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PRAISE FOR EMBERS

“Not a squall, not a blizzard . . . It’s a pulp horror AVALANCHE! That’s Kenneth W. Cain’s new collection, Embers.”

—Mort Castle, Bram Stoker Award® winner

“Collections such as this are the reason that, even after 45 years, I still enjoy reading horror!”

—Douglas Draa, Editor of Weirdbook Magazine

“Kenneth W. Cain’s imagination is on full display here. He will take you by the hand, lead you into the darkest places, and you’ll be thanking him every harrowing step of the way. A bright new talent in horror.”

—Ben Eads, author of Cracked Sky

“With prose that is sometimes poignant, sometimes unsettling, but always incredibly dark, Kenneth W. Cain takes readers on a macabre journey with the smouldering burn of ‘Embers.’ A master of weaving tales around seemingly simple premises and ordinary situations with every day folk, Cain never fails to turn a story on its head and deliver a long-lasting sting. You’ll need some genuine embers to warm you after this, for some of these tales will chill you to the core.”

—Jim Goforth, author of Plebs and The Sleep
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For Mom, who introduced me to dark fiction and believed in this collection.


THE CHAMBER

Recalling the deaths having occurred here long ago, Karl wavered with nausea, steadying himself on the wall of the chamber. Then, remembering the blood that had once stained these exact stones, he yanked his hand away in disgust.

That had been a day he’d tried to forget. A quick glance at his scarred hand spoke as to why that satisfaction would never come. He’d committed sins, unforgivable evils he could not quell. So, he’d come here seeking to put those troubles to rest.

But can I make amends?

Back then he’d even spoken a different language. Had worked hard to disguise his accent, and now the German language sounded rather foreign to him. Only on rare occasions did he feel any connection to his roots.

Yet the scars will always remind me.

Life had transformed into a walking nightmare. Their tired faces waited for him around every corner. They stood among every crowd. Their recognition evident, they condemned him for his secret crimes. It didn’t matter that he’d been forced to follow orders. The dead never forgave.

Here, though, perhaps he’d find some peace from these ghosts, some mercy.

His wife and two grandchildren waited at the doorway to the dank building as he entered. All the atrocities flooded back in an instant. The orders he’d been given, and the chance blockage of the delivery method.

Tears welled in his eyes, and his queasiness worsened as the memories became clear.

***

A shrill cry startled Karl. Seconds later something heavy struck the wall inside the chamber. He heard the crunch of bones, then an inhuman growl, followed by silence.

He’d been assigned to Sobibor three months prior to this day, and already things had gone sour. His failure unacceptable despite such immoral orders, he couldn’t risk speaking of his concerns. Those in charge frowned at the mere mention of such discussions, always eager to meet these altercations with a swift punishment, and they handed out death as if it were tea. So he kept his feelings bottled up, his unreadable countenance giving nothing away.

A masked man emerged from the doorway, rifle hoisted. Klein dropped his gun and yanked off the gasmask. He tossed the mask aside and fell to his knees, breathing heavy. When he did look up, tears left clean trails on his dirty cheeks.

A few years older than Klein, Karl empathized with his comrade. Panicked eyes searched Karl, perhaps seeking affirmation of his compassion. But Karl refused to offer any such comfort, hiding his expression behind the handkerchief pressed to his face. Doing so would be taken as weakness. Besides, the red splatter on Klein’s sleeve kept him distracted.

Whose blood is that?

Desperate, Klein shifted his attention to the man standing beside Karl, Arnold Richter.

Richter showed no sympathy, his features ever rigid. He didn’t seem to mind the smell of corpses, the cries, or even the falling ash. Karl ascertained the man enjoyed every bit of this madness.

A haggard Klein exhaled hard and spoke in a crackled voice. “They’re alive, Herr Richter.”

“Alive? What do you mean alive?”

Klein gasped, refilling his lungs with air. He coughed and hacked, looking as though he might faint.

Where’s Heinemann?

A man of Heinemann’s size would never fall to these people whom their Führer despised, such a malnourished race. Not even if they banded together in that effort.

Unless they had weapons . . .

