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        PROLOGUE ONE

        The Green Man’s Origins

      

      

      “WHAT IS SO special about this slab of meat?” Trinitor asked, as he held the screaming man upside down, dangling him by his ankle over a river of molten lava.

      “Nothing. He is no more important than all the other two-legged rats...yet,” Villizen answered. He churned a small boiling pot of gray-green gruel. Thick wet bubbles burst, plopping the heavy liquid all around the cauldron, occasionally striking the human, causing him to shriek even louder. Trinitor hoisted the man higher so he was staring into his face.

      “They are so ugly. Did their god really make them in his image? I can see why we want to destroy them. They have no place among us. That we are regulated to the under-plane while these insufferable little beasts crawl all over everything on the upper-planes is something I do not understand.”

      “Victors can do as they please. What we are doing here today is the first step to changing all that,” Villizen explained.

      “I could eat half of this whelp in two bites.”

      “They do not taste good; I have tried.”

      “When did you ever see a human before this?”

      “When Lamatsu escaped, I was sent with four others to retrieve her. She nearly broke the covenant which would have sent us even farther from the realm we should rightfully have inherited.”

      “What happened?”

      “How old are you, Trinitor?”

      “Over two thousand earth years.”

      “And yet you have learned nothing of our history?”

      “Who needs history? I am told to do things and I do them.”

      “It is a slave’s duty to better himself so that one day he may be more than a servant.”

      “In all my years, Villizen, I have never seen you do anything but another’s bidding.”

      “Naught can be done until the time is right. This is that time, Trinitor. Bring the little ogre over here.”

      Trinitor swung the man violently back and forth snapping his ankle and lower leg before dipping his head into the boiling vat. The cries of pain and panic were stifled as he was submerged into the liquid.

      “You need to be more careful. Four daemons died crossing the chasm to pull him back. Get him out of the cauldron before you cook his brain.”

      All of the man’s hair had fallen off. Skin sloughed away from his face, a dripping candle had more in common with the man’s features than any current inhabitant of the plane he called home.

      “Can we not leave him this way? He is almost acceptable.”

      Villizen reshaped the man’s face as if it were made from clay. The nose was much flatter and the ears were pulled back farther along his skull. Other than that, he thought he had done a reasonably good job of putting the monster back together.

      “Tell me again how this thing is going to help us? He barely has enough mana to be noteworthy.”

      “It is not the amount of power he possesses but rather what that power can be made to do. I have told you everything, Trinitor. There is a way for those of us that wish it, to be free of this place.”

      “I have listened, Villizen. I have listened well and what I do now, I do for myself not you, nor your commander or our false demon. My entire existence has never been my own. I was created to serve under a cruel master, and I am done. When you said you had a way for us to be free, I heard nothing else. Now that you believe there is a way I need to know how it may come about, for I will be able to think of little else.”

      “Listen this time for I will not say it a third.”

      “You will say it as many times as I need you to.”

      Villizen looked over at the other. “Perhaps it was a mistake ordering you here. Your youth makes you volatile.” Villizen stood to his full twelve feet. He set his cloven hooves wide apart before unfurling his great wings. He revealed rows of murderous teeth in a mouth nearly half the size of his head.

      Trinitor did not recoil. Instead, he held the man out in front of him. “I will tear him in two and all of your terrible plans will die with him.”

      “You are foolish, Trinitor. I created you to do that which I did not want to. Do you believe yourself to be the first? Now ask yourself why you are the only? It is because, at some point, those before you questioned my position of power over them. You are not as invulnerable as you believe yourself to be.”

      “You are wrong, Villizen. For two thousand years, I have watched you and the others scurry about, attempting to curry a favor that does not exist. He does not even know you exist, yet you all bow down when his name is mentioned. You quake in fear from a being that is as loathsome as this insect. This human is being changed; he will find the one that can open the gates that keep us locked away, the one that was promised to our kind many millennia ago, the one who has finally arisen. I will not squander this chance away with your tentative steps. We will leave here, and we will do as we please in a realm where we are not hindered.”

      “If you have the answer, why then are you bothering me?” Villizen yelled.

      “I know that I cannot defeat you by myself, master,” Trinitor sneered the word. “If I had not figured out how to garner your attention I would not be able to do this.” He looked over the other’s shoulder and smiled. Villizen screamed as rough hands gripped his wings and savagely ripped them free from their moorings.

      “With your wings gone, so goes the majority of your power, Villizen.” Hands pushed the bleeding beast to the ground. “I think now I will be the one that has you do those things I find distasteful, which, I must tell you, is just about everything. I will release this thing back to where he belongs. And when we find the doorway, Villizen, you will not be allowed to pass over, ever. For now, you lack the ability to do so!” Trinitor’s laughter receded as he walked away. Villizen glared in an unimaginable anger as his amputated wings were thrown back at him by the two creatures that followed Trinitor away.
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        PROLOGUE TWO

        The Green Man Cometh

      

      

      A THICK MIST swirled around the naked, shivering form. The man stood. His goose-bumped flesh felt like it was burning. He slowly shivered and looked about him. Shoulders slumped, bent at the waist, he did his best to protect himself from the elements.

      “Where am I?” he chattered. Then a more alarming thought came to him. “Who am I?” He was terrified as he searched through a mind devoid of all knowledge of self. All he knew was that he was cold, in pain, and hungry. A word came to him as he looked about, deciding which way to go.

      “Stonehenge.” He recognized the formation, he knew it was in England, but he had no clue why he was there. He stumbled forward along a path. After a few hours of walking, the sun finally broke out. It did little to penetrate the cold within him, though he was thankful for the light. Whenever he was engulfed in darkness, his visions were filled with nightmarish creatures he could not fathom could possibly exist.

      “Well lookie here at this right cunt!” Bones said to his friends. There were three of them, all carrying a weapon of some sort. Bones had a cricket bat as did his best mate, Freddie. Maysie had a length of cement-filled pipe.

      “Are you some sort of fuck-twat?” Freddie asked. The three had been out on a supply run when they came upon the strange man. They’d got off their bikes and were preparing to take anything of value the man may have had, but it was looking as if someone had beat them to the punch. The man turned to face his tormentors.

      “Holy shit. What happened to your face, man?” Bones asked.

      “What...?” he asked moving his hands up to touch his features. There was an unnatural smoothness as he felt around.

      “You been burned or something, man?” Maysie was having a hard time looking upon the face. “Bones, let’s go, he ain’t got nothing.”

      “Fuck that,” Bones said. “This one is too ugly to go on. Gonna be hard enough fucking my old lady now that I’ve got that mug in my mind; I won’t feel right if I don’t spare some other poor bastard from having to look at that thing.

      “I need help,” the man said.

      “Yeah, you do,” Bones replied. He took two steps forward and began to swing his bat. The man attempted to defend himself by putting his hands in the way. A loud snapping could be heard as Bones broke the man’s wrist and forearm.

      “Bones, man, come on. He didn’t do nothing. He doesn’t have nothing,” Freddie pleaded.

      “There’s something wrong with this one, Freddie. I can’t put a finger on it, but he’s spoiled with evil or some shit. Just look at him.” Bones wound up and swung again, cracking the man on the shoulder hard enough to make him topple over.

      “You don’t understand!” The man had his good hand up. “I don’t know who I am or how I got here. I need help.”

      Bones was standing over the man threatening to bash his skull in. “Yeah, you do, mate, and I plan on giving it to you.” Bones swung with enough force he’d hoped to cave that melted face in on itself. Less than three inches from making contact, a force no one had seen stopped the momentum of the bat. Whatever it had hit, had caused the bat to snap in half. At first, Bones had mistakenly assumed it had been the man’s skull and whooped in celebration at how hard he had struck. He was shocked when the man did not fall over.

      “What the bloody hell?” he asked, looking at the jagged end of his bat. “That was my best stick. You’re going to pay for that!”

      The man looked at his outstretched hand. He’d felt something come from his fingertips, some unexplained power that really shouldn’t have been there. Bones changed his grip on the hilt and was preparing to stab the man in the face with the wooden shards. The man flexed his fingers and concentrated; Bones was sent reeling backward as if he’d been kicked in the stomach by a donkey. What was left of the bat was ripped from his hand and skittered away. Bones was on his knees gasping for air.

      “What’s going on?” Maysie asked. He looked terrified.

      “Evil...evil. I told you so,” Bones gasped. He was pointing with his right hand; his left was wrapped around his midsection.

      The man stood. He moved his hand over his broken arm; there was a grinding and an abrasive scratching sound as the bones knit back together. Bones was finally getting his breath and was scrambling to get back up and away. Quicker than his two friends, he knew there was a power here that was going to completely overwhelm them and swiftly.

      “I am cold,” the man said. “I’m going to need your clothes. We appear to be the same size.”

      “You can right fuck off,” Freddie said. “You know how hard it is to find a tuxedo? The zombies destroyed everything.”

      “Give it to me.”

      “Fuck you.” Freddie came at the man swinging.

      Instead of letting him continue, the man simply froze him in place. “You,” he said, pointing to Maysie. “Hit him.”

      “What?”

      “Are you deaf? I said hit him.”

      “I...I can’t. He’s my...my mate.”

      “I don’t care if he’s your dance partner. I said hit him.”

      Maysie looked over to Bones who had stopped of his own volition as he watched this train derail and begin to crash in slow motion.

      “What did you do to him?” Maysie asked, looking at his friend who had not moved so much as a muscle in the last twenty seconds. He was halted in a position he should not have been able to hold for more than second or two. He was leaning in towards the man, balanced precariously on just the front of his right foot.

      “I haven’t done anything, but you will. Oh yes, you will.”

      “Fuck you if I will.”

      “You most certainly will or...Bones, is it?” He looked over to the boy who had not got up off the ground yet.

      Bones looked shocked that he’d been talked to. He nodded.

      “Either you take that lead pipe and hit your popsicle friend here, or Bones is going to stick you with that bat. Isn’t that right, Bones?”

      Bones nodded; he couldn’t help himself.

      “Get up, Bones. Tell him you mean business.”

      Bones did as he was told without being forced to do so.

      “Get your bat. Hurry up about it; I’m not getting any warmer.” Bones ran over to where the bat had rolled and picked it up. “Now tell your friend here to hit Freddie or you are going to shove that bat up his ass. Can you imagine the damage all of those huge splinters will do as they travel up that very sensitive canal? I really don’t know what might happen. If you survive, the odds are that you will never be quite the same.”

      “Do it, Maysie. Hit him...please. I don’t want to do anything like that,” Bones said.

      Maysie did not move.

      “Fine. We can do this the difficult way. In the end, I will get what I want. Remove your pants.”

      Again, Maysie did not move. The man made a gesture with his hand, and a large tugging at the back of Maysie’s pants pulled him over and on to his face. He broke two teeth and his nose on the roadway as they made hard contact. There was a loud ripping sound as the seams to his pants finally gave way, revealing a pair of dirty underwear that had not seen the inside of a washing machine in nearly a year.

      “I am glad you were not the one wearing the tuxedo,” the man said as his force wrenched the disgusting undergarment free as well. “Well, there you go Bones. I don’t think you’re going to get a much better angle. Now, I really want you to drive it up in there, perhaps you may even spear his genitals into the roadway. If you don’t do it hard enough—if he’s able to get up, I’m going to have him do it to you.”

      Bones turned his head and threw up even as he took a couple of steps closer.

      “Don’t do this, Bonesy, please, mate!”

      Bones shuffled closer.

      “Mister! Mister! I’ll do it! Please let me up. I’ll hit him, I swear!”

      “No little love taps, either,” the man chided. “I want some crushing impacts. Do you hear me?”

      “I do, I do.” Maysie was nodding vigorously.

      “Well, get to it.” The man looked over to Freddie and released his grip on his eyes and mouth.

      “What are you doing, man?” Freddie was struggling to look over to his side and see what his friend was up to.

      “I’m sorry,” Maysie said. He was crying now.

      “We grew up together, Maysie. You lived at my house for three years after your mum died!” Freddie pleaded. “Don’t do this!”

      “Oh do!” the man said, nearly clapping his hands as he did so.

      “Maysie, don’t listen to him! Hit him, man. Take his fucking head off!” Freddie yelled.

      Maysie was bawling. Fat tears streaked down his face, his eyes held completely closed as he swung. The snapping of Freddie’s shoulder blade was the loudest sound in the surrounding area, until Freddie began to scream.

      “I hit him!” Maysie cried out. “I did it. Now let us go.”

      “Oh, I think you’ve mistaken my intention. I plan for you to keep hitting him until he is dead.”

      “No,” Maysie said softly. Yet this time, he did not protest in his actions as he swung and struck Freddie’s lower back. A welt formed so quickly and became so large that the skin cracked and split, spilling out blood.

      “Wait, wait,” the man said as Maysie was winding up for the third hit. “Get in front of him. I want your betrayal to be face to face.”

      Whatever resistance had been in Maysie had been completely pushed out. He moved to the front of Freddie, though he would not look his friend in the eye.

      “Stop, please,” Freddie begged. “Please.”

      “Shut up,” Maysie said. At first his voice carried little force. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Each time his volume, and with it the vehemence in his words increased. At the third utterance he swung at Freddie’s head and did not stop until his friend was completely unrecognizable. The entire skull structure had been broken into such small pieces, so much brain and blood had leaked out the sides, that his face had literally caved in on itself. He looked like a strangely distorted two-dimensional version of his former self. Ragged bits of blood and skin were being flung in all directions as Maysie kept pummeling, determined to drive his friend’s shoulders down into his hips.

      “I think he’s quite dead. You may stop now.”

      Maysie did so without any further prompting.

      “His turn,” the man said, directing Maysie to Bones. Bones immediately struggled against bonds he could not see, though they felt as strong as steel straps.

      “Fuck that noise. Maysie, I’ll kill you if you take a single step in my direction.”

      “I have to, Bones. He told me to.”

      “Maysie, we didn’t know this guy five minutes ago and now you’re going to kill your two best friends because he said so?”

      “I have to, right?” Maysie asked looking back at the man, who summarily nodded back at him.

      “Wait...hold on,” the man said. Bones appeared to relax, thinking that the man had maybe had a change of heart. “I’ve already watched you beat your friend brainless; maybe this would be better if you both fought it out. Yes, I do believe that would be much more entertaining.”

      Bones had thirty pounds and a modicum of experience over his friend, Maysie. He put Maysie in a headlock and proceeded to slam his right fist into his friend’s face until Maysie went slack. Bones let him go and Maysie fell away.

      “That was not nearly as entertaining as I would have hoped,” the man said. He had somehow removed the clothes from Freddie’s rapidly cooling body as the other two men fought. “Does this fit me well?”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Bones asked.

      “Kill your friend and you can go.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      The man looked over at the nude corpse of Freddie. “I think you already know.”

      “I’m sorry, Maysie,” Freddie said as he found a decent sized stone. He lifted it over his head and threw it down in front of him. There was a loud crunching sound as he destroyed Maysie’s nose. The man was in agony, but as of yet was not dead.

      “Come on, come on. I don’t have all day,” the man said, impatiently.

      Freddie dashed that rock against his friend’s head repeatedly until Maysie took in his final death rattle. “I’ll find you someday, and I will kill you.”

      “I look forward to it,” the man said. “If you survive the next three days, that is.” He laughed as he left Freddie, frozen in place again, behind him.

      “You said you were going to let me go!” Freddie screamed.

      “I am a man of my word. In seventy-two hours that spell will wear off and you will be able to do as you please.”

      “There are animals out here!” Freddie was shouting at the top of lungs.

      “Then I suggest you be quiet and stop drawing attention to yourself.” With that, he was out of sight.

      [image: ]

      HE WAS UNSURE why it was so imperative for him to find passage to what was once the country of America. There were vast holes in his memory, who he was or who he had been, yet some of that was overlaid with great stores of knowledge that he felt he had no right to. He had no idea how he had learned them. It became evident to him that he possessed great magical powers; he’d proven it with the trio of thugs he’d encountered, yet he could not remember ever having done magic before. He also knew that it was his job, no, his quest, to seek out others that had powers much like his own. How he was supposed to assemble these people and what he was supposed to do once he had them together was another question he could not answer just yet.

      “First things first,” he said as he stood on the prow of the small vessel he had purchased passage on. The journey was swift for a ship borne by wind; the crew was happy to finally disembark their strange guest. He knew he had set himself on the correct course the moment his feet touched the sand on the beach.

      “I can feel them; six nearly as strong as I and a seventh perhaps stronger. Excellent. Now I need to figure out how to pull them all together.” For four and a half years he wandered the countryside until fate or good fortune put him in a Lycan snare. It was he who had convinced Xavier that the rightful place of Lycan was to lord over the food they ate. The powerful beast had moved quickly on the suggestion. The man knew that war was the swiftest way to force those with greatness in them out into the open where they could be marked and measured. Once he’d put the cart on its tracks, he merely stepped back and let nature take its course.

      He became the watcher as he discovered Bailey Tynes, Lana Saltinda, Tomas Vangoth, Michael Talbot and Azile, The Red Witch. The last he had exhausted nearly the limits of his power to keep himself shielded from her.
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        PROLOGUE THREE

      

      

      I WAS DEAD. I am dead. Or, at least, I think I am. Last thing I remember with any clarity was holding Tommy’s hands in the netherworld while we did our best to hold on to our “self”, our “id”, our psyche. Something. For what purpose I did not know. Tommy was under the belief that we had, as of yet, not given enough of ourselves, that we still had more to do. How is it even possible to not be peaceful in death? Isn’t that the ultimate definition? We were preparing ourselves for an eternity of wandering. We were alone in a gray, drab, unchanging landscape. That was until we got an offer we couldn’t refuse. Technically, we made a deal with the devil. Who does that shit? Who is so asinine as to fall into bed with the great Deceiver? I’ll tell you who. The fucking desperate, that’s who. Eternity is a mighty fucking long time. Think DMV at the end of the month and you start to get an idea of what Tommy and I were facing.

      I stepped through the portal that wasn’t supposed to be there. I had an iron grip on Tommy’s hand as I went, but that was all for naught. We were ripped free from each other as easily as if we were toddlers playing Red Rover. And this is the predicament I find myself in now. I traded one horizontal gray slab for a vertical black one. At least, I think it’s vertical; I have the sensation that I am falling;, though no air is whistling past my ears, my clothes do not ripple. My stomach is not in my throat...yet still I feel as if I’m plunging. I don’t know how long it will be before I go insane. I’ve been talking out loud for what seems years long. I have screamed for others, I’ve cried for help. I have railed at the injustice of it all; I have begged for mercy, and I’ve groveled for true, final, death. Anything but this.

      I didn’t notice the change at first; it was so subtle, so slow...I wasn’t even really sure what was happening. It could have even been hallucinations; I was so unconvinced something was actually happening. I could just make out the outline of my hands if I held them in front of my face. It could have easily been a phantom vision, something I so desperately wanted to see that I was forcing my brain to superimpose the image across the blackness. I was rapt; I dared not turn away lest the spectral image vanish. In degrees that time is not measured in, I started to see more definition to my hands, my wrists, my forearms. I gazed upon them like a thirsty man does a pitcher of cold lemonade on a hot summer day. In a place where time held no sway, it was impossible to know how much more had lapsed when the muted light began, almost imperceptibly, to expand out.

      I was crushed. Hope had been stamped, stomped, and pissed on. The gray of the world was getting brighter; the Jokester had sent me in a huge circle, and damned if I wasn’t back where I had started. Though this time, I did not have Tommy. Fuck the “circle”; this was a downward spiral from which I would not be able to pick myself up from. Would I just lay down for all time? Giving up would accomplish nothing; though in reality, I guess there was no goal. No pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. There wasn’t even a pot. If I had a pulse it would have quickened—mentally I believed it had— in this realm that was as good as the real thing.

      

      I saw something move past my feet.

      

      “Tommy?” I asked tentatively. No reply. My feet touched down; I’d plunged for miles upon miles and I landed as if I’d stepped off a sheet of paper. A sea of souls moved soundlessly and without hope all around me; was my own among them? If the Devil had indeed kept up his end of the bargain, what was I supposed to do now? This was a “Spot the Difference” picture where everyone, everything, was the same color gray in a world of gray colors. I could see hundreds around me; I sensed there were millions. I’d gone from one hopeless situation to another. How long would it take for me to pick out the right one? You’d be surprised...not that long, actually. The first thing I tried to do was go for a little levitation, figuring I could cover a lot more ground that way, scanning over the heads of the multitude of lost. Time might not have any influence here but fucking gravity did. I jumped and came back down about as fast as I would have on Earth.

      The only thing I had available to me was my voice. “Mike! Mike! Michael fucking Talbot!” I screamed for hours. My old drill instructor would have shed a tear of pride if he could have heard me. My throat never hurt, never got parched; my tone never quivered or quavered. I just kept going. I called myself all manner of things and threatened myself if I didn’t show up “right soon” I was going to kick my own ass. Thousands of souls drifted past, apathetic to my pleas, none ever looking at me or acknowledging my presence or even touching me. It was Times Square on New Year’s Eve crowded here, but not once was I jostled. I about begged for the contact, even a few times running at a particular soul to see what would happen. They would invariably and easily slide right past and around. It was like we were repelling magnets; we could never touch no matter how much we tried. Surrounded by many, yet still lonely, I started screaming again.

      “Mike—get your fucking ass over here! I don’t want to be here anymore!” The weird part was that I heard “...here anymore” come back as an echo, as if it had reverberated off of something, but what, I couldn’t tell. Everything was the damn same. “MIKE!” Again the echo, only seemingly closer, yet I had not moved. Now, I’ve heard the phrase: “If you can’t get to the mountain, bring the mountain to you.” That’s all fine and cool as a saying, but I was petrified at the thought of something Mount Everest-sized barreling in my direction. Got to admit, I was pretty tentative when I said, “echo”. If I’d had skin, I would have jumped out of it when the word was immediately returned.

      I was looking up, braced for the giant, mountainous pile of rocks to grind me into oblivion, so much so, I nearly missed what was standing in front of me. That would have been kind of difficult though, because it was me, or I was him. Something along those lines. My jaw just about dropped as the “other me” showed up, his eyes grew wide in shock, fear,...elation? Who the fuck knows. I reached out, thinking that maybe this was another ruse. Instead of being repelled, we were drawn to each other. One moment there were two distinct and separate entities, the next we were one. There were a few milliseconds of awkwardness as there were two separate and distinct beings and then—like lifelong friends who can easily pick up a conversation no matter how long they’ve been apart—we were finally reconciled.

      I wept. I was once again in possession of my soul. What the fuck I was going to do with it?  Well, that was anybody’s guess.
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      I WAS NOW one with myself. Doesn’t get much more Zen than that. Well, not quite. For the longest time I had been mind and body; now I was mind and spirit. I’d been given this chance for a reason. There was no sense in a reunion tour if I could not get the entire band back together. Beelzebub sure didn’t do this out of the kindness of his heart. And even he wouldn’t have been given the opportunity to make an offer like this unless someone else had given him the chance to do so. And if all of these grand puppet masters were in play that meant there had to be a way for me to succeed. But how? It wasn’t like there were exit signs pointing the way out. Well, if it worked once it might work again. What the hell else was I going to do?

      “TOMMY! YO, TOMMY!” Unlike my previous success, there was none forthcoming from this venture. Was I supposed to just walk around until some other omnipotent being shuffled the deck and threw me a card? Fuck, I hated being a pawn on the universe’s largest playing field. Just for shits and giggles, I tempted fate.

      “Deneaux! Hey, you salty old bat! You out there?” If there were ever one without a soul, it was her. Mean broad. Probably lost hers in the womb when she wrapped her own umbilical cord around her twin’s neck to get rid of the competition. Sort of relieved when I got no response, truth be told. I didn’t push my luck again. The personal space cushion I had been granted when I was merely conscience expanded once I was reunited with my soul, as if the others were somehow shunning me for making this rare connection. Not that any of them paid me any mind. I didn’t have a problem with this; it afforded me a better view of where I was, which ultimately meant nothing in this unchanging, bland-ass place. I walked; one part of me was in constant celebration with the fact I was two-thirds whole, and one part of me was in despair that I was only two-thirds whole. For a good long while, I walked with my head hanging down watching my gray feet nearly meld with the gray ground.

      A cool touch, a kiss of a breeze rubbed against my cheek. I’m not even going to speculate where it came from, what was the point? What it did, effectively, was make me look up to attempt to figure out who had done it. The next thing I know, I’m looking at a lost soul that could have doubled as a scarecrow. Had to be close to seven feet tall and as thin as a rail. If he had been housed in a body I don’t think he could have weighed more than a hundred pounds. Tufts of straw-like hair stuck out at odd angles atop his head. Long, curved, bony fingers were suspended in the air held aloft by equally thin arms. He was reaching for something only he could see. And I was extremely happy to note that it wasn’t me. But why was he of such importance? He paid me about as much heed as anyone else in this place.

      My mind was wont to drift up here, just as much as when I was on terra firma, if not more, because there were zero fucking distractions. I’d like to say there was an “aha!” moment, but I’d be lying. I was thinking of Scarecrow Man, then absently wondering if I would run into the Cowardly Lion and the Tin Man and right from there I went to wishing I had Dorothy’s ruby red slippers so I could click my heels and go home.

      “Naw. No fucking way it’s that easy.” I was actually trying to talk myself out of it. “If it was that easy why wouldn’t everyone just do it?” That thought dimly lit a bulb in my head. A soul couldn’t, because it did not possess the ability to form rational thoughts. Or at least, something along those lines. Souls are all emotion and feelings, but I got the distinct impression that as far as intelligence went, a sea slug would probably outpace it. Mine could not and would never think about what I was about to do. To be honest, that was probably for the best; I had no idea if the body I was going to wish myself back into was even still available. Who knows? I could have been up here for a couple of years. Then my maggoty, decaying, worm-eaten flesh-housing would be some terrible skins to wear. Then what?
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      “THERE’S NO PLACE like...nope not going to say it.” I just began to dwell on my past, what I’d lost, what I had gained along the way, the things I still wanted to do, the people I still wanted to see and those I wanted to end up with. I don’t remember having any true consciousness of what was happening other than one moment I was surrounded by muted gray, the next by pitch black darkness and a heavy crushing weight pressing on every square inch of me. Panic was my immediate reaction, unmitigated panic. Petrified even. There was no doubt in my mind I was underground; now I just had to wonder how far. I wanted to kick with my legs but I didn’t have the ability to do so. My arms were crossed over my chest; I was able to maneuver them so that my hands were near to my face and I started pressing like I was on a weight bench attempting to do some reps—though having a spotter right about now would have been awesome.

      I couldn’t quite feel the rocks I was moving but I could hear them, the grind of stone on stone, as I did my best to push them away. The exertion was beginning to take its toll. I was getting hot, sweating profusely, and I didn’t know if anything I’d done in the netherworld was going to be worth it. How much would it suck to cheat death, win my soul back, and then die in the dirt? I cried out as I pushed again. Something shifted; the pressure atop me lessened by a degree or two. A large rock rolled off. The word “cairn” flitted across my head, though I had no idea how big it was or how deep. Had to be better than being six feet under the ground, didn’t it? The more rocks I was successfully able to hear roll off the mound, the easier it got to roll rocks off. Stands to reason, right? It was still happening agonizingly slower than I wanted it to. I’d been trying to slow my breathing down and conserve what I figured was an air pocket. But how the hell do you do that when you are using every bit of energy you possess to free yourself while also as scared as you have ever been in your entire life?

      Now obviously, I have more than my fair share of psychoses or neuroses or whatever, but is there a person ever that did not have a fear of being buried alive? Could there be any worse experience as a human who does not have an affinity for moles? I think I cried out in joy when a sliver of light broke through the top of the rocks. At first, it was no larger than a dime slot, I expanded it to coaster sized. I drew a heavy breath in relief, but instead of being able to revel in the sweet victory of attaining fresh new air, I realized just how stale what I’d inhaled was. Was this some sort of cosmic joke on the Devil’s part? Had he been fucking with me the entire time, and even now I was back in purgatory where I would experience being buried for all eternity? How does one handle an unending panic attack?

      I worked harder to free myself, almost more than convinced that as soon as I broke free I would find myself at the bottom of the ocean, inside the Titanic, or buried under an avalanche in the Swiss Alps. It would be an eternal cycle of cruelty punctuated by a quick victory, then a reset. I didn’t acknowledge it at the time, well, maybe in the back of my head somewhere...but certainly not the forefront, not at first anyway, but my hands weren’t actually touching the rocks. There was a layer of invisible material between myself and them. My fingernails should have been broken and bleeding as I scraped them against the abrasive stone. I’ve read those stories about people being buried alive. When others dig them up (for whatever reason), those poor bastards’ fingernails are torn off and blood trails are left all over the wood as they lost the fight to extricate themselves. Near as I could tell, my hands were doing remarkably well; I would have attributed that to my being a half-vamp, but that was supposedly not the case anymore.

      Claustrophobia has its own issues...but not being able to breathe? Well, that brings terror to a whole other level. By now I was punching up and kicking out with every inch afforded to me. Horribly, the more light that flooded in, the less air I received. My head was starting to ache and blackness was creeping in across the periphery of my vision. My extremities were getting heavy, becoming leaden, much like my eyelids. I wanted to scream out in frustration but I didn’t have the air to spare. I was at the point now where I could heave individual rocks off of my chest and was even able to sit up and pry some large ones off my legs. Still I could not take a full breath.

      “So fucking close,” I thought. I couldn’t figure out what else needed to be done. I thought perhaps my lungs had been punctured by ribs that were crushed under the weight of the stones. What else could it be? This was going to be a hell of a scene for the poor person that stumbled across it. Give them nightmares for years—a dead man, half in and half out of his grave. My sight was down to pinpricks, I was on the verge of blacking out followed immediately by death. Ultimately, I think that worked in my favor because I wouldn’t be able to do something stupid that would justify the devil claiming rights to my newly liberated soul. Then I had a moment of more panic when I thought maybe my past actions had already condemned me, so I needed to stay alive to put some points in the win column. I tumbled out of my grave in one last desperate bid to stay alive. A glint of sunlight reflected into the tiny speck of sight still afforded me. I more fell over and rolled, than any deliberately choreographed movement on my part.

      There was an audible pop; figured, at first, this was me busting back into the spirit world. This was immediately followed by a whooshing of air. Sweet, glorious, wondrous air. I was face down in a pile of rocks as I dragged long, hard chunks of the oxygenated gas inwards. It tasted like dirt and moss and it could not have been any sweeter if it were bathed in beer. Might have even sucked up a bug or two—right then I didn’t care. My headache started to release its clutches on my frontal lobe and my vision ever so slowly began to expand. When I felt like I would not be nauseated anymore, I rolled over. The sun was brighter than I could ever remember it being. My chest heaved as if I was in a romantic novel and I was getting it on in a big way. I stayed like that for at least twenty minutes; finally, the rock in the small of my back reminded me just how uncomfortable, and how corporeal, I was.

      I’d like to say I got up, but it was more of a controlled slide as I got off the small mound of rocks. When I figured I had enough juice to do it, I rolled onto all fours and slowly pushed myself up. I was standing, albeit wobbly at first. Then I gave out a triumphant cry.

      “I’m alive!” It did not nearly have the volume I’d been hoping for, there was no echo and birds didn’t take off from nearby trees. It was a hoarse little thing. Then I realized just how thirsty I was. I had yet to take inventory of my body. I was standing, so, okay, I couldn’t have been in too much disrepair. Next, I did what any guy would do in this situation. If you haven’t figured it out, that means you aren’t a male. I’ll leave it at that. Only once I was certain that specific parts of me had not blackened and fallen off, did I look around to see where I was. I had not a fucking clue. I was on a small mound with one hell of a view, but that told me little of my locale. I did a 360 of my immediate surroundings and then noticed on the ground what had caused that glint in my eye. It was my axe. It must have broken through whatever second skin my body had been enshrouded in.

      “Azile,” I said aloud. There could be no other explanation. When Xavier killed me it had been Autumn; leaves had fallen and the world was turning into earthen colors before the white of winter took over. Right now, I was looking over a field ablaze with flowers of all colors. It was safe to say I’d missed at least one winter and was nestled deep into spring.

      “I’ve been gone for at least seven months.” I shivered. Seven months I had spent with Tommy and hunting for my soul. “At least seven,” I clarified. I didn’t even want to ponder if I had once again reset the clock of time. What if it had been seven years, or seventy? Again, everyone that I cared for would be gone and forgotten. There was no part of me that could go through that another time. I looked at the hand axe. I was once again mortal; how hard would it be to end it all? Drag that edge across my veins and within minutes, I would blissfully be with my Tracy again.

      “Or not,” came a voice from all around me.

      “Or not,” I echoed. I grabbed my axe and was planning out my next course of action. First things first—I was thirsty and incredibly hungry. And I needed to get away from this place. Apparently, death carried with it an incredibly pungent and earthy smell. I was heading away as I fell over a large stone; it was my headstone. I had not been prepared for the barrage of feelings when I saw my name carved in that rock. There was a broken heart immediately below it. I traced my finger across the jagged line.

      “I’ll make this up to you, Azile.”
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      IT WAS TWO days later when I felt sufficiently able to make a trek longer than a couple of miles. I’d fattened up on a clutch of rabbits after I’d literally stumbled into their hole. About broke my fucking leg. They owed me. I got a good handle on which way was south and just orientated myself that way and started walking; no real reason to have another plan in place. I mean, what the hell else could I do? Stay there? Maybe take out an ad for some local women to come and join me as I started a new community? I was pretty sure Azile would be alright with that. “Yeah right,” I told a passing squirrel, then I kept on going. At first, the going was pretty slow as I got off the hill. I was, for the most part, making my own trail and with all the new growth it was sort of like being buried all over again, the branches grabbed and pulled, doing their best to hold me tight within their thorny grasp. Maybe they were in cahoots with the rocks and were desperately trying to drag me back into the hole which I was not supposed to have escaped. They would then break my body down into the nutrients they craved to keep their own lives going. I was pissing on the whole cycle of life shit. I would have flipped it off, too, if I hadn’t been so busy hacking my way through.

      I’d done a fair amount of backtracking as I came to parts that were impassable. By the time I reached an actual trail, the day was coming to a close. I was not thrilled at all with being on a path that was obviously used by all manner of creature. And now that I was merely a man again, I was feeling mighty vulnerable. For so long I’d worried about so little, at least as far as germs and things go; now I was boiling water to the point where I was burning it. Yeah, let that one sit for a second. Would that be irony if I was finally done in by a germ? I guess maybe only if I were a virologist. But, because I was a germ-a-phobe, my guess was it would be fate to die by a microbe. Cruel, pathetic, fate. I had been a vamp for three times longer than I’d been a human; I basically was in re-learn mode. I needed shelter, food, and water at a much more accelerated pace. Luckily, the nights were fairly warm, but fifty degrees Fahrenheit still had a chill to it.

      I was not overly keen with lighting a fire; there seemed to be more things these days that were drawn to it rather than repelled. Plus, I’d never been great at lighting fires unless I had a lighter and lighter fluid. This rubbing sticks shit was for the birds. My arms ached by the time I got an ember going. I was thinking that maybe I would live out the rest of my days right here, adding one log at a time. That way I’d never have to light another—I’d just keep this one going. I spent the rest of the night fashioning a crude bowl to boil water in and an ember nest, something I could carry a hot coal with during the day. I had no idea if either of those things would work but I had to keep up a conversation with myself and I didn’t want to appear ignorant.

      Days drifted into weeks as I took my time. I still wasn’t sure how much time had elapsed since my departure and I wasn’t in too much of a rush to discover if my biggest fears were panning out. Plus, I was tired. Had to be walking at least fifteen miles a day and I had chafe in spots nobody should. About two weeks in, and my progress was severely halted when I got a case of dysentery I figured was going to be the end of me. I knew that fish I’d taken out of the stream tasted a little funny...didn’t stop me from eating it, though. Hunger has its own mind. I was just about to dig out a coal to get back on the road when I felt the first inklings of a stomach cramp. Did my best to ignore it, but held off on putting the fire out anyway. A part of me knew I was going to be in for a ride. The next crippling cramp had me doubled over and working the buttons on my pants in record speed.

      I figured if anyone was going to stumble across me, this would be the time. I’d taken my boots and pants completely off. I was naked from the waist down as I found a tree to torture. My body shook as I butt-mudded the entire area. Not to get too graphic, but picture being a large person stirring an industrial sized vat of wet, thick, macaroni and cheese with a heavy wooden paddle. You know that squishy sucking sound you get when you are mixing it up? Yeah, well, that’s what it sounded like in my camp that day and most of the night. By the time I curled up to the fire, I was exhausted. Anything that could get past the ring of stink I put up was more than welcome to eat me, though I don’t think I had anything left in me worth consuming, considering I had shit out my lower intestine, a kidney or two and possibly my liver. Felt like my asshole was dragging on the ground. And don’t ever let anyone fool you into thinking leaves make a reasonable toilet paper substitute. About as effective as a plastic bag, and have the added bonus of feeling like gravel after a few swipes.

      The next morning I was drained, but alive. I’d survived my first encounter with the enemy. I could almost picture an army of them swirling around in my make-shift cesspool, shaking their collective fist at me. “We’ll get you next time, Talbot!” This all in a very chipmunky voice.

      “Fuck you.” I got my boots on, pondered maybe staying an extra day and getting my strength back, and maybe I would have if the wind hadn’t changed and I started to catch whiffs of what I’d been cooking. Seemed the powers-that-be wanted me to keep going. “I got the hint,” I said with my head bowed. I packed up my meager belongings and headed out. As the sun got higher, I felt better. Somehow, that small victory seemed that much sweeter because so much more was on the line. Maybe I wasn’t in great danger of dying, but it had smelled like it, and occasionally had felt like it. By the time the night settled in around me, I was almost a hundred percent. There were some gurgles, but otherwise, all was quiet on the festering front.

      Now the problem I had to contend with was loneliness. After so many goddamned years of wanting to be left alone, I now desired, no, maybe the word is craved, to be around people, specifically, Azile. Did I love her? Yeah, I guess I’d have to say I did. She wasn’t a replacement for Tracy, but neither was she just a stand-in until I could be with my wife. This was definitely going to complicate things once we were all together again. I’m not Mormon, and in any case there is no part of me that would ever want to be with multiple women at the same time. Asking for Trouble doesn’t scratch the surface. That’s like demanding Trouble come to your fucking door and then kick you in the balls before it walks inside the house to take a big fat shit on your new couch.

      I heard a wolf off in the far distance that night and it was the first time I’d even thought to take a look at the moon. It was nearly three-quarters full. In less than a week, it would be howling time. Then what? Was this still a problem? The cycles of the moon meant nothing to the Lycan. Even if they were no longer actively looking to take over the world, they still had to eat and I just so happened to be recently added to the menu. Plus, had all of the werewolves been accounted for the day I died? After a war, there are not many combatants that wish to continue the conflict. The world just got a lot scarier; the brush to my sides a little denser, more ominous. Maybe it would be better if it were, like, seven thousand years later—though I was pretty convinced the place would by then be overrun with aliens of some variety, and it was safe to assume none of them would look like E.T.

      There were more anxious moments a week later in my trek when I watched the full moon creep up over the horizon, but unless I was going to come across a flock of were-rabbits, I guessed I was pretty safe. That morning I saw evidence of humans; a tree stand for hunting built a good twenty feet up in the air, a rickety old ladder the only means to ascend. It goes without saying that I climbed the unsafe steps. Worth it...so worth it. When I turned to the left I saw what had to be the new and improved Talboton off in the distance. It was surrounded by a large wall, dark gray, maybe black, and I could see smoke from many small fires drifting out of many chimneys from within. I couldn’t quite see or hear any human activity, but there were people in there. That was all I needed to know.

      Damn near spilled out of the tree stand when the top step caved in as I placed my foot down upon it. If I hadn’t grabbed the solid railing I would have fallen on my head and most likely snapped my sorry neck. That fucking close to getting somewhere, only to have it end by falling out of a goddamned treehouse. I think that’s irony right there. Once my feet were firmly planted on the ground, I had my first moment of doubt; should I even approach the place? I was racked with indecision. The notion of just going back to Ron’s seemed the wiser, safer course of action. Maybe it hadn’t been seven thousand years later. What if it was just a hundred years? Bailey would be gone, everyone I had fought alongside would be gone; none of these people would know me. And maybe they wouldn’t want to. Name of the town could have even been changed to Baileyville or something by now. I might be the legendary pariah that had almost destroyed their settlement.

      It was the whinny of horses that broke my thoughts. I walked a little ways until I was finally out from under the canopy of the forest and in a large, planted clearing. A team of horses and a few humans were working the field off to my left. I stood there for a while. The man astride one of the horses finally saw me. He stood in his stirrups to get a better look; I waved my hand high above my head in a friendly gesture. He turned and yelled something back to the town before he directed his attention to those around him. They moved quickly to an opening in the wall.

      “I guess it’s safe to say that no matter where in time you are, the world is not a welcoming place.” I wondered if there would ever come a time when strangers weren’t immediately assumed to be dangerous? Odds didn’t favor it, but it was a nice thought to hold on to. I’d been spotted; it made little sense now to not keep moving forward. I was slightly concerned, though, that someone might take a potshot at me with a cannon as I walked closer.

      “That’s far enough!” a voice called out.

      “Gonna be a hell of a feat throwing me food from that far away!”

      “Why would we give you food?” he asked back.

      I gulped hard, not sure if I should even bring her name up. “Where’s Bailey?” I asked.

      “What is your business with the Council Chair?”

      Well, either Bailey was still alive or someone else had named their kid that, which made sense since she was a hero. Hell, could be a couple dozen Baileys running around right now.

      “Is the Council Chair about yea high?” I jumped up. “Has golden caramel colored skin and looks like a warrior angel?”

      “That...would accurately describe the Chair Person. Though, many would know her appearance. You still have not stated your business.” If anything, the guard seemed more suspicious.

      “Well, see, she kissed me a while back and I’ve traveled nearly a month to let her know that as much as I would like to have a relationship with her, I don’t think things would work out between us. There’s just too many differences. I like almonds and peanuts; she prefers hazelnuts and it just gets worse from there. If I had to take a guess, I’d say she’d be a cat person.”

      “Do you have the dumbs, sir?” the man asked.

      I flipped him off.

      “How dare you! I should shoot you where you stand!”

      Uh-oh, it was looking like my gesture had started to catch hold in this new world; so much for secret handshakes.

      “What is all this commotion?” It was Bailey; she appeared atop the wall, next to the guard. My heart alternated between wanting to stop beating and also flutter away inside my chest. She looked different, dressed in more traditional clothing befitting her new station, but not terribly older.

      “This man seeks your attendance,” the guard said loudly. “Then he flipped me off.”

      It was almost comical how slowly Bailey’s head turned in the direction the guard was pointing. Got to think she was fully expecting to be looking upon a specter of some sort and the way her face paled when she saw me confirmed my suspicion. The guard reached a hand out to steady her when she put her own hand out to grab the parapet.

      “We buried you, Michael,” she said evenly.

      “I didn’t like the spot. Too much sun—that whole southern exposure thing. The neighborhood was turning to shit as well; a family of bad badgers had moved in, dragging down the market value of the whole place.”

      “This Azile’s doing?” She was having some difficulty coming to terms with what she was seeing.

      “I think that my body not being a rotting corpse might have been, but getting back? I’d like to take a fair amount of credit for that.”

      “One doesn’t simply pass over into other realms, Michael, and venture back whenever they please.”

      “It wasn’t quite that easy, Bailey.”

      “I would imagine not.”

      “How long have I been gone?”

      “You don’t know?” she asked.

      “Well, they only had one clock in purgatory and the thing was stuck at midnight. Figures, right?”

      “Eight...” She swallowed. “Eight months you’ve been dead.”

      “Technically seven. I’ve been traveling for a month.”

      “You look thin,” she said.

      “Is there any chance you could invite me in? Possibly fatten me up a little?”

      “What kind of food are you talking about?”

      That was a fair enough question. If I was indeed still a vampire, I could wreak havoc within those walls. “I am as human as you, Bailey.”

      “How?” She’d said it so softly she’d nearly only mouthed the words.

      “You get me a damn cheeseburger and a beer and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      She motioned to someone below her to open a door I had not previously noticed. It blended in perfectly with the wall. Two men and a woman, all armed, came out to escort me. None of them got overly close.

      “Am I considered a hostile?” I asked Bailey as I strode closer to the town.

      “You have been dead for nearly a year, and yet here you are by my gates. Can you fault me for being cautious?”

      “Well, shit, when you put it that way.”
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      IT CERTAINLY DID seem like I had been gone a lot longer. It looked as if they had started rebuilding the day I left and had not stopped since. In fact, there were multiple places where construction was very much active, although almost all heads turned to look at me as word spread.

      “And so the legend of Michael Talbot grows,” Bailey said as we walked in the town square. She was awkward at first but finally said “screw it” to formality and wrapped me in a hug I could have got lost in. She then pushed away slowly and without blinking, hauled off and punched me as hard as she could in the shoulder. I just about went down.

      “Fucking oww, Bailey,” I said as I rubbed what was sure to be a sore spot.

      “I barely hit you.”

      “I guess the question is why did you barely hit me?”

      “Part of it was for dying on me, I guess. I have just recently finished the mourning process. But partly I needed to know if you were indeed flesh and blood.”

      “You were hugging me, Bailey. Could you not tell then?” I was vigorously rubbing the muscle that was definitely going to swell up and turn a dark purple along with being tender from some serious deep tissue bruising.

      “The vampire part of you would have shrugged that off. You are human once again.”

      “Didn’t I tell you I would explain it?”

      “Sometimes a demonstration is needed.”

      “Guess I should feel lucky you didn’t shoot me.”

      “I thought about it. Come. We will talk in the new meeting hall.”

      I was looking around at all the people; there were too many. Bailey saw my questioning gaze.

      “Many things have happened since your death, which was apparently grossly exaggerated.” She smiled at that last part. “The Landians have been assisting our rebuilding efforts and some of them now live here on a part-time basis. We had some Denarth citizens come back with the Talbotons they were taking care of. And the biggest surprise was the Cajunites. After the war, Jangrut, the leader of the Cajunites...remember him?”

      “I remember him perfectly.” I was thinking back to the tunnel where I had turned the tides of that conflict by spilling the blood of half his army. It was not a pleasurable reminiscence. How many little old ladies would I have to help across the street to right that giant wrong?

      “The war was not good for him. According to his people, his brain broke.”

      “PTSD. Post-traumatic stress disorder,” I said absently.

      “Perhaps,” Bailey answered, never having heard the term before. “Whatever it is to be called, many of his people left as his actions became more erratic and dangerous.”

      “Why would they come this way? Of all places?”

      “They must have thought it safe; you were supposed to be dead.”

      “News gets around pretty quick for a world without the internet.”

      “Are you hungry?” Bailey asked as she showed me to a seat.

      Before I could answer, she was telling someone in the kitchen to get me some food. It wasn’t quite the burger and the beer, but the stew and cider were magnificent nonetheless. I almost hate to say it, but I could have eaten a whole ham right there and then. I had to tell her I was sorry almost a dozen times as I shoveled food into my mouth.

      “Sick of squirrel,” this with my mouth full. “Rabbit kind of sucks too.” Some bread crumbs shot from my mouth as I said this. “Nice to not have to boil water,” this after a big gulp of the apple drink.

      “You do not need to keep up a conversation as you eat, Michael. One look at you is all I need to know how hungry you are. You look fifty pounds lighter than I remember.”

      “Being dead does that kind of thing to you.” I did not look up from my bowl as I speed-spooned more food into my mouth.

      I spent the remainder of the day telling Bailey all that had happened since Xavier had stopped my heart. She would, from time to time, prod me for clarification on a certain point, but not once did she question or doubt my story. Proof was in the pudding, I guess, because here I was. Not sure how I could have even come up with that story if it wasn’t true.

      By now, we were outside on the steps of the central building enjoying the comfortable night air.

      “No more trouble with the Lycan?” I asked after a while. I was enjoying the quiet and the company, simultaneously.

      “The Lycan? No. We have some werewolf problems to deal with on every full moon, though they become less with each cycle. What now, Michael? When are you going back to the Red Witch?”

      “I don’t know if I can, Bailey. I love the woman; it has taken me a long time to get to the point where I can admit that. But, I’m a man now, a regular flesh and blood man. I’m going to age and die in the blink of an eye to Azile. I...I don’t think I can stand to put her through that. She’s had eight months to mourn my passing; if I come back into the picture now, it’s just like resetting the clock on a deathwatch.”

      “How do you propose to keep your resurrection a secret?”

      “As far as I know, only you and myself are privy to that.”

      “You cannot be so naive can you?” she laughed.

      “I’ll be as naive as I want to be until someone proves me otherwise,” I told her indignantly.

      “Let’s put this another way, Michael. If your Tracy could have come back for merely one day to tell you how much she loved you, would you have taken advantage of that?”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “It is the exact same thing. I know that you care deeply for Azile, of that there is no doubt. But her love for you knows no depths. Your death nearly destroyed her.”

      “You said nearly, Bailey. How could I possibly put her through that again?”

      “How? Just imagine what will happen to you if she finds out you are alive and did not seek her out. Come, the night grows longer and I am tired. I will show you where you can sleep and I will leave you alone to ponder my last question.”

      “Gee thanks.”

      “Is that not what friends are for?”

      “I still think we should shoot for the ‘friends with benefits’ thing. If we could have a kid before I die again it would be spectacular. I would so rub it in BT’s face when I see him. Can you picture how pissed off he will be when he finds out I got a relation of his pregnant?”

      “You realize at some point I would have to explain my actions to him as well?”

      “That’s your problem. If you had any discretion you wouldn’t have jumped in the sack with me in the first place.”

      She kissed me tenderly on the cheek once she got me a place to sleep. “If you could possibly stay out of trouble this night I would appreciate it.”

      “I’ll do my best. No promises, though.”

      “It is good to have you back, Michael.”

      “You say that now. In a week you’ll be tossing me out the front door. I’m serious about Azile, Bailey. I don’t know what I’m going to do. If you could just not send a carrier pigeon or a smoke signal or a voodoo mind gesture for now, I’d appreciate it.”

      “I will not, but suppressing the news of your rising will be like trying to stop a charging moose with a rose bush.”

      She’d left me with a lot to think about and on a normal night, I may have run circles in my mind contemplating it all. But I was exhausted from my journey and I had a full belly; the pull of the less than comfortable bedding was strong, and in a matter of minutes I was deep asleep. It was still very dark when I awoke. I’d be hard pressed to say whether I’d been asleep for a few minutes or a few hours, though I was thinking it was at least a few hours because the compound was extremely quiet. It had that “dead of the night” feel to it. I wished I’d used a different turn of phrase, but much like my rising, it was out there and I couldn’t put it back. The problem with having a belly full of cider is the need to ease some of that pressure. I’d never thought to ask Bailey where the latrine was, and civilized folk mostly looked down on others’ opening their front doors and pissing on the streets.

      Not sure how many decades they were removed from indoor plumbing, but I checked anyway. Worth a shot. The night was a little cooler than I had expected; a plume of breath left my mouth as I stepped outside. The press of urge was heavy and I was in the midst of saying fuck it while I fumbled with the front of my pants. I was fairly convinced I knew how this was going to go down. I was going to whip my junk out, and a long fat stream of urine was going to travel from it across a five foot span of space and land squarely on the Captain of the Guard, or more likely, a traveling dignitary from some important and exotic place who happened to be out for a leisurely stroll while I showered them with my golden drops.

      So there I stood, not to be entirely too graphic, but dick in hand, wondering if I should just go for it. Then I realized just how quiet it was, like, an absolute quiet. Like the kind of quiet from the place I’d just left. I started to let my mind dwell on it and I became more than convinced that everything around me was a lie. I had not escaped and was still very much a prisoner within that realm of Hades. I let the stream fly.

      “Couldn’t do that before,” I said happily as the pressure was taken off my full bladder. I was shaking free those last few stubborn droplets that have a tendency to get the inside of my pants wet when I noticed a guard walking his station up along the wall parapet. He didn’t seem in any sort of distress, and I was about to turn back in and go about my business of looking at the insides of my eyelids when I noticed him stop. He turned, and at first I thought he was looking at me and that my transgression had been discovered. We all know pissing outside is a crime punishable by death in every realm. That’s just the way this world works. I could only hope my small puddle would dry before they could rouse a CSI team to collect evidence. I would claim I had been merely scratching. Then he leaned away. Nope...not away; he had been facing the other way all along. He leaned against the wall; he was looking at something outside the town.

      My blood froze as I looked above his shoulder to the bright blue, incredibly large full moon. You can call me paranoid if you like, but I had reason to be. And now the guard had obviously noticed something. I was already on the run to his position when he cried out in alarm. Talboton was like a well-oiled machine—men and women poured out of barracks and domiciles like ants from a burning hill, pulling on the last bits of their clothing and armor and heading to pre-assigned stations. This routine had been practiced a lot; I wondered how many nights of sleep they had lost to drills. Though to their credit, none of them groused—not like myself and my Marine Corps buddies had. One thing Marines hate even more than an enemy fucking with the liberty of the country we loved was losing sleep or an opportunity to eat some chow. Screwing with either of those things will put you on our shit-list. Nothing, as of yet, had happened as I shouldered past a few soldiers. My goal was to get to the original spotter. It was at this point I noticed I had brought an axe to a gunfight.

      “Michael!” It was Bailey down in the compound.

      “Here,” I waved.

      She came up and gave me a spare rifle she had brought with her.

      “How did you know?”

      “I should have known all along to give you one. We have had no conflicts in nearly a year and then you show up on the day of a full moon. Predestined seems like the right word.”

      “You aren’t blaming me for whatever this is, are you?”

      “No, that is not what I meant. It is fortuitous for us that you are here; it appears more that you are a herald.”

      “That’s not exactly making me feel any better, Bailey. How many people are going to open their doors to the person to whom misery, destruction, war, and death follow closely behind?”

      “You do not bring it with you, Michael. It is more that fate has allowed you to intercede for those who would not have had a chance otherwise. The war would show up at our doorstep whether you had or not; you have been placed in an effort to thwart it.”

      “Not many are going to see that subtle distinction.”

      “Perhaps not, but I do.”

      All was quiet, we were on high alert, but as of yet we had nothing to direct our rapt attention to.

      “Beltron, what did you see?” Bailey asked.

      “I am not sure, Chair Person Tynes.”

      “So formal,” I interjected. I could live to be two hundred and I still wouldn’t know why I act so juvenile.

      “Yonder was a glowin’, a ways back in the woods. A first I thought ‘that’s a fire, that is,’ ‘cause it was a radiatin’ a dull, reddish. Slowly-like, it shifts...blues, yellowy grays. Then I think it’s a...well, now I’m just not square with what I saw.”

      “You’re a Cajunite?” I asked him. His accent was the giveaway.

      “I am a Talboton now,” he said proudly.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. You are from the South. If not, you would have known you had just received your first glimpse of the Watchers,” I explained.

      I think he thought by their very name that they weren’t much of a threat, but he was to learn rather quickly that wasn’t the case. Much like myself, they only showed up with a battle at their heels.

      “Who could possibly still want to war? Who is left?” I asked.

      All was quiet, a lone figure emerged from the woods.

      “Werewolf,” I said under my breath. I had a faint streak of hope that maybe it was just the one but I knew the Watchers wouldn’t waste their time. They needed a lot of death to fuel their desires, whatever it was they were, and whatever their desires were as well. Sure enough, another werewolf emerged, this one ten feet from the other. They popped out in rhythm like this until there were over fifty of them standing out there.

      “This is too orderly,” Bailey said.

      Werewolves weren’t known for their restraint.

      “Lunos.” There was no hesitation or doubt in my mind. “This has got his stench all over it. If these were lone werewolves they would already be on the move.”

      “I thought talk of the man-wolves was nothing but a myth... a tale to keep us vigilant during the long nights, keep our younglings from wandering as such,” Beltron said. He seemed shocked that what he was seeing was indeed based in fact.

      Every five to ten seconds another werewolf would appear. I knew what the crazy Lycan was doing. It was a classic move of intimidation.

      “Two can play at that game,” I said as I rested the barrel of my weapon on the wall.

      “It is over six hundred feet out to those trees,” Beltron said.

