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         Behold! Hawlucha... err Hyathka!

      
         
         Sorry

      
      

      

      
      
         She sat at the center of the rocky clearing, which was surrounded by massive tree trunks with serrations like pineapple skin. Around her, motionless shapes stood, outlined dimly in orange from the distant firelight. Saurian shapes, with improbably large heads and tall feathery crests. All marred by the signs of violence, chipped and scarred, parts missing…



A thing like a dragonfly, but which had three pairs of wings and was as large as a hawk, buzzed past her and was lost to sight. She looked up to the blue evening sky, the breeze ruffling her black hair.



It seemed wrong, that the stars could still look the same. The Ursae, Major and Minor, spun overhead about Polaris, the center of the grandest pinwheel visible from Earth. But bears didn’t exist here, and Latin never would, either. The Arkies called the constellations Gutting-Claw-of-the-Foot and Gutting-Claw-of-the-Hand. 



On this version of Earth, a mammal was just a thing the size of a swamp rat, and exactly as endearing. 



And she had nothing for herself, but handfuls of clay, and a glue of dark red.



She stepped up to one of the figures, a thing full of holes like a smashed vase, and started to add pieces back to it, using the red glue to bind and fill. She used the clay to add more volume to the bony crests that ran from the tip of its snout to flare up over its eyesockets like eternally surprised eyebrows. An Arkie face was much fleshier and fuller than the cadaverous reconstructions that museums often made of dinosaurs; still, it was always a challenge to get the thin parts like the ridges and feathers to stand up straight, and she often used straw inside for support, or her own hair. The nightmare-teeth and claws were usually conical enough to stand on their own. 



She stood back to check her work, and studied the textures of the feathered back and scaled belly. She wasn’t happy with the musculature around the hips, it was a bit too scrawny. Did she have time to correct it now? Probably not.



She saw motion from the corner of her eyes, and threw the clay back into a wooden box and covered it with a cloth. She used another clay-smeared cloth to dry her hands. Her apprentices might use the clay, or perhaps Chyesh, the most curious of the Arkie hatchlings, would eventually pick up an interest. Or perhaps it would all just topple over into the rain and be gone in a few decades.



A living version of one of the dark statues stepped into the clearing, brushing aside enormous ferns with his feathered arm. He wore a shoulder-belt and side pouch but was otherwise naked. His feathers were brown, striped and crested with flashes of color appropriate for tropical birds, and the scales of his belly were speckled like pebbles on a riverbed.



He strode to her and touched his snout to her neck. “They are ready, Kh-Teh”, he hissed. It was how all of them mispronounced her birth name, Katie.



She rubbed her forehead on a similar spot at the base of his neck, and hissed back at him. “I’m ready too, Hyathka.”



He stood still, his gutting-claws tucked back and his scalp crest lying low. “Kh-Teh, I wish again that you do not do this. You are many things to me, to the tribe, that we do not want to lose.”



She sighed and her nostrils flared. She took hold of his right claw and stroked the tiny feathers on the back.



“Hyathka, it’s… it’s how you said, the day after I came, when you were still teaching me what plants were poisonous. Remember? ‘Nothing is hard about dying. It can happen any time.’”



He stared at her with golden slitted eyes, then dipped his long crested snout in yielding affirmation.



Together, they left the clearing of shattered sculptures and headed towards the fire, and the end of it all.








She had never found out what had happened to bring her here, five long painful years ago.



She’d been working her way through college, doing part time stock work at Pearl Arts and Crafts, and a woman had asked her to get a box of paper from the back. She’d slipped on that old worn ladder that was covered with band stickers and flaking paint, and fallen, and somehow when she’d hit the floor she didn’t stop there. Something shifted all of her senses at once, and she was gone, departed from the world. A divine wind, magic fallout from an ancient ceremony, an errant beam from CERN? In the end, just another missing person report, like the thousands that go unsolved each year. Perhaps some of them just went further than anyone could ever dream.



Like a bug that had flown into a car which then made a cross country trip, she had been dragged between worlds by bizarre events beyond her control, and only an equally monstrous and improbable event could reverse what had happened. Further, it was very likely that whatever forces had moved her cared as much for her well being as the car’s human drivers would care about the fate of the bug, separated forever from the only life it had ever known.



She’d awoken at the edge of a primal forest under a blue sky, and ringed by the Arkies, who all erected their scalp crests in surprise and shrieked, exposing their many, many sharp teeth. The first few moments were a blur. She’d scrambled to her feet and run from them towards the forest, which in retrospect would likely have gotten her killed if she’d succeeded. But one of them grabbed her from behind, and she screamed and struggled in full scale panic until she realized they weren’t actually biting her to death, and they were all holding tools—recognizable hoes and rakes that they were using to plant rows of odd seeds that looked like cones.



They’d led her back to their village, and put her in a pen meant to hold a kind of meat animal distantly related to turkeys, but which had snouts instead of beaks. She then sat there fending off the fat stupid beasts, while the Arkies stared at her, and hissed and gestured around her until they reached a sort of consensus. Though she was extremely odd-looking, and smelled like nothing they’d ever encountered, she was clearly Chaisahk just as they were, and therefore taboo for eating. 



So she wasn’t on the menu. 



But then, where was she?



There was no very satisfying answer.








The next day, they’d fed her on a sort of gruel made from a plant like yucca, mixed with chunks of meat from the turkey-critters, and then sat her down with Hyathka, the Arkie who’d originally saved her from running blindly into the forest. He began slowly to teach her how not to die from random environmental causes, along with the first bits of their language. She would learn over time that his skills were not considered particularly valuable for farming, as he tended towards daydreaming and staring at the sky. However, this made him one of the best candidates to assign to trying to learn more about her, and to communicate with her. Since she had nowhere else to live, he set up a reed bed within his own hut for her, and at her request helped her to weave a privacy screen.








A month later, she was helping with basic farming tasks, could distinguish fifty-three poisonous wild plants and twenty-five toxic creatures, could gather food from the forest with reasonable confidence, and had a vocabulary of about a thousand words of their speech. She knew the name of this village, Rasakat-Hseich, and the surrounding villages as well.



“What is Chaisahk?” she asked Hyathka, recalling the word the Arkies had used in discussing her fate on the first day.



“It’s… people, I think.” said Hyathka. “But there must be more to it than that, because you’re not people people, but clearly still people. Am I being clear at all?” 



“Not terribly, no, but maybe I’ll pick it up over time.”	



She was still struggling to find ways that she could fit in. There wasn’t much you could do as an art student that was critical to the success of an agrarian tribe of sauroids. Farming and gathering bugs and vegetables did not seem like a fun life, but she kept on.



Her strongest dreams were that some lucky accident or happy intervention would result in her returning home, to the Earth of cellphones and smooth drawing paper and decent toilets and reasonably hot guys.








A year after her arrival, dreams of the miraculous return were keenly felt as ever, but the hope that had powered them was going sour.



She’d spent hours watching the sky, trying to spot contrails or satellite streaks, but she’d found nothing. She couldn’t be on some remote spot on Earth, and her other idea, that there was a more advanced culture elsewhere on the planet that might help her to get home, was dispelled by the natural sky and the testimony of the Arkies. There were no cities to be seen in the distance, just neighboring tribes of Arkies at the same tech level, who hadn’t heard any interesting rumors either.



Her attempts to find a larger place in the tribe had begun disastrously when she’d undertaken to help care for the hatchlings. It was usual for the females, once a male had quickened their eggs, to deposit them in a warmed basin of sand in a large hut termed the Nursery, and the young Arkies tended to remain here in a creche after they had hatched.



She was inattentive for just a moment while feeding one of the sharp-toothed children, and lost the tip of her middle finger.



While her wound was being bound by a mostly sympathetic and partly amused matron, she made inquiries about other lines of work. She was not cut out for extended hunting or for fighting. As for the healer’s arts, these were the purview of the physicians—the DoctorFather and DoctorMother—who held hereditary positions with closely guarded secrets that they were not likely to divulge to strange creatures such as humans from other timelines.



However, it turned out that pottery was something that everyone could appreciate, and she started to turn this into her niche. A small rocky clearing by the river, not being suitable for any other purpose, was given over to her use. She set up rude buildings there, brought the clay in basket loads from the riverbank, and set up a kiln. She dubbed it Pottery Glade and slowly started to upgrade the dishes, urns, utensils and other ceramicware in Rasakat-Hseich, with many of the pieces becoming trade items of some interest in surrounding villages.



Kh-Teh still held within her the pangs of her stillborn hopes, but resolved this by throwing herself into her work. She used the first kiln to build a second, the second to build a third. Soon, she was able to fire life-sized statues, and began to sculpt them from those of the Arkies who had time to pose for her. The clearing filled with her artwork and experiments, which she arranged into a garden among which the shouting hatchlings came to dodge and play. One of the more inquisitive of these, a lanky straggle-feathered sort named Chyesh, would sometimes come to peer over Kh-Teh’s shoulder as she worked. Chyesh, though cute for a sharp-toothed thankless serpent child, tended to remind Kh-Teh of the fact that she was unlikely to ever start a family here, or anywhere else at this rate; still, she put as cheerful a face on the situation as she could.








Two years after Kh-Teh’s arrival, an unusually strong hurricane season sent storms swirling far up the coast, and a bad one passed directly over Rasakat-Hseich with little warning. The Arkies knew to take shelter in a nearby cave system, so no lives were lost. But the thatching of the huts was entirely ripped away. This was no serious loss in itself, as thatching had to be replaced regularly anyway. 



But for Kh-Teh, returning to Pottery Glade and seeing the work of her years shattered on the ground, it felt as if every connection she had tried to build to this horrid and ungrateful world had been ripped away and dashed upon the stones.







A week after that, she stood in the clearing before the shattered statues, holding a flake of razor sharp obsidian to her wrist. 



There was a technique for restoring broken pottery called Kintsugi or Kintsukuroi. You weren’t trying to hide the cracks so much as acknowledge them as part of the history of the object, and make them look pretty. It was customary to use a powdered precious metal, such as gold or platinum, in the adhesive.



Precious metal wasn’t available to her in her experiments with making a strong glue. But over many tests, she’d found an alternative. While mixing one batch of resinous lacquer, she’d cut her finger and drops of blood had fallen into the mix. The resulting glue had proven superior to all her other attempts. 



She took a deep breath, opened a small vein in her wrist, and let a few ounces of blood into a bowl before applying sticky bark to close the wound. She stirred in the resin and other ingredients, then started to rejoin the pieces of her sculptures, one by one.



She was calling her process Ketsukuroi, “blood repair.”








Five years post-arrival, on a moonlit night, she was sitting by the open window in Hyathka’s hut, working on drawing a human male from memory. It was getting harder over time. Seeing her own face in a bowl of water was becoming odd to her. The Arkies had become her model for how other sapient beings were supposed to look.



She found she was drawing scribbly circles on the leafpaper, and decided to give it up for the night. She set down her pad next to her reed mat bed, which was now located next to Hyathka’s. The old privacy screen stood in the corner, rarely used. 



She gave off a long sigh of a sort he’d learned to interpret. He set down a rake he’d been repairing, and leaned over from his mat, extending his long neck, to rub his cheek smoothly against her left ear. She closed her eyes and reached out to him, pulling him closer.



They proceeded slowly, as if each was playing chess against an opponent with pieces of unusual shape, though they had taught each other the most important moves by now. He knew where he could safely and gently bite her shoulders, she knew which way to stroke the feathered skin on his lower back. Proceeding by learned rituals and not instinct, they worked to please each other.



Her eyes still closed, she wrapped her arms and legs around him as he slid against her, and she let the images drift in her mind and relaxed into the rhythm of her body. She still had Earthly fantasies sometimes, but they were often too painful and killed the mood. She thought abstractly instead, of wind in the conifer trees and the mountains highlighted in moonlight, intriguing shadows in the sculpture garden and the intimacy of bare feet treading on fresh soil, until her body grew into its senses and rose to his touches.



The rest of the act was formal and well practiced by both of them, and she gave herself over to release, hugging him and biting his neck as he writhed over her and reached his own climax



As her breathing slowed, she curled up against his long smooth scaly chest and belly and cooled herself off by giving him her heat.



“I wish I could do it for you, to quicken your eggs, Kh-Teh,” whispered Hyathka as he stroked her hair.



She stared over his shoulder, through the window, up and out at the familiar stars with their weird names. Despite her internal yearnings, she wondered what the point would be, to add more humans to the tangle of this odd path of history.



“I… appreciate the thought, Hyathka,” she said.








It was just a month later, while delivering a crate of crockery to the nearby village of Ceheik-Hseich, that she overheard some kitchen workers talking about the elderly father of the cook, who was suffering from a painful disease with no cure, and therefore had made arrangements.



 Kh-Teh got curious, and asked them for more details.



And that was when she found out that the Arkies did have a ceremony for physician-assisted suicide.








She’d taken extra time to think it all over, then she had visited the DoctorMother, stated her desires clearly, and declined to be dissuaded by the usual arguments. A date a week in advance was set.



She had spent the remaining time at Pottery Glade, training one of her assistants to become her successor, and continuing to rebuild the hurricane-riven sculptures, for this was work that soothed her. The days passed quickly, and at the appointed time, Hyathka came to bring her to the fire, where the ceremony was to be held.



The DoctorMother was dressed in a tall head-dress and costume of black bird’s feathers that muted the bright colors of her plumage. She held a squirming centipede in her left hand as Kh-Teh stepped before her.



“You are Chaisahk, as we are,” said the DoctorMother. “Thus, an animal’s death is not a fit way for you to leave us. And even though a warrior’s death is available to any who would defend the tribe, not all are truly suited to be warriors. Thus we have prepared a means fit for those who bear Chaisahk to end a life they can no longer endure.”



The DoctorFather emerged from the hut, dressed like the DoctorMother in black, holding a large square wooden bowl. The DoctorMother held out the centipede and opened its abdomen with her gutting claw. She allowed a blue slime to fall from it into the bowl, and the fluid inside roiled and smoked. She stirred it with her claw, then presented the bowl to Kh-Teh.



