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LAURIE MEETS DANDIE

ONE

The homeless woman had been following her since she came out of Wyman’s dress shop, which had been close to four blocks back. Laurie checked the traffic and then crossed the street against the no walking sign. Sure enough, the old woman pressed ahead, crossing the street to the blare of a car horn. 

Each time that Laurie stopped walking to gaze through a store window, the woman also stopped, keeping the same distance between them. She did not attempt to do anything other than follow Laurie. 

Laurie checked the homeless woman in the reflection of store windows as she made her way up the street. She was dressed head to toe in black robes. Each time Laurie looked, she could see the haggard old woman following her. She also noticed her own appearance. The outfit of tennis shoes, jeans, and t-shirt she wore was pleasing to her. The look on her face was not. Her reflection in the shop windows grew more worried each time she saw herself. It was as though her youthful, long blonde hair contradicted the aging, stressed visage staring back at her.  

Laurie resented that the homeless woman was robbing her of a leisurely stroll through the downtown Fort Collins shopping district. It wasn’t often that she had a weekday off work, and she had wanted to enjoy her morning before she met with her gynecologist. Being couped up five days a week inside the accounting office of a bank was bad enough. The last thing she wanted was to finally have a day off and have it stolen by the strange woman. 

It was a brilliant Colorado day. The sun perched itself in the cloudless, deep blue sky. The crabapple trees that lined the street continued to bloom; their flower petals fully opened to catch the sun’s rays. It was hot enough that she was grateful to be walking on the shady side of the street, but still not so hot that she wanted to be indoors. 

Laurie felt hunger rumble inside of her stomach for the third time in the past several minutes. She decided it would be a good idea to grab food from a food truck that was parked at the next corner. At least there she would have others around her, in case the old woman became violent. So many of the people living on the streets in the area were on drugs and, as a result, they were unpredictable. Laurie didn’t want to find herself in a one-on-one interaction with the woman. She hated being harassed by the homeless people in the downtown area. The recent reports in the news of attacks by homeless people didn’t help to change her sentiment. 

A quick peek over her shoulder confirmed that the woman continued to keep the same pace and distance. Laurie checked her watch and saw that more time had escaped the morning than she had expected. It wasn’t the first time she had lost track of time window shopping. Her ex-boyfriend could testify to her shopping issues. 

Laurie approached the food truck, reading the sign on its side. Mia’s Filipino Chicken Express. It was easily her favorite of the street food vendors downtown, and she had often told Mia that she should open a restaurant in the area. The food was good enough that Laurie thought Mia would make a fortune in a full-service eatery. 

She greeted Mia with a warm hello. Mia waved at her from inside the truck. “Hello Laurie. Are you having your usual today?” 

“Yes, I am. You have a good memory, Mia.”

Mia smiled at her, her tropical skin glowing in the midday sun. “One Adobo, rice and lumpia coming up. How’s your day?” 

“Not bad, I guess. I’m on my way to a doctor’s appointment and running late as usual, but I’m starving, so I’ll have to eat on the run.” 

“It’s hard to have a good day when you have to go to the doctor.” Mia crinkled up her face, showing her distaste. 

“Going to the doctor sucks and today would be better if...” 

Laurie felt a tapping on her shoulder and knew before she turned around who it was. The homeless woman stood staring at her with her hand out. Dirt smudged the woman’s face. Her eyes were deep brown, and her stare was intense. The gray of her hair made her seem old, but up close her dark skin was smooth and line-free. She grinned a toothy smile at Laurie. Laurie thought it was rare for a homeless person to have such well-cared-for teeth. The woman asked, “Do you have a few dollars to spare?” 

“No.”

Laurie turned back to the food truck. The tapping began again on her back. She noticed Mia was watching the exchange as she prepared her food. Heat rose in her face. It was bad enough to be followed up the block, but it royally pissed her off to be hassled for money. Coming from a poor upbringing, she knew the value of money and hard work. She and her family sacrificed and worked diligently to overcome poverty, so she had little patience for those who begged for their survival. 

Laurie faced the homeless woman again. “What?” 

The woman leaned forward and spoke louder than the first time. “Can you spare some change?” 

