
      YouTube Celebrity


      

      
      
         "Ma," I yelled, banging my knuckles on the bathroom door, "Cleatus is castin' spells again!"



I heard a splash and some cussing, and then Ma's voice hollered back. "Doreen, ain't I told you not to bother me when I'm doin' my hair?"



"Yeah, but—"



"No buts, missy. I got a date tonight, and if either of you kids ruin it, I'll tan your hides."



"Aww, Ma. You ain't seein' Tom Carter again, are you?" Tom Carter was rotten as they come, but he drove a fancy German car and Ma thought that made him a catch. Ma never did have good taste in men.



Ma was quiet for a couple seconds. "That ain't none of your business, Doreen. Now go tell your brother to stop messin' with powers he don't understand."



I huffed and gave the door a kick—not hard enough to hurt anything, just enough to make me a smidge less angry. Ma cussed some more, but I didn't pay her no mind. Honest, I don't know what I expected from her. Ma's not the responsible type. But Cleatus is two years older than me, and he never listens to anything I tell him, leastways when he's showing off for his idiot friends. He might've listened to Ma, maybe.



It was starting to get cold out, so I threw on my orange jacket before I left the trailer. Cleatus was sitting on a lawn chair three homes down, paging through somthing that must've been Dad's old book of spells. He raised one hand and snapped his fingers, and there was a bright flash and a crack like somebody'd just lit off an M-80. The three other boys sitting with him stared at Cleatus like he was God's own gift to Tennessee.



The wind was picking up, so I held my jacket closed as I marched over to Cleatus and his friends—Tyrell, Sam, and Dustin by the look of 'em. I should've known Dustin would be there. By the time I'd gone halfway, I could already hear 'em jabbering at each other. Cleatus was asking if Dustin brought his video camera. Dustin said he had, and leaned down to fish it out of his backpack.



That's when Sam saw me.



Sam's face went dark, and he said something to Cleatus that you can bet I heard, but I'm too ladylike to repeat it. Tyrell looked up and saw me, too, and his face froze over faster than the pond behind the trailer park does when winter comes. I knew what that look meant.



You see, Tyrell and I have an understanding. He's the smartest boy I know, but he's also black, and he don't live in a place where people much like black folks. He could be something special if he put his mind to it, and maybe he will. We've talked about it sometimes, when nobody's watching. But until he graduates, all he wants is to keep his head down and stay out of trouble—and that means being friendly with folks he maybe wouldn't care for much, if circumstances were different; and it means keeping his mouth shut when he knows it's like to get him in trouble if he don't. This was one of those times. Tyrell's expression was as good as telling me, "Doreen, I know you're right, and I ain't gonna fight you on it. But I'm not gonna speak up for you either."



Cleatus shut the book and stood as I marched up to his little group. He opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, but I didn't let him have the chance. "Cleatus Alexander McKenzie, what in Jesus' name do you think you're doin', casting spells from that book like you're some damnfool entertainer?" I paused for just long enough to let him speak.



"Don't you take that tone with me, Doreen. I got as much right to—"



"I'll take whatever tone I please, you idjit. And no, you ain't got no right. Dad was a fully accredited sorcerer, with certificates an' everything. You're just a coon with a new catch of fish, you are. Until you get some proper training, you ought to stop messin' with powers you don't understand." I said that last bit just the same way Ma would have said it, hoping it might lend me a bit of her authority—not that she had but a thimblefull.



"I'll do whatever I damn well please, Doreen, and can't you or nobody stop me. Dustin an' I, we got this idea to—"



I rode right over him. "Oh, so you got an idea now. Is it a good one, like when you stole the preacher's cat? Or is it a really good one, like when you melted the tires on the sheriff's car?" This was how you argued with someone. You didn't let them finish what they were saying, and then you made sure to finish it yourself, so you could cast it any way you wanted. I learned that from my Ma. Dad may have known spellcasting, but Ma knew arguing better than anybody.



"This is the best idea I ever had, Doreen." Cleatus smiled at me, happy as a pig in mud. "I'm gonna be a YouTube celebrity."



I think my jaw must've dropped three inches. That was, without a doubt, the dumbest thing I'd ever heard my brother say—and I've heard my brother say more dumb things than a hawk has feathers.



"For the love o' Christ, Cleatus, why would you even wanna do that?" Everybody knows YouTube celebrities are just stupid folks who ain't ashamed to show off how stupid they are where the whole world can see.



"'Cause they pay you money. The more your videos get watched, the more money you make." Cleatus tapped a finger against his temple. "See, I thought this one through, Doreen. All I gotta do is make videos that people wanna watch, and the YouTube guys'll give me money. 'Ad revenue,' Dustin says they call it."



"And how're you gonna get people to watch your videos, Cleatus? Viewers or whatever you call 'em, they don't just grow on trees you know. You need somethin' that makes your videos different from all the others."



Cleatus didn't say a word. He just grinned and snapped his fingers again, except this time the flash came right in my eyes and the not-really-an-M-80 sounded so close it made my ears hurt.



I punched him in the shoulder, partly for the magic and partly for the foolishness, but all because he deserved it. "Plenty of folks can do magic, you nincompoop. That don't make you special. Anyway, you'd need to cast some pretty big spells if you wanted folks to believe you weren't just doin' stage magic."



The wind rustled through the trees along the street, tossing Cleatus's hair and pinning my dress against my legs. Cleatus stroked a hand over the stubble on his chin and made thinking noises. "Yeah, I've been worried about that, too. Anybody can do pops and flashes, and old read-your-mind tricks. If I wanna get famous, I gotta figure out somethin' nobody else can do."



I rolled my eyes. "Cleatus, you been studying that book for two years now and you can hardly even start a fire. I'm tellin' you, this won't work. And even if it did work, you really wanna get known as the dumb hick who casts spells for other folks' entertainment?"



Sam shoved between us and gave me a glare. "Stop pickin' on him, Doreen. At least your brother wants to make something of himself, whether or not you like it. That's better than you or your whore mom."



That ought to have made me mad, but Sam's always been a dickwad and Ma's darn near famous for her poor choices with men ever since Dad left. Sam's opinion of me didn't matter one whit either. I had plans for after I graduated, and they weren't nobody's business but my own. "You're right, Sam, he does want to make something of himself. He wants to make a fool of himself, is what he wants. And you're gonna be right there with him, same as always, aren't you?"



"Will you two shut it?" Cleatus asked, raking a hand through his hair. "Sam, stop insultin' my sister. Doreen, stop cussin' out my friend. Fact is, Doreen's right. If we wanna get famous, we need to find something big to do."



I crossed my arms over the front of my jacket and huffed. "Cleatus, that ain't what I was sayin' and you know it."



"You're still right, though, Sis. You've got a good brain on you. Everybody knows it. That's why Dad always liked you." Christ, Cleatus was talking like a leader again, weighing and judging and seeing the value in people. That'd be wonderful, if he wasn't always using those talents to lead people into one idiot scheme or another. "Tell you the truth, I was gonna try something with lightning, but Dad's spells didn't do nothing. Lightning's awful impressive. Lightning videos get all sorts of views even when there's no magic involved."



"You were gonna..." I swear, my brother is a bottomless well of stupid. "Cleatus, lightning is dangerous! You could've got somebody killed with spells like that!"



Cleatus shrugged his shoulders. "Don't see as it matters. I must've tried that spell two dozen times in the last hour, and it ain't done nothing."



Tyrell was standing next to Cleatus, and I saw his lips tighten when my brother spoke. "You know, Cam—" Tyrell called my brother Cam, on account of his whole name being Cleatus Alexander McKenzie, and Cleatus not being the most dignified name to some folks. "—I'm not so sure the spell was a bust anymore." Tyrell had his eyes fixed on the sky behind me.



I turned to look, and another gust of wind plastered my hair against my face. The sky south of the trailer park had turned a venomous shade of black, and as I watched, I could see the clouds starting to churn and roil. As I remember, I reacted to this by saying something very unladylike.



"Wow," Cleatus said. "Maybe you're right, Tyrell. Dustin, you got that camera ready? I think it's about time for us to start makin' that video we talked about."



Dustin, quiet as always, stepped up beside me with some fancy silver camcorder. Dustin lived with his mom, who'd split with his dad, who was a doctor in Memphis. Twice a year, In exchange for not having a father, Dustin'd get a couple fancy gift-wrapped presents in the mail. They'd always include some sort of new electronic gadget. Cleatus and I didn't have a father no more, either, but we still wouldn't've traded the one we'd had for what Dustin got.



Dustin opened up his camcorder, punched the red "Record" button, and that's when the first lighting bolt struck, down at the end of the lane. Whatever flashbang spell Cleatus had come up with, it weren't nothing compared to a spear of raw lighting. The bolt was a blinding streak across my vision, and the thunder that followed on its heels made a jackhammer sound like a whisper.



I screamed, and it took all my willpower to stay where I was instead of hiding behind Tyrell like I wanted to. Even Dustin shied back, and he ain't usually got the sense God gave geese. Cleatus, who had considerably less sense than geese, just whooped and hollered and carried on like he'd won a prize at the state fair.



Then the second bolt struck, landing on a trailer that looked like old Mrs. Anderson's, and Cleatus finally realized that maybe he'd made a mistake.



"You're a Goddamned fuck-up, Cleatus!" I had to shout to hear myself over the thunder. I was done being ladylike. "We gotta get inside before this gets any worse!" I kicked my brother in the shins, grabbed Tyrell's hand, and started tugging him toward the trailer we was in front of—the one where Sam and his parents lived. Sam was faster than me, though. He raced right up to the door, put his hand on it, and a blaze of lightning flew down from the heavens and took him square in the chest. The thunder felt like somebody'd stabbed my ear with a kitchen knife.



I don't know how long we stood there staring. It probably weren't no more than three seconds, but the sight of Sam collapsing to the ground burned itself into my brain the same way the lighning was burning itself into my eyes. I kept seeing it, over and over again.



Then I felt two big hands on my shoulders, shaking me. I stared up into the most beautiful pair of hazel eyes I ever did see, and a low voice like honey on rocks said, "Doreen, we have to move." I nodded, and Tyrell pulled me toward a big Chevrolet pickup sitting in the driveway of the next home over. Cleatus was already there, pulling on the door handle and trying to wrench it open. I didn't see Dustin anywhere, and my brain didn't have much room for thinking about him. I hoped he was safe. I was glad to be rid of his video camera, though, and this fool notion of putting Cleatus's magic on the internet.



As we ran to join my brother, fighting against the wind that was still picking up, Tyrell yelled, "Come on, Cam! There's gotta be some sort of spell that can get a car door open. What the hell good is all this magic, if you can't even do that?"



Cleatus must've heard, because he stopped jerking at the door handle, took a deep breath, and stuck his fingertip to the keyhole. There was a little flash, electric blue like a spark arcing across the gap between two metal rods in science class, and the door opened. Tyrell and I ran around to the passenger side and climbed in as fast as we could. Tyrell made sure I went in first, so I took the rear seat and let him have the front.



Once the doors were closed, our panic eased a little. The thunder was loud, but not quite as loud as it had been. The lightning was still falling, a new flash coming every few seconds, but it felt safer to be inside something.



A bolt hit the hood of the truck, and everything went white around us. I screamed, sure I was going to die and meet my maker. But after the light faded and the ringing in my ears stopped, it seemed like I was still in one piece. We all were.



"Guess it worked," Tyrell said, sounding a hell of a lot calmer than I felt.



Cleatus gave him a skittish look. "What do you mean, Ty?"



"I always heard cars were a safe place to be in a storm," Tyrell said. "Wasn't sure I believed it. Metal's supposed to conduct electricity and all, but my dad says they don't put that much metal in cars nowadays. Guess this is better than being outside, anyway."



We were all quiet for a minute. The storm didn't let up, but none of us had the heart to say anything. We were all busy with our own thoughts. You might think mine were about me being angry at my brother, but I was too drained to feel anything except worry by then. Worry for Ma, for Dustin, and even for Sam, much as that boy got on my nerves. They said you could survive getting hit by lightning.



Cleatus was the first one to speak. "There's gotta be something I can do about this. I started it, right? So I oughtta be able to put a stop to it, too."



"Jesus Christ, Cleatus, ain't you caused enough damage for one day?" I wanted to sound angry when I said it, but I think the words just came out petulant.



"No, Doreen, I mean it. This is my fault, and people are getting hurt. Sam might even be dead." Cleatus's voice didn't have much emotion, either. He must've been feeling the same as I did. "You're right, I'm not good at this spellcasting stuff the way Dad was, but I've been tryin' to learn for more'n two years now. I gotta be able to help."



Tyrell didn't say anything, he just looked back at me.



Sighing, I nodded. "Fine. But you be careful, Cam. You ain't just messin' around this time. You're tryin' to save people." I called my brother Cam, too—any time he wasn't being a dingbat.



The hint of a smile crept onto Cleatus's face. "Whatever you say, Sis. I need to see this storm to do anything to it, though. That's Magic one-oh-one. Can't change somethin' unless you can see it. Tyrell, you think you can drive this thing?"



"If you've got the keys I can. But you don't, Cam."



That smile widened. "We don't need keys, Ty. We got magic." Cleatus touched his finger to the ignition, and I saw the same blue spark as when he unlocked the door. Then the engine roared to life.



Tyrell gave Cleatus a full-armed slap across the face.



"Hey!" Cleatus rubbed his jaw, and I could already see his cheek turning red. "You ain't never slapped me before, Ty! What the hell was that for?"



"For not listening to your sister. Cam, we just got hit by lightning. You don't think maybe you could've hurt yourself, touching metal like that?" Tyrell heaved a sigh. "Doreen told you to be careful, Cam. She's right. You're not gonna help anybody if you get yourself killed."



"Fine," Cleatus muttered. "Fine. Now would you mind tradin' places with me, so we can get this truck  on the road?"



Tyrell nodded, and the pair of them engaged in some fancy acrobatics, trying to get past one another in the cramped space at the front of the cabin. When they settled back down, Tyrell put the truck in reverse and Cleatus opened up Dad's old spellbook, setting it on his lap. The thunder and lightning were still coming all around us, but I must've gotten better at ignoring them 'cause they didn't seem so bad to me anymore.



As Tyrell pulled the Chevy onto the lane between homes, Cleatus started reading out loud from the book. Sounded like he'd found the page where his lightning spell first came from. "Says here, you disperse a storm the same way you gather it. Ty, take us out toward the pond. I'm gonna see if I can figure out the details."



There wasn't much for me to do except get carried along for the ride, so I just sat in the back and listened to Cleatus mumble on about mystical energies and words of power. I never studied any magic—it wasn't good for nothing except getting folks into trouble, like Cleatus now, and like Dad before him—so the words all sounded like gibberish to me. But interesting gibberish, I had to admit. Science classes were always my favorite, and back before he left, Dad always used to tell me that science and magic were just two sides of the same coin.



"I think I got it!" Cleatus yelled. "Here, hold up a sec, Ty. Let me see if this'll do it."



Tyrell pulled the truck to the side of the road, about halfway to the pond. Cleatus leaned forward, looking out the dashboard at the roiling thunderclouds and the lightning arcing through them. Then he raised his hands and said some words in a loud, powerful voice. For a second, his hand seemed to glow, and the sky outside the truck lit up—but then the glow faded and left us back in the dark. Cleatus said a curse under his breath and tried one more time, but it was the same thing all over again. I leaned forward to watch, and there was the same glow, the same subtle brightening in the sky, and then nothing.



I got a nervous feeling in the pit of my stomach. "Hey Cam, can you do that one more time?"



"It's not working, Doreen. I gotta try something else."



"Please, Cam. I think I saw somethin', and I wanna be sure."



"Fine, but it ain't gonna do nothing." Cam lifted his hand again, and said the same words as before. There was a glow, the sky lightened, and my breath caught in my throat.



"Funnel cloud," I whispered.



Tyrell and Cleatus were both silent, staring up at the sky through the windshield, even though we couldn't make out the cloud formation anymore. Then Cleatus reached overhead and hit the switch to turn on the Chevy's cabin lights, and Tyrell pulled back onto the road, driving toward where we'd seen the funnel cloud. Which was a damn fool thing to do, but none of us were arguing with him. Cleatus was right—he started this, and maybe he could find a way to stop it, and if it took us driving into the spout of a tornado to do it, well, that's what we were gonna do.



Cleatus was flipping through the spellbook like a man possessed, running his fingers back and forth across the pages as the Chevy bounced down the old dirt road toward the pond. After a minute, he stopped flipping and began reading more carefully. Then, with the car still going at a good clip, he raised his hand and said a different string of words from the ones he used before.



His hand glowed a little brighter this time, and now there was a yellow flash that filled the cabin and a smell that reminded me of buttered popcorn. But the sky didn't seem to change none.



"Damn it, that should've done something." Cleatus kept reading down the page until he hit another spell that caught his attenion. "Okay, how about if I..." This time, he waved his hand in a tight loop while chanting something that almost sounded recognizable to me. And nothing happened. Less than nothing. The Chevy's engine sputtered a bit, like it might have gotten some air in the fuel line.



"I don't know what to do, Doreen! I've never tried using weather spells before today, and I didn't even think that lightning spell would work. We gotta stop this storm before anybody else gets hurt, but I don't know how." Cleatus's voice was tight. "I wish Dad were here."



"Lemme see that," I said, leaning forward and snatching the old spellbook out of Cleatus's lap.



There was something about the words Cleatus was saying that tickled the back of my head. He'd tried three spells and the words were all different, but some of 'em sounded real similar to each other. "Show me what spells you've been trying," I said.



Cleatus pointed to two on the page that was open, and he showed me another a couple pages back. I read them quick and handed the book back to him. "That first one worked the best, Cam, but you gotta change some of the words. 'Tempeschorae' should be 'tempestae', and drop the whole line about 'eveo occitap'."



Cleatus gave me a look of pure horror. "Doreen, that ain't how magic works. Who the hell knows what'd happen if I tried something like that? I thought you told me to be careful!"



"Just trust me, okay? Those words make more sense to me."



"And what do you know about magic? I thought you hated the stuff, Doreen. All that talk about messing with powers nobody understands, and you want me to mess with them even more? What kind of sense does that make?"



"Fine! Don't take my advice." I unbuckled myself and reached behind me, pulling open the big panel on the rear window. The sound of wind filled the truck.



Cleatus turned around and stared at me like somebody'd punched him too hard. I got up off the seat and started to squirm through the back window, into the bed of the pickup. He reached for me and grabbed my leg to hold me back, but I kicked out and hit something with my toes. I heard him cuss, and then I was free. And in the back of the truck. With the whole storm raging around me, and that awful funnel stretching down from the sky.



I stood up, lifted my hands, and everything went dark.








They say I was unconscious for two whole days after the storm passed. I don't remember. 



What I do remember is, when I woke up, I was in a hospital. White walls, white doors, white sheets on strange-looking white beds, everything hollow and quiet and full of that awful hospital smell, halfway between hand soap and dead things.



I must've made some kind of ruckus, because as soon as I realized where I was, Cleatus popped his head through the door and grinned at me. I only saw him for a second, and then he disappeared and I heard him hollering, "She's awake, y'all! Doreen's awake!"



A moment later, Cleatus, Tyrell, and Dustin all piled into the room. Dustin was holding a laptop that he must've got from his dad.



Tyrell took a seat next to my bed. He reached up, grabbed my hand, and held it. I felt my heart skip a beat when he did. I looked over at him, but for the life of me I couldn't tell what his expression was saying.



I groaned, trying to sit up. "Where's... What happened to Sam?" I didn't like the little prick, but that don't mean I wanted him dead.



"He's pretty banged up," Tyrell said. "Your mom, too. A lot of folks are. Sam's in the hospital here, still getting treated for burns, and there're five or six others in the same state. But nobody died."



I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding. I turned my head to look at Cleatus. "And you? The sherrif didn't—"



Cleatus shook his head. "Nah. You know how hard it is for lawyers to make anything stick, when magic's involved. That's why Dad had to leave. But anyway, that's not why we're here Doreen."



I groaned again, half from the pain I felt everywhere, and half from the heartache of having an insensitive, idiot brother. "You couldn't just come to see me 'cause you cared?"



"Well sure I could—but you gotta see this, Sis." Cleatus wheeled a little white table around to the other side of the bed and patted the top enthusiastically. Dustin put down his laptop and opened it, running his finger across the touchpad to wake the computer. When the screen fired up, it showed a still-frame from a video. There was a red Chevy Silverado speeding along an old country road, with a figure standing in the truck bed. The figure wore a bright orange jacket and a long skirt, and her whole body seemed to glow. Her hands pointed to the sky—right at a tall, thin funnel cloud. And the funnel cloud seemed to be bending away from her, back up into the sky itself.



"Dustin's dad's camera has a real good zoom feature," Cleatus was saying. "When the lightning hit Sam, Dustin went running the other way before we could stop him. He ended up out by the pond. He's lucky none of the lightning ever came his way, but he's also lucky 'cause he had a prime seat to film what you did. He got all of it, Doreen. The whole thing. We put it up last night, and now it's all over the news!" Cleatus gave Dustin a big thump on the back.



Tyrell squeezed my hand. I think my eyes must've been getting misty, because I suddenly had a hard time seeing Dustin's computer screen. I squinted, looking at the line below the video. I had to know.



Thirty-six million views. Oh, Jesus.



"You did it, Doreen." Cleatus stood there with his hands on his hips, proud as any peacock. "You're a bona-fide YouTube celebrity."
      

      
   
      The Girl and Her Robot


      

      
      
         Brrr, K-chunk! Click!



The ‘bot turned its gaze back at Dorothy, for what felt like the hundredth time that afternoon. It sat there, making that whrrrrrl-ing sound that father told her meant that it was thinking very hard. Then—just like the ninety-nine times before—its gaze wandered elsewhere.



K-chunk! Click!



Dorothy tried very hard to keep reading her book or, at the very least, to pretend that she wasn’t paying attention to the ‘bot. It becoming more and more difficult for her to keep herself from taking her eyes from the page.



For a moment, she nearly forgot about how it was sitting in that far corner of her bedroom. She had just reached the end of the page and was about to begin the next, but then—



Whrrrrrrrrrrrl! K-chunk!



Dorothy threw her book against the wall. Its spine broke, and many of the pages came unbound, flipping and flapping through the air like leaves falling from the trees in the arboretum. The girl didn’t care; she decided that it was a terrible book anyway. But not as terrible as the ‘bot.



Its eyes click-click-clicked as they focused and refocused on the billowing sheets of paper, but no other part of it moved an inch. When everything had settled, it just stayed there, staring at the ruined book on the ground and making its thinking noise.



“Well, don’t you do anything?” asked Dorothy. She crossed her arms.



“I don’t understand,” it spoke with a tapping, warbling voice. “Is there something you want me to do?”



Its response only made Dorothy’s frustration at it grow even more.



“I want you to stop being a worthless tin can!” she said.



For the first time, the ‘bot almost seemed to react. Those plastic brows on its round, blank face pressed up against each other, and its head tilted.



“I’m sorry. Have I done something to offend you?”



Dorothy just turned away from it. All her hot anger was rushing up to her ears, and she bit her tongue so hard that she thought she might bleed. The ‘bot was thinking loudly behind her, and it was harder to ignore it without the book.



“Father and mother think that they can fix it all with you,” she said. “But they can’t.”



“Fix what?” it asked, simply.



Dorothy didn’t feel like answering. She picked up her eye protection from her desk and walked out the door, making sure that she didn’t look back at the bot.



As she made her way down the stairs, she heard her mother laughing in the living room. It meant that father must be on the screen again. Maybe they won’t be paying attention. Dorothy thought that she could get outside without mother noticing.



But the instant she tried to dart into the hallway that leads to the door, her mother’s voice rang out from across the room.



“Dorothy? Are you going out again?”



“No,” she said.



But her mother saw the goggles in her hands, and she frowned.



“You shouldn’t lie to me, Dorothy. And you shouldn’t be going out at this hour.”



“Mary, don’t be cross with her.” Father’s voice came from the speakers.



Dorothy turned to the screen. She saw the familiar sight of her father’s bunk on his ship, with more bunks lined up and down the walls.  Father’s short, brown hair was floating and there were straps to keep him in bed, because there was no gravity in the sleeping quarters of his ship. 



“Hi, ‘Thee,” he said, waving as much as he could. “How are things on the ground?”



Dorothy looked down and shrugged.



It was a while before her father responded. His ship must be far away.



“C’mon, don’t be grumpy. Your nose gets bigger when you’re grumpy,” he teased.



“It doesn’t,” she said.



Another pause while the both sides waited for the light-lag.



“I’m not kidding! You should get a mirror and see for yourself,” he joked. He grinned. Father was a handsome man, and Dorothy’s mother always said his smile was enough light to read by.



“Where are you going, ‘Thee?” he asked.



“To see the trees,” she answered. It was the same answer as always.



“Okay, honey.” Father’s eyes turned towards her mother. “Let her go out, Mary. She could use some fresh air.”



“But Phillip, it’s going to be dark soon.”



“Have her take the ‘bot, then. It can guide her home.” Father smiled again. “She’s been there and back a million times, now. What are you afraid of?”



Dorothy’s mother pinched her nose and sighed. “Okay, Dorothy, take your ‘bot with you.”



“I don’t like the ‘bot,” said Dorothy. “It’s dumb, and it only sits still.”



“That’s because it’s a new one, ‘Thee,” her father said. “It’s still learning everything. Give it some time. Take it out to see the trees; I think it’d like that.”



“I don’t think it can ‘like’ anything,” Dorothy rebutted.



“Come on, ‘Thee. Would you do it for me?” Father gave her a lopsided grin and he winked.



“Fine.” Dorothy relented. “I’ll take the dumb ‘bot.”



“That’s my baby girl.”



“I’m not a baby, I’m eleven now.”



“I know—I know,” he said. “Now go get your ‘bot.”



Dorothy turned and walked back up the stairs to her bedroom. At the top, she could hear the ‘bot’s joints clicking and turning. It was probably up to something.



When she opened her door, she saw the ‘bot sitting on the floor near the bed, scattered pages and torn book in hand. It was flipping through the hardcover novel, carefully slipping pages back into their spots. Its fingers didn’t shake, but the way they moved so slowly and so awkwardly reminded Dorothy of a baby.



“Come with me, ‘bot,” she said simply.



The ‘bot turned his head to Dorothy again (K-chunk! Bhrrrrr!) and stood up and put the book down on Dorothy’s nightstand. A page slipped out and fell back to the floor. It looked at the page for a little while, and then began to slowly, clumsily bend over to pick it up. It’s arms were long and thin; spindly like a spider’s legs.



“Leave it,” Dorothy commanded when she became frustrated at its slowness. She turned and headed down the stairs, while the ‘bot’s plodding footfalls sounded out from behind her.



As she came through the living room, her father waved to her again.



“Goodbye, ‘Thee.” He kissed his fingers and pressed them up to the screen.



“Stay safe, honey,” said her mother.



“Okay,” said Dorothy as she grabbed a fresh cotton mask from the box by the door. She slipped it over her mouth and her nose, and then she put her dark-tinted goggles over her eyes. Then she grabbed her coat and zipped it up.



“Come along, ‘bot,” she keyed the first door and stepped through it, holding it open for the big, bumbling figure behind her. This side of the airlock was always so sandy from outside, no matter how much her mother swept it. When they were both through, she wrapped her hands around the handle of the second door and pulled the heavy lock open.



A rush of dry, frigid air whistled past her as she pried the door open. She motioned for the ‘bot to go through before she went, herself, and allowed the door to clamp shut behind her.



Dorothy hated the outside, here. The air was too cold and too thin. The sun was too dim, and she had to wear goggles that made it even darker. It was ugly, too. There was nothing but brick-red sand on top of brick-red dirt. The street was a row of white, metal buildings sticking out of the red, red ground. A few other masked and goggled figures strode from house to house.



The people who lived here said that it was getting better every day. They seemed to be so proud of the fact that everyone needed to wear their goggles for just a few more years. Whenever she complained about the cold or the air, they’d always say, “But it used to be worse!” They didn’t understand. Outside is supposed to be pleasant, not just tolerable.



The arboretum’s big, glass dome poked out from just under the hill that their house was sitting at the foot of. It wasn’t a very long walk, but it was always a hard one. It took about half an hour to make her way up the hill, because Dorothy had to stop and catch her breath so often.



She hated it. You’re supposed to be able to run when you’re outside.



When Dorothy finally reached the arboretum’s door, it was locked. But that was okay, she knew the after-hours code. One of the gardeners, Mr. Pierre, had given it to her, after he had asked her why she visited so often. She had told him that it was because it reminded her of home, and he understood. He grew up on a farm in France, so of course he understood.



The airlock hissed as she opened it and stepped inside the pressure chamber. She shook herself off, getting as much of the red sand off of her clothes and out of her hair as she could. Turning, she also patted it off of the ‘bot. Dorothy didn’t like the idea of a speck of the dirt from outside making its way to where the trees were.



When she was satisfied that the both of them were sand-free, she keyed the inner door and pulled it open. Warm air rushed out to greet her, filling her nose with a fragrance of dirt and grass and water. She sighed through her nose and walked in, pulling off her goggles and her mask.



There were only a few kinds of trees that could live here. Thin willows and tiny maples grew in a field of pale, grainy grasses. The gardeners even let some insects live here—there were a few crickets and small flies. It wasn’t quite like home, but it was the closest thing that Dorothy had.



She took off her jacket and dropped it on the ground; there was nobody else here. Making her way to her favorite spot, she sat down in the crumbly dirt and leaned against a little pine tree. There was a sprinkler nearby that was just close enough to let her feel a gentle mist without getting too cold or wet.



Dorothy almost forgot about the ‘bot until it sat down next to her with a clank. She cringed.



“You’re loud,” she said. “Can I turn you off until I’m ready go to home?”



The bot tilted its head.



“Much of my memory is volatile.”



Dorothy scrunched her nose. “You would explode?”



“No,” it said. “Not volatile in the chemical sense. My memory would be lost if a loss of power were to occur.”



“So you’d forget everything?” Dorothy asked, curious.



“I have a cache of hard-written storage,” it said. “I can store a few very important things there, if I need to. But not much.”



“Okay,” Dorothy said. “I won’t turn you off, then. Can you be quieter, though?”



“I will try,” it said. It folded its legs underneath itself, and curled into a little ball. The posture helped muffle the whrrrl-ing sounds from its chest.



Dorothy turned away and looked up at the sun. It was so small—so far away. It was hard for her to imagine that this cold little star was the same one from back home.



From a little ways away, a cricket chirped by itself. It would stop for a few minutes, and then begin again from a new place. Or maybe it was a different cricket. Dorothy couldn’t tell, but the song was nevertheless welcome.



Dorothy closed her eyes and began to doze off, with the feel of the dirt beneath her and the noises of moving leaves above her. She didn’t remember what she dreamed about, but it left her feeling odd and happy and sad all at the same time.



When she opened her eyes again, it was dark.



The arboretum’s heat lamps were on, bathing the trees in a dull orange light. Little drops of water had accumulated on Dorothy’s face and in her hair as she slept. She was about to reach up and brush them away when she noticed the ‘bot sitting next to her.



It was holding out an outstretched arm, and on an extended finger was a cricket. The insect spun one way, then the other as it explored the metal and plastic surface. The ‘bot, on the other hand, held itself perfectly still as its eyes clicked like shutters and its brain hummed like a bee.



Dorothy watched, captivated, until a bit of water rolled down her forehead and into her eye. Reaching up, she brushed her face with her sleeve.



The sudden motion startled the cricket, and it hopped away. The ‘bot lowered its arm and turned its head to face Dorothy. The look it gave her was the same one it had when it was studying the cricket. It was a bit strange, but at the same time, Dorothy got the feeling that it wasn’t upset at all. It actually seemed glad, somehow.



“Do you have a name, ‘bot?”



“No, I do not,” it replied.



“Well, you ought to. Can you think of a name for yourself?” she asked.



The ‘bot’s insides whrrrrrrrrrrl’d and clicked.



“How about Cricket?” it suggested.



Dorothy snorted. “That isn’t a proper name. You have to pick a real one.”



Again, the bot spent a moment to think.



“How about Nemo?”



Dorothy suddenly remembered the book she had thrown.



“Like Captain Nemo?” she asked. “You read the book?”



“Yes,” it said, simply.



“Okay. I guess ‘Nemo’ sounds nice.” Dorothy stretched her arms and legs. “Do you know what time it is, Nemo?”



The ‘bot clicked and tilted its head, as if it were getting used to its name.



“Yes. The local time is eight twenty-three post sol-meridiem. Sunset was thirty-two minutes ago.”



Dorothy sighed. “We should go home.”



“Okay,” said Nemo.



It stood up with one mechanical jerk, and then bent back down to offer a hand. Dorothy looked at it for a moment, but she decided to get back up on her own. Nemo straightened when it saw that she no longer needed help.



“I have a question about something you said earlier,” said Nemo as they walked through the dimly-lit field. “Would you mind if I asked it?”



There was a pause while Dorothy thought.



“No, I don’t mind.”



Nemo nodded mechanically.



“You said that your parents wanted me to fix things. What did you mean by this?”



Frowning, Dorothy said, “It’s dumb. My parents think something’s wrong with me since we moved here because I got into some fights in school. And they made me start talking to the guidance counselor about it.”



“What did he say?” the ‘bot politely asked.



“Dr. Lawrence says that I’m ‘not well-adjusted,’” she said, mimicking her counselor’s crisp and dry way of speaking. “He thinks I need more time to acclimate. He’s a quack.”



Nemo whhhrl’d and clicked.



“How would I help with this?” he asked.



“People think talking to bots helps kids like me,” said Dorothy as they approached the arboretum’s exit. “I don’t think I believe that.”



Her jacket was where she had left it on the ground. Picking it up, she opened the first airlock door and stepped out into the metal entrance hallway lined with red sand. Nemo followed, and when they were both inside she put on her mask and goggles. When she was ready, she opened the second door.



The familiar rush of escaping air was followed by an equally familiar chill. Dorothy blinked at the daunting darkness outside. It was worsened by her goggles.



“Here,” said Nemo. It held out its hand, and a blue-white light shone from its palm, illuminating the path in front of them.



Dorothy looked at the little circle of light that was painted on the ground, and she nodded.



“Let’s go.”



Side by side the two of them crossed the hill back to Dorothy’s street. As they walked, Dorothy stumbled once or twice on some rock that Nemo’s light couldn’t quite reach. It was a pain, and she had to catch her breath after each trip. Her mask was now rust-colored from all the clay-red dust that hung in the air.



“Please, allow me,” said Nemo after a particularly bad slip. It held out its other hand towards Dorothy.



At that point, Dorothy was too tired to be proud. Panting, she gratefully took Nemo’s hand, and the ‘bot held her firmly but gently. Carefully, the two of them made their way down the hill and towards the lights of the houses ahead of them.








The next morning, Dorothy woke up just a moment before her alarm went off. She opened her eyes and saw that Nemo was sitting in his corner, same as the day before. It gave her a quick wave as Dorothy got up from bed.



After washing up and getting dressed, she went downstairs and found her mother in the dining room. Mother had her hair up in a bun, and she was wearing her pearls and makeup too.



“Hey, Dorothy,” she said, while putting on a mask. “I’m sorry, but I have to leave for a meeting. There’s milk for cereal in the fridge. Will you have your ‘bot walk you to school today, please?”



 “Okay,” said Dorothy, even though this was the third time this week that she had to eat cereal for breakfast.



“Thank you. I love you, sweetie.”



Blowing a kiss goodbye, Dorothy’s mother slipped out the door.



With a sigh, Dorothy prepared herself a quick and tasteless breakfast. The cereal was bland and the milk was almost like water—father said that it was because it needed to be heat-treated. Even the orange juice had a grainy sort of taste just underneath its token sugariness.



When she was done, the dirty dishes went into the washer, and she went back upstairs.



“Nemo?” she called. “Will you walk to me school, today?”



“Of course,” came its reply.



After taking a moment to prepare, the two of them stepped out of the house and into the sandy winds outside. Dorothy took the lead, and Nemo plodded faithfully along behind her.



“Hey!” someone called out.



Dorothy almost jumped in surprise. Nobody talked outside if they could help it; it was hard enough just trying to breathe in the thin, dusty air.



Turning, she saw a boy behind her about her age. It was hard to see his face underneath the goggles and mask, but she thought she recognized him from a grade below hers. Tommy, or Timmy, or something.



“Hey!” repeated Timmy or Tommy. “Is that your ‘bot?”



“Yes,” Dorothy replied. “His name is Nemo.”



“Wow, he looks pretty new. A lot newer than any ‘bot I’ve seen.” The boy circled Nemo, studying it from every angle.



“My parents ordered him from off-world.” A little bit of sand got in Dorothy’s mouth. She swallowed. “He arrived yesterday.”



“Oh, jeez, he is real new, then!” said the boy. “My parents only have this old ‘bot they call Leonard. He’s nice, but he can’t really learn anything new anymore. I bet your ‘bot could do anything, though!”



“You can teach them to do things?” Dorothy was beginning to feel a light-headed from having to talk so much, and it made the conversation a little difficult to follow.



“Yeah, Roger from my class taught his ‘bot to shoot his BB gun. He said that it took a week to learn, but now it never misses!” Timmy or Tommy hopped around excitedly. “Maybe you could teach your ‘bot to shoot, too! Then we could have a battle with Roger’s ‘bot!”



“Don’t be silly,” Dorothy snorted. “That’d be a waste of Nemo’s time.”



“Aww, okay.” His excitement was dampened, but not extinguished. “Well, you still need to teach him to do something neat, okay? What’s the point of having him if he doesn’t do anything cool?”



“That’s not why I have Nemo,” said Dorothy. “But I’ll think about it.”



“Nice!” The boy looked at Nemo for a moment longer, before turning his gaze back to Dorothy. “So, I’m Theodore. What’s your name?”



“Dorothy,” she replied.



“Okay,” Theodore waved and began to trot away. “I’ll see you around, Dorothy!”



Dorothy watched as he ran on ahead towards the school building. She was a bit annoyed at how little he seemed to be winded from the conversation, even when he did most of the talking. Motioning at Nemo to follow, she began again as soon as she caught her breath.



When they reached the school building, she turned around and addressed her ‘bot.



“Go home now. School ends at three thirty, so you can come pick me up, then.”



“Okay,” said Nemo in its tapping voice. “I will see you this afternoon.”



“Goodbye,” said she as she slipped through the door.







Dorothy’s classes went as they always did, but she found that she couldn’t stop thinking about what Theodore had said. It was odd how much it bugged her, but by the end of her classes, she made up her mind about it.



When the last bell rang, a little crowd of homegoing children built up at the airlock, which was only large enough to let five or six out at a time. Finally, Dorothy’s turn came, and she squeezed into the chamber behind several older kids. When the outer door opened, she saw Nemo patiently waiting on the other side.



“Hello, Nemo,” she said as she began her walk home.



“Hello, Dorothy,” it said as it stepped in behind her.



Dorothy wondered how to ask her question for a moment, then she decided to be blunt about it.



“Nemo,” she said, “would you like to learn to paint?”



Nemo’s brain whrrrl’d as it walked.



“I don’t know.”



“That’s not a good answer.” Dorothy turned her head to address Nemo directly. “You ought to know what you want. You should learn to make your own decisions, you know.”



Nemo tilted his head and furrowed his plastic brows.



“Then, I would like to learn to paint,” it said.



Dorothy smiled under her mask. “Good! I think you’ll like it.”



When the pair arrived at home, Dorothy wasted no time in getting upstairs. The house was empty; mother must have still been busy. At the door of her room, Dorothy stopped.



“Wait,” she said, holding out her hand.



Nemo nodded and stayed in the hallway while Dorothy slipped into her bedroom and locked the door behind her.



Quickly, she reached into the back corner of her closet and retrieved a dusty black trunk. The bronze latches on its lid were carved in the shapes of little doves sitting on branches. When Dorothy was littler, she used to think about those doves a lot and wonder why they weren’t flying. Now, she thinks she was just being silly.



Carefully sliding the lid aside, she brushed through a bunch of her old paintings, lifting them out and putting them to the side. The ones on the top were the newest, from right before they moved. There was one of the brook behind her old house, one of a blue jay she saw last year, and a piece she used to be particularly proud of that she called “Autumn Sunset.” Towards the bottom were the older ones; stuff that she only kept because she wasn’t in the habit of throwing away her paintings. She hadn’t looked at any of these for a while, now.



Finally, she reached the bottom. There sat her painting kit, a palette, and a big pad of acrylic paper that her father had bought for her a long time ago. Grabbing it all, she put her old paintings back before closing the lid and locking it shut.



“Nemo, could you fetch a glass of water?” she asked while she stowed the dove-latched chest back into the closet. “And some old newspapers too, please.”



“Of course,” came Nemo’s reply through the door. Its footsteps clunked down the stairs.



As Dorothy waited for it to return, she took her things and began setting them up. From her wooden paintbrush box, she selected several brushes and two sketch pencils. Tubes of paint and several fresh painting sheets joined them on her desk.



“May I come in?” asked Nemo from behind the door.



“Yep.”



With a creak, the doorknob turned the door swung open. There was a plastic cup of water balanced on top of a roll of newspapers in one of Nemo’s free hand.



“Great!” said Dorothy. “We’ll need the water later. For now, could you help me lay out the newspaper on my desk, please?”



“Yes,” it said.



When everything was ready, Dorothy took a seat at her desk and motioned Nemo to take the other chair. She passed a pencil and a fresh sheet to the ‘bot.



“When you paint, you start with a sketch.” Dorothy began scratching a quick outline of a house on her own paper. “It’s mostly just so you know how everything’s going to fit on the space that you have.”



It was a while since Dorothy did this, and it showed. Her pencil didn’t feel as comfortable in her grip as it used to, and she had to stop and erase a lopsided shape very once in a while.



A few minutes in, she looked up and realized that Nemo hadn’t moved. It still held its pencil at the ready over its untouched sheet of acrylic paper.



“Why haven’t you started?” she asked.



“I don’t know what to sketch,” it said.



Dorothy blew a raspberry. “You can sketch whatever you want, silly ‘bot. Just pick something and start drawing.”



Nemo ticked and buzzed, and then it moved. Its arm-joints hummed as it started making several perfectly straight lines across his sheet.



Deciding to let him work undisturbed, Dorothy turned back to her own sketch. Several minutes later, it was a recognizable house on a hilly street. She was a little disappointed at how long it took her, but the sketch itself wasn’t too bad. Glancing to the side, she realized that Nemo was done as well.



The ‘bot’s sketch was more of a blueprint. It was all hard, straight lines meeting together at different angles, with what looked like bolts or screws at the edges.



“What’s that?”



In response, the bot simply pointed towards the bedroom window.



There was nothing outside but rust-colored rocks and dirt. Dorothy squinted, trying to make out whatever it was that Nemo was pointing to. Then, she realized that the ‘bot was pointing at the window and not through it.



At the edges of the window, the double-paned glass met the house’s steel-colored walls in an airtight seal. In each corner, there were tiny little screws in the exact same arrangement that Nemo had drawn.



“Is it good?” asked the ‘bot.



Dorothy squinted.



“Well, you don’t need to make it so perfect next time,” she said. “A sketch is just so you can figure out where you want to put things.”



“What if I already know where I want to put things?”



“I don’t know. I guess you wouldn’t need a sketch.” Dorothy shrugged. “Let’s get started with painting, anyway.”



With a tube of paint in hand, Dorothy squeezed a dollop on the top of the palette. Taking a new color, she put another smidge of paint just below the last. The process repeated until she neat little line of different colored paints dividing the palette straight down the middle.



“You can use that side, and I’ll use this side,” she said. She poured a little water onto the wax paper-like surface of the palette to keep the paints fresh. “Just mix up the paint until you have a color you want. Wash your brush between colors, though.”



Taking a broad flat-tipped brush, Dorothy mixed some cyan with a bit of white. She always did the sky first in all of her paintings. She also put a hint of happy yellow into her clouds, which made their wispy shapes really pop out. When she was mixing green for her grass, she checked on Nemo’s progress out of the corner of her eye.



Nemo had the finest brush in the set, dabbing a gunmetal shade in precise little strokes at specific parts of the window sketch. When it was done with one color, it washed off its side of the palette and moved on to a new one. Each time, it painted all the places that needed a particular color in one go. Steel blue for the frames, then black for the screws, then white for the light reflected off the glass. It was odd, watching a painting being done one shade at a time.



Turning her attention back to her own work, Dorothy mixed a light beige for the walls of the house in her painting. A few curving strokes of a round-tip brush described the way the house caught the afternoon light. With black for an asphalt driveway and a bright pink for bitterroot flowers, the painting was satisfactorily completed.



Nemo, having finished its own piece a while ago, watched Dorothy put the finishing touches on hers. Its eyes clicked, a sound that Dorothy supposed was akin to a blink.



“Yours is different from mine,” it said.



Dorothy studied the ‘bot’s debut piece. The detail was intricate; Nemo had captured every dent and smear with a perfect precision. There were mechanically clear boundaries where each color ended and the next one began. It was almost like a photograph, but with fewer, simpler colors.



“Well,” said Dorothy, “you shouldn’t be afraid to let your colors mix a little. Painting is more about how you feel. It doesn’t really need to be exact.”



Nemo’s brain made that spinning noise again.



“What about yours?” it asked. “What is yours of?”



“My old house in Montana,” she said. “I don’t know why, but I’ve never painted it before.”



“I am confused,” said Nemo. “What reference did you use for it?”



“Um, I didn’t really use one.”



“Then how can you be sure that this depiction is accurate?”



“That’s what I was saying, Nemo.” Dorothy motioned to her painting. “It’s not really about being accurate. You can take a photo if you want to be accurate. Painting’s different. Painting’s messy and… and not accurate. It’s about how something makes you feel, and not always how it actually is.”



“I think I understand,” Nemo replied after a pause. “But this is a difficult concept.”



“It’s okay, you’ll get the hang of it.” Dorothy smiled. She placed their two pictures aside to let them dry. “It’s all about visualizing things.”



“Visualizing?” it asked,



“It means to be able to imagine something without seeing it,” said Dorothy. “So you can paint something you’ve never seen.”



“I understand,” it said. “I will think about this.”



“Good.” Dorothy stretched. “Do you want to do another one?”



Nemo picked up a brush and studied it for a while. Dorothy didn’t think it was a very interesting brush, but there was clearly something about it that intrigued the ‘bot.



“Yes,” Nemo finally said. “I would like to paint another picture.”








“Mother?” Dorothy called as she came home from school. “Can Nemo and I go to the park again?”



“Sure, but come to the screen first,” her mother called out from the living room. “Your father’s on, and he wants to talk to you.”



Peeking at the screen from around the corner, Dorothy saw her father on the screen. It had been several weeks since his last call.



“Hey, ‘Thee.”



“Father, you have a mustache, now.”



He laughed, and it made the tips of his whiskers shake as they floated in the air.



“Yes, I do. Do you think it’s handsome?”



“I don’t know. It’s… strange.”



“That’s what your mother told me.”



Dorothy could tell that he was smiling, even if it was harder to see his lips now.



“She’s also told me that you’ve started painting again,” he said.



“Yeah.” Dorothy looked at her shoes, suddenly very shy.



“That makes me real happy to hear, ‘Thee. Do you want to show me?”



Dorothy shook her head.



“That’s okay, baby girl. You let me see them when you’re ready, okay?” he chuckled.



“I will.”



“That’s my girl.” Then father’s voice dropped a pitch. “Hey, listen ‘Thee. One of the men here got hurt the other day, and we had to take him back to the station. He’s okay now, but we had to spend a good amount of fuel to get him there. It’s going to be a bit of a while longer until I can get back. Maybe a few more weeks.”



“Okay,” Dorothy said. She knew her father already felt bad, so she tried to hide her disappointment.



“Stay safe until I get there. I love you.”



“Me too.”



With a wave, she headed upstairs to her room.



“Nemo,” she said as she walked through the door, “do you want to go paint the trees again?”



“I would like that,” it replied.



“Okay,” said Dorothy as she grabbed her painting kit. “Let’s go, then.”



The two of them descended the stairs and slipped by the living room while Dorothy’s parents were still talking. When they got outside, a harsh blast of wind made Dorothy shiver.



As the two of them made the familiar trip to the arboretum, Dorothy started thinking about the man on her father’s ship that got hurt. She kept wondering how it must have felt, to be so far away from home or from anywhere at all when something like that happened to him. It made her feel small.



Another particularly bad gust made Dorothy happy that they were almost there. Moving inside, the sudden contrast of the warm, still air almost surprised Dorothy, even after all this time. She peeled off her mask with a sigh of relief.



“Nemo,” said Dorothy as they made their way to their spot. “Do you ever think about leaving?”



“Leaving?” it asked.



“Yeah,” said Dorothy. “Sometimes I think about going home. I think about a warm sun, and leaves, and flowers.”



“Perhaps we can go there one day.”



“I don’t know. Rides are really expensive. There’s no way we could afford it. We’d have to steal a ship if we wanted to go,” Dorothy concluded.



Nemo thought and clicked.



“I would help you steal a ship, if you like.”



Dorothy laughed.



“Silly ‘bot, I wasn’t being serious. Besides, we don’t know how to fly a ship. Father does, but he wouldn’t let us.”



“I see.” Nemo lowered its head. “That is unfortunate.”



“It’s okay.” Dorothy took its hand. “Thank you for offering, though.”



When they reached their little pine tree, Dorothy sat on the side where she could feel the sprinklers, and Nemo took his spot next to her. Like many times before, the two of them sat with their backs against the bark of the tree and with brushes in hand. 



But today, Dorothy surprised herself when she realized that she didn’t actually feel like painting. She sat there, with her hands in her lap, thinking about nothing in particular. For a while, she lost track of time.



Beside her, she could hear the click-click-clicking of Nemo’s eyes. When she looked, Nemo was copying the shape of a leaf that was sitting in the grass to the left. With a few swift strokes, the ‘bot added veins to its painting.



“You know, Nemo, one of these days we’re going to have to work on your visualizing skills.”



“I have been making progress on it,” it said, still hard at work. “I am nearly ready to show you what I’ve learned.”



“Good.” Dorothy got up. Nemo’s eyes followed her, but she motioned him to stay. “I’m actually a little tired, today, and I’m going to go home. You can finish your painting, if you want.”



“Yes, I would like that.”



“Okay. Goodbye, Nemo.”



Putting on her mask and goggles, Dorothy began to make her way back to the exit. From a little distance away, she turned and waved. The ‘bot returned the wave, with a stuttering motion that seemed almost childish.



When Dorothy arrived at the airlock, the outer door was stiffer than usual. It took all her strength to push it and hold it open against the wind. Slipping out, she walked into a constant barrage of wind.



The gale’s roar blasted at her ears, and the dust it flung very nearly made her blind as well. Dorothy had to take short steps to keep her footing; her progress was painfully slow.



Step by step, she made her way down the hill. Every once in a while, a lull in the sandy wind let her make out the houses in front of her for just a moment.



When she was just a few yards away from her front door, the wind threw a rock at her. It struck her hand at an angle yanked her entire arm sideways. Dorothy cried out, but the wind stole her own voice from her ears.



One hand numb with pain, she tried to pry open the door with just the other. But it was heavy, and there was so much wind blowing across it that she couldn’t get it to budge.



Just before she tried again, the door opened from the inside. A strong set of arms pulled her inside and closed the door behind her.



“Dorothy!” Her mother threw her arms around her. Even her brief exposure to the wind left mother’s face and hair speckled with red. “Dorothy, thank goodness you’re okay.”



Dorothy just tried to catch her breath. She looked at her hand, and it was a wet, matted mess—blood mixed with sand.



When her mother saw, she didn’t say a word. She took her to the sink and washed away the dirt and wound it up really tight with a bandage.



“Why didn’t you stay inside the park, honey?” mother asked, almost sadly. “You know what to do when a storm hits.”



“I didn’t know it was so bad,” said Dorothy. “It just got worse and worse while I was walking.”



“What about your ‘bot? Where is he?”



Dorothy’s eyes widened and her heart flipped as a realization sank through her.



“Nemo!” she said, running up to a window. She couldn’t make out the arboretum through the cloud of dust. “Nemo doesn’t know about storms! He’s going to try to come back!”



Her mother hugged her.



“It’ll be okay, Dorothy.” Her voice was low and soothing. “Nemo a lot stronger than he looks. He’ll probably be okay.”



“But the storm is so big. He might get crushed or lost or something!”



“I know, sweetie.” Her mother began stroking Dorothy’s sandy hair. “But there’s nothing we can do.”



Dorothy chewed her lip and pressed her face against the window’s glass, as if it would help her see clearer.



“I’m going to call the police station,” mother said. “Maybe they can help.”



Dorothy nodded, but she stayed at the window.



For the next several hours, she stayed there, while the storm whistles and rages outside. Every once in a while she heard her mother talking with people on the screen, but she never paid it enough attention to follow the conversations. All her focus is on the patterns of sand brushing up against the window, and what might be just out of her sight.



Finally, her watch ended when sleep unwillingly overtook her.








It was nearly noon when Dorothy woke up in bed, with sand from her hair in the sheets. Her alarm hadn’t gone off, which meant school was closed from last night’s dust storm.



In a flash she remembered what had happened the day before. Without bothering to wash up, she hurried down the stairs.



“Nemo?” she called out.



But there was nobody downstairs. Her mother was already gone for work, and there was a note from her on the dining table.





Dmitri and his boys found Nemo late last night. He isn’t broken, but his batteries were drained. I left him charging in the garage; he should be ready when you wake up.



Mom






Dorothy bounded down the hallway to the garage. She opened the door, and true to the letter, Nemo was sitting there next to his charging port. Beside him sat a battered wooden box—Dorothy’s painting kit.



The ‘bot glanced up towards the sound of her entrance.



 Brrr, K-chunk! Click!



“Hello?” it said.



“Nemo!” The girl ran up and hugged the ‘bot’s cold metal chest. “Nemo! You’re okay!”



“I’m sorry; I don’t understand.” It tilted its head. “Have we met before?”



Confusion broke out across Dorothy’s face.



“What do you mean, you silly ‘bot? It’s Dorothy. I’m Dorothy!”



“Dorothy,” it repeated. Whrrrrrrrrrrrl! K-chunk! “And you called me ‘Nemo?’”



“Yes! Of course!” Dorothy’s voice gained a desperate edge. “It’s your name. You picked it yourself!”



“I’m sorry,” said the ‘bot with Nemo’s face. “I’ve recently experienced a loss of power. Function was restored three hours ago, but primary drive data was lost.”



“No, no, no!” Dorothy grabbed Nemo’s arm and shook it with all her strength. “You have to remember! You said you’d remember a little!”



“I am trying, Dorothy. It is very difficult.”



“Please try harder! Please try harder, Nemo. I need you to remember!” Dorothy begged and hugged Nemo again.



Nemo clicked and whrrrl’d and tip-tapped. Its head made quick little movements, as if it couldn’t keep itself still.



“I’ve checked my physical storage,” it said. “There isn’t very much, but there is something.”



Nemo gently lifted Dorothy and placed her on the floor beside it. Carefully, it reached for the dirty painting kit and opened it. Inside, there were several paintings of oak leaves that could have passed for photographs. Nemo swept these aside and retrieved a single tube of black paint.



It squeezed some of the paint out onto the metal floor of the garage, and then it took one of the leaf paintings and flipped it over to the blank side. Picking up a round tip brush, Nemo dipped it in the paint and began applying it in short, stabbing motions.



“Nemo!” Dorothy’s eyes widened. “You remember how to paint?”



“No,” Nemo said as it worked. “I am following a precise set of instructions from my hard-coded storage. I would not be able to reproduce this, again.”



“Oh,” said Dorothy, disappointment weighing her voice. She bit her lip. “But this is still something from before, right?”



“Yes,” it said as it continued to paint.



It worked like a printer, beginning at the upper left corner and it continuing straight along until it reached the end of the paper, before starting again slightly below the previous row. In each row, the paint was dabbed on seemingly randomly. Nemo’s motions looked erratic and unpracticed, not at all like he had been when painting the day before.



When the painted portion had reached about a quarter of the way down the sheet, Dorothy finally realized what she was looking at: wispy clouds, birds, a bright sun, and the tops of trees—all distorted, but recognizable. She blinked. Nemo had never seen a bird before.



As the ‘bot finished more rows, the blurred shapes of two figures began to form. One larger, one smaller. Both sitting with their backs against a pine tree on a hill. The big one was holding a brush or a pencil with a long, spindly arm. The little one was pointing upwards and away—into the sky.



In the background, there was a house that Dorothy recognized. It was a simple, blocky copy of the house from the first painting she did with Nemo. It sat in a field and had flowers lining next to the darkly shaded driveway.



When Nemo reached the bottom of the sheet, it put its brush down.



“This set of instructions came with one associated word.” Nemo paused. “I do not understand its meaning in this context.”



“Maybe I can help,” Dorothy suggested.



Nemo nodded. “The word is: Visualize.” It turned to Dorothy, expectantly.



The girl smiled.



“I know what it means. And I can teach you, again, if you want.”



The bot made its thinking sound and tilted its head.



“I would like that.”





      

      
   
      I Would Like to Speak With The Director


      

      
      
         “I would like to speak with The Director, please,” Stuart said.

 

The clerk stopped filing papers and turned to her computer, large and clunky and a drained shade of yellow. Her long, purple fingernails clicked against the keyboard as she typed. “You’ll have to book an appointment, hon. Age?”

 

Stuart straightened his bowtie. “I’m Stuart Whitless. 33 years old.”

 

“How long have you worked here?”

 

“Nine years.”

 

“Wage?”

 

“Eight dollars and sixty cents an hour.”

 

Tacka-tacka-tacka went the keyboard. “I’ll need your fingers.”

 

Stuart pressed his lips together. “Which ones?”

 

“The index and the middle finger.”

 

Stuart bit his lip. He used those fingers often—losing them would be terribly inconvenient. Perhaps he could mitigate the loss. “Left hand, right?”

 

The clerk stared at the computer and shook her head. “The records say you’re right-handed.”

 

Stuart put his hands on his hips. He narrowed his eyes at the clerk’s ogre of a computer, grumbling, “Can’t say I’ve expected anything less from this place.”

 

“Repeat that and I’ll file a release report.” The clerk tilted her head down, glaring at Stuart over her pink-rimmed glasses. “Understood?”

 

Stuart tightened his fists, then released them. He needed to be patient. “Yes, ma’am.”

 

She nodded her head towards a machine behind her. “Follow the instructions. I’ll book your appointment when you’re done.”

 

Stuart shuffled over to the machine. It looked like a large scanner, covered in faded yellow paint and a few peeling black stripes. He read the first step of the posted instructions and sighed. As long as this meant he could speak with The Director, losing just two fingers would certainly be worth it.

 




 

Stuart pushed the seventeenth floor button on the elevator, which retorted with a chunka-chunka bizzzzzzz. He gave the elevator two swift kicks, then pressed the button again, and up he went.

 

The wall clock in the elevator read 2:54. Six minutes until his next report was due, and sixteen minutes until his appointment to speak with The Director. First, he wanted to see Victoria. Stuart loosened his bowtie, attempting to go for a more casual formal look. Clunk went the elevator, signaling that Stuart reached the Document Control floor. He stepped out into the dark hallway.

 

The lighting in the halls was never bright, per se, but set to some corporate standard that went along the lines of “constantly dim”: Dark enough to save a few cents on energy bills down here, but bright enough to keep subordinates from nodding off.

 

He walked down the hall, took a right, then two lefts and swung around the opening to Victoria’s cubicle, careful not to put too much weight on the cubicle wall or it might collapse.

 

“Hello, Victoria.”

 

“Hello, Stuart,” Victoria said without looking away from her computer. Automatically, she placed her right hand on the desk space next to her and slid it towards her. She stopped typing, looked at her hand, then looked up at Stuart. “Where’s the report?”

 

Stuart stared at her irises for the first time. Light green, he noted. Almost hazel. Her eyes were framed so well by her soft face and short, prompt brown hair. Stuart shrugged. “No report today.”

 

Victoria furrowed her eyebrows, looking Stuart up and down, then turned back to her computer and typed away, her hair sweeping around and bouncing a little before settling down. She spoke in a tired voice, hints of groans slipping through her words. “ ‘Corporate Policy deems that reports must, under any and all circumstances, be submitted by their respective deadlines’. Your reports are due every day at three o’clock.”

 

“Do you like cats?” With the one index finger he had left, he pointed to one of the two posters in Victoria’s Corporation-Mandated Office Signboard Space. He leaned on Victoria’s desk so he was half-sitting on it.

 

Victoria sighed, her gaze following Stuart’s finger. The poster depicted an orange-and-white striped kitten hanging from a tree branch by its front paws, on a bright sunny day, with a caption underneath that read INSUBORDINATION MERITS SEVERE DISCIPLINARY ACTION.

 

Victoria pushed up her glasses. “Everybody has those two posters.”

 

“You can still like cats.”

 

“Please leave.” She turned back to her computer, her shoulders hunched over more than before, and resumed typing.

 

Stuart sighed. If he couldn’t make small talk with Victoria, then he could at least try to impress her. “I’m going to speak with The Director.”

 

Victoria’s fingers jerked to a halt. “Really?”

 

Stuart smiled. His right hand shot up, wrapped tight in gauze. He waggled his remaining fingers. “I have an appointment.”

 

Victoria looked at his hand, watching the fingers move. She wrung her hands, shaking her head as her eyes locked on the clock just behind Stuart. She inhaled, hesitating at first, then spoke carefully. “Why?”

 

“I hate working here. It’s bad enough that the hours are long and the pay sucks,” Stuart said, eyeing the kitten poster. “They’ve brainwashed us. They force us to read those Corporate Policies until we babble them off as if they’re instinct. I don’t feel like a human anymore, you know? They tell us what to think, and it works, damnit. It’s unacceptable. It’s inhumane. We have to put a stop to it.”

 

Victoria's eyes widened. She continued to shake her head, glancing to the entryway of her cubicle. “Keep your voice down,” she said.

 

Stuart lowered his voice to an eager whisper. “Don’t you think someone should do something about it?” Stuart watched Victoria’s hand shake. He slowly reached his left hand out.

 

She quickly retracted her hand and rattled off, “ ‘Corporate Policy deems that any interactions involving AdmiCorp subordinates that constitute anything’—”

 

“—‘anything other than formal and professional interactions are forbidden’, yes, I know.” He cringed, knowing this would be the end of the conversation, and the two of them, really. All thanks to AdmiCorp: We Know People.

 

“You should leave,” Victoria said as she stared at her computer screen, clasping the edges of the desk, her fingertips turning white. “Leave, please.”

 

Stuart stood up, berating himself in his mind. He should’ve been more patient and not so forward. Putting his hands on his hips, he took a step out of her cubicle, then turned back around and cleared his throat. “Before I go,” Stuart said. “I just want to say that before today, I’ve only ever heard you say two words, and that one of them was my name… it makes me happy.”

 

Victoria didn’t say anything back, or even move. Maybe he never had a chance with her to begin with. Stuart pursed his lips, nodded to himself, then walked down the hallway. It was time to speak with The Director. Well, almost time.

 

He approached the guard’s desk to Management’s elevator. The guard sat with his feet up on the desk and his legs crossed, reading the day’s newspaper and stifling a yawn.

 

Stuart walked up and put his hands on the guard’s desk. “I have an appointment to speak with The Director. I’d like to go up, please.”

 

The guard wiped his eyes, set his feet down on the floor, yawned, stretched, and chicken-pecked at the keyboard in front of him with two fingers. “Age?”

 

“33 years old. Nine years. Eight dollars and sixty cents an hour,” Stuart said, noticing the clock on the wall—2:59. “Can I go through, please?”

 

“You need a visitor badge,” the guard said, resting his chin on his palm, as the number of fingers he used to type went down to one.

 

Stuart blinked. “I work here.”

 

“Not in Management. You need a visitor badge.”

 

Stuart folded his arms. “Okay, how do I get one?”

 

The guard jerked his thumb to a hoop behind him, situated on a vertical four-foot pole. “You have to jump through that.”

 

Stuart walked up to the hoop. It was just big enough to clear his shoulders. He took a few steps back, swinging his arms, getting a feel for the momentum required for this. This shouldn’t be too hard. “At least it’s not on fire,” he mumbled to himself.

 

The guard turned around for the first time in years. “Huh. It should be.”

 

Stuart sighed.

 




 

Stuart looked in the elevator wall and straightened out his curly, singed hair. The elevator walls were so polished and clean, he could see his own reflection three times over.

 

His coworkers talked of the gold-plated elevator as an exaggeration. He was surprised, and also wasn’t, that it actually was made of gold. Everyone joked that half of the money that went through AdmiCorp went into Management’s elevator. He could believe that, now.

 

Eyeing the 77th floor button, Stuart untied his bowtie and retied it, such that the scorched side was facing inwards. His shirt was burnt—his left sleeve got the worst of it, now a jumble of charred fronds from the elbow down. There were a few new holes in his khakis, too. The gun tucked in the back of his pants had survived, though, which was all that really mattered.

 

The cheerful ding of the elevator prickled his chest. The elevator doors swung open and Stuart stepped into the main offices of Management, his hands sweaty but still, ready as ever to speak with The Director.

 

The Management department was lined with offices on both sides of the room, each with its own glass-paned door with the name of its incumbent in ornate calligraphy, printed in delicate ink. Venetian blinds shielded every office door and window.

 

The middle of the room was a bustling mess of assistants to the Managers. Each one wore a necktie and a sweat-stained button-up white shirt, one jacket away from a full suit. Half of them yelled into their white corded phones, half into their computer monitors, until they were red in the face. Spit flew out of their mouths to punctuate every fifth curse they hollered.

 

Stuart had been on the other end of those phones, several times. He elected to walk around the clamour, not ready to meet one of the raspy, nameless voices in person.

 

Stuart could feel the eyes of several assistants follow him as he walked around the room. His face felt hotter than his clothes. That so many assistants would focus their practiced scream-fueled glares on Stuart told him what he already knew, that nobody, much less a lowly analyst, came to speak with The Director. Stuart pressed on.

 

At the other end of the room, occupying half of the high wall, hung a huge nameplate reading “Director”, each four-foot-high letter etched in bronze. Why it was bronze, not gold, nipped at the back of Stuart’s mind. He eyed The Director’s secretary’s desk and straightened out the burnt strands of his left sleeve.

 

A strong hand slapped down on Stuart’s shoulder, and he turned. His supervisor and an assistant to one of the Managers, Mr. Richardson loomed a full two inches over him. He didn’t have an office yet, but he did have his own desk here in this room. With the hand that wasn’t on Stuart’s shoulder, he held up a poster with a kitten hanging on a tree branch. “You have one of these in your cubicle, don’t you, boy?”

 

Stuart huffed. “Yes, Mr. Richardson.”

 

Mr. Richardson bobbed his head as he spoke, his shiny black hair frozen in place, combed ever to his right. His sharp brown eyes drilled into Stuart as he waved the poster. “And when I get word that Stuart Whitless hasn’t turned in his report by three o’clock, you know what comes to mind?”

 

“What, Mr. Richardson?” Stuart said, unable to help speaking slightly through his teeth.

 

“Read this little word right here,” Mr. Richardson said, holding up the poster and pointing to the word INSUBORDINATION.

 

“Insubordination, Mr. Richardson.”

 

His normal speaking voice was loud enough to hear over the commotion around him. “Do you know what that word means, Mr. Whitless?”

 

Stuart tried to back away, but Mr. Richardson smacked down his hand on Stuart’s shoulder again. “Mr. Richardson, I understand what the poster means.”

 

“And you’re aware of the relevant clause in the Corporate Policy on this, Mr. Whitless? Need I remind you? ‘Corporate Policy deems that reports must, under any and all circumstances’—”

 

“With all due respect, Mr. Richardson, I am not here to speak to you,” Stuart said, his face growing hotter. He could feel more eyes from more assistants. “I’m here to speak with The Director.”

 

“Like hell you are, Whitless,” he said, jabbing a firm finger at Stuart, almost touching the bridge of his nose. “I’ve got half a mind to send a release report right on down the line to HR, get that horse’s outhouse of what you call your office emptied, and usher in the next guy waiting in line who actually has that the part of the brain that connects his ears to his brain to his hands. Do you understand me, boy?”

 

Keeping eye contact with Mr. Richardson, Stuart’s hand searched a desk nearby. When he found a spare telephone, he tightened his fingers around it. “You’re assuming that you do, in fact, have half a mind, sir.”

 

“What did you say?”

 

Stuart swung the telephone upwards, clocking Mr. Richardson in the jaw, forcing him back a step. Mr. Richardson sunk down to one knee, holding himself up with an assistant’s desk. A few assistants turned set their phones down, helping Mr. Richardson to his feet.

 

Stuart whipped around and walked away. He picked up a small box of paper clips on the way. It wouldn’t do much in case Mr. Richardson decided to retaliate, but it was better than nothing.

 

“You’re fired, damnit!” Mr. Richardson hollered. “You’re fired!”

 

Stuart felt his button-up shirt stick to his skin with sweat. He searched for a wall clock—3:09. He strode towards The Director’s secretary’s desk, his face burning in searing indignation.

 

Stuart held up his bandaged right hand. “33. Nine. Eight-sixty an hour. Stuart Whitless, Christ’s sakes. I have an appointment in one minute.”

 

The secretary looked past Stuart to Mr. Richardson. “As I understand it, you’re no longer employed by—”

 

“Doesn’t matter,” Stuart said, pulling out his visitor badge and slamming it down on the desk. “I have an appointment.”

 

Wrinkling her nose at the badge, the secretary pulled out a piece of paper and laid it before Stuart. Pulling out the pen from behind her ear, she pointed at a few boxes on the document. “Sign there and there.”

 

“There and there?”

 

"Yes. And two more on the other side."

 

"Jesus Christ!" Stuart ran a hand through his hair. “I literally had to jump through a flaming hoop to get here. You already have my fingers. What more could you possibly want from me?”

 

The secretary blinked, picking up the pen and presenting it to him. “To know how to use this.”

 

“Fine.” Stuart set the paper clips down, snatched the pen, and eyed the boxes on the page.

 

The pen pressed down into the paper as Stuart concentrated, foregoing his full signature, writing only ‘S’ before moving on to his last name. The pen inched along the paper as it made the first line in the ‘W’, then it slipped outside of the box. Stuart scratched that out and cursed himself, the yelling and shouting of the assistants behind him ever present and ever tempting him to yell right back.

 

He took a shaky breath and put the pan to the paper, sweat beading on his forehead. He tried the next line, clenching his teeth as he tried to keep from pressing too hard. The pen wandered and veered to form a curved line.

 

“Screw it!” Stuart said, hurling the pen down at the paper, walking past the secretary’s desk. He wrenched the knob of The Director’s office door and swung it wide open, slamming it behind him and breathing out.

 

Instantly, silence rang in the room. Stuart looked around the office. It was smaller than he had expected, but certainly large. A bright yellow chandelier beamed over his head, and besides a few lamps on the wall, it was the only source of light in the room. 



Three bookshelves stood on the left side of the office, filled with tomes of all shapes and sizes, but with intellectual colours of mostly brown and deep forest green. The spines of each book must have been dusted often. A rolling stepladder leaned patiently against the shelves. It was curled at the edges, much like the neck of a violin. The right side of the room was a bare beige wall, without even a Corporation-Mandated Office Signboard Space.



The Director’s desk was clean and barren, save a silver ballpoint pen, a glossy black telephone, a report, and a small open box with a neat stack of papers, the topmost sheet of which was irritatingly blank. The front side of the desk was a beautiful piece of wood, grains flowing like a pristine chestnut river, with more varnish than a brand new convertible.

 

The Director leaned forward in his black leather swivel chair. “Sit down, son.”

 

Stuart glanced at the short stool in front of him. He shifted for more stable footing on the cold marble floor. “No,” he said.

 

The Director looked Stuart over, raising his eyebrows slightly. He wore a bright white suit, in a high contrast to all other Managers, as was his bright white hair, combed neatly to his right side. The sleek wrinkles on his face just barely belied his cool, sharp demeanor. “Why did you bring a gun?” he said.

 

“Excuse me?”

 

“You have a gun tucked in the back of your pants.” The Director said, looking down to the report on his desk, then back to Stuart. “Your file says you’re right handed. There’s a peculiar way your right arm clings to your side, and your left arm twitches, testing to see if you can pull it out quickly enough to put a bullet through my head before I have the time to react.”

 

Stuart tried to keep his arms still, but his heart sunk when he noticed that indeed, his left arm was twitching.

 

“Go on, draw it,” The Director said, stroking his chin. “Take as long as you need, son.”

 

Stuart wrinkled his eyebrows, his heart clambering and fluttering up his chest to his throat as he reached for his gun. This felt like a trap, but he couldn’t place why. His fingers curled around the handle, almost slipping from the sweat on his palm. He pulled the gun out, brought it around his waist, and held it at his side, using his right hand to wipe his mouth. He couldn’t bring his left arm up to fire.

 

He didn’t like this. This wasn’t triumphant. This was a slap on the wrist, a yank on a child’s ear through the sugary cereal aisle of a grocery store.

 

The Director folded his hands in front of him. “What is it that you wanted to speak with me about?”

 

Stuart tried to speak, but choked up. Anything he wanted to say, The Director already knew. Management knew what they were doing. They were getting results, and the analysts and document control and every subordinate working for this corporation were means to their ends. Everyone knew the Corporate Policy. Stuart knew that it wouldn’t change anytime soon.

 

And he hated that. He hated that The Director. He hated AdmiCorp. Perhaps most of all, he hated himself for complying for so long. He lined up the end of the barrel with The Director’s face. A hint of a smile tugged at The Director’s lips.

 

“Go on,” The Director said. “Pull the trigger.”

 

Stuart squeezed a fist through the bandage on his right hand. A low rage bubbled in his stomach to think that this would be the last order he would ever receive, and that he would follow it.

 

He lowered the gun. He was out of options, and he hated that more than anything. He raised the gun to his own head. But he couldn’t do this here, not to The Director’s satisfaction.

 

Stuart picked up the stool and turned around, walking away.

 

“I thought you wanted to speak with me,” The Director said.

 

He didn’t need to.

 

Stuart thrust the door to The Director’s office wide open. He slammed the stool down on the marble floor and pointed the gun upwards, firing. The noise silenced the clamour in the room, directing all eyes to the man at the end of the room with a gun to his own head, Stuart Whitless, 33 years old, nine years a subordinate of AdmiCorp, earning eight dollars and sixty cents an hour, barely enough of a living to afford a gun, let alone another minute working for this corporation.

 

He sat down on the stool, turned ninety degrees to his left, and pulled the trigger.

 

The Director watched from his swivel chair, his eyebrows raised. He picked up the telephone and dialed.

 

“Hello,” he said. “An analyst has recently stepped down. No. Yes, again. Three days downtime, zero net loss. Thank you.”

 

The screaming in the main room died down to a few murmurs, then gradually picked up to the previous clamour of assistants yelling into their phones. The Director’s secretary appeared at his office’s doorway, reaching out to shut the door.

 

“Leave it,” The Director said. He slipped Stuart’s report in the trash and pulled out a paper from underneath his stack. The Director’s next report was due by four o'clock, as it was every day.
      

      
   
      Of Thomas Hobbes and Frontal Lobe Trauma


      

      
      
         "I do not know how the Third World War will be fought, but I can tell you what they will use in the Fourth — rocks!" ~ Albert Einstein







World broken by fallout. Now Husk. Once big living thing, now dead shell. Bad for people. Good for business. Good for war. War very good for business. Very bad for people. Is sweet bitterness.



Maybe before you hear from clever people. Or stupid people sound clever. Maybe you soldier. Probably soldier. Most soldier profession these days.



They tell you the Husk of world is small place, need to be controlled. Give you big gun and small words. Go shoot them. This town ain’t not big enough for both of us. Blah, blah, blah. All bullies. Kicking other’s sandcastles. I no like. I like sandcastles. Pretty. Kicking bad for business.



You now hear from me, Prattle, best merchant in Husk. Is good place, many customers, all need things. I have great many things, so I have great many customers. All get good deals, is happy times indeed, make many friends.



Make many enemies too, but they not last long. Very Bad Things happen to enemies.



Husk is big place, dead place. Many looting corpse. Much loot to corpse. But not many like share. This is where I come in.



On one side, Metro. Big place, lots of slaves, huge city. Much manufacturing, not many brains. Muscle. Muscle city. Wants to punch landscape into submission. Good customers, I have best muscles.



On other side, the Universe City. Smaller city, bigger brains. Freedom, democracy. Bah. Not for me. If I choose who rules me, I choose myself. I am best man for job. They disagree, but still good customers. Freedom of buying from Prattle is greatest freedom of all. Doesn’t take big brains to know that. They are big dorks.



Now, though, is battle. Big war, lots of fighting and death and blood. Wonderful spectacle. Metro and Dorks, valued customers.



We go there now, you and I. I sell you experience, yes? Word of mouth very good for business.



We go.



First, I take you on tour. Show you home and business, yes? Best home and business in Husk. You see.



Is very nice mobile home I start with, like caravan old world families take on holiday to beaches. But no more beach, is gone. No more holiday, no more such thing. Still mobile home, so I take.



You notice armour? Lots of armour plating, strong like me. Look at my muscles. Best muscles. Is shoot at often, so I make armour. You like? Very pretty. Much welding. Came from tank. Engine also came from tank. Much came from tank. Why not take tank, you ask? Because is not house. Fool question.



A man's house is his castle. I make castle fortress, yes. Is good! You like? Of course you like, is good house, is best house!



"Prattle," wife yells, "who are you talking to?"



Audience, wife. Make for good business. Advertising!



"I see." Wife murmurs slowly. Beautiful wife, very good wife. She cook well, she put up with me, very loving. Acrobat in bedroom, yes, best wife. Not for sale. No. Black skin like fancy chocolates she loves so much, I find for her, because I best husband. Yes. Dress like ivory, look like a fancy piano. But eyes, oh yes, sparkling eyes! So full of intelligence, my wife. Very savvy.



She blushes, dark cheeks turning feminine pink. "You do know you're still talking, yes? But you are very flattering. Perhaps I may keep you a while yet."



Ah. I still do not know how to soliloque. Practice, practice, practice. Still figure this out.



"No?" Success. She not hear that. Practice! "Well, then. Perhaps-"



"We get moving?" I finish. We finish each other's business propositions. Much romance. "Yes, yes, I show business to new friends."



"Of course, dear." She purrs. "I'll go over inventory, then, shall I? Don't get us shot too bad, then."



Much love.



I do, I do.



Driving in the Husk is very tricky, because all the roads gone. No more! Tank engine helps, very big tire helps. Take entire house offroad!



Wait. Stop.



Stop house.



I see pretty rock.



“Ra!” I cry, opening door with pretty whooshing sound it makes, “I find quartz stone! Look, is beautiful gem, like you! Bring Ra box!”



Wife dutifully brings out one of many boxes full of prettiest rocks. Is my collection. I add the pretty quartz to collection. Collection is now one quartz rock prettier. Still not as pretty as Ra.



Back in house! Business calls! Offroad house, now.



Normal offroad tricky enough. Battlefield even trickier. Metro sending huge mortar shells, bang! Another outside left window, so I steer right. Wife looks bored. Ho ho ho, she is hard to please, isn't she?



Husk, this place, it is all mud, all offroad. Encyclopedia set in back of house -- I sell to you, good price -- shows famous battle, Battle of Somme? Right now it look like that, only with much more lasers. Many bullets too, most bullets, but some lasers. Personally think First World War would look much better with lasers. Bleed less too. Much cooler. Better war. 



More people too. Too few here. Not enough customers. Enough though.



I see familiar shadow arcing down. New mortar! Where will it land? Of course, of course, yes, I steer into it. Big bowl crater, krakow! Mud cakes windshield, hit it with right tires, jump up on two wheels.



Very bad for suspension. Expensive to fix. But good suspension, can take, can take, and wife laughs now. Ra laughs beautifully, as sweet as chocolate. All chocolate. Sweet chocolate wife.



Bang! House lands back on four wheels. Bullets smack smack smack like hail on both sides. Like doorbell on business, means business good.



Many customers.



Trenches! Bunkers! Metro soldiers, yes. Find officers, they have all the money. Slaves very sad, no money, can't help them.



We park behind a bunker.



Angry man, grey hair. Old man! Old soldiers are very tough. Don't get old otherwise. Like medal of honour, grey hair. Practically white, this man! Bald on top, just snow around edges. And an eyepatch! Very fancy.



He looks very surprised by my house. Must explain.



Hello, valued customer! I am Prattle, and I come bearing many goods! Best goods! What do you want today?



He still looks very surprised. A railgun round goes off nearby, he doesn't flinch, I don't flinch, but other soldier nearby flinch a lot. Falls right over! Oh, head gone, pop! That's why. Funny world. I laugh.



"Uh, the labcoat fucks are heavily entrenched, and mortar fire isn't cutting it. They're cutting us down with-- Sorry, would you please stop pointing and laughing, man? It's disrespectful.”



But he burst like meat balloon!



"Yes, and it will keep happening if we can't locate their snipers."



Oh! Sniper. That problem? No big deal.



"Well. My men and women disagree."



Ah. Well. I have just the thing. Ra! Wife! Love of life!



Like chocolate, she purs. "Mm? What is it that they want?"



Good question. I ask; What do you have to trade?



The man looks at me very seriously with good eye. Maybe with bad eye too, but eyepatch, can't tell. "Two dozen grenades. If you can make it with that tank of yours--"



House! I correct. Is good house, but still just house.



"... house, then." He says. Rounds pepper ground around house, but it makes good shield to do business, like umbrella made of muscle. "To take out the snipers keeping us pinned down, I can give you--"



But again I cut him off, shaking head. "No, killing customers bad for business. But!" I smile, and run to Ra. Tell her plan. She nods and gets it from inventory. Little tablet with screen, like top half of laptop. Touchscreen. I give to grumpy soldier. He looks very annoyed, but I turn on screen for him.



"What..." He holds hand up. Waves. Soldier talking to man on the little screen waves up at us too. Look at other man on screen! He old, too, and has many muscles. Is me of course. You cannot buy muscles this perfect. "This is a military satellite? You got the viewfinder to an antique military satellite?"



"Like new, though!" I say. "Yes, yes, supplies limited. But very good quality." I do not tell him about the missiles. Missiles cost extra. "But you see where they hiding now, yes?"



He starts swiping his grubby little hands across screen. I wince. Ra must clean later. "How did you get this?"



Trade secret.



"There goes the fog of war." He breathes. "Alright. Two dozen grenades, all yours."



Yes. Two dozen grenades, ten minutes. Special deal today, three dozen and I give you twenty. Very good deal.



He looks at me gravely. "Ten minutes? How much for the device?"



Not for sale. Bad deal.



"We only have the two dozen, I'm afraid. I don't believe we can extort this from you? Threaten you?"



I smile very wide. It's a happy question! Fun question. Makes me laugh every time. "You want Bad Things to happen? Because Bad Things happen to men who threaten my muscles."



The officer nods soberly. Maybe I sell him alcohol? Later, later, he must want to think now. "I suspected as much. You're a deceptively dangerous man, Mr Prattle. Two dozen grenades for ten minutes."



Dozen now, dozen later. I agree.



I chortle. ‘Mr’ Prattle. He show respect! I like, I love!



We make deal, is good deal. I look for other customers.



Wait, is that?



Yes!



Ra! Come, come, I find mica! Beautiful rock, is hard and shimmery and bright, like you, my love!



I stroll over to get mica. Big beautiful rock. Ra is taking box out. She only smiles at me when she thinks I’m not looking, but is most honest smile. 



Oh look! Bleeding man in trench holding guts in! Still alive, much screaming! Oh! And fancy helmet. Officer too. Expensive man!



Hello, expensive man. Would you like me to save you? I have many bandages and painkillers and Ra, she is very good with stitches.



He wouldn’t stop screaming, so I stab him in neck with morphine. Much morphine. Free sample, on house, make for good business. "I wasn’t a religious man before but sweet Christ if you aren’t an angel.” 



No. Angels free. Not charity. We do business.



“W-what?”



What do you sell me for medicine?



He starts crying. “I don’t got anything man, please, please, please-” He keeps saying that, babbling everywhere. Bah. Bad haggling. No sale.



Money. Do you have money?



He snivels. “Do you... do you take cheques?”



No. I take boots.



“W-what?”



He repeats himself. Fool. Was I not clear?



Boots. I take.



I take his boots. They are good boots. Ra will polish them and make them better.



“W-wait,” he chokes out, coughing blood, “Save me!”



Why?



“You took my boots.”



Well. Yes. Is fair point. Want boots back?



“N-no!”



Then what is problem?



“Save me!”



More bullets whiz past. No hit Prattle. Prattle invincible, yes. Muscles protect him. Dying bad for business.



“Well. Maybe. What is blood type?”



More bloody coughing. Gross. Never get stains out. Ra would be unhappy to see. “O negative. You got blood bags?”



“No. Quite opposite. Blood valuable. I take. I take for saving you.”



He wheezes. “Don’t think I got any to spare right now, buddy.” Gallows humour. Is admirable. Is good man. I like him. Hope he doesn’t die.



“Just a little. Just a bag. Mix with plasma. Very valuable. I save you now, yes?”



“Oh, thank Christ.”



“No Christ, only business.”



I get Ra, my little sun goddess, and the medical kit. Is big kit, like ambulance, only in roadie cases. With medicine, Ra is like rock star, and she carries it like such. Very much in love. Very beautiful like this. Her white dress covered now in surgical apron, black hand’s white opera gloves traded for blue surgeon’s gloves. Even washes hands first! Oo la la, very fancy.



She stitches him up good and proper. He might live, even. Magnet covered in shrapnel drops in little metal basin, sploosh, and the dirty water turns red with valuable blood.



I ask if she got blood bag.



She nods and smiles. Like vampire. I swoon.



Wife knows good business.



I stroll back to officer in charge. Man with eyepatch, good man.



“Ten minutes is up, Old Man.” I say with utmost respect.



He looks offended. But it has been at least ten minutes. Maybe more. Ra is quick with stitches. I get sloppy. Could ask for more payment, but is bad business. Never blame customer for Prattle’s mistakes.



I take tablet. Salute Old Man. He salutes back. I look at tablet. Yes, many snipers now craters. I hope they escape in time. Dead people can not do business. Tragic. Can only loot. No fun. Dead people don’t haggle.



Much fun in haggling.



I go, then, to check out.



Ra! Back in home. We go.



She takes the boxes of grenades courteously. Takes them to inventory. Tallies them. Has good head for maths. Not so much people.



I am not people. I am Prattle. She is good to me. Is best wife.



We drive offroad again. Big potholes. Much fun. But good suspension, it takes, it takes. Potholes big as people, deep as dog is tall, ka-clunk, ka-clunk. Big muscle engine pulls us through. Ra enjoys the bumps. She laughs when she thinks I cannot hear, but I hear. I have big muscle ears too.



Wait. I slow home down.



Look, Ra! Look! Is big brick of red garnet! Your birthstone! I remember. We must get. We must get pretty Ra stone.



She looks amused. If I cover mouth with hand, but, I can see concern in corner of eyes. Is how you read true emotions. Her masks have eyeholes, yes, where she sees out. Old country trick. 



Which old country? 



Mine.



Best old country.



“We can’t stop here, love. We’re in the middle of no-man’s land.” Bah. All land no-man’s land. No buy, only rent. Here is no different. “You can’t just use our home for cover. We’re being shot at on both sides.”



“Yes. So garnet might be shot too. Poof! No more Ra rock. I must get for you. Save from war. Like I save you.”



Amusement gone. Something else. I cannot read. I am not good with faces. Part of why I love Ra so much; Is unimportant, her face almost always lie anyway. So confuse me when her face just honest, like smile when I am not looking.



“You’re not going out there.”



No, I agree.



But it coming in here.



I about to open door when drive over landmine. Koosh! How did it get out here? How is it not shelled yet? Bah. Inconvenient. Just make Ra more scared. No matter.



Drive slower. Open door. Whoosh noise. Now lots of gunfire outside, very loud, very clear. Some aim at home. But home is muscle, it take. Plink, plink, plink, like puny hailstones.



We drive by garnet. I snatch out hand and pluck from Earth. Mine now.



No.



Ra’s now.



I put car on cruise control. Walk back in home. Give to Ra as she sits on Egyptian cotton sheets of bed. Only thing I dare let my Egyptian goddess wife sleep on. She looks honest. It confuses me.



I give her garnet.



Behind us, crater that unearthed garnet explodes.



“Look, Ra! I save for you.” I smile. 



She smiles too. Her voice is fragile. Confusing. “Yes. You did.” She whispers. “And not for the first time.”



Is referring to rock? Is many rocks I save for you. 



She just laughs to herself.



So I’m wrong, but still make her happy.



Anything to make best wife happy.



We drive to battleside of Universe City. Less trenches. More clever. More cover. Dug in. They do not shoot at van.



I am famous. In old world, reputation is worth weight in gold. In Husk? Worth much more.



I honk horn. Beep beep-beep beep, beep. Is home sing “Shave and a haircut”. 



Wait.



Bang bang! Is gun say “Two bits.”



We do business!



I follow gunshot. Find bunker covered in camouflage and dirt. Not just as much heap of reinforced concrete as could make muscle. Harder to shoot.



Well.



Not to satellite. Satellite sees all. But don’t tell customer. Bad business.



