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      GEORGETOWN, NY, 1899

      O’Hanlon cut the twine on the parcel and placed the knife back on the desk. He was careful with the contents. There was no reason to doubt the journal’s authenticity, so he was holding a relic that had probably been bound almost nineteen hundred years ago.

      He took a sip of tea, adjusted the cushion on his seat, and ran his fingers through his beard. As a younger man, his hair was red, and he could battle hordes with ease. Now, his beard was snow white and he was lucky to be able to stand up without feeling pain reverberate through his limbs: a combination of age and the effects of battle.

      He drank some more tea and laughed aloud.

      During his time as a mariner, he would have been drinking something much stronger. How things had changed. In fact, O’Hanlon had lost count of the number of times he had gone through this ritual, always in the anticipation of reading something which might alleviate his burden.

      Subconsciously, he glanced to his left at the bookcase that housed diaries similar to the one he now held in his hand. Books that had claimed to reveal the secret behind the reanimation of the dead. None of them provided satisfactory answers. They were legitimate, but O’Hanlon didn’t care about their intrinsic value. Since he had given up his captaincy of The Tiamat, he only cared about discovering the answer to the reanimation of the dead. Over the last twelve years he referred to his encounter with them simply as “the Event.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Yes,” O’Hanlon said.

      Sarah Louise entered, holding a kettle. Isolde and Ilon, Neapolitan Mastiffs, and Ruby and Coconut, Rat Terriers, were dutifully by her side. Sarah Louise poured tea into O’Hanlon’s empty cup. Neapolitans were enormous lumbering creatures who had a gentle disposition. While only a tiny fraction of their size, the terriers mimicked everything their giant counterparts did. It never ceased to make O’Hanlon laugh. The Mastiffs were great at guarding the property, and the terriers kept it virtually rodent-free. Although the terriers probably thought they were guarding the property too.

      “Anything?” she said and jutted her chin toward the diary on his desk.

      “I haven’t begun reading,” he replied.

      Sarah Louise nodded. She was a compact woman just a shade over five feet tall, but she was incredibly strong. O’Hanlon had once seen her crush an apple with her bare hands. She had been the caretaker of his estate for a little over two years now since he had begun to have difficulty handling the daily chores himself. She had sharp, distinct features, had been permanently tanned by the sun, and kept her hair in braids that hung down either side of her neck.

      “Thank you,” O’Hanlon said and took a sip of his tea.

      “You’re welcome.”

      She touched his shoulder. O’Hanlon put his hand over hers, but it was a gesture of appreciation more than anything else. At one time, there might have been the opportunity for romance, but neither wished to pursue it at this time. They didn’t speak for another moment. This was another part of the ritual while O’Hanlon was at his desk.

      After she had taken him his tea, and before she fed the dogs, Sarah Louise would walk the grounds one final time before calling it an evening, returning to her room, and smoking a pipe. There wasn’t a need to walk the grounds since the dogs would have alerted them of any intruders, and the dogs hadn’t been vocal. O’Hanlon glanced down at them. While the mastiffs were certainly large, their non-threatening appearance was made even more so by the way their skin folds made them look gentle. However, once he had watched the Mastiffs destroy a scarecrow, literally ripping it to shreds, O’Hanlon had changed his perception of the animals.

      “I pity the person who’s unwelcome here,” O’Hanlon would say.

      Sarah Louise would wait to be dismissed for the evening, but O’Hanlon could tell she was getting antsy. She loved to walk the perimeter. O’Hanlon had never asked the details about her past. He knew she’d spent time with the Apaches, but he never questioned her about it. He figured if she wanted to divulge anything, she would. She had probably spent much of her time on guard duty, and old habits die hard. He told her she could retire for the evening. She bid him good night, and she and the dogs departed. Now alone again, O’Hanlon felt the desire overtake him, and he picked up the book but saw the letter he’d received the previous day from his sister, Poppy, and decided to reread it before he went to the diary.

      More than a decade ago, O’Hanlon had been part of a crew who’d fled Hong Kong after maiming a local triad leader. O’Hanlon had suggested the crew visit O’Hanlon’s sister who lived in Colorado in the Americas and would be able to provide them with temporary sanctuary. O’Hanlon and his comrades, Grid and Malcolm, had only recently arrived at his sister’s orchard farm and met her other guests Ridley and Dranoff when The Event began. Members of a religious order descended on his sister’s orchard and attacked.

      Only slightly dismayed at first, O’Hanlon and the rest of them grew increasingly scared when they realized the interlopers were comprised of the undead. The group fled to the barn where they were able to hold off the first few waves of attack. O’Hanlon’s former captain, Malcolm, sacrificed himself, so the rest of them could escape. Each of them would go their separate ways after the melee.

      Grid returned to Asia, O’Hanlon became the captain of his own vessel, and Poppy would marry Ray Ridley. She and Ridley had stayed out west, though, they would not return to her orchard farm. Poppy had confided in O’Hanlon that she would be haunted by too many memories had they stayed. Together, she and Ridley moved to California and found another orchard for her to oversee.

      O’Hanlon finished reading the letter, placed it in a pile with the others, and picked up the journal. He hesitated for a moment. Long ago, he had committed himself to a life of searching for the cause of The Event. He’d reasoned he would not be at peace without answers, and he would be willing to sacrifice his own happiness. Occasionally, he would contemplate the various people he had forsaken, and the experiences he would never have. It was rare he would give those moments any indulgence, but lately, the desire to give up on his quest had become stronger. He sipped his tea.

      “Vita incerta, mors certissima,” O’Hanlon said aloud.

      A Latin proverb, “life is uncertain, death is most certain.”

