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      The imagination can come up with infinite ways for the world to end. There’s no need for zombies or nuclear war when there are unique ends to discover. Fiction and the fantastic can do this.

      This collection is bookended by two stories that share the same apocalypse. “With Wings The End” touches magical realism, and the last story, “Staring Into The Mirror River In The Sky,” explore other characters living in the same magical end of things.

      Between those two stories, you’ll find other ends, whether apocalyptic or post-apocalyptic.

      Submitted for your perusal.

      

      
        
        Rob Vagle

      

      

      
        
        Mesa, Arizona

      

      

      
        
        March 2021

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            With Wings The End

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeffrey found her on a gurney in the hospital hallway, just one of dozens lining the walls. She raised her arm when he saw her, and he marched down the crowded corridor, jostling distraught families holding vigil over their loved ones. The typical hospital disinfectant smell was noticeably missing. He’d smelled vomit earlier, and could now smell human feces from someone who’d shit their pants. He could actually smell the sweat of human despair, or maybe that was his own depression getting the best of him.

      One man had a blackbird sticking out of his chest, and the old woman next to him had two fingers bandaged on one hand. The man looked dead, like they all did once the heart took form of a blackbird and broke through the chest. It was only a matter of time before the bird took flight. Nobody dared to remove it, at least not since the first light event, because the bird’s rapid fire pecking drew blood from anyone who tried. As Jeffrey walked by, the blackbird ruffled its feathers from the hollow inside the man’s chest, its mirrored underside reflecting the soft white light of the hospital’s overhead lighting. Jeffrey averted his eyes, cursing the light, remembering the light was why his wife was here.

      He passed a television without sound hanging high on the wall. CNN showed an image of a mirror river flowing in the sky above the Taj Mahal. He’d seen that image more than few times already today. They’d finally figured out what the blackbirds did after they flew out of a person’s chest. They gathered in the sky to make rivers, like the one above Taj Mahal. They didn’t fly in typical bird formations like geese. These birds grouped tightly, tail feather to beak, wing tip to wing tip, their mirrored undersides reflecting the land below. The talking heads on television speculated that the various rivers or ribbons seen around the world would eventually join together. Then what would happen next was anybody’s guess.

      It had begun two weeks earlier, the first light event over much of the continent of North America and then the lights randomly pulsed from the sky over various geographical locations and scientists couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. “Inconclusive” was the word they used as to whether it was coming from outer space. Satellites didn’t pick up any light pulses coming from the atmosphere. The first one affected millions. There had been forty-eight light events around the world in the last two weeks, some of them happening at night.

      It was enough to make anyone a hermit, and many had done just that. Like Jeffrey. He wouldn’t be out at all if it wasn’t for Laura’s call. He’d told her not to go, but she didn’t share his need to lock himself inside the house with the curtains drawn. She’d wanted to see her best friend, Elizabeth, before the bird in her chest took flight.

      When he got closer, he saw her eyes and nose were red from crying. She lay on the top sheets of the gurney, wadded up balls of Kleenexes in her lap. He choked when he saw her, his eyes blurring with tears. This was it. She had caught the light from the sky. Now it would only be a day or two before the blackbird would poke its way out from her chest and then another day before it took flight. Then she’d be gone just like everyone else.

      “I’m sorry!” she cried. Her voice cut through everything else in the hospital corridor like a gunshot. Heads turned, conversation stopped. When he reached her side and grabbed her by the arms, the panicked, conversational buzz began again.

      He had to speak loud to overcome it. “Hush, don’t be.”

      “Lizzie was happy to see me. God help me, Jeffrey, I’m not sorry I went to see her.” She said this with her lips quivering, and when she finished, she smothered her mouth and nose with another Kleenex and her eyes spilled rivulets of tears.

      He slipped his arms around her and hugged her like a life preserver.  Her breath and words flowed right into his ear. “I’m sorry I looked up at the sky. I knew something was going on because everything got very quiet on the street, like nature was holding its breath and I looked. I was curious, and sick of being afraid, so I looked up.”

      He didn’t want her in the hospital. Like others, he wanted his family home when the bird formed. On the day this started, hospitals quarantined the victims. Then the hospitals filled up and the people overflowed. While there was no evidence this was a contagion, the hospitals liked to hold onto patients to study this affliction, to find a cure. They weren’t even close to stopping this thing. It was out of control. The medical establishment’s attempt to stop this was futile.

