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      Death comes for us all. But for some, it doesn’t stay. Mythology and lore is full of undead creatures, and each one has a story to tell—of their life, their death, or their afterlife.

      From a haunting melody that leads a ghost to her killer, to a piano that provides salvation during a zombie apocalypse, to a song that grants passage back from death, Requiem: Tales of the Undead offers a chilling chorus of monstrous melodies and ghostly harmonies.

      These nineteen imaginative stories feature a wide variety of the undead, each woven with a distinct musical element that explores the connection between life, death, and the supernatural. A vampire working in law enforcement learns that “The driver picks the music.” A mummy trapped in a corporate cubicle struggles to break free and pursue his own song. Death takes piano lessons. And when a special song is played on a specific gramophone, the dead are allowed to answer three final questions.

      These aren’t just stories about the undead. They’re about what we remember, what we mourn, and the songs that stay with us—long after the last breath fades.

      So listen closely. The dead have stories to tell. And they are set to music.
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      The place hadn’t fallen down yet, but it was working on it.

      It sagged beneath the weight of all 136 of its years, and it was clear that few of them had been good ones. Even the ivy that clung to the cracked bricks was faded and anemic, the leaves dry and dusty. The trees—two towering oaks and a dozen stately elms—leaned away from the house as if not wanting to play any part in its slow-motion decay.

      The house was older than anyone in town. No one really had a clue when it had been built. It was just always there. Families moved into the neighborhood, lingered for a generation or two, and moved on, but the house remained. The place wasn’t pretty. Too many of the shingles had fallen over the years and termites had done their usual workmanlike job of making timbers sag. Those shutters that were still on both hinges were missing slats, giving the place a kind of lateral gap-toothed grin that failed to be either charming or spooky. Paint peeled the way paint does, without adding rustic allure. Nothing about the house reached out to fixer-uppers or flippers. It was at the end of an inconvenient street, and even at the reduced price of selling for back taxes was no draw. The current owner always canceled Realtor showings, suggesting a reluctance to sell or perhaps a desire to fade away with the property.

      It was big, rambling, drafty, old, and unattractive without the seasonal charisma of looking Halloween ugly. No kids thought it was haunted. No squatters wanted to spend a night there, and no looters even considered breaking in for copper pipes or reclaimed wood. People simply did not think much about it.

      It simply was.

      It was why Elmer Howard liked it.

      Not the house per se … just its utter lack of appeal.

      It suited him because he, too, lacked appeal. He was average height, average weight, average looks. He’d spent his whole life being unexceptional and—in the truest use of the word—unremarkable.

      People didn’t talk about him either.

      There were people he knew, but none of them were friends. He had relatives, but they never called. Not since Elmer’s wife, Gina, died. It was as if the last life force in either Elmer or the house had no real desire to move on. Entropy became a defining characteristic of the widower within the walls.

      Since Gina died, Elmer only ever got Christmas cards from one aunt in Des Moines, and he knew she bought cards in bulk and sent them to everyone in her address book. Everyone. Her signature was just initials, with no accompanying note. Years back he’d seen identical cards at a cousin’s house during a post-funeral luncheon. That dead cousin’s card was the same as his. Precisely the same. The aunt hadn’t come to the funeral, and Elmer guessed she was still sending cards to that address.

      His wife, Gina, was six years in her grave, taken from him by a cancer that showed up during a routine health check and spirited her away within two months. They never had kids. During their marriage, they were very much into one another’s company and did everything together. Because they were both—well, antisocial wasn’t the right word. Nonsocial fit better—being together satisfied their needs for company. Quiet folks who enjoyed quiet and didn’t feel the need to fill every minute with conversation.

      Her ashes were on his mantel, and sometimes—when rainy nights got really long, or snowstorms shut down all ambient noise—he talked with her. Sitting in his beat-up old armchair, feet on a coffee table built from four milk crates and an old door, he chatted as if she were in the other chair. The house was big, and he needed to hear a voice every now and then, even if it was his own. Only once in a very great while did he go crazy enough to think he heard her talking back.

      He was strange—he’d be the first to admit that—but he wasn’t actually insane. Sometimes he thought he heard laughter too. Or a moan of the kind Gina made while the bone cancer was consuming her. Human sounds, either conjured by his mind or remembered in the aching wooden bones of the house.

      The end of the world changed that.

      It changed everything.
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        * * *

      

      If the world had been planning on ending, he didn’t know about it. Not until much later.

      Elmer had a TV but rarely watched it. Nothing he saw on shows or in movies seemed to apply to him. The talking heads on the news never seemed to take people like him into account, and so he discounted them. Seemed fair.

      He tried audiobooks, but it felt too much like eavesdropping on someone else’s conversation. And he never got the pop culture references.

      Mostly Elmer let the house be as quiet as it wanted to be, except for those whispers and moans.

      Sometimes he played music. He had a CD player and a lot of CDs. He’d started collecting them back in the days when magazine ads said you could order a dozen for a dollar if you joined a club and didn’t bother to read the fine print. He kept buying them, though. That was one thing about himself that he liked—he could listen to just about any kind of music. Sure, he had his preferences. Old jazz, some classical, Kansas City blues. But he had all kinds of rock, hip-hop, rap, pop, country, even polka. Anything to fill the empty corners of the house when silence betrayed him and commonplace noise hit him like screams. At those times he wanted more intentional sounds to push the quiet back. Sometimes, when he felt petulant and perverse, he’d turn the volume up to annoy the mice. Or maybe to entertain the crows in the trees outside.

      The only kind of music he didn’t like was Christmas stuff. Not since Gina died. The peppy optimism made him sad. And the sad ones, like “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” and “Blue Christmas,” made him even sadder.

      Loneliness was okay. Sadness wasn’t.