      I let my bullet do the talking. Well, maybe not that first one, it was low and to the right. I did a quick adjustment on the sights. The werewolves had still not moved. My next shot was high and to the left. “Gonna go with over compensation there. See, Bailey, this is where your great grandfather would pipe in about some large truck I drove,” I said as I dialed my sights in again. Still more werewolves poured from their inexhaustible pitcher. My third shot hit one somewhere high in the chest or low in the neck. Either way, it put the rabid thing down.

      “Hey, Lunos you miss me?” I shouted at the top of my lungs. There was no response. “Come on, we’re like old pals you and me. Don’t you recognize my voice?”

      “You are dead, Michael. I relieved myself on your grave many times,” Lunos replied.

      A light went off in my head. “That smell. That was you? You should maybe see a doctor, Lunos, whatever you have coming out can’t be normal—smelled like you were pissing old cheese.”

      “It is indeed you, though I know not how,” came the echoing reply. Murmurs of excited conversation sprang up all along the wall.

      “Could have been your urination, it was potent enough I wanted to get away from it. Wouldn’t that be a hoot if your discharge was the cause of your demise?” I told him.

      “The giraffe is out of the potato sack,” Bailey said.

      “That’s not quite the saying, but the point is taken,” I told her. “Just one more reason to hate his mangy ass. Plus, he pissed on my grave. You heard him. Who does that shit?”

      “I see that you are no longer dead,” he continued at us. “Unless the Red Witch is devising some sort of deceit.”

      “Oh, I can assure you this is indeed me. If you come out, I will prove it to you. I could send you on your way to meet back up with your brother; you could have a nice family reunion where he tries to kill you continuously throughout all time. It will be just like old times.”

      “You realize that you have a minimal chance of defeating him in your current state,” Bailey said.

      “Why don’t you just draft up a memo and let him know that.” I pointed in the general direction of the enemy.

      “I do not see how that would serve our needs?”

      “Sometimes I just can’t tell if you’re fucking with me or you’re deadpan serious.”

      “Oh, I am very serious,” she informed me.

      “I do believe it to be you, Michael,” Lunos called out. “But one must make certain in these types of events.”

      “Get ready!” I shouted to those around me. It was kind of like saying “the fries are done” after the timer bell goes off to announce that fact to everyone listening. My son Justin had to get his Captain Obvious moniker from somewhere. Lunos was going to be in much more dire straits than his brother had been. The town name was the same but nothing else. They now had a strong ruler in Bailey, who had seen to it that the citizens of the town were well-armed and well-trained. The fortifications were twice as high as they had been and orders of magnitude stronger. Lunos was about to learn a very severe lesson in choosing his targets better.

      The shooting gallery was open as the werewolves advanced. Then it really got interesting. Bailey gave the order to light the lights. I’d been half expecting some huge football stadium lights above and behind me to illuminate the entire region. What we got was much more understated but nearly as effective. Looked like some sort of phosphorous was ignited on the ground in a large circle that went around the entire outside walls; it blazed in a cornea-melting yellow and then long arms radiated out at even intervals. The result was amazing as the battlements remained shadowed while the entire field was as lit up bright as noon. The werewolves were clearly confused and hesitated; we were neither as we began to shred their ranks.

      Cheers erupted as the few that were left alive either slunk away or were called back. Bailey, instead of looking celebratory, looked like she could chew through steel. Her teeth were clenched tight.

      “You alright?” I asked her. “We beat him, you know.”

      “Those are people we killed tonight. Regular people that just want to live their lives, raise families, work some land. They are being enslaved.” She was furious.

      “Bailey, I know why I’m back. Tommy said it was because there was still more to do and I know now what that is. I need to get rid of Lunos and the Lycan threat once and for all.”

      I could see in her eyes that she doubted I still possessed the power to make good on my mission statement. I was surprisingly alright with that. After all, I was usually the underdog; why change it up now? And what was the worst that could happen? I would die trying and get to see my family? No surprise here, but I was completely fine with that “worst-case” as well. Just like that, Lunos knew he’d been beaten.  He, unlike his brother, would not needlessly send his werewolves off to their death. I doubt it had anything to do with compassion—more likely just the hoarding of resources. When the phosphorous finally died out, I wasn’t sure if I would ever get my vision back. I had trails etched into my eyesight for hours.

      “Bailey, I love the illumination, but what the hell do you do if the battle continues on longer?” I was rubbing my eyes. We had gone back to the central meeting place. I was saddened when I found out that the mess service was closed until the morning. The hole in my stomach had opened back up and I was hungry again.

      “They would be suffering the same effects,” she said curtly. She’d grabbed a large, rolled parchment and unrolled it on the table I was sitting at.

      “You are familiar with Partrib,” Bailey said. “He has come to join our ranks. I have made him Captain of my armed forces.”

      Partrib came in; his eyes grew wide when he saw me sitting there. To his credit, he didn’t turn around and leave.

      “You look well for one laid to rest,” he said. I looked for some sign of sarcasm, couldn’t find it.

      “Moisturizer is the key,” I told him as I helped Bailey unfurl the map; she placed mugs on the edges to keep it flat. It was a pretty decent representation of the general area. It showed a fair amount of the old eastern United States; I was happy to note that Talboton was smack dab in the middle. Nothing like some good old-fashioned egocentrism. This was surrounded by broken lines denoting the Landian influence. Ft. Lufkin had been crossed out, as had New Georgia, Harbortown, and Wheatonville—all either direct or indirect casualties of the Lycan war. How many other settlements had been obliterated by the Lycan that we had no idea about yet? They were getting their supply of werewolves from somewhere.

      “What exactly are we doing here, Bailey?” I asked.

      “Lunos withdrew quickly. He will have noted the futility of attacking our fortress; we must assume he will therefore take his forces elsewhere.

      “Denarth?” I asked.

      “We have armed them and they have restructured their defenses to match our own,” Bailey informed me.

      “You guys really have been busy.” That only left one settlement. “Robert’s Land,” we said in unison. The old Portland rebuild was more than ripe for the picking, there was not so much as a picket fence anywhere in the place. The only defense that fragile community had right now was the possibility that Lunos did not know of its existence. “Does he even know it’s there?” I voiced.

      “We will have to assume he does by now; it is likely that one or more of his captives has given him that information. He may not know exactly where it is, but that is common knowledge within the other settlements. They all trade amongst each other,” Partrib said.

      “Why would he come to Talboton first, then?” I asked. “He’s too smart for that. He could have hit Robert’s Land and crushed it before anyone even knew he was back.”

      “A test perhaps?” Partrib added.

      “Maybe. Something stinks here.”

      “It was possibly you,” Bailey said in all seriousness. “The scent of you, that is.”

      “You be dead for over half a year. You won’t smell all that good either,” I said in a defense that wasn’t really much of a comeback.

      “I am saying that quite possibly he was planning on passing us by but he detected your scent and came to investigate. You being alive would be intriguing, would it not?”

      “I’m really not that fucking interesting.”

      “We have to assume that Lunos is in possession of Calamus, the flower that allows the werewolves to change at will.”

      “I know what Calamus is,” I told her.

      “BT often spoke of your inability to remember key things; I thought it important that I reiterate a major weapon that our enemy possesses.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      “You are most welcome,” she answered.

      “You do know I wasn’t serious about that ‘thank you’, right?” I wanted to know if she was catching my sarcasm.

      “Of course I know that, but you said the words and I choose to take them at face value because that is the polite thing to do.”

      “You’re going to make me feel bad about being sarcastic? How very Midwestern of you,” I told her.

      “Could we please focus on what we need to do next?” Partrib asked.

      I thought about devolving into the whole ‘she started it’ thing, but I took the high road. Lot of good that did me.

      “He started it,” Bailey said. She smiled at me as if she knew she had beat me to the punch. “So,” she continued without missing a beat, “it just so happens that it is the full moon when Lunos is in a position to attack. He sends a very limited force to test our strength and resolve and to also sate his curiosity. All of those things he now knows, and he has beat a hasty retreat. I do not feel that this was his primary goal.”

      “Or this was actually a lucky stroke on our part,” I said.

      “Lucky?” Partrib looked confused; Bailey got it immediately.

      “Yeah, lucky. Because we now know Lunos is still in the game. We have a chance to warn Denarth and Robert’s Land. If he had just showed up and attacked they would be gone. He would be able to build his army tenfold over what Xavier had; even these walls would not be able to stand against that kind of numbers.”

      Partrib shuddered. “This still makes no sense to me. Why would he destroy his food source in such great numbers?”

      “He has been poisoned by the pill of power. He got but a glimpse of it from his brother and wishes to succeed where the other failed,” Bailey said.

      “Forced march, he can make it to Robert’s Land in what? Ten days, two weeks? We need to go,” I said, wanting to get on the road right then and there.

      “And do what, Michael?” Bailey asked. “Robert’s Land inhabitants are notoriously suspicious of outsiders. Just because you come riding in, warning of imminent disaster, does not mean they will listen.”

      “There has to be someone that has diplomatic ties with them. Someone that can get them prepared.”

      “You should sit,” Bailey said.

      “Bailey, we have to get moving.”

      She placed her hand on my shoulder and pushed down. I complied, mostly because I didn’t want her to physically prove her dominance. I was already feeling human enough, I didn’t need to add an extra dose of humility.

      “Denarth has ties to Robert’s Land,” she began. “More specifically, Lana does.”

      “Dammit,” I hissed.

      “Yes. What a burden you must carry! A beautiful young girl is enamored with you.”

      “You enjoying this?” I asked her.

      “What do you think?”

      “Funny. So we need to talk to Lana?”

      “We do. After Xavier’s war, she made it a point to open up negotiations and create ties with every community she could find. To ‘make us all allies in life’; she called that her campaign.”

      “Smart girl.”

      “There is more.”

      “If she’s having a kid, it isn’t mine.”

      Bailey’s lips pursed at that, though she said nothing. I looked at her for a long time to glean whatever it was she was not saying. She moved on. “She’s getting married.”

      “Oh thank God. Who’s the poor bastard? I mean lucky guy?”

      “Mathieu.”

      I would have choked on my own spit if I hadn’t been so dry. “That’s fantastic!” And I meant it. Nothing would make me happier than to have my friend be happy again. Well, that and having Lana removed from the playing field. I somehow felt like a dirty old letch every time she was around, even though it was her that initiated all the contact.

      “We will leave tomorrow as planned,” Bailey said.

      “As planned? We haven’t even discussed it,” I said, nearly indignant.

      “We have been invited to the wedding. Bailey is the Maid of Honor,” Partrib explained.

      “There is a lot of strange timing at work here,” I said.

      “You have no idea,” Bailey said. Again, she did not feel the need to explain herself. “Partrib, now that there is the threat of Lunos, I would like to add another fifty to our column.” He nodded. “Michael, we leave at first light. You should get some sleep.”

      “I’d rather get some food,” I told her. “I can’t seem to keep my stomach full.”

      “I will get you some smoked meat and bread. Will that be sufficient?”

      “I’ll make do. Any chance Mathieu left some beer?”

      Bailey’s head sagged. “Do not drink too much.” She showed me a keg with the symbol of a Wolf’s head branded on it.

      “Mathieu going into business?” I asked with a smile as I touched the burned mark. “I’m taking this with us,” I told her.

      “Eat, have a mugful, and get some sleep. We have some hard riding ahead of us if we wish to stop Lunos.”

      “Mugful...sure, sure.” I’d damn near forgotten about the hard salami. “Go, go...I’ll be alright. I have some getting reacquainting to do.” If getting intimate with a barrel wasn’t considered weird, who knows what might have happened in that storeroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      
        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 4

      

      

      OH, BOY, DID I forget some of the benefits of being a vampire. When Bailey came to get me I was still hammered and very much asleep. She could have poured me into that saddle. The first few miles were alright as I wasn’t awake or aware enough to realize I was bobbing around like a Styrofoam cup on the ocean during particularly rough weather. Once the buzz started to subside and the hangover began to assert itself, well...yeah, that’s when the fun really kicked in. We were moving too fast and Bailey was in no mood to baby me. I generally hung to the back so when I leaned down low on my saddle I could puke without too much of an audience. I was dismayed by the way I felt and also by all the good food I was leaving in my wake. Got more than one mean mugging stare and a couple of “fucking idiot” murmurs as other horsemen passed me by.

      “I have never had beer,” Partrib said. He had slowed up to ride alongside me. Tough to tell him what he was missing out on when I could barely open my mouth without having some sort of watery discharge. “Is it worth it?” he asked as he watched me suffer.

      I didn’t even have to think about it, I dragged my sleeve across my mouth. “Without a doubt.” Then I wretched some more. Most of the day passed by in a blurry haze of ill comfort. By the time the night was settling down upon us, I was sort of wishing I’d thought to fill up a couple of water containers with the brew. Nobody ever said I wasn’t a glutton for punishment. I didn’t stay up too long; I was exhausted and recovering. Even so, when I heard the hooves of a horse fast approaching, I rolled off my thin mat and grabbed my rifle.

      “Relax, Michael. It is one of my scouts.” Bailey was standing next to me.

      “How long have you been there? You’re kind of creeping me out.”

      “It is not often that death is cheated. You cannot blame me for looking upon you and seeing if it is possible to catch a glimpse of how you did it.”

      “Well, if I ever had the answer, I tossed it from my innards all along the trail. What is the rider all about?”

      “I am hoping he’ll have news in regards to Lunos.”

      “Do you mind if I listen in?” I was already following her to wherever she was going.

      “As long as it will not disturb your sleep. I know how cranky you old folks get when your naps are interrupted.”

      “Hilarious.”

      “Good tidings, Chair Person Tynes,” the scout said.

      “Good tidings, Kurner. What news do you have?”

      “Lunos and his charges are indeed north of here, roughly ten miles. We are nearly abreast.”

      “How could you be sure to send him north?” I asked Bailey.

      “I sent scouts out in all directions, though the safe bet was the northern corridor, which leads almost to Robert’s Land’s borders,” she told me.

      “How many Lycan were with him?” I asked. I was trying to ascertain whether Lunos had been able to consolidate his power onto all the packs.

      “I did not see any besides himself,” Kurner replied.

      “None?!” I expressed my disbelief in such a way he took offense.

      “I can track a chipmunk on a rocky outcropping. If I tell you there were no other Lycan, then there were not,” he said.

      “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to doubt your expertise. I’m just having a difficult time trying to figure out what the hell Lunos is doing without the Lycan to back him up.” That seemed to mollify him.

      “How many humans?” Bailey asked.

      “Nearly a thousand.”

      I think it was me that gasped but I’m going to blame it on Bailey because it sounds manlier for me to do that.

      “There’s more,” he continued. “There were werewolves shepherding the humans.”

      “What the fuck? Like sympathizers?” was all I could think to ask.

      “You are sure, Kurner, that these were not Lycan?”

      “I am confident, Chair Person. They were indeed werewolves. I watched them more than once throughout the day drink a tea steeped in the Calamus flower.”

      “Could he really have won the hearts and the minds of the people? Are they now willingly fighting on his side?” I was just asking questions out loud.

      “That very well may be,” Kurner said.

      “Most of the people in the world live an extremely difficult life. Hard, backbreaking work does not always translate over into success. How many would willingly go if they were promised immortality, the protection of an army, and unlimited food?” Bailey asked.

      My mind was working overtime, I was setting up a useless argument that this kind of shit would have never flown in my time. But the more I thought about it, the less likely I felt like I had a valid point to make, or anyway, not a fair one. At least the people in Bailey’s time had a reason: they were dirt poor and starving. Many would be conscripted anyway, at mortal risk to their families. My guess is the affluent little pricks in my day would have come in droves to be a part of the werewolf movement. The government would probably get pressured into recognizing them as a legitimate group and have to give them rights, possibly even privileges. Lunos would be given tax-exempt status as he built his new empire, free land to house his armies, premium parking wherever he went, box seats to the playoffs. I wisely kept my mouth shut. I did not intend on telling Bailey just how much idiocy wandered around unchecked back then.

      “Why would he wait for the full moon if he had the flower?” I asked. “He could strike at any time.”

      “Perhaps he was not in place at the time,” Partrib said.

      “Calamus is not an abundant plant; he would want to conserve it whenever possible. He may be able to strike at will, but chose to test his strength when he had the moon to his back,” Bailey said. “And it is generally thought that werewolves are stronger under the influence of the moon as opposed to that of the plant.”

      “A thousand werewolves? How many settlements has he destroyed? There will be nothing left for him to rule over by the time he is done. I thought his brother didn’t have a clue about conservationism! This ass is taking it to a whole other level.” Again, dim-watted lights went off in my mind. “I have an idea.”

      Bailey shook her head. I caught the subtle movement out of my peripheral vision.

      “You know, you look just like him when you do that.” I was referring to BT and she knew that. “Seriously though. This could work.”

      “We have the time to discuss this, or I would feign important business elsewhere before you could begin speaking,” Bailey said.

      “You’re not supposed to tell me that, Bailey. You are supposed to listen intently and nod at all the pertinent points.”

      “That implies that you are going to make some.”

      “You do realize I came back from the dead, right? I just might have something important to say.”

      “My guess is they got sick of hearing your ‘ideas’ and tossed you out.”

      “That really hurts, Bailey.”

      She was smiling. “Perhaps I am happy they got sick of you,” she acquiesced.

      “Still not much of a compliment, but I’ll read more into it later,” I told her. “Listen, I know this sounds crazy, but if he has no Lycan with him that probably means he has no Lycan allies.”

      “Does that not work in our favor?” Partrib asked. “He is weaker without them.”

      “I agree,” I told him.

      “And?” Bailey asked.

      “It is possible they don’t know what he is up to,” I said.

      “And?” Bailey prodded.

      I sighed. “They won’t be fans of him purging the earth of resources.”

      “And?”

      “You have got to ask a better question.”

      “Oh...I see where you are going with this, Michael. I just like to witness your strange and wonderful reasoning unravel. I will use one of your colloquialisms; it is very much like watching a ‘brain wreck in slow motion.’”

      A momentary confusion glazed over my features before it dawned on me what the hell she was talking about. “Although brain wreck works in this instance, the saying is ‘train wreck.’”

      “You see any trains, Michael?”

      “Point taken,” I told her as I was handily defeated by her realism. “We talk to the Lycan; we tell them what is going on. Wouldn’t they want to stop him?”

      “Lycan are craven cowards. You, of all people, should know that. They do not wish to fight. Besides, they live in very small clans, none of which would be able to do much of anything against that size army. We would need Xavier—whom you destroyed—to be able to pull enough of them together to launch an offensive, and I am not sure if even he could have got them to go head first into a battle against their own.”

      “How can something so bad come out of something so good? We won; didn’t we? We were victorious. We stomped out the threat, never realizing there was a larger one hiding in the shadows. It’s the smart ones; it’s always the smart ones you have to watch out for, the ones you don’t see coming until it’s too late.”

      “You walked back over the threshold; would it be possible to get Xavier through?”

      “First of all, you have a very skewed concept of my time away. It’s not like we had addresses and I could just look him up. Thankfully, he was someone I did not bump into on my travels. Plus, once he killed Lunos, we’d be back to square one with Xavier. Pretty sure he has not had a huge revelation since his departure of how much of an asshole he had been.”

      “We are on our own then, it would seem,” Bailey replied.

      “One dickhead. It does not seem right that one dickhead can cause so much hate, ruin, destruction, and despair. I need to kill that bastard or figure out a way to unite the Lycan against him. My only concern is that another one of them will get the thirst to rule, much like the brothers.”

      “You forget, Michael, you are no longer an Old One. They will not have that abject fear and respect for you anymore. As soon as you walk anywhere near a clan, they will eat you, never questioning why you are in their presence. They will realize you are human long before they feel that they should be intimidated by your return from the dead.”

      “Shit. Never thought of that.”

      “Are you not glad I am here to advise you?” she smiled sweetly; it made me cringe a little.

      “If you had shown up in my life a long time ago, you really might have saved me from a lifetime of bad decisions and choices.”

      “I think it would have been much more fun to sit back and watch the events unfold as they may. Certainly less work for me.”

      “Yeah, there’s that. Bailey, I know the Lycan angle is a long shot, but it might be the only way. There is not one human settlement big enough to defeat him, even if we manage to connect to our allies. Not to mention that he will only grow stronger as he sweeps across the land. If and when Lunos finds out I am no longer a vamp, he will cease to fear me. Then he will strike out unafraid, certain that he can never be defeated.”

      “We have kept an eye on the Lycan. They have been continually moving farther and farther west. They are more fractured than they have ever been. They were never meant to be united or lorded over. From what my scouts could tell, there is intense fighting amongst the clans; they may not care for our troubles, even though they are ultimately affected by them. You would be entering into an extremely volatile situation.”

      “Yeah—as opposed to what is going on now,” I said.

      “You know what I mean. We must, at least, warn Denarth and have them send delegates to Robert’s Land to warn them. The one thing we have in our favor is that it does not appear as if Lunos is pushing his werewolves as hard as Xavier did,” Bailey said.

      “No, he understands the benefits of keeping up the troops’ morale and strength. He’s found a balance of keeping them on his side while he destroys their kind. We need to figure out a way to tip that fucked-up scale.”

      “It has been a long enough day. We will be in Denarth tomorrow afternoon; perhaps we should all get some rest.” Before I could protest Bailey had ordered the column to stop and prepare to set up shelters and get dinner prepared.

      I was going to stay up and ponder the wonders of being alive again and, more importantly, what being human felt like, but once I finished my meal I could barely keep my eyes open. If I hadn’t known better, I would have sworn my food had been drugged. I wasn’t yet used to being mortal, with the physical limitations that came with it. It was incredible to know that I would finally be able to be with Tracy again, that there was, indeed, a light at the end of this extremely long and foreboding tunnel. It was a strange place I found myself in. I could think of no sweeter reward than to be in her arms, but now that I was human, I wanted to savor all that entailed. I looked forward to dying at some point, just not right now. Yet I could not get the feeling out of my head that the time left afforded to me was in a very small hourglass, the bottle already upturned, and the sand pouring through at an alarming rate.
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        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 5

      

      

      THE NEXT MORNING brought with it something I had not experienced in many years, a sore throat, a general feeling of malaise, a tightness in my chest, and a stiffness of my muscles. I had a fucking cold.

      “Motherfucking germs.” I inadvertently swallowed a particularly thick and chunky congealed wad of phlegm. “Oh, that’s just fucking gross.” I coughed.

      “You do not look all that well,” Bailey said. She was dressed in some formal robes that somehow gave her an even more regal appearance. There is not a time or a place on this earth that she would not have garnered deep respect, admiration, and awe. She was a beauty almost without compare. How in the fuck she was in BT’s lineage I would have to ask him when I got to see him. Kind of weird to get “warm and fuzzies” thinking about one’s death, but that was exactly how I felt. As long as I didn’t fuck up too bad on this, my four-hundred thirty-second chance at life, I should be alright.

      I could barely keep my head up as we came closer to the city limits of Denarth. Much like Talboton, they had also been busy increasing the stalwartness of their walls. They had not been as willing to relinquish their old wooden timbers, though, and instead had built something taller and stronger right behind the original structure. Had to admit, it was rather formidable looking. What was nice was that the front door was basically wide open. They were not expecting trouble and looked to be willing to accept any and all visitors. That was indeed a significant change from the Denarth I knew.

      A horn sounded from the wall, trumpeting our approach, would be my guess. Bailey stopped a respectful distance away as we waited for the greeting committee. A different guard holding a rifle waved at us in a friendly enough gesture.

      “Do not even think of flipping him off, Michael. Our two communities are closely tied and he will know what it means,” she said quietly to me.

      The thought had sort of crossed my mind, but even thinking about raising my sore shoulders to pull off the small maneuver seemed too difficult.

      “Bailey!” Lana shouted from the parapet. “I was hoping I would see you soon! Don’t go anywhere—I’ll be right there!” We watched her run to what must have been steps and then she descended out of our view.

      “Where the hell does she think we’re going to go?” I asked sourly.

      Bailey tsked. “She should not be running. That is not appropriate action for the Governor of Denarth.”

      “Lana is running the show? Are you kidding me?”

      “Her father stepped down after his mishandling of the crisis. It was almost a unanimous decision on the council’s part to elect her Governor.”

      “And all those people in there are alright with a nineteen-year-old telling them what to do?”

      “You yourself said there is more to Lana than befalls the eye. They see that, too.”

      “Fine. Use my own words against me. And me too sick to defend myself.”

      Lana was barreling through the gate and had made it about halfway to us when her steps began to falter before slowing, then stopping completely.

      “What is this vision before me? Bailey?” she asked, a noticeable tremor in her voice.

      “Governor?” came a questioning query from above when they saw her hesitation.

      “Surprise,” I said as I got down off my horse.

      “This cannot be.”

      “Oh, it can be.”

      “Are you a wraith?”

      “I’m as real as you are, Lana.” I took a step toward her; to her credit she didn’t back up or even run, but she sure didn’t come any closer, either.

      She turned to face the guard. “Please tell my betrothed to meet me outside the gate.” She looked back over her shoulder before turning around. “You do not look well; was the other side unkind to you?”

      “It was indeed unkind, but that is not the reason I look like this. I have a cold.”

      “I did not think a vampire could catch a cold, Michael.”

      “They can’t.”

      Her face lit up when she realized what I was saying. This time, she did back up a step but it was only so she could get more speed as she rushed towards me.

      “I bruise easily!” I put up my hands and braced for impact. I’d played football for years and I’d been crushed by some of the meanest linebackers I knew. They had nothing on Lana. She drove through me like I wasn’t even there. I was pushed over; she landed on top of me. I grunted as she forced all the air from my lungs.

      “You are real!” she squealed, kissing my face.

      “Governor Saltinda! What will your subjects think?” Bailey asked.

      “They will think that I am very excited to see a dear old friend!” She had looked up and stopped kissing me for a few seconds before she resumed.

      “Ahem.” Mathieu cleared his throat. He was walking up to the spectacle before him. “We have been apart for less than an hour yet when I find you, you are on the ground kissing a stranger. Should I be concerned, my love?” There was humor in his voice.

      “I do not think you should worry.” Lana had got off of my stomach and was helping me up.

      There was a choked sob from Mathieu, his eyes immediately watered. He had lost his voice as it caught in his throat. Tears, free falling from his eyes, cascaded down his face. He quickly spanned the distance between us and embraced me in a hug that threatened to crack my ribs.

      He was finally able to get out: “I’ve missed you.”

      “I missed you too, man.” I did my best to escape his death clinch.

      “How are you here?” he asked as he stepped back, unabashedly letting tears continue to fall.

      “I heard you were having a Chinese food buffet at your wedding, plus an open bar. There was no way I was going to let death cheat me of that.”

      “Come! Come! I made a new beer called Talbotbrau in your honor!”

      “Wait...” Now it was my turn to cry. “There’s a beer named after me?”

      Not sure I even need to write down how the night went. Especially since at some point, I got so black-out drunk I decided to take off the majority of my clothes and go caterwauling through the streets of Denarth singing a bad rendition of Frank Sinatra’s “My Way”.

      Mathieu and I ended up in a bed together, his arm draped over me in the most manly of ways. I didn’t give a shit, even when Bailey pushed my shoulder to wake me up.

      “Do you have no scruples? This man is engaged to be married.” She was smiling.

      “He has beer; I’m a beer whore. What do you want from me?” I pushed Mathieu off of me. He landed on the floor with a heavy thud.

      He sat up. “I like mules!” Then he went back down and was snoring before I could get my pants on.

      “What happens now?” I asked her as I put my boots on.

      “Denarth sends some delegates to Robert’s Land and we hope that they heed the warning.”

      “Why don’t we just send an army?”

      “An army would be spotted long before we could arrive. That in and of itself would be considered a declaration of war. This is the way it must be done.”

      You do realize that the town could fall long before we are able to create diplomatic ties, right?”

      “I did not say we were not going to do anything. I just said we can’t go marching en force to Robert’s Land.”

      My brain was still foggy from the previous night, but I was able to figure out what she meant. “We’re bringing the fight to Lunos.”

      “I see no other choice.”

      “Lunos is going to know that. He’s too damn smart for our own good.”

      “Do you propose a better idea?” Bailey asked.

      “If I wasn’t so damn hungover I would actually laugh at the notion of having a ‘better’ idea.”

      “Or a thought, really.” It was Lana. “What have you done to my intended?” She was peeking in through the doorway.

      “I gave him a walk on the wild side...a night he’ll never be able to forget. When he wakes, just tell him I can’t quit him. It’ll make absolutely no sense to him, but it will make me immeasurably happy.”

      “And where are you going?” She’d come into the room and lightly pushed against Mathieu’s rump with the toe of her boot. He grunted something about not being a machine and fell back asleep. Lana had a splash of red creep up her neck and wash across her cheeks. I smiled; one way or the other she was going to be the death of him.

      “I think Bailey and I have a date with Lunos. We are going to go and kick some werewolf ass, then let the world take a collective sigh before the next set of monsters are revealed. Given the current set of circumstances, I don’t imagine it will take too long, either. Wow.” I shook my head. “That was a heavy dose of pessimism. Wasn’t it?” I looked to Bailey.

      She nodded.

      “Sorry, I’m not usually that bad. Maybe I should drink a little to take the edge off.”

      “I think you’ve had enough.” Bailey pulled me out of the room.

      “Can one truly have enough?” I asked longingly.

      “I will have him up and ready in fifteen minutes,” Lana told us.

      “Why?” Bailey and I asked back in unison.

      “To fight with you, obviously,” she replied.

      Bailey beat me to the next sentence, but not by much. “You are the leader of Denarth, Lana, you cannot leave your gates to fight. We will gladly accept some soldiers, though.”

      “I will not send our sons and daughters off to fight while I sit back in relative safety. And what of you, Bailey? Are you not the leader of Talboton? Yet here you are, ready to go into battle.”

      “She’s got a point,” I said.

      “That’s the best you can offer to the discussion?” Bailey turned her mounting wrath towards me.

      “Hey, I’m not the one that came up with a faulty argument.” I’d put my hands up. “And you sure can’t say it’s because she can’t fight because we know that’s not the truth. Come on, it will be like old times.”

      Bailey was far from mollified. If I had to hazard a guess I’d say I was pretty lucky she hadn’t given me a black eye. Within the hour we were once again on the road. My stomach sounded like I had placed a five-gallon bucket full of hamburger helper into a washing machine and it was now on the rinse cycle. There were all sorts of unsavory noises going on amid our column as we moved out through the gates of Denarth. My digestive system felt like it was going through one of those old time wringers. It was so loud, my horse kept looking back at me in disgust. I’m not kidding. He would shake his head and whinny at me every time. I told him I was sorry; he didn’t give a shit.

      For as bad as I was doing, Mathieu was worse. He could barely stay atop his horse. It had gotten so bad, that at one point Lana made him sit behind her and lashed his hands around her waist. After the third time he tried to pull her off with him, she’d given up on that strategy. I think he had the lowest tolerance of any brewmaster in history. Luckily, by about noon he started to come around. We stopped for a break and to get a small meal. Mathieu had lost some of his greenish tinge and was more a waspish...lily white at the moment.

      “Still too many impurities in the beer,” he’d told me. He had to hard swallow back a couple of times as he watched me tear into some rabbit jerky.

      “Want some?” I held out a piece that looked suspiciously like a foot. He gagged, I smiled. Guys are assholes. Of course, it was my obligation, damn near my duty, to kick him while he was down.

      “Why are you not sicker?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Maybe I’m not as big a baby as you.”

      I don’t think Mathieu liked my answer very much. “You told me you had a cold,” he said before flipping me off and walking away to give his stomach one more purging before he got back on his mount.

      “I really liked it better when no one knew what that meant, and maybe your beer has medicinal qualities.” I ate the jerky and searched out some stew that looked like it had been made from mole meat. I sucked that down, too.

      We mounted up and were heading back on our way. Scouts had reported that Lunos had taken up a defensive position some twenty miles from us. So, presumably he had his own scouts. That worked in our favor. At least Robert’s Land would be safe for a bit. Mathieu and myself had fallen back to the rear of the column; his head lolled about—that is, when he wasn’t peering at me.

      “What, man? I’m not the one that tried to poison us,” I entreated.

      “I will have to refigure the recipe. Something in the beer is not interacting well within me. I’m just not sure why it is not doing the same to you.”

      “Maybe you have an allergy or something.”

      “Or maybe you are not entirely the man you believe yourself to be.”

      “I have my soul,” I growled at him. “I stole that motherfucker fair and square and don’t you ever try and deny me that.”

      “That, Michael, is not what I am implying. Are you completely sure you cast out that...other part of you?”

      I didn’t even realize that someone could be so angry that they could be literally unable to verbalize that anger. I spit; I felt veins of heat rising up my back and spread across my neck, my throat constricted, my heart beat fast, red clouded into the peripheral of my vision. I felt the phantom cracking of canines as they ghost elongated. If I thought killing him could have taken those feelings away there was a chance I would have acted on them. I took a wiser course, which is not always the easiest thing for me. I turned my horse and went to the end of the column as quickly as I could.

      “I cannot allow anyone to stray from the column,” the rear guard told me.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” I grumbled. He did not move away but waited with me. “I need a minute alone,” I stressed.

      “Do not dally, Mr. Talbot. We are being followed.” Something in my expression must have told him not to press it any further, as he quickened his horse to catch up to the rest.

      I figured I had a few minutes where he would wait for me to return on my own before he sent word up to the front, then people would come back to retrieve my ass. Now it was just a matter of how much time that was. I wondered if what I was about to do would be classified as insane? Mathieu had given me food for thought and an opportunity had presented itself to test his assertion out.

      “Brilliant, Talbot. You’re going to listen to the words of a man that is so sick he threw up all over the side of his horse. Well, let’s just see how this plays out, I guess. I maybe should have asked the guard just exactly what was following us.” I was letting my imagination get the better of me; I was already up to battle elephants fully decked out in armor and a squadron of arrow-wielding ninjas riding aloft when two men came into view. Unlike the normal garden variety peasants, these two looked well fed and properly clothed. Both were tall and lean, I had a gut wrenching thought that perhaps these weren’t werewolves, but rather Lycan in their camouflage. My horse nickered as I brought my rifle up. He stomped his two front feet as the men looked at us.

      “Steady boy, steady.” There was a decent amount of tension in the air, though I think all of it was coming from me. I had the man on the left clearly in my sights, but now what? He was merely a man, and I, as of yet, did not have a justifiable reason to blow his fucking head off, though I was clearly seeking one. They were saying something to each other, and when they were done, they began walking slowly toward me. “Stop right there!” I told them.

      One shouted back to me in something that sounded a lot like he had a mouthful of food and had been punched in the stomach.

      “Is that even supposed to be language?” I shouted to him.

      I got the distinct impression of a questioning reply because of the uplilt at the end of his sentence, but what he was saying was unrecognizable.

      “I’ll blow your fucking heads off!” I gave them a good view of the gun. Maybe we didn’t understand each other, but that was a fairly universal gesture. Yeah...two hundred fucking years ago, maybe, I berated myself. As far as these two were concerned, I could have been shaking my cane at them like Old Mr. Farnsworth telling those darned kids to get off his dag-burned lawn.

      Still they came, albeit slightly slower; nobody wants to get whacked with a cane right? Who was I to tell them they could not pass? This was obviously a well-used pathway and it stood to rights that others would want and need to use it. How close could I allow them to come? The smart play now would be to turn my horse around and get gone. But if they were Lycan, they could change over and chase me down long before we could reach escape speed. And somehow the thought of turning tail and running from two men seemed undignified.

      Really, Talbot? You’re planning on bringing dignity into this equation? The men had halved the distance. They were no longer saying anything; their gazes still held firmly to my own. “Let’s see if I can get your attention.” I shot a round far to the right of the closest one. It ricocheted off the ground and whined into the woods. The two men looked at the impact point and then back to me, calm as could be like they were Nordic Ice Gods in the midst of a blizzard.

      “Yeah, that’s not too terrifying.” I was trying to calm myself down. “Maybe they just have no idea what happened.” It, at least, got them to stop moving for a second or two. They split as far apart as the path would allow and continued their approach. They had done no transgressions against me, they had not declared themselves an enemy. I could not outright shoot them simply because I was agitated. Blowing their heads off would be considered an overreaction at this point. Even in this lawless day and age, there was a good chance I’d get strung up for this. Plus, murder really looked bad in the loss ledger for one attempting a record breaking atonement. Wouldn’t put it past Lucifer to have thrown these poor bastards into my path to tempt me to fail in my quest.

      I could hear the rapid approach of running horses and so could my new traveling companions. They looked past me to each other and then darted off into the woods. I let out a long, low, steady breath as Bailey came to a skidding halt next to me; she had ten men with her.

      She looked out on the empty pathway and then to me. “We heard a shot. Is there anything you would like to tell me?”

      “Thought I saw a chupacabra.” I turned my horse around and rejoined the column.
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      BY THE TIME we stopped for the night we could see the fires burning from Lunos’ camp; maybe they were as many as a hundred strong. Looked like a controlled forest fire. There wasn’t a man or woman among us that didn’t know the type of numbers those fires represented. Seems we’d brought the fight right to his doorstep, yet none of us were quite ready to cross the threshold. Even Lunos didn’t seem in any big rush to engage the enemy.

      “One more night under the stars. You know what would make it even better?”

      “Fuck you, Mike. I finally feel human again,” Mathieu said. “If it is indeed one more night, I intend on being with the one I love.”

      “That’s what I’m talking about. I’ll go get our tent ready.”

      “How is it that your rebirth has already lost most of its luster?” He was smiling as he said this. He stood, leaned over, and gave my shoulders a squeeze then went to find Lana.

      “What we had was real, man! Ok! Well, I’ll miss your beer!”

      “The beer was almost poison, Mike.”

      “Not the first toxic relationship I’ve been a part of.” I was alone after he left. Bailey and Lana and a few of the officers were planning an offensive in the morning. I generally don’t get invited to strategy meetings, considering most of my ideas start with me running splat into the mix while screaming obscenities. I didn’t hang out much with the other military personnel, either. Just not a whole lot of common ground; no pro teams of any sort, no sports cars, no pictures of hot girlfriends or wives to pass around. Shit, there wasn’t even a deck of cards as far as I knew. Not sure what they do for fun, other than talk about Leather Satchel Weekly or something.

      The last image I had before I drifted off to sleep was that of the two men on that pathway. It was no surprise that my dreams were interrupted with the sounds of gunshots and men and women shouting commands. I sat up.

      “So much for dreaming.” I quickly reached over and grabbed my rifle. We were under attack, though I could not tell from which direction, as people were flying by me. I stood calmly, though every part of me wanted to start running pell-mell like those around me. More shots, some screams, maybe pain, maybe fear, off to my right. I went at a slight jog—quick enough that I could get there in time to help, but not so fast that I could not first ascertain exactly what I was getting into.

      A force of four men were tactically withdrawing from a group of ten werewolves. For whatever reason, only one of the men appeared to have rounds; the others were thrusting out with bayonet-tipped rifles attempting to keep the heavy animals at bay. One of the werewolves batted a rifle free, another leaned in and bit savagely into the shoulder of the unarmed man, lifting him out of the pack of people he was in. High-pitched screams shredded the air as the werewolf violently shook him back and forth. Another werewolf bit through the side of the man’s head; instead of the animals descending on and eating the downed man, he was discarded and forgotten like last year’s Christmas presents.

      I finally found myself enough in the clear that I could offer some fire support to that doomed trio. My first hasty shot took a chunk off the top of a werewolf’s ear.

      “Three hundred and fifty-pound beast and you pierce his ear. Nice shot, asshole...” I’d not finished my sentence when I sent the next round downrange,  striking my target high in the chest. That one he felt. His massive hand went to the wound before he looked to where the fatal round had been delivered from. He took two more snarling steps and collapsed. Then there were nine.

      I killed two more in a similar fashion, though they had been busy too, pulling down another of the trio. What I had not been expecting was for five of the werewolves to make a break for me. Nor in the fashion in which they did so. This shit was entirely too coordinated as they fanned apart, and instead of coming at me in straight lines, they were zigzagging. Being a lone gunman against five incredibly fast moving targets in minimal light was not conducive to my continued survival. What little chance the two remaining men had rested on me holding my ground. Unfortunately, what little chance I had of my continued survival involved me running. I stayed. I know no other way. Maybe I’d die a hero, but that wouldn’t matter much to me because I’d be dead. What would matter a shit ton would be if I lived a coward. What good is saving your own life if you constantly feel like shit for still being alive?

      I sprayed the rest of my magazine, bringing down two of the werewolves. One was for certain dead as I’d taken off the top of his head to let a little star light shine down on his brain. The other I had severely handicapped by punching a hole through the side of its spine. He was still clawing his way to me, but this would be long over one way or the other before he got to me. I hit the magazine release and reached for a non-existent ammo pouch. Well, not non-existent, it definitely existed, I just hadn’t had the foresight to put the fucking thing on.

      Three werewolves, and me with a small, black, front mounted blade. I was thinking it was going to be over rather quickly and probably mostly painless—except for the stabbing pain where they tore into my flesh and then shredded it open like slow smoked pork. Possibly my intestines would spill out onto the ground as they tore into the warm meat. Sure, all that would hurt, but how long could pain like that really endure? I’m sure a few minutes of the most unimaginable misery couldn’t feel like weeks, well, not like months, anyway.

      These were some of the smartest bastards I’d ever encountered. The moment they realized I wasn’t shooting, their trajectory changed to a full-on assault, full steam ahead. I raised my rifle head high. The nearest was in striking distance; I let lose a savage yell as he bit at me. His head jerked back just as I drove the bayonet into the soft of his neck. I had a moment of difficulty reconciling the way my strike had sheared off the side of his head. Didn’t care as I removed the bayonet and was swinging to my right to get to the next one. He looked like a puppet with a palsied puppet master. He danced around before falling heavily to the side. The last one was bounding off in retreat.

      Reinforcements had arrived. I sighed when I looked over and realized that only one of the original four men had survived. The skirmish appeared to be over, though, for some, the battle for life was just beginning. They’d hit hard and fast, inflicting casualties and grievous injuries along our whole line. We still had forward scouts that had not reported back in and at this point, it was doubtful they ever would. The remainder of the night was spent on high alert; there were a few sightings and two brief encounters. Not once did I ever expect the entire thing for the ruse that it was. The dawning of the day brought with it the realization that we’d been duped. Lunos had kept our entire army pinned down with nothing more than some fires and a dozen or so werewolves. He and the rest of his horde were nowhere around.

      “All of this merely to escape into the night?” Mathieu asked. “I know that Lycan are cowardly, gutless beasts, but why not just slink away into the forest?”

      That was a good question and one that had been nagging me all morning as we walked among the ashes of the carefully constructed campfires.

      “Bailey!” I started running; Mathieu was close behind. She was with Lana. They were talking about which potential direction the werewolves had gone and how they were going to pursue. She looked up at my approach.

      I had to take a second to catch my breath. “Robert’s Land...this whole thing is a way to keep us busy while they strike Robert’s Land. The camp set up, the attack, everything!”

      Bailey looked at me. It took her two heartbeats to think on what I’d told her. There was no doubt in her voice as she ordered the men to mount up. We moved faster than I thought an armed column could. We were five miles out when we saw the smoke, two miles when the smell hit us. The dead littered the streets, townsfolk and werewolf alike. Lunos had suffered casualties, but Robert’s Land had taken a catastrophic hit. At least half of the town was engulfed in flames. Besides the bodies and the ghosts of those that still lingered, Robert’s Land was a wasteland. Nothing moved, save the carrion birds that were amassing. Huge turkey vultures soared high overhead; some found perches in the trees all around us, their watery black eyes drinking in the feast that awaited them.

      “They could not have killed everyone,” Bailey said.

      “What about converted?” I asked.

      “That would be bad,” Lana said. “There were over a thousand inhabitants of this town.”

      “There is another less savory alternative,” Mathieu said.

      Luckily nobody voiced it, we didn’t need to. An army had to be fed and an army that size had to be fed a lot.

      “Do we...look for survivors?” I was feeling pretty impotent and I don’t toss that word around lightly. I expected a tumbleweed to blow down the center of the town and maybe the Sheriff to ask why I had come back to grace his streets. What I got instead was a rider on a horse slathered in sweat, with foam dripping from its mouth.

      “Battle!” he screamed. “Five miles! Survivors here squaring off against Lunos.”

      “Get him a fresh horse, you must get us back there now!” Lana ordered. We were a thundering herd of revenge, hell bent on collecting our due. I could hear little else as we galloped our way to the fray. As a little kid, I’d oftentimes played at Cowboys and Indians and been the cavalry sweeping in when all seemed lost and saved the day. I didn’t hold out much hope that we would get there in time or that we even had sufficient numbers to thwart the attack, but really, what were the odds that a hundred fifty years in the future I would be playing out a game that was three hundred years removed to the past?

      It would be nice if I could tell you that I was an experienced enough rider that I was leading the pack, but in reality, for the most part, I was holding on for dear life. The Denarthians, as the resident experts, were leading the charge. A couple of Bailey’s men and she, herself, were good enough to be in the vanguard. I found myself way in the back with some of the greener recruits and possibly injured horses. I can’t imagine John Wayne would be back where I was, but I was doing the best I could. At first, I thought the random pops I heard were figments of my imagination, or possibly my shoulders finally giving out as I pulled hard on the reins struggling to stay seated. We were slowing up and spreading out as we came to a large field. We’d flanked the werewolves, whose attention, for now, was undivided on their quest to obliterate the Robertonians who had their backs to a large lake.

      It kept them from being surrounded, but it also kept them from escape. Though where they would go anyway was the question. By the time I got into position to deal some damage, the werewolves had indeed taken note of us. At least a third of them peeled off from the main group to keep us engaged.

      What is so fucking important about those inhabitants that they want to keep us occupied? I thought. Unlike the Robert’s Land populace, we were trained, we were armed, we were battle hardened. We stood our ground, dropping werewolves by the score; they had too much distance to cover and we could reach out and kill them from across that expanse. And I for one was perfectly fine with putting them down in rapid succession from the safety of our distance. Some were making it dangerously near; there was going to be no avoiding close quarter combat.

      “Brace for impact!” It was Lana; her horsemen had done their best to form a defensive perimeter around Bailey’s shooters. Large reinforced spears were thrust out, held in place by a special pocket sewn in the saddle. I had my doubts that it would hold up against the charging beasts but considering that was the only thing standing between me and them I was obligated to hold out a little faith. The werewolves made contact farther down the line from me first. Wood cracked and bones splintered—it was impossible to tell whose...the werewolves’ chest plates being punctured, the men’s arms as they fought with the large poles, or the horses’ legs as they were forced to bear the full weight of a rampaging werewolf.

      Our lines were pushed back as the werewolves pressed the attack. Riders were unhorsed by sweeps of powerful arms, the job finished under the crushing bite of vicious canine jaws. The crack of so many rifles in such quick succession made it sound like we were in the world’s largest microwave, popping a giant bag of popcorn. The smell didn’t match up, though, the scent of fear and iron from blood dominated. Our lines had not broken; we’d absorbed the impact of the werewolves’ attack. If anything we’d rallied. That’s the problem with war; the more you learn how to kill things, the better you get at it. These weren’t farmers, shepherds, and merchants anymore—these were soldiers. Yes, they were scared; yes, they could die, but they would not flee and they could hand out death just as easily as they could receive it.

      Another age ago, I trusted implicitly in my ability with the M-16; I guess I still do. But there’s just something about the way killing with the edge of a blade makes it personal. When my bolt held open, I didn’t blink when I put it back in its rifle holster and withdrew my sword from its saddle scabbard. I wanted to feel the lives of those I pierced leave this world as I physically tore spirit from body one enemy at a time. Somehow their deaths meant more if I took them by blade rather than bullet. I urged my horse forward and to the right where the heaviest concentrations of werewolves were. My sword held high, a battle cry rushed forth from my lungs and vibrated past my pulled back lips. I brought the blade down and laid open the broad back of the werewolf closest to me. A deep wound flayed open, his spine glistened in the noon sun before the connection from nerve center to extremities was severed and he fell to the ground.

      I hacked, stabbed, slashed, and sliced through anything unfortunate enough to come into my range. Maybe a demon was no longer housed within me, but we’d been friends long enough that I knew how he worked. Unbeknownst to me, I had not realized that my fury had inspired a fair number of Talbotons and we were now encasing the werewolves in an iron grip of destruction. We trampled the fallen underfoot, the horses having been trained to do just that. They were every inch an instrument of war as the weapons we held. They would rear up or kick out whenever a werewolf was within range, with ruinous results. In a half an hour we had obliterated a third of Lunos’ army. There was a cheer as Lana lopped the head off of our final opponent.

      “Charge!” I’d turned my horse and was leading him into the battle before us. I got low, my sword held out in front of me. Not a half a heartbeat later I could hear the rest of the men and women following. I cannot imagine the sight we made streaking across that opening. An army victorious, a bloodthirsty horde who could not be so easily sated. Werewolves began to turn in our direction when they saw us coming. We were outnumbered and we didn’t care. A distant horn sounded, ours? Theirs? Who fucking knows. The werewolves turned to it, back to us, and then started to leave and in a hurry.

      “No you don’t you cowardly motherfuckers!” A running werewolf is easily as fast as a horse and if pressed, they can keep pace longer. I didn’t care. My goal was to chase them to the ends of the earth where maybe they would fall the fuck off. There were some werewolves that were not moving quite as spryly as the others, those that were injured in battle. Normally, killing those who are not at their peak is distasteful; I found I had no such compunction when I chopped the first of them down. I think I was pretty safe in assuming that they would think little of killing an injured human. We put down twenty or thirty this way before the main group became unobtainable. My right arm was as sore as if I’d pitched ten innings of baseball; I had more blood on me than Carrie’s stunt double, and my chest heaved like I belonged in one of those period romances my wife used to read. You know, the highbrow, bosom heaving, erotica stuff.

      “Have you had your fill?” It was Bailey.

      “Your tone has a hint of derision in it, Chair Person, but you have a very large smile on.”

      She closed her lips. “I admit it. Sitting at a table making decisions about the day to day operations of a township is not all that interesting. But I do not enjoy what we are doing here.”

      “You keep telling yourself that. There’s something primal, liberating, fuck, maybe invigorating about vanquishing one’s enemies on the field of battle.”

      “Are you well?” She changed the subject.

      “I...I honestly don’t know. I took a couple of whacks and I’m sore as hell, but I won’t know until I clean up and the adrenaline wears off.” I was about to ask about Lana and Mathieu, when I saw them approaching the survivors from Robert’s Land. I should have been preparing myself for what I saw. I mean it was only a matter of time, right? Why, then, did it feel like I’d been simultaneously throat punched and gut kicked? I could see the dark red of a hood; who it belonged to was never in question as it walked among the Robert’s Land people. She’d somehow caught wind of the impending invasion on the psychic hotline network or some shit. Azile, my Azile, had come to their aid. I’m sure bringing a fury only she could deliver. My horse seemed to want to go where I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to. I could see Azile as she bent over from time to time to help those in need, but for the most part, she was swallowed up by the people surrounding her and by Lana’s troops going over.

      “You ready for this?” Bailey asked. Her smile had turned to a crooked smirk.

      I was as nervous as a twelve-year-old at my first school dance. Was feeling a little guilty as well, like she was going to see the real reasons why I had fought so hard to recapture what I’d lost. Tracy was the loss of a heartbeat away now, would the woman before me know just how much of me she had lost? Or maybe she’d known all along that you cannot possess what is unobtainable.

      “Aren’t there more werewolves we could hunt down?”

      “You’re not getting off that easy,” she told me.

      When we got close enough, I dismounted and handed the reins off to one of the Denarthians and began to thread my way through the crowd. Theoretically, I shouldn’t have been able to tell where I was going, but like an arrow to its target, I walked. And, as if on some unspoken command, the people around us knew what was going on and acted accordingly. They created a small circular opening when I got near. I was looking at Azile’s back; she was leaning over, wiping the face of a small child. Not only had the crowd parted, it had got preternaturally quiet. Azile stood; I could see the hard set of her shoulders as she was coming to the realization that something was going on. As she began the process of turning, I moved closer. I saw a couple of things in those next few moments I had never seen from Azile, one was abject fear and the other was a very large, distended belly.

      Her eyes rolled up and her body began to fold. I covered the final three steps and grabbed her before she collapsed to the ground. The crowd, thinking I’d done something harmful to her, quickly moved in.
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      THE NIGHT HAD crept in by the time she’d begun to stir. A small tent had been erected and two midwives fussed over her, all the while doing their best to usher me out of the enclosure. Finally, one of the women threatened me with a stiff wire brush, so I left, but just long enough to get cleaned up. When I came back, I told them in no unspecific terms that I would not leave again, and if they didn’t stop trying to force me out I would beat them with the flat of my sword. At some point, they left to get some sleep. I had a seat and was waiting next to Azile’s cot. I would sometimes hold her hand, other times brush her hair away from her forehead. One moment she was breathing softly, deep in sleep; the next, her eyes shone brightly as they peered up at me.

      “Are you real, Michael Talbot?”

      “For the most part.” My face stung as her hand shot out and across my cheek.

      “Where have you been?” she demanded.

      “Cabo,” was all I could think to tell her. “You got fat.”

      She laughed, we laughed, she cried, we cried. I held her as tight as I dared to.

      “So I die and you basically get knocked up as fast as you can?”

      “You were insufferable. I could not wait until you were gone so I could join e-Farmony.”

      “So that’s like Cousin Lem’s kid or something?” I laughed.

      “Cleetus, actually.” Her gaze turned almost demure; Azile the Red Witch looked vulnerable. “You know they’re yours, right?”

      “They? Are you having a litter?”

      “You really know how to make a woman feel special.”

      “I’ve traveled across the non-negotiable to be with you; I would think that would make you feel special.”

      “We both know you didn’t do it completely for me.”

      “I’m right here, right now, Azile. What more can you ask of me? I am back from a place where second chances are not granted. I have fought between Heaven and Hell.”

      “Twins, ok? I’m having twins, not a litter,” she acquiesced.

      “Do I need to do any sort of paternity testing?”

      “They’re yours, believe me. They give me heartburn when I drink water, and they cause me endless headaches. They are still all day and kick without mercy no matter what time I attempt to lay down.”

      “I have to admit there are some good correlations there. And what the hell are you doing in the middle of a war in this condition?”

      “The world needed another savior when you left.” She began to cry.

      “It’s okay. Hey...it’s okay.”

      “It’s the damned hormones. You, I’m still pissed at.”

      I had to smile at that. “How did you know they would be coming?”

      “I would like to say it was purely by chance, but we both know how naive that would be. I had gone far from my home in search of a root that eases discomfort. One of your babies has a head as hard as stone, and it is sitting heavily on my pelvis.”

      She was glaring at me as if all of this were my fault. Sure, I’d been to the party, but I didn’t drink all of the Kool-Aid by myself.

      “Werewolves. We were talking about the werewolves and how they were going to invade Robert’s Land.” I was trying to gently steer her back on course. “Root...remember the root?”

      She dialed it back. “I’d no sooner found a patch of what I was looking for when I heard their approach. It was two of them. Men, decently dressed, walking down the path. I was off to the side and was going to get back on the trail and offer them a greeting. Then, I can’t explain it. I got the feeling they were hunting, not game, but rather me. I thought perhaps I was overreacting; all of my emotions have been playing havoc on me lately.” She took a moment out of her explanation to glare again.

      “I get it, I get it, I have impregnated you with demon spawn. Wait until they are born. Then the real fun begins.” I was smiling, thinking of all the grief I had put my parents through.

      “Those two frightened me, Mike.”

      “I think I know who you’re talking about. I ran across them myself.”

      “I got down low, which is difficult for me, but not nearly as hard as getting back up. They stopped almost directly across from me, then I watched as they began to...smell the air. The one closer to me allowed just his nose to expand out so he could get a better sample of air. I think they would have found me, too, if I hadn’t done a cloaking spell. They knew I was out there; they just couldn’t find me. And if they were hunting me specifically, they showed no fear of making that encounter. They weren’t Lycan, though. Of that I’m sure.”

      “No, they weren’t. As far as I can tell Lunos is not working with any of the clans. He has struck some sort of devil’s bargain with people. His army are willing subjects.”

      “That cannot be.” Azile looked alarmed.

