwarfed me. Or little people, whatever the correct fucking politically correct terminology is.

      Her massive head swiveled toward me, her eyes narrowed. “You are afraid.”

      “That? That you fucking smell? You don’t catch the scent of me born from the damnation of the underworld, yet you do, the stink I make because I’m slightly anxious regarding our impending confrontation? If you could stay away from my head I’d really appreciate it...been getting whacked around a lot lately, and I know it’s not great, but it’s all I’ve got. I lose this,” I swirled my hand all around my face, “and the ladies stop coming around.”

      “I could once again be in Xavier’s good graces if I bring him the head of the thorn in his paw.”

      “What’s wrong, sweet cheeks? You not much into doggie style?” I almost fucking lost it right there and then. I knew it was a juvenile remark, but it was so funny…basically because she’s a dog, get it? Look, don’t give me that shit. It was a classic sixth-grade level insult. Maybe I’m an uncouth slob but I thought it was hilarious.

      Maybe she didn’t like me laughing at her; obviously I’d hit too close to home because I’d definitely pushed the wrong button. That should not come as a shocker to anyone. Yes, she was Lycan, but more importantly, she was female. There was unbridled fury as she charged. It was more reflexive on my part than anything else; I stepped to the side while bringing up my spear point, I buried that thing a good six inches into her right breast, pretty much all I had. Whether the force of her charge, or the angle and strength of my stance combined forces but I shattered her chest plate and plunged the barb straight into her miserable little heart. Within the span of ten beats of my own heart, she took two staggering strides forward, fell to her knees; and hit the ground face first.

      Sometimes it really is just that easy to kill something. No rhyme or reason. I have mercilessly clobbered opponents in war for seemingly hours yet they just wouldn’t die. Others, you look at them a little funny and they keel over. I was completely fine with this being a one-sided affair for once. Been getting beaten down lately, so score one for the home team. I’d say “good guys” but I’m not entirely sure which team I play for these days. Basically, I’m looking out for myself and my friends. With some muscle effort, I rolled the beast over. Her fall had driven what was left of my spear almost all the way through so that what was left sticking out looked more like a warty growth rather than somebody’s weapon.

      “That’s fine—you keep it.” I headed towards the access door not even caring if I was going to meet up with another surprise. Foul air whistled past me, haunted by the spirits of those I had killed. At least, that was how it felt to me.

      

      You ready for this, Mike?

      Absolutely not.

      At least you’re honest.

      Yeah, I’ve still got that going for me.

      I’d not taken two steps in when the door behind me crashed closed. My first thought was not that I’d been discovered by Lycan but rather that I was to be entombed under the earth, forever plunged in darkness. Penance to be paid for all the ills I’d committed during my time under the sun. I started sucking air like it might be my last breath. Then I stopped panicking like a fifth-grader about to give an oral report in front of the entire school and reached back to grasp the knob to reopen the door. It was only the wind that had sealed me...I mean closed the door. A fucking wicked, nasty, devious, wind, but just the wind nonetheless. I got out of there fairly quickly, searched the ground a little longer than I needed to and finally found a twenty-pound chunk of timber. If the door closed despite that tree trunk propping it open, I was pretty much screwed.

      “You ready to do this again?” I told myself to fuck off. Message received, I charged back in. The air was a little fresher, more cemetery-like instead of crypt-ish. It’s all a matter of degrees. The angle of the sun was actually working in my favor, lighting a significant portion of the hallway in front of me. No matter how hard I stared straight at where I knew the vault door was, I could not see it. I tried sidelong glances; I tried feeling for it by touch, nothing. It was only when I shook my head back and forth that I could catch just the faintest glimpse of it right on the periphery. And I was skeptical; it seemed to be more wishful than substantial. I started to feel like I was a character in one of those scary movies I avoided watching way back when. You know the kind, well maybe not, if you’re reading this in the day and age of no movies. But trust me, creeps could move with a speed that was otherworldly. Gave the impression of one possessed or dead or maybe both, hence the reasons why I never liked those particular types of movies. I enjoyed movies where things blew up on a massive scale, thousands of rounds were fired from dozens of machine guns, yet miraculously, nobody was ever struck—at least not the heroes. Yup. Those were my kind of shows. But I digress.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” This from above and behind me. I stopped my paint can shaking of a head.

      “What?” was my less than eloquent response.

      “Why are you moving your head around like you’re trying to roll dice in your skull?”

      “Because, Azile, it’s the only way I can see past your confounded block on the armory door.” I steadied myself against the wall, my equilibrium was less than satisfactory at the moment.

      “Interesting. So you can see past my spell then? Either I’m losing strength or you’re gaining.”

      “I wouldn’t be too concerned, I feel like I’m going to throw up at any moment.”

      “Where are the Lycan?” Azile had nearly blocked out all the light into the tunnel, a chill, rank wind spilled around my shoulders. I think she felt it as well, for she moved a step back, allowing more of the sun’s caress to fill in the void.

      “What took you so long?” I asked as I emerged. Whatever monkey had attached itself to my psyche when I went down, alit as I came back up.

      “My hair, of course. You can’t just expect me to look this gorgeous without work.” And then she got serious and pushed hard against my chest. “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking I was going to get away with it and not have to explain myself.” I gave her a hug. There was a blush from her, not sure if she was more embarrassed or surprised with my public display of affection. It was nice to have an ally. To have people back on my side. Her anger slipped away.

      “I’m glad you’re here. Xavier has Mathieu.”

      There was a sharp intake of air from Bailey. “I am sorry for your loss.”

      “Not yet you don’t have to be,” I told her. “He’s not dead. Xavier thinks he can somehow use Mathieu to teach his werewolves how to transform on command.”

      “And when he realizes it’s not quite that easy?” Azile asked.

      “Well, that’s why I’m in hot pursuit. I was hoping they’d still be here, figured I’d come in, grab a weapon or two and get him back. Unfortunately I was having a hard time here, picking Ms. Gringott’s locks.”

      Azile smiled at the reference, Bailey looked confused. “How far ahead are they?”

      “I was right behind them. They might have an hour on me now. I don’t know how Xavier is moving so fast. I screwed him up pretty good. Can you open the door? I’ve been fighting with a fucking toothpick for the last few hours. I’d really appreciate something with some heft and lead. And if you could wrangle up a fucking Jeep as well that would be awesome. I am getting really sick of running like I’m from Nairobi or some shit.”

      “You’re in luck Mr. Talbot.” Azile waved her hand like there was a less than aggressive ladybug buzzing her head. When I looked back, the door to the armory was revealed in all its glory.

      “That easy, huh?”

      “That Lycan back there your handiwork?” Bailey asked.

      “She was.” I was heading back down the stairs. Not having a gun in my hand felt very much like running around without pants on.

      “You killed it with a spear?” She wanted to know.

      “Not so much a spear as a glorified skewer,” I said happily as I gazed upon the contents of the chamber. I purposefully strode across the room and grabbed up a beautiful, wonderful, rifle, six magazines and two ammo containers. I was checking to see how I was going to carry everything and still move quickly.

      “I brought horses.” Azile was in the doorframe.

      “You really are pretty magnificent. I’d kiss you a couple of times but I really want to get my friend back.”

      I got closer to her; I’d not been expecting the stinging slap to the side of my face.

      “I’m still angry with you, Michael.”

      I reached my hand up to my cheek. “I gathered that.”

      “You left me. You left us.”

      “In my defense, I left to stop this madness, not to leave you undefended.”

      “Michael Talbot saves the world again,” she sighed.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “At this point, I think it’s a little worn out.”

      “Because ‘this is the life I asked for,’” I said mockingly.

      “I do not know why your life is so entangled in the fates. I have tried to divine it, yet the answers are frustratingly hidden from even my best efforts.”

      “Maybe it’s best you don’t find the answers, Azile. Who knows? Maybe they are a little to the left of the white light.”

      “I looked there as well.”

      I shivered; seemed an appropriate response when someone tells you they’ve been peering behind the dark veil. Gotta admit I was relieved when she got zero answers from there as well. “Well, now that we’ve established that I’m sort of an enigma, can we get going?” I asked.

      “I was thinking you were more like a different word starting with an ‘en’ and ending in ‘a’.”

      “This have something to do with the cleansing of one’s colon?”

      “It could. I am still very much upset with you.”

      “Any chance you could yell at me while we’re on the trail?”

      “I imagine that could be arranged.”

      Bailey was directing her people to get weapons and ammunition; I was heading back to the front of the building.

      “One more thing Michael!” Azile called out to me.

      “What?”

      “Hello, lover.” It was Lana.

      “Oh come on! How much can one man be expected to take? What are you doing here?”

      “Where do you think the horses came from?”

      “Lana, what would actually happen if I were to take you up on your advances?”

      “We could have such wonderful times. Our babies would be beyond reproach. The gods themselves would sing of their beauty.”

      “I’ve got a feeling Athena wouldn’t think that way.”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind. Let’s get this on, then. I figure we have a good twenty or thirty minutes before Bailey’s ready to go; there’s a real secluded spot right up ahead.” I noticed Lana’s eyebrows furrow in confusion. “Oh don’t go getting all coy on me now.” I grabbed her hand and held tight, gently tugging her in the general direction I’d pointed.

      “What are we doing Michael? Azile is not far.”

      “You’ve worn me down, Lana. I must have you. I’ve fallen completely head over heels for you.” I hoped my voice didn’t sound too flat as I said the words. My tone was muted but my actions were not. I was worried this gambit might go the other way. If she called me on my bluff I was done for, I needed to end this or this game of charades would go on indefinitely. She came forward a couple of steps and when she realized I wasn’t stopping she began to lean back, her heels trying to dig in slightly from the angle she was at. “Nothing gets me more worked up than war. I’m not sure if a half-vamp can procreate, but I’m going to give it the old college try. Know what I’m saying, baby?” I turned to wink at her. A smirk crossed her face. I think she was on to me. Shit. I was either about to cross the line or be granted amnesty. With the hand that wasn’t dragging her to the bushes I was fumbling with the front of my pants.

      “What...what are you doing?”

      “Lana, I know you’re young, but I’ve got to imagine at some point in your life someone told you how babies are made and where they come from right?”

      “Right here? Right now?” She was tugging back on the hand I would not release.

      “It’s time we consummate this relationship.” I’d inadvertently undone the top button to my pants. I was about to have all of me whistling in the breeze real soon. “Azile will be pretty mad at me and my guess is that she’ll turn you into a goat. But who cares? I think we should have babies until you can no longer have babies. We could maybe have thirty-five to forty kids by the time you’re all worn out, and the beauty of it is I’ll never grow old, so I’ll be able to care for them even when you’re old and tired. Oh, it will be wonderful.” We were now at the edge of the clearing and I was walking somewhat bow-legged trying to keep my pants from falling all the way down.

      “Perhaps we should wait.” She’d finally been able to dig her heels deep into the dirt.

      “I know I have all the time in the world, but why waste another second of it?”

      “Michael, we are ready for war now—you do not have time to fornicate!” Bailey called over from the right. At least, fifty people were now looking at us. Lana was finally able to pull back as I feigned surprise.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll find us some time,” I told Lana as I smacked her retreating ass. I silently mouthed the words thank you to Bailey; she gave me the finger. “That’s not really the appropriate gesture for approval,” I told her.

      “I know what it means.”

      “So I take it me and you are pretty much okay then?”

      “I promise that if you don’t try to kill me I will not try to kill you.”

      “That’s something, I suppose.”

      “I have talked at length with Azile on our way out here. She gave me great insight into the personal workings of vampires and of yourself. There are some things you cannot control and for the others, the answer is simply that you are Michael Talbot.”

      “You make it sound more like an insult than an explanation.”

      “That was how I intended it.”

      “I suppose I can live with that.”

      “You will have to.” And with that she went back to tending to her men.

      I could see Azile coming my way. “I have dealt with more estrogen in the last five minutes than any man should be subject to on any particular day,” I said quietly.

      “I can hear you.”

      “Can we just hurry up and go get Mathieu? I’m feeling mighty outnumbered. I need reinforcements.”

      “What did you say to Lana? She appears to have seen an apparition.”

      “I was going to give her exactly what she’s been asking for.”

      “You were?” She arched her eyebrows.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I am not sure that I do, Michael. Perhaps you should fill me in on exactly your intentions.”

      “We are ready to go,” Bailey said.

      “That woman has already saved my life twice today and it’s early. I wonder if I’ll have to tally this up in the Tynes archives. By my reckoning, I figure I’m still up a dozen or so life-saving events.”

      “BT might protest the count.”

      “I truly wish he were here to do so.”

      “Mount up!” Bailey ordered. “And I don’t want to hear a word from you, Talbot, about being afraid of horses, including your belief that they are just overgrown cats with hooves.”

      “I’m thinking he is afraid,” Azile laughed. And just like that we were back in pursuit. Lana, thankfully, wouldn’t look at me, wouldn’t ride anywhere within a hundred yards. I could live with that, it would be even better if she just went home. Don’t get me wrong, in a pinch she was one of the most deadly people in this group. But the fact remained she was an eighteen-year-old girl and things could still go horribly wrong in an instant. She deserved the right to enjoy a long and fruitful life devoid of this misery, all this misery, including me.

      I was of a mind to run my horse into the ground and most likely would have, if not for Azile reaching out on occasion to have me slow down. Yes, we were moving faster than I could on my own, but we certainly weren’t tearing up the earth. What I wouldn’t do to hear the throaty roar of a V8 engine. Xavier would probably shit his pants (if he wore any) if I came up on his six in a speeding Camaro. Riding a horse was a lonely, solitary source of individual torture. The constant bouncing up and down chaffed parts of me that were not designed for that type of abuse. Talking was out of the question as the noise from so many horses moving in unison was nearly deafening. It was even impossible to just zone out and think upon other things. The beasts somehow knew when you were being inattentive and would purposefully wander close to a low laying branch or perhaps stop short, trying to pitch you to the front. You could practically hear them laughing at you. I was more than a little convinced that cats and horses had been created in the same place. Both were thought to be helpful to man, but I was not one of the ones that had been fooled, not for a minute.

      “Michael, we will have to stop soon.” This from Bailey.

      “And if I say no?”

      “Then you will have a dead horse and will have to ride with Azile going forward. And if you think riding solo is uncomfortable, wait until you go double.”

      “Fucking realists.”

      “I think she may be more of a pragmatist.” Azile was leading her horse to a clearing that the scouts had found earlier for just this purpose.

      I got off that horse like I was an eighty-year-old man with bad hips. I would have sworn I’d dislocated the things and the fiery burn I felt on the inside of my thighs had enough heat to start a small brush fire. I was walking like I had a bowling ball shoved up my ass—not that I’d know from personal experience—I’m just making an assumption of how one with a large sphere pushed up their rectum might travel about. Azile, on the other hand, well, basically everyone else that dismounted was fine, as if they’d been out for a nice summer stroll along the beach. Oggie was no worse for the wear, maybe because he would get off from time to time and lope along next to us before getting back in the saddle. I had a special rig in the back, looked more like a dog bed than the medieval torture device I was sitting in. I thought about sticking the reins in his mouth and trading places with him on more than one occasion.

      “Perhaps if you didn’t fight the animal so much when you rode, you wouldn’t be so stiff,” Azile said as she patted my ass on her way by.

      “This funny to you?” She waved over her shoulder.

      “It is for me.” Bailey had come up beside me. “Where has your little shadow gone?” She was referring to Lana.

      “She wasn’t quite ready to get what she wanted.”

      “Is that supposed to make sense?” She was looking questioningly at me.

      “Makes perfect sense to me. With Lana out of the way there’s a little more room for you.”

      “Are you attempting to push me away as well?”

      “You’d be safer, but alas, no,” I told her honestly.

      “I thought we would see fresher signs of the Lycan,” she said seriously. “If anything, I believe that they are pulling farther away.”

      “How in the hell is that possible? I mean, I can see the Lycan racing ahead but they still have to take into account the werewolves, and as people, they can only go so far so fast.”

      “I do not know how, but my best guess is that they are nearly a half day ahead of us now.”

      This came as a complete shock to me. I was more than half convinced that we would catch up at the very next turn.

      “Twelve hours?” A rhetorical question. She didn’t know—no one did. They had found some alternate means of travel, otherwise we would be stumbling upon the dead and dying littering the pathway.

      “We will catch them,” Bailey assured me. I don’t know how she figured that. I’d been pursuing them non-stop and I was losing ground. I felt like I was traveling in one of Dante’s circles of hell.

      There were all sorts of reasons her logic didn’t carry much weight. One problem was we were a light army so we were carrying only the essentials. Food and water would become problematic soon enough. How much ground would we lose as we hunted? And what was Xavier up to? Why was he pushing so hard to get away? Was he running his troops into the ground? Did he really think he could extract Mathieu’s secrets? Every minute that passed when Xavier realized that was not something he could retrieve from my friend I was convinced that he would make a deadly statement. It would be another failing on my part. Another spirit to haunt my overtaxed psyche, where it was already as crowded as the beer and bratwurst line at a Packers game. Even my attempt at sarcastic humor could do little to pierce the emotional exhaustion and depression that threatened to consume me.

      Xavier had already taken so much from me and he had his eyes fixed on taking everything else. I was going to kill him. That thought would drive me to the ends of the earth, but would it be too little too late? A great fire had been started at the center of camp, many smaller ones dotted the landscape all around us. Sitting was one of the last things I wanted to do. One, because my ass felt like it had been paddled by an angry Bible thumper, and two, because I just wanted to get going again, although that would entail getting back up on my very own persecution and progress device, (also known as Satan’s spawn, or in more accurate human terms, horse). No wonder people had once made glue out of the fucking things.

      Azile was already at the fire, staring into it, probably discerning the events for the next millennia. I recognized a couple of the other Talbotons as well. Bailey had been talking to them more and more as those that were left did their best to try and regroup, maybe make another ruling council. It would be difficult to rebuild without having a home base to do so. With Talboton now vacated, how many would begin to advocate that they go back and start over? Could I blame them? Fuck that, yeah I could. This bastard had run roughshod over their home in less than one night. We were on a mission of payback for the devastation he had wrought upon us all. If that entailed chasing him to the ends of the goddamned earth then that is what it meant! I was getting myself worked up to do battle and I was the only one in on the fight.

      “Sit, Michael. You look like you want to bite the heads off of nails.” It was Azile and as far as I could tell she wasn’t even looking at me.

      “If I never have to put weight on that part of me again I could die a happy man.”

      “I could make it better.”

      “You’re going to do magic on my ass? Put a spell on it maybe? Sounds like the premise for a bad porno movie.”

      She laughed, it was a genuine sound and it lifted my sagging heart almost immediately.

      “I don’t know how you do it. Most here are frightened about the uncertainty of the next few days and yet you are more concerned about your…umm, delicate constitution,” she said.

      “I always was more about the here and now. If it’s not right in front of me it sort of only exists in the abstract. Stop looking at me that way. Yeah I know, it’s not the optimal way to approach the world, the non-planning thing and all, but it’s the way I work. Those are the bridges I will cross when I get to them, so to speak. Right now, my ass hurts.”

      “You do realize with only a modicum of planning that these bridges you speak of could be smaller and much more easily manageable right?”

      “What fun would that be? Always planning for the future and shit. Sounds so boring.”

      “Get over here.” She was still smiling. It was good to see that.

      We talked banalities for a while, which was surprisingly refreshing. It got a little weird when we talked about television shows we enjoyed growing up and I told her the Dukes of Hazzard was among my favorites. She asked what it was about. I just had to remind myself that when you’re both well over a hundred years old the age difference really doesn’t matter that much, until it comes to prime time TV. Sure, when I was fifteen, smoking joints and getting intimately acquainted with the detention hall, she was wearing diapers. Nothing weird about that. In terms of maturity, though, she was worlds ahead of me now. Shit, knowing the little asshole that I was she probably could have beat me back then as well.

      “Now, I don’t want you to take this wrong...”

      “But?” she prodded.

      “Where’s Lana?”

      “Why ever would you think I might misunderstand why you are looking for my potential rival?”

      “I am concerned for her. She is still an eighteen-year-old girl who thinks she runs the world, and I feel partially responsible for her well-being. After all, if not for me she most likely would not be out here.”

      “I think you underestimate the whole ‘damsel in distress’ persona she puts on.”

      “There is no part of me that fears she’s in any sort of trouble. I’ve watched her in battle; she has a singular deadliness about her that completely goes against her outward appearance. I think if you had a mind to and you did a little of your voodoo on her, you’d find an attached demon or something.”

      “First off, I don’t ‘do voodoo.’ And I checked, there is no demon.”

      “Now, I realize you didn’t grow up on the East Coast, so it’s impossible for me to know when you’re being sarcastic.”

      “And that’s the way it should be. Let’s get some sleep. Lana is fine.”

      I hadn’t held out much hope of getting any rest, so intent was I on finding Mathieu, but you’d be amazed how much a sore butt can tire you out.
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      THE NEXT DAY melded into the next day and so on. If not for the horse, I could have believed this was just an extension of the great zombie marathon of 2153. Each day, instead of getting used to the saddle, it got worse. I had three blankets stuffed under me as we rode. Nothing helped. Might as well have been sandpaper mixed in with some glass shards. Even Oggie, who loved his naps and slept most of the day, was getting close to having had enough with the constant rocking motion of his basket. About midday of each day I would ask Bailey for an update. On the third day she stopped the column, dismounted, and checked and rechecked the trail. She looked up at me with concern, her lips pursed.

      “They have pulled even farther ahead.”

      I wanted to scream, maybe even punch my ride in the head. Scratch that last part, he would have tossed me like a flea and then kicked me. Instead I gently scratched his mane. “Just kidding.”

      He craned his neck. I swear if he could respond he would have said something like it was no great shakes having me on his back, either.

      “How much ahead?” Azile asked.

      “Day and a half, maybe two,” she answered.

      I couldn’t help it, I lost it. “How in the fuck in three days could they possibly gain that kind of distance on us!? Who is helping them? They are mortal fucking creatures, right? They die, they tire, they have to sleep and eat...that’s not even including the poor bastards they’re herding! Are we fucking moving backwards?”

      On the flip side, we’d had three injuries just from exhausted riders falling off their mounts. Two were minor, the third had cracked a rib on a rock. She’d decided to keep riding with us but, once the festivities started I wasn’t sure how well she was going to be able to defend herself.

      “There’s more.”

      “Can’t wait,” I said sourly.

      “They are attempting to hide their tracks. Right now that’s fine but if they get another couple of days on us or a good rain like the other night, I won’t be able to track them at all.”

      “Just fucking peachy.” I’d grabbed an old term my wife was fond of when things weren’t going particularly well.

      That night we felt the first rumblings signifying perhaps we should turn around. We were already well past any charted territory. Near as Azile and I could tell we’d already crossed into Canada. I could only hope that the banishment I’d received from this fair country had lapsed. Wouldn’t want to start an international incident. I could not fault our people their misgivings. Something else was in play here. We rode all day every day, sunshine, rain, fog, whatever, and still the Lycan moved as if on their own magic carpet. Whoever was pushing the pawn pieces around at the moment gave an advantage to Xavier. The game wasn’t over by a long shot, but we were in an untenable position. He was drawing us farther and farther from home, security, and resources. Perhaps that had been his plan all along. Lure us as far away as possible, wait for the moon to change, turn, and wipe us out.

      It was a particularly dreary day when we arose. I’d like to say “awoke,” but that wasn’t the case. Hadn’t slept more than five minutes the previous night. Spent most of the night wandering our perimeter, knowing full well we were not going to be attacked, yet I could not shake the feeling that was exactly what was going to happen. It was not a great spread of feelings to have. The sun arose, after it got its solid eight, and I won’t lie, I was a little jealous. A thick dew glistened on the tall grass we’d bedded down in. Leaves hung heavy in the extra moisture afforded them. A low-level fog swept through our camp. We were on the move again. It was not hard to see the shift in morale. When we’d first started out we’d had a purpose, a goal. But now it wasn’t so clear. The person—my friend—whom we were on our way to save, was most likely dead by now, and the Lycan appeared to be leaving us in their wake. Maybe not for good, but they were definitely heading out. All we were doing now by following endlessly was keeping these people away from their loved ones and starting the rebuilding process.

      
        A Journey Into the Past

      

      I GOT BACK on my horse and unwillingly began to drift into my own past as we moved on. My thoughts soured to the point where I began to relive a previous life, rethinking questionable actions and events, estimating alternate outcomes. After my beloved Tracy had died, I was as near to inconsolable as one can be. My grief so heavy I am convinced my mind snapped under the weight of it. My kids and grandkids, who by this time had gone and done some incredible things, had begged me to leave with them. To get away from Ron’s house where so much death and destruction had occurred. I told them I couldn’t. I nearly sobbed aloud as I thought on this. I had told them then that I could never leave, for if their mother haunted any place, it would be there, and I would not leave her alone.

      They’d stayed for two weeks after that. I’d put on as brave a face as I could. I wanted them to leave so I could sob unhindered. The pain...it was so great it was all encompassing. I believe having one’s insides slowly pulled out, or maybe an eyeball pierced repeatedly with a dull needle would have been far less crippling than the anguish I was going through. It was not just that she had died, but also knowing that we would never again be reunited. Perhaps there are those that will someday read this journal that do not believe in an afterlife, certainly your prerogative; I would never force my beliefs on another. But do not fault me for my faith, for holding out hope of something more than this pathetic existence. If for even a flicker of a moment I thought that death was the end, the great black abyss in which there is nothing and nobody, I would have killed myself half a heartbeat after she passed in my arms.

      These are my journals, and as thus, they are colored by my actions and writings. I, personally, am not ashamed of my past behavior, nor indeed of the choices I make in the present. But there will always be those that read these words that will not understand, thus I am hesitant to continue, lest I am judged harshly. I cannot imagine there will be many, save Azile, that will find any reason to peruse these pages after I’m gone. I hope you think no less of me for my confessions. I know that in previous journals I wrote about waiting patiently for Tommy to bring me my sacrificial cow, and for the most part that holds true. I did, in general, sit like a king on his crumbling throne. But there were times I did not. For ten years after Tracy’s death, I waited. I mourned, I wailed at the heavens, I savagely cursed all of existence. I screamed at the demigod that had put me in this position to come down and face me. She’d flatly refused. I’d like to think it was fear, but my guess was indifference.

      After a decade of crying and screaming I wanted to see my family again, it was time. The problem now was where had they gone? They told me they’d wait in the ruins of Belfast, the next town over, until I came to my senses. I safely assumed that gesture didn’t span a decade. Still, Belfast was the first place I went. Perhaps they’d settled there, would that make me happier or sadder? Had I let them live so close to me but had done nothing to see them? That issue was resolved as I walked by the remnants of the firehouse, the roof had long ago caved in, as had most of the other structures in the area. The harsh Maine winters with their heavy snows had seen to the destruction of nearly all the buildings. Still I walked around, seeing the ghosts of the things we’d done here in previous days. I looked up to the roofline of the post office swearing I could see a much younger version of Travis looking down at me, he was holding a shotgun and smiling.

      I almost waved at the mirage. Just maybe though, maybe he was actually there; if that was the case, that meant Tracy was in the basement! With Justin, Nicole, and Wesley. I ran through the caved-in door, fully expecting to see them all. Dust, almost thick enough to be impenetrable, swirled around my wake as I made my way across the floor. I went behind the teller’s station, I could see the door to the basement broken open.

      “Tracy,” I’d said, barely loud enough to push the churning mass before me. There was the tiniest of scrapes. I was certain I had heard something. A shiver went up my spine as I imagined a skeletal finger dragging against the wooden railing. A vengeful specter come to claim its due—the ghosts of all those I’d laid prematurely to rest come to tow me to the depths. Or worse. I could hear footfalls ever so quiet upon the treads of those stairs. My mouth was as arid as a camel’s balls. Whatever the fuck that means. Fear had punched me square in the throat. My mouth hung agape as I dared not attempt to swallow. Another scratching, another step, something was indeed climbing those stairs. My pulse pounded in my temples, my heart was collapsing in on itself. My legs had become leaden.

      A hiss like the last gasp of the dying poured forth from the black opening in the wall. Whatever was there was close to the door. Would I be able to gaze upon it without going insane? Better yet, did I dare to? What if it was the face of my beloved ten years in the grave? Could I ever recover from that sight? A hollow tinkling struck, I imagined her wedding ring falling, slipping off her bony appendage, striking the metal railing and falling to the cement floor.

      “Please stop,” I begged. A distant crow cawed in mocking laughter. Another echo of foot against tread, the long, low sigh of one not used to moving.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.” I put my hands up in surrender before turning away. I left quickly, unsure if everything that had just happened was imagined or real or some bizarre combination of both. And honestly, it didn’t matter.

      The specter, for that is what it was, called down to me from above. “Dad, when will you be back?” Belfast had indeed become a ghost town, replete with its own phantoms. My children would not have stayed there long. Now what? I was torn between the horror that I would never find them and relieved this was the case. I was my own form of shade, throwing a shadow around all of those I loved, preventing them and myself from seeing the light. Nobody deserved that. I’d more than half convinced myself this was for the best, as I walked to the only home I ever expected to have again. I was so lost in the internal I tripped over the external. In this case, an errantly placed cinder block. For the life of me I could not figure out how it had found its way to the center of what used to be the laundromat’s parking lot. When I looked up, I noticed there were dozens, maybe even a couple hundred of them evenly strewn around, entirely too neatly to be done by time’s haphazardness. No, this had the finger of man upon it.

      I laughed so hard, I cried. My knees buckled and I sat down hard upon the very stone that had halted my homeward progress. It was a message etched in stone, or in this case, outlined in it: Headed North Dad, Trav. North was a pretty vague direction to go on. Although, this was Maine, so there really was only a couple ways to go. And since the road I was on, Route 1, was one of them, I figured this very vein would be a fair enough assumption to go on. It was a few more miles before I could shake off the post office visit. Once that most unwelcome encounter finally subsided, it was replaced by an equally unsettling thought. What if my kids wanted nothing to do with me?

      “Why the stone message then, Talbot?” I’d said trying to assuage my fears.

      “Yeah, well, that was written a fucking decade ago, a lot of things can change in three thousand and sixty hundred and fifty days.” And for some reason saying it like that reminded me of just how long I’d been away from them. It meant little-to-nothing in terms of my life, but it was a significant portion for those I’d loved, and I’d squandered it. Something I could never get back. I stopped more than a dozen times those first few days, wondering if what I was doing was right. What if I got there and they did not want to see me? Twice I’d actually turned around. I think in the end, it was Tracy that urged me on. To be able to see some small piece of her in my children’s features. The delicate nose in my daughter. The trusting eyes of my youngest son, the quick smile of my eldest son. She lived on through them, not in Ron’s house, and certainly not at the Belfast post office.

      Every ten miles or so I would find another boulder strewn message. Lord knows rocks weren’t in short supply in Maine. Probably the easiest crop you could grow out there was a field of stone. People that traveled the state for tourism season always thought those fucking walls were oh-so-quaint. Yeah, they’re not. They represent hours upon hours of back breaking work. They are by no means decorative, either. Moving them around is a much needed necessity if one would like to yield an edible crop from the short growing season. And no matter how long or high you built that wall, the following year, frost heaves would push more of the sons of bitches to the surface. I’d spent way more of my time “growing” those walls than I ever did raising something to eat. The messages became single letters, but they conveyed all the information I needed. “N” for north, simple enough.