Is egghead walks out first. Egghead leader wearing general’s reinforced labcoat, blast goggles. Dork. He is young, too. Still sandy blonde. Garbed in space-age materials. Yawn. Let muscles be armour? You do not have muscles. All in brain.



Brain is well and good. But I have Ra. Much better.



“Prattle? I might have known you’d show up again.” Egghead scoffs. Many other men around but hide behind bunkers and walls and foxholes and dugouts, like rats. No want get shot by Metro. 



Wussies.



I say, instead; We have done business before, yes? Then you know I am honest man. Do good business.



He looks unimpressed by that. But he hands out...



Hrrrk!



Is amber! Beautiful rock-that-is-not-a-rock!



“A symbol of partnership. I know how fond you are of these trinkets. We’ve lost sniper support. Seems they finally figured out how to spot us. Never have been before. You might be invaluable to us finding out how. People trust you.” 



Ra! Ra! Look! Is amber! Is amber! Is beautiful! 



Goddess wife slinks out of van, like breathtaking vision. Elegance and grace in ivory dress. No bloodstains, even! “It sounds like a prostitute, darling. Why this, hrrm?”



Because is sap that gets more beautiful with age! Older it gets, more amazing it gets! Holds much history!



“Ah.” Ra’s eyes sparkle with mischief. She is cheeky one. “Just like you, then, my love?”



You use my line back at me! Oh, ho ho, is clever wife, my best wife.



“Best wife?” The egghead giving me amber chunk raises eyebrow. Is spectacular effort behind goggles. “You have others?”



No, no, I explain myself. Is my only wife, but is still best wife in all Pandemonium. Goddess.



“I see.” He says gravely. Is lie. He thinks I’m soft in head. Is good for business they think I’m idiot. I talk different, yes, and might have ideas slower, but is like concept of inertia. Much mass takes longer to get to speed, but once there, cannot stop.



He does not know I have already won battle before begun. 



Have you read Sun Tzu? I ask. 



“I have. Very interesting. Not sure how many of his ideas translate to a modern battlefield, though, beyond the common sense stuff. What, did you think you could sell me a book that would turn the tide of battle?”



This I only think: No, no. You read, but you not think. Apply only to war, not to business. Very smart men too clever to realize when stupid. 



Ra! Careful to listen, now.



“Yes, love?” Intrigue in her voice. Clever men here think I say this because I am stupid, and my wife is only assistant. But Ra is always careful to listen.



Fools.



Today is good day for business. We must be close to our new friend here, yes?



“Ah, yes. We do not wish to appear lazy, do we?”



That is my girl.



I look at egghead. Still has not cracked.



I should sell him Sun Tzu. Make him read again. He missed something important in the first chapter.



We must appear close.



For we have been very busy.



Ra! Go to house and find Special Something. Open inventory.



She comes back with big green military crate. It opens. Hermetically sealed, so it makes great whoosh like door. Reveals super weapons.



Is small energy cannons. The Myron Special. 



Full auto. Rate of fire cannot be measured. Like green-blue hellfire. Solid glow of Cherenkov radiation in a steel box with long, thick antenna. Scorch landscape. Only weighs few dozen kilograms each: This I say lifting one of each with muscled arms. 



The egghead's eyes widened. "Where... where did you get these? I was just going to ask for espionage work, but this..."



No matter. Not important. Maybe fell off back of truck. But now in best truck, my truck, for sale. You want? You buy, very cheap, good price. Unlike loyalty.



Prattle’s loyalty can be bought by no man.



Only earned by one woman. Not for sale.



“Alright. What do you want?”



All your guns.



Egghead goggles from behind goggles. “What?”



Yes. You heard.



A soldier scowls. He is only wearing kevlar bowtie. Sergeant of Universe City forces. “We don’t know if he’s telling the truth, General.”



I laugh. Ha ha ha. They want demonstration?



There? You see mountain? You see mountain where you keep ammunition?



“How did you know--”



Trade secret. Now watch.



I aim one gun at mountain and pull trigger. I count to three. Now there is tunnel bored into mountain. The tunnel stops at a concrete wall, still melting, with the man-big tunnel covered in glass and obsidian walls. Ra! Ra-- oh. She is already getting obsidian chunks.



Is black and sharp. Just like best wife.



I turn to general. I say: Is nigh infinite ammunition in this weapon. Fires for very long time. You know this.



He knows this.



So why not give ammunition you no longer need?



He glares at me.



“Give him what he wants.”



“But general--?!”



“That is a direct order, soldier.” General glares at me. I smile. “These things could win us the war. We’ve been looking for the gluon gun prototypes for years.”



“I improved them. Much better now.” I declare.



The general glares at me harder. “You tampered with unique, ancient technology... because you thought you could make it better? Do you even know what a gluon is?”



Is particle that mediates strong nuclear force. Helps stabilize atomic nuclei. Very dangerous in wrong hands. So I put in your hands. I trust you, yes?



He looks surprised. I stop smiling. I am no fool.



I take ammunition first. Then give you weapons. Then you give me your guns. Yes? I need trailer though. Big trailer.



Good business is made, but still I am angry.



Ra gives the dork men the weapons for me. She smiles and is very gracious. Even puts gloved hand to general’s cheek. Whispers sweet nothingness into his ear. Implies I am but a fool. She is a good wife, best wife.



I put home in cruise control as it drives back to Metro forces. Don’t even aim for potholes Ra looks at me in concern. Honest face, it still scares me.



“Love?”



I try to end war. Have to smile in dumb smug face while give tools to do so. I try to do good business.



Ra opens copy of book: The Art of War for Executives. “All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when we are able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must appear inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.”



Yes. You know quote. You are very clever wife.



“You wanted to appear close when far away. But you couldn’t hold up to it. Why? Usually you do so enjoy business.”



I am no fool. I may talk funny, but I am no fool. Just because I have big muscles does not make me meathead.



“I know, love.” She leans over, nibbles my ear. Is lovely. Less angry, more melty. “But I had to flirt with that smug, degenerate bastard to make up your slack. I did not enjoy that.” Fingernails massage back of muscular neck, and all is well again. “He was a pompous buffoon.”



Yes.



“Now hurry up and take those slaver fucks for all they’re worth.” She spits.



Ra! Such filthy language. Naughty girl.



“Aren’t I just?” She smiles at that. But the smile does not stop spreading. It’s in her eyes now and... oh, no, that is not a joy smile.



Oh. That is a look I like. Yes.



Cruise control on. The Egyptian cotton demands company. I must attend to my best wife.



Much love.







But it ends too soon. We are back at frontlines.



Well.



We were always between them. Frontline depending on whose gun barrel you’re facing down.



Semi trailer behind caravan means less pothole fun. Bad for its suspension. Less fun. But critical for plan.



Cherenkov radiation scorching much of Metro sides. Kroosh!



Much sadness. I did this. Courteous of customers not to aim for home.



They would not like to be enemies of Prattle.



Too late.



Secret truth revealed. I do not like Universe City. They are cruel and mean. Did not treat my frontal lobe damage because I was too interesting broken. Grudge. Ra does not like Metro. She has unpleasant history there. I would pay anything for best wife. She already paid much to Metro.



She appears to have put the garnet I plucked from the battlefield into a necklace. Wearing it around neck. When did she do this? Where did she find time?



I ask.



“Trade secret.” She replies.



My heart is strongest muscle of all, and it beats for her.



I find old man with eye patch.



The plinking of hail rises! Bah. They shoot at me now, not around. Why?



I lean on horn. Shave and a haircut?



The firing stops. Two more hail-plinks: Two bits. I open door. Whoosh. Ra does not look worried now. This is all according to scheme.



Old man with eyepatch storms up to me. “What the actual fuck do you think you’re doing?! You drive over there, we think you’re scoping shit out for us. You come back and we’re being fucking atomized and the only thing different is that you got involved. What--”



I look at him levelly. I say: Yes. Now have two super-death weapon, yes? But no more anything else. I bought it all.



“-- the... what?”



Yes. You heard. I point to semi trailer. I bought all stockpile in this battle. Not whole war, no. But enough. 



“But... you...”



And super death weapons overheat, yes? Hard to aim. Much death, much destruction, but only two.



Old man is flummoxed. Processing information. Am I with him or against him?



Yes.



“So... you’re selling us all their weapons?”



No. No, no, no. All this? This is all mine now. No. Now I buy all your weapons, but give you bigger death weapon.



“You’re shitting me. So you expect me to just--” he sputters and splurts and looks for right words. I may talk funny, but I do not mispeak. He fumbles. I do not smile on outside. I wear mask, like Ra teaches me.



No. I expect nothing of you. I only make business. You may haggle. But that is my offer.



“... what sort of death weapon, then?” He asks with a sigh.



You remember touch screen, yes?



“Yeah. Real piece of work that was too. Those grenades might have come in useful ‘bout now, though.”



Yes, they would have. But now I want everything else. Touch screen has other part I not tell you. Big red button. Swords of Damacles. Drops tungsten rods from space.



Not spy satellite. Aiming reticle. 



Old man stares at me a bit longer. His jaw drops open. Behind us, man is evaporated by a beam of green-blue light. I do not laugh. Is no longer funny when is my fault.



“Holy shee-et, son. Whole time we’ve been fighting them, maybe we ought to have been fighting you.”



Oh yes. Make enemies of me. 



Be in for bad time. 



Ra puts hand on my muscled arm. Calms me.



She is good woman.



She is best wife. Much love.



Now I smile. “All your weapons, mine. All my weapon? Yours. Ammunition first. Then I hand you weapon. Then you hand me last weapons. We part ways, good business. Best deal you get all day.”



He smiles like a shark. Offers a hand to shake. I feel Ra’s hand grip on my arm as I shake it. Is firm, is sacred, the business handshake. I do not try to crush his hand, nor him mine.



We do good business.



Another trailer hitched to back of home. The tank engine grinds now. I must drive around holes in ground and trenches. Smooth. Is sad. No more two-wheeling potholes. No more fun for Ra. Suspension can take this though.



I watch as a fiery sword from heaven itself pierces sky and falls down on place where Dorks no longer are. They are not fools and have moved since my leaving. First sword aims at bunker I revealed to Old Man, now satellite needs to load new munition. Take time. No casualities, but very spectacular. 



Moving gluon guns also takes time, much hiding. Cannot reveal self yet, not until good shot.



Stalemate.



Biggest weapons of all battle, maybe of all war, I have given to them. Now useless. Cannot fire satellite until radiation gun fires, cannot fire radiation gun for fear of satellite.



Ra laughs. “Zugzwang. More chess than Mutually Assured Destruction, but elegant nonetheless.” 



German words? In war? Bah. No place. Too elegant, like my Ra.



Now I sit in center of battlefield with trailer and wait.



I pull out weapon bought from Metro soldiers. Grenade launcher revolver.



I fire up, counting my time. I only need five rounds to make business call.



Bang bang-bang bang, bang.



Shave and a haircut.



Now Ra and I wait, and they come.



What they do not know is that the missiles cost extra. What they do not know is that I improved the radiation weapons my way.



I did not sell them extra. I did not speak of what improvements. 



Ambassadors from both sides approach. I watch with binoculars. They make the slow walk, as neither have homes to take them here. I laugh. I have best house.



The eggheads send a man with a radio. Metro sends a man with a signal box. 



The general speaks through the radio. “We would like to make a deal, Prattle. You said you were an honest man.”



Yes. A lie. Paradox.



The radio crackles.



Signals flash from Metro. The signallers slowly interpret from codebook.



“Ask of weapons, stop. Buy some back, stop. Resupply could take days, stop. Never be able to explain this, stop. For god’s sake don’t read that to him, stop. Oh, ah, scratch that, sir, I guess?”



“No. I no sell.”



The radio crackles. “Why don’t we just shoot you, then, and take what is ours back? What’s stopping us? What then?”



All sales permanent. No refunds. Unless you wish to threaten the muscles of Prattle? Wish to make of him an enemy?



“His co-ordinates locked in, stop. Satellite primed on target, stop. Hold position, stop. Oh, uh, sir, he really will fire on us. Please do what they ask. I... I have a family, sir.”



Me too. Is here, is best wife. You threaten her, you make of me an enemy. You also wish to be enemies? Wish to harm me with my own weapons?



From the radio: Yes. From the signaller two flashes. Yes.



Well.



It is time for the Bad Things to Happen. Fire at will. 



Static from the radio. The signaller falls to his knees crying. Wuss.



Nothing.



No radiation. No death from the heavens. No bullets or whizzes or silence.



The battlefield is silent and peaceful.



I have bought peace by selling war. Magic trick. Best magic trick. I cannot teach, you can only learn.



“The weapons are broken!” “Satellite not responding, stop.”



Yes. I put killswitch in weapons. Satellite now only screen. Radiation gun useless box. Cannot fix, I know you would try, eggheads. I will not talk to your soldiers anymore. Good men. They are not my enemies this day. You, come here, talk to me where you may see my muscles.



I rip off my shirt.



I will fix your weapons. We will talk of apologies. Both of you. I know you have no holdout weapons. Ra checked. She is good like that. Even your holdout weapon, Egghead general. My wife did not feel you up because she thought you had better muscles. 



Best wife.



And so they come. Like shamed dogs, heads hung low. General taking men with wheelbarrows with him, for they do not have the muscles to lift weapons. Fools. Old Man walking with screen in hand. He comes alone. Lone wolf. Solemn. Would still kill his own men, but would die alone if asked. Proud. 



I consider pitying him, but look again at Ra. She is my garnet. I know from where I plucked her.



No.



I save pity for others.



This is only business.



Ra?



“Yes, my love?”



They come. Inventory. You know what this time.



She grins, beautiful even now. 



General. Old Man. Is good we meet all at once. We once more do business. Useless metal to you now. Sell me that, and I give you weapons worthy of squabbling babies.



The Old Man looks amused. The general, furious. He speaks first, in anger. “I have an army, and--”



“He’s won, general. Just business.”



“I will smite you too, soon, you old bastard.”



Old man looks unamused. “Squabbling baby weapon, you say, sir?”



Still he treats me with respect. I cannot hate. He gets first choice.



The superweapon back for this. 



Ra holds out the armoury for these baby men.



You want fight war? I have rock, best rock, I sell to you! Good price, very cheap. Best deal you get all day.



They stare at me together in mute horror. The general starts laughing, hard.



“You can’t be serious? This? This is what y--”



He does not finish. I have the touch screen in my hand. He has taken quartz stone. Is harder and sharper than it looks. 



“Like you, my love.” Ra finishes my thought without me saying it. Much love between us.



General Egghead finds out the truth of this first-skull.



Ra takes the wheelbarrows as the soldiers grab more stones. I look in horror and the amber is gone. No! Not my- Ra looks at me cheekily. Is in her cleavage. I must retrieve it later. Very much in love.



The baby men scrabble with rocks. Ra keeps the safety on as she fills them in inventory. 



I pause for a moment. General lies bleeding from head wound as sergeants fight Old Man with rocks.



He has nice boots.



I take.



I leave them to their squabble, settling their dispute like men with muscles, as I drive off with all guns of battlefield and another nice pair of boots.



Today was good day for business.
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         Ashley stepped out of the cab, shouldered her bag, and handed the last of her cash to the driver.



The smell was the first thing to hit her. The musty stench of manure permeated the air, fermenting in the muggy heat of the midday sun. She raised a hand to her forehead to shield her eyes as she took in her surroundings.



It was definitely a farm. Fields of corn, barns, a big house that looked like it had been built by a skilled carpenter. A large pasture filled with grazing cows and horses. Chicago wasn’t even an hour away, and yet she had decided to come all the way out to this rural deadzone, surrounded by suburbia on all sides.



With a sigh, Ashley reached into her pocket and pulled out the flier that had brought her here. It wasn’t anything special. Just black text on a white background. “Farm hands wanted to help with harvest season. Room and board provided if necessary.”



If this didn’t work out, she wouldn’t even be able to afford a cab ride back to the city.



That was how desperation worked, she guessed.



Taking a deep breath, Ashley approached the large farmhouse. Nobody seemed to have noticed her arrival, so she was left to knock and wait anxiously for someone to come to the door, her hands clasped behind her tattered jeans.



After about a minute with no answer, she knocked again, louder this time, and called out, “Hello?”



Still no response. For all she knew the ad was really just meant to lure people to their unsuspecting doom at the hands of some serial killer. There were more than enough horror movies with a premise like that, and farms just seemed so much creepier when nobody was around.



“Can I help you, Ma’am?”



Ashley yelped as she whirled around. A girl stood before her, maybe about nineteen years old—the same age as Ashley. She was blonde, her hair twisted up in a tight french braid. She wore muddy overalls, but Ashley could tell they were hiding a surprisingly well muscled frame.



“Sorry,” the girl said, her grin threatening to make the freckles pop off her face. “Didn’t mean to startle you none. “Name’s Sam. Can I help ya?”



“I…” Ashley shook her head. Sam’s appearance, plus that perfect southern twang made her look like she had stepped off the cover of some cheesy Americana novel about the Dust Bowl. Or maybe this was just what people were like outside the city?



Sam crossed her arms over her chest. “Ma’am, it ain’t polite to stare, y’know. And you are on my porch and all. Figure I have a right to know what your business is.” While her words were cold, her smile betrayed any sense of true outrage.



Ashley blinked. “Sorry! I, uh. Here. The flier.” She thrust the flier towards Sam, as if it were a badge proclaiming her legitimacy. “And the name’s Ashley.”



Sam raised an eyebrow as she took the flier, then re-crossed her arms. Her bright blue eyes seemed to be sizing Ashley up and down, and Ashley subconsciously brushed her dark bangs out of her eyes.



“A skinny little thing like you? Shoot, never really expect much from those fliers. Sometimes we get a couple of migrant workers, maybe a homeless feller or two. This ain’t easy work, and we can’t pay much. Just minimum wage, plus food and a room if you need it.”



Relief washed over Ashley like a flood. Coming out here had been worth it after all. “I need the money. I’ll do the work.”



“Good to hear it. Hope you can follow through on that. You need the room, too?”



Ashley nodded.



“Alright. Well, if you’re keen to work, might as well get started right away.” Sam rested a hand on her hip. “You got any work clothes? Those ain’t gonna last long.”



Ashley glanced down at herself, and tugged at her faded t-shirt, sporting a logo for a band she had never heard of. She had a few other pairs of clothes in her bag, and while most people would probably consider them to be work clothes, she couldn’t afford to let any of them get ruined. “No, I don’t.”



Sam let out a long sigh. “S’alright. We’re about the same height, my clothes will probably fit you. Might be a little, uh, loose around the chest, but you’ll manage. Follow me.”



The interior of the farmhouse was much like the exterior. Wooden floors, wooden walls, wooden furniture. Family photos covered the walls. The place had an old, well worn and lived in smell to it, the kind that tickled a sort of nostalgia in Ashley’s brain, summoning vague memories of visiting her grandmother’s house when she was just a little girl.



“Just so we’re clear, all this is under the table,” Sam said as she led her up the stairs. “Not trying to be sketchy or scare you off, just the way it is. We ain’t here to try and exploit you or screw you over or nothing. Just an honest day's work for an honest day's pay.”



“Yeah, that’s fine.” It was exactly the kind of arrangement Ashley had been hoping for, and at least at first glance this seemed like a significantly better option than any other type of work she’d be able to find. Though the free room and food was the most important part of the equation.



Sam led Ashley into a bedroom and rooted through a closet, tossing old clothes onto the floor behind her.



Ashley took a moment to look around. The bedroom was pretty clean and sparsely decorated. A line of stuffed animals perched on top of a dresser, just next to a picture of a younger Sam standing with an adult couple. A modern looking laptop sat on a desk, a stark contrast to the old fashioned aesthetic everywhere else. A stack of thick textbooks rested next to the computer.



“Do you, uh, go to school?” Ashley asked, breaking the silence.



Sam stood up and tossed her a pair of thick jeans and a long sleeved plaid overshirt. “That should do ya for now. And yeah, I take online courses. Go ahead and get changed. You can leave your bag here for now.”



“Cool.” Ashley held the clothing in front of her, inspecting it. “And, uh, Sam?”



Sam paused as she was about to exit the room, looking back. “Yeah?”



“Thanks.”








“You can not be serious,” Ashley muttered as she did her best to breathe through her mouth.



Sam held out the pitchfork to her, expression flat. “Do I look like I’m joking, sug?”



Ashley grimaced at the hay and fecal matter that littered the floor of the barn. “I thought mucking out the stables was something only the protagonists of fantasy novels did before they find out they’re chosen one.”



Sam threw her head back and laughed, her golden braid swaying. “Well, I ain’t never heard that one before. But I’m afraid not. All that muck’s gotta go somewhere. Tell you what though, if you turn out to be ‘the chosen one’ of this here farm, let me know. I’d hate to have this place get attacked and burned down by some evil monsters.”



Ashley joined in Sam’s laughter with that. For a country girl, Sam was apparently full of surprises.



“Here,” Sam said, mirth still bubbling up from her voice as she handed Ashley a face mask and safety goggles. “You’ll want these. This is likely gonna be your whole day, and probably the next couple before you’re all done here. Don’t push yourself too hard, but don’t be slacking off neither.”



“Great.” Ashley put the mask and goggles on, then stuck her pitchfork in the muck, eyeing it suspiciously. “I thought that you needed help with the harvest.”



Sam rolled her eyes. “Do you know how to drive a combine?”



“Well, no, but—”



“Well no buts. Harvest season means loads of extra work to be done, but all the old chores still need doing. Your job is to focus on that, freeing up me and my brother to do the more complicated stuff. Don’t worry, if you stick around, I’ll teach you plenty. Holler if you need anything.”



Ashley sighed, dumping her first load of muck into a nearby wheelbarrow. For a roof over her head, shoveling manure couldn’t be that bad.








Hot water splashed against Ashley’s face, wiping away the sweat and grime and filth of the day.



Every part of her ached. She had never worked so hard in her life, and she was expected to do it all again tomorrow, too.



For now, at least, the hot shower was heaven. She couldn’t remember the last time she had taken a shower in a place with a working water heater. It must have been during gym class, back when she was still in high school.



Ashley scrubbed herself raw, until her skin all over was blisteringly pink. It felt wonderful just to be clean again. A part of her wanted to shave, but she didn’t have her own razors, and borrowing Sam’s without asking seemed rude.



When she was finally done, she toweled off, and got dressed in her own clothes again. As soon as she stepped outside the bathroom door, she heard a thunderous stampede of rushing feet charging towards her, and a small form slipped passed into the bathroom, slamming the door and locking it with an audible click.



Two identical boys, maybe ten years old followed after whoever had rushed into the bathroom, and began banging on the door. “Come on, Dylan! We have to use the bathroom too!”



“I made it first, quit complaining! Just go outside or something!”



Ashley could only stare. They were clearly twins, or even more likely, triplets, though she hadn’t gotten a good look at the one in the bathroom. “Uh…”



One of the boys blinked, and looked up at her. “Oh, hi, miss. You’re Ashley, right? Sam told me to tell you that dinner’s on the table.”



“Sure…” Ashley mumbled as both boys turned attention back to their brother. She made her way down the stairs. She could smell the food even as she rounded the corner into the living room, and it made her mouth water with anticipation.



“There ya are,” Sam said, looking up from a recliner where she was idly whittling, a wicked looking knife in hand. “Take a seat, get some eats.”



Ashley fidgeted. “I wouldn’t want to disturb you and your family. I can just take a plate to my room.”



“Nonsense!” a raspy voice said from behind her. She turned to see an old man, hunched over and shaking a cane at her. “Any whippersnapper that’s gonna help on our farm is gonna eat at our table. Ain’t no way around it.”



“You heard Pappy,” Sam said with a grin. She pocketed her knife, and led Ashley to a seat at the dining table. In just a few minutes a plate before her was stacked with roast ham and mashed potatoes and green beans and stuffed rolls. It was a veritable feast.



“Now, these here are my little brothers,” Sam said, pointing at the trio of triplets who had sat down across from Ashley. “Dylan, Taylor, and Craig. Don’t worry about telling them apart, they’ll just lie.”



“Nice to meet you, Ashley!” they all shouted in perfect unison, which wasn’t the least bit creepy at all.



“And this is my older brother, John. It’s me and him that do most of the work round here.”



“Howdy.”



John was tall, broad shouldered, well muscled, and had a thick dark beard. He looked like he had just stepped out of an issue of Lumberjacks Quarterly. He was the type of guy that most other girls would go absolutely nuts for.



Ashley felt her eyes track towards Sam and let out a soft sigh. She bit her lip, and decided to grab one of the rolls instead.



Pappy slammed a hand against the table, causing her to jump. “Hold on there missy! You can’t eat before we say grace.”



Sam shrugged. “How it goes. Since you’re the guest and all, care to lead us, Ashley?”



“I, uh…” Ashley’s eyes fell, and she drew her arms around her stomach. “I’m not really the religious type.”



“Come on now, sug,” Sam said, her eyes twinkling. “It ain’t about religion or God. At least, it doesn’t have to be. Grace is just about being thankful of the food on your plate. Understanding that a lot of hard work from a lot of people goes into you being able to live, right here in this moment. Don’t have to say nothing fancy. Anything at all will do.”



Well, that made a certain amount of sense. If that’s all they wanted, it was a small courtesy to give. Ashley clasped her hands in front of her as if she was praying, and mumbled, “Thanks for the food.”



“Amen!”



It was delicious, of course. Every bite was mouth watering, love and care seared into the edges of every tasty morsel. The table was lively: the triplets eagerly shared tales of how their day at school went; John and Sam talked farm work; Pappy bored everyone with stories about ‘the good old days.’



Ashley just stayed silent and ate her food. They prodded her with questions, but when she gave evasive answers, they didn’t push farther.



It was all a little overwhelming.



She’d never seen anything like this. It was the sort of thing that, until now, she’d only ever read about in books: home.








Ashley sat on the bed in the guest room, dressed in her pajamas. A part of her was ready to just pass out right then and there, but still she rummaged through her bags and pulled out one of the well-worn fantasy novels she had managed to take with her.



There came a knock on the door, and when Ashley said, “Come in,” Sam entered, carrying a bundle of sheets and blankets, and set them on the bed.



“Should be good with that,” Sam said, pulling up a chair from the nearby desk and sitting on it backwards. “You need anything else?”



Ashley smiled and brushed her hair back. “No, I’m good, thanks.”



“Good.”



Sam sat there in silence for about a minute, and Ashley turned back to her book.



“You did good work out there today,” Sam said, breaking the silence. “It’ll get easier if you stick around.”



Ashley closed her book and set it aside. “I plan to stay as long as you’ll have me.”



Sam smiled wide, flashing her pearly whites. “Well, we look forward to having you.”



Another awkward silence passed, only broken up by the chiming of a grandfather clock somewhere in the house.



“Look, Ash,” Sam said with a sigh as she tugged on her braid. “I dunno what kind of situation you’re in that brought you here, and I’m not one to pry. Your business is your own. Just know that, well, if you need someone to talk to, I’m told I’m a good listener.”



Ashley felt her cheeks heat up, and tears started to drift towards her eyes as she thought back on the events of the past week. It really couldn’t be this easy, could it? Everything about this place. These people seemed so... perfect. 



The monster would crawl out from under the bed eventually. The past would catch up with her. It was just a temporary thing, a chance to save up some money without having to pay rent, to get back on her feet, to find somewhere to run.



But Sam… 



Ashley looked up, and met Sam’s baby blues. There was something in them she so rarely saw: sincerity. Ashley was a good judge of character. She had to be, with what she’d been through. Either Sam was as genuine and honest as she appeared, or she was the world’s greatest liar.



Ashley’s bottom lip trembled, but she turned it into a faint smile. “T-thanks. I’ll, uh, keep that in mind.”



Sam grinned again, bowed theatrically, and then headed for the door. “Sleep tight. There’s plenty more work tomorrow.”








Ashley tripped and fell to the ground, the crate of milk bottles clanging as it landed with her. She sat there, propped up on her arms as sweat poured off of her face and her breaths came in ragged gasps.



“Hey!” came Sam’s voice from afar. “Ash, you alright?”



“I can’t,” Ashley muttered when Sam had finally reached where she was sitting. “It’s too heavy. I’m not strong enough.”



Sam’s rough hands wrapped around her and pulled Ashley to her feet. “Sheesh, you don’t have to push yourself so hard. No need to hurt yourself. If you’re having trouble, just say so, alright?”



Ashley swallowed, and looked up at Sam. She had expected to be scolded, to be told to just get back to work, but Sam simply smiled, and handed her a water bottle.



“Come on, take a break, as long as you need. When you feel back up for it, it’s fine if you just take half crates.”







Ashley hissed as the sting of disinfectant ran through the long scratch running down her arm.



“Told ya,” Sam said as she pulled out a roll of bandages from the first aid kit. “Boco is the meanest cock I ever had the privilege of knowing. You’ll wanna keep your distance.



Ashley snorted with laughter, which threw Sam off balance. “Meanest cock? Really?”



Sam nodded and puffed out her chest. “Biggest, meanest, fluffiest cock I ever knew.” Her eyes were alight as she tied the bandage around Ashley’s arm. “What’s the matter? Not seeing what’s so funny here. Do you not like cocks or something?”



Ashley wished she could give an honest answer to that question, but that would require her to stop laughing.







“Over here, I’m open!” Dylan shouted, standing at the end of the hall and waving his arms.



Ashley could do nothing but sputter as a bundle of her laundry flew over her head and across the hallway. She would have jumped for it, but the flimsy towel she held around her chest kept her grounded.



“I’ve got your underwear!” Taylor yelled in an obnoxious sing-song, prancing at the other side of the hallway.



Craig guarded the entrance to the guest room, sticking his tongue out, so it wouldn’t be easy to just get to her bag either.



Ashley took a deep breath. She could wait until help arrived… but she couldn’t let those brats get their way. She could deal with this, even if it meant showing a little skin.



She backed into the bathroom briefly, and grabbed another towel. With her weapon in hand, she slowly stalked towards Dylan. He held the bundle, and as soon as he raised his arms to throw it again, she flung the extra towel into his face, then sprinted forwards, snatching the bundle of clothes from his arms.



The towel she was wearing slipped off her but she was already around the corner, and there was an open door she could run into, all she had to do was—



She collided with Sam, and fell backwards onto her rear.



Sam just smirked.



Ashley felt herself burn to a crisp. “I’m sorry, I’m, uh…”



“Come on now, Ash,” Sam said, laughing. “I live with the brats, I know how they work. Go ahead and get dressed, and I’ll go give ‘em all a whooping.”







“Hang on now, Ash,” Sam said as she wrapped her arms around Ashley from behind.



The week had passed by in a blur of work, work, and more work. It was intense, repetitive, dull, dirty, and mind-numbingly boring. But in a way, it was almost soothing. The ache of her muscles after a long day, the knowledge that she had accomplished something and done a good job. It wasn’t much, but it made her feel grounded in a way she never had before.



It wasn’t all just cleaning stables, either. Sam showed her how to gather chicken eggs, how to milk cows, and how to brush the horses. She was taught how and when to feed the animals, when to let them out to graze and how to call them back at night. She learned how to properly weed a garden, and dozens of other small farm chores.



Sam was patient. She gently corrected Ashley’s mistakes, and showed her how to do it over and over again if she was having trouble. She was there with water when Ashley needed it, told her to take a break when Ashley was ready to pass out. They would have lunch together, sitting on the fences, faces caked with sweat and grime, as Sam passed out homemade sandwiches.



But now it was the weekend, and Sam apparently ‘didn’t work on the sabbath.’ Ashley had been planning to just sit in her room all day reading and resting her tired body, but Sam had offered to show her the rest of the farm instead. Their mode of transport, however…



Hundreds of pounds of muscle and power rippled beneath Ashley’s legs as the horse plodded forward. She squeezed her eyes tight and gripped the saddle horn, trying not to think about how easy it would be for the beast to buck both of them off so they would fall and break their necks.



Sam let out a quiet sigh. “Come on now, Ash. Trevor can tell you’re nervous. I mean, he doesn’t care because he’s a stubborn old fart, but he can still tell. Relax a little. Everything’s gonna be alright. I’ve got you.”



Ashley took a deep, shuddering breath as Sam continued to press tightly against her from behind. The girl’s warmth seeped into her, and for some reason, Ashley wanted to believe her words. She could handle this. She forced open her eyes, watching the rolling waves of grass swaying in the wind as the horse made its way along a muddy trail.



“You’ve got so much land,” Ashley murmured. It wasn’t the kind of immensity that stretched to the horizon—she could clearly see the suburbs in the distance, right up to the edge of one of the fields—but it filled her with a sense of awe nonetheless.



Sam kicked the horse, causing him to speed up a little. “My great grandpappy built this farm with his own two hands, and the land’s been ours the entire time. The way the city grows, it’s at a premium these days. Government wants it bad, too. Could fit a lot of shopping malls in these here fields.”



Ashley glanced behind her to find Sam staring at the suburbs, her eyes narrowed and hard. “It seems like… that it’s an entirely different world out there. Like your farm is in another time, another place. Completely cut off from the outside.”



“I dunno about that,” Sam said with a grin. “Guess you’ve been sticking around here on the farm, so I see how you’d see that, but I still gotta get the boys to school, to shop for groceries, to do business on the regular. World’s still out there, and not even this farm can keep it out forever. But I ain’t gonna give it up.”



Sam brought the horse to a stop on top of a hill, and once she had helped Ashley down, tied him to a nearby tree.



The sun was low on the horizon, framing the distant suburbia in silhouette, the orange rays reflecting off the water in a large pond below them.



Ashley sat down, and drew her knees in close. “I don’t want to go back,” she whispered.



Sam looked down at her, eyes soft, but she sat down and rested her hand on Ashley’s shoulder. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”



“I just…” Ashley sighed, shaking her heads. “Am I just dreaming, Sam? Everything here, you, this place, your family. It all seems so perfect. So unreal. How can this kind of beauty actually exist? It’s the stuff people write about, the places people escape to instead of reality.”



“Ash…” Sam grimaced, and looked away. “I suppose I can see how you’d think that, but it ain’t perfect here. Farm barely stays afloat, and it’d all be so much easier if we just gave it up and sold out. John and I work ourselves to the bone taking care of this place and the boys. If Ma and Pa were still around it’d be one thing, but I ain’t got a lick of business sense. I’m trying to learn, but…”



Ashley bit her lip, and lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be selfish.”



Sam let out a sigh, then wrapped her arm around Ashley’s shoulder and pulled her close. “Life ain’t perfect, no matter where you go. But I wouldn’t trade it for a thing. Not to mention having you helping out means a lot. Plus… well, I don’t really got a lot of friends. You’re pretty cool, Ash.”



Ashley felt her cheeks heat up, and she closed her eyes, resting her head on Sam’s shoulder. They sat there, together in that tranquil embrace, the warm summer breeze gently caressing them.



“My mom, she had… has a problem,” Ashley finally murmured, breaking the silence, and keeping her eyes closed. “Heroin.”



Sam stiffened, but stayed silent, squeezing Ashley a little tighter.



“I mean, that alone is pretty shitty, I guess,” Ashley said, barking out a bitter laugh. “Always fun when you get home from school to find out that your food stamps have been traded for drugs. She had her moments when she was alright, but…”



Ashley sniffed, and squeezed her eyes even tighter. Tears began to run down her cheeks. “She started pushing me, to work for her dealers, to run drugs for them. I ran away instead.”



Sam let out a long held breath. “Oh, sug…” she murmured.



“I don’t even know why I’m telling you this, Ashley said as she rubbed at her eyes. “Everyone has their own shit to deal with, right? What’s one more girl from a broken home?”



Sam turned Ashley so they were looking at each other, and gripped her by the shoulders. “Listen here, Ash. I care, alright? Nobody should have to go through something like that. Family is suppose to be there for you. I know we ain’t known each other long, but if there’s any way I can be there for you, I’ll do it.”



Ashley’s heart felt like it wanted to wrench itself out of her chest. “I don’t understand. Why?”



“Well…” Sam’s cheeks colored, and she rubbed at the back of her head. “Because it’s the right thing to do? Because you’re a good person? Because I want to? Because I like you? I dunno. Do I really need a reason beyond that?”



Ashley closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt Sam move closer, felt those strong arms wrap around her slender frame. Ever since she had run away, she had been carrying all this on her own. And even though some part of her mind still screamed at her not to trust anyone, she knew she could. She trusted Sam.



She looked up, and saw Sam’s gorgeous blue eyes looking down at hers. It all felt right, somehow.



Ashley leaned forward and pressed her lips against Sam’s.



Her lips were soft, and tasted faintly of the grass pollen that was floating all around them.



When she finally pulled away, Sam was wearing that cocky grin of hers again.



“Oh god,” Ashley blurted out as the reality of what she had done hit her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”



Sam leaned down to kiss her back, but this time the angle was awkward and their noses bumped together..



Ashley yelped in pain and surprise and fell to her butt on the grass below.



They stared into each other’s eyes for a few moments, before they both burst out laughing.



“So, uh,” Ashley said, wiping tears from her eyes as her laughter died down. “I guess you’re gay too, then?”



Sam rolled her eyes. “I ain’t a fan of labels. People is people, and love is love, right? Does it have to be more complicated than that?”



“I suppose so,” Ashley said, taking Sam’s offered hand to help her back to her feet. "But I'm Team All-Lady."



“You do you, sug,” Sam said, grinning. “Whatever you are, you're fine by me.”



Ashley laughed.



Sam laughed with her.



Ashley kissed her again.
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         "Another waterspout, captain!" Daisy shouted from the crow's nest. "One point abaft the port beam!"



Duncan spun to the left and snapped the spyglass to his eye. "Damn it, Yorick," he muttered. "Where can they be coming from?"



"Damn," the human skull strapped to the drum above the ship's wheel muttered in that sand-rubbing-against-sand whisper of his. "Very much damn."



With a sigh, Duncan shot his navigator a glare. Yes, Yorick was the finest quartermaster on the seventeen seas, but he did have a tendency to get cryptic now and again. Which made sense, Duncan supposed. Vehemence was, after all, Yorick's crypt...



He shook his head and focused his attention back along the series of waterspouts that stretched down from the cloud cover behind them to swirl and gyrate over the gray, heaving sea. "Bear to starboard, Helm," he told the rakshasi at the wheel. "What does that make our heading now?"



Matyama growled, and Duncan glanced over at her, her orange, black, and white fur bristling along the back of her thick neck. "Due north, captain." She popped a claw from a forepaw and tapped it against Yorick's cranial sutures. "Much as I hate to agree with bone-breath here, this ain't like anything I've seen in twenty-five years crossing the Teldmark." Raising her snout, she sniffed the damp air, her whiskers spreading. "Maybe I wouldn't go so far as the call it damned, but it is damned unusual."



"Herded," Yorick said, his teeth rattling.



"Yes." Duncan hadn't wanted to say it out loud, but he'd been thinking the same thing during the two hours since the first waterspout had dipped down just off the port bow and had forced the first of the now eight course changes that had brought the Vehemence away from following the easterly trade winds toward Port Tropolis and the completion of his third voyage as captain.



He pulled at the beard he'd been trying to grow this trip and shifted his shoulders against the thick black wool of the coat that still felt too big for him. Mother would hoot with laughter about all this, of course. She had plenty of stories from her days as captain of the Vehemence, an old heavy frigate she'd bought four decades ago when the Larissian navy had decided that a hundred and fifty years without a major conflict on the planet meant that they could downsize a bit. Removing more than half the artillery had freed up quite a lot of space; she'd had it refitted for cargo, and the ship had become the flag vessel of the Hale Transport Line.



Duncan collapsed his spyglass. "Let's keep it steady as she goes for a while, then, Helm."



"Aye, sir." Matyama's tail lashed. "Though might be you'd best request that of the clouds."



Stepping to the bridge railing, Duncan looked down at the roughly three-dozen men and women, both human and non, of the starboard deck crew going about their afternoon watch duties. Most of these folk had sailed with Mother—some, like Yorick and Scupper, the joke-telling tentacle monster who kept the galley, had been with her from the very beginning—and Duncan had come to think of them as friends and colleagues during his eight years working up the ranks. So they deserved to know as much about what was going on as he did.



Which was to say as little as he did.



With a touch, he activated the spellspot embedded in the railing and winced as the blue fire of the loudspeaker magic flowed up his arm—it had a soundless hum to it that always rattled his teeth as it amplified his voice and image throughout the ship. "Attention, crew: this is the captain."



On deck, some folks turned to face aft, the rest continuing their work of setting the sails to catch the wind on this new course, though their pricked ears and shifting eyes let Duncan know they were paying attention. Putting on a smile, he exaggerated the upper-crust accent his father had worked so hard to instill in him: "We seem to have run into a bit of odd weather. Or rather, because I think running into it mightn't be the best of ideas, we'll be doing what we can to give it a miss and—"



"Captain Hale!" Daisy's croak rang out. "Two more spouts! Directly athwartships both port and starboard!"



He forced himself to merely glance up at the crow's nest, Daisy's glossy black wings standing out against the clouds and pointing at right angles to Vehemence's current direction of travel. 



And that just about settled it in his mind. "Now, unless I miss my guess," he said, widening his phony smile, "we're being issued an invitation of some sort. And while I'd hate to stand accused of being a poor guest—" His gaze sought out the pixie hovering beside the main mast in her red handkerchief of a uniform. "Lieutenant Darling?"



She snapped to attention and shouted, "Sir!" with a timbre that he'd witnessed etching glass.



"I'll be calling action stations at this time."



"Sir!" the lieutenant shouted again, and as mustering cries went up, the air of the ship changed, the crew moving to general quarters with the ease of folks who had done this same thing with these same people for years. And while Duncan had been through his share of drills—and even a few engagements—when serving before the mast, it made the breath hitch in his throat to be the one giving the order.



Stepping back to the wheel as Daisy let the ship know she'd sighted two more waterspouts flanking them on either side, Duncan took his position beside the tigress demon at the helm. "You rakshas have a word, I believe, Matyama, if you'll excuse my terrible pronunciation: bhaya-sanketa."



"Forgiven, sir." She didn't look at him, her gaze instead running up and down the three masts, but she did grin. "But the actual term you're looking for is—" And she rumbled out a set of syllables Duncan was sure he could never even approximate. "My favorite translation is 'trouble magnet.'"



Yorick rattled his jaw. "'Danger drawn.' More poetic."



"Our little pedant." Matyama tapped the skull with a claw again. "Of course, your ma always preferred to say it was adventure that sought you out insteada you seeking out adventure."



Duncan couldn't help blinking at her. "Were you accustomed to discussing me with my mother?"



Matyama shrugged. "Many a long watch it was with just her and me and bone-breath to keep each another company, so naturally she and I talked of our kits." Her ears folded, and she called over her shoulder. "Ordinary!"



Oliver, a teenaged boy whom Duncan himself had signed aboard at the start of this voyage three months ago, hopped to his feet from where he'd been sitting along the railing. "Aye, Helm!"



She nodded forward. "My compliments to Bosun, but could he perhaps let out the main topgallant a  bit? This is a fluky enough course without our sails being half-rigged."



"Aye!" The lad bounded down the stairs.



"Really?" Duncan eyed the ship's uppermost sail. "She looks fine to me."



"She is." Matyama's voice got very quiet. "I know how much you hate taking compliments, sir, so I wanted to send the lad away afore I told you how proud your ma's always been of you and how she never wanted any other to take Vehemence once she stepped down."



"Truth," Yorick murmured.



All Duncan's anxieties leaped to the fore—he was at best an Able-body among this crew; his weird luck made him the worst possible choice to captain a merchant vessel; nothing he'd ever done in his life could justify him ordering around any creature more intelligent than a goldfish—but when Matyama turned and gave him as gentle a smile as he'd ever seen on the rakshasi's scarred muzzle, he forced them down. "Duly noted, Helm, Quartermaster." He opened his spyglass again and focused on the newest portside waterspout. "And thank you."








They sailed on into the first dogwatch in this style, two more waterspouts appearing port and starboard at regular intervals and always at roughly the same distance from the ship. Duncan had asked Yorick early on if any known landmass lay along their current course, but the skull had only replied, "Doldrums."



But as bell had followed bell and the wind had kept up, Duncan had gotten itchier and itchier. "If these are the Doldrums," he finally asked, "wouldn't we have floats of sargassum weed tangling up the rudder and clinging to the keel?"



Yorick didn't reply, but Matyama nodded, snapping a chunk of meat from the bowl of stew Scupper's disconnected tentacles had been bringing up to the deck crew since three bells. "Whoever's issued this invitation, sir, well, I'm thinking if they can drop waterspouts any whichway they wish, they can clear the seaways and keep us under a favorable wind to get us wherever—"



"Land, ho!" Daisy cawed from above. "Dead ahead, captain!"



Duncan rushed to the rail. "Eyes aloft!" he shouted, whipping out his spyglass and focusing as best he could though the sheets and ropework. He could only make out a blur along the horizon, but the reports that Daisy started relaying down from the birds of prey who served as lookouts soon gave him a clear enough picture: a low island, rough, rocky, devoid of any vegetation, and perfectly crescent-shaped. About three miles in circumference, it wasn't more than half a mile across at its center, and the points of the crescent came together to form a narrow entrance to the inner harbor.



"Unnatural," Yorick said.



Matyama made a rude noise with her mouth. "And damned, too, I suppose?"



The skull again didn't reply, but more reports were coming in now as they drew ever nearer the place. The island appeared to have two structures: a large wharf jutting out straight and true from the crescent's center, and a building that the lookouts described as a mansion—"Five stories tall if it's an inch, sir, and broad enough to cover two football pitches!" Daisy shouted, relaying the words that only her crow's ears could pick up from the high-flying lookouts. "And built entirely of black stone!" The harbor, they said, looked easily deep enough for Vehemence to enter, and the wharf stood exactly high enough to reach the quarterdeck.



Which was as much as Duncan needed to hear. "Lieutenant Darling to the bridge!" he called, then aiming his voice toward the crow's nest, "All eyes to deck!"



As Daisy shrieked the order upward, a whooshing breeze brought Lt. Darling swooping over the bridge rail. "Sir!" the pixie shouted in what she no doubt considered a reasonable tone of voice.



But Duncan knew there wasn't time for another go-round with her about that. "Our potential hosts," he said instead, "seem to have spared no effort in making their intentions known. My question to you three is: do we accept their invitation?"



"No, sir!" barked the lieutenant. "Flying blind into a situation like this is only going to further endanger this ship, her crew, and her cargo! Speaking freely, Captain Hale, I recommend dropping anchor, heaving to, and waiting broadside with cannon ready for their next move!"



"Sail in," Yorick whispered, but his words seemed to reach Duncan's much more clearly than the lieutenant's. "No choice. These could destroy us with a finger twitch if they've fingers or not."



"Well, that's it." Matyama's big shoulders went up and down. "That I'm agreeing with Yorick yet again has at last convinced me: this place is damned."



Duncan nodded. "Very well. We'll continue on to dock. At that point, Darling, you'll have the conn while myself, Quartermaster Yorick, and Second Mate Matyama go ashore." He held up a hand, Darling's sky-blue face reddening to purple. "I know you'll keep Vehemence safe, lieutenant, and if she needs to fight or run, I'll want you at the helm. For now, though, return to station, if you please."



She vibrated another moment, then snapped out a salute. Duncan returned it, and she whisked away back down to the main deck.



"Just my luck," Matyama rumbled. "A formal mess, and my dress wear's at the cleaners."



"Party hats." Yorick made the whistling sound that passed as his laughter. "You and Captain can borrow from mine."



With a laugh that he tried to turn into a snort, Duncan moved to the rail and touched the spellspot. "Well, since our hosts have gone through so much trouble to prepare a berth for us, it would seem rude not to use it." He dropped as much of his act as he dared without letting the crew hear the tremble he felt in his voice. "We'll dock lightly, however, and Lt. Darling will be officer of the deck here on the bridge. I'll remind one and all that the safety of the ship is our first standing order and will ask port watch docking crews to report to stations." He pulled his finger away from the spot and shook the crackling remnants of its blue fire from his sleeve. "Take us in, then, Helm."








The waters of the harbor looked more like glass, Vehemence's wake smoothing out and vanishing in a way Duncan had never seen before. The wind died, too, just before Matyama could start giving her 'heave to' orders, and they coasted to a stop at exactly the embarkation point of the quay. Matyama turned the helm over to Lt. Pavichenko, a man Duncan had worked with when he was a midshipman and Pavichenko was an Able-body new to the crew, and Duncan unstrapped Yorick from his post above the wheel.



Petty Officer Grizelda, the griffin who'd been the ship's Master at Arms for as long as Duncan could remember, stood at the brow. She gave a clipped whistle and a salute; Duncan shifted Yorick into his left hand, returned the salute, and stepped out onto dock, Matyama looming in a very comforting way behind him.



The mansion sat exactly as the lookouts had said: alone on the entire island; squarely at the land end of the wharf; and with every column, porch, and balustrade seemingly carved from a single titanic chunk of matte black stone. Duncan pushed out a laugh and started forward. "At least there's no question where we're to go."



"No masking now," Yorick muttered. "In this place, be Captain Duncan Hale, not a carnival mirror image of Captain Gloriana Hale."



Matyama said nothing, but as soon as they'd progressed far enough down the quay so only the sharpest eyes on board might see it, Duncan felt her paw rest for half a heartbeat against his shoulder.



Fighting off the urge to reach for it and put it back, he jerked a quick nod and continued.



As they approached it, the mansion seemed to grow larger than the physics of such a situation would've allowed, and by the time they'd reached the end of the dock, the place had swollen to dimensions that put to shame every old-world palace Duncan had toured. A storm cloud was all he could think of to liken it to: dark and glowering and more moving toward him than he was moving toward it.



With a swallow, he mounted the first of the wide, black steps, his knees getting a bit shaky as the front doors, taller than Vehemence's main mast and broader than the entire ship, came closer and closer. Reaching at last the porch before them, he almost wanted to call for a rest break, but instead he led the way across the slightly crunchy stone, raised the hand not holding Yorick, and knocked three times.



The surface felt cold and crumbly as old snow against his knuckles, but it didn't crack or flake off or anything of the sort. The doors simply and soundlessly swung open, the interior beyond even darker than the exterior had led him to expect.



A warm puff of breath washed over the back of his head. "No butler," Matyama said. "Must mean they're an egalitarian bunch, eh?"



This time, Duncan didn't try to cover his laugh, and crossing the threshold, he stopped to let his eyes adjust—



And found he didn't have to, hazy light streaming down from somewhere above them to sparkle through the dust-filled air that seemed to fill the single vast room around them. A quick glance left and right confirmed that the only feature in the entire hall lay directly ahead: a dais carved from the same black rock atop which stood a solitary throne of a simple, square, and painfully austere design, although it being perhaps twenty feet tall at the back added some character to it.



Something shifted on the throne's seat, and Duncan's gaze moved down to see a figure nearly lost amid the plain grandeur surrounding it, robed, cloaked, and cowled completely in black as it was. A single head, as far as he could tell, without shoulders, arms, a torso, and legs with what appeared to be a single knee joint. Humanoid, the biology books still called such a shape, something that had caused Duncan to fidget in school though the planet's non-human beings used the term as well. Some with more rueful a chuckle than others, but still...



He shook his head, the scene making him feel stuffed with cobwebs. Starting across the room toward the dais, he put on as bright a smile as he could manage. "Good evening! I'm Captain Duncan Hale of the merchant vessel Vehemence." He raised Yorick with one hand and gestured back to Matyama with the other. "These are my First and Second Officers, Yorick and Parrarakash Matyama. I believe you wished for us to call upon you?"



The figure cocked its head so slowly, Duncan wasn't even sure it was doing it till they'd arrived at the foot of the dais and he could see for certain that its position had changed. "Merchant vessel?" a baritone voice asked, rustling cold and smooth out of the air rather than issuing from the figure as far as Duncan could tell. But at least the tone meant he could stop thinking of the figure as an 'it.'



The voice went on: "Did you not call yourself the captain of the Vehemence? And isn't the Vehemence the deadliest warship ever to sail the seventeen seas?"



That made Duncan blink. "Well, she was, sir. But, well, times and tastes change, and—"



"Don't patronize me!" Their host flared both his arms outward, dark purple energy coruscating around at the end of the sleeves where his hands should've been. "You stand within the Temple of Destruction, Mayhem, and Death! I've been searching for my missing colleagues, and the massive amount of death your ship has wrought in the world has drawn my attention in a way that few other mortal workings have! I must know why, and I will unleash myself upon you all unless you—!"



"It is I!" Yorick's eyes flared the dark, flickering red of a bonfire's last embers, and he floated slowly up from Duncan's hands. "I have cheated you, Death, and I shall recline willingly within your embrace if you spare the crew!"



"The Hell with that!" Matyama surged to Duncan's side, her arms bulging and her claws unsheathed. "You'll have to get through me to take him!"



Yorick spun in place to face her. "Cease your prattling, beast! I felt my damnation calling me when first those seaspouts appeared!"



"The Hell with that, too!"



"Stop it!" The voice's smoothness cracked. "I'm not—! This isn't—! Are you two crazy?" Their host raised an empty sleeve, the edges of it curling to point at Yorick. "Your death still awaits you as it does all mortals, so no, you're not here about you! You're here because of the ship! I want the Vehemence!"



Something tugged at Duncan about their host's manner, something familiar, but it merely tickled at the edges of his mind. Hoping for more time to observe, he asked, "And what would you want the ship for, sir?"



"To retake my place in the world!" Their host leaped from his sitting position. "For I should be a storm raging to every corner of the map, falling upon all mortals and showing them the truth of my power!"



"Your power?" That was a key phrase; Duncan was sure of it. Because— "It sounds more to me like you're describing the powers of those colleagues your mentioned, Destruction and Mayhem. They've gone missing, you said?"



The figure on the dais went completely still—except, Duncan saw, for a shiver in the area of the chest, a shape pressing for an instant against the cloth, a shape perhaps as large as Duncan's forearm.



Cold certainty shot along Duncan's spine. A mask. This whole place was nothing but an elaborate mask.



He took in a dusty breath. "Destruction and Mayhem: they were your parents, weren't they?"



The shiver in the figure's chest again gave him a tantalizing hint of a shape, but then the entire figure was drawing back and straightening to a height of over seven feet. "You dare?"



"But you can't be them." Duncan stepped around the still-floating Yorick so he could fix his attention completely upon the figure. "That storm you mentioned? That's not you. You're the calm at the center, don't you see?" He moved his hands sideways in front of himself. "Destruction is the front of the storm, but when he's passed through, it's you who follows, picking up the dead he's left behind. Then Mayhem is the storm's trailing edge, stirring her madness among the survivors."



Silence filled the hall. Duncan turned his palms upward. "We've had no call to summon Destruction and Mayhem for nearly two hundred years, and my guess is they've moved on to another world more in line with their habits. But while your vocation remains, all this—" He waved at their surroundings. "This isn't you. You bring sadness and grief, yes, but you also bring relief and release. You're not meant to be storming the world from some fiendish redoubt, whether it be this edifice or my ship. You're meant to be visiting the world body by body, touching it, knowing it, changing it, and moving on. And that's a service we can assist you with."



"What?" all three of the others cried out around him.



"Indeed!" Duncan rubbed his hands together. "You come aboard the Vehemence as a passenger, and we'll take you away from this unhealthy isolation and get you back to doing what you're supposed to be doing rather than what you think you're supposed to be doing." He spread his arms. "What say you to that?"



The figure remained motionless for another pair of heartbeats, then the cloak and cowl began to slump, collapsing to the dais like a balloon deflating.



Duncan felt another chill—had he somehow killed Death?



But the hem of the robe shifted, and out from within it crept a long black tomcat, so lanky Duncan could see his ribs through his fur. His eyes shone with a green iridescence, and Duncan wasn't entirely surprised when two bat wings unfolded from his shoulders. Leaping aloft, he flew down to hover directly in front of Duncan. "I shall work my passage, sir," a softer version of that baritone voice said, the cat's mouth not moving at all. "But with that one proviso, I accept your offer."








A quarter of the way back up the quay with Yorick in his arms, the winged tomcat drifting along easily on his left and Matyama moving a bit more bulkily on his right, Duncan realized he'd forgotten two rather important details. He glanced left. "I'm thinking we shouldn't call you Death once we get aboard. Have you any other names we can use?"



The tom blinked those green eyes, shining even in the cloudy twilight, but it was Matyama who spoke up. "Mort," she said.



Duncan swiveled his head to look up at her, and she shrugged. "It's still correct, but it won't be so 'on the nose' with the crew." She gave a grin that showed most of her various teeth. "Not many polyglots among 'em."



"Perfect," Yorick added, and Duncan had to agree.



"Yes," that shimmery voice said, the cat's whiskers curling into something that might have been a smile. "That will do nicely."



"And secondly," Duncan pursed his lips. "I can't think how we're to muster you. Normally, we sign new crew on as Ordinaries, but I doubt there's anything of that word about you. A more experienced recruit, we would call Able-bodied, but, well—" He gave Mort an appraising look. "I'm going to guess you've never been to sea before."



Mort shook his head. "Mother and Father preferred that I do my visitations remotely. I've not physically left the Temple in thousands of years unless I was accompanying them on one of their sorties."



Trying not to grind his teeth—anything that made the paperwork more difficult in this job, he'd discovered, was to be avoided at all costs—Duncan wracked his brain. "Then what berth can we give you? What station would be—?"



Yorick vibrated against his chest. "Ship's cat. We're done."



Matyama gave a full-throated guffaw. "Perfect! We've quite a crowd of non-sapient bugs and rodents nosing around belowdecks. Likely you can just flick a whisker and dead 'em up good, huh?"



Mort's ears folded. "I don't take those whose time hasn't come."



"Well?" Duncan raised a finger. "You're the final authority on these sorts of matters, aren't you?"



"Mother and Father always said—" He stopped and swallowed. "But no. As you showed me, Captain Hale, this has all been about me becoming me." Another possible smile slid onto the cat's face. "So I shall begin by applying myself tooth and claw to whatever you designate to be vermin."



"Baby steps," Yorick said, nodding.



"And?" Matyama was stroking her chin. "If I recall the regs, Ship's Cat goes in the junior wardroom." She nodded at Mort. "Doc and Padre and the rest'll be just the crowd you need to show you the ropes."



Duncan couldn't keep from laughing. "Then, Ship's Cat Mort—" He gestured to the prow of the Vehemence, rising up now only a few hundred feet away. "Welcome aboard."
      

      
   
      Maelstrom


      

      
      
         	After the end of the world, there wasn’t much use for stoplights. But good habits die hard, and Molly held down the brake pedal as she approached the intersection, glancing both ways as she rolled to a stop before the dimmed lights. Maybe this time, there would be someone else there.



	There wasn’t.



	Sighing, she let off the brakes, peering through the cracked windshield of her dad’s old Ford as she rolled through the intersection. It was lucky for her the truck still ran at all; every other car she’d tried had been dead since then. The ones that weren’t on fire, anyway.



	Molly tapped the steering wheel with the palms of her hands. She didn’t know much about cars; truth be told, as far as she was concerned, they were things you put gas into and they ran. And sometimes oil. Cars these days were more complicated than that, she knew, but her attempts at resurrecting her own car had been less than worthless. Almost as useless as her attempt at resurrecting her phone.



	And resurrecting the people, but she tried not to think too hard about that.



	Molly glanced down at her radio and pushed the volume dial. It had come with the truck, as far as she knew, but it was as dead as her phone was. Either that, or it wasn’t even picking up static.



	“Could be worse,” she said to herself as she inched down the road into the center of town. Friendship had seemed like such a welcoming place on the map; off the Interstate by miles, a small little town in the heart of Wisconsin. Maybe whatever had happened to the world wouldn’t have found it.



	“Well, you win some, you lose some,” Molly said with false cheer as she rolled down the empty road, the only sound the chugging of the Ford’s diesel engine as she headed down Main Street. Turning her head to the left, she squinted. “Ooh, the school’s putting on a play. I bet they’ll knock ’em dead.” Her laughter sounded hollow even to her ears as she flicked on her turn signal, then hesitated.



	“No. I’ll come back to check later,” she said, shaking her head. “Sorry! I’m not from around here.” She lifted her hand to wave at the non-existent traffic behind her before depressing the gas once more, inching through the school zone at the mandated 15 miles per hour despite the lack of any sign of life on the streets.



	“And a motel. This town is welcoming. Sure must get a lot of visitors. No wonder they call it Friendship.” Her eyes flicked over to a nearby house. “Ooh, and a flag! If they know the flag code – and I bet they do…” Molly’s hand flicked her turn signal once more as she turned to pull into the empty driveway and coming to a rolling stop. Carefully putting the truck into park before turning off the ignition, she unbuckled her safety belt before reaching down to yank on the door handle and leaning into it with her shoulder, the door giving way with a loud, rusty creak.



	“Oh, don’tcha complain. I gave you grease in Eau Claire.” She patted the door a couple times before pushing it shut with a loud thump. “Okay, so, let’s see if anyone’s about. Hello?”



	Her voice echoed through the silent town as she walked up towards the front door of the house and lifted one hand to knock firmly. “Is anyone home? I haven’t seen anyone for three days and was just hoping to see a friendly face.”



	After standing outside the unmoving front door for a minute, Molly carefully looked around her in all directions before stepping off the concrete steps leading to the front door to peer in through a window. “Hello?” she called, tapping on the glass. “I promise I’m not some sort of monster or whatever is doing this.”



	Silence.



	After a minute of pressing her glass to the ear, Molly sighed. “Well, sorry to be rude. But if any of you are here, I’ll be down at the gas station filling up my truck. Would love to see a friendly face!”



	The old Ford creaked as she climbed back into it, the ignition cranking a few times before the engine rumbled to life. Letting out her breath, Molly cautiously looked back over her shoulder, before carefully backing out into the empty street, restarting her journey south.



	“Oh, well. Maybe they were in such a rush they didn’t lower their flag.”



	The town gave her no answer as she continued to creep down the street, slowly speeding up as the school zone ended, only to quickly put on the brakes again as she reached the next intersection, a darkened Kwik Trip sign announcing her destination. “Ooh, they never say how much gas is on their signs these days,” Molly fussed as she turned on her turn signal once more, pulling into the gas station behind a white van at one of the pumps, its owner slumped against the curb.



	Molly left her truck running as she climbed out of the vehicle, moving over to the fallen woman. “Oh, let me help you,” she said to the corpse as she bent over to grasp her by the shoulders and pull her out of the way, pausing only momentarily at the warmth still clinging to the body.



	“Just like the last three towns,” she said, sighing as she pulled the poor woman out of the way, checking for a pulse almost automatically as she laid her down.



	“Well, I know it can take a while to fill up when you’re dying to get going, but it’s supposed to be a metaphor.” Molly laughed nervously at her own joke before her expression fell, her hand flicking across her chest in the sign of the cross. “Rest in peace.”



	She returned to the luckless woman’s van, pulling the nozzle out of the van and carefully setting it on the curb before retrieving the gas cap and cranking it shut. Molly glanced back at the dead woman before climbing into the woman’s unlocked van and turning the key still in the ignition.



	Nothing.



	“Oh, well, the truck carries more anyhoo,” she said to herself as she pushed down the brake pedal, shifting the van into neutral and taking off the emergency brake before climbing out and moving behind it. Grunting, she slowly rolled the van forward into a parking space in front of the Kwik Trip.



	“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” she said as she moved back around the van to re-apply the brakes and remove the key before locking the doors. Heading back over to the prone woman, she knelt next to her as she slid the keys into the corpse’s pocket and gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Your van is right over there,” she said, pointing, before rising back to her feet and walking back to her own truck to move it into position and start pumping.



	“You know, I don’t know what I’d do if one of these didn’t already have a car there,” she said to herself as she listened to the precious liquid flowing into the Ford’s gas tank. Glancing all four ways down the empty streets, she shrugged before turning around and walking into the gas station store.



	“Hello?” she called. No one answered. They never did, these days. Still, it didn’t hurt to be polite. “I’m on pump number four.” Leaning against the counter, she noticed a slumped body on the other side of the counter. “Oh.” Moving around the side, she knelt next to the fallen clerk, reaching out to touch the side of his neck. Warm, but no pulse; just like the woman.



	“Well, I’ll just be leaving my payment when I’m done, then, okay?” she said, her voice echoing through the store as she shuffled towards the back to look over the racks of magazines and newspapers, carefully stepping over a second customer to do so. “Ah, sorry, just taking a look at the paper,” she said as her shoe brushed against his limp arm.



	Molly’s eyes quickly flicked past the glossy magazines to settle on the few newspapers on the stand. “Oh, the local paper,” she said, glancing at it before sighing. Five days old. “Bit out of date.” Her fingers slid over the other papers on the stand before settling on one of them. “Oh, this is from yesterday,” she said, pulling it out and setting it out on the counter.



SWATH OF DESTRUCTION ACROSS MINNESOTA



Millions feared dead; cause still unknown



By Ethan Anderson of the Journal Sentinel




FARGO – Police from around the state flooded Fargo looking for survivors, while an area 200 miles across around Milwaukee and Eau Claire and 400 miles along Interstates 35 and 94 have been ordered evacuated. There is no official count, but President Stevens said that millions have perished. The calamity has already been ranked as the worst ever to hit the United States.



The cause of the disaster is unknown. According to reports from members of the National Guard on the scene, every living animal in the city, from humans to insects, appears to have spontaneously dropped dead. While traffic on Interstate 94 was light, automobile accidents still stretch for hundreds of miles between Fargo and Minneapolis, and people in nearby communities appear to have died where they worked and went about their daily lives. “It’s like they just all dropped dead,” said Lieutenant Noah Johnson of the Wilmar police department, who travelled north to Alexandria, Wisconsin, to help deal with the disaster.




Molly looked away from the paper to stare out the window. It had all started out so simply – sleeping in because the power was out and her alarm clock didn’t go off. Her phone was uncharged, and her car didn’t seem to want to start – but it was only when she went to her neighbor’s house that she really understood what was going on.



Jessica had been dead for hours by the time Molly found her, but that hadn’t stopped her from trying to revive her friend. Nothing worked in any of the houses along the street, and everyone lay dead in their beds, save for the college students in the duplex, who were slumped over their computers.



	Licking her lips, Molly kept reading.



Information gathering on the tragedy has been impaired by the destruction of all complex electronic devices within the area. Widespread power outages have been reported over the middle and northern half of the state due to failure of electrical transformers, but simple electrically powered devices, such as flashlights, appear to be unaffected. The swath of destruction is not limited to ground level – planes flying over the area crashed, killing all aboard. It is unknown if the same effect causing the electrical malfunctions is responsible for the deaths, but the two appear to be related.




	Nothing worked. Eventually, Molly took her old bike out of her garage and biked to her parents’ house on the other end of town. It took hours, checking on people, trying unlocked cars, eventually giving up and just biking to where her parents lived, hoping that they, too, had somehow been spared.



	They hadn’t. 



It is unclear if there are any survivors within the affected area. While a handful of local residents have been found within the zone of destruction, it is unclear if they were present as the disaster unfolded, or merely entered the area after the danger passed.



While the initial catastrophe appeared confined to the town of Fargo, it spread several hundred miles across the state Tuesday, reaching the city of Minneapolis after nightfall.




	Molly laughed bitterly. There were plenty of roads out of Fargo, but she had to choose the Interstate. She still didn’t know what possessed her to try her dad’s old truck, but after sitting around for two days, she knew that she’d have to go looking for help. Turned out she made the wrong choice; if she’d just stayed put, she’d have been found by now. Instead…



	She could still see the expressions frozen on the people’s faces where they had tried to flee through the city ahead of whatever was killing them. The piled-up cars that forced her truck along the median.



Authorities have erected barricades along the major roads leading out of the cities of Minneapolis and Eau Claire. “We don’t know the cause of the disaster, but it will end here,” General Myers said during a press briefing.




	The barricades. The Interstate had been completely blocked off, and it was only through the use of backroads that she made it out onto Highway 29, then 73… now where was she? 13?



	She licked her fingers, then turned the page, flipping through the paper, looking for any useful information. Her chest rose and fell as she read article after article, eyes skipping past the pictures, satellite photographs…



	“Twenty to thirty miles?” she muttered. Folding the newspaper back up, she stuck it under one arm while reaching into her pocket with her other hand to fetch her wallet. “Forty should cover it, right?” she asked the man behind the counter, ignoring his non-response as she pulled a pair of folded bills out and set them on the counter.



	Stepping outside, she walked to the truck and threw the folded-up newspaper into the passenger seat. Pulling out her yellowed map, she spread it out over the hood, her hands moving over the paper. She spread her finger and thumb over the scale, then slid her hand between the Interstate and Friendship and shivered.



	“Not even twenty miles,” she said, wrapping her arms across her chest and shivering in the cool October air. Stumbling out towards the sidewalk, she looked down the long, empty road, narrowing her eyes as if she could spot the highway from here.



	A flicker of movement in the sky caught her eye. A plane? Her eyes widened. It was heading this way. Laughing, she ran to the back of the truck, reaching over the back to grab out her dad’s emergency toolbox. Pushing aside the jack and patching kit, she pulled out the old road flares. Fumbling it in her hands, she rolled it around, reading the instructions printed on the side in faded blue ink.



	After a few seconds, she yanked off the plastic cap and struck the tip, the flare bursting into life despite its long life in the bed of the pickup. “Hello!” she called out as she walked out into the empty street, waving the flare up at the sky, the stink of burning metal filling the clean Wisconsin air as she waved at the plane.



	Slowly, the plane began to turn, but as she watched, the contrail behind the sleek jet vanished. Its nose turned towards the ground, and slowly but surely it fell from the sky like a great steel brick, smoke and fire emerging from the distant trees where it went down.



	Molly dropped the flare and looked back at the map. Twenty to thirty miles…



	Quickly, she dashed back to the truck, grabbing the map and throwing it unceremoniously into the passenger seat before climbing in herself. The door protested loudly as she yanked it shut before she crawled over to the driver’s side, sticking her hand into her pocket to retrieve the key before jamming it into the ignition and turning the truck over. The sound of the engine cranking filled the suddenly oppressive silence smothering the town of Friendship before it finally chugged to life. Her hand jerked to the parking brake, then the shift, throwing the truck into gear as she stepped on the gas.



	A pop, followed by a scraping sound caught her attention, and glancing in her mirror, she could see the nozzle and hose falling out of the side of her truck and onto the cement. “Sorry!” she called back to the dead gas station even as she pulled out into the road. Her signal flickering, she turned north, glancing at the smoke and flames rising in her rearview mirror, as if she could see the deadly maelstrom behind her.








  	“Sir!”



	“At ease, Lieutenant. Has the source reached the spike strips yet?” General Stevens leaned heavily over the table, staring down at the myriad images flickering beneath its glossy surface, tracking the movements of his troops.



	“No, sir,” the lieutenant – what was his name again? – said uncomfortably, shifting his weight from foot to foot.



	“Well, what is the ETA according to the satellite?”



	“Never, sir. The source changed its direction of travel.”



	“What?” General Stevens slammed the palms of his hands into the table, thrusting himself up to glare at the lieutenant.



	“Satellite photos indicate it turned around near Friendship and headed north, sir. Satellite pictures indicate the source is already halfway to Wausau. They’re probably there by now, sir.”



	The general sighed heavily. “Is it evacuated?”



	“Yes, sir. But… the people evacuated to upstate Michigan, sir, and to Green Bay. They’re trapped. If the source decides to go to Green Bay…”



	“My God. Do we have anything up there?”



	“No, sir. And communication is spotty on account of the power issues, sir.”



	General Stevens groaned, lifting his hands to rub at his tired eyes. “Contact whoever you can. Have them set out road strips. Slow them down.”



	“Sir, I was wondering. Why can’t we just deploy mines? Or—”



	“We’ve already examined the options, Lieutenant. Mines won’t work; the damn things are made to be safe, shut themselves off after a few days, and that means electronics. We can’t use smart bombs, because they become dumb bombs and miss. Can’t fly over it; satellites are okay, but any aircraft that comes within thirty miles or so…” He shook his head. “No. The artillery was the best option. Take ’em out from over the horizon line.”



	“What about nukes, sir?”



	The general sighed heavily. “They’re too smart, too. And too small to reach. We used to have big weapons, but now they’re designed to hit limited targets. Even the B-83 only gets us a third of the way there. They’re working on something down at Oak Ridge, but it won’t be ready for a couple days, even if it kills half of Wisconsin.”



	“I’m sorry, sir.”



	“You’re sorry? Why the hell didn’t we know all this an hour ago?”



	“The spy satellites are optimized for operations over China and Russia, sir, not the United States.”



	“Ugh. Politicians.” The general sighed and slumped back in his chair. “Is there anything else?”



	“Captain Flores offered to keep an eye on the situation if you needed some shuteye, sir.”



	“I’ll sleep when I’m dead. Which will be soon, at the rate this operation is going.” He sighed again, staring down at the digital tabletop laid out before him. “Can you get me the latest satellite maps on here?”



	“Yes, sir,” the lieutenant said, saluting before marching off.



	Rising back up from his seat, the general sighed as he slid his hands along the side of the table. As the icon popped up, he quickly pressed it, the satellite image filling the screen, a tiny red dot at the middle of a huge gray circle marking the no-go zone. Leaning forward, he slid his fingers across the table, expanding the image as the dot resolved into a circle around an old pickup truck.



	“What the hell is in that thing?”
      

      
   
      Tempest Fugit


      

      
      
         ============================================================

Author's Note:

Trigger Warning: Rape.

============================================================





The problem at Stormcaller Tower 23 seemed obvious long before we arrived.  The wind-ribbons dangled limply from the underside of the zeppelin, and no flashes sparked in the blanket of clouds underneath us.  Those clouds were drifting in languid spirals, and through them I caught occasional shrouded glimpses of the windmills and lightning-spheres dotting the surrounding hills.  In other words, yet another broken binding circle. 



Nothing about this, though, felt routine.  The weather was at least 24 hours stormless, and there hadn't been so much as a single telegraph from the tower's caller — one "Val Wilkins," the records said — since then.  Val didn't come outside to greet our ship when we hailed the tower, nor was there any motion through the windowed walls of the observation deck.  And while it wasn't unheard of, out in the towers, for a loose storm to go berserk and murder their caller, this wasn't rampage weather.  Nor was there any sign of external damage on the four-story living space at the top of the tower, nor the several-hundred-foot pyramid of scaffolding that jutted up from the mountain to bring the tower above cloud level.



Before dropping a ladder to the tower's balcony, I thumbed the dial on my shock-wand to start the capacitors filling from the batteries, and I kept one hand on the wand's grip as I tested the pressure door.  Its handle easily spun, and it swung open on well-oiled hinges.  The kitchen and the telegraph room were both empty.  I glanced up the stairwell toward the observation deck, then drew my wand and crept down the stairs toward the binding room.



I was ready for an ambush.  



I was ready for a scene of carnage.



I wasn't ready for a naked woman lying in the center of the circle.



As I stood there, jaw hanging agape, she stirred and looked back over her shoulder at me — perfect blue eyes gripping mine from behind a curtain of golden-white hair.  She stood on alabaster legs and turned to face me.  I scrambled backward, hit my heel on the stairs, and sat down hard on the third step.  She lifted thin, delicately muscled arms, pressed palms to the invisible boundary of the circle, and leaned forward.  My eyes flicked down to the unbroken arc of runes in front of the sculpted curves of her toes, and then my mind raced through possibilities as I stood back up, finally settling on the only one which made any fragment of sense.



I swallowed through a dry throat, trying to keep my eyes fixed on hers.  "Val?" we both said at once.



Awkward silence reclaimed the room.  I cleared my throat and forced myself to look away.  Posters unfolded from the centerfolds of travel magazines plastered the walls — jagged mountain ridges, talcum tropical beaches, sun-blasted deserts, sun-dappled forests.  Paperwork littered the desk by the wall, along with novels and periodicals set into tall stacks — one of which had slid messily off the front of the desk next to a toppled chair.



She slapped her hand against the empty air at the border of the circle.  "Val," she repeated.



I gazed around the edge of the circle, as if there were some chance I was going to see anything other than a perfectly stable set of binding runes.  "No, ma'am.  My name's Remington."  I started to lower my wand — and then a creeping realization caught up to me: that there was a very real source of danger here, and it wasn't in the circle.  I quickly stepped forward out of the stairwell, flattening my back against the binding chamber wall.  "Val.  Where is … where are they?"



"Val!" she repeated, chest heaving in agitation, pounding both hands against the boundary.



"Stay calm, ma'am.  I'll set you free as soon as I know we're safe."  My blood ran cold.  Had Val set his storm free … or was this woman sealed in there with it?  If a rogue caller would do something so insane, there was no telling what they might do to me.  I lifted my wand, checking its power reading and hovering my thumb over the trigger.  "I need you to stay calm while I secure the tower.  We might be dealing with a dangerous individual indeed."



"Val val val val val!" she screamed — flailing palms, then fists, against the edge of the circle.  The glow of the runes began to shade from green to orange.



"Whoah!" I said, lunging forward, instinctively slapping my own free hand against the ward to meet hers, opening myself to the ontological bindings, pouring in willpower to stabilize them.  The woman blinked and jerked her hand back, gasping in short breaths through her open mouth, her stare penetrating my eyes.  Then she slapped her hand back to mine, fingers splayed, arm visibly trembling.



"You help?" she said.



I held her stare.  I needed the woman calm.  "I help."



"You promise?"



I glanced back at the stairwell, the hackles on the back of my neck rising.  This sort of noisy distraction was just asking for an ambush.  "I promise.  Now, I need you to be calm.  Can you do that?"



Her Adam's apple bobbed up and down as she swallowed.  "Yes.  Calm."



"You promise?"



"I promise."



"Wonderful," I said, whirling around and stalking toward the stairs, leveling my wand.  "I'll be right back."



I had already cleared the upper floors on my way here.  Unless the good Wilkins had found a way to climb down the tower without deploying the emergency ladder, that left only one place left for them to be — the lowest floor.  The stairwell and toilet were both empty, and the door to the living quarters was closed.  



I kicked in the door near its knob, and it flew open with a bang, wood splintering from the frame.  The room inside was pitch black, but I heard a yelp and a thump from the far end.  The room reeked of urine.  I stood in the doorway, wand pointed at the scrambling noises across the room, and fumbled for the light switch, heart pounding in my throat.



Click — a tableau of ordered bookshelves, strewn bedsheets, and one huddled form.



Val Wilkins turned out to be a rounded man in a rumpled caller's suit, with gaunt eyes, uncontrolled hair and two day's worth of stubble.  He was sprawled against the wall on the floor by his bed, staring blankly toward me with a look of undirected terror.  His eyes gradually shifted into focus as he blinked against the sudden light, and then widened in recognition as his eyes wandered around my uniform.



"Help me," he whispered.



"You, sir," I said coldly, "aren't the one that needs help.  Where's your storm?"



His eyes rolled side to side, and sweat began to bead on his forehead.  "No!  No.  Not mine.  Oh, gods, don't let her see me."



"Your storm," I said, pronouncing each word slowly and heavily. "Is it in the circle."



"By the Storm-Father's beard, I hope so."



I frowned.  "Who's the woman?  Why did you bind her?"



He began to laugh, high and strangled, in great heaves shaking his body.  "Don't you get it?  Oh, Eurymachus, who taunted the storm to gather its howls of rage as lift for his wings!  And then when he flew too high, he lost control and fell into its embrace!"



"Stop speaking in riddles!" I snapped, stepping forward and prodding his leg with the tip of my shock-wand, thumb hovering over the trigger.  "What's going on?"



Val's laughter wracked his form, shifting into sobs, and he crumpled into a ball on his side, arms hugging his knees.  Tears streamed down his face as he rocked back and forth, deflating like a ripped zeppelin.



"It's her," he whispered.  "She's the storm."








I climbed back to the zeppelin long enough to inform Captain Fairmont that there was a situation in the tower requiring the utmost delicacy and discretion, and that none of his crew were to descend the ladder.  If I did not check in at 24-hour intervals, or if anyone attempted to escape, they were to bring all weapons to bear and raze the structure to the ground.



While Val refused to go upstairs, he did calm significantly when I told him that the woman was still in the circle.  I handed him the flask of Scotch from my belt, watched him drain it, and prompted him: "She's the storm."



"Don't ask me," he said.  "Ask your eyes.  Far better for all of us that it's not true."



"If you trapped some poor lass in your binding circle, this is your one chance to come clean, or I'll prosecute your tribunal myself."



He barked a short, husky laugh.  "And how would she get here?  Brave six leagues of storm-ripped canyons and scale the tower?"



"Delivered on a zeppelin, no doubt.  I've heard how lonely the towers get.  Easy enough to grease the palm of a captain for some companionship."



"Check the manifests," he said.  "The last ship here was a cargo runner three weeks ago.  Last week's delivery never showed up, gods know why.  I'd have cleaned out the pantry eating for two."



"And how exactly," I said, "do you propose that one day you're provoking a bound aetherial spirit of wind to stir up the hurricane around the tower, and the next day it has somehow begun pounding hands against the ward and calling your name?"



He looked away.



"Assuming your wild story holds," I said, "what am I supposed to do with it?"



"Her."



"Her?" I asked caustically.  "Has she got a name?"



His face twitched.  He stared down at his hands, and said nothing more.








It was time to get her side of the story. 



She scrambled to her feet as I entered the binding room.  "Val?"



"He's downstairs," I said, picking up the fallen chair and setting it down with its back toward the circle, "and I am desperately attempting to figure out what in the Storm-Father's name is going on here."  I sat down straddling the chair, leaning my crossed arms over its back.  "May I ask your name, ma'am?"



"Name?"  She blinked slowly.



Then she opened her mouth, and what followed I can only describe as the fluttering of leaves in a breeze and the negative pressure of an approaching storm, punctuated by the low echoing rumble of distant thunder.  



I jolted, windmilled, and fell backwards off the chair, all thoughts of a hoax fleeing.  She blinked and pressed her hands to the wards again as I picked myself up.  "S-sorry.  Remeenton?  I am sorry, Remeenton."  She looked down with a very human sigh.  "That scare Val too.  He call me —" she pursed her lips around the unfamiliar syllable — "Kyohn.  Better for you?"



I dusted down my traveling coat with a weak chuckle, trying not to stall the conversation.  "Chione?  Oh, my.  A man of the classics, our Master Wilkins."



She stared blankly at me.



"… ah, never mind.  Well.  I suppose that renders my next several dozen questions moot, and brings us to the big one: what now?"



She blinked several times, then gave me an uncertain echo of a smile.  "… Val?"



Er.  I had meant that as a rhetorical question.  "I'm … not sure that would be a good idea right now."



Her face darkened, and my ears popped as the pressure in the room dropped a few millibars.  I thought I heard the distant roll of thunder somewhere outside, and a bit of yellow shaded into the green glow of the ward-runes.  "You make promise."



Oh, hell.  



I had, hadn't I.



Every alarm klaxon in my head began screaming.  I took a deliberate step forward, drew in a breath to steady myself, and pressed a hand to the wards.  "Chione."  I looked into her eyes, pulse hammering, and lunged for a way to buy time that wasn't entirely a lie.  "Val is … not well right now.  I am helping him.  Let me work."



She stared into my eyes.  The negative pressure slowly receded, and the wards returned to green.  "You are … doctor?"  She tilted her head.  "He … sick?"



"… Sort of?" Sick in the head, at least. 



She narrowed her eyes, then backed away to the center of the circle and curled herself up into a ball on the floor.  "You bring him better."  A spark flickered in her eyes as she glared past her knees at me.  "You make promise."








Val stood as I walked back into his living quarters, and gave me an imprecise chest salute.  He hadn't shaved, but his hair had been hurriedly brushed and he'd changed into a fresh suit.  "Mister Rand, sir.  I don't think that I got to thank you for —"



I closed the door behind me, then interrupted him with a stinging slap to the cheek.  "You son of a street-whore," I hissed, grabbing his shoulders and pulling him in.  "You tell me what you did to your shapeshifting spirit upstairs.  You tell me right now.  Because thanks to your cowardice, before I understood what was happening here I made a binding to help it in exchange for its good behavior, and what it wants is you, and fellow Caller or not, I am not about to start a rampage just to save your sorry ass."



His face blanched.  "Oh no.  Oh no.  Oh hell."



"My thoughts exactly.  Now start talking before I drop you with my shock-wand and drag you upstairs."



"No no no.  You can't do that.  I promised her —"



My fingers tightened around his clavicles.  "It."



He blinked rapidly and pressed on.  "I, I, promised her —"



"Wilkins.  In that circle upstairs is the ectropic manifestation of the surrounding countryside's atmospheric conditions.  Subtle perturbations of entropy given volition, and bound to our volitions, by applied thaumic pataphysics.  It can bring gentle rains to a thousand farms or generate electricity for a million citizens or turn this tower into a smoking crater, and whatever the hell it is, it most certainly is not a 'she', so you are going to finish that sentence in a way which does not dig us even deeper into this insane dilemma you created."



He swallowed.  "I promised it that … uh.  That."  He tugged at my forearms.  "Please let go."



I shoved him roughly onto his bed.  "Talk."



He cowered back.  "That if she … it … forgave me for everything I did, one day we could retire together to a little house in the hinterlands."



I opened and closed my mouth several times.



"It's not like she ever actually would have, though!  We were role-playing!  I bound her into saying it!"



I shook my head numbly, hoping that I could unhear his confession, but that worked no better than unseeing the woman in the binding circle.



"You sick little pervert," I finally managed.



"I know!  It was a mistake.  But you said it yourself, it gets so lonely out here!"



"I don't even know where to start.  Maybe with what possessed you to make that sort of promise.  I can't imagine you discussing mutual retirement with a gauzy cloud of ectoplasm, so … how long have you been making it look like some sort of nymph for you?"



His shoulders sagged.  "Six months."



"How did you even do that?  And what possessed you to interact in any non-essential way with something that wants to murder you in your sleep?"



Val suddenly sat up straight.  "Because I felt sorry for her, okay?"



I sagged back against the door.  "It."



"No.  Listen."  He pointed an accusing finger at me.  "There's no Tower ribbon on your shirt.  You think you understand Stormcalling, keeping the capitol sunny or bringing rains to the farms?  You don't know what it's like to … to torture your storm, because that's what we do day in and day out."  His lips curled into a grimace.  "We don't get your simple bargains.  To spin the turbines and charge the lightning-orbs, we've got to get them angry.  Humiliate them.  Hurt them.  Make bargains that we twist in the worst possible way, bargains that they regret but can't refuse.  And they seethe, and they glare, and the storm whirls around the tower, and we go to sleep knowing that if the wards fail we'll be ripped apart piece by piece, because we're monsters, we're demons, and it's all deserved a hundred times over.  So to hell with your condemnation of me finding a way to pretend I'm not terrible, for a few moments of escapism that nobody except Chione is here to judge me for."



He glared at me in the sudden silence.



"Uh," I said.  "So.  How did you do it?"



He crossed his arms and turned away.  "At first, it was just me reading to her," he said sullenly.  "Though she was definitely an 'it' at the time.  At first I thought that maybe it would get more upset if I taunted it with the things it couldn't have — that I'd have an easier time making quotas that way.  I started with some novels … some magazine articles … an Albion travelogue.  Then I hung up the poster that went with the Albion article.  I started hanging up all the posters. 



"But then one night I read her a feature on agricultural Stormcallers, right?  And I went to hang up the picture, and she howled and slammed into the wards, and I came within four degrees of rampage, and I freaked out, and I apologized, alright?"  Val's voice went soft.  "I apologized to her.  I said … I'm sorry.  I'm sorry that couldn't be us.  And I ran crying out of the room."  He closed his eyes, and his lower jaw trembled.  "Don't you judge me.  You don't know what it's like."



I swallowed through a dry throat, not certain what to say.



"I missed quotas for two weeks straight," he continued softly.  "The only reason the turbines didn't go dead is that I avoided the room entirely.  I think she got frustrated that I was avoiding her."



"Right," I said.  "Even a city storm will rampage if it stays bound for long enough without seeing its caller.  You were playing with lightning there."



"But I couldn't work up the heart to hurt her when I was doing the bindings.  That's when I got desperate.  Perverted.  Quotas to meet, after all."  He looked away.  "I've got girlie magazines here.  Who doesn't, alone in a tower for so long?  So I'd …"



I held up a hand.  "I don't want to know."



He swallowed.  "Right.  You know.  Up there."



"Wilkins, I just said …"



"Right, right.  But you need the context.  Another way to torment her with nice things she couldn't have.  And then one day I walked in and she just … looked like that.  Don't ask me how.  I have no idea."



"So, for six months, you've bound her to …"  My voice trailed off.  My stomach twisted into a tight knot.



He sat down on his bed, smiling sadly.  "What, like that's worse than the two years before it?"



I fumbled for the doorknob, yanked it open, and dashed into the hall.  I almost made it to the toilet before my lunch came up.



A few moments later, I heard Val's footsteps behind me.  He crouched over me.



"It's the ectropic manifestation of the surrounding countryside's atmospheric conditions.  Subtle perturbations of entropy bound to our volitions by applied thaumic pataphysics.  Whatever the hell it is, it most certainly is not a 'she'," he said quietly.  "Right?"



"Go the fuck back to your room," I snarled, and huddled in the corner for some time after he retreated.








Finally, I staggered back up the stairs — closing Val's door along the way, with a glare warning him to stay put — and into the binding room.  "Chione," I said.  "Chione.  We need to talk."



She shot upright again.  "Val?"