      Driving to the hospital, he’d seen in his own neighborhood evidence of this plague. Jon and April Larson, their next door neighbors, were lying shirtless on the front lawn. They were holding hands, their chest cavities empty, the blackbirds had already taken flight. The front door was wide open and two rolling desk chairs (one on its side and one still standing) were lodged in the doorway. Jeffrey figured they had used the chairs to help themselves get to the door and then crawled the rest of the way to the lawn. Their eyes were open, staring at the sky, their feet facing the house. They must have been out there all night waiting for the birds to poke through their chests.

      Then a blackbird flew over the windshield of his car, the black feathers iridescent in the sunlight and the hood of his Elantra caught in the mirrored underside. He looked up at the sky, forgetting to keep his head down (never knew when a light event might happen). There were other blackbirds soaring through the neighborhood. One launched straight up in the air like a rocket. High above the Twin Cities birds flocked to the sky, like little black reflective bits collecting against a curtain of cerulean blue.

      “I saw the Larsons when I left the house,” she said, almost confidentially. “They were lying in the grass. Those birds were poking out of their chests, fluttering their wings. I almost thought they were going to take flight right before my eyes.”

      “They were gone when I left,” said Jeffrey. “The birds, I mean.”

      “Lizzie had her windows and doors open. She expected the bird to come out of her chest at any moment, but she was at peace with it. It’s like a stupid, fucking cancer.” Her fists clenched against his back and she hugged him hard and shuttered within her sobs.

      “You’re not staying here,” he told her.

      She sobbed, nodding in his arms.

      There probably wasn’t any room in the hospital anyway. Jeffrey was surprised there were enough ambulances to pick up the poor, stunned people after each light event.

      Anyone caught by the pulse of light grew disoriented and weak. They usually collapsed, like Laura did. The paramedics assisted the fallen and took them to the hospital. They checked for vitals. Made records, took measurements. Couldn’t do a damn thing more for them, and it was rare for a patient to even walk out of the hospital with the power of their own two legs. It weakened them, the light. Wilted the living, like a flower sprayed with weed killer.

      The hospital staff offered Jeff a wheelchair to get Laura to the car. They asked him to please return it, but he didn’t want to leave Laura alone for one second in the car, so he left it in the parking lot like a discarded shopping cart.

      Laura didn’t say a word on the way home, lost in thought, staring out the window. Both of them knew what the next few days would be like. Laura would lay in bed, too weak to move. There would be pain in the chest, and blood as the blackbird tore its way out of her flesh. At that point she’d be totally paralyzed.

      When they arrived home, their neighbors had been removed from the front yard. Jeffrey liked that small silver lining. At least things hadn’t gone totally to hell yet. Some part of society was still functioning.

      “You don’t have to carry me in, Jeffrey,” she said as he pulled into their garage. “Just help me walk.”

      As the door rumbled down on its track, he went around to her side of the car and opened the door. He got down to one knee and she put her arm around him. He smelled her sweat far more than the coconut shampoo in her hair. They stood up together—her arm strong around his neck—and walked into the house where Ozzy, their orange cat, meowed plaintively.

      “Oh, feed Ozzy, would you, Jeff?”

      Ozzy threaded through their legs as they progressed. He got her into the bedroom, and by the hallway light spilling into the dark room, he got her into bed. Then he turned on the bedside lamp. He had put up blackout curtains in the bedroom window so that no daylight would penetrate.

      “I’m tired,” Laura said.

      He fell into domestication for the evening, aware that this apocalypse had literally entered their home, and this was the beginning of the end. Trying to not think of it, he made tomato soup and cut chunks of cheddar cheese. He fed Ozzy and briefly was in awe that no animals could become afflicted with a condition that involved blackbirds. He brought the soup to Laura, and she roused enough to sit up and take two sips of the soup and nibble on a piece of cheese.

      “Did you feed Ozzy?” she asked.

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Feed yourself,” she said.

      After he brought the remainder of the soup back to the kitchen, he thought he might eat, but he definitely didn’t think he could sleep. He finished the soup and the sharp cheddar cheese standing at the kitchen counter, back against the cabinets, staring at the black and white checkered floor. With no television on he could
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