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   “He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster. And when you gaze long into an abyss the abyss also gazes into you.”
 
   -Friedrich Nietzsche
 
    
 
   “We stopped looking for monsters under our bed when we realized they were inside of us.”
 
   -(Anonymous)
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   This wasn’t supposed to happen to him. His life had been perfect, or damn near it if his wife hadn’t packed up everything and left with their two kids. Not that he minded being alone—no, that wasn’t it, it was that she had gotten a free home in California out of the failed marriage and he had to continue to pay for her. 
 
   Besides that, life had been perfect. He had lived just outside of Bangor, Maine, in a mansion that made all of the Maine-iacs envious that an out-of-stater was showing them up. But he had worked for that damn mansion…and the beach house in California (the one where his lazy, no good wife had stayed with the kids); he had started up his own software company and they had developed a word processing program that rivaled that of Microsoft’s and shit all over whatever Macs ran these days. He had been rolling in money like a pig rolling in its own feces on a hot day.
 
   He had a private jet so he could go from Maine to New York for investor meetings on the fly—no booking flights or being harassed by the TSA for this guy! He had a Mini Cooper in his garage to go to the post office or grocery store when he felt like doing it himself, a Range Rover for camping trips with his Labrador named Henry, and plenty of sports cars stored throughout the country for when he met a young, sexy, single girl that he wanted to treat to a night out.
 
   It was perfect, almost too perfect for the 38 year old, balding, slightly overweight man who never got laid or picked first on the team throughout grade school. Then everything went to shit. Not just for him, no, for the entire country.
 
   It was like a bomb had been dropped on the entire world, and everything was leveled back to an even playing field, only five years after Gary Connors made it big in the world of computers. The damn Chaos (as they called it in the news back then) had messed everything up.
 
   Just five years, that was all the time he had borrowed for this dream lifestyle--and dream lifestyle was a way that Gary would have agreed was the best way to put it, because standing here now, with his hands outstretched over a dumpster fire, ratty gloves on his fingers, rags covering his body, and a hat that smelled like dog piss clamped over his ears to keep warm, the life he had just a year ago seemed like a dream.
 
   He felt as if he had woken up in the middle of the night to find himself the same loser he had always been as a kid. The software he had developed, the years he was married to Lucy (who had been the only girl in high school to have ever talked to him and only started dating him after their parents set them up to go to prom together), the post-divorce life of taking out young blond girls (Lucy had been a brunette, but he wasn’t exactly in a position to be choosy back in high school) in cool sports cars, meeting with investors that essentially told him they would line his pockets with even MORE money, it all seemed like a figment of his imagination, like a long, vivid daydream that after snapping out of it you wish you could somehow return to.
 
   But of course, it ultimately had been real, just like this nightmare life was somehow real. Gathered around this fire, underneath a bridge, shoulder to shoulder with another smelly bastard who hadn’t brushed his teeth or taken a shower in weeks…or months.
 
   Gary gritted his teeth. It had been almost a year since The Chaos ruined the country (and the rest of the world, though it was not like Gary cared about any other place), but still he found it difficult to accept reality.
 
   The thought that his wife likely was dead comforted him. He imagined the beach house a pile of rubble on top of her mushed remains, her blood seeping through the cracks in streaks of bright red, and he smiled. He thought maybe a soldier shot her in the face by accident, and her head had burst like a watermelon and he smiled even wider. He thought maybe one of the creatures that came out in the nights had caught up to her, and ripped her fat stomach off her body and ate her insides. And at this, he laughed.
 
   *
 
   This was supposed to happen to him. He had been a junkie of the utmost order. Whatever comes to mind when one thinks of a junkie, Kyle Jennings fit the bill: his hair was never combed, he bought his cigarettes, alcohol, and on occasions pot, with his paychecks from Rite-Aid where he worked 10 hours a week stocking shelves. The rest of his addiction was covered by bumming money off ‘friends’; his sister, a veterinarian with her own private practice; and his dad. There was a bad apple in every bunch, and Kyle was that one.
 
   His mom paid the rent for his studio apartment, because after he had stolen money from her she said she wanted him out of the house even if it meant she had to pay for it. So he got a shitty little apartment at the edge of town where he did drugs and watched anime until it was time to go work another 3 hour shift at Rite-Aid.
 
   Even that was a better place than where he was now, sleeping underneath a bridge with a newspaper wrapped around him like a comforter. He had no shoes, and thought his toes were beginning to get frost bitten from the bitter winds that howled in the night like coyotes. He tried to wiggle them, but they refused to respond.
 
   He got up, the world spinning, and his head feeling as light as a balloon. He hadn’t eaten in four days; his body was basically running off whiskey and water. Which was par for the course nowadays, but tonight it was particularly bad for some reason.
 
   Behind him he could hear two of the other hobos arguing. Without having to look over his shoulder he knew it was that arrogant asshole Gary and the man they called Nails (because he ate his finger and toenails when he was really hungry, and would even eat other peoples’ clippings on certain days) going at it about some stupid shit. Ted, the third man just listened to them arguing with his hands in the pockets of his chinos.
 
   Kyle put his hands flat on the ground and was about to get up, but stopped when he saw shadows cast by the dumpster fire moving on the wall in front of him. Shadows that weren’t from the bridge or from the other three jerkoffs, no these were coming from something else.
 
   He thought it was the whiskey making him see shit, but then the shadows appeared again. They went in between the shadows of the bridge and then disappeared.
 
   “Hey guys,” Kyle said, but his voice came out smaller than a mouse’s squeak.
 
   “Guys!” Loud enough to be heard this time.
 
   The group by the fire turned to look at him.
 
   “What is it, are you drunk again?” It was that asshole Gary.
 
   “Guys, did you just see that?” Kyle asked, ignoring Gary’s insult.
 
   “Ain’t you always seeing shit.” Nails said, and they erupted in laughter.
 
   Oh, how Kyle wished he had teeth he could punch out of his mouth. “I’m not joking guys, I just saw something moving.”
 
   Ted walked around the dumpster and went to Kyle’s side. He was holding a mug that used to be white, but the filth it was covered in turned it a color with no name.
 
   “You feeling okay, Kyle?” He asked. Steam rose from the top of the mug.
 
   Kyle looked at him. Ted was smiling, and he saw he did have teeth he could punch out. “Yeah, I’m fine man. What? You think I’m nuts, too?”
 
   Kyle rose to his feet, his face burning hot despite the negative degree weather. Ted saw his fists were clenched and dropped the mug. The impact of it shattering on the ground was like a gunshot in the night. Hot water went flying everywhere.
 
   “Hey, hey, no man,” Ted said, putting his hands in front of him to keep distance between them.
 
   Nails jumped in between them before it could escalate any further. Gary stepped closer, but still kept his distance.
 
   “Cool the hell off,” Nails said.
 
   “Fuck you,” Kyle spat.
 
   “I don’t want any trouble!” Ted was saying over them arguing, and stepping back further.
 
   “Guys, guys, guys, cut the macho bullshit!” Gary hollered.
 
   And soon they were arguing like a room full of drunks. Cursing, pointing fingers at one another, fists were clenched, multiple arguments went on at the same time about issues that had happened weeks ago. It got so heated and so loud that they all forgot about what Kyle had seen, including Kyle himself.
 
   So they didn’t see the beady red eyes that peered at them from the darkness. No, they didn’t see them until it was too late.
 
   The creatures jumped out from the cover of the shadows, about five of them, all the size of gorillas and equipped with claws the size of daggers.
 
   Ted turned to run, but smacked right into one. It was like hitting a wall of flesh and muscle and hair. He looked up to see the creature staring down at him, and it snarled. It swiped its claw across his throat, and killed him instantly.
 
   Nails saw the creature behind Kyle and he tried to hightail, but in doing so, he too bumped into one of the creatures when he turned to run. His instincts kicked in and he thought about throwing a punch, but that was as far as he got in defending himself: a thought, because the next moment the creature’s claw pierced through his guts.
 
   Gary, being on the outside of all of this, thought he had the best chance to escape so as soon as he saw the other two get taken, he ran towards the exit of the tunnel. He made it about five steps, then one of the creatures was chasing after him, and like a cat that spots a mouse, pounced on him and tackled him to the ground.
 
   In their distraction with the other three, Kyle managed to get away. Being so scrawny came in handy, after all.
 
   As he neared the exit of the tunnel he could hear Gary screaming behind him as the creatures turned him into ground meat (good, that prick deserved it).
 
   Once out from underneath the bridge Kyle ran as fast as he could, tearing down the street. He didn’t hear anything coming after him, but he looked over his shoulder just to make sure.
 
   He didn’t see anything, either.
 
   They were probably satisfied with killing the three jerkoffs, which was fine by him. He never really liked them, anyway. Gary was an asshole, Ted was a chickenshit and probably a homo and Nails was scum, so good riddance. He had just been using them for his own benefit, not that they had anything but he liked the idea of strength in numbers.
 
   They were no use to him dead, now, spilling their blood and guts all over the tunnel.
 
   He smiled at the thought.
 
   Up ahead the street was turning dark. For some inexplicable reason only certain blocks had street lamps that were still on, probably something to do with the generator backing them up or something. Kyle Jennings was a high school dropout with barely an understanding of how a lightbulb worked, so he wasn’t concerned with figuring out the answer.
 
   What did concern him was the pitch black block he was about to enter. He couldn’t see how far the darkness stretched out, which meant he’d just have to keep running and get as far away from those fucking things as he could.
 
   He entered the blacked out block and the darkness seemed to grab him and pull him in, like a lustful lover. A chill ran down his spine, another thing he couldn’t explain. He had never been a big fan of the dark, but he had never gotten chills from it either.
 
   He’d get his answer soon.
 
   Halfway through the darkened block he looked over his shoulder. Like a distant planet, he could still see the last street lamp behind him.
 
   In front of him was a different story, all black, except for the purple shapes he could make out that were the façades of the buildings that ran down the stretch of the block.
 
   Total darkness, until one by one, like candles being lit by an unseen hand, red eyes emerged. All around him, the glowing red eyes stared at him. His legs stopped moving on their own, and he found himself standing in the middle of the street, his breath trapped in his chest. He felt his ribcage seem to expand until it felt ready to burst.
 
   Then he screamed.
 
   But only for a few seconds before the creatures were on him, ripping him to pieces, eating his flesh, and reducing him to nothing.
 
  
 
  






 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART I: GODLESS CHURCH
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   1
 
   Alejandro walked on the side of a road surrounded by wilderness. All the roads they walked down nowadays were void of any activity or commotion, but this one in the middle of nowhere Pennsylvania, was the loneliest yet.
 
   The sun beat down on his neck. His hair was only long enough to trap beads of sweat and not to shield him from the sun’s hot rays. The humidity made him feel like he was walking through a bowl of oatmeal.
 
   “How much longer are we going to walk, dad?” Charlie asked from a few steps behind him.
 
   “We still have a whole day ahead of us, so until the sun starts to go down. Are you thirsty?”
 
   “A little bit. But my legs hurt.”
 
   “Drink what’s in your bottle. We’ll find more water soon.” Alejandro said trying to convince himself of it too.
 
   Charlie unscrewed the top of the bottle and chugged the remainder of his water. It was warm, but even so it felt incredible when the liquid hit his dry tongue and cracking lips.
 
   The reality was that Alejandro wasn’t entirely sure of when they would find more water. His plan to find a small town in rural Pennsylvania had been a failure, instead they found the exact opposite; several houses that had been raided by other survivors. Or converted into soldier barracks back during the wartimes, or destroyed by the creatures that came out in the night. Every faucet and hose knob he turned would only squeal, followed by the choking sound of an empty waterline.
 
   By the time he realized that it had been a bad idea, they were too far into Pennsylvania to double back to New Jersey. So they continued forward, heading toward the closest city on the map. If they didn’t find any supply along the way, they had to come across something in the city, he hoped.
 
   But walking down these lonely roads did not give him too much confidence. They seemed endless. Both of them felt like they had been walking for hours with nothing in sight except for an old abandoned barn. The thought of going up there to check it out crossed Alejandro’s mind, but it was at least a mile out and they’d have to walk across an empty field in the middle of a blazing day with no trees for shade.
 
   Alejandro stopped and turned to face the other side of the street where a boulder sat underneath the shade.
 
   “We’ll take a little break over there, but only for ten minutes though.” Alejandro said, and crossed the street.
 
   “Fifteen?” Charlie begged.
 
   “Fine, fifteen, but that’s it.”
 
   Once they were at the boulder Alejandro threw his backpack on it. The top of the boulder was big enough that he could lie down and stretch out his legs, but it was Charlie who wanted to rest.
 
   “Go ahead, get on up.”
 
   Charlie shook his head and said, “I’ll just sit in the grass if that’s alright. It’s softer.”
 
   Alejandro shrugged, and hopped on the boulder himself. “Good enough for me. Wake me up in fifteen if I doze off.”
 
   Charlie put his bags down on the grass by the rock, and then he sat down to look at the bugs that were crawling out from underneath the boulder. 
 
   Alejandro pulled out a recorder from his backpack. He didn’t have to unzip the bag for access to any of the pockets; all of them were overstuffed and broken from him trying to force them shut, but better to have supply than working zippers, anyway.
 
   He held the recorder in his hand for a few moments before he hit the power button. “My name is Alejandro Ramos; the date is May 23rd, 2015. I am traveling with my son, Charlie Ramos. We are located in a rural area that once would have been Northern Pennsylvania.”
 
   He paused, not quite sure what to say after his usual introduction. He never did know, but something in him told him to log the days, if for nothing else than to remind himself of the date if time started to get muddy.
 
   He found some words and pressed on, “We currently have about a day’s worth of water and three days’ worth of food supply.” He reached for the map sticking out of the side pocket of the bag and splayed it open in front of him. There were arrows and circles all about it where he used a dried out marker to indicate their locations. “We are going to look in the first house we come across for running water and more food. Hopefully we find some meat.”
 
   Charlie had found some pebbles and was smacking them into each other and making fighting sound effects with his mouth.
 
   The meat he was hoping to find was for him because his son had dropped at least five pounds, and as a twelve year old boy who was thin to begin with, five pounds was significant.
 
   “I’ll setup my radio wherever we find shelter for the night and try to find any sign of other survivors.”
 
   He paused again, and gulped. “God… I hope there are others alive.”
 
   That was all he could think to record. As usual, not much, so he started saying the message again but in Spanish this time. When he was done, he put the recorder back in his bag and dropped the backpack on the ground next to Charlie.
 
   Charlie looked up from his game. Alejandro laid back on the rock and said, “I’m going to nap for a little bit.”
 
   Charlie nodded and went back to playing.
 
    Alejandro watched the white clouds rolling through the clear blue sky through the branches of the trees. There was a bird singing nearby in one of the trees, not a particularly pretty song, but it reminded him that at least they weren’t entirely alone on this planet.
 
   He let his body relax, and his mind wandered to a year and a half ago. Back to the time when the war was just a talking point for pundits and radio channels that wanted ratings. Back when such a catastrophic ending seemed like just the usual hysteria from the media. Back when his house was a home in a nice suburban neighborhood, and not a place to duck for cover in the middle of a war zone.
 
   But mostly he thought about his wife, and how much he missed her. Everyone he knew was dead, but of all the people in the world, he missed her the most.
 
   *
 
   He sees himself walking into the kitchen with that morning’s copy of the paper and a cup of fresh squeezed orange juice in his other hand. Charlie isn’t up yet, there’s still half an hour of snoozing for him until his wife wakes him up to eat and then takes him to school. The endless yapping and crying loosely rolled into the plot of a Spanish soap opera is just a murmur coming from the TV set as he walks through the living room.
 
   When he comes into the kitchen his wife is facing the TV, she’s blowing into her mug of coffee to try to cool it. On the table behind her is a plate with a half-eaten Mexican pastry known as a concha. On the other end of the table, for him, is a plate of eggs and chorizo that still has steam slowly rising out of it. The spice of the sausage wafts into his nostrils. His wife turns to him with a big smile when she hears him come into the kitchen. He walks over to her, saying good morning in Spanish, and kisses her on the lips. It’s how it always was. How it was always supposed to be.’ Til death do us part, as the vows had said on their wedding day.
 
   *
 
   He felt tears building up in his eyes. He thought about raising his arm to wipe at them, but the arm never got there because he was fast asleep a second later.
 
   *
 
   “Pa, Pa, get up.” Charlie nudged his shoulder.
 
   Alejandro lifted up, vaguely feeling hungover. He wiped the drool from his face, which left a muddy streak from his arm.
 
   “What time is it?” Alejandro asked reflexively, knowing that Charlie wouldn’t know the answer.
 
   Charlie shrugged.
 
   Alejandro walked to the side of the road to get a better look at where the sun was. It was still halfway above the horizon, which meant it was after 6 o’clock. They still had some time before dark, but not much. He swore under his breath, he intended to only sleep for fifteen minutes and ended up sleeping for nearly two hours.
 
   He walked back to the rock (the thought of taking another nap—they were set back already, anyway—came across his mind) and started putting on his backpack. “Come on, we have to go.”
 
   Charlie quickly gathered his belongings and threw his backpack on. “Dad are you mad at me?”
 
   “No, why would I be?”
 
   “For not waking you up, I guess.”
 
   Alejandro almost spat, “If I should be mad it should be at myself. It’s my job to keep us safe—to keep you safe.”
 
   “I let you sleep cause you seemed so…I don’t know. Peaceful.”
 
   Alejandro didn’t reply, and they started down the road again.
 
   “Dad, you were dreaming, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” Alejandro replied.
 
   “About Mommy?”
 
   Alejandro turned to face Charlie, for a second entertaining the idea that he had read his dreams somehow. “Yes…why?”
 
   “You said her name.”
 
   Alejandro grabbed his son’s hand and squeezed. “Yeah, Charlie, I was dreaming of when things were normal.”
 
   Charlie dropped his eyes down to the road, feeling like he said the wrong thing.
 
   “We have to find a place to hide for the night.” Alejandro told him, as if he had asked.
 
   They walked in silence except for the sound of their worn shoes beating on the road. All the trees they passed began to look identical. Whether it was fatigue or they actually were going around in a circle they weren’t exactly sure, but both thought it, and both were hesitant to tell the other so as to not cause panic.
 
   A few minutes later there was a break in the trees that announced their progression and killed the thoughts of going in circles. 
 
   Down the side of the road there was a gleam that made them both stop. In the middle of the gulley they were looking at was a wreckage of colors like a bulldozer had run over a rainbow, then backed up and smashed it all to smaller pieces.
 
   The more Alejandro looked at it, the more the picture of what it was became clear to him. It was a small carnival, with only one big tent that now lay flattened out in the middle of a pile of a multitude of colors. The poles that once gave it shape jutted out like bones through tears in the cloth. Around it laid smaller tents and wooden booths that had suffered a similar fate. Following the spaces between the patches of rubble you could still see the paths that were once walked by visitors between strips of cotton candy booths, hotdog carts, rigged carnival games, and miniature roller coasters. Now, however, none of that was present, only a sea of colorful destruction lay underneath the trees.
 
   “It’s…it’s a carnival.” Charlie said. “Or was.”
 
   Alejandro looked up to see the time of the day. The sun had just the top of its head poking up past the horizon so that the final rays of daylight just touched the ground, giving all of the colors of the carnival a golden radiance. He would not have been more mesmerized had they found a floating kaleidoscope in the middle of the road.
 
   “It’s like the one we went to last year with Mom.” Charlie said, and the memory of that made him grin.
 
   “Yeah.” Alejandro responded, but his mind was elsewhere; besides games and rollercoasters carnivals also had food. If they could find some hotdogs lying around in the wreckage, that would buy them more time until they found other survivors. By the looks of how badly raided the carnival was, it was wishful thinking, but wishful thinking was all he had right now and he hoped it’d be enough.
 
   He drew his gun out of its holster, once again glad that his friend Julio had talked him into getting one, “in case shit goes down, carnal,” as he had said that afternoon.
 
   They had been going to a Home Depot to pick up some supply to fix the roof at his house, and outside of the store was a group of Mexicans getting loud and rowdy with each other. Julio had stopped his truck a few parking spaces away from the commotion, rolled down his window, and lit up a cigarette. He took a drag from it and looked at Alejandro, “See man, that’s why we gotta get strapped. In case shit goes down, carnal.” So they had gone a week later and both gotten pistols on his advice.
 
   Alejandro swept away the thoughts of his friend and brought himself back to the task.
 
   “Quedate atrás de mi,” Alejandro said to Charlie.
 
   He was speaking Spanish to him, which was their rule; if there were any signs of other humans in the area they would speak Spanish exclusively until Alejandro said the safe word.
 
   He walked down the slope of the gulley. As instructed, Charlie followed close behind him. They made their way toward the carnival grounds, stepping over a chain-link fence that had once surrounded it but now was knocked over. It was bent out of shape and contorted on the ground like a victim of a car crash.
 
   They followed the paths between the wrecked carnival attractions. Wood and plastic and loads of trash crunched under their feet, but not one sign of any other activity. Or any food. Alejandro’s stomach grumbled at the thought.
 
   They walked past a tipped over cage decorated with balloon drawings and a clown face sign that was still hanging on by one ambitious nail. The front bars of the cage had been ripped open like a giant hamster had chewed through the steel. Blood was splattered all over the inside of the cage, on the ceiling, on the seat where the taunting clown once waited for kids to knock him down, and in the empty pool where he waited to be knocked down into.
 
   This was the doing of the monsters of the night, the ones him and Charlie called Los Noches, a grammatically incorrect nickname that derived from the sentence Los de las noches.
 
   The blood told the story of what happened at the scene. A human must have been trying to get away from Los Noches, and jumped into the cage in hopes of protection. Los Noches knocked the cage over and ripped it open, then killed the human by ripping him or her with their claws. Or with their teeth. Or with their sheer strength. Alejandro shuddered at the thought of how many weapons those monsters had.
 
   The path ended up ahead, they could go straight or to the left or right. Alejandro looked over his shoulder and nodded his head to the right. “Para ya.”
 
   They turned the corner past a booth that was still standing only because it was bolted to the ground. Its walls were destroyed like a grenade had gone off inside of it.
 
   Alejandro stopped when he saw what was up ahead on the path. Lying on his back was a human who was stripped down to his genitals. The big white gut was almost shiny underneath the last shimmers of the sun. There was a lack of rise and fall from the gut that brought a sense of danger with it. A ring of panic went through Alejandro’s head.
 
   “Mijo, escondete aya.” He nudged his head toward the booth next to them—or what remained of it, anyway. “Me llamas si te pasa algo, okay?”
 
   Charlie looked up at him, eyes big. “Aya?”
 
   “Si! Apurate.” He said sternly.
 
   Charlie darted across the path and ran into the booth. Alejandro waited until his son was ducked down by one of the pieces standing tall enough to be considered a wall. Then he continued down the path.
 
   He was certain that the person was dead, but just for precaution’s sake he held the gun pointed at the fat man. When he got close enough to the body to see over the belly, he felt his stomach flip like a fish out of water. The left side of the man’s face was shiny red from the blood dripping out of the wound.
 
   Alejandro felt the tickle of vomit crawl up his throat like a tarantula, tried to fight it, but the sensation won. He turned to the side and threw up. The first load came out brown from the beans. His stomach pushed in a second time and the little bit of water left in his stomach came out mixed in with some bile. He fell to his knees and dry wretched three times so hard he began to see stars crawling in his vision.
 
   When it stopped he fell back on his ass, feeling weak. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and blinked the wetness away from his eyes. He had dropped the gun at some point when he was vomiting his guts out, so he picked that up and put it back in its holster and got up off the ground.
 
   Charlie’s head was poking out from the side of the wall and he called out to his dad. “Estás bien?”
 
   “Si, quedate adonde estás.” He called back. Charlie’s head ducked back under.
 
   Alejandro took in a deep breath and spun around to look at the dead body again. Even though the right eye, the good eye, was looking straight up at the sky, Alejandro felt like the man was looking right at him, pleading him for help from beyond the grave.
 
   This was the closest he had ever been to a dead body other than his wife’s, but his wife had died of natural causes. Not died in a bloody mess, this was different somehow, like they could have helped the man had they come through here earlier.
 
   As much as he didn’t want to, he crouched down to get a closer look at the wound. There would be more like this along the way, of that he was sure. Maybe worse stuff, too. Getting close to the man made the details of the wound more obvious, it was a bullet wound that the blood was pouring out from. He could see where the bullet hole had gone through the front of his forehead, right between the eye and the nose so that the nose was dangling down by the mouth. His stomach flipped again, but this time he fought it off.
 
   He took his backpack off. From the front pocket he fished out a handkerchief. He laid the handkerchief over the man’s face. It was dirty and covered in grease, but a dead man can’t complain. Besides, that was the only one he was willing to lose.
 
   Using his two fingers, he blessed himself and began to recite the only prayer he knew. He wasn’t much of a holy man, he had barely gone to church except for on and around Easter and Christmas, but this seemed almost as involuntary as the throwing up.
 
   When he was done, he got up and put the backpack on. He walked back to the booth where Charlie was hiding. Charlie heard him coming and popped his head out again, the look on his face asking the question if everything was alright.
 
   “Ya, todo bien.” Alejandro said and wrapped his arms around Charlie.
 
   Charlie leaned his head on his hip. “Was he dead?”
 
   “Yes, mijo, he was dead.”
 
   “Was it Los Noches who did it?”
 
   Alejandro swallowed. He knew it wasn’t, he knew enough about those creatures to know that they didn’t use human weapons like guns. They were too primitive and relied on their physical attributes to cause their damage. This was the work of humans.
 
   Humans had killed that man and had stripped him of everything he had. Standing there in the middle of the colorful mess, under the orange and purple struggle of night and day fighting for dominance of the sky, Alejandro couldn’t find the heart to tell his son the horrors humans were capable of, especially when their backs were pressed against the wall.
 
   But he wouldn’t have to. He’d find out. Soon enough, his son would find out.
 
    
 
   2
 
   They came across a run-down town that was as still as a painting, the only sounds were of the wind moving trash around the streets; a glass bottle rolling from one side of the street to the other, stray pages of the local newspaper scattering through the air like autumn leaves, bags of chips dragging across the pavement here and there. There was an abundance of litter covering the streets, enough to tell about the culture of what the town was into if you had the time to pick it all up and examine it.
 
   But all you needed to look at was the smashed out windows of the houses and the overgrown yards to know you were in a ghost town. The residents were long gone, dead or seeking refuge somewhere far from here. Their homes and cars had been left behind for the weeds to claim them. With the way things were going, in about a year the entire town would be hidden.
 
   Up above the town the sky was turning purple as the last inches of sunlight retreated.
 
   “Over there, come on, vamonos!” Alejandro grabbed his son’s wrist and pulled him down the street toward the tallest building in the little town.
 
   When they got to the front of the building they saw it was a pizza shop as indicated by the sign that flapped over the top of the building like a flag. Alejandro tried the front door, but it didn’t budge. He slammed his shoulder into it, but the door still wouldn’t give. Something was stuck on the other side.
 
   “We could try the window.” Charlie suggested, pointing to the large window next to the door.
 
   There was a Coca-Cola machine halfway sticking out of the window which saved them the trouble of smashing through it.
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   They descended the front stairs and went around to the window. There were still shards of glass stuck to the frame, so Alejandro used his boot to clear the shards off.
 
   “Take your bag off.”
 
   Charlie took the bag off and Alejandro took it and threw it through the window.
 
   “Okay, now you.” Alejandro said.
 
   Charlie hopped up and grabbed the window frame and with a little boost from Alejandro he climbed through the window to the other side.
 
   “Watch your head.” Alejandro said, and chucked his own bag into the building. Then he hopped up and crawled through the window.
 
   Charlie already had his lantern turned on—instincts he had learned from the world they now lived in. The only other source of light inside the shop was the little bit glimmering in from the broken window behind them.
 
   Alejandro scanned the room. He found that the door wasn’t locked, but was actually being blocked by an overturned table. The pizza shop was in as much of shambles as the town outside was. There were three other tables, all of which were overturned and one of which was smashed to bits. The light also revealed dust particles floating all through the room, and cobwebs in each corner. It had been a while since anyone had kept this place up to FDA standards.
 
   On the opposite side of the room, but coming from outside, they heard metal being scratched followed by grunts and growls. They were animalistic, no doubt, but too indistinguishable.
 
   Charlie looked up at him, eyes big, and opened his mouth to say something. Alejandro silenced him by putting a finger up to his mouth. He took the same finger and pointed to behind the counter, where a cashier, maybe a high school kid who was only working for the summer, once rang up the shop’s customers.
 
   Charlie ran to the counter, mindful of where he was stepping so as to not make a noise to alert whatever was outside. He made it behind the counter without stepping on any of the trash on the ground that would make too much noise.
 
   Once he was hidden behind the counter Alejandro made his way through the pizza shop toward the window closest to the sound. He weaved through the mess on the ground as quietly as he could, stepping over a pizza box that had a roach come scurrying out of and darting through a crack between one of the walls and the floor. The window was surprisingly intact; it even had blinds that were drawn down. Alejandro drew his pistol and using the barrel lifted up the blind to peek outside.
 
   The window faced the back of another building so that between them was a back alley flooded with the fluorescent light of a lamp in the middle of the street. It was the first sign of electricity that Alejandro had seen in months and he almost gasped at the sight of it, like he was seeing some sort of lost magic from a lost world.
 
   The scratching and growls were coming from a bear rummaging through the dumpster behind the pizza shop. Alejandro watched as the bear pulled out two pieces of bread from the dumpster and kicked himself for not thinking of looking in there. He let the blind close.
 
   He put the gun back in its holster. He turned to Charlie, whose head was poking out from the side of the counter. Alejandro gave him a thumbs-up and said, “It’s okay. Just a bear.”
 
   “Better than Los Noches.” Charlie said, hopping out from behind the counter.
 
   Alejandro joined him near the counter and they stood in front of a wooden door that looked about ready to come off its hinges. “They should be waking up soon.”
 
   “I guess we’re staying here for the night?” Charlie asked.
 
   Alejandro grabbed the knob and popped open the rickety door to reveal a steep staircase covered in dust.
 
   “Mijo, get the lantern out of my bag.” He commanded.
 
   Charlie did as he was told. He lit it with a match from his pocket and handed it to Alejandro, and then side by side they climbed up the dark staircase.
 
   *
 
   There turned out to be none of the scary things Charlie was anticipating at the top of the stairs; The Boogeyman, Pennywise the Clown, that serial killer with the chainsaw from the old movie he saw at Ricky’s house one night on Halloween—(what was that called? Something about Texas?). None of that, to the disappointment of his imagination.
 
   The only thing up in the attic was junk. Unlike the junk littering the ground downstairs this junk was more organized; a sign that the previous raiders hadn’t come up here, or if they did they didn’t ransack the place.
 
   Poking through some of the boxes and moving things around, Alejandro quickly realized that there wasn’t much value to be found up here. The boxes were mostly full of restaurant extras like straws, spoons, knives, forks, cups, plates and old cooking utensils spotted with rust.
 
   He picked up a butcher knife that looked like it still had some cut to it, a bit of rust, but the sharp edge looked fine. He took it to the side of the cardboard box it was in and it sliced through with some resistance. He pulled out the Swiss army knife tucked into his belt and sliced the box with that. The Swiss army knife cut better, so he put the butcher knife back in its place.
 
   That was as close to finding something useful in the boxes as he got. The rest of it was all miscellaneous objects that were useless in this day, the kind of junk that for some inexplicable reason is found in the attic of every restaurant. Broken frames, children’s toys, pieces of plastic that belonged to a piece of machinery from decades ago, old cell phones, remotes, deflated balloons, and a slew of other crap were stuffed into the rows of cardboard boxes.
 
   In one corner of the attic, next to the only window the floor had, was an old writer’s desk. The legs of it were freckled with rust, and it looked to be leaning to one side like it was drunk. There was also a chair with a thick cushion sitting in front of it. In this sea of useless junk, this desk and chair were a godsend to Alejandro.
 
   Alejandro threw his backpack on the desk and took out the camp stove and two cans of beans. One was regular baked beans and the other was baked beans with pork. “Charlie, go make dinner. You remember how to start the stove, right?”
 
   Charlie let out a heavy sigh. “Dad, you show me every day. And the tank is still full on gas, before you ask.”
 
   Charlie was only twelve years old, but already Alejandro could see the teen-years attitudes coming to possess his son. He didn’t care, though, if it somehow made him tougher and more likely to survive, it didn’t matter if his sweet twelve year old boy who liked being read Gary Paulsen novels before bed would be long gone soon. All that mattered was that he could take care of himself…if anything ever happened to him and Charlie had to be on his own.
 
   He rid the thought of that happening away and forced a smile. “Alright then, esquinkle, go and find a spot to make dinner. Come get me when it’s done. And don’t burn the place down!”
 
   Charlie grinned, and then he grabbed the stove and cans and found a spot in the middle of the attic to setup.
 
   Alejandro turned back to the desk, it was stored away in its own dark corner, away from the rest of the junk like a scolded child. Or perhaps like the showcase car at an expo, he thought.
 
   He wasn’t going to find a better workshop than the one here, so it was time to work so he sat down in the chair. A puff of dust came shooting out from the sides of the cushion that made him cough relentlessly.
 
   When his fit ceased he could hear Charlie laughing from where he was kneeling over the stove.
 
   “Don’t laugh so much you forget about cooking and burn it all,” Alejandro said, looking at him with a pretend evil look on his face.
 
   “I never burn them!” Charlie said, still laughing.
 
   “I’m just saying, don’t start today. Dad’s got a lot of work to do and he’ll have an appetite after it’s done.” As if on cue, his stomach growled. It was the kind that could be felt as well as heard.
 
   Charlie laughed again. A second later Alejandro joined in. Charlie laughed harder now that they were both laughing, so hard that tears rolled down his face. Alejandro's laughter grew, to the point of discomfort, and he got out of the chair and walked around clutching his stomach.
 
   Charlie fell forward, resting his head on the ground.
 
   “Papi, I love you.” Charlie said.
 
   Alejandro leaned down in front of his son and moved some hair from Charlie’s forehead—the thought that his wife would kill him if she could see how long her son’s hair was crossed his mind for the hundredth time, she had always kept his hair nice and trimmed, it was one thing Latin mothers were particular about. He kissed him on the forehead.
 
   “I love you too, Mijo.”
 
   “I love you from here all the way to the moon.” Charlie said.
 
   “I love you from here all the way to infinity.” Alejandro responded.
 
   Charlie snickered. “No fair!”
 
   Alejandro rubbed his head and then got up. “I should get back to the radio now.”
 
   Charlie nodded and then turned back to the stove. Meanwhile, Alejandro marched back to the workstation, ready to give this another crack.
 
   His backpack, with all of its unzipped zippers was waiting for him on the table. He pulled out the radio parts and the screw driver he needed to put it back together.
 
   For the sake of storage he had taken it apart into four pieces. The back, the front, the “motherboard” (as he called it, since it was the part with all of the chips and electronic pieces that made the thing work) and then the battery pack.
 
   He had found this beat up radio in the cellar of a lonely house when they first crossed over into Pennsylvania. The radio had been the only thing of use in rummaging through that old house. If there had been anything else, it had long been taken by previous raiders. When he had first turned on the radio he was surprised to find out that it still worked. He had pushed the power button, half expecting the thing to be dead, but to his surprise the LCD screen lit up and green digital numbers that read 8:34am appeared.
 
   A strange sensation had coursed through him when he saw those numbers, a sensation he imagined only a man stuck in the ocean that suddenly sees a ship or a boat coming his way can relate to, because he had felt like salvation was imminent when those green numbers lit up on the screen.
 
   Obviously there were no radio stations broadcasting, but somewhere out there someone had to have found a way to broadcast something. If they shared the same solitude and fear of being alone that he and Charlie did every day in this remote world, someone out there was looking to make contact with other survivors. He knew it, with every nerve in his body he could feel it.
 
   He had not realized in his ecstasy just how difficult it would be for them to tune to the perfect signal at the perfect location to find these anonymous people, though. Every day or night since he had found the radio, when they had downtime or right before bed, he would tune it, to no avail. They had found the radio twenty days ago—or was it 21? Or 22? Did it really even matter? But he wouldn’t give up, as hopeless as it had started to seem. There would come a time when that radio would click to the right place at the right time.
 
   There was doubt in his mind, but he tried his hardest to drown that voice as he sat in the attic of the pizza shop at a crooked desk tuning the needle centimeter by centimeter. The familiar buzz of the radio static became a part of the background noise to his ear. Farther in the background he could hear Charlie making dinner.
 
   As usual when he worked with the radio, his mind began to race with thoughts that had nothing to do with the task at hand; the bear rummaging through the dumpster outside—which Alejandro felt in some odd way was there as a giant guard dog to protect them from Los Noches, the beans he wasn’t looking forward to, the cold shower he wanted to take more than ever, anything to keep his mind busy. It was a useful trick he had developed to endure the monotony.
 
   Then a voice snapped him back to the radio. At first he thought it was Charlie calling him that dinner was ready, but when he brought his focus back to the radio he found that the voice was coming from the speakers.
 
   Faint and buried beneath the static. He couldn’t make out what was being said, but he could hear enough to know it was a human voice.
 
   “Oh my god,” he said it out loud, although he didn’t intend to.
 
   Charlie looked over his shoulder, but his dad’s body language suggested he didn’t want to be bothered, so he turned back to cooking.
 
   Alejandro tried to steady himself. He took in deep breaths, and then placed his thumb back on the dial. He moved his thumb, so subtly that he wasn’t even sure if it had moved the dial because the voice didn’t go away or become clearer. He moved his thumb again, this time more jerk in the motion, and panic struck him in the heart like a wooden stake as the static won over the voice and drowned it out again.
 
   So close. But not close enough. All the hope he had just a moment ago dried up like a sponge sitting out in the sun.
 
   He looked over his shoulder at his son hunched over the stove cooking beans. That was their dinner again, for the seventh (or was it eighth?) week they would be eating beans out of a can. There would be no enjoyment out of this meal, just like the last, and the one before that, and before that, and so on. He knew because by the fourth straight day of eating them he was sick of them, which meant it was that much worse for Charlie.
 
   He turned back to the radio. Coming into contact with other survivors would mean more food—different food, and also would mean that in three days they wouldn’t be out of water. He had to get into contact with them, this was their only hope.
 
   His hands steadied, his mind cleared, and he got ready to give it another go.
 
   He put his thumb back on the dial and moved it back toward where the signal where the voice had been picked up. The plastic dial seemed to click with the motion, something he hadn’t noticed before this second wind of hope he was drawing from.
 
   Still nothing but static was coming out of the speakers, so he moved his thumb again. Click. This time the voice was back, tiny, mostly being drowned out by the static, but it was there. He stopped for a second and listened as hard as he could to make sure that it wasn’t his mind playing tricks on him. Nope, it was there alright. It sounded like someone talking through a swarm of bees, but the voice was there.
 
   Another move of the thumb in the same direction. Another click. The voice became clearer, the swarm of bees reduced by at least twenty percent.
 
   His hands began to get clammy, sweat began to form at his hairline, but he ignored it.
 
   He moved his thumb again. Click. The bees were reduced even further, down to about half. The voice was coming through the speakers more clearly; he even thought he could make out some words.
 
   Alejandro pushed himself back in the chair to take a breather and stretch out his cramped thumb.
 
   He rubbed his hands on the side of his pants to rid them of perspiration, then he moved the chair forward and sat upright. He placed his thumb on the dial, took in a deep breath, and as he exhaled he moved the dial.
 
   Click.
 
   The radio tuned in with the broadcast and the voice came through loud and clear:
 
   “My name is Bill H. Goldenburg. I am located in the area formally known as Trexlerville, there are other survivors here with us. We have food, water, medicine, and shelter for anyone that needs it. There is a nurse in our group as well, so anyone who may need medical attention will get the best they can find under these circumstances. The coordinates of our location are…”
 
   The voice read off some numbers and letters that later Alejandro would match up with his old map. The message repeated over in the exact same tone, which told Alejandro that it was a recording being broadcast. Just as well, it meant that a human had setup the recording to play through the signal.
 
   Alejandro buried his face in his hands and put his forehead on the desk. No tears came out, but the sensation of wanting to cry hung in the pit of his stomach—or chest, or wherever that sensation came from—and he stayed in that position for what felt like a long time. Meanwhile the message continued to play on, and by the fourth listen he still couldn’t believe that he had actually made some form of contact.
 
   He looked up when he felt his son’s hand clasp his shoulder.
 
   “Pa, the beans are ready.” Charlie said. Something was different, but he couldn’t tell if it was a bad or good different. “Are you okay, Pa?”
 
   Alejandro nodded, and then managed to choke out the words. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   Charlie looked at the radio, as if he just realized there was sound other than static coming through it. “Hey, you found someone?”
 
   Alejandro smiled, a big smile, the biggest one Charlie had seen come out of his face in years. “Yes, Charlie! Si, mijo! Escucha, mijo!”
 
   They listened to the message together, and when it was over Charlie threw his arms around his dad. “We’re going to find those people?”
 
   “Yep. First thing tomorrow morning when we wake up.”
 
   “And we’ll be okay after that, right? No more hiding in the nights?”
 
   Alejandro squeezed him tighter. “Yes, mijo, we’ll be okay when we find these nice people.”
 
   Charlie stepped back. “I hope they’re real nice. They have to be right? They’re trying to help people like us.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure they’re nice.” Alejandro said, looking towards the wall behind the desk, but actually focused on the image of these survivors his mind’s eye was conjuring.
 
   Charlie nodded, pleased. “I think these beans are the best ones I’ve made yet.”
 
   “Oh yeah? How so? Did you add a secret ingredient?”
 
   “Yeah, more toot to the fruit that makes you toot.” He giggled.
 
   Alejandro put his hand on top of Charlie’s head and messed his hair up. “Chistoso! Come on, let’s go eat.”
 
   He got out of the chair and they walked to where Charlie had setup the bowls of beans with their arms around each other. The message kept playing behind them on the radio, and it lifted their spirits just a notch.
 
   The beans wouldn’t be so bad tonight. In fact, Alejandro thought, they might even enjoy them.
 
    
 
    
 
   3
 
   Charlie was lying on his sleeping bag, watching the shadow his father cast on the ceiling. The only source of light near him was his lantern between the two beds. He heard his dad coming and sat up.
 
   Alejandro’s shirt was off and he could see his skin stretched over his ribs and collar bone. It threw him off for a second, because it was like looking at a skeleton in comparison to when his dad had carried around a few extra pounds from the chicken tortas he used to have for lunch every day.
 
   His hair was long, down to his shoulders, a length he didn’t even think his dad’s hair could grow. He also sported a beard, like the one Jesus had in the picture of the locket his mom used to carry. He giggled at the thought.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Alejandro said, lying down in his own sleeping bag. They had no pillows, so he was rolling up his jacket (the one that helped him survive through winter) to tuck underneath his head.
 
   “You look like someone famous.” Charlie said.
 
   Alejandro wrinkled his eyebrows. The thought of whether anyone could be famous anymore popped up into his mind. “Oh yeah, who’s that?”
 
   “The beard makes you look like Jesus,” Charlie said, pronouncing Jesus, Heh-seus. He reached out and grabbed Alejandro’s beard.
 
   “Do you think it needs to go?” Alejandro had been thinking about using his knife to cut it, but there really wasn’t much time to sit down and make fashion changes.
 
   Charlie shook his head. “Nah, I like it.”
 
   “Maybe if we find other people they’ll think I’m the real Jesus and give us lots of food and a soft bed.”
 
   They both laughed at this and then Charlie’s eyes closed. Alejandro lay there in the silence, wondering how likely the possibility that other survivors would believe he was Jesus. That he had returned to earth in the end of days to save those worthy.
 
   Isn’t that what it said would happen in the Bible? He couldn’t remember, he had never read the book or been the religious type. In fact, now that he thought about it, he wasn’t even sure why he had crossed himself earlier today when he saw the dead body. He hadn’t crossed himself since his brother’s wedding eight years ago and he only did that because it was mandatory unless you wanted to look like an ass to the rest of the church floor.
 
   If he could become religious, even subconsciously, under these circumstances, then how many others could as well? Surely he wasn’t a unique case. And what about the people who were religious before this all happened? The kind that were like his wife, who carried a locket with a portrait of Jesus, prayed every night, had rosaries hanging from their cars, and all that, what about them? They would surely believe it if he told them he was Jesus. Even if they didn’t believe it, they would want to believe it.
 
   Before his thoughts could get more erratic, Alejandro fell asleep.
 
   *
 
   A roar coming from outside the pizza shop woke both of them up. Alejandro put his hand over Charlie’s mouth to stifle his scream.
 
   “Shhh, shhh, voy a ver que es.” He said. “Calladito.”
 
   Charlie nodded.
 
   Alejandro took his hand off his mouth and got up. Charlie grabbed the flap of his sleeping bag and pulled it up into his mouth. It tasted like dirt, but it was keeping him from screaming. 
 
   Alejandro grabbed his gun from underneath his jacket and flipped the safety off, then went over to the attic window.
 
   It was dark out and the window was caked with at least an inch of dust, so Alejandro wiped it clean with his forearm.
 
   Underneath the pale lighting of the street lamp was the bear from earlier in the day. Its back was pressed against a corner, not a physical corner so much as a mental corner as it didn’t want to stray out of the light. Gathered outside of the pool of light was a group of Noches, they sat huddled together like troops, their red eyes glowing in the darkness of the alleyway.
 
   “Pa, what is it?” Charlie asked, whisper-shouting it across the room.
 
   Alejandro silenced him with a wave of his hand and then turned back to the action outside. Wanting very badly to run out and help the bear for some reason, but staying put because he knew damn well that it would be suicide to do so. 
 
   Judging by the shapes he could make out, there were at least ten of them gathered out there.
 
   The bear rose to its hind legs, bared its teeth, and growled again.
 
   In response, a Noche ventured out into the light, and Alejandro got his first good look at one of these things. Its body was defined with muscles where patches of oil-black hair didn’t cover it. Its face was flat like that of a gorilla, but unlike a gorilla’s, it was more human somehow. Something with its eyes, Alejandro thought.
 
   The Noche rose up to its hind-legs, then beat its chest and growled at the bear. The bear went back down on all fours for a few seconds, then thought about it and rose back up with a louder roar.
 
   This prompted the rest of the Noches to step closer.
 
    The bear sensed the danger it was in, now that it could see the exact numbers and that the other nine were carrying rocks big enough to be called boulders.
 
   The bear turned to run, but as it did so, a rock that seemingly came out of nowhere from inside the dark, smashed right into its face and burst its snout into a fountain of blood.
 
   At the same time, the other Noches launched their own boulders at the bear. The rocks bounced off the bear, breaking bones on impact. One of the rocks hit the bear in the back of the foot and the bear fell on its side.
 
   The Noches jumped on the bear like a swarm of piranha. The one that had been in the darkness and hit the bear with the first boulder jumped out to join the rest. 
 
   Chunks of skin and streams of blood flew through the air as their claws ripped the bear to pieces. 
 