      I didn’t know the reason for this particular direction. Odds were that any pockets of survivors would be to the south, in the more temperate weather. Then I had to laugh. Seems I’d passed on some of my personality traits along with my DNA. They were heading north for just that very reason. The likelihood they would stumble upon people in the deep woods of Maine were minimal. More likely to come across a yeti out there. “Been waiting to see one of those damn things,” I said as I walked through the night. I was thinking I should ask Tommy the next time I saw him if the rumors of the beast were true. If he hadn’t seen one in his time on earth then I might have to acquiesce to the belief that they didn’t actually exist. Maybe I wouldn’t ask him; some things were better not being known.

      At the next marker a feeling I’d been all too familiar with crept in. It was something I’d suffered through during Tracy and my years together. Whenever I’d had to leave the house on business I’d suffered nearly debilitating bouts of homesickness. Pretty sure it was some type of phobia that I heaped on top of all the others I’d amassed over the years. I stared at that huge N cobbled together with stones, bricks and debris and wondered if maybe I should turn back. But those times, many years ago when I yearned to be back in the loving arms of my wife, surrounded by my rambunctious kids and slobbering dog were gone. What was back there for me now? A disgusting old chair? I stood in that spot for nearly an entire day, sometimes my left leg would twitch and I would think to head home, other times the right and I felt like I should plod on.

      There are a few things in this life no person, man or woman, should ever have to deal with and one is burying a child. A horror I knew awaited me times three. Add to that the ugly fact that all of my children were now physically older than I would ever appear to be, no matter when I died. It broke my withered fucking heart every time I looked upon my wrinkle-lined youngest’s face. He was my baby, for god’s sake; in a few more revolutions of this giant marble through the sky he would look the parent to me. There were times when, through my selfishness, I had thought to bite them and bring them eternally along on this hell ride of mine. Would they have loathed me for my weakness? I would be taking away exactly what I had so desperately fought for on that roof, just for my own comfort.

      “Should I stay or should I go? Oh please, dude, tell me you didn’t just reference an old Clash song.” I remember it well. It was a sudden vicious wind storm, highlighted by a torrential downpour that finally spurred me on. The winds were buffeting me in the direction the kids had gone. Apparently, kismet thought that was the appropriate direction. Who was I to argue with fate? I laughed. I’d been doing that for all my years; not sure why I questioned it at that particular moment. The Ns were getting smaller and more spaced apart the farther I went, as if even my ever optimistic son doubted I would venture this far. The roadway was a crisscross of patchwork pavement. Back in the day, there was no money and no real need for upkeep this far north. Usually, once a year, the state would send a crew or two up with cold-patch and fix some of the more treacherous potholes. Driving up here was certainly at the risk of the driver. Surprised they hadn’t made people sign a waiver before they got here.

      More than one axle had been broken in half on this stretch. I wonder what the Canadians thought when they used this road to come down and do some shopping for Christmas. Their free medical came with a hefty tax burden and they tended to make some of their bigger purchases down in the States. You’d think we would have paved the road in gold to have them bring their dollars down here, but not that crappy Canadian shit which always seemed to be worth seventy-seven cents on the dollar and would choke up vending machines. The highway was in complete disuse now. Tree branches, leaves and even occasionally trees, had fallen across the road. Grass and weeds were sprouting up through a variety of cracks. Nature would reclaim this scar upon her surface within the next twenty years, maybe sooner. I plodded on. Silent vast armies of pine trees watched my passing, the only thing that let me know I wasn’t caught on some twisted loop were the mile markers and the signs that denoted the next township.

      I figured at some point I’d see a moose or a bear, anything alive, to let me know that the world still lived. Nothing, not even a chipmunk, even the Maine state birds were conspicuously missing—by that I mean mosquitoes. It’s a local’s joke. Those things got so thick you could subsist on the ones you inadvertently swallowed. How’s that for a visual? Tasty little critters, especially if they’re fat with the blood of their victims. I’m kidding. Even in my state I found that particularly disgusting. Maybe it was because I had more in common with the little bastards than I cared to admit. It was twenty-two and a half miles before the next N, and if I was being honest with myself, there was even a chance that it was just litter. Three large branches were placed in the middle of the road, the first two were placed correctly, the third was askew, giving the letter a very drunken appearance. I could see Justin telling his younger brother to give it up, that “the old man” wasn’t coming. “Captain Obvious strikes again,” I sniffed.

      Maybe I should have heeded my son’s imaginary words. I had no place among them. I was a constant reminder of things past. They deserved the right to be happy, to start over, to live what remained of their lives in peace. Who knows, maybe they had even started a community. A small town full of Talbots. That was a slightly terrifying thought. What would I do if I traveled another twenty miles and never saw another road marker? At any point they could have cut into the woods and I could pass as close as a couple of hundred yards and would never be the wiser. I kept moving forward, even as I started laying on more thoughts as to why I should turn around. There was some stupid, stubborn part of me that wanted to see them one last time. Tell them I loved them, and that I always would.

      I’d gone another twenty something miles when I came across my last marker. At first, I wasn’t even sure what it was. I’d been so intent on looking for Ns I had a difficult time reconciling the W. Funny how with my head hanging down watching the way my feet moved that I’d failed to see the beauty all around me. I was atop what the locals would call a mountain. Those in Colorado wouldn’t have even been able to muster up the word hill, but it’s all relevant, isn’t it? I was looking out over a large, expansive clearing. A blue lake shimmered in the distance. I could see a small herd of deer grazing off to the side of the meadow. If there could somehow not be any ticks down there I could nearly call it idyllic. Garden of Eden-ish, maybe. They’d chosen well from the look of it. Had they known about this place or were they smart enough to keep their heads up as they traveled?

      I noticed a wisp of smoke on the far side of the lake; the cloud that had been covering my heart finally lifted. And still I stood there. So close...maybe it was just enough to know where they were. I could know they were safe. I crossed the road and sat on the guardrail that would have, in theory, prevented wayward motorists from toppling down the embankment. Rocks and scree lined the entire hillside, it would not be an easy trek down...if I decided to do it. By the time I stood up, a few hours had elapsed, I was fairly convinced I’d worn a permanent indent in my ass from the rail. I’d made up my mind to go back to Ron’s, I’d seen what I came for. That was right up until I caught movement on the outer edge of the large meadow. At first glance I was pretty sure I was finally getting my first glimpse of the infamous yeti. A hairy beast emerged from the shadows of the trees, he was immediately followed by another.

      I sighed when I realized it was too small to be what I wanted it to be, still though, a family of black bears was an uncommon sight. And walking on their hind legs, that was even more impressive. Then I saw the barrels of their rifles. My heart lurched, were these my kids? It was impossible to tell from this distance. I don’t recall them ever having that type of clothing but that didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. Were they hunting the deer? I thought that might be the case for a few minutes, until they started heading away from the herd and towards the wisp of smoke. In the span of a handful of seconds I knew exactly what they were hunting. Wait, were they though? Or was my fucking view of the world so damned skewed that anybody with a gun was about to kill people I loved? This was not something I was going to let go to chance.

      I practically ran down the pebble-strewn hillside bringing more loose material with me than a hundred years of runoff could accomplish. I reached for the rifle I should have had across my back.

      “You have got to be kidding me, Talbot. You come to a gun fight with a knife. This is so fucking typical of you, man.” I pulled my well cared for KA-BAR from the sheath attached to my belt. “Just you and me, buddy.” I knew a guy in the Marine Corps who had an axe, he’d not only named it but talked to as well. I figured he’d get out on a medical discharge; instead they promoted him. I was in no danger of being spotted quite yet, I’d only been able to see the men because of my enhanced eyesight. It would be another hundred or so yards before I would have to make my way a little more stealthily. “Unless one of them has a scope, dumbass. Okay, Talbot this Sméagol shit has to stop; we’re not getting anywhere arguing with us. Agreed.” I did my best to stifle all the parts of me that wanted to voice their concerns or opinions. I had a mission: kill first, ask what the hell they were doing later. Nope, nope, nope...civility, man. Find out what they’re doing, then kill them. “Yes, precious. You’re killing me man.”

      “Hey fuckers, how about if I don’t have to kill them at all?” That quieted the voices; don’t think they were happy about it though, there was some mumbling in the background. The grass was a lot taller than I was expecting once I got down to it. Nearly up to my navel, which would make a concealed approach much easier. When I hit about halfway to where I had last seen them, I got down into a low crouch. They couldn’t see me, which was great. The problem was, I couldn’t see them either. Plus, I had the added benefit of not knowing where the hell I was going. If it weren’t for the smell, I would have stumbled right into their rally point. I’m very well versed in the stench of death and disease. These three were emanating that most awful of smells. I imagined a raw, maggot covered turkey atop a long-abandoned counter top; the unmistakable, slightly sweet, sickly cloying stink of rotten meat. The funk of it was nearly a physical barrier; my eyes watered and my nose protested the abuse. I kept my lips clenched together, fearful that I might “eat” some of what was coming off of them. I didn’t dare get any closer, figured I was somewhere around twenty feet away. Didn’t have to; the way they were talking, they didn’t expect they would be heard by anyone.

      “We’ll wait until nightfall to go in.” Voice sounded feminine, older maybe. Chain smoker, possibly. Descendant of Deneaux was almost a foregone conclusion, just because that’s the way this shit works.

      “Let’s just go take them now. There are kids.”

      I didn’t know exactly what he was implying by that, and even more importantly I didn’t want to know. My kids had expanded their brood, finding people they themselves loved and cherished and whom I barely acknowledged existed. It was after my first grandson was born that I realized I could let no one else into my heart. I could no longer tolerate the heartache that would inevitably come. For right or wrong and through no fault of their own, I’d closed myself off to the lot of them.

      The third thing-person merely grunted. What in the hell was I dealing with here? I was picturing something along the lines of the Goonies. You know, a wicked, filthy mother with two horrible boys who commit crimes with her. Maybe a female Saruman and two orcs is a better example.

      “They have guns, too, and there is more of them, we’ll hit them when they least expect it. They only have one guard right before the sun dawns and she always looks like she’s about to fall asleep.”

      “She the pretty one?” the first man asked.

      I could only wonder as to how long they’d been scouting out the encampment. What were the odds I’d got here on the very day they had the compunction to strike the camp? Every time I doubted there were higher forces in play, something like this would invariably happen, and I would regain belief. I couldn’t decide if I should wait for the cover of night myself or not. Maybe my mind wasn’t made up but my legs were already taking matters into their own hands, so to speak. I was slowly moving forward. When I got to within ten feet, I caught my first glimpse of my adversaries. They very much looked like the animal furs they wore. All three of them had long strands of unkempt hair, enmeshed within it were all manner of leaves, sticks, and what could have been bones used to braid hair around. They were small enough to be a child’s fingers, I honestly hoped that wasn’t the case. It was impossible to tell if this was a familial unit, the two men seemed to be related, they both had beards that covered nearly their entire faces, leaving only prominent noses and small eyes distinguishable. I can’t imagine what was hidden under all that hair that could possibly enhance those less than attractive features. The woman, on the other hand, through the tangle of hair atop her head and the layer of grime upon her face looked rather stunning.

      I find it funny how we as humans, or more accurately me, because I’m the only one here, always find it so hard to believe that attractive people can be monsters. It’s much easier to think the beasties under the bed are hideously disfigured grotesqueries. The woman in front of me could easily have been a runway model; no way she was evil. Even sitting, I could tell she was tall. It was impossible to see much of her body under the carpet of a coat she was wearing but by the way she carried herself, I’d say she was thin, too, and not that anemic, “I’m going to fall over if I don’t have a saltine” thin, either, but rather that muscular tone of an athlete, like a volleyball or tennis player. Maybe all monsters did not look externally like the things they harbored inside, but her eyes, they told a different story. Malice burned through those sky blue eyes, no mistake. The downward slant of her eyebrows gave her an expression of intense hatred for all things. The two with her had to be related or she would have killed them merely for the sport.

      “Grunter” had pulled out a pouch of food which somehow stank worse than he did. He grunted, thus the name, and smacked his lips with every disgusting chew. The other guy looked longingly over at him as he ate. Only the woman looked somewhat on guard, her rifle was leaning up against the log she was sitting on. They’d gotten comfortable and were merely waiting for the right time to strike.

      “You gonna share?” the other guy asked Grunter.

      Grunter grunted.

      Typical of him, I thought.

      “I’m gonna grab some shut eye,” he announced when he realized he wasn’t going to get any. He laid down in the middle of the small clearing, which looked like it had been hastily built a few days previously, a week at the most. There were three logs for sitting and a small rock enclosure for a fire, to take the chill out of the air. I was convinced it wasn’t for cooking, this trio seemed to eat everything raw and possibly rotten or even wriggling.

      “You start farting in your sleep, Leonard, and I’ll shove my knife so far up your ass I’ll scrape your colon,” the woman said.

      “That actually wouldn’t be that far,” Grunter said after licking a fat dollop of congealed grease off his finger.

      Leonard apparently thought the threat was real, he turned his posterior away from the woman. “Fuck you, Lilac.” And with that he closed his eyes.

      Grunter kept pulling dirty satchels of food out from various hidden spots on his coat. Each one looked more disgusting than the previous. I moved so quickly through the remaining brush that Lilac did not even have the time to grab her rifle. I brought my blade down, skewering the bag of vile food and straight into Grunter’s right leg, I twisted it back and forth once before pulling it up and out—a loud sucking squelching noise announced the blade’s release. I was expecting a scream; I guess it wasn’t too much of a shock when he grunted loudly instead.

      “Don’t even think about it, darlin’,” I said as I swiveled the knife to Lilac’s throat; she had been reaching for her rifle. A sly smile spread across her lips as she put her hands up. I was impressed with Leonard, he’d drifted off pretty fast and was apparently a sound sleeper as well; he’d yet to stir.

      I don’t know why I hesitated. Maybe some nagging, remote part of me wished for better in the human condition. How could I have been through so much and not known better? “What are your intentions with those people over there?” I nodded with my head in the general direction I figured my kids had set up shop.

      “The fuck business is it of yours?” Grunter asked through gritted teeth. He had both of his hands plunged down on his heavily bleeding wound, doing his best to stem the tide of an injury that I’d made sure was going to be a bitch to close up.

      I drove the knife into his other exposed leg. His head nearly collapsed to his knees from the pain. I think I broke his nose with the handle as I yanked it free.

      “Funny how much suction you get with that groove in the blade.”

      “What the fuck is going on?” I heard the cocking of a pistol hammer behind me. Leonard had sat up and drawn a gun from his hip. I slammed my knife so far through his neck the blade protruded from the far side; the squelch as I pulled it free heralded a spray of black blood. The gun was all but forgotten as it dropped to the ground. Not by Lilac, though. She watched it like a hawk. Leonard didn’t even really have time to figure out he was dead before he fell back over. He looked very much like he had when I had come into the clearing, except for the spreading pool of blood.

      I turned back to Lilac, who was fixated on the gun by her feet, her hands had come down somewhat. They shot back up when she realized I was looking right at her.

      “What are you doing?” she asked. “This area is where we live and hunt. We don’t bother anyone and you come in here and kill my friend and wound my brother.”

      “He’s your brother?” I pointed to Grunter. “Does he know he’s adopted?”

      “Fuck you,” Grunter hissed.

      “I’ll ask you again, what are your intentions with those people?”

      Lilac licked her lips. “We...we just wanted to meet them, maybe join up. Safety in numbers. That kind of thing.” She was finally getting it, that maybe this was a dangerous situation. Gorgeous didn’t necessarily mean intelligent.

      “On the scale of believability, sweetheart, your response isn’t even registering.”

      Grunter tried to move, but the muscles in his legs were so sufficiently damaged he was not going to be able to do it with any degree of success. Dancing was definitely out.

      “Are there more of you?” I literally heard crickets chirp in response. “Do either of you truly believe yourselves to be in a position to deny me? I just offed Leonard, Grunter here is going to be in some serious trouble without some modicum of medical attention; and you Lilac you look like you could have played a nurse in some horror b-movie...but I’m guessing that’s not your forte, helping people I mean.”

      “What do you want?” she nearly shrieked. I assumed waterworks would be next, and I was correct. Another lifetime ago I would have walked away right there and then.

      “The truth would be fantastic—so few people are willing to part with it. It would be refreshing to hear it from you.”

      “She already told you!”

      “Grunter, the next time I strike you it’s going to be in your sister’s favorite place.”

      Grunter shifted to protect his crotch. “Well, that’s fucking awkward, I was going to say eye. But hey, don’t let me judge.”

      “What do you want me to say?” Grunter grumbled.

      “Just answer the question without all the bullshit.”

      “Fine. We was going to sneak up on them, cut their throats, fuck most of them while they were dying, and then piss on their cold corpses.”

      “The truth shall set you free, my friend.” I did as I promised and shoved that blade into his right eye socket. Gave the knife a slight swirl, hoping that maybe in those final few milliseconds I’d corrected the misfiring synapses in his malformed brain and he could suddenly see the error of his ways.

      “You...you killed him!”

      “You catch on quick. There’s already so much ugliness in this world it breaks my heart that someone as beautiful as you contributed to that.”

      “I...I could change,” she huffed out quickly. She looked over to Grunter. “You...you could teach me how to be good. I’d do my very best, and I’m...I could be very...nice to you.”

      “See, that’s a little better on your part. Not really ‘Nicole’ worthy, in terms of performance, but you’re on the right track. Although having your life on the line is a big motivator.” I opened my mouth slightly and let my canines elongate. “What makes you think I’m qualified to teach goodness?” I tore into her neck. I tried not to drink her blood but it was like going to a Phish festival and not tripping. What’s the point? It was after I pushed her lifeless body away I noticed the small blade protruding from my midsection.

      “Bitch stuck me,” I laughed. Blade couldn’t have been more than a couple of inches long, I don’t know what she’d intended to do with it. I admired her effort, but her arm would have got tired from the repeated stabs long before it did any real damage. I don’t know what was worse, that I’d just killed three people or that I didn’t give a shit about it. I walked out of that clearing without once even thinking about looking back. I’d gone about a half mile, when I could smell the smoke and hear voices in the distance. There were sounds of construction going on. That night, when I could get a better look, I saw that they were fixing up a structure that was already in place.

      It looked like a millionaire with an even larger aversion to people than I had, had decided to set up shop here, once upon a time. A fairly large brick home had weathered the unrelenting storm of time fairly well. It was hard to tell, but I think even a few of the windows had survived. My heart nearly froze in my chest when I saw my daughter sitting on a log fashioned into a comfortable chair. She was staring into the fire, a melancholy look on her face. Justin came up and threw a blanket across her shoulders. I reached my hand out, willing it to be long enough to touch them. More people streamed out from the house. Some I knew, most I didn’t. They were carrying a variety of food, it looked like they were about to have a celebratory feast.

      Travis came out of the house last; he had a huge smile plastered on his face. He brought out a what I figured to be a roasted turkey. For a split second I thought he looked to the spot where I was hiding; his mouth downturned ever so slightly, and then his hesitation was gone as a small child pulled on his pants leg.

      “Come on dad! I’M STARVING!” she said overly dramatically, throwing her head back and pretending to faint.

      “You’re a ham,” he told her, heading over to a large, freshly built picnic table decorated with a dozen burning candles. When they all sat, I noticed there was one empty seat at the head of the table. “To dad!” Travis held up his glass.

      “To Mike!” Another held up what looked like beer.

      It was all I could take, I turned and walked silently away. I’d been called here for a reason and that reason was now lying dead in a clearing a good mile from this very spot. They were safe for now. Maybe it would have been for the best if that was the last time I’d seen them; I could remember their happy, smiling faces. Unfortunately, that was as far from the truth as was possible. There is no truly, “happily ever after” story; it just cannot exist. We are mortal. We die. The end of all those fucking fairy tales should say, “They lived happily ever after, until they died, then everyone was fucking sad.” Why should this story be any different?

      Much later, in the deep depths of winter after I’d returned to Ron’s, I realized that day had been Thanksgiving. It was another decade before I felt compelled to head upstate again. The snow had finally given way to early spring. The ground was nearly thawed. In a couple of weeks we’d be in full-on mud season, a phenomenon the rest of the country probably didn’t even know existed. The ground literally just turned into a muddy wet mess for a few weeks as the permafrost released its icy grip. The moisture had nowhere to go and so would stay right where it was. Tracy used to lose her mind when I would drag pounds of the material adhered to my feet inside. I’d had more than one mop handle whacked across my ass.
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      I DON’T KNOW why I had to go back, although I could guess. With a heavy heart, I set out. Knowing where I had to go and not being riddled with doubt whether I should go, made the trek that much faster. This time, the gaze out upon the lake from the roadway was even more breathtaking, if that was possible. The large meadow where I’d laid out Lilac and her gang had partially been repurposed for crops. Nothing as of yet was popping out of the ground, but it had been recently plowed and, I’d imagine, planted. There were penned up deer, turkeys, and goats. I saw a couple of dogs playing off in the distance. I didn’t see any people in the fields, which didn’t make me feel any better about why I was here.

      The original approach to their settlement was out of the question; they’d see me coming for a mile. I decided to go around to the other side of the lake. Couldn’t have made much more of a shitty decision if I tried, at least for the first half. Thorn bushes had decided this was the single best place on the planet to spread their roots and raise their blood inducing barbs. I’d almost given up on that particular avenue of travel when I finally broke through and was able to get to the lake shoreline. I got pretty close to the house from this approach. They’d done a lot of work since the last time. The boarded up windows had been replaced with glass. The mortar had been redone and some of the bricks had been replaced. Anything wooden on the structure had got a facelift as well. A large wraparound deck now adorned the home, overlooking the lake.

      Behind and to the side was a large barn, the doors were closed but I thought I heard a horse whinny inside. The one large picnic table now had a smaller brother. A huge fire pit had been built in the center of the yard. Again, it was Nicole I saw first, she was crying. A man I did not know came out and embraced her in a hug that told me all I needed to know about who he was in her life.

      “Now or never,” I muttered as I stepped out onto the grass.

      There was a loud gasp from Nicole. The man by her side tensed up, he reached to his side for a gun he wasn’t wearing. My daughter ran pretty good for someone in her seventies.

      “Daddy!” She may have looked older than me but she was still my little girl.

      The man relaxed somewhat but, there was a deep look of confusion on his face, and rightfully so. I met Nicole halfway and picked her up. Fat tears soaked into my jacket where her face buried into my shoulder.

      “What happened?” I asked after an intense hug and I’d put her down.

      “It’s Justin. He was climbing a tree and fell out.” Nicole could barely make it through her retelling. “He fell out and broke his back.”

      Justin had always loved to climb. He’d figured out how to get up on a chair and then the counter a week before he’d figured out how to walk. When he was young and I couldn’t find him, looking up was always the best bet. I wanted to know what the damn fool was doing hefting his old ass up into a tree, but what was the point?

      Travis came out of the house next. Deep black bags were housed under red-rimmed eyes. He looked to me; I saw a flash of something there, and then he turned away disgusted. I think having a broad sword break through my chest plate and skewer my heart would have hurt less.

      “He thought you’d eventually come to your senses and join us,” Nicole said when she saw the look of sadness I now wore. “I’d hoped the same thing, but I knew why you didn’t. I’ve missed you so much.” She came in again for a hug which I gladly reciprocated.

      “Dad, this is my husband, Les,” she said, making introductions.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said. I could tell he was hesitant to extend his hand, but he did so after a moment.

      “Honey, I love you, but I always thought you were full of shit when you talked about your dad.” He was looking at me as he talked to her, our hands still gripped. “It’s an honor sir,” he said as we let go.

      It was strange having a man that could have been old enough to be my father call me sir.

      “Trust me, if I stayed around too long you would recant your words. Honey, can you take me to Justin?”

      “Sure dad.” Her head was hanging down. As we entered, it was hard to miss the original grandeur of the house they were doing their best to restore. A large, semi-circular stairway dominated the entire left of my field of vision; to the right was an expansive living room. When we entered, Travis sat down hard in an armchair and glared at me. I wanted to wave to him, to say hi, to pick him up and tell him how much I loved him. Instead I pursed my lips and let my daughter lead me up the staircase to where Justin was resting.

      Again I thought my heart was just going to seize up and stop all function as I peered down at the frail and broken body of my child. His chest rose and fell as a wispy, wheezy breath tumbled from his lips. He smacked his mouth a couple of times, his eyes fluttered open.

      “Thirsty,” he said hoarsely. Nicole picked up a container of water from a nightstand. I put my hand on her shoulder and took it from her.

      I put the rim of the glass to his lips; he tilted his head to take a couple of gulps down. He moved back to say “thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, son,” I told him as I stroked the side of his face.

      His eyes shot open. It took him a good long moment to fight through the haze of pain and the pain-reducing concoction he’d been given.

      “Dad? Dad, is that really you? Or did I die?”

      “You’re still very much alive.” Tears poured forth from my eyes unannounced.

      “Have you come to shoot me?”

      “I...I...” I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about or what to say.

      “You should see your face right now.” He coughed out a laugh. “Just remembering back to the day I was scratched by the zombie. You remember that day, dad?”

      “Like it was yesterday, Justin.”

      “I always wanted to thank you for not shooting me, for giving me a chance to live. I’ve...we’ve had a good life here, dad. The only thing that would have made it better would have been you.” He grabbed my hand. His fingers were warped with arthritis and covered with age spots.

      “What the hell were you doing in that tree, son?”

      “What I was always doing, dad. Looking at the world.”

      “Good an answer as any, I suppose.” I sniffed and wiped a tear away that refused to fall on its own.

      “Are you here to take me home?”

      “I’m here to say goodbye.” He nodded at that.

      “Really screwed up this time.”

      “Are you stating the obvious?” I asked him. We both smiled, his nickname growing up had been Captain Obvious; he had me wondering now if that had been a ploy on his part all along.

      “The west field—was that your doing?”

      “The three?”

      He nodded.

      “It was.”

      “They meant us harm?”

      “They did.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      “I would do anything in my power to keep you guys safe. I’d talked to your mother once about equipping you with a parachute when you were younger; probably should have followed through with that.”

      He laughed so hard he began to cough, blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.

      “He needs to rest, dad.”

      “I know, I’m going to stay with him.” She kissed me on the cheek, grabbed a chair for me to sit in and then closed the door as she and her husband left.

      I held his hand throughout the night. He called out a couple of times for his mother and once for someone named Meghan. I felt much like the Angel of Death, keeping vigilance on his soul. A few times through the night Nicole and others would come in to see how he was doing. There were young children in the earlier hours running around the legs of the adults, too shy to say hi. By the time the sun began to peek through the windows I knew he wasn’t long for this world; there were others in the room with us now. Others from beyond, I guess. I swear I could feel Tracy’s presence in that room, come to show her boy the way.

      I stood and kissed him. “Godspeed, son. Tracy, he’s yours now.” I went to the door to let Nicole know she needed to come quick and say her goodbyes.

      I walked outside as a steady stream of people headed to that room, had to be somewhere over twenty, most I did not know nor did I want to. There was a service later that day; it consisted of each of the adults getting up and delivering a funny story about Justin. As far as funerals go, it was one of the most uplifting ones I had ever had the displeasure of attending. Its purpose was obviously to remember the good times they had shared with my boy and not that he was gone. Some things I knew, these from Nicole and Travis, but, for the most part, I was being let in on a large part of my son’s life that I had missed. I was happy to note he had become something of a prankster in his later years.

      A large pyre had been set-up and burned that night, not more than ten feet from the lake. For the first couple of hours, the entire small community had stood vigilance. One by one they had said a small prayer then headed off to bed. I stayed the entire night with my son’s body. I could not, I would not move that entire night. The next morning was in the midst of being forged when there were little more than embers. I grabbed the small box I had brought with me for just this occasion, scooped up some ashes, and headed back to the house to tell my daughter goodbye. She was sitting on the porch, a heavy blanket draped around her shoulders and a steaming cup of some sort of herbal tea in her hands.

      “You’re not staying.” It was supposed to be a question but she already knew the answer. “So the next time I see you will be on my death bed then?”

      I said nothing. She’d known the answer to that question too, even if I wasn’t too sure.

      “Do you know when I’m going to die? Forget it.” She held up a free hand. “I don’t want to know. But do you?” She had her eyes on me.

      “How would I?” I told her honestly.

      “Why won’t you stay?” Tears threatened to fall.

      “I’m not the man I once was. I’m barely a man. The father you knew has been broken for so long and the pieces scattered with the wind, I wouldn’t even know how to reassemble them.”

      “Those are just words. You’re here now. I see the pain you feel for the loss of Justin. For the loss of time you missed with us all. You can begin the healing process right here, right now. It’s your choice.”

      “You sound very much like your mother.”

      “She was right. You do change the subject when you’re cornered. When are you leaving?”

      Again I said nothing, I was afraid my voice would break if I spoke.

      “Go then. I will always love you dad, but you’ve made it hard sometimes.”

      “I love you too.” She turned her head when I reached out to caress the side of her face.

      Travis came to the door, he saw the tears on his sister’s face and me with my small pack. It didn’t take him more than a second to figure out what was going on.

      “Fuck you, dad.” That last word dripped with derision.

      There were so many things I wanted to say to him. Instead I turned and headed back to my cold home. I’d made it up onto the roadway when I thought back to how Tracy and I would continually tell our son not to swear. I wondered if we somehow knew that one day he would utter those words to one of us and the pain would be so acute as to be incomprehensible. I should have been more diligent in my attempts.

      I hurriedly took my time going back, if that makes sense. What was the rush? I walked to exhaustion each night, in the hopes that I would fall immediately asleep; otherwise, I was racked with deep bouts of guilt and depression that spiraled down into head pounding sobbing sessions. I could not possibly be anymore alone in the world. Even the spirits kept their distance.
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      “MICHAEL, ARE YOU in there somewhere?” It was Azile. The column had stopped and it looked like we were calling it a day.

      I shook my head violently, centrifugally sending my thoughts as far to the recesses of my mind as I could. They’d invariably creep back up, but for now, I had a break.

      “What’s going on?” I don’t know how long I hadn’t shifted in my saddle but I was convinced I’d broken my hip as I swung my left leg over to dismount. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” were my utterances as my feet planted on the ground. I was bent over, doing my best to breathe through the pain.

      “Perhaps I should begin my quest to find a new mate...one less ancient than yourself,” she laughed. “Do you need help, old man?”

      “Can you conjure up a walker?”

      “Not sure if seeing the world’s greatest warrior shuffling about would be a good visual for the troops.”

      “World’s greatest warrior? Do I get a plaque or something? Screw it. Just put some of those tennis balls on the front legs of the walker so I don’t go down in a heap; I lost my LifeAlert bracelet a few miles back so you’ll have to watch out for me.”

      She helped me to a seat, got a fire going, and even got me some food. I was halfway through whatever I was eating when I looked up. “Okay. What the hell is going on?”

      “What?”

      “Listen, I might be slow on the uptake but if there were a cookie jar, your hand would be firmly entrenched in it. Spill it.”

      “Lana and Bailey have agreed to turn around.”

      “Dammit.” I took a second to process the new information. “I’m surprised it took them this long.”

      “They would have turned back a week ago, Michael, if it wasn’t for you.”

      Going off the rails was what I wanted to do. I just didn’t have it in me to do that. We’d been relentlessly following Xavier and hopefully Mathieu for over three weeks and instead of gaining, we were somehow losing ground. Odds that Mathieu still graced this plane were significantly reduced each and every day I did not get him back. By this point there was no reason to think he was still alive, except for that nagging, persistent pain in the ass thing called hope. It dangled glittering prizes always just out of reach, and just when you thought you could grasp what had eluded you for so long, it would vanish into the material it had always been: smoke.

