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Introduction

I_,...-""-

right lights spiral around manufactured trees, music with the same bastard
theme repeats without any end, and a pocket book that has seen better days, indeed, the
holidays have arrived. With all the fun and delight one can have with rejoining with



family, even those certain some ones you could stand to not see again, it is important to
know that too much holiday spirit can be as disastrous as having no spirit at all. You
don’t have to take my word for it, just watch National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation.

To all the DT fans, and to those that are simply passing by, I raise a pint of
pumpkin ale in gratitude. There is much for Deadman’s Tome to be thankful for, and
there is much for Deadman’s Tome to give this holiday season. This holiday’s release
features five horrific tales: Nine Lives and Counting, Shades, Lyme Disease, The Bleeder
Resurrection, and On the Subject of Funerals. Meyrowitz’s Nine Lives and Counting
may remind you of Edgar Alan Poe’s Black Cat. Shades, by George Piper, is similar to
Stephen King’s older works such as Firestarter. Campbell’s Lyme Disease is a thrilling
monster story, and Brumley’s On the Subject of Funerals visits a funeral with an Evil
Dead twist. Lastly, The Bleeder Resurrection returns to the same gloom and dismal city
to investigate the covert operations of a certain cult.

In addition to the stories, Deadman’s Tome will also feature links to free copies of
the first Fields of Rot novella in anticipation to the highly anticipated and much needed
follow-up, which should release early next year. And now, time for a little treat that will
certainly get your holiday spirit pumped, we present Rowark’s Krampus.

Starting on December 9th at 6pm, Jesse Dedman will go through a relentless, unmerciful
24-hour pixelated nightmare. Jesse Dedman will take it upon himself to tread through a
list of some of the worst games with his only saving grace being the donations. When you
donate, you’re not only helping St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, but you are also
helping to move Jesse Dedman onto the next game. Only those that enjoy watching
someone suffer would choose not to donate, but those that choose to not donate are also
not helping the fight against cancer. Come on folks, you could spend $2 on a soda that
you would piss out later, or you could donate the $2 for a cause that could save a life.

Pixelated

The event will stream on Ustream.tv and can also
be seen on the Dedman Productions website here:
One Man VS. a

24 hour onslaught
of horrid NES games



http://dedmanproductions.com/casual-gamers/gaming-for-charity-marathon/
http://dedmanproductions.com/casual-gamers/gaming-for-charity-marathon/
http://dedmanproductionsllc.files.wordpress.com/2011/11/pixeltednightmare.jpeg

Nathan Rowark

Standing at my window in a Christmas tide of joy;
A European figure steps to peephole with my toy.
Full bags of cotton candy; he has not come to be alone;

He brings with him a yin yang friend, in chains with bell and moan.

He’s not a Jacob Marley guest but rather uninvited;
Travelling with old Nic as guest, not devil but ones sighted.
It’s Santa’s friend, the one with sticks who beats bad children senseless.

He’ll find the naughtiest child in town and then render them defenseless.

Horns on head that’s full of teeth, his furry tail to wander;
Upon the snow to mark the spot where un karmic angels squander
Good deeds made for old start year then out their shoes must go;

Waiting for St Nicholas gifts, yet demonic pet does show.

Christmas tree lit up in flames, the bulbs of glass to smolder;



Upon the sin of youth kindling kin for the Krampus rules are older.
So when early air of Jack Frost chill does turn the front yard crisper,

Remember the crispier furnace birth that brought forth hell hearths mister.

Alan Meyrowitz

Tabby and his kind will steal from death
the souls they choose to keep—

from medieval tomes in Konigsberg

| downed my pills, expecting Hell no worse: Anna gone, and home a place of deep
despair.

Tabby had the worst of it. | held him close until his purr was less a dirge, more for joy of
life returned.

Eight lives left. Marvelous, the empathy in feline eyes.

This time with knife for second try, bereft of hope but for the count descending, it
mattered not if Tabby took the cut, or I...either way, to seven.

| chose the cat.



George Piper
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“Hey Dad, what gives?” As far back as he could remember, Carter Morrow had never
seen his father come anywhere close to a stove. But there he was, actually cooking
nonetheless, and he had to admit it smelled pretty good.

“Good morning, son. Mom had to head out early to go to her new job, so |
figured I would make you breakfast. She doesn’t like it when I cook, says that I make too
much of a mess. If you ask me, I think she’s just jealous because I’'m better at it.” He
turned away from the frying pan to give his son a wink.

Carter responded with a smile as he sat down at the kitchen table. “I hope it tastes
as good as it smells,” he commented.

“No worries about that,” his father said, “I’m making you my personal specialty.
A cheese omelet with fresh green peppers and diced onions. Now that’s eating.”

“I don’t like onions, Dad.”

His father nodded. “Got ya. I’ll throw in just a little bit to give it some flavor.”

Carter was too tired to argue with him, and entertained himself by looking out the
kitchen window at a nearby birch tree, where a cardinal had perched among the branches.

“The trick to making a good omelet,” his father explained, “is to know when it’s

ready to fold over. And that should be...right about...now.” Carter listened to the



scraping of the rubber spatula against the bottom of the pan, followed immediately by a
faint sizzle and the exclamation of “Damn!”

“Everything all right?” he asked, watching as the cardinal flew off into the clear
blue sky.

“Yeah, everything’s fine,” his father answered, sounding a little dismayed.
“Maybe I should have added an extra cup of milk.” He wet a dish rag to clean up the
back part of the stove he had sprayed with congealing egg yolk. “Oh well, it’s just as
good scrambled,” his father asserted, using the spatula to chop up what was left of the
mixture. A few minutes later, he clicked off the burner and slid a steaming plate in front
of his son. “Tell me what you think.”

Carter picked up a fork, positioning it over the meal. “Aren’t you going to eat?”
he asked his father.

“In a little while. Go ahead,” he urged, sitting down across from him and staring
with expectant eyes. Carter shrugged, circling his fork above the plate. He could see the
slivers of purple and white jutting out everywhere from amidst their camouflage of egg,
but he finally managed to skewer a small piece that had no onion in it.

His father sighed loudly. “Carter, come on. You’re not going to be able to taste a
thing with that puny morsel. Please put some more on that fork. I promise you won’t be
disappointed.”

Carter reluctantly shoveled up a larger helping, aiming it toward his mouth. He
squeezed his eyes tightly shut. When he reopened them, the chunks of onion had
disappeared. Carter put the fork in his mouth and chewed thoughtfully for a moment

before swallowing.



“So?” his father eagerly awaited his opinion.

The eggs were a little on the runny side, and the basil he had used for seasoning
was so overpowering that it nearly made him cough.

“It’s great, Dad,” Carter simply said.

His father grinned triumphantly. “What did I tell you? I’ve never heard one
complaint from your mother when I make it for her. I bet you can’t even taste the onion,
huh?”

Carter gathered some more on the fork, preparing himself for another bite. “Not
at all,” he replied.

“Good. Well, eat up, there’s plenty more where that came from,” his father
stated, rising from his chair and walking toward the stove. As he piled a generous
amount onto his own plate, Carter gulped down a glass of orange juice to pacify his
raging tonsils.

“Actually, Dad, I was thinking of getting an early jump today,” he gasped, “you
know, check out the school before my classes start.”

“You mean the girls, right?”” his father smiled knowingly.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Carter allowed. He pushed his chair away from the table,
standing up to get his book bag.

“Whoa, there speed racer, you have plenty of time. There’s something I want to
talk to you about before you go.” Carter waited as his father crossed the kitchen to sit
down again. He gestured for his son to join him, groaning with pleasure as he quickly
ravaged his eggs. “Man, that hit the spot,” he bellowed, eyeing Carter’s untouched

serving. “Are you done?”



“Yeah, sorry,” Carter answered, noticing with a slight frown that the onions had
reappeared. “It was really good, Dad, but I'm kind of too nervous to eat, if you know
what I mean. What did you want to talk to me about?”

His father leaned back in his chair, hesitating as he wiped his face with a napkin.
“It’s about the sunglasses, Carter,” he finally sighed.

Carter hung his head down. Not this again, he thought to himself as he nimbly
touched the plastic frame surrounding one of his darkened lenses. “Look, Dad, you know
Why I wear them. Can’t we just drop it?”

“Not this time. It wouldn’t be so bad if you only wore them outside, but now
you’re wearing them around the house, as if you have to hide yourself from us. And the
way you stay in your room all the time, with the door locked, has your mother and | very
concerned. You're a perfectly normal sixteen-year-old boy, there’s no reason why you
shouldn’t be making friends and going out on dates.”

“I’m not ready yet,” Carter objected, twirling his fork between his thumb and
forefinger.

“When will you be ready, son?” his father probed. “Next month? Next year?
Five years from now? The truth of the matter is that there is nothing wrong with your
eyes; it’s all in your head. You take something that nobody even notices and distort it all
out of proportion until it’s the only thing you see. And now you’ve let it consume your
whole life.”

Carter dropped the fork to the table. “As long as I can wear my glasses, I’ll be
just fine. CanI go now?”

His father shook his head. “We want you to get some help.”



Carter abruptly stood, getting angry. “My eyes are permanently disfigured, okay?
I’ve been to three different doctors, and there was nothing they could do.”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” his father responded calmly. “You need
mental help, son. A therapist, or a psychiatrist. Maybe with somebody to talk to and the
right combination of medicine, you can get better again. See things for what they really
are.”

“I see just fine,” Carter said, “and thanks for thinking I’m crazy.”

“You know that’s not true. We’re in a new town now, with the opportunity to
make a fresh start. I just wanted to get things moving in the right direction.”

“Then stop these stupid discussions and leave me alone,” he harshly spit out,
striding away from the table and his father’s flabbergasted expression. Carter found his
book bag in the closet, swinging it over his shoulder as he trampled toward the front door.

A soft whimpering suddenly escaped from the Kkitchen, sparking his curiosity.
Turning back around, Carter adroitly peeked in to witness his father sag his broad
shoulders. A strangled sob escaped from his throat as he lowered his head into his
upraised hands. Watching him weep so openly made Carter feel uneasy and awkward.
He looked away, facing the wall. After a few seconds had passed, he furtively glanced

back toward the table. His father’s slouched form was gone, the kitchen silent once

more. Carter opened the front door and stepped outside.



Nelsonville High School was not very much different from any other adolescent
institute of learning. It had its boring teachers, and its mildly interesting ones. There
were pretty cheerleaders, and gawky nerds. And, of course, no school was complete
without a bully.

Ben Hostutler was short in stature but powerfully built, showcasing his muscular
upper body in a constrictively tight t-shirt. Prominent bumps dotted his oily forehead,
while the sparse whiskers of a fledgling beard protruded from his angular chin. Despite
the cruel effects of puberty, Ben’s face would have been handsome if it weren’t for one
prominent feature.

Behind his back in crowded hallways, spoken with hushed whispers in the
cafeteria at lunch, and ambiguously sketched on a stall in the bathroom was a name that
ridiculed him.

Nostrils.

Only two things seemed to give Ben any sort of temporary pleasure. One of them
was getting into trouble. The other was the reason why he was sitting with Mary
Gorevski on the lawn near the rear entrance to the school, stroking her bare knee with one
of his hands.

“So what do you say?” he slyly asked.

Mary sighed, trying to concentrate on the math homework she had started to work
on before a bigger problem came along. “Ben,” she pleaded, “you know I can’t do that.
I’m going out with Paul Herrara now.” She moved her leg to one side, but Ben held on
tight, easing his fingers up toward the hemline of her short skirt.

“I didn’t know you guys were married. Besides, he doesn’t have to know.”



She laughed nervously, feeling the pressure of his palm on the inside of her thigh
while he began to lightly brush the satin material of her panties. Mary glanced around,
searching for help, but nobody was close enough to pay attention to them. Too timid to
yell out or simply walk away, she fathomed another excuse instead. “I really have to get
this done, sorry,” she said, tapping her pencil on the open page of the math book.

Ben slid his other hand under the cover, flipping it shut. “Come on,” he urged
her, “don’t you want to have some fun? Look.”

Mary exhaled in relief as he took his hand away from her leg to burrow into his
canvas bag. “I always come prepared,” he smiled mischievously, producing a tall boy
can of Budweiser. Tilting it toward her, Ben fished through his pockets until he proudly
held up a key.

“What’s that for?” she asked.

“The supply shed, right over there,” he answered.

Mary attempted to laugh again, but it came out more like a strangled gasp. “How
did you get it?”” she wondered, hoping the bell would ring soon. She had never wanted to
go to class so badly in all her young life.

Ben rose to his feet, brushing the grass from the back of his jeans. “I have my
secrets. Shall we?”

Mary gulped, desperately brainstorming to come up with a convincing reason why
she couldn’t go, or at the very least say something that would buy her more time. “What
if we get caught?” she managed.

“Get caught?” Ben scoffed. “Nobody ever goes in there anymore. It’s totally

cool.”



