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Dedication

TO EVERYONE WHO BELIEVED in me along this long road.
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Before the Beginning, 

But After the Start ... 
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MAGIC IS THE ESSENCE of life. It flows freely through the living, allowing itself to be harnessed by those who devote themselves to it. When those wielders of magic refuse to relinquish their power at the end of their lives, its power corrupts them in both body and mind, warping them into dark creatures of malice and hate. One such being with an exceptionally tight hold floated twenty feet above the ground, blankly looking down on a vast army of ghouls and other twisted creatures. Lightning flashed at uneven intervals, illuminating the hoards below, casting brief, eerie lights, and shadows over and around the mass of shrieking creatures.

The floating revenant allowed his thoughts to drift away from the army before him to the task ahead of him, and the victory he anticipated. He had waited so long, hundreds upon hundreds of years, for this moment. The living would look upon him with terror and wonder, while the dead would serve him in quiet fear. There would be no unbowed knee among any who had ever lived. When his mission was accomplished, he would wield more power and magic than any being had ever held before; there would be none even among the Ancients who would be able to dethrone him.

He smiled despite his thoughts. He rarely permitted himself even a moment of emotion, other than indifference or the occasional flash of pointed, purposeful rage. The beings that squirmed, crept, and slithered beneath him wanted nothing but to bring death, destruction, and chaos to every inch of green earth that they could find. He despised them, knowing that he possessed more mental capacity than all of them combined. They were short-sighted and prone to primal and barbaric thought. However, they could serve a very specific purpose. Due to both their numbers and the depth of their depravity, they commanded a fair amount of fear in the hearts of the living. Fear is a valuable resource to control, especially when one is marching off to war.

The revenant reached up absent-mindedly and adjusted his spectral crown, as the rain began to fall following a particularly violent flash of lightning. Thunder clapped; shaking the very skies, it seemed. He almost grinned once more. The timing of this terrible storm could not have been more perfect. He had not planned on launching his initial assault during a thunderstorm, but it would serve his purposes better this way. Humans have always had a habit of assigning intentional causation to circumstantial situations. This had historically proven to be a wonderfully effective trait to influence and exploit.

The revenant raised his arms, the rain dripping from his elbows and wrists as he extended them before him. The hoard below him quieted, dropping from a clamor and a din to a slight murmur, awaiting their orders from the master above. A tense, silent anticipation hung in the air, and even the clouds seemed to hold their breath for a moment. Finally, the revenant, known only as the Lord of the Damned, bellowed out his orders, his dark, evil voice carrying out over the crowd, echoless and clear.

“GO! KILL, DEVOUR, DESTROY! TAKE THE EARTH AND ALL THOSE WHO LIVE ON IT! MAY ALL THE REALMS FEAR YOU AND YOUR STRENGTH!”

The trance that had fallen over the army of the dark one was broken like glass, and their collective roar rang out like a thunderous, sudden explosion. So it was that the Lord of the Damned began his assault on the living realms.
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Chapter One
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AARON WAS DARK-HAIRED, tall, and generally well built —he had joined the swim team in high school after being cut from football tryouts for not being quite husky enough to play the line—but he was not really one to stand out in a crowd. He seemed to have a constant far-off look in his eyes, giving him an air of mystery. His friend Alicia believed this was his best trait. When he graduated from high school, he decided to take that far-off look to far-off places as a journalist. He had dreams of traveling the world, collecting, and telling stories of distant lands and incredible adventures. His parents, while somewhat disappointed in their son’s choice of a major, supported his decision to go to college. He applied all over the United States, and when the acceptance letters came in, he settled on a little school in North Carolina.

Upon arrival at Dellamorte College, Aaron realized very quickly that he was going to need some sort of income in order to survive; he had always known that college life was a meager existence, but had not realized just how meager until he arrived. He set out in search of employment that would coordinate with his class schedule. As fate would have it, he saw a “HELP WANTED” ad on a bulletin board for an overnight security job at a local funeral home.

Admittedly, it was a strange occupation, but he was in no position to be picky; he dropped off his application in person, and since there were no other applicants, he was hired on the spot.