      Sadness was like being sick. Like having cancer.

      Sometimes—not often, but more so since Gina died—he’d get so sad he’d take his father’s old shotgun out from under the bed, unroll it from the blanket, oil it, load it, and try not to want to use it. There were close calls. A few really, really close. Times when the music didn’t do its job and the house screamed at him that Gina wasn’t. Ever. Going. To. Be. There. Again.

      But each time, after sitting on the chair hugging the gun to his chest, he’d wrap it up again and put it back. There was some comfort in knowing it was there. Knowing that the exit door was never fully locked.

      And that made it okay to keep going.

      Keep living.

      The thing that changed the course of his need to not be was the fear that if he opted out then he would lose the emotions he felt. Lose the memories he had. The thought that death might erase his love for Gina and all his memories of their years together was unbearable.

      He lived in opposition to the possibilities offered by that fear. Most of the time, he wasn’t aware that was what he was doing. Moments of clarity and perspective came when they came.
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        * * *

      

      On a cold Thursday morning, he had one of those moments of clarity.

      It wasn’t the temperature or the slow, sad rain. It wasn’t the rustle of damp birds in dripping trees. It wasn’t the low rumble of distant thunder. It wasn’t even the fact that last night was one of those nights. A Gina night.

      Last night was very long, with intense wind that made the house moan with too human a timbre.

      The wind eased a bit at dawn.

      Elmer went out onto the front porch with a thermos of hot coffee and his favorite mug—a gift from his wife on his fortieth birthday that had a Photoshopped picture of him as a baby but with an old man’s long white beard. It was chipped now and had a crack around the base of the handle, but it held warmth from Gina.

      He wore a heavy sweater over a flannel shirt and sat in his usual seat, pausing only to brush wet leaves from Gina’s rocker. Elmer poured himself a cup of coffee, sipped it, nodded, and settled back to watch the rain. Gina and he always liked the rain. She liked big, violent thunderstorms more than he did, but she was always more intense and passionate than he was.

      The coffee was good, though a bit thin, representing the last of what he found in the cupboard. He added that to the shopping list in his head for tomorrow. Every other Thursday was a go-to-market day. Not that the day or timing mattered. There were no crowds, but he liked the rhythm of it. A schedule made the world feel like it was still real in those small ways that mattered.

      A ragged old crow flapped out of the closest elm and landed on the porch rail. At times, when Elmer had sipped a bit too much Canadian Club, he tried to convince himself that Gina had come back to him as a bird. She always loved birds, especially that particular crow. Once, years back, she found the crow on the front lawn, battered and bloodied by a narrow escape from a neighborhood cat. Gina took it in and nursed it back to health. She hand-fed it, and as trust and health grew, it would come and sit on the porch rail. She’d give it treats, and the crow ate spiders and roaches. When she died, the bird sat in a tree and cawed for days. Then it was gone for nearly a year, returning only a day after the anniversary of her death.

      He thought it was her come back as the crow. But that thought faded with the alcohol, and the next day, he dismissed the concept as ridiculous. If Gina was going to come back it would be as a songbird. A dark-eyed junco, maybe, or a goldfinch.

      The crow, he was sure, was just a crow.

      On a whim, he leaned forward and poured a few drops of coffee on the flat porch rail. Steam rose from it, and the crow gave the brown drops an interested look. After a moment, it shuffled sideways and bent down to inspect them. Then, it sipped the coffee. A small taste at first and then all of it.

      It raised its head and gave him an expectant look. So, Elmer poured a few more drops. Later, some more.

      They were like that for a while. One older man and one ragged-looking older crow, drinking coffee on a rainy Thursday morning.

      If the crow knew the world had already ended, he didn’t clue Elmer in on the fact.

      No, it was the dead man who brought the news.
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        * * *

      

      Elmer had just poured himself a fresh cup and was screwing the lid back on the thermos when the stranger came walking up the street in the general direction of the front porch. It was not a determined walk, though. Kind of crooked, and Elmer thought the guy was drunk.

      But the man didn’t really look the type. He wore a business suit. No umbrella, though. But his steps wandered sideways or slantwise depending on how the wind blew. In its way, it was entertaining. It reminded him of the big inflatable tube man outside the gas station near Blue Moose Tavern on Ute Pass Avenue. Except that one had a big smile and the man in the suit wasn’t smiling.

      As he got closer, it was clear the fellow had no expression at all. Just a slack face and downcast eyes.

      Elmer sipped his coffee. He was never the type to wave at passersby, and not only because there were hardly ever any. A wave, however small or merely polite, invited conversation, and Elmer was not a chitchat person. Gina always joked that he wouldn’t use two words when no words said it better.

      Used to joke.

      So, he cupped his cold palms around his warm mug and waited for the man in the suit to realize he’d made a wrong turn and turn back.

      The man kept coming closer.

      He was forty feet from the scruffy patch of front lawn when Elmer began to realize something was wrong.

      The suit hung oddly. Sure, some of it was water weight from the rain … but there were visible tears in the suit, and some of the dark-blue fabric hung like streamers, revealing the paler lining. The tie was askew, and the white shirt below was a haphazard pattern of indistinct splotches of pastel pink. More like stains than anything intentional.

      Then Elmer saw there was a darker pink on the man’s hands and on his face. Below his jaw and above his collar, the tone was even darker. Redder.

      Elmer set his cup down and stood.

      The man jerked to a stop and raised his eyes in Elmer’s direction as if startled to see someone sitting on the porch of so dilapidated a house. Those eyes did not squint or blink away the raindrops. Like his face, those eyes lacked any expression. Not even pain.

      The fellow simply stood on the grass, his body swaying with the gusts of wind, looking up at Elmer.

