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         I lean against the railing, wood creaking in protest against my weight. The forest was silent tonight, the silence that came before a heavy storm. I eye the distant horizon where the stars were blocked by thick gray clouds, clouds that were rapidly making their way in this direction. Taking a heavy pull from the smoke stick between my lips I hold the burn in my lungs for a three count before letting it out in a heavy sigh. Taking the stick from my mouth I flick the ember at the end of it before wetting my fingers to fully snuff out the light before putting the half-burned stick back in the wrap which goes back into the shelf in the railing. Time to get to work.



I hop over the railing with a smooth motion and land in a crouch on the ground below, my coat pooling around me while the pair of sheaths at my sides don’t move at all, strapped in place. I stand and head out into the forest, pulling the hood of my coat up as I enter the trees. All of the smart animals were safe and warm and above all else dry in their homes tonight while my dumb ass wasn’t going to be any of the above in a few moments. But someone had to do this job or no one would ever be safe or warm or dry again.



I reach the circle just as the clouds roll in above, blotting out what little light there had been trickling down. I don’t need light though, I’ve walked this path too many times to forget it. I step into the center of the smooth rock just as the first drops of rain start to fall. It doesn’t take much before the stone under my feet starts to hum and I pull the pair of coal coated curved blades from my sides as indefinite forms start to rise from all around me. I take in a deep breath before I flow, striking at the nearest form before it can move more than a finger’s span from where it had started.



I dance between the drops as best I can as rain falls faster from the sky, roaring loud enough to deafen as barrels and barrels of water fall from above. I trust my coat to keep the worst of it at bay as I slash though one figure after another, their forms breaking apart back into loose water as long as I separate them into roughly even halves. I control my breathing, not wanting to take too much of the humid air in lest one of these things form in my lungs despite my preparations.



I had no hope of ever getting them all, for every one I cut down two or three others would form, sloshing their way out of the circle into the dark woods beyond. The point wasn’t to get them all but to get enough. Enough to fill the reservoir under the stone. Enough to call the others back. Enough, enough, ENOUGH! Like every other time I want to roar my defiance to the sky, to confront the storm with primal rage but my air is better spent moving my feet and arms.



I press on. I cut through another one of the blobs of water as it was reaching the edge of the circle and spin back around to the next one and follow though the strike as the rain starts to lessen. I jerk my head up to the sky in surprise, blinking. Storms weren’t normally this short. I glance down but it’s still true dark so of course I can’t see the reservoir level below me.



I cut down the last of the water forms, struggling weak thing that it was, as the rain stops falling and, and nothing. No call. No water being pulled back to the stone. I sheathe my blades and shake out my coat in the vain hope it’d be enough. It wasn’t. With a groan I start back to the watchtower, not looking forward to the now required task.



I always hated having to bucket hunt as a forest water fighter.
      

      
   
      Welcomed Unseen


      

      
      
         The Merry Widower, a merchant brig bound for the Orient, met the rolling waves of an Atlantic storm, leaping and rolling like a wild mount trying to cast off her rider. Her sailors clung to her, soaked by the spray and blasted by the wind, guiding her along the only course that could keep her afloat, her bow aimed at an angle to ride with the waves, bursting through their crests and plunging down into their hollows before rising again. Were she to turn to either side, the waves would roll over her and capsize her in a minute.



Above, she was a mass of straining sailcloth and ropes that held the masts in tension to resist the terrible forces; below decks she was a dark maze of crates and framed canvas partitions, and the sick sour smell of the bilgewater grew thicker as you went down.



Planks squeaked and timbers groaned, and water spurted through the seams as the pitch and oakum caulking was overwhelmed by the relentless assault of the seawater. In a space that was not a cabin but simply a small space between the square crates and the curving hull, in near perfect blackness, the woman lay.



Despite the cold, she sweated. Her hair was stringy and filthy, her clothes ripped and stained, and her belly was swollen like a ripe pomegranate. The waters had broken in her some time ago, fouling her skirt, and now she strained and trembled, her whole world taken up by the pressure and pain of the burden inside her.



Above her, the business of the ship went on, parting shrouds were re-riven, sails adjusted, and the seamen casually performed acrobatic feats aloft in the rigging despite the gusting wind and foul weather, risking death in the normal course of their duties. There were none who could spare time to come below and assist her, had they even been aware of her plight; even the ship's surgeon, who was now functioning as the ship's carpenter.



Time for her was long stretches of dull pain, pierced by brilliant agony as her womb squeezed. It felt as if all her guts and the breath of her body were being expelled at each contraction. The stink of the bilge mixed with her sour sweat and the reek of piss, and if she'd had any more in her to vomit, she'd have been bringing it up now.