      “Is it so hard to believe? He offers them an opportunity to escape the difficulties and doldrums of peasant life to travel the country and experience power, and plunder whatever they encounter. How many would have willingly done so in our time? Shit, how many did? So you knew there were werewolves afoot, but you couldn’t possibly have known there was an invasion.”

      “I followed them.”

      “Wait, you followed them? The hunted became the hunter? In your condition?”

      “I am hardly a delicate flower, Talbot.”

      “Shhh, quiet, woman. I’m being macho right now.”

      “God, I’ve missed you.” She grabbed my shirt and pulled me in tight, we kissed and then leaned our foreheads against each other for a while. The contact? Very welcome. But, I pulled back when she started her story again. “I followed them for almost two days, and I swear they knew I was doing it, yet they never made a suspicious move against me.”

      “Probably figured if they couldn’t get you on their own, the plan was to get you into a war where you would be vulnerable.”

      “Is Lunos that insane? He would openly threaten me?”

      “Lunos believes himself better than every creature that inhabits this planet. Though I think I rattled his giant melon a little bit when I showed up at Talboton.”

      “He attacked there?”

      “He did, though I think it was more of a test. If he could have taken the fort with minimal casualties he would have. He’d not been expecting the resistance he’d encountered, or me, for that matter, and he left nearly as quickly as he’d come.”

      “Denarth?”

      “Them he completely avoided. He made a beeline for Robert’s Land. It makes sense in terms of accessibility and defenses.”

      “Partly, when I came across the whole of them, it didn’t take much to reason out where they were headed. I wanted to get close, but...” she pointed to her belly, “this prevented any sort of stealth.”

      “Maybe you should have laid off the bonbons.”

      “You’re making me regret this reunion already.”

      “Probably a record you lasted this long.”

      “Anyway, Michael, if you would let me continue.”

      “The floor is yours, the whole bed is yours, hell, the rack of lamb outside is yours...”

      She pressed her finger against my lips. “Shhhh. Don’t make me wish I had got together with the pots and pans merchant out of Fort Lufkin. I knew these werewolves were different; they looked well fed, well rested, and in good spirits. No one was guarding them; they weren’t locked up, and they were mostly in human form. Those that weren’t seemed to be much more concerned with what was out there waiting for them than what was going on with the camp. I had thought perhaps an enchantment...though I could detect nothing. I didn’t see Lunos, and there was nothing more I could do there. That was when I went to Robert’s Land to warn them.”

      “How’d that go?”

      “Not everyone is as abrasive as you, Michael. Though I do not think they would have listened to me in any case, had numerous inhabitants not already had very recent sightings.”

      “I’ve got to think they must have also heard things about the other towns in battle, right?”

      “They’d heard; they just chose to ignore it or believe the tales to be exaggerated. Nobody wants to think that war can be brought to their doorstep. Robert’s Land’s isolation has led to a fair amount of their prosperity.”

      “Yeah, they basically welcomed me with open arms the last time I was here.”

      “I think that had more to do with the guest than the host.”

      “I can see grazing constantly at the all-you-can-eat buffet has made you funny.”

      “I can’t imagine that Tracy put up with this when she was pregnant.”

      “I waited until she couldn’t catch me and I made sure to sleep in a different room every night. I was told you had Oggie, but I haven’t seen him.” I was concerned, but she didn’t look overly worried, and that put me at ease.

      “This attack was not just about gaining a victory at all costs. Lunos was looking for something or someone when he came here. Hundreds of werewolves strode into town like that was the most normal thing in the world.”

      “Are you shitting me? He just walked in like they were on parade or something? I thought you said you warned them?”

      “I did! I don’t know what you think I could have accomplished, though. There’s not much in the way of weaponry here. We did the next best thing: we evacuated. By the time Lunos arrived most of the town was gone.”

      “That prick sheriff stay behind?”

      “Blane? He is far from a prick. Have you really had a run in with the only authority figure within a thousand square miles?”

      I nodded.

      “Of course you did. It is as if you seek them out, not the other way around.”

      “We’re not getting any closer to the part about my dog.”

      “Lunos asked about all the male children under the age of seven.”

      “Pretty specific.”

      “That’s what I thought, and I asked him as much.”

      “Wait, you didn’t clear out with the rest of the refugees?”

      “Sort of. I was safe. He said he would spare the town and its inhabitants if we would but bring to him the children.”

      “Now, I get that Lycan don’t think like us, but how could he have ever thought those terms would be agreed to?”

      “I don’t think he did.”

      “So he threw out the carrot, knowing full well he was going to need the rod. That’s our Lunos.” Something niggled at the back of my mind, though I knew not what it was. At that point it could have been a brain aneurysm. It wasn’t until I actually laid eyes on all the little kids that the puny nugget of missing information dislodged from a darkened area within my brain and broke free into the light.

      “He tore that Sheriff apart as a display of his power, then he lit the town on fire, or at least as much as he thought prudent before he began his hunt for us. The thing is, I think he already knew where we were. It was all theatrics; he wanted to put on a show. This was when the doomed battle inside the town started. It gave me enough time to leave and help the refugees.”

      “Yeah...saw the results of that. Can you imagine if all of Xavier’s litter mates had survived? Each one worse than the next?”

      “We set up camp along the banks of the lake. I’d hoped it was far enough away that he would not pursue. It was the only place that was even remotely defendable. We would not have lasted more than another hour had you not arrived when you did.”

      “Well, I also have a flair for the dramatic, I suppose.” I flipped my hand back in a theatrical gesture. “I have not seen many children here.”

      “There is an island in the middle of this lake. We had just got them all ashore there and were getting ready to move the rest of the populace out there. Never got the chance.”

      “You had the supplies for an extended siege?”

      Azile looked at me with a ‘What do you think?’ expression. “We were on the run with minimal notification. I had taken a few pages out of the Michael Talbot playbook.”

      “You did alright for yourself.” I kissed her forehead. She’d recklessly endangered herself and the babies, but I was just thankful she was alright.

      “We would have died here if not for you.” She closed her eyes, she was exhausted. I sat there another twenty minutes before Bailey poked her head in.

      “Are you done?”

      “Am I done what?”

      “Doing what most couples do upon a long absence and subsequent reunion.”

      “Sex you mean? You want to know if we just finished having sex? You didn’t know if we were or not, yet you did not knock.”

      “I have seen your lily colored buttocks before.”

      “That’s not the point!”

      “Come, I think there is someone you are going to want to see on your world reunion tour.”

      “Think I should get some t-shirts printed up? I’m hesitant to leave her alone. She seems so vulnerable like this.”

      “I have two guards right outside this flap and one behind. She will be fine for a few minutes. You have already driven her into a deep slumber with your ramblings; perhaps you should let her get some rest.”

      “You know, I threw BT out of my brother’s home when he got too mouthy.”

      “As if you could have.”

      “The women of my age were much more demure.”

      “You forget I read about Tracy.” She helped me out of the tent and walked me down to the water’s edge.

      I saw small rowboats, a dozen, at least, making their way to us. Figured this was the kids coming back; didn’t think much about it until I saw a very large dog standing at the bow of one of the lead boats. There was not a flicker of doubt in me about who that dog was. His bark echoed off the water and then he jumped in. I began to wade out after him. I was in up over my head by the time we met up. I wasn’t in danger so much from the deep water as I was by the constant tongue bathing from Oggie and the waves from his frantic paddling. I could hardly get a breath in lest I ran the risk of swallowing his tongue or the lake water. He finally rested his large paws on my shoulders and enjoyed the ride as I paddled us both back into the shallows.

      “Obtain an enclosed location from which you can show your fondness in private!” Mathieu said from the shore.

      “It’s ‘get a room,’” I told him.

      “Oh, that does make more sense. It is good to see you, Oggie,” Mathieu said petting the large dog’s back. Oggie made sure to do a thorough shakedown, soaking Mathieu and anybody inside the area code with a pelting of water. Got to admit, it was nice to see my pup. With him, I didn’t have to explain why I’d gone, where I’d been, or how I’d come back. He was living for the moment, and right then we were together. That was all that mattered. He whined in delight, and would occasionally roll onto his back for a good tummy rub where he would push at my arms with his paws, sometimes biting at my hands when I wasn’t administering enough affection to him.

      “I’ve been with less clingy women,” I told him. He barked his disdain back. So lost was I in the reunion with Oggie, I nearly missed what was all around me. Kids, dozens and dozens of little kids. It was a tow-headed little cherub that rattled some old memory loose within me, the golden ringlets that encircled his head a part of the memory. I recognized him, I just couldn’t figure out why. I avoided most kids like I avoided most teenage girls; they were a foreign species that basically scared the bejeezus out of me. It might have been the dour-faced woman claiming to be the boy’s mother that broke the memory free from its vine and allowed me to remember. The boy had been on his porch back when Tommy was first getting me involved in this whole Lycan shit-fest.

      He’d waved maybe, and Tommy had said...what, exactly? That kid will be important someday. Was that it? And what did he know or suspect back then? Was it possible this was the very child Lunos was looking for? Dour-face picked up her son; she was looking right at me.

      “I recognize you. You stay away from my son!”

      She spat the words with such vehemence I was afraid that I had somehow ended up on the sex-offender registry. Then I got it. “You know something.” I said the words not even knowing what I meant. She backed up. “When Lunos came here looking for kids, you knew exactly what kid he was looking for.” I was moving closer, she was moving farther away.

      “Step away mister.” A gangly man stepped between me and the woman. If this was the father I would have to rethink everything I knew about the commingling of genetics and just how lucky the boy was that he had been spared all of his parents’ DNA.

      “What’s your name, son?” I completely ignored the man.

      The boy did not sense the tension flowing freely from his parents at the moment.

      “Don’t you answer him, hon,” Dour Face Deb said.

      “Gabriel,” the boy said, his face lighting up as he spoke.

      “Why wouldn’t it be. The Angel of Revelation.”

      Gangly Man had moved closer; his breath reeked of rotten fish and turnips, and I’m not even sure what turnips smell like but I immediately disliked them anyway. He pressed the steel of a small knife into my side. Right between my fourth and fifth rib; he was not unfamiliar with the best way to kill a man.

      “You leave us alone,” the man hissed.

      “I have been through entirely too much shit in this life to be done in by a fish boning blade held by some yokel.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first man I killed. I reckon you won’t be the last.”

      A realization hit me. “That’s how you got the boy, isn’t it? I mean otherwise, you actually had to mate with that...female. I can’t imagine any penis, even one as shriveled up and unwanted as yours, being able to stomach that kind of ride. Am I right?” I was pissing him off and I was alright with that. I had backed up. Oggie charged and bit deeply into the man’s leg. He turned his attention to the large dog only to end up with a massive fist to the side of the head as Mathieu punched him square in the temple, dropping him to the ground. Oggie released the man’s leg once he knew the assailant was unconscious. I bent down and pried the knife from his clenched fingers.

      “You were going to stab me with a rusty blade? Fuck you, man.” I gave him a short stroke kick to the side. Not hard enough to break ribs, but enough he’d be sore for a couple of days. By now we had a much larger audience than I’d intended. “He had it coming! He was talking on his cell phone during the movie, crinkling candy wrappers; what did you expect me to do?” I asked those that were watching.

      We were on a precarious precipice. I had a feeling no one was a huge fan of Gangly Man but he was a local, and that carried a certain weight within a closed community like this. An outsider taking it to one of their own was frowned upon. Bailey showed up with twelve or so soldiers; the disbursement happened almost immediately.

      “How can you possibly turn allies so quickly against you?” she asked, directing a couple of her men to help a groggy Gangly up and over to a log seat where he could come to.

      “He’s lucky he’s not dead. He stuck a damn knife in my side.”

      “The question begs: why?”

      “You can’t honestly be on his side.”

      “I never said that, Michael. I am merely wondering why a man that obviously looks as if he works the earth for a living would want to bleed you out.”

      “It’s the kid,” I said as I pointed to Dour Face Debbie and Gabriel. “That kid specifically is the one Lunos is looking for.”

      “You are sure of that?” she asked.

      “Even if I wasn’t convinced, it was Tommy that originally pointed him out to me. That’s as big a vote of confidence as I need.”

      Bailey ordered a detail to stay with the small family. Dour Face looked like she was ready to spit venom, though she did keep her mouth shut. Gabriel, on the other hand, seemed to love all the added attention.

      “I hate to do it, but we’re going to need Azile out here to confirm,” I said.

      “She has just fought a battle and is about ready to give birth. I think she should be allowed some rest,” Bailey said.

      “Naw. We’ll have her waddle out here, she does a little voodoo confirmation, and then she can waddle back to bed,” I said.

      “You are indeed brave as long as you believe that she is away from you and aslumber,” Mathieu said.

      “Is that not the case anymore?” I asked, not daring to turn back around and check.

      “Oh, believe you me, I had to waddle over here. I’m just not sure if it was wise of you to point that out,” Azile said. “Mike, I take one small nap and you start an incident.”

      “I found the kid Lunos was looking for,” I told her, happy to note we’d already moved past emphasizing the “waddle” comment.

      “Just like that?”

      “I had help from Tommy,” I told her. She was already moving closer to the boy. Dour Face was doing all in her power to shield the boy. He was having none of it.

      “You’re the witch,” he said, not a hint of concern or fear in his voice. “My name is Gabriel.”

      “That’s a beautiful name,” Azile said as she laboriously stooped to be at his level. “The boy, is he your son?” She looked up to Dour Face. Obviously, she’d made the same connection I had.

      The woman’s lips pursed, giving her already unfortunate countenance a severely pinched look. “My good-for-nothing brother’s,” she said. “He stuck us with him almost five years ago and I haven’t seen him since.”

      “Not a day goes by I’m sure the boy doesn’t appreciate the fact he’s with you,” I said sarcastically.

      “Mike, do you mind?” Azile asked.

      “I don’t, not really,” I told her. “Honesty is always the best policy. Unless, I mean, you’re dealing with women, then lying to cover your ass is the best assumed stance.”

      “You’re dealing with a woman,” she sighed.

      “I ain’t too particularly bright,” I told her.

      “Could you please come over here?”

      “I don’t want him anywhere near my nephew!” Dour Face yelled.

      “It’s alright,” the boy said. Dour Face calmed down immediately when he laid a hand on her leg.

      I might not be overly bright, like I said, but I know magic when I see it. That, or he just shot her up with a heavy dose of morphine. I was in for the latter, not so much the former. I had to step over Gangly’s outstretched feet to get to the boy. I got down next to Azile.

      “Don’t be scared,” he told me.

      “I was going to say the same thing to you,” I told him. He put his small hand out.

      “I don’t think you’re going to like this.” He was peering into my eyes.

      I grabbed his hand. I have no idea what the fuck I was thinking or why I did it. A surge of electricity made my entire body rigid as if I’d just shoved a fork into a 220-volt outlet. I was pretty sure I’d bit straight through my tongue and the pink chunk of flesh would be flopping around on the ground. I had the distinct impression I was being zipped through a tunnel of indeterminable length, though I was in another location in under a fraction of a second. Netherworld, underworld, alternate world...don’t know, don’t care. Ripped my hand free from him long before I could once again get stuck in a place with limited options for retrieval. I sat back hard, luckily on top of Gangly, who let out a largely exaggerated sigh as I forced the air from him. Gabriel thought that was one of the funniest things he had ever seen; his childish laughter filled my ears. As scared as I had been a millisecond before, I was instantly calmed.

      “What the fuck just happened?”

      “You tell me?” Azile asked, wondering.

      “You don’t know? Touch his hand. Scratch that—don’t.” I put my hand out. “Do not touch his hand. Nobody should touch his hand.”

      It was then she showed me that she’d had his other hand in hers the entire time.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      She shook her head.

      “You didn’t go for a ride on the Spiritual Express?”

      She shook her head.

      I looked from her to him. “Do you know where we went?” I asked him.

      “You pierced the veil,” Gabriel said. “I stayed here and held the pretty lady’s hand.”

      I didn’t know whether to approach him or go running off into the woods. “What does that mean ‘pierced the veil’?”

      “So many worlds hidden by so very little.” The boy sounded wise by decades beyond his physical age. Calling him an Old Soul would not even begin to convey what I sensed from him.

      “Are you of the earth?” Azile asked.

      “I don’t know. Part of me, at least, is a six-year-old boy.”

      “I’m officially freaking out right now. So the kid is a portal of some kind. Is that a safe assumption?”

      Gabriel nodded.

      “Okay, so how did Lunos hear about this and why would he want you? And more importantly, why was I the only one that went for a ride?”

      Gabriel shrugged. For the first time since this little strange occurrence started, he very much looked like a six-year-old child. I had a feeling I was closer to six years old than whoever was driving his ship. I couldn’t help but feel bad for the kid; I was under the assumption he was an innocent caught up in much bigger events. Or what the hell do I know. Maybe he’d been planted here in this most benign of disguises and was actually a monster of unimaginable might that was going to tear down the very fabric of our reality then piss on us. That this was actually a possibility did not sit well within me, kind of like I’d eaten an okra and pâté glazed pop-tart. Yeah, that would sit like a stone in my gut. Shit. Now I have an upset stomach.

      Dour Face was moving closer, her fist was opening and closing; I’m thinking she was going to cold cock me and see how far she could get before someone stopped her.

      “Listen, woman, if you hit me I will hit you back. We are not trying to hurt your charge.” I couldn’t bring myself to call him her nephew...I just didn’t want to saddle the poor kid with that. “There is a very dangerous, very smart Lycan out there who is extremely interested in Gabriel and until we can figure out why, he-and-you are in grave danger. And you and Gangly over there even more so because he cares naught for neither of you. You’re just an unpleasant impediment. I figure he’ll just feed you both to his werewolves and be done with it.”

      “Mike!” Azile berated.

      “What? It’s the truth.”

      “Yes, perhaps it is, but there is no need to be so blunt.”

      “Oh yeah? It wasn’t you she was planning on swinging those ham sized fists at. Put the damn things away,” I threatened her.

      “What can he hope to gain by traveling to other realms?” Mathieu asked, studying the boy.

      “Was I physically gone?”

      “What?” Mathieu asked.

      “When I touched him. Did I disappear?”

      “No, not physically, but your eyes had immediately closed and you were unresponsive.”

      “Do you know what happens, Gabriel?”

      “I’m hungry,” he shrugged.

      “Azile, I think it’s obvious what needs to be done,” I told her.

      “Oh it is, is it? Why don’t you tell me, because even though it is soooooo obvious I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      “We need to get this kid to a secure location and then I need to see where this leads.”

      “Did you not, just less than five minutes ago, say you were not going to ever do that again?” Azile’s hands were on her hips.

      “Yeah, but I thought I had disappeared. If that wasn’t the case then we need to figure out what Lunos needs him for.”

      “There are other deaths besides physical,” Azile warned.

      “Yeah, I’m thinking that’s not a problem for him,” Mathieu said.

      “Gee, thanks, buddy,” I answered, like I wasn’t already treading on rough waters.

      Lana had come over to our small group. “My scouts tell me that we are completely encircled by werewolves.”

      It was close to two hundred miles to Denarth and that was the only secure location I could think we could get to.

      “Lana, we have to get back to your home.”

      “And then what?” she asked. “Michael, we cannot handle this many refugees, and they certainly won’t fit inside our walls.”

      “You’re starting to sound like your father,” I told her.

      I might as well have told a woman I was arguing with to relax—that’s how pissed off she looked at me right then.

      “She’s right,” Azile said. “There are too many. We’d never be able to keep them safe for the journey.”

      “We can’t stay here and fight.”

      “There’s another option.” Mathieu was looking over to the island.

      “They’ll starve,” Lana said.

      “No, no they won’t.” I could see where Mathieu was going with this. “Lunos only wants the boy. The rest of the inhabitants go and hide out on the island for a day and we take Gabriel here and hightail it for Denarth.”

      “Can we be sure Lunos will follow?” Azile asked. “If he doesn’t, we have condemned these people.”

      “The only alternative is to stand and fight. Honestly, I’m not sure how much of a chance we have here, this far removed from resupply,” I said. “Listen, I’m only throwing in my two cents. If anyone has a better idea...by all means.” I gestured with my hands.

      There was silence. “We indeed must be in trouble if Michael’s idea is the best one that we have,” Mathieu said.

      “Shit, buddy, don’t hold back on my account,” I told him. “I feel like I must owe you money or something; getting a very passive aggressive vibe here.”

      He hugged me and smiled. “Not at all, it is just very good to see you again, I have not had a friend I can jest with.”

      “Lucky me,” I told him. “Gabriel, you up for some horseback riding?”

      “On one of those?” He was looking at the enormous creatures.

      “Yeah—don’t worry it’s not as scary as it looks.” I hoped he couldn’t see the lie as I spoke it.

      “I’m not afraid. I’ve always wanted to ride one.”

      “We have to bring him to Denarth,” I told Dour Face.

      “Then go,” she said.

      “Don’t you want to come?” I had a confused look on my face.

      “He’s been nothing but a burden since the day he came to my house.”

      Gabriel was not paying her any attention as she basically said she didn’t love him and never had, and would be glad to be rid of him. I expect it wasn’t the first time she’d said the words. Even so, I wanted to break her fucking jaw to make sure the next time she said any words it would hurt like hell.

      The citizens of Robert’s Land weren’t quite as ready to let us go on our merry little way as Dour and Gangly. We’d be taking away a very large part of their defense; it was all we could do to convince them that we would also be taking away the very reason they were being attacked. But that wasn’t entirely true, and I have to think that at least part of my lie was exposed to the harsh, bright sunlight where it sat out in the open in all its naked glory. Were we condemning these people? Our only chance, and I meant theirs as well, was speed. We needed to get the hell out of here before Lunos attacked again. Odds were he was more inclined to pursue but if he wasn’t...? And that was the question everything hinged on. The half-vamp, the supposedly, evil part of me had been pushed out. But I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a significant portion of me that considered driving a knife into Gabriel’s skull might be the best thing we could do. So how much wickedness must I have housed within me? Or still did?

      Sick, I know it—and that’s why I didn’t voice it. Here was Lunos, already on the precipice of taking over the entire eastern part of the old United States and still he felt the need to find this Veil Piercer for some as of yet unseen advantage. If this kid was so important, could we somehow use him for our own devices? Or was he just an instrument for destruction? Like the living embodiment of a nuclear device. Sure we’d rather have that power than let our enemies have it, but in the end, it just wiped everything in its path out. Good, bad, indifferent all just gone. That was the problem inherent in weapons of mass destruction. Gabriel was either the savior or the destroyer; it would be infinitely easier if he were wrapped in the guise of Dour Face, her I’d off just for the fun of it.

      Lana the Ninja was easily the best rider among us, her horse the fastest, and arguably she was the best warrior on this endeavor. It made sense that Gabriel rode with her, we’d fixed the saddle so that he was strapped in. In the event we had trouble, her defense was to run and the rest of us would basically become a giant speed bump for Lunos’ army. Now we were left wondering if he was even going to let us leave. Odds were he’d seen the townsfolk head back to the island; we’d done our best to disguise Gabriel as a bedroll slash backpack, he should pass as luggage from a distance. We had to hope that Lunos was assuming we hadn’t figured out who the one he sought was and that we, having done the job we’d set out to do, were leaving. Every hour he spent waiting out the people on the island was more time we had to decamp unhindered.

      Our column was on the move, although we looked more like rush hour traffic in downtown Tokyo with how densely packed we were. Talbotons made up the entire outer perimeter, we had the Denarthians completely encased and Lana was almost dead center; she was pretty much invisible to prying eyes. Now if her luggage would only stop adjusting itself periodically, we’d be fine. I had hopes we were going to get away. Slim hopes, sure, but hopes nonetheless.

      “Leaving so soon Michael?” Dammit. This came from the woods—words of challenge directly from Lunos’ snout.

      “Going to meet up with the rest of the reinforcements,” I said completely unconvincingly.

      “I have werewolves watching Talboton and Denarth, there are no others coming.” If he was bluffing, like I was, he sounded way more sure of himself.

      Fuck it; we had nothing more to lose. “Fine, Lunos. You apparently know everything; Come and attack. I have no desire to banter with you—I really just want to massacre your spawn and when they’re all used up and ready to run, I’m going to come for you. I killed your psychotic brother; it is apparently my lot in life to end your entire line. Then and only then will I be free from wandering this earth. That, you know to be true. I was sent back, Lunos, specifically to kill you. Even now that’s why you took off when we came to Robert’s Land’s defense; that’s why you don’t attack us right now. You’re scared, and you should be. You’ve seen my resolve; you’re my fucking mission, you lucky bastard. What chance do you believe yourself to have when even the heavens have aligned themselves against you?” And I started laughing, at first, it was just a way to punctuate what I had said, but the more I did it the more it took on a life of its own. It became this sort of maniacal braying that is really kind of tough to be overly proud of, even though it felt good to just let go of myself, and even if it ended in a coughing fit. And maybe if my complete abandon put a sliver of doubt in Lunos’ mind; it was well worth the undignified display.

      Werewolves began to materialize from the woods, though they did not attack. The horses were none too thrilled. Well, neither were we. Bailey repeatedly told her men not to fire. They stayed a good twenty feet away; it was clear they were looking for something—or more likely someone. I hoped Azile’s magic was enough to keep Gabriel off their radar. Lunos had already proved very adept at seeing past her spells. I could only hope she had upped her game, though I wasn’t going to say anything, between the two it would be better for me if Lunos found what he was looking for and we had to fight our way out of this particular predicament. For over three miles they kept pace, encircling our entire troop. I expected them at any time to lunge in after us, though that never happened. After five miles, the scouts Lana had sent out reported back that we were no longer being followed.

      It was another five before we felt safe enough to let Gabriel poke his head out. There was not a man or woman among us that was not worn out, yet we pushed on long into the night. Sooner or later Lunos would realize that what he was looking for was no longer back there, because somehow he had known it was there to begin with. As if just having this thought opened up the topic, Azile began to speak. She looked so uncomfortable atop that horse, I wanted to find her a pillow-top mattress she could lie down on.

      “Stop looking at me that way, I am not going to break,” she said. “I have been thinking on Lunos.”

      “Yeah, he seems to be pretty popular right now.”

      “I do not believe him to have mystical powers beyond what is normal for their kind. There is someone among his group that is a witch...or more likely, just has great raw talent.”

      I wisely said nothing at first, but we all know how long I can go with that. “Am I detecting a little professional jealousy going on there? I mean, you go to the finest witchcraft university, rule half the world, win the hearts and minds of the masses, and then this uppity street magician comes along and just starts crinkling her nose and changing your people into mice.”

      “Crinkling her nose?”

      “Oh don’t tell me you don’t know Bewitched?” Nothing. “Come on...Samantha Stevens... Endora? Darrin the hapless mortal? Really? Fine, forget it. Last time I bring up universal cultural references with you.”

      “This is serious, Michael, they may have someone of great power. I am more concerned with what they are capable of doing than getting an idiotic husband into trouble with his workplace boss.”

      “Ah hah! So you do know the show!”

      “Not the point.” But she was smiling, and that made her absolutely glow.

      “Pregnancy looks good on you,” I told her. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for most of it.”

      “Get that look out of your eyes; that’s why I’m in this spot to begin with. I’m just happy you are here now. I thought I’d lost you forever.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      “At any point in your life, Michael, have you been serious for more than five minutes together?”

      “There was that one time in jail when Bubba wanted to get to know me better—I was all business then. When a four hundred pound man says he has a crush on you, those are the types of things you need to take seriously.”

      “Michael.”

      “He was holding four bars of soap, Azile! I had my chastity to think about.”

      “Oh-oh.” Her free hand dropped to her belly and she leaned back. Sweat immediately broke out on her forehead.

      Shoot me, but the first thing out of my mouth was: “Bad burrito?”

      “Baby, you ass.” Was the reply.

      “Please tell me that is was just an extra big kick, like he was stretching his legs or something?”

      She didn’t mince her words. “Help me down. This is happening right now.”

      “It...it can’t, there are no bars nearby!” I looked around in a panic...yep, still in the middle of nowhere.

      “Help me down you big jerk!”

      “Azile, I’m sorry, I know that you’re uncomfortable, but Lana wants us to keep moving,” Mathieu said as he came up on us.

      “That’s what I’m saying!” I had a hysterical lilt to my voice. “I told her she can’t have the babies here.”

      “Babies? Now?” He suddenly got as pale as I was.

      My body was on autopilot, thankfully, as it helped Azile down off her horse. I let my limbs perform even though my mind was racing with all the possible things that could go wrong with having a birth in the wild, so to speak.

      “If I’d just stayed dead just a little longer.” Yup, I really said that out loud. Luckily Azile was busy in the midst of some deep heavy breathing. Women, the much stronger of the species, began to appear almost magically. Blankets were being laid down, water was set for boiling. She was receiving adequate care, now if only she would release her death grip from my hand I could get the fuck out of there and find a remote town to hide in.

      “I’m never letting you go again,” she said as she rearranged the bones in my hand.

      “Help me, man,” I mouthed to Mathieu, who was standing on the peripheries, a worried expression on his face. He was working his bottom lip by biting at it and pulling on it with his left hand. At least he had the smarts to find something else to do, or look like he had. “Asshat,” I told his retreating form.

      Azile screamed out; sounded like Latin—something along the lines of fatebor enim animam. Found out afterwards it meant that she was going to own my soul for doing this to her. Fitting and relevant, but it kind of sucked in one aspect because I’d just got the damned thing back. Everything was going alright, at first. The women were moving about almost in a choreographed way as they alternated between wiping her brow and getting Azile into a comfortable position. Then things got real tense real fast. I was up by Azile’s head where I figured it was marginally safer. Yeah, I know childbirth is a very natural, very beautiful affair. Just that, well, some beautiful, natural things are still better left to the imagination.

      Now, I used to be a huge fan of turkey deli meat. Well, back in the day, I was up late one night; couldn’t sleep—probably worried about something real important like the car needed a muffler and we couldn’t afford it. Anyway, I start watching this stupid show called Food Secrets and they are going into detail about how my favorite sandwich meat was made. I was grossed the fuck out watching them do it; a food I’d loved since I was a kid was ruined forever. It was like this jellied paste that they squished into the familiar shrink-wrapped turkey you saw at the store, like, it was barely even food. Women having babies is the same thing. I had a general idea how it all went down, enough to be functionally literate about it. There was really no need for me to witness every little specific. Anyway, it’s not like I could help.

      All was going as well as could be expected. I was actively ignoring everything that was going on around me; Azile was yelling out a string of obscenities in Latin, probably casting spells around the entire globe as she did so. Some poor sheep farmer in China had just grown donkey ears. If I hadn’t been surrounded by women, I would have given my junk a once over, just to make sure she hadn’t cursed it into oblivion. Listen, you’d feel the same way if you were dating one of the most powerful women on the planet. The bones in my hand were constantly shifting, like sand in the Sahara, and then they weren’t. Things changed just that fast. Her screams stopped, her grip loosened, and before I could be ushered away, I saw blood...more than seemed reasonable, given the circumstances.

      Her face was rapidly fading to the color of grade-school paste. She was dying; I’d come back just in time to watch her die. Something inside of me began to bend then break, my mind overlaid the image of another that I loved dying while giving birth. They were both so pale; lips of purple, trembling as their life’s fluid leaked out. I knew enough about myself to realize I was seeing something that had happened or would still happen in another of my life-lines, but it was so real, it was right in front of me. My heart was hollowed out as I watched that other woman die. That I loved her was without question; feelings of despair washed over me with enough force to push me to the earth. Tears leaped from my eyes as terror cascaded upon me.

      “She’s dying!” I wailed. Mathieu was by my side, his hand upon my hunched, heaving shoulder. “I don’t even know her name, Mathieu, but I can barely breathe.”

      I think he understood that as something to do with my grief, for he said nothing. The duality of the images began to blur further before finally, the unknown young mother began to fade as her life left her. The sound of a baby’s cry broke through the fog I found myself mired in. This followed almost immediately by another.

      “She yet lives, Michael.” Mathieu’s words were lined in hope. I could make out nothing clearly through the curtain of tears that blinded me. I was pulled, or maybe led back over to Azile. She had two small bundles wrapped up and they slept peacefully on her chest. She looked to me, a tired smile spread across her features.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” she said, and no part of me thought she was referring to the child bearing. She’d somehow known about the vision. “It’s alright, Michael, I am alive and well. Sore, perhaps, but well. She reached up and wiped a tear away from my cheek.

      “What...what happened?” I asked as I kissed her forehead.

      “The many lives you lead sometimes bleed over. Sorry, that was a poor choice of words. Have you met your children?” She smiled. “A boy and a girl.”

      They were so small; not much bigger than a deflated football. One had a shock of red hair, the other a tuft of black.

      “Neither one looks like me,” I told her.

      “That’s a good thing.” It was Mathieu beaming behind me. “I am an uncle!” he told all around us.

      If I could have built a fort right that moment, surrounded us all, kept us safe from every evil, every enemy that would do us harm I would have done so, there and then, and never ventured from it for any earthly reason. If only I could have.

      “Chancellor, you wanted me to tell you when I heard from the forward scouts,” the leader of the guards said.

      Lana was next to Mathieu leaning into him. “What news do you have?” she asked becoming all business again.

      “That’s the thing, Chancellor, we have not heard from them.”

      That was cause for alarm. I’m pretty sure Denarth citizens were direct descendants from Germany. They believed wholeheartedly in schedules and keeping them. If they missed a check-in, there was a reason.

      “None of them?” she asked.

      “None of the six have reported,” he told her.

      “Azile are you able to...”

      “She cannot!” It was one of the women that had been overseeing the births.

      “Ride?” Lana finished.

      “We will set up a defensive perimeter,” Bailey said.

      “You will do no such thing,” Azile said. I know she was trying to put some force behind the words but they did not come out much above a whisper. “Getting Gabriel to safety is of the utmost concern. I have ways of protecting myself. I am not quite as vulnerable as I look.”

      “You look pretty vulnerable,” I told her honestly.

      “Shut up, sweetheart,” she said tenderly. “Lana, Bailey, you must get out of here now. We will be alright.”

      I began to stand. “Well, good luck Azile. I’ll wait for you at Denarth.”

      Lana looked shocked, Bailey could only shake her head at my poor attempt at humor, which she caught on to immediately. Lana I had completely duped.

      “Tell her you’re kidding,” Azile said.

      “What are you talking about?” I feigned.

      “Take the children, we need to get off the path.”

      I reached down and tenderly took the small bundles.

      “They will not break, Michael.”

      My heart pooled into a puddle as I made my first contact with them. “My life for yours, always,” I told them as I kissed their foreheads. Mathieu helped Azile shakily get to her feet.

      “The blankets must go,” Azile told the midwife.

      “Horses?” Bailey asked.

      Azile shook her head curtly. “I cannot hide them.”

      “We’re going to do that hiding out in plain sight shit?” I asked. She nodded. “I hate that crap—you know that right?”

      “It is out of necessity.” I followed close behind her as Mathieu more carried, rather than escorted, her off the path and about fifty feet into the woods.

      “Do you wish me to stay?” he asked.

      “It will be all I can do to mask myself, the children, and Michael. But thank you, Mathieu.” She touched his arm as he helped her to sit with her back against a large oak.

      “I don’t want you to overburden yourself,” I told her.

      “You’re staying,” she warned me; the joke would go no further.

      “Michael, how can you expect me to leave you?” Mathieu damn near pleaded.

      “Do not doubt in Azile’s powers my friend. Go with Lana, get your ass back to Denarth, please do not stick around. I could not take it if something happened to you.”

      “You mean my beer recipe.”

      “Let’s not make this awkward,” I told him.

      “You are a sphincter, Michael Talbot.”

      “It’s asshole, not sphincter. Dammit, that sounds so much worse. Now I have that to think about all day.”

      He hugged me tight. “Do not die on me again, my friend.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I told him as I hugged him back.

      “Mathieu, we need to go,” Lana was calling from the edge of the woods.

      “I will see you again,” Bailey said as she came up next to me.

      “At some point, we will,” I told her truthfully. I had my soul; if not on this plane then we’d meet on another. And again, I was okay with that. I hugged her as well. She pulled a reluctant Mathieu with her as they went to their horses.

      “Good luck,” Lana shouted, and within five minutes the entire column was out of sight; another five and they were out of earshot. The woods got pretty quiet, pretty fast. Well, I mean, except for the normal sounds, devoid of man. Crickets, birds, laborious squirrels, the occasional caw of a distant crow...it was all there, and that was good. The more of those sounds, the less of the approaching enemy.

      I didn’t stray far from Azile, just enough to scope things out. She and the babies were resting comfortably and I didn’t want to throw a wrench in the works. I mean, it was already a foregone conclusion that one or another of the babies would cry out at the most inopportune of times. I could only hope Azile had a nullifying spell for that. It was an all-encompassing quiet, an unnatural silence that gave me the first indication all was not right with the world. It’s one of those things you don’t immediately pick up on, then your body begins to give you clues that your mind was too busy to pick up on. There’s the cold finger up the spine, the tiny vibrations of hair standing on the back of your neck, heart beat acceleration, and even the butterfly movement in your stomach.

      If I’d taken a second or two longer to pay closer attention to what was happening inside of me, I wouldn’t have nearly been spotted as that first werewolf came into view. I’d almost blown the whole cover. Azile was frantically motioning to me to come over to her. God, she looked so tired. For the first time this day, I was absolutely petrified. She was most certainly not going to be able to get up and fight, and sure, she had two Talbots with her, but they weren’t quite at the ready just yet. I had a rifle, four full magazines, a sword, and my axe. It would not be enough if I had to use them.

      “You are going to need to stay still; this is more of a camouflage than an invisibility. It won’t do if the trunk of the tree is moving.”

      “What about the scent? We’re dealing with something that is part dog.”

      “I have that covered,” she whispered. “Now if you could just go against your very nature and be quiet as well, we might just make it through the day.”

      I watched her do some incantations and mess around with some herbs. She could have been reconstructing Colonel Sanders’ secret recipe she had so many of them. I thought we would be better served if I kept an eye out on the enemy in case her methods didn’t work. Three werewolves passed by at a trot; none of them spared even the remotest glance in our direction. So far so good, though I was convinced they were entirely too focused on the main column to give any sort of second glance around them.

      It was the next two humans that began to send some alarm bells off in my head. It was the same two creepy fuckers I had encountered back by Denarth. They were important puzzle pieces for Lunos and if there wasn’t so much on the line at the moment, I would have risked offing them and putting my fist in Lunos’ plans. The one on the left stopped, roughly where Azile had given birth. He seemed mighty curious, the other one, with the paler eyes, came over to see what his compatriot was looking at. His eyes swept over the entire area, but there was nothing overtly suspicious in his behavior, and before long, they also left. There was something more to those two than met the eye and I was going to make it a personal quest to figure out what it was.

      Then came the people. They were mostly serious, but there were more than a few that were talking animatedly, maybe even joking with the person they were walking next to. None of them seemed all that distressed about what was happening. They were soldiers, and not the reluctant sort. I couldn’t even begin to figure out why they were fighting with Lunos against their own kind. I guess in reality it really didn’t matter who you were fighting for, as opposed to what you were fighting for. And in this particular instance, they thought they were fighting to improve their own lot in life. Whatever the case, they were the enemy, though they did not look like it. They were moving at a brisk pace—forced march would be a good description. Whatever you wanted to call it, it didn’t look too taxing on them.

      None of them so much as glanced at our impromptu birthing station or, more importantly, our current location. A couple of times a few people left the ranks to take care of some baser needs, but none came in as far as we were. It got dicey only once, when one of the women had to take a very unladylike shit. She’d come about half way, wanting to get away from the eyes of her comrades, but she was directly in my line of sight. Yeah, I got to watch a woman take a five pound brown. Have to admit, it wasn’t the highlight of my day. I wasn’t completely sure, and no time soon was I going to check it out, but I was very much under the belief that the leaves she used to clean herself with were rubbing up next to a poison sumac.

      “Serves you right,” I hissed. “You are going to be one miserable s.o.b. soon enough.”

      Azile punched my thigh. I got the hint. She quickly finished up and returned to the troop, vigorously wiping her hands on some poor unsuspecting slob who probably thought she was flirting with him.

      “I wonder if that’d be considered an s.t.d.?” I’d meant to think it, instead, it came out verbally.

      “You just can’t shut up, can you?” Azile whispered.

      I shrugged but did not turn to look at what I am sure was a stern look. I did, however, shut my trap when Lunos came into view. He was about three-quarters back and had four very large men surrounding him along with the weirdest thing I’d seen all day. A very tall, gaunt man in garb that was reminiscent of a 1970s prom—an exceedingly green, crushed velvet tuxedo, replete with tails, cane, and a top hat. Unlike a pimply faced teen, who was hoping to lose his virginity card that night, this man looked ancient, like maybe he had actually worn the hideous suit during that aforementioned time. Wrinkles so deep they had individual canyon names lined his face; his hands so dark from liver spots, I’d wrongly thought he was wearing gloves.

      If I had to pick a number, I’d peg him as a hundred and ten, were he mortal, though he strode easily enough and his back did not have the slightest curve from the accumulation of years. Here was someone, or something, that was definitely more than was presented visually. There was a gasp from Azile that clued me in to all I needed to know. The kicker was when he stopped abruptly, yeah...you don’t need to be a mind reader to figure out exactly where. His caterpillar-thick eyebrows raised up in question; even thicker ridges formed across his brow. I could not even conceive of how all that skin stayed in place. It should have hung low on his chest like a decades old beard. I slowly brought my gun up; this one most certainly deserved and needed a bullet.

      “It won’t work,” Azile said laboriously. If I had not known better, I would have thought maybe a triplet hanging safely back in the womb thought now was a good time to show his face to the world. Come to find out she was working overtime casting spells to keep our location secure.

      “Fine.” I moved my barrel an inch to the right, placing Lunos’ ugly mug square in my sights. I could only hope that with the assassination of their leader, they would run for the hills. To think otherwise was not a pleasant thought; there was always the chance they would scour these woods for his killer and rip us apart, then head for the hills. I could deal with that happening to myself well enough but Azile? The babies? I could not even entertain that thought; it made me want to stalk out of here and kill every one of them where they stood. I stayed the hand of execution; the outcome was entirely too uncertain. But if Daddy Long Legs was already on to us, then he was definitely forcing my hand. I wasn’t...we weren’t going out without a fight. And like the prescient little fuck that he was, Lunos immediately backed up a few steps and was surrounded by his four bodyguards. That window closed; getting a clean shot off now was out of the question.

      “We’re in a bit of a pickle.” If scampering off had been an option, I would have been all over that one. Sitting tight and biding my time? Well, that ranked pretty fucking low on my all-time choices-and-decisions list. Usually, my credo was: is it broke? No? Then let’s fuck it up. Yes? Then why not? What more can go wrong? I generally got the results one would expect from this sort of rationale. I turned back to look at Azile; the babies were miraculously sleeping and she had a fresh bead of sweat on her forehead.

      “He’s so powerful,” she said through clenched teeth.

      I looked back to Daddy Long Legs; he was looking around, but not in any one direction more than another. Things took a downward turn the moment Lunos put his troops on hold. It looked like they were going to park here for the night.

      “You have got to be shitting me,” I mumbled as I watched some of the troops begin to gather firewood. They were most definitely going to come out this far in search of wood as they began to clear the area they were in. Had a feeling that might have been the plan all along. We would show ourselves the moment we had to go on the defensive and not a moment sooner. This might be the kinder, gentler werewolf military, but Lunos was still not above sacrificing a couple of them for the greater good.

      “What?” Azile whispered to my statement.

      “We’re having guests for the night,” I told her, my anger spewing out with the words.

      “Mike, I don’t know how long I can keep this up.”

      I knew what she meant—she was exerting all of her power to keep us hidden.

      “How much easier does it get if I’m not within your sphere of influence?” I asked. She answered before she thought of the repercussions of her words.

      “Much,” she said quickly. “No, wait,” she added, though the damage, in her mind, had already been done.

      “They’re here for the night, Azile. How long do you think you can ward off Long Legs?”

      “Who? Never mind. I’ll hold him off for as long as it takes. I just got you back; please don’t make me go through that again.”

      “I won’t, but if I stay here like this, we all get discovered. Let me just set up a distraction that takes the heat off of you.”

      “And what if one of those people walks over here? I’m in no shape to fend them off.”

      “That’s exactly why I need for them to have something else to do.”

      The fact that she acquiesced told me just how much energy she was burning through and just how long she could do it for. Or just maybe she’d thought she was finally rid of me, only to have me come back and ruin it all, and with so much more at stake this time. That was always a possibility, and maybe not that far from true.

      “Wait until it’s dark. And yes, I can keep us safe until then. Now let me concentrate.”
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      THE MOMENT THE sun dipped, I leaned down, kissed Azile tenderly on the lips, and removed myself from her circle of protection. She almost sighed in relief as I did so. I’d no sooner placed my foot on the unhallowed ground when I heard a commotion within the campground. I hoped it was purely coincidence, but that didn’t seem likely. There were two perimeter guards not more than twenty-five feet from me, but I did not want to engage anybody this close to the area I was trying to keep them away from. I headed deeper into the forest before cutting a line horizontal to Lunos’ location. When I was almost to the soldiers’ front perimeter, I decided to make myself known. I landed two very well placed shots into the chests of those nearest me. I could hear the wheezing of their lungs as the air bled forth from them even as I dashed off. The cries of men turned almost immediately into the guttural callings of werewolves; they’d changed over in less time than a typical television commercial used to last.

      “Leave the circle, you say. It’ll be fine, you say. Talbot, you’re a dumbass.” I found another gear as I bolted deeper into the woods. I could hear multiple feet/paws crashing through the woods behind me, though I wasn’t completely sure they were tracking me just yet. It wasn’t looking good, though. They were bigger, stronger, faster, could see and hear better than I could.... Hell, I couldn’t even claim I was smarter. Maybe I had better looking in my pocket, but that was only going to get me so far.

      “Stepped in a big old pile of rhino shit this time, Talbot,” I said as I dodged trees. I thought my back was going to compress down to half its size when a misplaced step fell through a small hole. My entire body was jarred, and if I had still been talking, I would have sheared my damned tongue off. I’d hyper-extended my knee and I was going to need a chiropractor something fierce. It was ten more steps before I got a decent gait back, and I was now hampered with a sore knee.

      “Being human sucks sometimes.” I wanted to laugh right now but could only shake my sorry head. I’d been bitching about not being human for a century and a half and now I’d done a reversal in a matter of a few weeks being back. The footfalls should have been dropping off as I moved farther away, but that wasn’t the case. There was at least one, although it sounded more like two, werewolves following me. Being viciously dragged down from behind had been scratched off my list of things I wanted done to me. I dove to the side and behind a tree, whipping around to get into position as fast as I could.

      One of the beasts had been a lot closer than I’d been expecting. It was all I could do to flip the safety and bring the barrel up. I shot two rounds off fairly quickly. The first blasted through his right knee, bringing him down quickly; the second bullet caught him square in the bottom of his muzzle. I felt his hot breath on my lap as he came to a skidding halt not more than a foot from me. He had a look of murderous intent in his eyes; fortunately, it was a notion his body could not collect on. The next werewolf had sufficient warning that he did not follow his partner straight down the same dead end. I should have suspected something; I was just caught up in the moment. The pain that blazed across my back brought with it the crystal clarity that I had been caught off my guard.

      A claw raked across my spine, splitting me wide open like I was a can of tuna and he was the opener. I could feel a chill breeze soak deep into the exposed tissue. I spun around and was falling back just as he was coming in to finish what he started. I cried out when my back struck the ground; each small twig and leaf felt like a hot coal as it got stuck and embedded itself within me. Fetid breath and hot slobber coated my face from one cheek to the next as he swept past, narrowly missing removing my features as easily as if he were a belt sander. He still had the presence of mind to stick a balled up fist into my midsection as he whistled past. My eyes involuntarily shut as the air blew forcibly from my lungs. He’d struck hard enough; there was a fair chance he’d also forced my bladder to evacuate, although if called on, naturally, I would blame his drool for the stain. That was provided I survived the next few seconds.

      He took his advantage and slammed himself into me as I lay on the ground. Four hundred pounds of pure furious, murderous muscle and matted fur had me almost completely pinned down. Panic would have set in, had my brain had the time to catch up with the events that were unfolding at breakneck speed.

      The instinct for survival is a powerful one and thankfully it takes over when higher rationale and faculties get tossed out the window. We were entirely too close for the rifle to be used effectively as it was designed; I had my knife in my right hand and was using the rifle in my left like a club to keep Chompers from ripping my arm off. My arm shuddered as I struck out with the blade; I punctured his chest and he howled deeply, letting me know just how pissed off he was about that. The blade had not gone deep enough to inflict a lethal wound, but it had given him pause that I could cause pain. He definitely seemed averse to that. A long canine tooth dragged across my shoulder, simultaneously shredding my jacket, tearing my skin, and snapping off as it collided with my bone. I dropped the rifle as the pain erupted; I felt as if someone had dropped liquid magma all along my side.

      I blindly started thrusting out with my arm, I mean, my eyes were literally closed tight as I tried to block out all the pain I was feeling. I felt a hot spray of blood across my face. At first, I just assumed it was mine; I had no reason to think otherwise, especially after the crushing blow to my mouth and nose. Then, instead of recommitting to his attack, the werewolf actually crawled off of me and was stumbling away, one giant paw clamped over a gushing wound on his neck. I’d driven my knife through his carotid artery and he was quickly bleeding out. He was already dead, we both knew it, the problem was I didn’t know how far behind him I was. I could not tell how grievous my own injuries were, but I knew it might not even matter. I was in serious danger of infection with so much of my insides exposed to the outside; the only thing not laid bare that night was my soul.

      I still faced much more immediate threats than death; I could hear more werewolves traipsing through the woods. It wouldn’t be long before they smelled what was going on here and found me. I rolled off my back, nearly blacking out as I rolled onto my bitten shoulder. I pushed up with my uninjured arm, and once I got into a wobbly sitting position, I sheathed my knife and grabbed my rifle. I wasn’t completely sure how I was going to shoot with only one arm, but better to try that than risk allowing a werewolf to get in tight again, where it would easily be able to finish the job off. The werewolf whose neck I had pierced had dropped to his knees. He glared at me as only one can at the person that sent them on their journey across the River Styx. Even took a half-hearted swipe at me. Would have knocked me over if he’d connected.

      I didn’t spare him a second glance because, truth be told, I couldn’t. I was struggling as I stumbled away from there. Running was out of the question, as was engaging again. Hiding was my only option. That was when I came across what could only be described as the earth’s asshole. There was a darker spot on the ground ahead of me than the rest of the woods. At first, I thought it was a werewolf lying in wait, but I knew he had not much of anything to fear from me, especially if he’d watched my staggering approach. I absently wondered why he hadn’t attacked as I continued forward. If it wasn’t foe I could possibly hope for friend. A friend with a handful of opioids and a couple fingers worth of vodka to wash them down with. Gonna do it, you might as well do it right.

      As I got closer I realized it for what it was—some sort of drainage pipe partially obscured by roots that had grown over the opening. I had a great fear of tight, enclosed spaces, but I had a greater fear of being eaten alive. Now the question was, should I climb in head first and see if this leads anywhere or should I back in just far enough that I could hide and keep an eye on the surrounding woods? I caught a whiff of something as I turned to crawl in. I was truly concerned that at some point I may have crapped myself. Honestly, I mean, could you hold that against me? I had been in so much pain, it had literally pushed out every other thought. Maybe that wasn’t all that had been pushed out. Maybe I’d barely held on to enough of me to be considered human. But that wasn’t it. There was no way I’d eaten anything that could have possibly caused a smell like what I was catching whiffs of. Run-over skunk, deep fat fried in hippopotamus grease and layered with boiled cabbage and wart encrusted feet, hinted at what I was smelling. I surmised then that it was coming from the very hole I was about to climb in. That’s how I came up with the earth’s asshole thing.

      Every nasty thing that this poor planet had to swallow was processed deep within her shell and seemed to be eliminated from this very anus. If I thought the whiffs I was catching from outside the rim were bad, they had nothing on the stench that rose when I stuck my legs in. Like I’d displaced a physical entity, a thickly wadded waft of foul air blew past me. I started to scramble out, realizing that maybe this wasn’t the best idea. Like, what if the Earth’s sphincter began to close down and around me? Being stuck in the blocked up bile-filled bowels of the planet did not sound like such a good idea. Would have crawled out, too, if not for the sound of footfalls coming closer and at an accelerated speed. Somehow I found it within me to push back farther. I could not dispel the image that I was like a turtle shit.

      What? You have no idea what I’m talking about? Well, put down your food, this may take a second. It’s when you know you have to take a crap and maybe you’re out and about and you release a little pressure in the form of some flatulence, only instead of merely gas escaping, you feel the beginning of a magnificent turd poke from between the now clenched-tight walls of your asshole. That’s a turtle poking its head out and a clear and present danger that you’d better find some privacy so you can take care of your immediate needs. I slipped down farther, or, back up, if you will, my shoulders pressed fairly tight against the walls. It might have been cement once upon a time, but it was caked so thick in layers of slime, mold, fungus, and whatever else, it now had a very real, living tissue-type of feel to it. Which added to my unease.

      I saw two large shapes step into my field of vision, which had been greatly narrowed. Could have been a platoon of them out there—I wasn’t liking how they now traveled in pairs. One was looking in my direction, but was he smelling me, or the noxious discharge? I had a brief moment where I wondered if I was in some sort of waste pipe from a nuclear facility and was even now absorbing massive doses of radioactive waste. I even almost had myself convinced that two of my teeth were now loose as I pressed my tongue up against them. Although, that probably had more to do with the punch from the werewolf. The two had their heads cocked, one to the left, one to the right. On puppies, it would have looked super cute and would have rated a picture. On these two monsters it meant they were curious about something and that something was me. That made it terrifying.

      Sometimes things don’t make sense until after they are done and then you wonder just why you didn’t figure that shit out beforehand. They say hindsight is 20/20; did they ever tell you that it’s also a grade A dick head? Always willing and able to point out every one of your fuck-ups without ever once offering a way to avoid them. They were coming closer. At some point, they would realize I was in there and one raking claw against my head and face would likely be enough to finish me off. What a fucking horrible place to die. I maneuvered my rifle, which was in front of me; I couldn’t lift it because of how I was wedged in, but I could rest it against the bottom of the pipe. I steadied it as best as I could against my shoulder. I don’t think I’d ever shot a rifle one-handed, but there’s a first for everything. There was great success—followed immediately by terrible failure. Let me explain. Between resting the rifle on the floor of the tube and how close the werewolves were, hitting them was a foregone conclusion, especially since I had it on “burst” and it was mostly their heads they were poking in. The bullets very effectively ended up spraying their lives onto the forest floor behind them.

      That was the very, very good part. The partially bad was that I did not know if more of them were out there. The very, very bad were the resounding percussions echoing outward from that extremely confined space. Instead of absorbing some of the sound, the slimy mold seemed to amplify it. I’d shot off two, three round bursts and dropped the rifle as I cried out. I’d burst my eardrums; I could feel blood running down the sides of my face. And to make matters worse, I was deaf. Stone cold deaf. I couldn’t even hear my pleas for help. At this point, I would have welcomed another werewolf who would graciously put me out of my misery. The rifle fell out of the hole as I wormed my way after it. I couldn’t even think straight as the pressure in my ears pushed against my brain. I dropped out of that hole like a bleeding, wet rag and rolled pathetically to the side. I pressed my hands tight against my skull; the injury to my shoulder wasn’t even an afterthought as I did my best to relieve the pain.

      I know I was screaming out because of the rawness of my throat. At that point, I didn’t care that I was sounding the dinner bell. Nothing else mattered, for I could think of nothing else. I balled up into the fetal position. A baby with a rattle could have beat me senseless before I could have done anything to stop him. It was in the deepest depths of the night when I finally unfurled, somehow still clinging to this thing we call “life.” I took my hands away from my head and spoke. I heard nothing. This was not looking all that good. To make matters worse yet, I could not see much more than a foot or two in front of me on that moonless, cloudy night. I would have missed Metallica playing right behind me. Then there was the crucial bit about me having lost a decent amount of blood, and to top it all off with a beautiful shiny cherry, I didn’t even know where Azile was, or if she and my babies were still alive. I couldn’t stumble to her just yet because I might still bring unwanted attention their way, but once the morning came and hopefully Lunos marched on, I would need to find her posthaste if I wanted any chance to continue my journey.