“One sip, Visions. Two sips, Death,” hissed the DoctorMother. 



 Kh-Teh took the bowl, inspected and sniffed it. In addition to the centipede juice, the sour goop in it was composed of things like pounded pine cones and other things like scorpions and some things like proto-pomegranates with woody husks. Some shaman or another had probably spat in it along the way, and she hoped that was with a p. 



Kh-Teh knew that there was a chance that one sip would just kill her anyway. She was lucky that most of the foods that the Arkies ate were non-toxic to her; she’d gotten sick from some of their chow, regardless. And what was a sip anyway, as a dose? Something that would fill their large snouts or her small mouth?



She settled herself on the ground and raised the bowl to her lips, looking over the rim. The DoctorMother held herself in a neutral attitude. Hyathka stood by her side, and he trembled, but she assumed he wanted to be reassuring. The young hatchlings dashed about chasing dragonflies; the older ones that had watched her at work at Pottery Glade stared in interest or perhaps apprehension…



There was a life behind her that might as well have never been, and a future of… what, exactly? Helping to uplift the culture of a pack of sapient raptors? She wasn’t a paleontologist, she’d just watched some Jurassic movies, and she wasn’t an engineer either. She couldn’t remember how to build a flush toilet that didn’t splash all over, and she’d been trying for a year. Hyarkha could relieve her heat, but he couldn’t sire a child for her; nothing that existed on this world could do so. So that was another pang that wouldn’t go away. Whatever she did, humans were doomed to extinction here. It didn’t matter much if it was sooner rather than later. 



She uttered a small non-prayer, commending her spirit to anything that might happen to be listening, lifted the bowl and slurped once.








The place wasn’t blue and it wasn’t green. Nor was it anything else, but mostly it wasn’t those.



She strode through discordant reflections of herself, as if she were surrounded by shattered funhouse mirrors made of smoke and jelly. She’d almost died in a bike accident when she was eight; she saw the version of herself with the twisted neck. She’d been about to fuck a guy without a condom until she saw a needle track on his arm, then she’d sent him away; she saw a version of herself wasting in a hospital bed. She’d pulled a hot pot from the stove when she was five and it splashed her pants; she saw the version where it had poured onto her face and almost threw up.



She got glimpses of the current appearance of her body from the reflections about her, and finally snagged a large enough piece to get a good look. She felt like herself, but saw with eyes that surrounded her that she was suddenly old, thin, white and wizened, breasts hanging like empty purses, tattoos in the style of the Arkies covering her body, one leg missing and replaced by a clever wooden limb, deeply tanned with a baked-in fierce expression.



She snorted and reached for another piece. She saw a fat woman sitting in a wheelchair, shaking slightly, yelling at a younger woman who looked slightly like her, who looked something like Kh-Teh as well… She saw now, the woman in the wheelchair was her; the younger must be a daughter? Was that one of her own paintings on the wall, in the cheap plastic frame?



They were having an argument in some language that sounded familiar… Suddenly it snapped into place; it was English. Kh-Teh had not spoken English to another native speaker in over five years and the ability was drifting away from her. Just what had she become now, a phantom that arose from the intersection of two insanely unlikely chains of chance?



As Kh-Teh stared, the old fat woman turned her head towards the ceiling, then with growing astonishment looked Kh-Teh in the eyes. Kh-Teh reached out towards the vision, her own hands trembling with awe.



The other version of her yelled, rolling backward, and threw something. That reflection ended in a burst of screaming sparks, and Kh-Teh ducked and blinked. 



She looked around in growing despair. All about her were discarded snips of life, chains that had gone nowhere, chains that had not led to her becoming President, or Sculptor Laureate, or any life of righteous justification, ease or comfort. 



The only lottery she’d ever won was to be born at all, in some form.



The whole silly pile of fragments was gross and redundant, with scraps of Kh-Teh mixed with Katie, scarred and scattered. Instead of an art gallery, there was the sand and wind and open sky; instead of a raven-haired lover rubbing her back on the beach, there was Hyathka picking insects from her hair in their hut. Not a single bit of this was anything that Kh-Teh had ever wanted or dreamed of happening, but they were what she had.



With slices of pain and glue of blood, she began to stick some of them together, until she had something she felt she could stand up while wearing. As the forests receded and the hills melted into the seas, she was still at it.








 Kh-Teh didn’t remember opening her eyes. The world faded in from colors unworldly to colors not inappropriate for a rainforest, and then to shapes that graced reality, and the faces of the Arkies all around her staring down as she lay on the ground with the wooden bowl beside her.



She sat up slowly. Every small movement felt like a mile, and she could hear insects singing miles away, and her heartbeat sounded like the flowing of the tides. She was back in her young body; nothing on the outside had changed.



She reached out carefully to the bowl, and raised it to her face, seeing her reflection in the oils on the surface of the liquid. A face distorted by the chunks and inclusions, a face worn by time and broken, as with all things that live and most things that perceive. 



Second sip, Death.



She brought her lips close to the scummy liquid, and inhaled—



Her gut clenched and her gorge rose, and nasty yellowish fluid sprayed from her mouth as she reflexively hurled the bowl away. On hands and knees, she wretched and heaved vile stuff from her mouth into the sandy dirt.



As she got up again, spitting and wiping her mouth of bitterness and filth, she looked up at the DoctorMother, who regarded her with a kind eye and her lipless smile. Nearby, Hyathka was almost dancing with hope.



“Chaisahk,” said the DoctorMother.
      

      
   
      A Good Glass of Gin


      

      
      
         Most people would say the woods were quiet. They weren’t. The woods were full of noise.



The rustle of leaves in the early autumn breeze. Occasional bursts of frantic wingbeats, flitting from tree to tree. The faint, distant echo of rushing water, betraying a nearby stream. The swish of hard, dry earth flying through the air. And a regular, dull thunk.



Swish. Thunk.



Swish. Thunk.



Swish. Thunk.



Swish.



And rest. A sigh.



The man set down his shovel, and looked at his handiwork with a furrowed brow. The hole that he was digging could not even charitably be called ‘neat’. Dug only vaguely in a circular shape, the shallow pit looked woefully out of place amongst the rugged beauty of the surrounding terrain. Were someone to look around, they would see forest as far as the naked eye could see dropping away down into a nearby valley, and then up again over the mountainside opposite, it’s peak piercing what few clouds could be seen in the pale blue sky. Not a sign of human civilisation to be seen. Of course, there was no one else to see. Just the man and his hole.



And then there was.



“...What are you even doing?”



The sharply dressed man could not have looked more out of place if he tried. His suit was immaculate, tailored, and clearly very expensive, which made how boring he looked in it all the more impressive. His neatly styled hair, gleamingly polished shoes and frameless glasses all combined to give the distinct impression of someone who had been born, raised and nurtured inside of a company boardroom. It was therefore perhaps unsurprising that he looked on the hole and its creator with something that might have been called disdain were it any less unfailingly polite.



The hole-digger glanced at him, then returned his critical gaze to his creation.



“I’m trying to make a still.”



The suited man arched one perfectly manicured brow, although the rest of his face remained in a perfectly neutral expression. “I see,” he said, in the voice of someone who did not in fact see, but thought it ill-mannered to say so. “May I ask why?”



The hole-digger drummed his fingers along the handle of his shovel, still staring contemplatively at his hole. “To see if I can. Why are you here?” He turned to face the newcomer for the first time. Dark, sharp eyes stared out from a craggy, weather-lined face. Both his hair and full-faced beard had turned from their native black to the salt-and-pepper of middle age. His stern face, well-worn clothes and battered brown leather jacket all combined to create an appearance to strikingly dissimilar to his companion as to border on bizarre. “I asked to be left alone for awhile.”



The other man inclined his head slightly, barely moving it at all. “My apologies. The instructions were relayed, but I wished to confirm them for myself.” He met his gaze unapologetically. “They were atypical.”



The bearded man’s mouth pulled down into a frown. “Atypical or not, it is not your job to question my decisions.”



For the first time the suited man’s neutral facade shifted as a flash of irritation crossed his face. It was there and gone so swiftly that one could have blinked and completely missed it, but both knew that the other had caught the slip. “I am your representative. Your voice to the world. Things are coming to a head, and people want direction, so they come to me. They ask me to tell them your instructions and I have nothing to give them because you are here. In the middle of nowhere, digging a hole with your bare hands.”



“Not quite,” his employer replied, voice mild. “I do have a shovel, after all.”



The suited man straightened to his full height, now fully scowling in irritation. “That is not the point! You are needed, and yet you fritter away time sitting here! You must return at—”



“That’s quite enough, Enoch.”



The now named Enoch shut his mouth with a soft clack, his scowl subsiding. The silence stretched out between them for a moment, the quiet but firm rebuke hanging in the air. Finally, the suited man exhaled slightly. On anyone else, it might have been called a sigh.



“Very well. I will be waiting.” Then he turned, and walked off into the trees.



The first man watched him go, eyes weary. Then he turned back to his hole. Setting his shovel down, he crouched by the rim of the rough-hewn dirt, and reached into his jacket. A moments rummaging produced a crumpled piece of paper, and after fumbling with it a little, he was able to unfold it and squint down at the roughly copied words. 



“Alright, step one complete. Now I have to—,” He paused, then squinted a little harder. “Hang on.”



He looked up, staring at his hole, then back down to the paper, disbelief painted over his features.



“Oh hell,” he mumbled, “I’ve got the wrong damn instructions.”








The man leaned against the wooden outer wall of his cabin, scratching at his beard absently with one hand. In front of him stood a small wooden barrel, a length of rubber hose extending out of the top of it to connect to a small tap, itself attached to a large open drum. The whole thing was surrounded by bits of steel piping and a large wrench, all scattered haphazardly on the ground. From the corner of his eye could still be seen the sad remnants of his hole, the edges worn away by the rain and wind of the last few days.



“Man. You’re really into this huh, Dad?”



The man glanced over to the side, eyeing his new visitor with a faint smile. “Hello, Mikey. And you could say that. I want to give this a proper go, is all.”



Mikey was a tall, athletic looking young man. Blond haired and blue eyed, with a handsome face and a slightly crooked nose, he had the look of someone who would be just as comfortable at a high society dinner as he would in the middle of a muddy sports field—old money, one of the boys down to the bones. He gave an easy laugh as he strolled towards the contraption, perfect teeth flashing.



“Sure, sure. You do know you could have any alcohol you wanted with a click of your fingers back home, right?”



His father rolled his eyes, chuckling good naturedly. “Oh I know, but I want to make it myself. Even if it’s terrible.”



Mikey raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Well, suit yourself I suppose. But any reason you’ve got to do it all the way out here?”



The bearded man smirked. “You sound like Enoch.”



His son’s face instantly scrunched up in distaste. “Ugh, really?” he complained, leaning against the cabin wall with one shoulder. “That’s a low blow, Dad. Real low.”



This got him a casual shrug, betrayed only by the teasing grin on his face. “If the shoe fits…”



Mikey rolled his eyes, before levelling his father with a more serious look. “Jokes aside Dad, as much as I hate to say it ol’ gnocchi had a point. When are you coming back?”



The levity slipped off the older mans face with a sigh. “Just, give me some time kiddo. That’s all I want. A little bit of time out here on my own, then I’ll come and clean things up. I’ll be back before you know it.” He gave his son a wry look. “But not if people keep coming and bothering me.”



“Alright, alright, I get it,” Mikey laughed, holding up his hands in mock defensiveness, “I’ll leave you alone, and I’ll let the others know too. But Dad, don’t take too long.” He fixed his father with a serious gaze again. “Sam’s getting restless. Wants to be done with all this, I think.”



The older man gave him an unimpressed look. “He asked for more responsibility, I gave it to him. If he didn’t want the job he should have kept his mouth shut.”



“I know, I know. But it’s me he’s whining at these days. Gotta share the pain.”



His father shook his head fondly. “Brat. Hey, want to see if this thing works?”



The younger man glanced over at the contraption as he gestured at it. “Sure, I guess.” The casual tone was betrayed by a gleam of curiousity in Mikey’s eye as the bearded man leaned down and turned on the tap. There was a faint fwoosh as water began to drain from the drum through the hose into the barrel. The two men back up, watching with bated breath. Mikey opened his mouth.



“Hey, how do we know it’s worki—”



A faint groaning noise was all the warning they had, as with a loud bang the barrel exploded. The two gave identical yelps as they ducked, unable to avoid being pelted with splinters. Both stared wide-eyed at the remains of the cask, spilling water out onto the cold dry ground through its shattered body.



“...I think you might need to rethink your approach, Dad.”








The man crouched down, staring intensely at the fruits of his labour. His face was taut and tense. A bead of sweat trickled down his neck, disappearing behind the collar of his jacket.



His latest attempt was far more impressive than the last. Entirely made from copper, the blowtorch laid slightly off to the side amongst other tools betrayed just how much effort had been put into shaping the still into the exact shape necessary. He chewed his lip slightly.



“You look uncertain, dear.”



The man jumped. Straightening up, he turned wide eyed to the interloper. For a moment, he just stared. Then, almost hesitantly, he spoke.



“...I told Michael I’d be back soon.”



The woman in front of him smiled back patiently. “You did. I just wanted to see you. I barely get the chance these days.” The man winced. “Oh don’t be like that. I know you have responsibilities, this isn’t a guilt trip you daft child.”



“Not a child,” he responded quietly, gaze shifting to look out over the horizon. The sun was not quite setting, but the late afternoon made the shadows long, and the trees hid its orange glow behind their tips.



Her smile grew a wry tint that would have made it quite clear what she thought of his assertion, had the man been looking. As it was, she chose to let him keep a little dignity. “Of course. Now, why don’t you show me what it is you’ve been making?”



He turned back to her, frowning slightly. “Mary…”



This netted him a frown of her own. “You know I don’t like you calling me that.”



He returned her gaze steadily. “Mary.”



The older woman’s frown deepened, making the wrinkles in her lined face all the more pronounced. Her grey hair was pulled back in a loose bun, and despite her clear age she looked fit and alert. Her plain, practical dress had clearly seen many years of use, patches visible here and there.



