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         Earth had been getting too depressing as of late, so Charlie decided to leave. To be fair, he wasn’t leaving much behind; he had no wife, no kids, no parents. All Charlie really had were a few books, some yellowing manuscripts—they had stopped selling paper a few years back—and the small plot of land he had been assigned. He had spent a Lifetime there already, and he was more than ready to move on.



Of course, Charlie had always been the emotional type, so he still cried when he left, bound for Saturn with nothing but his pills, a few pens, and what few reams of paper he had left. They almost hadn’t let him on, as the young man who searched his bag thought the pens were weapons. “A knife,” the young man had said to the rest of the ship’s crew, eyes bugging out. “He’s gonna cut the oxygen supply and kill us all! Why else would he have no luggage?”



By the time Charlie finished wiping his tears, Earth was nothing but a blurry blue blot in the center of his window. He pressed his palm against the glass and stared at it, a lone speck of color in that dark expanse.



“I should write that down,” he said. He kept staring for a second more before the itch entered his hands and he patted himself down, looking for a pen. When he remembered that he had nothing with him but a gray plastic jumpsuit, he turned to the man sitting next to him.



“Hey.” Charlie brushed the hair out of his baggy eyes and tried to steady his breathing. “Do you know where they put our bags? Or when we can get to them?”



His neighbor—a lanky man with the boniest face Charlie had ever seen—turned and flashed him a grin. “Your first trip, I assume?” he asked. While Charlie tried to sputter an answer, the man patted his leg and said, “Don’t worry yourself. We’ve got months to go before we even hit Titan. You’ll have plenty of time to work when they take off the harnesses.”



The thick straps holding Charlie to his chair seemed to grow tighter by the second. He clawed at the rubber and looked out the window again. Earth was almost gone. “Yeah, yeah, I know,” he said. “But I gotta write something soon, or I’m gonna lose all these ideas.”



The Asian man chuckled and leaned back in his seat. “Relax. No need to panic. Panic is for Earthlings.”



“Earthlings...” Charlie nodded. “Yeah, yeah, that’s good. Refer to everyone back there as Earthlings, really play up the contrast, y’know? The loss of humanity in space.”



Brows furrowing, his neighbor frowned. “What research center are you from?”



“I dunno what that means,” Charlie said, rocking his legs back and forth. “I went to New Kingston College, if that counts for anything. Name’s Charlie, by the by.”



“Shigeto,” the man replied. He rolled Charlie’s words over his tongue. “You’re an artist? They let an artist come to Saturn?”



“I guess so. Why?” Charlie asked. “Is that weird?”



“Yes,” Shigeto said. “I don’t mean any offense, but they usually restrict colony access to more skilled individuals.”



Charlie stared. “‘Skilled.’ What does that mean, ‘skilled?’”



“Okay, perhaps skilled isn’t correct.” Shigeto turned forward and clicked his tongue. “Useful?”



“Art is plenty useful, buddy. I filled out the application and got accepted, just like you.”



“I don’t mean to say otherwise!” Shigeto said, letting out a dry laugh. “I just can’t imagine what they’ll have you do when we arrive. There isn’t much there yet, you know. We need every hand we can get to help colonize.”



“Well, I’ve got two of them.” Charlie went back to the window. “I’ll do what they tell me to do. But I’ve already wasted one Lifetime on Earth; I don’t need to waste another.”



Charlie could feel Shigeto’s smirk. “Of course not.”



That was the truth. Even now, Charlie could see the skin on the back of his hands peeling, felt his fingers stiffening: eternal reminders of the life he left behind. He needed to get to his bag not only to grab a pen, but his package of pills. Much longer strapped down like this, and he would—



With a metallic whoosh, the doors at the front of the cabin slid open, and a portly fellow with thick-rimmed glasses strolled inside. The glasses were fake, of course; no one had worn real glasses for decades. They were just there for style, and along with his upturned nose and gray suit he looked more like an aristocratic rat than a human. The cabin had already been silent, but as the Rat stepped inside, Charlie swore he could hear a star go supernova light-years away.



“Salutations,” the Rat said, staring straight ahead. “And welcome aboard the USS Hermes. You should have all been briefed on the ship’s rules and regulations before boarding, yes?”



A few moments of still silence passed. Charlie squirmed. “Yeah,” he called, attracting every eye. “Can we—”



Shigeto grabbed Charlie’s shoulder. “Calm,” he whispered, that smile never leaving his face. “You artists are always so panicky.”



Charlie swallowed his words. As the Rat went on, Charlie bounced a knee and gazed out the window. Earth was gone. Only darkness, unflinching, unforgiving darkness remained. It seemed like that same darkness was flooding his mind, choking out all his ideas. He could feel each and every idea, each and every word slip from his brain, never to be captured again.



He had started taking the pills to write, but they blew out his memory. Was that irony?



“First novel in space,” he said to the glass. Maybe if he reminded himself why he was there, he would stop stop shaking. “You got this. You got this.” But thinking about his goal just made the itch in his hands grow, until he was grasping at the plastic over his heart where he usually kept his pens. His hands itched, his skin peeled, he needed his bag—



The straps disappeared and Charlie jumped. The Rat had apparently finished speaking, and everyone was rising from their seat and shuffling out of the room. Shigeto cracked his neck a few times when he got up. Before he could walk off, Charlie grabbed his hand.



“Where’s everyone going?” Charlie asked.



Shigeto frowned. “Didn’t you listen? We’re going to our stations.”



Charlie nodded and let go. “Right, right—our stations.” He paused. “Our what?”



But Shigeto was already on the other side of the room, exchanging pleasentries with a woman just as gaunt as him. Charlie jumped out of his seat and thought about following after, but he soon remembered his pens and the burning in his knuckles returned. He hesitated for only a moment, but that was more than enough time for the room to clear out, leaving him alone with the Rat.



The two locked eyes.



Charlie raised a hand. “Hey.”



The Rat nodded. “Hello.” He seemed to state straight past Charlie.



Silence.



“I, uh... I don’t think I caught your name,” Charlie said.



The Rat wrinkled his nose. He closed the gap between them and thrust out a hand. “Captain Richard Trawley. Welcome aboard.”



Charlie returned the gesture and shot him a grin. “Don’t suppose your middle name starts with an A?”



Trawley shook his head. “No.”



“Right.” Charlie glanced around. “Sorry to bother you about this, but where am I going right now? I kinda need to get to my luggage.”



“Did you not hear your research center called?”



“I’m not from a center,” Charlie said. “I’m a, y’know... I’m not a scientist.”



“Oh. A mathematician, then.”



“Artist.”



Trawley’s beady eyes went wide for a moment—but he soon narrowed them. “Ah, yes. Charles Weinberg, was it?”



“Char—yeah. Charles,” Charlie said, scratching his head. “You know me?”



“I look over all applications for the Hermes,” Trawley said, puffing out his chest. “And yours was quite interesting. Born in the Unified States, jumped from career to career, living your second Lifetime... how is that, by the way? My wife has been pressing me to speak to a doctor about it.”



Now the skin on Charlie’s neck had begun to peel. He clasped a hand over it and shrugged. “Weird. I mean, back on Earth they’re always talking about how it’s this abomination, about how we’re playing God. But it’s giving so many people a second chance.”



“Mhm.” Trawley nodded. Pursing his lips, he stepped aside and gestured to an open door on the other side of the room. “You’re free to wander the ship as you like, but your luggage has been placed in your room.”



“Right. Thanks.” Charlie started to reach out for a handshake, but realized they had already done that, and quickly retracted his hand. Eyes falling to the floor, he walked away, Trawley’s gaze hot on his back.



Charlie managed to lose his way twice before finally finding his room, wedged into the end of a long corridor. Everything on the ship was gray chrome and black plastic; if it hadn’t been for the blue duffel bag he found waiting for him on his bed, he would have assumed that color simply didn’t exist in space.



He ripped open the bag and poured its contents onto the bed. He grabbed the pill bottle and pens at the same time—and it was with a heavy heart and an aching neck that he had to drop the pens. Popping off the top of the bottle, Charlie gulped down two tiny red capsules.



He collapsed back onto the stiff bed. An electric tingling spread away from his throat, spidering along his neck and through his fingers and across his spine. He looked down at his hands and saw the peeling skin fall away, leaving what was left to tighten and repair itself.



It seemed that not even leaving the planet could help Charlie escape his daily routines.



It wasn’t that he was ungrateful; like he said, ever since they invented Reincarnation, loads of people were living better lives, were being given second chances to do the things they had always wanted to. But still, knowing that if he didn’t take these pills, his body would literally fall apart—it kept him awake at night, staring at the ceiling, waiting to feel his skin start to peel.



But that didn’t matter now. He was here, he was alive. He was going to make the most of this.



He grabbed a pen and his tablet. Flicking it on, he wrote down the word “Earthlings,” then stopped.



He had forgotten his words.



With a muted thump, Charlie let his arms fall uselessly to either side.












Charlie awoke with a shuddering gasp. He shot up from his bed, clunking his head against the wall on the way, and looked at his hands. The skin had begun to peel once again, but even that was better than what he had dreamed. His brain had spent the last few hours entertaining him with images of his body disintegrating, of his body being thrown into space, never to be found again. No one would remember him. No one would know that Charlie Weinberg had existed.



He slapped the thoughts from his mind and stood up. Glancing around and stretching, he realized that there was no clock in his room. In fact, he hadn’t seen a single clock since stepping aboard. How long had he been asleep for?



In any case, his stomach rumbled like a landslide. Forget Reincarnation—if he didn’t get some food in him soon, he’d be stardust long before they reached Saturn.



He took another set of pills, slipped on his shoes, and headed out, back down the cramped corridor that led to the rest of the ship. The ship was dead quiet, as if it had been abandoned. Lord, he thought, faltering for a moment. How long was I asleep? The image of an alien creature popped into his mind. Crawling through the ship, feasting on the screams of its victims...



The itch to write sparked in his hands. But before he could turn around, his stomach rumbled again. Priorities.



Although the walls were bare of anything but electronic monitors and machines, it only took Charlie a few minutes this time to wander back to what he remembered being the center of the ship. Still no clocks, but a familiar face.



“Shigeto!” Charlie called, rushing ahead. “How you doing?”



At the end of the hall, Shigeto glanced up from the tablet he carried. He still wore his same gray jumpsuit, but had added a thick pair of goggles to the ensemble. Adjusting the goggles, he offered Charlie a smile. “Hello there, Mr. Artist. Draw anything nice lately?”



Charlie slowed down a bit. “That isn’t... no.” He forced a chuckle. “Say, how long has it been since we met?”



Shigeto raised a brow. “A few hours? A day, perhaps?”



“Right,” Charlie said, allowing himself a mental sigh of relief. The ship really was just that quiet.



“Of course, it doesn’t feel anywhere near that long,” Shigeto said with a smile. “Time just seems to fly when you’re working, doesn’t it?”



“Working? What on?”



Shigeto pulled him close and showed him the tablet. Translucent pictures of flowers and vegetables flew across the screen, each one followed by blocks of tiny text. Endless numbers and complex symbols floated along the borders. Just a few seconds spent staring made Charlie feel like his brain had turned to sludge.



He nodded, but could only manage a soft, “Uh-huh.”



Shigeto tittered. “Come.”



The bony-faced scientist led Charlie down another series of identical corridors—at least, mostly identical. Just as Charlie suspected that Shigeto had led him into a labyrinth, the chrome walls became massive windows, looking down into even larger gardens.



At once, Charlie pressed himself against the glass, only to be greeted by a shrill beeping as he set off some sort of touchscreen. Shigeto jerked him back, but not even that was enough to tear Charlie’s eyes away from the green.



On the floor below the window, there wasn’t a single inch of space that wasn’t covered with some sort of green plant. Thick bushes, tall trees, long vegetable stalks all sprouted from the soil-laced floor, stretching high into the air. Charlie had never seen so much nature in one place. Back home, the only place you saw green was the supermarket, or in a museum. But this?



“Holy hell,” Charlie murmured. “This is beautiful.”



“Isn’t it?” Shigeto put his hands on his hips. “Artificial vegetation. Enough food in here to feed a colony for a year. Beautiful is right.”



“Hm? Oh, yeah.” Charlie crouched down and scooted a bit closer to the window. “I meant the color, though. It’s so rich, so deep—this is the kind of green you only see in paintings, y’know? It’s brilliant. Prettiest thing I’ve seen on this ship so far, that’s for sure.”



“Yes, I suppose,” Shigeto said slowly. “But color is more a byproduct than anything. No inherent nutritional value to be found in color.”



Charlie looked up at him. “Sure, but that isn’t the only kind of value, is it? Just color by itself has value.”



“Does it?” Shigeto asked. “How so?”



Charlie opened his mouth, but it took a while for him to stutter, “I mean, people want it, right? People want color.”



“I’m not sure about that.” Shigeto gestured to the workers below, milling about the garden and treating the plants with chemical sprays. They all wore the same gray jumpsuits, the same clear goggles. If the garden was a lush landscape, then the workers were rips in the canvas. “Our gear is colorless—cheaper to produce that way—and everyone seems to perform adequately. They’re fine without fancy colors.”



Charlie couldn’t help but notice that no one was smiling.



“And you need nutrition to survive,” Shigeto continued. “Do you need color to survive? Or beauty?”



“Yeah!” Charlie said. He took a breath. “Yeah.”



“Hm...” Shigeto tapped his chin. “Not so sure about that.”



Charlie frowned and leaned in closer. He watched with wide eyes as a worker squatted down and tugged on a leafy shoot—at once, a massive carrot rose from the soil, sporting skin so orange Charlie was sure it must have been flaming.



But before he even had time to grin, his stomach roared again. Clutching the fabric, he turned to ask Shigeto where the cafeteria was—but the scientist was gone.



With a snort, Charlie rose and picked a random direction to walk in. He didn’t know where Shigeto was from, but he was sure that “Shigeto” translated to “asshat.”



All Charlie had for company as he walked were his own footsteps. Outside of the occasional whir or whine of a faroff machine, the ship was quiet. Occasionally Charlie would glance around to make sure no one was nearby, then clap as hard as he could, savoring how the sharp slap of skin on skin spiked through the silence. He only lost his way once before finding the cafeteria, so Charlie considered the trip a success.



Upon arrival, however, dying of hunger began to look more appetizing. Their food had the look and variety of a gourmet restaurant—but it had the taste and texture of a salty sneaker. Charlie had to choke down the meal, all the while resisting his brain’s warnings that what he had in his mouth was probably poison.



He didn’t have much to distract himself, either. Aside from him, three people sat in the cafeteria, huddled together at the end of a table in the corner of the room. They all carried the same goggles and tablets that Shigeto had, and spoke in hushed tones.



Charlie sat near them, trying to look aloof but silently hoping that they would notice him for long enough to introduce themselves. Yet, as the minutes dragged on and he forced more chemicals down his gullet, they only seemed to lean closer together. Charlie craned his neck to try and catch a snippet of conversation, but couldn’t find anything of interest in their words. A few minutes spent on the optimal way to calibrate hoverpads, some gossip about the “paradise” that was the colony on Titan...



Charlie stared into his potatoes, mouth drawn into a tight line. At least they looked good—that was worth something, right?












“Miss Cooper.”



Charlie blurted the name at his ceiling, cringing at the way his scratchy voice echoed in the cramped room. He lay in his bed, a pen in his hand and a pad of paper on his chest. Errant words and ideas were scrawled across the paper, looking like either a stupid free verse poem or the ramblings of a madman. At this point, he would be happy for either.



He had been on the Hermes for five weeks now, but he hadn’t written more than a hundred words of anything that could be considered prose. No matter how long he thought, he couldn’t come up with anything that wasn’t a massive cliché or just plain boring. Nothing jumped out at him. He still had the itch to write, but whenever he tried, it was replaced by the urge to fall asleep for hours.



Honestly, all he could think about was home and his first Lifetime.



Charlie had grown up with a banker for a father and a programmer for a mother, so money had never been a worry. Yet as a child he wished for no expensive toys, no fancy games—well, not many, at least. Instead, all he asked for was free time. He stayed up until the wee hours writing under the covers. He watched movies and rewrote them in his head. “This is how I would do it,” he explained to his friends. “I just gotta get an agent first.”



The agent never came, but he kept writing. He went to an art school without his parents’ support, paying his way through by doing odd jobs around town. Even in that brave new world of space travel and Reincarnation, of 4D movies and miniature stars you could wear on your wrist, his tales were simple: of love longed for and lost, of boys who wished for something greater. He knew they would catch on—someone just had to read them first.



After all, reading had gone out of style years ago. No one read anymore, unless they had to to operate some device. Everyone accepted that art wasn’t going to help humanity, but knowledge was. Science was. And as art lost its value, so too did Charlie lose his dreams of eking out a life for himself as an artist. He became a banker, just like his father. But he knew in his heart of hearts that art was gonna come back—now, he just had to find time to write it.



He tried to find art in the little things—composing music with the beeps of credit card machines, thinking up backstories for the people who visited his booth at the bank. No one ever seemed to smile, but Charlie hoped they were happy anyway.’



And that name...



“Miss Cooper,” he repeated, frowning. “Miss Cooper.”



Who the hell was Miss Cooper? His third grade teacher...? Yeah, that was it. Charlie closed his eyes and saw her soft smile, her pudgy fingers. She never looked quite right in those pencil skirts all the teachers wore. It always seemed like she would rather be wearing a turtleneck with a picture of a cat on it, or something like that.



With a chill, Charlie remembered that it was in her class he had written his first story. He couldn't recall a word of it, but he could still see Miss Cooper’s beaming face as she read it. He had never seen someone smile so wide, so hard. He had smiled too, and it was at that moment he realized that happiness was contagious, and art could spread the sickness.



That was before he went home and showed it to his mom, he skimmed it over once before stuffing it in a drawer and packing his bags for Chinese class.



Charlie ran a finger along the scars on his neck where the skin had peeled and tightened so many times. That happiness he had once felt—that was why he fought death, wasn’t it? To feel it again after a Lifetime spent longing for it?



Charlie was an artist. Now, he just needed to prove it.



He picked up his pen—



Above the door, screen burst to life with a picture of a crimson exclamation mark. Before Charlie could even furrow his brows, a shrill alarm wailed through his cabin, crushing his eardrums. Shouting a curse, Charlie threw his pen into the air and tumbled out of bed, hitting the floor face first. He kept one hand pressed to his nose and ran out of the room.



Groggy-eyed passengers filed past, all headed in a pack away from their rooms and towards the center of the ship. Charlie wiped a trickle of blood from his nostrils and joined the crowd. He couldn’t quite remember what they had said about alarms in the prelaunch briefings, but surely at least one of these people did.



They marched to the launch cabin where Charlie had watched the Earth fall away. Dozens of passengers—it had to be everyone on board, Charlie figured—milled about the room, exchanging whispers and glances. He craned his neck to try and find Shigeto, the only person on the ship that he knew, but couldn’t pick his acquaintance out from the sea of identical gray jumpsuits.



A door at the front of the room slid open and a tiny woman walked in. She flinched whenever the alarm flared, and gripped the railing by the door with both hands. “Excuse me?” she called out to the crowd. “Could I have your attention, please?”



She waited for the crowd to fall silent before taking a deep breath and saying, “There’s no need to alarmed by the, um... alarm. The scanners have reported that there’s been a small malfunction in the food storage bay, and a fire has broken out.” The crowd broke into a unified murmur, and the woman grimaced. “Please, stay calm! The fire is being taken care of. Captain Trawley will be here soon, and—”



The door behind her opened once more, and Trawley popped out, his glasses crooked and his face bright red, as if he were on fire himself. He pushed the woman aside and leaned over the railing, glaring down into the crowd.



“We are not going to allow this to set us off course,” Trawley said, voice gruff. “The USS Hermes has never been delayed! We already have crew working to put out the fire, but we need to be efficient.” He adjusted his glasses and looked over to where Charlie was standing, making the artist go stiff. “Dr. Steen?”



A bearded man next to Charlie stood up straight. “Yes, Captain?”



“I want you and all the teams under your watch to see how much food has been lost, and how long it will take to replace.”



Steen nodded and walked away. A large part of the crowd followed after, including Shigeto, who Charlie finally spotted. Charlie waved, but Shigeto either didn’t notice or didn’t react.



Trawley turned. “Dr. Colón, see if you can calculate how much time it will take to repair any system damage, and how long we will be delayed.” Another group left, and Trawley turned once more. “Dr. Edwards, discover the cause of the fire. Any scanner data you need will be provided to you.” Another third of the crowd hurried out, pushing and shoving past Charlie as they went.



As they left, Trawley nodded and moved to leave—but the small woman grabbed his arm and held him back. She muttered a few quiet words and jerked a thumb at Charlie, who stood in the center of the room, rubbing his arm. Trawley sighed, fingered the bridge of his nose, then walked forward.



“What can I do?” asked Charlie, trying to stand up straighter.



“You can go back to your room.”



Charlie recoiled. “But I can help.”



“You can waste time,” Trawley said. He folded his hands behind his back. “If any team has to take time to clue you into every facet of their work, that wastes time. We have a schedule to keep, Charles. If you really wish to help, follow this order: stay out of the way.”



Trawley walked away, and Charlie balled up his fists. Curses and insults flew up his throat, boiled in his mouth... but a single thought turned them all to dust.



He’s right.



Alone in that metal chamber, Charlie bit his tongue and stared at the floor. Trawley was right. What would Charlie do? What could he do? Write a poem? Draw a picture?



He trudged back to his room and collapsed onto the bed. Within minutes, he felt the skin on the back of his hands peeling. He didn’t get up.












The weeks dragged on and Charlie stopped taking his pills. For a while, he simply reduced the dosage; two pills every eight hours was a bit much, he figured. But then whole days started passing without a single pill taken. Eventually, he stuffed the pill bottle into the bottom of his bag and stuffed his bag under his bed. The pens and papers went with it.



Without his pills, Charlie’s body began to fail. He lay awake wondering when his organs would finally give out, when his paper skin would tear under the weight of his skeleton.



There was no point. He took the pills to have a second chance at life. But it was exceedingly clear that his second chance didn’t exist.



Charlie no longer spent his days staring at blank pages, but instead staring at open windows, gazing out into the endless vacuum of space. His lips cracked with every word, and nausea erupted in his stomach with every breath. So, body wracked with pain, he stayed as still as possible, just studying the darkness.



No air. No life. No color. Humans weren’t meant to live here. He wasn’t meant to live here.



“You’re looking glum, Mr. Artist.” Shigeto sat down on the bench beside Charlie and rested an arm over his shoulders. “What’s the problem? Writer’s block?”



Charlie tried to think of a response, but only one came to mind.



“What does the crew do with dead bodies?” Charlie asked, his voice hoarse.



Shigeto shot him a sideways glance. “What?”



Charlie managed to look him in the eyes. “If I were to die right now, what would they do with me?”



“Wow. You’re certainly the morbid one today.” Shigeto leaned back and crossed his arms. “Hm. Not sure, but if I had to take a guess, I’d say they’d probably throw you and your luggage out the airlock.”



Even as his body crumbled, Charlie felt like he had been kicked in the chest. “That’s horrible.”



Shigeto shrugged. “This ship holds many things, Mr. Artist. A morgue is not one of them.”



Charlie stayed silent. Closing his eyes, he imagined what it would be like to be tossed out into space, with his pens and papers and writing. Would he drift away, into a black hole or a sun somewhere? Would he just disappear for all eternity?



Or would he be found? Humans hadn’t found any aliens yet, but they had to be out there somewhere. Would they take him in? Give him a proper funeral? Worship him? The Creature Who Fell From the Sky. And his work? Would they understand? Would they see the value?



Yeah. Maybe they would.



“Did you hear the news?” Shigeto asked with a smile. “We’re making an emergency stop on Titan to repair a breach from the fire.” He chuckled. “You think this ship is advanced? Just wait until you see Titan. What I wouldn’t give to have been assigned there!”



Charlie nodded. He kept his eyes clenched and thought about his aliens. That itch to write entered his hands once again—but he knew that he was too weak to hold the pen.












The crew landed the Hermes on an airbase and shuttled the passengers over to the central colony separately.



A wide ramp extended from their small ship to the ground, and the future Saturn colonists shuffled out. Charlie walked in the center of the pack, trying to hobble along fast enough to not trip anyone up. A small group of humans waited for them at the bottom: the Titan colonists. At the front of the pack stood a woman with soft eyes and curly blond hair. She shook hands with Captain Trawley, then adjusted a microphone around her neck.



“Greetings!” she called, stretching her arms out wide. “We here at Titan Base IV welcome you!”



Charlie tuned her out, instead choosing to focus on one simple fact: Titan was dead.



There was no gentler way of saying it. Titan looked like death incarnate. From space the gaseous surface had been green, red, orange—but now, standing under the oxygen dome, all Charlie saw was brown and gray. Brown air. Gray rocks. Gray jumpsuits. Brown buildings. A black sky. Titan was a decaying corpse, buried alive and left to rot.



The air left Charlie’s lungs. He bared his teeth and took gasping breaths and clawed at his burning stomach. Trying to steady his wobbling knees, he pushed past the person in front of him and walked forward. No one noticed him. They all stared straight ahead, listening to the blond-haired woman like she was their queen.



This wasn’t a colony. This wasn’t a world. This was hell.



“How?” he asked, raising his voice.



The blond-haired woman stopped short, and for the first time everyone noticed the man with the heaving chest and sweat-soaked face. “Excuse me?” she asked. “Did you have a question?”



Charlie growled. “How can you live like this?! It’s nothing!”



She shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”



“Oh, of course you don’t—agh!” Charlie doubled over, falling to his knees. A sharp pain spiked in his stomach, and a burning spurt of bile erupted from his mouth, inspiring a cry from the crowd.



Tears rolling, Charlie beat a fist into the fake gray dirt. A pair of strong arms hooked under his and pulled him away.












The medbay smelled of disinfectant and fresh plastic. Charlie lay alone in the dark, digging his nails into the sheets. Wires led from beeping machines into every one of his limbs, keeping track of every facet of his existence. He could barely think without some buzzer going off.



He hadn’t told the nurses that he was taking Reincarnation pills—or that he wasn’t taking them, rather—but it had been easy enough for them to test his blood and find out themselves. They held down his arms and forced them into his mouth, but still had enough strength to keep them hidden under his tongue until he could spit them out undetected.



Charlie could smell the death on the sheets. He imagined that he wouldn’t make it to Saturn; but if Titan really was the “paradise” that everyone described it as, he wasn’t sure he wanted to see what Saturn was like.



Not that anyone would notice if he didn’t make it. He’d die here silently, just a number in a ledger somewhere. No funeral, no memorial. Not even a spot in the obituaries. Nothing.



Charlie was nothing.



He lifted himself from the bed and used what little strength he had left to tear the wires from his skin. Blood trailing down his arms and legs, he limped out of the medbay, into the open air. He took a long breath of brown Titan air and kept walking.












Half an hour later, Charlie collapsed against a wall. He managed to prop himself against the wall so he could stare out into the field. What a coincidence, he figured, that the night after he killed himself yelling about how gray everything on Titan was, he would find the only place on the planet with any color.



Bulbous red vegetables pocked the ground in front of him. He had seen these same things in the cafeteria on the Hermes; they were supposed to be beets, he thought. Emphasis on “supposed to be”—they looked like they were made of wax.



In the silence, his stomach grumbled.



Groaning, he reached forward and plucked one off the ground.



This was like his Last Supper, he realized with his first smile in a week. Although he was too tired to speak, he held the beet in front of him and closed his eyes. This is my body, he thought. Take this in remembrance of me.



He took a tiny bite of the beet—and spit it right back out. These beets evidently didn’t just look like wax, but tasted like it too.



Another jolt of pain hit his stomach, and he gripped the beet as hard as he could. It slipped from his hands, but as Charlie went to grab it again, he stopped.



His hands were a bright red. Not from his blood, or anything like that—they were red from the beet. In his hands, it had crumbled into some sort of red paste. Charlie remembered some of the cafeteria food being the same, turning to paste when they were split open. Some glitch in the software used to grow them, Shigeto had told him.



He rubbed his fingers together, watching as the paste slid across his skin. It was cold and sticky, with the consistency of paint.



Charlie blinked.



Breaths going shallow again, he climbed onto his shaking knees and swiped a finger across the gray stone wall he sat against. The paste left a deep crimson mark, as if it had come from a paintbrush. He choked out a giggle and took another swipe. Within a minute he had written his name in crooked letters, bright and vivid for anyone to read.



Charlie felt a long lost strength returning to his bones. He grabbed another beet and crushed it. Paste spilled between his fingers and down his arms. Memories of finger painting in school rushed back as he drew a flower, then another.



He thought of Miss Cooper’s smile. He thought about his mother’s scowl.



Charlie painted until he passed out, paste and blood spilling from his fingers into the dirt.












“Order!” Trawley cried, pounding a chubby fist against his table. “Silence!”



Each member of both colonies were stuffed into the meeting room of the Titan Base IV Town Hall. To be more specific, both colonies were stuffed into one side of the meeting room—on the other side sat Trawley, the blond-haired woman who had met them on arrival, and Charlie.



And, to be fair, Charlie wasn’t quite sitting. Slumped into his chair, Charlie looked like a pile of white goo. The wires were back, but they didn’t seem to be doing much. He stared off into the distance with clouded eyes, and it took a forceful shove for him to respond to anything. Skin fell from his neck like snow. Bandages covered his hands.



Trawley tented his fingers. “We are gathered here today to discuss the issue of one Charles Weinburg, an expectant member of the Saturn V Base. Charles was found this morning in South Field, and is accused of destroying food and defacing federal property.” Trawley pressed a button on his desk, and in the center of the room a projector came to life, displaying a hologram image of Charlie collapsed against the wall, red fingers still pressed to the stone.



“Charles,” said Trawley, towering over the artist, “do you have anything to say in your defense?”



Charlie gurgled.



“Very well.” Trawley gestured to the crowd. “I don’t suppose anyone else has something to say on Weinberg’s behalf?”



It took a painful amount of effort, but Charlie lifted his head to scan the audience. His eyes locked immediately on the front row, where Shigeto sat, a distasteful frown on his face as he checked his watch.



Charlie closed his eyes and waited for the airlock.



“Excuse me,” the blond-haired woman said, standing. “May I speak?”



“Of course, Lieutentant General Haas,” said Trawley. “This is your colony, after all.”



“Thank you.” Haas sauntered over to Charlie and laid a hand of manicured red nails on his shoulder. Then, with a glower, she said, “You all realize that you’re prosecuting a corpse, right?”



Trawley shook his head. “He’s not dead yet.”



Haas rolled her eyes. “It’s hyperbole, Dick.”



Charlie opened his eyes.



“You wanna talk about a crime? How about this friggin’ meeting?” Haas said, throwing her hands to her hips. “Do you know how much money we’re wasting on heating this room just so we can hold this little kangaroo court? A lot, that’s how much.”



“It isn’t a waste,” Trawley said. “We can’t afford to allow these sorts of shenanigans. We already took a risk allowing an artist aboard the Hermes. The human race is counting on us to take these missions seriously.” A murmur of agreement rose from the crowd.



Haas spat out a laugh. “Yeah, that’s why they keep sending biologists to planets with no life on them, right?”



A skinny man stood up in the crowd. “Hey, that’s not—”



“Oh, shut up, Rami,” said Haas. “You’re getting paid for nothing and you know it.” She grabbed Charlie again. “This guy crushed, what, twenty beets? We make more than that in a day, and I’m pretty sure most of the ones he used were glitched, anyway. And, honestly?”



Haas stepped over to Trawley’s desk and pressed a button, causing the projection to zoom in on Charlie’s painting: a simple field of red flowers. The crowd chuckled.



“I think it looks pretty nice,” Haas said, smirking. “Certainly the prettiest thing we’ve seen since getting here. The engineers down on Earth have some sort of chrome fetish, I swear.”



Trawley turned off the projection. “So, what are you suggesting, Lieutenant General?”



“I’m suggesting, Dick, that you let this guy go free.” Haas snorted. “Hell, let him stay here! We’ll nurse him back to health and put him to work painting flowers or something. He could paint flowers every day for the rest of his life and he’d still be more useful than Rami over there.” The skinny man protested again, and Haas offered him a rude hand gesture. “Go suck on a rock, Rami.”



Whispers broke out amongst the crowd. Trawley banged his fist against the table again. “Quiet!” Everyone stared at Charlie. “So, Charles: what do you think?”



Charlie’s eyes stung, but for the first time in weeks, he didn’t think it was his body collapsing. Millions of words pooled behind his lips, but he couldn’t speak them. He just forced himself to move his head up and down once—then everything went dark.



























































Shrill electronic music blared as Charlie stepped out of the shower. Pop music had never been his thing, but he couldn’t help but hum along with the tune—they were only sent so many songs so often, so he had learned to make the most of them.



Grabbing a towel from the small robot that hovered nearby, he walked to the sink and admired his reflection. The scars on his neck and hands were still there, but not nearly as pronounced now. With just a little makeup, he could cover them up and no one would ever suspect a thing.



Now, wasn’t that an idea? What if some company were to invent a type of makeup that could change your identity? Women would become different people every day. Photo IDs would become obsolete. Espionage would thrive.



He scoffed. Stupid.



...Still. He picked up a stylus by the sink and jotted a few words down on the tablet by the mirror: “identity-changing makeup.” Yeah. The people there on Titan loved everything he wrote either way. He had run out of paper a few months back, he was so popular. They craved his work—they craved art.



“Proto,” Charlie said, catching the robot’s attention. “What’s on the agenda today?”



“Class starts in thirty minutes!” Proto chirped. “You’re teaching sentence structure today!”



Charlie grinned. “Right.”



He grabbed two red pills from the cabinet, gulped them down, and headed out of the bathroom.
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         “Officer Miller, 10-20,” the radio crackles. I hate that goddamn thing. There’s so much static it’s always just barely comprehensible, so I’m never sure I heard dispatch correctly. It’s not like I can fucking concentrate on that when I’m driving.



Whatever. I rest my left arm over the wheel and slow down a bit as I reach out to grab the handset. Turn the volume up while I’m at it. “Officer Miller here, I am on Elm and proceeding to Way residence. Was delayed by 10-45 on Bide. Another moose got hit by a truck. ETA,” I glance down at the clock, “9:30.”



“Copy. Chief says he wants a report on that 10-15 as soon as it’s done.” And the First Annual Award for the Most Unnecessary Use of 10-codes goes to, Elly! Our dispatcher who thinks she’s subtle.



“Tell the chief I won’t get us sued by crazy cultists.” And that breathing down my neck won’t help, I pointedly don’t add. The handset goes back in its cradle, and I get both hands back on the wheel like you’re supposed to. Put on a little speed. Elm’s only a forty road, but it’s got seaside cliffs. I’d like to not be a statistic about blind corners.



“10-4,” Elly answers.



It takes me about another ten minutes to get to the Way’s driveway, and another five minutes past that to find the house. If I had any doubts as to where the Ways fell in the Local/Tourist/Rich-Fuck scale, that pretty much did away with it. The driveway curls back around through the forest towards the bay, and from how it’s clearing out, I’m pretty sure I might be looking for that big house up on the ridge.



Yeah, that’s it. The one with all the glass. My patrol car comes around the last bend, and I bring it to a stop in the circle out front. I get out, and take a moment to see just what it is I’m walking into.



It’s a hell of a house. It’s built into one of the huge rock outcroppings up by the seaside—hollowed out and such. I can’t see it from here, but I know the far side is pretty much one giant sheet of glass. On my side, there’s a big gravel circle out front that marks the end of the driveway, and a huge set of steps carved into the stone that must go up two stories. Or, one and a half. I can see the garage door under the steps on the left side, so I guess that door they run up to is the front. 



Peeking around a bit, I can also see that the far left side of the house has what I think is a yard, or at least, a place where all the trees have been cleared out. Probably where things went down Monday. Hard to see from here but I think there are some glass double doors down there. Worth checking out.



Still, that makes, what? Three stories, custom made, seafront property, a half mile of forest all around, cliffside. This place must have cost something like ten million? Christ. And who the fuck called in a noise complaint on this guy in the first place?



I’m just getting out of the car when I hear the click of a latch, and a voice calling out: “Something I can help you with, Officer?” Fuck, I guess I lingered a bit. Looking back, the front door is open, and there’s someone looking out at me: tall guy, yellow polo shirt, slacks, bandage over his left temple. Yeah, that’s it.



“Good morning, sir!” I call, all polite and friendly like they taught us. It’s not like I wear this shit on my sleeve. Taking the stone steps two at a time crosses the distance to the front door quickly. “Sorry to disturb you. I’m looking for a Mr. Owen Way? I’m here to ask him some questions about an altercation that occurred on this property two days ago.”



“Well, you found him,” Mr. Way replies, waiting for me to come the rest of the way up the steps. Now that I’m a bit closer, I can see his face better. He’s an older guy, forty-something. A few lines in his face but not bald yet. Caucasian. Short brown hair. Good enough shape. Doesn't look too nervous to see me. Guy like that I guess he figures his lawyers can take us if we try anything.



“Come in, please.” Once I’m closer, he opens the door the rest of the way, and gestures me inside. The interior is more or less what I expected. A small foyer, hardwood floors, huge two story living room off in the back with a giant glass sheet for a wall. Ocean view. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Juice? I was just finishing up breakfast.”



“No, thank you.” It’s an automatic reply. He squints his left eye as he turns to face me, and I glance up at the bandage on that temple. “Sir, are you okay?”



“Technically, no. I have a cracked skull,” Mr. Way replies, though his tone remains polite. Even a bit conversational. “Practically though, yes. The doctor’s say I’ll make a full recovery and I won’t need any surgery.” He seems to brighten a little bit. “Thank you for your concern though. And please, David, call me Owen. ‘Sir’ sounds strange.”



I frown. The fuck is this? “How did you—” He taps the spot on his chest where my name tag is on mine. “That just has my last name.”



“You’re Bob Miller’s son, aren’t you?” he asks. “It’s a small town.”



It’s not that small. I narrow my eyes, give him the good stare. But he doesn’t look suspicious or anything. I’m about to tell him that no, I’ll call him what the fucking manual tells me to call him, when I remember the chief’s instructions.



“Owen it is,” I say, keeping it cordial. “But, ‘Officer Miller’ when I’m on duty, please.”



“Sure,” he agrees. “Do you mind if we find a place to sit down?”



I spy a kitchen table through the side hall, still with a plate of pancakes on it, but he leads me into the living room instead. Gorgeous view of the harbor, two couches facing in, bookshelves against the wall, that sort of thing. It all looks new and modern. And there’s a bunch of pictures on the walls. I stop on the way in to examine one. Mr. Way, a blonde woman about his age, and four children. Two boys and two girls.



“Is your wife home, Owen?” I ask, taking two quick steps to catch up with him. He sits on one couch, so I sit on the other, a short gap and a table between us. Nothing to write yet, but I pull out my notebook anyway.



“Oh, no. She’s almost never here.” He spreads out his hands and waves the notion off with his left. “She’s out with the kids in San Francisco. I love Glenwood, but she wanted the kids to grow up somewhere a bit more… I don’t know.” He shrugs with his palms, holding them up. “Worldly? She’s not much on small town charm.”



“Grew up here?” I ask. He seems pretty open, but a few preliminary questions never hurt. Establishes a friendly dialogue before I start asking the pointed stuff.



“Oh, yeah.” His tone gradually slides from polite nearing conversational to conversational nearing friendly. “Four generations. My great grandfather settled here after he came back from the First World War. Started fresh as a logger.”



“I take it you’ve gotten out of that business?” I gesture around the room. There’s a word for this. Starts with O. Opulent? Shit. Now that’s going to bug me.



“After a fashion. My great grandfather was a bit of a tinkerer.” He points up at more of the photos on the wall. They’re old black and white things, or, tan and white. I can’t see them well from here, but a few of them have trees. “He invented the mechanical skidder—that’s the device that transports logs from the logging field to the main road. It’s how the family got established. He used the money to send my grandfather to college, and he became a chemist. He invented a bunch of plastics that...” 



After a pause, he shrugs, “Well, that you’ve never heard of because they’re extremely boring. But also extremely useful. And my father kept the trend up. Went into computers back in the IBM days.”



Hell of a fucking legacy. “What about you? Are you a brilliant inventor as well?”



He smiles and shakes his head. “I did go to medical school, but, no. I’m mostly a philanthropist. Doctors Without Borders, that sort of thing. It’s very rewarding, and besides, it’s not like you can take it with you.”



Not that that stops you from enjoying it here while you have it, is the thing I don’t say. That’s not a fair thought anyway. The guy seems pleasant enough. Time to start fishing for a natural transition. “That’s very true. Do you do much philanthropy in town? Old ties in the area?”



“A bit.” He nods. “I did more in the old days, back when things were bad. But this tourism boom has really brought the town around. I do have a lot of friends from the old days, but not as many of them live here as they used to. A lot are like me, you know. Own a house in the area but usually live somewhere else.”



Yeah, I know. You’re a type. “Was that the people you had over two days ago?”



“Yes, mostly.” He agrees, with a half nod. Still no concern in his face. And he nicely provided that segue. “A few people drove in from out of state.”



I nod, and put the pencil to the paper. “Would you describe, in your own words, what happened that night when Officer Tucker arrived?”



“Well, the barbeque was in full swing when he arrived, so that would have been about one minute after midnight.” Barbeque? I jot that down along with the time. Just nod for now. “The officer’s patrol car pulled up, he got out. A lot of people were surprised to see him—it was kind of a private function. Then he said there’d been a noise complaint? Which, um.” He clears his throat. “Forgive me, is a little ridiculous. It was just us talking and there’s no one for a thousand yards around.”



“We’re looking into who called in the original complaint, yes.” I nod extra firmly this time. Being all reassuring.



“Someone heroic and nosy, no doubt,” he says, a little dry. “Please let me know if you find out.”



“We will,” I assure him. “Please, continue.”



“Well, Officer Tucker pushed his way into the crowd and started asking a lot of questions about what we were doing. I think people felt intruded upon, since we weren’t doing anything wrong. And my friend—” He gestures out to the harbor. “Casey Smith. From the little blue house over there? Got a bit uh…” He coughs. “Fighty. I really don’t think he meant any harm, he’s just always had somewhat poor impulse control. Even from when he was a kid. And he still had a knife from cutting the meat in his hands, and, well.” He shifts in place, and curls his lip a bit. Seems a bit embarrassed.



“That’s when Officer Tucker tasered him?” I confirm.



“Yes.” He nods. “The officer tasered him, he spasmed or, leapt, or, fell onto the officer. I don’t know. The officer fell over and hit me. And my head hit the stone surface we were using. Although honestly, everything around there is a bit vague until the next morning.”



“So the officer fell because Mr. Smith struck him?” I confirm, pencil over the notebook.



That makes him chuckle. “Yes, ‘Officer.’” I can hear him using my first name in that pause. Fucker. “The Officer acted entirely appropriately. Him hitting me was an honest mistake. I don’t think Casey meant any harm, like I said, but he did start the whole thing.”



Well, the chief will be glad to hear that, and I’m careful to write every word. That makes him smirk again, but I ignore it. “Good. I’m sure Officer Tucker will be glad to hear you didn’t suffer any permanent harm.” I flip to the next page, and consider his face carefully. “Now, you referred to the gathering as a ‘barbeque’?”



“That is usually what you call it when a group of friends get together to slaughter and cook an animal, yes.”



“You slaughtered the animal yourself? Then and there?” I add a bit of doubt to see if it opens him up.



“Yes, that’s correct.” He nods. “One of my guests, Andrew, is a licensed butcher. He handles most of the preparation.”



“At midnight?” Okay, let's try a lot of doubt instead.



“The time has religious significance.” He explains, not missing a beat. He goes on before I can ask the obvious followup. “It’s a starlight gathering. Go out, look at the sky, that sort of thing. It’s why we always hold it out here, where there aren’t any city lights to blot it out.”



“Uh-huh.” I scribble the bit about religious significance down. “And Officer Tucker said something about a large statue and a stone block you were using as a butcher’s table?”



“It’s an altar, not a table.” Owen shakes his head.



And here comes the train to crazytown. Fuck, I was really hoping Tucker was wrong about this. “An altar, sir?”



“A large stone surface used in religious—”



“I know what an altar is.” The words come out a lot sharper than they should. He folds his hands and gives me an expectant look, as I let out an angry growl. Fine. “Sir -- Owen. Whatever. Are you telling me that you took an animal, laid it out on an altar, and butchered it?”



“Yes, that’s correct.” He nods, just like he did before. Cordial and open. Still talking with his hands.



“Because…” I give him a promptly look, and swirl my hand in the air to let him go on. He doesn’t take the hint, and after a moment I finish, “That sounds a lot like animal sacrifice.”



“Once again…” he nods slowly, for exaggerated effect. “Yes. The stone table was an altar, and the statue is an icon. We get together once a month to pray and sacrifice a deer to Yangyrril, the Caretaker.”



Christ almighty, I have no idea how to respond to that. After a moment, I manage to give a reasonably calm, “Sorry, how do you spell that?” and listen as he rattles the letters off. 

“Sir, I’m pretty sure that’s illegal.” So illegal.



“Owen, please. And actually, it’s not,” he says, firmly. “As long as the animal is prepared in the proper manner, and in compliance with the Humane Slaughter Act, it’s my deer, I can kill it however I please. Like I said, it’s a barbeque.”



He can’t be serious. Like, forget the idea that any of this bullshit is legal. I’m not even sure he’s serious about the whole thing. This has to be a prank or something. “A barbeque to Yan-Girl the Caretaker.”



“Yangyrril,” he corrects. “Say it with your throat.” And hey! A bit of a glare. Well fuck him too. I think that’s the first emotional reaction I’ve gotten so far.



“Yeah, I’m going to need to see this,” I insist, rising from the couch. Technically I don’t have a search warrant, but that doesn’t matter if he shows me voluntarily.



He looks a little annoyed and doesn't get up right away, but it passes after a second. He shrugs, seems to calm down, and rises from his couch as well. “This way then.”



I’ll admit, I feel a little sting of alarm when he starts leading me down into the basement. Stay a few steps behind him, surge of adrenaline, that sort of thing. But then the stairs widen out, and it turns out it’s more of an open first floor than a serial killer lair. Big windows, yard out there, carpet, another couch, all that jazz. I’m pretty sure this is the room I saw from the outside, with the double doors that lead out into the yard. The sun goes behind a cloud as we approach one of the cabinets, casting the room into a hazy darkness. He finds the latch, and pulls it open.



I have no idea what the fuck I’m looking at.



“Is this… like. Abstract art?” I manage, peering over the whatever he’s apparently showing me. It’s hard to make out in the dim. I guess you could call it a statue, in that it’s a big physical thing that’s… a thing. Lots of weird loops and jagged angles. It’s made from scrap iron, crudely beaten into place and covered in rust, with unfinished bits of raw quartz stuck into it. About three feet fall. And doesn’t seem to serve any useful purpose. The cabinet it’s in is certainly a shrine, complete with candles and a fancy star-chart drawn all over the back and sides. But I have no idea what this is.



“This is the icon of Yangyrril my great grandfather made,” Owen explains, brushing two fingers over the metal. I’m surprised he hasn’t gotten tetanus by now. “He didn’t have very much money back then. Other associates of mine have fancier ones made from newer materials, but this is the legacy.”



“So she’s like a… tumbleweed?” I manage, careful to keep an eye on him. That’s the thing about crazy people, they go from zero to spiders in their brain in nothing flat. He just looks a little stern though, and reaches out to touch it again.



“These are her legs,” he says, touching one of the long, spindly metal bits. I guess it looks kind of like a leg, if it had too many knees and one them didn’t bend the right way. “This is her body.” It’s not a solid piece so much as a knot of metal fibers, but I guess it does connect to the legs in a way that looks more or less stable. I squint, trying to put the rest of it together. “The jagged parts are her wings. This is—”



“Her head, yeah. And the quartz crystals are eyes. I get it.” I wish I didn’t get it. Fuck that is one ugly critter. It’s like a beetle crossed with an octopus that has somehow learned to walk on land. Too many joints, legs that bend the wrong way, and a body right out of children’s nightmares. It’s head is held out towards the front. It’s looking at me. Is that a beak? And, five eyes: two sets on each side of its face, and one right in the middle of its forehead.



“And, what are these up here?” I count twelve limbs in total. Four on the ground, three sets of wings arranged in a fan like a dragonfly, and two of whatever the fuck those are.



“Talons,” Owen says, straightforward. Yeah, that makes sense. I think I can even see the original metal parts under the rust and aging. Like, a hook knife or something? It really emphasizes the caretaker theme.



“And you say your great grandfather made this?” I step away from the thing. It’s wigging me out, and getting some distance helps. Plus, the sun comes back out, and that thing isn’t half as scary in the light.



“Back then it was more of a secret,” Owen explains. “You understand, while being pagan has always been technically legal in the US, it hasn’t always been a good idea to be open about it.”



“I can see why you’d want to keep this a secret, yeah,” I agree quickly. He looks annoyed again but that’s about it. “And the altar?”



“That’s right here.” He pulls open the next cabinet, revealing a stone sheet with a metal handle on it. When he grabs it and heaves, the altar rolls out on… I don’t know. Ball-bearings or something, coming to rest in front of the statue. And, yup. That’s a pagan altar alright. Fancy stone engravings, grooves in the top for all the blood, and plenty of bloodstains from when the grooves overflowed. Charming.



I’m not freaking out yet because most lunatics are harmless, but when I get back to the station I am definitely making sure this guy's wife and kids are alive in California. And looking for any other mysterious disappearances of sacrificable individuals. “And, how long has this been—”



“Another promise, another seed, another packaged lie to keep us trapped in greed!” My pants are shaking. And it’s Mindy. Fuck!



“I’m sorry, Owen. I need to—”



“It’s quite alright, Officer.” He waves it off. “Take all the time you need. I’ll be upstairs finishing breakfast.”



I nod as I slide my notepad to my off hand, fish the phone out of my pocket, and swipe the green icon to the right. “Hey there, Sweetie.” I put on my best husband voice. And pull open the sliding door to the yard. I don’t want that nut listening in on this from the stairs. “How you doing? Is this an emergency? You know you’re supposed to text me when I’m at work.”



“Only if you consider us having food to be an emergency.” Mindy says, already getting short. I take a breath and keep my cool. “I called you three times today already! Why aren’t you picking up your phone?” It’s a bright sunny day outside. Got warm fast too. I look around for the sun, but I don’t see it. This must be the West side of the house. I was hoping to find something interesting in the yard, but there doesn’t seem to be too much here. It’s not even a real yard so much as a particularly thin patch of forest. There’s plenty of trees around, and I can even see a few deer watching from the distance.



“I’m sorry, dear, I didn’t get your other calls. And yes, not starving is good,” I agree, poking around the yard a bit. Looking for… I don’t know. Bloodstains? Shallow graves? Something. “Why are we in danger of starvation?”



“I went down to the bank this afternoon to make a withdrawal, and the teller said there was some kind of account freeze thing?” Oh fuck, she found out about that. Motherfucker. Motherfucker, this is gonna suck. “She said that withdrawals are capped at rent + $200 every month without the permission of both account holders.”



“That’s what we agreed on, dear,” I say, sing-song, poking around as I go. It keeps my mind off things. Ground seems pretty clear. “That’s how much we can afford every month and still have something left for a rainy-day fund.”



“David!” she snaps. “I did not agree to be locked out of my own bank account!” Well, you did, actually, but that’s because of your tendency to sign forms without reading them.



“Oh, I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t realize.” I keep it calm. Actually, now that I think about it, the ground is really clear. Wouldn't that big stone altar have… I don’t know. Torn grooves in the dirt? Then again, Owen pulled it out on his own, so maybe it’s not as heavy as it seems. Hollow or something. “We’ll talk it over as soon as I get back from work today.”



“No, David, I need you to come in now so I can do my grocery shopping.” I get down on my knees, and lower my head to the ground, examining the dirt around the glass door. Mmph. I get back up and head inside.



“$200 should be plenty for food for a month, dear. You’ll be fine.” I say, knowing perfectly well that’s not true. But as long as she returns whatever she bought before I get home, we can both politely pretend it didn’t happen. I step back inside, and the sun goes behind a cloud again, casting the basement into that menacing gloom. There’s the altar.



“No, it’s not fine, David!” she snaps into my ear. “This isn’t the fifties! You cannot lock me out of the joint bank account!” I give the altar’s handle a yank with one hand. Yup. Still fucking heavy, must have taken two strong guys to get it outside, but lighter than it looks. Probably hollow inside.



“Dear…” I step away towards the door, and the sun comes back out. “We agreed when we got married that credit card debt was not a…” Wait. I look back. “Uh… hold on.” I hover in the doorway for a moment, and then close the distance to the statue in two quick steps. The sun goes behind a cloud, and the room is dark. I retreat again, another two quick long steps, until I’m back in the glass doorway. It brightens again. “What the fuck?”



“David!” she snaps. “Don’t use that—”



“Dear, police stuff, I gotta call you back.” I hang up before she can object, and tuck the phone back into my pocket. Okay. Think about this. Theory #1. Tinted glass. I push the sliding doors open as far as they’ll go, and step back over to the statue. The room gets dark. I turn around, looking at the patch of carpet on my side of the open door. It’s in shadow. Fuck.



I spend a moment thinking, looking between the outside and Yag-Gril the Huggable. Okay, second theory. Stupid fucking coincidence. It was kind of a cloudy day. Bullshit happens sometimes. I step back over to the door to check where the clouds in the sky are—sun comes out again. I look up.



No, it’s not a cloudy day. Actually there’s not a cloud in the sky. Shit. Okay.



Right, think about this rationally. Let’s assume that my standing near an ugly statue did not slow the Sun’s stellar fusion, dim the earth, and cast the whole of the world into a doomsday panic. So it’s not actually getting dimmer outside. The room just makes it look dimmer. Light-absorbing panels or something. That makes sense. How do I test that?



Easy. I fish around in my pocket change until I find a particularly shiny quarter, then step back over to Yurt-Gripper the Fluffinator. It gets dark. Fuck her. I aim at the doorway, and flick the quarter over, letting in land right in the spot that should be lit.



And it shines. Sparkles like a star in the sky. Bingo. Can’t reflect sunlight that isn’t there. The carpet the quarter is on looks dark, but that’s just an optical illusion or something. I step back over, and the sunlight reappears, making the metal beam. There we go. I kneel down to pick it up. Silly thing actually had me freaking out there for a moment. I straighten up.



“Jesus fuck!” It’s right in front of me it’s right there! I fall back, something trips me! The room spins and I hit the carpet. Fuck fuck fuck! Gun! Need gun! I fumble with the holster, rip it out and hold it up. Safety off! I stop before I pull the trigger.



It’s a deer. It’s a fucking deer. One of the herd from outside or something. It wandered right up into the doorway. Fuck. Fuck.



I put my gun away before I get myself kicked off the force like a dumb shit.



“Jesus, you…” My heart is still racing as I put the gun away and push myself up. The deer doesn’t care. It’s not even spooked. Walks up and licks my damn face. I let out half a stiff laugh. “Okay, yes. You’re very friendly. But this room isn’t for you. Time to go be with the others.”



The deer snorts and shakes itself out. Herself out, I guess. It’s a doe. She takes a step back from me, and turns a half step. Towards the altar and the fucking statue. She steps up that way. Then, she puts her head down on the stone, laying it there sideways.



What the fuck?



“You told it it was time to go be with the others.” Owen’s voice cuts in, and I whip my head around to see him halfway down the stairs. How long has he been standing there!? “A rather morose choice of words, really.”



He walks down the stairs, and rubs the deer’s shoulder and neck, pulling its head off the stone. “Hush,” he speaks to it, loudly and firmly. “It’s not your time yet. Go be with your family. Run along.” He gives it a firm shove, and it runs past me out the door.



“What the fuck?” I repeat, a little more firmly this time. I’m not sure if I said it out loud the first time but I might have. I’m fucking feeling it.



“I feed them.” Owen says, still calm. “And spend a lot of time taking care of them. Once they get used to humans, they’re actually quite tranquil. I actually have a deer hutch just a little ways into the forest. Would you like to see?”



I nod dumbly, and he leads me out. I’m keeping a close eye on him, but I’m not even sure what I’m looking for at this point. We head out the door into the light forest, towards that herd of deer I saw watching. There’s four or five of them, plus some fawns. As we move around the herd and deeper into the forest, I can see some feed troughs stuck against the base of trees. There’s a few shelters, with mats on the bottom. And there, a cluster of outdoor electrical sockets sticking out of the ground. Nothing’s plugged in though.



“I add heaters to the shelters in the winter,” he says. He must have followed my gaze, but when I look at him he’s looking off in another direction entirely. “Poor things get cold in the winter and I make some extra effort to confirm they’re okay. Spring is much easier though. I just refill the feed bins every morning, spray the shelters down with the anti-tick-and-lice stuff, and have the vet by once a month to check on them.”



I nod again, watching as he approaches a doe sitting in the shelter with her fawn. They don’t run away, or even look alarmed. She lets him pick the fawn up like it was a small dog, checking the thing over and rubbing its side. “So how did this whole thing get started?”



“My great grandfather had a vision,” he explains, as he gently returns the fawn to her mother. “After the horrors of the Great War, he had considerable difficulty adjusting to civilian life. He married, but it wasn’t a good relationship at first. What was the point of bringing new life into this world just so it could suffer and die? And in his torment he cried out for something to save him.”



“And Yang-mere-al answered?” I ask. Maybe a little quieter than before. But fuck it. I’m allowed to be a little rattled after that.



“Yangyrril,” he insists as he straightens up. “And yes. From her distant star, the Caretaker heard mankind’s suffering, and struck an accord with my great grandfather, that his family would not know the horrors that he knew. And she blessed us to be safe and prosperous and free for as long as we should live.”



“In return for dead deer?” In a twisted way I guess that makes sense. It’s still fucking insane, but if alien-talon-god lets you turn the deer into burgers after, it’s not like you’ve lost anything.



“No. The deer are symbolic.” He shakes his head. “We sacrifice them to reaffirm our loyalty to her, to induct new members into the faith, and to pray for the swift resolution of her one hundred year journey to Earth.”



“Oh, so she’s going to show up in person?” I ask, trying to put that incredulity behind it. Fucking lunatic. He nods. “Just like, UFOs and flying saucers? Just any day now?”



“Flying saucers do not feature significantly in her mythology,” he says, with a bit of a dry inflection. And that touch of irritation again. “And no, not any day now. Her journey began in 1919 after the First World War, and it’s a century long voyage. She won’t be here for at least three more years.”



“Well that’s…” Special. I guess. Fuck.



“Officer, I do appreciate getting to share,” he says, tersely. “But unless you have any more questions about the events of two days ago or other official business, I do think I need to ask you to let me get back to my business.”



“Uh…” I flip through my notebook. Fuck, this all went out of my head. “No. I think that’s it.”



“Then your vehicle is this way.” He starts walking, back towards the front of the house, and I follow alongside. I shouldn't let him lead me around like this, but I honestly don’t know what the hell else I was going to ask.



“Why deer?” I ask, before we’ve cleared the woods.



“When my grandfather first beheld Yangyrril’s form, he remarked that she looked ‘kind of like a deer.’” Owen says flatly, glancing my way to make sure I’m not falling behind. “She found this humorous.”



I think back to the twisted metal statue. “I would find that humorous too.” Owen doesn’t respond, and so after a moment I add: “So I get that you’re an animal trainer, but I gotta ask—how did you teach them to lay their heads down on the altar like that?”



“It’s quite simple,” he says, “if you think about it from the deer’s perspective. In the wild, less than one in three fawns survive to adulthood. And of course, many adult deer perish every year, to hunters and predators and the like.”



He makes a wide, sweeping gesture off into the woods. “Here, by contrast, they are guaranteed to be safe. Not merely safe even, but healthy and comfortable. All of their children will survive, and their children’s children, and so on and so forth. And all I ask in return is that, after their children are grown and they’ve had what is, for a deer, a long life, I get to eat them. It’s a very reasonable deal.”



I lick my lips, once. Reach down to rest my hand over my gun. Just making sure it’s there. “How, precisely, did your great grandfather die? Or your grandfather or father.”



“I’m sure you could look that up yourself, Officer.” He waves me off without turning my way.



Dirt turns to gravel as we return to the circular walk. He heads right up to my patrol car, then past it, starting up the steps into his house. “Hey!” I call after him. “The freaky statue thing downstairs. Why does it get dark when I stand near it?”



“The icon has a sacred connection to Yangyrril as she flies through the void,” he answers, pausing halfway up the steps to look back at me. “When you stand near it, you see the darkness and stars that surround her, and you feel time and space distort with her motion.”



I pause a moment, then reply: “No, seriously.”



“I don’t joke about my faith,” Owen replies, resuming his walk up and pulling his front door open.



“I’ll be back about the altar!” I call after him. “I’m not sure what you’re doing is… legal.” Fuck, there’s gotta be something here we can nail this guy on. “With the butchery. I’m going to get the food and drug people to check that out!”



“You do that, Officer,” He calls back, still ever polite. “Have a good day!” He steps in, and the door shuts behind him.



After a moment, I climb back into the car. I put both of my hands on the wheel like you’re supposed to, but the engine isn’t running yet. I take a breath. Fuck. I reach out and grab the handset.



“Dispatch. Officer Mills here,” I call, as the radio clicks. “10-24. I’m on my way back. ETA…” I glance down at the clock. 4:34? Thing’s broken. “Uh… 10-43. Confirm present time?”



“Officer Mills,” the radio crackles back, barely comprehensible through the thick static haze. “Present time is 16:34. Where have you been all day?”



I don’t say anything for a long time.



“Officer Mills,” it crackles again, “10-62.”



That’s an order to reply. I lift the handset.



“Dispatch,” I say. “Delay due to… Uh… the 10-15. Tell the chief we won’t get sued. Returning to station.”



“10-4,” Elly says.



I put the handset away, start the engine, and drive back to town.
      

      
   
      Stars on his Brow


      

      
      
         Essi stood in the tavern door, the cold spring wind swirling around her arms, rippling her dress and braided hair. She stared across the room at the Hero, and immediately knew he was a fake.

 

It was written in the stars on his face - very nearly correct, and the harp he was playing, the tone almost bright and true enough.

 

"Oi." Someone poked her in the back. "Oi, Essi, stop standing in the door. I want a beer."

 

"Right," she muttered, stepping fully into the tavern. It was small, bright, and familiar, filled with the fug of working men and the savory smell venison from the kitchen. She walked absently over to the bar, and waited for the bartender to bring her a plate.

 

As she sat, her gaze was pulled back to the Hero.

 

"And so!" His voice was loud and clear, rolling over the rapt crowd. He strummed in time with the words, pulling rills and trills from his harp as the tale ended. "The rolling fire cascaded down the dune, heating it to glass! But I hid, pulling the silk over my head. It was seared and lost its magic, but I escaped to fight another day!" He paused a moment, finishing with one last flourish, and lowered his harp. "And that, good men of Stook, is how we pushed back the Sandy Wastes and opened the Crevice which runs from northern Aludra to southern Elsing." He took a bow, and a few townsfolk clapped.

 

"Supper, Essi." The bartender pulled her attention back with a thunk, as a plate hit the counter.

 

"Thanks." She dropped a few coins on the wood, but he pushed them away without even looking.

 

"'Nuff of that," he growled. "You're our wonder-woman, and I still won't take your money."

 

"Thank you." She gave him a genuine smile.

 

He frowned. "Stop mentioning it, I tell you!"

 

"You know I won't."

 

"Ah, well." He shook his head, and turned to watch the Hero. "You here for him?"

 

"I didn't even know a Hero was in town." She swallowed her mouthful of potatoes. "I'll have to talk to him, I guess." She pursed her lips to hide a grimace. "Know what he's here for?"

 

"Same as the last, I bet." The bartender shrugged. "The Huldrek."

 

"Ah."

 

"Think this one'll have better luck?" He poured a beer, and she took a gulp.

 

"We'll have to wait and see." She the memories turned her stomach, and she pasted on smile to cover the sudden loss of appetite. "I guess his stars will decide. But perhaps I can help him." She dropped the mug and stood. "I'd better introduce myself, at least."

 

She studied the Hero as she walked over, noting how he carefully arranged his harp in its case. He wore bright clothes, green and red, but dirty from the road and tough enough to last. He looked up as she neared, his eyes a faded blue. He grinned and pushed a lock of blonde hair back, drawing her attention to the stars on his forehead. They marked him as a Hero, but something in her disagreed loudly. He didn’t quite feel right.

 

"Evening, Hero." She managed to sound casual.

 

"Ah, hello." He scanned her quickly, taking in her fine blue dress and the glint of silver at her ears. "I was told about you. The wonder-woman. Essi, right?"

 

She nodded.

 

"Nice to meet you." He held out a hand, and she shook it firmly to disguise her unease. "I'm Aster, wandering bard, occasional soldier, and sometimes Hero."

 

"Only sometimes?" She cocked her head.

 

"Well, it doesn't pay as well as you might think." He laughed lightly, and she joined him.

 

"So, what brings you here?" She waved to the tavern. "Is there a monster among us? Simply passing through?"

 

"The woodsmen are happy and kind, from what I've seen. I don’t think I’ve met a monster." He shrugged his harp onto one shoulder. "And there is nothing 'through' Stook. Perhaps you could say that's what brought me."

 

"The Huldrek, then." She moved for the door, and he followed her outside.

 

"Mmm." He looked down the valley, where the town’s stream tumbled and spread into the Stook River. "The river cuts through the Huldrek’s woods well enough, I suppose, but it stops here." He turned to the mountains behind. In the fading sunlight, a dim glow could be seen farther up where the forest grew wilder. "Perhaps the logging would eventually clear it, but if the Lord of the Pass was subdued, the territory of man could be quickly pushed through, connecting Stook to eastern Gelatia and cutting Huldrek territory in two It would open trade routes, which currently pass miles to the south, avoiding these mountains and the Vodyanoi swamps on the way to Aludra."

 

"Don't they go north, as well?" Essi led him towards the upper edge of town, leading the way through log cabins and dirt roads. Her boots kept her feet dry and clear of the mud.