      “A-are you o-okay?” asked Elmer, stumbling over the words because it had been nearly a full week since he’d spoken aloud. He cleared his throat and repeated the question.

      Beside him, the old crow cawed softly.

      The man raised his hands toward Elmer—or maybe the crow, or both—and opened his mouth as if to speak. No words came out. Only a low moan.

      Elmer tried a third time, raising his voice to make sure he was heard.

      “Hey, mister … you okay? Do you need any help?”

      The only reply was another moan. Not loud. But there was something insistent about it. Needful. Weirdly, it was almost the same sound he used to make when Gina took a fresh pie out of the oven.

      Elmer went to the top of the stairs. He wanted to be of help even though he didn’t like to get involved. With crows, sure. People … not so much. Even so, he wasn’t ever cruel. He never chased the birds or rabbits away from Gina’s herb garden, even before it was overgrown.

      He came down two steps. “You want to come up on the porch and sit a spell? I can call someone if you need help.”

      The man’s slow walk sped up. Not much, but noticeably. And that moan got a bit louder. More definite … and definitely hungry.

      “Hey now … what’s⁠—?”

      The stranger suddenly lunged at Elmer, hands thrust out to try to grab him.

      Lunged in an awkward, clumsy slow motion, however.

      Those pink-stained fingers clawed at the air, missing Elmer’s jacket as he quickly backed up the stairs. The man overbalanced and fell, whacking his forehead on the edge of the bottom step with an audible thump. The fall was a bad one, and Elmer felt the solid impact through his shoes, all the way into the soles of his feet.

      “Oh no,” cried Elmer as he immediately stepped forward to help.

      He knelt and began to turn the man over, trying to remember if you were supposed to do that kind of thing after someone fell. As the man turned, Elmer saw the damage the fall had done. There was a four-inch-long gash across his forehead, and a whole flap of skin was pulled up.

      Elmer stared at it, aghast and … confused.

      It was a terrible gash, and yet there was not one drop of fresh blood.

      Not one.

      Nothing.

      Just torn skin.

      Elmer had time to say “What—?” before the man grabbed him, pulling himself nearly chest to chest. The wounded man’s mouth stretched wide, and he leaned forward to try to take a …

      A bite.

      “Holy crap,” cried Elmer as he pushed himself backward and away.

      The man flopped onto the ground again. Elmer scuttled backward up the steps like a startled crab, then scrambled to the balls of his feet and fingertips and froze. Staring. His own mouth gaped wide. Eyes wider.

      “I—I—” he began, and it took real effort to find his way further along that sentence. “I … I’ll call someone.”

      Elmer did not have a cell phone. He climbed to his feet, watching with an almost detached fascination as the wounded man began getting up too. That flap of skin flopped down over one eye, and there was still no blood. Despite all the bloodstains on the fellow’s face, body, and clothes, there was none in that wound.

      It was then that he got a better look at the darker red on the strange man’s neck. There was torn flesh there too. Ragged, raw, ugly. Deep, too, but it had clearly stopped bleeding. The blood was wet from the rain, but it wasn’t new blood.

      A dog attack? A bear?

      Or …?

      He had nowhere to go after the “or,” so he backed away until he bumped into his door, then he whirled and fled inside, banging the door shut behind him.

      The landline telephone was in the kitchen, and he tottered that way, feeling as unsteady as the man had been outside. The phone handset was a firm reality, though, and it felt wonderfully normal in his hand. Even so, his forefinger trembled as he punched in 911 and then put the phone to his ear as it rang.

      There was no answer.

      No dispatcher. No recorded message from the emergency operator that took calls for the whole county. All he heard were three rising notes and then a mechanical voice told him the “call cannot be completed as dialed.”

      He hung up and tried again, making sure his finger didn’t misdial.

      “Your call cannot be completed as dialed.”

      Elmer stared at the phone.

      He licked his lips and called the local police station. Not the emergency number but the one for the office.

      “Your call cannot be completed as dialed.”

      Elmer tried the fire department in hopes of getting an EMT.

      “Your call cannot be completed as dialed.”

      He stared at the handset as if it could provide an answer. Then he thought about last night’s rain. Maybe a tree limb had fallen and taken out the lines.

      He still had power, though. Were the power and phone lines strung from the same poles? It was one of those things he’d never had a reason to know, and so he didn’t.

      Behind him there was a soft click, and he turned to see the front door open.

      The wounded man lumbered inside.

      It felt odd that someone so dazed had managed the doorknob, but there it was. Still no blood from that torn forehead. Still nothing registering in the guy’s eyes.

      The man shambled forward, making that same low moan.

      Now Elmer felt he could identify what it meant. It wasn’t pain.

      No.

      It was hunger. It was exactly like the moans he gave when the open-oven smell of Gina’s pies reached him for the first time. A deep hunger that craved satisfaction.

      Elmer hung up. His hand drifted to the knife rack on the kitchen counter.

      Something outside caught his eye, and the whole world seemed to jerk to a stop. Beyond the man, past the porch, past the old elms and older oaks, and all the way down to the street, there were more people moving.

      Five of them.

      More than he had ever seen at one time on his forgotten little lane.

      Three women, two men. Dressed for work or for the gym. One was in pajama bottoms and a T-shirt.

      All of them moved with that same slow, awkward, clumsy gait. All of them had torn clothes and mussed hair and red stains made pink by the rain.

      Elmer stared at them for a very long time. There was a word in his head. What Gina would have called a TV word. Something from movies, not from real life.

      Something not supposed to be in real life.

      Elmer almost said the word, but he was pretty sure it would come out as a laugh. It was an impossible word. A silly word.

      And it began with a Z.

      It wasn’t a word he wanted to say. It was a word he was pretty sure he could not speak aloud without feeling immensely stupid. Or immensely terrified.