      I alternated second to second between outright terror wrapped tightly in panic, all the way down to a peaceful zen-like acceptance. I had done all I could in this world, except kill Lunos, and then I would start the cycle again. I could feel my willingness to live being leeched out by the various wounds I had. My only chance was to get up—to keep moving. To lay there was to admit I was finished. A part of me knew I was screwed because I was talking about not wanting to leave until I had taught the kids how to drive or watched them head off to prom...things that weren’t going to happen even if I somehow made it. I’d walked ten miles or ten feet—it was all misery; I don’t remember at what point I realized I hadn’t grabbed my rifle. I did a slow three-sixty, thinking that maybe I could orientate myself the right way and go get it. The problem with the deep black of night is how much it all looks the same, and now I was even less sure about the direction I needed to go in.

      “What’s the fucking point?” I said aloud, although I guess I wouldn’t have known. I’d gone from absolute deafness to having the bells of Notre Dame banging through my skull. “Tormented” scratched the surface of how I was feeling. Lying down, curling up, and calling it a life sounded like just about the best thing in the world right now. So I took a step, then I took another step. I was really just too fucking stupid to die. That’s about all it boils down to. I plodded—maybe in circles, maybe towards a huge precipice, maybe farther away from Azile so she wouldn’t have to see what had become of me. I plodded; even though every time I lifted my foot I felt like I had a zombie attached and they wanted to drag me down into their clutches. My legs wanted to give out, I kept going even when I started babbling incoherently. I kept going even when I forgot why I was. All I knew was that I was in motion, so that must be my natural state.

      Higher function and reasoning was no more. I was running on the most basic of impulses. Movement meant life; to stop meant death. That was all it boiled down to. I’d not even taken note that I could now start to see what was in front of me. My nose would greatly appreciate the assistance of my eyes, since I’d broken it by slamming it into a tree some time ago. I’d hardly taken any notice of it even after I’d crushed it up against some fauna another three times. Sight just became another crutch with which to stay alive, but I really didn’t know what to do with it other than that. I wasn’t even sure where I was trying to go anymore. My body was starting to fail; I fell to one knee. It had to be a full minute before I figured out how exactly I needed to move to stand. I did realize that the gonging of the bells had dropped down to the baritone buzzing of insects burrowed deep into my ear canals...or possibly the hum of a huge electrical generator that I’d had the misfortune to lick with my tongue.

      I felt something touch my side; had no idea what it was and really didn’t give a fuck. For some reason, I needed to keep moving. I came to a dead stop as whatever was behind me pulled on my clothing. With unfocused eyes, I turned to see a thick branch become the weathered arm of someone I felt that I should know.

      “I told you, man, those ticket lines can get brutal.” I was staring at the face of someone I thought I knew from long, long ago. “Did you get them, though? Geez, Ponch, how much mescaline did you take? I was hoping you were going to save some for me.”

      I could not get a clear picture of what, or whom, was in front of me or why I could hear them.

      “I sure could use a beer, Ponch. Those brownies I made were pretty dry. Maybe less hash and more chocolate would have made them better, or maybe not. I guess I’ll worry about that later. Because right now, man, I’m tripping balls. Man, earlier today I was in Seattle, at a Phish show, and now I’m here trying to figure out if you got the tickets for Widespread. Funny how life works, isn’t it? Want to know what the really weird shit is though, man? I saw a dog walking around on two feet. Wait, wait, wait, I mean, I know people think I’m a few marbles short of a full deck. Is that the way that goes? No, man...like, I saw a bunch of them. I was waiting for one of them to bust out a card table and watch ‘em sit around it and play some pinochle like the ones in that famous Monet—you know the one that’s painted on the black velvet? Also, like, I’m trying to figure out if Keechie sold me some bad mushrooms because even for me, Ponch, this has been a really strange day. And I’m telling you, man, I’ve had some really strange days. Like...wait. Do you remember what I was saying?” At this point, he started fumbling around in his pockets.

      “Why are you here?”

      He pulled out a cupcake from his jacket that looked as if a semi had run it over, backed up and then drove over it again just for good measure. Thing couldn’t have been much thicker than a nickel turned on its side.

      “Frucking delicious,” he said as he shoved the saucer-sized thing into his mouth. He made sure to catch all the crumbs that came out. “Rant rum?” he asked, holding up the orts. He wiped his chocolate covered hands on the front of my shirt.

      I could only shake my head in negation.

      “Oh reah. I rent to rell rou...you’re redding in the wrong rirection, man.” He turned me about ninety degrees. “Ree you at the row!” He walked away. Within three steps he was enshrouded in a sudden, heavy mist, and was swallowed whole.

      I plodded on, not even knowing if who the hell I saw had really been there or if it had even happened. I didn’t change my direction again, though, what was the point? One felt pretty much like the other. If indeed that had been Trip, odds were I was heading in the direction of an old Frito’s factory and away from Azile. Even the wildly improbable thought of Trip spanning time and space to help me faded into the background in a relatively short period of time. I was still rapidly finding my way to death, or it was rushing to meet me. Either way, in the end, didn’t matter much in which direction I plodded. I fell over when I felt something wrap around my ankle. Considering how weak I felt, it could have been a pissed off chipmunk that had a beef with me. I didn’t even have the wherewithal to protect my face. I don’t think it matters much what part of you is the most demolished when you arrive at your final destination. Though there was another blinding burst of pain as I slammed my already busted up proboscis into the dirt. Could have done without that. Maybe, if I survived, I would protect that part at least, next time.

      I felt an incredible warming heat upon my body, almost like I’d been shoved in a life-sized toaster. Right now, that wasn’t wholly unpleasant, although I figured that my comfort level would change soon enough as I began to char.

      “A little butter and I bet I’ll taste delicious.”

      “What are you talking about, Talbot?”

      “Trip? You’re still here?” My head was scrambled; I was having a difficult time even trying to remember what a coherent thought looked like.

      “Mike. It’s Azile. Stay with me, please.” I remember a desperation in her voice I don’t think I’d ever heard before.

      “Toast is good...but I’d rather have an English Muffin. No. Cupcakes. For some reason I have a big hankering for cupcakes.”

      “I swear, Michael Talbot, if you stay alive I will bake you two entire tins of cupcakes.”

      “The kind with filling?” The pain had subsided some. She’d given me something to take the sharper edges off of the blistering discomfort, but it had added significantly to the fog settled deep into my membranes.

      “Cherry?”

      I vomited, and not only because she’d named a taste I’d had an aversion to since I was seven and was spoon-forced cough syrup.

      “Is that your subtle way of telling me you don’t like cherry?” She was attempting humor, but when one is marooned in terror, it’s a difficult emotion to pull off. There was a singeing sting on my back and the very pungent smell of disinfectant mixed with rot. It wasn’t anything I wanted to ever experience again. If I lived, I figured I could add Lemon Scented Lysol to the list of things I could not stand. And then I passed out. I knew I hadn’t died, I’d, unfortunately, had enough experience to spot that. How many others could say the same? Why was...this something uniquely special to me? And then I dreamed. Most of it involved music festivals being attended by bipedal dogs, although, not the snarling kind in my waking nightmare, but rather the friendly, sociable kind from Trip’s famous painting.

      Seemed they liked music festivals as much as the next person. There were fried biscuit stands and cat dunk stations. Everything was normal enough; conversations, purchases, small jokes, until suddenly they just bent over to sniff at the butts of any and all the other dogs that passed by. I wondered how well that would go over if I did that to some of the women that walked past? Seemed like a pretty good idea, but then I tried to figure out why I would want to do that. What could I hope to smell? Had to figure with an insensitive, human-type snout, I would only be able to smell some of the not-so-pleasant odors. We just weren’t built to take in the nuanced bouquet of fragrance that dogs can. I’d probably have the luck of catching up with a girl who had eaten a half pound of broccoli bathed in cheese and who had a severe case of intolerance to lactose.

      I gave myself a little bit of hell for being so weird and then traveled blissfully into the darker nodes of nod where not much of anything happened.
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      AN ANT ROUGHLY the size of a Volkswagen Bug was walking past. He turned to look in my direction, his antennae twitching back and forth as he decided I wasn’t worth another moment of his time. Another of his brethren was immediately behind, carrying what looked like a sheet of plywood.

      “Slacker,” I told the first who had what looked like a square of toilet paper in comparison. I was fairly certain he lifted his back leg towards me in a mock “pissing in my general direction” gesture. It took longer than it should have to realize that the ants weren’t gigantic but rather I was still face down on the ground. I thought about turning over until I actually started putting the muscles into play that would accomplish this feat and was rewarded with an extremely violent reaction from my body.

      “No, no, no,” Azile said as she hurried into the camp. “You’ll tear out my sutures.”

      I was amazed as I looked upon her. There she was carrying two babies; there was a fire going and something roasted atop it, and at some point, she’d apparently sewn me back together again.

      “I smell food.”

      “You’re hungry?” she asked with a heavy degree of surprise.

      “I am. When’s the last time I ate?”

      “I’d ask what happened to you, but it’s easy enough to tell.”

      “Yeah, they didn’t fare so good themselves.” All things considered, I felt decent.

      I heard a heavy panting from behind me and I stiffened. A nose approximately the size of an East Asian elephant came into my field of view, then a tongue as big as a whale licked my lips, nose, eyelid, and forehead.

      “I guess now I know where the rabbit came from,” I said, happy to see Oggie.

      “He came back in the middle of the night. I thought to see you off.” She choked up a bit.

      I didn’t say anything. I knew I should be dead, then she went and reiterated it.

      “Your wounds were beyond my ability to repair. I’m not sure how you even had any blood left in you. I stitched you back together as best I could, but I held little hope. Now please...don’t get angry with me.”

      “Angry? What are you talking about?”

      “First promise?”

      She was so endearing. Clearly she was worried about something that seemed so important to her, yet I could think of nothing that would cause me to be upset with her. Unless the babies were, indeed, not mine.

      “Azile.”

      “Promise me!” She almost stomped her foot in a move more resembling Lana than the Red Witch.

      “Who’s the father?” I had not been expecting the savage stab of jealousy that rippled through my broken chest.

      Now she looked confused and the concern on her face quickly, and I mean lightning fast, turned to anger. “Of course, they are yours you bull-headed idiot!”

      “Whoa—don’t hold back. You realize I could still be knocking on Heaven’s door, right?” I tried to look as pathetic as possible. She was in no rush to buy what I was selling. Like an idiot, I’d given her all the power to flip the script. She’d gone from being all concerned and probably doing my bidding for a time to the point of being so completely pissed off that I would now be doing her bidding as I cow-towed. Astonishing, the power that women wield. It really is mind-boggling that they don’t just rule the world outright instead of holding the strings behind the scenes. Who knows, maybe that’s the way they want it and I’m just too dim-witted to figure out why.

      She let out a heavy sigh and with it a lot of the stress she’d been carrying. “You weren’t just knocking on the door Mike; you’d smashed it off its hinges. I made you feel comfortable, but there was nothing I could have done to bring you back. I could see your damned spine for god’s sake!”

      “Yeah, he got me pretty good.”

      “Pretty good? Pretty good. He laid you open like a filleted fish. How’s your nose?”

      “Hurts a little,” I answered suspiciously. It’s never good when women change the direction of a conversation, or when any healer moves from spine to nose in one sentence.

      “Funny you can smell out of it, don’t you think?”

      “Well, I mean, the rabbit is no cheeseburger...but still...when you’re hungry...”

      “You nose was laying flat against your cheek last night, Michael.”

      There was a dawning dread filling my belly.

      “You shouldn’t be able to smell anything for a couple of weeks.”

      “NO!” I told her in no uncertain terms. “NO, NO, NO!” I’d shouted so loudly I’d startled the babies, who now joined me in my tirade.

      The babies showed more restraint than I did and calmed much quicker; though, to be fair, they did get to be in Azile’s arms.

      “Oggie showed up with two rabbits and I had to try.”

      “NO! No, you didn’t!”

      “You would have died.”

      “And that would have been the way of it,” I told her.

      “I’m not ready for you to go,” she was crying now, “no matter how much of a rush you are in to get to your other family. Right now, Mike, we’re your family. We want our time with you. We need you here, with us. We’ve earned a little bit of it; haven’t we?”

      “Don’t use your logic on me, woman. I won’t be sucked down by reasoning.”

      “Do you even hear what you’re saying?” She sniffed and smiled at the same time. “It amazes me sometimes, the words that tumble out of your mouth. They say some people don’t use their filter. I think, Michael Talbot, you were never given the option to own one. It’s like the things that are said to you are rearranged once they get in that head of yours and you just randomly start stringing words together then hope that you hit the mark with the correct answer. You are the verbal equivalent of a shotgun.”

      I was too stunned to do much more than lay there with a faux look of disgust on my face that quickly changed to laughter. Which I could only do for a few seconds, as the pain from moving around hurt too much.

      “What happened?” I asked after a few moments. After the initial shock of what she was saying wore off.

      “I placed those rabbits in front of you; at first, nothing. I thought maybe I was wrong. Then you opened your mouth and...”

      “I know the rest.” I’d not been conscious, but how hard was it to figure out that my canines had elongated and I’d sucked those two rabbits dry. “How can this be? I love you, Azile, and please don’t take this the wrong way, but I deserve that soul I worked so hard to win back.”

      “It is still yours.”

      “How?”

      “I do not know all the vampire lore, but obviously, we know that to become a vampire you must first lose your soul. But it is in no way reciprocated if you once again attain that which was lost to you. There is a steep price to be paid to obtain immortality and to nearly walk with the gods. You paid that price.”

      “In spades,” I added.

      “But,” she continued, “there is no spiritual law governing the return of said lost soul. Somehow it is yours along with the vampirism.”

      I didn’t know if I wanted to laugh or cry. “I’m never going to get invited to the vampire mixer now. First, I’m only a half-vamp, and now I’m soul-bound. Always the outcast.”

      “I’ll love you no matter what kind of creature you are, Michael.” Azile was crying again. 	“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      “I don’t think you did anything wrong,” I told her. “Not like the rabbits activated anything within me; it was there all along. How could I not know, though?”

      “You probably didn’t want to.” She sat down next to me.

      “I guess this means I get to kick Lunos’ ass.”

      “Mike, those rabbits were dead and I think they could have taken you down.”

      “Azile, nobody needs a realist.” I felt surprisingly okay. Well, let's temper that. My body hurt, like literally every part of me was in some way battered, bruised, or wounded. It was only my brain—usually, the weak link in the machinery—that was clicking along without so much as a hitch. I was still a vampire and that was a mixed bag; when Popeye sucked down spinach for strength, that was the same thing I had to do with blood...although it’s debatable which is more disgusting. I’ve never been a fan of green food, especially vegetables, and drinking blood was akin to sucking down warm, thick, salty V8 Juice, so those were about a tie.

      But this was a world I could not afford to be weak in. My allies had unimaginable strengths and to fight alongside them as a mere mortal man not even at his prime was a difficult pill to swallow. Not to mention my enemies, who could lay a person bare with a swipe of their paw. Plus the new guy, definitely a wizard or a warlock—or maybe it’s politically correct to call them witches now. He was kicking Azile’s ass. Although in fairness, she’d just had a couple of kids and was still holding him at bay. I’m not one to toot my own horn, too loudly, but this world could not afford for me to be a mere man. I could still die, which was somehow still in the plus column.

      “We need to do some work. How long am I going to be laid up?” I asked.

      “You were almost dead last night; I think you should maybe give it an hour.”

      “Is that sarcasm?”

      “I’m exhausted. The Conjurer has unique abilities I’ve never been exposed to.”

      “Is he more powerful than you?”

      “If he passes a softball through his penis I may consider that possibility, but until then, no.”

      I wanted to laugh but just the thought of it sent ripples of pain from my groin to my chin.

      “I wish I could hold them,” I told her as I looked over at her. She just so happened to be breastfeeding.

      “Just exactly which ‘them’ do you mean?”

      “Yeah,” I told her.

      “Truly, Michael? Death had opened the door and was staring at you as you swayed upon his doormat. You could have just fallen over the threshold like a drunken sailor on shore leave.”

      “I was a Marine, Azile. We usually ended up in the brig on that first night being off-ship.”

      “I know you kid around under stressful situations, and that is usually very endearing and one of the reasons I fell in love with you. But I think for the benefit of us both, and for your own safety, you might want to reconsider the things you say for the foreseeable future.”

      “Are you too young to know what the term ‘stick in the mud’ means?”

      “I’m familiar with the phrase.” She was not looking overly pleased.

      “Just wondering if that was one of the things that made the transition in time. That’s all. When did Lunos leave?” I moved on as quickly as was prudent for my well-being.

      “Not long before you came back. I have to imagine that four of his werewolves not coming back may have spurred him on. If Lunos cannot control a situation, he does not want much to do with it. And you, apparently, Mr. Talbot, are a wild card.”

      “Yeah. If he only knew how close to success he was, I’m thinking he would have hung around. I wish we knew why they wanted that child.”

      “We do, at least, know how they discovered him. Lunos has a way of bringing together very strange allies.”

      “Not that hard to gather the disenfranchised. Show them a world that is potentially better than the one they now inhabit and they will flock like lemmings to their deaths.”

      “Please don’t tell me you believe in the whole ‘lemmings committing mass suicide’ myth.”

      “What? That’s common knowledge.”

      “It never happened. It was staged by Disney.”

      “As in Walt?”

      “The studio. They were shooting footage and didn’t think it had enough entertainment value so they herded the lemmings to a cliff and forced them off.”

      “What the fuck you say? The people that brought us Snow White and the Magic Kingdom were murdering lemmings?”

      She nodded.

      “I mean in terms of atrocities it’s not the worst thing I’ve ever heard but holy shit if that doesn’t skew everything I ever thought about them. That would be like finding out Mr. Rogers was a serial killer that liked to dress up in clown outfits before he offed his victims. Or that Captain Kangaroo was a Brony.”

      “What’s the matter with you, Michael?”

      I shrugged. “If I knew the answer to that I would have taken appropriate medication.”

      “You mean more?”

      “True.” I nodded.

      “Who is Captain Kangaroo and what is a Brony?”

      “Okay, how could I possibly date myself on both ends of the spectrum? The Captain hosted an old television show, kind of like the precursor to Barney without all the purple and hate. And a Brony is a guy that loves My Little Pony to an extreme. It’s some weird fetish thing I read about.”

      “Uh huh,” she said dubiously.

      “I don’t even like My Little Pony! Why are you making me defend this stance?”

      “Because it’s fun to see you sweat.” She smiled. “Get some rest. I’m going to get these two cleaned up and get you something more to build your energy. We can’t stay here too long.”

      “I wouldn’t mind if we did, Azile. Build a small cabin off in the woods, raise our family. You could put a shield around the house; we could stay here happily ever after.”

      “You’d get bored.”

      “Are you kidding me? Have you seen how big your boobs have gotten?”

      She chucked swaddling cloths at my head.
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      SLEEP CAME EASY enough. When I awoke, I was face to face with a newborn. His eyes were closed and he looked pretty contented. The girl was sitting comfortably on her mother’s hip. Azile was preparing some food over a small fire. Oggie was watching with an eager gaze. She must have promised him some.

      “You awake?” She wasn’t even looking in my general direction.

      “Obviously you already know I am, voodoo queen.”

      “Do you think you can sit up?”

      “No way.”

      “Give it a try.” Now she turned; the firelight lit up her face. Her high cheeks were rosebuds of good cheer.

      “What do you know that I don’t?”

      “Just about everything would be my guess.”

      “Walked into that one.” I moved my hands so that they were positioned on either side of me. I pushed up gently, expecting a stab of pain to force me still. I was stiff and there was some discomfort, but nothing like it had been. I was in the classic push-up pose before I pulled my feet in. I stood, the whole time thinking that at some point I was going to get walloped from left field with a crushing, debilitating, ache. I swayed, but it had more to do with my equilibrium striving to create a balance.

      “It is good to see you up.” She got on her tiptoes and kissed me.

      “Good to be up.” I was very cautious as I moved and twisted, attempting to see what was not going to work so well. “What the hell did you do?”

      “Me?”

      “Listen, I know I’m no great shakes when it comes to lying, but I wouldn’t exactly consider you an expert.”

      “I know your aversion to drinking blood, so I got some into you intravenously.”

      “Really?” I rubbed the tops of my hands like I was swatting away a particularly large tarantula. “I hate that too!”

      “I did it in the crux of your right arm,” she said as she watched me.

      “I hate IVs, Azile.”

      “What is with the whining? If I hadn’t told you I’d done it, you wouldn’t even know.”

      “Maybe you should have lied, then.” I had a serious case of the heebie-jeebies. I was now furiously rubbing my arm.

      “Wrong side,” she said as she turned my right arm and I saw the small puncture wound.

      “I could really use a band-aid.”

      “Want me to kiss it and make it better?”

      “Are you kidding me? Who knows what kind of germs you have in that mouth of yours.”

      “I’m looking at you right now and I can hardly believe that you’re serious. But you are.”

      “Did you sterilize whatever you used as a needle?”

      “Don’t worry—Oggie licked it clean first.” For effect, he came over and licked my hand, almost in demonstration of what Azile was saying.

      “I’ll remember this.”

      “What? That I saved your life? Yeah, you probably should remember that.”

      “We talked about that logic thing.”

      “Yes, wouldn’t want the facts getting in the way of your argument.”

      “I have spanned centuries and realms and yet here I am still catching shit.”

      “Speaking of which, your baby boy could use a cleaning.”

      “What? No fucking way.”

      “You are really going to tell Mike Junior that he has to stay in dirty clothes?”

      “Mike Junior?”

      “I thought it appropriate.”

      “And our daughter?”

      “Alianna.”

      “Love it.” I grabbed MJ like he was radioactive. “Can I just dip his ass in the river?”

      “No. There is some warm water and a clean cloth by the fire; get to it and then we can eat.”

      I was mumbling as I went to get him changed. “I’m a domesticated vampire, a trained killing machine that has taken down all manner of man and beast and yet here I am being soundly defeated by crap as thick as tar that reeks of spoiled, cheesy milk.” I pulled my shirt up over my mouth and nose and did my best not to gag. I was doing alright until I got a little of the mess on my hands. When I was done, I tossed the used cloth in the fire. Azile looked like she wanted to rip my head off.

      “This isn’t 2015, Michael. Diapers are not disposable. We have a finite quantity and I certainly don’t want either of the babies to go without something covering them.”

      I could only think of giving a piggy back ride to one of them and having something warm, thick, and chunky rolling down the back of my neck. “Yeah...I’m sorry. I didn’t think that one through, but I can promise you I am now.”

      We ate a great meal of venison steaks, obviously the source of my earlier blood appetizer. I didn’t ask how she and Oggie had brought it down. I was just thankful that they had. After the meal, I was more tired than I had a right to be. I found a decent tree to lean against. I took the babies with me. We all did a bunch of staring as we worked on getting to know each other. I know he most likely had no idea what he was doing, but MJ yawned and gave me what I can only describe as a fist bump before he called it a night. Alianna, she wasn’t quite done with assessing me. She hardly blinked as she took me in. Unnerving would be a decent word. Like any female I had ever met, she had more going on behind that gaze than I could even begin to fathom.

      “You’re going to be trouble,” I told her as I kissed her forehead, then cheek.

      Either she got a heavy dose of gas or she was smiling because she knew the truth of my words, but finally she yawned and joined her brother.

      “I made them a small bed,” Azile said, coming to get the babies.

      “They’re okay where they’re at,” I told her, getting ready to settle in for the night with a good snuggle.

      “My betrothed, who has been not only absent, but dead for a number of months, comes back, and then decides that he does not want to lay with his future wife?”

      “Didn’t you just have babies?”

      “I would just like to hold you, Michael Talbot, to smell you, to touch your skin. And you do remember that I’m a witch, right?”

      “Um...sure. Take the kids.”

      “There’s some more warm water and a towel.”

      Yeah, I’m as thick as a row of hedges but I’m not dumb. I scrubbed my skin raw getting cleaned up. It was a magical night and we did not even have sex. We talked, laughed, kissed, cried some, and just generally enjoyed each other’s company until the wee hours of the morning when MJ and Alianna decided they needed a snack. I took that opportunity to allow the pull of sleep to carry me under.

      “You’re kind of an ass, Talbot,” Azile said.

      “I promise. In my next life, if I have breasts, I’ll stay up and feed them.” That was the last thing I remember saying before I fell asleep.
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      THE NEXT MORNING was sort of surreal. We were doing things any normal parents would do—cleaning, feeding, dressing children and preparing to get our work day underway. It got strange when you realized we weren’t in a house, we had no nanny or daycare to watch the kids, and our “jobs” consisted of waging war. Yeah, weird shit alright. We’d finally packed up when I broached something with Azile that had been causing me concern.

      “Azile, I’m going to say something.”

      “Uh-huh,” she noted.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Usually, Mike, when you have to make me aware that you are ‘going to say something’ it’s more often than not something I’m not necessarily going to like.”

      “Well, you pretty much pegged this conversation, then.”

      “Proceed.”

      “This isn’t a legal briefing.”

      “It could be,” she warned.

      I pulled on the collar of my shirt, which all of a sudden seemed tighter than normal. “There're some things we need to discuss, and before you ‘uh-huh’ me again, I think you need to listen.”

      “I’m listening,” she urged.

      “You look like you’re getting ready to incant, but okay. How are you planning on fighting?”

      “The same way I always do.”

      “Really? What are you going to do, put the kids in a bassinet off to the side while shit is going down all around us?”

      She paused; I don’t think she’d planned this out, which was odd in its own right. “You could watch them.”

      “What, like you want me to hold back a few hundred yards and babysit? Is that really where we want to keep them? I mean, in the thick of it?”

      “Are you suggesting that I should sit out this conflict? Why don’t you just stay here? Between the two of us, a case could be made that I’m the stronger.”

      “Woman, there is no doubt in my mind you are top-dog.” Oggie barked. “Okay, you’re up there too, buddy,” I told him. “I love how strong you are; it makes me feel pretty empowered that I’m going to marry up, as they say. But the kids add a monkey wrench factor. Now, am I going to lie and say I would rather stay home and watch them while you go off to fight the war and I have to sit and worry about your safety? No. Let’s be realistic here; I just don’t...but, umm, to put this somewhat delicately, I don’t have the ability to feed them.”

      She looked ready to huff and puff and blow my house down, if I’d had one, but facts are facts no matter how you feel about them.

      “So. I should just stay home and wonder if you are ever going to come back?” She was close to waterworks and those tears would immediately flood and sink my boat.

      “There are two options I can see. The first is, yeah, I fight in your stead, you take care of the munchkins. I restore order and peace to the world and we live our lives together in harmony. Or second, we screw the new world order and just go far away, maybe somewhere up by the Yukon, where we live our lives together in our own peace.”

      The “Azile” before I died, before she had children, would not have hesitated; fighting would have been her only option. But she had suffered through the loss of me, even though some might consider that a bonus, and she didn’t want to go through that heartache again, not to mention she had two more reasons to live.

      “Could you live with yourself if we left them all?” she asked in all seriousness. I think if I had answered that I could, we would have left right there and then. Looking back, I wish that was the road we had traveled. Much easier to reconcile “what might have been” with what was to happen.

      For selfish reasons, I was close to saying that I could deal with leaving them. How long it would have taken the guilt to hammer me into the ground was a different matter. “I can’t,” I told her with a sadness that was tightly wrapped in the truth.

      “And if I were to find a wet nurse?” she asked.

      “You would risk your children being orphans?” It came out much like everything I say, and by that I mean quickly and before I’d thought out the potential repercussions of the words while they were still safely in my head. Surprisingly, she did not respond. I’d somehow hit on the very chord that needed strumming. I was in a bit of a shock myself because it was such a rare occasion when I said the right thing at the appropriate time.

      “I don’t like any of our choices,” she told me as she leaned her head into my chest.

      “You are now officially welcomed into my world.”

      “Wait…did you say you were going to marry me?” She looked genuinely surprised.

      “Of course, I need to make an honest woman of you. We can’t have the local town folks talking about this. It could be a potential scandal, an unwed mother of two.”

      “So you want me to marry you because of what others may say?”

      “Pfft, of course. Because that’s all that really matters.”

      She punched me.

      “And I truly love you.”

      “That’s better.”

      “Not sure if it means the same if you have to beat it out of me though.” I smiled.

      We had an awkward moment a minute later when I headed off to the east and her, the west. We both asked each other where we were going. “I’m going to walk you home,” I told her.

      “Why wouldn’t I just stay in Denarth?” she had the nuts to ask.

      “Listen, we both know I’m never going to be nominated for a Nobel Laureate.”

      “I’m surprised you even know what that is,” she smiled slyly.

      “I know we’re on the road; I didn’t think you’d brought your show with you. Okay, so we’ve established my lack of brain power. I’ve still got enough wits to know what’s going on. The war centers around Denarth.”

      “Oh, you figured that out all on your own?”

      “You’re stalling, woman. We made a decision.”

      “I had a decision thrust upon me.”

      “Yeah...definitely thrust.” And for some insane reason, I felt the need to do a pelvic plunge.

      “I am in love with a man that has the mind of an adolescent boy.”

      “Wake up, Azile, we all have the mind of a sex-crazed teenager. Some of us are just better at hiding it.”

      “I guess you’ll never be accused of that.”

      “I don’t have a problem with that.” I was apprehensive as she sought ways around the dilemma that I was indeed cornering her into. I didn’t know what else to do, how else to protect the family I now found myself immersed in. I died; I had been reborn, in a sense, and had really been in a rush to get back to dead. Now, I wanted to stick around for a while, help launch a fresh batch of Talbot blood into the world. Although who knows? They might be better off finding their own way without the detriment of their old man to facilitate it.

      For a while, we were going so slow I thought she was dragging her feet. At some point, she’d come to an acceptance of what was going on or, at least, some terms she could live with.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to do this,” she finally said.

      I waited for her to continue.

      “We both know you could get into trouble just going to the store to buy bread.”

      Again I said nothing. What could I say? She was right. From the moment I’d told that demi-god to basically kiss my ass, there hadn’t been much in my life that wasn’t dictated by the strangest of events and the most savage of twists. Hell, one time I’d gone straight from cleaning my garage to confronting a yeti. Seriously, man, how does that shit happen?

      “How many situations have I pulled you out of in just the past year?”

      I waited for a heartbeat. “Was that rhetorical or do you really want an answer?” I honestly didn’t know.

      “No, I don’t want an answer! What is it about you that draws me in? You are the human equivalent of a FUBAR.”

      “Come on, Azile. You know I hate it when you hold back, when you don’t speak your mind.”

      She couldn’t help it, she let the tiniest puffs of air out her mouth and a torrent of giggles followed immediately after. “That’s why,” she finally said. “When I was thirteen and putting together my ‘dream man’ I never thought his ability to make me laugh would carry the weight it does. I thought my perfect man had to be built like a Roman God, have long, blonde, flowing hair, and be serious and brooding.”

      “Wow. I’m literally zero for five.”

      “What thirteen year old truly knows what she wants or needs?” She leaned in and placed the side of her head on my arm. We walked on at a decent pace. Had to stop only a couple of times to top off the babies’ tanks and do a little clean up from spillage. That was “code” for crappy diapers. I made sure Oggie and myself had to be someplace else whenever I got a whiff of something foul upon the wind. It had not been that long ago I’d dealt with zombies and it was a toss-up which one of those things smelled worse. I could not fathom how things so tiny could release so much pungency. I had a life-saving epiphany after a particular stinky stench wafted by. I was just about to ask Azile what the hell had she been eating that could be passed along in her breast milk that was curdling into their young digestive systems and coming out as toxic sewage. Well maybe it wasn’t an epiphany. Oggie actually saved me by barking and breaking up my train of thought before I could speak. Like, maybe he’d known of the dangerous situation I was building up to.

      We just kept going, I had not realized just how dark it had gotten until I noticed this soft bluish glow radiating out from Azile that was illuminating the path ahead of us.

      “That’s pretty cool...but why don’t we just call it a night?”

      “Because we’re close and I haven’t slept on a real mattress in weeks and my back is killing me.”

      I don’t know how she knew we were close. There were no street signs, and every path we were on was mostly dirt and tree-lined. It was like looking for a certain Waldo in a book full of Waldos. There was a low rumble of warning from Oggie; I reached down to touch him. His fur was standing up and bristled.

      “What’s up, boy?” I looked around. Azile had kept moving. A sense of anxiety and dread washed over me. I expected something to come out of the woods and quickly obliterate the world I was attempting to create. The fragility of life could be suddenly wiped out by the random actions of another, whether human or beast. I was so fixated on Azile, I had not figured the attack would be targeted on me.

      Oggie froze. No, like, I mean, literally. I had got down on my haunches and had a hand on his side. His muscles were thrumming right under the surface but he could not make any of them move. A high pitched whine escaped his muzzle.

      “What the fuck?” I said in alarm. “Azile! That green scarecrow is back! We’re being attacked!”

      She turned; the bluish light gave her an ethereal look, and if I’m being honest here, a slightly dead look. I thought my heart was going to freeze-up just like Oggie’s body.

      I cried out when I felt something rub up against my calf; I pushed away with my legs and was in mid-flight when I saw a spider roughly the size of a fucking pit-bull. I skidded on my ass for a few feet. I was in a full-on panic mode.

      “Sebastian! Stop that.” It was Azile. If her words were meant to contain any discipline, it would have been hard to enforce because of the merriment in which they were delivered.

      The eight legs began to dissolve into the more traditional four, then a feline head sprang forth from the body of the grotesquery. It was a few moments longer before I could reconcile my previous imagery with what I was seeing now.

      Azile was having a grand old time. I was less than amused. Oggie whimpered some more before the damned enchanted cat let him go. Oggie wisely backed up and got next to me. We stood a chance together against the beast in case she once again turned her attention to us. Although now she had run up to Azile and was purring heavily against her leg.

      “Fucking cats, Oggie. I fucking hate cats.”

      Oggie let out a whisper of a bark to say we were unified in our feelings.

      “You coming?” Azile seemed to be hovering a foot or so off the ground, although going by her movements, I figured was actually climbing hidden steps.

      “If the cat goes in, me and Oggie are probably going to find some lodging elsewhere.”

      “Suit yourself. I have dog treats, Oggie. Come, Sebastian.” She climbed another stair; that was really a disconcerting sight watching her levitate like that.

      Oggie looked to me, even had the audacity to lick my face, then bounded after Azile.

      “Traitor!” I called after him. He jumped up the steps and across a deck that I, again, could not see, and then disappeared, going in and past some threshold. Azile followed Sebastian in. I now found myself alone, on my ass, and deep in the woods, pouting. Azile came out onto the deck a few moments later; she was wearing a low cut, azure dress that left little to the imagination in terms of where her curves were. Her hair had a fiery glow, and well, she looked absolutely majestic.

      “You coming in, Talbot?”

      “I could probably be persuaded.” I stood and dusted my ass off.

      Azile bent seductively at the waist. The, um, enhancements my babies had given her were nearly in full view. Something got caught in my throat as I swallowed my tongue. She stood back up but the spell had been cast, and I’d been thoroughly ensnared. The closer I got the more magnificent she looked. I kissed her and had designs on doing something a little dirtier as we supposedly floated in the air.

      “Get in the house,” she smiled.

      I walked in, my...err...lower protrusion momentarily forgotten as I looked about me. The house was bathed in electric light. Music was playing in the other room. I’m not kidding, I almost cried when I heard it, it had been so long since melodic sounds had caressed my ears.

      “‘Tupelo Honey’...Van Morrison,” Azile said as she shut the door behind her.

      My eyes were shiny with tears. “I almost forgot what music sounded like,” I told her as I moved closer to the origin of the sound. It was a red iPod sitting in a Bose cradle. The sound was deep, rich, and most welcome. I listened to the rest of that song, then most of an old Janis Joplin tune.

      “How?” I could barely hold my emotion in. The house looked like I’d stepped back in time. Lights, music, the smell of something wonderful cooking in the kitchen. I knew we were dealing with powerful magic because Sebastian was sidling up to Oggie and the dog wasn’t trying to run. I’ve had some of the strangest events happen in my extended life, so when I say that this was one of the weirdest and most welcome, I had plenty of past material to wade through. We ate a meal of pasta and garlic bread. When we were done, we sat on the couch, each holding a baby. Oggie lay by my feet, gnawing loudly on a peanut butter-laced bone. Sebastian batted around a ball of yarn while trying to decide who she was going to murder next and how to get away with it.

      I mean, basically for a brief moment in time, we were fucking normal. Like Ozzie and Harriet normal. I was wondering if the neighbors were going to show up with a bottle of wine and we would play a rousing game of Pictionary. It was so insane to be in this bubble of Stepford, but, unfortunately it was indeed the eye of a raging tempest of a storm, and I knew this somewhere in the back of my mind. Eventually, we put the babies to sleep in a room she had prepared. There were two cribs and pictures of Disney characters, no lemmings, painted on the walls. I wasn’t sure if Shrek was great nighttime material but who was I to say? Every childhood contains friendly monsters. A small nightlight in the corner projected an image of stars and the moon onto the ceiling, giving the room a warm and comfortable feeling.

      We kissed the babies and then held each other for a moment before she grabbed my hand and escorted me down the hallway. Oggie was waiting by the door to the bedroom.

      “Going to have to sleep downstairs tonight,” she told him.

      I shrugged my shoulders to the dog. “Sorry, man.”

      I don’t even have words to correctly convey what happened that night; no words could do it justice anyway. Suffice it to say it was among the sweetest, slowest, and most tender nights of my life. After she’d fallen asleep, I was thinking about how I could get used to this kind of life. I’d had it once. I can’t say I let it go; rather, it was taken from me. To have it once again within my grasp was...powerful, tempting. Even though I knew this was only an illusion of peace, a mirage oasis mired deeply in the throes of a war-torn world.

      When Azile woke that next morning, I guess I shouldn’t have been too entirely surprised that her thoughts somewhat mirrored my own, with a slightly feminine twist to them.

      “Is there any chance this isn’t real?” she asked.

      “You mean the fact that a one-hundred fifty-year-old witch just had coitus with a one-hundred fifty-year-old vampire recently returned from the dead with his shiny soul intact while they are in the midst of fighting a werewolf war? I mean, what would make you ask that?”

      “Seriously, Michael.” She sat up; I was saddened that she was no longer in my embrace—it signaled more than just the end of our evening. “For all those reasons and more. We’re in a comfortable home, you have a dog, I have a cat...for God’s sake! We just had twins, a boy, and a girl and they’re...they’re beautiful.”

      “You’re making it sound like we have twenty-four / seven servants and I get sponge baths by voluptuous women.”

      “Why do you get sponge baths by voluptuous women?”

      “Hey. If it’s a fantasy, I’m going all out. No reason to half-bake this shit. You can get back rubs from some old Swedish woman. I won’t complain.”

      “Seriously, though, how do I know this isn’t all a dream? What if I’m really some fifteen year-old girl in a coma from taking too much ecstasy after I snuck out with my friends and went to a rave? I met some guy named Steve Spearman...eighteen and dreamy but he gave me bad X?”

      “Wow. You’ve really thought this through—even gave the hot drug dealer a name. First off he’s a douche for making a chick o.d., second, I should probably get out of here.”

      “What?” She looked confused.

      “I mean if you’re fifteen, I’m kind of in some hot water right about now. They’re never going to believe me when I say I saw your ID and it pegged you at well over a hundred. Am I on “To Catch a Predator”? Come on! You didn’t even offer me cookies. Us sick bastards are fools for cookies.”

      “I’m serious.” She was as close to pouting as I’d ever seen the Red Witch.

      So, I got serious. “How could you possibly think last night was anything but real? In your wildest imagination could you have come up with what we felt?”

      I think I was winning her over so I rashly decided to up and pull the rug from under her feet.

      “And the positions? I mean, I think we probably broke the Kama-Sutra.”

      “You’re an ass, Michael Talbot.” She was smiling, though, and that was all that mattered. The babies chose that moment in time to start crying.

      “How’s that for real?” I asked.

      “Are you going to get them?” She laid back down.

      “I guess so.” I got up.

      “Could you get me a sandwich, too?”

      I tossed a pillow at her head. “Anything else, madam?”

      “Make sure the pool is clean; I’m not having sex with you for nothing.”

      “I think Steve the hot drug dealer dodged a bullet by not hooking up with you,” I mumbled as I headed out of the room. I about freaked when I watched the very pillow I had tossed at her levitate off the bed and strike the wall next to me with enough force that the cushion exploded into a plume of feathers.

      “Holy fuck! What do you want on the sandwich?” I asked from down the hallway. “Hi, babies,” I said when I walked into their room. After so much pain endured, I never thought my worn out heart could be filled quite the way it was as I looked down upon them. “Maybe Azile is on to something. How can this possibly be real?” I asked aloud as I picked up Alianna. I kissed her forehead, made sure I had a secure hold, and then grabbed MJ. I kissed his forehead and my nose wrinkled, well honestly, it kind-of sort-of wanted to fold in on itself. “Oh lord boy. Did you swallow some old eggs? Well, that’s real enough. Should probably get you both to your momma as fast as possible.”

      I hot-footed it back down that hallway like the flooring was made of lava. I deposited the babies on the bed and was halfway back across the room before she figured out my ruse.

      “You’re going to have to change them again at some point.”

      “I have a weak constitution. My therapist said I really shouldn’t take on more than I can handle.”

      “You can’t have all of the good without taking on some of the bad!”

      “You’re fifteen. You can’t have that much wisdom.” I was in the hallway when I turned back around. A death-dealing pillow was hovering mid-air. Like a predator drone, it was watching me, assessing the chances of a successful kill, I would imagine. “No fucking way.” The thing was slowly advancing on my location. “Last act of defiance.” I turned and pulled my pants down, exposing my ass. I got slammed hard enough in the buttocks that I was pushed to the side, my head busting a hole in the drywall.

      “You’d better not be ruining my house!” she yelled from the bedroom.

      “I’m your concubine now, I’m entitled to half you possessions,” I responded.

      “The broken part is yours, then!”

      “Fair enough.” I pulled my pants back up and rubbed my head. I don’t think I’d be able to scratch the surface with what I know about Azile’s abilities. I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect when I got to the kitchen, but certainly not a working refrigerator. She had cuts of meats and jars containing all manner of fruits and vegetables and even what looked like homemade condiments. Yeah, I looked for beer. No luck. Sure, it was like seven in the morning, but it wasn’t like I had to drive to work. And even if I did, have you seen the assholes I have to work with? I needed that beer just to deal with them. I didn’t find bread, either, which was a blow, but I did find tortilla wraps, and that would do in a pinch.

      I whipped something together for us both and headed back. I asked her if it was safe to return. She probably thought I was checking whether there was some pillow artillery waiting to take me out once I turned the corner, but in actuality, I was referring to MJ’s ability to burn out one’s olfactory senses. Who knows? Maybe that was going to be his super-power. Had worked good enough for Henry. Oggie, possibly sensing I was missing a dog, figured it to be him and was now by my feet. Although I’m not so sure it was me he was interested in so much as what I was carrying.

      “Didn’t the damn cat show you where the food was?” I asked him. “Probably not; she wouldn’t share. That’s not their way.”

      “She’s right next to me, and she can hear you.”

      “You think it’s wise to let her be so close to the babies?” I asked in all seriousness.

      “She would never let anything happen to them,” she said, indignantly.

      “Yeah, at least not while you’re watching.”

      Sebastian hissed at me.

      “Cat understands English, huh?”

      “Perfectly,” Azile told me.

      “Well, that’s just fucktastic.”

      “You two are going to need to figure out a way to get along. And it’s going to be up to you, because you’re the bigger one.”

      I’d mistakenly thought she was talking to me. I was about to tell her I would do my best, then I realized she was scratching the ogre’s head and talking in its ear.

      “Losing my damn appetite,” I said as I tore off a huge chunk of the burrito sandwich hybrid.

      The day went much like any Sunday I spent before the world had swirled down the toilet along with some of the smelliest, grimiest shit known to humanity. We ate, we laughed, we enjoyed the kids. Oggie got his fair share of attention and the cat and I ignored each other—it was as blissful a state as I could remember but the later it got, the more the stress of reality began to weigh itself in on the proceedings. If I was going to have any success at making some decent mileage for the day I was going to have to go soon. I saw it on the tip of Azile’s mouth, at least a half dozen times. She wanted to tell me to stay. And honestly, I don’t know what the fuck I would have done if she’d said it. How does one walk away from everything they’ve ever wanted in life? She didn’t ask because she couldn’t. She had never been, nor ever would be, selfish. If this world was ever going to be righted, it was going to call for some sacrifice. We could only hope that we’d already paid up with our pound of flesh.

      Azile gave me a small pack stuffed to the gills with food and all sorts of witchy stuff—I think I saw fish gills and frog toes. I grabbed my weapon and some magazines, I was once again off to war. I know some are born to fight, I just didn’t think it meant forever.
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      I WAS BUOYANT as I started off; that lasted exactly until my foot stepped off that porch and I got out of the line of sight from Azile and the kids. Oggie watched from the door, I’d made him promise to look after them. The cat had her ass to me and was swishing her tail in a good riddance gesture.

      “What in the flying fucking monkeys are you doing, Talbot?” I just couldn’t even believe I had left the light, warmth, and love of that home and was now trekking back into the harsh realities of this cold, cruel, unyielding and unforgivingly fucked-up world. And I still wasn’t anywhere near certain as to what I should do. I had thoughts and ideas but, well, we both know where this is going, I had no plan in place. I mean, at this point why bother pretending? I had some options—one was to fight off years of guilt that would wreak havoc on me and turn the fuck around. Another was to go to Denarth, grab up arms, and join the doomed fight against Lunos, his werewolves, and his mage. The third, and maybe the most terrible, though I was leaning that way, was to get some Lycan help.

      Yup, I really did just write that the fuck down. I was going to get help from the very enemy that hunted us, ate us, and until very recently had sought our extinction. Maybe part of that is not fair; Xavier had been forcing them into a battle they really didn’t want any part of, but still, a good number were definitely willing participants very much getting into their newfound role of conquering and commanding. There were a couple of problems I could see right off the bat with this, and obviously thousands I couldn’t even guess at. Let’s start with the ones I know. There’s the fact that the Lycan absolutely abhor humans. It would be like people aligning with edible rats. Secondly, Lycan hate war, or more specifically, they hate getting their hands dirty. Would the loss of the main staple in their diet be enough to compel them to join forces with me? This had a very “robbing Paul to pay Peter” feel to it. Or whichever one of the assholes I owed money to. Then again, finding an end to this rampant aggression would still be worthwhile, this would be the only way they could go back to their natural hunting ways.

      I don’t think that there was a “right” answer. Whoever came out stronger in the end was still going to be an enemy of humanity. This was about as smart as going to a feminist rally with a sign that said: “make me a sandwich”.“Gonna get your nuts stuck in a vise over this one buddy.” I said it, but it sounded a lot like BT. “Wish you were here, man. You, at least, would try to talk me out of this shit.” There was another huge obstacle I had to overcome as I headed just north of Denarth’s walls. Where exactly were the Lycan? I knew where they had been when Xavier was amassing them, but so what? I also knew where the Chicago Cubs had played baseball; didn’t mean they were still there. Although who knows, when you haven’t won a World Series in three centuries maybe your ghosts haunt the place. Xavier had told me that originally his clan had lived in Alaska. By the time I got to Alaska and back, my kids would be collecting Social Security checks.

      I should have probably run my thoughts by Azile; maybe she could have given me an idea of where to go. I mean, right after she hit me with a right cross for coming up with something so asinine. Sure, I had removed one option off the table, but I was still heading in the wrong direction for what was left. That is, I knew fundamentally that one more rifle on the wall was not going to deter Lunos. Neither was screaming louder at him. If I did not find outside help—capable, dedicated allies, it was a foregone conclusion humanity would fall, and I hate when fate forces its hand. I’d said it before and it’s worth mentioning again. There were larger forces at play here than just us mere monsters and mortals. I had to believe I would get some sort of help in the form of a cosmic nudge. Or maybe a micro-comet would strike me on the top of the skull and blow out the back of my heel after obliterating everything in its path. That was a potential outcome as well. When you fuck with the gods, they fuck back, and let’s be honest: they are way better at fucking us than we were at fucking them.

      So north of Denarth I went. I figured the destroyed Harbortown was as good a place as any to start. I would have loved to pop in and let Mathieu and Bailey know that Azile was fine and that she’d had twins and that we’d gone to her house and pretended to be a little family for a day and we’d...okay, maybe I’d just tell them about the kids. I couldn’t take the chance that I’d run into Lunos too soon. I couldn’t risk finding out just how dire the situation was in Denarth; if it was as I feared it might be, I don’t think I’d be able to leave them. Was it because I cared so deeply for those people? Or was I just egotistical enough to believe I could fix it all by myself if necessary? Definitely the latter was strengthened by the former. If I kept myself ignorant of their situation I knew I could help them better. I smiled through the grimness of it all.

      “Mathieu, just hang on for a little while longer. I’ll get there one way or the other.”
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      THE SOLDIERS FROM Denarth and Talboton had reached the relative safety of Denarth without any further problems. Mathieu knew that they had Mike and Azile to thank for that. Without their help, Lunos surely would have followed and most likely overtaken the soldiers; they would have been in a very desperate fight to save themselves and the strange child they now had in their possession. Mathieu waited at the massive gate until everyone had entered. Lana sat next to him.

      “I am not much for the city; too many people,” Mathieu said.

      Lana suppressed a small smile. “You sound very much like Michael.”

      “You did not hear me out.”

      “Please continue,” she said graciously.

      “Regardless...right now I am very much happy to be here. Happy to be here with you.”

      “As am I.” She had reached out and grabbed his hand.

      “May I ask you a question?”

      “I’ve already said yes, Mathieu, are you sure you want to muddy the waters?” she answered very astutely.

      “Sometimes water must be churned to get to the other side.”

      “I am listening,” she said.

      “It has to do with Michael.”

      “We both knew that it would. He may not believe it, but it appears that this world revolves around him.”

      “Am I the consolation prize?”

      “Whatever are you talking about, Mathieu? Do you believe that I would ever allow my heart to betray me? Or my head to supersede my true feelings? Did I have a crush on Michael? Yes, I did, and I will not feel guilty for such a thing. He is an Old One from a time long lost. A legend; handsome, attractive in a criminally despot sort of way. My father could not stand him; that alone I found irresistible. He is a warrior nearly without equal; what quality is not there that would make him attractive to a young and naive girl? But you, my thick-headed one, I love. I love dearly. It is to the point that to gaze upon you without touching hurts my chest. You have stolen my heart, Mathieu.” She leaned in and they shared a small kiss.

      “I am sorry for doubting you,” Mathieu said, red-faced.

      “You are male, Mathieu. It won’t be the first time you’re wrong.” She was smiling as she trotted her horse inside.

      “What about your father? Does he like me?”

      “Not at all,” she said over her shoulder. Maybe even less so than Michael.”

      “I can live with that,” Mathieu mumbled.

      It wasn’t a matter of “if” Denarth was going to be attacked, but rather “when.” Guards had been doubled, and that night had been a tense one as they waited. Once Bailey had got her people settled in she sought out Lana.

      “Do you have a moment?” she’d asked from the doorway leading into the room Lana conducted her business from. The younger woman was sitting at a large desk peering out the window. She smiled when she saw Bailey there.

      “I did not think the burden of leading men would weigh so heavily, Bailey.”

      “You carry it well, Lana.”

      “I fear it will age me beyond my years. What can I help you with? I know you well enough, Bailey Tynes, to sense this is not an idle visit where we will talk on pleasantries.”

      “It would appear we both understand the difficulties in doing what is best for our people. I am here because of Gabriel.”

      “Is he alright?” Lana asked.

      “The boy is fine; he is resting comfortably. He has eaten and he has a small following of women who are catering to his every need. He is a very enchanting one...for someone so young.”

      “But?” Lana prodded.

      “I have some concerns, Lana. You and I both know that we will only be able to hold out against Lunos for so long.”

      “Our walls are strong, Bailey. We have fortifications that could thwart him.”

      “That may very well be true; perhaps he will smash part of his army up against those very walls and when he realizes that he cannot gain entry quite so easily, he may just wait.”

      Lana’s look of anger at Lunos’ imminent attack quickly melted to fear.

      “The harvest,” she said.

      “Yes. It sits in the field unprotected. You have food in this city for two, possibly three weeks. Lunos is intelligent; he will see those crops, he will know the state we are in. He will gladly camp out among your plantings, celebrating and taking his ease as he eats your hard work and starves your people into submission.”

      “What would you have me do?” Lana asked.

      “Our lot is cast. We cannot escape with the entire populace. The problem becomes Gabriel. It is fair enough to assume if Lunos wants the boy he will force our play, and if that is the case, it stands to reason that we can never allow the boy to fall into that beast’s hands.”

      “I agree with that statement.” Lana could not or did not want to know where the conversation was heading.

      “Lana, Denarth is going to fall. It does not matter much whether it is tomorrow or a month from now. We have to decide what we are going to do with the boy.”

      “What are you proposing, Bailey? That we send him out to Lunos before he destroys us?” Lana was looking questioningly into Bailey’s eyes. She gasped when she realized what she saw. “That’s not it at all...you would kill the boy before you ever saw him in Lunos’ hands.”

      “There is great power in Gabriel, Lana. And we are already fighting a war we cannot win. We cannot give that Lycan yet another weapon to use against us.”

      “Are you so sure that is the boy’s purpose?”

      “I do not think we can take the chance that it is not.”

      “I will hear no more of this madness. This is my city and nothing bad will befall that child while he is under my care and protection. Is that understood, Bailey?”

      Bailey hesitated, not quite willing to yield her position.

      “I will toss the lot of you out of my gates right now, Bailey, if you do not give me your word.”

      “What if I were to take the child to Talboton? Lunos would not be expecting that.”

      “A minute ago I might have considered that, but now that I know your intentions should things go from bad to worse, I cannot allow it.”

      “Do you suddenly mistrust me because I am giving my counsel? I am merely offering suggestions, Lana. It is certain the boy is much, much more than he seems.”

      “Then does it not seem the wiser course to see what secrets he may yet yield? Perhaps Lunos wants the boy to prevent the good he might do for us. In that case, destroying him would merely play right into Lunos’ hands, delivering that which he most wants.”

      “You mistake me if you think that destroying Gabriel is my primary wish; I am just attempting to ascertain what we should do when the inevitable happens and Lunos comes in here to claim his prize.”

      “By then our worries will be over, will they not?” Lana challenged.

      “That is short sighted, Lana. There are more people than just us to consider.”

      “Perhaps we should spend more time trying to figure out why the boy is so valuable rather than debating the merits of murder.”

      “The person best suited to do that is not here and could very well be dead.”

      “Oh, Bailey...even you do not believe that. Azile is who she is and she has a man that has one single-minded purpose and that is to keep her safe at all costs. Can you doubt the will, desire, and strength of a man that came back from the grave to finish all of this?”

      “I would be more inclined to agree with your position if they were both here. I do, indeed, fear for their safety. Nothing untold will befall the boy whilst he is under your care, but at least think upon my words. Good night, Lana.”

      “Good night, Bailey. Get some rest; perhaps the world will not look so bleak upon your arising.”

      “Let us hope that is the case.” Bailey closed the door behind her.

      Mathieu had lingered in the adjacent room, stoking the fire, and had been about to return to tell Lana he’d got it going when he’d overheard the conversation. He never bothered with the affairs of State and was heading back to keep warm when he caught the part about Gabriel. His attention rapt, he waited until Bailey left. He then opened the door to Lana’s side.

      “You want me to get the boy and bring him back here?” Mathieu asked.

      “Very much so,” Lana answered.

      Mathieu was not pleased when he got to the room Gabriel was staying in; there were two guards at the door and another two inside watching as the boy slept. They were all from Talboton.

      “We are in agreement that you are in Denarth?” Mathieu asked as he picked up the slumbering boy.

      “We were ordered to not let the boy out of our sight,” one of the guards said.

      “I don’t care!” Mathieu grumbled, allowing his muzzle to elongate and show his wicked teeth. The guard wisely stepped back and allowed Mathieu to pass by.

      The next morning came with an expectancy in the air, something which the rain did nothing to dampen. Lana fretted for the first few hours as the sun struggled to come through, with whether she should attempt to harvest the unready crop. She received her answer at noon when the sun finally broke through and heralded the arrival of unwelcome visitors. Nearly all of Denarth at one point or another got onto the parapets to see the approaching enemy. A thousand or more invaders lined the fields outside the town.

