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      A wasteland was a wasteland, no matter how pretty. This one was fucking cold, though. Almost too cold - even for someone like me. Ice and snow covered everything in sight, turning the landscape of abandoned buildings and decrepit vehicles into what resembled a frozen dreamscape.

      Do I have a name? Sure. At least, I did, back when I was human. Doesn’t much matter now, though, I suppose. I haven’t met anyone in a long time where names would be of any use. But, yeah, I have a name - it’s Victor. Victor Bailey.

      I’ve lived two lives now. Two very different ones. The first was as a man, a good one, maybe. Had a wife and son, loved the hell out of them. My son, Bradley, was killed by a drunk, taken out in broad daylight when he was only twelve years old. My wife? That’s another story, tied into the second life.

      You see, I was a man, but no longer. Haven’t been one since the Great Collapse, when nature, some scientist, or God - if such a thing exists - decided to work its dark magic on the whole of humanity.

      Most thought it was a man-made virus, some new biological weapon that the suits let out of the lab like so many fools opening Pandora’s Box. Whatever it was, though, it was effective at bringing down the whole house of cards.

      It changed us - a lot of us. Though we appeared much as we did in our former life, beneath the surface it made us feral, deadly. Strong and durable, alive but no longer human, with a taste for live flesh, and a penchant for cruelty. You’ve heard the stories before, entertaining ourselves with zombie movies and tv shows. Sure, it was kinda the same, if zombies were thinking beings who could plan and strategize and run in packs.

      The ones who remained unchanged? They became meat. And meat was a swiftly dwindling resource.

      My wife, Jessie, and I were two of the changed. Luckier (or unluckier, depending on how you looked at it) than most, we were able to hang onto some of our mostly-stripped-away  humanity than most. We still loved one another - hell, I still love her now, in spite of it all - but in this brutal new world, love doesn’t mean much. Now she’s dead, too. Gone to join our son, if any such thing as an afterlife exists. I killed her.

      It haunts me. Not a day goes by where I don’t relive those last moments. I loved her, yeah, but I learned to love another: Emma. Emma was one of the unchanged. Sweet, beautiful…fuck I loved her. She’s dead too, killed by Jessie. The boy - one of the changed we had found who Jessie took a warped ‘mother role’ with - was also dead.

      So much fucking death.

      That was over a year ago, another time…another story.

      Part of me has moved on from then, the cold part, cold as this frigid land I now found myself in. The rest of me? As dead as Jessie, Emma, and the boy. Just a ghost now. Surviving.

      I had tried my luck in the South, far from where I had started in Boston, making it as far as D.C.. Bad decision. A lone wolf can be pulled down by a pack - even a pack of dogs. And there were a hell of a lot of packs down that way. No more society meant no more electricity - no more heat. We could survive almost anything, but not them, not the humans. So they flocked to the south, searching for a climate they could endure. And where the humans - the food - went, we followed.

      With so many of the changed down there, it made an already dangerous world perilous. After all, we don’t just feed on the humans, when they’re scarce, we feed on each other.

      We have little choice…we have to feed. Too long without flesh and we begin to change even further. First we start losing our ability to think rationally, becoming more and more feral as the time ticks by. After a while - days, sometimes weeks - we are reduced to an animal state, unable to communicate or form any lucid thought at all. Not long after this, we weaken as we head inexorably towards death.

      After one too many near-misses and narrow-escapes, I had decided that it would be better to head North again - even further North than where I had begun my journey - to Canada. I figured I’d rather die a feral than be torn apart and eaten by others like myself.

      That’s where I was heading now, towards the wreckage that used to be Ottawa. I didn’t know much about the area, and only managed to find it by using a paper map (no more gps or online maps now, haha). Luckily, once I had crossed the midway point of New York state, there weren’t many Others like me. It was rural, and the pickings were slim - not much use for any of the bigger groups, but just fine for a loner.

      Preying on them - the humans - still bothered me, even now. I tried my best to take down animals when I could - much faster and stronger than any human, I had decent odds against a deer or horse - but it was inevitable that I’d have to take human prey more often than not.

      I can see some of them, in my mind’s eye. Hear their pleas and cries. See the terror in their eyes as they watched me approach, tall, lean and hard with gaunt cheeks, sunken eyes, and a shock of gray-black mane that was so disheveled and tangled, I must have appeared a beast to them.

      One stuck in my head, refusing to be glazed over by the merciful forgetfulness brought on by time’s steady march.

      I had been traveling just off the highway, far enough to stay out of sight. The highways could be dangerous, if there were any straggling groups, they’d almost certainly be found traveling on them. At that time, I could feel the beginnings of a fugue settling in my mind, clouding my thoughts. I needed to eat. I needed to eat so badly.

      I try and tell myself now that that was why I was able to do what I did. It’s a pretty lie I tell myself, but still a lie.

      I had caught the scent of woodsmoke in the distance, a tell-tale sign of the unchanged. They didn’t have a choice, it was either build a fire or freeze to death. They’d been up to this point.

      Their luck had run out.

      Following the scent, I came upon the source: an old two story farmhouse, picture-perfect, surrounded by a rustic wooden fence. It looked as though the farm had been defunct for a long time, the barn had an interesting lean to it and the snow-covered fields had a thoroughly un-tended look to them. Parked beside the barn like a silent sentinel was the relic of an ancient tractor.

      I had made my way silently to the main house, noting the weak plume of smoke wafting from the chimney above. They were in there, I could just make out their scent, which caused me to begin to salivate uncontrollably. God, I was so hungry…

      The hunger almost overrode my senses, but I managed to hold on to myself. Just. I didn’t want to rush in and end up getting my head blown off by some former card-carrying NRA member as soon as I made it through the door, so I made my way around back and managed to clamber silently up onto the roof of a porch where I spied a small, dark window. It was easy enough to pry up, though the squeal of the nails holding it in place set my teeth on edge. With one last look at the gray skies above, I made my way in.

      As soon as my feet hit the floor, I slipped off my boots. My mind was still on that prospective shotgun blast.

      I silently padded my way out the room, finding a set of stairs that I carefully made my way down, planting my feet at the very edge to avoid the high possibility of creaky treads that pretty much every old house has.

      I made my way into the first open doorway - that turned out to be the kitchen - no one there, but there were signs of the old cast iron wood stove having been used in the not-too-distant past.

      Turning back, I peered carefully into the next doorway and saw them: A woman, haggard-looking, probably in her late thirties, but looking much older, and a young girl of no more than sixteen, with unkempt blonde hair and glazed, doll-eyes.

      Unsurprisingly, there was a shotgun, leaning on the arm of the tattered couch they were sitting on (it was farm country, after all - hunting and shooting pesky animals was a pretty common thing).

      Without warning, I tore into the room, grabbing the shotgun and flinging it behind me before either of them could get a chance to react.

      They screamed in unison at the sight of me. I hated the panic in their eyes, reminding me of my own inhumanity. I hated myself.

      The woman went down first, my teeth sinking into her mottled neck, tearing her carotid with a single yank of my powerful jaws. The crimson spray that fountained out coated my face and chest, flooding my eyes so that it looked as if seeing the world from the bottom of a glass of good merlot.

      In the seconds that it took for this to happen, the girl had had a chance to scurry away, panic driving her arms and legs furiously. It didn't matter, as fast as she was, I was faster.

      Leaping onto her back, I drove her to the ground, hearing the wind whoosh from her lungs as she bore the brunt of my force. Whipping my head forward, my teeth clamped over the back of her neck, the tendons in my neck standing out in stark relief as I bit down hard until I felt a satisfying crunch, and her legs stopped thrumming on the ground.

      I’ll spare you the details from there, other than to say that I found myself covered in gore, sitting on the floor in a drunk-like stupor from gorging on their flesh. We do that - become, for lack of a better word, sleepy, after we feed, especially after a big feed after an extended period of hunger.

      A few hours later, and one shotgun (plus a couple dozen shells) richer found me back on road, so to speak, disgusted at what I had become. They weren’t the first innocents I had taken, but something about taking those two affected me more than any had in a long time. And yet still…I had slung over my back a rucksack filled with…pieces of them.

      I would be hungry again.
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      I had made my way through the outskirts of the city without encountering another soul - human or other. That’s what I thought, at least, though for the last couple days of the trek, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. I’d gone as far as to double-back on my trail, seeing if I could surprise whoever - whatever - was following me, but had found no trace of them (if a them actually existed - I thought it was wholly possible that all this time by myself had begun to drive me insane). Eventually, I gave up worrying about it.

      The suburbs looked a whole lot different since the world came to an end. Most of the buildings were intact - it seemed that Canada’s capital had escaped the mass bombing raids that the military had undertaken in a vain attempt to stop the plague of others when it had become apparent that the major cities were becoming a lost cause - but despite being mostly intact, there was a…wrongness…about them. Looking at row upon row of cookie-cutter homes with darkened windows, despite the late hour, made me think of dead doll-eyes.

      A rumble of winter thunder woke me from my musing. Looking off to the east, I could see angry purple and magenta thunderheads at the forefront of a rapidly darkening horizon. A storm was coming. A bad one, from the look of it. I didn’t want any part of it.

      Picking a house close by at random, I made my way swiftly to the front door and tried the handle. It wasn’t locked, thankfully. No need to make any more noise than I needed to - it was so quiet in the city, any noise would be heard for miles around. I couldn’t afford that.

      Slipping inside and dropping my rucksack (but keeping the shotgun firmly in hand - I wasn’t taking any chances), I was immediately struck by the wholly unpleasant scent of old death. It’s not something you can ever really get used to, no matter how many times you come across it, and in this world of death, you came across it often.

      A quick search located the source: A huddle of desiccated bodies in what would have been the master bedroom, once upon a time. You couldn’t really make out what they had looked like, other than it appeared to be a couple and their three children, their bodies twisted in what had likely been the agony of their last few moments.

      I saw the source, several - dozens - of pill bottles, opened and empty, scattered about the room. They must have figured that death by their own hands would be easier than facing what was outside. Judging by the way their bodies were contorted, I’m not entirely sure they were right.

      Finding a large blanket in a linen closet at the end of the hall, I placed it over their bodies with a final, sad glance at the bodies of the children. One of them was about the same size that Bradley had been.

      I could hear the beginning of the storm then. Ice and snow began pelting the windows as the wind picked up, assaulting my ears with its banshee howl. Looking out, the formerly angry sky was now pitch black, save for the white of the snow. Turning around, I started to head out of the room when I heard a subtle ‘click’. Freezing in place, I listened carefully.

      There. I could hear the rustle of fabric and hushed breathing. I was not alone.

      

      Preparing for the worst, I shouldered the twelve-gauge and headed back down to the main level. When I got there, I called out ‘Whoever’s in here, if I were you, I’d leave and find easier pickings’, figuring that stealth was pointless at this stage - whoever was in here with me, it had to be the ones that had been following me for the last couple days, they’d obviously followed me here.

      I wasn’t surprised that I didn’t get a response at first, so I cautiously made a sweep of the rooms, one at a time. I was almost ready to believe that what I had heard had just been a figment of my imagination when finally, I found the source of the sounds I had heard, right in the foyer where I had initially entered, hunched over my now-open rucksack.

      I could only see the interlopers back - small, that of either a child, or a small woman - they were…eating. One like me, then.

      “Hey!” I called out, causing their head to whip around.