“I don’t know...” Mary resisted, staring down at the lawn. Come on, she thought.

Ring, you fucker.

Ben popped the tab on the can of beer, taking a long drink. He never understood
why girls had to make everything so damn difficult. “Here, have some of this, it’s still
cold. Look, it’ll be fine. I promise. It’s not like we’ll be in there all day, and there’s
even a nice mat that we can-*

Mary paused in mid-sip, looking up at Ben as he trailed off. She followed his
gaze to see somebody walking toward them, a dark-haired student about their age, his
face half-hidden behind a pair of cheap sunglasses.

“Who the hell...” Ben started.

“I don’t recognize him either, must be somebody new,” Mary interjected, grateful
for the distraction. The kid passed by, acknowledging them with a slight nod before
gliding up the staircase and going into the school.

“I didn’t know Tom Cruise was in town,” Ben quipped.

Mary chuckled. “Maybe I should have gotten an autograph,” she added.

Ben didn’t respond, his eyes fixed on the rear entrance. Mary decided that this
was her perfect opportunity to get away. She stood up, handing the tall boy back to Ben.
“I better head to class, don’t want to be late. Thanks for the drink,” she said.

Ben remained silent as he grabbed the beer and her hand, dragging her in the
direction of the supply shed. As he unlocked the door, guiding her inside, Mary finally
heard the ringing echo of the school bell in the distance, announcing the start of another
day. She bit down on her lip, and imagined that it was her boyfriend, Paul, who was

tugging at her shirt to fondle her breasts.



“Chronic ocular defect. Retinal tearing that is oversensitive to light,” Principal
Stevens read aloud from the doctor’s note Carter had handed her. She dropped the note
on her desk and looked up at him. “Sounds painful,” she commented.

Carter shifted in the uncomfortable wooden chair, staring back at her through the
polarized protection of concealing plastic. “It can be,” he agreed, “but it isn’t so bad with
my glasses on. Unfortunately, that means I have to wear them at all times.”

The principal nodded, glancing back to the dog-eared and faded note. “How old
is this thing?” she asked.

Carter recognized the hint of suspicion in her voice. “A few years,” he shrugged.

“A few years,” the principal repeated. “And this condition has not improved any
since then?”

“No, ma’am.”

She leaned back in her swivel chair, folding her hands in her lap. The frown on
her face convinced Carter that she didn’t entirely trust him. “Well, Mr. Morrow,
considering the fact that first period is already half-way over, | have no choice but to take
your word for it. You can wear the sunglasses today, but I’'m going to need more valid
proof than just this note. I’ll be in touch with your parents shortly, and, depending on
what they tell me, I may have to call your doctor as well.”

“T understand,” Carter responded.



“You can pick up your class schedule in the front office. Take this with you to
show your teachers. Ifthey have any questions, tell them to talk to me,” she told him,
waving the note between her fingers.

Carter snatched it, putting the piece of paper in his pocket as he stood up to leave.
“Thank you, Principal Stevens.”

“Welcome to Nelsonville High, Mr. Morrow,” she grinned. “I hope that you’re a

good sport when it comes to what some of your peers may think about your eyewear.”

“You’re kidding me, right?” the science teacher asked, scowling at him over the
lab experiment set up for the day’s lesson.

Carter sighed, his back purposely facing the curious onslaught of whispers and the
occasional snicker of a rapidly-filling classroom. It was the last period, and he had nearly
made it through his first day without incident. There had been some teasing between
classes, and the persistent heckling at lunch had forced him to take an early study hall,
but for the most part it had been fairly decent.

“No, sir, I’'m not kidding you,” Carter said.

The teacher, a balding man with an untamed unibrow, rubbed the bridge of his
nose. “In all my years of teaching at this school, I have never seen such a poor excuse for
somebody who wanted to cover up bloodshot eyes,” he boomed. This was met with a

few more snickers and giggles.



Carter began to sweat. He didn’t like being the center of attention. “If you don’t
believe me, you can speak to the principal about it,” he stammered through clenched
teeth.

“Oh, you can count on that, mister,” the teacher exclaimed. “Take a seat, right
there in the front row. And if I catch you sleeping, it’s a week of detention.”

Carter moved toward the empty desk, averting his eyes from the floor only after
he had sat down.

The science teacher clapped his hands together. “All right, class. We’re still
working on molecular reactions today. But first a little review. Who can tell me what
happens when you mix hydrochloric acid and sodium hydroxide?” Several hands shot up
in the air. “Ms. Bitner?”

A pretty girl with short blonde hair cleared her throat. “The hydrogen from the
acid and the hydroxide ion of the base come together to form water, while the sodium and
chloride elements bond to make the compound sodium chloride. In other words, you get
saltwater.”

“Very good,” the teacher broadly smiled at her. A round of applause rippled
throughout the room, accompanied by a few whistles and cheers.

“Thank you,” the girl replied, faintly blushing.

The teacher waited until everybody calmed down before turning to the
chalkboard. He wrote down a long equation, with underlined blanks before each
molecular component. “Now, who can balance this equation for me?”” he asked, holding

up the piece of chalk. This time there were no volunteers.



The teacher shook his head sadly. “Come on people, this should be a piece of
cake if you read the chapter I had assigned you for homework. Do | need to stimulate
your minds with a pop quiz?” The majority of students groaned, mumbling in protest.
“All right then, let’s go. Who can show me how it’s done?” The only hand courageous
enough to heed the challenge arose from the front row.

Carter had always loved science, and chemistry was one of his favorite subjects.
He waited while the teacher surveyed the room, seemingly ignoring him. Finally, he
announced, “Do your thing, Ray Charles.”

Carter accepted the chalk stick, eagerly striding to the blackboard despite the
eruption of raucous laughter. He barely noticed it, concentrating instead on the complex
matter of atom conformity. Numbers appeared as he wrote them in a flourish of
movement, only to vanish when they were just as quickly erased. The squeaking of the
chalk slowly intensified, building to a feverish pitch as Carter immersed himself in
calculatory trial and error. When he was done, he stood back for a moment, checking his
work. Carter nodded approvingly, glancing toward the teacher as he walked to his desk.

“Impressive,” the teacher submitted.

There was no applause for this brilliant display, but it did spark a renewal of
interest from a certain on-looker. Ben Hostutler cracked his knuckles, warming them up

for a little after-school exercise.



Carter took what he needed from his locker and slammed it shut. He briskly
weaved his way down the hall and out the rear entrance. Complacent that he was going
home and back to the privacy of his room, he jogged down the steps, unaware that he was
being followed.

“Hey!” someone shouted from behind him. Carter ignored it at first, pumping his
legs to pace faster.

“Hey, you, with the glasses! Hold up a second.” The sound of approaching
footsteps made him stop and turn around.

Carter recognized his pursuer almost immediately. It was the boy he had seen
talking to that girl earlier; the one with the inflated nostrils who had gawked at him.
“What is it?” Carter indignantly remarked. He wasn’t in the mood for another joke at his
expense. The boy held up his hands in an innocent manner.

“Whoa, no reason to be rude, my friend. I just wanted to introduce myself. I’'m
Ben,” he bantered.

“Carter,” Carter replied.

“You really kicked that equation’s ass in science. I sit all the way in the back, so
you probably didn’t notice me. Are you some kind of a whiz kid?”

Although his voice was pleasant enough, Ben was giving Carter a look that
alarmed his intuition. “No, not really,” he said, gingerly taking a step back.

“That’s good,” Ben smiled, “because I hate whiz kids.”

“Yeah, me too.” Carter continued to move away from him, but Ben marched

forward, coming closer.



“That’s great, I'm glad that we have so much in common. I think we’re going to
be really good friends, Carter. But there is just one thing first, and I’m sure that you’ll
agree with me on this point. Good friends don’t keep secrets from one another.” By
now, the mock smile had become a sinister sneer.

“What are you talking about?” Carter nervously demanded.

“Oh, I think you know exactly what I’m talking about, Shades. Come on, take
them off and let me see those peepers,” Ben answered menacingly. He puffed out his
muscular chest and twitched his biceps, preparing his body for action.

Carter had no other choice. He raised a shaky hand to his sunglasses, holding
them in place as he took off running.

Carter didn’t dare look back. He knew that it would only be a short matter of time
before Ben caught up with him. Chest pounding, breath spurting out in increasingly
ragged gasps, he sprinted on trembling legs. When he reached the outskirts of a small
utility shed, Carter chanced a dreadful look over his shoulder. He slowed down to an
exasperated trot as he realized that he was no longer being chased.

Maybe he gave up, Carter thought to himself, turning his head forward to see the

metal door of the shed was now open. Had it been that way before? He couldn’t quite

remember. Carter went to move around it, only to be knocked sideways by a savage
blow to his cheek. The world exploded in a field of white as he felt his arm being twisted
backwards, and then he was forcefully pitched into the recesses of the shed.

Carter landed face-down on the rough concrete floor, scraping the same cheek
that had been hammered and scratching his right lens. Splaying his hands outward to

push himself up, he winced as stone particles lodged deeper into the web of bleeding



abrasions on both palms. Rolling over onto propped elbows, Carter stared into darkness,
listening to the sound of another person catching his breath.

“T asked you politely,” Ben’s voice whispered, chillingly close. The humming
drone of fluorescent light immediately bathed the room in a soft glow. Ben stood by the
door, his hand by the switch. “If you weren’t so stubborn, we could have avoided all of
this. Not that it matters that much to me. I’m not the one who’s going to wake up
hurting tomorrow.”

Before Carter could react, Ben pounced on top of him like a cougar, flattening
him to the ground and pinning his arms down.

“Get oft,” Carter groaned.

“No,” Ben said, leaning toward him so closely that Carter could smell the tuna
fish he had for lunch. For an absurd moment, he feared Ben was trying to kiss him, but
then Carter figured out what he intended to do. He kicked and thrashed about, but it was
no use. Ben was too strong. Carter closed his eyes tightly as his glasses were ripped
away with an overly dramatic snarl.

“Awww, don’t be shy now,” Ben muttered through clenched teeth. He spit
Carter’s glasses onto the floor and knocked them away with his elbow. “Open sesame,”
Ben ordered.

“Go to hell!” Carter shouted, vainly twisting his wrists in a half-hearted attempt to
loosen Ben’s vise-like grip.

“That’s not very nice,” he heard before a concentrated jet of direct air nearly
made his left eyelid flutter open. Ben was blowing on his interwoven lashes with all his

might, sprinkling Carter’s face with saliva in the process.



“Stop it,” Carter pleaded, but there was only a brief pause as Ben sucked in his
breath to refill his lungs.

Unable to take this torture much longer, Carter almost screamed out in agony until
his writhing fingers accidentally brushed against something. It was small, oval in shape
and made of metal. An indented space on one side completed the mental image of what

he had stumbled across. A discarded tab off of an aluminum can. What did they say

about one man’s trash? Carter thought, taking hold of it. Allowing himself to relax, he

laid perfectly still and snapped open his eyes to stare at Ben.

The momentary shock of his deliberate act actually made the other boy recoil
back slightly. Carter watched as Ben craned downward again, his flaring nostrils
hovering over him like flying saucers. The slack features of a curious expression slowly
gave way to one of perplexed bewilderment.

“What’s wrong with you?” Ben wondered aloud, peering even closer.

One man’s trash... Carter suddenly jerked his arm free, catching Ben off-guard.

Is another man’s perfect weapon. He quickly shot it upward, ramming the tab into one of

those cavernous nostrils.

“Ahh...” Ben cried, raising both of his hands to his nose.

Carter shoved him to the side, and climbed on top of him. With an unintelligible
growl, he snaked his fingers through Ben’s mop of greasy hair, clasping his head and
slamming it down hard onto the concrete. Again. And again. Again for good measure.

Once more, and Carter’s fury was spent.



A trail of crimson blood crept out from underneath the soft cushioning of Ben’s
cranium, pooling beside his ear. He had stopped breathing. Carter hurriedly stood up on
wobbling knees, feeling faint.

“What have I done?” he weakly exclaimed.

As the walls closed in around him and the floor tilted at a crazy angle, Carter
lunged for a nearby shelf rack. The pungent smell of sprayed lubricant sharpened his
failing senses. Carter blinked, focusing on the reflection of his own face in the polished
carbon steel of a large lawnmower blade.

His pale skin had broken into goose bumps covered with the fine moisture of a
cold sweat. The cheek that Ben had pummeled was an enflamed red, with the first hints
of black and yellow shining through. Two erratic scratches raced downward from his

brow to his jaw line, broken by a noticeable gap where his sunglasses had been. And his

eyes...

Exactly the same.

Carter smoothed back the loose strands of curly hair from his forehead and turned,
looking for...

“You killed me!”

He screamed, ducking away from Ben’s cold hand as it grasped for his throat.
Running to the other side of the shed, Carter frantically swept the floor while he kept his
attention on the dead bully. “You’re not real!! You can’t be real!!” he wailed.

