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      “It’s over, Invictus! We’re both going to fall,” the Librarian screamed as Niagara Falls roared behind him. “No one can stop it. But I’m going to kick your ass the whole way down.”

      The Great Lord Invictus rose back to his feet slowly, defiantly. His polished armor caught the spectrum of colored lights that shone upon the falls and reflected them back into the night with enough lens flares to make J. J. Abrams weep. The man was a monster in size, and his disposition matched. He towered over the Librarian. “I don’t think so. It’s one of you versus all of me. You don’t stand a chance.”

      The dog leapt from the ship’s wheelhouse, landed on the tyrant’s chest and brought the villain crashing to the deck.

      Drool leaked through bared teeth and coated Invictus’s armor as the beast snarled.

      “Perfect timing as always, Chewy.” The Librarian stood over the dog and gave the German Shepherd a pat on the head. The dog’s eyes never left her prey.

      The ship lurched to a halt as it ran aground on a rock beneath the Niagara’s surface. Metal rent and the shriek surrounded them as the sound blasted through the hull.

      Chewy and the Librarian were thrown off their feet, and sent crashing to the rusting deck of the derelict ship.

      Free of the dog, Invictus sprang to his feet as if his metal armor weighed nothing and rushed at his fallen opponent.

      The armored tyrant barreled into him just as the Librarian got to his feet.  A grunt exploded from his lips as he was driven back across the deck into, and through, a stack of wooden crates. Wood shattered and cracked like uncomfortably close gunshots, and the boxes splintered as the two men fell into the wreckage.

      Invictus grabbed the Librarian by the throat and pulled him to his feet. The first punch split the Librarian’s lip.

      “You think you can stop me?” Invictus screamed.

      The second punch bloodied his nose.

      “You and your little dog?” He struck again.

      Chewy barked viciously in an attempt to help, but she had her own problems. Several of Invictus’s Legionaries had encircled the dog and were closing in with hesitant steps.

      “I’m the King of the World!” Invictus roared as he struck again and drove the Librarian to the ground. Invictus leaned in close and whispered, “You… You’re nothing but a peasant.”

      The Librarian rolled over and spit blood across the deck. Then he looked back up at the warlord and smiled. “Don’t look now, your majesty, but we peasants are revolting.”

      Invictus turned and looked beyond the Falls. On the side of the casino tower where he had made his castle, a massive screen lit up the night. Per his command, it had been broadcasting what was supposed to be the Librarian’s demise. Now it was showing the scene at the gates of Alasis. The population had risen up and was storming the massive barrier.

      The gates were forced open and the mob rushed into his capital. Invictus watched as half of his men were slaughtered. And the other half ran. He screamed at the images before him, “Fight, you cowards!”

      “It’s over, Invictus.”

      The tyrant turned.

      The Librarian was back on his feet. He wiped the blood from his mouth. “You’re through.”

      Invictus roared and took a step forward.

      A swell forced the ship free of its perch on the rock, and it resumed its race toward the edge of the Falls. The motion caused Invictus to stumble for a moment. Through great effort, he managed to stay on his feet, but then the Librarian was before him.

      The man unleashed a furious assault that found every weak spot in the tyrant’s armor.

      Invictus struck back, but every swing found only the frozen night air. The Librarian was impossible to hit.

      Invictus’s men weren’t faring any better. On land, they had all but surrendered. On the ship, the dog was running circles around them. As one bent down to grab the mutt, she slid under his legs and bit him in the ass. The guard stood with both hands on his rear and said, “Whoop!”

      The dog raced around behind him, jumped off his back and pushed him over the rail into the Niagara with a splash.

      The Librarian struck again and again, pausing only to remind the tyrant why each blow stung so much.

      “This is for everyone you’ve wronged,” he screamed, and landed another punch across the despot’s cheek.

      Invictus was turned by the blow’s force, and he saw that the massive television was showing it all. Blood dripped from his mouth on the twenty-foot screen, broadcasting his weakness to the world.

      “For everyone killed in your name!” The Librarian caught him under the chin with an uppercut that snapped his head back and knocked the helmet from his head.

      Invictus watched it bounce toward the rail and disappear over the edge as another swell sent the boat speeding closer to the edge of the Falls.

      “For every slave you’ve taken! For every child you’ve murdered!”

      Invictus had been beaten back against the bow. The Librarian spun him around and smashed his face into the rail. He then leaned in and whispered, “For me.”

      The boat ground to a halt. Invictus could see over the edge to the black mist below. Panic rose up in him and he began to scream. “We have to go! We’re going to fall! We have to jump!”

      “You want to be King of the World?” The Librarian grabbed a length of rope and lashed the tyrant to the front of the ship, face toward the abyss. “Well, here you go, Jack.”

      Another swell tossed the ship’s rear into the air and inched them closer to plummeting.

      Invictus screamed.

      Chewy barked, and the Librarian turned to see the dog standing over several fallen guards. Almost to a man, they were missing the seat of their pants. She woofed once more, and a piece of red and white polka-dotted cloth fluttered out of her mouth.

      “Now, there’s a good girl.”

      The ship rose once more and shoved the hulk another foot over the lip of the Falls.

      “It’s time to go, girl!” The Librarian shouted and raced to the top of the wheelhouse. He unlashed the hang glider and stepped into the frame. The loyal dog followed and jumped up into the Librarian’s arms.

      The metal shrieked once more as the river lifted the ship a final time and sent it over Niagara Falls. The tyrant that had ruled a merciless army, overseen the murder or enslavement of thousands and ruled the post-apocalyptic world with an iron boot, screamed the whole way down.