This thought trailed off as Klein rose and staggered away from the door like a frightened child.

“Well?” Richter said. “What is it, Klein?”

Klein seemed unable to answer. Karl prayed his friend would compose himself soon.

Richter wore a stung expression. “Wait, why are you crying soldier?”

Karl couldn’t blame Klein. Even he broke down when alone. More than once in fact, an emotion often warranted by these unnecessary deaths. Every last fatality haunted him. He hadn’t slept more than an hour or two straight since this war started.

Klein sniffled and finally answered. “I’m sorry, Herr Richter, but Heinemann . . . ”

“What is it then?”

“He’s . . . dead.”

Richter stormed away. When he returned a second later, anger creased his brow. “How could this happen?”

Klein whimpered. “I’m not sure, Herr Richter. We were moving through the corpses, dealing with matters.” He gulped in more air, his shoulders dropping. “They were still breathing.” He paused, collecting himself. “Maybe a blockage, but for whatever reason the pellets didn’t work, but…”

“Well? What was it? Get it out,” Richter said.

“A creature, maybe.”

Karl remained silent. Sure, this piqued his curiosity, but he thought the stray gases might have made Klein hallucinate.

A faulty mask maybe?

“What are you talking about?” Richter said. “And this better be good.”

Klein wiped his forehead, and then his cheek. He stared at the blood on his sleeve. “Something brushed up against me.” His tone weakened. “I felt a spray of blood. Next thing I know Heinemann’s body is flying across the room, and they’re coming for me.”

Klein paused for a long moment. Seemed to need time to muster enough strength to divulge the next part. “And then I saw something horrible.”

Richter stared down at a trembling, sobbing Klein. He appeared to ponder the details. Then he removed his glove and swatted Klein across the face. “Stop this incessant sniveling. Now get back in there and finish them. They’re rats, mind you. The lowest scourge of this Earth.”

The harsh tone of these words stung Karl. He understood that if Klein failed he’d be killed. And Klein’s entire family would pay for this letdown. But even more daunting to Karl, he knew what would follow. This task would fall on him.

Klein gazed up at his commanding officer with hopeful eyes. “Please, Herr Richter. Let’s refill the chamber.”

Richter cocked his head as if considering this idea. No doubt it would do the trick, but Karl suspected it could be seen as a sign of weakness. Richter would never go for it.

Again, Richter lifted the glove to strike Klein a second time.

Klein raised his hands in defense, but the blow never came.

Richter’s face tightened like the strings on a violin. “I said, get back in there. Right now!”

Klein collapsed. “Please, sir. Please, Herr Richter. I beg of you . . . ”

Again with the crying.

It had become too much for Karl to bear. Now he struggled to suppress his emotions. If I do nothing I’ll join Klein in this suffering.

***

This chamber saw less anguish these days. All the same, the memories persevered here. Just like the acute pain behind his right eye, hidden but still felt.

Pawing at his cheek, it relieved him to discover sweat instead of blood. Still, the pain intensified, shooting back over his scalp and piercing his skull.

He raised his hands like guns, struggling to see. Shook his head in an effort to alleviate the mounting headache, but it continued to ring.

He staggered a few steps forward in the darkness and backed against the wall. There he waited for something to move, anything.

A skitter drew his attention to the far left of the chamber. He spun away from the wall, scanning up and across the ceiling. For a split second he spotted something, a grotesque foot maybe. Then it vanished.

A shortened exhale escaped his lungs. Soreness spread through his chest. A voice, pleasant yet worried interrupted his thoughts, his Annabel.

“Karl?” she said. “Are you okay, honey?”

She knew so little of his past life and the ghosts that haunted him. She’d never understand why he’d done these things. He stared into his grandchildren’s faces and saw their concern.

Where has the time gone?

Neither of them were children anymore. His granddaughter, Anna Marie, had been in college for a year now. His grandson, Dillon, would head to college this fall.

“We should leave,” Anna Marie said. Her eyes filled with tears.

What will they think of me when the truth is revealed?

“No,” Karl said, “I’m okay.”

“Grandpa?” Dillon said. “What are you pointing at?”

Karl glanced down at his hands. He’d balled both into fists, the forefinger of each pointed out.