“You killed me,” Ben repeated in a guttural voice that resonated through parted
white lips. His eyeballs had rolled back in his head, exposing beige-colored corneas

laced with the tendrils of black capillaries. As he reached out for Carter again, the flesh



fell in raining clops from his extended fingers, revealing bony claws that wanted to tear
him apart.

Carter retrieved his sunglasses and put them on, closing his eyes as he cowered in
the corner. He waited, but nothing happened.

Squinting one eye open, Carter saw Ben’s body lying on the ground, motionless.
He sighed in relief. Standing up to leave, he was almost to the door before his conscience

began to nag at him.

This isn’t right, it said. You have to do something.

Carter faced the graying corpse, knowing what had to be done. He shut his eyes
for a long moment, and then reopened them. Still there.

It won’t work, the voice inside his head whispered, not this time.

“Yes, it will. It always works,” Carter stated, closing his eyes tighter. “One,
two...” He counted to fifty, clenching his hands with every number. When he ventured
another look, Ben was gone. Carter grabbed the door handle and twisted it.

You’ll have to do more than that, the voice warned him.

Carter smiled. “Sure,” he said, flicking the light switch off.
As he walked outside and took a deep breath of fresh air, Carter reminisced on

what his father had spoken to him about over breakfast. Maybe | do have a mental

problem, he considered. Heading in the opposite direction from his house to make his
way out of town, Carter wondered if professional help was the answer.

A darker pair of lenses might not be such a bad idea either.



3 CEND’ b

John L. Campbell
It got out.

This single thought kept repeating itself as Joanna Bishop stood in a room of
frightened people, everyone seeming to be moving and yet no one able to take their eyes
off the big, wall-mounted screens. And the fact that it had gotten out — as catastrophic as
that was - wasn’t the worst part. What it was doing was the real horror.

On screen, live images shot from news choppers over Southern Connecticut, and a
few attempts at ground coverage that didn’t last very long, brought home a central
message. Groton Research Facility E-11 had become a monster factory.

A screen on the left showed a bumpy image shot from a fast-moving car, the
driver trying to negotiate a street in New London lined with businesses. The reporter’s
narration came from off screen, and in the excitement of the moment whatever
professional broadcasting skills he had learned no longer applied.

“...left turn, left, left! Brian, as you can see the destruction is widespread, and it
looks like most people have evacuated. We’re not seeing anyone on the streets, though
there were some small groups fleeing the area a few minutes ago. At this point we don’t

even see police or other emergency services. There are fires...”



The jumpy video showed an overturned bread truck burning in an intersection, a
dozen motionless bodies scattered around it on the pavement. The vehicle swerved to
avoid running over one of them, and bounced over a curb.

“...Ow! Shit! Okay Steve, head up this way. | thought I saw lights from a squad
car. Brian, it looks like they’ve already moved through this area, so we’re heading east,
into a more residential area. We’re going to try to find someone in command, though
around here it seems -*

A massive black shape with too many legs leaped from behind an abandoned bus,
slamming head on into the news vehicle, starring the glass. There was a crunching of
metal and the view tipped upside down as the car flipped over. The camera was still
pointing forward, showing blood on the windshield, the driver slumped over with his
head and neck flopped at an obscene angle. The view jerked as the camera was struck,
rolling to show a cockeyed shot of a shattered window, then a man started screaming off
screen, a bloody hand appeared, clawing for a grip as it was dragged away, and a moment
later the video was lost to a blue screen.

Connecticut 12 cut back to its studio. Brian, the anchor, looked pale and
mumbled something about technical difficulties.

Joanna looked at another screen, this one with the words RECORDED EARLIER
scrolling across the bottom. A news chopper was sweeping low over 1-95 outside
Groton, above six lanes of divided highway packed with refugee traffic. A tide of black
shapes spilled over the southernmost guardrail and poured across the slow-moving lanes.
None of the cars were moving fast enough for dramatic wrecks, but collisions quickly

piled up, and it all came to a halt. Helpless.



The larvae were the size of footballs.

The nymphs were as big as picnic tables.

Adults were the same size as the cars they ran at, struck and flipped over. All
were hard-shelled and black, eight-legged with barbed claws. Some of the smaller ones
were crushed by low speed crashes, but after being hit the larger ones simply flipped
from their backs to their legs and attacked the cars, claws reaching through open
windows, pincers ripping open car doors to get at the occupants. Hunting for blood
meals.

“Lt. Jeffries,” Joanna called, not looking away from the screen, “temperature
reading?”

A man behind her responded at once. “The complex is reading a constant forty-
one degrees, Colonel.”

“Complex status?”” This question was directed to the man standing beside her, a
major with dark good looks and an impeccable uniform.

“We’re on complete lockdown, Colonel.”

“The lab?”

“On lockdown as well.”

“Keep an eye on the temperature, Spencer. I don’t want it above forty-two.” It
was an order she had repeated several times already, but the major affirmed it as if it was
the first time, and Joanna looked around at the people in the bunker’s command center.
Most wore sweaters or jackets, and most wore gloves, except for those working
keyboards, who had to stop and shake their hands every so often to keep the blood

moving. Breath puffed in the air like little white ghosts, but no one complained about the



cold. They had all been briefed on what happened at anything warmer than forty-five
degrees.

Major Peck moved off to check on an officer, and Joanna took a seat at an unused
workstation, her iPad in her lap. She ran her fingertips over the leather cover, tracing the
letters stamped into it, smiling; Bishop, Joanna C. Lt. Col. U.S. Army. Olivia had given
it to her last year, a gift to celebrate her promotion to light colonel. Olivia, her tough-
minded sister who had survived both a divorce and breast cancer. She would have made
an outstanding officer. Joanna wondered if Delaware was far enough away to keep her
sister safe. And for how long?

She opened the iPad and brought up the facility app, tapping in a top-clearance
passcode, then tapping her way through several menus until she brought up real-time
schematics. The first was a satellite shot of the exterior. E-11 was a mostly underground
complex at the edge of the Groton Boat Yards, having once been part of thenaval facility
but now taken over by the U.S. Army exclusively for Project Blackleg.

When one thought of secret, underground military research facilities, places like
the Utah and Nevada deserts came to mind. Not coastal, heavily-populated Connecticut.
It was both coincidental and ironic that this research should have been carried out so
close to the town of Lyme, the original discovery point for the disease back in 1975. It
should have been Nevada, she thought, as far away from people as possible. Someplace
you could quickly nuke if something went wrong.

Her finger moved the screen around. A project like this should have never been.

She traced the perimeter fence and double tapped at each guard post, confirming

that all the MPs had been pulled back into the safety of the bunker. She next scrolled



through the floor-plans of the above ground structures, looking for the heat signatures
which would indicate people who had missed the evacuation to the sub-levels. There was
no sign of life. No human life, anyway. Her fingertips slipped and tapped through all
three subterranean levels, no longer looking for heat sources (there were plenty of those)
but checking to see that the Firebreaks were secure. These were triple-thick steel blast
doors which, during lockdown, compartmentalized the complex much like watertight
doors on a ship. As Major Peck had indicated, E-11 was secure.

She snorted.

Not secure enough, clearly. Not tight enough to keep L-2207 from escaping.
And the little bastard was not only blood and fluid-borne as intended, but had also figured
out a way to become airborne. That had never been intended. Nor had its side effects.

“Colonel?”

Joanna looked over her shoulder at Master Sergeant Jackson standing in a
doorway, one of her communication people.

“Ma’am, ten minute warning for your call.”

“Inform Major Peck, please.”

“He’s already in the conference room, Colonel.”

Joanna nodded. “Carry on.” She switched apps and pulled up data she would
need for her call with the Pentagon. They had access to the same information, but she
would be expected to give the brief. Data and an assortment of close-up color
photographs appeared on screen. The images were disturbing.

Project Blackleg’s objective had been the testing of accelerated biological

processes, with the primary subject being Ixodes Scapularis, the North American



Blacklegged Tick, selected for its durability and capacity to carry and transmit ten known
diseases. The introduction of radical growth hormones showed early progress, and the
scientific minds at the Pentagon quickly saw the potential for weaponization turn to
reality with the development of Batch L-2207. Simply put, the goal had been to breed
large specimens which could be infected with any number of nasty diseases, then release
them in enemy territory or population and let them spread death. No exposure of
American troops, no cruise missiles or carriers, and very, very cost effective.
Technically, the project was a violation of international law and a breach of half a dozen
treaties the U.S. had signed or even sponsored. And it was also just like many other
nasty, top secret weapons programs her country developed. Although there was no
immediate need and certainly no plans to use it, the generals and the White House liked
to have options. Just in case.

So they had done as asked, and succeeded. And for whatever it was worth, not a
single specimen had escaped the complex. In fact they had all been terminated in their
breeding chambers the moment everything went wrong. None had gotten out.

It was L-2207 that snuck past her multi-layer security program.

Joanna closed her iPad and made her way to the conference room, finding Major
Peck on a phone. He glanced at her, said “yes, sir,” and hung up.

“What was that?”

“Just verifying the link.” He pointed to the big screen on one wall. “It’s a video
conference.”

Joanna didn’t like the way he had trouble meeting her eyes.

“Is Dr. DeVries joining the call?”



“Not this time.” Joanna took her seat at the head of the conference table. She and
Peck were the only ones in the room.

“Don’t you think he should be?”

“If they wanted him on the call, they would have asked for him. Besides, I have
all his data.”

“Still, Joanna...”

She looked at him. “That’s enough, Major.”

Spencer Peck held his commander’s gaze a moment longer than was polite, then
shuffled through his own files. He was a West Point graduate the same as her, they had
both been to the War College, but of the two of them, he was the only one with combat
experience. A tour in Afghanistan followed by another in Iraq should have put those
silver oak clusters on his shoulder boards, not hers.

The wall screen flickered and the message STAND BY came on. Joanna was
reminded of the words RECORDED EARLIER and felt a chill. She wished she had
taken the time to get some Advil before the call. She had a headache that wouldn’t quit.

A moment later the screen changed to a conference room similar to Joanna’s,
though containing more people and a lot more brass. Colonel Ferry, her immediate boss
was there, and he quickly made introductions at the Pentagon end. It was an assortment
of senior Navy and Army officers, several civilians and a handful of scientific types.
General Laurents thanked Ferry brusquely and took over, pre-empting any further
pleasantries.

“Lt. Colonel Bishop, we are three days into the outbreak, and I want to be

perfectly clear on what you role is at this point. Your mission is now simply to keep the



facility, and specifically the lab, on lockdown until Dr. DeVries can reverse this. Are we
clear?”

“Yes, General.”

“And where is Dr. DeVries? I expected he would be at this meeting.”

Joanna caught Peck’s smug look out of the corner of her eye. “Dr. DeVries was
not requested, and I made the call that his time would be better spent in the lab working.”
There was come conversation at the Pentagon table that she couldn’t catch.

“And you’re absolutely certain the lab has not been compromised?”

Joanna nodded. “One-hundred-percent, General. The lab is secure.” She told the
lie with a straight face.

“I want DeVries on the next call, Bishop. Be sure he’s linked in.”

“Yes sir.”

And for the next two hours that was the last input Joanna had, the fact that she
was not giving the briefing putting a fine point on any question about her career. Men
and women at the Washington end took turns providing their own updates. L-2207 had
gone aerosol, escaping through an unsecured ventilation duct (Joanna’s responsibility, a
fact reinforced by the way Colonel Ferry looked down at the table and how General
Laurents shot a quick but hard glance towards the camera), making its first stop at the VA
hospital adjacent to the Groton facility. The bug (and wasn’t that an ironic term for it?)
had unanticipated side effects which quickly had their way with the 3,700 patients and
staff. It wasn’t a simple transmission of fatal disease, as L-2207 promised, but a different
class of infection. Within twenty-four hours the growth acceleration nature of the

formula caused a complete, physiological change within its victims.



Those car-sized ticks scrambling over the expressway had once been human.

Infected females quickly mated and began laying eggs at thirty-six hours, around
three thousand eggs each, and at forty-eight hours they were hatching. Newly hatched
larva females reached maturity twelve hours later, mated and quickly produced their own
eggs. It didn’t take a mathematician to see how rapidly the crisis was exploding. All that
was needed for the ticks to continue populating was a single blood meal, and the
population of Southern Connecticut was providing plenty of those.

An Army Colonel read off civilian casualty figures to date.

Another detailed the units mobilized to combat the infestation.

A Navy officer gave a detailed account of what had happened to the submarine
facility near Joanna’s location. It was grim, and only a single sub had made it to sea.
Whether it had been contaminated and the crew exposed remained to be seen, but Navy
aircraft were tracking its slow movement off the East Coast, ready to drop a torpedo on it
and send it to the bottom if it turned out the crew had been infected.