When he arrived for work on the first night, the funeral director, Mr. Clive Lugosi, gave him a quick tour of the mortuary and a brief overview of his responsibilities. The funeral home was a rather ornate place; it was a single-story building, with the three funeral parlors lined up just past the open lobby. The morticians’ offices were down a side hall that led to the back of the building, behind the parlors. Downstairs, the basement was a labyrinth of hallways, with rooms jutting off to the side at seemingly random junctures. Throughout this maze were scattered the primary rooms of operation; the morgue—where the coolers with the bodies were stored—the break room, the necessary facilities—the “business essentials,” as Mr. Lugosi called them—and so on.

As the two of them walked along, Mr. Lugosi spoke. “You see, Aaron, we are not really too concerned about people robbing us or breaking in. We are more focused on making sure that the coolers stay at the correct temperature. That will be your main focus; your rounds should bring you through the cooler room quite frequently.

“Now, occasionally we will experience vandalism, with the local riff-raff spray painting the dumpsters and the side of the building. I believe that they call it ‘tagging’ these days. Simply having you here overnight should, however, help deter the hoodlums from sullying the appearance of this otherwise beautiful establishment.”

Aaron rubbed the back of his neck, and the thought that ran through his mind accidentally slipped out into the open air before he even realized he was speaking. “I’m not sure I would call it beautiful ...” Aaron realized his mistake and clapped a hand over his mouth.

Mr. Lugosi smirked and tapped his lips. “How would you describe it, then?”

Aaron, feeling as awkward and uncomfortable as that time which he played Tinkerbell in the third-grade theater production, stammered and stuttered, as Mr. Lugosi laughed.

“There’s no need to be so nervous, my boy. I hired you to do a job. Your opinion of this establishment won’t affect your paycheck. I would suggest, however, holding off on making any judgments about her until you get to know her a little better. She may surprise you.”

“She?”

“This building, I have always viewed it as a sophisticated woman. Something about it exudes stylish elegance and grace.”

Mr. Lugosi glanced at his watch.

“Well, I must be off. Here is your flashlight and the keys; I will be back around sunrise. Please make yourself at home; poke your head into any little nook you find curious. The more familiar you are with these halls, the better.”

With that, Mr. Lugosi turned and left, and Aaron was on his own. 

As he proceeded to make his way through his rounds, he found himself downstairs in the morgue, where the bodies were stored before they were buried. The lights in the room were on, revealing a long row of coolers, some marked with the names of the deceased who rested within. Aaron checked the thermostats on the face of every cooler door, pausing to read the names of the deceased who rested inside. He imagined what their lives might have been like; he wondered about the places they had travelled to, and what kinds of stories they might have told him. 

Making his way to the end of the line, he found one of the cooler doors was open. Since none of the others were open, Aaron assumed that the door had been left open by accident, so he reached down and closed it. When he turned back around, his heart jumped right into his throat. Standing before him was a man, seemingly in his early twenties, who was very clearly dead. The zombie smiled wide and waved emphatically.

“Hi! I’m Kyle.”

Aaron, being the badass that he was, fainted dead away. 

When he awoke, he was in the break room in the basement, lying on a couch. He frantically checked himself first for bite marks, and then for a bump somewhere on his head. Finding neither, he began to calm down.

Man, what a crazy dream, he thought. I need to find a way to stay awake while I’m working these overnight shifts. Funny ... I don’t remember coming in here at all; how did I get into the break room?

Aaron sat up and looked around the room; searching for a clock; wondering how long he had been asleep. Not far from where he sat was the zombie from earlier, sitting at the table next to the vending machines, reading the newspaper. Noticing that Aaron was now awake, he gently set the paper down and introduced himself again, slowly enunciating every word.

“Okay, let’s try this one more time: hello, my name is Kyle. It is very nice to meet you; what is your name? Gosh, I feel like I’m in kindergarten, saying it like that.”

Aaron went pale and almost fainted once more, but managed to just barely maintain consciousness this time. He jumped up and rushed out of the break room. Kyle watched him race out of the room and then picked up the newspaper.