      Bailey didn’t have much in the way of tact, which was fine. I actually preferred it that way. She came up a few moments after Azile had left to tend to something, to deliver the news herself.

      “I told Azile, but I wished to tell you myself.” She sat across from me, her honey brown skin glowing in the fire.

      “How in the hell could that monster BT ever have someone as beautiful as you in his lineage?”

      She smiled. “You are brave to say such things when your woman is not within earshot.”

      “I appreciate you sticking with me this long.”

      “I do not get the sense, Michael, that you plan on coming back with us.”

      “I cannot. Either I get Mathieu, kill Xavier, or get myself killed. Those are the only options that are acceptable to me.”

      “I understand.”

      “You’re not going to try and dissuade me?”

      “Do you wish me to? You seem relatively sure of your words and proposed actions.”

      “I am. It’s just unusual that someone doesn’t try to convince me to take a less asinine path.”

      “That would not be your way,” she said.

      “Just when you would have me doubt your heritage, you come out with something like that. I do not know what the future, if I have any left, will bring, Bailey Tynes, but I am thankful that at least some of my time on this earth involved you.”

      “Perhaps if you weren’t so old, Mr. Talbot, and nearly related to my great grandfather through the bonds of brotherly friendship, we could have had a little more.” She stood, leaned over and gave me a lingering kiss on the lips.

      “Whoa,” I said when I pulled back. My lips felt like a small electrical charge had run through them. “I bet BT is rolling in his fucking grave right now.”

      She walked away. I did my best to ignore her lithe form as she went.

      “I guess I had it wrong about all those movies my daughter used to like. Chicks really do dig vampires. Weird.”

      “You get that out of your system?” It was Azile, she’d returned.

      “Um...what?”

      “Your anger. I figured you would give Bailey some hell for turning back.”

      “Yup. That’s pretty much how it went down.” Even Oggie had to roll his eyes over what a crappy liar I was.

      “Lana has graciously allowed us to keep the horses.”

      “Us?”

      “Are we not together?” she asked.

      This was a steel trap with a faulty spring if I had ever seen one. Not only was it a trap, it was one that I was being forced to enter like a sheep to the slaughter...but maybe even more meekly. “We are.”

      “Then it only seems right that we stay that way.”

      “I’m not coming back without Mathieu, whether he is dead or alive.”

      “And I will not come back without you. Though I would prefer you continued to breathe.”

      “Yeah, breathing would be preferable,” I told her.

      Funny how quickly morale picked up in the camp knowing that tonight was their last night heading away from home. There were more miles between them and their homes right now than at any point in their entire lives, but the mood was light. I did not begrudge any of them for their joy. I was poking at the fire with a decent sized stick when ahead of me I saw the glow of the moon starting to peek through the trees. I stood up quickly; from my vantage point I wasn’t a hundred percent sure by sight, but something inside of me was telling me all I needed to know. Why I’d not been paying much attention to the phases of the moon is beyond me, considering our adversary. I found Bailey’s small tent and entered quickly. She’d been getting ready for sleep but that changed in an instant with my intrusion.

      “I do not believe you to be naive enough to think that kiss meant anything more than a thank you.”

      “The moon is full.” The way I delivered the words had to have been enough to send a spike of chills down her spine. She stood up and forced me back out so she could get out as well.

      “Did you see something?” She was getting her boots on.

      “No, just a gut feeling,” I told her. I did not clue her in to the fact that the very gut I was talking about felt much like a washing machine during the churn cycle.

      “Have you been wrong before?” She was now strapping blades all around her body.

      “Have you met me?”

      “Okay—sorry. Are you wrong now?”

      “Fuck, I hope so.”

      “And yet you are at my tent. This does not bode well. Where is Azile?”

      “I...I don’t know. She had been right next to me by the fire and I guess I zoned out. Next thing I realized I was standing and a sick feeling of dread swept over me.”

      “Michael Talbot!” A blood-curdling yell came from across the camp. It was Azile; the voice seemed to be everywhere—I could not pinpoint its location. I wanted to run to her, I just didn’t know where to go. “To arms!”

      The people there might have been frozen in indecision with her first outburst, but that was not the case with the second. The clang of metal rang out as people dressed, attached swords, strapped on knives. The ratcheting of multiple rounds being chambered echoed in the silence. Azile was quickly moving towards where Bailey and I were, she was once again dressed in her long, sweeping, blood-red cape. I hadn’t even known she’d brought it with her. Her face was shadowed under the hood, I could only see the intense stare of her eyes on mine.

      “The watchers are here,” was all she said before either of us could ask what was going on.

      “The Lycan?” Bailey managed.

      “Not far behind, I would imagine.” Her lips were pulled back in a curse. I had never seen such a look of fierce determination and murderous intent on her face.

      “How? I thought they were nearly a fucking week ahead of us!” I asked, and then it dawned on me, this was a trap that Xavier had been laying for the entire month and we’d blindly followed him right into it. We should have just killed ourselves and completed the circle he’d started. It had all been another brilliant, elaborate ruse. Xavier had doubled back to put himself in a position to strike at just the right time.

      “Denarthians, to me!” It was Lana. She was decked out in brightly polished silver armor that covered her chest and legs as she sat astride her horse. She looked everything I would expect a Viking Goddess of War perched upon her steed would. Her sword was held high and glinted brightly in the moonlight. I turned to look up at Bailey who was painting red streaks across her cheeks.

      These three might very well be the most powerful women, nope I take that back, the most powerful people on this planet at this very moment in time. I was honored to stand next to them. I only hoped I could hold my own and prove myself worthy.

      In under three minutes we were ready. All that could be heard was the heavy breathing of the men and women as we prepared ourselves for battle. We’d formed a long line of horsemen facing out onto a large clearing. An angry, swirling mass of reds and oranges flitted through the treetops on the other side. I wondered if this was as unnerving to the rest of the soldiers as it was to me. The whinnying and nickering of the horses was enough to know that they felt something as well. Although, I held the thinnest of hopes that they were merely picking up on the tension from their riders. A tendril of mist crept out from the woods; it slithered halfway across the field before it turned back on itself and dissipated. Three more, wider than the first, took its place, these coming nearly three quarters across before they curled as well; though these did not fade away.

      They seemed to be receiving more substance as the columns of mist pumped into the open space, wanting to fill it. One of the horses reared up when the first howl was heard in the distance.

      “Steady!” Bailey’s brave voice filled the air. I had a feeling mine would have quivered if I could have even found it. My mouth was arid. Another howl, this time much closer. They were coming quickly, not wanting to miss their window of opportunity. An entire sheet of the eerie fog blew out from the tree line, quickly obscuring the ground in a thick cover. It stopped ten feet from where we waited, as if it would lose its power among us.

      A lone figure stepped out from the other side. Xavier. He was immense. His thick, wide chest glistened from the unnatural wet air that coated it.

      “The last of humanity’s hope stands before me!” He raised his massive arms to the air. “The Warrior, the witch, the vampire, and the princess,” he laughed.

      “Well, when he says it like that, it sounds like a children’s book.” I was trying to calm my nerves. It didn’t work for me or the three around me.

      “There will be nothing that can stand in my way after this most glorious night!”

      “Not over yet, asshole!” I’d let my horse go a couple of steps forward so he knew where I was and that I had said it.

      He growled; a line of werewolves formed onto the field of battle, double ours in length and width.

      “Fucking gone and done it now,” I berated myself. “Where is Mathieu?” I shouted.

      “You mean the traitor to both his kind?” Xavier queried back.

      “Xavier, before this is over I am going to rip that ugly fucking head of yours clean off your shoulders!” I brought up my rifle. The odds I could get a decent shot off at this distance on a horse were minimal, but technically I was almost shooting at something the size of a barn door, so just maybe. Xavier melted back into the woods. Large Lycan appeared at regular intervals behind the werewolves. Handlers, I would imagine. Silence had returned and its presence was profound. And as if this night weren’t already turned askew, it got worse. The watchers, which had been dancing throughout the trees, made their way into the ground cover. The gray swirls took on hues of brilliant oranges and angry reds, creating the illusion that the earth was burning and a pit to hell had opened on this very spot.

      “Lana!” I shouted. “Get your two fastest people on horseback and send them back!” I had a bad feeling about this.

      “To where?”

      “To get help if they can—or at least to let people know what’s going on.”

      Within a minute there were two lucky bastards heading away from this place, and then we waited. A long, low, soulful howl perforated the perceived calm. The werewolves began running towards us en masse.

      “Hello darkness my old friend,” I said as something of a prayer.

      It was Lana who impelled us on.

      A savage scream ripped forth from her. “AHHHHHHHH!” Her silver sword held high, her horse spurred forward into a gallop; her long blond hair flowed nearly horizontal as it was buffeted by the wind. Her armor reflected the torrid colors of the mist. She looked every bit a fiery goddess seeking vengeance and retribution for wrongs committed, and I was awed by her.

      Her people raced behind her to catch up, Talbotons right alongside them. We raced towards our doom, we raced to our future; we raced toward our deaths, we raced toward continued life. The heavy percussion of rifle fire collided with the ring of steel upon bone. The ground shook from hundreds of thunderous hoof beats. The collisions of multiple bodies and snapping bones dominated, and battle cries filled the air. An impossible terror-filled shriek came from my left. A horse had gone down, its throat shredded nearly to its spine. The rider had been hurled deep into the werewolf line. He or she had attempted to stand but had immediately been pulled down and their head severed. I was jolted to the left with violent force as we collided with the werewolves. For a moment I was nearly broadside with the oncoming enemy.

      I brought my rifle across my chest and opened fire, much like I manned a pirate ship of old. I shot a werewolf in mid-lunge. The bullet tore through the side of his mouth, decimating the row of razor-like teeth. The bullet exited the side of his neck, bringing a large tuft of blood coated fur with it. His momentum brought him into the rear left leg of my horse, cracking it in half as easily as it had been made from a twig. I was already on the move—not waiting to get trapped beneath the large animal. I pushed up and out of the stirrup with my left foot. My right came atop the saddle as the animal plummeted down. I jumped away as the poor beast kicked out in immense pain. I wasn’t overly fond of horses but nothing deserved to die that way. If I could have spared the second to do so, I would have put him out of his misery.

      I had somehow found myself completely surrounded by werewolves, though not all of their attention was focused on me. It took two rounds to the one closest to me to stop his advance. Plumes of blood sprouted from his chest, arced past my shoulder and were diffused as they fell through the burning mist we were cloaked in. I put another slug in his forehead, he seemed too stupid to realize he was dead without the added incentive. A burning pain ripped across my back as a large claw shredded through my jacket and sliced me wide open. I was spun around and down...the ghostly mist may have been the only thing that saved me at that very moment, as my attacker was not entirely sure where I had gone.

      A horse hoof came down not more than six inches from my skull. Blood cascaded onto my face, from foe or friend, I did not know. I grabbed a replacement hand axe given to me and spun, bringing my arm up and back down with enough force to cleave a werewolf's foot in two, completely cutting off the front half. I used the downward energy to propel myself up. He was howling. I torqued my arm and swiveled the blood dripping blade into the side of his neck; my arm shivered as the blade bit deeply and collided with bone. A sword sailed less than an inch from the top of my head and into the next werewolf, bursting through his forehead and pulling back the top of its skull. I reached down and snagged my rifle which was leaning against my now dead horse. Howls, screams, and cries for mercy were everywhere, yet I was alone, my mind was closing out everything that wasn’t directly a threat to my survival.

      As the vastness of the battle expanded and it got louder and more deadly, my particular corner of hell somehow shrank. Misery and affliction boiled and eddied all around me, but I was less aware of it. My dance with death was a private affair. Two werewolves had honed in on me, I was able to put two bullets into the first’s thigh and groin. A shrill cry issued forth from him—a sound only one with obliterated genitalia can make. The second hit my arm with enough force that the rifle was torn from my grip, leaving the hand axe as my only weapon of war. My right upper arm had been laid bare. Pain coursed up my entire side as blood poured from it.

      Moving my arm was torturous, but I figured dying would be worse—at least my death would be. My blade delved into the werewolf’s cheek, opening it enough to reveal the teeth and jawbone, the blade then struck the beast’s pectoral muscle and split it in two like a butchered chicken breast. I clearly saw the red rippling tendons before it became coated in a bath of blood. He leaned in as I backed up, his mouth snapped shut, his front teeth dragged across the top of my head. Agony erupted where he threatened to chew through. He might not have been satisfied with what he found when he broke through, yet I couldn’t give him another chance. We weren’t ten minutes into the fight and I had three grievous injuries that I knew of. Adrenaline channeled through my veins at a blistering pace, keeping the machinery running.

      With my left hand I reached into the gaping wound in the animal’s chest and wrapped my fingers around a large muscle as tightly as I could, pushing through the cordage that kept it in place. I divided the mangled sinew and wrenched it back to me with enough force to snap the muscle. The frayed, slippery pieces were wrested from my grip as they twisted their way back into him, ruined and misplaced. His left arm fell slack, I pinioned and brought the blade into the meat of his bicep, neatly bisecting his arm. Desperately, his jaws cracked again at my head, the broken teeth just catching on the edge of my forehead, ripping a quarter sized disc of skin away. This might have been the most painful thing of all. I savagely lodged my blade into his fucking skull...repeatedly. I made sure that not even a memory of the pain he had inflicted on me would survive.

      I was exhausted and I was bleeding out; I could not see an ally that would be able to help in my plight. Azile was more than thirty yards away, I could just glimpse her red hair through the chaos; she had also been unhorsed. I don’t know if it was my disheveled mind, but she appeared to be grasping swaths of the burning fog and hurling them at the enemy with explosive results. Three more werewolves had found their way to me.

      “This may be the end,” I told them, getting low into a fighting crouch. Blood lined my teeth as I grinned at them. “But it’s not going to go well for you either.” Another fighting pocket burst into our own circle. A Talboton and two Denarthians were ripping into a lone werewolf. I envied them their odds. A single rifle blast created a ditch in the back of the beast’s head; he fell and was swallowed up by the ground cover. One of my werewolves cleaved the top of the rifle bearer’s scalp off with a savage swipe of his razor sharp claws. I had the distraction I needed—anybody with anything resembling sanity would have turned tail and run, but I had launched. The werewolf had put up his paw to deflect my advance; my blade struck between the second and third finger, shearing through the webbing and his entire hand with ease. I was halfway up his forearm before my forward momentum was stopped.

      The two halves fell away, not held together by much more than a tuft of fur. A sword slid past my right side as a Denarthian gut stabbed him. I was already rolling away from him as the other werewolf attempted to strike me. Instead he hit the one next to him; friendly fire had destroyed what remained of his compatriot, shattering his muzzle. One of the other Denarthians had disappeared in the maelstrom. I’d come down by the side of the second werewolf, my intention was to bury that axe in his forehead. Would have too, if the third hadn’t interfered. A rib cracking punch hit my midsection and I found myself falling to the ground. My axe struck the werewolf right below the knee on the outside of his leg; I shaved an inch and a half thick slab of steak from his calf. The muscle flopped to the ground still twitching from electrical impulses. He crashed into the third werewolf as he fell. His mouth snapped shut on my shoulder, the pain was all encompassing. It was impossible to think of anything other than the blinding agony that flared from that point of contact.

      “GET IT OFF!” blazed across my brain. Swinging my axe hand was out of the question. With my left, I dug two fingers and my thumb into his eye, I’d hit with enough force to rupture the orb. I gripped the slimy globule and pulled it towards me, stretching his optic nerve taut. By the time it gave way, he’d forgotten all about me. My shoulder was a burning tangle of raw nerve endings. Dislocated, disconnected, disjointed—I don’t know, the pain was everywhere. My right arm hung uselessly at my side. I had to reach down with my left to grab the axe. I shoved it handle first into his new opening. He went rigid and stilled. The Denarthian had taken a pounding as well, but he was still able to thrust his sword into the other werewolf’s mouth, severing its tongue. The werewolf had pushed the man back ten feet and then threw his paws up to his neck in the classic “I’m choking” signal. He was not going to receive the Heimlich from either of us, of that I was certain.

      I was beyond a lost cause, red was fading to black as my vision began to tunnel. I thought about stabbing the fucker who had reached under my arms and was dragging me away. Pain on the periphery was the only thing keeping me conscious. I wanted to move my feet and help but my body was done taking commands from a mind that cared little for its welfare. It sounded like the fighting was tapering off, then I realized my eyes had closed. Black lightened to the washed out gray of a rainy November day. I was standing near to, but not exactly at the edge of, what looked like a large chasm.

      “Yeah, not too much imagery here!” I yelled sarcastically. “Real fucking subtle. Well, you know what? I’m not going.” Whomever I was talking to was not a fan of my petulant words. At first, there was a gentle nudging to my back which quickly turned into a forceful shove. I turned to face my attacker to only be buffeted by hurricane force winds. I was standing at nearly a forty-five-degree angle trying to hold my own against the unseen force. A scream of desperation was ripped from my lungs and sent hurtling over the abyss. I contemplated dropping to my knees and clawing at the dirt but I’d be damned if I was going to go out that way. “Stop! Just stop! I’ll do it my damn self!” The wind didn’t taper off; it just stopped. The air around me was still. I turned and straightened out my clothes; maybe the undertaker would appreciate my kempt presentation. The gray had lifted to the point where I could see across the large black schism in the foreign landscape.

      Wasn’t surprised at all to see a line of figures standing on the other side. Didn’t need to see any detail to know who waited over there. If I got a running start there was more than a fair chance I could make it ten percent of the way across before falling in. Even though failure was an unmitigated conclusion, the thought still crossed my mind. Figured I’d throw up two solid “birds” for whoever was managing this midway place.

      “Whatcha doing Mr.T?” It was Tommy; he held the familiar foil wrapper of a pop-tart in his hand and he was preparing to open it.

      “Was wondering when you were going to show,” I said as I took a step closer to my end.

      “Want a bite?” He waved something under my nose that smelled suspiciously like fried road kill.

      “I’d rather fall.”

      “It’s liver pâté with turkey giblet glaze.”

      “Oh fuck, Tommy. Do you do this shit just to mess with me?” If I wasn’t in the netherworld I think my gag reflex would have kicked in. I pushed his hand away.

      “Your loss.” He took a big bite.

      “Yeah, my loss. Are you real?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think that’s just the type of smart ass answer one of my hallucinations would say,” I told him truthfully.

      “Want to hear something funny?”

      I looked around, trying to figure out what kind of cosmic joke this was. “Sure. I’ve got nothing else going on right now.”

      “Back in the late 1600s you had a relative—a Millard Talbot.”

      “Millard? Poor bastard. Did the other kids make fun of him? Steal his hog scrotum lunch sack? That kind of thing?”

      “He was a well-respected thatcher, actually. You going to interrupt again?”

      I shook my head no.

      “He married a distant relation to Durgan’s, Fredrette Cowstein.”

      “So, Durgan, as in the asshole from the hardware store and Little Turtle?”

      “One and the same.”

      “She sounds beautiful.”

      “She wasn’t, but her father offered a goat, four chickens, and ten pounds of grain. That was a substantial dowry at the time.”

      “Amazing the things hunger will make you do.”

      “There may be a reason as to why Durgan hated you so much from the onset.”

      “Do tell. This is very detailed for a mind illusion.”

      Tommy smiled. “They got married. He took the dowry. And before they could, umm...consummate the marriage...” Tommy slid his index finger in and out of a circle he’d made with his other thumb and finger.

      “I get what consummate means, jackass.”

      “Sorry. Some people begin to lose cognitive abilities within this realm.”

      “If I forget what fucking means this is not a place I want to exist in.” I gave a small shoulder jitter.

      “Anyway, he took the dowry and moved to the mountains without his bride.”

      “Didn’t Fredrette stop him? My guess was she outweighed him by a good hundred pounds and could have made him do whatever she wanted.”

      “Have I told you this story before?” He looked at me, confused. “She’d drunk nearly a quarter keg of German Stout at the wedding. He could have unbricked his house and moved it out from under her while she snored away, if he’d had a mind to.”

      “Hate is passed down genetically, then?”

      Tommy’s shoulders shrugged as if to say: “Who knows?”

      “Nice story and all but it doesn’t really prove anything about your existence. I could just as easily have made that up as you could.”

      “Tracy had some real doubts about marrying you.”

      I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. “I would have been surprised if she hadn’t. I knew I was marrying up! You’re a hoot, Subconscious!”

      He shoved half that fucking disgusting pop-tart in my mouth. “That taste fake?” He held my jaw tight as he forced me to chew and swallow.

      I gagged more times than I care to remember. From his pocket he produced a grape flavored Jelly Belly juice drink. “Here.”

      Normally just the thought of the disgustingly sweet sugar water nauseated me, but this time I drank the whole thing down.

      “You’re an asshole,” I said when I was done. “Fine, fine. You’re real. So what’s that supposed to mean? You come to usher me off at the end?”

      “Usher you off? No. I’m just here to stall.”

      “Stall?” And just when I thought the aftertaste in my mouth couldn’t get any worse, it did. Gray began to darken again; I could no longer see the far side. Tommy blurred and wavered, then I could see nothing, save the blackness of my closed eyelids.

      “Hold his head up. I need to get more into him.”

      The “more” in this case was blood and I wanted to drink that even less than that craptastic kid drink that had the audacity to call itself juice-like. I gagged and spit, even attempted to push away the offender.

      “You have not received appropriate authorization to die today, Talbot,” the firm yet tender voice said. I felt a fat, rough tongue streak up the side of my face. I reached out and touched...Henry’s? Oggie’s head.

      Tracy flitted across my mind. Wisely I asked, “Azile?”

      “How are you feeling?” I opened my eyes, she was looking down at me.

      “I feel like I got caught in a blender and the person kept pushing the reverse button to try and get me unstuck. Then once I was kind of loose they wanted to see if they could completely liquefy me, so they hit the pulverize button but I...”

      “I get it,” she said.

      She had a leather flask in her hand. The nozzle was tinged in red, it hung heavy as if it were still half full of what we all knew was in there.

      “Whose?” I asked meekly, pointing to the container.

      “There has been no lack of volunteers.”

      I assumed she meant she’d been collecting it off of cadavers on the field of battle. The thought of drinking blood from dead people sounded beyond repulsive and I told her as much.

      “I’d thought about it,” she told me honestly. “This however has been donated from the living. Had to turn people away I’d got so much of it.”

      I sat up, sort of. I don’t even know where I could start listing the myriad things that did not feel right on my body. Laying back down seemed the prudent thing to do.

      “I’m fine, by the way,” she smiled. “Nary a scratch.”

      “Shit. I’m an asshole.”

      “Bailey?”

      “She fared better than you but she suffered a few wounds. They’ve been dressed and she’s resting. She was the first to offer up blood. I told her she needed all she could keep in. She threatened me bodily harm when I had her escorted off.”

      “Lana?”

      “There’s something about that girl...I’m not sure her cloak even had a drop of the blood of the enemy, yet she was neck deep in their clutches.” She had a faraway look which vanished as she wiped a cool cloth across my forehead.

      “I saw Tommy.”

      She didn’t seem the least bit surprised by this, nor did she try to explain it away as a fever-induced hallucination.

      “That was the plan,” she said as if we were talking about taking Oggie for a walk.

      “So you basically called him up on the Spirit Hotline and told him to meet me?”

      “Not quite like that, but for your feeble mind to understand that’s as good an analogy as any.”

      “I’d threaten bodily harm as well but I don’t think I can get my head up. Where exactly were we?”

      “Seems you’ve been there enough times you should have a roadmap by now.”

      “I have bloodied my knuckles knocking on death’s door; you’d think he’d just get it over with and answer the damn thing.”

      Her mood changed in an instant. “Don’t! Don’t you ever say that again!”

      “Kidding! I was kidding!” I was feeling marginally better as I raised my hands in a placating manner. I changed the subject abruptly. I had no desire to sport horns or grow a third eye. “Is it day? Is that why we’re still alive? Last thing I remember we were getting our asses handed to us.”

      She wasn’t quite ready to let the anger escape her frontal lobe, but there were more pressing things to consider than my lack of tact. If she got fixated on that particular deficiency this could be a fairly long encounter.

      “We’ve lost nearly a third of our forces. The Lycan suffered far more, but they have more soldiers to sacrifice.”

      “So we tuck our tails between our legs and get the hell out of here. We have a month to get back.”

      “If we make it to the dawn that is exactly the plan.”

      “Are we under siege?” I could hear no sounds of battle and could not imagine where we could have holed up that they could not get in.

      “They pulled back.” Her sudden look of confusion mirrored my own.

      “Why? Certainly not over concern for their losses.”

      “I would not think so. It did give us time to recover our wounded and regroup, though, and as far as I’m concerned, that’s good enough.”

      This time I did sit up. Okay, Azile had to help me, then steady me as I attempted to get up off the ground and out of the tent. Made it a couple of feet before a conveniently placed fallen tree became my new favorite seat.

      “Not like Xavier to take his foot off the throttle, especially when he knows he’s under a severe time constraint.” My rib throbbed in protest at my movement. I had to stretch my side to keep the pressure off. Mattered little; it was a broken rib. It hurt no matter which position I was in.

      “Three. You broke three of them.”

      “To be fair, I had a little help with that. Who was the man that saved me? All I remember is a bright blonde beard.”

      “Bailey’s cousin. They call him Muncher.”

      “Muncher? Does he have a real name?”

      “If he does no one has told me.”

      “I owe my life to a man named Muncher? BT must be loving this shit. Do you think he counts the number of times I’m saved by a relation of his as a win in his column?”

      “I would imagine so.”

      “Can’t you call him up and ask?”

      “Much like you, I cannot cross that chasm at will.”

      “Ever?” She didn’t reply, and that didn’t sit well with me. What had she given up for her longevity? And why? Oh God, I truly hope it wasn’t for me. Of all the things that could possibly cause her to strike a deal I should have been on the bottom of the list. I filed this under “something we will talk about at a later time or maybe never”. Some answers aren’t worth the price.

      “Movement!”

      “It’s always darkest before the dawn, or how about ‘no rest for the wicked,’ or my personal favorite, ‘Trix are for kids’.” I tried to stand. Azile came over and I used her as a crutch. “Two, three more minutes tops and I could have done it on my own.”

      “I know,” she lied.

      “Michael Talbot!” It was Xavier. Got to admit, his gruff voice was downright menacing, especially at dawn. “Do you yet live?”

      “I don’t know if I can shout to respond, and then I don’t know if it would be better if I do or don’t.” Azile gave a little shrug.

      “I had so hoped I would get to cut out your black heart and eat it for breakfast!” he laughed. “No matter. I will find your body and desecrate it soon enough.”

      “Can you do some sort of megaphone wizardry?” I asked Azile.

      “Witchcraft you mean?”

      “You’re correcting me right now?”

      “I’m there to correct you whenever you need it.”

      “And I really appreciate that. Can you help or not?”

      She mumbled a few words under her breath and looked to the heavens, which I found to be much more pleasing than if she’d sought some power from below.

      “This thing on?” The words blasted forth from my mouth. Azile winced from the volume. I turned to face the approximate direction of Xavier. “What the hell do you want, cur?”

      There was a throaty rumble. If I didn’t know better I would have assumed a distant thunderstorm was approaching.

      “I come to present an offer.”

      I didn’t answer. My ribs were aching, even as they stitched themselves back together. Besides, I knew he liked to hear himself talk. He’d get to what he wanted to say without any prompting from me. I didn’t have to wait long.

      “If you turn yourself over to me, I will release Mathieu and allow the rest of your people to leave this place unharmed.”

      I would only allow myself to be relieved about Mathieu, if he could prove he was safe. “You sound about as sincere as a used car salesman attempting to sell me an extended warranty. How do I know Mathieu is alive?”

      “Lycan do not lie!” he roared.

      “Forgive me for not being the trusting type. You let me hear Mathieu’s voice and I’ll think about your proposal.” I gently shook my head from side to side to alleviate Azile’s concerns.

      “Hello Michael.” I felt my ears perk just like Oggie’s. I wasn’t aware they could do that. It was Mathieu. He sounded tired but okay.

      “Are you alright, my friend?”

      “Run, Mi....” His call was suddenly stifled by a heavy paw but the message was clear enough. Whatever Xavier had up his sleeve was not in our best interests. Wasn’t overly shocked at the revelation.

      “Your precious friend is alive. Will you give yourself up?”

      I motioned with my hand to have Azile lower the volume knob. “How much time until sunrise?” I whispered.

      “A little less than an hour. You can’t seriously be thinking about going over there. He’ll kill you, Mathieu, and then us.”

      “I could stall long enough to give you the time needed for you to get out of here.”

      “That is unacceptable.”

      “The moon is moving!” Xavier bellowed. He was letting me know that time was ‘a-wasting in the lingo of his species. “I will kill him right here and right now. You will be able to hear his lungs fill with blood. His fate is in your hands.”

      I spun the imaginary dial for Azile to turn up the volume. “I’m coming, mutt, don’t do anything rash!” I turned to get some weapons. I planted my face smack into the chest of Muncher. The bottom of his beard scraped across the top of my head.

      “How in the fuck do you have a platinum beard? You Nordic on your mother’s side?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Strong silent type. I like that.”

      “He can’t speak,” Azile filled me in.

      “Listen. I appreciate you saving my life and all and I’m sorry about my slight to your parentage. If you hang around me long enough you’ll realize that’s just my engaging wit.”

      “That’s the truth,” Azile added.

      Muncher held out his hands. He was holding a rifle and an axe plus a wicked looking knife, more like a short sword.

      “Thank you.” I grabbed them, strapping the axe and the sword on. I checked the magazine, put a round in the chamber, and thumbed the safety off. I took three steps in the direction of Xavier—two things were happening that I was having a hard time with besides walking. The first was that Azile wasn’t stopping me and the second was Muncher matching my strides. “What’s going on?”

      “Could I really talk you out of your present course of action?” she asked

      “Probably not.”

      “Then I’m doing what I can to keep you safe, even though that seems to be directly against everything you yourself try to accomplish.”

      “Fair enough. What are you doing big man?” I smacked his chest with the back of my hand.

      “I think he’s taken a shine to you.”

      “This isn’t one of those antiquated customs where you saved my life once so now you are responsible for my safety for the rest of my life is it?”

      “That is not the Talboton way,” Azile said.

      “Good thing.”

      “No, they believe that if you have saved someone’s life you must then give them the opportunity to save yours to even things up,” she stated.

      “Only BT could have come up with that shit,” I sighed. “Muncher, is there a time limit on this? I mean, I’m sure there will be plenty of times when I can save your ass; no need to get us square quite this quickly. The way I’m feeling right now, I’m not sure I could hold up my end of the bargain and then I’d feel really bad.”

      “Finish this before you go.” Azile handed over the rest of the flask.

      “I’d rather give myself a vasectomy.”

      “That could be arranged.” She shoved the container into my mouth. It was thick, warm and tasted like salty copper, still beat getting my nuts crushed or whatever they hell they do to castrate men. I felt better for it but I knew taking on a Lycan was suicide.

      Bailey was standing by a tree; she had ten or twelve people with her. They were watching out over the field. She turned when she heard us approaching.

      “You should not go out there.”

      “You talking to me or the Silent Giant?”

      “Both.”

      “I have no choice. I will not stand back here while they murder my friend.”