Laurie noticed the necklace hanging around the woman’s neck. It was made of a thick gold chain and had a medallion dangling from it. A closer look revealed the head of a jackal on its face. Laurie found the emblem on it repulsive, although she didn’t understand why it elicited such a strong response. 

Cringing, she replied to her, “Look, I told you no. My answer isn’t going to change.”

She looked Laurie up and down. “You can help me, but you choose not to.”

Laurie shook her head. The nerve of the woman amazed her. “That’s right, I’m choosing not to add to your addiction issues, your laziness, or whatever else has put you in this position. I busted my ass to escape poverty, so it’s insulting to me that you would take the easy way out.” 

The woman’s eyes opened wide. “The easy way you say?” 

“That’s right. The easy way. You know what’s hard? I’ll tell you. It’s hard getting up at four in the morning to work before high school, then going to school all day, then missing out on your friends and all the fun things they’re doing after school so you can go back to work again and work until bedtime, only to get back up the next day and do it all over again. That was what I had to do to help my parents pay the bills, not to mention the several years of that crap I had to get through so I could pay my way through college. So, NO, I will not give you money. Do you know how many help-wanted signs I saw on my way across town this morning?” Laurie didn’t wait for the woman to answer her. “Too many to remember, that’s how many.” 

“You have a dead heart.” 

Mia leaned out the service window of the truck. “Sibuna, that’s enough. You come by at closing time and I’ll feed you. Now quit bothering this woman.” 

Laurie watched the woman brush her gray hair out of her face with a filthy hand. “Your heart is dead and black.” Sibuna giggled. 

Laurie smiled at her. “And you are lost. You’re a lost soul who needs to figure out how to take care of herself instead of begging from others who work hard all day for their families.” 

Sibuna shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Lost you say.”

“Yes, lost.” 

Sibuna turned away from Laurie. “We all get lost sometimes Laurie, and some of us never come back.” 

Mia handed Laurie her food. “I’m sorry about that. I see her once in a while down here. It’s usually best if I promise to feed her at the end of the day, so she’ll leave my customers alone. She must have taken a liking to you.”

Laurie glanced at Sibuna, who had made her way to the end of the block and was picking through a trash can. “Sibuna, huh? I’ll have to remember that.”

Laurie paid for her food and said goodbye to Mia, remembering that she had precious little time to get to her appointment. She wandered down the sidewalk while eating bites of the Filipino cuisine, the vinegar-flavored chicken melting on her tongue. 

She knew she would need to take a shortcut to her Doctor’s office, or she would never make her appointment, which would be bad because she had taken the day off work for it. Ahead was an alley she had cut through before, in similar circumstances. The alley could be a little dingy and intimidating, but it would easily save her ten minutes. She rounded the corner and made her way past several commercial dumpsters. She passed a pair of legs sticking out of a tent that was sandwiched between a stack of crates and a set of stairs. Making sure she didn’t bump into the person in the tent, she worked her way down the alley. It wasn’t until she came upon the door in the brick wall that she wondered how Sibuna knew her name. 

TWO

“She used my name. She called me Laurie.” Laurie stood before the wood door and tried to remember if Mia had used her first name during her interaction with Sibuna. She was certain that she hadn’t. She wanted to sort out how the old woman could know her, but the wall with the door in it was impeding her path forward. 

She looked from the door, back to the entrance to the alley. It was the same alley she had cut through before to make her way to the western downtown area. She tried remembering the time she had bought food from Mia’s truck and then had come down this alley.

She tilted her head toward the summer sun that blasted heat at her. It radiated in the sky above her. She had grabbed food from Mia and then; she had... She shoveled in a bit of adobo and remembered. 

Sly. 

She had been going to meet Sly at the pet store when they were considering getting a puppy. 

“Thank God we weren’t stupid enough to do that.” 

Being in a relationship with Sly had been good, but at times it had been incredibly frustrating. He had an annoying way of being right that had angered her more than once. He was the one man she had dated that she felt completely engrossed with, and she had always figured that was why she had resented him so much. The truth was that he was a great guy, and she missed him and hated admitting that she still loved him. She regretted ever breaking up with him, due to no fault of his. It had been her fault. Unfortunately, she had too much stubborn pride to admit that she had been wrong.   