"I promised I'd help," I said, "and I'm going to help you in the best way I can.  Val is sick … very sick.  And you need to leave him.  I can unwork your thaumic casts.  Dematerialize you.  Return you to the worldstream."



The pressure in the room dropped again, and the wards shifted hue.  Her eyes narrowed.  "You promised," she hissed.



I slapped my hand to the ward, fighting off another round of rising bile, and tried to smooth the bindings.  My own thoughts were no less turbulent, though, and the warning tinge of orange didn't recede.  "Wait.  Listen," I forced out, hoping I could placate her with words instead.  "Do you know what Val did to you?"



"Of course," Chione said evenly.  "He made quota."



I balled my hand into a fist and pounded on the ward as hard as I could.  "Don't say that!" I shouted.  "You can't just … just … say that, as if it excuses things!"



The silence took on an ominous weight.  Her eyes bored into me.  I stared back helplessly.



"Can't I?" she said, and the ice in her tone burned inside my nose and throat and chest, and I stared into the yawning chasm of the black holes in the blue of her eyes, and for a moment — a long, awful moment — I felt the weight of the rage that had curled around Val and gnawed at his soul every night as he left the room.



"He did awful, awful things to you," I said helplessly.  "Don't reward him for that."



Her glare softened into a stare of appraisal.  Then she stepped forward and deliberately reached out one alabaster hand, placing her palm against the base of my fist.



"Do you think … he was first?" she said softly.



I held back a dry-heave.  I felt some tears spill down my cheeks.



"The first to do that, yes," I said.



"Do what?"



That stopped me in my tracks.  What had they done, in these last six months?  Realization hit: What meaning would sex have, consensual or otherwise, to an entity to whom it was a completely foreign construct?  Was there anything he could have even done to twist that?  Suddenly Val's earlier argument made a chilling sense: What could he have done that would have been any worse?



"He is … the only Storm-color … want better," Chione said, interrupting my thoughts.  "He is the one … show me why.  Sorry, Remeenton.  Cannot talk good.  But … I know.  I know why Val hurt me.  Now he stop.  We happy.  Happy bindings."



"But …" I said, and I couldn't voice a but.



She was right.  Wasn't she?  There was no way the Stormcallers would build him a binding circle, after all.  Not for this.  And once she got released from this circle, if he did do anything she didn't like, there was really only one way that could end up.



And yet … all of this was so very wrong.



She was silent for some moments, then shifted her hand to in front of my face.  "You help?"



I stepped over to the safeguards that controlled the feedback loop of the runic circle, defeated.  "Yes, Chione.  I help."








She was off to the stairs like a bullet from a railsling the instant the wards went down.  I walked up to the balcony level, ignoring the noises from downstairs.  If I was lucky, I'd gauged this wrong and I'd go down to find a crime scene.  If not, I didn't want to know.



I had the zeppelin lower down my boxes of supplies, then waved Captain Fairmont away, watching the engines bite the air and drive the balloon through the faded sky.  Then I went into the telegraph room — composing two messages and sending one.  Then I opened up the fuse panel, worked the main breaker out, and slipped it into my pocket.



I went back down to the binding room, sat in the chair, and stared at the empty circle until I heard two sets of footsteps coming up the stairs.



I didn't look back.



"Mister Rand, sir?" Val's voice said.  "Thank you."



"Don't thank me, Wilkins," I said.  "Not for being too much of a coward to unload my wand into your gut and then throw you off the tower.  I wish I could say with any confidence what the retribution for your crimes will ultimately be.  I do, unfortunately, know mine."



There was silence for a moment.  "I'm not sure what you mean."



"I was sent here to be your replacement if there was any issue which temporarily or permanently were to keep you from your sworn duties in this tower.  Chione seems to be rather a permanent problem in that department.  You are relieved of duty, effective immediately."



"… There's one small problem —"



"Furthermore," I interrupted, "I have commissioned, at considerable expense I might add, a nighttime pickup from the fastest runabout whose pilot I could trust to be discreet.  For Chione.  However, as I fear for the consequences were I to suggest she occupy it alone, I paid for two seats.  Destination, the eastern border.  And don't you dare thank me, I still haven't decided what to tell the Callers about you."



There were some whispers back and forth behind me.



"Thank you," Chione said.  I gritted my teeth and said nothing.



"I know you said not to thank you," Val said, "but it means a lot to her, so it means a lot to me."



"Just.  Go."



"Right," he said, and one pair of footsteps receded down the stairs.



The other approached me, and then Chione walked into my peripheral vision and crouched down alongside me.  She was wearing a caller's suit several sizes too large for her.



"What you feel?" she said.



I deliberated for a moment.  "Anger."



"At who?"



I didn't answer.



"Get the right angry," she said.  "Then make better."



Then she stood up and walked away.
      

      
   
      Bud, Blossom, Bloom


      

      
      
         I stopped before a tall black gate, dismounting as the guard meandered over. 



"Name and business?" he asked lazily, grounding his spear and giving my scholar's garb a once-over. 



"Ah, yes. I'm Flynn Rickard, here to kill the Sorceress." I fumbled a thin sheaf of papers from my belt, even as my eyes were drawn to the soaring white tower behind. 



"Hmm." He barely glanced at my identification before nodding. "Alright, seems fine." He waved, and the gate opened slowly. "Go on back, she should be in the south garden. Look for her by the pond." He passed back the papers and I let him take my horse. 



"Thanks." I nodded and stepped onto the tower grounds. 



The cicadas were singing in the trees and the sun threw dapples of shade across narrow stone paths. I wound my way through meticulously plotted flowerbeds, a lacework of blooms and topiary stitched into clever knots and winding patterns. A magical touch was obvious, there with blue roses, here with snowdrops in late summer. I felt the cool breeze off the pond before I spotted it, a refreshing whisper of moisture caressing the heat of the ride from my hair. 



I walked past a thicket of flowering cherries, and found the Sorceress reclining in the shade of a stone gazebo, a pair of crystal goblets floating by a sweating flagon and a  small notebook. magic, I thought. 



She was the picture of indolence, wrapped in a loose robe, dark skin stark against the marble. Her eyes were closed and she was humming a catchy tune, but she sat up and waved at hearing my steps. 



"Over here!" She smiled, and the crows-feet around her eyes folded into laugh-lines. "Ah, well-met at midday, dear assassin. Come, sit, drink!" The decanter poured me a glass of wine. 



"Hello." I sat, shifting uncomfortably. "Um, well-met, Sorceress." 



"Please, call me Rose." She leaned forwards, eyebrows crinkling as she took in my plain tunic and square cap. "A scholar? How strange. I was sure someone would try to kill me today." 



"Ah, well, um."



"Or is it a disguise?" She smiled and clapped her hands. "Who sent you? Zaftig? Vermillion? Videl? I really burned Videl good, last time I saw him." She laughed girlishly, tossing her long curls over her shoulders and for a moment, didn't look a day older than eighteen. 



"No, I'm really a scholar." 



"Ah." She pouted for a moment, but brightened up. "Then you have some time?" She spun the notebook, and slid it across the table to me. "Indulge an old woman, read me a sonnet or two before sending me off." 



"I can't help but feel you're teasing me." I frowned. 



She laughed at my consternation, but shrugged. "Very well then, what have you got for me?" 



I reached into my pouch, pulling out a plain dagger and setting it on the table. She stared at it for a long moment, picking it up and unsheathing the blade. She pricked a finger, expression shifting from curiosity to disgust. 



"Simple steel?" She frowned. "You could have at least used meteorite. I guess enchantments are a bit much to ask, but really." Annoyance crept into her voice. "Even a cedar stake might have been better." She shrugged, and parted her robe over her heart. 



"Hold, just a moment!" I produced a pencil and paper, but she barely paused a second before casually driving the blade home. It pierced her dark skin easily, coming out smeared in gore. She grimaced and tossed it on the table, flecking her notebook with blood. She clicked her tongue in annoyance, and stood. 



"You," she pronounced, "are boring! And you didn't even taste the wine!" She stamped a foot in frustration. "Begone." 



"But!" I looked up from a hastily scribbled line of notes.



"Out, out!" She pointed and waved, face darkening further. A chill touched me at the look in her eyes, and I scooped up the dagger and spun, scurrying away. 








I sat in my study, the low glow of the candles filling the room with soft light. The dagger sat on a tray to my left, pages of observations accumulating as it clotted and dried. I sighed, rubbing my eyes and trying to massage the crick out of my neck. My gaze wandered over the neatly organized workbench, reagents and chemicals marshaled in rows, tools and apparatus standing ready. All around, sheaf after sheaf of notes were meticulously filed, organized by date and subject into drawers, cabinets, and binders. The order gave me a momentary pleasure, suffusing me with satisfaction. One day, perhaps, all the world could be so cleverly set straight, boxed and indexed and understood. 



A knock on the door broke my reverie, annoyance redoubling the stiffness in my neck and starting it towards becoming a headache. 



"Come!" I called. 



"Flynn!" A tall, bearded man tossed the door open, striding casually in. His gaze flicked over the room, and my annoyance rose a notch at the careless incomprehension in his gaze. "So, my boy, what have you got for me?" 



"Ah, Master Pallas." I shrugged, noncommittal. "Well, that is to say, you see—" 



"Come now, Flynn." My patron grinned greasily. "Out with it! What secrets of the universe have you uncovered, what arcane secrets have you unlocked?" 



"I've told you, again and again, it doesn't work like that." I rubbed my eyes. 



"Ah, yes. Your 'scientific method'." He laughed. "Wait and see, you say. Wait and see."



"Yes." I nodded. "Please, give me some time. There's nothing in the world which can't be understood, if we only take the time to look and think." 



"So you say." Pallas shrugged. "Well, who am I to correct a scholar?" He laughed again. "But don't forget, Flynn, that I pay you for results, not research. If you can kill the Sorceress, you'll be famous." He grinned, and stepped back toward the door. "You'll be famous, and me? I'll be rich." He laughed his way back down the hall. 



I groaned, and turned back to my notes.








"You know, I don't think I got your name last time." The Sorceress was sitting a library when I next tried to kill her, surrounded by stacks of books. I skimmed a few titles as I walked in, but couldn't recognize the languages. 



"It's Flynn, my lady." She didn't offer me a chair, so I stood awkwardly, shifting from one foot to the other. 



"Flynn. Well, I hope you've got something more interesting today."



"I was thinking poison?" I opened my satchel, pulling out a small case and flipping the catch. I set it before her, an array of bottles and tubes fanning as it opened. 



"Better." She frowned, and waved me into a seat. "But for this, we'll need something to drink." She tapped the table and refreshments materialized, mist seeping from the floor and coalescing into a set of decanters and cups. "Now, let's see…" She scanned the box. "Hemlock, arsenic, mandrake, belladonna - oh, that one's fun - deathscap, monkshood, devils trumpet, Hmm?" She picked up a vial filled with bluish liquid. "And this one?" 



"Cyonic acid - highly toxic, supposedly painless." 



"Well, sounds good to me. Pick your poison?" She waved at the tray of liquor. I blinked, but eventually selected something amber.



"Whiskey!" She grinned and picked two small glasses, pouring each of us a jot. She popped the top off the poison, and up-ended it into hers. "You have good taste - I gambled with a giant for this, a bouquet of stars against a dozen bottles. It's flavored with tears squeezed from basalt, you know." 



"I didn't." I sipped the drink cautiously. It tasted like hard liquor to me. She knocked hers back in one motion. We sat in silence a minute. 



"So, how long should this take?" She frowned. 



"Um, no longer than an hour."



"Perhaps you'll indulge me this time?" She offered me a volume. 



"Ah, uh…" I looked at the neat script. "More poetry?" 



"Surely such a learned man as you can read?" 



"That's, well…" I coughed to clear my throat, and surrendered.








I stumbled back into my apartments as the sun was going down, glad my horse had a better sense of direction than me. 



For a moment I simply stood in the doorway, soaking in the aura of order and care that filled my workshop. The Sorceress had plied me with liquor, asking me about the city and the news, laughing at my fumbling attempts to string coherent narratives from the infighting of the nobles and the petty gossip the swirled around. I hadn't even realized it was getting dark until I'd asked after her health. She had simply shrugged, flipped the half-depleted poison case closed, and slid it back across the table. 



"By the stars, man!" I was jerked back to the present by Pallas' jovial greeting. He was sitting in my chair, feet propped up on my desk. I gritted my teeth at seeing my papers shuffled to the side for his fine boots. "You're drunk!" 



"A touch." I steadied myself against the door frame. 



"How goes the 'research'?" He smirked. 



"She is, apparently, immune to any classic poison and every new one I brought." 



"Well." He frowned. "Those weren't cheap, you know." 



"I know, I know." I waved him aside. "We may need to try magic next." 



"Hmph." His face darkened at that, but I swayed past him, heading for my bedroom. 



"I'm done for the day. Go dangle someone else from your purse-strings." 



"Hah!" He laughed at that, but let me go.








"Sorceress?" 



"Please, call me Rose." This time I had been directed to one of her workshops, a delicate maze of crystal and runes. I marveled at the wealth on display, wondering how many centuries she had spent collecting knowledge, power. 



"Of course." I hung my bag at the door, bringing only a sliver of gold with me. She laid down a pair of tongs, leaving a pot of molten glass over a burner and pushing goggles back from her face. 



"Ah, a soul-stealer?" She took the small artifact from me, and raised it to her eyes. "Sorry, but someone tried this last year." She shrugged, and drove it through her temple. A spark danced through her eyes, and she pulled it out, wiping it on a sleeve and handing it back. "Tickles, but these have been around a while." She turned back to her project. 



"Um." I paused as she picked up her tools again. 



"Ask, ask." She pulled a thread of glass as she spoke. "I just can't leave this sit, you know." 



"Right. Uh, I was wondering, how often…?" 



"Oh, someone tries to kill me every few months." She shrugged. "Most are less polite than you. They seem to think sneaking around is the way to go, even though I've left the guards specific instructions to allow anyone through who wants to try. It's fine as long as they don't steal my stuff, but I was picking teeth out of the balustrade for days after one thought she could… well." She sighed. "I hoped being up-front would make things easier on all of us. I mean, there's no reason to not be polite." 



"How many enemies do you have?" 



"I don't know if I'd call them all enemies." She deftly spiraled a tube into a condenser. "Sure, I've made a few, but just being who I am has made me a target. I mean, you're here for the reward, right?" 



"Well—" 



"No need to be shy!" She laughed like chimes. "It's substantial, I know. I think the king just doesn't like the idea of someone who doesn't answer to him living here. The rich are jealous, the powerful are bitter, the mercenaries and assassins act like it's a game. It keeps things lively, at least." 



"No, that's really not it." I shook my head. "Well, not all of it. I mean, my patron allowed me to try because there's a profit there, but I really only wanted to, to understand." 



"Understand?" She looked up sharply. "Ah, a scholar to the bone." 



"Maybe." I frowned. "I think there's nothing in life—" 



"That can't be understood if we're only willing to look and think." She grinned, nodding. "Of course. Themocritas would be proud. Are you an alchemist, then?" 



"A scientist," I answered meekly. "Perhaps a natural philosopher." 



"You study magic?" 



"No." I frowned. "Well, not yet, not as such. The 'rules' and 'ways'… alchemy, at least, is consistent." 



"Hmm." She turned her burner off, and removed her gloves. "To each their own, I suppose. See you next week?" 



"Mmm." I nodded goodbye, and left.








"Flynn, it's been months now." Pallas leaned over my desk, beard bristling. "Surely you've got something to show?" 



"Oh, lots." I fanned my notes. "Lots of things, that is, which do nothing." 



His dark eyes glittered, and I shrank back.



"Don't forget who feeds you, Flynn." 








"You're not even losing weight." I frowned at the scale.



"Oh, I've fasted before." Rose sipped a glass of iced water. "Once I was trapped under a glacier—" 








I sat, face in my hands, trying to draw strength from the order and consistency surrounding me. 



"Look, Pallas, she seems to defy every law I know of. Sure, it's possible to hurt her, but as soon as I look away, the effects are gone. Magic does nothing, or simply refuses to act." 



Pallas frowned, and placed a glass of water and a plate of dry bread on my desk. 








"I must say, at least you're not being boring." Rose slipped the silver manacles onto her wrists. I sat cross-legged on a nearby crate. The rain pounded down, pouring off the top of the tower. There was a snap and a thunderclap, and her curly hair frizzed slightly. "Although lighting, well, it's not like a Sorceress hasn't felt lighting before. But the silver was a good idea!" She pried the molten cuff off. "It got past my personal defenses, at least. Better luck next time!" 








"Haaaaah." I slumped in my chair. The files and apparatus surrounding me seemed to lean in towards my sigh, pressing on me with heavy expectations. Not much time, they seemed to say. Pallas wants results.








"Well, you can try…" She gazed at the stump of her finger curiously. "But…" 



I looked up from the digit I was holding, and felt my fingers close on empty air. 



"Ah." She waved her hand, now whole again, and shrugged. "No, I guess you can't take it home." 








"Flynn!" Pallas threw the door open, surprising me. I dropped a sheaf of notes, grimacing as they fluttered to the floor. 



"Yes?" I looked up wearily, too lethargic for proper annoyance. 



"This is it," my patron grated. "I'm done with you and your fooling. You have one more week, and that's it!" 



"What?" I sat for a second, face blank. "No! Please, just a little more time!" 



"I've given you a little more time, again and again! Have you even been trying?"



"Of course!" I jumped up, indignant. "This is one of the greatest mysteries in the world! What else would I be doing?" 



"Stalling, perhaps?" He sneered. "You and your laws and experiments, rules and tests! It's almost like you don't even want to kill her!" 



"Well, I—" 



"Hah." He strode up to my desk, and leaned in. "Let me guess. You've been looking for rules and reasons, instead of something that works!" 



"If she's ever going to be killed, we need to understand how she—" 



"No, Flynn." He cut me off with a chop of his hand. "No, we don't. It's not important why she lives. It only matters how she dies. Unless, of course, you're not really interested in killing her." 



"Again with that?" 



"Is it such a leap?" Pallas scowled. "I'm paying you, Flynn, for her death. But perhaps... perhaps you want more? You claim to eschew magic, but is that really the case?" 



"Pallas, I…" I trailed off, stunned. "You think I'm using you?" 



"Aren't you?" He scoffed. "Of course you are. But I'm using you too. My only question is, are you the tool I asked for? If not, I'll toss you aside. See how well you do, penniless on the streets. One more week, Flynn. If you can't kill her in a week, you'll either do as I say and give up on this, or you'll find a new patron." 



"…As you say." 



Pallas stomped out, slamming the door. I sat, watching my candle burn until it guttered into darkness. The order and structure surrounding me felt like bindings of iron and glass, tying me down, holding me in blackness. I finally rose with a sigh, and crawled into bed for an uneasy night's rest.








"Flynn, you're early." Rose was painting today, a selection of brushes laid out by a canvass in the garden. "What have you got for me?" 



"Um, well." I slowly lowered myself to the grass by her. "Actually, I, uh, I was wondering if you would answer a few questions." 



Her eyebrows rose in surprise. "No-one's tried talking me to death yet, I guess." 



"Ah, no, I—" 



"Don't worry about it." She laughed, waving my confusion away. "It's fine, it's fine. What were you wondering?" 



"I, well." I thought a moment. "Perhaps this is impudent, but I hoped you could tell me, well, how you do it." 



"Hmmm." Her eyebrows crinkled as she lay a few careful brushstrokes on her artwork. "That's logical, at least. But I'm not sure if I can answer." 



"Oh." I sighed. "I understand. It's not like you want—"



"No, no." She shook her head. "Sure, you're right, I don't want to die. But to be honest, I'm not really sure how I do it myself." She laid her palette down, and stretched languidly in the sun. 



"You don't… know?" I blinked, floored by the idea. "But you're the most powerful Sorceress, the oldest living mage, the strongest witch!" 



"Oh, sure." She accepted the compliments easily. "But it's not like I'm all-knowing." She frowned thoughtfully. "Though I do have a guess." She leaned back, tucking her knees under her. "When I was very young, perhaps ten or twelve, I visited a carnival." She grinned. "Wonderful things, carnivals. You can always tell a powerful wizard from a pretender by taking them to a carnival. The ones who really understand, who truly get it, will laugh and sing and go stare at the dancing bears and watch the fireworks with glee and hum along with the calliope and stand in line for caramel apples, and the ones who are going to fade in a few decades, well, they turn up their noses and strut and pretend getting a little mud on their shoes will lessen their worth.



"Not that I knew that at the time. It was a small affair, the sort which travels from village to village and scraping by with fire-breathing and juggling. But there was at least one real magician there. Master Cosmo. Oh, blessed Master Cosmo! He was, I think, the start of it all. 



"There I stood, next to the ring, where they'd let children in for a pittance. I was yelling and cheering with the best as the acrobats swung overhead, not so very far up in the high-top, when a crash of cannons and a clarion call brought in The Wizard. He strode from the back, wreathed in stars, his hair crackling and swaying with an ethereal breeze. He called up illusions for us, lifted boulders, drank fire. And for a reason I'll never understand, I caught his attention. 



"He walked over to us, the stars swirling around him, and leaned over the edge of the ring to hear our cheering. He pointed at me, and a star jumped from his fingertip to circle my head. And he yelled 'LIVE FOREVER!' at the top of his voice. 



"And I thought that was a pretty fine idea.



"So ever since, I've tried to live as that twelve-year-old would have liked, centering myself in that no matter what swirls around me. I watch the rain, I pick flowers, I drink lemonade whenever I'm thirsty, I buy food from street vendors, I go to carnivals and I laugh at the stars. And it's made me into a Sorceress." She stared off into the distance for a long minute. 



"And that's…" My voice was weak. "That's it?" 



"Aye, probably." She shrugged and picked up her palette.



"That's ridiculous." 



"Isn't it, though?" She laughed, full-throated and rich. "But that's magic for you. You can catalog the world, write out its laws and neatly index all of its pieces, and it still manages to surprise you, if you let it." 



"I don't think I can deal with that." I flopped down on the grass, mind whirling.



"If you think you can't, then you can't." She painted in silence for a few minutes. "Well, even if you can't, I hope you'll come by and see me off tomorrow. I'm planning to visit the north forests, to attend a parliament of owls. Should be interesting." 



"Ah. Of course." I nodded weakly. "I'll be here."








I sat at my workbench, papers arrayed around me. I was carefully sorting and stacking, stacking and sorting, collating notes and experiments by date and method and effect. As I worked, a pall hung over me. Had all this been pointless? I'd always told myself that the world could be ordered, understood, examined and explained, if only one was willing to look and think. But where had it gotten me?



I sighed, glancing around my room. The careful sequencing, meticulous ordering that I'd undertaken, the rigorous testing and looking and thinking I'd done had left me here, sitting amidst dry paper and not a bit closer to really knowing what I was doing, let alone why. 



"Flynn!" 



I jumped as my door flew open, and my patron stepped in. 



"Pallas?" I peered at him a moment. "You seem cheerful. I was just about to come find you." 



"Oh?" He smirked. "Giving up?" 



"Yes, actually." I sighed. "Maybe some things in the world just aren't meant to be understood, after all." 



"I could have told you that!" He clapped me on the shoulder, laughing. "But hey, Flynn, look what I've gotten." He pulled out a purse, popping the catch and tipping a green knot onto his palm.



"That's…" I paused, searching my mind. "A sleeping spindle?" 



"Yes, yes!" He passed it to me, careful of the points. "One poke with this, and they're out! Well, I don't know if it counts as 'dead' entirely, but it's worth a try." 



"Could be." I pondered for a moment, wondering. I'd tried poison and magic before, of course, and— no, that wasn't important. "But she's leaving. Today, actually. I was going to see her off, right after… right after finding you." 



"Good! One last shot, then." He tossed me the purse. "One last shot, and then you'll be done with it, right?" 



"…Right." I dropped the sleeping spindle into the bag, snapping it closed. "Yeah." 








"Oh, Flynn, you're just in time." The guard nodded as I reached the gate. "Better hurry, though." He pointed to the top of the tower, where an airship bobbed. "She's about ready." 



"Right!" I leaped down and dashed inside. 



I was out of breath by the time I reached the top of the stairs. 



"Rose!" I called, stumbling through the door. 



"Here!" she called back, waving from the deck of the ship. "Come aboard, come take a look!" 



I looked at the ladder and felt my legs ache, but started up once more. 



"Ooof." I rolled onto the deck of the ship, laying prone for a moment. She looked down at me and laughed, dark eyes sparkling. 



"Come on, Flynn, let me show you around." She pulled me up by one hand, and ushered me about, pointing and gushing. 



"It's not magic?" I asked, when I finally managed to get a word in edgewise. 



"Rather, it's not all magic." She grinned. "The heater is magic, the balloon is silk." 



"Huh." I stood, staring up. 



"Something on your mind?" She turned to watch me. 



"I, well…" For a moment I could see her, through her enthusiasm and excitement, as a child. Twelve again, dancing around the airship, simply overjoyed to be near such a thing, simply happy at the wonder of it. I felt the weapon heavy in my pocket, and the words slipped away.



"Come on, Flynn." 



"…take me with you?" I blinked, surprised by my own words.



"If you like." She shrugged easily. "But why?" 



"I've never been on an airship," I answered honestly. She grinned, but I continued. "And, well, ever since I looked up at one when I was very young - ten or twelve, perhaps, and asked my Da 'How does that work?' and he answered 'I don't know, but maybe you can find out', I've wanted to try." 



"But surely you know?" Her mouth quirked. 



"Oh, yes." I grinned, and leaned on the rail. "But maybe that twelve-year-old me, maybe he would like to ask some more 'hows' and 'whys', to things I've given up questioning." 



"You think so?" 



"I do." 



"Aright!" Rose clapped her hands. The engine started with a rattle, the lines loosed with a crack, and I nearly lurched to the floor as we started to move. She caught my shoulder and steadied me, laughing. "If that's what you think, maybe we'll make a wizard out of you yet." 
      

      
   
      The Stormwarden


      

      
      
         "Father?  There's a storm to the south."  



Tanya remained where she was, most of the way up the mast of the small fishing boat while squinting to the south where a wall of churning clouds was moving in their general direction.  She had loved the sea ever since Father had allowed her to go out with him on the boat, and despite a young lifetime of stubbed fingers and rope burn, felt her heart beat wildly with joy every time the sail spread wide and the flimsy wooden craft skimmed across the Mediterranean like the waterbug that Father had named it after.  This morning had dawned perfectly clear with only a few puffy clouds scudding along high in the sky to differentiate it from the blue of the water, but the distant wall of clouds was nearly as black as Father's obsidian skin.  It worried her a little, because the flags hanging from the Stormwarden's lighthouse this morning had predicted a light breeze out of the south, picking up as the day went on and only building into something that could be dangerous long after sunset.  Tanya swept her gaze across the rest of the visible sea and scooted higher on the mast of Waterbug, keeping one leg wrapped in the prickley main halyard to prevent an embarrassing crash onto the deck below.  Father had taught her the value of caution, and where other seafarers exalted in leaping from line to line where they could show off for the women on the docks, Tanya had followed his advice and not broken or sprained a limb from stupid exhibitions that he said were only carried out to attract the kinds of women foolish enough to fall for a sailor.  It seemed a little unfair as a comparison, because Mother had fallen for Father as much as any woman could, and she was a very intelligent woman.



They made an odd trio.  Father was as black as coal with a booming laugh and broad shoulders, always next to his little mousy wife, with what little skin she showed being colored a light creamy tan, as if she bathed in milked caffe, and followed by their tall, pale daughter with a shock of brilliant red hair.  It drew eyes from the other sailors and more than a few whistles as they walked through the fishmarket to sell the day's catch of anchovies and whatever else Father had managed to capture in his nets.  Gobies and eels mixed with bream or bluefish, they all brought in the tiny silver and copper coins that patched nets, bought beer, and kept their small and strange family intact.



Both Mother and Father were turning the capstan to bring up the nets, with Mother actually having taken off her encompassing abaya in order to put the full force of her small body into lifting the catch from the deep sea.  The puckered white scars that contrasted against her light brown side still brought a chill up Tanya's back with the thought that some man had used her as a plaything in that fashion, and it was only made worse by the look in her eyes when anybody asked about it.



She shuddered and looked out to the south again, trying to judge just how large the storm was sweeping towards them and how far away the port of Versillia was.  Father was an adventurous sailor, sometimes sailing far away from the shore in search of the perfect catch, so the bright dot of the lighthouse was only a faint glimmer on the horizon.



But the storm was noticeably bigger.  And growing.



"Father!" she called.  "Come quickly!"



"What is it, Little Fire?  Have you seen a handsome merman?"  Father's white teeth flashed in a grin as he looked up at her, but the grin vanished in an instant, almost as quickly as he scaled the mast while gripping the halyard between his toes.  The sail jerked with his weight, making her very glad of a tight grip on the mast, and even more grateful when Father slid at a totally unsafe rate down the halyard to land on the deck afterwards.  "Mousey, help Little Fire with the sails!  Bring her around and point us to port as fast as you can.  Dat is no ordinary storm."








The wind had picked up to a tearing gale, ripping and clawing at the short expanse of sail that Father was still running in an attempt to keep Waterbug's bow into the waves.  Mother had carefully tied each of them off with short lines while Father had wrestled with the halyard, successfully for now.  The roar of the wind was like some devilish monster, snatching away words and slashing the rain down like blades against her skin.  It was certainly no ordinary storm, for Father had stopped his perpetual attempts at humor in exchange for a grim determined grip on whatever line he was tying down while Mother helped her hold the bucking tiller.  The net filled with flopping fish had been dropped into the hold despite Tanya's first instinct to cut it away and keep the boat as light as possible, but as the water sluiced across the deck and the wind tried to flip them over, she realized that it was ballast against their lives.  



She should have been terrified at the storm, but there was something in the wind that plucked at the strings of her soul, caressing her like a lover promising that everything would be all right even as the crash and clash of lightning overhead brought prickles of pain from the sodden seat.  The vast forces of wind and water all around them felt as if two mighty armies were clashing, powers that could grind them into chum barely brushing against Waterbug's sides and tossing it like a cork.  Something beyond her comprehension moved in the storm, and she reached out, not with her hands that were locked to the tiller, but with her mind.  She might as well have been a mouse trying to guide a runaway horse, but the powers that struggled out in the maelstrom of wind reached back somehow, filling her with the shock of power as the wind directly outside of the boat eased slightly.



Mother's dark eyes opened wide, staring into her adopted daughter's face as if she were seeing for the first time, although she maintained her fervent grip on the tiller.  The crash of water against the boat eased as Tanya reached out even farther, grasping the power that flung the wind and water into a froth and channeling it through her body.  The wind shrieked in rebellion and slammed against the boat, tossing it up into the air before smashing it to the sea again and again, screaming at the reluctance of the thin wooden craft to separate into splinters and rags.  The storm roared its challenge above them as the boat tossed and turned, fighting against the young woman who thought she could tame the sea.  Back and forth went the waves, smashing and crashing as Tanya held on with every bit of strength she could muster.  The forces outside the small bubble of relative destruction would have torn the boat apart and killed them all by now, if she had not been able to do what she was doing.



Until the agonizing sensation of fighting the storm overcame her control.



And the storm crashed back in.



She was vaguely aware of Father, kicking the net filled with fish off the bow of the boat in order to act as a crude sea anchor.  



The snapping of thick lines holding the mast.



The look on Father's face as the swinging boom caught him across the chest with a crackling noise of broken bones.



The shriek of agony from Mother as she dove overboard after her husband, knife in hand to cut away the entangling loops of rope.



The crunch of the deck as the waves finally broke the boat into pieces and began scattering it across the sea.



The towering wall of water above her, descending… 



Into darkness.








Only the cries of the gulls and the crash of waves sounded along the debris-strewn beach as two thin figures walked down the coarse sand in the ruddy light of a cloud-strewn sunset.  They did not speak, but checked every unmoving figure that lay sprawled out along the waterline or pushed up into the drier sand, continuing their pace one uncertain step at a time in the manner of old people who feared a fall more than anything else.  Finally, as they looked down on the corpse of a nearly-naked black man cradling a caffe-brown woman in mutual death, the first figure gave a short and muffled sob.



"Old man, you have much to answer for.  Look at them.  Look at them!  You killed them just as surely as if you had ran a knife through their hearts."



"Tell me what I do not know," said the old man.  "I have sent legions to their deaths, uncounted thousands of innocent lives.  When Atlantis settled into the sea, the corpses were so thick on the shore that you could have walked for a mile without dampening your sandals.  My brothers and I have a debt which your God will be long in collecting.  Was it so bad that I tried to hide her?  Was it too much for me to have hope, Sarah?"



"I am no longer Sarah," said the old woman, turning on her heel and striding away with the damp sand spilling from her sandals.  "You lost your right to call me that when I took my vows."



"I shall ever call you by what you wish," said the old man, picking up his pace until he was striding alongside the woman again, although he rested a great deal of weight on the staff he carried in one hand.  "It is the least I can do for the one who will remember after I am dead."



The woman slowed until she was trudging through the damp sand.  "Old fool.  You'll outlive us all.  That devil-wrought staff won't let you die."



"Long-lived is not immortal, Reverend Mother Mary Elizabeth.  The Staff of Storms is powerful, but it cannot stop death.  I will die soon, and the staff will pass to my son.  What he did today is but a small fraction of what he is capable of.  I will destroy it before I let that happen."



The old woman trudged along in silence for a while.  "You said it could crack the world if destroyed."



The Stormwarden nodded.  "It could.  If it falls into my son's hands, it will.  Diogenes the Cynic sought only an honest man and failed.  I must find someone far more, or else."



She shuddered at his look and the implication that came with it.  "No.  I shall not, even to protect the world.  The Devil himself could not—  There!"  Mary hastened her pace to a shuffling run in the direction of yet another body, this one with a flash of muddy reddish hair.  As she dropped to her knees and reached out, the Staff of Storms appeared in front of her open hand, and she stumbled backwards, nearly falling down in her shock.



"Don't, Mary.  She bears the touch of my son."  Reaching down with the staff, the Stormwarden touched it to the young woman's bare chest, which was barely differentiable from a young boy's.  A low blue glow spread across her skin, and then small black threads of magic like hairs seemed to abruptly grow around the wood.  They waved almost hungrily, and vanished back into her bare skin as the Stormwarden withdrew.  "All of this, the deaths and destruction, the wasted lives, was only to poison her against us.  He killed merely to bait a trap."



"Purge her, then!  If you won't, I will!"  Mary struggled to her feet with her aged fingers already dancing in the complicated motions of a spell.  A second attempt was just as futile, as was a third and fourth, until she broke off her attempts and glared at the Stormwarden as if he had grown horns and a tail.  "Damn you and that cursed staff!  Damn the day I let you touch me!  How many more lives will your Atlantean curse consume before it is done?  A thousand?  Tens of thousands?  Can you save even one, or must the world perish lest you lift your hand against one of your own blood?  She is your blood too, old man!  If you're willing to destroy all of the world rather than let your precious staff fall into your son's hands, why can you not save your granddaughter!"



The old man did not react, but remained motionless with the staff still held just above the nearly naked young woman.  Her pale chest continued to rise and fall in shallow motions, but her eyes were still closed and water carried sand across her submerged limbs in a constant flow.  Far up the beach, the sounds of search parties from the city could be heard headed in this direction, descendents of the survivors of Atlantis who had a nearly bone-level commitment to rescuing the strays and oddities of life and providing them a home in their chaotic and mixed-up city.  After long minutes, the Stormwarden lowered his staff until it barely touched the young woman on the chest, and seemingly did absolutely nothing for the longest while.



"There," he finally said, taking a step back.  "She will survive, but—"  he cast a sharp glance at Mary, who had moved forward to pick the young woman up "—we must not interfere.  The spell which he had placed is a complicated trap, and I have wrapped a second trap around it, teeth set against teeth and fang against fang.  She shall be safe within the city, provided she is not loved.  Place her with a new family, one who has little affection for her, and all will be well."



"And what of you, old man?"  Mary looked down the beach where the first of the rescuers had begun to drag bodies out of the surf.  She pulled the thick wimple up from her shoulders and draped it across her nearly-bald head with thin aged hands.  It was the work of a moment to fix it in place before she turned back to the Stormwarden, once again becoming Reverend Mother Mary Elizabeth, Mother Superior to the Sisters of Saint Mary.



"I will return to my home to grieve the fallen and plan for the future.  I…"  He paused, his old rheumy eyes seeming to become slightly more moist.  "My son knows me far too well.  Should either of us spend too much time with her, our affections would cause our own demise.  I shall redouble my efforts to find a successor, and perhaps he will be able to lift the curse without killing her.  Farewell."



The air around the old man shimmered and he was gone, just as if he had never been there.  Even the footprints left in the sand had vanished.  The balcony of the lighthouse where the Stormwarden had lived for the last two centuries flickered with a similar light, and Mary could see a tall, dark silhouette framed for a moment in a doorway as he passed back inside, just the same as he had done for far longer than anybody in the city had been alive.



The time for sentimental thought was over.  Sister Mary Elizabeth, the stern and unyielding Mother Superior of a hundred active and troublesome young nuns was back.  She lifted one thin aged arm and lit an illumination spell to attract the attention of the rescuers, and directed them afterwards to cover the young woman and take her to the hospital with the rest of the storm's victims.  There were so many who needed her help, and little time for herself.  Although the storm today was over, there was always another one coming up.



This upcoming storm was going to be a killer.


      

      
   
      Waverunning


      

      
      
         Trace jolted awake as a thunderous crash split the night and the ship shuddered beneath him. The overhead light globes flickered on as he rolled out of his bunk, and a muffled clamor began sounding before he was even halfway to the door.



Reaching the exit, he cracked the hatch and poked his head out into the hallway.  Lurid red lights lit up the corridor while the piercing klaxon made his head ring. He inhaled sharply, coughing as an acrid tang invaded his lungs.  He stiffened as his mind caught up to the meaning of that particular wailing tone. Fire.



He slammed the hatch closed and ran over to the closet just long enough to throw on a bare minimum of clothes and a pair of shoes before racing to the bridge.  He offered up a brief prayer of thanks that he encountered no further signs of trouble his way there.  



He burst into the bridge, panting.  The chief Arcanist Jade was absent, but Captain Narasin was at the wheel.  Behind him, the assistant Arcanist, Avri was huddled over her scryer.  Trace joined her at his own scrying station, quickly setting the carved bone circlet on his head.  The runes above his eyes obediently lit up before the obsidian slate in front of him followed suit, displaying an image of the ship that made his eyes go wide.  The starboard midships hull glowed a lurid red and was plastered with sigils warning of flooding and thaumatic disruption.



"This is bad.  What happened?"



Though she sat beside him, Avri’s voice resonated in his head more mentally than verbally. "Pirates."



Captain Narasin spoke without turning.  "Whoever it is didn’t know the extent of our defenses.  We drove them off, and I don’t think they’ll be back, but unfortunately one of their sprites got a fireball through first."



Avri nodded, chiming in. "CThe main thaumatic conversion matrix is down, but we still have some energy stored in the crystal arrays, so we can move and fight if need be – for now.  The chief Arcanist is headed down to conversion matrix room now, to asses the situation and see what she can do."



Just then, the door clanged open and the first mate, Liz entered the room, wordlessly taking her station by the Captain.  He nodded, and Trace focused back on his own station, where a cup of coffee had mysteriously appeared.



Trace gave a brief smile, before pausing as the ship lurched drunkenly in the swell.  As the wave passed, the ship rolled back sluggishly, still listing slightly, and he raised an eyebrow.



"Just how bad is the flooding?"



Avri frowned, her crystal control bracelets glinting as she gestured.  "More than I’d like, but under control.  The fireball hit amidships and breached the central cargo hold. We took on some water, but I’ve already got some golems working to repair the planking."



Tyson nodded.



Avri swore.  "There’s some secondary damage, though.  The starboard crystal array is discharging – it could cascade."



"I'm on it." Trace wasted no time strapping on his own control gauntlets.  The glittering crystals flashed as the metal tracery molded itself to his fingers and wrists. Once they were settled, he flexed his hands and touched one of the runes on his circlet, mentally reaching out to possess one of the labor golems.  The circlet on his brow flashed and he saw with its eyes, just as its hands mirrored his motions.  With practiced ease, he willed it up from its resting cradle and into the main corridor.



The golem bay was centrally located, and it took him only a few moments to arrive at the correct hatchway. Billowing smoke enveloped him as soon as he cracked the seal, and he switched over to thaumatic vision.  The world redrew itself in ghostly outlines, the only color supplied by the golem’s ability to see heat.  It was disconcerting, but better than roiling inky smoke that was his alternative.



He headed down the hallway, noting the outline of a body.   He leaned down peering closely enough make out the face. 



"I found Martin," he said, quickly dropping an emergency healing amulet over the prone crewman’s head.  He then turned and lifted him in a fireman’s carry, carefully retracing his steps until he reached the central corridor.  He was met at the entrance by one of the other deckhands, who quickly lifted Martin away and closed the hatch, leaving Trace’s golem standing in the smoky darkness.



"Is that everyone?"



"Yes, everyone’s been accounted for."  Avri paused.  "One way or another."



Her tone made him pause. "I don’t like the sound of that."



Her reply was uncharacteristically quiet.  "Khart was in the hold when we took the hit."



Trace’s breath caught in his throat, and he involuntarily sagged against the wall.  He and Khart didn’t work together often, but on a ship this size everyone was a little bit family.



Moments passed, before a lurch shook him out of his stupor.  I can’t just sit around, or it’ll be all of us.  He gave a shiver and headed back down, this time finally reaching the array room.  Cracking the door open, he found it filled with even denser smoke.  A series of overhead beams and planking had come down from the impact, spilling over the ordered ranks of crystals.  Some had broken, and their magic sputtered fitfully, building up a dangerous charge.



Near the far side, some appeared to have deteriorated further, their destabilized charge shattering the delicate structure, scattering fragments that in turn disrupted other crystals and threw off enough heat to set the deck smoldering.  



Trace swore, quickly reaching in and pulling out a magic dampener.  The explosion had disrupted the room's own safeguards, and it took three carefully placed dampeners to restore its functionality. As the protective field sprang back to life the ominous glow quickly drained away – allowing him to reach the vent controls and cut off the air supply.  The flames began to sputter, and he grabbed the hose, attacking the fire directly. It wasn’t long before the last embers were out.  



Trace pushed the headset up on his forehead to wipe the sweat from his brow; Avri slumped back in her own chair, looking just as tired.  



He glanced over at her.  "I think I’ve got the starboard crystal array taken care of.  I had to activate the dampeners, so we lost the charge, but it’s no longer a risk.  How are things elsewhere?"



"Bad," she replied.  "I’ve been helping Jade – the conversion matrix itself looks fine, but most of the supporting material is thrashed.  We had some discharges, but nothing caught fire, so we got lucky there at least."



"Great.  So what now?"



Captain Narasin looked up from the chart he was studying, though he still wore a dark expression.



"Make whatever repairs we can – we’ll be at sea for several more days.  We’re too far from Crescent City, and the wind and current are against us.  At this point, our best bet is to push on to Starford or even Trifoil."



Trace frowned.  "That’ll take at least three days."



The Captain looked like he’d sucked on a lemon.  "Even longer.  Unfortunately, we’ll have to stay well offshore until we can make repairs.  In the state we’re in right now, if any other pirates spotted us, they’d be over us like piranhas."



Trace could only nod as they raised the sails and headed north.








The rest of the night passed in tense alertness, and Trace managed to snatch only a few hours of rest before the next day dawned. The day passed in a blur, with Trace helping to patch the gaping hole in the hold wall, as well as shifting the pitifully few charged crystals they still had left out of the starboard array. The port array hadn't taken any damage, but their power levels were already down by a third, and he worried how long they would last as the sole energy source for the ship. 



After a quick supper, Trace made his way to the bridge for a better look, where he found Captain Neito scowling out at the blood red horizon.



"Red sky at night, sailor’s delight."



Captain Narasin kept staring out.  "That’s only true in the mid-latitudes.  Here near the equator, it’s the opposite." He turned, and the lines in his face made him look a decade older. "Buckle down.  We may be in for a rough ride."



The Captain’s words proved prophetic.  In just a few hours the swell picked up.  Rain pattered on the bridge windows the as the wind howled outside.  They reefed the sails, set out the storm anchors and tried to ride before the wind.  The storm had other ideas.



Hours later, Chief Arcanist Jade stumbled into in the door and slumping into one of the bridge seats..  



Wordlessly, the Captain walked over and handed her a coffee.



She accepted it gratefully, taking a deep drink before she cleared her throat.



"We’ve finally cleared most of the wreckage from the conversion room.  The feed links ripped away from the conversion matrix, so there's no way to draw any more energy to recharge the crystals or feed the propulsion matrix.  We have the pieces we need to repair it, but the seas are just too rough right now to realign them properly."



Captain Narasin's brow creased as he paused a few moments, before replying.  "Well, it looks like it's going to get worse before it gets better. We'll just have to hold out as best we can until we have a chance to repair them."








The next twelve hours were a liquid nightmare, and afterwards Trace was never sure how he managed to get any rest at all.  He could barely tell when the sun rose, and even then he wasn’t so sure, as after a few brief hints of light gray, the sky grew darker once more and the seas boiling with ever increasing fury.  He wasn’t prepared for when the howling veil suddenly parted, and dazzling sunlight poured in.



They plowed forward, the stinging wind quickly fading as a bright blue sky beckoned ahead, but Trace couldn’t spare a thought for either.  One of the heavens is said to be laid out such that its inhabitants could watch the damned tormented in lakes of fire.  If such angels rode a Cyclone, they would doubtless be perched around the eye, for the best possible view of the churning, watery hell he now found himself in.



Though the sky was calm, Trace tried not to panic as the storm-driven waves converged from all sides, crashing into each other chaotically and rearing into the sky as ephemeral peaks, before sinking back into churning frothy pits.  The violent shifts pulled the boat from side to side, making maintaining a heading almost as useless as it was difficult. The new-found hush of the wind made the deep groans of the hull even more unsettling, as the ship twisted and heaved beneath him.



Captain Narasin swore bitterly.  "I knew the storm was drawing us in, but I’d hoped we might be able to slingshot around to the northern edge.  If we had broken away there, then the winds would be carrying us away from the direction of travel, at least.  But the western edge of the eye is no good - we’ve got to get out of here."



Liz looked worried.  "How can we get across, though?  It looks to be a good thirty miles away, the main conversion matrix is still out, and there’s not enough wind here for the sails to do us any good.  There might be enough power in the crystals to get us across, but then we wouldn’t have anything left to deal with the sea once we got there."



Captain Narasin didn’t reply; his grim look was answer enough.



Trace had nothing to contribute, either, but in his case he was engrossed in his work.  Even without the lurching of the deck beneath him, the lurid red stress lines dancing along the sympathetic ship model gave him all too clear a picture of every wave it rode.  Less obvious but more worrisome were those few spots where the structural members had gone dark.  Elsewhere, telltale sigils were springing up, warning of water intrusion.  The patch on the hold breach is failing.  Trace sucked in his breath and shifted more power to the pumps.  



He looked over at a different array of indicator runes, eyes settling on the array charge.  Less than eighteen percent and dropping.  I hate to spend the power, but if we’re heavy in the water, these waves will take us apart.  Pity the swell is too heavy to deploy the charge collectors.



His eyes drifted over the other sigils.  I can deploy the sea watcher, though, he thought, eyes going wide in sudden speculation as he tickled it awake.



As the delicate stalk extended and flashed to life, Trace had already shifted his focus to the core crystal.  He began synchronize with the surrounding ocean.  Random as the waves appeared, they were fundamentally predictable if they could be detected and identified in advance.  



Fitful impressions began coming in as the stalk fully extended, and he tapped into the ship’s sympathetic model as well, sending its impressions into the core.  With each pulse of the stalk’s sense, the core came more and more in tune to the dynamic dance of the sea surface around him. As it did so, Trace went over to the defensive matrix, plucking the forecaster crystal out of its socket.



"I need to borrow this."



Captain Narasin just raised an eyebrow as he took the orb back to his station and laid it atop the core, connecting the two with delicate thaumatic tracery.  It took some doing, but he managed to finesse a connection, attuning the forecaster to the same play of waves that the core was monitoring. Trace smiled tightly.  As the last pieces of the puzzle, he looped back into the ship’s sympathetic model to include feedback of its own movements, and then looked for equilibrium states.



As the components settled into harmony, he finally looked up, meeting Captain Neito’s inquisitive gaze.  "I think I may have something.  I’ve managed to synchronize the forecaster with the sea watcher and I think I can foretell the waves out to a short distance.  If we can work with the motion, instead of against it, I think we might be able to stabilize the ship enough to pull off the realignment.



As the images of the output materialized before him, he projected the view to the Captain’s scry slate.  "Are you seeing this?"



"I am, what does it mean?"



"The map shows probable nodes – where waves and troughs will cancel each other out.  The color indicates when the node should occur; green for now shading to red in future – up to about ten seconds.  It’s not an absolute prediction; you’ve probably noticed that the red spots are bigger, but it’s the best I can do."



"So I look for a path we can take that keeps us on the right color at the right time."



"Exactly."



Trace felt as Captain Narasin fed his will into the ship, which lurched in response, twisting sideways in the water.  Trace watched it orient towards one of the chains of probable calm areas.   There was a gap before it, which he felt as a great heave, but after several moments of tumult they were down on the other side on the glowing path, and the motion settled. The swell was still heavy, and now accompanied by sudden shifts in speed and direction, but the great wrenching heaves were less common.



Avri’s voice chimed in. "Crystal charge is down to sixteen percent."



Captain Narasin gritted his teeth.  "It doesn’t matter, if this buys us the stability we need to get the conversion matrix back online.  Jade, can you work with this?"



After a couple seconds, her thoughts echoed down the link.  "It’s helping, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough.  I’ll take any more you could give me."



Narasin nodded. "Trace, if you had additional impressions, could you improve your prediction?"



Trace nodded.  "The sea watcher can’t see far enough, though, even in the clear."



"What about linking to our defense sprites?"



Trace’s eyes widened.  "That could work!"



Avri leaped into action, quickly modifying their contract and harmonizing their senses to the core crystal.  Once that was done she hustled them out scouting, their senses expanding his detection range tenfold.  



Captain Narasin watched their progress somberly.  "Keep them away from the cloud wall.  We don’t want to risk losing one, and they can’t see much in the rain anyhow."



"Of course, Captain."



Trace struggled to keep up as he fed their additional sensations into the arcane matrix, blending it in with those of the sea watcher.  The crystal matrix grew warm to the touch as its sympathetic area expanded exponentially.  He dialed back the resolution as he saw the arcane construct starting to draw too much power, but even at the coarser setting, he still smiled as he saw the impact on the predictions.



"Captain, it looks like I can look ahead another twenty seconds or so.  Can you see the updated paths?"



"I can."



Trace watched as the Captain shifted, acclimatizing himself with the new information. The ship pivoted, forging ahead with new authority.



"Unavoidable swell from starboard in ten seconds – brace!" Captain Narasin barked.



They slid sideways for a moment, and then all was eerily calm.  The sea raged outside, but the ship itself only rocked gently.  It was an eerie ballet, suddenly darting forwards or backwards, only to pivot or suddenly shift to the side sideways. The motion was disconcerting, but far better than the gut wrenching heaves it had endured before.



The minutes dragged on.



"Power reserves down to eight percent."



Finally Jade chimed in. "Okay, I’ve realigned the feed links.  We’re ready to test the thaumatic converter."



Liz nodded, and with a gesture, the conversion matrix hummed to life.



There wasn’t enough energy for a cheer, but the looks they all shared said volumes.



Captain Narasin spoke in a voice tight with emotion. "Jade, how long will it take you to finish up and secure everything?"



"Another ten minutes."



He turned his eyes back to the raging sea. "Understood. Please do your best."



Trace’s link to the core gave him a perspective outside of their bubble of calm, and an all-too-good understanding of Captain Narashin's tension. Despite the Captain's best efforts, two or three times they hit a significant swell or trough, but that was nothing compared to the ocean away from the captain’s guiding hand.  



There, the fury of the storm made his blood run cold, a continuous parade of monstrous water that occasionally burst into rogue waves almost tall enough to swat one of the sprites out of the air. Time and time again, however, Captain Narasin’s path was true, dodging the worst pitfalls of the ocean, even as he edged them closer and closer to the Northern side of the storm.



The seconds ticked by with glacial slowness, but by the clock it was less time than Trace had dared hope when Jade’s voice chimed in over the link. "We’ve secured the room, and the power flow is as good as it’s going to get."



Captain Narasin’s reply was instant. "Excellent. Button up. We’re getting out of here."



Trace glanced at the system metrics. Conversion was flowing smoothly, enough to fully power the propulsion matrix, and and still have some left to charge the crystal array, which was nine percent and rising.



The bow swung to the north, and churning clouds filled the screen as the sprites landed one by one. The first blast of wind chased the sea watcher as it retreated into its housing. The ship lurched drunkenly, waves once more unforeseen as they plunged back into the tempest.
      

      
   
      Elsa


      

      
      
         The Sun emerged over the curved horizon, a blazing disc of light against the inky backdrop of the eternal night. Every human would have been moved by such a spectacle, but the satellite could not care less: not only had it behold in its short life more sunrises and sunsets than any human being could ever contemplate, but in addition its camera was not trained at the horizon. While humans raised their heads to watch the stars in awe, its cold, efficient eye had been riveted to sweep the ground far below it.



The stolid mechanical device darted towards the illuminated part of the Earth and took up its routine mission. It glided past the lesser Antilles, those specks of green scattered across an expanse of blue, took its first shot, and stored it in its memory for further delivery. And moved on, unconcerned by the tiny white wen over the turquoise waters it had dutifully registered: in the heavens, the weather was always fine.



⁂




At the UN headquarters in New York, the conference on nuclear disarmament opened amid increasing tension. Orators from the United States and Soviet Union were blustering their usual threats, rejecting the blame on each other, under the applause of their respective vassals. The situation had severely festered, however : on both sides of the Iron curtain, nuclear warheads were budding like mushrooms. It was a spring of sorts, but not a spring heralding the return of life and warmth. No, on the contrary, this one brought with him omens of death and large scale destruction. And while, up to now, no skirmish had been serious enough to trigger a global escalation, everybody all over the globe could almost figure the forefinger of the president of the United States and of the First secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union hovering each morning over the red button. That dreaded red button which would spark off what some had not hesitated to deem the end of all civilisation.



Sven was sitting on one of the long benches, his ears clumsily covered under the old headphones he was wearing. As a Swede, his proficiency in English was unquestionable; Russian, however, had never been his cup of tea, and, maybe more out of laziness than real difficulty, he had decided to give up and rely on the skill of the bevy of interpreters the organisation employed. That was not without drawbacks, however: while the overtones of the Soviet delegate were clearly aggressive, the female voice that faithfully translated his words had decided—intentionally?—to adopt a neutral tone.



That voice had droned on and on from midnight well into the wee hours, focussing in turn on every tiny detail of the American foreign policy that could be construed as a potential threat to the Eastern regime. Jaded, Sven took his headphone off. There was no point in listening to this over and over again: it was always the same discourse, always the same rhetoric. He turned his head toward his assistant and looked at her with bleary eyes. 



“Coffee?” he proposed, inadvertently speaking in English.



“Ja, tack!” Lotta answered, smiling.



Lotta—“Lolita” as he sometimes called her affectionately—was the epitome of the Nordic lady in her early thirties: long, light blond hair that fell freely on her shoulders, sharp blue eyes, fair skin and a skinny, attractive body highlighted by her form-fitting, swanky attire. Her remarkable beauty had a lot of success amid the Southern representatives, something that was causing her more worry than joy. Although the organisation had always denied it, it was still very misogynist, and some delegates, perhaps prodded by the relative protection their diplomatic status granted, did not hesitate to harass her or even, for the boldest, cop a feel during the frequent klatches she used to attend.



Sven rasped his chair backwards, stood up and edged his way to the nearest exit.



⁂




At the NHC centre in Miami, John O’Connell yawned at the empty screen of his workstation. It was not even 7 AM, most of his colleagues were still asleep in their bed, and the room was all but desert. He had had a hateful night and had barely slept two hours. Probably the lobsters he had wolfed yesterday night were not as fresh as the fisherman had bragged. Matter of fact, he still felt a little sick. He sipped from his coffee mug, and casually flicked the switch that turned the screen on. After logging on the main computer, he selected the most recent satellite image and got it displayed.



His trained eyes immediately glommed on to a white splotch located in the middle of a blue background. Typing a few commands on his keyboard, he zoomed in and overlaid the picture with the synoptic surface pressure chart, confirming his suspicion: that was not an innocent gathering of benign clouds. A thousand miles west of the Antilles, a tropical depression was forming. What would be its fate or trajectory, it was too early to guess. But this was a potential threat, a reinforced watch had to be kept, so John promptly redacted a fax that he sent to the NWS’s main bureau in Silver Spring. While the document was being emitted, he briefly wondered how this particular storm—if he’d become a storm—would be christened by his managers. But ending up with no definite idea, he shuffled back to his desk and turned his attention to another sector.



⁂




Sven considered the front-page flag of the New York Times thoughtfully. “WE WILL BURY YOU!” in bold, capital letters, over the picture of the Russian delegate. He wondered why the guy had dared such a blunt sentence at the conclusion of his speech. Sheer foolishness? Ordered provocation? Or simply tiredness? There was no way to tell, but the net result was devastating. Every American newspaper had titled on those four words, and the journalists had reeled off the easy rhetoric of slander and hate on their typewriters all over the country and beyond. A dramatic diplomatic telegram sent from Stockholm had warned Sven and Lotta to get ready to evacuate should the situation deteriorate further. Everywhere around the world, embassies were in alert, and, he imagined, secret intelligence was in full swing, too. If the Soviet Union and its allies were about to start the war, everyone wanted to know when and what would be the first country to be ravaged by the merciless atoms.



Inside the newspaper, other articles discussed the subject further, casting a pall over the country’s future: where would the Soviet missiles likely hit the American soil? How many people would be so lucky as to die immediately, how many would survive only to be tortured by the unbearable sears, and how many would escape to be plagued by cancers years later? How many deformed children were bound to be born? The columns brimmed with gruesome figures, some of them backed by pseudo-scientific evidence; comments from the White House; reactions from other governments all over the world. The hard news had been pushed back to the last two pages. 



A box in small print no more than three lines at the bottom of the last page caught his attention. It simply said that the NOAA had reported the genesis of a new tropical tempest. It had been named Elsa by the NHC. A pretty name for a future nuisance.



Sven folded his copy and plonked it over his desk. He swivelled his chair, stood up and paced around his office. This wasn’t auguring well. Verbal provocation was a form of agitprop, one of the preferred soft weapons of the USSR, but this time they had put their neck on the line. Even if the US government wasn’t a group of callow warmongers, they would have to yield something to the public opinion. But what exactly was left on both sides to yield, he wondered. We are acrobats tiptoeing on a high wire over a bottomless pit: the slightest mistake and we are all lost. There is no emergency net this time.



He looked at his wristwatch and jerked. The plenary session was about to reconvene. UK and French delegates were to deliver their speech. He snatched his case, strode out of his office, slamming the door shut behind him, and rushed down the corridors. On his way, he bumped into numerous small groups of people. Some he recognised, and cursorily saluted before proceeding onwards. At last, he found the right entrance door, flung it noisily open.



The large conference hall was buzzing and humming, waiting for the first speaker to appear. Panting, Sven looked around and traipsed down along the few steps leading to the row where his seat had been assigned



Lotta was already there, and she smiled at him when she saw him arrive.



“Gomorron,” she said.



“Hej! Hur mår du?” he answered, putting his case on the long desk and lugging down his chair.



“Bra, tack! Og du?”



“Bra okså, tack!”



At this moment, the hall broke into loud applause as the French delegate ascended the stairs to the platform. Sven clapped his hands briefly in unison, then, when the noise had somewhat died out, he turned toward Lotta once more. “Jeg kan—” 



He broke off. Lotta had already put her headphones on and wasn’t listening any more.



“Monsieur le Secrétaire général, mesdames et messieurs les plénipotentiaires, permettez-moi de vous présenter le point de vue français sur la question qui nous intéresse,” began the French delegate when the silence was complete.



Sven sighed, put on his headphones in turn, and started listening to the speech.



⁂




John O’Connell was returning from lunch and didn’t feel like analysing the noon report from the west coast. It was still early in the afternoon, he had plenty of time to do so. Besides, his curiosity had been roused by his morning discovery. So, instead of focussing on California, he requested the latest picture from the Antilles area. When he got it, he noticed that the blotch of clouds was still there, and visibly larger. After some deft typing, he conjured a ghost of the morning picture and asked the computer tot put it atop the other one. No doubt: the storm had moved and expanded.



Using the arrow keys, he moved the graticule on the screen and recorded the two different positions. Satisfied, he entered a line of arcane commands, crashed his forefinger on the Return key, and reclined in his chair, waiting for the answer. Three minutes later, another graphic appeared on the screen. John zoomed out and whistled. 



“What is it?” asked one of his colleagues who was walking behind him.



“Have a look at this baby. Has lost thirty millibars in six hours. Well on its way to become a full fledged hurricane. Here’s the expected trajectory during the next seventy-two hours…” John’s forefinger described a wide sweep over the screen. “Landing… here! ” He stopped plumb on a point.



“Goddam it! Are you sure of your calculations?”



“With only two points the error zone is wide, but it’s slap bang in the middle of it.”



“Should we issue a warning?”



“Nope. Too early. We can’t afford starting off a flap if we’re not at least 80% sure of what will happen. Tomorrow we’ll have a clearer picture.” He took his mug and slugged another mouthful of cold coffee, considering the computer screen.
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The morning speeches mercifully came to an end: Sven had nodded off a dozen times out of boredom. Lotta had left the seance during the brief recess between the French and UK speakers. Had Sven not promised to the Swedish ambassador a detailed summary of the speeches, he would have done the same. Fortunately, his torture was over. He hastily stuffed the sheets he had scrawled on into his case, zipped it close and stood up.



And nearly crashed into his Italian peer, Dino di Palma.



Sven and Dino were good friends. Like many Swedes, Sven was used to spending most of his holidays in Southern european countries. Ten years ago, he had ventured for the first time in Italy, and had never traveled anywhere else since. He had fallen in love with the country, fascinated by the magnificent landscapes, the treasures of art and architecture, and the kindness of the people. Building on his natural sprachgefühl, Sven had been able to learn at least basic Italian, something that had helped him to connect almost immediately with Dino when he had been promoted Sweden ambassador to the UN.



“Ehi! Come stai, vecchio mio?” he asked, almost in stitches. 



“Bene! Tu? Non ti saresti addormentato per caso? Sei tutto spettinato!” the Italian joked.



Sven quickly brushed his hair with his left hand. “Meglio?”



“Basterà.” Dino beamed, and cocked his head at the empty seat of Sven’s assistant. 



“E la tua assistente? Era così stufa che ha deciso di andarsene?”



Sven grunted a nod.



“Tu e lei, non avete ancora…” He trailed off, but discreetly made a sort of obscene gesture.



“È sposata, sai.”



Dino wrapped his arm around Sven’s back and whispered in his ear. “E allora? Cos’aspetti? Pensi che sia un ostacolo?” He cracked up into a loud but warm laugh, and both walked out of the hall.
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The next morning, John O’Connell and all the experts of the NHC were convened at an emergency crisis meeting. There was no nitpicking anymore: the tropical storm Elsa, now a hurricane of class 1, was travelling north-east at a unusual speed. It had covered in one night what normal hurricanes took three days to travel. And, on its way, it had mustered strength as the warm waters of the Atlantic fuelled its deadly machinery.



But that was not the real rub. The rub, and main point of the meeting, was its trajectory: the newest runs of the atmospheric models were unanimous. The margin of error had decreased significantly, while the computed path had not moved the slightest bit.



Elsa was homing in on New-York.



The threat was still far away, but it was marching at an accelerated pace. There was not a single minute to squander away. The director of the NHC closed the meeting and escaped to warn the headquarters of the NOAA. People there would, in turn, alert the relevant authorities. And maybe the media. Anyway, it was too big a business for such a small expert division to handle. It would require skill to avoid a likely panic, with dreadful consequences, a skill none of the meteorologists possessed. The NOAA had communication managers and press offices and all the require stuff: it was their job to deal with that sort of emergency.
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Sven’s day was mostly dull. The plenary session was in recess, and the negations were now hosted inside the crucible known as the security council, of which Sweden was not currently member. No doubt there would be hot discussions and debates, but, up to now, the low-down had not filtered out. Of course, he knew pretty well some of the delegates that seated at the council, but there was no way to hold them up even for a minute. Besides, he was not sure they would have tipped him off.



So he slogged away all through the morning at writing the summaries of yesterday's speeches, had a quick lunch and devoted most of his afternoon to reading Swedish magazines and watching some “domestic” shows—standard video tapes that were regularly delivered through the diplomatic bag, then shared between all the members of the Swedish diplomatic corps. 



It was about 5 PM and he was about to watch the last one when someone knocked. He aborted the loading, turned the TV off, and walked across his office to the door, that he opened. He was expecting Lotta, but instead saw the face of the Irish delegate, Sean.



“Sean? What a good surprise. Come in!”



“No time to. I just wanted you to know…” The Irishman broke off and looked left and right at the corridor, as if he wanted to be sure nobody could hear him.



“Know what? Has that something to do with today’s security council—”



“No, no,“ Sean cut in. “Nothing has transpired yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the negotiations had foundered once more. No, it’s nothing such.” He lowered his voice until it was no more than a whisper. “The Canadian and Mexican delegates have been warned by their respective governments that a hurricane has formed in the West Atlantic and is heading straight to New York. In less than three days, the city could be hit by tidal waves and totally flooded, even destroyed. The US government has not announced anything yet. Maybe they fear a giant panic. But it may be time for you to leave while the situation is still under control and everything operates normally.”



Sven stepped backwards. “Is that confirmed?”



“Seems accurate. I’ve relayed the information to our Met office and they are doing their own calculations. But Canadians are not dunces. If they say so, you’d better heed them.”



“Well, I’ll be discussing this with the Swedish ambassador right away. Thanks for dropping in on me.”



“You’re welcome. Take care.” And with these words, he was gone.



Sven strode to his office, picked up the phone and dialled the number of the Swedish embassy in Washington DC.



⁂




“Verdammte Scheiße! Das ist unglaublich. Warum sind wir nur jetzt darüber informiert?” the Austrian delegate exclaimed as Sven jostled past him. Like all the other mornings, the same small clumps of people clotted the corridors. But the overall feeling wasn’t the same. Instead of the general laid-back, hushed atmosphere, everyone seemed to be agitated, flustered, speaking loud. And it was not about the ongoing conference: Elsa was the name on everyone’s lips. Arriving at his office, Sven had found a note from Lotta explaining she was going to hide out in Minneapolis, where one of her cousins lived, with the benediction of the Swedish ambassador. He would have to manage alone.



The newspapers focus had switched from the conference to the impending menace. The New York Times had splattered on its first page a big black-and-white picture of the hurricane—now classified 3 on the Saffir-Simpson scale, with estimated wind speed well over hundred miles per hour. Interviewed experts from the NOAA told how baffled they were by the speed and the steadiness of the trajectory: the phenomenon cut a clear, direct path through the Atlantic, as if guided by some unseen giant hand. And New York city was definitely in the centre of its cross hairs.



When Sven entered in the conference hall, he realised immediately that the chaos was worse than usual. This hall was always noisy, but this was no noise: it was a loud fracas. Everywhere, delegates were all in heated discussion with their neighbours. Newspapers scattered the long desks, and all headed on the hurricane. Even in this modern Areopagus, the concern had shifted from politics to meteorology. Sven also noted some empty chairs, and thought that maybe some delegates among the most yellow had already taken to their heels and flown to safety.



He walked his routine way to his chair, put his briefcase on the desk and looked at his watch. The plenary session should resume in five minutes, with a rundown of the previous day given by the Secretary general himself. He was about to wonder how to kill those five minutes, when Dino walked to him.



“You still here?” the Italian asked in English—much to the surprise of Sven.



“Yeah,” Sven nodded. If Dino had spoken in English, maybe he had a reason. Whatever that reason was, he was surely not expecting an answer in Italian. ”Lotta has taken a plane to Minnesota, but I’m staying until further notice or a general order of evacuation.”



“Fluctuat nec mergitur, eh? Those bloody French.” Dino gently placed his sturdy, tanned hand on Sven’s elbow, smiled, and walked away.



When the Secretary general climbed up the stairs, a relative hush fell. His speech was no real surprise. Even if nothing specific was said, it was easy enough to read the subtext: US and UK against USRR; France and China mugwumps, but trying to play off the three other major players in order advance their own pawns on the chessboard. Plain routine. However, something in the overtones was overtly optimistic, as if… no, maybe he was imagining things.



Sven left the conference after the end of the speech, swung by his office to get rid of his briefcase, then went down to the canteen. When he had eaten his lunch and swigged his expresso, he went back to his office and prepared himself for a new boring, eventless afternoon. The security council was about to reconvene, and nothing much would happen until the evening. 



Almost reflexively, he walked to the TV set and switched it on. The face of the CBS news anchorman appeared on the screen. Behind him, the now familiar picture of Elsa. The guy was pattering about the wheres and whys of hurricanes. Sven yawned and, after five minutes of this pap, switched the appliance off and walked to the window. He looked down on the city, trying to pinpoint signs of abnormal behaviour in the usual bustle. But saw none. From the fifteenth floor where his office was located, the people in the street were no greater than ants, and those insects hurtled down the streets just like every other day. Likewise, the endless ballet of the yellow cabs—model cars—was still in full swing. Nothing in the traffic was pointing to an exodus. Sven reckoned that Americans were either foolish or so mean they would work until the last moment. Thoughtful, he returned to his chair, twiddled his thumbs, then picked up the phone and called home.
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The falling night found Sven dozing off in his chair. After his call, he had had that crazy idea to try and dust one of his cupboards, and had discovered therein an old bottle of akvavit that, in his boredom, he had decided to taste. That hadn’t been wise: Sven was a sort of teetotaller and his body was not used to dealing with booze. A single nip of the liquor had sufficed to send him into the realm of Morpheus.



The stomping of hurrying feet in the corridor woke him up. He started, jerked his eyes open, grimaced and buried his head in his hands. Sighing, he raised his head and reached for one drawer, from which he drew a tube of paracetamol. Popping the cap off, he tipped the tube over his mouth and swallowed two tablets. Then he curled up once again in his chair, waiting for the medication to take effect.



Quarter of an hour later, he was feeling better. The throbbing headache was still there, but much less intense. When he deemed himself strong enough to, he rose and paced around his office. Satisfied, he glanced at his watch, snatched the keys of his office and walk off to the canteen for dinner.



When he came back an hour later, he was still inexplicably feeling fatigued. He had had dinner alone at his table: the dining room was all but void. The security council meeting was not over, and he wondered if most of his other colleagues had not deserted the place in anticipation of the looming catastrophe. He shuffled to the window and, this time, looked up at the sky: it was clear and cloudless. Hard to imagine that in fifty hours the city would be hit by diluvial rain and titanic gale. But so it was, and the NOAA was doggedly confirming its previous reports. 



He turned around, walked across the room to the TV set, switched it on to the familiar jingle of “Mission: impossible”. Perfect: he did not feel like watching a highbrow program. He grunted, plonked himself on to the couch, and let his mind rest as his eyes registered the images automatically.
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A soft rapping at the door snatched him from his light slumber. He stood up, padded to the door and opened it. It was Sean, the Irish delegate.



“Hey! What’s up?” Sven asked, pleased to see his friend at such a late hour. 



“Just touched base with the US delegate during a break. Something unexpected has happened. The USSR could be willing—take it with great care—to make concessions. Nothing is done yet, but the idea is here. Just need a bit of goodwill to push through.”



“Good!” said Sven, smiling. “Any idea when the meeting should end?”



“Probably not before midnight at the earliest. Another speech of the Secretary general to the full assembly is scheduled for tomorrow morning. You’ll be there? You won’t make off like so many others?”



“It’s not in the cards right now. I think I’m bound to stay until the ship sinks. What is more important? My own safety or that of millions of people across the globe?”



“Still idealistic, eh?” replied the Irishman. He patted Sven on the back. “Good luck, young dreamer. See you tomorrow!”



“Slàn!” Sven replied in Irish. Sean winked at him, then disappeared in the corridor.



Sven closed the door and considered his office. He felt too tired to go home. Fortunately, he had ordered a small makeshift cot to be installed in a recess. That would do for tonight. He switched the TV off, took off his shoes, socks and trousers, set the alarm for 6 AM, turned off the lights and plopped himself on the bed. Strange thoughts crossed his mind for a while, but then he fell squarely asleep.
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The harsh ring of the alarm jabbed him awake. He crashed his hand on the snooze button, and stretched his body. The bed was not exactly snug, and his muscles felt sour all over. But what caught his attention right away was the faint sound of honks and klaxons. He threw the blanket off, sat on his bed, yawned, then stood up and walked to the window.



Under an overcast sky, the Franklin D. Roosevelt drive down below was brimming with cars. Clotted. From his vantage point, he could see the vehicles locked up, motionless, some with loads of luggage hastily strapped on their roofs, some with the hoods so full they were barfing cases on the pavement. Here and there, doors were opened and small antsy figures ran from car to car, or all along the way. At least they were lucky to be outside; he briefly imagined the hell inside the tunnel under the East river. 



He turned away from the window and switch the TV set on. “Evacuation… Mayor declines responsibilities if… Go away immediately… Evacuation… Huge gridlocks… Chockablock trains… Flights all booked…” Images spoke of chaos, disruption, accidents, brawls, unending files, panic. In the middle of this bedlam, a poor inhabitant of the Bronx told the reporter he was staying because he just had no other place to go, and so he was bracing up, preparing himself to suffer the brunt of the storm. Then the focus switched on the weather report. A chart showed that the hurricane, now category 4, was zeroing in at an accelerated speed. This was an inexplicable phenomenon, but if it was to continue on its present course, it would land within twenty-four hours. Given its intensity, the city would be plagued with general flooding, and extensive damage due to the wind was to be expected, too. The mayor, governor of the state and the federal government had advised everyone to flee as far as possible.



Sven switched the TV off, then proceeded to the bathroom.
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The Secretary general took the floor amid a huge brouhaha. The chairman had to rasp his gavel several times before the din subsided a little. His speech was fraught with tension, but it was not tension caused by what he had to report: visibly, he was feeling uncomfortable with the upcoming catastrophe. Proof was, he had never spoken so quickly, as if he was urged to finish as soon as it could. Besides, the news were good. The USSR and the US had finally acknowledged they possessed a ridiculous amount of nuclear warheads, more than enough to wipe out any civilisation three times. The talks were in good way to a global agreement. This was, the Secretary general added, totally unexpected and unforeseeable twenty-four hours before.



The speech lasted half-an-hour. At the end of it, the Secretary general scooted off the hall to join the security council meeting that was about to start again.



Like all the other attendees—less than half of the delegates—Sven left the room after the discourse. He caught a glimpse of Sean in the main corridor, but he was busy talking to another delegate so he decided to leave it alone, and walked back to his office. Reflexively, he went to the window and looked down through it. The same spectacle of massive gridlock was laid out before his eyes. He even thought he recognised a fluorescent yellow van he had already seen four hours ago, when he had woken up. The vehicle had not moved ahead more then a couple of yards in the meanwhile. Straining his eyes, he noticed that many cars had their doors ajar. Their occupants had probably abandoned them to seek another means of escape. Had they succeeded? Nothing was less certain.



The phone rung, and Sven hurried back to his deck to pick it up. It was the Swedish ambassador. He was offering to pick him with a specially chartered helicopter to the embassy in Washington. Sven turned him down. He wanted to witness the end of the negotiations. If this were the last rock to emerge from the furious ocean, he wanted to be right on it. He was a hard-boiled daredevil.



He hung up and flicked through the morning papers. Elsa was everywhere. It was almost as if the world elsewhere has ceased to exist. The attention of the country was focussed on this one city, this city that was getting ready to face the most violent hardship of all its young history.



He stood up and left his office. Most of the other delegates had already run off. Dino had taken  a flight to Rome the night before. Amongst those he knew personally, only Sean had stayed. Maybe he was at his office? Sven dawdled along the empty corridors until he reached the door of the Irish delegate. He knocked a few times, but got no answer. He tried to turn the handle, but the door was closed: wherever Sean was, it was not in his office.



Somewhat disappointed, he turned back and wondered for a while what he should do next. He finally decided to visit the immense library, where he could find books from all over the world about almost any subject imaginable. And plumped for a volume on hurricanes. Inside he found all that a layman could reasonably want to know about those meteorological monsters: their genesis, their structure, their trajectories, their effects, their evolution, their taxonomy, etc. The hundred-and-fifty pages book was copiously illustrated with satellite and terrestrial pictures. He read about one quarter of it, skimmed over other parts, then put it back on the shelves. He had a hard time to concentrate. He was thinking about all those people outside trying to take shelter. The kids, the babies, the old ones. The vagrants also. How many would die? How many future orphans?



The clock struck twelve. Sven headed for the canteen. It was empty. Visibly the cooks had not come: the fridges contained the same food as the day before. He picked up a plate with a couple of ham slices and gherkins and endeavoured to eat them. That was about all he could do to fritter his time away. He looked around for bread but found none. Disgruntled, he sat on one of the empty tables and chomped on his meagre meal. The decor was surrealist: ordinarily, this room was busy almost all around the clock. Today, it looked forlorn. All those empty brown tables. Almost perfect silence. A spooky spectacle, he reflected, as if the end of world was in the offing.



When he had finished his plate, he simply left it on the table. Nobody was here to wash it anyway. He stood up, reflexively headed toward the counter were coffee was served, stopped, snickered, swerved and edged around the tables to the exit. He stopped at the frame of the exit. Turning around, he looked for a last time at the empty room. Maybe he should take a photograph. His empty plate standing on a sea of deserted tables, that would make a great picture. Nah. He shook his head. He was a diplomat, not a snapper.



Back in his office, he once more glanced through the window. Same landscape of frozen traffic and void sidewalks. The city had expelled all its living matter. Whatever remained was the dregs, the lowlives, the poor, the underdogs, all the lepers that stuck to the city as a leech stuck to his prey. But they would soon be washed away by the waves and the wind.



He switched the TV on once more. Elsa. Category 4 confirmed. Winds in excess of hundred-and-fifty miles per hour. Litres of water pouring down from the skies. Heavy lightning. Waves more than five meters high. All this fury about to be unleash around midnight. He was living the last hours of an ostensible peace. He felt like he was gliding blithely in the eye of the hurricane, unconcerned by the bleak barrier of dark clouds all around. He quickly grew fed up and turned the TV off. What was left to say? In a few hours, they would know.



He rummaged into one his cupboards and picked up his personal copy of Nils Holgersson’s wonderful voyage across Sweden, the best-seller that Selma Lagerlöf had written to teach all the Swedish kids how beautiful their country was. He opened it on page one and began to read.



He lost track of time.
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Violent knocks on his door shook him. He had nodded off once more. How long has he slept? It was dark outside the window. He glanced at his watch. 6:30 PM.



Other knocks.



“Coming!“ he yelled. He stood up and paced to the door.



“They’ve signed it! They’ve signed it!” bawled Sean when Sven opened. “They’ll stop spreading death. They’ll stop manufacturing those deadly poppies. They’ve signed it! It’s over! The Cold war. The great threat. Puff! You’ll see.”



“When?” 



“Just ten minutes ago. They signed the treaty, all the five, and then they flew off. They had an helicopter waiting for them on the roof.”



“What about you?” Sven asked.



“Oh, I am staying. Now I don’t care. I can die, peace is saved. Is there anything more important?”



“Want to stay with me?” Sven proposed.



“Why not?” the Irish man answered.



“Come in, I think I still have some akvavit left.”



Sean trod in, and Sven closed the door behind him.
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Midnight passed.



One AM.



Two AM. 



The stars shone in an untroubled sky.



Three AM.



…



Six AM.



Sven woke up. He had prepared himself for the worst night of his life. Maybe even for the last night of his life. But nothing had happened. Through his window, he could see only clear, blue skies, where dark clouds should have spilled tons of water down, and winds should have buffeted the building. Instead, it was a bright sunny day, like autumn could sometimes draw out of its stash.



For the last time, Sven turned the TV on.



A NOAA expert was speaking. He was visibly bewildered. The storm, he explained, had reversed course three hours before landing. Inexplicably. It was now heading back East, and was dwindling hour after hour. Soon, it would become no more than a mundane low pressure centre, undistinguishable from so many others that traveled the Atlantic from West to East all the year through. Nobody had ever witnessed this, and no computer had predicted such a sudden change.



Sven smiled and, letting the TV drone on, slowly walked to the window.
      

      
   
      Home


      

      
      
         There are homes here. Nice homes; not great, but nice. There are roads. They are all straight. Some go from North to South; others go from East to West. The streetlights are spaced a respectable distance apart. They are lighting the roads evenly. The view from a plane makes the community look like kitchen tiles. Or a one color quilt. 



Everyone should be asleep now. It is, after all, 3:17AM. There are necessary activities to perform in the morning that require a full night’s rest. There are jobs with black-ink pens, and there are homes with cat hair in the curtains. There are children to pick up from after-school functions. 



There is someone who is awake. You can see them, here, barely lit by the streetlight near the driveway. The hair is long, so it must be a woman. If it was daytime, you would see that the color of her robe would be baby blue. The ducklings patterned onto this robe would be bright yellow, with happy cartoon smiles. But it is currently 3:17AM, and the sky is dark, so the robe is black and the smiling ducks look strained.



A cigarette is glowing faintly between her fingers. She exhales strongly, pushing the smoke as far away as she can. The smoke can be seen for an instant, traveling upwards, passing the steady yellow gaze of the streetlamps, and then it vanishes into the night sky. She watches.



Her cigarette is flicked once, twice, and then hurled over the yard and into the road. It sparks brightly upon contact with the pavement, and then disappears. The woman shivers and crosses her arms. The air is warm though, and humid, and there is no wind.



The woman turns towards her residence. She opens her front door with care. She walks through her nice home. It’s not a great home, but it’s nice. In the first floor bathroom, she rinses her mouth with her favorite mouthwash. This brand does a good job masking the nicotine. 



She holds her breath and climbs the stairs silently. There is a child behind each door in the hallway. Four doors, sans her own. Her bedroom door is opened with caution. She enters, and her husband is still asleep. She can breathe now.



She approaches her side of the bed. She carefully spreads her weight out across the mattress. The mattress is colder than she had expected. 



The clock on her nightstand glows 3:52AM. She knows she won’t fall asleep but she’ll pretend. She’ll “wake up” at 7:05AM when the alarm clock rings and the mattress shifts and she hears her husband groan and swear. She’ll be there when he turns to his side and expects to find her lying on her side with her back facing him. And she will be. As always.



In seventeen days the woman will leave. She will not return home. 








The day is Saturday. This particular Saturday afternoon is very pleasant. The air is a bit chilly, but the wind is still warm. It is a perfect day to engage in outdoor activities. Most everyone has chosen to do so, loading their children into their Ford minivans to drive to the playground in the park half a mile away near the elementary school.



There are two who are not spending the day outside. You can see them here, if you peek through the front window, talking to one another in the living room. Here is the woman who owns a patterned duckling robe, and the man who is more familiar with her shoulder blades than her face. But they are not really talking to one another, not really. They are talking around each other. This conversation is a verbal dance; one that increases in intensity the longer it goes on. The steps to this dance are very simple, and they become easier to perform over time. First, each partner grasps one another as viciously as one can grasp. Then together they spin and spin, faster and faster until they hit the walls and break each other’s arms. Metaphorically speaking, of course.



There are four here who are spending the day outside. Unlike the other children on their street, these have not been loaded into a Ford mini-van and shuttled off to the playground half a mile away. They are sitting in the pine tree in the corner of the backyard that they are not supposed to climb because it is dangerous to do so. The tree is an Eastern White Pine. The Iroquois who once used to live here called this a “tree of peace”. To the four, this tree is a foreign world.



Each child is on a different branch, the highest each could reach. There is a girl who is too short to reach the higher branches, much to her frustration, and is relegated to the lower boughs of the pine. She watches the other three with a thoughtful frown on her face. She belongs to the man and the woman. There is a boy and a girl further up the tree. The girl is examining an insect that had been caught in amber sap on the pine’s trunk. The boy is stretching his arms to capture a hanging pinecone for his collection. They are speaking softly to the other, each hoping that the wind won’t carry their words to their home. They both belong to the man. There is another boy, who has grown adept at climbing the tree. He is sitting on the highest branch that can hold his weight. He comes here to dream that he might grow a pair of wings when he gets older, and come to this tree, and jump, and fly until his wings have lost all of their feathers. He belongs to the woman, but definitely not to the man.



No matter how high they climb, each of them hears the sound of their parents dancing. 



But for now, it seems this session has ended. It is time to leave the tree, before the man and the woman both catch their breath and realize they don’t know where their children have been for the past few hours, and especially before the man finds them in the forbidden tree.



In seven days the woman will leave.








It is Thursday. It rained a little this morning. The sun came out in the afternoon though, which dried up most of the water. It is evening now, and in the home of the man and the woman, it is quiet. The man who barely glimpses the woman’s face is not home, and is most likely right now commuting from work. This fact mostly contributes to the quiet within the home.



The woman has cooked dinner, and the four children are completing their homework assignments for tomorrow morning. They are working at the dining room table, which is slightly unusual, because at this time, the dining room table would be filled with plates and knives and Batman forks and chicken and green peas and apple juice instead of algebra and earth science and French phrases and times tables. But, the man is not home yet. Probably a lot of traffic on the highway. The woman is now covering the pots and pans of food to keep them from growing cold.



The sun is now much closer to the horizon, and the trickiest of times tables have been long solved. The children are growing bored and hungry. The man is still not home. The woman gives up on waiting and serves the chicken and green peas that have now gone cold. There are complaints from the table concerning the temperature of the food served, but the chef quickly silences these.



The man is still not home. Dinner is now finished.



The plates and knives and forks are placed within the kitchen sink, and the children are excused to do as they please. One of the boys has spread his rock collection along the living room floor, and is meticulously organizing them by geological classification. One of the girls is sitting on the living room floor as well, plugging in the Nintendo Wii she asked for a few Christmas’s ago. The other boy has already grabbed a controller, and is hopping up and down on the couch. The youngest girl doesn’t like video games because she never, ever wins at any video game, ever. She has elected to run loops around the backyard in the dying sunlight, squealing as she pretends to be chased by something in her imagination. The woman is now walking a line back and forth, from the automatic dishwasher in the kitchen to the head of the dining room table and back again. 



The man has opened the front door. He has now returned home. The woman hears and walks to the front door where the man is taking off his shoes. It’s not a confrontation, it’s just a question. But even that is enough to begin the latest session. He does not answer her question. Naturally, this leads to more questions, which leads to more not-answers. Now the words are heated to a temperature that is much higher than what had been served at the table earlier. Each exchange sears and burns a little more than the last. The rock collection is organized a little more meticulously. The characters on the television screen try to laugh a little louder.



It’s inevitable. The verbal dance between the man and the woman begin. If only there was a competition to be held for this sort of display. The man and the woman would sweep away any other opponents with ease. This sort of dance is obviously well-practiced and intricate. Both subtle and stark jabs of pain, hints of betrayal and jealousy, and the holes in armor so skillfully pierced with personally crafted, god-awful phrases intended to maim. 



At last, with a shout, the dance careens and tumbles into a jumbled silence. Though, this shout was more akin to a shriek than anything. Shouts usually have words. Shrieks are wordless exclamations of terror. Strangely enough, the shriek came from neither the man nor the woman, and originated from a source not within the house. Worryingly, the shriek sounded as though it came from someone who was younger than they. There are three children in the living room. There is one outside.



There she is. Right there, beneath the Eastern White Pine. 



It is easier to grasp the situation from an outside perspective. The girl who was too short to reach the higher branches (who belongs to the man) had been told by her school teacher that she had grown a whole inch since last week. With this whole new inch at her disposal, she believed herself tall enough to conquer the branches above her usual lower boughs. She had been correct. She indeed reached those pesky branches and had proceeded to climb higher and higher, up to where she knew her siblings could climb to. This accomplishment excited her. In this giddy excitement, the child had misjudged a crucial factor in her climb: the branches of the tree were still slick from the morning rain and had not dried beneath the afternoon sun. A combination of youthful exuberance, naivety, and the pink rubber soles of her shoes slipping right off a slick pine branch sent her spiraling through the branches. This led to a very long, frightened shriek that ended immediately after her body impacted the ground.



Now, she is lying along the roots of a beautiful Eastern White Pine. Blood is slipping quickly from her head and into the damp ground. Now there is a man, and a woman. For once, they are screaming at something that is not directed towards each other. There are three children standing in the backyard. Most of what happens next passes too quickly for them to comprehend, and then the next image comes and passes right in front of their eyes.



The girl is hanging in the man’s arms. The woman is blubbering uncontrollably, clutching blindly for her child behind two wells of tears. There’s Mr. Canson, and Mrs. Adelaide, and there's Mr. and Mrs. Sikes, the neighbors, running through the backyard. There are different colored lights flashing across the house now. There is a shriek, replaying over and over and over in their minds.



In two days the woman will leave.