      The Librarian and Chewy watched the ship twist itself into the pile of wreckage at the bottom of the Falls like an epic Tetris piece as they glided gracefully above the spectacle. They then turned their attention to the shoreline where the Resistance leaders had gathered to watch the end of their tormentor.

      “There’s one more thing I have to do, Chewy,” the Librarian said as he guided the unpowered wing toward the shore.

      He set the glider down gently next to Pride, the woman who had led the Resistance and stolen his heart. He freed himself from the hang glider and took her in his arms. Then, he kissed her deeply as his loyal friend barked happily behind him.

      The words The End faded up on the screen as the kiss faded to black.

      A beer bottle shattered and the television screen cracked a half second before the audience erupted in disapproval. There were some authentic “boos” coming from the crowd, but it was mostly screaming and swearing. The lights in the theater came up to reveal a sea of middle fingers.

      “That’s bullshit!” shouted several people.

      “Yeah,” another said, and folded his arms before clarifying, “That’s not how it happened!”

      Someone else yelled, “I want my money back!” After that the refund chant began and spread quickly throughout the old theater.

      Thomas Caine watched from the wings with fascination as the audience transformed from moviegoers into a mob before his eyes. It certainly wasn’t the response he had expected for the film. No one could have foreseen this. The other Librarian movies had been smash hits.

      The theater owner found him backstage and began to scream at him. “They’re going to tear my place apart! You’ve got to get out there and do something!”

      “Me?” Caine shouted back. “What do you expect me to do about it?”

      The theater owner was a brute of a man and planted a finger in Caine’s chest. “I don’t know and I don’t care, but you’d better stop them from wrecking my place. You already owe me for a new TV.”

      Caine put his hands up as if the finger in his chest was a gun and nodded his compliance. He looked around for his assistant. Lana was nowhere to be seen. Typical.

      The chant was building and only a fool would face it. But he knew that waiting would only make it worse. He stood up straight, put on his best smile and stepped onto the stage with a big wave.

      “Hello, Hannibal!”

      He ducked and the beer bottle intended for his face blew past his head and shattered on the wall behind him. Some of the splash came back and began to run down his neck. The sensation caused him to tense up. But the near miss seemed to quell the crowd for a moment, and he was finally able to get a word in.

      “It’s so great to see you all here,” he said, and clapped his hands together as if he had just embraced the entire audience in one big hug. “I wanted to thank each and every one of you for coming out today. Because without you, we wouldn’t be here. As you are no doubt aware, I am Thomas Caine and I play the Librarian in the Librarian film franchise.”

      The boos erupted again. There was some hissing. Middle fingers shot up out of unexpected places. But the crowd wanted more than their displeasure to be known. They wanted to get to the specifics, so the ruckus ebbed and flowed around individual grievances.

      “You ruined it!” a man in the front row shouted.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Caine said. “Ruined what?”

      “That’s not how it happened!” yelled a woman somewhere in the middle of the theater. “The Librarian went over the Falls. There wasn’t a stupid hang glider.”

      “Yeah, and you don’t know what he whispered to Invictus. No one does. They couldn’t hear it.”

      A man stood up so fast that his popcorn filled the air. “That’s right. I was there in Alasis when it happened, and we couldn’t hear him.”

      “You were really there?” The woman next to him asked.

      “Well, no. But I know someone who watched it all happen, and they said you couldn’t hear what he whispered just before they went over.”

      “And, also,” another voice of anger chimed in, “you stole that bit about the king from Titanic.”

      Caine put his hands up to signal for calm. “It was an homage. It wasn’t stealing. It was supposed—” The arguments started to build into an unintelligible roar. “Okay, I understand. And obviously we took some creative license with the actual events, but⁠—”

      “But, nothing. You changed the end so you could make another shitty sequel.”

      “Another shitty seq… okay, look.” He was tired of hearing this. “Every Librarian film has been more successful than the last. The people want sequels.”

      “Sequels suck,” was the response from a small, but rather loud, anti-sequel contingent in the back.

      “Yeah, it’s always sequels or remakes. Why don’t you do something original for once!”

      “Yeah! How about having a new idea?”

      “Because people love sequels,” Caine screamed out of frustration.

      The crowd was quick to argue but, as an actor, Caine knew how to project his voice and quickly won the floor.

      “People have always loved sequels. Can any of you tell me what the first major work of Western literature was?”

      The crowd was slow to answer. But, eventually, a timid hand went up in the back.

      Caine pointed to the raised hand. “Yes?”

      “Hu…Huckleberry Finn?”

      “Are you kidding?” Caine asked as the man quickly lowered his hand in embarrassment—as he should have. “It was The Iliad by Homer. Now, can anyone tell me the second major work of Western literature?”

      Another hand shot up in the back and the answer came in the form of a question. “What is Huckleberry Finn?”

      Caine could only blink at first. “No. It wasn’t Huck—it was The Odyssey. Also by Homer. And, it was the sequel to The Iliad. People have always loved a good sequel.”

      “No, we don’t!” said the first dumbass who had guessed Huckleberry Finn.

      “Oh, really? Okay. How many of you saw my last movie?”

      “Librarian 3 sucked.”

      “Yet here you are for four,” Caine said under his breath. “No, not Librarian 3. The Dying Fields. Where I played Alec, the farmer who was forced to venture into the wasteland to fulfill his dying wife’s final wish.”