She looked back at the alley entrance. “Yeah, this is the right one.” 

She had been here before, but instead of a brick wall and a door; the alley had opened onto College Avenue. She tested the brass door handle. It twisted in her hand. 

She checked the alley again to see if there was anyone she could ask about the wall. Only the man sleeping in the tent shared the space with her. Otherwise, the alley was empty. 

“Maybe they built it to keep trucks from driving all the way through.” 

It was the only thing she could think of to explain the brick wall with the door. The wall was twice her height. The door in front of her seemed aged or distressed. It had a faded look to it, but it was way too new for that to be the case. 

“Well, apologies to whoever built the wall, but it’s too late for me to go back. I’d miss my appointment if I did.” 

Laurie shrugged her shoulders and twisted the door handle, pulling the door at the same time. The door creaked its protestations, but swung open. 

Before her, the cars on College Avenue sailed back and forth in their pursuit of different destinations. 

“Weird.” 

Laurie couldn’t figure out the purpose in the wall and door. She stepped across the threshold, placing her left foot down on the other side. Her right foot followed her left, and she pulled the door shut. Upon closing the door, the sights and sounds of the cars melted away. The bright sunlight faded into a dull illumination that was just enough to see the crumbling buildings before her. Instead of the blend of historic and modern commercial buildings she was familiar with, she saw worn wood, one and two-story buildings. 

The asphalt alley surface was gone. In its place was a dirt road, with narrow tracks carved into its surface. The sky was overcast. The sun had been overhead, now it was a dull glow hanging above the horizon. Scraggly trees grew, branches gnarled and twisted, reaching and pleading for light. There were no people visible and no cars frantically pursuing a new location. A slight breeze brushed against her face. It carried with it fine grains of dirt. 

“What the hell?” 

She reached behind her, feeling for the door while staring at the scene before her. When she couldn’t feel the surface of the door, she pivoted away from the wood buildings. The dirt road stretched out behind her. The wall and door were gone. 

“Wait, a minute...” 

She turned in a circle, looking for the door. 

“It was right here.” 

The Filipino food fell from her right hand and splattered across the dirt and weeds. 

“This can’t be.”

Panic rose in her chest, and her breaths started coming in short gasps. 

“Someone help me!” She began running to the end of the narrow row of wood buildings. “Where am I?” 

On her right, a door opened. A man  in overalls with a gray beard stuck his head out. “Don’t you have an ounce a common sense? Yellin like that, you may as well beg for ‘em to come down from the hills and eat us all, you may!” 

Laurie fell back from him. “Where am I?” 

He shook his head at her. “Lord have mercy, girl. You been sipping the mash?” He peered at her over a small set of spectacles that were perched on the end of his nose. 

She fell back against the wall of the building behind her. “Mash? Huh? Where are we?” 

The day was leaking away, the sun setting over the western horizon. 

“This can’t be.”

“You in Duat of the Northern Territories. If you don’t want to die and get us all killed in the process, you best git in here.” He pulled the door open wider.

Laurie recognized that the man was fading from her vision. She also recognized how she felt. It was like the time she passed out in sixth grade when she had broken her arm at recess. She could hear the bearded man talking, saw him step out of the doorway toward her, and then the darkness swallowed him up. As she drifted away, she thought that being unconscious was better than whatever was happening to her. 

THREE

“That’s right, open up them eyes little lady, come on back.”

Laurie heard someone talking to someone else, urging them on. She blinked her eyes. She was in a small, candle-lit room. Her eyes blinked again. The room wasn’t a dream.

“That’s right, there you are. Bout scared the jeezums out of me, you did.” 

The room had a couple of chairs and a table in it, along with several shelves filled with small bottles of what looked like canned goods. It also had an old man with a beard. He leaned over her, staring into her eyes. 

She opened her mouth to ask the man who he was talking to, but when she spoke it sounded more like, “Hoosh, ooh, talkin shoo?” 

“Don’t talk yet. You had yourself quite a spell, you did. Jeeezums.” He scratched at the hairs on his chin while he stared at her. His face was filled with either dread or concern, or both. 

She closed her eyes. An image of the old homeless woman popped into her mind. She wanted money. 

“Money.” 

