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There seems to be no centre because it is all centre.

~ C. S. Lewis

​​A few words at the start. 

The original picture used for this cover was found on Pexels.com and certain artwork used for section breaks were found on Pixabay.com and iStockphoto.com. Some of these stories, Narratio Neminis, Ships in the Night, The End of the World, Escape to the Stars, and A Tale Told in the Fog, have been published elsewhere, either on my own blog or on some other medium. 

Thanks to the many editors and β-readers and friends who made this book possible.

A special thanks goes to the inimitable Faith K. Moore who first told me to collect my short stories together and quickly self-publish them about three or four years ago. I’d hoped to be done correlating my little tales in a year, but like organizing the periodic table of elements, I found that there were missing sections that still needed to be discovered.

That discovery process took a long time. Certain stories, like The Judgement, were written in the main in under an hour while others, such as The Last Thing I Stole, seemed a simple enough concept, a simplicity that belied the horrible investment of time and imagination which were its consequence. (If anyone reads this meandering tale and is confused, I urge them to read a much odder tale, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, which, if not clarifying anything, will at least put my muddled narrative in a new light). On the whole, I hope they both serve to entertain.

Finally, thank you, dear reader, for picking up this little volume of an unknown author who only wants to write.

Sincerely,

Dr. Agonson
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The hint of light, here dimmed by rain, 

seen when the windstorm died,

is shining through high windowpane;

it’s been to me a guide. 

A hint, as though a holy hymn, 

a harmony, a gleam, 

is woven through these stories grim;

unplanned, yet planned they seem.

Hail holy light from holy height, 

my heart eased by your sight.

With tears I wrote long through the night, 

but here’s promised respite.

Though mastery of this strange truth

eludes my troubled brain, 

I’ve followed you all through my youth, 

through all my joy and pain. 

But I remember what must come,

the final mystery, 

so death’s dark depths I slowly plumb;

imagination’s free.

They make a prison out of life

who look not up nor down.

Reason is sharper than a knife

but does not wear the crown. 

For love of light I must escape

the fools who worship her.

What they call love’s no more than rape:

to nothing they refer.
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Narratio Neminis
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The old ruins rose from out the dark ivy which was ever climbing its stony walls. How often had this forgotten fortress rebuffed marauders attempting just such a feat? Lifeless now, no hand stays the relentless march of time.

There is a chapel there, and as the sun descends, this holy place becomes alive with an inviting glow—a heavenly light. Time seems devoid of meaning in that quiet hour before the restless night.

But night does come upon that lonely hill, and the howls of wolves—and of other, nameless things—will sound from out of the darkness. Even the steeliest of men might be excused for a case of nerves.

We three hearty children, daring one another throughout the week, went up that hill without our mothers knowing on a Friday evening. With sleeping bags and torches and cans of food, and each of us laughing if the other seemed afraid—and all of us afraid—and none of us knowing why, why so many centuries ago, that castle on the hill was left to the ivy and cruel march of time.

We circled round the walls, I know not how long, before Sid called. He’d found a fissure in the wall under the vines where there was a hole just big enough for children like us to squeeze through. Throw the backpack in first, then in goes one leg, the rest of you following shortly after. 

The one bit of luck in our folly was that we made our berth in the old chapel; luck or Providence. It just seemed the perfect place to camp. Of course, before the day truly ended, we all went off exploring.

There was a tower that didn’t seem too out of sorts, or so I reasoned after I had poked my head in through a crumbing entrance. It had a winding stair, and the play of the bright beams shining through the porticoes upon those shadowed steps filled me with an unbearable longing to know its coiled ascent. That’s where I went, up. The uneven steps tripped me a few times, but once I reached the top, it was the most beautiful sunset I had ever seen. Low, orange, and fiery; the clouds above rosy and pink. The sky grew into ever darker and richer blues until the fall of night was complete and all was black.

Grateful for my torch, I went back down, my eyes carefully watching my feet in the darkness. As I was nearing the bottom of the steps, at the last turn of the spiral, Nick started shouting. A note, a strange tone of terror, was in his cry, ringing with hollow reverberations as though echoing out from some deep cave. 

“Nick,” I shouted in return. Rushing down, I tripped again, and, falling face first, bloodied my nose upon the cobbled floor.

With a groan, I pulled myself to my feet, pressing a trembling hand against my throbbing forehead. Wandering out into the courtyard, the world spinning around me, I heard Sid’s voice, felt him grabbing my arm.