“You’re troubled.” It wasn’t a question.



“I’d be just fine, if people would let me finish this. I’ve had quite enough of interruptions.”



The look she gave him was spectacularly unimpressed. “And that’s all, I’m sure.”



“Yes.”



She sniffed. “I don’t believe you.”



His frown turned to exasperation. “Of course you don’t. What, is my word somehow not good enough for you?”



She continued to frown at him, ignoring his sarcasm. The man held her gaze, but his hands twitched a little. After a moment, he averted his eyes, shifting uncomfortably.



“You can do anything that you want to do,” Mary said firmly, “Anything at all. But you’re here, fumbling around with bits of metal, to try and make something you could have in a heartbeat. You tinkered the same way when you were young.” She smirked, if not unkindly, at the dismay that flitted across his face from being called out so easily, before her face grew serious again. “Something is troubling you.”



He gritted his teeth for a moment, before all the tension bled out of his body and he slumped, sighing as he turned his gaze back towards the horizon. 



“The Trinity thing was a whole lot of bunk.”



Mary blinked, opening her mouth, then closed it, watching him quietly instead.



“Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. The divine in three parts. The truth is, it was all just me. Undivided, unaltered. The truth is…” He hesitated, chewing his lip, then set his jaw and continued.



“The truth is, it was easier. The Father, who rules in Heaven, the Son, who lives on Earth, and the Holy Ghost, who moves in mysterious ways. Nice and simple. An easy lie. But still a lie.



“The truth is that I didn’t care. For so, so long, I didn’t care. It was easy not to care. I’d built this world for me. Who else was there to build it for. And the humans… They were fascinating, burning so brightly despite how little they could do, how short they lived, but they were a fascination. Nothing more.



“And then I came down among you. Then I became your son. It was supposed to be a, a joyride. Just a fun trip. Something to do, something different, one more thing to stave off the boredom of eternity.



“But it was so much more.



“For the first time in my existence, I was small. I was weak, I was powerless, I could only make do with what I had in front of me. With what I could build with blood and sweat and pain. And it was incredible.



“I’ve never felt so alive.



“The truth is, it was easier to call the great almighty being I was ‘Father’, because how could I ever compare being that to being who I was then? I didn’t feel like the same person, so it was easy to pretend I wasn’t. And then it all ended and I returned to my place in Heaven and everything was as it was except…



“Except I cared, now. For the first time in my long existence I cared. That’s why I’m here, Mary. Because all this is about to go away, and I’m a selfish God. I should love all things equally, remotely, perfectly but I still remember building my first chair with dad—with Joseph—and I wanted that back, just for a little while.



“I just want to make something that isn’t perfect again.”



After he finished, neither moved for a little while. They simply stood on the side of the hill, watching the sun sink ever lower into the trees. Then, very carefully, Mary pulled her son into a hug.



“For what it’s worth,” she whispered, “you were never very good at carpentry.”



The man made a noise into her shoulder that was almost a laugh, wet and fond and tired. “You kept that table for fifteen years,” he said accusingly.



She laughed, eyes crinkling up into a smile as she pulled away to look at him warmly in the dying light. “And for fifteen years, I didn’t tell you how terrible it was.”



He laughed again, smiling back. “You’re terrible. A terrible mother who doesn’t appreciate her sons gifts.” He sighed dramatically, even as his twitching lips betrayed his amusement at Mary’s giggles. They stood there a little while longer, comfortably wreathed in the moment’s afterglow.



“Well. I suppose this can wait a little while. Got to make sure the kids aren’t doing anything too stupid.”



“You’ll need something to do while the world ends, dear. And what a view you’ll have from here.”



Another laugh. “True! And I’ll be needing a break before I start it all again. This is as good a spot as any.”



A pause.



“Thanks, mom.”



They turned away, and walked back towards the cabin. A minute later, the clearing was empty, and there was no one to be found for miles around.








With a faint glug glug, the clear liquid tipped from the bottle into the glass. Eyeing it carefully, the man stopped when the glass looked to be about one third full. Turning to the counter at his side, he picked up the last bottle of tonic water in the world, and cracked it open with a snap hiss. Emptying it into the glass, he finished up the whole affair with two small ice cubes, and a small slice of the last lemon. This first batch was pretty standard—Juniper, freshly picked from the trees outside, and a bit of Angelica root. Picking up the glass, he pushed open the door of the cabin and strode outside. The wind ruffled his hair as he stared out across the valley, a smile playing across his face.



God looked out at the end of the world, and finally sipped his gin.



It wasn't great. But it was Good.
      

      
   
      Gardenia


      

      
      
         As far as he could remember, Jim had always been a fan of “ecology”. Not that the term meant much these days, but thumbing old books about plants and animals, or hopelessly trying to catch the fleeting shadow of a panicked rodent or the green fleck of a rogue grass tuft growing in a gutter were one of his favourite past time during his morning and evening commutes. His chances were low though: few were the species which could adapt to the kingdom of concrete and steel the continent has become. Even birds had been cast away by the repeated pollution episodes, and the ruthless war led by the sanitary authorities against flying insects had resulted in the total eradication of what minute number had managed to survive. 



Only rats, it was said, had survived deep inside the underground sewers maze, though little was known of them. Apparently, some might have been spotted on transient images taken by the cleaning machines which relentlessly paced the noisome pipes. On what they fed and what sort of life they lived no one dared think about. But their presence was a constant nag to the authorities, and might have been to the most fearful people, too. Jim remembered one of his colleagues telling him how she had dreamt about their countless furry legions silently slithering out of the manholes, then proceed to invade every home and slaughter their residents before finally take the city over.



Could rats be the future of humankind?



What remained of vegetation was a booby trap for naïve eyes: even if they looked the same from a distance, trees and grass were all made of plastic, or of whatever new synthetic material closer to the look and feel of the original, living models. But no oxygen would ever come out of those sheeny green leaves, which stubbornly stuck to their twigs even in the harshest of winters. They wouldn’t grow either, and, most of all, they didn’t require any care beyond occasional cleaning with high pressure water jets. Modern society had no time to waste on such unproductive trivialities.



The white, nondescript walls of Jim’s small, nondescript “flat” – cubicle would have been a better word, but it was nevertheless officially called a “flat” – were also spattered with photographs of forests and fields. Old stuff he had inherited from his great-grand-parents, the last generation to have caught a glimpse of the ancient world, though they had been infants when the Catastrophe had struck. Back from work, Jim liked to immerse himself into those pictures of a bygone age, imagine himself lying deep into the lush grass and spending his day looking up at the sky watching birds and clouds, doing nothing except fill his lungs with oxygen and bathe in the perfume of turf and earth.



But of course, even a single blade of grass was a luxury no one could afford now, not even the richest amongst the rich.



And yet. Yet, there were… this.



How had it begun? Rumours and banter, of course. There had always been. But Jim had always dismissed them as pure imagination: throughout the ages, people had always dreamt about better places. “Utopia” was the word they used. They needed something to hold on, something to buoy them up all along their bland lives, and what would have been better than the promise of a bright future, either in this world or in the other? 



Until the day when that strange email had landed on his desk. As chief security officer of a large software company, one of Jim’s routine task was to monitor the constant flow of in and out emails, and spot anything that might have seemed suspicious. That day, in the logs, he saw the footprint of a weird message. The sender’s address was obviously faked, but that happened a lot, especially with fraudulent emails. The recipient address was wrong and had resulted in a non-delivery status, that was why the email had crashed into Jim’s own mailbox, nor did it seem to him that any employee has ever borne such a name, at least since he has joined the company. What was really baffling, though, was that the headers had been somehow removed, so the email appeared to have popped up from nowhere. There was no easy way to remove headers from emails, since all messages were automatically stamped by the relaying devices. Somehow this meant ultra protected code has been tampered with.



Uncanny also was the message enclosed. It simply said: “Want to change life? Dreaming of green fields and wild animals? Then click here and let the adventure begin!” The link, however, was empty, so clicking on it wouldn’t produce any effect. It was like a clickbait message from nowhere to nowhere. 



Where could the message come from, and who could have sent it? This became, during the next day, like an obsession to Jim. And thus he decided to set out on his own private investigation over the following weeks. He gathered the binary code of the various routers of his company, and conducted a systematic disassembly process, followed by an in-depth scan, with the help of several classified IA tools. It took him almost half a year, mostly because this was a background task he carried on only when he was at loose ends, but at the end, he had something: a small segment of code which appeared to be triggered by a keyword in the subject line, and whose purpose was to take out headers from emails. The keyword was a simple name “Gardenia”, which, he quickly found out, was the name of a plant or tree.



Out of curiosity, and to confirm his discovery, he sent an email from an external address to himself with that word as subject and nothing in the message itself. To his utmost surprise, when it landed on his mailbox, the message was not empty but read the same as the first message he had intercepted. Except that, this time, the link was active and pointed to a bare IP address. How this has been inserted? Jim had no idea.



Besides, the IP address was ill-formed and incomplete, but Jim quickly recognised this as normal: it wasn’t intended to be keyed in into the widely available browsers, but rather into a special, modified version of  Quaestor often used by hackers to explore and find vulnerabilities in the websites of state agencies. Using his position, he had enjoyed an easy access to the illegal version, pretending it was for security assessment purposes.



So Jim fired the app and punched the IP in. It took several seconds, an eternity for anyone used to the latest technologies, before the app reacted. No wonder: the packets were heavily encrypted and dripped into the network, so as to blend into the main rushing stream and pass unnoticed.  But at last the window went black and a single message appeared.



It was a pair of coordinates, and a timestamp. 



It looked like an appointment. 








The street was dark and deserted, lined with the vaguely menacing shape of ramshackle buildings. Jim kept asking himself why he had been foolish enough to go there, spot on in the middle of the city’s most sketchy borough, on what everyone else would have been called a whim. There was, however, something appealing in this situation, a level of weirdness he had never experience in his life before. As an author of the former world has written: “When the mystery is big enough, you dare not shrug it off”.



Pacing down the alley, he was nervously scanning every building, his right hand almost squeezing his concealed handgun, ready to push the trigger had anyone threatening showed up. But no one did, and Jim walked safely to the point the coordinates given to him pointed at, facing a metallic door at the entrance of another rundown building. Looking around for any presence, he softly knocked at the door. His rapping resounded hollow, so without expecting someone to show up and open, he pushed on the door. It creaked as it hinged inwards, and Jim stepped inside.



The hall was dark, and empty, though the rear part was lost to darkness so Jim couldn’t properly evaluate its dimensions. All of sudden, the front door slammed shut behind him with a loud bang, which made Jim jump, draw his gun out and spin. He stood, his heart pounding in his chest, with both his extended arms joined to hold and swing the gun, trying to make out any living thing in the gloom. But when the last echoes had died away, a hush fell again. Jim exhaled loudly, then slowly relax, letting his arms hanging back loose. 



At that very moment, with a click, a hidden spot light was turned on. Jim turned around once more. The light fell directly on a white chair set in the middle of the room. “Jim!” a voice called from everywhere at once – loudspeakers, Jim thought. “Please take a seat.” It was not threatening, not even commanding. Just the standard voice of someone inviting someone else to sit at a meeting. So warily, scanning left and right for any presence and holding his gun, Jim walked to the chair. As soon as he had sat, a hidden monitor switched on, displaying images of a gorgeous landscape covered in grass, trees and hedges.



“Isn’t it was you have ever dreamt of”, the voice asked.



“Who are you?” Jim asked in return.



“This place,” the voice carried on, ignoring Jim’s question, “is very much real. It is called Gardenia. Gardenia is the only place on Earth were the old world could be preserved. There is no concrete building in Gardenia. No invading tarmac. But there is grass, trees, bees, and all sort of animals.



Gardenia is located far away overseas, and no commercial flight is permitted to fly over it. It has a limited extension, and as such, can welcome only a limited number of people. New people aren’t permitted to enter unless someone dies, so the population is maintained constant. You can be the next person to join this privilege community. Will you?”



The monitor kept showing beautiful overlooks. Even in his wildest dreams, Jim had not thought that possible. It was as if the paradise of the old religions had descended on Earth. “Why me?” he asked.



“Not anyone is eligible to go there. We need people who will fully reckon how fortunate they are. People who will cherish their future home, so that they passed it unspoiled to their successor when the die. We need smart and passionate individuals. It seemed to us that you could be one of those. Hence our message.”



”How? How did you manage to reach me? To hack the routers and—”



”I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the voice replied, and Jim thought he could detected some overtones of sarcasm in it. “We didn’t do anything like that.”



“What am I supposed to do?”



“It’s very easy: just be at the right place, at the right time again.” Softly rustling as it glided down from the darkness above, a sheet landed at Jim’s feet. He stooped to pick it up. Once again, there was only a pair of coordinates and a timestamp. “Remember, you can drop out anytime. If you don’t show up at the exact place exact time, we will simply move on to our next candidate, and you will never hear from us anymore. It’s your call now.”



Jim considered the sheet, pondering a little while over the figures written on it. “There’s a catch, of course, innit?”



“There is no catch,” the voice answered, this time more suavely. “Only one condition. This is a single ticket. Gardenia’s existence has been kept secret for almost a century now, no one living there is permitted to keep contact with anyone living in this part of the world. So you’ll have to say goodbye to your friends.”



Jim sighed. He wasn’t particularly emotionally engaged with anyone since he had broken his childless marriage a few years ago, so he wouldn’t really miss anyone, and he thought no one would miss him either. Yet, such a decision was hard to make.



“Are we authorised to carry our stuff with us?”



“No,” the voice replied. “You’ll be furnished with everything necessary once you reach Gardenia. This is a new life, much like a butterfly breaking out from a chrysalis. You have to leave your old life behind. That’s the rule.”



There was a pause. Jim was slightly overwhelmed. No other question popped up in his mind.



“Very well,” the voice resumed. “See you soon. Or not. Goodbye for now.”



