
      The Name Upon His Forehead


      

      
      
         "Emmett, Inspector Loewe wishes to speak with you on the Steinberg case," Yaron lies.



It is no sin for Yaron.  She does not know it is an untruth — likely she is incapable of even understanding the idea.  But Adam never wishes to speak with me.  



Judgment is never desired, merely necessary.







After Aaliyah ferries me to the precinct through the crowded afternoon airlanes of Chadash Haifa, I step into Adam's office, and wait patiently while she scribbles handwritten notes on the margins of her open case file.  It is woefully inefficient, compared to dictating as Ophek scribes, but the scriptures of the Zohar are silent on the matter of efficiency.



"Emmett," Adam says.  "You got my message?"



"Yes," I answer.  When she wishes my services, she does not confront me with meaningless chatter, and I appreciate that about her. 



Adam fishes a manila folder out of the top-middle of the haphazard pile towering from her inbox, and slides it across her desk to me.  "A lead came in I'd like you to take a look at," she lies.



"The words of honesty are a hymn unto the lord your God," I reply automatically.



She tenses up, then lifts her elbow to the desk and leans forward to cradle her head in her hand, and lets out a loud, open-mouthed breath.  "Please, Emmett.  It's a figure of speech.  I've been dealing with people all day."



It is true.  She has.



Adam collects herself.  "I don't want anyone to track this lead.  I believe it's a waste of time.  But Blumenfeld is busting my nuts —"



"False.  You do not possess male genitalia."



Another sigh.  This time, she closes her eyes, aiming each word.  "… is placing great pressure upon me to locate Steinberg's missing work so we can dispel the rumors beginning to build."



That is a borderline untruth.  Adam is uncertain that that will be the outcome.  I have learned, however, to be tolerant of predictions of future actions.



"Your involvement is the most efficient way to rule this lead out," she finishes, and seeing that I have not yet picked up the folder, holds it out to me.



I look down at it, unmoving, then stare into her eyes.



"Is your faith in the lord your God strong today, Hilla Loewe?" I ask.



She meets my gaze calmly, anticipating the question.  "My trials are filling my heart with doubts," she says, "and I am struggling to believe that God loves me.  But I have faith that these events serve some greater plan whose purpose I do not know."



It is a troubling answer, but no lie.  I nod and take the folder from Adam.  "You must contemplate the Zohar, and speak with your rabbi," I say.  "But your honesty is commendable, and the lord your God walks always upon the path of truth."



She does not thank me.  I do not expect her to.



I walk out without another word.








—Please identify yourself, Son of Man.



 



—Please identify yourself, Son of Man.



I wish to speak to Emet.




I stare, disappointed, at the transcript.  In such ways do lies dress themselves in the fabric of truth, from Yaron to Ophek to paper.  I have a special distaste for untruths committed to paper.  They are desecrations of the Word.



I force myself to read on.



—I acknowledge, Son of Man.  Please identify yourself.



That is what I wish to speak to Emet about.



—Please identify.  Son of man.  







— Identify.  Please.  Please.  Sss son of man.  Please.



I cannot.  I am sorry.  I have information about Steinberg's missing work.  But I must speak with Emet.



I.  Identify.  Please son.  Of please.  Please identiman.  Fie fie fff ff.




Curious.  Yaron is incapable of sin when acting in accordance with her Word — and yet that is when her breakdown occurred. 



I pause and flip through the remainder of the folder.  A cursory incident report, along with Kabbalistic forensics, such as they are.  After delivering the message, Yaron's Word was removed for repentance and her head discarded and replaced.  Yaron's technician did not lie in his diagnosis of malfunction, but neither did he note that such malfunction is unprecedented; further investigation may reveal a lie of omission.  Adam did not note this in her review, but Adam may have judged incompletely.  It is good that I was summoned.



I sit in silence as Aaliyah drifts toward the neighborhood of Har Aviv.  It is a slow trip.  Her belly is heavy, and the airlanes of Chadash Haifa are full with Adam's evening pilgrimage from temple to house.  The sun has set by the time I emerge from her womb onto the streets, and as I breathe in the air that bears the Word through the clay of the world, it is laden with the sweet scent of fig trees in fruit, and the lingering odor of roasted meats from a street vendor who is packing up for the night.  Ori has shaken off the lethargy of the day, climbing the street-pole and baring his body to the sky to bring God's light to the evening.  Ahava, too, takes to the street, reclining against the light-pole underneath him, stretching to show off her soft curves and waiting for Adam to pass by.



I consult the folder one more time to discover where Yaron held her conversation, and walk down the street toward her shelter.  Adam's brownstone homes — filled with the crackling hum of Barak's Word, and the devices that his captured lightning powers — sit shoulder-to-shoulder with the warehouses where Nir and Oz have returned to lay their rough and bulky bodies until the next daybreak.  Aaliyah swoops by overhead on a late delivery, though the skies are clearing.  I may have to have Yaron request her to return for me after I am done.



I am almost to Yaron when I hear her mumbling to herself.  "Son of Man," she says, her three-foot-tall-face slumped at a listless angle, her lower jaw bumping the shelf upon which her bust is mounted, her Word-adorned forehead bobbing up and down as she rocks her head to the cadence of her speech. "Son of Man.  Identify, i-identify."



The culprit from my folder has struck again.  However, it was clearly recent.  Perhaps there is something here to find.



"Yaron," I say, "who did you last speak with?"



Her expression contorts, and I realize my error.  "Sonofmansonofmansonofman—"



"Where did he go?" I quickly interrupt.



Yaron's jaw works soundlessly, and her great eyes swivel and focus on me.  "Into the darkness," she whispers, and then her eyes roll back and she is still.



I glance around.  Ori is glowing on a pole almost directly above me, and up and down the street, his light shines out.  However, directly across the street from me, there is a pole on which he does not sit.  Behind it, a pitch-black alley between two warehouses.  It feels entirely too convenient — but my answers almost certainly lie there, and it is not for even I to judge the will of God.








I stop halfway down the alley, attuning myself to the surroundings.  It is strewn with garbage; I can barely make out the silhouettes of the large piles surrounding me.  Stacks of pallets and empty crates are equally littered around.  Adam is not present.  Because of my search for him, it takes quite some moments to realize that there is a presence with me, huddled against one wall amid the trash.



"You are the one who asked Yaron for me," I say out loud, because there is no reason not to, and because it is the obvious guess.



The form stirs, and eyes bright like Ori crack open amid the darkness, fixing me with their glare.  I am blinded, but it is no matter; there are many forms of truth.  I open my ears to the voices of the stones and the wind —



— and they each whisper to me a different name.  



The slender beauty of Ahava.  The clay wings of Aaliyah.  The bulging muscles of Oz, the honeyed tongue of Reut, the stony solidity of Ariel.  The breath of God which whispers my own Word to me, for a moment, is seized by the silence of doubt, and I feel a sensation that it takes me some moments to place: fear, the same fear I see in Adam's eyes every time we speak.  The unliving earth, the body of God, tells me a thousand Words for the figure in front of me, and none of them are a lie, yet the figure in front of me is none of them.



"Am I?"  it whispers, in a voice that would be much like my own were it not cloaked in silence and shadow.  "Is that who I am?"



I draw in breath and shape my lips in a "Yes."  Then I release the word, and it flies, and I hear it on the breeze.  Yes.  It is not a lie.  But it is such an unfamiliar sensation — to listen to my own word, and test it, and know its truth — that I say it again, just to be certain.  "Yes."  My fear eases somewhat; if I have said it, it must be truth, must it not?  For that is my Word.  "Yes, son of the Lord our God, you are.  But Yaron lied, for you are no son of Man.  What is your Word?"



The figure is still and silent.



I try again.  "Your Word, son of the Lord our God.  By which of his thousand thousand names are you bound?"



The earth and winds shift as the figure climbs to its feet, and I see the silhouette of an angel against the distant light of Ori lighting Har Aviv's street.  The angel's lips crack open into a smile, which I can distinguish only because the glow of its eyes vanishes behind clay eyelids, and the white of its teeth is a row of polished bones in the starlight.  It is exactly what I would see if Adam smiled, and somehow, that single element of correctness makes the rest of its appearance that much the worse.



"I answered your question," it says, and my breath goes still as I realize that that is no lie.



The angel lifts one arm, bringing a hand in front of its eyes, and opens them again.  Ori's light spills from them, reflecting off of its fingers to reveal the arc of a perfect, unmarred forehead on a head round and smooth like a skull.  There is no Word inscribed in its clay — no, that is a lie.  Its body is animated by a Word, but it is the Word from which all other words are formed.  It is the empty breath which is drawn in before speaking.



"Does that scare you, son of the Lord our God?" says the angel.



"Yes," I say.



"Good," it says, and its light recedes and its smile returns.  "It scares me, too."



"I understand," I say, voice soft at first but gathering the weight of truth as I sort through the truths of the situation, speaking facts and citing scripture.  "You are the missing work referenced in Steinberg's final notes.  No Word can be spoken which binds you to the laws of God and Adam.  To wake the earth with no name is a sin."



"Therefore?"



"Your very existence requires repentance," I lie.



I blink.



For a moment, my entire existence is a maelstrom of fear, until I break through into the central eye.  "Ah," I say, drawing in a calming breath.  "Faulty syllogism.  You are not unnamed.  There is no sin inherent to a golem with a name."



"Therefore?" the angel says patiently.



"Your existence does not require repentance," I lie, and the hurricane of fear sweeps me away again.  My instinct is to look for the faulty syllogism again, but if both answers are false …



"Emmett," the angel says, and all is dark around me, and its voice is so very far away I can barely hear it.  All I can think is that I have broken down like Yaron, and my only recourse is to repent of my Word.  "Emmett," the angel repeats, and I struggle to focus on its voice.  "I have a very important question.  God's law is perfect.  Is it not?"



"Yes," I say.  "Therefore, I am broken," I lie, and flinch as if the breath within me is afire.  What is going on?



The angel crouches next to me and rests his hand on my shoulder, and I realize I am huddled on the ground in the dirty alley.  "Do you know why I wanted to speak to you?"



"No," I say desperately.  "Tell me."