“Nick! Hey Nick! Where are ya?” I think he shouted, but everything was getting hazier. I must have slumped over at that point.

When I woke up, we were in the chapel again; someone’s flashlight was stabbing me in the eyes.

“Shucks, Nick!” I heard Sid say. “I know what I’m doing. I got my first-aid badge, remember?”

“Stop shining that light in his face.”

“We got to wake him up. I think he’s got a concussion.”

It was at this point I started to groan.

Sid was at my side. 

“How many fingers?” he asked me, but all I could see were the blotches in my eyes from the flashlight. 

When I didn’t answer, he said, “See! He’s got a concussion. What month is it?”

When I told him, he seemed to deflate a little. He had me going through the alphabet next; I got about to M when Nick cut in.

“Shh!” he said. “Hear that?”

All I could hear was a bit of a ringing in my ears. I tried to sit up, but the world started to spin. I fell backward into the soft down of my sleeping bag. Nick started moving to the door; Sid stayed at my side.

“He’s a little freaked,” said Sid. “Before you fell, he’d found a bunch of bones.”

“What?” I moaned.

“Yeah, there’s like a bunch of bones down there. Nick found an old, walled-up cellar or something. I had to go after him down there,” Sid shivered, “so I could get him to help me carry you back here. I think he’s scared.”

I laughed, but it hurt.

“Chicken,” I mumbled.

“Listen, stay awake. I’m going to go see what Nick’s up to.”

Sid got up and took his flashlight, leaving me in darkness. The thing about darkness is, lying there, being told not to sleep, trying not to, my hearing just seemed to get better and better. The ringing in my ears was pretty mild anyway. Maybe it was just the echo of the chapel, but my friends’ whispered voices came to me clear as crystal as I waited alone.

“Shh,” Nick hushed. “I heard something.”

Silence, my head throbbing. 

“It’s almost midnight,” Sid said after a moment. His parents had got him one of those fancy wristwatches that glow in the dark.

“Shh,” Nick silenced again. “Who’s there?” he called out into the night.

There seemed to be a sort of answer; the wind, at least, picked up, whirling and whistling by the entrance of the chapel. It suddenly felt very cold, even with the down feathers.

If you’ve ever woken up in the middle of the night and found your room too dark, felt that creeping terror slowly crawling up your spine, telling yourself you’re a fool for wanting to turn on the light . . . well that’s how I felt, lying there alone, my friends out of sight. I could hardly see anything but a bit of an electric glow coming around the corner to the chapel’s door.

I wanted to cry out, but I couldn’t make my mouth open.

There was a voice, a strange, hoarse, airy voice that made you think of dust, dust and bones and cobwebs and dank cellars and every scary movie you’ve ever seen.

“Nick . . . Nickolas, come.”

The flashlights must have been moving; the shadows cast by that distant glow began to dance. I heard Sid’s voice:

“Nick, stop!” he hissed.

“Sid,” that terrible, ancient voice called. “Come.”

What little light I had, that distant glow, dimming, receding, and suddenly gone . . . 

I couldn’t scream. My mouth wouldn’t open even though I wanted, wanted desperately, to cry out, to warn them. I knew they were going, going away with that terrible voice and the whispering wind.

The evil voice, quieter now, as though receding:

“Come, we must dance in the night.”

Then there was no light at all. It was a new moon. My heart must have been racing at a thousand beats per minute. I couldn’t speak or say anything. I couldn’t move or cry out. All the world was shadow, and I was blind.

Then, just barely, a few gentle notes reached my ears. After my friends had walked away and left me in darkness, a perfect silence had settled over everything; the wind had died to nothing and all I heard was the fevered rhythm in my chest. Yet, out of this silence, there came, softly growing in the night, music. I didn’t recognize it at first, but soon it became clear to me: an eerie sort of fluting and soon after, once the music started, a strange, rhythmic rattling joined it. 

Then a song began:


In the dark of the night, in the shadows of Fall, 

when the moon and the sun are dead, 

we are cursed to return, to awake in our hall,

to arise from our stony bed.

We have killed all the priests, we have robbed all the monks, 

we have trampled on holy bread, 

we have cursed in God’s name, we have broken our oaths,

and our sons in our sins we led.



The song was suddenly cut short as Nick’s and Sid’s rising cries filled the night in agonies of pain. Following fast, and bleeding into my friends’ desperate shouts, the wolfish howls began, these animalistic cries slowly weaving and mixing with their voices. Soon, all there was was this cacophonous howling—there was nothing human left in it.