“That your name? Money, hum, I ain’t never heard that one yet, I ain’t.” 

“No.” 

She remembered buying food and the old woman hassling her for money. 

“Mia made her go away.”

The old man chuckled, “Me-ah, you-ah, who knows?” 

She shook her head. The alley. She was running late and in the alley was a door. She had opened the door and stepped onto a dirt road. 

She sat up on the couch and the man jumped back, his eyes wide.

“Oh my God, I passed out, didn’t I?” 

“Well,” He scratched his head, “I don’t know about that, but you managed to plop. You unplugged and plopped right down, but you don’t seem no worse for wear.” 

Laurie sat up, running a hand through her long blonde hair. She didn’t feel any bumps or wounds. 

“You slid down the wall out there. Wouldn’t be surprised if you had a sticker in your backside, but I didn’t check that, no I didn’t.” 

A laugh snuck out of Laurie before she knew it was coming. The old man sat in one of the chairs across from her and tilted his head at her, which only made her laugh more. 

“Hilarity at such a time as you ploppin. I ain’t never heard of such a thing. Might be you whapped your noggin’, maybe so, uh-huh.” He nodded his head at her. 

She stopped laughing as she sat up. She had been laying on a small bed. 

“My name is Laurie.” She faced the old man across from her. “I was on my way to a doctor’s appointment. I was running late, so I cut through an alley, and there was a door. I stepped from the door onto the dirt road where you saw me. When I turned around to go back through the door, it was gone. I started looking around and I saw you. I have a terrible feeling that something bad has happened, but none of this makes sense. Can you please tell me where I am? Is this some sort of Fort Collins western days thing or something?” 

“Doctorin you say? Well, you done walked yourself right into the wrong territory for that, you did. Ain’t been no one with the sight around here for a time. As for that fort you mentioned, I ain’t never heard of it, no I ain’t. This here is Duat, in the Northern Territory. My name is Danders, but most folks, they call me Dandie.” 

“Duat? Northern Territory? No, we’re in Fort Collins, Colorado. It’s north of Denver, and east of the Rocky Mountains.” She stood and moved to a window in the room. Outside, the sun was completing its final dive from the sky. From where she stood, she could see the outline of mountains in the distance, though they were unfamiliar. The typical views of Mount Evans and Pikes Peak she had known her entire life were gone. The mountains before her were much steeper and far more jagged. 

She turned to the old man. “Those mountains, what are they called?” 

The man scuttled across the room and stood next to her. He smelled stale and weathered. It reminded her of her grandmother. He pointed at the mountain peaks. “You mean them hills there?” 

“Hills? They’re mount... Never mind. Yes, those right there. They don’t look right. I can’t see Mount Evans.” 

“You must a whomped that noggin a good one, you must have, yup. Them ain’t mountains, thems the hills. They’re the hills of the dead.” 

Laurie looked into his eyes. They were a deep gray, surrounded by wrinkled layers of skin. She asked, “The dead?”

“Yes, girl, are you still partial plopped? The hills, where folks go when they’s dead. The place all of us go once we die and then walk again. They’re hills of the dead.”

Laurie moved to a chair at the table and sat down. 

Her head felt like it was swimming through fog. “When we die and walk again? You mean our soul?” 

He moved to the chair across from her. “No, I heard talk about souls before. I spect we have such a thing in us, it’s possible, it is. My granny used to say a soul is the same as Ka. What I’m talking about though, is our bodies, for sure you know of this,” He looked at her as though she was faking ignorance, “You’ve seen the dead walk right? Like when someone passes, and you lay them in the middle of town until they stand and start headin for the hills, right?” He paused, measuring the expression of confusion on her face. “You know? Like when you put em in the street, and then everyone hides inside and is quiet, so the dead don’t rise up and hear em, right?”

“No! This is crazy. People die and their bodies are buried. No one dies, and then walks, unless it’s a horror movie.” 

He tugged at the hairs of his beard. “Well, I ain’t never heard of the horror movies territories, but here in the Northern Territory people die, and then rise and walk, they do. They go to the hills where they stay unless they hear us down here. When that happens, we need to hide, and hide good, because if they find us, they’ll kill us all.” 