   This lasted a few seconds, and then one of them broke away from the group and let out a howl that stopped the others mid-action. They all turned to face him.
 
   He grunted some orders, and with the discipline of worker ants they picked up chunks of the dead bear and retreated into the dark. In as much time as it took them to rip the bear apart they cleaned up the mess and were gone.
 
   Alejandro collapsed to the floor. He could feel his heart racing in his chest.
 
   “Are they gone?” Charlie asked, his voice louder now. He knew the answer to his question, it was written all over his dad’s face.
 
   “Yeah, Mijo, they’re gone.”
 
   “They won, right dad? They beat the bear?”
 
   Alejandro nodded. “They did.”
 
   “I knew they were going to win. They always do.” Charlie said. He turned on his side, so that his back was facing Alejandro, and a few seconds later he was snoring.
 
   Alejandro found his water bottle lying next to his sleeping and took a big drink out of it. For the first time in a long while, he wished he had alcohol to drink.
 
   He wanted to forget what he had witnessed. But he wouldn’t be able to. He lay down and closed his eyes, and in his eyelids all he saw was the faces of Los Noches, gritting as they pulverized the bear with rocks.
 
   “Pa, I think you can beat them,” Charlie whispered in his semi-awake state.
 
   Alejandro felt something like the beginning of a chuckle in his chest. Then he rolled over in his sleeping bag and went to sleep, too.
 
    
 
   4
 
   Alejandro found himself awake for the fourth time, staring up at the ceiling. The sound of crickets chirping and owls hooting had been replaced by the twittering of morning birds and the rustling of squirrels running up and down treetops, suggesting it was morning time.
 
   He had been waking up all night, thrashing at the air and dripping in sweat. Sweat that was a combination of fear (from a nightmare he could hardly remember, but the spookiness of it carried on even when he awoke) and from the summer heat. He would lay there, eyes open the way he was now, the only sound in the room other than his thoughts were Charlie’s occasional tossing and turning.
 
   He would lay like this for fifteen minutes, thoughts of his wife, of Los Noches, of the bear being beaten to death, of him being beaten to death, of his plan if they encountered a group of Los Noches, of the number of bullets he had left in his gun, all thoughts that didn’t make it easy to get to sleep would race through his mind at once like cars on a busy highway that just missed colliding into one another.
 
   Then fatigue would win over and he’d fall back asleep—only to find himself in a nightmare where Los Noches were chasing him and Charlie. He would shoot at Los Noches, but eventually the gun would run out of bullets and Los Noches would catch up to them to do who-knows-what, because before he could find out his eyes would open and he would be sitting up, panting. And the cycle would continue, so yeah, he was still sore and tired and drowsy when morning came.
 
   Charlie awoke a little after 9am, and one look at his father’s face told him what he needed to know, but he asked anyway, “You didn’t sleep good, did you?”
 
   “I got as much as I need,” Alejandro said, winking.
 
   “Good.” Charlie sat up and stretched his arms out while yawning.
 
   Alejandro got up and started putting on his close. “Are you up for good or do you want to sleep some more?”
 
   “I’m up for good. Want me to make breakfast?”
 
   “No. I’ll make breakfast.” Alejandro dug through his backpack until he found a piece of soap. He handed it to Charlie. “Go into the kitchen downstairs and wash up with this. I’ll have breakfast ready when you return.”
 
   Charlie grabbed the soap and looked at Alejandro tentatively.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m scared.”
 
   “It’s daytime Charlie, they’re gone for hours. Come on, go and wash up.”
 
   Alejandro was sitting down putting on his boots and his gun was next to him, not yet holstered. His son was eyeing it up, and it made a cold block form in the pit of Alejandro’s stomach. “You can’t take the gun. You’re not ready to use it yet.”
 
   “I didn’t want—“
 
   “I saw how you looked at it, Charlie, don’t lie. You’ll learn how to shoot when you’re older.”
 
   “I don’t want to shoot anything; I just would feel safer if I could take it.”
 
   Alejandro ran his hand through his beard as he scanned the attic. There was a biking helmet sticking out of one of the boxes a few steps away from where they had setup their sleeping bag. He walked over and picked it up.
 
   He put the helmet on Charlie’s head, fixing the strap so that it was snug. “Let’s play a game, okay?”
 
   “Uh, okay.”
 
   “This helmet gives you superpowers. Like…uh, The Flash. It makes you quicker, you following?”
 
   Charlie nodded.
 
   “Okay, well, you’re going to go downstairs and clean up in the sink. It’ll feel like you’re down there for ten minutes, but because of the helmet making you faster you’ll actually be back in one minute. All dad needs is one minute to him, okay?”
 
   Charlie relaxed a little now that a game was introduced. “Wait, how will I wash my hair if I have to keep the helmet on?”
 
   This had been easier when Charlie was younger; when he didn’t point out logical flaws in the rules of the games. “Keep your foot on the helmet and the powers still work.”
 
   It was a good enough answer for Charlie. “Alright, only one minute, right?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Charlie turned and ran out of the attic, leaving the door open.
 
   When he heard him descending the stairs Alejandro turned back to what he referred to as his “workstation”. The radio was still on the table, tuned to the frequency where he had found Bill’s message.
 
   He sat down in the chair and clicked the radio on.
 
    He wanted Charlie out of the room when he did this in the off chance that the voice had been a figment of both of their imaginations. It seemed unlikely, and Alejandro was having a hard time justifying how it could even be possible, but there was a nugget of doubt in his mind, and if it turned out to be true, that they both had imagined the voice on the radio, then he would keep the truth from Charlie for as long as he could.
 
   But of course, that didn’t turn out to be the case. The message came through the radio as clear as it had last night.
 
   Already feeling good about the day he got up and went over to the stove to start breakfast. No better way than to start your morning with positive vibes and a full stomach.
 
   *
 
   They stepped out into the daylight, shielding their eyes from the sun and feeling a bit like people kept in a dungeon for too long. A deer munching on the dead grass of a lawn across the pizza shop stopped and looked at them, then went back to gnawing on its snack. A bear last night, a deer that wasn’t afraid of humans. Man and beast really were becoming one in this new world.
 
   Alejandro looked down at the map. It was rough around the edges, there were creases running along the middle of it from where it was folded too many times, but it was the best he had found in that old attic to replace his general map of Pennsylvania he had been using to navigate.
 
   The map had arrows that indicated the quickest route to Bill. He had made these markings by the lantern during one of his many wake ups in the middle of the night. A racing mind was hard to rest.
 
   The small town they were in didn’t show up on the map, but he had seen a couple of signs on the way through yesterday and used them to pinpoint an approximation of where the town was.
 
   “We’re going to find the other survivors, right Daddy?” Charlie asked, squinting against the sunlight that went directly into his eyes when he looked up at his dad.
 
   “Yeah, and we’ve got a lot of walking to do.” Alejandro told him.
 
   Charlie’s head drooped down and he sighed. “How much?”
 
   Alejandro glanced at the map. “Not sure, maybe two days’ worth.”
 
   “Oh, okay.”
 
   Alejandro knew that Charlie was burned out from walking. He had been complaining almost every night about his sore legs, and shit, even his own legs felt like they were on fire every night when he stretched out on the sleeping bag. He knew that by midday they both would begin to drag their feet like they were made of lead, sweat would pour out of them, their shirts would start to stick to their bodies and they’d have to take them off, and that their tongues would feel dry and foreign in their mouths, just like every other day.
 
   He looked at the cars parked on the side of the narrow roads, thinking that if only those were in working condition this would be so much easier. Sitting on flat tires, windows smashed out, rusting, upholstery turned to nests by the rats that skittered through the streets at night or ripped to shreds by who knows what animals, Alejandro knew that the days when those vehicles were in working condition were long gone.
 
   He grabbed Charlie by the shoulder and together they started their hike across Pennsylvania again. Only this time it felt different because now there was a real sense of direction, a clear goal at the end instead of the hopeless wandering they had been enduring before.
 
   *
 
   A feeling of having to do one more thing compelled Alejandro to suddenly stop at the edge of town.
 
   “Hold on, Charlie.”
 
   “Huh?” Charlie said, turning to face him, realizing that he had walked a couple of steps past him.
 
   “Wait here for a few seconds. I need to run back into town.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   Good question. Alejandro thought. “Just wait, okay?”
 
   Charlie’s eyebrows knitted together. “Um, okay.”
 
   Alejandro sprinted back into town, unsure of where he was heading to, but the closer he got to the alley, the clearer it became. A morbid curiosity drove him to the end of the alleyway behind the pizza shop, where the bear had its encounter with Los Noches. He stopped at the opening of the alleyway.
 
   There was nothing left of the bear. Not even a fragment of bone. The only evidence left of the struggle from the night before was the swatches of browning blood that covered the cement like rust.
 
   Something in the pit of Alejandro’s stomach quivered, “Dios Mio.”
 
   Before he could begin to process the scene any more, Charlie’s screaming voice pierced into his ear like an arrow.
 
   Alejandro drew his gun and sprinted back to Charlie, the bear and what happened to it were the furthest things from his mind now.
 
    
 
   5
 
   Charlie was standing where he left him, looking into the thicket of woods beyond the town. He put the gun away and grabbed him by the shoulders. Charlie didn’t bat an eyelash, he just remained transfixed on the wooded area.
 
   “Que pasó? Charlie? Que es, mijo?” Alejandro asked, his face inches away from Charlie’s. Their eyes met but Charlie was looking past him as if in a trance, but at least he wasn’t harmed.
 
   Alejandro shook him to snap him out of it.
 
   Charlie blinked, “I just saw a truck…it was moving.”
 
   Alejandro looked to where Charlie’s eyes were transfixed and sure enough there were fresh tire marks in the dirt.
 
   “Where did it come from?”
 
   Charlie pointed to another part of the woods where the brush was run down, like a bad hairstyle, the weeds and bushes pointed every which way and flattened down the middle. There were more tire marks after the brush ended. Tracing them Alejandro saw that the truck came out of the woods and then made a U-turn back into the trees. The driver probably got surprised when he saw a boy in the middle of town and decided to retreat back to safety.
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for?” Charlie asked, pointing back in the direction of the town.
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “You went back to look for the bear, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” Alejandro said. For some reason he couldn’t explain he was hesitant to admit this.
 
   “Did they eat the bear?” Charlie asked.
 
   “Yes, they did.”
 
   Charlie’s eyes grew big. “The whole thing?”
 
   “There was nothing left of him, so I guess.”
 
   He took a second to think about that. A small amount of sadness rolled through him, because like his dad he somehow had felt like the bear was an ally.
 
   Charlie grabbed Alejandro by the wrist. “Is it okay if we go through the woods like this?”
 
   Alejandro nodded. “Of course.”
 
   They walked into the woods, and although it wasn’t very dense, there were enough trees surrounding them to provide protection from the beaming sun.
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   The tire tracks took them through a hike in the woods that was a mile and a half long, and although it was cooler under the trees than being exposed to the sun, they came out of the woods drenched in sticky sweat. Humidity was hanging in the air like a ghost in a haunted house, everyone knows it’s there but everyone tries to ignore it, until you hear a bump in the middle of the night or the tickle from the beads of sweat rolling down your back remind you that it’s there.
 
   The woods ended in a narrow road that if they continued straight on would put them in the courtyard of an old church—or what had been a church in another time. 
 
   Surrounding the religious ground was a stone wall that separated the church from the rest of the world. There was a hole in it where a gate was supposed to be, but instead it was on the ground, twisted and bent out of shape. Further up the lawn, by the steps of the church, was the black truck.
 
   “There it is,” Charlie whispered, pointing to it.
 
   Alejandro nodded and drew his gun.
 
   “They might need help,” Alejandro said, as if Charlie had asked a question. He wasn’t sure why they were whispering, but it seemed safer and more natural to do so.
 
   Alejandro headed toward the church, and Charlie followed close behind.
 
   “Pa, if we’re going to help why do you need—“
 
   Alejandro threw his hand in the air to quiet him.
 
   When they reached the stone wall, just before going through, Alejandro slowed his pace.
 
   They walked around the mangled gate, which put them about halfway to the cobblestone steps at the front of the church where a big, red, out of place door greeted its visitors.
 
   Alejandro put his hand out to tell Charlie to stay put, and then went up the steps. 
 
   He got as far as the second step before a thud coming from the other side of the door made him step back down to the lawn.
 
   “Charlie, corre, escondete.” He said, his voice no longer a whisper.
 
   Charlie bolted across the lawn and dove behind the wall. Just as he did a gun went off. 
 
   He pressed his back against the wall, and thought it was over, that the sound of the gun was his dad shooting whoever—or whatever—had come from the other side.
 
   But then bad thoughts crept into his mind. Maybe the other person had a gun, and maybe it was his dad that had been shot.
 
   He felt his heart speeding back up and closed his eyes tightly, and hoped.
 
   *
 
   A burly man wielding an axe came barreling out of the door. With only a split second to think of what to do, he decided on firing a warning shot instead of killing the man. The bullet went through the grass at the foot of the steps.
 
   It was enough, for now. The man stopped in his tracks and gazed down at the hole in the dirt inches away from his foot. Then he looked up. In the general direction of where Alejandro was standing, but there was no cohesion in his eyes, the cogs behind them were stuck and nothing of the situation was being processed. He just stared blankly.
 
   “Sir—“Alejandro started, then the man dropped the axe and stepped on the grass and fell to his knees.
 
   Alejandro took a step forward, gun still pointed at him in case he tried anything funny.
 
   The man didn’t fall over the way Alejandro anticipated, he just remained kneeling on the grass mumbling, a prayer or something.
 
   “What?” Alejandro asked, and stepped an inch closer.
 
   “They’re dead.” The man said, a little clearer now.
 
   “Who’s dead?”
 
   “Everyone. Everyone is dead.”
 
   He wasn’t kidding, Alejandro thought, this was the first live person him and Charlie had come into contact with for months. And that was only because Alejandro was counting the drunken old man living underneath the train tracks miles away from their home, which was the last spot they had seen a person up until now.
 
   “All of them are dead!” The burly man shouted. A tear rolled down one of his eyes and it gleamed in the sunlight.
 
   “I know,” Alejandro wanted to add, it’s the end of the world. “But you need to get a hold of yourself, sir.”
 
   That seemed to be the magic phrase because the life started coming back into the man’s eyes, it was like watching a light bulb being turned on in slow motion. The pupils, bit by bit, lit back up.
 
   When the bulb was fully switched on, the interaction took a dramatic turn. The man fell backwards on his ass. With his legs he kicked away from Alejandro, meanwhile his hands searched the surrounding grass frantically for the axe. His hand closed around it and he started getting up.
 
   Alejandro fired the gun again, this time at the grass inches away from his hip, and once again the man stopped mid-motion.
 
   “I don’t think trying to kill me is your best option here, amigo.” Alejandro said.
 
   The burly man’s eyes were peeled back like a pug about to get a lashing.
 
   “I mean no harm unless you’re the one looking for it.” Alejandro told him.
 
   The burly man cleared his throat. “Okay, okay, there. I’ll put this axe down and you put the gun down. How’s that sound?”
 
   Alejandro raised his eyebrows to say, you first.
 
   The man put the axe to the side, then turned on his butt and kicked it away, regretting it the very second he did it. “There, you see?”
 
   Alejandro holstered the gun, watching the man carefully. When the gun was away, the burly man’s shoulder’s relaxed and he let out a short, but audible sigh.
 
   For a few more seconds Alejandro watched to see if he would try to pull anything quick, if he did Alejandro would shoot him, but nothing happened. He just sat there with his head down, looking at the grass between his legs.
 
   “Name’s Alejandro.”
 
   The burly man looked up to Alejandro’s extended hand and grabbed it. Alejandro helped him up.
 
   “My name’s John.” He said.
 
   Standing side by side Alejandro noted that John was about an inch taller than him, with silvery hair that ran down past his ears. A mustache that looked like it was far too comical to be real sat on his lip and matched the color of the hair on his head.
 
   “My boy saw your truck riding through the woods,” Alejandro told him, gesturing toward the black truck.
 
   John looked at it, almost surprised, like he had forgotten it was there. “Oh yeah, that was me. Thought your boy was a ghost and almost got scared up into heaven.”
 
   John took in a breath through his mouth and while shaking his head said: “Some world we live in, huh, Mr. Alejandro? Where I see a young boy standing by himself and turn and run instead of trying to help him because he might have a gun or knife to kill me with.”
 
   Alejandro agreed with him, but there were more pressing matters to discuss. “I can’t help but ask John, where did you get that truck?”
 
   “Oh, that thing’s been mine for five years now. Got it from Willy’s—” He paused for a second when he realized that Willy’s Auto Lot was long gone now, reduced to rubble and burned to a crisp. “Yep, bought her from there a long while ago. “
 
   “Well, how exactly is it still running?”
 
   John looked into the darkened church and then back at Alejandro. “Mr. Alejandro, how about we go inside and talk in there over some food. I got some I don’t mind sharing.”
 
   His answer raised even more questions in his mind, but the mere mentioning of food made his stomach rumble and won him over. “Go on ahead, if you don’t mind. I’m going to go find my son and then we’ll come join you.”
 
   John nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll go and get started.”
 
   Alejandro watched the man bend over to pick up his discarded axe. His gut instinct told him that there was no danger from this man now that he had his wits about him, and he could feel that the man trusted him as well. It was like a connection between two survivors who had been searching for others was finally made between the two, and an instant trust had been built between them.
 
   “Sorry about coming at you with the axe, I hardly remember anything other than last night.” John looked across the lawn to the fallen gate. “Don’t even remember smashing through that, either.”
 
   “That’s alright,” Alejandro responded. “It’s not exactly normal circumstances we’ve met in.”
 
   “Ain’t that the truth,” John said, and winked at him. With that he turned and went up the steps.
 
   Alejandro watched him for a moment until John was inside, then he turned to the stone wall.
 
   “Charlie, todo bien!” He called out.
 
   Charlie poked his head out from behind the stone wall. Then he sprinted out at full force until he jumped into Alejandro’s arms. He was crying the moment he touched Alejandro’s body.
 
   “Whoa there, Mijo, come on.”
 
   He moved him away to get a better look at him. “Charlie, hey, relax mijo, everything’s fine.”
 
   Charlie wiped his eyes with the back of his hands. “Did you kill someone, daddy?”
 
   “No, no. Everything’s fine.” Alejandro knelt down and put his arms around him. “Look at me.”
 
   Charlie looked up, eyes puffy and red. “I thought maybe you killed someone or—“
 
   He started sobbing again. Alejandro held him a little closer until he had control of himself.
 
   “I thought maybe someone shot you, papi,” Charlie said, sniffling, because there was nothing left in him to cry out.
 
   “I’m okay, Charlie. Look!” Alejandro stood up and put his arms out to show him he was still whole. “See?”
 
   Charlie nodded.
 
   “And no one is going to change that. No one will take me away from you, you hear? It’s us two the entire way, los dos amigos. I won’t let anything change that.”
 
   “You pinky promise?” Charlie asked.
 
   Alejandro stuck out his hand with his little finger curled. “I pinky promise.”
 
   Charlie hooked his own finger around his and grinned. “No take backs!”
 
   “Nope, no take backs. No take backs today, no take backs tomorrow, no take backs ever.”
 
   “Alright, good!”
 
   Alejandro smiled at his son’s satisfaction. “Okay now, let’s go say hi to our new friend.”
 
   “New friend?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s waiting for us in the church.”
 
   Charlie’s face brightened. “It’s like God left a gift for us at his own house!”
 
   “Yeah, Charlie, it’s exactly that.” Alejandro said, not quite sure if he believed that or not himself.
 
   He put his hand on his son’s shoulder and together they walked into the church.
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   The church was enshrouded in darkness besides the occasional pools of light that spilled in through the holes in the stained glass windows—they were like the lights you see in between parting clouds on the front of every religious pamphlet, funny enough.
 
   “Over here,” John called from three rows down the broken pews.
 
   He was hunched over a camping stove in the middle of a pool of pale light coming from a lantern sitting next to him.
 
   The aroma of the eggs and ham John was cooking filled Alejandro and Charlie’s nostrils before they even stepped into the light. They turned their lanterns off and came to John’s side.
 
   “Glad you could join me,” He said, smiling at them.
 
   “What’re you making?” Alejandro took in a deep breath to catch a good whiff of the food. He could almost taste it in his mouth. “Smells amazing.”
 
   “Eggs with ham and red peppers. Never been much of a cook, but heck, I’ll take the compliments.”
 
   Alejandro laughed. “Well, you’re a five-star chef tonight. Need any help?”
 
   John grinned underneath his big mustache. “No sir, I think I can manage. You and your boy can go and have a seat right over there and get as comfy as you can.”
 
   There were three makeshift stools across from the stove that were actually cushions from the kneeling bars piled on top of other pieces of wood.
 
   Alejandro sat on an end one and Charlie took the one in the middle, the third one seemed to be reserved for John as the axe resting on top of it indicated.
 
   Alejandro looked around at the church, or at least, what the glow from the lantern would let him see. There was a stage where a congregation had once been held, where a priest spoke Bible verses and asked his audience to repeat “amen” at the end of dramatic parts. Where church goers had gathered around at the end of mass to make small talk about their families, “how are the kids?” “how’re your parents doing?” “that’s good to hear, my family is doing wonderful”, but those times were long gone.
 
   All that remained were black walls and shattered stained glass windows where tendrils of lights spilled in to pool on the dust covered floor. That and the echoes of the people who used to come here to speak to God, to seek refuge from the discomforts and pains of their daily lives; it was as if the hopes and prayers still hovered like spirits unwilling to die. 
 
   “Guess you want to know how the truck still runs?” John asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Alejandro said.
 
   “Besides using her last night, I couldn’t tell you the last time I used ‘er, that’s why the gas tank is full.” He looked over his shoulder.
 
   “What happened last night?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “Last night that truck out there was my only hope of escaping death.” He said as he turned back to the stove.
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You care if your boy hears this? It ain’t a pretty story, Mr. Alejandro.”
 
   The thought of Charlie seeing the dead man in the circus came across his mind. “No, I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
 
   “Alright, then,” John said, “I’ll just cut to the chase and tell you the important stuff…”
 
   *
 
   It wasn’t supposed to get to them, at least, not yet. The news—when there were still channels broadcasting—said so. All the killing and violence was supposed to be occurring in major cities and surrounding areas, not up here. Not up here where the closest neighbor was a thirty minute drive away and everything in between was green pasture. The rural folk were supposed to be safe from The Chaos.
 
   And they had been, up until those monsters started showing up on his property. Everything changed then.
 
   The first time he saw one was when he was down by the river. John was filling the last bucket of water and turning toward the wagon carrying the other eight gallons when he noticed his cocker spaniel staring out into the distance.
 
   His teeth bared and growling low, the kind that seems to be coming more from the chest and not the mouth, he was focused on something on the other side of the river. John looked in the direction Gareth was staring, but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The sun was setting, not quite dark but not light enough to be called day anymore, and all John saw was the splotches of shadows created by the densely wooded area that surrounded the river.
 
   “Come on boy, it’s too late for you to be thinking about squirrels. You got all day tomorrow to do that.”
 
   Words he would regret, because they weren’t true.
 
   *
 
   “I left Gareth outside that night, he liked that on summer nights like that one.” John put a finger up to his eye and rubbed a tear away. “He was a good pooch, Mr. Ramos.”
 
   “What happened to him?” Charlie stopped chewing on the rough part of his thumb long enough to blurt out.
 
   Alejandro shot him an icy glare that simultaneously told him to stop that disgusting habit and to not interrupt the adults when they’re talking. Charlie shrunk back in his seat, wiping his thumb on the side of his pants.
 
   “I woke in the middle of the night several times that night, wasn’t too sure why back then. But looking back, I think I knew something was out there, something not right was out there on my property. Each time I woke up I heard my pooch barking at something. I didn’t think much of it, Gareth was a noisy little fella’ that would bark at lightning bugs.” A faint smile came across his face when he remembered his dog.
 
   “When morning came, I went about my usual routine. Got dressed in my working clothes, put a pot of coffee on the stove, then went out expecting to see Gareth dozing off in the corner of the porch where he always was. Instead, I found nothing. Not even that morning’s paper.”
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   The sun was beating down on the farmhouse that morning, positioned perfectly so that its beams slanted in through the porch awning and blasted John, who stood with the morning paper folded in his hand. He looked for his dog, fully expecting him to be at the foot of the rocking chair like every other summer morning when he left him out for the night, but he wasn’t.
 
   John furrowed his brow and called out to him. “Gareth! Gareth, where are you boy?”
 
   He listened for any signs of the dog, either trotting back from wherever he had ventured to or barking in response. Nothing, nothing but the wind moving through the bushes and rustling the branches together.
 
   John looked at the bowl full of water across from the rocking chair. It was filled nearly to the top, so it wasn’t that he went down to the river to get a drink because he forgot to fill it. Odd.
 
   The screen door opened behind him and his wife wearing slippers and holding two cups of coffee in her hand walked out on the porch next to him. “John? What’s wrong?”
 
   John put his hands on his hip. “Gareth went off somewhere.”
 
   “He’s probably down by the river.” She said, and although there was a bit of an unsure air to the statement, it was the only thing that made sense because it was the only place the dog ever wandered to. “Here, I got you your coffee.”
 
   John took it from her and drank it. It was scalding hot, but he barely noticed the sting and numbing because his mind was elsewhere. Gareth had to be down by the river, it was the only logical explanation.
 
   “Come on, let’s go inside.” Mary said. “Or you gonna go and look for ‘em?”
 
   “I’m going to go look for him.” He said, and handed the mug back to her.
 
   “Alright, I’ll go start breakfast.” She said, then went back inside the house.
 
   John watched her make the bend around the living room wall that separated it from the kitchen. When she was out of sight, for some reason he couldn’t explain, gut instincts perhaps, he walked to the shed where he kept his shotgun. He took it off its hooks it was sitting on, it felt alien in his hands. He had bought it when they first moved into the farm—what was it, twenty years ago now?—and had only fired it once when there was a black bear in his yard. Besides that time, he had only ever handled it when cleaning it once a month.
 
   Now he wielded it like what it was, a weapon made to kill. He grabbed some shells from a nearby shelf and loaded them into the shotgun. He felt like a man prepared to go to war, and didn’t know why. He wouldn’t know until later that night.
 
   *
 
   “My pooch wasn’t at the river. It wasn’t back in the farm sleeping in a new place the way animals sometimes decide to make a corner their new bed. Nope, Gareth was gone, and I had no idea what happened to him until that night.”
 
   “They came that night, didn’t they?”
 
   John sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “I’ll tell you what; I used to read in the paper that the Chaos might never get to us rural folks. That it would be a long, long time until it came to us, if at all. I believed it back then, too.”
 
   He laughed, but there was no amusement behind it.
 
   “I was sitting on my porch that night with a glass of lemonade and wondering where in tarnation my dog went, when I saw them Mr. Ramos. Their beady red eyes were looking at me from the road in front of my home, cloaked by the darkness like ghouls or somethin’.”
 
   John choked up and had to swallow what felt like a golf ball lodged in his throat. “You remember the first time you saw one of ‘em?”
 
   Alejandro did, he remembered it too well. He nodded in response.
 
   “It was like looking into the eyes of the devil’s children,” John said. “I was just about ready to jump out of my skin, I swear.”
 
   The image of them bashing the bear’s head with the rocks played in Alejandro’s mind like a slasher film, and sent a chill down his spine.
 
   A summer breeze that slipped through the many holes in the stained glass window behind him blew on Alejandro’s back. He looked down at the eggs in his bowl and to his chagrin saw he had eaten more than half of his meal.
 
   “I got more eggs and meat in my backpack if you want another helping.” John said, noticing the look on his face.
 
   Alejandro wanted to say yes, his stomach still grumbled despite feeling full. Psychological hunger and a yearning for more real food, more than anything, so he declined the offer with a wave of his hand. “No, maybe later. I’d like to hear the rest of your story.”
 
   *
 
   Gareth was as good as gone, he concluded that evening. There were no signs of him anywhere, not even any bloodshed of a struggle. It was the strangest thing because he had gotten Gareth as a pup and was as loyal as any farm dog, but it seemed he just got up and left.
 
   The thought struck some fear in John’s mind because he had read in one of them National Geographic magazines one time about animals having a form of “sixth sense” when catastrophic events were about to occur. Rhinos stampeding to safety before a monsoon flooded the area, lions moving their pride just a day before an earthquake, birds flying to safety before a hurricane destroyed the forest around them, stuff like that. Maybe Gareth was fleeing from the farm because it was finally about time that what the rest of the country was experiencing, the fighting, the wild animals acting funny, the strange weather patterns, was finally coming to their small little farm up here.
 
   He was sitting on the porch when these thoughts occurred to him. A chilled glass of homemade lemonade, the radio turned up high and blasting over the chirping of crickets and the creaks of the rocking chair he sat in, and for some (then) inexplicable reason his shotgun lying by his feet. An ideal ending to a hard day on the farm if not for his dog going missing.
 
   And if not for the sudden rustling in the trees. The commotion in the bushes to the side of his house pierced through the night sky. John picked up his shotgun and aimed it in the direction of where the noise was coming from.
 
   “Listen, I don’t know who you are, or what you want, but there ain’t nothin’ here for you. This thing here will blow you to smithereens, and I ain’t got no reservations to use it, you hear me? Get on out of here before—“
 
   The glowing red suddenly at the corner of his vision stopped him mid-sentence. He pivoted on the balls of his feet to face the road in front of his house, the four pairs of red eyes stared at him, he couldn’t make out what the eyes belonged to, and he wasn’t sure they belonged to anything. It was like candles suspended in the air. Ghosts or something was his initial thought.
 
   More movement in the trees brought his focus back, but now he was too tongue tied to speak. Instead he licked his lips and gripped his shotgun until his knuckles turned white. He took aim, ready for whatever was behind the bushes, if anything at all.
 
   He saw the eyes peering at him through the bushes, beady and glowing like those of a rat, yet more human in some way. The eyes moved so that they were looking down the barrel of the shotgun. Then, the most horrifying part, the creature behind the bushes opened its mouth to reveal teeth as white as pearls and sharp as daggers. There were an uncanny number of them, and everything seemed to be happening in slow-motion that he felt like he could have sat there and counted them all, but instead his instincts took over and he pulled the trigger. In the split second that it took for the gun to engage, for the shotgun shell to launch through the barrel, the shell to burst in the air and scatter into lethal pieces, the creature behind the bushes leapt out to attack.
 
   John watched with some fascination as the shotgun blast obliterated the creature in mid-air. Its blood shot everywhere like a water balloon bursting. Its limbs flew through the air, then hit the lawn and rolled across it, streaking it red.
 
   There was a yell from the road, a yell that vaguely sounded like a chimpanzee’s. John found control of his shaking body and turned to face them in time to see that one was running across the lawn, showing the same countless rows of teeth in its mouth, the teeth shining silver underneath the moonlight.
 
   John pivoted on his heels while reloading the shotgun. The creature was only a few feet away from him. It jumped through the air, claws out, just as John pulled the trigger. Just like the first one, the shotgun blast tore it to pieces. Blood rained down on him, covering his face and the top of his overalls with thick blood.
 
   He looked down the street, the red eyes were gone, no longer looking at him from the darkness like ghouls, no, the sound of the shotgun and the sight of the other two creatures exploding had scared them off. He was sure of it, but just the same he kept the shotgun ready. His ears listened for any sign of them.
 
   After what felt like an eternity, John lowered the shotgun and put it on the ground. Adrenaline was coursing through him, reminiscent of the days when he would get into fistfights at school, only the feeling was a million times magnified. His legs were shaking so bad he fell down to his knees. The weight of his significant belly brought him forward, and he caught himself on rubbery arms.
 
   The blood stuck to his face dripped down on to the grass. He looked at his hands, also covered in blood. This was nothing like the fistfights. Those were just teenagers trying to act cool and tough to show off to their friends and any girls who happened to be there. No, this had been about life and death. Those creatures would have killed him had he not shot them first.
 
   He was so caught up in getting control of his body back and reeling through the events that had just occurred that he didn’t hear when the screen door behind him slammed open. He didn’t hear when his wife came out to see the aftermath; her husband on the grass on all fours, his shotgun inches away from his blood covered hands, the lawn shining red where the porch light reached, pieces of some unidentifiable creature that littered the front of their house like chunks of charcoal.
 
   She fainted and collapsed backwards into the living room floor.
 
   *
 
   “…If that were the end of it, it’d be a good hero’s story.” John took a drink from his water bottle. “Got some Vodka in the bag if you’re interested.”
 
   Alejandro wasn’t much of a drinker after his college days, except for the occasional beer with a buddy after work or at a Yankee’s game, he didn’t really touch the stuff. “I think I’ll pass.”
 
   John nodded in approval. “I was sober for twenty-one years. Not no more, though.”
 
   He took a second to glance outside. “Not like there’s anyone out there left to judge me, anyway.”
 
   He winked at Alejandro, and Alejandro grinned in return.
 
   A silence fell on the room for a few seconds while they finished their food. When Charlie was done with his he sat cross-legged on the floor and put the empty bowl next to him. Like a Boy Scout sitting around the fire being told a tale, he was captivated by John’s story and eagerly awaited the next part.
 
   “The next part might make you think differently of me, Mr. Ramos.” John was looking down at the ground when he broke the silence.
 
   “That’s alright, tell it when you’re ready.”
 
   John composed himself, then said “This is gonna be the hardest part to tell. Mr. Ramos.”
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   After he had found his wife fainted in the living room floor, he had taken her to the upstairs bedroom. There she had come to and he had given her a glass of water while he told her what happened. Once, while he told her about the demons she almost fainted again, but he grabbed her and shook her, rough as he had ever handled her in their years of marriage.
 
   When he finished telling her the whole story he got into the shower. Once he returned the room was empty but he could hear Mary in the sewing room doing God knows what. Probably crying, but he was fast asleep before he had much time to think about it. 
 
   The following morning he awoke to the aroma of bacon and eggs and coffee in his nostrils. When he went down to the kitchen there was a plate full of food waiting for him and a note from his wife.
 
   Out in the garden. Hope you enjoy breakfast
 
   “Well, I’ll be damned,” John said.
 
   This was the first time he hadn't woken up before her, usually he was up at the crack of dawn. He looked outside and saw the day was as golden as a cup of pear juice, the clock on the wall read 9:30am. And despite what happened last night, he actually felt refreshed and stronger this morning.
 
   Maybe a shot of adrenaline had been good for his old bones.
 
   He sat down to eat his breakfast. When he was almost done his wife came in with a basket full of oranges that were bright and juicy. She walked past him to the sink and put the basket underneath the faucet to rinse them out.
 
   “How was breakfast?” She asked over the sound of the running water.
 
   The precedent was set that neither one of them would talk about the oddities that had shown up last night. That’s what was said between the lines of that mundane question of ‘how was breakfast’. A question that would otherwise have been an act of common courtesy carried the weight of a silent agreement this morning.
 
   John had the ball in his court now, he could turn to his wife and say, “Breakfast was great. The bacon was crispy and the eggs nice and fluffy, now what are we going to do about those monster showing up to our home tonight?” or he could have said what he actually said, which was, “Delicious. Thanks.”
 
   She finished washing the oranges and put them in a blue bucket sitting on the counter. When she was done with that she grabbed the empty basket and headed out of the kitchen. She didn’t tell him where she was going, and he didn’t ask.
 
   The silence between them continued all through the day, and when they did encounter each other in the house, they would just exchange a glance that told the other that they still didn’t want to talk about it. Which was fine by both of them, except for feeling like their spouse of thirty years was a stranger, it was fine by both of them.
 
   Now they sat at the table, eating in silence. Both wanting to bring it up, but both too scared to do so, as if not talking about it meant they wouldn’t show up, as if the one who did bring it up would hold the burden of conjuring them up, like a wizard summoning monsters.
 
   “Let’s drive out of here,” John finally said, after several minutes of an agonizing silence that had been filled only by the sound of their fork and knives working to cut their steaks.
 
   Mary buried her face in her hands and began to cry. “And go where Johnathon, we ain’t got no place to go.”
 
   “We can go to town.” He suggested.
 
   ‘Town’ was what they called the mile long strips of stores thirty minutes outside of their ranch. It wasn’t much of a town, just a long sidewalk with establishments on either side like the hardware store or the grocery store, but it was as close to a town as it got outside of ten miles from their farm.
 
   “We can’t go there, and you know it.” She lifted her head up and met his eyes with her own puffy eyes. “Them things showed up here already. Town is worse, and you know it.”
 
   She was right. He had no way of knowing it for sure, but he knew she was right. If there was weird stuff happening on their farm, miles away from town, then that meant town was probably a pile of rubble by now.
 
   They hadn’t been connected with anything going on outside of their farm for over a year now, not since the television channels stopped broadcasting and the radios stopped transmitting. But before then, he saw the major cities on the television and how bad of a shape they were in. Detroit was the first one to go, the fighting between civilians and military got so bad that the whole city had been burned down. Helicopter views from the news channels showed what remained in the aftermath; burned out husks of what used to be schools, libraries, community centers, houses. The image of a city long lost.
 
   Next Seattle was lost to a bad storm that somehow only hit that city and surrounding areas, the work of an accurate God or a freak of nature, or if you were more of the conspiracy theory minded, the work of terrorists using weather-creating machines to specifically target Seattle. Either way, it was like their total rainfall fell on them at once and the streets were flooded in a half a day. Cars floated down the street, and people with single floor homes found themselves sloshing through their living rooms in a four foot deep pool. To make matters worse, lightning struck all major power lines and with the streets flooded there was no one to do maintenance to fix it, so by night the town was enshrouded in total darkness. Looting, robberies, fights out on the street for resources, all commenced before midnight, and the town too was lost to The Chaos.
 
   Sitting here at the supper table, looking at his crying wife, he wondered just how many people were still alive. The thought that they may be the last survivors crossed his mind.
 
   “So what John, do we stay here and fight them off with that shotgun of yours?” Mary asked, still hysterical.
 
   “I got a machete in the shed, too.” He looked down at his hands, then as an afterthought added, “Told you to get yourself a gun, woman!”
 
   “I ain’t want one, what I need a gun for when all I ever did was go to town and get groceries and clothes?”
 
   He took in a deep breath to keep his cool. He wasn’t sure if he was mad at her arguing with him or at the situation. “We’ll stay the night. If they come back tonight we’ll leave first thing in the morning.”
 
   Mary got up from the table to grab a paper towel to wipe her eyes with. “What if more of ‘em come than what came last night, huh? What then?”
 
   The shotgun was powerful, it had a lot of spread, but he didn’t have a clue as to how many of those creatures there were. There could have been hundreds for all he knew. “I think I scared ‘em off tonight with the shotgun.”
 
   She stopped dabbing her eyes and looked at him with eyes peeled back, it made her look older and ugly, like a skeleton, and John could barely look at her. “You mean that John, you mean that? Honestly, you do?”
 
   John looked away, unsure if it was because of the unsightly expression or because he couldn’t stand to look at her when he told her a bold faced lie. “Yeah, Mary, I do.”
 
   *
 
   “…Biggest lie I ever told in my life.”
 
   Alejandro could see how difficult it was getting for him to finish the story. He cleared his throat and tried to fill the sudden silence. “But you said what you needed to, to comfort her. It was your responsibility to do that.”
 
   “I don’t know how true that is, Mr. Ramos, but thanks for being kind.”
 
   Charlie was lying on the floor, his hands folded behind his head and his eyelids half closed.
 
   “Got a blanket in my bag if you want to get bundled up.” John told him.
 
   Charlie looked at Alejandro for his approval and got it, so he went over to where John’s bag was. While he did that John collected the bowls and Alejandro threw more paper into the pit where the fire was.
 
   By the time the adults took their seats again, Charlie was lying down on the blanket with a shirt tucked underneath his head. An afternoon nap would soon claim him, and he’d miss the end of the story, but that was okay. No one would mind.
 
   The end of the story wasn’t something a child should have heard, anyhow.
 
   *
 
   They returned that night, and if the group before was a small army, this one was an entire platoon. When John saw the sheer amount of monsters that were coming up the road, all plans of standing his ground and defending his home went out the window. It made the argument and the ensuing planning with his wife hours ago become unraveled and reveal itself as a waste of time.
 
   He could just make out their beady red eyes through the darkness, at least fifty pairs of them, all marching straight down for his home. There was no mistake about it, they were coming for blood and all he had was a shotgun (which may as well have been a potato shooter) and a wife wielding a machete.
 
   “Mary, Mary!” He yelled to her. She was upstairs getting hammered off red wine that he had no idea she kept hidden from him around the house until an hour ago. Not like it mattered, the last thing on John’s mind at this point was getting drunk—an alcoholic’s wish if it weren’t at the expense of rampaging monsters storming down to your home.
 
   “Mary, get your butt down here, we have to get going!”
 
   Hoping she had heard him and would listen, he let the screen door close behind him and then darted for the driveway where they kept the truck. The keys were in his breast pocket, and he fiddled for them with shaking fingers, then he jammed the key in the general direction of where the keyhole was, and missed. He looked over his shoulder, the red eyes were coming closer, and he could feel the floor vibrating underneath his boots.
 
   He turned back to the truck, and with better focus stuck the key in the keyhole and got the truck unlocked. He jumped into the driver’s seat, and now it was going to be the same game of whether he could get his shaking hands to slide the key into the ignition. He looked over where the monsters were coming from, closer now, close enough for him to just make out the roundness of their faces in contrast with the dark. With a quick gesture more akin to someone stabbing something than turning on a car he thrust the key into the ignition, and he thought it must have been the power of the Lord above, because the key went right in and the truck rumbled to life when he turned it.
 
   He reversed the truck out of the driveway and cut across the front lawn until he was at the front of the house. He looked to where the monsters were coming from for the third time—they’d be knocking on the front door any minute now—and right then and there was when he decided he’d only give his wife seconds.
 
   He rolled the window down and shouted at the top of his lungs. “MARY! GET YOUR ASS DOWN HERE!”
 
   He told himself he’d wait for her. That’s what a good husband would do for a woman who stuck with him for thirty years. The one who, despite her father’s wishes for her to marry a doctor or a lawyer and get out of the farm life, had married him: a poor farmer who had just enough to eat. A good husband would wait for the woman who helped keep his farm running, the one who made sure the house was always clean, spick and span, made sure he got all three meals throughout the day, the one who raised his five children (who all moved out to a major city after graduating college, and by now were long gone, R.I.P.), the one who kept his chickens fed (also long gone), ran the vegetable garden, and made his life complete.
 
   He knew he should wait for her, wait until the end of time. Let the monsters come and kill him, at least he would die knowing he stuck by his wife until the bitter end. That’s what he knew, but what he did was a different story.
 
   There were no signs of Mary coming, she probably had passed out drunk on the bed or passed out over the toilet on top of her own vomit like she had done on their wedding night. I should go get her, he thought, but that thought quickly went away when he felt the trembling underneath the truck get heavier.
 
   They were on the lawn now, only a hundred feet of grass and inches of metal and plastic that made up the car door separated him from the monstrosities. The teeth of the one in the bushes, the thousand daggers sitting in a mouth as black as midnight, loomed in his mind’s eye as clear as if he was looking at a movie theater screen. And without a second’s hesitation, he slammed on the accelerator.
 
   The truck launched from 0 to 60 in a matter of seconds, the engine whined from the strain. He had no idea where he was headed, but he knew the woods by his house were not an option, so he turned the wheel to avoid going into them as fast and as hard as he could. In its new direction the truck headed toward the monsters.
 
   Good enough, he’d mow some of them down AND make his escape. If only things worked out so easy.
 
   As the creatures saw the truck heading their way, their uniformity broke and they ran into a frenzy. There were screams, a mixture of battle cries and panicked shrieks. The truck slammed into several that couldn’t get out of the way of its path, smashed them and sent them flying every which way like bowling pins. The truck’s tires ran over and crushed some of the ones that even after being hit were still in its path, turning the ran over parts of the creatures into a messy pile of black and red mush.
 
   Most of the creatures jumped away from the truck as it hurtled passed them, all but four of them. These four were the intrepid in the bunch; the ones who John guessed had been making the battle cries, because they jumped on to the truck, latching on with their silver claws.
 
   Out of the rearview mirror he saw with horror as two of them climbed into the bed of the truck, they were moving more like lizards now instead of apes. They continued their approach toward him by crawling up the back windshield and climbing on to the roof of truck. As they went up the back windshield he caught another glimpse of them in his rearview mirror, this vision as horrifying as the other, but in a different way. He saw their underbellies, it was paunchy and tangled with black hairs, and their genitalia (all males) flopped like a deflated balloon. The sight would make him throw up later when he had time to throw up.
 
   He heard the clambering of their claws on the roof and grabbed the shotgun. The truck was barreling at a dangerous speed, especially when the driver wasn’t focused on controlling where it went, but luckily the roads were wide and sparse with a large margin for driver error.
 
   One of the monsters smashed through the passenger window, its large fist shattered through the glass like a sledgehammer. John saw rivulets of blood trickling down the cut fist, then the rest of the creature appeared.
 
   He couldn’t shoot the shotgun in here, no way, his windshield would burst and shards of glass would rain down on his face. He flipped the gun and smashed the butt of the shotgun into the creature’s face. It was strong enough and surprising enough that the creature lost its grip on the vehicle and the velocity ripped it into the air.
 
   Just as soon as that one was taken care of, John felt the flashing hot pain of his shoulder being stabbed. He rammed the shotgun in the direction of where the pain was coming from and hit the creature holding on to him with the barrel of the gun and so the blow wasn’t as strong, it only threw it off balance. At the same time the barrel of the shotgun was out in the clear, and he pulled the trigger. The recoil from the shotgun forced his right elbow to slam into the front console. He cursed as the pain shot up his arm. But more important than a boo-boo on his elbow, the shotgun blew the monster to bits.
 
   He wasn’t quite out of the woods just yet; two more were still hanging on to the side of the truck and approaching the front of it. They climbed the side of the truck like rock climbers on the side of a cliff, stabbing their claws through the metal, finding their balance, then stabbing with the next claw until they cycled through all four limbs and then started over again.
 
   John could hear the claws stabbing through the metal, getting closer and closer. If it weren’t for the adrenaline pumping through him he never would have done what he did. Although the roads were wide and sparse, there were still sharp turns that if you missed would take you right into a ten foot ditch. But he was fighting for his life and had no time to stress over such things. If the creatures got to him at the same time he’d be as good as dead.
 
   He reloaded the shotgun, using his good elbow to keep the steering wheel as stable as he could. And then he stuck half his body out of the window, shotgun aimed. When the creature saw him, it opened its jowls to scream, at the same time giving John a glimpse of those awful teeth. The scream that came out from the creature was ferocious—yet oddly human, almost like it was trying to scream words.
 
   John pulled the trigger, and blew another one to bits. He fell back into the driver’s seat and threw the shotgun to the side so he could stabilize the truck. In the time that it took for John to blast the creature the truck had been swerving wherever the bumps and elevation changes on the road had taken it and was now heading for a ditch.
 