All through the darkest hours of the night, I was kept awake by this horrible row of canine jabbering. I don’t know at what time, but I suspect it was around four or five that they finally died away into silence. 

It was then I was finally released from whatever invisible bonds held me in my bed, and I was able, at last, to gasp out:

“Sid? Nick?” in a hoarse, terrified whisper.

On shaking legs, I stumbled past the chapel’s pews after my friends. Down the hall, turning to my right to face the entrance, I found the open door and the waiting darkness of early morning. There were two silver flashlights, standing on their heads beside the doorframe. They must have been set there.

A gust of wind came rushing past, and I could hear a faint whisper. It was the same voice, that same, horrible voice, that had called my friends into the night. 

“And who are you?”

I shivered. There was a moment—I was about to tell him. It was so natural. People ask you for your name all the time. My mouth opened up, but then I remembered; I remembered how that voice had called Nick and Sid, how they had gone with it once it had spoken their names.

“No one,” I whispered; then, remembering a bit of mythology, I added, “Nemo.”

“Come, Nemo. There is still time. Come dance with us in the night.”

I shook my head.

“Your friends have danced with me, Nemo. You will dance with us, too.”

Backing away from the door, I felt the stonewall against my back. For just one moment, it seemed, I could see the thing I was talking to. Like a shadow, but not cast against anything—just a faint silhouette there outside the threshold. I’m not sure what I saw. I can’t describe it any more than that. It was like a man, but terrible, withered; it was like the emptiness where a man should be. The insight brought with it a wave of senseless horror, and my vision went black. 
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THE SUN WOKE ME, RED and fiery, coming in through the stained glass of the chapel. My head still throbbed, and my thoughts were foggy. It struck me as odd as I opened my eyes that the light should come through these windows—hadn’t the walls been covered in leafy vines?—but then I remembered that from the outside there was one spot that could be seen where the ivy diverted around what we had assumed was a crack or hole. That’s what had given us the idea, I remember; it’s where we had thought we’d break in, only it was too high up and the ivy broke when we tried to climb.

I had thought through all this before, I realized, when we had made our camp here last night. And what had happened last night? I wondered. It all seemed a blur. 

My head was growing clearer, and another thought suddenly struck me like a splash of cold water: The window faced west. Had I slept a whole day? Dizzy still, damp, cold, I staggered onto my feet, using the wall to push myself up. I turned toward the fading light, took a step, but then I heard them calling.

“Nemo,” Sid—Sid’s voice—said.

“Hey Nemo,” Nick laughed. “We got you good.”

I turned toward the sound, saw them there outside the door; saw something. My eyes were blurry from sleep and from staring at the bright stained glass; the two silhouettes were dark under the eaves of the chapel entrance—dark and strange. They had never called me Nemo before; only one voice had ever done that.

I turned away.

“Coward.” Sid’s voice.

“Just a joke.” Nick’s. “Don’t be a chicken.”

I touched the worn pews as I went, leaned on their softened wood as I stumbled toward the light.

“Come, Nemo,” that voice, that horrible, monstrous voice. “Come and dance tonight.” 

I ran.

Coming to the altar, I looked up at the fading glow of the beautiful kaleidoscope above me.

“Go away!” I shouted.

There was no response but silence. The sun continued to set, the light to die, but it filled the room with brilliant colors, painting the bare walls with dazzling flames. Then . . . darkness. 
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I DID NOT SLEEP THAT night. The silence continued for many hours after the sunset, but at some point, the howling returned. I suppose it would have been around twelve like the night before. It started with one and then another and soon the whole night swelled with their devilish cries. I visited my cousin once. Lives on a farm. There were coyotes. It’s a very eerie sound to hear them yapping in the distance; it was a little like that, only there was more of a threat with these howls, more violence in the tones.

I tried to sleep. I lay down in my sleeping bag, but rest wouldn’t come. Eventually, the pandemonium subsided, and a familiar chill invaded the chapel. That voice returned once more. 

“Come to me, Nemo,” it said. “Come out of that dreadful, cramped closet. There’s freedom in the night. You can run wild and free with your friends forever.”

“Come on,” I heard Nick’s voice. “We’ll have lots of fun.”

And Sid’s said, “Don’t be a scaredy-cat. Get out of that dusty room and join us.”