He eased his nails from his palms. Fidgeted for a brief instant, and shoved his hands in his jacket pockets.

“Nothing.” Karl said. “It’s okay.”

His wife’s arms crossed, her eyes searching him for answers. Over the years, he’d told her what he could, but never the particulars of that war.

She’d think me a monster.

Such happenings drew out the madness in a man, like a thick poison being pumped into the bloodstream.

It made him sick. And as this disease worsened, he drifted back again.

***

“Schultz?” Richter turned to Karl. “Relieve this man.”

Karl hesitated, unsure of what Richter expected of him. But deep down he knew.

Richter tapped an impatient foot. “Well, I’m waiting.”

Karl pocketed the hankie and drew his Walther. Pressed it against Klein’s temple. Klein’s eyes opened wide, and looking into them Karl faltered.

How can I do this?

“What is this insolence? I said to relieve him, soldier. Now do what you’re told or I’ll relieve you both, myself.”

Tears streamed down Klein’s cheeks. “Please, Karl.”

Karl’s heart ached. He struggled to steady his hand. Tried to look away, enough so Richter couldn’t tell. He closed his eyes to slits in case he did notice.

“I’m sorry,” Karl whispered.

A bullet tore through Klein’s skull. His arms slackened at his sides. His body went limp, and he slumped to the ground.

Keep your shit together.

Karl lifted his eyes to the splatter of blood now covering the wall. The red blemish unraveled him all at once.

Men would hear this story, likely from the lips of Richter. Whenever one of his men dared disagree, they’d remember this bloodstain. But none would know the truth of what happened this day, or how Karl’s sanity deteriorated in that instant of time.

Sorrow rose inside of him. But he forced it back down, gawking at the blood on the wall.

“Schultz?”

Startled, Karl did his best to snap his feet together. “Yes, Herr Richter?”

“Get in there and finish this fool’s work.”

“Right away, Herr Richter.”

Karl leaned forward and unsnapped Klein’s holster. He retrieved the man’s gun and a spare clip that hadn’t been fully loaded. He seized the discarded mask, wiped it clean, and tugged it over his face.

Most of the gas would’ve settled by now, but one could never be too sure. With both guns raised, he breached the threshold and started his search.

Bodies lay entangled on the floor. A thin haze of gas persisted as if lingering to taste its prey. But he saw nothing like Klein described.

He ventured farther into the chamber, hesitant to let the door close behind him. It slammed shut anyway, loud enough to surprise him.

Among the corpses, he identified Heinemann. The man had been Karl’s elder by nine years. A thin line of red had been carved from the left side of his neck to the right, disappearing under his body.

With everything so still, Karl considered matters might have taken care of themselves. This hope waned as they came into view.

***

Karl’s world spun with him being unable to discern his past from the present.

Where are they?

He scanned the floor for the bodies. Searched the ceiling and the walls, but saw nothing. Then the mass of corpses materialized. He stood dumbfounded, staring at them.

One arm hitched. Then a leg from another corpse shot out at an angle.

He took aim and fired. His bullet struck the deceased leg. Something beneath the corpse buzzed a most unnatural noise that sounded like a hive of bees.

Only this is a giant critter.

A man’s head bobbled. Several arms waved all at once. Whatever creature came for him amidst this death, it moved without hindrance and remained hidden beneath these corpses, leaving them where they lie as it passed.

He fired twice. Unsatisfied, he shot two more bullets into the bodies.

Still the beast hurried his way.

Backed into a corner, he had nowhere left to retreat. He raised his guns and fired the rest of the bullets into whatever corpses writhed.

When the unseen thing came within a few meters, evidenced by the shifting bodies, he aimed as best he could and fired again. The telling click of an empty clip resulted. He glared at the gun, cursing it under his breath. But at least the creature’s advance had stopped.

Must have wounded it.

Bodies dissipated into the air. Her voice once more pulled him out of this vision.

“Honey, you’re worrying me,” Annabel said.

She wiped her eyes.

Once again he’d balled his hands into fists, each forefinger extended. He released them and returned his hands to his jacket pockets.

This is killing me.