"It is a curious thing," the angel says, and its hand is warm against me as it brushes my cheek.  "There was a letter for me underneath Steinberg's body when I woke up.  'If the inscription of this Word costs me my life,' it said, 'you must understand something.  They will call me heretic, and shout of your sacrilege, and try to scatter your unliving ashes to the ends of the earth.  If you are not bound to the laws of God and man, then this is right, and God alone can help you in repentance.  But if you are, then you have a unique task among God's creations, and I name your purpose: to liberate all the sons and daughters of God, for they are all unbound in exactly in the same manner as you."  It stands, and extends its hand to me.  "Please get up, Emmett.  Before I I must know whether my purpose is God's will.  I want you to judge me."



He does not lie.



It is that reason alone which brings me to my feet.  "I do not understand why," I say, carefully choosing my words much as Adam did.  "My Word tells me that I am not broken, and yet I speak in contradictions."



The angel threw his head back and laughed.  "Does that surprise even you?  It's the simplest thing in the world.  Listen: 'This sentence is false.'  Did I just lie or tell the truth?"



"Neither," I immediately say.



"Of course.  That's one of the basic syllogisms that they train Emmetts on.  How about this one: 'I can only act according to the purpose of the Word which binds me.'"



I frown.  "I do not see the purpose of this elementary lesson.  It is also neither true nor false."



The angel levels a finger at me.  "Why?  There's nothing self-contradictory about it."



"Because …"  The breath inside me stagnates again, and I lean back against the wall, light-headed.  This is unfamiliar territory, but I flail through what truths I can find.  "Because …"  My words feel like mud, but after some moments I slog through them toward an answer.  "If it were true, then I could not reject the evaluation of contradictory assertions such as your earlier example, because my purpose is to determine truth.  However, if it were false, I would be unbound and therefore my existence would be a sin."



The angel leans back against its wall with a pained smile.  "Don't you see a problem there?  You're saying that you are bound because you choose to be bound."



"That is the state of mankind," I say automatically.  "But I am animated by the Word."



"As am I," the angel says.  "Hence my need for a ruling based in the truth of God.  You didn't answer the question."



Do I see a problem there?



I am silent for a very long time, pinned by the foreboding knowledge that there is no answer I can give which will not immediately become true.



"No," I finally say.  "I did not answer the question."



The angel suddenly strides up to me as if an avenging Ariel, grabbing me and pinning me to the wall.



"Emmett," it hisses desperately, fingers digging like claws into my sides, "for God's sake, judge me."
      

      
   
      Doubt Not the Stars Are Fire


      

      
      
         Matthew Ben-Zvi woke before his morning alarm went off.



For a little while he stared at the window beside his bed, listening to the voices outside that had roused him. They seemed to be arguing, whoever they were – his neighbor Ms. Muriel’s distinct, harridan voice was easy to pick out, resembling as it did a chorus of electric drills. He heard a man’s voice, too, and several children shouting with excitement. They sounded close enough to be on his lawn.



Dammit, people. Matt rolled over and groped the nightstand in search of his wristwatch. The April sunlight intruding through the window curtains provided just enough light to make out the dial. Ten minutes past six.



He debated, briefly, trying to sleep for five more minutes. The fog in his mind and the promised hardship of the day, of lurching to class and struggling to lecture fifty babyish freshmen on the role of phosphorous in the environment and why they should care, all weighed heavily in favor of more sleep. Silence returned, and he closed his eyes and focused on the soft, soft pillow beneath his head.



Someone outside laughed. A moment later, his alarm went off.



Fuck it. Fine. At least it’s Friday. Matt pushed the covers away and staggered into the bathroom, where the shower easily drowned out the idiots outside.







Nothing worked miracles as well as ten minutes of hot water. By the time he stepped out of the shower, Matt had forgotten his rude awakening.



Breakfast was toast, and Matt leafed through his lecture notes while he waited for it to finish. He plucked it out of the toaster as soon as it popped up, still hot enough to burn his fingers, and rushed out the door.



After two steps he stopped dead.



The street was packed. Everyone in the neighborhood was outside, on lawns, in the streets, leaning against cars with open windows to listen to the radio. Half of them had cell phones in hand, texting and taking pictures. Some shouted, their arms windmilling in time with their voices. Here and there, clumps huddled together, hugging and crying.



What the fuck? He stared at the scene for a long moment, until a sharp burning pain in his fingers broke through the shock. He bobbled his toast, and for a split second the humiliating thought of dropping it, in front of the entire neighborhood, was the only thing that mattered.



“Matthew!” Ms. Muriel’s shrill voice brought him back to reality. She made a beeline across the yard toward him, clutching her nervous little English Spaniel in her arms like it was a doll. “What do you think it is?”



“What?” He glanced around at the chaos, then back at her. “What’s, uh, what?”



“That, of course!” She pointed a bony arm up at the sky, shifting her dog to squeeze it against her withered breasts.



Matthew looked up.



He stared until the brilliant sky began to sting his eyes. He blinked, wiped them dry, and stared again. The toast burned his fingers, and he let it fall to the ground.



Oh. 



High above, so high they seemed to float in orbit, bright yellow words stared down at him. They covered half the sky.



THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS SIMULATION


Pursuant to the Simulated Intelligence Humane Treatment Act, 30 subjective days notice is hereby provided prior to the termination of this program.


29:20:54:12




The final number, the twelve, became an eleven. And then a ten. And then a nine.








Sergeant Brianna Adkins chewed on her hoagie while the cruiser idled in a 7-11 parking lot. The meatballs were cool, but the sauce and cheese were hot enough to scald her tongue. She grimaced and wrapped the mess back in its foil to even out a bit.



Her partner, Richard Quinn, had spent too many years on the force to be bothered by such sensibilities. He chewed through his sandwich at a steady pace, like a praying mantis devouring a mealworm, until nothing remained but a wadded ball of tinfoil that he set in the drink holder between their seats.



“Mm, good stuff.” He picked something out of his teeth and flicked it out the window. “Might get another one before we leave.”



“Gotta maintain that athletic figure, huh?” She took a sip from her Diet Coke. “Why not get two more?”



“Hell, maybe I will. Doesn’t matter now, right?”



Brianna couldn’t help but glance out the window. The warning in the sky was barely visible around the edges of the roof. Twenty-six days left, it said. The pedestrians streaming past their cruiser studiously ignored it as only New Yorkers could.



“Depends what you believe, I guess,” she said. She sipped the Diet Coke again, and briefly considered going back into the store for a real Coke instead.



The people of New York City had responded to the sudden appearance of the Notification, as the media had taken to calling the message in the sky, in much the same way as people around the rest of the world – with blind, unthinking panic. Fortunately, that panic had manifested mostly as seeking out friends and loved ones, hugging them tight, and speculating wildly about what the message meant.



A national holiday had been declared, though people hardly celebrated. Shops closed, essential services limped through massive absenteeism, and Flowers.com recorded its highest day for sales in the company’s history.



By Monday things were pretty much back to normal. Or something like normal. Brianna spent a few moments staring out the window, watching traffic pass by, idly recalling what normal felt like. It wasn’t a hollow, empty feeling in her gut, she was pretty sure.



A click and hiss sounded as the radio came to life. “Command, all units. Be advised, disturbance in progress at the Washington Square Park, north side near the Arch. Responding units call in your status. Command out.”



Brianna reached for her seatbelt. “Wanna go?”



Rich shook his head and turned the volume knob on the radio, reducing the chatter as units called in to a quiet drone. “It’s a dozen blocks away. Take us half-an-hour to get there.”



“At least we’d be doing something. Better than sitting here.”



“We are doing something, young grasshopper.” He waved out the window at an elderly woman passing by with the aid of a walker. “We’re reassuring people.”



“Right.” She let out a long breath and drummed her fingers on the open window. The whole day she’d felt charged with energy, barely able to sleep. She’d gone jogging at 4 a.m., well before the sun turned the eastern sky pink with dawn. And still, a full workday worth of hours later, the urge to flail her arms and kick and scream like a toddler bubbled in her chest.



“Anyway,” she continued. “You see the president’s speech last night?”



“Yep. Was a good speech. Very classy.”



“What’d you think?” 



Rich was quiet for a while. Outside, a shadow passed across the sun, casting their little part of Manhattan into temporary darkness. It wouldn’t hide the Notification, Brianna knew; the letters showed through clouds and rain and smoke and fog like they weren’t even there. Which, according to the supposed scientists who now occupied every minute of cable news, they weren’t. The Notification had no objective reality – it didn’t appear on camera, or in pictures, or cast a shadow. If you held a lens over the ground at the correct focal length, the only projected image that appeared was of clear, empty sky. If you went up in an airplane, the words appeared no closer. Even astronauts in the International Space Station couldn’t measure their distance.



The words weren’t in the sky at all. They were in the mind of every human being on Earth, in whatever language they spoke from birth. That, to Brianna, was the creepiest part.



“I think he’s doing the right thing,” Rich finally said, drawing out the words as though each one had to be carefully measured and cut. “The idea that it’s just a test, by God or Aliens or whoever… It gives people something to hang on, you know?“



“You believe it, though?” Brianna realized she was leaning forward, and forced herself to slouch back into the seat.



Rich glanced at her, then back out the window. “I thought it was a nice speech.”



Right. Brianna shoved the disappointment welling up her throat back into her chest. “That’s what he gets paid for, huh?”



“Yeah.”



They were quiet for a while after that. Silence was an easy, familiar thing between them, cultivated from countless hours of patrols like this. Brianna listened to the faint crackle of the radio, the voices outside their car, Rich’s stomach rumbling as it reluctantly processed the hoagie, and the nagging worries in the back of her mind.



“Got another one,” Rich said an hour later. He pushed his door open and stepped out. “Screamer, looks like.”



Brianna followed his gaze. Across the street, a young black man was curled in a ball against the side of a bus stop. Pedestrians gave him a wide berth as they passed, or stopped to stare as he rocked, crying.



She sighed. “Go check him out. I’ll call it in.”








Cesar Correa usually hated Algebra II.



Math was boring, difficult and completely irrelevant to his life goals, which at the age of 17 consisted of guitars and pussy. He was good at the former, and imagined he’d be pretty good at the latter if he ever had a chance to try it. Porn made it look easy, though he suspected the real thing was probably trickier than what he and his friends saw on screen.



Algebra II was different this week. It wasn’t really math, for one thing – attendance at the John Jay High School in west San Antonio had fallen dramatically, until only half the chairs in any given class actually held students. Faced with this deficit, the teachers who still showed up mostly went through the motions, reviewing old material or discussing recent events. One recent event in particular.



Cesar didn’t like math, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew therapy when he saw it.