      The crowd went blank. One brave voice said, “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “That’s because none of you saw it! You say you want something new and original, but you don’t. The truth is that people’s two favorite things are, one, bitching about sequels and, two, sequels. And not necessarily in that order.”

      The argument rolled over the crowd and he could see the thought sink into their angry, and ugly, faces. He had won the dispute. He had proven his point. But it didn’t matter.

      “But, this one sucked!” came the new argument.

      “Yeah, the Librarian didn’t get off the ship,” a woman shouted. “He died.”

      “Well,” Caine said. “We don’t really know if he died.”

      “Of course, he died,” argued a man in the back. “He went over Niagara fuckin’ Falls, you moron.”

      “They never found the body,” Caine countered.

      “That’s because it was beat to a pulp on a rock so much it probably ended up looking like your face,” a woman said.

      “Why do you have to be so mean, Karen?” the man next to her asked.

      Before Karen could defend herself, a large man in the front said. “I heard he lived, too. But that he left and headed down to South America.”

      “Ugh, no thanks, too many mosquitoes for me,” Karen said.

      Another woman behind Karen added her knowledge to the conversation. “I heard he changed his name and became a potato farmer.”

      A man behind her peshawed that notion. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. He’s dead. There’s no way anyone could survive that.”

      The woman snorted. “I’ll have you know that I know plenty of potato farmers. It’s not that dangerous.”

      “Not potato farming, you thick ditz. No one could survive falling off Niagara Falls.”

      “There’s no need for name calling,” said a man standing near Karen.

      “You’re right, that was uncalled for and I apologize,” the man said. “I’m just certain he’s dead is all.”

      “If he was dead…” a smaller man made his way through the crowd and didn’t finish his thought until he made it to the stage. “…explain the bounty.”

      “The bounty?” someone said with a laugh that was intended to hurt. “That’s an urban legend.”

      “What makes you so sure?” the smaller man shot back while trying to identify the speaker. But he had a hard time seeing over the crowd and eventually just let it go.

      “Because no one knows where you have to turn him in,”  another audience member answered. “It’s like how filling a milk jug with soda can tabs would get you a hundred dollars.”

      “Are you serious?” another voice popped up. This one was really excited. “I must have three milk jugs’ worth of those things.”

      “Why in the hell do you have three milk jugs’ worth of tabs?”

      “You gotta collect something,” the man said with a shrug.

      “The bounty is not real. And neither is the milk jug thing. And besides… the Librarian is dead.” It was a rather ugly man spoke. His voice was gravelly enough to snake its way through the crowd and land at Thomas’s feet. “He went over the Falls, never to be seen again. Your movie is shit and you know it.”

      For a moment this appeared to be the final word. The crowd waited for someone to continue the dead-or-alive argument, but the way the ugly man spoke left little room for discussion.

      A man ideally located in the middle of the crowd tried to build an “It’s shit” chant. He was on the all-important third repetition when another voice chirped in.

      “I liked it.”

      The voice had been innocent and sincere, and everyone in the room knew that it threatened to take the steam out of the burgeoning riot. The crowd turned to find the dissenter. It only took one or two cheerful people to ruin a good mob, and they weren’t going to lose the momentum they’d built.

      “Who said that?” the crowd demanded to know.

      Whoever said it was keeping their tongue now. A woman made a move toward the exit and the crowd turned toward her. But it couldn’t have been her. The voice surely wouldn’t fit.

      The crowd let her and her two dogs leave without a second look.

      “Well, whoever said it,” Thomas Caine said, “thank you.”

      The crowd turned as one back to the actor and started yelling again.
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      Eve stepped through the theater doors and out onto what was once Hannibal, Missouri’s Main Street. A Great Dane and a beagle followed closely behind her. The summer sun beat the humidity into a froth.

      The theater had provided a brief respite from the heat for all of them, and the dogs had obviously enjoyed it as well. Once back in the heat, Sasquatch began panting almost instantly. The Great Dane lumbered down the sidewalk as if the summer sun had a physical weight that rested upon the dog’s broad back.

      Fidget panted as well. The beagle never could keep his tongue. Even now he couldn’t shut up.

      “What do you think happened to the man who went over the Falls, Eve?” Fidget asked.

      Eve looked around quickly to make certain no one was around to hear the talking dog and then rushed into a nearby alleyway. “You two get over here now!” she barked with a whisper.

      The Great Dane loped into the alley and happily found a shady spot to lie down in. The beagle, as beagles do, looked confused and cocked his head at the woman.

      “What’s the matter, Eve?” Fidget asked. “Why are you whispering all loudly like that?”

      “Get over here now!” Eve pointed at the ground in front of her and snapped. It was enough of a signal for the dog to know it had done something wrong.

      Fidget lowered his head, pitched his ears forward and did as he was told as slowly as possible.

      Once the trio was tucked back in the alley, Eve continued the scolding. “Do you remember the talk we had about how we act when we’re in public?”

      Fidget’s ears drooped forward and the dog mumbled, “Yes.”

      “And? What did I say?”

      Fidget looked away and answered. “That it’s not nice, and people think it’s gross, and that since I do it so much it should be clean by now anyway.”

      “Not that thing.” Eve took a deep breath. The plan was to release it as a string of swear words, but she stopped herself and tried to remember that she was talking to a dog. A dog that was so stupid that it barked at its own farts.  So, she swallowed the cursing and prompted the dog through grinding teeth, “The other thing.”

      Fidget laid down with a pout. “That I shouldn’t talk.”