With another lugubrious creaking, the front door cracked open. It was a dismissal. Wordlessly, Jim stood up, folded the sheet and shoved it into one pocket. He put back his gun in his belt, and slowly shuffled to the door and outside. As soon as he had crossed the threshold, the door slammed again. Jim paused, looked around, then slowly walked backed to the nearest metro station.








He still didn’t feel very sure about this. It might have been a trap, after all. But if it was, it would be the strangest trap Jim had ever fallen it. He had checked the code of the routers, the very next day after his first meeting: there was no more trace of the rogue code. Everything had reverted as he should have been. The extra code had vanished. Sending an email with Gardenia as subject had not triggered anything anymore. The organisation which had planned the whole affair had much clout, and probably some sort of official support, which could explain the ease with which they had broken into the software.



Jim was waiting in the rain, slouching against the brick wall of another crumbling building lost in another forlorn quartier of the megalopolis he was living in. For someone who was wont to spend all his days downtown amidst the upper crust, the very fact that areas like this one existed was an unsettling discovery. He wasn’t even sure people could actually live in such slums. Actually, he hadn’t crossed anyone since he had emerged from the underground station, although, to be honest, it was two in the morning, and rare would have been the people still out at that time, especially under such a pour.



He was lost in thought when the splashing of tyres came to his ears. He raised his head and saw a dark car coming along the street towards him. It stopped when it reached his level. The rear door opened and someone inside said “Come in, we’re expecting you.”



Jim walked to the door, stooped and looked inside. A hooded figure was sat at the rear end of the seat. He couldn’t see its face, nor was he able to make out any distinctive traits of the driver, whose lush hair masked everything else, and who seemed to stare fixedly at the road ahead.



“Are you—”



“Yes,” the passager reply. “Hurry up. We must leave this place as soon as possible.”



Jim hesitated, ever so slightly. Then, exhaling, he stepped in and close the door behind him. Right away, the car peeled out down the street, and veered at the next crossing.



The passenger took his hood off. He was a dark hair, somewhat handsome guy with sharp blue eyes. He reached out to Jim. “I’m Gary”, he said. “Please to meet you. And welcome to Gardenia!”



“Jim,” Jim replied. They shook hands.



"I know,” Gary replied. “Relax, all you have to do now, is enjoy the trip, and your future life.” He smiled brightly. “Here,” he carried on, pointing at the seat in front of Jim, “you can enjoy a documentary about Gardenia. Much more detailed than what you have got to see until now. If you have any questions about it, please feel free to ask me.”



Jim turned to face the back of the front seat. A monitor started displaying images of blue and green, much like the ones he had seen during his first encounter. He grabbed the headphones, and put them over his ears.



He barely heard Gary apologise as he was seized by two metallic rings which sprang from his seat and a sharp prick ran through his left arm. He could only jerk his head towards Gary and cast him a puzzled look before blackness fell on him and he lost consciousness. 








Jim swept away the sweat from his forehead, as he contemplated the two yoked oxen he had put to a still and the rest of the field that remained to be tilled. More than half remained, and he was not sure he would be able to finish before the sunset as the foreman had requested. It was too hot. The earth was clumpy and dry, and big chunks of rock were hampering the progression of the beasts, who were slogging away under the heat. He had to stop every ten minutes to let them rest a bit.



Slowly, he grasped the wineskin from his loincloth belt and drank what few drops still remained in it. He didn’t think he had ever known a drought of such intensity… at least he couldn’t remember. That was weird. He couldn’t bring back anything from the past beyond a certain point, about five summers ago. His brain seemed to have wiped out all his childhood. It was as if a black hole has engulfed all of his early life. Not that he was particularly upset about it: everyone around here seemed to experience the same syndrome. 



Except… a vague feeling. There was a longing in him. The fuzzy, shifting and wistful appeal for someplace else, somewhere far away. A place with… machines? Computers? He was positive those words existed, he had learnt them, and they had meant something to him. But what? 



A place where they was food at every meal, a place where you didn’t have to sweat and slave away all day to win your meagre evening ration. A place rife with magic and joy and boisterous parties lasting late into the night. A place where you never felt hot or cold.



When he thought about it, he was tempted to call that an earthly paradise.



He dismissed the idea with a shake of his head. The sun made him mad. He took the whip, and cracked it loud to set the oxen back in motion.
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The fox bled into the pond. Its front paws and head floated half-submerged at the water’s edge, as if it had decided to take a nap mid-drink; its sharpest tooth stuck out from under a curled lip;  its fur swayed in the ripples; and from the hole in its chest, it turned the water, and the floes of ice and snow on top, a faint, bright red.



I dropped the rifle in the snow. My shoulder ached from the recoil. My shaking fingers were covered in gunpowder.



“Skye?”



I just wanted to kill the nightmares.



“Skye!”



I just wanted them gone.



Dad ran up beside me, crunching the snow beneath his boots. He placed his big hand on the small of my back. Five dead rabbits hung limply over his shoulder, tied to his rifle.



“What’s wrong, Honey? Why did you fire?”



He followed my line of sight down the hill. To the pond.



“Fuck,” he said, and he broke out into a huge grin. “Nice shooting, Skye! Wow!”



He slung the rabbits off his shoulder and skipped down to the pond, laughing a song. I tried to wipe the gunpowder off my hands.



“Little Skye’s first kill!” Dad shouted to the forest. “At the age of thirteen, ladies and gentlemen!”



The trees responded in a great gust of wind, sprinkling evergreen needles on us.



Dad skipped right up to the fox, nudged its shoulder, and inspected the hole in its chest. “Right in the heart,” he said. “I like your style.” He looked back at me and laughed. “Skye, what’s eating you? You were begging me to come hunting with me this morning.”



I sat back and tucked my hands behind my knees. I’d never told Dad about the nightmares. The foxes running over my frozen body. The blood dripping from their mouths. The smiles on their faces.



“I want to go home,” I said.



“Alright, alright, in a second.”



Dad bent down, balanced on his toes. “Not usually this big,” he mused. He prodded it with the butt of his rifle. “Or this orange.” 



He grabbed the tail and stood up with it.



“Dad!” I cried.



He held it out of the water and let it drip like a spinning, bloody towel.



“Oh, relax, honey. It’s a good thing you killed it!” His face suddenly grew serious. “Tricky little fuckers, these ones. Illusionists. Shapeshifters. Ooooo!”



We watched the corpse rotate in the air like a hypnotist’s watch.



Then Dad smiled at me. “Get a grip, Skye. Do you believe everything your old man says?” With that, he flicked the body into the water, and I nearly shrieked. Dad sidestepped the splash and came bouncing back up the hill, pride written all over his face.



“A-aren’t we bringing it home?” I asked.



He frowned “No. If we bring a fox into our home it’ll attract other foxes. Dead or alive. And the hens wouldn’t appreciate that kind of company, besides. And look! We’ve got plenty today.” He repositioned the army of dead rabbits over his shoulder. “C’mon, let’s go see your mother.”



With his free hand he grabbed one of mine and brought me in for a hug. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel proud, then, our hands clasped tight, hunter-to-hunter. But it took me forever to turn my head away from the body. The dead fox, in the clear, reddening pond, bumped into a piece of ice and rotated in the water, its mouth agape, and its eyes shut.



The wind picked up, and the trees bent and swayed overhead. They sounded like they were moaning. They sounded angry at something.



I picked up my rifle, and we went home.








The scene replayed in my head over and over again. 



It was the same fox from my nightmares, it had to have been, with the stark black nose and the burning, bloodshot yellow eyes. The white patch of fur around its right eye. It was the same fox that shows up at the end, parts the sea of wiry, clamoring foxes, licks the blood from its lips, and presses its teeth to my neck.



And then he was there, in broad daylight, moving fast as a blur and stopping for a drink. A quick break before it would terrorize me again in the night. I hadn’t even thought. I’d just aimed, exhaled, and fired, like Dad taught me. No different from the beer cans.



Except it didn’t dent, fly comically into the air. It just whimpered, fell asleep in the water, and bled.



I stayed close behind Dad as we walked through the moaning trees. He was a big man, broad from his shoulders to his waist. He could hug me and still grab either of his biceps. His hands and his beard were dirty, as was his brown hair, poking out from under his plaid wool cap.



Our boots crunched in the snow, and the sleeves of our coat scraped against our bodies. On the way out, we had to crouch, walk slowly, tuck our colorful hats into our pockets, but now we walked quickly home, uncaring of how much noise we made. We only had to worry about being followed.



Were we being followed?



I stopped and turned around. Nothing behind us but our footprints.



Dad didn’t even slow down. 



“I’ll leave you behind, Spooks,” he said.



Home was a modest farm situated at the edge of a large plot of land that we called ‘the valley’. The forest surrounded it on all sides. The three of us lived in a skinny, two-story house, with a ventilated basement for skinning and tanning hides. A single, flat-topped hen-house stood next to the farmhouse, surrounded by chicken wire. Several times every winter, Dad or I climbed onto the roof and shoveled the snow off to keep the whole thing from collapsing.



I stripped out of my jacket, boots and snow pants, sat at the kitchen table, and gripped my mug from this morning. The smell of coffee was faint, but not gone. It mixed with the gunpowder from my fingers, and gave the whole kitchen a bitter stink. 



The pelts on the walls hung still. Their fur looked fresh and shiny, like they’d just been killed that morning. Rabbits, otters, martens and voles, black bears and brown bears and grizzlies. A set of moose antlers hung above the stove.



No foxes, though.



This was where we ate living things—for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. And in the basement, I skinned animals with my knife, and set the bones aside to make broth. We sold their fur to people from the city, and used the leftovers for wallpaper.



Death had always surrounded me. Ever since Dad clasped me on either shoulder and told me I would start earning my keep, death had been part of the routine, like coffee, or bedtime. But I’d never caused death before. I’d never watched movement, breathing, emotion, every sign of life, stop. I’d never seen so much blood.



Dad walked into my view, and I jumped. The table creaked under his weight as he sat on it, hands folded on his lap.



“Well?” he said.



“What?”



He smiled with his eyes closed. “Aren’t you gonna go upstairs and tell your mother the good news?”



I hung my head. “Sure.”



“I’ll get started on dinner.” He tapped me on the shoulder. “Nice shooting today, Sweetheart. I think I’ll take you out more often.”



I walked past him.



Going upstairs felt like entering a tunnel. Dad once told me that when he and Mum first bought the farm the house had been made of gypsum and plaster, but the two of them bought stacks of pine planks and covered every wall and ceiling with them. “Best decision we ever made,” he told me. “What’s rustic living if it looks like the city?”



It never bothered me before, and yet, today, everything felt tighter to me than normal. The knots in the pine stared at me like eyes and swirled like storms. Every step creaked. I was more aware of how much every sound bounced off the thick walls, and how little traveled into the next room.



I shook off the unease and let out an angry sigh. Dad was right. Get a grip.



I passed pictures of the three of us, and the two of them, and the one of me, all of us smiling and happy. They were old pictures. 



I knocked on my parents’ room, but I didn’t have to.



“Mum?” I said. “It’s me.”



She was right where we left her that afternoon, sitting by the window. Her black hair hung over the back of her chair, all the way to her waistline. It was straight and untouched by hairties in over a decade. Her soft white hands sat plaintively on her lap. As always, she wore her white pajamas.



Every morning, she would watch the sun climb out from under the horizon, and make its way above the house, leaving her with a little burn. In the evening she just stared at the shadows, and the pink, snowy mountains in the distance. She beamed at them; she was radiant. 



She hadn’t left the house in months. The last time she’d even set foot on the porch, that was all she managed, before panicking and rushing back inside. “Two steps tomorrow,” she’d said. That was four months ago.



“Hi, Mum.”



She jumped and placed a hand on her chest. “Oh, Skye. You scared me. How was the hunt?”



“It was good,” I said. I squeezed my fingers together, chewed on my lip.



“Sweetie, what’s the matter? Are you still having nightmares?”



I shook my head. “No more nightmares,” I said. “I think they should be gone now. I mean, I hope so.”



“Well, that’s wonderful news,” Mum said. “You know, I have nightmares sometimes too.”



Of course you do, I wanted to say. “I know, Mum.”



“But there’s no need to worry. They’re not real.”



“Mum, I killed something.”



Her face grew serious.



“I didn’t want to. I mean, I did, but I wish I hadn’t.” Stupid, childish tears clouded my eyes.



Mum smiled and took my hand from me. “There’s no need to worry,” she soothed. “You know, I will always protect you.”



I felt a tug at my heart. I tried to imagine her standing between me and an angry bear, or rescuing me from a burning building, but I failed. All I could see was the other way around.



“Yeah, Mum. I know.” I nodded.



She smiled. “There we are. Much better. No more blue Skye.”



Something screamed.



Birds bolted from the trees, cawing in anger. The hen-house broke into a panic. But they all paled in comparison to the screams coming from inside the forest. Anguished screams, rising and falling, never pausing for breath. I couldn’t tell if it was laughing or crying. Insanity in sound.



I clutched Mum’s hand. She turned her head at me, and then towards the window.



I rushed to the window and slammed it shut, but the screams seemed to get louder. Angrier. My shoulder ached. I could feel the gunpowder on my fingers.



I hadn’t killed the nightmares at all.



I’d set them free.
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When the fox stopped screaming, Mum tutted behind me.



“Well, now,” she said. “That was a little melodramatic, don’t you think?”



I looked back at her. “That didn’t freak you out?”



“Why would it? It’s only a fox, sweetie. Foxes are the kindest, warmest creatures there are. Once you get to know them.” She tapped her nose with one finger.



“Dinner!” Dad called up the stairs.



Mum bounced once, then stood from her chair. “I was just feeling peckish,” she said.



Outside, the birds settled back into their nests. The hens clucked, chortled, and eventually went quiet themselves. Like nothing had ever happened.



Trembling, I stretched a hand out to Mum and took her downstairs.







If the screams had bothered Dad, he didn’t show it. He stood at the stove, swaying his hips and humming; three chicken breasts sizzled in a well-oiled pan. The oil crackled and sprayed on his shirt, across the counter, and even on the splatter guard standing up against the wall. A salad bowl surrounded by stray lettuce and chopped zucchini sat on the counter.