      “We will come with you.”

      I shook my head. I would have protested, but she would have heard none of it and I didn’t have the compunction to stop her. Bailey had her own mind.

      “How you doing?” I asked her. She looked like I’d interrupted her midway to getting her mummy costume on for Halloween.

      “Better than you.”

      “This a competition?”

      Muncher snorted.

      “The quiet one thought that was funny. Well, enough stalling,” I said. “Might as well get this show on the road.”

      We were halfway across the field, sidestepping numerous bodies as we traveled.

      “You are not alone, Michael.” This from Xavier.

      “I thought the invitation said guest plus eleven. No worries. This is my posse; they go where I do. Anyway, I figured you wouldn’t be alone either and fair’s fair. Right?”

      As if to reiterate this fact, two dozen Lycan fanned out behind him. My knuckles turned white as I gripped my rifle tighter, as if that was even possible.

      “It does not matter,” he said. “I was only wondering if you had the same weakness as the humans.”

      “Weakness?”

      “Friendship. That is a weakness.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is for those that don’t have any! Bailey, cover me a little. I want to see if I can get a shot off,” I murmured. I don’t know if it was a trick of the light or just a matter of my enhanced eyesight but Xavier was making a hell of a good silhouette right now. “This gun dialed in?” I asked Muncher. I heard material move. “Did you just shrug?”

      I brought the rifle up, Xavier was already on the move. I fired way before I was ready. I saw a plume of spray and there was a howl of pain. Unfortunately, it wasn’t Xavier but rather the Lycan to his side. And just that quickly they were gone. I had no opportunity to get a second off. My heart had sunk somewhere into my stomach as I looked at Mathieu. He was not moving. For all I could tell he’d been impaled on a tree.

      “What’s going on?” he growled.

      Relief didn’t even begin to describe how I was feeling. Like the unthinking idiot that I can be, I ran up to him without checking any of my surroundings. Luckily, I had Muncher by my side. At some point he was going to wonder if giving me the opportunity to clear the slate was worth it.

      “Michael? Is that you?”

      “Coming buddy,” I told him.

      His hands were tied and he had a blindfold on.”

      Bailey was ordering her men to take up defensive positions. They came in closer but at a much more controlled and cautious pace.

      I shouldered my weapon and pulled his blindfold down.

      “You alright?” I’d spun him so I could undo his bindings.

      “Surprisingly, yes.”

      “You been brainwashed?”

      “My brain has not been washed that I am aware of.”

      “It’s an expression. I’m just wondering if you’ve been with your captors for so long you’re beginning to identify with them.” He snorted.

      “Michael, we should leave.” Bailey had come up to me. She was scanning from side to side, ever vigilant. “We are most certainly not alone right now.”

      “This whole thing an elaborate trap?” I asked Mathieu as we backed away.

      “In that Xavier wants you dead? I think you’ve known that all along. Have you not?”

      “If you didn’t know how to make beer I wouldn’t have followed much past a quarter mile. Come on. Let’s get out of here.” We walked backwards for twenty yards or so, I kept expecting werewolves to come running at us the entire time. They were there. Along with hearing them in the woods, there was the musky scent of filth they brought with them. Not because they were inherently filthy animals, but because as humans they’d been so mistreated and uncared for.

      “He wanted to make sure that you had this,” Mathieu said as he reached behind his back. When he brought his hand back he had my axe.

      “Why in the fuck would he do that?” I asked, clearly confused as I took back possession of a blade I knew to be special.

      “He said something about wanting to pry it free from your cold dead hands,” Mathieu said.

      “Huh. Strange turn of a phrase in this day and age but whatever. I’ll take it.”

      “Why are they letting us go?” Bailey asked.

      “No clue. Any idea, Mathieu?” He was as quiet as Muncher who was now pointing behind us. Hundreds of werewolves stood waiting along the tree line. “Guess that answers that.”

      “I do not think that is the answer we were seeking,” Bailey said.

      “Another half hour; that’s all we need to hold off for. Do you think we can make it Muncher? I will take your silence as a nod of approval.”

      Lana had come out once again astride her horse; she led forty others. She was still majestic, but I noticed that her back was slouched ever so slightly and her sword was not held quite as high. She was tired and most likely hurting for the loss of her people.

      “Welcome back, Mathieu.” She had us completely encircled within a ring of horses. Didn’t want to sound ungrateful, but I would have been happier facing the werewolves than I was being surrounded by the massive equines. We had made it back to the far side of the battlefield and still the werewolves had not been issued the command to attack.

      Azile had Oggie by her side. She gave Mathieu a big hug. “We missed you,” she told him. Me? I got the stink eye.

      Ever-observant, I came up with: “They’re not attacking.” Oggie, at least, had the decency to greet me properly. He seemed to be pretty happy I was there.

      We stayed this way another twenty minutes: two armies staring across a field of death. Birds by the hundreds were circling, wondering when the living would finally depart so they could begin their feast. A soft, single beam of light bisected the ground between us. The breath I’d been holding for the last hour finally and fully released. I felt like I could take a full intake of air now. The battle was over and it coincided with my rib slipping back into place. The single finger of light began to expand. There were cheers from those of us remaining, that we would live to fight another day. We that survived had just been granted a reprieve, one final chance to be in the arms of those we loved.

      I put my hand out and leaned against a tree, my head hung down in a silent prayer of thanks. Muncher tapped me on the shoulder.

      “What’s up big guy? You want to take voice lessons?”

      He was pointing to the far side. The werewolves were still there, even as the sunlight crept up to them. I became awash within a sea of dread. I knew why Xavier had given Mathieu back, I knew why he had allowed us to escape. I knew why he had not attacked during the night.

      He’d flooded us with hope, with the false sense that we’d made it. We’d relaxed our guard—now he was going to grind that fucking feeling into the ground with the unyielding heel of his foot. He was going to give us just long enough to feel sorry for ourselves before unleashing the hounds. This time there would be no battle cry; Lana would not race out to greet the enemy. Not this time.

      “Bailey, bring your people to me!” I shouted. “Lana! Get your people behind us!” We had a couple of minutes tops, for me to pull this off. “This is it?” I asked when Bailey’s sixty or so soldiers were mustered around me.

      “The rest are too injured to go out and do battle,” Bailey told me.

      “If they can hold a rifle get them out here, Bailey. This is a last stand; They’re going to be fighting for their lives whether they can stand or not.”

      While I waited for everyone to form up, I grabbed Mathieu.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, locking eyes with him.

      “This is as much a mystery to me as it is to you.” He sounded sincere and I had no reason to not believe him, but still the coincidence of the circumstances left me in doubt.

      “Did they take blood?”

      “And do what with it Michael? They are not scientists or doctors, they did not synthesize a new drug from it.” Azile replied.

      “I’m just asking, Mathieu. I’ve got this Helen of Troy vibe going on.”

      “I do not understand the reference.”

      “Helen was Greek, possibly the child of a god, it goes into some depth there, not the point of the story. Anyway, she’s either kidnapped or was running out on her husband with this guy from Troy. Her husband assembled the Greeks and they started the Trojan War. Eventually they win and get Helen home, but then nobody ever trusts her again because she’d been with the Trojans for so long.”

      “Are you saying that there are trust issues between us?”

      “Not really...” I backpedaled.

      “Yet you just related a story to me that deals with exactly that dilemma. What else would be the point in that?”

      “I very infrequently make sense, Mathieu. I wouldn’t read too much into it.”

      “You just told me a story that has no other meaning except perhaps that Helen was unhappy with her husband and caused a war.”

      “Maybe that was what I was going with.”

      “Michael,” Azile stepped in, “maybe before you wedge your foot further into your mouth you should hear what I have to say.” She was alongside me staring across the field, as were we all.

      “I thought I was doing a pretty good job of extracting it,” I told her.

      “You weren’t. Does Mathieu’s face indicate that?” We both turned to look at him. He still looked mighty pissed and a little hurt. “It appears that magic of some sort is happening over there. I don’t know who, why, or how, but I do not believe Mathieu had anything to do with it.”

      Suddenly I remembered that rescuing Mathieu had been my primary reason for coming.“Listen buddy, I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just trying to figure out what was going on.” He seemed alright when I placed my hand on his shoulder. “You’re like a brother to me, I would have followed Xavier into the damn Antarctica to get you back.”

      “Arctic,” Azile said.

      “Right now? Are you really correcting my apology speech right now?”

      “How can you be sincere if you don’t even use the proper words?”

      “Apologies aren’t about the details. They’re about emotions and feelings and shit.”

      “If I accept your pleas for forgiveness will you finally shut up?” Mathieu rescued me.

      “Good to have you back, buddy.” I pulled him in to a tight hug, something I’d yet had the time to do. He returned the gesture. He held it a little longer than was customary during my time. “People are going to talk,” I whispered in his ear. “Azile might get jealous.”

      “Thank you, Michael. I did not believe Xavier when he said you were following; well, maybe for the first couple of days I did. But after we’d traveled hundreds of miles I assumed that for sure you had called off the pursuit. I have never had such friendship.”

      “It’s almost smothering,” Azile quipped.

      “You’re ruining the moment,” I told her.

      “You two seem fine. Bailey is bringing the injured back.”

      We finally released from our exceedingly manly hug. “Azile, is there any chance the magic is a glimmer and those people just look like werewolves?” I hoped beyond hope when I asked.

      She shook her head back and forth as she thought on it. She didn’t seem completely sure, but I prepared for the worst as I looked at my newest seven warriors that were added to the mix. Three of them barely looked awake; two others were still bleeding.

      “Alright, we’re going to use some tactics from the old war movies I used to watch with my dad. If it worked for the British it should work for us.” There was understandably a lot of confused looks, but they were listening. “Alright. We’re going to make two rows of semi-circles. The one in front can either sit, kneel, or lie prone.” I was looking at one of the injured who was swaying on his feet. “Help him into position,” I pointed to the man next to him. “Then I want another row right behind them, standing. Now, normally the British had three rows, one row would fire then pull back while the next got into position so the first could reload and so on. Obviously, we don’t have that particular problem; our issue is ammunition, or rather the lack of it. Every shot has to count. We don’t have the manpower to go toe to toe with them.”

      “Fields of fire?” Bailey asked. She was getting it.

      “Yes! What you see exactly in front of you is your responsibility, do not stray; let your fellow soldier worry about his patch of land. If you defend yours the rest will take care of itself. The person standing should only fire after the person in front of them has finished their magazine, this way we can prevent multiple shots to one werewolf, unless of course they need it. Once the person standing has fired off their magazine, give a little nudge to the person in front to let them know they are up. Controlled, well-aimed shots and we can still win the day!”

      Lana had been listening the entire time. “And what of us?”

      “Well,” I started, “when we run out of bullets it will be up to your people to save the day.”

      “That we will!” There was loud whooping from the Denarthians.

      “You would have made a great Field Marshal,” Azile whispered in my ear.

      “You need to focus, woman. This is no time to get all googly-eyed for me.”

      Azile smiled. “We are about to fight a battle with minuscule odds of success and you believe me to be flirting with you. Your ego is staggering.”

      “I just call them like I see them.” She got up on her toes, reached a hand behind my neck, and pulled me down close for a kiss. “Where’s Oggie?” I asked when we parted.

      “He’s guarding the injured.”

      My heart ached. I wanted him up here where I could keep an eye on him and hopefully keep him safe but he had his own job to do. Anyway, I knew it was my own comfort I was thinking of, because he was indeed safer where he was at.     A couple of minutes ticked by and still they had not moved. Waiting was never one of my strongest suits. I moved to the right of our defensive area.

      “Michael?” Azile asked with an edge of concern. Anytime I deviated from the norm was cause to worry.

      “Just reaching out to say hi.” I found a tree with a branch at the appropriate height. I rested the front of my rifle on it. Took a heavy breath, released it slowly, found my target, and slowly squeezed the trigger. A murder of ravenous ravens left the trees above the werewolves as one of them went down, a tunnel bored through the side of his skull. Still, they did not move. What the fuck? I thought. I took another breath, another slow, steady release, another target, acquired, another shot. A little low with this one. Organic material erupted from where the monster’s neck attached to his shoulders. It twisted down and writhed around in pain, striking out against those nearest to it. Still they did not move.

      “We can play this game all fucking day long,” I said softly. I was following my routine and took down two more in similar fashion. One I gut shot, hoping that maybe one of their own screaming and howling in pain would be enough to turn them back or react in some manner. I was lining up my next shot when I saw a Lycan walking behind the rows of werewolves, he seemed to be screaming something at them. My barrel moved slightly back and forth as I tried to match my rhythm with the Lycan who was pacing. He was in the process of turning, his mouth wide open in what I could only assume was a torrent of praise, love, and compassion for his troops. I fired, the bullet flew right into the open orifice. His hands grasped at his neck; for the smallest of moments he looked like he was choking on a large bug that had the misfortune to fly down that gullet.“That ought to get them riled up a bit,” I said as I watched the brute fall over.

      “I do not believe they need any more riling,” Bailey informed me. Muncher was nodding in agreement.

      I killed seven more in much the same manner. The Lycan, wisely, on their behalf anyway, did not show up again within my sights. For the life of me I could not figure out what they were waiting for. Then sometimes you wonder why you ever even felt the need to think a particular thought. There was some shouting on their side and the werewolves were off and running.

      “When do we shoot?” Bailey asked.

      “When you’re sure you can hit them.” Thought about using “when you see the whites of their eyes” but first off, there was the plagiarism thing, and secondly, I wasn’t entirely sure they had any white to their eyes. That would be bad if my soldiers waited for something that didn’t exist.

      The werewolves had been in long lines but that broke down almost immediately when they saw the small congealed mass of humanity. Every single one of them was coming straight for us, bending that line much like our semi-circle. Rifle fire exploded from multiple guns. We were back in battle.

      “Jam!” one of the men shouted. The man behind him began firing. I stayed with the tree branch for now. There were some strange happenings going on out there. Some of the werewolves were flickering, switching back and forth from their Jekyll to their Hyde. One leg naked skin, the other covered in fur. Human mouths screaming out in pain as they were impossibly filled with the large canine teeth. Human bodies supporting huge werewolf heads. Large werewolf bodies running full tilt with an all too human countenance.

      “Keep firing!” Bailey urged when she heard a drop off of percussion. I don’t know if there could have been a more disconcerting sight. And the closer they got, the worse and faster the changes became. I thought maybe it was because they were farther away from whatever source was causing the change, then I realized it was because they were getting closer to Azile’s sphere of influence. The treetops above us swayed as if they were in gale force winds, while all around us the day was still. Powerful forces were at play here. Fifty feet out seemed to be about the range at which the transformation spell from the other side was completely obliterated. Men, women, and children would run a few more feet towards us before they would look into the unyielding metal barrels of our weapons.

      Many of Bailey’s people openly cried, but they kept firing. Those poor souls that survived the onslaught would turn and run to the sides or worse yet, back the way they had come, to the Lycan at the tree line. There was no escape for the human victims, they were things to be broken, to be destroyed, and slashed open. Yet still we fired. We were as uncaring about their plight as the Lycan. What choice did we have? A pile of malformed, disfigured, and ruined bodies began to pile up in front of us. Vicious, angry werewolves would jump over the death mound only to land as confused and frightened people. A distant horn sounded and as suddenly as the shit storm had started, it was over. None of us had the heart to shoot those that retreated.

      “Holy shit, Azile. Are you alright?” I asked. She looked pale and slightly unsteady.

      “There is someone of great power over there.” She looked to me. Pissed off doesn’t even begin to convey the anger on her face.

      “I’m sure we’ll deal with that eventually. Bailey, how are we doing for rounds?”

      After a few minutes I got an answer; not one I wanted, but an answer nonetheless.

      “Between all of us there are slightly under three hundred rounds.”

      “Fuck. Okay get your ten best shooters and give them each a full magazine.”

      “And the rest?”

      “Fix bayonets. Lana, you’re going to want to get on our flanks; you’ll be up sooner rather than later.”

      “Have they not had enough?” Mathieu asked.

      “They have.” I was pointing to the bodies. “They haven’t.” I pointed to the far side of the field.
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      IT HAD BEEN two hours and still nothing. The adrenaline had long ago worn off; even the fear had been reduced to a dull knife edge. In shifts we had soldiers leave the front line to go back and get something to eat, relax for fifteen minutes, maybe take care of a bathroom break. When it was my turn I went right to Oggie, giving him my share of food. He was almost as happy to see me as he was the piece of meat I’d brought him.

      “You being a good boy?” I scratched behind his ears. He’d no sooner left a thick wet swath up the side of my face when the cry of alarm came. “When this is over, you and me are going on vacation. You do not get hurt. You understand me?” I grabbed the sides of his face.

      Somehow the line of werewolves had gotten bigger.

      “This can’t be possible.”

      Nobody actually groaned, but it wasn’t hard to feel the wind leave the sails of our ship. Azile had not left her spot, though she looked more rested. I kept offering her water and jerky and she kept politely refusing until finally she told me that if I asked again she was going to find a hidden crevice of mine to store those very things for later use. I got the message quick enough.

      “What the fuck are they wearing?” I was squinting my eyes. It appeared that the werewolves had on large green necklaces. Looked like unadorned leis. Last time I checked we weren’t in Hawaii, though.

      “Mistletoe,” Azile said breathlessly, and if I thought we had been deflated with the reforming of the enemy troops it was nothing in comparison to the flatness with which she delivered those words.

      “Mistletoe as in the Christmas kissing tradition? Are they planning on getting personal with us?” I honestly wasn’t trying to be a smartass, I just didn’t know the significance of the vine-like growth.

      “It will be enough to disrupt my counter spell.”

      I didn’t ask anything else. Didn’t need to know anything else. The werewolves would now be able to advance unimpeded by any of their humanity. “Shit.” That about summed up my entire range of feelings. “Bailey, you heard that?”

      She nodded. Horses nickered to our sides.

      “No help coming, Lana,” I told her.

      “My father was worried I was too fickle when it came to suitors and that I would die a spinster. He need not worry any longer!” She raised her sword, the Denarthians were digging deep for the remnants of their courage.

      The werewolves were at first walking slowly, then trotting; within fifty yards they were at a full-on sprint. I had about fifteen rounds. I was going to make them count and then I was going to put the sword I’d grabbed to good use. And then when that was all done I was going to visit that chasm I’d seen yesterday and figure out if there was a way to construct a bridge. By the time I’d tossed my paperweight to the side, Lana’s forces had already engaged the enemy. Her sword danced and twirled in a dazzlingly lethal display of death dealing. I, in contrast, looked like a lumberjack trying to fell a tree with a spoon. Talbotons joined me, advancing into the teeth of the enemy with their bayonets. Oftentimes in my youth when we studied World War II, I attempted to comprehend the insanity of the Polish army that attacked the German Panzer division on horseback. It was not that they thought they stood any chance of winning, but to do nothing implied you had given up and that was when real loss happened.

      “AHHHHHHH! FORWARD!” My voice shredded as I hacked.

      I could not have been any more proud of my brothers and sisters as we fought and died side by side. In my right hand I held the sword, in my left the Axe of Vengeance. I figured all mystical blades of yore had famous names; why not this one? Not many could claim to have killed werewolves, Lycan, and zombies. My sword thrust caught a werewolf in the soft membrane of skin underneath its chin. I drove it up and through the roof of his mouth, piercing its brain. I shoved its dead body off my blade with the top of my axe. Muncher drove a bayonet so far into a werewolf it had nearly reached his rear sights. The werewolf looked like it had been punched by the hammer of Thor. We were killing werewolves all right, but we were dying as well.

      We would only be able to fight for so long. Exhaustion and attrition would be our downfall. Our last and only line of defense was breaking and reforming as another defender of humanity was swept asunder. My sword was bathed in blood, its thirst unquenchable. I cleaved arms, hacked legs, sliced necks, pierced hearts. I was still losing ground with each kill, as were we all, to the point that we’d been pushed back into the woods, nearly fifty feet. There were pros and cons to this; the trees acted as natural barriers to attacks from different angles but they also prevented assistance from those nearby. This was a divide and conquer scenario. We had no lines of communication open, other than grunts and cries. Each man and woman was an island unto themselves. It was impossible to even gauge how many of us were left. I wasn’t yet the last man standing, but I knew that possibility wasn’t too particularly far into the future.

      My arms throbbed from the constant movement and violent contact. Holding on to my life-saving implements was getting progressively more difficult, partly due to the growing slickness from the streams of blood that flowed over my hands. A hundred more yards and we would be pushed back to our makeshift infirmary. There would be no quarter for the wounded. Mathieu was off to my right; he’d changed over from spear to claw a while back. I think he alone could have held his ground and possibly even brought the fight to the enemy. The only reason he yielded ground was to stay paced with me. I occasionally caught glimpses of him tearing through the other werewolves. At one point he had raised one over his head and snapped it in half like one might a dry stick. He’d tossed the dead husk at the next werewolf with enough force to send it bowling over. Mathieu had pounced, savagely ripping through the other’s neck before it had an opportunity to right itself.

      To my immediate left was Muncher. He’d been holding his own well enough but he was beginning to flag. Part of me wanted to help, I really did; I thought about my debt to him. Another part was like, why even fucking bother? I’ve got my own fucking problems and we’ll all be dead soon enough. Yeah, it was a pretty intense internal dialog. I even called myself a couple of names I’d never heard before. When I heard a large impact and saw Muncher go down to one knee, everything else went out the figurative window. After having my sword arm pushed to the side, I came back swinging my axe. The werewolf had come in close to get a bite and I lodged the axe into his snout. I shattered the bones in his mouth. He wasn’t dead, but he was out of the fight, his muzzle unequally split in two. Its tongue lolled about, having been evicted from its structure. Looked like some sort of special effect I’d seen on a science fiction movie a time or two before.

      I immediately slid to my left, past two large oak trees. Muncher was on his knees, his rifle still in his hands but it was resting on the ground, he looked like he was about to fold in on himself but wanted to make sure he was as upright as possible when the end came. One of those male pride things, I got it. I didn’t think I was going to make it—the werewolf was already mid-swing, his claws rapidly approaching Muncher’s head, if he wasn’t decapitated immediately his neck would surely be snapped. I shouted in a vain attempt to divert its attention, didn’t work. I threw my sword like one might a javelin. So many things could have gone wrong and only one possible outcome could have gone right. I fully expected the sword to twist and the flat of the blade strike against the werewolf’s arm before harmlessly falling to the ground. Well maybe not completely harmlessly; he would have suffered a pretty good welt.

      Maybe the gods of war were finally favoring us a bit. That sucker flew the straight and narrow like I’d launched it from a crossbow. It struck the werewolf in his exposed side, sliding effortlessly between its ribs, guided by a force higher than my own. A heavy expulsion of air from the wound let me know I’d punctured at least one lung and from the depth the sword had sunk, my money was on the second being ruptured as well. The werewolf’s blow did land but by the time it got to Muncher it ended up looking more like a lover’s caress. I left my sword in place as the werewolf fell over to the side, I grabbed the back of Muncher’s collar and yanked halfway up.

      “Mathieu! Moving back!” I shouted over my shoulder. We’d gone maybe twenty feet, werewolves, friends, and foes in pursuit. At some point I was going to need to stop and fight. I just had to get Muncher into a defendable position first. The end must have been a lot closer than I’d realized. I’d caught a glimpse of at least two Lycan trailing; the cowardly bastards didn’t usually come around until the closing credits, so somewhere a fat lady was singing. I was within sight of a tail-wagging Oggie when I realized I’d not been bitten at within the last minute or so. I dared a look back, noting that nobody was behind us, at least, nobody living. The Lycan overlords had once again called their dogs off. I leaned Muncher up against a tree. Oggie was already in my face as I collapsed. I’d like to say it was because of my unnatural angle but I was flat out exhausted. I’d burned through everything I had to give. It was all I could do to raise a hand and gently keep Oggie from sniffing my face.

      Mathieu was fast approaching. Within three strides he had changed over from one form to the other. “Are you alright?” He’d got down on one knee to check on me. I could not help but notice the latticework of cuts across his chest and abdomen.

      “I could ask the same about you.”

      “I am mostly fine,” he said.

      “Mathieu, help me up. I need to go check on Azile.” He reached a hand down and more lifted me up than anything. “Thanks.” I took a few unsteady steps. Wounded, dazed, and dying people were all around me. Bailey was doing her best to comfort those in their final few moments. I found Azile tending to those who could still benefit from some care. I wanted to go over to her but just knowing she was okay was good enough for now. She was busy and didn’t need me distracting her. She looked up as if she could tell I was looking at her. There was a small smile and an acknowledging head nod. I don’t think either of us wanted the bloody wave she would have given if she’d pulled her hands from the wound she was dressing. Who needs to add that kind of imagery to their nightmare closet?

      I backed up to a close approximation of where I figured a tree was. Fairly thrilled when I realized I was right. I slid down, my ass thumping onto the ground. Oggie, who had followed me over, sidled up to me and laid his head down on my lap. Maybe my eyes closed, maybe I dreamed about my eyes closing, maybe I just fucking hoped my eyes closed, whatever happened, it was Bailey that ended that reverie.

      “Are you in need of attention?” she asked as she looked down at me. I cocked my head to the side, one eye open.

      “That’s about the last thing I want right now.”

      She blew past my words as if I’d never spoken them. You know, kind of like every other female I’d ever known. Why should she be any different? “There is much to do.”

      “Not all of us are Amazonian,” I reminded her.

      “There are twenty-four wounded and sixty-five that have the capacity to fight.”

      Running was our only option. Running away fast was the only better one. Personally I would have been hard-pressed to make it to the next tree. Looking around I was convinced I was in the same Greyhound bus as the majority of those nearby. And even if I could somehow rally some energy, we still had the infirm to think about. We could not leave them, and it would be arduous to keep any kind of decent pace up with them in tow. There was always the tree climbing option, but we could not outlast the moon this time, and still, not everyone could climb. We would fall from those branches from exhaustion, starvation, and dehydration.

      “Are you counting me as one of the sixty-five or the twenty-four because it really could go either way. Help me up.”

      I raised a hand, which she enveloped in her own.

      “Our children would be beautiful Bailey,” if not for the tree, her shove would have sent me reeling.

      “These are serious times, Michael!” she scolded.

      “Humor makes me feel better in times of great stress, Bailey, you should know this.”

      “In that case, for the sake of our children we can only hope that our offspring take on more of my traits than yours.”

      “It’s not funny if it’s true.”

      “I believe that makes it better. Come, we must understand what the Lycan are going to do next.”

      “You really think we need a committee to figure that out?”

      We were coming up on Mathieu, who had found his way back to the edge of the woods. I’m not even sure if he was aware of it or not, but he was changing form almost with the cadence of his breathing.

      “Mathieu?” I called out. The shifting immediately stopped; I thought perhaps he had stiffened when he thought he may have been caught.

      “I am having difficulty keeping myself under control.” There was panic in his eyes.

      “I see that,” I told him, coming up slowly. “It could be the effects of whatever they have going on over there. It’s okay though, man, you’re slightly easier on the eyes in your other state anyway.”

      “Is that a joke too?” Bailey asked, “because I think he is quite handsome as a man.”

      “I guess, if you’re into that rugged, chiseled, cowboy look,” I said to her.

      All of this fell on deaf ears in regards to Mathieu. “I am also having problems holding on to myself within.”

      Now that was a problem. Mathieu, after years of self-analyzing had come to a delicate balance with who and what he was. Controlling—taming the inner beast might be a better way of putting it. If he went rogue right now I was positive there would be little I could do to stop him.

      “Do you need to be chained?”

      He roared a definitive “NO!” His head elongating quickly to a rage filled werewolf shape as he uttered his answer.

      “Holy fuck!” I’d not been prepared for the outburst and certainly not with those particularly wicked features he presented to me. As quickly as it had come on it had dissolved. He looked resigned to a fate that was being thrust upon him. “What’s good for one should be good for the other. Go to Azile and tell her you need some mistletoe and then when you get it, come back and I’ll tell you and Bailey about a custom we used to have with it.”

      If he had changed at that moment and I was to catch a shot of his posterior, his tail would have been firmly tucked between his legs.

      “You feel it is safe to leave him untended?” Bailey asked, keeping an eye on him.

      “You guys leave me untended.”

      “We don’t.”

      “Muncher,” I said putting the puzzle pieces together quickly.

      “We felt it would be better for us that you had a guardian that cannot speak, that way you would be less likely to talk to him.”

      “I figured he was just being quiet because he always agreed with me.”

      “There is more you should know.”

      “Where’s Lana?”

      “That is what I wanted to talk to you about.” She pointed outwards to a spot on the field. Birds had begun to come down and take part in the festivities. A bright gleaming piece of armor reflected the sunlight. It laid still.

      “Oh no, no. Not acceptable, dammit.” My head sagged, the weight of the world seemed to grow exponentially on my shoulders. “She was so young. I need to get her body. I owe her that.”

      “You cannot go out there.”

      “Come on, Bailey, you know me better than that.” I wiped my axe down as best I could with the small area of fabric on me not yet coated in the substance that constituted living beings. I left the perceived safety of the tree line and walked onto that field.

      A laugh emanated from the other side.

      “You yet live? You are indeed difficult to kill. I would have thought you and your kind would have attempted to run by now!” Xavier seemed to be having a jolly fucking good time.

      I said nothing. My steps faltered when five of his werewolves appeared on the other side. I heard footsteps behind me; it was Bailey and Muncher. Five more werewolves joined the others. I kept walking.

      “One of your heroes has fallen! And then there were three!” he mocked. “It is sad there will be no one left to sing songs of your desperate, but doomed exploits. No one to regale their children with tales of the last few who were condemned. You have fought valiantly, but even you, Michael, know that you cannot win.”

      “Not about winning now, Xavier, it’s about not losing.”

      “Those are one in the same, you fool!”

      “Vast difference. Something you can’t even begin to understand.” I was within twenty feet of Lana, my steps faltered again. I was not sure if I could make it. I didn’t want to see her broken body up close. Her breastplate had a tear through it from the collar to a couple of inches from the bottom. The metal was peeled back, jagged, and fat pools of blood congealed on every point. “Lana, you stupid kid.” I kneeled down next to her. Her angelic face looked at peace. She could have been sleeping. I tenderly wiped some dirt and blood from her cheeks. My tears, as they streaked down my face and landed on her, bridged the gap between us. “Why didn’t you just stay home? You would have been safe.”

      “And miss seeing a vampire cry? Are you kidding me?” She’d said it so softly I thought perhaps I had imagined it.

      Xavier was now standing out in front of his werewolves.

      “I am not without compassion. I will allow you time to bury her, then we will kill the rest of you, dig her up and eat her too.”

      “Do not say anything,” I whispered to Lana. “He will attack if he thinks you’re still alive.” I cradled one arm under her neck and the other behind her knees and picked her up. Her head fell back and her left arm fell away.

      “How’s this?”

      “You play a fantastic dead person. Now shut up.” I turned and headed back to the woods.

      Bailey and Muncher were more than a little surprised to see the subtle smile on Lana’s lips.

      “Michael?” Bailey asked.

      “Apparently her acting lessons have been paying off. Let’s get out of here before our compassionate host changes his mind.”

      Those that could stand waited by the trees and watched our approach. There was open wailing and cries of anguish as our “fallen” leader was brought back. That all changed to triumphant cries of rejoicing as her dangling hand gave a wave.