      All he said was, “Oh my.”
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        * * *

      

      The man—the first one, the one already inside the house—moaned again and tried another grab.

      It was clumsy. A weak, badly aimed, poorly executed grab. Feeble.

      Elmer didn’t even need to slap those hands away. A push did it, and it made the man stumble.

      He remembered seeing an old black-and-white movie once at a drive-in, back when he was a teenager. The … people … in that film moved as slowly and awkwardly as this man did. As these people did. And yet that movie was about the end of the world.

      How, though?

      How could people like this outrun, outmaneuver, out-grapple people who weren’t sick or … whatever it was they were? Even though Elmer knew he was no whiz kid, that concept offended logic.

      The man grabbed again, and Elmer pushed him again, and the poor guy fell. It took him nearly two minutes to get up. By then, Elmer had closed the door. He peered through the dusty curtains and saw looks of confusion on the faces of the other five. They milled for a few moments, and then simply wandered off.

      Elmer fished for a phrase Gina once used about the dog they used to have. They could play with the dog for hours, feed it, walk it, and all that, but if they went out for a drive without the animal, it went crazy. Tore stuff up and wagged itself half to death when they returned.

      “Dogs don’t have object permanence,” Gina had said, quoting something from a magazine. “If they can’t see something, it just stops existing.”

      That’s what he was seeing now. The five people outside could no longer see him and within seconds seemed to forget all about him.

      He leaned against the closed door and looked at the one in the kitchen, who was back on his feet. He was trying to come for him but kept bumping into the fridge, the doorframe, and the edge of the couch.

      Elmer ducked behind an armchair and silently counted fifteen Mississippis. Then he peered around the side of the chair.

      The man was standing in the middle of the room, looking in the wrong direction.

      No object permanence.

      Elmer turned and sat down. The chair he’d leaned against had been Gina’s. There were a lot of things in the house that were Gina’s. He could touch most of them, but he never sat in her armchair. Or her favorite chair at the dinner table. Or her sewing chair. It wasn’t about the fact that they were chairs, but they were hers. They belonged to her.

      And she was gone. Dead.

      In a way, he supposed he was superstitious about sitting in a dead person’s chair. Even if it had been Gina’s. He had his own chairs. Chairs to be alive in.

      Elmer paused and thought about that concept.

      He leaned out again and saw the man simply standing. Doing nothing.

      Elmer sat for quite a long time, very quietly thinking about a lot of things.
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        * * *

      

      The power went out a week later.

      That was fine. Elmer had candles and a good Coleman camp lantern, and he had a little solar-powered generator that Gina bought once after a power outage. It was the size of a briefcase, with cables to attach it to a solar panel he laid out in the backyard.

      There was plenty of water from rain, and there would be more when it snowed.

      Coffee required going to the neighbors’ houses. Food too. But he was careful, and he was quiet.

      The evenings were nice.

      So were the afternoons.

      He sat in his own armchair and listened to the wind. Sometimes the old crow would make some noise on the porch, but Elmer didn’t sit out there much. Too easy to be seen. Inside was better.

      He had a small fire burning, and a glass of Canadian Club and water resting on his thigh. Another storm was coming. It would be a big one, if the heavy smell of water on the breeze was telling the truth. Elmer wondered what that would do. Would it attract more of them or draw them away? Would they, he wondered, follow the storm path itself? Interesting question, and maybe he’d go out tomorrow and look. Or the day after. Or maybe the day after that.

      There was a soft moan, and he turned to the man who sat in Gina’s chair. With the power out, the extension cords did a nice job of keeping the fellow there. Snug. Elmer considered him and decided that tomorrow he’d need some fresh duct tape for that gash.

      The man looked at him. His mouth opened and closed. It was probably a reflexive kind of biting, but it looked like the guy was speaking.

      Quietly.

      Comfortably quiet.

      It was the same with those other five people. Elmer had gone out and brought them back. Well, let them follow him back. He didn’t have to do much, just be visible and snap his fingers a few times to keep them focused.

      He still couldn’t understand how these slow ones had ended the world.

      It was one of those things he knew he would never know. No TV, no radio, no Wi-Fi, no papers.

      Which was fine.

      Elmer liked the quiet life. He was okay without the rest of the world.

      Though, he had to admit, he did like some company. Even if they were what they were. It was nice to have people around.

      Quiet people.

      Quiet, like him.

      He sipped his whisky and smiled, listening to the wind as it rustled in the trees and pushed against the old house. When it gusted, it made the house creak and the old timbers moan. When that happened, the people in their chairs moaned too.

      And that was just as much conversation as Elmer wanted.

      Mostly, though, they were nice and quiet.
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            Came Back Wrong

          

          MARY PLETSCH

        

      

    

    
      To be fair, Michael was the first to save me. He was the one who’d translated the inscription on the Altar of the Dead. He was the one who’d realized that half of the symbols denoted not words but musical notes—and he’d realized it just in time. Only a few days later, I fell through his arms and plunged down into deep, dark waters.

      By the time the paramedics arrived in the museum, I was sitting upright on the Altar of the Dead, dazed and rubbing my left cheek and wholly alive by the definition of modern medical science. They could never have guessed that I came back wrong.
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        * * *

      

      An indeterminate amount of time after my dive into oblivion, I came to on the bank of a river, my left cheek resting on the muddy shoreline, water lapping over my naked body.

      Shoving myself up on my hands and knees, I scrabbled up the riverbank and collapsed onto a beige carpet of papery, desiccated grasses that ran from the edge of the river to the crest of the hills behind me. I squinted my eyes shut and pinched my legs in a bid to wake myself from the dream. When I opened my eyes, I was still naked and still lying by a river in the cold gray light of dawn. I slapped myself across the left cheek and felt nothing.