      “Because…”

      “Because it will scare people or someone will steal me and put me in a show with a barker that tells people to ‘come and see the mutt that never shuts up.’”

      Eve crossed her arms and took in another lungful of potential cursing. Again, she fought it back. “You brought up that last part to make me feel guilty.”

      Fidget risked a look up at her with those damned brown beagle eyes. “Did it work?”

      “No,” she said. But it had.

      Fidget snorted and looked away.

      Eve let the swear-breath out and knelt down next to the dog. “I don’t mean to be mean, Fidget.”

      This drew another confused look from the dog. “What?”

      “I’m sorry. I forgot how bad you were with homonyms. I’m not trying to upset you. I’m just trying to protect you.” Eve scratched behind the dog’s ear and all was forgiven.

      “I know you are. I just got really excited. I wanted to meet that man in there. It was great how he saved that dog at the end with the wings, so I just wanted to lick his hand and maybe sniff him in the butt.”

      “You know that was just a movie, right?” She was genuinely asking for verification. There was so much that was impossible to explain to a dog. He was given the gift of speech but was on his own in the brains department. “That man wasn’t really on that boat. He didn’t really save that dog.”

      “Oh, no!” Fidget’s eyes grew large with fear. “The dog died?”

      “That’s not what… The dog wasn’t on the boat either. The dog is fine. What I mean is that just because you saw someone act a certain way doesn’t mean they really are that way. Do you understand?”

      Fidget nodded his agreement quickly and said, “Probably not.”

      “Fair enough,” Eve said as she got to her feet. She looked around and found the Great Dane. Sasquatch was already asleep in the shade. “I wish I could fall asleep that easy.”

      Sasquatch jumped awake as the back door to the theater crashed open and let the audience’s boos out into the summer air where they instantly began to sweat.

      The actor who had played the Librarian in the movie fell backward against the safety rail outside the door and almost toppled over it.  Several beer bottles followed him through the door before he managed to slam it shut.

      Fidget jumped to his feet and spun around three times. “OhmyGodohmyGodohmyGod! It’s that guy from that thing we just saw. I’m going to sniff him in the butt.”

      The actor covered said butt, jumped and turned to face the potential sniffer. “You’re going to do what?”

      He studied Eve for moment, straightened his posture and smiled. He cleared his throat, fixed his hair and repeated himself. “You’re going to what?”

      “I didn’t say anything.” Eve gave the little dog a glare that sent Fidget back into shame face.

      “Well, I don’t see anyone else around.” The actor made a big production of looking around the alleyway. He walked over to a trash can and pulled the lid off with a sudden motion and looked inside. “Nope. No one at all.”

      He dropped the lid back in place and turned his smile onto full.

      “My name is Thomas Caine. I saw you at the back of the theater,” he said as he walked closer. “Are you a fan of the series?”

      The growling grabbed the man’s attention. He turned to see that Sasquatch had risen from his nap and was now keeping a close eye on the actor.

      The sight of the giant dog caused him to rethink his approach. He stammered as he course-corrected, “Because I can tell you some behind-the-scenes secrets if you’d like to hear them.”

      “No thanks,” Eve said with as much courtesy as she could muster. “We’re not really fans. We were just killing some time.”

      She turned to leave when the beagle shot by her, his tail wagging just shy of the speed of sound. There was no time to stop the dog before it spoke.

      “I’m a fan!” The beagle barked.

      The apocalypse had unleashed a lot of weird things on the world: the six-legged coyotes of the Pecos, the mysterious orange ooze outside of that factory where they use to make Tang, and that wildly misnamed singing cave that just hummed Mariah Carey B sides. It was quite remarkable how quickly people had learned to take the weirdness in stride. But a talking dog always threw them for a loop.

      “Your dog talks?!” Thomas Caine said while pointing and making strange, excited faces at the beagle.

      “Sure.” Eve had learned it was better not to deny it. “Don’t they all?”

      “Oh, come on.” Caine’s smile broadened and he turned as if to find someone else to share the excitement with. “That’s amazing.”

      “Actually, it’s quite annoying. He almost never shuts up.”

      Caine was so excited he was almost dancing. “I could make him a huge⁠—”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Okay. I just thought that…”

      “I know,” Eve assured him. “Don’t think that.”

      “We’ve seen all of your movies,” Fidget continued while sniffing the man’s hand. “We just love you, Mr. the Librarian.”

      Eve called the dog back to her side. “Fidge, you know he’s not the real Librarian, right?”

      “Yes, he is,” the beagle insisted. “I saw him.”

      “We’re big fans of the real Librarian,” Eve corrected the dog and assured the actor.

      Fidget’s tail started thumping as the actor pet his head. “He’s the real Librarian, Eve.”

      “He’s not, Fidget.”

      “She talks about the Librarian all the time,” Fidget whispered to the actor. But beagles are terrible whisperers and everyone heard the statement.

      “I don’t… It doesn’t matter, Fidget.” Eve said. “This man is not the Librarian.”

      “But he is the…”

      “He’s not!” Eve snapped. “The Librarian is dead.”

      Fidget never knew where the line was. As a dog, he didn’t even know there was a line. But he knew when he had stepped over it. He lowered his head and slunk back to the woman.

      Eve watched the dog cower and felt a tinge of guilt for snapping at him. However, she knew the feeling would pass. It always did.

      Thomas had used this opportunity to move closer to the group. His smile slithered into a crooked grin and he cocked his head to the right.

      Eve found the look vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it.