      The face that greeted me - female - was covered in bits of flesh and flakes of dried blood. Wide, shocked eyes, the eyes of a startled deer - were the centerpiece of an face that, despite the changes she had undergone becoming what we were, was…beautiful…heart-shaped, with high cheekbones and arched eyebrows that tapered slightly down, giving her a muted look of sadness. Her small mouth formed a wide ‘o’, lower lip trembling slightly in a look that was equal parts guilt, fear, and shame.

      I fell in love with that face.

      She hadn’t eaten in quite some time, that much was apparent. There was a wildness in her eyes that only the unfed can claim.

      I raised my hands in a calming gesture, showing her I was no threat. She flinched slightly, so I slowly lowered myself to a crouch, making myself smaller, keeping eye contact and speaking softly, “I won’t hurt you.”

      Her eyes fixed on mine suspiciously for a moment, before flicking to the bag and back.

      I made a slow, cautious gesture to the bag. “Eat. You need it more than I do.”

      With one final glance at me, she turned and resumed feeding.

      I watched her for a long time, sitting on the floor, back to the wall with my knees up as the wind howled with the rage and fury of a banshee.
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      The storm was over. The girl was curled up on the floor, holding onto my pack - not sleeping (we don’t sleep), but well into a restful fugue. She’d snap out of it soon, I knew, though with the amount she had gorged on, it’d take longer than usual.

      Getting up slowly, I wandered over to a nearby window, looking out upon a pristine landscape. The snow had fallen through the night, as much as a foot or more. It’d make further travel difficult, but it didn’t matter, I didn’t have much farther to go to reach my destination: downtown. If there were any living left, that’s where I’d be most likely to find them.

      Just then, a rush of nihilistic thoughts enveloped me. Why did I care, anyway? The cycle of kill, eat, get hungry, kill and eat again, over and over ad infinitum…fuck, why? Despite all these thoughts, I knew I’d continue. The hunger, you see? It is mammoth, unendurable. The hunger is God, and I am its disciple.

      The sun shone on the crystalline landscape - it was the type of day you saw in one of those Hallmark Christmas movies they used to make in the Before. Hauntingly beautiful. I wondered, though, at the absolutely deserted state of the city so far. It was big enough, I thought. I should have seen more signs of life than I had so far.

      A faint murmur woke me from my daydream. She was awake already, it seemed. Turning to face her, I spoke, “How are you?”

      The fear and suspicion, while not entirely gone, was at least kept under rein, and after a few moments of studying my face, she replied, her voice raspy and raw, as though unused to human speech. “B-Better, I-I t-think…”

      “You can talk again, at least.” I murmured, the ghost of a smile playing on my lips.

      “So can you.” She shot back wryly.

      The sound of my own laughter startled me, I hadn’t heard that sound in a long time. Not since Emma. Fuck, I missed her. Still smiling slightly, I returned, “Yes, I can. It’s been a while since I’ve had the need to, though.

      “You were the one following me, weren’t you?”

      She bit her lip, giving me a look of chagrin. “Yes, it was me. I don’t remember much, only that I was hungry, so very hungry. You’re lucky I found the backpack.”

      “Or you are.”

      “True.”

      “How did you manage to survive here this long?”

      “There’s game, and I’m quiet and quick.” She pressed a blood encrusted finger to her lips, humming softly before continuing. “But the game grew scarce. When I first saw you, and could still think somewhat clearly, I figured you were the best shot to lead me to food.”

      I nodded at the now half-depleted pack. “Looks like you were right.”

      She shrugged. “I had no choice. Will you kill me now?”

      “Kill you? No. I try not to kill except when I need to.”

      “A ghoul with a conscience?”

      “I was a man, once. I may be a monster now, but…”

      “But?”

      “It’s nice to be human, sometimes. As human as I can be, anyway.”

      I could see her thinking about this, her gaze drifting down towards the floor before whipping back up. “Ok, human. What’s your name?”

      “Victor.”

      “I’m Eve - short for Evelyn.” she said as she stood and walked towards me, hand outstretched.

      It was a funny sight, this gore-covered sprite - maybe all of five-foot-two - standing before me waiting for me to shake her hand like we were about to sit down to discuss business, yet without hesitation, I reached out and took it, finding her grip light yet firm, and not wholly unpleasant. “What will you do then, Eve?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’m heading downtown, I figure if there’s any…food…to be had, that’s where I’ll find it. I’ll share the rest of what’s in the pack with you, that, along with what you’ve just ate should keep you going for a while.”

      Her eyes lowered then, and her voice came out low and almost disconsolate. “Oh, okay. Thank you.”

      “You could come with me, if you want. I could use another set of eyes - there’ll certainly be more of us once we get into the city proper.”

      She smiled at that, and despite the dried blood on her face, it was a beautiful smile. “I can? Yes…please…I’d like that.”

      “We’d better head out, then.” With that said, we gathered up the bag, as well as extra layers of clothing we were able to forage for from the rooms upstairs - it was going to be brutally cold - and headed out into the snow-blanketed wasteland.
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        * * *

      

      Walking side-by-side, our heads on a swivel, surveying the buildings surrounding us, their windows dark and vacant like empty eye-sockets giving us the feeling of being watched by the ghosts of humanity.

      The storm long past now left the landscape quiet and still, and at first, I was loath to break the silence. After a while, though, the loneliness of these past many months caught up to me, and I began to speak (softly so as not to alert anyone - or thing - to our presence). “Who were you, in the before?”

      Tilting her head up to look into my eyes, she replied, “Before? It’s so long ago, I can barely remember.”

      “Tell me what you do remember, then. I’ve been by myself for so long. It’s nice to hear someone else’s voice.”

      And so she told me of her tale:

      

      She had grown up, the youngest of four siblings (all girls), in Buffalo, New York. Life had been a hard scramble for the Miller girls. Their mother, Eileen, had struggled with substance abuse, and her partners (the girls each having different fathers) were either dealers, or addicts themselves, and often abusive to the sisters. As they grew of an age, each left home as soon as they were able to. Eve was no different, moving in with a boyfriend when she hit sixteen.

      The boyfriend, Peter (derisively known around the circles he ran in, as ‘Sneaky Pete’) hadn’t been much better. Three years older, and with an almost legendary lack of ambition, Peter had little in the way of a future outside of collecting government checks. To make matters worse, Peter had a jealous streak. Possessive and controlling, he monitored Eve’s every move, justifying his obsessive behavior by saying that he was only ‘looking out’ for her.

      Eve saw the signs - having seen her mother in the same types of relationships - and made her move. She prided herself on her ability to survive, no matter the cost, and one bright, autumn day took what savings she had managed to hide from Peter, along with the clothes on her back, the shoes on her feet, and her cell phone (brand new, having ditched her old one after wiping it), and hopped on a bus for New Jersey, never looking back.

      From here she did what she had to to survive. Deciding that relying on another man was something she was unwilling to do, she made do at first by panhandling and sleeping in shelters when the weather grew too cold. It was a hard existence.

      She could have - should have - ended up like so many other wayward youth: lost to addiction like her mother, prostitution, or death. But then she met April.

      April worked as a volunteer at a shelter in Newark that Eve frequented. Seeing the fire in this young girl - a spark that had yet to be snuffed by the weight of her situation - she took Eve under her wing and eventually got her a job waiting tables at an all-night diner. It wasn’t much, but it was work.

      Over the coming months, April and Eve (who was by this time approaching her eighteenth birthday) became more than volunteer and client - they became friends, April taking the ‘big sister’ role, which Eve (having been estranged from her other three sisters since she had left Buffalo) gladly accepted. Around this time, April asked Eve if she would be interested in becoming roommates, which she also gladly accepted.

      Fast forward again to eighteen months later: everything seems to be coming up aces for Eve. For the first time in her life, things seem to be going her way. She has a job, a roommate who is the best friend she’s ever had, and has even managed to save enough money to buy a car (a beater, sure, but better than relying on her feet). Above all, she has freedom - she has herself.

      Things were almost perfect.

      

      “Of course, that’s when the world decided to end.” Eve finished, the bitterness of her words belying her wry grin.

      I cocked my head slightly, glancing at her out of the side of my eyes “What happened to April?”

      Her face crumbled at this, and I regretted asking the question as I watched crimson tears begin to well in the corners of her eyes, swiftly spilling out to run down the pale planes of her face. Chin quivering, she took several deep breaths before regaining her composure and continuing. “What happened to April? What happened to everyone? The last time I saw her, she was being torn apart by a group of those she had once cared for at the shelter.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      We walked in silence for a while after that, pushing our way through drifts of snow that came almost up to our hips, each wrapped up in their own thoughts and memories.

      Eventually, she asked me for my story, and I told it as best I could. My wife. My son. My life. And my second life. Emma. Owen. I didn’t gloss over the details, letting her draw her own conclusions.

      “You loved her, didn’t you?” She murmured softly.

      “I loved them all. And now…they’re gone. And yet, I still live - if you can call it that.”

      That said, we lapsed back into silence again, we didn’t speak again for a long time.
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      We’d been walking for almost three hours, mostly across empty fields that separated the outlying suburbs from the city, exchanging but the most minimal of words, when we came upon the relic of an airport. There was something eerie, and so very sad about the sight of airplanes littered about the area like so many extinct beasts. The ghosts of mankind’s ingenuity. We’d never reach the skies again, I knew.

      I noticed that Eve had stopped walking, and turned to face her. “What’s wrong?”

      “You know, I always wanted to travel. I’ve never been outside of New York State, you know?” Her voice was faraway, tinged with a melancholy lilt.

      “Never?”

      “No. Never. Have you been?”

      “No. I had a young family. Obligations. And when Bradley was taken from us? Well, it just didn’t feel right by then.

      She nodded at this, and we continued on our way, passing slowly by the main terminal that loomed over us like some great, grim sentinel.

      We didn’t know it then, but the sentinel had eyes. We were being watched.
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        * * *

      

      The thing watching them from a large, bay window in the terminal slowly and steadily tapped its fingers against its thigh.

      Its. It didn’t think of itself as male or female - it had left those trappings behind long ago, but its appearance was that of a man.

      He was neat. Meticulous. Slight of frame, fading into the background as though invisible. Fine-boned with small, delicate hands, and yet he held about him the feel of a killer.

      His eyes were dead. Sharks-eyes. Remorseless and cold. He was death in an unassuming package.

      In a world where strength determined who lived and who died, he was an anomaly. So very unlike most of his brutish, violent fellows, he had survived thus far by using his greatest assets: his intelligence and his willingness to serve the Master.

      In a former life, one barely remembered, he had been much as he was now: beneath notice. He was human then, as were all of his kind at one time. Human with human frailties, and human weaknesses. His weakness - a penchant for watching the life drain from the eyes of his victims - was generally frowned upon, he knew, and yet…he could not help himself.

      His name had been Brian. He had worked as a nurse at a long-term care facility - one of those places people came to while away their final days as they awaited death’s bittersweet embrace. It was simple enough for him to help usher his patients along all the more swiftly. A mercy, really. Win-win scenario. He was able to end their suffering, while at the same time giving himself his sweetest pleasure. Many were the times he would stand by their bedsides, a painful erection pushing against his pant leg as he added something a little extra-special to their IV. All the while humming a cheery tune to himself. He loved his work.

      Suspicion eventually began to set in amongst his co-workers and superiors, and he knew it was only a matter of time before his morbid…proclivities…would come to light. But right before this came to pass - the world came to an end, and with it came his salvation.