There was movement, now. She screamed her throat raw as she pushed and held it, the pain blasting her senses and sanding her attention down to one needle sharp point, the agony of the pressure and the movement...



And at last, the bloody thing was delivered. Gray waves rolled over her vision and her hearing buzzed as she came to the brink of passing out. She breathed in gasping spasms, unable to move, to do anything but hang on, persist somehow...



A choking bubbling cry roused her again. She reached with all of her slowly returning strength, feeling between her legs, until she felt the soft flesh, her own flesh... She drew it up to her breast, blindly scraped at the blood and mucus on the tiny face with a corner of her shirt. It was a boy. He choked, cried and wriggled, his small senses overwhelmed, but between the dark of the womb and of the hold there was no perceptible difference.



She held him to her chest as the ship rocked and bucked on the waves like a horse in a wind-swept meadow. The shouts and cries of the sailors sometimes pierced the rushing winds and the roar of the seawater.



The baby squalled again.



"Think you have it rough, kiddo?" she croaked, with one hand cradling his tiny form as she sank into the sleep of utter exhaustion. She snored, holding the baby to her chest, warming him under her shirt against the chilly air of the hold with not even a blanket to swaddle around him.



And above deck, the sailors screamed into the harsh winds and hauled with every ounce of strength at the ropes, not knowing that the ship now carried two stowaways…
      

      
   
      The Patio


      
      
      
         
         Mugs and Bugs

      
      

      

      
      
         George and I sat outside on the patio waiting for Mom to come back from the kitchen. It was at the end of a long summer day and the bugs were out. We had just finished dinner. George was lumped in his chair, not wearing a shirt, and flies and gnats buzzed above and behind him and around the plates on the table which still had splotches of ketchup on them from our bun-less hamburgers, like paint on an artist’s used palette. 

	

Mom pointed out to me once—in boasting about him, I suppose—that while George’s face and arms were wrinkled from the sun, the skin under his clothes looked young. 

	

They had gotten married a few years ago, one day when I got home from school. He was number three. They were in the dining room and called me in, with big smiles on their faces, and I hadn’t even set my backpack down before they had a pair of shirts draped under their chins—one blue, one pink, which said, ‘husband’ and ‘wife’ respectively. They wanted me to have a moment to take it in, and made a point to assure me that there would be no ceremony.

	

Really, nothing about the whole thing surprised me. I had to act surprised, though not because Mom’s been married before. Those had been in churches. It seemed to me, somehow, that she and George had already been married for a long time, and had only now noticed. What they were saying with those shirts is that they needed acceptance, or love, from me. 

	

George drove an oil rig and you always knew when he was stopping in to check on the house. One day recently I was watching a video in the living room and I saw over the edge of the couch the chrome of his truck pulling into the driveway like a barge, and I flipped off the television and made for my bedroom. He came in and glared at me in his dark-stained untucked shirt with his fierce oily eyes.

	

“How many times has your mother told you to clean up that mess?” he said, referring to a pile of clothes in the closet. I didn’t have an answer for him. He leaned one of his hands on the door frame and watched me squirm. “I see you’ve been using the DVD player,” he said, casting a quick glance to the living room. “Did you talk to your mother about that?”

	

He knew the answer. I squirmed a little, and said I was sorry.

	

“You don’t touch your mother’s things,” he said. He was aggravated by the apology. By now, it was almost time for him to go back. He took his hand off the door. “I hate to say this,” he went on. “But you really are a terrible son. You don’t do anything all day except watch the TV and you can’t be bothered when your mother asks you to do something.”

	

He said he was going to tell Mom about what he found me doing with the DVD player and about the laundry pile. But he never mentioned it. The only way it came up was, a few days later, when she asked what seemed to be bothering me and I told her what George had said. She was just home from work, in a maroon pant suit sitting with me on my checkered bed, and I saw something turn over inside her.

	

“We’ll be having a talk tonight, all right,” she said.

	

“You don’t have to,” I insisted. “It’s fine. I’m okay.”

    	

“You’re not fine and you’re not okay,” she replied, as angry with me as she was with him.

	

They had a big fight that night, going up and down the stairs and slamming doors. The DVD I had been watching was a recording of a rock concert, guys who seemed to have conquered the world with attitude, and it played over in my mind as I listened to Mom and George shouting over creaking floorboards.

	

I was there outside with shirtless George, and Mom finally came out with root beer floats. She sat down across from us and said, “the fireflies are beautiful tonight. Look at that!” And they were beautiful above the lawn as it was getting dark in the gloaming. She talked with George about getting a bigger lawn, one day. To me, though, the lawn was as big as a sea, rolling out off our shore into the dusky twilight.  
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