      His tone of voice changed. It was smoother this time. Creepier. “He’s not dead in my movies.”

      Sasquatch gave another proximity growl.

      “We noticed,” Eve said as she stepped away. “That was some ending.”

      “See!” Caine pointed at her with genuine excitement. “You get it. Those people in there, they want it all, you know? They want the story they expected, but they also want something totally new. And they want a happy ending, but they never want it to end at all. Like ever. Let me ask you something.” He tried to step forward and found a large dog in the way.

      “Um, good boy?” he asked.

      Sasquatch didn’t growl this time. He didn’t have to.

      “It’s okay, Satch,” Eve said. “We’ve got to go anyway.”

      She turned to leave, and the Great Dane followed once she had put some distance between herself and the man.

      “Oh, I hate to hear that. Where are you going?”

      Eve chuckled at the man’s gall. “That’s not really any of⁠—”

      “We’re going on a boat to Cairo,” Fidget yipped, and was so excited to share the information that he barked once as well.

      “Cairo!” Thomas Caine said with an unnatural amount of enthusiasm. “Why, that’s where we’re headed.”

      Eve had turned to scold the dog. But she threw her attention to the actor. His phrase put her guard up. We was an ambusher’s favorite quip just before the rest of the gang appeared. She checked the angles and saw nothing that presented a threat. As far as she could tell, he was alone. Still, she let her hand drift closer to her gun. “Who’s we?”

      The back door of the theater crashed open and a young woman surrounded by luggage fell into the alleyway.

      “We,” Caine said with a wave toward the woman. “Myself and my personal assistant, Lana.”

      The young woman looked up from her crash in time to get a tongue up the nose from the beagle. “Hello,” Fidget said. “I’m Fidget.”

      Lana sat bolt upright, more from the words than the tongue, and pointed at the dog.

      “Yes, it talks, we get it. Let’s not make a big deal out of it.” Thomas gave Eve a knowing wink that made her roll her eyes. “Now, Lana, the important thing is, how many copies did we sell?”

      Eve stepped in to help the woman out of the pile of bags and onto her feet. She dusted herself off and stated flatly, “None.”

      “None?” Caine asked. “We sold them four screens last time.”

      “Last time there wasn’t a riot before the end credits.”

      “I think you’re being a little dramatic, Lana. I would hardly call that a riot. It was barely a ruckus.”

      “Your ruckus grew into a riot after you ran away.”

      “I would hardly call that running away,” Caine said, with a nervous glance toward Eve.

      Using the semantics debate as cover, Eve quietly gestured to the dogs and made her way out of the alley. They had almost cleared the corner when Caine noticed their departure and shouted after them.

      “It was nice meeting you! Maybe we’ll see each other on the river.”

      “That would be great,” Fidget shouted back. He looked up at Eve and whispered, “I think he likes me. Do you think he likes me?”

      “I’m sure he loves you, Fidget.” Eve bent over and pet the beagle on the head. “We’re going to walk down the street now and I need you to be quiet.”

      “I can be quiet.” Fidget demonstrated this ability by holding his mouth shut tight. Then his tail started to twitch, then wag, then the motion worked its way up his body until he couldn’t hold it in anymore. “Do you really think the Librarian loves me?”

      “Oh Fidget,” Eve sighed. “You know that’s not the real Librarian. That man just pretends. It’s make-believe. Like when you think you’re brave.”

      “I am brave.” Fidget’s eyes hardened. “Squirrels fear me.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry I said that. But rest assured, the real Librarian went over a waterfall a year ago. No one has seen him since.”

      “So, he’s hiding?” Fidget asked.

      “No, he’s not hi⁠—”

      “Sometimes I hide. Like when I know you’re going to yell at me. Do you think he’s hiding because someone’s going to yell at him?”

      “No, I don’t think someone’s going to yell at him. I think he’s de⁠—”

      “So where do you think he’s hiding?” Fidget’s tail was getting the best of him at this point and it drew Eve’s attention.

      She couldn’t tell him that she, and most reasonable people, knew the Librarian was dead. He had given his life to end the rule of a tyrant. And, in doing so, he had given civilization a real chance to get started again. There were worse things to give your life for. But she couldn’t crush the excitement in the beagle’s voice. Or tail. “I don’t know where he’s hiding, Fidget.”

      Fidget barked at the notion and Eve saw a thought form in his head. She winced. It wouldn’t be good.

      “OhmygodOhmygodOhmygod,” Fidget’s tail had taken the wheel now and the dog was going in circles. “What if I’m the one that finds him?”

      “Oh, Fidget. I don’t think so. He could be anywhere.”
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      One of the problems with being anywhere is that anywhere could also be a lot of places. That left a person with a lot of choices. Of course, that was also one of the benefits. If the person that could be anywhere didn’t want anyone to know where they were, then being anywhere provided a lot of options.

      As a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior, Jerry had seen a whole lot of anywheres: the sunken city of New Orleans, the crater of greater New York, Topeka and all the burgeoning settlements in between. He spent a year in Canada and knew of more than a few places where he would be welcome north of what used to be the border.

      There was even a moment, while he was pulling himself out of the freezing Niagara River, that he considered finding a nice little part of anywhere somewhere further south where the anywheres were warmer more often. He gave a good amount of thought to walking to South America. He thought about it until he wasn’t cold anymore. But the world was still full of mistrust and suspicion. Adding a language barrier to the equation would just be asking for trouble.

      So, in the end, his own personal anywhere became Hannibal, Missouri.