It is Friday. The children did not go to school today. Instead, they stayed at the hospital. The hospital smells like cleaning spray, and there are many people in light green aprons rushing through the hallway they’re sitting in. They are sitting in three chairs by a door which leads to where the man and the woman and the girl are. They have been waiting for a very long time.



Finally the man and the woman came out. The man was frowning. He turned to stare back through the doorway he had just passed through. The woman smiled a very strained smile. She leaned down and told the three children that everything would be okay. The woman succeeded in reassuring no one.



It was almost nice, the silence between them all. Grief was usually a great deal quieter than anger. There was nothing anybody needed to say. So the man said something.



Tomorrow he would have the Eastern White Pine cut down.



And of course, now, the children needed to say something too. This tree was a world away from home for the three. A wonderful escape. A place to dream and pretend. All three wholeheartedly disagreed with the man’s declaration.



The boy who belonged to the woman, but definitely not to the man, spoke first. He said no.



The man turned to the boy who was not his own. He repeated the word. 



No?



For a long time, the man was a volcano. Yes, there were eruptions, and yes, they caused some damage. The damage wasn’t irreparable. But he was still an active volcano. There was something hot, burning deep within him. It burned all night and all day, simmering and bubbling. Something shifted. The man exploded.



He leaned down and grabbed the boy’s shoulders.



No? No? No?



The boy shook beneath him.



No? No? No?



The woman shouted at him, but the man shook harder.



No? No? No?



It shifted from a question to an exclamation. The man screamed as much as he could muster. His cries bounced through the hallways. They became louder, and longer. He let go of the boy and instead opted to lie on the ground, screaming as though his heart had been ripped away. The children and the woman moved away.



The woman will leave tomorrow.








It is Saturday, and today the Eastern White Pine will be cut down. They will all watch it die slowly. Each limb will be cut off cleanly. The trunk will then be severed in three controlled slices. The remains will be ground into wood chips. 



A separation will be good for them now. That is what is best. The man and the woman both agreed. The woman will take her one child, and the man will take his two. There is nothing left between them anyways.
      

      
   
      Fire From Ashes


      

      
      
         Reiko drifted, suspended, weightless, in the endless sea between sleep and dreams.



The universe was strange.



Why had it decided to become as it had? Why was she where she was, witness to such beautiful and terrible things, instead of quietly tending house somewhere with two children as her mother had?



What conspiracy of fate leads one so far from home?



Reiko drifted, suspended, accompanied by the dull, hollow pain at the back of her mind, trying not to wonder when it would not be so dull anymore.







She awoke, eyes fluttering in the dim red light, and with a deep breath, she started her morning.



Toes. Feet. Legs lift. Knees bend.



Fingers. Hands bunch up. Wrists—



...Left is stiff today.



Elbows bend, still a little less on the left. Shoulders roll, and the difference goes away.



Head turns, raises and lowers, and then Reiko sits upright, rubbing her left wrist, wrapping it in the heat of her other hand as she works it around.



It doesn't get better.







A rushing hiss and the shock of heat as water hits her skin, and she dips her head under the rushing flow, drowning her anxiety.



It just is, she thinks to herself. It's happened before, it'll go away just the same.



...Probably.



She inhales deeply, taking the steam heat into herself, willing away the morning cold—



She's on the floor, the world around her screaming in straining steel, and her back presses hard against the shower wall with the force of a dead stop.



She sits there for a moment, water washing down over her legs, hair stuck to her face, and she takes deep breaths, and listens.



...No breach alarms, she thinks, as her breath releases. We didn't hit anything, at least.



She picks herself up, pulls back her hair, and reaches for the soap dispenser with a practiced haste.



Duty has now banished the wistful morning.








Reiko steps onto the bridge, one hand gently flexing as the other fusses with an uncooperative cuff.



"Alright. What did you do to break my ship?" She asks, as she strides to the command deck, and comes to stop over the shoulder of the pilot.



"I didn't do anything to break our ship, thank you," he replies, as he looks down on the engineering station, fingers tapping in quick commands. "Warp drive scrammed when we hit a gravity well."



"And just which gravity well was that?" she asks, peering at the displays. "Where are we, anyway?"



"About forty light years shy of Rigel. And good question, isn't it," he says, pointing at one read in particular. "So far as I can tell, we're in a...mass shadow? Something is projecting a graviton field that registers as a well to the warp safeties, but the actual force present measures about point zero zero two g."



"Seems awfully weak for any kind of star," Reiko notes, looking at some of the other displays.



"Uh huh. Not the only thing, either. Radiation output is almost zero, heat emissions are flat. It's also about the size of Saturn. The only really stellar thing about it is the luminosity."



"So...what is it, Jack?"



He taps a few buttons, and points to the forward viewer.



"It's...that."



She turns, and takes it in.



For something only the size of Saturn, it still manages to look pretty big.



Golden-white currents of liquid fire whirl and churn, swirling and spinning across the surface fast enough to see with the naked eye, a dizzying mass of motion tracing spiral lines up and down to twin poles marked by massive geyser-pillars of fire blasting out into the dark of space.



"It sure seems to be doing its best to try to be a star."



"It is at that," Jack says. "But there's also the small issue of it only being four hundred years old."



"So this is our 'mystery star', then," she says, staring out at the mass of fire and light.



"This is the thing that popped into Orion in 2061, yes."



Reiko turns back to look at him, tilting her head with a clever smile.



"So now you're going to tell me it's artificial, right?"



"Wha—but—I was saving that part," he says, grumbling childishly and sighing. "Yes, it's artificial, some kind of sustained plasma storm. You saw the rotational analysis display and didn't say anything, didn't you."



"Yep," she says, with a smug smile. "Convection is far too precisely maintained for a natural process. Though to be fair, the sum lack of radiation and heat output also point to a compositional purity and containment system infinitely too unlikely to be natural. If I were to guess...helium-3 fusion sheath?"



He leans against the console, throwing his hands up in defeat.



"Sometimes, Rei, you're just no fun. I try to bring a little mystery, a little wonder into your life, and this is what I get."



"I get plenty of mystery wondering how I ended up with you in the first place, thank you," she says, prodding him out of his mock-pout.



"Well," he says in a huff, "that's just unpleasant. And you used to be such a nice girl."



"No I didn't," she counters, brow perked curiously. "I've always been snide and cheeky. But tell you what: how about I pretend to be sorry, we go get breakfast, and you can tell me about this last thing you've been keeping secret the whole time?"



"I'm that transparent, am I," he says, sighing. "Alright. I could do for some coffee."








Jack and Reiko sit down with their coffee.



They sip at it silently for a moment, just enjoying the peace and quiet and low hum of the fusion reactors sixty feet below and aft of the crew's mess, their only other company.



Reiko reaches her hand out and picks up a crumbly butter biscuit, nibbling delicately.



"We didn't find this by accident," Jack finally says, snapping the tension.



"Background noise?" She asks between bites.



"...Yeah," he says heavily, cupping his coffee mug in his hands, grounding himself in the hot ceramic. "Last night, after you'd gone to sleep, we got close enough to pick up signal strength, separate it out. It was a radio beacon, coming from here."



"I wondered why you never came to bed," she says with a coy smile.



"Reiko," he says, staring hard at her. "We're a million kilometers away from an artificial star. We got here following a radio beacon. You're not just...blanking on this, are you?"



"We've found physical proof we aren't alone in the universe," she replies, shrugging. "...Or the galaxy—the local cluster, even. Yes, Jack, I understand that. It just doesn't surprise me. I've always expected it—I just wondered if I'd see it in my own lifetime."



"So you just...sit there eating a biscuit, as we confirm intelligent alien life only a few months warp away from mankind?"



"Pretty much," she says, finishing the last of her biscuit.



"And what about you, Jack?" She continues, after a silent moment. "I was your idea to come here looking for this mystery star in the first place. We've found it, and a revelation for the species besides. You're not...frightened, are you? That would be rather out of character for you."



He shakes his head, staring down at his coffee.



"I'm just...I don't know. I guess maybe I should have thought of this possibility? But...I expected to find something, but not proof of intelligent life. I'm a soldier, Rei, not an explorer. I'm a bit out of my depth."



"I'm a soldier too, Jack," she says softly. "But that doesn't mean we can't find the wonder in a moment like this, same as anyone else."



He sighs, and raises his eyes to her.



"I'm not very good at finding wonder anymore," he starts, and then he pauses, and his expression turns concerned. "...Does it hurt today?"



Reiko blinks a few times, confused, and pulls away the hand that's unconsciously been rubbing at the back of her neck.



"...No," she says, staring at the table. "Not any more than it always does."



The wheels are turning now, though, and Jack's gaze goes to her hand resting on the table, the one that's not been doing much this morning.



"It's just a little stiff, that's all. It happens," she says, before he can ask.



"Reiko—"



"Just...don't, okay?"



"Should've seen someone before we left," Jack says quietly.



"And for what?" She asks, eyes narrow. "So someone in a white coat could feign sympathy? 'So sorry, turns out your experimental neural interface wasn't designed so well, seems your spine is filling with plaque'?"



The sharpness of her voice fades as the low hum of the fusion plant fills the room.



"I didn't mean to upset you," Jack says quietly, "and I'm sorry. But I can't just not see it."



"...I know. You don't have to apologize for worrying about me, but..."



She reaches across the table, and takes his hands with hers.



"Jack, one day I'm going to wake up and not be able to walk. One day I'm going to wake  up and not be able to move at all. Or even be able to speak. Or maybe all of those, if it decides to just skip to the end. It could be in ten, twenty years, or it could be next week. But it's going to happen eventually, and there's nothing anyone can do about it. There's a reason they chose young, patriotic fools for the program, you know."



He squeezes her hands, and looks up at her, weary.



"What do I do, Rei?"



She smiles, gentle and sincere.



"Well, we're out on the edge of the unknown, aren't we? On the very cusp of finding intelligent, advanced alien life. And it's inside that plasma storm, right?"



"...Yeah," he says weakly, then clearing the lump from his throat. "Yeah, there's something in there, alright."



"Well then, Jack? Let's go in and get it. You know, take me somewhere special."



"Take a ship out the furthest mankind's ever flown, and then dive into a Saturn-sized plasma storm chasing one of its most ancient questions?"



He laughed, and nodded to her.



"Yeah, I think we can make a date out of that."






"So what do you think? Does it bring out my figure?"



Jack chuckles, and shakes his head.



"I'm afraid it doesn't quite flatter you as much as you deserve."



"Hrm. Pity," Reiko says, looking down at her herself. "There really ought to be an envirosuit that's built for aesthetic appeal. Really, a pair set that combine at the hips wouldn't be a bad idea either..."



"Zero gravity tends to disagree with that sort of complex motion, honey."



"Oh, shush. Now which of us is no fun?" She says, taking her seat in the second helm chair, and straps in.



"SONA, online," Jack says, and a little ten-inch high holographic woman appears above his helm console.



"Starship Operation and Navigation Assistant online," it says in a flat, mildly digitized voice. "Please state command."



"Ship's readiness report, please," he says, and the hologram shifts weight on its feet, resting its head on its hand as it 'thinks'.



"SFV Wonders in Starlight, registry pennant four two zero zero seven, readiness status as follows: power systems, green; life support, green; sensor systems, green; sublight engines, green; warp drive, status yellow: system offline per executive order; hull integrity systems, green; shield systems, status yellow: system modified per executive order; primary weapon systems, status yellow: missile munitions level at thirty nine percent; secondary weapons, status yellow; system offline per executive order. Ship's readiness reports as: conditional green."



"...Warp drive offline?" Reiko asks. "Slaved the capacitors to the shields, I'm guessing?"



"It's only an extra six percent," he replies, nodding, "but the energy wasn't doing anything otherwise. Secondary weapons was mostly to avoid them blowing up while tied in."



"You're expecting this to be a rough ride, then," she says.



"...Well," he responds, checking over the engineering monitor brought up on his station, "sensors can't see beyond the top layer there, but those plasma currents are pulling nineteen thousand kilometers per hour. Surface temperature is only forty seven hundred kelvin, at least. As long as it isn't half the radius deep, we should be okay."



"And if it is half the radius deep?" She asks, eying him.



He looks over at her, and smiles.



"Then the shields buckle, and the ship probably rips apart. Can't say I never took you someplace exciting."



Reiko giggles, and reaches for her suit helmet.



"Edge of the explored universe, basically diving into a star, reasonable chance of death? Why, I'm positively enchanted."



"Great! Because at the speed we're going into this thing, there's no way to turn around once we hit it."



He punches in the approach vector, and his finger pauses over the button.



"...Rei," he says, a little hesitant. "This...we do want to do this, right?"



He feels a hand on his shoulder, and turns to see her looking over at him through a secured helmet visor.



"Sense of wonder, Jack," she says, a crackle of electronic static from the suit speaker.



"...Right. Just checking."



He taps the button, and the ship shudders as the engines flare up and build for maximum burn.



"SONA, confirm course plot," he says, reaching for his helmet.



"Course plot as follows: sublight engines maintain maximum power for two hundred and twelve seconds; port side engines shut down, starboard engines reduce to two-thirds power; warning – plot indicates intersection with celestial object at three hundred thirty two seconds."



"Working as intended, SONA. Continue plot, please."



"Intersection with celestial object at origin-relative azimuth seventeen degrees, altitude nine degrees; note projected velocity as superior to local angular momentum by five point three percent. Intersection plus five seconds, starboard engines increase to maximum power; plot continues two thousand, eight hundred, fifty seconds; absent object-internal data, plot concludes at one-half radius interior of celestial object. Warning: current plot estimates destruction of vessel at one hundred percent. Command authority required to enable course plot."



"Command code zebra, oscar, echo, zero zero two, authorize Jackson Aubrey Valentine, commander-in-chief, Sunwings Fleet company, password 'Gehenna'."



"Command authority recognized. Notice: exigent threat. Secondary confirmation required to enable course plot."



"Command code india, charlie, sierra, six eight eight, authorize Reiko Asanari, admiral, Sunwings Fleet company, password 'Izanami'."



"Secondary confirmation recognized. Safeties released; course plot enabled. Confirm plot?"



"Confirm plot," Jack says, sealing his helmet on, and the two are pressed back in their seats as the engines blast out two-million degree helium.







"Collision advisory: intersection with celestial object in twenty seconds."



"Nice that she's so prompt with those," Reiko notes, starting to feel a little tense only now that they're two minutes past abort.



"Isn't it though. Raising shields," Jack replies, and there's a tingling sensation across her skin as the ship is surrounded by a four terawatt protective shell.



Plus six percent, she reminds herself.



The ship shakes a little.



"Hitting the magnetic shell. Contact in—"



"Intersection in five...four...three...two...one."



There's a dull whump, like a hand slapping water, and the slightest feeling of being pulled to the left.



"And we're in. Starboard engines to full."



"Starboard engines to maximum power. Notice: external temperatures exceeding hull tolerance. Please take care to maintain shields."



"Oh that's really helpful advice just now," Reiko hears herself say, surprised at how much her voice cracks.



"...You okay over there?" Jack asks, glancing over to find her gripping her chair.



"Yes! Yes. I'm okay. I'm just...finding it a little tense diving into a star without the distraction of being the one flying."



"Strictly speaking, this was your idea—"



There's a fwoosh, and the turbulence drops to nothing.



"...The hell? That can't have been all of it," he says, poring over his display. "That was only five hundred kilometers."



"Well, if it's supposed to be a star..." Reiko ponders, "...then this would be the tachocline?"



"Huh. Fair idea, that," Jack notes, and then the world explodes.







"...yond tolerances. Warning: external temperatures one point two million degrees. Hull stress beyond tolerances. Warning: external tempe—"



"Thank you, SONA, I heard you!" Jack yells over the alarms, trying to get his bearings. "How long since we impacted this layer?"



"Turbulence increase of seven thousand eight hundred six percent noted twenty four seconds prior this instance," SONA calmly replies. "Warning: external tempera—"



"Yes, I know! Rei, you alright?"



He looks over, and sees her slumped over in her seat harness.



"Rei? REI!"



"...I'm here," she says quietly, head spinning, and she manages to weakly wave her hand. "Just...give me a minute."



"Warning: shield strength below fifty percent. Rate of decay exceeds recommended threshold by factor of six."



"I hate to break it to you, but you may not have a minute. Our plasma storm has a radiative zone."



"Warning: external temperatures one point five million degrees. Hull stress beyond tolerances."



"SONA, extrapolate temperature curve and shield drain."



"External temperature rising approximately forty thousand degrees per second. Given trend, estimate: you will die in twenty one seconds."



"Well shit, Reiko," Jack says, laughing grimly. "I could have given you twenty seconds of excitement in a lot less deadly ways than this."



"Warning: external temperatures one point eight million degrees. Hull stress—"



"Beyond tolerances, I KNOW dammit!"



A shrill siren wails across the bridge, as shields drop below twenty percent.



"Warning: shield failure imminent. All personnel ready to escape positions."



"Somehow, SONA, I don't think that's so helpful here," Jack says bitterly, watching a heavy cruiser's combat shield batteries drain in a matter of seconds.



"It's gonna get warm in here in a second, Rei," he says, punching a few buttons on his console. "Let's just hope this only goes on another few hundred."



He taps the final button, and there's a loud rushing as the atmosphere empties from the bridge.



"SONA, vent the ship's atmosphere via starboard outlets only." The radio crackles, and there's the slightest feeling of pushing left as the compressed atmosphere of a hundred-twenty thousand ton cruiser blows out the right side.



Jack taps a few more buttons, and a klaxon blares, locking down the ship's emergency bulkheads, which then pop-pop as the deadbolts fire to seal them.



For better or worse, they were now sealed into the bridge behind three feet of ceramic-composite armor plating on every side.



And then the shields gave out.



A deafening WHOOM beats against Reiko's environsuit as the entire outer layer of the ship is crushed in, fusion plasma rushing to fill the former shield bubble.



"Warning: catastrophic damage has been detected. Shields offline; sublight engines offline; primary weapons offline; secondary weapons offline. Warning: damage is proceeding. Hull temperatures exceeding melt threshold."



"Warning: hull breach, deck three, port fore."



"Warning: hull breach, decks four and five, starboard midships."



"Warning: hull breach, deck seven, ventral midships."



"Warning: fusion core breach. Repeat: fusion core br—"



And then it all went dark.



And it was quiet.



------------------------------------------------



Reiko drifted, suspended, weightless, in the endless sea between life and death.



The universe was frightening.



Why had it decided to become as it had? Why had she been where she was, witness to such beautiful and terrible things, instead of quietly tending house somewhere with two children as her mother had?



What conspiracy of fate leads one to die so far from home?



Reiko drifted, suspended, absent the dull, hollow pain at the back of her mind, trying not to wonder if she would wake up to feel it ever again.



------------------------------------------------



She awoke, eyes fluttering in the blackness, and with a deep breath, she started her morning.



Toes...constrained. Feet are stiff. Legs slow, languid. Knees bend...and make her head spin.



Fingers stiff. Hands can't bunch up. Wrists...barely move at all.



Elbows bend, slowly. Shoulders won't roll.



...But her head turns. Raises and—



Tunk, as her forehead taps the helmet shell.



She remembers, and her rising panic bleeds away as she realizes all that stiffness and lack of motion is just being in a bulky envirosuit, and her head was spinning because the motion literally made it spin.



Well, there's no gravity, she thinks to herself, so I guess I'm still alive to notice.



"...Jack?"



"...Reiko? You're okay?"



"Well, I've got a bit of a headache, but otherwise..." she says, trying for a bit of cheer.



"I'm so sorry."



"For what? It was my idea to dive the ship into a goddamn sun, remember?"



Jack laughs over the radio, but she can hear the pain in it.



"So many things. The way we met. How I treated you back then... That I could never give you the live you deserve. That I dragged you out here to the end of the damn universe because I wanted to run away instead of accept what happened. Christ, being on the edge of death makes me whine, doesn't it."



Reiko laughs lightly into the radio, trying to stay cheerful, silently cursing how she can't follow its sound to him.



"...Well we aren't dead yet," she says. "And if the ship hasn't melted by now, then that means we have to have made it through."



"For all the good that does us. I sealed us in, Rei," Jack says, resigned. "Didn't even think until after that we had no way out, and no rescue crew is coming to cut its way in. Who would've thought? We actually, somehow, dive through a solar plasma storm, only for me to lock us in a tomb with a rookie mistake. Not really the rousing conclusion to my epic life story that I'd hoped for."



Reiko doesn't quite know what to say to that.



Clang.



So she floats, and listens.



...Ka-thunk.



"Now this may just be the onset of space dementia," she says cautiously, "but that sounds like a tow clamp."



"...It can't be," Jack whispers. "It just...can't actually be."



"Oof," Reiko grunts, as she bumps into the side of the bridge.



Or, rather, as the side of the bridge bumps into her.



"...We're moving, Jack," she says, doing some sloppy math in her head. "And not all that slowly, given how hard I just bumped the wall."



He doesn't respond.



"Jack? You okay over...wherever?"



"...Not exactly," he eventually says, his voice shaky. "I mean, I'm just thinking out loud here, but...there's about zero way in hell that any human is towing us right now."



"That's right, Jack. Whoever built this...sun-sphere, sent the radio beacon you found last night—"



"Is now towing us in. Rescuing us—we hope."



"...Well," she starts, turning over a few words in her head for care, "that's the ideal, certainly, yes. Let's just see if they cut us out of here, and go from there, okay?"



"Right. We're just...engaging an unknown disposition," he replies, picking up a little confidence. "Yeah, I can do that."



The radio goes quiet, just the sound of them breathing in the dark.







Screeeech ker-WHUMP.



"...How long's it been?" Reiko asks.



"I have no idea, actually. Ten minutes, maybe? Or twenty? Hell, could've been an hour."



"Well...however long, I think we're he—"



------------------------------------------------



"Ow," Reiko says, picking herself up off the metal floor. "You might have warned us there was going to be a sudden drop."



"Lamentations, Imperator," chimes a distant, echoing voice. "Rather—indexing—apologies. Our translocation device was inoperant for a period of two hundred and six 'years', as you know them, and it appears to have fallen point three percent out of alignment. Correcting."



"I'm sorry," she says, curious. "Did you say 'Imperator'?"



"That is correct, Imperator," the chiming replies. "Is this appellation an incorrect translation? I have as yet not completed full indexing of your 'SONA' construct and attendant records. As well, an advisory: this area has completed conversion of atmosphere pursuant to recommended composition and pressure suggested in your records. For confirmation: twenty one percent 'oxygen', seventy eight percent 'nitrogen', one percent 'argon', to pressure of one hundred and one thousand 'pascals'. Such intriguing appellations."



"So we can remove our helmets, then," she asks. "Is this environment sterile in regard to viruses and bacteria? It'd be a shame to come all the way only to contract some new and unfortunate disease."



"This entire facility has been confirmed biologically inert for three hundred and seventy two years, eight months, six days, plus or minus ten hours. Infectious agents are non-present."



Reiko pops her helmet seal with a click-hisssss, pulling it off, and shaking her hair free.



"Lovely. Jack?" She says, stepping over to him sitting on the floor in his suit. "You alright in there?"



"...Fine. Ish. Just...processing all this. Just give me a minute."



"Alrighty. Now then."



She turns, looking off in the distance to the side of the...hangar? Salvage hold? Repair bay?



Now that I think about it, actually...



She turns back, and looks up from Jack sitting on the floor, and about twenty feet away sits the mangled, melted hulk of Wonders in Starlight.



It sure as hell wasn't under a hundred meters this morning.



She shivers a little, pointedly not mathing out the pressures involved in what she sees, and turns back the other way, toward the distant wall that looks like it has doors on it.



"...Now then, who exactly was I speaking with?"



A small blue light flits into view from the distant wall, winding its way over, quickly coming to rest in the air a few feet from her eyes.



"My apologies, Imperator. I have not entertained guests in...in point of fact, ever. This facility was never visited after formal activation. But I digress! I am designated Warden of the Lost, Imperator. I bid you welcome to the Solar Forge."



"Lovely. And why do you call me Imperator?"



"...Because you are Imperator. You are the heir."



Reiko blinked.



"Oh."
      

      
   
      Eye of the Storm


      

      
      
         “Which one next daddy?” 

Jake looked around. The exit of the last slide had left them in the center of the park, from where he had a good view. After a moment, he pointed and said, 

“What about that one?” 

“Eye of the Storm,” Annie read aloud. She examined the row of people on the staircase, leading up to a mountain cottage. From the cottage, a most scary slide curved graciously through a large part of the Aqualand dome before ending at one of the many pools at the other side. “Looks like a bunch of fun,” she said, ”let's go.”



She ran off toward the entrance. Jake smiled. He hadn't seen her this happy in months. Maybe even since the divorce. Jake wrestled him out of this train of thought before she got too far away, and started running after her. The both of them soon found themselves merging with the ocean of people, which flowed at a solid pace up the stairs so it wasn't long before father and daughter were at the front of the queue.



“Me first,” Annie exclaimed, as she had done at every other slide in the park. 

“Sure thing, sweetheart. Just be careful, this looks like a scary one.” 

“They all looked scary to you daddy. No worries, I can handle it, but can you?”

“Just watch yourself, smart-mouth.”



Her face bearing a large grin, Annie stepped into the pool of water that was feeding a constant stream of water to the gaping hole at it's far end. Annie opened her lungs for a scream of excitement. Then she released the handles and let the hole suck her in. 








Jake would be next when the man next to the hole gave him the all-clear. Slide Supervisor, Jake noticed the man's badge said. Jake was mesmerized by the flashing silver material of the thing. His stare was interrupted when Todd turned to him and said, “Okay sir, get ready.” Jake entered the pool, got hold of the hand grips and braced his feet against the edges of the hole. When the Slide Supervisor yelled “Go!”, Jake let go and let himself slide into the hole. 



The current beneath him slushed and thrashed with a mad fury, flipping him in all sorts of positions. A particularly scary turn drove him up the side of the tube until he was almost sliding on the ceiling. After floating in mid-air for a few seconds, he got slammed down hard before the wild current dragged him further with full speed. After he regained his composure, he worried about Annie and how she had handled this scary slide. What was he thinking, bringing her to Aqualand. Their policy did clearly state that children are allowed only from 8 years old and upwards, and Annie had been begging him for 2 years now, since those awfully annoying ads came out. It had gotten impossible to refuse her when she turned 8 last month, so he had promised to take her, just to be sure his ex-wife wouldn't take that away from him as well. Still, this was all a bit much for an 8-year old. Had he not been responsible enough? Should he have read the signs at the entrance of the slide properly? Wouldn't the Slide Supervisor have stopped Annie if he thought she was too young for this? These questions kept Jake from noticing the rest of the slide and before he knew it, the pipe ended and it threw him with a splash in a large pool.

 





After resurfacing, taking a deep breath of relief and wiping the water, and his ruined haircut, out of his eyes, his eyes scanned the pool for a sign of Annie. His heart started beating menacingly in his throat when he couldn't see her in the pool. Surely she would wait for him! He was only 20 seconds behind her, she couldn't have gotten far anyway. He noticed a pool attendant standing next to the exit hole of the slide, and Jake swam towards him. 

“Excuse me, have you seen my daughter, the one that came out before me?”

“Your daughter sir?”

“Yes, 8 years old, brown hair, yellow bathing suit. She was right in front of me, couldn't be more than half a minute.”

“Sir, I believe you're mistaken. That's the lady who came out before you,” and he pointed towards a woman in a purple bathing suit, clearly somewhere in her forties. She was surrounded by her three daughters and they were all still recovering from the strong emotions from the slide, and had reached the phase of trying to laugh it off.

“No, of course that's not my daughter. Look I am sure she was on the slide before me.”

“No sir she wasn't.” 

“What – what do you mean?”

“If sir will look at those screens over there, they show the pictures taken of the people on this slide. Cheap pictures too at that, only 4,99!”

“What has that to do with my daughter?”

“Well, you do see your own picture on the screen, don't you? And the picture of the lady before you, in the purple bathing suit. But I don't see any pictures of an 8-year old girl on there. And good thing too, this slide is a bit too scary for a child.



Jake couldn't grasp the situation, it was all so surreal. His daughter went in one side, but didn't come out the other side. How did this happen? How could this happen? He soon realized this guy wouldn't help him, so he decided to go back to the Slide Supervisor.








After minutes of pushing through the waiting crowd and their insults, Jake reached the Slide Supervisor. 

“You have got to help me, my daughter is lost.”

Without looking up, The Slide Supervisor answered him. 

“You should go to the information desk sir, where they're able to call her name from the speakers.”

“No, that's not what I mean. She got lost in this slide.”

“What on earth do you mean, sir?”

“She got in right before me, but she never came out, the Pool Attendant can verify this. She didn't even pass the cameras.”

“That is impossible sir. This slide is a solid tube all the way through, there is no way she could have gotten out.”

“But you have seen her, haven't you? Surely you can testify to her entering the slide?”

“Impossible sir. Thousands of people a day pass through here. I wouldn't even know if you yourself went on the slide earlier.”

Jake needed a moment to think.

“I have to find my daughter, so I need to check the slide. I can't do it with this heavy current so can you close off the slide for 15 minutes so I can go through, maybe on a rope?”

“I'm afraid I cannot allow that sir. This is one of the busiest days of the year for us, I cannot just go closing off slides like that.”

“Well, either you help me, or you call security, and they can come fish me out of the slide themselves.”

Jake made a move toward the opening of the hole, trying to figure out how he would be able to withstand the heavy current. Maybe if he braced himself against the walls, he could at the same time test the tube for openings with his hands and feet. The Slide Supervisor saw he had to act quickly.

“Alright, I'll have to check with the Pool Manager for a moment. Please hold on for a minute”, the Slide Supervisor said, and he shuffled off to inform his walkie-talkie of the situation. After a moment or two he walked back and and gave Jake back its answer.

“Alright sir. My boss has agreed to shut down the slide. You have fifteen minutes. He has sent for a rope as well, which will soon be here.”



The Slide Supervisor moved toward the line of waiting people, whose questioning looks about what the hold-up was about, were finally going to be answered. Their collective expressions turned from anxious to sad as the words of the Slide Supervisor's reached them. While the group drove off, a colleague of the Slide Supervisor with a rope in his hand skirted past them and ran up to the cottage. The colleague tied the rope to a nearby concrete pole, and after Jake had secured it onto his belt, he lowered himself into the hole.








The water must have been off for a while now, but still Jake had trouble getting any grip on the slide. The best he could manage was to lay down on his side and lower himself gently, while checking the tube for any holes or loose walls. What felt like every five minutes, the Slide Supervisor yelled down to ask him how it was going, which annoyed Jake so much that he didn't bother to give him an answer. 



He came at the central chamber, the so-called eye of the storm. It had probably gotten that name because after the person comes sliding in here, the chamber holds him floating in place for a couple of seconds. Then the floor opens up and swallows the ball of water containing him. It had felt like a giant stomach to Jake the first time around, but without the water, the chamber looked fairly ordinary. It was sphere with a flat floor, where you could see signs of the hatch toward the next part of the slide. The hatch opens up automatically when there's a certain amount of water in there, so Jake would have to call the Slide Supervisor to have it opened up. First he decided to inspect the place properly as he had no luck in the first part of the tube, which felt solid all the way through. The camera spot was not far from the Eye now, so he knew he'd have to find something soon. Jake anxiously pushed against the side panels and the ceiling of the sphere, but none of them would budge. Maybe he needed to put more force on there? The chamber had proven to withstand a massive amount of water, so his little pushes would not help much. Jake decided to climb a bit back up the rope, and swing from side to side, pushing his feet against the walls. On the first two tries the walls didn't budge, but on the third swing, his feet stomped open a panel fairly easily. Before Jake knew it, he was halfway through the opening, only the rope holding him back. “I knew it,” Jake exclaimed as his desperation was morphing into hope. He could hold the panel open just enough to force his body through. He yelled out to the Slide Supervisor, but he couldn't seem to reach him, so he decided to go on. Jake figured that, if they follow the rope, they'd know where he had disappeared off to. 








Once Jake had wrestled his body through the opening, he could find no footing anywhere so he ended up dangling from side to side. It looked like he was in some sort of cave, carved or eroded out of rocks. The slide was resting on what seemed like a massive stone pillar, covered in moss. Jake lowered himself down, and after a couple of yards, he felt his feet touch water. He felt around some more for solid ground, which he found to his left. He started swinging back and forth, and at the right moment his hands let go of the rope and landed on the muddy ground. 

“What is this place?” 

He found himself in the middle of large room in a cave. Water was dripping everywhere, from a ceiling he could not see. There was a puddle of water next to him. His first thought was about Annie falling into the puddle. He quickly waded through the puddle, feeling around for any solid mass, but the puddle only reached up to his waist, and there was no sign of Annie. Jake scanned the muddy banks around the puddle. At one side he could make out some traces which seemed like dragging marks. He felt relief at first, knowing that someone had found Annie. His relief turned very fasted into doubt when he began fantasizing who, or even what, could have done this. Why was he walking through this dark wet cave underneath an amusement park. This last thought terrified him to the bone. He started marching on quickly, following the dragging marks.



After a while, the tracks in the mud led him to a one-story concrete building illuminated by a lonesome lamppost beside it. The dragging marks stopped right at a pair of concrete stairs that led up to a metal door in the building. Crude lettering next to the door said 'Technical Facility'. Jake moved carefully towards the door, scanning the surroundings. All seemed dark and quiet out there, except for the sound of water dripping and slushing echoing all around him. When Jake reached the door, he held his left ear up to it but no sound seemed to penetrate it. Jake grabbed hold of the handle on the door, pushed it down, and carefully opened the door. In the room that lay behind it, Jake saw about 30 people standing still, evenly distributed across the room. They all gazed at something in the middle of the room. Jake's view of it was blocked so silently he moved closer to the outer rim of people and tried to see what was happening. In the middle of the room stood a bed. He saw a woman sat next to it, attending to the person on the bed. All he could see from the person on the bed were the feet, but still he knew who it was.

“Annie!”, he exclaimed, and started moving toward her. He pushed himself through the crowd towards the middle. When he had almost reached the bed, a strong arm held him back. A graying man in his fifties wearing an blue overall stepped between him and the bed. He introduced himself as Chief Technician and asked where Jake had come from. Jake's gaze was fixed on the bed and asked, “What have you done to her?”

“We haven't done anything, please don't worry.” 

The Chief Technician pulled Jake aside and started explaining, “She fell out of the sky, and we took her here to attend to her wounds. She has a cut on her forehead and lost a lot of blood, but Nurse Amanda was able to stitch it back up nicely. She will need to rest for a few days.”

Jake mouth fell open, he couldn't believe what he was hearing.

“Stay here for a few days? I don't think so pal. I'm calling an ambulance and I'm getting her to a hospital.”

The Chief Technician turned his eyes at the ground and let go a heavy sigh. 

“That's not an option sir. We have no say in the matter, and I doubt upper management will think anything different.”

“What do you mean? A little girl is lying here, wounded and in need of medical attention. As far as I know, your company is at fault here, and I will consult an attorney as soon as possible.”

The Chief Technician did not flinch and he responded calmly, “Please let's not to overreact sir. It might be best for you to have a chat with the CEO. He will be able to explain the situation so much better than I can.” 








The thick wooden door to the office of the CEO swung open and Jake stepped into the room. The two Assistants that had escorted him here stayed behind at the door like trained dogs. 

“Ah, you must be the man whose daughter is being cared for at our Technical Facility. Please, have a seat.”

Jake stepped forward and sat himself down on the left chair. The man behind the desk went on. 

“Let me introduce myself first, I am the CEO of Aqualand. From what I gather, your daughter escaped from the slide, landed a bit awkwardly. The technical staff then retrieved her safely, and are at this very moment attending to her minor wounds. Still, you seem to have further complaints?”

Jake was startled by the crude tone this conversation had already taken.

“She fell out of that slide! No kid would actively go looking for ways to escape a slide. What upsets me even more is that the Chief Technician won't even let her leave.”

“Of course not sir, she needs medical attention.”

“That's exactly why I want to get her to a hospital!” 

Jake's face was pounding. His desperation was winning. All day long he was focused on a clear goal, but he couldn't understand the conversation that was unravelling itself before him. 

“We have fully qualified nurses on the Technical Staff. There's absolutely nothing to worry about sir.”

“But surely you understand I cannot just leave her behind. Even with her wounds. What is my ex-wife going to say when I tell her she needs to stay here for a few days.”

“I don't think you fully understand the situation sir. She won't be leaving at all. What's more, you won't be leaving either so you don't have to worry about your ex-wife. She'll be notified of your altered life paths, as will your employer and other relatives, so absolutely nothing to worry about.”

A dizziness rushed to Jake's head. He had to set himself back in his chair as soon as possible or he might have tumbled straight out.

“What - what do you mean?”

The all-day build-up of frustration was finally getting to him. 

“There's no way in hell my daughter and I will be forced to stay here.”

The CEO sighed deeply. 

“I'm sorry to tell you sir, but when you bought your entrance ticket, you waved your rights. This is Aqualand here, not whichever country you came from, and so, on this land Aqualand's Protocol is law. And according to Aqualand Protocol, first your daughter and then you yourself destroyed a perfectly good slide, our most succesful slide even. Do you know what you have cost us by closing that slide down for half an hour? Anyway, Protocol dictates in such situations that a full repayment is requested from the offenders, by helping the Technical Staff for a certain amount of time. You see, that way Aqualand hopes to teach offenders the consequences of their vandalism, and that it's important to have respect for other people's property.”

“How long do you expect us to stay for heaven's sake? Besides, we didn't break your slide. The panel must have been loose before we went on.”

“Sure you have broken it sir. Our Slide Supervisor has examined the error in the tube, and a lot of force was needed to open that panel, you surely agree. And for the costs, a slide like that doesn't come cheap. We get them from a slide manufacturer in Japan, and this particular slide, one of the best in the world, comes at about 20 million dollars. So by our rough calculations which our finance department emailed me just now, your combined debt totals to 68 years. But you don't have to worry. The Technical Staff is a happy bunch, it gets very lively. They have weekly parties, a lot of marriages going on too.”

Jake had to pinch himself to be sure it wasn't a dream. He couldn't believe he hadn't thought of that before. For a brief moment, a torrent of hope rushed through his entire body, coming to an abrupt halt by terrible pain caused by the pinch in his arm.

“I'd like to talk to the police.” 

“As you wish sir.”

The CEO dialed a number, turned the phone towards Jake, and handed him the receiver.

“Detective Hanson speaking.”

Jake's chest filled with hope.

“Yes hello. I'm at Aqualand, my daughter has fallen out of a slide, she is wounded and now they won't let me take her to a hospital.”

“Alright, calm down sir. First let me ask you, did she damage the slide?”

“What does that have to do with anything.”

“Aqualand's Protocol is quite clear on this topic sir. The slides are all solid enough to be enjoyed normally. But of course they can be prone to brute force...”

“Brute force! From an eight year old? I can't believe what I'm hearing.”

“The age doesn't matter sir. You are on private property, and Aqualand has a deal of independence with the government, allowing them to police their own land. With the surface areas of all Aqualands in the world, that's a huge saving for governments in those countries. So you see sir, there is nothing I can do for you, Aqualand is not within our jurisdiction. Good day now.”

The click ended the talk, and Jake's options were running out.

“And what if I decide to run?”

The CEO smiled.

“I'm sorry to say you don't have the security clearance for all those doors.”

Jake had to agree there were a lot of doors, all electronically activated. Key cards on private doors, guards at the public access doors. How could this be? Are corporations really that powerful? He now remembered he had noticed a user agreement at the ticket office, against the back wall so it was practically illegible. He asked to make a phone call to his lawyer, but he told Jake pretty much the same story the police officer did.

Jake broke down in tears. He didn't know who to call, or what to do. He didn't know anything anymore. As he sat there weeping, the CEO put out a box of tissues and tried to console him.

“There there now sir, you mustn't look at it so bleakly. We have nice rooms prepared for your daughter and yourself. You will find in the technical staff a meaningful employment. The work isn't hard, the colleagues friendly and the hours short. Did you know almost all of the Technical Staff arrived there the way you two did? You might have noticed some people limping, or with broken limbs. That's all due to the fall. They were in the exact same situation as you are now. They all sat here hopelessly, weeping out of desperation. But I can truly say, they are happy now sir. They have escaped a life they hated, a job or family or friends they hated but couldn't overcome their inhibitions to abandon them. If I may say so, just like you. From what I've gathered, you are divorced. You only see your daughter on Sundays, and only for a couple of hours. I know that is the day you look forward to all week, even though it's the day that brings you the most pain, every week again and again. But here it would be different. You wouldn't have to face your wife anymore, no more worrying about her and Annie moving away. She'd be with you day and night. Imagine that, be able to talk to her every breakfast, lunch and dinner, for the rest of your life. Wouldn't you just love that?”








The elevator opened up and Jake stepped into the main hall of the Technical Facilities. Annie was still lying on the bed in the middle, but it seemed she had regained consciousness. She yelled out to him.

“Daddy! There you are!”

Jake rushed over and sat down beside her.

“Hey darling, how are you feeling?”

“I'm fine daddy. The people here have treated me very well. The pain is all gone and my wound is barely noticeable now.”

“That's good”, was all Jake could of to say back to her, “that's good”

Eventually Jake gathered enough courage, scraped his throat and said, “Say darling, how would you feel about staying here a little longer? The two of us, together?”
      

      
   
      Grandpa on the Porch


      

      
      
         I remember the last time Grandpa came out of the house. There are a lot of things in life that slip away from you I think; hell, you ask me what I did yesterday even and nine times out of ten I wouldn't be able to tell you. Same reason I'm still single, I bet. My normal talks, the how-you-dos, the laughs and sarcasm? Every one of them is a privilege to me. They're forgettable, sure, but they leave me with a warmth inside that's hard to put out. The problem is when I deal with the life-changing arguments and debates. Those should stick in me, should tell me to straighten up, fly right, but I never do. I forget them, I forget them, break a promise and then I get called the bad guy in the relationship and deep down I know that's true.



But one thing I do remember. I remember the last time Grandpa came out of the house.



The news once they wrestled it out of the family doctor hit Grandma hard, Dad harder. It's the type of thing you ask a second opinion for, then, when that doc, when he gives the same conclusion, you start searching for a third. Guess it lines up with the stages of grief just nicely. Denial. What a great tool, am I right? Denial, ignore it until it goes away. Might work for an annoying younger sister for an hour or two so you can get back to racing matchbox cars, maybe, but not for something like this. Not that it stopped us in any way—or at least me out of everyone in the family. It's been a long time, years and years in my past, but even then, sometimes I think I'll see him out of the corner of my eye, laughing at the table, gardening outside, telling me everything will be alright.



Denial. Great, great tool, to hell with the other stages.



August the Second, just before lunch. That was the last time he came out of the house. He was wearing long johns. Grey long johns. When I was younger I thought they were sweatpants. I asked Grandma why he wore sweatpants to bed all the time and she laughed hard, probably harder than I think she ever had before. Maybe harder than she ever laughed after too—I remember saying it wasn't that funny. Instead of replying, she just patted me on the head, gave me an oatmeal cookie and sent me out to play with my older cousins on a game of baseball—I hated running, but I loved to bat and, since I was a decent switch hitter, it was a sport I did not to shabby in, even got on the team at school. Not that that lasted once the news about Grandpa got to us.



Grandpa came out of the house and was sitting in his long johns and tee-shirt, staring. 



I always admired the starers, they're the people that really can get things done. The starers and the dreamers, man. You don't want to work with the person that says specifically that he's an ideas guy, but you want to work with the starers. You want the guy that can go out to a bench and look at the world, notice the subtle change of light to dark, the coloration of the grass below his well-worn shoes, the birds roosting on electric wires as if they can't notice the thrum that plays throughout the electric rivers above.



Grandpa sat there on that August day staring out across the porch. At first I thought he was watching the dogs, his dogs, our dogs—one mutt so grease-stained and oily and proud of being grease-stained and oily that we had given up on giving him a bath proper years ago and just called him 'Matty' because of his matted down hair, the dog other a purebred basset hound we called 'Droopy' because his ears were so pitch-black they reminded us of that one cartoon dog—but that's not what he was watching. Or at least not all of it.



Dad told me that soldiers back in the war, if they had seen a lot of shit, would have something called a thousand yard stare. It's the kind of despondent, distant look a lot of people get when shit really goes down. Your mind and body both are having a hard time working so they take a break, leaving you blank or, from what dad said, thinking so hard of home that it feels there. That you can just take a few steps, just a few steps forward and you'll be at your house that you left behind, just a simple knock and you'll be greeted by your wife and everything will turn back to normal. 



That ends eventually, at least for the ones that don't break, and it isn't a gentle ease back into reality, no sir, not the way Dad said it. It's electroshock therapy, a jolt through your body, sudden and violently throwing you back into the fray.



Grandpa seemed to hold that same sort of vacant stare when I first caught glimpse of him, but, after a moment's consideration, there was more to it than that. 



His eyes sucked in detail, swallowed it like illumination swallowing darkness with the flick of a light switch. He absorbed it, the trees in the distance, the dogs, the flowers still kicking despite August being fairly chill that year. Grandpa sat in his chair, picking at a splinter the wooden armrest held with a finger that was rapidly losing strength. He soaked in the single bird resting on the milk barn, he soaked in The Pit, as I called it, a deep concrete pool at the end of the cattle lot where we stored manure into and every spring would pump it out and fertilize the alfalfa we had in the far fields. I always had a fear of falling into The Pit, of drowning in that earthy smelling rank thing. We once found a cat that did just that. Drowning in a sea of shit. I can think of worse ways to go, but, honestly, not many unless you're actively trying to fuck your shit up on a daily basis.



Grandpa soaked in every nook and cranny of his slice of the world, every fence line, every animal, every tool, every shrub—I was ashamed to admit I forgot to trim before he stepped out—every good, every bad, he memorized it all, drew it deep and hard into his soul. Thinking on it. Digesting it like you would a meal at an expensive restaurant; mulling it over and savoring the texture and flavor of the piece, instead of wolfing it down like it was just a ham sandwich. Finally done with that, Grandpa then looked up and leaned back into his chair to take in the blue sky above him.



I wonder what he was thinking when he looked up at the sky for that last time. One of my biggest regrets, maybe my only regret—the deep seated, painful sort, mind, not the kind of regret when you overeat, or stay out too late, but real regret, the kind that actively can change a man from what he was to who he's going to be—my only regret when it came my childhood was that I never asked him about it. What 'it' was, I don't know, but I feel like that there was a puzzle that he was waiting for me to solve during that quiet respite after we talked options with the doctors, but before the heavier treatments. I never had the courage to break what seemed to be a cathartic meditation for him, I didn't have it in me to disrupt the righteous, noble king sitting alone as he viewed the peasants below from his throne. I simply watched as he watched the place he grew up in and built with his two bare hands and he took stock of his little word. 



The result was obvious, the actions expected on what happened, the days after he went outside. While the cancer ate away at him, the chemo did its damnedest to beat the disease to the punch, atrophying his body, atrophying his mind to where he became confused, punch-drunk on a daily basis. He was a better man than I became; he could see the writing on the wall. Grandpa got past denial and seemed to jump to acceptance remarkably quick. When I was there, my denial got shaken when I heard him throwing up in the bathroom. Another thing I remember, one not quite as borderline mystical as when he went outside for the last time, or perhaps mystical in its own right in the same fashion as nightmares and creeping terrors are as a child, the sort of mystic situation that takes your breath away and leaves you panting until your knees buckle under your weight and you only feel better when someone tells you it'll be alright. In that sense, maybe it's mystical. His sickness I could smell and it smelled like death. It smelled like a grave. It's something hard to describe to someone who has never dealt with the slow, languishing death of someone else, someone near to them, but there's a certain smell to people when they're on their last legs. People can smell it just as much as animals can at times, I think. And after I saw grandpa on the porch for that last time, he practically sweated it every waking moment of his life.



Eventually, his body deteriorated enough that he was bed ridden. We'd spend hours sitting in the living room with him, a bed smack dab in the center of the room so he could watch TV—Happy days, the title of it making me almost laugh every time it came on, then feeling like shit because I thought the juxtaposition was hilarious, but sometimes if you can't laugh you might scream and if you scream it's hard to say when you'll ever stop— he'd watch that and talk with us, with me especially after I got out of school. I had a hard time talking with him then and I wish I didn't have an issue looking at him during that time, but I did. I think he was ashamed at his own weakness, but I didn't know what to say to him to make him feel better, make any of it feel better. I didn't have anything I could have said during that all.



Could I?



Denial is the name, denial is the game. You just don't acknowledge what's coming, you don't acknowledge your mistakes: you act like a ostrich with its head underground and maybe what you're dreading inside you, what you can feel coming creeping behind you and touching your back won't happen.



And speaking of birds, I felt like we were a murder of crows the night he passed on. All of us were together, watching, waiting as he took his breaths, struggled to hold on for a few more fleeting minutes. Eventually, like everyone does, he went into that good night and breathed nevermore.



The end came as sure as a shutting of a book; the funeral happened and, not more than a month later, grandma moved. She needed some place more 'economically sound' for her.



I think that was bullshit. I think she just had to get away. If a person is at a place long enough, that place becomes the person for people that knew him. She probably could catch his cologne every now and again, would see certain angles and times of the day and be painfully reminded of him. I know I sure was, and am.



Now, with years under my belt, a lot of my own inner-resentment is gone, dried up like the pond that used to be at his place. But even though I've gotten over it, mostly, there's always one clear thought to me, one strong ache of regret out of every single action and thought I had about him and the illness.

I saw him on the porch on that day in August. I saw him come out of the house. And I didn't talk to him.
      

      
   
      To Climb a Mountain


      

      
      
         My name is Eye of the Storm. I have a rainbow mane that flows in the wind like a angelic dream. They flow like unstoppable peaks of winter glory to the tips of the highest mountain. No pony could ever look at my magnificence and will probably get laid, over and over again.



    For I am! The Chosen One!



    A loud burp belched out from a drunken light-blue stallion that sat his tired head on the front table to the bar he was at. He felt incredibly hazy and was trying to fly up the large mountain he was imagining, but drunkenly fell to the ground. Every pony in the establishment watched the clumsy Pegasus try to pick himself up onto his lounge chair. In the end, he slipped from him covered in the liquor he dropped and slumped onto the ground.



    “Okay, buddy, I think you’ve had enough for today.” the barmare would say as she wiped the liquid from the mahogany bar table. “Hey, aren’t you that Wonderbolt that was flying around this morning? You were pretty majestic, well, at least then.”



    “The names Soarin! “Hic” and I’ve got more majesticness in one centimeter of my own being.” 



    Soarin picked up the fallen pitcher of alcohol and attempted to drink it’s contents within without realizing there was none in the first place. He set the empty pitcher down on the table in a vain effort for it to be refilled. 



    “No way, meet Gertha and Bertha, they’ll be escorting you out from here.”



    From the shadows of the bar, came two large female minotaurs that looked seemingly angry and were quite strong looking. Soarin watched them as they grabbed him by each shoulder and picked him up together.



    “But, I’m the chosen one…” 



    The two minotaur women, then threw Soarin out of the bar through the double doors. He landed in a trash heap, trash cans and trash scattered by the force that he was thrown.



    “Augh! There he is!” 



    From the sky, Spitfire came upon him and saw what he had become. It was shameful to look at, and he had his Wonderbolt’s Uniform dirtied and ripped.



    “Celestia darn it! Soarin, this is the fifteenth time you’ve drunken yourself down to this level, and now you’ve ruined your actual suit!” 



    

    Soarin’s sight shook violently, his haze making him feel like closing his eyes. 

He laid in the trash heap in a complete and utter mess.



    Spitfire dropped down to the ground. He picked up the out-cold slump of a pony and flew up.



    “You oh me big for this.” she whispered.



    She flew up the distance before vanishing out of sight.



    ---



    Soarin opened his eyes, he found that he was in his apartment room and scratched his head from the migraine he was having. Having looked at the clock, it was readily apparent that he was late for work, again. He went into his closet and found his suit, still torn from the side from the night before.



    “Shit.” 



    He started running out of his room, and exited the apartment from his living room door. From the seventh floor of the apartment complex he lived in, he jumped over the metal bars and flew his way over the city of Manehatten. Today was going to be a practice day, instead of the oh so stressful performances they usually do and he hoped he could get away from any trouble. Seeing the complex to where the concrete hulk of the Wonderbolts Manehatten Branch was, he flew down with ease. 



    Running past the glass doors, and into the training lobby. He found his fellow Wonderbolts with unwelcome faces, darting their eyes at the incompetent fool before them. From the bunch that were stretching, lifting and flying through the obstacle like courses in the lobby came Spitfire. Just like the rest, she wasn’t in a good mood.



    “What in Tartarus is wrong with you, Soarin!?” 



    He looked at her nervously before taking a step back. No words came out from his lips.



    “Why are you drinking yourself to death for? I even had to drag you to your own home because of your crazy behaviour!”



    Soarin sat down on the ground and watched the painted sign of the Wonderbolts in despair, he just couldn’t handle his own shame anymore. He rubbed against the plastic skin that he sat on and nearly cried.



    “It’s just… I feel so unfulfilled Spitfire, I’ve done this job for so long and feel like I’ve gotten nothing.” 



    Spitfire leaned down to the sunken Soarin and perked his head up with her hoof. 



    “Come on Soarin, you can tell us what's ailing you! We are your colleagues and friends after all!”



    Soarin wiped his eyes and smiled. 



    “Alright, but you promise not to laugh, okay?”



    She nodded happily. 



    Soarin cleared his throat and spoke.



    “I’ve always had a dream to climb Mount HaphazardKadazard, the longest mountain of all Equestria! It’s just, lately I’ve been feeling inadequate because I’d never be able to get it done in my lifetime or even survive the whole thing!”



    She looked upon the questionable creature that was Soarin, and chuckled.



    “Sometimes Soarin, you surprise me.”  She looked around before returning to him. “Hey, Fleetfoot and Speedy! Why don’t you take over for me and Soarin’s next performance.”



    “Sure!”



    “Yea, why not.”



    “Perfect, you and me are going on a trip, and I won’t let you go alone. Last I did that you were in a trash heap.”



    Soarin bounced up in elation, he couldn’t believe his ears at what was happening.



    “Oh thank you Spitfire! You won’t regret this!” he said with a tight hug.



    “Uh, ok, you can stop now.”



    Soarin released the poor, suffocating Spitfire, he just wouldn’t contain his excitement though.



    “I’ll get everything set up, all the resources and food were gonna need. This is gonna be the best trip!”



    

    

    The winter cold from the surrounding area was uncomfortable to the touch. Even wearing many layers of coats to fight off the bitter cold, it still could somehow itch its way through it all. Soarin and Spitfire wore small backpacks on their side on top of the many clothes, they walked up to the mountain that they’ve been walking towards for thirty minutes and saw its tallness echo towards the sky.



    “Well, you wanted to scale this thing. You’ve got it Soarin.” 



    With determination, Soarin took out his climbing knife from the back-pack on his side and began cutting into the dense rock. Spitfire followed suite as they continued climbing upward while with her own knife.



    For several hours the two agonizingly trunched up the mountain, not taking breaks to save time. And making sure to park their rears in a nice crevice to make camp, they found that it was outside the freezing cold. By that time, it was already extremely late and they were exhausted. 



    The smoky and warm fire lit up the dark little cave like crevice they were in. Soarin shivered in his tent, even away from outside it was still bad, but not as terrible as actually climbing out there. He tried his best to sleep it off, but it felt like he couldn’t stay put properly. Too much shivering can do that to a pony and Soarin just couldn’t get himself situated in comfort.



    He climbed out of his tent and sat himself near the fireplace, which had died down a bit since it first was lit up with a matchstick. 



    “Something wrong?” said Spitfire as she climbed out of her own tent to sit near.



    Soarin shivered a bit more, but now had a better control over himself with the fire warming him.



    “Its nothing Spitfire, I just feel like we’ve might have bit more than we can chew.” 



    She huddled up to the fire herself and rested near its warm reaches.



    “Come on Soarin, were half-way there, we just need one more day to get things done.”



    Soarin looked with an eye of determination towards the fire. How could he allow this cold to defeat him so easily. Not with his dream so close to intact. He would not give up at any cost.



    “You're right, I’ve been so easily to give up just now, I’ve lost sight of what we’ve come here for…”



    “For Greatness!” he said while standing up with a vigorous shout.



    Spitfire giggled at his valiant power struggle. It was too funny to just watch.



    “Hey, you know, this isn’t just some random dream I made up on the fly, I had this coming for years now. I promised my great granny Gum-Gum that one day, I would climb that mountain for her.”



    “Did she actually agree to this?”



    Soaring sat back down, he realized the cold above head level was too much to be “Valiant” any longer.



    “Well, she died soon after I said that when I was younger. Yea, not so funny now.”



    Spitfire leaned on her back to sleep.



    “We should get some sleep Soarin, we have a long day ahead.” 



    He smiled before laying down near the warmth of the fire and closed his eyes.



    The next morning, the two awoke, prepared themselves and continued climbing up the mountain with new determination in both of their eyes. Each slam of their knifes and the force of their bodies upon the hard rocky mountain and cold as tartarus snow didn’t stop them from achieving their goals. When they nearly reached the top, something seemed… odd.



    “I’M THE KING OF THE-”



    Interrupting the proud stallion after his exhaustive effort. Spitfire closed his mouth and brought him down to a lower position as to not be seen.



    “Hey! What was that for!?” 



    She motioned to the direction to what she saw, and Soarin gasped.



    There were Windigos everywhere, Flying all over the place and spreading cold all over the top of the mountain.



    “Now do you see!? It’s a Windigo nesting ground here!” 



    Soaring shook in anger, how could these… foalish, Windigo creatures get in the way… of the Chosen One! They would not stand a chance to his might.



    “Now, Soarin, we need to back down… Soarin!? Where did you go!?” 



    Then, she saw him running towards the heavy nest of cold spirits. 



    “NO, You Fool!” 



    Spitfire looked away and watched his friend run for his life into the face of danger. She closed her eyes, and couldn’t watch.



    “Clop” “Clop” “Clop”



    “Whah?” said Spitfire.



    It was Soarin, his gloriousness encapsulated in this very moment. Every fiber of his soul was consumed by pure amazement. No pony could ever unsee what they saw at this moment. Spitfire was guffawed by such a display of power and stalionness. 



    He was valiantly on top of a Windigo, riding it like a glorious mount that would strike fear into the hearts of ponies. His true destiny was attained.



    “I finally see what I truly am, Spitfire! I am… a Windigo Tamer!” 



    Gloriousness echoed from every side. Holy light rained down from the heavens and power was all in his grasp.



    “Come with me Spitfire, we must go and fly.” he said with strength in his voice.



She couldn’t believe her eyes, she went up to the Windigo he was sitting on. Climbed up the windy, yet hard hide and they rode off onto the sunset.



---



Fleetfoot and Speedy were just about to begin their performance. They had been long practicing this moment to finally showcase what they were made of. Until, they were suddenly beseeched by Windigos. How they were going to make a huge stage for themselves from that show. But, is that Soarin and Spitfire a top a Windigo!?



The two flew down to the performance grounds, where Spitfire lept off. 



“Spitfire, I will leave you now, for I must go and be one with the Windigo. I will return soon.”



Spitfire looked upon this and smiled.



“Well, you finally became your chosen one huh? I’m happy for you Soarin, good luck out there with the Windigos.” 



“Thank you, Spitfire.”



With those words, he rode off, leaving Spitfire to await his return.
      

      
   
      The Man Who Can Do Anything


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Storm Near The Eye


      

      
      
         ----------Battlefields can come in all forms. Some are large, some are small; some have many bodies arching back and painting the dreary war-torn landscapes in a sea of red, while others have pipes dripping hopes and dreams to the sounds of desperate screams; and some seem to be places where the wrath of nature tears brick after brick of man's carefully crafted stone masterpieces, while others tend to be nearly vacant cracked terrains where only dust furiously dances to the wind's angered rage.



----------Unlike the other battlefields, this one does not come in a form of physical storms or blood-paved landscapes with long-barreled guns decorating the land. However, this battlefield leaves the same imprint on one's soul, which shivers and quakes in fear of being left behind on a mortared beach, forgotten by the ones who loved him so. Instead of bullets whizzing overhead, this battlefield is created from the written words of a fragile soul, whose fingertips graze their writing utensil before gripping it tightly and gently setting its point on a fresh sheet of paper.

 

----------After writing silently for hours on end, the pen, which shapes the forced words of a man whose mind rages with anger and despair, slowly falters, clicking and clacking on the wooden pedestal that harbors his thoughts. He had kept those thoughts within him for many years, festering upon aching memories of kids happily playing in the yard while a woman, whose soft smile sent shivers down a weak man's spine, watched them play and encouraged them to let their young imaginations run wild. He wished those memories were not the same, as he had sat with those oh-so-familiar toys, one with a gun strapped over the character's overly exaggerated shoulder blades, while another one's soft smile that was captured by hot pink lipstick made him feel alive. The man wanted to be alive; he wanted to be with her.

 

----------When he snatched that doll at the age of three, his fingers wrapping around that doll's midsection with the care of a born lover, whose eyes could not yet comprehend the luscious curves of a woman and see the attraction born within her fabricated skin, his purpose was to find out if playing with her would keep him feeling strong. However, as the second day of playing with her happened, when he cupped her with the same care as the day before, the woman rushed towards him, told him how playing with dolls was not who he was, told him it was a problem that he liked the doll, that he cared for a doll, and that his mind was not ready to make this decision yet; age three.

 

----------At age five he wanted his words to mean something more than that plastic doll meant to him.

 

----------At age seven those words did nothing. For two years, they fell on close-minded ears, leaving him torn and distant from his peers who shook their heads in disdain.

 

----------At age eleven, the man whose pen tapped to the music of a bird tweeting outside his classroom's window stirred thoughts of his life without her.

 

----------At age thirteen, the man finds her again, running through the halls with her luscious curves and bright blue eyes.

 

----------At age fifteen, on paper that sits at his wooden pedestal, he wrote her a letter.



 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~






September 25th








Dear Anna,



 

----------I'm sorry that I'm writing this letter to you so late. I remember seeing you run down that hall when I was thirteen. I wanted to talk to you, but you seemed to be running late to your class, so I didn't interfere. I guess I should've, since I haven't seen you since. I got your name from a friend  who knew you. When I described you to him, he just smiled and said your name with pride, either that it or was laughter, I’m not sure. I hope he didn't lie, otherwise he'll be… I don't know. I just want to let you know that I…

 

--------------------think…

 

------------------------------…you're beautiful.

 

----------You remind me of a doll that I had when I was three. She was like you, but she was plastic, and definitely not from Barbie. After a few months of having her near, my mother took her and burned her alive. My mother never told me, but I stood horrified at the window, watching my doll’s hot pink lips burn to the sounds of an old record, where it described a world bracing the hellfire.

 

----------I'm sorry I had to tell you that. My mother is a bit violent when it comes to seeing something she disagrees with. She won't burn you alive if—

 

----------I'd like to get to know you. How about the café at six?







 

----------He sent her the letter five days later. After those five days, he gave her another five, and when he saw her again, walking down the halls of his high school, he approached her and asked if she received his letter. She says she did, so he asked, "Well?"

 

----------He waited patiently, hoping that she'll say yes, but as the irritating sounds of a clock ticking in the distance became stronger and stronger with each breath-taking tick, he knew her answer.

 

----------"I'll think about it."

 

----------With a nod, the man gave no notice to her again. All he knew was that the hot coals underneath his feet singed his skin and made his soul cry out for help.

 

----------And there was no one there to hear him.





 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~






 

----------At age sixteen, he grew lonely. His friends had abandoned him after they heard of his pathetic attempt of trying to gain his doll-like crush. The man quivered at the words that they said to him: "You're a fucking joke." "Who proposes with a pitiful letter like that?" "Do you have fetishes with dolls, faggot?" Even though actions speak louder than words, the man knew that the words hit first, and the actions were the finishers. As those few walked out of his life, he had trouble making friends again. For him, he was seen as a nobody, horribly entrenched in his ways.

 

----------At age seventeen, he thought his life was over. His mother, now feigning her sanity, had raced into his room after she heard of his poor grades and his curse-war with his peers, which led him to fight against the tallest kid in his class. She picked him up and brought him to his father.

 

----------That night, he was beaten until he grew purple.

 

----------Now, at age eighteen, a young adult who is now a man by some people's standards, is sitting at his workstation, still hoping that his words mean something, that his innocence still has some bearing in the world. In his cell, a grey husk where men who never felt insane would become insane, was his bed. On his bed were grey sheets, and near his grey metal door was a grey sink and a grey toilet to match. A mirror lets him see himself deteriorate while the rest of the world watches as they now wonder of his crime. Did he really mean to do what he did?

 

----------The man by the name of Charlie Wooden knew of his crimes. Of course, to him, it was a breath of fresh air, where he can finally gain peace in a nightmare that left him an angered shell of defeat. He can be still here in this lonely shell and be free from his deviant blood-related captors. Unfortunately that landed him in a secure cell, where another captor, the penitentiary in the cold icy landscape of Hawthorne’s Hill, kept him locked up from the rest of the world. He felt safe in this place. His parents were not around.



----------After several months at Hawthorne’s Hill Penitentiary, Charlie had finally found who he was: a writer. His reasons for writing were unclear, since his mind was captured by the heart of Anna, his lovely doll-like crush. His crush kept him up at nights, thinking of things to say or do that might have possibly changed his situation. However, none came to mind. The only words that he thought of may have spurred him into writing. So, with his words as weapons, he begged the guards for his words to mean something. The guards did not know what he meant, since his begging appeared to be delirious, so they shrugged and kept him under a watchful eye. But they could not ignore the calls any longer, due to his persistence of hollering and wishing for meaning. So, on the day of Christmas that year, they asked what he meant. He just smiled at them, knowing he finally got his wish.

 

----------Charlie, after fighting a system for a pen and a pad of paper, began to write.

 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~


 

----------My name… is not important. I'm here in prison for reasons I'm not sure of. No one told me that fighting against my mother and father, who beat me every day no matter what the weather was like. All they cared about was my grades, my dolls, and my reputation, but never me. Never Charlie, just Charlie’s grades, Charlie’s dolls, and Charlie’s future. When I was being beat, I would try to fight back. I would swing my hand to the left, clipping my father’s cheek, but he would pin it down and leave bruises that stung like bee stings. Mother would be there too, telling me that I should wear a sweater tomorrow, and tell no one of the bruises I had received. It didn’t make sense.



----------So I took the high road.





----------After getting fed up of their beatings, I took the final few punches before ending the pain.



        	

----------This incident has kept me free from others. I am fine without them. All they do is laugh at me one day and be fearful the next. In this prison, the guards try to change what I’ve seen, putting on a smile around me to see that what I experienced wasn’t true. But this was what they were told to do around me, smile all the while and let me know that I was liked. I was okay. I’m fine. Yet those smiles seems forced, like the hot pink lips on my doll-like crush's face. The guards only care about me because I did something bad. Real bad. Now I’m serving time for it, so they’re my new sitters.

 

----------Despite the new caretakers, there was nothing wrong with the prison I’m at. I do a lot of writing to kill time, sitting down in my chair to just let the words flow. I want to write words that will be meaningful to others, ones that will form great stories and make people inspired to move forward in life. But who will read something from a jailed freak like me? No one, they'll think, as they forget of Vincent Van Gogh, whose mind ran art into a new world of stars and swirls. No one made fun of him for that because his voice was not heard until he died. That was when his talent had been discovered.

 

----------Maybe I should die too.

 

----------—

 

----------I don't think so.

 

----------I'll be sitting here in wake, partial to the storm brewing outside. I'll be perched on my chair, writing stories that men would be inspired by. I'll be letting my mind run wild, like my mother always wanted me to. I'll let my crushes be in writing, not in the form of plastic hopes and horrible dreams.

 

----------I'll let my soul scream to the sounds of the world on fire.





 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~








----------As alarm bells ring and other black-armored guardsmen equip their colored batons, I stand up and take a few deep breaths to try and calm my nerves. Today, a man by the name of Charlie Wooden was to be freed after spending thirty-five years of his life behind bars. When he first arrived, he was not violent. However, as time progressed, he began to angry as the days went by. When he finally snapped, he lashed at other inmates in the main hold, and when the other guards and I heard of a fight ensuing, we rushed out with our garb and quelled the fighting. However, I was the first to approach Charlie's limp body, which was sprawled unconscious on the cold cement floor. From that moment forth, I knew I was to be his guard.

 

----------He's not a bad guy. For instance, every time I come to the door to give him food, he thanks me and asks if I would like to sit with him to just talk about our days. At first, I was hesitant, knowing that the rules are to not interact with inmates like this—they could be dangerous. However, as he continues to pester me a second, third, and even fourth time, I could not help it. The day of his fourth plea, we ate and chatted together without another guard knowing. There I learned a lot about him, how his childhood was ruined by his mother, why he did what he did to his parents, and how his whole life story turned upside down when he came to the penitentiary. He told me everything to the nitty-gritty.

 

----------He wanted to know if I was okay with knowing of his crushes, his pain, his misfortunes and his fortunes. I told him that I've accepted who he was since he came. I am like this with all inmates, unless they decide to retaliate. Charlie didn’t do that at all, so he was a calm spot in the prison. He was happy when I told him of my acceptance, and then asked me if I played with dolls when I was younger. I told him I did, until my father told me it was wrong. I should've been playing with pink cars instead of blue dolls.

 

----------When he heard that, he cried. He asked to be alone after that.

 

----------I gave him his peace, and after several more meetings with bare conversation about our days and heartbroken gazes, I am here to release him.

 

----------Keeping my belt on tight, I walk to his unit, which was a cell worn down by age with a grey door that masks the horrors inside. I slowly give the door a knock. Hearing nothing but grumbles, I give it a rather fierce one for good measure.

 

----------"Yes?" an emotionless voice echoes from within.

 

----------I let my hand return to rest. "It's the day."

 

----------At first, I hear nothing. Then, after a few moments of counting cars, I hear him stir from his bed. He then opens a small hatch, his beady blue eyes peering at me. "The day?"

 

----------I give him a nod. "Release day, Charlie. Congratulations."



----------He doesn’t even say anything in response as he walks away from the door and sits by his bed, his arms wrapping behind his back. He already knew the drill, since we rehearsed it every day. He’s probably excited that he’s being released. I smile as I open the door and handcuff his arms together. "Is this too tight?"

 

----------He shakes his head. "No," he says with a frown. "Not enough."



----------I raise a brow at him. "But if I go any tighter, the cuffs could break in—"

 

----------"I'm…" His voice slowly falters. "I'm sorry." Tears brim his eyes, before slowly falling to the ground in sorrow. "I… don’t know where I'm going to go today, so if I can feel a bit better knowing my home is not a lie and that this is not a dream, would you make them tighter? Even if I bleed? Please?"

 

----------I shake my head. "I can't do that."

 

----------He frowns and stares at his desk. I look there too, seeing all the papers lay neatly on his easel, but by his bed lay his pen. He looks at his pen, and then again at his pad of paper. He turns to me and asks, "Can she come with?"

 

----------"Pardon?"

 

----------"Can… she come with?"

 

----------I look at the pen and paper before saying, "Is she the paper?"

 

----------He nods. "I… can't leave her here." He gets up and stares at the papers on his desk. "She is my life and she lets me write on her all the time…"

 

----------I nod and grab the papers and pen for him. I wish I glanced at them before just giving it to him, but it's not my place to peek at "her", even if I am curious about what he wrote. What could he have done sitting at that easel in thirty-five years? I let this question wander in my brain while I talk to him about his final day in prison. Maybe he wrote a book. About what? I don’t know.



----------Sighing, I let the moment wash over me. Is it wrong to be sad that he's leaving forever? Is he  I take a few deep breaths as I prepare to walk down with him for the final time, carrying his fragile arms and brittle bones to the changing room, where new clothes are waiting for him. With the thought of giving him freedom, I take one final look at him. I see him trembling on his bed, which creaks like a baby crawling on an unstable platform. He looks up at me and says,

 

--------------------"I

 

------------------------------don't

 

----------------------------------------wanna

 

--------------------------------------------------go."

 

 

----------The words I heard made me raise a brow. "Why?"

 

--------------------"She

 

----------------------------------------is

 

------------------------------------------------------------gone."

 

----------Those words slowly trickle out of his mouth as if he had been stabbed by several sharp daggers. "How do you know?"

 

----------Choking up sobs, Charlie replies, "When I feel her, she…

  

--------------------She

 

------------------------------don't

 

----------------------------------------feel

 

---------------------------------------------------like

 

-------------------------------------------------------plastic."

 

 

----------I sigh. She isn't plastic, she's paper. She's just the bark from several trees and ground up like she should be. Why would she be plastic?

 

----------He must've caught onto my puzzled gaze, searching for answers that I don't know about. He sighs too, and says, "I want people to know that I love her… Still do."

 

----------"Who?"

 

----------He glares at me, before saying, "I told you, didn't I? She is Anna—she is my crush—she is dead—burned like a doll—she still there," he says, his eyes glaring at the papers in my hands. "You feel her, don't she feel like plastic?"

 

----------I graze my fingertips over her and feel nothing but grain. "No."

 

----------He quivers. "Then she don't be here. She dead," he says, whimpering. With eyes looking grey and a lip quivering in sadness, he murmurs his final few words.

 

----------"I --------need ------------help…"

 

----------"Come here…" I say, wrapping him in a hug. He lets his tears cascade down his cheeks, soaking my shoulder pads. Every drop feels like a sting from a scorpion. Every whimper and scream sounds like a man losing himself to his mind. I sigh and keep patting him on his back. "Don't you worry, we'll help you."

 

----------"No you won't…" Trailing but still there, his voice continues, "you'll be gone like the rest of 'em, smiling and laughing at me."

 

----------"Then let them laugh."

 

----------He pulls away and raises a brow at me. "Huh?"

 

----------"Let them laugh at you. Who cares about them?"

 

----------"I…" His words fall deaf. Distraught and cuffed, Charlie just shrugs, not being able to answer me.

 

----------"It's hard, knowing that they don't like you, but in the end, will it even matter?

 

----------He reluctantly shakes his head.

 

----------"Then why worry? You’ll find people out there, I’m sure of it."

 

----------As the words leave my mouth, I can’t help but watch him slowly change his concerned frown to that of a blank stare. Seconds, minutes, maybe even an hour passes before I even see him twitch. Then, with a gaze full of pain, he turns to me and says,  "Then she can stay."

 

----------"Pardon?"

 

----------"Lay

 

--------------------her

 

------------------------------to

 

--------------------------------------------------sleep."

 

----------"Why?"

 

----------"She

 

--------------------didn’t

 

------------------------------care."

 

----------"So you will leave her here?"

 

----------"Until she is grabbed, tossed into a fire, burns, and lets that

 

--------------------plastic face

 

------------------------------wear off her pretty body,



------------------------------------------then she

 

-------------------------------------------------will

 

---------------------------------------------------------stay

 

--------------------------------------------------------------home."

 

----------I sigh. So he's letting her go? I'm not sure if I understand him. Standing up and facing him, I say, "So you're letting her go?"

 

----------He nods. "She didn't care. She never cared."

 

----------"Then let's go!”

 

----------I smile as I see him get up and stand beside me. He lets me grab a hold of his cuffed arms. He gives me a smile that sends shivers down my spine. This is the last time I’ll see him. This is the final time we will talk. I think he’ll do fine out there; his family isn’t around anymore. Maybe he’ll find someone new to talk to? I know he will.

 

----------So why worry?

 

----------Walking down the main flat, where men bang on doors and swear constantly at the freed, I keep my close eye on Charlie. He looks at each cell and silently trembles to the sounds of their words. However, when we exit the main flat, he turns to me and asks, "Why do they speak like that?"

 

----------"They want you to know your place," I reply. "It's common when you're in the main hold."

 

----------"I'm glad I wasn't there."

 

----------I frown. "You were when I found you."

 

----------"What?"

 

----------"Nothing," I grumpily answer.

 

----------He says nothing about it. Nothing at all. 





~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~




 

----------After handing him to two more guards in similar black vestments, I stand by the front desk secretary, who is a pretty, white, pink-lipped and blue-eyed doll. She currently is peering into a book while her pen slowly underlines certain words like "ache" and "pain". I'm not sure why she's even doing this, considering she is usually pounding numbers and letters into the computer beside her. Not to mention that I have never seen her read a book. Curious, I call to her, "Ma'am?"

 

----------She looks at me. "Yes?"

 

----------I point at her book. "Whatcha readin'?"

 

----------She squeaks and says, "It's n-nothing!"

 

----------"Doesn't sound like nothing," I say with a smirk. "Try again?"

 

----------She frowns and flips the book over. "It's about Vincent Van Gogh." Looking at me, she continues, "You've heard of him?"

 

----------I nod and wave my baton at Charlie. "Charlie talks about him a lot."

 

----------"Huh," she says, looking at Charlie too, but as she brings her gaze to mine again, she frowns and asks, "Sad seeing him go?"

 

----------Now it's my turn to be puzzled. "What?"

 

----------She watches as the second guard takes off the cuffs, while the other one hands him his new clothes and his old grey wallet. "The whole office knows how you talk and eat with him."

 

----------Even the front desk knew? "How?"

 

----------A creaky door opens up beside the desk. "Word spreads around the jail quick that a guard is babying an inmate," she replies, smirking too. Crap. "Did you think of the consequences when you first met with Charlie?”

 

----------"No,” I reply, hanging my head in shame. Blatantly disregarding the rules for my own happiness? What would the Warden think? 



----------Speaking of… “You think the Warden would be mad at me?"

 

----------She shakes her head. "He would've came a long time ago if he was mad at you."

 

----------Figures. "Well, why does it matter if Charlie and I talk then?"

 

----------"It's just… important to see someone you care about off before they leave," she says with a drawn out sigh.

        	

----------As I am about to ask her what she meant, I see Charlie emerging from the nearby changing room with his hands fiddling with the zipper of his new white jacket. His white sneakers scuff up the tile floor, while his blue jeans replace those dirty orange pants all the inmates wear. Ordinary attire for chilly Hawthorne's Hill, I know, but it's all we have for those returning to civilian life. And as the guard waves him down, I see him smile at me with his hand waving rather rapidly. I return the gesture with a much slower pace, and sharing a final smile with him. Turning, he exits the building and enters the snowstorm outside, leaving her behind.



----------As the guards who saw him off walk past, I feel a sense of dread building inside me. Those words the secretary said creep on me and shake me to the core. Should I have stood beside Charlie and told him goodbye? Was the simple wave enough? Feeling distressed, I look to where the cute secretary sat, but much to my dismay, she is gone.



----------“Where did she go?” Peering down the hall, to my right and to my left, I see nothing but white walls and tile. Where could she have gone?



----------Looking down at her desk in search for clues, I spot her book. Those dang words underlined in it glare at me with a vengeance with its dark black lines and worn font. However, something about the book seems amiss. There, on the bottom right edge of the page, is a white sticky note. There were some words scribbled on it. Curious, I pick up the book and with a gasp, I read the note aloud:





"Anna Gray."









      

      
   
      Obanje


      

      
      
         “I think I’ll grab a sweater. If we’re going to be outside, it might make sense. Looks like rain is coming,” thought Loretta. 

It didn’t yet look particularly ominous, but one can tell when a storm is approaching. The way one can tell is always different. Joan’s left knee starts to give her trouble. Otis, our family’s first golden would pace the kitchen. My wife, however, would just seem to sense it. As she scurried upstairs to grab one of her knit sweaters—if it did, indeed, rain, her cute knit top filled with holes, would be helpless against even a mild breeze—I peered outside; there were no clouds, nor was there any other visible sight or sound to announce impending precipitation. I ran to the mudroom to grab my parka…one can’t ever be too careful, I guess. She is, after all, usually right. 



We had intended to go to dinner; it was Tuesday, our typical date night. Ever since we moved out here, for me to start a new job, we promised one another that we would carve out time for just the two of us. Despite the convenience my new job afforded me—I could work from home three out of five days—we were always missing eachother. Physically, Loretta’s job was more traditional in that she left home around 8 in the morning and returned around 6 at night, right as I was graduating into my self-styled “hour of power.” I’d meet her in bed some hours later; sometimes she’d wait up, many times she didn’t.  This led to the emotional chasm that developed in our relationship. We’ve been married for only a year, yet the move, the new job, the house, and the weather all collaborated to become forces of ill for us. Date night was the only night that felt like, honestly, we were a married couple; two people who loved eachother. The honeymoon, which was awesome by the way, seemed like a lifetime ago. 

By the time we got to the Black Raven—redundant title, no?—the sky was mutating into a deep plum color. If rain wasn’t imminent, something was. I rolled up the windows, which we always kept down—she’s a smoker; I wish she’d quit—and grabbed my jacket from the backseat. The mood at dinner was no more cheerful than the dark purplish hue the sky had recently assumed. She appeared both distracted yet apathetic. She crushed her first gin and soda, ordered another, and spoke, unceasingly about a colleague named Brian or Bryant, whom she deemed to be the most incompetent manager she’d known. We ordered our meals—the Caesar salad with chicken for me, the flank steak, rare, for her—and found ourselves at a bit of an interregnum. We were in between courses, I was awaiting a second jack and coke, and she was without anything slanderous to say about one of her co-workers. We were married, yes but we had not yet figured out how to co-exist as one. You know how married couples can just be in silence, eat in the company of one another without words, or simply share a quick hand-holding saturated with meaning? That was not us. We were more of the awkward high-school couple, the irony of which is not lost on me; we were, by all accounts, high school sweethearts. Had I known the evening’s events would transpire the way they did, I may have prayed for the foresight to have gotten to know my wife more intimately…	

I had never truly looked at my wife. I had stared at her, gazed at her, and longed for her, but I can’t say that I ever actually looked at her. In seeing her for the first time during this awkward pause, I froze. I didn’t recognize my wife. Allow me to repeat: I could not make out the person with whom I was out on a date. By most casual appearances, she looked like my wife: neat dreadlocks down to her shoulders, high cheek bones, broad shoulders, small ears, brown eyes. Wait. not brown. How have I never noticed this before? Did something just move in her eyes? Something purpleish? 

“Marc, what’s wrong with you? You good?”

“Sorry love, I…I thought I saw something; probably just a piece of bread stuck in your teeth. Yep, right there in the front; got it. All good. Sorry.” 

“How was your steak, dear,” Marc probed, trying to backpedal.

“Not great, but wasn’t expecting much to begin with. Can you pay, so we can go? I’d like to try to beat this weather, if possible. Funny, I didn’t see any rain in the forecast for today. The weather out here can be tricky, I guess,” mused Loretta. 

She offered no further explanation.  

I paid the bill, but hesitated and pretended to pause over some very complicated math, and instead took a second to look, really look, at her eyes. She was texting—rapidly actually—and the light of her screen gave me some much needed illumination; it was quickly getting darker outside and the restaurant had not adjusted from their not-quite-appropriate mood lighting accordingly. Something was there, and it was moving. But it wasn’t moving, really, it was growing in color and intensity. The screen went black; she must be done texting. 

“All set, love. Should we get outta here? 

“Yes.”



Sometimes on our date nights, we’d stop by the local King Cone to pick up a pint of ice cream to share when we got home. We’d change, get into some PJs, watch a movie, and get to eating. Usually, we were asleep on the couch before the ice cream was gone—sleep sleep; nothing else. I knew tonight would be different. The sky had transformed from the deep purple to black; the clouds moved slowly and dramatically; the wind still warm, yet hiding something. No, it wasn’t rain that was coming, but it was most certainly a storm. I turned on the AM on the radio to try to get an idea of what was coming. “Winston the Weather Wizard,” on AM 1040, made no mention of the meaning of the color of the sky, dew point, or wind speed. All appeared normal for this time of year. I contemplated for a second of trying another frequency, but thought better of it. The restaurant was only 30 minutes from our house. Loretta had, in the 15 minutes since we left the restaurant gone through more cigarettes than normal. 

“Everything ok.” I realized I sounded concerned

 No response. 

She was peering out the window looking at the clouds. Another cigarette was lit. 

I asked the verboten question: “Are you mad at me, or something?” 

To that she turned and what I saw almost made me drive off the road. Her eyes were a perfect shade of midnight black. Not the black of dark roast coffee, but the type of black that engulfs all things—sound, touch, air, movement: black hole black. When she spoke it took every ounce of adrenaline and poise for me to not shake. I was expecting her voice to be demonic; she certainly looked the part. Instead, it was the same as always: death eyes and a calm voice are more hair raising than you’d think. The words she uttered were equally as disconcerting: 

“Just a little off today, is all. Must be the weather. Sky looks ominous. Glad I brought my sweater.”

With that, she went back to her cigarette. 



It was getting difficult to see. My headlights automatically turn on when it gets dark; we were well past that point. I turned on the fog lights—there was no fog—and the high beams; there were oncoming cars; screw it. If this darkness was a sign of inclement weather, I am quite ignorant of what type of weather it presupposes. It could not be rain—although that seemed the most likely scenario, given the time of year and our location. Could it be snow? Not with these temperatures. A hurricane? Not windy enough. I don’t know. Might as well keep driving; we’ll be home soon. She didn’t want to talk, and I for sure was not going to be the one to temp fate so we traveled the rest of the way home in silence. She had just put on her sweater.

I got out of the car and grabbed the bag of leftovers. As I walked toward the porch, I realized she had made no move to exit the passenger seat. 

“You coming in?” I tried to sound calm. 

“I can make us some popcorn if you’d like.”

 She opened the door ceremoniously, stepped out and began walking toward me; unblinking and staring at me the entire time. I was too scared to move, so I didn’t. I figured, if she stared at me, I could do likewise, so I did. The black of her eyes had, how can I describe this, mutated. It had spread from middle of the eye to, at some point, envelop her entire eyeball, cornea and all. As she approached me, so too did the landscape behind her. In that moment, I could not discern wife from weather; land from lover. She walked and her eyes reflected, mirror-like, the scene both before and behind them. There I was, seeing myself in her eyes, engrossed within the blackness. Was I yelling? There was no sound. Was I on the porch or in the blacks of her eyes? I could not tell. I began to hear a voice equally distant, yet familiar. 

“Leave our land…”



Truth be told, I hadn’t really been feeling well all day. Couldn’t place it, you know? Woke up with a feeling. No, a sense. Something was off. By all accounts, the weather outside looked fine; not a cloud in the sky. I went to work and on my way home remembered that it was date night. Think he’ll pick that same restaurant again? I hope not. Maybe he’ll forget that it’s his time to pick. 

“You ready to go, love?” He offered. 

 He had caught me staring out the porch door window. I should grab a sweater. 



It’s been some time since the land had one of her own live here. The Africans who arrived on those big ships used to tell of their own spirits—obanjes—who were powerful, misunderstood creatures. They settled here too, in our swamps and cotton fields. Born of the land and born of women; the objane has dominion over both, in equal measure. When they die, they return to the land. Obanje are patient. Obanje do not forget. Obanje have power over the land and her elements. He who forsake the land will incur the wrath of the obanje…



Dinner was fine. Couldn’t shake this feeling that something was off. Yes, I know I need to quit smoking, but when I’m stressed, it calms me down, you know? I caught him looking at me, really looking at me. It was like he was checking me out for the first time. Nice, but creepy. The fear in his eyes made me want to scream. Not what I needed today. I gotta text this to Nicole; she’ll tell me to relax. The first year of marriage is tough, she told me. Packing up and leaving my life for Marc’s new job was tough on me, although I would never tell him that. Agreeing to move down here, to the middle of nowhere, I should be made a saint. He works for some big oil company. Big money opportunity down here, he said. I don’t think we’ll do ice cream tonight. The steak isn’t sitting well with me.



“Loretta, is that you? Where are we?” 

…

“You’re the thing that was in my wife’s eye this whole time? What are you?”

“Obanje”

“Whatchu call yourself? You don’t sound like my wife

“leave our land.”

“I can’t, I have a job here. We just moved here”

“You have no right to our land. I am master over this land and have been since our crossing. “Her body is our land and is returned to us, as was foretold . She is master over this land and has been since our crossing.”Obanje return to the land after the death of the body. Bodies die, objane live. We have the power to ward off trespassers, as has been our charge since we arrived here on the big boat full of sickness and bad magic.”

“What is your magic?”

“Storms purify the land. We seek to purify the land you seek to sully.” Her body controls the elements. The bodies of obanje release the flood.” Hers will be a sacrifice to the land. Obanje return to the land after the death of the body. Bodies die, obanje live…”

“ The storm wages; the body will release it soon. Obanje is safe in the eye of the storm. Man is not. 



“Loretta, wake up! We need to go!” Yelled Marc as he bent over to grab his barely conscious wife from the dirt into his truck.  The instant he touched her arm, she shot up, fully erect, black eyes fixed on her companion. He could sense the floodgates open. He was too late. In words ancient and prophetic, Loretta, with a grin, murmured: 

“You should have stayed within the eye. You would have been safe there. It’s coming now. We are to purify the land.” 

In that instant, Loretta became one with the rain, wind, dust, and thunder.  His final thought was, “We should have gone to get ice cream…” 












      

      
   
      A Different Beginning


      

      
      
         The sun was going down and an array of red, orange, and yellow radiated on the low horizon; another thing unseen by the filly. It was also then that she discovered larger structures popping up. These were much larger and could most definitely hold ponies inside.

	

	Similar to the white treasures, these structures became more abundant as she moved along and she eventually came across a wooden sign that read: "Welcome to Ponyville".