“Oookay ... that was a little rude.”

As Aaron ran down the hall, he could hear the zombie whistling to himself. It was somewhat confusing as to how calm the dead guy was, considering that zombies tended to be angry and rather obsessed with consuming massive amounts of brain matter, at least in accordance with all of the movies that he had seen on the topic. Aaron did not let his confusion linger for very long, and soon found a janitor’s closet to hide in. He stayed there until the sun started to come up, at which point he cautiously poked his head out into the hallway.

He did not see anything unusual, so he decided to quietly make his way back upstairs. Seeing nothing out of place and, more importantly, no dead people walking around, Aaron began to relax. He chalked it up to either sleep deprivation or a prank on the new guy and finished up his shift with no further incidents. 

Mr. Lugosi arrived shortly after Aaron had finished his final lap around the mortuary. 

“Good morning, Mr. Argent; I trust that all was quiet on the western front last night?”

Thoughts of the night’s events raced through Aaron’s mind, but he pushed them to the side and smiled. “All good here, Sir; no trouble at all.”

Mr. Lugosi nodded. “Good, good. Now, I am sure you are tired and need to grab a few winks of sleep before coming back tonight. You are coming back tonight, correct?”

Lugosi looked at him with a strange look in his eye, almost as if he knew Aaron had seen more than he was letting on.

You’re just being paranoid now, Aaron thought to himself. Your mind plays a few tricks on you in the dark, and suddenly you’re a conspiracy theorist.

“Yes, Sir,” Aaron replied, “I’ll be here. This is a pretty sweet gig; I’d have to be pretty dense to walk out on this after just one night on the job.”

Mr. Lugosi grinned. “I told you that this place had a certain charm. Once you walk through those doors, you’re hooked; there’s no getting away from her.”

Mr. Lugosi and Aaron shook hands, and Aaron returned to his apartment for some much-needed rest.

The next night, Aaron showed up to work, the thoughts of the previous night’s shift completely shoved aside. Some of the staff were still on their way out when he arrived, and he spent a few minutes shooting the breeze with a few of them as they gathered their things and made their way home for the night. When they were all gone, he locked the heavy front door and began his patrols. 

Even though he had convinced himself that what he had seen the night before was nothing more than his imagination running wild, he could not help but feel a little anxious as he went about his duties. With every empty room that he passed, however, he felt more and more at ease, and the fear that had nibbled at the corners of his mind faded away. 

When he came to the cooler room, all of the coolers were closed and everything was the way it should be. Nothing was out of place, no cooler doors sat open, and none of the dead appeared to be wandering around. He lingered there for a few minutes, entirely relieved that the events of the night before were not repeating themselves. Looking around one last time, he left the room and continued his rounds.

Halfway through the night, Aaron walked down to the break room to take his lunch break.

Rounding the corner and stepping through the doorway, the image he saw froze him in place. Kneeling down in front of one of the vending machines was the dead guy from the night before, trying to fish out a candy bar that had gotten stuck as it fell.

Snapping out of his stupor, Aaron pulled out his flashlight and charged forward at Kyle.

“Aaarrggghhh!” Aaron yelled as he rushed toward the dead man and began clubbing him with the flashlight. In between hits, Kyle frantically tried to dislodge his hand from the snack machine.

“OW! Stop! Stop that! I’M ALREADY DEAD. YOU DON’T HAVE TO KILL ME. CUT. IT. OUT!”

Finally pulling his arm free, Kyle snatched the makeshift baton from Aaron’s hand. He squinted at the night guard and wagged his finger at him.

“No. We don’t hit.”

Aaron blinked several times. 

“You ... you can talk?!”

Still squinting, Kyle reached over and pulled out a chair, pushing it toward Aaron. “Of course, I can. We had a lovely one-sided conversation just last night; don’t you remember? Now, sit.” 

Aaron nervously did as he was told. “So ... so are you going to eat me?”

Kyle chortled. “I probably should; I’m gonna be feeling those welts for a couple of days. But no, I’m not going to eat you. I’m gonna eat my candy bar.”