      When he heard the first reports - people going insane and turning on whoever happened to be near them - his interest was piqued. What new thing was this, he thought, watching the news avidly, glued to the screen as he sat in his underwear in the dingy, two-room apartment he called home.

      Eventually he fell asleep, and woke up…changed.

      He had a new hunger. And in this new world, a world that held no police or judges or laws, he was free to feed this hunger. But there was a catch - he was no longer one of a few, he was one of many. And the many could be dangerous, and so he lived as though a rat, hiding and scurrying about, scavenging for whatever flesh he could.

      Until the Master found him. Took him in. Allowed him to feed, asking only for obedience to his will. The Master was all that mattered now.

      His lips turned up in a smile that never touched his eyes. The Master would want to greet these two, and so he made his way to the exit to prepare the way for them.
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        * * *

      

      She heard it first, before me, a light tinkling that was hard to place. Her hearing must have been excellent, even better than mine. She turned to me, a puzzled look playing on her face. “What…what is that?”

      “I don’t hear anything.” I replied, matching her look with a quizzical one of my own.

      “Shhh…quiet…” she hissed, her finger coming up to press against her blood-stained lips.

      I waited a few moments before opening my mouth to speak again, when I was stopped short by the sound. I could hear it now, the tinkling, and I wondered what the hell it could be.

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      The sound was coming regularly - almost rhythmically, a merry tune. finally, I placed it - fucking sleigh bells. Just like those you’d hear played incessantly in the malls and on the radio in the weeks leading up to Christmas.

      “It’s coming from that direction,” I said, pointing to the Northwest, where I could spy the remnants of what must have been at one time been a shopping center sitting beside a small, meandering river. The centerpiece, a modestly-sized grocery store, had obviously been ravaged by fire. Many public areas were like this, as the military, and sometimes even civilians, had tried to fight back in the early days of the collapse. It had never done them much good. We were hard to kill.

      My companion looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “What do you think? Should we follow it?”

      “It’s pretty obviously a lure, yea?”

      “Probably.”

      “You think whoever’s making that noise has seen us?”

      “Almost certainly.”

      “Then let’s follow it.”

      She fixed me with a look as if to say, ‘Have you lost your nut?’, but her reply came back far more tactful: “Wait…why?”

      “They’ve seen us, but haven’t attacked us, so I doubt they’re a direct threat. We could turn back, but there’s nothing back that way. We’d just end up running out of the little food we have, and then…well, you might start looking even more tasty than you already do.”

      She started at this, as though pinched, before a pleased smile formed on her face. “Well, hello…” she murmured teasingly and I laughed. I could almost get used to that - laughing again - but that was likely a dream never to be fulfilled.

      “But mostly, I figure that I’d rather walk into a dangerous situation with open eyes, rather than having to constantly look over my shoulder.”

      “Better to live on your feet, then die on your knees?”

      “Something like that.” I muttered, reaching my hand out to her. She took it, and we began walking hand-in-hand like two lovers in a Hallmark Christmas movie towards the cheery sound that was so very incongruous in this grim land of death.
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      As we made our way through the snow-blanketed field, we quickly came to realize that despite moving in the direction of the sound (which was now coming less frequently, to the point where we would occasionally wonder aloud if we had imagined it after all), we never seemed to get any closer. This all but confirmed that we were being led, but at this point, I didn’t care. I’d soon need to feed again, and the now several-days old remains in the rucksack wouldn’t last us much longer.

      We soon made it to the shopping center, and as we cleared the rear of the buildings, making our way to the main parking lot, we were greeted by a morbid sight: There, in the middle, a lampost and a chrome car bumper had been crudely fashioned into a crucifix, upon which was nailed possibly the largest teddy bear I had ever seen. Dark brown, with a tan belly, it was tattered and threadbare. One oversized button eye hung down its cheek and its mouth was more a leering parody of a grin than an actual smile. Written across its chest in what was almost certainly blood was the following:

      
        
        HE SEES YOU WHEN YOU”RE SLEEPING

      

      

      Staring at this grotesque Messiah, Eve arched an eyebrow and murmured, “Well, that’s something you don’t see every day…”

      Nodding, I replied, attempting vainly to keep the unease out of my voice. “One way to get our attention, I suppose.”

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      The sound snapped us into action, and with a last look at the stuffed abomination, continued on our way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was working. They followed.

      This was far from the first time he had employed creative means in order to lure new playthings to the Master. He held a certain pride in his ingenuity.

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching… The cheap, garish jumble of gold bells, trailing red ribbons, bounced merrily in his hands. He was happy to be the helper, a dark elf of sorts. Looking down, he chuckled, I even dress the part, he thought as he looked down at his lime green clothing, trimmed in red. The others were jealous of his place by the Master, but their fear of him kept them in check.

      His Master had found him last winter, hungry almost to the point of mindlessness and near frozen as he sat huddled in an abandoned Church. He was weak by that point, and surely would have withered away from starvation if not for some divine intervention. Just what was that divine intervention? It began when the great double doors to the Church blew open, as though an elemental force lay on the other side. Great, booming laughter immediately followed, reverberating off the walls like the thunder of Heaven: HO, HO, HO!

      The sound brought him to a place long forgotten: a young Brian, no more than five or six, laying in his bed on Christmas eve waiting for the sound of reindeer and sled - the harbingers of the Great Bearded one: Saint Nicholas, known to him only as Santa, at the time.

      His parents’ had retired for the evening, or so he thought, and when little Brian heard a rhythmic thrumming sound, punctuated by muted gasps, Brian decided that it was time to investigate - perhaps this was a Christmas Miracle! Perhaps even…Santa!

      Running out in his footy pajamas, trailing his favorite stuffed animal, a bear named ‘Fuzzington’, from his small hand, he came upon a scene he could not - would not - process.

      There was Santa himself, red robe trimmed with white fur and a floppy hat to match (though the robe appeared to be badly stained). A great, white beard wagged from his chin and matching white curls tumbled to his shoulders. What struck little Brian as odd, though, was the fact that Santa was nude from the waist down, his pale, pimpled buttocks pumping furiously as there, directly in front of him and slightly bent over, with her hands braced against the mantle of the family fireplace, dress pulled up and panties pulled down almost to her knees, was his mother. Her gasps increased in intensity as Santa’s thrusts came harder, his large paunch slapping against her ass as his hands dug into the soft flesh of her hips.

      Hitting a fevered pitch, Brian stood stock still, mystified as Santa thrust one final time, uttering a low, satisfied moan. A single word escaped the small boy’s mouth: “Santa?”

      His mother’s head had whipped around at the sound, and her flushed face transformed from a look of bliss, to shock, and then finally, to rage. At the same time, Santa turned around, looking bewildered, his half-erect cock bouncing jauntily to and fro. Reaching up, he pulled his beard (which Brian quickly realized, was fake) down and there, exposed, lay the face of his father. Brian’s world shattered.

      His mother’s mercies had been far from tender from that point, and even now, so many, many years later, Brian shuddered at the remembrance. That was his first true experience with betrayal and loss of faith, and the lesson never left from that point.

      All of this flashed through the by then grown, and changed, Brian as he saw the doorway of the church fill with an imposing, shadowy figure - the source of the ‘Ho’s’. The shadow had moved forward and Brian had let out a little yelp, alerting the figure to his presence.

      It had been him. Santa. Not his father (who was long dead) wearing a false beard and shabby suit, but rather, a huge mountain of a man (or at least, what had at one time been a man) dressed in a brilliant crimson suit, complete with shiny black boots flared at the top, with a bright buckle inset into the face. His enormous, flowing white beard had run from his face down past the copious flesh of his belly and Brian had watched with fascination as it shook in time with his laughter.

      The imposing figure had pointed his oversized index finger in the small man’s direction, intoning, “Have you been a good boy?”

      Brian’s eyes had gone as big as saucers, his lips writhing for several moments in a vain attempt to speak, before finally blurting out: “Yes, Santa! I’ve been a very good boy!”

      “Have you?” Santa had boomed, walking up close to Brian and leaning down almost so their noses touched, causing the smaller creature to shrink back in fear. He noted that Santa’s eyes were nearly black, though the whites were yellowed and bloodshot. “Let me check my list!” and with that, had pulled a tiny notebook from inside his robe, which he examined carefully, his other hand pulling a set of spectacles down to the tip of his nose. After mumbling to himself for a few moments, his fat, florid face had lit up, a maniacal grin blooming on his lips. “Yes, I see it here! A very good boy!”

      Brian nodded emphatically in agreement.

      “Just because you’ve been such a very good boy, I have a special treat for you!” the giant had declared, reaching back into a large sack hitherto unseen by the little man, and pulled out what had appeared to be the front leg and head of a small deer, held together by a few strips of flesh and sinew. “MERRY CHRISTMAS!” hehad all but yelled, causing Brian to flinch, while at the same time, saliva had begun pooling in his mouth.

      Santa had then offered the meat to the small man, pulling it back when Brian’s hands darted out greedily to take it. “Ah, ah, ah…what’s the magic word?”

      “P-please?”

      “HO, HO, HO! THAT’S THE ONE!” his voice had rumbled as though coming from a living mountain, once more offering the meat to the small man.

      It was the nicest thing anyone had ever done for Brian.

      Since that day, he had been Santa’s Little Helper, following his orders to a tee. And here he was once more, prepared to bring a new boy and girl to the Master so that they may be judged either naughty or nice. From what he had seen of them so far, he was quite certain that they were going to be making the naughty list…
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      The sounds continued, and so we followed. We were traveling parallel to the small river, which was maybe fifty feet down. It was a beautiful sight, a pristine counterpoint to all the death and desolation of the city around us.

      My companion's voice murmured low, “This would have been a nice place to visit, once upon a time.”

      “Yeah, it would have.” I replied, feeling the weight of my mood, as well as my body, dragging me down. I needed to eat. I could feel my thoughts losing clarity, developing a soft, hazy edge to them.

      Eve, sensing my…disconnection…reached out, her hand gently resting on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay.” I replied numbly.

      Her brows furrowed with doubt, and was that…concern? Whatever it was, she stopped walking, her grip tightening as her look turned stern. “You’re not okay. You need to feed.”

      “I don’t want to lose this guy, I’m okay. I’m strong.” With that said, my foot caught a rock, causing me to stumble forward, and would have fallen were it not for her grip. This proved the lie of my words.

      She took both of my shoulders firmly, pushing me down to the ground. “We’re stopping.” Her voice told me that this was not a question. “If he is, as is almost certainly the case, leading us, then he’ll wait for us.” She tugged the pack off my back, placing it between my legs. From within, she pulled out what remained of the woman from the farmhouse: most of a thigh and one of her calf muscles (I had been careful to eat her viscera and soft bits first, leaving the parts that would last the longest for last). Luckily, the cold helped preserve the meat to some degree, though it presented other problems which I noted as I began to feed, as it was almost frozen, making it goddamn hard to bite through. Part of me recoiled in revulsion at what I’d become, as it always did, but there was no way to fight the hunger. I’d liken it to being addicted to a powerful drug, no matter how much I hated myself, I couldn’t stop. No one could.

      I could sense Eve’s gaze on me, and I looked up, noting the smile on her face. I swallowed back my self-hate and smiled back, muttering a soft ‘thank you’ around a mouthful of human flesh. She nodded in reply, and when I asked her to eat with me, at first she refused, saying that I needed it more than her, but relented when I told her that I needed her strength as much as I needed my own. She sat down in front of me, and we shared a meal. It was surreal, feeling almost like…a date.

