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			To those always striving for a place at the table. Even if it is an infamous one. 
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			Humans are always looking to someone—or something—else to blame for the scourges of humanity. We have done this for millennia. The gods were mad, so they gave us a drought and now our crops won’t grow. We didn’t sacrifice enough people, so they darkened our sky with an eclipse. Somebody used a goddess’s name in vain, and now our city is being sacked by our enemy. 

			We don’t particularly like to look at ourselves, or simply nature, for our problems. It’s much easier to blame a higher being somewhere for our perils, especially for the things we most fear. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse are the epitome of these things: Pestilence, War, Famine, and Death. These are the things that no single person can ever control (although an argument can be made against that on the topic of War). Nature took a turn and now we have a famine, but we alone cannot fix there not being enough rain for the crops to grow. A loved one dies, but we cannot bring them back to life. A pandemic occurs that kills mercilessly, no matter the age, location, or previous health. A person gets the taste for war and begins a battle that we have to participate in, or we will face death ourselves. 

			But there are other dangers to society than these Four Horsemen that can bring us to the End Times. These hidden Horsemen are sneaky in their endeavors against life on Earth. What about all of the creatures in the oceans that need to be brought to the End Times? How are horses supposed to reach to the depths for them? What about intolerance? There must be a Horseman who influences humans against each other. Or maybe it is just plain stupidity of humans that allows the Horsemen to do as they please without any pushback. 

			While there are things to be afraid of with the Horsemen, there might be some that we as humans should not be afraid of. The inevitability of life all leads to one place. Is it valid to be afraid of that shared experience? And is the end of our lives with Death really the end of life? Is there not someone after Death to bring about new life and a new beginning, to start the process all over again? That may not be something to be afraid of. 

			Corruption could be a new Horseman on the scene with current affairs. But corruption may not always be a bad thing, especially when corrupting something already evil. The essence of that thing is now the opposite of evil: it is good. Is that not something we could be excited about instead of fearing? 

			In these stories, some of these questions could be answered. You will have your own opinions about humanity challenged, because sometimes it isn’t the Horsemen bringing about the End Times. We do it to ourselves. You will laugh. You may even cry at the beauty of life. You will get to see how these Four Horsemen and their new members fight like siblings (in some cases they really are siblings) and sometimes fail at their job. Not all hopefuls will be allowed entry into the coveted group, even if you agree that they deserve a spot. 

			Welcome to the End Times. 

		

	
		
			His Strength Waxes Mighty

			Stephen Clements
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			Nashville Convention Center, next Spring

			A hot young blonde with musical ambitions straightened her hair in the shade of a tall brick-and-glass building while the camera rolled. A muted voice from behind the camera drew her attention. She fanned herself as she approached her mark in the afternoon sun and hoped she did not sweat on camera. Staring with a stage-smile into the lens, her eyes widened with faux excitement as she prepared for what, in her opinion, would be another bland convention puff piece.

			Her face staged appropriately, she asked, “Are we ready?” She nodded at an inaudible confirmation and waited three seconds for a clean edit for tonight’s newscast. “Good evening, Nashville. I am Brayden Thomas coming to you from the scene of another convention coup for Music City. In the packed convention center behind me is this year’s most coveted collection of big spenders in the world, gathered here all week for the Raynamics Arms Sales Showcase.”

			The video feed cut to pre-recorded B-roll shots taken inside the convention center. A pudgy man in an expensive blue suit smiled for a picture in front of an armored fighting vehicle, flanked by two ravishing models wearing Kevlar helmets and toting guns, who obviously only knew how to look pretty and be vampish. The footage shifted to a higher elevation to better show the helicopters, missile displays, and hubbubing crowds milling throughout the convention hall. 

			Brayden’s voice returned in a deadpan voiceover. “For decades, bringing together governments, private security groups, and weapons manufacturers from around the world, the Raynamics exhibition was exclusively held in Boston, the corporate headquarters of industry leader Raynamics. But in a sign of Nashville being the ‘It City,’ Metro leaders made the organizer an offer they could not refuse.”

			The video cut to an older man with a lean and hungry look, a microphone thrust before him. The chyron at the bottom of the screen read, “Harvey ‘Chip’ Prestwick,” and described him as the CEO of Raynamics. His offensively Boston accent harped into the mic, “Nashville has hot blondes, no blizzards in May, and the mayor said he’d finance the whole thing through bond sales. That’s the kind of responsible public-private partnership we aim for at Raynamics.”