      Dead brown reeds protruded from the clear blue water like splintered spires. So clear. So blue. Not a fish in sight. And worse than that—no insects.

      I sat by the side of a river and wished for bugs.

      A few notes of music wafted on the breeze. I barely noticed because I was too busy dredging my brain for clues as to how I’d gotten here.
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        * * *

      

      I remembered that Michael and I had been in the museum after hours, listening to the recording he’d made of the song inscribed on the Altar of the Dead. He sang with all the talent that had drawn me to him when we first met nearly thirty years ago, when he’d been a grad student with his own band and I’d been a freshman in his audience at the pub.

      When the recording was finished, Michael turned to me with a grin and suggested we go out to dinner, then home for a more private celebration. Our twins had recently returned to college, and we had the house to ourselves.

      I had a bit of a headache, but I decided to push through the discomfort, because I shared Michael’s excitement and wanted to spend the time with him.

      I raised my arms to hug him. My right arm encircled his neck. My left arm made it as far as his elbow before dropping back to my side.

      Pins and needles. I tried to shake it out. The arm was hard to move; it almost felt as though it wasn’t part of my body. I tried again and succeeded only in bringing my forearm to rest against my stomach.

      “Becka?” Michael asked with alarm as he released me.

      Something’s not right emerged from my lips as an unintelligible slur of sound. More pins and needles made my left cheek their pincushion as Michael said, “Becka, your face.”

      I no longer had any sensation below my left elbow. I reached for my phone with my right hand. When I picked it up, the symbols on the screen made no sense.

      Numbers. Letters. But I couldn’t read them any more than the average person off the street could read the inscriptions on the Altar of the Dead.

      Yet I still knew the layout of the numbers on the screen. I poked them awkwardly with my thumb. Bottom right. Top left. Top left again.

      9-1-1.

      My fingers fumbled, and the phone dropped to the ground. I looked desperately at Michael to pick it up, which he did.

      He was talking to the dispatcher on the … the thing, you know, the talky thing … when my left leg went numb. I knelt down before I fell down. My mind spun like a hamster’s wheel, but my body didn’t want to move. I was too tired to be frightened.

      My head slumped forward. The rest of my body followed. I caught myself by extending my right arm. I twisted my neck, trying to focus my gaze on Michael, when the Hammer of God landed a blow to the part of the brain where my consciousness lived.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Now I peered into the fog rising off the river and saw first a glimmer of light, then the silhouette of a small boat. As a professor of English I knew damn well what kind of symbol I was looking at. It fit unpleasantly well with my final memory of the world exploding in static except for Michael’s eyes.

      When I remembered Michael’s eyes—blue beacons piercing the encroaching darkness—when I started thinking about Michael, I heard his voice somewhere behind me, calling my name.

      “Here!” I shouted back. “Michael, I’m here!”

      Relief sluiced over me when he crested the top of a hill. A path made from pebbles spooled away behind him through a thicket of thorns, up the hill and out of sight.

      I rushed to him and threw my arms around him. He picked me up and swung me around, crushing my lips in a kiss.

      I drew in a breath to ask what had happened.

      Michael cut me off and gripped my hands in his. “Sing with me.”

      Dream logic. The song he started to sing did not surprise me.

      So we sang. I didn’t understand the words, but I could mimic the syllables. Michael corrected my pronunciation and pitch until I could carry the tune on my own.

      “Good,” he said, squeezing my hands. “Before we can go home, there are three rules.”

      Fairy-tale reasoning, I thought.

      “First, we must follow the path.” Michael lifted his gaze to the lamplight brightening in the fog. The boat was close enough for me to see a hooded figure with its hand on the tiller.

      “Second, we must sing as we walk. Can you do that?”

      “Sure.”

      “Becka, the pronunciation is so important.” I’d never seen him look so serious, not even on the night he proposed. “You can’t afford to get it wrong.”

      “Huh?”

      “No time. Three. Becka, no matter what—don’t look back.”

      I forced a smirk. “I was raised Lutheran. I know what happened when Lot’s wife looked back.”

      I did not know what Lot would have done if his woman had come back wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Later, in the hospital, Michael held my hand and told me how it had felt to lead me out of the underworld, a successful Orpheus striding back into the light of the living with his beloved behind him. “I bet you felt like a princess, right?”

      Pain stole my breath. I was able to nod.

      I was not able to tell him that his experience was very different from mine.

      For me, those stones turned to coals.

      For me, that path led into an inferno.

      For me, I had to squint against the smoke to keep him in sight while I followed behind him, firewalking out of hell.

      The stakes had been real because there was no way I could have slept and dreamed through that much pain.
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        * * *

      

      Even when the skin on my feet had blackened and the scent of singed hair and burning flesh rose to my nostrils, I did not dare let my singing turn to screaming. From the corners of my eyes, I could see smoldering corpses littering the sides of the path, curled up like fetuses in wombs of ash, waiting for a rebirth that would not come.

      I no longer had consciousness enough to waste on minor matters like how I had gotten here or what I might face next. Existence collapsed into all my love for Michael and my children and my life and surviving just one more step. One more. Just one more step.

      And when I stumbled, I stopped counting my steps and started counting my breaths, forcing out a note of the song with each exhalation. I let the heat surround me, permeate me, wrap me in searing hell until the horror of it lost all relevance. After third-degree burns there’s no more pain. After the first death there is no other.

      I did not know how much farther I had to go. I did not know how far I had come. I could not sense Michael anymore, but I thought of him only.

      I breathed in fire and sang out defiance until I stepped through the curtain of light.

      I will be forever grateful that I had not known what awaited me, or I could never have forced the charred stumps of my feet across that final threshold. Had there been pain as I staggered up the hill of coals? I did not yet know what pain was.