Watching Dad cook was like watching work pile up in front of me. He moved fluidly and quickly, and by the time the meal was ready the kitchen looked like it had just been used to feed twenty people, instead of only three. It was my job to clean up after him. Part of earning my keep.



Most nights, we ate in silence. Those were the best nights. But Dad was in a chatty mood ever since the hunt. Maybe it was the thrill of the dead fox, or the promise of money hidden in those rabbit hides. He finished most of his meal before I even started, and then leaned back in the chair, smiling at Mum as she carefully cut her food.



“So!” he said. “Skye tell you what she did today?”



Mum’s knife stopped suddenly. “No,” she murmured. “I don’t think so.”



“Bagged a fox.” Dad flicked his eyebrows up his face. “Didn’t even need my help.”



Mum put down her cutlery. She stared down at her hands. “Oh,” she said. “A fox. That’s nice, Honey.”



“Can we talk about something else?” I said.



“What?” Dad replied, “It’s the most interesting thing that happened to us today.”



I cleared my throat. “Mum.” I placed my hand on hers so she would look at me. “What did you do today?”



Mum tried to look my way, but failed. “I…I—”



Dad slammed his fork on the table. Mum and I jumped. 



“The fuck do you think she did today, Skye?” he barked. “She stared out her goddamn window. We’re gonna talk about what we did.” He flicked his knife between us. “Because that’s actually interesting.”



After a moment, he straightened his back. He raised his hands innocently. “Look… I’m sorry, you two. I just don’t know why no-one’s as excited as I am.” He beamed at me. “Skye’s first kill.”



I sawed off another piece of chicken.



They weren’t always like this, Mum and Dad. I can remember when I was small—just tall enough to see over the dinner table if I stood on my toes—watching them cook. They would sing a duet together that my Dad had taught my Mum—passed down through generations. She would reach up and touch his face mid-dance, and they would both freeze, grinning like fools. They only ever moved when I, loudly and proudly, gagged.



I adored their love story when I was a kid, even if I hated the fact that it was, well, theirs. The student studying abroad in a subject he realized he hated, happening across a frustrated young girl living with an overbearing family. The nighttime flings. The promise to leave together, buy a farm miles away from any city, and live off the land. Mum took some convincing, at first, with the hunting. But Dad told her stories of furs keeping the natives warm, of babies wrapped up in a bear’s fur coat, and she relented on two conditions. The animals couldn't be endangered. And the killing had to be useful—their death couldn't be a waste. 



And then I came along. And wherever I fit into their lives, that's where I stayed. 



Years passed, and they changed. Dad became irritable. Mum discovered the frightening horror that was her own shadow. And I, finally becoming old enough to create long-lasting memories, could only remember them for what they were now.



They both started feeding me the same tired line. They weren’t always like this. Your Dad was never so short-tempered. Your Mum used to be so strong, you know, before she became as frightened as an orphaned rabbit. 



But Dad didn’t get angry all that often. And Mum was a lot braver than Dad gave her credit for. On a good day.



I would do anything to see her touch his face, and for them to freeze, just one more time.



Dad was the first to finish his meal, so he stood from the table, wiped his hands with his napkin, and threw it on his plate.



“Get the dishes, Skye. I’m gonna check on the hens.”



He stomped away. He swung open the first door, but paused before opening the screen door.



“What the f…fuck?”



“Dad?”



All I could see was him at the door, staring down through the screen, his mouth hanging slightly open. He threw his gaze at me, then back down.



“You know anything about this?” he asked.



I stood and went to him. My heart doubled its pace.



Sitting on the front porch, in a patch of wet wood, was the dead fox. Curled up in a soft little ball, it seemed to be only taking a nap. It was still dead, but it had finished bleeding. A single fly buzzed around its head as it agonized over the best spot to land.



“What kinda sick bastard…?” Dad snapped in my direction. “Plastic bag. Big one.”



I fetched an old Aldi bag from a drawer in the kitchen, handed it over, and stepped way back.



Dad put his hand through the bag, opened the screen door and grabbed the body by its rear end. He tried to wrap it up in one go, but its head flopped to one side and grazed his arm. 



He squirmed. “Christ alive.”



When he was done, he tied the bag off and hucked it along the wall towards the garbage bin. Then he stepped outside and turned in a uneven circle.



The forest shook. A crow cawed, innocently.



He came back inside and shut the door. “Must have crawled here or something.”



“It was dead.”



“Maybe not all the way.”



“I shot its heart.”



Dad rubbed his stubble. He swore. “Start carrying your knife with you,” he said. “And know where your gun is at all times. Got it?”



Just when I thought my heart couldn’t beat any faster.








I set my alarm clock forward an hour. Something told me I would need an extra few hours of sleep, but one was all I could afford. I got out my stuffed bear—the one Dad made me, out of real fur, when I was five—and placed it in front of the screen of the clock so it couldn’t mock me with its glow while I failed to fall asleep.



I pat the bear on the head. “Thanks, Bub.”



I leaned my rifle against the bedpost—within reach. I slid into bed, flicked off the lamp, and under the warmth of three blankets, I shivered.



Just get to tomorrow, I thought. Tomorrow is better than today. It always is.



I don’t know when I fell asleep. All I know is, for the first time in weeks, I didn’t have the nightmare with the screaming fox. I had a different one.



I woke in a world of thick mist, already standing. Branches covered in pink flowers poked out of a thick mist, just out of reach. Petals spun to the ground. The sun burned softly behind the sky, but the mist held strong against it. I wore some kind of white dress covered in bare, red tree branches. It was more comfortable than anything I’d ever worn in my life.



In front of me was a statue of a fox sat on its hindquarters, nose pointed up and to the side, mid-sniff.



I discovered I couldn’t control my body, in the most unsettling way possible. I tried to move, found that I couldn’t, and then felt my body move on its own.



I squatted down in front of the statue, sitting on my knees. I traced my fingers along a hole in the fox’s chest. A dried trail of blood made its way to the floor, where it disappeared. Shot in the heart.



I reached up to touch its face—again, not because I wanted to, but because I had no choice—and I pulled back. I brought my hands to my lap again.



I’m sorry, I said. I made a mistake.



The statue growled faintly, and its chin, in a bizarre, fluid movement of rock, bent towards me.



I’m sorry, I said. Tears plucked at my fingers. I made a mistake.



It stopped growling, pounced, and I woke up. I tried to scream. I tried to thrash, roll over, dodge the fox, but I couldn’t speak, and I couldn’t move.



I felt as cold and still as if I was frozen.



The room was dark, but the knots in the ceiling were still just about visible. I couldn’t look at anything else. I could swear they were moving, spinning like whirlpools in the wood.



I tried to sit up. I failed. I was awake, but my muscles weren’t. I turned my eyes down to see the clock on the dresser, but then I remembered I’d put the bear in the way.



That’s when I saw the yellow eyes.



At first, I thought it was another stuffed bear. Just taller, skinnier, and orange. But then I saw the signs of life. It was breathing—heavy, and labored, but alive. All over its fur stuck together, wet and shining in what little moonlight the room had. It licked its paw, pushing pieces of dried snow onto the floor.



It had a white patch of fur around its right eye.



I tried to yell, but my chest fought it, and all I did was groan.



The dead fox—for it couldn’t be anything else—hopped off the dresser and disappeared. I searched the ceiling and willed my body to move, or even to scream.



Dad. Mum.



I shut my eyes.



This isn’t real. It’s dead.



The bed shifted. I whimpered. The blankets brushed my legs slightly. I felt a paw beside my ankle, and then another between my thighs. Then on my waist. My stomach. My chest. My neck.



The fox came into view, its black nose an inch away from mine, and I realized I had it wrong. It wasn’t a shambling corpse come back to life to haunt me; no, it wasn’t rotten, only withered. Its orange fur was graying in places. Its whiskers were curled in random directions. And the tiny part of me that thought this was all a bad dream quietly died.



The fox opened its mouth and panted. Saliva dripped onto my nose. I smelled death in its every breath. It trembled and growled, and the bed vibrated. 



I’m sorry, I croaked. I made a mistake. No sound came out.



The fox inhaled—suddenly and loudly, like only a human could—and it screamed in my face.



My ears throbbed and I couldn’t cover them. I thought it was dying. Like its lower half was being ripped to shreds, but it kept its yellow eyes trained on me, its teeth bared. Tears blurred its image.



Finally, I screamed back. My body returned and I flung all my limbs at once, swatting at the fox, diving forward and grabbing my gun. I rolled onto my back and aimed.



Gone. I was alone.



Down the hall, footsteps charged towards me. Dad came flying in the room.



“Skye! What the hell is wrong with you?”



I sat up and aimed around the room. “W-where’d it go?” I blubbered. “I c-couldn’t move. Where…?”  



Dad put a big hand on the nose of the rifle and pushed it into the bed. Then he took it out of my hands and set it against the wall.



“Skye,” he warned, sitting next to me. “You were having a nightmare. Relax.”



“I was awake.”



Dad shook his head. “Never had sleep paralysis before?”



“Sleep… what?”



“It’s like dreaming and being awake at the same time. It’s a lot of fun.” He tapped me on the forehead. “But it’s all in here. Got it?”



“But—The fox.”



Dad placed his rough hands on my cheeks and pulled my attention towards him. “There’s no fox,” he said. “Okay?”



I swallowed. “Okay.”



“Let’s not become your mother, Skye.”



My heart sank. I had no response to that.



“Night, Sweet’ums.”



He left before I could beg him to stay. He closed my door softly, muttered to himself in the hall, then slammed the door to his and Mum’s room.



The sheets were strewn all around me. I got out of bed, breathing unsteadily, and re-made them. The work calmed me down, just like Dad always told me. Put yourself to use. Demons can’t get you if you’re busy.



I passed the dresser and moved the bear to see the clock. Quarter to one. I decided I would put myself to work tomorrow. I would keep the farm running all by myself, if I had to.



I put one hand on the dresser and shrieked, pulling it back.



It was wet.
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Sleep never returned, and despite what I’d hoped, the sun never came out the next day. I spent the next several hours on my side, clutching my bear, staring at the pitch black sky outside, and the flecks of snow sticking to the window. I listened for signs of the fox. But I heard nothing. The temperature dropped. The cold cut through blankets, hair, skin and bone. At some point the black sky turned gray, my alarm went off, and I went downstairs.



Dad and Mum were up; he stood at the stove frying eggs in a pan, while she sat at the table, readjusting her cutlery every few moments.



“Good morning, Skye,” Mum said. “How did you sleep?”



“Wahey!” Dad called. “It’s Spooks! Glad you could join us.”



I crossed my arms and sat in the chair. My eyes begged me to let them close. My brain fought to keep them open.



Dad sighed dramatically. “Well, since you’re here, you can make yourself useful. I need some more eggs.”



“Oh, you’re too hard on her,” Mum said. “Can’t you see she’s exhausted?”



Dad’s face darkened. He scraped at the eggs stuck to the pan. Some of it fell to the flames below and hissed. “Shut up, Dear,” he whispered. “Skye, get some eggs.”



Mum patted me on the knees and nodded, as if giving me permission.



I felt lightheaded as I stood, and I grabbed the table for support. The room swung like a pendulum—one way, then the other, and back again. I teetered my way to the front door, going by muscle memory more than by sight. I steadied myself on the knob, pulled it open, pushed on the screen door and walked out, letting it crash behind me. I rubbed my temples. Just get to tomorrow. But it was tomorrow.



A plastic bag flew by and I instinctively caught it. 



An old Aldi. With a hole torn through it.



I stepped off the front porch, wandered into the valley, and let the bag flutter away. I fell to my knees. My stomach lurched ahead of me, and I almost hurled.



The hens weren’t in their house. They were in pieces. All around me, scattered across the valley, in a mess of feathers, meat, and blood. Every last one of them.



I clasped my hands over my mouth. Tears ran over them. I felt around for the ground as if it had left me, and I sat back to cry.



“Dad…” I muttered, then, “DAD!”



It took him a minute to come out, and it felt like hours. Brown feathers and down swirled around me in an invisible twister. The hen closest to me took a good look at the dirt, one eye hanging out of its socket.



Dad’s footsteps came thundering out of the house behind me. He had his rifle drawn; his face was wild. I hid my face in my knees.



“Show yourself!” he screamed. “COME OUT HERE!”



I only heard what he did next. It started with steps, skids, running back and forth. Then his rifle clattering into the dirt, a grunt, and what sounded like the axe being yanked out of its stump. 



Then, “Fuck!” and the sound of the axe thudding into the side of the hen-house. And out again. Another curse, another thud. “FUCK!”



Then he gasped. He sprinted over to me and grabbed his rifle. I couldn’t help but look up.



At the far end of the valley, perched silently at the edge of the trees, were two foxes, with white patches of fur over their right eyes. One was dead, its fur coming off in the wind. It hung from the mouth of an older version of itself. The old fox dropped the larger fox to the ground and licked its lips.



Dad fired. A nearby tree splintered, but the fox didn’t flinch. It licked its paws.



“Shit.” Dad fumbled for his breast pocket for another bullet, but came up with nothing. “Fuck. Skye!”



He dug his fingers under my armpit, and I yelped.



“Honey, for fuck’s sakes! STAND UP!”



He ripped me off the floor with one big hand and shook me until my legs worked. A hard vein pulsed in his forehead. His eyes went on a wild journey all over my face.



“Why are you so afraid of a goddamn animal? It’s not intelligent, it’s not out to get you, it’s not even that fucking big! Get a hold of yourself!”



His voice was breaking apart. His fingers pressed my muscles, my nerves, and instead of answering him, I tried to break free.



“Are you listening to me?” he barked.



“Let go!”



Suddenly, a soft, white hand—like a tree branch emerging from the mist—reached out and touched the opposite side of his face. Mum, holding her pajamas up at the chest to keep them out of the dirt, had appeared out of nowhere, like a beam of sunlight through the clouds. She turned his head towards her.