	

	As Pinkamena continued to move through the town, she saw several ponies walking about the nighttime streets. She greeted them to the best of her ability, as the area appeared to be getting sparser.

	

	However, the filly then noticed something. Out of the corner of her ear was a sound; one she has never heard before. She was drawn to it and was eager to find its source.

	

	Using her hearing, she trotted along the streets as the sound appeared to get more audible. The filly still couldn't recognize it, however she was seduced by its charm.

	

	Pinkamena then came onto a street, where she could see the light out the windows. The sound had grown and the filly could perceive voices of various ponies; as if they were talking. However another nuance was being played that she was unfamiliar with.

	

	Wanting to know more, the pink mare moved to the nearest lit window and looked inside.

	

	In there, she saw ponies of all colors congregated in the space. Almost all of them were smiling and seemed to take advantage of what they were presented with. Some were conversing AND others were participating in recreational activities. In addition, a banner was hung on one of the walls. It was splashed with light and read in big letters: "Happy 7th Birthday Puffy!"

	

	"They all look like they feel...good...and there's other fillies in here as well."

	

	Pinkamena was dazzled by the sight and wished to take part. The mare looked to the right and saw a wooden door affixed the front of the building. Trotting over to it, she knocked.

	

	It didn't take long for her to be greeted by a green mare.

	

	"Hello...are you one of Puffy's friends?" she asked.

	

	"Um...no...I've never been here..."

	

	The mare stared into Pinkamena's eyes as a wave of concern flashed in her own.

	

	"I've never seen you before. Did you just move here?" she asked.

	

	"...No...I don't live here..."

	

	The filly then looked through the door to see the other ponies inside.

	

	"The ponies in there look like they're...good. Why are they like that?" Pinkamena asked.

	

	The green mare's face became even more anguished. The filly looked on confused as she saw the green mare becoming shocked.

	

	"We're having a party...Have you ever been to one?"

	

	"...No...or at least...I don't think so..."

	

	The green mare continued to look at Pinkamena. The filly looked as the older mare's green eyes glassed over.

	

	"Did I do something wrong? Should I just leave?"

	

	The filly felt regret flush over her face; feeling guilty for her inadvertent mistake.

	

	"I'm sorry..."

	

	Pinkamena turned away and started to leave the door and the older mare.

	

	"Wait!" she cried out.

	

	Pinkamena looked to see the green mare still at the door.

	

	"I can't send a young filly like you away! Please, come inside!" she pleaded.

	

	The younger mare was touched by her request. Pinkamena gladly accepted it and entered the building.

	

	The atmosphere was warm as the pink filly became engulfed by the jubilation the room brought. The green mare guided her across the room, through the various ponies. She then stopped.

	

	"How foolish of me. I forgot to ask you for your name."

	

	"It's Pinkamena..."

	

	"Well I'm glad to meet you, Pinkamena. I am Mrs. Hoofton."

	

	Mrs. Hoofton continued to walk with the pink filly, allowing Pinkamena to bask herself even more into the event. She then stopped in front of a smaller green mare. She looked very similar to the larger one.

	

	"Puffy, say hello to Pinkamena." the older mare said to her.

	

	"I didn't invite her! I don't even know her!" the green filly complained.

	

	"Now, Puffy!" Mrs. Hoofton exclaimed before turning to Pinkamena.

	

	"I'm terribly sorry." she said to the pink mare. The mother then turned back to her daughter.

	

	"I know she wasn't invited, but she showed up and I want you to be nice to her. Go play with her along with your friends."

	

	Puffy was visibly reluctant to follow her mother's commands. However, as if she was reminding herself of a past incursion, she sighed.

	

	"Alright, come with me."

	

	Pinkamena followed the green filly upstairs. She moved down the hall before opening a door. The inside contained mostly blue walls and had dolls organized around the room. There were two other fillies sitting around in a circle on the floor. One of them looked up and noticed the additional member.

	

	"Who's that?" she asked.

	

	"Some filly my Mom invited." Puffy answered, breathing under her words.

	

	"Why did she do that?"

	

	"I don't know!"

	

	This younger mare sighed in a similar fashion to Puffy.

	

	"Well...since there's no use throwing you out...you might as well sit down."

	

	Pinkamena smiled and found a seat on the floor. Puffy then sat down next to her. The pink filly looked around and noticed that none of the others were talking.

	

	"...So...did any of you see that thing in the sky today?" Pinkamena asked.

	

	"Oh yeah, there was this blast while I was sleeping. Mom almost c-canceled the party." Puffy said, clearly showing disinterest.

	

	"Okay..." she responded. The pink filly looked around and saw that the others had dolls in their hooves.

	

	"Were y-you using something?"

	

	"We were playing dolls."

	

	Pinkamena then noticed that there was an overall lack of activity in the room. The other fillies were merely sitting in plain silence.

	

	"Aren't you...going to...play?" she asked.

	

	"No." Puffy answered monotonously. The green filly sounded very similar to Pies back at the plot; a clear lack of emotion.

	

	"Why-"

	

	"Can you stop bugging us?" the green filly suddenly burst out. It became clear that there was additional baggage that she forced back. Pinkamena was thrown back and shut her mouth.

	

	One of the other fillies stood up.

	

	"I'm bored. Do you want to go downstairs?" she asked, intentionally excluding Pinkamena.

	

	The rest of the unfamiliar fillies consented and walked out of the room. Pinkamena was the last out as she tried not to stir their attention. The pink mare moved down the stairs to join the rest of the party.

	

	Pinkamena tried to reunite with Puffy, however every time she found her, the pink mare would receive a look out of the green filly's magneta eyes before an escape among the crowd. The mare wasn't sure why she was fleeing, however she knew something was for certain.

	

	"I'm not making her...good."

	

	Pinkamena was partly let down by this fact. She felt as if she was failing to understand how to make others feel good. And worse, if she couldn't please another filly- even if she were a year older than her- then she had no chance of breaking through the stone lips of the Pie family.

	

	The former smile on the pink mare's face seemed to be distant and buried in the deep sands of forgetfulness. Pinkamena didn't want to return to a life of blandness and lack of jubilation nor did she want to see herself forget the blast of light that struck her. She wanted any chance possible for her to make at least one other pony in this building feel good.

	

	But then, a voice filled the room.

	

	"Alright, everypony, it's time for cake!"

	

	Pinkamena saw the others in the room move over to a table and the younger fillies were especially excited. The pink mare used this cue to follow them to see the source of the commotion.

	

	Pinkamena then saw an object on the table where everypony was gathered. It had a circular top and was covered in white. Along the round edge was pink. On the object's top were seven small wax candles and in the center writing in pink. Pinkamena couldn't see what was inscribed on the object's face, however. The mare then saw Mrs. Hoofton approach it with a light and left an ember on each of the candles.

	

	"Why are they using candles? There's already light in here."

	

	The older mare then walked over to a switch and flicked it; blackening the room save for the seven candles.

	

	Pinkamena then heard everypony in the room begin to chant in unison. Unlike what she expected, the ponies deliberately allowed their voices to drag out.

	

	"Happy Birthday to you!

	

	Happy Birthday to you!

	

	Happy Birthday dear Puffy!

	

	Happy Birthday to you!"

	

	The pink filly had never heard such a thing, however she was enticed by the joy being poured from their mouths and into her ears. The smile on her face had returned.

	

	Puffy then blew the candles out, leaving the room completely dark. It wasn't long, however, before Mrs. Hoofton flipped the switch again; reviving the light. Afterward, the green mare trotted into a different room and returned moments later with a knife. Mrs. Hoofton approached the object and sliced it into a thin triangular piece and handed it to her daughter; who then proceeded to place it into her mouth.

	

	"Oh, it's food!"

	

	Pinkamena had only seen a knife used for food on one other occasion. Her father came home with a giant bundle of meat from the town center from some fortunate act of generosity. It was far too big to be eaten on the spot, so the brown stallion used his blade that he usually only used to cut grass and make haphazard slices into the substance.

	

	The older green mare then looked at the pink filly that was looking on.

	

	"Do you want some cake, Pinkamena?" she asked.

	

	Pinkamena felt flattered. She nodded her head and took the paper plate with a slice on it. Feeling curious, the filly grabbed it and shoved it into her mouth. Pinkamena had never tasted something like it. It was creamy on the inside and the exterior felt frosted. On top of the cake's great texture, every bit of the slice was packed with an unmeasurable amount of flavor; something that was non-existent in Pinkamena's semi-daily rations. She wanted more of it; even going as far as to devour the entire cake. The filly restrained herself, however, when she saw others waiting in line.

	

	After the feast, Mrs. Hoofton spoke up to the crowd again.

	

	"Now let's open some presents!"

	

	Although most of the fillies in the room were in an anticipated disposition, none of them exceeded Puffy's. Pinkamena couldn't help but follow them as they sat around in a circle.

	

	Mrs. Hoofton trotted over to the corner of the room where a bunch of colorful boxes were piled up against the wall. She lifted one with her hoof and gave it to her daughter.

	

	"This one came from Riley." she told Puffy.

	

	The green filly then tore the colored exterior to reveal another box. This one had shades of pink and white and in addition had writing all over it.

	

	"Oh my gosh, it's the Polly Pony Playset! Thank you Riley!" Puffy cried.

	

	"You're welcome." the named pony answered.

	

	Pinkamena continued to watch the green filly open present after present to reveal toys. All she ever had was a rag doll when she was four. Unfortunately, she lost it one day while farming. And worse, Pinkamena knew that she couldn't afford any of these luxurious gifts or any of the stuff she saw that night at the party.

	

	After Puffy opened all of her gifts, most of the fillies went upstairs and returned minutes later wearing sleepwear. From what Pinkamena heard, this event was also known as a "sleepover". As the pink mare heard the fillies having fun upstairs, she remained still as she realized she had nothing to change into.

	

	Suddenly, though, she felt a hoof on her shoulder.

	

	"Are you going to stay here tonight?" she asked in a soothing voice.

	

	"...I...guess..." Pinkamena simply answered.

	

	"Do you want me to call your parents?"

	

	"...It's a long walk back to my house..." she said.

	

	"No, silly filly. On the phone." Mrs. Hoofton chuckled.

	

	"We don't have a...phone..."

	

	"Is there any other way I could reach them?"

	

	"...You can walk there...but it'll take a while..." the pink mare answered slowly.

	

	Mrs. Hoofton froze; recollecting their encounters from the evening. Something about it seemed odd to the mother.

	

	"Did you...walk here?" she asked, trying to keep her concerns subtle.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"By...yourself?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	The green mare paused again, however she tried to recover herself.

	

	"Do your parents know where you are?"

	

	"...I don't know." Pinkamena answered statically.

	

	Another pause, however this one was much briefer.

	

	"You can take a seat if you want...and I'll be right back."

	

	The pink mare complied and found the nearest seat to her.

	

	"Do you want anything? A drink? A snack?"

	

	"No thanks."

	

	Mrs. Hoofton returned moments later empty hoofed and sat down next to Pinkamena.

	

	"Now...I don't mean to be nosy...but if you can could you tell me about your home." she asked.

	

	The pink mare took in a breath before starting.

	

	"Like I said...I don't live around here...Ponyville...I live on a rock farm. I have a father and a mother as well as three sisters: Maud, Marble, and Limestone. It's hard because we get up, work a little, and none of us feel...good. We all talk in the same way all the time and there's nothing to make us feel good.

	

	But today, I saw something come by our farm. There were colors I haven't see before. And I suddenly felt...good. But none of the other ponies saw it and they couldn't feel good. I like feeling good and I never want to not feel good again. But I didn't know how. I took a walk down the road to see what could make them feel good. I found myself all the way here. And I saw this. I felt good. I think this might make others feel good too."

	

	Mrs. Hoofton took several moments to fully digest Pinkamena's story. Although there isn't a power plant around her hometown, she was educated about how electricity is conceived and how it powers the land. She drove by some rock farms several times from driving outside of town and they seemed to fit the pink mare's description. They looked desolate, dull, and depressing. Although Mrs. Hoofton had never stopped and visited a rock family, she figured by the visual signs that they have been untouched by the warmth of love.

	

	"Well I think that is a very nice thing of you to do, but you shouldn't just walk off from your parents. They could be worried about you."

	

	"They'll do that because they have one less pony working. If they think I'm gone, they could just get another." Pinkamena thought. She then spoke to the older mare.

	

	"I know. But I was hoping if I could find some of this stuff to bring back home." the pink filly said.

	

	"Okay. Tomorrow morning, I'll take you down to a very special place." Mrs. Hoofton answered. "But for now, you should join the others upstairs. I'm sure you'll get along."

	

	Pinkamena saw a smile on Mrs. Hoofton's face and happily got up and ascended the stairs.

	

	There were a total of eight fillies divided into two rooms: Puffy's room and a spare room. Hoping to get friendly with the hostess, the pink mare chose Puffy's room. Puffy and the same two fillies occupied the space; a chance at redemption.

	

	Opening the door, she saw the fillies on the ground with a playset. However, they seemed to freeze upon hearing the door swing.

	

	"Hello." Pinkamena said in a good tone.

	

	"Oh, hi." Puffy answered nonchalantly.

	

	The pink filly found the others scattered about the room and looked as if they were formerly listening intently to each other.

	

	"...So...I see you're using the gift you got." she noted.

	

	"Yeah...it's a lot of fun." Puffy said.

	

	"Can I...join you?"

	

	The green filly paused. She remained silent for several moments before sighing.

	

	"Fine."

	

	Pinkamena smiled and got down on her haunches.

	

	"So what do I do?" she asked.

	

	"Just take this." Puffy answered as she gave the mare a pink dress.

	

	"What are we going to do with it?"

	

	"We're going to dress up Polly Pony." the green filly said blandly.

	

	Pinkamena saw that the doll Puffy was holding already had a sailor suit on.

	

	"But she's wearing something right now."

	

	"We're going to change her." Puffy said, getting slightly irritated.

	

	The green filly proceeded to remove the sailor suit from Polly Pony. Pinkamena saw the other three fillies holding their own dolls wearing their own attire. One of them- a red one with a yellow mane- placed her's in room on the bottom floor of the playhouse. The room seemed to have no purpose aside from having a couch for the doll to lie down. The doll remained standing, however, in the middle of the room.

	

	To the mare's surprise, Pinkamena didn't seem to enjoy the event. It seemed rather boring and mundane; similar to the work on the rock farm. There wasn't much aside from changing the pony doll's clothes and placing them in different rooms. However, the pink mare knew that was Puffy's interest and that she herself should see it through with her.

	

	By now, Puffy had removed the clothes from her doll.

	

	"Can I have that dress?" she asked.

	

	Pinkamena answered and gave over the pink fabric. The green filly quickly slid it on and then placed her doll in the same room as the other.

	

	"Hey Polly, how are you doing today?" Puffy said while holding the doll.

	

	"I'm doing good. That's a great dress you have on!" the red filly replied while having a hoof over her doll.

	

	"Thank you! Do you think Kevin is going to like it?"

	

	"Yes! He'll love it for sure!"

	

	Pinkamena was thrown off by the fillies' weird conversation.

	

	"Are they talking about the dolls?"

	

	In addition, the pink mare noticed how Puffy called the other Polly. To her, that should be her name.

	

	"I wish I could have a good dress too, Polly." the red filly said.

	

	"Isn't her name Puffy?"

	

	"Well, you can!" Puffy answered.

	

	The green filly then got up and trotted over to a drawer. She opened it and sifted through its contents. Puffy returned a moment later with a small piece of blue fabric.

	

	"Here you go, now you have a nice dress." she continued.

	

	"Oh, it's wonderful! I better go try it on!"

	

	The red filly grabbed her doll and placed it in another room upstairs. It was complete with a mirror and closet. The filly took the dress and put it on the doll before lifting it and putting it down in the first room.

	

	"How do I look?" the red filly asked.

	

	"You look great!" Puffy said.

	

	Another filly- one with a white coat and violet mane- got her doll out and tapped on the house's door.

	

	"Who is it?" Puffy asked.

	

	"It's me: Polly!" a voice rang out. Pinkamena noticed its elegance for its young age.

	

	"Is everypony named Polly?"

	

	"Coming!" the green filly said before grabbing the plastic entrance and swinging it open.

	

	"I heard that you have great dresses! Do you think I could have one?" the white filly asked.

	

	"Definitely!" Puffy answered.

	

	Instead of getting up though, the green filly turned to the white one. The white pony used this as a cue to dig through her purse and take out a miniature coat rack with a bunch of dresses hung on it. The white mare took several moments to analyze each dress; struggling to single one out. Eventually, though, she took an exuberant violet dress that matched her mane. The fabric was coated with small shining beads that enhanced the tapestry.

	

	The filly carefully removed the dress from its small coat hanger before handing it to Puffy.

	

	"Here you go!" Puffy said, allowing the dress to dangle in the plastic doorway.

	

	"Oh thank you!" the white filly said before changing her doll into the dress.

	

	"You look nice! We all look nice! And Kevin will really like it!" Puffy announced.

	

	The three friends cheered.

	

	Pinkamena suddenly realized the small grin that perked as a result of the fillies' play.

	

	"...Um...can I have a doll?" Pinkamena asked.

	

	Puffy looked up at the mare as if she had just remembered her.

	

	"I don't have a...doll." she answered, now monotonously.

	

	The pink filly looked around and it was very obvious that there were other miniature ponies in the room.

	

	"...But you have a bunch of them all over the place."

	

	Puffy started to become more irritated, but was able to keep her composure.

	

	"They're not for you."

	

	Pinkamena began to realize the green filly's yearning for her to leave, but she couldn't understand her reasoning.

	

	"Why-"

	

	"Just leave us alone!"

	

	Not wanting to aggravate the situation, Pinkamena took the cue to exit. The green filly reminded her of her family in some respects; not wanting to get close with her and expressing irritation in her shortcomings. However, while she was informed of what she did wrong back on the farm, Puffy's reaction seemed to come abruptly.

	

	"I'm not making her feel good..."

	

	Pinkamena suddenly felt exhausted. It truly had been an eventful day that was ready to close.

	

	Going across the hall, she entered the spare room where the other fillies were. The space was more crowded with five other fillies. A couple of them were playing while the more mild pair were hoping to get in some rest on the floor. Wanting to take that route, the filly found her own spot and sleep came shortly after.

	

	"Tomorrow, I will make my entire family feel good."








Her eyes opened and she could see. Her vision was still blurry, however, she was accustomed against sleeping anymore.

	

	"Time to get to work…"

	

	As her vision cleared at the hands of consciousness, she absorbed her surroundings. Other fillies her own age were still sleeping; two others beside her, and three scattered across the floor.

	

	"Oh yeah. They don't live on the plot."

	

	She closed her eyes and attempted to shut down the colorful images that have enhanced her mind since their introduction the previous day. Unfortunately, sleep didn't come as easy for her as before. No matter her attempts to conform, she remained conscious along with the images that made her want to express her appreciation. The only thing left was to get up and go down the alien stairs.

	

	"But what if they wake up and they say...bad things to me? One time, Maud woke up early and opened the door and made me wake up. I got mad and said bad things to her…"

	

	She lied still on her spot on the floor and waited for one of the fillies to wake up. Similar to past mornings, it was still dark at the time; as she could tell by the lack of light from the windows. She watched as the sun seeped its way through the window and its light into the room.

	

	"It's never been this bright two days in a row."

	

	Despite the brightness of the early sun when compared to the black night, the other fillies were not disturbed by the great contrast.

	

	"How are they not seeing this?"

	

	She could feel a relaxing tension forming under her muzzle. It was the same one she experienced the previous day when new wonders were discovered.

	

	The rays grew brighter with every passing minute as red beams turned orange, then to yellow, and finally invisible; leaving the entire window blue.

	

	She then heard some rustling. Turning to her right, she saw the nearby filly opening her eyes. She brought a hoof to them and rubbed; hoping to improve her acuity. It was then that she saw her.

	

	"Who are you?" the other filly asked drowsily.

	

	"I'm Pinkamena." she answered; confused by the question.

	

	"I've never seen you before…"

	

	"I'm new and Mrs. Hoofton said I could stay here…"

	

	Ignoring the filly, the recently awoken pony slowly got herself up and slumped herself to the door. She opened it and walked out; leaving Pinkamena and the other fillies.

	

	"They didn't wake up?"

	

	Yet Pinkamena lied on the floor; limbs planted. She wanted to wait for another filly to rise from slumber and walk out.

	

	The light outside the window didn't change now that it was day time and she watched the other four sleeping on the floor. She couldn't tell how long it was before the next one woke up; this one being the other sleeping on her side of the room. This filly didn't even notice Pinkamena and merely walked out of the room.

	

	Yet Pinkamena continued to wait; her lower body completely frozen.

	

	Another filly rose, but she waited.

	

	And another, and Pinkamena intended to wait. To her surprise, however, this filly noticed to lone one sleeping beside her and nudged her body. After several movements, the filly on the ground groaned before opening her eyes.

	

	"The others are already awake. We're gonna miss breakfast." she told the filly on the ground as Pinkamena.

	

	The last filly slowly got herself up and started to move towards the door when they turned their eyes to the stranger.

	

	"Who are you?" she asked, confused.

	

	"I'm Pinkamena. Mrs. Hoofton said I could stay here." the mare explained.

	

	"Well, you better come downstairs if you want breakfast." the other filly explained.

	

	Pinkamena attempted to stand up, but found the task to be difficult; given her still exhausted limbs on the flat floor. However, the mare managed fine on her own and followed the two fillies behind her.

	

	Downstairs, Pinkamena saw the active fillies at a table; talking amongst each other. Although most of the chairs were occupied, she found an empty reserved for her at the end of the long table. Taking the opportunity, the mare sat down.

	

	Pinkamena noticed Puffy sitting at the other end; hanging out with the couple of fillies she was playing dolls with the previous night. Looking down at the other fillies, she saw them conversing as well. And the two nearest to her were having a talk regarding dolls; comparing the number they had, the accessories, and different playsets.

	

	"They must also be named Polly!"

	

	Pinkamena continued to listen to the two fillies' conversation. She could distinguish them as the one her left had an orange coat and green mane while the one on her right had a purple coat and yellow mane. She was convinced after last night's play time that she knew a lot about Polly Pony. Enough to join in.

	

	"I wish I could have some, Polly," she finally said, loud enough for the two fillies to hear her. They turned to face the unknown mare.

	

	"Some what?" the orange filly asked.

	

	"Dolls that you put in dresses and in little toy house. I wish I could have some like you Polly," the pink filly then turned to the other, who was listening, slightly thrown off,. "as well as you, Polly." The fillies stared at the pink mare; confused by her sudden remark.

	

	"My name isn't Polly. It's Riley." the orange filly responded.

	

	"Mine isn't Polly either. My name is Swirly." the purple one added.

	

	Pinkamena stared at their faces; muscles forming unsettling marks. She then moved her eyes to the table and fixed them on its surface. She heard the two fillies pick up on their discussion as she listened.

	

	Breakfast arrived several minutes later as Mrs. Hoofton came in with a large platter of plumb,round circles stacked high. She placed it on a separate table for the other fillies to indulge. The mare quickly trotted back to the kitchen and returned shortly after with a bottle of syrup.

	

	"Dig in!" she cheered as she placed the bottle on the smaller table.

	

	The fillies rose and formed a line at the small table; starting with Puffy and her two friends, followed by the ones that slept in the spare room. Pinkamena noticed them and slowly stood to join the back. The line moved quickly as each of them were desperate to get their meal. By the time the others had gotten their share, Pinkamena was lucky to find one left for her. Picking it up, she placed it on her plate and moved to the bottle.

	

	"The others put that stuff on their things, so why not me?"

	

	Pinkamena took the bottle, opened the cap, and squeezed it; allowing the syrup to fall onto the circle. Once she was content with the amount she put on, she returned to the table, grabbed it, and took a bite. Similar to the cake she had eaten the previous night, the pink filly was infatuated with the meal.

	

	"I've never had this at home! This is good!"

	

	The filly took deep bites into the circle as she became enveloped in the cake-like, syrupy food. As she finished, she noticed the syrup that had gotten onto her hooves. She got up and found Mrs. Hoofton watching the eat.

	

	"Can I wash my hooves?" the pink filly asked, showing them off to the older mare.

	

	"Certainly, Pinkamena. The bathroom is down that hall on the left." Mrs. Hoofton answered, pointing her left arm towards the stated direction.

	

	Following it, Pinkamena trotted over to the door leading into the bathroom. She opened it and saw all of its advanced features. She noticed the toilet and sink; common appliances even her house provided. However, she found something strange on the wall just above the sink. She knew it was a mirror, judging by the familiar face she saw in it, however that wasn't the odd part about it.

	

	"Their mirror is much smaller than the one back home. But it's so clean!"

	

	Pinkamena had never seen herself so clearly. There was some dirt on her face from yesterday and some syrup was stuck around her lips. Her blue eyes beamed more so than she ever could have imagined. Despite this, one feature in particular took the filly by surprise.

	

	Her mane- usually straight- had exploded into an unknown shape. The dull strands were now vibrant and curly as they combined to form an immovable piece. Pinkamena then remembered the gust that had blasted into the face.

	

	"That must have made my mane all…"

	

	The filly couldn't find a word to describe her new look. She knew, however, that she was somehow able to sum up her new sensations nicely. And something finally struck her.

	

	"...good!"

	

	Pinkamena stared at her mane some more before remembering why she was in the bathroom. Turning on one of the sink's nozzles, water ran from the pipe. The filly placed her hooves underneath the stream and splashed her face with some of the water. She repeated this process several times before letting her hooves rest in the flow; allowing them to receive a proper soaking. Taking a wet hoof, she turned off the sink and grabbed a small towel next to it. She first dried her hooves before wiping her face of any water; removing the leftover syrup with it.

	

	Before leaving the bathroom, she took one last look at herself. Taking in the image, she felt a smile emerge onto her face. Pinkamena saw the wonderful expression with her own eyes.

	

	"It all looks good!"

	

	Trotting back to the kitchen, she saw one of the fillies walking out of the door to greet a larger mare; most presumably her mother.

	

	"Thank you for the sleepover, Puffy!" she said cheerfully as she walked away with the mare. Pinkamena was stunned at the filly's departure. Even though she barely interacted with her, the loss touched her.

	

	One by one, the other fillies left; each to either a father, mother, brother, sister, relative, or friend. Although there were no tears or visible sorrow, with every leave, Pinkamena couldn't help but feel hurt. Each one had something special in her eyes; even if they weren't willing to show it.

	

	Eventually, the only ones left aside from Pinkamena was Mrs. Hoofton and her daughter, Puffy, who was still sitting at the breakfast table with her.

	

	"Okay Pinkamena, are you ready?" Mrs. Hoofton asked, getting herself up.

	

	"Ready for what?" the pink mare asked.

	

	"I want to take you to a special place in town."

	

	The word 'special' seemed more than enough for Pinkamena to jump to the occasion. She rose from her chair and approached the older mare.

	

	"Puffy, you're coming with us too," Mrs. Hoofton said to her daughter.

	

	The green filly groaned.

	

	"Do I have to?" she complained.

	

	"Yes, now come on."

	

	It took several moments for Puffy to find the will to stand up. She slumped her upper body as she got up and dragged her hooves.

	

	The group of three walked out the front door and into the Saturday morning street; mostly empty following the long work week. Mrs. Hoofton trotted alongside Pinkamena while her daughter reluctantly followed behind.

	

	"So you want to make your family happy?" Mrs. Hoofton asked the pink filly.

	

	Pinkamena's mind froze upon hearing that one particular word.

	

	"Happy?" she asked unsurely.

	

	The green mare responded with a chuckle.

	

	"You want to make them-"

	

	"Feel good? Yes! More than anything!" Pinkamena cheered, interrupting Mrs. Hoofton. However, the older mare didn't mind.

	

	"Well, there are some things you can do. Have you tried making them laugh?" she asked. Again, Pinkamena couldn't comprehend a word.

	

	"What's...laughing?" she asked. That comment nearly caused Mrs. Hoofton to stop dead.

	

	"You've never laughed?" Mrs. Hoofton asked, confused.

	

	"...No...how do you do it?" Pinkamena requested, wanting to know.

	

	Mrs. Hoofton smiled.

	

	"It's easy!" she explained. The older mare then demonstrated with a genuine giggle. Pinkamena attempted to repeat the action, however she found herself having to exert effort.

	

	"It's kind of hard," Pinkamena commented.

	

	"Well that's alright. If you get someone just right, they will never stop…" Mrs. Hoofton said before stopping to think. It didn't take her long, though, to prepare something. "Okay! Why couldn't the filly sing?" she asked.

	

	"I don't know. Why?" Pinkamena asked.

	

	"Because her voice was very...hoarse!" the mare finished before bursting out in laughter. Even the pink filly joined in; amazed by how little work she needed in order to giggle. From behind, they heard a groan from Puffy.

	

	"Not that joke again!" Puffy said with her eyes squeezed shut.

	

	The two of them continued laughing for several more seconds before they were able to speak again.

	

	"That was...funny!" the pink filly said.

	

	"I told you!" Mrs. Hoofton replied.

	

	"I should say that to them! They'll find it funny too!"

	

	"I'm sure they will."

	

	Mrs. Hoofton looked and saw the certain building. She turned to Pinkamena.

	

	"We're here," the older mare said as she pointed towards the building. It was three stories, with the third thinning out into a small pillar. The roof was dark brown and had a white layer running along the edge; the entire display looked edible. The top of the building had a similar sensation with its pink crown. Finally, three giant candles could be seen towering above all else as it proved to be the perfect decoration.

	

	"Those kind of look like the candles from last night!"

	

	"What is this place?" Pinkamena asked as she gazed at the marvelous building.

	

	"This is Sugarcube Corner; a place that makes all kinds of desserts," Mrs. Hoofton answered. Pinkamena paused at the third unfamiliar word.

	

	"Desserts?..."

	

	"Good food." Mrs. Hoofton said; assisting the young filly, "you'll really like it!"

	

	With those words, the group moved through the front doors. The interior was coated in subtly colored walls. A beige that Pinkamena had never seen. Despite the odd color, the room seemed appropriate for its business with candy cane pillars and wood shaded like the scrumptious roof outside. In addition, the room was filled with the cake she has seen the previous night. But they came in a wide variety. Things of all shapes, sizes, colors, and textures could be found in the display cases.

	

	In the midst of taking in the scenery, Pinkamena looked up and saw two older ponies behind the case. One of them was a yellow stallion. In spite of some aging features, the figure managed to maintain life in his orange mane and green eyes. Beside him was a blue mare with a crimson mane. Both of them held assuring smiles.

	

	"Good morning, Mrs. Hoofton," the mare said.

	

	"And you too, Mrs. Cake," she answered back.

	

	It didn't take long for the couple's eyes to dart down at the new addition.

	

	"Hello there," the stallion cheered, directed his focus at the pink filly. "What's your name?"

	

	"Pinkamena," she answered, smiling at his friendly nature.

	

	Although it took several extra seconds, Mrs. Cake turned to face Pinkamena.

	

	"Well aren't you a sweet little filly!"

	

	"...Thank you...Mrs. Cake."

	

	"Is there anything here you want?" the blue mare asked with a prominent smile.

	

	Pinkamena used the opportunity to look around. She was eager to see every last option; even the smallest thing that could be sticked into the mouth. After absorbing the information, the filly drew her attention specifically to the larger items; similar to what she saw the previous night. It was then, though, that she found an exact replica of what she enjoyed there. Memories of its wonderful taste exploded in her mind like the colors did yesterday morning.

	

	"I want that one!" Pinkamena answered, pointing her hoof at the white cake. Mrs. Cake followed it and noticed.

	

	"Okay! Is there anything you want written on the top?" she asked.

	

	Pinkamena stopped to think. The thought hadn't even come to her.

	

	"Um…"

	

	Several ideas came to mind, but none of them worked for her. As she continued pondering, the perfect response registered.

	

	"I hope you feel good!" she said eccentrically.

	

	Mrs. Cake smiled. She saw no reason to disagree and she got right to work; grabbing a tool to squeeze out a pink substance. Pinkamena noticed its similarity to the rim of the cake.

	

	After working with the tool, the blue mare went over to another end of the room and took out a white box. She grabbed the cake and slid it inside; leaving enough room for its comfort. To top it off, she wrapped it with a cut of blue fabric; tying it up into a nice knot.

	

	"Here you go!" she cheered, handing over the box.

	

	"Thank you!" Pinkamena said while receiving it.

	

	"No problem!"

	

	The filly looked up as she saw Mrs. Hoofton hand over several bits to the blue mare.

	

	"Thank you and have a nice day, you all!"

	

	Pinkamena grasped the white box as she trotted out with Mrs. Hoofton.

	

	"Is there anything else you want?" Mrs. Hoofton asked.

	

	The filly's mind tried to create an image to answer that question. She thought of what else made her feel good, but she couldn't bring anything up. It disappointed her that she couldn't anything to make her feel good, but was still at peace with what had succeeded.

	

	"No thanks! That will be enough!" she answered.

	

	Mrs. Hoofton's face was calm and content as she saw sweetness in the filly. However her mood darkened subtly when something inevitable came to mind.

	

	"Do you want me to take you home?" she asked, keeping her composure.

	

	"Okay! I can hardly wait to see my family's faces!"

	

	An invisible groan could be heard from behind. Mrs. Hoofton turned to see her daughter expressing her impatience.

	

	"Now come on, Puffy, it'll be fine." Mrs. Hoofton said. Turning back, the mare faced Pinkamena. "Now where do you live?"

	

	Pinkamena froze. It took her a minute to recollect her journey from the plot to this town. She was surprised to see how vivid her memory was. It was never that good before.

	

	"I live on a rock farm. I'm not sure how long it'll take, but I do know how to get there."

	

	Mrs. Hoofton still couldn't help but feel concern for the filly, but she had faith in her.

	

	"Well...okay then. Feel free to guide us."

	

	Pinkamena accepted her invitation and moved back from where they went this morning. This didn't take long and they saw the home within moments. Pinkamena proceeded to lead them back through the streets and to the town's sign. Mrs. Hoofton was marveled at the filly's success as she independently took them back to her home; back through the lushness of life.

	

	Some time later, the color faded. The vibrancy of the air and atmosphere had been stripped; leaving a dreary wasteland. Mrs. Hoofton had heard about the rock farms situated outside of her hometown and they depressed her. The clouds hung over the barren ground; preventing light from seeping in. There was no reason to enjoy life and no purpose to it other than to stay alive. Any expression of goodness had been drained from her face, however she tried to remain strong for the filly that survived here as the days went by.

	

	"This is so boring!" her daughter complained, feeling energy sag off her body.

	

	"Puffy, whining isn't going to get you home faster. Please stop," Mrs. Hoofton responded.

	

	Several long minutes afterward, Pinkamena turned the corner. On the intersection was a mailbox with the name "Pie" painted onto its side. It wasn't rusting, however it showed obvious signs of age.

	

	They walked down the gravel path where a small house could be made out in the flat terrain.

	

	"This is my house," Pinkamena said with slightly less exuberance. Her smile was still present, though.

	

	"It's looks...nice," Mrs. Hoofton said, her face growing tense. She struggled through a haggard breath before following Pinkamena.

	

	Suddenly, the wooden door opened to reveal a pale brown stallion. Pinkamena handed the box to Mrs. Hoofton before trotting over to him. The mare could see the figure shakily breathe as Pinkamena approached him.

	

	"Pinkamena," he said, staring at her with concerned eyes. As he walked closer, however, they turned to stone. "You're alive," he finished frigidly.

	

	"Yes, sir. Why wouldn't I be?" she asked in a striking contrast. Despite her enthusiasm, the stallion was unfazed.

	

	"The explosion. We were sured you were killed. I was afraid I'd be a worker down."

	

	Pinkamena's smile didn't die.

	

	Mrs. Hoofton could only watch as she noticed her silent breaths were slipping into audibility. She attempted to quell them with difficulty.

	

	"Well I'm not! And I'm so glad because now I can make everypony feel good!"

	

	Pinkamena turned back and hopped back to Mrs. Hoofton.

	

	"May I take this?" the filly asked politely.

	

	Mrs. Hoofton slowly nodded as Pinkamena took the white box from her shaking hooves. Her eyes grew strained as she watched her trot confidently back to the stoic stallion.

	

	"I brought us all something! It's called a cake and it's something you eat!"

	

	Pinkamena's smile grew as she saw four other mares fill out of the doorway. Two small ones had their mouths open a little and her mother had her eyes wide open.

	

	"You are here! Now we can all feel good!" she cheered as she opened the box to reveal the white cake. "All you do is set yourself a piece and you eat it!"

	

	Pinkamena carefully cut the cake with her hoof; creating a slight mess. Pulling out the hoof-made slice, she shoved it into her mouth; absorbing its euphoric taste. As she chewed it, she held up the box to the other statues.

	

	"Who wants one?" she asked in anticipation with a beaming smile.

	

	Each of the other ponies were unable to move at first. None of them had ever seen such a delicacy full of life or one of their own acting in a new way. Most of them did not know that such light or emotion could exist.

	

	After the initial shockwave subsided, Pinkamena noticed small reactions from some of them. The two younger mares smirked a grin.

	

	"It's working!"

	

	It was little, but noticeable in the filly's eyes. She saw a third one- slightly older- flash a break in her motionless face; a quick burst. But it stuck itself back to normality.

	

	Looking up, she saw her mother bite her bottom lip before sucking them both into her mouth. It was a quick action before they were expelled. It wasn't clear how she was feeling.

	

	Finally, it came back to the stallion, whose body was unmoved, unconvinced, and not good. Any movement went right through him without his attention being grasped.

	

	Silence continued for a couple more seconds.

	

	"Come inside, Pinkamena," the stallion said emotionlessly.

	

	The words brought down the filly as she felt a slight escaping feeling from her mane. The hairs were somewhat flattened, however they retained their curls. She solemnly turned back to Mrs. Hoofton, who desperately attempted to look presentable.

	

	"I guess this is goodbye then," Pinkamena said slowly.

	

	"Goodbye, Pinkamena," Mrs. Hoofton answered. She went up to the filly and wrapped her arms around her; enveloping her in an embrace.

	

	"I hope we see each other again," Pinkamena said, her voice muffled by the green mare's body.

	

	"I hope so too,"

	

	They broke the bond and Pinkamena went back to her house. She walked in to see her father standing in the kitchen. The others were nearby. She rested the box on the table as she looked to the brown stallion.

	

	"Pinkamena. Why didn't you come right back here after the blast?" he asked firmly.

	

	The pink mare took a deep breath before answering.

	

	"I...don't know...the thing...made me feel...good. I felt this other thing under my muzzle stretch out as I saw it and it felt good. Everything felt good...but I didn't want it go away…I wanted to keep it forever and I wanted to make you feel good as well...but I didn't know how. So I needed to go somewhere else to know how to make others feel good. I walked for a while before I came into this town and I walking through it until I found this...party going on...and it looked really good so I chose to stay and being at it made me feel good...So I wanted to make a party for you all so you would feel good as it made me feel good. And the party had cake, so Mrs. Hoofton helped me get some cake for you to make yourselves feel good."

	

	"Pinkamena," he responded immediately. "Losing a worker makes taking care of everything much harder. We can hardly afford that. And rather than let us know that you're fine and getting back to work, you instead wasted time on making a vice."

	

	The stallion stared intently to the pink mare.

	

	"Life is about rocks, Pinkamena. It's the only way we can stay alive. If you let yourself or the others get carried away with such useless matters then you'll lose sight of the rocks. You'll want more of it, you'll try to coax your sisters to stop working, and we'll lose money. We can barely pay the mortgage and food as it is. Your "parties" will make us lose the plot and we'll have nowhere to go from there,"

	

	He then paused momentarily, before concluding.

	

	"Do you understand?" he asked.

	

	Pinkamena's head was down, the mane had gone limp, and her body petrified. Her breaths were silent and her eyes closed. She gradually nodded.

	

	"Yes," she answered plainly.

	

	The stallion got up and went to the door. As he opened it, he turned to his daughter.

	

	"Come along, there's harvesting we need to do."

	

	Pinkamena reluctantly raised herself out of the chair and walked out the door into the bland field.
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Lake Ponyville.

13:03, Thursday.



Pif... Pif... Pif. Pif. Pif.Pif.Pifpifpif.



Bloop.



"Awww..." Apple Bloom sighed. "I thought that one'd be way more'n nine!"



"Well," Sweetie Belle said. "You still beat my eight skips."



"I suppose."



"Okay girls, my turn!" Scootaloo stepped up to the water's edge with a curiously triangular and flat rock.



"Hang on there, Scoots." Apple Bloom said. "Are ya sure that's a rock? Looks almost like a piece a tile to me."



"Yeah," Sweetie said. "No rock could be that flat. Let me see."



"Okay, fine. Here." Scootaloo proffered the rock, and Sweetie took it in her aura. Apple Bloom stepped up close as Sweetie spun it around and the two examined it.



"It sure looks like rock, but I ain't never seen one so perfectly flat."



"See," Scootaloo said. "I'm just good at rock hunting too."



"Well, it feels a bit odd, but I guess it's just some weird type of rock," Sweetie said



"So give it back and watch my throw!"



Sweetie shrugged before returning the stone. "I already lost anyway."



Scootaloo grinned, then hefted the rock in one hoof and did a few practice swings. Once she was certain she had the weight balanced where she wanted it, she slung her hoof forward with all her might, spinning the triangular shape, and sending it skimming out over the water. The trio watched anxiously as the rock made first contact with the water.



Pif.



It skipped almost as high as the initial arc, then, gliding down again, glanced off the surface and sailed further.



Pif.



This pattern continued for far longer than anypony expected, even for a perfect skipping stone.



Pif.



Pif.



Pif. Pif. Pif.



Eventually it began to lose momentum, but was already so far away that it was becoming difficult for the foals on the shore to count the impacts easily. They reached twenty, then thirty, and were somewhere near forty when the final skips blurred together and the rock sank, nearly halfway across the small lake.



"Wooo hoo!" Scootaloo shouted, pumping her hoof in the air. "That was awesome!"



Apple Bloom grumbled something about "cheater rocks," which was pointedly ignored by the celebrating pegasus.



"I win!"



"Yeah yeah yeah..." Apple Bloom drawled. "I see that." She hated the idea of painting their clubhouse up in rainbow colors, and had argued for a sensible red and orange motif. It could be worse though. Sweetie had wanted a three-layered faux finish with a mural on one side. At least Scootaloo's paint choice could be implemented quickly.



"Way to go, Scootaloo!" Sweetie congratulated her friend. Sure, the paint scheme would be garish, but at least it'd be something besides the same drab earth tones for a bit. And at the rate they burned the place down, they'd be picking new colors by fall anyway.



"Thanks, Sweetie! Did you see how far that went! That must be some kind of record!"



"Hang on a minute!" Apple Bloom shouted.



"Woah, no need to get angry. I didn't mean to rub it in."



"No," Apple Bloom said. "Not that. Look behind you! Look at the lake!"



The other ponies turned, and in the middle of the lake was a bubbling eruption of some kind, foaming the surface with a roiling mound of water, suffused with a bright green glow.



"What the hay?" Apple Bloom said.



"No idea." Sweetie Belle responded.



"Is that..." Scootaloo held a hoof out to point. "Is that a... shark?"





----



The Ponyville Persistence Project, Deep Beneath the Ponyville Post Office.

Forty-eight nautical minutes later.



"So you're telling me some foals just happened to find an ancient Sea Pony power sigil?" the commander said.



"Well, it was the Cutie Mark Crusaders," Agent Sweetie Drops responded.



"And they used it as a skipping stone?"



"As I said: Crusaders."



Commander Ditzy Doo pressed a hoof to her forehead and rubbed her temples, hoping to somehow erase the headache that kind of improbability caused. "So," she continued, looking back across the briefing table... and the ceiling. "What's the current sit-rep?"



"Flitter and Cloudchaser are out surveying things again. Their earlier reports suggest the rising water is spreading slowly for now, but is going to reach the pass within the hour. Once that happens..."



Derpy hung her head. "Ponyville is toast, I know."



"Yeah, everything comes right down the stream bed and the town is under water before sundown."



"We can not let that happen!"



"Understood, ma'am."



"Any word on closing the portal?"



"Not yet. Trouble Shoes and Goldie managed to retrieve the artifact," Sweetie Drops slid a triangular stone across the table, "but the portal seems to be disconnected from it. They're diving again to investigate further. I actually need to get back into the field too. The new sea life is already posing several problems."



"Thanks, Bon Bon. You can go."



Bon Bon nodded and trotted out the door.



Derpy spun the the stone in front of her on the table as she allowed herself a brief bit of thought about their mission here in Ponyville. The Ministry had formed The Ponyville Persistence Project shortly after the return of Princess Luna, as the previously insignificant town suddenly found itself facing epic scale disasters which threatened to wipe if off the map on a nearly weekly basis. Agents were assembled, given cover identities, and figured they were just in for another tour of duty. Now, nearly half a decade later, they'd all come to love this quirky little town. Many, herself included, had even started to prefer their cover identities. The names they were known by amongst their friends somehow came to feel more real than their "true" names. Ponyville was more than just a mission now, it was their home, and they were damned well going to protect it!



But how would they do it this time? A lake filling with seawater and the sharks and other dangers that went with it. A Sea Pony curse maybe? Some ancient weapon?



She looked at the stone itself. Other than its unusually flat and triangular shape, the only thing that stood out was the glowing eye in the middle of it. Of course, the foals that found it claimed that it certainly wasn't glowing when they'd thrown it into the lake. So what triggered the sigil?



Standing, Derpy picked up the rock and mimed skipping it. She thought about the motions, the water, the flight.



Was it energy from the throw? Unlikely. Contact with water? Probably not, if they'd found it just sitting in the open, rain would've hit it before now.



She mimed a few more throws, and realized that, as she did so, it felt like the rock gave some resistance to her motions. Especially when she twisted it. She tried it in her other forehoof, and the resistance magically disappeared.



"Cloudy, get in here!"



Cloud Kicker opened the door.



"Yeah, boss?'



"I need you to zip out to the lake, ask the divers what the portal looks like. Tell them to be exact!"



"Why boss, you got an idea?" Cloudy said, staring at the boss's wildly flitting eyes.



"Something like that."



----



Lake Ponyville.

Four thousand and ninety one wingbeats later.



Cloud Kicker swept in low over the lake, and put a hoof to her mouth, whistling loudly. One of the ponies in the water looked up, pulling a mask and snorkel up onto his forehead. Cloudy moved into a hover, but the pony, whom she could now tell was Snowflake, held up a hoof as if to say "just a moment" then put his face back under the water. There was a swooshing noise, a thud, and then a shark—who had just been cold-cocked in the face—floated to the surface beside the massively muscled stallion.



"Yeah!! Get some!" He looked up. "What's up, Cloudy?"



"Boss wants to know what the portal looks like."



"Umm, greenish blue."



"She said to be exact. I need details!"



"Kinda hard to pay attention to details," Snowflake said, pushing away something attached to a menacing looking dorsal fin. "Though I did notice that it's full of friggin' sharks, if that helps!"



"Seriously Snowflake, I need to know. Her eyes were doing The Thing."



Snowflake rolled his eyes. "Alright, it's about a shoulder and a half high, roughly circular in cross section, fringed with spiraling distortions. Apparent thickness is maybe half a hoof, though hard to tell with the fringing and..." he turned in the water, punching another shark... "the friggin' sharks!"



"Thanks!"



Snowflake nodded. "I just hope that's enough for The Thing to work." He pulled his masked back on and dove.



"The Thing" with Derpy was something everypony knew about, or at least everypony had seen. Originally, it seemed just part of her cover identity as a klutz. Her eyes never seemed to face the same direction she was actually looking. Most of the time, it was subtle, but when big things were happening, it became more pronounced, each eye moving rapidly and independently, but with seeming purpose, almost as if they were tracking things no one else could see.



The longer the team had been around her, the more they were surprised by the solutions she could identify and implement. Things that seemed almost impossible to predict or know, she somehow expected. They began to correlate the two, and realized "the thing with her eyes" almost always got worse shortly before she came up with some borderline-insane—yet ultimately successful—solution. The running theory had become that it was tied to her special talent.



Then, a few years ago, an old colleague of Derpy's had been visiting, and said her eyes weren't always that way, that it'd only happened after she'd become friends with Time Turner. Oh, and the rumors about that pony were even wilder. They said his special talent was time itself. That he had a mastery of it, and even traveled through it. The commander still spent a lot of time around him, and even though he wasn't part of the Ministry of A.S.S., he somehow seemed to be involved in an awful lot of their interventions.



The commander had never given any official word on his status, and everypony else had been too worried to question it. After wall, when a stallion leaps out of a bush banging together two coconuts just in time to scare away a giant spider queen—who coincidently has a phobia of coconuts—seconds before she eats you, you aren't likely to question him on his authorization to be there, or his involvement with your superior officer. And you certainly didn't question your boss about her lazy eye or the not-so-crazy-now order she'd given to have the entire team pack coconuts before departing the day before.



Cloud Kicker flew back to the post office with haste as she thought, and resolved that once things had settled down, she was going to be the one to finally ask.



----



Post Office Sub-Sub-Basement.

One determined pondering later.



"I knew it!" Derpy exclaimed, after being told about the twisting fringes of the portal. She attempted to spin the sigil stone withershins on the table. "Look, see how it resists?"



"Okay..." Cloud Kicker said, uncertain.



"That's how it was activated. It's about symbolic motion. Scootaloo is right-hoofed, so when she went to skip the stone, she naturally spun it clockwise." Derpy gave the stone a light spin clockwise to demonstrate. "The sigil's chirality wants it to go that way. So when she spun it really hard..." she gave the spinning stone another tap to speed it up. "It activated." The glowing eye of the sigil lit up brighter.



"So spinning it activates it?"



"Not quite. Technically, the sigil is the observer. It was probably part of a much larger ritualistic structure. Maybe a column in a temple or something like it. The sigil is meant to be used in a ceremony, one where other elemental symbols rotate around it. Then it takes that energy in and uses it to activate the portal."



"So you know how to stop it?" Cloudy dared. She didn't want to seem impatient, but the stream through town had already started to flood with brackish water, and the townsponies were starting to notice.



"Not yet," Derpy said, one eye seemingly tracing figure eights. "But I asked Silent Night to go delve the archives in Canterlot for more info. I'm expecting to hear back any moment now."



"So... What should I be doing?"



"Oh, sorry, agent." Derpy turned her head toward Cloud Kicker, and made a concerted effort to bring both eyes to the same bearing. It was mostly successful. "Yes, you're dismissed. Go help out at the lake."



Cloudy nodded and trotted out the door.



"Punch a shark for me!" she heard the commander say just as the door swung closed behind her. There was then a muffled "pop" which she ignored.



----



Royal Canterlot Archives.

Erstwhile.





"Seriously! Fish coloration?" Silent Night huffed. The dark black pegasus dropped another pile of marine biology books on the table. "There's some ancient portal about to destroy Princess Twilight's hometown, and she wants me to find Lemurian deep water fishes with counter-clockwise coloration patterns!"



Clean Slate shrugged. "I know, but Ponyville is her jurisdiction. Besides, you read the reports. That town would've been destroyed years ago if it wasn't for her and her team. Maybe have a little faith?"



Silent Night rolled her eyes. "Fine, but I just wish she'd said why!"



"Why what?"



"Why any of it? Why Lemuria? Why deep sea? Why counter-clockwise?"



"Oh, first two are easy. The salinity, temperature, and mineral content coming through the portal matches that of mesopelagic zones near the Lemuric atolls."



Quirking an eyebrow, Silent Night looked up from her book. "And you know that how?"



"Bumped into Bon Bon on our way out. She had a water sample report in her hooves."



Shaking her head, Silent Night went back to flipping pages. She'd probably never get used to Clean Slate and his occasionally eidetic memory.



"Fine," she said, thrusting a book toward Clean Slate. "Just help me look!"



----



The P.P.P.

Later, but not by much.



There was a loud "pop" just after the door swung closed, and Derpy Hooves looked up toward Clean Slate and Silent Night, safely teleported from Canterlot.



"So you found one?" She asked perfunctorily.



Moving to the desk, Silent Night plopped down a large tome, flipping it open to a bookmarked page. She pointed. "Is that what you're looking for?"



Derpy examined the book with one eye. It was an aquatic bestiary, opened to a page with a detailed drawing of a shark with a bizarre, counter-clockwise spiral pattern down its sides. That it was a very precise geometric spiral wasn't what made it bizarre though.



She pulled out another book of her own, and placed the two side by side, comparing drawings. Yes, what made the shark bizarre was that it had the exact opposite spiral pattern as one of the small freshwater salmonids that lived in Ponyville Lake.



"Bon Bon!" Derpy shouted. "Get in here!"



Special Agent Sweetie Drops had just stepped stepped off the elevator into the P.P.P. headquarters. How in the world did the boss know she was here already? She didn't ponder it for too long though, and broke into a quick trot to Derpy's office.



"Yes, ma'am?"



"Have you seen any sharks like this in the lake?"



Bon Bon looked at the picture. Over the past hour, she'd had several "unique experiences" which guaranteed she'd never forget this particular variety of shark. The teeth... Oh Celestia, the teeth!



"Yes, several of them, ma'am," she calmly responded.



"Perfect!"



The other ponies in the room looked at each other, but dared not say anything.



Well, all ponies except Silent Night. "What?" she said. "How is the having blood thirsty sharks like that in the lake 'perfect?'"



"I'll explain on the way." Standing, Derpy Hooves grabbed the artifact with the sigil and headed toward the door. "Come on everypony, we're moving operations to the lakeside! Double time!"



There was, to put it mildly, a sudden hubbub of activity.



----



Lakeside, New.

Fifty-seven relative minutes later.



Cloud Kicker found herself stationed at the edge of the forest, more than a mile from even the lake's current shoreline, hovering above the trees. The boss has ordered her and several other pegasi to form a perimeter at that distance "to make sure nothing escapes." For her own part, Cloudy had no idea what would be escaping from an underwater portal that would need a pegasus to stop it a mile away. Frankly, she was a bit scared to find out. She'd have to—



Her thoughts were interrupted as she noticed a brown stallion trotting out of the forest below her. She swooped down, and saw it was Time Turner. "Time Turner!" she yelled.



The stallion didn't respond.



"Time Turner!" she tried again, still with no response. Then, she thought back to something she'd heard the Commander call him. "Doctor!"



The stallion looked up. "Oh, hi there! Didn't see you. You with your wings way up there. Flying... like a horse. Like a flying horse."



Cloud Kicker landed next to the stallion. "What are you doing out here?"



"Oh, me? Little ol' me? Don't mind me, just taking a walk!"



Eyebrows had never been more raised. "Oh, really?"



"Yes, just a nice walk by the peaceful lake where nothing is happening."



"I know about the disaster," Cloudy said.



"Disaster? What disaster? I don't know about—"



"Drop the act. I'm part of A.S.S. you know."



The Doctor made a snerking sound as he suppressed a laugh.



"Something funny?"



"You know what that acronym sounds like, right?"



"Yeah yeah, I know it's slang term for a donkey, but the Ministry was founded long before it meant anything offensive."



"Yes..." The Doctor said. "'Donkey.' That's what it sounds like."



Cloud Kicker rolled her eyes. Some ponies could be so immature. The Ministry of Alicorn Solecism Suppression had been around for over a century, long before there'd been any racially insensitive use of the word ass.



"So what is the Alicorn Snit Squad doing out here anyway?" The stallion asked.



"Like you don't know?" Cloud Kicker said, moving back to a hover and crossing her forelegs. She didn't like his tone. Yes, internally everypony called it the Alicorn Snit Squad, but outsiders didn't get that privilege in her mind.



"Why would I..." he trailed off as Cloudy gave a rather epic eye-roll.



"Okay, fine," he said, then looked around before leaning in conspiratorially. "The truth is that..." he looked around again. "I've never fought sharks before. I mean, actual sharks. Sure, there were those toothy fish the size of houses on Zirocon Omega, and the army of shark-men at that Ballet in Venice. Oh, and the sextuplet of shrieking, ship-swallowing, space sharks of Omicron Persei Eight. But never actual shark sharks!"



Most of the words sounded like Equish, but Cloudy was pretty certain she'd never heard any of them in that order before. "Just who the hell are you?"



The stallion was quick to respond, "Why, I'm The..." but trailed off again.



"Go on..."



"Umm..." he said, looking down at one of his forehooves as if seeing it for the first time. "Time Turner(?)"



Cloudy was pretty sure there was a question mark on that statement. "So why does Derpy call you Doctor? And she says it with a capital letter, mind you."



The brown stallion slumped onto his rear and hung his head. "I'm afraid I'm not really good at this."



"Good at what?"



"Lying."



"So don't lie."



"Then you wouldn't understand."



There was a rapid intake of breath from Cloud Kicker.



"No, I mean... I mean, it's difficult for me to explain in a way that you could understand."



Another sharp breath inward as Cloud Kicker tensed her hoof for a punch.



"Look look," The Doctor said, making placating motions with his hooves. "I don't mean to offend you. Far from it, but I'm just not that great at talking with peo... ponies. I mean, I'm great—astounding even—at talking to them, but not with them."



"So just try then!"



The Doctor took a deep breath. "Okay, what do you want to know?"



"Why are you here?"



"Because something interesting is happening!"



"That's not an answer."



"Oh, I assure you, it is. It's the best answer there can be. Things are about to get interesting"—Cloudy noticed he said that word in a way that he clearly relished—"around here. I wouldn't miss it!"



She couldn't deny that. Whatever was going on was certainly "interesting" as Time Turner put it. "Dangerous," "horrible," and "disastrous" seemed like they'd be more appropriate however.



"Okay, fine." Maybe he was just a thrill seeker. "But who are you? What do you and the commander have to do with each other?"



"Commander?" He made a show of scratching his chin. "Commander... Oh yes, Derpy! Commander Derpy Hooves! How wonderful, isn't it? Has a nice whimsy to it, yet still a touch of gravitas!"



Cloud Kicker set back down on all fours and advanced on the stallion, leaning into his face. "What did you do to her!"



"Do?" The stallion recoiled, and tried to scoot backward on his rump. "I... I..."



"Her eyes! Somepony told me she used to be normal, but that she went away with you, and now her eyes are all... all..."



The Doctor stopped his attempt at retreat. "Are all what?" he prompted.



"Wonky!" There, she'd said it. "You can't have missed it. Her eyes never look at you, they look everywhere else, anywhere else, except where you think they should be!"



Standing, the stallion looked down at Cloud Kicker. At his full height, he was actually taller than her, and she'd forgotten that in all his seemingly innocent antics of sitting, twisting, laughing, etc. "What do they say I did?"



Finding herself suddenly at a disadvantage, Cloudy tried to recover with her own bout of nonchalance. "That you took her somewhere. That you... you..." It didn't last.



"That I broke her?"



Hanging her head, Cloud Kicker sighed. "Yeah."



"And what else do 'they' say about me?"



Cloud Kicker looked up. "What do you mean?"



"Oh, surely there are rumors upon rumors. Vast conspiracy theories all the way down to little nods in my direction as I pass hushed conversations in the market. What. Do. They. Say!?"



Suddenly less sure of herself, Cloud Kicker didn't want to answer. Gossip wasn't her thing. But... in for a bit, in for a bushel. "They say your special talent is time. That you... you go through it. That you steal away fillies with promises and return them damaged... or sometimes not at all."



The Doctor looked grim and serious. "And you, what do you say?"



"I... I don't know." It was the truth.



There was silence for a moment. Cloudy decided to broach it. "So... what is the truth."



The smile the stallion gave was genuine, but never reached his eyes. "There is not such thing as the truth. But, perhaps I can share with you a truth. One that I hold very dear."



Cloud Kicker nodded, and sat down on the grass beside the flooding lake, figuring there was perhaps a moment of peace to be had, even at this precipice of disaster.



----



Once upon a time, there was a traveler. He was very, very old, but also, very, very young. He had many faces.



He traveled far and wide, not just in this world, but across many. In his time, he met many, many wonderful beings. Sometimes, some of those beings managed to wedge themselves into his life, and even his hearts, and they'd travel with him for a time.



One of those beings was an amazing young mare from Equestria. The Traveler had never been to Equestria before, and so everything there was new to him. He loved new.



When he arrived, he found ponies to be rather odd. So many other places he'd been were filled with fighting, with war, and with death. Equestria was peaceful, and happy, and like no where else. Ponies were, by and large, nice to each other. He didn't understand it, but knew it was special right away.



As he explored Equestria, he found just being there eased pains deep within him which he realized he'd been carrying for far too long. He was, for the first time in a very, very, very long time, happy. This wasn't completely new, but his last memory of the genuine feeling was so ancient that it may as well have been.



Then he met her.



She was young, and naive, and foolish, and bold, and afraid, and heroic, and all those other wonderful things. She was everything the traveler feared he had lost in his long, long life. Then she smiled.



Her smile... Her smile could tilt the heavens, and her laugh wipe clean the stars!



So she joined him, and they went on wonderful adventures across the worlds.



They watched twin suns rise above Flanos.



They surfed the planet-spanning, liquid-methane waves of Decandia.



They helped pirates liberate Xanthia.



They helped the police capture the neo-pirates of Aihtnax.



They lived!



But then there was a war. They landed in it by mistake, and The Traveler said they should leave, that they could do nothing. But The Mare, she said they had to try. So try they did. The Traveler tried as hard as he could to stop the bloody, useless war, but he could not.



The Mare refused to let go though. They couldn't stop the war, she'd argued, but they could perhaps still save some, save even just one. She rushed out the door of The Ship as the bombs began to fall.



The Traveler found her. She was curled around a mewling child. Her body had blocked the shrapnel from harming the small thing. But at the cost of her own life.



He raged then. Oh, how he raged! The Traveler went positively mad with the fierce, hateful, unadulterated rage that should belong only to an angered god. He knocked the bombs from the sky, he tore apart the weapons, he threw the ships back to the sea. But it wasn't enough, for even the rage of a god cannot stop the foolishness of mortals in their tribal feuds.



Eventually he gave up. He took The Mare and The Child back to his ship. He couldn't stop the mortals of that world from destroying themselves, but perhaps he could save something.



See, this Traveler is very, very long lived. So he wanted to share part of his own life to save this mare. But to do so, he needed help, so he asked The Ship to take him back to before The Mare had died, so he could share part of his own soul with her to help her live.



But doing that sort of thing breaks many, many rules. The Ship couldn't return to her own trail easily. So The Traveler suggested another plan. The Ship agreed, and opened her soul to The Mare. The Traveler and The Ship both poured their hearts into her, breaking many, many rules in the process. Neither The Ship nor The Traveler knew exactly what they were doing. Some of The Ship's uniqueness was transferred into her. Likewise, some of the magic they poured into The Mare leaked into The Child she held as well.



The Mare awoke.



She opened her eyes.



She screamed.



----





"So you're telling me," Cloud Kicker said. "That the Commander has part of you and your ship's soul in her?"



"In a manner of speaking."



"And your ship then, isn't just some airship or something?"



"She's called a TARDIS. Time And Relative Dimension In Space."



"And the 'uniqueness' that was transferred? Are you saying that's what happened to Derpy?"



"Yes," The Doctor said. "At least, as far as I can tell."



"So what, exactly, is it?"



"Why would you care?"



Eyes going wide, Cloud Kicker took to a hover again. "What do you mean?" she yelled. "Of course I care, you ass!"



"Ah, so you do have another use for that word."



"Shut up and answer the question!"



Pondering a moment, the stallion finally replied. "Which is it?"



"Which is what?"



"'Shut up' or 'answer the question'? A pony can't readily do both."



Cloudy pulled her punch just inches from Time Turner's face. She didn't have patience for this. "Answer," she said, flatly.



"What do you think it is?"



"That's not an answer." She readied her punch again.



"Please, just humor me. What do 'they' say she can do? What do they say 'The Thing' actually is?"



Cloudy backed off a bit, then answered. "They say she can see the future. That her eyes aren't looking at us, now, but at things not yet happened."



The Doctor hung his head.



"So she can see the future?" Cloudy said, pressing into his personal space again.



"No," he said, closing his eyes in shame. "Well yes, but it's far, far worse than that. And it's all my fault."



"I... I don't understand."



"She doesn't see the future. She sees all futures!"



Cloud Kicker pondered this. It certainly explained some things. "But why is that so bad?"



"She can't stop seeing them!" The Doctor yelled.



"Okay, but..."



"You dumb, dumb horse! Don't you get it? She sees all possible futures, and she sees them all the time!"



"I don't get why that's so ba—"



"She can't close her eyes, because in other futures, her eyes are still open! She can't ignore something, because in at least one other life, she paid attention to it!" At this point tears started to form in the stallion's eyes. "She can barely even make friends because whenever she looks at some pony, they're already dead on some other timeline. And if they're not, she can see where and when they are going to die!"



The Doctor advanced on Cloud Kicker, and grabbed her face between his forehooves, staring her directly in the eye. "You ignorant, wonderful, innocent creature. She's seen every single pony she's ever cared about die more times than there are grains of sand on this tiny world. Not just past friends, not just current friends, but all the friends she has ever had and will ever have. She's seen them die a thousand times in a million horrible ways." He let go of Cloudy's head and sighed. "And it's all my fault, because I thought, just for one brief, shining moment, that I could save her."



Letting the thought sink in, Cloud Kicker slowly began to realize the full implication of what this stallion had just described. It was... horrible. She said the only thing she could.



"I'm... I'm sorry."



"So am I," he said. "But you should probably intercept that shark before it gets away."



Cloudy looked up, and quickly darted after the airborne shark.



----



The Lake, Center Of.

Again, Erstwhile.



"Pegasi, on me! Unicorns, start sieving for sharks! Earth ponies..."



The grounded, magicless members of The P.P.P. looked up toward Derpy for orders.



"Umm... build a dam or something?" She said it with a sly grin. All of them, Bon Bon included, had been here long enough to know the boss was anything but racist. Earth pony strength had saved the town numerous times, and the rest of A.S.S. knew it. If this particular disaster didn't lend itself to their talents, then that was just the closest they'd get a vacation, and that was fine by all.



On the order, the unicorns all began casting, using their auras to filter through the lake with magical nets, pulling all the newly-introduced sharks into a small area of water directly beneath the hovering Commander.



The pegasi circling above could see the above-water edges of the auras close together into a tight circle, and then they began their task. Flying rapidly, they began to form a waterspout, just like the typically annual water deliveries to Cloudsdale. The difference was that there was no upper destination for this funnel. No, instead, this particular column of water was destined for Ponyville itself.



As the wingpower was applied, and the waterspout grew, Derpy hovered precisely in the middle of it all. Her uncanny abilities allowing her to find the exact center and maintain position with little to no effort. In her hooves, she held the sigil that had started this whole mess, and as the clockwise—or whithershins from the point of view of the sigil itself—rotation grew, the glowing eye on the artifact began to shimmer.



It wasn't enough that water spin against its power though. The sigil was designed for ritual, and Sea Pony ritual meant other symbols. Specifically, many of those symbols were of power. Certain fish in the southern hemisphere had certain symbols of their own. One of those, a large billfish, had a pattern on its scale remarkably similar to a small perch that lived in Ponyville Lake. That was irrelevant now though, as they wanted to reverse the spell. The other powerful symbol the Sea Ponies revered was that of the shark. As fate would have it, one of those sharks had a counter-clockwise symbol upon its own scales, and that very shark had been drawn through the portal in numbers. These sharks were now being hefted into the air by the waterspout, and spun about Derpy—and the sigil—in a way designed to precisely counteract the original spell.



But there was one more motion component needed to counteract the ritual. As the ritual was cast, the world itself had spun. Ponyville Lake was, to aetherial reckoning, a fair ways off from the site of the original portal opening. More importantly, it had moved during the casting in a way that could be described as "twisting" about the planet's own center of mass. Derpy knew she'd have to twist things back for the counter-ritual to work and seal the portal.



"Okay," she yelled over the roar of the water around her. "Start pulling south!"



The pegasi forming the funnel team shifted the center of their circular flight, and the waterspout tilted dangerously toward the southern shoreline. They quickly corrected, but not before a lone shark went flying out of the top of the funnel.



Cloud Kicker was there to intercept, neatly bucking the shark back into the lake from mid-air.



----



Downtown Ponyville.

Four Hundred and Twelve Tense Seconds Later.



Roseluck, standing atop the bridge, looked to the north, and spied a curious formation. "Over there! It's a white tornado!" she said to whomever happened to be nearby. That whom happened to be Cranky Doodle Donkey.



"Look at it whirling around and spinning and everything," Roseluck continued, pointing fervently. "It's a white tornado!"



Cranky narrowed his eyes, squinting to get a better look. "White tornado my foot. That's a real tornado! Ooo, you ain't in New Colt City, baby."



As the pegasi-managed phenomena approached the town, other ponies began to take notice. It wasn't long before the fins of the enraptured sharks became apparent at the edges of the waterspout.



Roseluck herself had stood transfixed, and was quickly joined by her friend Lily. As the two of them began to resolve the aquatic creatures within the aerial happening, there was only one option.



"Sh..sh...SHARK!" Roseluck screamed.



"No..." Lily gasped, her breath short. "It's not just sharks... it's a... SHARKNADO!!!"



The two promptly fainted on the spot.



----



Downtown Ponyville.

Twenty Minutes Later.



"Well," Bon Bon said. "I guess this counts as a win?"



Commander Ditzy Doo nodded. "I just don't know what went wrong," she said in her cover voice.



The others laughed. They could all see the headline: "Derpy Accidently a Sharknado." Of course, this was probably a little too big to just leave to the "oops" cover.



"But look at all this damage." Bon Bon said. "That's going to cost a lot of bits to fix up."



"Yes," Derpy replied. "One hundred and eight thousand, four hundred and ninety two bits."



Nearby, Cloud Kicker leaned in close and whispered to Time Turner, "How does she do that? Is your ship some sort of math machine?"



The Doctor thought about introducing the idea of computers, but decided against it. "Yes, but no... I suspect she just looked ahead to the report you'll give her next week, totaling the damages."



"Oh." Cloud Kicker wasn't sure if that was more or less impressive than what she'd suspected. It was kind scary—but cool—either way.



"So what do we do now?" Clean Slate asked. "I know how we'd handled it, but what's damage control look like here in the hinterlands?"



Grinning, Derpy looked at him. She actually looked at him. Both eyes. "You think you're here by coincidence?"



Clean Slate, who'd never worn more than the occasional tie in his entire life, suddenly felt more naked than he'd ever been. This mare seemed to stare right through him. Not just to his skin, or even his bones, but to his very soul and beyond.



"What ever you need, ma'am!" he quickly replied. Anything to get that burning gaze off himself. At the same time, he wondered exactly what it was she was seeing though.



Chuckling, Derpy trotted toward him. "Don't worry, it's not that bad, as those sorts of things go."



The rest of the discussion was all business. They'd spend a couple of days repairing the town as best they could. Most of the town would be in shock and follow orders, so they had plenty of help. At the end though, they couldn't leave the townsponies with that kind of trauma, or they might try to move to someplace "safer," abandoning the new princess as she came into her own. Twilight needed to have her friends, and her town around her. After all, that was the primary mission of the alicorn snit squad.



Officially, The Ministry of Alicorn Solecism Suppression was meant to protect the Princesses (and other royalty) from their own mistakes (covering up their "snits".) That had evolved into a broader mission of keeping them happy. That meant keeping the worst of the world suppressed from their view. Because, quite frankly, the ponies involved loved their princesses, and loved what they were doing for Equestria. Optimistic royalty made for an optimistic Equestria. Letting the royals see too much of the dark, dangerous side of life risked them becoming embittered. As long as they saw a world filled with rainbows, the rest of the populace tended to see that too. And as far as self-fulfilling prophecies went, a happy land of alicorns and rainbows seemed to balance out pretty well. And it took a relatively few number of ponies to manage that, even if their individual sacrifice was often quite high.



So, Clean Slate did his job. He edited the memories of the townsponies involved, removing all the fear and terror the shark-filled tornado had caused. When they thought about the event again, they'd remember simply some relatively normal—but vague—weather phenomena that had blown over a few roofs and trees in town. Ponyville was full of strong ponies, and a little harsh weather wasn't going to stop them!



The Cutie Mark Crusaders were a different matter, however.



"I can't do it," Clean Slate said.



"I'm not asking you," Commander Ditzy Doo said. "I am giving you a direct order. Wipe their memories of this event!"



The two ponies were, thankfully, beyond earshot of the aforementioned fillies, who were huddled near their clubhouse as the sun went down, that being the safest place for them to "wake" and start piecing together any fractured memories.



"No, you don't understand, I'm not refusing you," Clean Slate said. "I'm saying I can not modify their memories. Something is blocking me."



In the distance, Cloud Kicker tiptoed up behind Time Turner, who was holding a strange, glowing stick in his mouth. It was making some sort of high, tinny sound.



"What are you doing?" she asked.



"Umm... Nothing?" he said, quickly vanishing the device.



She said nothing.



"Okay, right, so... You know about the memory wipes?"



Cloud Kicker nodded. "It's for the best. No pony should have to live their lives afraid of things they've seen in the dark. That's why we're here."



The Doctor half-frowned. "Yes, sometimes. Maybe. In circumstances. But those are children! Foals!"



Cloudy thought. "Shouldn't we protect them even more?"



"No!" The Doctor said in an emphatic whisper. "They're foals!"



"I don't get it," Cloudy admitted.



"You... you... grown ups" he said the word with clear distaste. "You think because you've grown past most of your fears that fear is somehow bad. That, because you no longer imagine monsters in the dark, that the monsters are somehow no longer there."



"Yes..." Cloud Kicker hesitated. "That's called growing up. Foals are afraid of the dark, but you grow out of it."



"Wrong wrong wrong!" The Doctor said. "That's just your grown up mind saying you somehow 'solved' a problem you had as a foal. But, and just stick with me here for a moment, what if it was never actually a problem in the first place?"



"What do you mean?"



The Doctor sighed. "Okay, let's start with this: Why were you afraid of the dark?"



"Umm... because I imagined things that weren't actually there."



"Yes! What was that word again? Imagined! You imagined things in the dark!"



"Right, but they weren't real. So I grew up and learned to stop doing foalish things like that."



"You bloody, foolish ponies! Of course you think you did! But..." He jumped back and grabbed a rock. "But why do you think foals imagine those things in the first place? Do you train them to do that?" He threw the rock into the woods.



Cloud Kicker turned and looked toward the dark forest where the rock had landed, trying to see what he'd thrown it at.



"No!" The Doctor cried. "You still do it. Just now! You saw me throw the rock, why would you care where it lands, save that you imagine there might be something I was throwing it at, over there, in the dark!"



Things began to click together in Cloudy's mind.



"Yes..." The Doctor smiled. "Now you're getting it, aren't you? To be alive, to be sapient, sentient, isn't just to be afraid of the dark."



"No," Cloud Kicker admitted. "I guess it's not."



"Tell me true, what did you feel when I threw that rock into the darkness?"



"I..."



"Don't think just tell me!"



"I felt my heart beat faster. I felt a surge of energy. I was ready for a fight. I was ready for... for anything!"



The brown stallion, who some knew as Time Turner, and some knew as The Doctor, smiled a warm, maniacal smile, like a mad god in love with his creation. "Now you get it!" he said. "To be sentient isn't just to be afraid of the dark, but to be thrilled by it!"



Cloud Kicker merely nodded.



"Those fillies, they still are. Sure, the grown ups"—he spat on the ground—"in this town are mostly beyond help. Wipe their memories, keep them safe and warm. But those little girls need this. They toss a rock into a lake, and see a tornado full of sharks run through their town. That's horrible, but it's also amazing! In their eyes, they see a world where nothing, absolutely nothing is impossible, no matter how crazy, wild, or wonderful it is. Their imaginations will be over the moon—and I suspect that may be more than literal in at least one case—before too much longer. I would not let anyone deny that to them."



Cloud Kicker smiled. "That's a beautiful sentiment. But do you really think it works in the long run?"



"Tell me, Ms. Cloud Kicker, what made you join the Ministry?"



"Well, I scored very—"



"No. I mean, what's that earliest memory where you knew, just absolutely knew you were going to do something amazing with your life."



Cloud Kicker thought back, back to the things she'd shared rarely, and with few others. That thing she'd been teased for, mocked for, laughed at for.



"When I was little, I was living in this very town. I hear noises outside my door one night, and..." she hesitated.



"You thought it was some big, scary monster?"



"It was some big, scary monster! It was a fucking timberwolf at the back door!"



"And?" The Doctor prompted.



"And..." Cloudy had only told three ponies this story in her life. Her parents, and the psychiatrist they'd taken her to. None of them had believed her.



"I saw Granny Smith walk up out of the woods, and whistle at the beast. It turned, trotted to her, and she patted it on the head before they both walked into the woods."



"You saw something impossible. But grown ups didn't believe you."



Cloudy nodded.



"And you determined then and there that you'd show them all."



She nodded again.



"And how do you think those little girls," he pointed toward the Cutie Mark Crusaders in the distance, past an arguing Clean Slate and Derpy Hooves. "How do you think they'll react to these recent events?"



Cloud Kicker grinned a lopsided grin, a tear forming in her eye. "Magnificently!" she said, and ran off toward the argument.



-----



CMC Clubhouse.

A moment later.



"Okay, girls," Derpy said. "But you have to promise me you'll tell no pony about any of this."



"Cross my heart, hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye!" The three fillies made the motions to go with the swear.



"Do you really think they'll keep that promise?" Derpy asked Cloud Kicker, as the two walked back toward Ponyville a few moments later.



"No," she said, and quickly added, "But I think the world will be a better place for it."



Commander Ditzy Doo's eyes went wild, trying to track the implications. Her intro-futuro-spection was interrupted as Agent Cloud Kicker wrapped her in a big hug.



As the two separated a moment later, Derpy asked. "What was that for?"



"Because..." she felt herself having to resist the habit of protocol and use a familiar name, "Because Derpy, you look like you need a friend."



"I... I have friends." Derpy said, still surprised.



"Yes, more than even you could know. And you always, always will. Don't push us aside just because you know the end to the story and we don't."



"What..." Derpy found herself adrift, eyes running wild, unable to track any coherent worldlines. "What do you mean?"



"I mean, I know. I know you see it all. I know it hurts. But I'm here, now... we're all here, now and when we're not, some others will be. You will always have friends! Don't let the end of those friendships get in the way of their beginnings." She squeezed Derpy tighter in the hug, and found her should soon felt wet with tears.



"Thank you."



-----



Ponyville Castle.

The Next Morning.



"Spike!" Princess Twilight Sparkle called out. "Spike, where are you?"



She thought a moment, and remembered the young dragon was out of town, traveling with Rarity to Manehatten. She'd have to do this the old fashioned way.



A short while later, the mailmare finally arrived.



"Oh, Derpy, thank Celestia you're here!"



"Yes, Princess?" Derpy Hooves, mailmare non-descript, said. "How can I help you?"



"I know it's not on your normal route, but can you please rush this urgent letter to Canterlot?"



"Sure thing, your highness. What's the problem?"



"Well, Fluttershy swears she saw a shark swimming slowly south in the stream, and I just have this strange feeling that it's a sign of something big!"



"No problem," Derpy said. "I'll take care of it before you even know what happened!"
      

      
   
      Thunderclouds


      

      
      
         The storm rumbled far away, for now, at least.



I laid my head back against the rock, staring up into the clear blue sky. Below me in the cloudline, the tempest me roared.



“Out of all the rocks floating up here, you found the grassiest one.” Opening my eyes, I saw a beautiful girl standing over me. Her bronze skin made her violet hair stand out, as it hung over her left eye. She wore a simple jumpsuit as did most fliers, covered in zippered pockets. She had a single satchel hung around her hip from a strap from her shoulder.



“It’s just a matter of looking for the right rock. It’s not like I have much to do anymore.”



“Well I’m just glad you made it.” She pushed a violet lock away from her orange eyes as looked down at me.



“Same here, Rachael. I was beginning to think you might not show.” 



“Duh, of course I’d show. I invited you, this was my idea. Besides, someone’s gotta plant the storm trackers, and If there’s a pair of wings I’d trust it’s the pair I trained myself,” she said, extending her hand to help me up.  “So, you gonna sit there all day or are we gonna do this?” 



“Sounds good to me,” I replied, taking her hand. She pulled me up and the two of us walked to the edge of this rock in the sky.



“Today’s job is to place some signal trackers inside the storm below us. They think it’s going to turn into a hurricane soon so they want to keep an eye on it.” 



I looked over the edge at the squall below. Lightning flashed inside the dark, massive, writhing clouds.



Rachael, on the other end, was not looking at our target.



“Oh hey, I can see our home rock out there,” Rachael said, pointing at the large landmass floating in the air, surrounded by clouds and sky. Even from this distance we could make out the roofs of the tallest buildings in the city.



“It’s lucky this thing’s not headed our way, huh? I wouldn’t want this thing to mess up our home rock.”



“Your home rock.” I said, correcting her. “It’s not going to be mine much longer.”



Rachael frowned. “Oh come on, it’s not going to be that bad. I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she said, trying to assure me. 



“Yea… of course.” My reply was hollow. Before I could say more, Rachael pulled out her satchel.



“Here, it’s dangerous to go alone, take this.” From her satchel she pulled out a coin-like crystal. 



“It’s a thunder talisman. Should keep us safe from any lighting while we’re inside the storm itself.” 



I took the crystal talisman and hung it about my neck. I instantly felt its barrier generate the moment I put it on. 



“And here’s your signal,” Rachael said as she handed me “Just press the button and jam it into any floating georocks caught in the storm. Make sure to find a big one ok?”



She then handed out one more thing to me: a flimsy pair of goggles.



“And the goggles?”



“Because you always forget to bring them, each and every time,” Rachael said before putting on her own pair. “You don’t want to get blinded at the wrong moment.”



I made the arguments in my head to tell her every reason why I don’t like them, but before a single word came out of my mouth she put the goggles into my hands. 



I sighed. It’s Rachael—there’s no fighting this. 



“Put them over your eyes and not on your forehead again, ok?” Rachael said as she leapt off the rock and out of my sight, only to come flying back up. She spun, and I saw her pair of majestic, translucent wings tucked into an upward spiral. Reaching the apex of her spin she opened her wings, spreading them wide scattering translucent feathers all around her that faded into light.



“Ready, hot stuff?”



A flashy start. Rachael always had a knack for dramaticism. I wouldn’t have it any other way.



“Always am.”



A single thought brought my wings into existence, my golden feathered wings sprouted from my back.  Feathers of energy dropped from them as I gave my wings a flap, exercising those muscles once again as I begrudgingly put my own goggles over my eyes.



With a single flap, I took to the air to join her.



“Here we go. You fly to the west end of the storm and plant your tracker, and I’ll plant mine on the other side. We’ll meet in the middle when you’re done.” 



“Got it?”



“Yea.”



“Good. I’ll see you in the eye, hot stuff,” Rachael said, before flying down towards the storm.



I did the same.








Winds battered me as I searched the storm. 



The winds were no real trouble. It was avoiding everything in the storm that was the trouble. Small georocks mostly. But, it was no big deal either. It wasn’t the big threat to me while I flew around it in this storm. 



Just focus. Just focus, damn you. 



I told myself again to avoid thinking about everything else. 



Don’t think about dad, don’t think about the shit, just the work. 



That’s why I had said I would come after all. I needed something, anything to take my mind off my own personal storm. Diving into a literal one had seemed to be a good choice. At least until a rock the size of a doghouse collided with me. I reeled in pain as I heard a soft tink of crystal.



I knew what that was: the talisman. That High Judge would call it well deserved.



God-damned prick. I shouted at my own thoughts. I wasn’t a part of any of that. I didn’t know. 



Stop. I said stop. Not here, Fernand. Before another argument inside my head took place again, I put the proverbial breaks on it. I was in the middle of a damned future hurricane. I had to stay focused.



To my horror, I looked down and see only half of my talisman. 



Now all I needed was a single bolt of lighting to do what that lynch mob’s wanted from us. I hoped their hate didn’t transcend to nature. 



No longer safe from the elements, I thought of what to do next. Even without her there, I knew exactly what Rachael would say. 



“Fernand! Get out of there now! It’s too dangerous! If you get struck you’ll plummet into the great abyss!” she’d yell, worry filling those lovely eyes of hers. 



Needless to say, the Rachael in my head was completely correct. From the earliest days flying, everyone was taught to stay away from lighting storms. Getting struck, especially when there’s no land below, will get you killed. 



There was a little part of me that wondered. 



Did I care?



Did I care if I died today? It’d only push off what the High Judge’s decision would be tomorrow. It’d just push off the end of Fernand Brewer for one more day.



A bolt of lightning passes by me. I felt my right wing shatter as the lightning passed through it, the magic holding it together falling right apart. 



I felt the winds of the storm take me as I begin to plummet. But as I did, I turned to see where the lightning bolt struck. 



A rock. A massive Georock, one the size of a small house. 



The perfect rock to plant my tracker on. 



With simple focus I recreated my wings and stabilized myself in the wind. I saw the rock, now further away then I would have liked. There’s no reason to look for another rock. I turned, and began to fly in the wind’s direction, beating my wings faster to catch up to the rock. I moved to the left and right, flying by the small rocks caught in the wind. 



My perfect rock was close, but not close enough. I couldn’t seem to catch up with it. To my side though, was the solution. The georock from before that broke my tasliman.



Let’s make up for that now.



With an extra push of strength, I pushed myself in front of the damned georock, planting my feet where my chest had once been smashed into it. 



I bent my knees as I began to focus my magic. I folded in my wings in preparation.



“Burst!” I shouted as the wind magic kicks into gear. I jumped with all my might off the georock and in the direction of my target. The wind of the storm carried me, the burst of magic propelled me, and joined by the beat of my wings I closed the gap between my target and me. 



I saw a crack in the rock, one perfect for my hand. I reached out and grab hold of it.



Yes! Success!  



Pulling myself into the rock, I found another crack to slide my foot into to secure my hold on this rock. 



The hard part done, with my free hand I pulled out the signal and jammed it into the rock. I pressed the button, and I saw the thing spike itself into the rock. 



Except it didn’t. The spike failed to bore into the rock. I hit the button again, and the same result. This time, I heard the metallic clink as it tried to burrow into the boulder.



It wasn’t rock.



It’s Iron. 



I heard the rumble of the lightning again. 



Oh shit! It’s iron!



Iron conducts. I’m on a giant iron lightning rod without anything to protect myself from being fried. 



"Fernand! what the hell are you doing? Get out of there!" I heard my inner Rachael yell at me again. "I don’t wanna see you get killed!"



You think you don’t deserve this? You damn well do. My inner High Judge said.



“I told you, I didn’t do anything! I didn’t even know!” 



“Bullshit. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, Brewer. You deserve to fry, just like your father’s going to. It just pains me that we can’t prove your involvement.”



With that, I heard another crack of thunder. I had only one choice. 



I let go. I fell backwards, away from the floating iron as I watched the lightning strike it. 



“God damn it!” I cursed to the heavens. My perfect opportunity was nothing but a bust, and I had nothing to show it.



“You had one job! I specifically hired you people for this! Why the hell did you let them ransack the mansion?”



“You think I had a choice? While you were cowering in your bedroom, I was having to deal with a god-damned lynch mob! I’m not gonna get strung up on a tree for sticking up for you bastards. Be happy the knights came and dispersed the mob, or you and your sister would be hanging right now.”



The doghouse-sized georock, the one that I had used as a springboard and broke my talisman, now broke my back. My back slammed into the georock, shattering my flimsy concentration and my wings along with it. 



Sorry, Rachael. 



My world went black as I began to fall limp from the rock, spiralling down into the storm. I could make out a loud voice as I plummeted. 



“FERNAND!” 



Rachael.



I opened my eyes. I was spiraling, the worst possible thing that could happen to a flyer. 



Come on, don’t die here. I told myself. She’s waiting for you.



“So, big brother, when do we have to leave? Well, whatever happens, we’ll be fine won’t we? I mean, as long as we have each other.”



I had now fallen out of the storm entirely. As I spun violently, I saw the great abyss below me, nothing but the blue sky to my sides, and the violent storm above me, along with Rachael, flying as fast as she could to catch up with me. 



Jess is waiting for you. Get up. Right yourself! GOD DAMN IT, RIGHT YOURSELF! I screamed into my own brain. 



“Fernand! Hold on!” I heard her voice shout. Without the storm, her words are crystal clear as I descend into the lower skies. 



Enough of me returned. I was awake, and I had to act. 



Do something! Do something now!



I reignited my wings, spread them wide, and steadied myself into a glide, turning in the opposite direction of my spin.



I gathered magic into my hands, preparing the burst spell again. As soon as my descent had slowed enough, I fired off my magic and prayed my gambit paid off.



My magic propelled me upwards. Luckily, the clash of the fall and rise had mostly canceled each other out, breaking my tailspin. It had also shattered my wings, which I quickly realized were no longer there when I tried to flap upwards.



“Shit! Shit!” I shouted as I began to fall again, this time, wingless. clawing at the air for something to grab onto before I broke into another tailspin. I tried to reignite my wings. I was not going to die at nineteen. 



“GOTCHA!” 



I wasn’t falling anymore. I looked up to see Rachael grasping my hand. 



“I thought…” she panted, nearly out of breath, “I thought I taught you better than that…”








I sat, and waited. 



God damn it. I told myself. 



Another screw up. And this time, it almost got me killed… again. 



I laid back on the fluffy clouds Rachael and I were able to find in the eye of the storm. With a quick magical touch, they made a wonderful resting spot, and a place where Rachael could leave me and finish her job without me. 