      Ignorant, I stepped into the light.

      Overwhelming brilliance hit me like lightning and lit up my skeleton in an electric apocalypse. I could not inhale. Could not exhale. I heard my heart stop beating.

      My body was irrelevant. I could neither feel nor see it, didn’t know where it was. My soul hung suspended in a white void, immobilized like a bug in amber.

      Torment forges true believers. Pain is the rapture of an incomprehensible God. In the heart of a white-hot sun, I felt agony so far beyond my imagining that it couldn’t possibly be real.

      It could not be borne. Mercifully, it didn’t have to be.

      My heartbeat echoed like thunder. I winked out like a candle.
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        * * *

      

      And I woke up on the Altar of the Dead, Michael standing over me, crying with relief because he thought I would be all right.

      I would cry later, when I realized I came back wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Descending to the dead? I should have come back renewed. Reborn. Instead I came back the way I was before.

      With a time bomb still ticking in my head.

      Severe migraine, the doctors said when they released me. At home, Michael helped me to bed and sat beside me.

      “We can’t tell anyone,” I said. “Imagine what would happen if people made a habit of bringing people back from the dead.”

      “They won’t,” Michael assured me. “Most people wouldn’t believe such a thing was possible, and those who might, well …” He slowly unbuttoned his shirt to reveal a scar I’d never seen before situated overtop his heart.

      I didn’t want to ask what he’d done. He read the question on my face and answered it anyway. “To open the gate so the living may pass—the inscription says blood sacrifice. I don’t think I cut deep enough to … I don’t think.”

      I must’ve looked horrified. I knew Michael’s beliefs had always tended toward the mystical, and given what I’d been through I was reconsidering my atheism, but had Michael really stabbed himself on the off chance that he could bring me back from the dead? Was that love or madness?

      Michael must have thought I was about to lecture him about leaving our children without parents, because he said, “I wasn’t thinking, okay? I saw you drop and I … I just …” His eyes pleaded with me to understand. “The song says the key willingly given is willingly returned. I’m fine, see?”

      His impulsive behavior often frustrated me, but that night I couldn’t have been more thankful for his audacity. “I can’t believe you took that risk for me.”

      “I didn’t want to be without you.” Michael lay down carefully next to me. I tucked my body against his chest, tracing the scar with my fingertips. “I love you, Becka. I swear I’ll never let you go.”

      But I knew he hadn’t died. If he’d belonged in the underworld, he would have also faced the fire. Michael had been alive, so he came back right; and I had been dead, so I came back wrong.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, all I wanted was to teach my usual classes, cook my usual supper, and share my usual evening with my husband who, I knew, loved me as much as it was possible for any human being to love another. Life was a gift, and I saw beauty all around me. The journey through hell had been worth it.

      The day after that?

      It was Saturday. I was tired that morning—the same draggy feeling people get when they first wake up, except that my first cup of coffee didn’t have its usual effect. I had a second. A third. Michael laughed and called me “The Caffeinator.” I didn’t have energy to tease him back. An hour went by. Another. I still felt as drowsy and disoriented as I had when I first got out of bed. My left cheek prickled.

      I made brunch, and the smell of bacon felt like a slap in the face. By the time it was cooked, I couldn’t eat it. My left cheek stopped prickling and went entirely numb just as the pins and needles sensation started in my left hand. My coffee cup slipped through my fingers and shattered on the floor. I knew I was supposed to do something about that, but what?

      Oh. Right. “Can you pass me the thing?”

      Michael furrowed his brow.

      “You know, the, uh … the boom.”

      “What?”

      “The sweepy one,” I snapped with frustration.

      “Becka, what’s wrong?”

      But I knew full well what was wrong. 9-1-1. While I could still read the numbers on my phone.

      Michael helped me to the front door. Slouching on our porch, waiting for the paramedics, I braced myself for the waters of the river. I could remember the tune, but I’d lost half the words. I didn’t know if I’d be able to step into the light now that I knew what awaited me there. I might … I might stay behind. Board the ferryman’s boat and cross to the other side.

      No. After what Michael had done for me? I was going to come back for him.

      But I never made it as far as the river. I was still conscious in the hospital to hear words like stroke and life-altering deficit.

      I went to the ER, and I came back wrong.
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        * * *

      

      I had a terrible feeling that I would be lucky if I were able to return to work part time, but I didn’t want to voice it.

      Michael told me, “We’ll get through this together by focusing on the best.”

      For the next year we tried to do just that, but of course there were consequences for coming back wrong. I recovered somewhat, though I still had problems moving my left arm and speaking clearly. Migraines ravaged my brain in mimicry of the stroke. Electric pulses of pain illuminated my nervous system. My ability to read fritzed in and out like static on an old-fashioned television.

      Michael took on my household chores on bad days, and I loved him for it, but I feared he had begun to look on me as less of a lover, more of a dependent. I went all out for Valentine’s Day, ordering some lingerie online.

      February 14 was a bad day. Another brutal migraine left me shaky on my feet, easily confused, numb in my left arm. I didn’t have the strength to keep our dinner reservation. Michael ate leftover spaghetti in front of the TV while I sat beside him, too nauseated to eat. When he went to put his dishes in the kitchen, I turned off the TV, unbuttoned my top, and greeted him with a smile when he returned.

      Michael looked at me blankly. “But you’re sick.”

      I felt taken aback. “I mean, I’m weak and dizzy, yeah, and I’ll be better off lying down.…”

      Michael frowned.

      “I know that’s not the most exciting,” I admitted, “but it’s what I can manage today, and …”

      “Let’s wait until you feel better, babe.”

      “I don’t know when that’ll be,” I said with frustration, “and it’s been weeks. Can’t we make the best of Valentine’s? Even if we just cuddle and talk a little?”

