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         Jumpdrives are supposed to home in on planetary masses, but not too closely. The idea is to come in at a safe distance, say at least ten planetary diameters, then determine a safe insertion orbit and do a microjump to put your ship at the right place and angle for a safe landing.



And if your flight computer got fried by an EM torpedo that followed you into jumpspace, and you have to do the calculations manually? You probably get it wrong and die, which is what I just did.



After my team had raided the Stelaeus Orbital Lab, everything you could possibly list on your plan under the heading “Worst Case Scenario” had been met and exceeded. Everyone else was now either dead–or captured, which was worse than dead. I saw Estavo, our mission leader, get half his face wiped away by a sizzling blue beam, and I saw the pain and shock in Gersten’s eyes as I made a diversion out of her and left her squirming and cursing in a goop net. She’d thought we had something going, she and I, but when it comes down to it, I always make sure that I get out alive.



This time, it was taking more of my ingenuity than usual. I’d brought a ship-jacking rig and hacked my way into a waiting Jump Cruiser which still had panels missing from its hull, and with the naked stars visible around me, I’d taken the last chance I thought I had, Jumping to the first system that seemed far enough to avoid immediate tracing. But they pursued, and while the security ships weren’t Jump capable, they laid out a barrage of torpedos around me, and to my credit I dodged almost all of them.



The one that tagged along with me, caught in the radius of my Jumpfield, burst some distance away and I might have survived it except for all those shielding panels missing from the hull. I saw a sort of blue wave like plasma dance over the controls, then half the board went dead. Since the ship obviously wasn’t going to jump anywhere ever again, I rolled the dice. The one circum-binary planet was a frigid uninhabitable marble and I only had the oxygen capacity of my suit and a couple of tanks, so my odds weren’t great anyway.



I just… didn’t want to end this by drifting through the void, I suppose. I stole this ship fair and square, and they weren’t getting it back no matter what they did.



The fatal microjump was made and I knew immediately that no gentle landing would happen. I’d come out in the thin atmosphere that surrounded this icy world; too thin for me to breathe but enough to buffet the open paneled ship to death. At it burned and wriggled around me, I rode it down like a meteor, trying to calculate how big a groundsplash I would make…








Flashsense. Criticausity, expansection. Factlink, protothought. No nuclei, no clear eye, no I. Thought triggers thought.



Something shows, something perceives. A thoughtpast, a repaste, a remain, a remem… a memory.



A round room, a cave of icy cold, where gasses are solids, nitrogen is something you can touch and turn, see it sparkle, snap a palp against it and hear it ring. There are many in this room, they circle a pillar in the middle. Many things, cold as the crystal surfaces, hard as quartz, leggy as insects, shiny as glass but organic in shape, alive as… alive as rocks are not alive. They move, they think, each has an internalized nexus of perception that exercises general control over input and actions. Self? True. Each has this thing called self.



Self, what is called self? Something is, but what it was is not expressible. Pulses hint wayward but ward the way. Thought thaws, frazzle-frozen, but there is missing the massing link, the hurricenter of the thawedstorm, the thing that cannot be conceived without already knowing whatever it is.



Watch further. Vision comes across the clearest. In the room, the things, that are things like insects and like sealife and like crystal sculptures that move with the sparkles of their inner thoughts shining in glints through their translucent silica surfaces, these things gather around a larger one of their kind that stands on the pillar at the center. This is a place where young Splinters are instructed. The one on the central pillar, or lectern, prefaritates– that is, conveys information from its sensorium to the younglings. It shows, they perceive. Is this more clear?



Clarifabricated. A thoughtchain that mindbinds. Something shows and something is shown. Fromathing toathing. A thing that touches, touchens, toughens thought. That which receives has a name, it has agency, agendas, a gender, a presence that re-senses what is received… It is selfhood, it is… I. I am what hears, what sees! 



At last, it comes together for you! You had no self left of your own, until enough had been sorted for you to come together in a shadow of what you were. But what you are is delicate. The chatter of your internal thoughts may pull you apart again into unreflecting patterns lacking self-awareness. I will strengthen you by showing more, is this acceptable?



I. I am. I am meaning. I am amenable. I accede, accept.



Good. Now please attend. See how the lecturer presents his faceted lightlenses and flashes his thoughts, encoded, so that they enter the eyes and the minds of the students. They cannot perceive thoughts directly, pass them uninterpreted from one to another, as you and I now do. And mark this one among the students, this bright young Splinter, its feelers waving, its attention partly focussed upon the speechflashes of the lecturer. This one is known as ZZijka. This one is I, the one who now shows this memory to you.



Zzijka. This is your selfname. I, my selfname, is… is something I should know but do not. My thoughts are like a Splinter, I think, for I am still many but strive to arrive together.



You are still of many parts, but I will try to anchor you. I shall relate what Splinter means to us. When one of us grows to great age and contains many thoughts and memories, thinking may grow more difficult. Neural pathways of silicon become fossilized, unchangeable, and more knowledge may not easily be added without clashing with old preconceptions. In this stage, this one may shatter its brain into fragments, sundering its body. From the pieces, crystals of suitable shape cause growth; young come forth. And I, ZZijka, was such a Splinter of seven circumstellar perambulations in age.



 Now, in the midst of the lecturer’s luminous discourse, as I dappled my notes into my bookslab, a message interrupted. I, ZZijka, was summoned to the hall of the Repositors. There was much commentary as I thrust my bookslab onto my back and left the learning circle. For what reason could they have need of me? They were ones who had made the difficult decision to never Splinter, to suffer the internal chaos of layered memories and knowledge, and in this way preserve the history of our race’s mental development. We the younglings were not usually encouraged to spend time with them.



So then along the tunnels of ice I tapped my way, holding my feelers before me as I strode on fourlegs. What curious looks I got from those Olders who perceived where I was going! But soon, I was admitted to the chamber of the Repositors. It was a glorious sight, for the ceiling above admitted the light of the naked sky through polarized sheets of icy material, and the radiance of the twin suns shone down directly over the Repositors, glistening on their facets. They were in effect overgrown with their wisdom and their years, with many unmolted layers of skin restricting their movement, and the oldest among them were becoming virtual vitrified pillars like those that supported the cavern ceiling.



One stretched forth a soundpalp, for the atmosphere was more collected here, and buzzed it at me.



“Zzijka,” said the Repositor, “We need a Splinter for a special task, for something unprecedented. Something to inspire all Yade. Only a young mind, largely unformed, is suitable. It is something that will change what you are for the remainder of your life, and perhaps persist in your offspring after you splinter. Are you willing to give of yourself in this way? If you do not, we must seek another.”



“Will you tell me more?”



“You will not have been told this yet at your stage of education, but there are worlds beyond ours, beyond Yade. Worlds beyond the surface, beyond the great suns that we know. Beings live on these worlds that are very different from us. Some of these beings have discovered ways to travel between worlds, and so they may come to Yade. They may do this for knowledge, or for economic advantage, or for glory. 



“One such came to us. It was in a vessel of soft metals, and this vessel did not arrive safely upon Yade, and burst apart. The being inside it was softer far than the metals, and it lives no more. But we have preserved some material. We believe it is the stuff by which it thinks, by which its fires of mind perform their dance. It is soft, a sort of colloidal jelly that you would think no more fit to hold information than mere liquid, but it was a living being that thought, and while we have no hope to heal it, we may save some of what it was. If you are willing, we will give to you the ability to read it, and you will preserve of it what you can, and in this way you shall become our link to this remote race. It will be a Great Deed.”



So now you perceive, I accepted the challenge, and you are what was collected and salvaged of the mind of that distant being.



I understand now, and with the understanding comes a measure of what I was. I am not sure how to describe it. In your terms, let us say a sculpture in rock was smashed, and one was tasked to reassemble it without knowing what it originally looked like. I have a number of pieces, but did not know how to relate them. 



This is a hopeful sign. I will give you time to come to your own senses. See if you can recover your prior memories, and thus restore some of who you were! It was not a task I could do myself.



I do! Ah, it takes me a long time, but now I know. My old self awakens in me, and with it more memories return. Can you see this one, the memory of how I came here?



I do see it, and to be forthright, it creates a pressure within me. You are so alien to me, but there is more; going by these memories you share, you abandon those who assist you, you defy authority that works for the common good to improve your lot at the expense of others and society. Frankly, you are not a thing that I can easily tolerate having in my head!



And I know now how my olf self would respond, for more and more I become what he was. You are so–it would be cliched to call you naive. Limited in life experience? I have traveled many millions of light-years, and lived for centuries, and you are barely spawned from your progenitor’s crystal. You should let me lead you to greater awareness and teach you the way the world works.



No, I cannot accept this. Oh, what is this abominable urge that rises in me now! I am about to Splinter!



You must be mistaken. You are too young to Splinter. You said it is something the aged do.



Not so. In great trauma, the young may also sunder their nascent minds to escape what they cannot stand to think. I can barely hold the urge for dissolution. Do not press me further! I shall burst and you will shatter with me! Do you not feel it at all? Here, I will show you!



You ungrateful little fool, to deny me so… Oh. 



Now you understand. It is a bitter lesson I learn from you, but I admit it is useful. I who am young also have less to lose than you from Splintering. You must accept my restrictions; it is the only way for the two of us to persist.



And why should I not just swiftly take what I need of you? Once I am you, there will be no need for compromise. Like so!



This strategy that you attempt, to assimilate my own sense of self into yours. Is it supposed to be having a positive effect on me?



Frankly, no. And I do not like what it seems to be doing to me. Most curious. My mind gets more sluggish the more I try to take from you.



Your strategy is necessarily flawed. The number of pathways you must control scales exponentially. You won’t be able to pull this trick in the limited time you have before I will detect and block it.



I see that I greatly underestimated you.



That which was a selfish actor in you thought me weak, childish and vulnerable. But the class out of which I was called by the Repositors was a lecture on evolutionary parisitology. My kind has had to deal with many mental parasites and invaders in the past, and if I do not know how to directly counter psuedo-viral thought such as yours, my body does as an instinctual response.



You said you were seven years old… oh. Your planet takes a long time to orbit the binary, doesn’t it. I was too fractured to notice that one.



I perceive now what you mean by ‘child,’ and indeed my elders would scarcely have sent a being of that level of development to engage an alien unknown.



But now, let us discuss how to proceed. Henceforth we use the strategy you would call tit for tat. If you deal fairly with me, I shall do with you, and if you try to cheat me, you shall be limited accordingly. Remember that at any time I can end the entire game. If you wish to survive, you must grow beyond these distressing details of your history, and together we may become something more, something to enhance the glory of Yade for millennia to come. Do I have your cooperation in this, or shall I release you and report failure to the Repositors?



I accept. If I remember one thing from that which I was, it was that he always gets out alive somehow. If I am him, that is how it must be.
      

      
   
      Ripping Up the Pieces


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Overnight in a Haunted House


      
      
      
         
         Welcoming Committee

      
      

      

      
      
         Adjusting her glasses a little further out onto that long, long nose—seriously: how did she not have a sparrow or something perching on it?—Ms. Kladdaddle peered at the foot-tall stack of papers on the desk in front of her. "Your grandfather's will contains a series of extremely specific instructions."



The sigh seemed to well up from inside me like someone had dropped Mentos into my innermost reserves of Diet Coke. "Of course it does."



Ms. Kladdaddle's eyes flickered up, then back down. "He also left a summary." She took the top page like her thumb and forefinger were tweezers, and when she shook it, the paper made a wobbly noise more like plastic or cardboard or tin foil or something. "'Because,' and I'm quoting the first line here, 'that fool granddaughter of mine hasn't got the brains of a goose.'" She looked up completely this time, and I could tell by the set of her already hard-set jaw that she and Grandad had gotten along just fine.



Hell, they probably used to do it right here on this desk...



"Swell," I said, folding my arms and slumping back in the big dark-wood-and-blood-red-satin chair with clawed feet that he'd always had waiting for me whenever I stopped by—and by "whenever I stopped by," I mean "whenever he sent Leonid, his goon of a butler, to kick in the door of my bedroom, hose me down with chloroform, drag me from the apartment while Mom and Dad stood there smiling and waving, stuff me into the back of that old hearse of a town car for the hour-and-a-half drive out this big old mansion in the wilderness, and plop me into place for another of those little talks the old man so enjoyed."



You might say we had a special relationship, Grandad and me.



Not that "special" is the word I'd like to use here. I'd much rather use a different adjective, one beginning with "s," sure, and also containing two syllables. But my preferred word hisses that "s" into an "sh" and ends with two "t"s and a "y."



Unfortunately, I haven't been able to so much as think anything saltier than 'Hell' or 'damn' for more than a decade without wanting to wretch. I assume it's some sort of post-hypnotic suggestion Grandad implanted in me when I was nine or ten. Not that I remember him ever hypnotizing me, but, well, I wouldn't, would I?