   John got control of the truck back after several seconds of turning the wheel and tapping on the brakes. As the truck slowed, the creature climbing the side of the vehicle moved faster towards him until it was at the window.
 
   Its immense body blocked the entirety of the frame so that John couldn’t see outside. He realized for the first time just how big these creatures were; about the size of a large baboon or a small gorilla, he wasn’t sure. John grabbed the shotgun and went to slam it into the creature's chest, but the creature saw it coming and snatched the gun out of his hands mid-attack.
 
   John had a fraction of a microsecond to pray to God that they didn’t know how to use weapons.
 
   His prayer was answered when the creature tossed the shotgun out of the window like a toy.
 
   This brought another problem, because now he had no weapon to fend the creature off.
 
   Except he did, and it weighed two tons and went 150mph at its top speed. He jerked the wheel as hard as he could to throw the creature off balance. It worked for a few seconds and then it had its bearing back. John jerked the wheel the other way, and again it worked, but this trick wouldn’t get it off of the truck: there wasn’t enough momentum and the creature’s grip was too strong.
 
   He’d have to do something drastic, something that resembled those action flicks he used to take his kids to see in the summer. He wasn’t sure he could do it without killing himself, too, but he had gotten this far already, may as well give it the good ol’ college try as they said.
 
   He jerked the wheel to the left, and two of the creature’s claws slipped out of grip. Instead of moving the wheel again, he kept it steady so that the truck was barreling towards the trees on the side of the road.
 
   His plan was to ram the side of the truck against a tree so that the creature would be caught in the middle of the impact.
 
   As he was closing in on the line of trees, the creature found its balance and was reaching out for him. John moved the wheel left and then right. The truck jerked to the left, moving the creature toward him, then it moved to the right, moving it away from him and causing it to lose its balance once more.
 
   Despite the sudden movement to the left the truck continued to close the gap on the side of the road. The wheels on the passenger side spun off into the grass below, the shift in weight made the creature lose its balance yet again, buying John more time.
 
   One more turn of the wheel and the driver side tires fell off the road and into the grass. The truck was underneath the trees’ leaves now. The creature looked over its shoulder, realizing its fate too late to do anything about it. It tried to jump off on its own, but it was pointless, its back hit the tree and the impact sent it sprawling off the vehicle like a bug.
 
   The movement to do this and avoid the trees with the vehicle was razor thin, and John failed to stay within that razor’s edge. The truck hit the tree and the force sent it bouncing back towards the road like a ping pong ball.  
 
    Then the truck hit the elevation point between the grass and the road and hopped up over the lip and was back on the road. John felt his stomach leap up into the back of his throat.
 
   He grabbed the steering wheel like his life depended on it (in some way, it did), and straightened the truck’s path out.
 
   When he caught his breath he could hear his heart beating in his ears, feel his lungs painfully inflating and deflating in his chest, and noticed the wetness on the front of his overalls where he had pissed himself.
 
   He looked into the rearview mirror. All he could see was the road as far as his taillights shined, and then nothing but darkness. It stretched out into what seemed like a void, but he knew that somewhere in that void he had left his farm…and his wife.
 
   And so much more.
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   It was 2PM when John concluded his story. He hid his face in his hands and sobbed.
 
   Alejandro put his finger to his lips to signal to Charlie to keep quiet. He got up from his seat and walked over to John’s side and clamped a hand on the man’s burly shoulder. The gesture seemed to relax him enough so that he could talk.
 
   “Mr. Ramos, I’m not a bad person for leaving my wife behind am I? I’m not, right? Right?” He lifted his head up to look at Alejandro through tear soaked eyes.
 
   Alejandro squatted down beside him and squeezed his shoulder tighter. He wasn’t sure how to respond, because he wasn’t quite sure if there was a distinction between good or bad people anymore. The dead man at the carnival that had been slain and robbed at the hands of humans yesterday was some proof that the lines between good and evil had been blurred.
 
   “I think the important thing is that you’re here now.” He finally said, wondering if he sounded as convincing as he needed to be.
 
   “I wish I had a re-do or somethin’ like it. I would wait for her, I swear to God I would.”
 
   “I know, I know you would Mr. John, I know.” Alejandro was patting his shoulder now. “You can’t change what happened. It’s already been done, but you can make a promise to your wife that you’ll survive for her.”
 
   John dropped his hands and used his sleeves to wipe at his eyes. He sniffled, then turned to face Alejandro. “I haven’t known you for much longer than half an hour, but I can tell you’re a good man Alejandro. Don’t ask how, I just know it.”
 
   “Thank you,” Alejandro said, getting up.
 
   “Wait, hold up, your turn.”
 
   Alejandro shook his head. “I think one of us reliving the past was enough.”
 
   “Fine by me, when you’re ready young man, I’m all ears.” John shrugged.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll find time.”
 
   “Seems to be what we have most of these days, huh?”
 
   “Except in the nights.”
 
   There was silence between them in which Alejandro thought more deeply about the story. He was extracting the emotions out of it and looking for anything that may be useful in their survival. It dawned on him and he broke the silence.
 
   “The truck works?” Alejandro asked, but as soon as the words left his mouth he knew it was a stupid question. Of course it worked, it was the one Charlie had seen him driving in, but before Alejandro could correct himself John was already answering the question.
 
   “Yes it does, but not like we got anywhere to go with it. Nothing but ruined towns and wilderness from here until as far as the truck will take us.”
 
   “What if I told you I know where there are other survivors like us, with plenty of food and water?”
 
   “I’d say you’re off your rocker. Far as I can tell from my exploring around the area, we’re the only survivors left in the whole damn country.”
 
   “I have something to show you, Mr. John,” Alejandro turned to Charlie. “Charlie, get the radio out of my bag.”
 
   John watched the little boy take out a radio in four pieces from the camping bag.
 
   “What in the blazes?” John muttered under his breath.
 
   “It’s better if you hear it for yourself,” Alejandro said, and couldn’t hold back from smiling.
 
   John got up from his seat. It was almost an involuntary action fueled by the anticipation and excitement and some nervousness. When the radio was put together and he’d hear the message from the speakers, he’d just as involuntarily sit back down. He’d have tears running down his eyes again, but they’d be of the variety that comes from joy.
 
   *
 
   Outside the pretty blue summer sky had been replaced by a gray sky thick with clouds. It was a sky that was more akin to a late fall or early winter sky than a summer sky. Days like these used to be rare in the summer, but nowadays even the sky was disorderly.
 
   Rain poured down in torrents that made it sound like elephants were tap dancing on the church rooftop. Thunder roared and vibrated the ground. Lightning flashed through the windows of the church.
 
   Charlie had his face pressed against one of the regular windows of the church and saw a bolt of lightning a half a mile away strike a tree. The tree cracked down the middle and a good portion of the top tumbled down to the ground like a dismembered limb. He watched the gale lollygag the trees left and right with vigor, threatening to rip them out of their roots.
 
   “Is it as bad as it sounds?” John asked from where he and Alejandro were cleaning up.
 
   “Yeah, there’s lightning everywhere.”
 
   They had been getting ready to leave the church, packing their belongings and cleaning out the food bowls, but when they heard the thunder outside, they all knew they were going to stay put for the night. What place better than the Lord’s home to keep you safe…right? Right, conventional wisdom would say so.
 
   All the same, they had their bags packed and were going to move down to the basement of the church so that Los Noches wouldn’t be able to sniff them out. Neither of them knew for sure that Los Noches could do this, but they agreed that it made sense and the best course of action was to get away from being on ground level with them.
 
   “Used to love storms like these when I was your age,” John said, he was standing next to Charlie now and watching the lightning dance outside. “The farms were really great for lightning shows.”
 
   Charlie asked him questions about his farm; like how many animals he had, what kind of vegetables he grew, what was his favorite fruit to eat off the tree, and things a curious twelve-year old boy would ask an adult who lived a completely different life-style than the one he knew.
 
   Meanwhile Alejandro took this distraction to separate from them and head for the front door. He wasn’t sure why, but he was suddenly compelled to get a good look at the storm.
 
   He pushed the door open.
 
   The wind rushed in to the church and brought in raindrops the size of beetles along with it. The water splashed all over him like it had come from a giant’s showerhead, and it was cold, but he didn’t even flinch. He just looked outside, at the blue streaks cutting through the purple sky, at the trees swaying over like people doubling over from stomach pains.
 
   Somewhere out there were the dark creatures, the ones who haunted and owned the nights. Something unnatural that had, not coincidentally, surfaced up in the aftermath of The Chaos. It was like they had been spawned from it, like a hellhole had been opened up through all of the killing and destruction, or maybe a chemical vault that all of the conspiracy nuts swore up and down the government was keeping secret had blown up and transformed some of the wildlife into these creatures, or maybe it was even something as silly as the Maya returning from the Earth’s core and this was the result of living in there for so long, the clock turning back on them to become primal beings again.
 
   Alejandro snickered at the thought of that, but the humorous feeling went away quickly. It didn’t matter what had created these things, what mattered was that they were out there and they’d have to avoid the night at all costs and deal with them if they couldn’t.
 
   He took in a deep breath, letting the fresh air fill his lungs, then closed the door and turned back to join his son and their new friend.
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   Terrance Williams and Toby Gambino had been camping out in the apartment for months. It had seemed more than a month to them though, it was more like years, and they’d come to think of the apartment as “their” apartment and the town as “their” town even though neither had grown up in the town or anywhere near it. When this transition of the mind had started, neither of them was sure, but the tiny apartment was now a place they considered home.
 
   The food in their home was dwindling down fast—only one package of hamburgers left and a small bag of rice. They had been through the town earlier in the day, rummaging through everything, looking in every nook and cranny of every building, leaving nothing untouched, but they failed to find anything except rubble and dust. Even the water in the apartment was starting to turn a dingy brown. It was getting bad and they’d have to leave town soon or find more food.
 
   The rain continued to pound on the ceiling of the apartment building like Poseidon’s fists. Terrance looked up from the corner where his half of the mattress was bunched into at the leaking ceiling. The paint around where the drops fell from had turned into a brown disc and was chipping.
 
   “We gotta scram out of here soon as that damn storm ends.” He told Toby.
 
   Toby was facing the wall, wrapped in a blanket and trying not to throw up all over himself. About a week ago he had caught a stomach virus or something like that, with no doctor to diagnose he wasn’t exactly sure what it was but he refused to think it was something worse. He’d be lying if he said his mind didn’t turn to the worst case scenarios sometimes, though. Before falling asleep on some nights he would have thoughts of giant ulcers the size of grapefruits sticking to his gut, killing him painfully and slowly.
 
   He rolled over on his side to face Terrance. “You think?”
 
   Terrance was saddened to see Toby was getting worse. From when he first started to complain about the stomach pains and started throwing up after every meal (a waste of food, which they couldn’t afford to do, goddamnit, Terrance thought) his friend’s face turned paler every day since.
 
   Now, looking at him, he wasn’t sure if it was somehow the lighting from the storm outside or what, but Toby’s face looked a sullen gray. The skin on his face was pulled back so that every jut and edge of his skull could be seen. The sight sent chills up Terrance’s spine.
 
   “You alright, man?”
 
   “It’s just like the mornings of our old college days,” Toby smiled.
 
   Terrance smiled back, glad to see that he was still trying to keep it together.
 
   Although.
 
   The seed in his mind, a seed that was being nurtured and grown by the dismay of their situation, planted itself.
 
   Although, him being sick might weigh me down. It might be better if I wandered by myself. With no one to share any of the food with. Just me.
 
   He thought about how many burgers there were in the package they had left. Eight burgers. Eight burgers could last him another week in this apartment—and truth be told he had grown fond of being here, they had come to think of it as “their” apartment (“my” apartment) after all, and he wasn’t looking forward to moving.
 
   With Toby still around the burgers would only last them four days, and then they’d be forced out of here. It wouldn’t be a landlord and a police with a warrant coming to kick them out like that summer in college, it’d be an authority much higher than that, primal instincts to survive would be kicking them out.
 
   Four days versus eight days.
 
   His mind wandered to the machete in his bag. Toby had a pistol in his. But if he did it while he was sleeping, Toby would have no chance. Especially not with how sick he was.
 
   As if the universe was goading him on to do it, Toby started coughing.
 
   “I gotta get over this shit dude.” He said between fits.
 
   One slice across the throat. He wouldn’t even feel a thing.
 
   Jesus, what the hell, why am I thinking this bullshit?
 
   But he knew why. He just wasn’t ready to accept it, not yet.
 
   *
 
   The storm continued to slam the pavement and rooftops with unnatural torrents of water hours after the seed had been planted in Terrance Williams’ head to kill his best friend. The seed by now had sprouted out and the roots were fat and poking their pointy heads out of the dirt.
 
   Two hours ago (at 5PM, but neither one of them had any way to tell the time) they had cooked up two of the burgers. It was Terrance’s night to make dinner, and as he was opening the package with a knife the thoughts surfaced back up in his mind.
 
   One swipe. Two burgers. All for me.
 
   The thought of eating after killing someone made him shudder and he put them away.
 
   He opened the plastic package and took the two patties out. The electric grill was plugged in and starting to smoke which meant the burgers were ready to be fried up. He took a container of salt next to the grill and sprinkled some on his burger.
 
   “Hey, Tobes, you want some salt on yours?”
 
   An index finger poked out from the front of the human burrito Toby had wrapped himself into and waved in the air. “Might make my stomach worse, man.”
 
   Terrance turned back to the grill. If the stomach problems killed him he wouldn’t have to think about doing it himself anymore. He took his patty and threw it on the hot surface. The pink squishy meat plopped on the grill and began to sizzle.
 
   He took Toby’s burger and sprinkled salt on it, more than he put on his own. If it didn’t kill him, then he just made his friend’s meal taste better. If it did kill him—he looked at the package of meat, 6 patties left—he’d have the rest all to himself. Win, win.
 
    
 
   12
 
   The salt didn’t kill Toby, not that Terrance had high hopes that it would.
 
   With the storm still raging outside it meant he was forced to sit here in the same room with the person he kept thinking about murdering.
 
   Just two hours ago he had considered Toby his friend, but after eating, Toby had a coughing fit in which he began to spit up blood, and then ran to the bathroom and hurled the burger. A burger that Terrance could have easily eaten and kept down, had been flushed down the toilet in a sea of bile and saliva, because Toby was too fucking weak to fight off the bug he had.
 
   If he truly was his best friend, he would have told Terrance to not bother wasting food and just let him keep all of it. But Terrance was having doubts that they were still best friends. Toby was being selfish by continuing to eat (and throw up) their limited supply of food, instead of waiting until this virus passed him by when he knew he wouldn’t be vomiting it out minutes later.
 
   This guy is going to end up getting me killed. Shit, I might catch whatever the hell he has and end up like him. I should just go ahead and end it.
 
   The seed was no longer a seed anymore, now it was a whole garden with vegetables growing on the plants. Dark, vile vegetables with mouths that sunk their teeth into his mind and refused to let go. They chewed on any doubts he had to kill Toby and spat them out.
 
   Fuck it, not like his family or friends will miss him. It’s only us two left in this damn world!
 
   He sprung up out of his bed and took the knife out of his bag, the same one he had used to cut open the package of burgers. For a moment his sanity fought off the crazy thoughts and he saw the knife in his hands clear as day as an innocuous cooking tool he was about to turn into a murder weapon. There were still droplets of water from when he cleaned it off after making dinner.
 
   His mind reeled back so far it was like he was watching himself in one of those shitty horror movies that no one watches in theaters, but then gets hyped up during Halloween the same year it flopped at the box office. The ones where someone is forced to kill their best friend by a curse or demon or some other unspeakable horror, only he was about to kill his friend for none of those reasons, his was driven by the instinct to survive.
 
   He grabbed the knife off the floor (not quite sure when he dropped it, but somewhere between the time he blanked out and he got a hold of himself), and walked over to Toby who was coughing like he was about to spit out more than just blood, like he was about to spit out an entire lung. He held the knife up above where he guessed Toby’s neck was under the blanket.
 
   His sanity snaked itself through the garden of evil. Sorry man, sorry. But not deep enough into the garden, not sorry enough.
 
   Terrance brought the knife down and felt it sink in to the side of Toby’s neck. It went easier than he thought it would, like he was stabbing a piece of butter that had been in the fridge too long. A little resistance to puncture through and then it slid in easy.
 
   There was more blood than he thought there’d be too. In the movies the blood only ever gets everywhere when it’s a gore movie, but other than that it’s just enough blood to convince the audience that a human is being stabbed.
 
   In real life, the blood spurted out through the sheets like a geyser, the stream shot through the fabric and splashed all over the front of his shirt, his hands, his arms, and his face.
 
   He wasn’t sure if it was the springs in the mattress groaning from Toby’s convulsing body or if it was Toby’s muffled screams—there was just too much going on at the same time—but he heard something protesting.
 
   (Sorry man, sorry.)
 
   There was no turning back now. He had already taken the first step and he’d have to see this through until Toby was no more. He took the knife from his neck and drove it to the side of the body. The knife went somewhere between two of his rib bones. More blood spread through the sheets and now the transformation was almost complete; what had been a sick person rolled into a cocoon of comfort seconds ago, before the stabbings, now looked like a corpse in a body bag (Toby wasn’t a corpse yet, but he was very close to it).
 
   Terrance pulled the knife out and then punctured to the side of the body again, making a new hole in the sheet and opening a new wound that shot out more hot blood. The knife went through and punctured his kidney and ripped it open like a grape. That finished him off.
 
   And now Toby Gambino’s transformation was done, he was a corpse in a body bag.
 
   Terrance stabbed him another four times for good measure and then fell back on the carpeted floor covered in blood like a mad surgeon. The walls had been sprayed with the blood, the mattress underneath the corpse was soaked and the blue fabric had turned into a light pink. Terrance was amazed to see how much blood a human body had in it. He felt like a psychopathic killer from yet another crappy horror movie, like one of the B-rate ones him and Toby had stayed up watching on many Halloween nights when they were stoned. Now they were in one of those movies, and if only Toby were alive to see, they both would have had a good laugh.
 
   His conscious mind came back, reeling forward like a pixie finding its way through the woods, until what he had done hit him and reality sunk in.
 
   The blood was warm and sticky. It smelled like iron, yet sweet somehow. But there was also the smell of death hanging in the air. It wasn’t something he exactly could smell with his nose, it was more like an ethereal smell invading his mind.
 
   The garden in his head was dead; the vegetables had all fallen to the ground with their mouths closed. The plants were all browned and withered, hunched over like old men with hip problems. Everything was shriveled up and gone, all the evil that had been keeping it alive had been used and now it was only Terrance and the red mess on the mattress that used to be his best friend.
 
   He felt the burger begin to crawl up his throat, and then projectile out of his mouth. It splashed on the mattress, right next to his dead friend’s body.
 
   Terrance wiped his mouth of the saliva after dry heaving for a few second. He looked at the pool of bile and digested bits of burger, then at the stained blankets where his friend’s lifeless body lied still.
 
   Just like our college days of partying too much! Except you’re lying there a lifeless corpse after I stabbed you to death. What a great parting gift, huh old friend? What a fucking friend I turned out to be, huh buddy?
 
   Toby Gambino died at 7:04PM after bleeding to death.
 
   At 7:08 Terrance Williams put the knife back into his bag, picked it up, and sprinted out of the apartment, knowing that when it was his turn he’d be going nowhere else but to hell. No pit stops to tell his mom he loved her, to pay his older brother back for the cell phone bill he owed him ($88.76), and to apologize to Toby for killing him when he needed him most.
 
   Nope, his ticket was a one-way, non-stop flight straight to the burning abyss.
 
    
 
   13
 
   It didn’t matter to him that it was pouring rain and darkness surrounded him except for when lightning cracked through the night, no it didn’t matter to him one bit because he needed to get away from the scene in the apartment as fast as he could.
 
   He ran through the empty streets, water splashed everywhere as his shoes stomped down on the puddles collected in the cracks. He got to Main Street and ran a couple of blocks down it before stopping to catch his breath underneath an awning that used to belong to a cookie shop.
 
   The awning didn’t completely shield him from the rain, but it was better than nothing. He was soaking wet from the ten minute run from the apartment to the cookie shop and it would only get worse, anyway.
 
   He sat down on the steps that were caked with mud. He could hear his labored breathing even over the torrential downpour, but worst of all he could hear his own thoughts haunting him in his head.
 
   I’m a murderer. I could’ve waited out until the shit in his stomach killed him and be where I am now…except with no blood on my hands.
 
   He meant it metaphorically, but looking down at his hands it was true in another sense. The water had washed most of it off, but there were still little beads of pink where the rain and his friend’s blood mixed to remind him of what he’d done.
 
   Trying to fight these thoughts off he stood up. His breathing was returning to normal and he felt he had enough run left in him to get out of the town. Leaving all of this behind him he’d feel better about what he’d done.
 
   In fact, when he looked down at the end of the street he could see the sign of the gas station that marked the entrance/exit of the town, and he was feeling better already. Yeah, once he left behind this ruined college town he’d be fine, the guilt would clear itself and he’d see he did what any other human would do for their survival.
 
   And if he met any other people out of town, he’d befriend them and wouldn’t kill again. Everything would be back to normal.
 
   Well, Toby would still be in the apartment, rotting and probably eaten by rats, but other than that, Terrance would have his sanity back.
 
   With these new thoughts invigorating him he took off down Main Street feeling like one of the bolts of lightning from the storm. He was almost smiling as he tore through the streets, being mindful to hop over the bigger puddles of water.
 
   The joyous feelings of running through the empty streets like a free spirit were interrupted when he remembered it was almost dark…and what that meant.
 
   He got as far as the town pub when he saw them. His heart turned to ice and his legs became lead. It was supposed to be too early for them to come out, but here they were in all of their wretchedness.
 
   Three of them were in the gas station parking lot, underneath the alcove where the pumps were. They were sitting cross-legged in a rough triangle around a piece of raw meat. They were taking turns reaching out with their claws and ripping a chunk off.
 
   Terrance was more than familiar with the capabilities of these creatures (or “beasts” as him and Toby used to call them). Sometimes when he couldn’t sleep he would watch the ones that came around their apartment with some fascination. They moved like humans for the most part, walking on hind legs, until their bones got tired from the weight, then they would haunch over on all fours. Not quite like gorillas, but more like a four-legged animal. It was like they could change the entire anatomy of their skeleton to suit their needs.
 
   On all fours they moved faster and was the “form” they used to stalk and catch the fat rats that also came out at nights. On more than one occasion Terrance had watched several of them hunting these rats and eat them alive. The rats struggled in their clutches, clawing and scratching and squeaking. Some of the beasts would show mercy and puncture them before eating them, others weren’t as nice. They’d shove the live rat in their mouth and tear it in half like a man eating a chocolate chip cookie.
 
   He didn’t know if they ate humans, but the piece of raw meat between them could have been human for all he knew, but he wasn’t too interested in finding out.
 
   He turned on his heels as quietly as he could, and contrary to what his instincts were yelling at him to do, he walked across the street, as slowly as he could. The other side of the street never seemed farther than in those long seconds that he crouched through the night, away from the beasts.
 
   As soon as his foot touched the pavement he looked over his shoulder—the beasts still sat around with no indication that they’ve noticed him, which was his go ahead—then it was off to the races again.
 
   He sprinted towards the back of the French fry restaurant (still pungent with the smell of grease from when it was functioning, with a little added hint of rat piss). He sprinted through the side streets, navigating through the map in his head. It was a really roundabout way of getting out of town, but it was better than risking going past the beasts.
 
   He had to go through a patch of woods and came out of it covered in mud from the knees down. As much as he wanted to take a breather and catch his breath, he wouldn’t dare. The dark beasts could have been anywhere. They could be chasing him this moment for all he knew. They always saw you before you saw them.
 
   So he just ran, and ran, ignoring the hot pain in his feet and legs. The wind was blowing the raindrops right into his face, and he could barely see where he was going, but he didn’t care. He was just going to run down the Express Way until the next town was in his sights.
 
   He wasn’t sure how far he had ran or for how long, but when he saw an Arby’s sign up over the incline he slowed down until his pace was between a walk and a jog. As much as he wanted to stop and rest he knew that he needed to find shelter.
 
   The beasts were out already, and soon they’d take over the night. He’d have no chance of survival if he was still out here.
 
   He walked into town, right past a sign that said “Welcome to Trexlerville, Population: 1,988.”
 
   The sign had never been more wrong.
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   Alejandro, Charlie, and John sat around their lanterns in the basement of the church. The rhythm of the rain smacking against the window had slowed, suggesting that the storm was subsiding. They’d be stuck in the church even still because the night had swallowed the day quicker than typical of a summer day.
 
   “Guess we’ll be staying here until morning unless we want to risk running into Los Noches.” Alejandro said.
 
   “Into who?” John asked.
 
   Alejandro chuckled. “Los Noches, it’s what me and Charlie call those night creature. It’s bad Spanish, but it roughly means ‘those of the night’.”
 
   John nodded. “Ah, gotcha. Los Noches…has a nice ring to it, I guess.”
 
   Alejandro ignored that he pronounced los like lowz and noches like no-chayz.
 
   “Well, we got my truck.” John added. “If we ran into any of them Los Noches we could barrel through them.”
 
   “They climbed on your truck last time, Mr. John.” Alejandro glanced over at Charlie, who was doodling in one of those pocket notebooks with a stubby crayon. John nodded in understanding.
 
   “It wasn’t exactly a clean get-a-way last time.” He added.
 
   “That you’re right about. It’d probably be a lot smarter if we wait out the night.”
 
   “It’ll probably be good to rest up, too.” Alejandro said.
 
   John wasn’t sure how much rest he was going to get after reliving the events from last night, but the man wasn’t wrong. Rest would be good for all of them. He got up out of his seat with a grunt. “I’m going to go have a smoke. You smoke Alejandro?”
 
   He had quit smoking two years after he had quit drinking, but the urge to suck on a cigarette jumped out of nowhere when the question was asked. “I used to, quit about ten years ago.”
 
   “About how long I’ve been trying to quit,” John said, smiling. “Well, I’m goin’ to go and have a smoke. I’ll be back.”
 
   Alejandro watched John pick up his axe and then head for the stairs.
 
   “Hey, you’re not going out, are you?”
 
   “No way am I going to smoke in the Lord’s home, Mr. Ramos. There might not be anyone left to judge me, but the big guy upstairs still sees.” He winked and climbed up the stairs; they creaked underneath his heavy boots.
 
   Alejandro thought about dissuading him from going outside, but the fire that motivated him extinguished itself as quickly as it had come. He was a big guy, had an axe, and would be fine, it would just be a quick smoke break.
 
   *
 
   Even though the basement was cooler than the rest of the church, it was dusty and stuffy and he wanted to get some fresh air. He came through the door leading to the basement from ground level and walked through the corridor into the main auditorium. Walking past the broken pews behind the shadows, he had this eerie feeling similar to walking through a graveyard at midnight, like he could see the ghosts of the congregation that once had gathered here if he looked hard enough.
 
   He got to the front door and shoved it open.
 
   The rain had reduced to a light drizzle.
 
   He fished his loose cigarette and lighter out of his pocket and lit the cigarette. He took a long, savored drag that immediately calmed him and made the soothing of the rain even more soothing.
 
   He could feel himself starting to let go of the past, of the guilt of leaving his wife behind, of the embarrassment of being a coward. He wasn’t sure if it was the cigarette or if it was telling Alejandro about it, but either way the poisonous thoughts that hazed his mind seemed to be clearing.
 
   And hell, maybe we’ll be fine when we find the other survivors.
 
   Under the moonlight the cracks on his truck’s windshield shined like the bolts of lightning. The glint from them caught his eye.
 
   He walked towards the car without thinking about it, and without really knowing why.
 
   I could just get in the truck right now and drive to the other survivors.
 
   He had the truck keys in his front pocket of his overalls and had memorized the way to Trexlerville from here after Alejandro showed him the map he was carrying with him, so he could just hop in and drive there and be there before morning. And everything would be different from then on.
 
   Food, medicine, water, a place to shower, shit maybe even cigarettes.
 
   No. This is my second chance to not run away like a coward.
 
   He was standing next to the truck, his hand touching the sleek side of the door, inches away from where a claw had torn through the plastic.
 
   One more puff from his cigarette, then he squatted down and put it out on the wet grass to save some of it for tomorrow.
 
   He started toward the church, but stopped when in his peripheral vision he saw movement in the trees next to the church. It was just like back at the ranch, those damn monsters used the night as a weapon to sneak up on people. But not on him, no, he knew what they were up to from experience.
 
   In the bushes, peering back at him were two beady red eyes.
 
   *
 
   The two creatures fell down to their hind legs behind the bushes, then came rushing out from behind their cover. Twigs and leaves shot everywhere as the creatures tore through the bushes.
 
   John’s knees buckled and he took a low stance like a sumo wrestler, his legs suddenly frozen to the ground. The creatures came sprinting towards him, about twenty feet of grass separated them, which gave John just enough time to get control of himself.
 
   No turning and running like a coward this time.
 
   John swung the axe as hard as he could at the one pouncing to his left. The axe slashed through the creature’s forearm and the blade got stuck when it hit bone. Blood squirted on him from the creature’s wound.
 
   He thought about pulling the axe back and attacking again, and that was the last thing Johnathan M. Berks thought, because the second creature’s claws went into his throat. When the creature pulled back, he ripped his jugular out and killed John instantly.
 
   John’s corpse fell to the side. The two creatures jumped on him. The one with the wounded arm grabbed his head and slammed it repeatedly into the ground, cracking the back of his skull like a hardboiled egg. The second one slashed at his abdomen, tearing him open with the first swipe and then ripped out his insides.
 
   The creatures backed away from the mangled body. John’s neck craned at an angle it shouldn’t bend, his entrails spilled out like marmalade. It had been overkill for the poor farmer.
 
   The uninjured Noche pointed to the other’s wound which prompted the injured one to hold up its arm. The uninjured Noche brought its nose inches away from where the blood was pouring out.
 
   They grunted between themselves in primitive conversation. The uninjured Noche pointed to the woods they had come out of and grunted a command. The injured Noche nodded, and then holding its hand over the wound it trotted into the woods. It sat down cross-legged behind a bush and grunted to let the other know it was okay and where it was.
 
   The uninjured one grunted back. Then it got on all fours and headed toward the church, to see if there were any more humans where this one came from.
 
   *
 
   “Pa, I’m going to sleep.” Charlie said from his bag, stashing his cross-word puzzle book into his backpack.
 
   Alejandro’s internal clock told him it was barely 8PM, but the weather had made them all drowsy and being stuck inside the church when they were so close to (what he thought of) as salvation brought its own toll with it.
 
   “Okay, Mijo. I’m going to go check on John and then go to sleep when I come back.” Alejandro said.
 
   “Alright.” Charlie blew out his lantern and rested his head on a bundle of clothes he was using as a pillow.
 
   Alejandro headed for the stairs.
 
   “Pa,” Charlie said.
 
   Alejandro stopped at the foot of the stairs. The illumination from the other two lanterns lanterns in the middle of the room touched Charlie enough so he could just make out his son’s face. “Yeah?”
 
   “I love you, Pa.” Charlie said, then went to sleep.
 
   Alejandro grinned. “I love you too, Charlie.”
 
   He went up the rickety stairs, each step seemed to make the entire staircase shake. The gun was drawn in his hands, not sure when he had taken it out of its holster, but he wasn’t too concerned about that. The cold steel in his hands comforted him as he ascended the stairs and went into the dark.
 
   *
 
   There was just enough light coming through the stained glass windows for Alejandro to be able to see The Noche walking through the auditorium where John had told his story to them. It was standing on its hind legs and was roughly seven feet tall. Its head was turned up into the air and was sniffing, similar to a bomb dog seeking explosives. Only The Noche was sniffing for humans.
 
   A human, ape-like creature sniffing the air like a trained dog, Alejandro’s mind turned to his college roommate Martin who was one of the most ardent conspiracy theorists he had ever met. One time he had shown Alejandro a webpage (hosted on Geocities) of ‘proof’ of the government splicing animal DNA and human DNA to try to genetically engineer super soldiers. Alejandro had been laughing back then, but now he wasn’t so sure if Martin and the other conspiracy theorists had been that far off, and maybe he was looking at the results of those experiments.
 
   The Noche’s nose caught a whiff of Alejandro as a breeze came in through the church and carried the scent to him. The red eyes turned to look at him from the semi-dark church auditorium.
 
   He was in the corridor between the basement door and the main church room, which meant he had two choices: Turn and run, essentially bringing The Noche to Charlie, or trust his aim and try to take the creature out.
 
   Three was the number that popped into his head when he tried to guess how many rounds he’d be able to get off before the creature came within clawing distance.
 
   The Noche lowered its stance into that cat-like form and sprinted across the floor. Its clawed hands and feet echoed through the expanse of the church.
 
   Alejandro aimed and fired off the first shot, the flash of the gun lit the corridor. He knew the shot was wild the moment he pulled the trigger.
 
   The bullet did hit The Noche, though, and tore through its right arm. The pain caused the creature to stumble and bought Alejandro a fraction of a second—a difference maker in this situation.
 
   Alejandro aimed again, his breath caught in his throat like a lump of coal. Taking that time he bought himself with the first shot into consideration he pointed at the creature with more patience.
 
   The creature lumbered forward, its torso shifting left and then right. Alejandro kept waiting, waiting, until the creature’s chest was in his line of fire, then he pulled the trigger.
 
   Kill shot.
 
   The bullet hit the creature in the neck and burst its spinal cord open. The Noche slumped to the side, dead before its body even hit the ground. He took a few steps towards it and popped off another two rounds.
 
   The body twitched for a few second, then was motionless. But he knew it wasn’t over. He wasn’t quite out of the dark yet, as the saying went. He’d still have to find John.
 
   And hopefully he’d find him whole.
 
   He licked his lips and took in a deep breath. Then he continued down the corridor, past the dead creature, his gun concentrated on it just in case. When he was about ten feet away from the corpse he felt in the clear and he brought his focus to the door. The red door was still somehow bright even in the darkness of the church. It was open from when the creature had come into the building, letting him see that the storm had subsided.
 
   He pushed the door open, squinting at the sudden change of light, and raced across the lawn to find John, hoping (praying?) that he wasn’t too late.
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   The sight after the storm would have been beautiful if not for John’s dead body marinated in a pool of his own blood. The sky was so brightly colored that everything seemed to radiate a glow of gold on its own; the stone that made up the church building and the surrounding wall, the plastic on John’s truck, and even the trees themselves were radiated yellow, dinging everything out like an old photograph.
 
   Alejandro walked around to the side of the truck and saw John’s body laying spread eagle in a pool of his own blood. His insides had been turned into his outsides and flopped out from his stomach in a gooey mess. Underneath his head was another pool forming from the leakage in his shattered skull. Alejandro’s stomach twitched like he was about to vomit, but it stopped before it got to that point.
 
   Alejandro approached the dead body, half expecting the creatures to jump out at him from every which way; the woods, church, even underneath the ground.
 
   But even when he was inches away from the dead body and a few short feet away from where the injured Noche was hiding he didn’t see or hear any sign of them.
 
   From this close he could smell the blood wafting in the air.
 
   Alejandro circled to the back of the truck to see if he found anything useful in the pile of junk that littered its bed. Most of it was indiscriminate pieces of wood that looked like they belonged to every piece of furniture known to man, with some basement trash thrown in to the mix like a tattered baseball glove, a torn up beach ball, and a rake that had been broken in half.
 
   He rummaged through this junk until he found a quilt that was so old and dirty that the figure of speech old as dirt described it literally because dirt fell from it and dragged pieces of the quilt off with it. This would have to do, and Alejandro walked back to where John’s corpse was lying.
 
   The second time seeing John’s ruined body he was undisturbed, but he paused anyway, sure that any second now he’d feel the tickle in his throat or the sudden movement of his stomach quivering.
 
   But it never came, and now he felt disturbed by his own lack of response to the carnage. The sight here was worse than the man in the carnival, and that was without including the fact that this wasn’t an anonymous dead body. He had known the body, at least for a little while; he had known the body when it was alive and walking.
 
   Alejandro pushed these thoughts way back into his mind and threw the quilt over the body. He pulled on the edges, but it still wasn’t big enough to cover his whole body, so Alejandro just focused on covering the top half where the real damage had been done, leaving only his legs and feet exposed.
 
   “Rest in peace, my friend.” He whispered.
 
   Although he didn’t feel like vomiting at the sight of a dead body anymore, he still felt sadness.
 
   He had been looking forward to seeing John make amends with his past sometime in the future, but watching the blood seep through the ragged quilt, that all seemed so inconsequential now.
 
   He was about to turn his attention away from the dead body and to the truck when he heard the bushes rustle. It sounded like more than just a summer breeze moving them around.
 
   Alejandro aimed the gun for the bushes, anticipating them to move once again. They stood still, for now, but at the sight or sound of the next activity he would open fire.
 
   More beads of sweat from focusing joined the ones that were already there from the humidity. He was aware of his heartbeat all the way into his ears. It was like the slow drum rhythm before the music starts.
 
   And the music started when The Noche jumped out of the bushes. It came forward with its sharp claws, straight towards him. Its injured arm covered in sticky blood, its jaws open to reveal that hypnotizing set of teeth.
 
   Alejandro moved back a step and fired off two rounds. The first bullet tore through the roof of the creature’s mouth and came out the back of the skull. The second bullet whizzed past the top of its head and took off a good chunk of its scalp.
 
   The Noche fell to the ground face forward, blood gushing out from the wound in its head, and Alejandro fired off three more shots in the creature’s back. Its body writhed in pain but it was only a response from the nerves that still lived, because the creature was dead the moment the first bullet penetrated its skull and exploded its brains.
 
   Alejandro took out the clip in his gun and replaced it with the one in his back pocket, and then waited for more to come out from the bushes.
 
   The woods lay still except for when the breeze would sway branches and make leaves wiggle around. A bird that had been frightened by the sound of the gun decided everything was all clear and flew back to the treetop it was hanging out in.
 
   Alejandro took in a deep breath and holstered the gun. He walked backwards until he felt the weight of the truck on his back and leaned against it. His knees gave in and he slumped down to the grass.
 
   Up in the sky the bright yellow had given way to an expanse of purple glittered with silver stars. The moon peered through clouds like a giant, silvery eye that had watched everything that had happened. It was as if it knew that Alejandro had another brush with death and the sight of it sent a shiver up his back.
 
   Alejandro looked over at the dead creature only several feet in front of him. He thanked the stars for helping him, or God, or the universe, or karma, or whatever it was that had saved him yet again from this nightmare.
 
   As much as he hated living in this world, now that it was barren and destroyed, that instinct to survive still existed in him. His mind wandered to the reason he continued to live on.
 
   Charlie.
 
   He bolted up to his feet and sprinted toward the church, fear of his son’s safety made him forget that a second ago his rubbery legs had collapsed out from underneath him.
 
   *
 
   Charlie woke up to the sound of a gun going off, bang-bang. It had come from outside the window. He sat up in his sleeping bag and looked around the cellar. John and his dad’s lanterns were still on. They comforted him in the same way nightlights had comforted him when he was 9 years old. He was a bit embarrassed to welcome such a juvenile feeling, but then he reminded himself that most twelve year olds didn’t sleep in the company of monsters at night. They just thought they did.
 
   The gun went off again.
 
   Bang-bang-bang
 
   That meant they were winning…he hoped.
 
   Getting up he grabbed the shirt lying next to his sleeping bag, threw it over his head and headed for the stairs. At the foot of the steps he paused, the dark at the top made him hesitate. Realizing he’d need his lantern he turned back and got it.
 
   Back in front of the steps he froze once again. The light hadn’t made this any better the way he had hoped, if anything it had made the situation worse because the lantern threw a pale light against the stairwells. The shadows on the walls of the staircase seemed to be daring him to come up, to be waiting to grab him.
 
   He took the first step and the wood moaned underneath his weight. He felt like turning and running and hiding underneath his sleeping bag, but an image of him being Scooby-Doo made him push the thoughts away. He shut his eyes and took in a deep breath.
 
   No turning back now.
 
   He stepped with his other foot, a similar groan escaped from underneath the wood, and then he bolted up the stairs.
 
   The sound of echoing wails followed behind him as he ascended the stairs until the last step. When he was finally in the corridor, the groaning protests stopped and he stopped to catch his breath. His hands on his knees, his heart pounding, he felt more like Scooby-Doo than ever before.
 
   When he caught his breath, he looked up at the end of the corridor and he saw the shape of a man coming towards him, he couldn’t make out any of the features except for a mane of hair surrounding the head, but he knew it was his dad even before he saw him in the light.
 
   “Papi! Pa!” He jumped into his dad’s arms.
 
   Alejandro caught him.
 
   “Charlie, estas bien Mijo?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine dad, I’m fine.”
 
   “Oh thank you, thank you, thank you.” He said, kissing him on the top of his head.
 
   He put Charlie down and inspected him to make sure he really was unharmed. He could admit it to himself now that deep in his mind he thought he’d find Charlie a victim to Los Noches, torn to bits or his insides eaten or maybe even something more horrifying that he couldn’t think of. It was like an anchor had been untied from his heart. He bent down to kiss him some more.
 
   “Come on, dad, I’m fine.” He pulled away. Now that he was back at his dad’s side he remembered his age.
 
   Alejandro grabbed his head and gave him a noogie. “Ahora muy valiente, eh?”
 
   Charlie chuckled. “I wasn’t ever scared.”
 
   “I was.” Alejandro said.
 
   Charlie regarded him with a look of uncertainty.
 
   “I was.” Alejandro reiterated. “I thought…”
 
   “You thought Los Noches got me?”
 
   Alejandro nodded.
 
   “What would you have done if they did?” Charlie asked.
 
   Alejandro’s eyes darted to his gun.
 
   “The gun?” Charlie asked.
 
   “Yeah,” but Alejandro could see he still didn’t understand. “I would have used it.”
 
   It took a moment for it to sink in, but then Charlie’s eyes grew big and he said, “Oh.”
 
   Alejandro nodded. “Let’s go back downstairs.”
 
    They didn’t say anything else for a moment until another one of Charlie’s concerns popped back into his head halfway down the corridor. “Los Noches got John, right?”
 
   “Yeah, they did mijo.”
 
   “That makes me sad.”
 
   “It makes me sad, too.” Alejandro said.
 
   “You think him and his wife are in heaven together right now, Pa?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but if they are, I bet they’re both rooting for us.”
 
   “You think his wife forgives him for leaving her behind?”
 
   “I do, I think she’d understand that he did what he had to, to survive.”
 
   “Would you have left mommy behind?”
 
   Alejandro put a hand on his son’s back and guided him down the corridor. He wanted to say that he wouldn’t, but that was easy to say when you’re not in the situation. “I won’t be leaving you behind, let’s just leave it at that.”
 
   They went down the steps in silence. And this time, the creaking of the steps didn’t scare Charlie. They didn’t scare him one bit.
 
    
 
   16
 
   They were packed up and ready to go early in the morning.  Both of them were feeling refreshed from the little bit of sleep they got the night before, and despite the scares and dangers, they were both excited to get on the road.
 
   The junk they had taken out of the back of the pickup truck to make room for their own belongings sat on the grass by the truck like unsold yard sale items. A large flock of birds flew by up in the clear sky, casting their fast moving shadows on the dry grass below.
 
   Charlie sat in the passenger seat of the truck looking at his dad through the rearview mirror. Alejandro was in the bed of the truck going through the bags. He pulled out a bottle half full of Vodka, one of the many parting gifts from their friend John, and tucked it into the back of his jeans
 
   “Alright Charlie, I’ll be back.” Alejandro said, jumping off from the bed of the truck with two paper cups in his hands.
 
   Charlie gave him a thumbs-up.
 
   He headed for a door on the side of the church, a door that had caught his eye because it looked ancient and couldn’t imagine it opening without parts of it disintegrating. He was about to find out if that was true.
 
   Alejandro grabbed the knob and opened it, half expecting to see piles of bones belonging to humans, animals, or monsters, or any combination of those, really.
 
   But when the door was wide open the reality was a lot less exciting. It was a janitor’s closet that looked to have been abandoned even long before The Chaos. There was an old dusty mop in the corner, a single roll of toilet paper (still wrapped) sitting on a big metal shelf, and a spray bottle in pieces in the middle of the floor.
 
   Green moss grew on the stone walls, starting from the corners and going at least four feet across. It made Alejandro think of the broken down cars in the little town they had just come from, the way that Nature had been creeping up to claim them, these walls too would be claimed by Nature. The stone would be buried underneath a thick layer of moss in the coming months like if someone had covered them in wallpaper.
 
   This was as good a spot as he was going to find. Alejandro put the paper cups on the shelf and then turned back and went over to where John’s body laid next to the truck. He shooed the flies that were feeding off the hot blood. The mob buzzed all around him angrily as if standing their ground and then most of them took off to have lunch elsewhere. Only a few stubborn ones stuck around.
 
   Alejandro halted up John’s body by the armpits. He grunted as the dead weight came down on his arms, loud enough that Charlie heard.
 
   “You need help?” Charlie asked, his head sticking out of the truck’s window.
 
   “No, I’m fine.” Alejandro said, and dragged the dead body a couple of feet.
 
   Charlie saw he was able to do it himself and his head disappeared back inside the truck.
 
   Huffing and puffing the whole time and at a snail’s pace, he finally got John into the janitor’s room. With one more grunt he dragged him all the way through it until they were by the metal shelf. Here he leaned John against the wall so that his body was sitting up.
 
   “Well…John, I’m sorry you couldn’t come with us.” Alejandro said, feeling a little odd that he was talking to a corpse.
 
   “You asked me to have a drink when we first met, and I turned it down. Well, now I’m accepting. A little too late, but what the hell.”
 
   He grabbed the paper cups off the shelf and filled both with Vodka. He put one by John’s side and the other he downed in one swig.
 
   “The other one’s for you, my dear friend.”
 
   He turned on his heels and walked out of the room. As he closed the door, a hopeful part of him anticipated John calling out to him that he wasn’t actually dead. “Don’t close that door and leave me in the dark, amigo. This heart’s still tickin’!”
 
   But of course, that was just crazy thoughts. So he closed the door. Turning to face the sunny day, he could still feel the burn of the alcohol in his throat. In his stomach, too. 
 
   He walked across the lawn back to the truck, and everything burned.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART II: RADIO FINDINGS
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   1
 
   They spent the morning winding through desolate roads between heavily wooded areas and expanses of green fields. These were the kinds of roads that were almost always empty even before the population had been reduced by The Chaos.
 
   The Chaos was what the papers had been calling all of the madness. When there was still enough semblance of civilization for there to be papers delivered to people’s doorsteps and news channels to broadcast on people’s TV sets. If the times were to be described by the face of a clock, the current hour would be 12 o’clock. In comparison, when the term “The Chaos” was being used in media outlets, it was 8 o’clock.
 
   At 9 o’clock the cities had officially been declared warzones by the government. Military units, including armored cars and tanks, began strolling in to Los Angeles, New York City, Philadelphia, Chicago, Dallas, and Seattle.
 
