
      Snowclad


      

      
      
         The wind sliced over the snowy ridge hard enough to drive snowflakes into bare flesh as her gloved hand reached over the edge. She pulled herself up, fighting the demon-howling wind that sought to throw her off and send her plummeting thousands of feet down. But she hadn’t come this far for it to end like that. 



Tucked inside her parka, she had a locket with his face in it, and his last letter promising he’d return, and she was going to learn what had happened to him, even if she could only say a prayer by his frozen corpse. If she could also discover what he’d gone to find to honor his memory, so much the better.



And there was always that chance that he was still alive, somehow.



She shook her head to clear it of the impossible hope, and set herself to climbing the next ridge. She’d run out of ropes and pitons, only her hammer and her will were left. Carving handholds into the rock and ice, lying low in the vicious wind, she inched up over the next ridge, and the next. Hours later, she found what he had been seeking.



Even without the drawing he’d sketched based on his research, she would still have been able to pick out the lines of the temple, hewn into the frigid rock and coated thickly with ice, with who knows what knowledge lying inside, dusted with ice crystals.



But there was a feature not shown in his drawing; a single statue to the left of the doorway. She had to glance twice to see that it wasn’t a natural feature, and again to perceive that it was humanoid. Over ten feet tall and made of dark blue stone, it stood on blocky legs, arms in a warning posture, its face a simple blank square-hewn stone. The whole thing was ice covered, but the layer was much thinner than it was on other surfaces of stone.



She squinted into the relentless wind, but saw no signs of him, no body, no campsite. There was only the icy temple with its dark door and the stony thing before it. Perhaps he’d made it inside... hope flamed again in her heart. 



She took a step forward and heard the grinding sound an instant before she saw anything and ducked as the massive hand swung over her head. She yelled and rolled out of its way and dodged in time again as the stomping giant, chunks of ice scaling from its sides, swept its enormous hand down again to smash into the snow. 



She had a split second to decide whether to run into the temple, chances were good that it would just make it easier for the thing to trap her, or maybe there were more inside. But she had to know. She dodged it again and ran into the dark doorway.



Inside, past natural stone columns that vaulted up into shadows, she saw a shredded parka and boots and the last embers of hope died inside her. 



But she also saw his rock hammer, and near it, a mass of shattered blue stone. So these things could die; she had a chance. She took her own hammer and whirled as its feet thudded on the floor behind her. She jumped to the side and swung; the hammer grazed it with a comet trail of sparks, and in the next second it grabbed her.



She screamed and strained against its stone grip, but it only held her as the large blank face seemed to study her curiously. With no eyes, no features, it looked at her tenderly.



And then it took a small sharp shard of blue stone, and pressed it swiftly into the flesh of her thigh. It was cold, colder than ice, and yet the feeling flowed through her body, calming her flesh, making her blood thick as syrup, slowing her thoughts, turning her skin dark blue as she grew and her clothes split at their seams.



And she realized what had happened to him, even as it happened to her. He must have gotten cut when he smashed the prior guardian statue, which made him become one himself, and with whatever remained of his mind, he was doing the most merciful thing he could now do for her.







An hour later, two stone giants stood before the temple door, blue and still while the wind slowly coated them with ice, as it would for centuries to come.
      

      
   
      Death on Two Legs


      

      
      
         Byron's eyes open in the darkness of night and the dimly lit interior of the cabin. Rocking chair creaks. He feels something heavy and metallic resting in his lap, touches its surface, gets struck by the ghost of a memory and knows he has a shotgun. Looks down at it, unlocks the breech, sees shells in both chambers.



Place is quiet.



Cradles the gun in his arms and looks about the living room. Hears a low moan several feet away. Someone somewhere other than him. Senses it's coming from outside and checks the nearest window.



Barren land as far as the eye can see. Dead trees. Bushes in a state of skeletal after-life. Byron's breathing stops for a moment as he spots people lumbering about on the property, their eyes glowing, limbs ramshackle, carrying with them the weight of rotting flesh. Byron knows, despite not being told by anyone, that these are zombies, members of the living dead.



One of these creatures turns its head toward the window and sees Byron through it, its eyes burning with fury. Clumsy walk turns into a sprint, rams its forehead into the glass and through it, screeching like a lamb in agony before having its throat slashed and spilling blood in the slaughter factory.



Instinctively, Byron raises the twin barrels of the shotgun at the flesh-eater's head and pulls one of the triggers. Shot rings out. Pieces of skull and brain mush fling in every which way like confetti.



Byron's breathing speeds up. Excitement at the sight of the blood and exploded skull.



Door in another room gets beaten in. Claws scratch at wood and the dead things howl.



Turns around, then pulls the other trigger.