      For most of us, emotions are muted. We hunger, we have a sense of self-preservation, but complex feelings - love, hate, sadness - are beyond us after the change. But some of us still remember. Some of us still long for our humanity. Looking into her eyes, I knew that I would do all that I could to protect this beautiful creature. I think I loved her even then, and…I think she may even have loved me.

      Once we were finished, we gathered up our meager possessions - the pack (now empty), some extra clothing, and the shotgun - and made our way slowly to a small house not far off the road that ran parallel to the river. As we approached the front door, we heard it one more time: Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      I could feel the lethargy come over me as we entered. I needed to rest. Noting my exhaustion, Eve draped my arm over her shoulder and led us to a room that was dominated by a large, empty bed which I collapsed heavily onto, at the same time noting a large fireplace on the wall adjacent to it.

      Eve smiled with delight, blurting out, “We won’t freeze tonight! We can burn some furniture in this.”

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea to alert everyone to our presence by lighting it?” I replied.

      “You said it yourself - whoever’s ringing those bells knows we’re here, and they’ve made enough noise to alert anyone anyway.”

      “Good point.”

      I closed my eyes and drifted (not sleep, we don’t do that), and came to in a room that was comfortably warm. I noted that my clothes were off, and I could feel the warmth of Eve’s skin against mine under the thick blankets, her arm draped over my chest and her thigh over my waist. Her eyes were closed, but she wasn’t sleeping (like I said, we don’t sleep - ever).

      I don’t know if it was the touch of her skin, or the look of her cheek pressed against my chest, but suddenly I felt something I hadn’t felt in a long time - not since Emma. Warmth spread from my chest down my belly, and finally to my cock, which I felt grow hard almost immediately, until it was pressing against her inner thigh. She looked up at me then, and I began to stammer an apology that was swiftly cut off as her lips found mine in a deep kiss. My moan was low…hungry, a different hunger than that which I was accustomed to. Soon, I felt her hand snake down between my legs, and her fingers circled my erect member, stroking it slowly and evenly.

      My arms moved, almost of their own volition, wrapping around her small frame as I rolled myself on top of her. I could feel the slickness between her legs as she rubbed the head of my cock against her.

      I lost control.

      With a deep growl, I moved down her lithe body, lips and tongue trailing the slopes of her breasts, finding her nipples to suck and nip - almost hard enough to draw blood. Moments later, I felt her hands pushing down on the top of my head and I moved further down, acquiescing to her unspoken demand.

      My mouth found her, the heat of her, as my tongue slipped out, eating her greedily as my eyes gazed up into hers. I was there for a long time, savoring her taste, growling when I felt her hips bucking violently, pushing herself up into me as she came.

      Satisfied, I moved my body back on top of hers and slid myself inside of her with a low moan. Moments later, I felt myself let go as I was wracked with a powerful orgasm.

      I was complete.
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        * * *

      

      The pale light of dawn was filtering through the window as we lay in each other's arms. We hadn’t spoken yet, but rather just lay there quietly, enjoying a peace that neither of us had known for so long. I finally broke the silence, feeling as though the time was right. “We should go soon.”

      She fixed me with a look that was just shy of pleading. “Just a few more moments…please?”

      I couldn’t deny her. Rather than replying, I just held her a little tighter, loving the feel of her body against mine.

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      With a wistful sigh, I stretched languorously, kissing her softly on top of the head. “That’s our wake-up call.”

      Her sigh matched mine. “Yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking away from the house where the male and female had holed up, the thing once known as Brian giggled. They certainly were naughty, he’d be certain to tell Santa when he saw him next.

      Santa was always on the lookout for naughty boys and girls. He needed them for his workshop. Without them, Santa became much like the rest of the children, unfocused and angry, the other elves often becoming the focus of his wrath. He had always been lucky, though. Santa had never targeted him - at least not yet - and he was grateful for this. When the Master became angry, hungry, he was a terrifying force (though truth be told, he was always a terrifying force), moving his monstrous bulk with a speed and ferocity that never failed to amaze.

      Pickings were becoming lean now, and this concerned the little creature. He had suggested to his Master that perhaps they should relocate, take their show on the road, so to speak. This had displeased Santa. They would not pry him from Santa’s Workshop. It was his. And so the elves were sent further and further afield. But even this was becoming difficult. It didn’t matter though, he thought, he would never desert Santa.
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      We took our time getting dressed, and I noted the scars that traced her body - much the same as mine, reminders of more close calls than one could count. She walked over, tracing her fingertip tenderly over the neatly healed hole in my abdomen, murmuring, “That was a close one.”

      “Yeah…that one almost ended me. I was lucky.”

      “Lucky? Maybe. But you’re a survivor. It’s what drew me to you.”

      I smiled at this, replying, “We are survivors.”

      Her smile was wan, almost melancholy. “Yeah. I’m just…tired. Tired of being a survivor.”

      I fixed her with a concerned look. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded in assent, her smile becoming a little bit brighter, but still, underneath it, I could see her sadness. I suppose I knew then that she was nearing her breaking point, but there was nothing I could do. Nothing anyone could do.

      With a last, longing look at the dying fire in the fireplace, we turned and made our way back out and into the frigid wasteland.

      Once we made it back to the road running beside the small river, the ringing of the bell told us that we had not been forgotten. “I guess they’re not planning on giving up.”

      We hadn’t gone far before we found another sign.

      There, sitting in the road directly on our path, was another makeshift crucifix. Impaled directly in the center of it was an oversized plastic snowman spattered with gore, butcher knives embedded into where its eyes had been. And this, written in crimson upon its chest:

      
        
        HE KNOWS WHEN YOU’RE AWAKE

      

      

      “Fucking Christ…” the words escaped my lips in a whisper.

      “Are you having second thoughts? I mean, we could cross the river, head West and see what that brings us.” At the time, I shrugged off the note of desperation in her voice. That would come back to haunt me.

      “No, I’ve come this far. I need to know who is leading us, and why.”

      Her shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly at this, but she said nothing, simply turning and continuing to trudge through the deep, drifting snow. Into the day. Into the unknown.
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        * * *

      

      He was getting antsy…hungry. The male and female were following, yet with the amount of snow that had piled up, the going was slow. He was careful, always staying far enough off the main road so that they wouldn’t spy his tracks, only venturing close enough so that their keen sense of hearing could just pick up the sound of his bells.

      They were nearing the city center now, close enough so that he could see the skyscrapers of the city proper looming in the distance. It wouldn’t be long now, though. They should reach Santa by nightfall.

      Suddenly, without warning, he felt something…off. As though he were being watched by many eyes. It was an uncomfortable feeling. He was used to being the watcher, not the watched.

      ‘Who could you be?” he whispered to himself, low enough that the words died inches from his lips. He hadn’t found any of the naughty this close to Santa’s Workshop in a long time. Santa had a voracious appetite, and his elves had been diligent in harvesting any possible food within their sphere of influence.

      His eyes scanned the empty windows of the buildings surrounding him, finding nothing. No matter, whoever they were, they’d make it on to the list soon enough.

      Shrugging his shoulders with a final glance at his surroundings, he continued on his way.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s him. He’s a baaad man.” The voice came whispering from the lips of a young, black male, maybe sixteen, with close-cropped hair and wearing a large, white, down-filled jacket and black ski pants as he peered out of the tiny basement window.

      His companions echoed their agreement, one of the younger ones, a blonde girl of perhaps twelve, with open, guileless eyes and a gray knitted beanie blurted out: “He’s the one who brought mom to…” her voice dropped to a frightened whisper, “Santa.”

      Another, the oldest of the group, perhaps nineteen - a sallow, ginger youth with what looked to be a failed attempt at growing a mustache sprouting from his upper lip - sighed. “I wonder who he’s leading this time?”

      The first youth replied in a noncommittal fashion. “We’ll find out soon enough, I guess.”

      The group of children had defied the odds thus far. Though they were all changed, they had banded together in the early days, holing up in the basement of an old tenement building and subsiding on what little they could scavenge when they couldn’t find a lone wanderer to swarm, and when times had become lean, resorted to preying on the rats that had all but taken over the city once the humans had almost completely disappeared.

      At one time the group had been much larger, as many as fifteen, headed by the ones the children had referred to as ‘Mother and Father’. There were only nine left now, the others, including their self-appointed parents, having been taken by the servants of the one that called himself ‘Santa Claus’.

      The red and green clothed minions terrified the children, causing them to spend more and more time in hiding, which was the only reason that so many had managed to survive up until now. But this winter was a hard one, and even the rats were becoming scarce. They would soon need to venture out to forage again, regardless of the danger. Either that or feed on one another, and that wasn’t something any of them wished to do, having grown close over the many months, becoming almost a…family.

      The furtive figure outside had just passed from sight, and the black youth, Anton, motioned to the eldest, Bryce. “Take Harry” nodding to a short, mid-teens blonde “and go scout the area, see who he’s leading. And be careful. Just because he’s leading them doesn’t mean they’re any better than him.”

      The older youth nodded, grabbing a heavy jacket hanging from a large nail sticking out from one of the overhead beams. “Okay, we’ve got this. Sit tight.”

      The two boys made their way out, sloshing through the knee-deep snow and, sticking close to the buildings and shadows, began a careful sweep of the surrounding blocks, studiously avoiding the direction in which the red and green suited thing had gone.

      It didn’t take long to find the ones they were searching for: A tall, grim-faced male walking hand-in-hand with a small, spritely raven-haired female. Something in the way they held themselves almost comforted the boys.

      The elder child turned to the blonde. “Go back and tell the others. Anton can decide what to do about them.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking under the growing shadows of the surrounding buildings, which were becoming taller and taller the further they headed into the city center, Eve mumbled half to me, half to herself. “It’s spooky, isn’t it? The entire city feels like a frozen tomb.”

      “It’s fitting. The entire world is a tomb now, we’re just ghosts hanging on, unwilling to let go yet, I suppose.”

      “That’s grim. True, but…grim.”

      I flashed her a ghost of a smile at that. “That’s me. ‘Mr. Grim’.

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      “Listen to that - the dinner bell!” She chirped, an underlying tone of unease floating just beneath her flippant quip.

      “Who’s for dinner?” I replied in turn.

      “Us, I think.”

      “That’s what they think, anyway.” I murmured, patting the twelve-gauge. “Betsy here may have another idea, though.”

      Her grin was wide, but her eyes told a different story. She was scared.

      It wasn’t long before we came upon yet another makeshift crucifix. Made simply from a lamppost and the slats from a wooden bench, it was adorned with an enormous nutcracker figure. A baby - at least, at first I thought it was a baby, it was actually a doll - hung head-first from its grotesque jaws. I knew before reading what the bloody writing on the nutcracker’s chest would read:

      
        
        HE KNOWS IF YOU’VE BEEN BAD OR GOOD

      

      

      “Well. they’re consistent, at least.” I heard Eve mutter.

      “Apparently. Come one, let’s go.” I wanted away from this thing. Something about the baby doll unnerved me more than the bear and the plastic snowman.
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        * * *

      

      As we continued to trudge through the sea of crystal white, I began to have the feeling of being watched again. Different this time, though - I sensed no malevolence, more like curiosity.

      Eve’s hand reached out, taking mine and squeezing lightly. “Someone’s watching us. Not the one we’re following, either.”

      I squeezed back, reassuringly. “I know, I feel it too. There aren’t many friendly faces around anymore, but this one at least feels benign.”