 

"Yes, and it's faster." He slowed as they hiked. "Although far more perilous. The Trolde own the north wastes, and their borders shift with the seasons. Judge the edges correctly and you can slip past, but you're at the whim of the weather. One unseasonal day can toss you into the snows or the trees."

 

"You know your Lore," Essi said, stopping and turning to face him. He stepped up to stand beside her, looking out into the woods surrounding the village.

 

"Of course." He shoved his hands in his pockets and smiled widely. "I'm a Hero."

 

"Are you, though?" She leaned in close, finally realizing what had been bothering her. He gave her a puzzled stare. "These stars…" He jerked back as she raised a finger to  his forehead. "They look like tattoos to me."

 

"What does it matter?" His grin redoubled. "I have the harp, as well."

 

"It's bright and true," she nodded, "but doesn't quite ring of magic."

 

"Ah, such doubt!" He laughed cheerfully. "Then perhaps my silver blade?" He reached to his pack and pulled out a hand-axe, crescent edge scarred but sharp. He pointed to a few spots of tarnish on the dull steel. "See how it gleams!"

 

"What are you trying to pull, mister Aster?" Her voice slashed through his bravado like a whip. "You're no Hero! You'll get yourself killed!"

 

"Ah, but I am a Hero." He shrugged. "After all, it isn't for man to decide, right? It's something fated, from the day of birth. Man can't stand against the Lords and Ladies without a Chosen Hero. Should I show you the Nokk strings on my harp, or the Ifreet claw I keep as a reminder? Humans may be forced to live in the cracks and crevices between these warring spirits, but I've pushed back the powers-that-be with my own hand. What I'm curious about, Essi, is you." His voice sharpened, his blue eyes piercing. "What do your own stars say? The townsfolk claim you’re a wonder-woman. But when the forest rolls in, do you step up with lighting and fire and push it back?"

 

"…I keep them safe," she retorted weakly. "I'm trying to help, to protect!"

 

"And thank you for your concern. But I saw your offerings along the road. Charcoal and bread and salt. Good enough, perhaps, for any woodsman taught to appease the Huldrek." His grin turned knowing. "But wonder-woman? They didn’t seem magical to me. Can I see your stars, Essi? All I want to know is, if you're a witch, are you a good witch—" He leaned in close, and she felt his breath on her ear "—or a bad witch?"

 

She squirmed at his nearness, the sudden warm scent of him, but she needed to know more about this so-called Hero. She needed to keep the town safe, by any means. Maybe she could save him, too.

 

"Shall I show you?" she whispered back. "I'm a bad witch, Aster. A very, very bad witch." She gave him a lascivious smile, but he laughed again, and pulled back.

 

"No, no. Just teasing. But if I'm no Hero, Essi, then you're no wonder-woman. And that would be unfortunate, because I was hoping someone could guide me through the forest tomorrow, to where the Huldrek in the pass lives." His face turned serious. "So I can kill it."

 

"Well, maybe I can do that, at least. Stay the night at my house. I have a spare bed, and I can take you tomorrow." She tried to smile again, but it came out twisted. "I've done that before."

 

"You know your Lore, too." His return smile was mocking. "As expected of a wonder-woman."

 

"Yes." She turned her back to him, to hide her scowl. "Yes, that's what I am."

 




 

Essi crept down the stairs, after she was sure her guest was asleep.

 

Her house was high and snug, warmed by low coals in the grate and thick curtains that cut blocked the ever-present glow of the forest. Aster was snoring gently in his cot, laid out before the fire.

 

She slipped through the living room. It was filled with the accoutrements of a wonder-woman, things of crystal and wire spangling the shelves, bright embroidery gleaming on arcane gewgaws and gimmicks. Aster never stirred, even as a chill swirled through the door and she slid out.

 

She walked quickly towards the forest's edge and stood there for a long, long minute.

 

Finally, unable to turn back, she found her hidden path and ventured into the trees.

 

The woods glowed gently around her, the Huldrek's luminance increasing as she made her way inwards. She stopped at a small clearing, where a low stone altar held a sprig of alder-wood, the leaves still green. She picked it up, and felt a connection.

 

'Bring him.'

 

"But—"

 

'Bring him!'

 

"He is no Hero!"

 

'Did you not see the stars on his brow?'

 

"Tattoos!"

 

'And the harp he carries?'

 

"Plain and ordinary!"

 

'His axe!'

 

"Steel, only steel!"

 

'Bring him.'

 

"A-Aye."

 

'And when he comes… the same! Do you hear me, human? The same!'

 

Her gut churned, and her heart rebelled, but she had no choice. Not anymore. The words pried themselves from her lips.

 

"Aye, Lord."

 

The town, at least, would be safe.

 




 

They breakfasted on porridge, early in the day, and Essi took her wandering bag down from by the door. They stepped out the back, hiking into the forest before the town truly came awake. In the distance, an axe could be heard; in a few hours, carts would set out to carry charcoal and wood down the narrow valley to the foothills, where Aludran merchants would trade it for local potatoes, salt from the bare shores of the Coatli peninsula to the south and grain that edged the Anansi plains in summer.

 

The Aludran empire stretched far, webbing its narrow way around the vast spaces of the Lords and Ladies, the powers-that-be, where no ordinary human ventured and even a Chosen Hero feared to tread. If the Stook Pass was opened, a Crevice carved through the Huldrek mountains, the town would grow rich on trade. Fine silk from the Aludra would mingle with Gelatia's fine iron and copper.

 

Essi cast one last glance back as the village vanished between the trees. The dream of wealth was a fine one, but empty if the town didn't survive.

 

"So, this is the Huldrek forest." Aster was peering around curiously. "Seems rather… empty."

 

"Aye." Essi nodded, and fished in her bag. "Let's hope it stays that way." She pulled out a small flute. "The Huldrek are scattered across it, of course, but during the day the danger comes from the Brites."

 

Aster waited as she blew a lilting tune, fingers flying across the holes.

 

"And those are?" he asked, as she lowered the instrument.

 

"Nasty things." She shook her head and led him on. "Watch for motion in the corner of your eyes. You can't look at them directly; they'll draw in their breath and stand behind a tree if you do. They're worse at night, or in the deep pines, where there's no shadow to betray them."

 

"Is that why the forest glows?" He brushed a few leaves as they passed, watching the light ripple over his fingers.

 

"I don't believe so. The luminance seems to come from the Huldrek, and the Brites are simply part of that."

 

"I see."



The path flowed away behind them, the sun inching higher in the sky. As they climbed the valley, Essi stopped more and more often to play the flute.

 

"Should I harp?" Aster asked.

 

"Don't bother." Essi grimaced. "My music should keep them at bay, and uncasing that thing will waste more time than it's worth."

 

When they started up the crags, through a tunnel of towering elms, Aster asked her to pause.

 

"Got to catch my breath." He smiled, panting slightly. "The air is thinner here."

 

They stood a silent moment, looking down the valley. Stook was toybox-small, the river a swelling wire of silver.

 

"Say." Aster turned to her. "What happened to the last Hero the villiagers were gossiping about?"

 

"Why do you ask?"

 

"Well, I’m curious. I knew him. We were rather close." His eyes turned piercing. "He had a flute," he motioned to the instrument she carried "about, oh, as long as that one, with stars in, hmm, perhaps about the same places, and a lovely lilting tone, that's, well, maybe just about exactly the same." He grinned, but there was little humor in it. "Three stars on his brow," Aster pointed to his own forehead, "about here - here - and here. He was, you see, my brother."

 

"Julpan," she whispered.

 

"Yes, his name was Julpan." His smile faded. "Did you guide him, Essi?"

 

"I— Yes." She turned away. "The Brites killed him, because he forgot his flute."

 

"I see."

 

"You ready?"

 

He nodded, and they set off.

 

The elms began to thin as they climbed, letting the sun through to warm their shoulders. The next time Essi stopped to play, Aster was frowning.

 

"I'm seeing one, I think." He turned, looking around the forest.

 

"Pay it no mind," Essi replied. "As long as I keep playing every so often, they'll stay back. We're near the Huldrek's grove, now."

 

"Hmm." Aster looked up the path. "Near enough to see it, perhaps?" He leaned back, pointing up through the canopy to where a huge tree rose above the pass.

 

"Yes."

 

They stood a moment, until he motioned her to lead. She shivered as she turned her back to him, but she had little choice in continuing.

 

"You know," he said, as she lowered the flute again, "I don't think Julpan was the sort who would forget his flute."

 

"Sorry," she mumbled.

 

"And, if I knew a little more Lore, as you might expect a Hero would, I'd say ordinary whistling - or even normal music - might draw a monster to us instead of driving them away."

 

"Sorry," she repeated wretchedly.

 

"In fact, Essi—" But he stopped, even as the Brite stepped from the trees directly before her.

 

For a long moment she froze in fear, its glowing eyes burning into her. The stench hit her as the wind shifted, a rotting miasma which oozed from the shreds of flesh clinging to the rough hide it wore and the cracked elk-skull that masked its visage. The antlers towered over its head, mirroring the vicious claws on its rangy, sinewy limbs. It seemed carved from broken shadows, glimmers leaking from the cracks as it moved.

 

It brushed past her silently, and she turned.

 

Aster met it with his axe.

 

There was a meaty thunk as it replied with its claws.

 

The fight was mostly silent, ragged breath and gasping snarls. It continued for far, far longer than she would have liked, unable to run past them and unwilling to run towards the Huldrek's alder. A huge Presence filled the forest for a moment, fleeting, full of malice and anger. With her, and at Aster. The breeze shifted, and she heard the alder's branches shake behind her. The Brite roared.

 

"Ah!" Aster disengaged with a yell, rolling backwards and coming up on one knee. He fumbled at his belt for a moment, snatching out an amber vial. One thumb popped the top, and he poured it onto his blade.

 

The Brite flinched from the smell of alcohol. Aster stood, holding the axe before him. The Brite spun, but he stepped up and swung his arm, hurling the axe. It spun once before flashing through the monster, whisking past Essi’s ear and slamming into a tree-trunk behind.

 

A sound like water sizzling in a hot pan filled the forest, and the monster evaporated.

 

"In fact, Essi," Aster panted, "if you weren't a wonder-woman, I'd be convinced you were trying to kill me." He gave her a sick smile as he stood shakily. The tears in his shirt revealed wooden plates beneath, cracked and scored. Blood oozed from between, but he drew a deep breath and, with a shudder, pulled himself straight. "Like I'd guess you killed my brother."

 

"I,I—"

 

"Did you kill my brother?" His question cut her.

 

"I protected the village!" she moaned.

 

"And the cost?"

 

The wind brought a rustle of leaves, and the Presence was back.

 

'A little blood…' A voice hummed in their ears, carried by the breeze in the branches. 'A little… sacrifice!'

 

"Damn." Aster forced himself forwards, brushing lightly past her. The weight of power nearly pushed her to her knees as she felt the forces bearing down on him. "Damn you, you fucking piece of firewood!" He threw his head back, screaming to the sky.

 

Essi had no idea how he was still walking, with all that malice pouring over him, but she staggered after, unable to leave. He forced his legs to move, visibly struggling against the magic. She was dragged after, unwilling but unwilled, drawn to the Huldrek's grove.

 

'It's a sad story,' the tree continued, 'Of a charcoal-maker's daughter, caught alone and friendless in the woods of Gelatia. Lost and beset on all sides, she stumbles through the pass and finds, joy of joys, a small town! And there she shows them the lore her father taught her, how to appease the woods, how to work with the Lords of the Land, how to give, and how to take, and how to bargain for safety!'

 

They stumbled into the grove, a wide ring of trees standing back from a rocky crag, where a giant alder towered. A manlike thing perched on the rock, swinging his legs lazily, clothed in moss. He was handsome and fair, and his eyes were flat bark brown.

 

'But a bargain's no good unless both sides profit, you know.' He leaped down, landing lightly, and walked towards Aster. Essi cowered, but couldn't turn away. 'And so, the "wonder-woman" was born. Perhaps it was her destiny to meet a wandering hero; perhaps it was her destiny to trade her soul away, slice-by-slice, for power, and influence, and money, and, heh, respect. Your brother may have had those stars on his brow, but if his destiny was heroic, it was tragic as well.'

 

The Huldrek stalked forwards, circling Aster.

 

'And you, with those markings, with that harp, you come wandering through. Do you think your destiny greater than your brothers? Stronger than hers?' He waved to the shivering wonder-woman.

 

Aster brandished his axe.

 

The Huldrek shook a finger in admonishment, grasped the blade, and snapped it clean off the shaft.

 

'I'm going to eat you, Aster.' He leaned in close. 'I'll have my witch, yes, a very bad witch indeed, hex you from behind like she did to your brother, and even as she's crying and shaking, I'll have her slit your throat over my taproot, and—"

 

Aster flipped the axe end-for-end. The Huldrek went silent as it spun once in the air, a bemused smirk on his face. Aster caught it coming down, right below the broken blade, and whipped the handle into the Huldrek’s face.

 

Essi gasped at the meaty thwack, the Lord of the Pass staggering with pure shock in eyes.

 

"Destiny, you say?" Aster growled, knuckling his fist white on the wood and slugging the creature in the chest. Something crunched, wood or bone.

 

'What—'

 

"Fuck destiny. The stars don't guide me." Aster stepped up, weathering a fierce blow. The Huldrek hissed as his fingers touched that strange wooden armor.

 

"It's salted rowan, the rod and the plate." Aster raised his axe-handle again. "I did my time, I know my Lore."

 

'Wait, don't—'

 

Essi watched, shocked and wondering, as the axe-handle smashed into the man-thing’s teeth, splattering gore and splinters on the ground.

 

"Mountain ash is sacred wood. It can hurt even you. And salt? Salt in a wound hurts anything. I'm not here on a 'quest'," Alder grunted. "I'm here on a mission. I'm a Chosen Hero."

 

Aster kicked the apparition as it scrambled crablike back towards its tree, suddenly terrified by something that could harm it. It collapsed. 



"I chose."He slammed the rod into the thing’s temple. It crunched and dented, twitched and dropped, surprisingly fragile to the stronger wood. 



"To be."He stabbed the rod down, exposing a barren cavity in the center of the puppet with a crackle. 



"A hero. He reached into his pack, shaking hands coming out with a glass bottle and a flint sparker. 



"So fuck destiny. And fuck the way of the world. I have a right to stake my claim against the powers-that-be, and I don't need the stars to tell me that."

 

Essi watched in shock as he poured the liquor into the body. It took a few tries, and a handful of curses, but it eventually lit with a bright red flame. As the Huldrek’s puppet burned, the roots of the alder caught too, and a silent scream ripped through the forest.

 

It went on, and on, and on.

 

Finally, when the trunk was charred and blackened, and the husk on the ground was ash, sound returned.

 

Essi quailed as Aster turned to her.

 

"Stop that," he said. "I'm not going to hurt you."

 

"I,I—"

 

"Yes, you helped kill my brother." He dragged a hand down his face. "Somehow, maybe. But I'm no saint, and I've chosen not to kill humans anymore, not if I can help it. There's bigger evils in the world than one selfish, foolish pawn. I would know. Can you do better?"

 

She stood in silence a long moment, remembering him standing over the Huldrek, rowan rod raised, and nodded slowly.

 

"Yes." She raised her chin. "Yes, I can choose to."

 

"Good enough for me." He turned and walked out of the glade. She followed, hesitantly at first, but faster when he turned and beckoned her after.

 




 

"So, you're staying?" Aster rubbed his eyes, standing at the village gate. They had made it back before dark and collapsed. There would be a celebration tonight, when Essi told… some of what had happened, but he wanted to be gone before then.

 

"Should you be going?" She asked, looking at the bandages on his ribs.

 

"Yes." His reply was curt. "I need to keep moving, need to keep fighting." He shot his sleeve, baring an old scar. "You can't see my stars anymore, but I was originally a soldier. Bit of a mercenary, really." He smirked at her. "Sold to the highest bidder, fighting for power, and money, and, heh, a bit of respect."

 

She winced at the words.

 

"Sorry." He sobered. "But the thing is, when my brother died, I realized that being a Hero, being 'chosen', doesn't guarantee much. I've seen Heroes before, and all those stars do—" he ran a finger over his forehead "—all they guarantee is a fair fight, against the monsters and Lords. So," he grinned and tapped the rowan haft at his side, "I promised myself to never get caught in a fair fight."

 

"And…" She paused, shook her head. "No, I know it works."

 

"Mmm. So, if you're staying, wonder-woman, keep spreading the Lore, and maybe add in a bit about the Heroes that choose themselves."

 

"That's the sort of thing a bad witch would do, you know?" She smiled at him, and he smirked back.

 

"Yeah." He winked, and turned away. "I'm counting on it."
      

      
   
      Dinner in Thebes


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      A Thousand Embers in the Dark


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Siren Starlight


      

      
      
         Siren Starlight



My first impression of Dr O'Malley was that she was halfway to being a sociopath. I later learned that O’Malley did nothing by halves. She was a small woman and severe, as if carved from granite. She wore ratty pair of jeans, so faded as to be almost white, a utilitarian grey t-shirt and a department issued ID. No make-up, no jewellry, even her hair was close cropped, a shock of red almost like rust. The only time I ever saw her deviate from this pattern was at an office Christmas Party, where she bowed to tradition and wore a coloured paper hat. She complained about the imposition until New Years and we never asked her again. 



That austerity seemed to permeate everything I knew about O’Malley. Things didn’t have value to her, a bar of gold would have been, to her eyes, the makings of a perfect mirror rather than a source of wealth. The same logic of efficiency applied to people. Laughter in the office was a grave sin, a sign of ultimate distraction from more important work. Although, I sometimes wondered if that was just so O’Malley didn’t have to use her own whip crack bark that passed for a chortle. She detested inefficiency wherever she found it. Going so far as to once follow a student home, sleep there overnight and then stage a race to the office, just to prove that there was a faster route than he was using. 



History remembers these as foibles. I knew them as rabid insanity. From the moment I first applied to be a student under her I was wary. O’Malley had a reputation as vindictive and arbitrary, a teacher that brooked no interruption or repetition. Sitting in her office, clutching a bag full of notes, character references and certificates my stomach did backflips as she glared across the desk at me. 



“So,” she began. There was an odd ticking in the room, a metronomic crackle that seemed to ebb and flow at random. “Why astronomy?” 



A long, pre-prepared speak spilled out of me, all about my passion for the science and why I thought she was the best supervisor for my degree. Standard interview technique really, laying out the proofs for hiring me while building up her ego enough that she’d accept me. Dr O’Malley listened for maybe, three minutes, before cutting me off. 



“No,” she said, holding up a hand. “You misunderstand. Why stars?” 



“I...” It took me a long time to find the answer. “They’re beautiful. My dad had a boat that we used to take out on the Aegean. You could trace the entire milky-way just by gazing into the sky. There’re worse things to spend your life devoted to than beauty.” 



My response seemed to catch O’Malley by surprise, as much as anything ever did. She leaned back in her chair and cocked her eyebrow. “And do they sing to you?” 



“What?” 



“The stars, don’t you hear it?” she continued, as if it were a perfectly normal thing to ask. Perhaps to O’Malley it was. 



I shook my head, struck dumb. 



“The song,” she said, tapping a key on her computer. Suddenly the ticking sound doubled in volume. “It’s a pulsar. I call it Siren. Do you hear its song?” 



Perhaps the sane choice would have been to walk out then. Still, I wanted my PHD, so I cocked my head and listened. It took only a moment for me to notice the problem. “It’s not regular,” I said, frowning. “There shouldn’t be any variation to a pulsar.” 



O’Malley nodded. “We’re done here.” She waved me away. “Leave your details on my desk.” 



I left, bemused. It took about a week before I realised she’d given me the position, but then that was another one of Dr O’Malley’s quirks. She never seemed to be able to finish a sentence to anyone’s satisfaction. When asked a question she would consider, then deliver the shortest possible string of syllables to convey what she meant. Usually, whoever was listening had no idea that she was about to do this, so learned nothing and the conversation rapidly turned into a vicious argument. 



For the sake of my studies, at least there were other people in the lab with me. There’s a somewhat idealistic myth floating around that students gather around the professors’ pulpit and are protected under their wing of knowledge. That was the ideal, O’Malley preferred a more ‘Lord of the Flies’ style of lab, however. We students were expected to figure out our own solutions and not bother the Doctor come hell or high water. There was a long running joke amongst my fellow students that if either ever came, we would get the blame. 



I hated it for a long time. But still, it gave me a space to work and that was no small consideration, even if the after work pub meetup descended into plotting the good doctor’s grisly demise more often than not. Working in O’Malley’s lab was an exercise in frustration. Her quirks were funny in passing, but quickly became infuriating when you were subject to them every day. The fact that you could come into work and find your entire desk rearranged, wore after a while. The fact that she flat out refused to solve any problems when asked, yet dropped pointless task after pointless task on laps. The constant rapidfire click from her blasted Siren. 



It was Siren that drove most people away in the end. O’Malley was obsessed. To be fair, it was a solar system that a good astronomer could build their entire career around. Siren was an irregular pulsar, though, the idea was almost a contradiction in terms. Pulsars are supernova remnants, beaming out radiation in tight beam, not unlike a lighthouse. They are titanic things, the and so predictable you could set a watch by them. In fact, some of the faster rotating ones are more accurate than most atomic clocks. 



Siren lacked this predictable beat. It had a double peaked emission that flashed every 0.64Hz, peak-trough-peak. It was that click that filled the office whenever O’Malley was in residence, and blared through her office speakers when she was working. Except, that wasn’t the whole story. For, as often as not Siren sent out a different signal, peak-trough-rise. The actual mechanism of this had been under discussion for years and ranged across all sorts of esoteric theories, from errors in the speed of light to new physics on the surface of the pulsar that fell firmly into the quantum realm. After almost a year I bit the bullet and looked up the mystery of Siren, only to find it had been solved years before. Siren was part of a trinary system, but was the only stellar remnant in the system that we could make out with our telescopes. The complicated dance occasionally altered the light we saw and so that the system appear to flash irregularly. 



As a group we, fearfully, approached O’Malley with the knowledge that there was no mystery behind Siren’s Song. I’m not sure what we expected, but O’Malley was always one to prize rationality above all, even things like human decency and kindness. Perhaps we thought, for all her quirks, she could be reasoned with. 



I think you can imagine how well it went down. 



A seventy word tirade was the only reward we received for trying to divert Dr O’Malley’s laser focus, that and three weeks of Siren’s Song at full volume. One of the other students quit shortly after but O’Malley seemed not to care. The rest of us decided as a group to stick it out. O’Malley could rot for all we cared. 



Graduation would have left the lab a bad memory if it wasn’t for a single moment of kindness. 



I was sat at my desk, banging my head on a scientific wall. My PHD was on supernova. More precisely, on the moment a star went from its final stages to the incandescent explosion that astronomers loved. The actual after effects were common knowledge, easy to spot and easier to study, but actually having a telescope pointed at the star for the moment of transition was almost impossible. There were just too many stars out there and too many potential supernovas. My PHD was an attempt to pick out a needle from an eleven billion lightyear haystack. 



“That one,” O’Malley said, leaning over my shoulder putting a finger on my screen under the name of a red-dwarf. 



I glared at her. “Why?” 



She shrugged. “It’s next in the sequence.” She turned her back and left. 



I published a paper with that star highlighted as the most likely candidate for a supernova. It was an irrational choice, there were at least three my model could be manipulated into saying was next, but it was as good a choice as any. 



The light from its explosion reached Earth less than six months later. I had perhaps the simplest thesis defence in the history of the university. Heck, I ended up with a feature in Time magazine, not a big feature, but a world away from the recognition most astronomers would receive. 



O’Malley refused all credit. It shouldn’t have surprised me, but did. The academic world is cut-throat at the best of times and I had a dozen people try and claim credit after the fact, all except the one woman who actually made the breakthrough. I even asked her directly whether she wanted to take centre stage, but to Dr O’Malley I may as well have been speaking a foreign language. 



It was from that moment I began to see O’Malley’s world in a different light. I’d spent a long time considering her insane, plain and simple, but it wasn’t that clear cut when you dug into the details. Sure, we’d once found her strategically replacing light bulbs, but after she kept the cabinet stocked such that we never ran out of spares again. She threw two thirds of her own work our way, but never anything we couldn’t do. She detested undergrads and refused to meet anyone half way on coursework, but she still lectured every day of the week. 



Well all added up, I couldn’t help but wonder if O’Malley’s problem wasn’t the world, but talking to it. 



“So,” I said one day, walking into O’Malley’s office. I made no attempt at small talk, she wouldn’t have understood it. “Why spend so much time listening to Siren?” 



O’Malley set down her pencil, next to the other two identical pencils. “It’s still a mystery.” 



“But they solved it,” I pointed out, sitting opposite. “They inferred the missing stars and figured out the randomness. There’s nothing left to figure out.” 



She snorted. “No one should infer. And they’re wrong.” 



“But–” I caught myself, took a deep breath, and continued. “Okay. Why?” 



“Because it’s not random,” O’Malley said, shrugging. “There’s a pattern.” 



I did a double take. “And... And you’ve figured out the pattern?” 



“No.” She seemed to deflate. “No I haven’t.” 



“Wow.” I shook my head. The idea of O’Malley not spotting a sequence boggled the mind. “It must be some crazy system if even you haven’t figured it out yet. How many bodies do you think there are?” 



“One.” 



A beat passed while I waited in vain for her to elaborate. 



“Urgh,” I pressed a hand to my face. “That’s not possible. A pulsar can’t change its output at random on its own. We’d have to tear down half of physics for that to even begin to make sense.” 



“Yes. If it is alone.” 



It took another long moment while I tried to figure out how a star could be alone, but not alone. “Oh God, no. You can’t suggest that. You can’t suggest that.” 



A bitter chuckle escaped her and she spun a screen. It read ‘Intelligent Artefacts in the Siren Pulsar’. 



It’s hard to explain why discovering alien life, arguably the holy grail of us skywatchers, would be the death blow to anyone’s career. Ultimately, though, if there’s one thing scientists hate it’s the word wrong. We hate things being wrong, we hate being wrong ourselves and spend our lives proving things wrong. There’s nothing a scientist wants more than to be the only person in the room who is right, but that room will tear you apart if there was the slightest chink in your armour of proof. 



O’Malley didn’t care. She stood up before her peers armed with her impossible conclusions and was laughed out of the room. 



I knew it was coming, but could do nothing to stop it. Her evidence was laughable really, tossing out ten years of common through and putting the word ‘aliens’ in to fill the gap. Sure, she raised an interesting point into the apparent structured nature of the Siren Song. There seemed to be repeated strings and no real models to explain them, for certain. But the signal to noise ratio was huge and there were so many other explanations to fill the void. 



I think she could have made it out of there with her career intact if she’d only implied extraterrestrials. Heck, if she’d just proved the existing research false then no-one would have batted an eyebrow. O’Malley didn’t, couldn’t even, and so laid herself bare. 



They destroyed her for it. 



The university suggested that she should perhaps seek a more senior position and began to close the lab. Her students fled and fuelled the myth of the madwoman who believed the stars were talking to her with tales of her insanity. To be honest, I should have gone with them. I had a list of universities waiting to get me onto a post-doctoral program and every day I stayed my reputation became more entangled with O’Malley’s. 



It wasn’t like she even seemed to care anyway. From the day of the conference she just closed in on herself. She stopped teaching. She stopped eating as far as I could tell. She just sat, with Siren’s Song blaring, trying to solve a mystery that I wasn’t sure actually existed. 



I pushed as hard as I could with the faculty to keep the lab alive. Then, when that failed, to at least keep a telescope pointed at Siren. Finally, even that slipped through my grasp. 



At least I brought beer. 



O’Malley sat in a tiny office, hidden in the rafters of the university, Siren ticking forever away in the background. She was wrapped in a floral blanket and staring into the monitor, eyes glazed. I pulled a chair alongside her and passed her a bottle. 



“Twenty minutes,” I said. Twenty more minutes of Siren’s Song, then it would just become an unheard curiosity once more. 



She nodded and took a swig. Her face twisted into a grimace. 



I chuckled. It came as no surprise that O’Malley didn’t drink. “Yeah. It’s an acquired taste.” 



“Why?” 



“I guess I figured you needed someone to be with for this,” I said, letting out a long sigh and taking a draught of my own beer. “I’m sorry. It shouldn’t have ended this way.” 



“No. Why acquire the taste?” 



I shot her an incredulous look, struggling not to laugh. If I hadn’t known O’Malley didn’t joke I would have. “Well,” I began. “I guess, just because something’s bitter at first that doesn’t mean it has no redeeming features.” 



“Hmm.” She scowled at the bottle, and took another swig. “I don’t see it.” 



We sat there for the longest time, listening to Siren sign into the void. Peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-rise. The sound traced itself across the screen and crackled through the speakers. 



I finished my beer and checked my watch. Ten minutes left. 



O’Malley sat bolt upright and hit the record button. 



“What? What is it?” I demanded, struggling to see what she’d spotted. 



“Hush!” She put a finger on the screen, tracing out the signal. Peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-peak. “She’s stopped singing,” O’Malley hissed. 



Peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-peak. The signal marched on, relentless. I found a frown forming. Siren was rarely so regular. Peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise.



I leaned forwards, caught in the moment. 



Peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise. 



“My word. It’s beautiful,” O’Malley whispered. 



Peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise. 



“What is?” 



O’Malley laughed, the first genuine sound of mirth I’d ever heard from her. I looked back at the screen, dumbfounded. 



Peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise. 



“Oh God. Primes,” I exclaimed. “Siren is singing primes!” 



I leapt up, desperate to find a phone and keep the telescope pointed at Siren at all costs. O’Malley leaned back in her chair, a contented smile on her lips as Siren sang. 



Peak-trough-peak, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise, peak-trough-rise. 
      

      
   
      Quiet Boy and Moon Horse


      

      
      
         There once was a story about a horse who moved the moon.



"She was a beautiful dark horse, with a mane like the night," his mother would read as Quiet Boy fidgeted under the covers, "and she galloped across the sky with the sound of distant crickets," and she would pause and put down the book and crack open the window, and the sound of distant crickets would echo in from the darkened hills. Quiet Boy would stop his squirming and stare into the night, and "chirrup, chirrup," his mother would whisper, and he would imagine Moon Horse pulling her moon across the sky to light the distant hills, and the beating of her hooves would lull him to sleep.



Then one day his uncle moved in, and his bed was moved to the attic by the south-facing window. There were no more stories then, only the distant shouting from downstairs. Then, one night, shouts and thumping. Then, one night, screams and shattering. Afterward—when the only sounds left were muffled sobs—Quiet Boy got up from his bed, tiptoed over to the window, and cracked it open. The beating of Moon Horse's hooves echoed in from the hills, and he lay down and pulled the covers around him, and "chirrup, chirrup," he whispered to himself, and Moon Horse's light shone gently on his tears as she lulled him to sleep.







Soon afterward, Quiet Boy and his mother moved to an apartment in the city. They had to haul all their boxes up four flights of stairs next to the broken elevator, and the whole building had a lingering sickly-sweet scent that not even opening the windows could erase. But he had his own room again—even if it was just a thin-walled space between the bathroom and the pantry, so small he could only open the door halfway before it hit his bed. And there was no more shouting at night, only the sounds of his mother hurriedly eating and showering after getting home from her second job. 



Gone, too were the hoofbeats that carried Moon Horse through the night. Quiet Boy would crack open the south-facing window—or throw it wide, if it wasn't too cold—to hear the honks of horns and the roar of engines echo up from the streets below, punctuated by the occasional squealing of train wheels along the elevated tracks two blocks away. One night, he sat in a chair by the window until well past midnight, watching her moon creep across the sky and straining his ears as hard as he could. The trains stopped running and the traffic dwindled until there were occasional periods of city-silence, but there was never a single chirrup.



That was okay, he decided. Moon Horse was on vacation, and her silent sister Sun Horse was taking over for her for a while. It was good that she got to take a break, because everybody deserved nice things like vacations.



He dreamed that night that he was with Moon Horse on a cruise ship. There was a giant banquet, and they offered her lots of really fancy cheeses, but she saw that Quiet Boy was eating bagel pizzas and decided to have those instead. Then, because she was famous, she got to steer, and she let Quiet Boy spin the wheel when they needed to turn the boat. 



It was the best dream.







Quiet Boy grew up under the shadows of the city and the light of the horse-drawn moon, and did well in his classes at school, even if he got pushed around at recess and tended to hide out around the corner of the building with a book to read. 



Then there was a graduation ceremony, and a new school—with lockers, and six different periods to keep straight, and groups of big kids that divided the lunchroom like fiefdoms in the feudal system in his history textbook. The old school's taunts became torments and the pushes became punches. Quiet Boy learned to hide in the library, but he also learned that he couldn't always hide. On the days when he came home with bruises and skinned knees and black eyes, after his mother was done silently bandaging the wounds, he would lie in bed and stare for a long time at the moon, wondering if he could run away to the place where Moon Horse was on vacation.



For months, he did his best to endure school. But one day, Quiet Boy's pants were pulled down after first period, and he was cornered and given a swirly at lunch, and when he got back from the principal's office, he couldn't find his backpack anywhere. He fled school when the bell rang for fourth period, tears streaming down his face, and used the spare key to let himself into the apartment. Then he balled up on his bed, sobbing brokenly.



A gentle, clear feminine voice called his name.



His heart stopped. He glanced around. The room was empty, the window was closed, and he knew he had slammed the front door shut behind him. It definitely didn't sound like his mother, and she was at work anyway. He fought to control his breathing and sit up.



The voice called his name again, as clear and strong as if someone were a few feet from his ear. The room was definitely empty.



It was impossible. It was insane. But there was only one particular sort of insane it could be. 



Quiet Boy swallowed, drew in a shuddering breath, and whispered, "Moon Horse?"



He felt her smile, though he couldn't say how. But there was a presence there with him, around him, and though there was nothing visual about it, he knew she was smiling.



"It's going to be alright," Moon Horse said.



And it was. He went back to school and found his backpack (in a trash can, minus wallet and phone). The leader of the bullies got suspended, and then stopped showing up to school when his parents moved. Quiet Boy made friends with some other kids who hid in the library, and they took over a table in the corner of the lunchroom, which kept the other bullies from singling them out.



And the moon became a symbol of how, even in his darkest moments, Quiet Boy was never truly alone.







Quiet Boy wanted, more than anything else in his life, to talk to Moon Horse again.



He spent weeks searching the house for the story of Moon Horse, wondering if there was something magical about it, or if there were more clues in the story which he didn't remember from his younger days. He finally had to conclude the book had been lost in the move, and he wasn't able to find another copy anywhere.



He began whispering little prayers to the moon each night, asking Sun Horse to tell her sister that he wanted to talk to her. He learned in science class that the moon was a cold, dark ball of rock that circled the earth because of gravity, and the sun was a ball of fire that sat immobile and horseless in the center of the solar system, and that made him feel pretty foolish. He kept saying his little prayers regardless.



One day, he remembered his dream of the cruise ship, and he walked to the city library to check out books on dreaming. When he tried lucid dreaming, he spent a very long time lying still and staring at the ceiling, too excited for sleep, his nerves twitching at the slightest indication that something was happening.



One of his library friends noticed him reading the lucid dreaming book, and they got to talking about dreams, and the friend told Quiet Boy that he was overthinking it. "Just close your eyes," he said, "and put yourself where you want to be. A lucid dream isn't something that happens to you, it's something you make happen."



So, the next night, he tried again. He took a deep breath, calmed himself as best he could, and closed his eyes. He imagined himself in a cruise ship with a giant banquet table full of exotic cheeses, and took a closer look, and realized that they were all really moon rocks that looked like cheese slices. His heart began to beat a little faster.



Moon Horse wasn't in the banquet room, though. He walked to the bridge, with its giant ship's wheel, and neither was she steering the ship. The entire place was curiously deserted.



"Hello?" he called out in his dream. "Moon Horse? Are you here?"



"I'm not in your dreams," a familiar feminine voice said in his ear, "I'm here with you."



Quiet Boy's eyes shot open, and he bolted upright in his bed. 



The room was empty.



"Hello?" he said aloud, but his heart was hammering in his throat and adrenaline was icing his limbs, and if there was a presence there to smile at him, he was in no state to feel it.







Over dinner the next day, Quiet Boy worked up the courage to tell his mother he'd been talking to Moon Horse, hoping that she might have some sort of mystical wisdom to pass on. She looked at him blankly, chewing a mouthful of chicken.



"From the book," he said. "The one you used to read me. But she's real. I've talked to her."



His mother leaned forward, silently sinking her face into her hands.



The next day, he was pulled from fifth period to talk to the school psychiatrist. She smiled a lot, and told him he wasn't in trouble, and invited him to tell her everything because she was just there to help. Quiet Boy told her about Moon Horse, kind of. He talked about how he had heard her say that things were going to be alright, and then they were, and he had made friends and wasn't being bullied quite so much any more. The psychiatrist asked him if he really thought Moon Horse was real, and it sounded like she wanted to hear him say no, so he said no. He listened through the door afterward as the psychiatrist told his mother that the schizophrenic episode seemed like a temporary coping mechanism for a resolved period of severe trauma, and under those circumstances medication wasn't clinically appropriate.



Quiet Boy didn't tell anyone about Moon Horse after that.



He tried, in fact, to ignore Moon Horse as best he could. When the moon shone on his face late at night, he tried to think of it as cold, dead rock. He kept horses out of the games of let's-pretend at his library friends' houses. He read a little bit about schizophrenia, and about crazy people, and told himself he didn't want to be one of them.



That lasted until graduation, and the newer, bigger school in the suburbs where the older kids hung out by their cars in the parking lot. It only took him one day there to realize that he was the fresh face at the bottom of the totem pole, and most of his friends were going to the other school across the city. No matter how much he tried to deny it, Quiet Boy was terrified that it was Moon Horse's power which had made everything work out alright, and that without her he was going to go back to his old misery.



So that night, as summer was drawing to a close, Quiet Boy lay down on his bed and closed his eyes, breathing slowly and deeply, feeling his heart pound. Instead of the cruise ship, Quiet Boy pictured his room, and the moonlight shining on a boy lying on his bed. He looked down on his sleeping body as his chest rose and fell, and promised himself that he wasn't going to panic no matter what happened. Then, while his body remained silent and unmoving, in his mind's eye he drew in a deep breath and said: "Moon Horse?"



An old, familiar presence surrounded him. "I'm here," Moon Horse said.



The voice wasn't as clear as the first times they had spoken—in truth, it felt like dream-speech rather than actual speech; an echo in the back of his head that was more evocation of sensation than sensation itself—but it was unmistakably her. Quiet Boy felt his jaw tremble, and fought down the urge to open his eyes.



"I'm glad you came back," she said. "I missed you."



He didn't quite know how to answer that.



So he reached out for the presence, his dream-arm fumbling in the dream-shadows. An odd tingle spread through the fingers of that hand. He pictured himself petting a horse with a dark pelt and a mane like the night, and felt the presence smile and wrap around him a little more tightly.



At that, he found words. "Thank you," he out-loud whispered, keeping his voice well below his mother's hearing. "For what you did. That was you, right?"



He felt Moon Horse nod. 



"How? Why?"



The presence settled in alongside him. "Because you listened. Because you cared."



Quiet Boy opened his eyes then, turning his head toward the odd pressure prickling at his skin. The room was empty.



Moon Horse's presence immediately receded…but, this time, not completely. Quiet Boy felt her smile, then felt a tingle in his cheek, like a broad, flat nose had wetly nuzzled it.



He smiled back. Then he rolled over onto his side and backed up against the pillows along the wall, feeling her presence in the shadows. And when he drifted off to sleep, it was just like she was there at his back, the barrel of her equine torso rising and falling to the rhythm of his breathing, sharing with him reflected body heat.



He felt watched over. And he felt loved.







The next night, Quiet Boy sat at his window and stared at the stars until the bathroom noises from his mother had died away and she'd closed her bedroom door. He thought about his room again, and thought about the presence in the shadows, and felt Moon Horse stir to life at his attention, and felt the equine form lying alongside him where the pillows rested against his arm.



"I'm sorry," he whispered, feeling the thoughts that had been roiling in his head all day finally sharpen to a point. "But I have to ask. Are you real?" The question felt silly even as it left his mouth—he knew how clear her voice had been, and the way she had turned his life around. But he also remembered the psychiatrist's visit, and knew that the warmth and weight he was feeling against his arm were the pillows by the wall.



Moon Horse's only response was to smile, as if at a joke. Quiet Boy found he had to laugh too. Here he was, worried that talking to a horse spirit from a children's book meant that he was going crazy, and his response was to ask his phantom if she was real or not. What did he think that would prove? Would anyone ever say no?



"It's just," he said, feeling awfully self-conscious, "how could I possibly be important enough for the attention of the horse who moves the moon?"



"Because you helped me steer a cruise ship once," she joked, in a gentle tone that spoke of far deeper reasons, but the important thing was that it was a joke—that she couldn't even conceive of taking his self-doubt seriously. It was marvelously affirming, and Quiet Boy realized suddenly that he no longer cared about his doubts either. If this was crazy, it was a kind of crazy which told him he was good and loved and worthwhile, and how crazy would he have to be to turn that down?



He joined in her laughter, then whispered "Thank you," and fell asleep against Moon Horse.







It became Quiet Boy's nightly routine: sit by the window—reading or doing homework—until his mother fell asleep or left for a night shift, and then sprawl out on his bed, staring at the stars and talking with Moon Horse. She told him of her job, and the special horseshoes she wore that used the hymns of crickets across the world in order to gather the power to draw the moon aross the sky, and how she had taken a vacation and wandered through dreams until stopping at his and having the most lovely time she'd had in centuries. How she began to watch his dreams, and realized what was happening in his life. About the silent solar sister who she'd left in control of her duties, and the distant herd who moved the planets, and the people she watched as their souls drifted from the stars down to the earth and then back to the stars again when their lives were over.



Quiet Boy told her about what he was learning in school, and about the friends he talked to in the library, and the video games he played when he was a good boy and got his homework done, and of the games of let's-pretend that had shifted over the years into role-playing games with dice and rulebooks and numbers to represent the swords and the dragons. She listened raptly to everything he said, and he never minded when had to explain the way his world worked, as if he was talking to a space alien for whom he was the only window into Earth culture. In a way, he supposed, he kind of was.



And every time he spoke with her, the presence became easier to call forth, and the mental words they shared flowed more freely, until the words no longer began to matter. He would subvocalize at her, to set his own thoughts into verbal order, and back would come a burst of sensation that evoked rich and complex shades of emotion in response. And when speaking in that emotion-language began to feel too weird and abstract, they would retreat to words, and he would finish her sentences and she would finish his, and he'd cuddle a little closer in against the pillow that was the closest he could come to touching her, and she would nuzzle his neck and curl in against him with equal urgency.



"I love you," he said during one of those quiet together nights, and "I love you," Moon Horse said back, and the gulf of physical distance tore at his heart. But he had his pillows, and he would curl up against them at night, and share the feeling with her of that contact, and she would share with him the sensation of his warm arms around her shoulders and the longing she felt in return; and, in time, the sensations they shared took on a deeper dimension. It was something real, and tangible, and unique. 



It was almost enough.







One night, she showed up with a smile whose meaning he couldn't quite piece together, even in their emotion-language, and gestured at the window. "I made you a present," Moon Horse said, and Quiet Boy stared at the sky for half a minute until it clicked.



There was a new star in the sky.



"I know you can look at the moon and think of me," she whispered as he cried and hugged her tightly, "but now you can look at that star and think of us."



"I love you," he whispered back. "I love you, and I can't believe how incredibly lucky I am that you're a part of my life, and I'll treasure it forever."



Quiet Boy went to the bookstore the next day to buy an astronomy guide. When the sun set, he sat at his window with it, teaching himself all the constellations that connected the stars he loved to watch—at least the ones that were bright enough not to be washed out by the city lights. Then their star, the new star, rose above the horizon, and a shock passed through his body.



It was in the book.



The guide called it Tarazed, the third-brightest star of Aquilae. The book had been published ten years ago. But Quiet Boy knew, as sure as he knew his name, that it hadn't been there before Moon Horse's gift. The nearby Altair was one of the brightest stars in the sky—an unmistakeable landmark—and he remembered it being part of a pair of nearby stars, not a line of three.



When he asked Moon Horse about it, she seemed confused too. "That's the one," she agreed, but neither of them knew what to make of its place in the book. "Magic works in mysterious ways," she suggested, and that reluctantly settled that, and in time Quiet Boy even began to think that it was pretty cool that their star had a name.



He grew fond of pointing out stars and constellations to his role-playing friends when they were walking around after dark. "There's the Big Dipper," he would say, "pointing to the Little Dipper and the North Star, and in between them—" he'd pick out an arc of stars almost bright enough to find amid the streetlights—"the dragon Draco coils around the pole, guarding his hoard against the heroes who would brave the sky to steal it." They would nod thoughtfully.  "And if you check out that big triangle of super-bright stars," he would continue, "that right-hand one's Altair, in the constellation of The Eagle, and right next to it?" His voice would drop meaningfully. "That's Tarazed, and legend has it that it was placed in the sky by an enchantress who wanted to give her lover the world's most beautiful gift." His friends would smile approvingly, and he'd feel the little secret thrill in his heart that came from hiding the truth in plain sight.







Quiet Boy got a girlfriend more or less by accident.



She started coming to his friends' role-playing games when one of them brought her along, and even rolled up a druid character to join their party with, and in time she stopped being the friend's girlfriend and became one of the players. Then she and the boyfriend broke up, and Quiet Boy did his best to comfort her because he didn't like his friends feeling awkward, and they were having a long and intimate talk under the stars when she tapped him on the shoulder and then kissed him on the lips.



His heart fluttered, and he kissed her back, and things proceeded as they always will with teenagers until they reached the point at which being in a public park quashed the mood. Then they promised to see each other again, and Quiet Boy went home feeling quite light-headed. Then the guilt set in.



The worst part wasn't Moon Horse's awkward silence. It was that, after the shock passed, she perfectly understood. "I can't be there for you," she said, "not like she can. Be with her, love. I want you to be happy."



"But I can't just abandon you!" Quiet Boy said.



Moon Horse looked away, then smiled at him, and though she did her best to hide it he felt the undercurrent of sadness upon which it rode. "I'll be here when you need me," she said. "I'm not going anywhere."



"Neither am I," he said, and meant it, and very nearly texted the girlfriend right there and then to call things off. But as he was typing, he began to think. 



What if there was another way? Couldn't he split his time between them, setting aside evenings for Moon Horse and evenings for the girlfriend? But despite the fact that they would have very different types of relationships, that felt way too much like cheating. He didn't want to demean his love by making it into some sort of dirty secret.



Quiet Boy avoided the girlfriend's texts for the better part of a day while he thought about it, and kept coming over and over to the same conclusion: he wasn't going to try to love them both without being honest about it. But he couldn't imagine life without Moon Horse, and he didn't want to cut things off with the girlfriend, so he worked up his nerve and told her they needed to talk.



"This is going to sound weird," he said when they sat down on opposite corners of her bed, and fidgeted and took a deep breath. "But I want to be with you, and you're awesome and I think I love you, but I can't give my whole heart to you because I'm already in love with the horse that pulls the moon across the sky."



She was silent for a moment, and he almost bolted, but she bit her lip and nodded and looked him in the eyes. "That does sound weird," she said. "Tell me more."



He did—first in awkward dribbles, then longer stories of Moon Horse and the times they'd shared, and then, as the dam broke, everything. The girlfriend listened quietly, asking occasional questions, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder when he tensed up and thought he'd gone too far.



"Thank you for being honest," she finally said, "and I want to make it really clear that I don't think you're crazy. That's…actually really cool, and I wish I had a friend like Moon Horse, and it's really sweet that you care for her so much."



Quiet Boy braced himself. "But?"



The girlfriend sighed. "But I need to think about this," she said. "Do you think you'd ever actually love me?"



"You're wonderful, and I think I do, and I think I can, and I really want to try."



The girlfriend frowned, and looked away, and said the last thing she would ever say as his girlfriend: "But how could I ever compete with her? I mean…she's so perfect."







Quiet Boy didn't say anything for a long while after lying down with Moon Horse that night, not until she nosed him and said, "Love? Talk to me. I'm worried."



"She said you're too perfect," Quiet Boy said heavily. "And she's right, isn't she?"



Moon Horse hesitated. "…What do you mean?"



"You're fictional."



"You don't treat me like I'm fictional." She stared at him with a jocular smile, but he didn't particularly feel like laughing along with her joke, and soon her smile back away.



"That's because…" He flailed for words. "You're important. Fictional but important."



He felt a phantom pressure at his side as she settled in against him. "Am I now?"



"Of course you are. Look at everything you've done for me."



Moon Horse smirked. "I meant, do you really think I'm fictional, but I think your last sentence answered that."



He felt his cheeks heat. "Well, you act fictional. If you were real, you should be trying to deny what I'm saying."



She was quiet for long moments, then nuzzled his cheek. "Would it make you happier if I did?"



Quiet Boy sighed, and didn't look at her. "That's part of it. All you care about is me and my happiness. How many years has it been since you moved the moon?"



"Is it so hard to believe that you're that important to me?"



"Yes.…No.…That's not the point." He pressed his hand to his face. "The point is, that's not realistic. A real person has wants and needs of their own."



"A human does," Moon Horse said. "Why do you insist I must?"



He had no answer to that, but neither did it satisfy him. He snuggled against her for a little while—or, at least, against her pillow—and she curled her neck over his and nuzzled his ear, and he could feel the rise and fall of her breathing against his side, and at the same time he felt keenly that he was lying alone in a silent room hugging a pillow. 



His thoughts swirled around in his head for a long time, and then Moon Horse said, "You never answered my question. What would make you happy?"



"If you were real."



She was silent.



"Are you?"



She was silent.



He let out a breath, and turned his back on the pillow.



"You keep asking that," Moon Horse said softly. "How am I supposed to answer? Nothing I say will change whether or not I exist. This is about what you believe."



Quiet Boy thought.



"Create a star for me," he finally said.



Moon Horse went silent, and the silence felt ominous.



"Can't you?" he asked. "You already did, once.…Didn't you?"



Moon Horse shifted, and her presence left his bed, and there wasn't quite the sound of crickets as she walked over to the window. Perhaps, if he imagined it just right, the chirrup of the wood floor squeaking.



"Yes," she finally said. "And that's what I'll do, if that's what will make you happy."



He got up from his bed and pulled his astronomy guide from the shelf, glancing out his window at the visible constellations and down to the pages. "There's an empty area above Orion's Belt. Make an equilateral triangle with Alnilam and Mintaka."



"That's not how it works," Moon Horse said quietly.



"Then tell me where it'll be," Quiet Boy said. "So I know what to look for. So I know it was you."



Again, she was silent, and every pause ripped at his heart a little more viciously.



"There," Moon Horse said after some time, staring further upward in the sky.



"There?" he asked, but her gestures were vague. Through trial and error he narrowed it down to an area near the shoulder of Pegasus, and confirmed with her that that was her intention. He took out a red pen and drew a circle around Markab in his astronomy guide, and satisfied himself that the stars in the sky matched the stars in the book.



Moon Horse approached him, and drew him into a hug, and then her presence receded.



"I will return," she said, "when I am finished."
















Quiet Boy never saw Moon Horse again.
















In time, Quiet Boy moved on.



He graduated, moved away from home, and found a job, and quite without realizing he became a Quiet Man, diligent in his work and reserved in his manner. He met a woman and fell in love with her, and did not tell her about the love in his heart that had once been set aside for Moon Horse. He would occasionally step out onto their balcony late at night, watching the cold moon drift in its orbit through a dead sky, and feel an emptiness in his heart, and then he would shake his head and sigh and go back inside and fix himself a mug of hot cocoa.



He got married to the woman, and they lay together in his bed, and her belly swelled with their child, who turned out to be a beautiful girl who cried somewhat less than he had been expecting. Their apartment in the city began to feel cramped, so for several years they conscientiously saved up their money, then bought a house miles from the city at the base of some quiet, grassy hills.



Their first night there, the chirrup of crickets drifted in from the distance. 



Quiet Man stopped what he was doing, walked out to their backyard, and fell to his knees. The emptiness in his heart twisted and wrenched and ripped, and his body shuddered, and he curled up sobbing.



"What's wrong?" Quiet Man's wife asked, gently hugging him from behind. "Love, are you alright?"



He held up a finger, and took a minute to compose himself, sinking into the real warmth of her undeniably real embrace, letting his breathing slow as his emptiness receded like the tide into his depths.



"Are you alright?" she gently repeated.



"I'm sorry," he quietly said. "It's silly. But I grew up in the country like this, and…and suddenly being here just reminded me of something important I once lost."



She was silent for a moment. "Do you want to talk about it?"



"Someday."



"Alright," she said, and kissed him on the cheek. "Let's go inside."



They did.







A few months later, an international parcel arrived from a used book seller whose name he couldn't pronounce.



He waited until dark to open it, and riffled the frail old pages with a thumb, smelling the dust. Then he left positive feedback on the seller's eBay page, moved some money from his savings account to his credit card, and took the book upstairs to his daughter's bedroom.



"She was a beautiful dark horse, with a mane like the night," Quiet Man read as Quiet Girl fidgeted under the covers, "and she galloped across the sky with the sound of distant crickets," and he paused and put down the book and cracked open the window, and the sound of distant crickets echoed in from the darkened hills. 



Quiet Girl stopped her squirming and stared into the night, and "chirrup, chirrup," he whispered, and Moon Horse pulled her moon across the sky to light the distant hills, and the beating of her hooves lulled Quiet Girl to sleep.
      

      
   
      The Travelers


      

      
      
         In was in the dead of the night when Swiftfooted’s incessant bleatings woke Galain from his sleep. He was moments away from pulling open his tent cover to yell at the gods-damned donkey when he heard muffled voices from outside.



Galain froze.



Gruff-sounding men, speaking in quiet, curt bursts. Two—no, three!—sets of shuffling, hurried footsteps.



Bandits.



Fumbling in the dark of his tent, Galain searched for his brush as quietly as he could manage. As he rummaged through his knapsack, his thoughts fell on the camp’s other occupant. Had they found Muriel? Had they killed her before he even woke?



Silently, Galain cursed himself for the several moments he had wasted, trying to stay asleep despite Swiftfooted’s whinnies. Just as he retrieved his spellbrush and ink in the dark, the bark of a gun made him jump. There was one last gurgling whinny from their pack donkey before it fell silent.



Blast it. They’re not trying to be silent any longer.



He was out of practice with casting on the fly, but he was also out of time. Galain only took a moment to wet his brush with ink before throwing aside the tent flap and leaping outside.



One crook was still standing by the fallen donkey, reloading the pistol in his grasp. His hands moved with experience; Galain guessed that he had no more than half a minute before the bandit was ready to fire again.



A second man was within arm’s reach, and he had just noticed Galain. As his brows rose in bewilderment, Galain noticed that the man was missing his left eye.



Perfect.



Galain threw a punch to the blind side of the man’s head. As he crumpled to the ground, his comrades yelled out in surprise. Galain ducked behind his tent. He hadn’t yet seen the third bandit, but a stream of curses from somewhere to his left told him that he was still a few moments away.



Working quickly, he painted a sigil on his left palm, and then he painted its sister rune on his right hand. In the darkness, he wasn’t entirely sure if he had made an error. But the approaching footsteps gave him no time to correct any mistakes.



The third bandit rounded the corner, and swung a heavy club. Galain stepped into the large man’s wide swing and swept his legs from under him with a kick. As the man lay stunned on the ground, Galain channeled through his sigiled hands.



“Aewa.” Sleep.



The man slumped, snoring, as the spent runes on Galain’s palms burned away in a pale ethereal fire, leaving behind scorch marks.



One more bandit, and by the sounds of frustration he was making, he was likely still reloading.



Before he could convince himself otherwise, Galain rushed forward to close the distance. The man was yanking on a jammed ramrod, cursing his bad luck.



But just as Galain came close, the bandit dropped his gun. In one smooth motion, he drew a broad, serrated knife and plunged it into Galain’s right shoulder, deep enough to immobilize his arm.



The bandit’s expression changed as the knife went in, shifting to one of confusion. Galain knew that an experienced cutthroat like him would have expected the resistance of tendons and the crunch of bones. Instead, the blade sank smoothly and evenly to the hilt, leaving the stabber off-balance for a moment.



Galain took the opportunity to grab a fistful of the bandit’s greasy hair and smash his face against a raised knee. The cartilage in the thief’s nose folded like paper as he went slack.



As soon as he was sure that the last assailant wouldn’t be getting up, Galain yanked the knife out, and examined the hole it left behind. It was a wide wound, and even in the moonlight he could see straight through it to the other side.



I’ll worry about it later.



“Muriel?” he called out.



Galain opened her tent’s flap, only to find it empty.



“Muri—”



Something struck the back of his head, leaving his world spinning in pain. When he blinked the spots out of his eyes he found himself on the ground, looking up at the one-eyed bandit, who held his friend’s pistol in his grimy hand.



“I know what ye are, ye gods-damned abomination. I killed one just like you in the battle in Dalesrush.” The bandit leveled the barrel straight at Galain’s head. “May the High Lords have mercy on whatever’s left of yer soul.”



“No!”



A small, thin figure leapt out at the arm holding the gun, throwing it off-aim. Muriel bit the bandit’s wrist, drawing blood and making him discharge the bullet into the dirt.



As the two scuffled, Galain held his brush between his teeth and painted a simple circle on his working hand. He knew only a few one-handed spells, and he prayed that this one would be enough.



The bandit landed a vicious backhanded blow on Muriel’s side, and she lost her grip on his arm. He lifted his boot to stomp on her, but Galain threw his open palm forward.



“Ar torti!” Be thrown.



A wave of magical force knocked the one-eyed man off his feet and sent him head-first into a tree. He collapsed and did not stir.



Ignoring the pain of the spell’s afterburn, Galain rushed to Muriel’s side.



“Muriel? Are you okay?”



The girl spit mouthful of blood—was it hers or was it the bandit’s?—before speaking.



“I’m fine.” She tried to smile, and all her teeth were stained dark. “I just need a second to catch my breath.”



Muriel sat up in the dirt, panting for several moments. She swished saliva around her mouth to gather the rest of the blood, and then she spat again into the grass.



“The bastard tasted like a cesspit,” she said, with a cocky smile.



“Are you bleeding?” asked Galain. “Have you any broken ribs?”



“I said I’m fine.” She pointed at Galain’s wounded shoulder. “What about you?”



“It will mend itself in a few hours. But for now, I’m down to the one hand.”



For a few moments, the pair of them surveyed their ruined campsite.



“What do we do, now?” asked Muriel. “Those fellows aren’t going to sleep forever.”



“Take the rope in my tent and tie them to a tree. I’ll bring them there.”



“Wouldn’t it, well, just be easier to…” Muriel brought a finger to her throat and stuck her tongue out. “Grrrk!”



“Absolutely not. There will be no death tonight.”Galain stood up and began dragging the first bandit to the big oak tree where the one-eyed man had been thrown.



“Have you always been this gentle-hearted and slow to violence, Gally?” teased the girl.



“No, I have not,” he said, as he dragged the last bandit to the tree by a limp leg. “It is the greatest regret of my life.”



“Psshaa, way to kill the joke.”



Muriel worked quickly, wrapping the rope around each of the unconscious men’s wrists before tying them tightly to the tree. She tucked the knot underneath a few coils of rope, where it would be very difficult to reach.



Meanwhile, Galain rummaged through Swiftfooted’s pack, selecting essential items that wouldn’t be too heavy to carry.



“This ought to hold them for a while, but they’re bound to wiggle out of it in a few hours,” said Muriel as she finished.



“We’ll be long gone before then.”



Muriel knelt down in the grass next to Galain, and stroked Swiftfooted’s mane.



“Those sons of bitches got you right in the chest,” she muttered. “Those big-headed bastards.”



“I’m sorry, Muriel. I know you loved that beast,” said Galain.



“My ma and pa bought him before I was even born. He’s been there my whole, entire life.” Muriel ran her hand down Swiftfooted’s still-warm coat. “My ma named him. She thought names were prophetic, you know? Thought it would help him be better, if he were named like some noble steed instead of a donkey. My pa would always just laugh at it, though.”



Muriel reached out to close Swiftfooted’s eyes.



“But she’s dead, and so is he. And now Swiftfooted’s dead too.”



Galain placed a hand on her shoulder.



“He was as noble a steed as there ever was,” said Galain. “I think he’d be happy to know that he brought us this far, almost to the very end.”



“I wish he could have been there to see Tristan again, though. Tristan always thought Ma’s names were the best.”



An empty silence stretched out for a little while.



“We’ll find Tristan in Isemholm, right?” asked Muriel.



“It is the last city.”



“Yeah, it is.”



Muriel stood up, grabbed a satchel and began filling it with some of the items from Swiftfooted’s pack.



“The tents are too big and heavy. We’ll have to leave them here,” said Galain. “We’ll take only what we need for the night, and all of our coin as well. Hopefully, we’ll be able to buy everything else at Isemholm.”



 It didn’t take long to finish packing what they could carry. After Galain placed one of their wineskins and the last of their traveler’s bread in his pack, he looked over to where Muriel was already waiting for him, her own pack slung over her shoulder.



“Let’s go,” she said.



Without another word, the two left the camp and continued east down the road.








After a couple of miles, Galain noticed a stumble in Muriel’s step. She yawned frequently and often paused to rub her eyes.



“We’ve gone far enough,” Galain decided. “Dawn is only a few hours away. You ought to rest while you can.”



Sleepily, Muriel nodded in agreement.



The pair headed a little ways off the road, where a wide, old oak tree gave them a little shelter from the wind. As they sat, Galain offered Muriel the wineskin and the bread. She took both, and pulled the cork from the skin with her teeth.



After she took a sip of wine and a mouthful of bread, Muriel’s eyes were drawn towards Galain’s shoulder, which was now almost fully closed. As she continued to eat, Galain began to idly rub off the scorch marks that his spells had left on his hands.



“You know, we’ve been traveling together for near half a year now, but I don’t think I’ve ever asked you,” she said. “What’s it like having a body like that? You don’t eat, you don’t drink, and you don’t bleed.”



“I’m always cold,” replied Galain, “And I’m always tired. I miss having a body of flesh and blood. Everything feels distant, as if it were happening to somebody else, a long time ago. It could be that the magic holding me together is beginning to run thin.”



“Are you going to die?”



“Sometimes I think that I might have already died when they made me like this. Whatever happens when my soul finally unbinds itself from this clay, it won’t be like death for anyone else, methinks.”



Muriel swallows a bite of bread, with a contemplative look in her eye.



“Why did you let them do it to you?”



“I was foolish and shortsighted,” said Galain. “We were hotheaded soldiers, and we knew we were losing the war. We thought we were all going to die, and I was desperate to give my death meaning. So when they told me that they had found a way to let mages cast dozens or even hundreds of spells a day, I was seduced by the idea of that kind of power.”



“Did… did it hurt, when they put you in there?” asked Muriel, eyes wide.



“No, not in the usual sense. I was asleep when it happened, and I woke up only just after they bound my soul to this golem.” Galain pinched the bridge of his nose. “I knew something was wrong. I felt it. I think they accidentally left some of my soul behind in my body. I should have said something, but then they took a knife and cut my old body’s throat. It was done so quickly.”



“That’s horrible.”



“Yes, it was.” Galain idly rubbed his wound. “One of the hardest things was learning how to move again. I was like an infant, and my body was a clumsy thing of rubble and dirt. It felt like I was trapped in the earth for an eternity—buried alive.”



“I’m sorry they did that to you, Gally.”



“It was my decision.” Galain met her eyes with his. “But learn from me. Do not make my mistakes.”



Muriel shot him an odd look.



“If you mean not to let some rebels put me in a pile of dirt, I don’t think there’s much chance for that.”



“No,” said Galain. “I mean to say that your life is precious. All life is precious. Don’t let people fool you into thinking otherwise.”



“Even those bandits?”



“Yes, even the bandits. They may be cruel, but there is no cruelty greater than death. There is no cruelty worth death.”



“That sounds awfully naïve of you,” said Muriel.



“Maybe people ought to be naïve,” said Galain. “I’ve justified doing terrible things when they gave me this body. And I’ve come to regret it all.”



“I don’t know…” replied Muriel. “Bad things happen all the time. Maybe we all need to be a little bad to survive.”



Galain thought about this for a minute.



“Muriel, do you believe in the stars?” he asked.



“Whaddya mean?”



Galain pointed up to the sky.



“Do you see their light?” he said. “It twinkles and shines the same way my runes and sigils do, when I cast them.”



“Yeah, it’s nice and pretty.”



“Some people think that the light that shines from a casting is the same as the twinkle of a star.” Galain sighed. “I heard this from a pair of mages I met back before the war. They said that in the beginning of time, the High Lords cleaved great runes into the very fabric of space itself. And it is through the magic of these great sigils that everything came to be. It’s said that the stars are the afterburn of that great spell, the one that ties this entire world together and breathes existence into the void.”



Muriel blew a raspberry. “That sounds like hogwash, Gally.”



Galain couldn’t help but chuckle. “I thought the same when I first heard it. But then I thought about it while I was in the war.”



He idly rubbed his palm.



“When you write a sigil,” he said, “and when you command it to change the world, you must describe exactly what will happen. It is why mages speak in Aelish to cast their spells. The tongue of the elves is the most precise, the most concise known language of all the Seven Realms.



“So if the stars are great sigils that cast us into being, they must be inscribed with everything that will ever happen. When the High Lords spoke power into the magic, they must have known everything that will happen as a result of it. Could it be that up there in the stars, our destinies are burned into the cosmos with thaumic fire?”



Muriel scrunched her nose. “I don’t think I like that. I want to be free. I want to do what I want to do.”



“Aye, that’s what many say.” Galain nodded. “But as for me, as for me, I’ve seen dreadful things. I’ve done dreadful things. And I loathe the thought that all these dreadful things were simply of the whim of man. It’s comforting to think that there might be some purpose to it all, even if this is all just wishful fancy.”



“Yeah, I see.” Muriel yawned, and put away the wineskin.



“Go to sleep, child. We’ll arrive at Isemholm tomorrow afternoon.”