A female scientist confirmed data Joanna had on her iPad. Not only could a
person be infected by the airborne L-2207, but human victims bitten and not killed
outright by a tick attack were infected by a mutated form of the bacteria Borrelia. Both
exposures amounted to the same thing. The victim quickly transformed into the giant,
adult arachnids. It was a condition someone had casually referred to as “having
Blackleg,” and the nickname stuck. Although the creatures were driven to Kill for a blood
meal, believed to be instinctual, they then broke the rules of the natural world and kept
killing and feeding until too bloated to move. On the surface, an observer might think

this would be beneficial, making them easier to kill, but there were so many, moving and



multiplying so very fast, that it didn’t matter. An Air Force general was discussing carpet
bombing and napalm along the 1-95 corridor, which sparked some lively debate. Joanna
barely heard him, distracted and staring at Spencer Peck, not knowing why. Her
headache hadn’t abated.

The final briefing came from an Admiral working with the Center for Disease
Control. He reported the outbreak had already spread into Rhode Island, north across
Connecticut to the Massachusetts border, and west to within five miles of the New York
state line. Somewhere along the way his monotone voice stated that the ticks would go
dormant in temperatures under forty-five degrees.

Too bad it’s the middle of July, thought Joanna, forcing her thoughts - her strange
and somehow sexually-related thoughts — away from her executive officer and back to
the present. General Laurents took the floor again, looking into the camera.

“Joanna, no bullshit now. Does Dr. DeVries truly believe he can reverse this?
Come up with an antibiotic vaccine?”

Joanna straightened in her chair. “Yes he does, General.”

“Good. We’ll have another call in six hours. I want him to tell me that himself.”

The screen went black.

Joanna left the conference room without a word to Peck, and locked herself in her
office. As she searched her desk for Advil, she called the lab. A young male tech with
red eyes and in need of a shave appeared on the video link, then went to find the doctor.
A few minutes later DeVries came on, looking more worn down than his assistant.

“You told themwh at ?”

“I had to, Doctor. You said there was a chance.”



“I said there was a slim chance, and that I’d need the help of another facility, and
it would take months to accomplish, if it can even be done at all.”

“Still, it’s a chance, isn’t it?”

DeVries peered closely at the screen, softening his tone. “You’re exhausted,
Joanna, and not thinking clearly. You should have told them the truth.”

“And then they would have insisted you be on the conference link, full video.”

DeVries looked down and rubbed absently at a large pair of side-by-side boils on
his upper lip. The fingers he rubbed with didn’t look right.

“If I told them, they’d nerve gas us without a second thought in some half-assed
attempt at containment. I’m trying to buy us time to figure a way through this.” The
doctor said nothing, and she noticed he very purposefully kept his other hand below the
table, out of sight. “How are you feeling?”

DeVries shook his head. “I’m fine.”

“Good. Keep working, Doctor.” Joanna disconnected.

There was minimal staff on duty for the overnight shift, only a couple of men at
the consoles monitoring the complex’s support systems. The screens on the wall were
running new images, each more horrific than the one before, but someone had muted the
volumes. Joanna saw a hysterical Hispanic woman being restrained by her husband on
some suburban street, the camera soaking up her grief, then panning over to an
overturned twin stroller. It was empty. Joanna was glad she couldn’t hear the woman

wailing.



“You never had any kids, Colonel?”” Major Peck said quietly. She hadn’t noticed
him walk up beside her.

“No. I put my career first. You?”

“I always figured there would be time later. Any regrets?”

She stared at the image of the empty stroller. “Sometimes.” Her headache was
back, her joints had begun to ache, and now her lower back was throbbing near her
kidneys. She closed her eyes. Peck smelled good. “New cologne, Major?”

“Not wearing any.”

They looked at each other, his desire apparent, and her attraction to him both
inappropriate and undeniable. She took his hand and led him from the command center.

“We’ll miss the Pentagon call,” he said, but didn’t resist her pull.

The sex was strange and savage, a wild tangling not without pain. Joanna’s
headache pounded through it even as he pounded into her, and the moment he climaxed
she shoved him off, staggering to her feet, dizzy and holding onto a wall, her vision
blurry. He reached for her but she slapped his hands away. “Get the fuck out,” she said,
pushing him out of her quarters.

It was a half hour before she returned to the command center, her uniform sloppy
and unbuttoned, and now the left side of her face was paralyzed with Bell’s Palsy, a
classic symptom of Lyme. She looked like a stroke victim. There was no one here, the
watch stations unmanned, and she looked towards the glass wall of the conference room.
Major Peck, wearing only his skivvies, was standing at the table talking on the phone,
rubbing briskly at his upper lip. It was warm in here, and a glance at a monitor showed

Joanna that the complex’s air conditioning had been shut down and the heaters turned up.



A digital readout indicated a general temperature of seventy-eight degrees. She returned
to her quarters, passing numerous closed doors, the thumping and growling of rough sex
coming from behind them.

Major Peck could barely stand as he listened to the general on the other end of the
phone. His heart was thudding and his respiration was ragged. A pair of hairy growths
had erupted from his top lip — his knowledge of Project Blackleg’s primary research
subject informed him they were referred to as palps — and it was difficult to speak. Plus
they itched like hell.

“Yes, General, that’s correct. Completely unfit for command. Yes sir, a risk to
project security.” A twitch was developing in his right eye, and his body seemed to hurt
everywhere at once. “No sir. No, I won’t. Yes sir, right away.”

He looked up to see Joanna Bishop standing in the doorway to the conference
room, and his eyes widened at the sight of her. It wasn’t the 9mm service pistol she held
that froze him in place.

“Who are you talking to...Spencer?” Joanna wasn’t feeling like herself, pain
rippling through her body and her brain feeling like it was misfiring, clear thoughts
replaced by dark flashes that were more irresistible feelings and impulses than anything
else..

The major slurred when he spoke, still holding the phone. “I’m supposed
to...relieve you...of command.”

Joanna made a clicking sound deep in her throat, then managed the word,
“Traitor.” She shot Peck three times in the face. Stumbling back into the command

center, she dropped the pistol, grunting as she started tearing off her uniform. It was so



damned tight! She tried to sit at one of the terminals but her ass had grown too large for
it, was still growing, and she kicked the swivel chair aside with one of the thick, black
legs which had sprouted from her left hip. Her left hand was twisting and expanding,
becoming a claw, so she used her still-normal right hand to call up the lab.

Although the video link connected, no one appeared to take the call. In the
background she could a constant clicking that sounded like bacon frying. Something big
and black skittered past the lab camera.

Her rear and abdomen swelled, pushing chairs aside, whitish-gray and glistening,
and she raised her eyes to one of the wall mounted screens. A news helicopter showed a
black blanket of giant ticks swarming up the Empire State Building, trying to force their
way through windows. Another screen displayed a ground level video shot from a
moving military vehicle, the raucous bark of a machinegun close by, the image of a
Manhattan street choked with overturned vehicles and corpses. The shot panned to show
the marquis over Radio City Music Hall heavy with huge, clinging black shapes.

None of it made any sense to her.

A male tick the size of a Hyundai scuttled through the command center and
disappeared through a pair of double doors. Joanna caught the scent of fresh air from that
direction. Someone had opened an exterior door. She began moving in that direction,
her final clear thought telling her the exit stairs were wide, and if she moved quickly she
might get her swollen bulk up and through it before she was too big.

She had to get outside.

She needed to find a place to lay her eggs.



Blades of pale light pierced through the gray hazy sky that loomed with a deep
saturation over the desperate city. The cries of many washed under the sounds of traffic
and the occasional roar of thunder. The light splashed against the glass of the Richard
Keller building--a towering scraper that rose towards the heavens in narrowing stacks of
steel and glass—shielding those inside from the toxicity of the air, the cacophony that

plagued the inner city, and the scorching heat of an afternoon sun.

Nava sat in a cushioned chair with no intention to stay longer than needed, and
delivered Mr. Keller a steady gaze that sought for truth behind the lies. Keller, with legs
crossed as if talking business, tapped the end of a metallic pen against the mahogany

desk.

“So are you going to tell me or not,” asked Nava, agitated.

“I already told you,” said Keller, glancing away for a moment with a heavy sigh.

“I don’t know a damn thing about that property.”

“But you own it and must have some sort of record of who leased it last,” asked

Nava, more of a statement than a question.



“That piece of trash property,” said Keller, foolishness stretching across his wide
wrinkled mug. “The last company to lease that dump went out of business years ago.
With the economy decaying around us, there isn’t any use for my organization to inspect

it anymore.”

“I don’t buy that for a minute,” said Nava, the tips of his fingers pressed together,

and his elbows dug into the padded arms of the chair. “You know more.”

“God lord. The moment the police decide to get balls and do something about this
slum of a city the moment you would stop sniffing around in useless bullshit,” said
Keller, holding the pen loosely between his clinched fingers, pointing the tip at Nava.
“You have some nerve coming in here and expecting something close to respect. The
police don’t run this joint any more than the drug dealers and the pimps. You represent

trash overdue for throwing out.”

“Times are tough, very tough indeed, but without our help it would be much
worse,” said Nava, holding back. “What do you know about the operation that took place

on your property?”’

“I don’t know a damn thing,” said Keller, leaning back in his chair.



“Stop with the lies. We know it was a military operation, and we know that you
keep watch over your possessions. A man like you would demand some sort of

compensation for the time spent on your land.”

“If that were true,” said Keller, raising an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t find a damn

thing. Nothing in the books, nothing close to the type of evidence you would need to tie

this to me.”

“Time will tell,” said Nava, smugly. “Once we get the information we need, we’ll

meet again.”

“You mean from the engineer gone rogue? You won’t have the time. He’ll be

dead before he reveals anything more than he already has,” said Mr. Keller.

“Is that a threat,” asked Nava, leaning forward.

“No,” said Keller, clicking the pin. “It’s a matter of fact.”

“Enjoy your remaining moments of freedom, because when this is through, your

ass will be in jail,” said Nava. He rose from the chair and stepped out from Mr. Keller’s

office without another word.



The lieutenant walked with anger seething between his teeth. He thought, for a
moment anyway, that something useful would come from the lead, but instead he found
another dead end. A man dressed in a dark suit walked by, brushing against Nava’s
shoulder. Instantly the two stared at each other. Nava, distracted by the case, thought little
of paying any respect to the gentleman, whereas the suit gazed with narrowing green
eyes, piercing, scanning, and judging. Before Nava could say a word the suit entered the
elevator. Nava dusted off the sleeve of his gray short sleeve shirt, and the motion caused

his the thin chain that held his badge to wiggle slightly.

Nava exited the front and felt the humidity almost immediately. Standing at the
steps, he could feel his pits gushing with sweat. He wiped his forehead, and swallowed
through a dry mouth. Herds of people walked along the sidewalks in various clusters,
making it difficult to enter, and much more rewarding to leave. Nava bid his time for a

quick phone call before daring to cross the consistent current.

“Pick up you old bastard,” said Nava, softly as he eyed the women walking by.
“Hey Roberts, it’s me, Nava. I tried the lead you gave me and got nothing. | hope you
start rethinking your plans for retirement.” Nava ended the voicemail and closed his
cellular phone. After taking a moment to clear his head, the lieutenant stepped into the
moving crowd and followed suit. Like the rest, he stayed clear of the darker areas of the
street, avoiding the alleyways with pretentious ignorance to the muffled sounds of
fighting. Crime infested his poverty-stricken city, slowly but surely causing the once

beautiful city he grew up in to plummet into a chaotic nightmare that no amount of arrests



could prevent. It soured on his tongue, generating memories pregnant with regret, but Mr.
Keller was right; the power of the badge faded into shadows as the change in times
released a tormenting sense of desperation. An economic meltdown like the world had
never seen brought this powerful nation on its knees, and those willing to threat with
nuclear attacks and other disasters didn’t hesitate. The further the depression hit, the more
increasing the stakes for a better life became. Thus, hundreds of people were tossed out
of the corporate sector to test their wits against the bleak, desolate streets that rendered

the more desperate individuals into prostitutes, drug dealers, and worse.

Nava strolled along the crosswalk with his fists deep into the pockets of his khaki
cargo pants, while reliving the awkward moment when Captain Roberts decided to retire.
Nava stopped to the abrupt squeal of a military truck and stepped towards the building.
Rows of men and women branded with the patriot duty to serve in the world’s finest
military force lined the cab of the truck. How defeated they looked, as if turned undead
only to rot and fester within as they march out onto the frontlines of another war fought

overseas. No longer did they need to trouble themselves about their fruitless dreams.

The National Guard stormed to the sidewalk, grabbing anyone that looked of age,
and carried them into the truck. One by one they’re loaded into their harvester of sorrow

like candy in a Pez dispenser.

“At this rate you would think our way of life would be a little better,” said an

African American. “Give you cops a little less work.”



“If they had any sense, they would clean out the alleyways,” said Nava. He
watched as the armed forces proceeded to board the truck. A crack of lightning smeared

from the sky and released a downpour onto the city.