Kyle walked over to the vending machine and grabbed the candy bar from the tray, where it had fallen during the altercation. He took a moment, slowly opening the wrapper and taking a bite as he sat down across the table from Aaron.

“Mmm ... so good. Anyway,” he said through a full mouth, “look, I’m not trying to kill you, scare you, or cause any kind of trouble. I really just want someone to talk to. Most people like you flip their lids when I try to talk to them. Well, those who I can talk to. Not everyone can understand us dead folks; the majority of people see us as mindless monsters who can only communicate in grunts and groans.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yeah; where do you think the idea of slow, stupid zombies came from?” 

“So, you are a zombie, then?”

Kyle shook his head. “No ... the term ‘zombie’ carries such a dark, creepy connotation. Let’s call it what it is: I’m dead. Also, before we go any further, let’s have a formal introduction. As I said yesterday, my name is Kyle.”

Kyle reached across the table for a handshake.

“I’m ... I’m Aaron,” the night guard replied as he returned the handshake. 

“Nice to meet you, Aaron.”

“Yeah, same. Sorry about the beat down, dude.”

Kyle rubbed the top of his head. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s just not make it a habit.” 

Aaron smiled, and then furrowed his brow as a flurry of thoughts assaulted his brain. “Okay, so...I’m really confused as to what is going on here exactly.”

Kyle finished his candy bar and shrugged. “Fair enough; I’m sure you’ve got a lot of questions, so I’ll try to answer as many of them as I can. What’s the first one that comes to mind?”

Aaron shook his head slowly. “I’m talking to a dead person. I feel like I’m losing my mind. You said not everyone can understand you—how is it that I can?”

Kyle shrugged again. “I don’t know; I guess some people can still see us for who we were before we died. I really don’t know why. And if you’re wondering, no, I don’t just walk up to every living being that comes along and strike up a conversation. We can sense when someone can understand us, most of the time, at least.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t explain it ... it’s just ... an instinct. We just know. It’s kind of like when you’re sleeping and you can feel someone staring at you.”

“Huh ... that’s cool, I guess ... wait ... you keep saying ‘we.’ Are all of the dead people here like you?”

“Not all of them; a few here and there. More than you might expect.” 

“Wow, really? That’s kind of creepy.”

Kyle laughed. “If I were in your shoes, I’d probably be a little creeped out too.” 

“So, what do you guys do in there?”

“In where?”

“In the coolers. Do you sleep?”

“Eh, some of us. Most of the others play dead; since none of us knows why we’re still here, things are less scary if you just stay in your cooler. Some of us get up and walk around, though, as you can see.”

“Hmm.” Aaron sat and soaked in all the information for a few minutes, while Kyle got him-self another candy bar. Aaron eyed Kyle as he ate.

“Do you have to eat? Like, what happens to you if you don’t eat?”

“I don’t have to eat to stay the way I am, but if I don’t eat, I get mighty hungry. I went three months without eating one time, and MAN was I getting a case of the grumblies. I mean, I was seriously craving anything edible at that point.”

“So, you’re basically alive and can’t die?”

Kyle placed his hands behind his head and leaned back. “See, I don’t know. I don’t know what could ‘kill’ me, as it were. I don’t have to eat, I don’t need to breathe, and I don’t need to sleep ... I don’t really need anything. As for what could kill me, or at least make me ‘more dead,’ I have no idea. And I sure don’t want to find out.”

“That’s fair,” laughed Aaron. “Hey, I need to finish my rounds; would you care to join me?”

Kyle raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, why not? I mean, you seem cool, and I’m pretty sure you’re not going to gnaw my arm off, so we’re good.”

“Awesome. And I would like to point out the fact that in our short period of interaction, you have done all the attacking.”

“Again, I’m really sorry about that ...”

“Water under the bridge, dude; just keep that flashlight away from me. I’m worried I might have a flashback and freak out. Maybe go hide in a janitor’s closet.”

Aaron turned beet red, clearly embarrassed.

“You knew where I was last night?”