      There was crying and sobbing from within, and even the women were scared. Lunos had his army arrange themselves in straight rows and columns. It was an intimidating sight as they covered almost all of the visible landscape. The Denarthian guards first looked on in wonder and then began to laugh as all of the combatants began to take off their clothes and fold them neatly. They hurled derision and scorn across the field, which changed in the tick of a metronome as the people, as one, turned to werewolves. The sight was beyond terrifying. Gawkers jumped down from the wall and went to find places to hide. Defenders involuntarily backed up. Lana gripped the wall so hard she thought she would crumble stone.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my life,” Mathieu said with no shame.

      The beasts were silent, unmoving; if one hoped hard enough, they actually looked like statues, until the wind betrayed the lie and stirred their fur.

      “Citizens of Denarth!” It was Lunos, his voice magnified beyond its normal limitations. A tall man dressed all in green stood next to him.

      “The source of Lunos’ new found power?” Bailey asked, pointing to the man.

      A shot rang out from somewhere left of Bailey. A tuft of sod and dust blew up nearly fifteen feet in front of the Green Man and Lunos. Bailey was not sure exactly what she’d seen, but it was as if the bullet that had lodged in the earth had been plucked up, and in a moment of rewinding time, sent back into the rifle from which it had come—but with much more damaging results. The soldier’s weapon exploded in his hands as the round shot back down into the barrel and blew out of the side of the upper receiver, sending shrapnel into his chest, arms, and face. He screamed in shock and pain as he fell over, bleeding from a half dozen different wounds. He would most likely live, but he would forever carry the disfigurements.

      “War has not yet been declared; yet you fire on me? Are you savages?” Lunos asked. “It was my hope we could avoid bloodshed altogether. Let this one unfortunate event be the last of the day.”

      “May we assume that by meeting his demands he will agree to a lasting truce?” Mathieu asked aloud.

      “Perhaps in words, but I do not believe he would hold to a long and lasting peace.” Bailey gritted her teeth. She was mad at her soldier for taking an ill-advised shot and she was even angrier that he had missed by such a wide margin. And now the fool was injured on top of all that and had to be removed from his post. Three strikes, according to something she had read in BT’s journals, was not a good thing.

      “You say you have not yet declared war, but yet here you are at my doorstep with an army of werewolves. What would you lead me to believe, Lunos?” Lana’s voice rang out loud and clear without enchantment, and not a hint of the dread she was feeling affecting her timbre.

      “I come to retrieve what is mine. To get back what was stolen. Give me the child, Lana Saltinda, and I will not raze your fair town this day.”

      “Again with ‘this day’,” Mathieu said.

      “We all know what he means,” Bailey told him.

      “How is a human child yours, Lunos?”

      “He is more mine than you know...and what makes you think he is human?” Lunos asked. The Green Man reached out to Lunos as if to tell him he may have given too much away.

      “What are you talking about? You illegitimate off-spring of the gleaning,” Lana answered with the worst thing she could think to say to a Lycan.

      “You will personally pay for that insult.” Lunos was absolutely fuming; long runnels of drool hung from his mouth as he pulled his muzzle back in a growl. “I will pull those walls down post by post, stone by stone. I will dine on the soft internal organs of your entire cabinet. Your citizens will beg for mercy as entire families are consumed; your streets will run red with their blood. By the time we are done, Denarth will be a tale used to frighten children and nothing more.”

      A chorus of howls erupted from the army, deafening, all surrounding sounds. Birds flew from tree tops nearly a mile away to escape the din. All thought this was the start of the war, yet Lunos sent none of them forward.

      Then it got even more strange, Lunos did something which was a very rare event in the life of a Lycan, performed only in times of extreme danger or need. He turned into his human countenance.

      “What in the bloody fuck is going on?” Mathieu asked.

      “You’ve been hanging around Michael too much,” Lana scolded him.

      As a man, Lunos was exceptionally tall, taller even than the Green Man, who stood easily over six and a half feet. He struck a more impressive figure as a man than he did a Lycan; a broad, barrel chest cut sharply down into a classic, narrow vee shape at his stomach and torso. His legs were heavy set and spread wide, his thighs roped with steel tendons. A thick beard covered his long face and he had a mane of hair that traveled down to the middle of his back.

      “Am I not a sight to behold!?” Lunos spun once with his hands in the air. “I am the natural born leader of werewolves and men alike!”

      “I notice you did not include ‘Lycan’, oh great one,” Lana said. “I would be curious to know what they think of your little uprising.”

      “It does not matter what they think. I have knowledge so powerful it will change the very way they will have to view themselves and their world.”

      “Do you plan on regaling us with your tale, or are you seeking to bore us to death with your splendor?” Bailey could not help herself.

      “Are you in such a rush to see your ancestors?” he asked back. Bailey did not answer. “This man’s name is Ganlin,” Lunos said as he put a meaty hand on the Green Man’s shoulder. “He has shown me many things, so many things I was ignorant of on topics I loved but was in the dark about, as are all Lycan, werewolves, and man as well. I will share but a few, because knowledge is indeed powerful, and as pitiful humans, you are not deemed worthy to own more than just a smattering. Lycan were created by Mages, much like the man next to me. The world had been plagued by Old Ones, or vampires, as they were more commonly called. Defeating them was almost an impossibility, and man was nearly wiped out during the dark ages from the scourge of so many of these predators roaming Europe. The greatest witches, warlocks, and mages assembled to find a way to deal with this problem. It was Ganlin’s bloodline that believed mixing a wolf’s blood with that of a human fetus still in the womb was a possible answer.”

      “Ganlin sure has found a way to ingratiate himself into Lunos’ life,” Lana said.

      “Is what he says true?” Mathieu asked. He was vested; this applied to him directly. Nobody could answer to its authenticity, though.

      “Of course, the experiment wasn’t without its problems. The new being ripped through the belly and sex of his mother, destroying her completely. Though he himself lived and prospered under the care and teachings of that council. A group of twelve Lycan were created that year. They were trained and taught the best way to destroy the vampire plague. After fifteen years they were sent out into the world to do what they had been created for. There were many successes and many failures. The vampires were initially not prepared for this new breed of warrior and were caught completely unawares. The problem was the pack itself; they were more animal than human and they were unsupervised adolescents. They did what is only natural.”

      “The idiot mages thought having creatures of both sexes was a good idea?” Mathieu asked the heavens. “I thought they were supposed to be smart?”

      “We had proved ourselves worthy in battle, killing twenty vampires that first year alone. Then, well, we had offspring. We procreated. We grew weary of our overseers and their rules. We wanted more than killing and death—we wanted life. Shunned by wolf and man alike, we made our own tribes, our own clans, with our own rules. We were slaves to none, masters of our own fate. The first werewolf was born through the union of a Lycan female and a male Human. It was a lesser beast and was shunned through much of its miserable existence. Its bloodline should have died with it, except Lycan youth used this creature as only misguided youth can. A virus, a disease was spread among the entire populace, thus allowing werewolves, in their own way, to be propagated without sex. That is why there is such a deep-seated hatred among Lycan for human and werewolf alike; we are all much more similar than they would care to admit. To me, it is liberating to know our origins, to realize the harmony and embrace our ancestry.”

      “Yet here you are, ready to destroy those who helped in your creation?” Lana asked.

      “You were given an opportunity to prevent what happens next. You chose to ignore it and insult me instead. The blood spilled will be laid at your feet and I will make sure that you are witness to it all.” The werewolves changed back into their human form and soundlessly donned their clothing. “Oh, and just in case you believe help to be coming, your hero and heroine have fallen. Michael Talbot and the Red Witch are no more, and we made sure they took their children with them,” he laughed.

      Bailey gasped, the set of Lana’s eyes got harder, if that were even possible.

      “Bullshit!” Mathieu yelled out. “If that were the case and you had actually been able to defeat them you would have kept proof. Show me their heads or I call your words fraudulent!” Mathieu was about to use Michael’s one-fingered gesture since he figured he had caught Lunos in a lie, but just then a messenger ran up to Lunos carrying a bag. The Lycan tipped it over and the hideous contents rolled out onto the ground. They were dirty and rotten enough as to be completely indistinguishable, but there were indeed four of them, and two were but infants. “You lie, Lunos! In my very soul, I know you lie!” Mathieu had to be restrained from jumping the wall and ripping into the Lycan.

      Lunos laughed before he withdrew, leaving the bloody remnants behind.

      Mathieu stared at the heads for hours trying to pick out some distinguishable feature, but from the distance he was at and the condition of the remains, it left identification impossible. “Lunos would have made a better trophy of his prizes if it were indeed them,” he muttered. This was followed by: “I’ll kill him for this.”

      “Stop thinking about it.” Bailey had come up and offered him a piece of venison jerky which he had, at first, waved away and then tore into hungrily. “He is only trying to get into your mind.”

      “He’s done a wildly successful job.” Mathieu had not turned away from the sight. “Even if it is not them, which I am mostly certain it is not, he had still murdered two infants merely to attempt this ruse.”

      “Those are but two wrongs in a sea filled with them,” Bailey answered.

      The sun was going down when Lana had to forcibly remove Mathieu from the wall. “At least get some dinner. You can peer more later.”

      As they sat down and ate, Mathieu could not help but ask: “If it was indeed Michael and Azile on the ground out there, what chance could we possibly have of winning?”

      “It may not be about winning or losing anymore,” Lana said cryptically.

      They’d nearly finished up when the first cries of battle issued forth, immediately followed by the firing of rifles. Lana was out the door first, grabbing her scabbard from its hook by the door.

      “Who is firing?” she yelled out in question from the town square.

      “Up here, Lana.” Bailey motioned from the south wall. “You may want to see this.”

      Lana strode over quickly, not wanting to run and reveal just how nervous she was. The entire woods was lit up by the burning of so many campfires. It appeared as if the mage had the ability to let the sun shine down only where he chose.

      “As impressive as the fires are, there is something else I wished to show you,” Bailey said, pointing off to the left.

      Lana peered to where a bunch of men were working on a structure. “A siege machine?” she asked.

      “It would appear so,” Bailey said.

      “Is it...are they ladders?” Mathieu asked, looking at the spectacle. “We will cut them down before they can put them in place!” he said defiantly.

      “Lunos is not above sacrificing his soldiers, yet he will only do so up to a point,” Bailey offered. “If the expense is too high, he will not pay. He must know that ladders are an ineffectual way of breaching these walls...no, there must be more to those structures. I think the part we believe to be a climbing apparatus is rather an arm.”

      “An arm for what?” Lana asked.

      “For hurling things,” she answered. That got everyone’s attention.

      Construction continued throughout the night and into most of the next morning. The sun had already reached its apex and was beginning its downward trek when a contingent of werewolves began to push seven of the structures out from under the canopy of the forest. Each stood over twenty feet tall, a latticework of heavy beams and rope dominated the sides. The front of the war-machine was guarded by a shield built with six inch thick oaken boards; it would easily thwart the small, 5.56 bullets Bailey’s soldiers were shooting. To the rear of the machine were the arms used for hurling, pulled back into the ready position. A ladle-like apparatus was at the end which appeared would fit some very large, building-crushing stones.

      “It would sadden me not to use my new toys,” Lunos said from the safety of the trees. He was in his more traditional, Lycan skin. “Yet I have enough mercy, that if you but release the child to me I will dismantle these mass death-dealing machines and walk away.”

      There were more than a few cries from the populace that Lana should do just that. Cries rang out that the babe was not even from Denarth, and why should they spill their blood in a doomed venture to keep him safe?

      “Also, while I am feeling so giving, I will allow any citizen of Denarth or Talboton to walk from behind those walls and join me in my crusade to unite our kind. You could be given the gift of near immortality, strength and power which you cannot even begin to imagine. And above it all, freedom. Freedom from the yolk of humanity and its self-serving laws and morals. You do not even know how bound you are until you are truly set free.”

      Lana turned to the ones that were starting to create strife. “For too long we have isolated ourselves here. Our previous leaders told us it was for our safety, that isolationism was the way to protect our way of life. We built these walls to keep the enemy out, when in reality it has kept us in. Our fear of strangers, of outsiders, has meant we have turned our backs to potential friends and created for ourselves those very enemies we speak about. We hold a child of six, in desperate need of our protection, and your first inclination is to throw him to the wolves? Shame on you. If that is how you truly feel, if that is the breadth of your cowardice, then take Lunos up on his offer and join his forces. I would like nothing better than to rid our populace of the cancer you threaten to spread among us.”

      There were some murmurs, yet no one headed for the gate. The devil you know always trumps the unknown monster in the closet.

      “Very well,” Lunos said after a moment. “I will allow you your last meals and we will finish this come sundown.” He strode farther into the woods, out of the city’s line of sight.

      “I do not believe my bullets will pierce that wood, Lana. Can your archers make that shot?” Bailey asked.

      “Regular archers cannot, but we have a half-dozen or so that are familiar with the longbow. Of those six, only two show any true proficiency, and unfortunately, of those two only one is without injury.”

      “Our only chance of stopping those machines is to burn them,” Bailey said looking out over the field.

      “Bertram, round up Teasdale, Kirby, Smith, Turner, and Milbourn, tell them to bring their longbows.” Bertram nodded and ran off.

      Within a few minutes, the three men and two women she’d asked for were standing next to her.

      “Can you make that shot?” Lana asked.

      “That is nearly three hundred and fifty yards, councilwoman,” Turner said.

      “That is not an answer,” Lana said.

      “We had a competition a few months back,” Turner said. “Teasdale won, of course, but we were ranging at no more than three hundred and were just making that.”

      “The survival of our city could depend solely on you five hitting another fifty yards,” Lana said. “We need those devices set ablaze.”

      “Councilwoman, I understand what you are saying, but not only do you want us to shoot an arrow farther than any of us has ever done before, but we would also need to factor in the added weight of a burning, oiled rag wrapped over the tip. That will also affect its trajectory,” Kirby weighed in.

      Only Teasdale had said nothing as he looked out, until now. “I have been working on a new bow; I was not going to unveil it with this lot until we got onto the field of competition. I believe I can make that range easily enough, though that is without the rag. I only have four bolts, as they are very detailed and time-consuming to craft. And alas, the material I need is out there—I do not think our guest will allow me to gather more of what I need.”

      “You must make those four count, Teasdale,” Lana said.

      “We’ll have to set up outside the gates,” Teasdale said.

      “Nonsense. You’ll shoot from here,” Lana informed him.

      “I have to lay on my back and use my legs to cock the string.”

      Lana calculated that he would have room to do that on the parapet, but that his arrow tip would be scraping the wall.

      “This may get interesting.” Lana looked to the werewolves. “Teasdale, take whoever you need down with you. I will have ten guards escort you. Bertram, please let Bailey know what is going on. Ready everyone on the battlements; as soon as Lunos sees what we are up to he will attempt to thwart us.” Lana watched nervously as Teasdale and his escort walked out below her. They stopped once about ten yards from the wall. He looked to the siege machines for a minute or two and then went another ten yards. Lana’s heart rate increased.

      “That’s far enough,” she whispered. Teasdale didn’t think so; he crept forward another ten yards.

      “He keeps going and he’s going to be able to place a burning log against it...though at that point he will be surrounded by werewolves.” Mathieu echoed Lana’s concerns. “Should I go out there and protect him?”

      “Your place is here,” Lana told him, somewhat selfishly, she thought.

      Teasdale finally felt as if he were in a good enough position to make an attempt. He took a moment to show the men he was with how to properly attach the rag so the arrow would still fly true. He lay down with his feet against the wood of the bow, then he sat up, grabbed an arrow and nocked it. He next grabbed the bowstring, as thick as rope, as he sat all the way back, stretching the bow to its full extension. A man with him placed his torch against the front of the wrapped arrow. Lana thought Teasdale took an inordinate amount of time to line up his shot; perhaps because she held her breath. A loud twang fluttered up from where he’d loosed the arrow. The flame was pulled down the shaft as the burning spear flew through the air. Halfway to its mark, the flame went out. A second later there was a loud thwack as the arrow hit home.

      Lana heavily sighed when she realized the fire wasn’t magically going to reignite. Mathieu tapped her shoulder. People on the other side were now taking notice of what was happening, though none were yet moving in their direction. Teasdale wrapped another, thicker cloth around the next arrow. Quicker than the first time, but still entirely too slow for Lana’s liking, Teasdale lined up his next shot and fired. Again mid-flight the flame began to sputter.

      “Stay lit!” Lana urged. Another loud thwack echoed across the field as the arrow made its mark. A tiny flicker, no bigger than a moth, licked at the wall of the machine. The small flame took root and spread tendrils of fire away from its initial source. “Burn.” Lana was concerned; if a person made it to the machine with a canteen they would still be able to put the infantine blaze out. Lunos was now standing with his guards, he became increasingly agitated as they were getting him up to speed on what was happening. The flame’s hunger increased and it moved along larger swaths of the wooden wall, wrapping around the sides like a passionate lover’s embrace. Not long afterward the entire structure caught in a wild blaze, a giant funeral pyre.

      Teasdale had not waited idle, savoring his victory. He was already moving farther away, up and to the side to get another shot off. Lunos had seen all he needed to. People by the score began to turn into werewolves and run toward the small contingent. Bailey’s men were ready, sending a hail of bullets into the approaching horde. Teasdale’s next shot came up three feet short of its mark, the grass wet enough that it would not catch afire. He was repositioning his last arrow, moving still closer to his target.

      “Get out of there!” Lana shouted as more werewolves were sent across the field. Archers and riflemen released everything that they could to keep the approaching enemy at bay. Werewolves fell to the side with a half dozen arrows protruding from their bodies. Heads erupted in a splattering of blood and bone. Chests were ripped open, legs were blown off, and still they came in greater and greater numbers.

      Teasdale laid down and had his arrow lit on fire. He shouted at his contingent to run for their lives. None did, creating a phalanx around him as he took his final shot. The arrow grazed the head of the nearest werewolf, lit pitch from the rag engulfed his entire head as he flailed about insanely. The arrow struck the wood, splattering the remains of the burning material all across the face of the wall. This shot, unlike the first one, immediately caught flame and was burning. The ten soldiers around Teasdale fought savagely to defend first their archer, and then themselves. It was a doomed, albeit heroic event, as the eleven were washed over by a hundred or more werewolves. Now that they’d tasted blood and were in the heat of a battle, they lost all manner of reason, attacking the very gates of Denarth.

      Barbaric war cries arose from the werewolves as they smashed against the walls, some scrabbling halfway up before they were met with a hail of bullets and arrows. Dead and dying were strewn haphazardly. A low, barely audible whistle pierced the din of battle. At first, the werewolves did not heed the call to return, so intent were they on laying open their opponent, then the calls became more insistent. Reluctantly, they returned, still under intense, ferocious fire from the city. A loud cheer issued forth from the victors as the werewolves loped away.

      Lana quieted them down and pointed to the spot where the newest heroes in the war to stop the Lycan had perished. The surge of adrenaline changed instantly from victorious glee to longing sadness for those lost. They would not be the first to die and certainly not the last, but each merited a moment of mourning. Lunos and Lana watched the structures burn to the ground, the armies of both having long since returned to pre-battle status.

      “Perhaps he will need to move them closer for them to be effective,” Bailey said.

      “Perhaps,” Lana answered, though neither believed it. She wondered if it would be flying boulders that crushed her city or burning embers that consumed the structures. She was wholly unprepared for exactly what it would turn out to be.

      The next morning yielded the horrors of the previous evening. Flocks of birds fed well on the broken bodies of the people who had turned back to their human forms in death. Pulling eyeballs free from their sockets, piercing leathery stomach skin with their sharp beaks in order to get to the softer, tastier internal organs housed within. Fights erupted among the flying carnivores as they ripped bloody shreds from the bodies. They were pulled and pierced by so many birds at once that they were given the illusion of movement, that perhaps they were not quite as dead as they appeared, making the sight that much more grisly.

      “Is it not a beautiful morning?” Lunos called out. Lana had to be stirred from her sleep; she’d stayed up late into the night believing that Lunos would wait until the darkest hour to begin his assault. She should have known he was much more into the theatrics of war and would like everyone to be able to view the stage he had set.

      “Long night?” he laughed when he saw Lana come up onto the wall.

      “Say your peace and be done with it,” she responded.

      “I will give you one last chance to release the boy, that’s it. Give me that thirty-pound sack of meat and I will leave. The rest of you can live out your enslaved little existences without interference from me.”

      “That is the difference between you and me, Lunos. He is not a sack of meat. He is a boy, a human boy who is already more valuable than you can ever be. You will not have him, ever.” The threat was clear; she would kill Gabriel before he could ever fall into the hands of Lunos.

      “You would not. You could not,” Lunos laughed. “It is not in your feminine nature, nor in the weakness of Humankind.” Lunos said the words but he was also concerned. Ganlin had told him that the boy was the key to absolute victory and he believed him. And with the prize so close, he could not fathom it slipping through his fingers at the martyred hands of a waif of a woman.

      “Try me, Lunos. You’ve shown your hand. If you think I am going to give you something that you so desperately want, you are sadly mistaken.”

      “We will see.” He motioned to the werewolves around him; they began to move closer to the siege machines. Bailey’s gunmen forced them to approach from behind the wooden walls they’d erected. Naught could be seen, but plenty could be heard; though no one was familiar with the ratcheting sounds they were hearing.

      “BRACE!” Bailey shouted as the first arm swung into view.

      Lana was momentarily confused as the ball traveled away from the machine and towards them, almost as if in slow motion. She realized it was neither stone nor burning matter, but rather a tightly woven ball of heavy branches. She could not fathom what hideous damage it would be able to inflict upon impact. Every soldier turned to watch as the projectile sailed over their heads and landed in the square harmlessly, smashing the thick branches against the rough cobblestones.

      “He is as dense as he is ugly,” Mathieu said a moment before something under the branches stirred. “What wizardry is this?” he asked as he watched a werewolf rise up from underneath the shattered brush. This one was immediately followed by another. “The enemy is inside!” he shouted when he realized what was happening. Two more balls had crashed close to the first.

      “Shoot the balls!” Lana ordered when she saw that werewolves had been placed inside the branched enclosures in an effort to protect them as they were sent in. A few were injured beyond fighting capabilities, but within five minutes twenty very angry werewolves were inside the city and hand to hand combat had ensued. The clash of steel and the cries of men dominated above all. Bailey’s men targeted the incoming projectiles while Lana’s dropped down to help out in the town square where werewolves struck out and killed anything that got in their path. More Trojan spheres were launched but by this time Bailey’s men were ripping through them with lead, so before they landed, all that was left inside were remains.

      By the time Lunos stopped catapulting his troops over the walls, more than forty werewolves fit for battle were within the city limits. The carnage on the Denarthian side was beyond compare. Civilians who had never known a day of war in their lives were rendered open from groin to sternum. Werewolves loped through streets like rampant gangs, occasionally kicking in doors and ransacking homes, killing and eating everything, including family pets and livestock; nothing was immune. If it had a heartbeat, it was on the menu. The only thing that seemed safe from their wrath were young boys—they were being scooped up and wrapped in large thick arms. Any werewolf that found a prize would immediately seek a way out. This usually entailed climbing the rampart stairs and jumping over the wall. A dozen werewolves had found what they’d been sent in for and were even now heading back across the field. “Shoot them!” Lana ordered.

      “The children,” Bailey offered. “They could be harmed.”

      “And what do you think is going to happen to them when Lunos finds out they are not the ones he is looking for?” Lana answered.

      “Target the retreating werewolves!” Bailey ordered. There were looks of hesitancy among her men. “Now!” She put her head down as the rifles fired. Lunos sent more werewolves out in an effort to save the children.

      “Lana?” Bailey asked when two boys, no older than five, were out in the middle of the field crying, their werewolf kidnappers lay near them, either dead or dying.

      “Run!” Lana begged the boys, who could do nothing except stand there and shiver in fear.

      Bailey’s men had been trying to stop the new wave of werewolves but were unsuccessful. Lana could not bring herself to kill the boys. Her head bowed, the two were picked up and rushed back to Lunos.

      “He will torture and kill them so that we all can hear,” Lana said.

      Bailey and Mathieu said nothing as there were no words that could offer comfort. Pockets of battle still waged inside the city as Lana’s soldiers tracked down and fought with werewolves on their kidnap and destroy quests. Three more werewolves had attempted to escape with children but were gunned down immediately. One of the boys had died with a bullet strike through his neck; the other two were completely unharmed and returned to their mothers. Within hours, order had once again been restored within the walls, but casualties had been high—nearly a hundred people had been killed or injured. The uproar over Lana’s decision to fight was immediate.

      “I will not suffer revolution at this most volatile of times. I want the rebel ringleaders arrested and jailed,” she told her guards as she stormed back to her office. She figured she had time before Lunos would be able to launch another strike and she needed to be alone for a moment. She was not sure if she wanted to weep inconsolably or destroy whatever she could get her hands on. Either way, she did not want an audience for her tirade. She made her way inside, and with a strong bit of self-control, she pulled the door shut slowly. By the time she’d made it to her chair she was shaking with an impotent rage. She sat down, placed her forearms on her desk and clasped her hands to keep them from doing any damage.

      There was a soft knock on the door. “Lana?” It was Mathieu.

      “I suggest you go away, my love. I am afraid that the anger contained within me will boil over and burn you.”

      “I have suffered through worse,” he said as he opened the door.

      “Is Lunos preparing another attacking wave?”

      “Not that I could see; all seemed quiet when I came in here.”

      “My people are turning against me, Mathieu. Have I erred so deeply in my desire to keep the boy safe?”

      “Let me be clear, Lana. There are only some who disagree with what you are doing, though they are very vocal. And that will always be the case when there are two sides to a critical subject. Most believe your course is the right thing to do.”

      “People are dying out there and the fault is mine.”

      “It is not!” Mathieu said angrily. “You must stop this self-pitying. Lunos is killing people; you are doing everything in your power to prevent that from happening. And before you can even say it, YES you must protect that boy. I do not understand his importance, but it is vast—I can feel it.” He walked behind the desk and hugged Lana from behind, she rested her head on his forearm.

      “Fire!” was shouted from outside.

      Lana stood and ran out the door. Soldiers on the parapet were pointing off in the distance. From the courtyard, Lana could see black smoke rising above the walls. It was the eastern fields, a year’s worth of crops were burning. Lunos had discovered their weakness.
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      ONE DAY TURNED to two, two turned to a week and still Lunos did not attack, nor did he say anything. His army was laughing and eating to their hearts’ content as Lana had the city’s food reserves rationed out.

      “We’ve got three weeks before things begin to get tight,” Bertram said. He had been newly appointed from Lana’s personal guard detail to resource administrator.

      “What about cutting back more?” Lana asked as she looked into the storeroom behind him.

      “The grumbling will increase.”

      “I can deal with grumbling, Bertram; it will get interesting when the assassination attempts start.” She was referring to the multiple death threat letters she had received.

      “Lady Lana, you are the best leader this city has ever had. They are fools. I would feel better if you allowed me back on your security detail; let one of the women from your cabinet keep the resources.”

      “Bertram, you have been watching over me since I was old enough to walk. I have got you in more trouble than any other citizen here. I owe you a job where you can sit down, and besides, I need someone here who can be trusted to not show favoritism to those he knows. I will be fine.” She kissed the top of his head and walked out of the heavily guarded area.

      The next morning, Lana woke up to the succulent scent of roasting meat. She wiped the drool that involuntarily pooled around the corners of her mouth. She’d initially thought that perhaps she’d been dreaming, but if anything, the smell got stronger as she got out of bed. She quickly donned some clothes and headed outside. A fair number of the townsfolk were jostling for position on the wall. When she got there, she could see the source of the smell and their curiosity. Lunos had set up five spits and on each one a large deer was rotating over an open fire. What he had so enticingly sitting out there casually turning and dripping fat represented more fresh meat than was inside the entire city.

      “Are you yet hungry?” he asked, moving to one of the carcasses and ripping the tender leg free. He chewed on the large slab of meat. “I did not know how delicious victory would taste!” He smacked his lips. “Those of you in there that join me now can have all you want! Do you doubt my sincerity?” He turned into his human form and faced his troops. “If there are any among my forces that wish to leave, you may do so without any form of retribution from me. How say you?” he asked.

      “We are one! We are mighty!” They shouted in an obviously practiced routine. It was still difficult to doubt the sincerity of their pledge, though. They very much looked willing and eager to be there.

      “I’m getting out of here,” Grund Billings, the butcher, said. He’d had to shut up his shop at the beginning when his meat had been confiscated for the betterment of Denarth. He’d been complaining about it ever since, though not loud enough to land him in the already overcrowded jail. “If any of you were smart you’d come with me.” He pushed his way back down the stairs. There was a commotion at the gate as he shouted for them to open it.

      The guard looked up to Lana, who nodded. Grund left, and before the doors could be closed, two others ran out with him. The trio seemed pretty happy with themselves while they were in the shadow of Denarth, but their steps grew more tentative the farther they went out. One of the men even looked back, perhaps wondering if it was too late to return. Lana thought she recognized him as one of the stable boys from the city livery. He bolted back to the wall; Grund and the other man watched his retreat and may have rethought their own course until they looked up at the parapet and saw all eyes upon them. Spurred by their own pride, they moved closer to Lunos.

      “Welcome, welcome!” Lunos urged them on with an over-exaggerated arm wave. Ten of Lunos’ soldiers came to meet the two, they clapped them on the shoulders and shook their hands vigorously, there were huge smiles all around.

      “Get our guests some food,” Lunos said. The two were given a place to sit and heaping portions of food to be eaten within sight of Denarth. Grund and Rinder, the taxidermist, first ate at a frenetic pace, having not seen that much food in seemingly months, then slowed when they hit their fill. But like animals heading into winter, they continued to eat, in case food stores became low again.

      “What now?” Grund, now that he had a full belly, finally looked around. He noticed that Lunos and a fair number of the soldiers had been watching his every move.

      “Now? Well, you are either free to join us or free to go.” Lunos still had a large plastic-looking smile plastered on his face.

      “We can go back?” Rinder asked.

      “Oh no, not back,” Lunos told him.

      “I’m too old to be a soldier,” Grund said.

      “I offer you a chance to be a part of history, I offer you a chance to be more powerful than you could ever imagine.”

      “I cannot fight against my home.”

      “Yet you deserted your home in her greatest time of need.”

      “I was hungry,” Grund whined.

      “They are hungry, too.” Lunos pointed behind him to the wall and the dozens watching. “You pathetic amalgamation of meat! You are not worthy to call yourself a Denarthian, and I would never allow your traitorous carcass into my ranks.”

      “But...but, you said we could eat all we want,” Rinder begged off.

      “Did you not?” Lunos asked.

      “What is this all about then?” Grund asked.

      “It’s a pageant, you fool, a ruse. First, there are two defectors, tomorrow there will be a half dozen. By next week, half the city will have abandoned those walls. Maybe I can find some soldiers among them more worthy to join my army than you two.”

      “What are you going to do with us?” Grund attempted to stand; Lunos had nodded to his men to put pressure on his shoulders and keep him seated. To those watching from a distance, it would look as if they were becoming friendly.

      “First, I am going to make a great show of letting you go, and I will, for perhaps a mile or so. Then my soldiers, who are getting increasingly bored as we sit here, will chase you down and kill you for some rousing sport. If any part of you is still available, we will cook it up and serve it to the next who leave their home.”

      Grund’s face blanched.

      “What fears are your greatest?” Lunos asked. “The fear of being chased down, or the suspicion you’ve just become a cannibal?”

      “What’s he talking about?” Rinder asked.

      “You just ate boy.” Lunos and his men began laughing loudly. “When we discovered they were not who we sought, I let the men tear one of them apart. The other I set aside for just this event.”

      Grund began to retch. Lunos’ men, without being told, completely engulfed him, shielding his distress from even the most prying of Denarthian eyes.

      “Was it not delicious?” Lunos asked, a sparkle in his eyes as he said the words.

      “What’s going on?” Rinder asked. “Did he just say we ate boy?” Grund retched again, this time so violently he tore through his esophagus, coughing up a modicum of blood.

      “Get them out of here.” Lunos’ mood had changed. He’d hoped for more defectors. He, like his men, was getting sick of waiting. He feared the cost of a full-scale assault; he feared more that in desperation, Lana would destroy his chance to rule them all. The men made a great show of clapping the two traitors on the shoulders and laughing loudly; once they were out of sight of the fort, they were shoved aside.

      “What do you want us to do?” Rinder asked. Grund had already started pushing through the brush.

      “I suggest...run,” the nearest man said, the words getting more gravelly sounding as he transformed into a werewolf. By the time the last word came out it sounded more like a guttural urging.

      [image: ]

      “I SURE COULD go for some of that venison,” Mathieu said as he sat on the couch in Lana’s room.

      “Would you leave me quite so easily for a meal?”

      “Michael once told me that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. I did not understand him at first, but it makes much more sense now. And I love you greatly...but I have never seen you cook anything, and that concerns me.” He had not been expecting the speed and the velocity of the cushion that struck the side of his head.

      “This is not helping.” He rubbed his noggin.

      “What am I going to do, Mathieu?” Her short-lived mirth was quickly replaced by concern.

      “Are you talking about the two that left today? Who cares, and good riddance.”

      “They are but merely the first. Lunos will bleed this city dry—first of resources, then morale, and then of our very citizenry. We cannot hope to win this war of attrition.”

      Mathieu did not know what to say. Her knowledgeable advisors had not known what to do. He had been a simple farmer, many years before. He did not deal in the affairs of state or of war. All he could do was offer her moral support and comfort in the form of a hug which she gratefully accepted.
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      IT WOULD BE generous to even call Harbortown a ghost town. Besides some charred boards and a couple of stone foundations it was just gone, as if a giant baby had scraped the flat of his palm along the dirt and swept the remnants up into his huge play pail. I understood the bodies being gone; scavengers, Lycan (so, still scavengers), or maybe concerned people from Wheatonville had buried their neighbors. But what of everything else? There had still been the shell of the town. I was half-convinced I’d found the wrong place until I came upon the eight-foot tall stone marker. It was a column of rocks, and chiseled into it were the words: “Welcome to Harbortown”.

      And sitting perched on top was a huge raven, the size of which I’d never seen. Like—maybe it was an eagle and he’d fallen into a vat of tar—huge. The dark black of his feathers rippled with a soft purple undertone. He stretched his wings, cawed once, and then looked down upon me. He had one black eye and one white. I felt as if the wind had been knocked out of me as I gazed up at that disconcerting sight. We stared at each other for a few seconds before he began to preen his feathers.

      “We cool?” I asked cautiously. I have never been a fan of birds; I’m amazed at the damage movies can do to a young psyche. I’d seen the Hitchcock classic The Birds when I was maybe...seven or eight? Now I can’t stand the things. I saw Jaws when I was ten scarred permanently—huge fear of all things ocean. Can’t even do a pond or lake; who knows what lurks beneath? Watched Saw I,II,III...when I was older...happy to say, no fear-hangover there, although I guess that’s a lie too, I really hate puppets. Young minds can be manipulated relatively easily—or maybe just very malleable minds, like mine. I smiled at my self-derogation.

      The bird reacted to my words, I think. He cawed loudly and took flight. I watched for a few seconds to make sure he was really going. Seemed to be heading in a northwesterly direction. I wanted to go in the complete opposite bearing; seemed the right thing to do but that didn’t serve my purposes.

      “West it is.” I was dismayed; I had not so much as a clue as to the direction I needed. I’d not gone more than a quarter mile when I heard the all familiar caw of my intimidating new spirit guide, or nemesis. Take your pick, I felt like either name fit. He had landed on the very topmost branch of a tree to the right of me. He saw that I saw him, rose again, and flew off in that same northwestern direction.

      “Fuck off,” I told his departing outline.

      Another quarter mile, another loud cawing.

      “Please tell me you just have a large family, otherwise, this is getting pretty creepy.”

      The raven landed on the path in front of me not more than ten feet away. He was at least three feet tall. He turned that blind eye to me and I felt like I’d been sucker-punched in the stomach as the air was expelled from my lungs, leaving an empty pit in my gut. The bird took two hopping steps closer.

      “Please.” There was something more here but I was terrified to know what it was. Somehow I knew if he but touched me, all of a thousand images and feelings from my other lives would rush into me and I would not be able to handle the influx of emotion. Things not yet broken inside me would shatter from the strain. The bird spanned its wings, seven feet if an inch, and once again took off. Same northwesterly direction, though at that moment, I still hadn’t put the pieces together. I was just happy he’d once again left me.

      We had a history, me and that black bird, and it was one I in no way wanted to become reacquainted with. He brought with him pain, misery, and death. Yet here I was, slowly deciding to follow the creepy bastard. A message from Azile, perhaps? Seems like she would have told me something as important as this; unless the situation had radically changed since I’d left her. Anyway, I had others that would and could send something like this. Some in my corner—most not. For all I knew, I was following this harbinger off the edge of the earth. Maybe it was only leading me astray long enough that by the time I did find some help, if ever, it would be too late. I had serious doubts, I also knew how serious my paranoia was. Yet I could not turn around; the bird and I had an inextricable link. There is no more horrible feeling than playing a game for lives, including your own, especially when you have not been given the rules. Or maybe you have, but they just shift like the Saharan sand dunes, I’ve never been there but I hear they just roam all over the place.

      The raven...and there’s another thing. Why the fuck couldn’t it be a cardinal, or maybe a bluebird? A fucking toucan, maybe. Something with a splash of color. A type of bird whose group is called a flock, for god’s sake, not a fucking murder. Who thought of that? Had to be Poe, the asshole. Wait, where was I? Oh yeah, the bird. Whenever he would begin to get too far ahead of me, he would land on a tree in the direct compass setting that I, apparently, needed to go. He really could be playing for either team. Even if he led me straight to the Lycan, we had no love lost, me and the furry brutes. There was a better chance they would kill me on sight than ever listen to three words strung together come out of my mouth.

      “Interesting point, Mister Talbot.”

      “Oh come on...we really aren’t going to start this shit where we talk to ourselves are we?”

      “Got any better suggestions?”

      “Yeah. You could just shut the hell up.”

      I was sort of amazed that I hadn’t got all indignant with myself and, this time, I did just that. Shut up I mean. Must be maturing. Three days I followed that bird; when I would stop for the night, he would pick a tree close to me and stare down. I couldn’t tell if he did this for the entire night—(refer back to the part where I say he is as black as a well-used chimney). I could feel those beady, probing eyes upon me, though, and I must say, it adds a whole extra crappy layer to trying to sleep in the woods, on the ground, surrounded by enemies. The blind one seemed to delve deeper into me than just the surface and it was a wholly unwelcome experience. This bird was all about the early worm, too, and would caw incessantly as soon as the sun was hinting at its presence.

      “I’m up...I’M UP, you asshole. I’ve known cats I liked better than you,” I said as I rolled up my humble bedroll. I’d been traipsing in the woods through most of the morning, fairly agitated that Caw-Caw up in the sky couldn’t see fit to find me a path to walk on as opposed to trailblazing through all manner of thorny undergrowth. Then I got a sneaking suspicion he was punishing me on purpose for my earlier comment. Probably a two-lane highway, three hundred yards to either side of me, and I was trying to make it through what was once the median. “I don’t take back anything I said!” I yelled up at the bird. I thought perhaps he had dropped his breakfast when I saw something the size of a sewer rat fall away from him. I was sort of right, though it was not undigested rat. He’d fertilized all of the bushes in front of me.

      “Oh, you’re real funny! How long you been saving that up? Hope you busted your anus! Gonna fuck up your aerodynamics to have that prolapsed thing fluttering in the wind behind you!” I had to do a wide skirt around his shitting grounds, and of course, it was into thicker vegetation. Not too pleased I had to get a bird that received tutelage from Einstein. It was coming up on midday and I was going to take a breather. The woods had finally eased up and I was looking forward to putting my back against a sturdy tree and taking a long drink of water. Maybe I’d also flip the bird off, but only if I was sure he couldn’t see me. He seemed pretty pissed that I’d gone on break. He landed on a heavy branch on a tree opposite me. He cawed twice, then began to hop around. Cawed again, and took off. I’d not taken more than a gulp before he came back around. The bird wanted me to follow and right now. I’d already thrown my lot in with him; I had to see it out until the end.

      After a mile I thought he’d just been fucking with me, then I was assailed with unpleasant smells. Not zombie-unpleasant but an eye-water inducing stench, nonetheless. The bird landed on a large rock directly to my twelve o’clock. It was not lost on me that our gazes were level with each other.

      “What’s up, bird?” I said hesitantly. I was more than half-convinced this was the spot of the ambush. A thousand of his friends would dart out of the sky ripping tendrils of my flesh away, neatly plucking my eyeballs out. I’d be consumed peck by peck, a sliver of meat each time they bobbed their heads into me. It would be a torturous pain beyond anything I’d ever known—a thousand hangnails ripped forth from a body at the exact same time. I shuddered, thinking about it. I was expecting the sun to be blotted out by their appearance, day turning to dusk within seconds. I was tentative to look away, but I did so. I was momentarily blinded as I looked directly at the sun.

      “Brilliant,” I said as I waved my hands around in front of me, trying to shield my damaged corneas as I tried to look back at the bird; he was completely blotted out and I was sure was even now coming at my face to make my temporary handicap a permanent one. When the blindness passed, I saw he still stood on the rock. Though this time, his head was cocked to the side, like he could not believe he’d wasted three days of his time leading this dumbass around.

      “I don’t have any bird biscuits, if that’s what you’re looking for.” The black eye regarded me and when it saw, or did not, what it wanted to, he turned to the piercing stare of that white one.

      Vertigo threatened to put me on my ass. I felt like my head was free floating and someone had spun it. The world was spinning by so fast...then as quickly as it had come it had gone. The teacup ride just stopped. Yet the feelings of unease would not abate quite so easily. At some point, I had sat, though I knew not when, because I’d never felt the sensation of touching down.

      “Thanks for that,” I told him as I unsteadily regained my feet. He turned so I could see his back; he stretched that incredibly long span of wings. Within two pumps he was airborne, within ten, he was out of sight.

      “Guess this is where we part company. I’d like to say I’m sad to see you go, but that would be a lie and I’m really trying to turn over a new leaf.” I could hear sounds not too far away: growling and grumbling—sounded like a fight, and not a human one. It appeared I’d found what I had been looking for, but I certainly wasn’t happy about it. “Can’t make up your own fucking mind today, can you, Talbot?”

      “If you don’t shut the fuck up, I am going to punch you right in the mouth.” Then I began to dwell on the dynamics of that. Could I actually get enough power behind that kind of hit to do myself any sort of damage that would make the threat viable? I knew I was stalling. Wouldn’t you? I was heading toward Lycan; no sane, rational, human in the history of mankind willingly heads toward them. “You should be fine then,” I said aloud. Sometimes I’m such a jerk.

      As I approached, the smell got worse. The best I could describe it was like an old city dump with a healthy layer of spoiled milk on top just to add that nice, sour, nose-wrinkling nuance. When I came out of the woods onto a dirt patch not much bigger than a baseball field, I thought I had the wrong animals. These Lycan were mangy—thin enough to be considered emaciated. They were stooped over; more than a few fighting for the discarded leftovers of what looked like a couple of chipmunks or something equally as delicate. These once proud monsters were a shell of their former selves. Everything came to a screeching halt when I was discovered. I had to think that at first they were counting their blessings at the boon that had been laid at their feet and then they caught the more subtle under-scent I carried with me.

      They were quaking with the desire to either run at me and take a chance or run away and save themselves. It was a coin-flip either way. Whatever direction any one of them took, the rest would follow. For obvious reasons, I didn’t want them to attack, but I didn’t want them to run, either. I’d never get them to listen with me chasing after them.

      “Hold on a second.” I put my hands up. Somehow they got more wary. They seemed cornered, and cornered animals are notoriously unpredictable.

      One of the Lycan that seemed a little grubbier than the rest spoke first. “What do you want, Old One?” He coughed out those last words in the form of a growl as if he’d choked on them.

      “What happened to the bold and mighty Lycan? You are living in squalor eating animals usually reserved for snakes.”

      I wasn’t too sure this was a great tact. I was agitating them.

      “Lunos said you were dead,” he said. As he came a step closer, I realized he wasn’t that dirty, he just had very dark fur. Nearly black—like the damned bird. Was this another sign? I’d never seen this color before on a Lycan, and had not a clue if it boded well for me or not.

      “Lunos tends to lie.”

      The Lycan bristled. They prided themselves on their straightforwardness of their race. They had no need to deceive. They just used brute force to take what they wanted, but even they could not deny Lunos’ duplicity.

      “You are yet one more example of this,” the dark one conceded. “Answer my question, Old One. I grow weary of your presence.”

      “What is your name? We have a great many things to talk about; we may need to get to know each other...or not,” I added when I saw drool dripping from more than a dozen muzzles.

      The beast hesitated answering, as if I were a witch and I could gain power by knowing its name.

      “Mikota,” it finally said.

      “Are you the leader here?”

      He let out three loud barks and snapped at me twice. “We have no more use for leaders. Xavier saw to that. He has done his best to destroy us.”

      “Yet it is you above these others that I am talking to.”

      “There is some hierarchy...a sense of structure, but no leader. Never again can we go down that dark path. Our kind have been suffering ever since—lost, purposeless. The once united clans fought deadly battles amongst themselves for resources after you slayed him. Some tried to continue on in Xavier’s place, but were immediately toppled. Even Lunos, the great coward, tried. I almost killed him myself when I chased him away. If not for the four of his tainted ones he uses for protection, I would have sliced him open like a bloated carcass.”

      “You would have done us all a great service if you had, Mikota.” I used his name to try and bridge the gulf between us. If the snarl was any indication, it hadn’t worked so well. Diplomacy has never been a strong suit for me.

      Mikota clearly wanted to kill me, but he was also smart enough to be curious about my last words. I could not wait for him to ask questions, though. The other Lycan were cautiously closing the gap between us. Without a true leader, they were free to do as they wanted, when they wanted. And, of course, we’re talking about Lycan here; it’s not like they are rational. Who the fuck knows what they’re going to do at any particular moment? I know I’ve said it before, but it’s worth noting again, just how fucking large these beasts are. Gorillas and Lycan are roughly the same size and gorillas are terrifying. The key difference is that gorillas, for the most part, want nothing to do with people, whereas Lycan want everything to do with them, at least, the edible parts. If an adult gorilla had a mind to wage hand to hand combat, I don’t think twenty men, hale of health, would stand a chance. With the Lycan, the odds were worse. Every part of them, including their intelligence, had evolved to hunt Man. Danger did not even begin to describe this adversary.

      “Lunos is hunting humans into extinction,” I blurted out when the two animals on my right got dangerously close to striking distance. “Have you noticed how difficult it is to obtain food? Of course, you have.” I was looking around. “Or else you wouldn’t be eating gophers or whatever the fuck you’ve got there.”

      Mikota looked hard at the two near me. Could just as easily have been the “green light” to attack, instead, they eased off.

      “Your kind are fighting for scraps while Lunos and his army of tainted ones gorge.”

      The Lycan pretty much simultaneously growled when I said “tainted ones”. I now had my hot-point keyword. Hopefully, I could play it all the way to the election. Trust me, I had a moment where I thought maybe I could just say “tainted ones” over and over and the Lycan would follow me like I was the pied piper or some shit. Yes, my mind can even wander when I am face to face with somewhere in the neighborhood of a city bus's weight worth of enemy ready to destroy me.

      “Lunos has somehow made an alliance with the werewolves; they willingly do his bidding. He is also in league with a man of magic. He’s destroyed Robert’s Land, and Denarth is next. Soon he will be powerful enough to take down Talboton, and when that is done, there will be nothing left to stop him.” I pressed on. “Listen. I can see why you might not want to fight with man, basically, we are your food source. Personally, I would think it kind of funny to fight alongside cows to combat a bear army. But if someone told me I could never have another cheeseburger unless I helped, I definitely would.” What the fuck are you doing Talbot? This dialog going on in the background; it took all I had to keep from distracting myself. Are you truly asking a mortal enemy to aid us? An enemy, mind you, that once this war is over and we somehow became victorious will ultimately turn around and go back to hunting us. In this case, I decided, the devil you know is still an asshole.

      I could see Mikota thinking this through; that perhaps vegetarianism was a long overdue trait for his people. The death of mankind could only help his people; make things better for all Lycan. Tough to sell this opinion to the rest, though. People had been a main staple of theirs since there were Lycan. Might as well tell Eskimos they could not have any more fish or Vietnamese they could no longer have rice or even worse, tell the Russians that vodka was now off the table. There’d be rioting in the streets.

      “Hold on to this little thought, too, Mikota. When Lunos is done with man, where do you think he’s going to turn his attention next? He will consider any Lycan not at his side a major threat to his hold on power, and he will have you completely weakened by taking away your main food source. He will destroy Lycan as he destroys man.”

      This successfully enraged Mikota. He let rip a howl that had to have shredded the lining of his throat. I was surprised when I did not see thin strips of bloody meat spew forth from his mouth. Add to that, I wasn’t sure if Mikota was pissed off that I had implied the downfall of Lycan or that Lunos would do such a traitorous thing. The ground beneath my stance seemed very unsettled and willing to crack wide open at the slightest provocation. “Don’t know why I continually build skyscrapers on faulty earth,” I mumbled.

      Mikota looked up to the tops of the trees.

      “I said that shit out loud, didn’t I.” It had a questioning phrase to it but it was most certainly a statement. “Weird. You do know what a skyscraper is, though, right?”

      “I have been to the New city of York.”

      “Are you kidding me? To catch an opera? Wait, I bet a baseball game. Should have known you’d be a Yankees fan. Or were you there to see the Cats musical?”

      Mikota growled; maybe he thought I was mocking him, or it was just that I’d thrown out a bunch of words he might not have a complete grasp on. That would piss off just about anybody, and we all know how good at that shit I am.

      “How long?” grumbled from his chest.

      “Need a little more information, Mikota. If you’re talking about his destruction of Mankind, it could be as quickly as a month. I know of no other strongholds than those I mentioned. I know that the Landians range across far expanses of land, but they do not have a central stronghold. Not sure if Lunos would feel compelled to hunt them down first, or come straight for you. At the very most you have six weeks to two months before he comes your way.”

      “We could run,” one of the Lycan hanging back said. He looked like he already had one foot heading in that direction.

      “Yeah, you could,” I addressed him. “Could probably outpace him fairly easily, as well. It’s hell moving an army with a prolonged speed. With only a modicum of luck, you could probably dodge him for the rest of your unnaturally long life. Then what? Food is scarce, you’re always looking over your shoulder, you’ll have to move from place to place...is that the legacy you want to hand down to your young?”

      That wasn’t exactly going to pull heartstrings among the Lycan. For all the similarities they had with wolves, they lacked much of the socializing aspect.

      “The Old One said we could live if we leave this place.” This one was certainly not the altruistic one of the bunch.

      “Quiet your tongue, Cain,” Mikota told him.

      Cain? Figures. This I made abundantly sure to not say aloud.

      “You were the first to stand by Xavier’s side as long as it was the werewolves doing the fighting. Now that the very army we helped build is being turned against us, you would run and hide as if you played no part?” Mikota had turned and squared off with Cain, either to show his dominance or to make sure he wasn’t sucker slashed.

      There was a spark of resentment, or rebellion, in Cain’s eyes, though he did not act upon it. Cowards hardly ever do, unless they are assured of victory. Once Mikota was certain Cain had backed down, he turned back to me.

      “We will come with you.”

      “I hate to look a gift Lycan square in that fang-laced maw of yours, but are you talking about the dozen here?”

      “I am.”

      “That’s not enough, Mikota. He has thousands.”

      “I cannot go to the clans and ask for aid for something I have not seen myself.”

      “I know from dealing with Xavier and his bastard brother that you guys are super-intelligent, but for some reason, you don’t seem to be getting it. He is wiping out vast swaths of humanity. By the time you get to Denarth, check out the truth in my words, run back to the clans, let them know what’s going on, then get them organized and back to the city it will all be over. Your kind got us all into this mess, it’s up to your kind to fix it!” I’d moved a step to get closer to his face. A part of me noted he had not backed up; Cain did, but big deal. A mouse with a chip on his shoulder could probably have accomplished that.

      “I know no other way,” Mikota said.

      “That would be all well and fine if we had a helicopter. Just lie! Just fucking lie to the clans and tell them that you already saw it for yourself.”

      I held my breath as my words sank into his thick, hairy skull. There were the Lycan equivalents of gasps, which were more like a snarling, rabid dog reaction. Mikota did something more unusual; he laughed.

      “Perhaps it is you that is in need of a lesson, Old One. Lycan do not lie.”

      “Oh...I’ve heard that shit before. Every third word out of Lunos’ mouth is a falsehood.”

      “LUNOS IS NOT ONE OF US!” I felt the force of those words upon my face. Got covered in a fair amount of spittle as well. That’s what I get for wanting to get all up close and personal.

      I wiped my face with my sleeve. “Maybe he isn’t. We both know he should have died at the gleaning, and definitely Xavier should have taken care of the problem when he resurfaced later. He didn’t. So we’re stuck with the mess.”

      “Old One, it is you that is not understanding what is happening here. Your kind are the masters of deception; you have so perfected the ways of falsehood that even the person speaking the lie believes it.” I had to yield him that point. “The only reason I am of the belief that I need to see first what is happening at all is because you sought us out to tell us this news. If we had stumbled upon you, I would have thought it merely a ploy to keep us from killing you.”

      “Why would I lie now, Mikota? A trap? Are you thinking this is some elaborate way to get all the Lycan together to start another war? Do humans seem in any way capable of dealing with another conflict?”

      “Yet your kind do it all the time.”

      “Point taken. This is like having a debate with an obstinate child.”

      “You equate me to a child?” Mikota was offended.

      “Only in that you are unyielding of your position. What if you take me to the clans? Would they listen?”

      “They will listen.”

      “Way too literal. Will they act upon my words?”

      “I am under the belief that they will either send Lycan out to verify the authenticity of your statement or just kill you and turn their backs. It is difficult to say in which direction they would go.”

      “This is insane. Do you know how long it will take to get to Denarth from here?” I asked.

      “Do you wish to know how long it would take you? Or us?” he asked back.

      “Both.”

      “Four days for my group here; seven for you. Although, now that I look upon you, I say twelve.”

      He had not meant it as a barb or a way to anger me; it was his honest opinion. He cared little for any emotion it might elicit.

      “Let’s assume I can hang with your initial estimate and make it in under a week. How long from Denarth to the clans?”

      “Seven days.”

      “Okay—let me do the math on this. We leave now, we get to Denarth in seven days.” I looked over to him, he snorted in derision. “My friends’ lives depend on me getting there as fast as I can. When we arrive, you get convinced that I speak the truth, spend an hour or two apologizing for your lack of faith in me, then you head back. That’s another week. You convince the clans to come, it’s another week back. You’re close to three weeks before you can engage our enemy.”

      “There are many factors you have not taken into account, Old One. We will need to rest a day once we get to your Denarthian city. When we get back to a clan, they will need to send word out to other clans. That could be an additional fourteen to twenty-one days.”

      “Did you not hear a fucking word I said? It will be too late by then!”

      “I will leave this place now, Old One, and never look back. Is that a better outcome?”

      I did a couple of small circles like a dog figuring the best place to lay a deuce. “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, stopping in front of him. “Is there anyone here you trust?”

      “They are my brothers and sisters, I trust them all.”

      “Fine, anyone but Cain, that name has traditionally been discredited in my world. Can you send one or two of them back? Maybe they can get the clans together before you bring news back.”

      Mikota did everything but bring his fist up to his chin in contemplation. “It is near to the time of the year of the great gathering. They may meet earlier if there is a great enough need.”

      “This is a great enough need.”

      “They care not what you believe,” he told me as if I needed explanation.

      “Fuck, Mikota, I get it. Lycan hate Old Ones, you hate Old Ones and more particularly, you hate me. Can I ask something specific?”

      He said nothing but gave me a very human nod, meaning: “go on.” It was definitely strange to watch a monster do something quite so basic.

      “If there ever was a war between our kind, it would appear you won. Besides my friend Tommy, who your kind killed, I haven’t seen any like me for way over a hundred years. So how many Old Ones have you fought personally?”

      “I have fought none,” he said almost proudly.