      “You are going to get us killed,” I hissed at her. “And by the way, are you gaining weight?” I adjusted her in my arms. Luckily, we were within a couple of feet of the woods because she pretty much lost it at that point. It might be a hundred and fifty years in a post-apocalyptic future but some things are never going to change. I got a decent earful about how uncivilized and droll I was. I think there was an uncouth in there somewhere, barbaric, boorish and crass all made a cameo in her diatribe. I didn’t care, she was alive and that was all that mattered. She was now standing on her own, her finger pointing at me as she shouted a string of obscenities usually reserved for pirates. I leaned in and planted a large, wet, sloppy, kiss on her lips. That shut her up right quick.

      “Good to have you back, princess,” I told her before heading off to talk to Azile. She stood in the same position for a few moments, her finger still pointing into a face that was no longer there. Within seconds she was swept up by those of her people that still lived. I hoped Xavier saw what had just happened. If even for the briefest of moments, I could only hope he had a sliver of doubt that maybe we could not be beaten or killed, no matter the odds. Fuck, maybe he thought I even had the ability to bring back the dead. Wouldn’t that be a kicker? Chances are that wasn’t exactly what was going through his mind, wishful thinking on my part is all, but that’s alright, I can live with that.

      “You got Lana back?” Azile asked. She was sitting, drinking some water.

      “How could you possibly know? Spirit network? Umm...what else do you know?” I was thinking back on the kiss, the only way I could think to shut Lana up.

      “Sit. I am too tired to look up.”

      I sat across from her. “It meant nothing,” I blurted out.

      “What? Forget it. I do not wish to know.”

      “Did you talk to Mathieu?” I asked.

      “I did. He asked for some mistletoe. I gave him an amulet made from oak instead.”

      “I take it that’s better?”

      “Should be. Have you noticed anything peculiar about the werewolves?”

      “Other than them being werewolves without a full moon? If that’s not the answer you’re looking for, then no.”

      “They attack for no more than three hours, then they pull back or are summoned back.”

      “What’s that mean? How does that work to our advantage? I’m not sure we can take another barrage.”

      “There’s a reason the intervals are so precisely timed.”

      “It’s not because Xavier thinks we are completely on the ropes and he is toying with us?”

      “I thought that after the first attack. I stopped thinking that after the second.”

      “The magic wearing out after a few hours and they need a booster?”

      “I do not believe it to be magic so much as some sort of potion or root.”

      “Why not just give them a huge dose so they stay that way for longer?”

      “Yes, it must have something to do with the dosage, but it’s likely complicated. Too much would be poisonous and would kill them. When they turn back into humans they probably need time to recover before they can be expected to re-dose and fight again.”

      “If they were smarter they would stagger the doses. Do you know where Mathieu is now?”

      “I do not.”

      “I’ll be right back.” It didn’t take long to find him; he’d not strayed far. “When were you going to tell us?”

      “All this death is my fault.” He was sitting against a tree absently picking up small debris and tossing it to the side.

      “What is it?”

      “Calamus. It’s a plant, a flower. I discovered it quite by accident. I was using it as a flavor enhancer for some of my batches of beer. I noticed I had more control over my other half when I drank it. Once I was sure there was a link, I tried it without the beer. I took doses that made my stomach cramp into violent fits, to amounts small enough there was no effect whatsoever. Once I found the appropriate amount, I found the werewolf half was more susceptible to suggestion from my still cognizant human side.”

      “How did Xavier figure it out?”

      “He found my herbal bag. I tried to tell him it was for healing and was meant to be burned over an open fire. Next thing I knew they were forcing it into some of the people around me. They killed a dozen, maybe more, trying to discover what it did.”

      “That’s a huge leap, Mathieu. Who helped? Xavier isn’t that smart.”

      “Lunos was there; he seemed smarter than the rest. Plus, he already knew of me.”

      “Mangy fuck! He always looks like someone’s about to hit him. Now we know why Xavier was so hot and bothered to get ahold of you.”

      “That would be fair enough to say.”

      “Seems that Lunos is playing both sides.”

      “It does.”

      “Shit. Should have killed him when I had the chance.”

      “I should have attacked, you would have followed my lead. It’s as much my fault as yours.”

      “Sort of. I’ve got to let Azile know what’s going on; maybe she knows some other way to counteract its effects. And Mathieu, listen. None of this is your fault. You cannot even begin to blame yourself for the actions of a homicidal Lycan.” He nodded but I don’t think I did much to pierce the cocoon of guilt he’d wrapped himself up in. I grabbed his shoulder before going to tell Azile everything that I’d discovered.
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      WE’D SPENT THE majority of our time waiting for the werewolves to come back, in the midst of preparing for a tactical withdrawal, a term I’d learned in the Marine Corps. A retreat is when you’re hauling ass, running away, attempting to get as far from the enemy as fast as possible by any and all means afforded to you. A tactical withdrawal is a slow, methodical removal from the battle site while constantly and continuously protecting the rear echelon. The wounded were loaded on travois pulled by the few remaining horses we had left. Under Azile’s direction, we’d even left a few surprises which would hinder their approach. If we were lucky they’d never reach us before they had to go back and get rejuiced.

      Mathieu and I stayed back until the werewolves came. It was our job to bait the trap. Mathieu wanted to do it alone but I was afraid that he was feeling so guilty he’d allow himself to be killed as he sprung it.

      “What I wouldn’t do for a beer right about now,” I said.

      There was silence for a few seconds before Mathieu responded. “Right now? Right now of all times, you would like a beer?”

      “I’m not saying this is the ideal time for a beer, I’m just saying I would like one. Shit man, you’re starting to sound like my wife. I sneak a couple of beers into church and she goes nuts. How did I know the singing was going to stop just as I popped the bottle cap off? You should have seen her Aunt Avis when that beer cap rolled down the aisle. She looked at it like Lucifer himself was kicking it along that floor. So fucking worth it. Tracy hung her head in shame when an usher came to escort me out. Hey man, don’t look at me that way. It was a wedding, not Christmas Eve for fuck’s sake. Right after that, the best man fell over and vomited on the dais. My small transgression was forgotten almost immediately. Epic fucking bachelor party. I never did get that midget stripper’s address. I’m kidding, Mathieu—I’m kidding! I already knew where she lived. Oh hey, shit. I think I saw a smile!”

      “It was merely indigestion.”

      “Now who’s being funny? I think we’re going to make it, Mathieu. For the first time in a couple of days I see a glimmer of hope.”

      There was a tenderness to his face like maybe he was happy that at least I believed that even if he couldn’t. “You should perhaps tell them your feelings.” We looked onto the field, the werewolves were coming and they looked to have the same numbers they had when this whole thing started. Where the hell was Xavier getting them all? Maybe they could only produce so many doses or they only had so many to go around and didn’t want to waste them. That would explain the consistent numbers and could be advantageous if we could find their supply. I’m surprised the beacon that ignited in my head didn’t catch Mathieu on fire.

      “When should I start the fuse?” Mathieu asked. He had dipped his torch down into the fire, lighting the oil cloth wrapped stick.

      “Before we get eaten. Don’t look at me that way. That’s a valid answer. Fine, fine, let as many as you can get into the woods with us first.” Azile had us spread a powdery, yellow substance all along the forest floor. She’d said once it was ignited it would burn intensely but only for a few seconds. It wouldn’t stop the werewolves but it would give us a head start. “In case we do die today, Mathieu, could you answer me one thing?”

      “No, I did not write the brewing recipe down.”

      “That’s actually good to know—we’ll talk about that later. What I was wondering was why Xavier let you live. Not that I am ungrateful, it just seems to go against everything he is.”

      “He tortured me to the point in which I broke. I pledged allegiance to him. All of this has been an elaborate plan to separate you from the others so that you can be captured and paraded around as a pet of his.”

      He’d said it so evenly and without a hint of humor that my heart sank; I looked around to see the many Lycan I was sure were advancing.

      “You should see your face!” Mathieu was fucking laughing, laughing pretty damn hard, too.

      “This is friggen’ funny to you?”

      “Quite humorous, yes.”

      “Ass. You might want to set the torch down before that smile gets ripped from your face.”

      He was enjoying himself so much he’d somehow forgot about the rabid pack of horrors descending upon us. He ignited the makeshift fuse. Like two rank amateurs we watched the sparkling line of fire burn towards the lines of powder, even though Azile had warned us that once the fuse was lit, running away would be a good option. It had burned halfway down before it finally clicked in our heads that maybe caveman should not watch fire burn. I thought about doing a few grunts to accentuate my primal roots.

      The pounding of feet behind us was close and closing. If Azile’s plan went up in smoke, so to speak, we would be cooked. See what I did there? A thunderous clap exploded all around us; a searing wave of heat blew around and past us. A large hand swatted my head.

      “Your hair was on fire!” Mathieu bellowed. I chanced a quick glance behind us. Big mistake. It looked like the sun had literally set on the ground. In an instant I was flash blinded. My entire vision was taken up by an all-encompassing white blob. I took a couple of steps thinking I’d be alright, until my shoulder collided with an unyielding tree.

      “I can’t see!” I yelled, hands flailing in front of me as I tried to regain my footing. Mathieu didn’t question, just reached out and grabbed the material at the small of my back and steered me around like a damn puppet. Before I’d seared my corneas I’d seen werewolves aflame in that hellish nightmare landscape, their arms up in the air, running in circles, their fur on fire giving them a completely enshrouded, halo effect. The flash fire died out much quicker than my vision returned. I was concerned I may have done some permanent damage. Of course Azile had warned me not to look at it; at some point in my life maybe I’ll heed good advice. Odds are that won’t be the case, but at least I can admit that’s a problem. My peripheral vision returned first, leaving a gaping hole of what I could not see directly in front of me.

      “Are they still following?” I’d slowed a bit.

      “I do not believe so, but we are too far away and have too many trees between us for me to say for certain.”

      “What are the odds you will return to the group ahead of me and tell them that I have a plan to stop Xavier?”

      “He nearly killed you the last time you met. Is your short term memory so bad that you forgot? Or perhaps he beat it out of you?”

      “Holy ouch, Mathieu. I wasn’t planning on confronting Xavier, I was planning on burning up their supply of calamus.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, because that was all that was afforded to me, I could see his disapproving look change into one of ratification. “For you, that is a pretty good idea.”

      “About time someone approved of my plans.”

      “I said it was a good idea. You have no plan in place yet.”

      “That’s just the particulars.”

      “You have a strange way of thinking,” he replied.

      “Will you help me or not?”

      “Help you to die you mean?”

      “Mathieu, I just need you to get word to Azile. I don’t want her to worry or possibly slow down the escape.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she will not worry at all should I tell her that you have a reckless plan to walk right into the center of the Lycan army and without so much as a match intend to destroy the werewolf potion.”

      “See? Now we’re on the same page.”

      “I will do this for you if you will do something for me.”

      “I’m listening. I’ll have you note that does not mean I’m promising.”

      “The group is not that far ahead of us. Let me grab some supplies from them and I will come back. Stay to the left of the Lycan group and I will find you. We will put a dagger in Xavier’s plans together.”

      “Is this just another part of the conspiracy you have with Xavier to separate me from the others?”

      “Of course it is.”

      “Okay then. I haven’t been in a jam in a while. I’ll wait, unless there is a series of very fortunate events that makes waiting a liability.”

      “On second thought, would it not be better if we just went back together and told her of our strategy?”

      “We’re only going to get one shot at this, Mathieu. This gives me a chance to scope out what’s happening with them. They won’t expect an attack while we’re all on the move.”

      He looked at me long and hard, searching for some sort of deception in my words. It was going to be difficult to locate because even I didn’t know if I was going to do something stupid quite yet. I mean, odds were definitely stacked in that favor, but it wasn’t a hundred percent certainty.

      “It is a deal, then. I will return soon and we will do this together.”

      I gave him a non-committal head nod. He took that as an affirmative, which was fine with me. He took off running due south. I went west, lateral to Xavier’s army. My vision was ninety percent returned; I didn’t know whether to take it as a good sign or not, but the spot in front of my eyes looked very much like the Batman logo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        MATHIEU

      

    

    
      MATHIEU HAD STARTED running faster than he’d intended, even turning into a werewolf in an attempt to relay the news, grab what he could that might be useful, and return before his friend did anything that could not be undone. He’d seen enough in Michael’s eyes to realize the man had not been entirely truthful and his penchant for uncovering and then poking around in trouble were unparalleled. Trees blurred by, the forest stilled as the apex predator moved silently and swiftly amongst their midst. He’d not gone more than a few miles when he sadly realized that the evacuees were not moving fast enough. Their tracks were so fresh he turned back to his human form lest they believe him to be the enemy and mistakenly attack. He’d had to pull up short when he came around a bend and the Red Witch was standing dead center in the pathway.

      “What has he done now?” she asked, her mouth barely moving from its tight-lipped pinch.

      Mathieu took a couple of seconds to catch his breath and to properly think out his words, he had no desire to fall on the wrong side of the witch. The messenger always tended to get the raw end of the deal while the perpetrator generally was forgiven once everything was all said and done.

      “He is doing surveillance on the pursuit.” He thought that should be vague enough to not incur her wrath.

      “Does this surveillance involve contact with the enemy?”

      She already knew. She’d been around Michael long enough to realize that Mathieu was covering for him.

      “It is my goal to relay the message that he is going to make an attempt to destroy the calamus thus rendering the werewolves inert. I have come to gather up some supplies then return to aid him in this endeavor.”

      “Why must he overly complicate even the most basic of plans? We are running away. Just how difficult is that?”

      “I do not wish to upset you, but I have caught up to you in under an hour of running. If I can, so can they. The only chance we may have of escape involves Michael’s plan.”

      “That’s a good one, Mathieu. Did he actually explain his plan to you or was there a lot of smoke and mirrors around when he started talking?”

      “I...I do not understand the reference. But no, he did not directly lay out what he intended to do. He was going to perform reconnaissance, then we would work something out together.”

      “Do you honestly believe that?”

      “Sort of. I am having progressively more doubts though, since you asked that question.”

      “Come. Perhaps he cannot be prevented from doing the things he does, but I can get you back as fast as possible to aid him.”

      Azile gave Mathieu a pack that had been stuffed full of food and some basic medical supplies along with two knives.

      “You knew?” Mathieu asked as he took possession of the bag and strapped it onto his back.

      “He has a hero complex that I do not think can be sated. Either that or a death wish that he also cannot fulfill, and I choose to support the former. Save him from himself if you can. I will urge the people on.” She tenderly reached over and stroked his arm.

      “I will do my best.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 12

      

    

    
      I’D BARELY MADE it to the far peripheries of the werewolf line as the flash fire sizzled to an end. It had burned nearly thirty of them to a crisp and more than half that number again had been severely wounded. The ones left unscathed looked around wildly, confusion twisting their features. Their frustration at not having a victim to attack spilled over and they would occasionally snarl and snap at one another. I had great seats if this devolved into a civil war. I’d been fairly casual about my hiding spot, that was until I saw a row of Lycan coming. Werewolves on their own were a terrifying image of claw, teeth, and muscle. Lycan took all of that and notched it up a dozen or so pegs. The fear they elicited was peeled back from the depths of early human evolution. I couldn’t imagine anything much scarier than them except perhaps a giant alien spider of some sort. Not sure why I’d even thought of that, but it also stirred something deep and long forgotten within me.

      The Lycan treated the werewolves like you would think a callous overlord would. Those that got in the way were pushed or struck down. The werewolves looked like whipped strays around the Lycan. They cowered, whined, and involuntarily wet themselves. If they could get their shit together they had the numbers to crush the Lycan. Not that that was going to happen, but I’d be even more happy with a full blown revolt than the aforementioned civil strife. The Lycan were stomping around like mad seven-year-olds at a party, hopped up on soda and ice cream. On one end of the spectrum it was somewhat humorous, though I would have chanced a laugh right then about as much as I would have broke out into song and dance.

      “Where are they?!” Xavier demanded. He’d showed up after a few minutes when he realized he hadn’t heard the clash of metal or the screams of victims. He stepped over or on those unfortunate werewolves that had become crispy critters.

      “They have run.” My heart nearly stopped. I instantly knew why the average I.Q. of the Lycan had shot up. Lunos was here, and apparently had the ear of the king. Had Xavier’s brother been playing me the entire time, or was this a relatively new development? Lunos had once told me he would be killed if he returned, yet with the way the other Lycan deferred around him, I had to assume he was in a position of power within their hierarchy.

      “We will chase then!” Xavier shouted. “Get the diseased on the move!” He was shouting at the werewolf handlers.

      “Xavier, we have lost too much time. I do not think it wise to send them out on this dose; we should wait another cycle.”

      “That is the difference between you and I, brother. You wait while I act. Send them out now!”

      “Move, scum!” was one of the nicer epithets shouted at the werewolves to get them on the path. They were clearing out fast, leaving me with a host of Lycan that were busy rooting around what remained of our encampment. They seemed overly interested in the field hospital, where pools of blood had seeped into the ground. All except two; Xavier seemed to be reveling in his victory and Lunos was curious about the rest. He was looking around for something and I had a sneaking suspicion it was me. When he started meandering his way toward me, I thought about bolting. Suddenly the tree I was under, with the low hanging branches scraping against the ground, did not seem the ideal hiding spot it once had. In fact it looked mighty conspicuous, like exactly where a half vamp would hide during a Lycan invasion.

      He paused and was looking directly at me, I was on the verge of saying a prayer in fear. Lunos, I should be able to take one on one. But unless I could kill him and be gone in under ten seconds, that was not how this would go down. This wasn’t going to be like every martial arts film ever where the villains take turns attacking. It had become such a huge joke concerning the genre, yet they continued as if it were a cultural tradition that could not be changed. Hell, I still watched them. If it ain’t broke, I guess…. The random thought had kept me rooted to my spot. Stay where I was, he would discover me, come out and fight, I was discovered. Turn and run, yup, you guessed it, discovered. Three choices and all with the same outcome. Hardly seemed like a choice at all.

      I’d gone from a squat to more of a runner’s ready position. Still no clue what I was going to do, but I was going to do it fast. I, at least, had that base covered. Lunos stopped and was peering at my exact location. He may have smiled, but he said or did nothing before walking away.

      “What in the fuck was that all about?” I barely verbalized. It was a couple of minutes later when the Lycan cleared out, leisurely following the vanguard. I have questions, that’s for sure, I thought as I stepped out from underneath the boughs. At least, I’d seen my intended targets. Ten bedraggled humans had been laden like pack mules with bags, at least, one of them had to be carrying the offending flower. Now the question was, how was I going to destroy the right one? I wasn’t necessarily distraught about killing all ten people, there was just no way I could carry all the bags. The consequences of my last statement should have weighed more heavily on me, but as far as I was concerned, they were combatants, whether they wanted to be or not. They always had the choice to not agree to carry the bags. Sure, it meant swift death to defy Xavier, but that was the same luxury I was going to afford them for their inaction to rebel. Were those poor bastards stuck in a shitty position? Oh yeah, without a doubt. But there was little I could do about it. I would sacrifice them all if it meant I had even a slight chance of keeping those I cared for safe. I waited a few minutes to make sure there were no stragglers and then I followed suit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        AZILE

      

    

    
      “BAILEY, WE NEED to pick up the pace.” Azile had come to tell Bailey that the rest they were on was over.

      “These people are dead on their feet.”

      “Better than dead on their backs. Get them up.”

      “We can only go so fast with the wounded, Azile. You know that we move any faster and we will lose some of them.”

      “Bailey, this is the course of action we all decided on. It offers the best chance of survival. If you wish to make a last stand and defend, let me know and I will make preparations. We knew this pace might have an adverse reaction on some of the wounded. What would you have me do?”

      There were moans of protest as Bailey got everyone on the move. They’d not been back on the road for more than a half an hour when they began to hear the distant sound of thunder.

      “Get the wounded farther up the road! Bailey, Lana, we need to hold them here!” Azile said when she realized the storm coming was not of the weather variety.

      Forty-four stood against the onslaught that was coming. None said anything as they took their positions. Bailey looked to a small rut in the road that was filled with water. A thin film of undisturbed brown pollen sat atop the shimmering puddle. She watched as minute earthquakes began to disrupt the water, sending shivers through the liquid that quickly became ripples. Her sense of anxiety grew with each movement of that surface. She broke the spell by splashing the puddle with her foot.

      A ravenous pack of werewolves crested a hill in the distance, they were spurred on by the sight of humans in the distance. All was drowned out except for the howl of the approaching horde. More than a few of the defenders thought about running away, though none did. To do so would condemn the person they stood next to.

      “Stand! Stand!” Azile commanded as if she could read the flight thoughts of those around her. The lead werewolf crashed into the first defender, ripping his arm off as he slashed out a great paw. Like bowling pins, three went down in the resultant crash. It was clear to all involved this would all be over soon. Swords slashed, spears were thrust, arrows let loose and still werewolves broke through. Five of Bailey’s men were down in the first minute. The Denarthians had suffered similar casualties. The puddle Bailey had stepped in now overflowed with blood, both defender and attacker.

      The remaining few yielded ground in great clumps as they fought for position, all seemed lost as they were whittled down. Lana swung her sword in desperation as three werewolves forced her back into a large bush. She had hoped to only thwart their latest push, she’d not been expecting the blade to sink so deeply into flesh. As she yanked free, a young woman fell to the ground, a grievous injury to her side. Werewolves all around were turning back to their former selves as the flower’s potency waned. The survivors were momentarily shocked as they stared into the eyes of the confused people around them. It was Bailey who rallied.

      “Destroy them all!” It was a lot like stepping on kittens, killing those people. They cried out in misery and shock when the first blows rained down on them. Bailey had never had a reason to use the term “necessary evil”, but that exactly summed up what she was feeling as she massacred the people all around her. Each kill seemed to take a little bit more of her soul away on a stiff breeze; she wondered if perhaps this was how Mike felt. Dozens of the dead spread to fifty as the defenders chased the terrified people back from whence they’d come. It was Azile who had finally called off the murderous dash when she realized they’d be getting close to the Lycan army and maybe that opponent wasn’t much into direct conflict but even they could be persuaded to fight with odds so greatly in their favor.

      Lana turned back first and said a small prayer over each of her fallen countrymen. Tears were freely falling from her eyes. Bailey checked the pulses of those on the ground; when she was sure none of them were alive she walked quickly away from the scene, for fear that she would break down.

      “We will not be able to stop them the next time,” Bailey said curtly to Azile when the Witch caught up to her.

      “No, we will not,” Azile answered, a resignation and exhaustion in her voice that Bailey had not ever noticed before.

      “Maybe we should send the injured into the woods,” Bailey offered up as a solution.

      “I am not so sure they’d have a much better chance of survival in there than they do on this road.” Azile pointed into the dense forest.

      “What of Michael?” Bailey asked.

      “If he does not or cannot strike fast, our outcome is the same.”

      “I did not think that my end would be wrapped up in so much hopelessness.”

      “Most are.”

      “Do we stop then?” Bailey asked.

      “Give up, you mean?” Lana asked.

      “No. If I’ve ever learned one thing from Michael it is that until it is over, it isn’t. Does that make sense?” Azile asked. “It doesn’t look good, but we’re still alive and until we aren’t, we keep trying to stay that way.”

      “Hard to argue with that,” Bailey said, “but I would really like to get off my feet for a while.”

      Nobody could bring themselves to say that might be happening soon whether she wanted it to or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 13

      

    

    
      “HOW FAR AHEAD of us are they?” Xavier asked of one of the werewolf handlers.

      “Two miles...not much more than that.”

      I’d gotten a lot closer than I’d meant to. I was jogging along, kind of minding my own business when I realized I had actually run inside the boundaries of their makeshift camp. The brown mounds I’d mistakenly thought were rocks or giant elephant turds ended up being sleeping Lycan. They were catching a little break from all their mayhem. From the sound of the heavy breathing I could only assume that having others do your dirty work was exhausting. I skidded to an immediate halt and jumped behind a pine tree that would have a hard time obscuring a child. I had no idea how deep in I was or how many of the creatures were behind me. The best that I could do was get low and cover myself with leaves, twigs and whatever other debris I could scrape over me. By the time I was done it wasn’t perfect but most of me was hidden and the day was finally yielding to night. People began to stream back into the camp; they looked more like the walking dead than most of the zombies I’d encountered.

      Heavy bags under their eyes weighed down their doomed faces, hunched backs and rolled shoulders added to the appearance of people carrying weighty burdens. But their return for regeneration could only mean one thing: Azile and the others still lived. That was the hope I chose to hold on to, though I had no way of knowing exactly who was alright and who was already on their way to their final destination. When I’d been on the other side of the battlefield the supply of human-werewolves had seemed unlimited. But these battles and the ensuing exhaustion of continually changing form was definitely taking its toll. I watched at least half a dozen of the humans fall over and begin convulsions that they would never recover from.

      The Lycan taunted them for their weakness, occasionally kicking one as they went down. There couldn’t have been more than a hundred humans left and each and every one of them appeared to be on his or her last legs. It was still more than needed to do the job they had before them but hopefully these numbers offered a small reprieve to other human settlements in Xavier’s sights.

      “Get these filthy things their next dose and finish the resistance once and for all!” Xavier commanded.

      I’m not going to go to court and place my hand on a Bible and swear to this, but I think Lunos looked over to my tree before he spoke to Xavier. He was starting to give me the creeps.

      “My King, I think it would be better for all involved if the humans were allowed to rest for the evening. They are weak and may not be able to continue if we...you do not allow it.”

      “Lunos, the only reason you are back is because I have changed our laws. I would still be within my right to kill you, as you broke the law previous to that. Though you do have knowledge that is paramount to my rightful ascension as ruler of the world.”

      “You are right, my King, in every aspect. I am also looking out for your ascension and as your counsel I am advising you that the humans that are running are wounded to the point where they can no longer move quickly. Our humans could very well die if they are turned again; if that happens we will have completely lost our army.”

      I expected an outburst from Xavier—how he didn’t give a shit, that if the humans died then he would kill all the remaining combatants himself. But it never came. That was a revelation to me; just how far Lunos had worked himself into Xavier’s mind.

      “Have the scum rest. We will kill the humans when the sun rises so they can better watch their destruction.” Xavier commanded it as if he’d come up with the idea himself. The Lycan overlords made short work of corralling the remaining people. What looked like raw rats were handed out to the starving captives who ate greedily of the rodents, taking as many bites as they could before it was wrested from their hands so another could eat. This continued until there was nothing left.

      I can’t say the rat looked good, but it had been a while since I’d eaten anything and thinking about eating caused a gurgle in my stomach. I could only hope no one else heard. I’d not been expecting to stay where I was for the long haul. The Lycan weren’t overly cautious about their defenses, obviously nothing out there was willingly going to take on this army. But I was way too close. I had a Lycan sleeping not more than ten feet from me. The humans weren’t much farther. Moving without being spotted was on the low end of the probability scale. Even if the Lycan was out like a light I could not count on the humans not shouting out in alarm if I was discovered. I’d killed as many of them as the Lycan had—maybe more. I was as much a bogeyman as the hairy thing next to me. I’d have to wait it out and hope that none of the Lycan decided to use my tree as an outhouse.

      On a side note, the packs weren’t sitting more than twenty feet from me, if I knew which one it was I would have chanced taking it and scampering away. Maybe I could make it to a river and dump the thing before I was dragged down. “This whole thing sucks donkey dicks,” I muttered. Covered by dirt and trapped by Lycan and werewolf soon-to-bes and for a fleeting second fried rat sounded like something I’d eat. Maybe with a side of coleslaw and some honey mustard sauce it might be palatable? Shit. I needed to focus. I had to figure Mathieu was back in the general vicinity by now; hopefully he was a little smarter than myself and would stay back a reasonable distance. I needed a plan, an actual thought-out plan. One where I figured out one course of action over another, weighing risks versus rewards that also give me the best chance of survival. Those were all great words. Now, if I could just do something with them instead of just “thought service”. Yup, I was full of ideas. The tricky part was moving them out into the real world. Easier dreamed up than performed. Story of my fucking life. A good start would have been to ask Azile what the damned flower looked like. There was a good chance I could open the bag I needed and not even realize what I was looking at. I could wait until morning when they got ready to dose the people, but by then everyone would be awake and I’d not get very far. I looked out at the gathering. Some of the people were huddled around a small campfire that did little to stop their shivering from malnutrition and exposure. I was counting how many steps from the fire to the bags. Would I be able to catch them on fire and would they quickly burn enough to be unsalvageable? I’d moved my foot in preparation to get up when I detected something coming my way through my peripheral vision. I froze. Had so minor an infraction exposed my position? I could not make out exactly who or what was coming my way as I did not want to turn my head to get a better look.

      “You have got to be shitting me.” Pretty sure that was vocalized. It was Lunos; he sat against the tree opposite mine. There are a lot of unexplainable coincidences in the world, this wasn’t one of them. Him picking that tree I mean. We stayed that way in silence for nearly five minutes. I was beginning to think maybe I was wrong about my initial assumption.

      “I would be quite the hero if I but shouted out in alarm.” His voice was low and gravelly. Most Lycan weren’t used to whispering, but it was something he’d had to master over the years.

      “What are you waiting for?” No fucking clue why I was so annoyed he hadn’t ratted me out. Maybe it was because I was mad at putting myself in a situation in which he could do just that. I’d had a feeling he’d spotted me earlier. My hubris had kept me from relocating then.

      “Are you in such a rush?” He sounded amused.

      “You sound like my girlfriend.”

      “Careful, Old One.”

      “I didn’t necessarily mean that as a bad thing.”

      He seemed to think on that for a moment.

      “Lunos, what exactly is going on here?”

      “I have a lot of things to consider at the moment. I am wondering if it would indeed be beneficial to me to have you captured and subsequently killed.”

      “What do you want from me?” I turned my head, quietly looking for the best avenue of escape should the chips fall on the wrong side.

      “What I need,” he stressed that last word, “is for you to kill my brother, but so far, that seems to be something you cannot accomplish.”

      “Kill him? Kill Xavier. Don’t think for one moment I haven’t been trying. Why don’t you do it your damn self and save us both the trouble?”

      There was a snort, although a snort from a Lycan sounds pretty ominous. “If I could do that I would have no need of you at all.”

      “I would think with that big brain of yours, you would have found a way to poison him or perhaps make him fall into a trap of some sort.”

      “I need a way that does not implicate me. In truth, it would be much better if I was the one that took care of the problem...that took care of him.”

      “So let me get this straight, you want me to kill Xavier so that you can kill me?”

      “Yes. That would be perfect.”

      “For what?” Then it hit me. “Oh, I get it. You’re all of a sudden a fan of this ruling the world shit.”

      “It has its benefits. I have lived on the edge for so long I have forgotten what it feels like to be a part of something. And now I wish to be a part of something big. Something which history can be written upon.”

      “Your kind don’t seem like historians. Are you really going to start erecting monuments in you likeness and opening up libraries with your revisionist shit? Yo, Sasquatch, you daydreaming over there? You’d be forcing an evolution on your kind that doesn’t really fit the mold. You think baby Lycan are going to sit in school all day and learn about the great and mighty Lunos?”

      “If I decree it.”

      “Oh, you’re a special kind of crazy. What makes you think I would help you get rid of one crazy motherfucking Lycan and replace him with an even bat shit crazier one?”

      “Because my brother will never come to an understanding with humans. He wishes to eradicate them completely from the planet.”

      “Oh, and you wish to save us?”

      “Some, yes.”

      “That whole cattle thing isn’t going to work. People get funny about being eaten. Strange reaction, I know, but that’s just the way it is.”