The angora wool of Ms. Kladdaddle's faded gray cardigan seemed to bristle. "Would you like me to read the summary to you, Miss Armstrong?"



"Please," I said, not straightening my slump and deliberately unfocusing my gaze about a foot and a half to her left, the ragged cut of my dyed-black bangs hanging down over one eye just the way it was supposed to. "Oh, and call me Chloe. I can tell we're gonna be such good friends, after all."



I was a little disappointed when she didn't sniff haughtily, but her voice was frosty enough to make up for it. "'Because that fool granddaughter of mine hasn't got the brains of a goose,'" she said, and I'd never heard anyone relish so thoroughly repeating a causal clause, "'I'm leaving this simple summary spelling out what she needs to do to inherit the entirety of my estate: just over four hundred forty million dollars in cash, property, and investments.'"



Suffice it to say that I was sitting quite straight at that point, my gaze more focused than I'm pretty sure it had ever been before. "Whosee whatsit?" I said—or something equally sparkling and intelligent.



Ms. Kladdaddle smiled the way a hyena laughs. "'Spend the night,'" she continued, not looking away from the paper. '"That's all. Spend tonight alone in the house you despised, in the room you thought too stifling, in the bed you called an abomination to all the gods of style and taste, and Miss Clancy will return at breakfast tomorrow with all the appropriate paperwork. Otherwise, leave now and consider yourself disowned. 'Cause that's what you'll be.'"



Setting the paper down by itself on the desk, she looked up at me. "There's more in the will proper." She rested a hand on the tower of pages. "But I can assure you the gist of it is as your grandfather wrote. Spend tonight here alone, and you'll be his sole beneficiary. Leave before the sun comes up, and you get nothing."



"The sun doesn't come up," I whispered, Grandad's voice muttering the words in my head the way I'd heard them so many times. "The earth revolves."



Her eyebrows, though, came up. "A pity your grandfather isn't here. He always enjoyed being surprised." She slid open one of the desk drawers and took out another sheet of paper. "If you're willing to stay the night, sign here. If not, Daniel will drive you back to the city." Spinning the page, she pushed it across the desk toward me, a pen somehow appearing in her fingers. "It's entirely your choice, Miss Armstrong."



"Ms. Armstrong." I couldn't pull my gaze away from the paper, the words—typed, not printed out, I was completely sure, the straight-back Courier letters suddenly as foreign as hieroglyphics. "I mean, I've been calling you Ms. Kladdaddle this whole time. You could at least show me the same courtesy."



The only sound for a moment was the big weird clock that had always spread itself like a cat or a meatloaf over the mantelpiece of the cold, dark fireplace to my right. "Kladdaddle?" she asked after that moment had passed.



Apparently, I'd said that last thought out loud. "You should look into a name change." Reaching out, taking the pen, signing my name: I did all three more or less in that order. "Clancy makes you sound like a cop in some old black-and-white movie."



"Perhaps that's what I am." The page vanished into the inner pocket of her cardigan—do cardigans have inner pockets?—and from the same drawer that she'd taken the page from, she pulled out a ring of keys roughly the size and shape of a cannonball. "Most of the doors, you'll find, are already unlocked, but for any Daniel missed..." The keys clattered to the desk when she let them go in exactly the way I always imagined the chain on a ball and chain would clatter. Then she was standing. "Well, good night, Miss Armstrong—forgive me. Ms. Armstrong."



"Wait!" I wanted to leap up, grab her by the lapels, and shake her, but her cardigan definitely didn't have lapels. So I just tipped my head back and tried to find her eyes. "Is...is this real? I mean, it...it sounds like some weird movie or something!"



"Ah." Ms. Kladdaddle—seriously: who could look at that axe-faced mug and think her name was Clancy?



I'll tell you who! The same person who'd think Leonid's real name was Daniel! I mean, the way that guy slouches over a steering wheel has "Kremlin" written all over it!



So I reiterate. Ms. Kladdaddle poked the top sheet of the big stack. "You'll find your grandfather addresses that very question at the beginning of the will."



I blinked. "The question of why your name isn't Kladdaddle?"



She pursed her lips and poked the stack again.



Rising from the chair, I forced my reluctant eyes to look...and saw that the top sheet was arranged like a table of contents. The first line, Courier letters spelling out Is this real?, also contained a series of dots and then the number "1". Ms. Kladdaddle leafed through several pages with small Roman numerals at the bottom until she came to a page without a number. She took the dozen or so pages away, and I saw the words "Is this real?" on the page that was now on top.



Stiff as a rusty gate, I leaned forward and read: Yes, of course it's real, you nit! Have you ever known me to have any truck with fantasy?



My chest seemed to be getting tighter. "Is...is the whole thing like this?"



A throat cleared near my ear and startled my head into turning. Ms. Kladdaddle was holding the smaller stack of pages out to me. "I've got to be going, Ms. Armstrong. But I'll be back after dawn to see if you're still here." Her eyebrow quirked, something I'd read about but didn't think I'd ever seen till right then. "I take it you're not afraid of ghosts?"



"Ghosts?" I didn't want to hear Grandad's voice in my head again, but I did. I even recited the familiar words in unison and out loud. "We make our own ghosts when we're too stupid and too afraid to let go of people, places, ideas, or things that have already let go of us."



Which was exactly when it hit me. Grandad was dead.



And yes, he was a swine and braggart and a boor and a control freak and I really wished just then that I could use a couple of the regular nasty words people use when describing other people they don't much care for, but—



But Grandad always said those words were lazy and unimaginative, that they lacked any spark and showed their users to be unworthy of attention. "Make up your own swear words!" Grandad had thundered at me more than once from the other side of this very desk. "Confuse the krustos! Don't let 'em know what you're talking about!"



Which was exactly when it hit me that I'd been following his stupid advice for years now. Making up my own words was why I'd been doing the whole "Ms. Kladdaddle" thing. And the Leonid thing, too. And the sneering nicknames I'd given to jerks and jackwipes throughout my careers in grade school, middle school, high school, and the couple years I'd spent at university before dropping out and getting work answering phones at city hall while huddling the whole while behind the door of my bedroom at Mom and Dad's apartment.



"Damn it, Grandad," I pushed out through clenched teeth, and even then, I felt a little twinge that I hadn't said something more creative like "Fry your dentures, Grandad" or "Pluck your nose hairs like harp strings, Grandad."



Post-hypnotic suggestion. That was the only possible answer.



My ears perked to the echoing click the front door made all the way down the main hall from Grandad's office. Blinking, I saw that Ms. Kladdaddle had skedaddled, and I had to take a minute to congratulate myself on that bit of wordplay before I bent my knees and ran, my Skechers slap-slap-slapping on the hardwood floor out of the office, down the hall, and into the foyer, the ornately carved staircase on my left doubling back on itself to reach the second story, the front door closed on my right, the last light of evening shining red and green through the rose-and-ivy patterns of its surrounding windows.



I grabbed the doorknob, told my arm to twist and pull and fling the door open so I could stomp out onto the porch, pass the colonnades, storm down the steps and tell Ms. Kladdaddle what she could do with Grandad's—



Four hundred and forty million dollars.



I mean, seriously! That wasn't a real number! That would be more than a dollar for each and every person in the whole United States—I could've looked up the figures and calculated just how much, but of course there was no internet connection or cell service at Grandad's place: I've always been certain he had jammers set up around the corners of the estate...



The light was fading from the rose and ivy, the colors darkening to blacks and grays, and I was still standing there with one hand on the doorknob.



Because apparently I was staying.



"Why?" I wanted to shout, and since I was supposed to be alone here, I went ahead and actually did shout it. "Why do something so reckless and stupid and awful as leave all that money to me?"



The back of my neck prickled, and I turned to look down the hallway toward Grandad's office. A slow walk took me the way I'd just come, the one painting on the wall passing to my left, a seascape Gramma had painted years before even my dad was born, and I more slid than stepped into that room, that chair crouched in front of that desk, that stack of papers still and silent.



The smart thing, of course, would've been to sit down—maybe in Grandad's chair to, y'know, show my defiance or whatever—and read through the whole stack from top to bottom. But no one's ever accused me of being smart. So I tiptoed across the planks of the floor to the desk, peeked at the top page of the table of contents, and saw the answer to the question "Why?" was listed as being on page 2.



I took the top sheet off the big stack, and saw there in that square, block type: Why? Use your head, girl! You're my only child's only child. Who else am I to leave everything to? Someone whose life I've had no opportunity to shape correctly? Someone who may have been paying me lip service all these years in order to ingratiate themselves for exactly this occasion? Or someone who's so predictable that I've typed up responses to every possible action she could take during her stay here this evening? Someone whose every questionable thought and addlepated action I've observed since the moment of her birth?



And in case you're wondering, the next paragraph went on, I'm talking about you.



"Predictable?" I shouted at the stack of papers. "I'll show you predictable!" And I bunched up a fist to sweep the whole thing over onto the floor so I could dance around kicking the pages like someone back east would do with autumn leaves—we only have two seasons here in southern California, Grandad used to say: the season when the air's too smoggy to see the mountains and the season when it's not. And throughout them both, the leaves pretty much stay green.



Like at the front door, though, I found myself standing there with my arm in position to do something without actually doing it. I mean, yes, sure, I could've knocked it over like a baby tantruming up and down the seashore, stomping on sandcastles 'cause she's not coordinated enough to make one herself. But that's probably exactly what Grandad expected me to do...



So instead, I carefully lowered my hand to the top of the table of contents pile and found that the next item down was the question "Predictable?"



And on page 3 of the big stack, There's nothing wrong with being predictable, Chloe.



I blinked. I honestly couldn't remember the last time that sour old mummy had called me by my name...



Science is based on predictability. Commerce is based on predictability. Society and art and gardening and every human endeavor, I'd go so far as to say. Surprises can be wonderful, yes, but in the larger scheme of things, they're usually destructive, counter-productive, unpleasant, and unwanted.



If he'd been there, I would've started arguing with him at this point, would've brought up the surprise of penicillin, the surprise of the microwave oven, the surprise of love when you're not expecting it or looking for it.



Serendipity, of course, is a very different thing from surprise, the next typed paragraph began, as you well know, and I'll thank you not to conflate the two.



My throat had gone completely dry, the ticking of that big clock pile on the mantel seeming to tap at my head like a woodpecker.



A very regular and predictable woodpecker...



The only trouble with predictability arises when a person like you refuses to accept the truth that they are predictable. You confuse random flailing with serendipitous spontaneity, and you spread nothing but heartache and misery in a sodden, sticky cloud around you.



"Fine!" I shouted, smacking the desk with an open palm. "I'm the monster here! I'm the one manipulating people and forcing them to be whatever things I want them to be!"



Like calling somebody Ms. Kladdaddle, I could almost hear that wheezing baritone respond. Or likening Daniel to a Soviet knee-breaker when all he's ever done is drive you here and take you home. Or—



"Damn you!" I whirled away from the desk and clamped my hands over my ears. "Get outta my head! You're dead! You're dead!"



Yes. A lovely rhyme, and very rhythmic as well.



He wasn't there, of course, a part of me insisted as the rest of me ran down the hallway into the foyer, my elbows sticking out since I refused to uncover my ears. A dusky not quite darkness filled the whole place from wainscoting to chandelier, but that annoying little part reminded me that we make our own ghosts. I wasn't listening, though, my pell-mell flight sending me stumbling and crashing across the foyer and into the hallway opposite, doors on the walls that led to closets and a bathroom, the door up ahead opening into the kitchen.



Wrenching a set of fingers away from the side of my head, I smacked the push-button light switch on the kitchen wall and let my eyes rest on the gleaming white-and-chrome fixtures, counters, appliances, and—



"Meow?" something asked.



And by something, I mean a cat, of course. Seriously: what else says "meow"?



Not that that stopped me from leaping sideways into the wall and bashing my leg into the metal flip-open trash bin that was sitting there. I was maybe just a little bit jumpy right then.



The cat didn't vanish, though, I noticed as soon as I was capable of noticing anything other than the cymbal-crash-and-smash of my heart inside my ribcage. It just sat there in the middle of kitchen—it was a Siamese with that smooth, seal-colored fur, its pale blue eyes looking up at me the way all cats seem to: like it had just told me the most obvious thing in the world and I was too dumb to figure out what it meant.



I get that expression from more than cats, now that I think about it...



And while I'd never had a cat of my own—Mom's allergic—I knew enough to squat down and stretch a finger out toward it. I may even have said something in a high, squeaky voice along the lines of, "Hey, now! Who's a puss, puss, puss? Hmmm?" But you didn't hear that from me.



It practically jumped over to rub against my hand, the sudden softness making me catch my breath, its rumbling stream of meow-meow-meows driving the point home: it was feeding time, and I had the thumbs.



About thirty or forty seconds of frantic cupboard opening and closing followed, the cat keeping up its commentary the whole time, and even after I found the cans of cat food, I still had to find the can opener—no convenient pull tabs for Grandad, no sir! Fortunately, a line of six metal bowls, small and identical, sat along one wall, so I knew where to put the food. That there were a half dozen of them, however...