      “Benign? I like that. Friendly would be better, but I guess we’ll take what we can get.”

      For some unknown reason, I felt the need to stop, turning to face Eve, my hand reached up, finding her cheek in a gentle caress, my other arm snaking around her waist and pulling her in close. My lips found hers, kissing her slowly and tenderly. We stayed like this for several moments before I pulled back, whispering, “I think I love you.”

      Her smile was soft, the corners of her eyes ever so slightly crinkling in almost-forgotten laugh-lines. “I think I love you too, Vic.”
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        * * *

      

      Bryce watched this exchange avidly, almost…jealously. These two were different. They reminded him of the Mother and Father. Mother and Father had always done their best to protect the children, and had refrained from eating them altogether. That thought had used to make him laugh, but no more, not since he and the other children had seen them beaten and broken, screaming as they were carried away by the minions of the thing in the red suit - the Santa. That was four months ago, or at least, that’s what he thought - time was hard to gauge when every day blended into the next.

      They had gone out, admonishing the children to stay put as they hunted for food and scouted the area for signs of the ones that had begun popping up in the area periodically, wearing red and green and occasionally ringing Christmas bells.

      Bryce and Anton hadn’t listened, though. They waited for a short while, then followed them before they were completely out of sight. The snow had yet to fall at the time, the late fall breeze was cool on their skin, and the trees had been shedding their leaves, giving the landscape an overall melancholy feel.

      After a few blocks, the boys spied the Mother and Father following an unchanged male into a small convenience store. The human had been a decoy. Before they made it through the entrance, they had been swarmed by a gang of nine Christmas colored changed who came at them from several places of hiding. They hadn’t stood a chance. The boys watched in horror as the two who had been like parents to them were beaten, clawed and bit. Their screams had echoed through the otherwise silent streets.

      Bryce had moved as though to go to their aid, but was stopped by Anton’s restraining arm, as he had whispered in his ear, “We can’t help them. The other children need us.” After a few tense seconds, Bryce had acquiesced, brooding in sullen silence while bloody tears flowed from both boys' eyes.

      Crouching in the shadows, Bryce resolved not to let the same fate befall these two. Turning on heel, he silently made his way back to the children’s hideout.

      As soon as he was back, he presented his case. “They’re different. Like mom & dad.” His words rang out shrilly as his arms moved frantically in an animated fashion.

      Anton cast a dubious look in his direction.”Different?”

      Raising his hands in a placating gesture, Bryce replied, “I watched them. The way the male looked at the female - like she was important to him. Like he cared for her. The way Dad looked at Mom.”

      The other children began murmuring between themselves, many nodding in approval.

      Anton shot back, “Are you sure? Maybe you’re just seeing what you want to see.”

      Bryce’s look was pleading, his words coming with as much conviction as the youth could muster. “I’m positive. We have to help them. Warn them.”

      “Hold on, let's think about this.” This coming from a small, bookish looking boy of perhaps fourteen. His large, dark eyes sparkled with an intelligence beyond his years. “Sure, maybe they are different…but maybe it’s a front, maybe they’re just good actors.”

      Bryce’s mouth opened as though to protest, managing to get out a quick, “But, Ethan…” before the other cut him off with a single raised finger.

      “They may be actors, you can’t know that for certain, not from watching them for only a few minutes.” the boy, Ethan, reached a hand up to his chin, thoughtfully tapping it with his index finger before continuing. “Why don’t we follow them for a while. Watch. They’ve still got a ways to go before they’re led to…Santa’s Workshop…if it looks like they’re legit, we’ll warn them, or find some way to help, if we can.”

      “Ethan’s right, Bryce. We have some time.” Anton interjected. “We’ll follow, keeping out of sight. If they’re who you think they are, we’ll do what we can for them. I promise.”

      “Okay, okay. Who’s going to follow them?”

      “We all will.” Anton replied, then continued with a voice low enough to not be overheard by the younger children. “We can’t stay here much longer, we’ll end up starving to death, or turning on one another. And we can’t leave the little ones alone, they can’t fend for themselves if something happens to us.”

      Sighing heavily, Bryce whispered, “I guess you’re right.”

      Nodding, Anton raised his voice loud enough to carry around the room. “Gather up whatever belongings you need, we’re going on a field trip.”
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      The buildings now rose above our heads high into the sky, silent monuments to a time when mankind, in its hubris, believed that it ruled this planet. No more. The keepers were now, as they had been for eons, the rats.

      I could feel Eve’s hand in mine, every once in a while I’d give it a reassuring squeeze. I could smell the fear coming off her. I should have turned back then, but the call of the bell drew me, and I followed single-mindedly, the snowy landscape mesmerizing as though we were walking through a dream.

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      The ringing, a continuous reminder, caused me to stop for a moment.

      Eve’s voice held a questioning tone. “What’s wrong?”

      I turned to look at her. “If…when…the bells stop moving, we should split up. You hang back, while I scout ahead.”

      She arched her eyebrow at this. “So the woman hangs back while the man walks into the lion’s den? I can take care of myself, you know. Been doing it for a long time now.”

      I raised my hands defensively. “I know, I know…but if shit goes South, you’ll be in a position to help, rather than both of us getting trapped at the same time.”

      She couldn’t fault the logic of my words, but I could see the wheels turning as she tried to find a reason to disagree. Finally, she sighed and nodded. “You’re not wrong, I suppose.”

      “Is that your way of saying I’m right?” I replied with a small smile. Her only response was to glower in my direction for a few seconds before she too broke into a smile.

      Any tension that had been in the air dissipated at this, and we continued on our way, hands once again linked, Hansel and Gretel following the trail of breadcrumbs on our way to meet the evil witch - no sympathetic woodcutter in this story, though.
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        * * *

      

      Trudging along through the snow, Santa’s number one helper smiled broadly. He was nearly home, nearly back with the Master.

      Santa would be pleased, he knew. The two who were following him were strong, vital, they would make excellent toys (at least, until they became food). Santa was no mindless monster like many of the changed often were. He enjoyed his sport. His imagination when it came to the games he would play was only exceeded by his cruelty and maliciousness.

      He liked to play.

      Brian-thing began to skip, his knees barely clearing the drifts. The time for caution was over, he had played the Pied Piper (only this one leading the rats into the city) to a tee. Even if they decided to turn back, he was close enough to gather the other helpers and run the rats down without much issue.

      Looking to the left as he skipped, he saw the large river that marked the Northern border of Santa’s workshop. It would have been a picturesque winter scene in earlier times, but it was marred now by snow-covered mounds that marked the piles of bodies that had been bulldozed in during the early days as the dead had begun to outnumber the living.

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      The sound broke him from his trance. Another helper. The games would soon begin.

      Creeping up from beneath a short span of bridge that crossed the canal that ran South from the main river were two bedraggled, red-and-green suited apparitions walking in lockstep. The twins. Brian-thing formed an approximation of a smile, the twins unnerved even him. Once they were close enough, their voices echoed in almost perfect unison. “You’ve returned.”

      Nodding, Brian replied, “Yeah. And I’ve brought a treat.”

      “A treat?” both mouths moving at the same time made it difficult to tell which voice was which, not that it mattered, he supposed.

      “A male and female, strong. Good sport.”

      “Santa will be pleased.”

      “I’ll lead them to the workshop. Wait and watch, in case there are others.”

      The two nodded, as always, in unison, before heading back down beneath the bridge, like a pair of Trolls in some Brothers’ Grimm tale.

      That out of the way, Brian-thing continued on his trek back to the workshop, humming the theme to ‘The Grinch’.
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        * * *

      

      The children, led by Anton and Bryce, who were closely followed by Ethan, made their way out into the light of day. Clouds had rolled in, but the whiteness of the snow lit the landscape brightly, making it hard for the children - especially the smallest ones, who almost never ventured outside - to see.

      Squirting his eyes, Anton turned to Bryce, murmuring, “Can you pick up their scent?”

      Tilting his head up, Bryce sniffed and wrinkled his nose. His tongue slipped out to taste the air like an animal. “Yeah, they’re still following him.” The last word came out in a hiss.

      “Well, we know where they’re going, then, at least. Too bad where they’re going is the last place we want to be…” Anton replied, a frustrated undertone in his voice.

      “We do what we have to.” Bryce answered resolutely, determination stamped on his face.

      Ethen chimed in, the look on his face thoughtful, as always. “We do what we have to, but we do it smartly.”

      Anton and Bryce answered in unison. “Agreed.”

      Their path set, the children made their way Northeast, trudging through snow drifts that came up almost to the shoulders of the smallest of them.
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        * * *

      

      We finally picked up the tracks of the one we were following as we neared the river’s edge. It seemed as though he must have been tiring of the game.

      Stopping, I turned to face Eve. “Here’s where we split up. You hang back, watch.”

      She looked askance at me, pausing for a moment before replying. “Why here? Why now?”

      “We’ve been following him for quite some time, and the only sign of him has been the jingling of bells, right?”

      Her brows furrowed at this. “Ri-i-ght…” the word came slow and drawn-out as though she were speaking to a boy of six - not a particularly bright nor trustworthy one, at that.

      “So why is he letting us see his tracks now?” I raised my hand to forstall her reply, continuing, “He’s near his destination, that’s why. And I guarantee you there’ll be more of them waiting for him.”

      Her fingertip moved to her chin, tapping thoughtfully. “Makes sense, I suppose. Still…”

      “Still nothing, you know I’m right.”

      “What’s the plan, then?”

      “Take this.” I replied, offering her the shotgun. “I’ll follow the tracks, you hang back by that bridge.” I pointed towards a low bridge straddling a small canal.” Keep out of sight and keep your eyes and ears open.”

      Her eyes grew big and her hands raised up in a warding-off gesture. “Are you nuts? You’re going to need that thing. Plus, I’ve never fired one before in my life.”

      Locking my eyes onto hers, I replied in as calm and reassuring a voice as I could. “Listen, there’s not much to it - it’s a semi-automatic, holds seven shells in the magazine and one in the chamber. It’s fully loaded now, the safety’s off, so you just hold it like so,” I assumed a shooter’s stance with the stock tucked into my shoulder, “aim, and pull the trigger. Make your shots count. You’ll run out quick if you try going all ‘Die Hard’ on them. Extra shells are in the bag - I’ll leave that with you as well - you reload like this,” mimicking reloading, I watched her to make sure she was paying attention before continuing, “and that’s all there is to it.”

      “That doesn’t explain why. You’re the one that’s going into the proverbial lion’s den.”

      “Simple. We don’t know how many there are. I’ll draw them out, hold them off if there’s too many, and you can come in and take them by surprise.”

      Her fingertip moved to her chin once again, tapping thoughtfully in a gesture I found incredibly endearing. “Okay. You’ve managed to convince me.” Her hands reached out, taking the gun and bag, which she immediately set on the ground before taking a step forward and wrapping her arms tightly around my waist, her lips finding mine in a slow, lingering kiss. “Be careful. Please. I…I love you.”

      My eyes dropped at this a bit. I knew there was a good chance that I wasn’t getting out of this alive, but at this point, what choice did I have? I was tired. Getting hungry. It was this or else wander aimlessly in hopes of finding prey. “I’ll be fine,” I lied, “I love you too.” This last bit was the truth. I did. God damn me…I did.
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        * * *

      

      The children watched this exchange in silent awe from behind some sort of military monument where they lay in hiding. They hadn’t seen two of the changed behave that way towards one another since ‘Mom and Dad’.