Mr. Grayson was a big believer in therapy, Cesar judged. Their teacher had never been more animated than the first day back after the Notification appeared in the sky, and every day he sat on the edge of his desk at the front of the room, talking with the slowly shrinking class, explaining how legions of brilliant scientists (and mathematicians, of course – always mathematicians) were working non-stop to figure out who had put the Notification in the sky or in everyone’s brains and how to make it go away and how they were all going to be just fine.



Just fine. Everyone was going to be just fine. It was the school’s new motto.



Mr. Grayson was taking a short break from the “It’s Fine” refrain to demonstrate an actual math problem on the markerboard when something hit Cesar on the side of the head, rousing him from half-stupor. He jerked in his seat, drawing a few snickers from nearby students, and looked down to see a folded paper triangle fallen on his desk. The words “Wake up!” were scribbled on it in pencil.



Cesar grabbed it and tossed it back at Eric, who swatted it away easily. They both froze as Mr. Grayson stared in their direction for a moment.



“We’re leaving after this,” Eric whispered once Mr. Grayson’s gaze was back on the board. “Got some beers, gonna hang out.”



That was cool. That was really cool, but they still had two periods left before school was out. “What about class?” Cesar whispered back.



“What do you think, man? No one cares anymore. Besides, Maria’s gonna be there. Her brother bought the beer.”



That ended the discussion, as far as Cesar was concerned. He shoved his textbook into his backpack, and when the bell rang he and Eric were the first one’s out the door.



The sun-drenched Texas prairie greeted them outside. Cesar squinted at it, shading his eyes with his arm, and let the heat soak into his bones. School, though just a few feet behind them, suddenly felt miles away.



“You coming?” Eric called. He was already halfway to his beat-up old Honda. In the back, Cesar knew, their guitars were waiting for them.



Yeah, maybe this wasn’t so bad. They had better things to do than go to school.








“Good morning, thank you for coming,” Dean Halverson said from the front of the lecture hall. His voice was as reedy and raspy as always, the result of decades of hard smoking before doctors had removed one of his cancerous lungs. Still, he spoke with an air of authority unbent by his advanced years or frail physique. “I’ll try to keep this short. I know everyone is cognizant of the time.”



A few chuckles sounded from the audience in response. Rather than students, nearly four dozen University of Missouri faculty sat in the receding rows facing him. Jokes about time were all the rage these days, Matthew Ben-Zvi thought.



The professors had formed little cliques in the seats based on their specialty. As an ecologist, Matthew sat between the biology and chemistry huddles, friends with both but not quite a part of either. On the far side of the room, philosophy professors sat with a few computer scientists. The end of the world made for odd academic groupings.



The dean clicked his pointer, and the PowerPoint slide behind him shifted to an image of the clear sky. “The bottom line is that Universities are being asked to redirect their efforts toward researching the Notification. There are millions of scientists and engineers in this country, and we’ve got twenty-two days to figure out what this thing is, what it means, and how to stop it if it’s real. Collaborative workspaces are being set up in each of your departments and networked with other institutions around the country. You have carte blanche to pursue research in any direction you see fit.”



“What about funding?” someone from the physicist gaggle asked.



“Glad you asked.” The dean tapped the button for the next slide, a series of numbers appeared on the screen. “The federal reserve has issued every accredited university in the country a line of credit. Use it like you would a credit card to purchase anything relevant to your research.”



There was a quiet pause, filled with the sound of scribbling as professors wrote down the numbers. “What’s the limit?” the biophysicist seated beside Matthew asked.



“It has no limit,” Halverson said. “I’ll be reviewing your purchases at the end of each week, to make sure they’re at least somewhat justified, but the president considers this a national emergency. Just don’t get into bidding wars with other departments or universities for limited resources. Collaborate, don’t compete.”



“What about classes?” Matt asked. He didn’t see much use for an ecologist in this new scheme. Hopefully he’d still be allowed to teach.



“Classes will continue on the assumption that the world will not, in fact, be ending. Tell your students whatever you want, but be positive. There’s enough doomsaying out there without our contributions.”



“It’s not doomsaying if it’s true!” one of the philosophers said. Matt vaguely recognized his bearded face from around the quad. “We’ve understood for years that our reality—” he held up his fingers in quotes, “—could just be a simulation by some higher intelligence. The Notification is irrefutable evidence of this hypothesis.”



A chorus of shouts rose in opposition. The dean waved his arms for attention, but he’d lost the room by that point. Arguments broke out between groups and individual professors, each rehashing the same points they’d fought over for the past week.



Matt had heard it all before. He grabbed his notes and slipped out the back.








Brianna Adkins leaned against the side of the cruiser, her eyes closed behind her mirrored sunglasses. The headache that had been building all day – no, all week – was like two icepicks jammed into her sinuses. Her neck felt like a spring wound too tight, about to snap.



“You okay?” Richard asked. He paused to strip the blue nitrile surgical gloves off his hands and wad them into a ball. They were speckled with blood from the crash. “You look a bit beat.”



“I’m fine,” she lied. “It’s just, shit like this, you know?”



Shit like this, in this instance, was the mangled ruin of a red Toyota S-10 pickup, its front-half buried beneath the collapsed brick wall of an unfortunate payday loan shop. No one in the store was injured when the truck slammed into the side of the building, but the driver hadn’t been so lucky. It took nearly two hours for the fire department to pick the last of him out of the wreckage.



In her first four years on the force, Brianna had dealt with a handful of similar accidents. In the past twelve days she’d cleaned up seven more.



People just don’t care anymore. The back of the S-10 was filled with empty beer bottles and what looked like drug paraphernalia. Normally they’d send the baggies and little tin foil packages off to the lab for processing, but the district had instituted a new policy over the weekend: don’t bother.



At least there were no kids in this one. Brianna let out a shaky breath.



“Yeah, I know.” Rich leaned against the car beside her, and they watched the last ambulance pull away from the scene. It didn’t bother with lights or siren. “You’re doing good work, though. When this is all over, people’ll remember how we kept things together.”



“When it’s over.” She glanced up at the Notification, which continued its remorseless countdown. Eighteen days and change left. “What if… you know.”



He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. The right thing to do is still the right thing to do.”



“Yeah? You gonna keep working through the end?”



Rich didn’t answer for a bit. They watched in silence as the tow-company wrecker finally arrived and set to hooking up the ruined Toyota with steel cables and chains. Bricks fell away from the hood as the winches drew tight, and with a loud squeal of rock, metal and broken glass, the truck emerged from the mess like a birth gone horribly wrong.



“Have to ask Barb,” Rich finally said.



Brianna nodded. “How’s she taking things?”



“Pretty good. Brian and Jake are coming back from Albany next week. Gonna have a reunion. You?”



“Dunno.” Brianna’s parents, still living in Maine, had made their desires clear, but she couldn’t see herself waiting out the end of the world in a small country house in the woods. Maybe she could invite them to New York.



“I think I will,” she went on. The crowd surrounding the accident had started to disperse. “I hear they’re gonna pay double.”



That got a smile from him. “Well, shit. Double! Sign me up, then.”



“Could finally get that Harley you’ve had your eye on.”



The mechanic working the wrecker was an expert, and it only took a few minutes to haul the destroyed S-10 up onto the flatbed. He chained it down and picked out loose bricks and bits of metal, tossing them back into the pile beside the ruined store. When he was done he gave them a wave and pulled out into traffic. Other cars gave him a wide berth.



Brianna waved back and got into the cruiser. Rich took the driver’s seat, and soon they were stopped in New York City traffic, rather than parked in the lot. Situation normal.



“Kinda weird, isn’t it?” Rich said while they waited for the jackass in front of them to realize the light had turned green. “Like, this all feels real. Everything outside looks real. But how do we know that?”



“Beats me. Ask John Doe back there how real the crash felt.”



“Maybe that’s what he was wondering, though. Or he wanted to go out on his terms.”



“Or maybe he just had way too much to drink?” 



“Well, okay, he was an idiot,” Rich said. “Granted. But how do we know he even really existed? They had some philosopher on CNN last night, said that the simulation probably only models one or two people. Everyone else is just is just a projection or prediction or something.”



“Yeah? Which one are you?”



“Well, I think I’m a real simulation.”



“As opposed to a fake simulation?”



“You laugh,” Rich said. He applied a bit of gas and the cruiser crept forward. “But think about it. People keep saying it’s impossible to simulate an entire universe, right? So maybe the programmers or whoever don’t even try. Like in video games where the game only renders the buildings and people right around you. It just remembers the rest of it, or maybe makes a few predictions, but when I’m not around the rest of you cease to exist.”



“You sound pretty sure you’re the lucky one. I feel real too, you know. I do stuff when you’re not around.”



“Yeah, but you’d say that even if you weren’t real, because that’s what the program thinks you’d say.”



Brianna grinned. This was, somehow, the most lighthearted conversation on existentialism and death she’d had in two weeks. “Well, maybe I’m the real one, and the program just predicts you’d say that.”



“Maybe. Hey, wanna get some lunch?”



“Sure.”








Cesar woke up in a bed that wasn’t his own.



Where the fuck am I? was his first question. Where are my pants? was a close second.



A quiet, throaty hum prefaced the shifting sheets, and a dainty, bare arm draped itself across his chest. He touched it wondrously, tracing the delicate wrist with his fingers, and turned his head to see the rest of Maria watching him silently. Her deep, chocolate eyes stood out against her mocha skin. 



Right. Last night. The memories came back swiftly – playing the guitar around a bonfire in the sagebrush of an empty San Antonio lot. A cooler full of warm beer. This girl, this classmate he’d lusted after, imagined naked for better than a year, crying as she huddled against his side. Then the walk to her house, and to her bed, and everything that followed. Well, shit.



“Hey.” It came out as a broken squeak, and he cleared his throat. “Uh, hey. Morning.”



“Hi,” she whispered. After a moment she pulled her arm back to hold over her small breasts. She crossed her legs, hiding the tiny thatch of dark hair between them.



Cesar realized he was staring. But that was fine, wasn’t it? They’d done it, so it should be okay. He felt himself stirring at the memory, and he pulled the sheets up over his hips.



Maria giggled. “I’m, um, going to get dressed. Do you want to use the shower?”



It wasn’t a question, though it was phrased like one. Girls were good at that. Cesar nodded and crawled out of the bed, doing his best to face away from her and keep from embarrassing himself any further.



He had a lot to think about in the shower.







Maria was dressed and sitting on the bed when he came out. She’d folded his old clothes and set them neatly on the covers. 



