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      Everything has an expiration date.

      The milk in the fridge, the person you like. The planet you live on. William closed the fridge door. The expired milk in the plastic jug reminded him of all these things and more.

      “Waste of money,” he said and poured the rancid stuff down the sink, turning the water on to wash it down. It was three in the morning and the glow of the streetlights lit the place up well enough so there was no need to turn on the light. He tossed the jug into the trash without thinking and moved back to the fridge to see what else there was.

      An old can of beer was there in the back and he wasn’t interested in water so he grabbed it. The thing still opened with a hiss. It was still good. The term good was relative – the smell was bad. He wasn’t even sure where this thing came from.

      William walked the short distance back to the living room and sat down in his old chair. Sleep didn’t exist these days. Too many thoughts running through his mind. The television turned on with the click of the remote.

      The news. Fires, mass shootings, plague, economic turmoil and riots filled the screen. William took a big drink and did his best not to gag. “For all the good we did,” he said and switched channels. Some cartoon from the late nineties was playing on a channel he never watched. It reminded him of a time when things made sense. Or they felt like they made sense, anyway.

      A car drove by. The headlights illuminated the room for a second and he winced, wondering for a second about who’d be out there this time of night. He supposed it didn’t matter. Then the power went out.

      “Damn it,” he said and took another drink in the dark. There was nothing he could do about it but wait. At least it wasn’t too hot in here but, with no air circulating, that was going to change. Worse was the quiet.

      The silence washed over him like an oppressive wave, heavy, even. He could feel it and hated it, too. William took a deep breath, finished the beer and set the can on the cheap table beside him. He was awake and he couldn’t stay here. It was time to just go for a walk.

      “You’re not going to leave me here, are you?” There was more than one reason to hate the quiet.

      “Yeah, I’m leaving you here, you’re nothing but trouble,” he replied to the voice. “It’s been so many years,” it replied. “I’m stuck here in this box. I belong to you. Use me. Think of everything we could do together.”

      William put a shirt on that was hanging off the back of a chair and slipped on a pair of old shoes. The shorts he had on would have to do.

      “Like I said. You’re nothing but trouble. Shut up,” he replied, walked to the front door and left the apartment before it could reply.
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      William was hit by the night air and it woke him up. There was always something magical about the night, he couldn’t put his finger on it. He locked the door and after that, didn’t have any idea where to go next. No plans in mind, he turned left and started walking. Hopefully, by the time he got home the power would be back.

      Half the streetlights were still on. It was strange to him but not worth thinking about too much. He started to walk at a slow pace. It wasn’t safe to do this but he didn’t care. There wasn’t much left to live for any more. The way he saw it, no one had much left to live for. The world was dying a long, slow death and safety wasn’t a concern to most people. Just making it to another midnight was his only plan, midnight always seemed so far away, no matter the time.

      He wandered in the orange light across a parking lot and down the street with no ideas on how far he’d go before turning back. Lost in his own thoughts of misery, he heard voices behind him. It snapped him out of his thoughts, back to attention.

      “Just keep walking,” he said to himself, but prepared himself for anything. Will was regretting coming out here more by the minute. Voices at three in the morning were never friendly.

      “Hey old man,” a voice said and he cringed. Was he really that old? He must have looked it. “Hey you, stop,” the voice repeated and he did. Taking a deep breath, he turned around, having no idea what to expect.

      A pack of teenagers who looked as if they belonged in a video game, or a different time. Weird bright-colored hair, shiny clothes. Idiots.

      “What?” William asked the four of them. “How much money you got?” the one wearing the sunglasses asked. Sunglasses at night, this one was special.

      “Nothing, just out for a walk. Didn’t bring my wallet,” he replied and turned out his pockets as proof. There was nowhere else to hide any money. The leader, if that’s what he was, let out a high pitched laugh. William winced at the sound.

      “Old man didn’t you know about the tax? This here is our street and you owe us for being on it. This late at night, the tax doubles, see?” he said and the man child next to him pulled out a knife.

      “Death and taxes, a constant problem,” William replied. “Well, I don’t have any money so what are we going to do?” he asked. The two men looked at one another. The two women grew more excited about what was coming next. William might have been old, but he didn’t get this way by being stupid.

      “You pay in blood,” the leader said and drew his own knife from a sheath on his belt. The thing looked like it belonged in a game, too. Where in the world did people find stuff like this? William found himself wondering things that weren’t important. Maybe he was getting old, after all.

      “Blood payments, they seem a little useless. What do you get out of that?” William asked.