			The video feed cut abruptly back to Brayden squinting in the late afternoon sun. “As exciting as it is for Music City to host some of the most influential companies and governments in the world, the keynote speaker is the main draw.”

			The feed cut to nighttime footage centered on a man with blood-red skin, mounted atop a horse with rippling muscles and wreathed in flame. The prerecorded video clearly showed the giant of a man screaming in full-throated bloodlust, hefting a massive anti-tank sword with one hand, while the fiery beast beneath him crushed car after car beneath its pounding hooves. In the traffic-jammed street, the innocent drivers had nowhere to escape, the sharper-witted ones bailing out of their cars before a flaming hoof smashed in their roofs. Broken glass exploded out like shrapnel into the gawking crowds of tourists on the sidewalk. The equine inferno reared atop a ruined Lotus sports car and whinnied out a gout of volcanic heat, its reflection shimmering off the glass-and-steel buildings bearing witness to the carnage.

			Brayden’s flat read detracted from the continued visions of harrowing destruction happening in front of the fake honky-tonks. “War, member of the legendary group the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and once thought to be only a biblical metaphor, arrived in style late last night. We were able to ask War his thoughts on many of today’s key issues in this NBS exclusive interview.”

			Camera footage outside the convention center resumed with a close-up of cheering groupies clustered together. They hopped excitedly with their pink and green hair, screaming “we love you” and waving odd flags colored blue, yellow, pink, brown, and a bewildering array of other hues. The camera pulled back to capture Brayden’s decidedly better manicured visage, still smiling for the shot. Lithely stepping into view from the left like a master fencer, appeared War, just as the chyron at the bottom of the screen displayed his name above the job title, “Horseman of the Apocalypse.” Towering over his interviewer and above the shot, he stood there: red-skinned, riddled with lacerated wounds that wept blood around his scant, crimson-stained leathers, and covered in gore. His stench of stinging ozone and gunpowder shook Brayden’s composed features for the briefest of moments.

			Nodding at the off-screen signal to go, she began the interview with War’s twelve-pack abs. 	“And here he is, the man who makes big dollar conventions and arms sales all possible, a member of that legendary group the Four Horsemen, War. Mr. War,” she started to say and then stopped, as she suddenly found herself eye level with her guest’s midriff. As she raised her gaze to find his face, the camera operator followed suit, stepping back and angling the camera up, while silently cursing the prima donna, red man for being a no-show at the rehearsal. She smiled sheepishly upon locking eyes with the towering Horseman as the intensity of his glare intimidated her where she stood.

			Brayden nervously chuckled and began again. “Mr. War, thank you for taking the time to talk to our Middle Tennessee audience and viewers online. What brings you to the annual Raynamics weapons showcase?”

			The voice that answered Brayden, the local viewers in the Middle Tennessee area, and their dozen viewers online shook them in ways they were not prepared to deal with. The police certainly were not prepared to deal with the sudden spike in domestic violence calls from concerned neighbors and bar brawls people who had not heard War’s voice had to break up. Terms such as “smooth” or “terrifying” would in future descriptions of the interview prove inadequate, as all who survived hearing him speak could only define his tone as “undeniable.”

			“Puny she-man,” his answer began, shaking the camera with every word. “It is always pleasurable to consort with those who turn plowshares into spears. Their spirit, their heart for devastation, it makes the modern world possible. But I tell you, daughter of Eve, the highlight of this convocation has to be Raynamic’s new weapon of mass destruction, the STFUBB. That is ‘Stepfather of Underground Bunker Busters.’ It is a most wonderful trinket. When war monger Chip graciously invited me to test it for myself, oh sweet, doomed child, it gave me hope.” War stopped speaking and stared directly into the camera, menacing the lives of those who managed to keep eyes on the broadcast.

			The cameraman involuntarily flinched and dropped the machine’s focus down to Brayden, although he could still feel those eyes that had looked with lust upon every bloody battlefield for millennia boring into him. As the lens focused on the shivering blonde reporter, Brayden flashed the hint of a smile as she remembered the next segment of the interview. Her voice unsteady, she held up the mic and spoke into it. “I, I believe we have some footage courtesy of Raynamics to share with our audience. Roll the tape,” she spat as she struggled against her flight instinct.

			The video feed cut to prerecorded footage, this time to an established shot of a winter-clad city whose skyline bore aloft several golden onion domes among low, gray buildings
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