“But what if the bandits come back?” she asked, as she struggled to keep her eyes open.



“Then I’ll stay awake to keep watch until dawn.”



“Are you sure?”



“Yes. I’ll be here when you wake.”



“Thank you, Gally,” she said, resting her back against the trunk of the oak.



“Think nothing of it.”



In just a few minutes, the girl was snoring peacefully. The meadows around them were quiet, and the wind was gentle tonight.



Galain looked up to the stars for the hundredth time in his life, and he contemplated their existence.








 “Excuse me, good man,” said Galain.



The two of them approached the farmer, who was pulling weeds from a bed of turnips. He paused and rubbed his brow when the two of them reached the edge of his field.



“What can I do for you, travelers?”



“Does this farm of yours border the town of Isemholm?”



“Ye.” The farmer pointed with his chin. “The town’s down the road”



“And has the town an infirmary?” asked Galain.



“Ye. It’s a little ways out of town. It’ll come up on your left, little less than half a mile,” he said, motioning with his palm.



“Thank you, good man. We’ll be on our way, then,” said Galain with a wave.



“Lords protect you, traveler.”



“And you, as well.”



As soon as they were out of earshot, Muriel leapt ahead in joy.



“Eeeeeeha ha ha! Did you hear that? We’re going to see Tristan soon!” The girl threw both fists into the sky and let out a whoop.



“Our journey has been long,” agreed Gallain. “And we are at its well-deserved end.”



“Half a mile!” said Muriel, with an ear-to-ear grin. “Whooo! Naught but half a mile!”



Galain let Muriel bound ahead, her skips uneven from the weight of the pack slung over her shoulder. When she reached a bend in the road, she stopped and looked back.



“Hurry up, you clod! I can see the place from here!”



Her excitement was infectious, and Gallain couldn’t help but put a little more spirit into his gait. Yes, he could see it too, now. A group of half a dozen or so large, white plastered buildings, surrounding a small courtyard with a well.



The two of them approached the nearest of the buildings, and Galain knocked on its door. It was answered shortly by a tall young man, with spectacles.



“Hello,” he said, looking them both over. “What can I do for a pair of weary travelers, today?”



Before Gallain could open his mouth, Muriel leapt forward.



“Is this the infirmary? Do you know Tristan, from the town of Farreach?”



The man was clearly taken aback.



“Yes, this is the infirmary,” he managed. “Tristan of Farreach? Who is this man?”



“Forgive my companion’s excitement,” said Galain. “We’ve been on the road a long time, searching for her brother, a soldier in the Army of the King. We had heard that Isemholm was among the cities that accepted wounded from the battle of Fogmyre. We’ve been to all the others.”



“Yes, we have men from Fogmyre.” The man nodded. “Some of them have moved on, but many of them still stay with us.”



“Would you mind if we searched for Tristan among your patients?”



“Of course not,” said the man. He opened the door and motioned to them. “Come inside. I’ll take you to meet our head physician. She can help you find the man you’re looking for.”



“What’s your name?” asked Muriel as they stepped in line behind the young man.



“Roland,” he replied. “I am our head physician’s assistant.”



“And how many patients have you from Fogmyre?” asked Galain.



Roland thought for a moment.



“Perhaps a few more than fifty. We have several wounded who cannot speak, so we are unsure of which battle they came from.”



The three of them reached a long corridor, lined with doors to bedrooms. Roland opened the door to one of these rooms, where a woman lay napping in her bed.



“You’ll have to excuse her, she’s always working very hard.” said Roland. He opened the door a little further and spoke gently but firmly. “Eleanor?”



The woman was roused in a moment.



“Yes, Roland?” she said as she sat up, rubbing her hair from her eyes. “What is it?”



“We have visitors.” Roland motioned to Galain and Muriel. “The girl is looking for her brother, a soldier from Fogmyre.”



“I see,” said Eleanor. She looked the pair of them over.



Galain was surprised by how young she was. She had golden-brown hair and blue eyes. Her thin hands were wrapped in bandages that were splotched pink with blood.



A mage.



Eleanor sat upright on the edge of her bed.



“Here, child, take a seat,” she said, as she motioned to a stool. “What is your name?”



“Muriel,” the girl replied. She perched on the stool like a bird.



“Muriel, can you tell me about your brother?”



“Yes!” said Muriel. “His name is Tristan of Farreach, and he is called Tristan the Stout of Heart by his friends. He is tall and very handsome and very strong. He is black of hair, like me, and blue of eyes, like me.”



“I see,” said Eleanor. “And are you sure he was in the battle of Fogmyre?”



“Yes,” Muriel said, as she pawed through her pack. “He sent me letters while was in the army. In the last one, he said he was going to go to Fogmyre to root out a rebel stronghold.”



Muriel produced the letter in question and handed it to the head physician. Eleanor looked it over for several moments.



“Yes, I see.” She handed back the letter and turned to address her assistant. “Roland, would you take Muriel to the mess hall? It seems like a good place to begin looking. And make sure she gets a proper meal while she’s there.”



“Of course, Eleanor.” Roland motioned with his hand. “Come now, child. Follow me.”



“Yes, sir!” Muriel scampered to the door. “Thank you, ma’am!”



When the two of them left the room, Galain spoke.



“Thank you so much. We’re so—”



Eleanor interrupted him with a raised hand.



“Don’t thank me,” she said, wearily.  “Take a seat.”



Galain took the stool that Muriel had left empty. Eleanor waited for a moment before speaking again.



“We have no patients from Fogmyre matching the girl’s description of her brother,” she said.



“But we’ve been to all the other cities! Surely there could be—”



“You are a soldier, are you not?” She off-handedly waved at Galain’s posture. “The way you carry yourself. You’ve fought in the war, yes?”



“I have,” Galain said.



“Then you know perhaps even better than I that Fogmyre was a slaughterhouse. We lost half our patients within the first three days of their arrival. Many more died on the way here.”



Galain sighed and slumped in his seat. “Muriel will be heartbroken.”



“Are you the girl’s father?” asked Eleanor.



“No,” said Galain. “She has no family, now.”



“Then, forgive my curiosity, but how did you two come to travel together?”



“I found her on the side of the road in Farreach,” Galain said. “Her parents were dead of the plague, and her brother was lost in the war. She tried to sell me her donkey for a few coins to buy food. And I thought that perhaps I could do some good in this world, instead of doing it ill.”



“What a shame,” said Eleanor. She pulled another wisp of hair out of her eyes. “What a shame.”



“Your bandages,” said Galain, motioning to the bloodstained gauze. He was eager to change the subject. “How often do you cast?”



She idly picked at the dressing around one of her hands..



“Twice, or maybe three times a week.”



Galain’s eyes widened. “Three times? You will lose your hands at that rate!”



“We have some patients who need restoration spells cast weekly or even daily. Others need spells to tolerate their pain.” She rubbed her bandaged palms together. “I have a several doctors who are magically gifted, so we take turns. It is difficult, but we manage.”



“But, three times a week?” Galain shook his head. “My captain used to worry for me if I had to cast more than three times a month. And I was a soldier, too!”



“That’s the difference, I suppose,” said Eleanor. “You don’t always need magic to kill someone, but sometimes you need it to keep someone alive. Fixing messes are a lot more difficult than making them.”



Galain bit his lip.



This is not right.



“Then let me help,” he said. “I can cast spells for whichever patients of yours need it right now.”



Eleanor gave half a smile.



“Thank you for your generous offer, but we have four patients today alone that my colleagues and I will need to cast for.”



“I can do them all.” Galain nodded. “I am a soulbound mage.”



“A soulbound?” Eleanor’s eyebrows crept higher and higher. She leaned forward and peered intently at Galain’s face. “You do not look like a golem to me.”



“Have you a scalpel, doctor?”



“Wait a moment.” Eleanor got up and strode to a desk by her bed. She opened a drawer that was full of little wooden carvings of ducks and horses and princesses, and she retrieved a small whittling knife. “Will this do?”



“Yes, perfectly.”



Galain took the knife and carefully ran it across the top of his palm, taking off a thin layer and revealing the clay underneath. He showed his hand to the physician.



“You may feel it, if you’d like.”



The bewildered doctor reached out with both hands and brought Galain’s palm up to her eyes. She dabbed at the exposed wet clay with the tip of her finger.



“By the High Lords…” she muttered as she released his hand. “How is this possible?”



“As near as I can tell, this is happening to all of the soulbound,” said Galain, as he rubbed away the slight injury. “The clay is rendered living, to allow for the channeling of spells. And once bound, our souls shape the life in the clay. Perhaps at some level, the clay realizes what shape it is meant to take, deliberate or not.”



Eleanor slumped back into her bed.



“So you were a rebel, then?”



“Yes. But I have rescinded my past ways in whole,” said Galain. “I have come to loathe my actions in the war, but I understand if you might still be distrustful.”



“No, no,” she said, waving her hand. “We’ve treated many former rebels here, and one of our doctors used to be a rebel medic. I just found it funny.”



Galain smiled. “Oh yes. A rebel soulbound, traveling with a young girl, looking for her brother in the King’s Army. I suppose we make quite the pair.”



“That you do, sir, uh…” She slapped the palm of her hand to her forehead. “Gods above, I seem to have forgotten to ask you your name.”



“It’s Galain.”



“Well, Galain, my assistants and I will be much indebted to you if you’re still willing to lighten our load.”



“Of course I am.”



“Wonderful.” Eleanor walked back to her desk. “I have brush and ink somewhere, along with an Aelish glossary if you need it.”



“Nay, I have my own supplies,” said Galain, patting his knapsack. “just point me where I am needed.”



“Then come with me.” Eleanor strode to the door. “We must make haste. Aedan may already be preparing to cast his spell for the day.”



“Yes, of course.”



Galain followed the young woman as she quickly strode through the halls. The two of them rounded a corner, and Eleanor strode into a ward where perhaps a dozen patients were sitting or lying on thin cots. A doctor with bandaged hands sat on the floor in the corner, flipping through a medical reference book.



“Aedan, have you cast restoration on Sir Bowing yet?”



The physician looked up in surprise. He seemed a little older than Eleanor, with the starts of grey tuffs in his sideburns.



“Not yet, ma’am. Shall I do it now?”



“Nay. You need not cast it today.” She motioned behind her. “This is Galain.  He’s a soulbound, and he’s offered to take care of spellcasting duties for the day.”



The older man’s brows raised slightly, and he looked over Galain with a new eye.



“Well, I appreciate the help, sir,” he said. “These hands of mine are beginning to feel very worn.”



“It is no trouble at all, doctor,” said Galain. “Could you direct me to the patient?”



“Yes, right this way.”



The doctor led them to a man in a cot who wheezed as he breathed. Bloodstained dressings covered a deep chest wound.



“He’s asleep right now, thank god Lords,” Aedan whispered. “But his wound grows worse by the hour.”



“What manner of injury has he sustained?” asked Gailan.



“A cursed blade, right through the ribs. Every week the wound reopens, and he bleeds into his lungs. It’s been getting better as the curse wears off, but it is a slow process.”



“I see,” said Gailan. He lifted the gauze and examined the dark, oozing gash.



“None of us are very learned at spellcrafting,” said Eleanor. “We mostly use simple commands—ar gracyn or ar kalin—for fear of using the wrong words.”



“That is likely very sufficient.” Galain began painting healing sigils on each of his hands. “My own spell will be not much different.”



When he was done, he lifted his open palms towards the injured man.



“Rin yar, ki ar gracyn.”  Breath easy, and be healed.



As white flames engulfed Galain’s hands, the sleeping man sighed in relief. His wheezing quieted and gave way to peaceful snores.








“That’s your third spell in as many hours,” said Eleanor, late that afternoon. “Do you need a rest?”



“No, I can still cast.” Galain rubbed the scorch marks from his hands. “Where is the last patient?”



“He’s in the burn ward,” Eleanor said, as she walked. “Dragonfire over most of his body. The burns have almost fully healed, but the pain is still as bad as the day he received them. He’s one of our daily casts.”



“Dragonfire?” Galain asked. “How did that happen?”



“We don’t know. He simply arrived at our door one night, screaming and covered in red-hot blisters. Two of our nurses badly burned their hands trying to get him inside. By the time we pieced together what was happening, the burns had already reached his throat. He hasn’t been able to say a word since.”



“I see.”



“We’re nearly at his room now,” said Eleanor. “Our spells have had little effect on his wounds, so we can only change his bandages and help him manage his pain before we—”



“Gally!”



Gallain turned to see Muriel running at him, with Roland following behind. The girl leapt into his arms, and Galain stumbled to catch her. And then he realized she was crying.



“He’s not here, Gally,” she managed between sobs. “Tristan’s not here.”



“Oh, Muriel. I’m so sorry, child.”



“This is the very last city, and he’s not here.” Muriel took fistfuls of Galain’s cloak and buried her face in his shoulder.



“I’m sorry, sir” said Roland. “We’ve asked the entire staff, but none of them are familiar with the name. And of the men from Fogmyre, none recall a tall man of black hair and blue eyes.”



Galain stroked Muriel’s hair and picked her up as her sobs turned into quiet gasping breaths.



“I miss my brother, Gally. I miss him dearly.” Muriel sniffed and hiccupped.



Galain stayed there, holding her for a few minutes. Eleanor and Roland stood a little further down the hall to give them room. Finally, Gallain spoke, but he was unsure of his words.



“Muriel, I need to help a man who’s very badly hurt. These doctors need me to cast a spell on him to keep him from terrible pain.” He paused a moment as Muriel wiped tears from her eyes with his hood. “Can you be strong for me? I need to help this man.”



Wordlessly, she nodded and allowed him to put her down. But she still grasped his hand as they walked across the short distance to where the others were waiting.



“Thank you for giving us a moment,” said Galain.



“It’s no trouble at all,” said Eleanor.



“Is this the patient’s room?”



“Yes.” Eleanor opened the door and led them inside.



On a cushioned bed there lay a man whose face was covered in gauze, from his eyes down to his lips. Bandages circled up and down his arms and legs and crisscrossed his chest and belly. There was hardly any part of him that was visible.



“May I examine his burns?”



Eleanor nodded. She slowly and carefully took one of the burned man’s arms, and ever so gently undid the dressing. As she peeled away layers, the bandages became wet from the weeping skin underneath.



When she was done, she carefully showed the exposed flesh to Galain. He studied it for a moment, and sighed.



“The skin leaks and bleeds. This is not dragonfire.”



“What?” Eleanor said. “How could this be? What other flame ignites the skin like a hot coal?”



“We called it balefire.” Galain rubbed his temple. “It is man’s attempt to magically imitate the properties of dragonfire wounds.”



“How do you know this?” asked Roland.



“I’ve used this spell before,” said Galain, simply. He reached into his knapsack and retrieved a book. “The command is ar tani menso. ‘Burn forever.’”



There was a silence of several moments while Eleanor redressed the man’s arm. When she was done, she turned back to Galain and looked him dead in the eye.



“Can you fix this, then?” she said.



“Yes. It is a man-made curse, so I need only to formulate a counterspell.” Galain flipped through the spellbook in his hand. “Given… my familiarity with the original spell, this should only take a moment.”



He creased the book open at a certain page, and studied it while he painted two large and complicated sigils on each hand, giving the ink plenty of time to dry. When he was done, he removed his shirt and added two more sigils to his wrists, and one more on his shoulder.



“That should do it,” he said, after the ink set. Raising his arms, he began to channel.



“Kalen ra.” Become undone.



Galain’s arms lit up in flames, and the room was filled with the smell of burnt earth. When the afterburned died out, Galain brushed the ash off of his body.



“Did it work?” asked Roland.



“Yes, I believe it did,” said Galain as he put his cloak back on. “His burns will remain, but the curse is lifted. They will heal naturally, and the pain should begin to fade soon.”



“Thank you so much,” said Roland. “You have done this man a great deal of good, and you have helped us immensely.”



“I am glad, then.” Galain smiled. “But perhaps we should watch the patient for a few hours, just in case.”



“Yes, that does sound wise.” Roland nodded.



“I’ll bring us some chairs,” said Eleanor. “Galain, would you come and help me?”



Galain was confused for just a moment, before he saw the pointed look in Eleanor’s eyes.



“Of course, ma’am,” he said. He left his books and his pack on the floor, and followed the doctor out of the room.



“Galain,” she said, as soon as the two were a bit away from the room. “I am sorry to hear that Muriel wasn’t able to find her brother here. I am sure that your journey will take you elsewhere, now.” She paused fora moment. “But what if it didn’t?”



Galain studied her face. He saw unsureness and desperate sort of longing.



“What is this about?” asked Galain.



“I’ll be blunt. We need your kind of help, here. Our mages are inexperienced and worn thin.” Eleanor sighed. “I wouldn’t be able to pay you as much as a magus normally would make, but I can offer you a room, and meals for Muriel. We can teach her, too. She’ll learn a trade and she’ll be well taken care of.”



Galain ran his fingers through his hair.



“I need to think about this. I’ve never really made any decisions for Muriel.”



“Talk to her if you wish,” said Eleanor. “But to me, it sounds like you’re a man who’s been waiting to make a difference. This could be your chance. Perhaps you couldn’t find Muriel’s family for her, but you can give her a life here. And you’ll help a lot of people along the way, too.”



Just as Galain is about to reply, a set of hurried footsteps approached them from behind. Panting from his sprint, Roland pointed back to the burned man’s room.



“Ma’am. Sir,” he managed to gasp out. “The patient speaks. You need to hear what he has to say.”



Eleanor and Roland were already moving by the time Galain processed it. When he arrived at in the room, Roland was kneeling beside the patient’s head. Several bandages had been undone, allowing the burn victim to open his sharp black eyes.



“Gally!” Muriel bounded forward and seized Galain’s leg, excitement twinkling in her eyes.



“What is it, child?” Galain asked, confused.



“Listen!” she said, pointing to the patient.



“That’s right,” said Roland, leaning closer to the man in the bed. “Tell the gentleman and the lady what you just told us.”



The man rasped for several breaths, and then his voice came in a dry whisper.



“Ye was talking in the hallway. ‘Bout a man from Fogmyre.” He paused to catch his breath and lick his dry lips. “Tall, with black hair and blue eyes. I knew a man like that.”



“Was his name Tristan the Stout of Heart, from Farreach?” asked Muriel, eagerly.



“I dunno, little miss. We only shared a trench for a few hours,” said the burned man. “But he said he couldn’t die, ‘cause he had some sort of unfinished business in Riverside.”



“Riverside?” Muriel asked. “That’s on the other side of the Shining Sea. What could Tristan possibly need to do there?”



“I dunno,” he rasped. “I’m sorry little miss, that’s all I remember. A shell hit near us, and when I came to again, I couldn’t find him.”



“That’s okay,” said Roland. “Thank you for your help, sir.”



“Wait, wait,” said the burned man. He fixed his eyes on Galain. “You. Your voice. You’re the one who healed me.”



“Yes, I am.”



“Thank you, master mage,” the man said, teary eyed. “Thank you.”



Galain simply stood there, dumbstruck by it all.








Late that night, there came a knock on the door of the room the infirmary had lent them. Galain awoke, and carefully made his way to the door, taking pains to leave Muriel undisturbed. He opened the door and closed it behind him.



“Eleanor.”



“Galain,” said the young doctor. She still wore her work clothes, and she carried a gas lantern.



“What can I do for you, ma’am?”



Eleanor sighed.



“I hear from Roland that you two plan to head out to Portville at dawn’s first light,” she said.



“Yes.” Galain nodded. “I’ve told Muriel that the man he described may not be Tristan, but she needs to see for herself. She needs to know for sure.”



“What of my offer? Have you given it any thought?”



Galain took a deep breath.



“I’m sorry, Eleanor, but Muriel must come first. We’ve traveled for so long, we need to see this through together. We may find Tristan, or we may not, but we cannot leave this book open.”



“But will you come back from Riverside when your journey is complete?” asked Eleanor. “I know its not in my place to ask, but we desperately need your kind of help. And I know that you long to correct your past mistakes as well.”



“Eleanor,” said Gallain. “… When I heard that man thank me for healing his burns, I realized—it was one of my brothers in arms who burnt him. It may even have been me. I’ve always known it in my head, but to hear him thank me for having the knowledge that put him in agony for more than a year was altogether wrong. I don’t know if I can live a life where I need to face that truth every day.”



“I know it’s difficult, but you can right your wrongs. Your past need not dictate what you are today. Please, help us, Gallain,” she pleaded.



Gallain sighed. He sat down on the floor, back against the door. After a few moments, Eleanor tentatively followed suit, taking a seat next to him.



“Do you believe in the stars, Eleanor?” he asked.



“Yes.” Eleanor brushed her bangs out of her eyes. “Before he passed away, my mentor was the chief physician of this place. He taught me about magic and about the stars when I was still a little girl.”



“Then you know that our future is written up there, as is our past. I know my past is inescapable, but I struggle to know its meaning, sometimes. Life is tumultuous, and memory is fickle.”



Galain sighed before he continued.



“I know not what our jouney to Riverside will bring, but I’ll spend the time to ponder your offer. And if I can broker a peace between it and my past, I will come back.”



Eleanor nodded. Reaching over, she fished around in her purse before extracting two large gold coins. She pressed them into Galain’s palm.



“Two gold sovereigns,” she said. “One will buy you passage across the Shining Sea, and the other will buy you passage back.”



“I can’t take these,” said Galain.



“They’re already yours, Galain,” she said, standing up. “We owe you something for the work you’ve done today.”



Galain studied the coins, and then looked up to Eleanor.



“Thank you,” he said.



“Think nothing of it,” she replied. “All I ask is for you two to have a safe journey, to Riverside and back. And perhaps, stars permitting, we will see each other again, in happier times.”



“Stars permitting,” Galain repeated.



Eleanor turned and walked away. Galain watched the light of the lantern fade down the hallway, until for a moment, it was nothing but a twinkling point of light in the dark distance.








“Have you ever been on a boat before, Gally?”



The two of them were sitting on the docks, waiting for their turn to board a clipper headed for Blackwood Port. From there, it was a week-long walk to Riverside.



“Yes, I have, Muriel. Several times, in fact.”



“Have you a spell that’ll cure seasickness?” she asked, tentatively.



Galain smiled. “No, child, I do not.”



“Rats!” She stomped the pier. “I haven’t ever thrown up before. Not since I was a wee baby, and I’m deathly afraid of it. Does it hurt?”



“It is certainly unpleasant.” Galain smiled. “But you have nothing to worry about. Children get their sea legs faster than grown men do. You’ll be fine.”



“Okay…” She did not seem altogether convinced. “I never really thought about it, you know? What does it feel like for food to go the other way? What does it taste like when it comes back out?”



“Sour, with just enough sickly sweetness to make it worse.”



“Euwgh! Nasty!” Muriel stuck out her tongue and gagged.



She settled down by Galain’s side, and together they watched the morning boats leave port. All around them were the sounds of seagulls, of waves, and of men hard at work. The air smelled of salt and water and fish, and the breeze was warm against their skin.



“You know, Gally,” said Muriel. “I miss Roland, and Eleanor, and the others at Isemholm. They were really nice to us, weren’t they?”



“Yes they were.” Galain nodded. “Would you like to visit them, when our business in Riverside is done?”



“I think I’d like that!” Muriel danced across the dock, making it a game not to step on the cracks between the planks. “Wouldn’t it be great if they got to meet Tristan?”



“Yes, that’d be quite the day.” Galain looked out across the sea, and pretended that he could make out the future on the other side of the great blue waves.



“Stars permitting, that would certainly be quite the day.”





      

      
   
      Making Contact


      

      
      
         “Is Central sure that this is a distress signal?”



Captain Moirah Slovidougt, commander of the all volunteer Emergency Assistance Ship Sunbeam, sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. If her communications officer asked that question one more time…



“Yes Alyssia, for the twelfth time, Central is sure it’s a distress signal.”



“What else could it be? We’re five days out past the Edge!” Shameous Crestlin called from his position at the engineering console. “If I was this far out of the Net, I’d be popping a distress signal too.” 



“Yeah, well, it’s still weird.” Alyssia pouted, her tail swishing behind her. “I mean, it’s just a single pulsed tone. Who does that? If you’re going to bother sending a distress signal, at least say something with it!”



“Possible equipment damage or failure?” S@3-187236 (Sae for short) asked, adding in his two micro-creds. 



“So damaged that they can’t even send a binary signal?”  Shameous snorted. “Fat chance.”



“I bet I know what it is.” Alyssia giggled and grinned. “I bet it’s another couple out on a ‘romantic’ get-away. Remember that pair we rescued last month?” She smiled at the memories.



“Oh yeah, I remember that one. ‘Come with me darling, and we’ll sail my yacht past the edge of the Net, so that we may consummate our love in the privacy of the deep stars. Beyond the Net, we can become one with the universe, and with each other!’”  Shameous snorted, dropping his imitation. “I can’t believe anyone would fall for such a load of bio-effluent.”



“Well I think it’s kinda romantic.” She fired back, then frowned. “Even if it is really stupid.”



“Previous subjects located half an hour past the Edge. Current subjects located five days at max speed beyond Edge. Romantic rendezvous unlikely.” Sae replied in a calm monotone. 



Moirah sighed and closed all of her eyes for a moment. After spending five days in an enclosed environment with these three, her patience had been worn thin. The fact that she’d be spending another five days with them on the way back did nothing to improve her mood. Sure, anyone willing to leave the safety and comfort of the Net was going to be a bit eccentric, but seriously, what had she done to deserve this?



“All right, that’s enough. We’ll have our answers momentarily. We’re here.” Moirah glanced over at engineering as the Sunbeam dropped back to sublight. “So what sort of mess have we got to clean up this time Shameous?”



“One tic.”  Shameous's eyes were focused on his console, even if most of his work was being conducted wirelessly. “Looks like single ship. No debris apparent.” The engineer frowned in concentration.



“The ship doesn’t match anything in the database.”



Silence descended on the bridge, as the crew took in that fact.



A single ship, out this far past the Edge. Of a design that could not be found in the very comprehensive database of existing ship types. Broadcasting a non-standard distress beacon. 



There was only one possible explanation for such a vessel. 



upon reaching the same conclusion all four crew members spoke in unison.  



“Fringers.”



Of the four, only Alyssia sounded excited. Sae was stoic, as always. Moirah and Shameous just groaned.



“OOOhhhh! I can’t wait! I wonder what this Branch will look like!” Alyssia was practically jumping up and down in excitement. 



“Judging from previous reunifications? Weird and freaky.” Moirah grumbled, once again massaging her nose.



“Oh, come on Captain! Don’t be like that! Remember the Human Coalition slogan!”



“’We’re all human on the inside.’ I know, I know.” Moirah rolled her eyes as she repeated the mantra that was taught to every child more or less from conception onward. “I just wish more of them would make a token effort to make their outsides match their insides.” She grumbled under her breath.



It wasn’t that Moriah hated Fringers or anything. She just couldn’t understand why so many of them went so far from baseline. It was just freaky!



Sure, it started off logically. Way back in the early days of the Diaspora, not long after humanity had achieved the Singularity and begun reaching for the stars. If you were colonizing a heavy gravity world, it was only logical to tweak your genome to withstand the crushing forces. Found a world that was mostly oceans? Underwater cities and citizens with gills made perfect sense! Want to live on a carbon poor planet? Downloading your consciousness into an android body instead of a biopuppet the ideal solution!



Of course, it wasn’t long before what was once necessity instead became a matter of vanity. And so Humanity started to branch out into a myriad of body types, even as they began to branch out into the furthest reaches of space. 



It was all perfectly logical and reasonable, and Moirah had absolutely nothing against individuals with non-standard body types. She was just a bit disturbed by people who seemed to live to push the envelope. 



After all, there was nothing wrong with utilizing a standard, normal, traditional form like herself. Bipedal, with bilateral symmetry (like over 68% of the human population.) One pair of legs with a single knee joint. One pair of main lifting arms, and one pair of smaller lower arms for fine manipulations. Binocular vision in the visual spectrum, with a third eye keyed for infrared (always handy when checking for overheating equipment.) A perfectly standard bioform. 



Sure, the cyberjack in her temple was a bit peculiar looking. But she had always liked having a hardwired connection port available, regardless of how ubiquitous wireless connections were. And besides, she’d heard the old fashioned jacks were becoming a popular fashion statement again.



 Shameous had a very similar Bioform, which wasn’t surprising since they both hailed from the same homeworld. Sae’s body was also of a bipedal design, though there was more carbon in Moirah’s little finger than in the entirety of his synthetic form.



Even Alyssia stuck to a mostly bipedal bodystyle. Though from what the gregarious communications specialist had told her, her form was strongly influenced by Terran feline species. That would explain the tawny yellow fur and long, prehensile tail. Sure, she was as comfortable on four legs as she was on two, but that was still pretty close to standard.



All in all, her crew represented a perfectly normal selection of human body types, and would have fit in on most any world or timeframe from the last thousand years. 



So why did some humans feels the need to be so different?



“I don’t care what they look like. I’m worried about their tech!” Shameous groaned, gesturing at the ship on the holodisplay before him. “Even from here I can tell this kludge is total re-emergence tech. I wouldn’t be surprised if these guys are a branch of thousand year old Luddites! Fixing their stuff is going to be such a headache!”



“I hate to agree with Mr. Grouchy, but he’s probably right.” Alyssia tapped her chin as she listened to the signals emanating from the ship. “Their communications protocols are completely non Gal-Stand. I can’t make a bit of sense of it. And… They just started sending a Fibonacci sequence.” 



Everyone rolled their eyes / optic sensors this time. 



“Agreement with Engineer. High probability of re-emergent Luddites.” Sae generated a low pitched whistle, his equivalent of a sigh. 



“Lovely. Everyone did a full backup before we left the Net, right?” Moirah asked reflexively. “The Sunbeam doesn’t have a long range hyperspace transmitter. If these guys prove hostile, we’re going to lose this whole week.”



Being past the Edge of the hyperspace communications network meant that if something unfortunate happened way out here, they’d have to be restored from backups. Which would mean the loss of a week’s worth of memories. Sure, the crew was still sending out regular Gestalt updates, but they were being broadcast at light speed. It would be centuries before the signal reached the Core. Or, more realistically, decades before the Net was pushed out far enough to receive them. Still inconvenient any way you sliced it.



“Yeah yeah. We all know the drill boss. Besides, it’s not like we’d miss much if we lost this week.” Shameous snorted, still working the ship’s sensors. 



“Oh, don’t be so grumpy! It hasn’t been that bad!” Alyssia started bouncing again. “And we’re going to get to meet a new branch of Humanity! This is going to b so much fun!”



“Whatever you say Alyssia. Oh, here’s some good news!” Shameous smiled as he looked up from his console. “I’m not picking up any weapons on that thing.” With a thought a holographic representation of the unknown vessel appeared in the middle of the bridge, rotating to show the (limited) details that the Sunbeam’s sensors could tease from ship.



“Positive news. High probability this branch seeks reunification. Low probability of Isolationists.”



“And less chance that my ship gets holes blown in it.” Moirah nodded, clearly pleased. “Well, it doesn’t matter if they’re Fringers, Luddites, Reunifiers, or Isolationists. Right now they’re just another batch of humans stuck in the black. Which means it’s our job to fix them. Confirm?”



“Confirm captain!” came the unified response.



“Good. Sae, bring us in. Slowly. No need to spook them.” 



“Affimatve, Captain.”



Moira nodded in acknowledgment, her eyes focused on the image of the craft before her. 








“Moment of truth time.” Shameous huffed, staring at what they were assuming was a hatch on the outer bulkhead of the mystery ship.



All four crew members were standing in the airlock, waiting for their ‘hosts’ to open the door. The approach and docking had gone smoothly, which was a major plus in Moirah’s data storage. The Fringer’s had continued to broadcast messages the entire time of course, but Alyssia still couldn’t make heads of tails out of their communications protocols. All they could do was knock on the door and hope for the best.



“Bets on how weird this bunch is, Captain??” Shameous whispered. 



“No bet. I’m just hoping they’re not as strange as the humans on Proxima five.”



“You don’t like the Proxima Five bodystyle Captain? I always thought they were kinda neat! They’re perfectly suited to living in the troposphere of their gas giant. I’ve heard that the sunrise on Proxima Five is a marvel to behold, especially with their range of wavelengths their eyes can sense!”



Moirah manged to maintain a straight face even as she cringed internally. The locals of Proxima Five were more of less floating gas bags with a swarm of undulating tentacles hanging beneath them, and a single ‘eye’ that covered a third of their upper hemisphere with photoreceptors. While there were more extreme body styles out there, they were definitely one of the more outlandish ones. 



“It might be interesting for a brief vacation, but I really can’t imagine living a entire life cycle and raising children in such a state.” Moirah replied as diplomatically as possible.



“Firm agreement. Proxima Fivers are outside three-sigma deviation from human baseline.” 



“You said it Sae. If I want to see the sunrise on a gas giant I’ll just buy a holo-mem and be done with it.” Shameous agreed.



Alyssia crossed her arms and pouted a bit at being outvoted, and Moirah hurried to smooth over the situation.



“None of that matters right now. Let’s just focus on the situation at hand people.” Moirah gestured towards the hatch. Her timing was impeccable, as a hissing sound began to fill the lock. 



“Analyzing atmosphereic composition. 32% oxygen. 59% nitrogen. 4% argon. 2% sulfur dioxide. 3% miscellaneous. Pressure stabilizing at 0.89 atmospheres.” Sae rattled off calmly as his internal instrumentation went to work.



“Great. Nothing too exotic then.” Moirah nodded, then looked back at the rest of her crew.



“Here we go. Smiles everyone. Try to look friendly.” She glanced over at Sae’s two point two meter tall armor plated body, complete with glowing red optical sensors. “You might want to stand in the back, Sae.”



“Affirmative.”



The airlock swung open with a low pneumatic hiss, at which point the occupants of both ships paused to take in the view of the other side.



Moirah was unsurprised that she was surprised by the body style of the Fringers. She was, after all, expecting the unexpected.



If she had to guess where their ancestors had gotten the idea for their phenotype, she would have bet on the intermediate stages between dinosaurs and birds. Their build was quadrupedal, with a certain Centuar influence. The main body trunk was covered in feathers, with some sort of vestigial wings and four scaly legs, ending in raptorian claws. On the dorsal surface was a vertical segment of the trunk, similarly feathered, which contained a pair of smaller arms and claws. The head had a distinct avian flavor to it, with large expressive eyes framing long sharp beaks. 



A half dozen of them stood abreast before the airlock, staring back at them.



“Well, at least they’re not TOO strange looking.” Moriah murmured to Shameous.



“Awwww! They’re so cute!” Alyssia giggled, leaping forward and hugging one of them to her chest, rustling its head feathers with her hand. The others leapt back, but seemed to be at a loss as to how to respond. Moirah ran a hand down her face.



“When I said try to look friendly, I didn’t mean that friendly! Put him down Alyssia!” The communications specialist pouted but complied, stepping back to join the rest of the crew and crossing her arms. 



The assaulted Fringer staggered a bit before lining up with his own crew as well. Though he remained a few steps further back than before. 



After a few more moments of staring, one of the Fringers at the center of the group stepped forward, making a strange bowing motion that involved bending his(?) torso as well as his forelegs. Returning to his formerly upright position, he began to speak, making a strange series of clicking noises and whistles.



Moirah couldn’t make heads or tails of it. 



Of course, she wasn’t the communications expert of the team. She only had the standard translation suite like everyone else in civilized space. She turned to Alyssia and raised an eyebrow.



“Good news Captain! It looks like we’ve got a totally new language to add to the database! That should bring the count up to 17,385,512 unique identified human languages!” 



Moirah resisted the urge to face palm. “That’s really not what I’d consider good news right now Alyssia.”



“But the language geeks are going to love this one! It’s really out there! I’m having a hard time finding any points of commonality with previously created languages!”



“Wonderful. How long before you can translate it?”



“Well, without the resources of the Net, I will take a long time. At least twenty four hours? Maybe longer?” Alyssia offered hopefully. Moirah just groaned.



“Seriously? In twenty four hours I had wanted to be twenty two hours closer to home.” 



“Sorry Captain.” Alyssia's triangular ears drooped as she frowned. “That's just a rough guesstimate, but honestly? It's probably on the low side. There's only so much I can do without the rest of the Net helping out.” 



Moirah shook her head sadly. “I understand. It's not your fault



She shook her head, then shrugged. “Well, what the hell. It’s not like we need to talk to them to fix their ship. Let the boys back in Central figure it out “



“Shameous, you and I are going to go check out their engines. Let's see what we're dealing with here. Sae, Alyssia, you two see if you can interface with their computers. Maybe get some navigational data so we can send these guys home.”



“Sure thing boss. Just one question.” Shameous glanced at the Fringers, who had been silently watching their conversation. “What if they don't like the idea of us wandering around their ship, and get violent?” 



Moirah shrugged. “There’s enough space in the Sunbeam’s databanks for all four of us plus twenty passengers. If they shoot us we'll just have to use one of the ship's drones to make repairs.” 



“Ugh. I hate those things. I always feel like my skin is rusty when I drive one of them.”



“Preils of the job Shameous.” Moirah shrugged. “Besides, they didn’t shoot Alyssia when she leapt at them, so we'll probably be okay. Now quit talking and start walking people. We have work to do.”



“Affirmative Captain.”



“Yay! Let's learn some languages!” 



Watching Alyssia leap towards the same Fringer she'd assaulted earlier, Moirah groaned. 



“And no more hugging the locals!” 








Half an hour later, Moirah and Shameous were still running their sensors over the engine compartment of the stricken vessel. And still trying to wrap their hands and minds around what they were finding. 



“By the Matrix, this drive is a mess!” The engineer shook his head again, crossing his upper arms while his lower limbs continued to adjust his hand held scanner. “This stuff reminds me of some of my friends who like to build old Diaspora era spacecraft. Only none of those come even close to this level of kludgery!”



“Ugh. I know! Who in their right mind runs conduits across a Tachyon generator?” Moirah replied from another section of the compartment.



“I swear, these guys must have regressed back to the atomic age before they uplifted themselves! This entire drive looks like somebody designed it from first principles! While drunk!” 



“That's probably a good bet, now that you mention it. Sae's been scanning them, and nobody on this ship is properly augmented.”



“You mean…?”



“Yep. Fully biological. No major augmentations. No network links. No uploads or backups. Not as far as Sae can tell. Definitely the descendents of some Luddite movement or another.” 



Shameous frowned and glanced around at the numerous Fringers surrounding the pair. “These poor bastards.”



Ever since they had left the airlock, they had been surrounded by a constantly shifting selection of the crew. They pointed and chirped and conversed amongst themselves, but they did nothing to obstruct Moirah or her crew. Sure, they'd flail their upper limbs and flutter their wings when she or Shameous started working on some of the more delicate systems. And they got really loud when they triggered some of the system's alarms. But so long as they let her tend to her job in peace, she was happy.



“You know, if this drive is such a mess of non-standard parts, it might be quicker to just leave it as is.”



Mopirah raised two eyebrows at that suggestion.



“So, after traveling almost a week past the Edge to fix a Fringer starship, you're solution to the problem is to… not fix their starship?”



“Now now, I never said that. I just suggested that we don't need to fix their drive.” He grinned toothily. “All we need to do is make sure they can get home, right? So why not yank one of our spares and bolt it to their hull?”



“It's a thought.” Moirah rubbed her chin as she considered it. “A single drive node would be able to bubble a ship this small easily enough. And we could just fab a new one when we get back to the Core. It wouldn't move this thing very fast though.”



Shameous just snorted. “Probably move it faster than this nightmare would.” He gave the drive a smack with his upper arm. “We'd have to throw in a power core too though. I took a look at their power distribution system, and there's no way I'd subject any of my hardware to such erratic power fluctuations.”



“Fine, fine. I get the picture. How quickly can you do it?” 



“Shouldn't take more than an hour. Hour and a half, tops?” 



Moirah grinned. “Get to work. I'll get Sae and Alyssia working on the interface.”



“You got it boss!” 



 








A little over two hours later, the crew was once against sitting on the bridge of the Sunbeam, floating free after undocking from the Fringer's ship.



“Ugh. Thank goodness that's over with.” Shameous grunted. “I can not believe what a mess their systems were. Completely non-standard!”



“Well, I thought it was great! I don't care if they're a bunch of re-emergent Luddites, they were really friendly! Plus I've got tons of language snippets to categorize on the way back! Ooooh, my friends on the linguistics nets are going to be so jealous! Whatever language they're using, it's going to be so much fun to crack!”



“Agreement. Fringer software and communications protocols highly divergent from Gal-Stand. Analysis of technological drift will be interesting.”



“Well, I'm just happy we got the job done despite all the little setbacks.” Moirah lened back in her chair with a pleased smile. “Good job everybody! Now it's time to get back home!”



“Sae, set a course back to the Core.”



“Affirmative captain.” 



“You guys have to admit though, they certainly were a weird bunch.”



“I dunno, I thought they were kind of cute!”



“You would.” Shameous eyerolled. “There was something kinda odd about them though.”



“They’re Fringers. And they’ve probably been isolated for centuries.  Of course they’re going to be weird.” 



“I agree with Shameous.” Alyssia said unexpectedly. “There was just something… otherworldly about this bunch. Like, further out than all other remnants we’ve run into.”



“Well, I'm betting they've been isolated a really long time. Perhaps even since the start of the Diaspora. A thousand years of backslide, reinvention, and cultural isolation is going to create a lot of drift.”



Sae nodded. “Agreement. Conclusion matches available data.”



“Well, It’ll be interesting when the Net stretches out to their homeworld. I wonder if they’ll want to reintegrate, or maintain isolation?”



“I guess we'll find out when the Net reaches their homeworld, wherever it is.”



Captain Moirah Slovidougt leaned back in her chair and let the sounds of conversation wash over her. It would be almost a week before they reached the Edge and she could once again feel and hear the buzz of the Net. But until then she'd make due basking in the glow of a job well done. 



As far as she was concerned, things had gone quite well. And despite being a bunch of Fringers, she had to admit, whatever branch of humanity they hailed from, they were far from the weirdest or most unpleasant looking humans in the galaxy.



They weren't even in the top ten.












“Alien vessel is departing. Alien vessel has gone to FTL. Speed is one hundred lights. Two hundred. F.. five hundred! Twelve… Fifteen… Fifteen hundred… And out of sensor range at fifteen hundred Lights and still accelerating.” The officer manning the sensor console reported in shock. He sounded quite shaken up. 



Nearly as shaken as his Captain. 



Unlike his officer however, Captain Narflazion managed to keep his shock from showing. As the commanding officer of Her Imperial Majesty's Ship Farwind, it was his duty to set an example for his subordinates. 'The scent of fear at the top leads to bloodshed at the bottom' was an adage as old as the Imperium itself. And in the three thousand years since its founding, it had proven itself true more times than could be counted. 



“Well. That was a thing that happened.” 



'The Captain's Executive Officer get's to tell it like it is.' was another well known adage. Albeit one with a far shorter lineage. It was only as old as the Imperium's FTL Exploratory Core. Which made it less than fifty years old.



That didn't stop Chief Slainshist from taking full advantage of it however.



“Agreed, Chief. The question now is, what exactly just happened.”



“Well, it looks like we just encountered a ship run by a coalition of at least three alien species. Whom proceeded to board our ship and viciously…repair or replace our equipment. Refill our consumables. And provided us with a new propulstion system and power supply that's generations ahead of our own.”



Slainshist tapped his winglets against his sides in thought. “All in all, I'd say it sure beats drifting in the Black with a dead hyperdrive, eight months from the homeworld.  I really wasn't looking forward to dying in my own effluent as the environmental systems slowly fail.”



“You may feel that way Chief. But that is because you are not the one who will have to explain the events of first contact to Her Imperial Majesty.” Captain Narflazion rubbed his beak with a foretalon. 



“Well, look on the bright side Captain. At least they were friendly.”



“This is true Chief.” 



“But even for aliens, they sure were weird looking.”
      

      
   
      Transfixed


      

      
      
         T.J. Datchery let out a grunt adjusting the clingy nylon band about his torso. It was only 11AM, and already the damned thing was beginning to sting; granted, he shouldn't have accidentally fallen asleep in the bandage the night before. The pain could have at least had the decency to wait until after lunch before triggering hallucination. 



And, what a hallucination it was. On his mad dash toward the men's room, he had seen Jessa King—the Jessa King—walking in the opposite direction. It was only a moment’s glance, but any devotee to Jessa’s movies could easily decipher her slow, enticing saunter out of a crowd of one hundred knuckle dragging nobodies. This shrewdness about her mannerism came in handy since the actress had walked in wearing a thick black veil cloaking her from crown to chin. 



“Mornin’,” she had said in passing, nodding the formless lump that was her head. But T.J’s skin was burning. He had not managed a reply.



Before buttoning his slightly creased shirt, T.J. caught sight of his bare abdomen. He frowned down at it, running a hand over the slight curve of hip showing inside of his slacks. Perhaps next time he'd order the 34s instead of settling for the 32s. 



Slipping back into his blue lab coat, he then fished into its gaping pocket to retrieve a small, orange bottle of tablets. He fumbled with the container before wrenching its lid off, pouring a single pill into his palm, and downing it dry. That should eventually take care of all this trouble.



On his way out of the door, he ran straight into Jonathan Press. Press was a good five inches taller than him, and the collision nearly sent T.J. bouncing back into the wall. Fortunately, Jonathan had managed to snatch him by the collar before second impact.



“Whoa! Datch, man, you scared the crap out of me!” he gasped. “The hell you doing down here? I thought I was the only one that knew about this john. S’always clean, always empty.” He clapped the shorter man on the back.



“Hey, Jon, I've got to go,” T.J. said, his eyes darting between Jonathan and the long corridor laid out behind him. “I think I've got a client.”



Jonathan’s green eyes went wide. “Hell yea, you do! So, you saw her, too! Jessa! Here! You lucky sonofajdjs!” He snatched T.J. at the collar with both hands, and throttled him playfully. 



T.J. swatted him away. He hated how touchy-feely Jonathan could be. It made him nervous that something might go wrong one of these days. “Well, Jon, we both know that isn’t exactly true. You know that Jenna is—”



“Yea, yea, listen,” Jonathan interrupted, curving an arm about T.J.’s neck, and slapping the day’s newspaper against his aching chest. “When you get her all loosened up and prepped for inspection in there, you've gotta ask her.”



“Jonathan. No,” T.J. said decisively, taking a step down the hall. He was stopped by Jonathan’s finger hooking into the back of his lab coat.



“What? C’mon, man! You’ve got to! This is for the good of mankind!” Jonathan insisted. “She's got her memories, right? So, just ask her if she's had any work done. The world wants to know! And I bet she won’t even care once you—”



“Later, Jonathan,” T.J. sighed, tugging out of the man’s grasp, and hurrying toward his workroom. As far as he was concerned, conversations with Jon would never get any more enlightening than that.



Ellie met him at his door, clipboard in hand. Passing off the collection of client notes, the sweet-faced nurse then held out an empty palm toward him. T.J. rolled up his sleeve, and rested his wrist in her hand.



“Jessica King, aged 34; born in Port of Spain, Trinidad; occupation yada yada, please do I have to go over all of this again?” Ellie asked, lifting a scanner in her opposite hand, and touching its surface to T.J.’s skin. The little, metallic contraption beeped, shining a green light. Promptly, she placed it back inside of her skirt pocket, then reached forward to straighten T.J.’s sleeve.



He smiled and shook his head at her. “That's alright, Ellie. I think I'm already clear on all of that.”



The nurse let loose a loud sigh. Her shoulders relaxed. “Oh, thank God. I swear, it's all they're talking about in the breakroom. If I have to hear about that woman even one more time, I'm gonna croak.” Slicking a hand over the side of her blonde bun, she turned and skittered off. “Gotta go. I've gotta prep for Beck Westerman’s appointment tomorrow. Can't wait to hear all the ranting and raving about that.”



T.J.’s brow creased. “Wait, the Beck Westerman?” he asked.



“Yup,” Ellie said without stopping.



“You mean there’s been another one?” he pressed.



“Yup,” Ellie said again without stopping.



“That's the eighth one this month,” T.J. muttered to himself.



Ellie stopped where the corner of the corridor turned off to the left. She spun about to pass him a smirk. “Well, I suppose whoever’s doing it doesn’t take kindly to the notion of imitation. I wouldn't be surprised if the culprit was a former star, themselves. Later.” With this, she turned, pressed a finger against the vinyl wallpaper, and let it trail around the bend where she disappeared.



“A former star?” T.J. mumbled, biting upon his thumbnail. He was still lost in his own thoughts when he pressed down upon the door handle, and entered his workroom.







Jessa was sitting upon the examination table, already changed into a client’s robe. Her long, brown legs were crossed, and dangled anxiously from side to side. Her cloaked face followed T.J. as he walked in, took his seat before her, and pulled a pen from his coat pocket. 



Clearing his throat, he smiled at her featureless head. “Miss King, how are you feeling today?”



“Nah good, friend. Nah good at all,” the cloaked actress replied. 



“I know. I know, but we’re going to see what we can do about that, alright?” T.J. cooed, nodding his head. He flipped a three of the endless pages stuck to his clipboard. “Just a few preparatory questions first. What is your name?”



“Jessica Burgess King,” Jessa replied.



“Good. Personal issue age?” T.J. continued.



Jessa hesitated. A confused grunt ruffled the edge of her veil. “Err… thirty-four,” she replied.



T.J. paused. His brow creased. “No, no. You misunderstand me, Ms. King. I wanted your issue’s age.”



Again, Jessa hesitated. “Dat is my age. I'm thirty-four years old. Listen, friend, I don't have time to make joke. I want to see a doctor. So, could you please call one, Sir?”



T.J.’s heart skipped a beat. He allowed the leaves on the clipboard to fall back into their stack. “Ms. King, what is your issue number?” he repeated.



“Whu?” the actress spat, impatiently.



“Your issue number,” T.J. pressed. “Do you know it?” He glanced down at the top leaf of paper in his hand. It said that Ms. King was currently on an issue number three. 



Jessa’s head cocked to the side in confusion. “Listen, friend. I don't know what yuh talkin’ about! I been attack, and I need urgent, urgent help! Meh name is Jessica King! I'm thirty-four years old! I don't know what other age yuh want!”



T.J. grimaced. The hand that held his clipboard fell listlessly to his side. “This is not good,” he muttered to himself. He had not meant for Jessa to hear him.



“Yuh damn right! Now, you listen to me, Mistuh…” She leaned forward to peer at T.J.’s name tag, and froze. Again her head cocked to the side. A hum escaped from somewhere behind her veil. “I… I don’t understand.”



“Understand what?” T.J. inquired calmly, glad to have evaded a scolding.



“Yuh name tag say Terence Jacob, but dat isn't what—”



The hairs on the back of T.J.’s neck bristled. “I'm sorry. I don't believe you’re authorized to speak about that,” he shot. Remembering himself, he allowed his shoulders to relax, and settled back into his seat. His cheeks had gone a slight red. “I'm just going to assume you've taken some damage to the cranium, then. We can probably fix that, whatever it may be.”



“No, friend. I'm afraid yuh can’t help meh,” Jessa sighed, settling back into her naturally elegant pose.



T.J. hesitated. “And why would you think such a thing, Ms. King?” he inquired, double clicking the button on his pen for good measure. 



“Because every-flippin’-body around me lose they bleddy mind,” she replied. “My agent, my motha, my beaux, after what happen, they keep saying to come here. I beg and beg fuh see a real doctor at a real hospital. “How could you say them things about me? You mad? You don't know who I am?” I ask them. Still, they hide me until I agree. Eric throw a dishrag on my head and tell me fuh come here. So, I come because nowhere else fuh me to go. I figure you do what you have to do, and then call a real doctor come fix meh. Then I gon’ sue all they rass to kingdom come! So long I been like this. What if the damage permanent by now? I go’ lose my career!” An annoyed clicking sound escaped from what must have been the back of her teeth.



T.J. felt his stomach sink as he listened to Jessa. Her conviction about her identity was startling when, in all actuality, conviction shouldn't have been there at all. Clicking his pen closed, he sat up at attention. “Ms. King, has anyone prepped you for examination since you’ve arrived at our institute?”



“That nurse say somethin’ about a edit and re… re-somethin’, and then she try to grab me around my throat! I give she one good slap,” Jessa replied. “Nobody ain’ try that again, Sir. Done.”



T.J. groaned. Poor Ellie. He would have to remember to buy her lunch sometime this week for all her trouble. This poor creature who had wandered into their door was clearly damaged beyond functioning. “Alright, Ms. King. I think the best thing for me to do now would be to examine you. Would you allow me to do that?”



“Sure, friend, sure. Since yuh ask me properly,” Jessa replied.



T.J. got up and approached his client. Jessa’s casual position did not change, even when he reached toward her face. His belly pressed into the warmth of her knees as he pinched the edge of the veil, and lifted it off. He forced down a grimace upon seeing what lay beneath. 



Blinding rivulets of blue light emanated through viciously sliced burnt sienna. Some of the gashes were so wide and haphazardly made that aluminum alloy screws and gears peeked out from behind them. They whirred and buzzed as Jessa’s brain queued function behind function, and funneled the commands out to the rest of her body. One of her pretty brown eyes was missing, probably long lost in the fray. The other peered back at him, lidless and gaping, its fiber optic pupil darting about upon an oiled plastic orb. 



Reaching out gingerly, T.J. ran a finger over one of the gashes—The actress never even flinched. Something seemed odd about the wounds, as if despite their savagery, they were made with a sort of plan in mind. They danced about each other in a rhythm. A tickle of familiarity buzzed in the back of T.J.’s brain before he realized the slices were made to take the form of words. 



Blinking at his discovery, T.J. turned, and leaned his body back toward the lightswitch. Flipping it off, he peered again at Jessa’s devastated face. His blood ran cold when he read what the glow beneath her synthetic skin spelled out in the dark—‘FRAUD’.



“W-what you doin’?” Jessa inquired, her voice shaking. “It bad, nuh?” 



“Well, Ms. King,” T.J. huffed, mustering up some professionalism, “it isn’t good.” He moved to switch the light back on.



“That is what they tell meh. They say it happen to plenty, plenty celebrities. Big stars, too. I saw on channel four the same ting happen to Abigail Moffett last week.” 



Abigail Moffett, also an issue number three. The young pop songstress had been found wandering the tunnel drains on the city’s western edge. She was in a daze. T.J. imagined that the lack of a head—and thus a complete processor—might do that to somebody. Luckily, they found the missing appendage one week later bobbing about in a birdbath at Montgomery Park. The word ‘PHONY’ had been etched into its silicon overskin eight times.



“Yea, and Gary Elway,” T.J. added, shaking his head.



Gary Elway, currently issue number eighteen—he was an extreme motorcycle stunt enthusiast, after all. Investigators found Gary, well, everywhere; an arm on a lamppost in the middle of downtown, a leg in a palm tree out at Boygen Beach. And each bit of him they collected to reassemble the whole had the word ‘FAKE’ scrawled so deeply into the protective membrane that some of the hardware beneath had to be completely scrapped.



The attacks had been so cruel, so inhumane that none of the gory images had been formally published in headlines or broadcasted on the air. Perhaps out of some unspoken and utterly naive belief in human decency most of these media outlets had agreed not to do so—or maybe they had just been paid that well. Regardless of the reason for this lack of horrid imagery in the public sphere, when all was said and done, the institute was usually the place that always got to see the nasty crime scene bits and bobs before they were either broken down or repaired. That all depended on the severity of their damage.



A growing sense of disquiet consumed T.J. as he glanced at the wreck of a once beauty sitting before him. “Ms. King, are you aware of what happened to Abigail Moffett?” he asked.



“Sure. She head get fling off like a breadfruit.” The actress’ deceptively jovial accent made it impossible to tell if she was making a joke. “But I hear they fix she up good, good.” 



“Who fixed her up?” T.J. added.



“Not the hospital, eh?” Jessa replied, clicking her teeth and rolling her eyes.



T.J. rubbed his temples. There were so many things going wrong with his day thus far. “Ms. King, the hospital isn't the place to go to get one’s head reattached. They can't do that there. Do you understand what I'm saying?”



Jessa remained silent. Her one gaping eye stared. Things buzzed and beeped in the mechanical caverns of her face. 



“A living person cannot have their head reattached once it has been removed, Ms. King. Do you realize that? Do you understand why?” T.J. pressed. Now even he was losing his patience.



More clicking, more failing attempts by internal thought functions trying to process.



T.J. sighed, walked back to the door entrance, and pressed a large, red button located next to the lightswitch. The speaker above it emanated a buzz before a crackling, female voice picked up on the other line.



“Nurse’s station,” the voice said.



“Yea, I'm gonna need one of you, and anybody else from tech. I think we’ve got a GDD-4,” T.J. replied. He let go of the button, thought for a moment, and then pressed it again. “Don't send Jonathan.”



Some giggling could be heard on the other line before it was hushed. “Alright. They'll be right up,” one of the nurses replied. There was a loud laugh before the line buzzed again, then went silent.



“GDD-4?” Jessa asked. “Who dat?”



T.J.’s eyes traveled down toward her long legs. He recalled all of the times he had seen those gorgeous legs oversized and glistening in high definition. More specifically, he remembered how often they would perform roundhouses and groin kicks upon unworthy lovers and enemies alike, sending them flailing and cursing into pools, off balconies, against old wooden barn doors… “Uh, I think it would be best if we hold on until my partners arrive,” T.J. said, forcing a polite smile.



The wait was torturous. By now, it was midday, and many members of the staff had gone off for lunch. Even the corridor beyond the workroom had gone silent. T.J.’s thumbs twiddled whilst he gazed into Jessa’s one, piercing eye. It was almost hypnotizing, and definitely disturbing. The way she sat there, wordless—probably a failsafe energy reserve function—didn’t help the dysphoric effect she had on him. He coughed once. “Did you get to file a report with the police?” he asked.



Something whirred to life behind her once pristine skin. “No, not as yet,” she sighed. “I tell yuh already. Eric an' dem would not let me go anywhere but the house or this place.”



“I see. Well, we can help you with that after we’ve finished,” T.J. added. He received no reply. 



A few seconds later, Rebecca, one of the institute nurses, entered the room. Following close on her heels was, of course, Jonathan. The tall man’s eyes were wide, peering about with gleeful expectation. It almost gladdened T.J.’s heart to see him take a gander at the mechanical tragedy for the first time.



“M-uh-Miss King,” Jonathan stuttered, forcing his hand out for a shake. “I heard you-uh-that there was some trouble with… your… uh...” His eyes trailed down toward T.J., pleading for help.



T.J. passed him a vindictive grin. “She's an issue number three,” he murmured, moving to huddle their awkwardly gawking trio into a far corner. “Definitely a GDD-4.”



“You mean she actually believes that she’s—” Rebecca began.



“Yup,” T.J. replied. “I want to get her into her E&R mode, but in this case, I think it would be best for a nurse to try.”



“Nuh uh!” Rebecca protested. “Ellie told me what she did.”



T.J. hissed, quieting the nurse down. “Just do it, Rebecca. Alright? It'll only take a second.”



Frowning at both techs, the nurse rolled her eyes, and shoved past them to approach Jessa. “Miss King, would you mind very much if I took your pulse at the neck?”



“Why? Is that what the other one try?” The actress inquired, her tone flat.



“Y...yes. we just want to see how things are going around the area above your shoulders,” Rebecca lied. 



More whirring came from the inside of Jessa’s head, louder this time. “Arright,” she replied. Her teeth clacked together harder than they should on the ‘alright’. 



“Great! Now just hold still, and this will only take a…” Rebecca began, reaching out and gently resting her hands upon Jessa’s smooth shoulders. Curling the fingers about her neck, she pressed her thumbs into the soft spaces below her collarbone. Her index fingers pushed into the points on either side of the actress’ spine. 



Jessa’s features softened, then fell blank. Her one, staring eye stopped darting about, and her arms fell limp at her sides. “Entering edit and repair mode,” the actress said in a monotone. Her accent had completely disappeared. “Please state the passcode provided during setup to continue.”



“Uhh, 31D92XPW,” T.J. prattled off of his clipboard.



“Password accepted,” Jessa replied. A stalled mechanism sighed within her. She leaned forward. “Warning: now in edit and repair mode.”



Jonathan, expectedly, initiated the inevitable. “Christ, Datch! What happened to her?”



T.J. and Rebecca both smirked. “What do you think happened to her, genius?” Rebecca said. She turned to face the mangled bot. “Poor thing. I hope her neurotransmission simulators shut down before the bastard got to her. I hope it didn't hurt.”



“We're gonna have to scrap the entire synthetic membrane up there. Order in a new eye,” Jonathan grumbled, ignoring the nurse. His hand rubbed circles into the top of his bushy head. “And obviously there's damage to the hardware?”



T.J. winced, mostly because his chest was beginning to ache again. Still, the movement conveyed the appropriate message to his colleagues. “‘Fraid so,” he replied. “She thought she was human. Couldn't give me her issue number or age to verify dual consciousness.”



“Well, I guess this will decide it, then,” Jonathan said, moving to the side of the examination table to pull a built-in toolkit from its storage cabinet. “If we can't get her functioning properly enough to recite that info we're gonna have to just bite the bullet and issue a number four.”



“Four’s not so bad,” Rebecca said. “That Elway guy, he was on, like, a thirty or something.”



“Yea, okay. Tell that to accounting,” T.J. quipped, reaching for one of two pairs of goggles Jonathan had pulled from the table drawer. His arm shuddered as he took it. 



Jonathan’s brow furrowed seeing this. “You alright?”



“Yea. Yea, I'm fine,” T.J. lied. It was becoming choresome to breathe. “Let's just hurry up. I don't want to be stuck here after five, again.”




“I don't know, man. She's leaking a bit of fluid, but other than that, the processor seems to be unaltered,” Jonathan said, his head hidden behind the cracked shell of Jessa’s cranium. The tech’s mini flashlight darted back and forth within her lightweight metal skull. The bright incandescent bead bore through the back of her empty eye socket, creating an illusion of matter within. “Any physical jerks are probably just damaged gears, not any sort of signal failure.”



T.J. winced as the beam hit his own retinas. The wire stripper he was holding made a quick retreat away from Jessa’s face. “If she can’t answer the questions, then that's a processor signal problem.” He leaned to the side to glare at his partner. “And watch that light, will you? That thing is bright, and I don't want to screw up her eye even more.”



“Hey, listen, Datch. Let's test her again,” Jon posed, ignoring his partner’s griping. “If I can’t detect the source of malfunction we’re gonna have to just take the entire processor out, and go through it bit-by-bit. If that's the case, then accounting might just OK the new issue to avoid paying us extra. You know how much those bloodsuckers love doing that.”



An elusive melancholy tugged at T.J.’s heart. He frowned without knowing why he was doing so. “Nah, we’ll find it. We can fix her,” he sniffed, standing up straight. He removed his goggles, and nodded to Jon. “Okay, let's try it.”







Jessa whirred to life. Blue LEDs pulsed behind the streaks cut into her artificial flesh. Her disheveled lion’s mane of endless spirals hung in her eyes—Jon had made it a point to touch and prod at it as much as possible while she was down. When she turned to gaze at the institute’s trio it was in that blank, emotionless manner. She did not speak first.



“Hello, Jessa. How are you feeling?” T.J. asked.



Jessa blinked. Somewhere within, a damaged component buzzed in protest of this action. “Nah good, friend. Nah good, at all,” she responded. Her voice was more belabored than before.



T.J. alone grimaced. “Jessa, could you repeat for me your full name?” he asked.



“J-Jessica Burgess K-K-King,” the actress stuttered.



Now, the whole trio was frowning. 



“And can you tell me your issue’s number and age?” T.J. continued. A pleading tinge had entered his tone.



Again, Jessa hesitated. “I'm th-thirty-four years old. Listen, friend. Yuh g-g-goin’ to call a doctor or not? Otherwise, yuh only wastin’ my-my time.”



The trio inhaled deeply, and sighed in tandem.



“What now?” Rebecca mumbled, looking at her colleagues.



“I’m going to go call Joan in accounting, just to see if she won’t be an ass about that issue four,” Jon said. He turned to leave.



T.J. pondered to himself. He coughed. Breathing was proving more difficult. Humming out the pain, he took a step forward.



“What are you thinking, Datch?” Rebecca asked, seeing the determination on his face.



“Jessa, there's something I need to tell you,” he said, ignoring Rebecca. “You’re a mech. Your family brought you here because you are a damaged mech.”



Rebecca’s jaw fell slack. “Datch, what the hell are you doing?” She received no reply.



Jessa scoffed at him. Some unseen wire crackled within her jaw. Her empty eye socket gaped. “What yuh talkin’ ‘bout?” she chortled.



“You are not Jessa King. You are simply the idea of Jessa King; the third replica of that idea, in fact. The real Jessa King is probably on vacation, lying on a private beach off the coast of Italy.”



“Datch…” Rebecca pressed.



Jessa was indignant. Her hands trembled. “I... want... a... phone, friend,” she growled, reciting each syllable slowly. A repetitive ‘click’ emanated from within her chest.



T.J. couldn't decipher whether these reactions meant her processor had successfully transmitted a signal for an anger response or if she was simply overheating. “Do you recall looking at yourself in the mirror at any point following the attack?” he asked.



“I want a phone! Now!” Jessa bellowed. The crackling wire in her jaw sparked briefly. The corresponding string of synthetic muscle went unresponsive.



“What did you see when you looked into the mirror?” T.J. pressed, walking to the table drawer. “Do you remember?”



“Of c-course, I d-do!” Jessa said. “Some masked jack-an’-ass slash me face! I have cuts all over now!” 



T.J. approached the actress again, now holding a hand mirror between his fingers. “And what about your eye? What about the internal LEDs?”



“My eye?” Jessa wavered. “I don't… I don't know what yuh mean…” Fluid began to collect in the corner of her single, reddening eye. Her shoulders slumped tiredly. 



“Miss King, you can't recall what it is you've seen in mirrors, can you?” T.J. inquired gently. He received only small sniffles in return. “Do you want to know why?”



Jessa hesitated. She wiped at her missing eye socket, then nodded. 