   At 10 o’clock the city streets were full of gunfights; soldiers shooting soldiers, civilians shooting civilians, soldiers shooting civilians, and civilians shooting soldiers. There was looting and riots that escalated to the point of cars being lit on fire and establishments being turned upside-down and inside-out.
 
   When the clock struck 11, Los Noches surfaced from whatever dark holes they came from. Word about them began to spread, at first dismissed with the same air that people would dismiss a UFO or Bigfoot sighting, but then the creatures reproduced at a rapid pace, and more and more people began to see them in the nights. They began to own the nights, to take them over with their sheer strength and numbers. And it became undeniable to everyone that a new species of animal—if they could be classified as that, there weren’t any scientists still working in labs when they showed up to run DNA tests on what they were exactly—was amongst them.
 
   The nights became too dangerous for humans, only a few intrepid souls would dare wander around in the dark, and these souls would quickly be added to the growing death count when Los Noches spotted them. They’d get ripped to shreds and their remains taken back to where Los Noches resided.
 
   No one really knew what had caused The Chaos. Depending on whom you’d ask you’d get a different answer. Asking a man drinking in the center of Philadelphia and he’d tell you it was the people wanting to take some of the power from the police force. Asking a man in San Francisco he’d say something about it being a republican scheme to try to eradicate all of the ghettos and gay neighborhoods by turning the cities into warzones underneath a guise. Pressed to tell what the guise was, he wouldn’t be able to come up with an answer, but he’d reiterate that The Chaos was the republicans’ fault, that much he was sure of. Asking a man in New York City would elicit a response about how it was the people being fed up with the deliberate racism in the country and that The Chaos had stemmed from an ethnic uprising.
 
   No one had been right, but no one had been wrong, either. The Chaos was real, and in the hour between 11 o’clock and 12 o’clock, everything had been destroyed.
 
    
 
   2
 
   Alejandro sat in the truck, lost in thoughts of The Chaos while Charlie was somewhere in the woods by the road going “number two”. Back then he had trust in the government and the people that the country would get out of this unscathed and the US would continue to thrive. The trust had been misplaced.
 
   He looked down at the gun sitting in his lap. He felt like a man who had just participated in a magic trick because he wasn’t sure how or when the gun had gotten from his holster to his lap, but at some point when he had been thinking about The Chaos he had pulled it out.
 
   Looking down at the shiny gray metal object, a new sensation overcame him, a sensation similar to an attraction. Either way, this newfound feeling guided him to open his mouth, and stick the barrel into it.
 
   The gun sat in his mouth for a few seconds, then he took it out and stared down at the barrel. The safety was on, but just the same the sensation of having the gun in his mouth had sped up his heartbeat. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple.
 
   He had thought about killing himself if Charlie had been killed by Los Noches back at the church—the first time he had ever thought about suicide—and sitting here now thinking about the hell they lived in, the same thoughts returned and stamped themselves into his brain. He’d kill himself if Charlie died, there was no question about it.
 
   But for now, he wanted to just see how it’d feel the seconds before he did it. He stuck the gun in his mouth again.
 
   It didn’t feel good, not good at all. The cold steel in his mouth was like a chunk of ice if a chunk of ice could end it all at the twitch of the muscles in his finger. He took the gun out, and looked down the barrel. It was round and dark, darker than he had ever realized the barrel of gun was; it was like staring into the abyss. Then he stuck it into his mouth again, but it didn’t feel any better this third time.
 
   He put the gun back down on his lap and stared at it again. Charlie emerged out of the woods from his business and opened the truck door.
 
   “Wait, wait, stay out there.”
 
   Another thing that had been weighing on him popped in his mind. It was the opposite of what he would do if Charlie died. What would Charlie do if he was the one to go? He’d taught him how to cook, how to bandage wounds using things other than bandages, how to start a fire, etc. basically a crash course on basic survival skills he had been taught in the Mexican army when he was a teen. But the one thing he hadn’t taught Charlie was how to shoot.
 
   Charlie watched with confusion as his dad unbuckled his seatbelt and got out of the truck.
 
   “Dad?” Charlie said standing from the other side of the truck.
 
   “I have to show you something.”
 
   Alejandro went through the junk in the back of the truck and found what he was looking for underneath a pile of shredded Styrofoam and broken bits of wood. With the three cans in his hands he started for the woods the same way Charlie had come from.
 
   Charlie stood in place, still confused as to what was happening.
 
   “Vamos!” Alejandro called.
 
   Charlie jogged to catch up with him. He saw the cans in his hands. “Dad…are you going to show me how to use the gun?”
 
   “You have to learn how to use it.”
 
   Charlie remembered what Alejandro had said the night he asked him about the gun. It was a snow day so he had no school and Charlie was in his parents’ room on the floor reading a Spider-Man comic book. Alejandro was getting dressed to go to work. While his dad was rifling through the clothes hangers looking for the shirt he would wear that day, Charlie caught a glimpse of something silver-colored over top the pages of his comic book. He put the book down and when his dad moved another hanger he got a better look at what was shining in the back of the closet.
 
   “Is that where you keep your money?”
 
   “Huh?” Alejandro had almost forgotten his son was in the room with him. He turned to see what Charlie was looking at. “Oh, that? Nope. We keep our money in the bank, you know, where we go on Fridays and Teresa gives you those green lollipops you like.”
 
   “Oh.” He looked at the safe intently, wanting to figure out what his dad kept in there without having to be told. “So mommy has a giant jewel in there?”
 
   He had seen that in a plot of one of his Saturday morning cartoons—Bugs Bunny or something.
 
   Alejandro chuckled. “Nope.”
 
   Charlie gave up. “So what’s in there?”
 
   “It’s where daddy keeps his gun to protect the house in case any bad guys come in.”
 
   “Oh,” millions of new questions came rushing in to his nine-year old mind. “You ever use it on anyone?”
 
   “Nope, and I don’t plan to ever use it on anyone. It’s there just in case.”
 
   Alejandro was dressed now and sat on the bed. He picked Charlie up and sat him on his lap.
 
   “Just in case of what?” Charlie asked.
 
   “In case I need it.”
 
   “When do you shoot it?”
 
   “I shoot it when I go to the range with Martin, but that’s the only place I shoot it. Having a gun is a big responsibility, and when you have one you have to be careful of when to use it.” Alejandro took Charlie off his lap and put him on the ground. “Don’t forget that, okay mijo?”
 
   And he hadn’t forgotten that lesson. Trailing behind his dad through the woods now, the echoes of that lesson played in his mind.
 
   “Los Noches are more dangerous than I thought. If we find another gun somewhere I want you to keep it.” Alejandro said, walking a pace Charlie was power-walking to keep up with. “And if you’re going to have your own gun, you’re going to need to know how to shoot it, you understand?”
 
   Up until last night they had been able to avoid Los Noches. Most of their observations of them had been from afar and they had seen the results of their ruthlessness after the fact.
 
   It was a different thing to be in immediate danger of them, Alejandro had realized this when he had locked eyes with the one in the church.
 
   Outrunning them was out of the question. Trying to fend them off with a weapon that didn’t shoot would be suicide. Guns would be the only equalizer between them and Los Noches.
 
   They stopped walking when they came to a rotted tree that had fallen on its side. Alejandro lined the three cans up on top of the tree. Then he took the gun out and told Charlie to follow him. They walked about a hundred feet away from where the cans were setup then they turned to face them.
 
   Alejandro stuck the gun out toward Charlie, who in turn looked at it like it was a snake rattling its tail. “Go ahead, take it.”
 
   Charlie took it with inexplicable reluctance. “I…don’t know if I can shoot it.”
 
   “Sure you can,” Alejandro said licking his cracked lips, “I’ll walk you through it.”
 
   But that didn’t make the look of worry disappear from Charlie’s face.
 
   “First, take the safety off.” He said, pointing to the switch on top of the gun.
 
   When it was off, Charlie looked back at Alejandro for the next step, even though the next steps were self-explanatory. Aim and fire.
 
   “Take a stance where you feel confident you’ll be able to take the recoil, and then aim.”
 
   Charlie stood the way he had seen the heroes in the movies do—and his dad. He aimed at the first tomato can. “Dad, don’t you think this is enough already. I think I get the idea.”
 
   “No, I want you to feel the gun in your hands. Shoot the cans.”
 
   Charlie took in a deep breath. “Dad, I really don’t want to.”
 
   “Do it!”
 
   He could feel his legs start to shake, and he tried to calm himself down. The trigger was just like his toy gun, only this one wasn’t made of orange plastic and it wouldn’t shoot soft darts when he pulled on it. This one was the real thing, a trigger that has the power to end life when it’s pulled.
 
   He aimed at the first can on the right, and shot the gun. The bullet shot out with a pop that echoed through the trees and disturbed the birds, they flew away and slapped against the leaves. The recoil was heavier than he had anticipated and his hands flew up toward his face. His wrist smashed into his nose.
 
   Charlie screamed in pain as his nose gushed with blood and tears blurred his vision.
 
   Alejandro reacted quickly and took the gun from his son’s hands. “Wipe your nose and take the gun again.”
 
   “Dad, I think I broke my nose—“
 
   “It’s not broken, even if it is, that shouldn’t stop you. Those monsters won’t stop if you broke your nose, would they? Now wipe your nose and take the gun.” He pointed the butt toward him. “Go, take it.”
 
   Charlie wiped the tears from his eyes and the blood from his nose, and then took the gun back.
 
   “Imagine if you would have done that while Los Noches were after you. You’d have blinded yourself, now you know what to expect. Take another shot and be mindful of the recoil.”
 
   His vision was just beginning to become clear again when he aimed the gun. The first shot had missed the can by a long shot. He had really just shot it to shoot, but this time he intended to hit it so this could be over.
 
   He took aim again and shot. The recoil made his hands fritz like he was holding an electrical eel, and he missed again. Not as far off as the first shot, but still not close enough to end the lesson.
 
   “Again,” Alejandro ordered.
 
   Charlie took another shot that missed, but this one was closer. He was beginning to get used to holding the gun and wasn’t as nervous anymore. He shot again. Missed.
 
   Again. Another miss.
 
   Again. This one clipped the top of the can.
 
   “Almost.” Alejandro said flatly, not at all like when Charlie almost hit a homerun at baseball practice.
 
   Charlie felt a surge of excitement go through him like nothing he had ever felt before, and he knew that his dad was right. A gun did give you the kind of power you had to be responsible with.
 
   He took aim again, his vision more focused in on the can than before now that he felt confident with the gun in his hands.
 
   He pulled the trigger. The bullet tore through the middle of the can and sent it flying off the tree.
 
   “Good.” Alejandro said. “That’s enough, put the safety back on.”
 
   “There’s still two more cans.” Charlie said, focusing in on the other two. “Can I shoot them?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   He readied his stance and shot both of them off with the first try. The bullets didn’t hit the cans dead center the way the first can had been hit, and he had to concede that that had been a little bit of luck, but he was satisfied with his handiwork either way.
 
   He clicked the safety on and handed the gun over to Alejandro.
 
   “How’s it feel, Charlie?” Alejandro asked, putting the gun back in his holster.
 
   Charlie shrugged, not quite sure how to describe the sensation of shooting the gun.
 
   “It was scary at first.” Alejandro said, and although it wasn’t a question Charlie nodded his head. “But it got less scary the more shots you took.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And then it started to get kind of fun, after you accept that you have the power to kill in your hands.”
 
   Charlie nodded.
 
   “You’ll eventually have to shoot live things, you know that right, Charlie?”
 
   “I don’t want to.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, you’ll have to.”
 
   Charlie looked down at his shoes. “Dad, you won’t leave me, will you?”
 
   Alejandro raised Charlie’s head up by the chin. “No, Mijo. Never ever, we’re in this together.”
 
   “Good, so then you can shoot all of the bad things for me, can’t you?”
 
   Alejandro put his arms around Charlie and hugged him close. “I’ll try, for as long as I can. I promise you that.”
 
   They fell into silence, and just held each other for a few moments. The stillness of the forest returned, and the birds that had been scared off by the noise of the gun going off returned to perch atop the trees.
 
   “Papi, can we go find Bill now?”
 
   “Yeah, let’s go.”
 
   With their arms around each other, they headed back to the truck, leaving the last traces of Charlie’s innocence behind them.
 
    
 
   3
 
   The tires shrieked as Alejandro slammed the brakes on the truck.
 
   He took the map splayed out on the dashboard and re-read it for the thousandth time. The address Bill Goldenburg was giving through the radio was scribbled on the border of it. Looking at where they were on the map, he confirmed that this was the location of the address.
 
   And he was right, although what was in front of him and what was on the map were vastly different. The map showed a small town, but what was in its place instead was a bare plot of dirt. There were makeshift shelters that looked to be made of salvaged pieces of other buildings surrounding an actual building. The front of the building was charred black, the roof had holes all over it and pieces of the siding were hanging off or had already dropped to the dirt, like ripe fruit from a tree. The windows were all smashed and the front door looked like a replacement for the original door. A casualty of The Chaos, if Alejandro ever saw one. And he did, he saw many of them.
 
   “Where is everyone?” Charlie asked.
 
   Charlie’s voice was far away to Alejandro, because he was still captivated by the odd beauty of the shanty town. It would have taken the people who built these structures months to do, and that’s without counting the time it would take to find the different parts that comprised them. 
 
    Yeah, it wasn’t a place anyone would be dying to live in given other options, but there were no other options. That was the beauty, or at least some of the beauty, behind the rundown town, that the people who had dedicated their time and energy to build this had known that this was what they had to do for survival. This was as close to civilization as they would get. They would have to reconstruct the damaged building and then find materials to build a makeshift town to surround it.
 
   In his head he had a number of how many survivors were with Bill Goldenburg, and it had been somewhere between five and ten others, for no particular reason that was the number that had been floating in his head. But now, he knew that the number had to be at least double that.
 
   “Do you think they’re out getting food?” Charlie stacked another question when his first one didn’t get an answer.
 
   “I don’t know, mijo.” Alejandro took his seatbelt off and got out.
 
   The fence surrounding the town was an engineered patchwork of pieces of different fences held together by wire. At the front of it was a door with a rusty padlock that was unlocked. He wasn’t sure why, but it seemed to be a bad omen, and his hope flickered.
 
   “Quedate en el carro.” Alejandro said to Charlie as he walked toward town.
 
   “No, Pa, last time we split up—“
 
   “Callate!”
 
   Charlie hushed up and watched his dad walk away. Coldness chilled the pit of his stomach.
 
   Alejandro pushed past the fence, and like everything else seemed to do nowadays, it squeaked on its hinges. If there were survivors—or monsters—they had been alerted of their presence twice by now. Once when the tires had screeched and just now when the hinges wailed out into the still air.
 
   The “roads” of the town were a mixture of dirt and trash. Alejandro stayed on the main one that led straight down to the actual building that stood at the other end of the town.
 
   It was like walking through a ghost town, and not just in the sense of the expression, it looked the part too. He peered through the “windows” of the structures, which were just holes cut out on the walls with a slanted piece of wood on their sills meant to keep out the rain during the storms (Alejandro didn’t think they worked well, evidenced by the water stained ground inside the structures).
 
   The people had tried their best to turn this into a town, alright. There was a saloon made up of mostly sidings from different houses and a tin roof with holes in it. The bar table inside was nothing more than a long dinner tabletop sitting on a pile of rubble. Some computer chairs that had been converted to barstools by nailing some pieces of wood to the seats lined up against the bar table.
 
   Walking past the saloon, he looked into a structure that was a butcher shop. A counter made in similar fashion as the bar table, but with stacks of phone books sandwiched in between the cement blocks to even them out, filled most of the space. Behind the counter was a wooden table stained brown with old blood and stained red with newer blood. What had once been used to cut slabs of meat by the town butcher was now being used by flying insects as a helipad. They buzzed and dined in excitement, jumping on and off the table with glee. On the wall behind it was a rack where knives and other cutting tools were put when they weren’t being used, but all of the tools were missing.
 
   Next to the butcher shop was a smaller enclosure with only one chair in it. This was an office chair that had been tinkered with and extra pieces of metal had been bolted on to it to make it go up higher than it was designed to do. The chair was sitting in the middle of a moat of clumps of hair. There was an assortment of colors; black, brown, blonde. Some curly, some straight, some long, some short. Across from the chair was a small bureau with a cracked mirror bolted overtop of it so that the two combined made a parlor. And next to this, to complete the look of the place, was a small sink, a sink so small that it would have been difficult to bathe even a kitten in it.
 
   The two other structures that made up the small town didn’t have defining features like the rest. They were just rectangles made up of scraps of metal (Alejandro thought he saw something that looked like it belonged to a car on the side of one of them) and sheets of wood.
 
   Guided by curiosity once again, Alejandro veered off the main road and went into the closest of these structures. Inside he found barrels and crates lined up on the far wall. He walked over to one of the barrels and lifted the lid.
 
   It was empty, but he caught a whiff of alcohol.
 
   He checked the crate that was next to it, and in this one he saw crumbs of bread at the bottom of it, but that was all. 
 
   He checked all of the other containers, but they were just as empty, so he left the storage room.
 
   Walking down the rest of the dirt road with his gun pointed in front of him, he got to the building. Up close the damage done to it was more prominent. The blackened parts of the building looked like they would crumble underneath the slightest pressure. Obviously that wasn’t true, because the storms hadn’t disintegrated the building, but the damage was worse than he could tell from afar.
 
   Alejandro pulled the door open, which let a stench that had been brewing up in there come blasting out at him. He pushed past the odor, trying not to cough and walked in.
 
   The last of his hope sank like a ship hit with a torpedo. The browning blood on the wall, the upturned furniture, the smashed out receptionist desk window, all told the story of the struggle that had occurred. 
 
   Maybe days ago, maybe hours ago, who knew, the point was that Los Noches had invaded the town. The survivors had used this building as a means to barricade themselves from harm, but it had been no use as suggested by the pieces of wood and nails that lay at each window. Blood ran along the floor, some of it splashed on the walls and ceiling. Not all of the blood shed had been by the humans though, because there were some clumps of black hair stuck in some of the blood stains. 
 
   “Dios mio.” Alejandro said under his breath. 
 
   The room seemed to sit still, like a river after a bad storm.
 
   Alejandro could hear his own heart beating in his chest. It was so loud that it seemed to hum.
 
   Except it wasn’t his heart humming, there was an actual hum coming from upstairs.
 
   His mind turned back to the task at hand, and he raced up the set of stairs to his left.
 
   Halfway up he could make out a human’s voice, but it wasn’t what he hoped. No, because from here he could tell the voice was coming from an electronic device. His ship of hope had already been shot down, but now it had sunk to the bottom depths of the ocean.
 
   He got to the top of the stairs and then turned right where the voice was coming from, going past two empty offices (what remained of them looked like a tornado had hit them) and an open janitor’s closet covered in blood.
 
   He rounded the corner and entered the room where the voice came from. In the center, somehow remaining untouched was a microphone attached to a radio. Inches away from the microphone was the source of the voice; an old tape recorder playing Bill Goldenburg’s message on repeat.
 
   He fell to his knees, not caring about the impact of his bones crashing into concrete. He stared at the broadcast setup, he thought he had already accepted it, but he hadn’t. Deep inside of him he had had hope that they would have found survivors here, even after seeing how empty the shanty town was, even after seeing the blood on the first floor, even after hearing the message coming from a machine, he thought he would find Bill Goldenburg alive and everything would be alright for them.
 
   That wasn’t the case, and it was a lot harder to accept than he ever imagined. He fell flat on his stomach and buried his face in his arms. Lying in the middle of the floor coated with dust and mouse droppings, he wanted to cry, but he was empty. And that somehow was worse.
 
   The message kept playing, filling the room with the sound of his crushed hopes.
 
   “My name is Bill H. Goldenburg…”
 
   It meant nothing to him. Not anymore.
 
   *
 
   He had no concept of how long he was wallowing for, but he knew he had to pull himself up and go back to Charlie. The thought of telling Charlie that their rescue plan turned out to be a dud made him want to lie back down on the ground, but he couldn’t. Now that the safe haven turned out to be nothing but scraps of metal sitting on a plot of dirt, daytime became valuable once again.
 
   The food he had found in John’s bags had only been a week’s worth. Their own supply—twelve cans of beans—would be depleted in less than a week. The water John had would last them a month, and with the map he found in the pizza shop attic he could locate rivers to restock, so their water supply wasn’t a concern anymore.
 
   It was food they needed to find. The truck would make maneuvering around easier, but that would eventually run out of gas or break down, whichever came first.
 
   He picked himself off the floor and brushed some droppings off the front of his shirt. Then he went back the way he came.
 
   Halfway down the staircase he stopped to look at the aftermath once more, and the scene tugged on his heart like it hadn’t before.
 
   Maybe if we would have gotten here earlier, they would have survived.
 
   Or they would have been one of the dead, one or the other, really.
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   He expected the day to be dark and gloomy, but the opposite was true, the sun was out in full force, shining down with the blaze of a desert sun. It was so bright that he was squinting the entire time he walked back to the truck.
 
   Charlie was sitting in the passenger seat, watching a couple of birds perched on the fence, pecking dirt out of their feathers.
 
   Alejandro leaned by the passenger door and looked over at the birds. He felt some form of envy course through him because birds didn’t have to worry about disappointing their children when they needed them most. They wouldn’t ever have to tell their young that their hope for the past day turned out to be nothing but a recording in an empty room. No, all they had to worry about was feeding their babies until they were old enough to be kicked out of the nest.
 
   His mind turned to the cigarette in his shirt pocket. He had taken it from John’s bags, and for some reason had stuffed it into his shirt and now he had an urge to smoke it. An urge he hadn’t had since his college days. “Charlie, hand me the lighter.”
 
   Charlie grabbed the lighter from the middle console and handed it to him without a word.
 
   Alejandro lit the cigarette and took a drag. Unfamiliar with the burn of the smoke he winced and almost coughed. He held it in for a minute, letting the heat inflate his lungs, and then he exhaled the cloud of smoke. The second drag went down more smoothly, and he could already feel the nicotine calming his nerves.
 
   “I thought you told mom you’d never smoke again.” Charlie said.
 
   “It’s just one.”
 
   “For now.” Charlie retorted.
 
   Alejandro glared at him, and Charlie shrank down in his seat. “It’s the only one I have.”
 
   He blew out another cloud of smoke and watched it fly out into the summer breeze. “We’re too late Charlie.”
 
   Charlie had his legs up on the seat and he was hugging his knees to his chest. “I know, that’s why you’re smoking.”
 
   Alejandro exhaled more smoke. “Yeah Mijo…The message we heard was a recording.”
 
   Charlie nodded and as if he knew all along that they wouldn’t find people. “So now what?”
 
   “I don’t—” he stopped himself. The weight of his words was magnified tenfold in this instance, because Charlie was feeling like he had felt lying in the middle of the dusty floor moments ago. Only he still had hope that Dad would know what to do.  “I don’t know right now. But we’ll drive until we find someone.”
 
   He didn’t want the cigarette anymore. It was stinky and his throat was beginning to numb. He flicked it on the ground and stomped on it. It would be his last one, for good. He made his way around the truck and slid into the driver’s seat.
 
   “Do you think there’s anyone else out there?” Charlie asked.
 
   “Yeah, there has to be.” Alejandro said.
 
   “What if they try to kill us?”
 
   “Then we’ll have to kill them first.”
 
   Charlie squeezed his knees closer to his body. “Dad, I’m scared.”
 
   Alejandro put his hand on his back. “We’ll be okay, Mijo.”
 
   Charlie nodded, but Alejandro knew behind his eyes there was still worry. And nothing he could have said would have changed that.
 
   He stuck the key into the ignition and turned the truck on. Just like he told Charlie, he wasn’t sure what their plan was going to be from here on out, but he’d drive around until something popped into his head. As long as they could keep finding food and surviving, opportunities would present themselves. He hoped, anyway.
 
   Alejandro backed the truck up a bit and then maneuvered around the fence. They drove past the makeshift town and Charlie looked into the shelters the way Alejandro had done, realizing for the first time what these thrown together shelters were supposed to be.
 
   Nudging his head toward the town, he asked, “Los Noches got to them, right?”
 
   “Yeah, Charlie.”
 
   “Did you see any dead bodies?”
 
   “No, actually.” This got Alejandro thinking, there had only been blood and bullet holes left behind.
 
   “Other Noches must’ve came back and taken the dead bodies, then.” Charlie suggested.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so. They must eat anything.”
 
   Charlie put his head against the window. “Dad, can I go to sleep?”
 
   Alejandro nodded. “Go ahead.”
 
   Charlie closed his eyes and muttered “I love you”.
 
   Alejandro whispered it back to him, but Charlie was asleep before he could hear him.
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   The whir of the tires and Charlie’s small snores were the only sounds that filled the silence. After a few minutes of this, Alejandro pulled out the map underneath the car seat and spread it out in his lap. In his frustration, he had somehow forgotten that he did have a plan B. There was a river up ahead that he had circled. It wasn’t much of a plan, but at least it was direction for now.
 
   He hit the brakes and put the truck in park to look over the map. The sudden stop of the vehicle woke Charlie up.
 
   He looked out the window and saw nothing but lines of trees surrounding the road they were on. Turning to Alejandro he said, “Why’d we stop?”
 
   Without taking his eyes off the map he said, “I’m trying to figure out where we are.”
 
   “Oh,” Charlie said, sitting up and rubbing his puffy eyes. “You figured out where we’re going?”
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Charlie leaned over the console to look at the map.
 
   “We’re going to a river,” Alejandro said, now looking up at the road. “I think if we keep going down this road it’ll take us there.”
 
   “Are we going to swim?”
 
   “We’ll clean up and then swim if you want.”  
 
   Charlie looked out at the sky, surprised to find that it was still early. “We have soap?”
 
   “Found some in John’s bags back at the church.” He didn’t want to mention that there were also hairs stuck to it…and that he wasn’t sure which part of the body they belonged to.
 
   “Oh,” Charlie said, and nodded. The idea of getting cleaned up sounded good to him.
 
   “You want a haircut, too?” Alejandro said, looking at his son’s hair that was well past his ears. A length his mother would have had nightmares about if she could see it.
 
   “Wait, what?” Charlie asked, a smile from ear-to-ear forming on his face.
 
   “I’m thinking about cutting my hair. You want me to cut yours, too?”
 
   Charlie looked at himself in the side mirror. His hair was longer than ever without his mom around to take him to the barbershop as soon as the sides started creeping into his ears, but also because trying to survive the end of civilization put haircuts low on the list of priorities.
 
   “I don’t know, I kind of like it.” He said, looking away from the mirror.
 
   Alejandro shrugged. “It’s your choice.”
 
   “What are you going to use to cut your hair, anyway? A knife?”
 
   “Yep, that’s what I was thinking.”
 
   This made Charlie burst out with laughter.
 
   “What? You think it’ll look silly?”
 
   Nodding he said, “Yeah, I do.”
 
   “If it looks silly you’ll have to cut yours too.”
 
   “Oh yeah, why’s that?”
 
   “We’re in this together, if one of us looks silly, we both have to look silly.”
 
   Charlie’s smile disappeared and his face grew serious. “Yeah, we are in this together, huh?”
 
   Alejandro grabbed Charlie's head and ruffled his hair. “Yep, me and you. Los dos amigos.”
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Yeah, Charlie?”
 
   “I’m not…slowing you down, am I?”
 
   The question took Alejandro by surprise. “No, mijo. You’re what’s keeping me going.”
 
   “Really?” Charlie asked.
 
   Alejandro kissed him atop his head. “Yep, you are. You’re the only thing I care about in this world anymore.”
 
   A silence came between them and the words took on an almost tangible form. Alejandro put the map back under the seat and started the truck back up.
 
   “I’ll let you cut my hair when we’re at the river.” Charlie said.
 
   Alejandro smiled the entire time they drove down to the river.
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   Like everything else Terrance had come across, the cafeteria was ruined to shit. Tables were flipped on their sides. Some were flipped upside down so they looked like giant bugs with metal legs poking out into the air. There were packets and containers from the refrigerators torn to pieces and thrown about, their contents splashed in every direction. It was like walking through a psychedelic painting with mustards, ketchups, other condiments.
 
   Talk about a food fight, damn. Terrance thought as he walked through the dining area and past the main cooking station. The mess didn’t stop at the dining area, it continued throughout the rest of the cafeteria.
 
   A stain that shined on the floor in the back work area caught his eye.
 
   He walked closer to the stain, his sneakers leaving footprints in the flour that covered the floor like late autumn snowfall.
 
   He knelt down in front of the stain and confirmed what he thought it was; egg.
 
   He dug through his bag and took out a spoon and his water bottle (which was just about empty). Using the spoon he scooped the egg yolk into the empty water bottle and then put it back in the bag.
 
   Scanning the rest of the room for any leftover goodies the previous raiders may have missed, he found nothing edible except a piece of rotting cabbage that at first glance looked like a chunk broken off someone’s head.
 
   With nothing interesting here, he walked further into the kitchen to the back work area where the walk-in fridges and freezers were. The windows on the doors were narrow but he could see enough of the inside to see that the shelves were empty. Everything they had once held could be found in the dining area, thrown all about the walls and floors.
 
   Terrance continued down the long corridor, walking past a set of double doors. The corridor turned sharply to the right and he followed it until he came to a dead end filled with rat droppings and cobwebs.
 
   On his left was a door that opened up to a forgotten storage area where broken machines had been left to collect dust like old relics. 
 
   Terrance walked through the room noting that all of the machines had the front glass shattered and were emptied out.
 
   He made his way to the other end where one machine was facing the wall like a scorned toddler and just for the hell of it stuck his head in between the machine and the wall to get a look at the face of it.
 
   He could hardly believe what he saw.
 
   Three of the rows of rings still held snacks, sure the chips would be stale and the chocolate a melted mess inside of the packaging, but it was more than he and Toby (R.I.P.) had found in weeks. And it was all his, no one to share with. All his.
 
   He raced to the kitchen, remembering a heavy piece of metal he had seen underneath one of the sinks earlier. He picked up the object, which was part of a bracket used to hold up a shelf, and swung it like a bat. It was about a pound and a half and solid enough to get the job done.
 
   Turning back, he headed to the storage area. 
 
   Once in front of the snack machine he saw that there would be enough room for him to swing the metal bar, so he took his stance from his high school baseball days, and uncorked one. The impact gashed the glass, but it wasn’t enough to shatter it.
 
   He licked his lips, and tried once again. The metal smashed into the glass, the entire panel shook and a fissure formed about a foot up and down from the point of impact, but still it held.
 
   “Goddamn.” His confidence waned a little, but then he thought of how good the candy bars would taste. He hadn’t had a candy bar since before The Chaos, and now there were two Hershey bars staring him right in the face and only a few inches of glass stood before him and gorging on them.
 
   He took his stance once against, and this time putting his entire body into it, he swung the metal at the glass. Now a circle of cracks formed, like a spider web starting from where the metal had struck the glass.
 
   Another swing, and now the glass crumbled and small pieces of it came out like teeth. He swung again, more shards.
 
   A third swing, a fourth swing, by the fifth swing there was a fist-sized hole in the glass. He stuck the metal into it and scrapped the sides of the hole and with a sawing-like motion he made the hole bigger until it was big enough for him to reach into.
 
   The chips and peanuts he stuffed into his bag. Then he grabbed a chocolate bar and ripped it open and ate it all in two bites. It was even more delicious than he thought it would’ve been, sweeter and more satisfying than he ever remembered a candy bar being. After months of surviving off hamburgers and eggs, this candy bar had brought him a euphoric feeling he had never associated with food before.
 
   Almost without thinking, he grabbed the second candy bar off the ring and ripped it open. He ate this one in three bites. And it was just as good as the first one, if not better. But now that they were both gone, a feeling of emptiness began to set into his mind, where would he find another candy bar?
 
   He licked his fingers where there was still some of the sticky goodness, but that wasn’t enough, so he picked the wrappers off the floor and licked them. He licked every corner and crumb until the wrappers were void of any chocolate residue.
 
   As he did this, he was unaware how crazy he might’ve looked to an onlooker. And he was even less aware that he was losing the final grip on his mind.
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   Alejandro shut the engine off and they both stepped out of the truck.
 
   They met at the headlights, and just stared in awe at the beauty set before them.
 
   The sun was suspended in a gorgeous summer sky, at just the right angle so that the top of the river gleamed and the light passed through to reveal the usually hidden activity of life underneath the surface. Small fish of various colors swam through the river greens and large rocks covered in moss. Their little mouths opened and closed, trying to catch what food they could to fill their tiny stomachs. Above the water flocks of seagulls circled, waiting for their opportunity to dive down and catch food of their own.
 
   “Nice spot, huh?” Alejandro said.
 
   “And I can go in the water?” Charlie asked, not believing what he saw. They hadn’t seen anything except ordinary forests and rundown buildings for almost a year now, this seemed like paradise in comparison.
 
   “Yeah, go ahead and go swim. I’m going to cut my hair.”
 
   Charlie took his clothes off and then took off for the river. He turned back, grinning. “Don’t take too, long!”
 
   As Alejandro watched him make his way into the water, he thought about how nature was one of the few things that remained largely untouched by the plague of The Chaos. The one thing that still remained that could be appreciated, the one thing that could make one forget about the blood splattered cities or Los Noches.
 
   Turning away from these thoughts, he went to the back of the truck where his bag was and took a switchblade from one of the pockets. He made his way over to the side mirror and hunched over it to get a look at himself. 
 
   He hardly recognized his own reflection in the mirror. The days when he would see himself every morning in his bathroom mirror were long ago, a lifetime ago really.
 
   Back then he would always keep his hair short on the sides and comb the top back. After that he would brush his teeth, then take a razor to scrape off the shadows of an oncoming beard.
 
   The person looking back at him was far removed from that combed back, factory managing, clean-shaven gentleman. The person staring back at him had a wild look in his eyes, like an animal mindful of the traps that may be setup in its vicinity. His beard was long and scraggly, like Charlie had said, Jesus-like. But the way the real Jesus had walked around, not the way every twentieth century portrait of him depicted. It was a beard with hairs going every which way. His mustache was so long that it hid most of his upper lip. His hair was almost down to his shoulders, and it was shiny with the oils from his scalp dripping down it. And is that streaks of brown on the top of my head? Did the sun bleach some of the color out, when did that happen? My God.
 
   He looked down at the switch blade in his hand, and then back up at his reflection in the mirror. What’s the point? Who would care how I look?
 
   Anyone he would meet would look as bad as or worse than he did. And this thought brought up the image of the fat man lying in the middle of the carnival with half his face torn off by a bullet. Yeah, he could get away with a bushy beard and oily hair.
 
   “Dad!” Charlie called from the river. “Hurry up, dad!”
 
   Alejandro looked over the top of the side mirror and saw Charlie smiling back at him from the river. His pearl white teeth flashed underneath the sunlight.
 
   He put the switch blade back into the backpack and tossed the bag on the driver’s seat. Taking the gun and holster off first and laying it down next to the bag, he stripped of his own clothes. For a split second when he stood naked, he had the sensation that he had stripped all of the horrors that he had seen. 
 
   As if he somehow was free from the nightmare (if only temporarily) he sprinted down to the river in glee. A summer breeze rushed past him as he neared the river that sent shivers up his back, but they were good shivers. For once, they were good shivers.
 
   He jumped into the water, and ducked his entire body underneath the surface. When he popped back up, Charlie was splashing him with water and laughing his head off.
 
   The water came at him from every angle like a miniature typhoon, and Alejandro burst out laughing as well.
 
   It was an image worthy of a photographer’s resume, father and son laughing and smiling together in a Pennsylvania river while in the background the sky was blue and soft as a newborn’s cheeks.
 
   It would have been perfect, if not for Los Noches lurking in the surrounding trees. 
 
   There they were…watching and waiting.
 
    
 
    
 
   *
 
   Alejandro had Charlie up on his shoulders and was about to throw him into the water like a WWE wrestler when Charlie’s attention was caught by something in the distance.
 
   “Dad, look!” He screamed it, but it was a hushed scream.
 
   Alejandro looked over at the trees where Charlie was pointing; suddenly wishing he had the gun at his hip. 
 
   Standing on their hind legs, facing them underneath the shade of a canopy of trees, stood two Noches. From what Alejandro could tell from this distance, they were smaller than any of the ones they had seen.
 
   “Why are they out in the day?” Charlie whispered from behind him.
 
   Alejandro swallowed. His throat felt like it had been crammed with sandpaper. “I’m not sure. Lower your head underwater and come up only up to your nose when you need to breathe.”
 
   With that he started forward, keeping his eyes locked on Los Noches. And they too, stared back at him from the cover of the trees.
 
   “Pa, where are you going?”
 
   Alejandro threw his hand up to silence him. The gesture came a little faster than he had intended it and he splashed the water. The sudden sound caused Los Noches to stir, as if they were ready to move in on them.
 
   This is the end. No way I get out of the river and to the truck in time to shoot them both.
 
   The trees Los Noches were under were about the same distance as where Alejandro was from the river. The only difference was that there was solid ground between them and the truck and not water. Los Noches were faster, and these being smaller than the other ones they had come across likely meant they would be the fastest ones they had encountered. The odds were completely against him.
 
   He didn’t even know what he was going to do once he got out of the water. The only thing he knew was that he had to draw their attention away from Charlie.
 
   When the water was at his shins and he felt like he had enough solid ground underneath his feet, he came to a sudden stop.
 
   Over his shoulder, in a voice a notch louder than a whisper he said, “Charlie, when they start chasing me, run for the gun in the truck.”
 
   Charlie’s head rose out of the water, his face drained of color.
 
   “Don’t be scared mijo, we’ll be al—“
 
   The rifle going off thundered through the trees. Alejandro turned in time to see the bigger of the two Noches falling forward with a giant hole in its chest, and she second one run out from beneath the trees.
 
   As it ran through the sun, hairs on its body burned off from the sunlight. The skin underneath the hair started to crack.  But more startling than that was the two large breasts bouncing up and down the creature’s chest.
 
   The rifle went off again and the female creature’s right leg was blown off. It tumbled to the ground. Grass clippings flew all about from where she tried to dig her claws to stop the momentum. Seconds later came another shot and this one tore a hole through her stomach. When the creature stopped rolling forward from the momentum she was dead.
 
   Alejandro looked back into the trees where the shots had come from and saw two human figures—one carrying the rifle—and a feeling of relief washed over him.
 
   He stuck his hand out and waved toward them, “Hey! Hey! We’re down here!”
 
   Alejandro raced up the riverbank toward them.
 
   The humans broke through the shadows of the trees and he could see them now. One was a barrel-chested fat man wearing a flannel shirt with no sleeves stained with a week’s worth of yardwork and sloppy eating. The other was tall and skinny and wearing a pair of reflective sunglasses and a camo hat so low on his head that his forehead was lost behind the accessories.
 
   “Oh look, Daryl, he done all the work for us, how nice.” The tall man said this while keeping a crooked cigarette clamped in between his teeth.
 
   Alejandro only caught the tail end of what the man had said. “I’m sorry, what?”
 
   The tall man pointed the rifle at his chest. “I said, put your hands up or I blew you to bits like I did those ugly shits back there.”
 
   The barrel-chested man, Daryl, began to giggle like an idiot.
 
   Alejandro felt the terror when he saw Los Noches return. He put his hands up as the man instructed him.
 
   “That your truck?” The tall man asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Alejandro could hardly get the word out.
 
   “Alright, what’s going to happen is—what’s your name?” The tall man asked, but it wasn’t a question of politeness.
 
   “Alejandro.”
 
   “Alright, Alejandro, what’s going to happen is my brother here is going to take all of your shit—food and water included, sorry, we gotta survive. Then we’re going to drive off. If you try to follow us, I’ll kill you. You understand?”
 
   Alejandro nodded.
 
   “Okay, good. We killed them creatures without a second’s thought, but cause you’re a human we’ll go easy on you. We just want your shit not to spill blood all over this damn pretty river, you hear?”
 
   Alejandro nodded again. Afraid that if he tried talking it would come out as pathetic as a mouse’s squeak.
 
   “Aright, Daryl, go and get the truck.” The tall man said to his brother.
 
   The barrel-chested man ran back into the woods they had come from.
 
   “You’re not from around here are you?” He said it as casually as if he wasn’t pointing a rifle at Alejandro and threatening his life. “Don’t see too many of your kind up here…well, we don’t see too many humans nowadays anyway, but you get what I mean.”
 
   Not only did he manage to laugh at his own joke, but he looked at Alejandro as if he expected him to join in on it.
 
   Alejandro shook his head.
 
   “I dint think so, where you originally from?”
 
   Another breeze blew by, but this one didn’t feel good. It made him dimly aware that his balls had shriveled up like prunes. In someways, this was worse than the situation with Los Noches.
 
   In a voice that sounded more pathetic than he ever thought he could sound he said, “New Jersey.”
 
   The tall man nodded, as if that explained everything. “Ah, New Jersey. Been there a couple of times to fish.”
 
   A pause. He was expecting Alejandro to converse with his mugger.
 
   This guy is a real piece of work.
 
   The sound of the brothers’ truck driving toward them filled in the quiet of the pause. It came through the same beaten path Alejandro had taken, rattling like its wheels were about to pop off.
 
   Alejandro looked over the man’s shoulder and saw the rust bucket pull up next to their own truck. He swallowed.
 
   Dear God, please let them be stupid enough to miss the gun. Please.
 
   He looked over his assailant once more. Tall, skinny, and even behind the accessories hiding most of his face he could tell the man was stupid, and his brother even stupider. There was a possibility.
 
   “Me and my brother come down here to fish and get out the cabin. If it wasn’t for that we’d probably have shot each other by now. That’s all we have to do nowadays, fishing and people watching those dumbfucks from the shithole town down the road. You know which one I’m talkin’ about?”
 
   Alejandro’s eyes lit up for a second. Maybe these two knew what happened to the townspeople. “The makeshift one a couple of miles from here?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the one. The one in the middle of a patch of dirt that look like a giant bomb went off and blew whatever was there to smithereens, that one. Bunch of idiots thought the fence would hold off those monkey-things.” He began to laugh.
 
   Alejandro shuddered, not sure if it was from the cooling droplets of water or from the twisted sense of humor from the man. Probably both. “That’s what happened there? Los Noches—the night monsters got them?”
 
   “Damn right that’s what happened. Me and Daryl watched the whole thing. The monsters killed all but 3 of them who ran.”
 
   “What happened to those who ran?”
 
   The tall man grinned, and the reflection of clouds rolling through his sunglasses turned them white. “Same thing that’s happening to you, amigo. Where you think I got this nifty hat from?”
 
   Alejandro never wanted to kill someone until now.
 
   “When my brother is done loading your stuff into our truck, we’ll be out of your skin Alejandro. Then you can continue your little swim or whatever you was—hey, who’s that?” The tall man noticed Charlie’s head bob out of the water, and when Charlie saw the man’s head turn in his general direction he ducked back down.
 
   The man put the barrel of the gun closer to Alejandro, feeling like he had been double-crossed. “Who’s that?”
 
   “It’s my son.”
 
   “He speak English? Call him over you sneaky bastard.” Despite the command he took the initiative and hollered to where he had seen Charlie.  “You habla Ingles? Get your butt out here.”
 
   “Leave him out of this.” Alejandro said, trying to buy time. If Daryl finished loading their stuff into their truck before Charlie swam out of the river they would leave without scaring his son more than he already was.
 
   The barrel of the gun pointed at Alejandro’s head and he looked down it.  
 
   “Tell him to get out here or I blast you to pieces and leave him daddy-less.”
 
   There was conviction in his voice that persuaded Alejandro it was best not to call his bluff. “Charlie, salte, pero despasio. Haz como si apenas aprendistes a nadar.”
 
   “Speak in English, you sonofabitch.” The barrel came even closer. He could have grabbed it, but it was too risky, especially with Charlie coming into play now.
 
   “He doesn’t understand English.” Alejandro told him.
 
   The tall man spat on the ground and snarled. The conversational tone in his voice was gone and replaced with disgust. “Fuckin’ spics.”
 
   “Hey, I’m all done, Jimbo!” Daryl called. He was sweaty and breathing heavy from the labor of moving the stuff to their truck.
 
   “Well, amigo, guess that means you’re off the hook, thanks for the stuff. Get your clothes on,” he looked around, “wherever it is. Your balls ain’t lookin’ so good.”
 
   Jimbo walked up the riverbank to meet up with his brother. Once the gun was out of his chest Alejandro breathed a sigh of relief. Behind him he could hear Charlie splashing through the water, he was just out of the deep-end.
 
   “Quedate ahi,” He said to him, and Charlie stopped where he was.
 
   “Pa, que vas a hacer?”
 
   Jimbo was out of ear’s reach and it was safe to switch back to English. “Just wait until you hear me say all clear, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I’ll be back.”
 
   Alejandro crouched down low and moved up the riverbank as quiet as he could. Up on top of the hill where the trucks were he could see the two hillbillies arguing. Jimbo slapped Daryl on the neck and showed him how to properly load the backpacks so they wouldn’t go tumbling out into the road at high speeds. Daryl kept defending himself, insisting that it wouldn’t happen, and Jimbo kept yelling that he fucked up. They said different words in each exchange, but it all boiled down to the same argument being repeated.
 
   In their squabble they didn’t notice Alejandro sneaking his way up from the riverbank to the side of the truck. Alejandro postured up from his crouch and reached through the open window. When his fingertips touched the cold steel of the gun, a wave of empowerment rushed through him.
 
   But he wasn’t out of the woods just yet. He pulled the gun out and took the safety off. In the exact moment he did this, Daryl noticed him.
 
   His eyes first bulged, then fell on the gun. By then Alejandro had it aimed at his face. He opened his mouth to yell, exposing his rotten teeth. But the yell never came, Alejandro pulled the trigger and the bullet tore off his jaw and exploded the bottom half of his face. His dead body fell forward and thumped against the back of the truck before crashing to the ground.
 
   Jimbo spun around, and before he could fire the rifle, Alejandro pulled the trigger. The bullet hit him in the collarbone and shattered it into countless pieces. The rifle flew out of his hands as he went reeling backward. His head hit against the side of the truck, which knocked him off his feet. He sat on the ground, his head slumped back and half unconscious.
 
   Alejandro ran around the truck so that he was between both vehicles. Meanwhile Jimbo was attempting, without much success because of the shattered collarbone, to reach for the rifle that lay by his feet. He stopped when Alejandro’s shadow cast on him.
 
   Alejandro stomped on his neck as hard as he could, and with the man pinned underneath his boot like that, he shot him in the face three times.
 
   He holstered the gun and then leaned against the side of his truck because his legs felt like cooked spaghetti. In his ears he could hear his heart beating like a marching band. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the bloody mess that remained of the brothers, but not the exact details, which was good, because he had no interest in seeing that right now.
 
   “Pa!” Charlie’s scream pierced through the air.
 
   “Charlie, it’s alright. I’m alright!” Alejandro called back as loud as he could muster.
 
   Charlie ran across the riverbank to the side of the truck. Examining his dad he thought that he had been lied to because there was blood all over him—on his hands and on his chest and on his stomach. But a look at the brothers reassured him his dad was telling the truth.
 