      He opened the book and began translating the journal of Felix Longinus.

      ROME, 75 AD

      Felix Longinus had been a student of Seneca the Younger before Seneca had been exiled from Rome by the emperor Claudius. Since Seneca’s departure, Felix had made a decent living as a tutor of the sons of a few prominent Senators. Felix hoped to curry enough favor to be able to start his own school with enrollment open to the masses.

      O’Hanlon put the diary down and sipped his tea. He had done some research on Felix Longinus and knew this already, but it helped to provide context. That particular era in Rome was marked with instability as it began a transition of power between dynasties. The primary concern would have been consolidating power, preventing rebellions, and maintaining the status quo. According to the latest entry, that afternoon, Felix would go visit his brother Quintus, who’d recently been promoted to doctore at the Ludus Matutinus, The Morning School. The Matutinus was a gladiatorial training facility that specialized in training “The Bestiarii,” those who would fight beasts rather than other gladiators.

      While Felix had been more scholarly growing up and desired to know about the universe, Quintus had always been more physical. Quintus had excelled as an athlete. It was as if the Gods had seen fit to split the attributes evenly between them. As they got older, both boys went in separate directions. It surprised no one when Quintus became a gladiator and eventually a doctore.

      According to the diary entry, that morning a messenger arrived with an invitation for Felix to attend an exhibition at the Matutinus which Quintus had only suggested Felix “would not want to miss.” Felix had questions, but the messenger had just been instructed about the time and place. The man could not reveal any more details even if he had wanted to do so. Felix cursed his brother. Quintus had known Felix’s curiosity would be too great for him to miss out on whatever had been planned. After recording the day’s events in his journal, Felix departed for the Matutinus.

      Only a few people had been summoned. Felix recognized a senator and his aides. Two others Felix didn’t recognize were also there, but since Felix so loathed the games, he stayed along the outskirts until the exhibition was to commence. All the spectators were instructed to gather around the lower rung of the amphitheater. They milled around now, waiting for further instructions. Diomedes of Thracia, one of the best gladiators in the school, stood in the empty space in the center of the arena. Felix had never seen Diomedes before, but Quintus had tried to regale Felix with tales of Diomedes’ exploits. Even from far away, the man was intimidating. He looked like he’d been carved from marble. Though Diomedes was about to engage in battle, possibly to the death, he looked calm, as if he were about to sleep for the night. The man wore leather straps around his hands and wrists that came up to the forearm just below the elbow. The leather that crossed the knuckles on each hand had been fitted with spikes.

      “To inflict more damage,” Quintus had said one evening during one of his longwinded stories after he’d had too much wine.

      “It’s called a cestus.”

      Felix had known the only way out was to let Quintus finish telling his story, so he held his tongue as Quintus poured more wine.

      “Bears, bulls, Diomedes has dispatched all of them. He might be the best the school’s ever produced.”

      Quintus had recently been promoted to doctore. That evening’s celebration had been in honor of the promotion, and Quintus wouldn’t let a moment slip by to command the evening’s conversation.

      A horn disrupted Felix from his memory, Quintus appeared from an entryway nearby, and told the spectators the exhibition was about to commence. Diomedes walked toward the other end of the amphitheater and waited by a gate. Before any of them could ask any questions, Quintus blew his horn again, and the gate on the other end of the amphitheater opened. Everyone’s eyes instinctively turned toward the opening and watched as a man in gladiatorial garb was led to the center of the arena. There was nothing unique or threatening about the man, yet he was chained, guided, and prodded along by a gladiator who wielded a trident. Diomedes met the group halfway, took the ends of the chains that had been affixed to the man, and led him toward the spectators like he had been a pack animal. The chained man stumbled as he walked with a strange gait. He lunged at his captors every so often, but being skilled gladiators, both were able to keep the man at bay. When they got close enough, it appeared as if the chained man had had too many libations.

      It took a moment for Quintus to calm the crowd and get their attention. They had openly begun to discuss what they were witnessing before them. Murmuring eventually gave way to grievances about time wasted.

      “I assure you, your time has not been squandered,” Quintus said. Before anyone could offer a rebuttal, Quintus spoke.

      “The man died in a match yesterday and has come back from the dead.”

      There was a mixed response from the crowd that included laughter, disbelief, and threats. Had Quintus not had a storied career as a gladiator, the crowd might very well have rushed him.

      “A demonstration,” Quintus said, raising, and lowering his hand.

      Diomedes held the chains of the man taut while the other gladiator drove the tines of the trident into the back of the chained man, so they burst through his chest. Not only did the man continue to function as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened, but he hadn’t made a sound.

      GEORGETOWN, NY, 1899

      O’Hanlon put the book down. He would need to read more to be certain, but he began to feel euphoric anticipation when he knew he was reading from a legitimate source. It was rare, but he’d been able to develop a sense of authenticity. Typically, it wasn’t that people were trying to be deceptive when they’d written about exploits featuring the reanimation of the dead, it’s just they’d been fooled by the severity of battle wounds or how sick someone had actually been. However, when reanimation of the dead was, in fact, valid, there were small but significant details O’Hanlon would catch.

      Of course, whether it was a supernatural occurrence, if something demonic had been the cause, or if it was an evolutionary abhorrent, none of that mattered to O’Hanlon. He had just wanted answers. He wanted to finally be at peace. Even though he had made it from the barn that day, he would never be whole again. At least with an answer, he would be able to move on with his life. O’Hanlon knew he was getting worked up again, and that would bring on the tremors. He knew he needed to calm down, so he stood up, paced around the room, and let his heartbeat settle.
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