      There was no telling what the future held for him or the rest of the world, but he knew for certain that he wanted a career change. And with Invictus dead and the power of Alasis in considerably kinder hands, he felt he could finally step away from the wandering hero gig and find something that moved at a slower pace. Preferably something that got him thrown over fewer waterfalls.

      The new world was still full of dangers, but ever since the removal of the organized evil that was Invictus and his devoted followers, things were starting to get better. And he didn’t want to miss it. He felt he had earned a front row seat to the rebirth of civilization. And this is where it was happening: on the bustling docks of Hannibal and all along the Mississippi River. The mighty river system once again served as the key to travel, trade and communication routes as the survivors of the apocalypse began to spread out across the country.

      The Boomer bobbed against the dock and rubbed against the dockside tire tread, creating an occasional chirp that caused the large dog that had been asleep on the deck to raise its head, sound a lazy woof and then return to her midmorning nap.

      “Don’t get up, Blue,” Jerry said to the giant, snoring obstruction. “I’ll just go around.”

      He stepped over the dog and set down a heavy piece of luggage on top of what was becoming a small pyramid in the middle of the boat.

      “Thank you, sir,” the woman said as Jerry took another piece of luggage from her husband.

      “Please, Mrs. Ketchum, call me Mike. And it’s my pleasure.”

      “I told you we brought too much, Laura,” the woman’s husband said as he went back to the dock for another trunk.

      “Why would we leave anything behind, Andy? We’re never coming back.”

      “Moving for good?” Jerry asked as he set the bag down. It was reassuring watching people plan a move instead of just wandering until they were accepted somewhere. Only a year ago, it would have been unheard of. But as trade and communication expanded, it had become a much more common sight.

      “Yes, we’ve found our daughter. Can you believe that?” Laura dug into a backpack and pulled out a tattered enveloped that looked as if it had been crushed and re-flattened a hundred times.

      She quickly clutched it to her chest and Jerry could see that it had been hugged out of shape.

      “We got a letter! An honest to God letter.” She smoothed it out once more. “She and our son-in-law are both alive in Tennessee. And guess what?”

      It was hard not to share in this woman’s happiness, and Jerry felt himself smiling. “What?”

      “We’re grandparents!” She was so excited she almost cried.

      He almost cried.

      She took a deep breath and waved a hand to dry the burgeoning tears. “Can you believe that? Me? A grandmother?”

      “Of course he can believe it, Laura,” her husband said, and heaved another piece of luggage onto the boat. “You’re old as shit.”

      “Look who’s talking, you dirty old man.” Laura slapped him with the letter and placed it back in her backpack.

      “I’m very happy you found your family.” Jerry took the last piece of luggage from Andy and stacked it on the others. He’d take it down below before they got underway but, for now, he admired the stack he’d built in the yacht’s main cabin.

      “What about you, Captain Mike?” she asked with a giggle at the title, and tossed him a little salute. “Do you have any family?”

      Before Jerry could answer, her husband snapped at her, “Laura.”

      “What?” She looked hurt. “I can’t ask about his family?”

      It was a strange question to hear. One that had disappeared from polite conversation not long after the world blew up—mostly because the most common response to the question was gentle sobbing. But, as sweet as she was, the older woman didn’t really seem all there to begin with. She smiled at him and awaited his response.

      Jerry smiled back. “No. No family. Just me and Blue here.” He waved a hand at the sleeping dog and slapped a hand on the cabin wall. “And the Boomer, of course. She’s basically family now.”

      “Is this the Boomer?” a voice called from the dock.

      “It is,” Jerry said as he steadied the last of the older couple’s luggage.

      “Are you Mike?”

      “I am.” He turned and found himself nose to wet nose with a giant dog. It made eye contact with him, sniffed twice and woofed so deep that Jerry felt it in his chest more than he heard it.

      Just beyond the big wet nose was the woman asking the questions. She was much prettier than the giant dog. A smaller hound stood next to her with its tail flinging back and forth like an overwound metronome.

      “I believe we’re booked through to Cairo,” she said. “Eve plus 2?”

      He pointed at the Great Dane and the beagle by her side. “Are these the plus 2?”

      “Is that a problem?” she asked.

      Jerry shook his head. “Doesn’t bother me. Let me check with my crew.”

      He called to the sleeping dog in the middle of the deck. “Blue!”

      The mastiff snorted as it sat up and looked up at him.

      “Is this going to be a problem?” He pointed at the big dog in front of him.

      The mastiff cast a quick glance at the two dogs, woofed and went back to sleep.

      Jerry shrugged. “I don’t think it’s going to be a problem.”

      The woman stepped from the dock onto the Boomer, and her dogs followed. The Great Dane and the beagle made a straight line to the snoozing mastiff. There was mutual sniffing, and then all three dogs found a spot in the sun and collapsed.

      “What are your dogs’ names?” Laura asked after quickly introducing herself and her husband. “They’re adorable.”

      Eve thanked her and said, “The big one is Sasquatch and⁠—”

      The beagle sprung from its nap and bounced up to the older woman’s feet. It put two paws up on her lap and said, “My name is Fidget. What’s your name?”

      This left the woman speechless. She clutched at her chest and gasped for breath.

      Eve scolded the beagle. “Fidget, get down. What have I told you about jumping on people?”

      “Your dog talks?” Jerry asked.

      Eve sighed and snapped back, “Yes. Why? Haven’t you ever seen a talking dog before?”

      “No,” Jerry said. Then he shrugged. It certainly wasn’t the weirdest thing he’d seen. “I did meet a talking cat once.”