   “Pa…?” He knelt down to get a closer look at his dad.
 
   Seeing him fully naked he realized just how much weight he had lost. His dad was thinner than ever, teetering on the edge of scrawny. His hip bones jutted out, his ribs were beginning to surface through the skin, and his collar bone looked more like a neck accessory than it did a part of his body. For the first time Charlie realized how much his dad was suffering.
 
   Alejandro looked up at him through shadows cast by strands of hair in his face; this combined with his gnarled body gave Charlie the impression of a demon. For a split second it looked like something was behind his eyes, like they didn’t belong to his dad, like a malevolent force had taken over. Then the look vanished, but by then Charlie was facing the other way and putting on his clothes.
 
   “I’m okay, mijo.” Alejandro told him.
 
   Turning back to him Charlie said, “I don’t want to swim anymore, dad.”
 
   Alejandro nodded. “Yeah, that’s fine.”
 
   Charlie turned back to the pile of clothes and continued to dress, starting with slipping back into the shorts. The more of the dirty clothes he put on the stronger the negative feelings associated with them came back, until he was fully dressed, and the previous feeling of being free from the nightmare disappeared altogether.
 
   Alejandro walked past him and went down to the river without saying a word. He kneeled down at the edge of the water and the clear blue reflected his image back at him. The person in the reflection was more unrecognizable than before; more unrecognizable even than a moment ago when he had looked at himself in the side mirror. The treetops also reflected on the surface, and their shadowy image came together in a way that made it seem like his reflection was standing at a crude doorway that lead to an endless darkness—like hell or something like it. A bird flew by the river and for a second Alejandro thought he saw its reflection shapeshift into a winged demon.
 
   You’re scaring yourself, menzo.
 
   He tossed these thoughts to the side and dipped his hands into the water to clean off the blood that covered him. He would get the red color out, but the stench of the brothers’ death would continue to follow him.
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   Terrance rode around town on a moped he found in the same building where he had found the candy bars. Turned out that office building had lots of valuables in there, mainly more food in a lunchroom on the upper floor and this moped he found in the loading dock. He was surprised to find that the moped still had gas in the tank, and even more surprised when he turned the key and the engine came alive.
 
   He was pushing the little engine as he tore through the empty streets. The buildings that whizzed by him all looked the same, decrepit buildings wounded from explosions and military-grade weapon fire. Weeds grew all around them like long fingers.
 
   There was no point in going into any of the buildings. Terrance knew from his raids with Toby (Tobes…It’d be cool to have company right about now) that he’d only find roaches and rat turds inside of them. So he continued down the roads with no direction, only with the hope that he’d find a place worthy of raiding.
 
   He was about to give up and turn around, after all he had been out here for more than an hour now, but up ahead he saw a light coming from inside one of the buildings. The moped slowed and came to a rolling stop a few yards out from the front of the building.
 
   His suspicion was confirmed, there were people inside. He could see them through the front of the window, a kid with thick rimmed glasses and a pretty blond girl, sitting by candlelight. Despite that, the scene didn’t look romantic. It couldn’t have, the peeling wallpaper and the pockmarks in the wall behind the girl wouldn’t allow it.
 
   Between them was a chessboard in which missing pieces of the game were replaced by crumbled pieces of paper. Terrance wasn’t close enough to the window to hear what they were saying, but from the look on their faces they were discussing something that concerned them.
 
   He had found other survivors. His mind turned to the chips and snacks and all the other food he had in his bag. Reaching out to these people meant he’d have to share with them. Even if they had their own food, they’d expect him to share his findings.
 
   Fuck that.
 
   It was his findings, his food. No way was he going to share it with some strangers he didn’t know. And even worse, what if they had no food? He’d be feeding them with food that, in some way, he got by sacrificing his best friend. No way was he going to let Tobes down by giving up their food that easily.
 
   He hit the gas on the moped and continued down the path, deciding that it was too early to head home. There was still about three or four hours of daylight before the beasts woke up, and he’d use those hours to continue to rummage through town.
 
   Before the building was out of sight he looked over his shoulder, taking note of the exact location of the building. He smiled when he saw the building was identifiable by the big neon arrow pointing down at it. Not quite the most subtle hideout, but it would make it easier to find if he needed to again.
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   Another storm, this one worse than the last one, a lot more lightning cracking through the purple sky. The clouds were gray—almost black in some parts—and heavy with rain. They were clumped together like cotton candy squeezed into a bag too small. The rain came down and pelted the ground like rifle ammo.
 
   Alejandro had the truck’s wipers on high, and much to his chagrin John hadn’t really kept the blades up to snuff. They did most of their job in getting the drops out of the way, but they left long streaks across the windshield.
 
   “At least we have the truck.” Charlie said, noticing his dad’s frustration.
 
   Alejandro grinned at him, temporarily forgetting about the annoyance of the wipers. “That we do mijo.”
 
   The way he said it, Charlie knew there was a “but” coming.
 
   “But we need to find shelter.” Alejandro looked up at the darkening sky to assure himself that there were no signs of the storming relenting.
 
   They had been driving for two hours with no direction since the incident at the river. The only semblance of shelter they had come across was farmhouses, and these were far from looking safe.
 
   They drove by a particularly bad looking farmhouse that prompted a question from Charlie. 
 
   “What do you think happened to it?”
 
   Its barn that sat at the bottom of the hill looked to have been burned down to the ground, only a few splintered pieces of lumber remained of what it once was. The farmhouse itself had a crumbled façade so that you could see into it like an opened dollhouse. The inside walls were destroyed and burned black where explosives had gone off. Any of the furniture that had once decorated the rooms could be found as jumbled pieces on the floor.
 
   “Shooting and grenades happened.” Alejandro responded, glancing over at it.
 
   “You think it was soldiers fighting soldiers the way the TV showed on the news?”
 
   “Maybe,” or maybe it was civilians fighting soldiers to keep them out of their homes. That had happened too, except the TV didn’t show that as much. But everyone knew that was happening. Anyone with a friend or relative that had a home in the remote parts outside of major cities/towns knew that that was what was going on in these kinds of places.
 
   The military liked having rendezvous points outside the conflict of the major towns/cities where they could go to regroup, and if it meant kicking out a family of farmers, so be it. It didn’t make any difference to them.
 
   Charlie put his head against the window and said: “I miss mommy.”
 
   Alejandro’s head turned so fast he thought he was going to give himself whiplash. “Charlie…”
 
   “Do you papi?”
 
   “I do, mijo. I miss her every day.”
 
   *
 
   They drove in silence for another four miles until up ahead the road they were on veered off a dirt path. At the top of the hill was a lonesome barn, this one whole. It was the first structure they had seen that looked intact.
 
   Alejandro turned on to the path.
 
   “We’re going to stay there?” Charlie asked.
 
   “Yep. We don’t really have a choice.” The sky was getting darker and darker, and the rain was beginning to get heavier.
 
   “It looks…scary.” Charlie said.
 
   Alejandro couldn’t disagree. The barn was beat up, not from hand grenades and automatic guns, but from the thing that beats up all things: old age. There were chips of red paint all over it like freckles. Underneath the ghost layer of paint, the wood was expanded and cracked from waterlogging. Some of the holes in the damaged wood were so deep you could put your eye against them and peek inside.
 
   A streak of lightning cut across the darkened sky behind the barn and at the same time thunder roared. The bushes (overgrown, like all other bushes nowadays) sitting out front of the barn swayed back and forth from the increasingly violent wind, as if they were sentry ghouls placed there to deter any curious minds from entering.
 
   “We’re not really going in there, are we?”
 
   Alejandro felt his stomach tightening the closer they drew to the barn. As silly and cliché as it seemed to be fearful of a decrepit old farm sitting atop of hill in the middle of a thunderstorm, he couldn’t help but acknowledge he was frightened.
 
   Anything could be waiting for them in the barn, but if they stayed out here too long, they’d encounter Los Noches with certainty. John’s story and the ones at the river told him Los Noches were expanding out from the towns/cities and coming to rural areas now.
 
   “We’ll be fine, Charlie.” Alejandro said, trying to reassure himself as well.
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Just trust me that I’ll do whatever I can to keep you safe, okay?”
 
   Charlie sat back in his seat. “Okay, then.”
 
   “Charlie, do you remember those movies we watched every Halloween?”
 
   Every Halloween his dad would wake him up in the middle of the night, when Mom was deep asleep, and he and Dad would go downstairs. They’d make a bag of popcorn or some pizza bagels in the oven and watch scary movies that Mom would never want him to watch. It had become their tradition every Halloween, and their little secret. Mom only had come close to catching them doing it once, but Dad shouted upstairs that he wasn’t able to sleep so he came down to have a glass of water and watch some TV. She believed it and said (groaned) good night to him without coming downstairs or even suspecting that Charlie was down there too, giggling into a throw pillow to muffle the sound. Of course he remembered those movies; it was one of his favorite days of the year, right up there with Christmas.
 
   “Yeah, what about them?” He asked, not quite sure where he was going with this.
 
   “Remember how sometimes, in the really bad movies, you could see the zippers on the monster suit?”
 
   Charlie chuckled. “Yeah, yeah.”
 
   “Just think if we find anything scary in there, there’s probably a zipper somewhere around its butt.”
 
   Charlie laughed, but there was a mixture of nervousness and humor in the laugh.
 
   Alejandro stopped the truck in front of the barn. He turned to Charlie, his face grave now, no joking manner behind it. “Zipper or no zipper, we’ll keep each other safe, okay?”
 
   Charlie nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Chin up, we need to be brave.”
 
   He nodded again, and felt like crying for some inexplicable reason.
 
   “I’ll open the barn doors, you grab our bags and as much else as you can carry.”
 
   Without another word, Alejandro opened the truck door and jumped out into the middle of the storm.
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   A puddle formed around them from the water dripping off their clothes and bags.
 
   Alejandro put the soaked bags down and swept the lantern across to get a better look into the barn; a bale of hay in the distance, a broken wagon wheel, and lots of dust, other than that the light didn’t reveal anything of interest.
 
   The silence inside the barn was almost suffocating—and it had a weight to it that made them have to whisper, as if somehow speaking at a louder voice would disturb a force hidden in the darkest crevices of the barn.
 
   “You have the stove?” Alejandro asked, turning to Charlie.
 
   The sudden light in his face made Charlie have to squint. He nodded and held the camp stove up so Alejandro could take it. Just as he did, his stomach growled.
 
   “Hungry?” Alejandro asked, smiling. But the smile was a nervous smile. He didn’t know why…not yet.
 
   “Yeah, a little bit.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Alejandro took the rifle off his shoulders and laid it down gently. Then he set the lantern and stove down and went through his bag for the needed supply to make dinner. “I’ll make us some chicken and eggs. You want to go look around the barn?”
 
   Charlie looked around. The breadth of their light only went so far as to the walls on either side of them. In one corner, besides the broken wagon wheel, was a small shelf with a lonesome paintbrush on it. Other than that, all they could see ahead of them was darkness.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Charlie turned to go, and then turned back when the thought popped into his head. “Can I take your gun?”
 
   Alejandro thought about it for a second and then shook his head. Although he had the rifle from the brothers he didn’t want Charlie to wield the gun on his own yet. “Just don’t go too far and keep calling back here every five minutes so I know you’re okay.”
 
   The impulse to argue over why he couldn’t hold the gun—just hold it, really, the barn was as quiet as a church during prayer and he didn’t think he’d need it—arose in Charlie, but the teenage rebellion wasn’t at full bloom yet and it died off as quickly as it had risen.
 
   He accepted that he couldn’t take the gun, despite that he had just let him shoot it earlier in the day, because Dad said so. “Alright, maybe next time.”
 
   “You’ll get your own when we find one.” Alejandro said, turning his attention back to the stove.
 
   That was Charlie’s cue to go away until the food was done. He dropped his bag on the floor next to his dad’s and then faced the dark stretch ahead of him.
 
   Just old farming equipment, that’s all.
 
   With the light in front of him he made his way through the barn, walking with the caution of a person expecting to step on a switch that would turn the floor into a giant trapdoor and find themselves free falling to their death. He made it past the shelf with the lonesome paintbrush and so far nothing out of the ordinary. The most noteworthy thing was a dirty shovel leaning against the wall and a broken rake that lied across it like a wounded comrade.
 
   Continuing down the stretch of darkness he moved the lantern left and right, hoping the light would catch something worth inspecting, anything at all, but all there was left in the barn was dirt and broken farming equipment layered thick with dust and dirt.
 
   A part of him hoped that something scary—scary but safe—would have been in the barn. Like a trail of dried blood on the wall or an animal’s skeleton. He felt weird that he had this desire deep down inside.
 
   He was about to turn back, but out of the corner of his eye he saw something reflecting light back at him. Maybe nothing interesting, maybe just a shovel, but he took a couple of steps closer anyway.
 
    A smell that was familiar—familiar in the sense that he knew he smelled it before, but didn’t know what it was exactly—touched his nostrils.
 
   His curiosity overloaded, and he ran across the barn, almost tripping over his own feet. The sparkling spot got brighter and as he drew nearer to the first light revealed the lantern revealed another sparkling spot farther in the distance.
 
   Closer to the source of the sparkling, his light revealed yet another one. 
 
   Meanwhile the smell grew stronger, but still he couldn’t pinpoint what it was. An image of the fat man lying in the middle of the carnival flashed through his mind.
 
   The smell got bad enough that his eyes began to water, but he pressed on anyway. Up ahead more sparkles revealed themselves like stars in a cloudless sky. He had to know what these were, had to.
 
   But when he finally arrived, when the mystery of the sparkles was finally revealed to him, it all fell in to place for him.
 
   That smell that hung in the air, the pungent, potent, eye-stinging smell, was the smell of death.
 
   His lantern cast over the source of the sparkles. They weren’t diamonds or mystic faeries or pieces of gold—no, they were river rocks with specs of dirt in them that shined. No different than the ones they occasionally found on the shore when they went fishing. Except there were hundreds of them gathered here, forming circles around piles of dead bodies.
 
   It was unmistakably them; the burly forearms, the sleek patches of black hair, the humanoid faces, the claws at the end of some of their fingers. Charlie’s mouth opened without his approval, and he yelled at the top of his lungs. No words, just a fear-driven yell of panic.
 
   Across the barn, Alejandro grabbed the rifle and shot up to his feet. He sprinted to where Charlie’s light was coming from, the rifle aimed and ready to fire.
 
   *
 
   When he got to his son’s side he was relieved to find that he was in no danger (noting that this was the second time this happened in the last few days). But the feeling of relief only lasted as long as it took him for him to see the five foot high piles of bodies.
 
   Los Noches were piled on top of each other, laid about haphazardly, like a truck loaded with them had come into the barn and just emptied out its bed on the ground. Muscular arms and legs poked out every which way. Some of the limbs were stiff with rigor mortis and others flopped to the side like rotted bananas.
 
   “Dios mio…”Alejandro uttered.
 
   Charlie stopped screaming moments before he was at his side, but he stood there with saucer eyes, gazing at the dead creatures. Alejandro grabbed the lantern from Charlie’s loose grip.
 
   “Quedate cerca,” Alejandro said, stepping around the circle of river rocks.
 
   The lantern revealed three more piles of dead Noches, all similar height and surrounded by sparkling rocks.
 
   “It’s a mass grave of them.” Alejandro said, hoping that putting it out in the open would make it more believable.
 
   “What about the rocks?” Charlie asked.
 
   Alejandro shook his head. It didn’t make any sense that these piles were decorated by rocks that were specifically chosen. There was no way in his mind Los Noches could have done this. Their brains wouldn’t be able to conceptualize honoring the dead in such fashion, all they knew was to kill.
 
   “Must’ve been humans who…I don’t know…regretted killing all of these creatures and wanted to make amends with themselves or something like that.” It almost sounded plausible.
 
   “That means we’re close to other survivors, right, Dad? If there are this many dead,” he looked at the piles surrounding them and recounted how many there must have been in each, “that means the people who killed them have to be around, right?”
 
   Alejandro was about to answer, but the sound of the barn doors bursting open stopped him. In front of them, and opposite of the barn doors they had come in from, the dark sliced open like someone had cut it with a knife. In the doorway the silhouettes of three Noches stood side by side, the two smallest ones were holding hands.
 
   “Oh shit!” Alejandro screamed. “Charlie, run! Go, get out of here.”
 
   “No!” Charlie reached out for the gun at Alejandro’s hip, but Alejandro smacked him away.
 
   “Get out of here, now!” Alejandro shouted, shoving the lantern toward Charlie.
 
   The look Alejandro had seen take over his dad’s face after he had killed the brothers at the river returned. With some reluctance he took the lantern from his dad and stepped backwards.
 
   The bigger of Los Noches jumped up and down as if in response to Alejandro’s command. The smaller two, to Alejandro’s surprise, turned and ran out of the barn.  
 
   Without warning, the big one charged forward.
 
   “Vete!” Alejandro said, biting at the air.
 
   The command worked, he heard Charlie running and the light around him grew smaller. Alejandro aimed the rifle at the sliver of purple light at the other end of the barn and pulled the trigger.
 
   It was blind shooting, but the rifle fired fast and at this distance it would turn the creature into minced meat when it hit. With the lantern’s light all but gone, the flash of the rifle was the only thing he had to see by.
 
   As the bullets shot out, the flare from the bullets being launched out of the barrel lit up several yards in front of him like a strobe light. He saw the Noche coming from the side of where he was aiming and swayed his aim in that direction.
 
   Over the almost deafening spray of the bullets he heard the creature scream—a sound akin to a bear with a foot caught in a trap. In one of the flashes he caught a glimpse of the creature and saw a bullet had torn through the side of its torso and blood was running all the way down to its thigh, but it wasn’t enough to stop it from coming forward, because again it moved out of his aim.
 
   The flashing revealed how short the distance between him and the creature was, and he knew he was down to seconds. If he didn’t kill it with this next series of bullets he was as good as dead.
 
   He swayed his aim to the other side, where he presumed the creature had retreated to. But he missed, and the bullet holes on the wall were like constellations letting in daylight into the dark of the barn.
 
   The image of a quarterback being mowed down by a 300 pound lineman came to mind as he felt the weight of the creature take him off his feet. A volcano of pain erupted in his stomach as all the air rushed out from his lungs. The rifle flew out from his hands and went off as it clattered to the ground.
 
   Pinned to the ground, underneath the weight of the creature, his last hope was the pistol. His arm was free and he reached down to grab it—his last hope at surviving this confrontation—and his heart stopped when his fingers grasped around air instead of the butt of the gun. The gun must have also been sent flying when he got tackled.
 
   So this is it how it ends for me.
 
   He closed his eyes, and was ready to accept death.
 
   The creature moved up on him and was sitting on his chest. It reached out with a clawed hand for his face, and Alejandro closed his eyes.
 
   And just like the speculation suggested, images of his life flashed before his eyes, as vividly and lively as if he were watching them on a television.
 
   *
 
   It’s his fourth birthday party and he’s wearing a cheap cowboy shirt with a badge that’s too heavy for the cloth the shirt is made out of. The badge says “sheriff” on it. He has a holster with an orange gun sitting in it. On his head there’s a hat that’s even cheaper than the shirt he’s wearing, made from the kind of plastic that dents and can never be brought back to its original shape.
 
   He’s standing in the middle of a park, in front of a blue cake decorated with blue meringue that’s melting under the hot sun. His brother Carlos is next to him, busy trying to swipe a finger across the meringue in a way that no one notices.
 
   His mom is in front of him holding a camera that’s almost as big as her head. She’s saying, “Listo? Listo? Ay te viene!” because there’s a surprise coming, and the camera is there to capture his expression.
 
   For a second his mind turns away from the memory of the party and to the memory of when his parents saw the picture weeks later. His reaction hadn’t been the one his parents had hoped for, and lying there with the harbinger of his death pinning him down, seconds from killing him, the feeling of disappointing his parents makes him cry.
 
   Then the birthday scene comes back, and he’s looking to where his mom and the rest of his family are pointing for him to look. Out from behind a tree comes out two men inside of a beaten up horse costume.
 
   The two men have no practice walking together in unison to give the illusion of a single entity, and their efforts comes off looking like a donkey with a bad hip drunkenly walking through a kid’s birthday party. Carlos begins to cry and hides under the table.
 
   His reaction is to scowl in horror at this twisted up depiction of his favorite animal. That’s what all of the pictures show; Alejandro scowling and their dad pulling Carlos out from underneath the table as he screams his head off.
 
   *
 
   The birthday party goes away, no black screen or fading like in the movies, just flashed away and replaced by the image of him sitting by the river with the girl who would in later years become his wife. They’re sixteen—he knows this because she’s wearing a Backstreet Boys concert shirt and her dark wavy hair has gold highlights in it.
 
   He feels like there’s an ocean of fish swimming in his gut, and every time they touch the walls of his stomach he wants to jump and run away. There’s too much pressure in this situation, too much for a sixteen year old to have to deal with.
 
   Sure, he’s kissed girls before and he’s had other girlfriends—but this one is different. This is the ONE. The one that people search their entire lives for and here he got lucky and found her at sixteen. It’s too much to handle, too much!
 
   But he tames the fish and controls his thoughts. They’re staring out at the water, the sun sinking down behind the horizon, the clouds rolling through the fusion of orange and blue sky stretching out as far as they can see. It’s pretty much a perfect Pennsylvania day.
 
   He shuts all doubts away, turns to her and says, “Maria, I have something to tell you.”
 
   She looks at him with those big almond eyes, and they’re beautiful. More beautiful than anything he could ever imagine. They grow big, and it’s like he can see the fear taking over her eyes. All the fear she’s ever felt, reflecting back at him in those big beautiful eyes.
 
   Fear of what?  Fear that he’s breaking up with her? Or fear that he’s going to say what he’s thinking of saying? He doesn’t know, and doubt creeps back into his head.
 
   Get it over with, cabron, he tells himself.
 
   “What is it?” She asks.
 
   “Maria…” the words seem to have gotten choked in on his throat, but he fights through even that and the words come out, three of the hardest words he’s ever said in his life, “I love you.”
 
   Her eyes get bigger, and now he doesn’t see fear in them. He sees something else in them, something he had never seen before, and now he’s scared.
 
   But before he can convince himself that he just messed this up, that he just destroyed this beautiful two-year relationship they had, she smiles at him and says it back, “Alejandro, I love you too.”
 
   *
 
   He smiled at the memory. Not knowing that the hand was halfway to his throat.
 
   *
 
   He’s in a hospital room, the blinds are closed so only a sliver of sunlight creeps through them. His dad is underneath a blue blanket, his eyes are half open and there’s a faint smile on his face.
 
   “Me gano, mijo, el pinche cancer me gano,” he’s saying this over and over in a voice so low and weak he didn’t know his dad was capable of.
 
   It feels like every artery attached to his heart is being jerked. His face is hot, underneath from the anger and on the surface from the tears streaking his face. He grabs his dad’s hand, and it’s as light as a baby bird, the strong working hands that had put in hours and hours of work so he and Carlos could have what the other kids had were gone, replaced by the fragile hands of a man on his deathbed.
 
   Alejandro wants to say something, he wants to tell him he loves him and he appreciates him for everything he did for them, but nothing he thinks sounds right. None of it seems powerful enough to fit the situation.
 
   His dad squeezes, as hard as he can at this point, and through the slits of his eyelids Alejandro can see his dad is looking directly into his eyes.
 
   He coughs, and then says, “Alejandro…dile a Carlos que me perdone, mijo…dile que me perdone por tratar lo mal…y que lo quiero mucho. Que siempre lo he querido.”
 
   Alejandro squeezes his dad’s hand and more tears spill out from his eyes. “Si papi, si.”
 
   “Dile a tu mama que los cuide y que la amo, eh? Si, mijo, me haces ese favor?”
 
   Alejandro nods his head. “Si pa, si, si.”
 
   “Te amo, mijo. Te cuidas, eh? Y nos vemos, te voy a estar esperando, pero no vengas rapido…me escuchas chamaco? No te quiero ver hasta que se acabe el mundo.” His dad laughs.
 
   And Alejandro remembers that it didn’t surprise him that he laughed even on his deathbed. He had always been a fighter, had always been one to deal with the curve balls life threw at them, death just happened to be the final pitch thrown, and his dad had managed to laugh even at that.
 
   The heart monitor beeps, and the line goes flat.
 
   Alejandro buries his head in his dad’s chest and cries. After what feels like an eternity of crying that would never stop, he finds he’s all dried up. A nurse comes in to the room and puts a hand on his back. He sits up and her hands slides off.
 
   She says something to him—something sympathetic, but he doesn’t hear the words, just gets the tone of it.
 
   He leaves the room.
 
   *
 
   The next memory that flashes in his mind is tied to the last one; he knows this because the walls in the waiting room are the same off-white as the one in his dad’s hospital room. The chairs his family are sitting on, holding each other and crying, are the same kind he was sitting on as cancer took his dad away.
 
   Carlos is weeping into their mom’s chest, and his boyfriend—the source of the maltreatment he received from his father for years after he came out, the source of many arguments and disdain and distance between them--is rubbing his back, crying too. His uncle Pedro, their dad’s only brother, is sitting in the chair next to his mom’s. The hat on his head is low and his head is hanging low, he’s fighting back tears and trying to keep a straight face.
 
   He looks up when he sees Alejandro come out of the hallway and nods at him. Alejandro nods back.
 
   His mom looks at him, and she knows what it means that Alejandro is out of the room, and she begins to cry hysterically. She’s screaming, “dios mio!” and she trembles with every syllable.
 
   He kneels down between Carlos and his mom, and puts his arms around them, and together they weep.
 
   *
 
   The memories take him forward, years after his father died. He’s standing on a stage, receiving his diploma from the university he’s graduating from. His mom is in the sea of hundreds of people, applauding her first son to graduate from college. Applauding the first Mexican she knows of who graduated from college, really.
 
   Alejandro spots her in the crowd and he knows there are tears of joy filling her eyes. Carlos and his fiancée are there, too, applauding. Next to them is Maria, who flew in from California for the ceremony, and she blows a kiss to him.
 
   He’s never felt more proud of himself than this moment of seeing the joy brought to those he loves.
 
   *
 
    
 
   Again he’s in a hospital room, but this time the air in the room is carrying happiness. Maria is in the hospital bed, hairs are stuck to her sweaty forehead and she’s just catching her breath after the hours of labor she had gone through.
 
   The doctor walks up to Alejandro, holding their son in a blue blanket. “Mr. Ramos, do you want to hold your son?”
 
   He wants to scream “YES!”, but the moment has temporarily stunned his tongue into a useless glob, so instead he grabs his son for the first time and peeks underneath the blanket.
 
   Charlie looks up at him with bulging eyes that every newborn has, and he reaches out with a wrinkly hand. Alejandro touches the tiny palm with a finger, and he feels a soul clenching energy shoot through as a connection of love he’s never felt before in his life is made between him and his son.
 
   The infant in his hands doesn’t even know what love is, but Alejandro knows--he can feel it in every bone in his body, in every cell that makes him a human--that he would do anything for this tiny person that fits in the palm of his hands, he would die for him.
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   The memories ended with a bang that he assumed was the sound of his skull cracking against the barn floor, but he felt no pain. Maybe death really was painless, he thought. But then the bang came again.
 
   He opened his eyes.
 
   There was no shining light from the heavens, no angel of death staring back down at him, no hand of God reaching down for his soul, what he saw was support beams that held the barn’s ceiling up. There was a cobweb between two of them that crisscrossed.
 
   He didn’t notice that there was no weight pinning him down until he was already sitting up. Standing next to him was Charlie. 
 
   In one hand he held the gun and in the other the lantern. He was still pointing the gun at the Noche writhing on the floor. There were two bullet holes oozing out blood on its body, one in its neck, the other in its forehead.
 
   “I took the gun when you told me to run.” Charlie said, still looking at the creature. “I ran back cause I knew you’d need light…but I was too late.”
 
   The Noche twitched.
 
   “Looks like you were right on time to me,” Alejandro said.
 
   He rose and stood over Charlie. He grabbed the gun from him and put it back in its holster. “Next time don’t come back.”
 
   Charlie looked up at him in disbelief. He knew in his heart this was the right thing, and now he couldn’t fight off the urge to argue. 
 
   “But, Pa, you taught me to shoot—“
 
   “I taught you to shoot so you can protect yourself!”
 
   Charlie pouted his lip, for the first time in years he pouted them like a child.
 
   “Promise me next time you run, no matter what.” Alejandro barked. His hands were shaking.
 
   Charlie let out a sigh through his nose.
 
   Alejandro grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. “Promise me, promise me!”
 
   “Okay, okay.” Charlie said, avoiding eye contact.
 
   “Say it!”
 
   “I promise.” Charlie said, and met his dad’s eyes.
 
   Alejandro put his arms around him and he could feel every muscle in Charlie’s body tighten up to keep himself from crying.
 
   He knew Charlie was mad at him—and maybe rightly so because he did what he thought was right—but he knew he would get over it and that next time he wouldn’t put himself in danger like that.
 
   He stroked his back and kissed him on top of the head.
 
   Charlie crossed his arms.
 
   “What you did was brave, thank you.” Alejandro said.
 
   Charlie uncrossed his arms and looked at him, the boyish look in his eyes returning for the moment. 
 
   Alejandro broke away from him and found the rifle several feet from where he had been tackled. He strapped it around his shoulders and said: 
 
   “Now let’s get the hell out of here before more of those damn things decide to show up.”
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   The storm had died off to a light drizzle by the time they found a major road. The map was splayed out on the dash board, and Alejandro was reading it as best as he could through the wrinkles and cracks that had formed on it.
 
   Before, finding other survivors seemed like the best course of action, but now it seemed like the only course of action. There was just too much danger for them to travel alone. Between hostile humans like the brothers by the river and Los Noches, strength in numbers was going to be the key to survival.
 
   “Pa,” Charlie said, looking up from the doodle he was making on the back cover of his word search.
 
   “What?” Alejandro asked.
 
    “I didn’t want to kill the creature. I just got so scared when I saw it was trying to kill you that I pulled the trigger.” He said it matter-of-factly, as if he knew the question was silently hanging between them ever since the incident at the barn.
 
   There was a question in there that Alejandro had to read between the lines to hear. “We have to kill them or they kill us. It doesn’t make us bad people.”
 
   Charlie nodded, but that wasn’t satisfactory enough. He held up his doodle to show his dad. “Look at this.”
 
   Alejandro looked at the doodle. It was four ape-like figures, hunched over in the trademark way of Los Noches. Two of them were drawn bigger and one of them had breasts.
 
   Alejandro raised an eyebrow, a little confused as to what it was exactly. Charlie turned red.
 
   “Jeez, is it that bad?”
 
   Alejandro glanced at it one more time. “It’s a family of Los Noches, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” his face grew hotter, suddenly regretting showing him the drawing. He continued on anyway. “Seeing those young ones at the river got me thinking…these creatures have families just like us—like we used to have when mommy was alive.”
 
   Charlie put the book in the glove compartment, and that somehow made it less embarrassing to talk about. “And I thought about how the one I killed…well, it won’t be going to its family today. Or ever.”
 
   The ramp to get on the highway was coming up. There were no signs to indicate this, so Alejandro was going off what the map said. He hoped nothing would be blocking the exit, like a multi-car pile-up or something crazy like that.
 
   “Better than me not coming home to my family,” Alejandro said.
 
   Charlie shifted in his seat. “I guess that’s true.”
 
   “We can’t think of Los Noches in those terms, Charlie. It’s us against them, that’s how we have to think of it.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be nice if we could live together with them and the rest of the animals?”
 
   Flashbacks of Los Noches killing the bear raced through his mind. “That would be nice, but reality is that humans aren’t even sticking together anymore. And we have to live in reality if we want to survive.”
 
   “Why do you think that is?”
 
   “Why humans are attacking each other?”
 
   “Yeah, why do you think the man at the carnival was shot to death and why do you think those two brothers tried to steal our stuff?”
 
   “Because all of the survivors are scared.”
 
   “Scared like us.” Charlie chimed in, and he looked at Alejandro to see if his guess was correct.
 
   Alejandro felt his son’s eyes on him. “That’s right. The brothers saw us and decided to stick their guns in our chests before we did it to them. Maybe they were bad people before The Chaos, and they would do that sort of stuff even under normal circumstance, but I think it mostly came from them being scared to be on the other side of it.”
 
   A question seeped into Charlie’s mind, but he didn’t have the courage to ask it so he kept it to himself. Even though it would weigh on his mind like an anvil until he got the answer to it eventually. “Why do you think John didn’t try to steal our stuff or kill us?”
 
   He had tried to kill Alejandro, coming out swinging an axe in a blacked out rage, but he wasn’t going to tell Charlie that, so he said: “Because John was in his farm home, isolated from the crazy world The Chaos left us in.”
 
   “You think he would’ve turned into something like the brothers had he been alive long enough?” This was as close as he was going to get to the question on his mind.
 
   Alejandro thought about it for a second. “I’m not sure, Charlie.”
 
   “But he was a good guy, right? For as long as we knew him, he was good to us. He made us food and invited us in to where he was staying. He had to be one of the good people, right? Right?”
 
   The questioning was beginning to take on a tone Alejandro hadn’t heard come from Charlie in years—the tone small children use when they expect a specific answer out of an adult. The kind of tone that was usually reserved for questions as trivial as what flavor ice cream is in the cart or if they were allowed to stay up past their bedtime, and not questions of a person’s moral fiber.
 
   Alejandro took in a deep breath, then tried explaining it the best he could. “On TV they called it The Chaos because it was ruining cities. People were fighting and killing each other, and the weather was suddenly unpredictable, but I think the name is still accurate because it’s thrown concepts like good and evil into chaos.”
 
   “What do you mean? Are you saying there’s no good people?”
 
   “What I’m saying, Charlie,” he turned off the road and got on to the on-ramp to the highway, “is that we can’t measure good by the standards before The Chaos.”
 
   “What’s the new way of measuring it then?”
 
   “I’m not sure it’s important today.”
 
   “But, didn’t you tell me,” Charlie was beginning to lose his composure. He was seeing all of the virtues he had been taught to value become unraveled and smashed by the man who had taught him to value them in the first place.
 
   It was like the first time he had seen the Philly Phanatic take off his head at a baseball game.
 
   Except this wasn’t the illusion of a cartoon creature being destroyed before him, these were the entirety of his world-views, the virtues that he saw in his dad that made up the man he looked up to most. The ones he, unknowingly or not, had crafted his personality around to make himself a good person.
 
   “You told me it was important to be a good person, that’s what you told me, dad. Were you lying?”
 
   At the question of him lying, he saw his dad’s face change. The possessed look of a man who is stuck on a deserted island hunting wild boars with nothing but a spear in his hands took over. That look on his face that wasn’t the man he called Dad, but a new person bred from The Chaos. Perhaps the man who had kept them alive up until now, but just the same the look scared Charlie.
 
   “You want to know what I honestly think about who’s good and who’s bad in the world?”
 
   “Yes, yes, I do!” His voice was raised higher than it ever had been toward his dad, but that look in his eyes both scared and angered him. “Tell me the truth. I’m not a baby anymore.”
 
   The crazed look on his face was gone and it was his dad driving the truck again. As glad as he was to see it disappear he knew it wouldn’t be the last time he saw it.
 
   Alejandro’s voice was low when he said it, because it pained him to have to tell his son something so awful. But it had been invading his mind like a dark shadow behind every other thought, and getting it out would make him feel better. “I think the closest thing to good people this world has left is anyone who is still alive.”
 
   “Even if they do bad things?”
 
   “They do these things to survive. The brothers wanted our supplies because they were either running out of food or because they knew they eventually would run out of them. It wasn’t good or bad driving them—it was survival. And instinct, something primal.”
 
   Charlie leaned his head against the window and watched the light rain tap against the glass. His head was spinning and all he wanted to do was sleep so he wouldn’t have to process all of this. “Pa, where are we going?”
 
   Alejandro relaxed a little, glad to have moved on from the topic. “We’re going to Philadelphia.”
 
   “Philadelphia? But, the news said that that’s where the worst of it would happen.” He wasn’t exactly sure what ‘it’ was, but he remembered the newscasters repeating that major cities were the worst of where ‘it’ was happening.
 
   “That was a year ago. Maybe things changed and we can find other survivors to group with there.”
 
   “What if they didn’t change?”
 
   Then we’re walking into our deaths. He thought, but said: “Then we’ll turn back and come up with a different plan.”
 
   Charlie closed his eyes and went to sleep.
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   Alejandro drove down I-95 gripping the wheel as if his life depended on it—and in some instances, like for example when he needed to swerve to avoid running the truck into a hole that seemed to end at the bottom of hell, it did.
 
   There were left over cars on the highway, rusting on flat tires and every window shattered into hundreds of shards. Some of them were burned to a point where they only resembled the vehicle they once were because their frames were still intact. Others were turned over upside down; their plastic bodies crushed like soda cans in the areas where they had collided with the median divider or with other cars.
 
   He was moving at 20mph and would only dare hit a top speed of 30mph if he was sure the road up ahead was clear of any pieces of car or holes deep enough to break an axle, or worse, get stuck in.
 
   As he maneuvered in and out between the dead bodies of the cars (in his head he couldn’t get out the thought that these cars were “alive” at some point) and avoided the worst of the torn road, he pieced together that what he was driving through was the remnants of a mass aerial bombing.
 
   That’s why he also had to avoid pieces of cars on the roads; bumpers here, hoods there, and chunks of tire everywhere. The road itself was beaten up, turned to a big cheese grater by the explosions.
 
   Things must have really gotten crazy in Philadelphia and the surrounding areas, because the vehicles looked to be pedestrian grade vehicles. This wasn’t the military fighting each other, this was military execution.
 
   Alejandro looked into the cars he drove by, morbidly curious to see if he saw the remains of a body or any hints of humans, but of course he didn’t. By now Los Noches would have gotten to them or animals would have eaten them.
 
   The death was almost palpable on his tongue and Alejandro felt an emotional tug, as if he were driving through a graveyard and the vehicles represented the headstones of the people who had been killed in the traffic jam, left with no choice but to watch the bombs explode until one hit them.
 
   He rubbed a hand on his eyes to wipe them dry. As he was doing this Charlie woke up from his nap and looked out of the window at the demolished highway.
 
   “Jesus…what happened?” It was the first time he had ever used Jesus’s name in that way and it made him feel a little more grown up.
 
   “The military—or something like the military must have been dropping bombs on all of the cars. Don’t look.”
 
   “It’s everywhere, though.” He said, looking past Alejandro through the driver’s side window.
 
   “Go back to sleep—“
 
   But the conviction in his command died off as he slammed on the brakes. He had never seen it in person, but what he saw up ahead made him think of how the Mongolians must have felt when they ran into the Great Wall.
 
   The tires shot up loose pieces of black top as the truck came to a screeching halt. Alejandro had to swerve to the right to keep the truck from falling into a bottomless hole a few yards in front of the wall that seemed to have come out of nowhere, like a magician had summoned it up when he saw them approaching.
 
   Alejandro and Charlie got out of the truck without a word exchanged between them. The wall was at least twenty-feet high, thirty or forty feet high in some parts. Standing this close to it they both saw that it wasn’t one solid object, no, the wall was a pile of thousands of boulders packed together to make up a giant barricade keeping anyone from traveling further down the highway. It didn’t stop at just the highway, though it continued on as far as they could see in both directions.
 
   Who the hell built this? And for what? Alejandro asked himself.
 
   “I guess someone doesn’t want us to go to Philadelphia.” Charlie said.
 
   There had to be a way through here, there had to be, they were so close. Whatever force or grace had been protecting them in the church had run dry, the magic fairy or angel or whatever had run out of fairy dust or tapped the last of its miracles. Sorry amigos, but you’re on your own from here on out!
 
   Looking around he saw nothing but a sea of charred cars and holes in the highway. Now that they were close to the wall there were also pieces of rock scattered about, but other than that more of the same.
 
   He jogged over to the median and lifted himself up over it to get a good look at the other side of the highway. I-95 North had also been crowded with people fleeing the city when the bombings started; evidenced by the number of cars and car parts he was looking at over the median. It was like a nightmare version of a junkyard, the kind of nightmare where there’s lots of black smoke and a monster with lots of teeth lurking behind the stacks of junk.
 
   Then his gaze fell on something that didn’t quite fit with the rest of the scenery, an SUV that may as well have been washed and waxed with how shiny it looked in comparison to its drab surroundings. And dear Lord, was that the windshield wipers he just saw moving?
 
   Alejandro launched himself over the median and crouched toward the SUV. Keeping himself low to reduce the chance of being seen, he went around to the driver’s side. As he neared the window he pulled out the pistol. A man wearing brown worker boots and a rain slicker stepped out of the SUV as Alejandro was inches from the door.
 
   Alejandro aimed the gun at him, “Hands up.”
 
   “Whoa!” The man in the slicker hadn’t seen him, and nearly fell backwards but caught himself on the seat of the car.
 
   “Hands up!”
 
   The man put his hands up in compliance.
 
   A scream came from inside the SUV and Alejandro took a quick glance inside to see a young blond girl cowering in the passenger seat.
 
   “Tell her to get out of the car and come over here where I can see you both.”
 
   The girl heard him and was going around the SUV before the man could relay the message. There was a slight drizzle, and the girl was wearing a yellow t-shirt and denim capris so she had her arms crossed in front of her chest to try to shield herself from the rain.
 
   “Stand next to him,” Alejandro said, and for a second he thought about aiming the gun at her, but he erased the thought and kept the gun concentrated on the man.
 
   The girl moved a few inches closer to the man and leaned against the SUV. She was dry heaving, afraid that if she started making a racket they’d both get shot.
 
   “Can we leave her out of—“
 
   Alejandro shoved the gun closer to the man’s face, which worked to silence him.
 
   This elicited more dry-heaving from the girl. The man put his hands out in front of him. “Okay, okay, Mister, Jesus. What do you want? Food? Water?”
 
   The part of him that was watching this from an audience member’s perspective realized what was happening to the script…it was being flipped. He was the one behind the gun, and these two people (father and daughter, filmmakers did you go that far to drive the point home?) were at his whim. The only thing missing was the river, and the couple of dead Noches in the background.
 
   But it’s not the same, he told himself. He didn’t want to take their belongings for his own survival; he just wanted answers to his questions.
 
   So why am I holding them at gunpoint? Is it because it feels good?
 
   That was it. It felt good to not be the victim for once, even if it was at the expense of making these people fear for their lives.
 
   “I don’t want any of that,” Alejandro said, noting the confusion the man expressed underneath the hood of the rain slicker. “I want to know what the hell these rocks are doing here.”
 
   The man and the girl exchanged a glance. The man shrugged and turned back to Alejandro, but the fear was gone out of his eyes, instead it was replaced by sympathy, the kind of look reserved for strung-out hobos in city walkways. Alejandro flinched.
 
   “Those creatures, you know the ones. The ones that come out at night, they built this giant wall to keep us from going farther down the highway.”
 
   “Why, what’s past the highway?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “More of the same,” the man responded.
 
   “Then why build a wall?” Alejandro felt like the man was keeping something from him. It didn’t make sense that the creatures had spent what looked to be months of work building a wall that protected nothing.
 
   The man shrugged and made a sudden movement with his right hand.
 
   Alejandro gripped the gun tighter, and realized for the first time that the man himself might have a gun underneath the rain slicker. And if his guess was correct that these were father and daughter, he wouldn’t hesitate to fire the way he fired at the brothers.
 
   “Don’t try anything,” Alejandro said, hoping it came off stronger than it sounded to his own ears.
 
   “No, no, just a twitch,” he lied, and then put his hands back up in the air.
 
   “You have any weapons on you?” Alejandro asked, the bark coming back in his voice.
 
   He could read the internal struggle all over the man’s face. Whether to be honest and hope he would keep them alive or to risk lying to keep the gun in his possession.
 
   “Come on, give it up,” he said to the man, then turned to the girl, “You too.”
 
   “She doesn’t have a gun on her.” The man said.
 
   “But you do, so give it up or I’ll shoot you and then take it.”
 
   The man started reaching for the gun holstered to his hip, a little too fast for Alejandro’s comfort, and he made sure to tell him to go slower.
 
   When his hand was coming back out of the slicker, Alejandro watched it carefully, already deciding that if it came out barrel first he would put a bullet in the man. But it didn’t, it came out butt first and the man handed it over to him.
 
   “There, that’s all I got.” He said.
 
   Alejandro took it and now was aiming both at the man. He turned his head toward the wall. “So, are you going to tell me about this wall now that I have your weapon?”
 
   “Sir, I don’t know anything about it.” The fear was back in the man, and it showed with each tremble of his lips. And with fear often times truth came with it. “I know someone who does, though.”
 
   The last statement was spoken fast, like he would have stopped midsentence if he had known he was speaking it before it came out. Alejandro’s interest was piqued, but he wasn’t sure he heard him right.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “I know someone who knows about the wall.”
 
   “You mean there’re more than just you two?”
 
   The man nodded. “And if you put the gun—guns down, we can speak like civilized human beings.”
 
   That was a term Alejandro thought he’d never hear again, but the man was right. The only thing separating them from a normal conversation was his hostility. And there was no threatening vibe coming from these people, especially not now that he had their own weapon in his possession.
 
   “I’ll put mine back, but I keep yours.”
 
   The man nodded. Alejandro hadn’t intended for it to be up for question, but he was beginning to reel back into control of his actions, no longer an outsider looking in, and found it difficult to keep his sternness.
 
   He holstered his pistol and then lowered the other gun. The man’s shoulders relaxed and the girl began to weep low.
 
   Alejandro gave the man a look that said, do what you have to do. The man returned with a look that said, thanks for understanding.
 
   Alejandro walked away toward the wall, filled with guilt. Trying to convince himself that he could have easily been on the wrong side of that if they would have found them first. After all, they did have a gun on them.
 
   Maybe not easily. He thought.
 
   The look in the man’s eyes suggested he had never hurt a fly. And when the gun was in his hands, his body language was that of someone holding an alien object. There was almost relief in his face when Alejandro had taken it off his hands. Almost.
 
   The man comforted the girl and then sent her back to the car.
 
   “Hey Mister,” He shouted to Alejandro. “What’s your name?”
 
   Alejandro turned away from the wall, wiping the dirt from his hand. “My name is Alejandro Ramos. And yours?”
 
   The man approached him with his hand out, “Name’s Paul Duddy. And my daughter’s name--the girl you scared the pants off of-- is Claire.”
 
   Alejandro shook his hand. Then he put the gun between them—barrel facing down and butt towards Paul. “I’m guess you want this back.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess I better hold on to it,” Paul said, and despite that adrenaline was still rushing through him, he smiled at Alejandro.
 
   It was a good smile, a warm smile, the kind that makes you feel welcomed when it greets you at a restaurant or convenience store. Alejandro felt another wave of regret hit him like a hammer.
 
   “Whew!” Paul said, shaking from a chill running up his spine. “Sorry about that, just getting my nerves together.”
 