      “I told you, see?” Bryce whispered excitedly, punching Anton lightly in the shoulder.

      “Maybe you’re right.” the older, serious-looking boy replied. “What do you think, Ethan?”

      The bookish boy paused for a moment before replying, a pensive look stamped on his face. “I think they may be worth a shot. Maybe.”

      “Look! They’re leaving!” Bryce blurted out, louder than any of them was comfortable with.

      Anton placed a restraining hand on the excitable youth’s shoulder. “Shhh…keep it down.” Turning to Ethan, he spoke slowly and carefully. “What’s the play, man? What should we do?”

      “I think it would be wise if just the three of us approach them, show them we’re not going to attack, and see if they’re willing to listen. There’s only two of them, we can suggest - truthfully - that there’s safety in numbers, and warn them about what they’re going to walk into if they don’t turn back now.”

      Anton nodded, satisfied with the smaller boy's logic, when Bryce again blurted out (this time a little quieter), “They’re splitting up!”

      The children watched en masse as the two figures in the distance began heading in diverging directions.

      “Well, what now?” Bryce questioned, his eyes flicking back and forth between the other two boys, while the rest of the children watched on silently.

      “Follow the girl. We can appeal to her sense of motherhood - if she still has one. Plus, she has the gun. Safer with her.”

      Anton nodded, “Let’s go - quiet and hidden until we get close enough to talk to her.” His words spurred the rest to action, and the small group began to make their way to the now lone figure.
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        * * *

      

      Two others - the twins - also watched the pair part. Turning to face each other, they spoke, once again in unison. “We take the female. Santa will be there to welcome the male.” The decision made, they crouched in wait, hidden behind the lip of the bridge.
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      I regretted parting almost immediately. I kept looking back, watching her watch me, and I could feel the wrongness of it, of leaving her behind. But I was fucking stubborn - always have been - and eventually she disappeared behind the rise as I continued Northeast, following the little canal to my crossing point: the sluiceway near where the canal met the river.

      It was a little unnerving, snow and ice covered the narrow pathway, and the going was treacherous. At the midway point, my foot gave way and I nearly tumbled over the side into the river - a sure death, even for one of us - but managed to catch myself. I crawled the rest of the way, breathing a sigh of relief when I made it to the other side.

      Getting up on unsteady legs, I scanned my surroundings. I was at the rear entrance to a small public park. Heavily treed, it would have been a welcome place to stop and rest on a warm summer day…but not now…now it was simply cold, stark desolation, the branches of the trees bare and skeletal. Looking up at them, I saw that they held their own grim ornaments: bodies, stripped of flesh, looking red and raw. Merry motherfucking Christmas.

      I made my way forward, slowly, carefully, crouching as low as I could given the depth of the snow. A little further on, near the street entrance to to park, I was confronted by this sign:

      
        
        North Pole - Santa’s Workshop

      

      

      I felt prickling at the nape of my neck: It was in the same writing as the other signs Eve had seen early on in our journey.

      Taking a deep breath, I girded myself and continued forward.

      It wasn’t long before a four-lane street came into view. I stood looking out, hidden behind a large Cedar tree. “Fuck.” I whispered, knowing that if anyone was looking, I’d be hard to miss as I crossed. I didn’t have a choice, though. My mind made up, I began to dash across the open road as fast as I could. I was past the halfway mark when I heard it:

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      They knew I was here.
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        * * *

      

      Eve watched him go, unable to tear her gaze off his swiftly shrinking figure. Crimson tears had sprung from the corners of her eyes. She wiped these away immediately, hating feeling alone. Hating feeling…weak. “Don’t do this, girl.” she whispered. “Just put one foot in front of the other and continue. You’ve got this.”

      She hated him a little, too, she had to admit. She hadn’t liked the look in his eyes when he had told her of his plan - he looked like a man who knew he was going off to die.

      Slinging the bag over her shoulder, she reached down and hefted the shotgun. It felt heavy, a weight to drag her down, but she knew it was likely their only shot (shot, haha, yippee-ki-yay, motherfuckers, she thought with grim humor) at getting through this alive-ish.

      With another soft murmur of, “One foot in front of the other…” she headed East, towards the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      Watching as the female began crossing the bridge, Anton and Bryce picked up their pace, trusting the others to follow as best they could.

      “Now?” Bryce asked between huffing breaths.

      “Not yet…we’ll be close enough when we get to the bridge.” Anton huffed back.

      The two youths were close now, maybe a hundred yards away, when they saw them: two crouching figures, coming out from under the bridge, just out of the female’s range of vision.

      Bryce opened his mouth to warn her, shouting in a hoarse, ragged voice.

      The female turned in time to see the two before they reached her, but not soon enough.

      The youths ran faster, as fast as the deep snow would allow, watching as the two creatures - much larger than the female - fell upon her.
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        * * *

      

      Eve heard a shout - jarring, given the lack of almost any other sound - and, panicked, turned just in time to see two male others barreling towards her. She made an attempt to lift the shotgun, but it was too late for that, and soon she found herself being thrown to the ground as the two figures, working in perfect unison, took her down almost like wolves taking down a fawn.

      She hadn’t lived as long as she had by being a weakling, though, and so she began fighting back with everything she had - claws, teeth, feet - and for a moment it looked as though she had the upper hand as the two backed slightly off their efforts. The feeling of elation didn’t last long, though, as the one on the right (twins, she noted with fascination) flanked her while the left one feinted in the opposite direction. Within seconds, the right one was behind her, his arm looped around her neck, cutting off the blood flow. The other stepped in then and, drawing his arm back, pistoned forward with a tremendous blow to her face. Stars exploded in her eyes, and she felt her grasp on consciousness slipping. Her last thought I guess this is it. I’m sorry, Victor. was tinged with an intense feeling of loss.
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        * * *

      

      The twins (whose names in life had been Patrick and Paul) loved their work. Inflicting pain was the only joy left in their lives. They had always had a close, almost unnatural bond, and had shunned all other company than theirs, so when the world crumbled and they both found themselves changed into something else - something new - it truly didn’t bother them in the slightest. They had each other, that’s all that ever mattered.

      Patrick held the squirming female in a chokehold while his brother punched her in the face repeatedly. Her squirming ceased quickly as she lost consciousness. As her body slumped, Paul saw his brother’s eyes widen in surprise a split second before he found himself laid out on the ground, struggling for breath.
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        * * *

      

      Bryce, soundless, with rage burning in his eyes, made it to the struggling trio first, just as the female slumped unconscious. With a leap, he took the closer aggressor - the one who had been doing the punching - from behind, driving his shoulder into the thing’s lower back, driving him to the ground.

      Anton reached the fray seconds later, as the one holding the female dropped her to help his brother. Leaping on the things back, he sunk his teeth deeply into the back of its neck, drawing a shocked bellow from the creature, who in turn began to thrash to and fro, attempting to shake the smaller figure off. Anton’s arms looped tightly around the things neck, and holding on, bit down with all the force he could muster until he heard the satisfying crunch of its vertebrae shattering, causing it to drop to the ground like a felled ox.

      At the same time, Bryce was faring poorly with his foe, who had managed to roll over, pinning him under its weight. His forearm was jammed into its throat and his brow broke out in sweat from the strain of trying to ward off its gaping maw, snapping and slavering like a wild dog, ropes of saliva flying out to land on Bryce’ reddening face. Weakening, he could feel the thing overpowering him, inching closer and closer so that he could smell its hot, fetid breath on his face. Resigned, he closed his eyes, accepting his fate. Suddenly, the sound of small voices yelling caused his eyes to flash open, and he watched as the remaining children swarmed his aggressor, giving him the chance to shuffle backwards, out from under its clutches.

      Anton was at his side moments later, and the two closed in for the kill while the smaller children acted as a distraction.

      Anton came in from the left, avoiding the sweep of the larger creature’s arms, noting that its yellowed fingernails thick and cracked, had been filed to wicked points. Closing in, his hand reached forward, ripping through its thick layers of clothing until, holding his fingers straight, thrust forward with all the strength he could muster to enter its soft belly, cutting through to its vitals, drawing a pained scream.

      From the right, Bryce jumped up, his mouth wide and hungry, finding the thing’s ear and jaw. Biting hard, he ripped off a large chunk of flesh, including half of its ear before a large hand clamped on the back of his neck, pulling him off. Thinking quickly, before he could be flung aside, he reached up with both hands, thumbs finding the thing’s eyes, which he gouged out with a loud ‘pop’.

      Screaming and thrashing, the thing made as if to run blindly away, but Anton thrust hard upwards, up through its hot, wet viscera until his hand clamped around a pulsing organ which he knew immediately was its heart. Squeezing powerfully, the thing elicited a pained moan, causing its thrashing to stop almost immediately.

      Chest heaving, Anton fell to his knees, trembling from fear and adrenaline. Bryce followed almost immediately, his arms looping around his friend, the two sharing a moment of silence before slowly getting to their feet, looking over to the female, who appeared to still be unconscious.

      Ethan broke the two youths’ silence, walking up with the shotgun the female had lost upon being attacked. “Which one of you wants this? I’ve never held one before.”

      The boys looked to one another, Anton shaking his head slightly while Bryce cleared his throat before mumbling, “I’ve used one. My dad - my dad from the before - used to take me hunting.”

      Ethan nodded. “You know you may have to use it, on…” he trailed off, motioning to the female.

      Drawing a deep breath before exhaling slowly, Bryce replied, “I hope not.”

      The three boys, and the rest of the children gathered around the unconscious female, Bryce training the barrel of the shotgun on her small form as Anton nudged her leg with the tip of his boot. “Wake up!” The boy intoned in a surprisingly authoritative voice.
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      Despite being aware of my presence, whoever was waiting wasn’t interested in making themselves known. Not yet, at least.

      Following the sound, which was coming from a wide two-lane street, separated by a parking area in the center that ran perpendicular to the one I was on, I sidled up to the edge of a tall building sitting on the corner of the two streets. Now or never. The words sounded cliche in my ears.

      Dusk had crept up on me, and, turning the corner in the waning light, I was greeted by a tinsel and silver nightmare, cloaked in crimson and green. A nightmare that easily eclipsed anything I had ever seen, even in this dead world.

      Standing in two straight lines, one per lane - as though on parade - were the corpses of dozens of deer, mostly stripped of flesh, impaled upon sharpened stakes. Those that didn’t sport antlers had various implements driven into their skulls to mimic them - screwdrivers, knives, pieces of rebar…whatever had been sturdy and pointy enough to pierce the skull and remain in place. Flanking the deer were the streetlights, and hanging from each, upside down from their ankles, were dozens of human corpses. Men, women, children…each had been decapitated, and in their hands were fistfuls of tinsel, wreaths, and various other Christmas decorations.

      Dominating the scene, directly in the center of the block, stood the largest Christmas tree I had ever laid eyes on. Stretching up far enough so that it was difficult to see the top, especially in the now almost-night sky, it stood like some great green sentinel ready to pass holly-jolly judgment. It wasn’t just the size that drew the eyes though…for there, dotting the spruce titan, hung hundreds - perhaps even thousands - of severed human heads. Some had obviously come from the bodies hanging from the lamp posts, but that didn’t account for the sheer number of them. Someone had gone to an enormous amount of trouble to gather the gruesome bounty,

      Suddenly, I was shocked out of my semi-trance when the world seemed to explode with lights and sound. The lights? Millions of strands of Christmas lights strung haphazardly along the entire block. The sound? ‘Jingle-Bell Rock’ - the song that played at the beginning of Lethal Weapon (which had always been my favorite Christmas movie, Lethal Weapon). Dazed and shaken, my eyes darted around, looking for whoever was the source of this insanity. I didn’t have to look long.