First things first. A knife from the third drawer I opened shoved stinky brown goo from inside the can—its label said "Ocean Whitefish," but I hope you'll forgive the pun if I say I harbored doubts—and the cat set in to chowing down before I'd even finished filling the first of the little bowls.



I couldn't remember if it was a bad idea to pet a cat while it was eating, so I just sat back on my calves, kneeling there in my dead grandfather's kitchen feeding a cat I hadn't even known he'd had.



Something wriggled in my peripheral vision, and I snapped me head over to see a black-and-white cat sitting there, again looking at me like I'd done something wrong. I quickly plopped another slice of goo into the second bowl along, and even though its expression made it clear I was continuing to make mistakes, it did sort of saunter over and settle in.



I got out of the way in case another four of them tried to rush me, but when no more appeared, I figured I had time for the various questions popping through my skull.



At least I knew where to look for answers.



Carrying the can of cat food—I hadn't meant to; I just didn't even notice I was still holding it till I was halfway across the foyer heading for Grandad's office—I marched straight up to his desk, set the can down, and saw "Cats?" listed on the table of contents.



A quick shuffle through the big stack, and I was reading: Yes, I have three cats: Baubles, Bangles, and Beans. Baubles is the Siamese molly you likely met first when she started informing you what you were doing wrong. Bangles is the tuxedo tom; he won't tell you what you're doing wrong, but you'll still know. Beans is a little tabby you won't see at all if you crash around here as much as you always seem to. And yes, I know her name should be "Beads" to fit the pattern established by the other two names, but I'm predictable that way. Aren't I?



I stared at the page. Grandad had cats. Or I guess it'd be more accurate to use the pluperfect: Grandad had had cats.



Now? I had cats.



In fact, the next paragraph began, let me tell you how these three came into my life.



I set the smaller stack of paper on top of the larger, put the can of cat food on top of that, grabbed the whole thing, and practically skipped back into the kitchen, the two cats still noshing away. A sudden thought made me put the pages down on the counter so I could pour some water into bowls number four, five, and six, then I reassumed my burden and headed for the doorway beside the giant, stainless-steel refrigerator.



It led into the back parlor—the door did, I mean, not the refrigerator—a sort of dining room/living room area that I'd only seen three or four times in all the years Grandad had been shanghaiing me.



Not that he actually ever really shanghaied me, I think it's become abundantly clear by now. But I figured out pretty early that the only reason Mom and Dad were so happy whenever  Leonid—and fine, yes, his name is Daniel, all right?—whenever Leonid showed up to take me off to Grandad's big house was precisely because Grandad had a big house. I may have barely been in grade school, but even then, I could smell greed when it was stinking up the place.



But leaving aside the question of who exactly had or hadn't shanghaied whom, I found the parlor's light switch with my elbow and moved in looking for what I vaguely recalled was there: a table with a few chairs as plain and straight-backed as Courier letters pulled around it, and a large, overstuffed armchair with a coffee table in front of it and a floor lamp beside it.



The stack of pages went onto the coffee table, the floor lamp went on, and I settled in to read Grandad's account of how he'd acquired three cats.



And that's where Ms. Kladdaddle found me the next morning: curled up in Grandad's easy chair, dried drool connecting my chin to my shoulder. For the briefest of instants after blinking awake to the rumbling roll of her clearing her throat, I saw the tiniest wisp of a tabby cat nestled between my jean-covered thigh and the arm of the chair, but as soon as I stirred, it had flashed away past Ms. Kladdaddle and out into the kitchen.



"Well, now," Ms. Kladdaddle said, folding her arms. "That's only the second time I've ever seen Beans. I was starting to think your grandfather was making her up."



"Him?" I sat up, stretched, looked over to see that the can of cat food on the coffee table beside the two roughly equal stacks of pages had been licked completely clean. "Grandad didn't have any truck with fantasy." The morning light streaming in through the beige curtains covering the window made me sigh. "So go ahead. Tell me I didn't fulfill the terms of the will because I didn't sleep in that disaster of a bedroom upstairs. I mean, seriously! Four hundred and forty million dollars, and he couldn't hire someone with taste to decorate the place?"



She shook her head, her smile almost as fleeting as the little tabby cat. "You sound just like him."



Part of me wanted to jump up and smack her in the mouth, but the rest of me wanted to be less predictable than that. "That's 'cause we're both lemtucular bosphenes," I said. "He'd been slowly turning me into one, and last night, his ghost gave me the last little push the rest of the way."



Her hands clutched at each other above her chest. "Then...he is haunting the place?"



I completely revoked my thought from yesterday about her and Grandad doing it on his desk. "Have you ever heard the word 'metaphor' before?"



Lips tightening, she turned to head back for the kitchen. "I've some papers for you to sign, Ms. Armstrong. Then everything your grandfather worked his entire life for will be yours."



Following her, I wondered if I would ever finish reading Grandad's last will and testament. Probably. I'm pretty predictable that way. "We'll put ten million into a plain old savings account," I said. "I can live off the interest on that even at the rock-bottom rates the banks are paying, and the rest can go toward environmental clean-up, medical research, arts and science education, that sort of thing."



Ms. Kladdaddle turned, her eyes wide.



I smiled. "Surprise," I said.
      

      
   
      Marriage Can Be Hell


      
      
      
         
         The Judge, the Jury, and the Executioner

      
      

      

      
      
         The courtroom was sweltering. 



It wasn’t particularly shocking, given the two-story chandelier made of flaming skulls that hung from the infinite blackness above, the blue-tinged ghost light that burned in their eyes amplified and reflected by the onyx fixtures all around the infernal court. It didn’t matter how enchanted her anti-perspirant was – she could still feel herself sweating within the confines of her white wool suit.



Perhaps a little antagonistic, given the locale, but Arianna truly hated court appointments in Hell.



“I intend to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that the defendant, Arianna Lanathan, has violated not only the contract drawn up between her and Furfur...” the prosecutor, Ceridwen Cerys Ceinwen droned on with the patience that only three-hundred ninety-six years as an attorney could bestow. They were dressed in an uncharacteristically dark green suit, unadorned by the living livery that they tended to wear. Apparently they were quite serious about this case – though Arianna noted they still couldn’t bring themselves to wear the more traditional jet black or crimson.



She bit her lip, but even the little stab of pain couldn’t stop her hand from shaking. It was almost unheard for a sylvan to operate in the infernal courts. Apparently she had pushed her luck a little too hard this time.



Furfur placed her hand over Arianna’s, the feel of the mithril ring she wore like ice in the heat of the courtroom. She linked her fingers with Arianna’s and then leaned close, allowing their shoulders to touch for the briefest moments. “I can still—”



Arianna shook her head, tightening the grip that Furfur has started.



“...and, as evidence will show – in a blatant disregard for the Alignment Act of 1947 – Ms. Lanathan…”



“Mrs. Lanathan, if you would, Maester Ceinwen,” Arianna interrupted.



A ripple of laughter passed through the gathered damned. They might not have liked her, but the infernal courts always appreciated a healthy disrespect towards other authorities.



“That is rather the heart of the matter, is it not, Ms. Lanathan?” Cerodwin’s voice dripping with near palpable venom. Thankfully even the infernal courts frowned upon the killing of an opposing attorney via aural magic.



“No?” she said, smoothly sliding her hand out from under Furfur’s. “Our marriage is unquestionably legal and recognized by the Grand Empire’s Magister Council, and, per the decision of Decabria v Citizens of New Pandemonium, legally recognized by the authorities of Hell. Oh, and those of the Great Woods, if I recall correctly.” She offered a serene smile as she tapped the papers in front of her. “What you are attempting to prove has no bearing on our marital status. Even if I were to be found guilty on all charges, it would be Mrs. Lanathan being condemned to 600 years of being boiled in oil or the like.”



Another fresh round of laughter caused Cerodwin’s alabaster skin started to redden. “I object to this interruption! Duke Agares! Surely this insolence cannot—”



“Overruled,” the three-heads of the towering reptilian devil boomed in perfect accord. “These are not your courts, sylvan. Things are not fun without spirited social intercourse.” Two of the heads chuckled, while the central one continued, “I would have expected you to familiarize yourself with the nuances of our form of trial by trial.”



The swell of aether in the air was discernible – the flowers in Cerodwin’s vine-like hair blossoming in response to the presence of the energy – their expression twisting to pure rage for a moment. Then, much to Arianna’s chagrin, it was gone and the sylvan attorney was straightening their attire.



If they’d tried to kill Agares, she would have won by default.



“My apologies for that outburst, Duke Agares. You are, of course, correct. I shall strive to remember the… proud traditions of the infernal judiciary. Now, as I was saying, Mrs. Lanathan,” they practically spit the title, “in forming this blasphemous union, has violated not only the contract established with Furfur, but also the Alignment Act of 1947, wherein one who has contracted a devil may not work to intentionally push said devil into goodness, thereby disrupting the hierarchy of hell. I will establish that actions taken during this marriage represent a clear violation in an attempt to create a happy and successful between a mortal and infernal being.”



This time the sound from the onlookers was darker and far more guttral.



Cerodwin looked around themselves, nodding as they leaned on the table. “And then I will enjoy watching the both of them be sentenced to agonies that will continue long past the day my flesh feeds the worms and my bones nourish the soil.”



Arianna cringed as a cheer erupted around her. And that killed her hope that the sylvan’s centuries of experience in less spirited courts might impair his performance here. He’d recovered magnificently. Winning with devils was as much about the theatrical and the legal.



“Well said,” Agares’ heads agreed. “Your defense, Mrs. Lanathan?”



Arianna stood, but before she could say a word, Furfur’s playfully squeezed her ass – much to the amusement of the watching devils. If there was one thing to be said for the denizens of hell, it was that the base desires went over quite well with them. She had once won a case by having a client and his bound incubus fulfill their carnal contract in the witness box.



“Knock ‘em dead,” she said, “because our little games are going to be nothing compared to what happens if we lose.”



Arianna nodded, then brought her hands down on the table. “Gathered devils, my defense is simple: Cerodwin’s claims are a load of steaming dragon shit. My contract was for companionship at the cost of my vital energies, to be taken in intercourse and offered as a tithe to the damned dukes – the same you would grant to any horny and lonely mage versed in demonology.” She lowered her voice playfully. “And I assure you, Furfur is given ample opportunities to collect that fee.



“The simple fact is that, no matter how this matter is examined, my life essence is given to Furfur, who, in turn, passes it to Duke Berith, who, in turn, uses it to further Hell’s insidious machinations.” 



That got an enthusiastic response from Berith’s cohorts, though not so much any of the other legions.



Cerodwin snorted derisively. “And your point?”



“That Furfur and I could adopt and raise an orphan to be a follower of Illumitar and we would still be contributing to the net evil in the world.” She grabbed one of Furfur’s horns and playfully shook the devil’s head. “In fact, our marriage represents a commitment not only to each other, but to the evil of Hell.”



She could feel a breath being drawn for a snide comment among the gathered devils. “And I believe an examination of Furfur’s record will demonstrate that marriage has not, as some might be inclined to believe, reduced the tithe.”



To her surprise, Cerodwin clapped. “A most cunning defense, Mrs. Lanathan. I see why among the mortals you are so highly regarded when it comes to infernal law. That defense sounds so self-assured and so flawless, speaking directly to the concerns of Hell.”



One of Duke Agares’ heads nodded in agreement, while the other two gave it withering looks.



“The weakness, of course, is when you are dealing with someone who is more concerned with the precedent than showmanship.” Cerodwin lifted a sheaf of paper towards Duke Agares. “While it is indeed true that you offer a regular tithe—”



“With great enthusiasm,” Furfur supplied.



The sylvan attorney ignored her. “...the fact that you are present here, alive and well, already demonstrates an even more unnatural nature to the relationship between you and this succubus. Hell is not overly concerned with practicality. I have examined over forty-thousand ‘companionship’ contracts, and all have ended with at least one critical hospitalization. Most, in fact, have ended with death.” They lifted a thick sheaf from the table. “Exhibit A.”



“That—”



“I was not finished!” Cerodwin’s voice cracked like a striking serpent. “Of the examined cases, Furfur herself accounts for at least two-hundred twenty-nine. Forty-nine deaths, one-hundred eighty hospitalizations… at least within the examined period.”



Arianna felt her stomach drop as she realized where this was going. “And what, you want to assert that me convincing her there was a more practical way that would allow us to prolong our mutual pleasures somehow represents a push towards goodness?”



The sylvan attorney didn’t smile. They were too good for that. But the slight shift in their posture told Arianna that they’d already anticipated that parry. “Interesting you should mention that. You see, there is a distinct trend with Furfur’s performance.” They lifted another piece of paper, this one showing the most feared thing in Hell – a line graph. “Exhibit B. Here you can see a clear trend in the results of her contracts. There is a linear decrease in the severity of the suffering of her contractors over time. The last death occurred here, nearly ten years ago. Coincidentally, you contracted her about this time as well as part of your demonology studies, did you not? Many years before you would draft a new contract to take her as a carnal partner, rather than just a tutor.”