Kyle rolled his eyes. “Dude, you could not have made more noise. You sounded like a herd of elephants running around this place. I simply followed the noise for a while to make sure that you didn’t hurt yourself during your little episode.”

The two of them exited the break room, and the rest of the night went by violence-free.

Kyle followed Aaron around as they weaved their way through the hallways beneath the funeral home, and they chatted about trivial things like sports and the weather. Aaron had a lot more questions for Kyle, but he needed some time to digest what he had already learned, so they kept the conversation light until they parted ways. When dawn began to break, Kyle returned to his cooler.

“Ah, the sun’s coming up; I’d better get back to my little ice box,” Kyle remarked, clearly dis-appointed that the night had gone by so quickly.

Aaron checked his watch. “Why? Can you not be in the sunlight?”

Kyle looked at Aaron with a bewildered expression. “Dude, I’m dead, not a vampire. The sunlight won’t kill me. I damn sure can’t just be up-and-at-em when everyone gets here, though. Can you imagine the pandemonium that would break out if other people saw me walking around this place? Not everybody can understand me. They’d flip out! It would be like that scene in Frankenstein where the people from the neighboring village storm the castle with their torches and pitchforks.”

Aaron nodded slowly. “Oh ... I guess I can see how that would be bad.”

“Yeah, people don’t take too kindly to a dead person walking around on his own. So, I’m gonna head back to the cooler. Are you coming back tonight?”

“You bet; my shift starts at eight o’clock, so I’ll come find you as soon as the coast is clear.” 

“Right on, bro-ham. I’ll see you then.”

With that, the two bumped fists and parted ways, with Kyle retiring to his refrigerated hole in the wall, and Aaron heading home to sleep for a while before his first class of the day. That night, when Aaron returned for his third shift, Mr. Lugosi called him into his office

“How are you liking the job so far?” he asked.

“It’s quite nice, sir; it fits with my class schedule, and the work is actually kind of fun,” Aaron replied.

“I told you, this place has a lot to offer; if you treat her right, she will reveal treasures and secrets you never thought possible.”

“I’m sure, Sir. This is truly a remarkable place.”

“Yes, well, the reason I called you in here was to give you a bit of a warning: don’t worry, you’re not in any trouble. It’s about the job itself, not your performance. Our business here is death, and I’m sure that fact is never far from the forefront of your mind. Sometimes there are things that cannot be explained; the eyes can play tricks on the mind in a place like this. So, what I suppose I really want to say is that there is nothing to fear, and if there is anything unusual or if you run into any trouble, take note of it and feel free to contact me.”

“What kind of trouble, sir? Are you expecting any trouble?”

“No, not at all. It’s just that my last few night guards have quit due to getting spooked a few too many times, and I wouldn’t want you to feel like you have to walk into any suspicious situations alone.”

“Oh. Well, I appreciate that, Mr. Lugosi,” Aaron said, somewhat confused.

“Please, simply calling me Lugosi is fine; I prefer it, actually. I’m not really a fan of the ‘Mr.’ title. But I must get home and tend to things there. And Aaron, I am serious about calling me if things get hairy. I don’t expect them to, but don’t worry about waking or bothering me. I am more than willing to help out when I am needed.”

Aaron nodded sharply. “Thank you, sir. Have a good night.” 

Lugosi sang out a “You too!” as he walked out the front door.

Aaron stood there a moment, quite puzzled by his exchange with Lugosi. He was not sure if the mortician was trying to tell him that he knew about Kyle walking around the place at night, or if he was simply being accommodating. Shaking his head and walking away, he decided to ask Kyle about Lugosi when he went downstairs. Aaron quickly worked his way through the various funeral parlors on the main floor, and then went downstairs in search of Kyle.

As expected, he found his dead friend in the breakroom; he was watching a late-night talk show with another dead person.

“Hey, Kyle, what’s up?”

Kyle turned around, and gave Aaron a nod. “’S’up, dude? Aaron, this is Derek. Derek, meet Aaron.”

Derek turned and waved. He was obviously very shy, so Kyle continued his introduction.