      “Really?” Laura had found her voice. “That must have been amazing.”

      “Honestly? He was a bit of an asshole.” Jerry took another trunk from Andy. “It really took the excitement out of meeting a talking animal.”

      “Lady, can I smell you?” Fidget asked.

      The question caught Laura off guard, but she composed herself quickly and offered her hand to the dog.

      The beagle leaned in and took a quick sniff. This was followed by a considerably longer one that ended with the dog’s head under her hand.

      Laura stroked the dog’s head.

      Fidget’s tail started thumping against the boat. “I like you, lady.”

      Laura smiled. She scratched behind Fidget’s ear and the hound’s leg went crazy beating against the fiberglass flooring.

      “OhmyGodohmyGodohmyGod! Satch! She knows about the spot, Satch!”

      The Great Dane wasn’t bothered by the beagle’s excitement for more than a moment.

      “Do you have any luggage, Ms.?” Jerry asked the new arrival.

      Eve turned slightly to display the pack on her back. “Just this.”

      “Can I take it for you?”

      “I’ll keep it, thanks,” she said as she settled into a seat across the way from Laura.

      The older woman had come to grips with the talking dog, and the two of them were quickly becoming best friends. Fidget had leapt up into her lap and was trying to direct her to a particular spot on his belly.

      This went on for the next fifteen minutes or so and saw the rest of the passengers arrive at the Boomer.

      A young man who couldn’t have been twenty had joined them with little more than the literal shirt on his back. He introduced himself as Connor and said little else. Even Fidget couldn’t get the young man talking. Connor disappeared into the cabin, spread out on the longest bench available and drifted off to sleep.

      Another man arrived and introduced himself as Mr. Dalton. He was older, though how old was hard to say. A year in the apocalypse was harder than a year before everything went to hell. Jerry would have put him in his late forties. He carried a wheeled carryon bag and a black portfolio case, and he was more than willing to talk.

      “What’s your name?” Fidget asked.

      “Holy shit. A talking dog?” the man responded, and looked around at the rest of the passengers to make sure he wasn’t the only one that heard the beagle.

      Eve grunted. “Okay. Enough. Is a talking dog really the weirdest thing you’ve seen since the world ended?” She was talking to everyone. Everyone in the boat and everyone who had ever flipped out over the dog. She stood up and continued to vent. “Because I’ve seen some pretty strange shit and a talking dog is, honestly, the least of it. So, if a cute little puppy with no social graces is going to freak you all out, I would suggest digging a hole and staying in it before the new world really blows your mind.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Mr. Dalton said. “It’s just that I’m always on the lookout for new business opportunities and this guy right here… you are a guy, right?”

      Fidget rolled over with a “yes, sir,” much to Eve’s embarrassment and everyone else’s amusement.

      “This guy right here could be huge.”

      “Did you hear that, Eve?” Fidget asked with a yip. “He said my guy thing is huge!”

      “That’s not what he said!” Eve scolded.

      “Yeah, that’s not what I said,” the man assured the entire boat. “I think people would line up to see him.”

      “He’s not an act.” She didn’t shout, but she said in a way that shut down all other discussion, and silence followed. But it wasn’t enough to calm her. She sat back down and tapped her foot restlessly against the deck.

      Jerry appeared from below deck a moment later, and she leapt back to her feet. “Hey, boatman. Can we shove off now?”

      He took a quick look around the boat and shook his head. “I’m sorry, we’re still waiting for two more passengers. They shouldn’t be long and as soon as they arrive, we’ll head out.”

      Eve sat down and closed herself off to the conversation.

      Fidget stepped closer to the man named Dalton. “Do you really think people would line up to see my thing?”

      Dalton coughed and corrected the dog, “That’s not what I meant, puppy.”

      “Fidget,” Eve snapped. “Stay away from him.”

      The beagle hung his head and turned away from the man. He sulked back to a sunny spot in between the two other dogs and laid down.

      Dalton was looking a little embarrassed by the dog’s question and looked to change the subject. He grabbed Jerry’s attention. “Hey, boatman.”

      “The name’s Mike, Mr. Dalton.”

      “Mike the Boatman. Got it. Tell me, how long to get to Cairo?”

      “A couple of days.”

      “A couple of days? You know what people love?” Dalton asked with a smile Jerry hadn’t seen since before the end of the world. The last time he had seen it, it came with a used car.

      “What’s that, Mr. Dalton?”

      “Speed. Oh, people love it. They can’t get enough of it. The old world is coming back and people aren’t going to sit around waiting like they used to. So, what’s say we get there today?”

      “It’s a couple of days, Mr. Dalton. If you’d like to find another boat, you’re not going to hurt my feelings.”

      Dalton didn’t reply with words, he just shook his head and smiled like he knew better than anyone else. He sat down and pulled a notebook from his wheeled luggage before scribbling a note to himself that was most likely about faster boats.

      “Why so long?” Laura asked. “I’m not complaining, of course. I thought it was just downriver.”

      “It’s several hundred miles downriver,” Jerry explained. “And we have to take things cautiously. But don’t worry. Cairo isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Well we might as well get started,” Dalton said. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but time is money again.”

      “We’re still waiting for those passengers,” Andy reminded him.

      Dalton pulled his fingers through his hair and fell backward onto the padded bench. “Fine. But if they aren’t here in the next fifteen minutes, we leave.”

      “This isn’t 10th grade Chemistry, Mr. Dalton.” Jerry said. “This is my boat and we’ll stick to my schedule.”