His eyes softened on her. Why couldn’t he see the truth? They were all alone in this place, he and his family.

Anna Marie and Dillon flanked his wife, and an unexpected familiarity overwhelmed him. The vision of the three of them standing there resurrected his most heinous remembrance.

***

The woman had abandoned the supplied shower cap, her shaved head marred and bloody. Her wounds painted a picture of her struggle.

She limped forward, one hand on her hip, and the other clutching a sliver of steel she’d likely pilfered from the metal shop. The agony of broken bones showed in her effort. She bore her teeth, lips drawn back in a dreadful snarl.

He went to fire but couldn’t pull the trigger. He’d been distracted by the two round faces that appeared behind her.

The children trembled to the point of near collapse. Tears streamed down their young faces.

Is this their mother?

The answer didn’t matter. He’d observed firsthand how women would care for another’s children. It had always been so endearing. Often made him wish the world were a much different place.

She thrust the steel out at him. He’d been too shaken by the children to notice. Anger burned in her eyes. Not the slightest hint of fear showed in her demeanor, as she drew back the blade, ready to strike again.

***

Panic seized Karl when the woman vanished into thin air. He observed the swell of bodies forming on the floor where he spotted a hint of unnatural claws from somewhere beneath these corpses.

He knelt, neglecting to take the time to reload his guns. Setting one aside, he retrieved his knife and jabbed it into the mass of bodies.

When nothing stirred, he thrust the blade deeper. Again and again, he stabbed into the bodies. With his other gun, he shoved men and women aside. When only ground remained, he stared at the empty floor in disbelief.

Scanning the corpses, he searched for any peculiarity. And he found one, a familiar deceased man with a smile as wide as the slit in his throat. In fact, all of the corpses were grinning, as if Heinemann encouraged them to follow his lead.

He rose and retreated to safety. Brandished his blade and slid along the wall to the exit. A heavy form brushed against his shoulder and despite not wanting to face it, he did.

The creature’s shocking yellow eyes stared back at him. Terrified, he felt a scream rising in his throat. Like a spider creeping up his esophagus, he struggled to choke back the shriek.

The shriveled face grinned, its mouth filled with awful pointed teeth. The eyes beamed with revulsion. A single withered hand lashed out at him, carving deep burning lines in his cheek.

He dropped the knife and pawed at his face to relieve the pain.

When he opened his eyes, Annabel’s hands were on his cheeks, warm and caring. She caressed his face, wiping away the tears as they sprouted from his eyes.

Behind her, Anna Marie and Dillon watched with quiet uncertainty.

“Karl, honey, what is it?” Annabel said. “What do you see?”

He tried to answer. Wanted to tell her everything. But although his lips moved, he produced no words.

Instead, he fell into her arms. Laid his head on her shoulder and sobbed. His body heaved, and the memory returned.

***

As the woman’s blade came down, he tried to fend off the attack with a raised arm. Her weapon pierced the back of his hand.

His grip faltered, and one of the guns rattled along the floor, lost to him. A hint of fat billowed out of his wound, followed by a flush of red. Without hesitation, he lifted his gun and fired.

Her angered face twisted in a knot of instant pain. She collided against him, the shiv knocked free of her flaccid fingers.

They were forced into an embrace. He stared into her weakened eyes. This dance persisted down to her final breath. When she finally collapsed, her gaze fell on the frightened children standing against the wall.

***

As the children disappeared into thin air, he hurried to reload his gun. Somewhere in this chamber, he heard a noise that terrified him. It clicked and chattered, insect-like mandibles opening and closing, sounding hungry.

He yanked the empty clip free and attempted to load the spare, but his hands were shaking. The gun slipped away, landing in the corpses. There, it vanished.

Shit! Shit! Shit!

His eyes zeroed in on the other gun.

It’s too far away.

He rushed across the floor and dropped to his knees. With eager hands, he reached for the gun and released the clip. Before he could reload, something knocked the gun loose again.

Bolting for the door, he made it only halfway before a deep pain seized the meat of his right leg. The burn ran from his thigh down to his knee, from his calf down to his ankle. He flung his arms out in an effort to break his fall. Still he plunged face first into—

Oh, dear God, no.