      “HO, HO, HO!” The booming laugh carried over the music, chilling in its jovial insanity.

      My head swiveled in the direction of the voice, and for a second I almost laughed out loud as I spied a sleigh (not some little rinky-dink fake mall-santa sleigh, either, this fucker was the real deal, black and shiny, and I hate to say it, but…fucking beautiful) being pulled by a team of - and I shit you not - elves. Granted, the elves were quite obviously changed as I was, there was no way nine humans could have pulled that thing, especially seeing what it carried - sack upon sack of god knows what, and there, at the front of the sleigh, holding the reins was…him. A red-suited behemoth sporting a filthy, bedraggled, gray and white beard. Big wasn’t the word for him. He was a fucking giant. He was still far away, but even from that distance, I could gauge him against the ones pulling him. He had to be damn near seven foot, and not a lean seven feet, this bastard was solid. He reminded me of the mountain of a man that was in that show about dragons…whatever his name was.

      Ch-ching-ching-ching…Ch-ching-ching-ching…

      There it was. What - who - lead me here in the first place. I could barely make his figure out, partially obscured as he was by the great, crimson maniac. He was a weaselly-looking thing, dressed as were the others to look like an elf, complete with ridiculous pointed hat. In his hands were the sleigh bells he must have been carrying with him from the beginning. He worried me a bit, having obviously been intelligent enough to find some way to curry favor with the monster beside him.

      Deciding that discretion was the better part of valor, I turned to backtrack. I wanted no part of this insanity. Unfortunately the sideshow in front had distracted me, and as I looked in the direction I had come, I noted that there now stood six figures - garbed as the rest in red and green, complete with pointy-toed booties. It was almost cute, until you took a look at their faces. In them lay only one thing: Hunger.

      Setting my feet, I got ready to do the only things I could.

      Fight, and die.
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        * * *

      

      Eve’s eyelids fluttered at first as she struggled to regain consciousness, but the sound of bodies milling about caused her to quickly open her eyes in a panic. The first thing she noted was the barrel of the shotgun staring her down like some malevolent cyclops, which froze her in place. Looking past the barrel she saw that it was being held by a boy - a changed boy, but a boy nonetheless, maybe sixteen or seventeen years-old. A wild shock of ginger hair peeked out from under his black toque. His boyish, freckled face was scared, but determined. Slowly casting her gaze left and right, she noted that a group of eight other youths of various ages were arrayed around him. She opened her mouth to speak, but was immediately cut off by the voice of the boy directly to the left of the ginger.

      “Before you say anything, I want you to know that Bryce here knows how to use that thing.” His words were slow and measured, matching the serious look on his face.

      Careful not to move, Eve replied in a voice that matched the boy’s even tone. “Can I speak now?” She waited for a moment, and when the black youth (who looked to be no more than a year or two older than Bryce, though slightly smaller in stature) nodded affirmative, she continued. “First: What’s your name? Second: What happened? And third: Are you planning to kill me?”

      A look of approval crept into the stern-looking boy's face. “Well, first: My name is Anton. Second: We’ve been following you since we saw you and the tall man walk by our refuge downtown. We’ve been holed up there, trying to survive for a long time now. It’s dangerous everywhere, everyone since…never mind…is a threat. But you two seemed different. Almost…human. Anyway, when we saw the pair of you split, we thought it was time to approach. That’s when we saw those two attack you.” he nodded to his right, then, where her eyes followed to spy two bodies (which appeared had already become a meal for the younger children, at least, judging from the freshness of the blood smeared on their faces) laying near one another - their faces near-identical.

      The ginger youth blurted out, then, a note of pride in his voice. “Me and Anton took care of ‘em! Got both of them!”

      “Hush, Bryce.” The words came from another boy, smaller and almost fragile-looking, with glasses that encapsulated eyes that could only be described as ‘knowing’.

      “Sorry, Ethan.” the ginger replied, chagrined.

      Anton continued, as though he hadn’t heard the other boys’ exchange. “We couldn’t allow them to kill you, so we did what we had to.”

      Eve nodded at this, murmuring a soft, thanks.

      “That brings us to your last question: Are we going to kill you? The answer is no. We want to help you, so you can help us. We can’t stay here any longer - we’ll either freeze, starve, or be eaten.”

      Eve nodded again.

      “So will you? Help us?”

      Slowly raising her hand, she pointed to the firearm. “Do I have a choice?”

      Turning to face each other, Anton and Ethan seemed to confer without speaking, and Anton finally gave a curt half-nod as though coming to an agreement with the small boy. Turning back to face Bryce, he murmured. “Lower the weapon.”

      Bryce slowly lowered the weapon, trepidation warring with hope on his face.

      Raising her eyebrows, Eve spoke to the black youth, who she knew had to be the leader of the children, in a hushed tone. “You’d let me go?”

      “If that is what you wish, yes.”

      She pondered this for a moment before continuing. “You’re right. I need help, as you do. Will you help me get Victor - the tall man - so we can leave this place?”

      Fear crept into the eyes of all of the children at this, but Anton’s face hardened with resolve. “We will. He is in serious danger.”

      “What do you know?” Eve’s reply was sharp, and grew equally afraid as Anton told her of what he and the children knew of the one they called ‘Santa’ and his group of minions.

      “With any luck, he may still live. Santa likes to toy with the ones he catches. I think he enjoys the torment more than he enjoys eating.”

      Her face flashing equal parts concern and anger, Eve replied with a growl. “Then what the fuck are we waiting for? Let’s go!”

      Anton moved forward, reaching out a hand which Eve, after a moment’s hesitation, took. The boy helped her to her feet, then turned to the other children. “This is going to be dangerous, and some of us - maybe all of us - will likely die. If you want to turn back, now is the time.”

      The children looked to each other, but none spoke up, aside from Ethan. “Some hope is better than none.”

      Bryce made as if to hand the shotgun to Eve, but she quickly shook her head. “No, you keep it. I’ve never used one, but you look like you can handle it just fine.”

      The boy’s pallid features flushed crimson at this as he looked shyly down.

      Anton turned back to Eve. “You ready?”

      She looked back with fire in her eyes. “Let’s do this.”
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      Santa was happy. When he was able to mete out punishment to the naughty boys and girls, he was alway happy. And this little boy was certainly a naughty one. He carried the stench of humanity on him. He wasn’t like the rest. He was a prize.

      Watching from his ever nearing perch on the sleigh as his elves take down the boy, he made a facsimile of a smile, his thoughts drifting back to his life in the before.

      He couldn’t remember what they had called him, then. Only that he had led a lonely existence, his nights consumed, drifting by in an alcohol-induced fugue as his days - at least, during Christmas time, were spent as a mall Santa. He shuddered inwardly as he thought of the amount of times the little bastards had pulled his beard (real - his one true vanity), puked on him, or even worse - shit and pissed on his leg. He hated them, as he hated the parents, what with their whiny baby-talk - ‘Oh, Billy! Teww Santy-Cwas what you want for Christmas this year!’, ‘It’s okay, Brie! It’s just a widdle piddle, Santa won’t mind!’ - well, Santa sure as fuck did mind! And when one particularly odious little turd had the gall to not only shit, but to carpet Santa’s thigh with a river of greenish-brownish diarrhea, Santa snapped, throwing the child to one side and demolishing the ‘North Pole’ that had been set up in the center of the mall. This hadn’t gone over well with his employers, though, and Santa soon found himself homeless, still wearing the shit-stained Santa uniform.

      Not long after this, the world began to change. And with it, came his own…change. A change he welcomed. His size and ferocity, coupled with the fact that he was damn near impossible to kill due to the virus he, and much of the world, had contracted, made him an unlikely target. And so he began recruiting his elves to build his little empire here. His own North Pole, with his own rules. No more bad little boys and girls. He made sure of that. That he was utterly and completely insane was something he understood. He just didn’t care.

      And so he found himself here, surrounded by his minions, humming Mariah Carey’s ‘All I Want for Christmas’ under his breath as he waited for the fun to begin. Someone was getting something worse than a lump of coal in their stocking this year.
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        * * *

      

      The one once known as Brian grinned with glee. Santa was pleased - overjoyed, in fact - with him. He had loved the gift of the male, and had praised him for being the best of ‘good boys’ (much to the disgust of the other elves, though the thought of drawing Santa’s ire made it so they were careful to hold their peace.

      When the female came, Santa would let Brian-thing have her,  - he had to, he had been a very good boy! And when he had her, he could do the thing that he wanted to do with her. The bad thing…the thing that the other Santa had done to his mother. The thought made his…thing tingle. He liked that. And when he was done with that, he’d feast on her supple flesh, taking his time, keeping her alive as long as he could, so that he could prolong her suffering.

      All of this was possible, so long as Santa would let him keep the male alive to act as bait. He saw how the two were towards each other. She would try and save him, he was sure of it. And when she did…the real fun would begin.

      Taking a deep breath, he put on his most servile face and turned to his Master. “Santa?”

      The goliath to his left tilted his head, looking down on the smaller creature. “Yes, my little elf?”

      “I’ve been a good boy, right?”

      Santa turned, giving him a curious look, nodded.

      “And good little boys get what they want for Christmas, right?”

      “Yes…usually.”

      “I want…her, Santa.”

      The great, red behemoth furrowed his brows.”Her? Her who?”

      Annoyed, the little creature shot back, sharper than he intended. “The female! The one that was with him” pointing at Victor, who was now surrounded by Santa’s elves.

      Santa’s voice was knife’s-edge dangerous. “I’m not sure I like that tone, Brian.”

      The reply, using Brian’s before name, startled the little man. Santa never used before names. “I’m sorry, Santa. But-”

      The but was cut off immediately by the giant’s deadly tone. “But what, little man?”

      “Nothing, Santa…” he replied, his placating tone belied by the sullen look on his face.

      “Good. Never mind the female. When she arrives…she’s mine.” the monstrous creature said with finality in his voice. As far as he was concerned, the matter was settled, and he didn't recognize the dangerous glint that crept into the smaller man’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      This is how it ends, I thought. Though it was already getting hard to think clearly, tied up upside down by my ankles from a lamp post.

      I hadn’t had much of a shot against all six at once, but I did what damage I could, attested by the two bodies laying in the scattered snow, where our struggle had taken place. I was a little perplexed, the minions of the big, red fucker in the sleigh had gone to the effort of taking me alive. I knew they were hungry, I had seen it in their eyes, but they hadn’t tried to make a meal out of me (though as soon as I was hanging here, they quickly fell upon the bodies of the two I had taken out). I figured it was under the orders of ‘Santa’, but I couldn’t for the life of me understand why. And so I waited here, just…hanging around…
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        * * *

      

      Eve and the children had wasted no time, following Victor’s tracks through the snow. As soon as they reached the sluice gate, they were assaulted by a sound they were not expecting: ‘Jingle Bell Rock’, followed by a thunderous, “HO, HO, HO!!!”

      “We need to hurry!” Eve cried out frantically as she dashed across the slippery, snow-covered gate, heedless of the danger.

      Anton gave a look over his shoulder, calling out. “Little ones, wait here - If we don’t come back within an hour, or if you see anyone else come this way, run. Run back to the shelter and do the best you can. The rest of you,” he motioned to Bryce, Ethan, and the remaining five - three boys and two girls - clapping his hands, “let’s fucking move!”