**

Scampering over a pile of shattered stone and metal that gleamed in the light of a
full moon, Abigail reached for the top with only minor cuts. She clasped the rusted rebar
in her small, dirty hand and pulled herself over a rough slab of metal. She dusted her
hands, wiping the residue against the denim of her jeans. She peered through the darkness
of the opening--a gapping wound of in what used to be solid floor—for any signs of
movement. With the exception of the settling dust, there was nothing. Her gut fell deeper,
pitting lower than before in hopelessness, but she leaped down anyway. The sound of her

red converse hitting the floor was followed by a slight girlish groan.

Except with the occasional stress of the crumbling structure, the air was snuffed
of any sound. A cool breeze emerged from the pit below, penetrating her soft exposed
skin with a dryness she felt before. With her hands clinched around her arms, Abigail
walked slowly towards the grave of her guardian. Buried under layers of clutter that
weighed more than he did, Abigail could only rely on her gut feeling that he would some
day return. She dropped to one knee and felt her smooth fingertips along the thorn of the

rose she brought with her. She could feel the sharp natural instrument slicing through the



layers of flesh, and though she connected with the tease of pain, she dared not to press
deep enough to draw blood. With a moment of wishful thinking distracting her, Abigail

placed the rose along with the others.

Though distant, the sound of men approaching sent her scurrying away for cover.
She dove under a metallic table that sat against the wall and waited with a curious eye.
Obeying shouting commands, a group of men climbed over the ruins opposite of her
entry. They struggled with reaching hands that scraped across the folds of sheet metal and
steel. Profanity flowed from their mouths in thick waves, growing more potent on each
attempt, while the sound of a starting engine roared behind. Only two of them made it
over the scrap pile, and they watched as a bulldozer scooped what it could, leaving a

small opening for the others to use.

All of them wore ragged clothing in desperate need of washing, and they
approached as if haunted by some heavy burden. Some of them held knives, some
grasped tightly onto lead pipes, but they all carried the intent to kill without the slightest
sense of reason. Abigail crawled deeper into her cover upon glimpse of the one in front.
A cryptic symbol burned into the flesh of his forehead, searing the brand with a bold dark
scar that represented, in one glance, an ever-moving entity of soullessness. The man,
Malkovak, had haunted her before, rendering her frightened beyond imagination, all the

while hoping that someone would help her.

“I can’t believe it took this long,” said Malkovak, the voice resounding deeply.



“She’s clever,” said the other, a ruff tone produced by years of smoking.

“That she most definitely is,” said Malkovak, stepping towards the cluster of

roses.

“Do you think he’ll still work,” asked the other.

“If our Lord deems it so,” said Malkovak, his voice lifted with a hint of pleasure.

“And I believe he does. First we should bring in our sacrifice.”

Two cloaked individuals pushed a woman dressed in torn rags and bound in

chains towards the rim of the pit. She squirmed and cried out for forgiveness, offering

them her body as a compromise, but they were only mildly amused.

“Nzulmbi,” muttered Malkovak, kneeling down, inspecting the recently added

rose.

“Nzulmbi,” said the others in complete unison.

“As children to your blessing, we call to you so that we shall not be forsaken,”

said Malkovak, pulling out a curved dagger from under his coat. “For an ounce of



sympathy and protection, we offer rivers of blood.” The others repeated the phrase, their

voices collecting into a morbid choir.

Malkovak rose with the dagger slicing through the woman’s chest vertically.
Blood splashed along the blade, staining the sleeves of his wool suit. A crimson tear
gushed as if it were an open faucet, saturating her little rags. Malkovak pressed the blade
against her neck, teasing her with a slow slicing motion that ate more and more of her
flesh with growing hunger. A thin line of blood emerged from the wound, and Malkovak
emitted a little smirk. He pushed the screaming woman into the pit, watching as her body

fell helplessly into piercing rebar.

“Bring the equipment,” said Malkovak. “It’s going to take more than a bleeding

bitch to get him out of this.” He walked towards the table.

“You should think her,” said the other.

“Then allow me,” said Malkovak. He reached under the table with fast hands and
clinched firmly onto Abigail’s arm, pulling her out with complete ease despite her
attempt to fight. “How easy this is,” he said. “We’ve got both of you, together. This will

be a glorious day, indeed.”

**



His cell phone buzzed. “You got anything,” said Nava.

“No,” said Vivian, disappointed. “My source gave me nothing. A bunch of

bullshit.”

“Well, it turns out Keller isn’t going to talk about it. This has to be the longest

light ever,” said Nava as he slammed his palm against the steering wheel.

“If you’re on Main Street then you’ll be there for a few minutes. I suggest you get

comfortable,” she said, stopping with an air of silence. “Wait, you already talked to

Keller.”

“Yeah,” said Keller, heavily. “He wasn’t much help. But I swear we will get him

for something. I know it.”

“Well, your intuition is right,” said Vivian.

“Why is that,” asked Nava, releasing off the break, slowly coasting behind the

other slow responsive driver.

“He’s dead,” said Vivian. “I just heard that someone called in a body in the Keller

building, and it was him. Do you know anything about it?”



“I don’t know shit,” said Nava. The light changed to red, catching him just before
crossing the intersection. He slammed the steering wheel. “Wait. Before I left his office

he gave an obscure threat. He pretty much warned that anyone that talks would die.”

“Nava, You should wait for me before you do anything,” she said.

“Sorry Viv, that isn’t going to happen,” said Nava. He floored the pedal and
crossed the intersection, swerving between the vehicles for narrow openings that were
closing by the second. He closed his cell and tossed it to the passenger seat. He grabbed
the steering wheel with strong grasps that bleached his knuckles, and drove aggressively

through the busy streets, turning down side streets whenever traffic became too dense.

He drifted into the parking lot of a grungy apartment complex where roaches and
rats were regulars, infesting the floors, crawling behind the walls, and thriving off the
filth of the junkies, bottom feeders, and other slugs of life. Nava kicked in the flimsy
chain linked postern and ran up the gravel steps. He stormed up the stairwell and stopped
with heavy breathing by Levon’s door. He knocked and waited, and knocked again, but
the stall of time played on his nerves. Nava pulled out his USP .45 and knocked one more
time before trying the knob. Stubborn, but a good solid push forced the rotting
particleboard to swing open. Nava stood on the threshold with gun raised, while the door

pivoted to tap against the wall.



“Levon,” said Nava, cautiously. “It’s Nava. Please tell me you’re in here.” Nava
stepped deeper into the studio apartment, navigating a narrow trial that dug through the
piles of junk and garbage composed of computer parts, fast-food wrappers, magazines
and things collected over years of living. The bed, cluttered with paper plates stained with
food residue, was empty. The computer chair, marked with white streaks going down the
rim of it, was empty. The room, with the disgusting filth that hid in the closet, was empty
of anything other than a few insects. A foul stench wafted into the air, and it wasn’t the
product the scattered mounds of trash, it lingered in from under a closed door. Nava

neared and tapped lightly against the door.

“Levon, are you in there,” said Nava. He opened the door with gun pointed and

ready.

“Jesus Christ,” said Nava, covering his eyes as he walked away.

“What’s the deal? Can’t a man take a shit in peace,” asked Levon. “Fuck, man.”

Nava leaned his back against the wall parallel with the opened door. “You have

two minutes to finish up before I pull your ass off that seat. Don’t make me do it. Don’t

you dare make me fucking do it.”

“You invaded my home,” said Levon, hollering from the bathroom. “I should be

asking you to leave.”



“You have two minutes,” said Nava.

“What’s the deal,” asked Levon, closing the magazine.

“I have reason to believe that someone is gonna try to kill you, and you and |
don’t need that,” said Nava. “Just hurry the fuck up. I would think a gun in your face

would finish the job.”

“Hold on,” said Levon. “Almost done.”

A muffled release of air went almost undetected, but the shattering of a computer
monitor brought Nava down with his hands wrapped around his weapon, aimed at the

doorway.

“Don’t be breaking stuff,” muttered Levon.

A dark suit walked by with only a second of exposure. Nava shifted to the other
wall, pressing his back against the strained surfaced. His gun aimed at the small stretch of
wall aside of the doorway. A hole punched through the wall, sending a bullet down where
Nava once was. The lieutenant returned fire, projecting an acute burst of thunder that

startled Levon.



“Alright, alright,” said Levon. “I’m fucking done.”

“Hurry,” said Nava, trying hard to maintain focus on the target.

Levon stepped out of the bathroom dressed in a dirty, black guayabera and very
relaxed cargo pants. Nava grabbed him and pulled as he walked closer to the doorway.
With an itchy trigger finger, he peered around for an angle that would answer his lurking,

nagging curiosity, but after several attempts all he could do was brave the confrontation.

Nava’s Gun pointed straight down the hall, waning slightly. The suit stared, his
eyes dull like the approaching reaper with weapon for execution. Rounds were fired from
both directions. Nava landed with his shoulder bashing against the floorboard, he checked
himself, unsure of any inflicted damage. Not a drop of blood from him, but the stalker
had a different fate. A splatter of blood marked where he stood, but a kicked in door
pointed in the direction to follow. Nava pushed himself off the ground and pointed the

gun as if their executioner would jump out for another attempt.

“Levon,” said Nava. “We’re leaving this dump.”

“Fuck,” said Levon. “What the fuck is going on, man?”’



Nava paced backwards with Levon nearby and didn’t shift from his position until
a quick escape was within a few steps reach. The two raced out from the contaminated

complex, and Levon followed Nava to his ride.

**

“I’m glad you decided not to finish him off,” said Vivian, accusingly. She leaned
against the interrogation room wall. A hand wrapped around a relaxed arm as she bit her
lower lip. Her dark short hair was slightly long at the front, a few strands settled with
sharp tips right above her left eye. A tight forming police uniform hugged her petite
frame, bending over her small bust with parted collars that exposed the pale skin and

beginnings of a plain white shirt.

“Believe me,” said Nava, unfolding a chair. “I wanted to.”

“Why is that not a surprise,” she said, looking away from him. “You should’ve

waited for my help. Perhaps you wouldn’t have had such a close call.”

“No thanks Viv,” he said, cupping his hands with elbows placed on top of the

metallic table. “If I waited a minute longer then Levon here wouldn’t have made it.”

Levon didn’t look at any of them. He stared at the tiled floor, lost in his own

thoughts.



b

“He seems broken,” she said. “You really think you can get anything from him.’

Nava glanced at her with a slight smile, and tapped the middle of the table,
pulling for Levon’s attention. “Levon, since I saved your life, I feel that it’s only fair to

ask you a few questions.”

“If that guy is after me then it would have to be because of what I know,” said
Levon, leaning forward with brilliant beady eyes that shown through his dirty mug. He
placed fingertips against his weathered, tainted lips and seemed a hostage of his own
delusions. “They know,” said Levon. “Despite your efforts to silence the story, they

know. Don’t they?”

“That’s what makes it so important that you tell me everything you know about

the operation that took place at the old piping yard,” said Nava, gently.

Levon stiffened and pressed a finger against this temple. “I know you want what’s
in here, but at the cost of my own life, at the cost of yours? I don’t think you understand
that some things are better off left alone. Don’t tamper with something you have no

business with.”

“Levon,” said Nava. “If you don’t help us then another one of those things could

happen again.”



“Besides we already have the whole department wanting to snuff us,” said Vivian,
disregarding their only witness. She walked to the table, pressed her palms against the
surface, and leaned forward. “I don’t want to work narcotics again,” she said, shaking her

head. “So just spit out the fucking information.”

Nava glared at her, but redirected his focus to drilling the confused, smelly,
disgusting man. “We’ll protect you,” said Nava, laying on genuine comfort. “We know

you were involved with creating him.”

“Don’t go jumping to conclusions. I didn’t do anything more than help design a
system that could, if used correctly, function as artificial organs, secreting huge doses of
serotonin, epinephrine, endorphins and other chemicals into a host, a breakthrough that
would revolutionize our current concept of medical science. If someone had this in them,
their body would perform ten times more efficiently. Athletes could become the
perfection they dream of. Soldiers could become the soldier their country needed them to
be. I didn’t know what the company we shipped the technology would do with it. If we
did, I wouldn’t have anything to do with it. But, then again, there were rumors. There was
this gossip that something big, something evolutionary on the brink of creation, and the

company we worked with were the conductors of it.”

“What company did you ship it to,” said Nava.



“Sekume, but the name of the company won’t matter. It was a front for powerful
wealthy men to pool their resources together without detection. But this is really just a
rumor. It probably isn’t true. But there is a name, Aidan Agamat. My associates would

refer to him a number of times.”

“Agamat,” muttered Nava. “Sounds familiar.”

“He’s a financial advisor for Jackson & Pearson,” said Vivian. She parted her lips,
thinking about the difficulty it would be to pin a man with such reputation as the one

responsible for the monster’s manifest.