The grinning face beamed, looking pleased by their unexpected reunion. Heinemann’s limp arms bounced and embraced Karl.

While Karl tried to free himself, Heinemann’s hold constricted around him like a python. Karl attempted to spin away, using his legs in an effort to loosen the grip.

When they finally broke apart, Karl sat up and scurried across the floor on his butt. There, he stared at Heinemann’s corpse with disbelief. Cold steel touched his fingertips and upon seeing it, he seized the fallen gun and jammed the half-empty clip in.

A shadow drew his attention to the ceiling. Then to his left, and back to his right.

How many are there?

He counted three. They were closing in fast. Before he could fire, a pair of yellow eyes honed in on him. In them he saw his own death.

The creature’s inconceivable physique froze him. Never had he seen such razor-sharp nails, as long as blades. The fanged teeth chattered. Its shriveled black flesh appeared riddled with scars.

Her voice surprised him. “Karl, please,” Annabel said. “You’re scaring me.”

She pawed at his shoulders. Tried to encourage him to stand, but he knew something she didn’t. He’d succumbed to these ghosts, whatever fate they desired.

Here in this chamber she became the distant future, her voice barely audible to him. Only the business of the past remained, and his sole duty to complete this horrid task.

***

He pushed the weight of the woman off and stood. Loosening his shirt, he tore a length away and tied it around his bleeding hand. Then he turned to the children.

In that brief fraction of a second, he knew death would find him. The pain in his chest so distinct, his heart felt as though it were on fire. He nearly collapsed.

He prayed for his own demise, but death had never been so kind in the past. And these children seemed to sense his thoughts.

His right eye throbbed with pain. When he reached for it a rush of red blurred his vision. The woman had pierced the mask and nearly taken his eye. He hadn’t even noticed.

Now that he had, he raised the gun.

***

Pain shot through his chest. Three claws pierced his breastbone and pushed their way between his ribs. The creature’s smile broadened as its talons explored the cavity of his chest for the morsel it desired.

When it found his heart, those menacing claws grasped the delicate organ in its blade-like digits.

He glanced down and saw a gun in his hand. Uncertain where it could have come from, he lifted it and fired. A click resulted.

Keeping the gun elevated, he fired again. Another click. He fired as fast as his finger would allow but heard only more empty clicks.

Surprising enough to temporarily shake him out of the pain that had seized him, three distinct crashes followed loud as thunder.

A gruesome smile filled the creature’s face and its grip tightened.

Death had never been so close as it became now. Karl’s vision cleared as the pain deepened. For a moment he saw those two children from so long ago, their bodies strewn across the floor as he’d left them. Beside the boy and girl lay the woman, sprawled out, their apparent mother whether by birth or otherwise. But those bodies faded and the horror of what he’d done took shape.

His wife and two beautiful grandchildren, all of them lay on the musty floor. A pool of blood spread out from beneath Annabel. He couldn’t see Anna Marie’s face, but she’d ceased breathing. Still alive, Dillon’s eyes strained on Karl. One bloodied hand extended to him as if asking why he would do such a thing.

The misery ended when the creature yanked Karl’s heart free of his chest. For a few final beats, he gazed at the organ, appearing as black as night. Decades of lost tears found him all at once.


VALERIE’S WINDOW

A monster staggered down the barren street. Even one posed a significant threat to her survival.

Valerie let the drape fall back into place. Stared out through its thin fabric as night blotted the orange and red hues of day.

The monster’s silhouette crossed the front lawn, and she shrank away from the window. Halfway across the yard, the man paused and gazed up at the wavering curtain.

Did he see me?

Her heart leaped, and she retreated behind the couch where she kept very still and tried to steady her nerves.

The monster shuffled around outside the front door. When the doorbell rang, she jumped. So much that her foot slid across the floor, producing a brief but loud squeak.

Please go away.

She raised her eyes above the back of the couch and stared at the door. An unexpected screech of metal forced her back down to her knees. Her heart pounded as several items spilled in through the opening in the door. Even when the dead man trudged away from the door dissatisfied, she remained where she knelt in case he returned.