      “None? Interesting. So what, umm, do you attribute the recent Lycan troubles to?”

      A grizzly bear getting stabbed on his nose by disturbed hornets could not have looked any madder. He knew what I was doing. Being led into a trap by your own words is never a pleasant experience.

      “No answer? Well, I’ve got two for you. One’s named Xavier and the other is Lunos. I’ll have you note both are Lycan.”

      Mikota growled.

      “Yeah, grouse all you want, but it’s an Old One who risked his life to talk to you so we can put an end to an affliction that threatens the survival of both of our kinds, which was started by your kind. What more fucking proof do you need?”

      “Perhaps you should talk less and act more.”

      “If we live, and at some point we don’t kill each other, I would really love for you to tell all my friends that.”

      “I will send two Lycan back and the rest of us will go to your city of Denarth, if you but promise me one thing,” Mikota said.

      “I’m listening.”

      “When this is done, you and I will fight until one of us is dead.”

      I didn’t see much of a choice, and it made sense it was probably going to end like that either way. “Deal. I’ll kill you when this is over. I mean, we will fight,” I told him. He seemed mollified.

      He did indeed send two runners back; wasn’t sure that was ever going to happen. Cain looked about as happy to come with us as I did when I was a boy of eight and we went to Aunt Maddie’s house. It always smelled like boiled cabbage and she used to pinch my cheeks mercilessly. She had one of those fucking lap dogs that would always bite at my ankles whenever I turned around. I never got invited back after I locked the little asshole in the pantry in an effort to get away from him. He’d eaten an entire bag of radishes and later that night, once he’d been found and let out, he’d performed double duty in just about every room in the house. And by double duty, I mean puked and shit. Hey, at least it covered over the cabbage smell.

      I was going to make sure that at no point Cain was behind me or around me when I tried to sleep. If he got the chance to kill me it would end this sham of an alliance and he would be able to go back to skulking through life. We started at a pace that I felt reasonably confident I could keep. Little had I known this was more of a warm-up lap than anything. Once they felt they’d sufficiently stretched, we hit a gear I knew was going to be much more difficult to stay up with. Mikota ignored me with a grace I could only think related to royalty and pauper. I caught Cain a few times mean-mugging me. It was only a matter of time before he would see an opportunity to drag a razor-sharp claw across my jugular. I had to think the rest would join in once blood was spilled.

      “This sucks,” I mumbled. Mikota must have heard me; he said something in his native, guttural language and all the other hairies got a good laugh. “Fuckers,” I grunted, this elicited more laughter from the group. I got a breather about an hour in when one of the Lycan stepped on something sharp enough to pierce the thick sole of his foot. Almost sliced the rear pad completely off. One of them had what looked like Aloe and some other herbs; I didn’t spend more than a couple of seconds watching him get fixed up. First off, because I wasn’t welcome, second, because it was gross as hell. Third, I was sucking air in like it was in limited supply and I wanted to hoard as much to myself as possible in private. I didn’t pay much attention to anything else, well, because of the third thing I’d just said, but also because out of my peripheral vision I caught Cain slowly meandering, slash stalking his way over to me.

      “So soon?” I asked, turning to him.

      He shrugged before launching, his large arms splayed out to the side. He was swinging them like a ninja-rotor as he approached. I did the only thing I could think to do and that was drop to the ground. Really not all that difficult, considering just how tired I was. The claw whistled past my head; didn’t even realize until later he’d actually torn through my jacket and had been the width of a credit card from tearing into me. It’s one thing to be enemies in a war—I get that. But when it is just my mere existence that inspires such desire to kill me, well, that’s something entirely different. Surprised Tracy never went this route. Luckily I got my feet under me quickly and was crouched in a fighting stance; he’d already wheeled back and was coming for round two when a dark blur crossed in front of us.

      It was a wrecking ball of fur, fang, and claw. I can’t say I saw a bunch of blood, but there were some hellacious howls of pain and, finally, acquiescence as Cain got into the prone position and deferred dominance to Mikota.

      “Yeah, and let that be a lesson to you, jackass,” I told Cain. Was truly expecting lasers to shoot from those eyes.

      Mikota grunted something pretty friggin’ harsh to Cain before walking away. Could have been “Try that again and I will kill you,” or maybe “next time don’t miss.”

      I approached Cain, but not within range of anything he could strike me with. I got down a little onto my haunches and whispered so only we could hear. Figured I’d do a little script flipping. “I’m going to kill you when I have the chance.” I opened my mouth and gave him a glance at what I was going to do him in with. Was sort of like showing a guy holding a rocket launcher my pistol, but when it’s all said and done, a well placed bullet will do the job. Confusion was the first thing that hit him; probably never had his dinner threaten his life before but that changed immediately to fear when he realized I could make good on my threat. Sure, I’d probably negated any warning Mikota had given him, but that was only going to work for so long anyway.

      I was just starting to feel like I wasn’t going to puke up everything I’d ever eaten since 1982, when Gimpie was all fixed up and ready to go. Was thinking about telling Mikota I’d be alright with resting for the night if it helped Gimpie out, but we were already on the move again. We did go a little slower, but nothing worth celebrating about. By the time we called it a night, I was having a difficult time controlling how my legs responded to messages from my brain, like the one that said it had been my idea to hurry home, or walk.

      “I did not think you would be able to stay with us,” Mikota said. Couldn’t tell if it was a compliment or derision. Didn’t even give a shit. At this pace, we were three more days from Denarth. Vegas would not even issue odds that I could make it, the shot was so long. I found a good sized oak and proceeded to try and lean-scoot my way down to the ground without just flopping there. An eighty-five-year-old would have had an easier time getting out of a half-filled old-school waterbed, than with the spastic attempt I was making at sitting. In the end, I just put my back against the tree and slid down, folded evenly in half. I looked around to see if anyone had noticed just how difficult and pathetic that had been.

      Even though Mikota professed he was not a leader, he very much acted like one. He walked around the entire camp checking on his charges and taking extra time with Gimpie, whose foot looked bathed in blood. Whatever they’d closed it with had not held. It wasn’t long before Mikota came my way. The purposeful stride was pause for concern. I put my hands to either side of me; in theory, I would shoot up like I was spring loaded—or possibly rocket boosted like an ejector seat—though more likely I would flop over onto my face as my legs betrayed me. He pulled up short; maybe he’d seen how I was watching him warily. He said nothing as he got to the ground and turned on his side, his back to me. It was a good couple of minutes and I’d started to relax, when he spoke.

      “I do not yet know which of those with me want to kill you. Though it pains and disgusts me, I think it wise to stay near to you.”

      “Yeah, I ain’t overly-joyed about it either. Shit, man when is the last time you took a bath? Smell a lot like skunk roadkill.”

      He turned and made sure we were looking at each other. “We are not friends, Michael Talbot, we will never be friends. I do not like Cain much, but the thought of letting him tear you up was oddly satisfying. When we are done with our present crusade, I will follow up on the promise you gave.”

      “When we are done, Mikota, I will feel no regret for placing your lifeless body into the ground like I have so many before you.” That made him smile. I was responsible for the deaths of hundreds of beings and I’d just told him in no uncertain terms that I would add him to that long list, and the psychopath smiled. If I could have slept with three eyes open I would have.

      I awoke the next morning, pleasantly surprised that all my parts were where they were supposed to be and I was not sitting in a spreading pool of my rapidly cooling blood. Mikota was up and ready, getting his Lycan ready as well. He tossed me a hunk of something that looked suspiciously like mole. I would have chucked it off to the side when no one was looking but I was famished. If at any point in your life someone offers raw mole, my suggestion is to pass. It had the consistency of rubber and a taste I can’t even categorize. Dirty cockroaches maybe? It was like pulling on Silly Putty getting the meager meat off the small bones. “Better than human, I suppose,” I said as I took another bite.

      “It is not,” Mikota said as he approached.

      I was not overly happy with myself that I had to be reminded that I was in with a group of animals that regularly ate humans for breakfast. There were some grunts, and the group was on the move. I was still standing there with my tiny rodent in hand, wondering what the hell was going on.

      “I haven’t even pissed,” I lamented as I started lightly jogging. I could just about hear chunks of rust break free from my joints and hit the ground. I’d been rapidly coming to the point where I was going to just have to urinate as we ran. Women may not know this, but as a self-defense mechanism against wetting the bed, men will actually get tumescent, or what is more commonly known as “morning wood.” Contrary to popular belief, it has very little to do with sexual excitement. I mean sure, if the opportunity arises we’ll certainly use it, but it’s more about blocking off a urine stream that is desperate for relief. Probably unnecessarily lengthy explanation, but I’m trying to relate why, as I ran with a pack of human-eating savages, I had a raging hard-on. So there it was, scraping back and forth against the front of my pants. I would be hard pressed to remember something that was more irritating. At first, it wasn’t overly unpleasant, then it became slightly aggravating, then it rapidly moved into the realm of unbearable. Later that day, I apologized to my junk profusely for what I had put it through as I took care of business behind a large tree. I sighed in happiness as my bladder shrank back to normal and I realized we were probably going to be alright.

      Kwan was the Lycan with the injured foot. Thing looked like it had been in a blender. Flaps of skin were hanging askew from the original wound; he must have stepped into a running meat grinder. The flesh had a sickeningly sweet smell to it, and I knew what that meant. He was in the initial stages of an infection. That was good news for me; meant the group would be traveling slower, and at some point the brute was going to die. I considered that a win-win. If it had been Cain, it would have been the perfect trifecta. That day was just more running; the Lycan did it as easily as a person might lay in a hammock, it was nothing to them, in fact, I saw one doing needlepoint while we were moving, another a crossword puzzle.

      We lucked out that night when two Lycan brought down a good sized elk. I’d not seen much in the way of restraint concerning these beasts; that they brought back the animal not completely gnawed through was fairly impressive. Hadn’t pegged them for altruists. Mikota ripped a hunk of muscle from the rear leg and tossed it at me. Almost smacked me across the face like a jealous lover’s slap. I was hungry, but a hunk of meat, raw, still warm, and twitching somehow loses its appeal. For all the “prepping” I’d done as a “survivalist” back in the day, I could barely light a fire with a book of matches and a can of gasoline. So even though I had a flint, it took me a good, solid half an hour to get anything remotely considered a flame to start. I’d barely cooked the meat long enough to be considered extremely rare when hunger won out. At least it wasn’t spasming anymore.

      I got a lot of glares from the group regarding the fire. Wasn’t entirely sure what that was about but no one came over to say anything to me so fuck ‘em. Mikota waited until the fire had gone out then resumed his duty as guard dog.

      “You know I can take care of myself, right?”

      “I will allow no one to kill you except for me.”

      “Why is it that I always feel like I’m picking the lesser of two evils as opposed to picking good over evil? I guess it’s beginning to work out in my favor, though. Xavier was bigger than you and Lunos is smarter. Pretty soon I’ll be killing Lycan who are struck down with the dumbs, and then you can all rot in hell—whatever your hell is.”

      I watched Mikota’s fur bristle, though he said no more. He was asleep in ten minutes and I wasn’t too far behind him. The next morning I vowed not to make a repeat performance of my tent pitching. I was tucking everything away when we got the call to move out. If I ever needed a reason to kill Mikota this was enough. Who the fuck sets out on a cross-country marathon without a proper cup of coffee? By the time night claimed its place, Kwan was limping to the point I figured he would have to stop. It was painful to watch. I was surprised he never once changed into his lupine state. Maybe it was frowned upon; I had no desire to learn what their cultural hang-ups were. My goal was to force them into action for problems their kind had caused.

      I was ten feet away when they undid the crude bandages, and I could smell the funk of infection from where I was. The pungent odor of decay was prevalent; the Lycan looked among themselves, they knew as well. Kwan was panting heavily from pain, not from the run. I moved farther away; he was as good as dead. I would be surprised if he made the bell in the morning. We were close to Denarth; I’d even started to recognize some of the terrain. Mikota only verified what I already knew.

      “When the sun is at its highest, we will be at your city. If I do not see what you have told me I will, you will die by my hand.”

      “You’ll note I am not worried. Either Lunos is there like I said he would be and you are forced to confront him, or I rip your head off, scrape out what little brain you have in there, feed it to this raven I know, and then I carry your skull around as a portable shitter. Crapping in the cavity every day will give me an immeasurable pleasure, the likes of which I get a little giddy just thinking about. Probably never even going to clean the thing, it’s going to be disgusting when it starts flowing over the sides and out your eye sockets, and staining everything in brown. Makes me gag a little just thinking about it, but the mere thought that this used to be your brain housing,” I paused and took a deep breath, “I don’t know, it’s just exhilarating I suppose. Gonna lose some friends from the stink, but some things can’t be helped.”

      He had long ago laid down and turned his back to me. His fur stayed bristled for quite a long time after I had finished speaking. You’d think we were married, with how easily I had riled him.

      The next morning, however, I was not thrown so much as a morsel of field mouse. Must have pushed Mikota a wee bit too far the previous evening. Kwan did get up, but he was hot with fever. The brown around his muzzle looked a slick gray color. It was all he could do to keep his eyes from rolling up inside his head. The merciful thing would have been to leave him there and let me put a bullet in his skull; I was all for option two. Though I was wise enough to keep my opinion to myself. He was lagging behind during the warm up phase. At this point, I was pretty glad they hadn’t asked me to shoot him. After three days of constant running, my legs were jelly and Mikota was showing a modicum of mercy by staying slow. In the end, I realized the mercy wasn’t compassion, it was protectionism, self-serving skin-saving. Should have known.

      Because the pace had been reduced, we blew right past the noon timeline Mikota had said. Would have called him on it but even at the slower pace, I was hurting something fierce and there was the chance he’d bust my balls and go faster. It had to be late afternoon by the time I started catching whiffs of fire and real food cooking. A few minutes after that we were at the far edge of the woods. Werewolves, the likes of which I had never seen were sitting on the doorstep of the beleaguered Denarth. Had to be ten deer roasting on spits right out in the open—psychological warfare at its best. Lunos had been here for a while; Denarth was under siege and most likely starving, while the heir apparent strode around like a strutting peacock eating to his heart’s content.

      Speaking of the prick, I caught sight of him walking about his subjects. Looked like an Egyptian god checking in on his people, he was so much bigger than the rest of them. Mikota uttered some words to Kwan, who was somehow still fucking standing. Looked like a few fleas could have taken his ass down at this point. Mikota directed the rest to move away. I could not help but notice he said nothing to me. Never even looked in my direction. Figured out soon enough that following him was way better than staying where we were. Kwan was heading out of the woods and there was a good chance Lunos would send werewolves in to see if he had been with anyone.

      Kwan wasn’t too far from the tree line when the cries of alarm were sounded, well, more like barks and yips, but you get the idea. Got to admit it was nice to see Lunos stiffen a little when he saw the Lycan approach. Wasn’t sure what Mikota hoped to achieve by this; Lunos wasn’t going to kick at the dirt and say how sorry he was and then fold up tents and leave because a Lycan had shown. Then I got it. Kwan wasn’t ever leaving this place. Mikota had seen what he needed and now, foolishly and dangerously, he had just let Lunos know that the Lycan knew as well.

      “Lunos, you must stop this madness,” Kwan said, his voice loud, his words spoken clearly. All activity ceased, and all eyes, werewolf, Lycan, and human were upon him.

      “Says who?” Lunos asked; he was looking from side to side for any signs of a trap. He did come closer to Kwan, but he was surrounded by at least twenty werewolves. It was like using children to defend a general. The more I saw him, the more I hated him. I’d once known in my heart that he was the more dangerous enemy; I should have struck when I had the chance. For all the shit I do on the fly, I can’t believe I missed that golden opportunity. At the time I needed that unlikely alliance.

      “The clans will not allow this.”

      Lunos laughed. “The clans? Those broken down tribes? Where are those valiant warriors that you speak of? On the verge of victory, they scatter to the winds, broken over the backs of three women and an Old One. Are you their emissary? To the strongest force in their nation they send one injured and sick Lycan? Should my fur tremble at your presence?”

      “I am but the first to warn you that your course of action will lead to your ruin,” Kwan told him.

      “Kill him,” Lunos urged his guards. Five werewolves moved forward.

      “You would send tainted ones to murder me? Have you no honor?”

      “Honor? Oh...you wish me to fight you in mortal combat? Is that it? I do not sully myself with the drudgery of fighting. A king cannot be expected to...”

      “King?” Kwan laughed. “The last to claim that title lies dead, picked clean by carrion birds, and placed there by an Old One. An Old One who has once again risen to warn us of this abomination of reign.”

      “Michael Fucking Talbot,” Lunos growled.

      Have to admit, chills ran up my spine, but not from Lunos. Soldiers on the walls of Denarth had heard and a loud cheer rose up. They knew help was out there. An increase in morale might be all they needed. The problem now was, would Lunos continue to play the waiting game, or would he go into a high gear assault?

      “Fuck your honor!” Spittle flew from Lunos’ muzzle as he urged his warriors on, who inhumanely ripped into Kwan. In perfect health, he may have had a decent chance to take the werewolves on, but not after three days of running, injured, and burning with a fever. It occurred to me that foresight of this scenario may have been the reason for Mikota’s kindness on the road. Still, even in his depleted condition he managed to kill two of the guards. With a single swing he had struck the first one so violently on the side of the head that he broke its neck. The second he had sliced his long claws into its stomach with such force that he was forearm deep in the aggressor. That werewolf was going to die, but it hadn’t stopped him from biting down on Kwan’s ear and pulling his head closer to him. By this time, another three were near enough to begin tearing into the bigger beast.

      One had circled behind and bit deeply onto the back of his thigh, effectively hamstringing him. I involuntarily winced at the pain I knew he had to be feeling. Once he fell backward, his neck became exposed and two werewolves went after it like horny teenagers under the bleachers during the homecoming game looking to give a world class hickey while their parents were in the stands above them. Hey man, don’t judge me—I was fifteen, they were twins, and I had been heading to the locker room after the first quarter to get a piece of equipment fixed. Oh...Sara and Tara...how I miss you so. Got a lot of weird looks from my teammates when I came back and my neck looked like I had got into a fight with an octopus and lost. Could have tackled an opposing player with the rager I had for half the next quarter. I mean, I didn’t, because, well, that would have been awkward, but the damned thing just wouldn’t go down. That was, of course, until I got my bell rung from an illegal block, then it was hard to think about anything other than the little birds swirling around my head.

      Sara and Tara hadn’t been too keen on continuing our petting session after our team beat theirs. Had I known the price of that victory I might have taken a dive. ‘Cause lord knows I remember those two way more than I remember the score of that game. I learned a valuable lesson that day; even in victory you can lose. Though now that I’m thinking about it, more than likely they wouldn’t have hooked up with me had we lost, either. It had all been a ploy to get me distracted. Fuck it. I’m glad we trounced the shit out of Norwood, 32 to 12. Fuck yeah I remembered the score. Sara, Tara, if your great-great-grandkids are reading this...call me.

      I’d traveled away mentally so I could be spared what was happening in the here and now. I couldn’t even see Gimpie anymore, he was on the ground. But that hadn’t stopped the attack. Tufts of fur, spurts of blood, and coils of meat were being flung up into the air with abandon. It would appear that tainted ones held as much hatred in themselves for Lycan as the reverse.

      “Old One...are you out there?” Lunos called out once the savagery of the attack was over and his guards returned to the fold. I noticed that not one werewolf went out and checked on their two lost compatriots. It was definitely interesting to note that they had no camaraderie amongst their own kind even in this new regime. “You are. I can smell your foulness upon the air!” He was baiting me, and I didn’t care. I wanted to take that baiting from him and shove it down his throat. Mikota looked over to me. He wasn’t going to stop me. I’d shown him Lunos’ madness and if I went out there I’d show him mine, right before a dozen werewolves sent me on my merry way to the pearly gates.

      “Denarth is mine, Old One. Every day a few more of them defect when they realize there is no hope within those walls. Every day more of them become sick from malnutrition. It is the old and the young that suffer the most; they are dying in there and you can do nothing about it!”

      “I’ll fucking show you nothing,” I said quietly. Mikota motioned for the Lycan to move, they were running before I got that first shot off. Drilled a fucking werewolf guard in the center of his forehead; his eyes crossed as it looked like he was trying to see where he’d been hit. Would have been an incredible shot if that was where I’d been aiming. The sights were off by almost a foot to the right and the same in elevation. I didn’t have time to adjust the apertures; I would have to go with good old Kentucky windage, which basically meant I was going to aim a foot higher and a foot wider to the left than I needed. Not the optimum means of acquiring a target, but I was pressed for time. Twenty werewolves had peeled off and were speeding in my direction. Plus, Lunos was actively seeking a safer haven.

      There was a howl of rage as I put a round squarely into his shoulder. His holler of pain was immediately drowned out by the cheers of those in Denarth. That was all great and fine but he wasn’t dead, and he’d been completely obscured by those around him whom I would gladly send to Valhalla or that great farm in the sky, but I had a more pressing problem barreling down on me and I needed to adjust my aim if I was going to have any chance of getting out of here.

      “So fast,” I think I muttered as I tried to track them with my sights. I was finally beginning to comprehend how screwed I was; this was when I figured it was a good time to bolt. The point of no return was smacking me upside the head. The Lycan douche bags had left—good to see how handy they were going to be in a pinch. Howls of victory were closing in and that’s when I heard the first volley of shots ring out. The Talbotons were helping my retreat, basically saving my ass. They’d cut down so many of them that the rest had turned and were heading back, tails shoved up their asses like furry plungers to clean the shit out. I mean, most likely not, but it’s what I chose to picture, so doesn’t that basically make it real? Another loud cheer came from the wall. I had the feeling they’d not had much to cheer about these last few weeks. I did a wave and a small bow before I went to find the Lycan. Always the showman.

      “Hey, thanks for the back-up,” I told Mikota when I caught up with them.

      “I had more than hoped they would have killed you.”

      “You’ll get your chance to die, flea-bag, just like all the others before you. Now before you go all growling, howling, and showing me your wicked long teeth, you saw what the fuck you needed to see. You going to tell the clans or not?”

      I was more than a little surprised he had not yet launched himself at me. He showed more restraint than I would have, had our roles been reversed. Kind of weird to think I was more of a loose cannon than this actual wild animal.

      “I will tell the clans,” he said.

      “I’m not coming with you.”

      “You are backing out of our agreement?” This time, he did take a step forward.

      “Relax. You and I are still on. In fact, I look forward to it.” I was not, but I needed it to sound convincing. I’ve got to believe Mikota wasn’t buying a word of it, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to keep talking a good game. Shit-talking was half the game—my game, anyway. “We both know I’ll just slow you up, plus, I’m not sure we could keep each other from hacking away before the Lunos issue is resolved. We need to remember that this is bigger than just you and me; both of our kinds’ ultimate future hangs in the balance of a very unsteady alliance. No one needs you and I fighting upon that precarious balance, trying to tip it prematurely in our favor.”

      “And what are you going to do in the meantime?”

      “I’m going into Denarth to help where I can.”

      “They will not hold out much longer.”

      “Then you better hurry your ass up.”

      He took one step closer. My muscles were coiled tight, we were as close to blows as we had ever been. He made sure I could see just how much bigger he was than me as I craned my neck to look up at him.

      “You move any closer, sasquatch, and I’m going to expect a kiss and dinner.”

      He grumbled something and the group started to move away. Mikota made a great show of holding his position a few more heartbeats before turning to follow. Wish I could lie and say I did not let out a huge pent-up breath. But as I said, it would have been a lie.

      “Now what, Talbot?” The thought of being cooped up and confined within the walls of Denarth while the citizenry suffered sounded about as much fun as having your privates waxed. Not that I ever have, but I can only imagine the pain that comes with that particularly odd grooming behavior. I wanted to scope out Lunos’ camp but I wasn’t sure that was feasible or wise. He had more werewolves than I could count and now they were going to be on high alert. They knew we were out here and would not let their guard down. But I didn’t have to get too close to put a bullet in Lunos or his magic performing buddy, and either’s death would be a boon to our side.

      Whatever I decided to do, it would have to wait. I could hear roving patrols of werewolves moving in the woods, looking for myself and Mikota. I looked to Denarth but instead turned and went farther into the woods. I heard howls from the werewolves, then the running of multiple feet. They’d picked up Mikota’s trail and were now in hot pursuit.

      “Not going to be able to drag your feet now, big guy.” I laughed. I was glad I hadn’t said it too loud; not all the werewolves had departed. I could use my gun, but my best option was to stay silent. If they thought I left with the others, that would be for the best. My strategy right now was to get away. There had been a good sized stream a few miles back; that was where I was headed. They’d lose my scent and I could circle back. Lunos would still be leery, but maybe I could take the edge off his caution. I stopped every quarter mile or so to gauge whether I was being followed. Near as I could tell they’d not picked up my trail. Worked for me. Ran for another mile then slowed to a walk. Nothing, not so much as a howl, in the distance. The woodland creatures were going about their business, unconcerned with my presence.

      Seems I’d caught a bit of a break, but I could not help thinking: like the video games of old, I’d been given a “save point” right before the real shit was about to go down. I walked in calf-deep water for a few hundred yards and when I figured it was safe, I walked another few hundred before exiting on the side opposite I’d come in on. The waterway traveled north to south, and Lunos was east of here. Figured I’d go up a few miles, then head due east and come into Lunos’ area from the north. I’m sure he’d have guards there, but most likely he wouldn’t be expecting anything from that direction, or so I hoped. I knew Denarth was in trouble, but there wasn’t a whole shitload I could do on my own. And, no shit if it wasn’t nice to walk for once. Getting a bunch of food in my belly and getting my legs and stamina back was priority one.

      Scoping out Lunos as best I could and getting into Denarth were priorities two and three respectively. I decided to keep heading north for a few miles more. Figured game would be more prevalent in these less traveled parts, though I don’t know who the fuck I was kidding, all of these parts were less traveled. We were almost to the point again where nature could nearly reclaim what was once all her own. Though she would not have a conscientious overseer in Lunos. I needed to figure out what his Green Man was all about. I had my doubts he was working under Lunos’ rule, more likely side by side with the intent of taking over at some point...but for what reasons? If people were all but gone, what did he hope to have sovereign authority over? King of Nothing was about as enticing as ghostly filet mignon. Sounded good in theory, but had no substance.

      Green Man had an ulterior motive, so, just what the hell was it, and could it be exploited? By the time it was all said and done, I had to have been close to ten miles from Denarth. I was on a small ridge, maybe twenty feet higher than the surrounding terrain—plenty enough to see down into a small clearing which was about two hundred yards across and double that in width. A little pond of water, roughly the size of an Olympic pool, was offset from the middle. Had to have been a few hundred birds swirling around, even a few ducks. Thought about taking a shot, but shooting at birds two hundred yards away is tantamount to wasting rounds. Then I heard the familiar honking of geese, Canada geese. The same damn geese that had been protected by the Fish and Game Department of the United States. Which, at the time, was fine. I’m just remembering that the bastards used to shit by the metric ton wherever they landed. I know it drove land owners nuts when they couldn’t blast them.

      Fifty or sixty of them peeled off from the main group and made splashing water landings to get a drink and a breather. They took up the entire body of water; missing was not a possibility. Three rounds in, I’d put two birds down. I was running like the dinner bell had been sounded and I had to eat fast before there was nothing left. My intention had been deer, but this would do just fine. I snapped the neck of one still thrashing around, spent the better part of an hour de-feathering the two birds, gutting them, cleaning them out pretty good by washing their bodies in a stream, and it was then, as I was walking back to where I was going to spend the night, I realized I didn’t have a goddamned fire.

      “You have got to be kidding me.” I held them up so I could see the, large, freshly prepared birds; looked like something I could have gone down to the local supermarket and picked up, and I couldn’t wait to eat them. I was determined there and then to build me a first-rate fire and quickly. Odds of success were low, but what choice did I have? First thing I thought to do was see if there was some more flint in the small pack Azile had given me, I’d beaten the shit out of the other piece. I rooted around for a few seconds. I sat down heavily on my ass and let out a laugh as I pulled out the brightly colored, small, plastic item. It was a brilliant-blue Bic lighter.

      “You are one of the best women I have ever known in my life, Azile.” I spun the dial with my thumb; a nice flame ignited. An hour later and I was tearing into some roasted fowl and it was fucking heavenly. I was sated after I licked the grease from the first bird off my fingers. By the time I packed the second one away, I could barely move. As I lay on my back I looked about eight months pregnant, judging by how my stomach pooched out.

      “I could still eat some apple pie,” I told the stars. “Maybe with some Cool Whip or even some vanilla bean ice cream. Oh, wouldn’t that just be phenomenal.” My eyes were getting heavy just as a familiar sight from days gone by flew high overhead. “Are you kidding me? A satellite? Those are still up there? Wonder if I could still watch MTV.” I tracked it to the horizon and my lids fell shut heavily with its passing.
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        MIKE JOURNAL ENTRY 14

      

      

      WHEN I AWOKE the next morning, I fully expected to be surrounded by a pack of something, whether it was werewolves, Ewoks with sharp sticks, or maybe just vigilante geese looking to avenge the deaths of their friends Bernie and Crenshaw. Just something, anything, that was in a serious rush to kill me. Again, nothing. Not so much as an ant, irate because I’d slept on the south tunnel opening and he was going to have to work overtime to get it back up and running. This chapter in my existence had the habit of keeping the life-o-meter pegged in the red. And, if we were going to keep our averages up, that meant the next few days had to be in the over-burn position.

      I was still full from the night before, but I was also still wondering what the odds of another flock dropping in for dinner were. I knew I was about to go traipsing through puddles of shit, and now I wasn’t in quite such a rush. Sounds all fine and fun when you have nothing to live for, but now that I had Azile and the babies and me and the geese were getting acquainted, well, I mean you can’t blame me for not wanting to be on the receiving end of something nasty. I was thinking of any excuse to stay just a little longer; I had an idyllic view, filled with the beauty of no one trying to kill me. Hadn’t been able to say that in a while. I was thinking about dislocating a shoulder or two and having to stay until they were fine, like maybe a week or two. Fuck it. Maybe a decade or two. The kids would be past those brutal teenage years and we could go out and grab a beer together to reconnect.

      I smiled at the remembrance. I think it was a pseudo-fantasy of every couple to ship their thirteen-year-old off to some obedience training school or something and then receive them back when they were twenty. When they had returned to civility and all those fucking alien hormones that had gummed up the works were flushed out. Had a feeling that Azile would hunt me down way before that happened though, and she was way scarier than a ‘tuded up teenager, unless of course the little shits had inherited her powers.

      “Great. I wonder how many times they’re going to turn me into a newt.” I packed up my meager supplies, patted my belly, took one more long look, sighed mightily and started out. Not sure if it was my subconscious or not, but for a few hundred yards I was heading west. I made up most of the distance fairly quickly; it was that last mile that was going to take hours. Werewolves were everywhere. I could not for the life of me find a valid reason as to why I was set on continuing this mission. The upside was non-existent; Lunos and Magic Man would be deep in the eye of this storm. And swirling all around the tempest were a thousand or more werewolves. Maybe in some strange, alternate world, I would be able to get past that many eyes—but never that many noses. I guess Old Ones smelled pungent, like ointment and pepper.

      That got me to digress. Shocker, I know, but I’ve said it before, stress does that to me. Much easier to think on a past event than deal with the crappy present. The previous night, when I had found the lighter, I had also come across a small metal container. Not much bigger than a hockey puck, I’d unscrewed the top and inside there was a white, lotion-type substance. Guys will understand this. I was alone and I had lotion...If I’d had some tissues, the perfect storm would have formed. Then I took a whiff of the lotion and realized it had menthol in it. Fucking curled my nose hairs I’d taken such a large inhalation. “Oh, nooo. Not you again, bastard,” I told that container and screwed the top back on. I’d been fourteen; there was little that sex-addled brain couldn’t manifest into something erotic. I think the Sears catalog had come, and BY GOD! They had women in bras. It was like the holy grail of porn back in my youth.

      I’m surprised my crotch didn’t just explode violently, blowing the front of my jeans out like I’d shoved a grenade down there while I waited for my parents to go out. With catalog in hand, I retreated to every teenager's home away from home: the bathroom. It happened so fast I don’t even remember getting naked. I was, umm, getting ready to get down to business when a small container caught my eye.

      “Hmmm...Vicks VapoRub.” I unscrewed the top, grabbed half a handful, and smeared it all over my crotch like my junk was a sundae and the Vicks was whipped cream. Everything was good to go for about twenty seconds, then, well, things took a dramatic turn for the worse. The cooling sensation became a burning hot magma event on my privates. I was furiously using a towel to wipe the excess off. Too late, though; the damage had been done. I was awkwardly trying to get on the countertop and get my crotch under the faucet, since young males don’t know a lot about bathtubs. I’m ashamed to say it took me a lot longer to remember the shower than it should have. By the time I figured that out, I had fat tears rolling down my cheeks. I was convinced my dick was going to fall off, in fact, I almost wished it would. For ten full minutes I stood in the shower with my pelvis thrust forward while a steady stream of cold water rinsed over my blistered stuff.

      Magma cooled to bacon grease which yielded to freshly nuked hot pocket filling which eventually gave way to a sidewalk on a hot summer day. Finally, I got to a point where I could get out of the water, though I had no desire to resume my previous activities. I put the lid back on the jar of demon cream, dressed and went back to normal activities. I must have checked my bagpipe fifty times that night, thinking at some point it was going to blacken and puff like a charred hotdog. My dad must have thought I’d drank two gallons of water with how many times I went into the bathroom for half a minute. Just want to add, in case you were worried, that everything worked out just fine and I did finally get some alone-time with that catalog the very next day...although, there was an unfortunate accident where, umm, so much had been, err, saved, that when it made its glorious exit, it obliterated the entire two-page spread.

      There was no amount of clean-up that was going to keep those pages from sticking together, and nothing could remove the telltale stain. With a great sadness to the parting of our company and the loss of more happy rendezvous, I tossed the catalog in the outside garbage can. It was a week-long dry spell until my father’s National Geographic came in. The generations of kids who could surf the online buffet could never understand the struggles we suffered before the advent of the internet. And then I thought of the poor bastards today; not so much as a fucking Swim Suit Issue. What the hell do they use? I wasn’t sure, but I had to believe they’d figured it out on their own. Anyway, I’ve nurtured a serious aversion to menthol, with good reason, for most of my life. Can’t tell you how many times Tracy had tried to put some on my chest whenever I was sick and had a cough. She must have thought I was even more insane with how vehemently I had argued against her using that Beelzebub-balm on me. I was terrified some would somehow migrate south...and I shudder to think of those ramifications.

      And just like that, I’d brought it full circle. I’d figured out, in my own, spectacularly logical way, why Azile had put the Satan-salve in the bag. If I dabbed that on, there was no chance the werewolves would smell me. But I could only imagine that they would wonder what that other overpowering stench was. It was either that, or Azile had somehow figured out my past problem with the ointment and was just having a go at me. It certainly wasn’t above her to do something like that...no, right now the stakes were too high. The joke was most certainly going to be on me if the werewolves were attracted to me like bears to a honey pot.

      I swallowed hard as I grabbed a handful. I applied some to the back of my ears and wiped a liberal amount on my boots. I stood up only to realize I now had to take a world class piss. “Oh fuck no. These hands are not going anywhere near there. You’re just going to have to hold it.” I was not happy with myself. “Once wasn’t enough?” I was speaking directly to my crotch. I think it shrugged. I moved closer to the very outer fringes of the encampment. Not much foot traffic; this was where the werewolves came to take care of some of their basic needs. It smelled very much like the cesspool it was becoming, although that wasn’t stopping a couple of them from rutting. I could hear the animalistic sounds of their copulations not more than twenty yards to my right. I could only hope they were using protection. No one needs a litter running around, especially if they weren’t prepared for it. Being a foot soldier doesn’t pay well.

      The true test was coming; that I’d not been noticed alongside a roadside latrine that had never been cleaned while two beasts consummated in the bushes was not a great test of Azile’s gel. The sun had realized it had become an enemy of mine and decided now might be as good a time as any to call it quits. The darker it got, the more grateful I became. I’d hardly been moving, but with the coming of the darkness, I’d darted from tree to tree to conceal my approach. This side of the camp was bathed in natural light, which meant not much at all. It was cloudless, but I guess for now the moon was on my side, so had not yet shown. She was a traitorous bitch though, and would not stay away long. Whatever this was that I was doing, it needed to happen in the next few hours. I had plenty of time to ponder the stupidity of this venture as I picked out my next hiding spot. I hadn’t even an inkling of a fucking clue as to what I was going to do after the dart-and-skulk maneuvers. Most times I usually had the ghostly mirage of a design. The phantasm of a plan. The illusion of an idea. You get the picture.

      This time, I was drawing blanks. “Better than shooting blanks,” I grimaced.

      “How fucking old are you?”

      “Not so old that that shit isn’t going to be funny.”

      “Have you always been so juvenile?”

      “Of course, I’m a guy.” The menthol rub was working better than I could have hoped for. I’d seen a few of the werewolves wrinkle their snouts when they caught wind of it, but for the most part, they plain just ignored it. I had become a black hole of scent. The deeper in I went the slower my forward progress. There were just so many of them; there was hardly a tree free of them. For whatever reason though there were more campfires going here and as such they tended to congregate around them. Gave me a couple of advantages as they became night-blind, and obviously, they weren’t moving about much as they sat around and told stories about whose tail was bigger and who had fewer fleas, that sort of thing.

      I heard the fluttering of tent material long before I saw it. If it hadn’t been for a slight breeze, I would have passed it on by. It was off to my right and through a thick nest of beasties. I could just make out a tan colored structure. “Tent” meant “important person”, and there were only two of them in this entire camp. I needed to get there, it just wasn’t going to be possible with what seemed like Manhattan’s entire population walking around. I needed to stay put until most of them went to sleep. That was all well and fine for now, but directly in front of me through the woods I could see the first soft glowing of the horizon, heralding in the moon’s arrival.

      “Couldn’t be fashionably late?” I asked her. A loon laughed off in the distance. By the time the werewolves turned in for the night, the area looked like it was lit with an overabundance of nightlights. What I wouldn’t have paid for this much lighting on those nights I needed to use the restroom and my feet had magically found the steel corners of the bed or more likely the legion of Legos strewn about the floor. I’m not sure if there is a more intense sharp burst of pain then stepping on that plastic cinder block of doom. What I did notice was that as the night progressed, more of the werewolves reverted back to their natural form. It seemed that only the guards stayed in their more terrifying incorporation. Save the rifle, backpack, axe, decent clothes, and some rugged good looks, I blended in fairly well.

      Okay, not at all. Most of the people looked feral; they were naked and didn’t give a shit, they were caked in dirt and their hair was so long it made it difficult to tell male from female, I mean except for the plethora of breasts swaying about. You’d think that would actually be pretty cool, but yeah, not so much when your life is hanging in the balance. I could get down to the basics just as easily as the rest of the people here—the problem was having to hide my rifle. That was the only thing that kept a measure of balance in this equation, and even that wasn’t too much.

      “Fuck it.” I found a decent stretch of bushes to stash my stuff. I was just pulling my shirt over my head when I began to wonder just how many times I had said “Fuck it.” Probably more times than should be allowed and still stay living. Most that follow this route ended up getting a Darwin Award for finding the most unique way to exit this life. And that’s saying something. If you can do something that the billions before you could not, well, even if it costs you your life, you have left a legacy. Although, I never want to be the man that suffocates under a five hundred pound pile of elephant shit, even if it makes the record books. I got down to the coating God gave me and then grabbed some handfuls of dirt and rubbed it around my body. This was where I was convinced that the bush I was halfway under housed a pretty virulent strain of poison ivy. I was not a fan of the gritty feeling the dirt was giving me; I made sure to keep it away from moving parts, like elbows, under arms, and most definitely thighs. I had a moment of doubt when I stood and pushed my boots under. I could deal with my tallywacker fluttering about, but having exposed feet out in the wild? Well, that was a whole other basket of head-fuckery.

      I put more of the lotion on and grabbed my hand axe. I’d seen some of the other people carrying things about; I didn’t think this would look too unnatural. I wrapped my belt around the blade, hoping to make it look like some other type of unwieldy tool I had no name for, should someone ask. Again here was something else I hadn’t thought through. I was halfway to the tent when I figured if I got into trouble and I needed the blade in a hurry, I was going to be in a bit of a spot. “Yeah–hold on a sec...I just have to unravel this leather strap that is hiding the sharp edge of my weapon.” I’m sure most murderous attackers would be happy to wait. I was about ten feet from the rear of the tent; maybe the guard there could not smell what or who I was, but he sure as hell could see me.

      “State your business,” he grumbled.

      “It smelled like shit over here...I figured this was the shitter. What the hell did you eat?”

      His massive head swiveled in the traditional puppy-tilt kind of way. Thirty seconds into my ploy to become one of the natives and I was already far along the way to blowing it.

      “It is that way.” He pointed to the back of the camp. “Leave here now. No one is allowed to come near.”

      “You should call your friend over,” I said, pointing to the other guard. “I found something Lunos will be interested in.”

      The other guard was drifting over. Guard duty sucked. Almost one hundred percent of the time it was the most boring gig ever. You basically stood there for hours on end making sure nothing happened. And in the vast majority of cases, nothing ever did. So here was a fellow soldier saying he’d found something for their leader to see, of course, that would garner attention, especially since I was showing it to them first; most likely they would have never otherwise got an opportunity to see it. I was struggling with the belt, kind of like I figured I would. Yeah, I was fucking nervous. Then it all kind of came to me.

      “I think I found something that belonged to the Old One,” I said in hushed tones. The two werewolves leaned back, almost as if by the very force of that name. Then they leaned in, as I more calmly removed the strap. The silver blade gleamed brightly in the moonlight. Pretty strange to hear werewolves “ooh and aah”. The nearest guard had got even closer, like maybe he was far-sighted and wanted to get a better view. I swung that thing so fast and so hard I drove it halfway through his forehead, neatly cutting it in two. I looked to the second werewolf, who was having a difficult time reconciling what he was seeing. I gave him a look like the axe had a mind of its own and I couldn’t be held accountable for the devious things it did.

      He let out a short, strangled bark. I had swung up, hoping to lop the bottom of his jaw completely off; instead, I got it lodged deep into his neck. His Adam's apple and a three-inch thick slab of wet meat were now flapping in the breeze. Copious amounts of blood poured from the wound. He staggered back, taking a half-hearted swipe at me. He stumbled and fell to one knee before falling all the way back, his large paws clamped around the wound. His breathing was extremely fast, his chest rising and falling at an unnatural speed. If he had any anger directed at me, it quickly melted to fear. I looked around, quickly trying to figure out if his initial warning had been heeded. I left him gurgling in his own blood—part of me wanted to be merciful and finish him off, but I was under a serious time crunch—or so I told myself. Part of me wanted him to suffer, to realize in his last few tortured moments how wrong his choices in life had been. I moved close to the tent and dragged the edge of my blade on the material, doing my best to not go fast and make the sound of the fabric separating any louder than it needed to be.

      Who knew it wasn’t going to matter? Green Man was sitting in a large chair, a table next to him with six candles burning brightly on it. The kicker was that he was facing the back of the tent, and more specifically, me. I had not been expecting the alien slant of his features; his face was smooth and rubbery looking, like wet clay. It looked like Salvador Dali had sculpted it. The only thing that led credence to him actually being human was a long white beard.

      “You’ve come this far, Michael, don’t be shy,” he said almost grandfatherly. After I had poked my head in and realized I’d been discovered I’d pulled out quickly. “If you attempt to run, I will have a hundred of my followers here before you can blink. They love a good chase.”

      It did not sound an idle threat. I cautiously poked my head in again, looking for the spring mechanism inside to snap my neck like a huge mouse trap.

      “I assure you, it is just you and me,” he said as I crawled in and stood. “And before you go getting any wild ideas about attempting to attack me, know that I am completely protected. It would prove futile and...somewhat painful for you.”

      Again, I didn’t think he was bluffing. He looked entirely too calm and sure of himself.

      “Sit, sit. It hurts my neck to keep looking up like this.” He motioned to a small wooden chair that somehow I hadn’t noticed before, off to his right. I did what was prudent and sat. “Would you like something to drink?”

      Of course, my first thought was he was going to poison me but then I thought he could have easily killed me half a dozen times in that first minute.

      “What are the odds you have beer?”

      He laughed. “Sadly, no. Lunos told me you were...um, unique. I am glad that I finally got to lay eyes on you myself.”

      “You knew I was coming?”

      “Not until very recently, but when I saw the opportunity, how could I refuse? You are what legends are made of. Are you not? A vampire from a by-gone era who, apparently, cannot be stopped by death. That is a tale we will need to discuss sometime.”

      “So what are we planning on discussing tonight?” I was getting the feeling that the longer I stayed, the harder it was going to be to get out.

      “I would very much like to talk about the age you come from. I see surprise in your features. I suppose you thought I was from then as well. Sadly, that is not the case. Though I have extensively studied old texts I have found. Your old government was kind enough to keep huge information repositories in the event something cataclysmic, like a nuclear war, was to ravage your land. I know this might be too soon for you, but I find it extremely amusing that zombies, basically hordes of corpses with rotted brains and a carnivorous slant took down the so-called architects of the world.”

      “Meh. Nothing new about that. Stupid people have been trying to ruin shit since there were people. When you get a bunch of them together there’s nothing they can’t FUBAR.”

      “That is very true.” He made a teepee with his fingers and placed them under his jaw.

      “Speaking of stupid people, doing stupid shit...” I was looking at him.

      “Careful. At this moment, we are still on very different sides.”

      “There a chance you’re coming over to the light?”

      “You believe your side to be the one of moral right? Can you honestly say your path of righteousness is not lined in death, darkness, and horror?”

      “I’ve been in more battles than I care to remember. Have I had to dip over occasionally to make sure we were victorious? Yeah, I have, and I’d do it all again.”

      “Ah. I see you are using your old idiom—any way to good is good. Do you believe that those you sacrificed in your quest believe that?”

      “How do you know what I have and have not said?”

      “Talboton also has a wealth of information, and for a while, I made myself a citizen of that fair community. It was fascinating reading about you through the eyes of your friend, BT. He loved, adored, revered, and more importantly, feared you. Ultimately, that is why he left you.”

      “You lie!” I stood.

      “For what purpose?” He seemed amused he had managed to get me to react in such a way. “Sit, sit, I have the guards under a charm, but even that will not work if you start screaming.”

      I sat, though now I was figuring out how I could bury my axe in his smug countenance.

      “He was watching the world pass you on by, and he could not stand what it was going to do to you. In the end, you pushed him away. Not with words, but with your actions; you grew cold when there was no more war to fight...except against an enemy you had no hope of defeating.”

      “Time.” I let my head sag.

      “Is it merely more legend or is it true you walked the other side?”

      “What do you want from me? Is this your attempt at recruitment?”

      “It would be better for all involved if you did willingly come to my side.”

      “Your side? Not Lunos’?”

      “He is but a means to an end.”

      “Does he know that?”

      “I would imagine on some level he does. He will try to kill me when we are close to achieving our separate goals. The attempt may have already happened if you hadn’t shown back up. I’d never seen him more upset.”

      “My wife used to say I had that effect on people.”

      “Ah yes, Saint Tracy.”

      “Careful where you tread Green Man.”

      “Green Man? Would you like to know my real name?”

      “Sure, I’ve got nothing more pressing going on at the moment.”

      “Ganlin.”

      I sat for a sec; the name struck me oddly but I could not pinpoint why. Then like someone had pulled up the shades during a bright sunshiny day, I said, “Well, well, don’t you think mighty highly of yourself!” I could not help it. “Forgive me if I’m wrong, but the coincidence seems entirely too…well, coincidental.”

      “Whatever are you talking about?” He seemed taken aback.

      “You pompous ass! Grabbed a couple of famous wizard names didn’t you? Gandalf and Merlin and mashed them together. You do realize that both of them were white wizards, working with Man in harmony to defeat an aberration in nature.”

      “I would argue that Man is the aberration.”

      I was hoping to ruffle his feathers a wee bit.

      “You are one, dipshit. Just because you know a few card tricks and can fool a Lycan into believing your shit don’t stink, doesn’t mean you aren’t human.”

      I was flung hard from my chair, my back striking the thick tent pole. I heard a loud crack—it was either my spine or that spire.

      “Did that look like a parlor trick?” He was standing.

      “Wrong. I picked the eight of clubs.” I tried to laugh but my ribs were killing me.

      He raised his hand, I felt bands of steel made entirely from air wrap around me and hoist me up. I was hovering at the top of the tent, some fifteen feet high. He opened his fist and I plummeted down. I did my best to brace the fall but every bit of air I had in my lungs was forcibly expelled. My ribs screamed in protest as I coughed and wheezed trying to get in air.

      “The great and mighty Michael Talbot—groveling at my feet!” Ganlin shouted. “I could crush you like the diseased vermin that you are!”

      My mouth and beard were coated in blood. I grimaced, showing him my red teeth. “Do it then and stop being a bitch,” I wheezed out.

      His fist began to close; I felt those steel bands wrap around me again, but instead of lifting me up they began to compress. My ribs, which were already barely holding together under protest, began to bend. I heard multiple cracks. I would have screamed out loud if it had been physically possible. As it was, the screech inside my head was blindingly loud. He was crushing me like a redneck does a can of cheap beer. An empty can, I might add. Rednecks don’t waste beer, we have that in common. Just when I figured he was going to drive bone shards into my lungs and heart, it stopped. I didn’t move for countless minutes, mostly because I couldn’t. My heartbeats were laborious and tortured as my oxygen-starved body desperately sought the life-giving gas. The veins on my neck were throbbing as they sent dangerous carbon monoxide infused blood to my brain.

      I’d never imagined I would go out with such a whimper and to a guy that looked like he was well into his retirement years and could play a pretty decent, albeit skinny and deformed, Santa Claus.

      “That...that was unfortunate.” Ganlin had turned his back to me and was working on something at the table. “I had hoped to show you a higher purpose and perhaps bring you aboard. I do not believe I have furthered that cause.”

      You think? I could not say it but I sure thought it. It was ten minutes later that I got something resembling a full breath in. I had, at least, three broken ribs and definitely some internal bleeding. I’d basically been run over by a Chevy, and not one of those little fuel economy cars, but a full blown dually truck.

      He brought over a small mug. He gently lifted my head and forced the bitter liquid down. I did not resist because, frankly, I couldn’t, and he really didn’t need to make me ingest something to finish me off anyway. I felt immediately better as the drink spread a warmth throughout my entire body; I could even feel it in my fingertips and toes.

      “This will ease the pain while your body takes care of the damage.” He was back to the kindly grandfather tone.

      Just my luck, my enemy had to exhibit savage, bipolar mood swings in tempo with a hummingbird's wing flaps.

      “I think it would be best if I just killed you, Michael. You are too filled with what you believe to be right. And even if you were not, Azile is, and it is her I care about, not you. You are the means to my ends, I am afraid. The casualty in my war. Merely a stepping stone for me. How does that make you feel, to be on the receiving end of your analogy? Poetic justice, perhaps.”

      Anger began to cloud my judgment and more of it was directed at myself than Ganlin. It would be one thing if I had charged headlong into a trap, as I was wont to do. No, the real problem was that I had, reluctantly, reset his snare so that it would be all ready to go when Azile stepped in it. There was hope; I wasn’t dead yet and she wasn’t caught. The clock was ticking, though. It had taken no small measure of time before I was able to sit up. The pain was immense, but the stab of defeat, of lying on the ground at the feet of my enemy, was worse. In my long career of warfare, I do not believe I had ever been so thoroughly and completely bested.

      “What do you want her for?” I asked when I thought I could speak without my words being coated in bile or blood. Still ended up coughing them out like the victim of severe smoke inhalation.

      “It is difficult for you to realize that the world does not revolve around you, isn’t it? That your actions alone will not decide the fate of this war? That you are not the strongest hero of this age?”

      I guess he was trying to drag down my morale, I actually got a kick out of it. The laughing sound that issued forth from me would have been better served coming out of the tailpipe of a ‘76 VW van, but he understood well enough that his words had the opposite effect of what he was shooting for.

      “You cannot possibly find something humorous in this situation!” He was near to shouting.

      “Fuck yeah, I can. Who the hell are you to tell me what I find funny or not. And unlike you, I do not suffer from delusions of grandeur. At best, I’m like fourth or fifth in the power rankings. There are those of this age that are much better suited to become great heroes. Hell, I died and they still did alright. That should tell you something.”

      “None of that matters. Once word of your capture reaches your Red Witch, she will come running.”

      “And then what? She will tear through your parlor tricks like smoke rings.” He arched an eyebrow at me. His parlor tricks had nearly cost me my life.

      “Yes, she is indeed powerful. Perhaps she is stronger than myself; that has yet to be determined. But she has weaknesses. Weaknesses which I will exploit to their fullest.”

      I knew he meant me. There was more than a good chance Azile would give herself over willingly to keep me from harm. I could only hope she would put the welfare of the babies over me. I have never known a woman that would believe having me as the unsupervised guardian of the young and impressionable could be a good thing in any way, and that is exactly what I would be if something happened to her. I begged internally that Azile would not attempt a rescue, though I knew she would. I knew I would if the roles were reversed. Fuck the odds. Who pays attention to those anyway? Only the living and the damned, I suppose.

      “You should rest now. Tomorrow...how do I put this? It’s going to be painful, first and foremost. Maybe embarrassing, certainly difficult. I am going to break you, Michael Talbot. In the end, I might let you survive, just to watch you go back into the world a shadow of what you once were.”

      I wanted to tell him I’d already pulled a Humpty but I was feeling inexplicably tired.

      “Drugged?” I asked when he began to blur and multiply.

      “Undoubtedly.” He smiled again; it was so sincere and seemingly stocked full of concern.

      I was so far down in the depths of what he’d given me I could not even call upon those that sometimes visited me in my fugue states.
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      WHEN I AWOKE, there were long moments of confusion. My neck was bent backward and I was staring at the ground. My body felt like I’d gone through a corn thresher. Not that I’d ever done that, but I now had a good idea of what it was like. The three broken ribs felt like they were afire. I strained my neck to look up. I was tied to a pole, much like a pig about to be roasted. I’d lost feeling in my ankles from the tight binding of the ropes that secured them in place. My shoulders throbbed from the strain of holding up my upper body. Werewolves were all around me, taunting, yelling, generally screaming their approval of my capture. I was, at least, clothed again.

      “It would have been better for you had you stayed dead, Michael.” It was Lunos.

      “Water,” I begged. My mouth was parched. I’d smoked skunk weed that had not left such a dry and sticky feeling.

      Lunos nodded to one of the werewolves. I turned my head just as the stream of urine splashed across my chest, neck, and face. I spit it out as fast as I could. The laughing reached a crescendo as the throng watched.

      “He’s going to double cross you,” I said as I glared at Lunos. “And I’m going to laugh over your corpse.”

      “No alliance is ever made without that being assumed. He does not do what he does because of his love for our cause, as I do not act for his benefit. For now, we share a mutual path; at some point we will diverge, and it is at those crossroads we will conclude our business. It is no concern of yours though, Old One, I have seen your path and it is indeed a short journey.”

      I struggled against my bonds—if anything I only succeeded in making them tighter.

      “Bring him to the field.”

      I had been on a spit until two werewolves grabbed the ends of the pole and hoisted me up. I struggled to get free, I knew this was to be the great reveal. Word of this would spread to Azile like a wildfire in a drought. I was bounced around like a baby in the back seat of a station wagon barreling down a dirt road, prior to baby car seats becoming law. I thought at some point the rope was just going to saw through my ankles and that both of my shoulders would dislocate. Another spit had been set up, or just moved. Each end of the pole was deposited unceremoniously in the crux of a stick tripod. The jolting sent a current of pain from my shoulders to the base of my spine. I let out an involuntary gasp.

      Lunos came up next to me. “It would be for the best if you were to scream out.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” I told him.

      “I was hoping this wouldn’t be easy.” He seemed pretty pleased that I wasn’t cooperating.

      Ganlin was standing next to the Lycan leader; he did not look my way at all. He seemed to be in the midst of an incantation. I was about to find out what it was for.

      “Citizens of Denarth and Talboton!” Lunos was talking at a normal level, yet his voice was amplified to the point I could almost see them pushing the air away with their sheer power.

      “I am really getting to dislike magic,” I muttered.