“Your processor was made so intricate, so very sensitive to learning and accepting the mannerisms of your human counterpart as your own, any sensory input that obstructs or negates these stored mannerisms immediately puts you into a reboot. Such memories are then wiped from your system unless they were input and locked while you were in edit and repair mode.”



Jessa’s head was shaking from side to side. Her teary eye planted itself upon Rebecca in hope of some comfort, some form of defense against these suggestions. “Tell ‘im to let me have a phone, miss. I just want… I just want go to hospital. All I want is a doctor. Why won't anybody help me?”



Rebecca glared at T.J. Tears had begun to form in the corners of her eyes, too. “Datch, I don't know what it is you're trying to do, but I think maybe, just this once, Press might have the right idea on this. Maybe we should just… you know.” She reached out to grasp at his lab coat, and drew him in close. “Please, Datch. She's suffering. I don't think there's any fixing her without removing the processor completely.”



“No, I think there's still a way. I think it might just be a bug. If I can get her to retain some recollection of being a mech while she’s in E&R mode, perhaps it will work itself out once I exit. Perhaps she'll differentiate her original’s age and her issue’s age with that new information stored.”



Rebecca thought to herself, sighed, then wiped her tears away. “Alright, T.J. You already know what I'm obligated to tell you, so I'm not even going to say it. But if anything goes wrong, I'm blaming it all on you.”



“Totally fine with me,” T.J. replied raising a hand to pledge obedience. “But if it works, you're buying me a drink.”



Rebecca narrowed her eyes and smiled. “How about if it works, you'll only owe me three drinks instead of four? You're still backlogged from last month, you know.” She didn't wait for a reply. Grabbing him by the shoulders, she turned T.J. back around, and urged him forward. 



Jessa’s head was hung low, her damaged features hidden in the shadow of dense curls. She sniffled every now and then, and every time, the sound would stutter. This jarring effect called more attention to the artificiality of her emotion. 



T.J. reeled at the sight and sound of her—or maybe that was his brain suffering from a lack of oxygen. A few more minutes, and he’d have to make another mad dash to the unused men's room. Walking over to the storage drawer, he pulled from it a black hand mirror. “Miss King, is it so difficult to believe that you are slightly mistaken on something here? Could you find it in yourself to trust me for five more minutes?” he asked her.



Jessa sniffed. Her hand moved to dab at her tears, and missed her cheek by a whole inch. She didn't seem to think this odd. “And then yuh gon’ let me use the phone?” she inquired.



“S-sure! Of course I will,” T.J. agreed without hesitation. Hell, after all she had been through, the woman deserved the smartphone out of his very own pocket. It was a shame this sort of debacle rarely worked out in a mech’s favor. 



Approaching her was a task, even from only six feet away; the hallucinatory effects of prolonged pain were again kicking up. “A-alright. L-let’s give it a shot,” T.J. stammered, placing the mirror face down next to Jessa. His own stuttering had taken on the mech’s tortured tone and timbre. He was quickly losing sense of dissonance between the two voices. Positioning his thumbs below the mech’s collar and his index fingers against her spine, T.J. put Jessa into E&R mode. 




A nausea hit him as soon as he accessed the control panel for her optical hardware. An accepted command in his mech editing device prompted a satisfying beep. Jessa’s one remaining pupil whirred and whizzed, focusing on a spot in her lap. Another beep, and the MED’s display produced a red, blinking dot. Jessa was recording to memory.



As he climbed down from the examination table, increasingly, T.J. felt as if he was being forced to take part in something terrible. He had never before worked on a mech suffering from ‘grandiose delusional disorder’ on a four level, but now that he’d had a taste of it, he knew that he despised it. 



Picking the hand mirror up, he palmed its handle and felt it slipping with sweat. Begrudgingly, he lifted the glass, and held it against his chest. The sensation stung like fire.



“Datch, are you feeling alright? You look sick,” Rebecca whispered from the corner of his workroom. “And you’re sweating pretty badly.”



T.J.’s mind was busy downsizing in lieu of pain. He couldn't hear a word Rebecca was saying. The only things acknowledgeable to him now were his own blurring vision and Jessa. “Jessa?” he called to her. 



Her head lifted. Her eye peered straight into him. “Yes?” she replied.



T.J. gulped. “I want you to look into this mirror, record what you see, and lock the saved data into your hard drive. Can you do that?”



“Yes,” Jessa said, reverting her eyes down toward the tech’s chest. 



Thumbing the handle of the mirror, the tech took a deep breath, and turned the glass around. His brow creased. His heart pounded against his ribcage. 



This was wrong. 



“S-save recording,” he stammered.



“Scanning,” Jessa said. A pause. “Error. Information cannot be saved. Content prohibited.”



T.J. grimaced. “Jessa, save the recording,” he commanded, pushing the mirror closer to her face. 



This was all wrong.



“Scanning. Error. Information cannot be saved. Content prohibited,” she repeated.



"Datch, I don't feel good about this,” Rebecca whispered from her corner. 



T.J. could no longer hear her. He rounded about Jessa’s back to where his MED sat buzzing and beeping with error messages. Typing quickly, he bypassed the key for developer’s access to Jessa’s hard drive.



“Warning: Action prohibited,” the actress said.



“What are you doing?” Rebecca gasped, skittering forward. “You trying to get us both fired?”



T.J. could no longer see her. This was wrong, but what was the alternative? To have Jessa scrapped for daring to believe with conviction that she was human? Forcing her to look upon her ruined self, and admit that she was a mech was a villainous move, but T.J. was willing to be a villain. He was not so keen on feeling like a murderer. Otherwise, he might as well have etched that word into her face himself.



Foregoing the mech’s security scan preset, T.J. saved the pending recording, moved it to Jessa’s memory, and locked the file. He climbed off of the examination table, heartbeat pulsing in his ears. 



“Datch, don’t!” Rebecca protested. 



T.J. heard nothing. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he stood before Jessa, and placed his slippery fingers about her neck. 



“Datch!” Rebecca called, instinctively covering her ears.



Jessa buzzed to life kicking and screaming. Her single eye bugged and blinked, darting about rapidly, searching for some physical refuge from thoughts she could no longer escape. One of her long, perfect legs struck T.J. directly in his throbbing chest, sending him flying backward onto the floor. He could feel bruises turning into scrapes, welts turning into open wounds. 



“I’m not a f-f-f-fraud!” Jessa wailed, tearing and scraping at the marred synthetic skin of her face. “Meh name is J-J-Jessica Burgess K-King! I’m th-thirty-four! Yuh have to b-believe me, Sir! L-look what it is they do to m-me! I need help! Somebody, p-p-please!” The actress leapt up from the examination table, strips of silicon dangling from her bare, mechanical jaw. Her gaping eye landed upon Rebecca first. “Rebecca Diane T-Trafton! I n-need... a ph-ph-phone!”



“What? How does she…” Rebecca gasped, wide-eyed. “She’s accessing our chip data, Datch. You’ve got to shut her down!”



“I’m... not... f-f-f-fraud!” Jessa bellowed edging toward the nurse. Her speech had slowed considerably.



Rebecca’s honed instinct kicked in. She approached the mech slowly, hands up in supplication. “Sweetie, everything’s going to be alright. Just have a seat, and we’ll see—”



“No! N...n...nooow!” Jessa shrieked. The words came at snail’s pace.



Footsteps clammered down the corridor beyond the threshold. Jonathan came barging in a moment later. “What the hell?” he gasped. His eyes went wide and glassy when Jessa’s half-stripped face turned to gape at him.



“J-Jonthn… Andrw... Pressss,” she slurred. The clinking of her teeth held the distinct timbre of tin on tin. Wires sizzled and sparked. Function after function queued up within her processor and died one after another, mid-signal. Trying to push herself forward, she found she could no longer manage it. “Error,” she blurted. Her accent was no longer distinguishable.



T.J. had managed to get to his hands and knees. He couldn’t see Jessa—or anything else in the room for that matter—so much as he could sense her. Pain ripped through his torso. His hands fumbled about as he neared her voice. He could feel the moment her eye turned upon him at last.



“Th… Th… Theresssssa…..” Jessa slurred. “Err...or… Data... partiiiiition... corrup...tion. Driiive... failure...” 



Ten seconds more, and then she was silent. T.J. found it strange that he could perceive the moment she was no longer there, the same way one might feel another living body when they left a shared room. Save for the jittering of his mangled MED now lying in pieces upon the floor, the office was still. “H-help me up,” T.J. croaked, remembering pain, lack of oxygen. “R-restroom.”



“Sure, man! You got it!” Jonathan said, rushing to his aid. “God. What a mess. Sorry I took so long. Accounting was being stupid, as usual. I’m guessing this will change their mind about issuing a number four, though.” 



“I’m gonna get somebody to come pick her up,” Rebecca said, shaking her head. Something still glistened in the corners of her eyes. “Sorry, Datch, but this one’s gonna have to go into a report. They’re going to want to excavate, you know. They’re going to go looking for the recording you—”



“I know, Rebecca. It’s fine,” T.J. said. His mind was elsewhere. The binding was too tight. It had to come loose, now.



“Hey, Datch?” Jonathan began, taking a step toward the door.



“Yea, Jon?” T.J. replied, stepping in tandem.



“Did you ever get a chance to ask her?” Jonathan inquired.



T.J. sighed. “No, Jon. I didn’t.” He uncoiled the arm flung around the back of his colleague’s neck. Bowing forward to give his body a sense of equilibrium, he took his next step, alone.



Somewhere through the fog, blurs of drab tans and dirty blues, he could imagine her. He could envision her pretty smile duplicated many times over on institute lab tables and upon movie screens. How many times had he seen Jessa King, Issue Number Three, in those films thinking her the original? What did it feel like for a mech to experience joy, or frustration, or despair, and what did it feel like for it to know something the rest of the world was unwilling to believe? What did a mech think of a place filled with those who lambasted its ability to be loved or admired? What did it think of a world that would call its own daughter or son a ‘fraud’? Could a mech get tired? Could it simply refuse to accept how others defined it? If so, what might that refusal look like? Would it look like processor error messages and sparking wires going up in a thousand tiny flames?



T.J. tried to picture Jessa sitting upon the examination table, looking into the hand mirror, a formless word scrawled across her gaping visage. Strangely, the only face he could envision in the reflection was his own. 
      

      
   
      When the First Quail Calls


      

      
      
         ‘When the first quail calls’. Nobody ‘membered who it was said it first, but we reckoned they knowed what they was talking ‘bout.



‘When the first quail calls’. When you can just ‘bout see the air you breathing comin’ like a blowed out candle. That's when they say the ‘Hio River was freezed over solid. Good for walking on. That’s when they say you ought to pick up and run iff’n you was smart.



Times was hard on Ol’ Belmaine. Spring decide to show up too late this year. Massa Price had us running ‘round them fields driving that hoe and burying them seeds like if he done made a bet over it with God. Too many whoopins, too many sore backs, too little food. That season alone we lost ol’ Joe and little Tess, both of ‘em for the same reason.



Massa Price been selling his field hands off all summer, almost as quick as he s’posed to be selling his cotton. Them bucks and Bessies and babes that ain’t chose to go in the ground in May end up on the auctioning block come July. So many done left us—gone to Jesus or down the Mississippi—nearly half the slave quarter was empty come August. 



It was ‘round August when my Judy and my lil’ Abbie get caught sneaking eggs out that ol’ chicken house. Any of the wild slaves—who ain’t wild no mo’—could have told ‘em that if they was looking to get caught, they should have ‘least not getted caught by Mister Dickson. Mister Dickson the overseer. Every slave who work them fields hate ‘im. He the reason ol’ Joe and lil’ Tess ain’t ‘round no mo’. He the reason me, my Judy, and my lil’ Abbie decides we was gon’ run.



There was a rumor ‘round our parts. Some tall tale ‘bout a freed slave name Haadee or Addie or Armeen or something—Them God awful names was how I knowed all this was a tall tale—just wandering ‘round helping folk get up north. Some tell the story saying he was a magic man done escaped to freedom using his magic powers, a doctor who knew all that science we done forgot from before the big ship. Others tell the story saying he was the devil or his servant, a lost soul who ain’t neva made it to freedom, but instead sank to the bottom of the ‘Hio River and drowned. They say ol’ Satan make a deal with him. He lift him up out that ice and put him to work leading negros astray. Some them tales say we got to watch out for ol’ Haddie or whoever before he drag us right ‘long with him back down to the fire and ice. Then again, some them tales also say he just some ol’ crazy fool slave what keep getting out and wandering ‘round stirring up trouble before he get sent back to whatever plantation he comed from.



As soon as Judy learned ‘bout that story, she never shut her mouth ‘bout it again. She was always talkin’ ‘bout how one day Mister Archie or whoever was finna show up at ol’ Belmaine bringing lightning down out the sky like Jesus, and when he did, she was gon’ be ready. 



As for me? Well, before Mister Dickson got hold of Judy and lil’ Abbie, I ain’t give two hollers ‘bout some ol’ ripe-smelling, fraud named Hardy, tryin’ to get his silly black ass strung up on some tree for acting a fool. But after the overseer catch my Judy and lil’ Abbie with they aprons full of chicken eggs? That when it turned into a whole diffunt matter.



Mind you, we ain’t knowed we was fixing to run when we was sitting behind that old oak in August, patching each other’s asses up. Judy tooked them whoopins like she was made of stone, though it sho’ wasn’t the first time Mister Dickson try and comed after her. Lord, do I love my woman, but she too pretty and too rowdy for her own good. She always got eyes on her. 



Lil’ Abbie, though. She ain’t neva crossed paths with the likes of Mister Dickson a’fore. He whooped her, alright. You should have seen’t me and Judy hooping and hollering, “Stop, Mister Dickson! Stop! You kill her for sho’!” I think he liked that, cause he only whooped her harder then. 



He whooped that lil’ gal so bad she slept for three whole days after. We ain’t think she ever wake up. On the first day, we got down on our knees on that dusty cabin floor, and did some more hooping and hollering. We prayed and prayed for her to wake on up. We promised the baby Jesus we be good pickers, neva ask questions, neva make fun ‘bout Miss Daisy nose when she riding by in her buggy, neva cause trouble again. On the second day, when we see’d all them ‘nevas’ weren’t doing nothing we start getting mad. We start supposing that maybe we ain’t gon’ be so nice after all. Start getting it in our heads that maybe that baby Jesus ain’t the one to ask when you need to get something done in a hurry. 



The third day of Abbie sleeping was the Lord’s day. On that day, most the slaves get to rest, get to go to chapel. But me and Judy was still burning mad. First time we eva missed chapel, last time we eva cared. We just sat by lil’ Abbie’s bed a-praying and praying. ‘Course we ain’t know who zactly we was praying to no mo’. Just hoping that somebody what gave a damn would hear us.



Turn out somebody did hear us, and the reasoning part of my mind tell’d me it weren’t no baby Jesus neither. Because on that same third day, right after chapel was over and through, Mister Dickson fall down off his horse, and hit his head on that big settin’ stone out by the oak. He ain’t eva get up off that ground to whoop no slave bee-hind again. But just to make sure, we all wait to celebrate until we knowed he was six feet under that ground. If we could have, we would have stomped and beat him down six mo’. Get on down to Hell faster that way.



On the afternoon of that third day, Lil’ Abbie woke up, crying a mighty powerful holler. When we ran in, and was a-hugging and kissing her, and asking her why was she crying, she told us it was cause she was dreaming. When we asked her what she was dreaming ‘bout, she said, “Stars, Henry”—that me. I Henry—”I was dreaming ‘bout stars.”



Now, me and Judy couldn’t reason why that lil’ gal would be crying up a storm ‘bout something like that. So, we asks her, “Gal, why you settin' ‘round crying ‘bout some ol’ stars? Shoot, that sound like a mighty fine dream to me. That and you ain’t sleeping no mo’, and ol’ Macie making you corn cakes should make you want to smile!”



That when lil’ Abbie turned to us and sayed, “the man that read the stars is a-coming. He a-coming out the water. I don’t like that man, Henry. He scary.”



Well, you can imagine how confused we all was. At the time we ain’t think to listen to anything the po’ child say, what with it being a dream, you see, and what with the sleep still hanging heavy-like in her eyes. Was only recent that everything start making sense to me. Was only recent that I begin to unnerstand the thing she already knowed.



On the evening of that third day, when everything get too quiet and even the woods is ‘sleep, I go out to make water in the tallgrass. Maybe I check up on them ol’ chickens, see how they was doing now that Mister Dickson gone. Well, them chickens wasn’t too friendly on my account, I have to say. Ain’t even come out to see me. But somebody else sho’ did. 



First time I met John Peter, he was settin’ all alone by hisself at the dying cooking fire next my cabin. He was reg’lar sized, reg’lar built, hair a wild tangle mess, with skin just a might darker than polished Tennessee red cedar. His face very fresh, very handsome like if he was born full grown. It was near impossible to tell his age. His eyes was a bit too open, bit too shiny the way they was looking up at that bright night sky. When I asked him what it was he was doing there that hour of the night, he just smile a big smile and say, “Just passing time.” 



Well, I wonder what business a slave got to set ‘round and smile and stare like what Massa be doing on hot days. The man say to me, “Time ain’t just for them greedy Massas, and Missus, and planters, and overseers, and trackers to have, Henry. Time belong to us, too. And the world, too. Everything that ol’ Massa Price got, we should have already gots ten.”



Well, this crazy negro sound like a whole heap of trouble to me. Trouble I ain’t need. I kept right on walking. Neva even thought to ask how it was he knowed my name. Neva even bother to wonder how he got there to Belmaine in the first place. Massa don’t go to market on the Lord’s Day, and nobody seem to know who he was when I asked ‘em later on. Was like he just appeared there by that fire, a-staring up at the sky and smiling. 



I almost decide to ignore it ‘til I saw ‘im staring. I figured there can’t be no harm in asking what it was he was staring at. So, I asked.



“The stars,” he replied.



“And why you staring at stars like if you ain’t neva seen’t ‘em before?” I asked ‘im.



 “Cause I’z practicing my reading, Henry,” he said. “Just like my momma learned me to.”



“Who yo’ momma and when she got time to learn you how to read stars?” I laughed. 



“My momma name Medina. I ain’t seen her since I was a lil’ thang. But I ‘member it break her heart when they sell me down river Mississippi way. “We ain’t have nothing on us them white folk ain’t gon’ take away,” she tell’d me. “So, I'z gon’ give you something ain’t nobody can take away. Yo’ great grandma, Aafiya, bring it over cross the water on the ship, and we ain’t lose it yet.’”



I laughed. This fool really was crazy.



“Negro, you ain’t from no Mississippi,” I said. “Any slave get sold down Mississippi way ain’t eva coming back. So, what the hell you think you doing up here in Tennessee?”



John Peter just smiled and smiled. “Practicing my reading, Henry. I already tell’d you.”



Then I got it in my head that maybe this fool was making fun of me. So, I turned and headed back to that fire. Thinking back on it, I suppose he knowed what he was doing riling me up that way. “What you mean you ‘reading’?” I spoke the word ‘reading’ all low and quiet. “Everybody know you can’t read no stars.”



“Not reading like in a book,” John Peter said. He was waving his hand at me to come sit. 



I reckoned doing that for a second wouldn't be no harm. So, I sits. “What kind of reading, then?” I asked ‘im. 



That's when he smiled, a smile so big it ‘bout took up half his head. “Type of reading they was doing back where my great grandma from. My momma used to tell me we was travelers and uh… what’s that word? Mer... mer-chants back then. We was going wherever we pleased, and even writing, and sho’ nuff reading. We read them stars to get us where we had to go before everybody get snatched up like fish, and throwed on the big boat. She tell’d me we was wanderers at heart, we had the science to read them stars. My momma told me that’s why we ain’t got to worry. She say one day we was gon’ wander right back on into each other.”



I start to believe a lil’ of what John Peter was saying. I still ain’t believe him all the way, though. “Iff’n yo’ momma and yo’ grand momma got names like they got back ova the big water, why yo’ name John Peter?” 



“It ain’t,” John Peter said. He smiled at me again, and ain’t say nothing else. 



I reckoned if he’d wanted me to know it, he would have tell’d me hisself. It was late, or early, and the smell of morning was a-coming. I could see that ol’ yard rooster already picking and scratching ‘round outside Macie’s cabin, so I decides to bid crazy ol’ John Peter a farewell.



“You keep reading them stars, John Peter,” I said to ‘im. “One day you gon’ get to wherever it is you goin’.”



John Peter smiled at me in my face one last time, and then he said, “So will you iff’n you feel to come ‘long with me.”



Them’s the words that make me unnerstand just who it was I was talking to. Them words tell me how John Peter done came all the way to ol’ Belmaine Plantation to sit by that fire in the middle the night. I ain’t even have to think twice ‘bout it. I run on over to ol’ John and I gives ‘im a hug like I ain’t even give my own momma back when I knew her. I invite him into my cabin for a sit. I stay up in the dark, listening to his stories ‘bout what it like to live free. I stay up until that ol’ rooster finally got ‘round to crowing.







“Now see that possum he works hard.”

“Hoe Emma Hoe. You turn around dig a hole in the ground. Hoe Emma hoe.

“But he cain’t work as hard a me.”

“Hoe Emma Hoe. You turn around dig a hole in the ground. Hoe Emma hoe.”

“He sits a horse just as pretty as can be.”

“Hoe Emma Hoe. You turn around dig a hole in the ground. Hoe Emma hoe.”

“He can ride on and leave me be.”

“Hoe Emma Hoe. You turn around dig a hole in the ground. Hoe Emma hoe.



Wasn’t until midday—when the field hands wringed out all they aches and really got on’ down to business—that I gets to thinking there was something strange ‘bout that John Peter. You see, I reckoned the plan was that he would mix in with the rest of us workers, picking cotton ‘til the air got good and cold and it was finally time for running. Instead, everyday for three months I’d watch him get on up in the morning. He always looked to see if I was ‘sleep. Then he reach into his torn up pocket, and pull out a little bag that look like something every slave know ‘bout, but none ever spoke’d 'bout out loud. I watch that John Peter turn that lil’ bag three times between his fingers, whisper something I couldn’t neva hear, and then shove that thing back into his pocket.



When it was working time, and all the field hands was scraping and dragging they feet out into that sea of white and green, I alone watched John Peter take his time making his way out to that ol’ oak tree. He would always set down on that big rock what where Mister Dickson crack open his head. Then he would pull out his carving knife and his whittling stick, and gets to whittling. Sometimes, iff’n he was feeling mighty fine, I could hear him humming a tune so loud it drowned out our picking chants from way out where I was breaking my back, shredding up my fingers, and getting my ass whooped plucking that cotton. That made me hopping mad on account of watching him was the reason I always end up working too slow for Mister Carver’s liking. Mister Carver our new overseer.



One day when I decide I been whooped and hollered on enough, I muster up the gall to ask John Peter, “How come you ain’t eva in the field with the others? And how come ain’t nobody eva seem to notice you out there having a grand ol’ time cept me? It like nobody can’t even see you. Cause I know if Mister Carver could have seen’t you, he would have whooped your backside six ways from Sunday.”



John Peter smiled that same ol’ smile. I starting to hate that smile by then. “Science,” he said to me. “Science what y’all field folk done forgot. ‘Else y’all be right beside me whistling Dixie, too.”



“That science what you stay shoving in that pocket of yours, thinking I ain’t seeing?” I asks him. Thinking back, that sho’ was a stupid thing for somebody like me to say to somebody like that. 



Lucky for me, he smile again. “Sho’ is,” he said. “And ain’t nobody gon’ see me neither. Not ‘til I’z good and ready.”



I ponder on that a bit. “‘Til we ready to run?” I ask.



“‘Til we ready to run,” he say.







On another night some time after, to my surprise, I sees John Peter talking to Stanley. Stanley the buck what tend to Massa Price horses in the stable. Stanley got a chip on his shoulder on account of Mister Dickson and now Mister Carver always finding reasons to beat on ‘im. They don’t like that he good-looking and strong. I s’pose it make them feel like something when they beat on a buck like that, and he can’t do nothing back.



I sleep eight spaces down from Stanley, but on that pa’ticular night, even I could have seen’t that he weren’t too fond of that John Peter from where they was sitting at the fire outside his cabin. Stanley probably reckoned he was a troublemaker, and Stanley a slave what had too much trouble following him ‘round already. Wasn’t too bright neither, but far be it from me to say he brought a few them whoopins on hisself.



Next day while we was all in the field and John Peter was settin’ out by his oak, I spy out the corner of my eye Stanley standing up by the stable. His big arms was all squeezed together, and he was staring and staring out ‘cross them fields at something what look’t to have made him as mad as a wet hen. Only took a second for me to know it was John Peter and his too happy, too hopeful songs. Them songs burned me up, too. 



...But ‘least I weren’t no snitch.



Next thing I know, I sees Stanley marching on in the direction of Mister Carver horse. I already knowed what was ‘bout to happen when I saw’d it. At first, I looked on over in John Peter’s direction, hoping that maybe he might look up from his whittling and see me. Maybe he might know then what Stanley was ‘bout to do. He ain’t look up, though.



I gets a idea. I start hustling my fanny, picking that cotton faster than anybody ever seen. I pick my way all the way up ‘til I was standing right in Stanley’s path. When ol’ Stanley set to walk past me on his way to Mister Carver, I cough out loud. He catch my meaning and walk slower.



“Don’t you do that now, Stanley. John Peter gon’ help us. John Peter gon’ get us free,” I say so quiet nobody ‘cept him could have heard me. My straw hat big, so nobody can see my face under the brim neither.



Stanley look surprise. He ain’t think I knowed ‘bout ol’ John Peter, too. He get even madder. “You go on ‘head and hush up, Henry,” he say to me. “‘Fore you get some of what’s coming to John Peter.”



I gets scared. I hush up. When I look back out at John Peter, he looking at Stanley. He looking kinda cross. Good.



I watch Stanley walk on up to Mister Carver. Mister Carver look down on ‘im like if he crazy. “What you want, boy?” Mister Carver ask ‘im. “You git on back to them horses now ‘fore Mister Price see you and I get mad.”



“Yessir,” Stanley say at first. And then he sing like a canary. He tell Mister Carver everything ‘bout John Peter, ‘bout the whittling on the settin’ stone, ‘bout the running. I just thankful he ain’t say my name in all of it, so I stays quiet. 



Mister Carver face go three diffunt colors after that. He fix his hat from falling off his big ol’ bald head, and turned ‘round to look where Stanley was pointing out by the oak. 



Wasn’t nobody there.







Lots folks got they tail whooped that September and October on account of Stanley. Mister Carver and Massa Price was trying to root out them negros what wasn’t good behaved, and what they called a ‘bad ‘fluence’ on the rest of us. Mister Carver whooped me, too, of course. He even fix his mouth to ask me ‘bout ol’ John Peter.



...But I weren’t no snitch.



John Peter was long gone. That day after Stanley speak to Mister Carver, both John and Stanley disappear. ‘Course only I notice that John weren’t there. Everybody else was missing Stanley. Not me, though. I don't know what happen to that Stanley to make ‘im run, but I hope his ass tripped and fell’d in a deep ditch. 



I go ‘bout my business again after that day. I do my work, take my blows, try to figure a diffunt way for Judy, and Abbie, and me to ‘scape. Nothing I come up with very good. Belmaine Plantation right smack dab in between a river, a town, and ‘bout three more plantations. Gon’ be a hard ways trying to run through all that without getting caught.



The air get cold. Harvesting time long gone. By then all them field hands was hog-feeding, and rye-raising, and barn-fixing hands instead. I work on the barn half day, carve fresh furniture and chop wood for the smokehouse the other half. I thinks ‘bout John Peter the whole time. Wonder how he doing. Wonder if he ever coming back. We coming up on December soon. Sun coming back steady, by and by. Reckon that ‘Hio River gettin’ nice and stiff. Gon’ have to leave soon. I hopes and hopes John Peter coming back.







Late one night in December, something stir my soul. Wake me right up out my sleep. I smells mischief and magic in the air. I smells a-sneaking and plotting and running. I smells John Peter. 



When I walk outside to take a look, I sees ‘im settin’ ‘round that same glowing fire where we first talked. Them stars look just as bright, too. This time he with Ben, and Macie, and my Judy, and my lil’ Abbie. He tellin’ them stories. All them laughing at whatever he saying except for lil’ Abbie. She look terrified of ‘im. She keep trying to hide behind Judy. 



Still, I laugh too, even though I can’t hear none of what they saying. I just happy as a pig in shit that he come back. We gon’ be free for sure.







Tomorrow night. That when he say we got to go. Me, and Ben, and Macie kind of put off. 



“That too soon,” Ben say. “What ‘bout my girl, Didi? She ain’t coming back from the big house ‘til ‘morrow.”



“Didi ain’t coming with us,” John Peter tell’d him. “‘Least not yet.”



When Ben ask why, John Peter say cause Didi a bed wench. She stay too close to Massa Price and Mister Carver and they sons to be trusted. Ben get mad. He say that ain’t her fault, and that they make her stay up there on that big hill, and that she hate ‘em. John Peter know that don’t matter. The rest of us know that, too. By the end our talk, Ben agree to go without her. John Peter say he gon’ come back fo’ her. She gon’ come quieter later on iff’n she know Ben was a-waiting fo’ her elsewhere. The rest of us think that sound alright. I look at my Judy and my lil’ Abbie, and I feels proud. I know John Peter picked them cause they ain’t loud ‘bout our kind’s business. They don’t mess ‘round with freedom talk.



John Peter set outside our cabins all night, and follow us ‘round all day, making sho’ ain’t none us gon’ snitch, ‘specially not Ben. None us did snitch. The next night, we all get in a ring ‘round the fire. John Peter put that lil’ sack he always carrying in each our hands, tell us turn it three times and kiss it. None us ask questions. All us lil’ bit scared. Still we do it. John Peter say not to be ‘fraid. He say he can read lots things in them stars. The stars said we gon’ be alright. 



Later on, we all head off to the woods in the dark, easy as pie. Judy pulling Abbie ‘long by her hand. Ol’ Macie with her walking stick, and Ben scraggling ‘long in the back. Macie even sang lil’ bit, happy to be on her way even though she old. We know it gon’ take one week reach the ‘Hio River if we lucky. Still, we all smiling. Even John Peter smiling. Guess we was feeling lucky.







First two nights was tough. We had to walk right past the town I mention a’fore, cause a small river was on our other side. When we get past and back into the cover of some woods, Macie drop to her knees and thank sweet Jesus. She say it his miracle why nobody seen’t us. I ain’t say nothin’. I know Jesus ain’t had squat to do with it. John Peter just smiled and smiled.



Third night we hear hounds a-yipping and a-hollering in the distance. We knowed then they was looking for us. Lil’ Abbie start whimpering so bad, Judy had to pick her up, and carry her on her back. John Peter watch her do this, and Judy smile when she catch him looking with his dark, too shiny eyes. He smile back lil’ bit. He look like he want to say something to her but neva say nothing. I feel lil’ cross ‘bout it but I don't know why. 



Ben keep breathing real hard all night. His eyes was wide as dinner plates. He keep mumbling something ‘bout hangings and things like that ‘til Macie get tired of it, and tell him to hush up. Ben the only one John Peter don’t smile at. John just stare at ‘im, then look up at the stars, then stare at ‘im some mo’.



Them hound dogs follow on our tail all night. We hole up in a ol’ abandoned barn all the next day. By that sunset, lil’ Abbie start coughing. It getting real cold, and none us got but last Christmas’ fresh linens and thin shawls for comfort. Judy looking worried.



It start snowing bad on that fourth night. We seen flickers of red and hear voices coming through the woods, all while white and cold swirled ‘round us. A shotgun go off somewhere in the dark. We all scared; too scared to make a sound. John Peter say we gon’ be alright and to keep going. He say to just trust them stars, and then he walk us right past them hunters and guns what was looking for us. 



Folks starting to get mad. Ben saying that ol’ John Peter crazy, and that he gon’ get us all killed. I ain’t got the courage to ponder on something like that.



Fifth night, lil’ Abbie sleeping too much again. She real sick, and won’t wake up. Her breathing ain’t sounding right. I make us stop every now and then to try give her some water. Everybody know we losing time. Nobody don't say nothing out loud, though. 



Last time we stop, John Peter say it alright if we stop for good. We huddle round in a circle and he ask Judy to give him lil’ Abbie. When she ask why, he say so he can fix her up. I kinda worried what he was fixing to do, but all it end up was that he wrap her up in his shawl, and hold her close to him. He talk in her ear half the night, even until all the rest of us fall asleep. When I wake’d up in the middle of the night, I saw’d Judy settin’ up with him. He and Judy smiling and laughing at each other. Lil’ Abbie still laying in his hands. Her breathing don’t sound too bad no mo’. I feel lil’ sad inside when I look at ‘em whispering there in the dark. I hope we cross that ‘Hio River soon.



We make up lost time all the next day. Ben won’t hush up. He keep saying it ain’t safe to be traveling in the daytime, and keep going on ‘bout how much he miss his Didi. He keep looking over his shoulder. His eyes bigger than dinner plates. Now, John Peter don’t just stare at him. He frowning.



We take a rest at sunset when we find a ol’ prospector cave. I’z too tired and feeling kinda down, even though John Peter say we almost at the river. Judy always smiling at him now, even when he ain’t lookin. She don’t smile at me no mo’.



I fall ‘sleep and when I get back up I see ‘em: Judy and John a-talking quiet and close-like in the dark. I see they hands touch, and then hold tight. I see ‘em both rise up, and walk off deeper down into them caves. I decides I ain’t gon’ listen to nothing I hear. I gon’ get a lil’ more sleep before we head off.



The sixth night, I wake up to hear Judy and Ben going at it. The cave walls sound like they hissing at us to be quiet. I get up to see what was the matter. Judy tell’d me Ben was a coward to the bone. I tell’d her everybody already knowed that. Then she say Ben was thinking ‘bout turning back. Then I unnerstand why everybody was settin’ ‘round looking mad as hell. 



Ben say John Peter leading us to nothing but trouble. He said he out his mind. Rest of us try to calm ‘im down. Try to remind him how it was John Peter came to get us. How Mister Dickson die, and lil’ Abbie wake up from her sleeping the day he arrive. We tell ‘im it was John Peter who got us past them dogs and hunters. It was him who healed lil’ Abbie sickness and him who could lead us to freedom by reading stars.



Ben ain’t seem to care no mo’. He say “To hell with them ol’ stars,” and start stomping off back down to the road. Judy was ‘bout to jump on ‘im and get to whoopin’ his ass—and I would have helped her—when John Peter stepped on in between us.



He walk forward and hold Judy ‘bout her shoulders, trying to settle her down. All a’sudden I feel something burning up in my chest. All a’sudden I can’t ‘member who it was I s’posed to be mad at.



John Peter turn to Ben, and tell ‘im he can go back iff’n he wanted to. Nobody could believe it. Macie start her praying again, and Judy start her yelling at John like if she had the right. I ain’t said nothing. I just watching. 



John Peter say to Ben he ain’t gon’ find the road by hisself through all that dark woods, but he welcome to try. Otherwise, he likely end up crying in a ditch somewhere.



Meantime, I wondering if that dark ditch he talking ‘bout the same one Stanley fell’d into way back when.



Ben say he ain’t want to try finding the road alone, and ask John if he can’t help him. 



For the first time in ever, John Peter smile at Ben, big and bright. “Sho’ I could do that,” he say. He slap Ben on the back when they leaving like if they ol’ friends. 



I could have sworn I seen’t John Peter’s smile turn into a frown again. Could have sworn that maybe that frown turn into something else right after.



Took one whole hour ‘til we see’d John come on back through them tall bushes. We hurried up, and gathered up our lil’ things, and high tailed it out that cave. Ain’t nobody asked after Ben again after that night, and I reckoned somewhere deep down, we was all in an agreement ‘bout why we wasn’t gon’ ask. 



We keep up our walking when the sun come up. John say that the ‘Hio River only a day’s travel away. It be better if we keep going. Ol’ Macie bones starting to ache her. She been praying out loud since Ben go away. I reckon she finally realize something nasty ‘bout ol’ John Peter, jus’ like I did. Either that or just her bones aching real bad. I feels sorry for her. I feels sorry cause I knowed she wanted John Peter to be just like her Jesus come to save her, and sweep her up into peace and love and all that. I think she realize John Peter ain’t like the man in the Bible at all.



Ain’t nobody talking to nobody no mo’. John Peter don't seem to mind it. He seem like the type that don’t talk ‘less he need to. 



I watch ‘im out the corner my eye when it get dark. I always see ‘im looking the same way at Judy. I wonder what he be thinking. Then I ‘member how Judy stop looking at me at all, and I just start getting mad all over again. So, I stop thinking ‘fore I start ruminating on doing something bad.



Freedom more important. 



I keep saying that at myself when the air get colder and the forest open up. I keep saying that at myself when we come out the woods and stare out ‘cross a wide stretch of swirling white. I keep saying that at myself when Macie get down on her knees and start singing her ‘hallelujahs’ and when Judy jump straight into John Peter arms. Judy laughing. I don’t think I ever seen’t her smile that big and pretty a’fore.



When we all settled ‘round a fire, John Peter tell us we gon’ have to wait one more day ’fore we can cross the river. He say it only just snowed, and it be better if we give the ice ‘nother day to get harder. Be shame if we fell through after getting so far. 



When we all lay down to sleep, it seem none us even mind the sound of hound dogs yapping on the winds. I could tell John and Judy ain’t mind either when they run off into the brush again. Just like I knowed to do, I close my eyes and go ‘sleep.



I wake up in the middle of the night. My bones bit cold, and I want to get closer the fire. When I open my eyes, I see John Peter settin’ up by hisself by that fire, just a staring out over that big river and up at those endless stars. He had his carving knife and whittling stick, and was going at it. I don’t even think he knowed what it was he was whittling no mo’. 



At the time that didn’t very much matter to me. I saw’d a chance to pick the bone with him what needed picking, and reckoned I’d take it. 



John Peter just sit there, stark still. Even after I walk up and set down in front him like when we first met, he ain’t say nothing. He just staring at me. Staring and staring with them too shiny eyes. It like he already knowed what was coming. 



This time I stared right on back. “You been stickin’ it to Judy,” I says to him plain, just like that. 



He look like he wanting to laugh. Still he ain’t say nothing. I bet he knowed that burned me up. 



“Know what I think?” I says to ‘im. “I think you ain’t like no Jesus at all. I don’t even think you good.”



This time he did laugh. “Never said I was,” he say. 



I ain’t expect him to answer yet. I lose my thoughts a little bit. “I know what it is you done to Stanley and Ben,” I says to ‘im. 



Now, he looking kind of tired with me. He start whittling a little bit faster. “Is that right? What I done to Stanley and Ben?” he ask.



Just then I realize I ain’t have the stomach to say nothing else 'bout that. I just stay quiet, ’fore I end up tripping in a ditch somewhere, too. “Iff’n you the one slaves always talking ‘bout, John Peter,” I says to him, “seems nobody can’t decide whether you the second coming, a wizard come take us back ova the water, or Satan hisself.” I lean in real good and close. “Which one you think you is, John Peter?”



He don’t even ponder on it a bit ’fore he answer. “Don’t matter what I think I is. I always just gon’ do what I got to do. All what should matter to you is what you think.”



His words confusing me. It burning me up inside, again. “I thinks you’s the devil,” I says. “Who else go ‘round reading on stars, and pulling roots out on people? And after you come ‘round, me and Judy ain’t neva gon’ work again.”



He shrugs at me. “Well, iff’n that is what you thinking, then I must be the devil. But I tell you one thing, Henry: maybe iff’n you had stopped asking baby Jesus for freedom lil’ sooner, you might have see’d that he weren’t neva the one to ask 'bout it no how. Lil’ baby Jesus the one what gon’ tell you to listen to yo’ Massa. He the one that gon’ say be good, and say it wrong to run away. Jesus for them well-behaved negros way down yonder what ain’t neva gon’ ask for more. I ain’t looking for Jesus’ flock.” John Peter scrape real hard on his whittling stick with his knife. “So, I reckon that ol’ devil know the ones I’z looking for. I reckon the devil is for the ones what want to get free. Iff’n that’s true, then it don’t very much matter if I’z stickin’ it to yo’ Judy or not. I gon’ see all you free negros in hell just for your crossing that ol’ ‘Hio River anyhow. Maybe I’z the one taking you down there, too. And just like yo’ freedom what waiting for you over that there river, maybe Hell ain’t as bad as all them blue-eye Jesuses and Marys stay telling you it is.”



I ain’t know what to say to all that. I just look at that odd man, John Peter, the one whose momma taught him how to read the stars like his people done before the big ship. His too shiny, too dark eyes were all a-flickering in the firelight. I used to could tell when he was smiling or when he was frowning. But in the gleam of them flames, it look like he was doing both and none.



I get up and turn to leave. It starting to feel too hot ‘round him. It starting to feel too new, and bad, and wonderful at the same time. My freedom coming on the ‘morrow, and I had that ol’ devil John Peter to thank for it.



At last minute, something make me feel bold inside. I wonder if it was a lil’ bit of devil growing in me. I turn back ‘round to look at John. “What really happen to Ben?” I asks him. “Where he go off to?”



John Peter just keep on with his whittling. His eyes moving between the fire and the stars up above. “Well, I reckon he go wherever Stanley run off to,” he say. 



I nod my head. “I thought so.”







When we was set to walk ‘cross that frozen river on the eighth night, it weren’t no tears or long goodbyes or nothing like that. It seem everybody want to leave as fast as possible, all for diffunt reasons. Macie weren’t looking at John Peter no mo’. She just reciting her prayers, and asking for grace. Judy ain’t looking at him neitha. She just fixing her mouth like she gon’ cry and scream and yell. Lil’ Abbie still quiet after John Peter fix her up for the second time. She still hiding behind Judy when he come near to see us off from the bank. He was twirling his carving knife in one hand, and shoving the other in his magic pocket. 



Abbie and Judy, they was the first ones out on that ice. Ol’ Macie go next. None of ‘em ever did say goodbye or thank you. Maybe they was trying to pretend they wasn’t interested in what he offered ‘em. Maybe they was preparing to pick up they Bibles right when they gets to freedom’s shore. 



It was only me that weren’t scared of no ol’ devil no mo’. It was only me what stayed behind a lil’ while for to say goodbye. “I reckon you ain’t comin with us,” I says. Looking back, I s’pose that was already clear.



“Nah. I ain’t finish yet,” John Peter laugh, spinning his carving knife. “Still got plenty more souls I got to lead astray before I’z through.”



I smiles at ‘im. “Well, God bless you,” I says to ‘im cause I know he ain’t gon’ like it. “And thank you.”



He don't say nothing. Just stare and stare for a minute. Then he reach into his pocket, and pull his hand back out one time. Something in his fist when he hold his hand out to me. 



I a lil’ scared. But still I reach out my hand, and let him put whatever in it. When I look again, I sees that same lil’ brown sack he always spinning and spinning between his fingers. To tell you the truth, I a lil’ too curious to refuse it and a lil’ too humble to say thanks and be gone. I look up at him. Something feel strange when I look at his face, almost as if I already forgetting what he look like, even while he standing right in front of me. 



I close my fist ‘round that lil’ bag and shove it down into my pocket. Abbie, Judy, and Macie already a quarter way ‘cross the river now. That tiny devil in me start acting up again. I smile lil’ bit.



“What your real name?” I ask that John Peter. “Is you really that one all them slaves be talking ‘bout? Or is you a diffunt one?”



He ain’t answer me. Just smile big and wide like how he did that first night by the fire. I find myself smiling back.



I puts my other hand down in my pocket for to keep it warm, and nodded my head at ‘im. Then I turn ‘round to leave. Took ‘bout nine or ten shaky steps out on that ice ‘fore it begin to feel reg’lar to me. “You keep reading them stars, John Peter,” I calls out to ‘im. I turn my head 'round to look back at the shore.  “One day you gon’ get to wherever it is you goin t—”



I blinks, and rubs my eyes, and spin 'round, and rubs my eyes again. I guess I a lil’ too cold, and lose track of time. Cause weren’t nobody out on that bank. 



I reach my hand in my pocket, just make sho' that lil' satchel still there. It is.



I hear Abbie and Judy and Macie calling out for me. They already done crossed the middle point of that big river. I turn ‘round and hurry on behind ‘em.
      

      
   
      The Ghost-Herald of Beansworth


      

      
      
         Trouble had always made Gerald itch, be it the subtle itch between the shoulderblades when traveling down a dark alley, or the crawling sensation around his belt pouch when nimble fingers were in play. This itch was worse than anything so far, even greater than the fire that seemed to consume him nearly two years ago. That had been a sudden pain which had driven him to frantic action, while this was an enduring torture as lines of burning fire seemed to crawl across his toes and down the arch of his foot. It could only mean serious trouble.



Gerald leaned back in the saddle and regarded the rocky valley in which he had spent most of the last several days and tried not to scratch. It would not have done any good anyway, so he settled for shifting positions and trying to open his mind to whatever had sent Companion Evalien into such a frenzy during her fruitless Search. It also would probably not do any good, but at least it was more productive than scratching a phantom itch.



"Anything?" he murmured to his Companion, who likewise was looking out across the rocky valley and feeling just as itchy, if the way she had been stamping her hooves was any indication.



:Still nothing. If it were not for Evalien's instinct, I would chalk this one up to a very weak mage or a flighty Companion, along with a bad case of hoof fungus.: 



"All three, perhaps." He returned to his long inspection of the valley below, with the long lines of thorny hedges that wrapped around green fields of beans and whatever other growing thing that would sprout in the surprisingly rich soil. The ground here was much like the people, complex and mixed in all directions, but bent to the will of those with more power. Karse had some influence over the area, but never had totally twisted it to their control, most likely because any of the Sunpriests with a shred of common sense looked away from the dense patchwork of rocky hills and valleys, instead focusing their attention on larger sections of open ground that did not seem to grow more rocks than beans, and contained worshipers who were not nearly as hard-headed.



In theory, there was a dividing line in the valley somewhere between Karse and the small mountainous country of Menmellith, but the farmers Gerald had been staying with for the last few days laughingly referred to it as 'written on the wind' with the number of times it had been reinterpreted. Both countries sent their military on occasion to collect 'taxes' from the village, the Karsite version of which was treated by the valley inhabitants as more of a military raid. The incoming soldiers would be spotted several miles away, but by the time they arrived at the village, only a few elderly inhabitants and the mayor would remain. That and a 'village granary' which contained enough dry beans to make the soldiers decide between just taking what was easy to load into the wagons or try their luck picking through the narrow hedge-lined cart paths which wound their way up and down the sides of the river valley. Far too narrow for military wagons and filled with hundreds of places to set ambushes, as well as loose rocks underhoof and the occasional branch just at head-height for a mounted rider, the appeals of exploring the countryside of Beansworth seemed to evade any of the unwelcome visitors, and mostly they departed within a day or two.



Over the past few days, Gerald had come to the conclusion that any of the three other powers in the area, Karse, Valdemar, or Rethwellan, could probably send a sufficient armed force into the valley to take it over, but the casualties would be numerous, and the payoff, slim. Despite the negative effect they would have on the defenses of the area, even an old ocean rat like himself could see improvements that cried out to be made in the area, from widening the roads to bridging some of the rocky crevices which were impassable during even minor rains, but...



 :I despise these paths.: 



Trenia had a snide bite to her mind-speech that was trivially easy to pick up. The rocks of the valley seemed to have a particular vendetta against her ankles, and had been giving her stiff hind leg a real workout every time they went out to support Evalien on her search. What was worse, the Herald-less Companion Evalien they had accompanied had been galloping pell-mell through the narrow paths and trails of the valley since the first time they had arrived without a single trip or fall. He sighed and patted her on the shoulder while pitching his voice to as close to the Valdemarin noble tones as he could make it.



"Don't despair, Your Royal Highness. I shall send the finest grooms in all of the kingdom to bathe and brush you this evening. Perhaps they can even braid your mane."



That elicited a brief snort, and Trenia gave him a level look over her shoulder.



:They had better. You owe me so much for this wild goose chase. : 



"Yes, I do. But that will wait. I think I hear our wild goose now."



The clatter of shod hooves on stones traveled a long distance, echoing from the surrounding hills as Evalien made her sure-footed way along the trail to where Herald and Companion were waiting. Gerald remained quiet while the two Companions 'talked' among themselves, wishing that his erratic gift of Foresight had extended farther. He had barely enough Mind-Speech to just understand Trenia, but apparently enough to pass along his own mental uncertainty as the Companion seemed to be unconsciously scratching the bottom of her forehoof against a convenient rock.



:Nothing. She says she caught a flicker of something around noon, but when she tried to get closer, it just vanished, like smoke.: 








Step to the next plant

Straight strokes with the hoe, one, two, three, four

Watch the weeds turn over and come to pieces just like all the rest of the bean plants-- 

Stop



He bent down to pick up the lizard, which was easier since one of its leg had been crippled by the hoe and it could not crawl very fast. It looked up at him with unexpressive eyes while wriggling in his hands. The scratches of tiny talons on his palms were easy to bear. Even injured, it just wanted to be free. It must be nice to be a lizard, laying around in the sun while waiting for the next insect to crawl past. Far easier than to be a person, having to drink and sweat in the sun. It had been long enough since his last drink to unsling the damp water bottle and take a long swig, with a little spilled on the damp burlap to keep it cool and a little for the injured lizard, who licked his nose and just stared instead of drinking. He took the lizard with him as he sat in the shadow of a tree and quietly ate his lunch. It was the time of no-shadows, where the sun was the hottest even through his wide straw hat. He could remember the sun, protector of all and domain of Vkandis. It was important to be protected against his powerful gaze, which is why he wore the hat and the long-sleeved shirt to prevent being burned. Burning was bad, and only bad people burned. Good people were careful and did not burn. He was careful, so he was a good person. Good people worked for their food, which was why he worked hard.



He took another drink of water and stood up to return to the fields, but the frantic scratching of the lizard in his hand brought him out of his thoughts briefly. Bending down to put the lizard in the shade of the scrubby tree, he closed his eyes and thought good thoughts. There was a warmth that swept across his body, a sharpness that was both good and bad before he released the lizard and saw it scuttle away into the shadows of the weeds, hiding from the sun and from bad people. Something else was out there, two somethings, one of which was very dark and bad.



He picked up his hoe and returned to his work under the hot sun as a good person should.



Step to the next plant.

Straight strokes with the hoe, one, two, three, four.

Watch the weeds turn over and come to pieces just like all the rest of the bean plants.

Step to the next plant as the sound of frantic galloping faded away into the distance.

Straight strokes with the hoe...








The white shapes of stones protruded like the bones of giants across the whole valley, bleached by the sun and scoured by weather until they shone brightly as the coats of the two Companions who had come with him. The farmer's house was in the middle of a jumble of the same stones on a hillside, and at first glance appeared to be just that, but a closer examination revealed much more. Goats grazed in the shadows of the setting sun, keeping a wary eye on the three newcomers to the area and bleating their displeasure, while children of all ages filled the farmyard. Many children, nearly universally dirty with dirty faces under wide straw hats and carrying dirty farming tools as they trudged back to the house, but Gerald did not get the sensation of dreary malaise that fell across far too many of the places he had visited as a Herald. They seemed happy with their chores, and from the sound of splashing water and the occasional delighted shriek coming from behind one of the lumpy stone and wood structures, the dirt was only a temporary thing.



As they emerged from behind the wooden privacy fence all clean and damp, the children scurried over to investigate the strangers entering the farmyard. Most of them crowded at a still respectful distance around the two Companions, but some held back or hid, peering out from behind buildings as if they were afraid of being murdered. He could see at least two adults also lurking around the outskirts of the farmyard with a spear or sword close at hand, but they did not seem hostile, just wary.



:Three. There's one in an upper window with a crossbow just watching right now.:



The children who remained close lit up with obvious glee as the two Companions blessed them with the occasional horsey sniff or damp nose-rub, using their own wiles to entice the young ones into getting close enough to rub their hands along their snow-white sides and gasp at how soft the strange 'horses' were. One of the little girls even had the courage to trace the thin line of knotted coat that stretched across Trenia's side, over Gerald's right leg, and across her flank towards her somewhat shortened tail.



"Children!" commanded a gruff voice that belonged to an old man, working his way over to Gerald by way of a crutch and considerable wincing. "Back away and give the man some room." The old codger had to have been well over the half-century mark, even with as many years that were added to his frame by the farming life, with one twisted leg being supported by his crutch and what little hair he had left being white as the sun-bleached rocks of his house. Still, there had been an impressive man under that skin in his youth, and echoes of the heavy muscles and military discipline that he had grown up with still remained. He gave a series of one-word commands to the children who had gathered around the odd rider and his two odd horses, only turning his dark and suspiciously sparkling eyes towards Gerald once all of the unoccupied children in the vicinity had been assigned tasks.



"My name is Barnes, and the mayor says we need to put you up for the night," said the old man rather bluntly. "I never woulda' agreed to letting you stay here with the children if'n I hadn't owed him a favor." He looked Gerald over, from his dusty Herald whites to his dusty boots while a frown grew on his face.



"So," started the old man. "You're a Herald."



"Herald Gerald, at your service, Farmer Barnes," said Gerald, sweeping his hat off with one hand and bending into as much of a bow as you could do on Companionback. "And yes, I am a Herald of Valdemar, although in my impressionable youth I've been a sailor and a soldier, and for just a few terrible moments last year--" Gerald lowered his voice, glancing from side to side "--a politician."



The practiced bit of humor struck home with a brief laugh from the farmer, much as Gerald suspected it would. "Well, if your Witch-Queen has many more of you silver-tongued devils in her service, she's going to be in control of the whole country before long. What?" Barnes cocked a snow-white eyebrow at both of the Companions, who had snorted at the derogatory reference to Queen Selenay. "Aye, I've heard her called that and far worse. There's a reason most of us are up in these hills, an' she's just as much a part of it as Karse and Rethwellan. You may be able to come prancin' into most places a jingling bells and whipping your tail, but these children come out on the backside of all the fightin' and dyin' that wars bring. There's only one reason your and your ghost herald are here, and that's to drag one of our valley's own off to your high and mighty city and turn 'em into one of you white-clad spies for Valdemar."



For one moment, Gerald was tempted to pretend affront at being called what he was, but a second look at the relaxed casualness that the old man held his thick crutch gave him second thoughts about the prudence of such a false front. Instead, he decided on approaching the topic from a different direction.



"Ghost Herald?"



The old man pointed at the empty saddle on Evalien. "For the last four days, that thing has been galloping up and down every path in our valley. Some have taken to calling her Effigiem, which means some sort of spirit-sucking monster." Barnes spat to one side. "Me, I've been around enough to know better. She's missing something or someone, an' from that look, she's worried half to death about it." The old man stopped to chase several of the nearby children away with distasteful chores, turning back to Gerald once they had a little privacy again. "Care to enlighten me, 'cause she can't talk an' I don't got none of your fancy Gifts to weasel it out of ya."



:Can't talk?: Trenia sounded somewhere between insulted and sullen. :Just because I can't talk to him.:



Gerald shrugged with false modesty. "I don't have much of a Gift myself, just enough to talk with Trenia and see things about to happen that I can't stop. Evalien is searching for a talented young person who really needs to become a Herald and that's all I can tell you."



The old man nodded and dug into the pockets on his weathered coat, fumbling for a moment until bringing out a dark lump of something, which he held out in one gnarled hand towards Evalien. The Companion looked up at Gerald, then over at the old man, before leaning forward and sniffing the offered substance.



"Go on, girl," Barnes grumbled. "It's beet sugar. With all the runnin' around you've done over the last few days, you need a little somethin' warm in your belly. I'll have the children make you some space over in the bigger goat pen so you're not tempted to sneak into the house like I hear your kind does sometimes. You like oats, don't ya? Maybe a little warm mash with some beet sugar for the both of you, if'n the children can spare you some?"



Trenia nodded enthusiastically, as did Evalien, while Gerald could not resist rolling his eyes. 



:Hush, you. I'm accepting his apology.:



The old man barked out a series of orders and children seemed to pop up from behind every rock, helping lift his saddlebags off Trenia and one of them sneaking what looked like an apple to Evalien. A stocky lad with sparkling brown eyes reached up and offered a hand to Gerald, asking, "Do you need any help getting down from there?"



"No, I'm not that old yet. Careful with the saddlebags there, miss." He waved at a comely young lady who had just hefted the saddlebags over her shoulder and nearly collapsed with a huff of air. The motion distracted him during his dismount, and nearly dropped him onto his face on the dusty ground if not for the young lad whose help he had rejected in the first place.



All of the busy activity in the area halted by stages, with what seemed like dozens of children of all ages staring at the Herald on the ground with one boot still stuck in the stirrup of his Companion. Finally, one of the smaller children pointed and said with perfect clarity, "His leg is still on the horse."



"Just part of it," said Gerald, struggling to a seated position on the ground. "Can somebody please-- Thank you," he added as the detached wooden leg made its way over to him by several helpful young children, all of whom seemed unable to avoid peeking inside. "Straps came loose," he explained as he took the detached boot and began the difficult process of sticking his stump back into the cloth-lined socket.



"There has to be a story behind this," prompted the boy, seemingly caught between offering his help and determining if he would be going too far by doing so.



"An' it'll wait until after dinner, Sanalson," snapped the old man, who had stopped his hobbling path back to the front door of the house. "You be gettin' those pretty white 'horses' of his over into the barn and gettin' them rubbed down, with a good scoop of hot mash each, you hear? Move it, move it!"








The word of the old man around the farm seemed to be taken as inviolate law. Despite being surrounded by what he could not help but think of as children, the evening meal was relatively untroubled by curious questions. Farmer Barnes limited his conversation to introducing the children of all ages in the house, from several little ones who could barely walk up to a number of married couples possibly being as old as Gerald who still deferred to the old man.



"Picked 'em up during the little wars and battles that your kind always seem to start around here," Farmer Barnes grumbled. "Some stay, some get adopted by other family 'round these parts, some drift back to their former homes after a few years. The wife an' me never had no kids of our own, 'cept one, and he went off to play soldier when she died."



At some unseen signal, all of the children at the table and scattered through the house chorused, "We love you, Papa."



"See what I have to put up with," grumbled the old farmer, although with the hint of a smile around the corners of his lips. "By the stars above, I feed 'em, I house 'em, and they won't leave. It's like having a house full of cats. You," he stated, pointing with a thick, callused finger. "Dishes, dishes, sweeping, pick up, pick up, and..." The old man hesitated as he looked around the room. "Where's Tel?"



"He finished dinner and went out to pump water into the tank, Papa," said one of the younger children who was helping clean the table. The wooden plates and tankards on the table had begun to vanish almost the instant Farmer Barnes had pointed his finger, which made Gerald make a quick grab for the last of his bread and his tankard, still half-filled with the weak tea served 'for digestion' at the meal.



"Ah, yes," rumbled the old farmer. "One of my children brought me the blessed thing. Modern miracle of technology indeed, ha! Still, it lets the little ones get cleaned up and not track as much mud into the house. Can't argue with that."



"No indeed," agreed Gerald and somewhat appreciative of getting a word in edgewise. "If I may borrow your baths this evening, sir, I would be deeply appreciative."



"Baths?" Farmer Barnes seemed offended. "It's just a clay pipe sticking out of the hill from the cistern, not some fancy city tub like you're used to."



Gerald smiled now that the conversation had moved more to his advantage. "For the first few years onboard the ship I had foolishly hired onto as a cabin boy, the only bath I got was when it rained, or on special occasions I would pull a soapy bucket full of seawater and the most corrosive soap known to mankind up on deck and try to scrub away most of the dirt without taking my skin off."



"You were a sailor?" asked an astonished little girl with her arms full of dishes.



:Oh, no. Not this again.:



"Not just a sailor, lassie," he added with a wink. "The ship I signed up on turned out to be a corsair's ship, which sailed the ocean like a storm. Five years we crossed the sea, traveling from port to port with whatever cargo we could run."



:Tell them what happened to the last ship you were on right after you left.:



He ignored Trenia's mind-speech and continued, aware of the growing circle of fascinated children crowding into the outskirts of the kitchen. "Our captain, he was a fearsome man, and crafty as a clam trying to keep its pearls. Why, one day while out at sea, we...








The stars were out in full force by the time Gerald limped out to the baths, or as Farmer Barnes had accurately put it, a clay pipe sticking out of the hillside with a long cord that could be pulled to allow water to pour out from the uphill cistern and into a trough or along a set of wet boards depending on where the spout was directed. 



"Beats the devils out of trying to find a stream," he muttered while dumping his shoulderbag onto a nearby rock and began to peel out of his dirty Herald whites. Most of the children who had been working out in the fields had washed their work clothes much the same with their drying clothes, leaving the area a hazardous obstacle course in the moonlight. The solid thump, thump, thump of the pump in the background made a nice counterpoint to the evening breeze as he pulled the cord to put some water in the wooden washing trough. After a little of his carefully hoarded soap rubbed into the shirt so it could soak and he sat down on a nearby rock bench to add his trousers to the wash.



"How are things going for you girls?" he murmured under his breath as he wrestled with the straps around his stump.



:Evalien is charming the little ones even now and there's a line outside of our room with each one of them carrying a piece of dried apple. I swear, she could get Alberich to give up his last piece of fruit by just fluttering her eyelashes and sticking her bottom lip out.:



He had to chuckle at the mental image, but there were more important things at hand. "I meant, does she recognize any of her admirers as the touch she felt at noon? Well, I suppose not, or you would have told me already." He flexed his knee and rubbed the bottom of his stump against the stone bench, trying not to wince at the shooting pain.



:Stop that. You're just making it worse.:



"I can't help it. I know Evalien's Herald is somewhere around here. We've got to find him before whatever else is out there does. I hope it's not a blood-mage." He scratched a little more on his stump, but as gently as possible. "I feel like I'm being watched."



"I'm sorry."



The voice was a near-whisper, and came from an older boy nearly Gerald's own height, although much broader across the shoulders and with a frizzy mop of unruly reddish hair cut close to his scalp. The thumping of the pump was absent, leading the Herald to take a leap of faith and ask, "You would be Tel, I presume?"



"Yes." The young man did not look up, but kept his eyes fixed on the damp boards of the washing area and offered no further words.



"Thank you for pumping the water, by the way." Gerald struggled to one foot, using the scabbarded sword as a crutch. "Most of the time I'm toe-deep in creek mud trying to wash up before sleeping, or I have to try bathing in a bucket."



Because children were naturally curious, there normally would be some sort of response, but as Gerald got his body situated under the wooden spout, all he could hear was quiet footsteps leading away and the resumption of the night noises. There were few things more awkward than a naked, one-legged man trying to stand under a stream of water, but by lowering himself to his knees and bending back the little stub of leg he still had left, he managed to get everything properly soaped and rinsed while he thought. 



Perhaps the Herald who Evalien was Searching for was older, an experienced mage who was hiding in the valley from some sort of trouble. If they already knew how to Shield, they would be a valuable addition to the Mages Collegium. There were several older people living with Farmer Barnes, but none of them had that haunted look of someone being pursued. This farm was about as far up into the valley as he had ever expected to go, with the higher grounds leveling out into sheep and goat pastures, with nothing but wandering herders tending to their flocks.



:No, there are no goat Companions.: stated Trenia in the back of his mind. :If there were, they would have come along on this trip, and save my ankles.:



"The answer's obvious," he murmured in return, feeling very damp and chilled as he attempted to dry off. "We're just not seeing it. Have you two been able to pick up any hint of a Gift from anybody at this farm?"



:A few very minor ones. Two of the girls have a touch of Healing, and one of the men in the farmhouse has just enough Mind-Speech that he might be Chosen, but that's it.:



"What about the boy who was just here?" he asked, almost out of reflex.



:What boy? There are a pair of young girls hiding in a bush a short ways away, trying to get a peek at you before they get chased off to bed, but there are no boys around you at all.:








One of the benefits and downsides of being out in the country instead of the Collegium was the night sky. When candles or lanterns were precious and mage-lights a complete impossibility, people tended to go to bed very shortly after sunset, leaving Gerald free to wander around in the moonlit night by himself.  Trenia had verified that all of the farm's inhabitants had gone to sleep, even the two older boys who had taken it upon themselves to sleep out in the small barn with the Companions and discourage any of their younger peers from bothering the four-legged guests from their own rest.



However, said Companions were not resting. Instead, they were holding their position just inside the open doorway of their fairly small for two Companions but awfully large for the goats it was meant to hold barn. According to the both of them, everybody in the entire farm was sleeping, down to the geese in their pens by the only small and twisted road headed into the farmstead and the chickens dozing in their coops. Gerald suspected differently. He had decided against his white riding leathers for the evening prowl for fear of looking like some sort of ghost to his easily-frightened subject. A dark blue open shirt with his regular pants had to suffice, although out of caution, he still wore his sword and rubbed his boot-clad wooden leg against a few rocks along his path. It was a wandering procession through the dark farmstead, with the occasional stumble or stubbed toe against unseen rocks, but he left his Gift guide his steps as he walked.



Eventually he wound up slightly uphill from the farmhouse, along a narrow path he suspected was about one goat wide. It twisted and curved around brush and rocks until with one last turn, opened up onto a rock ledge that looked out across the entire valley below. The view was beautiful in the most breathtaking way imaginable, with the stars above shining down and the rocky reflections of the valley stones looking almost like stars themselves in the weak moonlight. He stood there and watched for a time, almost forgetting his original reason for climbing the steep slope, until he could hear the faintest whisper of a voice, counting.



"One hundred and seventy thousand, six hundred and twelve. One hundred and seventy thousand, six hundred and thirteen..."



"Hello." It was as far ahead as Gerald had planned, and so far his plan was working perfectly. The voice cut off abruptly, as did the somewhat abstract floating sensation that he had not really noticed until now, revealing the young man from before. He was sitting on the bare rock which was still warm from the evening sun, but he slowly turned around and looked up at Gerald without saying a word.



"Nice view." He bent down to look a little less intimidating, which worked far too well. The wooden leg was less stable than expected, and he wound up pitching forward and would have taken a nosedive off the ledge, if not for the boy's rapid reactions. Tel was strong, grabbing onto his shirt with one hand and hauling Gerald back as if he were throwing a bag of beans.