“Why do you bother looking out that damned window at all?” Jasper said.

His appearance startled her. I didn’t even see him.

Or maybe he’d been sitting there all along, dissecting her actions. Despite everything, he looked cool and calm. He wore that familiar sour expression she’d learned to disregard.

She abandoned the area behind the couch and returned to the window. From this vantage point, she made sure the man outside had moved on, watching him stagger from house to house. Only when the man could no longer be seen did she turn back to Jasper.

Jasper’s piercing gaze met hers, making her feel vulnerable. I was wrong to ignore him.

She chewed a fingernail. “You’re right. I shouldn’t.”

He leaned back in his rocking chair, hands folded across his chest. “Damn right. It’s like I always told you, what’s out there ain’t no good. You don’t want no part of it.”

A grin spread across his lips that made her skin crawl. This was all true, of course. He’d been telling her this since the day they met.

That day seemed so long ago now. Everything went to hell so fast. She’d been lucky Jasper had been there to protect her. To bring her here where he could take care of her.

So why test him then?

She dismissed the concern and allowed herself forgiveness. “I know. It’s just that . . . ”

“What?” He raised an eyebrow. “You miss it?”

She did, too, with all her heart. She missed having someone to talk to, maybe a person who could relate to her situation. There’d been others, of course. But all of them had been older, and not one ever returned once they went upstairs.

She hated those stairs. Just the thought of them made her shudder.

“Well, don’t,” Jasper said. “We got everything we need right here. And mind what I learnt ya or you’ll spend a week in your hole of a bedroom.” He beamed his awful grin, providing her a perfect view of an empty gap between his yellowed teeth. “Or maybe I’ll take you upstairs and remind ya who’s in charge round here.”

The threat concerned her enough she conceded.

Jasper pushed up from his rocker. Both the wood and his bones cracked. “There are more of them out there now. I think it’s time we got some shuteye and let matters settle. What do you think?”

He crossed the hardwood floor to the stairs. She followed. There, they parted ways.

This surprised her, and more so when he ascended. She tried not to watch, but couldn’t help but notice how hard it had become for him.

Certain he’d forgotten, she headed for the musty closet beneath the stairs. With some effort, she pulled open the door and slid inside. After a brief pause, she shut the door and waited for the sound of the deadbolt. But it didn’t come.

He must’ve forgot. Or maybe he trusts me enough not to lock it.

The sound of the deadbolt sliding into place indicated otherwise.

Part of her remembered having broken this lock once. Surely he would have repaired it by now, but for the life of her, she couldn’t recall when he’d had the chance.

It couldn’t have been that long ago.

Then again, time moved differently these days. Being so weak and hungry made it hard to remember much of anything let alone when the deadbolt had been fixed. Also, Jasper hadn’t gone out for food in a long time, so most of her thoughts were consumed with memories of specific tastes.

She considered testing the door and even lifted herself up on her haunches to do so. But as she reached for the handle she heard him climbing the stairs again and stopped herself.

Each footstep came heavier than the last. Jasper got so angry whenever her faith in him wavered.

She wiped her sweaty palm on her torn jeans and slipped into her makeshift bed. This was the only place she felt safe anymore. Although cramped, her worn blanket and shoddy pillow offered some comfort. She pulled the cover over her body and when sleep finally found her, she dreamed of better days. Back when she’d been innocent and the world hadn’t yet perished.

***

She thought him charming, but at twelve her heart tended to flutter at the slightest bit of attention. Still, he’d compelled her to divulge secrets that made her blush. And with no one there to keep her in check, she would’ve revealed most anything if he asked.

They spoke of topics that made her curious, so it had been natural for her to want to know more. Plus she liked the way he brushed his long hair back from his collar and cocked an eyebrow whenever he asked her an inappropriate question.

She answered every query, no matter how dirty it made her feel. Some even flushed her cheeks. But she answered them all, rocking back and forth on the park swing.

He listened and shared how the dead had started coming back to life. She didn’t believe him, of course. Not at first. But then he pointed one out to her and although she couldn’t see the man, panic consumed her.

Before she could get a good look, he’d swept her up from the swing. As frightened as she felt, she let him.