      The authoritative tone of his voice spurred the older children to move faster, all seven, plus Anton, scurrying quickly after Eve, trying their best to match the panicked female’s pace.

      Once across, they witnessed the marker that Victor had noted earlier:

      
        
        North Pole - Santa’s Workshop

      

      

      Each child in turn, shuddered as they read the words, Anton murmuring, “No turning back now…” As soon as the words left his mouth, a scream broke through the music. Causing everyone, including Eve, to stop.

      Anton looked in Eve’s direction, a worried frown on his face. Eve looked back, shaking her head, her face equally worried, but broken by a smile as she shouted to be heard over the din. “That’s not Victor’s voice!”

      “Then he’s alive, and giving them something to think about!” Anton shouted back.

      The two made as if to run again, but were stopped by Ethan’s cool, calm words. “Careful - when we get to the corner, we need to use caution. We have the element of surprise on our side, let’s not waste it by rushing in blindly.”

      Anton nodded at the sagacity of the smaller boy’s words just before another scream broke through.

      “Fuck that, he needs me!” Eve cried and began to sprint.

      Ethan placed a restraining hand on Bryce’s shoulder as the boy tensed as if to run after her. “We follow, but carefully. We can’t help her if we’re swarmed and brought down as soon as we turn the corner.”

      Looking as if he was on the verge of ignoring the remonstration, Anton came quickly over, placing a second restraining hand on the frantic boy and pointing to the shotgun. “You’re our ace in the hole. When we get there, hang back, take out as many of these motherfuckers as you can while we keep them busy.”

      The wisdom of his friend’s words, coupled with the commanding quality of his voice, caused the ginger boy to relax, at least enough so that Anton was satisfied the boy would do as he was told.

      Settled, the children made their way swiftly and carefully after Eve.
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      By the time Eve made it to the corner of the building, all sounds of scuffling had ceased, and only the shrill baying of Mariah Carey remained.

      Heart hammering in her chest, she stopped. She hadn’t lasted this long being stupid. Creeping quietly to the corner, she carefully peered around. The first thing she noted was a giant in a filthy, bedraggled Santa suit, sporting an epic beard. He stood with his shoulders back, hands on his hips, looking up as his large belly shook with laughter. Surrounding him were thirteen males, all dressed as elves. “Fuck.” she whispered. This was bad. It was rare for groups this large to exist, as hunger and aggression usually caused their kind to turn on one another. The big one (and Jesus fucking Christ, was he huge) must have exerted an amazing amount of dominance in order to keep a group like that together.

      Following ‘Santa’s’ gaze up, she knew what the object of his focus was before she even saw him: Victor.

      He was hanging upside down by his ankles, arms bound to his sides, much like the dozens of others she saw strung from the various lamp posts, but he was alive, at least.

      ‘Santa’s’ voice cut through Mariah’s warbling. “You’ve been an awfully naughty boy!” waggling his finger at Victor in a ‘tut-tut’ motion. “You smell like them, the humans. The…food.”

      Victor deadpanned the giant, rolling his eyes and replying sarcastically. “Get on with it, you fat fuck, or are you planning on talking me to death?”

      One of the elves snorted with laughter at this, causing the behemoth to turn in rage. Within three lightning-fast steps, he had the creature’s head clamped between his powerful hands, and, stepping down hard on the thing’s foot, wrenched and twisted with terrible ferocity and force, tearing its head up off its shoulders where he held it like some obscene bowling trophy. “Anyone else want to laugh?” he roared.

      The remaining elves wisely held their peace while Eve thought to herself grimly, only twelve minions left. And him.

      Turning back to face Victor, ‘Santa’ rumbled. “I took his head, but for you, I think I’ll start small…work my way up. Make it hurt real bad…”

      Victor remained silent at this and, bound as he was, could do little but flail as he struggled against the ropes that held him.

      Eve could wait no longer, and with a surge of adrenaline spiking her effort, ran towards her man.
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        * * *

      

      The children were less than a half-block away when they saw her take off around the corner. Speeding up, they made it there within moments.

      The group stopped with a gesture from Anton, and waited as he peered around.

      He saw her rushing up towards the group, which had yet to register her presence. Graceful as a gazelle, she leapt, and Anton watched in awe as her teeth clamped down, swifty severing the rope that Victor swung from. The pair fell to the ground, and, strengthened by fear, the small woman managed to pick the much larger man up, darting out of range of the startled group.

      Knowing that she had only seconds before the group recovered, Anton decided that the time for caution was over. “Come on!” He yelled, motioning the children to follow him as he ran towards the scene.
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        * * *

      

      Working frantically, Eve’s tough, sharpened nails cut at the rope.

      Victor, straining against his bonds, mouthed a shocked, ‘Eve!’ To which she nodded quickly as the final strand of rope was severed.

      Arms freed, the two stood swiftly, facing their enemies, who had by now collected themselves.

      Santa chuckled as he watched the two. “There she is…Santa’s present! The gift that’s going to…keep on giving…”

      The leer on the giant’s face caused Eve to shudder in revulsion.

      The rest of the group roared in laughter, save for Brian-thing, who stood with a sullen look stamped on his face.
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        * * *

      

      To say that I didn’t like our odds of getting out of this one was the understatement of the century. Thirteen-to-one…an ominous number, yet I looked at her, my eyes shining with a love and pride that I saw mirrored in hers. “My love…”

      She smiled at me, but I could see the terror bubbling just beneath the surface. But the funny thing was, I sensed that it was more fear for me, than for herself. “My love…”

      I kissed her then, deeply and with meaning, oblivious to the laughter and jeers this elicited from our antagonists. “I fucking love you.”

      “I fucking love you, too.” Her smile broadened, her eyes sparkling. I could have lived the rest of my days happily in those eyes…

      They started to come at us then. That’s when I heard the shot.
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        * * *

      

      Santa had had just about enough of this sappy, ‘Hallmark Christmas” type shit. Deciding it was time to end the game, he stepped forward, and was shocked when, with a tremendous ‘boom’, the head of the minion directly to the left of him exploded in a fountain of crimson mist. “What the fu-” he turned, and spied six figures rushing in his direction.

      A subsequent ‘boom’ saw another of his minions go down screaming, his jaw gone, his face a ruined, gory mess.

      The rest of the group panicked, darting around to escape the sudden death that had sprung up in their midst. Two more went down swiftly, including one that had darted right in front of the red giant. That shot - he was certain that there was a shooter out there, now - had certainly been meant for him.

      Figuring he’d better get under cover, he started to move, only to feel an intense burning pain on the back of his leg.
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        * * *

      

      Bryce had always been a good shot. His daddy, who he looked up to as his personal hero, had taught him from a young age. “Hold it steady, breathe slow and even, and pull the trigger.” he’d told him, countless times. He held this memory in his head as he began firing. Slow. Even. Pull the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Bryce’s shots had taken down six of them, having only missed once, and soon there was only the remaining six…and Santa…

      Anton and the other children split into three groups of two, each group focusing on a separate target. Panicked and in disarray as they were, it went far easier than any of them had hoped, the lead acting as a decoy as the other flanked and outmaneuvered their prey like wolves taking down a deer. One went down, then another and another in rapid succession, torn apart by the hungry youths.

      Anton yelled in exultation, blood-rage overcoming him.
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        * * *

      

      We came at the big one in unison, a deadly team, the possibility of surviving this madness driving us onward. Eve made it to him first, taking him low in an effort to hamstring our enormous foe.

      I came in higher, aiming for his neck. I was careless…should have waited. As soon as I was within range, he twisted and swung his arm, taking me on the side of the face and neck. The force of his blow threw me to the ground ten feet away, and I watched, stunned, as he reached down to Eve.

      I couldn’t do anything. God Damn me…I couldn’t…do…anything.
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        * * *

      

      Santa was enraged. The pain behind his knee was intense…crippling. He saw the male out of the corner of his eyes and swung to knock him out of the way almost dismissively. Satisfied, he turned his attention to the female who still had her jaws clamped onto his hamstring. With a roar, his powerful hand clamped over the back of her neck, picking her up like a rag-doll so that she faced away from him.

      His yell was loud enough to split the heavens as his grip tightened around her neck, aiming to crush her throat and vertebrae in a single motion: “NAAAAAUUUGHHTTYYYYYYY!!!!”
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        * * *

      

      The children had just finished dispatching the final elf when they were all drawn by the roar of the behemoth. As one, they looked on horrified, as they watched Santa killing Eve.
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        * * *

      

      Brian-thing was confused. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The naughty boys and girls were always punished. And then he saw Santa. Holding his prize almost like the way the other Santa had held his mother so very many years ago.

      In a rage, the small creature pulled one of the numerous candy-cane decorations that had been embedded in the snow, and with a strangled cry of, “MOMEEEEEE!!!” he rushed the red-suited monster, thrusting the cane, with its wicked, two-foot long spike with all of the force he could muster, impaling him just below the ribcage and knocking him face-first onto Eve.
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        * * *

      

      Struggling to my feet, I watched in horror as Eve dangled from Santa’s grip before his minion, the ‘bell-ringer’, took his Master from behind with what appeared to be a five-foot candy-cane. All three went down, then, and I rushed over, taking the small one out first, ripping his throat out almost casually.

      With him out of the way, and only the big red fucker himself to deal with, I managed to yank the candy-cane out, relishing the pained scream the monster let out, before thrusting forward and down, driving the point into the back of his skull.

      Christmas was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Eve was gone.

      I had known as soon as I was able to pull Santa from off of her small frame and saw that the sparkling light that had lived in her eyes was gone.

      The children had gathered around us silently, careful to not make any threatening gestures. I had looked at each of them in turn, crimson tears of grief flowing freely from my eyes as I noted the innocence…the humanity…of their features.

      They’re mine now. My children. They’re all I have left. I have to continue, though all that I want to do is lay here and die, I have to continue. For them…For Jessie…Bradley…Emma...Owen…

      But mostly…for her.

      For Eve.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Steven Ross is a Canadian Author and Poet hailing from just outside of the Nation’s Capital. A weaver of dark words, with a penchant for penning tales both visceral and disturbing, you will often find him lurking in the bloodstained shadows of the horror genre.

       

      Never one to be satisfied with being cast in a single mold though, he also enjoys writing poetry focused on all aspects of life: from pain, loss and suffering to tales of romance and erotic desire, to good ol’ fashioned humor.

       

      So come, gentle reader, he has something behind his curtain just for you. A word of caution though: It may have teeth…it may bite…
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      Love of the Hunt – Book 1 of “The Hunt” Series

      

      It was the end of the world for some, the beginning of a new for others…for us. I’d tell you my name, but names mean nothing now. All that matters now is the need to feed. The need for flesh. Those humans who remain? Nothing more than meat to be hunted and consumed..
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      Lines of Light & Night –

      

      Light/Dark. Pain/Pleasure. Love...Hate. Two sides of a coin. Two sides of us. The words in this book mirror this - containing both your beauty and your beast. Delve into them and you’ll find yourself pausing and rereading. Not because you didn’t understand...but because you did.
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      The Sound of Silent Screams –

      

      Words. Such little things, and yet they form ties to bind our hearts and minds. Whether strung together to dance merrily from the tongue, drawn out in sibilant syllables to invoke the heart’s passion, rasping out in venomous anger, or choked in a flood of a thousand tears…they have power.
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