      “But, oh my God, why? Just go.”

      “It adds a bit of normalcy to the world,” Jerry said. “And the more normal things I see, the better I feel.”

      “I like normal things, too,” Fidget said from the dog huddle.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t sell a single copy.” The sound of the whining was constant, and it built along the dock as it got closer to the boat.

      “They weren’t in any mood to buy, Mr. Caine.”

      “Then you put them in the mood to buy, Lana,” Thomas Caine replied. “That’s what you do. You put me in a good mood all the time.”

      “But no one tore apart your business.”

      “Oh yeah. What do you call selling zero copies? That’s tearing apart my business,” the actor said, using overly dramatic finger quotes for words that didn’t need them. “From here on out, no more free screenings. Now where’s this boat?”

      “Oh God, no,” Eve muttered as the actor began to look around the docks.

      “We’re looking for the Boomer,” his assistant said and looked around.

      The sound of disgust Eve made was loud enough to draw the actor’s attention.

      “Well, hello.” Caine smiled at her as he stepped onto the boat. “I’d hoped we’d see each other on the river and here we are.”

      “Here we are,” Eve matched the insincerity of his smile.

      “Hi, I’m Lana,” the woman said and put out her hand. “We didn’t get a chance to meet. I’m Mr. Caine’s ass⁠—”

      “Lana, quit bothering her. Get the bags,” Thomas said without taking his eyes off of Eve.

      “Mr. Caine’s ass? What kind of job is that?” Fidget asked as he approached the actor.

      Lana smiled when the dog sniffed her hand. “Oh, it’s you again, little fella.”

      Caine rolled his eyes. “Yes, Lana. It’s a talking dog. Let’s not make a big deal out of it. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      “I’ve never heard of a talking dog before,” she said, and let the beagle sniff her palm. She giggled when Fidget licked it.

      “Of course you have,” Caine said. “I told you about it just half an hour ago.”

      “I meant before then.”

      “Listen, Lana, the point is, those bags aren’t going to get themselves.”

      Jerry emerged from below and spotted the new passengers. “Are you Thomas Caine?”

      The actor acted embarrassed for Eve’s sake. “I am. You must have recognized me from my role as the farmer who defends his family from raiders in Raising Hope?”

      “No, I recognized you from the passenger list. Once we get your stuff on board, we’ll head out.”

      Caine smiled broadly and waved to Lana to hurry.

      Jerry spotted the pile of luggage the woman was standing in and moved to help. “This is a lot of bags. You are aware of my policy?”

      “Of course,” Caine said with a wave of his hand.

      Jerry looked at Lana. “He has no idea, does he?”

      Lana gave a slight shake of her head. “But I know that you don’t allow anyone to transport guns, drugs or lots of valuables on board. Don’t worry, this is all stuff to help promote Mr. Caine’s newest movie.”

      Jerry nodded and took the bag from her hand.

      Andy stepped onto the dock to help as well.

      “You’re an actor?” Laura squinted as she studied the man. Maybe she thought she had seen him in a movie that she had squinted through, or maybe she thought it helped her think by squeezing concentration into her eyes. Either way she couldn’t place the man.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said as his smile returned. “Maybe you recognize me from my role as the unnamed time traveler who returns to stop the apocalypse in Unboom.”

      “No, I don’t think we saw that one,” Laura said with some concern. She wanted desperately to recognize him. Then she started snapping and pointing, and the actor sighed. “You’re the Librarian! That’s who you are!”

      “I have made other movies and⁠—”

      “You are the Librarian.” Her excitement built in direct reaction to her certainty. “We just love those movies, don’t we, Andy?”

      “That’s right.” Andy dropped a duffle bag at Caine’s feet. “The hero of the apocalypse. That’s the line, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, that’s… I’ve done more movies. I did one that was more of a love story and… Lana, break out my movie posters, won’t you?”

      Jerry helped the young woman get the rest of the luggage on board and began to pull up the mooring ropes. He had bent over to untie the second rope when a worn and weathered boot appeared next to his hand. He ignored it and untied the rope.

      “This boat going to Cairo?” The boot’s owner asked.

      “It is,” Jerry said and moved to the next rope.

      “Boys!” The man in the boot shouted across the docks. “Found one!”

      It wasn’t long before five more men joined him. Each looked half drunk and full-on mean. There were a lot of shaved heads and shitty tattoos across the bunch, and they all stood there with a growl just beneath the surface.

      “I’m sorry, fellas,” Jerry said and moved to the next rope. “This ride’s full. I’m sure there’ll be another boat heading out soon.”

      The boot stomped on the rope and almost caught Jerry’s fingers. He looked up the laces and into the drunk’s face. It looked a lot like the boot. Worn. Scratched. Probably had some shit on it. The only difference was the face only had two eyes.

      “We don’t want another boat, friend.” The man wore a smile that was devoid of warmth. “We like your boat.”

      “Well, I am flattered. In that case, I’ll be back the middle of next week.”

      The man even laughed without humor. “I’m sure a couple of these good people wouldn’t mind getting off.”

      Jerry stepped up onto the dock. He and the man were

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/dc_cover-2018_bw-titles_crossroads.jpg
DUCeCOVIER

EEEEEEEEEE

CROSSROADS OF THE
APOCALYPSE





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



OEBPS/images/crossroads-cover_dust.jpg
Ve

RO5SROANSIF THE
APOCALYPSE

A DUCK & COVER ADVENTURE