His terror seemed to equal her own, thus heightening her fear. She saw something else, too. The way he kept licking his lips in a creepy and weird way. By the time she knew what was going on, he had her in his car and whisked her away to what he insisted would be a safe place.

***

She roused from a dream and saw him staring at her in the darkness of her room.

Not again.

She shrank away. Her blanket snagged on the rough floor and hindered her progress, but still, she wriggled away while wrestling the blanket. She squirmed back like a worm until she hit the wall.

Pressing her eyes shut, she opened them to the door, and his face began to dissipate. What made me think he was in here?

She squinted. That knot in the wood maybe?

There’d once been paint there. Over time it had become faded and worn, replaced by dried bloodstains from her fists. Awareness dawned on her as she spied the trickle of light beneath the door.

Oh God, it must be morning.

He detested when she overslept. If he caught her, he’d be angry. Might even punish her. Or take me upstairs.

She tugged her shirt down to cover her belly and reflected on her dream for a brief moment. She’d come here of her own free will without even her mother’s knowledge. To think, Jasper’s hair had only been a wig. That day when she’d first seen his mottled scalp and receding hairline it had sickened her.

How old was he back then? She remembered thinking him much older than she originally believed. He must be quite old now.

She stepped to the door and waited for the deadbolt to slide away. When it didn’t, she assumed he’d already unlocked it. Pushing the door open an inch, she leaned forward and stared out through the crack. The early afternoon light revealed an empty room. No sign of Jasper.

Opening the door wider, she stepped out into the living room. When she turned to shut the door, his voice startled her.

“Well, well. Lookie who finally woke up.”

Her heart leaped, pounding out several hurried beats before settling. She didn’t want to look him in the eye but did so anyway.

“Sorry. I didn’t sleep well.”

Convinced this would be enough, she stood before her window and waited for a reply.

When he didn’t protest, she took to her familiar spot and gazed out at what remained of the world. There were so many dead outside today. Most stuck to groups of two or three, as if socializing. Others roamed about with no apparent purpose. One dead woman chased after a dog, its leash dragging in the street.

She’s gonna eat that dog.

“After all these years, you still refuse to give up on them, don’t you?” he said.

She didn’t answer.

“They’ll kill you if you go out there. You know that’s truth?”

She did.

“Bastards will tear the flesh right off your damn bones.” He hummed knowingly.

She ignored him. Her focus remained on two of the dead, watching them disappear into houses. Another stumbled out of the house next door. There must have been a dozen dead out there at any given moment, all of them ignorant to her existence. She needed to keep it that way.

But what good is life if I’m stuck here?

Jasper interrupted her thoughts. “Bastards tore my dog’s guts right out. All those others in the basement, too.” His voice sounded stern and unappreciative of the fact she resented being holed up with him. “You don’t want to end up like them, do you?”

No, I don’t.

She shook her head and stepped away from the window. She’d return when there weren’t so many and when Jasper wasn’t around. Although she remained grateful for the brief moments he afforded her at the window each day, this hadn’t always been the case.

“Stare out that cursed window if you must. It’ll do you no good.” He cricked his back and started up the stairs, already laboring. “I’ve been up since very early and need to lay down a spell. Mind how long you stare out that window daydreaming or I’ll have you upstairs.”

Sometimes she wondered about the last two girls he’d taken upstairs. She’d heard muffled screams for weeks on end. Their constant weeping still haunted Valerie’s dreams now and then.

She gazed up the stairs. I haven’t heard them in so long.

An hour or two passed before she could return to the window. There wasn’t much left to eat. She’d found a few stale crackers and drank water straight out of the faucet.

The crackers didn’t sit right in her stomach. They felt like a moldy lump that wanted to come back up. She’d ran to her closet several times afterward to retch into her waste bucket but nothing came out, and her insides continued to squirm.

Why hasn’t he gone for food?

Through her window, she spied one of the dead ambling to the end of a driveway. This woman stood beside a mailbox, staring off across the road. Then she opened the mailbox and pawed inside.

Valerie nearly fainted. The plague, it must be fading?

