Noah Winston squinted, he had thrown his sunglasses in the back of the car and forgot to retrieve them before leaving Travis’s house. Just about everyone in Las Vegas knew the intensity of the desert sun and shades were a must. He glanced back to a bare seat. Damn, they must’ve fallen on the floor. He’d have to wait it out. Lucky for him, the orange and gold smear across the horizon would soon fall behind mountains, ushering in the shade of night. 
His mind wandered to the new video game Strike Down, which he’d been playing with Travis. Killing Zombies never got old. He wished he had more time for fun and less reality lately. Taking in a deep breath, he sighed. So much had changed the past year and growing up was starting to feel more like growing old. 
Boom! Flap—flap—flap!
“Crap.” Noah peered into his rear-view mirror. He turned his car down a side street and parked along the curb. In the distance, the middle school appeared more lonely and less learning. Noah adjusted his shoulders, some memories are better left locked away. 
He shivered, blowing white puffs with each escaping breath as he pulled the jack from the trunk of his green Honda. Peering up, shades of purple and sapphire indicated urgency. The dim, amber lighting from the sparingly placed streetlamps wasn’t going to make it easy changing a tire after dark. 
He walked around the front passenger side of the car to the shredded remains of rubber. Placing the jack underneath, he started pumping. The tire came off without a battle and soon he was tightening the last lug nut for the spare.
Throwing the jack into the trunk, he slammed the lid shut. Tossing his keys back and forth between his hands, they slipped through his fingers and fell to the asphalt. As he bent down to pick them up, he was interrupted by a spine-tingling shriek. Spinning around his hand slammed down on the cool black top to hold his balance. Rising to his feet, Noah tilted his head and squinted. Lying in the middle of the road, the stranger rolled back and forth in agony.
Gingerly approaching, he gasped.
The stranger’s chin length hair stuck to his stubbly cheeks as he flopped violently on the asphalt; the whites of  his eyes glistening like orbs of glass in the sunlight. Noah’s spine stiffened as the young man’s faded blue shirt and burlap trousers hardened and turned to dust. 
"Oh god, oh god." 
He scrambled to the ground beside him.
Drool trickled from the stranger’s cracked lips as he responded with a deep serenade of moans.
"Dude, can you hear me?” Noah waited for a response. “Don’t worry, everything's gonna be okay. I'm calling for help."
Dialing 911, he gave the operator their location as he ran back to his car for a blanket.
The young man's clothes had all but disappeared, leaving only a few strips of cloth. Grabbing a flashlight from behind the back seat he aimed the LED toward the desperate young man. The light danced across the black river and Noah took a deep breath to calm his shaking hand.
Sprinting back, he covered the stranger’s lower torso with the blanket. Gliding the light over his body, Noah gasped in horror. The young man's skin was suffering the same fate as his clothing. He could do nothing but watch in horror as pieces of skin broke off, floating away in a cloud of dust.
The young man yelled out, “Emma!”
“You’re gonna be okay, help is coming.” Noah looked away.
 Paralyzed with fear, he could do nothing but stand by. In minutes the only evidence remaining of the anonymous young man was a trail of grey-brown dust.
The din of sirens speeding toward his location was a confrontation Noah chose to avoid. With no body, there was no emergency. 
He grabbed the blanket and quickly ran to his car, clicking the key in the ignition, he adjusted the rear-view mirror and gazed back one last time before screeching away. When he felt he’d put enough distance between him and the paramedics, he pulled the car over, opened his door and vomited. He sat for several minutes holding the blanket smeared with ash.
 Replaying the tortuous death in his head, he couldn't think of any explanation that sounded logical. Every time he closed his eyes and saw the stranger’s face fall away, he dry-heaved. Stepping out into the brisk remnants of dusk, he punched two short bursts into his chest hoping to calm the frenetic beating. All he wanted to do was get home and collapse on his bed. 
Easing the front door shut, he ambled into the kitchen and leaned against the refrigerator. Clutching his gut to hold back the tsunami of acid pushing against his insides, he yearned to lay his throbbing head on the fluff of his pillow. He yanked open the refrigerator door, grabbed a beer, and went up to bed. 
He didn't stop to check on his dad or ask his mom about the doctor’s appointment. It could wait until morning; all he wanted was a dark room and the weight of a billowy comforter. 
Peeling off his clothes, he left them where they landed and took a long swig of beer. Setting the bottle on his bedside table, he crawled into bed and hunkered down under the covers. Closing his eyes, Noah tried to block out the last few hours. But as he drifted, he heard the rantings of the dying young man. Who is Emma?