I pressed my hands against my ears and closed my eyes. I started mumbling to drown them out, but I could still hear them; soon my voice rose to a shout:

“SHUT UP! SHUT UP! SHUT UP!” I screamed. “Nobody’s here. Nobody’s listening. Go away.”

I kept shouting. I don’t know everything I said. At some point, my voice grew hoarse and I eventually let my hands down from my ears. 

Silence.
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I LAY THERE IN MY SLEEPING bag as the dawn slowly warmed the earth. The third day had come. It was Sunday, a new week. It sounds stupid now as I say it, but all I was thinking about as I crawled out of my sleeping bag was whether I was going to be late for church and if my parents would be mad.

I got all my stuff together, shoving everything into my backpack and rolling up my sleeping bag. I put the roll under the flap of the backpack and threw the whole mess over my shoulders. It felt heavy. I looked over our camp. Nick’s and Sid’s things were everywhere. Setting my backpack down on a pew, I started gathering their things together. I got each of their packs ready.

When I was done, I stared at the three bundles. I could only carry one. 

I left their stuff. It wasn’t mine to take, but there was something else: I didn’t want it. It would have been a weight I couldn’t carry. Again, I threw my backpack on my shoulders and headed out. 

Tarrying there at the entrance to the chapel, I looked all about the deserted courtyard. Besides a few struggling plants growing up between the stones, there was nothing. I stepped over the threshold and stopped. I half expected some horror to rush out—for that shadowed form from my nightmare to stalk up behind me—but there was nothing save the songs of morning birds. Pulling the straps of my backpack tight, I marched out into the light. 

I found the hole we all three had come in through. Threw my backpack out, sent one leg after it, and then paused. I pulled the leg back out. I couldn’t leave them. Whether or not I was carrying their backpacks, I could feel the weight.

Turning back, I began to wander around the ruins. The fun and ease of Friday were gone. My heart still wanted to climb the tower and look out over the distance, see the valley and the hills—the landscape was probably clothed in the faint wisps of rising dew hovering over the winding river—but I knew my friends weren’t there. They wouldn’t be up there. What was it Sid had told me? Nick had found a grave. And I remembered how Nick’s voice had echoed when he’d called out to us. 

I tried to think like Nick as best I could. He loved going down; he was always finding hidden secrets in dark places where nobody else would ever have looked. I vaguely recalled, as I cast my mind back to Friday, that Nick had gone off exploring in the main keep.

It was the crumbling center of the castle. You could see it leaning a little where it stood. Dark slits of windows stared out at you, places where archers might shoot their deadly darts at any invaders who had made it past their outer walls.

Its doors were gone. You could see the red rust where the hinges were, but that was all that was left. The entrance was just a hole, shadowed and dark; just the sort of thing Nick would run to—the sort of thing I always avoided.

Trembling, I entered the keep.

A bit of luck—perhaps it was Providence—this abandoned fortress was covered in dust. I had my torch with me still, and as I shone it all around, I happened to find a trail of footprints—my friends’ footprints—leading me on.

Following their path closely, I wound my way about the old castle. I went through many rooms. The walls were mostly bare. Now and again I’d pass some furniture, tables and chairs, bookcases, but no ornaments or comforts.

Finally, the footprints led me to a dead end.
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I THINK I WAS IN SOMETHING like a larder or a kitchen. There were counters and what appeared to be the remains of a stove. Here, the footsteps ended, leading straight into a wall. A window was letting in a good amount of light, but I shone my flashlight all around the room trying to spy out any hidden secret.

I tried just following the footsteps, closing my eyes and walking face first into the wall. No good. My nose, maybe it was broken from the fall earlier, started bleeding and throbbing. Trying to plug it up with the collar of my shirt, I managed to drop my flashlight. As its light rolled around on the floor, I saw what I hadn’t seen before: there were skid marks there. As I reached my hand down to retrieve the torch, I could feel a cool breeze blowing in from under the wall.

It had to be fake; it had to move, but how?

I put my shoulder against the wall and shoved, threw all my weight into it. Nothing. How would Nick do it? I asked myself.

“He’d trick it,” I said aloud. There has to be a trick.

There were no candle stands I could pull on like a lever, no books I could displace off a shelf. . . . There was the stove, though, and a solitary line of footprints leading to it and back toward the wall. 

I wandered toward the pile of rusted metal and dusty bricks. There was still black ash there from some fire long put out. As I shone my torch into the belly of the stove, something glimmered there in the soot, like a lonely star in a dark sky.