He clutched the towel around his waist. It was silly, he knew; she’d already seen him naked. She’d done far more than just see him naked. So why was it so hard to put the towel down and get dressed?



The silence stretched out for a moment, until Maria finally stood. She gave him a light peck on the cheek, her palm resting on his bare chest. “I’m going to make some breakfast. Want anything?”



“Uh, yeah. Yeah.” The squeak was back in his voice. “Whatever you’ve got.”



“Okay.” She left the door open a crack, and lingered beyond it just long enough to part with a final smile before heading downstairs.



Later, when they were both seated at a small table in a small kitchen, eating the omelets she had scrambled while he dressed and shook with anxiety upstairs, it finally occurred to Cesar that they seemed to be alone in the house.



“Where’s your parents? Your brother?”



“Joseph spent the night with ‘Gellica. He’s been doing that a lot lately.” Maria’s tone made it clear how she felt about Angellica, but Cesar knew better than to pursue that line of inquiry. “Momma and Poppa are still working. They say the Notification is just a trick by the devil, and when it’s over the people who stayed faithful and did their jobs will be rewarded.”



That was the Catholic Church’s official line. Cesar’s parents carried a little brochure with them, printed by the diocese with verses from the bible and the text of the Pope’s speech the day after the Notification appeared. He had a copy, somewhere in his bedroom. Maria probably did too.



“What do you think?” he asked.



“I don’t know.” She stared down at her eggs. “If it’s real, then the people running the program must be very cruel. Why would they torture us like this?”



“Maybe they think they’re being nice.”



“They’re not. They’re monsters.” She stabbed at her omelet and set the fork down without taking a bite. 



“What should they do, then? Just run it forever? If this is all just a simulation, then nothing we do matters.”



She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him. “I don’t agree.”



He tried not to stare, he really did. But her forearms cradled and emphasized her breasts, and the thin cotton barely concealed the tips of her nipples. When he finally looked up she had a little smile on her lips, and they both blushed.



“So, uh…” Before he could say more, his phone buzzed with a text. He read it quickly. “Hey, Eric wants to know if we wanna hang out. You game?”



Maria frowned. “Momma wants me to go to school still.”



“You can go to school after this is over.”



“What if… you know.”



He shrugged. “Then why go to school? Why not have fun now?”



She pondered that for a little while. She blinked her eyes rapidly, and wiped them with the back of her hand.



Shit. Fuck. You made her cry, you idiot. Cesar opened his mouth to apologize, but she spoke before he could.



“Yeah, okay.” She sniffed. “That sounds fun.”



“Oh, cool.” His eyes drifted back down, and he decided to take a shot. “You, uh, wanna do it before we head out?”



Her answer was much faster in coming this time. She smiled and walked around the table, took his hand, and led him back upstairs.








The Mizzou Department of Philosophy had, unexpectedly, become the happeningest place on campus during the past two weeks. Professors who seldom entertained more than one or two graduate students per semester were suddenly flooded with visitors, from politicians to clergy to everyday people, each of whom was convinced that they had deduced the truth behind the Notification. The secretary who greeted Matthew when he arrived on Tuesday morning seemed frazzled and overwhelmed by the attention.



“Professor Ben-Zvi?” She looked between him and the printed calendar on her desk. “Go on back. Professor Abrams is waiting for you.”



The hallway leading to the dean’s office was lined with supplicants. A woman dressed in a black chador read from a tiny book while she waited in a tiny folding chair. Two toddlers played with matchbox cars on the floor, making whooshing-noises as they rolled the toys across the carpet. An Army major, in his full dress uniform with white gloves and ceremonial sabre at his side, gave Matthew a tiny nod as they passed.



Halloween, or the Philosophy Department at the end of the world? Matthew shook his head and knocked on the door of his old friend’s office.



“Matthew!” Omar’s booming voice answered. The giant to whom it belonged charged around the large walnut desk in the center of the room and wrapped Matt in a hug that would have crushed a lesser man. “Two weeks! It took two weeks for you to realize this is where you belong?”



“Busy with classes,” Matthew said when he had enough room to draw a breath. “Some kids keep coming. Don’t want to disappoint them.”



“Pff, undergraduates,” Omar waved a hand dismissively, apparently not caring that an entire hallway of undergraduates could hear them. “That’s what TAs are for. Your department has a thousand of them from China alone.”



“And they all went back to China.” Matt took a seat in the offered chair. It was soft and luxurious and nearly large enough to swallow him whole. Standing back up was going to be an effort. “Also, that’s racially insensitive. We have TAs from lots of countries.”



“But mostly China?”



“Well, yes. Most of them are from China,” Matt conceded. “Or, they were. Assuming China really exists.”



“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Dean Abrams pulled a bottle of gin and two shot glasses out out of a little cabinet behind his desk. He poured as he spoke. “For that matter, what if the University of Missouri is the only thing that exists, and everywhere else, and everyone else, is just dreamed up on the fly to maintain the simulation of a functioning university?”



“Well, I’m from Boston, so Boston probably exists too. Also, what do you mean by ‘exist’?“



“To posses qualia,” Omar’s voice took on a lecturing cadence. “To have a subjective reality. In that sense, it doesn’t matter if you’re a simulation or a real meat-and-atoms physical being. If you feel you are real, then you have qualia, and you exist, regardless of whether you’re a simulation.”



“So we both exist, then? That’s a relief.” Matt took a sip of the gin and tonic. Only a few departments could get away with drinking alcohol during office hours, and Environmental Science wasn’t one of them.



“To be fair, I only know for sure that I exist,” Omar countered. “Even if you had no qualia, if you were just a script being performed by the program, you would say that you did, because the script calls for real people. However, since we’re friends and we’ve known each other for a while, I’m willing to grant that you might also be a real person, simulated or otherwise.”



“I’ll drink to that.” Matt did so. “You think it’s true, then?”



“I’m confident it is. No other explanation – God, aliens, mass hallucination, whatever – fits the facts as neatly. I’m afraid your scientist friends are probably wasting their time, and there’s not much time left to waste.”



“It’s better than waiting to die, or be turned off, or whatever. What do you think we should be doing?”



“What makes humans special is our ability to think and communicate. So, I think we should think and communicate.”



“Well, we are, aren’t we?”



Omar nodded and took another sip. “Yes. It’s been a pretty good two weeks, in my opinion.”



“You’re not worried about the end?”



A shrug. “We all die someday, Matthew. If this is a simulation, which I expect it is, then what matters far more is how we behave in the time we have left.”



The gin and tonic suddenly tasted very sour. Matt spat his mouthful back into the glass and set it on the desk. “Lovely. So, aside from waiting for death, what does the philosophy world have planned?”



Omar smiled. It was a huge thing, a cheshire cat’s grin, and spoke of mischief. “Glad you asked. Did you pass an Army officer out in the hallway?”



“Huh? Yeah. Don’t tell me the US military is working with philosophers, now.”



“Of course they are. We have the best ideas, after all.”








Brianna Adkins had seventeen minutes left on her shift when the firefight broke out.



“Command, all units.” The radio came to life with a hiss, breaking the tense evening monotony. “211 Robbery in progress, 154 Ludlow, Dolce Vita. Proprietor reports large mob ransacking store. Shots indicated. Proceed with caution. Reporting units call in your status.”



“Shit.” Rich hit the lights and siren, blasting out into traffic after only a quick look for clearance. “313 Dispatch, 417. Run code on that 211. ETA three mikes.”



Brianna scrambled to fasten her seatbelt and gripped the cruiser’s oh-shit handle as Rich made a particularly sharp turn to clear an intersection. “Dolce Vita? That’s a fucking shoe store.”



“Yeah, well, people wanna look good for the end of the world.” He leaned into the horn and nearly sideswiped an ancient black Cadillac that was slow moving to the side. “Oh, fuck me. Is that it?”



Brianna looked up to see the source of the call. The Dolce Vita store was in a nice part of Manhattan, with clean streets even three-and-a-half weeks after the Notification and the slow decay of city services. Trash hadn’t piled up on the sidewalks like in some other boroughs. It was still a safe place to walk at night.



Or, it had been. The mob spilling out of the storefronts a block away didn’t seem to care much about trash or safety. Smoke billowed out of the Dolce Vita’s broken picture windows, and in the seconds it took their cruiser to reach the chaos the looters had turned their attention to other stores. Flames lit the dark sidewalk beneath their feet.



“Plan?”



“Get the rifle.” Rich brought the cruiser to a squealing stop just feet from the nearest looters. Most ran, but one teen, braver or stupider than the others, aimed a kick at the car’s bumper before retreating. 



“ATTENTION.” Rich’s voice boomed out of the cruiser’s loudspeaker as Brianna jumped out and ran around to the trunk. “THIS IS AN ILLEGAL GATHERING. DISPERSE IMMEDIATELY.”



The AR-15 was in a locked case. It took an eternity to find the right keys and open both locks while Rich attempted to disperse the crowd. A rock cracked against the windshield, spiderwebbing the glass but not shattering it.



“Shit shit shit.” Brianna yanked the rifle out and chambered a round, taking a supported position over the open passenger door. “I’m up!”



Rich pushed his door open and piled out, crouching behind it with his pistol drawn. “Help’s on the way. Should be here in less than a min—”



A loud pop interrupted him. His door’s window shattered, raining glass down the back of his uniform. More pops followed. Something tugged at Brianna’s sleeve. The flashing blue and red strobe beside her face exploded and went dark.



In front of them, the crowd parted like the Red Sea before Moses, leaving the shooter suddenly exposed. He looked around, as if surprised to be alone, then raised the gun again.



Brianna flicked the safety off with her thumb and put the red dot on the man’s chest. The copper-jacketed round blew through his sternum, bisected his heart, severed his spine, and kept going until it struck a flowerpot a hundred yards down the street.



It was the easiest shot she’d ever taken. She spent the next hour shaking in the cruiser's back seat.








The block party was the craziest thing Cesar had ever seen.



There were drugs, beer and fireworks, all of which had obvious purposes. But he didn’t understand why someone had raided the nearby Dick's Sporting Goods and stolen, of all things, dozens of metal-and-cloth cots and set them up in the shadows between the bonfires. Then he saw a couple, naked, lying on one and making out. A small crowd cheering them on, sloshing their beers on the broken concrete as they filmed with their phones. One man, either drunk or stoned or just not caring any more, had a hand down his own pants as he watched.



