
They seemed to glide above the earth and through the trees. Their white forms lit up the forest as they swept across it like ghosts in the night. They were not ghosts, however. Death had not taken its hold on these lifeless beings. They were approaching their destination quickly, but were in no rush. They needed to arrive just as the sun was about to peek over the horizon, which gave them an hour or so. That was the time for retrieval; the twilight hour. 

Their dazzling cloaks created light that shone brilliantly in the dark forest. The light chased away the shadows of night and even the night itself. But the group of four could not reveal even an inch of their bodies to the night air, for fear of being consumed by it. Within their cloaks they were free to roam the night and day. Trapped within their cloaks, they could not be constrained. Their only escape from the irony was the twilight. It was the only period in which it was neither day nor night; the only period when they could remove their cloaks. It was also the only time to retrieve a new runner.
The group reached the end of the forest and suddenly sprung away from it into the open night air. Each of them felt the subdued rush of wind from within their cloaks, but none of them dared expose their skin. They all longed to feel the night’s chill, the warmth of sunlight. These would never again be theirs. They were stuck in between day and night, just as they were caught in between life and death. They were runners of the twilight, creatures of the blue hours. Their only purpose was to increase their ranks so that they might remain forever.
 Their destination was a certain town, with a certain hospital, where a certain boy laid dying. He was what they flew towards. He was their target. And so their journey continued, as it would for eternity.
***

Randall’s body was powerless, but his mind was ablaze. He had never felt such anger before. He wanted nothing more in that moment than to fling his bed away from him, shatter the windows, and break the hospital equipment beyond repair. But he could do nothing. He had reached the end of his life and his body had accepted it before his mind could. Tears streamed down his face, flowing in strange paths due to the sorrowful contortions of his face. He wanted to yell, but he felt too weak to mange even that much. Cancer had beaten him. After months of treatment, they realized that they were too late to stop it. He had known for awhile that he would die, but it had never seemed as real as it did that night; that sleepless night where he lost all hope. His body had begun to shut down. He was dying.
“I won’t accept it,” he whispered to himself. “I won’t die.” He had told himself this many times before, but fate had proved far too oppressive. In the past, his mind had always dispelled any thoughts failure as soon as they were formed. Now, doubt permeated his thoughts and his mind overflowed with despair. The truth was reaching him, after hours of futile struggling. He wouldn’t live to see the next sunrise.
Randall looked out the window of his hospital room. Light was pouring over the horizon, but the sun had not yet risen. There was a strange blue hue to everything around him. Randall’s tears stopped flowing, even his body trying to appreciate the sight. The twilight was beautiful, but it was also sorrowful. Randall would never see it again, like so many other things. His life had come to an end. He would die here, alone.
Randall’s eyes moved to a shimmer of movement in the distance. At first he thought it may have been a car catching the first rays of the sun, but the sun had yet to show itself. The light was growing brighter and soon Randall thought he was looking at four tiny suns heading towards him. They zigzagged across the land, flying at incredible speed. They almost seemed to be floating, but Randall could detect a sense of bounce to them. They were running very fast. A ping of fear ran through Randall when he realized they were coming towards the hospital, but it left him just as quick as it had come. He was dying, after all; what was left for him to fear?
The shining figures left Randall’s view. They had gotten so close to the building that they were out of his line of sight from the window. A moment later, they had raced up the side of the hospital and were hanging in the air outside Randall’s window. Randall was amazed at what he was seeing. The four white figures passed through the glass of his window, like the ghosts he’d seen in movies. Each of them was painful to look at, their bodies being so bright. Staring at them was like staring into the sun. Randal had to shield his eyes as the four ghosts moved towards his bed. They stopped just far enough away from his bed that he could have reached out and touched them. He wasn’t able to, of course. He was still too weak.
Randall winced up at the group of four in silence. Their dazzling bodies seemed to billow up around them, like a cape in the breeze. The room was silent for a full minute before Randall decided to ask his question.
“Are you angels?” he croaked. His throat was dry and it pained him to speak.

The glowing figure closest to him answered, “Far from it.”

Despair flooded through Randall again. If they were not here to carry his soul away to heaven, then there was only one other alternative. Fear ram through him once more, only this time it came at him as a shocking blow rather than a ping. There was some thing left for him to fear other than death; what was to follow it. His head throbbed so violently that he felt as if his brain would burst. Why him? What had he done to deserve this fate, this punishment? Was he such a failure as a person that he would be refused happiness after death? Anger swelled within him again. He would not be taken. He would fight. He would refuse.

“You are demons then,” Randall managed to ask through his fear and anger.