      “Well, I don’t see the need to have you around, then, if you’re not willing to work with me.” There was rustling as he began to stand.

      “Whoa, whoa. Just...whoa. Hold on for a second. Let’s not do anything hasty.” I could hear him sitting back down. “I still plan on killing Xavier.”

      “It seems we are back on the same path.”

      This was a calculated risk but I dove completely in, not even knowing if there was water in this particular pool. “I’ve also added you to my list.”

      “How long is this ‘list of retribution and revenge’ that my name has been placed on?” Again he seemed more bemused than worried.

      “Oh, just the two of you, I suppose. For now.”

      “Is there an order to this list?”

      “Names go to the top when the opportunity strikes.”

      “What if I were to assist you in the murder of my brother?”

      “Well, that would definitely accord you preferential treatment.”

      “We could work together on this, become allies for those precious few moments in time.”

      “That’s it, Lunos? You would kill your brother so casually?”

      “Do not attempt to impose your human feelings and emotions onto those of a Lycan. We are equipped with very different sets. Dominance over all others at the expense of all things is our main driving force.”

      “So the one thing you have had so little of is what you now crave the most?”

      “Yes. Now that I have but tasted a sample I wish to have the entire meal to myself.”

      “You’re the far more dangerous brother, Lunos. Xavier is just a heavy handed brute; he’s predictable. You, on the other hand, are entirely too smart. I feel like I’m making a deal with the devil to kill a demon. But since Xavier is my primary enemy right now, I will use your help to dispose of the despot and then deal with the consequences later.”

      “Splendid, Michael. I thought that we would be able to come to some sort of understanding.”

      “Can you answer me something?”

      “Make it quick. My presence here will draw attention soon.”

      “Why did you return to Xavier in the first place?”

      “Because I could. I had a suspicion about your friend Mathieu, and I knew if I could prove his worth to my brother he would value my counsel and I could regain his trust.”

      “That was a pretty big gamble.”

      “Not really. I knew which plants he harvested and I conducted my own experiments.”

      “Why, then? Why bother kidnapping Mathieu in the first place?”

      “You cannot see the answer for the questions. I have my brother miles from his home. His Lycan are exhausted. He is running low on human subjects, and you are here.” With that he got up and walked away.

      Son of a bitch. It’s not Xavier’s trap I fell into but rather Lunos’. How can I possibly show my face at the annual Half-Vamp Mixer next July after being duped by two hairy bastards? It was dawning on me that Lunos wanted me to kill Xavier but he’d not actually given me a way to do it. Short of a missile strike I was still at a loss. I was pondering my next move when I heard a disturbance over by the huddled people. Lunos was over there storming around, knocking a few on the tops of their heads and cursing their stupidity for almost tripping him. His tantrum was still in full effect as he left their circle. He kicked two of the bags about ten feet away from the others. The people cowered and waited for him to leave, then the bearers of the bags went and placed those two back in the neat pile they had been in. There are a thousand sayings: not the brightest bulb, not the sharpest pencil, sharp as a marble, couldn’t pour water out of a boot with the instructions on the heel—that kind of thing. This though, this I got. He’d just showed me the two bags I needed to destroy. Dumber than a box of hair, my antenna doesn’t pick up all the channels… “I get it!” I shouted at my psyche. “Oh forget it.” ...donated his brain to science before he was done with it… Apparently I was on a roll with giving myself shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        MATHIEU

      

    

    
      MATHIEU WAS TORN when he heard the werewolves coming toward him. If he turned now he could beat them back to Azile and help her defend those that remained. Or he could avoid detection and forge ahead to find Michael and finish what they’d decided to do. He’d left the trail and gone into the woods, far enough away he felt reasonably sure that he would avoid detection. His heart nearly lurched from his throat when two deer bounded past in an effort to get away from the approaching horde.

      “Whoo! Scared the hell out of me.” He looked up in time to see a werewolf looking over at him. “Spoke too soon,” he said as he stood and transformed. The werewolf hesitated, not sure what to do. Mathieu had no such doubts about his intended target. His swipe laid open the other’s throat. Blood poured forth from the inches deep, foot-long wound. Mathieu moved quickly away from the spot as he heard more of them coming. He’d not gone far when he heard talking.

      “Zayez! Something is out here with us!” Mathieu chanced a glance. He saw a Lycan standing over the body of the werewolf that was still alive, choking on its own blood as the liquid filled its lungs. It paws were clenched around its throat attempting to stem the flow. Another Lycan came over to investigate. Its massive head scanned the immediate area looking for threats.

      “Is the Old One out there?” Zayez asked. There was a note of trepidation in its voice. Lycan and vampire had battled for countless millennia. A healthy fear had been fostered in Lycan young from birth. Xavier was attempting to change that attitude but old mindsets still lived on.

      “I do not smell the earthy scent...perhaps a bear?” Ardron answered.

      “It makes no difference. The bear has done us a favor. One less mongrel in the world.”

      “Let’s go. I do not like being this close to the diseased ones if I do not have to be. Once the humans are dead I am going to kill all of these infected and tell Xavier they died in battle.”

      “He will not like that.”

      “Then perhaps he should stop turning our food into poison.” Ardron violently kicked the downed werewolf. It rolled twice before coming to a stop a few feet away. The two Lycan bounded off to keep an eye on the rest of their charges.

      Mathieu waited a few minutes to make sure he was not surprised again. By this time, he figured he’d lost his chance to go back and decided to push forward. The force was too small to attack, he rightly figured it to be a patrol. He’d found where the Lycan had settled in for the night easily enough; locating Michael was not quite as simple. The Lycan had not posted guards and this gave him the opportunity to get close. He would have expected more activity if Michael had been discovered and was being held captive. Maybe even some celebration, if he’d been killed. The quiet therefore contained some comfort by that rationale.

      He was tempted a few times to call out his name, but refrained from doing so. There were too many variables to contend with, this close to the enemy. As the night wore on, he began pulling back to find a place to rest when he witnessed one of the Lycan behaving oddly. It sat down against a tree and seemed to be talking to itself.

      “What the hell?” Mathieu was not close enough to hear what he was saying. There was a slight movement on the other side of the tree that grabbed and would not let go of his attention. He could just make out that someone was hiding there. It was Michael, of that he was certain. What he could not figure out was why the Lycan, who most definitely knew he was there as well, had not alerted the others. “That has to be Lunos. Now what, my friend? Is he merely toying with you before he has you killed?” Mathieu did not know what to do. He decided he would wait and then react to whatever happened next.

      “I’d like to say I trust that you know what you’re doing, Michael,” he whispered, “but then we would both be wrong.” Mathieu got ready to move as the Lycan stood. It walked away and towards the people, making a great show about some falsified transgression. Then it deliberately kicked a couple of the packs aside. “It can’t be...can it?” Mathieu asked, putting the pieces together much quicker than his friend. There hadn’t been any movement in the camp for over an hour, and even Mathieu, who had been on high alert, was beginning to flag. That was until he saw Mike’s hand reach to the tree in an assist as he got into a crouching position. Mike’s attention was completely riveted on the strewn bags.

      “Too dangerous, Michael,” Mathieu said breathlessly. As if those very words spurred him on, Mike was in the open. His speed was an advantage, but he hadn’t gone completely unnoticed, one of the men sleeping closest to the bags had sat up just as Mike grabbed them. There was no hesitation in his actions as he plunged a knife deep into the chest of the person who’d had the misfortune to awake. Mike had covered his victim’s mouth so he could not yell out with his last breath. The man’s demise was dealt with such adroitness that Mathieu was certain it would be many moments before the Specter of Death would realize the passing and could come to collect his due. Mike stood in a half crouch and made a straight line for the woods. His path would come within feet of where Mathieu was hiding.

      Mathieu knew he had to be careful with his next series of actions; if he startled Mike there was no telling what the other would do. One of them could get killed before they ever even knew what had happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 14

      

    

    
      I DIDN’T HESITATE in the least when I broke through that man’s chest plate with my knife. It didn’t matter that he was a victim, didn’t matter that I was orders of magnitude stronger than him. Brother, father, son, still nothing. It was me or him. I’d boiled down survival to its most basic form. I’d surprised the poor bastard and he was on the verge of calling out; it was as simple as that. The Lycan would have made short work of me and I was pretty friggen’ sick of getting beat the hell up. I was twenty feet into the woods when I heard pursuit.

      “So close,” I mumbled. The thought of turning and fighting sounded promising but not until I unloaded these bags, preferably over a huge cliff into a raging river below, though I knew of no such place in the general vicinity. The Lycan behind me chased in a silence I’d not been expecting. Was it Lunos changing his mind, or maybe coming to tell me more details of his plan for global domination?

      “Mike. Michael,” drifted to my ears after about five minutes of running. I turned to see Mathieu chasing after, breathing out my name. He was in his werewolf form. He changed over when he saw me slow, then stop.

      “Good to see you.”

      “I saw you conversing with one of the Lycan.”

      “Lunos.”

      “So that was him. I thought it must be.”

      “Get this,” I told him. “He wants me to kill his brother, and as much as I want Xavier dead, I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

      “How is killing the Lycan leader not a good idea?”

      “Because Lunos fancies himself a dictator in training. He wants it all to himself and that fucker is entirely too smart. I think the right play is to rat out Lunos and deal with Xavier later.”

      “Seems to me if you have an ally on the inside you should use him to your advantage.”

      “Yeah, you’d think that,” I said. “Do you need any of this shit before I get rid of it?”

      I watched as Mathieu opened up the bags; there was almost reverence as he did so. He had the same look I would have if I opened them up and there were bacon cheeseburgers and pizza in there, maybe some hot wings and a six pack of beer and a small television with a game on, any game, except soccer or golf, yeah, neither of those, but otherwise any game. Well, maybe not Nascar either, though...is that really a game?

      “I cannot even imagine how long it took to harvest this much of it. I would like to take all of it…” I swear he licked his lips, “..but that would be irresponsible of me. What if I were to get caught again?”

      “Speaking of which, Lunos had already known your secret long before he had you grabbed. All of that was a set-up to isolate Xavier, make him vulnerable—get him killed when he was at his weakest.”

      Mathieu looked over to me as if to ascertain why I was so worried about Lunos. “So now what?”

      “Getting out of this general area would be a good start. Xavier is going to go crazy when he realizes his party favors have gone missing.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to stick around?”

      “Tell me what you’re thinking, Mathieu. Seems like you’ve got an idea rattling around in that trap of yours.”

      “Not only will Xavier be extremely mad but so will those that have followed him for all these miles. What do you think he has promised them? At least complete and total victory, and now he will not be able to deliver on that.”

      “It’s not quite over Mathieu, there’s more Lycan here than there are people with Azile and Bailey.”

      “They won’t realize that at first. They will be too angry at the deception. This might be the opportunity that Lunos has given you.”

      “What am I supposed to do, just walk in there and challenge him again? If your memory is a little foggy I’ll remind you that he not only handed me my ass, he kicked it pretty well before handing it over. I would think you would remember the part about having to swoop in and save it. I was the bloody lump you were carrying in your arms.”

      Maybe he was right. Maybe this was my one and only chance to have another showdown with Xavier. Don’t know who either of us were kidding though. The Lycan leader was faster, stronger, and probably smarter. There was just no way I was going to be able to take him down in a fair fight. Does the concept of being “fair” really apply to a fight that will inevitably end in a death? There is no honor in dying, anyway. Got to love when people say: “He died with honor,” like he gives a shit, like that makes it easier on his family. Here’s a little clue, he doesn’t give a shit. He’s dead. I wasn’t above cheating to win, especially if that meant staying alive. I could always talk out my feelings of remorse and poor sportsmanship with a therapist later. No, the real question was, how in the hell was I going to cheat better than Xavier?

      We both stopped. I was somewhere deep in thought about dumping lava onto Xavier from the bucket of an excavator or something and Mathieu was most likely figuring out how to construct a sled so he could haul my broken ass away from wherever we ended up fighting. The roar stilled every creature in the woods. Apparently, our subterfuge had been discovered.

      “He sounds angry,” Mathieu whispered to me.

      “I don’t think he’s going to hear you.” I hadn’t even realized that I’d answered him in virtually the same way. “So much for going back and sneaking a knife in him. There’s always a drone strike, I’ll just need to get into NORAD and figure out how to get the satellites back online. All of that would be easier than trying to take King Wrong down.”

      “King Wrong?”

      “It’s a lot funnier if you know what I’m talking about.”

      “As usual, I’ll take your word for it.”

      We stood there for a while, long enough that the bugs and the rest of the woodland creatures took up their songs of survival again. The big question hung heavy; at least until I voiced it.

      “What the hell do we do now?” I asked.

      “Go back and catch up to the others.”

      “Don’t you, at least, want to take a peek at how pissed off Xavier is?”

      “Did you not just tell me that you wanted nothing to do with a direct confrontation with Xavier?”

      “Who said anything about a fight? At great personal risk to ourselves we have laid a big fat turd on Xavier’s plans and I think we should, at least, get a glimpse of his expression. A little reaping of rewards.”

      “These are dangerous games you play, Michael. Is it not good enough to know that we have won this battle?”

      “Anger clouds judgment, especially his. Who knows? If he does something stupid maybe we can take advantage of it.” That sounded very Art of War-ish, even to me. Maybe even slightly pretentious, like I actually knew what the fuck I was talking about. The reality, I think, was that I was just sick of it. Sick of fighting, of killing. Even morticians take vacations. And no sooner had those thoughts entered into my mind when the coin flipped and I was granted a glimpse of why I’d been put on the earth to begin with. Why I’d hoarded weaponry, why I learned how to fight. Why after the zombie problem was over I was put into deep storage for a century and a half and then dragged out from underneath the protective covers. Dusted off, patted on the ass, and set about my merry mayhem way.

      Fighting, killing—that was my lot in life; why I’d been created. Why I couldn’t go back to whence I came. I’d become such an abomination even my creator had closed the door to my return; had in fact, hit me in the ass with it on my way out.

      “Yeah, well, fuck you too!” I shouted.

      “Are you talking to me?” Mathieu asked.

      “What? Sorry, my thoughts ran away from me.”

      “So you were cursing at them?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You know that I willingly fight by your side. There are times, like now, that I doubt the wisdom of my choice.”

      “You’re not the first. You need to be quiet now, Mathieu, we’re getting close.”

      Mathieu looked exasperated, considering it was me that had the outburst. That was just one of my many talents; I was able to turn it around and make it look like it was he putting us in danger.

      We got to the edge of where the Lycan were. All eyes were on Xavier as he stomped around like a rich, entitled, spoiled five-year-old brat who had just been told he could not get the new transformer action figure because he’d not finished his giant bag of candy. Xavier was having a meltdown. He was stomping down like his feet were on fire, his arms swinging wildly like a very uncoordinated Cowboys’ cheerleader. It was on the edge of comical. I mean, not to the other Lycan, they looked terrified as they watched their leader, hoping that none of that wrath came flinging their way. It was all fun and games until he did find a victim, or in this case multiple ones. He ripped into his human captives with unmitigated aggression. I’d never seen anything like it in my entire existence and I hope the experience is never repeated.

      Body parts were shredded; a horror porn B-movie wouldn’t have done what was happening here—it was too over the top, too unbelievable. Arms, legs, heads, torsos, flew up in the air independent of the bodies they’d once been attached to. The more people tried to scramble away from him, the quicker he would chase them down and unleash his savagery. A blender with the lid off could not have produced the scene before us. Mathieu turned away, I wished I could have as well. Given the chance I would have killed those people too, though not in remotely the same manner. No matter that they were once innocents, they were now weapons and his destroying them only benefited us. Why, then, did I feel compelled to stop him at all costs?

      He’d outright killed over twenty and maimed nearly double that by the time he had stopped, probably from exhaustion. Not one of his victims had tried to stop him or even run away. To just take what is given goes against everything I believe in. If you want to be a victim, just do nothing. There will always be those who will oblige you. Somewhere deep inside of me was a nugget of compassion for these defeated, ruined individuals. Perhaps in their deaths was the mercy of release.

      “Shut up you sniveling little insects!” Xavier screamed to the wailing going on all around him. “Shut them up!” he commanded his soldiers. The handlers moved in quickly sidestepping around Xavier. They were much more efficient as they silenced those that were gravely wounded. Within minutes, the mayhem had died down to merely the crying of the damned. It was a mournful sound, much more heart-rending than the slaughter had been.

      Xavier had been circling the encampment, even came within a stone’s throw of us. I was thinking our confrontation was going to happen a little sooner than I’d expected. I was shaken after seeing his bloody tirade, I was not quite in the proper frame of mind for a showdown. He walked to the center and spoke.

      “We’re leaving now.”

      Lycan looked at each other, unsure of exactly what he meant, or where they were going. I noticed Lunos hanging back, not saying anything. He looked smug, judgmental even, if I had to put a finger on it. Nobody moved, it looked like everyone had been flash frozen in place.

      “We attack. We attack and finish off the rest of them!”

      “We have no werewolves,” one of the handlers ventured cautiously.

      “We have them,” he sneered as he pointed to the people remaining. “We will let human filth fight human filth.”

      That seemed to be something they could all get onboard with; certainly they weren’t about to fight their own battle. The place cleared out faster than a football stadium after the home team lost in overtime. Mathieu and I moved out from our place of concealment and were standing right where Xavier had been not five minutes before.

      “Now what?” Mathieu asked as he looked around, making sure to completely avoid the sight of the destroyed and broken bodies laying to our left.

      “What choice do we have? We follow. See if we can harangue from the rear.” As far as shitty ends of the stick, this was definitely it. The Lycan would be to the rear. How we were going to do this was tricky, they weren’t moving all that fast, considering they could only go as fast as the humans that led them. We couldn’t just run up on them from the path, they’d see us coming, which meant when we got close enough we would have to veer into the woods and match pace with them through all manner of growth. It wasn’t the greatest idea and I couldn’t imagine we’d be able to kill or injure more than two of them. But it would slow them down, it would give Azile and them more time and that made it a worthwhile endeavor. The captives couldn’t have been moving much faster than a trot. When we came around a curve in the path we saw Lycan and they were almost shuffling they were moving so slowly.

      I gripped the sword tightly that Mathieu had given me. “You ready?”

      “I wonder what my life would be like if I had left you to die that day I stumbled upon you in the woods. If I had not helped, you would have surely died.”

      “I would have for sure. My guess is you would have met a beautiful woman that completely understood your condition and wanted you to move to her castle down south where you could make more babies than you could count, all the while she would feed you grapes and rub expensive oils on your feet.”

      “It all sounded pretty good until you went to the feet.”

      “Too far?” He nodded. “Alright, let’s get on opposite sides of the pathway. I’ll take the one with that streak of lighter hair down his back. When we’re done with our strike we head back this way. Stay in the woods.”

      “What if they follow?”

      “They won’t at first, not without Xavier’s say-so.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “It’s what the British used to do during the American Revolution when the rebels attacked their columns. I’m not sure I can really apply that here but it’s the best I have to go on.”

      “Your confidence in your conviction is waning.”

      “Because I absolutely have no clue if this shit is going to work or not. Let’s move while I’m still in the doubt phase.”

      “Comforting.”

      The Lycan, for the most part, were moving along, unaware and unbothered. My target had his head down as he trudged on. Maybe his morale was low, maybe he was thinking about getting back to his old ways, maybe like most males he wasn’t thinking about anything at all except what was right in front of him. Not my concern. He never even glanced my way as I came out of the woods. Sword held out in front of me, I drove it straight through his mid-section. Fur parted or was cut short as the sword gained purchase, skin peeled back, muscle unraveled. The steel was firmly entrenched in his stomach before he even knew what was happening. He doubled over the blade as I pulled back. More flesh tore as he turned to see who had attacked him. Mathieu came out from the other side, his sword slicing high on the shoulder of the one next to my victim, the edge of the blade biting deeply into his exposed neck. Our momentum brought each of us past the other and back into the woods. We’d struck fast and deadly.

      Cries of alarm sprang up just as I felt the first tugs from the branches and brambles I was now blazing through. We’d taken out two Lycan in a surprise attack; the odds we could do that again had been drastically reduced. We’d made it a few hundred yards back behind the column; Mathieu and I stared, caught our breath, and then just looked at each other from across the path, both of us wondering what the hell we were we going to do next. The issue was forced onto us as two more Lycan came thundering up the pathway.

      “Shit.” Pretty much my first response in any bad situation, so I’d had great practice in the proper inflection.

      “Staying or fleeing?” Mathieu asked.

      My first inclination was to stay; neither newcomer was Xavier and one on one with these foot soldiers seemed decent odds given the circumstances, until a third came into view. Then my choice was made.

      “Run. I’ll see you where we met up last time. Don’t let them get those flowers, and good luck, my friend.”

      “Luck to you as well.” He melted into the woods almost instantaneously, that brown fur was great camouflage; I wouldn’t have minded having a pelt right about now. It didn’t take too long to realize that his blending-in tactic worked a little too fucking well. Instead of splitting up, all three Lycan came right at me.

      “Should have stayed together.” I didn’t swear, I let my tone speak for itself. Taking on three Lycan without a rifle was suicide by lupine. I could hear them crashing through the woods, my only real chance was going to be getting into thicker vegetation in the hope that they would be slowed down and I, the sleeker, faster, furless wonder, would have enough time to forge parts and assemble a machine gun. That’s about how confident I felt that I was going to be able to make a clean getaway; that my thoughts were drifting to the absurd. Where the hell were the vampire traits of old? Shouldn’t I have been able to turn into a bat? My luck there’d be a platoon of eagles looking for food at the very moment I took flight. I’d be all huffing and puffing, beating my wings like a madman on acid atop a roof who is convinced he can fly. I think Trip once insisted he did fly doing that. Although it was Stephanie, his wife, that told me after he “landed” in the back yard, the doctors at the hospital gave him some Dilodin, which often makes one feel like they are flying. It was all the same to Trip.

      Anyway, I’d be all trying to keep airborne, figuring out how to keep from spinning or pulling to either direction, and meanwhile the eagles would be soaring majestically nearby before spotting my flight of the bumblebee and come to investigate. Maybe flying to get away wasn’t such a great idea after all; then again, maybe I could just perch upside down from a high branch and wait it out. I was moving deeper into the woods, angling to the left and what looked like a crop of tall reeds. Wasn’t sure if that would slow my pursuers down, but it was worth a shot. Didn’t think much of the squelching noise as I neared the edge of sawgrass. In fact, I paid no attention at all until I charged ten steps in and my boot was just about wrenched from my leg and foot. The suction from the deep, sticky mud was leeching all of my speed away. I got frantic as I started pulling my legs up higher and with more force.

      The Lycan were closing in to the point that I could hear their labored breaths. I didn’t dare turn; I knew what was happening without having to visually confirm it. The loud squish of paw meeting mud followed immediately. Then there was another, one more, then....nothing. I kept goose-stepping, thinking the Lycan had launched and was about to bowl into me. I glanced up and over my shoulder, expecting a snarling face poised to rip mine to pieces. That wasn’t quite the situation. The Lycan that had followed me into the mud was stuck—wedged tight, even. The mud had grabbed him nearly knee deep. He was struggling for all he was worth to get free. Anger etched across his features, although that did change quick enough when he realized that I knew what was going on and was coming back for him.

      There was a flash of fear, desperation, maybe some resignation, then a complete circle right back to really pissed off. His long arm swung out, I met his gesture with my sword. Lopped three of his fingers off just like that. By now, the second and third of the chasers had caught up, the second, not one to grasp simple concepts, was now up to his ankles in the quagmire and still trying to get to where we were. I’m sure the first was hoping it was to help a buddy out, but I knew Lycan enough to know it was all about killing me, not coming to aid his comrade. The second one must have had a few extra burritos for lunch; he got locked in about five feet from where we were. Didn’t stop the mentally challenged one from striking out. All he succeeded in doing though was laying open claw wounds on Leftie’s back.

      My target forgot about me pretty quickly as he received friendly fire. I moved in closer and drove the point of my sword straight through his throat. The steel bobbed up and down as the great beast tried to catch a breath, blood bubbling all around the wound, down his throat, and into his lungs. I was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t even have the wherewithal to strike out. Lycan number three was obviously the brains of the outfit; he didn’t join in our little mud-wrestling match. He ran around the edge trying to find a solid way in. Him I would deal with eventually. I turned my attention to Mr. Dirty Paws. Giving him a cat name made the muscular, six hundred pound weapon seem less dangerous. And you would be right in thinking that was about as effective as it sounded.

      “You cannot kill me,” he snarled.

      Bravado or prophesy? Either way, I didn’t like how convinced he sounded. Was thinking maybe I’d just leave him there to waste away in that quick-mud. Death by bug bites would be justice served in the most devious of ways. I was beginning to turn away to find a spot to place my foot that would not entail me sinking as well or getting more mud in my boot.

      “Once you are dead, Old One...” I could have squeezed liquid contempt from those words if I were so inclined.

      “Don’t say it, Mr. Dirty Paws. Stop there.” Of course he didn’t, just not in this particular one’s genetic make-up. He’d followed the other in after seeing him getting stuck, and even when I was on the verge of leaving his mangy hide, he just couldn’t leave it alone.

      “Once you are dead, I am going to feast on the Witch.”

      “I knew it, I just fucking knew you were gonna do it. Just too fucking stupid and ignorant to walk away. Well, I mean, not that you could anyway, but you get the idea.” I turned, his arms were up waiting for me to get close enough that he could use them. My sword bit deeply into his right forearm digging a groove two inches deep and almost a foot wide. He didn’t blink. “Great. Not only do I get a Lycan with the IQ of a toaster, but he feels no pain. Ever hear about death by a thousand slices? No? Well I guess we’re going to see how close to that number we can get.”

      Number Three began to howl, maybe in ineffectual rage or possibly in the hopes he could get some back-up. If I got out of this particular shit hole, I was going to see if I could find some Rosetta software and take a course in Lycan language. I think it’s a derivative of Germanic, very guttural. I got another chop into that right arm, it dipped down as he lost some muscle control. There was no part of me that felt sorry for him. I concentrated my effort on his still deadly left arm, doing my best to take it out of the equation by slicing it up. Two of his major weapons had been neutralized yet he still looked as fierce as when we’d began this death dance. His arms hung uselessly by his sides, ribbons of muscle glistened in the sun; more of it exposed than encased now.

      I wanted to cut that offending mouth clean off his face. Instead, I pierced his chest, not sure if I’d hit the heart initially, but I twisted and torqued that thing until I figured I’d ripped through enough vital parts that it didn’t matter if I’d made a direct strike. My teeth were clenched and I think I was snarling as I forced the life out of him.

      “You’re next, dipshit!” I wasn’t even going to try and evade the third; I was heading right for him once dumbass was dispatched. At least, that was the plan, until I realized the help he’d been calling for had shown up. But that wasn’t quite right. It took my anger-clouded brain a moment to realize Mathieu had come back and plunged a sword through the third’s back mid-howl and dropped him to his knees. He was dead before his head could collide with the earth.

      “You okay?” Mathieu asked breathlessly.

      “I’m...yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” I said haltingly. It took a few moments before I could completely shake the rage free. I high stepped my way back to Mathieu who reached out an arm when I was close enough and yanked me free from the clutches of the ground. “You’ll get your chance again,” I told the ground, in a foreshadowing of death. “Just not today.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Mathieu looked around.

      “Fate, I suppose. Thanks for the help.”

      “Thank him.” Mathieu pointed back to the dead Lycan. “If he hadn’t started howling I would have never found you.”

      “Wow. That sucks. Call for help and bring an assassin right to you. Poetic justice.”

      “How did you know they would get stuck?” He was referring to the mud marsh.

      I planned on giving him a spiel about how I had scoped the location out and then done some trial runs with test dummies but for once I went with the straight truth. Not as impressive, but much easier to remember. “Dumb fucking luck.”

      “That’s what I figured.”

      “It’s still pretty good dumb luck.”

      “I am happy you are alive, Michael, but you do not get credit as a tactician for luck.”

      “Fine. You ready to go?” I asked.

      “You want to keep attacking from behind?”

      “Naw. This time I think we should get ahead and defend with the rest of them. Xavier’s not going to stop until he’s dead or we are.”

      “And Lunos?”

      “I’m not sure how you figure I would know what’s going on in the mind of a psychotic Lycan. Maybe we’ll get lucky and a micrometeor strike will come and wipe out the hunting party and the day will be saved.”

      “Does that kind of thing really happen?”

      “Only in books, and even then it’s not believable.”

      We stayed on the path for as long as we could. The Lycan in the rear seemed much more vigilant, especially since at least two of them had been killed and three were missing in action. We peeled off to the right and got far enough in that our less than quiet passage would not be noticed. It was not exceedingly difficult to get past the starved human-led column. I’d had enough with being poked by brambles and scratched by branches. I cut back in, maybe a little quicker than caution dictated, but if any of the people saw us they weren’t in a rush to say anything about it. To do so would mean that the Lycan would only push them harder than they were already going. I’d not gone much farther when I saw Oggie standing in the middle of the pathway. The sight of him at first sent a quiver of fear through me but he looked happy enough, the stub of a tail wagging as he waited to greet me.

      “Hell of a place to meet up.” I patted his head before we continued back to Azile.

      “Consider yourself lucky you don’t have to pull burrs from your fur for the next six months.” I was covered in the little brown offending fauna. Looked a little like a mutated porcupine, though my quills were pointing inwards and scraping against my skin in a hundred different spots.

      He barked. He said, “Pretty happy I don’t have all that on me too,” or maybe it was, “Got any beef jerky?”

      Mathieu came pounding through the woods another hundred yards from where I’d emerged. Bull in a china shop did no justice to the sound he made as he forced his way through.

      “Infernal vines! I will burn this whole place down!” His arms were pinwheeling as he pulled through the vegetation. Every once in a while he would use his large maw to tear through something. “It is like they are trying to ensnare me in their clutches!”

      If we weren’t being chased, or in this case followed, I would have taken a moment to enjoy Mathieu’s suffering.

      “If at any point you want to get back on the path, you should,” I told him. I received a glare worthy of the ages. I was trying to find a balance in the pacing, quick enough to give ample warning to those in front, but not so fast we got tired. In reality that didn’t matter much, we caught up to them entirely too quickly. What was left of our force wouldn’t fill up a school bus. We had roughly a half hour lead on the Lycan, maybe less; they weren’t overly pushing their people but ours were hardly moving.

      There wasn’t much more than acknowledgment that we had returned, Azile was cool in her greeting. Got to figure she was pretty sick of my constant straying from the game plan. I don’t know why she would have expected anything different.

      “Should we stop, Azile?” We were trotting at best, at times we were shuffling. There was no more point in running. It wasn’t like there was a fort we were striving for or a great river that would divide us from the enemy. We weren’t marching towards death, exactly, but we certainly weren’t marching away from it either. “Let’s sit, eat a last meal. Maybe share a smile.”

      “You’re right.” Her head sank. “Goddamnit, you’re right.”

      “Well, you don’t have to say it like you lost a bet.”

      “Bailey, is this not a good place to die?” Azile asked.

      “As good as any,” was the stoic reply.

      “Great. You have absolutely no idea how fucking sick of running I am. Used to enjoy it before I joined the Marines; it’s been all downhill since then.” I just stopped short and went to the side of the trail. There was a small ridge that looked like a perfect place to park my ass. I let out a heavy sigh of satisfaction as I landed. Mathieu sat across from me and handed over a hunk of jerky nearly the size of my head. I tore it in two unequal halves; Oggie snagged the bigger of the two before I could stop him.