   Alejandro tried not to find humor in that, but he couldn’t help himself, the man’s natural jolly was too potent and he found himself smiling. “So much for first impressions.”
 
   “Not the way I’m used to meeting people, no.” Paul said, and then he turned his attention to the rock wall. “Listen, all I can tell you about this darn wall is that they finally finished building it. This highway used to be the only way we could go to Philadelphia and beyond.”
 
   “Wait a minute…you’re telling me this rock wall doesn’t just block the highway?”
 
   “No, sir. This is the tip of the iceberg.”
 
   Alejandro glanced at it, as if doing that would make it more believable. It did the opposite. “How far does it go?”
 
   Paul shrugged. “We followed it for four miles once and then turned back. We only have so much gas and didn’t want to waste it all following a pile of rocks, you know?”
 
   Alejandro nodded.
 
   “This highway used to be opened up until today. That’s what me and Claire were talking about before you showed up.” He looked around. “By the way, where did you come from?”
 
   Alejandro pointed at the median. “From that side of the road. My son’s over there with our truck.”
 
   Paul looked impressed. “Where’d you get the truck?”
 
   “An inheritance from a friend, you can say.”
 
   “And your boy’s over there now?”
 
   “Yeah, and actually, I’m going to go tell him I’m alright.” Alejandro wasn’t sure how much time had passed, if enough had even passed for Charlie to begin worrying, but he was going to go see him anyway.
 
   Paul gestured toward the SUV, “Yeah, I should probably go calm down Claire. Say, we’ll meet you over on that side of the median. You’re directly over the median, by the wall, right?”
 
   “Yep, you can’t miss us.”
 
   Paul laughed, which lit his face like a Christmas tree.
 
   “Okay, amigo, let’s go tend to the kids and then meet back up.”
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   Paul pulled up next to the truck, where Alejandro was standing with his boy. The boy looked to be a four years younger than Claire, but on the cusp of the teenage years. Something in his eyes suggested he was past the maturity of a teen, though.
 
   Paul rolled down the passenger side window and leaned toward it past Claire. He smiled at Alejandro and Charlie. “Hello there, amigos.”
 
   Alejandro waved to them. The boy and Claire locked eyes, and his cheeks flushed red. He waved shyly to them.
 
   Paul got out of the van and joined them. Claire got out of the van, but stayed behind the group leaning against the side of the SUV.
 
   “Claire, Paul, this is my son Charlie,” Alejandro said.
 
   “Nice to meet ya big fella,” Paul said, shaking Charlie’s hand.
 
   Claire and Charlie waved to each other, the signature of two people in an awkward introduction between strangers.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Charlie mumbled.
 
   Claire responded with something under her breath that no one understood. She wasn’t even sure what she had said, but it sounded good enough to be a response.
 
   “I would introduce you to Claire, but you two have already met.” Paul said, and chuckled.
 
   There was something admirable about him making a joke of the situation that made Alejandro chuckle as well. Charlie smiled.
 
   But Claire didn’t. She just glared at Alejandro until he looked over at her, then her eyes dropped to the floor. For a fraction of a second when they had met eyes, Alejandro could almost hear what she was thinking, as clear as if he were a mind reader; I don’t trust you.
 
   In her shoes, he wouldn’t have trusted himself either. But that still didn’t make him feel better about what he had done. The teenage girl’s look hurt him, not since he was a teen himself did a teenage girl’s opinion affect him in this manner. It was surprising, like finding yourself crying over a memory you thought wouldn’t hurt you anymore.
 
   But maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. Maybe the fact that he still had regret and guilt meant he hadn’t lost himself to the dark side yet. He had dipped his toes into it, more than once, that’s for sure, but he wasn’t head under in the waters of the devil, not yet. Not ever, hopefully.
 
   “Does that sound good, Alejandro?”
 
   He snapped out of the thoughts at the tail end of Paul’s question.
 
   “You okay?” Paul asked, after noticing the change in Alejandro’s focus.
 
   “Huh? Oh, yeah, sorry, was just thinking about…other things.”
 
   Paul furrowed his brow and then grabbed Alejandro’s shoulder. “Trying to figure out what the rock wall is hiding, huh? Trust me, the guys back at base are scratching their heads as well, you’ll fit right in.”
 
   That wasn’t why he hadn’t been paying attention, but he had his mind tangled up in that mystery as well, ever since Paul told him the wall was built by Los Noches. “Sounds like my kind of people.”
 
   Paul smiled. “Yeah. So, does going back to base and getting some food in our bellies sound like a plan?”
 
   That was the second time he had said the word ‘base’, which made him hopeful that the place they called base would be like where he imagined Bill Goldenburg had been staying: safe, with good people, full of food, and if they were lucky a place to get a cold shower.
 
   “That sounds great to me.” Alejandro replied.
 
   “Alright then, you follow us.” Paul said as he started back to the driver’s side of the van.
 
   Alejandro and Charlie got into the truck. When they were inside Charlie asked, “Can we trust them?”
 
   There was no way for Charlie to have known the irony in that. He hadn’t seen Alejandro holding them up with the gun for answers about the wall. Alejandro buckled his belt and said, “Yeah, I think so.”
 
   “So what about that wall? Do they know where it came from?”
 
   “Los Noches built it.”
 
   The truck roared to life as Alejandro turned the key. The needle said he still had half a tank of gas, but he hoped that ‘base’ wasn’t too far from where they were.
 
   “Los Noches built it?” Charlie repeated.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   In the rearview mirror he saw the SUV was heading down the opposite side of the road, so he backed up and then headed that way too.
 
   *
 
   Alejandro had driven right past the town where the ‘base’ had been when heading to Philadelphia. Their base was in a town formally known as Trexlerville, and in the shell of what used to be a bar for the older crowd. Evidence of this was the torn posters still hanging on the wall advertising “Cher and Michael Bolton Night” as an event. The date had been set for August 23rd, 2014, and if his timeframe was correct, that night this bar was already in ruins.
 
   Alejandro entered the bar following behind Paul and Claire. Charlie was at the rear of the group close to Alejandro.
 
   The other survivors were gathered in the main bar area where the patrons used to get their dance on to 90’s pop music. There wasn’t much dancing to be done these days, or much of a floor to even do it on because it was mostly dirt and broken tile where the dance floor used to be.
 
   The first one to notice them was an older man--Alejandro guessed he was in his early sixties judging by the white hair on his head—that was behind the bar and leaning on the table.
 
   “Paul, Claire, and guests!” He said, posturing up.
 
   The lady who had her arm around his waist quickly let go when he postured up to wave to the group.
 
   The man standing behind the bar, next to the shelf of empty liquor bottles looked up from his cleaning of a gun and flashed a grin.
 
   The blond boy sitting at one of the stools half turned to glance at them, then went back to inspecting the scab on his elbow.
 
   Paul led them to the bar and Claire took the far seat next to the blond guy.
 
   By the time he got to the table the older man had a can of beer out for Alejandro. “A drink for our guest?”
 
   “No thanks,” Alejandro said.
 
   “Well, if you want it, the offer is on the table,” he said, smiling, then he stuck his hand out. “Howard.”
 
   “Alejandro, and this is my son Charlie.”
 
   “Nice of you to join us.” Howard said, then went around to the rest of the group introducing everyone.
 
   The woman at his side was Felicia, the man cleaning the gun was Will, and the blond guy was Howard’s son Boris.
 
   “Welcome to our humble little home.” Howard said.
 
   “Thank you,” Alejandro looked around at the bar, noticing the walls were covered with bullet holes. “You guys get a lot of trouble?”
 
   Howard looked over at the shot up wall that had caught Alejandro’s attention. “That was there when we got here.”
 
   Alejandro nodded. “I see. But I imagine the night creatures come around this town, no?”
 
   “You would be correct about that, but we have means to deal with them if they come around this way.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like heavy weaponry,” Will interjected.
 
   Howard nodded his head. “That’s right, we found a military base not far from here stocked with weapons and explosives.”
 
   Alejandro raised his eyebrows. This was even better than he had anticipated, and wondered if maybe Bill Goldenburg and his group being dead wasn’t some twisted form of a blessing for him and Charlie.
 
   “You have weapons of your own?—Besides the pistol on your hip, I mean.” Howard asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got a rifle in my truck.”
 
   Howard and Will exchanged a look, the fact that this man had a vehicle was alarming. It meant he had lucked out and found a working vehicle (unlikely) or had killed someone for it (likely). Then they both looked at Paul.
 
   Alejandro knew what the looks were for. “You’re wondering about the truck?”
 
   “Mhm,” Howard said, pursing his lips.
 
   “I got it from a friend who unfortunately died.”
 
   Howard and Will exchanged yet another look, and when his gaze returned to Alejandro there was an accusatory look in his eyes. “From a friend, you say?”
 
   “That’ right.”
 
   Howard started reaching under the table. The motion of his arm was subtle, but Alejandro knew what it was his fingers were curling around.
 
   To Claire, Howard said: “Sweetheart, do you want to show our little friend upstairs? If that’s fine with you, Alejandro.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s fine with me,” Alejandro said. The sensation in the room had taken on a dark complexion, and if these people were about to shoot him dead he’d rather Charlie not see.
 
   Claire got up and grabbed Charlie by the shoulders. She looked at Paul, who gave her approval.
 
   “Pa?” Charlie asked.
 
   Alejandro nodded. “Puedes confiar en ella.”
 
   Claire led Charlie up the stairs to the second floor of the bar. Once their footsteps were inaudible the conversation continued where it had left off
 
   Howard’s hand was still reaching under the table. 
 
   “It’s not what you’re thinking.” Alejandro said.
 
   “And what is it I’m thinking?” And before Alejandro could answer, Howard said to Paul: “Paul, I hope you made sure our guest was trustworthy before bringing him to base.”
 
   “I’m just a man looking to survive—looking for safety for Charlie more than my own, Howard. I’m not here to cause trouble.”
 
   “Tell where you got the truck from.”
 
   “Jesus, if you weren’t so on edge—” the words got lost in his mouth as he remembered just minutes ago he had a gun in Paul’s face. “I got it from a friend I met a couple of days ago. I didn’t murder someone for their vehicle.”
 
   Alejandro looked at Paul to see if he believed him. “Come on, Paul, you believe me, right?”
 
   The room turned to look at Paul.
 
   “Let’s all just relax for a bit, jeez.” He said, wiping sweat from his brow.
 
   This seemed to wind Howard down a little bit and the hand reaching for the gun relaxed. “Where did you meet him, Paul?”
 
   “By the Wall, he was heading that way and was stopped by it.” He said, conveniently leaving out the part where Alejandro held a gun at him point-blank.
 
   “They closed up the highway?” Howard asked, his attention diverted to bigger manners.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Howard slammed his fist on the table. “Damnit.”
 
   Felicia drew closer to him and rubbed his back up and down.
 
   “What’s on that side?” Alejandro asked. It seemed out of turn to ask, but his curiosity got the best of him.
 
   “We’re not sure,” Howard said. The look of mistrust seemed to have vanished. “That’s what we were discussing before you and Paul came, actually.”
 
   “I can help,” Alejandro said. “Like I mentioned, I have a truck and weapons of my own. And there’s two of us. Charlie knows how to use a gun.”
 
   “Strength in numbers, Howard.” Will said from behind him.
 
   Now Alejandro felt the momentum shifting in his favor, so he struck while the moment hung in the air.
 
   “I got the truck from a fellow survivor I met a few days ago. He was a farmer, and unfortunately Los Noches—“
 
   “Who?” The blond guy at the end of table said, finally looking up from inspecting his scab.
 
   “That’s what we call the night creatures—anyway, they got my friend the farmer.”
 
   Howard wasn’t looking at him. He was staring at a puddle on the table formed from one of the beer cans and trying to decide if he believed him.
 
   Alejandro continued, “Look, you don’t have to believe that story, but believe this, Howard. I want to help you guys. I’ve been traveling for months looking for other survivors, for a safe shelter for me and my son. I’m not going to double-cross you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
 
   After a few seconds of silence, Howard nodded his head. “You said your boy can shoot?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “How does the truck run?”
 
   “Brand new compared to all of the other vehicles out there.”
 
   Howard tried not to smile, but the humor won over. “Touché.”
 
   “What do you say, Howard, will you let me be a part of this group?” Alejandro stuck his hand out.
 
   Howard’s hand came out from underneath the table, and for a second Alejandro imagined the gun in it, and then a bullet shooting his head off. But to his relief, the hand came out empty handed and grabbed his.
 
   “Let’s make this your official welcome.” He smiled.
 
   “Thanks again,” Alejandro said, returning the smile.
 
   He realized for the first time that his heart had been thumping like a marching band in his chest during this whole exchange and said, “Hey, if you don’t mind, I’ll take you up on that drink.”
 
   Howard slid the can of beer over to Alejandro and he took a big gulp.
 
   Everyone laughed. It was the kind of laughter that brings strangers together, the kind that stitches friendships.
 
   Here in this rundown, cockroach infested bar with a poor excuse of a dancefloor, Alejandro felt warmth and safety envelope him. Something he had been searching for, whether he knew it at the time or not, he had been looking for it, and finally found it here.
 
   For the time being, anyway.
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   Claire opened the door to the room where the new kid and his psychotic dad were presumably going to stay. The kid seemed nice enough, but the dad…she wouldn’t mind if the Night Monsters got him, that’s for sure. Not after the way he had pointed the gun at them with no remorse.
 
   “Ta-da,” she said, revealing the dusty room that smelled like must and mud. “Pretty great, huh?”
 
   There were only two pieces of furniture in what used to be a storage closet for the bar, and they were as beaten down as the rest of the place. One was a parlor with a mirror that failed to do the one job a mirror was supposed to do because the layer of dirt on it was so thick. The second piece of furniture was a drawer that seemed to be collapsing on itself and housed a city of spider webs underneath it.
 
   “Considering the places we’ve been staying, this looks great.” Charlie replied.
 
   Claire walked across the room and leaned against the parlor. Charlie followed behind her, and put his bags next to the parlor and then sat down on his sleeping bag.
 
   “Where did you guys come from?”
 
   “Nowhere, really. We were just kind of…walking around. Trying to find people like you guys.”
 
   “Sounds scary.”
 
   Charlie saw the blood shooting out from the Noche he killed in the barn as clear as day in his mind’s eyes. “Yeah, it is.”
 
   “Well, we have lots of food and stuff here, so you guys will be fine.”
 
   “How did you guys come together? I mean, you and your dad are obviously family, but I mean everyone else.”
 
   “By pure luck. Howie and Will were raiding a meat factory on the other side of town—me and dad are from Trexlerville—and they found us and took us with them. Simple as that.”
 
   “They didn’t try to kill you?”
 
   “No…At least, I don’t think. Will saw me, he saw how scared and dirty and skinny I was, and I think he felt sorry for me. Me and Dad had bundled ourselves up in the meat shop after our house was set on fire.”
 
   “How’d you end up at the meatshop?”
 
   Claire shrugged. “I think Dad picked it cause he said it would have food and would be left alone.”
 
   “Did it have food?”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s too bad neither me nor dad know how to start a fire without a stove.” She laughed, but there was pain behind the laugh. “Turns out the only food we had was some oatmeal cups left by the staff that used to work there. We found it in the lunch room. And some peanuts and chips, but that’s about it. I was skin and bones when they found us.”
 
   Charlie looked her up and down. She was wearing cut off jean shorts that showed her slender legs from mid-thigh down, and for the first time he felt a true attraction to a girl. More than just the school crushes he had on girls in his classes in the 8th grade, this was different. More mature somehow, he wanted to grab her and kiss her and tell her she was perfect.
 
   “Well, you don’t look like skin and bones now. You look great.”
 
   Claire laughed, then rubbed his head. The response to treat him like a child made Charlie blush and feel stupid. “Thanks, that’s sweet of you to say. We’ve been getting real food since we came back to base months ago.”
 
   Charlie was about to respond when the door to the room burst open. Boris came barging in, and laughed. “Interrupting something?”
 
   “Shut up Boris. What do you want?” Claire asked.
 
   “Hey, hey, lighten up Queen Bee.” He smirked at this quick witted insult. “Howie sent me up here to ask you guys if you’re hungry.”
 
   “We are. Now go tell him and leave.”
 
   Instead of leaving, Boris leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “Aw, come on, Clairebear, you never want to have fun with me.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and heaved.
 
   “The adults are too distracted discussing the rock wall and theorizing and all that shit to notice how long I’m gone anyway. Hey, I have an idea! Charlie, that’s your name, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Boris stuck his index finger up in the air. “How about me and Clairebear—“
 
   “I told you to stop calling me that you twerp!”
 
   Boris flinched at the sudden change in volume. “Sheesh, someone is grouchy…Anyway, Charlie, how about me and Clairebear go show you something cool?”
 
   Charlie looked at Claire for guidance. She shrugged her shoulders, which suggested to him that maybe this weird guy did have something cool he could show him.
 
   “Okay.” He finally responded.
 
   “Great! You won’t be disappointed. Just follow me for the mind-blowing exhibition.” He turned and left.
 
   Claire started after him.
 
   Charlie got off the floor and followed Claire out of the room.
 
   “Why do you always have to be so obnoxious?” Claire yelled from behind Boris.
 
   “Oh, my dearest, you call it obnoxious, I call it charm.”
 
   At this even Charlie knitted his brows. Claire looked behind her shoulders and saw him, and they both started giggling.
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   “You guys never ventured out past the wall before its completion?” Alejandro asked, taking another drink of his beer. It was still cold and felt great.
 
   “We did, but not very far. We only went about a mile out.” Howard said. “It’s been a rough couple of months out here.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “More of them—what did you call them?”
 
   “Los Noches.”
 
   “Right, more of them Los Noches are showing up in town. We’ve mainly stayed near base.”
 
   “Yeah, it wasn’t until you found us today by the wall that any of us had even gone by there. It’s why we didn’t know that they were going to close off the highway.”
 
   Alejandro rested his elbow on the table and his chin in his hand. “What do you guys think is over on that side of the wall?”
 
   “Some sort of breeding grounds. More and more of them have started to show up at night.” Howard said.
 
   “How many are we talking?”
 
   “Three groups of fifteen. It’s fifteen different ones each night. They’re sent to town on a specific rotation, I can show you the charts if you’d like, Alejandro.”
 
   “What charts?” Paul stammered. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Me and Boris have been going out every night and observing the night creatures, Paul.”
 
   “Jesus, Howie! What happened to protocol to stay in at nights?”
 
   “We broke it.” He said, almost biting the air. “I’m fed up, fed up, with having to hide from those monsters.”
 
   Felicia stepped in to rub his back, but Howie put his arm out to stop her.
 
   “No, let me let this out.” His eyes had taken on a different look, the blue eyes of a sweet, but hardened old man looked intently at nothing in particular. “They used to only send two groups of ten out a night, but that’s recently changed because their numbers increased.”
 
   “Hold on, how do you know that they’re not the same ones?” Alejandro asked. As far as he knew, all of Los Noches looked the same with the only difference being the “classes” of sizes and claw-length.
 
   Howard pointed upstairs. “Boris studied zoology in college, that’s why I took him with me on these recons. He has notebooks full of hours of observing behavioral patterns and all that.”
 
   “Okay, so more and more are coming in to town, go on.”
 
   “That’s what makes me think that the wall they built is meant to keep us out of their breeding grounds.”
 
   “How do you know these Noches aren’t coming from somewhere else?”
 
   “Well, that’s certainly possible, but that’s why we need to crossover to the other side and find out. If I’m correct—which I’m positive I am—then we’ll be able attack them right in the gonads, so to speak.”
 
   Alejandro leaned back in his stool and let out a deep sigh. “What if we don’t find anything on that other side? Or, what if we find out they’re coming out from the center of the earth or something crazy like that?”
 
   “Then we’ll patch that hellhole up or do whatever is necessary. Alejandro, imagine no more Noches. Imagine not having to hide at nights anymore, imagine how much more time we’ll have to rebuild our society.”
 
   Alejandro looked at the rest of the group, and the gazes that met him back said they were all for this plan.
 
   “So how do we get to the other side now that the wall is completed? Do you know where it stops?”
 
   Howard shook his head. “No, and I think that would be a waste of time, to try to find where the wall ends. We’re going to blow a hole through that damn thing and drive through it.”
 
   “Blow a hole through it? How do you plan on doing that?”
 
   Howard smiled. “There’s a naval base across town with a boat load of dynamite in it. We were going to load the SUV with it and then drive to the wall and blast through it. Now, we have double the number of vehicles.”
 
   “Which means double the ka-boom,” Will added.
 
   Alejandro was staring down at his hands, realizing that he had been thinking too small, and too short-term. “So we get rid of Los Noches, at least the ones around here, and for the time being, and then what?”
 
   “We start to rebuild society, Alejandro. We reinforce our little town with a wall of our own, we explore nearby areas for more resources—although we have plenty here, enough to last us all at least a year, more if we ration it out correctly—we find other survivors and form alliances
 
   Sure, some might be hostile and resistant to joining forces with us, but I think there will be some that are willing. Our numbers will increase, and with that our strength. Then we’ll find more of these breeding grounds and take out more of Los Noches. Extinct the damn bastards, rid them of our world, and take back the nights.
 
   No more hiding, no more fear of the darkness.”
 
    A few moments of silence, and then Alejandro looked up at the group. “You’re all for this?”
 
   They all nodded. Howard’s smile broadened.
 
   “It is dangerous, Alejandro, that much we know. But I think we can both agree that the risk is worth the reward.”
 
   “Can I add a condition to this?”
 
   Howard held his hands open in a gesture that told Alejandro to let it out.
 
   “If I don’t like what we find on that side of the wall, I want the condition to pull out of this before it gets too dangerous.”
 
   Howard shrugged. “Let me put that option out there for any of you. If at any point you decide to abort the mission, that is your choice. However, I’m going to ask that person to leave base for good. I also will expect those that don’t abort to help me enforce this regulation. Is this fair?”
 
   A murmur of agreement went through the group.
 
   “Count us in, then,” Alejandro said.
 
   Howard put his beer can up in the air for a toast. “Glad you decided to stay on our side, Alejandro.”
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   The basement was unfinished and had jail-cell gray walls. It was sectioned off into rooms by bare walls that must have been a forgotten project. A washing machine, broken and rusting, sat forgotten in the corner of the room they were walking through. Its trusty sidekick was missing, and where the dryer once was, just a patch of dust and a black hose sticking out of the wall like a tongue remained. Past the laundry room was the biggest room in the basement.
 
   Boris had been teasing him about how mind-blowing what they were going to show him would be, and Claire had surprisingly joined in on it. As they drew closer to the backroom Charlie found himself getting anxious.
 
   “It’s creepy, I know, but trust me, it’ll be worth it.” Claire said over her shoulder.
 
   Boris was leading the lineup, and he got into the room first. He hit a touch light attached to the wall, which did little to illuminate the room, but it was enough for him to find the next touch light.
 
   “Don’t worry, kiddo, these lights will make sense when you see what’s in here.” Boris told him, moving to the next light.
 
   By the time there were four turned on, Boris stopped and turned to them. In a whisper he said, “Alright, we’ll have to talk in a voice no louder than this. It’s sleeping.”
 
   And all at once Charlie figured out what they were about to show him. The rectangular object in the middle of the room, enshrouded in the darkness with the blanket thrown over it, was a cage. And in the middle of that cage, when Boris would turn on the last touch light, he’d come face to face with a Noche. Living and breathing, because Boris had already implied it was alive by saying it was sleeping.
 
   Boris turned on the last touch light, which happened to be on the floor next to the cage. The lighting in the basement was like that found in a prize fighting arena—with the center of attention being the Noche’s cage.
 
   Boris placed his hand on the top of the blanket, then turned to face his audience, and smiled. “Ready?”
 
   “Just do it.” Claire whispered, but wanting to shout it at him.
 
   Charlie nodded.
 
   Boris lifted the blanket. Charlie flinched back for a second, taken aback by what he was seeing.
 
   It was a Noche, alive and breathing, but it was small. Even smaller than the ones by the river the brothers had killed. This one was about the size of a five year old human, and barely had any hair covering its body. It was sleeping on its side, facing away from them, but it had stirred when the light reached it.
 
   “We tried all sorts of different lights,” Boris grinned, “Yeah, me and Howie have been experimenting on it, don’t tell PETA.”
 
   He started cracking up at this, putting his hand over his mouth to stifle the laugh. Claire stomped on his foot to bring him out of it.
 
   “Ow!” He put his arms up defensively as if expecting her to throw a punch.
 
   “You’ll wake it up with your stupid laughing.”
 
   “Shows how much you know, Clairebear. He’ll wake up from the light in…ohhhh…just about any second….now!”
 
   And as if on command, the baby Noche rolled over and opened its eyes. Once again, Charlie flinched backwards, realizing that this was only the second time he had gotten this close to one.
 
   “How strong is this cage?” Charlie asked, watching the Noche get its wits about it and rise up.
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s reinforced. Dad used to be a fur trapper, so I guess that means he knows what he’s doing.” Boris said, turning his attention to the waking Noche.
 
   The Noche bared its teeth, they were rounded and not fang-like like the ones the adults had, but they would still do damage if they chomped down on skin. It screamed, but the scream seemed to get caught in its throat as if it were not yet developed into what it would be in adulthood. Then it charged the cage with its tiny fists balled and its head leading the charge.
 
   It smashed into it, and the reinforced steel bent a little, then bent back and sent the creature sprawling backwards across the cage. Boris started to laugh.
 
   “That’s my favorite part,” he was speaking at a normal volume now. “Every time he wakes up it’s like he thinks this time will be the time he breaks through. And he never does!”
 
   “If it ever does I hope he gets you first.” Claire said.
 
   Boris gave her a look of disgust, then looked back into the cage.
 
   The Noche was still on the ground, breathing heavy, as if thinking about what had just occurred. Its eyes were glossy, wet even, like it was on the verge of tears.
 
   Boris’s face grew serious, almost concerned. A look Charlie didn’t think was possible from this guy. He walked around the cage and then crouched down to get a better look at the Noche.
 
   “These creatures’ willpower is something to behold,” his tone was different, none of the agitating Boris was present, only the scientific side of the man. “No matter how many times he fails at breaking through the cage, he still continues to try to find a way out of it. Charging at it, biting it, kicking it, punching it.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you?” Charlie asked.
 
   Boris looked up at him. “Look for a way out?”
 
   “Yeah, if someone took you from your family and put you in a cage, wouldn’t you try your hardest to get out?”
 
   Boris adjusted the glasses on his face and then turned back to the Noche. “Yeah, but this thing will die trying to get out of this cage. I think even the most stubborn human would stop before death.”
 
   The Noche got up and approached the cage, this time walking toward a section of the cage that looked like it had been gnawed on.
 
   “Then how come it’s not dead?”
 
   “We shoot it with sedatives after observing it and then shut the lights off. It’s calm in the darkness, like it accepts that it’s trapped. It’s only with the light on that it goes into its crazed frenzy. Or if we intentionally piss it off.”
 
   “By doing what?”
 
   “We’ve poked it—lightly, mind you—with some sticks. It ripped the stick right out of our hands and broke it into pieces. We’ve also lit up some sparklers, you know the things that kids loved around Fourth of July, and it freaks the hell out over them, too. Starts screaming and shaking its head like the sparks hurt its eyes, and in some way it does hurt them.”
 
   The Noche was grabbing on to the cage with its hands and feet, growling and chomping fruitlessly at the steel.
 
   Charlie crouched down next to Boris to get a better look at the baby creature.
 
   “He’s kind of cool.” He said.
 
   Boris took out a beef stick from his pocket and took it out of the wrapper. “Yeah, he is.”
 
   He slid the beef stick through the cage and the baby Noche immediately jumped after it like a man who hadn’t eaten in weeks. He devoured it in a matter of seconds and then jumped back on the cage, returning to its task of trying to escape.
 
   “He might be cool now, but when he grows up he’ll want to tear us apart.” Claire broke in.
 
   “Oh, Claire, he wants to tear us apart now. He just can’t thanks to Howie’s ingenuity. That’s what makes him kind of cool, duh. He’s a little beastie.” The scientist was gone, as it usually was when he was talking to Claire.
 
   “Does he have a name?” Charlie asked.
 
   Boris looked around the room with a look of shame cast on his face. “I call him Sir Lancelot, but Howie hates that name so it’s not his official name or anything.”
 
   The Noche stopped biting the cage and climbed off of it. It decided to switch up its tactics and started ramming his shoulder into it. Charlie noticed that the shoulder looked different than the rest of his hairless body, like it had been burnt or branded on purpose.
 
   “What happened to him there?” Charlie asked, pointing to his shoulder.
 
   “We tried exposing him to sunlight and he got more than just sunburn…he got some pretty bad burns that scarred him.” Boris said this with a headshake and a frown.
 
   “Poor guy.” Charlie muttered.
 
   “Yeah, it’s all in the name of scientific research, though.”
 
   “Come on, let’s go back upstairs.” Claire suggested.
 
   Boris had no objections to this. He stood up and wiped his fingers that had held the beef stick on the front of his cargo shorts.
 
   “Hold on,” Charlie said, getting up from his crouch. “If they come out at night, why was he sleeping in the darkness? Shouldn’t he have been awake?”
 
   “I told you, we sedate him.”
 
   “Oh. Are you going to do that to him now?”
 
   Boris pulled out a small dart gun from his pocket and aimed it at the baby Noche. “Yeah, we can’t have him crashing his head all night and dying on us. Isn’t that right Sir Lancelot?”
 
   He shot the Noche in the leg with the dart then hit the touch light near the cage to turn it off. A few seconds later there was a thump from inside the cage and he threw the blanket over it, spreading it to make sure it covered it completely.
 
   “Let us go to the land of boring talks.” Boris said, turning and heading the way they came in.
 
   Claire and Charlie followed behind him, turning the touch lights off as they went.
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   Alejandro was wide awake at 5am, the sun wasn’t out yet and Charlie was snoring like a puppy in his sleeping bag. He tried for a second to fall back asleep, but his brain was lively and he knew the effort was useless, so he got up and pulled on his clothes. He kissed Charlie on the forehead and went downstairs.
 
   He found Howard in a little alcove that had been used for extra dining room seating during the active days of the bar. The table and the stools that were once used by late night diners were still there but had been relegated to the role of coffee tables.
 
   Howard was sitting on one of the stools, watching a pot of coffee boil on a hotplate when Alejandro came into the room.
 
   “It’ll never boil if you watch it, amigo.”
 
   Howard looked up and grinned at him. “Ah, early bird too, are you?”
 
   Alejandro shrugged and took the seat across from him. “Not usually, but this isn’t exactly a usual time, is it?”
 
   “I suppose not, no.”
 
   Alejandro regarded the hotplate with some admiration. “You guys sure have a lot of supplies in your possession. It’s almost like you’re living in the times of pre-Chaos if I didn’t know any better.”
 
   “We really lucked out with that Naval Base, I’ll tell ya. Lots of food, weapons, and useful things like this hotplate.”
 
   “So why not just live here comfortably until the food runs out. Why try to risk it in attacking Los Noches?”
 
   Howard leaned back in his chair as if caught by a surprise attack. “Mr. Ramos, didn’t we discuss this? It’s so that they no longer come to our town and we can live even more comfortably. It’ll open up so many possibilities for us to begin rebuilding without having to hide from these monsters.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I got all of that. But you have to know how dangerous this will be.”
 
   “It’s a big risk for a big payoff. Look around, Mr. Ramos, these aren’t exactly the best of living conditions. You just looked at a hotplate like groundbreaking technology. Like the way people used to look at electric vehicles driving through their neighborhood, like if this hotplate was something to be envious about.”
 
   It was hard for Alejandro to deny his point, and too late to lie to himself about how the sight of the hotplate had made him feel.
 
   Howard continued. “It’s a sign of you forgetting how beautiful our society was before The Chaos. You’re starting to accept this new world we live in, this ruined and barren world overrun by night creatures that make us hide like roaches inside of run down bars. Do you not see what’s wrong with that?”
 
   “But you don’t honestly think we can rebuild modern society ourselves.”
 
   “Hell no, Mr. Ramos, but we damn sure can be the catalysts to start a new world. We defeat the Noches terrorizing this town, rebuild here, then move on out to the next neighborhood. We find other survivors and add them to our force, and we keep doing this. It might not be me and you—or anyone in this base currently, but we can be the ones who get the snowball rolling.”
 
   Alejandro nodded. These were the words of an ambitious man, and hearing him say this with such strong conviction made him hopeful.
 
   “There are other survivors. They might not all want to join us, but if we have a safe place to give them and weapons to show them, I think a number of them will consider joining our forces, Alejandro.”
 
    Howard grabbed two paper cups from a stack next to him and poured coffee in both of them. He slid one over to Alejandro.
 
   “All I wanted was to find a safe place for me and my son, but you’re making me feel like I had been thinking too small.”
 
   Howard shook his head. “No, your goal is still the same even in helping us. The only difference is that now you’ll be providing your son a much safer place.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
 
   “I know I’m right,” Howard smiled, and then took a sip of his coffee.
 
   “We go when everyone wakes?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “We go in about an hour when I wake Will. I just wanted sometime alone to drink my coffee and think about things.” His eyes dropped down to the table.
 
   “You’re worried about Boris, right?”
 
   “Ah, a parent knows a parent like no other. It must be written on my face, eh?”
 
   “It’s more of a reflection because I’m worried about Charlie.”
 
   “Mhm, as you should be. He’s a young boy who still needs the protection of his father. The problem is that Boris is not a young boy, but he still needs my protection. I want him out on the battlefield with us when the time comes to attack Los Noches, but I’m not sure he can handle it.”
 
   “Why not? Does he know how to shoot?”
 
   Howard laughed. “Only thing Boris knows how to shoot is his smart mouth. Don’t think me cold, Mr. Ramos, but I feel like Boris is useless at this point. He’s helped me identify how many Noches we’re dealing with, sort of, but he cannot contribute to our cause any further.”
 
   “But…so what are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying, I’ve been wrestling with the thoughts of kicking him out of the base. He’s an extra mouth to feed and isn’t useful for much here on out.”
 
   “That’s your son, man!” Alejandro slammed his fist on the table. “Are you crazy?”
 
   Howard put a hand up. “Mr. Ramos, please reserve your judgment. We’re in a very dire, very peculiar, and very odd situation. And I’ve said I’ve thought about it, not that I’m going to do it.”
 
   “He can fight alongside us, you don’t have to kick him out.”
 
   “Mr. Ramos, putting Boris on the battlefield would be like sending him knowingly to his grave.”
 
   “How would sending him out on his own be any different?”
 
   “I guess I hadn’t considered that.”
 
   Alejandro knew the answer to his own question. It was no different than when Charlie’s pet hamster, Harry, had developed a tumor. Alejandro had taken the hamster out to a nearby park surrounded by thick woods. He took the lid off the shoebox and picked up the hamster and set him free in the middle of the woods.
 
   Doing this had saved Charlie from seeing his pet die due to cancer. It also saved Alejandro from getting it euthanized (Do people euthanize hamsters? He never did look that up.) or from knowing what happened to it. If an owl picked it up and had it for dinner, he wouldn’t have to know. If the thing starved to death underneath a rotting tree where it hid for its life, he didn’t have to know. The fate of the poor rodent was out of his control and out of his ability to know, it was all left up to the randomness of the woods.
 
   Just like if Howard kicked Boris out of the base. He’d be out on his own, if some other survivors killed him, Howard would never know. If Los Noches got him, Howard would never know. If Boris somehow managed to survive through until winter and he froze to death in the middle of a snowstorm, Howard would never have to know. It would all be up to the randomness of the world, and Howard wouldn’t have to be concerned with it. It would be out of his control.
 
   As if reading his thoughts, or maybe he had a similar experience with one of Boris’s pets, Howard said, “But it would be different.”
 
   Alejandro picked up his cup of coffee. It was burning hot through the paper cup, and took a sip. “Yeah.”
 
   They were living in a different world, indeed. A world where hotplates were a commodity and fathers sent their sons out to die.
 
   *
 
   They didn’t talk for an hour's stretch after that until Paul came down for his morning coffee. His hair was sticking out all over the place and no amount of the hand rubbing he was doing was going to fix it.
 
   “Good morning roosters.” Paul greeted them.
 
   “Hey there, Paul. You look like you got a good night’s sleep.” Howard said, holding up his coffee mug to greet him.
 
   He puffed out some air. “If that’s what you call tossing and turning all night. Tell me I’m not the only one nervous.”
 
   “You don’t have to go. I’ll just take Will and Alejandro with me if you want to stay back.”
 
   “Not like I got much to do.” Paul shrugged.
 
   Howard slid off the stool. “I’m going to go wake Will so we can go ahead and get started. Paul, this pot of coffee is fresh if you want to help yourself to some.”
 
   With that he left and Paul sat in the stool. “What’s on your mind? Did Howard go off on one of his rebuilding society rants?”
 
   “I’m guessing this isn’t new?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “Pfftt, hell no. Ever since I met the guy he’s been talking about that.”
 
   “How did you meet him?”
 
   Paul started rubbing the back of his neck. “He found Claire and I in a butcher shop where we were hiding out from the monsters. You have to understand, back then we knew nothing about them. We assumed that they were crawling everywhere, day or night.”
 
   “You never bothered to go outside and check?”
 
   He shook his head. “It was safe in the butcher shop.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Anyway, he, Boris, and Will were raiding and they found us and took us in like a couple of stray kittens. And here we are, at the Tit-Tat.”
 
   “At the what?”
 
   Paul laughed. “You didn’t see the sign hanging out front of the place? This used to be a bar called the Tit-Tat.”
 
   Alejandro smiled. “Quite the name.”
 
   “I’m sure even in its heyday it wasn’t much more snazzy than what we have here.”
 
   Howard returned with Will, only now they were armed. A big pistol stuck out of one of Howard’s hip that made the gritty old man look like a side villain in a Western film, and Will carried a rifle that looked huge even in his buff arms. Alejandro imagined himself carrying it, and it played out like a Bugs Bunny cartoon in his mind where the gun’s weight would drive his arms to the floor.
 
   “Dios mio, I guess we’re ready to go.”
 
   Howard winked at him. “Told ya, we got some big guns around here.”
 
   “You weren’t kidding.”
 
   “Alejandro, you and Paul will follow us over to the Navy base.” Howard said.
 
   “Sounds good to me. I want to be as far away from that thing as possible if it starts shooting.” Alejandro replied, pointing to the gun slung around Will’s shoulder.
 
   They all laughed, but there was a modicum of truth in the joke. He didn’t want them to need that huge rifle the Marine was wielding—if they did that would mean they had encountered trouble. Collecting the dynamite from the naval base was supposed to be the easy part of this whole ordeal.
 
   “Alright, let’s hit the road!” Howard said with the spirit of a Scout Leader and they all headed for the door.
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   Terrance hadn’t left the conference room in 28 hours, not since the night beasties had come into the building. 
 
   Crumbs of chips clung to his lips and on the front of his shirt. He clutched his pistol against his constantly rising and falling chest. They had come last night, so he had (as quietly as he could) pinned the breakroom table on the door to keep them from barging in. None of them had tried to get in,  he heard their footsteps going down the hallway, but non stopped to open any doors.
 
   But now every sound he heard was them returning to finish the job. The job to kill him and eat his insides.
 
   A squirrel skittering up the gutters? A night creature trying to come in through the windows.
 
   The naval bases’ floorboards creaking? Night creature tiptoeing about, trying to find him.
 
   A bird perched on the window flies away suddenly? Must have spotted a group of night creatures approaching.
 
   They wanted to kill him and eat him, and then take his snacks. But he had a full clip for their asses, damn right he did. That was one thing Toby (R.I.P. good friend) had left before his departure from this world as a token of their friendship—an extra clip for the gun.
 
   If anything or anyone tried to get in he would shoot to kill. He was safe here, he still had half a chocolate bar, some chips, and burgers in his bag. They were beginning to spoil, but fuck it, food was food. He was going to eat them until one of them made him shit out liquid from his asshole.
 
   A starling sitting on one of the window sills was suddenly startled by the sound of engines. It flew off the sill to a tree across the yard.
 
   Terrance jumped up to his feet and clutched the gun tighter. He walked over to where the bird had been and looked down at the ground. The naval base only had two stories so he could see what was going on down there fine.
 
   There were two vehicles approaching the building, alright. Both of them looked like they had been through the grinder; the truck looked to be scratched and dented all over and the windshield was cracked all across. The second vehicle’s, the SUV, bottom half was covered in at least two inches of mud and the paint job on the roof was fading, but all in all they ran. Besides the electrical scooter he had been using to get around town, these were the only vehicles he had seen in a year that still worked. It was like seeing some extinct animal that somehow had come back, a woolly mammoth or a saber tooth tiger or some shit.
 
   He smiled.
 
   But the smile faded when he saw the vehicles stop in front of the building. Where the window was looking out to was the back of the building, and where the vehicles stopped was at the entrance of the basement.
 
   Four men came out of the cars. An old white guy that looked like a brokeass cowboy (he didn’t even have a hat!) and a black guy holding a rifle big enough to make his balls shrink at the sight of it came out of the SUV. Out from the truck came a Hispanic guy with hair greasy enough to rinse out and cook a meal with and an out of shape, plain looking white guy. They were an oddball gang of people, that’s for sure.
 
   Terrance gulped when he saw they were all armed.
 
   “Motherfuckers, fuck, fuck.”
 
   They were going to find him, and kill him. He was sure that they would kill him if they found him.
 
   He looked back at his book bag, which was turned on its side. Bags of chips, half on the floor and half inside the bag reminded him he was fighting for his survival. He’d have to act fast, because these four motherfuckers were going to kill him and take his food if they found him.
 
   4 against 1.
 
   He wished Toby (R.I.P.) was here. But he wasn’t, because he killed him.
 
   Just like he was going to kill these four assholes. He had a full clip and the element of surprise on his side. He walked over to where the table was blocking the door and moved it so there was enough space to pull the door open. Then he made his way down to the basement.
 
   *
 
   The basement led to an ammunition storage room, so there was a big vault door stopping them, the kind with the heavy spinning knob. The electrical security system was down due to the lack of power in the building, and Howard had found the big brass key that opened the manual lock on their first raid through the building, so getting through the door was no problem.
 
   On Terrance’s side, getting to the basement wouldn’t be a big deal either since there was only an electrical lock on the door leading to it from the first level. It’d be as easy as pulling the door open and going down the steps.
 
   But he still wasn’t at the door. He was too busy pacing back and forth in the foyer, talking to himself under his breath.
 
   “You got this champ, you got this champ.” He kept rolling his shoulders like a boxer warming up for the fight of his life. He had a vague notion in his head of what he was going to do and what he was going to say. Looks like you fellas strolled in to the wrong part of town. Then he would unload his clip on them, if his aim didn’t kill them the ricochet would. Hopefully.
 
   A couple of yards beneath where Terrance was psyching himself up, his unwanted guests stepped through the vault door and into the storage facility.
 
   Alejandro was a bit disappointed; he expected something like out of the movie Men in Black. White walls with crazy, futuristic weapons that people like his friend Martin said the government hid from the public’s eye, weapons that could vaporize people with lasers or send them to distant planets to suffocate on unbreathable air—that kind of stuff.
 
   But instead he was faced with what he could only think of as bathroom stalls for weapons. There were racks on the walls separated by metal walls, almost like shelves without the bottom part because the weapons had been hung on to the racks. They were all empty except for a Tommy gun that didn’t work.
 
   Something Alejandro had expected was in there, and that was giant metal storage units. One of them was open from the side and he could see countless sticks of dynamite.
 
   “Jesus, you weren’t kidding about how much dynamite there is.” Alejandro said, shining his lantern into the storage unit.
 
   “I’d guess there’s at least one other container with this many somewhere in here.” Howard said.
 
   “I don’t think we’ll need it. This looks like enough to blow up the whole damn wall.”
 
   “Think about it, if we find another we could blow up the moon.” Howard said, snickering. Everyone else joined in too. They were all feeling it now, the nervousness and the reality of what they were doing.
 
   “How are we getting these up there?” Alejandro asked, gesturing towards the flight of steps they had taken to get down here.
 
   Paul came rolling a cart with the biggest roll of saran wrap Alejandro had ever seen attached to it. The wheels squeaked until Paul parked it in front of the dynamite.
 
   “Wrap, seal, and carry it up. Not quite sophisticated, but it’ll get the job done.” Paul said, smiling.
 
   “Works for me.”
 
   Howard slapped his hands together. “Let’s get this done, then!”
 
   Fifteen minutes passed. They all breathed heavy, but they had three packages of saran wrapped dynamite loaded into the truck. Each package contained at least 10lbs of dynamite, much more than they intended to use but more was always better.
 
   They were gathered down in the basement, Alejandro and Paul loading another sheet of saran wrap with dynamite while Howard and Will halted up a fourth package to carry upstairs.
 
   A door opened from upstairs and across the room, and they all stopped what they were doing. A patch of light spilled down from a flight of stairs, although they couldn’t see who was opening it because a protective wall prevented them from seeing upstairs. The patch of light grew bigger on the basement floor as the door was opened wider.
 
   Alejandro and Howard looked at each other. Howard mouthed the phrase, “what the fuck?”
 
   It was too early for Los Noches...and…that meant it had to be humans.
 
   “Shit!” Howard said in a whispered scream. He looked at Will, who shrugged. “Your go, Marine.”
 
   He nodded, knowing full well his role was the muscle. Which was just fine by him, he had been infantry in the Marine Corps, so it’s not like this was new to him.
 
   They put the package of dynamite down carefully and he grabbed his rifle off the wall where it was leaning.
 
   “I’ll cover you.” Then to Alejandro and Paul he said, “You guys keep packing unless you hear our dying screams.”
 
   It was a joke, but like a lot of the jokes these days, there were grains of truth that filled the void where there wasn’t any humor.
 
   Howard and Will moved out, Will leading the way.
 
   Paul and Alejandro looked at each other.
 
   “Let’s keep our ears open until they give us an all-clear signal.” Paul said.
 
   Alejandro could see Paul was trying to keep his composure, but the beads of sweat forming at his hairline and the uncertainty swimming in his eyes told Alejandro he wasn’t doing a good job of it.
 
   Alejandro turned back to loading the dynamite into the saran wrap, but his focus was on his allies surviving whatever was up there. His hand was ready to draw the gun.
 
   *
 
   This must be what a lion feels like when he’s hunting, when he’s stalking a herd of unsuspecting buffalo in the shadows of dried Savannah grass. Terrance thought.
 
   It was like every sense had been heightened by the shot of adrenaline coursing through his veins. Colors looked more vibrant, his thoughts swam through his head in a torrent—yet they were discernible, and every sound seemed to be more amplified. He felt like he was moving quicker, and that time had slowed down for him, it was incredible, that feeling of knowing you’re about to kill.
 
   When he opened the door, he heard the commotion of them whispering to each other and knew—somehow felt that they had been alerted. Which was fine by him, just because they knew he was here didn’t mean they could stop him.
 