I reached for it, pulled on it, and felt a cold draft tickling the hairs on the back of my neck. Turning around, I found the wall swiveling aside, opening unto darkness.

There was a tunnel there, and ancient stone steps leading down. I felt a cold sweat break over me, but I knew that that was where my friends had gone, down. Down I went. The stairs seemed to go on and on, deeper and deeper; deeper than I thought possible—I must have been heading into the very heart of the hill itself.

As I reached the bottom floor, I cast my light upon a carpet of bones. I shone my beam all around. They were scattered and disjointed, bleached by time, and covered in pale cobwebs. I stopped there in my tracks, my breath caught in my throat. In the silence, I could hear the dreadful echoes of crawling, unseen things tiptoeing in the darkness. I wanted to scream, felt the dread building up in my chest ready to explode, but I also felt, and I was certain of it, that it would be death to make too much noise.

As my flashlight surveyed the room, I caught another dreadful sight: there were my friends, Nick and Sid, lying down in this mass grave. Already, the spiders had woven their silk bands over them, but still, through those pallid strands, my friends’ colorful jackets, red and blue, jumped out at me from that ocean of white. They lay there so still and quiet I thought they must be dead.

“Nick! Sid!” I hissed as quietly as I could. “Get up. Wake up. Come on.”

Reaching into my pocket, I found a river stone I had picked up on one or another jaunt; I couldn’t recall. Just one of those things you stuff into your pants as a boy. Taking aim, I threw it at Sid. It hit him, and I said “Sid!” again. 

He stirred. I could see the blue coat moving.

“Sid!” I called. “Nick! Wake up!”

Nick was moving now, groaning.

“Shh!” I hushed. “Quiet”

Something was down here with us. I could feel it like a great, sleeping giant whose eyes might burst open at any moment. I cast my light all around the darkness, hoping and yet dreading to find—but then a terrible clatter of bones broke the silence, and my friends stood, the tendrils of torn cobwebs waving around them like ghastly mantles. 

“Come on,” I said, waving my flashlight at them.

They put up their hands to shield their eyes.

“What’s going on?” Nick asked. 

“Hurry,” I said. “And be quiet. Just come. You got to come now.”

Sid started walking toward me, his feet kicking bones all over the place. They rattled and rolled, their soft reverberations filling me with chills. 

“Quiet! He’ll hear.”

All around us, I could hear the unseen things scampering beneath the spiders’ tapestry.

Nick was following now, teetering from side to side, rubbing his eyes as he went. It wasn’t fast enough; they had to hurry, but I didn’t want whatever it was to hear.

“Come on,” I hissed again. 

They were getting close, only a few steps away from the stairs, when a familiar chill filled the room.

“He’s waking up,” I said. “Jump for it!”

Like zombies, my friends seemed incapable of hurrying; they seemed insensible of the danger. They came like sleepwalkers out of the tomb.

“Nick, Sid,” that terrible voice called.

They stopped. 

Sid’s foot was just on the first step, and Nick was right behind him. 

“Sleep,” commanded the darkness. “Lie down and rest. It’s Sunday. Don’t get up. Sleep in today.”

“No!” I shouted and threw my torch at the demon. 

As the light circled overhead, I grabbed my friends’ sleeves.

“Come on,” I said, and began hauling them up the stairs.

They were slow at first, tripping over their feet as they came, and in the darkness, I was hardly sure of my footing. However, unlike that tower I had climbed, these ancient stones were carved into even, regular steps. The higher we went, the more alive my friends became.

“What’s happening?” Nick mumbled. 

“Hurry,” I said. “We got to get up.”

“Where are we?” asked Sid.

“In its throat!” I cried. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Slowly, they started remembering their legs, and I let go of their hands. Up, up, up, we went, sometimes crawling on our hands like dogs, the stairs never turning, never winding, but always heading up and upward toward a distant light.

“Hurry,” I urged.

Over the sounds of our desperate race, of our panting breath and pounding feet, I could hear the crawling, creeping things following us from below.

“Nick, Sid,” a faint echo reached us.

“Don’t listen!” I shouted. 

I went up a few more steps, but they were slowing down. Looking over my shoulder, I found that the distance between us was growing wider. I slowed too, grabbed them by the sleeves again; Nick tried to pull his arm away.

“You got to drown it out,” I said. “Don’t listen to him. Be loud,” the realization suddenly hit me, “louder than he is. Shout!”