“He’s shipping off to his pine box tomorrow. We were thinking we’d sneak upstairs and take a look at his casket before the big day.”

Aaron waved his hand nonchalantly. “Oh, yeah; that won’t be a problem. There’s a casket set up in Parlor Three. I’m assuming that’s his?”

“Yeah, probably,” Kyle responded.

Derek stood awkwardly and began to shuffle off.

“I, uh ... I’m going to go look at it myself. I’ll see you, um, later, Kyle,” Derek mumbled. 

“Sure thing, bro. You sure you don’t want company?”

“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.”

“Okay ...” Turning back to Aaron, Kyle continued, “What’s new, bro-ski?”

Aaron shrugged. “Not much. Had a weird conver-sation with the funeral director before he left.”

“Mr. Lugosi? What did he have to say?”

“Nothing crazy, I just got the feeling that he had more to say, but wasn’t able to talk about it for some reason. Almost like he knows that some of you guys get up and walk around when he’s not here. I don’t know, maybe I’m just reading too much into it. What do you know about the guy?”

Kyle squinted and rubbed his chin. “Uh, not much, honestly. I’ve never met him, so what I know about him came from his assistant, who died a few years back. She said he was a mortician somewhere else for a while before he came here. She said he’d been here for about twenty years. Other than that, I don’t really know anything about him; I don’t even know what the guy looks like.”

Aaron was flabbergasted.

“Twenty years? No way ... he doesn’t look that old. I mean, I guess he could be in his fifties or something. He looks really young to have that long of a history here, AND to have been a mortician somewhere else.”

Kyle shrugged. “Some people figure out what they want to do early on in life. More power to ‘em. Hey, shifting gears here, do you want to head upstairs and take a look at Derek’s casket?”

“Sure; it’s not like I have any real work to do, anyway.”

The two men laughed and as they walked upstairs, Aaron asked Kyle if there were any others.

“What do you mean?” Kyle asked.

“You know, like, are there any other dead people like you and the guy you were hanging out with earlier?”

“Oh, no; it’s just me and Derek at the moment,” Kyle replied. “Gotcha ...”

The two of them made their way up to Parlor Three, which was empty except for the casket and an easel with a picture of Derek propped up on it. The two of them walked to the front, admired the portrait, and then took a quick look at the casket. Looking back at the picture, Aaron broke the silence.

“Hey, Kyle?”

“Was’sup?”

“What happens after a person is buried? I mean, if you guys are walking around and conscious NOW, what happens when they put him in that casket tomorrow?”

“You know, man, I’m not sure. I’m a big believer in the afterlife; I kind of have to be, considering I got hit by a bus six years ago, and here I am. But when it comes to heaven and hell type stuff, I really have no idea. I certainly hope we don’t just sit in that box until we rot away. If that’s the case, I may have gotten the better end of the deal by getting stuck here.”

“Six years? Wow ... speaking of which, what’s your story? What happened?”

Kyle smirked. “It’s okay, you can say it: how did I die? Well, that’s a longish story. Maybe tomorrow night, muchacho. I have to hunt down Derek and make sure that he’s doing alright, and then get the both of us back to our coolers. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.”

“Sounds good to me, Dude.”

Kyle clapped Aaron on the shoulder as he left. Aaron sat there quietly for a few minutes before leaving the parlor. He finished out his shift and, when Lugosi arrived, he clocked out and went back to his apartment for a few hours of sleep. He did not have any classes until the afternoon, but he did have plans to grab lunch with Alicia. Alicia had been his best friend for as long as he could remember. When they had graduated from high school, they decided that they wanted to go to the same college, and as luck would have it, they were both accepted at Dellamorte.

Alicia was an interesting character, to say the least. With blonde hair and green eyes with a thin physique and perpetually sly smile, she was a very beautiful person. She was spunky and quirky, and had met Aaron when they were in first grade. She had stood up for him when he was getting bullied on the playground, and they had been friends ever since.