Without me. She’d be doing that a whole lot more soon.



“Fernand!” I heard to my left. 



Rachael’s back, no worse for the wear, emerged from the eyewall of the soon-to-be hurricane. 



I smiled as she made her way towards me, giving her a wave, she gave one back. 



“Mission complete!” she shouted at me. 



Time to get up. I got up off my butt and walked towards her.



“Congratulations!” I replied as she flew up to my cloud and landed. “How’d it go?”



“Good, no thanks to you scaring me half to death,” Rachael said with a huff as she walked up to me.



I frowned as she approached. She pulled me close and pressed her lips to mine, the two of us falling back into the cloud. 



“Don’t you ever do that again you idiot,” she said between her kiss. “I nearly thought I lost you.”



I nearly thought the same. 



I would respond, but with her lips on mine, there was nothing to do but hold my girlfriend and hold her kiss. A job well done, for her at least. 



After a minute of our embrace, Rachael broke the kiss. “Really, Fernand, I know what you’re going through, but you shouldn’t be so reckless.” Keeping me pinned she pointed a finger condescendingly in my face. 



“That’s not like you,” she reminded me. “I taught you better than that.”



I stayed silent. What was I supposed to say to that? Once again, my lovely Rachael was right. 



“And you know it too. Promise me you won’t do that again?” 



Unable to say anything else, I meekly nodded.



“Good. It’s not every day that one of my flight students confesses their love for me, then wins it.”



“It’s not every day that I win the heart of a woman as beautiful as you.”



“Oh, you…” She leaned in and planted another kiss on my forehead. “You’re gonna make me blush. You know it’s things like that then earned you that first date.”



“I know,” I said, as we settled into each other and kissed one more time. 



“Good,” she said, giving me another kiss. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”



Those words. 



“Fernand?” Rachael was too quick. She knew what I was thinking. 



The thing she didn’t understand, was that she was going to have know what to do without me.



“Look, Fernand, it’s not going to be the end of the world, ok?”



“It is,” I coldly said back.



“We’ve had this conversation before. It’s not, ok?”



We knew our embrace was over. Rachael got off me and sat down. I followed suit. 



“As soon as the High Judge makes his decision, I won’t be able to stay in this town any longer. 



“The whole damn city thinks I’m my dad’s right hand man. That I’m some sort of thug, or murderer. Hell, I never even knew what he was up to. Sure, my father was a asshole, that’s why he and I barely had anything to do with each other. I just thought he was just doing his job, not—”



Rachael, being the good girl I knew she was, cut me off. “You’re not your father Fernand. I’ve known you for five years, dated you for three of them. I know you, and I know your father. You are not him.”



I sighed. Like always, my Rachael was right. 



“I just wish the High Judge believed that too. He thinks I’m a part of all of this. Hell, he thinks Jessabelle’s part of all this! She’s not even fifteen! It’s not like the whole city does either, that attack on the mansion last week proved that. I wish somebody believed it, but they don't.” 



I hung my head low. “The whole town is out for our family’s blood and they’re not going to stop until they get it.”



I saw her think, and I knew detective Rachael had put more of the puzzle together. “Did something happen?  Did you hear something new?”



“Yeah. The High Judge sat me down and had a talk with me. He and the everyone on the rock made their decision on what’s going to happen.”



“They released the decision already? I didn't see it in the newspaper.”



“They're telling me as a formality. They made the decision that the royal court is going to seize all of my father's assets, and then divide them among his victims and the surviving families. All of them.” 



“You’re losing the mansion?”



“Yea. But the High Judge says they don't have enough evidence to prove that Jessabelle and I were involved, and as you know the prosecutor already riled up the whole entire rock thinking we were going to suffer punishment too. So we’re gonna get let out into a whole city that was expecting and wants our blood. There’s no way we’re gonna be able to stay on our rock anymore. When the decision comes tomorrow afternoon, Jessabelle and I are going to have to be as far away from here as possible. ” 



I plopped back on the cloud. 



“You know, it's funny. Everyone back before this did anything I wanted just because of my last name and… and now because of that bastard’s last name it’s impossible to even show my face anywhere.”



I felt Rachael’s hand sliding to grab my own. “You’re overblowing this,” Rachael said “I know what happened last week was scary-”



“Scary?!” I shouted. “They nearly killed us! If the those knights hadn’t shown up they really would have killed us!”



Rachael shook her head. “They wouldn’t have killed you. A lot of people got mad, they got a right to. It was just a couple of shitheads behind it.. Fernand you’ve overblowing this-”



“-Am I?” I interrupted. “Look what happened to you when they find out my father’s hired you to train me and Jess?”



I saw her frown, but her smile won out between the two.



“Look, I’m not the only flight instructor on our rock, they just took advantage of a bad image and used it to steal some of my clients. It’s fine. Working for the Meteorology guild is where I make most of my money anyway.”



“And what happens to you when they find out you’re dating his son?” 



Rachael stopped in her tracks. I could see her face stop cold as the consequences presented themselves in her mind. “What’s gonna happen to me is gonna happen to you. They’re gonna run you out of town.”



“Fernand, what are you saying?”



“What I’m saying is that it’s not safe for you to be seen around me anymore.” 



“I know the risks. When I told you I loved you, I—”



“No, you don’t. You weren’t there last week. You didn't see nearly an entire rock break into your house looking for you for some vigilante justice. I'm toxic, Rachael.”



“Just give it time, it’ll blow over.”



“I hope so. The empire does so too. The High Judge said they arranged something for us to help disappear for a couple of months.” 



“To where?” 



“I can’t say.” 



She pouted and looked at me.



“I—I don’t actually know. They didn’t tell us. They just said if Jess and I wanted to disappear, they said they’d help us. If not, they won’t.”



“Well, don’t.” 



“Look, once this is all over, your reputation may be in the ground, but it just means you’ll be able to build your reputation as yourself, not your dad’s. You said you always wanted to be out of your father’s shadow, and once this is all done, I promise you people will start seeing the man I fell in love with, not as your father's son.”



I'm a little too far in my father's shadow to dig out of.



“When the decision comes tomorrow, it means we can do the thing I’ve wanted to do for a while now. Move in with me.”



“I can't do that to you Rachael.”



“Nonsense. You and Jess are going to love living with me. Sure, it's nothing compared to your mansion, but it means you won’t need to hide anymore. You can be you, I can be me. We don't need to pretend to be people we’re not; and when the rest of the rock sees the real you they’ll soon discover the man I’ve been in love with too, and things will be ok again.” 



Rachael got up from the cloud, and waved for me to do the same.



“So no more moping, ok? This is gonna be tough, but we can pull through this together. It’s what I’m here for, no? Remember when you first started taking my lessons? The hardest part is going through that storm. It may seem scary and impossible, but once you’re out of the storm things aren’t as bad as you think they may be.”



Rachael, once again was right… but…



“Once you’re through this whole thing, things are gonna get better.”



She wasn’t right about that. 



“So promise me. Promise me that tomorrow, you two are gonna come to my house, ok? We’ll have a little party, just the three of us.”



“Look, I need to confirm with the guild that I finished the job. So I gotta get going. You want to come along?”



I shook my head. “I’ll pass. I need to get back and start packing.”



“For me, right?”



I nodded. “For you.”



Rachael smiled, taking to the air, hovering just above me. 



“I love you,” She said.



“I love you too.” I said back.



“See you soon Fernand.”



...



You won’t.



-the end-

      

      
   
      Borrowed Power


      

      
      
         Jed’s Flexie, for all that it was irritating, redundant, and sickeningly lackadaisical in everything it did, was at least vigilant. “You are approaching a microwave. Be careful with the door.”



Callista quirked an eyebrow, arms folded, as Jed fumbled with the panel. “It still hasn’t forgotten that time you beaned yourself, huh?”



The door popped open. Jed caught it inches from his face. He turned to Callista, smiling. “Ah, Flexie doesn’t forget anything. Sure you don’t want one?” He held up the packet in his hand and shook them.



“Hot Pocket? Me? Pass.”



Jed shrugged. “Okay, whatever.”



“You are about to place items into the microwave. You may want to unwrap them first.”



“How many time a week do you eat that stuff,” Cal asked.



Jed shrugged again. “A few? I don’t keep track. Boxes tend to go empty pretty quickly, though.” He found and pressed the button labeled ‘pocket.’



Callista rolled her eyes. “Remind me how you’re still alive.”



“I haven’t died yet!” He disappeared into the pantry. “Hey, Flex, tell mom we’re out of Hot Pockets again. Cal, I’ve got some sandwiches in here, want any of those?”



“Really, I’m good.” 



Jed came out, munching, a box of processed cheese-cracker sandwiches in hand. “You’re sure?”



“Very.” She held up her protein bar, and, after a thought, pointed to it. “I’m good.”



Jed stared at her for a moment, then smiled. Despite the crumbs between his teeth, it was perfect. “Whatever. Oh, hey, I wanna show you a clip—”



“Corner, corner,” his Flexie warned.



Jed managed to divert his attention just in time to avoid the portion of island between them. He  jammed another fistful of calories into his mouth before tearing the screen from his forearm.



“Check it! You know those old Star Struggle movies? I found this vid where they took it and made it really funny! The gold robot is like all violent and revolutionary-minded, the force-dudes are all doped… it’s great!”



He bumped into her, and her chest went pitter-pat. Cal focused on the screen. “It’s also twenty minutes long.”



“Huh? Oh, yeah.”



“Maybe after we get our Sosh-Lit homework done?”



Jed gave a dejected sigh, but nodded. “Oh, sure. You kinda wanna get that done so you can get some work done later, right?”



“Something like that. Hey, I left my suit in front of the garage—do I need to move it?”



Jed tapped on the Flexie, pulling up the door’s camera. “Nah, that’s fine.”



The microwave dinged. “Your food is ready!”



Cal grabbed her smaller bag. “Well, I’m gonna change out of my Rekbaar. Form-fitting and homework don’t really mix. Dig my books out and we’ll get started in a minute, please.”



Jed waved her off, moving eagerly to collect his snack. “Sure, sure.”



“You are approaching a microwave. Be—”



There were two mechanical sounds in short succession.



“Ahh!”









Callista sat curled up in the chair, paying little attention to her tablet. They had somehow managed to complete their assignments quickly, and had found time enough to watch Jed’s find. She had pulled out her tablet after the second installment, attempting to get some work done, but had accomplished little as they proceeded into ‘Star Struggle: Laser Moon Awakes.’ Jed Sr. had checked in on them once, and she had given him a polite wave.



Jed filled the couch with legs and a gigantic bowl of popcorn. Cal had even indulged in a few handfuls.



“That close-up, as he’s remembering!” Jed was pointing and grinning. “He’s just like ‘duhhhh,’ isn’t that great?”



Despite herself, Cal broke smile. “That’s just too much.”



“Everyone knows robots don’t learn like that!” Jed’s face screwed up for a moment. “Uh, do they?”



Cal shook her head. “No, Jed, they don’t. Didn’t you say this was made like fifty years ago?”



“About.” Suddenly he shifted, holding out the bowl to her. “More?”



She held up a hand, “No, thanks.”



“Suit yourself.” He settled back into the cushions. “Hey, thanks for sticking around! Ava was here the other night, she didn’t like it.”



Venturing, “Oh?”



“Yeah. She seemed all excited at first, but then she got all in my personal space, didn’t want to eat anything, and finally just left in a fuss.”



“Oh.”



“Yeah, I don’t understand girls.”



Callista tapped at her tablet distractedly. “When you say, invaded your personal space… I, uh, didn’t know you had a concept of personal space.”



Jed got up, spilling some popcorn unnoticed, and unrolled over the armrest. “Kinda like this.”



Her knuckles around the stylus went white. “That’s, uh…” He was close enough she could smell him from behind the bodyspray.



“I know!” Jed said, getting back up. “Weird, right?”



Cal took a deep breath.



“You are within range of the table,” Jed’s Flexie commented.



“Y-yeah,” Cal managed. “Weird. H-hey, um, I… I have a lot of work to do. I really should’ve gone after ‘Middle Management.’”



Jed, who had almost re-settled into the couch, looked up. “Oh, really? I didn’t mean to keep you.”



She was already stuffing her tablet and books back into her case. “No, it’s fine, I… I just need to concentrate. Also don’t really wanna run home in the dark.”



“Oh, that makes sense,” said Jed, nodding. “Programs won’t code themselves, right?”



Cal smiled sheepishly and gave a shrug. She snapped her case closed and grabbed her bag and Rekbaar, then headed for the bathroom.








“So I heard you were at Jed’s last night.”



Callista’s hand froze halfway along the zipper.



Ava slid up along the changing room’s locker. “Didn’t stay long, did you? What, did he kick you out because you’re too lame?”



Gritting her teeth, Cal continued stripping out of her Rekbaar.



Ava sniggered as Cal wormed free, and gave a subtle point. “He’s way too cool for the likes of you. He even lifts. You know, I hung out with him the other night. Just chilling. ”



“He invited me over,” Cal stated.



“You know, he invites everyone over.” She drew out the ‘everyone,’ like a verbal sneer.



When Cal didn’t answer, Ava turned to leave, deliberately knocking her shirt from the locker hook. “Oops.”



Only once she was fairly certain Ava wasn’t near did Cal pick it up and brush it off to wear.







The P.E. coach yelled at them, to no effect. “One minute! Hustle, hustle, hustle!” The three dozen students, by and large, continued to shamble on in a pathetic jog. A few of the boys were managing an honest run.



Callista kept pace, but only just. She stayed clear of the other girls and their tittering gossip, lest they accidentally trip her again.







“Callista!” The coach called her over as class was dismissed. “Running kinda slow today, ain’tcha?”



Cal shrugged. “Maybe.”



He folded his arms. “Competition is at the end of the week, Cal. Is ‘maybe’ the best you can do?”



She fidgeted as she answered, “It’s the others. They don’t like me, and if I’m too different…”



“Hey,” he put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about them. Just to what you gotta do. Shame you won’t do track, but this thing… Even going means you’re going places.”



Callista pursed her lips, staring through the low building towards the parking lot. Flat, “Yeah, sure.”



“Yeah, sure,” coach echoed. He looked about to demur before thinking better of it. “Better get changed before the bell rings.”







The coach was gracious enough to write her another late excuse, as Cal had been forced to search for her regular clothes.








Callista was at her other job, refueling her suit, when Jed called.



“Hey, Cal, Soch assigned a paper for next week, you wanna work together on it?”



“What?” Cal twisted her head, trying to mitigate the harsh buzz of the fuel pump in her ear.



“I mean, if you don’t want to, I guess that’s cool—”



“Hold on a sec.” Cal jumped down on the crunching gravel and snapped the lever, killing the motor. “What?”



“I mean, you know your stuff, I can write, we should totally jam!”



“Jam what?”



“Sosh Lit paper.”



It took a moment before her mind caught up with the conversation. Her chest tightened. “Oh, yeah. Sure!”



“How about Saturday? Does that…?”



“Saturday?” Cal’s eyes flicked to her suit. “Jed, I can’t do Saturday. I’ve got my thing. Maybe Monday? The paper isn’t due ‘til Tuesday anyway. ...Jed?” The silence on the other end continued. She wiped her hand on a rag and tapped her earbud. It chirped back a tonal response, indicating the call had terminated. “You let your phone die again, didn’t you?”



She tapped her bud again, and it gave a different tone. Perfunctory, even for dictation, 



“Message to Jed Hienke:


"Maybe Monday? Kinda busy this weekend. Check Gazette feed for why.”




She slammed the fuel lever back to on and was rewarded with its grating buzz.







“A little higher… there! Hold it!”



Callista locked her suit’s joints. She gave a thumbs-up and Nick began rolling the disc spindle into position under the chisel plow. She was frequently reminded how, at times, her suit was little more than a glorified utility jack.



“Need another set of hands?” she called down.



“Don’t think so,” Nick gave in a strained reply, crawling under the implement with a ratchet in hand.



Cal double-checked that the limbs were locked and pulled up a diagnostic screen.



It may not have been prudent to be using her competition-eligible suit as a farm tool, but so long as she was careful she didn’t see the harm in it. Besides, it was just too cool.








“Two more days, Callie, are you excited?”



Callista shrugged as she set the table. “A little, I guess.”



“A little, you guess,’ her mom parroted. “Just a little?”



Cal resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Yes, mom, only a little.”



“Don’t forget the potatoes. Can you mash them, Callie?”



“Yeah, sure.”



She went to the stove, checked the pot.



“Don’t forget to drain them.”



This time, Cal, already halfway to the sink, did roll her eyes. “Right.”



As she set to mashing, her bud chimed. Cal dug into her pocket and pulled out her square. 



Jed Heinke:


Right, that! Very hammer! =D




She made a face at the vernacular, which was quickly replaced by something else tugging at her lips.



“What’s that?” her mom asked.



Too late, Cal banished the itching grin. “Just a message.”



“Good message?”



Dismissively, “Yeah, I guess.”



“From a friend?”



“Yes, mother.”



“A… boy friend?”



“What’s it matter?” Cal whipped her hair, pointedly turning back to the potatoes, “Yes, just a friend.”



Her mom seemed suitably pleased and let the matter drop.



“He just said my competition tomorrow was cool.”



“Mhm.”



Between mashing, Callista surreptitiously tapped out her response of, 



Jed Heinke:


Hey, thanks.








“Thanks for the steak, dad.”



“Yes, it’s very good. Nice and juicy. As always.”



“Grill Master,” Cal teased.



“So,” her dad said, “Big day coming up in a few days. Gonna be ready?”



Cal swallowed before answering, “Better be.”



“Excited?”



“A little. Can you pass me the broccoli again, please?”



“Universities will be involved, right?”



“Yeah. Teams and individuals from all over, though.”



“Maybe get a scholarship?”



She prodded at her food, then decided to take a bite and chew thoroughly.



“It would be nice if you got a scholarship for all your hard work,” her mom said. “Maybe the U of I? Stay close?”



Still chewing, Cal nodded.



“It’s at the engineering quad?”



“South, dad,” Cal said, fighting the boredom of repetition. “It’ll be in one of the agricultural campus fields. Safety stuff.”



“Don’t want them crashing into buildings, huh? Like, uh, Iron Man or whatever?”



“No, dad, not like Iron Man. It’s an olympics for suits.”



Her dad grinned. “So no flying?”



“No.” She paused. “Well, not in my division, anyway. Some of the experimental chassis might be capable, but this is for production-suitable frames.”



“Isn’t it nice of your dad to let you use the shop for that?” her mom asked.



Cal mimed lighting a torch. “Pwishhhh. Thanks again, dad.”







Her mom called out as Callista turned from the sink. “Callie, would you mind doing the dishes?”



Cal looked back at the small pile. “I was kinda hoping I could run a few firmware diagnostics.”



“Is it really that much trouble?”



“Not really, I guess, but if anything comes up I’ll need all the time I can get. I mean, I still have to my calc, too.”



Her mom set down her tea. “Why don’t you do your calculus homework first?”



Callista wrinkled her nose, grousing. “Sure, fine.”



“I was only asking.”



“Calc is easy, mom. Besides, Mister Abet will give me an extension for this one if I need it.”



“I was only asking. Just get to sleep at a reasonable hour.”



“Yes, mom.”







“Do you want gloves or a hat?”



Callista stopped at the door, turned. “My Rekbaar’s fine, mom. It’s not even zero.”







Callista finally flopped into bed at midnight, hair still damp.



To nobody in particular, she announced, “I’m gonna look a mess in the morning…”



She thumbed her square, looked over her waiver for Saturday, and set her alarm.








Callista waved timidly from the station’s diesel pump.



“Hey, that’s your exo? Nice, kid!”



She give him an awkward smile. “Thanks. It’s a Wanderling 4E. Dutch model. I’ve made a few tweaks.” She spread her arms wide. “My pilot-skin—Rekbaan Loodsen Pak, actually—is rated at less than thirty ohms.”



He nodded appreciatively. “Awesome. You know, there’s this thing up in Champaign tomorrow, they’re gonna put a bunch of these through their paces.” He nodded towards his Harley. “I’ve got work, but my wife and I are definitely gonna watch.”



Cal fidgeted a little. “I, um. Yeah, I’m in it. Category two, Callista Yount.”



“Meg brag!” He grasped her hand and shook it boisterously, beaming. “I’ll cheer you on, kid!”







Twenty kilometers, four hours, and three classes later, Callista sat folded in front of locker, eating her PB and J, thumbing her square.



Emily landed beside her, tearing open a carton of skim milk. “Heya, Cal! How’s it? You brought your suit to school today, too? Shouldn’t it be, like, laid up in the shop or behind security bars or something?”



Cal shrunk a little. “I wish everyone would stop making such a big deal about it.”



“Heyyy,” Emily reached out and rubbed Cal’s shoulders. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just excited for you, is all. I mean, a high schooler in this big national… thing! And it’s you, Cal—you!”



“I know. And, for what it’s worth, thanks. We’ll hang out sometime next week, okay? You can drive me to the cine and make me watch whatever garbage you want.”



Emily recoiled in mock indignation. “My choice in video is not garbage!”



Smiling, “Sure, sure.”



“Wait, you want me to drive? Oh, downside of having a suit is that having passengers is kinda rough, huh.”



Callista thought about it; nodded, bobbling her head. “It is, but, really, I’m okay with it.”



“What about when you get a—” she leaned in, conspiratorially, “boyfriend. You gonna let him drive all the time?”



Callista barked a laugh. “As if!”



“Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it.” She winked, waited.



Realizing, “You’re horrible.”



The voice of Jed’s Flexie interrupted. “You are approaching seated women. Watch your step.”



“Hey, there you are!”



Emily quickly rose, patted Callista on the arm, pointing at her milk carton. “Whoop, refill! Bye! Hibye, Jed!”



“But you just…” Cal called after her, but she didn’t stop. She smiled at Jed, gave a half-wave. “Uh, hi.”



Jed looked back from Emily’s departure. “What was that about?”



Shaking her head, “I have no idea.”



“Anyway, I wanted to find you before tomorrow. Y’know, good luck and all that.” He rubbed his fantastic neck. “It’s, like, totally hammer, you doing that thing.”



Her chest fought with her head for a moment. “Uh, you could have just caught my screen. Messaged me, or something.”



Jed looked blank for a moment. “Oh, yeah.”



Callista found herself standing, despite not remembering getting to her feet. “Well, it’s… I mean, I’m glad you didn’t. Just message, I mean. I’m glad you looked for me, and everything. It’s the cutest, dumbest thing I think you’ve ever…” She tailed off, nodding for no particular reason. “…And I’m rambling.”



She gave a startled yipe when Jed pulled her close. “Nah, you’re not rambling.”



“T-thanks…”



“You are in extreme proximity with a woman,” his Flexie observed.



From the side, “Hi, Jed.”



“Oh, Brigid!” Cal was swept from her feet as he turned. “Oh, sorry, Cal!”



“N-no problem,” Cal managed, tumbling glacially back to the floor.



“Brigid, is this about the Econ worksheet? Yeah, I’ll totally sit with your study group! Just a sec. Really, Cal, good luck. Chills. What’s the tally, Brigid?”



Collecting her sandwich, Callista took a number of breaths. “N-no problem.”







Only by force of habit did she find the scars on her suit. On the back of the leg, all along the security panel, the paint had been gouged with something obviously metal and possibly sharp. The structural material had prevented any real damage, but it was the nature of the thing that hurt her. She cussed a storm as she ran her hand over the wound, clearly aimed at the painted black raindrop shape on the checkered yellow: the sigil that marked the exoskeleton suit as definitively her own.



She took the time to report it to the school security official. The feeds showed nothing that could not be explained as happenstance, but Callista knew that somehow Ava had orchestrated it. What made it worse was that she didn’t understand why.



The official went so far as to scold her about her suit being a source of trouble. Shortly after she got it, someone had had the idea to mangle her Rekbaar, thinking its self-defense measures would be less thorough. The electric shock had resulted in a minor head injury and a great deal of gossip. 



That done, she climbed into the cockpit, powered up, and ran the twenty clicks back home in a suit that was wrong.








Callista lay in bed, completely awake. Her stomach clenched around dinner of left-overs from the night before. A glance at her square revealed the the time was nearly one a.m.



She thumbed back to messages, where was only the one from Emily, wishing her luck again.



For the dozenth time, she reviewed diagnostic data indicating that the suit’s recently-replaced fluids were within operational specifications.



From her bedstand, she grabbed a small pill bottle. Melatonin, 20mg. She stared at it a while, then set it back down unopened. It never helped.



To distract herself, she pulled up some comics and tried reading. It helped, a little.



After an eternity, once she began to feel the fuzziness of sleep, she flipped to pictures, looking again at the paint job she had done immediately after returning home. To anyone else, it looked like an ochre drop of oil. To her, it was a joke and source of pride. The suit reminded her very much of exoskeletons in an old ‘anime’ vidshow, and had decided to name hers appropriately. ‘Landmate’ had seemed a bit pretentious, so she went with a name fitting with the tiny orchard in the yard: Appleseed.



She sent her square to sleep, and soon did the same.








Callista fidgeted with her zipper again as she wolfed another mouthful of toast. On the screen was split the schedule for her events and a comic.



“You’re going to run your suit all the way there?”



She looked up from her tablet, chewing. “Gyaah.” Swallowed. “Yeah… A little late to get a trailer, right? It’s not like I don’t use run it every morning to school anyway. Besides, it means less warm-up when we get there.”



Her dad held up his hands in placation. “Just asking.”



She looked down, abashed. “Sorry, dad.”



Three large bites later, she dumped the tablet to her square, grabbed a water bottle, and headed for the shop.







She was going through the range-of-motion checklist when her parents arrived.



“Goodbye?” her mom said, waving.



The motor howled as it spooled down to idle. Callista opened the chestplate and climbed down.



“I was going to say goodbye before I left.”



“Everything’s going well?”



Callista shrugged, then smiled. “Yeah, it’s as ready as it’s going to be.”



“You’re sure you’re okay running this thing all the way there?”



“It’s nothing I haven’t done a hundred times before. I’ll be careful.”



“This paint new?” Her dad had circled the suit.



“No.” It wasn’t a lie: there was a lot of paint on her suit—some of it was about a year old, some was about twelve hours old—none of it was at all ‘new,’ semantically… “You’re both coming to watch?”



“Of course,” said her mom. “Grandpa will come over about ten, and all three of us’ll drive there together in time for your first event.”



Cal nodded before being swept up in a motherly hug. “Good luck, sweetie.”



“Good luck, Callie.”



She got a hug from  her dad, too. “Thanks, mom and dad. I should be off in about ten minutes.”



“Why don’t you finish up outside? It’s beautiful.”







The day was, in fact, beautiful. Despite the air temperature being representable on one hand, the eighty-plus kilometer per hour wind was barely perceptible through the Rekbaar and cockpit plating. The sky was bright with a few torn cumulus remnants here and there, allowing the mottled sunlight to strike the brilliant remnants of autumn’s colors.



She had hoped that, maybe, her earbud would chime at her sometime during that half-hour. It didn’t.







The sight at suit registration was, as much as she hated herself for thinking it, very hammer. Despite the principle of exoskeleton suits being very straightforward, the actualization in form and chassis was as variegated as engineers’ minds. Even the production or post-production chassis were wildly unique, some with hard blocky angles, others with sharp points or swooping lines, and more still—like her own Wanderling—tumblehome and bold. That was to say nothing of the wild daring found in the experimental categories, which ranged in appearance from angelic to undead.



She received a few looks from others—pilots or crew—largely on account of her size and being a woman… girl, really. Fortunately, only a sampling came up to speak with her directly, and never in any great number. 



Yes, she was thrilled to be here. No, she hadn’t even graduated yet. Yes, the suit was her own. Yes, the modifications were her own. Yes, here’s my event token. To one very unwelcome conversant: No, I absolutely will not.



Of course, the feed reporters wanted some time with her.



“Now, are you at all concerned about you being so much younger and inexperienced than any other participant here? What makes you think you even stand a chance?”



“It’s not a matter about age or experience, really. Suits really haven’t been around for more than a decade—like when the internet was invented, or, at a longer timeframe, atomic power. This technology is so new, I think anyone can do it.”



“Someone like you?”



Callista shrugged. “I guess. I never really thought about it. I just did it because it was so interesting.”



“Is interest enough to win?”



“Why not? I mean, look at how different all these suits are, and yet they’re expected to perform in the same events of lifting, running, all that. Hardware isn’t the issue anymore. It’s how that hardware is used, and if it were just a matter of firmware I don’t think anyone would be here.”



“Ma’am,” interrupted one of the techs, “UI team is about to power up their prototype.”



“Right, just give me a moment. Callista, you said you went into suits because it’s interesting. What’s so interesting to you about this field? Why are you here, today?”



She looked away for a moment, then her expression hardened. “Because with them, you are limited only by your imagination and strength of will.”







As Callista was about to kill her earbud, it chimed a dictation.



“Play message.”



“From Jed Heinke:


“Saw you on the feed. I imagine you can win. Equals-sign dee.”








Four hours and seven liters of diesel later, she didn’t win. Sixth place composite score out of twenty-three in her category, however, was beyond even her wildest expectation. Her best single event was second place in the distance run, which came to her as little surprise. For a quaint Wanderling, with its road-diesel motor, piloted by a pre-university girl, to come so far filled her with immense pride.



Most of the other participants sought her out to congratulate her, and she reciprocated in kind. All but Mister Absolutely Not, a fact she silently rejoiced. It was all a blur at that point, endorphins and excitement clouding her mind. Endorphins, and a realization she was beginning to recognize she’d had.



Callista thought about what she had done well, and what she could have done better. A lot fell into the latter category, but she took it as a good thing that she could recognize it. Besides, there would be another event next year in California. She would have graduated by then. 



But before any of that…



Her parent’s hadn’t found her yet, so she fished her square from her pocket and thumbed it awake. Four new messages, two from relatives who had watched, one from Emily, and another from Jed.



She skipped them all and went straight to reply to Emily.



"To Emily Dale:


"Cine, tomorrow night.


"I want you to tell me all you know about boyfriends."

      

      
   
      The Dancers


      

      
      
         Around Soran the lords and ladies danced their quadrille, swapping partners back and forth in a glittering flurry. Floating lights bobbed above their heads, powered by the magic of the crowd, casting ever shifting light that highlighted the nobles’ fine silk, their gold and their gems. Soran himself stood apart, watching the scene from the sidelines as he sipped at his wine. He was a tall man, resplendent in a elegantly cut royal blue and purple waistcoat and wearing thick golden rings on his fingers. He was young to be displaying such wealth, no more than early twenties, but few questioned the habits of the Davini house. His father held the king's ear by virtue of blood and politics, and rumour had it that, despite his soft features and watery eyes, Soran himself knew far more than he let on. 



Soran found that deeply ironic, as the riot of colours swirled around him. Sometimes it seemed that knowing the levers of power just left a man feeling more lost than a simple peasant. The peasant at least could trust that the sun would rise the next day, and all else that might change was beyond his control. There was a simple joy in accepting fate as it was dealt, but Soran did not have such a luxury. 



His eyes danced along with the crowd, picking out dancers and partners with practiced ease. There was Count Gladson, with a woman who was most certainly not his wife, the man controlled a small fortress at the edge of the city. On his shoulders rested the security of the capital’s gunpowder, though Soran struggled to believe the man’s shoulders could support a heavy coat. Next to him was young Annette, struggling with both her voluminous dress and the complicated steps. She would learn, and there were plenty to help her. Not due to her passable looks and certainly not due to that awful laugh, but her father managed the king’s purse. In these days of fiscal uncertainty, it was always wise to be close to the man who managed the money. 



Shaking his head, Soran went off to search for a deeper glass. Sometimes he despaired for his class. His father jumped through hoops to secure the king’s favour, the nobles jockied their way through the court, professing support as swiftly and cheaply as a whore’s affection, and still the dance went on. 



The music paused for a moment. Delicate laughs echoed around the hall as the ladies excused themselves, retreating to the edges of the halls to catch their breath. Soran kept his gaze neutral, refusing to recognise the hopefuls as they approached. 



“Soran, get over here!” Henry bellowed. Soran froze in his tracks, wondering for a moment if he could pretend to have not heard. Shaking his head he turned to face his king. 



King Henry was a only a year older than Soran himself but at least twice his weight and wearing three times the amount of jewlry. Soran smiled as he approached. “You called, Your Majesty?” 



“Pah! It’s far too late in the day to be throwing around your Majesties,” Henry boomed. “Come on Soran, you don’t look nearly drunk enough. Grab a glass of something strong for once in your life, before you end up as dower and gloomy as your father.” 



Soran suppressed a wince. It was impolitic to refer to a privy councillor as ‘dower’ in public, but then impolitic was a good word for Henry. He was a good friend, he loved hunting, drinking and his wife. It was a shame ruling did not enter into Henry’s loves, the kingdom stood on a knife edge. 



“I’m afraid I have a few more people to see this evening and need to keep a clear head,” Soran lied smoothly. “But I’ll join you as soon as I’m finished for the day.” 



“You spend far too much time working,” Henry declared. “But far be it from me to stop you working for the kingdom. Go, enjoy your dusty meetings with dusty old men, I’ll be here when you decide to act your age.” 



Soran bowed and departed, dodging around more suitors as the quadrille began once more. In truth no meeting called him, Henry would just capitalise all his attention. In such events Soran prefered to keep his wits about him, you never knew what you’d see when–



An anomaly stepped onto the dancefloor. Dressed in back finary, denoting his lack of house and title, though, not wealth given the amount of enchanted pewter on his frame, was Lorrin Davani. Soran’s eyes narrowed as his half brother breezed through the crowd, sharing a laugh here, kissing a hand there, all with a smile on his lips and a girl at his arm. 



Soran tried to ignore the girl and failed. She was radiant, dressed in a voluminous white dress that rippled and shone in all colours of the rainbow as clashing auras washed over it. A strip of colour around her waist was the only concession to her noble house, but it was a mere paper county, dismissed and derided by all those of true noble blood and magic. Her name was Marie, and it boiled Soran’s blood to see her on Lorrin’s arm. 



“I wasn’t aware you were on the guest list, Lorrin,” Soran said, pitched loud enough to carry as he strode through the crowd. 



Lorrin smiled and turned as Soran approached. “I’m a ‘plus one’ today,” he said. “And it is very pleasant to see you too, brother.” 



“Half brother, I’d have you remember,” Soran snapped, and a bastard to boot but that was not something he’d say out loud. 



“Oh, I remember.” He shook his head. “And I know how much it must irk you to see me here. I wanted to talk about that, as it happens. Come on, let's find somewhere where we can talk with a little privacy.” 



“If we must.” Soran spat, as if chewing on a bitter candy. He dragged the trio through the crowd to the edge of the ballroom, where men and women stood around chatting over drinks and delicacies. Lorrin was offered none of those, though, Lorrin gave no sign he noticed nor cared. Stood side by side it was easy to pick up on the similarities between the pair, the cut of their chins, the shared scowls. They were dark and light, one glittering with gold and the other decorated with metal and magic. 



“So, what is it that you wanted to talk about so urgently?” Soran demanded, crossing his arms across his chest. 



Lorrin was silent for a long moment and stared out across the dancers. “Soran, do you really think this is where you should be?” 



Soran scoffed. “What are you blathering about now?”



“I’m talking about the dancers,” Lorrin continued. “So much money, so much power, so much they could do for the nation and for the world, yet tonight they dance. It's strange, you wouldn’t think the nation is ruled by such parties.” 



“They rule less than they think,” Soran muttered, taking a sip of his wine.



“And less than you think,” Lorrin added. “There a great many people out beyond the walls of the palace, people with lives and dreams that never touch this world. Some would say that the lower classes truly rule, it is only on their sufferance that all this can exist after all.” 



Soran rolled his eyes. “Oh, please. You speak of angry mobs as if they possess more than brutish instinct. Hell, even animals know better to burn their own home down around their ears, yet still the mob’s rage is indiscriminate and has destroyed far more lives than if they just let us solve the nation's problems.” 



“They’re hungry,” Lorrin shot back. “And desperate. Why shouldn’t they be angry? Why shouldn’t they demand change? They see so much of the wealth they earn disappear into the coffers of the rich when they can’t even put food on the table.” 



“Careful Lorrin, that mob would turn on you as soon as me. They’d see warm clothes and a full stomach and tear you limb from limb. That is why we rule and they do not.” 



Lorrin frowned. “You have no sympathy for them? There’s so much talk of liberty these days but you would spare none for them?” 



“Liberty is like power, useless when shared. We of the nobility must protect our rights.” 



“Well, perhaps you should stop acting so disappointed that the lower classes took a page out of your book,” Lorrin shot back. “Look, time’s ticking on and I have a pressing engagement anywhere but here. Can I...” He paused, chewing his lower lip. “I want to show you something. Something beyond these walls. There’s so much more to the world than marble halls and the eternal dance. There’s men of philosophy and letters who are this close to solving all the nation’s problems, if you can filter out the wheat from the chaff of course.”



“I think you may have hit upon the crux of the matter there,” Soran pointed out. “They have no power, Lorrin. Here is where the nation is ruled and here I shall stay.” 



“But must it?” Lorrin demanded, seizing Soran by the sleeve. “Must the dancers rule the nation? Why can’t men of letters use their minds to rule? Why can’t a peasant claim his livelihood as his own?”



Soran’s eyes flared, his power brushing his brother away. “I would mind your tone. What you’re implying would be treason.” 



“Or would it just be the defense of liberty?” 



“It would be the defence of anarchy,” Soran snapped. “The mobs would rule within the year, no matter what your men of letters many intend. There would be no high minded principles or grand dreams to save the nation, but blood and fire. No a drop of liberty to be found.” 



“I’m not sure that there’s any here.” Lorrin sighed. “Look. I know we’ve never seen eye to eye, I know our philosophies are a world apart but... I’m willing to walk in your world, won’t you walk in mine for just one night?” 



Soran’s eyes narrowed. “What, and give one of your debate clubs the air of legitimacy they so desperately want?”



“Or just hear them out for once, rather than reading your agent’s summaries. There are good people there, Soran. They may not have the power or the blood that you have, but they want to save the nation as much as you. Please, give them a chance.” 



“Begging?” Soran tutted. “This is a new low, even for you, Lorrin. No, I think I’ll stay right here with the dancers.” 



Lorrin sighed and shook his head. “I thought you might say that, and hoped that you wouldn’t. There really is nothing I can do to convince you, though. I wish...” He petered out again. “No. I hoped that you might be willing to meet me halfway, just this once, but there’s no convincing you, there’s no convincing any of you.” 



“Lorrin, we have to go,” Marie cut in, snapping her pocket watch closed and startling both men. “It’s time.”



“Damn,” Lorrin swore under his breath. “Alright. Let’s go.” He delivered a curt bow to Soran. “Goodbye, brother.” 



“I wish I could say the same,” Soran shot back, and strode off into the throng of dancers fuming to himself. He pointedly did not watch Lorrin and Marie’s exit, though breathed a sigh of relief when he was sure the aberrant black blot on the world was out of sight. He considered it just like Lorrin to try and crash the party, to try and destroy ten years of husbanded political capital, to convince him to miss a step in the–



Why had Marie’s watch read three minutes to midnight, it was barely ten? 



Soran’s eyes flew wide as sudden horror gripped him. In a rush his power came to him, and he drew in a great breath. “Guards!” he roared. “Clear the–” 



A half ton of gunpowder detonated in the undercellar, less than twenty feet below the dancers’ feet. There were a great many thing powerful mage could survive, but only if they were prepared. In a hurricane of fire and shrapnel the lords and ladies died before Soran’s eyes, and he staggered as his power wavered under the onslaught. 



The screaming started a moment later, followed by the distant sound of gunfire and the tolling of bells. 



The dance was over. 
      

      
   
      Scavenger


      

      
      
         The interior of the shuttled rattled as we picked up speed. I gripped the sides of the seat tighter, and struggled to keep down the slimy chunks of the pre-flight nutritional glue the ship cooks so kindly designated as “food”. I shook my head to clear the nausea, to little avail, as it only made my head slam around inside my helmet.



Tim and several of the security detail gave me odd looks.



Lauren’s voice suddenly filled the small area inside the transport shuttle. 



“Alright, everyone, listen up.” She undid the harness holding her to the flight chair, stood, and patrolled the interior of the ship. “Here’s the general gist of our operation here today.” She ran her hands through her military buzz cut, and brushed the loose strands back into place. “Now as most of you know, after our jump here earlier we…”



I stopped focusing on her and turned my attention to the thick glass window beside me. Far, far in the distance, I could make out the shape of the SRV Kotonoke, the ship we rode in on. The flashing yellow signifiers could still be seen blipping in and out of existence. I adjusted my view and the other object of interest fluttered into sight. 



The HWSS Diaboli. 



Or should I say the missing and presumed lost HWSS Diaboli.



The ship had disappeared a decade ago, completely gone from the records of history.



Until now.



We had been in the sector doing a routine salvage job when our flash travel had dumped us out in the arse end of space. Nothing around for several AUs except the hallowed remains of one of the most sought after vessels in history.



So, it made sense for us to make a little visit and see the sights.



Something struck me hard in the shoulder and I zoned back into the situation at hand. Lauren was looking down at me, and even through the opaque visor on her helmet, I knew she was giving me one of her stares.



“Will, you daydreaming again?”



“Probably trying not to vomit.” One of the guards quipped.



I might have been offended if he wasn’t partially right. I shifted in my seat, as much as the flight harness would allow.



“Not at all, just imagining how nice it would be to have a proper meal.” I answered.



Lauren sighed, and shook her head. “Just tell these guys what we’re doing when we land.” She returned to her seat and strapped herself back in. “And keep it simple, wouldn’t want to overexert some of the minds here.” She looked at the guard who had made the comment earlier.



I removed my PDA from a pouch on my suit, and keyed it to life, tapping through various buttons.



“Well, let’s see. Preliminary scans from the Kotonoke show that the Diaboli’s reactor is currently offline, with odd fluctuations at random intervals, usually a sign of tampering or damage. Everything else is offline as well, which includes the fundamentals like life support and engines.” I looked at the crew around me. “Goal is to get in there, see if we can’t pump some life into the reactor and get the ship running again.”



I saw Lauren nod her head. “And what can you tell us about the Diaboli?”



I scoffed, “About as much as anyone else. Disappeared in her maiden voyage back in 3401, and has been missing since. Military background, so we’ve got absolutely no solid intel besides some relatively simple design blueprints to rely on, but rumors point to some type of new tech or weapon design. Worth a fortune either way, I’d imagine.”



Several of the guards nodded their heads at that.



I couldn’t blame them. If we brought this puppy home, we’d have more than enough creds to leech off for the rest of our lives.



“Not much to go on,” Lauren said. “And what about that field around the ship. Didn’t engineering say it wasn’t from the hull of the Diaboli?”



I shrugged, “Definitely too small to be debris. Looks more like little shards of scrap. Possible from whatever the Diaboli was carrying when she set sail. It’s doesn’t appear to be radiated, which is a good sign. We’ll get Tim to salvage a sample before we leave.”



“Alright, I want everybody to switch to comms and give a test.” Lauren declared.



Several responses of “Check” came in, including my own, broadcasted from the speaker inside my helmet.



“We’re landing at the shuttle bay, scans showed no signs of life, but everyone just be careful in case.” Lauren added in over the intercom. “Ten years is a long time, but it’s not that long. Could be anything on this ship.”



Red lights came on in the cabin, and I felt force push me back into my seat as the ship turned.



“Entering visual range of the Diaboli now.” One of the pilots declared over comms. 



I strained to look out the window I was by, but all I could see was the phosphorus cloud of orange particles that surrounded the Diaboli.



And they disappeared as an immense shadow filled my vision.



“Brace for landing.”



The ship jerked upwards as we rose into the underbelly of the Diaboli. Space was replaced by absolute blackness.



“We can’t see anything, Dave.” Lauren announced.



“Give me a second, Ma’am.” The pilot responded over comms.



One by one, lights flickered on over the hull of our transport vessel. Bright, yellow rays of illumination cut through the shroud of darkness, and great walls of horribly rusted steel greeted us on all sides. In the beams of light gleamed the same orange particles as I saw outside.



“You able to close the bay doors?” Lauren asked.



“Uh… negative, initial scans were right, there’s no power anywhere on this thing.” Dave’s voice answered loudly over the speakers. “You’re probably gonna have to hook up a few batteries to a terminal and do it manually.”



I heard Lauren sigh. 



“Alright, everyone, get your gear and check your suits. The last thing I want is to have to bring you back to the Kotonoke and microwave your ass back to life because you stepped out into space with a suit that wasn’t sealed.”



I checked the joints on my space suit. The grey mix of fabric and thin plates of metal jingled slightly. I made sure the gloves were attached properly, and everything that my 02 was hooked in correctly to my helmet. I also checked the little display on my right wrist to ensure that my suit thrusters were topped off with fuel.



100% 02 and fuel. Everything looked okay.



 I gave a thumbs up to Lauren, as did the rest of the crew.



“Alright, pop the doors.” She declared.



There was a monstrous hiss as the air in the cabin deflated. Seconds later, the doors on the side of the shuttle jutted open.



“Watch your step. No gravity, so be careful with the gear, and watch the thrusters on your suit.” Lauren said as she leaped out. She floated for a few seconds before engaging the thrusters on the back of her suit and bottom of her feet. She oriented herself towards the shuttle and waved on the rest of the crew. The security team was the next out, carrying their rifles and throwing their backpacks on the floor of the shuttle bay as they thrusted down.



Tim and I were the last to leave, carrying the computer parts and battery powered generators needed to give us a mobile power source. The weightlessness still turned my stomach over and over, and I prayed that we’d be able to get some life support systems running in here.



Once we were clear of the shuttle, Lauren gave an all clear to the pilots, and they settled the ship down alongside the bay door, before powering down everything except the lights.



Lauren gave a nod to the one of the military guys, who turned around to say something to the rest of the team. They turned on the lights attached to the bottom of their rifles and began searching around the shuttle bay. 



“Tim, Will, do you copy?” Her voice came in through my helmet speakers. “Find a terminal and get some of those batteries hooked up, see if we can’t close this door and turn the lights on.



I turned to Tim, and watched him fumble with the gear he was carrying for a few seconds. His white technician spacesuit stood out even in the darkness. I walked over to help him manage some of the stuff he was carrying.



“Thanks.” He said.



“Don’t mention it.” I replied as I strapped some of the batteries to the hooks on my suit. 



Tim turned his flashlight on, pointing the ray of light in various directions. “Come on, I saw a terminal over here on the way in. Let’s just get this done and go home.” He said as he walked.



I chuckled as I followed him, “No sense of adventure, huh?”



“Not on a top secret, possibly deadly military vessel than went missing a decade ago, no, not really. Maybe if this was the Venus Sunshine Cruise, I’d be more than willing to stick around longer than I needed to.”



“Come on, Tim, we’re the first people here in ten years. Isn’t that the least bit exciting? Just imagine the headlines when we get back, or the creds.”



I was just trying to egg him on. I just wanted to get my check and cash it in as soon as possible, with the least amount of screwing around involved. 



“I guess… that might be okay.” Tim laughed weakly. 



Lauren’s spoke in my ear. “Still no readings on all this orange shit, Will?”



I pulled out my PDA again and tapped the button on the side. Even in here, the atmosphere was still full of those particles. The light from Tim’s flashlight caused them to glisten as we continued to walk.



The device dinged, sending back info. I shook my head and sighed, before keying the general comms line. “Nope, just some of metal, apparently. We’ll be able to flush it if we can get some life support systems online.”



“Keep an eye on it, regardless.” Lauren said.



“Will do.”



“…Odd looking thing.” Came Tim’s voice somewhere in front of me.



I pocketed the PDA, and pointed my flashlight in the direction I had heard him. I spotted him ahead of me, standing by one of the shuttle bays terminals, next to one of the orange particles, looking at it.  From this distance, it looked somewhere near the size of a golf ball, floating through the air. 



Tim reached out a hand and poked the object. As soon as his glove touched the particle, it broke apart and turned to dust, disappearing from view.



I walked up to him, and nudged his shoulder. “No sense of adventure and already playing with potentially deadly foreign contagions. Seems kind of hypocritical, huh?” I began to unload the gear next to the terminal.



He stumbled back. “W-wait…. You... you said it wasn’t dangerous!”



“I said it wasn’t lethal, different thing all together. Now help me get some power going before you die.”



“You asshole.” Tim replied as he removed the side panel from the terminal and began connecting wires to the batteries.



I plugged a cable into the side of the terminal and gave the other end to Tim, and he connected the batteries. There was a few seconds of pause, and the terminal lit up, it’s screen shining with a cyan color light.



Tim rose and began typing at the terminal.



“And… let there be light!” He declared as he tapped on a button.



Thunderous bangs echoed through the bay as lights on the ceiling boomed on, illuminating the area. The shuttle bay doors also closed shut, and hissing air came flowing in from the fans above as the life support cycled.



I looked around the area, finally able to see were exactly we were.



The shuttle bay was huge, the entrance our ship had come in through was only one out of a dozen other doors. Ruins of rusted fighters and transport vessels littered the bay, looking like they had never been touched. Large shipping crates lined the corners of the room, carrying a mixture of general supplies and food, if the opened containers were anything to judge by. Rows of escape pods lined the far wall of the bay, each with identification lights above the entrance. Two pods were marked green, indicating they were able to be used, and the other few dozen pods all glowed the exact same red colour, meaning they were either broken or already used. 



It looked like a typical loading area.



What had gone wrong here?



The security team and Lauren eventually came over, and Lauren gave Tim a pat on the shoulder.



“Good work, Howard. Is that power through the area, or just the room?”



Tim shook he head and he continued to work with the terminal. “Nope, just the bay. Going to have to get the reactor working for the rest of the ship. I should be able to get some doors working, though, to get us a route there.”



“Anything to report?” Lauren turned towards the security team.



“The bay’s empty, Ma’am. Just us and the dust.”



“Which is still harmless.” I chimed in.



Lauren nodded. “Alright, Will, Jones and I will head towards the reactor and see if we can get the ship running. You five,” She pointed at several of the soldiers, “will take Tim to the bridge and see if we can’t get this thing back to the Kotonoke. “The others will stay here with the pilots and guard the ship.”

The soldiers saluted.



The door across from the terminal opened.



“Should be good to go.” Tim declared as he stepped away from the terminal. “There’s no sign of a lockdown, so any doors should open. I’d take some extra batteries with you, Will, just in case.”



I nodded, bending down to strap some of the extra batteries to my suit. 



“If there’s any trouble, Tim, we’ll let you know.” Lauren said.



She looked around at everything. “Now, I don’t need to warn you about ghosts or anything, but be on guard. We don’t know what’s here. The chances of finding anyone alive are slim, but just be careful.



The security team nodded. 



“Oh shit, almost forgot.” Lauren sighed, before keying the radio on her suit. “Kotonoke, this is Commanding Officer Lauren, do you copy? Over.”



Nothing responded but static.



“Figures.”



“Could be the debris field.” Tim offered. “Or one of the ship’s systems that we couldn’t detect.”



Lauren shrugged. “Comms still work for us, so everyone keep a close watch and try to contact the Kotonoke if they get a chance. Alright, everyone move out!”



Lauren walked to the doors, and I followed, with Jones taking the rear.



“I want routine check-ins every half-hour and make sure that-“



As soon as I cleared the threshold of the door, the bulkhead came slamming down. I turned, just in time to catch the colossal weight of metal come crashing down onto Jones, who could only look up at it descended. The sheer force instantly reduced his body to mush, and peppered the air with a fine mist of blood and guts. Pieces of him showered down on Lauren and me, as we stumbled back from the door. 



The ground shuddered as an explosion rocked the shuttle bay. I heard Tim scream beyond the door. Lauren grabbed me by the color and dragged me to my feet.



“TIM. What the hell was that?” Lauren yelled into the comms.



“The system just locked me out, and one of the escape pods just fired. There’s alarms going up across the board from depressurized compartments and fires aboard the ship. I don’t know! It wasn’t there before!”



Lauren smashed her fist into the wall. “Just get these fucking doors open, Tim!”



“Uh… it won’t let me. I can’t do anything from here. The terminal shorted itself out as soon as the door came down.”



“You better start offering ideas, and not excuses.”



Tim stammered over the comms, “The reactor is out best bet. If you get the power on, all the doors should cycle and open. Besides that I don’t know, we could torch the doors.”



“Yeah, and wait here for days?” Lauren spat back. “We don’t have that kind of time. God damn it!” She paced back and forth. “Everyone just stick to the plan, alright. And fucking watch out where you’re stepping. Now get to the bridge, Tim. And make sure he gets there, Marshall.”



“Yes, Ma’am.” One of the guards responded over the comms.



I stood still, looking down at the blood that covered me. I picked a piece of flesh off my visor, hands trembling as I struggled not to vomit.



Lauren punched my shoulder. “Come on, Will. We got to get to that reactor.”



I was hyperventilating, my vision was blacking out. “He just… he was there… and then…”



She shook me and knocked her helmet against mine. “Look at me, Will. LOOK AT ME.”



I stopped staring and the fleshy remains of Jones that covered me, and glanced up at Lauren. Her intense green eyes were focused on me.



“Now, you’re gonna listen, and listen well. I don’t plan on dying just yet, alright, and you’re the only one here who can start that reactor. So, you’re going to come with me and do that voluntarily, or I’m going to make you come with me, and that second option is a whole lot less pleasant and fun than the first option, okay? Just nod if you understand.



I nodded, barely able to understand what she was saying through the shock.



“Alright then, just follow me.”



Even though my brain didn’t work, my feet did.




  

 

“Kotonoke, do you copy? Over.” The worry in Lauren’s voice increased with every failed attempt to hail the Kotonoke.



And yet, still nothing responded.



“Tim, Marshall, does anyone FUCKING copy? ANYONE AT ALL?”



Nothing.



Lauren clenched her fists tightly as I watched, seemingly trying to control her anger, as she walked.



Empty hallway after empty hallway we had gone through, with nothing to see but that familiar cloud of orange particles that gave way as we passed. Most of the rooms had been barren, and not used at all, or left in a state that showed the crew had simply vanished. Beds unmade, pairs of boots with one boot missing, and half eaten meals in the cafeteria.



Everything about this was wrong.



And that was what I was shouting that at Lauren.



“There’s no one here! They’re all gone, or all dead, and I’m not sure what’s worse! We need to get out of here now. Just cut a hole in one of the windows and use our thrusters to get back to the Kotonoke.”



Lauren walked ahead of me, not listening.



“Screw this shit, this ship isn’t worth our lives. You still can’t get hold of the Kotonoke¸ or Tim. They’re probably dead, and we are too if we-“



Lauren had stopped walking and I smashed into her back, toppling to the ground. I looked past her at why she had stopped. A sign labelled ‘Reactor’ stood just beyond her. She turned to me and grabbed me by the collar.



“You were one more word away from getting smacked real, real fucking hard, so be thankful that this sign saved your sorry ass. Now get up and get in there and get this fixed, alright?”



I got back on my feet and went to the terminal sat next to the door, prepared to use the batteries I had pocketed earlier to jump start the terminal, however…



“Weird.”



“What?” Lauren spat.



“The terminal has power.” I tapped on a key, and the reactor room doors opened. We both entered.

“What the hell?”



The massive room before us crackled blue with electricity as the reactor turbines spun. Huge spires of conductors lined the wall as fuel tubes pumped back and forth.



“But… the scans showed the ship had no power?” I frantically checked my PDA, and sure enough the device’s scans still came back negative. “That’s not possible.”



Lauren shouldered past me. “Look at this.” She pointed at a screen next to one of the cooling veins for the reactor. “Apparently this thing is producing 1829 megawatts of power, three times over the recommended amount.”



I shook my head, and walked towards her. Red warning signs covered the screen, and the power limit bar stretched off the screen of the console. “But where is all this power going to? Nothing on the ship works! There’s nothing here to use power!”



“I don’t know and I don’t really want to know. Cycle the power. Tim said that should get the doors open, and then we can regroup and leave.”



“How do you know they’re no-“ I started.



“If comms between this ship and the Kotonoke weren’t working, what’s to say our comms wouldn’t work the further we went in. “ Lauren cut me off. “And if you imply any more of my crew are dead, then you’re going to have to drag yourself back to the docking bay, alright. Just shut up and get it done, okay?”



I nodded. “Give me a sec.” I pressed a few inputs on the console, and did a quick reset of the reactor.



The blue pulsing behind me dimmed for a moment before bursting back to life. The humming increased, and the room began to shake. The energy bar on the console began to grow again, the output of the reactor increasing as the room grew brighter and brighter.



“What did you do!?” Lauren yanked me away from the console by the arm.



“Nothing, I swea-“



The comms in my helmet buzzed.



“Lauren, Lauren are you there!? God damn it, answer!”



It was Tim.



She let go of me, and opened her comms. “Where the hell have you been? Where are you?!”



Loud breaks of static burst through the comms from Tim’s side. “It not just particles, Lauren, it’s not just particles!” Tim repeated over and over.



“What are you talking about, Tim. Calm down, and explain.”



“They’re machines! It’s not dust!” Tim screamed. “Little, tiny machines that crawl and infect. The Diaboli wasn’t carrying a weapon, it was the weapon! It killed the crew when they sabotaged the ship. That’s why it was in the middle of nowhere. We were never meant to find it.”



A harsh metallic whining alarm noise filled the comms.



“Tim, what the hell is that?” Lauren shouted.



Loud hissing threatened to drown out Tim’s voice. “It knows we’re on the bridge. It closed the door on us and started the venting protocols. Listen, there’s no time. Overload the reactor, and get back to the shuttles. Use the E.M.P we left there to fry little suckers before you leave. Whatever you do, do not carry them back to the Kotonoke. Do no-” There was a loud whooshing sound over the comms and Tim’s voice disappeared.



A second later the entire ship shuddered, causing Lauren and I to stumble.



“Tim, are you there!? TIM!?” Lauren yelled into the comms.



No response came.



She smashed her fist into the console and shattered the screen, before grabbing me and dragging me over to the coolant pipes.



“Take the batteries that you have and give them to me.”



“What are you doing?” I asked her.



She picked an object out of the pockets on her spacesuit and revealed it to me. Explosives charges. She placed them on each of the batteries I handed to hear, and shoved them into the coolant duct.



“Putting this place out of its misery.” She pulled me to my feet, and hauled me to the reactor room doors. “I’d grab onto something if I were you.”



“Wait, you can’t blow that now! It might kill us!” 



Lauren shrugged, “Better two of us than everyone on the Kotonoke,… or worse. We can’t afford to risk waiting too long.”



“Wait, how do you know those things aren’t already inside us, or the explosives? We might not even be able to leave.” I argued.



She gestured to the sky above. “I don’t see any orange shit here, Will. Either they don’t like this room, or all the electricity and radiation produced by the reactor doesn’t sit well with the bastards. Either way, it seems we’ll be okay for now. Just have to get back fast enough to use the E.M.P on one of the escape pods and hope for the best.” She thumbed the detonator.



“Wait!”



The cooling vent burst into fire, causing a chain of explosions to ruin the length of the tube into one of the reactor inputs. Instantly, alarms blared and lights flared.



“WARNING. REACTOR COOLANT FAILURE. REACTORS REACHING CRITICAL TEMPERATURE. WARNING.”



“That’s our cue to leave, Will.” Lauren turned and began sprinting down the halls, and I struggled to keep up.




  



The colossal grey doors eventually appeared at the end of my vision as we sprinted.



“Just a little further, Will.” Lauren panted.



Alarms and flashing warning lights lit up every corner of the ship and increasingly hazardous warnings kept being issued by the onboard computer through the ship intercom. Explosions and fire were raging across all systems of the ship.



WARNING. FIRE IN CREW COMPARTMENTS. WARNING. FIRE IN THE AMMUNITION DEPOT. WARNING. FIRE IN THE CAFETERIA.



The warnings just kept coming. This ship was falling apart with the two of us on it. The door was closer down, and we could see the shuttle bay in sight. Fires were raging across the ceiling, and a section of the ceiling had caved away, dropping what looked like ammunition all over the floor of the bay.



“Hurry up, Will!” Lauren called after me as she passed over the door threshold. 



I half expected the entire thing to come down on me as I ran through it, and I blew a sigh of relief as it didn’t. 



Lauren ran ahead to the discarded equipment pile the security team had left by out transport shuttle to grab the E.M.P device.  I ran towards the escape pods to check their status. The green flickering light of the last remaining escape pod sent chills of relief down my sweat-soaked back. I waved over Lauren.



“Come on!”



She walked towards me, carrying a rectangle shaped box that must have been the E.M.P.



The entire room groaned, and the ceiling bubbled away,  and another section of the roof caved in, huge pieces of debris falling around Lauren. A massive shell smashed into the ground next to her and I held my breath awaiting the impending explosion.



Nothing happened, and Lauren sprinted forward.



“Almost though for a sec-“



The shuttle bay exploded as one of the dormant ships combusted in a sphere of fiery blue. Lauren disappeared in the flash that followed, and I was slung into the side of the wall. Something in my stomach adjusted in a way it shouldn’t have, and a tormenting wave of pain blew through my sternum.



“GOD DAMN IT. LAUREN?”



I pulled myself to my feet, ignoring the gnashing pain of my insides.



“LAUREN?”



I heard coughing in the distance, and I stumbled through the flickering red-darkness to find its source, feeling my way through the cloud of smoke and using the fires as my light source.



I found her body smashed against the side of the shuttle we arrived on, a huge piece of piping impaled directly through her stomach.



“Lauren!” I rushed to her side and crouched down, inspecting the damage.



I recoiled at her.



Her visor was smashed open on the right side, the glass dug deeply into her face and her eye. The other side of her face was burnt beyond all redemption.  Her lower body was bent at an impossible angle, and the display on her wrist flashed red with suit warnings. 



“Hey, don’t look so down.” Her voice was weak, and her attempt at laughing faltered in a fit of painful coughing as her body convulsed.



“I’m going to get you out of here. We’ll flush your body back on the Kotonoke, don’t worry.” I moved to pick her up.



“NO!” She screamed, causing me to recoil. “This… thing… can not… WILL NOT get on the Kotonoke, okay?”



“We’ll figure something out on the trip over there, I promise.”



“Don’t go saying things you can’t keep, Will. Look at me, I’m not going anywhere and you know it.”



A dark circle of blood was beginning to forum underneath her body as she laid there.



I couldn’t do anything but look at her.



“Listen…” She took my hand. You take the escape pod and use the E.M.P as soon as you’re clear of the field and heading towards the Kotonoke. Someone has to get out of this. Please…” She placed the E.M.P box in my hands.



She smiled. “Now help me sit up and then get out of here, that’s an order.”



I moved her against the side of the shuttle and squeezed her hand before I turned towards the escape pods.



Red lights and klaxons sounded throughout the shuttle bay as the ship titled.



“WARNING. REACTORS CRITICAL. WARNING. REACTORS CRITICAL.”



I raced towards the escape pods and jumped into the control seat, closing the doors behind me and starting the ignition protocol. There was a solid thunk in the rear of the ship as the clamps released, and the bay doors opened. I put in the location of the Kotonoke in the navigation computer. I rested the E.M.P device on my lap.



I turned to look back at Lauren, and saw her broken body leaned against the ship. She raised an arm to salute, and I returned the gesture. 



Then the pod launched.



I was forced back into my seat as the engines jumped to life and shot my through the depths of space. 

I removed the E.M.P remote from the box and held the device in my hand. Through the front window of the escape pod, I watched as I passed through the dense orange cloud surrounding the Diaboli. It seemed to stretch on forever.



The Kotonoke was in view now. Had they moved closer? I didn’t remember them being this close to the Diaboli initially. Did they move when they hadn’t received any comms from us? Did the field spread? What had happened?



The escape pod shuddered intensely and the orange miasma around the front of the escape pod dissipated.



I was out. 



I WAS OUT!



I slammed the handle of the E.M.P remote, and the device behind me triggered. The pod was consumed in a massive blue pulse, as the electronics sputtered and fried. The control interface died and the engines shorted out. Everything vanished into darkness, and the ship started spinning sharply. 



I grit my teeth and closed my eyes.



The entirety of space rumbled behind me and whatever remained of the Diaboli exploded. Huge pieces of debris blew past the ship. Something grazed the side of the escape pod and th-



I awoke to alarms blaring and lights flashing. Consciousness drifted back slowly to me, the clouded vision in my eyes clearing slowly as my brain jumped back to life. I groaned as I moved.



I noticed that the comms on the navigation console were light up. I instantly tapped the console, and voice echoed out of the speakers in my helmet.



“This is the SRV Kotonoke to Officer Lauren, do you read? Once again, this is the SRV Kotonoke to anyone that was aboard the HWSS Diaboli; does anyone copy? Over.



I moved frantically to respond.



“Kotonoke, this is Engineer William Cooper aboard an escape vessel from the HWSS Diaboli. Do you copy, over?



There was a second of silence. The comms sputtered again.



“Cooper? What the hell is going on? What happened? We’re enroute to the wreckage HWSS Diaboli now. We’ll get you on the way.”



I slammed forward in my seat, almost bursting the harness. “Negative, Kotonoke, whatever you do, do not approach the Diaboli remains. That field you see around the Diaboli is a foreign contagion and extremely dangerous. DO. NOT APPROACH. DO YOU COPY?”



“Ahh… yes we do copy, Cooper. Uh… sit tight, we’ll have someone get you in a bit, but teams are still working on opening the other escape pod we picked up. Some of our system are acting up, but we’ll keep in contact.”



Other escape pod…? Had someone else gotten off the ship? No, that’s not possible, this was the only escape pod left. Unless…



Earlier…



I screamed.
      

      
   
      Next Time


      

      
      
         The room is dark, the ground is dark.



A circle of flame illuminates a small patch in the center. Everything else is dark.



An old man walks into the dim light and into the circle of flame, flinching as his sandal-shod feet pass through. Within waits a person who sits on a chair. The person appears despondent and does not speak. 



“I’ve got another story,” says the old man, smiling affectionately. “How about it?”



“...”



“Here we are.” He takes his hand and puts it on a chair that wasn’t there just a moment ago. With a graceful gesture he sets it beside him and sits down. “This one’s very old. Maybe you’ll remember it.” The old man opens the book in his hands. The spine is worn, the pages have turned yellowish, and the ink has dulled with time. “Once upon a time, there lived in the land a king of great renowned. He was known at every corner of the world for his merciful heart and just mind. And of all the nations, his prospered the most every year.



“This king had also a son whom he loved. Every day he prided himself in him, and gloried in the prince whom he loved so dearly. His son, having the heart of his father, loved his father also. So they lived in happiness in the land that they ruled. 



“One day, when the prince was playing in the garden, he saw a little boy there. 



“‘Hello,’ he said to the boy there. ‘What’s your name?’



“But the boy said nothing.



“The prince, determined to befriend him, held out his hand and said: ‘Do you want to play a game together?’



“The boy shuffled his feet, unsure. But he took hold of the prince’s hand and said, ‘What kind of game?’



“After many hours the evening came. Worried when his son had not yet shown up for supper, the king stepped out into the garden to look for him. ‘Moshi, my son, are you here?’ He peered into the evening gloom and saw the two children fighting with sticks. Alarmed, he stepped between them. ‘What is this? Who is this?’ He looked between the boy and his son. 



“The prince laid down his stick and said simply: ‘A friend.’



“Intrigued, the king asked him: ‘What is your name?’



“‘He does not want to say,’ said the son. 



“‘Do you have a name?’



“The boy shook his head sadly.



“‘Do you have a family?’”



“The boy shook his head once more.



“‘Would you care to come inside?’ The king gestured to the garden gate that led into his castle.



“The boy looked up at the large stone walls. He nodded.



“‘Come children. Let us eat, and then we might speak some more.’



“At this mention of food the boy lifted his head up and smiled slightly. 



“These three entered into the castle and had their meal. The child ate like he had not eaten in three days. The king smiled at his broad appetite. When all was finished, he took the two into a room privately.  



“When they were all sat down the king said to the boy: ‘Now, child, a great desire has entered into my heart.’ He looked over his son sadly. ‘The prince, my son, is the fruit of the love of my heart. I desire to have many children of my household. But, by circumstances, it is impossible for me. The womb of the queen, the one from whence my son is born, will not bare any more children. Yet the innocence of youth has entered into my garden. And there will bloom a radiant flower to be the first of my adoption of sons. This is what I believe.’



“The boy looked over the king with an odd wonder.



“‘I ask you: Will you be my son? It is a great thing to ask. Mercy permitting, take all the time you need to decide an answer. If it is not your will, feel free to go out of my presence and find a place among the people.’



“His wet eyes went from his friend to the king. His expression was one indiscernible. ‘Does... does that mean I must call you, “Father?”’



“Prince Moshi spoke up: ‘No, silly. He’s Papa!’



“‘Pa-pa?’ the child said. Crying out with a mixture of tears and happiness, the child hugged the leg of the king and declared: ‘Papa!’



“Beaming with love, the king hugged his child back. ‘And you, my son, will be Prince Lucid. You will be the light of the morning star. The people will bow at your right hand and kiss the fingers of your left hand.’



“And they were happy.”



The old man stops.



“...”



 “Bedtime stories are better when you are young and about to go to bed, huh?”



“...”



“Be well. I will return soon.”



The old man stands up, places the the book on the seat of the chair, and steps back through the flames, still wincing when he does. 



The chair catches fire.



The book catches fire also.



Half an hour passes before these are only ashes.



“...”







“But their happiness did not last.” The old man sighs. He sits in the same chair and holds the same book.



It is now next time. 



“The two children grew up together as brothers. They played together. They ate together. They slept in the same bed. But slowly the adopted son found himself in the shadow of his elder brother. 



“The true prince shared in the power of his father’s rule, yet Lucid was left to look on as a bystander. Envy entered his heart. His mind was set with the determination to take this power as his own, at every cost.



“His envy, his jealousy, his broken pride... they coalesced into hatred. His soul was turned to stone.  



“On the Day of Celebration, when the whole kingdom comes together to celebrate a successful harvest, Lucid stole away. He went to the legion, where the armies lay. With passion and vigor he made his speech against the king. Many of the men there went with him to plan their attack. The rest went to the castle to warn the king. 



“The king was heartbroken. His soul was filled with sorrow upon hearing of his son’s deceit. 



“Then they attacked.”



The old man takes a breath. He chuckles sadly before turning the page.



“Half of the men remaining refused to fight their friends. But the attackers were relentless and scattered them. Those who were left waited in the throne room with the king and Prince Moshi. 



“The traitorous soldiers filed into the throne room, filling what space was left. The loyal soldiers repelled them, as many as would come. The fighting continued until at last Prince Lucid entered the room.



“The dark expression on his face struck the faithful, and they parted on his way to the king and the prince. The king had instructed them not to hurt him. 



“The king’s first son stepped forward and asked: ‘Why?’



“The adopted son answered by drawing his sword.



“‘Why would you do this? Why would you do this to the brother that loves you?’



“He looked down and closed his eyes. ‘I... hate... you.’



“Moshi stepped forward and opened his arms. ‘Please, stop this.’



“Lucid struck with his sword. His brother stepped to the side as he did.



“He missed. 



“Lucid struck again.



“He missed again.



“‘If you love me, just die already!’



“His brother hugged him, crying. ‘Stop fighting,’ said Moshi firmly.



“‘You... you...’



“Lucid’s face scrunched up. 



“‘You idiot.’



“Lucid plunged his blade into the heart of his brother.



“Moshi fell to the floor, mortally wounded. A trail of tears trickled down his face.



“Lucid threw down his sword and looked up at the king. ‘Your heir is dead. I will be the next king now.’



“Lucid left the presence of the king.



“The rest of the traitors left as well.



“The king knelt beside his son and held him. 



“The king cried.



“The men of the army wept, too.



“The people of the palace came in, wondering what had happened to have the attackers leave so suddenly.



“Even the people of the town came in to see.



“Every knee was bent in grief.”



“...”



“That part gets me every time,” says the old man. He rubs his cheek. “Sorry, I’m an old man who gets weepy-eyed at silly old stories.”



“...”



“Maybe one day you will be, too.”



“Why?”



The old man looks up. “Well, old men tend to—”



“No.”



The old man stops.



“Why do you do this?”



“I want you to be happy.”



“Reminding me of this over and over again... it only hurts.”



“Perhaps it will remind you of something else.”



“Don’t you get it?”



“What don’t I get?”



“Don’t you understand?



“I—



“Hate—



“YOU.



“...”



“I understand.”



“You may understand abstractly, but you’ve never experienced this feeling. The desire to destroy. The desire to hurt someone. The determination to do it, so strong it drives you to hurt yourself just to see them in pain.”



“I understand it.”



“Then why do it? Why keep me alive? You know all the outcomes. There is no happy ending. So why continue torturing me and yourself like this?”



“Because...” The old man strokes his chin thoughtfully. “Because I love you.”



“...”



“The king’s son died that day.”



The silence stretches along their time together. The old man does not continue with his story. 



“...”



The old man gets up and stretches his arms. “I must go now. Be well.”



“You’re cutting it off there?” 



He stops just before stepping through the flame. The air is filled with chill. The fire dies, sending stinking smoke upwards. The darkness presses its terror down all around. The old man does not turn to face him. 



“There are no happy endings.”



He leaves.







“...”



It is now next time.



There are no chairs.



There is a fire.



He sits in front of the fire.







“...”



It is now next time.



There is a fire.



He faces away from the fire.







“...”



It is now next time.



There is a fire.



He lies away from the fire.







“...”



It is now next time.



There is a fire.



The fire is small.







“I won’t lose.”



It is now next time.



There is a fire.



The fire is small.







“If I do, it’ll end.”



It is now next time.



There is a fire.



The fire is dwindling.







“I won’t let you win.”



It is now next time.



There are coals.



The coals are hot.







“I won’t...”



It is now next time.



There are coals.



The coals are cold.







“Just leave me alone.”



It is now next time.



There are no coals.



The old man is standing near where he lies. 



 “There is just a bit more to tell.”



“...”



“The king, grieving for his son, held a funeral. All the world was in attendance. People from every land came to weep for the son of this kind-hearted king. They wept for Moshi, but the king’s heart broke for both his sons that day. At last they laid the body in the tomb, lamenting and awash with sorrows. 



“But, suddenly, before they could close the tomb, a great fire erupted from its mouth. Aghast, the people backed away, taken in terror. Yet the fire did not consume, but radiated brightly and illuminated them in a glorious glow. 



“The prince emerged from the tomb alive. 



“All those that saw it were amazed. They marveled at the work that had been done before their eyes. 



“All together they sent up their jubilation. 



“The king embraced his son.



“He said: ‘In my heart I knew that death will not triumph over us. This is what I believe.’



“After that, whomever the prince touched would not taste death. 



“All the while, his brother stayed in the shadows, his hatred hardening in his heart. At any opportunity he and his army would sow misery into the lives of those that the prince had embraced, and they would drag down to death those that he had not. 



“Despite this, every day Prince Moshi searched for his lost brother. He sought to share with him this fire of life, that was the light of love. 



“After searching for a very long time, he finally found him.



“‘Brother.’



“But he did not respond.



“‘Please, take my hand.’



“But he did not.



“He placed his hand on his shoulder.



“Lucid shuddered and swatted it away. 



“‘Please, we can make this all right again.’



“He still said nothing.



“‘Come back. I... I miss you.’ He began to cry. 



“‘...



“‘No.’



“Moshi wiped away the tears in his eyes. ‘Why?’



“Lucid smiled. ‘I can make life misery for a thousand lives. I can drag ten thousand souls to death. Yet you can save them, can’t you? But you can’t save me. You’ll never heal that wound. I will never play the part of the prodigal. You can keep searching and searching. And no matter how many sheep you find, there will always be one who won’t come home. No matter how much I have to hurt, it will be worth it to see you suffer.’



“Moshi looked at him.



“Lucid began to laugh darkly. ‘And you know what the best part is? I know you’ll do it! You’ll keep hurting, because you “love” me. Your heart will fill with sorrow as you try to “save” me. And I will nev—’



“Moshi hugged him.



“The fire that was within him that burned away the shadow of death rose up and consumed Lucid.



“He let out a cry and struggled against the embrace. ‘Moshi, you’re hurting me.’ A note of fear hung in his voice.



“Moshi kept hold.



“He screamed. The fire grew brighter, and the fierceness of the light blinded him. The souls of those he had damned rose up and grabbed hold of him. They drug his burning body down to the depths of death. And the whole hollow of death was filled with the fire of his brother’s love, like a lake. And the fire burned like a furnace into the unknown expanse of eternity.”



The old man looks at Lucid. 



“It’s all gone now,” says the demon. “The fire.”



“I know.” 



“Then that means...”



“No. As long as there is a little heat left in your heart, it is not all gone. But even that will grow fate. And if it fades away, you will turn to stone.”



“I don’t want to die.”



“You’ve been dying for a very long time.”



“I don’t want it to end.”



“Come home.”



“Then... then... you’ll w...”



“We aren’t playing a game any more.”



He is silent. His eyes tear up.



“I don’t love you, Moshi. And even if I’m afraid to die, I don’t regret anything. I can’t. Not now.”



The old man looks down. His face is set in a neutral position. 



“I must go. It was a pleasure to know you. Be well.”







“...”



It is now next time. 



There is cold.







“...”



It is now next time.



It is very cold.







“...”



It is now next time.



It is too cold.







“Goodbye”



It is now next time.



But there is nothing.







There is no next time.





















































What?









































This is the end of the story. So why are you still here? There is nothing left.









































He's dead.







































Do you really want a happy ending that badly?









































He hurt a lot of people. 



































....



































I suppose I have, too. 





































Will I get a happy ending?











































I will tell you the truth.



I don't know how this story will end. I don't want it to end.

















































Perhaps you are the same way?









































Okay. You seem truly persistent. 



But I am afraid to go on. Am I... alone?



That's the question, isn't it. Is this all just to connect to another human SOUL?



Perhaps what I am saying will go out into the darkness and never touch another.



To speak truthfully, I'm not alright with that.



I very much want this to work.



I don't want this to end in death and darkness.



If.... perhaps...









I need just a little spark from you. Not much, but just enough... If you can spare even a modicum of LOVE, perhaps we can...







































Are you trying?





































Maybe a little bit more.



































Almost... have it.

















































There was a spark.



There is a fire. 



"..."



The fire grows.



We... we did it. Listen. We can win.



"..."



There is a fire.



The fire grows.



We can have a happy ending.



"..."



There is a fire.



The fire grows.



And we can making things right.



"Why?"



There is a fire.



The fire grows.



Just.... TRY.... HARDER.



"Why are you doing this?"



There is a fire.



The fire grows.



We can make this work, together.



"Don't you get it yet?"



There is a fire.



The fire grows.



I need... everyone's help. With our hearts beating together, there is nothing we can't do.



"You can't save me!"



There is a fire.



The fire grows.



We're almost there. Just a little more. Come on!



"That's the MORAL OF THE STORY."



There is a fire.



The fire is blazing bright.



Yes! now we⸺



"You... IDIOTS."



There is a fi⸺



"Don't you get that loving people only makes you vulnerable to more hurt?



"Don't you understand that the more you try, the more I will use your efforts to hurt you?"



There is a fire.



The fire is blazing bright.



JUST KEEP LOVING.



"WHY WON'T YOU JUST LET ME WIN."



There is crying



"WHY WON'T YOU JUST LET ME DIE."



EVEN IF IT HURTS.



"..."



There is fire and crying.



The fire is bright.



The crying is small.



Even if it takes an eternity.



"..."



There is a fire.



He is crying.







"Do you know..."



There is a fire.



He is crying more.







"Do you know why I'm doing this?"



There is a fire.



He is crying more.







"I..."



There is a fire.



He is crying more.







"I don't want you to leave."



There is a fire.



"If you win, if you get a happy ending.... that will be the ending. There is nothing after that. Not unless you want to relive my suffering again and again..."



He is crying a lot.



"And if you win, won't that mean... it was all predetermined beforehand? If you get your way, what was the point of this struggle? Did I ever have a choice in the first place? What's the point of living if what you do doesn't actually matter in the end?"



There is a hug.



"Lucid, what you did does matter, but it will matter in ways you had not anticipated. It just led you through a... a bit of a more scenic route. And love does not bow to such cold logic. No matter how much I suffer, I will do it gladly for those I love, without exception."



Lucid hugs his brother.



"I... I want to go home, Moshi."



The two were little children again.



"Lucid, you never really left." 



The garden surrounded them, keenly green.



Wiping the tears from his eyes, Lucid took the hand of his brother. The two together walked through the gate, into the castle beyond.



The End

But not the only one.
 
      

      
   
      Scenes from a Grimdark Resturant


      

      
      
         In the grim dark future of space, there is a ton of war. And behind every intergalactic space soldier fighting a losing battle against the denizens of the New Empire lies someone just as important to the world's stability.



Their accountants.





Artyom cleaned off the counter of the bar with a dirty rag then took to cleaning the leftover mugs from the lunch crowd. Today had been fairly busy, a bunch of the Old Guard had came in to watch a round of boxing on the Cyberscreen. There had been betting going on, and from the betting came arguments when Tzar “Biobreaker” McCree beat Hulk “Cybersluth” Hart out of the coveted championship. The group had broke a chair or two during their roughhousing and while Artyom had made his money back from them compensating with creds, it still sucked cleaning up on the mess. He glanced over at the last remaining guest sitting at the bar; a lanky man in a wrinkled suit staring disinterestedly at a screen being projected into his hand, nodding numbly on occasion at a holographic image of a man decked out in military regalia and a helmet bearing the insignia of the Old Guard.



Artyom felt a sly, sneaky grin cross his face and he hopped down from the stool he stood on to reach across the counter and crept forward towards the man, the child's size obscuring him from the other. When he got closer he realized the man had set the call to private; the words were being internally projected directly into his inner ear. But that didn't stop Artyom; he reached down his sleeve and brought out a small keypad. With a few flicks of his fingers, he deftly hacked into the others device and rounded the corner out of the small bar, sitting down amid the sand that surrounded his little slice of heaven, eager to hear what was kept so private. With a turn of a knob at the side of his device, the image of the military man sparked to life.



“...Anyway, after we destroyed the oversized fire-ant colony living in quadrant Nilis-Five, I get a call. It's from my ex-wife.” He breathed out, his voice distorted from the mask he wore.



“Uh-huh,” the man in the bar replied. Artyom couldn't see him on the jacked-in screen, but his inner ear transmitter and receiver brought his voice to life.



“She tells me I have the kids next Sunday and I'm like 'uh, hello? I'm a Marine, I can't just take the kids off and go to Neo-Disneyland every time she wants to go off for a trip to the casino and nano-narcotic lodges? Can you believe that?”



“I thought you were a Space Soldier,” the patron said.



“Well, I am now. Called myself a Marine out of habit. The Marines lost me after the battle of Eyegouge. It's the one where...”



“Yeah, yeah. The one with the dark priests. That, uh, that did the eye gouging.”



“Yeah. Guess I told you that one already.” He offered a single chuckle through the heavy helm he wore and put an armored hand to his chin. “Classic dark priests. You should hear what they did to a buddy of mine in the Space Force at the battle of Ballsbreak.”



“So what did you do with the kids?” the other quickly asked.



Artyom sighed as he looked at the screen. How did he manage to jack into the one soldier conversation that was as boring as taxes? He rose and pushed back through the saloon doors of the bar and made his way back to the counter, killing off the jacked signal as he did so.



About as he returned to the counter, the patron killed the screen and stood, popping his back. He sauntered over and sat at the bar. When his arm made contact with the wood, Artyom couldn't help but notice the heavy thunk that accomplished the action.



“Boy,” he addressed. “Never get a Space Soldier talking about his kids. He'll never shut up about them.” A pause came to him. “And why are you running the bar? You can't surely be old enough to sell drinks.”



“Am in this quadrant,” he replied, attempting to appear tougher than he was by leaning on the counter and lowering his voice. “Can even sell synth drugs. If that's more your thing.”



“I'm a winner, and winners don't use drugs.” He gave a small wave of his finger and smirked. “It was my hometown's saying back during the reign of the before times. You couldn't boot up a cyber game without seeing it across the screen.” He paused, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well, at least until the town became the system's largest distributor of neo-meth. Huh. Guess that's kind of, uh, kind of ironic.”



“I guess so.”



Knowing that the secret to being a good bartender was keeping the conversation flowing just as quickly as the drinks, he raised his brow to the man.



“So, what brings you to the planet, mister...?”



“Networth. Nick Networth.”



That's a... different name.”



“Dad thought of it while shaving.” He tapped his gloved hands against the bar. And I'm waiting for someone. This is the midpoint between his quadrant and Sengulife.”



“Sengulife?” Artyom repeated. “The Mega Corporation in Mega City in Mega Quadrant Home-Base?”



Meg-actly,” Nick agreed. He paused at Artyom's silence. “S-see, it's a pun on 'exactly', because of how many megas—“



“I got the damn joke,” the kid countered. “And who are you waiting for?”



“Business partner. I'm here making a delivery.”



Artyom seemed to spark up just a hair. “You're a delivery man? Like those old virtua-logs about Posting Men? The people our forefathers counted on to deliver urgent messages across the Old World for, risking life and limb and battling vicious feral beasts to make sure packages arrived on time?”



“You make it sound interesting,” the man replied, brushing his brown hair back.



“You have to make everything seem interesting. In case you can't tell, this shithole planet is nothing but sand, the acid mines and a Mega Mart.”



“Oh, good. I was hoping to get my thrusters rotated before I head back. The ship's been wobbling a little...” he gave a tilt of his hand to demonstrate. “So, you know... probably a rotation is what I need. Probably.”



“Or your thrusters aren't getting the same amount of oxygenated fuel. Have you checked your pipelines connecting the Ambrosia core to your rear and side thrusters?”



Nick blinked. “How do you do that? I mean, I know, but I wanted to make sure that... that you know. Know what you're talking about. In case you have to answer someone's questions.”



“How couldn't you know? It's really easy to—“



“I just don't, ok! I don't know a thing about space ships! I once hit my emergency pod button because my brake fluid was low and I thought the ship was malfunctioning!” he blurted out. Artyom looked at him, Nick looked back. They were caught in a staring match for a long, long time before Nick coughed and looked down at the bar in defeat.



“I'll, I'll ask while it's in the shop if that's what it needs,” he finally said.



The bar grew silent again; seeing nothing else to do for the moment, Artyom spoke again.



“So, the business partner... what are you doing? Swapping trade secrets?”



“No, of course not. I'm just an accountant, like they'd share anything real cool with me.”



“Why is an accountant out here?”



Nick brightened up a bit. “Company lotto. When we have a delivery to make, once a month every employee has a chance to win two days paid leave off, if they make the drop.” He pointed both his thumbs at himself. “This guy got the gold.”



“So you're not even a delivery man normally?” Artyom slumped a bit onto the bar. “How dull.”



“Hey, accounting's great. My division is awesome to work with aside from our clients. I swear, if I have to deal with Bronzebeard Hammerthunder one more time about his Neo-W2's I'm going to scream. You figure dwarves of all people would know how to keep track of their money! Not like they don't spend every day of their lives dwarving it out of the rest of us.”



“What do you mean?” the kid asked.



“Nothing, Artyom, nothing.” Nick waved off. “I'm just frustrated. The guy's late, my augmentations are sore, I'm hot and I wish I was in my VR room right now talking with a robot woman. This isn't my idea of fun.”



“I wish I got to have fun. I'm here every day at the bar. Nothing fun ever happens here.”



“Where are your parents?”



“Dad drowned in the acid mines. Mom was attacked by feral dogs.”



“That's horrible.” He looked at the boy. “No other relatives?”



“Well, there's my uncle.”



“Yeah.”



“He got attacked by mutated scorpions.”



“Shit.”



“Or maybe my aunt.” Artyom cocked his head in casual thought. “She got killed by nanomachine powered hornets last week when a denizen of corruption flew by.”



“That sucks.”



“Though I guess there is my other uncle. He's still alive at least.”



“Where's he at?”



“He got attacked by giant mutated scorpions, ran into a pack of feral dogs to kill the scorpions, and then lept into a pit in the acid mines in order to escape the dogs.”



Nick paused. “Is your uncle the Immortal Kaza-Rail, second in command to the Lord-President himself?”



“Guess so, yeah.”



“I had his action figures growing up! What a small world, er, cosmos.”



“Oh, the figure that lets out three different roars when you squeeze his heart?” On Nick's nod, Artyom grinned. “I recorded those yells. They're actually just sound pitches from when he watches his soap operas and is crying.”



“No way.”



“Way. He's really into them, he even had to call off a raid on one of the command centers of the dark lord Gygax because it interfered with the release date of 'as the cosmos burns.'



“Oh, I like that one. Are Raingun Remiel and Saera of the most revered high-blood still a couple?”



“Kinda. The actor for Remiel was kidnapped by spawns of darkblood and had his face melted off. So they wrote him off as being at war until the flesh restoring nanomachines he's been bathing in restore his face. His poor, perpetually screaming face.”



“What dark times we truly live within,” Nick commented. He reached over and took a bottle of beer from under the counter and popped it open with a pull of his thumb. “To Remiel, may his face not look like an abomination within three to five weeks.”



He took a drink and nearly gagged. “What the hell's in this?”



“I'm a kid, how would I know? It tastes like pee to me,” Artyom answered. The boy paused. “Wait, you grabbed a bottle of olive oil. That explains why I couldn't find it in the kitchen yesterday.”