      “But you’re sick. You need to go to bed,” Michael murmured distantly, and turned the TV back on.

      I stumbled to the bedroom wondering how the man who wouldn’t abandon me in the underworld could be so willing to abandon me now.

      I needed him.

      It wasn’t my fault I came back wrong.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We argued with increasing frequency.

      “I don’t know how you can say I don’t love you,” Michael snapped. “I might have killed myself to follow you to the underworld!”

      “Then how come you haven’t been acting like someone who loves me?”

      “Because …” Michael spluttered, “because you came back wrong, and it’s my fault. Do you know how guilty I feel every time I look at you?”

      He couldn’t mean that the way it sounded. “You did your best. We did our best together,” I said reassuringly.

      Michael relaxed, as though he had received absolution.

      I continued, because I had more to say. “I’m doing my best too. But I need you, and you’re almost never home.”

      “You can’t go anywhere,” Michael countered.

      “I can when I feel good.”

      “And what about when you don’t feel good? Like, most of the time? That’s not often.”

      “Then stay home with me,” I urged.

      Michael’s eyes became stormy. “It’s not fair to ask me to sit around the house. We used to go out, Becka. Parties. Dinners. Vacations. I’m not ready to give that up yet.”

      “Do you think I’m ready?” I raged. “Do you think I don’t want to go?”

      Michael sighed. “Just give me some space until you get better⁠—”

      “I’m not going to get a whole hell of a lot better than this! Why do I have to be alone when I’m scared and in pain?”

      I stared at him.

      He stared at me.

      The distance between us was the width of a river, the distance between the living and the dead.

      Surely, he’d see reason. “What am I going to do if it happens again and I can’t get to the phone? You saved me once, Michael. I need you with me in case you have to do it again.”

      Michael cringed. “I never should have brought you back.”

      His words hit like lightning through my soul.

      I’d seen one of my sons get married. I’d published my book and even managed to give panels at conferences, albeit with help from my grad students. I might not have made it on the hiking vacation Michael had planned—he went with a friend instead—but I’d gone on a train trip across Canada with my sister, watching the scenery from the window, exploring the towns along the way on the days that I felt good.

      I stammered. Choked. “But I’m happy to be ba⁠—”

      He cut me off. “This is no kind of life for you. Becka, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s not as though it doesn’t suck,” I said—there was no way to argue the contrary—“but do you really think I’d rather be dead?”

      Michael looked at me sadly. “If I were you? I would.”

      Determination circled my heart like wire, holding it together when my horror at Michael’s words threatened to burst it apart. “If you think that half a life is worse than no life at all, then I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “I want more than half a life.” Michael stormed out the door.

      I went to bed and finally dozed off sometime around midnight.

      At 1:52 am the Hammer of God fell on my head a second time.

      My phone was plugged in on the other side of the bedroom. Six steps away. I think I made it three.

      I woke up naked in the river.

      I gasped, thrashed, almost went under. As a matter of principle, I forced myself to start swimming. I knew what lay ahead of me. Thinking of it made me feel nauseous. God, I didn’t want to do this again. I especially didn’t want to do it alone.

      Michael wasn’t coming to rescue me this time. If I wanted out of the underworld, I was going to have to save myself.

      I clambered onto the riverbank, singing a song I had never forgotten, but when the path of pebbles unspooled over the summit of the hill and came to a stop in front of my feet, I hesitated. One more step and those stones would erupt in fire, and this time I knew precisely how much it was going to hurt.

      “You don’t have to,” said a voice behind me that was most definitely not Michael.

      His—or hers, or theirs, I couldn’t tell, but most myths describe this individual as male—his boat had to be right next to the riverbank. His lantern shone behind me, and my shadow fell over the path ahead of me.

      “What if I want to?” I said belligerently, keeping my gaze fixed firmly ahead.

      “I’m not about to come and get you,” the hooded figure replied, sounding oddly aggrieved. “I don’t ever go to get anyone. I find you beings adrift in my river, and I take you to the far shore where you can thrive. I’d certainly never release you onto this bank. There’s no future for you here.”

      “Except the path back to where I came from.”

      “You’ll return to the river eventually.”

      “Will you take me to the far shore then?”

      “If you wish to go. Though I wouldn’t recommend staying in the river. Your kind grow odd when you stay in the river too long.”

      “What if I’d rather come here?”

      I heard a sigh. “I have no desire to take you anywhere against your will. You beings tell such cruel stories about me. I simply fail to understand why you would choose what some of your kind call hell when you could have heaven instead.”

      “Because of what’s on the other side of hell.”

      “Is that also a heaven?” He sounded curious. “Do you think you can reach it without someone to show you the way?”

      “If not,” I said, “I’ll probably see you in the river.”

      “You won’t,” he replied quietly.

      I made the connection. “The charred bodies along the path.”

      “I fear they do not cross the river.”

      Well, now I knew the score. Having lost my life a second time, I was about to once again risk my soul to …

      To … what? Come back as an albatross around the neck of the man I loved?

      My children didn’t call me an albatross. Neither did my sister. I might have lost a few friends, but I was a hell of a lot closer with the rest. The ones who thought nothing of coming to my place to hang out, clutter and all, even when I was silly with pain medication. I had a new book in progress—slow progress, but to me every page was a victory. A reminder I still had things I wanted to do.

      No, I wasn’t ready to die. I’d thought enough about dying on the days when I couldn’t get out of bed, too weak to get up and in too much pain to sleep. I had discarded the idea every time. By now I knew if I was going to kill myself, to seek the far shore, I would have done so months ago.

      “Maybe I will someday,” I said, “but not today.”

      I sang the first word and lowered my left foot to the blazing stones. As the flames rose around me, I thought I heard the voice behind me wish me good fortune. Then pain scoured away my understanding save for a series of small actions: step by step, note by note, climbing to the light.