“Uh-huh, and why exactly would the dead...” She paused and shook her head, “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation, but I’ll humor you. Okay, so, why do the dead return here to Duat and kill the living if they hear them?” 

Dandie looked at her as though she were the one rose growing in the middle of a desert. “Well, of course, because they’re all looking for the Book of the Dead. If they find it, they’ll know how to gain passage to the Field of Reeds.”

Laurie stood up fast enough that she felt a wave of light-headedness, “No, this can’t be, you’re a good actor, but I need to get to my appointment, so whatever this is...” She opened Dandie’s shack door that led to the alley, “Whatever this .... is, tell the city you played your role, or the hidden cameras or whatever, but I need to go now.” 

She stepped onto the dirt. Across from her was another wood building. 

“Laurie, you don’t want to go out there in the dark. It ain’t safe, it ain’t.” He limped across the room and stood behind her in the doorway. “The dead ain’t all you have to fear out there at night, no it’s not.” 

She stepped to the end of the alley. There was precious little daylight left. The dirt road outside the door connected to another dirt road that ran to her left and right. More of the small wood, shack-like structures were on either side of the new road. A door in the shack across the street opened, and a man stepped out. Inside of the room behind him, a candle burned. He smelled the air, rose on his tiptoes, and then jerked his head in her direction. 

“Hello, mister? Can you help me? I’m trying to get out of here and back to LeMay Street.”

The man across the road from her stood still. He stared at her and sniffed the air again.

“Can you help me?” 

He stepped forward, never taking his eyes from her. He sniffed again. 

Laurie didn’t like the way he watched her, and she didn’t like that he wasn’t responding to her. 

She stepped back. “Mister?” 

His arms began shaking against his sides. They trembled as though he couldn’t control them. He moved his mouth as though he would say something. Instead, a low growl came from deep in his chest. He launched himself out of his doorway and ran straight at her. 

“Hey, wait a minute. This isn’t funny. What are you doing?” 

Laurie began moving backward, stumbling over a root sticking out of the ground. 

The man was sprinting at her as though he were running for his life. He was close enough that Laurie could see red around the pupils of his eyes. They were so bright they almost glowed. She turned and ran. Dandie stood ahead of her by his doorway. He raised something large and dark to his chest.

“Lay down for pilgrims’ sake! Lay down now!”

Laurie looked over her shoulder. The man was feet away and reaching for her. 

Dandie pointed at his feet. “Get down!” 

She threw herself into the dirt in front of him. As she fell onto the dirt road, something zipped past her head. She could feel a slight breeze shuffle her hair in its passing. 

Behind her, she could hear a thud followed by a groan. She twisted onto her back and stared up at Dandie. He lowered the large object to his side. It looked like a bow of some sort. She sat up and looked for the man who had chased her. He lay crumpled at her feet, unmoving. A large spear protruded from his chest. 

“I thought you was done, I did, jeezum.” 

Laurie scrambled back from the man until she bumped into Dandie’s feet. He continued to lie still on the road. 

“Is he?” 

Dandie set the bow in his doorway. “Dead?”

She nodded.

“Yes, he is, but don’t fret. The sickness woulda killed him, anyway.” 

He moved to the corpse and began pulling him out onto the main road near his open doorway. 

“Now you’re gonna see the dead walk to the hills. He’ll be moving along tonight.” 

FOUR

Laurie stood next to Dandie inside his shack. They kept a close watch on the dead man lying in the street. Dandie told her the dead man’s name was Bodie and that he had lived alone. He also said that everyone would already know that Bodie was dead. Word spread fast. She had commented that putting his body in the middle of the street had probably helped word move along much faster than if they were to bury him like civilized people. That had earned her a set of raised eyebrows and a quick snort from him. 

As she observed Bodie in the street, she reflected on the silence of the town. She privately wondered if Dandie had lost his mind and he had killed the only other resident of the lonely burg. Laurie fluctuated between pushing down the urge to throw up and trying to keep her nerves calm. Dandie had already offered her a dark drink that he said would calm her shakes, but she had so far declined. 

“We aren’t anywhere near Fort Collins, are we?” 

Bodie continued to lie still as though he were simply sleeping off the effects of an all-day bender. 