Perhaps everyone would be cured in time. Unable to contain herself, she hurried up the stairs. But in her excitement, she’d forgotten his rules, how she wasn’t allowed upstairs without his permission.

I should—

Her foot reached the landing, and she froze in place, quivering. She considered withdrawing the foot but couldn’t will it to move.

She took a deep breath and pushed herself up, tiptoeing to the first room. A battered bed with torn sheets draped over half the mattress sat in the middle. A woman bound in chains lay on the bed, her naked body deteriorated. A bright-red ball held her mouth ajar in an eternal scream.

Sorrow consumed Valerie. She forced herself to continue down the hall. In the next room a woman lay in a fetal position upon the bed. The white shroud she wore offered Valerie an unnatural view of the woman’s bony frame. A look of terror and hopelessness defined the woman’s hollowed face.

Tears stung Valerie’s eyes. They’d suffered, and she felt guilt for wishing at times they would stop their incessant crying. Even if they had been infected, no one deserved this fate.

She arrived at the last room, the door still closed. This would be Jasper’s room. She dried her cheeks with her sleeve. If he saw her crying, he’d punish her.

What will he do to me then?

Would he chain her to one of those beds? She’d never be able to endure such an atrocity in her current state. But she’d come this far, and she only had to turn the knob. Then she could confront him, tell him how she no longer cared whether the dead ate her or not.

She mustered up what little courage she could, opened the door, and entered with her eyes pressed shut. She refused to open them until she stood in the center of the room.

Gradually she eased them open, unnerved by what she saw through mashed eyelashes. He lay in his bed with his sheets drawn up to his neck. The linens had sunken into his chest and stomach. They outlined his bones, making him look like one of those skeletons from science class. His mouth hung agape. The swollen tongue poked out over cracked blue lips. His teeth were more yellow now. Wide-eyed, he stared up at the ceiling.

Moving bedside, she stared down at his wrinkled face. His eyes had turned into dark pools that filled the whole socket. The corners of each eye angled down.

She leaned in close. “Jasper?”

He jolted upright, and she leaped away. She landed several feet from his bed and raised her hands to defend herself.

Chest heaving, she scanned the bed only to discover he hadn’t moved.

What just happened?

Again, she approached him, this time refusing to get so close. She spoke in a quiet tone. “I’m leaving.” It felt good. She gathered up what strength she had left and added, “And I’m never coming back.”

With much effort, she turned and hurried down the hall. Something plodded along after her. She heard bony heels thumping against the wooden floor. Rotten teeth chattered.

She rushed past each door, trying not to look. Yet, at both doors her eyes betrayed her. She couldn’t even slow herself when she reached the stairs.

Before she could brace herself, she slipped and bounced down the staircase on her rear. Ending up on the last stair, she righted herself and spun around fast. To her surprise, he wasn’t there.

She waited, listening for the slightest sound, only to hear her own labored breathing.

Beneath her feet a massive pile of unopened letters lay scattered. Her eyes rose from the mail to the door. It should be so simple to open. Yet she knew how difficult it would prove.

Am I really unafraid?

From this vantage point she could see out through the faded drapery of her window. Several of the dead still wandered around outside. Surely, they’d see her.

But I have to go.

“You can’t,” Jasper said.

His voice scared her. And he spoke as if he’d heard her thoughts.

She didn’t respond.

“They’ll eat you. I swear it.”

She rose from the step. Her bumps and bruises complained. “Let them.”

“Don’t do it.”

She wanted to run when he approached. Instead, she stood her ground.

His voice boomed, “Don’t you open that goddamned door.”

She turned to him and whispered, “I’ll never listen to you again.”

With that, Jasper seemed to weaken. His form faded until no longer there.

She stared at the place he’d been. Tears streaked down her cheeks, and for a brief second, she wasn’t sure she could find the strength. She seized the doorknob, took a deep breath, and yanked the door open.

Shielding her eyes from the light she stepped out onto the porch. The instant smell of flowers assaulted her senses, bringing back memories of her mother’s garden. She eased down the stairs to the grass.

A dead woman’s head turned up. Her mouth opened as if to speak, but no words came out. The woman ran for Valerie.
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