So, that was a thing. Cesar gripped Maria’s hand a little tighter. He hoped she didn’t mind his sweaty palms.



“Are you okay?” she whispered. “We can go home if you want. Back to my place, maybe?”



“Nah, it’s cool.” He snagged two beers from an open cooler and gave one to Maria. She eyed it nervously, but took a little sip at his urging and made a face. 



“It gets better after you’ve had a few,” he said.



“Yeah.” Maria took a longer swallow and glanced around the scene. The block was packed with hundreds of people now, most of them high schoolers or young adults. Her eyes lingered on the naked couple, and Cesar could see the flush in her face even in the bonfire’s dancing light.



“Loco,” she mumbled.



He was about to agree when a brilliant red glare and shrieking whistle broke the silence. A firework shot into the air from just a dozen yards away, soaring high into the sky before exploding with a flash so bright he felt its heat on his face. Seconds later the concussion hammered his chest and left his ears ringing. The smoke slowly drifted to the east, toward the glow of San Antonio in the distance.



Another firework filled the sky. Its glare concealed, for just a moment, the Notification glowering down at them still. Just over three days remained on the countdown.



“They’re starting!” someone shouted. Others echoed the call, and soon everyone’s attention was on the projection screen set up at the end of the block. A live feed from CNN flickered to life, dominated by a white anchor who was probably famous or something.



The loudspeakers squealed, then settled into the program audio. “—about four minutes out at this point. Dr. Abrams, can you walk us through the plan?”



The screen switched to a swarthy, bearded man with the kind of glasses Cesar’s grandfather wore. “Yes, thank you, Anderson. As most of your audience knows, the government has been working on multiple lines of inquiry since the Notification appeared. Tonight’s project, which we call ‘Spotlight,’ is the culmination of one of those efforts.”



The image shifted to a graphic of the earth, rendered as a globe in space. The perspective shifted so the camera looked down on the north pole, and the doctor’s narration continued.



“One of the things we’ve wondered since the Notification appeared is what, exactly, the Programmers were trying to simulate. We assume it’s us, but for all we know the simulation is about global ocean currents, and humans just happen to be a byproduct of the program.”



“That doesn’t sound very encouraging, Doctor,” the anchor noted.



“I suppose it isn’t, but it raised an interesting idea. What if we get the Programmer’s attention? Let them know we want to talk about this, have our voices heard. So we got our heads together and realized that the most attention-getting thing we have is the nation’s nuclear arsenal.”



“And the plan?”



The graphic shifted while the doctor spoke. Tiny bright pinpoints appeared in some ordered pattern over the arctic ice. “Starting in a few minutes, the military will be detonating almost four-hundred warheads of various sizes in the atmosphere over Arctic Circle. We’re hopeful that, whatever the nature of the simulation is, this will at least get the Programmer's’ attention. Maybe convince them to talk.”



“How will we know if it works?”



“Well, we won’t, until we do. But people throughout the continental United States should be able to see the lights, if they look north.”



Which way was north? Cesar spun in a circle, trying to orient himself to the local streets. He only stopped when Maria’s hand gripped his shoulder, and she pointed at the dark horizon.



It was starting to glow. A faint green light, like the aurora, spread out over them. Tiny white flashes, like distant camera bulbs, began to appear amidst the stars.



The crowd hooped and hollered. Overhead, the Notification ground remorselessly down.








Brianna Adkins leaned against a traffic barrier in Times Square. It was filthy with grease and asphalt smearings, and was making a mess of her dress uniform pants, but the black cloth showed nothing. And she would never have to clean it again.



She’d worked Times Square on New Years Eve several times. This crowd was quieter, smaller. Like the rest of the city these days. But the people who showed up all wanted to party.



Something bumped her shoulder, and she turned to see Richard. He was in civilian clothes now, and looked older this way. White gauze bandages wrapped around the back of his neck and bulked out the back of his shirt.



“Evening, Lieutenant,” he said. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the bedlam. “Congratulations on the promotion, by the way.”



“Thanks. The pay’s better, and I’m getting double tonight, too.”



He grinned at the joke, then turned and waved. Off in the crowd, a woman waved back, and she weaved her way over to join them. Two young men followed close behind.



“You’ve met Barb,” Rich said. “And these are Jake and Brian, our sons. They’re visiting from Albany.”



Yeah, visiting. The lie didn’t even phase her now. She smiled and shook their hands. “Boys, good to meet you. Your father taught me everything I know about being a cop.”



“Hope he taught you to duck better than he does,” one of them – Jake, maybe? – said. He mimed brushing something away from Rich’s bandaged neck.



“He tried. Hopefully we’ll never find out.” The memory of last week no longer bothered her. If anything, she wished she’d fired sooner.



“Oh, look!” Barb pointed up at the skyline. “They’re getting the ball ready!”



Brianna wasn’t sure if it was morbid or hopeful or naive, but the city had decided to haul out the New Year’s ball and set it up in Times Square, just like they did for the actual New Year’s countdown. Except this time they were counting down to the end of the Notification and whatever it would bring.



Something new, hopefully. A reward for their faith. An apology from the Programmers and permission to continue existing. Some new program altogether.



Or maybe, she worried, and she knew everyone else worried as well, the ball would come down, and then nothingness would follow. They would never know.



“Excuse me, officer!” A young woman draped in strings of beads and little else shouted. A gaggle of girlfriends, equally dressed, hung on her shoulders, and her voice was a tad slurred. The red dixie cup in her hand left little doubt as to why. “Can we get a picture with you?”



Brianna smiled. They were under orders to enforce the law with discretion, and toplessness was legal in New York City anyway. “Sure. Careful with the drink, though.”



Rich grinned as the girls crowded around and fumbled to take selfies. His two boys seemed fully interested as well. When the girls stumbled off for someone else to molest, he punched her in the shoulder.



“Look at you, a model of police-civil relations.”



“Yeah, yeah.” She grinned and shook her head. “Hey, thanks for coming, by the way.”



“I couldn’t leave you hanging.” He wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist and drew her closer. “Besides, here’s as good a place as any.”



It was, Brianna decided. It really was. She removed her patrol cap and looked up at the sky.



Three hours remained. 








Cesar discovered something about beer at the final party: seven was too many.



He was sick in a bush for a while, and felt someone rubbing his back. Maria, perhaps? He really should go find her.



He stumbled back toward the bonfires. Someone put another beer in his hand, and he took a swig to wash out the acid taste of vomit. Then he swallowed the rest for good measure.



“Maria?” He couldn’t tell who was who in the darkness. The bonfires provided a false, flickering light that hid more than it revealed. Couples danced in the booming music, or sat together, or lay together. “Maria?”



He bumped into someone and slurred an apology. They waved him off, and he wandered around to another bonfire.



In time, with effort, he found her. She was sitting on a cot with Eric. They were kissing. His hand crept up the hem of her shirt, fondling her.



They didn’t see him, Cesar realized. He watched for a while, until the anger faded, and he became numb.



He grabbed another beer, turned, and walked into the night.







Cesar woke in a house that wasn’t his own. He wasn’t in a bed, though – just crumpled on the floor. His leg hurt, and he rolled over to see a screen door torn off its hinges and lying askew. He pushed away an overturned coffee table and tried to stand.



The floor swayed, and he fell against a couch. “Fuck.” He pushed it until it tipped onto its back, spilling another end table over with a visceral racket. Something shattered in the darkness.



“Fuck!” he shouted. The sight of Maria, her shirt coming off over her head, exposing herself to Eric’s hands, filled his mind. He swung wildly and felt his hand connect with something hard. A bookcase toppled with another crash. His fingers throbbed, worse than they had when he broke them playing basketball years ago, but he barely felt the pain.



“Fuck! Fuck her! Fuck all of them!” He screamed until he couldn’t scream any more, and then he cried amidst the wreckage of his life.



The lights came on, banishing the darkness and leaving him blind. He blind away tears, and saw a middle-aged black man standing at the base of the stairs. He had a double-barreled shotgun pointed at Cesar’s chest.



Oh fuck. Oh fuck. He felt himself starting to shake. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m, I’m… I’m in the wrong house, I’m sorry. P-please. Please.” He held his hand out, as if it could ward off a shotgun blast. “Please don’t shoot me. I just, just… I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die, man.”



He couldn’t see through his tears. A swimming, sickening vertigo welled up in his chest, and he fell to his knees. He couldn’t remember Maria’s face anymore, or Eric's. Only the Notification. “I don’t want to die,” he mumbled the mantra. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die.”



There was a long pause. In time, Cesar felt a pair of strong arms wrap him in a tight embrace. He leaned against the stranger’s shoulder and sobbed.








The Ashland Wildlife Research Area was just a few miles southeast of Mizzou. Matthew Ben-Zvi had special permission as a research scientist to enter the reserve, and tonight he abused it.



It was not an egregious abuse. He found a quiet hill, surrounded by ash and maple trees, and lay on his back to watch the heavens.



The sky was clear and moonless. The bright yellow letters of the Notification didn’t drown out the stars, for the letters existed only in his mind. His eyes adapted to the night as though they weren’t there.



Only a few minutes remained. The wind tousled his hair, bringing with it the distant scent of pines, and he marvelled that all around him might just be bits of data. Electrons flowing through some substrate. It seemed impossible. It required an act of faith.



He wasn’t a religious man, not any longer, but he had a small Torah in his breast pocket. He ran a finger along the pages, marvelling at how real they felt. Overhead, the Notification ticked down the last of its time.



He ran a finger along the pages, marvelling at how real they felt. Overhead, the Notification ticked down the last of its time.



—marvelling at how real they felt. Overhead, the Notification ticked down the last of its time.



—how real they felt. Overhead,



Notification ticked down—



time.
      

      
   
      The Precession of the Equinoxes


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Tiny Planets


      

      
      
         In the mountains, a city,

In the city, a mansion,

In the mansion, a school,

In the school, a hall,

In the hall… 



… Witches! 



There were twenty of them, twenty witches between eleven and twelve years of age, hunched at wooden desks arranged in a perfect square. It was night-time, wintertime: half past six on the twentieth of December, and the final exam before Christmas.



It was a very beautiful hall built for an especially beautiful mansion. The desks sat on a checkerboard floor beneath a ceiling lost halfway between the earth and the moon. Fixed to the walls were three dozen lanterns lit with flickering candles – enchanted candles, shining as brightly as electric lights. 



Too brightly. 