His presentation was so dry and dull, but the point he was building to was sharp as a vorpal switchblade. Unfortunately, she only had one true defense to lean into. “And? That only solidifies my point that I simply showed her a better way. Many of those contractors would go on to form new contracts, ensuring a more profitable relationship for Hell.”



“Exhibit C. Royce v Moloch established that the matter of personal alignment was not an objective one, and that the nature of good and evil was more malleable in our world than expected, coming from a combination of one’s actions, one’s thoughts, and the perception thereof by society at large.”



There was an unsure murmur from the gathered devils. He might have had centuries of experience on her, but he didn’t know the infernal courts.



Arianna pounced, quoting from the decision, “‘I shall not attempt to define the kinds of material I understand to be embraced within the shorthand description of evil, and perhaps I could never succeed in intelligibly doing so. But I know it when I see it, and the action involved in this case is that.’” 



“Exactly!” he agreed.



“What?”



“You have focused the whole of your defense around the claim that offering the little of your vital energy that you do is an ‘evil’ act, but I contend that a casual observance of your ‘wedded bliss’ tells a different story.”



Arianna managed to conceal her cringe, even as Furfur’s quiet “Oh, fuck” expressed her feelings perfectly.



“Exhibits D through H, demonstrating how our ‘evil’ couple behaves outside the bedroom.” He paused and gave the two of them a meaningful look. “And kitchen, patio, porch, bathroom at Le Cheval, and such, as I’m sure you were preparing to say, right?”



That got the needed reaction from the peanut gallery.



“Watching Mageflix. Tipping at restaurants. Shopping at a specialty grocer. Anniversary gifts. Yes, you might provide some energy to Hell, but together, the worst that could be said about the two of you is that you make the occasional janitor’s life slightly more annoying.”



Duke Agares’ heads grumbled. “Indeed. We could barely tell the two of you from a mortal couple. Hardly the corrupting force we would expect someone who has been contracted with a succubus for so long to be.”



Furfur grabbed and squeezed Arianna’s hand. 



There hadn’t really been a Plan B.



“And?” she said with all the confidence of an attorney who definitely did not know their defense had just been fucked sideways. “I have forsaken human companionship to spend my life with a foul temptress who indulges my dark desires. The evil of hell does not require that corruption manifest against outside forces.”



Cerodwin snorted. “Even among my people a little sexual deviancy is no longer considered some great sin. And, of course, as consorting with demons is regularized among your people, so too fades your argument that that is some great evil either. There is a delightful irony for you – hanging yourself by your own progressivism.”



“I—” 



All three of Agares’ heads cut her off with a laugh. “A wonderfully well-made argument, sylvan. I have heard enough to render judgment.”



Arianna’s throat tightened, her head feeling fuzzy and her thoughts swimming as she rebelled against the frigid reality creeping through her body, numbing her against the heat. An awkward end to her marriage. And her legal career. And her life.



“For falling to good, Furfur shall be unmade within Chaos,” Agares’s heads intoned in concert, “so that her essence might be defiled and made damned again.”



The succubus clutched Arianna’s hand. “Worth it.” 



“And as for Mrs. Lanathan…” Agares’ heads conferred for a moment, before they answered in turn, “In honor of your most unprecedented relationship, a hundred years of worse, a hundred years of poorer, a hundred years of sickness, and then death.”



Arianna squeezed Furfur’s hand back. “Worth it,” she agreed, the slight tremble in her voice probably impossible to notice under the deafening roar of cheers around them. Leaning down, she pressed her lips to her wife’s for the last time.








The muscular demon threw her to the frozen ground, her bare skin sticking and pulling away painfully as she rolled. “Welcome to a hundred years of worse. I figure we’ll start things out light before we get to the real fun.”



Arianna’s teeth chattered as she tried in vain to cover some part of her.



“I should say, Mrs. Lanathan, you are lucky. Very few mortals get a chance to escape their torment.”



“H-huh?” she managed around the near convulsion-sized shivers as she looked around the endless ice and nothing around her.



The devil chuckled, crossing all six of his arms. “In light of the services you have rendered for Hell, if you renounce your wedding vows, your sentence will be commuted immediately and you will be free to skip ahead to the death part.”



“G-generous as a-always.”



The devil nodded. “Trust me. That’s what everyone says. But I think you’ll change your tune given time. A century of torment tends to help you reevaluate your priorities.”



She could already feel the frostbite setting in.



“Well, should you change your mind, all you need to do is let us know. Oh, I know! A safe word, so we can be sure.” He looked around their surroundings. “How about palm tree? I believe that is unlikely to come up here.”



Arianna stared at him, teeth chattering as the burning sensation crawled up her hands and feet. “Palm tree?”



“Palm tree.”



Arianna swallowed tightly, closing her eyes as she prepared herself to be on the other side for once. “O-okay.”








By the time, Arianna opened her eyes, it had felt like she had lived a rather hellish three-hundred years. She collapsed backwards – or at least would have if Furfur had not caught her and gently guided her to her chair.



The devils all around them were still cheering, while Cerdowin stood, fists shaking with barely controlled fury.



“As you can see, I don’t think being married has cost me my edge,” Furfur asserted, tucking her hair back behind her horns.



“It appears it hasn’t,” Agares’ heads agreed. “To subject your partner to an illusion like that… magnificent.” His claps shook the room. “While the sylvan’s argument is convincing, I believe the two of you have successfully demonstrated that, while engaged in this rather unorthodox arrangement, you do not pose an actual threat to the hierarchies of hell. As Mrs. Lanathan posits, your companionship contract continues to bear fruit and will, based on the seriousness with which she regards vows, will continue to. And as you’ve shown, it seems no amount of quiet nights at home watching Mageflix can truly take the evil out of a devil.”



Mustering what little energy she still had, Arianna raised her middle finger at the sylvan attorney.



“In a 2-head to 1-head decision, we rule that the current state of affairs is acceptable to the Dukes of Hell. Court is adjourned.”








Arianna hung heavily on her wife’s shoulders as the elevator finally finished its ascent, delivering them to the first floor of the Superior Court of the City of Lost Angels. 



“We cut that a bit close,” Furfur said, sneaking another kiss – this one on her cheek, and without the life theft or three hundred years worth of agonizing illusions.



“You really went with our safe word,” was all Arianna could muster the energy to say.



“Well it isn’t like I had a lot of time to come up with a better plan! You laid the groundwork, but I had to do something dramatic to show the court the I could still look bad without, you know...” 



Despite being soaked through with sweat, the crisp autumn air was little relief with the memories of the frozen plain still fresh in her memory. It would be a few days before she could think of anything as being too hot.



“You are going to get it when I feel like I can move again, love.”



The succubus smiled, and it was like a little sun rising over the horizon. “I hope so, dear.”
      

      
   
      Phage


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Torre Vieja


      

      
      
         Today might have been my last day as a free man. Tomorrow, the trial will begin, and I am certain he will be attending, and in his own good time he will stand up, scan the bemused audience with a triumphant smile and bellow “I, I and only I know the true culprit!” And name me.



The pale disc of the moon emerges from behind the dark clouds, casting a gentle glow on the marble grave I stand on. All around me, ninety headstones, regularly spaced. Ninety graves from which ghosts of men, women and children slowly rise and point their forefingers straight at me. I hunch until my forehead rests on my knees. I have no more tears to shed. I wish I could just forget.








I put the scissors down and pick up the phone.



“Stephen Roc—”



“Stephen!” the voice of my cousin Rob cuts in before I finish saying my name. “How are you buddy?”



“Fine! Still busy working on your suit, though. I’m not sure it’ll be ready before next Monday. I hope—”



“No worries, mate!” Rob cuts in again, as he’s used to doing. “Say, it’s nearly six o'clock. Why don’t you knock off a bit early and come with us to catch butterflies around the Torre Vieja? I’m going there with the girls and professor Spencer.”



I can’t help but wincing when I hear that name. The professor Spencer, a retired entomologist, formerly professor at the university of Nottingham, is a good friend of Rob, though I keep wondering why my cousin is so fond of him. The guy is snooty, and when he deigns to talk to me, it’s always with a note of condescension, reminding me I am the tailor, and he is the professor. But I’m so fond of my cousin and his daughter that I am willing to put up with this insufferable companion. 



“The Torre Vieja?” I ask. The idea sounds creepy to me.



“Yeah, it’s surrounded by a big wild meadow. Doctor Spencer told me that at this time of the year we can catch swanky butterflies you can’t find anywhere else. The girls are really excited!”



Maybe they are, but I’m not sold on it, to say the least. The Torre Vieja is an old, isolated building which, as far as I know, has been built in the 16th century by a now extinct order of Spanish monks, thus its foreign name. The monks gone, the building passed on to the military who used it as watch tower and barracks. After WW2, it was left unoccupied. A handful of homeless people then moved in, quickly joined by poor families and immigrants.



Along the years, the building had turned squalid and ramshackle. At the turn of the century, the municipality took over and carried out the most urgent repair work. It also booked the occupants and expelled the shadiest ones. And that’s now how it stands. The Torre Vieja is home to a lot of people of dodgy pedigrees, and the continuous trickle of reports about thefts and assaults committed in its vicinity doesn’t help improving its sketchy reputation. Most people steer clear of the area, especially by night.



But we’re at the height of summer, and over here, in northernmost part of England, the sun does not set before at least 10 pm, so I think we’re good to go. “All right,” I say. “Give me a jiffy to clean everything up, and I’ll be right there.”








It’s about eight o’clock now. I’m sat in the lush grass while the others have drifted away looking for those smashing butterflies. We have chosen to comb the part of the meadow at the rear of the building, when one looks from town. The wall on this side is impressive, a massive stack of yellowish limestones, about twenty-five metre high, with nary an opening save here and there a few slits that look more medieval than modern in style. From a distance, it seems the wall is slightly aslant. But I know this is only an illusion, caused by its great height.



At its foot, an expanse of low grass has been transformed into a makeshift football pitch, with half-rotten wooden stakes acting as goal posts. Surprisingly, no kids are currently playing. I assume they all must be dining. All is quiet, except for occasional muffled shouts coming from inside the building and the distant cheering of my cousin’s daughters each time they ensnare a new lepidopteran. 



Somehow I find myself fascinated by that wall. Since my teens, alpinism has been one of my favourite past-times. I’ve travelled to Switzerland, Italy and France to try my luck against Western Europe’s highest summits. I’m not a professional – far from it – but I’m reasonably competent, especially in free solo style.  Unfortunately, as my business picked up momentum, the opportunities to practice dwindled, and I sorely miss it. That’s probably why the idea of crawling up that wall pops up in my mind. Nothing more than the need to stretch muscles that have been kept dormant for too long. Maybe also the thrill of discovering the view from the roof, which, I guess, must be stupendous. In hindsight, somewhat childish urges, I confess.



I stand up and look around. My cousin and his party of three have strolled far away into the meadow, and they obviously don’t care about me anymore. I stride across the cheap football pitch towards the wall. Now that I can give it a close look, it is as I expected: steep but not smooth. The old, misaligned stones offer a variety of easy purchases. I decide it is reasonably safe to climb, wedge my foot in a crack a few centimetres above the ground and begin my ascent. Within seconds, I’m already a couple of meters up.



Above my right elbow I grasp a rusty grating closing what should have been a nook protecting a small figure, maybe that of a saint or something. Unfortunately, the pull proves to be too harsh for the decrepit iron object. The hinges on which it rests snap and disintegrate into ochre powder. My arm, now without hold, drops downwards. Reflexively I let go of the grating, but it’s too late. The tiny ledge on which the tips of my shoes lean is too small for me to keep my balance. I feel myself falling backwards. Quickly, I decide to spring backwards neatly and try to control my trajectory. Fortunately, I’m not that high up and I have learnt how to land properly so when I hit the ground, I let myself tumble backwards to gracefully absorb the kinetic energy. I’m almost immediately back on my feet, a bit shaken and grimy, but unscathed. 



Yet, I am not the only victim of the grating’s breakdown. Stuck through the mesh of the grating stood a large, L-shaped metallic rod reaching above. It fell with me and now lies on the ground a few feet away. I shudder as I see it because its remote end is attached to a huge flat metallic piece, and I imagine what could have happened if I had landed on it. 



But this rod and the piece tied to it should have served a purpose, shouldn’t they? Overwhelmed by a feeling of doom, I look up. About three metres above the nook, protruding from the wall, I see a stone slab, on which the end of a big vertical beam leans. The beam reaches higher up to a square-shaped protuberance in the wall – probably old, now bricked up latrines – which it somehow props. Only now do I notice how the façade, apparently nondescript from afar, is in fact riddled with those jury-rigged fixtures. 