      “It’s not what we get, it’s the message we send, bitch,” the leader replied and with that out of the way he rushed William. It had been many years since he was in a fight with anyone, but he hadn’t forgotten how.

      He shifted his left foot back and as soon as that fancy blade swung forward, it missed. He grabbed the arm, took a step forward to shift his weight, then with a quick twist brought the elbow into the knee, snapped the arm.

      The kid screamed as William tossed him into the street. Then he felt a sharp pain in his other arm. The handle of the blade was sticking out, the other one just threw his knife but it hit nothing and landed on the pavement. “God damn it,” he said, ripped the blade out and threw it to return the favor. The knife landed in the right side of the teenager. William wasn’t sure if he got through that shiny jacket or not.

      “What kind of freak are you?” one of the women yelled and started to run. The rest of them were doing the same. “I’m the freak now?” he asked and held his bleeding arm. “That sounds about right,” he added, cursing his luck, and started to make his way back home.
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      He pushed himself inside after struggling to unlock the door. Thankfully, he kept his keys in his back pocket. The blood made it hard to hold anything and he was feeling it now.

      “Oh. What happened to you?” the voice asked. William rolled his eyes. “Got into a fight with a park bench, lost. Happens all the time,” he replied. “You’re going to bleed to death. Put me on. I can fix this.”

      William looked at the cabinet. “Nothing wrong with a little death by blood loss, I’ll be fine. Or dead. What difference does it make?” he asked.

      “All the difference, you lazy bum. Don’t give up, there has to be some of the old you left in there somewhere.” William wasn’t so sure. “No, all dead, all gone. Just like the rest of me will be soon. It’s fine,” he replied and almost sat down in the chair.

      “Why are you being such a loser? Just put me on and I can fix you. I don’t remember you being this pathetic.”

      “Lots changed, pathetic is in style these days. Don’t you watch the news?” William asked. “Listen. You don’t have to die tonight. Please, let me help you. I’ll be here alone. I can’t stand the thought of that. Do you want me to end up like you, too?” That was enough to convince him.

      “Damn it,” William said and walked to the cabinet, pulled it open. There was a small red box in the back. He grabbed and opened it. There was a silver ring with a deep red jewel in the center of it. “No one should end up like me,” he said and put the ring on.

      The red jewel burned bright. William winced in pain as his wound closed on its own. “See, was that so hard?” William did feel better once it was finished. “Thank you, now back in the box,” he said and went to take it off again.

      “Wait, Will. Please. I have seen the state of the world. Don’t you think it’s time for a comeback, get the old team together. Clean up the world a little?”

      “Gabon, listen. The world is beyond repair. We can’t fix it. Remember what happened when we tried last time? It was worse, everything just got worse. How many people died because we thought we could fix it?”

      “I was there. We were all there.” William nodded. “Then you know there isn’t anything we can do,” he replied.

      “That’s a load of snorb and you know it. All you have to do is try again. We can find the others. We can make a difference. I promise we can,” Gabon said as William walked to the television and turned it on. At least the power was back like he hoped.

      “Six firefighters died in a blaze today in a California wildfire that is still under five percent contained,” the reporter said as the camera showed images of a whole mountainside on fire. Then switched to towns turned to ashes, people who had lost everything.

      “That’s a sample. Where’s the spirit of the Earth now? Shouldn’t she be doing something about all of this? Betrayed by the one thing we were supposed to count on,” William said and turned the TV off. It was too depressing to watch.

      “You know as well as I do, the balance is broken. Doctor Vagabond saw to it when he wiped out Las Vegas with the balon-tainted nuke. Xans was injured by it because of the balon crystals. You know as well as I do, she’s out of commission.”

      “Yeah, Erik won and killed the world. We killed him but there is nothing left for us to do. Millions of dead and everyone else is about to die. It was ten years ago. No one cares anymore,” he replied.

      “No, not true. I know your dreams. You care, you dream about that day, almost every night,” Gabon said. William took a breath. “I thought we agreed to stay out of my head.”

      “Can’t help it, buddy. Your dreams are, well, loud.” William looked towards the window, then at his blood-covered arm. “I don’t know about the world but I do know what I want to do first,” he replied and made a fist.

      “Get some payback on those punk kids?” Gabon asked. “Yes,” William said and stood up.

      “Well then, let’s get some.” William made a fist and looked at the ring on his left hand, it was warm as he had always remembered it.
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      William stepped back out into the night. “I can smell their blood already,” Gabon said. The jewel glowed a little and a dim red line appeared in front of them. “Follow to find, you know the rest,” Gabon said, William hadn’t forgotten.