Aaron had been her escape from the stresses of life for as long as they had known each other. She had been in and out of psychiatric care since she was eight. She claimed at the time that she had traveled to a faraway, colorful land full of talking animals, riddles, and a life-or-death poker game. Originally thinking that maybe she was having trouble differentiating between dreams and reality, her parents dismissed her. Over time, they grew concerned for her mental well-being, and had her assessed by a professional. The psychiatrists believed that she was a delusional schizophrenic, and that live-in treatment would best help someone with her advanced condition. She was subsequently committed and re-immersed into society several times over the years and, by the time that she was in high school, she had learned to keep her memories to herself. She was still convinced that they were definite memories and not dreams or imaginings. Most of her family and friends either avoided her or simply tolerated her, except for Aaron. Aaron always accepted her for who she was and did not care whether what she believed was real or fake; he simply cared about Alicia.

Considering his history with Alicia, Aaron decided to tell her about what had been happening at work while they ate. Over lunch, Aaron told her everything; he told her about freaking out the first night, about sitting down and talking to Kyle the second night, and about their most recent conversation.

“So, there it is,” he sighed as he finished the tale. “You don’t think I’m going crazy, do you?”

Alicia shook her head and popped a strawberry in her mouth. “No, I think it’s entirely possible. There are plenty of things we simply don’t know, don’t understand, or flat out refuse to believe to be true. It’s kind of arrogant to say that, just because something has not happened to me, it is impossible for it to have happened to someone else.”

Aaron nodded. “Okay, so if I’m not losing my mind, what is going on? How is this happening?”

Alicia shrugged. “I don’t know; if you want, I can do some research on the undead. This can’t be the first time someone has talked to a dead person. Maybe I can find something written on the topic.”

“If you wouldn’t mind, that would be great. I don’t know where you would even begin to LOOK for first-hand accounts of stuff like this, but your help would definitely be appreciated. It all still feels very surreal ... it’s so absurd! I can’t think of any way that this is actually happening.”

Alicia smiled and replied, “I know what you mean. When people tell you something isn’t real for so long, and something happens to you that doesn’t fit inside that clean, little box, it can be jarring. You know what you saw, but you don’t know whom you can trust with that information.”

She winked and ate another strawberry before continuing. “You can always trust me, Ary. I’m always in your corner.”

Aaron smiled. He knew this was true; she had followed him half way across the country, just so that they could still hang out together. He knew that she would always have his back, and he would have hers.

“Thanks; I hope you know that road goes both ways.”

“I know,” she said cheerily. “In fact, there is very little I don’t know about you. But it’s getting to be about that time, so I should head off. I’ll let you know when I dig something up.”

She stood quickly and mussed up his hair as she walked away. Aaron playfully pretended to be upset by this and quickly fixed his hair before heading off to class. Later that evening, Aaron picked up some ice cream and returned to the funeral home for his final night of work that week. When Lugosi and the last of the lingering staff left for the night, Aaron went downstairs and pulled Kyle from his cooler.

“Hey, buddy, I brought us some ice cream tonight; I figured you might be tired of vending machine treats,” Aaron said, handing a pint of vanilla bean ice cream and a spoon to Kyle, as his eyes lit up.

“Sweet! It’s been years since I had anything other than what people leave in the fridge and what I can snake out of the snack machine.”

As they ate, Aaron tried to find the right words to ask what he wanted to know.

“So ... I’m kinda curious, since you mentioned it last night. How did you wind up here? And why have you been here for so long?”

Kyle nodded and took another spoonful of his ice cream. “Let’s head upstairs to one of the parlors; I’ve spent a lot of time in this room, and I wanna get out of here for a while.”

They walked upstairs to one of the parlors and sat down, facing a casket that was prepared for the next day. When they were situated, Kyle began his tale.

“Well, about six years ago, I was a junior in college. I was having a really crappy year, as my girl had just dumped me, and my family and I weren’t on speaking terms. I hadn’t really talked to anyone I wasn’t in class with for quite a while. I had dived into my music to cope with everything that was going on, because I couldn’t just stop going to classes in order to deal with my mess. I had to make something of myself, or I would be a bum and a dropout for the rest of my life. I had bought these really awesome headphones, and I was trying them out. They were noise-cancelling, so I didn’t have to listen to anything that was going on around me; all I heard was my music. I would throw them on, turn the music up loud, and just tune out the world around me; it was my escape ... from everything.