      “Your champion, Michael Talbot, has been captured!”

      I turned my head to take note of all the people that lined the wall, looking over at me in my completely helpless state. I wanted them to come and rescue me and I wanted them to stay as far away as possible. It would only be a matter of minutes before birds were dispatched with this message. I could only hope that the distance prevented confirmation of my identity.

      “Tell them who you are.” Lunos looked at me.

      I said nothing, knowing full well my voice was on speaker.

      “I have never heard you say nothing!” He grabbed a pawful of hair and wrenched my head back and forth. If he had wanted to, he could have popped it off like the top of a dandelion. I grunted, that’s for sure, but I couldn’t imagine a positive identification of the gruntee could be made.

      “Stand him up!” Lunos shouted.

      I had a surge of hope thinking I would slide right off the pole. I could not feel my hands or feet but if I was free from my anchor—I could potentially do some damage. Better to die fighting and within sight of the Denarthian gates. That would halt Azile’s arrival. Yeah, that sounded false even as I said it. She would come faster if only to seek retribution. Instead of sliding like a melted s’more, I stayed put. I was attached to metal rings I had not known were there. The pole was planted like a flag. Lunos dragged a claw across my back, shredding my shirt as he did so. With one deft movement, he ripped the material away from me. My back was exposed to Denarth. I heard the crack of the whip long before I saw it. It was safe to say I was nervous. In my life, I’d been beaten to bloody pulps from fist, fang, and paw. I’d been stabbed and shot by all manner of steel and lead. For fuck’s sake, I’d been married. I am intimate with pain, as only one who has lived as many years as I have can be.

      But that fucking whip brought it to a whole new level. The sheer amount of power the wielder of that torture device had over me was staggering. A babe in the woods was less vulnerable than I was at that moment. A puff of dirt shot up just a few inches from my feet. The thunderous clap of its report was next as it sliced through the air. The first strike was of an intensity that fired off every neuron in my brain, scrambling them in an electric blue of agony. The next overlapped the first; my skin peeled back like an overripe banana. I could think of nothing else, only the pain.

      “Scream, Old One! Scream for your life!” Lunos goaded. Another crack of the whip, I gritted my teeth and clamped my mouth shut. Tears flowed from my eyes; each hit sent me spiraling down deeper into the miserable abyss. I sagged under the impacts, flaps of newly exposed dermis waved in the burgeoning breeze. Blood collected along the waistband of my pants before running down my legs, where it coated the heavy rope and dripped to the ground, pooling around me. I imagined the white of my spine being shown to the world as my muscles were torn asunder. I forgot who I was, the pain was so great. I was literally being stripped of everything, both internally and externally.

      “Tell them who you are!” Lunos screamed into my ear.

      My eyes rolled up into the back of my head as I mercifully passed out.
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      “IS IT TRULY him?” Lana was leaning far over the parapet attempting to get a better look.

      “It...is,” Mathieu said haltingly.

      “How can you be so sure?” she asked.

      “Who else could survive forty-five lashes?” Mathieu’s head sagged as he watched the werewolves dancing around their captive, many relieving themselves on his bloody, ragged back.

      “We have to rescue him,” Bailey said.

      “That is without a doubt,” Mathieu said, “but I do not know how we will accomplish that. We must presume that they will expect that type of response and will be ready for it. Those of us that do go out will surely perish. Of that, I am not concerned, yet it will further weaken what little position we still hold here.”

      “This is a trap, Mathieu. You cannot forfeit your life in a vain effort to save his. He would not want that,” Lana begged.

      “He would never leave any of us out there,” Mathieu entreated, his muscles were rippling as he fought control of his werewolf side.

      “There is an unsettling aspect here, even more so than what is happening,” Bailey said.

      “Is not his back being stripped of meat not unsettling enough?” Mathieu asked, water threatening to fall from his eyes.

      “Our time here is measured in days...possibly we have a week and a half, but certainly no longer than that. They will know this as well, those that defected would have told them everything they needed to know. Why would they need to force our hand?”

      “Perhaps they are low on provisions themselves,” Lana offered.

      “Having an army out in the field is never an easy prospect, but the weather has been temperate and they do not appear to be suffering or malnourished in any way. They have most likely dined well on the inhabitants of this city that had decided to seek asylum elsewhere.”

      “I do not understand, Bailey,” Lana said. “If not to force us into a rescue attempt, then what?”

      “Who loses the most from Michael’s capture?” Bailey asked.

      “Azile,” Mathieu answered. “This is a ploy to expose Azile. She will do all in her power to save him.”

      “Now the question becomes, do we tell her of this development?” Bailey asked.

      “You cannot be serious, Bailey,” Lana exclaimed. “How can we not? If she finds out we withheld this information she will tear these walls down. It is her protection alone that keeps that mage from entering.”

      “That is part of the point I am making. They obviously feel that they are at such an advantageous point that they can force the Red Witch onto the battlefield. If she is lost, so is this war. Michael is a formidable soldier, but a soldier nonetheless. Azile is the Queen—we cannot lose her. Everything else must be sacrificed to ensure that.”

      “We cannot leave him out there,” Mathieu entreated.

      “That, I did not say. I will assemble a team,” Bailey said.
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      WHEN I AWOKE, I wished it had been into the realm of the deceased. That hope was quickly dashed against the shards of pain I was feeling. I was once again hanging in the familiar spit position. I could not feel my extremities, in the normal sense of the word. Everything felt as if razor blades had been dragged across my nerve endings. My back was magma-scorched flesh, my mouth had tumbleweeds rolling about it. My neck screamed in agony from trying to hold my head on. Tears would have fallen freely if I had any moisture within me to spare.

      “Ah, you are awake,” Lunos said. He had been to the side of me. “Are you thirsty?” He had a large container of water, which he made sure I saw him spit into. “Ganlin tells me that I must allow you to drink, otherwise, you will die of dehydration before our plan is complete.” I drank; I drank greedily. I ignored the viscous clot as it slid down my throat. I ignored the indignation—I just drank. That was all that mattered.

      “I loathe you.” Lunos pulled the container away before I could finish it.

      “More,” I said hoarsely.

      He threw the rest of the contents, along with the container, into my face. I tried to lap as much of it as I could before it fell to the ground. I even drank of the blood that flowed from my now broken nose. It did little to satisfy the unquenchable thirst I felt. I could already feel myself flagging from the exertion of that one drink. My eyes were involuntarily rolling up.

      “It won’t be long now,” Lunos said, keeping me from passing out.

      “Long?” My voice sounded like hot sand blowing past a Sahara dune.

      “Even though you could not be bothered to identify yourself, they will have to assume that it is you. I expect a rescue attempt will happen sometime this night. I bet you would like to talk to them now. Perhaps warn them of their folly? Do you think the Warrior or the Princess will lead the charge? Maybe both. Wouldn’t that be something? Victory is so close; it is a tangible thing, I believe. If I concentrate hard enough I can taste it, I can hold it, I can mold it into whatever I want.”

      “Hope...” I coughed, “you choke on it.”

      Lunos stopped his little fantasy. “What happened today is merely the beginning, Old One. With only a modicum of effort, we can keep you alive indefinitely. How many beatings do you think it will take before your mind finally releases its grasp on sanity? Ganlin is under the impression that could be in as little as two weeks. But he does not know you as well as I do. It could be months, and no matter what happens to Denarth or the Red Witch, you are now my play thing to do with as I will. You will be the payback for all of the harms your kind have perpetrated on my kind.”

      “Your kind?” I grinned, it was a bloody, ragged thing. “Your ‘kind’ wants nothing to do with you!” I screamed out when he raked his claws against my back. I’d like to say it was worth it. I’d be lying. At least he left after that and I didn’t have to hear his pompous ass talk anymore. Time dragged eternal whenever I’d been in some form of purgatory. This, in its own way, was equally as bad. Every second that ticked off was an intolerable moment bursting with agony. I was thinking that Ganlin’s timeline might actually be a little optimistic. I didn’t think I could take another beating as severe as the one I’d gone through. I lifted my head just enough to see my hands. I could feel nothing of them past my forearms. They were a bloated purple replete with splotches of black. I was thinking a little blood poisoning would actually be a good thing. Let the necrosis travel to my heart. It would be better for all involved if I went quickly; my friends, Azile, the babies...they would all be spared.
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      “HE IS BEING brought out again!” the guard shouted from atop the wall.

      “We ready?” Bailey asked her men. She was leading the spearhead; Talbotons were to force their way through with superior firepower while the Denarthians would secure the prisoner and bring him back within the walls. It was a quick, simple, and Bailey hoped—effective plan.

      “I told you before Lana, your place is here with your people,” Mathieu said, doing his best to keep her as safe as possible.

      “I know where my place is,” she said and left it at that.

      He had no time and little chance to sway her anyway.

      “Open the gate,” Bailey said. By the time the horses crossed the threshold they were at a full sprint.

      “No, you fools,” Michael mouthed as he watched from his perfect vantage point.

      The line of riders fanned out as they approached. The crackle of rifles sounded like firecrackers from their distance. At first, the werewolves did nothing, letting the soldiers draw nearer.

      “If they cannot rescue the prisoner, Lunos, they may attempt to end his suffering,” Ganlin said as they watched everything unfold from a safe vantage point on a small knoll.

      “If we move him too soon, they may halt their advance.”

      “Look at them, they are committed; they could not pass a message of retreat if they wanted to.”

      “I do not care for the Old One’s safety. If he is to die then that is the way of it.”

      “He cannot die, Lunos. He is far too important. I need the Red Witch, and without him being held hostage and clouding her judgment, she is far too dangerous.”

      “I AM FAR TOO DANGEROUS!” Lunos roared, spittle flying into the air.

      Ganlin realized he could not afford to get into a heated argument with the werewolf leader, especially in the heat of battle. He tried a different tact, one of appeasement. “If I can remove her from the field of battle, your ascension to power becomes significantly easier.”

      “Ascension? Do you not see what I see?  I am already resting comfortably on the top. All I need to do is push the rest of these insignificant beings from what is rightfully mine.” Lunos raised his arm to signify his werewolves to engage.

      Dust clouds rose from each side, as the combatants raced to meet each other. Werewolves were falling as Bailey’s men laid heavy fire into them, but it would not be enough. The werewolves redoubled their efforts, spurred on by bloodlust and the promise of fresh meat.

      “Lunos,” Ganlin prodded, he was watching Bailey’s men split at the union of their wedge. The soldiers of Denarth gleamed in the sun, their heavy armor and swords flashing in the light as they swarmed into the newly vacated area. They were less than three hundred yards from Michael, but five hundred werewolves now stood between them and their prize.

      “Humans are stupid and weak. They are hopelessly outnumbered yet they will sacrifice themselves. For what?” Lunos asked.

      “Honor,” Ganlin said.

      “Well, we would not want to deny them that!” Lunos was smiling.

      Scores of werewolves lay dead or dying from the conflict before they were able to exact some revenge. Horses screamed and men prayed as the first of the tainted ones struck the advancing line. The horses were somewhat protected by light armor but it could not withstand the ferocious strikes from the werewolves. Internal organs spilled out onto the battlefield as the large animals were cleaved nearly in half. Men were sent hurtling into the air, oftentimes batted away and shattered as they struck other enemies. At a hundred yards, the rescue had completely stalled. It was now a fight for survival as the werewolves began to encircle their aggressors.

      “Oh God...no,” Michael cried as he watched. “Help them!” He was rewarded with a backhand that rattled his teeth and threatened to make him black out again. He could clearly hear the cries of horror as the men were being penned up and slaughtered.

      Another line of horses broke free from the fort; one no one had noticed at first, as the contingency plan came into effect.

      “We are lost here!” Bailey cried. “Back to Denarth!” She blew a whistle, a shrill sound broke over the fighting throngs. Mathieu had dismounted and transformed into his alter ego. He ripped into a pair of werewolves that had zeroed in on Lana who had her back to them as she fought desperately to her side. Her sword was bathed in blood as she cut through the enemy; a fierce look of determination set in her features.

      “NO!” she yelled when she heard the sound for retreat. Her eyes locked with Michael’s for the briefest of seconds.

      “GO!” she heard him say as clearly as if he had whispered it in her ear.

      A loud bark and cry for help pulled her gaze away and to the side where she saw Mathieu; his leg was grievously injured yet he was holding two werewolves away both by the throat. They swiped and snapped at him, their powerful claws ripping into his chest.

      “AAAAAH!” Lana wheeled her battle horse and charged straight into the first werewolf, knocking him free. The horse did as it was trained to, stomping the fallen combatant out of existence. She turned in her saddle and drove the point of her blade into the throat of the other. He coughed, choked, and fell away. Mathieu fell into her horse. Blood leaked from his body in a dozen different places.

      “Turn, Mathieu, TURN! My mount cannot bear the weight of you this way!”

      It was more a reflexive action on his part, as his life flowed, along with the crimson fluid, to the ground. She gritted her teeth, found a strength she did not know she had, and pulled him up. Her mount spun back towards the city walls.

      “RIDE DENARTHIANS, RIDE FOR YOUR LIVES!” she screamed. What was left of the rescue group turned and began to flee, the werewolves were close on their retreat, dragging down riders and horses alike. Screams dominated as throats were ripped through, spines snapped, limbs torn free.

      The retreat would have been short-lived had not the rescuers themselves been rescued. A band of soldiers held their line, sending withering fire downrange into the throng of enemies and slowing their pursuit. When Bailey and Lana brought them in even closer, this gunfire was doubled as those on the wall joined in, obliterating everything that came within a hundred yards of the walls.

      Lunos was so entirely engrossed by his anger that his intended targets had got away, that he would not sound the retreat. His werewolves lost in battle were left to wither and die on the farthest edges of the branches of his tree of war.

      When the dust settled and the gates of Denarth were once again closed, over three hundred werewolves had died, along with thirty Talbotons and twenty-two Denarthians. Michael was whipped for every rescuer that had failed in their quest; he’d passed out somewhere between thirty-nine and forty. Of the injured that made it back into Denarth, none was graver than Mathieu. He had been rushed to the aid station, where the doctor made the determination that his leg could not be saved. Michael’s screams of pain had very much mirrored Mathieu's in that moment.
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      PAIN WAS THE only sensation I knew; maybe the only one I had ever known. It was burning through everything that I was, it was a brush fire consuming everything in its path. I vaguely remember a failed rescue attempt, but it could have just as easily been a mirage my feverish mind had cobbled together in the pursuit of hope away from the all-encompassing misery I now found myself in. When I awoke later that night, I found myself prostrate on the ground, my arms raised above my head and tied to a stake—the same with my legs. I was covered in piss and shit, if I had to hazard a guess I’d say most of it was of my own doing. The slight breeze that blew, instead of cooling my back, ignited the pain receptors like blown-on coals. Ants crawled all over my body like I was a super-highway; occasionally they would stop to take a bite. I didn’t think anything would be able to usurp the distress of my flayed back. I was wrong.

      “Fire ants.” I didn’t bother to turn and look at who said the words, I knew it was Ganlin. “I thought it unwise to untie you from the spit. Lunos had the idea to put you atop one of their colonies. I could find no reason to dissuade him.”

      “Compassion?” I labored to say.

      “There is no compassion in war, Michael. We’ll save that for the aftermath, perhaps. It has been four days since Denarth sent out a rescue party. They have not done so again, even though our beatings of you have become more, what’s the proper word? Barbaric? Yes, barbaric will do. I am amazed you are still somehow alive. Even with my elixir, the cumulative effects of your injuries...well, should be enough. I thought by now we would have received word the Red Witch was coming. It does not bode well for you if she does not. It may be that she is not concerned enough about your well-being to bother; perhaps she is to focused on her young ones now. Your suffering will not soon end if she does not show.”

      “Go talk to someone that gives a shit.” That took nearly everything I had to give to utter.

      “Robert’s Land makes an acceptable wine.” He made an exaggerated slurp. “Not the best I have had, but adequate. Denarth will fall soon, within the week. They are starving in there. They may have actually given themselves more time with all the deaths you caused. Once I have the child, the world will be witness to some great and powerful things.”

      “And Lunos?” Not that I cared, but I needed something, anything that I could possibly use. At no point in my life had I been more vulnerable and I was not even going to be afforded the opportunity to die. Ganlin was quite literally beating me to within an inch of my life and then throwing down a rope, his elixir, which pulled me back from the edge.

      “Oh, he will most likely rue the day he ever met me.”

      “What can the kid do?”

      “The babe? Nothing on his own. He is merely a portal. But someone with the appropriate knowledge and power, one like myself, can walk through that portal and obtain just about anything I need.”

      I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. Did he mean he could go get a pack of hot dogs? Some comic books? Bazookas? I decided I truly didn’t give a shit after the fiftieth ant bite. My skin was starting to ache as it was stretched nearly to capacity from the welts.

      “It was the Shaolin Monks that learned of the Veil Piercers. It became their job in life to seek them out and protect them throughout the ages. It is believed that vampirism was brought through this channel some ten thousand years ago. I do not much believe in coincidence, nor fate. It is, however, strange that you, the last of your kind, would be in the same geographical location as the last Piercer. I wonder if I am somehow meant to send you back from whence you came.”

      I grunted as my chest became the new hotspot of fire ant activity.

      “I have read theories of those who possess strong ties to the destiny of mankind. It is thought they have an innate, yet unconscious ability to draw others to them who are...facilitators. They may aid the chosen one in mass destruction or serve to elevate them towards higher learning and understanding. Which type do you think, Michael, has won more wars throughout the ages? Is mankind any more virtuous than it was when our distant ancestors were drawing pictures on cave walls?”

      He droned on for hours—I’d stopped listening after the first bite on my junk. I once played a hockey game in high school where I’d forgotten to put my cup back into my equipment bag. Even then I knew it wasn’t the best idea to go out on that ice without one but we were playing Framingham, the reigning state champs. We needed all hands on deck. I wasn’t the best skater out there but I was fast, and if they could hand out awards for hip checks, I’d be in the running. Anyway, we were already down three to one when they got a two on one breakaway. I raced back to our end and dove, yeah, flat out dove to get between that blistering slap shot and our sieve-like goalie. You’re only going to need one guess to figure out where that puck flew like a heat seeking missile. The entire male population in that arena winced; I folded in on that impact like a used napkin. Vomited on the ice three times before the coaches could get me back into the locker room. It was four days before the swelling went down. For a while, I thought I was going to be able to work the circus freak circuit. What I’m getting at, is that the bite from that ant was significantly worse owing to its location. If I’d had anything left inside of me to yield, I would have. I could not move. Even rocking back and forth only seemed to agitate them more.

      I did not think things could get much worse—that was, at least, until the sun rose and I was awakened from my less than satisfying sleep. My arms and feet had been untied, and before I could even begin to acknowledge what was happening, I was being pulled up and a rope was fastened to my neck. I cried out in pain as my arms were wrenched down to be tied behind my back. I seriously thought my shoulder blades had snapped. They’d been locked in place for so long that to be forced so quickly in another direction was excruciating. I’d got my first glimpse at my body for a couple of days and I barely even knew myself. Huge pustules had burst over the entirety of me; in most places they had dried and it looked like I had a thick coating of shellac applied all over my red and bloated being.

      Sheets of the plastic-like pus-crust would periodically break off and fall away as I was pushed and dragged to wherever we were going. I could not even muster up apprehension; I had neither the energy nor the inclination. I was, however, looking for an exit strategy—and by that, I meant an upturned sword or maybe a live grenade I could fall on. I had not been expecting the icy briskness of the river as I was pushed in. I fell over, and the current began to take me away, at least until the point the tether around my neck was played out.

      “You smell so bad, Old One, my men don’t even want to be around to torture you,” one of the werewolves said as he placed a huge paw against my head and pushed me all the way to the bottom where my face scraped against some smooth rocks. I don’t know if he was expecting me to resist his half-hearted attempt at drowning me but I took the opportunity seriously and gulped in large quantities of water before he could yank me back up. He began to panic as I did my best to hold in all the water I had packed into my lungs.

      “You fools!” Ganlin shouted from the banks. “Get him to me!”

      I was airborne, I’d been launched like a scud missile. The impact dislodged a fair amount of the fluid; Ganlin pumped on my diaphragm, expelling some and my traitorous body took care of the rest. I started coughing uncontrollably, disgorging anything else still left.

      “Who told you to free him!?” Ganlin was shaking with rage.

      “Our leader,” was all the werewolf said as he walked past.

      I wanted to ask Ganlin if there was trouble in paradise, but again I couldn’t find it in me to throw a dose of sarcasm at him. I knew I was already well on my way to breaking against the walls of the pain, suffering, and torture. Ganlin had turned his back to me to watch the werewolves leaving. Here was an opportunity I would have certainly used in the past, but I could do nothing except revel in the fact that at this exact moment I was not being injured. Yes, the uneven and pebbly ground beneath my back hurt, but in relative terms, it was a feather bed.

      “Get up.” Ganlin focused back on me.

      I still had enough defiance in me that I wouldn’t have obeyed, but that was moot as I truly didn’t think I could stand on my own. Those cold, steel bands of indifferent power once again wrapped themselves around my chest. He squeezed them tight, maybe as a petty show of strength. I had another coughing fit and then panic, as with each cough the bands became tighter, making it more difficult to breathe. I want to make this clear: myself, my ego, my id, whatever, was not panicking. I welcomed death; I wanted it to hurry up and come up from its hiding spot and whisk me away to parts unknown. It was my body, the machine itself, that just wouldn’t quit. It was in survival mode and was doing all it could to suck down more life-giving oxygen. I tried to keep as natural a face as I could as I began to asphyxiate.

      I’m thinking it was either the blue around my lips or the rising red on my neck that gave me away. There was a slight release of pressure and then I was dragged behind Ganlin as he walked. The only part of me not being scraped up on the ground was my neck and head, which were forced in an unnatural angle as he pulled my body behind him. There were more jeers and taunting from the werewolves; I couldn’t care less. At this point, it made absolutely no difference. The fire that had burned intensely within me was being extinguished. I wondered if at some point I would become their willing slave in my own destruction. People have been beaten into allegiance for thousands of years; why should I be any different? My head sagged when I realized we were heading back to the ant hill, the werewolves were kind enough to kick the mound around to really stir them up for me.

      “Would you like a break today, Michael?” Ganlin had turned to face me.

      Even if I had wanted to respond I could not, the band around my neck was pulling on the ligature so tightly my windpipe was nearly closed.

      “Wouldn’t we all,” he added as he dragged me back to my home away from home. “Tie him back up,” he told a couple of the nearby werewolves. The bands had released just as the psychological games had begun. It wouldn’t be long before he actually would give me that break or tend to a wound or two. He would begin to look like my friend—sure a sadistic and cruel friend, but one whose affection I would kill for. And just because I knew how this was going to play out didn’t necessarily mean that I was going to be able to do anything to prevent it. I couldn’t take too much more of this. I cried out again when my arms were forced back up and over my head and I was once again tied down, though this time I was facing upwards. My back was being ruthlessly ravaged from below.

      As the sun rose so did my body heat. A lethal combination of temperature, dehydration, and toxins were making a powerful cocktail. I was at a whole new level of suffering, yet I did not moan even once. I didn’t ask for water, I did not ask for help in any way. I waited patiently for the scale of life and death to finally flip to my favor. It was Ganlin again that saved my sorry ass. If there was any way I could ever repay him for that, I planned on it. He splashed an entire urn of water upon my body and made sure that a fair amount ended up in my mouth, I could do nothing but swallow it.

      “It is an unseasonably hot day today. Has to be near ninety. Unusual for this time of year,” he said as he once again took his favorite seat. “If Azile does not show soon, I do not know how much longer Lunos is going to allow me to keep you alive. I believe that guard meant to drown you today. Had I not come looking for you, we would not be having this conversation.” He seemed to be pretty happy with himself.

      “So close,” I said through dried and cracked lips. Even that small movement was enough to cause the fissures to break apart and for blood to leak from them.

      “Hmm? Did you say something?” he continued on, though why he thought I cared was beyond me. Actually probably had nothing to do with me at all. The werewolves would most likely pay him no heed, and he liked to have an audience. Again, there were still avenues I might exploit; there was simply no part of me that felt capable of doing so. The sun was high overhead. I had my eyes shut tight against the burning bright beams. It still felt as if I were peering into it wide-eyed. My skin was beginning to blister and peel, I wondered sourly if I could be done in by skin cancer anytime soon. “Forsaken” does not even begin to describe what I felt. God had flipped me off and turned his back; the damn devil had a stake in this...I would have thought he’d want to make sure I hung around long enough so that he could collect his due. Sure, Mathieu, Lana, and Bailey had tried to free me once, but they’d done nothing more in the last week. I would have never left one of them to suffer like this. A bitter hatred seethed in the pit of my stomach where I tried to contain it. That craven little snake had even turned its eyes to Azile, its acid tongue flickered in and out as it looked for the appropriate vitriol to spit out. It was never given the chance.

      “Release the prisoner Michael Talbot or suffer my wrath!” It was Azile’s voice. It was powerful and it was scary and most might not have noticed, but I did—there was a timbre of fear in it as well.

      Ganlin stood up quickly. I got a chance to see his face as he did so. I was happy to note he looked pretty fucking petrified. When he saw me looking, he changed back quickly to one of arrogance.

      “Too late, I saw,” I coughed out. I made a small smile, which really cracked my lips apart. Blood rushed to fill in the crevasses. Still worth it. He left quickly, going up to get a better look, I’m sure. I was alone for the moment, but a sheep in a steel crate could have done more to extricate itself from its surroundings than I could. Part of me wished that Azile had never shown; she was now exposed to a danger I could not help her with. Another part of me hoped she dropped her vengeance upon this place like a nuclear weapon. Never fuck with a pissed off woman. No good thing can come from it.

      “I am afraid that will be impossible,” this coming from Ganlin some few minutes after Azile had spoken. “He is our guest now, and we have become very fond of having him around. However, we are willing to discuss terms for a trade.”

      “What do you want?” Azile asked.

      “Why you, of course,” Ganlin said jovially.

      “Let me see him.”

      Ganlin must have nodded because in a few moments I was being hoisted off of my hill, which would be difficult to be called the king of, and brought back to the location where I got to be planted like a flag.

      “See? He is safe and sound.” Ganlin pointed at me.

      He had a pretty skewed version of what safe and sound looked like. Azile said nothing for long moments. I would imagine she was trying to process the sight of her beloved being brutally tortured and the toll it had taken on my body. I looked so alien to myself that Lunos and Ganlin could have really put anybody up on this stick and passed them off as me.

      “What say you, Red Witch?” Ganlin asked.

      “Tonight, when the moon is full and I can say my prayers, I will exchange myself for Michael.” Azile sighed audibly.

      “No,” I muttered and then screamed as the whip bit deeply into my lower back and buttocks, splitting the scarred skin open easily enough.

      “Splendid,” Lunos said. “We will whip Michael every minute until then so that you do not forget your promise.”

      “You will do no such thing, you filthy animal!” Azile yelled.

      Don’t think that was the appropriate tactic because it was much less than a minute before I received the next stinging response. I tensed and then sagged against the pole as I attempted to absorb as much of the blow as I could internally, so as not to upset Azile. Let’s be real, though, did my response matter? Someone that loved me was watching me being beaten. What did it matter whether I yelled out or not? Fat droplets of blood sprayed past my face as I was struck again. Something had snapped loose in my back; I could no longer feel my legs, and not like they’d gone numb but rather like they didn’t exist at all. My back had been broken...or the nerves in my spinal column had been. Whatever it was, it was serious. On a side note, I hardly felt the next four blows, so that was something. “You look like you’re dying, Old One.” Lunos had gripped my hair and pulled my head up.

      “Been better.” I got the words past my clotted throat and blood stained teeth.

      “I once feared you; I don’t know which of us that makes more pathetic.”

      “You. Definitely you.” I was pretty sure I was on my last legs—horrible pun I know, but my body had to be getting ready to leave because I was getting flooded with dopamine. I was feeling pretty alright, in fact. There was a flurry of hits; I only knew I was being struck because my chest would hit the pole. Otherwise, I didn’t give a shit.

      “He’s dying, you fool!” Ganlin said, coming around.

      “Who cares? You are about to get what you want and I will get what I want.” Lunos pointed to the fort where the main gate had opened. A lone, red-caped figure sat astride a magnificent white beast. Looked like an archangel come to herald my passage into other realms. The horse was galloping toward us.

      “Please...no.” I tried to reach out with my hand and tell her it was too late, that I could not be saved and to not sacrifice herself for a lost cause. She stopped midway between Denarth and me; maybe she was finally realizing that as well. More horsemen came out of the gate and made a line. Couldn’t have been more than a hundred, and even in my state I could tell they were in far from optimum condition. A few weeks of starving tends to do that. I don’t know if my brain was working so slowly or the werewolves had moved that quickly, but in what seemed the blink of an eye I had a sharpened piece of long, flattened steel placed against my neck. Werewolves were holding each end and the makeshift sword was right up against the front of my throat. I could not even swallow for fear that my Adam’s apple would be scraped off like a wooden imperfection under a floor sander.

      “Just you, witch, or he dies!” Lunos shouted.

      I thought for a moment that I was being pushed into the dirt. Come to find out it was the two werewolves being raised into the air. My mind was having a difficult time processing what I was seeing. I was more under the optimistic impression that I had finally passed over. They held on to the steel bar, not because they still planned on lopping my head off, but rather to let go possibly meant they would be adrift alone. They needn’t have worried for too long. The force that had been used to prop them up had been changed, though not shut off—that would have only meant they would fall a few feet to the ground under the natural gravitational forces of the planet. Maybe a sprained ankle or a bruised elbow would have ensued. But this was raw, unadulterated power coming from one who had slid past anger and was into straight up hardcore fury.

      The ground shook from the impact where the two werewolves struck. Blood and gristle erupted from the two holes they put in the earth. One might have falsely assumed two small volcanoes had just blown if they’d been watching from a distance. I was covered from head to toe in the remnants of the two. There was not a being around me that did not back steps away.

      “Magnificent,” Ganlin said, right as he began his own set of incantations. Azile’s horse was knocked sideways by some unseen force. I knew it to be Ganlin’s elemental force of power he had over the air.

      “Look a little scared,” I said as I watched his face. He had fully been expecting her to be dismounted and immobilized. “I think you may have opened up a fifty-five-gallon drum of whoop ass.”

      “Kill him!” Lunos had turned to the werewolf that had been my personal skin flayer. I can’t attest to exactly what happened behind me, but the warm spray upon my back led me to assume it was more of the same for him as it had been for the two in front.

      “You’re up,” I told Lunos.

      He was having none of it. He ordered his army forward as he himself retreated. Ganlin stood his ground. Beads of sweat were forming on his forehead and beginning their trek down his face. Hope threatened to surge forward; I could not let it. Torrents of werewolves streamed past me. Lunos was holding nothing back in reserve. Looked like damn stampede heading off. I was somewhat surprised I had not been pushed over and trampled; seemed I was on some sort of hallowed ground, though, as the throng split when they neared my position and then reformed as they moved past. Maybe I was in some sort of protective cocoon; I could see puffs of smoke from multiple rifle fire, but I was not hearing the familiar cracks as the speed of sound was broken by bullets.

      Azile was once again racing forward. She was mere seconds from colliding with the werewolf front line. The attackers from the city were struggling to catch up. There were more shooters on the wall clearing a path for her as she charged straight for me. I thought for sure the gates of Hell had finally opened and were accepting me as one of their own. Suddenly, Azile and her horse caught fire, though they were not consumed by the inferno. Whatever was protecting Azile did not extend to the werewolves that could not get themselves out of the way quickly enough. Blazing fur balls spun blindly in circles, running headlong into a hail of bullets or even better, they turned and ran into throngs of their brethren, causing more death and destruction by the conflagration. Azile was blowing through them; nothing stood long in her fiery path.

      “Need air to fuel that fire,” Ganlin said as he did his magic. I took note that the flame around Azile began to flicker and whither. If it went out, she would be hard pressed to thwart that many attackers alone.

      “You’re a chump,” I said to Ganlin. He did not stir. Azile deserved better, I would not make my kids orphans. I took as deep a breath as my chest would allow and let everything spew out in one long diatribe; a desperate, but often effective attack. “I have known my fair share of lowlifes in my time, probably even more than anyone should. But you, you fucking twat-headed, war-mongering spitball of douche-baggery take the cake. You look like a co-dependent Santa Claus who cheated on Mrs. Claus with a crack whore and now you’re both fucking junkies, sticking needles in your arms under the highway overpass, sucking cocks for a few extra dollars to fund your addiction. I’ve stepped in bulldog shit that smelled better than you. I’d scrape that offal into a pan and bake it into a meatloaf and eat it rather than spend one more minute with you. I’m thinking your momma was too busy walking the streets at night to give you the time of day and that’s why you ended up the twisted little fuck that you are. I’ve spit out chunks of greenish brown phlegm that women would find more appealing than you. Is that your problem? You’ve never got a woman to touch it? Is that because they can’t find it? Hey! Micro-penis! You got one of those pencil eraser sized things that get about as hard as a mouse turd? I mean sure, any guy would be pissed off if it took a magnifying glass and a pair of tweezers just to take a piss. Fuck, I mean, what if you couldn’t find the tweezers when you really had to go? But I guess it could just dribble out—a teaspoon sized stain of urine soaking the front of your pants wouldn’t matter much. Did the other kids see it in the locker room and tell the coach you were a girl? Is that it? I mean, confusion with gender identity can be a bitch to wade through all on your own. Maybe with a bevy of drugs and a seven hundred step program, we can get you on the road to recovery. Though, I mean, there’s nothing we can do about that puny dick of yours....”

      “WILL YOU SHUT UP!” He had turned on me. Rage filled his expression. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Azile’s flame reignite into an inferno. “You insipid simpleton!”

      “Hey...that’s not bad. I should have used that. But you do realize you’re a little fucked at the moment, don’t you?”

      “What? What are you talking...” That was cut off as a ringlet of fire formed around his throat. He was about to say something when the ring closed down on itself like a noose. But instead of stopping once it encountered meat, it bit—and it bit deeply. The smell of burning flesh dominated. It was searing through his skin and muscle and would finally encounter tendons, and bone, cauterizing the wound as it went. I would have loved to see his head fall off, with not a drop of blood being spilled. Would have been a very tidy job. Except he just vanished. I don’t think it was anything on his part, one moment he was there getting a fiery neck branding  and the next he wasn’t.

      “Holy shit,” I said as I looked upon him; his eyes had locked on mine in abject horror and fury right before he ceased to exist. “Never seen that before, and if I never do so again I’ll be a-okay with that.” I would have rubbed my neck if I had been able. If I lived, I was never going to be able to look at Azile the same way again. I’d be walking on eggshells for the rest of my damn life. She has one bad day, I forget to do the dishes or some shit, she just pops my head off like a Pez dispenser. That one paragraph of insult had worn me completely out. Whatever happened next came down to Lunos or Azile, I had nothing left to give. I could barely hold my head up to watch. Bailey and her men had caught up to Azile and formed a phalanx, driving a wedge through the werewolves.

      It looked like it was going to work, too, until the werewolves devised a new tactic and were using the backs of their brethren to propel themselves up and over the horse riders, where they could now attack from behind. The V became a tight O, as the edges collapsed in to protect their flanks. It was all over now except for the bloodshed. My mind would surely snap if I had to watch Azile die; the only good that could possibly come out of it would be that Lunos would see no reason to keep me around. My end would immediately follow hers.

      “Just go back,” I said breathlessly. They were as doomed as I was. So much loss; even if I was saved, how could the scales ever be balanced? How many parentless children would look at me and wonder why my life was more valuable than their mother’s or father’s? I don’t know who had the crazy idea for what happened next but it was genius—to a point. The only way I can describe it is that a wooden tank came out of that gate. The timber had to be six inches thick if they hoped to repel the attack of the werewolves. Large wooden wheels were mostly hidden inside the structure; there was about eight inches of ground clearance where I saw the many feet enabling the locomotion. Looked like something straight out of the Flintstones. Nobody who reads this is going to know who they were. Suffice it to say they were a family that lived before the advent of the combustible engine and thus used their feet and legs to propel their machinery.

      Unlike a tank, this had no turret. It was quite literally a wooden box with a flat top. Rifle barrels were pointed out of ports spaced about a foot apart, which ran around the entire structure. It was making decent time to where Azile was stranded, though the terrain was doing its best to bog them down. I can’t even imagine how much the thing must have weighed; probably more than a standard car. I could see wisps of smoke as the battle box began to engage the enemy, who as of yet, were still largely ignoring the gigantic charging container in the room. That quickly changed when they realized it was killing some of them. A great many peeled off from contact with Azile to attack the new enemy. Those that got close enough dug thick grooves into the wood, though they never seemed to get a second swipe as they were riddled with projectiles.

      The tank’s downfall was going to be its lack of maneuverability. The werewolves were crowding around it, doing their best to shred it apart. Even those that died in vain were going to make progress difficult for the men inside, as they choked up the pathway. Two werewolves had jumped on top and were digging like dogs hiding a bone. Chips sprayed everywhere, looked like an industrial wood chipper. Seems the makers had thought of this contingency and were now using holes bored into the top to shake loose the fleas that had attached themselves. Behind the tank, came a line of men with Lana leading them, sweeping clear those that tried to bog the tank down. By now, Azile had what looked like fireworks erupting from her circle. Flares of death-dealing pyrotechnics lodged into werewolf chests like missiles. I looked long and hard for Mathieu, I knew without a shadow of a doubt if he were not seriously injured or dead he would be in that charge; it hurt to just think about it. Ultimately, I refused to.

      For the first time in a very long time, mankind was pushing the larger werewolf force back. I don’t know what the turning point had been. Maybe it was pure frustration, maybe it was starvation, or maybe they were just fucking sick of being scared, but townsfolk poured from the gate by the score. Most had some form of a weapon; some held nothing more than a sickle or hammer, but they all were out for some small measure of payback for what they’d been through and what they’d lost. I understood that feeling. I lived a fair majority of my life rife with the desire to exact justice, rather than worrying about my personal safety. The battle was still intense. The werewolves had not given up their fight, only ground, and that in the measure of inches.

      I let that slippery fuck, hope, slide into my mind. Just the mere thought of being able to rub my wrists, to swing my arms...it was indescribable. At some point, when I regained my strength, I was going to hunt Lunos down and deliver some cruelty in the worst way imaginable. I had yet to come up with the specifics, but just thinking about it made my eyes squint and I wanted to laugh like an arch villain in one of my kids’ cartoons. Azile’s formation had been able to re-form into a wedge and was making progress as the wooden tank covered their rear. Lana’s men flanked the sides, sweeping everything away like garbage at the end of a music festival. The townsfolk were making quick work of any of the werewolves that were laying hurt in the field. They would descend upon the beast and in a flurry of pitchfork stabs or club strikes, finish off what had already been started.

      “I’m going to be saved.” I hadn’t finished that last word when I felt a claw rip through my side. Had to have been six inches deep. No telling how many internal organs had been lacerated. I was half human and half vampire; I wasn’t sure if it took a beheading or a burning to ultimately kill me. I honestly didn’t think so, though. I was dying right here and right now. Even Ganlin had told Lunos he was killing me, and they hadn’t been lighting any fires or sharpening guillotines, so I had to assume it was possible to just torment me to death. Sure, I had great recuperative powers, but I’d been drained dry and had already been on reserves for a while. Dehydration, torture, starvation, infection, a damaged spinal column, and now a torn open liver; it was safe to say I was on my final countdown.

      “Lunos sends his regards.” Another strike. By the sound of it, he dislocated my hip and probably took a fair amount of muscle. This might be the only time I’ll say I was happy my back was broken. Didn’t feel a damn thing. I don’t know if he thought I was being stoic or some shit, but my lack of response seemed to piss him off to no end. He came around to the front. “I am going to rip your face off.” With his arm outstretched, he poised to strike. The round that struck him in the ribcage blew right through and into my tortured shoulders. Up to this point, I didn’t think I could experience any higher threshold of pain. It sometimes amazes me how many times I can be wrong.

      Well, if my screaming had irked him, that bullet sent him over the edge. He spun fast and bounded to get at the aggressor, I could barely register the fact that I still had my mug attached. Blood poured out of me like it was in a rush to fertilize the ground, though I felt this would be barren ground for quite some time, if just from the ghosts that would haunt the place. Azile and company were within fifty yards; didn’t matter, could have been fifty miles. My soul had already packed its bags, warmed up, and was in a full-throated warble for its swan song. It was time. A warm feeling started in my chest and began to slowly expand outwards; my life’s hourglass losing sand. But instead of my time being up when the last grain dropped through the neck, it would be when that spreading warmth touched the very tips of my fingers.

      I got a wry smile on my lips when I thought about how awkward heaven was going to be when my new family showed up. I wondered how Thanksgiving would go. They say you unite with your loved ones when you die, but doesn’t that get mighty crowded? I’d like to think Tracy never loved anyone before me, but that’s asinine thinking. So how does that work out? Does everybody we ever loved show up? I mean, eventually if you go down the entire line of connection, that would theoretically include everyone, wouldn’t it?

      “Well, that’s cool. I always wanted to meet Kevin Bacon.” The heat had made it to the tops of my arms and at least the top of my hips. There all feeling ceased. I looked over to Azile; she still wasn’t aware of just how close to passing over I was. Bailey, though, she saw. I could see the alarm in her face from twenty-five yards away. I wanted to tell her to not worry about it, that it was okay. That I was ready. There were two werewolves between her and myself. The one she had wounded was not of a mind to share in his kill as he elbowed the other out of his way. Bailey put two more rounds in him—one through his forearm, which was now hanging down at a freakish angle, and the other struck the side of his neck.

      He was bleeding at a clip to match my own, but he was far from gone. With his undamaged hand, he swiped at Bailey, throwing her clear from her horse. She cried out in pain as she clutched at her stomach. I was rapidly losing my ability to comprehend what was happening all around me. All I cared about was the all-embracing warmth which had slid to my elbows. Another had put a lance straight through the werewolf, ending his rampage of destruction. Bailey had slowly risen and was coming toward me. Both of her hands were clutched over a wound in her midsection, but to call what she had a wound was like calling the Grand Canyon a hole in the ground. She would be joining me soon. I thought perhaps we could travel together, divvy up some of the expenses.

      “I would like that,” I told her as my wrists heated up. “It will be nice to not be so lonely.” I smiled at her. A look of pain and confusion was on her face. She stood before me, as regal as the day I had met her. I loved her and always would.

      “Do not let me die in vain, Michael Talbot.”

      “Never. Are you coming with me, Bailey?” I hoped she would. I was scared. For all the time I’d been waiting for this, I was truly scared for myself; but more so for those I was leaving behind.

      “Where I go, I must go alone,” she told me.

      “I...I don’t understand.” For as warm as my body felt, there was a cold chill passing around me.

      She shushed me with a blood coated hand. “Drink...you must drink.”

      The taste of the salty solution on my tongue was almost more than I could handle as a baser part of me took over and screamed for survival. Demanded it! Get that the fuck away from me! Get that the fuck closer!

      She placed her forearm into my mouth; my canines as much under my power as a fourteen-year-old boy’s rigidity. They elongated. She winced as she dragged her arm back and forth, tearing through her velvety skin. Blood began to pool in my mouth, yet I would not, I could not. It was my time to die and I would not take her with me.

      She let go the hand against her stomach. The wound was over a foot long and half that deep. I could see the shine of her internal organs as they pulsed. She took her free hand and rubbed the side of my face.

      “I am not long for this world, Michael Talbot. I count it as a blessing that I got to fight by your side. I will tell my great grandfather of your deeds. He will be so proud.”

      I had turned my head. “Please don’t, Bailey.” I was crying.

      She looked down to her laceration. “I do not believe even your doctors could have saved me. Grant me my dying wish, Michael. You must live...to right these wrongs, to keep the Red Witch in line. To raise your children. There are still so many things you need to do.”

      “I’m long overdue; there are those who are waiting for me.”

      “Just a little while longer.” She coughed and sagged. “Please do this for me. I can die well knowing I have done this deed for the world.”

      She gasped when I sunk my teeth into her arm. I drank hungrily, I drank greedily, all extraneous thought pushed from my mind. She slowly sank to the ground, her arm lodged in my mouth kept her from falling over. The death march had begun to recede within me but had taken up its cause with Bailey. When she finally slumped over dead, I released my grip on her. Tears flowed from me and fell upon her prone body in large quantities. For good or bad I would live another day. It wasn’t like Popeye getting ahold of a can of spinach strong, but I could feel my body working to regenerate all the ills that had befallen it. My head slumped forward; a battle raged all around me but I slept. Win or lose, I was out of this fight.
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      I REMEMBER HANDS on me at some point, another warmth spreading through me...though this one was vastly more comforting than the last. There was crying, yelling, it was all a haze; my eyes were open for none of it. There was the jostle of being placed over a saddle. Two days later, according to Mathieu, I awoke inside Denarth’s equivalent of a hospital. Five feet away was my friend. I opened my eyes and turned my head to see that he was reading something.

      “Playboy?” I asked groggily.

      “Socrates,” he answered.

      “Of course it is,” I said hoarsely. “I’m thinking nudey magazine and you’re reading up on ancient Western battle ethics.”

      “I wonder which of us is more the animal.” He was joking. His tone became sober as he put the book down. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m alive.”

      “That is not what I meant.”

      “Mathieu...I do not have words for what I am feeling right now. Why are you here? Did you just want to sleep next to me? Is there something you need to tell Lana before the wedding?” I deftly and completely deflected the conversation from myself. It could be years; it could be forever—or never, before I could sift through the tangle of emotions I was feeling. What dominated, and was easily the most destructive, was the hunger for revenge, retribution. As soon as I could move under my own power, I would take a horse and a rifle and hunt the werewolves and their leader into oblivion. Mathieu had shifted to show me his leg, or rather his lack of. My heart sank. Another casualty of this stupid war.

      “It is okay, Michael, it is not as bad as it seems.”

      “You lost your leg Mathieu, for me.”

      “It’s just a flesh wound,” he said. I smiled at his attempt to lighten the mood. “Anyway, it wasn’t just for you Michael. I would sacrifice more than this to defend Denarth, to save the life of the ones I love. Not every battle we face must include you. All the ills in the world cannot be laid at your feet. Though you think you must, you do not need to bend down and hoist them onto your shoulders.” I moved to interrupt, but he held up his hand to silence me. I fell back on my pillow; my friends had been alright without me.

      “I have been victorious in my own, personal war,” he continued. “Azile has promised me a prosthetic that she said will only leave me with a slight limp. I am alive. I am to be married to the woman I love. The werewolves have been driven from this place; our place. There are many things to be happy for.”

      “Bailey?” His eyes told me all I needed to know.

      “There are also many things to be sad for. We mourn, Michael, but we must still live, and it is best to live on with light in our hearts; a light our loved ones can follow wherever they are. We can find beauty, comfort and happiness in all that is around us; if we seek it. I see the darkness in the path you would go down. I am telling you that it will consume you if you allow it to; then you will truly be lost to us.”

      “Are you on drugs?”

      “Why yes, I am on a variety of painkillers including poppy and cannabis.”

      “I thought so. Didn’t occur to you to share, did it? Or are you hoarding it all for yourself?”

      “The cabinet is over there.” He pointed to a white bureau.

      “Really? It’s that easy?” I moved the blanket off of my legs. As Mathieu spoke, I had consciously avoided looking at myself. I had not been ready to see the aftermath of the torture so readily available for viewing. My legs were a mottled yellow and purple, hundreds, if not thousands of red bumps covered every part of me. I looked more like some alien life form come to visit than any earth-man. “My face look like this too?” I asked, pointing to my legs.

      “Very much so. If not for the narcotics, I do not believe I would be capable of glancing upon you without retching.” He was joking. At least, I think he was joking. I placed my feet on the ground—I had not been expecting the pain that rocketed up from the contact. Thick yellow liquid shot out from around my foot like I’d stepped on an old sponge filled with custard. “That’s just gross.”

      I had a difficult time unfurling; in fact, I couldn’t completely stand. I looked very much like Quasimodo of Notre Dame. I shuffled along, bent and leaking, the yellow custardy mixture giving way to a clearer fluid which took on a pinkish hue before going to blood red. My feet had split and were now leaving a trail of evidence. It was going to be kind of difficult to say that it wasn’t me that had raided the medicine cabinet. I had one hand on the knob about to pull the drawer open; it would be worth getting caught if I could dull the internal and external pain I was feeling.

      “What are you doing?” It was Azile, she was standing by the bed I had moments ago vacated.

      “Mathieu said they kept the magazines in here.”

      “You have enough morphine in you to tranquilize a baby elephant. Perhaps you should come and lie down. Shame on you, Mathieu!” He, all of a sudden, got much more interested in the book he’d set aside.

      I held longingly on to that knob, not quite ready to give up what I had fought so valiantly to reach.

      “So close...I’ll be back,” I promised before I let go. I could nearly glide upon the layer of slime I’d laid down previously.

      “How are you?” she asked tenderly, as she helped me back into bed.

      “Bailey’s dead,” I sobbed. I had tried to hold it in, but here was the most comforting presence in my life, and everything was released. It was one thing to cry in front of Azile, quite another in front of Mathieu. I was of the old guard–one never showed weakness to a friend. But here was my heart; I had long moved past the point of caring who saw, and I could not stop the flood of emotions that poured forth. Bailey represented one more unfathomable loss in a deluge of them. One would think it would get easier to accept them as they began to pile up. If anything, it somehow got worse. To acknowledge the accumulation was oftentimes too difficult to bear.

      “She is.” Azile had wrapped her arms around my head as I sobbed into her chest. “These are merely words, my love, and will not ease your heart right now, but at some point, you will be able to take some small measure of comfort from them. She died to save you. She is a heroine to her people. She knew she could not die a more meaningful death.”

      She was right, but the only word I really heard was “death”. It all boiled down to the fact that she was no longer here. Dying well, dying bad, dying with dignity, dying with disgrace...none of it fucking mattered. That person was gone.

      “The Tynes’ line has stopped with her.” I could not fathom that I was somehow responsible for the end of my best friend’s legacy.

      Azile gently pushed my head away and laughed. “Is that your concern? You do realize that nearly half of Talboton is in one way or another directly related to Lawrence, do you not?”

      I sniffed. “I do now.”

      “All will be well again, Michael.” She rocked me gently until I fell back asleep.

      When I awoke a few hours later, it was dark; a small lantern was burning in the far corner of the room. I shifted on my bed and once again placed my feet on the floor. I noticed the pain had eased significantly.

      “They moved them.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “The drugs. Azile had them moved after your last attempt.”

      “Dammit man! And you did nothing?” I asked of Mathieu.

      “Sorry, I was a little laid up. It was a joke! Are you going to look like a whipped cur every time you look at me? I do not believe I will be able to take it.”

      “I am sorry my friend, it just pains me to see you so injured.”

      “I can now fulfill my lifelong dream of being a pirate.”

      I was just about to question him his choice of words when Lana came in.

      “It is good to see you up and about.” She came over and gave me a rib crushing hug. She still wore her signature affable smile, but there was also a weight of concern and responsibility around her eyes. Oh yes, she’d suffered loss as well. It would be a good long while before Denarth recovered from this war; at least a generation. It would take everything she had to help them through the dark times ahead.

      We made small talk for a few minutes before she let me know that they would be having a service for Bailey when I was well enough. Her body had already been brought back to Talboton and most likely interred by now.

      “Thank you, Michael Talbot.” She had been holding my hands.

      “For what?”

      “For everything. You gave us purpose, Michael, a reason to keep fighting on when we had nothing left to give. Your suffering, Bailey’s death, the death of all those people...it was for a significant purpose. We are alive, in part, because of the role you played. Denarth is very much indebted to you and moving forward, all of her inhabitants will know that history. Mathieu is making sure of it.” I could see she was anxious to get over to him.

      “You are a good person, Lana Saltinda, verging on the edge of greatness; your leadership will heal your people. Thank you.”

      She hugged me again before moving to Mathieu, where she reverted back to the lively young girl she still was. It was good to see them so in love. My friends looked happy, and in the end, wasn’t that what we were all fighting for?

      [image: ]

      I ENDED UP falling asleep. Apparently, listening to others coo and giggle while making kissy faces is exhausting. This was just another form of torture; at least I was confined to a more comfortable, spectator position. I was awoken later, obviously...how could it have been sooner? Mathieu and Lana were gone, possibly to find a more private room. It was the absolute quiet that caught me off guard and alerted me something wasn’t quite right. I should have known the danger I was in when I heard the first cry-out.

      “The babies are here?” I sat up. Azile was walking down the aisle with them.

      “They missed their papa,” she said, beaming.

      I was all too willing to have them in the bed with me. “I thought I’d never see you two again,” I told them. They didn’t respond, they were practicing for their upcoming teenage years. I was all smiles for a few seconds and then I looked up to Azile. “Have they been here the entire time?”

      “No, I left them with Sebastian and Oggie. Of course they came with me.”

      “You brought our kids into an active war zone?”

      “What exactly should I have done, Michael? I got a message you were captured and were being tortured to the point of death. It’s tough to find a reliable babysitter on such short notice.”

      “Don’t be a smart-ass.”

      “Yeah...wouldn’t want to hone in on your niche,” she responded without missing a beat.

      “You shouldn’t have come at all.”

      “You’d be dead if I hadn’t.”

      “But at least our kids wouldn’t have been in danger.” I could tell she wanted to say something like They were never in danger or maybe I had it under control. She couldn’t though, she could not have been completely sure they were going to win the day. Then again, we both knew deep inside that nowhere would have been completely safe for these children.

      “For some insane, unknowable reason, Michael Talbot, I love you beyond compare. Come hell or high water, I was not going to let you die out there. Yes, I took a risk, but one I felt justified.”

      How the fuck could I argue with that? It would be a lie for me to say I wouldn’t have done the same. I dropped the need to pursue a pointless argument. First off, because it was against a woman and the odds I would win were actually less than nil, in fact, probably the entire thing would most likely be turned back around and somehow I would be the one in trouble, and secondly, she’d already won. After all, she was safe, the babies were safe, and I was alive and with them. What better outcome could there have been? I squished some baby faces, I held them over my head for a bit, and I was about to start teaching them swear words, but their mother decided it was time for their nap.

      “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. Don’t go anywhere.” She leaned over and gave me a kiss.

      The only place I was thinking about going was dream-town. Just the half hour playing with the munchkins had worn me out. I was nowhere near back to normal. I still had a layer of crust over me from the bug bites; the only noticeable difference was that it was getting thinner. My ribs had more or less slid back into place. The multitude of physical injuries were on the mend. It was going to be the head-fuck that took a good long while to fade; it would never fully heal. My thoughts, whether I was sleeping or awake, never strayed far from that pole. I was thankful that Azile was back before I could fall too deeply down my well of despair.

      “That Ganlin necktie thing,” I said as I involuntarily touched my own. “Have you always been able to do that? I mean, I’m just thinking ahead to when I inevitably piss you off and maybe you’re having a bad day. Like the kids are screaming, Oggie just puked on your good rug, and the damn cat just happens to show up, because you know how they can bring a room down. I’d ummm....just hate to have my head pop off, if you know what I mean.”

      “Do you know magic?”

      “I knew a couple of card tricks back when I was like, eleven.”

      She laughed. “No. Can you perform magic?”

      “Like hide the salami?” She looked at me with a questioning stare, I don’t think she got it and I wisely decided not to explain it. “Yeah, no. I don’t know any magic.”

      “There are checks and balances in place for channeling the forces of nature...what you call magic, the strongest of which can only be used on those that can also wield it.”

      “Remind me to never get a wand. You should have maybe done that when we encountered them in the woods before they got to Denarth.”

      “Oh. How silly of me! If only I hadn’t been a little busy having your babies.”

      “A real woman knows how to multi-task.”

      “You certainly know how to be a charmer. Now move over.”

      She actually had to help, but there was enough room for her to finally fit next to me. “Well, it worked, didn’t it? I got you into bed with me.”

      “I know joking is your coping mechanism, Michael, but I’ve never been more frightened in my life than when I saw you out there. The lifeline that tethered you to this earth was frayed and rapidly pulling apart from the stress. I had to do what I did.”

      “And I thank you for that.”

      She turned on her side and propped her head up with her hand. “Those checks and balances, Michael...I’ve used more than I should have, between this damned war and saving you.”