A pack of zombies, like wolves, breaks into the cabin from at least two directions. Byron reaches into his pockets desperately, scrambling for shells, but soon feels something cold and hard and sharp on his neck. Brain goes berserk, aware of impending death.



And yet—








But of course, the shells are in the bedroom, in a drawer, in a little box originally meant for cigars.



Byron, in a simple fashion, fills his pockets of his overalls with shells. Makes sure shotgun is loaded. Knows danger is just around the corner. Being an animal, ignorant, untarnished, not knowing of God or the serpent in the garden, he grunts and stays alert.



Not enough to survive.



The dead are strong, their lifeless arms not knowing the limits of mortal strength.



Even when aiming for the head, making sure his aim is true, painting the walls and floor with blood and brain matter, he gets blindsided by one of the undead, its teeth piercing the back of his skull and causing him to know no more.








Byron, even being so simple-minded, knows that something is amiss. Shivers ripple through his body, of having died before, of flesh-eaters pouring into his home and eating him alive. No matter. Must find solution.



Apparently he keeps a revolver, a double-action six-shooter, tucked away under the floorboards. Good. Shotgun is good, but a gun that doesn't need to be reloaded as often is better.



There are three doors: in the front, in the kitchen, and in the basement.



Mind makes basic calculations. Find tools in basement, board up windows, rid home of vermin, then think of something. The claw of the hammer good for cracking skulls. Not to mention nails.



A man with a hammer and some nails can be intimidating.



He can still be killed, though.








He tries again.








And again...








And again...








Finds several sticks of dynamite, clearly meant for mining, but where can one find a match with which to light a fuse?








But of course...








The zombies can be tricked so easily.








Allows the zombies to enter through the front and kitchen doors. Revolver at the ready, Byron leads the packs down into the basement and makes them converge, picking off members who are too eager to take his life.



The dynamite has been set. Lights a match and ignites every fuse before leaving for outside.








As the wooden fragments of the cabin burn and apocalyptic puffs of smoke rise up into the heavens, Byron sits in dead grass and gazes upon his work.



He laughs.



He laughs into the night, his smile shining. He keeps laughing, even as his lungs become devoid of air, even as a flesh-eater sinks its teeth into his throat.



One must imagine Byron happy.
      

      
   
      Beginning of the End


      
      
      
         
         The World Walks

      
      

      

      
      
         Queen Arran stood atop the outer wall, her eyes drifting across the land she once ruled. The gently rolling hills, the lush grasses, the narrow inlet just large enough to be an inconvenience, but not large enough to be useful; it was all as beautiful as it had been the morning prior. For a moment, she held a faint hope that it would remain that way for a day longer, but she knew such a thought was mere fancy. 



The ground shook once more; the fourth and final leg emerged, showering the hills with fresh dirt as the earth roared. It was so slow. Perhaps it was showing mercy, giving time for one’s last breath to be used for goodbyes. It was a comforting thought, that even the instrument of their demise might hold some shred of humanity. 



She turned away when the mountain finally rose free from the ground. All remained still as she walked down from the wall and into the streets, the only remaining soul in the city. Her people had abandoned her, but they were far from safe. No amount of distance would protect them from what was written. Be it ocean or land, death was coming for them all. The earth was merely the beginning. 



The first step came when she stepped into the palace. The stained glass windows, portraying the landscape as it had been, shattered before her eyes. The hills were unrecognizable as they lay broken and ugly at her feet. And yet, she thought wryly, the glassy inlet was no less inconvenient than before. 



She stepped gingerly through shards, trying to focus on the memory of their image, rather than the image of their future. As she wandered the empty halls, the second step caused her to stumble. Wood splintered, stone cracked, and when the quaking stopped, she found herself kneeling before the crooked archway of the garden. 



She crawled numbly to her feet, seeing the garden was not untouched. The ground around her was bulging and misshapen. Delicate flowers were broken at the stalk, their petals torn or missing. The single magnolia tree lay flat on its side, branches crushed and roots exposed. Arran still held the memory of planting the tree as a little girl so many years ago. Perhaps it was foolish to mourn for a plant, but her fool was not there, so the task fell to her. 



As she sat against the magnolia’s trunk, the garden was suddenly cast in shadow. The third step impacted. It was weaker, but it came with a great splashing, as the inlet seemed determined to hinder even the mightiest traveler in the smallest of ways. The sound of crashing waves immediately followed, deeper, heavier, accompanied by a piercing shriek that split the clouds, driving the final nail in the world’s coffin. The ocean had arrived. 



Water seeped up from the ground, muddy and dark, yet still lighter than the serpentine shape rising to the south. Arran closed her eyes, focusing on the roughness of the bark against her fingers. She heard the roars, she felt the shaking, but all she saw behind the blackness of her eyelids was the gently rolling hills of the land she once ruled.
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