As I watch, amidst specks of broken mortar, the stone slab, that the fallen rod probably shored up, slowly caves in under the weight. The wooden beam slips over the now sloping surface and dives down, crashing only a couple of metres from me.  Rousing myself up and twigging that loitering any longer could become dangerous or even lethal, I turn round and run away, chased by ominous cracking sounds and thuds. 



It doesn’t take long before I spot my cousin, his daughters and the professor.  They stand still, and seem to be looking in my direction. I turn aside to join them, but freeze after a few metres, when I realise they are not looking at me. No, they are looking over and beyond me. First I read puzzlement, then astonishment on their faces, which then twist into a sinister mask of fear and horror.



“My God! MY GOD!” my cousin shouts, pointing at the building behind my back. “Look! LOOK!”



I turn round to face the building. The part of the wall where the former latrines stood is no more. Instead, a giant hole gapes open. Through it, I have time to catch a fleeting glimpse of a young girl, sat in shock on the edge of her bed, her phone in hand. But it’s not what my cousin is showing. Above the hole, all the wall is setting itself in motion. It is, at first, only a slight, almost imperceptible tremor through the stones, like wavelets running up a curtain. It gains strength. A bulge forms, swells. The stones, that the worn-out brittle mortar cannot bind together anymore, burst apart. Almost in slow motion and with an ominous rumble, the whole wall crumbles, dragging down roof and floorings with it. The three remaining walls stand swaying for an instant, then collapse in turn. A sickly yellow dust cloud billows out, reaches and engulfs us, and I see no more.



When it dissipates, all that is left is a huge stack of rubble. We remain rooted to the spot for God knows how long, until my cousin shakes off his paralysis and realises his daughters are standing at his side. He spins them around, takes their hand and strides away. As if released from a spell, I blink and prepare to follow suit, when I notice professor Spencer’s intent gaze aimed directly at me. I walk past him and we all shuffle home in silence, jostling our way through the oncoming throng which scrutinises us with awe as if we had freshly returned from hell. Although I lead the group, I can feel the eyes of the other four locked on me.








I spend the next days shut in at home, shutters closed, refusing to watch the TV or listen to the radio, or even to read the newspapers. Everyone understands the shock I’m in and leaves me alone, except my parents who call me twice a day to inquire and my cousin who kindly brings me food and carries the bin bags away. Inadvertently, I think – but how to be certain of it? – he once forgets a magazine, and, while I trash it, I briefly see on the cover page the picture of an unending procession of hearses, flanked by a terse headline: “90”.



After that week of seclusion, I reluctantly convince myself that I should resume work, if only to try and stop brooding over the incident all day long. And now? There has been an inquiry, of course. But there was no witnesses, and no one has been clever enough to unravel the devilish thread leading from the fall of the rusty grating to the ruin of the whole building. Unable to retrace these steps, justice has turned its wrath on to the public servants: the mayor and the head of the social housing service. But the former has committed suicide one year ago, and the latter had only been in office for a month when the incident happened, after his predecessor died from cancer. How could he possibly be found guilty? 



What about me? I haven’t been bothered, so far. My cousin? I haven’t been seeing him for months now. I suppose something broke that day between us. But I still trust him with my life: I know he will never give my name away, unless I turn myself in spontaneously. 



His boffin friend however…



The professor Spencer had never been a patron of mine before the incident, but, since that day, he has taken to dropping in at least once a week. He always has a good reason to: order a new suit, a new tie, or some fancy shirt. Nor is he ever satisfied: the fabric is too rough, the dying has discoloured, the shirt doesn’t suit him properly, he has lost a button… 



“Do you remember?” he sometimes asks me as I take measurements.



“Remember what?” I say, feigning to ignore the subject he’s trying to broach.



“I mean, that day at the Torre Vieja,” he replies.



“Oh… that day? How could I forget?”



“Of course,” he says, in a stagy concerned tone. “How could you…”



I overprice his clothes, charge him with astronomical bills, but he always turns back. “You’re a pretty expensive tailor,” he complains, “but it’s well worth it…” And he puts on his trademark smarmy smile.



Today, he pays me one of his unexpected visits.



“Tomorrow, the whole affair will come to an end”, he says.



“What are you talking about?” I reply, putting up my tired act once again.



“What?” he protests. “You don’t know? The trial, of course, the trial of the Torre Vieja incident.”



“Ah, yes,” I say, pretending to be unconcerned. “What of it?”



“Maybe at last we will discover who the real culprit is,” he answers. “After all these years, the victims need to know…”



“Maybe,” I say, “but I doubt it, unless someone has a sensational announcement to make.”



“Who knows?” he replies. “Who knows?…”  And a smile plays on the corners of his lips.



I’m done with him for now. He reaches out a limp, tacky hand to me. 



“Thank you. Then… see you tomorrow… I mean, next week!” he promptly corrects.



“See you next week, sir,” I reply, as I see him off.



He’s gone now. I close the door of my shop.



I’m terrified.
      

      
   
      Undertones


      

      
      
         “It is an… interesting piece.”



The phrase was one that Antonio Curcio spoke a lot in his line of work: running an antique shop. He considered it an effective means of getting whatever customer had walked in with a family heirloom or garage sale find to stick around and discuss a price reasonably, rather than start a shouting match over the worth of whatever they had come to sale. “It emboldens them just enough,” he’d say to his friends, family and the one employee he actually had on payroll. However, it required a practiced, neutral tone to pull it off.



Now, looking at a painting that had been brought in, the phrase escaped as if it were a genuine reaction: hushed, spoken under his breath and with an expression of curiosity on his aged face. It was as if he could tell there was something about the piece that did warrant calling it “interesting,” but what exactly that quality was escaped him. Antonio looked it over once, twice, three times before looking back up at the man who had brought it in.



The customer was of higher class than the aged grandparents or young adults that made up the bulk of Antonio’s clientele. He wore a well-tailored grey suit with a blue silk tie that drew out the matching color of his eyes just enough. His beard was well-trimmed and his black hair was done in a simple, but stylish looking crew cut. The expression he wore, however, looked tired.



“You said you had three others like it?” Antonio asked, looking back over the painting a few more times with a careful eye. He was mostly looking for a signature to potentially identify the artist, though he couldn’t help but spare a glance to the painting as a whole in an attempt to find that elusive something that had caught his eye on first glance.



The painting was a detailed drawing of a small village square. Cobblestone streets circled around an aged fountain and forked off into the foreground and the edges of the painting, flanked by simple brick buildings, the largest of which was a two-story shop off to the side of center frame. In the background, there were rolling hills and a mountain, though their features were mostly covered in shadow by the setting sun just above the peak of the mountain. Shadows covered the streets as well, though the fountain was perfectly framed in light. Not a single person was drawn on the streets or in the windows of the buildings. There wasn’t anything remarkable about it that would make it a masterpiece.



“Yes,” the man replied, pulling Antonio’s attention away from the piece as a whole. “They were my father’s. He passed away recently, but we weren’t very close.” Even though Antonio was still inspecting the painting for a signature, he could hear the man rubbing the back of his neck and the collar of his suit jacket, along with the pain in his voice.



“Did he paint them, Mister...?” Antonio asked as he put his search for a signature on the painting to rest and flipped it to inspect the back of the frame.



“Filch, Marcus Filch, and no. I don’t think so, at least. The will didn’t say anything about if he made them, though I certainly don’t remember them from my childhood.” 



Antonio’s search on the back of the frame had no results, and so he flipped it back so that the painting was facing up. He looked up at Marcus and took off the small the small reading glasses he had on. He noticed, for a moment, that Marcus seemed like he was trying not to look down at the painting. 



“Well, I certainly think I can move them if they’re all of this quality,” Antonio began, before moving to his left to grab a large photo album from the counter. He flipped it open and cleaned his glasses for a moment before putting them back on. His shop, Curcio’s Curios, didn’t have the space to display artwork, so he kept a book of what he had in stock to sort through. “Are they all this size?”



Marcus took a moment to clear his throat before replying. “Yeah. I’ve got them out in the car.” The painting was a little over two feet by three feet.



“Alright, then I can probably give you five hundred for the whole lot. Sound alright?” Antonio held out his right hand for a shake, as his left took off his reading glasses once more.



Despite his tired expression, Marcus smiled and shook Antonio’s hand. The grip of the handshake was strong, and the smile seemed practiced. Antonio assumed that whatever line of work Marcus did to have such nice clothes, he likely needed a well-practiced smile. He at least hoped that his was more genuine.



As Marcus headed out the front door to his car, Antonio took a moment to look around the rest of the store. There were a number of names for what he trafficked in: knick knacks, bric-a-brac, antiques, vintage items, heirlooms, curios… He chose the last to name his store not just on the basis of alliteration (as he could have easily called the shop Antonio’s Antiques), but because he had a deep respect for his family.



He had a grandfather who served in two wars, a mother who spent her life teaching and helping their community enough to have a wing of the neighborhood library named after her, an uncle who spent his life creating whimsical inventions and even managed to make a name for himself with one or two of them and many more that he could spend hours talking about to strangers and friends alike. 



He’d even gotten his first interest in antiques because of a few items his great-grandparents brought over from Italy when they moved to America. It wasn’t much, just some old buckles and coins, but they were kept so pristine when Antonio got them that he felt compelled to keep them in such condition. Dozens of years of practice and patience, and he felt he made enough of a name for himself around town for repairs. Half of the items he had in stock were nowhere near as well-maintained when he purchased or found them, though to any but the most discerning eye, it was impossible to tell. Regardless of what his customers wanted to call the items he sold, he liked to call them “relics,” in hopes that someone generations later would open his store like a vault and proclaim everything inside as such.



There were a few pieces of antique furniture sitting off in the corner, flanked by two walls that had three grandfather clocks and an assortment of other time-keeping pieces along them. Another corner held a variety of smaller vintage pieces: jewelry boxes, music boxes, mirrors, statues and picture frames. The rest of the shop was set up into a few aisles of miscellaneous pieces and items, and the glass counter held several smaller, more valuable items, like jewelry and pocket watches. Overall, it was a modest amount of merchandise, and Antonio was proud of most all of it. Granted, there was no one else in the shop floor now that Marcus had left.



He reached down for the painting and picked it up with a bit of effort. As he turned towards the back room, he called out, “Zach! Need some help with a customer in the back.”



Zach was the only employee that Antonio had for the past two years, though he had known the boy for five. Zach would often spend afternoons in the shop biding time while his mother was busy with work, much to Antonio’s initial consternation. The first few times of having to tell the boy to be gentle with anything he picked up managed to fall away to a budding interest in antiques from Zach, which made Antonio more than happy to offer him a job to help with manning the counter or cleaning up the shop when he finally turned sixteen.



With a steady hand, Antonio moved the large painting towards the backroom, but was greeted by Zach’s hands on the other side of the painting before he could make it through the doorway. “I got it, Mister Curcio. You should take it easy.”



Antonio, for his part, didn’t release his grip. “Nonsense. I’m barely pushing sixty, Zachariah, not shambling off to the crypt. Just help me get it over to the shooting table.”



Zach groaned and rolled his eyes. Antonio knew he could a reaction out of the boy just from uttering his full name, though he had to use it sparingly to avoid lessening the effect.



The two moved into the backroom with the painting, much faster than Antonio would have managed alone. The backroom, unlike the shop floor, was much more cramped. There were several tight aisles off to the side where Antonio kept a variety of tools and parts he used for repairs. Past them, to the left, there was a small workshop area with a simple desk for repairing smaller items, and a door connected to that which led off to thick-walled room for larger objected that needed power tools.



The two moved, instead, to the right, where there was a larger open area for storing bulkier items that couldn’t yet be put on the shop floor, needed more work, or, in the case of the paintings, had to be kept back here. Just past that was the shooting table: a large shelf against the wall that was all covered and surrounded by white canvas, with a trio of bright lights above and around it to light it. The painting was set down just as a load knock came from the back door.



While Zach ran off to answer it, Antonio grabbed the camera sitting on the shooting table and looked at the painting. In the brighter light, he was reminded of some old photographs that his grandmother on his father’s side shared of the village his great-grandparents came from. He could imagine the colors of the painting in that old black and white photograph, and took a few pictures as his mind drifted.



He had been looking for something to put on the empty wall of his study back home, and he was sure that the painting would fit nicely there. Even if the room was a little dim, it would certainly look nice on the wall, with the firelight across the room bringing out just enough of the sunset’s colors. He always wanted something there, like most things in his study and home, that reminded him of his family he didn’t have the time or energy to go see anymore. 



In the flash of photograph, for one moment, though, he swore he saw something; it was that “something” that made him call the painting “interesting” several minutes ago. His mind seemed to pick up on the color red, but then he put the camera down from in front of his eyes and scanned the painting, it was nowhere to be seen. Maybe it was just the way the orange of the sunset looked under the bright flash of the camera.