      Now it was my turn to be concerned. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “I’m not entirely sure; not many survive the Reckoning to tell their tale.”

      “The Reckoning? What the hell, Azile! Can’t we just go home and you can use the white magic to plant tulips or something? Won’t that balance the ledger?”

      “Doesn’t quite work like that.”

      “Sure, sure it does.” I was talking out my ass at the moment. “You’ll have to save puppies and help old women cross the street for a few years, maybe even get a cat or two out of a tree, but then...”

      “It’s more like this. Let’s say you robbed a bank.”

      “It wasn’t a bank.”

      “This is hypothetical.”

      “Oh. Okay, keep going.”

      “Let’s say someone robbed a bank. Just because they became a minister after the fact doesn’t let them expunge their first transgression.”

      “But Azile, you weren’t doing what you did for personal gain. You were doing it to help others.”

      “That’s a fine line, and it’s a matter of perspective. There will be some that say that all that I have done was for personal gain. That I’ve helped in this war so that my life will be better.”

      “Who the hell are they? And who gives a shit what they say?”

      “There will be a tribunal.”

      “Like, of witches? There are more of you?”

      “‘Sort of,’ to answer both of those questions.”

      “So, where the hell were they when all this shit was going down? They could have helped.”

      “Not really.”

      “Are they French? Is that why?”

      “You have got to let go of your old prejudices. They are not of this earth; at least not anymore.”

      “So spirits, ghosts...whatever, are going to judge your actions on this plane? What do they give a fuck? They’re dead. Not like they had any irons in the fire.”

      She spent the next ten minutes calming me down. I was ready to head to the underworld and go exact a little vigilante justice.

      “I’m sorry I ever brought it up.” She was exasperated.

      “I’ll let it go for now. I’m sorry.” I fell asleep with her looking at me. Normally that would be a pretty difficult thing; not this time.

      The next morning came. When I awoke I was once again alone. For the first time in a great many days, I felt somewhat human. I could even get up and not feel like I needed assistance. Taking a leak by yourself is very satisfying. Cannot tell you how nice it was to not have to use an urn; that kind of thing signifies the last human indignity—when someone else has to clean up after you. By the next day, I only needed someone nearby in case I teetered, soon I would be shuffling around all on my own. Azile and I found some quality alone time, I don’t think that needs any further explaining. There had yet to be a night where I had not woken in terror, bathed in a thick sheen of sweat. So far, I had not screamed externally, though there was plenty of it going on in my head. When Azile questioned me on it, I told her the truth. How hard would it be to figure out anyway? Torture has a fundamental way of changing a person. There was no reason that I would be exempt.

      By the end of the week I was nearly self-sufficient. I could walk like I was in my eighties, which I’ll tell you right now is worlds better than those in their nineties. I had a smile on my face as I exited the washroom.

      “You see something you like?” It was Azile.

      “You want to see?” I put my hands by my waistband. I halted all thoughts and actions with her next words.

      “You need to get dressed.”

      I knew immediately why, though I had been repressing the thought of it as much as possible. It was the memorial for Bailey. I cannot tell you how much I wanted to be selfish and say I was not feeling well enough to do it; most likely I would have been granted a pass. But just because I did not want to do something didn’t mean I could not. Azile did her best to help me into some decent clothes. It was nice to wear things that were not covered in mine or someone else’s blood. Looked like the whole damn city was seated in the pavilion in the center of town. Lana had set up a dais on the top of the steps that led into the city building. Long wooden benches, which looked like they had been built for just this occasion, were completely filled and more people were standing in the back where I hoped we could be. Azile gripped my hand hard as I faltered and led me up to the front where there were two seats available next to Mathieu.

      Mathieu’s eyes were already red-rimmed. I wish I could have said it was because he had been imbibing on his newest cask, but I knew better. There was quiet murmuring throughout the crowd that ceased the moment Lana climbed the steps. I let my mind wander to take in the day. I had not been outside since my rescue. The sky was a brilliant blue, of a color that not even the clouds had the desire to disturb. I could hear birds singing outside the walls; on occasion, a few would take wing over our heads. I could not help get the impression that they were sort of an honorary Air Force fly by. This was the type of day young couples hike to secluded spots with their basket of wine and cheese and then enjoy nature in all its splendor; certainly not the kind where a trusted ally and friend is honored for her sacrifice. I was acutely aware that I was the entire cause for this gathering. I could feel countless eyes upon me and did my best to shrink within the confines of my clothes; I was alive. The beautiful, noble leader of Talboton was not. It was a gentle nudging from Azile that let me know Lana was speaking about me and that perhaps I should listen.

      “...Michael, would you like to say a few words?” Lana had her hand out to me.

      “Fuck no,” was on the edge of my tongue—thankfully it stayed there. I had a difficult time standing; Azile stood and helped me up. Not sure if my legs betraying me was deliberate or psychological. She helped me up the stairs where she handed me off to Lana who stepped aside so I could use the dais to support myself. I cleared my throat.

      “Bailey was my friend.” I had to pause, I looked off into the distance, past the throng of people sitting there. I swore I almost caught a glimmer of Bailey way back there urging me on. “Like most friends, we didn’t agree on everything, even had a few hard times, you might say. Through it all, I found her to be the most caring, loving person I’ve ever met in my entire life. She was the great granddaughter of the truest friend I have ever had the honor to know. The Tynes bloodline ran strong through her, and that she sacrificed all for me only strengthens the ties that bind us. I don’t know if any among you loved her more than I, but if so, my heart goes out to you. I do not feel worthy to stand here while she has traveled on. I will make it my goal in life to honor her memory. Rest in peace, Bailey Tynes. You will be sorely missed.”

      Lana helped me down the stairs but instead of sitting, I continued on and out of the square to where I thought I had caught a glimpse of Bailey.

      “As far as eulogies go, I know it was fairly weak,” I spoke softly aloud, hoping she would hear me. “I was never good at putting words to my feelings. I loved, no—I love you, Bailey. I know it is peaceful where you are; it must be. Please tell BT I’ll see him soon and that he doesn’t get to count this one on his ledger.” Now I was openly weeping. I let my back scrape against the building as I slowly sank to the ground. I was on my butt with my head hanging low, tears falling into my lap.

      A shadow came over me. “I’d like to go home,” I said to Azile without looking up.

      “As would I.” Her slender hand reached down to help me up.

      That night we ate dinner with Lana and Mathieu, who were gracious enough to not constantly be fondling each other. Mathieu was especially happy with his new leg which he showed off on as many occasions as he could. It was a good night and it went a long way to pushing the demons away into the far corners. Yeah, they still lurked, but I couldn’t see them for the moment so I could live, for now, in ignorance of their existence. Mathieu had indeed been working on a fine brew, and we worked our asses off to put a dent in the small keg. By the time Azile and I headed back to our room she had to once again assist me, but this time, it wasn’t because of my injuries.

      The next morning came too soon and not soon enough. I felt like crap, but I was ready to go. I quickly packed my few possessions: my hand axe, rifle, and some ammo, then I remembered Azile had brought the twins and everything that entails.

      “How the fuck did you get here woman? Pack mule caravan?” I asked as I packed up enough stuff to supply a small continent.

      “If you quit complaining and hurry up, we could possibly make it home by tonight.”

      We were ready to go, but Mathieu made sure to come and grab us for breakfast; he was not in such a rush for us to leave.

      “There is a place for you all here. You would be welcome.”

      “I know that, Mathieu, and I appreciate it,” I told him honestly. “But I’ve already been around people far too much. This isn’t the end, my friend. I just need some time to get right in the head.”

      “So then this is the end?” He couldn’t contain himself as he started laughing.

      “I love you like a brother,” I told him as I hugged him. “We will visit; we’ll be back in the spring for your wedding.”

      “And then again for the birth of your child,” Azile said.

      “What?” Mathieu was looking at Azile. “Birth of my child?”

      “Well, I mean, in the future...when it should happen.” She couldn’t have looked any more busted than if she had been told to not eat anything before dinner and came to the table with chocolate smeared all over her face.

      “Good save,” I told her. “Smooth.”

      “Lana is pregnant?” Mathieu would have hit the floor if I hadn’t shoved a chair under his ass. “I thought it was my cooking that was making her sick.”

      “Well, now that you bring it up, those crêpes were a little undercooked.” I was holding my stomach. “Shit, woman, can’t you do a spell and make him forget the last couple of minutes? Look at him, he looks like he ate his own food.” Mathieu was indeed looking a little ashen. “You would think someone so good at brewing beer would understand the dynamic of mixing ingredients together for edible substances.”

      “I can’t believe I said that! Lana is going to be so upset.” Azile had her hand up by her mouth. I’m thinking she was trying to figure out if she did have anything up her sleeve that would help her out of this situation.

      “What will I be so mad about?” Lana was standing in the doorway, taking in what was happening. I made sure to back away slowly from all the guilty parties—Azile for blabbing and Mathieu for giving her something to blab about.

      “She did it.” I pointed to Azile, and as if my finger were somehow attached to the town bell, it began to peal. It sounded the quick bursts of an emergency, not the slow, mournful bongs of a remembrance.

      “What could it possibly be now?” Lana turned to head for the source; we were all quickly behind her, though I had to tell Mathieu we needed to go.

      “Werewolves!” came the cry. I figured at some point Lunos would rally—just wasn’t expecting it to be quite this quickly. The only cure for something like Lunos was to kill him. There was no lesson he would learn that would be severe enough to dissuade him from doing asinine things. Shit, I was proof of that idiom.

      “Lycan!” came from another. I mistakenly assumed they were talking about spotting Lunos. When I finally got my ass up on the parapet I realized my mistake. Werewolves were running full tilt for our walls. At first I thought it was a charge, but it was more of a fleeing—they were being herded. I saw a perfect opportunity that others had not quite grasped. I shoved a magazine in the magazine well, pulled back the charging handle.

      “Only the werewolves!” I shouted as loud as I could. To make my orders even clearer, I added: “Do not shoot Lycan!”

      When that was done, I started exacting a measure of revenge that felt oh-so-sweet each and every time I pulled that trigger. It wasn’t long before I was surrounded by others of like-mind. The werewolves were more scared of those that pursued them than those that shot them. They just kept coming into our hail of bullets, falling by the dozen. Whatever had happened out there in the wild had been severe. Their numbers were hardly a third of what they had been and the survivors looked like they’d been beaten and on the run since they departed here. Azile was now standing next to me. I told her to take a break from whatever spell she was about to perform.

      “We can handle it for now.”

      She actually let me get away with that, which let me know just how far to the edge she had pushed it with whatever magical disciplinary committee was out there. The few werewolves that did finally make it to the wall seemed to plead for us to let them in. There was only one gate I was planning on opening for them. There’s a part of me that wishes I could have stopped and felt bad for the creatures we were absolutely slaughtering out there. But all of us, each and every one of us, had lost so much and these beasts were the reason why; whether or not they’d chosen that role. The field was coated in fur, something had fundamentally changed in these werewolves that they did not even revert to their original form with their deaths.

      There weren’t more than ten or twelve werewolves out on that field when the shooting began to taper off. A Lycan in the distance had his arm up in the air. I’m pretty sure it was Mikota, and who he was pushing forward was unmistakable. It was Lunos.

      “I have something for Michael Talbot!” Mikota said. He pushed Lunos into the ground. “I do not wish to sully my paws with this filth!”

      “Where are you going?” Azile asked as I headed to the steps.

      “Where do you think?”

      “Up until yesterday, you could barely walk on your own.”

      “That was yesterday.” I was down the stairs before we could continue an argument I had no chance of winning. “Open the gate.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” the guard asked.

      I guess the look I gave him was sufficient. In another fifteen seconds I was picking my way through bodies, sometimes stepping right over them. I could see the shock in Lunos’ eyes as I approached. He had believed I was dead.

      “Miss me?” I asked as I lined up my boot with his nose and tried to score a goal from fifty yards out. Hearing him yelp in pain might singularly be the most satisfactory auditory experience I had ever had. He had a defiant cowering going on as I placed the barrel of my weapon against his head.

      Mikota chuffed.

      “There a problem with me blowing this fucker’s brains out?”

      “He is the lowest of our low. What he deserves is a beating so severe that he dies from it.”

      “What took you so long?” I asked of the Lycan.

      “It was no small feat to unite the clans since our experience with Xavier. The only reason they came together was because this was his litter mate and until the problem was dealt with in finality, there would always be a chance the mistake of his sibling would be revisited. We learned of your capture and brought Lunos here so that you might take back your honor.”

      “Honor is lost from capture? Sounds like a Japanese feudal thing to me, but whatever. I relish the opportunity. What do you think Lunos? Would you rather I blew open your rotting skull with this high-powered rifle?” I made sure to painfully push it into his head and twist. “Or would you rather me, the one you tortured without mercy, did you in by hand? I promise I will make it as painful as I possibly can.”

      Lunos looked behind him at Mikota. “If I should triumph and kill the Old One, I would like to claim the right of chendesering.”

      “What the hell is checkering?” I asked.

      “You had better not lose,” was all Mikota would answer me.

      “I am getting up; I would appreciate you not shooting me.” I stepped back as Lunos stood and dusted himself off.

      “We will do battle, you and I, Michael. When I beat an Old One in one-on-one combat I will be allowed to claim a position of power and respect within our hierarchy. That is a chendesering. It is a way one low-born can improve his place within our society.”

      “Was kind of hoping you would go for the bullet. The Red Witch is going to be pretty pissed at me for messing up these clothes.” I became acutely aware, as I was putting down my rifle, that I was alone, amidst a sea of my enemies, facing a gigantic foe who had nearly sliced me to pieces and was in significantly better shape than I was. Again, a hastily taken action without any thought of consequence. There was no announcing of competitors, no obligatory bows, no fist bumps to signify mutual respect. Lunos attacked the moment he saw an advantage, which was when I’d put my rifle down and was just standing back up. I was slightly turned away from him.

      The only thing that saved me was that he had struck so hard I was propelled away from his reach. Agreed, it is a strange thing to be thankful for. Every previous injury I had ever suffered, took affront at the jarring blow I had just absorbed. There was very little of me that did not ache; all my barely healed injuries seemed to reopen with the hit; whatever pain dulling medication still at work abandoned ship. Did a little threading of the needle when I flew in between two tall trees. How the hell I missed slamming my head on the oak as I passed, had to be some sort of divine intervention. The trees worked out in my favor, though, as they slowed Lunos’ approach.

      “Round one might be yours,” I told him as I stood, “but it’s going to be a long fight.” I wiped blood from the corner of my mouth. He let forth a savage roar.

      “That’s right, you get all mad. I’m just going to get even.”

      There was a time when my youngest, Travis, was into Parkour, that French running around and jumping up, over, and off things, thing. Don’t get me wrong—what those people did was all sorts of athletic, I just always thought it was an injury waiting to happen. I cannot tell you how many shin scrapes, toe-stubs, bruises, and boo-boos my kid suffered practicing this sport—which made what I did next all that much stranger. I ran at the large oak tree, jumped up, then pushed off so that I was propelled to the other, only higher. I did this two more times before careening at Lunos. I’d even gone a little too high as I’d launched from the better part of ten feet off the ground. I had to twist my body mid-flight to make sure I didn’t soar harmlessly overhead.

      Lunos’ reaction was about half a second behind my action. I watched as his head turned and as he brought his claws up in defense; it was going to be close, but I was confident I’d get by before he could strike. I had been hoping to sink my fangs into his face. Ended up just reaching down and grabbing that giant ear.

      I had not been expecting it to sound like plastic ripping as I tore it completely off. His arm, which had been getting dangerously close, pulled back in and went to cover his new wound. The scream that came from him could have broken glass. He still had not turned to face me, even after I tucked, landed, rolled, and came back up. A good amount of blood was streaming down the back and side of his head, matting his fur down in a thick glistening mess. I’d done a lot of things to piss off a lot of Lycan, never once had I seen the face of pure savagery that Lunos directed at me as he finally collected himself enough to turn. His paws were now halfway up his body and held out to the side. His chest was expanding and collapsing rapidly; blood flowed freely down his forehead and around his eye, giving him a distinct war-paint look.

      “Yeah, that’s the stuff of nightmares right there.” I hoped I didn’t say it loud enough for him to hear. I’d been expecting an attack fueled by erratic rage. I should have known better. Lunos was too smart to run blindly into a dangerous situation. He was calculating, deciding on the best course of action.

      “Brothers, sisters,” Lunos started. “We have in our midst an Old One. Sworn enemy of our kind. They have hunted us for generations.”

      Out of my peripheral vision, I could see some of the Lycan looking around wondering where this was going.

      “He is alone, and at his most vulnerable....”

      He did not get a chance to finish that thought as Mikota spoke up. “If he is so alone and so vulnerable, perhaps you should finish him off like the chendesering demands. Since you requested one I would think you would be familiar with the rules. Either one emerges victorious or both are lost. Your decision, Lunos. We will kill the Old One, but you will die as well. The honor you seek will be post-mortem for giving up your life for that of an Old One.”

      It was easy enough to see that Lunos wasn’t too keen on giving himself up for the greater good.

      “There will be no offerings made today.” It was Azile, and I was happy to note she’d pretty much brought an army with her. Lunos turned his head to the distraction, I did not hesitate. I was on the move. With my right hand I pulled the axe free. I went to the opposite side he was looking towards to get as close as possible before he saw me. I wanted to strike before he was even aware I’d attacked. It was close; I nearly got away with it. Maybe if I had completely regained my strength I could have pulled it off. I was able to strike with my blade above his right kneecap. Whether he acted on instinct or he had just caught me out of the corner of his eye, didn’t really matter—the result was the same. I got punched square in the face with a closed paw that was as big as my head.

      My nose was broken, again, maybe my left orbital socket, and for the moment everything, in addition to being blurry, was being displayed in triplicate. One Lunos was quite enough; he did not need to be cloned. If he hadn’t been in so much pain he could have finished me off as I drunk-staggered back. Blood poured from my nose and got hung up in my mustache and beard, large clots of it occasionally flew into my mouth as I pulled in ragged breaths. I was shaking my head attempting to knock free the bats that were taking up residency in my belfry. I was more than a little curious as to why Lunos hadn’t lopped my head off yet.

      He was down on one knee; looked like I had taken one of his legs out of the equation. There was a large bulge of material curled up inside his thigh. I had severed something significant. He’d taken a page from his brother’s playbook and was going to switch forms. The moment I saw the transformation begin I knew he was at his most exposed. My next chop crushed his left kneecap; his leg was split to the bone. Only the meniscus and the muscle in the back held it to his torso. He could change all he wanted but he’d still be dragging his ass on the ground like a cur with worms. He realized the futility of his morph-maneuver and stayed in his current form, where not only was his mouth lethal, but so were his powerful arms and paws. He was panting heavily from the pain he was in. I’m not usually one for stepping back and admiring my handiwork, but fuck him. He’d tortured me for days.

      “Did it ever occur to you it could end like this?” I asked, letting the head of the axe slap into my left palm.

      He growled his response.

      “I’ve been dreaming of this day, of the payback, I mean. I fully believe in karma, Lunos. Do you know what that is?”

      He growled again.

      “I’ll explain it to you. It’s when...”

      “This is a fight to the death, Old One. There is no time for talking,” Mikota said.

      “I will fucking do what I fucking want to do, Mikota! This piece of shit, tortured me, insulted me, and had me tied up and beaten like a fucking hog. If I want to take my time and literally pull him apart piece by fucking piece I will do so. If you have a fucking problem with that maybe you should take his place and you and I can finish what we agreed to do!” I stared at him a full fifteen seconds before he turned away.

      “As I was saying before I was so fucking rudely interrupted, karma is receiving back what you have put forth, whether it is good or bad. And you, my furry friend, have a shitload of bad karma coming your way. I’m going to kill you like I did your mangy brother, but at no time would I have ever dragged it out for the length of time you did for me. See, right now, I know you are in the kind of pain that makes rational thought highly unlikely, impossible, even. You’re just busy trying to figure out if you can even move your legs. But every time you send a signal down there for them to jump there is no connection made. You’re pretty much screwed.”

      “Come closer, Michael, and I will show you just how screwed one can be.”

      “I could, for the most part, stand right here for the next twenty minutes, possibly a half hour, and you’ll just bleed out all over the ground, getting weaker and weaker by the minute. That anger you’re burning through will be the first thing to go, then a serious case of panic will take its place. Then you’re just going to get tired and fade away into obscurity. Assholes like you hardly even generate a footnote in history. Sure, there were some world class assholes and they should be never forgotten, you’re just the weaker brother of one. You couldn’t even pull off being a fuck face well enough to be remembered past next Tuesday...which just so happens to be the day I plan on bringing back tacos. Too bad you’re not going to be around for them.”

      Even on his knees he was taller than I was, at least we were on somewhat more even terrain. I kept talking, always keeping a vigilant eye on him. At first, his eyes stayed on me as they desperately tried to burn a hole into my being. When I saw his head dip I moved, maybe he was playing possum because he recovered quickly, too quickly. I was able to move my head enough to avoid the hit, but his claws dragged down my back and shredded my clothes, ripping through my skin, reopening part of a barely healed wound, and even lodging a claw into the rear of my rib. The pain was immense and would have hardly been worth it if not for the cracking sound as the flat of my blade struck him on the side of the mouth, shattering most of the teeth on that side.

      His keening shriek was unlike anything I have heard in my entire life. Sounded like a woman being murdered in the most horrendous way possible. I wanted him to stop, the noise was grating to my nerves. My back was on fire, he’d ripped open all of the scar tissue and exposed a fair portion of me to the elements. I swung my axe backward, cracking the rear of his skull. I’d hit him with enough force, and he was weak enough, that his head went all the way to the ground. He put his hands by his side but as of yet had not pushed back up. I wasn’t sure if he had the capability to do so. I was going to wait a few seconds; I couldn’t afford to find out if he was sandbagging again or not. If he hit me with another strike like the last one, we would both find ourselves on the ground. The only winner in that scenario became Mikota, and on some level, I think he would be sad to lose the chance to take his crack at me. Blood cascaded from the back of Lunos’ head.

      “You hear that? That low mournful sound is for you, Lunos. It’s Death come to take you away. Do Lycan have a special place for those that failed their species? Because that’s where you’re headed.” The Lycan looked around at each other; I’d definitely touched on something there. Even Lunos stirred as if he were going to give it one more try in an attempt to stay away from their version of hell.

      “Finish him, Michael.” It was Azile.

      I wiped the blood away from my mouth with the back of my axe-clad hand. The look I gave her when she spoke was pure animalistic savagery. I’d not meant it that way, but the blood lust had its own pull.

      “Sucks to be you,” I told Lunos as I straddled his body. I gripped the axe with both hands and raised it high above my head. The air whistled as my weapon sliced through it. I buried the thing so far into his head that it completely enveloped the blade. He shuddered three times and was still. There was a loud sucking sound as I pulled free.

      “Seems my work here is done, Mikota. You ready for yours?” I looked directly at him.

      “To fight one so gravely injured as yourself would diminish my honor,” he said. “The time will come, Old One, when we will finish what we agreed upon.”

      “What? Are you saying this isn’t going to be one of those stories where we get past our  intense dislike of each other and become friends? Wow, did I call that one wrong!”

      “We would like to take Lunos’ body and bury him properly.”

      “Go fuck yourself. He’s mine. I’m making a jacket...or maybe a throw rug from his greasy pelt.” The Lycan were not too fond of that particular statement and tensed up, which caused the men and women on my side to aim their rifles accordingly. “Is he worth it, Mikota? How many more of your kind will die right now over one who should have never lived?”

      “I could say the same to you, Old One.”

      “I’ve made my claim. Either do something about it or leave; I’m not changing my mind.” Got to admit I was more than a little surprised when he turned and left. In fact, immensely relieved would be more accurate. I was thinking I was going to end all of my Lycan issues in one fell swoop, though that likely meant Mikota ending me. Sure, I’d killed Lunos in a most satisfactory way but it left me wounded and exhausted. One huge problem was gone, but the one in front of me could be a whole lot worse. Azile was to my side, and I didn’t quite know how this was going to go. If I were a betting man, I’d say not so good. The father of her children just runs balls out into a fight to the death with a Lycan who is surrounded by an army of Lycan? Yeah, that sort of thing doesn’t generally sit too well with mothers.

      “How hurt are you?” was all she asked.

      “Pretty bad.” And I was, but if I’d suffered nothing more than a hangnail I would still have hammed it up to the point where it looked like I was going to pass out. I knew I had my out and I was damned sure going to use it to the best of my ability. I thought about stumbling, but if she caught me overacting, my ruse would be exposed and I might be in even bigger trouble.

      She gently escorted me back within the city walls. The celebration had already begun. Folks were going to be up all night, reveling in this one. I wished I could join them. Sure, Azile hadn’t torn me a new one, but that didn’t mean she was overly ecstatic with my earlier actions. If the enthusiastic way she sewed my wound shut was any indication, I was going to hear about today for quite some time.

      “You pull those stitches any tighter and the skin is going to wrap around to the front,” I told her.

      “Maybe the idea is that I stretch it enough that it covers your mouth and you stop saying stupid things.”

      “I guess there’s always that possibility, but I’m a hero, you know. The Lycan threat is over.”

      Not sure if she stuck a needle or a finger in the wound, but something gave me a sharp pain back there. “Oh yes. I would say Mikota was completely happy with the way things turned out. He wasn’t insulted or belittled in the least when you refused to surrender Lunos’ body. I cannot for the life of me imagine why he would seek you out at some future time to make it right.”

      It had only taken me three lifetimes but I knew pleading my case at this exact moment was in no way a good idea. Best thing I could do was take her needling (see what I did there?) and keep my mouth shut. When she was done she put her tools down, leaned over my shoulder, and kissed me deeply.

      “You keep doing that shit and I’m going to kill you myself, hero. I’ve got some patients I need to check on. You should get some rest, though somehow I don’t think you will.”

      “Where are the kids?”

      “They’re with Lana.”

      “And Mathieu?”

      “I hear he’s checking his latest batch. Go to your friend’s, enjoy your night. I think we should stay here another couple of days until you heal up—then we need to talk.”

      “Umm...about us?” I almost swallowed my tongue.

      “It affects us, yes. But for good or bad, Michael, I am bound to you. That is not what I want to discuss.”

      “If it’s about interior design, I really don’t care, you can pretty much do as you want. I mean, as long as there are no dolls or any sort of clown motif, or anything ham orientated or cherry colored. Other than that I am open to just about anything”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” She kissed me again and walked out.

      “Holy shit...hadn’t really been expecting it to go down that way,” I said as I sat there for a few more minutes.

      “I was wondering when you were going to get here,” Mathieu said. He was sitting outside of his home. There were two chairs, two mugs, and a pony keg sitting on a table.

      “It’s like you can read my very soul. I’d hug you, but I can barely move my arms and if you touched me back there the sound I would make would be very un-masculine.”

      “To friendship,” he said as we clinked our mugs together.

      “To the end of the Lycan war.” We clinked again. An hour later we’d run out of things to celebrate and had begun toasting individual stars. Got through quite a few of the brighter ones before we drained the keg and decided to call it a night, and by “call it a night” I mean passed out on the chairs. I thanked my nana, Bretel, as she placed a blanket atop me, which was weird because I’d never had a nana Bretel. I awoke early the next morning, not because of the sun sneaking up over the horizon but rather that the light was suddenly blocked by someone in its path. I thought it was most likely Azile come to gather me and bring me home. Instead, I started when I looked into a cold black eye of the largest raven I’d ever seen in my life.

      I knew this bird. I knew that head was going to turn and I would be faced with the cold, white, paleness of harbinger eye. He did not disappoint, and he never blinked as he regarded me.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      He cawed.

      “Have I not given enough? Who sent you?” I tossed the blanket and moved with all the speed I had afforded to me. The bird was faster. I swear the cawing he spewed as he flew away was rude laughter. My plan was to tear his head off if I’d caught him. Maybe fry his body up with a little oil, salt, and pepper; hell, he was big enough to have a fair amount of meat on him. Azile showed up not more than a couple of minutes later. I noticed she spent an inordinate amount of time looking at the spot where the bird had stood then peering exactly after his line of departure.

      “Did you have a guest?” she asked, still looking up into the sky.

      “I did. Good or bad?”

      “Can’t tell. It is sometimes unfortunate that the heart wants what the heart wants.”

      “I’ve got a feeling that’s directed at me.”

      She smiled. “Whatever gave you that impression?” She gave one last look to where the bird had gone and then, as far as I knew, didn’t think on it again. Yeah, I know that last line is bullshit; she just didn’t bring it up again with me. Probably spent countless hours trying to divine what it was and where it had come from.

      “Why are you here so early?”

      “The children are hungry.”

      “How do you know?” I was wiping the sleep from my eyes.

      She pushed her swelling breasts together.

      “Well shit—now that you bring it up, I’m a little hungry myself,” I said as I leered at her um, endowments. “Motherhood suits you well.”

      “Just come and help me.”

      We stayed at Lana’s the entire day, doing what normal people do. We laughed, we ate. We drank. We just basically enjoyed each other’s company. But it was a bittersweet day. I was determined to soak in every minute of it, but I knew there was a pendulum swinging in the background. Days like this would not happen often. It was strange to have an eternity afforded to me, yet be so absolutely concerned with time. We ended up staying an extra two days. I really played up my injury, though I fooled no one; I think we all needed a reasonable excuse to linger. On the morning of the third day, I gave Lana a big hug.

      “Remember this spring,” she admonished.

      “How could I forget your wedding, Lana? Of course I’ll be here. Plus, Mathieu said he is planning a new pilsner. I wouldn’t miss either for the world.”

      “Thank you for everything, Michael Talbot. You have made our world, this world, a better place by being in it.”

      I was taken aback by her words; I’d never heard anything like it. Usually, I was being blamed for all the ills of the world.

      “Thank you, Lana. To hear you say those words means a lot.”

      She hugged me again. Mathieu was crying.

      “Stop it, man, or I’m going to do it too and we’re in front of the women for god’s sake. They will think we’re less manly.”

      “I wish you would just stay here,” he told me.

      “It would be alright for a few weeks, Mathieu, and then people would start to look at us funny. And holy fuck, if a cow or something went missing, the first person they would look to would be me. And if the planting season went wrong, they’d want to sacrifice a witch or some shit and then there’d be this whole supernatural war and you wouldn’t know which side to choose. It would be a disaster. This way, if I only come and visit a couple of times a year, we won’t have enough time to build up a huge animosity amongst the good citizenry. Trust me, it works out better this way. If we don’t have a common enemy to vanquish or a quest to run, I start to make up my own drama. It gets real messy real fast.” I got him smiling after my words, even though in reality I wasn’t too far off the mark.

      When he presented me with my own keg and detailed instructions on how to brew his recipes, I did finally lose it.

      “This is just different enough that you are still going to have to visit with me periodically,” he told me. We hugged for longer than is normally customary for two men, but I didn’t give a shit. He was an honest to goodness bona-fide friend; I hadn’t had one of those in a good long while.

      I didn’t say anything for the first ten or so miles as we traveled. The babies were asleep, Azile seemed pleased as punch we were heading home as an entire family unit, and I was both sad and excited. This was a transition point in my life. The immediate threat was over. Now, I don’t know if I was just laying my feelings over the entire tapestry but everything seemed just a smidgen brighter. The birds songs were livelier, I wouldn’t doubt if I saw a deer or two doing a jig. As a whole, I know nature really doesn’t give a shit about the affairs of man. We had so far removed ourselves from the cradle of our lives, that when we went and did stupid shit, like had wars, the rest of the inhabitants of our planet pretty much ignored us and went about their normal business.

      We took our time heading home, partly because the babies demanded stops regularly, but for the most part we weren’t in any great rush. Although, I was looking forward to seeing Oggie, who I was sure was sick of being terrorized by the cat. It was closing in on twilight when Azile told me it was time to stop.

      “Again? How much can they eat? I mean really, have you checked either of them for tapeworms?”

      “We’re home, Talbot.”

      “Oh.”

      She did a little waving of her hands and the front porch came into view.

      “Gotta admit, that’s pretty cool.” I went up the stairs and opened the door for Azile who was carrying the munchkins. When I opened the door I almost lost my shit. “Traitor!” I yelled. Oggie swiveled his massive head to me, he was cuddled up next to the cat. “Unless you are locked in mortal combat, you had better get away from that beast!” Oggie jumped off the couch and crashed into me. His earlier transgression all but forgotten as he feverishly licked my face.

      “When you’re done making out with your dog, do you think you could help me put the kids to sleep?”

      “She just doesn’t get our bond, Oggie. Cat people are very aloof, just like the animals they live with. If you’re going to love your animal you have to get on the ground and roll around with them.”

      “How does someone who has an unnatural fear of all things germ, roll around with a beast that enjoys smelling butts and uses its tongue as a form of greeting?”

      “Haven’t you ever heard of the Great Dog Exemption?”

      “You make more stuff up than an author.”

      “Can you imagine me writing a book?”

      “I can’t imagine you sitting still for more than a half an hour.”

      I had got up off the floor and was sticking my tongue out at MJ, who, after a seriously long questioning stare, began to smile.

      “See? Even he doesn’t know what to make of you.”

      “He will be made into my exact image!” I said as I held him aloft.

      “That’s not fair to the boy.”

      We got the kids cleaned up and put into bed. We had a bet on which one was going to fall asleep first. I lost when I said it would be Alianna. Azile got to get cleaned up first, I got the unenviable task of putting the horses up. They had been milling about the yard when I’d been out on the porch with Oggie; I was not ready for them to now be up on the porch as well. I won’t say they were spooked—they didn’t look overly frightened—concerned maybe. I mean, they were up on the porch for some reason. Looked like they were getting ready to come in.

      “What’s going on, guys?” I wondered if they instinctively knew that to be on the porch meant they were behind Azile’s curtain. The thought occurred that maybe Mikota had decided he’d rather settle things now instead of some mythical time in the future. It was not a fight I relished. I wanted the killing to be over with. I wanted the hundreds of injuries I’d incurred to be stuck at whatever number they were at now. I was already a lattice-work of scars; I didn’t need to add to the roadmap. The horses and I stayed there a good long time with me surveying the entire area. I did not catch sight of anything, and the horses never nickered or danced in nervousness; their eyes never peeled back, wide with fright.

      When my mount dropped a deuce the size of a toaster oven on the deck, I figured it was time to escort them to the barn. Neither resisted and we went in without further incident. I got them cleaned up and fed and decided I was pretty pissed off that I was going to be the last one of us all to scrape the grime of the road off of me.

      “How come I don’t get to be pampered every once in a while?” I said as I walked back in. Of course, Azile was standing there by the opening, a towel wrapped around her frame; she was drying her hair with another.

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”

      “I’d really appreciate that,” I replied.

      “Did you yell or...anything...while you were out there?”

      “I didn’t.” I told her about the horses and that she should probably watch where she stepped in the morning. She may have been irked that I hadn’t picked it up, but she let it slide.

      “Weird. I could have sworn I heard something.” She turned and headed back to the bathroom.

      “That’s it? The horses act strange and you hear something that wasn’t there and all you can say is ‘weird’? This world is entirely too unpredictable for you to ignore such things.”

      “What would you have me do, Michael? My hair is wet and if I don’t dry it properly it will be frizzy all day tomorrow. Relax. If something manages to get past all the charms and spells I have on this place, there is nothing either of us is going to be able to do about it.”

      “I cannot tell you how fucking comforting that is. So if something is in this house at any point, it’s pretty much game over?”

      “Yup. That’s what I’m saying.” She was heading down the hallway.

      I pulled a little of that super-speed card and ripped that towel free.

      “You like what you see?” she asked over her shoulder. “Too bad you’re not getting to touch any of it, reeking the way you do.” She sauntered the rest of the way down the hallway, swinging those unbelievably full hips. I wiped the corner of my mouth with my sleeve. Yep, I stank.

      I pretty much forgot about all manner of monster as I stripped down to my suit of skin. In twenty minutes I had scraped myself raw cleaning up. I toweled off, and stayed undressed. I was a little unnerved when I opened the door and the entire house was dark.

      “Azile?” Now I was naked and walking down the hallway. I’d been naked once before at the start of a zombie fallout; socks would have been nice. I took another step, a candle in a wall sconce ignited.

      “What the hell?” I was looking at it as I took another step; another candle lit up. Another step, another candle. When I crossed the threshold into the bedroom, a dozen or more flamed to life. “Where’s the pole? I’ll do a little dance for you.”

      “You told me once that I should never witness you dance.” Azile had her head propped up and was laying on the bed.

      “I did, didn’t I. I saw the lights out...I was afraid maybe you’d fallen asleep.”

      “I’ll fall asleep when I’m good and ready. Now get over here.”

      “I’m really tired; I’m just going to turn in.” Those were my words but my body was completely contradicting me as she pulled the covers down.

      “That’s fine I don’t really need all of you,” she said, smiling.

      “We’re a package deal. Can’t have one without the other.”

      “Are you seriously going to make me beg for it?”

      “I could think of worse positions to be in,” I told her.

      “Fine. I’m getting sleepy too.”

      I dove into the bed before she could even begin to roll over; women are hard to fool.

      “If I’m right, this should be about when one of the kids gets up,” I told her. They didn’t; and then, umm, they didn’t again, which was fairly unheard of on both fronts. I’ll leave it at that. We sat in bed for a good long while afterwards and just talked. We spoke mostly about small things, nothing earthshaking or ground quaking, the types of things any ordinary couple talks about: chores, the personalities of their kids, friends, events coming up. It was fucking bliss.

      More than a lifetime ago I had begged the gods to release me from my life of boredom; what I had called a rut—the daily grind of living without anything noteworthy happening. A life of waking, eating breakfast, going to work, coming home, eating, going to bed, kid doctor appointments, kid sporting events, weekend warrior activities, the occasional beer with a friend. Normal, everyday life stuff; I had it, and I’d begged to be released from it. I had it again, and I was not ever going to let go.

      How many times in our life are we told, you don’t miss something until it’s gone? A dozen? Fifty? A hundred? We’re just not wired that way. We kind of think, since I have it now, I’ll have it always. Of course, that’s illusion, but we also can’t constantly be thinking about losing what we have, even though eventually we all do. Talk about being stuck in a deep hole with no way out. To dwell on the depth of that hole would make us too afraid to do anything; it would be a vicious hamster wheel we found ourselves on. I think, in the end, if from now on my days consisted of nothing more than raising the kids and shoveling horse manure I’d be perfectly fine. I’d had absolutely enough with saving this world, and you know what was kind of funny? The gods agreed. But not in the way you’d think.

      I was worried at first, and I think so was Azile, that I would begin to develop a wanderlust. I believe she was more amazed than I was at how easily I adapted to the everyday. Not having to stick my neck out constantly was pretty nice. I took the horses and Oggie for walks; we hunted. I even dug out an area where I was going to plant the following spring. The only part that sucked about that was it had to be nearly a mile from the house so that we would not inadvertently give our location away. Although, if someone happened to stumble upon my small patch, they could conceivably lay in wait and follow me home at any point, although they’d definitely be getting the short end of that stick.

      Truly, the only troubling thing that happened those first five months was how inseparable Oggie and the damn cat had become. The babies were cherub-like, which makes all the sense in the world, considering how much the little porkers ate. I was amazed Azile had the energy to move at all with the number of feeding sessions she was forced to endure. After a particularly brutal winter which kept us indoors for the majority of days, I started to get uber-fidgety as spring began to emerge. I was very much looking forward to heading back to Denarth and seeing Mathieu and Lana. This time we were taking the entire crew, even the cat. No matter how perfect life is, there always has to be a thorn in the rose bush.

      The day we decided to head out was fairly blustery for early spring. The kids were bundled up as I put them in the small wagon I had built specially for them. Only broke my thumbnail twice and put a nail through the webbing in my palm once. I consider that a victory. I turned back to the house; a cold breeze blew past me and I got a moment of foreshadowing where I was certain I’d never be back. I was about to chalk it up to coincidence, when I looked over to Azile, she was eyeing me concernedly. To her credit, she said nothing. What can one say anyway? I can’t tell you how many times I have had a funny feeling and absolutely nothing horrible has happened. Of course, when that one-in-a-hundred time something does, we turn around and say “I knew it! I knew something bad was going to happen!” See, but the problem is, well, it’s that you can’t say you thought something bad was going to happen before it did because folks would basically get sick of your doomsday predicting. Especially since your success rate would be woefully low.

      Sure, Azile picked up on something, but it could have just been my nerves. Yeah, I’d been all over the country a number of times but I hated leaving home. I’d always been a home-body. When Tracy and I were married and I had to travel for work I would have debilitating panic attacks before I left the house each time. And now that I had a home again, it stood to reason I wouldn’t want to leave it. The outside world is where all the shit gets stirred. We were safe at home; I hadn’t so much as seen the traces of a passing human, zombie, werewolf, or Lycan, and yeah, fortunately no ravens, either. I debated if what we were doing, how we lived, was an illusion, some sort of magic trick fabricated by Azile. How could we possibly have this existence while the rest of the world was well...like the way it was? Then I’d come around and say, “Well why the fuck not?” We’d worked our asses off for our little corner to be alright, hadn’t we? We deserved it. Of course I’d come back full circle wondering when something wholly unexpected would fall from the sky and collapse the roof on our house of dreams.

      Got to admit it sucks sometimes being human, with that big old stupid brain we have. There I am having the time of my life, while simultaneously keeping a look out for the brick wall I knew I was heading for at a blistering pace. There is no other animal ever in the history of the planet that has this problem. When Oggie is playing fetch with me, he is in that moment, enjoying every second of it. In his world, there is nothing but fetch. He’s not contemplating when it’s going to be over or if he might stumble in a hole and displace his hip. He’s not thinking about chipping a tooth on a knot or having a mountain lion chase him. Hell, he’s not even thinking about the cat who keeps stealing his food. It’s unfortunate that we can’t learn this lesson from our so called “lesser evolved” friends.

      Two days we’d been on the road, the sun was shining, the kids were gurgling, burping, eating, and smiling like they always do. The cat was ignoring me. The horses hadn’t tried to toss me, Azile and I had found a little alone time under the stars, shit, I think I saw a couple of Disney princesses singing in the woods. My point being that the trip couldn’t have been anymore magically wonderful if it tried. And still I could not shake the feeling of impending doom.

      I tried repeatedly to convince myself it was because we were going to a wedding. This usually signified the end of manhood, and since it was for my friend, it stood to rights that I would feel bad for him. Mathieu and Lana had decided to postpone their nuptials, allowing all of us to heal somewhat from our war wounds, both internal and external. They’d had to push the date up a few weeks, though, when Lana realized that she was beginning to show. I’d got a kick out of that message. I’d been in the process of changing diapers, the kids had apparently not agreed with their first tasting of something that hadn’t come directly from their mother. What ended up in their diapers looked like something a nuclear waste facility might pump through their sewage system. Oggie had smacked his head against the doorframe in his haste to get out of the room quick enough to escape the toxic fumes.

      I’d tried to do the whole procedure with my breath held; it did not work to my benefit when midway through I realized I wasn’t going to be able to complete the task and had to take in three huge breaths. The air was heavy with shit molecules. It was so thick I could just about see them and I could definitely taste it. Azile was catching a good laugh as she watched me gag. I did notice she wouldn’t come into the room though, and she had her fist up under her nose. Probably had menthol on her fingers so she wouldn’t smell anything.

      “Next time you think about oatmeal, could you please make sure I’m out?”

      She backed up when I headed out with the dirty diapers; paint peeled from the walls as I passed. I was worried that if a government engineer stopped by right now he would condemn the home. I did not care that diapers were no longer disposable, these things were beyond salvaging. I dug a deep, dark hole and dropped them in. I felt bad for whatever creature encountered them. This was probably how the movie Tremors started. Normal garden variety worms came in contact with bio-hazard human waste and turned into people eating monsters.

      “We’re probably going to have to move,” I told her when I got back. “I think I just screwed up the ground water.”

      “It wasn’t that bad.”

      “Yeah? I noticed how far back you were staying. Looked like you had a restraining order you were trying to adhere to.”

      “There hasn’t been a restraining order yet that I’ve paid any heed to; you should probably keep that in mind.”

      Thankfully the remembrance of that event faded as I looked upon the walls of Denarth. Banners and flags hung everywhere; throngs of people were heading inside for what was gearing up to be one hell of a party. Mathieu had said in his carrier pigeon delivered letter that he’d been working extra hard to supply enough beer. I’d written back telling him to make sure that he hid one just for us. He said he’d hid two. I knew we were friends for a reason.

      “Wow,” was all I could manage as I looked. Mathieu had been on the wall trying to pick us out of the crowd. When he saw us he waved and came down. He had Gabriel with him. After Lunos had been killed, and the werewolves rounded up and destroyed, Lana and Mathieu, along with a contingent from Denarth and Talboton, had gone back to assist Robert’s Land in their rebuilding efforts. And obviously, to reunite Gabriel with his adoptive parents. They were gone, all of them. Not a trace could be found. They’d found the camp on the island, then nothing. Lana had her men search the entire lake to see if signs could be found of their departure to somewhere else. Nothing; not so much as a broken branch. It was like they had been picked up by a spaceship. The lost colony of Roanoke had nothing on what happened to Robert’s Land, but months had passed before anyone checked on that fateful place in Virginia. This hadn’t been more than a few weeks later. Something, some sort of trace should have been found. There were theories and suspicions, including the Lycan coming to claim an easy target. But there were no signs of a struggle, no blood, nothing. They also hadn’t left in any particular hurry, either. Cooking fires had been carefully put out; that was certainly not a sign of a populace running for their lives.

      If they’d just up and moved, they had not gone back to Robert’s Land to grab what they could salvage from the town. Until the weather began to turn, Lana had kept long range scouts out in an attempt to track them down. They’d been fruitless in their quests. I was simultaneously thrilled and worried when Lana and Mathieu had decided to adopt Gabriel. It seemed to me that if anyone had the power to move a great many people into another realm it might be him, though I said nothing. No one really looks kindly on blaming a child for the fate of an entire town.

      Gabriel was all smiles as Mathieu swept him up in his arms and extended him up so he could ride the rest of the way in with Azile. I did my best to minimize contact with the kid; it wasn’t that I didn’t like him, but our first encounter had sent me spiraling away to parts unknown and I wasn’t in a rush to revisit. Later that day, Lana and Azile sat together with the two babies, discussing parenthood and the wedding. Mathieu had excused himself to check on the preparations for tomorrow. I found myself alone with Gabriel.

      “I had nothing to do with it,” he said, rather astutely.

      At first, I did not know what his words were pertaining to.

      “I’m sorry?” We had been tasked with repairing a picnic table; he was a pretty good helper, getting me tools and nails.

      “The people of Robert’s Land. I don’t know what happened to them.”

      I stopped what I was doing and looked at him.

      “I love Mathieu and Lana. They’re the nicest people I have ever met...I know that you have seen what I can do.”

      “I have.”

      “I’m learning how to control it. Touch my hand.”

      “I’d rather get a root canal.” Yet still I reached out. More than a part of me figured I was going to be flung across the room as if I’d completed a heavy duty electrical circuit. Nothing happened. Well, nothing except contact with some sort of germy goo he had coating his hands. “Oh come on,” I told him, looking at the snotty remnants dripping from my hand.

      “Lana says I have allergies.”

      I took this moment to notice the thick green goop hanging from his nose.

      “This funny to you?”

      “Mathieu says you hate germs.”

      I got up; his eyes grew wide as I held my hand out in front of me. He started running.

      “Hold still! I need to wipe this all over your shirt.” He started running and squealing for his life in a playful manner. I did finally catch him but I had already wiped my hand on my pants. Instead, I flipped him over and with my right hand gripped the large muscle on the back of his leg and told him I was going to give him a monkey bite. I’d done it to my own kids a million times; it’s an especially ticklish part of the human anatomy and he was begging for mercy as I squeezed.

      “I see you are getting along with Gabriel,” Lana said, smiling as she came to check on her charge.

      “Yeah, this one thinks he’s a comedian.”

      “Mathieu told me to!” Gabriel was laughing so hard he could barely speak.

      Later that day was the ceremony. It was very similar to weddings back in my day. I wonder why there is the need to have an audience in attendance? Maybe it’s so that when people see a woman bossing a man around others can say: “Oh yeah, I know why that’s happening, I saw them get married.”

      I was standing up at the altar with a very nervous and profusely sweating Mathieu.

      “It’s not too late, man. You could change into your furry counterpart and we could both get the hell out of here. I’ll grab a keg while you fight for your freedom.”

      “Shut up, Mike,” Azile said from her side of the dais.

      “I’m just trying to give the man options. He doesn’t quite realize how dramatically his life is going to change. Looking at your balls sitting on the mantle is a lot different than being able to wear them all day.”

      “I honestly can’t figure out why I let you out in public,” Azile hissed.

      “It’s because we’re not married. I still have my balls.”

      Mathieu took this opportunity to pipe in. “About that, Mike, when are you going to make her an honest woman? You have kids together.”

      I started stammering. “I um, yeah, I’m going to get right on that. I’ll form a committee and we’ll...yeah.”

      I was saved when someone started playing something that looked suspiciously like a guitar. I didn’t recognize the song, but its intent was clear: to announce the bride. Lana came out from underneath an awning. I almost swallowed my Adam’s apple; she was strikingly beautiful. Her golden hair was done up in ringlets; she was wearing a small tiara and her dark blue dress was shimmering.

      “Holy shit,” I said as she started coming down the aisle.

      Mathieu seemed to immediately calm once he saw her. I don’t think it was the wedding that had him riled up, but rather being in front of so many people. It was hard to reconcile the girl that had given me burlap clothes not so long ago with the woman that was now wedding my best friend. The ceremony was a little longer than we’d anticipated but no one objected, which was cool. I think Mathieu would have bitten them in half if they had. The reception was a blur. I met more festive people than I could possibly remember. I stayed close to the keg and eventually Azile had to escort me back to our quarters. As days went for me, it was a pretty great one. As far as I knew, I had not got in any trouble, I had not made any significant social faux pas, all was right. That should have been my first clue that something bad was right around the corner.

      I drank more than anyone has a right to, so it stood to reason that sometime during the night I was going to have to get up. I reached over to Azile; she was on her side facing me, clearly asleep. The babies’ crib was next to the bed on her side, both of the munchkins were fast asleep as well. I was going to do my absolute best to make sure that they all stayed in their current condition. Wasn’t going to be easy, considering I was still roughly five sheets to the wind, it was dark as pitch in the room, and I was unfamiliar with my surroundings. I sat up, hoping that my eyes would adjust to the gloom, which made absolutely no sense, though. My eyes had been shut; wasn’t going to get much darker than that. My night vision was as good as it was going to get.

      I started weighing options, like maybe I could hold it for a few hours more, or what would be worse? Me waking everyone up when I fell over a table, or me wetting the bed when my bladder had had enough?

      “I’ll just go slow.” I glacier-like slid off the bed and had a moment of panic when my foot came up against something furry. Took me a second to realize it was Oggie, that meant Sebastian was close by, and if I so much as looked at her crossly, she would start mewling incessantly. I did not pick up my feet so much as shuffle them, figured the odds of stubbing a toe were much decreased that way. Something was niggling in the back of my mind as I navigated around the animals and headed to the bathroom. It was quiet; so quiet as to be called silent. Oggie usually snored loud enough he would wake himself up. If he was already up, he would have most certainly greeted me as I got off the bed.

      And then there was Azile; I don’t know if I’ve ever encountered a lighter sleeper in my life. There were times I’d gotten out of bed without waking her, but never without slightly disturbing her to the point she would roll over.

      “I’m like a ninja,” I said, right as I plowed my toe into a table leg. “Cocksucking whore of a biscuit eater.” I waited until the initial burst of pain subsided to the dull ache of a broken toe, then I completely forgot about my newest injury and the pressing need of my bladder. Something was amiss. I’d now certainly made enough noise that everyone in this room should be looking at me with accusing eyes for disturbing their slumber. Right this very second it was so quiet I could have heard a cricket fart in the far corner of the room. Speaking of which, is that actually a thing? Can that happen? I would have dwelled on it longer, but something had me on the verge of being terrified.

      I was even now wondering if an assassin had found his or her way into the room and was stalking me as its final kill because everyone else had already been taken care of. No matter how hard I strained to see, it was as if a curtain had been placed over my vision. There was no doubt in my mind it was darker than it was supposed to be. There are degrees of dark. Being outside in the pitch black of Maine during the dead of winter is dark; being a hundred feet underground in a cave is another type. What I was experiencing now was that closed in, total lack of light. It had a weight and a claustrophobic feel to it. It wasn’t natural; this was the point I started to think that quite possibly I was in the midst of a world-class nightmare.

      “That’s it,” I said, realizing how flat the words felt as they hit the deadened air. “Your bladder is so full it’s affecting your second brain and you're having a doozy of a dream right now.” I knew the cure to wake up was to just take my junk out and start pissing. My mind would start to wonder how I could go for so long without feeling relief. Worked like a charm every time, because invariably my body would say screw it and would be on the verge of releasing everything for real. That’s when I would awake. But as much as I wanted this to be a dream, I knew it wasn’t.

      I turned back and got low, blindly reaching out with my hands. I touched fur, but it was the cat. I nearly recoiled because her first reaction should have been to jump up, hiss like a snake, and take a razor sharp claw swipe at me. Nothing. She did not move. There was heat coming from her body, but I could detect no sign of her breathing, no rise and fall of her chest. I ran my hands over the length of her trying to see if I could feel some blood or a wound. Again nothing. She could have been a statue out in a park on a warm spring day. I moved to Oggie; my heart missed a beat or two as I got the same result. I knew there was no possible way I could go over to Azile and the babies. If the same thing happened, I was pretty certain I would spin into depths I would not recover from.

      “Dream, Talbot. This is all a dream,” I said as I stood up. The word “enchantment” drifted into my head, uninvited. “Who, though? Ganlin is gone. His brother, maybe? His ex-wife pissed off that she was no longer going to get alimony payments?” I was heading back to the bed, not that I wanted to, but I needed to know. And if anyone could break through a spell, she was lying on our bed. Maybe I could shake her awake, maybe kiss, maybe I could just randomly wave her arms about and mumble incoherently; I was bound to strike on something that would work. I was absolutely terrified that this was my new reality. I would be surrounded by those I loved but would never again be able to interact with them. That seemed exactly like what a lesser god would do to someone like me.

      There was some laughter out in the hallway beyond our door. It trailed away in a dying echo. I was on the move, about to chase whatever or whoever that was to the ends of the world if need be, for some answers. That was right up until a tapping came on the window. When you’re twenty feet from the ground and there’s a knocking on your window, that gives you pause for concern. Now I was frozen. It’s one thing to chase, it is quite another for something to be bold enough to come a-calling. As distasteful as it was to head toward something deep, dark and dangerous which had absolutely no fear of me, it was where I needed to go. I ripped the right window off its hinges; the left was going to need some work as well.

      A figure, blacker than the surrounding darkness, was somehow visible, if only because the dark around me swirled into it. I knew what it was long before it spun its head at me and exposed its white eye. It was the raven, my raven. Light brighter than the surface of the sun poured out from the eye, over and through me; illuminating the room so brilliantly it washed out all the other colors. I had to turn away from the intensity of the vision before me. Azile was still on the bed; she appeared to be resting as comfortably as Snow White—and had the pallor to match. Then came a voice I thought would snap off a thick blood clot from somewhere in my leg and lodge itself into a deeply folded part of my mind, choking off all flow and hopefully killing me instantly.

      “I need help, Mr. T!” Tommy begged
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      THE FIRST LYCAN war had been a limited success; he’d found four of the six heroes, but there were two very important pieces to the puzzle still missing, and when the war was cut short by Michael Talbot’s actions, he knew he would need to take a more direct hand in events. That was when he sought Lunos out and directed him how to finish what his brother had started. Lunos had needed far less prodding than his brother. Coming across the Veil Piercer had been a stroke of good fortune. With the boy, he would be able to take his own army across the vast expanse, where they would set up rule for the next thousand years. All living beings would bow to him in one way or another.

      When the final battle for Denarth was being waged and Azile had placed the ring of fire over his neck he should have been able to deflect it. It was at that very moment his powers betrayed him and a mysterious voice entered his mind. The last words he heard spoken were in a voice low and gravelly and most certainly not of human origin; “You have served your purpose,” they hissed, and he knew no more.
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