“While I was jamming out one day, I went to cross a street. A bus must have whipped around the corner, because I didn’t see it when I stepped off the curb. I didn’t hear it because of the music, and it barreled right over me. I’m assuming it killed me on impact, because I don’t remember being in any pain. I woke up here, feeling rather cold and hungry, but not uncomfortably so. I looked around, and I found I was in my cooler. I’ll be honest with you, I freaked out a little bit until I figured out I could open the cooler door from the inside. I climbed out, and on the counter I found my medical sheet. I noticed it because my name was on it in big black letters: Kyle Dieselberg, deceased.

“I couldn’t believe it, because I was obviously still walking around and stuff. I thought it must have been a big mistake, and they simply thought I was dead. I flipped through the file, and what I saw was horrible. The bus had hit me crazy hard; I had bled out on the street, broken a whole bunch of bones, and had a lot of intense internal damage. There was no mistaking the fact that I had died right there.

“I was really confused, because it didn’t feel like I had broken any bones, and I felt like I was alive. Then I briefly wondered if I was a ghost, but then I remembered that I had climbed out of the cooler. However, I was still here, still somehow alive, but also dead. Days passed, then weeks, and with each passing day, I began to slowly figure this whole being dead thing out.

“I finally summoned the courage to explore this place. At first, it was just this room, looking at all the names and looking through files. Then I ventured out further and further, until I found Lugosi’s office. I walked inside and found a stack of death certificates right there in the open. I looked through them, and found mine with a sticky-note attached. ‘Unable to contact family.’

“That was probably the biggest blow of being dead. The funeral home had tried to contact my family, and my folks hadn’t even bothered to call them back. No one came to I.D. my body, no one came to sign my death certificate ... they simply didn’t care that I had died. Over time, I think the funeral home forgot I was here, and I’ve been in that cooler ever since.

“Most people only stay here a week at the most, so the dead people like me, who could walk and talk and stuff, they were never here for very long. They always moved on. I tried to talk to another security guard once; I could tell he understood me. My instincts were buzzing like crazy. When I walked up to him, he responded worse than you did; he had a heart attack right in front of me. I accidentally scared the man to death. When they put him in a cooler, he pretended he was full-on dead. I knew he was faking it because when I pulled him out, every once in a while, he would peek one of his eyes open to see if I was still around.

“Anyway, after a while, I figured out that I couldn’t leave this place or my body would start to rot. As long as I stayed here, I would be fine, more or less as fresh as a rose. I’ll be here until this place burns to the ground, I guess.”

Aaron felt bad for Kyle. The man’s own family rejected him, even after he died. He thought it was an unwritten rule that no matter how you felt about someone, you were supposed to care about them after they died.

“Man ... that sucks, dude. I’m so sorry.” 

“Meh, it is what it is, you know?”

“Still, I’m sorry that you had to be alone. This place would drive me nuts if I were here alone. I’ll make sure to come find you whenever I’m working. I think it’s safe to say that we’re buddies now; I never leave a friend behind.”

Kyle smiled a sad smile. “Thanks; I really appreciate that. It’s been a lonely six years, to be honest. Kinda rough; it’s nice to have someone here to talk to, even if it’s only when you’re working.”

Sensing that the conversation needed a slight change, Aaron asked the first question that came to his mind.

“Uh, what do you think about life and death? Like, is there a soul? What happens to it if there is?”

Kyle laughed dryly. “Is that your way of taking the conversation to a lighter place? You talk about an equally heavy topic?”

“Sorry ... we can talk about something else ...”

“No, no; it’s fine. Like I told you yesterday, I don’t really know what happens. I mean, I’m assuming it’s my soul that is keeping my body alive right now. I don’t know what happens to it after this stage, though. I don’t know if there is a heaven or a hell or what; I have no clue what comes next. It’s all still just as much a mystery to me as it is to you.”
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