“So you shipped the technology to him,” said Nava, doubtful.

“Yes,” said Levon. “I’m telling you. You should stop now and prevent a lot of
unnecessary damage from happening. The more you look into this the more difficult it

will be to do anything with it.”

“Then we best keep this to ourselves,’ said Vivian, glancing at Nava. “Hopefully

we won’t get pulled from the assignment.”

Nava rose from his chair and left the room with Vivian following behind. She
tugged on him. “Look, I know you’re worried about finishing this, but we’ll get

something.”



“Trust me. I want nothing more than to bring the asshole responsible for this to

justice, but we can’t do it without doubling our efforts,” said Nava, rubbing his face with

his hands.

“I could see what I could get out from those connected with the cult,” said Vivian.

“It’s worth looking into.”

“Sure,” said Nava, narrowing his gaze. “Just don’t let your guard down and take
someone with you just to be safe. I wouldn’t walk those alleys alone, not again anyway.

You should take Darren with you.”

“What makes you think you’re going to be doing shit alone,” said Vivian.

“Don’t worry about me. I’m just gonna ask him a few questions,” said Nava.

“But what about the gunman,” asked Vivian, placing her hands on her hips. “You

think you’re going to face him alone? We should hit the streets together, double our

efforts that way.”

“I’1l be expecting him, so I already have the advantage,” said Nava, trying his best

to sound convincing. “Besides, he’s a pathetic shot.”



“Stubborn ass,” said Vivian, shuffling her feet.

**

Torches set ablaze crackled hungrily in their iron fixtures, fighting the suffocating
darkness with orange hues that dominated in areas of interest, leaving the corners and
various portions to practically disappear in the darkness. A cage held high above the
ground by a chain that extended up into the shadows rocked to the weight of their brave
hostage. With water-rimmed eyes, Abigail sat against the bars of her tiny cage with arms
wrapped around her folded legs. She feared their intent, knowing that they would surely
kill her and not with a kind hand. No, her captures would treat her like all their other
victims, but because of history, they would increase the glorification of her sacrifice.
Horrid thoughts plagued her mind, saturating it with a heavy mess. During the intense
moments, when tears of dread trailed down her cheeks, she fixated her view at her only
salvation. The Bleeder, like some forgotten relic, looked weathered, battered and broken.
His body, the fractured, blood stained remains of it, was stretched out between
overhanging boards that housed a number of cords that snaked one another into a pit of

mechanisms below.

The chamber was underground, that Abigail was certain, but the exact location
she wasn’t sure of. The smell of rot penetrated the earthy, musky scent of water stained

bricks and mortar, dried oak, and dust. Without much to do, all she did was set her eyes



onto her once giant undefeatable guardian, trying to see beyond the shattered wielding

mask that covered a ruined, mutilated face with metal scaring.

Three men dressed in all black entered from the side door, pacing towards the
machines. Malkovak followed them. With a hand on his chin, her seemed favorable to the

progress, but weary of the amount of time it would take to test it.

“Finding the parts was hard,” said the taller assistant. “But you were correct with

the leads.”

“Of course, it is a rarity for our seers to mislead us,” said Malkovak, voice steady

and even. “Besides, the branding on the equipment inside him could only mean one thing.

How is he responding?”

“His vitals are, well, not much of anything,” said the shorter assistant.

“You can’t measure something like him, he’s a creation of our Lord,” said the

taller one. “We just finished patching him up.”

“You hear that,” said Malkovak, glancing over his shoulder at Abigail. “It sounds

like it is time to feed our messiah.”



The assistance pressed a few buttons and turned a few dials and blood gushed
through the cords, feeding into the Bleeder’s corpse. Thin streams poured out from the
patchwork, but overall the carcass contained the fluid long enough for it to absorb the
needed nutrients. After a slight groan, the Bleeder clinched his right fist with bleeding

fingertips.

C. Priest Brumley

Part 1: It Begins.

God, | hate this.

It took me three years to get over her..... The scent of her over-priced perfume, the feel of
her hand on mine.... And yet, the moment she calls saying she needs a huge favor from
me, | come running to her side like a little boy to a brand-new action figure. I'm pathetic.
I know how | got suckered in to doing this, too. | was always her mom's favorite amongst
her collection of ex-son-in-laws, and when she died, that instantly put a target on my
chest. Pallbearer. The word still sends a shiver down my spine. | don't deal with death
well, and carrying around a corpse equates to my idea of torture.

But, it's not as bad as it could be. The woman weighed next to nothing, and the coffee at
the wake wasn't half bad, all things considered. Not being able to smoke had me on edge
though, and | daydreamed in my pew during the eulogy of a cigarette to go with the cup
of Community Coffee in my hand. Thankfully the minister didn't notice.

Dammit. | hate this.



The ride from the funeral home to the gravesite was long, arduous, and most of all,
stressful as hell. 1 took the ride with my boyfriend Jim (personal epiphanies came after
the divorce and in retrospect explained everything), probably the only person in this god-
forsaken place that could get me to relax semi-decently. He had a hint or two as to where
my stress could go.

"Baby, seriously. Chill the fuck out for a minute."

"No."

"Two seconds at least. Please?"

"Not bloody likely. You know I hate this shit,” | replied, fidgeting in my seat. Jim turned
to look at me with a hint of exasperation evident on his face.

"Yeah, | do. Hence the asking you to chill out. It's just a corpse! She's dead,"” Jim stated
with finality.

"What's your point?" | asked, agitated. If there's one thing Jim was a master at, it was
beating around the bush. "Spit it the fuck out.”

Jim spared me a side glance from the road. "I'll tell you what my point is. You're acting
like a god damned two year old about this. What's so fuckin' scary about a god damned
corpse, | ask you?"

"Leave it alone, bay," | sighed. He wouldn't understand. It wasn't just the corpse,
although that was a big part of it. It was the smell of the funeral home, the lavender and
almond scent of old death and graveyards. The creepy old trees that shade everything in
sight. The finality of death, knowing I'll never get to talk to Mrs. Carol again.
"Oooorrrrr," Jim added, drawing out the word the way a child might, "Is it the fact... Hold

on...



| turned in time to see Jim pull out a pack of Pall-Mall Lights, shake one from the pack
into his lips, replace the pack, and light it with his free hand. He was from "The Great
State of Texas" and not only was he damn proud of it, it showed. If I'd have tried to pull
that stunt, the cabin of his 80's Ford Pickup would've been littered in Cigs.

On that thought, I pulled my own pack of Camels out from my jacket, drew one out
slowly, and lit it, letting the nicotine take control of me for the first time in over an hour
or so. It felt good, holding that cigarette with the numb buzz from too little smoke taking
over my hand. It helped steady me for the upcoming ordeal.

"Or," Jim said, picking up where he left off, "Is it the fact that you just don't wanna see
Lilly again? | know she fucked you over pretty badly, and now she's calling you up as if
you're reliable? I'd"ve told her something real quick, me.”

"I don't know, bay," | replied after taking a few drags. "I guess it just has to do with the
stillness of it. She looks so alive, and yet...." | let myself trail away as | grabbed another
drag. Jim looked my way from behind the wheel and shrugged. | was avoiding talking
about Lilly. Thankfully, he got the hint.

"Whatever, | just think you're being stupid about it."

"Says the redneck in the bigwig suit,” I teased him. I tried for some humour, but even as
the last word left my mouth, I realized my tone was off. Too serious for a joke. LucKily,
he took it in stride.

"Yep. Three hundred dollar bigwig suit, and don't you forget it, baby. | bought this thing
especially for today and if you think I'm gonna let it go to waste after this, you've got
another thing coming."

| turned to face him better from my seat. His features were dark from long days working



in the sun, with laugh lines stretching across his thin face. His receding hairline was
becoming more prominant as the years went by, and the normally sun-bleached hair was
now flecked with grey. Too old for thirty-five.

"And what the hell do you plan on using it for after this? Plan on attending my funeral
soon?" | laughed. The thought of my own mortality hadn't come to me before this, but
now that it had, I couldn't help but laugh at the thought of my friends and family
mourning the loss of me.

"What's so funny?" Jim asked, seeing me shake from mirth.,

"I just hadn't thought of my own funeral before.... | don't think anyone would come, save
for you, baby," I choked out. "Hell, my own dog wouldn't even miss me. As Robin
Williams once said, he'd just lick my corpse for the salt!"

"Don't say that. You know full well that there'd be more people there than you could
count,” Jim said with sadness in his eyes.

"Whatever, bay," | said with indifference.

The cigarette was about done, so | took one final drag, savoring the flavor, then rolled
down my window and threw my butt out onto the side of the highway. | watched the
orange sparks fly from impact and realized, with a jolt, that we had to be near our
destination.

"Shouldn't we be about there by now?" | asked. We were turning onto a small paved road
off of the highway, flanked by wrought-iron gates that were topped with spikes and
intricately crafted Fleur-De-Lis. It was a gothic sight, and yet.... | had to admire the
craftmanship evident. I loved living in New Orleans.

Jim followed the line of cars in front of him, which lead him into a small and cramped



Parking lot. He pulled in, put the truck in park, and turned to look at me.

"Weee're heeeere," he said, in an imitation of that creepy kid from Poltergeist. | let a
small laugh escape my lips, then turned and set my face in a grim mask reflective of the
fear bubbling up inside of me.

No sooner had | gotten out of the car then | was set upon by the funeral coordinator, a
rail-thin man in a suit much too peppy to be for proper mourning and much too well-
fitted to be off the rack. Smug bastard, I thought to myself as he took me by the upper
arm and dragged me to the back of the hearst. There, he arranged me and the other
Pallbearers (consisting of Lilly's younger brother Vincent and four men | had never met
before and didn't particularly care to get to know now) in two rows of three each, barked
out some instructions hastily, then stepped back and arranged himself in the manner of a
man in deep mourning. Good actor.

We proceeded forward with the casket, walking the clumsy stumble of the pallbearer
chain-gang, eventually managing to make our way to the hole in the ground tastelessly
covered in bright green felt. We set Mrs. Carol down on the raised altar behind the hole
and shambled back to our significant others. | gave Jim's hand a squeeze and turned to
face the minister as he began the graveside service.

And just as the minister opened his mouth came the first disturbance.

Mrs. Carol's casket moved.

Not in an eerie, floating, telekinetic way, either, but it... well, there's no other way to say
it but it jumped. As if something inside it were alive and wanted to get out. It wasn't
overt, and I'm not even sure anybody else noticed, but I did, and it was enough to send

me in to a small panic attack. Luckily, Jim noticed it starting and managed to pull me to



the back of the crowd before I got deeper in to it.

"Are you okay?" he asked, still squeezing my hand with his and holding me by the
shoulder with the other. His eyes were filled with concern and compassion. There was a
reason | loved him.

"I just saw..." | trailed off. I couldn't even bring myself to say what | saw. Hell, I couldn't
even look him in the eye; mine were still attached to Mrs. Carol's casket. My mouth kept
doing the fish thing, opening and closing automatically without making a single coherent
sound. "I... I... I."

"Remember what | said in the truck? You need to calm down, baby. It's all okay."

He pulled me to him, kissing me lightly on the forehead, and then came the second
disturbance.

For lack of a better phrase, Mrs. Carol, in all of her polite southern manner, knocked on
her coffin lid. It was a slow sound, not reaching my ears for a few seconds and not
reaching my comprehension for a few more after that. And the moment it did, | promptly
fainted.

Part 2: Waking Up...

The sound of Jim's worried voice hit my ears before consciousness fully returned.
"Thomas?! Baby, are you okay? Please wake up...." It sounded like he was extremely
worried. My eyes opened a fraction to see Jim knelt down besides my prone body, a
handful of tears rolling down his cheeks and worry evident on his face. | opened my
mouth in an effort to reassure him that | was okay, but all I managed was a drawn out
grunt. That seemed to be enough for Jim.

"Thomas, oh my fuckin' god! | was so worried..." he trailed off. "What happened? Are



you okay?" He added hurriedly. I groaned again in response. That seemed to be my thing
lately.

Jim went to pick me up in his arms, but a new voice entered, stage right, and said "Don't
move him yet, | want to check him out first and make sure he's okay to get up."”

| rolled my head to the source of the new voice, and saw one of the younger pallbearers
that | didn't want to know kneel down next to me and promptly pull a penlight from
inside his jacket. Apparently there was a doctor in the house. I closed my eyes and
chuckled at my own joke, then slowly made the effort to open my eyes fully and
investigate the world around me.

There was a circle of people surrounding Jim, the doctor and I, most with worried faces.
Those that weren't seemed amused by the situation, and although I felt my anger flare a
bit, I took it in stride externally. Never let them see you sweat, as the old expression
went. | looked around and saw Lilly, Vincent, Mrs. Carol, the other pallbearers, the
minister, and a few others looking down... at...

| double-took, and indeed there she was, in all her glory, wearing the purple dress she
wore to Vincent's wedding 2 years ago and looking like hell. Her eyes were sunken in
from their normal position, and she was definately more pale than | had ever seen her in
life. But still, she was there, with a look on her face that I couldn't quite pinpoint. |
pointed a finger at her and began to stammer, but Jim cut me off before I could scream or
manage anything coherent.