   In his heightened state of mind he had seen everything as a weapon, and had setup a trap for whoever came up the stairs. A metal shelf on wheels was sitting in front of the door, a couple of feet back so that the angle of the staircase kept it hidden from being seen at the bottom of the staircase (he hoped, anyway). The shelf was sturdy and solid steel, and weighed over a hundred pounds. He had been a physics major in college so he knew that a heavy ass object traveling down a flight of steps would create velocity strong enough to break human bones.
 
   So now here he was, crouching behind the wall next to the doorway, smiling at his genius and feeling like a boy on Christmas morning.
 
   The smile went away when he heard the heavy boot stomp down on the first step. There were fifteen steps in all, and he estimated that when the first person was on the fifth step it would be too late for at least that person to get out of the way of the shelf. He had been hoping all four had come to investigate, but the sound of the steps coming his way suggested there were only two.
 
   Oh well, he still had the pistol. The full clip.
 
   He counted the steps of the first person coming up; 1…2…3…
 
   That was his cue. He ran behind the metal shelf and pushed it as hard as he could. It glided across the linoleum floor. The wheels kicked up a small cloud of dust, right before it tipped over the first step and went hurtling down.
 
   Will saw the metal shelf heading toward him, but he couldn’t move. His legs—no, his fucking brain—had locked up on him at the sight of a metal shelf coming down the staircase. When his mind finally broke out of the block, it acted on instinct and he fired the rifle.
 
   The bullets tore through the metal, but of course that did nothing for the situation. He heard Howard shout behind him, something that was a curse but in this state of mind he couldn’t make out the word. Then he finally turned and ran.
 
   Too late. The shelf hit him in the back and took him off his feet. He went sprawling down the last three steps, at the foot of the stairs the shelf tripped over him. The weight snapped the vertebrae on his lower back.
 
   He screamed in excruciating pain, screams that echoed off the walls.
 
   *
 
   Howard had been lucky to be a step behind Will and had just enough time to get to the foot of the steps and jump out of the way. Not so lucky though, because in jumping off the staircase to save his life he had crashed on the ground harder than his body could take, and his right hip felt like it was splintering out of the side of his body. He couldn’t get up.
 
   In front of him Will was writhing in pain, screaming and sobbing like he never thought a grown man was capable of doing. The metal shelf had flipped over once when it hit the bottom and just missed landing on Will and squishing him like a bug. Howard wondered if that might not have been a better fate for the marine, given the agonized screams coming out of him.
 
   He heard footsteps coming from behind him, footsteps descending the staircase. They were slow and deliberate, like the serial killer in a slasher film. Howard tried to get up, but the pain from his hip shot through him like lightning.
 
   Instead, he just turned to face whoever was coming down the stairs. He rocked his body, feeling like an earthworm squirming out of mud, and flipped himself over. The pain in his hip flared again, and he couldn’t help but scream this time.
 
   Howard reached for his hip where his gun was, but it was too late. The boy was already squatting over him and pointing a pistol at his face.
 
   He couldn’t have been older than Boris, but the smile on his face said he was more hardened than Boris would ever be.
 
   Terrance lowered the gun to Howard’s chest and said, “Wrong part of town, motherfucker.”
 
   Howard thought he imagined the boy saying that, and those were the last thoughts he had before the bullet exploded his heart out of his chest.
 
    
 
   *
 
   They had been approaching Howard, who was clearly injured as a result of the fiasco with the metal shelf. Neither of them knew what had hit him or what happened to him, but they both knew he was badly hurt because he was sitting there even after the kid with the gun was visible. After the first shot, both Alejandro and Paul abandoned the idea of going to rescue him and both jumped behind two different shipping containers that shielded them from the kid’s aim.
 
   “I know there’re two more of you!” The boy shouted loud enough to be heard over the pained sobbing coming from Will. “I got the rifle, and don’t think I can’t use this shit.”
 
   Alejandro looked at Paul, whose expression pleaded Alejandro to take the initiative.
 
   So that was what he was going to do. He took in a deep breath. There was no way it was going to end here, with some fucked up kid gunning him down. No, not after what he’s survived, not after they’re so close to some semblance of safety.
 
   He scanned around and saw nothing within reach that he could use to distract the kid. Then it dawned on him, he was leaning against a storage unit inside of an ammunition facility. The answer was right there, underneath his weight. There was no way to know what was inside, but he was damn sure going to take a look.
 
   He slid the door’s metal lock off, a rusted pin that went through a hole in an even rustier metal bar. The thing whined as loud as a harpooned whale and made his ears ring.
 
   “Hey, what the fuck was that!” Terrance shouted.
 
   “It’s just my friend!” Paul called back. He gave Alejandro a look of encouragement. “He’s scared and is just looking for a place to hide.”
 
   “Tell his ass to stay put.” The boy said and his footsteps turned rapid as he came closer to them.
 
   Paul did something Alejandro never expected the man would do, and stepped out from behind the container with his hands up in the air.
 
   “Stop, don’t, we’re giving up.” He said to the boy. Now that he was confronting him and could see him better in the minimal light in the room, he wasn’t as scared, but he could still feel his heart thumping in his chest like a beaten drum.
 
   The boy was taken by surprise by this as well, and stopped coming forward. He sized Paul up, and after he saw no threat he said, “Tell the other guy to come out, too.”
 
   Paul looked over where Alejandro was and said, “It’s okay, buddy, we’ll give him our weapons and he’ll let us go.”
 
   Alejandro sensed that this was his cue. He pulled on the shipping containers door and it moved with a metallic whirring sound, but nowhere near as loud as when he pulled the lock pin. Alejandro hoped the boy didn’t hear it.
 
   Paul faced the boy again. “He’s pissing his pants, can you give him a few seconds.”
 
   “What the fuck do you think this is? A negotiation meeting?”
 
   Paul felt himself losing control of the situation and so he changed his approach. “I’ll give up my gun, look.”
 
   He crouched down, keeping his focus on his peripheral vision. Out the corner of his eye he saw Alejandro disappear into the shipping container. He put the gun on the ground. “Alright friend, I’m going to get up and kick my gun over to you, then I’ll go over to where my friend is and take his gun.”
 
   “Naw, fuck that, man. Tell him to come out or you’re dead.”
 
   Inside the storage unit Alejandro’s veins turned ice cold, he knew he was racing against time as the boy’s patience ran thin and Paul’s grip on the situation slipped further. The problem was it was too damn dark to see, so he had to resort to feeling.
 
   He felt the wall, cold on his palms, and stepped further into the storage unit until he brushed against a container that was shin-high. Using both hands he felt its shape, it was a wooden squared container. He found a lid on the top of the container and took it off. Reaching inside his first thought was that he was reaching into a ball pit, the kind kids used to play in at McDonald’s or Burger King, but then he felt the ridges on the outer part of the spheres. And these weren’t exactly round like balls. These were oddly oval and got narrower towards the top. Then his finger touched the pin, and even in the dark he knew what these were. Grenades.
 
   Jackpot.  
 
   He grabbed one and came out of the shipping unit. Paul was still holding the kid at bay by pretending he was speaking to a scared-stiff Alejandro that wasn’t actually there. At this point of his show he was pretending to be angry with Alejandro.
 
   “Come on, buddy, you’re going to get us killed. Just come out already.” Paul said, and his acting stumbled a little when he saw Alejandro step back out.
 
   Alejandro nodded to him and showed him the grenade in his hands.
 
   “Alright, I’ll come out now.” Alejandro said; loud enough to be heard by their assailant but also pathetic enough to convince him he was scared shitless.
 
   Again he took a deep breath, and pulled the pin on the grenade, then stuck it in his left pocket. If his timing was off, his leg was as good as gone, but the boy would shoot them dead anyway, so he wouldn’t have much of a life to woe the loss of a limb.
 
   He marched out, head hung low, and the gun dangling from his hand to show it was no threat.
 
   “The rats are out of their hole, the rats are out of their hole,” the boy said, and dear God there was actual enjoyment coming out of him. “Drop that gun and kick it on over.”
 
   Alejandro crouched down and dropped the gun on the floor, and as he got up he fished into his left pocket and grabbed the grenade.
 
   “Hey, I don’t see no piss on his—“
 
   But he was cut off as he realized what was happening. Alejandro hurled the grenade into the air like a major league pitcher.
 
   As the grenade came launching towards his face, Terrance lifted the rifle and pulled the trigger. The shots were wild, no aim behind where he was shooting. Alejandro and Paul jumped behind a shipping container for cover.
 
   Terrance tried to swat the grenade out of the air with the front of the rifle, but he missed. He felt the hot grenade pelt him on the side of the cheek, and he had just enough time for one last thought before his body exploded all over the basement walls, Oh shit! See you in a bit Tobes.
 
   They were both panting and both had their heads leaning against the container.
 
   “You okay?” Alejandro asked Paul.
 
   He was all but crying, but he found his composure and nodded his head. “Yeah, I’m fine, you?”
 
   Alejandro gave him a thumbs-up.
 
   “You think the explosion got Will?” Paul asked.
 
   Alejandro shrugged and then got up.
 
   He shimmied to the edge of the unit and peered around the corner. He had no gun, he had lost it at some point when they jumped for cover, and he felt strange without it, naked somehow.
 
   Looking around the corner he saw the black spot on the ground where most of the explosion had hit, and surrounding it was blood, tissue, and chunks of meat that used to make up the gun toting boy and all of his insides.
 
   “You got him right?” Paul asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Alejandro said, looking at the gelatinous remains. “I’m going to go look for Will.”
 
   Paul leaned his head back on the storage unit and closed his eyes. Alejandro wasn’t sure if he fainted or what, but he wasn’t worried about him right now.
 
   He walked over to where they had seen Will writhing on the floor. Stepping over the human mess, he held his breath to prevent the smell of burning flesh from invading his nostrils.
 
   He had to walk past Howard’s body, and he checked on it just in case, but the four bullet wounds bleeding in his stomach suggested he was a goner. There wasn’t much else to his corpse. Alejandro grabbed his wrist to see if there was any trace of a pulse. There wasn’t, so he moved on.
 
   Up ahead he saw that where Will had been lying moments before the gun toting boy showed up there was nothing. His heart dropped, thinking that Will had been exploded by the grenade, although that physically didn’t make sense since Howard’s body had been closer to the explosion.
 
   So he looked farther into the basement and saw Will in one of the corners. He was mostly in shadows, but his boots and the bottom of his pants stuck out enough for Alejandro to identify it was Will.
 
   Alejandro raced over to him. He was flat on his back, but still breathing.
 
   “Will, Will!” Alejandro said, kneeling down next to him. “You’re alive!”
 
   He was in a daze, eyes barely open, like his eyelids weighed a million pounds and he was using all of his energy to keep them open. “Yeah…just…barely…amigo…is…Howard….”
 
   “Yeah…unfortunately.”
 
   “Not…the…first time…a comrade…dies on me…but…damn…”
 
   Alejandro put his hand flat on his chest. “Alright, take it easy man.”
 
   “I…ain’t going to walk, am I?” His eyes closed.
 
   “We’ll see when we get back to base.”
 
   Will opened his eyes and grinned. “Aw, shit…don’t lie…to me, amigo.”
 
   “It might not be as bad as you think, just try to keep your head positive.”
 
   “Oh…you are…a good man, Alejandro…you are.”
 
   Except he had just blown a kid up with a grenade, how good was he, really?
 
   “Take it easy, Will, we’ll get you back to base.”
 
   Will ignored him. “I can’t…move…my legs…I’m worth shit…to the cause…to Howard’s cause…I’m fuckin’ useless.”
 
   “Stop, Will, stop.” Alejandro grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him a little. “Listen to me!”
 
   “No…you…listen to me…partner…” His eyes closed again. “Take the pistol…on my leg…and end this shit…for me…I don’t want to be…no fuckin’ half person…That’s not how Will Roberts rolls…you hear me?”
 
   “I’m not going to do that, get yourself together, man. There’s still hope, there’s always hope.”
 
   “Not for me…man, I’m punching my ticket here…Good luck, amigo…You’re a good guy.”
 
   Alejandro felt his breathing slow down underneath his palm. He tried pushing down to help his lungs, but it was pointless. A few seconds later the breathing stopped and Will Roberts joined the count of the dead.
 
   Alejandro felt a hand clamp down on his shoulder and he knew even before looking up that it was Paul.
 
   “Not quite the death he would’ve wanted,” he said it with a cool voice, but Alejandro could see he was fighting back tears. “A Marine who survived three tours in Afghanistan getting bested by some punk and a metal shelf.”
 
   Alejandro wasn’t sure how to respond. Everything that could be said had already been said.
 
   Paul rubbed his eyes with two fingers.
 
   Alejandro stood up and put his hand on Paul’s shoulder now. “Let’s finish up here. It’s what they’d both want.”
 
   Paul nodded and they both turned and headed back to the dynamite and saran wrap. With only two of them, the task was going to be twice as hard, but it would get done in due time.
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   The dynamite was lodged into the gaps between the boulders in the wall. Alejandro stood in front of the three sticks that would be the catalysts for the big boom that took down this obstruction with a lighter in his hand. They had finished up half an hour ago at the Naval Base and had spent the last fifteen minutes setting the dynamite up.
 
   A part of him felt guilty in destroying something that had been built with such ingenuity and craftsmanship. There had been almost no gaps between the boulders, it was a thing of beauty how Los Noches had fit the boulders together so well, like a jigsaw puzzle.
 
   Either way, the wall (or this part of it at least) had to go down. They had a task to do.
 
   Alejandro flicked the lighter on and lit the ends of the three dynamites, then sprinted the opposite way, toward the SUV. When he got to the vehicle he dove through the passenger door. Paul’s foot slammed down on the accelerator even before Alejandro had the door shut. The tires screeched and the mommy's car took off like a sports car.
 
   Behind them the dynamite exploded. The first three blew a hole in the wall that started a chain reaction, and seconds later the other fifty sticks were blowing up. The boulders cracked and burst open, launching debris everywhere. The ground shook like plates colliding as chunks of boulder crashed down from the sky.
 
   The SUV was well out of the range of where the dynamite had gone off, but even still some of the smoke and clouts of dirt engulfed it in a cloud of smog. Pebbles hit the roof like sleet, but besides that the abandoned cars on the highway shielded it from any serious damage.
 
   Paul kept driving, though, winding through the hazards on the highway, until they were out of the cloud of dirt, out in the clean air again. He drove for another mile, and then made a quick U-turn.
 
   He put the car in park and together they looked out into the distance at their handy work. No more explosions were going off, and much like the silence that follows a firework show, the sudden silence was heavy. Neither Paul nor Alejandro wanted to be the first to speak and disrupt it, so neither said anything. They just sat in the car, watching the last rock bits shooting through the air, watching the cloud settle.
 
   When it was finally thin enough that they could see through it to the other side, they saw that their plan had worked. A hole had been blown through the wall and it was big enough to drive through.
 
   “What do you think?” Paul asked, grinning.
 
   “I think we did good,” Alejandro said, and also smiled. “I think our fallen brethren would be proud.”
 
   “Yeah…I sure hope so. I really do, Alejandro, I really do.”
 
   “What say we celebrate this small victory by returning to base,”—now he was using that word, “and eating a big meal and drinking a couple of beers.”
 
   “I’d say that’s a great idea.” Paul said, and put the SUV in drive.
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   Alejandro knew returning to the base wasn’t going to be all festivities and celebrations because someone had to break it to Boris that his father wasn’t coming back. Despite Paul knowing Boris longer than Alejandro did, Alejandro was the captain of this ship now and it was on him to be the bearer of bad news. He wasn’t exactly sure when that honor had been passed to him, or when he had accepted it really, but he didn’t mind it.
 
   Alejandro was standing in front of Boris’ room, the door was ajar and he could see a pair of dirty socks at the end of the mattress, the left foot shaking to the rhythm of music. Alejandro knocked.
 
   “Come on in Howie, I learned my lesson to lock the door when—” The words got stuck when Boris saw Alejandro come through. He took the headphones off his head and sat up. “Um, hello, can I help you?”
 
   “Mind if I sit down?” Alejandro asked, already halfway sitting on the mattress across from Boris’s, the one that Howard would never sleep in again.
 
   Boris’s face went red, then white as he watched Alejandro walk into the room. “What the hell is going on? Where’s Howie? Where’s my dad?”
 
   The smell of Howard’s cigarettes and after shave puffed out from the mattress as Alejandro’s weight came down on it.
 
   “I don’t know how else to tell you this, Boris, but your father isn’t coming back.”
 
   “What the fuck do you mean?” Boris was posturing up, almost looking threatening, as threatening as a scrawny baby-faced twenty-seventy year old can look. “You tellin’ me that kook finally lost his fucking rocker and decided to go out on his own? Is that it?”
 
   Alejandro looked at him, dead in the eyes, and his heart broke, because he could see it written all over his face. The boy knew what he meant, that his father was dead, he knew it in his heart, but Alejandro knew he was trying to lie to delude himself, trying not to believe what he knew. “I’m sorry, Boris.”
 
   “What? Fuckin’ say it, say it! Where is Howie? Tell me, I can fuckin’ handle it! I can fuckin’ handle it, I’m a grown man, I’m a fuckin’—” but he broke out in sobs.
 
   Alejandro threw his arms around him and cradled him, the way he would Charlie. “I’m sorry, mijo, I’m sorry.”
 
   “I told that old geezer not to fuckin’ go, I fuckin’ told him,” He buried his head in Alejandro’s shoulder and began to cry uncontrollably, convulsing.
 
   He was babbling and spittle collected on Alejandro’s shoulder, he could feel its wetness seeping through the fabric, but he didn’t care. He continued to hold him because he knew the kid needed this comfort more than ever.
 
   And it was his responsibility, after all. He was the man behind the rudder. He was the captain of this ship now. And this was his burden to shoulder.
 
   *
 
    He left Boris on his mattress, curled into fetal position and still crying, but in better shape than when it had first started. Boris didn’t need to say anything, his body language communicated that he wanted to be left alone and Alejandro left the room.
 
   His next stop was the most important, the talk with Charlie.
 
   But first he went down to the basement where Paul had shown him where the spare weapons were. He went down to the basement and took two pistols. One he put into the holster at his hip, the other he carried in his hand.
 
   Alejandro went back upstairs to the room he and Charlie shared. He pushed past the door and took in a deep breath that made Charlie glance up at him for a second before diverting his attention back to the word search in his hands. His brows furrowed closer together as his frustration with being stumped by the puzzle increased.
 
   “Que pasa, loco?” Alejandro said, sitting down on the floor next to him. He pointed to where the word RIFT was on the page.
 
   Charlie scowled. “Dad, you’re ruining the fun!”
 
   “Sorry, looked like you needed a hand.” Alejandro put the gun between them and said, “Got you a present.”
 
   Charlie looked at it like it was a snake getting ready to pounce. “Huh?”
 
   “I told you I’d give you your own when we find another, so here it is. Take it, it’s yours.”
 
   Charlie picked it up and inspected it the way he used to inspect the toy cars his dad would bring home on paydays. The gun was a revolver. He had seen it plenty of times on television, but in his hands the silver was ominous, sinister even.
 
   “I don’t think I’ll win Father of the Year handing my twelve year old son a revolver,” Alejandro chuckled.
 
   “You win it in my eyes every year,” Charlie said, and smiled at him.
 
   Alejandro handed him a box of bullets for the gun. “Don’t load it unless I tell you you can, okay?”
 
   Charlie looked down at the gun in his hands, and then put it to the side next to the word search book.
 
   “Thanks dad,” and because he wanted to hide the indifference in the tone of his voice he quickly asked, “How’d the wall stuff go?”
 
   Alejandro sighed. “Well, that’s another thing I came to talk to you about.”
 
   “Someone died, huh?”
 
   It hurt Alejandro that his son asked that question with the casualness one uses when asking if people bailed out on a skiing trip. “Yeah, Charlie. Howard and Will, they both died.”
 
   “Boris must be sad. Really sad.”
 
   “Yeah,” Alejandro said.
 
   “So what happens now? Do we leave everyone behind and go our separate ways?”
 
   “No, we’re going to go through with what Howard had in mind.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Silence.
 
   Then Charlie said, “I’m going.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want to go with you when you go across the wall. I want to see what’s past it and I want to fight alongside you.”
 
   “Charlie this isn’t a comic book—”
 
   “I know, Dad, but I want to do it. If you die on the other side of the wall and don’t come back, I’ll kill myself anyway. I’ll put a bullet through my head, I swear I will.”
 
   Alejandro’s eyes filled with tears and his hands clenched into fists. “Charlie, stop this.”
 
   “Claire wants to go to. We talked about it. She said she would do the same if her dad didn’t come back.”
 
   Alejandro couldn’t bring himself to respond.
 
   “I know how dangerous it’ll be, Dad. We’ve been through a lot already and we survived. I know you don’t want to put me in danger, but I think just being alive in this world is danger enough, don’t you think?”
 
   Alejandro thought about taking the gun and bullets back, but he knew there would be no point. They would find the weapons anyway if Claire didn’t already know where they were and kill themselves if that’s what they meant to do.
 
   “You stay by my side at all times, Charlie. You hear me? And you follow my orders without a question, you hear?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Promise me.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “You promise what?”
 
   “I promise I’ll follow your orders without a question.”
 
   They sat in silence for a little while longer until Alejandro got up and headed for the door. Charlie opened his word search book and went back to the puzzle. It was an abrupt and awkward ending to the conversation, but Alejandro wasn’t sure there was a proper way to end it.
 
   At the door way Alejandro stopped, and still keeping his back to Charlie, to hide the tears flowing down his eyes, he said, “I love you, mijo.”
 
   “I love you, too, Pa.”
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   This was going to be the first run through the rock wall. Alejandro was in the driver’s seat, Paul was in the passenger seat with the rifle Alejandro had gotten from the brothers, Boris was in the backseat with a pair of binoculars, and Felicia was next to him with a pistol.
 
   The windows were rolled down so that everyone could shoot on sight, and this strategic gesture invited the blast of heat from the outside in, turning the truck into a sweatbox. The sun had gotten things cooking and the temperatures had climbed up since earlier that day when they had blown up the wall up.
 
   Alejandro brought the truck to a rolling stop when they got to the wall. The way there seemed to be a crude path of gravel and black dust leading to the other side it looked more like a missile had gone through it than a bunch of dynamite.
 
   “Well, here we go,” Alejandro said. “Everyone ready?”
 
   “It’s like some fucked up road trip.” Felicia said behind him.
 
   “Yeah, this is supposed to be recon, Felicia. Don’t get all trigger happy.” Boris said. Both he and Felicia seemed to be in better spirits and accepting Howard’s death since the news broke to them, but it was still clear to Alejandro and Paul that they still weren’t all there.
 
   “Fuck off.” Felicia spat back.
 
   Alejandro hit the gas and the truck’s tires crunched through the remains of the wall. It felt like they were venturing in to a different world—and in some ways that was true. The others had only been beyond the wall, before its completion, once. And even then, they had only gone a mile and a half into the first town they saw. The town had been scarce and lacking in resources, and after they found the naval base a month ago no one had been back since. Not until Paul and Claire had gone exploring the day Alejandro had found them.
 
   So, yeah, in some ways they were entering a different world. The world of Los Noches, perhaps.
 
   The truck came through the other side of the wall, and Alejandro stomped on the gas without being sure why he did it. The sudden shift in momentum launched everyone forward and then back again in their seat.
 
   “What the hell, Alejandro, you trying to give us whiplash.” Boris complained, rubbing his neck.
 
   “Yeah, Alejandro, what’s up?” Paul asked, gripping the rifle.
 
   “Sorry guys, foot slipped.”
 
   He didn’t want to tell them that a weird energy had shot through him as soon as they crossed the wall. Maybe it was psychological in nature, but he felt like he was marching them all to their deaths. The suddenness of the feeling had shot through his veins like cold water, and he had jumped on the gas pedal.
 
   The thing was, he didn’t need to share this with them, they all had felt the same sensation. And all was forgiven about the shift in momentum, because the creeping feeling of being surrounded by a dread palpable in the air, the kind that could be felt on the skin, overshadowed everything.
 
   The truck continued moving forward, no faster than 20 mph because Alejandro felt like Los Noches were lurking (despite it being day) behind every car on the highway or inside of every crevice. Ready to jump out at them.
 
   They didn’t have to drive far before they found it. If they would have gone three miles past the first town in their first venture to this side of the highway they would have found it.
 
   “Holy mother of ghost, look over there guys.” Boris said, holding the binoculars with one hand and pointing with his other.
 
   He diverted their attention down below to a field on the side of the highway. In the days when the high way was a link between people’s homes and their work and not a haphazard junk yard of bombing remains, the field they were looking at would have been nothing but grass and some trees here and there. Instead, what they were looking at was a monolithic village.
 
   There were several huts, at least eight of them, facing one another. At the furthest point of the village was a single hut that faced the rest of the village and dominated over it like a watchful king on a throne. All of the huts were structured the same; walls made from thick branches bunched together holding up a roof made of small sticks bunched together.
 
   It wasn’t anything neither of them had seen before, be it in a magazine or a TV show, but it was far more advanced than they thought Los Noches were capable of building.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Felicia said.
 
   Alejandro slowed the truck down and brought it to the edge of the highway so they could have a better look.
 
   “Do you think the night creatures made it?” Boris asked to no one in particular.
 
   “Any of you ever been to Mexico?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “Cancun, but we never left the resort.” Paul said.
 
   “So no.” Boris said, and snickered.
 
   “Well,” Alejandro took the pair of binoculars Felicia was handing to him. She had taken them from Boris seconds after he had pointed to the village. “The ingenuity in these things is pretty similar to the ingenuity the Indios down in Mexico use.”
 
   “You’re suggesting that other humans built it and Los Noches just took it over, right?”
 
   No one wanted to answer the question in fear of being wrong. Or, perhaps in fear of being right that Los Noches had built the village, because that would mean these were more than mindless monsters they were up against.
 
   “We found what we’re looking for,” Alejandro said.
 
   “Yeah, but how the heck do we get down there from here?” Boris asked.
 
   There was a road to the side of the field; Alejandro could see it just beyond a thin row of trees west of the village. He traced it with his eye until it was lost on a bend, and then he used his mind’s eye to imagine the road continuing on and connecting with the highway. It made sense that the next exit would somehow take them to that road.
 
   “Just look at the map.” Boris said, answering his own question. It was one of the many things that added to his charm, asking questions and then answering them himself.
 
   Alejandro unfolded the map in his lap and looked at it, but the signs on the highway had long been blown to pieces and there was nothing else to indicate where they were on the map. Traveling through the highway required good old memorization of which off-ramps lead where. The only major landmark was, of course, the rock wall with the hole in it. And this village. Anything else would be guess work.
 
   “No help.” Alejandro said. He looked back at the road near the village. “I’m pretty sure I can get us there, though.”
 
   “Let me see, I’ll figure this out.” Boris grabbed the map, and within seconds he put it down. “Yeah, this thing is useless on the highway.”
 
   “Alejandro, want to see if you’re right?” Paul asked.
 
   Alejandro hit the gas in response and went down the off-ramp half a mile down the highway, which lead them to an intersection where they had to go either left or right.
 
   “Don’t get us lost now, fearless leader.” Boris said.
 
   Alejandro went right and followed the windy road. Trees and overgrown bushes the size of small vehicles surrounded them, and there was nothing else. More than one wrong turn and Alejandro would get them all lost. He tried to imagine driving down this lone road in the dark, and gulped, because if his hunch was correct that’s exactly what they would have to do.
 
   The road came to a fork, left or right.
 
   “Decisions, decisions…” Boris said from the backseat.
 
   Dios mio, this esquinkle is actually having fun with this. Alejandro thought, then made his choice and went right.
 
   The road became mostly dirt, it winded left and right on sharp turns, and then finally the village came in to view through the thin row of trees west of the village. Alejandro had gotten it correct, and for some reason he heard Olmec’s voice from Legends of the Hidden Temple in his head say “YOU CHOSE CORRECT.” He wasn’t sure if that was actually a line from the show, but it sounded correct, and was oddly comforting that a character from his childhood was reassuring him in such a dire situation. He smiled.
 
   “Good job, capitan!” Boris said, and slapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “What stops us from going in there and shooting all of them while they sleep?” Paul asked.
 
   …I’ll kill myself if you don’t come back…And Claire said she would kill herself too… Charlie’s words came back to him and froze him for a second. A chill ran down his spine and he felt his hands and feet go ice cold.
 
   “We don’t really know what we’re up against. Howard’s numbers were just made up.” Alejandro said.
 
   “We have dynamite, we could just surround the huts with it and blow the whole village to bits. Look at what it did to the wall in a matter of seconds.”
 
   “These things will smell us,” It was Boris speaking, but Alejandro had thought of that too. “We’re probably too close as it is. Not all of them have an amazing sense of smell, but all of them had at least a great sense of it. I can show you my charts—”
 
   “That’s alright, Boris, we believe you.” Felicia interjected.
 
   “He’s right,” Alejandro said, and started making a U-turn. “I’ll take us out of here before any of them wake up from the smell of us.”
 
   The truck made the turn and now Alejandro was heading back to the highway. He was driving slowly to keep the engine to a purr. Not only did Los Noches have a great sense of smell, they also had a great sense of hearing, but the road was far enough from the village for them to have approached it in the truck, or else Boris would have objected, Alejandro was sure of that; the guy had no qualms telling you you were doing something stupid.
 
   They rode in silence until they got back on the highway and went through the wall, once crossing over they had the reverse sensation of going through the opposite way, it was as if they were now on the ‘clean’ side again. That looming feeling of being inside of a sleeping monster’s jowls had lifted from their minds like a fog clearing away.
 
   “Okay, so now what’s next?” Paul asked.
 
   “I drop you and Felicia off—“
 
   “Wait, what?” Felicia protested.
 
   Alejandro pressed on. “I drop you and Paul off, Felicia. Then later tonight when they’re awake me and Boris return to observe the village.”
 
   “Alejandro, you can’t be serious.”
 
   “I am. Hear me out on this. If me and Boris don’t make it back then this is all up to you guys. Turn away from town and go look for other survivors or try to take on the village, but if all four of us return tonight and none of us make it, Claire and Charlie will be left alone.”
 
   Paul took in a deep breath. “With four of us we’d have a chance if we get spotted at night. With just you and Boris—“
 
   “We’d have no chance, I know. I’d rather cut our chances in half during a failed recon than put all our chips on the table in one go. It’s better this way, trust me. We can’t take big risks, not yet. Not until the final step, not until we attack them. When we’re at that point, then let’s risk it all.”
 
   Paul wanted to argue, if only because he knew he’d be biting his nails and pacing back and forth the entire time Alejandro and Boris left for recon, but what he was saying made too much sense. “Alright, fine.”
 
   “Felicia?” Alejandro said, and looked at her through the rearview mirror. She was leaning back on the seat, her arms crossed. What her body language suggested was different than what the glossy eyes in the rearview mirror suggested.
 
   “Fine,” She said.
 
   “Then we have a plan, for now let’s get back to base and have dinner. It’s been a productive day, and we have a few hours before night, so let’s chill out until then.”
 
   No one had any objections to this plan.
 
    
 
   12
 
   Claire and Charlie had finished whipping up the surprise ‘fancy’ dinner for the crew for when they returned. They had made roasted potatoes and cooked up a pork loin over an open-fire. They were sitting on the porch steps sipping on cold water, sweating from the extra heat from the fires they had been cooking over.
 
   “I told my dad everything,” Charlie admitted it to her with the tone a boy uses in a confession box.
 
   Claire’s eyes grew big in alarm. “What do you mean?”
 
   But she knew.
 
   “I told him about our plan to kill ourselves if he didn’t let us come with him.”
 
   Claire didn’t say anything, but the incredulous look on her face told Charlie everything she had on her mind.
 
   “I had to Claire! He was being real stubborn.”
 
   “Jeez...” She took a long sip of her water, “Okay then.”
 
   “He said we can go.” Charlie added, hoping that was enough to win back her trust.
 
   That was good, except she still didn’t like that somehow the man who had held a gun to her and her father’s face was now the honorary leader of the group, but besides that it was good that he had been convinced to let her join them when they attack the village. As little experience as she had in shooting things dead, she wanted to be there when it happened, to be at her dad’s side, because he was the only thing she had left in this world. She knew Charlie felt the same way about his dad.
 
   “Are you scared?” Claire asked.
 
   “I’ve been scared every day since we had to leave New Jersey.”
 
   “Why did you have to leave New Jersey, anyway?” Claire asked.
 
   “It got declared a war zone, and an hour later me and my dad left. A little too late, but still.”
 
   “Why too late?”
 
   “By the time we decided to leave…soldiers were fighting everywhere…”
 
    
 
   An hour after the news broke that Vorhees was a war zone Alejandro knew they had no other option but to abandon their home. They had been holding out for as long as they could, their bags already packed, but they couldn’t hold out any longer. Choppers and jets had been flying over their house for the past two hours, but now they could hear the explosions in the distance. It hadn’t started in their specific part of town yet, but it was coming any moment. It was time to say goodbye to the town they called home.
 
   Charlie ran out of the house with his bag as instructed.
 
   Alejandro followed, but stopped to look over his shoulder one last time when he was at the front door. He could see into the kitchen from here, where he and his wife had spent countless hours talking and laughing over huevos con chorizo. There were dirty dishes and pots on the counter that they had never cleaned, cans of food littered the grimy floor, and all but one light bulb in the room had burned out. Next to the kitchen he could see the living room, where he used to watch soccer and reruns of his favorite tv shows with a cold Tecate in one hand, a bag of pork rinds in the other. There was also a mess of clothes and blankets—the items that he chose not to pack in his bag. They had been living in this filth for at least a month, when things started getting bad he didn’t see a point in tidying up a house they would be abandoning. But now that they were leaving the house behind for good, he felt bad that he hadn’t kept it up.
 
   Like he was somehow slighting the house he had gathered so many treasured moments in.
 
   More than likely the house would be destroyed in a matter of days, but he still felt a pang of sadness that his final image of the house would be a mess. He closed the door and locked it behind him (old habits die hard).
 
   He met Charlie, who was halfway down the lawn looking up at a fighter jet flying in the sky. Alejandro grabbed his wrist.
 
   “Don’t leave my side, you hear?”
 
   Charlie nodded. He had been more innocent back then, and there was no way he was going to leave his dad’s side for anything. As far as he was concerned he was glued to his dad’s hip.
 
   The ground began to tremble underneath their feet as a fleet of army tanks rolled down their street. Alejandro and Charlie ducked behind the fence that surrounded their lawn and watched the tanks roll by. 
 
   Soldiers with big AKs strapped to their shoulders sat on the tanks smoking cigarettes and drinking out of flasks. One of them had his helmet in his lap and his head down while he muttered a prayer.
 
   Alejandro could feel his heart thumping in his chest. If one of the soldiers spotted him they were as good as dead and their getaway would have been cut short—real short.
 
   Down the street, from a fourth story window, a man with a sniper rifle took aim at one of the soldiers on the tanks. He was one of the fighting civilians, the “Freedom Fighters” as the news called them, but more than half of these people didn’t know what it was they were fighting for. They just wanted to act on their violent impulses, and fighting for freedom seemed like an OK reason to get behind if it meant finally firing your favorite weapon into a person.
 
   That’s what the man in the fourth story window was thinking when he had the soldier in his scope, this was for freedom, this was for his rights and for the rights of the people. He pulled the trigger, and the soldier’s head burst like a cherry bomb, the rosary in his hands exploded beads all over the tank. All of the soldiers grabbed and readied their weapons, looking for the culprit.
 
   The sniper tried his luck and aimed for another soldier, but he was spotted before he could lock on to his next victim. One of the soldiers yelled his location and then bullets whizzed through the sniper’s body like a swarm of bees. 
 
   The tanks continued to storm down the street, but now the soldiers were on their toes for any more loonies like that.
 
   When the last tank went by their house, Alejandro grabbed Charlie by the wrist again and they sprinted down the opposite way.
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   Charlie stopped to take a drink of his cold water, his lips hand gone dry reliving this. It was memories that had always been there, but he never thought about them until now.
 
   “So then where’d you go?” Claire asked with the curiosity of a camp-fire audience member.
 
   “We ran for a while, and there weren’t any more army-men. But we COULD hear gunshots in the distance, and bombs going off, and more airplanes flying over us every minute or so.
 
   We ended up going into an abandoned warehouse in one of the bad parts of towns. My dad said we’d be safe there cause it was in a half built gated community. There wouldn’t be any places for people to hide and shoot each other, he said.”
 
   “Well, was he right?”
 
   “Yeah, sort of…”
 
   *
 
   From the top story window of an abandoned warehouse Alejandro watched the military jeeps go in and out of the gated community. The military was using the gated community as a rescue point for their wounded men. Helicopters touched down on the ground as paramedics carried wounded soldiers out from the jeeps and transported them into the helicopters. Then the helicopter presumably took them to get medical attention, or maybe to a place where they secretly killed the wounded. Who knew what regulations were in place.
 
   The white sheets thrown over their bodies did nothing to hide the carnage. The blood soaked through, exposing where the damage had been. Blotches of red where limbs were meant to be meant that a soldier had lost a leg or an arm, or both. The red bumps and crumples in the abdomens of the soldiers were their exploded entrails. The ones whose heads were covered were the least lucky of them all, they were the soldiers who had been shot in the head and survived.
 
   Alejandro didn’t know for sure, but he assumed there was a shortage of painkiller by the screams he heard coming from the wounded soldiers. All the way up from the third story window, he could hear their cries as loud as if he were standing next to them.
 
   He had been watching the military bring their wounded through the community for a week. By now he was desensitized to the screams, but every now and then the sheets would move a certain way and he’d catch a glimpse of a soldier’s intestine dangling out from the side of the stretcher, and this sight never stopped disturbing him, no matter how many times it happened in a day. 
 
   He watched because there was a dark curiosity in his mind to see what was happening as a result of the fighting. But he also watched to gauge the presence of the military in their town. As each day had passed, the activity slowed.
 
   It was now 1PM on Sunday, and he had only seen one trip take place all day—two counting the one currently going on.
 
   Alejandro turned away from the window as the helicopter ascended into the air and the rescue crew’s jeep doubled back into town. 
 
   Charlie was on his sleeping bag playing some sort of game that involved a deck of cards and toy cars. 
 
   “Nos vamos de aqui,” Alejandro said.
 
   Charlie’s ears perked up like a puppy’s. “The war’s over?”
 
   “No, not exactly. But the military is moving out of town.”
 
   “So we’re going back home?”
 
   “No, mijo,” Alejandro’s voice cracked.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “But we’ll find another home.”
 
   “Where?” Charlie asked.
 
   Alejandro shrugged. “Somewhere. Somewhere far from this where we’ll be safe. Now come on, pack up.”
 
   Charlie dismantled his game and began to pack up his bags, just the way Alejandro had taught him. Alejandro did the same.
 
   He took one last look through the window to make sure there was no sudden military activity. There was none, so they headed out.
 
   Once outside they slipped past the construction site and ran back into town, first through the ghetto parts. The damage done there was barely noticeable considering what the ghetto looked like before; the only difference was just more trash in the streets, the shitty cars were only a little more shitty, and the graffiti-riddled buildings just had their windows shattered and chunks blown off of them. It was probably what it would have looked like in a couple of years even if the military hadn’t come through.
 
   They sprinted through holding hands. Their breaths the only sound in the stillness of the aftermath.
 
   Up ahead Alejandro saw a pile of litter that didn’t look like the rest of the junk on the street. No, because it wasn’t exactly junk. It was a pile of dried out petals that used to be a bright red but now were turning the color of dry blood.
 
   Alejandro stopped when they were in front of the petals. And all at once it came to him where he was.
 
   The ghettos seemed bigger than he remembered them, and looking at this pile of petals he realized why that was.
 
   It was because they had left the ghettos behind them fifteen minutes ago, and here he was on Main Street.
 
   He knew it was Main Street because he was standing in front of Rose’s Flower Shop, a place he had frequented many times over the years for his wife’s birthday and their anniversaries. Now here he was, standing over the remains of the big arrangement that had greeted him from the bay windows of the shop. The arrangement had become such a staple of Main Street that the one year Rose replaced it people came in to the shop to request she put it back because Main Street wasn’t the same without it.
 
   And here it was, the darling of Main Street; the vase smashed, the plants torn to pieces, the petals drying out and curled like aborted fetuses, littering the sidewalk alongside the rest of the junk.
 
   Looking around, horror struck him when he saw that the rest of the landscape was recognizable behind the destruction. The shoe store he had gotten all of his work boots from had its top blown off, the mug of beer that had hung over the top of the bar he and Martin had frequented on the weekends was burst open all over the street like a glass bottle, the building itself was covered in soot. All of the windows had been burst open. The bakery, the health store, the barbershop, everything was blackened from smoke and crumbling from damage.
 
   The sound of a tank’s tread squeaking their way snapped him out of his horror. He grabbed Charlie and pulled him into an alleyway. The tank rolled by, a sentry sent to sweep the streets and clean up. There was a soldier sitting on top of it as it rolled by. He had two missing fingers with tape on the remaining nubs. He sniffled, and then used the back of his sleeve to wipe his nose.  Then he was out of sight. 
 
   Again, pulling Charlie they ran to the edge of the alleyway. The tank had turned down a side street and was no longer visible. Alejandro and Charlie made a break for it, running through the ruined town that they used to call home.
 
   They headed for the perimeter of town, there was nothing left for them here and with the military likely shooting on sight it was too dangerous to stay.
 
   Behind them, as if one last warning from the town, they heard a gun go off. They sprinted into the woods, and continued on, leaving Vorhees behind them; going on into a new world, a new world that would be much like the town, only recognizable to them underneath the destruction.
 
    
 
   *
 
   “Oh my god, Charlie,” Claire said, and threw her arms around him.
 
   Charlie could hear her heart thumping in her chest and it made him feel funny.
 
   Claire sat back and giggled nervously. “Scary, but makes for a cool story. I don’t have anything cool to tell you like that, but my dad did used to weigh over 300lbs before.”
 
   Charlie tried to imagine Paul weighing that much and the thought made him burst out laughing. Claire looked at him as if offended for a second, then she too saw the humor in it and they both were laughing.
 
   “I guess he could vouch for the post-apocalypse diet, huh?” Claire said through a chortle.
 
   “Do you ever miss it?” Charlie asked.
 
   “Miss the old days?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah, all the time, Charlie. I was planning on going to a school in California in two years. Me and my friend Gabby had it all planned out; School, work, and studying all week; then the beach and meeting hot surfer guys all weekend, it would’ve been awesome.”
 
   Charlie saw a pained look in her eyes, a look he had never seen in anyone’s eyes before, and it broke his heart to pieces. “I bet California is still cool, though.”
 
   “Yeah, unless Los Noches showed up there too.”
 
   Charlie had no response to this. “I miss my school. And my friends. And Cinnamon Toast Crunch.”
 
   Claire put her head back and laughed. “I was more of a strawberry Pop Tart girl.”
 
   “I like them, too. If we ever get this town rebuilt the way the adults talk about doing, we should make strawberry Pop Tart Cinnamon Toast Crunch.”
 
   Claire smiled, and Charlie realized for the first time that she was beautiful, and he wanted to kiss her. But he knew there was no way he could have because she didn’t want to kiss him, she was seventeen and he wasn’t even thirteen yet, he was just a little boy to her. So instead he just blushed and stared at her until she said something.
 
   “That would be great,” She finally said.
 
   “And we’ll go to California together.” He had no idea why he said it, but the words came blurting out before he realized it.
 
   “Another great idea!” She said, and punched him playfully on the arm.
 
   The truck came into view in the distance, signifying that the adults had returned from their investigation of the other side of the wall.
 
   Claire got up and then Charlie did the same.
 
   “Let’s go and spread the food out for everyone,” Claire said, and headed back to base.
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   Dinner was quiet except for Alejandro catching up Claire and Charlie on their findings and telling them that he and Boris would head back. 
 
   After dinner was over they split into groups and went their own separate ways without much more exchanges of words. Felicia and Paul volunteered to clean up, Charlie went out back with Claire to teach her to shoot a gun, and Boris and Alejandro were sitting in the upstairs balcony discussing the plan for the night.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about something,” Boris said.
 
   “What?”
 
   Boris held an open beer that remained untouched despite that he had opened it ten minutes ago. “What if they’re rebuilding the wall tonight and we can’t make it through?”
 
   “Judging from how far the village is from the wall, do you really think they know about the hole?”
 
   “Probably not, but let’s consider every scenario.”
 
   “If that’s the case we’ll turn around and figure it out back here.”
 
   Boris nodded. “Shit, man, I’m nervous.”
 
   “I know you are.”
 
   “I bet my dad told you how much of a chicken shit I am, huh? You have no idea, man; if we get attacked it’s basically up to you to defend us. I suck like that.”
 
   Alejandro was taken by surprise by this side of him. He put a hand on his shoulder. “Listen, you’ll do great and make Howard proud.”
 
   Boris took a sip of his beer, which relieved Alejandro in some weird way. “You know, even though I’m smart as shit and I have a degree and all that stuff, I don’t think I ever made my old man proud. I think he wanted me to be a badass like him. I think he would have rather me been an athlete than a whiz kid who built his own computer when he was eleven and can rewire almost anything.”
 
   “Boris, look at me,” Alejandro said, clamping down harder on his shoulder. “Take this from someone who’s a father, I know you made him proud.”
 
   “I get what you’re doing Alejandro, trying to get my spirits up before the big game, pumping me up. You need me for the morale of the duo when we go out tonight and check out the village, but take this from someone who knew Howie his whole life, he hated that I was a chicken shit. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he was thinking about kicking me out of the base because of how useless I was to him.”
 
   For a second Alejandro thought his expression gave it away and that Boris would know that that was what Howard had been planning, but then Boris looked away uninterested and sipped his beer again. 
 
   Crisis averted. Alejandro thought. 
 
   The last thing he needed was his second pair of eyes not focused on the task because of daddy issues.
 
   “Will you promise me something, Boris?”
 
   “It depends on what it is.”
 
   “When we rebuild this town and find other survivors to populate it with, will you stop beating yourself up about this? Will you promise me that when we finally accomplish your father’s vision you’ll accept that you’ve made him proud?”
 
   Boris took another drink of his beer, this one a long swig. He smacked his lips when he was done and turned to Alejandro. “Fine. If we do it, I’ll come to you and admit I made the old man happy.”
 
   “When we do it.” Alejandro corrected him.
 
   “Oh yeah, you’re still doing that rah-rah go team bullshit,” Boris said, grinning. “When we do it, I’ll have made Howie proud, Coach Ramos. That better?”
 
   Alejandro laughed and nodded. “Yeah, that’s fine. That’s just fine, amigo.”
 
    
 
   2
 
   Alejandro looked up at the sky and turned on the truck’s headlights. He estimated that it would be dark just as they got to the village. Which would be ideal, he didn’t want to miss a second of the village waking up. He wanted their head count as accurate as possible.
 
   “Alright, off to the races you guys go,” Paul said.
 
   The rest of the group was standing outside of the truck next to him.
 
   “Don’t stay up for us,” Alejandro winked.
 
   “When do you think you’ll be back?” Felicia asked.
 