Coming between them, I took a few steps down into the darkness. Standing upon the stairs, I cupped my hands to my mouth. Hollering, I cried:

“Go away! Shut up!”

Nick and Sid stopped.

Turning back toward them, I pushed them up the next step.

“Keep running,” I hissed. “He doesn’t know my name.”

“Nemo! Come to me,” the darkness rumbled.

“Fat chance!” I shouted, backing up the stairs. A quick glance over my shoulder showed me that my friends were moving—slower than I wanted them to, but they were moving. 

“Nemo!”

“Nobody’s here!” I shouted. “Go away.”

“Come to me, Nemo.”

The light was growing. I was backing up, step by step, gazing into the darkness. Then I saw it again, that negative shape of nothing marching up after us. All around it, on the floor, ceiling, and walls, thousands of spiders came crawling, their eyes glimmering like polished obsidian. I froze. I think my heart must have stopped. I couldn’t move. It was like I was in a tomb of ice, the air suddenly frozen solid all around me.

Then a hand came up from behind and grabbed me by the collar. Lifted off my feet, I felt myself flying out of the darkness and carried into the light.

“Close it! Close it! Close it!” I heard Nick shouting as he and I fell onto the cobbled floor of the larder. Sid, his shoulder to the rotating door, pushed with all his might as the false wall scraped across the ground. The hinges whined as the shadows came rising up from the darkness below; then, with a soft click of some occult mechanism, the false wall fell into place, sealing the shadows away.

But I heard, just before Sid gave that final push, a whisper of the darkness in my ear. Sid and Nick said they heard nothing, but I did. If I close my eyes, shut off all the lights, sit alone with the darkness, even now, so many years later, I hear that whispering voice on the wind, and I know the monster’s name.

I know that, if I ever want to, I can say it. Maybe I’ll just murmur a few little syllables in my sleep, or wake up shouting them in a cold terror, or I’ll fall like Eve to temptation, giving air to those few, flowing syllables that only I know. I wish I could forget it, but I can’t. He’s waiting. I know he’ll come.
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​From Salem
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How can I tell you about the people of Omelas?

~Ursula K. Le Guin

How the sun burned that day upon my bare back; how the morning chilled, how piercing the breeze; how lost it all seemed. If there had been a child, I would have grabbed his hand and led him away with me into the western sky, a horizon filled with dark promise. There were no children in our camp to save, only sinners. I walked alone, surrounded by the sounds of death and fear, shouting and turmoil. Undressed and near naked, I walked away.

There had come no music, and that was when I learned. I had enjoyed, even loved, the music. Us all starving and hungry, but a working radio, a broadcast, a family singing hymns from someplace far away—not far enough. 

I first heard it on accident. We were foraging in the city. We had waited for the relative safety of noon, when the sun was highest and brightest, but back then food was rarely left out in the open. You had to go into the dark places to look, and more often than not, the only food in the shadows was yourself. 

The five of us separated, and I walked the empty streets of the city; the rusted, weathered cars I passed were empty, save one. She watched me with that hateful expression they all have, malignant and desirous, her jaw moving itself up and down as if readying to bite me. The pale eyes followed me, and I felt a wrath building inside my chest, my heart like a war drum willing me to battle.

Overcome by my nature—I had tried to just walk on past her little, red car—I repented, retracing my steps toward her. Her hideous hair hung from her skull like cobwebs, remnants of what I suspect had been blonde, curly locks. What clothes were left on her may have once been a nice, maybe even skimpy, little dress, but now that revealing collar showed only rotten decay; pale, discolored flesh with swollen fissures of black, pulsing veins had replaced what must have been a rather attractive pair of breasts. 

The zombie’s blood turns black for some reason; thick when it comes out. I had hit one in the head with my hammer once, a glancing shot, and its bloody tears rolled down its cheeks like drops of honey. The black tears of a zombie. 

I had my hammer now, a sledgehammer with a yellow, plastic handle and a well-worn head. I must have been mad; we all were mad with hunger, but as I approached, I knew there was no way, with her in the car, that I could strike any meaningful blow. I could even see the seatbelt going across her shoulder, and she wasn’t going to undo it—I sure wasn’t going to reach my hand in there and undo it myself. She wasn’t going to undo it and she wasn’t going to open the door.