“Dear,” she said. “Let’s not scare poor Skye. She’s all we have.”



Dad let go of me. His mouth quivered. He placed his hand over hers. 



“You’re outside,” he said.



She pulled him in. She placed her chin on his shoulder, and nuzzled it gently.



“Come with me,” she suggested. “I’ll make everything better. I always can.”



Dad swallowed. The end of his gun fell to the grass, and Mum took his hand. He let her lead him away.



“Be good, Sweetie,” she said to me. “This won’t take long.”



Off they went. I watched, this middle-age couple meandering away, like lovers on a beach. They walked to the front door, then through it, and up the stairs. Dad dragged the butt of his rifle on the floor, knocking it against every stair.



The fox.



I spun around. At the far end of the valley, the dead fox lay in a bundle on the ground. The old one crept across the valley, its head up, its eyes wide, and its nose sniffing like mad.



It saw me looking, and it bolted. It grabbed the bigger fox by the scruff of its neck and dragged it into the trees.



I ran inside and grabbed my rifle.








Maybe it was anger that hurled me into the forest; maybe it was guilt, not for the dead fox, but for the hens, and for everything that was happening to my family; or maybe it was that childish thought that I could solve everything with my first idea. But I wasn’t sorry anymore. I made no mistake. I would kill every fox in the forest if it meant the nightmare would end.



But I knew I only had to kill one of them.



I barreled through the snow, my rifle clutched in both hands. I hadn’t thrown on my jacket on—my pullover, and my rage, were warm enough. 



A set of paw-prints weaved through the trees, lined with scattered orange furs, and the soft, worm-like imprint of a tail. I followed it up to where it ended, suddenly, at the bottom of a thick evergreen with low-hanging branches. Needles fell from bouncing branches above me, and there I saw the orange blur, skittering through the branches.



I chased them for all of two seconds before I tripped on a root and landed hard on my elbows. I still held my gun. Pushing myself back to standing, I scanned for them again.



Nothing but snow and moaning trees all around.



I spun around and cursed. In the moment of rest, my body felt twice as heavy, my eyes reminded me I hadn’t slept in over a day, and I fell to one knee.



The trees, quietly but surely, caught fire.



“What the…?”



One by one, flames appeared silently from the sky and spread downward through the branches. My face grew hot. Flaming needles fell around me, but they vanished before they reached the ground. I could taste the smoke. A fox screamed, echoing from everywhere at once. 



I should have run. Dad had trained me for forest fires. Get to a clearing. And the valley wasn’t too far away. But despite the smoke, and the heat, I stayed there. I held my rifle to my chest, and closed my eyes.



“This isn’t real,” I whispered. “It can’t be.”



The heat dissipated. I could breathe again. A pair of crows cawed overhead. The forest was back to its cold, unfeeling self.



A branch shook above me. I looked up. The fox—its dead friend deposited somewhere else—gazed at me with curious yellow eyes. It repositioned itself and tilted its head.



“What are you?” I wheezed, but then every part of me screamed, Who cares? so I aimed.



The fox flinched.



A gunshot pierced the forest.



My finger shook, tapping the trigger. I hadn’t pressed it yet.



The gunshot had come from the farm.



“Mum? Dad!” 



I sprinted away, tripped and landed back on my knees, got up, and sprinted again. I kept my eyes down, leaping over branches and rocks until I was out of the forest. I ran across the valley faster than I ever had in my life.



I ripped open both doors, threw my rifle to the floor, and shot up the narrow stairs.



“Dad! Mu—”



I stopped cold at the top of the stairs.



The scene was something out of a painting. Dad, huddling himself in the corner of the door-frame, clutching his rifle, looking in. Mum’s long black hair, and her soft, white arm, hanging over the end of the bed. A trail of blood running down her arm onto the wood floor. 



Knots of wood watched from everywhere.



“Mum?” I muttered. “Mum?”



Dad clutched his shoulders. “She… She looked like… one of them.” He took off his hat and buried his face in it. “She looked like…” He wheezed, then suddenly inhaled. “It tricked me,” he snarled. “It fucking tricked me.”



His anger petered out as fast as it had come. 



I stepped over him. He pawed at me to stop, and I swatted his hand away. He wailed and hid his face while, outside, the forest screamed.



When I looked back, my mother was gone. Her body had been replaced. Hanging over the bed, dripping blood from its nose and teeth, was a dead fox.
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I had always been dreaming. That was my first thought. My whole life leading up to this point had never been real. Somewhere, in a bed made of cotton and wool, I slept soundly, and soon, I would wake up from all of this, and go downstairs to have breakfast. Somewhere, that was true.



Somewhere, I still had a mother.



I sat at the kitchen table, clutched my mug so hard I thought it might shatter and cut my hands. A still smell of death hung over everything, and for a moment, I thought it was the pelts.



Dad came downstairs slowly—the softest I’d ever heard him walk. He put a single, rough hand on my shoulder, and squeezed. With one finger, he scratched. The same finger that had pulled the trigger.



I slouched away from it.



“Skye…”



He walked around to the opposite chair, the scene upstairs still written all over his face, and sat down. What did he see, when he looked at the bed? A person, or an animal?



“She said she was sorry,” Dad said.



“What?”



He shook his head, remembering. “We were asleep. Or… I was. She touched my face and she”—he pointed to his ear—“whispered it to me. She said she was sorry. She made a—”



“Mistake,” I finished.



“…Did she say that to you too?”



I didn’t answer.



Dad looked down at his hands. “And then I… I turned over, and…” his eyes turned red and overflowed. “I saw… it.”



Before I knew what I was doing, I tried to solve my Dad like he was a puzzle. I tried to consolidate this broken, crying man, with the angry beast I’d seen in the valley. The beast who grabbed me, yanked me around, yelled in my face. He made me want to run inside and never leave. Find somewhere safe, enclosed. And then Mum stopped him.



I’ll always protect you.



“You tortured her.”



Dad looked up at me. He frowned. “What did you say?”



“Mum wasn’t scared of everything.” I met his eyes. “She was just scared of you.”



“…Hey.”



“You tortured her until she broke.”



Dad pointed a finger at me. “Skye, that’s enough. That’s a crock of shit and you know it.” He wagged his finger. “It’s that fox. It’s tricking us. Turning us against each other. Illusions, remember? But it’s just one animal,” he said with a nod. “You and me, Skye. We can kill it.”



I didn’t answer.



He slammed his fists against the table and stood. 



“Don’t ignore…”



The table caught our attention. It vibrated under his fists. He pulled them away, but it kept going. It rumbled. Then it shook. I let go of the mug and watched it slide away.



The dishes and glasses in the cupboards clattered. The pelts hanging next to the walls moved for the first time in years.



I dodged Dad as he ran to the screen door. He pressed his hands against the frame. His face glowed white in the moonlight.



“Skye,” he said. “What time is it?”



“Almost lunch?” I guessed.



He didn’t answer.



I ran to the nearest window. The sky was black. The stars were out. The moon was full, and round, and painted a faint, bright red.



The house stopped shaking.



“…Skye?”



The windows exploded.



A wave of fur washed over me and swept me onto the floor. Paws struck me, teeth nipped at my arms and legs, and snarling, growling, and gnashing came from every direction at once. I threw my arms over my head and crawled under the table, screaming.



Foxes.



A thousand of them, all with white patches on one eye, all of their whiskers curling with age—they stormed inside through every window, came up from the basement, flew down from upstairs, and rushed the front door.



Dad whirled around. He swung his arms and brushed the foxes off him one by one, but they kept coming. He swore, went to run upstairs for his rifle, but they ran over him like a wave, and pushed him backwards down the steps. I saw blood, bits of fur, and pieces of skin, fly in the air. A single big hand stuck out from the pile and reached towards me. 



I saw an opening and ran out the door.



There were miles of foxes. They flooded the entire valley, came spilling out of the forest, spurred on by the beating red moon above. I kicked at them as I ran, but they were so fast; I missed every time. I crashed into the dirt and covered myself as they ran over me.



There was a burst of wood and nails as Dad shoulder-charged the door and came outside. He sprinted to the hen house—pieces of his face missing—and wrenched the axe out of the side. 



“Come and get me!”



They did. With wide, hurricane-like swings he chopped at them, but they only seemed to ride the axe, get flung away by it, and run straight back for him. He swung and swung as they climbed, shaking them off every time.



Until one got up to his shoulder and sank its teeth in his neck.



“DAD!”



He swung the axe right for it, and it jumped out of the way.



A terrible snap echoed through the forest.



I picked myself up and ran.








I thought I’d never make it across the valley, that I’d collapse and be overrun before I even passed the hen-house—but suddenly I broached the trees. The foxes were gone. I was alone.



I kept running. Any step now would be my last.



My body separated from my mind. Like a dog owner running short of breath, my body let go of the leash, let my mind run away, and collapsed to the floor.



I fell to my hands and knees, crawled over to the nearest tree, and sat up against it. I didn’t have my rifle, my coat or my snow pants or my boots. Numbness crept up from my fingers and toes, worked its way to my chest. I let it happen without so much as a shiver.



I thought of home. My father in the valley. My mother on the bed. And I never knew who either of them were.



A twig snapped in half, and I jolted awake. Ten feet from me, stalking slowly on all fours, was the old fox. It bowed its head and disappeared behind a tree. In a moment, it reappeared, holding the fox I killed in its mouth, now two days old. A third of its fur was missing, the rest of it clumping and ready to fall.



I tried to slide back, but I was already against the tree, and even that failed movement took so much strength.



“Go away,” I warned it. I had nothing to back up the threat. “Please.”



The fox kept coming. It dropped the body at my feet and sat back, its head bowed. It opened and shut its eyes with effort, as if struggling to keep awake. It shifted and nudged the body, almost rolling it over.



“I don’t understand,” I whimpered.



It came close to me. I inhaled sharply, and it stopped, then approached slower.



It poked its nose into my pocket, pulled out a knife by the blade, and set it down by the body. It nudged it again, and nearly lost its balance.



Realization struck me. Tears flooded my eyes.



“I can’t,” I told the fox. “It’s been too long.” I reached out and took a clump of fur, tossing it aside. “See?”



The fox stayed still, its ears flat against its head. Snow fell around us, slowly, as if it didn’t want to interrupt, but it couldn’t help but fall, and hoped we’d forgive it.



“Was he… your son?” I guessed.



The fox hung its head, then raised it again. I realized a bow looked a lot like a slow, meaningful nod.



Then it jolted upright, and I flinched. It moved a few feet away, sniffing the ground, locked itself into a trance and began to dig. 



Next to him, a pond shimmered in the sunlight, and I realized the sky had turned back to normal.



The pond?



Yes. The same pond where I’d killed this creature at my feet. How had I ended up here? The water and snow showed no signs of blood anymore, as if someone had come and scrubbed it clean. 



The old fox whined. It could barely get its paws in the earth. It winced as it worked, back and forth and back and forth, getting slower by the second. I shuffled over on my knees, and helped. It took us over an hour. The dirt got more and more frozen as we went. By the end we had a hole three feet deep, as wide and long as it needed to be to hold a fully-grown fox. 



The old fox nudged his son in the hole, and I pushed the dirt over him. I flattened it, the fox spun around on top of it, and lay down.



I left the fox and went back to the tree. I sat cross-legged and fell asleep.



I woke up with something on my lap. Furry and orange, like a small fire, the old fox rested there, sniffing at something in the air.



Praying that it understood english, which I was pretty sure it did, I told it two things.



The first thing I said was that I was sorry. That I made a mistake. And while I meant every word, I hoped that, somehow, it—he—knew that I was speaking for someone else, too. Someone who’d wanted to say those words for years, but could only manage it in her dreams, where she didn’t feel any pride, and where she didn’t have to protect someone.



The fox nestled its nose into the crook of my knee. I think he understood.



The second thing I said took a while to prepare. I needed time to think, to picture. I fought every part of me that wanted to think of the past, and the present, and instead thought about the future. It took a while to convince myself it existed.



I had to bury Dad.



He would rest somewhere in the valley, I decided, far from the house, but not too far. I might be able to finish by the time the sun went down, though it would take years to come up with the right words to say.



Then, I would have to separate Mum into two people. Separate who I knew, from who she was. Her body—its soft, white skin, and its tender, frightened hands—was gone now, never to touch anyone again. If it had ever existed at all. The body in my parents’ room was only an animal. Something I had never seen breathe, or cry, or touch, or live. It was as natural as a plant, sprouting up from the earth as if it had always been that size, just waiting to be plucked and taken home, and to be made useful.



I stood, shaking, and leaned against the tree. The fox jumped out of my legs and stared up at me, searching for something in my face. I think it knew what I was about to say.



“It’s not too late for her.”



I picked up my knife, and we went home.
      

      
   
      Bits and Bites


      
      
      
         
         Virtue al Villainy

      
      

      

      
      
         "Reginald, you malodorous fiend!" Polly's breasts heaved against the tight-laced bodice of her gown, strategic rips among the laces making everything involved seem to bulge even more. "You shan't get away with this!"



Reg stared down at her. The railroad tracks, the pleasant burn in his fingers from the rope he'd used to tie her down, the full moon casting melodramatic shadows among the jagged rocks, it was all as perfect as always. But...



When had he last seen the actual moon?



Polly was going on. "You may threaten me, you may abuse me, you may have your filthy, filthy way with me, but I will never reveal the secret Daddy entrusted to my safekeeping!"



A train whistle sounded in the distance. With a sigh, Reg turned away and said, "Afghanistan banana stand."



Everything froze, then faded to the matte gray of sim disconnection. Reginald gave another sigh, pulled the headset off, and set it carefully in its stand beside his recliner.



"Reg?" Polly sat up in her own recliner to his right, the helmet giving her head a sort of robot insect look. Her gloved hands lifted the helmet off, her salt-and-pepper hair squished at the temples from the set's pineal stimulators, and her chocolate-brown eyes blinked at him. "Are you all right? What happened?"



His mind a jumble, Reg couldn't find any words. But with the creases on Polly's brow getting deeper as second after second of silence ticked by, Reg forced himself to say the first thing that came to mind. "We never talk."