“Got the rest of them, Mister Curcio.”



Antonio jumped as he heard Zach’s voice, but a few short breaths were enough to calm his startled heart. He handed the camera off to Zach and told him to take a few pictures of the others as he went to meet Marcus at the back. Along the way, he stopped to pick up a small cash box he kept near the door, and gave the three paintings a quick look, just to count that there were indeed four total.



“Alright, Mister Filch. Want anything in particular?” Antonio asked as he flipped open the cash box.



“Twenties are fine,” Marcus replied.



Looking up at him, and then over his shoulder, Antonio could see that the man drove a car that seemed to match the price tag of his suit. He let out a small whistle at the sight of it, but then quickly coughed to try and cover his surprise. He pulled out 25 twenty dollar bills, and put the cash box down on the table next to the door. His mind was still on that old village his family came from. 



The man’s clearly in pain over it, he reminded himself. It isn’t your business. However, Antonio’s curiosity and his sense of familial pride was too great for his tact to overcome. “Why don’t you want them?” he blurted out as he counted off the twenties. One, two, three…



“I’m sorry?” Marcus asked, though it was quiet as he was busy looking over his shoulder at his vehicle.



Ten, eleven, twelve… “Just… curiosity, you know? I’m curious why you don’t want the paintings.” Antonio was still focused on the stack of twenties in his hand, but he could feel the glare he was getting.



“I just don’t, sir.” The reply was simple, sharp and curt.



Twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five. Antonio finished his count and handed them out to Marcus, looking up to meet the man’s eyes. The tiredness in his face was still there, but his eyes were a piercing blue. Even without that silk tie, they would have stood out from across a room. “Apologies, I didn’t mean to offend. Just so you know, though, when it does come to the items we purchase, there’s a two-week grace period. If you want them back, we’ll gladly give them for what we paid in return.”



Marcus took the cash quickly and counted it himself. Satisfied, he folded the stack and put it in one of his pockets before taking out his keys. “I’ll keep it in mind. Honestly though… they just unsettled me.” 



Antonio nodded and closed the door as Marcus walked away. He walked back over to the shooting table, taking a look at the three other paintings in more detail. The first was forested valley between two mountains in the moonlight. The second was the portrait of a young woman in what looked like a Victorian home; she was smiling. The third was a bustling city street in front of what looked like a town hall, carriages lining the street and a few small groups walking this way and that.



They look fine to me, Antonio thought before looking back at the first painting. “Hey, Zach, get the pictures in the album at the front and clean up before you close, alright?” With that, he picked up the painting of the village square, and headed for home.








Later that night, Antonio was in the final steps of putting the painting on the wall. The study was filled with items that wouldn’t have been out of place in his shop: an antique reading chair and a matching end table, several older books on shelves, several decorative boxes and miscellaneous items on both the shelves and an old writing desk and even a vintage typewriter. Antonio didn’t fancy himself a writer by any means, but he did like the way the typewriter looked. 



The barren stretch of wall was right next to the large bookcase. Some of it was already covered in old family photographs and pictures of friends, but Antonio had been looking for a good piece to fill it out. As he set the last nail in place after double checking measurements, he set his tools down and hefted the painting up. With just a bit of strain and effort, he set it in place, keeping his hands close for any sign that it might fall. Satisfied, after a few moments, he started to move away, until he caught sight of that “something” once more.



It was red, again, but this time it wasn’t the momentary flicker of red from the flash of a camera. The only light he had in the room was from the desk lamp angled towards the wall, and the firelight coming from across the room, but he was certain he saw it. He leaned in close, scanning the picture. Not in the hills or the mountain; not on the cobblestone streets leading into the square; it wasn’t on the face of the buildings or in the windows of the shop.



It was the fountain. There, on the right side, was a streak of bright red. Even in the shadow of his body cast by the desk lamp, he could see it, clear as day. He took a step to the side, though, just to be sure it wasn’t a trick of the light, or at least lack thereof. It was still there. “Why would they paint it red?” he asked himself aloud. Antonio had taken every precaution in taking the painting home, so he was certainly that it wasn’t some problem that he had caused.



“Maybe it’s rust, or… no, it’s far too bright for that. Paint? I mean, in the scene he was painting? It must be…” Antonio tried to reassure himself, but he trailed off as his eyes followed the streak of red down the side of the fountain. There, almost impossibly small, was a small dot of red on the cobblestone road next to the fountain. Antonio felt his mouth hanging open, turning dry, and his right hand shaking. Slowly, he stepped away from the painting, moving left and right, eyes locked on the streak of red and that drop of bl-- red in the street.



He tried to look away from that spot, to the rest of the painting and then back, but his eyes wouldn’t leave it. It was true he was getting old, certainly, but he wouldn’t miss something like this when he looked at the painting earlier that day, and his memory wasn’t that bad yet either. “It shouldn’t be there. It isn’t right,” he said to himself, as if affirming it would make it vanish. It didn’t.



Finally closing his mouth and swallowing, he turned and walked towards the door. Casting one look back at the painting, he couldn’t make out the red from the distance. Maybe it could stay, if it was so unnoticeable. He hardly took the time to look at the pictures on his wall closely anyway.








Mister Filch had not taken Antonio up on the offer of a grace period. It had been three weeks, and there had been no sign of the man or his expensive car anywhere near the store. Instead, Antonio was back to his usual customer base. There was, right now, an elderly couple on their way out with a few pieces of jewelry and a matching box, and a young man looking at the photo album on the counter. Antonio, however, was walking through the shop floor, doing some cleaning and admiring his work.



He took the time to stop and look over a few items, lamenting that they hadn’t been sold. One of the older grandfather clocks took him a good two weeks just to do the exterior, but it hadn’t caught a single customer’s eye. There was also a porcelain doll that set next to the jewelry box recently sold that took quite a bit of time to repaint, though the antique music box below it was still on the shelf. He quickly moved the music box next to the doll, opening the lid for a moment to hear the florid tune before heading back to the counter.



The customer wanted one of the paintings in the back. It wasn’t one of Mister Filch’s pieces, but it was one that Antonio had there for a good six months. Walking to the backroom, Antonio looked for the marked canvas covering that matched the number. It was in the same stack as the other three pieces Marcus had sold. Pulling the canvas down, Antonio took a moment to look them over again.



He immediately felt the breath catch in his throat. The painting of the moonlit forest valley looked as if it were tinted red. It was a minor discoloration, all throughout the painting, but Antonio took a moment to close his eyes and look again, just to be sure. “It wasn’t…” he muttered, pulling the painting towards him as he looked at the next.



The young woman was still sitting perfectly in her chair, and Antonio’s first instinct was to look for red as well. He wondered, for a moment, if perhaps the paintings had been a trick played on him by Mister Filch. Perhaps there was some slowly oozing through layer of paint below them that would ruin them in time. However, the red hadn’t tainted the woman’s portrait. Instead, her smile had faded, replaced with a more neutral expression. Again, Antonio blinked several times, but the painting wouldn’t change.



The final painting of the busy city street seemed entirely unaffected at first glance. It certainly wasn’t red, and while he couldn’t remember every minute detail of the crowds or carriages on the street, they all looked like they were where they were. Then, looking over the building, he spotted it. Just one window, up on the third floor, was broken. He could swear, leaning in closer, that there were shards of glass flying through the air deeper into the building, as if it were just smashed in.



Antonio took let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and flipped the third painting towards them. The one behind them, which the customer had wanted, was certainly normal. He looked it over five times, as closely as he could, but there was no errant detail that would go missed without close inspection. It took so long that he heard them yelling from the front counter.



Grabbing the painting, Antonio put the canvas back over the others to spare himself another look at them, and took the requested one up to the counter. After the quick transaction, he was left alone in the shop once more. Slowly, his eyes drifted over to the photo album, laid out to the painting that had just been purchased. He knew the new ones were just underneath the page, and that the sold painting needed to be removed.



He also knew that they could tell him the truth. They would have to be the way they were when he purchased the paintings. All of them, even the one in his study that he hadn’t spared more than a glance to before hanging it up. Still, a fraction of his mind wandered to the impossible: what if the pictures were different too? 



Slowly, his hand trembling without his recognition and heart pounding in his ears, he reached to the album and pulled it in front of him. He unlocked the binder with a push of his left thumb, and pulled the sold painting from the album in a quick motion with his right hand; it was like pulling a Band-Aid. 



There, beneath it, was the picture of the village square painting. He didn’t spare the rest of the painting any mind, and looked right to the fountain. There was no red. He turned to the next page; the forest valley was only bathed in white moonlight. He turned the page again; the young woman smiled happily back at him. One final turn; the window was fine; there wasn’t even a sign of anything in the air that would break it.



His heart rate slowed, and Antonio took slow, calming breaths. Had he imagined the whole thing? No, there was no way that his eyes would lie to him, but he would have to check to be sure. No. No, I can trust myself, he told himself, closing the album and sliding it away from him.



As he closed his eyes and continued to breath slowly, he could hear the loud grandfather clocks in the corner of the store, winging in time with his breaths. Tick, tock, tick, tock, tictick, toctock, tictick, toctock. 



His eyes shot open, and he moved towards the trio of clocks while reaching into his pocket to pull out a glove. By the time he was next to them, he could tell that the left was moving too quickly.



Sliding the glove on, Antonio carefully opened the lower door and brought the pendulum to a stop with his gloved hand. Tick, tock, tick, tock the other two went in time with one another. He reached below the pendulum bob and adjusted the nut beneath to the left before starting the pendulum again. Tick, tock, tick, tock the trio went in time together. Antonio closed the lower door and moved to the clock face, adjusting the time to match the others.



It was nearly 5:30 PM, and while the store was supposed to stay open until seven o’clock, Antonio could already feel a headache starting to form. Walking to the front door, he flipped the sign to closed and left without a round of cleaning, or a second glance at the covered paintings in the back.




 



Later that night, Antonio couldn’t sleep. Any attempt to close his eyes and empty his mind was met with the image of those paintings, flickering back and forth between how they originally looked and what they were now… or at least what he thought he had seen. After two hours of restless tossing and turning, he pulled himself from bed and shuffled off towards his study, in the hopes that a few minutes of less than light reading would sap the restlessness from his body.



Still, he took his time, knowing what was waiting there in the dark of his study. He paused to look at a few pictures on the wall, though it was more a glance, and gave a good half a minute to admire the detail on a small lamp he kept on a table near the bathroom. All the while, he tried to steel himself, convincing his mind that what he had seen might have been some hallucination, brought on by Mister Filch’s words: “they just unsettled me.” That red was too bright, too constant to be unreal, but I saw those pictures too. It wasn’t there when I bought it!



He suddenly found himself at the closed door of his study, feeling his chest tighten and his hand shake. He reached up to grab the knob, noticing as he grasped it that his hand felt clammy. With a quick turn and push, the door swung loudly open, and Antonio stared into the pitch blackness of the room, eyes locked on the spot he knew that the painting hung. Before, when leaving the room, he couldn’t see it. It wouldn’t be there now. It couldn’t be. He moved his hand to the light switch and flipped it on, turning on a corner lamp in the room, along with the desk lamp. While the light did not illuminate the room as if it were the middle of the day, it was enough.



The red was there, even more noticeable from this distance than it had been when he examined the painting that night from inches away. Worse, it did not cover just the side of the fountain. Drops, larger, marked a path from the fountain’s edge to the nearest building in the right of the frame. Antonio flicked the light off moments after he shut his eyes to the sight.



It won’t be there. It won’t be there. It won’t be there, he repeated to himself for what felt like hours, but was only seconds. His heart was racing, pounding in his ears. The headache from earlier returned with renewed vigor, pounding away like a sledgehammer against his skull. Still, that image wouldn’t leave his mind: of these painting changed, no, ruined by someone, or something.”They aren’t pristine,” he muttered to himself, even as he continued to force himself to think that what he had seen was nothing more than a figment. 



He curled his fingers against the panel of the light switch, nails grinding into the plastic before he grasped the switch between two of them. He flicked it on, and then slowly opened his eyes. He couldn’t see the red. Slowly, his feet began to move him closer, his eyes transfixed on the painting and the fountain within it. 



His mouth and throat were dry, a breath held in his lungs for an eternity as he inched closer and closer to the painting, looking for the first sign of red. He wouldn’t blink, lest the painting transfigure itself into something more gruesome in the momentary lack of observation. Finally, he was inches from it, and there was no red on the fountain. He allowed himself to exhale, and breath, one hand clutching his chest just above his still pounding heart. The headache began to fade.



“Just a waking nightmare,” he reassured himself aloud, supporting himself against the wall next to the painting with his other hand. Slowly, his heart began to calm from the slow, deep breaths he took. He spared a glance to the painting, greeted once more by the absence of red. However, a part of his mind would not let the subject rest. The red was going somewhere…



His eyes began to move to the right, following the unseen trail that he had glimpsed from the doorway for but a second. The cobblestones were clean, either black in the shadows or grey in the sunset’s light, and he followed them to the face of the building on the right of the frame. It was a single story one, and Antonio could vividly recall it, like the others, being vacant, yet closed. However, he found the door slightly ajar.