      The line was an easy path to follow. Down the street, there was even a small trail of blood to follow. He didn’t need Gabon’s help to track these idiots down but it made it easier and he wasn’t in the mood for guessing games tonight.

      He turned to the left, then to the right. Streets he’d never needed to go down before. A rundown – more rundown part of town. The thin red line moved right to a house, lights still on, right to the front door.

      “Do we just burn the whole place down or go inside?” Gabon asked.

      William thought about it. “Might be parents or kids inside, let’s take a look,” he said. William walked to the front door and turned the knob, door wasn’t locked. Weird for this part of town, or maybe the locals just knew better. Could have been anything, he supposed. He walked inside and to his amazement, they were still arguing over what to do next.

      “We need to get your stupid ass to the hospital, both of you. You’re bleeding and your arm is busted.” One of the women seemed to have come to their senses after the injuries.

      “Screw that. We’ll just take care of it here,” one of the guys said. Before anyone could ask how William tightened his left fist, his ring felt hot, it was just as ready for what came next as he was.

      “The leading cause of death from wounds like that is infection,” he said as he walked around the corner, “it’s a long and painful way to die, actually,” he finished. “What the hell are you doing here, how?” the kid asked, used to have sunglasses on, guess he really didn’t need them inside.

      “Me? I’m here to help,” he replied and looked around. The place was a mess. He was sure there was no one else living here. Hell, he was almost sure that they weren’t supposed to be living here, either. “Any kids in the house, parents, anyone who isn’t you?” William asked, looked around at the mess, it was more disgusting, the more he looked.

      “Screw you, get out before--“William took that as a no and stepped forward. “I said I was here to help, just not you.” Then all the bottles of various liquid started to boil and the walls started to smoke.

      “What the hell is going on?” one of the women asked, noticing the sudden change.

      “In one sense you could say Hell is about to break loose, you’ve had your last victim. It ends today,” William said.

      The man with the still bleeding arm stood up. “Wait. I know you, don’t I? That ring,” he said. William smiled just a little bit as the man’s eyes started to boil in his head. He fell to the ground screaming.

      “We’ll keep it between us,” he said, lifted his left hand to his chest. The ring’s light intensified and the four of them burst into flames from the inside out. William took a step back. “Our work here is done, let’s go,” he said.

      “Don’t put the fire out, just let everything burn,” William added. “Feels good to take out the trash, doesn’t it?” Gabon asked. William didn’t know how he felt about it, but he was sure the world was a little safer without monsters like these in it.

      He walked outside and if anyone was paying attention, he didn’t see them. After walking a few steps down the street, he turned just in time to watch a jet of fire rip through one of the windows. “Good enough,” he said, turned and kept walking back to his apartment.
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      William made it back home and took his shirt off as he moved to the chair, then he sat down and put his hands over his face. “Regrets?” Gabon asked.

      “No, they had it coming. What I worry about is if this will gain any unwanted attention. We haven’t seen anyone in a decade. Mysterious deaths, weird fires. Someone is surely paying attention,” he said.

      “Attention? The world is a mess. Bad things happen every day. No one can keep track of it all. No one cares. Like you said, the bad guys already won,” Gabon replied and William figured the ring had a point. There was no reason to worry about anything.

      “What are we going to do next?” Gabon asked.

      William looked at the ring. “Next? There is no next. We took out a couple of punks, made the city a little safer and burned down a crack house. What more do you want?” he asked.

      “Right now, there are thousands more just like them roaming the streets, looking for someone to kill. They all should be cleansed, don’t you think?” Gabon asked. “Come out of retirement just to take out criminals, that doesn’t seem like a good use of the power, does it?”

      “Good use? Power is only meant to be used. Think about it. You could put me back in that box and do nothing, but you know you could do more, why not?”

      William thought about it. His life was going nowhere, his job had been the same for the past five years. He was bored and the world was sliding closer to the end by the day.

      He looked at the ring. “You know what? To hell with it. Neither of us has much to lose anymore. Who knows, maybe we can find the others, maybe they’re interested in doing a reunion tour,” he said and Gabon began to glow red.

      “That’d be great. The others might be harder to convince, but I’m sure we can do it,” the ring said and William smiled. However, now he felt tired. It was late. “First, we should take a nap,” he said and yawned.

      “See you on the flipside, bro,” Gabon said and the jewel turned black. “Yeah,” he said and started the process of getting ready for bed.
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      Florida. The ocean was doing its thing and from here, she couldn’t tell there was a thing wrong with the world. Bathing in the moonlight with her dark green swimsuit, she couldn’t have asked for anything more.