Polly did some more blinking. "Talk?"



"I mean—" He waved a hand at cream-colored walls of their VR chamber, the consoles and the couches and the counters and the conduits all state-of-the-art or close to it. "This stuff's great, of course. But—" Still not sure what he was trying to say, he shook his head. "Can we maybe take a night off?"



"Well, sure." With practiced ease, she hung up her helmet, slipped off her gloves, and shimmied out of her black external suit. "That whole 'tied to the train tracks' scenario's no fun unless we're both into it anyway." She was already pulling her bathrobe on over her white, skin-tight inner suit before Reg had managed to get his gloves detached, but then ever since he'd first met her in high school forty-odd years ago, she'd always been better at handling technology than him. "There anything in particular you want to talk about?"



Looking at her, the same woman he'd fallen in love with despite the wrinkles on her face, Reg had to catch his breath. "Let's go out," he said.



Polly cocked her head. "Out?"



"To a restaurant." Reg peeled off one leg of his external suit, then shifted to peel off the other. "For dinner."



"Huh." She touched a finger to her upper lip. "I take it you're not talking about them delivering the food, then us going into their sim to eat it?"



Reg snorted, standing and grabbing his own robe. "No sims." Now that he'd had a minute to get used to the idea, he found himself liking it more and more. "Let's go out and sit in someone else's space and eat their food and pay them for it!"



"Kinky."  A sideways smile curled along her face. "It'll be like when we were in college." She snapped her fingers. "Oh! We'll need clothes, won't we?"



Those took a while to find, but Reg didn't mind at all. Polly got a little frisky trying on the various outfits she'd tucked away in their bedroom closet, and they ended up making love outside of VR with just themselves in their bed for the first time in years.



They lay pleasantly tangled together afterwards till their stomachs growled nearly in unison. Polly laughed. "Weren't we going out to dinner?"



"Well?" Reg blew a little breath along the side of her neck so he could watch the fine hairs behind her ears stand up. "If some of us could keep our hands to ourselves..."



She elbowed him gently in the ribs. "I'd forgotten how sticky it is, doing this without a skin suit." Standing, she stretched and started for the bathroom. "I'll shower, then dress, then we'll be off."



He watched her go, thought about forgetting it all, plugging in, checking the news, falling asleep...



But no. Sticking out a leg, he felt around till he found the floor, pushed himself out onto it, padded naked down the hall to the guest bathroom—when had they last had physical guests over?—splashed himself off, and squeezed a middle that had expanded a bit since his college days into the jeans and black t-shirt Polly had found for him. Tonight was about breaking routines, he'd decided somewhere along the line, not getting sucked back into them.



By the time he got back to the bedroom, Polly had on her own jeans and a dark, fluffy, pullover sweater. "They were advertising the fall VR fashions on the sim, so it might be a little chilly out."



"Chili." Reg crooked a finger at her. "Pol, you're a genius. That'll be just the thing."



Rolling her eyes, she kicked her booted feet at a couple shoes sitting in the carpet. "Be a genius yourself and put these on, too, okay?"



"Wait a minute." He sat, bent over, and reached into the shoes. "Are you telling me you found—" Digging out a pair of argyle socks, he gave a low whistle. "Did we really used to use all this rigging all the time?"



Polly tugged at her sweater. "I don't remember clothes being this itchy."



Reg tugged on the socks and couldn't manage to ignore the doubts that wrinkled cold along his back. "Maybe if we wore our skin suits underneath?"



"What for?" She spread her hands. "Without the sim set, they'd just be long underwear. And some of us—" Bringing her hands down to her hips, she struck a pose out of some glam sim. "—are much too cool for such fogeyness."



Wrestling with the shoelaces, he arched an eyebrow at her. "Only old people use the word 'fogey.'"



She folded her arms. "First, I'm a century past what they used to think of as old, thank you very much. And second, I used 'fogeyness,' not 'fogey.'" She stuck her tongue out. "You're always so imprecise."



For a moment, he considered leaping up and getting into a tongue wrestling match with her, but for all that the rejuve treatments had kept him pretty spry, leaping hadn't really been in the cards for quite a while now. Instead, he finished with the shoes, stood, and gestured to the bedroom door. "Our night on the town awaits."



It took both of them to remember the unlock code to get the front door open, and they stepped out into an exceedingly gray hallway. Reg nodded to the doors of their neighbors, all exactly the same except for the number stamped near the top, as they moved past them toward the elevators. "How many heart attacks you think we'd cause if we started knocking?"



Scowling what he recognized as her phoniest scowl, she nudged him in the ribs. "And you wonder why I keep making you play the mustache-twirling villain."



At the elevator, it surprised Reg to see that their building apparently had forty-five stories. "We're on nine, right? And didn't that used to be the top floor?"



Polly rubbed her chin. "I think I saw something in the sim a couple decades ago about the city expanding upward." She shrugged, and the elevator pinged.



The doors slid open; they stepped inside, and Reg poked the L button. "That's for the lobby, right?"



"Unless they've changed the alphabet."



He pointed his impression of her phony scowl at her. She rolled her eyes and scowled back so fiercely, he let himself wince back against the side of the elevator car. She gave a triumphant nod, and then the doors were pinging again.



They opened to reveal a large empty space, the walls and floor the same gray as upstairs. For an instant, Reg thought there wasn't anything else, but then he spied a single small doorway in the center of the far wall.



"Huh." More than a few second thoughts poking at him, Reg peered out of the elevator just far enough to look around. "Not much in the way of decoration, is there?"



"Well?" Polly brushed past him and headed across the lobby toward the door. "No one ever sees it but the delivery people."



Reg followed. "So maybe they'd like something nice to look at." He waved at all the grayness. "Seems to me they used have a sofas and tables and a concierge desk and potted plants and...I don't know. Something, at least!"



"We did," a deep but quiet voice answered from ahead, and part of the wall beside the door shifted, darkened, became a circle of what looked like smoky glass. "But as Ms. Berman remarked," the voice went on, the circle vibrating, "with so few people using the lobby, the building managers decided to save on upkeep. Most deliveries, after all, are made by drone to the access ports on each individual floor, so it's a rare occasion for anyone to enter this part of the building at all."



Polly was blinking at the circle. "I didn't know any of you Assistants were still around." She looked at Ref. "When did we decommission ours?"



That got a snort out of him. "You think I'd remember?"



The circle wavered. "With the current state of simulation technology," the voice said, "Assistants such as myself only have value in large-scale and non-customer-based situations such as building maintenance." The voice seemed to become a bit more animated. "Are...are you here to go outside?"



With a crisp nod, Polly said, "We are."



"And in fact—" Reg tapped the tip of his nose. "Do you know somewhere nearby where we can get a bowl of chili?"



"The Bermuda Triangle Chili Parlor," the voice replied instantly. The little door swung open, a coldish, dampish sort of smell seeping into the complete lack of aroma that Reg hadn't noticed until that very moment. "Turn right and head down Division Street for two blocks. You'll see it quite plainly."



"Thank you." Polly pulled a chipcard from the pocket of her jeans. "I don't suppose there's a way we can give you a tip, is there?"



This time, the voice didn't answer for at least a second. "It's appreciated, Ms. Berman, but not necessary. Or physically possible, for that matter."



Reg pointed a big grin at Polly. "Besides, the proper procedure is to give the doorman a turkey at Thanksgiving. Everyone knows that."



Polly sniffed. "Like I'd know anything about proper procedure." She poked a finger at this chest. "And like you would, either."



"Hey!" Reg started, but she was already heading out the door. He sighed and turned back to the Assistant. "Then I guess we'll see you coming back."



"Yes, Mr. Berman. Have a lovely evening."



"Anything's possible, I guess." Winking at the circle, he stepped outside.



It wasn't a post-Apocalyptic wasteland, or at least no more of a post-Apocalyptic wasteland than Old Town Chicago had ever been. The sky did have an orange glow to it, but he quickly realized that it came from the lights of the city reflecting off the cloud cover.



Or more specifically, the lights from half the city. Polly stood on the sidewalk a few paces away from him, a big, gray wall rising up and up and up beside her till it vanished into the actual darkness, and the whole part of the sky on this side of the street stretched out dim and shadowy.



But Polly was looking across Division Street, and Reg could definitely understand why. The buildings over there were the sorts he remembered from all those decades ago: squat and brick with glass windows in the walls and concrete steps leading up from the sidewalk. Those buildings spilled light from every crevice, and the way the sky send back that light, he guessed the neighborhood for quite a distance in that direction must be these old-style buildings.



"Which is why we bought here," he said aloud as the memory bubbled up. "So we'd be living on the intersection."



"That's right," Polly murmured. "But..." Raising a finger, she pointed to the figures moving along that side of the street.



Short and stocky, their ears long and dangling down to their shoulders or pointed and reaching up from their hair, snouts on their faces and fur covering their skin, they weren't human, Reg realized after a moment of squinting.



Polly had clenched her hands in front of her chest. "They have genetically altered animal people on the sim, but...but...but..." She turned to him, her eyes wide. 



"Huh." Reg blinked at the folks moving up and down the street, going into and coming out of the buildings, their hands—their paws?—in the jacket pockets, no shoes on most of their feet—no, those were definitely paws they were walking on...



A clearing of throat made him look over, Polly glaring at him. "That's all you have to say? A whole new type of sapient life's been going about their business under our very noses for who knows how long, and all you've got is 'Huh'?"



He shrugged. "Well, I meant it." Turning, she started down the street past her. "Two blocks, the Assistant said, right?"



For a minute while he carried on alone, a little worry tugged at him. But then Polly came stomping up and fell in beside him. "They must've taken over! I mean, if we're all up in our towers and they're all living down here, then...then...then...they're running the real world, and we're living like sardines dreaming in a can! It's— And— They..." Her words dissolved into huffing and puffing.



Reg gave another shrug. "As long as someone's running the chili parlor."



She snorted, but she didn't stop, didn't turn back, didn't say another word as she kept up with him. They reached the end of the block after another minute, the cross street all dark gray walls and shadows to Reg's right and all lights and life to his left.



Polly seemed to notice, too, her head craning from side to side while they stood waiting for the light to change. When it did, they crossed, walked the whole next block with the featureless wall of another apartment building rising into the night on one side and the actual neighborhood going about nightly its business on the other. "Huh," she said then.



"Exactly," Reg answered. He pointed to the long, low building sitting kitty-corner to where they now stood. The building's neon sign blazed from the roof—Bermuda Triangle Chili Parlor—and the sweet, savory mix of chili powder, fresh cornbread, and melted butter that drifted across him seemed to be waking parts of his innards that he'd forgotten he had. "Well, Pol. Whaddaya think?"



Eyes closed, she was sniffing the air. "I think I've gone to heaven."



They waited for the lights again, crossing to the next massive apartment block before crossing Division Street and walking up to the front door of the chili parlor.



Which was when Reg remembered money. "You suppose they take chipcard here?"



"Of course," Polly said at once. But then she blinked and said, "We'll ask the cashier before we sit down."



Nodding, Reg pushed the door open, and the aroma wrapped around him like a skin suit. The noise, too, something he hadn't really noticed outside. Was he that deaf, or were these animal people that quiet?



Whichever, it wasn't going to be an issue in here. Conversation, laughter, the clatter of cutlery, a sort of rhythmic electronic squeaking and whistling that could have been music: the place had everything he remembered from restaurants long ago. Of course, the customers, the servers, and the cooks all seemed to be non-human, but a five foot, six inch tall rat woman in a red-and-white-striped blouse and skirt standing at the cash register just inside the door somehow made everything seem even more perfect. "Table for two?" the rat woman asked.



Reg started to nod, but Polly was pulling out her chipcard. "We just wanted to make sure this was good here first."



The rat woman squinted at the card, then looked from Polly to Reg and back again, her eyes widening. She didn't scream or hiss or point a shaking claw at them, though. Instead, she just nodded quickly, pulled two menus from a rack on the side of the counter, and said, "This way, folks."



No one leaped from their seats as they followed the rat woman into the brightly lit dining area, the floor all light-blue tile, the walls all white and the seats at both the tables and the booths all padded with red plastic cushions. The conversation didn't stumble into silence, nor did anyone drop a tray of dishes to shatter and scatter all over the floor. The rat woman just showed them to an empty booth along the back wall of the dining room—all the booths by the windows, a quick glance showed him, were full. She set down the menus, told them their server would be along in a moment, flashed a toothy smile, and scampered back in the direction they'd come.



A part of Reg was a little disappointed at their reception, but it was a small and pretty stupid part, he had to admit. He really didn't want anything to get in the way of him trying some of the chili.



Polly had already picked up one of the menus. "Not that I have to look," she said. "I'm just hoping they serve milk: the more dairy product I get with my chili, the better." A smile pulled her lips, and she tapped the bottom of the laminated card. "A bowl of the regular with cheese and sour cream, a glass of milk, and a scoop of ice cream for dessert." 



Reg nodded. "I'm liking the look of this Green Death Chili."



Her mouth went sideways. "You want to kill yourself with the interior gas, or me with the exterior?"



He shrugged. "A little of both, maybe?"



Some sort of cat man skittered over then, said his name was Brian, and asked them if they wanted any of the special potato skins for an appetizer. Reg shook his head and ordered two bowls of the regular chili with the toppings Polly had suggested. "Water for the both of us, too, please, and a milk for my wife."



Brian did some jotting on a notepad, said he'd be right back, and left.



"Huh." Polly was shifting her eyes around while keeping her face pointed at Reg. "Do you suppose they get a lot of humans in here?"



All Reg could do was shrug again. "Maybe they think we're moles or something."



She nodded. "Looking at you, I could believe it." With exaggerated care, she brushed her fingernails against the sleeve of her sweater. "I'd be more of an afghan hound, myself: regal and refined and just generally classy."



He cocked his head. "I could see you as a shrew pretty easily."



Her eyes twinkled, but she jabbed one finger all the way across the little table to poke him in the shoulder. "You can be replaced, you know."