“I ain’t never heard of no Fort Collins. My granny used to tell stories of forts, but them was from a make-believe land called Urt, it was.” 

Laurie watched the body in the street. She watched the windows of the other buildings. In one of them, a curtain parted, and then settled back into place. She decided maybe Dandie wasn’t crazy after all. At least not, anyway, in the way that she had thought. 

She glanced at the sun, which was almost completely behind the hills of the dead, and then she peered back at the body again. 

“Wait a minute, did you say Urt?”

She glanced at Dandie who nodded without taking his eyes off the road outside. 

“Could it have been Earth that your granny said?” 

“That was many a day ago, it was, but it coulda been Earth, no doubt. My granny was one for the sip, so she had many a good tale to tell, she did.” 

Laurie asked him, “You said that man out there had the sickness so he would have died anyway. What sickness did he have? I could tell something was wrong with him because his eyes were red.” 

“We ain’t got no name for it, but yes, his eyes were red. They had been for several days, so folks had been staying away from him. Once that cough starts and a person starts sniffin at the air as he was, it’s only a matter of time before they become a dangerous proposition. He’s not the first one that’s been put down, and he won’t be the last.” 

Laurie tossed his words around in her head. “What causes the sickness?” 

“Ain’t no one who knows that for sure, I can tell you that, but most folks spect it’s a result of eatin crops that was planted too close to the poison fields.” He appeared to think over his own words and said, “Yup, that’s right, it is.” 

Laurie turned her focus back to the view out the window. The man’s legs had laid side by side as though they were stitched together. It was getting dark outside and so it was hard to tell, but they now looked slightly parted.   

“Did he move?” Laurie looked to Dandie again. 

“Yup, sure did. Won’t be much longer now.” 

FIVE

Laurie stood side by side with Dandie, shaking. She couldn’t help herself. The man lying in the street had twitched as though his body was filled with rats who were seeking an escape from his clothes. Even with the little remaining daylight, it was obvious that he was moving. At first, he had only twitched as though his body’s nerves were sending their final, dying messages. Since then, though, the movements had only become more exaggerated. He had managed to flip himself over so that he now lay face down in the street. 

When he flipped over, Laurie had reacted by screeching and backing away from the window. Dandie had shushed her and said that if she didn’t want to be joining the man on his death walk to keep her yapper quiet. 

He had whispered under his breath, “If he hears you, he’ll come here and since he’s already dead, I can’t kill him again.” 

Dandie had moved behind her and pinched the candlelight out with his fingers. As she stared out the window, the same thing happened in windows up and down the street. The entire town was watching Bodie get ready to take his walk, and they were also hiding. 

Finally, Bodie rolled onto his back and sat straight up. 

“Oh, God.” Laurie flinched away from the window. 

He gathered his legs under his torso and stood up. He no longer sniffed the air, and he didn’t have the same expression of aggression on his face that he had earlier. His eyes no longer glowed red. Instead, his face was slack. He wasn’t angry, sad or happy, or anything else. He didn’t look around the street or attempt to go back inside. Instead, he took a couple of shuffling steps forward, as though he were testing out the strength of his legs, and then he began a steady and purposeful walk. Before long, he was out of sight. 

Laurie felt her legs vibrating as though she had run several miles. She stumbled to the bed she had woken on earlier and leaned back.

Little pinpoints of light floated in her vision and across the room. She tried to ask Dandie why there were stars in his room. The edges of her view of the room began closing in, and the darkness grew. The last thing she remembered was Dandie leaning close to her face. She noticed he had a lot of wrinkles. She also considered asking him how old he was, but her mouth wouldn’t move. 

She heard Dandie say, “Oh jeezum, you’re gonna plop again, ain’t you?” And then he was gone, and so was she. 

SIX

“Laurie, hey, the deads a comin, we need to hide. Wake up, little missy.” 

Laurie woke up to violent shaking that at first, she dreamed was an earthquake. As she opened her eyes to Dandie’s scratchy beard in her face and his stale breath in her nostrils, she knew this was not the case. 

“Okay, okay. Did I pass out... plop, again?” 

Dandie gimped across the room and grabbed a satchel which he threw over his shoulder. “You done plopped again but never you mind that, the deads comin.” He was busy poking something in his pocket. “Look out the window!” 