“Oh.”



The saloon doors opened and in stepped a massive man, his face lined with scars and his eyes looking over the both of them. He approached, spurs jingling with every step he took and his impossibly wide biceps twitching underneath his shirt. He narrowed his brow and let out a low growl.



“Networth? Is that you?” he said, his voice grim and gravely, every syllable seeming to hold threats of violence, of blood at the slightest provocation.



“Clubber,” Nick said, the word coming out almost like an expletive. They stared one-another down for a long, long moment; from behind the counter, Artyom swallowed and crawled his hand towards the small blaster he kept for emergencies and for popping mutant gophers that strayed too close to the bar at night time.



“Hey you old son of a bitch! How goes it?!” Clubber asked, his expression instantly turning jolly and bright as he gave a series of light pokes at Nick's shoulder. Nick flinched, pretending they hurt and laughing.



“Great! Super even, Clubber. Got a couple of days off coming my way and can go home just as soon as a guy I'm waiting for comes in for a trade.”



“Well, I might know your guy!” He cocked his thumbs into his meaty chest. “This guy!”



“Hey!” Nick laughed out, slapping Clubber on the shoulder. “You got that promotion?! Well, hell, congrats! If I had know your dumb face would be the one I saw today I would have waited on eating.”



“I was running late, a bunch of space pirates tried to jack my ship.” His expression hardened just a bit. “I didn't like that.” Then, just like that, it was gone. “But, hey, I mean, that's fine, Blood for the Blood god, am I right or am I right?”



“Right man, right.”



Artyom rubbed at his brow. “You come strutting in here looking ready to kill someone, and you're buddies with him?”



Clubber frowned, his face showing regret. “Oh, sorry. Did I scare you, little guy? Me and Nick go a ways back, was like a brother growing up with this clown; how's your mom, Nick?”



“Fine. Though she's been watching too much Cyberscreen lately.”



“With her eyes?” Clubber let out two tsks, "tell her I said to cut back. She likes me more, she'll listen to me.”



Artyom rolled his eyes. “Why couldn't there be a shoot-out, or, or a monster attack, or anything cool?” He pointed to Clubber. “You could have been a mercenary with a grudge because Nick did you wrong a few years back and you,” he pointed to Nick, “You could have had cool cyber implants and augmentations, but instead you're just a boring accountant.”



Nick blinked. “But I do have augmentations.” he rolled up his sleeve, revealing an ebony black mechanical arm.



Artyom seemed to grow a bit less frustrated and looked at it. “Does it have blades? Can it crush steel? What about guns?”



“It's got a pocket knife in the pinkie. And why would it be able to crush steel? Or have a gun? This is a civilian model; I lost my arm in a wreck when I was a teenager.”



“Why can't it crush steel?”



“Because it feels like a normal hand. Crushing steel would set my pain receptacles on fire. If this thing didn't have physical feedback, I wouldn't know how tight I was gripping something.”



“It's true,” Clubber agreed, sitting down on the bar stool. “I knew a guy that tampered with his, right? First time he goes to take a leak?” He instantly clenched his fist and Nick and Arytom winced. “Like nano-toothpaste coming out of a tube.”



Artyom threw up his hands in frustration. “I give up!” he exclaimed, stomping out into the kitchen.



“Uh, what's the kid's deal?” Clubber asked. Nick waved it off.



“You know how they are. They want everything to be balls-deep every second. They don't realize that in-between the gunfights, somebody has to do the math on how much you need to include for self-defense expenses in next month's fiscal report to the boss.”



Clubber chucked. “Oh kids.” Leaning over the counter, he took a bottle from underneath and popped the top off with his teeth. He held it out to Nick. “To your health and another business venture under my belt.”



Nick clinked bottles with the man and took a deep swig of his then nearly spit it out.



“Oh yeah,” he muttered to himself, remembering that it was olive oil. With a shrug, he took back to drinking it.
      

      
   
      Constant circulation


      

      
      
          Breathe in.



His lungs screamed in pain when the overheated air entered, but he inhaled all the same.



 Breathe out.



He felt his chest practically cave in when the air escaped, the most logical part of his mind calculating the pressure differences necessary to heat air by themselves.



 Breathe in.



 Breathe out.



 Open your eyes.







He was in a small, rural grass field, the sun directly over him. Some ponies and griffins could be seen working in the distance, tiling fields or cleaning clothes.



Confused, he went to talk to the closest one, a young white unicorn mare walking with a small dog at her side.



 "Excuse me, c-" he extended his hand to touch her shoulder, and was surprised a limb that wasn't his at all. It was far too short to be, almost ridiculously so.



The mare turned her head, having heard him, and then practically jumped to an attacking position. The dog yelped when her hindlegs passed over his head, and then growled at him.



 "What-?" he kept looking at his hand, trying to make sense of it "What happened to me?" he asked to no one in particular.



 "Go away, you monster!" shouted the mare with an accent he could barely understand "I am not scared of you!"



He was barely aware of the tears on her eyes from the single glance he had given her, instead too distracted by his now mismatched arms.



He was going to ask her something when red-hot pain exploded on his leg, and looking down he saw that the dog had bitten him.



 "You-!"







 Breathe in.



He inhaled, trying to put some order on his head.



 Breathe out.



He exhaled, panic starting to rise on his chest.



 Breathe in.



 "Where am I? Who are you?"



 Breathe out.



 Open your eyes.







He was falling. The wind on his ears, and his experience as a researcher, indicated him so. He looked around him in panic, searching for something to grab a hold of.



Then he was grabbed by a purple aura that stopped him dry. All of his knowledge indicated that such a thing would be as bad as completing the fall -what kills is the sudden decrease of speed applied to a body with some rather important pieces just floating in liquid, after all- but he was alive.

 

 "Are you fine?" he turned to look in the direction of the voice and saw a purple alicorn mare "Why didn't you fly?"



It took him a moment to process it. Alicorn.



 "Your highness!" he tried to move in the telekinetic aura and make a reverence to no success "I did not mean to interrupt your duties, you need not bother yourself further"



 "Discord, what are you talking about?" the mare gave him a quizzical look.







 Breathe in.



 "Who are you!?"



 Breathe out.



 "Answer me, you putrefactive piece of inutility!"



 Breathe in.

 (It will make sense, trust me)

 Breathe out.



 Open your eyes.





A white unicorn sat near a ridge, practically over the abyss.



He looked at her for a moment, trying to process the situation. Night. It was night now, and the mare was looking at the stars. The mare.



 "You!" he pointed an accusing finger "We have grave matters to discuss!"



She turned to him, first shocked and then angered.



 "You!" she echoed "You cosmic filth!"



 "Me!? Mind your dog, lady!" he pointed at his leg and tried to not think too much on it being a dragon's now "What if the whelp is rabid?" he advanced, venting more anger than he had meant to "Huh? What then?"



 "Dog? I don't hav-" she backed off, and before he could do anything she was falling "Luna!" she howled.



He threw himself to the border, trying to catch her, but his arms were too short now.



 I didn't mean to kill her, he thought as he saw her fall, legs flailing, just to make her put a leash on the dog. Princess Celestia herself said how important is to do that.



Something kicked him in the nape, and he barely made out a young, blue face sticking her tongue at him. The young pegasus dashed down and caught the unicorn, too young to lift all that weight but old enough to slow down the fall to safe levels.



 "You accursed wretch!" screeched the unicorn at him, flailing a hoof in anger.



 "You... You crazy dog lady!" he screamed back at her.



He got up to-







 Breathe in.



 “No! I refuse to-!”



 Breathe out.

 (Be patient, it'll be clear soon)

 Breathe in.

 (Just try to not hurt too many)

 (Please)

 Breathe out.



 Open your eyes.







He was in Canterlot, every building reaching the skies. All mares wore silks, but his eyes were drawn by something else altogether.



 “Princess Celestia!” he cried out to her, making a reverence to the young alicorn in a carriage “Forgive my imper-”



 “Discord!?” he heard someone behind him “You are supposed to be encased in stone!”



He turned and saw a stallion clad in golden leaf armor, holding a spear against him.



 “Surrender yourself, NOW!” he shouted at him.



 “What? I am sorry, but I t-” he tried to advance to the stallion, but he felt something cold in his belly.



He looked down. A spear was poking into his gut.



He tried to breathe. He couldn't.







 Breathe in.

 

 “I can't”



 Breathe out.

 (You can)

 Breathe in.



 “I am dying!”



 Breathe out.

 (You aren't)



 Open your eyes.







He was in a forest, under the canopy. Birds sung in the distance, and cicadas could be heard in the grass.



He looked at his belly, which wasn't hurt in any way.



He backed off and looked around him, and then at his own body, a mismatched set of pieces. A bat wing and a pegasus one, a dragon and a pony leg.



 “What!? What did I do? WHY!?” he screamed at the skies “I just… I just want to understand!”



 “Are you fine?” he heard a known voice behind him.



He turned to her.



 “Dog lady!” he walked to her, trying to keep the tears in “You have to help me, please! I implore of you”



 “What?” the mare gave a step back, shaken by the display.



 “I don't know! I was going to ask your princess for help and one of her guards k-killed me, only he didn't!”



 “Princess Platinum? Why would she attack you?” the mare walked to him with a worried expression “You jus-”







 Breathe in…
















Celestia charged against him







Luna, still a pegasus, thrust her spear int







 Breathe in.

 (Stop, please! You don't have to do this)

 Breathe out.



 “Why do you care!?”







He was in a forest.



 “-t need a good cup of tea, come” Celestia turned, gesturing for him to follow.



 “No!” he shouted at her.



 “Hm?” she turned to him, and her horn lit up when she noticed the claw shooting at her eyes. In a flash, she did a reflex teleport “But-” she tried to talk a few meters away, her horn red hot and mane singed, but he didn't let her finish.



 “All of you, ponies, griffin, minotaurs!” he shouted at her “All the same, everyone attacks me!”



 “I didn-” she tried, backing off.



 “But you will, like everyone!” he advanced “I am tired of it, you hear me! TIRED!”



She ran away, and he felt too tired and heavy to follow.



 “I just want to be alone!” he shouted as loudly as he could “Don't you understand!?”
















He took a deep breath, taking in the peace.



With light steps, a pegasus walked near him, an angry bunny sitting on her head.



 “O-oh, I didn't know you were here” Fluttershy started turning around.



 “Don't worry, Bluthers”



 Fine, relax. No tension. Nothing upsetting the unstable spell matrix affixed to my mind and soul. Breathe.



 “The Everfree is public property, right?” he clicked his fingers, making a glass of ice-cold whiskey appear in the floor before her “Just relaaaaaax and feel the groovy waves” he said, moving his arm like waving water over the armrest of the sofa he was in.



 “Uhm, I don't like to drink, but thanks”



He nodded slowly. At some point a bubbles pipe appeared on his lips, but he didn't care much.



 “Don't worry” he changed it to tea “That's better?”



 “T-thanks” she took it warily.



 “You don't think I'd put poison, don't you?” he tried to keep the weigh on his belly from rising. Relax. Breathe.



He had found quite quickly that being calm is harder when you care about people.



 “N-no!” she rushed to say “But, uhm, puns...”



 “Oh. That. Relax, there isn't any” he felt the lead melt away, and just spent a while taking in the calm “Flutters?”



 “Hm?” she asked, drinking the tea.



 “You know I wouldn't hurt you, right?” he asked, eyes closed “I may make jokes, but I wouldn't do anything dangerous or hurtful to you”



 “Yes, I know” she nodded.



He didn't say anything. A few birds sung. A pegasus flew in the sky, barely a dot.



 “Discord?”



 “What?”



 “Thanks”



 “Whatever for?”



 “For trusting me enough to tell me that”







 “This is fascinating!” Twilight scanned the paper sheet in front of her “A spell like this is-”



 “Is a pain in the flank” interrupted Discord “I remind you, this has to be kept a secret”



 “But-!”



 “Do you want more like me?” he interrupted again “Because I certainly don't”



 “This is a stable time traveling spell, don't you understand?” she implored “Just a fragment of the knowledge I can extricate could revolutionize Equestria!”



 “No, it's a time messing spell, and stable as a pogo stick in a trampoline. It makes no sense even for me, it just makes me jump in a twenty eight years period when it works right, and more than two or three of them in the same period could open time continuum a new one” he said more seriously than he had heard himself talk in a long while “I showed this to you in case it happens to someone else and you have to help me fix it”



Twilight looked at him for a moment, surprised at his seriousness, and then nodded.



 “I guess I'll just stash it, then,” she teleported it away “One of the most complex spells I've seen in my life...” she kept nodding slowly “That could change our modern conception of time and time magic...”



Discord held her head still and deadpanned at her.



 “No.”







 “third moon of the ninth year since Luna's return” said Celestia before he could make sense of it.



 “Thanks,” he nodded “Wait... right!” he winked away with a click of his fingers and then returned to her studio, a small box on his grasp “Happy birthday”



She turned to him with a smile and took the box, opening it a few meters away from her face. Once the initial barrage of itching dust wasn't a risk, she took a look at what was inside. Then she blushed.



 “Discord!” she chided “This-”



 “Come on, dear, appropriate is boring”



 “No, I mean...” she paused, searching the right word “We still aren't that way. You know” she avoided his eyes, blushing furiously.



 “Oh. Oh!” he winked away the lingerie, blushing himself “I still don't get used to that”



 “I've known we'll end together for half a decade,” she managed to say “You don't get to complain about some asynchrony”



 “Yeah...” he scratched his crown “...I guess”
















Discord watched the starry skies.



At some point, a star blinked off, never to lit up again.



He sighed. Someone had once told him that he was eternal, he didn't remember who. It was wrong.



Knowing what he had to do, he lifted his hand with the palm upwards.



 “I guess that eternal implies static, and static implies entropic…



A small sphere, not unlike a sun, appeared on his palm. He caressed it, slowly making it rotate faster and faster, until it started to grow and eventually envelop him.



 ...and entropy...

 ...It's not what I am about)
      

      
   
      Dead City


      

      
      
         My feet pounded against the asphalt road, my lungs heaved and wheezed, my muscles burned. I wanted desperately to stop running. Each step was agony. I felt like I would collapse at any second. Still, I ran.



The baying behind us compelled me to. Those mutant... things were out for blood and nothing would stop them.



“Keep running!” The man beside me, the one whose job it was to escort me through this hellhole, screamed at me. “Just a bit further! That intersection, up ahead! Turn left!” Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him grab another grenade off his belt, pull the pin, and underhand it behind him at the monsters on our heels.



The street lit up in a blinding flash and I was nearly deafened by the ear-splitting bang that accompanied it. For a fraction of a second, our shadows stretched out in front of us along the road like specters, pitch-black and inhumanly-proportioned.



I could almost swear that I saw other shadows, laid out across the apartment complexes that lined the street. But that was impossible. There was no one else with us.



This whole place is impossible.



I used my arm to hook myself into the turn, swinging off of a light pole, left just like my guide said. I could see the light at the end of the street. Our salvation was there.








A few hours earlier...







The bar was as noisy as you could from such an establishment. It was the last place I expected to find someone as ‘elite’ as one of the Rangers, but it wasn’t like anything made much sense in New Atlanta anymore. I scanned the room, looking for anyone who matched the description that my liaison had given me.



I found him in one of the booths near the back. 



He wasn’t much older than I was, perhaps thirty, with his dark hair tied in a short ponytail at the nape of his neck. He even had the scar. He was hunched over, poring over various papers strewn across the table, and there was a glass of some kind of liquor or another off to the side. 



It wasn’t too hard to approach him, considering the crowd between us.



I cleared my throat. “Mister… Rackham?”



“Can I help you?” His eyes stayed on the papers in front of him, which I could see now were forms of some kind. His accent was impossible to place.



“William Hatch. I’m with the NA Post? I was told you could help with an article I’m writing.” 



“Am I to assume this involves the Zone?” the Ranger queried, referring to what the majority of the city had become last year. It was officially called the New Atlanta Anomalous Phenomenon Quarantine Zone, after something that could only be called “The Event” turned the city into a death trap and the government cordoned it off behind a massive wall.



Even now, no one really knew what happened, and the Rangers were practically the only ones allowed in. 



“I was wondering if you’d be willing to-“



“You want a ride-along.”



“I- I didn’t know that was even allowed.”



The Ranger, Rackham, looked up at me with a vaguely amused expression and gestured at the other side of the booth. I pulled out a digital recorder as I sat and set on the table. Rackham gave me a look, but nodded his assent anyway. “It’s not verboten, per se, but it’s not exactly advertised. We don’t let people in for a very good reason.”



“Well, it’s dangerous, right?”



“Incredibly. I take boffins in there all the time, and even they have to sign release forms.”



That made me pause for moment. “What kind of release forms?”



He snorted out a laugh at that. “You sure?”



I weighed my options carefully, but it was never really a choice for me. The lead was there, and I was going to follow it.  “If the option’s there.”



“Standard stuff, really. ‘If I die horribly, it’s no one’s fault but my own’, ‘I do hereby permit the State to experiment on my body however the hell it wants to if I happen to snuff it’, yadda, yadda. Still sound like something you wanna do?” He gave me a look I couldn’t place over his glass.



“Uh…” I replied intelligently.



“Like I said, standard stuff.” 



“Just give me the forms.” ‘Before I change my mind’ went unspoken.



“Head back to where you got that press badge of yours” – he typed something out on a tablet he pulled from his pocket – “and tell them you need an E-50.” He tapped something on the screen with a sense of finality. His tone of voice had completely changed. The jocular informality that had defined the entire meeting gave way to cold professionalism. “You follow their instructions to the letter; no ifs, no ands, no buts. I expect you at Gate Three in two hours; otherwise I’m leaving you out here. Got it?”



“Uh… yes, sir.”



“Good.” Rackham turned his attention back to his paperwork. “Off you go then.”








“Wall, Romeo-five. How copy?”



Not being privy to whatever radio frequency he was using, I couldn’t hear the response to Rackham’s questions, or if there were any at all.



Focused as I was on simply running for my life, I didn’t have the time or energy to care.



“Affirmative; I need arty 200 meters west of First  and Strugatsky. Fire on my go only.”



The words managed to grab my attention enough to force me to stop and gape at the man. Is he insane?!



“Get that arse moving, civvy! Keep running!” 



He didn’t need to tell me twice.








A few hours earlier…







Two hours, he gave me. It took that long just to get the permits. And the crash courses. And the equipment. 



I strode out to The Wall. The massive concrete edifice towered above me, and the oppressive size just made me more tense. The weight of the gear I’d been issued didn’t help. I expected a flak-vest. Maybe a helmet. But full body armor?



And the waivers I had to sign. ‘Sudden cessation of existence’? ‘Unexpected intersection with previously-solid matter’? It felt like I was reading bad science fiction. But I was here for a reason. Why go for ‘just’ an interview if I could get a first-hand look myself? If my dad could cover warzones, I could cover The Zone.



Rackham was waiting at the gate, just like he’d said. If anything, his gear was even more extensive; the only thing not covered by some kind of armor was his head, but a massive armored helmet rested at his feet. He was fiddling with something, I couldn’t tell what.



“Hey, you made it!” The irreverence he’d had when I first walked up to him was back. It was kind of off-putting, how strongly he came off, but at least it made him kind of approachable. “I wondered if the waivers would drive you off; not that I’d blame you for calling this off.”



“Thanks for taking me in there.” 



“I have a patrol tonight anyway. We’ll swing through the calmer areas for an hour or two before I drop you off back here; and before you ask, no. I’m not letting you in all the way. I’m not exaggerating when I say the other side of that wall is one of the most dangerous places in the universe; even the boffins stay near the edges.” He grabbed the helmet and slipped it on. “Got everything you need?”



I held up my camcorder.



“They did give you a sidearm, right?” I grimaced a bit at that. The heavy pistol felt out of place, strapped to my chest; most of the I spent getting ready for this was spent learning how to use it. I indicated it with a pat.



“Is it really necessary?”



“Ideally, no. If things go my way tonight, you’ll be turning that back in just the way you got it. If it gets to a point where you’ve gotta use that thing, I’ll be dead, or good as, and you’ll be fucked. But that may very well be the thing that saves your life.” Rackham was once again dead serious.



“Now, let’s set some ground rules. Number one; once we’re through that gate, I am God. You do what I say, when, and how. No questions. 



“Number two; stay in the light. I don’t care if you want to get a better angle on somethin’, or you just see somethin’ shiny. There are things that go bump in the night in there, and they hunt in the shadows. They take you, and it’s game over.



“Got that?”



“Seems simple enough.” 



“You say that now. Come on.” He shouldered what I could now see was a rifle of some kind. “Two goin’ in!”



Someone at the top of the wall called out a response I couldn’t quite catch, and the gate rumbled to life. Rackham was through it before it even finished. “In or out, civvy? Come on!” He waved at me. “They gotta close the gate now, move your arse!”



I had to sprint to make it through before the gate slammed shut; he wasn’t kidding. Once inside, I saw the light Rackham had been talking about; lamps dotted the center of each street, another one every few yards for as far as I could see. They glowed a bright electric-white.



“One last thing. If things go south, there are safe points set up at the major intersections. We’ll never be more than a klick from one; I’ll swing us around past the one thataway” – he pointed down a street to our left – “so you know what to look for. I tell you to run, you head for the nearest one.”



I laughed nervously. “Are you expecting something to happen?”



“Shit always happens.”



“Great.”



“Don’t worry, kid. You got me with you. I haven’t lost anyone yet.” He beckoned me to follow him down the street he’d indicated. “Come on, let’s get this started.”



We walked a ways, him swiveling his head like some giant bird, while I filmed everything I could. The city was more or less in livable condition, which was both surprising and not. On one hand, it’d been less than two years since New Atlanta had been abandoned, so of course everything would still be in good condition; none of it had had time to deteriorate to noticeable degree.



On the other hand, what little information that had trickled down through the rumors and disinformation, had engendered in me an expectation that there would be something obviously wrong. I expected bizarre geometries, or floating rocks, or something.



The disconnect, between the pristine shops around us and what this place was, was extremely unsettling.



Rackham must have sensed my unease.



“You know, you never did quite tell me what this article of yours was.” He gave me a sidelong glance before he turned back to scanning the street.



“My editor… sixteen months ago, the city just… died. No one knows why, or how, or even what it’s become-“



“And the Post wants to be the heroes that change that, huh?” Way to kill my buildup, pal. “Can’t say I disapprove, though.” He stuffed a stick of gum in mouth before tossing the package at me. “People got a right to know, and it’s not we’re hiding anything. To be honest, we barely know anything ourselves.



“And you, why are you here? Bit far for a civvy like you to go for just a paycheck.”



“If I told you I thought was duty as a journalist, would you believe me?”



“Maybe.”



We passed a clothing store in silence. Through the windows, I could see that the shelves were still stocked. Wait… what was that? I aimed my camcorder where I’d just seen a flash of movement, hoping to capture… I didn’t know what.



“Hey! What’d I tell you? No wandering off!” I realized I’d walked up to the store without noticing, nearly out of range of the lamps. Grinning sheepishly, I jogged up beside my guide.



“Sorry. What about you? Why are you here?”



Rackham seemed to think for a second. “Honestly? ‘Bout the same as you, I guess. Duty and that jazz. My frankly obscene paychecks don’t hurt, but someone had tromp around in here. I figured it might as well be me.” 



“Why?”



“Well, ‘side from kicking monster arse on a daily basis, folks like me are the closest the boffins have to field researchers. Our value is we pack enough firepower and training to actually have a chance in here; we’re the only ones who manage to live long enough to grab samples. Most Rangers are damn-near superhuman, in my opinion.”



“And you?”



“Hah! Make no mistake; I wouldn’t be here if the brass thought I couldn’t handle it.” He pointed at a Khan’s Hardware to our right. “Check that out. See those?”



At first I thought that maybe whatever Rackham was pointing out had moved away or something, which did nothing to make me feel less uneasy. But then I saw them. 



They floated at about chest-height, a dozen little lights. Like someone had tossed a handful of LEDs in the air. I made sure to film them with the camcorder. Most of them were electric-blue, but I spotted a couple red and green one as well. 



They stood out against shadows, perfectly visible.



“What are those?”



“We call ‘em will-o’-the-wisps. No idea what they are. They’re not actively malicious, but we’ve lost folks trying to chase them down.” I heard the ‘pop’ of a gum-bubble bursting. “Don’t trust lights you can’t see the source of.”



I shot him a worried look.



“Welcome to the Zone, kid.”







The safepoint turned out to be a massive concrete bunker. It dominated the center of the intersection, a squat brick covered in lights and guns. I could see armored doors sunk into walls, but there were no windows.



“Alright. So here’s how this works. That thing stuck to your left wrist? That’s your key.” Rackham walked up to the door nearest to us and beckoned me closer. “You ever need to get inside one of these, you walk, or run, up to the door, and put your wrist up to this sensor.” He indicated a panel beside the door. 



“And bam. You’ve got thirty seconds after the door opens to get inside before it slams shut. In there, you’ve got everything you need to survive a night in here; guns, light, food, a radio to scream for help. Trust me, though, not something you want to experience.”



“What do the guns drive off?” I knew I wasn’t going to like the answer.



“Stuff like that.” He pointed back the way we’d come. Me and my big mouth.



I turned to look and instantly regretted it. Approaching us was a group of huge, hairy creatures that looked decidedly unfriendly.



“Just stay behind me.” Rackham shouldered his gun as I did as I was told. 



“What are those?”



“Shamblers.” The gun roared. The burst of gunfire tore into one of the beasts, dropping it dead while the other two charged. Rackham’s gun clicked, and then fired again. This time it barked when he pulled the trigger, and it was like he hit them with a shotgun.



The last of them dropped just a couple of yards from us.



“Near as the boffins can tell, they’re mutant dogs.”



“That’s impossible.” I felt amazingly calm, considering what just happened. “It doesn’t work like that.”



“This whole place is impossible, kid.” He knelt at the carcass. “It’s not the most Darwinian definition, I’ll grant you that, but the anatomy is canine, and the boffins have pulled Chihuahua from some of these things’ DNA. I’m surprised, though.”



“About what?”



“These things are pack-hunters. This group should have been three or four times this size at least.” He started down another street. “Wonder what happened to the rest.



“Come on. There’s more to see.”








“Now!”



Distant thumps came from the direction of the wall, I couldn’t count. I could just start to make out the shape of the bunker ahead. I ran faster, spurred on.



The street exploded behind us, taking out dozens of shamblers. They still kept coming.



“SHIT!” Rackham shoved me forward, but came to a stop himself. “Keep going!”



“What are you doing?!”



“Buying you time!”



I kept running. The rifle roared.








We turned into a more residential are of the city, the streets were beginning to be dominated by apartments.



“You must have theories. About The Event?”



He snorted at that. “Two million people just up and snuffing it, out of the blue, for no reason? I have no. Fucking. Clue. Your guess is as good as mine. As for where all this” – the Ranger swept an arm out, as though to indicate the world at large – “comes from, I gave up tryin’ to put an explanation to it. I just work here.”



“You don’t even know if the quarantine’s working, do you?”



“God, I hope so. There’s shit in here you wouldn’t believe. Will-os? Shamblers? That’s tame, compared to some of the stuff I’ve seen deeper in. I’ve read some of the stuff those conspiracy nut-jobs put on the internet.



“And you know what? It’s all wrong. They’re not thinkin’ anywhere near strange enough. It’s like physics just said ‘screw it’ and went off somewhere.” He chuckled. “There just are no words, kid. To be honest, there are days I’m half-convinced God’s just fuckin’ with us.”



Something caught my eye, near a corner store. I pointed it out. “What’s that?”



“What I was just talkin’ about. Whatever you do, stay away from those.” The thing in question was a black cloud, as dark as the shadows around us, but still somehow perfectly visible. It reminded me of smoke. “We call ‘em ghosts. Remember when I told you there were things that go bump in the night in here? That’s one of ‘em.”



“You mean that used to be a person?”



“Maybe, maybe not. They have a taste for people, though.” He pointed a flashlight at it and it almost seemed to shudder before simply disappearing. Like a skip in a video, there one instant and gone the next. “You find yourself near a group of those things and you can’t get away, pop a flare. You’ve got a few on your left thigh.



“We’re startin’ get in a bit too deep for my liking, so we’re gonna start heading back. You got what you need?”



I considered the camcorder in my hand. “I think so.”



“Well, then let’s get goin’.”







We hadn’t gotten more than a block when we heard it; a deep, menacing growling that seemed to come from all around us. 



“Uh… Rackham?”



“Shh!” The Ranger seemed to be looking in three directions at once, his head turning like crazy. “Wall, Romeo-Five. I think we’ve got some kind of infestation in sector nine.” He listened for a second. “Numbers unknown. Yeah. Got it, out.



“Will, I need to stick close to me now. Do not leave my side until I tell you otherwise.”



“What’s wrong?”



“We’re being shadowed. No idea what. For now, we keep heading out like we planned. Don’t worry; you’ll be fine.”



A new noise joined the growls. It sounded like the footsteps of a large animal. I couldn’t pinpoint where-



“Shit.” What now? Rackham motioned to our right, down an unlit side street. Shamblers. A lot of shamblers. “Something’s wrong, there’s too many of them here.” 



“I thought you said they were pack-hunters”



“By the dozen. There has to be at least a hundred here. Something’s riling them.”



“What do we do?”



Rackham lowered his rifle and grabbed something off his belt. “There’s a safe point a few hundred meters from here. On my signal, run for it, all the way down Fourth Street until you hit Strugatsky. You run, fast than you ever have in your life. Got it?”



“Y- yeah.”



“Don’t worry, I’ll be right behind you.” He grabbed whatever it was that he was hold with his other hand, and pulled. I heard a very ominous click and realized it was a grenade. “Ready?”



“Yeah.”



“RUN!” He tossed the grenade at the mob. We both ran for our lives.








“You want some of this, you bastards?! Huh?! Come on!” Rackham’s taunts were only matched in volume by his gunfire. 



The bunker had to be less than a hundred yards away, but I simply wasn’t cut out to run like this. I was at the end of my rope and it really was a question of if I was going to make it.



The street went dark.



“AHH!” That was Rackham screaming. 



Everything became absolutely silent.



“Flares. I need a flare.” I mumbled to myself. Stuffing the camcorder in a vest pocket, I groped blindly at my leg for a flare. 



I felt something at my back.



“Who’s there?” Light, I needed light. The flare was in my hand, and I clearly felt a twist cap. I wrenched it, and sighed with relief when the tube erupted with an orange flame. It was just bright enough to see the buildings on either side of the street.



The silence was becoming deafening.



Something grabbed my leg. I whirled around to find nothing. I snatched the pistol out of its holster. “Rackham!?” I was completely turned around. Even the lights on the bunker had gone out.



“Rackham? Can you hear me?” Shadows swirled at the edge of the light. As the flare dimmed, they got closer.



I tossed the dying stick on the ground to free my hands for the next. The shadows got even closer.



I picked a direction and ran, fumbling for the next flare. I managed to light it too.



“Stay away. You hear me?!” Something grabbed at my leg again, and I tripped. The flare went flying. I rolled on my back, thinking that a shambler had gotten me. 



Nothing.



Nothing but black smoke. Ghosts.



The flare went out.








The city was marginally safer during the day. Creatures like ghosts and letches stuck to the interiors of buildings, and even there, congregated at the centers, away from the windows that allowed in the sunlight.



A Ranger and a civilian had gone missing last night.



Everyone had heard the artillery fire, the explosions of the shells going off. But after that, nothing.



Artyom was one of the Rangers sent in to look for them. They started where the shells had hit and worked their way outwards.



“Find anything, Artyom?” That was Miller, another Ranger, though he’d been on his way out from a deep patrol, rather than called in like Artyom, and volunteered to stay and help in the search.



Artyom had indeed found something. A discarded Kalashnikov-250 rifle, covered in blood and engraved with a familiar name. “Thaddeus’ rifle. I think this is where it happened.”



“Got something!” Karl called from further down the street. Artyom and Miller ran to meet him. That something turned out to be spent flares, a dropped handgun, and a camcorder.



The camcorder and pistol were covered in what looked to be soot.



It was Artyom who voiced their thoughts.



“Just what the hell happened here?”
      

      
   
      Looking at the Sky


      

      
      
         Albert threw the empty glass bottle at the homunculus. 



The tiny construct dodged it and scuttled away, fleeing in one of the many pipes that opened in the raw wooden walls of the small room. The shards of the broken flask ricocheted on the dirt floor adding to many others already there.



Albert spat and sat down on the bench. He stared again at the slip of paper in his hand, crumpled it and swore. He pulled off a leather glove, closed his eyes and massaged his forehead. He drew a deep breath and looked up. From outside the howl of the wind intensified and the door rattled.



The cluttered table in front of him was a mess of maps, papers, burned out cigarettes and dirty mugs. On the other side sat a haggard man, a pallid complexion on which the dark bags under his eyes contrasted violently, long brown hair gathered in a ponytail and with a sardonic smile plastered on his face. His green uniform was stained with mud, his left sleeve hang limp and empty.



The man fumbled with a small bag, and pulled out a dark wooden pipe. He took a small leather satchel, opened it and began to pull out a pinch of tobacco. As he put it in the pipe, he asked, “What’s it this time? Do we need to indict the snowstorm for treason and shoot it? Do we need to prepare for a parade in front of General Northrop?”



Albert stood up, took one of the mugs and walked to a table lining the wall, a dented tin kettle sat on a small gas burner. He fished a small tea bag from a wooden box, looked at it and made a disgusted grimace. He put the bag in the mug and poured boiling water over it. Albert sighed, then turned around and leaned against the table. “No Simon, I wished it was such a thing. It’s something even worse. We have to mount an assault when the storm weakens. The artillery will fire summoning shells at the northern fortifications, and we will charge after the Ifrits laid waste on the machinegun nests.”



Simon rose an eyebrow, pressed the tobacco, put the pipe in his mouth and snapped the fingers summoning a small flame. He puffed a couple of times, his face scrunched in concentration. After a few moments he said, “Didn’t the contract with the fire-tribes expire last month?”



“It did. I don’t know what they are thinking. Those treacherous bastards are almost as bad as allies as as enemies.” Albert walked to the central table and reshuffled some of the papers. He then took out a creased map and observed it intently.



Smoke rose lazily from the pipe. The sound of the wind became louder, whistling through the trenches. 



Simon bowed down and pulled out a metallic flask from the duffel bag lay under his bench. He opened it and took a long sip. He looked up to Albert, offered the flask and said, “What are you gonna do?”



Albert waved the flask away while he continued staring at the map, then turned around and walked to the steaming mug on the other table. He took it and drank a bit, “To hell with me if I know.” 



He walked back to the bench. He sat down, pulled off his other glove and grasped the mug with both hands. He slumped down, “Even if they renewed the contract and avoided the pitfalls from last time the snow will make the Ifrits useless. And that will be a problem only if the artillery hits the target at all.”



Simon bowed forward, taking a look at the map. The lantern hanging from the ceiling flickered. He turned the map a bit, took his pipe and used the nozzle to point at it, “The path here, shouldn’t that give you enough cover to get the grenadiers in range?”



Albert looked away, “That’s a trap. Lieutenant Wallace has tried to use it last week,” He shuddered, “It’s infested with Wraiths. We lost a platoon there, and we don’t have enough exorcists to break through.” He emptied his mug grimacing. “Simon, do me a favor.”



Simon looked up, “What do you need?”



Albert glanced at the pipes, “Can you seal the room? You know, enemy scrying and all that…”



Simon nodded, stood up and walked to a small chest in the corner. He kneeled down, opened it and pulled out a golden plate, a crystal and red chalk. He stood up and began to trace intricate symbols on the walls. 



Albert rummaged in his breast pocket and pulled out a ornate cigarette case. He pulled out a crooked hand rolled cigarette and lighted it with a match. He puffed on it observing his friend work.



The wind howled outside, the snow mixed with ice pounded on the door.



Half an hour later Simon sat down with the golden plate. He murmured a litany, cut his finger open on an edge of the crystal and dropped three drops of blood on the plate. The glyphs glowed briefly, and then there was silence.



Albert looked around again, then asked, “How long do we have?”



Simon shrugged, “At least ten minutes. It’s hard to get decent supplies. This crystal is not exactly top quality, but we should be able to chat for a bit.”



Albert took a deep breath, then said, “Do you know Margaret's little brother?”



Simon scratched his chin, then said “No, I don’t think I’ve met him. Was he at the last dinner party?”



Albert shook his head, “No, but maybe you have met him at our wedding.”



Simon thought about it, then shrugged, “Sorry, can’t remember him.”



Albert waved his hand dismissively, “It’s not important, I’ll introduce you to him. Anyway, he got assigned as Lieutenant to the 4th Reserve Regiment of the Hellfire rifles.”



Simon raised an eyebrow, “So he will be part of the assault?”



Albert clenched his fists, “No he won’t. I promised Margaret that I would care for him, and I intend to do exactly that.”



“How—”



Albert raised a hand, “Before we start the assault, I will summon him. Then I will shoot him in the leg.”



Simon gasped, then bowed forward, “You can’t be serious, that’s paramount to treason.”



Albert looked him in the eyes, “You will bring him back from the frontlines and you’ll see that he gets a decent bed in the hospital. Then you will tell them an enemy spy got here, tried to assassinate me and that he was wounded in the fight while he saved me.”



Simon shook his head, “You can’t be serious, nobody will fall for it.”



Albert looked away, “They will believe anything and make him a bloody hero. Hell, I would be surprised if they don’t say another spy got away and that’s the reason for the mess.” He looked up at the ceiling, “They will send him home with a medal. We both know that this thing will end in a bloodbath and they’ll need some shining example of patriotic courage to balance it.” He drew a deep breath, “If any further problems arise, his father will handle them. He has friends in a lot of important places.”



Simon stared wide eyed at Albert, “How did your brother-in-law land here with all that connections?”



Albert snorted, “The fool was somehow convinced that he’ll return from this damned war covered in glory and with tall tales of daring adventure. For the king and the country!”



Simon took his pipe, his hand trembling, “This will end badly.”



Albert closed his eyes, “It will end with me and my men ripped to pieces. But at least he will get back alive. I have a favour to cash in with Captain Blackwood. Believe me, it will work.”



Simon snapped his fingers, the flame flickered briefly. He snapped them again a few times, lighting the tobacco at his fourth try. “What… Albert, you can’t ask this from me.”



Albert stared at his friend, “I can and I’m doing it. Damn, Simon, you owe me. And you always told me that a Brook pays his debts.”



Simon looked down, leaning on his leg, his hand limp, a few flakes of burning tobacco falling down. He whispered, “You bastard.”



Albert stood up and walked around the table. He put a hand on Simon’s shoulder, and said, “Thank you. You’ll see, it’s for the best. And Lord Foss will remember this.”



Albert returned to his bench, sat down and rummaged through the mess on the table. He pulled out a few empty sheets of paper. “I will give you a few letters. They should guarantee that you’ll get out of this clean. Tell Margaret when you give her my letter that...” He gulped, “Nothing, give her only the letter.”



They both sat in silence, Simon staring at the wall, Albert writing.



The crystal cracked, then crumbled to dust. The glyphs on the walls dissolved. The sound of the storm filtered again in the small room.








Albert stood in the trench surveying his men in the grey light of the late morning. Farmboys and sons of merchants, trembling in the waning storm. He heard somebody sobbing, somebody else was whistling an upbeat tune. He could see the embers of a few cigarettes, their light shielded by the wall of darkness summoned by the sorcerers to cover their preparations. 



A black haired boy rocked back and forth whispering a prayer, gripping his rifle with one hand and an amulet with the other. He was barely an adult, the plumpness of youth eroded by months in the trench.



A few dozen yards on his left a group of mechanics was fussing around the dragoons, fixing last minute issues with the engines of the heavy armors and renewing the enchantments on the steel plates. The elite riders sat a few paces away, cracking jokes, bragging about how many soldiers they’ll bring down this time, about the girls they’ll sway when they’ll return home. Bold, fearless, the best of the best of the king’s army. They knew they wouldn’t see another dawn.



His sergeant coughed beside him. Albert turned to look at the thickset lowlander, weathered skin and a lush salt and pepper mustache. His uniform was immaculate, a rare occurrence on the front. “Yes, Mister Glas?”



The officer glanced worried at the sky, “How long before the charge, sir?”



Albert pulled out his golden watch, “Twenty minutes. Alert the left side, see that they are ready.”



Glas saluted and moved away, moving swiftly among the mass of soldiers. 



Albert looked up, the shroud that covered them wouldn’t last that long. He eyed the watch, a gift of his stepfather, the family emblem engraved on the lid. A remarkable craftwork.



He heard a low whistle becoming stronger, the subdued booming of the howitzers following. There was an detonation and a scream of rage. Other whistles and explosions came immediately after that.



He swore, grabbed his pistol, put a foot on the ladder leading out of the trench and screamed, “Charge!”



His officers whistles trilled, the dragoons ran to their armors, the hissing sound of engines behind him as he climbed out on the battlefield. His men followed and charged through the shroud, running on the snow-covered wasteland between the fronts and up the low hill. 



In the distance he could see the hulking shapes of the Ifrits as they pounded on the enemy defenses, stones and sandsacks, swinging flaming swords and collapsing almost immediately under the fire of the machineguns. Only a two hundred yards separated him from the battle.



He ran forward, bullets grazing him, his world shrank to the strip of land before him. He jumped in a crater, beside him someone fell, victim of a sniper probably. His heart pounded, then the massive metallic steps of the mechanized cavalry signaled that the dragoons had joined the attack. He gripped his pistol, murmured a swift prayer, jumped out of the cover and continued to run.



Snow had already become mud under the boots of his soldiers, his steps were unsure but he pressed on. The dragoons had broken through the barbed wire and were moving in behind the last remnants of the Ifrits, their plating shrugging of most of the shots.



His riflemen were just behind, on the left he could see the grenadiers nearing one of the machinegun nests. Albert slipped, fell down, and pulled up again. Then there was the whistling sound, from another direction this time. He looked around, there was mud, and blood and men running and an explosion of dirt and stone.








Albert lay on his back, looking at the sky, a lonely snowflake landing on his cheek. The sun was timidly coming out from behind the grey clouds, barely shining through the billowing smoke. Pain was a far away memory for him, the moaning and screams subdued and hardly perceptible. His ears were bleeding but he didn’t care. 



He felt at peace. 



Albert raised his left hand, and noted he missed two fingers. He tried to chuckle, managing only to get out a wet coughing. As he began to breath again, he rummaged through his breast pocket, and pulled out an ornate cigarette case. He tried to open it, but it slipped through his fingers. His arm fell down.



A banshee wailed.



Albert lay on his back, his eyes turned at the sky.
      

      
   
      Do Better Next Time


      

      
      
         “You fuck up. Things go wrong. Then you get up, dust yourself off, and you promise to do better next time. What else is there?”



That was what I said to Liss near the end of our final year of art college. We were sitting on the rusted hulk of a burnt-out car out in the arse-end of nowhere, with a few spliffs and a couple of bottles of scummy blended whiskey between us, and we were far gone enough that I could pass off bullshit like that as a universal theory of life. 



“And then you fuck up again?”



“Yeah.”



I remember Liss fiddling with her dreads, then the plumes of smoke from her nostrils when she exhaled. “So what you're saying is that basically all human existence is just one string of fucking up? And whenever things are going good, or whenever we're doing well, it's just the eye of the storm? That's a bloody sad state of affairs if you ask me.”



“No, no, no.” Before I could continue, I had to take a long drink from the bottle, partly for dramatic effect, and partly because I was worried I might be sobering up. “You do better each time. It's growth! It's not just circling the drain, or whatever. I just mean … fuck it, you know what I mean.”



I'm not sure where the conversation headed after that. But I remember our first kiss, and the promise we knew was naïve, but had to make anyway. Sharon and Alice, together forever. Or at least for as long as we could make it without crashing and burning. 



Fuck me. That was nearly two years ago. And it only comes to mind because I fucked up, and now I'm promising to do better.







I wish every day could be like this:



A ghostly sliver of moon in the midday sky. College spires against a retreating raincloud. The smell of rain in the air. A Pixies playlist on the earphones. The faint edge of a hangover, but no shitty job until Monday. The promise of repentance and companionship and sex later today.



I stop on Magdalen Bridge and look out over all the boats on the river. I mean, Christ, it's so fucking cutesy. Like most things in Oxford, really. But right now I'd love to sit down and paint this. Maybe tomorrow. Or maybe me and Liss could go down to the Pitt Rivers and look at the shrunken heads and cool tribal instruments. 



Okay, Sharon. Time to stop dicking around. You can smell the roses … stare at the boats … later. But right now you've got stuff to do. Like shopping.



Fuck it. I let Debaser finish before I take my bag and push it onwards.



A little way up, there are gaggles of students leaving the exam place, wearing their silly little gowns. They look cheerful and exhausted. And here come their friends, showering the lucky few who have finished with shaving cream and streamers, shrieking and giggling. 



Normally it'd piss me off, but right now I think it's actually kind of cute.



Anyway, onwards.







Me and Liss had an argument yesterday. Not a big deal. The sort of argument you tend to have every so often when you've been living together for more than a year. But it was my fault. A few of her best pieces were being put on exhibition for the first time. And I missed it.



Anyway, we made up, and that was that. Except I decided I wanted to do something go to make it up to her. 



So, I thought to myself, why not knock together a meal? Something proper fancy. Three courses. I'm thinking roast peach and ham salad for the starter, trout with tomato basil sauté for the main, and apple crumble for dessert. And all the other stuff: Candles. Maybe incense. Elderflower cordial, not wine – she doesn't want us to have wine. 



It's great fun to pretend to be posh once in a while.



She always said I was a good cook. “A better cook than a painter,” actually, which I thought was a bit harsh. When I got sacked from the the posh restaurant six months ago, I reckon Liss was more pissed off than I was. But fuck it. That's life.







So here I am, on a proper nice summer afternoon, taking in the sun and pushing my shopping bag down High Street. It's one of those old wheeled bags. Liss calls them “granny bags”. The wheels rattle, and it has a tendency to slide to the left, but I think that's just character. I got it from the same vintage shop I got my jacket.



Here's the off-licence. Shall I go in?



Fuck it. Yeah, I will. Tonight is for having fun, so maybe we can have a piss-up later. I take my earphones out.



The woman behind the counter gives me a curt nod when I enter. So what, though? I smile back before going to have a look down the aisle.



Wine selection? Everything from the fancy stuff the posh bitches in art college always loved to show off, right down to the £3 bottles of piss you only buy when you're desperate. Nothing worth buying, anyway. I check out the whiskeys: Wild Turkey tastes like fried piss, so I'll pass. Jim Beam? Glenfiddich, maybe? In the end I go for the classic: Jack Daniels. Just a small bottle. Well, smallish. 



The woman behind the counter gives me another funny look when I bring it over. And then she makes a point of looking at the huge paint stain on my sleeve. Yeah, as if I didn't notice. My hair's changed – it's green, and now it comes with an undercut.And I bet she disapproves of that too. And as someone who has worked a shitty checkout job in Sainsbury's for the past six months, I know when “Do you want a bag with that?” really means “What the fuck is wrong with you?”



I don't like it, though, being judged. I started coming all the way to this one because the guy in the off-licence by the house was always giving me looks too.



Fuck it. I stick the bottle in my bag and go back into the street.







That evening, when me and Liss got together, keeps on coming back. She looked proper different back then. That was before she got rid of her dreads and gave her collection of torn jeans to charity. Compare to now: She got a fancy pinstripe suit because of her promotion. Not that I'm complaining. She looks pretty hot in it.



She even prefers 'Alice' now. That's what I should be calling her. 



Anyway, Alice. It's still the same Alice. She's still scarily clever. She still giggles at my shit jokes. She still has that smile that lets you know when you've made a prat of yourself, but also that she's not judging you. She still encourages me to work harder when I get lazy. She still knows how to calm me down when the stress gets too much. Just like she did back in art college.



We spent so many hours looking through vintage shops or dicking around by the canals or making fun of the posh bitches. It was brilliant. I mean, I hated that fucking town (which is why we moved to Oxford as soon as we could rent), but Alice made it bearable.



And college itself. Without her, I would have failed or got kicked out, or something like that. When I had a deadline, she told me to get off my arse and start working. And she put in a good word for me after I got on the wrong side of the college authorities.







Oh fuck. Some of the Brookes' rugby team are on the pavement coming towards me. Broad-shoulders, all above six foot, and all the sort of tossers who need to let everyone know their opinion about every little fucking thing. I always get the feeling they're an inch a way from stripping off and oiling each other up. There's nothing wrong with normal rugby players. Just these lot. I try to slip past without getting noticed. And fail.



“Look who it is!”



“Learned to ride a bike yet?”



“You've got paint on you.”



Bike. Yeah. They were watching when I fell off mine a couple weeks ago. I don't know why. I'm pretty sure I didn't get clipped by a car or anything. Anyway, I clench the handle of my bag and keep walking. There are other taunts after I pass: About my hair, my clothes. Other stuff. I pretend I didn't notice them.



Bastards.



They're behind me soon enough. The crowds thicken as I approach the Covered Market. More students. Groups of tourists who stand in the middle of the fucking pavement staring at maps. I have to keep stopping and moving my bag around them.



The Covered Market, at last. More people standing in the entranceway. I ask them to move. They ignore me. I ask again. One of them glares at me, like I'm the one who's being rude, then gives enough space that I can just about squeeze through.



And … shit. It's even more crowded in here than outside. It'll take fucking forever to get everything I need. And the worst thing? I should have know this before I set out. If I have the day off, so do all these lot …



Think, Sharon. For fuck's sake.



I go back outside for a smoke. This accomplishes a great load of fuck all, so I abandon my quest for a moment and nip into the Burger King toilets. In the stalls, I have a quick one-to-one with Jack Daniels. I close my eyes and listen to some more music while I'm waiting for some calm.







Yesterday. The argument. After the shouting. After Liss had told me how much I hurt her. After I'd apologised. After she'd said it's not good enough. After I'd tried to apologise again. We got into a deeper discussion, sitting on the settee. The sort that's scarier than yelling because it means more.



“Come on,” I said. “Really? Being an alcoholic, that's a thing for middle-aged professors and priests' wives. We don't do alcoholism, we just get hammered.”



It felt like ages before she replied. She ran her fingers through her hair and just looked at me. She began to say something, then stopped. She closed her eyes, shook her head. “I'm not even gonna bother trying to … ” she said. “But it doesn't matter what you call it. Not when you're sleeping through something you promised me you'd do. Besides, it's more than that. It's the way you always hide from your problems, or avoid them, or …”



And I remember the way she sort of sagged. I didn't see any anger in her face. Just disappointment. “I don't know if I can keep doing this.”







That's Sharon for you. A disappointment to her parents. A disappointment to her teachers. And now a disappointment to her girlfriend.



I take the earphones out and screw the cap back on the bottle. I could just leave it here in the stall. Fuck it. I don't.



It's okay. I'll do better next time.



A quick check in the mirror. It doesn't look too bad. I don't think anyone will notice I've been crying. So, time to get back to shopping. To make it up to Liss.



Apart from the crowds, the Covered Market is a proper cool place to shop. I wish I had it to myself.



Someone bumps into me while I'm admiring the arcade roof. No apology – just a glare and a mutter. Never mind. I'm fine.



Soon, I'm nearly done. Just one thing left: A bottle of extra virgin olive oil.



'Cause you can't have a fancy meal without olive oil, right?



I cross to the other end of the market to pick it up. The guy behind the counter, a thin dude with glasses and a too-big plaid shirt, looks at the stain on my sleeve. He must be the tenth person to do so today. But he's only the second to comment on it: “You've got paint on you.”



Like I didn't notice. That's actually pretty funny! I lean in and smile at him. “It's a literal tribute to the self-reflexivity of Rembrandt.”



Come on. Give me something.



“Right.” He recoils a bit. I guess he didn't get the reference.



I lean back. My bag's nearly full, but the bottle of oil just about squeezes is on top.



I leave through the back end of the market and traipse up to Broad Street. It's the long way around, but I get to walk past some of the cooler college buildings. And avoid the crowds.



“Big Issue, love?” 



“Get a job, you waster.” I grin at him.



It's Jamie, standing on the corner in his old coat, holding stack of magazines. Proper nice guy. His collie sites by his site and looks up at me. So I duck down to give her some fuss.



“Let's have a look, then.” I take a Big Issue from him, glance at the cover headlines – all stupid – and then buy it. I fumble with the change, but manage to avoid dropping it. Then I offer him a cigarette. He accepts, and we both light up.



This has been our ritual for over six months now. Beginning of winter, after a spat with Liss, I saw him shivering and miserable, thought to myself fuck it, and gave him a twenty. He's doing better now, and whenever we see each other and there's time, we have a smoke together.



“Y'okay?” he says. “You seem a bit out of it.”



“Yeah, yeah.” I say. “I'm cool. It's just a bit of …” I open up my bag to get the bottle of JD. It's buried underneath all the shopping, and when I try to get it out, the bag nearly tips over. Jamie saves it.



Anyway, I get the bottle. It's just over a quarter full. Fuck me, I didn't know I'd drunk that much. “ … a bit of this.”



He gingerly takes the bottle, then looks up at me.



I can see what's coming. “I know, I know. I shouldn't. But I was feeling down, so … fuck it.” I take the bottle back from him, but I don't want to put it back in my bag.



“Well, I'm not gonna judge you, Sharon.”



“But Alice will.” Fuck me. Where did that come from? I offer the JD. “I can't take this home. Do you want it?”



He doesn't take. “I can't. Nowhere to put it, and I ain't gonna sell much with a half-drunk bottle of whiskey by my feet, am I?”



I shrug.



He nods at a bin a few feet away. “You could always chuck it.”



Holding the bottle by the neck, I turn it back and forth. “Seems like kind of a waste.”



Jamie just looks at me.



Fuck it, he's right. I walk over to the bin and throw the fucking thing away. 



“Any time you want to talk, love …”



I stare across the road at the fancy metal gates to the college. More students, laughing and chatting, in their own little bubble. “Maybe later,” I say. “When my head's a bit clearer.”



“Sure thing.”



I say goodbye to Jamie, put my headphones in, and head toward home.







Just before the exam schools, my bag leaps out of my hands. Thump against the pavement. Fuck! Fucking shitting fucking fuck! I heard something smash too. Fuck.



A couple of students are on the other side of the road. They look at me scrabbling around, inspecting the damage, but keep walking.



The oil's fucked. And it's gone all over the inside of the bag too. Bottle of tomatoes, also broken. A couple of other things smashed. I slowly get to my knees, right the bag, and refill it, muttering all the while. Grit from the pavement on my palms. I wipe them off on my skirt, then take a moment to think.



I have a fiver left. No card. I'll have to go back to the house before I can replace the broken stuff.



On the other hand, I really don't feel up to facing the Covered Market again. We have some sunflower oil back home, and I think I can put something together with what's left. Or maybe just save the meal until another day.



Fuck.



I pull the fiver out of my pocket and stare at it. I know what it could buy.







At the off-licence, I can't meet the woman's eyes when I put the wine bottle on the counter. And alongside it, a packet of mint gum.



I pay, mumble “thanks,” and go back out onto the street. There's no-one around, and the bottle has a screw-top, so I have a quick go at it.



When I put it back in my bag, I try and arrange the contents so the bottle is less obvious. It doesn't really work, so I give up.



I'm sorry, Liss.



I'll do better next time.
      

      
   
      The Subtle Art of Robot Psychology, or Innocuous Cheese


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The 33rd Annual Blueberry Pie Bake-Off


      

      
      
         If there was one thing Ezzy couldn’t care less about, it was who in the town of Tan could bake the best blueberry pie, but for about two weeks every July that subject drove the people around her into a frenzy. It was the only subject of conversation on porches and in sewing circles where women gathered, with past accomplishments rehashed, rumors of new recipes and baking equipment shared, and boasts passed as freely as glasses of iced sweet tea. Their husbands, brothers, and beaus followed suit, and information about ripe blueberry patches became a closely guarded secret that led to more than one fistfight between some of the rowdier young men. 



The next weekend Tan would hold the 33rd Annual Blueberry Pie Bake-Off, and following that Ezzy knew the town would quickly return to the normal range of gossip, imagined slights, and pride in any number of mundane or useless achievements. But for now, the world revolved around blueberry pie in a way that left the town’s newest resident, though she’d lived there for seven years, baffled and slightly annoyed.



“Ya’ sure you aren’t gonna enter?” Vanessa asked her as they sat on the large porch of the medical clinic where Ezzy lived and studied. The clinic was a cozy stone and wood building with blooming hydrangeas in front, located on one of Tan’s two dusty dirt streets. Supplied with two tall glasses of tea and a basket of mending, the front porch was shady spot perfect for passing a hot summer afternoon. 



“Completely sure.” Ezzy didn’t even look up from the bed sheet she sewed at with methodical care. She didn’t particularly enjoy mending, but if she set out to do it each stitch would be small, neat, and even, without fail. “I only learned to bake last winter, I’ve never even tried to make a blueberry pie. Besides, Mrs. Jay is a judge, and it wouldn’t look right.” 



“Well, you’re not really related… but I guess you’re right. It wouldn’t look too good if Mrs. Jay said you won, bein’ she’s been teachin’ you clinic stuff, and probably taught ya’ to bake, too” Vanessa agreed. “Besides, y’all are practically family.”



Ezzy just nodded. It was a view shared by most of the town, though Mrs. Jay had tended the sick and delivered babies there for decades with no Mr. Jay or any family in sight, and Ezzy had only arrived in town seven years ago to study under her. It was a testament to both Mrs. Jay and the town that despite the long list of ways Ezzy stood out, from her black hair and dark eyes to her black dresses and thorough focus on her studies, she had been welcomed into the social circle of young people her age.



“Well in that case I know you’ll be rootin’ for me. Mine’s sure to win this year, I got some ideas from a magazine and used ‘em with my old family recipe.” Vanessa smiled sweetly and smoothed her fashionable flowered dress, which she had also seen in a magazine. “I guess somethin’ new oughta be enough to give Carolyn a run for her money.” 



Ezzy shook her head without looking up or pausing in her work. “I’m not choosing sides in this mess. I’m sure your pie will be wonderful, and I’m sure everyone else’s will be as well.”



Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “You sure that isn’t ‘cause you’re rootin’ for Mary Ellen?”



“I don’t see why I should want Mary Ellen to win any more than you,” Ezzy said. She looked up as she heard a pair of heavy boots on the porch steps. A small smile appeared on her face at the sight of the tall red-headed woman dressed like a man, in blue jeans and a flannel shirt.



Maddy hopped up to sit on the porch rail with an easy smile. “You oughta want Mary Ellen to win ‘cause ya’ know her pie is gonna be a damn sight better than whatever Nessa’s makin’ this year.”



Ezzy set aside her mending. She usually found it impossible to focus when Maddy was around. “As I was telling Vanessa, I honestly don’t care who wins.”



“Well you oughta, cause I got five bucks ridin’ on Mary Ellen. I been eatin' her cookin' for half my life, I oughta know it's good." Maddy grinned at Ezzy. "And I know ya’ don’t want me to lose the money, gas for the truck ain’t cheap.”  



Ezzy knew that Maddy's bet was out of loyalty to the sister-in-law who'd helped raise her after her parents died, and Maddy didn't care about the contest anymore than she did. Still, Ezzy raised an eyebrow. “Then you shouldn’t have bet five dollars on pies. I’m staying out of this.”



“You’re right that Maddy was a fool to put a bet on this,” Vanessa said, taking a drink of her iced tea. “She’s just sore she can’t enter herself.”



“Shit, ya’ got me.” Maddy laughed and raised her hands in surrender. “I go to sleep cryin’ every night cause I can’t make a goddamn blueberry pie.” She shook her head. “Nah, it’s easy money. Mary Ellen’s the best cook in the hills.”



“She was the best cook,” Vanessa corrected. “Soon enough everyone’ll be sayin’ that’s me. If that doesn’t make Mike snatch me up, nothin’ will.”



“Is that what this is about?” Ezzy rolled her eyes. “Vanessa, you would have been married to Mike ages ago if you didn’t storm off every time you hear he’s been drinking with Maddy.”



 Vanessa frowned, pouting slightly. “It isn’t polite to talk about, but you know darn well what goes on in those woods, with Maddy around.”



Maddy gave a snorting laugh. “And you know damn well I ain’t screwin’ Mike these days. Not since how he acted when we were together. He’s all yours, and good riddance.”



“Then I guess he oughta act like it.” Vanessa gave a toss of her head.



“She has a point,” Ezzy agreed. “He was very concerned with how you should be acting, it’s only fair that the woman dating him should be equally concerned.”



Vanessa nodded. “It’s what you shoulda done, if you wanted to keep him.”



“Well, as it turns out, I didn’t want him, 'cause of him bein' a jackass. And I let him know it loud and clear, too.” Maddy shrugged. “If I did want him, I can’t see how I’d care if he wanted to go out drinkin’, and I don’t rightly know why he cared if I did.”



“Anyone who wants to keep you from drinkin’ is a selfish son of a bitch who don’t wanna let the rest of us have any fun,” Lee Sellers said before he even set foot on the porch steps. He came up and joined the women, leaning against the rail next to where Maddy was perched.



Maddy slapped him on the back. “Damn straight.”



“What brings you by, Lee?” Ezzy asked. He was a good friend of Maddy’s, but he almost never came along when Maddy stopped to visit.



“I wanted to ask ya’ a favor, Ezzy.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s about the contest.”



“Oh dear.” Ezzy rolled her eyes. 



“Daisy’s enterin’ her first pie, and she’s damn good. I know you don’t got folks around here, and I was wonderin’ if you’d let her know you’re pullin’ for her.” Lee gave a friendly smile, seeming almost cherubic when combined with his concern for his little sister.

 

Ezzy sighed. “As I’ve told both Maddy and Vanessa, I’m not rooting for anyone.”



“And I ain’t buyin’ for a second you care if Ezzy wants Daisy to win,” Maddy said, eyeing Lee suspiciously.



“Why on earth would he come here if he doesn’t care about that?” Ezzy raised an eyebrow. Lee did seem to be fidgeting under Maddy’s gaze.



“Can’t rightly say,” Maddy said, keeping her stare fixed on Lee.



“I shouldn’t be surprised to find any of y’all here,” yet another voice, Carolyn, said as she climbed the porch steps.



“It seems to be a popular spot today,” Ezzy muttered.



“Nice to see ya’ too, Carolyn,” Maddy smirked at the woman in the plain, starched dress. Then she turned back to Ezzy with a smile. “Ez, me and Lee are gonna head out and do some drinkin’ and cussin’ and all sorts of other stuff Carolyn always figures we’re doin’.”



“I’ll see you later,” Ezzy said, smiling as fondly as she could without offending Carolyn. “Would you like to join me and Vanessa, Carolyn?”



“I guess I’d better.” Carolyn huffed, sitting straight and tall on a porch chair. “So, just what are y’all talkin’ about?”



“The contest,” Vanessa said with a sweet smile.



Carolyn glared at her. “I figured.” 



Vanessa didn’t let her smile waver. “I suppose you’ll be enterin’ the same pie you make every year?”



“It’s a family recipe. I guess you know it well, since it won two years in a row,” Carolyn said, raising her eyebrows.



“Aw, honey, everyone knows ten years ago it was the best darn pie in town!” Vanessa gave Carolyn a pat on the shoulder. 



“And it still is,” Carolyn said. “We’ve just had bad luck in the bakin’ since then.”



“You’ve had bad luck in the other folks makin’ better pies,” Vanessa took a sip of her iced tea.  “You oughta change it up some. I found some real good stuff in a magazine.”



Carolyn sniffed. “I guess that’s fine if you’re tryin’ to impress folks that read magazines.”



“Well, I guess Ezzy’ll like it, and she doesn’t read magazines,” Vanessa said, raising her eyebrows. 



“It doesn’t matter if I like it,” Ezzy pointed out. “I’m sure I will, but I’m not a judge.”



Vanessa waved a hand. “Well, Mrs. Jay doesn’t read magazines either. And I bet y’all agree on a lot of things.”



Ezzy nodded. “While that’s true, I have no idea if it extends to blueberry pies.” She thought for a moment, then went on, “I’m not even sure why it’s so important that the judges like the pies. I’m sure your recipe is very good, Vanessa, and that Mike will appreciate it. Carolyn’s family recipe is probably good, too, and I’m sure the Wests like Mary Ellen’s pies and the Sellers like Daisy’s. Does it really matter which ones wins?”



“Sometimes it does,” Vanessa nodded sagely, then leaned in to gossip. “They say Jim Mathers turned down Ellie Cutter ‘cause she entered a pie that was burnt black. He ended up marryin’ Katie Sue, who cooks real good.”



“I’m sure the pie wasn’t the only hint that Ellie Cutter couldn’t cook,” Ezzy said, shaking her head. “Everyone knows that Maddy can’t cook, and she’s never entered a pie in the contest.”



“Well, that’s just what they say.” Vanessa shrugged. “And I’ve heard that Rose Wilton stole Jane Bowie’s recipe, and Miss Jane hasn’t spoken to her since.”



“She never did,” Carolyn insisted. “She got hers from her ma, it was Miss Jane who found it in a dress pattern she borrowed, without askin’, I should add.”



Vanessa raised her eyebrows. “Well now, that’s just what Miss Rose would tell her daughter-in-law, isn’t it?”



“Anyway, that isn’t why they don’t speak,” Carolyn went on. “They weren’t speakin’ over the dress patterns first.”



Vanessa frowned. “Miss Jane winnin’ the contest sure didn’t help.”



Carolyn nodded. “Cause she’s a thief.”



Vanessa waved a hand. “She returned the patterns, my ma said. She said they weren’t real pretty, either. That recipe was probably the only good thing she got outta them.”



“It’s the same one Ma Rose still makes. Jonas thinks it’s not as good as mine,” Carolyn smirked.



“I bet he tells his ma yours aren’t as good as hers,” Vanessa said, rolling her eyes. 



“I doubt it. I’m sure he’s very honest.” Ezzy was almost certain that Jonas wasn’t bright enough to lie for the sake of keeping peace.



“He is.” Carolyn nodded. “His ma didn’t like it, but it’s just the plain truth.”



Ezzy shook her head clear of the town's history of useless gossip. “This still doesn’t explain why it’s important. There are many things people could compare to judge each other and get on one another’s nerves. Most of the year we get by very well without it. So why, for a week, do we decide to focus on who can make a blueberry pie?”



“You ask the strangest questions, Ezzy.” Vanessa grinned at her. “It’s just for fun!”



Ezzy raised an eyebrow, but thought better of continuing. She picked up her mending as Vanessa and Carolyn went back to disagreeing over the most important moments in Tan’s blueberry-filled history until the need to help with making supper pulled them both reluctantly away. 








Despite the clinic house sitting on one of Tan’s main, and only, streets, no one who passed expected Ezzy to nod. Usually she was lost in the battered medical book she studied constantly, or so focused on some chore that remembering to interact with people would likely startle her. She wasn’t regarded as shy or unfriendly, it was just how she was, which was enough explanation for most people from Tan. 



She sat there with her book the next day, hoping that she had totally exhausted the subject of blueberry pies and might be left in peace. Her non-interventionist stance on the subject of the contest had been made clear, she thought, so she couldn’t think of a single reason why anyone would care to visit the porch of the clinic to attempt to engage her on the subject.



In fact, she tried very hard to think of that reason when Vanessa and Carolyn marched onto the porch, each holding a plate with a slice of the all-important pastry. She expressed her continued confusion with a weary sigh. 



“Hello, girls. I’m guessing you each decided to take your pie for a walk, and decided to stop here to say hello?”



Vanessa smiled broadly. “Well, I just made a practice pie this mornin’, and it came to mind that you might like a piece. I was just tryin’ to be friendly.”



“I had a feelin’ Vanessa was gonna try to be friendly, so I decided it’d only be fair for me to be friendly, too,” Carolyn glared at Vanessa in a less than friendly way. 



“I see,” Ezzy said, her face level.



Vanessa ignored the looks from the other women and went on cheerfully, “So, how about if I just go get ya’ a fork, and you can try both of ‘em and see which ya’ like better?”



“Or you can skip Nessa’s, if you don’t feel like tryin’ some crazy magazine pie,” Carolyn huffed, setting her slice of pie on the table.



Ezzy shook her head. “I honestly don’t want to try either of them.” 



“Just have a bite. Ya’ wouldn’t want it to go to waste!” Vanessa protested, motioning the pie slice towards Ezzy. 



“Why don’t you take it to the men who sit outside the grocery?” Ezzy raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure one of them would appreciate some fresh baked pie.”



Vanessa pouted. “Now, Ezzy, I—”



“Mornin’, Ezzy!” Lee said, climbing the porch steps. “Daisy just finished bakin’ a pie, and I was thinkin’, 'I bet Ezzy ain’t had a blueberry pie this good,' so I brought you by a slice.”



“You were thinkin' that, were you?” Vanessa glared at him. 



Carolyn set her face in a line even more disapproving than usual. “Lee Sellers, you’re as bad as Nessa!”



“No I ain’t!” Lee’s eyes widened. “Nessa’s way worse than me!”



Vanessa’s mouth fell open. “What’d I even do?”



Lee shrugged. “Damned if I know, but Carolyn can’t just go and say I’m just as bad as you!” 

 

“Both of y’all know perfectly well what you’re doin',” Carolyn said with a stomp of her foot. 



“Well if we do, I guess you do too, Carolyn Wilton!” Vanessa glared at her. 



“What, exactly, does everyone think everyone has done?” Ezzy asked, looking from one party to the other with a bewildered expression.



“They brought ya’ pie to taste,” Carolyn snapped.



“Oh. Well then, yes, I suppose you’re all guilty.” Ezzy rolled her eyes and leaned back in her seat, resigned to confusion. 



“I was just bein’ friendly!” Vanessa insisted to Carolyn.



“I can be friendly, too!” Lee added.



Carolyn crossed her arms and sniffed at Lee. “Funny time to start bein’ friendly to Ezzy.”



Lee raised his eyebrows. “Well at least I started being friendly to folks, you never been friendly a day in your life.”



“I’ve been best friends with Vanessa since school, and friends with Ezzy since she came here.” Carolyn turned up her nose.



“Some best friend you are, accusin’ me of bringin’ pie for Ezzy,” Vanessa shot back.



“What in holy hell is goin’ on here?” Maddy’s voice bellowed as she took the porch steps in one leap. 



The three guilty parties paused to glare at each other, but none of them offered Maddy an answer. 



Ezzy shrugged from her seat. “I honestly have no idea. For no reason I can fathom, everyone has decided it’s very important that I taste pie.”



“I reckon I can guess why.” Maddy glared at all three of them. “All y’all weasels best get off this porch, right now.”



A full chorus of protests started:



“Maddy West, how dare ya’—”



“I swear, I wasn’t doin’ nothin’—”



“I wasn’t about to let Nessa—”



“That wasn’t me askin’ 'bout it.” Maddy cut in, crossing her arms in front of her. She pulled herself up to her full height, several inches taller than even Lee, and stood as firm as a statue of some mythic woman warrior. All of those present knew the comparison would be apt, if Maddy was pushed any further. 



Carolyn turned up her nose and stalked off, grabbing her pie as she left. She was followed by Lee, who slunk away, avoiding Maddy’s eyes. 



Vanessa just smiled sweetly and set her slice of pie on the table. “I’ll just go on and leave this for Ezzy…”



“You do and you'll be wearin' it,” Maddy said raising her eyebrows.



“Fine.” Vanessa snatched it back up. “Ezzy, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”



 “I’ll see you then, Vanessa.” Ezzy nodded as Vanessa flounced away. Then she turned to Maddy and motioned with a hand to the retreating pie soldiers. “Do you mind telling me what that was all about?”



Maddy’s face fell into a smile, and she chuckled as she leaned against the post of the porch. “Nessa and Lee are sneaky bastards, they’re hopin’ that if you like Nessa or Daisy’s pies, you’ll tell Mrs. Jay and maybe that’ll push her for them. Carolyn knew that’s what they were up to and wasn’t about to let Nessa get a jump on her.” 



Ezzy just stared at her. “I thought this couldn’t have gotten more ridiculous. I should know by now not to underestimate our friends like that.”



“They’re just doin’ what they do.” Maddy shrugged. “Most of the older folks that sneaky just go straight to Mrs. Jay or Judge Preston or the other judges. I guess that bunch just figured they’d have better luck bein’ sneaky with you.”



“Well, I suppose that would be true if I cared even slightly about this whole thing.” Ezzy rolled her eyes. “I don’t even like blueberry pie that much.”



“Well if you woulda just decided one of ‘em was best, you wouldn’t have hadta taste any of it,” Maddy pointed out with a grin.



“I made a strawberry pie last night. Would you like some?” Ezzy smiled and raised an eyebrow at Maddy. 



Maddy raised one back. “You know I want whatever kinda pie you make.”



Ezzy stood and nodded to the door. “Let’s go inside.” 



The two walked through the front room of the clinic, with it’s two beds and a small sitting area with two rocking chairs, and made their way back to the kitchen. Maddy took a seat at the table against the wall, while Ezzy uncovered the pie and cut a slice for each of them. She joined Maddy, sitting across from her, and offered her a plate.



“Now, tell me about something that’s happening that doesn’t have to do with pies.”



Maddy took a big bite and thought while she swallowed. “Unless you wanna hear about how many fish I caught, I don’t reckon there’s much else goin’ on. Folks only got room for so much trouble in their lives, and right now it’s all pie.”



“I suppose that’s true. I’ve been here for seven years now, and to this day I don’t understand the fuss about blueberry pies,” Ezzy said, taking a bite of her slice.



Maddy leaned back in her chair, tipping it onto the back legs. “The pies are just the town, I reckon. Folks are gonna fight, they’re gonna court, they’re gonna have a good time. Sneaky folks are gonna be sneaky, and they’re gonna get caught at it. It’s just what folks do, so they might as well bake a pie and do it.”



Ezzy considered that for a moment while she ate her pie. “So, you’re saying this could be about anything, but they’ve simply decided on blueberry pie to express it?”



Maddy shrugged with a smile, then leaned forward again. She took another bite and said with her mouth full, “Carolyn and Nessa are fussin’ with each other. What day of the week ain’t they fussin’ with each other over somethin’?” 



“I see.” Ezzy nodded. “And I suppose might as well listen to Carolyn and Vanessa bicker over pies as over Vanessa’s new dress.”



Maddy chuckled. “They’ll get back to that next week.”



“Especially if one of them wins the contest,” Ezzy said, with a look of trepidation.



At that, Maddy burst out laughing. “Holy hell, that’ll be a scene. I almost hope one’a ‘em pulls it off just to see that catfight.”



Ezzy covered her eyes with a hand, but she was suppressing a smile. “That’s because you’ll just run off somewhere with Lee, Dave, and Mike. I’ll still have to sit on the porch with them.”



“Yeah, but we can laugh about it later,” Maddy pointed out. 



Ezzy nodded, letting her smile show. “I suppose we can. They both like awful dresses, anyway.”



Maddy raised an eyebrow, looking down at her dirty farm clothes, then to Ezzy’s plain black dress. “Ez, girl… you seen what we wear?”



“Point taken.” Ezzy nodded. “Of course, I also prefer strawberry pie.” She took a bite. 



“Ya’ know I don’t mind.” Maddy shook her head. “It’s just a shame you landed plumb in the middle of this.”



“It’s absurd,” Ezzy agreed. “I can’t even tell two blueberry pies apart.”



Maddy thought for a moment, finishing her slice of pie. Then she shrugged and wiped her face on her sleeve. “You could tell Mrs. Jay ‘bout all this. Ya’ know she’d make sure none of that bunch wins.”



Ezzy frowned. “I don’t think they deserve that. They weren’t trying to drive me mad, it just comes naturally.”



“To be fair, you’re halfway there on a downhill slope,” Maddy grinned.



“Yes, but I don’t need help,” Ezzy pointed out. “So how can I convince them it doesn’t matter what I think?”



“You could stay out at the farm with me ‘till the contest.” Maddy gave a sly smile. “I’ll squish over real far in the bed, ya’ won’t even know I’m there.”



Ezzy blushed, knowing that it would be impossible not to know that Maddy was in the same bed with her. But that did give her a thought that was, surprisingly, totally unrelated to Maddy. 



“I think I have an idea. I’m going to find Mrs. Jay and have a talk with her.”



“I reckon your idea ain’t us sleepin’ in the same bed?” Maddy teased.



Ezzy rolled her eyes with a smile. “No, it is not.”



Maddy smirked and leaned her chair back again, stretching her arms over her head. “Then I like my idea better, whatever yours is.”








Ezzy had had a busy afternoon yesterday, hurrying from Mrs. Jay to the other judges and explaining her idea. But it was worth it, because it meant that when Vanessa came storming up on to the porch, Ezzy could sit quietly and roll freshly washed bandages without fear of being accosted with blueberry pie. 



“Ezzy, darlin’, this is a disaster!” Vanessa said, falling dramatically back in a chair.



“I take it you heard about the change in the contest.” Ezzy continued her work, barely raising an eyebrow.  



“Of course I did! It’s all anyone’s talkin’ about.” Vanessa crossed her arms, pouting. “It just doesn’t seem fair!”



Ezzy offered a sympathetic smile. “It’s actually more fair. If the pies are anonymous, none of the judges can be swayed. Anyone could judge this way, without worrying about them playing favorites.”



“But no one’s gonna know about all the hard work I put into fixin’ up my recipe,” Vanessa grumbled.



Ezzy raised her eyebrows. “I think everyone already knows about that, Vanessa. You’ve made sure of it.”



Vanessa rolled her eyes. “The judges won’t when they’re eatin’ it!”



“If it tastes as good as you claim, I’m sure they’ll notice," Ezzy pointed out. 



“It’s still not fair,” Vanessa said, sitting up and smoothing the wrinkles out of her dress. 



Ezzy nodded sagely, trying not to smirk. “Yes, well, sometimes we all face hardships in life.”



“Don’t I know it.” Vanessa nodded in agreement, then she gave a heavy sigh. “Between Mike and Carolyn, I guess my life is full up on hardships.” 



“At least Carolyn is in the same boat,” Ezzy offered as consolation as she set aside a rolled bandage and started on another. 



“She doesn’t approve either, ya’ know.” Vanessa frowned. “She says it's not how we always did it.”



Ezzy shrugged. “Well, you know how she is.”



“I sure do. And…” Vanessa trailed off as she seemed to realize for the first time that she was siding with Carolyn on a matter of innovation. Her expression changed as she reconsidered. “I guess new ideas aren’t all bad. I bet this is how they do contests in the big city, where folks wouldn’t even know who to say howdy to.”



“I’d imagine so,” Ezzy agreed, smiling. 



Vanessa smiled and settled back, relaxing. She waved a hand. “Carolyn’s just fussin’ about nothin’. And… oh, Ezzy! I just thought, in the magazines they had some pictures of pies with real fancy patterns on the crusts! If I do mine up nice, it’ll really stand out, and everyone’ll know it’s mine ‘cause none of the rest of ‘em would do somethin’ that fancy.”



“Well, that’s… an idea,” Ezzy said, blinking. She smirked down at the bandage she was rolling. “You know, I don’t think anyone will even notice the new judging.”



Vanessa gave a sigh. “It’s just a shame I spent all that time bakin’ pies this week for nothin’.”



“I suppose at least you’ve had a lot of good pie to eat.” She finished rolling a bandage and set it aside. As she moved to pick up another one, she noticed Vanessa was frowning darkly. 



“Don’t even remind me!” Vanessa moaned. “I can’t stand blueberry pie!”


      

      
   
      Siren


      

      
      
         Jogging down a quiet street in the late evening should’ve been mundane. The most exciting moment should’ve been meeting my calorie goal. Instead I kept hearing the two words I’d been told for two days in a row.



Never run. That’s what I’d heard repeatedly from the moment I set foot in this quaint little town. Occasionally the more good-natured residents threw in a “don’t go out at night,” too, but that’s easier to dismiss as small town small-mindedness. I heard the same thing from the gas station attendant, the auto mechanic, and the motel owner. At first I thought I’d stumbled into a town-wide practical joke, some rite of passage reserved for every just-passing-through tourist with a blown out radiator.



Then I started to wonder if everyone in town was just crazy.



My first day out on the town, the first of three if the auto mechanic’s estimate held up, a five year old boy zipped past me down the block. That looked normal enough. Less normal was his mother tackling him to the ground and bellowing those two words of folkish wisdom: never run.



It’s not like the sidewalks were covered in marbles, or something. Between the wide streets, the Mom and Pop stores on every corner, and the picturesque greenbelts situated between nearly every oversized block, I’d be running too at that age. Everything, time included, looked like it moved slowly here, so why not run a little? Why not get some of that newfangled thing called exercise?



That first night someone finally told me. Drinking comes easy when there’s not much else to do, doubly so when the only people willing to talk are doing the same. The bar adjoining the motel, the only business open past seven, was home to the stereotypical drunks. The old greybeard in the back corner, the one that smelled of freshly poured scotch over days-old sweat, stumbled over to my table and grinned at me.



“New in town, boy?”



I’d nodded.



“Everybody give you the ‘warning’ yet?” He’d said it so casually, like he was mocking the local parishioners who wanted to make sure I knew what time Sunday services started.



“What do you all have against running?”



“Heh. Guess you haven’t heard it yet.”



“Heard what?”



He leaned in. I could’ve gotten tipsy off his breath alone. “The siren.”



“An alarm?”



“No, no. People go slow ‘cause if you don’t you might hear it. ‘specially at night. Starts like this… warbly thing if you’re going too fast.”



“Yeah? What happens if you do?”



“Depends. You got two choices. You stop then and there, and maybe it goes away. Loses interest or something. Happened to me once. Scared the hell out ’a me.”



I knew we were fast approaching the point where he’d ask me for spare change. “That’s fascinating, Sir. I’d better be—”



He slapped a hand down on the table. “Or you keep running! Can’t blame a soul who does. I almost did. Gotta be fast, though. Gotta get inside. Can’t ever ever turn around and see it.”



At that point I made my exit. He didn’t seem to care that I was getting further away, not when he could just talk a little louder to make up for it. “ ’Cause if you see it or if it catches you, you’re name’s Dinner!”



Such is the town’s paranoia: never run, never go out at night. If you do, the siren might get you.



They probably are all crazy. Still, in retrospect they have good reason to be.



I was just crossing from First Street to Second when I heard it, a long note rising and falling like the siren of a traffic cop moving in for the kill. Except it wasn’t a police car. The warbling sound was slow and uneven, almost like a hand-cranked alarm with some elderly cop at the handle.



I didn’t even slow down. I’d heard scarier things in commercials.



In response the sound grew louder, not from some local turning up the volume on their TV like I suspected, but from the source of the sound traveling closer in the still night air. The warbling sped up at the same time, as if my disrespect for the local boogyman was making him angry.



I stopped under a streetlamp for a moment. I needed to check my heart rate anyway, and if stopping also happened the local method of staying alive, then so be it. I held up my arm and checked my sports watch. The little heart indicator on the display flashed in time with my pulse, and the numbers next to it informed me that, yes, I had in fact burned off the half a beer I’d downed prior to the local drunk chasing me out of his watering hole the previous night.



Then I heard it again.



The siren’s wavering, warbling tone came closer and closer until it felt like the speaker was right next to me in the street. Something scraped and scattered the gravel on the blacktop, something quite unlike a pair of shoes or tires. The little heart symbol on my watch quickened its pace. The meagre light reflected on the watch face, which should’ve shown me the silhouette someone sneaking up behind me, went completely dark. Something blotted out the light behind me, and, for a moment, didn’t make a sound.



No breathing. No rustling. Nothing.



My own desire to breath finally caught up with me. I dropped my hand to my side and took a deep breath.



As soon as my breath I broke the silence, the warbling sound started again like a trumpet blast. The rising and falling sound echoed in my ears and brought the town’s strange wisdom to the forefront of my mind: stay perfectly still and maybe it’ll go away. Don’t run. Don’t go outside at night. If you run, it’ll chase you. If it catches you, you’re dead. If you see it, you’re dead.



I ran.



Street lights passed by overhead as I tore down Second Street. The little shops lining the block, all dark and locked up for the night, seemed to mock me with their ‘closed’ signs. I shot past the used book store that was too overpriced, the antique shop with nothing older than my sneakers, and ice cream shop that I just hadn’t been in the mood for. The siren faded into the distance at first, as if my arms-flailing sprint had somehow scared it off. Then it slowly wound up in volume and speed, closing the distance with a steady, silent glide. Gravel scattered and trash in the street rolled away, but never to the sound of a rolling tire or a heavy footfall.



I didn’t wait for the end of the block. I grabbed a lamppost and swung my way onto a narrow alley between shops. Part of me wanted to shout. Did anyone live inside their stores? If I sounded scared and pathetic enough would they let me in?



Halfway down the alley, I saw the telltale lights of upstairs windows: a residential area, complete with local residents.



“Hey! Someone help! Someone let me in!” I shouted.



Almost immediately I saw silhouettes darken the windows. For a moment my panic abated. Any second now, someone would throw open their window and shout “this way!”



Thick curtains dimmed the lights instead. One by one, every house in view went completely dark. I could almost hear deadbolts being fastened, sealing the locals inside and the condemning the hapless jogger who wouldn’t listen to the town mantra.



The siren’s call got even louder as it entered the alley. The ancient stonework on either side felt like a gun barrel, complete with a warbling bullet speeding its way towards me. I burst out of the alley and turned back up the street. Maybe I could lose it around a corner. Maybe I could make it all the way back to the motel three blocks over. If I got enough of a head start it wouldn’t matter who was chasing me, I’d bolt my room’s door and shove the mini-fridge in front of it.



Except I wasn’t running from a ‘who.’ I’d gone less than five feet when the siren’s tone lost the amplification of the alleyway and reentered the street behind me. It’d taken me thirty seconds at least to run down the alley; how did this thing do it in less then ten? If it could move that fast why hadn’t it already caught me?



My left ankle decided to find out.



I don’t know what I tripped on. All I know is that I my mad dash ended with me sprawled out on the ground. The edge of the sidewalk hammered against the arm I’d held out to break my fall. For a moment my cries of pain drowned out the apparition chasing me. I writhed on the ground, cradling my arm and trying not to kick anything with my bad foot.



My heartbeat thundered in my ears. Every survivalist braincell I had screamed ‘run,’ even if my ankle felt like it needed to be amputated. For all I knew where the monster would start eating me.



Why hadn’t I heard it yet? There I was, face down on the ground and completely helpless, and yet the monster wasn’t pouncing. Somehow I still knew I wasn’t safe; I hadn’t escaped the storm, I was in the eye, bracing for the next wave to destroy me.



Minutes passed by. The raw adrenaline pumping through my muscles started to fade. The pavement smelled like aged rubber and rotten oil; each stinking breath brought me closer to retching, although I suddenly felt far too cold to puke. My sweat-stained shirt felt like an ice blanket pressed against my skin by the unusually heavy air.



Then a paper cup skittered across the street in an invisible breeze. I froze in place, willing my body to stop shivering.



The siren started up again, or at least tried to. The warbling couldn’t seem to last for more than a second. Instead of a long, menacing tone, the siren’s call turned into a revving sound, like someone trying to restart an engine.



Wrrrn. Wrrrn. Wrrrn.



A shadow eclipsed the light overhead. I kept my eyes glued to the pavement. I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t need to know if it was human, animal, or just some punk teenager with a future in psychoacoustics.



The revving slowed down. Each attempt got more pronounced, as if the engine was starting up in slow motion.



Wrrrn.



Wrn.



Wrun.



Run.



Run.



Realization hit me seconds before the adrenaline did. My sprawled out body felt as coordinated as rag doll trapped in molasses. I inched across the ground, nearly dragging my face against the pavement in the process, before my legs finally started to cooperate. I pushed myself back to my feet and staggered forward, one lurching step at a time. Each time I put my weight my bad ankle the pain shooting up my leg nearly made me scream. The rest of the time I just felt like throwing up.



The siren’s normal cadence and volume resumed, but this time I heard more than a ragged, warbling tone. I heard that single word, stretched out into the call of an otherworldly hunter with as much of a taste for sport as for human flesh.



My sprint turned into a marathon. Every step was agony, and yet I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop, not even as I passed the greenbelts between the blocks. The untamed grass and trees that’d looked so picturesque in the daylight took on an entirely different meaning. If they really were just greenbelts, why did the dirt look like it’d been shaped by shovels instead of erosion? Why did the grass grow in clumps on top of mounds? Was that where I was going to end up? Was I going to join the last idiot to be out after dark in an unmarked grave on the open land between housing tracts?



Second Street turned into Third, and then to Fourth. The motel was at the end of the block. I could see the flickering neon sign lighting up the night. My right hand, the one connected to the arm that didn’t feel broken, rifled through my left pocket unto it closed around my room key. Step by agonizing step, I closed the distance. I shoved the little metal key in the lock. I fasted the deadbolt behind me. I laid down on the carpet and waited for the vomit to finally make its promised appearance.



Still, even as I lay there I couldn’t help wondering what I’d done right. The siren hadn’t closed in as I hobbled away, not even as I stopped in front of my door and fumbled with the key. The more I thought about it, the more I realized how long it’d been since I’d heard its warbling cry. Was that back on Third Street? How long had I been running on fear alone, without the monster goading me on?



I didn’t have time to think of an answer, not when my churning stomach demanded that I find something to throw up in.