      Azile paced back and forth a couple of times, deciding whether I was insane or incredibly intelligent or a blend of the two. Most likely the two halves would be as uneven as the jerky and on any given moment you could say which half was the dominant one. I was sitting, I had my dog, my friend, some food, and my friend that was a girl. How’s that for non-committal?

      “Screw it.” Azile sat down and took the other half of the meat that I was half an inch from having in my mouth. It took a few more seconds for word of the stop to pass down to the front, within a minute we were all congregated in that small area. There were some smiles among friends. Maybe some relief as well, because it was finally over. There’s a certain acceptance to that; I hate to say comfort, but it was akin to that. Death was no longer the terrifying unknown—by this time it had been a constant traveling companion. Instead of feeling fear, there was acceptance, almost a welcoming for the conclusion. There was no longer a need to worry.

      It wasn’t too long before the mood began to change to pensive, somber, in a few cases. We could hear the coming storm. It sounded a lot like zombies, the destroyed feet smacking wetly on the ground, the moans and groans of the suffering, mirroring the communication of the undead.

      “You ready?” I asked to no one in particular as I stood. Most likely it was to myself. Sword in right, left free for now, I’d grab my axe when needed. I’d like to think I had a war face on, but I was just too damned tired to pull it off. The people in front of the enemy column stopped short when they saw us standing there. They were immediately pushed over or to the side as the ones behind ran into them. Looked for a moment like Black Friday at Walmart, that was until the new leaders saw us and did their own version of the game Red Light Green Light and stopped in place. This continued three more times until the entire sad parade of people saw us. The cracks of multiple whips spurred them on. Death may have been familiar to us, but those poor people had become intimate with it. They stopped, they died, they moved forward, they died.

      Lana pinched my ass hard as she came up beside me. “Might be the only time I get to do that. I’m going out with a smile, and you can be mad if you want to, but it was worth it,” she smiled.

      After I’d recovered from the shock of being goosed, I think I blushed—if the flush of heat going up my neck was any indication.

      “Michael.” It was Azile.

      “How could I know she was going to do that?”

      “Do what?” she asked.

      “The what now?” I did my best to move on.

      She pointed to the woods. If I thought Lana had startled me, it was nothing in comparison to what I saw there. Fully armed and ready for battle Landians moved silently through the woods. Lana had moved out in front of me. I should have stepped to grab her but my attention was rapt on the sight to my side. Take a guess where my hand landed when she wasn’t exactly where I thought she was going to be? I fell forward into her back; my hand grabbed a significant portion of her posterior.

      “I’ll have you note that I am a princess!” she yelled indignantly.

      “Yeah? Then maybe you shouldn’t be grabbing other people’s asses. Get back here.” It was unfortunate, but the only handhold I had was her ass, so I pulled her back to me by the cheek. “Shhh,” I told her as she looked furiously at me. Her eyes grew wide when she finally saw what I’d seen. My ass infraction was immediately forgotten.

      “Oh,” she said.

      By now everyone had a good idea of what was happening, except for the Lycan and that was fine by me. In fact it would be in our best interests if they didn’t know what was happening, and I knew the perfect way to distract them.

      “Hey Xavier! Is your pansy ass out there? Or are you in the back with the old and the infirm?”

      He was a lot closer to the front than I’d expected. “The end is nigh Michael,” his voice boomed over the column. “Another Old One removed from the world will only add to my legend.”

      “Will that legend include how you didn’t do it personally but rather had your decrepit contaminated ones fight for you?”

      “Do not belittle my plans!” he roared. Birds alit from trees, animals fled.

      “Hey, don’t get mad, tough guy! I’m just looking out for your legacy. It would be a shame if there was an asterisk next to your name in the history books.” I knew he didn’t know what I was talking about, but he would have had a hard time missing the derision that those words were coated in.

      “Have you already forgotten the beating I administered to you? Perhaps it was the brain damage I inflicted.” He seemed pretty pleased with himself. “That is all your precious books need record.”

      Shit...maybe he did know what I was talking about. Never underestimate your enemy. “Wouldn’t it feel better if you could say you struck the final blow? Wouldn’t you feel better inside?”

      “I don’t swear much, Michael,” Mathieu whispered next to me, “but what the fuck are you doing?”

      “Stalling.”

      “By taunting the devil?”

      “Not much faith huh?”

      “Unlike you, I remember all too vividly how badly the last encounter ended.”

      “You have nothing left, Old One. Why would I risk anything? There is no sense to that course of action,” Xavier bragged. The mark of overconfidence.

      “Why the hell are Lycan so smart?” I asked softly. I could see some of the Lycan heads starting to glance around. They knew something was up. “I’ll tell you where the guns are!” There were many audible gasps from those around me. He was intrigued. I wasn’t sure if they could use them properly, but still the idea of that kind of power had to be intoxicating, especially to a megalomaniac like him.

      “How are you going to tell him if you’re dead?” Mathieu asked.

      “You’re really starting to downpour all over my parade, man,” I said out of the corner of my mouth.

      “How will you give me this information once I have killed you?”

      “See! He fucking heard you,” I told Mathieu.

      “How about this.” I was thinking fast, which unfortunately is not my strong point. “We meet in the middle, I’ll whisper it to you. The secret either lives or dies with you. Can you imagine? You wouldn’t even need the werewolves anymore.” That caught the attention of the other Lycan. Getting rid of the scourge would be a boon to them. More food, less work. “Come on...come on, you big fucking oaf,” I urged under my breath.

      “You reek of deception, Old One,” Xavier said, though I could hear hesitation in his voice.

      “Me? I am the epitome of virtue. The personification of integrity. The essence...”

      “Let it go,” Azile said. “Even Lana, who for some unknown reason worships the ground you walk on, thinks you have gone too far.”

      “Is that true?” I asked the girl.

      She nodded slightly. “Just a little bit.” She held her thumb a half-inch from her pointer finger for illustration.

      “You debase yourself in front of your people. Is all this bluster worth the extra time you have added on to your existence?” Xavier asked.

      “Surprisingly, Xavier, it is,” I answered him truthfully. The Landians had got into position on either side of the enemy column.

      Inuktuk shouted “Fire!” and they rose as one and loosed a volley of arrows to devastating results. Xavier knew the cost of running away, so instead urged everyone forward with the promise of death if they did not move fast enough. The infected humans wanted nothing to do with any of this and were merely trying to escape. They would need to be dealt with, but not right now. The Lycan were right on their heels and we could not spare the time to fight those that wished to pass. Xavier had locked his eyes on to me. He ripped through two people in his haste to get there.

      People were streaming past me in their haste to flee. Felt, and I guess actually was, just like one of those disaster movies I used to watch. Folks just losing their minds in the face of extreme adversity. Landians were shooting bolt after bolt into the Lycan and humans alike. Lycan had crashed into the brush and were tearing at the bowmen. Wintry screams of death frosted the air—ours, theirs. The battle for this age was being waged right here and right now. The winner would be able to lay claim on whatever remained. Many of the Landians had changed over from their bows to weapons of steel as the Lycan closed in. I stood my ground even as I was bombarded with errant shoulders from those that streamed by. Xavier was tossing friend and foe away with alacrity. Somehow Xavier and I were now all alone, engaged within our own little war. It was like we’d been removed from the battlefield and placed on a stage, left to act out this final scene.

      “You are the sole reason I am not victorious yet!” He pointed a finger that was nearly as large as my forearm.

      I thought about protesting, but what was the point? Sherlock had Professor Moriarty, Captain Ahab had Moby, and apparently I was stuck with Xavier. I guess I’d been hoping he was going to be cautious in his approach, tentative would have been nice. As it was, I barely ducked in time to not have my head removed. The bottom of his claw cuffed me above my right ear. The blow was still hard enough that I struck the ground and slid along the side of my head. I quickly pushed myself back up; mud coated my entire left side. I reached up and touched my head. It hurt like hell but none of the crucial fluid was leaking, except maybe my brain flowing through my ear canal.

      “You are nothing!” Xavier shouted. “How many times must I best you?”

      I didn’t come up with anything witty, I didn’t hesitate. I merely struck. He’d not been expecting that. When the steel bit into his side, he roared out in shock and pain, just as did I when the back of his hand crashed into my nose, shattering the appendage into blindness inducing tears. I could see little except red light filtering through my eyelids. I blinked rapidly trying to dispel the water that refracted every image into a kaleidoscope of imagery. Something, or someone, yanked me back. Wasn’t sure who, but that small gesture saved my life. I felt and heard a massive whoosh of air pass right in front of my face. I could just make out a large form coming up on my right. A glint of silver reflected in my watery jewel vision. The person stepped forward past me and engaged Xavier. My ruined nose exploded in pain as I tried my best to wipe my eyes dry.

      Xavier and my mystery savior had moved slightly away as they fought. I’d no sooner regained a semblance of sight when I heard the thud of a heavy impact and the snapping of multiple bones. Muncher folded in on himself, involuntarily wrapping his body around the blow from Xavier. There was shock and pain in his eyes, and then acceptance as he fell forward once Xavier removed his blood coated fist from Muncher’s torso. As the pit in my chest formed, my teeth elongated and my eyes dilated. Xavier had not even had the chance to turn fully on me as I attacked. My sword struck his elbow, slicing his arm open and exposing the joint as I hacked through connective tissue. I did not back up, but rather followed the path of my blade in closer. I dragged my teeth along his side before they finally caught and I was able to sink them in. I ripped a flap of meat nearly the size of a dinner plate from his tough hide.

      Tasted like you would expect lice and flea coated fur would. Xavier howled in pain as he twisted to get at me, but I’d already darted past, dragging my sword along his back, thankful for the razor blade honed on its edge as it sliced him from side to side. I’d inflicted damage but he was far from out of the fight. He twisted back; I ran headlong into another strike. Air was violently expelled from my lungs as I absorbed the hit. Felt like my chest plate had been compressed enough to touch my spine. I was airborne, a flying V as my head was nearly touching my knees. I landed hard on my ass, expelling what little oxygen I had left. There was a moment of panic when my body realized I had no air and could not get any of that life giving gas into me.

      The panic was compounded as Xavier had already launched himself at me again. I forced my muscles that screamed for oxygen to move the way I needed them to. Xavier’s eyes grew wide as he saw the blade come up. He twisted in mid-flight, heavy globules of blood from his arm struck across my chest and face. I was bathed in the wet drops, the heat was intense enough I wondered if perhaps they were acidic. The point of the sword pierced Xavier’s left thigh, punching through and out, his momentum allowed me to slice a slab of muscle from his leg. He went over and rolled into a ball. Fury and pain warred on his features as his paws wrapped around the wound.

      My vision was narrowing as my compacted chest struggled to expand. I winced and wheezed like a geriatric asthma patient with a fatal case of COPD. A kid with a bad disposition and a pea shooter could have taken out Xavier and myself and not broken a sweat. I waited for a murderous claw to strike from somewhere or maybe Lana to stick a sword straight into Xavier’s eye socket. Neither of those things happened as I fought to suck in more air; it was like drinking through a pinched straw. I stood on wobbly legs gulping at the air like a landed fish. My chest was awash in pain. He’d certainly broken another rib and with the endeavor it was taking to breathe I’d not be surprised if he’d collapsed a lung.

      “Serves you right, asshole,” I said in a tortured whisper. A London broil sized piece of meat slid through Xavier’s right hand as he tried to hold his thigh muscle in place. I was swaying, using the sword as a cane to keep me upright. I noticed a couple of things as I stood: the first was the quiet. I could hear my ragged breathing but that was about it. The stranger part was that Lycan and people alike were standing, sometimes side by side. Watching, watching me, watching Xavier, waiting to see how this all played out, like we were the main event. I didn’t know what the hell they were doing. If Xavier won he was going to keep the fight going and if I won I was going to advocate killing all the Lycan. Seemed like it would be business as usual no matter who came out on top. My head was swimming as I struggled to re-oxygenate my blood.

      I saw an out of focus Azile standing next to Lunos. Bailey cradling Muncher’s head in her lap. Lana urging me on. It sure did look like she was screaming, yet none of the sound was being processed in my head. I was punch drunk. Xavier was now forcing himself from the ground. I knew it would be better off for me if he didn’t make it, but there was little I could do to prevent it. I don’t think if someone had hit me with a sledgehammer it could have been any worse. Why would no one kill him? Fuck it—why would no one kill me? I pulled in a sliver of air that a mouse would have suffocated on. I was taking rapid sips, hoping it would be enough to stave off unconsciousness. Xavier, for the countless injuries he had, looked better than I did, though he could put no weight on his left leg. He was content to wait for me to bring the fight to him. Right now, that was perfectly fine. Wanted to tell him I’d be there a week from Tuesday; that I’d pencil it in on my calendar, but I couldn’t speak.

      Pain flared from my chest as I tried to take in a larger dose of breath. Xavier hopped one large step forward as I doubled over. I thought I was going to pass out as I forced myself to stand, thus halting Xavier’s forward progress. A steady stream of blood was flowing from his grievous injury, his fur was plastered in it. “Just die, for god’s sake,” I thought, could have been addressed to either of us, really. I was feeling better by degrees as we stood there and Xavier must have known that as I grew stronger he was growing weaker. He forced the issue by dropping down onto all fours. There were sounds from the Lycan around us, jeers or cheers, I could not tell, I assume it was a mixture of both. What happened next I wanted to blame on a brain that was struggling to work on quarter rations. Xavier’s rear legs shortened, the claws on his front and back paws retracted, not completely, but they were no longer dagger sized. His paws, which normally had some human features, regressed to something more completely canine.

      His spine curved up and brought his head with it. He’d moved into a form more in line with his lupine relatives. He was definitely more terrifying in this shape. Advantage swung heavily back his way. As a biped with one leg his movement was severely hampered, but as a quadruped with three good legs he’d easily navigate around the handicap. He was circling. Large fangs exposed as he snarled and snapped. Long ribbons of saliva hung from his jaw. His front digits sank into the spongy earth. He was preparing to strike; I did the best I could in preparation for the hit. That basically meant I turned to the side to give him a smaller target. His shoulder struck my hip and spun me twice around. He’d tried to control his landing but had inadvertently put weight on his damaged leg. He broke out in a high-pitched yelp. Had he been able to plant and turn like he’d wanted to he would have torn me in two with those brutal jaws.

      I’d not been able to adjust my sword as the flat of the blade hit him in his flanks. I’d struck hard enough to incite a large angry red welt, but I wasn’t trying to give him a spanking for being a bad dog. He’d turned so fast it was long seconds before my mind could catch up to the excruciating pain traveling up the length of my arm. One of his canines had bitten through my jacket, deep enough to scrape against the bone. I yanked away, the sword falling from my hand. With my left I was reaching for my axe. Xavier was advancing; I was blindly backing up. To even slightly turn to see where I was going would permit a deadly strike from the monster. I had to keep my blade up and in between us. I wanted to change hands but I was not confident in my ability to hold on to the weapon. He’d torn something vital to the proper working of my fingers.

      He was getting a little too close for comfort and I let him know by swinging the axe. I nicked his nose, shearing off the very top. Unlike dogs, who do not have tear ducts, his eyes watered heavily. There was no moment of thought before my actions—I just acted. I brought my arm back and was going to plant the head of my axe deep into his brain cavity. Xavier must have sensed this. Just as I was about to make contact, his front paw knocked my legs out from under me. Instead of crushing his fucking skull, I glanced across his mouth, snapping a few of his teeth as I did so. He batted me away like a petulant cat to a disliked ball of yarn. My broken rib swam around my chest, every once in a while scraping against my deflated lung. The pain was intense but it helped to forge my resolve. I dug my feet into the ground. Much like Xavier I found myself on all fours, looking directly at the beast as he came at me. I shifted just enough that his jaw closed on the air where my head had been.

      He lunged and hit me like a ton of bricks, bowling me over. We slid for at least fifteen feet, with him on top of me. My body was being battered and bruised from rock and root. When we finally came to a rest, I’d slid down his body some. My mouth right next to his neck, I let go of my axe and gripped his head fur on either side as best I could, pulling myself tight, I sank my fangs deeply into his carotid artery. His head shook back and forth, violently twisting and striking me. He howled, yelped, wailed, and screamed. He bounded off, hoping to shake me loose. He crashed down, bearing all of his weight on me. Still I held, still I drank, still I fed, still I wrenched that life from him. I brutally and sadistically pulled that mystical force he so richly did not deserve away from him. Fiercely and ferociously he defended that right to stay alive.

      He rolled his body, he transformed back into a full Lycan so he would have better use of his hands. Heavy claws pierced my sides and still I viciously clung to him. He beat his paws against his chest like King Kong. My body absorbed the blows like a punching bag.

      “NO!” he screamed. “This cannot be!” He’d hooked an arm around my side and finally pulled me free. I came loose like an overfed tick. Blood poured from his neck and from my mouth. His left leg collapsed and he fell, holding his upper half off the ground with his outstretched arms. “I am the Lycan King!”

      I kept an eye on him the whole time as I walked over to grab my axe. He did not move except for his eyes. He might have been dying, but he was still dangerous and those large orbs glowed with intense hatred.

      “Fuck your Lycan,” I said as I bent to grab the axe. “Fuck your monarchy.” I was now walking toward him. “And especially, FUCK YOU!” I was airborne. I struck the side of his neck with so much force, I cleaved the blade halfway through. His head dropped to the side as his body fell the rest of the way to the ground.

      There was a stunned, shocked silence from both sides. The Lycan were in disbelief that Xavier could be bested, and the alliance hadn’t believed I could do it, either. I could barely stand, but I’d be damned if I was going to display even an iota of weakness after my victory. As I looked up from Xavier’s rapidly cooling body, I found myself staring into the calculating eyes of Lunos.

      “How about you?” I asked pointing to him with the axe. “You want to try your luck?”

      Lunos was doing the math in his head. He wasn’t sure just how much I had left to give; had he known, he would have just come at me. Lunos may have been a survivor but he was not a fighter, and he couldn’t order the Lycan because he’d not as of yet established himself as their leader.

      “Perhaps another day, Old One. Perhaps not.” He turned and walked away, the rest of the Lycan said nothing as they did the same and followed him.

      A loud cheer arose from the remaining people. Sure, we’d suffered great losses, but maybe we wouldn’t lose any more, maybe the horror was finally over. I’d like to end this journal with that passage, but it just wouldn’t be true. Azile said nothing as she found a place to sit me down so she could tend to my wounds. Oggie made his way over to me, he made sure we had direct contact, though he did not insist that I pet him. He’d come to comfort me this time.

      “Muncher?” I asked, after she’d made me swallow some caustic brew designed to dissolve your innards or ease the pain, if you were wont to believe her.

      “No,” she shook her head.

      “He saved my life. I am not worthy of that sacrifice.” I had tears in my eyes and it wasn’t because she’d placed my nose in the palms of her hands and adjusted it so it would set properly. I don’t know if she’d forgotten that the vampire half of me would take care of that problem eventually or if she just wanted her hands to be busy.

      “There is not a person here, including myself that would not have given their life for yours,” she said.

      “I don’t want that, Azile. I’ve never wanted that.”

      “I know, I know.” She kissed my forehead, maybe the only place on me not covered in grime. The people around me seemed to move in a speed much faster than my own as I slowed time down to reflect on all that was gained compared to what had been lost. The scale was very much tipped against us.

      Mathieu came over, he looked to Azile. Her head shook imperceptibly. “Hello, my friend.”

      “I’m glad you made it,” I told him. “I don’t have enough friends that I can afford to lose another.”

      “You trusted in me when no one else did. That is a remembrance and a debt to you I will never forget.” I was confused when he walked away quickly, I might have heard a sob escape his lips.

      After a time, a saddened Bailey came over to see how I was doing. She tenderly kissed my lips. “I have never been more proud to be a Talbotonian.”

      Even the effervescent Lana looked deflated, though she tried her best to not let me see that part of her. In the end she wept openly as she held my hand. I don’t know who she’d lost that had her so torn up and just then I didn’t have the strength to ask. Her shoulders shook as she walked away. Mathieu wrapped an arm around her shoulder. Azile did all manner of surgeries and had me drink an abundance of concoctions, by the time she was done, night was pressing in on us.

      “I’d like to go home now,” I told her as she laid me down under the stars

      “Soon, my love,” she said as her tears fell on my cheeks and my eyes closed.

      It did appear that we were coming to the end of an age, and I was fine with that.
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      “WELL, YOU REALLY went and did it this time, Mr. T,” Tommy said. We found ourselves back at the precipice. Sitting at the edge actually, feet dangling over like we didn’t have a care in the world. And maybe as far as the world was concerned, we didn’t. Either the lighting in this strange place was too murky or we were in a spot where the chasm was wider. I could not see the other side no matter how hard I peered.

      I was remarkably calm even though I had a pretty good idea of what was going on. “What happens now?” I asked him, I looked for a rock to throw into the void. The ground or platform or whatever the hell we found ourselves on was featureless. Flat and as devoid of character as Florida.

      “This is pretty much it.”

      “Where’s the purgatory with all the wanderers? Or do you dislike crowds as much as I do? Is this, like, purgatory boondocks? Is there such a thing?”

      He smiled.

      “That’s not much of an answer.”

      “I don’t have much of one to give, Mr. T.”

      “I think I’ve finally slipped over the edge. Dementia has taken hold, sprouted wings and taken off in all its magnificent glory. If I squint I can probably see it fly by overhead.” I shielded my eyes and took a gander just because. No need to squint, the light, which was plentiful, if muted, was everywhere, though there was no source that I could tell.

      “There are no physical ailments here.”

      “Oh great, just the mental ones. Perfect. I get to relish in my psychoses for all time. This should be fun. What happens if I just scooch my ass forward, say a foot, and I fall off into this yonder gaping wide hole?”

      Tommy shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I’ve never done it. Though I have been thinking about it lately.”

      “Are you a construct of my mind that I’ve created to shield myself from going insane?”

      “We’ve gone over this territory before, Mr. T., I tried to prove it to you previously but you wouldn’t believe me. Kept saying that you could have made everything up and planted it into my mouth.”

      “Yeah, that sounds a lot like me. But are you real?”

      “How about, I’m as real as you are.”

      “Better on one level, I suppose. Again, not an answer.”

      “How about this,” he turned so we were looking at each other, “if you could summon anyone in that head of yours, would it be me?”

      “Damn, hadn’t thought of it like that. Sorry, Tommy I love you kiddo, but if I had the ability to bring people to me it would be every one that I cared for, not just you.”

      “That’s all I’m saying.” He turned back

      We sat in reflective silence; could have been five minutes, could have been five centuries. Nothing changed to offer any sort of indication of time elapsing. One moment was as identical as the next. I looked over to Tommy, he’d paled considerably. He was beginning to take on a translucent quality. I shook his shoulder. He seemed solid enough. I might be nucking futs but the idea that I could fabricate touch seemed beyond even my insanity. “Hey!” I shouted when he initially paid no attention to my poking him.

      “You’re fading!” he said with alarm. As we became aware of each other, we began to regain substance in each other’s eyes. Personally, I hadn’t seen myself as vanishing and neither had Tommy; it was only our own perception of the other that was affecting us.

      “What the hell was that all about?” This place we’d found ourselves in was abysmal; the thought of going it alone was unfathomable.

      “We were withdrawing into ourselves. The further you are into yourself, the less you are to others.”

      “Tommy, that shit is terrifying. I thought that basement was as alone as one could get but right now I am realizing just how much life I was surrounded by then. But this place...” I shuddered. He understood; he’d been here a lot longer than I. “So...I mean, so what do we do now? Do we have to talk to each other continually to keep from disintegrating? It would be fine if you were a woman...you could take care of like, what, ninety-eight percent of the conversation.”

      That got a smile out of Tommy, which was a lot considering where we were. “Somehow I think you could find a way to get us into trouble, even here.”

      “Come on, maybe we should walk around for a while. See what they’ve done with the neighborhood.” It took a few minutes of convincing but he finally stood and we turned our backs to the large gouge in the otherwise unbroken landscape. “Now this is okay, so hear me out, it should not at all affect my man-card status. Give me your hand.” Tommy did as I asked. I gripped that thing tight. “We’re going to walk holding hands. I adopted you, so you’re my son and right now I’m totally convinced my son needs the comfort of his father’s hand.”

      “And does the father need the comfort of the son’s hand?” he asked.

      “That goes without saying. Of course this is more for me than you.”

      “You’re one of the best fathers I’ve ever had.”

      “I, um, met your first father. That’s not saying a whole bunch.”

      He said nothing, but again the smile returned.

      “Fucking with me? Nice. Have you checked out the new restaurant on Forty-Eighth Street? I heard they make an incredible bagel breakfast sandwich.”

      “It’s almost dinner time; I don’t want eggs. How about Lowrie’s on Forty-Second? Pricey, but they have incredible steaks.”

      “Steak sounds good. I always get french fries when I go to fancy places. Does that make me look uncouth?”

      “Naw. I would think the untrimmed facial hair and the Red Sox hat would do that without any help.”

      “Bite your tongue! The hat gives me class. Sophistication, even.”

      “Did Tracy tell you that?”

      “Just assumed. I mean, she stayed married to me, so I’ve got to figure it worked on some level.”

      We kept up the charade, talking about places we’d visited, meals we’d eaten, people we’d known, hardships we’d endured—plenty of the latter, to keep us going for quite some time. I didn’t know how long we were going to be able to do this in the face of eternity, but what was the option?

      “I’m scared Mr. T.,” he said in a moment of silence.

      “Me too.”

      “I’m sorry I got you into this.”

      “I was a big boy, I knew what I was doing. Somehow I have the notion that no matter what I chose on that roof so many years ago I’d still have ended up here. I’d just as soon it was by my own decision than someone else’s. Who would have thought I’d be wishing I was back in the middle of the zombie apocalypse?”

      “Yeah...the good old days,” he said deadpan. Our laughter spread out and away from us. Maybe some other wayward traveler would be able to revel in the mirth for a quick moment, or more likely it would be the final straw in their now miserable existence and send them even farther away into the cancerous recesses of their mind.

      We found that we didn’t necessarily have to talk as long as we kept physical contact. If I had a belt I would have tied our hands together. On occasion Tommy would sing, and surprisingly, he was pretty good. He knew a vast number of songs, including some old Germanic lullabies, which were rather soothing. Tommy told me that sleep did not exist here, so I was not in danger of drifting off.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “If you must. I’m in a little bit of a rush, though.”

      “You’ve been working on your stuff, haven’t you?” I asked back.

      “Humor works better when you have someone else to share it with,” he said.

      “Yeah, otherwise they just call it insanity when you laugh out loud at random times.”

      “You haven’t asked anything yet.”

      “I’m afraid to, that if I somehow give voice to it...” I hesitated, as did Tommy before he responded.

      “You want to know why we’re together?”

      “This more mind-reading?”

      “The ability did not disappear just because of this locale. I thought it might be easier for you if I said it instead.”

      “Marginally,” I told him truthfully.

      “Well, I am still here, so it appears that your concerns were not valid.”

      “Yeah, I feel so much better.”

      “I think, Mr. T., that there is still more you must do.”

      “What are we exactly?” I asked after a while. He didn’t answer immediately so I thought I’d attempt to make clearer what I was asking. “I mean, our bodies are gone, right? Broken discarded things left back on earth to rot. Our souls are wandering some sort of purgatory and then there is this...us, right here, right now. What the fuck are we?”

      “My understanding of this place is not nearly as comprehensive as your questions are, Mr. T. We just are.”

      “I hate that philosophical bullshit. Once had a philosophy teacher tell me that the meaning of life was a bowl of snow. Felt like finding that meaning and shoving her face in it, if you know what I mean. What’s the meaning of that!?” I was imagining the cold biting into her pretentious features. Wouldn’t have solved anything, but I would have got more out of the class that way.

      My rant continued. “By all accounts we should not be. There’s nothing left of us to be.”

      “And yet here we are.”

      “You’re getting dangerously close to that aforementioned bowl,” I told him.

      He placed his free hand up. “Consciousness maybe? Something or someone has given us this ability.”

      A thought dawned on me. “Are we ghosts? This goes back to what you said; we died before we completed some important tasks. Can’t we at least maybe find a cool mansion to haunt?”

      I left it at that. Neither of us had anything more to add. One direction was much like the other, hopelessness began to build up within me no matter how many times I took a hammer to the insipid thoughts. We couldn’t do this forever; more accurately, I could not do this forever. There was nothing to do. I could be here until the earth was swallowed by the sun going supernova; I would still be here when the jumbled pile of rocks began to congeal and cool. I’d be here when it began to orbit around another star. I’d be here when life first began to appear on a new world. I’d be here when that life was inevitably wiped away again, and the process started anew. There was no hope of this ever really ending. I couldn’t die because I wasn’t alive. This can’t be what it all boiled down to—could it?

      I’d been allowed to keep my family alive during the z-poc and I’d been around to once again save those I cared for during the Lycan uprising, and now this was it? This was my reward for a life of battle and servitude to those in positions of higher power?

      “Well fuck you then!” I screamed.

      “I’ve done that a few times too. ‘They’ don’t really care. This sounds horrible, Mr. T., but I almost envy my sister.”

      I said nothing. An eternity of intolerable suffering didn’t sound like such a bargain either.

      As if Tommy knew my thoughts, he continued. “At least, she feels something, she’s somewhere.”

      “I don’t know, bud, I think this is one of those cases where you have to be careful what you wish for. It’s like getting out of county jail to go to a federal penitentiary.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Not sure if I ever heard those words from Tracy,” I smiled as I said it. If my internal clock was still relatively calibrated to Earth time we’d been walking somewhere in the neighborhood of twenty-four hours, yet I was not weary. Not only were my recent wounds not troubling me, but there were no cramps in my legs, my lower back wasn’t screaming for me to sit. I wasn’t about to get massive charlie horses. Like everything else, I could have done it forever. A person alive cannot even begin to fathom the depths of that word. Forever. It is bigger than all of space, more vast than any recorded time, for it has no end. It is beyond our scope, really. How many times as a teenager did I tell a girl, or she say to me, that we would love each other forever? Forever in those cases usually ended up being about three months. That is forever to an adolescent. Even the love I felt for the one I was bound to had spanned two centuries, and that would not be considered a blink of an eye here.

      Tommy was singing a Gaelic limerick, if I wasn’t mistaken, when I saw the first thing in this world of gray that did not seem to belong here. I pulled him along to the left, he followed, still happily singing along about a barmaid who loved to lift her petticoats or something. My feet were moving faster; soon I’d be dragging him along.

      “What’s the hurry?” He’d stopped singing and then seemed genuinely sad that he had done so. “Oh!” he exclaimed when he finally saw what I had been seeing. I was pretty fucking happy he’d seen it as well, gave me validation that it was there and not some sort of mirage.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “So, I’m going to assume by your question that you have no idea?”

      I turned to watch him shake his head. His lip was trembling. “I have been here alone for...some time. I have not seen anything different at any point.”

      It was damn near impossible to gauge distance in a place with zero points of reference. It was merely a small, dark, horizontal gash ahead of us. Hardly worthy of note except for how completely alien it was in this nothingness. I didn’t know if it was a foot across or a mile. We started running, in case the thing was on a timer and would wink out of existence. The cruelness of that possibility almost had me turn around. Better to have felt that one small slice of hope rather than watch it suddenly disappear.

      “How big is it?” Tommy asked.