He sat there for a moment on the ledge, panting for breath and trying not to think about how far down it was. The boy simply looked back up into the sky and resumed counting, rocking back and forth slightly as his lips moved. Gerald seated himself too, taking a few deep breaths to regain his composure as he looked up at the sparkling stars with Tel. "Thanks."



"You're welcome." The response was almost automatic, but it indicated Tel was not quite as simple on the surface as he appeared. Even up here, the boy had kept his hoe right by his side, a thick rod of hickory with a well-worn blade. There was a hint of Karsite in his accent, somewhat of an upper-class lilt that he had never learned at the farm, but the heavy musculature that he had felt when the boy hauled him back from the edge of the drop was not the result of such an upbringing. 



"So what do you see up there?" Gerald stole a sideways glance at the boy, whose lips still moved with his unstopping count. "Constellations? Ancestors? The future?"



"Stars don't tell the future. They just are." The boy hesitated, casting a glance back at Gerald and his wooden leg, which was sticking out at an odd angle due to a slipped strap. Gerald let the silence build until the inevitable question leaked out. "What happened to your leg?"



"I saw the future. Not in the stars," added Gerald. "Up here. In my head." He tapped his forehead with one finger and grimaced. "War is a nasty business, but you already knew that. I've got a touch of Foresight, just enough to be useful sometimes and too much to be safe. We were in this hideous mess in the middle of some town, me and a few dozen others. Wear the white outfit, get considered to be some sort of military genius, and all the blood that goes with it."



He took a deep breath and shifted positions. "I saw this Sunpriest trying to save a group of children from this changed abomination under the control of a mage. Well, I saw it, all the way across town. Trenia ran as fast as she could, but it was almost too slow. The thing's sword caught me right there--" he pointed to a line right above his boot and drew his finger back "--down Trenia's side and across her rump. Chopped her tail right off. I think she misses that the most."



The boy gave little sign of hearing Gerald's explanation, as if he had heard it the hundreds of times it had already been given, but he did run one hand down to rub at his own shin. Finally he asked, "Did it hurt?"



"Not at first." Gerald brought the sword over in his lap and unsheathed the blade, turning it to show the dark stain that covered the top third. "I was concentrating so hard on getting there before the monster could harm the children that I blocked out everything else. Just like training, I put the point right into his neck as we galloped by. Of course, everything went to mud after that. She fell, I fell, blood all over the place. The Sunpriest turned out to be a healer, thankfully. Saved my life, and saved 'the spirit-horse' too."



:His stitching left something to be desired.:



The boy twitched, looking down into the moonlit farmstead as he grabbed his hoe. Long moments passed before he switched his gaze back over to Gerald, giving him a wary look.



"It's a Gift called Mind-Speech," explained Gerald. "Without it, our Companions would be unable to communicate. You have a different gift, what we call a mage."



The tension across Tel's shoulders grew into a near-tremble. "Mages are bad," he whispered.



"Some are," he admitted. "The ones in Valdemar are not. They protect others, like the Heralds. Some of them are even Heralds."



They sat there for a time, looking up at the stars until the boy spoke again.



"I'm afraid."



Gerald nodded. "You'd be a fool not to be. Every time I've had to face danger as a Herald, I've been afraid right down to my socks. Well, sock. Sometimes, you can pick your battles. Most of the times, the battle picks you, and all you have to depend on is your training and your companions."



 :Ahem.: 



"Beg pardon," said Gerald. "Companions, both those with four and two legs."



He sat with the boy for a long time, looking out at the stars and talking. Gerald was going hoarse by the time he convinced the boy to walk down the steep slope and over to the two Companions waiting patiently in the moonlight. After a while, he determined that the only thing more awkward than a one-legged man trying to wash under a waterspout was watching two Companions and a reluctant Herald-Trainee argue inside their heads.








"So." The old man glared at Gerald in the harsh light of the sunrise. The entire farm had taken life with the first pinking of the sun on the horizon, and the children had already taken off to all points of the compass with their tasks, except one. "You're takin' Tel, no matter what I say about it, I presume?"



Gerald paused in his adjustment of Trenia's saddle straps and shrugged. "It really isn't my decision. It's his."



"I'm sorry, Papa. I have to go," said Tel. Apparently it was a rarity for the older boy to talk more than one or two words to the old man too, based on the way he started. Gerald stepped in before Tel had to exert himself any more and added his own apologies.



"I'm sorry too, sir. He seemed to have a nice life here, but it's just not safe for him. There are blood-mages out there who would like nothing more than to rip his Gift away for their own purposes."



"An' they don' care if they kill all my little ones to do it," grumbled Barnes. "I know. I've seen it. Why'd you think I'm here? You can't run far enough, I guess." The old man looked up at Tel, who was sitting on his Companion as if he were standing precariously on the top of a mountain in a stiff breeze. "Put yer feet in the stirrups, boy, an' keep ahold of that hoe. It's a good, stout hickory stick, an' you never know when you need somethin' just like it."



"You've seen a blood-mage before?" asked Gerald.



"Once," grunted the old man while intentionally looking away from Tal. "Went through our regiment, looking for somebody. Took him, too. Never saw him again." The farmer took a deep breath. "Don't let it happen, none of you."



Gerald nodded. "Don't worry, Mister Barnes. We won't."



"Weren't talking to you, boy." Farmer Barnes turned around and patted Evalien on the shoulder. "Keep 'em all safe, girls."








Picking their way down the valley in the hot sun was a long and arduous journey, filled with shifting rocks and spots where the thin trail switched back over itself and seemed to loop. Tel and Evalien trailed behind, despite the itching which had spread to both of Gerald's feet, real and imaginary. Even the air seemed cloying and still, with the muted buzzing of insects and the subdued clatter of hooves on stones as both Companions struck a compromise between speed and quiet. Despite his earlier unsteadiness in the saddle, Tel remained nearly unmoving, with one hand clutching the saddle and one on the hoe, which was socketed against the bottom of Evalien's military saddle like a flag.



:Something is up ahead.: 



Even Trenia's mind-speech seemed quiet and hushed, so Gerald leaned down and whispered in return, "Is there anyway to get around whatever it is?"



:Can't tell. I get the feeling we're being herded. Evalien wants us to stop here.:



One of the things a Herald learns is how to trust their Companion, but Gerald considered that trust to be somewhat shaky as both Companions slowed to a stop in a particularly wide section of the cart path that wound through the thorny hedges. It was a defensible location for anyone on foot as they could have probably picked their way into the hedges and shot any attackers one at a time from concealment, but for a Herald on Companionback, it was laughable. In a pinch, Gerald could have unlimbered his bow and gotten one or two shots off as whoever was coming up the path rounded the corner up ahead, but that was no guarantee of getting any kind of incapacitating hit, particularly with his accuracy and double if the mage was halfway competent. Instead, he grasped the hilt of his sword and slid it out of the scabbard a fraction of an inch to make sure it would not bind, and braced himself for the breathtaking speed a Companion could make when lunging forward. If he could kill the mage or even delay him, Evalien would be able to sweep past with Tel, and not even the finest horse could catch a Companion in full gallop.



When the first leather-clad rider rounded the curve in the path ahead, Gerald shifted his priorities. The grim soldier was carrying a crossbow with an unbarbed bolt, much as someone who did not want to kill their quarry with a broadhead. Most likely the bolt was poisoned with something to slow reactions or paralyze. It would be slow to reload, which meant Gerald would have to somehow provoke the soldier into shooting him while somehow also incapacitating the mage he could still feel out there somewhere.



The second rider was obviously the mage, with a bald head bared to the morning sun and traceries of blue lines across every inch of his skin visible under a thick cloak and trim black outfit. Tightening his grip on the sword, Gerald laid himself across Trenia's neck and dug in his heel slightly to trigger the Companion's lunge.



Nothing happened.



"Go," he whispered, still holding himself flat against her neck.



:Wait.: Trenia's urgent reply was nearly silent, but the mage jerked as if he had been bitten by a fly. He scowled and looked around, motioning for the following riders to halt, but even though he looked down the path where the two Companions and riders could have been seen by a blind man, he appeared not to notice anything. Neither did the lead rider, who also looked around but did not even raise his crossbow to take the obvious shot.



It seemed to take forever for the mage to motion the group of riders onward, and they proceeded at a slow walk along the path towards Gerald, although they all seemed to unconsciously move a little sideways as they approached the wide section in the path where the two Companions were holding very still. The blanket of cloying air that had laid over their trip so far clung to Gerald's face as the first crossbow-carrying rider passed, and crushed closer as the mage's horse trudged closer. He slowed, eventually stopping directly across from Evalien and Tel. The boy was holding perfectly still with only his lips moving in small twitches, although both hands were firmly wrapped around the handle of the hoe.



For the longest time, nothing moved.



Then everything moved at once.



The mage pivoted to his right, his mouth opening to give commands.



The leather-clad soldier behind him jerked away, swinging his crossbow around as Gerald's sword cut across his throat in a ragged upward slice. The second soldier survived a few moments longer by dropping his crossbow and reaching for his sword, only to meet Gerald's stop-thrust through his chest as Trenia lunged forward. The sword effortlessly punched through hardened leather and bone with the force of both Herald and Companion behind it, and Gerald was barely able to hold onto the hilt as Trenia wheeled in place.



For some reason, the mage was not on his horse, but the lead rider was fighting to control his horse and turn around, which gave Gerald a higher-priority target. Trenia shot forward as Gerald slashed downwards, allowing the blade to lay a narrow cut across the soldier's face and smash down into the crossbow before they were past and turning for another run.



A brief glance at Evalien and Tel as they were wheeling around showed the two of them remaining almost stock-still with the boy standing up in the stirrups, but then it was time to pay attention to his own bloodied opponent, and Gerald flung himself into a quick cut-and-thrust attack. It was almost unsporting to cut the soldier down with the bloody gash across his face making him nearly blind and his sword only partially out of his scabbard, but Gerald had never been in a fight for sport. A thrust to the chest and a slash across the neck left his opponent sliding to the ground, and Gerald looked frantically for the missing mage.



:Look down.: 



The mage did not look nearly so imposing lying on his back on the dusty path with a hoofprint on his face. Trenia must have stepped on him while they were on their way to kill the lead rider, but that was not his primary cause of death. His forehead had been bashed in first with enough force to leave a dent from his nose up to the sputtering blue lines of tattooing across the top of his head. The object which had caused the damage was held firmly in Tel's grip, who was looking down at the dead mage with an almost emotionless face, except for a faint twitch around the corner of his lips.



Ever so slowly, Tel looked up from the corpse and fixed his dark eyes on Gerald. There was very little of the frightened child in his firm gaze now. Instead, he seemed to have aged several years in the matter of moments.



"Weed," he declared in a low voice, following his declaration up by putting the bloody hoe back into the lance socket in the saddle and turning to face their original destination while Evalien started walking. 








That was as many words as Gerald could get out of the young man throughout the rest of the trip to Valdemar and the Mage's Collegium. He would nod or shake his head in response to questions, and Trenia was particularly quiet in regards to what he was discussing with Evalien, if anything. It was not until they had nearly reached the gates and the familiar chaos of the grounds was beginning to surround them before Tel stopped and looked directly at Gerald.



"Thanks."



"You're welcome," said Gerald, feeling somewhat relieved that the young man had not gone mute over killing the blood-mage.



"Do you think I'm... bad?" Tel's mouth moved as if more words wanted to escape, but Gerald gave him time to breathe and waited until he haltingly continued. "When I was very young, the Sunpriest told us the stars were where Sun Lord Vkandis had written of the good people's lives, from birth to death. I've looked and I've looked, but I've never seen myself in the stars anywhere. I don't want to hurt anybody," he added, looking at the people inside the Collegium.



"Good or evil is not written in the night sky," said Gerald, although with a little hesitation he added, "but the Hawkbrothers may argue the point. Your decisions determine what kind of person you are. The stars are just stars. People are themselves. When you look at yourself, what do you see?"



"A killer," he responded almost immediately.



"And?" prompted Gerald.



"And a farmer." Tel hesitated while chewing on his bottom lip. "I killed weeds that threatened the plants." 



Gerald nodded encouragement and pointed to the young men and women running between the buildings of the Collegium. "What would the blood-mage have done with them?"



"Killed them. Stole their power." Tel continued to look at the young people for a time, taking his time and seeming to examine every inch of the Mage's Collegium he could see. "I understand. Sometimes it hurts, or can get us killed, but they need protected so they can grow."



"You're not alone." Gerald patted his back. "You're joining with every Herald and Companion in Queen Seleny's service, a whole batch of two and four legged farmers."



:Ahem.: 



Gerald knocked his knuckles against his wooden leg. "Technically, I'm two legged. Now, are you ready, Tel?"



"Do you think they will let me work in their garden?" asked the young man rather stiffly, as if he were afraid of being locked in a room and surrounded by dry books.



"They'll be delighted." Both Companions broke into a trot as they headed for the administration buildings. "Let's get you started."
      

      
   
      The Sisters Three


      

      
      
         Just beyond the ends of time, interwoven within the frayed edges of reality, stood a courtyard that overlooked all of eternity. It bore the timeless beauty the likes of which artists dedicated their lives to capturing—that elegance that transcended mere aesthetic appeal to channel the true essence of art. At one end of the courtyard stood a tapestry, across from which was embedded a crystalline wishing-pond. The dreams of mortals lapped softly within the borders of the pool, with a few shadow-black nightmares slipping in and out of their iridescent depths. 



The courtyard smelled of sunshine and ashes. 



“Atropos,” Lachesis prompted, drawing my attention back to the task at hand. 



I tore my gaze from the courtyard and refocused on my sister’s bored expression. Furrowed brow, pursed lips, slowly-dimming eyes set above a wrinkled nose—she looked as though she had just been forced to spend a lifetime observing the growth of wild grass. I frowned sympathetically.



“Another farmer?” I asked, bemused.



She shook her head. “Cow. Now cut it, please.” 



I reached for the slender thread dangling from her outstretched hand. It was pleasant in color—a slowly-rippling blend of crisp greens and the glistening not-hue of morning dew. The moment I pinched it between my fingers (coarse, as coarse and smooth as tilled dirt beneath bare mortal feet), the clinging smell of fresh grass and spring air flooded my nostrils. As I drug my hand down the length, the years that Lachesis so deftly measured out raced through my mind. 



The reason for my sister’s distaste became apparent rather quickly. She never was one for simple pleasures, and this cow’s life was extraordinary in its monotony. I toyed with several ideas for the cow’s death, but eventually settled on the one that would irritate Lachesis the most. A small smirk tugged at the corners of my mouth—not even the excitement of death by sacrifice would alleviate the tedious invariability of this animal’s life; it would die a perfectly boring death at a terribly boring age. 



I skimmed my fingers along the line without pause—there was no real incentive to hesitate on any singular moment; we had spun the fate of many a creature, and this one would be nothing particularly special—and at last my hand brushed up against Lachesis’. It was then a simple matter to finalize the creature’s fate: I lifted my dominant hand, allowed my shears a few moments (seconds? centuries? I never know.) to materialize into existence, placed the starmetal edge exactly where Lachesis indicated, and with a single snip, the life-strand was severed. My shears faded out of existence, returning to their pocket of eternity until the next destiny required shaping. 



There was always something melancholic about cutting a life-thread. I contemplated the feeling as I took the freshly-ended life in hand and stepped across the courtyard to where Clotho sat with her distaff and spindle. Somehow, each thread lost some of its luster after I set my shears to it.  



The cow’s thread--previously a fluid blend of greens and silvers, gradually slowed and stilled. By the time I nestled it into the basket with its multicolored brethren to await being woven into the tapestry of ages, the life-thread had solidified into a soft, fern-green hue. It was as though being separated from the universal thread had sapped it of some of the glittering potential one finds within each newly-spun fiber that passes through Clotho’s shimmering hands



My youngest sister did not smile at me as I turned my back on the half-finished tapestry and returned to my post. It was not an affront to me; Clotho only ever had eyes for the cosmic ether twisting into shape between her fingers. I watched her spin destinies from the cloud of starstuff clumped upon her distaff as I walked past, but then a small chuckle from Lachesis drew my attention.



“What is it?” I demanded, eyeing her suspiciously. The last time she made that noise, she had managed bring about the certain destruction of an entire city. 



Lachesis did not answer me, and the distance in her eyes told me that she was not here, not anymore. She was not looking at the courtyard as she measured out yet another glittering thread with sure, steady strokes, but rather the past, present, and future of the individual whose life she held. 



“You’ll like this one,” she muttered, and that was all it took to convince me to reach for the free end. 



I placed my fingers at the beginning of the life-thread and nearly gasped at the sheer intensity of the life held within its silk-soft fibers. I pulled back, blinking, then leaned forward to properly scrutinize the thread. 



The first thought that came to mind was that Clotho had outdone herself this time. Rather than shimmering with the iridescent glaze of vivacity that I had come to expect from the lifelines of mortals, this thread positively glowed. It danced with a hundred colors before my eyes, shifting back and forth so quickly that it almost couldn’t be seen at all—even my eyes struggled to retain purchase on its wavering form. It almost appeared to be a tear in the very fabric of the universe.



But oh, how it glowed— 



I could feel the energy of the thread, feel it burning and sparking beneath my gaze, as though it could sense that the final instrument of That Which Is and Was and Will Be drew near. I knew Life even better than Clotho, as for all that she created and shaped it, it was my duty to end it, to put every single life-thread to the knife and then tie it off—sometimes neatly, sometimes sloppily, but always tightly. It was my place in existence.  



Life did not fight me. It never did—in part due to the futility of it, for I could no more stay my own hand than I could that of Clotho or Lachesis, but also because it was meant to. It was a flower in bloom, grown in the gentle embrace of spring and tested by the scorching heat of summer, and I was the frost that swept in at the year’s end to reclaim that tender beauty and clear the way for the next season’s. 



I knew Life, and Life knew me.  



But never had I seen Life distilled so purely in a single lifeline. Hardly daring to touch it, I reached out again and placed my fingers at the beginning of the brilliant life-thread. Its glowing length burned brighter as I made contact, and then the courtyard vanished in a swirl of unrefined emotions.



His name is Bion.








Bion was (is? Will be?) a stubborn, feisty creature. No heralds were needed to announce his arrival into the world, not when his indignant wailing rang through the harsh winter air as loud and demanding as the clarion call of any horn. The midwife swaddled him hastily and nestled him against his mother’s bosom, but he screeched relentlessly until the warmth from her embrace finally seeped into his wrappings. The midwife smiled at the babe as he drifted off to sleep.



Such a strong set of lungs! He’ll be a force of nature, this one. Gods willing. 





At ten months old, Bion was doing everything in his power to prove the midwife correct. He lived untouched by illness—Clotho saw fit to bless him with good health, and Lachesis apparently determined that he would survive his infancy—but he put all of his effort into whatever task was at his chubby hand, and (more often than not) the task was trouble. Getting into potted plants, sneaking into the fountain whenever the nursemaid’s back was turned, screaming until he was allowed to play with his father’s helm—he fussed and squirmed and refused to behave unless he was indulged or distracted.



It’s not so hard to quiet him, ma’am. You just have to give him something interesting. He’ll stare at flowers for ages.             





At nine years of age, the indignant babe had become a stubborn boy, rearing at the chains of childhood and yet still too young to be considered a man. Bion’s parents had conceived again, and Bion found in his new sister a source of both extreme pride and fierce protectiveness. He was reckless, yes—but never around her. His temper would flare and he would spit accusations at those around him, yes—but she while she was the source of many an outburst over the years, she never found herself on the receiving end.    



Do not presume to speak to my sister in that manner again, or you will not be able to even cry out to your mother for help.



The colors around Bion seemed to burn with increased intensity as I neared the moment he would first pick up a spear. The focus in his eyes, the restraint in his movements as he cautiously experimented day after day, until the weapon was but another extension of himself—he treated warfare with the same honor, the same reverence that the philosophers treated debate.



Your son is a natural. Military service will suit him well.



It was in the guard that Bion found his calling. Amidst the clean-cut ranks of the city-state’s primary means of defense, he blossomed. Those years smelled of sweat and leather, and they rang with the clang of metal upon wood. They were tinted with the glimmering shine of untempered ambition, that constant flame that lights a fire in the depths of a mortal soul and demands excellence, demands the pursuit of the next accomplishment, the highest achievement. Bion’s life blazed as it never had before, his eyes glimmered with energy as childhood-observed promise was converted into skill, as potential became renown.



His superiors took note; within months, there was not an officer who did not know Bion’s name. 



In the evenings, he would sit in his room and dream of the softer aspects of life. His calculating, brilliant gaze would trace distant skylines as his thoughts turned to home and hearth, of the dazzling smile one of the officer’s daughters would flash at him, when she thought her father wasn’t looking.  








A touch upon what I knew to be my shoulder drew me out of the life-path of my beloved. I didn’t remove my hand from his lifeline, though, and the garden did not quite fade—I had the odd sensation of staring at both the shrubbery and my sister. I tried to blink my beloved’s future out of my eyes, squinting to see what my attention was needed for. 



Lachesis frowned at me as she held up the glimmering life-thread, and in that moment I knew my beloved was doomed, for barely an inch remained between my hand and hers. 



“No,” I whispered. “No, that can’t be all he has left. He… he’s to be a general. He will have a wife, and children, and… the world was at his feet.”  



Clotho looked at the remaining string with pity. "It was a fine thread," she said, moving those sorrow-laden eyes of hers up to meet my disbelieving ones. "As fine as any a warrior could dream of."



"It's too short," I whispered, and though I knew it was futile, knew it was nothing more than the foolish thinking of a desperate heart, I looked to Lachesis and asked, "Are you absolutely certain you measured it properly?"



Lachesis bristled, but Clotho—ever the youngest, ever the peacemaker—swatted her lightly.



"Be kind," she chided. "It was not so long ago when you, too, questioned the writ of eternity. Allow her this moment of grief."



She turned to me, then, and despite the softness in her eyes, the edge to her voice carried the same authority as the glowing tapestry of life behind us. Holding out my beloved's burning lifeline, she said, in a voice that left no doubt as to the nature of the command, "Come, Atropos. Be reasonable now. This one is no different from the rest."



My beloved's destiny flowed like liquid silk between my trembling fingers, softer than the remorse in Clotho's eyes as she commanded, "Cut it."



The shears that materialized into my grip never felt so cold. 







I took my time, for time itself only held authority by the grace of our will, and my sisters, it seemed, were not begrudging me a bit of delay. 



I traced my fingers along torchlit evenings filled with the aroma of wine and smoked meat, where he passed the night with friends and family. I followed the formation of dreams and ambitions, of plans for love and family I now knew would be left unfulfilled.



I traced along a thousand laughs and twice as many smiles, along children's promises and warrior's oaths and with every minute woven into my beloved's thread, I found myself becoming enchanted with him all over again, for the vivacity with which he took on the world lent his life-thread a light so pure, so energetic, so utterly alive that its brilliance rivaled that of even the gods.



I skimmed back across the point where Lachesis had stopped me, and at last I traced upon a day that burned with the pungent scent of destruction. I watched as my beloved immersed himself in battle. The flickering of fear in his eyes was the only hint that he fought with anything but the expectation of victory. The hope in his heart persisted bravely, but Bion was not dense, and the overwhelming odds lapped at his confidence. 



I decided it should be quick. Quick, but honorable. A well-aimed thrust of an opponent’s spear, a sagging hoplon, a brief lapse in attention…



His eyes would turn (turned? have turned? will turn? I never know.) to the stars as he fell.  



"Cut it, Atropos," Lachesis said. “There will be another.”



My beloved's life-thread was not yet dark when Clotho reached for her distaff and spindle and began to spin again.
      

      
   
      Asteris Anima


      

      
      
         Three people hung themselves by the light of the shooting star.  I was not so lucky.  I was deep in my cups when the light washed over our village, and the pangs of my parting strands of fate were lost among the feel of my heaving guts as I bent over in a dark alley.  When I staggered home, I was none the wiser to the cosmic turmoil.

 

My blissful stupor did not last long.  It could have only been a few hours later when a drunken nightmare blurred into an all-too-real heavy pounding.  Moments after my eyes blinked open, my door gave way with a splintering crack.

 

“Damnit Reg, wake up!” the intruder growled, stomping across the rickety floorboards of my two room shack.

 

My hand was on my dagger as I lurched upright, blinking in the dark.  I had just enough presence of mind to keep from swinging as I recognized the voice of my mentor, Gavol.  “Hey!  What the hell are you doing?  You broke my voidloving door!”  I scowled as he reached my bedside.

 

“It’s not going to matter,” he said, tossing the door handle to the ground.  “Get up.  Do you really have no idea of what’s happened?”

 

“Other than you wrecking my door in the middle of the night, no,” I said, rubbing my eyes as I rose to my feet and fumbled for a candle.

 

He grabbed my wrist, staying my reach. “If you truly don’t know, then hold off on the light.”  His voice had gone low and trembled, but his grip was firm as he turned and tugged me across the room. “It's best you see for yourself.  Ursus’ eye has fallen, and now Equuleus is lost to shadow.”

 

Equuleus... lost?  My mind was numb as I stumbled after him and out the door, heedless of the frost on the ground as we looked up at the sky.  The first hints of dawn were just beginning to creep over the far horizon, but it was still dark enough to make out the stars.  I craned my neck and my eyes went wide as they traced the twinkling celestial motes above, the meaning of his words slamming home like falling masonry.

 

The stellar tableau was achingly familiar, but terrifyingly different. Shoals and swirls of stars painted a mosaic on the canvass of the night, pinpoints of light picking out the details of hooves and hands, claws and fingers, flippers and feet.  The celestial menagerie spread from horizon to horizon, engaged in all manner of activity, but my eyes barely glanced at the bulk of it, seeking out one small, unimportant corner of the sky.  Unimportant to most, at least.

 

There, straight above the town’s watchtower but just below the cosmic river, was the root of the trouble.  Ursus had indeed retreated several degrees towards the horizon, until he fetched almost up against the Libra below.  He still faced his opponent, but where his emerald eye should have burned brightly was empty void, and his muzzle gaped in a silent scream.  

 

Above him, Aquilae now mantled her wings, and the shining pricks of light studding them sparkled brighter, even as dark shadows wreathed her talons.  I felt like an icy hand had gripped my spine as my eyes searched in vain for the other Aster that should have graced that patch of sky.  My Aster.

 

When I first drew breath, my lodestar had kindled at the tip of Equuleus’ mane.  It wasn’t an anchor point like the eye, but as I grew to manhood I felt that the Aster's mane, flicking back and forth in the stellar wind, suited my own roaming tendencies better than most of the staid du Equu who made up the Aster's body proper.  Even with my lodestar’s wandering ways, I instinctively knew where it was, even when it might be hidden by the bulk of the celestial mane or a passing cloud.

 

Now my breath came fast and ragged as I gaped at the sky.  Equuleus had been taken by shadow, and from the keening of my gut, I could tell my lodestar had been quenched with it.

 

“Void’s blood,” I swore.  “What happened?”

 

Gavol fidgeted, but answered nonetheless.  “I didn’t see all of it, but from what I heard, Equuleus was resting while Aquilae menaced him and the Libra, but Ursus had barred the way.  It was then that Ursus’ eye broke from the firmament, and fell somewhere to the North.  Ursus flinched away and left Equuleus exposed, which was all the opportunity Aquilae needed to bear him down.”

 

I looked up at the sky again.  Tetsudo, the tortoise had had burrowed up from beneath Libra’s pan to join Ursus, and now the two of them were facing down Aquilae.

 

“It looks like the two of them will protect the Libra and keep the balance between Air and Earth,” Gavol said, squinting up beside me.  “But I don’t think he can drive back Aquilae, and Equuleus is completely obscured.  I’m sorry.”

 

My mouth twisted in a grimace, but my heart already knew the truth.  Equuleus would not return.  Lodestars didn’t rekindle.  I couldn’t bear to watch any more and turned to go inside.

 

Gavol followed me, wringing his hands and speaking quietly, like I was made of glass.  “You know what will happen if you stay.”

 

“Yes, I know,” I growled, finally lighting the candle and collapsing into a chair, cradling my head in my hands.  “One darkness damned fluke and now my fate is bleeding from me faster than a pissing racehorse and all your fancy words are just dancing around the fact that in less than a day this whole void sucking town is going to kick me out like I’ve caught the plague.”  

 

I threw my head back and stared at the ceiling, as if my gaze could pierce the heavens.  “Like this could be caught, and I didn’t have more to worry about from my new role as a stepping stone to the glorious future that I am no longer a part of.”

 

Gavol cleared his throat.  “Well, you’ve said the main point yourself already.  Outside would be safer, as long as you can avoid getting tangled up in someone else’s fate.  And it’s not like you’re without experience out in the wild.”

 

“Yeah, but that was knowing my knots would hold, or game would blunder into my trap when I needed it most, or that the dangerous beasties would look the other way when my trousers were down.  You know, all that stuff you helped me train with.  And now I’m supposed to be on the other side of that.  Trying to survive the snares when everyone else out there has a big damn destiny written for them, and my new role is to bend over or get out of the way.”

 

“Not everyone,” he said quietly, the tone reminding me of so many of our lessons.  “Rocks, plants, lesser animals, all have no destiny.  You know that.  You’re right about other travelers, but they can be avoided.  You have the skills.”

 

I sighed.  “Granted.  But hearing I’m on a level playing field with a rock doesn’t help me feel any less like I’ll be carrion by the end of the month.”  I drummed my fingers on the side of my leg.  “What about the rest of the du Equu?”  Even though it was also Earth-aligned, Mistvale was just a village and Equuleus was not one of the major Aster.  There were less than half a dozen others that I knew of.  “Are there any others left?”

 

“I only checked on Sigmund and Jade on the way here,” he sighed, aging ten years as his expression fell.  “I don’t know what happened to Jade, but Sigmund…  Couldn’t bear to be lodeless.”

 

Lodeless.  Hearing the words actually spoken somehow put the matter in another light, and as the thought sank in I realized that the queasiness in my gut was not solely from the fading liquor.  I reached into my tunic and drew forth my talisman.  It still shone with life, but even now I fancied that I could see the soft, white energy fade a little with each pulse.

 

Gavol bit his lip and looked away when he saw the light, and I saw his hand go to his own chest reflexively.

 

My knuckles were white as I replaced my talisman, and my voice was brittle as virgin frost.  “What are you so worked up about, Gavol?  You’re du Felis, you’ll be fine.”

 

“You think this is easy for me either?” he cried, pounding his fist into the wall.  “You think I like hanging you out to dry?  But when your talisman finally gutters out, you’ll be a walking luck-sink.  I can’t even go with you without my own influence walking all over you.”

 

I nodded mutely, watching dust filter down in the candlelight as the wall swayed from his assault.  The fated would eat the lodeless alive, without even trying.

 

“You need to get out of here,” he said, turning from the wall in agitation. “There’s just no other way.”

 

I nodded once more, but couldn’t find the energy to rise.  “I know.  But where can I go?”  



It had been decades since one of the Aster had fallen, but now my own had.  My limbs were leaden, and not just for lack of Equuleus’ boon of strength.  Just like that, I’d lost it all.  My trade, my inheritance, even my very name.  Regis du Equu was dead – I was du Nemo now.

 

Gavol paced back and forth, the floorboards creaking beneath his boots.  After several circuits, he stopped suddenly and whirled towards me, eyes glinting.  “What of the star?”

 

I cocked my head and frowned my confusion at him.

 

“The fallen one.  Ursus’ eye.”

 

My own eyes widened and my head rose, as a giddy hope sprang up, but I strangled it ruthlessly.  “You know that countless others will seek it out.  Other lodeless aside, the du Ursu will want it to restore their Aster, while the du Aquil will try to prevent them."

 

“Be that as it may, it’s still a chance to seize your own fate once more.”

 

I rose from my chair, finding some energy now that I had a direction besides ‘away.’  “Well. I might as well die going somewhere.”

 

“That’s the spirit,” he said with a smile that was happier than his eyes.  “You pack.  Let me check around about that star.”

 

It didn’t take me long to pack.  The du Equu had a close affinity with the Earth – we had been strong, surefooted, and masters of rope.  I was unusual in not choosing an agrarian path; though Equuleus’ boon did not encompass directly the martial or hunting spheres, I still found myself well suited to a life in the wilds.  As such, my gear was well maintained and quick to hand.

 

Just over half a candlemark later, Gavol had returned, bearing a sheaf of hastily scrawled notes that he fanned out over my rough desk.

 

“You’re packed.”

 

“Of course.”

 

“Good.  I checked with several of the guards and got their impressions, but even better, Kell was in the observatory and saw it all.  The eye fell almost due north, and she estimates it landed less than two hundred leagues away.”

 

My mouth twisted into something too wry to be a smile, and my laugh was drier than the scouring sands.  “That's two to three weeks of trekking in the deep wilds.  Just possible enough for someone with nothing to lose to make the attempt.”

 

“But Mistvale is one of the northernmost settlements.  Starting from here, you’ll have a leg up on everyone else.”

 

I nodded.  “Exactly.  Hence ‘just possible.’  It’s still suicide, though, and you know it.  Even if I have a head start, Orion’s spear, Lupus’ nose, or any of the hundreds of boons that I’ll be up against will more than even the scales.  I’ll just end up delivering these notes to someone who ‘deserves’ the star more.”  My expression lost a shade of its bitterness.  “But thank you all the same.”

 

He nodded, eyes shining wetly, but he wouldn’t raise his head as he passed over the papers.  I leaned over and gripped his hand, hard.

 

“It’s only the truth, Gavol.  My story may be ending soon, but I can still appreciate your sentiment.” I let his hand go and swept the papers up.  Hefting my pack, I gave the room one last, careful check.  The silence drew out until at last I turned and strode from my former abode without a second glance.

 

The sun was just beginning to peek above the horizon as I neared the palisade.  The gates creaked open at my approach and stayed that way, but the looks the guards gave me made it clear that I would not easily pass again.

 

I made my way across the open ground to the outermost ditch, but as I crossed it, a shadow detached itself from the forest and strode towards me, resolving into a heavyset man with long, wild hair.  Even on the open gravel path, his dark leathers seemed to cling to the forest gloom, but he smiled at my approach.

 

“Reg.  I was hoping you would make an appearance today.”

 

“Stuff it, Teller.  You know I want nothing to do with you or your kind.”

 

He clucked his tongue.  “Reg, I know we’ve had our differences in the past, but you’re an intelligent man.  You must realize just how the situation has changed – you’re dark constellation now.  You’re one of us.”

 

If looks could kill, I would have gained or claimed a bounty just then.  Not that it would have mattered much.  “Just because I’m du Nemo doesn’t mean I’m going to turn black.  I don’t want anything to do with you, void hugger.”

 

His smile remained, though it cooled a degree. “Easy there, sport.  You’ve had a rough night so I’ll cut you some slack, but don’t push it.  You’ll change your tune soon enough once your well runs dry.  Good luck out there – try not to use it up all at once.”

 

I grimaced and bit back an acid remark, maintaining a stony silence as I brushed past him and stalked into the undergrowth.

 

I stuck to the game trails and natural pathways, avoiding the main roads as best I could.   The first night was among the hardest I’d experienced.  I found a small clearing among the upland pines and lay a careful fire.  The weather was fair as I lay out in a small clearing and stared up at the stars.  The last glow from my talisman flickered out, and the Aster cavorted above as I cried myself to sleep.

 

The next day dawned clear as well, and I pushed on, checking my compass and the notes.  It was at least two weeks ahead, and I would have to forage at least some food along the way before the end of it.

 

Though my talisman was an inert lump against my chest, I prayed for my luck to hold.  Maybe the other seekers wouldn’t start close enough.  Maybe they’d take a different path.  Maybe I could maintain some sort of lead.  Maybe, maybe, maybe.  I could only hope.

 

I crossed a flooded stream, and then quickly climbed a tangle of brush on the other side.  Maybe this won’t be so bad after all, I thought, cresting the ridge with a spring in my step.



I saw the snare too late.

 

Live by the rope, die by the rope, I guess.
      

      
   
      The Cat in the Box


      

      
      
         Imagine, if you will, a cat in a box.



No, this isn’t about Schrodinger’s Cat. I’m not trying to make any points about the nature of quantum physics. I just like the metaphor. It might not be perfect, but please, try to understand.



I put a cat into a box. The box is sound proof, air tight, blah blah blah. The details aren’t super important, just the idea that nothing from the outside can interact with the inside of the box as long as the lid is closed.



Logically, the cat will probably suffocate or starve to death. You’ll never be able to know until you check, but the longer time passes, the more likely it is that the cat inside has perished.



It only makes sense, after all. It’s just a hollow cube, what more could a cat possibly get up to inside?



Suppose I put a cat into a box, and then tell you what happened to it inside. It’s not just a box, there’s an entire universe inside! The cat lives a full and happy life, blissfully unaware of the confines of its reality.



Or perhaps the cat doesn’t starve to death, but is instead murdered by a roaming pack of tiny gremlins that were hiding inside the box.



You’d call me a liar, right? Or perhaps say that I’m criminally insane. Such things aren’t possible, after all. But, closed off in that box, hidden from observation, isn’t there just the slightest chance that they are? An infinitesimally small chance that a journey of magic and mayhem beyond your comprehension has been experienced by this lucky feline.



Suppose I tell you a story. A story of what happens to the cat inside the box, a tale of love and loss, of overcoming odds and succumbing to despair. A story with highs and lows. You weep as the cat weeps, your blood pumps along with theirs as the climax builds, and you are left stunned by the ultimate ending that wraps everything up perfectly.



But the box is still sitting there, unopened. You could check. You’d probably just find a dead cat, with no evidence that any word of my story was in the slightest bit true.



But for at least a moment, wasn’t it? The truth of the story, the heart of the narrative resonated within you as you rooted for the cat to overcome their obstacles. The story made you feel, made you want it to be true. For just a second, that infinitesimal chance of this being reality for the cat inside the box became one-hundred percent in your eyes.



I could keep doing this, spinning new tales of heroism and romance. Each spin becoming a new twist, a new reality, a new possibility, a new truth. A number of stories to rival the number of stars in the sky, each narrative painting the cosmos anew.



Would you still want to check? If you pry open that lid and are met by the stench of dead cat, all the stars in the sky would crumble to dust, and only a cruel and boring reality would be left behind.



What if you couldn’t check? What if the box was somehow removed from your grasp, by time or by space? Would you hold my words in a little higher weight? Would you rate some stories as being more plausible than others? With a sufficient enough argument, would you consider some of the stories truth?



…But this is all a load of rubbish, isn’t it? Even though the words of an author can be considered that of a god, I can not exceed my own limits. Infinity is not within my grasp. I’m probably not even that good of a writer. If I told you the story of the cat in the box, I’m sure the best I would get is “It was pretty decent.”



There’s a reason I’m telling you all of this. This convoluted metaphor has gotten a little off track. You, whoever you are, whoever has found this message that I cast into the heartless sea, by some miracle my words have reached you.



These words are probably not enough to open the lid on the box, but they are my heart. Human hearts are little different than a catbox. We cloak ourselves in personas and narratives and lies, and very rarely do we open the box to show someone else what's inside.



I think most people refer to this as “love.”



I am not a person who deserves love, so instead, I will do my best to convey myself to you, oh fateful stranger.



You may have heard of a certain incident by now. I’m sure it has made quite the news story. How could it not, when so many people are dead? When all the evidence of what happened to them was destroyed in such a grand and explosive fashion?



Perhaps it is called a massacre. Or an accident. A great mystery. I honestly do not know what the world will think of this incident, of those that no longer remain in this world, their stories never told. Perhaps you don’t know of it at all, and I’m wasting my time.



I knew them. All of them. They were family. Friends. Coworkers. I loved some of them. I despised others. They were human beings, through and through. Some were capable of great kindness, others of extraordinary cruelty.



They’re all dead now, gone forever. Sealed in a unopenable catbox, lost to the ashes of time. I’m sure the media will come up with their own stories of what happened on that fateful day, to those people. Each story, another star in the sky, a possibility, a fracture of reality. If enough people believe in one story in particular, it will become the accepted version of events.



Even now, as I sit here writing these words, only one thing is certain.



It’s all my fault.



These words of mine are a confession. All of those people are dead because of my actions.



I hated them. I wanted them all to die.



I hated myself.



Some were cruel to me. They kicked me around, used me as a dumping ground for their own issues. I wanted them to feel the suffering they inflicted on others.



Some were kind to me, but it turned out their kindness was filled with sharp barbs, their generosity only a means to fulfill their own selfish desires.



There were a few… I loved them. Their feelings were pure, but my love was poison. I was not the person they thought I was. I was an ugly, wretched creature. I did not deserve love, but I yearned for it anyway. I reached for the sun and my wings burned away. I could not bear to open up the catbox inside my heart, because I knew they would be horrified by what they found there.



I didn’t believe I could reach a happy ending.



In life, I was powerless. But there was one realm where I had unlimited power.



You’re reading it right now.



Even now, I could be lying, right? This entire message could just be a complete work of fiction. Every raw bit of myself that I pour onto these pages could be cold and calculated work of an author.



It was with that power I found my solace. I wrote stories in which I had power. Power to crush those I hated. Power to twist up those who thought they were kind to me in their own lies. The power to be a kind of person who was actually worthy of love.



I wrote countless tales—utter pieces of dreck, most likely, but each was a part of me, an elaborate revenge fantasy.



It was a madness that consumed me. Only in my stories could I be someone. Reality was worthless to me. I was ready to die.



But I was too much of a coward to pull the trigger.



Not alone.



Born in that black hole of despair was the spark of an idea, to make my stories into reality. To erase all evidence of the real world, so that only my stories remained. I planned it all out, prepared everything I would need, set everything up in advance, carefully plotted every move.



It would be perfect. I would have power, and they would all suffer and die.



When the day finally came, I was giddy with mad excitement. I was ready to end it all, to paint my story, my legacy in the blood of those I felt had wronged me.



I challenged them to play my game.



And then everything went wrong.



I underestimated the selfishness and cruelty of them, especially when they were backed into a corner. They turned on each other faster than I could blink, or raise a gun.



In truth, I don’t know exactly what happened. I never fired a shot. I couldn’t bring myself to kill another human being.



But I wanted to. I was ready to. And I provided the means, the motive, the weapons for the crime to occur, and the explosives that wiped all evidence of wrongdoing off the face of the earth.



Through cruel irony, and the sacrifice of someone who loved me, someone who I did not deserve, only I live. Only I can tell this tale and pry the lid off the catbox.



Even now as I sit here, writing these words, prepared to throw them to wherever fate takes them, a loaded gun sits on my table. I hope I can find the courage to do what I should have done before.



If I had just been able to die alone, they would all still be alive right now.



To whomever finds this letter…



The catbox is in your hands, now. I do not know what is spoken of this incident in the future. I do not know what stories are told of what happened on that day. But I suspect they are far grander than the truth.



Even my confession is pretty vague on the details. It doesn’t make for a very compelling narrative. These events of that day, and the people the happened to. They all meant something to me, for good or for bad. But to you they are but nameless strangers. There is nothing to differentiate them from the countless tales of tragedy that happen across the world daily that you have no knowledge of.



But a good story about what happened inside that box could make you care. Give the story a protagonist, a hero to relate to. Give it a dastardly villain, a scheme to stop. Tell a tale of hope and struggles. Even though you know it would end in tragedy, you would get caught up in the narrative all the same.



It would be a better story than mine.



I don’t have much in the way of last wishes. My regrets cannot be settled. All that’s left is you.



I’m not sure what exactly you’re supposed to take from this. I’d like to think that, whoever you are, that you can understand me a little. That my words had some kind of impact on someone that didn’t result in senseless destruction.



I’m reaching the end of this message, soon. Too much longer, and I won’t be able to stuff all this paper into the bottle. I should have written smaller, but that would be hard on you, wouldn’t it?



It’s funny to think that each word I write is just a countdown until the moment I die. Perhaps I’m rambling on a little bit more to delay my ultimate fate.



By the time you read this, it will be far too late to save me. My sins blacken the earth wherever I step, and I do not deserve to partake of this world any longer. All I can hope is that I have the courage to do what needs to be done.



But perhaps I don’t. Perhaps I will wallow in cowardice once more, and run away from my just desserts, fleeing, unable to face my crimes. That I should live on despite all I’ve done seems wretched and inconceivable.



But perhaps I could live. I could find a life. I could find forgiveness from others, and from myself. I could meet people who weren't cruel, and who were genuinely kind. I could write stories that bring happiness instead of pain. I could learn to love myself, which I could then use to build genuine love with others.



Even though such a story seems ludicrous, that possibility is not zero.



Please, whoever you are, tell me.



Is the cat in the box alive or dead?
      

      
   
      Freedom


      

      
      
         “So, I promised I’d have work stories,” I begin, as we start our long walk back home. There’s a pause after that as I figure out how to phrase this. I spent most of dinner pointedly not talking about what my trip to Tokyo was like, so it’s a bit awkward to get around to it now. I guess I might as well be blunt. Alex isn’t exactly overly sensitive. “And uh… basically, they demoted me. Kind of. But I’m still employed which is really nice.”



“Employment is good,” Alex agrees, with his usual neutral tone. It’s hard to figure out what he’s thinking a lot of the time. Not because he’s cagey or taciturn or anything—he just doesn’t wear it on his sleeve. “So I take it your boss took Carl’s side them. Do you lose any salary?”



“Oh, no. Not like that.” I wave it off. “I wasn’t demoted in that sense. But… well.” I kind of felt this would be a longer story, but now that I line it all up in my head, it really is pretty straightforward. “So I sent that email to the COO about Carl. That he’d been passing off his work to others, making promises to clients he knew were untrue, and all that bullshit with the manufacturing subsidiary.” I check quickly to make sure Alex is following. Seems so. Pretty sure I told him that story anyway. “The last straw was when he changed the schedule for the staff meeting and uninvited me so I wouldn't show up.”



“Right,” Alex nods. Still not sure what he’s thinking. He’s a hard guy to read sometimes—for me, anyway. He’s about the same height as me, and honestly, our builds aren’t that different, but he’s stockier. Like, stronger? Throw in the short haircut and the neat beard and the poker face, and I always got this really stoic vibe from him. Even if that’s not always quite true.



Anyway, I should go on. I’m putting too many pauses in this whole conversation.



“So, I was pretty blunt.” I wince a little at the memory, since I very nearly got myself fired. But, hey, I didn’t.  “I called his behavior ‘aggressive and unprofessional’ and said I wasn’t sure I could work with him anymore. And got some time on the COO’s calendar while we were both in Tokyo to discuss it.” Back when I still thought there was a good chance he’d take my side.



I wait a bit, for like, a nod or a “right” or something, but Alex just keeps looking, so after a moment I go on. “Well, I guess, the outcome was… I mean, there’s no way I could have predicted it. But with the full benefit of hindsight, knowing where I’m working, it makes total sense. Like, I can’t really say I’m surprised. Um… so, basically.”



I take a breath and spread my hands out. “He sat me down and explained that ‘You two are coworkers’ and ‘I want you to team up on this’ is just a thing he says to raise morale. And ‘Because this is a workplace where managers run things by respect instead of authority,’ Carl is totally my boss. And he assumed I knew Carl was my boss because Carl has fifteen years of seniority on me and is four pay grades above me. I asked why we’re equal on the org chart, and he said he never updates that thing because it’s ‘unfriendly.’ So.”



Alex draws a breath in through his teeth. Tilts his head a bit. Glances my way. “Okay.”



“Yeah,” I agree, equally stiff. “Then he says that if I don’t ‘respect’ Carl, maybe this isn’t the right job for me, and I spend twenty minutes kissing ass until he says I can keep my job. Plus another hour kissing Carl’s ass and apologizing profusely.”



He gives a half-shrug. “Employment is good. You feeling okay?”



“Yeah,” I say. After a moment, I go on. “Actually, I feel really good about this. Like, really good. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still a bit stressed in the here and now. Like, this all happened yesterday—today for me, with the jet lag—so I’m still coming to terms with it? But this is a good thing.”



That gets Alex’s attention, and he turns his head to look at me head on. I can even read a bit of a quizzical expression there, which is unusual for him. “You want to break that one down for me?”



“Sure.” I wave my hands a bit in the air, illustrating nothing in particular. “Like, back when I thought I had some control over the outcome of the optical chip project, that meant I was also responsible for the outcome. It’s why I took the risk of sending the COO that email. Because, if I said nothing, and Carl ruined the project, that would be my fault. Project ruined, tens of millions of dollars wasted, people would lose their jobs, all that. So I had to say something.”



I lift my pointer finger in the air to emphasize what comes next, touching my thumb and middle finger to form an O. “But now! Now the optical chip project is entirely under the control of Carl—a corrupt, incompetent jackass who thinks that optical chips and silicon chips are pretty much the same thing because they’re both computer parts. And there’s no way for me to change his mind or get rid of him. Thus, failure is certain. And if the outcome is the same no matter what I do, then ipso facto, I’m not responsible for it.”



I take in a big breath and let it out. Let some of that stress go. “So, I’m just going to, you know. Work just hard enough not to get fired. Focus on my hobbies. Start looking for another job over the next few months.”



“Uh…” Alex looks down at the ground. Clears his throat. Rubs one of his eyebrows with two fingers. “Okay. And you don’t think Carl is going to, you know. Notice this change in behavior?”



“No, actually, we get along way better now,” I say, keeping my tone chipper. It’s not actually all that fake though. I do feel better just having said it. “Like, credit where it’s due, he didn’t hold a grudge. He just said that he was the boss now, and I said ‘Right-o’ and we’ve gotten along great since. Like…”



I talk with my hands a bit more, pressing them together and spreading my fingers open. “For example. You remember that industrial engineering position I was doing the hiring interviews for? Well, I’d pretty much settled up on who it was going to be. We had a few people who were really great candidates and nailed the interview. But then Carl walks up and says he has a nephew who he thinks would be just dandy for the role.” A swipe of a finger emphasizes the word. “So if I could give him an interview to ‘see how competent he is’ that would be peachy-keen.”



I turn the finger into an upturned palm. It’s a bit like a shrug—or conveys much of the same meaning at least. “Now in the old days that would have started a fight. I’d have accused Carl of nepotism, he’d have said it was a harmless suggestion and I was an asshole, there would have been a big scuffle. All of that. But now I can just say ‘You’re the boss, boss.’ And that really helped him out.”



“Oookay.” This time I can read Alex’s face. He has this Aura of Disapproval thing he does sometimes. It’s not angry, exactly, but there’s this stiffness in the features. “Well the important thing is you stuck to your principles.” Also, deadpan sarcasm.



“Yeeeeah.” I draw the word out, and give a half nod. “Not saying I didn’t deserve that. But this job’s taken a lot out of me, and it hasn’t given a lot back. At this point I’ve decided I’m not staying. So…” I hold my palms flat up to the world and spread them out. “Embrace oblivion.”



“That’s the tagline? That’s what you’re going with?” Alex asks, the disapproval a little more obvious in his tone now.



“Yeah, I think so. And hey!” My tone gets a little lighter. “Now we have an exact time frame. It takes nine months of employment at CPC to go from a functional member of society to a death cultist. Because only the reaper’s beloved touch can free us from this torment.”



“Yeah…” He clears his throat. “Okay. Sure.”



I give him a moment to see if he’ll elaborate, and when he doesn’t, I strike a light tone. “If there’s something you want to say…” I open my hands. “I mean, I won’t be offended, dude.” Not that that usually stops him anyway, but it’s polite to offer.



“No, I mean, yes, there’s a lot I want to say. But I’m not sure I can really manage better than you did right there. Like…” He shrugs. “‘Embrace oblivion’ kind of covers it.”



“I don’t really see it as a bad thing,” I say, once I’m sure he’s done. “I mean, nobody ever said responsibility was fun. It’s a thing you’re supposed to do because if you don’t do it, bad things happen. But if those bad things are totally independent of your actions, then, well. Fuck it. It’s the same reason you don’t feel personally responsible for… I don’t know. Dysentery outbreaks in the third world. Yes, it’s bad, but you’re not exactly a doctor.”



“The guy you passed up for that engineering job might disagree,” Alex says, back to the deadpan tone.



“Oh no.” I kick it up another stage to outright sarcasm. “He’s been denied the opportunity to be an engineer on a doomed project with a corrupt manager who treats his staffers like shit. How will he survive?” I snort. “I’m not saying I wrapped myself in glory there, but let’s keep it in perspective.”



“He still wanted the job,” Alex insists. He’s not one to let a point go.



“I wanted my job eight months ago. That turned out to be…” I pause. “Okay, not a huge mistake, because I like living in California and you’re a good roommate. But I did experience some distinct buyer's remorse.”



“Yeah, no, that’s bullshit,” Alex says quickly, not leaving a pause between our words. “If you’re arguing that the job is so bad you’re doing him a favor by not giving it to him, then that means you were screwing him over when you were going to give it to him in the first place. Either you were doing something wrong then or you’re doing something wrong now.”



Yeah, that’s actually a pretty good point. Like, legit.



“Well then…” I think it over. “I guess we know exactly how much my principles cost. Let’s say it takes me another… I don’t know. Six months to find another good job. A senior engineer gets paid about $6,500 a month. So, basically, Carl said: ‘Hey, will you help me cover up my nepotism in exchange for $49,000?’”



That makes me feel a bit better. That’s a good chunk of change! “And, you know, given the odds he would have overridden me and hired the guy anyway, that’s not an awful rate of exchange—”



“Nope.” Alex is quick. Not sharp or anything, but, quick. Guy doesn’t let up. “Because from everything you’ve told me about him, in the six months of work it takes you to earn that money, Carl is absolutely going to ask you to do other unethical things.”



Well, that puts a bit of a damper on things. I think that over a bit as well. “I could refuse to do those things.”



“Will you?”



“Maybe.” I shrug. “Well, let’s say Carl asks me to do one unethical thing a month then. If that’s true, then I sold one moderate violation of my principles for something between $6,500 and $49,000, depending on what other things he asks me to do and if he fires me for refusing to do them.”



Alex turns his head to give me a long glance at that. “So we’ve got a price range for a minor violation. And based on that, how much exactly would it take for you to go and kill someone?”



“That depends,” I answer, because of course it does. “But, if that’s the next thing Carl asks me to do, I think I’d be willing to kill him for free.” There’s a pause as I think it over. “Because, at that point, killing him would be the moral option, wouldn’t it? Protects other people from his reign of terror.”



“It also aligns with your self-interest nicely.”



“Pretty much. It’s great when those two things go together.” I glance over to my right as we walk, looking at Alex more closely. “So uh…” I pause. “Just to check. We’re cool, right?”



“Yeah,” he replies. “We’re cool.”



“Great,” I say.



For the rest of the walk home, we mostly talk about board games.
      

      
   
      Made in Heaven


      

      
      
         As I laid my head on my pillow, my heavy eyelids started to droop. I had had a long day, but at the same time, I did not want to sleep. Sadly, being human, there wasn’t much I could do about that.



And the moment I go off to dreamland, I find myself within the forest. The forest stretches onwards, continuously onwards, almost never-ending, but I can see the light at the very end. I walked forwards, one step at a time. I wanted to go faster—I had to go faster, but I simply couldn’t. All I could do was lift one leg up, move it forwards, set it down, and repeat.



Then, as I always do, I hear a loud thundering roar behind me. I could look around for it, but having had this same dream so many times, I knew it was simply pointless. I’d never find it. I just continue walking forwards, waiting for what would happen next.



Thump, thump.



And there it is. The infernal thumping which haunts my repeating nightmare, never ceasing once it starts. Much like the roar, I can never find the source of it, no matter where I look. Even when it comes from directly behind me, I can’t see the source.



I continue walking forwards, towards whatever would be at the end of the forest, until finally-




“-in the stars.”



I woke up, my alarm clock blaring the radio, which always managed to wake me up, so long as I set it. The sun shined brightly through my window, reminding me of the time it hardly felt like. It had been so long since I had last had a peaceful night, I had forgotten what it felt like.



Thump, thump.



This thumping was far less sinister, being merely the sound of my heart beating hard against my ribcage, as if it was trying to escape. Even with my entire body aching, hearing the oddly familiar noise calmed me down a little, as I pulled myself out of bed. “I suppose there’s nothing for it,” I said out loud, out of sheer habit. No one had lived in this shack for at least a decade, before I purchased it.



Knowing I could never have a good day if I didn’t have my morning cup of coffee, I started warming up my kettle. They say you could become addicted to coffee if you drink too much of it, but even if that was the case, I didn’t really care.



Finally, as I was fully caffeinated, I made my way over to the half-rotten staircase. They creak as I walk up them, but I was never worried that they would collapse. They had lasted me this long, they’d last me a bit longer still. You could say the very same about the house itself, honestly. It was more of a shack than a house, but it served its purpose of accommodating me well, and it would continue to do so for awhile.



On the rooftop, which the stairs happened to lead up to, the camera and telescope contraption I made all by myself a few months ago, were still where I left them. Pointing up at what would a particular cluster of stars, were it night name. What made this cluster so interesting, is that it seemed to be slowly shrinking, and moving. 



As per my daily routine, I watched the previous night’s video, and it once again it shows me what I had been seeing for about a month now. The stars shrinking and moving. I knew what I had to do. Out of the pocket of the shirt I slept in, I pulled out the piece of paper I had been using to track their movements. I started the video over again, laid my pencil on the paper, and started to draw. 



Or at least, I started to.



 Thump, thump. 



My heart sunk as I started to trace. It felt familiar, the movements I was making, and my heart was thumping in a way too familiar to me. I looked down at the paper for as long as I could without feeling like I was sick, and confirmed exactly what I had figured from the very first thump of my heart. 



 I had feared this day would come once more; the pattern had started to repeat itself. Each time it did so, there was but one thing to do: move. I didn’t bother with where exactly, for my heart would know. It pulled me towards the place I felt I must go, even now. I never questioned why it worked, why moving would change the very stars themselves, for it always worked. I had resisted moving, the first time it happened. But when my heart started to thump, thump, THUMP, even louder and stronger as each day went past, I realized I had no choice. 



But this time, as my heart pulled me ever onwards, it felt different. There was a sense of finality about it. I knew there was but one thing to do next, and hope it would last me long enough.




“Mommy, mommy! Who’s that man over there? I think I recognize him!” I heard a kid’s voice, as I walked down the city street in my tattered clothes.



I smiled to myself, not being surprised the kid recognized me, as disheveled as I looked. I used to be quite famous, I had to say. Of course that all changed that day… but what point is there in reminiscing? 



“Howard! You know it’s impolite to point to strangers on the street like that.” I heard another voice, from whom I would have to assume was the kid’s mother. “Although… you’re right, he’s kind of familiar. Why, is that- No, it couldn’t be, he disappeared months ago.”



I was tempted to tell her that was exactly who I was, but there was no point. She wouldn’t believe me if I did. So I just continued my walk to the bank in relative peace.



Upon getting to the bank, I walked up, back rigid, a small gleam in my eye. “Hello. I’d like to withdraw all the money in my account,” I said to the teller behind the counter.



She took one look at me, and stifled a laugh. I wasn’t too angry at her, I hardly looked the part of eccentric millionaire anymore. “Really, sir?” she asked in a mocking tone.



I sighed, and pulled out my bank card. Sliding it over to her, I said, “Yes, really.”



Picking up the card, she looked down at it, and up to me. And then back down to the card, and back up to me. Stunned, she simply went into the back, and returned with a few hundred dollars in cash. I had it explicitly set up so that I got all my money in bill. 



As I walked out, cash in pockets, I heard her call out, “Have a good day, sir,” in a far more polite tone. I felt happier after that.




Well, there it was, my new house. All I had to do was take a walk, and my heart would pull me towards it. It was an almost magnetic attraction. 



This house was even older than the one I had been staying out, and far more run down. But it worked for what I wanted, and that was all that mattered. There was even a balcony, which would make the recording much easier. 



Opening the door, several rats scuttled out, startling me a little. “I guess I’m not the first thing to live in this house for a hundred years,” I chuckled, as I walked in. I didn’t really like rats, but at the same time, I had nothing against them. 



Getting everything set up the way I was used to wasn’t hard, seeing as I had done it several times before. True, I had a few run ins with some mischievous rats, but I easily dealt with them.



There was even a cellar, something I wasn’t expecting. Walking inside, the very first thing that I noticed was the smell. There was an awful smell, the product of what seemed to be hundreds of rats which lived down there, all of whom scuttled out the moment I opened the door. As the last rat ran out, I noticed a huge chalk circle inside the cellar. It covered most of the floor, actually. There was some rusty stains in the middle of it, which looked oddly older than the circle itself. Weird, I had to admit. But it was hardly a deal breaker, and seeing as I had no real reason to come down here again, I didn’t even mind the smell too awful much.



Later that day, as the sun started to set, I found myself up on the balcony. I was checking the telescope, making sure it was set up properly. Stare at a patch of stars long enough, and you tend to remember where they are, no matter where you yourself are positioned, or so I had found. But it still paid to double check.



Finally, having made sure that the telescope was pointing in the right place, I taped the camera back to its previous position, and hit the record button. That the battery lasted so long, each and every night, always managed to impress it. But when you have access to the newest and best technology, everything impresses you. 



 Thump, thump. 



As I walked down to my bedroom, my heart started to thump harder than ever. Harder even than when I looked upon my sketch for too long. I staggered, and slumped against the wall. I took a deep breath, and waiting for the thumping to calm down. Pulling myself together, I walked back down the stairs. Deep inside of me, I felt a compulsion. A compulsion to see what the final drawing would be, so I had to last that long. No matter how my heart felt, I had to continue pressing onwards.



I finally made my way back to the bedroom, and threw myself upon the bed. I fell asleep almost instantly, forgetting to set my alarm clock for the morning.




 Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. 



From the moment I first entered the dream, I knew something was different. The thumping was there from the very beginning, and looking around, I realized that wherever I was, it certainly wasn’t the forest I was used to. 



As I continued to look around, I realized I had no idea where I was. All that surrounded me was an inky blackness, with small twinkling lights in the distance. Was this space? My feet weren’t on anything concrete, that was for sure. I tried to move forwards, and it felt as if I was swimming. I knew I should have been afraid of this endless void, but I wasn’t.



Continuing my swimming, for lack of anything better to do, I I felt myself pulled being pulled towards some unknown destination. Once again, I figured there was no point fighting it, and just swam that way. As I went forwards more, the very darkness itself started to press down upon me, almost suffocate me, but it didn’t slow me down. I just kept on going to wherever I was being lead. 



Finally, after swimming for what had felt like an eternity, I was rooted in place by some unknown force. Looking around, I noticed that the scenery at the very least, was different than what I was used to. In front of me, in all its blinding brilliance, was a star. 



But not for long. Soon after I noticed it, it started to shrink. Or, maybe, shrink wasn’t the right word. It started to be engulfed by a certain darkness. It was vaguely familiar to me, though I could not say why. And as it swallowed up the star, it started to move it; it was then that I realized exactly where my dream had taken me.



When the star had been fully consumed, the darkness started to expand and stretch, and form a shape. There was but one word to describe the final shape it ended up as: Wrong. It hurt my eyes to look upon it, it looked like it folded in upon itself, whilst expanding at the exact same time. But I wasn’t afraid, far from it. My heart, from the very moment I stared upon it, flew up in elation, and beat a happy tune.



And as I watched its myriad of stretches and contortions, and other movements for which there were no words, I saw one specific part of it stretch out. Towards me, it stretched, looking like some kind of demonic arm, well befitting such a nightmare. I started to feel my heart itself be pulled towards i-




I woke up in a cold sweat, my heart beating even faster now in my chest. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it would be beating the very rhythm of the stars themselves, had I stopped and listened long enough. 



As I tried to pull myself out of bed, my feet felt as heavy as lead, and the rest of my body felt like I had gotten into some sort of fight in the middle of the night. As I walked out to the kitchen, I realized I hadn’t even set up my coffee machine, I couldn’t help but laugh, as my heart continued to pound its rhythm, and pull me towards the balcony. 



I trudged onwards, not having a choice in the matter. Even if, for whatever reason, I wanted to walk away, I knew I wouldn’t be able to. This is what my heart was telling me, and it had never lied. And besides, the stars were calling out to me; who am I not to answer them?  



It honestly felt like I was still in that dream, but the warmth of the sun shining down through the cracks in the roof disproved that notion. I was nearly at the top now; maybe I was still in my dream, it certainly seemed like everything was taking much longer than it should.



The bracing fresh air that hit my face the moment I stepped out onto the balcony did little to make me feel better. All it did was remind me of the time that this nightmare started, so many months ago now. 



There was only one thing to do now, so I untaped the camera from its normal resting place, and placed it on the table that I had moved up there. I laid the piece of paper onto the table, and held the camera up, as I got out my pencil and held it above said paper. 



I started the camera, and once again, all it showed was that same patch of stars shrinking and moving. But as I watched further, I realized why this time felt so final. For I saw by the end of the video, as my hand came to a stop, the last of the stars go out. 

Standing there, camera in one hand, pencil in the other, my arm suddenly convulsed and threw the camera right off of the balcony. I guessed it was my body’s last attempt at self-preservation, but it came too late. I looked down at the camera lying on the ground, clearly broken, and wondered what would have happened had I thrown it away in time. 



But seeing as that didn’t happen, I did what I knew I must do next. I looked at the sketch, and saw that it was finished. I knew this because as soon as I looked down, I was suddenly enlightened. Or, enlightened further, I should say. For the brief moment that I at it, I understood absolutely everything. Including what was going to happen to me, and how little control I had over it. And for that fleeting moment that felt like forever, I was truly happy.



As I looked up from the paper, my eyelids started to droop. It was starting already… or maybe it was simply continuing. I was barely in control of my feet anymore, I realized on my long trek down the stairs. A sudden shudder ran down my spine, as it finally hit me that I was no longer in control. So I simply let my eyes close.




As I came to, the first thing I noticed, again, was the awful smell. I was downstairs, standing in the exact middle of the chalk circle. Stacked up against the wall was a pile of rat corpses, and in my hands was a knife, now looking rusty. And my heart felt a terrible, wonderful joy. 



Looking down at my feet, I saw the pattern. The pattern which had been drawn on that paper, but which I had first seen fully finished in my most recent dream. It was the shape of that monstrosity, drawn in blood. No wonder there were so many dead rats.



 Thump. Thump. Thump. 