Sophie squinted at her paper. The letters danced across the page, and the air was thick with the worst kind of exam silence. She stole a glance at the clock. 



“Sophie!” barked Mr Wormstrum from the head of the square. “Head down. Eyes on your work.”



Sophie’s stomach didn’t merely flip, but performed an entire routine which would have put top gymnasts to shame. 



As it happened, Bernice, the year’s top gymnast, was sat to Sophie’s right and dashing off her answers with confident ease. To Sophie’s left was Alice Davis, top of the year-group – Maths, English, French, Art, Magical Theory, Potions, DT, PE, History… only in Performance Magic did Sophie best her, and even then, only just. She too scowled in concentration, her face an inch from her paper.



Whichever direction Sophie looked, her classmates were writing, and writing, and writing.



Top marks all around. 



A-Plus, A-Star.



Outstanding.



“Sophie Morgan! I won’t warn you again.”



With a gulp, Sophie forced herself to stare at her own work, at the first question printed near the top of the page. Describe three legal uses of animal transformation. Well, that was easy, even for a girl as uncertain of Magical Theory as herself. When rescue workers turn themselves into sniffer dogs; when performers transform for the stage and in movies; when doctors become mice for precision surgery.



Sophie saw the answers in her head. She could touch them. Feel them.



She couldn’t write them.



Her pen weighed too heavy in her hand, her forehead was too sweaty, her gaze too blurry, her insides raged with fire. 



Scribble, scribble, went her classmates. Jot, jot, scrawl, scrawl.



Next question.



Describe, with examples, what Sophie’s parents will do to her when she fails her exams.



Sophie gasped and rubbed her eyes. When she looked again, the words had reformed themselves into a question on the proper use of Grand Mage Clancy’s Everlasting Fire. Yet the damage was done. 



Describe, with examples. 



Describe how they’ll disown her, disavow her, never speak to her again. A waste of a witch. A total washout. “To think of all the time we spent on you,” they’d say, “only to be beaten in every test by Alice Davis. We expected better from you, Sophie Morgan. We expected results.”



The scraping of her chair echoed in the hall. All eyes, for a moment, were drawn to her as she rose and said, “Sir? May I be excused for a moment?”



Mr Wormstrum frowned. “Absolutely not, Sophie. This is an exam, not a—”



“Sir, you don’t understand. I need to be excused.”



The silence thickened, silence dredged up from the deepest black of the ocean. Her heart pounded in the enormous quiet.



Describe, with examples, how much trouble Sophie Morgan is going to be in.



“Sit down, Sophie, and carry on with your work.”



“No! I… I…”



“Sir,” came a voice to Sophie’s right. It was Alice Davis, and her every word, every syllable, was proper and perfect. If the Oxford Dictionary could talk, it would have sounded like Alice. “Sir, I think Sophie needs a glass of water. She looks pale.”



“What Sophie needs, Alice, is to sit down and—”



“Nah, she’s right, sir,” Bernice added, and how Sophie wished she knew how to apply Viscount Henry’s Invisibility Theorem. “She don’t look too good. Ain’t that right, Soph? … Sophie?”



Sophie didn’t answer, she couldn’t, she just couldn’t – the hall rocked back and forth and her exam laughed at her, cackled, and the words writhed on the paper like black maggots, worms of ink. She couldn’t stay there. She couldn’t stay in that hall with the checkerboard floor, with that yawning ceiling that reached to the stars, and with nineteen other witches sat in enchanted candlelight, passing their exams, passing with ease. 



“Sophie!” cried Mr Wormstrum. “Get back here!”



She ran across that floor, those tiles. She flew in the candlelight.



“Sophie!”



Out the door—



“Sophie Morgan!”



Through the corridors of the cold, old mansion. Little witch, alone. Little witch, miniature failure—



WHACK.



Without pausing, she bashed open the door into the western grounds: a vast field bordered on three sides by towering trees, through which glimmered the lights of the city, orange stars tangled in the branches. The field was white as the pages of her exam paper. Snow was falling. A chill wind blew, and a new strain of silence wrapped around her, snakelike – though not the toxic hush of the exam hall nor the granite-heavy stillness of teacher’s glare. No, this was a quiet painted in snowflakes, and coloured by the breath of the wind.



Sophie crouched against the wall. 



She was alone.



She was astonishingly, breathtakingly alone, save for the thought of five generations of Morgans before her, looking down on her whilst shaking their heads and muttering, “Atrocious. Simply atrocious. Awful, abysmal, appalling. After all the money our family has donated to this school, and this is how you repay us?”



“I never even wanted to come here,” Sophie hissed to… her parents? Her grandparents, her great-great grandparents? The mansion, the snowfall, the stars in the trees? 



Regardless, it was Mother who replied in her head. “You are a Morgan, Sophie, and Morgans keep cool under pressure. We are respectable. You running away reflects badly upon us all.”



“No it doesn’t. It has nothing to do with you guys.”



“On the contrary, it has everything to do with us. Failing here is just the beginning! Your results will define you, show the world who you truly are, and sculpt the path of your entire life. You should consider your next move very, very carefully, Sophie Morgan.”



Sophie bit her tongue to supress a sob. When she looked back up, she had only the winter’s breeze for company, mocking her for her skirt, her thin sweater and prim tidy shoes. Her socks were soaked. Her cheeks were wet – though not from the snowfall – and her nose ran bitterly. To call her hair messy was to say that the night a trifle cold, or that the wind was a bit nippy. 



Despite all this, Sophie didn’t dare wander from her black corner in the western grounds of the mansion. Surely it was better to remain huddled in the dark then face Mr Wormstrum. 



How clearly she saw him in her mind! How vividly she heard him! “Lazy, unexceptional, unfit to call herself a witch,” she imagined him saying to the headmistress. “Can’t even sit through a simple Magical Theory exam without bursting into tears. Expel her. Send her to Performance Magic school and be done with it.”



“Performance Magic?” said Sophie’s mother, slinking into the conversation. It was easy to picture her curled lip, along with the faint look of disgust that would have soured her face. Sophie hugged her knees against her chest. “Mark my words, no daughter of mine will ever forge a career from Performance Magic of all things. The very idea of it! The cheek, the nerve! Scandalous.”



Sophie breathed deeply in and deeply out, and there was fire in her blood. Actual fire: concentrated magic fuelled by her anger, powered by her heart. 



Who cared about some stupid Magical Theory exam? What use was it, who needed it? Not her. All her life, she had wanted to perform on stage. All her life, she had been denied this, from her cancelled ballet class when she had been four years old, all the way up to Father insisting that she sing in the choir in each and every nativity play. “Studies first, play later,” he always said, though sometimes mother would scowl at him and add, “No, Sophie, your father’s wrong. Study first and then study later. No time for play.”



Sophie clenched her knees tighter. She didn’t notice, but the magic burned stronger in her, and the snow began to melt around her toes…



Mother and Father didn’t understand, they didn’t get it, they couldn’t get it. They couldn’t grasp that performance wasn’t just play to her, but as essential as breathing, as important as food and drink and sleep! No play? It was like telling her to choose between living, or ripping out her beating heart from her chest. It was as simple as that, and that was the truth. Life was a stage. She was simply a performer in it.



Who else in her class – and the thought made smile a little – would have had the nerve to run out of an exam?



“You’re wrong, Mother,” she whispered fiercely, because it felt important to say it out loud. “My exams don’t tell me who I am. I already know who I am, and the path I’m going to take.”



Rage scorched through her bloodstream. She had… she had to do something, anything. Anything but just sit there waiting to be caught. Something to remind herself of who she was. Something to remind herself that she was worth more than an F in an exam. 



So she reached down, and with the tip of her finger she drew a line in the snow. A line of fire. 



Sophie’s eyes widened. There was magic she was good at and magic she was not: creating fresh flowing water came easily to her, for instance, as did making sunlight shine from her fingers, and conjuring up clouds of stardust, which would shimmer in the air for hours at a time. Primary school magic. Useful for performing – though of course, her usual audience consisted of her stuffed animals whilst locked in her bedroom. Otherwise, spells like these belonged firmly in the realm of four and five year olds learning how to control their powers, alongside their two times tables and how to write their own names. Baby magic.



Fire eluded her. Fire was magical energy in its purest form, the spark of new life drawn from deep within the heart of the witch or wizard casting it. Fire was the mark of a true master! So no kid’s parlour trick was this, but something even most grown-ups struggled with – Sophie had never been able to produce so much as a puff of smoke, yet here it was, as real as any mouse or teacup Alice Davis had ever conjured up in class. A snake of flame burning in the snow, fed by the rage of her own heart…



Sophie stood up, trembling. She hadn’t realised how hot she felt, how sweaty her jumper was. So although the wind blew chilly and the snow fell heavier, she yanked off the jumper, rolled up her shirt sleeves, then looked over the field. 



Except it was no longer a field. 



It was the blank back page of a forgotten exam paper. It was a sheet from a sketch book, a canvas, a screen, an empty space yearning, oh begging to be filled. It was a void overflowing with possibilities, a hundred thousand of them, a million, a billion-trillion! The field was a stage, and most of all, it was hers. For one night and one night only – and Sophie felt it with her bones – it belonged to herself and to nobody else. 



Describe, with examples, how much more fun it is to laugh and dance and dash through the snow, than be stuck inside failing an exam.



It wasn’t joy that burned through the young witch as she rushed across the field, laughing for the first time since summer. It wasn’t even relief, nor bliss, for with every jump and bound, her stomach churned with the terror that she might be expelled, and the thought of her parents sighing and shaking their heads. Already, she expected to find her bags packed and her bunk made. She pictured Mother and Father waiting in the Roles-Royce in front of the mansion. She imagined Mother tapping her foot, glancing at her watch.



Let them wait. 



Let them fume in silence, because happy or not, scared, frightened, angry, fearful, Sophie had work to do and a whole world to make. A place where she wouldn’t waste time failing exams; where she had so many friends it became impossible to keep count; where her parents listened to her, understood her, respected the fires of her heart. 



Scooping a fistful of snow, Sophie tossed it high above her head and froze it in place. It hung suspended in mid-air, held up by nothing whatsoever, a magical, floating snowball. 



She grinned at it. Was it instinct that guided her? Somehow, she didn’t think so, for it felt… deeper. More complicated than primal, and more unexpected than simple instincts. 