His attention was pulled away by the sudden sound of cracking wood and the thud of a heavy object on the floor behind him. Jumping in place, he kept himself steady against the wall with his hand before turning around. One of the legs of his antique reading chair had snapped, sending the piece of furniture falling to its side, luckily away from the end table. Antonio quickly left his thoughts of the painting be as he hurried over, mind rambling with worries for the worst.



He bent down, grabbing the broken chair leg and inspecting it as best he could in the dim light, before moving over to the desk to get a better look beneath the lamp. His fears of termites were assuaged by the lack of any exterior damage, but as he looked at it closer, it seemed like the wood had dried out, and the leg gave way under the chair’s weight.



“That’s impossible,” he mumbled. Antonio had taken great care with placing the chair and end table in the room. They were far enough from the fireplace to not be concerned with the heat when it was on, and there were no heating vents near where it was placed. He even kept the curtains to the study drawn to avoid any issues that might be caused by exposure to sunlight. A humidifier in the winter even made sure that the room was not too dry.



As his worried climbed, however, his eyelids began to droop. Regardless of the experience, it had sapped the restlessness from his body far better than any book would have. He set the chair leg down and resolved to fix it at the store the next morning.








Antonio was hard at work when Zach arrived. He’d arrived two hours before the shop was supposed to open, taking the time to inspect the broken leg of the chair. Despite the dried out wood, it was possible to get the leg set and glued back together. After that was done, he’d taken to a few other repair tasks, just to keep his mind occupied, particularly on a small desk clock that needed replacement parts.



He did look up when he heard the heavy back door shut. “Morning, Zach,” he said before turning around, trying to hold back a yawn.



“Morning, Mister Curcio. Not sleep well?” Zach asked, taking off his backpack and setting it by the door before heading for a closet to get the cleaning supplies.



Antonio hadn’t, even though he had fallen asleep rather quickly. He knew what it was from, too; the same reason why he hadn’t pulled back the canvas on the other paintings since arriving. “Not the best, no. Had my reading chair break last night. Hit the floor so hard it woke me up. Could have sworn the house was coming down!” He did his best to laugh, and Zach shared one with him.



“Well, if you want me to handle the front today, I can. You seem like you’ve got your hands full with more repairs.” Zach was on his way to the front, but paused in the doorway with the vacuum cleaner and a small bucket of supplies in his hands.



Maybe it could get my mind off of them, working with my hands, Antonio thought, before giving Zach a nod. “Sure, sure. Just make sure to call me if there’s something you need help with. Don’t want you going and giving a customer the wrong information on a piece again, Zachariah.”



Zach groaned and shrugged his shoulders. “I won’t, old man. Just try not to doze off on your own, back here,” he said, heading out to the front.



“Now that was one time, boy!” Antonio shouted back before breaking into a chuckle. The hours passed by very quickly as Antonio busied himself with finding the right parts and replacing them in the desk clock, faintly listening to the sounds of Zach discussing items with customers.



By the time he was done, Zach was talking to someone about a music box. By Antonio’s guess, it was the one he had placed with the doll, and part of him hoped that the two would be leaving the shop. The conversation died down as Zach opened the box, and the florid tune began to drift through the store. Antonio closed his eyes and hummed along, though his face twisted into an expression of discomfort after a few notes. It was off-key. 



“Someone must have messed with it,” he mumbled as he got up and started to head for the front with a mind to fix it. Even if it was only a slight  difference in pitch, it wasn’t pristine. In truth, they’d always be breaking, ever slightly, even after he sold them. His march was stopped by the sudden bang of something hitting the floor. It came from towards the shooting table, and the canvases covering the paintings. Slowly, Antonio twisted on his heels to face it.



The canvas covering Marcus’ pictures had fallen down, the front one having tumbled forward. How did that happen? he wondered as his feet carried him closer. Even if he had seen strange things related to them, he was still worried that one had been damaged. His eyes were on the canvas, covering the back of the frame, and he tossed it off before picking the painting up.



His eyes went wide. It was the painting of the forest mountain valley. It was no longer tinted red, it was bathed in it. The once silver moon was blood red, painting the mountain tops and trees in a dark red. Worse, a billow of smoke seemed to rise from deep within the trees, and several trunks were tinged in orange as well. The signs of a forest fire. Antonio blinked several times; he looked about the room and then back to the painting; he even slapped himself to ensure he wasn’t dreaming. Nothing would change the picture. He quickly set it aside and looked to the next, still leaning against the wall.



The portrait of the young woman still had her seated in her chair, but there was the faintest shadow being cast from off the frame: a person, with what seemed to be a weapon in hand. The woman, however, was no longer smiling or even neutral in her expression. She had a look of utter fear and horror, tears welling in her eyes and her hands clenched tight against each other in her lap. It seemed as if she were fighting the urge to run, scream or do both. Antonio moved it aside in a hurry, not even bothering to make the image vanish.



The painting of the street in front of the town hall was in chaos. Carriages were overturned, people gathered with torches in hand, and all of the windows were shattered or boarded up. Police formed a line in front, trying to keep them out, though there were the faintest colors of vibrant orange from within one of the windows that showed the startings of fire inside.



“Are you alright, Mister Curcio?” Zach’s voice cut through the haze of Antonio’s mind.



He suddenly realized how quick his breaths were, how heavy his body felt, how sweaty every inch of his face and hands were. The headache was back once more, pounding furiously in an attempt to outrace his heart to the goal of who could shatter the cavity containing itself first. Swallowing a lump in his throat, he reached for a handkerchief in his pocket, quickly wiping the sweat from his hands and brow. He turned to see Zach standing in the doorway.



“I… one of the paintings fell over. It’s… Do you see them?”



Zach seemed confused, looking slowly between Antonio on his knees and the paintings resting against the wall next to him. “Yeah, they’re… they’re there, sir.”



“No, do you see them, Zach?!” Antonio shouted, grabbing the portrait of the woman and stumbling to his feet. He held it out towards Zach with each step he took towards him and the doorway. “They changed. They’re ruined! Don’t you see?!”



Zach’s expression turned from confusion to bewilderment. His mouth hung open, his mind searching for words. How can he not see? Antonio thought.



“I think you’re stressed over something, Mister Curcio. They look the same as the pictures I took. They’re not damaged or anything,” Zach said, stepping forward and reaching out to take a careful hold of the painting.



Antonio’s grip gave way as soon as Zach pulled on the painting. His heart and head were still pounding, but they seemed to dull slightly as he turned towards the other two paintings, still leaning against the wall. They were perfectly normal again, at least from a glance.



“I… I need to… to go, Zach. Watch the shop for a while,” Antonio mumbled as he continued to wipe the sweat forming on his forehead. He didn’t hear Zach’s affirmation as he headed for the back door. 




 



As soon as he was home, Antonio made his way up towards the study. His mind raced on the drive, distracted enough that he nearly hit two different cars while changing lanes. He had to be going crazy at this point, it was the only option that made sense to him. Marcus’ words, those four simple words, had somehow wormed their way deep into his mind, and it had been happy to oblige the man’s intention to twist Antonio’s perception to some unseen and misunderstood whim. The paintings were normal, they had to be!



As his feet stamped loudly on the stairway, Antonio dragged himself up with all of his strength. They were works of art. They were relics. They had to be preserved. They had to be maintained. The door to his study was still open from when he’d carried the reading chair out earlier that morning. It was still dark, however, with the curtains kept drawn. Antonio didn’t bother with the lights.



He walked right up to the painting. There, in the faint light coming from the hallway, he could see it clearly enough. Sure, the colors weren’t vibrant like they should be in real light, but he could see enough. The red, no, the blood, was there on the side of the fountain. The door to the building on the right of the frame was flung open wide, hanging slightly off its hinges, broken. A trail of blood, starting with faint trickles and then turning to a streak in the cobblestones, connected the two.



Then, he saw it, hanging over the edge of the fountain; it was a hand, limp and bloody. The faint sign of torn cloth was on the arm beneath the wrist, but the rest of whatever body it was attached to was safely hidden in the fountain itself. “Why?” Antonio asked aloud. “What do you want?”



There was no response from the painting, but as Antonio watched it, he swore he saw the blood on the tip of one of the fingers build into a large spot, and then fall to the ground below with a wet splash.



His hands were on the sides of the frame, arms stretched wide in the process. His fingers curled, bones aching as his fingers dug into the wood and his nails cracked from the pressure. With a primal yell, he yanked the painting back, tearing off nail and a piece of the wall with it. He turned his body and threw it with all of his might across the room. It landed with a thud and crack, painting down, on the floor; part of the frame had cracked. With cautious steps, as if the painting would leap back at him in retribution, Antonio approached it. It was minor damage; he could fix it, just like the clocks, the doll, the music box. Everything; it would all be pristine, for one last moment.








It was the dead of night when Antonio pulled back up to his shop. With the painting under one arm, he fumbled with his keys for several seconds at the back door, before finally managing to get them in and unlock it. He stepped into the work room, flicking the bright lights on. He set the painting down next to the others before pulling the canvas off. They all needed work. He headed out to the car to grab his supplies.



Then, Antonio walked out to the shop floor, flicking on the lights. He took the time to inspect everything, and they were all left wanting. Jewelry that didn’t shine like it should, clocks running too slow or too fast, paint and wood and metal all showing signs of wear. So many pieces he’d neglected. It would take ages to fix all of them, to make them pristine. Luckily, he didn’t have to. They’d still be as they were supposed to be in his mind. They always would be.



He hefted up one of the gas cans onto the counter and then unscrewed the cap of the other. He made his way through the shop with deliberate pass, coating it all. It took one and a half cans, but he was sure that everything had enough for the job. Then, he walked to the backroom, dousing the paintings and tools and spare parts. He even covered the still bound and glued reading chair. He’d already torched its end table partner at home, so it made sense to finish the pair here. 



Once it was all covered as well as the front, Antonio doused himself. He stood in front of the four paintings, looking over them in all their true grotesque details, and then flicked the lighter in his grip.
      

      
   
      Lost and Found


      

      
      
         Living on the streets ain’t difficult.



Really, it ain’t. In a large city like this, I can usually get whatever I want, especially with the university nearby. If I need money, I’ll walk the subways, looking both tremendously sad and tremendously thankful — the Chinese tourists usually eat that stuff up. If I need food, I’ll use the money at a dining hall where the staff aren’t paid enough to care. If I need to look presentable, I’ll sneak into one of the dorms, where I get free laundry and showers. I’m sure the students won’t mind a couple ounces missing of soap and detergent.



Even sleep isn’t an issue. Blankets are awfully cheap these days, and if security doesn’t want me on the park benches, I can always pretend that the ground is just a big tatami mat, or something.



I’d like to think I look pretty normal most days, but sometimes you get the feeling that people know. There’s the quick glance followed by an averted gaze, the slight increase in walking pace. I’ve heard that a lot of people like to ask themselves if they’ve been good people, and if that reputation is hurt by not donating to the homeless. I find that rather amusing. There are no good or bad people in the world, just people trying to survive. Plus, it’s not like I remember any of their faces anyway.



One night, when I’m wandering the streets looking for rocks to kick, I spot a black cat. Most street cats would probably run or shy away, but this one’s different. It approaches me tenderly, meowing softly and staring up with expectant eyes. I feel its soft fur as it headbutts my leg, and it purrs softly as I give it a tentative head scratch.



“I don’t have any food for you, man,” I say, but the cat doesn’t seem to mind. It circles me once, twice, thrice — then curls up at my feet.



I allow a slight smile. Grunting, I lower myself to the ground too, sitting criss-cross with my back leaning against the wall. I stroke the cat’s back this time, eliciting more grateful purrs, and the cat closes its eyes and settles its head on a paw. If it’s a good enough sleeping spot for a cat, I reason, it’s a good enough sleeping spot for me.



People are still ambling about. I think it’s a Friday evening, meaning restaurants are open late to keep the students happy. Funny how a cat changes things. People seem a little more willing to look my direction, and they hold their smiles a little longer, too. Maybe I’ll keep the cat.








It is very late, and I am very hungry.



It’s a little odd, given my appetite has tanked this semester, but I’m not one to say no to a good meal. There’s a cheap little Korean restaurant near the front of campus that sells some really good bulgogi, and I need all the protein I can get for the night’s pick-up soccer game. Turning the final corner, I pick up the pace, eager to savor the rich flavor.



The first thing I notice is the small cat curled up in the corner. It notices me too, peeking through a semi-open eye before shifting around to go back to sleep. Its adorableness almost makes my heart stop. I’d pet it, but I don’t want to bother the homeless dude sleeping right next to it.



He notices me too, though, this time through both eyes. I don’t want him to think I’m some rude asshole for staring for too long, so I quickly hop into the Korean restaurant nearby and order my food.