At first, I thought the thumping was the sound of my own heart, beating in terror. But I soon realized how wrong I was, when I felt an icy grip upon my shoulder. It felt like a hand, but so unlike a hand that I wanted to vomit into the nearest receptacle. And the grip started to lower itself into my very body. 



 Thump, thump. 



I laid down on the symbol, waiting for what I knew would happen next. The familiar thumping of my heart calmed me, as I felt the icy grip of that thing approach it. As soon as what would be the hand touched it, my heart slowed to almost a standstill. Then, as I knew would happen, I felt the coldness within me expand. It grew inside of me, starting to fill me up, mold itself to me. And as it did so, I felt myself start to die. 



 Thump, thump. 



And at that final thump, I simply had to laugh. Even though my heart was slower than a snail, not beating for seconds on end, there was still a loud thump. The little humanity now left within me found that so funny, it couldn’t resist laughing.



A saying I often heard from my friends, and even my family was, “Your fate is written in the stars under which you were born.” Well, if they could see me now, they might find it funny just how awfully right they are. For my destiny now controls me. And if this is what fate has in store for the rest of mankind, my final hope is that everyone else goes peacefully.
      

      
   
      Published in the Stars


      

      
      
         It began, as many odd discoveries did, in a small midwestern college.



The observatory was in the loving hands of graduate students during summer vacation, with all of the professors and PhD students having gone to their family get-togethers and only a few lowly Masters students still remaining.  Between pizza and beer runs, there were games of Dungeons and Dragons, a few SETI experiments, and the eternal quest for an astronomical oddity which could be made to look obscene with the right shading.  Before retiring for the night, the last student in the facility loaded up his laptop with a software package some CalTech student named Evarts Friedman had designed to assist with Near Earth Object detection and attached it to the CCD array on the telescope.



So in a way, a combination of insomnia, Red Bull overdose, and pure curiosity led to what might have been the most important discovery of humankind.



The documentation for the statistical software package was erratic, as it had been developed by a fellow Masters degree student and of course abandoned the moment the degree had been mailed, but Ravi Ravidesh persisted while the laptop thunked and chirped.  It was supposed to allow a single pass of the heavens to be captured, isolated, reduced, compressed, and extrapolated out into a short character string instead of multi-gigabyte image files, therefore allowing multiple images of the sky to be compared in much briefer periods of time.  That is, if you discounted the immense multi-gigabyte size of the software package to start with, and the long period of time it took to process an image from the telescope.  A rational human being would have compared the time to examine ordinary photography with the time it took to run GigaSkyScan8K, carried the two, and decided to spend the extra time in their life doing something productive, like watching late-night infomercials.



Students are not rational creatures, no matter how much they protest in the inverse.



After failing to make heads or tails out of the documentation until the dawning sun caused the end of observatory time, Ravi packed his stuff back up, unplugged the microwave, swept most of the litter into a lawn and leaf trash bag, and drove back to his dorm room for a nap.  Somewhere around noon, he rose again, opened his laptop, and in a fit of confusion caused by lack of sleep, double-clicked on the data file instead of the obese statistics package.



If that was as far as he had gone, the world may never have known what followed.



Written across his screen in a Notepad window, was a fairly short series of ASCII characters, which was supposed to be about ten gigabytes of sky pictures which the software had compressed and analyzed into a checksum of the sky, in a manner of speaking.  Instead, he read it out loud in order to see if it made more sense.



MOTHEROFMANKINDWHATTIMEHISPRIDEHADCASTHIMOUTFROMHEAVN



Ravi hesitated with his finger over the ‘close’ button.  It seemed rather odd, even if his Bangladeshi roommate had been playing a practical joke on him.  Instead, he opened a different data file and read.



WHEREWHEREISMYUNCLECRIEDELIZABETHDARTINGFROMHERSEATASSHE



A few minutes with the student’s best friend, Google, and a test of each of the other data files revealed phrases from Proust, the King James version of the Bible, and two different phrases from Voltaire in the original French.  A full virus scan of the computer revealed no lurking monsters, and only a few pieces of spyware which were probably making a few Chinese hackers scratch their heads as much as Ravi was scratching his.  Checking the executable of GigaSkyScan8k showed no text files lurking inside, and a quick email to the author revealed that he had taken his statistics degree from the California university and fled for more profitable fields, along with a note from his student loan company asking for repayment information on several missed payments.



So Ravi did whatever any other curious student would do with an anomaly such as this.  He put it on his Facebook page and headed out to his summer job.



Two days later, ripples from the original posting had drifted to Shrinivas Kulkarni, the director of Palomar Observatory at California Institute of Technology.  Having tenure at a university meant he had seen far odder things travel by his desk, normally with rejected funding requests attached to them, but he told his computer to download the software over the course of a few hours while he was away from his desk anyway.  After all, he had once suffered through Milton to get his own degree, and the idea of finding the text of Paradise Lost inscribed in the stellar firmament struck him as funny.



Twelve hours later, he did not think it was quite so humorous.



Fifteen hours later when the Director of Computer and Information Systems had been dragged into the growing discussion, she did not find it humorous either.



Seventeen hours later when the Director of CIS had quietly bribed a few graduate students who could still program into attempting to disassemble the gargantuan software package, she began to get nervous.  Although her most recent coding experience involved paper tape and punch cards, she did manage to feed a few online sky photographs into the software package and observe the results.



Hemingway.  Blake.  Woolf.  And worst of all, James Joyce.



The graduate students reported back that the entire software package had either been put together by a mental patient or a genius, and that no text was buried inside or was being brought into the program by way of the internet.  Also, that they were out of pizza and needed another research grant.



The university attempted to put a lid on all of it while sending out a quiet note to the missing programmer in hopes of resolving the mystery without any undue chaos.  This, of course, caused the news of the program and its results to explode into social media.



The download server for GigaSkyScan8K, hosted at CalTech of course, promptly died.



The few copies which had made it out into the wild were copied to various download sites.



They promptly died too.



For about ten minutes, Google attempted to host the software package.



After the internet came back up and some serious throttling was put in place, they tried again.  This time, they were much more successful, mostly because anybody who wanted a copy was downloading it from a torrent.



The Iranians declared the entire event to be a trick of the Great Satan and the Lesser Satan in order to prevent work on their peaceful nuclear program.



The Israelis didn’t say anything, because they had slipped a copy of GigaSkyScan8K infected with a new version of Stuxnet into the Iranian nuclear program computers and were busy turning entire racks of plutonium separation centrifuges into confetti.



MSNBC ran a story on the software package in which they managed to misspell the name of the California Institute of Technology, claimed that the failure to locate the programmer was due to insufficient school funding, and blamed George W. Bush.



The president went golfing.



The City of Seattle sent out a press release denying these ‘stars’ actually existed, and that all the rest of the country was just making it up because stars would just fall out of the sky without anything to hold them up.  Later it was claimed that the mayor’s daughter had discovered an unlocked computer and typed the whole thing up as a joke, which would have made more sense if the mayor had a daughter younger than twenty-seven.



The National Science Foundation filed requests for 14.7 billion dollars worth of grants to research the possibility that the cure for cancer, global warming, erectile disfunction, and budget shortfalls was perhaps inscribed on the Andromeda galaxy, and that only an immediate gathering of all specialists and political consultants in this field would shed light on the subject.  The meeting was proposed for Las Vegas.  



The Scientologists declared the works of L. Ron Hubbard were immortalized above the plane of the eclipse forever and into eternity, which is where the supreme Thelemite Goddess was to reveal herself.



The Mormons refused to admit to the possibility of what was being called ‘stellar handwriting’ until sections of the Book of Mormon were discovered in the constellation of Draco, after which they convened a conclave.



Oral Roberts University announced a fundraiser which brought in several times the annual budget in just one hour.



The Billy Graham Evangelistic Association declared that the discovery of several paragraphs out of their founder’s Christmas sermon was ‘interesting’ and that they were checking to see if any other sermons had been deemed worthy enough to be inscribed in stellar material.



The Holy See declared that the Pope was looking into the situation and would release a statement shortly.  Until then, the faithful were encouraged not to despair or panic, because if the End of All Times were upon the world, certainly His Holiness would have been informed.



Bill Gates announced that Windows 11 would have GigaSkyScan8K built into the operating system much the same as Windows Explorer, and would autoupdate by using the system camera to download updates from the sky.



Evarts Friedman came back from walking the Appalachian Trail, replaced his iPhone which he had managed to dump in a creek the first week out, and opened his mailbox.



After seventeen phone calls to various people who refused to believe it was really him, he managed to contact his faculty advisor for his Masters degree and find out just what had happened over the last few months.  It was a long and drawn-out circuitous conversation, mostly in order for the FBI to track the phone call and get a team into position, and actually left Mister Friedman still completely clueless as to the events of the last two months.



Several hours later, Mister Friedman found himself in Camp David with mixed emotions.  For starters, he had gotten to ride in Marine One, the helicopter that transported the President of the United States, which probably would have been a lot more pleasant if they had left the handcuffs and the hood off.  Secondly, the interrogation would have been somewhat more effective if the interrogate-ee had even the slightest hint of what he was being charged with.  And third, the FBI had confiscated his cell phone before turning him over to the Secret Service, who did not realize what the FBI had done, and attempted to confiscate his phone again, which of course would have worked better if the dead phone they were trying to analyze had not been submerged and left to corrode for two months.



Eventually, the confrontation wound up with the unwilling defendant doing nothing but shouting for a lawyer, any lawyer, every time he was asked a question.



Strangely enough, even as close to Washington D.C. as Camp David was, it still took several hours to find a lawyer willing to work pro bono for a recent student who had a grand total of twelve dollars in his pocket and somewhere in the neighborhood of a quarter-million dollars in student loan debt.



Hector Does, who had graduated from law school and passed the bar a few weeks ago, sat very quietly with his client and brought him up to date on events.  After Evarts Friedman finished laughing, he motioned the lawyer very close and whispered a few sentences in his ear.



The investigators from the FBI and Secret Service who were watching and very carefully not-listening to the ‘accidentally’ not-switched off microphone in the room were frustrated, but did not interfere until Hector left the room and asked to speak to the agent in charge.



This of course led to yet another meeting where a rather nervous Mister Does gave the Attorney General of the United States three options: charge Mister Friedman, release him, or be sued.  If charged, Mister Friedman would stand quite firmly on his Fifth Amendment rights and refuse to say anything, which of course would be exactly what Hector Does would report in his press conference tomorrow.  If not charged and still detained, the press conference would of course be to announce the upcoming lawsuit, during which Mister Friedman would still remain silent.



Both options, Hector pointed out, would leave world opinion and any social unrest pointing firmly at the United States Department of Justice.



The next day, Hector and Evarts held a press conference.  It could have easily been a circus, but with draconian restrictions on the press permitted to attend, mostly restricted to those who did not have a major news anchor throw a nervous breakdown on the air in the last two months, they kept it down to a pool camera and a dozen members of the press.



The first announcement was that Evarts Friedman’s story was going to be made into a book.  It had been already signed for and he had received an undisclosed advance, which was cashed, divided, and mostly in the hands of a good tax attorney. 



Second was an upcoming lawsuit against CalTech, for releasing proprietary software developed by Mister Freeman, without his permission, which had not been given due to a minor bug and documentation updates still pending.



The software package in question recursively sorted stars according to a pseudo-random encryption and compression generator.  For keys, Mister Friedman had used a polymorphic-encrypted multi-gigabyte collection of public domain texts, which he had stripped of punctuation and reduced to seven-bit characters.  The contents of the output file were not important to the program, but their placement within the database indicated just what the contents of the subject photograph was.  If a mobile Near Earth Object caused a point of light to move in the photograph, the pointer into the database changed.



The problem was the code output the decrypted contents of the database, not a pointer.



The second problem was trying to explain the first problem to a group of reporters.



The third problem was trying to get the reporters to be able to repeat the explanation without mangling it beyond recognition.



The fourth problem was convincing the Justice Department not to haul Mister Friedman back into jail and have him arrested for allowing his buggy program to be stolen and then deciding to take a two-month hiking trip without a working phone (which was not a crime, despite several stridently-expressed opinions from younger agents.)








Nearly a year later as Evarts Friedman settled down in his Colorado mountain cabin and adjusted the CCD receiver on his telescope, his phone had settled down enough to be actually turned on once in awhile during the day.  He kept it for sentimental reasons, and as a reminder of the difference that several million dollars worth of book advance could make in a person’s bottom line.  He took a sip of his wine and checked his laptop, which was happily burping along from the digital input of the skies.  After setting the star tracker on the telescope, he replied to a few emails from Hector, who was taking his new yacht out for a spin.  From student to unemployed to retired was a lot shorter trip than both of them had expected, which gave them time to doodle around on various hobbies.



The laptop chirped once, spitting up a message that showed no Near Earth Objects found, which was good.  It would really suck to make all this money just to be blown away by some comet.  He was moving the telescope to a new position when just out of whimsy, he opened up the data file full of pointers, just to be certain.  After all, he had made a few changes to the software before it was ‘accidentally’ leaked again, and it would not do to have errors in the code.



He looked at the result.



Then he closed the window and checked the data file again.



It had not changed.



Leaving the laptop, he strolled through the house over to the writing table and got out his checkbook, mentally calculated fifteen percent, and began writing a check.  It wouldn’t hurt.  He had the money.  And sometimes you just had to take the hint.



Over on the laptop, the open window still remained, showing the last lines of the computer data file.
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      I, The Dreamer


      

      
      
         The Man in the Black Suit knew a great detail about the room he was in. That wasn’t the issue. 



Rather, he was concerned by the fact that the room he was in was the only thing he seemed to possess any knowledge on whatsoever. He stretched a hand out towards the brickwork. Speckled brown and black, the kind that would catch on the fibres of your woollen jumper when, in a crowded hallway, you rubbed up against it. 



He looked at the windows. Old, with the white-painted softwood frames that you could dent with a fingernail, and a half-glaze that did little other than muddy the midday light. 



He took a breath. The smell, biting, of industrial-grade lemon-scented disinfectant, that was as welcome as it was repugnant.



Above all, with every breath, and gaze, and gesture, the Man in the Black Suit knew something was  wrong about the room, in the same dull, detached way that he knew, he knew, without looking, that the mustard-yellow carpet was immaculately clean, and smelled faintly of vanilla. Precisely what was wrong kept escaping him; a faint shadow in the corner of his memory that vanished every time he turned his attention towards it.



He thought back to earlier in the day – it must be daytime; he could see the sunlight through the window – to how he’d ended up here. 



Nothing. 



The date.



Nothing.



His name.



Nothing.



The Man in the Black Suit took a deep breath and shifted his gaze, staring at the blue door, covered with a double coat of paint for durability because heaven knew the children were always scratching at it–



Children. The thought came unbidden, and the Man in the Black Suit latched onto it before it escaped. It was a preschool. The knowledge settled uncomfortably into the back of his mind, almost a memory; as if he’d known from the minute he’d walked into the room just what the building was, but had waited until that moment to cognize it.



And now he saw other things. The melamine-paneled shelves full of picture books, all facing cover-forward like a row of so many supermarket items. The toys strewn haphazardly across the floor as if in some bizarre augury, some missing limbs, or wheels. Above all, the room was suddenly bright, and always had been.



The Man in the Black Suit screwed his eyes shut to block it all out, thinking furiously, trying to tie this sudden awareness to an event, or place, or person. Something, anything, that gave context to the situation.



Nothing. 



The Man in the Black Suit screamed, a feral, deep-throated scream that dragged on, and on, and left him doubled-over and gasping for air in the overwhelming silence.



The silence.



The Man in the Black Suit flinched at the sudden comprehension.

 

It was a preschool, but there were no children. No carers. No staff. No cars in the driveway, nor sounds of traffic in the distance, nor wind rustling through the trees, no birds in the garden, no people, no movement, no sound.



Nothing.



And with this realisation, finally, like an ocean held back by a wall now breached, came a flood of memories. A moment in a café, a conversation, with another man in another suit.  A moment where the whole world had distorted, and a moment where the whole room had folded back in on itself, and then unfolded into nothingness.



And then the moment he’d found himself here, in this dreamlike room, unknowing and alone.



The Man in the Black Suit looked up. 



There was a knock at the door.

 




Diaz walked at a brisk pace, glancing furtively to the side.



What set him on edge, more than the way the whitewashed buildings all blended together, more than the how the long, narrows streets all lead to the same place, and more than the way the evening sky stopped just before it reached the horizon, leaving an ever-changing void between land and the cloud that was at any given moment filled by a backdrop of mountains, or a dark, smog-covered city, or whatever other fragmented memory Pablo had conjured up, were the occasional trees on the sidewalk.



Perhaps it was the way each leaf seemed to occupy two or three places at once, and the way the shadows always seemed to take a few seconds to catch up. Perhaps it was because they were the only ‘living’ things in the dream, save Pablo, Diaz and their mark. Perhaps it was the fatigue starting to get to him. 



Hell if he knew. 



Pablo must have caught him staring, because the next moment Diaz felt a thick arm patting him on the back, and turned to see Pablo giving him a toothy grin.  



 “Gotta problem with ‘em, Di? Rememba what happened last time we let you be the Drafter, eh?”



Diaz kept walking. He was too tired to play that game today.



Drafter and Seeder. Two men, one job, and some bloody good pay. The Drafter’s job was to make and hold the dream together; the Seeder’s was to cover interactions with the mark. 



The whole process was terribly illegal, of course. Terribly, terribly illegal. First and foremost were all the obvious reasons; the invasion of privacy, violation of the sanctity of the individual, yada yada yada. You could say those about most petty crimes.



Dreamjacking, though, was especially frowned upon ‘cause of how often it left the mark without any of their seeded memories. Seed a guy to have dreams about his holiday down the coast last spring? After waking up, he’d swear he’d never heard of the place. Seed a guy with memories of his wife? His kids? Odds were he wouldn’t even remember their names, let alone recognize them.



And that was the bit that turned Diaz’s stomach.



But he’d never walked out on a job.  Yeah, largely because of the pay, but also ‘cause it wouldn’t actually change anything. Whilst good Seeders were about as uncommon as good Drafters, they were hardly a rarity. Diaz knew he was replaceable. Hell; Pablo, as good a Drafter as he was, was hardly the poster boy of job security. The way Diaz saw it, he either he did the job and took home the cash, or some other thug did. Poor soul on the receiving end was going to get it anyway, so there was no use in getting worked up about the whole thing. Business was business.



Course, that didn’t mean he had to enjoy it.



Sck.



Diaz glanced over at a grinning Pablo, and then quickly back other way as Pablo’s face suddenly distorted, his nose sinking into his face, his jaw contracting and lengthening. His whole body followed, muscles and tendons and bones rippling and changing beneath his skin. In a few short moments, paunchy, buck-toothed Pablo was gone; a slim, tan-skinned black-suited man in his place. “You used to laugh at that, you know,” Pablo said after a moment.



“No, I didn’t,” Diaz replied, his gaze firmly on the footpath.



“I’m sure you did.”



“Nope.”



“Not even once?” Pablo said plaintively.



Diaz raised an eyebrow, and shook his head in bemusement.



The first step involved…well, the first step was getting close enough to the mark, and that was a whole other ballgame in and of itself. But once you were close enough to get to work, the first step was to set up the seeding dream. Pablo created the dream, and Diaz went to work.

 

The whole purpose of the charade was to influence the mark’s next dream; a conversation with Diaz, combined with a little technological trickery, would subtly shape the places within the mark’s next dreamscape, and the associated emotions and memories. Any sufficiently expensive wetware could create a dream, and fill it with places and memories from the subjects mind. But that was akin to sitting around living through your old memories; fun at first, sure, but nothing new. Dreamjacking allowed the acquisition of authentic, emotionally coherent, lucid dreams that sold for a hefty price.



Diaz glanced at the one around him, noticing how the houses were distinct buildings now, and the gap between sky and ground had vanished. They were getting close.



“Last one, yeah?” he said, as much a statement as it was a question.



“Correct,” said Pablo. “One more, and you can go on your merry way. How does it feel to be retiring, old man?”



“Good grief, I feel old today.” Diaz replied. “Lost track of how many we’ve run tonight.”



And truth be told, he was tired. Dreamjacking was never just the seeding and harvesting of a single dream; rather, the mark would be seeded, harvested, and reseeded over and over in the one session. Whilst the mark lost his knowledge of the situation after every round, the Seeder and Drafter retained full comprehension. Unless you were as god-forsaken tired as Diaz was, and started forgetting anyway.        

 

“Five, by my count,” said Pablo. “Which makes this the last. Ready?” 



It wasn’t a question, not really. Of course he was ready; what other choice was there?



Diaz took a breath, released it, gave Pablo a thin smile, and nodded.









The settings for the conversations with the mark were more influenced by the mind of the mark than by the choice of Pablo or Diaz. This particular one took place in a small café in the middle of the town, as the previous five had. It was nice enough; a white wood-and-glass construction that sat at the top of a hill overlooking rolling suburban mass below. Pablo silently took a chair by the door as they entered, Diaz approaching the solitary patron.



Martino he thought. That was right.



“Buenas tardes, Martino!  How go things?”



Diaz watched the other man’s expression shift from confusion to elation, and could almost see the cogs spinning in his head. Of course they were friends. Good old Diaz. How could he possibly have forgotten him?



“Buenas tardes, Diaz! It’s been too long; I almost didn’t recognise you!”



It was that easy.



“Too long indeed, friend. What ?”



“Oh, you know, same old place up near the point,” said Martino, gesturing in in the direction of what was, currently, a coastline. “I’m not a huge fan of it myself, but mi vida gets what  mi vida wants.”



Fuck. If Martino had noticed Diaz’s reaction, he didn’t give any indication of it. “And how go you and yours, hmm? “



“Same old,” said Diaz, trying to steer the topic away from family. No point damaging the man any further than they had to. “The place isn't half bad, mind you but not nearly as nice as the one you’ve got.”



Martino laughed.



The rest of the conversation passed without incident, until Diaz saw Pablo signalling out of the corner of his eye. Diaz nodded to him, standing up. Martino caught his gaze as he did so.



“So soon? Another time, perhaps?” God, but it sounded so genuine.



“Another time,” affirmed Diaz, biting his lip as he pushed his chair in and walked over to Pablo. Behind him, Martin blinked, having lost all awareness that the two of them were in the room.



During any ordinary sleep, the transitions from one dream to the next were seamless – individual ‘dreams’ were often just twist and turns of the same unwaking narrative. During dreamjacking, though, the transitions were anything but. 



Diaz watched as Pablo closed his eyes, and vanished. Diaz knew that somewhere in the waking world, he was adjusting the machine that kept the three of them held together in a stable dreamscape. Diaz closed his eyes in anticipation. He hated this part. A second passed, and then a rush of air marked the moment that the room distorted, and then folded back in on itself, and then the rush became a rumble, a roar, and then thunder –



And then, silence.








Diaz awoke to the dream with a start.



The second step, now that Pablo had drafted the dream that Diaz had seeded, was finding Martino in it.  At which point Pablo would jab him with the Anchor, another piece of dreamjack tech, Diaz would pop back to the world of the wakeful, flick a switch, and the tech there would do the rest of the work. 



Diaz looked around at where he’d appeared, rubbed his eyes, and looked around again.



Shit.



He fished a small phone out of his pocket, and hit the call button. He didn’t bother dialling. That wasn’t how these phones worked.



 “Pablo? We might have a small problem here.”



“What is it?”



Diaz told him.



There was a pause on the other end. “Shit. Where are you right now?”



“Where do you think?”



“Stay there. I’m on my way.”



Click.



Diaz looked around the interior of the building he was in, a clash of old sandstone archways and modern teller booths. It looked like a bank, sure. And on the surface, in the waking world, it was. But it also covertly served as the location that Diaz and Pablo’s employer was based, and having it show up in a mark’s memories was enough to arouse Diaz’s suspicion. 



The dreamjacking of another Seeder or Drafter was usually a case of tying up loose ends in a rather permanent fashion, and was only done in the most outstanding of circumstances. And doing so without having explicit permission made Diaz very uncomfortable.



Might as well make sure.



Diaz walked across the tiled floor, footsteps ringing out in the quiet hallways. If Martino was a fellow dreamjacker, he’d be familiar with the small token placed at one of the counters to indicate which person the Seeder or Drafter was to conduct business with. 



Diaz walked past the counters, giving them all a once-over.



There. A small, circular disk, an inch and a half across and a quarter of an inch thick, dark grey iron, the image of a ram with upturned horns embossed into its surface.

 

He pulled back, startled. The only time he experienced memories that vivid were in misshap dreams of his own, when he and Pablo had tried switching roles on a whim.  And it suddenly occurred to Diaz that there was another possibility he hadn’t considered.



Like a kid who gingerly bent down to check under the bed, cautious even though of course there were no monsters there, Diaz tried to summon up in his mind memories of his wife, his children. Their faces. Their names.



Nothing.



He tried again, but got the same result. Nothing, nothing, nothing.



Oh fuck. They were tying up a loose and, all right. He thought he’d just been tired; last night on the job and all.



But how? Diaz thought back to the conversation at the café, where he’d thought he’d been the one doing the seeding. But it worked both ways, didn’t it? Diaz had answered just about as many questions as he’d asked, and hadn’t seen the harm in it. Usually, there wasn’t any.



Footsteps echoed down the corridor, and Diaz ducked into a branching hallway that led out of the main foyer. He could still be wrong. It could all be a misunderstanding. It wasn’t unusual for some memories from the Seeder to leak into the dream; things they’d described in the conversation that had instilled ideas in the mark’s mind. 



There was one way of checking.



Diaz followed the streets outside, not bothering to look where he was going. If he was wrong – and he fervently hoped he was – he should end up at the house Martino had described. If, on the other hand, he was right…well, he had no idea what he’d find. 



Time was a difficult thing to track in dreams, and by the time the street finished in a small cul-de-sac, Diaz wasn’t sure if it had been mere minutes, since he’d been at the bank, or hours. The house at the end stood out from the others, lucidly vivid.



It was a single story brick-and-mortar design, with a rose garden out the front that took far more effort to maintain than Diaz personally thought was worth it, and large eaves that kept the sun out and the shadows long in the height of summer.



It was his house.



Retiring my ass.



Diaz walked quickly inside, and slammed the open door shut behind him. 



During natural sleeping, the dreamer could easily wake themselves up, provided they were sufficiently lucid. Which, ideally, Diaz would be doing right now. ‘Course, things weren’t that simple in seeded dreams; both the dreamer and the Seeder needed to wake up at the same time, or they’d pull each other back into the dream like a pair of drowning monkeys.



The only way out of one was through the use of the Anchor - which meant that Diaz needed to find Pablo, jab him with the Anchor, and then get the hell out of dodge.



He looked mournfully around the room. The oven gloves belonged to –



Nobody.



The old jewelry box, a fabric and pearl container, made by –



Nobody.



The portrait, that hung at the end of the table, of him and –



Nobody.



Good god, but he wasn’t going to let them take this too.



Diaz forced himself to calm down, and to think. He had another problem; whilst he could make modifications to the dreamscape, and himself, he couldn’t make modifications to other dreamers. Their personal reality within the dream wouldn’t allow it to occur. So you couldn’t just will the other person dead, or injured, or unconscious; you had to do it in a way that convinced them they were.



And whilst the most obvious solution might’ve been to, say, collapse a building on them, or flood the whole place, or what will you, people similarly knew that events like that just didn’t happen. 



Diaz glanced over at the pile of sports gear in the corner. Blunt trauma, on the other hand…









Pablo stood at the end of the hall, his back to Diaz, leaning against a pillar as if idly waiting for someone.



Diaz hefted his baseball bat. He started to swing, thought, and then he was next to Pablo, bat in mid-arc, the blow catching the other man on the shoulder joint. Pablo cursed and clutched at his shoulder, spinning around to face Diaz. But Diaz was already gone, catching Pablo with a blow to the back of the head from behind. Pablo dropped to the ground, stunned, and Diaz hit him with a third blow to the face for good measure.



Diaz quickly crouched over Pablo, riffling none too gently through the other man’s coat pockets for the Anchor. “You nearly bloody got me,” he said. “There never was a Martino, was there? You made him, just like every other bloody thing in this place. Why’d you do it, huh? For the pay?”



Pablo went to speak, but Diaz talked over him. “Doesn’t bloody matter. Let’s see how you like it without a family, hmm? How many times have we done this tonight?”



Clutching his head, Pablo gave Diaz a pained grin. “I told you earlier, if you were listening,” he said. “And you were wrong on one count.”



Why was he grinning? 



“Oh?”



Sudden, searing agony coursed through Diaz’s entire body, every nerve on fire, and he collapsed in a heap. In the corner of his vision, Martino clutched the Anchor in an outstretched hand.



Pablo had been waiting for someone. Son of a bitch. 



Martino glanced down at the two of them, looking mildly amused.  “He was barely coherent last time, and now he’s running at us with a baseball bat?”



“Oh, stop whinging and just get it over with,” Pablo said irritably, rising to his feet, head in hands. “He wasn’t meant to dream the bank in. So what. My mistake. Hardly going to happen again, especially after a dream like this. Just get this one over with; my head’s killing me.”

Diaz watched, paralysed, as Martino shrugged, closed his eyes and vanished.  He closed his own eyes for a moment before he spoke, his voice barely more than a whisper. 



“Why?” 



Pablo walked over to Diaz’s prone form and squatted down in front of him. “Because the big guy upstairs called for it.” Pablo gave a pained shrug. “Hell if I know why.”



“But –“



“Look, I’m sorry Di. I really am. But it’s like you always said: if I didn’t do this, someone else would. Might as well be me getting the pay, eh?”



As Diaz went to respond, the world around him cut to black, and the buzzing of so many insects filled his ears. Scratch that, filled his head, making his mind sluggish, and slow.



So this is what it feels like. Being harvested.



The insects were everywhere. They began tearing things out of his mind. Memories. Opinions. Pleasures. Hatreds. He knew what these were as they were seized, but then the things vanished as concepts. Everything he knew about his house, his neighbours, his neighbourhood, the insects picked clean, just as they’d done with his wife, his kids.



At some point, near the end, they pulled out his comprehension of the situation itself. The seeding, the discovery, the betrayal. For a fleeting moment, he knew the magnitude of his defeat. That this was worse than dying. He would be himself no more, after this, with no idea what had been taken from him, or by whom.



And then, the Man in the Black Suit did not know even that.








The Man – no, Diaz, that was his name – blinked and looked around groggily, shaking his head in an attempt to clear it. Ah yes, the job. That’s what he was doing.



God he was tired.



“One more, yeah?” he asked, more to himself than anyone else.



“Correct,” said a man next to Diaz. Pablo, that was it. Good old Pablo. “One more, and you can go on your merry way. How does it feel to be retiring, old man?”



“It feels terrible,” said Diaz, yawning. “How many have we done tonight, now?”



“Six, by my count,” said Pablo. “Which makes this the last. Ready?” 



Diaz blinked himself awake. He knew it wasn’t a question, that. Not really. What other choice did he have?



“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”
      

      
   
      High Above


      

      
      
         Patrick had always wanted to become an astronaut.



Maybe it was the way its room was oriented, back in the years when he was still sleeping in his cot. The picture window opening on a wide expanse of land, with nothing up to the horizon but a golden ocean of wheat stalks that bent and purred when the wind amorously stroked them, those gorgeous sunsets that seemed to last for an eternity, and those tiny twinkling specks that lit up in the darkening sky as if to celebrate the daily capsizing of the sun.



Each night, he would close his eyes lulled by the tender crooning of the stars.



Or maybe a few years later, in the quad of the elementary school during the morning recesses, when he would sit alone on a bench, looking absentmindedly at the other boys playing with that round ball painted in black and white. What was that ball for them, he reflected, but an object of fun, something you would kick around as hard as you could, while for him its shape was already a promise, a promise as plump and ripe as the other planets he had read about in the yellowed, dog-eared astronomy book his father has—purely by chance—salvaged from his short stint in middle-school.



While the other boys’ thoughts were locked on the ground, his were soaring high above where no birds fly.



So he began to devour books about every corner of the human knowledge: mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology. Nothing escaped his greed. The librarian of the small town, to his own wonder, soon had to subscribe to a special program in order to borrow advanced books only available at the bigger libraries of the capital city. None of those volumes were so precious to Patrick’s eyes than those who painted with vivid description and colourful images the marvels that roved the night, bordering on the infinite where his bold imagination would lead him in fancy adventures: Monday he was climbing Mars’s Mount Olympus, the highest known volcano in the whole universe; Tuesday he spent exploring the icy moons of Jupiter; Wednesday landing his ship on the gauzy rings of Saturn; Thursday bathing in the chilly methane ocean of Neptune; Friday playing with the marbles that dwell in the gloom at the outer rim of our Solar system. And during the weekend, the galaxy was but a tiny splotch in the abyss through which his spacecraft darted.



The sky’s not the limit, he would told himself. No, the sky’s only a springboard. A starting point.



He had no real friends. Who could possibly cozy up to such a drip, whose eyes were constantly trained at the horizon rather than at the tawdry baubles or the latest trainers that were all the rage? And it did not matter if his older brother’s friends would snub him when they dropped by during the sunny Spring afternoons. He would hear the harsh laughs and the echoes of their horseplay while pondering on a puzzling concept, or the whisper of their slurs as they clomped by the doorframe of his room, bathed in sweat and grime. Of course, somewhere deep inside him there was a yearning, like an invisible wound that tingled and burnt. But he had learnt to ignore it, or at least deal with it until the passing hours took the edge off, and he could eventually brush off the scab pretending he had never been hurt in the first place. Only at night he would gnash his teeth and softly curse in his dreams those who had decided once and for all that he had to be an outcast.



Mud caked their soles, while his shoes, like those of the antique God Hermes, had wings stitched on them.



His parents also had trouble understanding him. Farmers of Irish stock, their fields and cattle were all they could ever grasp. Their life was regulated by the seasons, and only in winter did they have time to inquire about the outside world and glance briefly at the remote and often incomprehensible images that flickered on the television set. The moon represented for them a white and wise adviser whose phases guided their everyday chores, from the planting of the seeds in early Spring down to the Autumn harvesting. The other planets and the stars they disdained altogether, as the gnarled hand can disdain the exquisite carvings that decorate the haft of the knife. So they regarded their younger son with a mix of wonder and disappointment, for they had no idea how such a prodigy—egghead, highbrow, wonk, as the other children named him—could one day be helpful to them. Farmers since the dawn of time, all they could envision as a future for their own children was to take over when the spooky figure with its long scythe would finally come to claim their lives and they would rest at last in the entrails of the soil that had nurtured them all those years.



Their universe was hemmed in by the stakes that marked the limits of their property.



Years went by, and Patrick was always ahead of his class. His grades in science were stellar, and it often turned out that his personal knowledge outstripped that of his teachers. His life had not changed: at the age of thirteen, when the other boys began to look up from their feet to peek at the bust of the girls, his thoughts were still lost in the meanders of space and the mazes of arcane mathematics. He had grown rather cute, slender with dark hair and keen green eyes, a snub-nose and cheeks spattered with freckles. Even though his readings had not protected him from the zits, more than once a girl in the quad gave him the eye and sometimes he felt butterflies in his stomach, like a vague emptiness that craved to be filled. His voyages in biology had seldom led him to the shady realm of sexual physiology, but the few that he had read had aroused disgust more than curiosity. Even the idea of a true, French kiss he had associated with muck and gunk rather than love and lust.



His betrothed, he knew, was not anyone the Earth had ever borne.



During the weekends he would often escape to the village and give a hand to the old Simon, the owner of the grocery shop, bargaining a few hours of crate lugging and shelf marshalling against a handful of dollars that he would collect in a secret piggy bank. When he had hoarded enough money, he would beseech the bookseller to order him books even the libraries in that fabulous capital city he only knew the name did not own. And thus, every so often, the mailman would deliver parcels full of strange texts, whose covers sometimes were simply plain and drab, sometimes daubed with arabesques and cusps that hinted at a higher reality, forever out of reach of simple, matter-of-fact minds. As to what lay inside, despite they were written in English, even simple sentences would befuddle anyone that dared look over.



Anyone around but him.



When the time was ripe to enter high school, the mayor came personally to visit his parents. Patrick, he explained, had reached such a level that it was folly to send him to the nearest high. Everyone of his teachers had agreed that he should be sent to a special private establishment where pedagogy befitted young geniuses like him. The boy, they added, had the potential to become a leading figure in science, but only if he was given proper care and a suitable environment for him to bloom. The nitty-gritty, however, was that the school’s headquarters were set in an outskirt of the capital city, and it was a private institution. That meant that not only Patrick would have to leave home, but his parents would also have to pay an astronomical tuition for his education, which would obviously extend way beyond to college and maybe further still.



But, the mayor added, the municipality was willing to aid. It was a unique opportunity for their small village to have its heyday. How could Patrick’s family turn such a chance down?



Thus, at the end of the summer, Patrick prepared his bindle. He carefully culled all the stuff he deemed the most precious—space in his new premises would be severely cramped—and discarded the useless cruft: old notebooks, introductory tomes, dusted toys he seldom had played with. A few pictures of his childhood he elected to take, as if total severance from home would be a burden too heavy to bear. He felt elated, however, as if he was moulting an old skin, like a caterpillar which sheds its worn-out, pedestrian shreds to slip into its airy butterfly attire.



His real life had only begun.



His new school was all he had ever dreamt of: his room was small but snug, the library was a treasure trove, the teachers were the most competent people he had ever met, and his classmates were of the same ilk than him: he could interact with them, and they understood one another when they evoked the wonders that hide beyond the involved formulae he routinely scribbled on his notebooks. Recesses were fun at last, and, for the first time, he had to own up to feeling a real attraction for a redhead, bespectacled peach of his class, admitting reluctantly to himself that there was more to life than rockets and heavenly bodies, and that maybe necking was not such a repugnant pastime whatsoever.



It was another sort of heaven, but, despite he was utterly unprepared for it, perhaps it was worth exploring it, too.



When vacations chimed, he would move back to his old home, where his parents and his brother would welcome him as much as they could, given the necessities of the farm. Soon he found that seeing his folks only every now and then, he was able to pick up on changes that before were lost in the flow of days. His parents he found more tired and humped each time, as if weariness and the weight of years became increasingly difficult to withstand; his brother, who had chosen to stay home and help, he witnessed age at a surprising pace: at eighteen, his face had already arrayed itself in subtle wrinkles, and his hands had slipped into the brawn and calloused gloves that betoken Earth’s servants. And despite he was deeply indebted to them, since they had accepted his transfer to that outstanding school, he also found increasingly difficult to connect with them: while his former life implied everyday contact and at least partial involvement in farm matters, now that fate had put hundreds of miles between him and them, he did not feel this obligation any more, and most of his vacation he spent in his room evoking past memories or roaming in the fields in search of solitude.



This had always been his home, he reflected, but he was now feeling a stranger in these parts.



And so his visits gradually became infrequent. His holidays he either enjoyed staying in his tiny room in town, when he could, sharing his time between reading and computer programming, when he was not browsing the web in search of the latests breakthroughs in physics or astronomy. But, more and more regularly, he was invited by one of his classmates and spent some days away with whoever was generous enough to welcome him. Only during the extended summer break he felt compelled to turn back home: however aloft his mind was, there was a part of it that stubbornly stuck to the ground and forced him to return where he had been reared. He yearned for those evening meals, when nothing broke the silence but the spluttering of touchwood in the fireplace and the hard, tedious chewing of gristly meat, all faces hunched over the plates, until his father would put his knife and fork back on to the table and look up straight in Patrick’s eyes, vainly trying to decipher what sort of strange mind lurked beyond those pupils.



Patrick needed to fall down, take his breath, summon back all his strength to be able to jump farther up.



He was in his eighteenth year when both his parents died in succession, his father first, then his mother one month later. The burials were straightforward, as seems fit for simple people that had never really ventured outside their few acres of land. Blessed are the meek, recalled the priest, for they shall inherit the Earth. And, added Patrick in thought, blessed are the scholars, for theirs is heaven. When church was over, almost all the inhabitants of the village filed by the grave, each one throwing his handful of mould on the coffin with a soft incantation. Patrick and his brother thanked them warmly in turn, and watched them dawdle away under the leaden sky. When everyone had left the cemetery but the birds and the squirrels, the two brothers hugged each other, and it was time for tears to flow. And when they parted after a last embrace, Patrick knew he would never see this place again.



For good or for evil, his childhood was over.



His graduation was a breeze. The mayor of his native village found a charitable organisation for gifted orphans that accepted to fund his studies further, and he moved several miles downtown to attend one of the best college of his state. There he chose to specialise in physics, but he always stayed true to his child’s dream: leave this Earth and sail through the void. Within physics, he took cosmology as his major, and pulled out all the stops to land internships at the nearby space agency laboratory, in the hope he would get picked out. And, indeed, two of his tutors recommended him to apply to the space agency school for astronautics, once he would get his M. Sc. The school, they said, was eager to enrol young gifted scientists like him, and they whispered of a brand new spaceship and a pioneering mission to the outer planets that would require highly skilled people such as him, if he could make it on time. The outer planets… maybe a swingby round Jupiter while en route for Saturn, then back to Earth. His imagination run wild.



But his decision was firmer than ever.



Unsurprisingly, once his diploma in advanced physics and general relativity secured, topped with a warm recommandation from his college, his application was immediately accepted, and he was enrolled as a space academy cadet. During the first months he had to abandon pen, books and computer for a highly intensive physical training: out there in space, mind was important, but the body also had to be up to snuff. It was highly demanding, and often his days would shut down around nine PM, right after dinner, when he would flop down on to his bed and fall asleep almost immediately. One night, just before turning in, he thought of his brother and his parents, and he wondered if they too had experienced the same exhaustion he was routinely feeling. He had always taken them to be simpletons; what if they simply were too tuckered to think?



He went into the land of Nod before finding the answer.



Patrick quickly became one of the golden boy of the academy. He was dashing, affable, and showed an eagerness to learn that was hardly matched by any of the other cadets of his year. Had he wanted, he could have picked up a girl a night, but, albeit he had sloughed off his shyness and was now as flirty as any other “normal” boy of his age, his thoughts were always elsewhere. He had now—under the seal of secrecy—been officially told of the secret project his former internship managers had only hinted at: a return trip to Neptune, with stops at Jupiter and Saturn. The main goals of the expedition were triple: first, evaluate a new ionic propulsion system capable of collecting and using the Solar wind; second, gather precise data on the planets visited; third, evaluate how humans would behave in a confined space during a trip that would last about five years. Crew of fifteen, with exactly two seats for cadets of his age.



One of those was his. It had to be.



The year passed like a dream, and it seemed to him that his lucky star was shining at its brightest. In the academy, he never graded under A. One Saturday night, he bumped into a blond cutie with whom he hooked up almost instantly. She was an undergraduate in literature at the local university, and while he opened up to her about his life and his dream, she introduced him to the wonders of the written words, showing him that there was more to his language than factual sentences and long, tedious explanations about mathematical equations. At the same time, he stroke up a friendship with one of his instructors, a former astronaut from the time when orbital stations were the new frontier and lunar flights just a flash in the pan of a bygone cold war. Together, they would spend many an evening, dining at some swanky downtown restaurant, drinking in private clubs, or simply bantering at each other’s place, Patrick confessing the hardships and frustrations of his childhood, and his instructor relating tales of a past century when man still dabbled in astronautics and the moon was almost a virgin.



Often, after they had parted late in the wee hours, Patrick wondered if he had found his true father, eventually.



The long awaited day arrived, in the middle of which the names of the chosen ones were to be publicly known. All the cadets gathered in the cafeteria in front of the computer monitor. When noon struck, two names appeared on the screen.



His wasn’t part of them.



He rushed to the administrator’s office and asked to see his file. Feverishly, he flicked through the sheets, until he found was he was looking for. On his application report, every one of his instructors had given him the green light. Every one but one, who had cast doubts on his ability to follow orders and put up with superior officers that he would consider inferior in skill to himself. A major liability for this kind of mission, the instructor has pointed out. And to cap it all, the conclusion was that he was not mature enough. It was like a thwack in the face. Patrick closed his file face ashen and tears in his eyes. He knew this opportunity was unique. For want of budget, there would be no other flight to the borders of the Solar system, at least none in the next thirty years. By then, he would be unfit to apply again. 



But it was not that realisation that was hurting him the most. No. What hurt deep inside was that the instructor who had sealed his fate was none other than he whom he regarded as his foster father.








A chilly northern wind had descended on the already cold winter’s night, carrying in its gusts flurries of snowflakes whose erratic paths cast flickering shadows under the eldritch shafts of sodium lamplight. Swaddled in a trench coat, Patrick, almost invisible in the murk, slouched against the bole of a big lime tree, patiently waiting for the right shape to appear in the doorframe of the dull breeze-block building standing across the street. 



Two hours after his arrival, he was finally rewarded. He jumped outside the gloom on to the pavement and hailed the indistinct figure that had already reached the foot of the stoop. “Professor Rawls!”



The other man stopped and turned around, curious to know who had called his name. He spotted the young astronaut in the middle of the road. “Ah, Patrick! I’d lie if I’d say I wasn’t expecting you.”



“Can we talk for a while?” Patrick asked, joining his instructor on the sidewalk.



“Of course. Why don’t we walk down to the Viva bar and have a tequila? I’m sure you’ve a lot to tell me about.”



Not waiting for an answer, the professor resumed walking, and Patrick followed suit. For a short while, they both trod silently, neck and neck, their soles crunching on the thin layer of snow. 



“Why?” Patrick finally asked in a whisper.



There was a long pause. “You read it,” the professor answered, “didn’t you?”



“I don’t understand.”



The professor sighed. “Son,” he said, and he wrapped his arm around Patrick’s shoulders, “I know the bloke they’ve picked up for captaincy, that Franck Simmons. The guy for sure knows how to command a crew, he has a knack for that kind of thing. And he has the guts for the job. But he’s also stuck-up, and want everyone to obey his orders to the letter at the double, even the silliest ones, even if he’s obviously wrong. On the other hand, I know how you are, son. Ready to obey as long as you deem the orders justified, but also ready to question them when you find them arbitrary. You two wouldn’t get along more than a few hours. And we talk about five years, and no possible escape.”



“I would adapt, I’m a grown-up.”



The professor smiled. “I don’t think you would. Maybe you would indeed swallow a few bitter pills, but the pressure would build up inside you and eventually it would burst off and cause a major incident that could ruin your career and jeopardise the mission. I can’t allow that to happen, for your own good. I know this is a huge letdown for you, but, believe me, son, having you board this craft was the worst present one could’ve given you.”



Patrick did not answer, and both proceeded in silence, until he suddenly halted. The professor took a few steps ahead before stopping in turn and pivoting to face him.



“Still, you had no right to decide for me,” Patrick said so softly it was barely audible. His right hand popped out of his pocket, clasping something that flashed under the lamplight. The professor squinted to identify the object and his face abruptly crumpled. 



“No, you had no right,” Patrick repeated.



He didn’t feel his finger pressing the trigger, nor did he perceive the bang as the bullet darted out of the barrel. The professor jerked, doubled up, and collapsed on to the ground. The snow around his body began to redden.



High above, in a crack between two dark clouds, Mars’s crimson eye was glowing.








They built the gallows a few miles off the space terminal. Patrick’s lawyer had spent every possible application or appeal, and all he had scraped was the right to choose the exact date of the hanging.  Patrick had picked the very day the rocket would be launched, at the exact time of the ignition. And thus, when he climbed on to the scaffold and the noose was slipped around his neck, his gaze remained trained at the spindly shape of metal he should have boarded on, if destiny and an old, prissy instructor hadn’t decided otherwise. 



One minute before T-time, white vapours enveloped the rocket amidst the thunderous rumble of the engines. A few seconds later, roaring flames burst from the ground, and the mighty machine began to fight its slow ascent towards the zenith. At that very moment, Patrick’s feet lost contact with the ground, and he fell a few inches down.



He couldn’t care less. He would reach Heaven well before them.
      

      
   
      The Sun Goes Down


      

      
      
         The Stars Come Out...




March 30, 201X



I sat on top of the mountain I had been coming to since my sister ran away and hummed our song to myself. I stared at the stars wondering if I'd ever see her again and if I did if it would be under happy circumstances. My low humming slowly turned into quiet singing.



"The sun goes down, the stars come out..." I shifted my body into a more comfortable sitting position. "And all that counts is here and now..."



Memories of me with my sister started flashing through my mind as tears came to my eyes, "My universe will never be the same..."



"I'm glad you came, I'm glad you came..."



My sister and I riding a sled down our street with our neighbors dog tied to it came to mind. The snow was thick and yet the dog was running through it with ease. I was screaming for our dad to come get the dog to stop, while my sister was cheering happily and holding on to my back saying, "Faster! Faster!"



"You cast a spell on me, spell on me..."



Then I noticed the dog was running right towards the road, my shouts for dad grew louder. "Dad! Daddy! HELP!"



Our dad burst out of the house calling my name, "Gray! Grayson! Where are you?!?"



"DAD!" I called out to him.



Dad saw us and realized the danger we were in right away. A car was driving down the road. He ran towards us his boots crunching the snow beneath his feet. He reached us right before the dog was able to run into the street and the car drove past us the driver honking the horn.



"You hit me like the sky fell on me, fell on me..."



Dad was so disappointed with me. He told me I had been foolish and that I was lucky that he got to us when he did. He grounded me for a month and told me to go to my room until him and mom had to go out for dinner. I nodded my head melancholy and went off to my room.



"And I decided you look well on me, well on me..."



I sat in my room for hours just looking out my window. Around the time that Mom and Dad had to go out for dinner it started to snow. As it got closer to the time they were supposed to leave it looked like a blizzard outside.



Soon someone knocked on my door and walked inside, "It's time for us to go, Grayson." It was my mom.



"Do you have to go now?" I asked her. "It's snowing really bad outside."



My mom smiled and hugged me, "Yes, it is snowing pretty hard out now. But we'll be alright." She drew away from me and kissed me on the forehead. "Can you promise me something, Grayson?" She asked me.



"Yeah, Mom." I said to her. "Anything."



My Mom smiled at me and said, "Will you promise to take care of Frisk when we're gone?"



I nodded my head and hugged her. "Of course, Mom."



"So let's go somewhere no one else can see, you and me!"



My little sister, Frisk, and I sat on the couch eating a ice-cream sundae we had made after mom and dad left watching a movie. It was a good movie. It was about some dog who can play soccer. Air Bud, I think it was called. We had almost finished both the sundae and the movie and were waiting for mom and dad to come home.



"Turn the lights out now, now I'll take you by the hand...



We were waiting for hours and it had begun to become late in the night. We were both getting scared, especially Frisk. She had started to cry so I took her hand and gave her my coat, "Here..." I said to her. "take my coat."



She stared at it for a moment then looked up to me, "But this is your favorite coat..." She said as she wrapped it around herself.



I smiled at her and said, "Yes, but it helps me to feel less scared and I think you need it more than me now..." I hugged her. "It'll fill you with determination, remember?"



"Hand you another drink, drink it if you can..."



I had given Frisk my coat once before when she was being bullied by some kids a few grades above her. I had scared the bullies away and she had thanked me. But I had done this several times before and I felt that it was time for her to fight her own battles. I had told her that I was going to pretend to bully her and I wanted her to insult me. That I would be fine no matter what she said to me, I just wanted her to stick up to me. She told me that she couldn't that even if I wasn't her brother she couldn't because she would be too scared to. I got on my knees and looked her in the eye and said, "Here, take my coat. It'll fill you with strength and determination like it does for me."



She was different from that moment on. She was more brave. She was no longer my shy little sister who needed me everywhere she went. She was now independent. And I couldn't be her knight in shining armor anymore.



"Can you spend a little time..."



It was the day after mom and dad left for dinner together and never came back when we learned about why. Some man called us to inform us that our parents had died in a car crash and we would have a foster parent move in with us until social services found either a family member willing to take care of us or a family to adopt us. Frisk and I had spent hours with each other consoling one another as we cried into each other's shoulders. No winter coat could fill us determination no matter how much we wished they could and from that moment on I made the decision to keep the last promise I made mom no matter what.



"Time's slipping away, away from us, so stay..."



We spent three months with our new foster parent in our house. The snow had started to melt, birds had started to come back and sing their sweet melodies, and flowers had started to bloom. But nothing felt the same as when mom and dad were still here. We both strived to move on with our lives. But one day I woke up and found a note from Frisk on my bedside table...



"Stay with me I can make, make you glad you came."



Frisk was gone. All that was left of her was a note which said:



Dear Grayson,



I can't live like this anymore. I just can't. Nothing is the same anymore without mom or dad. So I've run away to somewhere no one will ever be able to find me, so don't come looking for me. But...if you do come looking for me...here's a hint as to where you'll find me: Mountain. There that's it that's all you're getting. Bye, Gray.



Love, Frisk.




"The sun goes down, the stars come out..."



I slipped my coat on(even though the weather outside was no longer cold), packed my stuff up into my suitcase, and left the house I had grown up in for years behind. I was going to find Frisk. There was only one mountain in the area that I knew of and I knew that I would find her there.



"My universe will never be the same..."



I sighed as I stared at the stars. How long had I been here waiting to find her? How long has it been since I last saw her. A few days at the least. Maybe a week. A month? A year? That's what it felt like. I stared at my blue winter coat. It had a trim of animal fur around the hood. It was warm, but I didn't care. It made me feel safe, it gave me strength. It filled me with the determination I needed to move on with my quest for Frisk. And I was NEVER going to take it off.



"I'm glad you came..." I heard someone sing out from behind me.



Acting quickly I turned around and saw her standing there. Just standing there, "I'm glad you came..." I sang the next line.



"You cast a spell on me, spell on me."



And there we were singing the song back and forth with one another, staring at each other.



"You hit me like the sky fell on me, fell on me..."



It must've been a dream, but it felt so real.



"And I decided you look well on me, well on me..."



It couldn't of actually been her.



"So let's go somewhere no one else can see, you and me..."



She was gone and never coming back.



"Turn the lights out now, now I'll take you by the hand..."



Right?



"Hand you another drink, drink it if you can..."



She was walking towards me now.



"Can you spend a little time..."



She sat next to me.



"Time's slipping away, away from us, so stay…”



She took my hand in hers.



"Stay with me I can make, make you glad you came..."



She wrapped her arm around my shoulder.



"The sun goes down, the stars come out..."



Her touch felt so real, but it couldn't have been real.



"And all that counts is here and now..."



I started to cry.



"My universe will never be the same..."



She rubbed her hand up and down my back.



"I'm glad you came, I'm glad you came..."



I sobbed into her shoulder. Now it was only her singing...



"I'm glad you came, so glad you came. I'm glad you came, I'm glad you came." She hugged me and rocked me back and forth. "The sun goes down, the stars come out. And all that counts is here and now, my universe will never be the same. I'm glad you came, I'm glad you came..."



And as our song came to an end I heard her whisper to me, "I'm so glad you came looking for me, Grayson..."



"Me too..." I said to her between sobs. "Me too..."



She was real and she was there. And I was never letting her go. Not as long as I was still alive and breathing. Never again.



And as the stars twinkled in the sky above us I knew that she was never letting go either. We would stay with each other forever.



"I didn't think you would come." She said to me.



"Why wouldn't I?" I asked her. "You're my little sister."



"Well, I told you not to."



"Heh, did you think I'd listen to you? Let's put an emphasis on little sister!"



We both laughed and sat there with each other all night till the sun rose over the horizon. Brother and sister reunited.



"Hey, Frisk? Can you promise me something?" I asked her.



"Anything, Gray." She said, smiling.



"Never do that again."



"I promise, Gray. I promise..."



"Where'd you go anyways?" I asked her.



"Nowhere special." She said. "Just a place near the mountain."



"What place near the mountain?"



"It doesn't matter, Gray..."



"Whatever you say..."



"...I'll be back...."



One minute we're sitting there on the mountain alone under the stars and the next it's daytime and she's gone. Wait, who's gone? No one is here with me?



I check my watch.



March 25, 201X...



"I'll wait for Frisk to come back no matter what. I wonder if her hint was an actual hint or not. I guess I'll find out some way or another. Not that it matters anyways..." The sun started to set. "Hm, the sun's going down. The stars will be out soon. That reminds me of our song..."



"The sun goes down, the stars come out…”



The End.




This is based off the game Undertale the song is called Glad You Came by The Wanted.

      

      
   
      Unique Haplogroup


      

      
      
         	I was thirty-one years old when I found out I wasn’t related to my parents.



It had seemed like a fun idea at the time, taking samples from my parents and myself and running them through the new sequencer we bought. It used to be that something like that would be exorbitantly expensive, but nowadays, with the new sequencers, you can do it overnight. And so, I did; we had three extra slots, and for a lark I stuck in my family. The next morning, I ran them, and found out I was hugely divergent – more than 1%.



	For a lot of people, this would come as a profound shock. But for me, it never really seemed to matter all that much – your family is who raised you, not who created you. I guess a lot of people don’t see it that way, judging by all the folks who desperately search for their birth parents on bad daytime television shows, or trawl through government records in hopes of reuniting with their “real” family.



	I can’t say it wasn’t surprising from an intellectual standpoint, though. It isn’t like I don’t resemble my relatives – blue eyes from my father, blonde hair from my mother, tall like both of them. I fit into my family just fine, and you could look at me and my cousins and say, “Yeah, I could see them as being related.” I thought for a moment that I might be the son of one of my cousins who had multiple children out of wedlock, but that idea almost instantly went away when I remembered that I would still be at least somewhat related.



	My parents were much more bothered than I was. I wasn’t adopted – my mother had given birth to a baby with white hair in a hospital down in Stanford on my supposed birthday, and they had brought me home shortly thereafter. The only possible explanation was some sort of mix-up at the hospital, like something straight out of a movie.



	I wasn’t too bothered about it at the time, and while my parents momentarily entertained visions of suing the hospital – it isn’t like hospitals don’t have money – we decided in the end it just wasn’t worth it. Maybe if we had, we would have figured out what was going on sooner.








	I was thirty-six years old when I found out I wasn’t related to anyone.



	The Human Family Tree project was very ambitious – and clever. For a nominal fee, they offered to sequence your DNA and warn you of any known disease alleles. In exchange, they added you to their big database of everyone, that you could pay a fee to search – and a larger fee if you wanted additional information. There was a big stink in Congress over whether or not it was legal or not, but the project made it clear that the project would be done overseas if it wasn’t done here – and, let’s face it, there’s no way they could stop it.



	The cost was way lower than previous offers had been – it was only like $20 for the basic package, and they offered it to free to families making under $30,000 per year. Of course, I didn’t even remotely qualify for the free level, and I’d already gotten a copy of my whole genome, but I figured I might actually figure out who my family was, if my birth parents submitted their genomes as well, or if I had any brothers or sisters.



	I got a call a month later.



	When they analyze your relatedness to other human beings, one of the first things they look at what haplogroups you belong to – specifically, ones on your X and Y chromosomes. In case you’re not up on your genetic terminology, a haplogroup is basically a set of mutations that, together, indicate a common line of descent. Having some of those mutations, but not others, indicates at what point your DNA branched off from other people’s DNA. Part of the point of the project was to characterize the various haplogroups, but some were already pretty well established by that point – the sex chromosomes and your mitochondrial DNA, all of which don’t change very much over time. Because the Y-chromosome in particular doesn’t do much mixing with the X-chromosome, you can use large sections of it to trace back your patrilineal lineage all the way to the first guy in your line.



	Or at least, you’re supposed to.



	According to previous research, the last common universal male ancestor of all living male human beings – the guy whose Y chromosome ended up in everyone – lived about 300,000 years ago.



	But my DNA was wrong. Parts of it showed what looked like modern haplogroups – specifically R1b, a group common to western Europe and North Africa – but it had a huge number of exotic sections which were entirely different, and several SNPs common to all members of R1b were completely gone. That sort of thing could happen with extreme DNA damage, such as from exposure to radiation or a virus, but on retesting, my DNA came out the same way. Whatever it was, I was that way all the way through, and I didn’t have any major health problems as a result, indicating it was probably natural.



	It wasn’t the only weird thing – all of my chromosomes showed numerous unique anomalies. Genetic engineering was considered at first, but I was way too old for that – no one was doing human genetic engineering back in the 1980s, and certainly nothing like this. It was like I came out of no known population group, and while in some regards I looked like someone out of a modern-day Eurasian group, there were deviations and mutations in my genome which corresponded to no one else on Earth.



	I mentioned before that I’d seen a 1% deviation in my DNA, and hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but tiny deviations in your genetic code actually represent huge expanses of time. Humans and chimpanzees, for instance, share over 98% of their DNA. Running a phylogenetic tree with me in it put me with humans, but only so far – I was further away from them than I was from Neanderthal and Denisovians, even though I had some obviously Neanderthal DNA as well. The only reasonable explanation was that there was another, yet undiscovered archaic hominid group, and somehow my family – whoever they were – were significant deviants from the human norm, the descendants of some ancient parallel family line that interbred with anatomically modern humans at some point in the recent past and left behind no trace, other than myself.



	Of course, they wanted to run my whole family, but I had to explain to them that I didn’t really have a biological one – I didn’t know who my biological parents were, due to the mixup at the hospital. But now it was a big deal – I was a huge news story. The press went wild with stories speculating about my origins, and naturally, the cryptozoological people all decided I was clearly Bigfoot. It probably wasn’t nice of me to offer to introduce them to my relatives out in the Cascades before introducing them to my friends in gorilla outfits, but it bought me a laugh and got them to leave me alone.



	Not that it didn’t stop the Weekly World News from putting me on the front page of their website for like, two months. It was a great photo, though.



	Stanford, unfortunately, wasn’t much help; while a lawsuit quickly granted access to a lot of their medical records, there were no obvious hints of a mixup. One would think that a Francisco Lopez would not be a baby who would be likely to be mixed up with a white-haired child, but the researchers dug into everyone anyway in hopes of finding my birth parents, who had likely been saddled with my parents’ own biological child. It wasn’t easy going through records from the decades before electronic recordkeeping became omnipresent, and it wasn’t easy tracking down people based on names and addresses from nearly a half-century before, but in the end they managed to find most of them while acting as my own sort of free private investigators.



	Unfortunately, the whole thing turned up nothing – not one case of a child who could have been my parents’, nor of anyone who showed similarly anomalous DNA.








	I was forty-four years old when the Internet found my father.



	The conflict between privacy and openness on the Web was largely settled by the early 2030s; the pattern recognition software had gotten so ubiquitous, and Internet connections so fast, that attempts at banning or restricting such technology met with widespread derision, combined with pictures tracking the whereabouts of the critic on the previous day with cats (or worse) shopped onto their head in every image. Free People Foundation v Jerome Tyrant ended the debate, when the Free People Foundation successfully argued before the Supreme Court that their facial recognition software, trained on the faces of criminal mugshots for the purpose of identifying potential robbers and shoplifters in surveillance cameras, was not a violation of anyone’s rights. From that point, every picture ever was fair game, and websites sprang up documenting every single appearance of any person from cradle to grave (literally, in some cases), sorted by location and year. While the incredible volume of digital photos from the 21st century made up the overwhelming bulk of the database, a number of historical photographs and newspaper clippings made up many of the older entries.



Many of the older records constituted rather amusing errors – the database was convinced that Paul Mounet and Keannu Reeves were the same person – it also contained more intriguing data points, such as confusing children at times for their parents or grandparents. It was quite the surprise when my own face showed up in the database dated to the year of my birth, attributed to a tall, blonde-haired, blue-eyed man in the background of a photograph taken in Palo Alto, California carrying what looked to be a wrapped-up baby.



He didn’t look remarkable, but then, neither do I; really, apart from the long hair and nondescript t-shirt and jeans he might have bought anywhere, he looked a lot like me, down to having a few days’ worth of beard growth due to poor shaving habits. I spent the next few days off and on searching through the online database, looking at photos around Palo Alto and the San Francisco Bay Area for any sign of him, but found nothing.



I had just about given up when I received a phone call telling me that my father had died – his Parkinson’s had finally caught up with him. Heading off home for a rather somber family reunion with my brother and his family wasn’t much fun, but while we were home, we ended up deciding to digitize my mom and dad’s old photo album, and I found my father again, in the background of three photographs of “me” swaddled up on the day of my birth.



Watching.








	I was fifty-eight years old when I found out I wasn’t aging.



	It was the 40 year reunion of my graduation from high school and all my old friends were in attendance. And I do mean old.



	That’s a bit cruel, to be fair – with average life expectancy pushing ninety, sixty was the new forty, and most people don’t look too weathered by that point. Still, more than a few of them were a good deal fatter than I remembered – turns out that people who used to play soccer or run track-and-field can put on a lot of weight when they get sedentary nerd desk-jobs translating Japanese games or doing architecture. We were missing more than a few of my old friends – one of my oldest friends hadn’t even made it to our tenth anniversary of graduating together – but most of them were there.



	And it was inescapable that I looked more like their children than I did like them.



	It had been avoidable ten years before, or at the twenty-fifth anniversary – most of their kids were still kids, or at best teenagers at the time, and no one had been lining up next to the old fogeys. But with some of their kids as grown adults, it was inevitable that one of them would eventually ask me who my parents were.



	This brought a lot of ribbing from my friends. I seem to remember the common theme being that the Loch Ness Monster and Bigfoot still managed to keep showing up when people’s cell phone batteries were dead, meaning they must be at least 200 years old, so I probably had a ways to go. But I spent the rest of the night looking at everyone else, and realizing just how far off I was. Sure, some people age more slowly than others – my (adoptive) mother never really shriveled up in the way my dad did, even as she outlived my grandmother – but the reality was that, looking at the photographs of us standing next to our parents at graduation, all my friends looked like their parents did, if a bit fatter, while I looked the same as I did in our group photo from our 15th reunion.








	I was seventy years old when I retired from my job and went back to college for my PhD.



Retiring when you look as young as I did certainly raised a few eyebrows, but after a few stories about this awesome cosmetic surgeon I went to high school with, most of my coworkers bought it well enough. And I figured that with freshly minted college diplomas, no one would ask too closely about my high school diploma, or my original undergraduate degree. Of course, most colleges aren’t exactly looking for people of retirement age to go back to school, but with the increasing blurring of the lines between education for fun and education for profit, it wasn’t that unusual.