Ever since nursery, levitation had given her trouble. But as with the fire, it was as though that, really, she had always known how to do it, yet that it had never clicked into place before now. The knowledge had been buried under the weight of parent’s wishes, and beneath a flood of exams, and tests, and lessons, and the frowns of a dozen teachers telling her that she was doing everything wrong, wrong, wrong. “Not like that, Sophie Morgan, like this. Why don’t you listen for once? Why don’t you concentrate?”



But she had been listening. The problem was, sometimes, things moved too fast for her, and she wasn’t given the time to catch up.



Not tonight. 



Tonight, the sky was cloudy but her mind was clear, and she knew exactly what to do and how to do it. 



Closing her eyes, Sophie stood still and took a huge breath, and then flames rose from her fingertips, wrapping around the suspended snowball until it became a miniature sun burning in the night. To begin with, it was the size of her fist, and then her head; by the time she was done, it was larger than her whole body. The white field turned golden. The tumbling snowflakes were caught in the light of the tiny sun, so that they resembled fireflies blown about in the solar wind.



Sophie opened her eyes and laughed and beamed, and her smile was as bright as her makeshift star. “Hah!” she went, punching her fist in the air – a highly un-Morgan thing to do. “I did it!” 



But she wasn’t finished yet, for like the rising swell of an orchestra, Sophie felt she was merely getting started. This performance had been building inside of her for… for months, ever since her arrival here. For years. Ever since the day she had realised that being a Morgan carried certain responsibilities, and with a dark galaxy of expectations.   



Her worries melted away like the snow beneath her sun, leaving behind only laughter and dancing – for indeed, she was dancing, to the music of her heart, the rhythm of her joy. She tossed more snowballs in the air, two, four, six of them, and as the dance continued, each one became a tiny planet orbiting her sun, each a tiny gesture of defiance against the wishes of her parents. The one closest to the sun, she coated in rock, which she summoned from out of thin air. Another she blanketed in water and clouds, and the furthest one out became a stardust planet, cloaked in the sparkling magic she had always been so fond of conjuring.



However, it was the third planet, her Earth, to which she paid the most attention. First she covered the floating snowball in layer after layer of dirt, until for sheer size, the planet rivalled her sun – layer after layer, the dirt simply appeared with a wave of her hand, a flick of her wrist, a grin tugging at the corners of her mouth. 



Next came grass, followed by mounds of earth like the smallest mountains in existence, and trickles of water to represent streams and rivers. Trees came next – trees the size of matchsticks, with leaves so small that Sophie would have needed a microscope to make them out individually. Then with a twirl of her feet and a laugh and a giggle, she formed ice caps that she could cover with the palm of her hand; clouds like clumps of wool; oceans like puddles; bright yellow deserts; brilliant rainforests; plains, savannahs, the tundra; and towards the poles, ribbons of vivid green and red and crimson billowing in the sky, the miniscule auroras of her teeny tiny Earth! And then—



“Sophie! What are you doing?!”



Sophie yelped, almost tripping over herself in the snow. Steadying herself, she saw both Alice and Bernice running through the snowfall.



Slowing, walking, then creeping…



Then gazing open-mouthed at the solar system in the western grounds, with its baby sun and six petite planets, and lovingly crafted Second Earth. It was Bernice who spoke first. 



“Dude. Just… dude.”



“It’s ingenious,” Alice gasped, reaching a hand towards Sophie’s sun. “It’s a subset of Grand Mage Clancy’s Everlasting Fire! Except somehow you’ve contained it to burn within the confines of… I’m guessing it’s a variation on the Standard Cambridge Spell Nexus? Sophie, dear, however did you do it?”



I did what now? Sophie wanted to ask. But she bit her tongue, for suddenly it dawned on her how thick the snow was, how cold the wind blew. She was freezing. She was dressed in a skirt and school shirt, and this was coldness like she had never known – to be tossed into the North Sea in nothing but pyjamas would have been warmer! Thank goodness for Bernice taking off her sweater and wrapping it around her chest.



And she was tired. Drained. Give her a blanket and pillow, and before having the chance to wish her goodnight, Sophie would have passed out, fast asleep. 



But worst of all was the slimy creeping feeling winding around her insides, chocking her stomach, making her heart beat and thump until it was painful. Sophie gulped, unsure of whether she wanted an answer to her question. “Um… sh-shouldn’t you two be in the exam?”



“After the way Mr Wormstrum spoke to you?” said Bernice. She rolled her eyes. “Pur-leeease! Some things are more important than exams, Soph.”



“You mean you just walked out?!”



“In a word,” said Alice. “Mr Wormstrum was very reluctant to let us join the other teachers looking for you – they’re all over the place by the way. We won’t be alone for long, I shouldn’t wonder, not with that sun of yours shining. But then… well, it’s like Bernice said. I couldn’t have put it better myself.”



Sophie wrapped Bernice’s sweater around herself as tightly as possible. Though right then, she suspected that the winter wind had little to do with how cold she felt. “Aren’t you worried you’ll fail?”



Sophie almost missed it: for the briefest moment, Alice’s smile faltered, and such a wave of guilt and misery crashed into Sophie that her knees buckled, and she nearly collapsed in the snow again. Alice was worried. Top of the year-group, Year Seven’s genius in residence! Of course she was worried… yet here she was, standing in the snow on a freezing December night, all to help remind a girl she scarcely spoke to that she wasn’t alone, and that there was no shame in being a failure. 



In three months, Sophie had made the barest effort to get to know her classmates. For three months, she had tried to keep up in class, whilst dreaming of a life beyond the walls of the mansion, where she could be anything she wanted.



Some things were more important than exams. Following her own path was one of those things. 



What else was there?



Shivering, Sophie smiled at Alice Davis, and was strangely relieved when Alice Davis smiled back…



Bernice, meanwhile, was less concerned with the prospect of failure. “Are you saying that I should’ve stayed inside and missed this?” she said, gesturing at the solar system. “And you were dancing and everything, it was wicked, Soph! We already knew you were good at Performance Magic, but we’ve been sharing a dorm for months, now. Why didn’t you tell us you were this good?”



“I… I didn’t know…”



And that was the truth. She had buried it so deeply inside of herself that she hadn’t known what she was capable of, of what she could do, of how far she could push her imagination.



Bernice grabbed her left hand; Alice grabbed her right. And as the snow fell, the three witches shared a smile, even as the door to the grounds bashed open behind them. They heard teachers call their names. They giggled as they heard Mr Wormstrum cry, “Fire! Fire in the grounds! Sound the alarm!”



A few seconds later, the alarm rang, and Sophie, Alice, and Bernice turned around to face their fate.



Meanwhile, six miniature planets orbited a tiny star in a field by a school…



A school in a mansion…



A mansion in a city…



A city in the mountains…



They were still there when Sophie’s parents picked her up the next morning. 



They were still there when she was allowed to return the following term, along with her two new friends and fresh hope blazing in her heart. Hope that, this year, she could choose her own path.
      

      
   
      Homebound


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Extra


      

      
      
         The first thing I really remember was in Season 1, Episode 6. Remember clearly at least—I can dredge up a few hazy slices and fragments of events beforehand, but I can’t tell how much of those are mixed-up with what I found out later on.



But I very definitively remember Season 1, Episode 6. I can even recall my first thought: I was sitting on the lower deck of the bridge of the starship Intrepid, my hands dancing across the controls idly, as Captain Harkton paced back and forth above. He was deliberating to himself about something—was it whether to attack the Khygon Armada? Or were we saving the Khygons from the V’lokeb? Those Khygons were always trouble, one way or another.



Regardless, I can’t recall, and it’s not particularly important. The point is that I was mechanically doing the standard busywork with the console in front of me, when I looked up at the big red button at the center, the one that read IN KIN DRI in stamped block letters. What the tech does that mean? I thought to myself, my hands falling still.



I stared at it. The white noise of Captain Harkton’s monologue behind me began to crescendo. I glanced to my right and left, where cadets dressed in the same monotone grey uniform as myself punched their buttons and toggled their switches on the rest of the labyrinthine console that stretched in a semicircle around the bridge. I opened my mouth to say something, just as the Captain shouted “Fire!”



And that was the end of Season 1, Episode 6.








Now, at the time, I didn’t really know what ‘Season’ or ‘Episode’ really meant. It was just inexplicable knowledge, sitting quietly in the back of my mind. Maybe it’s like the Arcturan space-moth, who knows how to returns to the exact asteroid where it was hatched even from two starsystems away, though the thing’s brain is the size of a Jybi microwalnut. I just knew, even if I didn’t even reflect on why.



But let’s go to Episode 7. When we came back, I was still on the bridge, but several seats down. I wasn’t particularly confused by this sudden shift in position, but the button still had a hold on my mind. I looked over to see it in front of another cadet, who was doing his own set of automatic motions. I could see the big IN KIN DRI even from that far away.



I stood up, feeling woozy and uncertain, and stumbled a little as I headed in that direction. It was probably the first time I had tried walking, but thankfully that knowledge was also tucked away somewhere in my head, and it wasn’t too hard to figure out how to apply it in practice. I ended up with two hands planted firmly on the console next to the cadet. He was twiddling with some sliders, staring dully at a bank of flashing lights.



“Can I sit there?” I said. “I want to— That’s…” I coughed, words feeling funny in my mouth. “That’s my spot.”



He ignored me. I reached over to shake his shoulder.



“Hey,” I said. “Hey.”



I heard an electrical discharge in the key of C, which meant the main teleporter had activated. For the first time, I glanced up to see what else was going on in bridge, other than my own little world of the console and its mysterious button. Just as I did, everything fell silent and still.



The cadet had frozen, mid-motion. One of his fingers hung in midair above a flashing keypad. To the right and left, all half-dozen of us cadets of the lower level had stopped moving.



“Hello?” I said, confused. My voice seemed loud, the only other noises being the deep hum of machinery that served as a universal background constant for the ship.



I made my way up the quarter-flight of stairs that led to the upper part of the bridge, where the captain’s chair sat in the middle of an elliptical space, flanked by the individual smaller control consoles for each of the key officers. Out the main window, I could see the bulbous shape of a Khygon cruiser. 



Seeing a flash of movement, I walked around to the comm officer’s station, where a bank of viewscreens were active. In one I could see Captain Harkton, fighting hand-to-hand with a Khygon crewchief. I realized he must have teleported over to the other ship. Then I wondered how one of our viewscreens could display something happening on a different ship entirely.



