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      The Keeper

      
      The day Pavel and Gustov Malincovich learned that they were dead was like any other day in the Russian wasteland—hot, dry,
         and sublimely quiet.
      

      
      The seasoned twins lived alone in the hovel where they had spent nearly thirty years practicing the near-monastic discipline
         of the hermit separated from the rest of the world. They were fifty-one years of age—identical in appearance down to their
         threadbare robes, the blue eyes in their weathered faces, and the grey beards that hung from their chins.
      

      
      Their existence was a simple affair dedicated entirely to stripping away the distractions of a world gone mad to chase peace
         through perfect Order. A small price to pay for the promise of Bliss in the life to come.
      

      
      But tonight everything the brothers thought they knew about life was about to change.

      
      Pavel sat outside on a log beside his brother, staring in silence at the cook fire crackling at their feet, listening to the
         wind rustling through the trees at the edge of the clearing. His hands, rough from years of carving a living out of the wasteland,
         cupped a tin cup filled with water. He did not speak because there was nothing new to say, nothing to do but simply be. In that way, fear—the natural enemy of the living—could not control him.
      

      
      Beyond the periphery of firelight the mud house crouched beneath a scraggly pine. Pavel pushed to his feet, about to go inside,
         when Gustov abruptly grabbed him by the arm.
      

      
      Gustov was staring past him to the edge of the clearing.

      
      When Pavel turned, he discovered the reason for his brother’s gaze: a man carrying a small lantern, coming toward them through
         the trees with soft, crunching steps. Fear sliced into Pavel’s mind—where had he come from? The nearest town was half a day’s
         walk to the south, where the brothers went once a month for supplies.
      

      
      The man was dressed in a long tunic with a pack over his shoulder. His beard was almost as grizzled as Pavel’s own, though
         he looked a few years younger. He was alone.
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