      “I’d say window-sized from where we are, door-sized would be better—something to walk out of. Shit, I’d squeeze through a doggie door if it meant escape from this place.”

      We slowed as we got nearer, the thing took shape. It was indeed the size of a window, though not quite rectangular. The sides were bowed as if the top weighed an inordinate amount and was compressing the framework. Other than that, the only distinguishing factor was how black it was inside that box, like the light refused to go anywhere near it. It could have been a millimeter thick or extend out to another universe.

      “Michael Talbot and Tomas Vangoth, it has been much too long since we have crossed paths,” a dark, heavy, ominous voice hissed through the opening.

      We could not see the entity that issued forth those words, yet I felt as if he was peering at us intently through that dark veil. Tommy had pulled up short, I stopped almost immediately once the length of my arm was played out. He’d gripped my hand tighter so that I could go no further. There was no telling what would happen if I’d fallen into that opening.

      “You seem surprised to see me. Did you not summon me here?” Though I could see nothing, I got the distinct impression that he was looking around at his surroundings. “No, I do not believe you did. I should not be here.”

      “Wait.” I can’t fucking believe I’d said that. I just told Lucifer to hang on a second.

      “You misunderstand, Michael. I should not be here, as in, I have no power in this realm nor the ability to bring myself here. But now that I am here, I am utterly fascinated as to the reasons why.”

      “You don’t know?” Tommy uttered.

      “I suppose I could lie and say that I do, but at this very moment honesty seems to work out in my favor. With you two standing before me, I would think the answer obvious.”

      I felt like I’d swallowed a pregnant bullfrog before I could speak. “Can you get us out of here?”

      “Even if I could, why would I? As soulless ones, you offer up nothing in return.”

      “Someone begs to differ,” I said.

      He thought on that.

      “What are you doing Mr. T?” Tommy asked.

      “Negotiating, I think.”

      “You’re not buying a car.”

      “Good thing, you have no idea how many times I was taken for a ride.”

      “Is that supposed to be funny?”

      “Sort of. Although, a nineteen percent interest rate on a car loan is nothing to laugh about.”

      “I may be able to help,” Lucifer interrupted our conversation.

      “What’s in it for you?” Tommy responded.

      “A chance. Something which I lack now and possibly for all eternity, given your current circumstances.”

      “What are you talking about?” It was my turn to be confused.

      “There are things happening beyond even my scope. Subtle shifts, plays for power. I will not speculate because it is not my concern. I am only interested in that which I can control. It appears I will be able to get you both to the Realm of Souls.”

      Tommy gasped, I didn’t know how to react. Wasn’t sure if the news was good or bad and did not want to look ignorant to that fact.

      “Why? We are dead,” Tommy said.

      “You, Tomas Vangoth, are indeed dead. Your head was neatly removed from your shoulders. Let me ask you one question though. If you somehow did find your way back to your soul, where would be the first place you would go?”

      Tommy became tight-lipped.

      The entity in the window laughed. It was not a kind hearted sound. “You cannot lie to me! I am the demon of deceit.”

      “I would go and get my sister.”

      “Of course you would, like the dutiful brother you are. You’ve already wasted the majority of your life attempting to save the unsalvageable. Why would you behave any differently in the underworld?”

      “And me?”

      “With your soul, Michael Talbot, you would expel the vampire from within and once again be merely a man of flesh, blood, and temptation. You would again be a free agent, as the saying goes. I would very much enjoy having you for company.”

      “You say that now, but after a couple of thousand years you’d get sick of me.”

      “Perhaps.” Maybe there was some mirth in the response. “I do not believe I can stay here long. At some point this tear in the fabric will be discovered and dealt with. If you wish to get back what you both so desperately want, you will have to follow me. It will not be pleasant, and I cannot guarantee success, but it appears that this may be your only chance.”

      “Can you give us a minute?” I asked, before turning Tommy away from the window.

      “We should run,” was the first thing out of his mouth.

      “You mean once we go through the window, or away from here now?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought so. Whatever happens, Tommy, do not let go of my hand.”

      We turned back to the darkness.

      “Splendid,” came the raspy voice.

      I had to step up to put my foot and leg through. There was a cold, numbing sensation that touched every part of me as I broke through that unseen barrier. Tommy was torn from my grip and the feeling of plunging downward ensued. In the pit of my stomach I knew it had been a trick. I was dissolving and soon there would be nothing left.
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          EPILOGUE 2

        

        Azile

      

    

    
      “SOMEONE WISHES TO speak with you, Azile.” It was Partrib, Inuktuk’s guard. He had not left her side since Michael had fallen. She’d been busy cleaning his wounds and dressing him in undamaged clothes in preparation for his burial. Tears streaked down her face, eyes puffy and red from crying. She was not the only one burying a loved one, the mood in camp was somber, even in victory. There are no winners in war. Oggie whined and draped his body over Michael’s wherever Azile wasn’t working. She’d had to shift the dog multiple times in an effort to prepare the body.

      “I do not wish to be disturbed,” she sniffed, wiping her eyes for the hundredth time.

      “I will not be long,” came the gravelly voice of Lunos.

      Azile stood, her eyebrows furrowed. She shook with rage at the Lycan that dared to desecrate her ceremony. “I should kill you where you stand!”

      “You could. I came here willingly to pay my respects to the man. He was a great warrior.”

      “You’ve verified what you needed to, now get out of here.”

      “You are mistaken, Red Witch. I did not desire this war between our kinds any more than you. It was my wish to work together with the Old One to stop this calamity; I spoke to him about collaboration.”

      “I doubt your sincerity Lunos. With Xavier out of the way I believe that you will attempt to forge the crown he so desperately wanted.”

      “My people were not meant for subjugation. We are pack animals, responding to hierarchy, not monarchy. And we are not naturally warmongering.”

      “Are you trying to convince yourself or me?”

      “May I?” Lunos pointed and moved toward Michael. Azile stepped in between. Partrib stood with her. Oggie stood with them, fur bristling, head hanging low, he began to bark savagely between growls, a deadly row of canine teeth exposed and prepared to do their worst. Bailey came running, spear in hand.

      “You are not welcome here, Lunos, regardless your intent. Take your Lycan and leave. Any that still remain in the morning will be dealt with permanently,” Azile said. Lunos did not move.

      “You heard her,” Bailey said, leveling the point of her spear at Lunos’ midsection. He looked at the small woman and growled.

      “You will live to regret this slight, if you are so lucky,” he said before turning to leave.

      “Should we kill him?” Bailey asked when he was a few steps away.

      “I have had my fill of death for now, Bailey. I do not think I could drink another drop.” Azile turned to Michael and tenderly brushed away the hair that had blown onto his forehead. “He looks so peaceful now. I no longer see the torture in him.”

      “Azile, there is still the problem of the werewolves to deal with,” Bailey said. Azile never acknowledged the words; she merely continued to stroke Mike’s face. Partrib lightly tapped Bailey’s shoulder and held his palm up slightly, silencing her before she could ask the question again. He pulled her to the side.

      “We should leave her now to her grieving. I will round up some of my people and we will go after them without her. It is a most distasteful task.”

      Lana was sitting with Mathieu, who had been inconsolable. He wept openly and had neither slept nor eaten. “He was my friend; Michael was my only friend. I did not think I would ever know that type of human connection again, which is kind of funny...” he sniffed, “because....because neither of us are...were completely human.”

      “Oh, Mathieu.” Lana was crying as well; she hugged the man tightly.

      Azile spent the majority of the day sitting next to Michael, his hand firmly pressed to her lips. “You’re so cold my love; how I wish I could warm you. I will find a hill on which to bury you, one with a view towards the east. The sun will rise each morning and shine upon your grave.” Oggie whined as she said the words as if he understood their implication.

      In the early afternoon, Bailey had asked if Azile wanted a pyre built to give Mike a warrior’s send off, but she had said no, that she could not stand the thought of him burning. Bailey had understood and left it at that. That evening, Azile performed a number of incantations and doused Michael’s body in ellagua oil; a pungent herbal infusion used to preserve the flesh and ward off scavengers. If fire could not have him, then neither could animals or insects. Azile was certain that if archeologists stumbled upon him ten thousand years from now he would look much like he did now. Early that morning she’d sent a dove up in search of a perfect spot; within two hours it had relayed the information. With Partrib’s help, she placed Mike’s body atop a horse and began the arduous journey to the peak the bird had found.

      Those that could, silently followed her to say their goodbyes and give their hero the honor he so well deserved. It was all Azile could do at first to not turn on them and tell them to leave so she could be alone, but she bit her tongue when she saw their honest suffering. A cairn of stones had to be constructed for a tomb; the ledge of the small mount was too dense and rocky to dig a proper grave.

      “Here you lie my love. The only man I have ever known that placed the safety and well-being of all those around him at a higher value than his own life. I wish I could say that you are in a better place,” she stopped to sob, “but...but I fear that isn’t the case. You gave everything, even though you knew losing meant that you would suffer for all eternity. If there is any peace to be found, Michael Talbot, I know of no other person more deserving than you; may you find it at last.” She planted heather into a crevice between two large stones where it would cover the mound and glow in the dawn’s light.

      In turn, everyone else laid flowers across the cairn, covering it in vibrant purples, reds, and yellows. It was Oggie that approached the mound last. From his muzzle he dropped a wolf inscribed hand axe and turned away, his head and tail hanging low.

      Mathieu patted the dog’s broad shoulders. “You have a home with me, wherever that may be, my friend, should you so desire.” Oggie licked Mathieu’s outstretched hand.

      “We are going home, Azile,” Inuktuk had come up to offer her condolences. “You are welcome with the Landians, however long you wish. If there is anything we can ever do for you, please let us know. We are forever in your debt.”

      “Thank you,” Azile said. The Landians headed back down the hill. There was a small parade of people as Lana said her goodbyes and told Mathieu that she hoped he would visit; he assured her that he would.

      Bailey was last. “We are going to start over Azile. We could use your help when you’re ready. Mathieu, you will always be welcome as well.”

      Mathieu, Oggie, and Azile stood atop that hill, Azile’s long hair blowing in a breeze that was beginning to pick up.

      “I fear a storm is approaching,” Mathieu said.

      “The storm is already here, Mathieu. It rages inside of me.”

      Mathieu thought she meant metaphorically; he was rocked by her next words.

      “I’m pregnant.”
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          EPILOGUE THREE

        

      

    

    
      LUNOS WATCHED HIS Lycan depart. He pondered trying to assemble them and step squarely into the vacancy Michael had so graciously afforded him and then immediately realized the poor decision that would ultimately become. He had been shunned by his kind at birth for avoiding the culling, the ancient right and duty of the strongest in each Lycan litter to defeat then consume their lesser siblings in a show of ultimate dominance. This tradition ensured strength and balance and had provided stability within the Lycan for millennia. Theirs was a harsh world where only the strongest could survive. Resources had become entirely too scarce to feed the rapidly growing population since Xavier had gone against an instinctual part of their species in an attempt to foster greater numbers in the clans. Litters under his rule had been immediately separated at birth despite a silent, but steady protest from his subjects.

      With Xavier gone, the clans were likely to return to their old ways, in which case he could very well find himself at the wrong end of a deadly mob attack. A hatchling of a plan began to form in his head. Living alone for so long, he had not imagined the heady feeling of power, of real power over others, and he was in no rush to yield that. He bounded off to hunt for the infected who had fled.
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          TALBOT-SODE 1

        

        Pre-Lycan Invasion

      

    

    
      THERE WAS A time before I relegated myself to the basement and the single, disintegrating chair, that I would occasionally venture back into the destroyed upstairs. If I squinted my eyes just so and let the tears that would invariably fall hang between lashes, I could almost make out the ghosts of the past. Gary smiling as he hummed some hair-band song, my father cleaning a rifle, Ron attempting to keep up with his daughter, Melissa’s, teen-aged high-speed chatter. There was my sister, decimating some food-like substance on the stove. Warm yellow light illuminating the rich wood of the walls, a roaring fire banked safely in the stone fireplace. I could almost make it into a Norman Rockwell painting. Almost. Then the tear would fall or I’d blink my eye, shattering the illusion and I would once again be looking at the black and gray world that assaulted my vision now.

      Destroyed furniture laid askew, thick sheets of dust blanketed everything like a spectral duvet. Burn marks scorched two walls and reached high enough to touch the ceiling. As much as the false elation of my mirage would momentarily lift my spirits, they would crash two-fold when I realized that the view was nothing but a projection from memory. I usually only came up here when I was looking for a healthy dose of self-immolation by reminiscence. I don’t know if I felt the need for conflagration, just sometimes it felt like the right thing to do. Because somehow, by virtue of still being alive, I’d left them, I’d left them all, and there had to be a price to pay for that. I didn’t give a shit if it was self-imposed or not. I deserved to pay it.

      The floor popped and groaned its protests as I walked across its scarred surface. I don’t know what I was looking for, but certainly not what I came across. My goal was the glassless window. I felt a strong need to see the outside world just at that very moment, as if to stay confined in this stifling room of dead memories would be the end of me. I was halfway there when my boot caught on the edge of a box and turned it over. Papers spilled and fanned out across the room, blown by a slight breeze from the window. I didn’t care. My destination was to that opening, the gateway to the living and out of the tomb I was perpetually in. My foot stopped short as my brain automatically deciphered the words on top of that first upturned page. Talbot-sode 1. I hovered; well, one foot hovered, anyway. Quite literally, it just hung there. If I brought it down, it would step right on the paper and I knew it would dispel in a puff of white dust that shimmering hallucination that looked an awful lot like a journal entry.

      I honestly don’t know how long I stayed like that. Felt like a week—could have been four or five minutes. My heart quickened, I was afraid of moving and shattering the image, though I blinked rapidly a few times to see if my eyes needed cleaning. To stay or to go, that was the question. Shakespearean plagiarism if ’ere there art any. Who the fuck was left to sue me? That window still held sway, but a small sliver of the past? A chance to once again walk with those I loved? It was a no-brainer. I swung my leg to neatly avoid the treasure I had inadvertently mined. My next fear was that I would reach down to grab the paper and it would disintegrate like ash, crumbling and blowing away in a whiff of smoke.

      My hand trembled as I brushed up against the folio. I nearly held my breath as I gently picked it up. Now that I had it in hand and it retained substance, I was not so sure I wanted to read the words upon its pages. Would I feel better for it or worse? I rooted around within myself and found there was not much poorer I could feel, so I figured I’d go for it. After all, it really can’t get much worse than wishing for death. I smiled as I read the first paragraphs. That time in my life was pretty stressful; I’d just been laid off and we’d had to move to the Little Turtle complex. Amazing that I’d thought that a particularly rough patch, when right now I would give anything I had to be back at that moment. With my kids and my wife...it’s true: you never realize just how good life is until it’s taken away. I’ll never figure out why humans are wired that way. We have got to be the only animal that inhabits this planet that cannot simply enjoy the moment. Constantly dwelling on the past or planning a course for the future.

      I’ll leave the philosophy 101 shit for another day; maybe it’s time to just relay the story I had meant to add into my much earlier journals, but never found the time. It was December, the year was nearly impossible to read, not that the ink had faded, but rather my handwriting was so atrocious as to be indecipherable. Didn’t matter much anyway. It was December and Tracy and I were on another Christmas shopping excursion. We were doing our best to stretch an already thin budget to give the kids the kind of holiday we felt they deserved. What they didn’t know, and we never told them, was Tracy and I ate a lot of Ramen to help save for those gifts. Of course, we lost some weight as well, so, win—win is one way of looking at it. Though, if I never ate another pack of sodium-laced noodles I’d be fine with that.

      Floundering off the path again. Anyway, we were shopping at Walmart. Now I know a lot of people used to look straight down their long snooty noses at the bargain store. That was never me; even when we had money I enjoyed the convenience of the superstore. Where else could I get white chocolate covered Oreos, 9mm ammunition, and a Star Wars astromech droid all on practically the same aisle? Right now Walmart was all we could afford, but what I’m saying is we would have been there anyway.

      “Welcome to Walmart!” the rotund kid with the huge grin said as he stuck a smiley face sticker on my forehead, right under the knit edge of my winter cap. He tried to put one on my cheek but I thanked him profusely as I put my hands up and moved to the side, away from the aggressive greeter. “Okay then!” he said very loudly before leaving us alone, or so I thought, and expressing to the next customer just how appreciative of their business he was, as if he were making a percentage of the sale. Tracy and I walked side by side, me pushing the cart, as we talked about what we wanted to get for the kids, and where it might be found. The store was packed with merchandise and with people looking to purchase the aforementioned stuff. At times, Tracy and I had to fall into single file. Most times I let her get ahead, because, well, the view was great from there.

      A couple of times out of necessity or bad timing I would end up in front. The first instance nothing happened, as she had been busy checking her list. The second time was a little different; maybe she liked the view as well, or possibly something caught her eye, because she started laughing. I turned to ask her if she wanted to share what was so funny. She touched my ass, which is always a bonus, and then showed me a yellow smiley face sticker she’d pulled from my butt.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? I’ve been walking around the store with a smiley face on my ass?”

      Tracy laughed. “Looks that way.”

      “That kid put a smiley face sticker on my ass?”

      “Maybe you should have just let him put it on your cheek like he wanted to. Wait,” she started laughing again, “I guess he did.” She thought that was absolutely hysterical, I thought it was pretty funny myself but it was just fun to play the indignant card.

      “Are there any more?” I tried the impossible dance of looking at my ass. You know the one, head over shoulder, one hand holding an opposite ass cheek as you twirl hopelessly about.

      “I’d tell you if there was.”

      “No you wouldn’t. Look, you can’t even hold a straight face while you say it.” I did two more revolutions before I realized the futility of my actions. Plus, if people hadn’t been looking at my ass before, they were definitely doing so now. “I’m gonna go back there, take his roll of stickers and cover him with them.”

      “Oh, Talbot, he was just having fun.”

      “Gonna go stick them on his ass. See how he likes it.”

      “Oh, that ought to go over well. I can see the headlines now. Local man in jail after ass-fondling Walmart greeter.”

      I left it at that. Odds were she was pretty close to factual how that course of action would end. Cops would show up, I’d have the kid on the ground, face down as I repeatedly stuck stickers on his ass. Occasionally taking the extra second to allow my wife to think things through for me has worked wonders; I should probably do it more often. We were heading into one of my favorite areas in the store—electronics. People were talking animatedly around us, the televisions were blaring out Christmas shows and stereos played Bing Crosby crooning to White Christmas. Despite the racket, it was sort of blissful. I love that kind of stuff. It’s no wonder I never heard the warning to “Watch Out!” I was looking to my left at a fifty-inch television that my unemployment benefits were never going to be able to pay for, when my right leg was struck. Luckily, my plant foot didn’t stick or the crazy old bitch on the shopping scooter would have used me as a speed bump. As it was I fell over to the side, crashing into the basket of her cart as she forced me into the shelf of cordless telephones and answering machines.

      She’d hit hard enough that I took down a fair amount of the display. There was a loud beeping as she hastily backed up, leaving my lower body on the shelf and my upper draped across the floor.

      “I’m so sorry!” A woman trailing the older lady on the cart had run up beside us. “She’s never operated one of these before! I’m so sorry!” she said again.

      “What the hell? So you thought during the busiest day of the year was a good time to teach her?” I was pissed as I pushed myself up and off the ground. By now a sizable crowd had gathered to watch the train wreck, including four or five employees who assisted getting me up and putting the phones back where they belonged.

      “Are you hurt? You’re all dirty,” the greeter said as he brushed my ass off.

      “I think I’ll be fine,” I said as I eased him away from an area he was clearly too interested in. “There’d better not be any more stickers, buddy.”

      “I’m on break,” he said, as if that addressed my concerns.

      The lady that hit me was slack-jawed and dead-eyed, I would have sworn she was the victim of a stroke, and I don’t mean previously, I’m talking about right this very second. I wanted to rail on her for being a shitty driver and maybe how about she watch where in the fuck she is going, but it would have been like screaming at the special needs greeter. Who does that shit? She couldn’t help herself and I would have to chalk it up as an accident. That was, of course, right up until the millisecond her eyes met mine and the light of intelligence sparkled in them along with an almost imperceptible upturn to the right corner of her mouth. She’d fucking known what she’d done and she’d thoroughly enjoyed it. I wondered how much trouble I’d get in if I thumped her in the head with one of the phones by my feet? “Oh my god,” I would say. “Sorry! I’ve never operated one of those before!”

      “Come on, auntie,” the other woman urged. The caretaker was looking at me and apparently saw something she didn’t like.

      I was left standing there, so I bent over to help pick up the strewn around electronics.

      “I think you’ve done enough, sir,” a surly, squat, female employee said as she began to pick up the merchandise. She was acting like I’d flung myself into the display in a drunken stupor. I sheepishly walked away.

      “Honestly, Talbot, I can’t take you anywhere. Are you alright?” Tracy asked.

      I knew how this would go. If I told her I was alright it would her give her the freedom to laugh, which she was on the verge of anyway. On the flip side, if I said something hurt besides my pride she would give me shit that an old woman had taken out a Marine. This was clearly a case of not being able to win. I gave a non-committal grunt, which was really the only option available to me. I did walk with a slight limp in the hopes of a little sympathy. After ten minutes or so I’d let the episode slip into the back of my mind, although this would be one Tracy would recount to family members for a good long while. The cart was nearly three quarters full and we’d yet to go to the food side of the store.

      We were coming down the cereal aisle and I caught sight of the door greeter who apparently wore multiple hats. He was busy stocking some groceries. Looked like an off-brand box of pastry squares.

      “These are the best,” he told me, holding a packet right up in front of my face.

      “Cheesy cherry pastry puffs? Sounds delicious,” I said in as convincing voice as I could muster.

      “That’s what I thought.” He was opening up each of the small boxes, taking out one packet, and putting it into the large front pocket of his blue smock.

      “You never know when you’re going to need one of these.” He was smiling as he looked at me.

      “Yeah...hopefully, never,” I mumbled as we left him to his “work”. “That can’t be legal right?” I asked Tracy. She shrugged and we marched on. We got to the end of the aisle and were heading for the meat department. We were going to grab a turkey. I took one last look behind me; the boy was now opening up the stolen packets and stuffing them into his mouth as fast as he could get his full hands up there. Looked like a fucking paper shredder at a large corporation undergoing criminal investigation just minutes from being served the warrant.

      I was turning to tell Tracy to take a look at this, when I once again heard the telltale “Watch out!” I was completely blindsided. This time I went face first into a display of tinned hams. Jacob Marley and his hundred foot chain didn’t make a quarter of the racket as he haunted poor Ebenezer than I did when those containers smashed onto the floor. Some skidded twenty or more feet along the slick tiled surface.

      “I’m so sorry,” the niece said, clearly mortified.

      The witch, on the other hand, was cackling like a fucking crone. Even my beloved was having a difficult time holding it together as she helped me up. My knee had busted through one of the containers and was encased in that disgusting, congealed wad of lard and fat those hams are famous for. Nothing says “appetizing” more than a half inch layer of pork flavored snot. The greeter, whose face was now covered in cheesy, cherry goo came over to help again. He spewed a decent sized wad of pastry crumbs on me as he checked me over and tried not to choke from laughing. I was beginning to think Crumb-Face and Crone were in on this together and I was the butt of their joke. Either that or the cosmos was just having a grand old time with me tonight.

      To top it off, Sour-Puss Sarah of the electronics department was now covering a shift over in Meats.

      “You again?” she asked checking out the devastation. “Have you ever thought about shopping over at K-Mart? They’ll let anybody in.”

      “Are you seriously implying that I’m not good enough for Walmart? You do realize that they have an actual website set up specifically to show some of the people, and I use that term loosely, that shop here don’t you?”

      “I’d say you’re going to be on it soon enough,” she said as she pointed to a sea of phone cameras that were capturing all the action.

      I wouldn’t usually use the word “mortified,” but that seemed to fit pretty precisely what I was feeling.

      “Hon, I, um, think I’m going to wait in the car,” I said.

      “That might be for the best.” She had a hand in front of her mouth doing her damnedest to stifle a laugh.

      I went back to the car, grabbed the box of baby wipes I carry around for unexpected messes and cleaned off. The events of that night eventually faded and we had a great Christmas. And to be honest, I never thought much about the incidents afterwards, doing my best to forget it had ever happened, although Tracy made that difficult with her constant retellings. Even that stopped, though, once the z-poc started up almost a year later to the day. The one thing I didn’t put together until I started dwelling on that night, was that the knock-off Pop-Tart hoarder was Tommy and the runaway hag was Deneaux. Fucking bitch was a pain in my side before I even knew her. Can’t imagine what she had against me before the zombies; maybe she’d just seen me around the complex and decided I was in need of a good running over.

      Were the forces, even then, beginning to align themselves? Or was the crazy bat just mad at me because my dog had shit in her yard? I could only hope she’d stepped in it and dragged his wonderful remnants into her house and onto her expensive Persian rug, the one she’d salvaged from her bitter divorce proceedings. That seemed about the only way it would all be worth it. The picture of me that ended up on People of Walmart was taken completely out of context. I had ham goo and cherry chunks all over me. My mouth was open, in what looked like a scream and my hands were raised to the heavens. Cans of ham laid all around me. Of course the Ort-Tosser and the Renegade Rider were nowhere to be seen. I barely recognized myself. It had twelve down votes from people who felt the whole thing had been staged.
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          EPILOGUE FOUR

        

        A meeting with Longinus - During the Lycan Invasion

      

    

    
      “MY NAME IS Longinus. Do you know who I am?”

      “Is there anybody that doesn’t?”

      “There have been more than a few. I have walked this accursed world for centuries, unable to die, although I have tried many times. I have been struck through with blades of all manner. I have walked into fires, I have dove into volcanoes, my nerves and skin burning into ash, but regenerating nearly as fast. But not quick enough to keep the pain away. I have waded out into the ocean, sinking to depths that should have crushed me to the size of a child’s marble. As man has found more potent ways to kill his fellow beings I have watched, hopeful that someday he will become so efficient as to find a way to end my existence. I went to war in Germany, France, England, and Korea; I have been shot over a dozen times, I deliberately jumped onto a hand grenade and I stepped in the way of a rocket-propelled grenade, yet here I am.”

      “Remind me not to go into battle with you. Will you help us?”

      “I care not for the plight of man, and unlike you, Michael, I mean what I say.”

      “The Lycan are a formidable opponent, maybe they can rip your head off or something.”

      “There is not a mortal creature that can be my undoing.”

      I was fearful that this might be the moment he decided to give me a go.

      “I’m mortal,” I blurted out. “In so far as I can be killed.”

      “Yet you converse with your God directly.” He seemed to take a great interest at this point, as if he’d just discovered something he’d previously overlooked. “Why is that? Hasn’t He given you the whole ‘I cannot interfere’ speech? You must be my instrument.”

      He’d even given a good proximity of the voice. It was unsettling having a conversation with a figure that, for most of my life I thought to be more myth spun from allegory than a being with true physicality.

      “Something like that,” I mumbled.

      “There have been many like you before and there are many like you to come. You are not unique in this. Has He promised you anything of substance?”

      I said nothing.

      “Not even a vaunted place inside his home? No? I guess He can’t, being as you are soulless. Want to know something amusing? I still have mine. It isn’t worth much, but yet, there it is.” He laughed hard, throwing his head back as he did so. It was very likely he was insane; making a hasty retreat seemed prudent. “I wonder if aligning myself against you would win me any favor?”

      I had enough fucking troubles. This was one I did not wish to add.

      “How so?”

      Longinus laughed again. “Oh. I see you’re still hung up on Him.” He pointed up, placed his hands together as if in prayer and laughed again for good measure. “I was thinking to curry favor from other avenues.”

      I shivered.

      “Though, they do not want anything to do with me as well. I most certainly would be a prize of sorts, but as curses go, this is one of serious fuckery and even I am not worthy of too much of their consideration.”

      “Yeah, can’t tell you how that is eating me up inside. So I’m going to pencil you in as a ‘no’ then.”

      “If I change my mind I will let you know.” He walked away, leaving me to my thoughts. Did he mean for or against me? He was the ultimate opponent, one who welcomed death, yet could never feel its cold embrace. He could wipe out entire armies if he so desired. It was that thought that compelled me to follow him, to persuade him, and it was that thought as well that kept me from doing so. War should not be waged with immortals. They cannot, and do not wish to understand the brevity of life and are therefore unaffected by the catastrophes that they can manifest.
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          MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY

        

        LOST CHAPTER 1

      

    

    
      WE’D JUST GOT to Denarth. After the fall of Talboton, morale was pretty low. I wasn’t doing much other than taking up space and licking my wounds. Plotting revenge had become a full-time job that I was happy to relinquish. I brightened when I saw Azile coming my way; she was carrying something in her hands. A garment of some sort, it was a weird brownish hue.

      “Can you talk to Mathieu, please?” Azile had sat across from me as she handed me what turned out to be a pair of pants.

      “You want me to talk to another guy about pants? Seriously? This is not something that is generally done. And what the hell do you want me to talk to him about?” I asked.

      “Pull on the material.”

      I did; it stretched and then it stretched some more. “Holy shit,” I said as I kept on stretching them. “What the fuck are these made out of? Rubber? These are like pants Stretch Armstrong would wear! They’re awesome!”

      “Thank you.”

      “Wow. These might truly be the first One Size Fits All. Could you imagine how much you could have made on these? Some of those dumpling-loving women could have said they fit into the same size pants as those celery munchers. But I still don’t know what the hell you want me to do with them.”

      “When Mathieu changes he shreds his clothes.”

      “Yeah...so?” I got a little scared as I realized the direction this conversation was going.

      “When he turns back into his human form he leaves little to the imagination before he can get a change of clothing.”

      “That’s his problem. And maybe you shouldn’t be looking. We’re supposedly an item, you and I.”

      “These are for him, not me. Have you ever seen how self-conscious he becomes when he reverts to human form?”

      “No, I don’t pay attention to that shit. No guy does. You’re the one that created them, maybe you should do the explaining.” I tried to hand them back, she was having none of it.

      “He’s your friend,” she defended.

      “Yeah, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “You will do this for him. He needs help and it should come from you.”

      “You suck,” I acquiesced.

      “Great. I knew you’d see it my way.”

      “Did I ever really have a choice?”

      “We both know the answer to that.”

      “Yup.” I stood and went to find Mathieu. It was actually pretty good timing as he was working on mending a shirt and some pants that he’d asked Lana for. “These are for you,” I said, tossing the pants at his head.”

      “What? What are they?” he asked as he pulled them away from his head.

      “Let’s not make this weird,” I said as I tried my best to walk away before we had to talk about it anymore.

      “These are a very strange material.” He was pulling on them much like I had. “How far will they expand?”

      “Far enough where I would imagine your junk will no longer be exposed.”

      He lowered the pants enough so that he could see me over them. “Is that a problem for you?”

      “See! This is why I told Azile she should just give you the fucking things. There was zero chance one guy giving another guy pants wasn’t going to head straight down an awkward path.”

      “Maybe I prefer to have my genitalia air-dried.”

      “Fuck me, man. I don’t care. I really don’t. If you want to sing arias and rock out with your cock out feel fucking free. I did my part.”

      “Tell her thank you,” he said sincerely.

      “I will.” I was happy this particular conversation was coming to a close.

      “One more thing, Michael.”

      I turned to look back at him.

      “Is it a size thing? Are you intimidated?”

      “I hate you both.” I flipped him off and left.
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