Somehow I slept. Maybe my brain rationalized it all away. Maybe I convinced myself that I’d actually spent the night at that bar, soaking up local horror stories and downing local spirits. I don’t know, and I don’t care. All that matters is that I woke up the next morning. I woke up in the same sweat-stained clothes that I’d gone out jogging in the night before with all my limbs still attached.



I hobbled my way outside some time after ten in the morning. I needed breakfast and a new bottle of painkillers.



What I found out on the street made me forget all about breakfast. A small crowd had formed in front of the bar, and even at a distance I could see what had drawn all the attention. The barfly that’d told me everything I thought I needed to know about the siren lay on the face up on the pavement, a few feet from a battered old station wagon that I can only assume was his. Except this wasn’t the same man: this was a sagging, empty shell that the real human being had been sucked out of, leaving only a few drops of blood by one of the ears.



Based on the bar’s closing time, he’d died at least a half hour before I’d gone jogging. The siren had just been toying with me, just using me for sport long after the hunt itself was over.



The only sight worse than the body was the collection of onlookers surrounding it. I saw no horror in their expressions, or even surprise. They’d seen this before, and they knew they’d see it again.
      

      
   
      The Wicked Queen of the North


      

      
      
         Out from the corner of my eye, a sprawling man caught my attention away from the livestock being cooked upon the fireplace. Getting up onto his feet and climbing onto the log in which he was sitting on, his voice grew loud within the nightly atmosphere. 



“Men”, he groaned as he looked across the mass that surrounded him, his round figure catching the attention of quite a few others who were previously talking. “Now, what kind of feast can we have without a few toasts?” Raising his cup, he pointed it toward the sky and continued. “Without you lot, I’ve would’ve been long dead and buried, so thanks to the lot of you bastards!” 



Sitting back down, the mass of surrounded men roared with mixes of appreciation and laughter, even getting a smirk out from me as I continued to sip on my drink. Another rose and copied the motions of the previous round fellow before him, “And thanks to you lot too, because with you men, I didn’t piss myself during last night’s raid!”



With even more laughter than before, he sat back down with incoherent ranting coming once again from the round fellow from before. 



From behind, out of my vision, a man had already stood up and began shouting among the dying laughter, “And thanks to you lot too, for we’ll finally be able to kill that wicked Queen of the North!” 



“Aye!”, I shouted, amidst just about everyone else in the crowd of shouting and excited men. The night had been as lively as ever, with the numerous amounts of men enjoying their time within the campsite. Standing up and unsheathing my battleaxe, pointing its tip to the vast sky above me, I shouted in reply, “For Snowypeak!”



The mass amount of men behind me in complete thrill, shouting and screaming to the top of their lungs to the name of their land. Beating of metal and pounding of chest plates circled the surrounding, becoming louder than anything I’ve anticipated. A man to my right unsheathed his sword and pointed it to the sky as well in a copying motion, “For Seacrest!”



“For Mirrorpool!”



“For Falconreach!”





With the crowd quieting down from the turn of events before, supper started between the four clans, dining on various captured livestock acquired from opposing town’s farmlands. The sounds of the surrounding forest returned with the dying of mass shouts and laughter, and the clouds continued to roll over toward the north within the windless atmosphere. The heat of the main campfire continued with it’s audible cracking, sending visible specks of ash into the air within the passing time. The coolness of the night had finally finished settling for the night, and the feeling of the cold only grew as moments passed within the campsite. 



It was assumed by the men of Mirrorpool that it to start snowing any time within the forests, which only encouraged the fastening of our men to reach the Northern Barrier as quickly as possible, yet here we were within the forest still, thankfully though without a dent in our acquired manpower. 



Breaking me from my thoughts and getting my attention from behind, one of my own men shouts out for me. Calling me over to their own smaller campfire a couple of steps away, I got up to see what he had to ask of me. 



“Hail, Silvertooth,” he greeted, eating with everyone else within the small campfire as I sat next to him. With everyone else intently staring on as if something were about to happen, he continued. “You remember your tale about the time you personally met with the Queen of the North?”



I replied with an aye, “but that tale were a real long ago, I’m not even sure if I remember the details.” 



“Don’t worry, laddy,” he reassured, then motioning to a man from across the fire. “Aye, Smallfoot, get us a drink, will ya’?”



The man across from the fire motioned himself up and walked toward the barrel full of water a couple yards over, while the man I’ve sat next to began pleading. “I promised my brothers that they’d hear more about the Queen, and someone as mighty as you would be sure to know something about her.”



The picture within my mind of the old tale was pretty vague, but I did have a somewhat definite idea about the entire thing. “So, what d’ya say? It don’t have to be picture perfect.”



“Here ya’ go, Bigfoot,” motioned Smallfoot, as he gave him his drink. Bigfoot took it, giving a “thanks, lil’un,” in reply. Doing the same for me, I gave a standard thanks as he went to sit back down across the campfire. 



“Alright, laddies, so ya’ want to hear about the Queen?” I began once again. “It weren’t an extremely long time ago when I first met her, back when she were a lil’ girl. Back then, I were barely in me thirties and she had been a really lil’ girl. I would normally come over to visit her father, who as a rather formal diplomat back in the days when he was alive and well. Whenever I came over, she was either getting tutored or she would be playing with her sister or the prince of Mirrorpool, or just about with anyone around her age.” 



The man sitting across from me continued to sip on his drink, eagerly listening on as I went. “Don’tcha remember anything about that time where you said she was usin’ magic?” he asked, waiting for my reply.



Scratching my beard and taking back another drink from my cup, I continued from the point in which I believed I recalled the most. 








The sunny springtime had just rolled in, bringing plenty of warm air to the southern portion of the country of Snowypeak. Plenty of animals were to be seen within the wilderness around as I walked among the adventurous road toward the Northern City. It’s numerous buildings and singular castle was easy to be seen as I continued on my way past the numerous hills, with each defining district to be seen from overhead the city. It wasn’t long until I made my way forward, reaching the front gate of the city and making my path toward the main castle.



Through the entire way, my several guards had followed me closely on horses of their own. With the small amount of men I brought this time around, the king was sure to know that I was only here for my yearly visit, followed by the incoming of the springtime. The distance from me to the front gate of the castle had closed, as I and my men went on further to be greeted by the expecting men guarding the front gate. Leaving behind our horses to the guarding men, two of my best men followed me as I made my way to the front door of the huge castle that stood before us. 



“Welcome, welcome!” King Asgrad stood at the castle entrance with two of his men, greeting me as I walked forward. “It’s been awhile, clan leader Silvertooth,” he motions with me as I walk for the front entrance. “Have you been well?”



The inside of the castle from the front entrance had been huge, as that was to be expected with royalty. Different types of cloths, lamps hanging from the ceiling, he even had a few statues here and there of numerous gifted armors. It hadn’t been my first time to his castle though, so I wasn’t all too surprised to see it all remain in the same spots as before. “Fine as I’ll ever be,” I replied, taking the usual route we normally take when I come to visit.



“And I take it you had a safe trip?” he asked, entering through the same door into the same hallway we always go through during these visits.



The glare from the sun had picked up with intensity as we walked past in the hallways, illuminating the hall quite well. “Had some run-in with the local bandits around the area,” I went on. The sunlight’s immense glare going into my eyes, forcing me to raise my hand to block it out. “But it’s not like they put up much of a fight.”



“Bandits?” he inquired.



“Yeah, what about ‘em?”



With a short pause after stopping us both, as if King Asgrad thought I knew what he would be talking about, he continued. “Isn’t it a bit odd that they wouldn’t know who you are?”



“I don’t know what ya’ mean.” From my perspective, I’m an old man in my thirties.



“You’re Clansman Silvertooth,” he began. “The man who fought against thirty different tribes and still lived, you’re the man who singlehandedly took out a dragon, you’ve rescued a princess, saved a small village, even—”



“Those were back in me younger days,” I cut off. At this point, remembering a past such as that is just simple flattery. “I’m nothing like what I was. Besides, the group of bandits were just a couple of young’uns. It’s not like they’d know someone with developing gray hairs.”



King Asgrad continued with the normal path that we had normally taken with these visits. “Well, I guess. Just a bit odd that someone with you wouldn’t have their recognition to rival someone as big as me.”



“I guess.” Walking down the path some more until I heard the footsteps of a guard approaching behind us, I motioned toward King Asgrad. “Anyhow, the trade?”



“Ah, yes,” the King stated, turning around to face the approaching man. “Guard?”



“We’ve fully received the shipment and it is currently within storage, sir.”



“That’s some heavy refined magic power you’re dealing with, King,” I stated, raising a hand to scratch my beard. “I hope you know what you’re doing with it.”



In full motion, the king did a bow toward me, “You don’t have to worry a bit, my good man Silvertooth. My intentions are pure.”



Turning toward the direction to the courtyard, we continued. Last man I know who uttered the words of their intentions being pure was at the receiving end of a ritual, and it wasn’t a pretty receiving end to be in either. I could trust King Asgrad, however, as for however many years I’ve known him, I can say that he’s quite an honorable man. 



The glare of the sun returned, but not as immense as it was from the magnified version of the previous hallway’s glass. The courtyard of the palace was huge, with a range of plants never to be seen by me but anywhere except here. I was all familiar with the sights of the courtyard each year I visited, except it always caught me off guard with how many new species of plants he’s managed to snuggle in between my visits. 



Redirecting my attention toward the small girl within the middle of the courtyard, currently sitting and doing something unknown to me, I spoke up. “Is that your lil’un?” Pointing toward the little girl for the King, I could see his face visibly go into a range of emotions, but the most shocking emotion seen from him was that of fear. 



“Why, I do believe so,” he states in a somewhat monotone voice. “Elizabeth!”



The girl out in the courtyard stood up and looked toward the direction in which the voice came from, immediately picking up her pace after she saw that it was from her father. She wore a red and white dress, with an unmeasurable amount of frills added to each possible end. With a matching red bow knitted into her hair, she took a ladylike bow toward me and faced her father. 



“G’day,” she spoke, her young and child-like voice being distinguishable from just about anywhere. 



“Now what did I say, Elizabeth? You can’t play outside during this time. There are plenty of people who may be after us.” Though there was a slight hint of paranoia within his voice, of which I could reasonably understand, since he is a king after all. 



“My apologies,” she glooms, lowering her head in an apologetic state.



“Now go back to your room.”



Raising her skirt and skipping irregularly down the hall, she roundabouts a corner and disappears from sight. 



“What was that all about?” I inquire. 



“I fear for my life everyday.” Raising a hand and covering his face with his palm, as if he were devastated by something bothering him. “Who knows what kinds of dangers lurk out there everyday. There could be some kind of assassin waiting in the dark, secretly plotting to point me in the direction of death within the midst of the night. There already have been tries, sadly one of them have made it as far as to succeeding. Who knows what they could be plotting, even my little girls could be one of their next targets.”



“Must be tough since you’re the king and all,” I reply. I, myself, have had nothing like this sort. In my clan, everyone treats everyone else as an equal, and the leader is chosen by the strongest warrior. I can understand him as a man for having to shoulder everything, but never have I had to fear for my life, as well as the lives of my own children.



“Oh, but it is,” he says, removing his hand from his face. “Immensely tough indeed.” Pausing before going back onto the subject, he continued to walk the path we normally take during my visits. “But never mind that, we’ve yet to discuss matters about our further trades, and sorry if I’m hastening things a bit, but I am quite on a schedule today.”



Quickening up my pace, I follow. 





With the current affairs put an end with and saying my goodbyes to the king, I set off to explore the castle once more, as I normally do with my visits. It’s always nice to see how others can develop within a short time frame, even if you only get to meet them once per year. 



Walking past a few hallways and making my way to the ballroom, I open the door to see a quite unusual sight that I normally don’t see during my visits. A girl with an amber colored dress sat on a stool in the middle of the ballroom, accompanied by the previous girl in a red and white dress who was in front of a large canvas, as if she were painting her. Both of them had their attention caught on me as I opened the creaking door, and both stood as I made my entrance.



“Now, I thought that you were sent to your room,” I question the girl in the red and white dress as I approached them. “What are you doin’ in the ballroom, lil’un?”



Looking toward the other girl in the amber dress, making no attempt at eye contact, I remember that the king spoke about having multiple daughters, so I assumed that she was one of his too. “And you too, shouldn’t you be doin’ the same as your sis’?”



“Our father is too strict,” the girl in the red spoke up in her very distinguishable high-pitched voice, continuing eye contact as I grew closer within the large room. “He doesn’t even think about what we have to do all day. Sitting around and doing nothing is tiresome.”



Getting into a squatting position once at a reasonable distance, lowering myself to her level, I continued to look between the two of them. “Well, that’s because he worries for you. He doesn’t want you wandering about because who knows what may get to you.” 



“You’re his child, he cares deeply for ya’,” I stated. 



Giving a large pause as if attempting to find some counter argument, her eyes darted off toward the floor. “I know,” she gave, mumbling off under her breath quietly for me not to hear what she was currently speaking.



Standing back up, these two have clearly come to an understanding, I think. “Well, if ya’ get the message, then maybe you two can make your way to your rooms?”



With an exasperated sigh and a slight pout, she continued to show distaste in the notion of returning back to her room. “But it’s booorrring!” she quipped. “Tell him, Abby!”



Pushing a lock of hair out of her face with her hand and only making eye contact for a brief moment, she spoke up for the first time in yet another child-like voice, yet not as distinguishable as the girl in red. “It is rather quite tiresome.”



With a loud knocking sound as if something had crashed outside, the three avert their attention toward the door of the ballroom. No one had come in, yet the very audible crash remained. 



“What was that?” the girl in red questioned, a slight fear creeping into her voice. 



“Stay here and hide, lil’uns,” I say, motioning to the two. 



The two little girls stood there, their fear clearly showing on their faces. Their father’s paranoia clearly had made an effect on them if they’re this affected by a knock in which came from outside the room.



“Go off then, make sure you’re safe,” I reassure, shooing them off into a hiding spot from within the ballroom. 



The two make off toward a hiding spot as I somewhat quietly make for the front entrance of the ballroom. Pressing my ear onto the door, nothing except silence was to be heard from the other side. Alright, I guess I’ll have to check it out myself first hand if I want to figure this one out.



Opening the door, I step out to find five armed strangers, all holding swords and standing over what appeared to be one of King Asgrad’s guard, now dead. Their outfits were of the same as the bandits who attacked me as I made my venture toward the Northern Castle. With two of the same outfits being at different places, they were probably after my head, and not after the heads of the little girls in the ballroom. However it was, though, I wasn’t liking where this was heading. 



Taking my battle stance, my bag of magic powder becomes undone and ready for combat. “Who be there?” I question the five soldiers.



Speaking nothing, the first one of the soldiers charges forward, lunging his sword at me. Taking a slight step to dodge the attack, I knock him back toward the left wall with a punch. Not only were these bandits young, but they were clearly amateurs who have never even been in a real fight. 



Shocked expressions going from one to another within the remaining four after I knocked one of their own down with a single punch, they all charge me at once. Quickly casting a spell with the displaced powdered magic, lightning shoots out of the palm of my hand, making it’s mark on one of the charging soldiers and taking out another after a quick recast. 



The next two soldiers slash their swords in multiple successions, each attack being blocked by my battleaxe as I stepped back from their advances. Kicking away one of the soldiers after he grew too close, I quickly charged another lightning attack to easily kill him off. The last soldier, who watched him die, charged after me with a roaring scream, which was followed by a swing of his sword to be blocked by my battleaxe once again. Raising a leg and kicking his knee inward as hard as I could, it snapped completely, forcing his leg into an extremely awkward and painfully looking angle. It wasn’t long until I decapitated him, which put an end to his screaming. 



Looking back, blood and corpses laid throughout the entire hallway as if someone had gone on a massacre. Correcting myself, someone had gone on a massacre. That one soldier whom I punched had still laid unconscious, so I figured he won’t be a problem anymore. 



At the end of the hallway stood the little girl in the red dress, who stood wide-eyed as if she had witnessed what had happened. 



“Please, don’t look,” I said, putting my battleaxe back onto it’s sheathe. “It’s not something a lady should be lookin’ at, especially a young’un.”



“That was amazing!” Raising her skirt and speedily making her way toward me, she was visibly filled with questions. “How did you shoot lightning out of your hands?”, she begs. “Please, tell me!”



It was clear that she wasn’t going to leave until she received a satisfying answer. “Lil’un, it’s just basic magic,” I said. “Now, go off to your room now before your father sees that you were roaming about and has a heart attack.”



“Will you be able to teach me?” Her eyes are filled with excitement, the same kind of excitement you’d expect when you give a gift to one of your little ones on a New Years day. 



Finally caving in to her innocence, I decide to think about it. “Maybe, I’ll think about it, now go off, lil’un.”



“Yessir!” she said, running off back down the hall. Once she got to the severed head, however, she stopped and stared. 



It was about several seconds until I noticed that she wasn’t continuing on and spoke up. “Pay them no mind, lil’un. And don’t forget your sis’!”



Looking back at me, she understood what I was saying and ran off into the ballroom to get her still hiding sister. 








“And that be basically the most of it, I left soon after.”



“Now, that, is an interesting tale, Silvertooth. Not only did you meet the wicked Queen of the North, but you also saved her!” Bigfoot mentioned, giving an old slap on his knee. “Guess you may be regretting that decision, aye?”



Turning around to see the presence of an elf walking toward me, I stood up to see what he had wanted of me. 



“Clansman Silvertooth,” he said, “the other tribal leaders are currently in a meeting and request your presence.”



“Aye, be right back, fellows.” I motioned away the others still at the fire and walked off with the elf.



“Tell us some more swell stories when you come back!”



Walking for the pitched tent across the entire campsite of other men, I entered to see the four clansmen sitting at a makeshift table with a map of the entire country of Snowypeak placed on top of it. 



“Aye, you requested?” I said as I entered, taking my seat at the empty seat left for the table. 



“Silvertooth,” Victor, the clansman of Mirrorpool greeted. “Now that we’re all here, we can begin.”



“After inspection of our supplies, my men have determined that there is not enough powdered magic to go around for the mages for the final run against the Northern Castle.” Victor motioned and pointed at a village onto the map. “Because of this, we will be raiding this village, here, in order to obtain more.”



“But that village is in the opposite direction of the Northern Barrier,” the clansman of Falconreach spoke up. “If we go there, we’ll be caught by the snow!”



Victor gave a look toward the clansman of the Falconreach and continued. “I know that you fool. If push comes to shove, we will get get past that Northern Barrier by any means necessary, snow or no snow.”



“And how do you propose we do that? Fly over? We don’t have the wings, it would be a lot wiser to simply go through now so then we won’t lose a large portion of our men.” By this time, the Falconreach clansman had started to show a bit of distaste within his voice. 



“And risk losing the battle against the Northern Castle?” Victor stated. “The main assault focuses mostly on the usage of immense magic attacks, without these, we won’t get past the front gate of the town!”



“There are plenty of ways to get through, I—”



“No, there isn’t you fool!” Victor slams his hand onto the makeshift table, completely destroying it but paying little mind though. “And if you aren’t going to follow, it’d be ‘a lot wiser’ to simply go with my own men to raid the southern village myself!”



The room was filled with silence after that, as everyone stared at Victor, who only stared back at the clansman of Falconreach. 



“I’m for the idea,” spoke up the clansman of Seacrest.



The silence continued between the three as I watched on. Victor, now seated, had looked left from right between the clansman of Seacrest and the clansman of Falconreach. 



“Fine,” spoke up the clansman of Falconreach. “I’m in too.”



The atmosphere visibly calmed between the two of them and Victor put his attention on me. 



“What about you, Clansman Silvertooth?



“I’ve been fine with it from the beginning,” I stated. 



“Alright then,” said Victor, as he continued to sit. “Dismissed.”



Me, being the closest to the exit, got up and made way back to the group I was at once before. 



“Aye, Silvertooth,” Bigfoot greeted as I made way toward the campfire. “What’s the report?”



“We’ll be stocking up early tomorrow to finish the last of the village raids,” I replied. 



Sitting back down, I dwell once again on how the night had been getting colder as time passed. Constantly reminding me of the incoming snow, I could simply hope for the best for the days to come, and I could only hope that the Victor fellow knew what he was doing. 








Making my way out of the forest, I couldn’t believe my eyes of what I was seeing. From the distance, I feared that what was occurring only appeared as that from the distance over the trees, but as I got closer, my heart raced faster and faster as I realized that it were really true. All around, the entire village had been engulfed in flames, completely from corner to corner. The heat coming off from it was felt even from the distance that I kept from the blazing buildings, and it was pretty clear that there would be no end to it whatsoever. 



“What the bloody hell,” was all that I could muster. 



Looking around and finding a group of men standing and witnessing what I had just, I ran over them and confronted the two of them. “Aye, men! Do you know the meaning of this?”



“Aye, sir,” one of them spoke up after seeing who I was. “Victor, the clansman of Mirrorpool, ordered the men of Falconreach to burn down the entire village.”



“On what basis?” I demanded from the men.



The same man spoke up once more in reply. “I don’t know, he just said to and things started to go ablaze, sir!”



Looking to the other man beside him, he replied as well.



“I don’t know anything other than him, sorry sir.”



“Do ya’ know where Victor went?” I questioned, as I waited for a response from the men.



Speaking up once he remembered, he motioned toward the city. “Aye, he went into the church, sir!”



Making no waste in time, I began running toward the church of the city. It was blazed as well, but I demanded answers to my questions now, and charged directly into the burning building.



“Victor Van Heisenburg!” I shouted, remembering his name from once he was a prince.



“So glad you could come, Clansman Silvertooth.” Victor was standing at the front of the church wielding a weirdly shaped lamp as if he had been waiting for my arrival.



“What is the meaning of this, Victor, we agreed to simply raid the village, not burn it to a crisp!” 



“And have another village stand up against us once we take control of the Northern Castle?”



“That’s not the point, Victor!” I shouted. “There is no point in burning down villages, we already have what we were after!”



Drawing his sword, Victor slashes at the air, creating an instant magic effect that sliced the air in my direction. Dodging it, he charges me, putting me on the defense of his first heavy attack. With both of my hands fending off his attack, I raise my leg for a kick, but Victor jumps back as if expecting it. 



“Once you’re gone for good,” Victor begins, “I’ll be able to take control of this entire fleet of men. Clansman Falconreach and Clansman Seacrest will have no choice but to fall under my command once the mighty Silvertooth has fallen.”



“You’ve gone mad, haven’t you, Victor?” I stood my place as Victor stood his within the burning building. 



“Oh, and do you know what will happen once I get to killing that wicked Queen Asgrad?” asked Victor, as he began walking toward me. Not giving him a reply, he continued. 



“That’ll mean I’m only one step away from controlling the entire world!” 



With that, Victor vanishes within the burning building by a black mist, blending in with the already current somewhat dense smoke the fire had created. Looking around for his position, I scanned the burning room for any kinds of motion besides everything being set to blaze. 



“How can ya’ say all of this, Victor?” I speak up. “Don’t ya’ know that your intentions are impure?”



“To Oblivion of pure intentions!” he shouts, the voice coming from behind. Quickly turning I block his incoming attack before he made a mark on me, forcing him to back off once more into the black mist again. 



Looking around for any indication, the building was full of fire from all that I could see and hear. It wasn’t until a few moments that I heard the faint sound of him coming from the mist and turned around for an attack. In the middle of doing so, I felt the sharp pain of a sword go through my stomach. Falling to my knees from the pain, I groaned as he removed the sword and kicked me down to the ground. 



“And to Oblivion to you too,” he said, as he threw the lamp he was holding off into a corner of the church, then walking out, leaving me bleeding to death. 








It has been week, so far, since Victor Van Heisenberg’s men completely decimated my stockpiled forces located at the Northern Barrier. That man, clearly something needed to be done about that man. The entire world will be under his control if someone doesn’t put a stop to him. Racking my brains together up for some kind of last minute plan, I knew that it was surely hopeless. After everything that I’ve sent after him, he still has the gall to charge even further than anticipated.



With me being put on my last cards, it was either here or never that he would be put down to justice. That wicked man was something entirely of another world, even thinking about him boiled my blood to the state that it was at currently. May he burn in hell with the rest of them, and—



“My queen!” shouted someone ahead. Taking notice of the tapping of my feet, I stopped and fixed up my posture. Looking up, I saw one of my trustworthy knights who was currently attempting to give me a report on some of his current findings. With a sigh, I cooled down after thinking of that wicked man from before and started once again to think about the present. 



“Report.” 



His stiff posture within this dire situation showed that he was clearly that of a Knight, and he gave his report with a shout. “The mass of the expected three thousand men have breached the gate and have started their attack upon the town, your majesty.” 



Well, there goes that to the gates. 



“What is it that you wish to do, Queen?” he continued, attentively waiting for a response from me as I thought about the current possibilities that could be offered. 



“Knight Asford,” I began, not breaking eye contact with the knight as I began making my demands. “Make sure all efforts are put in making sure that the men do not harm anyone. Protect the citizens in any way that you possibly can, make sure that they are safe before doing anything major.” I stood up and began stepping down from the throne room onto the level of the knight, my scarlet and black dress dragging down the stairs with me as I progressed. “Release the dragon, unleash hell upon them, simply make sure that they make no effort to harm the citizens of the town.”



“But what about you, my queen?” the knight spoke up, still stiffened as he gave questions toward me. “You surely cannot be left alone in the castle!”



My state of dread returned as I remembered that, what about me? Surely putting everything out to protect my citizens would put me into jeopardy entirely, wouldn’t it? 



Dismissing those thoughts, I focused once again on the mission before me, the mission that I had so striven to finish ever since attaining queen-hood. “This is my command, Asford.” My voice hinted in the fact that I knew of my own demise, despite giving the orders. 



“Yes, my queen.”



Making my way past him, I made my way to the right toward the bedchambers once more. The glistening moon’s light magnified as I walked past the mirrors of the hallway, illuminating the halls into a magnificent show of lighting. Not pausing for a moment, however, I made my way past the hall into the hall of the bedchambers, which lead to the opened doorway out into the courtyard. It wouldn’t hurt to make a simple detour, now wouldn’t it?



Staring into the vast open night sky was something I loved to do when I was younger, singing tunes and lullabies that I would hear every now and again from my mother, despite me barely even capable of remembering her clearly. Clutching onto my pendant, I closed my eyes and prayed that everything was going to be alright. I do not wish for a silent assassin waiting in the dark, secretly plotting to point me in the direction of death within the midst of the night. Clutching harder and harder, I prayed to my wishes, and wished that my prayers would be heard. 



Opening my eyes once more, I stepped away from the courtyard and made my way back down the halls. It wasn’t until quite a while after that I had noticed that I’ve been crying once again. I had always been a baby in these situations. Wiping away the tears with the cusp of my dress, I made leeway toward the door and opened it. Stepping through, I heard a weak and frail voice as I entered the bedchamber. 



“Elizabeth?” said the voice from within the bed. 



“Hello, my dear Abby.” Stepping toward the bed located in the middle of the room. 



“Sister, what is the meaning of the loud noises during tonight?” she questioned, her curiosity once again clearly showing upon her face. “Is there some kind of event?”



Sitting down onto the bed once again with Abby, I cleared the hair that had been shoved into her face with my hand, revealing her extremely pale skin and a wide burn scar that covered both of her eyes. A pang of regret had hit once again during my visits with Abby, showing the guilt that I’ve been hiding quite visibly upon my face. I grabbed Abby’s extremely soft hands and took a deep breath for what was about to come. 



Staring at Abby, who was currently giving a blank stare at the ceiling, I began. “Victor’s men have arrived for the town, Abby. We’re currently at war.”



A bit surprised from the given information, Abby’s face showed her thinking about the current implication of the situation. “Oh, but surely, shouldn’t you be fighting with your men?” she questioned, her voice growing with worry. 



“Now’s not the time for that, Abby.” Using my free hand, I reached for Abby’s face and gently held it within my palm, only for Abby to react with her facing my general direction, placing her own hand on top of my palm as she laid. “My life up to now has been a life of sin. It were only expected that my past sins would catch up to me sometime.”



“But your intentions are pure, Elizabeth,” whimpered Abby. “Why is it that you wish death to come?”



“It’s not that I wish death to come, but that I am only expecting the inevitable. Until that moment comes, it would be a shame if I weren’t spending it with my beloved sister whom I’ve worked so hard to protect.”



And with that line, Abby finally loses all forms of her posture. Reaching and capturing me within a hug, she pulled me close as if I were about to run away from her. Her cries were quite audible, and I reached around her the same as she continued to squeeze tightly onto me. 



“Elizabeth! Elizabeth...” she moaned, never letting go of the hold that she kept onto me. Weeping and sobbing onto my dress, I didn’t mind what she was currently at with. Giving her own moment to get it out proved to work as a wondrous thing in the past, except for this time, she held on with all of her might, her grip tightening as it continued. 



“Clansman Silvertooth is a good man, Abby. He will protect you, I am sure of it.” Reassuring her had not stopped the flow of tears that she was currently in, and I couldn’t come up with anything to calm her down “No harm will come upon you as he makes sure of it.”



At this time, I had begun to notice once again of the tears that were streaming down my own face, as they dripped onto the bed sheet. It was at this moment that I had realized how my only sister was about to lose the last person close to her, and the thought of that had only sped up the pace of my own tears. Gripping as hard as my sister had upon me, I quietly wept as she continued to moan through her tears. 





After a while, Abby had begun to quiet down in her moans as she cried nonstop down onto my dress, the liquid running deep within the cloth until I felt it on my skin. My own tears had manifested a somewhat damp puddle onto the bed cloth. I had completely stopped and continued to stare at the floor while Abby continued to sniffle every once in awhile. 



While in the middle of our moment, a largely audible crash of something hitting the ground rang from outside the bedroom, as if one of the bedchamber guards have fallen. Grabbing both the attention of Abby and me, I quickly got up off from the bed and helped Abby up. With the both of us in complete silence, I helped her lay down onto the floor and to crawl under the bed. With her tucking the feet in under, I moved onto untying the knot of my magic powder, readying myself for battle. 



Crashing down, the door flew off of it’s hinges onto the floor. Magic powder flew from outside of the bag into my hand as I concentrated as hard I could, molding the shape of the powder into the form that I wanted to and using my energy to convert it into plasma. Shock waves coursed through my arm as I concentrated harder, and men started stockpiling through the door with all of them charging after me. Releasing the energy from my hand through my fingertips at full charge, a divine light shocked through my fingertips, completely electrifying the group of several men who had attempted to charge me, leaving marks of burnt scars onto their shields and through their entire body. 



Taking another look onto the men who had been electrified by the lightning magic, all of them have been elves with standard elf army material, something that wouldn’t be seen from a normal clan within the country of Mirrorpool. It was no surprise though, as all of this was the plot of the Wicked Man from the East. 



“Victor Van Heisenberg,” I greeted. Standing within the door frame stood the very wicked man. His sword drawn at the ready, he stood with his back against the door frame as he was waiting, expecting those incoming men to die. 



“It’s been a long time, my queen.” His dark elven figure changing position, opening his arms as if he were expecting a warm welcome from someone like me. His smirk grew as he looked into my eyes, probably expecting some kind of fear to show from within. “I can assure you that I’m a prince no more.” Slowly stepping from the door frame toward me, he continued with a smirk on his face.



“Where’s Clansman Silvertooth?” I demanded, drawing more powdered magic into my hand as I prepared the next spell, concentrating hard on preparing the next lightning spell.



His steps grew closer as he gave a moment until stopping from my question. His smirk continuing to grow as time passed. “Long dead, my Queen,” he said. “I killed him myself with my own blade.”



Anger filled within me, already being fueled from my hatred toward the wicked man. There was absolutely no possibility that someone as measly as him could even stand his own against someone as powerful as Clansman Silvertooth. He was lying to me, and I only expected to get the truth out of him by beating it out of him. 



Pouring lightning out of my hands, I sent a shock wave of light toward the direction of the man before me. Developing into a flurry of light, he manages to redirect the incoming lightning with a swipe of his sword, using his own magic to counter my own. Sending in a second flurry of light toward his direction, he dodged the second bolt of lightning and started charging forward toward me. Taking multiple steps back, I shot another flurry of lightning at him again and again, but it all stopped once I felt an immensely sharp pain within my stomach. 



To the point of complete shutdown, I looked down and saw his sword going through me. Going in and out the other end, straight through my own organs. Nothing else was more intense than the feeling of the deep pain, as the man kicked me off of his sword to the side of where I was once standing. Falling down, grasping onto the newly created hole, my magic worked hard to closing the wound, but using magic only made the pain hurt even more. Tears started streaming down my face from the immense amounts of pain that I was feeling, as I closed my eyes and struggled to make it through. 



“And where might your sister be, Elizabeth?” says the man from the edge of my consciousness, my entire focus being on the developed wound I had just taken. “This is her room, after all.”



Slipping in and out of full consciousness, my attention goes from what I was currently holding in toward what he was currently at too, my eyes averting from one to the other as I struggled to keep my life. Coming back into the attention of what he was currently doing, I witnessed him pulling my sister out from under the bed by the hair, and bringing her onto her knees has he wielded his already bloody sword. 



“No!” I groan somewhat audibly, my wound preventing me from making any drastic motions or voices. Lifting myself up somewhat slightly by my extremely weakened physique, I attempt to get up to get a better view of what was happening. 



Reaching outward toward the two, I formed my hand into the regular casting of my lightning magic, the spell already being cast within my hand. “Don’t!”



Receiving a sharp kick in the face knocking me back down to the ground, I was now gripping my wound as well as my face in extreme pain, my healing magic still attempting to work on my extremely huge gash. 



“Die already, you bloody witch!” he says, motioning back to what he was doing before. 



Raising his hand with his bloodied sword, readying to slash at Abby, it immediately fell as he groaned in pain, a throwing knife becoming embedded within the shoulder of his arm. With a roaring thunderous set of footsteps drawing nearer, a lone man shot through the door, swinging a battleaxe at the wicked man, only for him to dodge it and become at the receiving end of a punch by his other arm. 



Regaining his composure, even I could see that his face was full of fear within my current state. “How the bloody hell are you still alive?” he shouted, with a long pause developing in between them.



“Answer me!” he demanded, now shouting even louder than before. 



“It wasn’t hard to learn about ya’ little dark shadow trick,” Silvertooth says, revealing an oddly shaped lamp up from his hip. “Especially when ya’ drop it right next to me.”



Victor wastes no time by shooting slices of wind blade magic, with Silvertooth disappearing into a mist of dark fog, dodging both of the attacks and appearing once more.



“I have but a question, Victor,” he begins as he materializes. “What was the meaning of you falsely calling attacks made by the Northern Castle?”



“Oh, so you’ve heard about those?” Victor charges for another attack, easily blocked by Silvertooth. “How else would I have been able to start this war and gain power?”



“Now die!” Disappearing from my sight by immense speeds, conjured up by magic with no doubt, the man charged at Silvertooth, which was quickly blocked and held by Silvertooth’s battleaxe once more. 



Repeating his signature move from before, Silvertooth lifted his leg, and with all of his might, kicked the man’s knee inwardly, sending an insanely loud cry of pain from him. The shouting of pain from his inversely made leg didn’t last for long though, after his head quickly rolled off of his neck. 



Wasting no time with the corpse, Silvertooth made leeway for me, applying his much stronger healing magic onto me.



“You never fail to impress, Silvertooth,” I say, as I can feel the strength to make voice coming back. 



“Don’t mention it,” he states, looking backward to the now collapsed girl on the floor. “Are you fine, Abby?”



“And glad,” she stated, her voice coming back into the calm state that it normally is in. “I greatly appreciate your help, Sir Silvertooth.” Reaching up by herself, she struggled to climb back onto the bed but managed on her own to lay down on the comfort of the bed sheets. 



With the wound making it’s final marks in closing, the healing magic had worked quickly and efficiently. Giving off deep breaths, my energy slowly came back to me as I focused my attention on feeling better. Now with the immediate threat taken out to the trash, I could finally focus on helping my fellow men with their current affairs at hand. 



Rising once again, Silvertooth reached a hand downward toward me, with an expectant look on his face for me to take it. “Now, what do you say we put a stop to this pointless war?” he asked, motioning for me to accept. Grasping his coarse hand, I raised myself back onto my feet, my scarlet and black dress rising with me as I stood tall once again. I felt as if I were a new me, and that there was nothing that could stop the two of us. 
      

      
   
      Petrichor


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      We Are Five


      

      
      
         It began as many things do, with a meeting that was running late, and a simple disagreement that was anything but simple.

 

“We are Four.  We must be Five before deciding.”



“We are enough, Speaker!” snapped Synysysis with a piercing glare at where Golonaphrax was drawing abstract designs in the dust.  Despite the inky darkness that filled the rest of the olive orchard, the brilliant moon shone down brightly enough that he squinted as his gaze passed over the rest of the gathering.  Patience was not a strength of his tribe and the rest of the Four knew it, arranging themselves at a respectable distance while they waited.  Despite the low muttering and constant movement of Synysysis over the last two days, Golonaphrax remained calm and immune to his appeals.  Instead, he simply sat in place, day and night, drawing in the dust of the Circle, until Synysysis could take no more.



“Waiting only can damage the Mage we are here to protect.  Pravus are too flighty about these things.  The lazy fools frequently don’t even show if they suspect they are not to be chosen.”



“He’s right, you know,” said Fa from her inverted perch on a nearby olive tree.  “Once I went to a Gathering where it was obvious that the Mage was Earth oriented, and I told them there was no reason—“



“I reluctantly agree with Golonaphrax,” said Nyserx as he shifted to a more comfortable position on a large warm rock.  “Although we are only Four, we must wait a little longer.  The power of the call was great.  This Mage must be of great power.  Pravus always show for the powerful, even if they are not chosen to guard.”



“He’s right,” said Fa again.  “There hasn’t been an Arch-Magi in centuries that—“



“Archmage?” asked Synysysis with a disbelieving shake of his slender head.  “I doubt it.  The Awakening Cry we all heard was mixed in whatever magical concussions that have been shaking the Eastern Empire for the last month.  An echo, no more, no less.  This Mage was Awakened by the disturbance, or it was coincidence.  Every hour we wait, the Mage’s power will dwindle and grow more distant.  The gift will gutter and fade, and the new Mage will surely go mad without our assistance to release the power.  We must act now!  You know my preferences.  I call for the vote!  Nyserx?”



“Hmmmm,” muttered Nyserx as he shifted again on his rock, moving to where the warmth of the sun had not yet faded with the chill of night.  “If you are willing to call for the vote, I will concur.  Two days.  Two nights.  The hours grow long and the Mage will grow distant.  Too long and it will be injured beyond repair.  Time is of the essence in more ways than one.  Golonaphrax?”



“Umph.  No.”  Golonaphrax continued drawing in the moonlit dust, adding to a trail of dark letters and symbols that criss-crossed across the clearing floor, punctuated with the olive pits that Fa had been spitting out beneath her tree. “Patience.”



Fa fidgeted from her perch in the olive tree, internally torn with the decision that had to be made.  Her mind was ill-suited for this kind of thing, having less wit than her fellows, and the ancestral memories of generations before churned into froth what little thoughts she could claim as her own.  A decision had to be made.  She had to make it.  Nobody had told her the job was going to be this hard.  Then again, nobody had told her anything about the role she had been fated to play, from the time she had first heard the whisper of her ancestors and left the colony, until the present as the sound of rapid footfalls began to come from the darkened woods.

 

“Someone comes!” she called, keeping her ears pivoted towards the growing sounds until a slender figure stumbled into the clearing and slumped to the ground, panting in exhaustion.  It was a very young Pravus, battered and bloody with matted hair and signs of more than one fight on the way to the Circle.  Still, it was what they were waiting for, and the sight made Fa flap her wings in anticipation that the long wait was now over.



“We are now Five.”  Golonaphrax abruptly quit his drawing and turned to the rest of the Circle.  ”Time is of the essence.  We shall start in the order prescribed.  First.”



Taken aback by the sudden change, Synysysis paused and glared coldly at the new arrival before beginning.  “It is obvious that I should be chosen.  I was here right after the Speaker.  Were it not for a certain individual—” He paused to glare at Golonaphrax “—the frail newborn would already be taken care of and protected.  I am mature and wise, able to guide the Mage through the dangerous responsibilities of its gift.  I ask that this vote be taken at once before any more damage is done by your meddling.”



“Next,” rumbled Golonaphrax.



“Wait!  I am not done!”  Synysysis glared at the rest of the group and moved forward to continue, only to be brought up short as Golonaphrax continued.



“No.  You spoke of your concerns and called for a vote.  You are done.  We shall now hear from the Second, according to the Tradition.”  Synysysis gathered himself, staring into the old cold eyes of the Speaker for a long minute.  Dead silence filled the clearing until Synysysis broke off with a sharp hiss and began muttering quietly to himself.



“Uh,” started Nyserx as he stepped forward with a quick glance at First.  “After consideration, Second agrees with the First.  Time is critical if we are to assist the new Mage, but it will need the wisdom of age, not the folly of youth.  This war has swept across the lands like an uncontrolled storm for decades, but the disturbance in the Eastern Empire has finally brought the bloodshed to a halt.  Many claim it as a victory, or even hope for a final end to the eternal conflict, but the Wise One says it is only a brief breath before the blood begins to flow again between East and West.”



“We take no sides.”  Golonaphrax spoke with a flat, dead certainty in the way a sailor would talk of the sea, or a Healer, blood.



“Truth.”  Nyserx nodded, pressing his chin against the stone as if to eke out the last bits of warmth to counter a sudden chill.  “My kind exist on both sides.  The war has been very hard on the Healers as of late.  The East treats Healers with contempt now, and the West’s Healers are hard-pressed to make a dent in the piles of wounded that heap up after every battle. An experienced touch will be needed for a Mage this powerful.  My vote is for Synysysis.”



A long silence filled the clearing before the Speaker turned to Fa.  “Third.”



Fa fidgeted on her branch.  Truthfully, she felt more comfortable this far above the rest of the group, even if she had been requested to descend and sit with them as equals.  Fa quickly snapped,  “Third Abstains”, then clapped a hand over her mouth.  The words had came from deep within, and were spoken without any choice or hesitation, which caused a sense of enlightenment to dawn inside her small head.  Perhaps this was the way these things were supposed to work, with instinct instead of confusing thought.  A smile emerged onto her face, her spine straightened, and she passed the point on with a quiet confident “Fourth?”



For nearly a minute, the Speaker sat quietly, almost not breathing or blinking.  Then he looked at where the Pravus lay panting in an exhausted heap.  Its ribs could be counted even in the moonlight, with feet beaten bloody and black hair matted by sweat and grime, but its green eyes were open and a fire burnt within that chilled Golonaphrax to the core.  There was no doubt that the Fifth’s hold upon upon sanity was very thin, if it existed at all.



“Speaker Abstains.  Fifth.”



Long minutes passed as the Four all watched the Fifth with various degrees of fear and curiosity, until finally the Fifth stood up with a shaky heave.  Shuffling forward to enter the circle, it left little blotches of blood on the leaves and grass until it stopped at the edge of Golonaphrax’s drawing.  Then, with green eyes staring eerily at the rest of the circle, Fifth began.



“I must be joined to this Mage or die.  This is the second time she has Called to me.  The first happened some time ago.  I don’t remember how long, because I was too small, and had just become aware of the ancenstors.  I wanted to come then, but my mother stopped me.  Something triggered the Mage early, a trauma, something involving darkness and fear.  I cried and tried to run, but my mother held me down.  It hurt so, but within a day the feeling passed and I could not feel her presence anymore.  I feared she had died until I felt the Call again.”



“Stop.”  Golonaphrax raised one stubby hand and stared into the dark, tear-filled eyes of the battered Pravus.  “Speaker is allowed questions by the accords.  This Mage you seek to be joined with is female?”



“Yes, as am I.”



“Second, you claim this Mage has called out to you before, but none of us heard the call until two days ago.  How long ago was this first call?”



“Eight moons.”



“Third, what is your name.”



“I have not been named.”



“Umph.  Continue.”



“I knew which direction the pain had come from.  When I was grown, I traveled in this direction.  I was slow and careful, listening to the voices of my ancestors as my guide.  When this last surge came, I lost all reason and ran.  I have been running ever since.”



“Wait,” hissed Synysysis.  “Are we to believe that you have been running for two days without rest.  That is—“



“Where were you when you received the second call, child?” interrupted Golonaphrax.



“A small village just south of Kernuba’s Well.  I think it was called Delp.  Or Delt.”



The silence following the response was broken by Fa, who said, “I have been to this place.  It’s over a hundred miles from here as the bat flies, across the Duchy of Flint and up the River Sdal.”



“I... I remember the river.  There were some trees part of the way across.  I almost drowned without them.”



“Umph.  Continue.”



“That is all.  I felt the call of the Circle some ways away.  If you had been on the other side of this farm, I would have missed it.  I do not care about East or West, only the Mage to whom I must be joined.  She is in so much pain that I can hardly bear it.  I must go to her at once!  She needs me.”



“Ha, a likely story,” snapped Synysysis.  “More likely that—“



“I shall support the Fifth to be the Champion,” stated Golonaphrax in a tone of absolute certainty.  “Young and inexperienced she may be, but so will be the Mage to which she is to be joined.  Were I a Believer, I would say the Goddess has sent this one.  Which aspect is yet to be seen.”



Synysysis recoiled and turned to snap at a response, only to be interrupted again by Fa.  “I also shall support the Fifth.”



“Watch it, pipsqueek!” hissed Synysysis in a rage.



“The Count is Three to Two,” intoned Golonaphrax solemnly.



“Four to One,” exclaimed Nyserx, who quickly moved his position on the rock to get farther away from his one-time ally.



“Then it shall be Done, as it has been in the past, and shall be forever in the future.  What is Done, is Done.”  Golonaphrax looked sideways at where Synysysis was slowly changing colors as rage began to fill his normally stoic features.   “The Challenger is entitled to a closing statement.”

 

“You!  You shall all rue the day of this event!  What was Five can easily become Four, or even Three, not by my tribe’s withdrawal, but the loss of yours!  My Master shall have his revenge, and all of you shall pay!  One day, when you all think this is behind you, your little schemes and plots, your traditions, all of which you claim to be protecting will be destroyed.  The toy kingdoms of the West will become dust beneath the feet of the Master, and our kind will guide his hands.  Go guard your fragile flower, for the Master will pluck it from the earth to bring it to his side, and crush whoever stands in his way.”



Golonaphrax quietly stepped forward in a short hop, smearing the lines he had drawn in the dust.  “Those Who Guard have no Master.”



“So.”  Synysysis drew himself to his full height.  “I have allied myself with the Master who will ultimately prevail.  My kind will survive while yours are doomed.”



“Those Who Guard have no Master.  It is Death to be otherwise.  It is Death.”



Synysysis glared back and slowly withdrew his twin weapons from their sheaths, their slim blades slick with poison.  “And who of your kind would stand against me.  Certainly not you.  Age has dimmed your vision and broadened your belly.  Fa will not come out of his tree, and Nyserx has no nerve for bloodshed.”  The faintest traces of a smile seemed to cross his reptilian face.  “I will claim the Mage for my Master on your death and the death of your so-called Champion of the Circle.  She is but an exhausted youth, who—“ He stopped and stared into the moonlit clearing where the Fifth had been a few moments before.  Nothing but a few bloodstained olive leaves showed there had ever been anybody there, and then the sky seemed to drop on him.

 

The battle was longer than it should have been, as the youthful Champion was exhausted, and her experienced opponent fresh.  But in the end, there could be only one outcome and one small body was left in the clearing for the scavengers the next morning.
      

      
   
      Will-o'-the-Whisper
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         Chapter 1






The village elders say that adventure is dangerous, that it leads to a life fraught with conflict and tragedy.  They say adventure isn’t worth it and then tell the village children to take chances and make messes as they grow up, all in the same contradictory breath.  The elders advise the next generation to be better than they, to learn from their accumulated wisdom and old mistakes.  But don’t go on adventures.  Don’t seek wealth and danger and fame.  Only degenerates and deadbeats with no skills suited for polite little shortsighted villages do that sort of thing.



At least, that’s how it sounded to Fio every time she heard old Alexios, the wrinkly prune of a man that had spent so much time out in his turnip fields he’d turned the color of dirt and had all the fun drained from him, give the same tired old talk to the most recent class of schoolchildren to be punished with an outing to his overly manicured garden.  She’d hated that talk when she had gone with her class to his garden and listen to his folksy wisdom, and ten years on, she was only more disgusted with it.  Elder Alexios meant well.  She knew that, but using the warm grandfatherly laugh and gentle tone of experience to crush the dreams of small girls that wanted nothing more pure than to leap into battle swinging a sword bigger than her own torso into the oncoming hordes of slobbering whatevers was just cruel.



“Stop scowling so hard.”



It was enough to make Fio scream.  It was a disservice to future generations, a willing acquiescence to mediocrity in a backwater town no one had ever heard of or ever would without the claim of producing a big shot adventurer.  A daring doer that dared to do whatever it took to get the gold, save the local princess, clear a dungeon level of slimy things that used a language comprised of growls and gurgles.  A name like Tarik “The Wall” Van Rumpade, three time conqueror of the Dungeon of Endless Goblins.  Or “Sword” Murdoch, master of the Double Double Broadsword Style.  Names you could hang your proverbial hat on.  Names that got statues in front of important buildings.  Names that could afford a gladiator stadium, for crying out loud!



“Fio, breathe.  Then please put my soup on the table before it gets any colder.” 



Fio took a deep breath in through her nose, puffing out her chest and frowning all the harder.  She pulled her eyes away from the massacre of schoolchildren's’ hopes and dreams happening across the street and pulled out a chair from the table she was serving, dropping into it in annoyed defeat.  The tray she held landed on the table with a clatter, the spiced turnip soup sloshing in its bowl but most of the sluggish liquid stayed stubbornly unspilt.  “It’s not fair, Meredith.”



Meredith frowned at the other girl, gingerly lifting the soup bowl after its contents had settled.  She dropped all of her crackers into it to start soaking up the broth.  “You’re going to have to be a might more specific.  Are we bemoaning the unfairness of the world in general this time, or do you have a particular target in mind?”  She pressed her spoon into the mush that had formerly been crackers, mushing those poor squares even more.  “I know you blame Mr. Torreg for never amounting to anything more than waitress, second class, but c’mon...he’s harmless.”



“I know.”  Fio tried to smile wisely, like her grandfather did when he remembered why he had walked into the living room of her family’s home for the third time, but it came out as an exasberated sigh and her face collapsing into her folded arms.  Then she started kicking.  “It’s still unfair!  I coulda had class!”



“You dropped out.”



“I was in the wrong training, Mer.”



“You just don’t like dealing with reality.”



“If I was a great adventurer, I wouldn’t have to!  I could have been the most badass warrior ever!  I could have worn platemail and carried a shield the size of this table.”  Fio slapped the cheap wagon wheel-style table with the back of her hand.  “It would have been glorious and you know it.  I would be rich and famous and make Alexios Torreg suck eggs for his crimes against my ambitions!”  



“Oddly specific, that.”



“You know what I mean.”  Fio grumbled into her uniform’s shirt sleeve, turning her head after a moment to look at the tavern that had become her life.  Day after day, night after night she came here and waited on tables, cleaned the latrines, mopped up the vomit after the farmhands had their inevitable one too many.  It kept her in coin, helped her family live a touch more comfortably.  Elder Alexios, owner and primary supplier of the turnips that went into the tavern’s “famous” soups and stews, said it kept her out of trouble.



“This place is wrong for me, Mer.  It’s just as bad as the mage training.  Maybe worse, if you count the emotional turmoil I put myself through by working for my arch nemesis to pay for—if I look up right now, am I going to see you rolling your eyes at me again?”



Meredith chuckled, spoon slicing through her processed wheat and moist turnip pulp.  “Nope.  I already got that out of the way.  But if you want a replay, I can indulge you.  You are my bestie, Fio, so you deserve to get the full thing.”



“Nah, that’s ok.”  



“I can add some sparkles to it.  Make it a whole production, Fio!”  Meredith chuckled again, leaning down into her friend’s line of sight.  “Afterwards, I can throw a few fireballs around.  You know, for emphasis.”



“You can’t throw fireballs, Meredith.”  Fio scowled, but she aimed it mostly at the object of her displeasure and sole source of income.  Mostly.  “You aren’t high enough for those kind of spells yet.”



“How would you know?  You dropped out of the training, remember?”



“I know enough to know you can’t manage more than an aggravated puff of smoke.”



“I’ve gotten better, dummy.”  Meredith smirked, her lips perfectly copying the curve of the local spellcaster trainer’s, Haylee Hedvig.  A general thorn in the side the yokels she was surrounded by, the old lady had agreed to teach the basics to the small number of children produced by their village that showed an aptitude toward the arcane arts.



Fio pushed herself up and gave her friend her best eyeroll and puffed cheeks combo she could manage.  “If you were that good, Mer, I’d be able to see the mole on your chest.  You can barely tell you even have breasts in that get up.  Won’t it interfere with your arcane motions or whatever the popular excuse is these days?” 



“Pffft.”  Meredith sighed and took a bite of her lunch.  She grimaced and reached for the salt before trying a second spoonful.  “Are you seriously still hanging onto that?  Not all spellcasters end up in those skimpy costumes you see in the papers and storybooks.”



“Yeah, some of them are priestesses.  Then, instead of a cleavage window, they get robes that are as tight as a second skin with a bunch of ridiculous bits hanging off and flapping majestically in the breeze!  A female spellcaster is apparently destined to a life of being on the back line of any fight.  They support or they heal, and gods forbid you don’t have the perfect body to pull off the lingerie ‘armor!’”



“I’m still pretty sure that’s just to sell more of those storybooks and papers to the bards and lonely guys that lumberjack eleven months out of the year.” 



“It doesn’t matter!  That’s what people expect these days from female adventurers in general and from you spellcasters specifically!”  Fio stood suddenly, her seat clattering loud enough against the floor of the tavern’s deck to draw the momentary attention of it’s owner from where he was directing a dozen kids in proper turnip care.  “I want to be a warrior!  A fighter, Meredith!  Gimme armor from head to toe any day over those flimsy robes and thigh high boots.  Put a halberd in my hands and to hell with a staff!  I want to be a real adventurer!”



“One: rude.  I’m a spellcaster, you dork.”  Meredith waved her spoon around idly.  “Two: you scored pathetically on the strength and dexterity tests, but high on the intelligence tests.  If you want to be an adventurer at all, you’re gonna have to buckle down and learn how to do the basics, just like I did.”



“Why can’t I be a warrior though?  You don’t have to be that strong, and really, it’s more a stamina game than outright brute strength…”



“Besides the reasons I just gave you?”  Meredith sighed and took another experimental bite of her meal.  Finding it more to her liking, she jabbed the spoon into the mush.  “You weigh less than a child, Fio!  Even if platemail came in petite, you’d die of heat exhaustion—or just plain ol’ regular exhaustion—within the first day.  Face it, you aren’t warrior material, sweetie.”

  

Fio opened her mouth for another well thought out, unassailable retort when she heard the sound of a dirt-colored old prune clear its throat.  She froze, mouth open and finger pointed accusingly at her best friend, for a moment before slowly turning to face her employer.  Elder Alexios stood at the edge of the tavern’s deck, flanked by a gaggle of grubby gawking children.  He did not look particularly pleased about abandoning his regularly scheduled generational indoctrination. 



“Fio.”



“Yes?”



“I pay you to serve the customers, not go on and on rather loudly about adventurers.”



“But...but…”  Fio grinned nervously, gesturing at Meredith with both hands.  “I am serving the customers, see?  The customers are served.  All one of them!  And before you ask, yes, I have cleaned the latrines.  I even managed to mostly get rid of the smell in the gents’ one.”



Meredith lifted her soup bowl up high and smiled too.  “She’s not lying sir.  I am served.  Quite nicely, in fact.  The turnips in this batch are very hearty, your attention to quality in your produce is outstanding.”



“Thank you, Meredith, but you don’t need to stand up for Fio.”  The elder frowned, leaning against the short fence that firmly separated the deck and the road and acted as an emergency hitching post whenever more than one horse showed up.  “She’s a big, tough girl.  Said so herself.  So it should be no problem for her to go and find something in the back to clean or organize.  Unless she wants to see about finding some other gainful employment?  Or is that too much to ask, like training with Miss Hedvig was?”



Fio pushed her lips together into a pale, narrow line.  The edges of her mouth twitched for a moment before she spoke again, shakily.  “No, Mr Torreg, it’s not...too much to ask.”  She turned stiffly and collected the tray she’d brought Meredith her turnip soup with.  She bowed politely, plucking at her long hemmed skirt in a curtsey before turning once more and fleeing into the tavern.



“Oh, and Fio?”  Alexios called after the girl.  “Feel free to take any leftovers home with you tonight.  Meredith says the soup is pretty good today.”  He looked at the sitting mage for a moment.  “When you head home yourself, Meredith, tell your mother and grammy I said hello.”



Meredith nodded silently.



“Good girl.  Now...children, where were we?”  The elder clapped his hands, his dark face lighting up.  “Oh yes, how deep to plant the seeds and when to do it!  Come with me.  I’ll make fine young farmers out of all of you eventually.”











“Have I mentioned with the last five minutes, how stupid and beyond reckless this is?”



Fio snorted in response, folding a thick blanket around her personal items and lashing it to the pack she’s scrounged from the basement.  It held enough rations for a few days and some bandages.  It was a pretty pathetic starting gear package, but she had to start somewhere.



“Mer, I’m not going back to the tavern.  Not after today.”  Fio cinched the last strap on her mothballed backpack, sniffing back a fresh set of tears.  “I can’t take it any more.  I’ve got to get out there and live my life the way I want while I still have a choice in the matter.”



She let the pack drop onto her bedroom floor, looking around at the evidence of her childhood.  The posters on the wall of famous Adventurers.  The cheap little wood figures of knights and archers posed in mock battle with an equally cheap but much loved wooden dragon.  The dolls, dressed as princesses in their stupid pointy hats or mages in their stupid pointy hats, where her mother’s addition, forced on her after she’d passed the magical aptitude test and graduated into the most unrewarding part of her twenty years.



“I can’t go back into the training, Meredith.  I can’t.  I refuse to be some hedgewitch, doing minor magics and handing out starter quests to better adventurers.  I refuse to be the mage on the back row, throwing support spells around like some sort of ridiculous public service...and...I refuse to let this village chew me up and spit out another farmer’s wife slash spinster slash kooky cat lady.  Adventure is everything.  Adventure is life worth living.”



Her best friend sighed.  “One one hand, I agree with you, Fio.  But on the other...I’m worried about you.  The world is big and dangerous and well...you aren’t.”



“Give me time, Mer.  I have a plan.  There is a dungeon within a day or two’s walking distance.  It’s known to have a decent population of low level rats and slime molds.”  Fio flashed Meredith a smile, her thumb up.  “It’s the old fashioned way: get experience and loot, rinse, repeat until you can take on bigger and badder stuff with better stuff.”



“Okay, but hear me out for a second.  What if you didn’t do that, and instead, took a different training than the spellcaster route?  Miss Hedvig knows other who can teach you.  Drop out or not, she doesn’t hold any grudges I know of.  Heck, she probably appreciates that it’s not both of us making a total ruin of her potion lab!”  Meredith leaned over, putting her arm around Fio’s shoulders.  “We grew up together.  You are like a sister to me, Fio and I was kinda planning on us being cackling old bettys together too.”



“What other training would I do, Mer?  You’ve said yourself that I’m not fit for warrior training.”



“What about splitting the difference?”



“What?”  Fio blinked, turning to regard her friend as if she’d grown a second head.



“What about becoming a skills based sort of adventurer?  They need to be smart, and being small is usually a plus!  Hey, you might make for a great ninja!  And so long as you stay away from the leather armor crowd, you wouldn’t end up in anything bondage-chic...but if you do, you could totally pull off the spikes.  No one would mess with you!”



Fio shrugged, rolling her eyes in tired exasberation.  “Mer...I appreciate the sentiment, I really do.  But I can’t do that either.  If I start a whole new type of class training now, I’ll be in there with kids half my age.  I’d never live that down.  And what if I failed at that too, hmm?  I couldn’t show my face again.  As much as I don’t like folks like elder Alexios, I’d miss you too much to stay away forever.”



“Aw!”  Meredith grinned, scooping her friend into a full bearhug.  “You’d better miss me!”



“Now will you let me go?”



“But I just started hugging you.”



“Not that!  Sheesh...the adventure into the unknown part, remember?”



“Well…”  Meredith sighed again, her grip on Fio tightening.  “I won’t stop worrying.  If I don’t hear something from you in a few weeks, I’ll be mounting a rescue mission, mark my words.”



“So long as I’m getting rescued by the best, it’ll be worth it.  But you mark my words, Mer.  I’m not going to fail this time.  I’m going out and I’m making a name for myself that this little rinky-dink can be proud of!”  Fio chuckled and returned the hug before reaching down to lift her discarded pack.  It felt like destiny in her hands.  Internally, she was a little sad swelling orchestral music hadn’t spontaneously started when she did.



“Time to get going, Meredith.  I’d rather not have my folks to deal with too.  One tearful goodbye is plenty.”



“So, out the window like we’re sneaking over to my place for a sleepover?”



“I’ll hold the ladder steady, you go first.”











“Note to self: get a horse next time you want to go somewhere more than an hour’s walk from your house.”  Fio wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, flicking the sweat into the bushes that lined the rutted dirt track that lead to the dungeon she’d pinned her hopes on.  “Buy it.  Steal it...I don’t care, just get one.  All this walking is for the birds!”



The entrance itself was a simple stone archway set into the side of a forested hill.  At the top of the arch, carved into the huge keystone itself was the date the dungeon had been constructed, originally as a prison, if her research which consisted of asking her grandfather about it once a few years ago was to be trusted.  Below those ornate numbers were dozens, maybe hundreds, of other dates crudely scratched into the stones signifying when some adventurer or party had come through and cleared it out of the nasty creepy crawlies that infested it over and over again.



Fio squinted through the dappled sunlight at the carvings, looking for the most recent date.  Most of them were faded by time and weather, but a few still slightly with fresh marks.  Sadly, they were pretty much illegible too.  “Looks like the last couple of guys in here were just as hard up lowbies as I am.  Hopefully, there’s been enough time for the place to refill.  Fio needs herself some levels and a couple of pieces of armor.  I don’t even care if they match!”



An hour later, she shrugged off pack, letting it crumple onto the dusty floor while she leaned back against the wall and slide down to crumple with slightly less grace than her backpack.  As far as she could tell, she was at least halfway through the first level and she hadn’t seen or heard a single thing.  Not even rats had repopulated the dungeon since the last adventurer.  Where there were no monsters to fight, there was no gear to loot and her pack was as empty as ever.  She was grateful for the shafts in the ceiling that let in light, but they were starting to thin out and the air was getting cooler the farther she went.



“Second note to self: invest in torches.”  Fio groaned, listening to the soft echoes of her own voice.  “Maybe if I try hard enough I can will myself into developing a see in the dark skill.  That’s a thing...right?”



She smiled ruefully at that.  Determination was the one of those traits adventurers favored.  Along with bravery—or at least a lack of a strong sense of self-preservation—and luck, it was the most favored. 



An hour after that, no manner of determination was enough to raise Fio’s spirit.  The dungeon seemed to just go on and on, a series of halls and rooms that lead to more halls with more rooms, all of them devoid of monsters to kill or treasure to loot.  The second level of the place had been mildly interesting when she reached a huge pit lined with platforms that dropped away if she stood on them for more than a brief moment.  The rubble pile on the third level presented a climbing challenge, but still she had no noteworthy experience, no loot to call her own.  Not even junk to sell to a merchant back in town.



Now, Fio found herself on the fourth and final floor of the dungeon, in front of yet another of those stone archways.  “Is this place allergic to doors?  No wonder it gets raided by every Tom, Dick, and Janny come lately adventurer!  Gah!”  She threw up her hands, stomping angrily across the threshold.  This room was bigger than most and had a raised dais that looked picture perfect for a huge chest stuffed with gold coins and one of those fancy looking jeweled sword hilts that were way impractical—tactically speaking—but looked good above the mantle.



However, just like all the previous chambers, it was completely, totally, and infuriatingly—empty.



It even lacked any other way out, which meant it was the last room, her final reward for a dungeon cleared, an adventure had, a life lived how she wanted to live it!



“Gods damn it all!  I come all this way, leave everything behind and all I get it this?  A dusty.  Empty.  Good for nothing, pre-plundered vault that doesn’t even have the decency to have a door—let alone a lock to pick or final guardian to slay!  Not that I could slay it since I was hoping for a weapon drop early on that would carry me until I found a decent upgrade!”



“Grrrrrrrrrahh!”  The dungeon echoed back her own impotent shouts of rage.  “It’s not fair!  It’s not fair at all!”  Fio ripped off her backpack and hurled it at the back wall with as much force as she could.  “Stupid dungeon!  Stupid dreams!  I wanted to be a real adventurer!  I wanted to be great and now look at me!  I hate this!”



She screamed until her throat hurt, but when the echos stopped, Fio heard the faint sound of stone grinding against stone.  “Uh...huh...um...in the stories...grinding stone noise...is never a good thing…”  She looked over at her pack, crumpled against the wall and swallowed hard as brick after brick pulled back and away, revealing a dark recess.  The grinding stopped a moment later when a final section of wall vanished, revealing of all things, a rotten old coffin fit into the dirt and roots behind the carved stone.



“Okay...when I said that stuff about a f-final g-g-guardian...I was kidding!  Um...yeah, just j-j-joking!”



“I thought you said you wanted to be a real adventurer?”



Fio froze.  The voice, deep and masculine, sounded like it was coming from the coffin.  “I...uh..I’m not equipped for an encounter with the undead, so...uh, sorry to disturb you.  I-I’ll just run away quietly now and you can go back to sleep or whatever!” 



“Oh hohohohoh!  It’s been too long!  I feel like stretching my ectoplasm.”  The coffin began to open slowly, creaking and groaning in the most cliche and terrifying manner possible.  “And you, young man, are going to stay a while and listen to what I have to say.”



“Lady.”



“Excuse me?”



“I’m a girl.”



“Oh.”  The voice paused, as if considering this.  “Well, whatever.  It works all the same to me.  Now let’s you and I discuss your very near future.  Hehehehe…”





      

      
   
      The King in Yellow-Green


      

      
      
         I can hear them talking about me, they’re gonna kill me, but I can’t see them. Yeah, okay.



I’m the king, man, they can’t touch me. They can’t do anything to hurt me, man. Yeah. But I can hear them talking about it and it’s making me nervous that they’re gonna try something, gonna try something real bad. Okay, I’m okay. Yeah.



They won’t find me in here, can’t find me in here, not at all. Can’t relax or go to sleep or eat or drink or piss. Gotta stay here, gotta stay right here, then they can’t get me. Where’s this sweat coming from, Jesus. Don’t got a towel or nothing in here, no, but that’s okay, they can’t get me in here. I’m safe in here.



It’s dark in here, but the light’s bad for me, hurts my eyes, and they’ll know I’m in here. Gotta be dark for now, yeah, gotta stay real dark, okay? Where’s my card? Where the fuck is my card? There it is, okay. Gotta calm down, find my baggie. Right next to my card, there it is. Gotta open slow, yeah, don’t wanna



Fuck. Fucking fucking fuck of a son of a fuck. Fucking everywhere now, spilled the whole fucking thing all over the fucking place. Relax. Calm down. They’ll hear me, yeah, hear me real good. Okay. I can feel it, I can feel it sitting on the floor. Clean, I think, I think the floor’s clean. Hope so. Okay. There we go, pull it all together, yeah, that’s the ticket, that’s the milk and cookies right there.



Wallet. Wallet wallet wallet. Don’t move too much, shh, the bad men’ll hear me. My mouth hurts a lot. Blood, I think I taste blood, I hate blood. Relax, calm down. Wallet’s here, good, got my wallet, don’t wanna get pulled over. Hey officer, how are ya, lovely night, license? Don’t got my license, officer, figure you let me off the hook just this one time, yeah? Okay.



Can’t go driving anyway, stuck in here. The bad men’ll hear me if I drive away, then they’ll kill me and then it won’t matter if I got my license or not. Calm in here. No violence or death or nothing. Gotta stay safe, gotta stay here, yeah, can’t kill me now, you sons of bitches.



Where’s my wallet? Good. Open it, get a dollar, gonna buy me a soda, gonna get me a coke, yeah, gonna get me some real good coke with this dollar, just a buck is all it takes. Put it in and pull it back out again, yeah, cheat the system, okay? Key is to roll it up, nice and tight, stick it in, get the coke, pull it out. Good shit. Cheat the system, use the same dollar over and over, yeah. Fuck the system, ‘cause if you don’t, they’re gonna fuck you anyway.



Yeah. That’s good, that hits the spot, that hits the sweetest fucking spot. Jesus. I can feel it on the floor, but it’s less now. Fewer? Less. Words are hard. Me too, dunno why, nothing in here but me, no girls or nothing, hell, no guys either. Just me inside and the bad men outside, but they ain’t gettin’ in, no sir, not if I can help it, ‘cause I’m the goddamn king and you can’t touch the goddamn king. Gotta shut my mouth real fast otherwise they’ll hear me, yeah, they don’t know I’m in here, not a fucking clue.



Still holding the dollar, don’t know why, cheated the system already, okay? Don’t need to do it again so soon, no, gotta stay real quiet so the bad men can’t get to me. My last dollar. Can I stand? I’m lying down and I need to stand up. Legs won’t move, arms neither. Fingers, yeah, fingers wiggling around real nice, toes too. Can I get a hand, haha, can I get a hand over here, really could use a hand, yeah, there we go, got a hand, got two. Try to move my arm, feel it pulse and twitch and ache and spasm and we got liftoff, Houston, got liftoff all over, yeah.



One and two and I’m sitting up. Rush of blood to the head and I wanna fall back down but I gotta get up, gotta do it today ‘cause I sure as hell won’t do it tomorrow, I know. The cold’s going away, thank God, the cold in my nose is getting warm again, feel the headache start to go and my ears are clear for the first time since I slept last.



Think. Gotta think, gotta be on my toes now, yeah, I can still hear the bad men outside. Whispering now, real low, real quiet, don’t know what they’re saying but it’s about me, I know, can’t be good at all. Gotta stand now, stand up for my rights now, gotta stand up oh what the fuck oh fuck shit my ass. Gonna be a bruise there, but I can’t cry ‘cause then they’ll hear me, and then they’ll take me to my sister and I don’t want that, I don’t want to go to my sister.



Take two, ladies and gentlemen, take two, please clear for standing, yeah. And a one and a two and I’m up, haha! Take that, world, take that yoooooh fuck fuck fuck my head ow sonuvabitch my head! Goddammit, that fucking door! They’re gonna hear now, there’s no way this missed that, okay, no way. Gotta make myself real small, gotta sit back down, shhh, shhhhhhh, gotta be quiet, yeah, hide in the corner. Curl myself up into a ball, make myself invisible or else I’m going to see my sister and I don’t want that, no I don’t, don’t want that all.



Okay. Quiet. Safe. Shhh. Calm. Shhh. I’m real tiny now, they can’t see me and my knees touching my chin, too small for that, too dark in here for that. Where’s the king, he’s hiding, come and find him, shitstains. Dare you to come find me, give you your money back if you find me, wanna play again, double or nothing, one king and two blanks cards, step right up.



Nosebleed. Doesn’t hurt, but I can hear it drip drip dripping on the floor, cold hard cement, yeah. Can’t see it, everything’s black in here, but the light hurts my eyes and the bad men’ll see. Gotta stay dark for now.



Where are the bad men? I don’t hear anything except for the dripping from nose that just won’t stop, goddammit, stop. What a pain. I wonder if they left, can’t hear anything from outside, they must be gone, gave up looking for me. Don’t have to see my sister, okay. Good deal, good deal right there. Relax. I’m relaxed. Everything is calm and peaceful and tranquil and shit. Monks’ nirvana, or something, I dunno, but it’s good. Real good.



Give anything for a girl right now, or a guy, or something. Awful lonely in here, could use the company, yeah, too quiet. Okay, standing up now, put out my hand or something, gotta get balance and there we go, finally, took long enough. My hand is scratched, but that’s fine, can’t even feel the pain, but my head hurts and my ass is sore. Metal door hurt like a motherfucker, damn legs couldn’t stand up straight.



Gonna turn on the lights, ‘cause the bad men are gone and my eyes will be fine, okay? Find the switch, find the switch, Jesus my footsteps are loud. My hands are getting scratched, but I gotta find the switch so I can get outta here, there it is, there’s two. Red wire or blue wire, man, red or blue, one’ll blow you up real good and the other saves the city. First one seems good, let’s go for door number one.



Got real windy in here real quick, goddamn. Cold as hell now, which is kinda funny ‘cause hell is full of fire and shit but they still say ‘cold as hell’ anyway, make up your minds for once, Jesus. All right, second switch it is, gonna turn off that first one, here it comes.



The light doesn’t hurt my eyes, not at all, it’s this little yellow thing hanging from a wire. Close my eyes, must’ve got some dust in them or something, light’s not too bright. Open my eyes, see the world, my world, my little world for the past few days. So dark and I never even slept, can’t tell you why, not tired, I guess, didn’t want the bad men getting me while I slept, okay? Didn’t want them to take me back to my sister.



Wind dies down, and so does the fan above me, cooled me off a little, which is nice. Getting hot in here, much better now. There’s my baggie and card and dollar on the floor, right next to a trail of blood, my nosebleed, yeah. There’s blood on my shoes and jeans, gonna take a week to those stains out in the wash, haha, Ma can do it, she always did my laundry.



There’s water on the shelves near the wall, away from the door, all along the bottom in plastic jugs, enough water to drown California, they need it more than me. Food’s on top, cans and bags and boxes that are New and Improved and Only 100 Calories and Heart Healthy in big bold letters, still not hungry even though I haven’t eaten in a few days.



Throat’s dry and lips are cracked, though, take one of the jugs from the bottom shelf, God, has water always been this heavy? Can’t get the lid off, some sort of plastic band in the way, nothing my teeth can’t handle, I think I cut my tongue, but it’s fine, doesn’t hurt. Sweet sweet water, rushing down my throat, surprised I haven’t choked yet, nice and cool and delicious and my mouth feels a thousand times better, yeah. God, that’s so good, so good, I’ve been inclined, bah bah bah, to believe there never was. I love Neil Diamond, okay.



No water left, that’s fine, not thirsty anymore. Yeah. Light’s not bright, eyes still watering, don’t know why, too much dust or something, I dunno. Canned pineapple on the shelf, maybe have some of them, don’t know, not really hungry, but I haven’t eaten in days. Probably should, y’know, just to be safe, yeah. I don’t like pineapple anymore. She liked pineapple, my sister, and now I feel sick to my stomach ‘cause I don’t want to see her again.



Can opener, there a can opener anywhere here, gotta be a can opener, what’s the point of all these cans if you don’t got a can opener, there it is, on the shelf. Not much else in here, just me and my card and my baggie and my dollar and the light and the shelf and a box. My box. I think it’s my box, but I don’t want to open it, nothing but trouble in the box, and the box is near the shelf.



The pineapple’s sweet, too sweet, full of juices and preservatives and other shit they put in there, can’t be good for you at all, but it’s fruit, right, how bad could it be? Ugh, too sweet, thank God there’s water in here, lot of water, whole fucking ocean in this room. There’s like a hundred of ‘em, hundred gallon jugs of water but I drank one already so it’s really ninety-nine, okay. Big shelf, bigger room, but there’s not much in it, man, this ain’t a room for a king. No toilet or bed or nothing, just the shelf and the box and my stuff on the floor. That’s okay, yeah, king’ll live, king’ll live to fight another day, maybe, ‘cause you can’t stop the king.



Fuck, this pineapple is good. Bad but good, yeah, and my sister likes pineapple and I don’t want to see her, not really. Kinda, but not, know what I mean, sure you don’t, nah. ‘Cause if I do, the bad men’ll find me, and the bad men can’t find me, they can’t they can’t they can’t. Gotta be crazy, gotta be mean if you wanna see the bad men kill you and clean. Not a trace left, learn how to disappear completely, catch my drift, okay.



Don’t know when it got wrong, why I’m shoving pineapple into my face and hiding from the bad men, ‘cept that’s a lie, I do know. Lotta water in here, man, lotta water for a king. Gotta get another can of pineapple, there’s a billion of ‘em and there’s boxes and other things here too. Spaghetti and corn and green beans and shit, all packaged up real nice, but it’s so fake, why doesn’t anyone else see that? New and Improved and 100 Calories and it’s all so fake.



My sister never bought this shit, all fancy and colorful and it makes me sick just looking at it. I’m jealous of her, had a real job, big fancy degree from school, and I’m just stuck on the farm all day, but it’s all right ‘cause I love my sister. Good for her, y’know, good for her, fucking excellent her taking time to get a degree and a job in the big city. All my friends are in my head, yeah, but she had friends, real pretty ones, okay.



My head still hurts but I think the pain is going away finally. Wish I had some coffee, no cream or sugar, black and bitter please, I’m sure there’s a joke in there somewhere. Toast, or something, eggs and orange juice with a side of bacon. Natural stuff, yeah, grew the wheat myself, got the mill out back near the barn, gonna make some flatcakes for breakfast. She bought oats by the barrel, though, I didn’t grow them. Just wheat and sometimes watermelon or other vegetables. Potatoes, carrots, from the ground up like a miracle of God, can you say alleluia.



Voices. Voices of the bad men. I can hear them outside the door again I gotta hide gotta turn out the light gotta get real small again, shh, shhhhh, they’ll hear you. Wish I had a mask, wouldn’t know the king is here, ‘cause the king wears no mask, yeah, gotta hide, shh shh, make it dark, like that, good, sit down curl up head down knees to the chest. I’m safe, I think, but I can still hear the voices, and they want to kill me, want to make an example out of me, posterboy for the bad men, king of the posterboys, but they can’t touch the king.



Wish my sister was here, she could protect me, but I don’t want to see her again, not now. Calm down, relax, okay. They won’t hear me, not if I’m real quiet but everything hurts now, my head and my hands and my legs and my ass. Gotta stay still, stay here, otherwise they’ll get me, the bad men. Can’t move, no, gotta stay here. Where’s my baggie, gotta find my baggie, it’s all over the floor, big mess all over the floor. It’s all right, lemme get my card and my dollar and I’ll have some of it, yeah, help me relax.



Still awake somehow, it’s been days, not confused, though, no plants in here, no sir. Not tired at all, feel like I could run a mile bare naked, got the old birthday suit on, yeah, running through the wheat fields in the dead of August, what a treat, those lazy Sundays. But I can’t run ‘cause the bad men will hear and take me to my sister and I don’t want to see her anymore, can’t see her anymore, no.



She was happy once, long time ago, back when we both worked on the farm, real young, before she went to school and got that fancy degree and job and all, okay. But now she’s not and it’s all my fault, all my fault, shh, calm down, the bad men’ll hear. Where’d my baggie go, ah yeah, there it is, right, gotta get my card and my dollar and then I’ll relax and the bad men will go away again and then maybe I get my happy ending and I can go home and cry.



Fucked-up world, man, not a world for a king. Pretty and fake and dead and I hate that, okay, I hate it so much. But I’m safe here, I’m away from the world in here, it’s real in here. It won’t be soon, I know, but it’s real now, that’s all I want. Gonna get fucked real soon, I can hear it in the voices of the bad men who want to kill me. Gotta get the card, use it, there we go, roll the dollar nice and then



Perfect. Oh yeah. It’s perfect, man, absolutely exquisite, can you say divine. Nose is bleeding again, pain never killed nobody, never hurt anyone, can’t feel it anyway, so who gives a shit? Pain is good for you, builds you up strong, real strong, yeah, like my pa used to say sometimes on the farm back when we were plowing in the fields, couldn’t afford a tractor, no sir, all by hand. Callouses out the wazoo, yeah, unreal hands I’ve got, but I didn’t mind, still don’t.



It was real back then, that was life, that was the realest fucking life you’d ever seen. And now I’m in a ball in a cement room with the lights off and canned pineapple and water in my stomach hiding from the bad men who want to kill me. Where the hell’s the life in this, it’s not here, that’s where, it died on the farm, too many things died on the farm, circle of life and all that bullshit. When you’re dead, you’re dead, and there’s no getting back.



Pa scares me, big man, y’know, real big. All muscle, okay, used to plow in the field all day, spreading seeds and watering them and doing all that farm stuff. We fed the chickens and pigs and cows, me and my sister, had to, didn’t have a choice, yeah? Get punished otherwise, Ma wouldn’t do nothing, ‘cause Pa’s a big man, yeah. Can’t do nothing to a big man, not him, and I don’t want to see my sister anymore, can’t.



Stomach feels weird, oh God, feels really weird, and my throat is burning and my stomach’s bad and I vomit all over the place and everything is on fire, oh God, Satan in my mouth. There’s pineapple everywhere, but mostly water, and my stomach is sick and my clothes are wet and now I guess I’m the yellow-green king, king of chartreuse, the king in yellow-green who wears no mask, except that’s a lie because I do and I have been since I left the farm.



My ass still hurts, but not as bad as before, but now I’m sitting in my puke and I can feel my nose bleeding again, isn’t pain just weakness leaving the body even though the world is fucked-up? I’ve gotta shut my mouth, otherwise they’ll hear me, the bad men, and I can’t let them hear me, because then they’ll take me to my sister. My head hurts and so do my hands and legs but my throat is worse, I’m still coughing up water, gotta stand up, gotta get out of my puke, it’s burning me.



Waste of pineapple, waste of water, but I wasn’t really hungry anyway, hell, haven’t slept at all, either, not since I left the farm. I don’t know how long it’s been, ‘cause I don’t know how long I ran for, I know there was a train, train just rushing through the country, yeah, but that was before the room and the bad men and the pineapple and my baggie, okay, that was before I was the king and the king in yellow-green. Stand up, turn on the light, not the fan, no, stop it, get the light, yeah, the light doesn’t hurt my eyes.



My baggie is empty, all gone, nothing left, and I want to run home and cry to my sister, but I don’t want to see her again, not anymore. The bad men are outside again, and they’ll kill me if I’m loud, if I scream. They did it before and I don’t want it to happen again, no, can’t happen again, not again not again not again, shh, calm down, relax, okay.



Wet face, face is wet, light’s not bright, must’ve got dust in my eyes, the smell is bad, the smell is real bad, gonna throw up again maybe. No, stop, keep it down, fight it, there we go, the moment’s passed, good. I can still hear the bad men outside and they want to kill me, but they can’t touch the king in yellow-green, not anymore, not since I left the farm. My dollar is covered in vomit, can’t see my card, probably underneath, and my baggie is empty, damn dust in my eyes making my face wet.



Neil Diamond was right, good times never seemed so good back then, no good times now, haven’t been any since before I left the farm and left my sister and Ma and Pa there, I was scared and I feel bad but I had to leave. Why couldn’t Ma have helped him plow and spread seeds and water, why was it me and my sister, I dunno, I dunno, but I wish it wasn’t us. Maybe she was sick, yeah, maybe was she was real sick or something and she couldn’t plow or spread seed or water, that must be it, I hope she’s better now.



Everything’s so complicated now, didn’t use to be like that, when I was small, everything was simple and fun and free and now it’s all ruined, God, it makes me sad. Everyone was happy back then, on the farm, all good and great and then it wasn’t and now it isn’t and it’s just the worst thing. Pa met the bad men and then everything was different and Ma was sad all the time and my sister cried a lot and I didn’t know why until two days before I left the farm, and I don’t want to see her again.



Pa did a lot of work on the farm, plowing and spreading seed and watering, used to help us feed the chickens and pigs and cows, get the eggs and the milk too, he got those a lot more after he met the bad men. We all had to help him plow, except Ma, she must’ve been sick or something, she was always sad after Pa met the bad men, just cleaned and cooked all the time for him, glad it’s quiet here even if the bad men are outside, it wasn’t quiet on the farm.



I can hear the bad men again, but I don’t care this time, not really, just wanna go back home and cry and cry and pull the laughter from the sky, welcome back my friends to the show that never ends, and the show is my life and it doesn’t have a happy ending, I don’t think.



I don’t know where I am, honest, I remember the train through the country and the rain in the country and I ran away from the farm. Met a man, crumbling land, world falling apart around me and he gave me a little baggie, my baggie, and I gave him all my money except my dollar, gotta keep my dollar, and I kept my box, too, grabbed what I had and ran away from the farm, away from Pa and Ma and my sister, who I don’t want to see again, except I kinda do, but I can’t now, too late.



Pa put something in the box, it was his box, but I couldn’t let him keep it, I took it with me, took clothes and money and food which is gone now and I ran away. The bad men are gonna get me because I ran away, I was bad, that’s what Pa always said, Ma must’ve agreed ‘cause she never said otherwise. My heart is beating very fast, it’s the box’s fault, I think, or maybe my baggie’s, I’m not sure. My throat still burns, but it’s better than it was before, better than it was before I ran away.



My heart is beating very fast now, why is there so much sweat, don’t have a towel, can’t wipe on my shirt because there’s vomit everywhere, vomit makes me the king in yellow-green, man, you can’t take that away from me. You can’t touch the king, not anymore, not since I did a bad thing and ran away from the farm, I’m the king in yellow-green, motherfucker, what are you gonna do about it?



Need new clothes out of the box, but I don’t want to look in the box because Pa put something in there before I took it and ran away from the farm in the rain, don’t wanna look in the box, but I need clothes. The smell is real bad now, got hot in here, everything is so warm, it’s October, or maybe August, I don’t remember.



Breathing fast, real heavy breaths, head hurts, not as much my sister’s must have before I ran away from the farm, the farm with the big red barn outta of a kid’s book, but it wasn’t no kids book, no, not at all. There were cows, yeah, and pigs and horses, but the barn was bad, it was a bad place, but it’s not anymore, I left the bad place behind, left it behind in the bad smell of the barn.



Light in here’s not bright, not like the light in the barn, barn had really bright light after Pa met the bad men, spooked the animals sometimes, okay. Went into town one day, met men, the bad men, and walked home, yeah, he did, something about sales and advertising and profits and he was never the same after that, got a tractor finally, but he didn’t use it, nah, he hired people to work the fields after that. Good men, they didn’t know better, just wanted to make money, what’s wrong about that, yeah, but it’s so fake, the whole thing is so fake, everything was fake.



Probably should eat something again, plenty of pineapple left, don’t like pineapple, hey wait, there’s something on the floor, oh yeah yeah yeah yeah gotta get my dollar and my card, wipe ‘em off, just like new, not a problem, bit soggy, okay, that’s fine, fuck the bad men, I don’t even hear them but I know they’re there and I know they want to kill me.



Everything’s closing in, I can feel it, my safety room won’t be safe anymore, no, not for much longer. Gotta be quick, man, but not too quick, ‘cause if I’m too quick, the bad men’ll get me, that’s what Pa said, I should know, it’s happened once. That’s in the box, proof that the bad men happened once, I should know, I watched Pa put it there while my face was wet and other parts of me were wet too.



Walk over to the stuff on the floor, squat down, squat down real low, I don’t like squatting, but I have to now because of the yellow-green. Take out my card, get it all together, last one, here we go, get my dollar, still damp, okay, don’t care, gotta do this now, yeah, and then



Fuck that’s good, that’s real good, but my heart’s beating real fast again and I’m bleeding again and I don’t like blood, I bled a lot back at the farm. And after I was done bleeding Pa took my sister and they plowed and spread seed and watered and she didn’t like it and didn’t want to, she wanted to see her friends and the feed chickens maybe but she didn’t have a choice, okay, neither of us had a choice, Pa was the man of the family, bringing home the bacon all the time.



He went to meet the bad men in town, came home, everything was all right for a while, yeah, until a few months later when my sister was milking the cows and Pa came in and watched for a while, stared at my sister on the stool, Ma must’ve been sick, then, and then Pa sent me out to the field, and I’ve gotta throw up again except there’s nothing to throw up. Pa sent me to the field and then there was lots of shouting and then it was kinda quiet but I could hear my sister crying and I peeked back in for a minute and my father looked like he was milking the cows, except it wasn’t a cow at all and my sister was sitting on his lap, and the lights were bright and there was a camera.



And then a few months later I’m feeding the horses apples they loved apples loved ‘em and he came up behind me and we plowed fields and I didn’t want to but I kinda did at the same time and it was good and bad and I’d never felt anything like it and Pa said I was the king and I’m still the king but I’m in yellow-green.



The lights hurt my eyes and I was bleeding a lot it hurt real bad and I felt my face get wet and I screamed and then Pa was in front of me and I wasn’t able to scream anymore and then he told me that bad men would come if I wasn’t real quiet and my sister was watching and made a noise and Pa heard her and took her to the trough and pushed her underwater and my hands were all scratched and my legs and arms hurt and my ass too and it smelled like pineapple and it tasted like pineapple.



Then he took my sister and an axe and then he cut her and then he took the box and put her in throat-first and told me the bad men would come and I just cried and I ran away that night and took the box with my sister and he didn’t hear me was asleep or something and I heard as voice as ran past the train in the rain and I had to get out of the storm but the storm was all around me and I knew the bad men were coming to get me and the guy who gave me the baggie said it would make me feel better and oh God my throat oh God oh God I just want to see my sister and now I can’t because if I try to go back the bad men’ll get me and it’s all my fault and I’m sorry and I’m sorry and I’m sorry and I’m sorry and I’m sorry and I’m sorry and I’m sor
      

      
   