Still, I can’t pretend that I didn’t stick out. Picking up degrees in two disparate fields – electrical engineering and genetic engineering – is hardly a normal thing to do, and while I could have potentially educated myself on the subject, going back after fifty years out of school, tough as it was, really forced me to focus on what mattered.



In my final year, I legally changed my name, started dyeing my hair, and got a pair of custom brown contacts instead of glasses. Peppering the Internet with photographs of myself using my new name and style, I managed to forge for myself a new identity, disconnected from my previous name. I kept writing books as “the Bigfoot guy”, but I gradually let them taper off, until people began to wonder just where I had gone. Most of them figured I’d retired off to some tropical paradise and given up on doing stuff, an idea I was just fine perpetuating.



Meanwhile, I went to work.








	I was a hundred and twenty-five years old when I founded my own company.



	Years of experimentation had yielded great returns, with the genes for good health, high intelligence, clear skin, slow aging, and numerous other benefits being identified in humans. The wealthy benefitted more than anyone – only they were able to afford to travel to random islands in the Caribbean and undergo expensive experimental treatments on their offspring. A lot of the companies were fly-by-night operations, but somehow, I always seemed to end up in the best ones – or, more accurately, I always made the ones I was in the best. Lawsuits and raids by American law enforcement were a way of life for years, but curiously, the lead scientist always seemed to mysteriously escape with all the money, almost as if he had friends in Congress who weren’t eager to have their own trips exposed.



	It wasn’t until the twenty-second century had well and truly set in and the first generation of “designer babies” had grown up that Congress finally bowed to the inevitable. The growth of inequity between the haves and the have nots had continued to grow as society increasingly drove those who could not successfully complete college further and further to the fringes of the workforce, but a generation of super-babies being born to those who could afford my services and those of my shadier compatriots had finally resulted in a real threat to the middle class. Returning to America with a vaguely Hispanic name, a dark tan, and a moustache, I worked to push a bill through Congress which legalized the practice and subsidized poorer families in receiving the treatment for the procedure. By that time, it had been very streamlined, and adding a few traits to appear like the parents over a generally optimized frame had been my modus operendi for quite some time, and the practice was eminently affordable with governmental aid.



	LifeWorks quickly became one of the largest companies in America, offering treatment and genetic consulting to millions of families, while I lurked in the background, accumulating money for my own pet projects.








	I was a hundred-and-seventy-three years old when they proved the Novikov self-consistency principle.



	High-energy physics had continued apace, and while I never formally studied it, I had kept up with it even over the century I had spent out of school and donated large sums of money to the cause of the advancement of science. Teams had continued to grow, and high-energy physics programs came to consume ever more enormous amounts of money to build larger and larger particle accelerators. The imaginatively named Colossal Quark Collider – a callback to the now venerable Large Hadron Collider – was built under North Dakota largely on the back of profits from human genetic engineering. With the population growing increasingly elite, science jobs were at an all-time high as society worked to find new ways to employ a population which increasingly was working not on solving the basic necessities of life, but pushing the boundaries of what humans were capable of.



	The energy needs were enormous, but after many years of laborious experimentation, it was discovered that space-time could in fact be bent back on itself and create time loops, resulting in materials from the present finding themselves in the past. The process was expensive and unstable, but after several years of work, they finally managed to set up the classic billiard balls experiment in order to test whether causality existed.



A billiards table was set up, and a billiard ball was struck by a pool cue, sending it forward to be looped in the front of the table. The loop terminated a second before at right angles to the original path of the billiard ball, in hopes of knocking the original ball off its course. Should the billiard ball be able to knock itself off its path, it would create a paradox, indicating either that time could be changed retroactively, or that all worlds – including our own – were parallel universes, with time travel only capable of travelling across dimensions, not within time in our own world.



	Or it would destroy the universe, but the scientists were fairly sure that it wouldn’t, given the energies involved. Nevertheless, they all wore goggles, just in case.



	As one of the primary contributors to their experiments, I was called in to witness the procedure. And try as they might, they were unable to create a paradox. The loop simply refused to form… until they adjusted the apparatus, such that the ball knocked itself only slightly off course, in such a way as to do the same when it looped.



	I immediately hired half the staff for my own personal project.








	I was a hundred and eighty-eight years old when I was born, naked and squalling in an artificial womb.



	By then, I had given up on my various disguises, mostly staying out of the public eye, though the appearance of my face in the background of pictures with my employees or out shopping in supermarkets got the conspiracy sites roiling. The lack of a death certificate for me was a matter of public record, and rumors ran rampant about just what I had been up to for the last hundred years, and where LifeWorks had dug me up from, with only a few of the more alert members recognizing the whole of my life’s work.



	I have to admit, it felt good to take credit for that theory anonymously, though it may have involved a bit more Bigfoot than the real story did.



	Wrapping myself up in swaddling clothes, and with a wallet with counterfeit currency of the era and a non-descript antique t-shirt and faded jeans bought just for the occasion, I stepped into the loop.








	I was a newborn when I was laid in a nursery by my father after bribing a nurse with ten thousand dollars, and my brother was wrapped up and taken away.
      

      
   
      Navigation


      

      
      
         Stormclouds mask the stars overhead, rendering celestial navigation impossible. Our universe reduced to rain slashing at our rigging, spray washing our decks, waves pounding against our hulls, wind tearing at our sails. It doesn’t matter, I tell myself. Longitude irrelevant. The mid-atlantic has no reefs, no outcroppings. The storm can’t possibly have blown us far enough to wreck against the Florida coastline.



I shudder, and tell myself it’s merely from the saltwater soaking my uniform.



We crest, and I lean back to keep my feet, keep my heel-rudders in the water, to keep control as we hurtle down the side of the wave, the next already towering overhead. There’s a moment of terrifying relief, as its bulk half-shields my sails from the painful pressure of the wind, threatening to leave me stranded in this watery canyon that could so easily become our grave. “Hold tight!” I shout into the quietest moment for a while, wrapping my arm more tightly beneath Vicky’s. I really don’t want to be lost out here, alone.



I tilt into the oncoming wave, rising up the slope on momentum and buoyancy alone. It won’t be enough, and then I feel the terrible weight of the wind crushing me forwards, propelling us on and up. We make it ten, twenty feet up the slope before our own weight begins to pull us back. More sail would break my back, part the mainstay and snap my masts like twigs, even this much hurts, so badly, and it’s too little. My toe-bows dig in, and green water crashes over them, raking me from stem to stern. Wet sailcloth slaps painfully against my breasts, loosed ropes lash me as the wind whips them. Spray stings my face. Vicky, straggling beneath my arm, takes it full in the face. Then the moment passes, and she spits out water as we dive down into the trenches once more.



“Swift,” Vicky says, “we’re waterlogged, swamping.” Another wave cuts off her words, and it's just as bad as the last. How long has this been going on? It feels like there’s no world left, beyond sea and storm, like we might be the last two left alive, anywhere. “I’m dragging you down,” she paused, as I prayed she wouldn’t say- “You have to cut me loose.”



“Never going to happen,” I snap back, for all the terrible sense it would make. Victory is holding me back, her scorched masts and burned rigging unable to bear the weight of sail necessary to drive her up the mountainous waves without my support, yet she’s half-again my tonnage, and our waterlogging only makes it worse. There’s plenty of wind - far too much - but  even my healthy masts can’t support enough sail to capture it. “Whether we’re bound for Nassau or the Abyss, we’re going there together.”



I won’t leave Vicky. I’m not sure if it’s bravery or cowardice, but, being alone is more than I can bear.



“Are we really demons, then?” Vicky screams over the howl of the wind, “quickened by the death of good men on good ships, hellish shadows sent to tempt honest sailors to sin before sending them to watery graves?”



Who had she been listening to? Well, I knew who, and I’d thought them the worst a shipgirl could face. I’d been so naive. The bowels of Admiralty House held far worse things, till I’d excised that gangrenous poison with fire, and who knew whether I’d gotten it all, whether that sickness would return to blight my sisters. 



“I’m going to shift to the full shipform,” I reply. 



“Without a crew?!” Vicky shouts, horrified. “You’ll broach for sure, and once you’re broadside-on to the waves, you’ll capsize in minutes. You can’t save me - don’t throw your life away trying.”



“I’ll set trysails fore-and-aft before I shift,” I snap, “then all you’ll have to do is keep my bows pointed into the waves.” I pause. “It’s our only chance.”



Victory nods, and I know I have her.



“I’ll see you again,” I shout, already cutting sail, “beneath the stars.” 



Then I shift, eschewing my girlness in favour of shipness, and knew no more.








I woke, gritty sand beneath my cheek, wet sailcloth rough against my skin, cinched and fastened by tarred rope and wood. Through my one open eye, I could see a boy lying on the beach besides me. He was dead, his eyes glassy, tongue extending from his gaping mouth, face pale and gray, all alike to a fish in every way except swimming like one, swimming well enough to survive. 



A man leaned in, touched him. Checked his body for breath, then his pockets for coin. Then he stepped over the boy, towards me. My one good eye tracked him haphazardly, and his widened. “Got a live one here!” I heard a masculine voice shout, felt a hand against my shoulder. “Sweet Jesus, she’s a girl!” I felt his hands grip me, try to lift me. “Bloody Mary, she’s heavy. Help me!”



More hands, lifting. Getting my feet under me. Staggering from the beach, under heavy storm clouds, and soon enough there was a chair, and a crackling fire, and a warm blanket, and hot soup, and a voice rich in motherliness saying: “You poor dear, you’re half-drowned, what’s your name, darling, what were you even doing on one of those awful navy ships?”



“Swift…” I murmured… “sure…”



“It’s alright, darling,” the woman’s hand brushed my hair. “You’ve come through an ordeal no girl should have to face, by the grace of God. A little rest will recover your wits, and you’ll be sure of yourself and your name when they do. You don’t need to worry about anything now. Not a thing. Just focus on getting better.”



But her glance at the man was worried, and his matched it in return.



“How did she even survive,” the man whispered, “when so many strong sailors perished?”



They brought in two more girls, the next day, both worse-off than me. One, red-haired and soft-spoken, gave her name as Sion, and would not speak thereafter. The other had no name at all, calling herself only Gal. I felt as if I knew them, should know them, and her especially. Maybe if she’d been able to say her name, I would’ve recalled…



“I do not know them,” Captain Percy said, who had saved a quarter of his men, and lost three-quarters along with his ship. “I do not believe they sailed aboard Association or Eagle or Swiftsure, although only the Admiral or their Captains would know for sure, and they are lost.”



“How did they survive, these three slips-of-a-girl,” the whispers ran, “when only the Quartermaster of the Swiftsure was saved from Bishop Rock by the Grace of God, and he a fat and lusty man yet battered near to death by the sea,” then their eyes would fall on silent, red-headed Sion, and the word unspoken would be: ‘Witchcraft’.



“The Admiral,” the cry went up, before they brought him in, battered by the sea and unrecognisable as a man. “They have found the Admiral!”



“It is the Admiral,” said Captain Percy, holding up his hand, which bore a glittering emerald ring. “See this is his ring, a rich gift from Captain James Lord Dursley. Admiral Shovell,” he asked, “do you know these girls? They were pulled from the water or laid upon the beach with many fine sailor’s bodies besides them. They are suspected of witchcraft and murder, and if you condemn them then your word can be the spade that sees them buried, before the reasonable men of Whitehall who have never known the sea can intervene.”



“Nay!” the Admiral cried, and coughed, coughing up water. “That is Swiftsure,” his fingertips shifted towards me, “and Eagle,” they tilted limply towards the nameless Gal, “and my Association,” for Sion, his lips almost curved to a smile, “and they are in my care for so long as I live. So,” and seawater trickled from the corner of his mouth, “the prize is bought at the terrible price. Forgive me, sons of my wife who live now in heaven; bound though I am for hell. Forgive me, able seaman of Scilly who hung for knowing the danger of these waters,” he coughed again. “Forgive an old man’s betrayal, the three of you,” his eyes widened, a little, and his knuckle worked against his ring, “take this,” he offered to Sion, “please. In exculpation. Give it to them,” he commanded Captain Percy, who turned, eyes wide, and fled, and it fell to me, with Sion frozen and whilst the nameless Gal huddled, to take it from his fingers. Then his breath rattled, and he died, and for a time, we were alone with the corpse.



When I gave the ring to Sion, I noticed, for the first time, that it’s deep sea-green was a perfect match for her eyes.








It was days, before another officer came, with a young leftenant besides him, and it wasn’t until she removed her cap I realised she was a girl.



“I am Charles Norrington, and my rank is Commodore” he said, and gestured to the girl. “This is my flagship, Her Majesty’s Ship-Girl Restoration. You are her sister-ship-girls.”



“Oh Swiftsure, Eagle,” she said, dashing forwards, wrapping us in her arms. “It’s so good to see you again! We were together at Barfleur! Red-squadron, remember? I was Red Seventeen? Oh, it doesn’t matter! I’m so glad you’re here! Apart from me, it’s all Blue-squadron girls - but not anymore!”



Commodore Norrington’s ship wasn’t much more than a yacht, HMS Weazle, a ten-gun Bermuda-rigged sloop with a crew of nine, just enough to sail her in fair weather, and not a hope in a fight - if you discounted Restoration and the three of us.



We could sail her better than the crew. I… knew, somehow, just what to do. Moreover, I knew the sea - and I was strong, strong enough to hoist alone a sail that should’ve required two men using block and tackle. Heavy enough to pull up a weight of cloth that ought to have lifted me from the deck.



Norrington’s claims were utter nonsense. Yet as time passed, I couldn’t help but come to accept them as utterly true. 



“The contemporary era of shipgirls within her Majesty’s navy begins with the Great Storm of 1703,” Commodore Norrington explained, as Weazle beat east up the Cornish coast. “Searching the Goodwin Sands-bank for any fortunate enough to survive, I came upon Northumberland, Stirling Castle, Mary, and,” he nodded to her, “Restoration.”



“He saved us,” she smiled, “Char- Commodore Norrington. Then, and after.”



“It took me some while to realise they were not passengers, but the ships themselves. The part of a ship that is a girl. Her… soul, made flesh by the Grace of God. The Kentish boatmen of Deal - no less superstitious than the Scilly Islanders - were both more right, and more wrong, than they knew. There were more things in the world than dreamed of in my philosophy,” 



‘Shakespeare, Hamlet,’ Restoration mouthed, as her hand slipped into his. 



“Yet shipgirls are no cackling witches, but rather a blessing of angels,” Norrington continued, as Restoration shook her head in denial. “Defoe wrote the storm as England’s punishment for our armies’ failures against the Catholic cause, and the good men of the Church agreed. God is not so vengeful, when goodness beats at England’s heart. The storm was his messenger, delivering to us the instrument of our victory!”



Restoration coughed. “A shipgirl’s needs are extreme, by human standards, but a fraction those of a man-o-war and a full crew. Skating across the waves, we are far nimbler than any wooden-hulled ship.”



“With a broadside no less devastating,” Norrington interrupted. “Moreso, if she can maneuver through the line-of-battle to rake enemy ships.”



“Later,” Restoration continued, “we found HMS Newcastle, lost at Spithead, who had been taken in by a family on the Isle of Wight, and HMS Reserve, who foundered off Yarmouth and had wound up in the workhouse there. We recovered both-”



“-to a new Navy Dockyard designed with ship-girls in mind and located in the privacy offered by Foulness Island,” Norington finished. “On receiving word of foul weather, and having little to fear from it ourselves, we sailed immediately to hasten to your rescue-”



“Land-ho! Sail-ho!”



There wasn’t much inside to a small ship like the Weazle, so we got up on deck pretty quickly - then I wondered how I’d known to do it.



“She’s a frenchman,” Norrington said, peering through his spyglass over the starboard bow. “Fourth-rate, fifty-guns, maybe.”



“What, here?” Restoration snapped. “Off the Cornish coast? We’ll run her off - if she runs. Up for a little excercise girls?” She asked, and her smile was… predatory. I realised, then, that Association had stayed below.



“Sail-ho!”



“Heard you the first time!” Restoration shouted back.



“Second set! Portside bow!”



Norrington spun.



“She’s the Ruby,” he called. 



“Another Red Squadron girl,” Restoration practically beamed, “chasing the frenchman. Sir,” she implored, “let us go to her aid! Between us and her we can quarter and catch him for sure!”



“The Ruby’s just a ship, Restoration,” Norrington replied.



“Yessir,” Restoration paused, “She’d hardly need our help if she was awaken.”



“Go,” Norrington sighed. “Don’t sink him if Ruby’s crew can’t take him. We don’t want to find a French femmenavire opposing you someday.”



“There isn’t room for that in Catholic philosophy Sir,” Restoration smiled, “and the Papists are as nailed to their dogma as Christ to his cross.”



“Restoration.”



“Aye sir - take her or spare her,” she replied, and slipped nimbly over the side.  Her shipness was more visible under full sail, fore and mainsail billowing from her hips, topsails from her shoulders. As I watched, topgallants sprouted from her head, and jibsails blossomed from her chest. Water was lapping around my feet before I realised I’d followed her as Weazle wore-away behind us. Only a manic would believe her crew of nine could take even a fourth-rater like the frenchman, yet, I wondered if Norrington had backed precisely to remove that temptation from Restoration’s mind. Even on a day’s acquaintance, she seemed… aggressive.



Not that that was a bad trait for a warshipgirl, I thought, as I set t’gallants and jibs of my own and raced into her wake.



A stern chase is a long chase.



“What in Neptune’s name is she doing?” Restoration said, some time later, as the frenchman turned away from us. “That puts her right into the Ruby’s path.”



“Almost perfectly taking her out of ours,” I said.



“If they can even see us,” Restoration continued, “or recognise the threat we pose if they could.”



“But they’re perfectly positioned to quarter Weazle between them and the Ruby,” I said.



“The Ruby,” Restoration paused. “You don’t think-” Then Ruby hoisted the tricoloure over her stern. “It-it’ll be alright,” Restoration said, “Association’s still aboard the Weazle. The Ruby’s no match for her.” Behind us, the dull boom of Ruby’s cannon’s rang out, and water splashed around the Weazle.



Restoration’s eyes flickered back and forth, between the frenchman ahead and the Ruby, closing in on the Weazle behind.



“Our orders were to aid the Ruby in taking the frenchman - and to let him go, if he couldn’t be taken,” I said.



“Yes,” Restoration nodded, and her smile spoke of her relief as we turned.



But there’s no fast way to beat upwind, and the Ruby bore down on the Weazle faster than we could close with either. Within minutes, chainshot was tearing through her rigging, tangling her sails, and she wasn’t running anymore.



“Sion, what the hell are you doing!” Restoration snarled, as if Association could hear her. “C’mon, c’mon.” Then Assocation appeared on Weazle’s deck. “Finally,” Restoration breathed. Despite the distance, I heard the rattle as Sion’s gunports opened. “No, wait!” She screamed, but the breeze took the words downwind, and cast them away.



Association held fire until Ruby was almost on top of Weazle, then the forty great guns of her broadside blazed, and the heavy cannonballs ripped across Ruby’s decks in a wash of french blood - and their recoil smashed Association into Weazle’s hull and flipped the little sloop like a toy in a bathtub, till what was left of her sails slapped against the surface.



“Charles!” Restoration screamed, turning to open her broadside. The range was extreme, but she was an excellent shot, and only one of her cannonballs hit Weazle’s sinking hull rather than the Ruby. Under continuing fire - if Association’s broadside alone hadn’t done it - the Ruby turned to run. 



It took us fifteen minutes to beat upwind to the Weazle, during which time our fire reduced the Ruby to a burning ruin. As we reached her, pulled Association from the wreck of the rigging, as Restoration tore the hull apart with her bare hands to reach Norrington - then the Ruby’s magazine exploded.








“Apologies,” Norrington said, as his leg thumped wood-on-wood against the desk. “Elevating it helps.” He paused. “I’ll never walk a quarterdeck in battle again, of course.”



“Wooden ships are just carriages now,” I said. “Despite everything, I think that’s been proved. Fighting is for-” 



“Shipgirls,” Admiral Norrington finished for me. “Perhaps it pains me less to agree now than it once would have,” he thunked his leg, “now that I can no longer have it. Though the promotion is a compensation. The future belongs to you,” he paused, “and the prizes. However that will work going forwards. For which you will receive a further eighth share, as Commodore of Red Squadron.”



“Sir- Restoration-”



“Restoration is a fine, aggressive warship,” he sighed, “but it’s past time for me to admit I can’t command her. Risking her… my fear of risking her leads me to doubt the instinct to reign her in - and she needs to be reigned in. Besides, she hates paperwork - and if we are to find further shipgirls, and protect them, it will all be paperwork.”



I paused, as I was leaving. “Ruby?” I asked.



“Doing fine,” he answered.








“Sion,” I said softly. She didn’t look up. “Sion.” I paused. Touched her shoulder. “Association.”



She started, too sharply, sails unfurling, gunports along her flanks banging as they opened. My touch tightened to a grip, and as she turned to bear despite it I recognised the difference between a third-rate of seventy guns like me and a second-rate of ninety like Association. “Sorry,” I said, and let go.



“Huh?” She replied, and blinked. “Oh. Swiftwind. You’ve come to see me?”



“Yes,” I said, rubbing my wrist. “To make sure you’re alright.”



“I’m… fine,” she said. But her gaze turned to her bed.



“How are your dreams?”



“I don’t remember,” she half-smiled, “all of them.” I took her hand, squeezed it gently. She twitched, and I rubbed my thumb across her knuckles. “They wake me, sometimes.” 



“It’s okay,” I told her. “You can tell me.”



“I remember hitting the water,” when the Weazle had rolled. “I remember hitting the rocks,” when she’d sunk. “I remember the sailor, screaming I was in the wrong place, to hold fire,” a warning, cried in the moment before her broadside had rolled the tiny sloop. “Screaming at me. Screaming at the admiral that he knew these waters, that we were bound for the rocks…” On deck, as a ship, before the Scilly Isles disaster. Admiral Shovell’s dying words had hinted at it…



“I remember hanging from the rigging,” Weazle’s, probably where we’d found her tangled. “I remember the Scillian, the sailor, hanging from the rigging, from the yardarm. By his neck.”



Navy ships enforced discipline brutally. I didn’t make Shovell a monster.



I hugged her, tightly. Stroked her hair. “It wasn’t your fault. None of it was your fault.”



“I know,” she said. Whispered. “Shovell - the sailor - Shovell didn’t kill him because said Shovell was wrong. Shovell killed him because he knew he was right.” Association smiled. Patted my cheek. “Thank you for coming. I feel better.”



I left, feeling worse.








There was a phenomenal amount of paperwork, as it turned out. “I still think you’re missing Resolution, Stirling,” I said.



My opposite number, Commodore-ship of blue squadron, tilted her head in response. “You hope we’re missing Resolution,” she agreed. “It’s frustrating that in the sole case we have complete testimony from a surviving crew,” she gestured to the teetering Resolution file, which towered like a mountain, “we didn’t get the girl to go with the ship we lost.”



“Shipgirls don’t stay missing for near a decade,” Stirling countered, an argument that had been growing more persuasive as the years passed. “Either she didn’t rise, or didn’t survive it. How easy would it have been for you to die on the shores of Scilly - or I on Goodwin Sands, if Captain Norrington’s rescue had been tardy.”



“If we knew which…” I shook my head. “At least it’s inconceivable you’d not have found Vanguard, sunk in Chatham Harbour,” I agreed.



“Sunk at harbour, and raised a year later,” Norrington broke in. He could move surprisingly quietly, despite his peg-leg, although his trim figure was running to a slight paunch now. Restoration’s cooking was, slowly, improving. “No-one expected… for all the little we know about why shipgirls arise, it certainly requires the loss of a ship. Although if instead we’d put a stop to her salvage…” he shook his head. “It’s not like we have ships to spare on experiments, in time of war. Perhaps once there is peace. If there is peace…”



The next day, HMS Edgar burned at Spithead with all her crew, and a new shipgirl joined Stirling’s squadron.








Eventually, the war ended, the Spanish Succession settled, great power balanced in europe.



Within the year, HMS Victory burned, and when they broke the hulk, they found amongst the charred remains of ship and crew the still-living form of a shipgirl. A badly-traumatised shipgirl.



I found the orders in Norrington’s desk.



He found me there.



He went for the sword at his hip. I was faster.



With Victory mine, I fled, ahead of Restoration’s screams of pain, of vengeance.



Then, the storm.
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Do you ever believe that something else is out there? Like some great unknown is calling to you to do this strange, yet certain thing, and you disregard it, resisting it, ears closed to the clattering masses, eyes clamped to your inescapability, and you put it off so long, almost overlooking it, but eventually the inevitable happens, and you can no longer avoid the circumstances: you’re forced to look forward, skulking through and plodding forward like the damn good solider you are? 



If that’s a yes, then go forth my child and do whatever nebulous thing life is telling you to do.



I, on the other hand, just had a gift card here that was about to expire. 



If you haven’t read the other reviews already, PLFE or P-Life as some people call it, is a little café known mainly for their mini Bundt cakes. It was recommended to me by my coworkers and some friends. They were aghast when I said I hadn’t eaten here yet even though it’s practically right next to my work. To clear that elephant in the room, they gave me the gift card almost a year ago. Too bad it has an expiration date. 



I was always hesitant on coming here because of the hype, and the fact that it’s always buzzing with people. Lines that sometimes go outside the door – but it’s not because the room is small. It’s a pretty large building with seemingly plenty of seating, however the wait times are on the longer side for a café. I was standing at the to-go line and probably waited there about twenty minutes. 



Inside the café, there’s an old country type of feeling to the room with ornate porcelain plates pinned to the walls, baskets and farm-related décor with plenty of flowers, vases, and flowers in vases. The display counter in the front shows all of their pastries and their assemblage of bundt cakes, all daintily lined up. Smores. Peanut butter. Taro. Tiramisu. Other flavors too. They also have a good selection of tea and sandwiches, but if coffee’s your poison, they have your standard local roasters like Dino/Dyno Roasters and Black ‘N Bold. I ordered their special: buy 2 mini bundts and get a small coffee for a dollar. 



Both cakes melt in your mouth much like the texture of a soufflé. The oreo cake is rich, but not so rich that it overpowers you and leaves you choked and needing to rinse your throat with water. The red velvet tastes like red velvet and the cream cheese frosting dollop on top made it especially tasty. I usually hate cream and tend to wipe it off, but I didn’t mind eating theirs. Their most popular item is the white vanilla-fied bundt cake, which they call their “white elephant”. I haven’t tried it yet, but next time I will. 



If some higher being was calling me, then goddamn! Why the hell didn’t I listen sooner! This is fucking delicious! Go ahead and address that elephant in the room! The hype is worth it.



This deserves more than five stars! I’m probably buying a dozen next time I’m here. 



I might or might not share. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 8] [❄ Cool 4] 






Romero’s Bistro

$$$ • Italian 

[Address]

★★★ 5/29/2012



I had a first date here and expected their food to be good. Instead, it was only satisfactory. But maybe other things are to blame for that. 

 

Romero’s is on the corner of Camerol and 22nd. Parking is either valet or meter. Or neighborhood parking if you can find it. It’s is a pricey Italian dinner-only establishment that’s been here for over three generations now, based on the splatter of pictures concealed in their entrance and their little origin blurb in the menu. 



Wait, dude. Stop. If you had a first date, shouldn’t you have, you know, actually paid attention to your date and not the damn menu? 



At Romero’s wine glasses are laid on every table. Candles are lit to set a sensual ambiance. Vines are hanging from the awning, and as you eat you can hear the classical jazz softly lapsing in and out of your ears. If you’re going to actually talk to your date, then this place is quiet enough to have a decent conversation… or even an actual conversation. 



Of course, if all your date is going to do is stare at her phone, well, you might as well stare at everything else in the restaurant. Like their Great Wall of Wine. Or their oil paintings of the Bertollini Romero, their first owner. 



The food was decent. Unmemorable. I had a blackened salmon that came with seasoned kale and mashed potatoes. Everything was a bit salty. 



An obviously, we passed on dessert. 



They didn’t even give out free bread. For about $30 a plate, shouldn’t that be required? 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 3] [❄ Cool 1] 






Schadenfreude Beans & Roasters

$ • Coffee & Tea 

[Address] 

★★★★★ 8/17/2012

[Seven check-ins] 



Don’t let the name fool you. This is a coffee shop not too far from main street and has some of the friendliest staff I’ve ever met.



Upon entering, you’re immediately drawn to the backsides of American consumerism blatantly staring at you. Writers, wannabe writers, people who have no official workplace, people who just want to score free wifi, coffee mongrels who have rejected Starbucks, or whoever are nestled with their coffee cups in hand, hovering other the blinking lights of their laptops or tablets or phones with hazy, glazy, DEAD EYES. 



If you come here, good luck scoring an outlet. Electrical tentacles crowd at the pillar, tangled as they to get a power source while their owners above engage in some kind of crowdsourcing. They, too are in need of fueling. 



But I digress. 



Schadenfreude has great coffee. Great. And the staff always knows what they’re talking about. They also have different milk options like soy, almond and coconut, but I never bother with those. 



I usually order a red eye. Helps avoid the dead eyes, ya kno? And with just that, I’m able to last a 12 hour shift. 



Seating is pretty limited and for that reason, I take my cup to go. Today though, I had to get some paperwork sent to the company fast and like usual, found there was no seating available. Luckily, after seeing the same faces each day, a familiar stranger offered me a seat at her tiny table.



See, even the strangers here are nice! Go here, everyone is nice! 



 Only four and a half stars because of the seating.  



P.S. If you check in they give you 10% your order. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 1] [☺ Funny 2] [❄ Cool 1] 



Edit: 12/18/2013

Updated to five stars give because the lack of seating was the best thing that ever happened to me. Plus, their coffee is pretty damn good. 

: )
 






Dale & Dell 

$$ • Pizza, Italian

[Address] 

★★ ½  9/1/2012

Pros: 

-Have a variety of vegetable choices like arugula, butternut squash and artichoke hearts

-Garlic knots are amazing

-Plenty of seating

-Cheap beer

-Like Buffalo Wild Wings except with pizza. Sports always playing. Good as an ice breaker.  



Cons: 

-No deep dish pizza, only thin crust

-Really crowded, hard to hold a conversation without yelling “What” all the time.

-Infested by drunk college students (both the patrons and the staff) 

-Pizza slice by itself is expensive. Just get the whole pizza. 

-Pasta’s not worth it



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 7] [❄ Cool 1] 






Wakari Ramen

$ • Japanese, Ramen 

 [Address]

★★★ 11/29/2012



My acquaintance/friend and I stopped here for a quick bite. I’ve seen most places offer ramen for about $10 and this place is no different. They have your standard tonkotsu, shoyu and miso ramen, but what’s different is that there’s also an option for spicy versions. 



We went around dinner and it wasn’t too busy. We got counter seats, with a nice view of the chefs dropping the gyoza or the tempera in the fryer and picking it up with the skimmer. I ordered the tonkotsu spicy ramen combo with extra pork and a half order of gyoza, and my friend ordered the curry ramen. My pork broth was a bit oily, and towards the end, all the salt started giving me a headache. The curry ramen seemed to have carrots, beef, and potatoes in its soup. Honestly, I don’t know if they use MSG in their broth. 



The gyoza was especially fried and tasty. Probably the only thing I liked about the place. Also the fact that they give you free green tea.



A couple of miles away, on 7th street is another ramen restaurant, Ramen of Napes, specializing in make-it-yourself ramen. Go there instead. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 4] [❄ Cool 4] 






Off the Rim Taco Truck 

[Address]

$ • Mexican, Catering Services 

★★★★ 12/16/2012



It’s a taco truck. Forget those “gourmet”, over-priced KBBQ or grilled cheese or lobster truck. For a buck a piece, you can snag some authentic Mexican street tacos. 



But here’s a tidbit for you folks: this place does NOT serve burritos. Only tacos. Soft tacos. Those hard shell enthusiast reviewers don’t know what the hell authentic means.



The most popular tacos are the carne asada tacos and the chicharones tacos. They also serve chicken, al carbon, and chorizo. They have two types of salsa. One green and one red. Both have a nice kick. I personally like the green better than the red.



Since it’s a taco truck it moves locations frequently, but every Thursday it parks it rear right at the empty parking lot near the auto shop, off Birch Avenue. It’s an eat-and-stand place. No sitting anywhere, unless you want to sit on the floor.  



And when you’re done, you and the lady can walk to The Black Swan across the street and grab a few tequila shots. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 1] [❄ Cool 1] 






Some Common Phrase

$$ • Gastropub, Burgers, Bars 

[Address] 

★★★★ 12/18/2012



Let it not be said that food doesn’t bring people together. Good food ALWAYS brings close people together, and like Raymond Carver never said, it’d always probably invite people to become closer. 



I had an official “first” date here. (But, hey it was probably more like the 5th or 6th date) 



Hey, women like burgers as much as men, right? At this place, you’ll know for sure that the answer to that is a definite yes.



Anyhoo, she got the portebello mushroom burger. It’s a vegetarian burger, but she’s not a vegetarian. (She eats pork just fine, thank ya very much) 



We shared the sweet potato fries which were seasoned with sea salt and some combination of garlic power, Cajun seasoning, and other stuff. 



This place is open late. So go ahead and drink the night away! Or order another craft, you guys can Uber home. 



I had the “Ugly Quackling” burger with is beef infused with duck fat. Don’t be alarmed with by the duck because fuck, it makes it delicious! The burger itself had tomatoes, arugula, caramelized onions, a thick slab of peppered bacon, garlic aioli truffle spread all over a brioche bun.  



Skip the garlic aioli sauce if you plan on kissing afterward. ;) If it’s unplanned, then good on you!



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool 1] 






The Secret Bar

$$ • Bar

[Address] 

★★★★★ 12/29/2012



Their not-so-subtle name says it all. Even entering this place is a secret and if you’re not careful you might spend most of your time trying to find the bar. The entrance is located inside the alley, past the swanky apartment complex and near the other restaurants lining the street. Head west of the restaurants and you’ll see an alleyway located between a flower shop and the Barrel Bar. Keep going until you reach the end.



There will be two doors. One in front of you and one to your right with a light post. Knock and – I kid you not – someone will ask for a password. The password changes every month, but this month it’s Truman Capote. 



The bar itself has this retro, Gatsby, roaring 20s, prohibition-era ambience. Even the waiters and waitresses wear era-inspired clothing. 



Drinks are top notch. You can’t miss this place. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 2] [❄ Cool 1] 




Tiffany’s On the Corner 

$$ • Breakfast

[Address] 

★★★★ 12/30/2012



After a busy night, my date and I needed some mornin’ grub. She wanted omelets; I wanted French toast. We settled on this place after a quick yelp scan. 



 Blue velvet pancakes? Have you heard of such a monstrocity? Turns out they have red velvet pancakes too. 



We abandoned our original desires and both ordered the blue velvet pancake combo with hash browns, 2 eggs any style, and 2 slices of bacon or sausage. I didn’t find the pancakes to be any different from their red counterpart, but my friend said that she could taste a faint trace of blueberries. I think she was tasting the mimosa or that blueberry beer from last night. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 5] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool ] 






The Blues Shack 

$ • Cajun, Seafood

[Address] 

★★★★★ 1/14/2013



Once upon a time there was a tiny shrimp po’ boy.



He swam deep into the sea, past the scuttle fish and the clams, past even the oysters or the baby turtles still finding their sea legs. 



He is the star of the sandwich; he is a noble, brave – and perhaps grave – hero. 



But the real star is the simple French loaf. The poor dough gets beaten up every day, kneaded, pounded relentlessly. But one day he rose, alive, ready to do his duty. One day, they met. 



And the humble bread knew that he wanted to be with the shrimp for life. The two joined forces. 

They crushed that oyster sandwich. They usurped that beer-battered, deep-fried beastling. Together, they were invincible. Together, they were complete. 



The end. 



Edit: 1/15/2013 This piece is a work is fiction. The food was delicious. And I am not calling any certain person a fish or a piece of bread. 9/10 recommended. 





Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 2] [☺ Funny 12] [❄ Cool 7] 






Moon Chips

$$ • Bakery, Cookies 

[Address]

★★★★★ 4/22/2013



This place had a groupon deal and with my coupon I bought a dozen cookies for $5, plus a frozen hot chocolate for my girlfriend.



Go back to Willy Wonka’s frackin factory and demand your damn refund! Cookie Monster would be proud! O_O



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 8] [❄ Cool 5] 






Stirring the Pot 

$$ • Chinese, Hot Pot

[Address] 

★★★ ½  5/10/2013



My girlfriend treated me for my birthday. I never tried Chinese Hot Pot, but I have tried shabu shabu before, and this is somewhat similar. When you first enter, you’re olfactory senses blaze in alarm. You’re hit with eastern smells and spices and incense. Unlike most Chinese restaurants I’ve been too, this place has electric counters at each table. 



Ordering is tricky for newcomers. Like most reviewers have said, the food they serve is AYCE but, and this is where it gets tricky, you’re supposed to order in rounds. If you look at the menu, there is a listing of different items: different meats, veggies, seafood, and other stuff. You’re supposed to order what you want to eat. There are also different types of broth and you can order up to two. 



My girlfriend and I got the house special and the miso. 

We were content with a mishmash of rib eye meat, enoki mushrooms, oyster mushrooms, baby bok choy, spinach, fish cake, sponge tofu, quail eggs, and scallops. My girlfriend also wanted fried wontons. 



You’re give this giant, steaming bowl of soup, and the waiter turns on the stove. Then all at once they deliver your raw food. If you’ve never had a hot pot before, the premise is this: you basically cook your food in a pot of soup and take the items out when you want to eat it. 



But, how do you know if your food is ready? You can ask the waiters or waitresses, but they’re a little hard to understand. Instead, check the side of the your table, near the soy sauce and other condiments. They have instructions on each table about the cooking times for your food. 



It was $22.99 per person, and I think it was worth it even though we only lasted two rounds. They must have had some kind of promotion or the qilin must have come and blessed our food because they gave us a $5 off coupon for the next time we visit. 



Or they must think we’re like that frog in hot water. We’re already boiling in their soup! 



Afterwards, you come out smelling like the place. And you eat so much you feel like going to the gym afterwards. But it was still worth it. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 4] [❄ Cool 1] 






Ganbatte Fitness

Gyms, Trainers, Martial Arts

[Address]

★★★★ 7/16/2013



Eat hard. Play hard. Gotta look right for the lady. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 7] [❄ Cool 1] 






Moving Forward Movers 

Movers 

[Address] 

★★★ 7/26/2013



Five stars. No complaints. 



Edit: 1/27/2015 

Downgraded to three stars because they broke some electronic equipment and scratched some stuff. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool ] 




Kekoa’s Place 

$$ • Hawaiian 

[Address] 

★★★ 6/19/2013



We were craving Hawaiian and this was the only place close by. 



Tips: 

-Try the spam musubi



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful ] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool 1] 






Benny’s Seafood Grill

$$$ • Seafood

[Address] 

★ 9/23/2013



My girlfriend and I took a daytrip down the coast and as we walked down the pier, we entered this little establishment. 



There are two words you don’t want to see together: food + poisoning. My girlfriend and I had a date at this place and they had some oysters on the half rack on their happy hour menu. They tasted fine. Didn’t have a fishy smell, but they were a bit slimier than I was used to and slipped down my throat leaving a trail of oyster glop as if they were bread crumbs, ready to scale their way back out. 



And short story is that’s what happened. 



I ate about five of them and got a Corona (a bucket of beer for $25). My girlfriend got a shrimp po’ boy and we ate it on their lounge. 



About an hour later, I had to use their restroom and stayed there for a good twenty minutes. We ended up canceling our date night and I stayed home making gross love to my toilet while my girlfriend halfheartedly laughed, watching both me and Orange is the New Black. 



 And I bet prison food would have tasted better. 



Good deals, but bad experience. Would not recommend. I’d give it zero stars if I could. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 7] [❄ Cool 1] 






Spoon and Syrup

$ • Desserts, Ice Cream & Frozen Yogurt, Coffee & Tea

[Address] 

★★★★ 12/7/2013



-Tasty 

-Has shaved ice too

-Check in and you get a free topping or flavored cone 



I guess their ice cream is dog friendly because the owner gave some person’s dog a free cup of vanilla. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 1] [☺ Funny 2] [❄ Cool 1] 






[b]Word Life[b/]

$$ • Bookstores

[Address] 

★★★ 1/3/2014



It looks like a tornado hit this place. Books are scattered all over the place. And I like cats, but this place was infested with them. I couldn’t tell what was worst, the dusty book smell or the cats. 



The store owner kept looking at me and I felt like I couldn’t find a book in piece. What’s worse is that they don’t even alphabetize their fiction. 



Hey man, I’m just trying to find the self-help section, not the porn section!



There’s another worker there, this younger man, who ogles all the women in the store. He doesn’t even offer to help grab a book. They stand on the ladder themselves and the old man has to help them. 



He has them stand on the ladder themselves. Even the old man offers to help them. 



Of course my girlfriend didn’t notice this. She was too busy ogling Crabby, their fat orange cat that lingers around the shop. 



Other than that it was an okay selection. And the prices were cheap. 



Maybe I’d come again. 



Was this review …? 

 [💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 3] [❄ Cool 3] 






Touching Noses – Cat Café

$$ • Coffee & Tea, Animal Shelter 

[Address] 

[3 check-ins]

★★★★ 2/13/2014



The word has been taken over by cats! Better cats than zombies, I always say. A few years ago, San Francisco opened its very first cat café, and it was all over the news. Patrons lined up outside for hours, signing check-in sheets for certain hours of the day, waiting as if they were inside the DMV. Most of the spotlight on TN has ended, and after a continuous onslaught of begging and pleading, I finally accompanied my girlfriend here. 



She wasn’t disappointed. She was practically rolling around the floor and grabbing each cat that didn’t come to her. 



At a cat café patrons are able to enjoy drinks and play with the ferocious felines at the same time in the same room. This place serves as an adoption center too. If you like the cat you played with you can adopt him or her. 



Most of the cats are sleeping, but the kittens are hyperactive furballs. Each one of them distracts you long enough that your drink gets cold. Then, they try to eat your cake. 



Being a café, you’d expect that they have good drinks, but unfortunately, their repertoire isn’t great. The drinks are okay, sometimes watery. I also feel like they’re mostly concerned with the cats, not the drinks.   



My girlfriend had fun, so it was enjoyable. We almost adopted a cat too. 



Edit: 2/2/2015

If you liked a certain cat, adopt them fast. Someone will probably swoop them away if you hesitate. : (



Was this review …? 

 [💡 Useful 6] [☺ Funny 2] [❄ Cool 5] 






Simply Italian 

$$ • Italian 

[Address] 

★ 4/23/2014



Skip this place. Horrible, lazy staff. And the food was pretty crappy. Spaghetti and meatballs were made of tofu. Tofu! Yeah, that’s ‘simply Italian’, all right. And they were extremely spicy. I did not want my meatballs to taste like tofu, but the owner complained that that’s what Italian food tastes like, telling me to take the next plane out of here and off to Naples. 



Well, I’m sure that’ll solve everything! Clearly, I was in the wrong! Clearly! They must know their Italian Food! 



Finally, after I had left, a few days later, something was up with my credit card. I don’t want ot point fingers, but I’m about 100% sure this place stole my credit card information. And when I called them about it, they denied everything. Would not recommend.



Was this review …? 

 [💡 Useful 5] [☺ Funny 7] [❄ Cool 1] 





Comment from Jon J. of Simply Italian 

Business Owner



4/24/2014 • This man and his party came in arguing the moment they entered, and they did not stop during the dinner service. Their rude attitude didn’t desist as they even started arguing with us about the spiciness of the pasta. If you’re allergic to spicy, then don’t eat it! Also, we did not steal his credit card information as he paid in cash. Go eat and argue elsewhere! Would not want your business anyways. Ciao! #WeDoNotNegotiateWithYelpers 
 






Falafel Stop

$• Falafel, Vegan 

[Address]

★★★½  6/28/2014



They only sell falafels. Who knew chickpeas tasted so good? 



Was this review …? 

 [💡 Useful ] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool 1] 




Chilled to the Bone

$ • Ice Cream & Frozen Yogurt

[Address] 

★ 7/30/2014



Ice cream is tasteless and overpriced. I’ve eaten ice cubes more satisfying than this. 



Was this review …? 

 [💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool 1] 






Mario's 39

[Address] 

$$ • Pizza, Italian 

★★★★★ 11/2/2014



This is a make-it-your-way pizzeria. Unlike other places which only do pizza, this place also does pasta. 



Was this review …? 

 [💡 Useful 1] [☺ Funny 1]  [❄ Cool] 




Fizz and Sizzle 

$$$$ • American (New) 

[Address] 

★★★★★ 1/15/2015



My anniversary was here. My girlfriend and I were arguing, but not about the food. The staff were absolutely wonderful and attentive. The food was divine. 



I got a New York Strip. Succulent, savory, I hate clichés but this was Heaven on a plate. 



Was this review …? 

 [💡 Useful 2] [☺ Funny 2] [❄ Cool 2] 






Echo’s Edge State Park 

Parks, Hiking 

[Address] 

★★★★ 1/20/2015

I sometimes go jogging on these mountains. The views are amazing. If you hike up for about forty minutes, there’s a vista point. You can see the sun setting over the mountain tops, and, especially if it rains, you can chance upon a dynamo of colors, shaping and shifting as if it were a Mai Tai cocktail – kind of like the one I’m drinking right now. Reds and oranges. A splash of blue with a hibiscus floating on top. Mine is actually sunk in. 



The vista is great spot for proposals. 



Just make sure she says yes.



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 2] [☺ Funny 3] [❄ Cool] 
 





Triple Diamond Jewelry

$$$$ • Jewelry, Jewelry Repair, Watches 

[Address]

★★★★★ 1/23/2015



Their return policy is 60 days. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool 1] 






Portal-Portral Coffee Company

$ • Coffee & Tea

[Address] 

★★ 4/2/2015



I needed to find another coffee spot and found this place. It’s mediocre. Not unlike Starbucks with fancy, flattened chairs and sofa. And speaking of flat, the flat white tastes flatter and blander than a cracker. 



Free parking in the lot near Rite Aid. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 4] [☺ Funny 3] [❄ Cool 1]






New Grounds Animal Shelter Pound

Animal Shelters 

[Address] 

★★★★ 5/20/2015



New Grounds is a pound. Unlike other animal shelters this one seems cleaner and smells better. Forget the pet stores and adopt a pet. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 1] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool 1] 






Lily & Oak’s Cremation Services

Funeral Services & Cemeteries 

[Address] 

★★★★★ 7/21/2015



Cemeteries are always eerie. Memories are flogged with dead things, people who have passed, moments that are lost in time. 



A friend I hadn’t spoken to in a long time asked me to review this place. I was hesitant, her father passed and I was invited to attend. It must be an extremely difficult job to constantly deal with those who are in mourning. Lily & Oak’s were extremely helpful to my friend. They were very serviceable, very cordial, very efficient. They helped her through all the steps of her father’s passing, before his cremation and after, with his urn. The dead bring many memories, many feelings out in the open.



Can the dead bring the living together again? 



I don’t know the answer to that question, but I hope it does. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 3] [☺ Funny 1] [❄ Cool 4] 






Broken Cup Café 

$ • Coffee & Tea 

[Address] 

★★★★★ 12/27/2015

 

What a fitting name for a coffee shop. Sometimes things happen in life that are too coincidental. 



At the corner of the room there was a mom and her son. The son was playing around with something and knocked the cup over. The hot chocolate splattered on the floor, and some of it ended up spilling on him. They ordered it a while ago, so it probably wasn’t hot anymore. 



A staff person promptly swept and mopped the mess. The couple behind me sniggered about "irony".



The boy looked like he was about to cry, and the mom dropped to his eye level, gently patting his head while wiping his shirt. 



"Hey now," she cooed. "It’s alright. It’s just an accident."



They boy was probably worried about the broken cup. I think the phrase "You break it, you buy it" comes to mind, but this is a simple coffee shop. The boy let a few tears spill out, but afterwards, he was fine. 



Optimism is a strange thing. 



Maybe this world is broken. Maybe our dreams are broken, and that in turn makes us broken. 



But we can at least help each other, can’t we? 



This is a small little open coffee shop next to the pier. It’s small but spacious. In case your party won’t speak here are thousands of other things to note outside. Through the windows, you can spot the surfers scaling the liquid walls, and you can watch the waves embracing the shores, making foamy puzzles in the sand.  The windows tops are only covered with a tarp, so a draft continuously enters the room from above. 



What’s also nice is that the staff won’t bother you even if you ordered only one cup of coffee. So you can sit there and listen as your friend spills out all her feelings and fears, her worries and anxieties about the future. You can sit and listen and be there for her, just as you know she would be there for you. 



They won’t bother the both of you as you address that elephant in the room. 



"Why did you let go?"



If you waited long enough, you’ll get your answer. She’ll talk about losing that prominent figure in her life; the one who ruined things for her. The one she can’t let go of. She tell you all these things she hid because she didn’t want you to know; she didn’t want to break like that coffee cup, even though she knew that she had probably already broke a long time ago. 



Maybe it was just timing. Maybe she just needed to let go of this first. 





Edit: 1/3/2016

The patio is dog friendly. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful 6] [☺ Funny 4] [❄ Cool 1] 






Stellar Coffee 

$ • Desserts, Coffee & Tea 

[Address] 

★★★★★ 1/6/2016



This establishment just recently opened and right now, it's still in its soft opening. 



My on and off girlfriend and I had a vanilla latte and a mocha, respectively, but the main reason we tried this place is because there's a pet store nearby and we needed to pick up some treats for our cat and dog. 



If you're looking for the shop, it's hard to spot this place from the street. They have a wooden sign with a coffee cup tilted on its side. My girlfriend likes to say that their cup is half empty. I say that it's full. Doesn't really matter anyways - and just a note, they use half and half milk, not whole milk or 2%. No other flavors too. 



Do you believe in fate? Half full, half empty. Again, it doesn't matter. But I do like to take my drinks one sip at a time. I think it's better that way. And I think, now, she thinks so as well. 



Was this review …? 

[💡 Useful ] [☺ Funny ] [❄ Cool ] 

      

      
   
      The Burning of the Hanged Man


      

      
      
         Mai Yamada stuffed her deck of tarot cards back into her bag. They’d shown her the same cards. The same cards as every day. She wondered whether she ought to just take these three cards with her; at least it would make her bag a little lighter. The corners of her mouth made an unfamiliar twitch upward before reality reasserted itself. There were about ten minutes left until homeroom started, and she’d rather spend them someplace else.



She picked up her book from her desk, and in a few seconds the world around her changed: The unheated classroom that smelled of chalk and citrus cleaning agent, along with the incessant jabbering of her classmates, gave way to a wooden hall that was heated by a large, crackling fire. Men had assembled that would ride out into battle, defending the lands of mankind against the forces of evil.



“Ferthu Théoden hál! Receive now this cup and drink in happy hour.” She passed a cup to her king, then to his guests in turn. When she stood before the mightiest of them, awe and excitement made her tremble. As she looked up into his eyes, he said—



“Attention, class!” The shift from Edoras back to Tokyo was abrupt and painful. The general murmur had settled down, and the teacher was standing in front of the class. He wasn’t alone, however…



“Welcome back to school. I hope you all have had a pleasant summer vacations. Before we continue though, let me introduce Kevin Duran here.” The teacher indicated to his left where a boy was standing. “He’s a foreign exchange student who’ll be joining us for the next six months.” the teacher said.



The exchange student, a brown-haired westerner, waved. “Hello everyone, I’m Kevin.” Then, he seemed to remember where he was: “Yoroshiku Onegaishimasu!” He bowed. “That’s what you say, right?” He grinned defensively.



The teacher nodded to him with a kind smile, then turned to the class again. “He speaks some basic Japanese, but it would be best if a pupil with good English took care of him.”



A few heads turned to Mai, who in turn tried to slip down her chair without obviously looking as though she was trying to hide. Suzume Hashimoto, one of the popular girls at the other end of the class room, raised her hand, and Mai let out a silent sigh of relief.  “Yamada-san has top grades in English. She reads all sorts of foreign books, too.”



Mai’s heart skipped a beat, and she shot a glance of pure horror at Suzume, who was smiling at her with a smile that did not extend to her eyes.



“Well then,” the teacher said. “I’ll be entrusting him to you, Yamada-san.”



Mai opened her mouth, but did not find the heart to protest. Kevin slumped down in the seat next to her and stretched out a hand: “Kevin. Pleased to meet you.” Even over the murmur that had started while Kevin walked to his seat, Mai could hear Suzume giggling. Mai thought of an idiom she once read, and thought Kevin should’ve read it, too. Then, she rearranged it in her head, and for the second time this day, the corners of her mouth twitched upward: When faced with Romans, do as the Romans do. She reached for Kevin’s hand and shook it, her own trembling ever so slightly.








Kevin didn’t need any help during the lessons, which surprised Mai. After his short introduction, he hadn’t seemed that fluent in Japanese at all; she had misjudged him.



When the bell sounded for lunch break, Mai lifted up her book, ready to disappear to Middle-earth again, but Kevin stopped her: “So reading Lord of the Rings, huh?”



Mai nodded, lowering her book again and looking at him.



“So, uhm… do you like other books, too?”



“Only fantasy,” Mai said.



“Oh, why?”



Mai hesitated for a moment, looking at the ceiling to think. “Because the hero always conquers fate, I guess.”



“Hah, that’s interesting.” He smiled. “Thinking about it, I guess you’re right. It’s the complete opposite of the classical plays with tragic heroes. You know, Hamlet, etc.”



“I’ve never seen one of those.” Mai said.



“What? Isn’t there a theatre club at this school?”



“Yes, there is, but —”



“That’s the one we’ll join, then,” Kevin said, a big smile spreading across his face.



“Wha… we?”



“Why, of course we. I was gonna ask you for that club anyway. Always did theatre back in the US. Now it’s settled though.”



“But why me, too?”



“I need you. I didn’t get a word that guy said. What was the subject, anyway?”



Mai’s jaw dropped. “Why didn’t you ask?”



“Hardly could’ve asked you to just translate the whole lecture, could I.”



“But… how are you gonna learn?” Mai asked.



He grinned. “Ah, I’ll study up, don’t worry. Theatre I take seriously, though. You’ll help me, right?”



“Uh…”



“Pretty please?”



Mai could tell that the face Kevin made was probably his interpretation of puppy eyes, but he failed so miserably that she couldn’t help but grin. “Alright.”








Mai hadn’t been involved in club activities last year. She’d been to the literature club once, but they were different: they read books for new ideas, and to discuss them. All she wanted to do was read. There was no club compatible with her.



Yet now, she was heading to the theatre club. A club about expressing oneself, of grand gestures. Things felt a bit surreal as she walked down the corridors, but Kevin had basically ambushed her when school had finished. Had he known where it was, she was sure he would’ve grabbed her hand and dragged her there.



Mai had braced for a large group of people, probably in the middle of a recital, but when they got to the club room, the door was wide open. She knocked anyway. “Excuse the disruption…” she said and looked inside. The room was smaller than she’d thought, but on second glance, that was only because all the walls were lined with props and other stuff: fake stones, trees, and buildings, all painted on wood or cardboard. A large wardrobe with an assortment of costumes had an entire wall for itself, along with a shelf featuring hats, helmets, swords, and shields. In the back of the room was a raised platform that was momentarily closed off by a large, red curtain: the stage.



Mai looked around for what was probably an impolite amount of time before she acknowledged the two senior students, a boy and a girl, sitting at a desk in the middle of the room. The boy had raised his head, smiling at her. When their eyes met, he said: “Come on in, we’re just doing registration today.”



Kevin and Mai went up to the desk.



“I’m Harada, the president of this club, and this is Iori, our secretary.” He indicated the girl sitting at the desk next to him, but she didn’t look up from her paperwork. “And you are…?”



“Yamada, Mai and Duran, Kevin,” Mai said. “Duran-kun is—”



“Call me Kevin,” Kevin interjected and took a step forward.



“Oh, American, huh?” the president asked, switching to English in an instant.



“Yep.”



“That’s interesting!” The president got up from his seat and went around the desk towards Kevin. “ I’ve always wanted to do a show in Engl—”



The secretary cut in: “the majority of members would object, Harada-san.”



“Ah,” the president waved a hand at her. “Don’t be a killjoy. I’m sure we can convince them, can’t we? What do you say, Duran-kun?”



Kevin gave him the thumbs up. “Sure we can.” He stretched out a hand toward the president.



The president took it. “Opposed to a classic? Let’s say, Shakespeare?”



Kevin shook his head. “No objections.”



“Alright!” The president said. “Yamada-san?” he looked towards Mai, who’d been trying to sneak out the club doing one silent back step at a time.



“Uh… I don’t really know,” she said, “I’m not really a theatre person.“



“But you do want to join our club, right?”



“I’m more of a book person, so…”



“Oh, but don’t tell me,” the president said as he approached her, “that you haven’t read a story yet that felt real to you. A story that transported you to another place, putting you into the shoes of one of its characters.” He was standing right in front of Mai now.



Mai just stood there, dumbstruck.



“That is what theatre is all about.” He turned to point towards the stage behind him. “On this stage, the story comes alive, and you become one of its characters. The only difference is that you don’t have to only convince yourself, but others, too. Do you think you can do that, Yamada-san?”



“I don’t know…”



“Then, we’ll see. Please come back after school tomorrow.” The president looked at Mai and Kevin in turn. “We’ll announce the play and start with assigning roles right away.”



With that, Mai and Kevin went to leave, but before they could, someone else blocked the doorway: tall, good-looking and a look of mixed surprise and scorn on her face. “Oh, Yamada-san. What brings you and our new exchange student here of all places?” Suzume asked.



“Hello Hashimoto-san. Duran-kun wanted to join the theatre club, so…”



“So he dragged you here, huh? Don’t tell me you’re going to join, too,” she said, smiling coldly.



Mai folded her arms in front of her chest. “I am. So?”



Suzume laughed. “Oh, nothing. Go ahead and make a fool out of yourself for all I care. Well then, see ya.” With that, she pushed past Mai and Kevin.



“I didn’t get that all,” Kevin said as they went out of the room and set out on their way home, “but that girl doesn’t really like you, does she?”



“No.” Mai said.








Mai’s ride home didn’t take more than half an hour, but it was still too long. She and Kevin had parted at the train station, and the railway car was too crowded to read, which meant she was alone with her thoughts. Her mind wandered between her tarot cards, the awkward situation at school, and what was yet to come.



The way from the train station home was short, and she went almost on autopilot. Mai told herself this was due to having walked that way so many times before, but in truth, she felt as though the house was a void, or a vortex, sucking her in. As she stood before it, the apparent wealth and good spirits its facade portrayed were in stark contrast to the emptiness she felt.



“I’m home,” Mai said as she opened the door and took off her shoes in the hallway. On socks, she slid over the cold floor tiles into the kitchen where her mother stood, already working on today’s dinner.



“Welcome home,” Mai’s mother said without turning to face her, stirring something in a pot on the stove. “You’re late today. Did something interesting happen at school?”



Mai hesitated for a moment, then said: “Nothing.”



Mai’s mother stopped her stirring for a second, her shoulders slumping. Then, she continued. “You’d better go to your room and do your homework. I’ll call you for dinner. Your father will be late again.”



This time, Mai did not answer but simple turned and went for her room. When she'd already left the kitchen, her mother added: “Your father is under a lot of stress recently, you know?”



Mai stopped in her tracks. “I know.” Then, she went up to her room and got started on her homework.








The mouse had dug its hole deep, deep beneath the soil where the young plants tried to grow. The mouse didn’t like the hole, but it was safe there. It cowered, surrounded by darkness and the sound from the surface muffled by layers and layers of dirt. Still, it heard the approaching Minotaur, and closed its eyes for one additional layer of protection.



The mouse waited and shivered, and tried to make no sound. It wanted to scream to not hear the Minotaur’s pounding. It wanted to struggle and run to not feel the shock waves as the young plants were stomped, one by one. But what use would it be. All the mouse could do was go and tend to the broken ones once it was over. Each time, there was one that never grew back, and the mouse feared that one day, it would be faced with a barren wasteland that would give no nourishment, and it would have to perish, too.








Mai sat in her chair, oblivious to the increasing noise around her as the number of students waiting for class to begin increased. She laid out three tarot cards for her usual question: The Moon, Eight of Swords, The Hanged Man. Usual question, usual answer. She was about the put them away when a hand on her shoulder made her freeze.



“Morning. Whatcha doing there?” Kevin let go of her shoulder, moved his own chair right next to her and dropped into it, looking at the deck of cards in her hand.



“Just… laying cards,” Mai said, staring at her desk.



“Man,” Kevin said, “You look as though you’d seen a ghost.”



Mai looked up, seeing Kevin’s face up close and worried.



“Bad cards?”



Mai hesitated, then nodded.



“You don’t believe in that stuff, do you?”



Mai looked at him. “You don’t believe in fate?”



Kevin shook his head. “Didn’t you say just yesterday you liked your books because the heroes conquered fate?”



“Yes, but that’s why it’s fantasy, isn’t it?”



Kevin laughed. “No, silly. The fate thing is the fantasy part. C’mon, lay my cards, I’ll prove them wrong.”



Mai blinked a few times, then said: “I need a question for that.”



“Uhm… alright. What will this afternoon’s try-out in the theatre club bring me?”



Mai took her deck of cards and laid three of them in a row: The Sun, Fortitude, Page of Cups.



“So what do they mean?” Kevin asked.



Mai had to think hard to answer that; it had been some time since she’d seen any of these cards. “The Sun means success or fame, Fortitude means good health, and Page of Cups a new friend. You were born under a good star, huh?”



Kevin laughed again. “Well, I just try to make the best of situations, but stars? C’mon.” He shrugged. “We’ll see what happens.” He moved his chair back to his own desk.



“So, what are you going to do during class today? Pretend you understand everything again?” Mai asked, putting her deck of cards away, wishing they’d ever shown her a good fortune such as this.



“I told you I’d be studying up, didn’t I?” He looked at her in mock outrage, then grinned. “Yeah, probably. What’s the subject, anyway?”



“Math,” she said, grinning back and shaking her head.



“Hey, I might actually get some of it, then,” Kevin said and gave her the thumbs up.








After school had finished, Kevin waited for Mai in the corridor, and they both went to the theatre club room together. The room, stuffed with props but mostly empty of people last time, was packed to the brim today.



The room when silent when the large curtain shutting off the stage opened, revealing the club president. “Dear fellow students and theatre enthusiasts,” he addressed the crowd. “Let me welcome you to another semester at the theatre club. This time, I’ve given long and careful thought to the nature of the play we should perform, and I’ve decided that we will leave the realm of modern arts and chose a classical piece you should all be familiar with: Romeo and Juliet.”



A low murmur went through the crowd, and Mai saw some students look at each other, rolling their eyes or making grimaces.



“However,” the president continued, obviously amused by mumbling of his club members, “to spice it up and not bore our fellow students, I’ve decided that we should add another educational layer to our performance and also deepen our understanding of the original work. The play will be performed in its original language: English!”



The murmuring intensified. Some students raised their voice in protest. Some already went for the door again.



“To help us with this monstrous task, we’ll be joined by Kevin Duran, a foreign exchange student. He’ll help us in diction and translation. Duran-kun, would you come up here and introduce yourself?”



Kevin left Mai’s side and went for the stage. The crowd had gone silent again, and the people who’d been trying to leave were rooted to the floor. Mai made a mental note. The Sun: check.



Kevin didn’t bother going for the small stairs that led up the stage, but pushed himself up from the front. He looked extremely cool. Then, he stood next to the president, bowed deeply, and said in flawless Japanese: “I’m looking forward to working together with you. Let’s do our best!” Someone started clapping. Others joined in, and in the end, Mai only noticed a few boys who didn’t applaud but looked rather grumpy. None of them left, however.



“Now that’s settled,” the president continued as Kevin waved and made his way to the stairs to get off the stage, “I’ve prepared a sheet with a few lines of dialogue for each character, they can be found—”



A sharp, drawn in breath from the front of the crowd cut the president short, followed by a loud crash. A girl screamed. Mai shouldered her way through the crowd and found Kevin on the floor. With some effort, he stood up. “I’m good. Nothing’s broken,” he said and tried to take a step forward, but nearly fell. Mai took his arm to support him.



“Stop.” The secretary had moved from the crowd and seemed to be assessing Kevin. “Your trousers are ripped and your knee is bleeding. You should go to the infirmary and take care of that.” She looked at Mai. “I presume you’ll take him?”



Mai nodded. The secretary nodded in turn and moved aside, and, Mai supporting a limping Kevin, they made their way through the crowd, out of the club room and towards the infirmary.



“Man, that really hurt,” Kevin said once they were out of earshot from the club room.



“It’s not far, hang in there.”



“I think I can walk on my own,” Kevin said and tried to free his arm from around Mai’s shoulders, but she didn’t let go.



The door to the infirmary was open, but at this time of day, there was no staff around. Mai sat Kevin down on one of the stretchers and went looking for a disinfectant to clean up the gash in his knee.



“You know, I’m feeling kinda good about this, though.”



“What exactly?” Mai asked, searching through a shelf with an assortment of bottles.



“This whole hurting myself thing,” Kevin said.



Mai, who’d found the right bottle and had turned back to face him stopped in her tracks. “What?!”



“Yeah, cause I proved you wrong, didn’t I?” He said, grinning triumphantly.



Mai shook her head at this silliness, then shook the bottle and uncapped it, kneeling down to face Kevin’s knee.



“What were the cards? Success, good health—Ouch!” He yelped as she sprayed the disinfectant on his wound. “And a new friend, right?”



She laughed. “Yeah, that’s what they said.”



“Two out of three, then.” Kevin said. “Cause success and a new friend I got; thank you for your help.”



Mai wanted to say ‘you’re welcome’, or ‘it was nothing’, but she did not trust her tongue, and thus remained silent.



“Well then,” he said and got up. “Back to the club room. I have an audition to win as the first limping Romeo in the history of theatre.”



Mai could not help but grin, and did not object.