“Just as far from that,” the figure answered again. The response confused Randall and sent his tormented mind spinning. Only a moment before, he could feel the fires of hell flaring up at his body from below. Now he didn’t know what to feel.
The figure closest to Randall bent his head down and pulled what seemed to be a hood off of it. The other figures followed suit. One by one, the figures removed their dazzling cloaks from their bodies. Underneath the cloaks they had been wearing thin, dark outfits. The clothes seemed terribly cold to be wearing that time of year, but Randall also figured that the glowing cloaks must have been terribly hot. They were blazing like fire, after all. Each of the figures held their cloaks in their left hand, letting the shining material drape down to the floor. Each of them looked fully human without their cloaks on. The one that had been speaking looked down at Randall with his pale green eyes.
“We are not to be feared,” the man explained calmly. “We have come to see you.”

“Wh-who are you,” Randall managed to get out. The people who stood before him all seemed to be perfectly normal now. The only explanation that Randall could come up with was that the people in front of hi were ghosts. But, they claimed to be neither angels nor demons. What could that leave?
“We are the twilight runners,” the man said. “We are not dead, but we are not alive either. We are the essence of the night and day. Both have more right to our souls than we do. If the sunlight touched our skin, it would dissolve into light. If the darkness crept onto our bodies, we would fade away into shadow. So in the day, we shroud our faces in dusk, and in the evening, we wear the dawn on out shoulders. Light keeps away the shadows and darkness chases away the daylight. In this way we are immortal. In this way, we have ceased to live.”
The man’s voice was haunting, yet melodic. It enchanted Randall and made him feel sleepy. He struggled against the feeling and spoke to the pale eyed man.

“Why are you here?” he asked with as much force as he could.

The pale eyed man gave him a strange look and answered, “We have come for you.”

“What do you want with me?” Randall asked.

“Do you fear death?” the man asked suddenly. Randall was taken aback by the question. Truthfully, he was afraid of dying. Having fought it for so long, he wanted nothing more than to rid himself of it for good. Randall wanted that more than anything else.

“Yes,” Randall whispered back to the man.

The man eyed him strangely again. “What do you want more; to live or to not die?” At this question the three others of his group turned and glared angrily at the pale eyed man. There was a woman with dark hair and dark eyes, a man with white hair who looked very old, and a boy who looked no older than Randall. The three looked angry and fearful that the man would ask this question to Randall. Randall didn’t understand their reaction, but he answered anyway.

“I do not want to die,” he said with finality. The three others seemed to ease at his response. He had given an answer they approved of.

The pale eyed man looked at Randall sadly. “That, I can grant you,” he said.
The pale eyed man reached out his hand to Randall. He was offering it for him to take. Randall felt a sudden burst of energy and he realized he was strong enough to reach out and take the man’s hand. Randall rose from his bed and stared at the outstretched hand in front of him. Randall began to reach for the man, but he stopped short. The man was glaring at him, as if trying to tell him something. The three behind him were holding their breath, frightened by Randall’s sudden pause. The others wanted him to take the man’s hand, but the man didn’t.
Randall closed his eyes and looked into himself. Did he really want what he was being offered? What was the cost of living? Randall looked up to the man. His pale eyes seemed to be screaming at him. Randall turned his gaze to the outstretched hand an inch away from his own.
He took it.

***

The day had cooled and the sun was falling below the horizon. Five figures flew across the open, rocky land. Their dark cloaks flew up behind them as they ran at an impossible speed towards their destination. The cloaks were as black as night, darker than any shadow that could exist in the day. They reached the base of a cliff, but darted up the slope against the pull of gravity, running in an abnormal zigzag pattern. They reached the summit of the cliff and continued on their graceful flight.
They felt empty, without meaning. They kept on running only because they felt they had to. They were beyond emotions, having left them behind with their lives. They feared death so much that they were now trapped on the brink of it, unable to plunge into its sweet release. They were not alive, but they were not dead. They wished now that they could be.
The group halted at the remains of a landslide. It had occurred less than an hour before, and bits of rock and debris were still rolling down the slope. A man, half burred in the rocks, lay bleeding in front of the group. He looked wan and near death. When he looked up at the ghostly black figures, he didn’t even show fear. He had realized his own end.
“Y-you…” the man gasped out the word, but was unable to articulate anything more. A moment later, the sun sank below the horizon. A semi-darkness covered everything in sight, but night was not yet upon the group. It was the twilight hour.
Randall and the other four pulled their cloaks away from their bodies and looked down at the pitiable man in front of them.

“We are the twilight runners,” he said emotionlessly. “You will soon be dead. If you fear death, you may come with us.”
The man looked up at them, but said nothing at first. Randall and his group waited tensely for a response. Then, the dying man focused his eyes on Randall and spoke.

“I do not fear death,” the man coughed out with surprising control. The man looked at each of the runners, one by one, with a serene look on his face. He then rolled over and died.
Randall turned away from the man’s body and looked at his companions. The pale eyed man was smiling, but the others were disappointed. Randall didn’t feel happy for the man. He couldn’t feel anything anymore. He did, however, wish that he would have made the same choice. But it didn’t matter now. He was unable to go back and change his mind. It was too late. So he began to run, followed closely by the other four runners. He couldn’t feel happiness or freedom, but he couldn’t feel sorrow either. He was empty now.
All he felt was the emptiness of twilight.