   Alejandro turned to Boris. “Ask the expert.”
 
   Boris opened his eyes; they had been closed while he prayed to a god he didn’t believe in. “Umm, should only take a couple of hours including travel time. But it really depends on how many there are.”
 
   This answer was good enough for Alejandro and he turned the ignition. The truck came to life and he waved to the group. “Charlie, no te acuestes tarde!”
 
   Charlie grinned. “Don’t worry, I won’t.”
 
   Alejandro waved to them one more time then drove off. In the rearview mirror he saw them waving back.
 
   *
 
   Alejandro’s timing turned out to be perfect, and they pulled in to the trees behind the village just as it was turning dark. He found a good spot to park the truck, behind a row of trees that were thick enough to conceal them but on an angle that they could see most of the village grounds. He killed the engine, and heard Boris let out a big sigh.
 
   “Alejandro, promise me we won’t do anything crazy tonight.” He whispered.
 
   Boris was ghost white, and Alejandro hoped he wasn’t about to hurl up dinner. “We’re here to observe, nothing more.”
 
   Boris nodded, and some of the color seemed to return to his face. “Good, cause I’m just about shitting my pants already.”
 
   Before any more words could be said, the village began to come to life. Out of the rows of huts came out two or three big Noches. Each of the groups was being led by a clawed one. When the groups saw each other from across the village, they made noises that seemed to come more from their nostrils than from their mouths.
 
   “They’re saying ‘good morning’,” Boris said.
 
   Alejandro looked at him, wondering how he could know that, but then he remembered he trusted him to be the expert and accepted his explanation.
 
   The groups started marching to the big hut at the end of the village. Each group knew their place and the flow of the march moved seamlessly. Instead of going into the hut, like Alejandro was predicting, they stopped and waited in front of it.
 
   “This is weird,” Boris observed.
 
   “Yeah, what’s happening?”
 
   “I dunno, let’s wait and see.”
 
   From out of the big hut came out two bigger Noches, bigger than either Boris or Alejandro had ever seen, they were about half a size bigger than the biggest one in the crowd. The claws attached to their hands were long and sharp enough to be swords. But what caught their eyes most was the two hundred pound elk each of them were carrying.
 
   “Holy shit!” Boris said, louder than he intended.
 
   The mob in front of the village stomped its feet and screamed at the sight of the food. They were voracious howls of happiness that elevated as more of the big-claws came out of the hut carrying more elk. The stomps of excitement sped up and got louder until it had some resemblance to a dance.
 
   The four big claws walked through the mob, the mob split down the middle as they came through in single file, and then followed behind them. When they reached the middle of the mob the Big Claws held up the elk. They all seemed to be killed in similar fashion—necks wringed and deep puncture wounds where the Big Claw stabbed its organs. The Big Claws held the elk up above their heads with their claws going through the body like skewers. They held them up until fresh blood from the new wounds dripped down on to their face.
 
   The mob erupted in animalistic cheers, like a stadium after the home team scores. And then it was feast time. The Noches ripped their claws through the elk, and chunks of meat and organs flew in every which direction.
 
   The Noches in the mob jumped up in the air and caught pieces of airborne meat. Others waited until an organ or a leg hit the ground, then they would dive after it and take a bite out of it before another Noche could wrestle it out of their hands.
 
   Boris watched with fascination as the Big Claws picked up pieces by their feet and threw them into the back of the mob. This would rile up the previously still Noches and they’d jump up to try to catch chunks of meat going their way.
 
   “It’s like goddamn kids at a piñata.” Alejandro said.
 
   “I was thinking piranhas, but that works too.” Boris continued watching, a hypothesis forming in his head. “It’s controlled chaos, though.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?”
 
   “Look at the way there’s no fighting between them. They know there’s enough meat to go around for everyone, it’s just part of some ritual. I’d have to watch them do this more, but we don’t have that kind of time so I’m skipping a lot of steps and concluding that that’s what’s happening.”
 
   The frenzy feeding was over no more than five minutes after it had started. All of the elk had been consumed, not a single piece of meat was left on the ground. 
 
   The Big-Claws retreated back into the big hut. The mob dispersed. The Noches wandered around the village grounds, grunting at one another or finding a spot to lie down and pick at their teeth. A quiet fell over the village like the quiet that follows the end of a daylong parade.
 
   Female Noches came out from the huts, some of them cradling babies in their arms. Young Noches, the ones who were too young to participate in the feast came out behind the females. Some of the smaller ones stayed by their mothers’ sides, while the bigger ones found a circle of friends and started wrestling with them.
 
   Alejandro heard Charlie’s voice echo in his head, the one I killed today…he won’t be going back to his family.
 
   Alejandro reached into his pocket and pulled out the river rocks the Noche Charlie had killed had been carrying to honor the dead. He looked at them, and Charlie’s words went through his head again, only this time they were louder.
 
   “They remind me of gorillas, but more human somehow.” Boris said.
 
   “Yeah.” Alejndro slipped the rocks back in his pocket. They had gone unnoticed, which was good, he didn’t want to explain them to Boris.
 
   “I think if we had the means to control them they’d be super interesting to observe in a real scientific setting. But alas, we play the cards we are drawn and we’ll have to drive them to extinction before that’s a possibility, lest they drive us to extinction—hey man, are you cool?” Boris asked, noticing that something was bothering Alejandro, bothering him enough to drive his brown skin pale somehow.
 
   “Boris, in your expert opinion, do you think Los Noches are monsters or are they something more…I don’t know, like wild animals.”
 
   He was taken aback by the suddenness of the question. He wasn’t prepared for it, although he already knew how to answer. “I’m going to answer your question with a question, which usually drives me bonkers, but it’s the best way to make this point.” He leaned back in the seat and put his feet up on the dashboard. “Take a look at what we just witnessed in the village; a ritual morning feeding that brought the males together, a tradition, if you will.”
 
   Boris looked out into the village. “Children playing with their friends. Babies and mamas cuddling.”
 
   He took his feet off the console and leaned toward Alejandro. “Tomorrow these hairless creatures that come out of big machines on wheels and have sticks that go BOOM-BOOM and shoot them dead will stroll up to their village and ruin it to shit. Killing what we see on sight, lighting their homes on fires, and running the survivors out of town. By tomorrow morning most of them won’t exist, none of this village will exist. This is their last day as they know it, and unless they find the hole in the wall, they don’t suspect anything. We’re going to kill them all, try to eradicated that entire damn village that’s down there. So, amigo, you tell me who the monsters are, why don’t you?”
 
   Alejandro turned the truck on. “I think we’ve seen enough.”
 
   “We didn’t even count—“
 
   “They don’t have a chance, anyway. The mob is likely all of the males and how many more can be in the big hut? Twenty at most?”
 
   Boris shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so.”
 
   Alejandro maneuvered the truck back on to the backroad and started driving back toward the highway. The shadows cast from the foliage that surrounded the lonely road didn’t bother him the way they had earlier. No, the shadows that concerned him now were the ones in his mind, the shadows of regret swooning him to pull the plug on this whole operation.
 
   “Hey, fearless leader, I’m gonna catch some Z’s.” Boris said, and curled up on the car seat. He was asleep as soon as his eyes closed.
 
   This left Alejandro by himself, with only the singing of the cicadas in the thick bushes and his thoughts to keep him company in the dark.
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   Everyone was awake when they got back, regardless of Alejandro’s orders to not stay up for them. Alejandro parked the truck on the yard and climbed out of the car. Boris woke up at the sound of the door opening and wiped drool off his mouth.
 
   “Whew, that was a good power nap.” He swung out of the car and met the rest of the group at the front porch.
 
   They were all gathered around Alejandro waiting their turns to ask their questions like reporters around an MVP of a Super Bowl.
 
   “How’d it go?”
 
   “We know what we’re up against,” Alejandro said. “But let’s go inside to discuss this.”
 
   He shouldered through them and only Charlie followed.
 
   “Pa, you okay?”
 
   Without looking at him Alejandro said, “Just fine, mijo.”
 
   *
 
   Inside the bar Alejandro had loose leaf sheets of papers splayed out in front of him, a pencil in one hand, and a can of beer in the other. Charlie was picking up the crumpled pieces of paper from the ground and unfolding them to see why his dad was so frustrated. Opening the discarded pieces of paper told him they were battle plans on how to attack the village they found.
 
   “I’ve never done this,” Alejandro admitted to him. “I mean, I used to plan out construction sites for the company all the time, but this is different.”
 
   Charlie wasn’t sure if he was talking to him, but he answered anyway. “Why don’t you let everyone else help? Boris can probably come up with something, he’s smart.”
 
   Two reasons he couldn’t: One, everyone was outside asking Boris questions he didn’t want to bother with, and two, because he was the leader, it was on his shoulders to figure this out.
 
   The front door opened and Boris led the rest of the group to the bar. They sat down in front of Alejandro without a word.”
 
   “Alright, bartender,” Boris said, “Give us one.”
 
   “There’s no more and I don’t want anyone drinking the night before the attack, anyway.”
 
   “But you’re drinking—”
 
   “Don’t care, it’s just to get myself to think straight.”
 
   Boris conceded to this. “Alright, then let’s move on to talks of strategy…what is it?”
 
   “I’m thinking we use the vehicles for mobility.” Alejandro said.
 
   “I like it so far, quick and easy.” Boris replied.
 
   Alejandro and Paul had been down to the ammunition room and Alejandro remembered the smoke grenades. “We’ll have to use the smoke grenades to force them out of the huts, but we can’t open the grenades in the cars or we’ll flush ourselves with smoke.”
 
   “Right,” Paul said.
 
   “Which means someone will have to use the scooter and throw them into the west side huts, and someone else will have to be on the flatbed of the truck or on foot.”
 
   “I’ll go on the flatbed of the truck,” Claire volunteered.
 
   Alejandro nodded. “Then we’ll have two shooters in each of the vehicles. Charlie will be one. Who else wants to be a shooter?”
 
   Paul raised his hand.
 
   “Good. So Felicia or Boris, one of you has to be the other driver.”
 
   “Wait, what?” Boris asked.
 
   “Me and Charlie don’t leave each other’s side.”
 
   “Fine,” Boris said, “I’ll be a driver.”
 
   “Okay, then, we all have our roles.” Looking down at the notes he read from them. “Paul, Boris, and Claire will be in the truck. Me and Charlie will be in the SUV…that leaves you on the scooter Felicia.”
 
   She shrugged. “I hope your boy can shoot, Alejandro.”
 
   “He’s good, don’t worry on that count.”
 
   “I don’t like Felicia being the only one by herself,” Paul interjected.
 
   “Dad!” Claire said. She was comforted by the fact that her and her dad would be together, and didn’t want that to change.
 
   “No, Claire, we either do this as a team or we all die together. Alejandro, I’ll volunteer myself to be on the scooter. We all know if Howie was alive there’d be no way Felicia gets the worst position.”
 
   “Fine, Felicia, you’ll drive.” Alejandro said.
 
   Boris groaned. Alejandro put his hand on his arm. “You got this, Boris.”
 
   He rolled his eyes, but everyone saw the grin flash on his face.
 
   “Okay, so Paul rides the scooter and Felicia drives the truck. So, that means me and Charlie in the SUV, Boris and Felicia and Claire in the truck, and Paul in the scooter.”
 
   Claire crossed her arms and let out a breath like a bull. “This is bullshit, dad.”
 
   “Honey, we’ll be fine.”
 
   Alejandro ignored this, because it really didn’t matter to him who was where so long as he and Charlie were together in one vehicle.
 
   There were no shadows of doubt in his mind any more, there was no guilt swimming around in his head, none at all. Boris falling asleep on the drive over here had given him a chance to almost meditate on the situation, and he had flipped a switch on his heart that turned it ice cold.
 
   The question that Boris had asked him back at the village, about who the monsters were, he answered to himself, and he realized that this was the only way to get this done. He had to accept what he was becoming, and shed away his humanity (if only for the time being, if only until it was done and over with) and put his emotions away.
 
   Los Noches were the enemy. The people he had fighting for him were the pawns he had to work with to route the enemy and win the game. All that mattered was victory, and he was going to succeed at all costs, because he accepted what this dark world had forced him to become.
 
   Finally, he had accepted what he had been turned into.
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   It would’ve been a beautiful summer morning if not for the fact that they were about to massacre several unsuspecting creatures. The sky was a light blue, the clouds looked soft as marshmallows, and the sun shone bright. Every few minutes a cool breeze would blow; the kind that your skin seems to drink from, a perfect Pennsylvania summer day.
 
   They had all awoke before Alejandro, and when he stepped out from the bar into the sunlight he saw his crew ready to go to war. Felicia and Claire were on the back of the pickup with the scooter in between them—the scooter that they gained, in some way, for the price of two of their members from the crazy kid with the gun. 
 
   Paul waved to him from the driver’s side of the truck—the truck Alejandro had gained at the price of a man that in a matter of hours he had come to consider his friend.
 
   Boris was standing on the hood of the SUV sipping on some coffee. His face lit up when he saw Alejandro and he gave him a thumbs-up. Alejandro smiled at him.
 
   His son, Charlie, the reason he was doing all of this, came running out of the SUV and wrapped his arms around his waist. “Come on dad, we’re all waiting for you.”
 
   Paul hit the horn on the truck and hollered, “Come on, you lazy son of a bitch! We have a date we can’t be late for!”
 
   Boris slid his hand through the driver’s side window and laid on the horn. Felicia and Claire started cheering, and then Boris and Paul joined in with their own shouts.
 
   Alejandro looked down at Charlie, and despite the danger they were about to dive into head first, Charlie was smiling. The color in his cheeks had returned as much as he had seen it all year, and he knew that Charlie was beginning to find happiness again.
 
   That was enough to light a fire under him and get him going. He brushed Charlie’s hair back and kissed him on the forehead. “Let’s go, mijo!”
 
   Charlie grabbed him by the wrist and took off sprinting toward the SUV, pulling Alejandro behind him.
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   This time they took the road past the trees until they were on the incline overlooking the village. Here the two vehicles came to a stop and they got out. Paul and Alejandro wasted no time and got the scooter out of the back of the truck, and then they went to join the rest of the group.
 
   Everyone was pale, and the look in their eyes was a mixture of uncertainty, fear, and determination. They all knew what was at stake, and they all felt the same way, but they also knew there was no turning back.
 
   “Claire, Paul, you got your grenades ready?” Alejandro asked.
 
   Paul and Claire both showed their bags—two military-style shoulder bags tattered with age—to the group and Alejandro nodded.
 
   “Everyone’s guns loaded and the safety off?”
 
   There was a murmur that translated to ‘yes’. Alejandro nodded.
 
   “Alright, we all remember the plan?” He asked.
 
   “Yeah, I think we all got it,” Boris said. He looked over at the village. “Looks like a lot bigger of a task, don’t it?”
 
   Alejandro’s impulse reaction was to argue with him and reassure the rest of the group so that morale didn’t go down, but when he glanced over at the village he saw Boris was right. The space between the huts were farther apart than he thought, and from this distance the huts looked a lot bigger and the windows where the smoke bombs would be thrown into were up higher. Paul would be pushing the motor of the little scooter and they’d have to drive through the village faster than he thought they would.
 
   “We’ll be fine,” he said, hoping his voice didn’t sound as unsure as he felt about this.
 
   Paul was on the scooter. “I’m ready to go when you guys are.”
 
   Alejandro clapped Boris on the shoulder and pulled him off to the side and down the slope away from the rest of the group. Without the glasses Alejandro could see the resemblance between him and the hard-ironed old man that Howard was. “You’d already have made your dad proud.”
 
   He gulped. “It’s too bad he’s not here to see me, huh? It’s kind of a fucked up thing that sometimes it takes losing someone for you to better yourself—even though they won’t be around to see your progress.”
 
   A wind blew by and a clump of hair fell on his forehead. 
 
   “You don’t believe in an afterlife?” Alejandro asked.
 
   “Not really, no. What about you? Do you believe in an afterlife or in God?”
 
   Alejandro thought of his wife, thought of the feeling he sometimes got when he was laying in the dark with nothing but the sound of crickets chirping and Los Noches rummaging outside of whatever shoddy shelter he and Charlie had been using to keep safe, the feelings that his wife was somehow with them and somehow protecting them. His wife, or their guardian angel, or God himself, or maybe just the universe, whatever, but right now he didn’t feel that.
 
   “I’m not sure, Boris. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t.”
 
   “I prayed for the first time last night.” Boris admitted. “I didn’t feel like it was doing anything, but I’m desperate to try anything so we can make it out of here alright.”
 
   “The group would appreciate it if they knew.”
 
   Boris’s lips turned into his signature grin, the grin that annoyed many people but Alejandro had come to like. “Don’t tell them, I have an image to upkeep of a selfish ass.”
 
   Alejandro chuckled and nodded. “Secret’s safe with me.”
 
   “Yeah, now let me get on out of here and be ready to shoot down these fucking monsters.” Boris said, and started back.
 
   “Hey, Boris, can you tell Claire to come talk to me.”
 
   “Sure thing, amigo.”
 
   Alejandro sat down on the grass and looked out into the village. He couldn’t help but feel like a man who was looking at the electric chair that would fry his brain or a man staring at a guillotine that would sever his head. The only difference was, unlike those fictional condemned men he could fight the device that might kill him, that was the hope he carried with him that others doomed to their death didn’t.
 
   The soft rustle of Claire’s shoes walking through the dried out grass made him turn his head. A cool breeze blew by and he had to brush some hair out of his face, and when he did so he smiled up at her. She returned it, but it was forced and Alejandro could see the uncertainty written on her face.
 
   Of all the people in the group besides Charlie, Claire was the one he wanted to—no, needed to—talk to the most.
 
   He patted the grass beside him. “If you don’t mind, would you sit?”
 
   She sat down next to him with the skittishness of a cat. They sat in silence, overlooking the village they were about to ransack until Alejandro spoke.
 
   “I owe you an apology.”
 
   Claire didn’t respond.
 
   “You know the world we live in is cruel, and I had to do it,” he felt like he was talking to a wall. This must have been an inkling of the dreaded teen years all parents spoke about. He hadn’t experienced them with Charlie, and maybe never would, but Claire was giving him his first peek at what to expect. “I have Charlie to protect.”
 
   “I get it.” She said, though tears were building up in her eyes from the flashbacks of Alejandro holding a gun to her father’s face. “It’s the same reason we’re going to have to kill all of those poor creatures down there, even though they haven’t really done anything to us. At least, not anything evil.”
 
   She was looking at him now, and where streaks of tears ran down her cheeks stands of hairs stuck to her face that the wind had pushed.
 
   “Yeah, that’s exactly it, Claire.”
 
   “I know. I understood why you held us up with the gun when you saw us, but that doesn’t make it right…or does it? I don’t know.” She buried her head between her knees and let the crying commence at full force.
 
   “We’ll change it all, though.” Alejandro said.
 
   Claire stopped crying at these words and lifted her head. “Do you really think that, or are we only going to fix things temporarily?”
 
   “Yes, I really do think Howard’ vision is possible. I’m going to be honest, it would’ve been easier with him around, but I’m going to try to do my damn best to get it done. The man died for this—and don’t tell Boris this, or anyone else, it’s between me and you—but he was willing to kick Boris out of the base because he saw him as a weak link to the cause.”
 
   She nearly gasped. “What? Really?”
 
   “Yeah, he told me in private. He didn’t want anything to stop or hinder his cause.”
 
   “Poor Boris.”
 
   Alejandro nodded. “It’s unfortunate, but the man was hellbent on rebuilding society. And his death has put that responsibility on my shoulders.”
 
   Alejandro put his arm around her, and he expected her to retreat from it or stiffen up uncomfortably, but she surprised him by leaning into him.
 
   “That must be a lot to bear,” She said in a voice so soft he thought he imagined it.
 
   “Yeah, but we’ll get it done. I know we will.”
 
   In his heart, he wasn’t so sure. But for the morale of the team he said that.
 
   Claire got up. “I forgive you Alejandro. And a friend of my dad’s is a friend of mine.”
 
   Alejandro was standing up, too. “Glad we’re on the same page now.”
 
   Claire smiled, this time a real one. She turned and walked back to the group.
 
   Left alone, Alejandro took in a slow, deep breath. Letting all of the fragrances of summer fill his lungs; the dying grass, the honeysuckles, the smell of hot air that somehow had a different scent than any other air. He held it in for a while, and then let it out.
 
   Which meant it was time for them to go into the village. On shaky legs, he made his way back to the group.
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   Alejandro gave Paul the thumbs-up from the driver’s side of the SUV. Paul returned it and he started down the hill on the scooter. This was Felicia’s cue to head into the village. From the back of the truck Claire stood up and waved to them. Alejandro waved back to her to confirm that he saw, and then she crouched back down.
 
   “I found Boris crying behind one of the cars before you came back.” Charlie said, as if continuing on with a conversation they had been having.
 
   “Oh,” Alejandro managed to get out before Charlie cut him off.
 
   “Yeah, he said to make sure I make you proud. That it’s a wonderful feeling to make your dad proud.”
 
   “You already do, mijo.”
 
   And because Felicia was already driving the truck down the hill, he said, “You got the gun ready?”
 
   Charlie showed it to him.
 
   “Don’t think of them as living beings if it makes it easier.”
 
   “Then what do I think of them as?”
 
   “Think of them as a blockage to us living a normal life again.”
 
   “We would be in history books like Christopher Columbus, right? For being the people who started the world over again?”
 
   “I think we’re a long way from history books at this point, Charlie. But if someone wants to write a history book, I’ll make sure they include us, how’s that sound?”
 
   “Maybe Boris will.”
 
   Up ahead, Paul crossed the imaginary boundary Alejandro had in his head that constituted as the village, a few seconds later so did the truck, which meant it was their time to go. 
 
   “Charlie, I expect you to keep your promise to me.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “You remember it right? Run, no matter what.”
 
   “Yeah, I remember.”
 
   “Good.” Alejandro hit the gas and the SUV headed for the village. The first smoke bomb had already been thrown into the first hut, and the first Noches were already storming out.
 
   *
 
   Boris was going off with the rifle, mowing down the Noches that came trudging out of the West side of the village without a moment’s hesitation. Big, small, male, female, he was going through all of them like a bowling ball through pins. Only a few came close to jumping on to the vehicle, but he managed to move the spray of bullets quick enough to catch them in the air.
 
   Alejandro followed several yards behind Paul, meanwhile the pop of the handgun Charlie was using to shoot down Noches rang in his ears. Charlie shot them as they came out of the huts. They were making noises that sounded like something between growls and coughs. Most of them were too dazed and confused to try to attack them. Only a few jumped toward the SUV, but Charlie had gotten skilled with the gun and took them out before they did anything more than scratch the plastic or punch the hood.
 
   When the group was about six huts deep into the village, the village grounds were in chaos. Noches were writhing and screaming in pain on the ground, wounded ones were looking for their family members, mothers were running screaming and covering their babies up from the bullets whizzing through the air.
 
   It was all going according to plan, Los Noches didn’t even seem hostile any more, it was more like they were worried about getting to safety than to stop the vehicles, although some of the more courageous males did attempt to pounce on to the vehicles. 
 
   Paul was protected by the fact that he was a faster, smaller, and less dangerous target so he mostly went ignored. Charlie and Boris were doing a great job of protecting the vehicles and keeping Los Noches at bay.
 
   It was all going great.
 
   Until Alejandro saw the four long claws on the roof of a hut, all four of them held boulders over their heads ready to be launched.
 
   Alejandro laid on the horn to try to warn Felicia of the oncoming assault, but it was too late.
 
   Los Noches threw the boulders at the same time as the truck sped by. One missed, another one hit the hood of the truck and left a significant dent, the other two hit the windshield and shattered it. Boris dropped the rifle and put his hands over his face as the pieces of glass rained down on him, Felicia was not so quick, and glass went right into her eyes.
 
   She screamed in agony and put her fingers into her eyes as if she was going to be able to pull the bits of glass out. All that this accomplished was to make her lose control of the vehicle, and in her spasms of pain her foot slammed on the gas. The truck launched forward, fishtailing and throwing Claire over the side of the truck. 
 
   She tumbled over the lip of the bed, and smashed on to the ground. Her shoulder and collarbone broke on impact. The pain flashing through her left her immobilized on the ground. 
 
   Three Noches came out of the clouds of smoke, and surrounded her. Her screams filled the night, but they would die off soon enough.
 
   Each one grabbed a limb. One grabbed the arm connected to her broken shoulder, and when he pulled it off bits of bones fell to the ground like spilled dominoes. She passed out from the pain, so she didn’t feel when the other two grabbed her legs and ripped them off.
 
   Meanwhile the truck continued on its path, barreling through the village and heading straight towards a hut. The Noches on the roof of the hut saw the vehicle heading their way and threw their boulders to the side. They knew what it meant if they stayed on when those two tons of steel collided with the hut.
 
   They scrambled to get down, pushing and shoving each other in frenzy, but none of them would make it. The truck drove right through the side of the hut. The log roof slanted where the truck smashed through the support beam, it suspended in the air for a moment at this slant, and then it gave out. The logs broke off the vines that had bound them together and came crashing down. The hut walls exploded outwards from the pressure, and the roof caved in on anything underneath it, including the truck. Los Noches fell with the roof and the impact of the fall killed some of them and left others with broken bones. Boris was crushed from underneath the weight of the logs and felt no pain before he was reduced to human jelly.
 
   Felicia’s death had been more painful, because before the ceiling gave out, the support beam had split when the truck hit it and a sharp end had lodged itself into her chest. She had struggled with glass in her eyes and a piece of beam in her body for a few seconds before the hut collapsed on top of the truck and mashed her to her death.
 
   *
 
   Alejandro slammed on the brakes when he heard the crash. Past the obscurity of the smoke—the smoke had traveled well past them like a ghost by now and enshrouded the village grounds like a cloud—he could just make out the wreckage on the West side of the village.
 
   “Shit,” Alejandro said unbuckling his belt. “Let’s go, we’re going to go see what happened.”
 
   He opened the door and started sprinting toward the ruined remains of the crash scene. What was left barely resembled living quarters; it was more like a giant bundle of sticks with the tail end of a truck sticking out of it.
 
   “They’re dead,” Charlie said.
 
   “Yeah,” Alejandro responded, although it hadn’t been a question.
 
   From the top of the pile of the wreckage a Noche covered in blood rose up. It opened its mouth to scream, but only a croak came out. It swayed back and forth before losing its balance and tried to plant its foot, but it was broken and gave out from underneath him, as a result the Noche tumbled forward until it hit the bed of the truck. There it laid with its eyes closed, groaning in pain from all of the broken bones in its body.
 
   “Pa, look.” Charlie said, tugging on Alejandro’s shirt.
 
   Alejandro looked to the right of where the truck was, and he felt his stomach somersault. A pile of blood and guts and other things that were supposed to be inside of a human body were jumbled together like a stain in the grass.
 
   “It’s Claire.” Charlie said.
 
   Alejandro grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him as they bolted back the opposite way to the SUV. An elderly Noche—evidenced by the graying hairs on its body—jumped in front of them and screamed at them, revealing its numerous sets of teeth with holes where some of them were missing.
 
   Without thinking Alejandro took out his gun and shot it in the head. They jumped into the SUV.
 
   “Fuck!” He screamed when the door was closed.
 
   This hadn’t been in the plans. Their numbers had been reduced down to 3 in one attack. He wasn’t sure how it had happened, but Los Noches had made Felicia lose control of the vehicle and it killed her, Boris, and Claire. Fuck was right, because now it was just him, Paul, and Charlie left, and there were still Noches running all about the village.
 
   Los Noches were more worried about tending to the injured and helping one another than attacking them, but these were creatures that they knew wouldn’t hesitate to rip them to shreds…His mind wandered back to the blood in the grass that had belonged to Claire, but he quickly pushed the thoughts away and refocused.
 
   “We have to find Paul.” He said, thinking aloud.
 
   But it would be difficult to do that—downright impossible. There were too many indistinguishable shadows moving too fast to be able to pinpoint anything as Paul.
 
   “Why don’t we drive until we see him?” Charlie suggested.
 
   Alejandro nodded. “You keep shooting.”
 
   They had failed their objective. They hadn’t killed nearly as many Noches as he had hoped they would, and at this point, judging from the amount of activity there still was, Los Noches could easily rebuild the village. All of this had been for nothing, and Alejandro never felt more like a failure.
 
   The only thing that would put him in better spirits would be if they could get out of this by at least saving Paul.
 
   But now he had doubts that he could even do that.
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   Paul tore through the cloud of smoke, coughing and his eyes watering. He had been pressing the gas as hard as he could and behind him he heard the motor on the scooter giving out, it was rumbling and complaining. He let the gas pedal go, but it was too late, he had redlined it trying to get out into the open air and already the scooter was slowing down.
 
   “Shit, shit, shit,” He looked around, hoping to see either the truck or the SUV so that someone could save him. In a matter of minutes he’d be a sitting duck, and looking around also revealed just how many Noches were still left alive.
 
   Although they were distracted by helping up the hurt ones or by running to safety, he didn’t like that he’d be on foot in their territory if he didn’t get rescued soon.
 
   The wheels on the scooter slowed down so much they started to get stuck underneath clumps of grass. It came to a complete stop yards away from a hut, but close enough that those on the roof of it spotted him. Paul looked up, and felt terror strike through every inch of his body.
 
   Los Noches screamed, like sounds Paul had never heard them make. Battle cries. He thought.
 
   Then they were climbing down the side of the hut, and next they would be coming for him.
 
   His legs and mind finally came to the same page, and he turned and ran, back into the cloud of smoke, hoping in the haze they’d lose him.
 
   It worked, somehow it had worked, Los Noches stopped chasing him when he was behind the smoke.
 
   He ran for about a minute through the cloud before having to stop. 
 
   Staring back at him through the gray curtain of the smoke were three pairs of red eyes. The terror spread through his body again. Most of the rest of them was hidden by the smoke, but the one thing that the smoke couldn’t hide was their sharp, sword-like claws.
 
   He opened his mouth to scream, but the sound never came out. One of the Noches pounced forward and stabbed him through the gut. The claw came out the other end of Paul’s body like a blade, and he slumped forward, dying almost instantly. 
 
   The Noche kicked him off his claw. His lifeless body flopped to the ground. Then Los Noches were surrounding his carcass, and they feasted.
 
   *
 
   The SUV broke through the cloud and got into the clearing. Now Alejandro could clearly see in front of him, and drove the SUV into a group of Noches that had their backs turned to him. The front of the van hit them and sent them flying through the air like blades of grass spat out by a lawnmower.
 
   The front tires crushed two of the Noches caught underneath them, breaking one’s neck and tearing open the other one’s abdomen. 
 
   Ahead Alejandro spotted the scooter Paul had been driving in. Out of instincts he hit the brakes.
 
   Alejandro put the van in park and got out. He picked up the scooter and looked it once over. The key was in the ignition and it was turned ON, but the motor was dead.
 
   Which meant Paul must have been dead too. Dead or had ran away. The former was more likely, but it didn’t matter anyway. It was over.
 
   They had failed.
 
   No, he had failed them.  He had let them all down. Claire, Paul, Boris, all of them. Even Howard and Will. He had walked them all to their deaths, marched them down as his pawns for his objective, and didn’t do good enough to protect them. He had sacrificed them—well, they had sacrificed themselves for him, and he hadn’t even completed what he sought out to do.
 
   He looked around.  The cloud of smoke was receding, now just a few wisps hung in the air, and he could see the chaos that the village was in. To his right was the wreckage that had killed Boris and Felicia. He couldn’t see it from here exactly, but in his mind’s eye he could see the pool of carnage that remained of Claire, poor sweet Claire. 
 
   And here, lying by his feet was the scooter Paul had been sent on to the end of his life. The possibility that he had gotten to safety wasn’t in Alejandro’s mind any more, no, not now that he could see how many Noches were still alive. 
 
   They were all over the village; some of them hurt and being helped by others, some of them fighting amongst one another, some lying on the ground covered in rivulets of their own blood from where the rifle or Charlie’s handgun had torn through their skin. And in all of this there was no discrimination, some of them were baby Noches, some the long-claws, others the elderly. They had effectively ruined the village…for now, but Alejandro had no doubts they would rebuild. 
 
   He had failed everyone.
 
   Everyone except the person who mattered most to him.
 
   He ran back to the SUV, and he felt his soul rip through his chest when he saw the passenger seat was empty.
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   Alejandro saw Charlie at the entrance of one of the huts, and he ran after him. He tried calling his name, but he couldn’t get his voice out loud enough. It was like his throat had closed up, the feeling of what he imagined someone with a peanut allergy experienced when someone forgot to tell them the cookies were Macadamia nut. 
 
   Charlie walked into the hut, and the darkness swallowed him like the mouth of a monster. Alejandro sprinted after him faster, and let the dark take him in, too.
 
   *
 
   It was almost pitch black inside the hut. Alejandro couldn’t even see his hand in front of his face, and he walked with his arms stretched out to feel where he was going. 
 
   He couldn’t see, but he could smell the place. A mixture of body odor, oils, and feces floated through the air and filled his lungs, causing him to choke and cough. Somehow the smell made it feel like the walls were closing in, like the entrance would shut closed behind him and he’d be stuck in here forever, breathing in this acrid air until his last breath.
 
   Alejandro batted these thoughts out of his mind and centered himself. His eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark and the smell of the place began to lose its potency.
 
   Several feet into the hut, like a guiding fairy in a forest in one of those folklore stories, he saw Charlie’s light from his lantern. 
 
   Following it he bumped into things he didn’t see were in his way, stepping on things that felt like stone when his boots crunched on them, but he got closer and closer to the light. The light was moving deeper into the hut and he kept after it. 
 
   Eventually the light stopped and he gained on it. He bumped into a wall, but he knew there was a walkway through it because he could still see the light. Using his hands, and gaining even more respect for the blind, he touched the wall. It was damp and slimy, and he tried not to think about what he had just rubbed off all over his palms. The wall ended and he found the entrance to the next room and went through it.
 
   His throat felt normal, no longer did he feel like something was pinching it shut. The light was just up ahead, and he called out into the dark, “Charlie! Charlie! Mijo!”
 
   Of course, the light was coming from the lantern Charlie was holding. Charlie turned to look at his dad when he heard him calling. Some hair was on his face, the glow of the light made his skin look pale—almost ghastly, his eyes were wide with wonderment, and beads of sweat were formed between his top lip and nose. Alejandro thought his son never looked more beautiful.
 
   He raced to him and grabbed him. “Charlie, what the hell—”
 
   “Pa, stop.” Charlie moved the lantern up, so that the light revealed what they were standing in front of, and Alejandro’s eyes gazed upon the etchings on the wall.
 
   Reflexively he took the lantern from Charlie’s hands and moved the lantern about the wall, revealing more and more of it wherever the lantern’s light would break the darkness.
 
   His throat closed up again.
 
   *
 
   The etchings were carved on to a stonewall that went from floor to ceiling. They were depictions of man vs. Noche—who the bad guys were was not a matter of perception in the drawings. No, the men were carved with scowling faces, while Los Noches were made to be cowering in fear of man’s weapons. Man held snakes with wide open mouths at defenseless Noches on the ground that were either hurt or dead.
 
   There were also carvings that made Los Noches out to be brawny heroes, standing triumphantly over piles of dead humans. Some of these Noches were drawn with long claws, but not all of them. In contrast, the humans were drawn to be wimpy and if any were alive they had faces of fear on them as they looked up at the heroic Noche.
 
   And lastly, some of the etchings were of groups of Noches engaged in battle with groups of humans. Most of them showed muscular Noches getting the best of the angry-faced humans, but others showed the struggle of one group trying to establish their dominance. 
 
   All in all, it was a mural of Los Noche’s conflicts with the humans, and the fact that the artist behind such carvings was a Noche was indubitable.
 
   There was no more questioning in Alejandro’s mind as to who the monsters were.
 
   *
 
   Alejandro felt as if an eternity had gone by by the time he saw the last etching on the wall. He stepped back, still in awe.
 
   “Dad, shouldn’t we go?” Charlie said, snapping him back to reality.
 
   Ignoring him, Alejandro said, “Boris was right. Goddamnit, he was right.”
 
   “What?” Charlie asked.
 
   “What Boris said…he asked me who the monsters were, and he was right.”
 
   Charlie had no idea what his dad was talking about, but he was starting to think he had made a mistake by coming in here. His dad’s eyes—and mind, for that matter—seemed to be glued to the wall of drawings. 
 
   “Dad, we saw it, let’s go now.”
 
   Alejandro nodded and lowered the lantern. “Yeah, let’s get out of here.”
 
   They turned and ran, but before they got too far from the wall, Alejandro looked over his shoulder to look at it once more. When he turned back, the image of a Herculean Noche standing over a pile of dead humans seemed to be burned into his mind.
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   Out in the daylight, the sudden brightness almost hurt their eyes, but not enough so that they couldn’t see the predicament they were in now. Standing out in front of the big hut were six long-claw Noches, and coming from the opposite side of the hut were eight more—two of them regular clawed Noches, which meant that their van was sandwiched in between two groups of Noches coming for their heads.
 
   “In the car, rapido!” Alejandro yelled. 
 
   Charlie opened the door and hopped in, a second later Alejandro was in the driver’s seat and putting the van in drive before his door was closed all the way.
 
   He floored the gas pedal and turned to the right, heading east of the village. There was no rhyme or reason to this; it just felt right to go this way.
 
   “Where are we going?” Charlie said, holding on to the van’s clothing hanger for dear life.
 
   “No se,” Alejandro said, and the SUV ran right in between two huts and went into the woods.
 
   *
 
   Dodging trees like he had done this all his life, Alejandro felt adrenaline coursing through his veins. He had never really understood what exactly adrenaline was, but if it could be quantified as something spiritual he was filled with it right now.
 
   All that mattered was getting to safety. He didn’t care that he had failed his group of survivors, no, that seemed long ago, a lifetime ago when he had been upset about that. Now all that mattered was that he and his son—mostly his son—got out of this unscathed. If they could do that, he would be forever grateful and never doubt the existence of God again.
 
   In the rearview mirror he saw Los Noches were still stampeding after them, running routes through the woods, the woods that were their backyards.
 
   Fuck, Alejandro thought. So much for losing them in here.
 
   The thought prompted him to hit the gas harder. 
 
   Charlie screamed as the truck maneuvered through narrow and strange shaped gaps between the trees, barely missing. 
 
   Up ahead the ground inclined, and Alejandro thought, if the ground begins to decline on the other side he would be hidden behind the hill from Los Noches’ sights for a few moments. An opportunity to lose his pursuers would arise. He hoped.
 
   The van went up the incline. Charlie closed his eyes and gritted his teeth as they headed toward two narrowly spaced trees.
 
   “Pa, we’re not going to make it! We’re not going to make!”
 
   Charlie felt the smack of a leaf hit him through the open window on the cheek. He opened his eyes just as the van drove in between the trees. There was a small clink as the side mirror hit the tree and went flying off.
 
   Alejandro’s thought had been correct, the ground did begin to decline, but he wasn’t going to turn. No, not unless the SUV could float through a river because either way, left or right, the river at the bottom would be there.
 
   The SUV came to a halt that would’ve been a screech on pavement, but was just a sputtering as the tires kicked up clumps of mud. The vehicle stopped just short of the riverbank.
 
   Alejandro reached for the door handle.
 
   “Pa, where are we going?” Charlie asked.
 
   “You’re going to run, now get out, hurry, hurry!” Alejandro said, standing outside of the truck. He slammed the door shut.
 
   Charlie got out and hustled over to his dad’s side.
 
   “GO! Get the hell out of here!”
 
   It was the loudest his dad’s voice had ever gotten with him, and he felt like peeing. “Pa, what are you—”
 
   Alejandro turned and smacked him across the face, busting the side of his lip open. “Largate!”
 
   From above the incline of the hill, they could hear the stammering footsteps of the oncoming fleet of Noches, only seconds away from spotting them down by the river.
 
   “Go on, go. Swim across the river and start running as fast and as far as you can. If they can’t swim you’ll be fine.” Alejandro was facing the direction where they would be coming from, and his voice was low and cool now.
 
   “What about you?” Charlie felt as if he was on the verge of tears, but nothing was coming out because he couldn’t believe this was happening.
 
   No, this was all just a nightmare and he’d wake up and they would be on the couch. Dad would be asleep with the TV remote on his stomach and his hand half inside the bowl of chicharon. It would be Halloween, and this would just be a nightmare manifested by the monster movie playing on the TV. 
 
   That had to be it…but it wasn’t. Deep in his heart, he knew it wasn’t.
 
   Los Noches appeared at the top of the hill. It only took them a second to spot them, and then they were racing down the incline right for them. Their claws shone silver under the sunlight.
 
   “I’m going to hold them off as long as I can,” Alejandro said, and drew his gun. “Now, GO!”
 
   “You’ll come after you kill them all, right dad? Right?”
 
   “GO CHARLIE!”
 
   “Tell me you’ll be right behind me, tell me papi, tell me pa, tell me!” But he was already inching towards the river, ready to dive in and swim.
 
   “You promised me, Charlie,” Alejandro aimed the gun as the first Noche came within shooting distance. “Now get out of here.”
 
   Charlie ran for the river, and jumped into it. As soon as he felt the water hit his body, he was swimming. Between the frantic splashes of water he heard his dad’s pistol going off…once, twice, thrice, four times, then nothing.
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   Alejandro had never felt surer of a choice. As Los Noches came sprinting down toward him like tribal warriors, his nerves were unflinching.
 
   He had already come to terms with death, and dying protecting his son was a lot nobler than being killed in a stinking barn house or by a kooky kid with a gun. He had no qualms about going out this way and his mind was tranquil enough for his aim to be precise.
 
   Alejandro shot the first one, hitting the Noche in the hip. It tumbled down the hill, breaking its neck in the process. 
 
   He shot the second one, the bullet went right through its throat and it died instantly. 
 
   The third one he got in the chest, and it clambered to the floor and by the time it hit the bottom of the hill it was a corpse. 
 
   The fourth took the bullet through the chest, only a few yards away from where Alejandro stood, with a few more seconds it would’ve been close enough to pounce on him.
 
   The fifth and sixth ones, which were on the heels of the fourth one, did pounce on him.
 
   The last thing Alejandro Ramos felt in his life was a hotness spreading throughout his abdomen as the claws tore his insides out. Then the curtains closed.
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   He thought he had known loneliness. When his parents left him home alone for the first time three years ago, and only midday reruns of Monday Night Raw and his superhero action figures kept him company in the stillness of the house, he thought he knew loneliness. When his friends abandoned him at recess to play with Johnny’s Gameboy—and he wasn’t invited because Johnny hated him—he thought he knew loneliness. 
 
   But he didn’t know it until the moment he heard his dad’s gun go off for the last time. Now he was truly alone, alone at the end of the world. John the Farmer was dead, the fat man from the carnival was dead, Claire, Boris, Paul, all of them gone from this earth.
 
   Just him now.
 
   He got to the other side of the river and sprinted out of the water. To his dismay, he heard water splashing behind him, which meant they could swim, and swim fast.
 
   He sprinted as fast as he could even though his lungs were as dry and small as raisins. Knowing he had to keep going, if for no other reason than to keep his promise to his dad, he pressed on.
 
   Behind him he heard the stomps of feet, he craned his neck to get a peek, and saw the claw heading toward his shoulder. It ripped through the skin all the way down to the bone, and then he was pulled off his feet. The back of his head hit the ground and a star show played before his eyes.
 
   Then there was a pain in his stomach, deep, deep in his stomach, in an area he wasn’t even aware he had.
 
   Then he felt nothing and saw nothing.
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   The Noche looked down at the boy. His stomach was ripped open and the side of his head was slashed open. The Noches who had gotten to him had done a number on him.
 
   He and the other guy had been sent here to dispose of the bodies. They weren’t told how to do it, which usually meant to do whatever they wanted to them. Eat them or throw them in the river, as long as they were disposed of so the woods wouldn’t get littered with dead bodies.
 
   The Noche turned to face the river just as the other guy came out of the river carrying the adult human under his armpit like a sack of potatoes.
 
   Since he was the the bigger of the two this put him in the lead, so he grunted the orders to the other Noche.
 
   The other Noche nodded and then walked past him to the grove of trees where they would be leaving the humans. Behind them a trail of red from the blood spilling out of the human’s stomach formed.
 
   The leader picked up the human boy and followed the other Noche.
 
   *
 
   Inside the grove the smaller Noche was waiting for further orders. The leader grunted and motioned with his chin towards a fallen tree covered in bright green moss.
 
   The smaller Noche put the human boy against the tree and then looked at the leader to ask if it was alright. The leader grunted, and then ordered him away. 
 
   The leader put the adult human next to the human boy, and after looking over his shoulder to make sure the other Noche was gone, he brushed back the hair covering their faces.
 
   Then he stepped back to get a better look at them. Although he was the bigger of the two Noches who had been sent to dispose of the bodies, he was still young. He had just become an adult a month ago and had never been this close to a human.
 
   But now that he was seeing them up close like this, he wasn’t sure what made the other villagers so afraid of them. They looked frail, what with their small shoulders, and scrawny limbs. They weren’t muscular and built for hand to hand combat the way Noches were.
 
   He stepped closer to the humans to look at their facial features. The boy and the adult shared many similar features; the nose, the brows, the chin and lips. A lot of similarities, and it became clear to him that these were father and son.
 
   That would explain the father sacrificing himself so the boy could get away. A father trying to protect his son, and he wondered if maybe these humans weren’t so different than them after all.
 
   Maybe the humans weren’t the monsters that the villagers made them out to be. Maybe all these humans had wanted was to survive in this cruel world.
 
   He ran his hand across their clothes. It was soft and wouldn’t protect them from anything. He had no idea why they all wore it, but the thought disappeared when his palm touched something in the adult’s jeans.
 
   With two fingers the Noche reached in and pulled out four shiny river rocks from the pockets of the jeans. They were the same ones they used to decorate their graves.
 
   He dropped the rocks in between the two humans, on a pool of light spilling in through the treetops, and took a giant step back to get one last look at them.
 
   Despite the blood running down from their gashes, and the greasy unkempt hair, and the death in their eyes—despite all of this, the humans looked at peace.
 
   The Noche turned, and headed back for the village, hoping he could still get some sleep since a whole day still lay ahead.
 
   *
 
   No one knew how many humans still survived, or if there were even any left. Perhaps Los Noches had just wiped the entire species off of the planet, it was anyone’s guess.
 
   But one thing was for certain, lying underneath the trees shoulder to shoulder there would be no more chaos for Alejandro and Charlie. No more worrying. No more pain. No more nightmares.
 
   This was the end for them, the last turn of their path, but the river rocks would continue to shine for them. They would shine forever.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   AFTERWORD
 
    
 
   If you happen to be a geography buff, you’ll notice that the locations and distances covered in the book do not match up to real life. That’s because the Northern Pennsylvania is completely fictional. I was originally planning on making it true to real life, but ultimately I found it too distracting to go back and forth between writing and checking my map. So, if you happened to notice how off my scale was—you’re going to have to take my word for it, I did too.
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