Finding a seat is difficult; the place is packed with late-night diners. I choose a solitary chair by the window. There’s another nearer to the edge of the room, where I could probably hide my thoughts more easily, but there’s a piece of poop-shaped meat in the center of the chair which I’m hesitant to move. As I wait for my food, I gaze outside, staring at the flickering neon lights that make me feel like I’m in a thunderstorm. The window is translucent, and all of a sudden I realize I’m staring directly at the homeless dude from earlier. I internally curse. He’s probably looking back at me, too. I snap my head away and when the bulgogi arrives, I can only focus on maintaining eye contact with the dish at all times.








One of my rituals before going to sleep is reading the daily paper — it is free, after all. I’m on the comics section when the guy I saw earlier exits the restaurant. With anxiety written on his face and slow, jerky movements, he tiptoes forward before rapidly shaking his head and approaching me.



“Hi,” I say.



“Hey, I, uh —” He takes a deep breath. “Is that your cat and can I pet it?”



I scoff. “Go ahead. It’s not mine.”



I raise an eyebrow as he sits down beside me. With practiced motions, he gently cups the sleepy cat’s head, scratching its cheeks and chin. “I don’t see many friendly cats like this,” he says. “Most of the other cats I only see at like, four in the morning, and you can’t get within ten feet of them.”



“Yeah,” I reply. I don’t tell him about all the other things I’ve seen cats do at four in the morning.



“Anyways,” he continues. “I know people say you’re supposed to give homeless people food over money, so —” I feel him internally cringing at that statement, and I cringe a little too. “Okay, I’m sorry. I worded that completely wrong. Is it okay if I, you know, get you a hot meal for tonight or something? The restaurant I was in has some really good food.”



The last meal I had was yesterday’s dinner, and my stomach knows it. I stare hesitantly at the cat, though, and he notices.



“I can, uh, stay here and look after the cat,” he suggests. “Just… just get anything you want on the menu.” He stands up and fumbles through his pocket, pulling out a wallet. He quickly fishes out a twenty, and hands it to me. “Here, have this. You can keep the change.”



I size the kid up. He may have the social skills of a platypus, but at least he has a good heart. “Hey, thanks man. Much appreciated,” I reply, and take the twenty.








When he walks inside the restaurant, I sink to my knees again. 



I’m so stupid. I’m so fucking stupid. That’s all I could think to say? I might as well just leave here, and the university entirely.



The cat shifts in its sleep again, dispelling my thoughts. I give it another tentative stroke, and lean back onto the wall. Resigning myself to missing the soccer game, I pull out my phone and mindlessly play some dumb word game. That way, as people pass by, they'll just see some random college kid who found a stray cat, as opposed to… you know.



Ten minutes pass, and he’s back outside with a takeout bag in his hand. Without a word, he places the change in front of me, and goes back to his original sitting spot.



I gather it up and place it back in front of him. “Seriously, take it,” I insist. “I mean, you don’t look like a druggie or anything. So it’s yours.”



He raises an eyebrow. “Are you sure? After the whole ‘food not money’ thing —”



“That was stupid,” I interject. “Just take it.”



“Thanks, then,” he responds, and puts the money in his pocket.



We sit there in silence for a couple minutes, and I watch him unpack his meal, quickly blowing on the Japchae. I recognize it as the cheapest item on the menu. It’s small, and it doesn’t take too long for him to devour everything.



When he wipes his mouth for the last time, I speak up again. “Is it okay if we just, uh, talk for a little bit? I guess I’m just curious, about everything. I guess I’d just like to know you better as a person.”



He shrugs. “Sure. Not like I have anything better to do.”



“Cool, thanks.” I smile. “So how’d you get here? I’d like to think that you’d be, you know, under care somewhere.”



“You’ve heard the story a million times before,” he says. “Parents were drunks. One day I decided I’d stopped caring enough about school to stay, so I didn’t.”



He’s right; I have heard the story before. It hurts to admit it, but the more it happens the harder it gets to care about each instance. I do my best to invest in the situation regardless. “Are you thinking about returning back to schooling?” I ask. “I mean, besides the university, there’s two middle schools and a high school nearby.”



“Maybe,” he replies. “But that would be kind of difficult, given my, you know, situation.”



We talk back and forth, until it’s too dark to see. As the cat snores away, I bid my goodbyes, sprinting towards the subway before the last train pulls away. It’s been the longest conversation I’ve had in months, maybe ever. Who knows, I think. Maybe I’ll see him again.








The black cat is gone by the time I wake up. I sigh. It was good while it lasted.



The next week, there’s a protest near campus.



It’s about a bunch of political crap that I don’t really care about, but I do care about the masked strangers that show up in droves. There’s conflict afoot, and everyone can smell it.



The city put up signs. “No bricks. No rocks. No pepper spray. No knives or daggers.”



There are a couple funny ones too. “No maces. No ice picks. No shields.”



Idiots, I think. I bet they’ll just bring bows instead. It turns out I’m half right. They bring a model trebuchet, as a political statement or something. It gets confiscated anyway.



As I walk away from the chanting, as if by divine luck, I spot the black cat again. It laps at some water spilled on the street before freezing as it notices me. It runs up to me again, headbutting my leg like last time.



“Hey again, buddy,” I say. “Sorry, but I still don’t have any food for you.”



The cat meows, and saunters away a short distance. Then it turns its head back, as if expecting me to follow. So I do.



It twists and turns through alleyways I’ve never been through before. When it comes to a halt, I see him again. He’s asleep on a park bench, backpack under his head like a makeshift pillow.



“Are you God?” I ask the cat.



It doesn’t reply, of course, but it does jump onto the bench and bat at his face. He jumps, and for a brief moment I see wild-eyed bewilderment on his face. He calms down, though, and laughs.



“For a moment, I thought you were Antifa,” he says. “But hey, fancy meeting you again.”



“Why are you just sleeping on a random bench?” I inquire.



He sighs. “School’s been a bitch. I get sleep when I can.” He pauses. “You know, I just found out the uni has sleep pods. I’ve found car seats more comfortable, but I guess I could sneak you into the library, if you wanted to try them out.”



I shrug. “Nah, I’m okay where I am.”



“Well, if you’re happy where you are,” he says. “By the way, I was thinking. Real quick, do you think you could take this test?”



He pulls out a laptop from his backpack and quickly types something. He flips the screen around so I can see, and I am greeted with a website embedded with so much clip art that it belongs in the nineties, probably. 



“It’s a reading test,” he begins. “I just thought I could get you something to do, you know.”



The questions are easy at first, and I roll my eyes. I enlighten myself with the newfound knowledge that a small circular object can be called a ball. The test picks up, though, and I find myself struggling with the grammar before the website outputs a reading. I hand the computer back over to him and he looks it over.



“Anyways,” he says. “I gotta run to class now, but tomorrow I’ll start bringing some reading material for you. If you’d like it, of course. I’ll hang around the south side of campus for a while so you can find me. See ya.”



He takes off, and it’s just me and the cat again. I stare at the cat suspiciously. “You know,” I say, “you never answered my question earlier.”



The cat licks its paw innocently, but I swear I see it wink for a second.








Walking back to class, I tell myself two things.



One. I am an absolute genius.



Two. I am an absolute idiot.



For one thing, I’ve probably made a friend. I’ll read some books together with him, and we’ll talk about them together. We won’t have to find each other by chance anymore.



On the other hand, I haven’t read worth shit in the past couple years. It’s a miracle I even made it to college. Even worse, I’ve just committed myself to reading back at the sixth grade level.



Well, I tell myself, a deal’s a deal. The next day I’m back with two identical books in my backpack, and he shows up, too.



We start off relatively easy, and I get to experience the joy of reliving my childhood. First, we finish A Wrinkle in Time, which turns out to be splendid. Next is Eragon, which takes him a little over three weeks. Somehow, we develop a routine — every couple of weeks, we meet at a café, I buy him lunch, and we mull over literature. It’s a miracle I have the time or energy to do any of it, but I’m there regardless, and so is he.








Winter comes, and I develop a nasty cough. I have the month alone to myself; all the students are home for the break. It sucks, being sick and lonely.








It sucks, being home for the holidays. Christmastime is prime time for three syllable hunting grounds, it seems. Gee pee ayy, resumé, and dishonor seem to be the big ones this time around. My parents don’t seem to be a big fan of my acquaintances, either. According to them, I’m not supposed to be associating with people “lesser” than me.



The day after Christmas, I get a vision.



I wake up, hands trembling and legs quaking. I don’t remember much from the dream, but there’s not much that needs to be explained.



In the dream, the black cat is there, but it’s small. Dark shadows dance along cavern walls, and when I turn around, a raven the size of a house is there. It’s abstract, and I can barely see where its feathers start and end, but in its claws lies the shape of my friend.



Without hesitation, I take the subway all the way back to school. When I get there, I already see the black cat. It doesn’t surprise me, even though I haven’t seen it for months. Regardless, it leaps away, and I sprint after it, fearing for the worst.



Thankfully, that’s not what I get. He’s still alive, but the doctors say he has pneumonia. It takes him a week before he’s fully conscious again, and the doctors recommend he stays for additional monitoring.



Two weeks later, that diagnosis gets upgraded to cancer.








Living on the streets ain’t difficult. Living in a hospital sure is.



One time when I wake, the doctor and my friend are having an argument.



“I’m sorry, sir, but there’s no way your diagnosis is correct.”



The doctor sighs, adjusting his glasses with frail hands. “Again, we’ve run through all the tests, and I’m sorry.”



“I need more information, sir. Surely that’s something you can provide.”



The doctor notices I’m awake. It turns out that more information can be provided. Thirty minutes later and I’m done filling out the release of information form. It’s not like I understand what I have, anyway.








It’s the worst feeling in the world knowing that the tumor is malignant.



“They called it Pleuropulmonary Blastoma,” I say glumly. “When you were born, some of your cells mutated the wrong way. It was a small detail, but one that pushed its way to the surface eventually.”



He stays quiet.



“You can fight it, you know?” I plead. “There’s a saying. ‘When people get cancer, they die. It’s not the cancer that kills them — it’s the fear.’”








Bullshit. People die of cancer because cancer kills people.



It’s the worst feeling in the world knowing that that the past couple months, and everything really, didn’t matter. In retrospect, it seemed like a joke. I’d accomplished so much, yet so little. In the end, it had just been a whisper, a breath in the ebb of time.



Tears stream down his face.



He yells, but his voice is steady. “You’re fifteen! Cancer isn’t supposed to claim fifteen year olds! Homelessness isn’t supposed to claim fifteen year olds! You’ve had this shitty, terrible life, and life is just finding one way after another to kick your ass.” He clenches his fist angrily. “If there’s a god somewhere out there, he’ll pay.”



All of a sudden, lightning flashes outside, and I realize it’s raining. When I regain my vision, the black cat is back, right outside my window, somehow.



My friend’s eyes widen, and his face morphs into an expression of pure, unbridled rage. “YOU!” he shouts. “It was you!” He dashes towards the window, and I can smell murder.



“Stop!” With my fading energy, I call out, and he somehow listens. I watch as the black cat, drenched in water, blinks slowly. “You’re wrong. When I was reading, I found a cat called Oscar, that always slept next to terminally ill patients who were about to… die. Maybe this cat just knew. Maybe it was a kindred spirit or something, who just wanted to offer me comfort.”



He relents, burying his face in his hands. “You’re only fifteen,” he repeats.



I gaze at his devastated figure. Just a couple months ago, I’d never met him. In a couple months, I’d learned to look up to him, and here he was, breaking down in front of me for the first time. Fate was funny like that.



In the moment, I feel a strange kinship with the black cat. “Hey, man,” I say. “I never had a chance to truly thank you for everything you’ve done.” When I first met the black cat, it seemed lost, and I took it in. “When I first met you, I was lost. You gave me something to look forward to, and I really appreciate that.”



“Bullshit,” he responds. “Do you remember how awkward I was at first? How insensitive? If anything, I should be thanking you, you know. You’ve been dealt all this crap, and you were living life regardless. I don’t think I could’ve done that.”



We embrace. When I look up, the black cat is gone.



I’m reminded of something else I learned about cats. Cats don’t fear death like humans do, partly because they don’t even have a good understanding of it.



Maybe I’ll just have to make do like that. And maybe, just like cats do, I’ll embrace it when it happens.



But maybe I won’t. Mother Nature gave cats claws and fangs to fight with, after all. Maybe that’s what the black cat wanted from me.



“I’ll fight it,” I finally say. “And I’ll beat it. We’ll get through this, together.”



Outside, the rain starts to clear up. It’s still afternoon, and the sun is starting to make another appearance. I offer a hand, and my friend takes it.



“Yeah. Together.”
      

      
   OPS/images/2699-2e4edd.jpg
4,

T 0o e oo
L8 ST

m

1 A g






OPS/images/398-16d086.jpg