The mouse was covering its ears as the pounding went on and on, destroying the little nourishment the soil could provide. It wanted to cry out: ‘Stop!’ It wanted to plead: ‘Why?’



A vision crept up in the mouse’s mind, of days when the churned up earth outside had been a garden of peace and plenty. A vision of days when both mouse and Minotaur had nursed the trees and crops, and what little harm would be done by carelessness and neglect would be negligible in comparison to the growth and support. The mouse remembered, and again the question crept up: ‘why?’



It wouldn’t go away this time, and in rhythm with the shock waves that shook the mouse’s world, it repeated it its head. ‘why?’, ‘why?’, ‘why?’, ‘Why?’, ‘WHY?’



At last, the mouse cried out loud, up towards the surface, through layers and layers of dirt, where wrath reigned. The earth went still for a second before the pounding resumed, lost to pleading, set on wilful destruction alone. The mouse clenched its eyes shut, covered its ears again, and waited for it to stop.








At breakfast the next day, Mai was reading through the copy of Romeo and Juliet she’d borrowed from the library after auditions had been over. It had not surprised her that Kevin had landed the role as Romeo, but she wasn’t as happy with all of the other nominations.



“Reading Romeo and Juliet, are you?” her mother, sitting on the other side of the large dining room table, asked softly.



Mai nodded.



“How come? Don’t tell me you decided to join a club after all?”



Mai hesitated, then nodded again.



“That’s wonderful, dear,” Mai’s mother said. She reached out and put a hand on Mai’s forearm. Mai knew it was meant as an affectionate gesture, but the warmth she felt under her mother’s touch burned and disgusted her.



She pulled her arm away. “Don’t touch me, please.”



Her mother’s arm remained outstretched for a short moment, then was pulled back. “I’m sorry.”



Mai looked up from her book and at her mother. The sad face with its deep worry lines… she wanted to hit it, and her pulse shot up until the pounding in her ears threatened to consume her. She tightened her grip on the book in her hands, the sharp edges of the hard cover biting into her palm, until the pain made the numbness in her head go away.



Then, she asked her mother the all-consuming question. She’d asked time and again, but never had she gotten an answer: “Why?”



Her mother looked up at her, shock and grief mingled as one in the familiar face. She looked away again, her lower lip trembling. Mai got up from the table, grabbed her school bag and went into the hallway. She tied her shoes to the sound of her mother’s sobs, and welcomed the thud of the door that closed off the air of helplessness that filled her home.








It was another twenty minutes until class started, and Kevin wasn’t here yet. Otherwise, he would’ve talked to her, distracted her. Mai hesitated for a moment, then grabbed for her deck of tarot cards. The usual question, the usual answer: The Moon, Eight of Swords, The Hanged Man.



Yet, Kevin had proven them wrong… at least partially, hadn’t he? She wondered…



How will this afternoon’s theatre club rehearsal go? She laid out the cards. Five of Coins, Ten of Swords, Queen of Coins: Loss of self-esteem, failure, dark haired woman with dark eyes. It seemed as though the stars did not like her, but that was alright; she didn’t like them either. If they could be proven wrong, she’d do it herself this time.








Mai rose from a deep slumber, and found herself lying on an altar. All her hope for a future with her true beloved vanished from her as she found him dead by her side, the cup of hemlock drained. Desperate to not have to live without him, she dove for his lips, hoping a drop of poison would still cling to them. A last kiss—



“Yamada-san, quit dreaming!”



“Duck!” Kevin’s warning came too late, and a piece of chalk hit Mai squarely on the forehead.



“I know school’s nearly over, but this goes too far.” A collective snicker went through the class as the teacher resumed his lecture. At the other end of the room, Suzume was grinning at her, then made a kissing motion. Mai turned red as a lobster.



The history lecture went on for another ten minutes, in which Mai frantically tried to get a her face to take on a normal colour. After class had finished, Kevin waited for Mai in the corridor again, as he had for the last two days, too. The way to the club room felt excruciatingly long this time, as Mai couldn’t stop thinking about what the cards had shown her this morning, and how she had resolved to challenge them.



In the club room were fewer people today, as the president wanted to get the crucial scenes from the main characters done first, and worry about the fluff later. That left a few onlookers for feedback, Mai, Kevin, the president, and Suzume, who had been chosen to play Juliet.



“Watch and learn,” Suzume commented as she passed Mai, who had taken seat among the onlookers, on her way to the stage.



“Alright, Ladies and Gentlemen. First up: Act 2, Scene 2, or also known as the balcony scene. Action!” The president announced, and the stage curtain opened to reveal Kevin, standing beneath the window of a fake house that, Mai knew, was just a cardboard wall with a ladder behind it. Suzume appeared in the window.



Throughout Kevin’s monologue, everything went well, but trouble started as soon Suzume’s was up.



“Ayu me!”



“Stop, stop,” the president cut her off. “It’s ‘Aye’, with the ‘e’ silent. If you turn it into a ‘u’, people will not understand you. Please continue.”



Kevin aced his role, but Suzume’s trouble continued. At times, Mai was hard put not to laugh out loud, and instead giggled as silently as she could at Mrs Popular's pronunciation. Suzume still noticed, and looked daggers at her whenever Kevin was talking.



“... Henceforth, I will never be Romeo,” Kevin recited.



“Wat man arut sou sat suss… besukureen’du?” Suzume stammered, raising an eyebrow at the sheet on which her text was written. Mai, keeping it in for longer than she’d even thought possible, burst out laughing. Some of the others joined in, but the damage was done.



“I want to see you do better!” Suzume shot at her in Japanese. She jumped from the small ladder behind the fake building, stomped down the stage’s staircase and tossed the script at Mai. Then, she folded her arms. “Go on, let me have a laugh, too.”



Mai’s heart sank. Loss of self-esteem, failure, dark haired woman with dark eyes. Well, at least she knew who that was. She decided against losing her self-esteem, though, and stood up.



With script in hand, she climbed onto the stage, got up the small ladder and looked out the window of the fake house. Then, it was a fake house no longer as the sweet scent of flowers and the distant lake were carried to her by a gentle breeze that wafted through night-time Verona in midsummer.



From below her window, a voice was raised: “I take thee at thy word; Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptised; Henceforth I never will be Romeo.”



Too readily the voice had followed her previous wishes, so she chose to mock its owner slightly: “What man art thou that thus bescreen’d in night so stumblest on my counsel?”



The voice answered again: “By a name I know not how to tell thee who I am: My name, dear saint, is hateful to myself, because it is an enemy of thee; Had I it written, I would tear the word.”



Strong affection overwhelmed her as she'd heard that voice only once before, yet it felt so familiar: “My ears have not yet drunk a hundred words of that tongue’s utterance, yet—”



“I get it, okay? We all get it. You’re good at English. That was your plan all along, wasn’t it? How did you convince them, huh?” Suzume practically foamed at the mouth.



The president raised his hand. “Actually, it was my idea.”



“Argh!” Suzume let out a cry of frustration, turned on her heels and stomped out the room.



As the door slammed shut, the president looked up at Mai who was only slowly finding her way back into reality again. “That was good,” he said. “I think we’ve found ourselves a new Juliet. Congratulations.”



Mai’s jaw dropped. She looked down the window at Kevin who was grinning at her and giving her the thumbs up. She jumped down the ladder, went around the fake building and lunged herself at him. “I did it!”



“Y-yes, you did it…?”



“I conquered my cards. I conquered fate,” she added, releasing him, but not letting go off his hands.



As new comprehension dawned on his face, his smile grew wider and he drew her back into a hug again. Some of the onlookers began to applaud at this exhibit of passion. Seconds turned to moments as Mai lost track of time, yet neither of them seemed to want to let go.



“Ehm,” the president cleared his throat, breaking Kevin and Mai apart in an instant. “Shall we continue with practice, then?”








The mouse didn’t wait in hiding today. No, the mouse waited out in the open, guarding the fruits of its labour and conquests. It was afraid, but not petrified. A gentle breeze rustled through the leaves of the newly grown plants, but it bore the stench of the Minotaur. The mouse knew it was probably hopeless, but it had to try.



“Minotaur!” the mouse addressed the approaching giant. It halted, and two red eyes fixed the mouse in their gaze. “You will ravage these lands no more. You are not welcome here,” the mouse said, its voice shaking slightly.



The Minotaur laughed, like a beast gone insane. “I BROUGHT FORTH THESE LANDS AND SHALL DO WITH THEM AS I PLEASE!”



“I said NO!”



“THEN TRY TO STOP ME!” the Minotaur answered and raised one of its huge hands, bringing it down towards the ground. In a split second, the mouse dodged the blow, and the hand came down on one of the newly grown crops.



The giant howled in pain as red fluid sprayed from a gash in its palm. Moving quick, the mouse pulled one of the other crops from the ground, for this time, it had planted steel. Bright lights engulfed it and brought forth a shield maiden. She raised her sword and faced the Minotaur with fierce eyes.



“Time and again I’ve asked you, but I realize now there was no answer,” the shield maiden grinned at the wounded Minotaur. “Hopes and dreams you have trampled. Now, the time of action is upon you.”



The maiden charged at the minotaur. It swung its good left hand at her, but she dodged beneath it, ramming her shoulder into the beast’s belly, toppling it. When it fell, she lunged forward once more, stepped onto its left arm and used all her weight as she drove her sword through its chest and into the ground beneath.



The beast screamed, spewing blood. “But… but I am…” the beast stammered, a pleading tone in its voice as its frantic eyes sought her’s.



“I care not for what you are, only for what you are becoming: a corpse,” she said and leaned on her sword again. The beast gave another yell, then went still as their eyes met. Time seemed to stand still as red and suffering stared into blue and hateful. Slowly, the light began to fade from the Minotaur’s eyes, and the maiden stared into the abyss they left behind.








Mai sat on the dining table, cross legged. She’d lit no lights but the one right in front of her, which cast shadows encircled by orange auras at the white walls of the pristine and wealthy home. The fire, which she had built from a few chopsticks, paper waste, and one of the chairs, was burning high, charring the ceiling, but she did not care.



One after the other, she tossed her tarot cards into the flames and watched them be consumed. When only one was left, she paused. The card depicted gallows, and a man dangling from a rope. She’d seen this card countless times and savoured the moment she’d be seeing it for the last time. When she finally tossed it into the fire, too, her thumb had left a red fingerprint on the hanged man’s face. Mai smiled.
      

      
   
      A Winning Formula


      

      
      
         “Ugh! Stop fighting and just give it up already!”



Sharalyne grunted with the effort as she tugged, putting all of her weight into it, and with a final crunch of earth, the bulbous roots came free. Sharalyne fell backwards onto her butt with a triumphant yell.



She stood up quickly, grinning widely as she dusted off her dress and held up her prize. The mandrake roots were rare and valuable, but more importantly were a prized alchemical ingredient. They were also coated with a deadly contact poison that would leave a grown man screaming in agony for weeks.



She carefully wrapped the roots up in cloth, then put it and her gloves into her basket along with everything else she had gathered on this trip. The container was filled to the brim, but the enchantments that were laid on it made it so it weighed no more than the wicker it appeared to be made of.



With a yawn, Sharalyne stretched, making her way over to a large tree overlooking a river embankment. These idyllic plains really were the best place to gather ingredients. The weather was beautiful, the countryside gorgeous, and, best of all, there were hardly any monsters around. The wind tickled her face, blowing her long golden curls about.



It was days like this that she—



“Hey, lookie over here, boys! A nice tasty human!”



Sharalyne swore under her breath and turned around, readying her staff. There were three knobbly little green goblins approaching her, swords drawn, eyes hungry. She’d dealt with goblins before, and in small numbers they were never much trouble, but that wasn’t an excuse to let her guard down.



“Ugh, go away!” Sharalyne shouted. Fighting was such a pain. “If you don’t wanna get beaten up, shoo!”



The biggest goblin laughed, his voice shrill and annoying. “You’re just a pretty little flower-picking girl! What can you do?”



Sharalyne grinned, pulling something from her basket and readying it.



With a battle cry, the lead goblin leapt into the air, sword raised and poised to pierce her heart.



With a resounding crack, Sharalyne batted the little beast out of the air, swinging her staff with all her might. Before his two companions could react, she tossed the object she had gotten out towards them; a small, sizzling sphere.



It wasn’t a large explosion, but it sent both of the goblins flying away.



“That’s what you get,” Sharalyne said, planting her staff in the ground as she loomed over the lead goblin, the creature seeing stars from her blow. “Look, I have to be getting back home. Bother me again and I’ll finish you all off for—woah!”



The ground suddenly started to shake, the earth crumbled away at her feet, and she fell backwards off of the cliff.



Before she could even find the breath to scream, she landed in the shallow river below, a sharp pain shooting through her ankle.



She just sat there for a moment, dazed. The cool water of the river soaked through her dress, and her eyes stung with tears from the pain of her throbbing ankle. She could fix herself up easily enough with some of the salves in her basket, but she’d have to limp her way out of the water first.



Sharalyne grunted with effort and got to her knees, then propped herself up with her staff, careful not to put any weight on her wounded ankle. Luckily, the current wasn’t strong, so she was able to keep her footing amongst the waters.



The ground started to shake again, and Sharalyne muttered, “Oh what now!” Her annoyance quickly turned to horror, her mouth falling open as the cliffside itself seemed to break away, great clods of rocks and dirt falling away from some massive form that emerged from the earth.



With two thundering steps, enough dirt fell away to where she could begin to make out the creature. It was massive, humanoid in shape, and appeared to be made of blocks of segmented stone, moving of their own free will. They were no doubt enchanted by some powerful magic.



Sharalyne tried to back away, fear coursing through her veins, but the golem turned its squat head, red glowing lights where its eyes should be fixing on her. It raised a massive stone fist and slammed it towards her.



Agility was borne from desperation as Sharalyne flung herself to the side, tumbling through the water as her ankle sang out in renewed agony. She cried, out, clutching her ankle, tears blinding her as the shadow of the golem loomed over her.



Frantically she dove into her basket, pulling out the first bomb she could find and flinging it at the golem with all her might. It exploded with a low boom, scattering clods of dirt into the water, but the stone underneath wasn’t even scratched.



She scrambled backwards through the water as the creature kept advancing. She didn’t have any other tricks in her basket. She’d left all of her advanced tools at home! Was this really going to be it? Was she going to die here?



The creature raised its fist and she screamed, her life flashing before her eyes.



Sharalyne thought of her mother, who had done everything in her power to raise two girls all by herself. She thought of her little sister, who was always looking up to Shara, wanting to become an alchemist too. She didn’t really have the head for it though. She thought of her friend, Ausuar. He was cute, she supposed, and obviously smitten with her, but he wasn’t the kind of guy she yearned for. What filled her dreams was a big, strong, strapping knight in shining armor, swooping in to rescue the fair maiden when she needed it the most.



Rather than being crushed into a lumpy mess by several tons of crushing rock, Sharalyne’s screams were cut off by the piercing clang of metal against stone.



She opened her eyes, to see the fluttering of a long cloak, a large hooded figure standing over her, massive sword raised in the air, blocking the blow.



While she had read plenty of stories about it, Sharalyne had never actually felt what it was like to actively swoon over something, until now.



“Not today, sister,” her savior growled, voice husky and thick with a distant accent.



The warrior ran their fingers along the blade, the steel lighting up with glowing runes. The edge of the blade began to sear brightly, red hot metal sizzling the air. With a triumphant roar, they leapt into the air and brought the heavy weapon down onto the golem, slicing it clean in two.



There were the sputtering sparks of magic escaping the construct, then both halves fell apart into the river with thundering booms.



“Now ‘en,” her hero said, putting their sword away. “What’s a beautiful girl like you doing in a place like—”



Her rescue was interrupted hoots and hollers and barks and growls. Sharalyne looked up to see that the riverbank was swarming with goblins and their attack dogs. Far too many for her to deal with, even if she wasn’t crippled. But, if this stranger had taken down the golem, then maybe…



A set of powerful arms scooped up Sharalyne from the river, holding her close. Her heart literally skipped a beat, and she could feel her cheeks burning.



“Don’t want to tangle with that lot,” her hero said. “Looks like that golem was blocking the entrance to a cave. Hope you’re up for at a little spelunking!”



The world rushed past her in a blur as she was carried away from the battle, the hoots of the goblins not far behind.



Sharalyne took a moment to catch her breath, and she snuggled into the warmth of the body that held her. Her hands were wrapped around powerful, muscled arms. She trailed her eyes upwards, to those rippling biceps, those broad shoulders, that rugged jawline, those sparkling emerald eyes, those… long, flowing red locks, and that… heaving bosom.



As they ducked through an archway the stranger slammed an indentation on the wall, and a massive stone door crashed behind them, sealing them inside, and the pursuing goblins out.



“There,” the woman said, turning to Sharalyne with a grin. “That should keep the little buggers out. You alright?”



“You’re a girl,” Sharalyne said flatly.



“And so are you. Glad y’noticed.” Her grin deepened, looking almost predatory. “Don’t suppose as strapping hero like me can get a kiss for saving such a delicate little flower?”



All of Sharalyne’s hopes and fantasies collapsed in an instant and she let out a disparaging wail, cupping her face in her hands.



The woman winced, looking away. “Sheesh. Just a no woulda been fine, don’t gotta treat it like I asked you to lick a chamber pot.” She set Sharalyne down against the wall, then paced away, rubbing at the back of her head. “Name’s Mirabella, by the way. Most folks just call me Mira.”



Sharalyne closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. Just because she let herself get too far into her own head didn’t mean she had to treat this woman poorly. She had just saved her life, after all. “I’m Sharalyne. My friends all just call me Shara though. I’m sorry, can you give me a minute? I just need sit here for a bit after everything that just happened.”



“Right. No problem.”



Minutes passed, and Sharalyne just sat there, recovering her strength. As the adrenaline of the danger faded away, the pain of her injuries returned. When she finally opened her eyes again, Mira was staring at her, the rugged woman’s face impassive.



“Your ankle looks pretty bad,” Mira said, kneeling down in front of her. “I should be able to bandage it up, but I doubt you’ll be able to walk on it for a few days.”



Sharalyne drew her legs back under herself as Mira reached for them, hissing with pain as she did so. “Ah! I’m fine, don’t worry about it. I can fix it myself.”



Digging through her basket, Sharalyne pulled out a small jar of ointment, and began applying it to her wounded ankle. She let out a sigh of relief immediately as the infusions of both water and fire aether in the salve sunk into her skin, washing away the pain and knitting torn flesh. After a minute of letting the ointment do it’s work, she stood up, testing her weight on the ankle. It was still a little sore, and she wouldn’t be running any marathons, but it would do for now. “There, see? Good as new.”



“Stars and stones,” Mira swore, her eyes wide. “You one of them witches, then?”



Sharalyne pursued her lips together and stomped a foot. “I am not a witch! Nor am I a wizard or a warlock or a conjurer or a thaumaturge!” She reached into her pack and pulled out a intricate metallic ring, crisscrossed with elaborate symbols representing the four basic aetheric elements. She set it on the ground in front of her, then stood as tall as she could, puffing her chest out. “I, am an Alchemist!”



Mira stared at the ring, then shrugged. “Magic’s magic, ain’t it? All the same to me.”



“It is not!” Gritting her teeth, Sharalyne placed a variety of ingredients on the circle, then held her hands over it, focusing her mind. “Alchemists take a variety of ingredients found in the natural world, then use the aetheric resonance of each individual item to combine them into something that fits a set pattern the alchemist must hold in their mind. Every ingredient has a particular element it’s attuned to, and usually unique properties as well. Skilled alchemists can draw out the properties of any ingredient to create an item that no mere crafter can ever hope to replicate.”



The circle began to glow, and the ingredients she had placed began to transform into light, swirling and twisting around the circle before settling in the center. When it was over, Sharalyne picked up the new jar of salve and tossed it to Mira. “There, see? I made a healing salve from some of the herbs I collected earlier. With a portable alchemy ring I can only do the most basic of transmutations. With the setup I have back in my workshop I could make a salve that could reattach a severed limb, but out here in the field that’s only going to fix scratches and bruises.”



Mira shrugged, her eyes a little glazed over after the long explanation. “Still looks pretty mystical to me. Thanks though, I appreciate it,” she said, pocketing the salve. “Now, just what do you want to do about our current predicament, Little Miss Alchemist?”



Sharalyne blinked, then glanced around. They were in a tunnel with thick, cut stone, elaborate patterns engraved onto the walls. “Where are we, anyway?”



“Ungalthan ruins,” Mira said, pointing at the stonework. “Been through a couple myself. Usually full of nasty traps, old sentinels, and occasionally, some treasure, assuming the place hasn’t already been cleaned out.



Sharalyne nodded. She wasn’t a scholar by any means, but she knew enough about the ancient civilizations to know that it was better to avoid their ruins whenever possible. “So, how do we get out?”



Mira messed with the indentation on the wall, then sighed. “I think the door’s jammed. I could bust through it with my sword, but it needs time to recharge after that trick with the golem earlier. Guess we’d better explore, eh?”



“Well…” Sharalyne glanced at the heavy door. She didn’t have heavy enough explosives to breach through something like that, and if she did, it would probably bring the whole ceiling down on top of them. Exploring this ruin would be dangerous, but Mira was certainly a capable fighter. “Alright. Maybe we can find another way out. Just let me do something first, okay?”



Sharalyne took a few minutes to craft up some more bombs, a phosphorous light, and yet another healing salve just in case, and then they were off.



Before they had even made it a few steps into the tunnel something occurred to her and she stopped, clearing her throat.



“I, uh, thanks for saving me back there, by the way. If you hadn’t shown up in the nick of time, I well…” Sharalyne mumbled, looking away.



Mira grinned, pounding her chest with a fist. “Ain’t no problem. Saving pretty damsels like you is half the reason I’m a wandering hero in the first place.” With a grin, she waggled her eyebrows and added, “Still waiting on that kiss, for the record.”



Sharalyne blushed, glowering under the lecherous woman’s stare. She didn’t know why Mira was teasing her like this. Did Mira somehow know about Sharalyne’s princely daydreams? Ugh, why was the script for this so messed up? If it had just been a nice handsome prince, she would still be swooning right now.



Trying to change the subject, Sharalyne stammered, “So, uh, what brings you to these parts, Mira? You’re from the east, right?”



Mira nodded, then led the way through the darkness, her hand never far from her sword. “Other than the aforementioned pretty damsel thing? Hard to say. I always wanted to wander the world, kicking arse and taking names. Read all sorts of stories like that as a child, trained hard to become an expert swordswoman, then hopped on a boat heading west. Honestly, ain’t been here all that long, but here’s as good of a place to start wandering as any. Lots too see. Ain’t got near so much magic back home, so thats nice too. And—” Mira lunged forward, pulling Sharalyne to the side as arrows whizzed past her head. “—the food is pretty nice too.”



Sharalyne blinked, then burst out into a giggle. “I suppose that’s as good of a reason as any.”



“What about you, then? Why alchemy, and all that?”



Sharalyne frowned. She barely knew this woman, and yet… “My dad was an alchemist, though I never got to meet him. I read a lot of his journals and recipes and theories when I was growing up, and I guess I just have a knack for it, you know? Plus, we alchemists provide a really vital service to the community. It’s very rewarding work, if exhausting at times.”



The two continued their journey through the ruins, chatting pleasantly, dodging traps, battling small stone sentinels and the occasional burrowing monster. It was rough and dirty, but never anything particularly dangerous, especially with Mira at her side. Sharalyne’s heart lifted as they swapped tales about their lives and travels, and it started to feel more like she was having a nice afternoon walk with a friend, rather than exploring a dank and dark ruin.



After several hours, they were dusty and scratched and bruised, but they had made it to a large antechamber, multiple sets of stairs leading to a large raised dais, the great dome above them filled with a vast mural depicting the night sky.



“Well, it’s probably gonna be here,” Mira said as she stared at the ceiling. “Like I said, been to a few ruins like this before. Usually there’s some big room that serves as the main purpose for whatever this place was. There’s often a big beastie that’s taken up living in them too, though I think we lucked out, this time.”



“So where’s the exit, then?” Sharalyne asked, as she made her way over to the wall and started inspecting the murals. The stars had lines drawn between them, creating crude constellations. The first one seemed to depict a pair of maidens kneeling before each other, hands clasped in prayer. There was a line of Ungalthan script running along the bottom, but she could only make out a couple of words.



“Not a clue. That stuff mean anything to you?”



“Hmm.” Sharalyne followed the mural along the edge of the room. One scene depicted gods giving their blessing, another seemed like a purification ritual, then the girls walking hand in hand. Eventually she was led up the steps to the dais above. “I’m pretty sure this is a temple of some sort, maybe where their priestesses are anointed or whatever. Perhaps if I… oh, this is an alchemy circle!”



At the top of the dais was an elaborate alchemy circle, a symbol in each corner for air, fire, water and earth.



“Huh. Think with one that big you can craft something that’ll get us out of here?” Mira asked, leaning on a nearby pillar.



Sharalyne shook her head. “It’s not that type of circle. It’s a circle that will convert the ingredients into energy to fuel some sort of enchantment on the temple itself. If I can put the right ingredients here, I might be able to open up the exit!”



“I’ll leave that one to you, then,” Mira said, grinning.



Sharalyne quickly got to work, digging through her pack for something suitable. She settled on oil for fire, bubbleweed for air, those mandrake roots for earth, and well, water for water. It was all pretty basic, but she could sense the latent hum of energy in the circle resonating with the materials. She took a deep breath, then began to focus her mind. “It’s also entirely possible this will bring down the entire roof on top of us, so fingers crossed!”



With a surge of energy, the ingredients were consumed, and light shot forth down the stairs in every direction. It hit the walls, and bounced from star to star, illuminating the entire chamber in soft white aetheric light. It stopped when it illuminated the final constellation in the center of the dome, directly over the center of the alchemic circle.



Sharalyne’s heart dropped in her chest and she could feel her cheeks burning.



Mira let out a low whistle and laughed. “I appreciate the taste. What, you think that’s the final step of the spell?”



Sharalyne’s cheeks flushed even hotter and she mumbled, “Probably…”



The final constellation depicted the two maiden’s embracing, their lips locked together in a declaration of love.



“Whelp.” Mira cracked her knuckles, joining Sharalyne in the center of the circle. “Guess we might as well get it over with, right?”



“I, uh, I’m sure there’s another way,” Sharalyne mumbled. “I probably just used the wrong ingredients, let me try again, I’ll—”



Mira lightly cupped her chin, then turned Sharalyne’s face so that they were looking into her eyes. Mira had a blush of her own as she said, “Look, I ain’t gonna force you to if you really don’t want to, but does the idea of kissing me really seem that horrid?”



Sharalyne bit her lip. “But you’re a girl.”



“So?” Mira asked, rolling her eyes. “I’m a girl, and I like kissing girls. Boys are all gross and icky, girls are nice and soft and pretty. Your tastes are yours, but you ever really even stop to think about it?”



“I…” Had she? Certainly, Mira was an attractive woman, and especially in a rather rugged and masculine way. Would it matter that much if her hero was a princess, instead of a prince? “I, um, I’ve never actually kissed anyone before…”



Mira grinned. “I’ll be gentle.”



Pulling her into an embrace, Mira’s lips pressed against her own, soft, tender, powerful.



Almost immediately the room erupted into light and sound and music, the humming of a ghostly choir and the sound of ephemeral bells echoing throughout the cavern. There was the grinding of stone, and the top of the dome opened up, revealing the full moon shining directly down on them.



Mira pulled back from the kiss, and winked.



Sharalyne touched her lips with her hands, a shiver running down her spine. She looked up at the opening in the ceiling, took note of the surrounding clamour, and then her eyes went wide. “D-did we just get married!?”



Mira threw back her head and laughed. “Shoot, I wasn’t expecting to settle down just yet!”



“Oh gods,” Sharalyne mumbled, burying her face in her hands. “What am I going to tell my Mom, and my little sister? And we can’t even get out of here, that’s like fifty feet up!”



“Heyup!” Mira scooped Sharalyne up into a bridal carry, grinning wickedly as the younger girl sputtered in protest. She reached down, touching her boots, which lit up in glowing runes, then leapt into the air with the crack of stone below her, soaring through hole in the roof and they were back under the open sky once more.



Mira landed gracefully, then set Sharalyne down next to her.



Sharalyne moaned, covering her head and shaking it back and forth. “What am I going to do, what am I going to do.”



“Relax,” Mira said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Who cares about the wedding customs of some ancient culture? Stuff like that only counts if you feel it in your heart.”



“Right. That makes sense.” Sharalyne took a deep breath, shuddered, then turned to look at her Ungalthan wife. “Look, Mira, I’ve enjoyed spending time with you, and… have some things to think about regarding who I like to kiss, but I definitely don’t want to marry you, okay?”



Mira laughed. “Don’t worry about it. You’re a lot of fun, Shara, and cute as a button, but I don’t want to marry you either.”



“Right.”



They sat there in silence for several minutes, the clamour of the wedding bells still echoing from the ruins below them.



Sharalyne stood up suddenly, facing away from Mira. Her face was still a bright red, but she clenched her fists and mumbled. “My, uh, village isn’t far from here. Do you want to come with me, and stay for awhile? We’ve got a spare room you could use, and my Mom makes the best pies.”



Mira grinned, then threw her arm around Sharalyne’s shoulders. “I’d love to.”
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The sparks danced in the night, scattering with each clash of her blades. The girl spun and blocked the boy’s blade coming her way, all three blades aglow with magic as they sparked against each other.



The sight was beautiful. Leaning over the castle balcony, I continued to watch the two young squires duel. Below me, I saw the crowd of youths growing all drawn to the fight like moths to a flame.



The two broke their clash, both jumping back almost into the crowd that surrounded them. The girl twirled her left blade as the two duelists began circle each other, eyes locked, waiting for the opportune moment to strike the other down. The crowd below went silent the two squires stared eachother down, the hum of the glowing swords and the footsteps of the two sounding through the night.



Eager to see how the next movement went, I leaned over the balcony railing. My eyes followed the movements of the swordswoman. The moment the girl’s foot misstepped on a rock was the moment the boy rushed in. I held my breath as he raised his shining blade up to strike her down. The girl tried to regain her balance as it came down and—



“Hey! Be careful!”



I a tug on my dress pulling me back, I fell backwards with a minor yelp and landed in the arms of another boy. 



I glanced upward and see him, a half-mask obscuring his face, but I could tell he was gorgeous under it. 



“Hello there~” he says to me.



And I could also tell he was feeling me up. 



I immediately pushed back, and got back on my two feet. I dusted off my dress and readjusted my own half-mask, turning back to him with a smile on my face. 



“I saw you about to fall, I hope you don’t mind be pulling you back.”



Right, play it cool. “Yes, thank you very much kind sir,” I said to the boy, giving him a curtsey.



“Where were you doing out here? The party’s back inside the castle hall, not here.”



“I was enjoying the view,” I said to him. I heard the battlecry of the girl down below us.



Oh crap, the squires, they’re back to fighting again. I’m gonna miss the rest of the show they’re giving down there. 



“Oh! So that’s where they’re holding the recruitment. What, were you watching those kids and their little sword-dance thing?” he asked me.



“Yea, I am.” I was, thanks to you. 



“I suppose we all shouldn’t forget to enjoy the lesser things. Makes what’s happening inside much more enjoyable, am I right?”



I exhaled a little. “Yes yes, of course,” I lied. 



“Come on, the party's this way, let me show you.” He extended one hand to me while he gestured his other hand away from the fierce fight down below and towards the party in the castle walls.



The patrolling knights who shoo’d me away last time would be finishing their circuit and be back here soon anyway. Might as bloody well. I reluctantly took his hand and we walked back through the large glass double doors, back into the lavish, expensive, grand hall of this masquerade.



I looked down and examined him head to toe. I noticed he was eying me as well.



Tall, dark, and handsome, as the girls would say. The type of guy every girl would love to take as a husband, but I knew exactly what he was doing. He was sizing me up for his nightly conquest, getting in what he thought is my good graces, and if my instincts were correct he was about to try to get me a drink.



“Would you like to get a drink?” 



And it’s wine.



“There’s a wine you must try,” he added. 



Ding! Ding! Ding! And I’ve won the game.



“No thanks, I’ve been trying to stay away from it. Diet,” I lied through my teeth.  Nope, you’re going to be another girl’s mistake. Not mine. But he’s not done. Stand by for flattery in three… two...



“Ahh, I see. Well, I must say it’s been paying off quite well. You have a wonderful figure.”



What have I won today? Clearly it’s not you leaving me alone.



I smiled and told him “You’re a sweetheart,” leave me alone.



Slowly, I tried to free my hand from his grips, but to no avail. 



“If you’ll excuse me, I must go to the privy. Would you mind getting us something to drink? Just some water for me. I’ll meet you right back here.” So, so cliche. But it could work.



“As you wish. See you there.” I cheered internally as the boy finally let go and walked away. He turned back to me to give me a smile, one I returned. Not because I liked him, but because I was finally free of him. 



I slid into the nearby crowd as I made my escape from him. By the time he gets back, he’ll have finally gotten the message.








I took another shrimp from the platter and ate it, looking where I could dump my handful of shrimp tails without making a scene.



The shrimp was... ok. But as stress food, exactly what I needed. 



...



I hate today.



I remembered my mother’s words.“Yasuko, This is your first masquerade, I’m sure you’ll have some fun here. It’s important you learn to socialize with the other young nobles here. 



“I made plenty of friends here when I was your age,” she had told me during the carriage ride to the castle. “It’s tradition. The masks hide our biases. We can make friendships outside our normal social circles or even those of rival houses. It’s settled more than one bloody feud in our time.”



“But you know I don’t get along with any of these people. Masks aren’t going to change that. I don’t belong here.”



“Yes you do. All the children of the nobles are here. I’m sure out of everyone here, you’re bound to make a friend. You’ll find your click somewhere, just don’t give up on it.”



“I really don’t think I will.”



“At least give it a shot, honey. You won’t know until you do.”



As much as I cursed the thought, she was right. I ought to at least try. I took a cloth napkin off the banquet table, hastily stuffed the shrimp tails inside, balled up the napkin and dropped it under the table behind the tablecloth, walking away from the crime scene as soon as I could.



I swiped a wine glass off a passing waiter’s platter, drank the liquid courage, and entered into the circle of young socialites. Two girls and two boys. One of the boys was speaking as I slipped into their conversation.



“—And so,” continued the boy, “father finally gets me a horse, and of course it isn’t the Destrier that I’ve been asking for, but a Courser.”



“That’s terrible!” One of the girls exclaimed in terror.



“Tell me about it,” the boy complained “I wish father would let me auction the thing off and purchase a Destrier, but he won’t let me.”



“Why not?” the second girl asked.



“You can get a Destrier, I’m sure if you ask enough he’ll do what you want,” the second boy told the first. 



“It doesn’t matter anymore, I gave up on the endeavor. I'm never going to ride it but at least that thing can pull a cart.”



“But what would you need a cart for?” one of the girls asked.



“The family luggage, of course,” replied the boy.



Ok, here we go. I finished my wine with a single swig, and spoke up.



“Coursers are a fine breed,” I interjected “All the horses my family’s ever ridden have been Coursers. My father even tells me they’re the only ones he’ll ever trust. They’re also one of the fastest too. Before you write off the horse why not give him a chance and see if you like him. Besides, if there’s a horse you want to use when you’re in a fight, it’s a Courser that’ll see you through.”



The boy snorted with derision “You actually think I’d be going to war?”



“Well, we might,” I began. “The Dragon—”



The four youths broke out in laughter. My fist clenched, but I held any other sign back. I knew they weren’t laughing at me. In fact, that was the only reason keeping me from punching their lights out.



“Why would I never need to fight?” the boy scoffed. “Father has people to fight for us.”



“And even if he doesn’t, that’s the king’s job.”



“Oh please, it’d never come to that. Who could ever think of standing up against our kingdom?”



“The southern Dragon Empire actually,” I answered



“The southern who?”



I winced under my mask.



“The Dragon Empire south of Mendel. You know, the one who has been locked in a civil war for the past couple of years?”



“They’re in a civil war?” One of the girls asked. 



Before I could open my mouth, the other girl spoke up.



“Oh!” Exclaimed the other girl “So that’s why the price of silk has been rising. I thought my dressmakers were just swindling daddy. I suppose I owe them an apology.”



One of the boys now spoke up. “If those backwater southerners are wrapped up quarreling over rice and tea, why are they a threat to us?”



“It’s not like they can both lose. Everyone thinks the queen is finally going to take back the capitol, and she is not our friend. Her empire was letting insurgents funnel into the territories we won from Mendel, and you know how much trouble they caused us. She’s broken our trade embargo on the Steel Archipelago, and promised to reopen arms trade with Mendel when she gets Xieng’s factories up and running again, and it was her invasion of Mendel almost twenty years ago that destabilized half the continent in the first place. Once she regains full control of her empire, she’s made clear she’s going to set her sights on us. It’s only a matter of time before south rises again, and it’s not going to be pretty.”



“Oh, the king will take care of that,” one of the boys chided, waving his hand in dismissal. “Do our taxes not pay the knights? How hard would it be for them to quell an insurrection of conscripted rice farmers anyway?”



“Not hard at all,” one of the girls said. “They don’t even have knights, I hear.”



I tried to answer “They call theirs—“



“Or good musicians—“ 



I opened my mouth again, but I was drowned out by the others.



“Oh-My-Gawd! Did I hear music?!” I heard the voice of a new girl, slipping into our circle. “Were you talking about Spoony’s new tour? His first show is going to be here next week!”



“We were just talking about some minor stuff, nothing important like that!”



“Did you buy tickets?”



“Of course! VIP front row!”



“So did I!” 



It was then when I decided to make my exit.








I don’t think I can take much more of this. I let out a deep sigh, and finished my third drink.



Didn’t you tell yourself you weren’t gonna be drinking anything tonight? I wonder if everyone’s like me and they’re just drinking to dull this mind-numbing pain of a masquerade. 



No… no…. they actually seem like they’re having fun… but how?



I pondered getting a fourth glass from the cute waiter passing by me, but decided against it. I’m the daughter of the royal guard captain, I can’t make a mockery of myself here. The thought also occurred to me that if I did have too much, I might actually leave with that asshole from before. The thought sent a sobering shiver down my spine.



I looked amongst the sea of people for something familiar. I felt at this point I would have taken anything; hell, even that asshole from before just to tell him off and kick him between the legs for feeling me up earlier.



I found something much nicer. My mother. My ticket out of this boring nightmare.



A big blue gown with a matching rabbit mask, wearing her dark hair in a neatly tied bun. I saw her talking to an olive-skinned woman dressed in red, wearing a fox mask. I waded through the crowd until I reached mom.



“Well, it was good to see you too, Olivia.”



“Sorry to leave so early, but I want to go downstairs and see how my daughter is doing.”



“Wish her luck for me!” my mother said to her.



“I will. Toodles,” this Olivia said to my mother, waving before making her departure.



Now free, I approached her. 



“Oh hello, honey!” my mother said to me. She reached out, and we hugged.



“It’s good to see you too mom.” By the way, I hate it here.



“Having a good time? I told you you would.”



I looked at her, her smile brimming with a hope I was about to dash.



“Honey?”



I wanted to lie, but I couldn’t.



“...I’m not. I hate it here, mom” I told her.



Her smile vanished.



“I don’t belong here.”



“Of course you do, dear,” my mother told me.



“No. No I don’t. Please get me out of here.”



I’m sure my mom was hoping I’d tell her I was having a great time, that I made a friend, or even introduce her to some nobleman’s son who won me over. 



But no. Instead I told her ‘Everything sucks and I want to go.’



Being honest to myself, I didn’t want to be here. I would rather be home, sharpening Dad’s swords then something like this. There was no purpose here, it was just… hollow. But being honest to myself, I really had hoped she was right. 



“I really don’t belong here, Mom. None of these people are like me.”



“Yes they are, they’re nobles like you. You are a young noblewoman, Yasuko.”



“I said I’m not!” I snapped.



I froze. I looked at my mother and saw the displeasure behind her mask.



She and I needed some privacy.








The wall of the grand hall was good as it was going to get. In a crowded room of pointless chit-chat not even worth remembering, my mother and I stood outside of the sea of shallow souls.



“Yasuko, what’s wrong? Why aren’t you having fun?”



I simply told her, “This isn’t my thing, I’m not getting along with anyone here.”



“I’m sure you’ve had some fun here.”



“Yea, the only fun i had was watching the two squires down below duel. Before I was pulled away by some jackass who wanted to get me out of my dress.”



“You’re always going to run into those types dear, those boys mature with time.”



Or they become either bigger scumbags. It’s kinda of a crapshoot… a beautiful, poisonous eye-candy laced crapshoot.



“Go back out there and try to enjoy yourself. You’re a smart, beautiful girl, I’m sure you’re gonna find someone worth talking to—”



No.



“No!” I shouted to her. “Everyone’s so vapid and self-absorbed. I keep trying to find things to talk about and these people don’t even know anything! They don’t even know who dad is! He’s the hero of the kingdom. The kingdom would literally not exist if it wasn’t for him and they don’t even know who he is, what less what what he did! If my hair wasn’t tied up I would have torn it out by the third group I tried to talk to! I swear if I hear ‘Oh My Gawd’ one more time I’m going to jump out a window! It’s like the only people they actually care about are actors, musicians, or whatever the latest gossip or daily drama is. I’m sick of it!”



“Honey, they’re all not that—”



“—Yes they are! I’m honestly sick of it!  



“Honey, you’re a noble too.”



“No I’m not.”



“Yasuko Yuri yes you are.”



“I’m just some pale imitation failing to fit in with people who’d never give a damn anyway. I’m never going to fit with these people. And you wanna know why? It’s because I’m not of your blood! I’m no noble, I never going to be!”



I froze.



oh shit. 



I looked at my mother. I didn’t need a mask to realize what I had just done.



Oh shit, I hurt mom. 



Yasuko! You stupid fuck! What did you do!



“Mom-I’m-sorry-” I tried to blurt out, before her grabbing my shoulder silenced me.



“Honey…”



“You are my daughter. I may not have been the one who gave birth to you, but you are my daughter, and you’re always going to be my daughter.”



“You know that, and I know you that you know that.”



“The day my father and I found you was the happiest day of our life. You know I can’t really have kids, your father and I accepted a long time ago that we were never going to have a family together. But then, by a miracle, an angel left you on our doorstep. What I had wished for ever since I was your age finally happened.”



“I don’t care if you’re not my blood. Because you are my daughter, and you’re always going to be.”



“I’m sorry.”



“I know you are. You’re angry. You’re really not happy being here aren’t you Yasuko?”



“Then where would you be happy?”



I looked outside the window. 



“Down there, that’s where the action is. If those guards would let me pass all I really want to do is go down there and watch the rest of the demonstration. Heck, if they knew who I was they’d give me a front row seat, or even let me go a round with them. I'm Captain Yuri's daughter after all, you know I’m good with a sword. I’m sure I can hold my own against those squires, oh it’d be so much fun too, and you know the crowd would love it.”



“That’s not your place, honey.” 



I sighed. “Then where is my place? Cause I sure haven’t found it.”



“It’s here, not on a battlefield.” 



“And why isn’t it? Not every child of a nobel has to be one of these upper-class people. What if I wanted to become a knight instead?”



“Yasuko, you’re not going to become a knight.”



“So what? I’m just going to grow up and just be a trophy wife to some snobby nobleman?”



“No honey, I—I’d never want that for you. I want you to be the woman you want to be.”



“Unless it involves me fighting.”



“Yes dear. I don’t want you to fight. Neither does your father. We made that decision a long time ago.”



“Well, it’s not your decision, it’s mine,” I told her. “I want to make this world a better place, everyone else who’s seen me tells me I’m a natural with a blade. I want to serve the greater good, Mom.”



“And you can do it in some other way. Just not on a battlefield.”



“Mom…” I protested. “Why don’t you want me to?”



My mother lifted up her mask. I saw deep concern on her face, her azure eyes stared into me.



“Yasuko, noone who’s seen war wants their child to be in one.” My mother’s words were unusually tense. “Your father has seen a lot over his lifetime. I’ve been unfortunate to see some of it myself. It’s not some kind of game, Yasuko. People die, you lose friends. War, Yasuko, eats away at you, and if you’re not careful it’ll swallow your soul.”



I know you feel like that’s what you’re meant to do, but you’re far from ready. It’s a dangerous road, and your father and I don’t want to see you hurt. 



She slid her mask on, and we both looked to the ballroom crowd.



“We only want what’s best for you, dear.”



“...I know,” I said.



We stayed there for a minute, watching the crowd. 



“You’re not really having a good time here, huh?”



“No.”



“...”



“...”



“Your father’s going to be relieved from his duties in a half-hour. Instead of staying, we can leave as soon as he’s off duty, ok?”



“I’d really like that, Mom.”



“I know you would. Just tough this out for a little while longer ok? Just stay upstairs and do whatever you’d like, and maybe you might actually find someone worth talking to. You may actually have more fun than you think.”



I wrapped my arm around mom and pulled her in for a hug.



“I love you, mom.”



“I love you too, Yasuko.”








The cake was just delicious. I placed my fork on the little desert dish and placed it on a waiter’s tray. After filling up, it was time to go watch the squires again. I walked through the large glass doors and out into the balcony, where I found that someone had beaten me to my spot. 



A rose-haired boy with a gilded half-mask. He was shorter than me, I could tell he was just budding into his teenage years. 



Hoping for the best, preparing for the worst, I took the spot next to him and broke the ice.



“Enjoying the party?



“Not really.”



I held back a chuckle. “Wow, me neither. Besides, it’s boring here compared to what’s going on down below.”



“You can say that again. They’re almost done with their mock battle.”



“Oh! So what’s going on? Is that dual-wielding girl still fighting?”



“Yep! She’s kicking ass, but this boy’s doing really well too. He was losing until he switched to a polearm. He’s good, but he’s nothing compared to my sister.”



Wow. Just when I had given up on finding someone who’s not a shallow prick...



I turned to him. Finally. “Is that her with the two swords down there?”



He fretted for a second before he turned to me and answered. “Oh… Oh no, she uses a rapier. She’s been teaching me for the longest time. Finally getting the hang of it.”



I smile. “I think you’re the first person I’ve met here who actually uses one. My father’s taught me how to use a longsword. I mostly practice with his when he’s not looking. Everyone who’s seen me fight says I’m a natural.”



“So I guess you’re going to become a knight like your father?” He asked me. 



Before I could reply, the crowd below went wild. The large uproar took us away from our idle chat. We both looked down below, and saw one of the girl’s glowing blades at the throat of the boy. 



“Awww! We missed it! Damn it!” I cursed.



“Oh well,” he lamented. We turned back to each other. My eyes returned to the young boy. Worth it to me.



“Well, that’s the closest I’ll be to a fight.” I commented. 



“Huh? Why so?” He asked.



“My parents, they don’t want me to become a knight,” I told him.



“And that’s what you want?”



“I feel like I was meant to be one. When I hold a weapon, it just feels right. Like… something's calling me to take it up. It’s what my parents want the least, though. They’d rather have me be well…” I gestured to the mincing partygoers behind us.



“Like that. Just less douchy,” I told him.



He nearly laughed at that.



“My dad wants the same for me,” said the boy “Though, he still wants me to see what the rest of the world is like before I settle in what he has planned. Aside from a wife, he’s practically got my whole life planned out already.”



“Lucky you.”



“That’s what everyone keeps telling me. I’m not too opposed, but… I want to make my own decisions, not just be railroaded for the rest of my life. I just want to, break away and do it on my own.” The boy said as he crossed his arms and leaned against the railing.



For a minute, neither of us said a thing.



“We’re in the wrong place, aren’t we?” I asked.



“Huh?”



“This place, this stupid party, all of it. This isn’t us, is it? I know why mom says it’s good and all...”



 “...but we’re only here because our parents told us to be.” The boy finished my sentence.



“Alright, thank you everyone!” We heard someone shout from down below. It was the girl squire, talking to the crowd. 



“We’d like to thank everyone for attending our demonstration. For anyone interested in enlisting in the order of knights, the registration booth will be set up shortly. Please form a line and speak to Sir Kody. It’s a long road to knighthood, but if you have the will and determination it is within your grasp. It won’t be easy, but we will help you become the you that you know you can be. All we ask is that you give us your all. Thank you very much, and as a member of our majesty's royal service we thank you for your time and hope that you’ve enjoyed our show.”



The will and determination huh?



Do I?



Can I?



I’ve always known. I reached behind my head and let my hair down.



“I’m sorry to go so soon. Do you mind? There’s something I need to do.”



The rose-haired boy meekly nodded. “Well, ok. It was really nice talking to you. You’re the highlight of this night, you know. Hopefully we’ll meet again without these masks.”



“I hope so too,” I replied.



“Here. You can have this.” I turned away from him, and undid my mask. I slipped it off, and passed it behind me to him.



“I won’t be needing it anymore...”



 The End 

      

      
   
      The Bone Dice


      

      
      
         I was sitting in a restaurant in Harbin with a small glass of zavarka. Darkness had fallen and the rain poured down, clattering on the windows. I looked at the small red velvet satchel, before putting it in a tiny wooden box. I looked around, few customers were still there as the opera would soon begin. In one corner a older couple sat, both dressed in expensive and tasteful clothes. On the other side two men, probably mongols, dressed in western clothes sat with a half-empty bottle of vodka and two glasses. 



I followed the line of the box with my fingers, then took it and put it in my pocket. I pulled out my clock and checked the time. It was half past six. I looked around again, the older couple was getting up. I drummed with my fingers.



The door opened and I half-turned to glance to the entrance. I felt my blood freeze as a group of Japanese soldiers entered. I counted six of them and one officer, Kwantung Army, the soldiers carrying rifles and the Gunsō, the sergeant, with pistol and sword.



The couple froze, then the man bowed slightly, tipping his hat. The woman tightened her grip on his arm.



The officer barked something, then I heard steps coming near me. They stopped a short distance behind me, then I heard the officer talking. I turned, bowed my head, and said "I regrettably do not speak Japanese."



The Gunsō stared at me, I felt a bit of sweat run down my neck, he then repeated in Mandarin. "Mr. Rijnder, you will come with us."



I didn't move. "Is there a problem sir?"



He didn't change expression, his tone became colder. "Follow us, now."



I slowly reached for my hat, then heard a gunshot. I threw myself on the floor, rolled to the side, kicked upwards and flipped the table. Screams of pain and more gunshots rose around me as I crawled behind the flimsy cover.



I leaned around to take a look and retreated immediately after. Being fast on the uptake had always been a quality of me I'm very proud of. Two soldiers were down, the others had jumped behind some kind of cover and were shooting. On the opposite side of the restaurant the mongols were behind a corner, handguns drawn and answering to the fire.



There were other screams and the firefight intensified. Another glance showed me that others were shooting from the entrance, more Mongols it seemed.



It rapidly dawned on me that I should vacate the premises as soon as possible. I took a deep breath and looked for some way out.



The shots stopped. I heard groaning and weeping. And then from outside came the thrill of a whistle. It broke the silence and the shooting resumed. I took a deep breath, grabbed my hat and then crawled in direction of the kitchen. I silently prayed along the whole way, which seemed eternally stretching before me. 



Then I was there, the swinging doors in front of me, a cabinet full of glasses and wine giving me merciful cover. I dashed inside and found it empty. I stopped to catch my breath, shivering. It took me a few moments to compose myself. The fight in the other room continued as I made a beeline for the backdoor. 



I peeked outside, and saw an empty alley. I caught a glance of one of the cooks disappearing behind a corner and decided to follow that admirable example.



I ran down the alley away from the main road. Before turning a corner I stopped and cautiously leaned behind it to check the street. The lights of cafes and restaurants fell on the cobblestone, gaslights kept the darkness at bay. I could still hear gunshots and whistles in the distance. I heard the rumbling sound of engines and took a step back. Two soldier loaded trucks passed by before me, splashing me with water.



I shivered in the cold, then steeled myself and carried on walking with all the dignity my wet clothes would allow me. I had to disappear from the road and possibly from the city. My room had to be written off, they knew my name and would probably keep it under surveillance. 



I walked for half a mile, always away from the chaos that had bloomed around me, then turned into another smaller street. The Russian shops disappeared in favor of Chinese businesses. I began to walk a bit faster, until I finally reached a small tea house.



I entered, bowed and greeted the lady at the entrance. I then whispered to her, "I need to talk to Miss Soong." She nodded and escorted me to a table, before discretely leaving. 



The tea house was filled with customers, some smoking, others gambling. It was warm, and I felt a bit of life return to my appendages.



A servant arrived after a while and gestured me to follow him. We entered a small backroom, climbed some stairs and walked down a corridor. As we finally arrived at an unassuming door the servant bowed and left. 



I took a deep breath and knocked. A voice called out, "Come inside Mr. Rijnder."



As I set foot in the room I could see Miss Soong. She was quite tall, a very thin frame and a smiling expression. The wrinkles on her face were a clear sign that she wasn't young anymore, yet I couldn't guess her age to save my life. She wore a red and white dress, a qipao if I remembered the name correctly. She had an ivory mouthpiece with a lighted cigarette on an end, and sat behind a massive red lacquered desk. She slightly bowed her head to me and said, "Mr. Rijnder, you look quite miserable, such a shame."



The room itself was simple, a few libraries filled with ledgers and books, almost no decorations.



I sat down in the wicker chair in front of the desk. "It has been an exciting night, although bit too interesting for me."



"So I heard, so I heard." She drew at her cigarette. "What can I do for you?"



I turned my hat in my hands. "Well, it seems that I am not welcome anymore in this city, and I think it would do wonders for my health if I could reach Ryojun and depart for warmer climates."



"Such a shame, are you sure you want to leave our beautiful city so soon?"



"I fear it is necessary."



She looked at me. I had a fleeting vision of sharks. "Well, we can see to that. It will be expensive."



I closed my eyes, I expected that. "I am momentarily a bit short on yuan, and I may have a bit of difficulties accessing my account here."



She made a dismissive gesture with her mouthpiece. "That will not be a problem. I have a business associate in Hong Kong that can handle this issues. There will be a bit of an extra fee, but I am sure a gentleman like you will have no problem with that."



"How much will it be?"



She told me, I briefly considered the idea of surrendering to the Japanese.



I nodded. "When will it be possible for me to leave?"



"Tomorrow evening. In the meanwhile you can rest here. So, what have you that has awoken the interest of both the Kwantung and the Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party?"



While that explained who had shoot on the soldiers, the knowledge didn't help me to calm down. I thought about some story to tell her. On the one hand, she was a greedy predator, on the other, once in her care I was safe, and maybe she could help me salvage the whole uncomfortable situation I was in.



I pulled the small wooden box out of my pocket, then opened it and took the velvet satchel. I turned it on the desk, and four small and brightly colored bones fell out. 



Miss Soong leaned forward and observed them, then looked up at me. "I see four shagai. Why are they important? You can find them everywhere, Mongols use them for fortunetelling."



"These happened to be the shagai of the Mad Baron, Roman von Ungern-Sternberg. It is said they were a gift to him from something he found in the Mongolian steppes. His fortune tellers used them before he captured Urga, and that they are a symbol for his having been the incarnation of Tsagan Burkhan, some kind of war related deity but on this last point I am not quite sure, my theological education is a bit lacking on details regarding their variety of Buddhism.



"It is said that this shagai can neither be stolen nor can they be lost. One can only lose them in a game of chance or give them away voluntarily. And they are always surrounded with blood."



Miss Soong leaned again against the back of her chair. "*They* say a great amount of things about those small things. In the end it seems that those bones did not help the Mad Baron that much against the red army. If I remember correctly they executed him twelve years ago."



I shrugged as I put the shagai back in the pouch and stored them safely. "It is not my place to question what my customers want. I only procure them what they desire." I caressed my mustache. "Considering that my meeting with my customer has been so rudely interrupted by soldiers, could you deliver these to him?"



Miss Soong looked at me, puffing on her cigarette. After a minute of silence, she said, "While I might not believe the tall tales that surround those shagai, I think they bring misfortune. I am not one to tempt luck, so no, I will not touch them or take them. What I can do is send a message for a small fee."



I had hoped to close this fast, but one learns to be satisfied with the chances life gives. "Very well. your man will have to deliver it in this cafe near the Church of the Holy Iberian Icon..."








I obtained a fresh set of clothes, a warm bath, a bed and, the following morning, an answer from my customer.



Dear Mr. Rijnder,

we are glad you seem to be both in good health and free. We apologize for missing our meeting yesterday, but as you can see from the unruly  mob that infested the place, there was not an atmosphere conductive for finalizing our transaction. We would gladly meet you again to conclude our business this evening at four o'clock in the Cathedral of St. Sophia.



I pondered a while on the message. Delivering the shagai and leaving the city immediately after that would be tricky. On the other hand, it meant I could stay hidden until the last moment, a quite alluring perspective in the light of my decision to not land in the hands of either the Mongolian Communists or the Japanese.



As I was lost in my thoughts someone knocked at the door of my small and cramped room. Without waiting for my answer the door opened and Miss Soong entered.



She smiled and said, "Good morning Mr.Rijnder. You look far better today, almost like a civilized man."



"Why tank you. Not being shot at seems to do wonders for my complexion."



"Indeed. I was curious about the details of why the Kwantung and the Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party are interested in those alleged relics."



"I take offense to that insinuation. While I don't offer any guarantee on what they do, all artifacts I recover are indeed the original ones."



She looked at me in silence for a few seconds, then said, "Be as it may be, they should not gather the interest currently focused on you. I suspected that there may be something else afoot. And so I listened."



I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and readied for another hit to my financial situation. "And what did you hear Miss Soong?"



"A great deal of things, most of them utter nonsense. But among those I found a few interesting gems. It is not the Army itself that wants those shagai, it is one specific individual. Hibiki Saito has ordered your arrest on the suspicion of smuggling."



"And where did he get that information, or why may he be interested in my business?"



"That I do not know, but it explains how the reds became involved. If I heard it, they also know about this, and if the Kwantung wants it, so do they."



"How much does this information cost me?"



"Only a small favor."








The weather had decided to relent and for once the heavens decided to not pour down on the human miseries. The sky was clouded and the moon hided behind the dark cover while gas-lamps illuminated the square.



The Cathedral of St. Sophia stood high in the middle of the plaza, golden decorations reflecting the street-lights. All around people were still visiting shops and cafes, the life of the city completely immune to the chill of the Fall. 



I walked like I knew where I was going, carefully observing my surroundings. Patrols of soldiers where at every corner, checking the documents of Chinese and Mongolian citizens. They seemed to completely ignore the Russian population. Word had gone out that subversive reds had attacked with horrid savagery innocent people. At least that had been one version, the other talked about unjustified cruelties from the soldiers on poor workers.



I had my hands in my pockets, and caught myself nervously passing my finger along the border of the documents Miss Soong had supplied to me. 



I continued to check my clock and five minutes before the time I walked to the cathedral. 



As I passed the imposing doors silence surrounded me, the thick walls completely cutting off the sound of the outside world. Countless candles illuminated the church with a soft glow. From the walls saints looked down at me as I proceeded between the benches, and I felt their eyes on me as I sat down in the third row on the left of the altar. I regretted deeply not having visited the church before, it was a verily repository of art. Now there wouldn't be time anymore.



I heard steps, then someone sat down beside me. I looked up and saw a young man, smartly dressed, blonde and with a thick and short beard. 



He looked at the altar as he spoke in Russian with a sophisticated accent. He said, "Well met Mr. Rijnder. It is wonderful to finally talk to you in person. I hope you didn't have too many difficulties coming here." He then showed me a seal.



I bowed briefly my head. "I found a way. Now, about the payment..."



He nodded. "Certainly, here is what I promised you." He passed me a manila envelope.



I opened it and pulled out a sheet of paper. It was a letter of credit for the Bank of England for an amount of two thousand and five hundred pounds. I briefly checked seals and stamps, they seemed authentic and I had earned through the years to recognize with a glance forgeries. I closed the envelope again, then took the wooden box out of my pocket and passed it to the man.



He took it and opened it with trembling hands. He unfurled the twine of the satchel and reached inside it, taking out a red shagai. He observed it and smiled. "Wonderful Mr. Rijnder, you delivered exactly as promised. I have waited so long for my rightful inheritance."



I knew better than to question customers about their connection to the objects I recovered. In my specific line of work curiosity was useful only when one knew when it was appropriate to to satisfy it and when it was wiser to let it be.



The man chuckled. "Tell me Mr. Rijnder, where did you find it? I have always been baffled how it was possible to lose this relics considering their power."



Having an opinion on the specifics of the recovered objects was another mistake I avoided. "It seems your courier had bit of a bad habit. He seemed to like Pai Gow, a gambling game, a bit too much. He apparently lost those to an employe of the South Manchuria Railway and ended later dead in a opium den. The railway employe was a bit of an intellectual radical, a disposition which did not go over too well with a part of the administration. He took the fall for an unfortunate incident in Manchowli, which disgraced him. He then sold them to a pilot of the Manchukuo army, from which I had to win them through a bet regarding a horse race. He died two weeks later in a crash."



The man nodded. "I see. This shagai clearly wanted to return to their proper owner. Misfortune falls on those who try to keep them away from the blood of the Ungern-Sternberg."



I stood up and said, "Well, I am glad you are satisfied with my services. I fear I have to leave now, but I wish you good luck with whatever endeavor you intend to use those for."



He stared still fascinated at the small bones. "I shall continue the dream of my father. The Khanate shall be restored and the damned reds shall be slain so that our motherland once more will rise."



I left the cathedral and breathed deeply the fresh air outside. As I looked down the stairs I saw five soldiers and an officer. I brought my hand up to my temples and massaged them. "Rikugun-Shōsa Saito I suppose."



The officer walked up to me and observed me. "You have been a very slippery individual Mr. Rijnder. Is that worthless frog Naryshkin inside?"



"I fear I do not know what you are—"



I didn't even see his hand, I only felt the slap and the burning pain on my face as I staggered back.



Saito stood as if he hadn't moved at all, his voice gave me shivers as he said, "Do not play dumb, I will not tolerate it. Is Mr. Naryshkin, your customer, inside?"



I nodded weakly.



He gestured to two of his soldiers that promptly entered the church.








We sat on the backseat of a quite luxurious car. The driver compartment was separated, and the rear was spacious and composed of two backseats facing one another.  Saito sat in front of us, his left hand on his sword, his right one holding a small velvet satchel. He smiled, but there was no warmth there. "You should have know that this would rightfully end in my hands."



I glanced to Mr. Naryshkin. His face was livid and I could see him clench his teeth. "Those are rightfully mine per blood. You will die like all the others who have tried to keep them away from me."



Saito frowned. "You are wrong. These were never meant to be in the hands of your breed. Even considering the desperation and stupidity of the mongols, I can never understand how they thought a degenerate noble from the west could be the incarnation of Trailokyavijaya."



I carefully considered my course of action, and then made the wrong choice. "To be clear they thought of him as Tsagan Burkhan, which is not exactly—"



This time I could see him move even if it did not help me much. The pain silenced me and I held a hand on the swelling side of my face. A trickle of blood dripped from my lip.



"We will talk later Mr.Rijnder, and then you shall tell me where you did get this documents and where the rest of your belongings are, considering your Hotel room was empty."



Naryshkin glowered at the officer. "How did you know I acquired my inheritance?"



Saito smiled again, and I decided I preferred him when he frowned. "You talk a lot you fool, and your household is a bit less tight than you think."








We sat in the backseat of the car, looking in the damp alley. Two trucks unloaded soldiers who silently fanned out. There were few streetlights here, the windows of of houses and taverns the only source of illumination, the roofs of the buildings fading into the darkness.



The handcuffs were tight around my wrists and chafing on the skin. Saito sat beside me, a hand on his gun looking out to his men. "I am quite disappointed with you Mr. Rijnder. Your choice in company is distasteful. Well, at least we shall solve another problem that has plagued Harbin for far too long."



I kept my eyes low, half my face pulsing with pain, the other half numb. It would take a while before I became my old fascinating self again. 



He shook his head. "Why had you to side with the reds? It seems quite—"



I heard some screams, a crash like wood splintering, and then an explosion.



The door on my side was thrown open, someone grabbed me and yanked me out. I heard Saito scream something before the sound of gunfire and broken glass overcame everything.



They pulled me for a few yards, then through an open door and then dropped me. 



As I turned around I saw Miss Soong's servant standing there, a bandoleer flung over his shoulder, two guns and a vicious looking blade in his belt. He wore dark gray and tattered clothes. The sound of screams and shots filtered through the closed door. 



He gestured to my handcuffs, I stood up and raised my hands.



As he began to work on my bindings, I looked around. The house was a hovel. There were a few old and half rotten pieces of furniture. Everything was covered in dust and grime, and I shivered at the thought of how I had too look after this horrendous night. There were some interesting mold stains on the walls that reminded me of certain enthusiastic young 'artists' I had seen in Paris.



At the moment there was nothing I longed more for than a warm bed and then maybe breakfast somewhere where people did not murdered each other on the streets for politics, but kept it all away from the general population like good civilized men.



I heard a click and the handcuffs fell down. I massaged my wrists and smiled. "Thank you."



He bowed slightly his head and said, "We will have to go now. Soon others will join the fray and we do not want to be here then. Miss Soong thanks you for your help in solving her problems with Saito. She has also decided to concede you a discount considering the sum the Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party paid her."



I nodded and pulled my clock out from my pocket. I saw that the glass was broken and the fingers did not move. I sighed and put it back again, I would have to make a visit to a watchmaker in Hong Kong. "What with Mr. Naryshkin and his trinkets?"



"Mr Naryshkin will be released soon. He has some important friends and now with Saito out of the way his life should improve. We will also see that the shagai will find their way to him, although Miss Soong says we would do him a favor if he never saw them again."



I sighed. "That may be, but I have a certain name in the business that I need to keep up, and that means that he will receive what he payed for. And on the issue of my money..."



"Miss Soong guarantees that we will recover your letter of credit and you shall receive it before leaving Ryojun."



I tried to remove some dirt from my clothes with the only result of spreading it more uniformly. I sighed, I was tired and in pain, but it seemed it was finally over.



He smiled, extracted a pistol from his belt, then said, "Mr. Rijnder, you have a boat ride to catch, shall we go?"



I straightened my jacket. "Certainly, please make way."
      

      
   