      I had made this pilgrimage before. I could surely survive it again.

      Yet this time was even worse than the first. I suffered not only the torment of the moment but also the torture of the knowledge of the moments yet to come.

      Foreknowledge slowed my footsteps as I approached the curtain of light. This time my love for Michael could not carry me through. Michael was gone. I had followed him through hell, and I had thought he would do the same for me. But his heroism was that of grand, showy gestures and self-aggrandizement, not the heroism of a long, hard slog against the currents of the river.

      That heroism was mine.

      I burned my fear in the fire of a rapturous sun and came back wrong.
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        * * *

      

      The woman who came back from the underworld a second time came back even wronger. At least that’s what Michael thought when I served him divorce papers.

      “You can’t look after yourself properly,” he protested. “You’re my responsibility.”

      I was prepared to test his thesis. “I don’t want to be a responsibility. I want to be a partner. A lover. A confidante. I want a life with someone who loves me the way I am now instead of the way I used to be.” I looked him square in the eye and uttered a truth I’d feared, back when fear had been something I could still feel. “I can look after myself well enough, and you can’t stay with me out of guilt.”

      Michael shook his head. “If I don’t, I’m a bad person. What will people think of me if I walk out on you when you’re like this?”

      And there it was. Michael’s reluctance to let me go had little to do with his feelings for me and everything to do with his own self-image. He couldn’t bear to see himself as anything less than a hero.

      “You walked out on me, emotionally, a long time ago. I don’t want to be with you anymore.”

      I had family. I had friends. I had resources. Oh, I knew it would be hard, but I did not fire walk out of hell to spend the rest of my life in the desiccated husk of a marriage held together by shame instead of affection. I would not trade one underworld for another.

      Michael tried a different tack. “Aren’t you afraid to be alone?”

      “I used to be,” I admitted. “But now I know I can come back wrong as many times as it takes.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Descending to the dead? Michael should have come back renewed. Reborn. Instead, he came back the way he was before.

      With cancer slowly growing in his lung.

      I hadn’t seen him in years when I went to his apartment, mostly at the behest of my children, who’d become concerned with his recent talk of suicide. I almost didn’t recognize him.

      He seemed diminished. Smaller. A man with a larger-than-life personality had withered into a ravaged stalk as disease took its toll on him one pound at a time.

      “Becka. I didn’t expect you’d come see me.”

      “I’m not here to keep you company,” I replied. “I’m here because you saved my life, more times than you know, and I owe you for that.”

      Michael’s eyes narrowed. “If you’re wondering whether I still know the words and the melody to a certain tune, then yes, I do. Tell the kids I’ll see them next Sunday for Easter dinner.”

      As I expected, Michael fully intended to walk out of the underworld all by himself.

      “I’d be amiss if I didn’t warn you⁠—”

      “Not to hit sour notes.”

      “What?”

      The corner of Michael’s mouth lifted in a little smirk. “I’m a better singer than you. I’ll come back fine.”

      Breath left my lungs in a rush. Michael dared suggest the reason I came back the way I did was because I wasn’t a good enough singer?

      I had planned to warn him that walking out of the underworld was a lot easier for the living who weren’t supposed to be there than it was for the dead who were. But his arrogance made my temper flare. Instead of warning him about the coals or the corpses or even the electric corona around a white-hot sun, I warned him about what he might find on the other side of that devastating light.

      “The cut you make to enter the underworld, that will heal. But the rest of it? Once you walk through that light, you’ll come back as you are now,” I said softly. “You said you wouldn’t want a life like this.”

      He didn’t reply, but his blue eyes sparked with the tiniest flicker of fear.

      I had nothing else to say. I turned my back, humming a little tune, and left according to the three rules of fairy tales.

      Follow the path. Don’t stop singing. Don’t look back.

      Michael passed away on Good Friday from a self-inflicted stab wound to the heart.

      Easter came. Easter went. Michael didn’t come back wrong. Michael didn’t come back at all.
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        * * *

      

      Decades later. Christmas dinner. I sit at the head of a table of twenty-eight.

      My grandchildren. Their partners. Their children. Their children’s partners. My great-great-grandchildren. Friends without family of their own. My first great-great-great-granddaughter, lowered gently into my arms.

      I’m saddened this is the first year without either of my children with me. They’ve both gone before me, somewhere across the river.

      I’m not ready yet.

      Maybe, just maybe, I pass away during the gifts. Or perhaps I simply doze off. Either way, I awaken with memories of the river, hazy through the ever-present fog of a distant pain that no longer seems part of me. These days it’s harder to tell the difference between life and death and dream, but I feel joy and love regardless, and that’s good enough for me.

      I may not be a good singer, but I’m more than good enough. And I have the courage to walk through hell one step at a time.

      Oh, I come back, all right.
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        * * *
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or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/colored-wordfire-logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/requiem-frontcovertypocorrection.jpg
il

7 \\’Q;( e

REQUIE

e |
L.~ " TALES OF THE UNDLAD

A

Aaron Canton
~ KatFarrow ™~/
Lehua Parkér >~

\We
e “Mary Pletsch | (\: &

@J'J‘éf@l Hightshoe\ e \?i \L

v es) 0 S e bl e
~ i Aynsley ) Fraser | AN L Mike Strickland <
© edward ). Knight\{\ "V g Ay,Viclor‘iagivera‘ ¥
£ T Ashmead | / Jason P. Crawford ™
G L Smyser | 5< 4 Gabbie Gibson
L. Briar . f Lou ) Berger
Jason Kristopher ;\ Elizabeth Lowham

e

N
EDITED BY [1SA MANGUM WITH WENDY CHRISTENSEN
W

2\
Lot