"What are you pointing at?" He asked in a fairly hushed voice, following the line of my
finger until he saw what | was pointing to.

The moment | saw Mrs. Carol reflected in his brown eyes, | saw something that will



haunt me until the end of my days: Jim, the man that's not scared of a single thing in this
world, my rock in a sea of turmoil, went as white as a ghost. He too started staring and
stammering at Mrs. Carol, finally managing to mutter the word, "How?" several times in
succession.

The pair of us making what was evidently a scene had started to cause a bit of an uproar
in the crowd around us. Those nearest us, the doctor included, looked around wildly,
trying to identify what the source of the problem was. Lilly was the first after Jimand I to
catch on. Her face scanned the crowd like everyone else, shock and concern plastered
across her thin face, until she spotted her mother.

Her face lit up as soon as she comprehended what she saw. Lilly then squealed loudly,
tears pouring down her alabaster cheeks, and ran to her mother in a manner reminiscient
of a small child who had lost their parent (which, I reflected, she had). She threw her
arms around Mrs. Carol haphazardly and hugged her rather tightly as one might have
expected.

Mrs. Carol seemed to not notice Lilly at all at first, still facing me with that disconcerting
look that almost seemed like... Was that hunger? Or anger? Or longing? | shook my head
violently, inducing a wave of dizziness and nausea as | did so.

The dizziness went away after a moment, but the nausea didn't. I hurriedly threw my head
to the side just in time to vomit on the ground between me and Vincent, whom jumped
back out of reflex and bumped into the woman behind him. The woman, in turn, hit
Vincent around the head with her suitcase of a purse and cursed vehemently at him in
mangled spanglish, prompting a brief apology from him and a whithering look at me.

The nausea passed after another moment, but the fear and paranoia of another wave stuck



with me. | held my head to the side while enduring the acrid stench of my own sick,
letting the aftershock wave roll over me before I attempted to sit upright and figure out
what in the hell was going on. My head spun from the fumes, and I felt another lurch
come up from stomach as the smell fully hit me. Mercifully it didn't come.

Jim had partly diverted his attention from Mrs. Carol to me, crouching over me in a half-
way defensive position while rubbing my neck slowly to help ward off another bout of
vomiting. He was still staring at the recently deceased with a wary face; like me, he
obviously didn't trust what he saw in the situation. Something wasn't right, and he wanted
to make sure | was safe and taken care of before anything else. My protector.

| looked up and realized that Mrs. Carol had finally noticed Lilly, and had embraced her
back. She was even crying as she buried her face into the curve of Lilly's neck. Upon
later contemplation, I even think it was morbidly artful the way both of their tears
mingled with the outpouring of blood coming from the area where Mrs. Carol's face met
Lilly's flesh.

Lilly gasped and tried to pull away. Mrs. Carol wouldn't let her.

Lilly's struggles were causing her more pain, as Mrs. Carol still had her teeth embedded
deep in Lilly's neck. She was chewing and gnawing like an old man who had only
recently remembered how to eat and was determined to be sated. Lilly audibly cried out,
sobbing at first, then screaming at the top of her lungs. A piercing sound.

Most people nearby whom had formed around me and Jim had by now excitedly turned
to Lilly and her mother, expecting to see a tearful reunion. Instead, they stood transfixed
by the grotesquery before them, not sure of what was going on, most being too cautious

to approach or intervene.



"HELP ME!! Lilly cried out at the top of her lungs, but the sound was wet, as though
being forced through a glass of milk. "PLEASE SOMEBODY HELP ME GOD
DAMMIT!HI™

Vincent was the first to step in, running around Jim and I and trying to forcibly seperate
the two before being thrown backward single-handedly (') by Mrs. Carol. Lilly's screams
had at this point fully devolved in to gurgles as more and more of her neck and throat
were devoured. Jim hurriedly stood up, grabbing me by my shoulders and forcing me to
my feet.

"We have to get out of here,” he said in a low, urgent voice that only I could hear. "Can
you walk, baby?"

"Yeah, | think so,"” I replied, still not taking my eyes off the slaughter, and took one
tentative step in the direction of Jim's truck. Thankfully I found my weight supported me,
and took another, all the while being supported by Jim and his farmer's strength.

We made our way to the truck slowly, winding around the onlookers in our path with the
pretense of needing to get me to the hospital. It didn't take long, and as soon as we
climbed inside the cabin, I pulled out my phone and dialed the three numbers we all
know by heart while Jim lit two cigarettes and handed me one.

"911, please state your emergency,"” came the bored voice on the other end of the line.
"Yeah, my name's Thomas Black and I'm at the Requiem Gardens Cemetary in Metairie,
and I'd like to report what I think is a murder!" I blurted out rather quickly.

"Hold on, sir, you think it's a murder?" came the operator in a voice that suggested she
couldn't care less if World War Three had broken out here today, just so long as she got

her paycheck.



"Uh..." I trailed, "Yeah. | know this is going to sound wierd but please follow me. My ex-
mother-in-law, whom we had just had a funeral for, got out of her coffin and is eating my
ex-wife's neck while everyone is standing around and staring.... That's murder, right?" |
added almost childishly. On second thought, yeah, I really didn't think this out.

| pulled a drag on the cigarette Jim had handed me while | sat through a thoroughly
stunned silence on the other end of the phone. Eventually | heard the telltale clicking of a
keyboard being worked furiously, followed by the sound of multiple people in the
background snickering.

At this point, my temper started to flare a bit, and | added, "You do believe me right?" in
a serious tone.

More snickering. And finally, my anger broke.

"Listen here, you stupid fucking bitch,” I started, causing Jim to look my way with a
mixture of awe and solemnity, "I just witnessed my ex-wife have her neck turned into
fucking kibble by a dead fucking woman and all you're gonna do is call your stupid-ass
dumb-fucking coworkers and laugh at me like I'm some crazy fucking transient making a
god damn crank call?!"

"Whoa, baby,"” Jim said out of the corner of his mouth, his eyes still scanning the
graveyard in front of him in case the carnage spilled our way.

The laughter at the other end of the phone stopped almost as soon as the last syllable left
my mouth. Apparently | had been put on speakerphone without my knowledge or
previous consent. Before | could press that advantage, though, a new voice entered my
phone.

"Sir, I don't like that tone you're taking with my operator, and | would appreciate it if



you'd apologise to her right now or hang up the phone and take your damned fib
elsewhere," came a deep voice that | presumed to be the supervisor. | opted for the latter
choice.

"What are we gonna do, Jim?" | asked after roughly shoving the phone in my pocket, "Do
you want to stay here and try to stop her or do you wanna bail and try and find an actual
policeman to..."

BANG.

"What the fuck?" | half-screamed. Jim cautiously craned his head around to see the bed
of the truck, where the sound had eminated from. Almost instantly he shot back around,
put the keys in the ignition, and tried like hell to crank the engine up with the celerity of
the gods.

"What was that?" | asked, afraid to turn around.

"Baby...?"

"Vincent's head."

Part 3: Going Down.

It took a minute or two for my breathing to slow down enough to talk. By that time, we
were already on the highway, doing 70 miles per hour in a 45 zone. In retrospect, I'm
amazed we weren't pulled over.

| thought of the situation back at the graveyard. Was everyone okay? | know Lilly and
Vincent were dead, but did anyone else survive the onsalught? | felt immeasurably sick to
my stomache, and | think this time it had nothing to do with being concussed. My guilty

conscience at running away from the massacre was tugging at me, telling me in no



uncertain terms...

"We have to go back..." | started, but Jim cut me off before | could start to explain.
"Like hell. Did you see that? She tore Vincent's fucking head off!"

"And it's still in the bed of the truck, yes | know!" | contested hotly, "But the fact of the
matter is we need to stop that... that... whatever that's doing it! We need to make sure
everyone else is okay! And we need to get a policeman or a SWAT team or something!"
"And why exactly would we have to go back there for that?" He countered. He was
already on his third cigarette since leaving the cemetary. | couldn't smoke, my hands
were shaking too badly.

"I don't know, I just... I just know it. We have to go back, baby," I added calmly. The
shaking had spread from my hands to the rest of my body by the time | had finished
talking, and it was all I could do to keep myself from throwing up again out of fear. Still,
| have a pretty good sense of right and wrong, and | knew, in this instance, that | was
right.

Jim was quiet for a minute, concentrating on maintaining his hellish speed, until he
finally slowed down and pulled off to the side of the highway right in front of a grocery
store.

"Are you sure, baby?" He asked in an ominous, staring at me with a face that registered
both fear and anxiety. “I want you to think really hard about this, and tell me it’s the right
thing to do.”

Lilly and Vincent dead. Mrs. Carol back from the dead, killing en masse. A whole
funeral’s worth of possible casualties. Run away. For fuck’s sake, tell him to step on it

and never turn back around again. Tell him to grab his stuff and we’ll move to Samoa or



Fiji or somewhere! Just don’t say...

"Yes," | replied with certainty.

Idiot.

"Then we'll need supplies. You mind if we make a stop by my place?" he asked.
"Ummm... What?"

"I am not going anywhere near that thing without packing something, and I'd feel a lot
better if you were packing too, baby. I've got a few guns my dad left me in his will with
the ammo for 'em and a machete in the garage. Which one you want?" he added quickly
with a glance in my direction.

I paused, the prospect of using a weapon turning over in my mind. I’ve never fired a gun
before, but | was pretty sure I could at least point it in the right direction if needed. But a
machete? | knew how to handle a big knife well (being raised by a professional chef will
do that to you), and even though | was scared shitless about having to use it, | prefered
the devil I know.

| turned to Jim, still shaking so much I was practically vibrating with fear, and said,
“Machete.”

He nodded curtly, pulled back into the travel lane, and floored it to his house. Ten
minutes later we got there.

He took the shortcut in, squealing around corners and barely missing the cars parked
along the side of the road. He even gave his elderly neighbour down the street quite a
turn, almost running her over and causing her to curse at us in a choked voice as we sped
past. The last | saw of her was a middle finger in the rear-view mirror.

Jim was already unbuckled by the time we got in his driveway, and he dashed off without



saying a single word to me. | hastily hit his garage door opener a split-second later, and
waited patiently for the archaic machine to spring to life and let me inside. In the
meantime, | looked around Jim’s yard; he had spent an aweful lot of time out here,
planting shrubs and meticulously edging and trimming his yard. The man lived for
working outside, and it certainly showed.

At last the garage door went up enough for me to enter, and | did so rapidly, keeping my
eyes peeled for any sign of the afore-mentioned machete. | spied books (many of which
were so peeled and faded from years outdoors that you couldn’t tell what they were from
the cover), old issues of home improvement magazines, tools and machines, and at last, a
tactical machete sitting on a shelf above the washer. It was high up, but one of the boxes
of faded books proved to be all the stepladder I needed to fetch it down.

And as | felt the cool plastic handle in my hand, | heard an extremely loud noise that
sounded like two pieces of wood being slapped together. And at that exact moment, what
little colour I had left in my face drained. I know that sound. Oh please dear God don’t let
it be what I think it is. My feet started to move me without my consent, running through
the door in the back of the garage into the living room.

Nothing there.

I tried the living room (“Jim?”), the kitchen (“Baby, where are you?”), the dining room
(“BABY?!”), the guest bedroom (“JIM?!”"), and the hall bathroom (“ANSWER ME,
GOD DAMN IT!”), and found nothing out of sorts.

It was when | took my first step in to the master bedroom that | knew what happened.
The master bathroom light was on. He never left the lights on, and was meticulous about

that fact. A sense of cold dread swept over me as I stole in to his bedroom, creeping past



the bed that we shared, past the dresser | picked out, and past the closet full of the clothes
that still smelled like him. Creeping to the door to the bathroom. | peeked my head
around the corner and almost collapsed on the spot.

Jim was in the bathtub with the clear curtain liner drawn. You could still see the
fragments of his skull sliding down the tile behind it.

| fled from the room as fast as I could, blindly running in to things along the way, until |
managed to make it to the living room. | finally collapsed on to the couch and drew
myself up in to a ball as the tears started.

dkkkdk  kkkkkk  dkkkkk  dekkkokk  kkkkkk kokokkkok

Day faded to night as I lay there on the couch. In my head I was recounting the times Jim
and I had jostled with each other for the mirror in the bathroom, the times we would
make dinner for one another (I did most of the cooking, but the man was a genius when it
came to grilling and steaks), even the times we were making love. And that’s what it all
boiled down to: I loved him. I had been vehemently opposed to telling him before, but I
did. And now I couldn’t.