Laurie could feel her pulse quicken. She made her way from the bed to the window and parted the yellowed curtains. Outside, people were shuffling their way into view. They walked along, peering in every direction. None of them made eye contact with each other, their glances only focused on their surroundings. They walked with intent and singular focus. She thought about the haunted look on their faces and the way they ignored each other, aware of one another’s presence but unconcerned. Dandie was right. They sought something. They looked about as though the fate of the universe depended on their search.

“Dandie, what did you say they’re looking for?” 

He still shuffled about the room, stuffing things in his pockets. “The Book of the Dead.”

Outside, the dead were getting close enough that she could see their various injuries. One man was missing an arm. Grisly flesh hung in red and white tangles from where his arm had been separated from his body. A young woman peered around the dusty town with one eye. The other hung by a sinewy cable and laid on her cheek. It bounced back and forth as she shifted her head. Another man limped on a leg that kept bending backward. 

“They’re all torn up.” 

“Uh-huh, theys dead. Something got em that way.” 

She noticed that most of them moved their mouths. The closer they got the more she was sure that she could hear them mumbling. 

“Dandie, are they talking?” 

Dandie stopped moving and tilted his head, listening, “Dang nabbit, we got to get ourselves outta here. Once you can hear em, they’re too close. Come with me. We’ll head out into the meadows behind us until they clear out. Shouldn’t take too long, it shouldn’t, no.”

He pulled Laurie by her arm away from the windows to a door she hadn’t noticed at the back of the shack. He opened the door and just as quickly slammed it shut. 

“What’s wrong?”

Laurie didn’t like the look of worry growing across Dandie’s features. 

“They’re out there already, they are.” 

Dandie shuffled back and forth in front of the door, scratching his beard, lost in thought. 

“Well, we don’t have a choice but to get through em. Listen, little lady, them dead ain’t fast until they see a living person, then they can run, so we need to go out that door and move quick, cause once they see us, they will. It’s gonna be a footrace.” 

Laurie began shaking her head. “Why can’t we stay in here? They can’t see us.” 

“Cause once they get up close to the walls they’ll smell us in here, they will. Jeezum we are in one juicy quandry, we are.”

He grabbed the door handle again and pulled her to his side. “We’ll go out the door and run to the left until we get to the end of the wall. Then we’re going around the corner, across the street, and into the meadow. You follow ol Dandie, you hear?” 

She nodded at him, feeling a lump in her throat.  

He pointed a gnarled finger at her, “And no plopping out there.” 

He tossed open the door and tugged her outside. In front of them were ten of the dead, lined up shoulder to shoulder, facing the shack. In the middle of them was a figure who stood a foot taller than the tallest of the dead. 

Dandie froze in his tracks. 

The figure stepped forward, little poofs of dust rising with each step. Laurie pushed against the stars that flitted across her vision. 

“No, this is all impossible, no way.” She started shaking her head. 

Dandie fell to his knees and leaned forward, resting his forehead on the backs of his hands. 

The figure stopped before her. She stared into the brown eyes of a dog’s head. It stared back at her from its perch at the top of a human neck and body. The body was male, shirtless, and extremely muscled. In one hand, it held a scepter with a carved symbol on the top. The dog’s mouth parted. Teeth bared and a growl rose from inside its human body. The dog’s teeth were sharp-looking, his fur a silver-tinged black.

Laurie looked at the carved image atop the scepter. She had seen it before. 

The dog stopped growling and lowered its gaze to stare into her eyes. Its mouth opened further and it spoke. “Do you not recognize me?” 

Dandie raised his head enough to whisper, “Get on your dang knees!” 

She shook her head and pinched her eyes closed. “No. no, no, no way. It can’t be, it just can’t.” She staggered back a step. The powerful grip of a hand closed on her shoulder. 

“Do you recognize me now?” 

She opened her eyes a crack, squinting at the figure before her. 

“You’re...” 

The gray-haired homeless woman who had asked her for money stood before her. The dog-headed man was gone, though the woman held his scepter. Behind her, the dead continued to stare slack-jawed at Laurie. 

“That symbol.” 

The woman tilted the carved image toward her. “Do you remember it?” 
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