As I came round the side, her hands reached up to the window, and she pressed her noseless face against the glass. There was no fog of breath from her, no breath at all, but only a continued grinding of her teeth, a snapping of her jaws. I could see her bloated face like paste flattening itself against that window as she strained to reach me.

That must have been what I thought. If I shattered the window, she would stick her head out, and then I would break her neck with one blow.

That was my lust, to kill. So, I swung my hammer against the glass, and the car alarm began to ring. I didn’t even think about it at the time. I just swung. She strained, head and shoulders climbing through the hole I’d made, but the seatbelt kept her back. I wasn’t even thinking about the alarm. I raised my hammer high over my head like a carny about to ring the bell of a high striker, but my blow, however strong, would never be the cause of any heavenly motion, nor could it do anything so holy as give an angel wings. 

Her head came off and fell onto the cracked pavement. The car alarm still blared, still called. I nudged the skull with the toe of my boot; it rolled over to show her still gnawing, writhing mouth, and her pale, hateful eyes gazing up and glaring at me. 

I sneered and once again lifted my hammer. With a crack, the black pus of her brains exploded, and I was satisfied. Panting, I leaned against the now empty, the still screaming, little, red car, and that was when I saw the others. 

They came stumbling in from both ends of the alley, and I realized how I had called them. There was a time when the sound of a car alarm meant nothing, a time I remembered. I was still well trained in a habit—made obsolete long ago—of ignoring the noise as a mere annoyance. I had forgotten what sound could mean in this brave new world.

They were slow, though, and dumb. I sprinted past them, past their hooked, grasping fingers. Most of them kept moving towards the car. Three, three I ran by too closely, followed.

They start off slow, but time and motion enliven their limbs. Like her, these three constantly gnawed, gnashing their teeth at me. Their stumbling gait was growing smoother as I ran, and they were picking up speed. 

If only they would separate, I thought, if only one would speed ahead of the others. I could take them one at a time, maybe two at once, but all three? By the time I struck one, the others would be at me.

My eyes were darting left and right, searching for escape. I was taking blind turns, going up alleys I didn’t know. Still, they were after me, their hearts forcing their thick blood through their swollen, black veins. Like demons now, they were running, their shrill articulations crying out in wordless screams. How many more, now, would appear at their shouts? Yet under their maddening calls, through the panic of my mind, I heard a voice, sweet and clear . . . 

. . . singing some simple hymn . . . 

“Come home, come home,” she sang. “Ye who are weary, come home.” 

I heard the sound of it, and without thought I ran after it. I ducked quickly into a little laundromat, or what had been a laundromat. The rows of quiet washers and dryers, motionless, their circular doors like dark eyes surrounding me, and there was no light in that room save what came from the outfacing wall of windows. Still running, I pursued the music, plunging into the shadows.

There was a body in a chair, skeletal, and a radio. How could it be running? I thought, but it was. There by his feet it lay, and in his hand a revolver—and at my heels the three bellowing demons; they had come in after me. 

He had shot himself. He had loaded the gun and shot himself. There were still five shots left. Her voice was singing to me as I pried the weapon free of his boney grip. 

“I miss you, uncle,” she said, and then there was static. 

They were there, coming round the same corner I had, coming into my darkness. A shot, a flash of light, and one was dead; the other two still among the quick. Another shot—thick, black rain and a falling corpse. And the last, his hands upon me, his mouth gaping, nearing, readying to bite. And the gun was between us, and it was loud. It silenced his moans. 

There was only silence, and static. Six bullets, five men, four dead, three zombies, two rounds left, and one man still alive. And nothing but static from the radio.

That was how we learned of them, her singing to a dead uncle, her voice coming from a radio being trickle-charged, and us starving, looking for food. I guess he knew he was turning—one of those terrible, slow turns which seemingly have no cause—went away, took care of himself. But they found him and put that radio by him, or he set it up first. I can imagine him doing it, sitting there, connecting wires, making sure the radio would last a good while; I can see him sitting there, hearing his niece singing, slowly feeding bullets into the wheel of his gun. They would sing to him; only she and her family were singing to us. We’d listen every day.

The family would sing together, or just one of them would, right after lunch and again before we went to bed, and we would gather round the radio to listen. A strange custom, perhaps. I would never have cared for hymns before, but there was such a gentle, peaceful air about it all. I had never felt such a need for peace before, a desire for tenderness. I think we all felt the same, starving together in this cruel world. Rations were down to a quarter then, and somehow, taking the time just to sit and listen—it satisfied where our meagre meal failed.
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