I don’t know how much later it was that I got myself off of the couch. I slowly
approached the master bedroom again, taking care to look for anything out of place.
Nothing was wrong in the room itself, aside from an open shoebox on his bed still
housing one of the guns and two boxes of ammunition. | turned away from it and went to
the closet. And as | closed it, | felt my guts wrench even more. Too painful, too soon.
Also, too necessary.

I moved on to the bathroom and braced myself.

The bathtub was the same as I left it, with Jim’s corpse huddled in the corner opposite the



tap and surrounded by the curtain liner (presumably so as not to have left a mess behind
himself). | looked around the bathroom for any sign, anything he might have left me to
tell me why. | needed closure, almost craved it at this point. And as I turned around, |
found what I was looking for: a hastily scribbled note sitting on the counter by the sink. |
picked it up and read:

“Thomas,

I didn’t do this to hurt you, baby. I did this because I can’t deal with this shit. I can’t deal
with dead people walking, and | can’t bring myself to kill someone. Take the guns and
run away, baby. Go. Save yourself. I’'m saving me.

I love you. Have since the moment | met you, and will forever in heaven.

-Jim Hollister”

| set the tear-stained note back down where | found it and slid to the floor, my back
braced against the sink cabinet. | hated myself right now, more than | ever have or
thought I ever would. 1 killed Jim, I thought. I pushed him in to going back to the
graveyard, and he couldn’t cope. Jim was my life, he was everything I’ve lived for since
the divorce and the coming out to my parents, and this is how I repay him? I’m not
worthy of his love.

Despondant, pissed off, confused, and miserable, | lifted myself from the floor. Misery
and fury coursed through my veins, and (at least in my mind’s eye) I heard the most
peculiar sound...

Snap.

| strode to the shower, threw open the curtain, and picked up the gun from the bottom

where it had fallen out of Jim’s hand. After wiping the gun off with a hand towel, I closed



the curtain for the last time, grabbed the box off the bed, and made my way back through
the house, closing doors and turning off lights as | went. By the time I got to the garage
door (shoving the machete in my pants as I got there), It was so dark I couldn’t see my
hand in front of my face.

The truck turned over obligingly as I cranked it. | pulled out the driveway, put the truck
in drive, and sped off to meet my death.

Part 4: End Game.

I mentally braced myself through the drive back to the graveyard for whatever lie ahead. |
didn’t care what I faced, I didn’t care if Mrs. Carol had moved on to another location, I
didn’t even care if I survived this mess... I just needed to know that the others got out
alright. After that, well.... We " | | s e e wh alttold tnyse¢f grimiy.g ht hol ds
The ride seemed like it was taking no time at all, even though when I looked at the tiny
clock on Jim’s outdated radio a full half of an hour had gone by. A glint of light reflected
off of the gun next to me caught my attention for a moment. | reached out and fondly
stroked the revolver sitting on the seat next to me as | drove, feeling the cold steel and
simple strength course through it to my hand. It almost seemed like it was imbueing me
with power... The power to move on, the power to end Mrs. Carol. The power to end it
all.

| looked up from the gun just in time to slam on the brakes.

The old lady had wandered in to the middle of the highway, seemingly lost and
unperturbed by the near accident. | waited for her to pass by in front of me, impatiently
drumming my hand on the steering wheel as she slowly shambled by. After waiting for a

full minute, | started to get an uneasy feeling in my gut, and my reptilian brain shouted at



me (in no uncertain terms) to run her the fuck over and keep moving.

When she got closer to the driver’s side of the truck, I got a closer look. Her hair seemed
to be sticking out in multiple directions, her shawl was disheveled and trailing from her
like a cape, and perhaps most alarming of all, she seemed to have no indication
whatsoever of her surroundings. The uneasiness in my gut rising, | honked my horn at
her, hoping to alert her to the fact that she was in the middle of the highway, with... wait,
where are the other cars? The highway was too quiet, and now that I thought of it, no cars
had passed me by or even been on the other side of the road that I can recall.

“This can’t be good,” I said out loud to no one in particular. The stress of everything, of
losing Lilly and Jim, and now my growing unease with this unfortunate looking woman
was making my stomache tie itself in knots at this point. Thinking it might help ease my
tension a bit, I pulled a cigarette from my pack on the dashboard and lit it. The nicotine
took hold once more, easing the headache | previously didn’t realize I had and gladly
restoring the numbness to my hands.

| only got three drags off of the cigarette before | noticed the seemingly drunken old lady
had dissappeared. | looked left and right, hoping to catch a glimpse of her on one side of
the street or the other, to no avail. She was simply... gone. | added another knot to the
collection my stomache was trying to accrue and took another drag. | was afraid of
driving forward; what if she had fallen? Only one way to find out, I told myself calmly.
The truck reversed slowly, afraid as | was to hit or possibly injure the lady. | scanned the
area around the front of the truck as | went, hoping to catch a glimpse of her dressing
gown or shawl or anything relevant, but saw nothing. After backing up twenty or thirty

feet (I never was good at distances), | took one last look around and, still seeing nothing,



put the truck in drive and sped forward.

BANG.

The sound came from the bed of the truck as before. And this time, I didn’t question it.
Pitching the cigarette, | reached for the gun sitting next to me. Bravado, that dumb
sunuvabitch that’s led too many people to their graves, dictated my actions from this
point. | pointed the gun over my shoulder, slammed on the brakes yet again, and double-
tapped the trigger.

BLAM! BLAM!

The sound was deafening, and for a moment I thought | had permanently lost my hearing.
| dropped the gun immediately, clapped my left hand to my hurt ear and howled in pain
as the truck sat idling in the middle of the deserted highway. The pain lasted what seemed
to be a near infinite amount of time, the thought of the old lady completely lost at the
moment.

After a minute or two, | managed to pull my hand free of my ear, and | was startled to
find my palm covered in bright red blood. Great, I thought,] * ve gone and bl own
fucking eardrum. Then a rattling sound from the trunk pulled me from my thoughts and
brought me entirely back to reality. | hastily wiped my bloodied hand on the back of the
seat next to me and undid my seatbelt, grabbed my (J i mi’thsught briefly) gun, and
jumped out of the truck.

It was the old lady, like I thought, sprawled out in the bed of the truck and writhing in
agony. Her entire head was matted with a dark, viscuous fluid that I guessed passed for
blood. Perhaps it congealed, | wondered to myself while looking her over for any other

damage. Then I saw it: Two large bullet holes, one on top of the other, going directly



through her left eyebrow. And she was still fucking moving.

| backed off from the truck slowly, all thoughts of bravado and action movie heroism
gone from my head. I turned to puke again, but accomplished nothing but dry heaves. It
was then that I realized somewhere in the back of my mind that I hadn’t eaten since
breakfast that morning, and what little there was in my stomache had been left artfully
plastered on the lawn in the cemetary. My stomache and nerves didn’t know or even
seem to care, though. They kept doing what they wanted, consequences be damned.

The dry heaves lasted longer than expected, not being helped at all by the miserable
moaning recently added to the writhing sounds coming from the truck bed. After a few
more minutes | (finally) stopped, gasping for breath and slowly pulling myself to my feet.
The gun was still on the ground where | left it when | fell to my knees; | decided to leave
it there for the time being and concentrate on one thing at a time. Then the noise died
away all at once.

| peeked back over the side of the truck bed and had to do a double-take.

She was gone. In her place was a dress and a shawl, filled with a roughly-old-lady-sized
pile of ash-like granules. The granules intrigued and repulsed me, and almost
instinctively | reached out my right hand and stroked the top of the nearest pile. It felt
almost like engorged sand with an airier quality, and had the delightful aroma of ten week
old meat left in the Louisiana sun. If [ hadn’t just been sick, this would’ve been the
kicker.

Another thing caught my attention, too, when | looked over the pile again: Bits of flesh
were left. It was not much, and certainly nothing large enough to even be considered

“parts”, but they were there. Perhaps they were contributing to the aroma too? | pushed



the thought out of my head before it took hold and forced another set of dry heaves on
me.Too much today, come back t omaqlkthoughw
satirically.

After looking over the piles again, | found myself with a limitless amount of unanswered
questions going around my head until it seemed fit to burst. | decided to put them off and
simply go forward, and hopefully the questions will answer themselves with time. | was
almost always the one with the patience. The questions can wait.

To busy myself from the thoughts in my head I laboriously lowered the tailgate. I didn’t
have a broom on hand, but hopefully jetting forward with an open tailgate on an open
highway would do a decent enough job in lieu. As I turned around to head back to the
cab, my foot brushed the revolver on the ground, reminding me to pick it up. I set it
delicately back on the seat next to me as I climbed in to the driver’s seat. One crank of
the engine later and | was back on my way.

The rest of the trip went by relatively fast compared to the first half. My head was still
occupied by questions, and with no one else on the road, | was free to put my driving on
autopilot and do some much needed contemplation on the matter at hand. | started with
making a mental checklist of questions surrounding the situation:

A, Is Mrs. Carol dead or alive? And if dead, why is she moving and killing people?

B, Who was that old lady, why did she suddenly go “Buffy” on me when I shot her, and
was she already dead too?

And most importantly, C: Where the holy fuck is everyone else? I don’t even see police
cars out and about, which is fairly scary on it’s own.

And as | thought of those questions, | realized with a fatally re-emerging sense of dread
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that I had been sitting in the cemetary’s parking lot for a few minutes now, with my
headlights on and the engine running. So much for the element of surprise.

Damned autopilot.

| steadied myself against the steering wheel as | turned off the engine, taking deep breaths
and trying like all hell to stop the shakes before their inevitable return. The wheel
provided no comfort, and in near desperation I found myself reliving Jim’s words to me
hours ago: Just calm down, baby. That seemed to work, and though I still felt two
seconds away from a full-blown panic attack again, I felt my hands ease up from their
white-knuckled grip on the molded foam. I slowly clenched and unclenched my hands in
front of me, easing the tension and using the time to build myself up for what lies ahead.
After what seemed like another century, | ran my hand to the revolver next to me and
found the grip, picking it up and feeling the reassuring weight once again. Strength and
Power, I told myself over and over, mingling in with Jim’s words of comfort in my mind.
| pushed the gun slowly in to my pants pocket, careful not to catch the trigger in the
process, and swung open the truck’s door to enter the humid night. A rattling in the
bottom of the door brought a stroke of revelation, and I hurriedly grabbed the Mag-L.ite
from his small holding area down there, not knowing if I’d need it but knowing it
wouldn’t hurt.

Now |’ mtodeywefMow | " m ready for the end
| strode forward, relying on my memory to guide me to the semi-secluded spot where
Mrs. Carol was supposed to lay forever, checking the ground as | went for any signs of
blood or a struggle or something. Instead, | found absolutely nothing. No bent grass, no

blood pools, not even a dismembered finger to guide my path or provide hints of what

game.



happened in my absence. Nothing whatsoever. Which, naturally, only seemed to deepen
the ever-growing sense of dread taking over my entire being.

I eventually reached Mrs. Carol’s grave site, still set up for her graveside service, with the
chairs for the immediate family still arranged in a neat row and the Minister’s well-worn
Bible sitting on top of the seat closest to where the struggle had taken place. I didn’t see
the minister anywhere, though, and in my mind’s eye I saw the minister set the bible
down as he walked to the group of people surrounding Jim and I when 1 first saw Mrs.
Carol’s return. He probably ran for it when he saw the mayhem, | rationalized to myself.
| shrugged internally, decided it made sense, then moved on.

I hadn’t taken more than two steps when I saw, just beyond the horridly bright green felt
laid down on the ground, what I had been looking for. Mrs. Carol. Or, rather, her purple
dress and the few assorted “parts” that hadn’t managed to disintegrate yet.

They seemed a jumble of ash-like granules and slime-ridden bits that wouldn’t make
sense to anyone but those who knew of their true origins, all strewn on the ground before
me with small condolence to any rhyme or reason, unlike the old lady earlier. I pulled the
gun out of my pocket and bent down to inspect the remains, prodding piles of ash with
my foot and pushing bits with the gun, until I found the biggest part of her I think | was
going to find at that point: her eye. Prodding from the gun seperated it from the pile of
ash rather quickly.

Once seperated, I looked down at it, and rather quickly noticed the back of the eye slowly
starting to crumble into more of the ashy granules. | crouched down and watched it
dissolve, from the back at first, then crab walked around and looked at it from the front. |

looked deep, not expecting anything but secretly hoping in the last seconds I had left to



find something. Answers, mostly. An answer to the madness, an answer to the litany of
questions resurfacing in my head, an answer for everything that has happened to me in
the last twenty-four hours.

| found it.

I wasn’t ready for it.
Idontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwant
itidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwantitidontwa
ntitidontwantitidontwantit

| felt tears begin to well up suddenly at the magnitude of what | saw. Before | knew what
| was doing, | felt my hand grip the gun tighter and work the muzzle up slowly to the soft

underside of my jaw. The barrel felt warm on my sk

-Fin.