It just seemed like the sort of place for banter, Reg thought as they kept quipping back and forth. Of course, they bantered all the time in the sim at home, too. Did doing it in a restaurant full of animal people make it more real than doing it in a VR situation? 'We never talk,' he'd said to start this whole thing off, but were they talking now? Or just doing more playing?



Brian came by with the chili, then, and Reg let the thoughts get washed away in the flood of scents and flavors. Polly made little scrunchy faces and yummy noises throughout, so she was evidently enjoying herself, too, especially when he ordered two cups of vanilla ice cream.



Fuller than he'd been in a good long while, Reg finished the last bit of Polly's dessert—she loved the stuff but could never manage a whole portion. "A good idea," he told her, "thinking of chili."



Her lips pursed. "I said 'chilly,' and you know it." She reached over and patted his hand.



At the cash register, the rat woman had been joined by a rabbit man. He beamed at them while the rat woman slid Polly's chipcard into the reader. "Hope you folks had a good time," he said.



Reg nodded. "It's a fine place you've got here."



The rabbit man's ears dipped, then came back up. "I'd ask you to tell your friends, but, well..." He spread his hands. "I don't know how it works over there."



"Eh." Reg tried to think of something witty, but since he wasn't in the sim, nothing came to him. "It's pretty much the same," he finally said while Polly tucked her card back into her pocket. "People are always people, right?"



The rabbit man's nose had been twitching non-stop, but now it froze, his forehead under his brown fur wrinkling.



Polly's sigh whispered in Reg's ears, and she nudged him in the ribs. "Try not to make a scene." She smiled at the rabbit man and the rat woman. "Thank you. Good night." She pushed the door open and stepped out.



Giving them his own thanks, Reg turned and followed her out. She was waiting on the stoop, and she looped an arm around his as they headed for the crosswalk across Division Street. "'People are always people'? Really?"



He poked the button on the pole at the corner. "Well? Aren't they?"



"I suppose." Cuddling against his arm, she stayed that way during the whole walk back.



The door opened before Reg even had a chance to reach for it, the Assistant's voice asking, "Did you have a nice evening?"



"We did," Polly said, practically pulling Reg through onto the gray carpet.



But Reg had to stop in the doorway. "The moon!" He snapped his fingers. "I wanted to have a look at the actual moon!"



Polly blinked at him, then looked at the darkened circle of the Assistant's interface. "What's the weather supposed to be like tomorrow night?"



"Also cloudy," the Assistant said. "There may be a break later in the week, however."



"All right." Polly gave a crisp nod. "Could you let us know if it does?"



The interface seemed to wobble. "That's not really my function any more, Ms. Berman."



"But?" Polly's smile would've powered any number of electronic devices.



Another tiny pause, then, "But I'll let you know."



"Reg?" She started for the elevator all the way across the big empty lobby. "Thanksgiving's coming up. Make a note about that turkey for the doorman."



Reg sighed. "Thank you," he said to the Assistant. "Maybe you noticed that my wife's something of a menace."



"I didn't notice that at all, Mr. Berman." The Assistant's circle curled into a sort of crescent. "Good night, sir."



"It is, isn't it?" Reg gave the Assistant a wink. "Good night." And he made his way to where Polly was holding the elevator doors for him.
      

      
   
      The Long Game


      

      
      
         The morning chores were done.



Dutch sat wiping his forehead in what little shade he could find. From six in the morning until the strike of noon he did with his two hands what would had required fifty just half a century ago. Hell, no doubt there would've been fifty pairs of hands managing the stable and the fields, not to mention Mrs. Shepherd's precious garden. As far back as Dutch could remember, going on some twenty years, Mrs. Shepherd looked after her garden about as much as the servants did, even though she never seemed fond of getting her hands dirty. Even wearing gloves made her visibly uncomfortable, but there was something vaguely satisfying in seeing her overcome her discomfort with dirt to tend to her plants.



Of course, Dutch had no choice but to be bedfellows with dirt.



"Shit," he murmured. 



His dark skin glistened, even in the absence of light. There was no end to the sweat that would run down his cheeks, or drip from his brow; it was necessary, indeed, that Dutch's supply of sweat would never run dry. How could a man rest easy if his livelihood depended on sweating? How could he even hope to live with himself—with his conscience!—if he had worked his heart and soul and physical form all day long and in the end come inside to a nice cup of lemonade if he hadn't the sweat on his brow to prove that his efforts were not fabricated?



It wasn't so outlandish, then, to consider that perhaps it was the sweat and pain in his joints that justified the lemonade, the comfortable bed, the modest allowance, rather than the work itself.



Convenient, too, since the Shepherd house always demanded that work be done. There was never an hour that passed in the daytime when there wasn't something to be fixed or prettied up, or even replaced. From the way business was always running smoothly indoors and outdoors, one would think the place was constantly coming apart at the seams, about to plummet into the abyss and so forth. Such a thing had happened with several other houses in the county, that much was true; Dutch and the other servants heard through their so-called employers that the "New" South had brought a wave of desolation and poverty to many families who thought they had everything figured out.



The Dolans, the Spencers, the O'Haras, the O'Briens, the Xaviers—all families who, not too long ago it seemed, were proud Confederate names and places, and all of whom were run down into oblivion within twenty years of the War coming to a dreadful end. If you were an O'Brien in 1860, and allowed into the family fortune, you had all the riches of the world at your disposal, with a hundred acres of green pasture and something like two-hundred black souls at your beck and call.



Paradise, Dutch thought with a bitter dose of irony. Shit, that don't matter anymore.



Not that he could aim much bitterness at the Shepherds. Even at the peak of the family's power the Shepherds owned but a minor plantation in the grand scheme of things, and came close to losing what little—comparatively speaking—they had once the period of Reconstruction swept both the county and the South at large. The slaves, those who were branded with the Shepherd surname, those who had worked tirelessly their whole lives for so little, those who waited with held breaths in the shadows, left the plantation in search of better lives, and none returned. Didn't matter that some of those slaves—now freed men and women—never found better lives for themselves, as getting work within the county was like finding a specific needle in a stack of millions of indistinct needles, utterly interchangeable with each other in both appearance and how they, without thinking and without hesitation, rejected those searching for the right needle. Didn't matter either that the Shepherds were, at least by the standards of white folks, decent people.



And as imaginative as Dutch was, being a man of his age and aspirations, he sighed at the prospect of fully understanding just how so much futility came into the world. If you asked him what day of the month he was born in, he couldn't tell you, but he knew very well he was born in October of 1870. He knew this for a fact, or rather he couldn't forget it, because Mama would remind him all the time as a child of its significance: shortly before Dutch's birth, General Robert Edward Lee passed away. The significant part wasn't so much the General's death itself but what—so Mama claimed—came as a spiritual consequence.



Now Mama was a superstitious lady, much like other black women of her generation, but not quite in the same way as her contemporaries; whereas the enslaved women would often preach of Heaven and how the Lord could carry black souls gently and lovingly into the eternal afterlife, Mama believed with admittedly admirable conviction that no such afterlife existed. Instead she believed that when you die, your soul gets carried along on a sort of astral roadway where it would ultimately be delivered at the doorstep of a new physical form. It was common, as a matter of fact, for Mama to remark about how she recognized the soul of a fellow slave she knew in the body of a crow flying overhead, or of a frog as it ribbited and hopped obliviously near a pond, or of a freshly planted apple tree as it stood steadfastly in the garden. Dutch, being the smart boy that he was, didn't question any of it.



He did question the notion that he possessed the same soul as General Lee, however. The soul of a white man, Dutch thought, and chuckled. He never grew tired of the idea, and Mama never grew tired of it either, if only for a different reason. Something about it appealed to her, most certainly. 



Even when Mama died, in 1897 and still in the prime of her life, she remained convinced that her son was the reincarnation of the Confederate General. Dutch asked her many times over the years about whether she was joking—she had to be joking, right?—and she always answered in the negative; she didn't even reveal it as being a joke whilst on her death bed. Later Dutch would reflect that maybe due to being raised in the era of slavery, Mama was used to playing the long game with everything.



How could a woman play a joke as if it were the truth for twenty years? But that's how Mama was, Dutch thought. To make the situation even more absurd, Mama was far from the only one of her generation to do such a thing; if not all of them, then a lot of them did something very similar. Wanna marry that feller you got yo' eyes on? Give it five years. Wanna learn to read 'n' write? Give it ten. Wanna get paid for how you work yo' ass off for white folks? Give it twenty. Wanna drive one of them fancy automobiles by yo' lonesome? Give it fifty! Dutch took awful pride in the smile on his lips, and he wiped his brow with about as much pride in himself.



The soul of a white man!



Maybe that was why he never hated the Shepherds? Ever since he started working for them he felt a certain connection with them, almost in spite of what he had been taught and in spite of his previous experiences with white folks. The most likely answer was that the Shepherds were nearly in as bad a shape as Dutch was when he came to them for employment; they were the only white family in a fifty-mile radius who would take in a black man of Dutch's age, a black man who had the look of a criminal in his eyes, even though Dutch had never so much as gotten into a fist-fight in his life. But at well over six feet tall and with a burliness about him, he intimidated the other families he met, assuming they would've even taken in a black worker in the first place.



Like re-reading a well-worn but well-loved book, the memory came to him easily. The year was 1898, and Mama was dead. With the only person who mattered to him gone, Dutch felt no reason to stay on the Jefferson plantation; he hated Mr. and Mrs. Jefferson with a passion, with their collectively pompous attitude and their strictness, and he felt he could find better employment elsewhere. So he packed what he could and left, walking, searching, surviving, playing the long game like how Mama taught him. There were a few rough patches along the way. There came a point, in the summer of 1898, where Dutch feared he would drop dead on the side of the road, homeless, starved, unclean, but good fortune struck him at just the right moment.



To make a long story short, he learned to appreciate whorehouses about as much as churches.



Alive, if barely so, Dutch arrived at the debilitated Shepherd plantation. It seemed to be a hopeless situation, but Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd needed servants pretty badly, the need made only more urgent by the recent birth of their first child, and soon the couple took Dutch in as one of their own.



Mr. Shepherd was a gaunt man, of tall stature and uncomfortable thinness. He smoked a pipe habitually, which was in itself perfectly normal in those days, but Mr. Shepherd had a sort of love for tobacco that defied words, to the point where he was hardly ever seen without his pipe, even in times when it was probably inappropriate to have one. A few years older than Dutch, Mr. Shepherd was the son of a Confederate soldier who had returned home a perpetually melancholic man, a melancholy that would infect his son for all of his days.



Mrs. Shepherd, formerly Ms. Amis, was a somewhat pudgy woman, at least around the waist and legs. She grew up on a plantation where it was customary to always be either smoking a pipe or sipping tea, and she very much enjoyed the latter; a tolerance for the former would lead—to some degree, anyhow—to her taking a strong liking to Mr. Shepherd when both were deeply entrenched in their youth. The outcome of the War left her family with an unnerving lack of male members, and the deaths of her uncles and cousins made Mrs. Shepherd wary of having sons of her own.



Naturally, within a year of getting married the Shepherds would have their first child—a son. They agreed to name him Jubal, after Jubal Amis, Mrs. Shepherd's father's youngest brother, God rest his soul. There was much rejoicing in the family.



Then came another son, only a year later, and the Shepherds named him Andrew, after Mr. Shepherd's father. Another verse, much the same as the first.



Then came a daughter, and...



Aw hell, Dutch thought. He didn't like to think about Silvia.



Silvia Shepherd was born on June 24th, 1902. She didn't come right out of the womb with that name, of course. Breaking from tradition, the Shepherds decided to not name their daughter after a family member, deceased or otherwise; instead they opted for something that sounded pleasant. "Silvia" sounded like "silver," and silver was indeed pleasant, so it only seemed natural to name the treasure of their lives Silvia.



Silvia, huh?



For Dutch it was surreal to think about how quickly Silvia's candle got snuffed out. He was there, from the time of her birth to hour of her death, and even though it was already in itself a short period of time, the memories of the life of Silvia Shepherd made that candle glow feel all the more short-lived. Silvia lived for three years and a month before typhoid fever claimed her body, if not her reincarnating soul.



Despite not quite believing in it himself, Dutch attempted to console the Shepherds with the idea that Silvia's soul would move to a new body, and that although the child Silvia was dead, her soul could be inhabiting something or someone they knew. The Shepherds were not too fond of this; they believed their daughter's soul had ascended to Heaven, which Dutch didn't quite believe either. Nevertheless, he left the parents and their surviving children alone with their grief.



Eventually the Shepherds had another kid—a third son. The year was 1910, and Mr. and Mrs. Shepherd weren't as young as they used to be, but something compelled them to give pregnancy another chance. Dutch never discovered the reason why, but that didn't matter. Samson Shepherd—named after Mr. Shepherd's paternal grandfather, reviving the naming tradition—was born healthy, if slightly overweight. While the prospect of looking after yet another child made Dutch and his fellow servants skeptical, the fresh wind of life brought into the household compensated for this uncertainty.



The year was now 1918, and all things considered, not much had changed in the twenty years since Dutch started working for the Shepherds. Sure, the plantation had been practically renovated, and there were more mouths to feed, but the sky was no bluer and the grass no greener than before.



Not to say nothing of importance happened recently.



Jubal and Andrew had left on a boat for France just a month ago, both of them, joining the fight with the French and British against the rascally Germans. Not that Dutch knew how exactly the Germans were being rascally, but there was a war going on and there had to be some reason for the whole mess to be what it was. Dutch was too old to join the war effort anyhow, and so as long as the war stayed in Europe it didn't matter much to him.



"Shit," he said to himself.



He stood up, brushing dirt off his pants, and headed for the front porch, where he could rest in the rocking chair—his rocking chair, the hand-me-down rocking chair, the rocking chair that seemed older and more worn down than the plantation itself. So there he sat, by himself, his skin finally cooling, waiting minutes or hours or years or decades until someone needed him, until he could prove himself to anybody, until he could know everything there was to know, until he could make a difference in the world.



He played the long game like how Mama taught him.
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