      Her eyes closed, this was her version of paradise, a different beach every night, forever. “I hate this, we should be doing more than just being beach bums.” Jessica twitched. “Shut up, Aricaye,” she replied.

      “Can’t you sense it? Someone used another ring. I sure as hell could feel it, why not you?” the ring asked.

      “It was just a bad burrito we got at the food truck, no one has used a ring for anything other than basic things for a decade. Quiet,” she replied.

      “I am telling you, it’s not just that. We need to investigate this. Someone is using it for more than just—” Jessica cut the ring off. “You worry too much. We’re not the boss of the others. If they want to expose themselves, let them. Not our business,” she replied.

      “Fine, whatever. I guess we wait for them to come to us,” the ring said. “No one is showing up. Relax,” Jessica replied.

      For a minute, the ring said nothing. Then they heard new voices in the distance. The full moon brought out all the crazies, but she was sure that it was too late for any of them. She was wrong.

      “Holy, look what’s over there,” one of them said. “Well, hello, pretty mama, how’s it going? What you doing way out here so late?” the second one asked.

      She opened her blue eyes, they reflected the moonlight for a second before she turned her head. “Getting my graveyard tan, what’s it to you?” she asked and sized them up. Both were taller than she was. Clearly wasted on something. They both had bottles still wrapped in paper bags in their hand.

      “Graveyard tan, you, what they call it, goth or emo, something?” the one on the left asked. “Something like that. You two keep on moving. I’m sure you got girlfriends at home or something,” she replied.

      “You can be my girlfriend, heck, we’re what do you call it, woke, we can share. I go first and then he can go, or him then me, it doesn’t matter,” the guy on the right said.

      Jessica closed her eyes. “Boys, I am telling you this is a body you don’t want. You got one chance to walk away,” she said, calm as ever. Neither of them bothered to listen.

      The man on the left took another step, then the bottom of his shoe got stuck in the sand. Soon the pair realized they couldn’t move. “What is this?” the one on the right asked.

      “Sand is pretty weak on its own. However, imagine a million grains of sand locking together to hold something in place, it’s not so weak anymore. Teamwork and all that,” she said, not bothering to look at them.

      “The hell are you talking about, sand? The fu—” The man was cut off as the sand around them began to dance around their feet.

      “You two really should have listened to me. No one’s going to miss you two idiots.” The two of them started to panic when two tendrils of mud and rock shot out of the ocean, wrapped around their bodies. Then in a second pulled them into the ocean. They didn’t even have time to scream or understand what had happened.

      Jessica turned her eyes back to the moon. “Did you have to kill them?” Aricaye asked. “No, I suppose not. They should have listened,” she replied. “I guess,” Aricaye replied. “You had feelings for those people, we didn’t even know them,” she replied.

      “They were just drunk idiots, of course we didn’t know them. No feelings, just, I don’t know,” the ring argued.

      “Well, it was good for the environment, the fish will get fed at least and that’s just two more people not using limited resources. Who cares, you’ve ruined the mood, let’s get out of here,” she said.

      The sand beneath pushed her up until she was standing t. She looked out over the ocean. “I suppose you’re right. We should see what the others are up to, it’s been ten years. That’s long enough,” she said.

      Aricaye lit up with a bright green light with excitement. “Oh, I can’t wait to meet the others, reunions are my favorite,” it said.

      “Fine, whatever, just chill with the light, who knows who’s watching out here. I don’t sense anyone but you just never know,” she replied.

      The ring light faded. “Oh, now you use the senses. If you’d done that before, you wouldn’t have had to kill anyone,” Aricaye replied.

      “Imagine if there was another woman out here who didn’t have a magic ring. Think about what would have happened to her instead. The way I see it, we just stopped someone’s worst day from ever happening,” she replied. “I suppose you have a point, “Aricaye replied.

      “I always do, it’s kind of what I do. Any leads on said ring location or are we just going to wander until we get close?”

      “Actually, I have. It’s north of here. About three hundred miles or so at my best guess,” Aricaye said and she nodded. With that, the sand beneath her shot up around her body. She pulled her outfit from the bag and changed clothes. “No one is going to notice the weird pillar of sand, very subtle,” Aricaye said. “Oh, shut up,” Jessica replied. The sand fell as soon as she was done. No one was watching.

      Jessica lifted into the air. “Let’s go,” she said, flying to the north through the humid night air.
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