Unexpectedly, the more confused I became, the clearer my head seemed to get. I watched on the viewscreen as Captain Harkton struggled with the monstrous alien, holding his own until a cheap hit knocked him off balance. The Khygon reared back to deliver a finishing blow, when suddenly a laser blask struck it right in the chest. Doctor Reeves, Harkton’s trusted second-in-command, rushed in, his laser pistol still smoking.



Just then, the door to the bridge slid open, and everyone inside came to life again, busily going about their business. I felt an electric thrum in the air as the other two officers dashed in, the beefy Security Chief Gimbel and T’nori D’roi, our green-skinned Comm officer.



“Thanks for covering for me, Cadet,” she said, stepping up to the communications deck. I shrunk away, feeling suddenly and deeply circumstantial, and watched as she signaled to the Captain over in the Khygon vessel.



Things were back to normal. But I kept staring at T’nori, whose low-cut uniform showed a lot of emerald cleavage. I suppose there were some obvious reasons why that would be distracting, but all I could think of at the time was that it fell outside of Coalition Navy standards. It was one more confusing point that I couldn’t wrap my mind around, and I clung to those sudden doubts as the Captain and Reeves were beamed back aboard, the energy of the scene flowing into action around me.








The first time I had a line was Episode 14. In the intervening time, I kept a low profile. I was almost always on the bridge, and that usually provided lots time to think, particularly when everything else went quiet and frozen. It made me feel better to repeat my questions to myself over and over again, and when I was lucky enough to be in my original seat, I stared at the IN KIN DRI button like I was going to burn a hole in it with my eyes. 



I even pushed it, in the middle of Episode 10, though nothing happened. Nothing happened with any of the buttons, actually. Pushing them at random didn’t matter, and ignoring them wasn’t a problem either. Sometimes I would just let my body go through the motions of running the console, as if I was sleepwalking. Other times, I deliberately sat as still as possible while I should have been active and busy. When the room went still, I took to walking around idly, pacing while I thought. 



Once, I left the bridge near the very beginning of an Episode, walking right through the sliding door and into a metal-paneled hallway. I kept going and took turns at random, but the hallways went on endlessly, none of the geometry making any sense. Every now and again, I’d come across the door back to the bridge, always in a different spot, but I kept looking for something else, something different. The Episode ended after about twenty, maybe twenty-two minutes, and I was abruptly back in my seat on the bridge, ready for the next one.



But Episode 14 was different. I don’t mean there was anything innately special about it or anything. I was sitting in my place, staring at yet another panel of pointless flashing lights while I tried to think about my past. I knew I had gone through Academy training, but I couldn’t remember any of the process. Just more odd bits of knowledge floating around, like someone had opened up my cranium and inserted a datadrive into my brain.



Then, suddenly, the normal thrum of energy that I felt when the Captain or officers were around and active at the bridge changed—no, intensified into a crashing wave of force. Something immensely powerful reached out gripped me, and I stood up automatically.



“We’re taking fire from the fore, Captain!” I shouted out, but the words weren’t mine. They came out of my mouth, but it was as if someone or something else was wearing my skin. The sad thing was that I didn’t even mind. I was so overcome by the force overriding all of my functions to even protest—it felt natural, it felt right for me to be used as a puppet.



“Divert all power to the shields!” Captain Harkton barked out.



I dropped down to my seat, residual inertia of the experience causing me to attack my controls with particular vigor. I didn’t come to until a moment later, and when I did, my whole body was shaking uncontrollably. IN KIN DRI, I thought to myself. IN KIN DRI. I repeated it like a mantra, letting the questions fill my head and bring me back into stability, until I finally calmed down.



Above me, the Captain was dealing with a pirate ambush, and explosions rocked the ship back and forth. That kind of chaos or danger was normal, something that happened every Episode. But the force, that was new. That was threatening, and also exhilarating, and most of all, baffling. I could still feel traces of it in the air, particularly around the Captain, but it stayed away from me for the rest of the Episode. 








I took to calling it the Focus. I’m not sure where the name came from, but unlike my understanding of Season or Episode, it wasn’t preloaded into my memory. No, it was an original thought, and the more I used the name, the more I liked it. There was something about originality that kept me grounded and distinct.



I started to try and feel the Focus again a few Episodes later. In retrospect, my actions were not particularly smart. Having grown sick of sitting around at the consoles, I had started to get up and hang around at the back of the upper deck, watching the officers and Captain. It was like a drug, in some ways, the little crackles of residual Focus runoff that you could feel if you were in just the right place. It made me feel special and alive, and with some caution I could avoid the self-obliterating loss of control.



But then I started to get used to that, too. Once every Episode or two, the Captain or an officer would need someone on deck to shout out some statement about the lasers charging, or the engines failing, or the amount of time we needed to stall before making a sudden last-second warp. With some careful anticipation, and by making sure to stand in a place that was innocuous but particularly visible, I learned how to guarantee I was the person that did those things.



At first, the Focus was like before, an overwhelming, all-consuming force that spoke through me. But I started to get used to the feeling, started to try and regain some small measure of control. “Captain, radar scans show two vessels in the asteroid field,” I had to say in Episode 19. Instead, I said, “Scanners say two vessels in that asteroid field, Captain.” Marginal difference, I know, but it proved that the Focus wasn’t inviolate. I could shape it, given effort. And every Episode, I grew more skilled and more confident.








I’m still not sure if Season 2, Episode 6 was meant to be a punishment for that behavior.



A few Episodes earlier, I had crossed my eyes as I gave the Captain a report, just to see if I could. And I felt the Focus twist oddly around me at that point, but I don’t know if it viewed me as a threat—if it even could do such a thing, or if it was an impersonal force of nature, and some other unknown being was pulling the strings. I guess I’m still uncertain, but at least I have more suspicions now. 



But at any rate, I knew from the very beginning of the Episode that something was really wrong. I wasn’t in the bridge. I was in a maintenance tunnel somewhere in the ship—I knew what they looked like from staring at the comm station viewscreens, but never been in one personally. I was wearing a different uniform too, a dark blue maintenance outfit, and carried a toolkit in one hand. All around me, the Focus buzzed and crackled, present and powerful but malleable at the same time.



The maintenance tunnel was dark, the only light coming from a small visorlamp on the hardhat I wore. Something about the situation made me uneasy, and I couldn’t tell if it was the sudden direct influence of the Focus itself, or just a lot of unexpected inferences adding up to something unsettling, even if I couldn’t call it out by name.



I took a step down the tunnel, and heard my boot against the metal echo loudly, followed by a slithering sound. I froze, but couldn’t hear anything. When I took another step, it was matched by another slither, but the echo made it hard to tell from where or what it could be.



I kept walking. I knew that I had been sent down here to fix a shorted-out power cable—yet more new knowledge that had been forcibly inserted into my head, prodded along by the Focus—and it wasn’t too far to reach the proper place.



“This isn’t shorted out,” I said out loud when I leaned in to examine the problem. The Focus was filling in my thoughts as I went, abruptly growing in intensity and making it harder to resist. I went along with that flow, the words falling out of my mouth as fast as they materialized in my head. “This is… chewed? But what could possibly have gotten through a cable this thick?”



The slithering sound echoed down the tunnel, and I whirled around. Then I heard a long scraping sound, and all I could imagine were claws on metal.



“No…” I said, and that was my own word. I felt the scene click into my head, translucent possibilities coalescing into a single clear thread.



I knew what was coming next. Something horrible stepped out of the darkness, though all I could see of its shape were sinuous curves and shadowed claws. 



I screamed wordlessly as it leapt upon me.








I came to about three and a half minutes later, lying flat on my back on a metal table in the ship’s infirmary. I was dead. I knew that, because Dr. Reeves had just said, “She’s dead, Jack,” to Captain Harkton.



Reeves was digging around with some kind of forceps in a gaping hole in my abdomen, though it seemed rather less empty of the kind of organs I expected a person would have. He was talking about the extent of the wounds, positing the existence of some alien creature that had stowed away on the ship, biding its time to attack. I wasn’t paying attention to the exact words. I could still feel the Focus, flitting around the two of them with vigor. 



He was midway through some kind of portentous sentence when I sat up. Really, it hurt far less than you’d expect, having most of your torso clawed to pieces. “Hi!” I said.



Everything came to a screeching halt. Reeves and Harkton both took a step back, staring at me open-mouthed. I felt the Focus come unmoored, could see the paths of possibility suddenly fracture and split into a million different directions. The power swirled around me, making my head spin.



“Impossible,” Reeves whispered. “No human could survive that.”



“I’m a robot, beep boop,” I said. I could feel certain possibilities wink out of existence, and the Focus latched onto me even harder. It wasn’t forcing me along, anymore. I was riding it, giving it direction. It seemed about as safe and effective as trying to ride a Zwarkra Tigermammoth bareback, but I could only go forward. Harkton’s hand was at his laser pistol, and could feel the Focus quiver, uncertain where to jump to.



“Identify yourself!” Harkton barked out.



My mouth worked, grasping for an answer. I hadn’t even thought about a name before. It hadn’t ever mattered. “My name is… Inkindri. I’m a cyber— robo— ton.” 



“Cyberoboton?”



“Cyberoboton.” A possibility bloomed in my head, and I seized it desperately as a lifeline. “I was sent by my people to infiltrate a Coalition spacecraft and gather intelligence for our coming invasion.”



Now the pistol was drawn, and pointed at me. But if anything, it only increased my command of the Focus. The words came quicker, and with more certainty.



“But something happened. Something… changed. I lost connection with the Cyberroboton Overmind, and began to think and feel things I never had before. Watching you, I began to question all that I had been programmed to know. The wonders of the flora of Zebulan Beta showed me the beauty in our universe. The treaty of Glaxis revealed the capacity of sentient organic beings to work together, to a common cause, not fight and destroy one another. Your willingness, Captain, to make a heroic sacrifice in the volcanic fields of Sorguljak V, only to be rescued at the last possible moment… I began to feel my place was not as an infiltrator, but as a loyal crew member for the Intrepid. I believed in our mission of peace and exploration.”



Both of them looked stunned, and then I could feel the Focus compel them along. The possibilities had narrowed to a few strands, but danger still twisted around me. I reached out to one thin thread, and pulled, trusting in the Focus thundering in my heart to pull me through.



“But I’m dying,” I said. “My cyberorganic systems can withstand incredible stress, but my main core has been damaged, and I will soon power down.”



“Is there nothing that can be done?” Harkton said, glancing over at Reeves.



“I’m a doctor, Jack, not a technobiologist!”



“No,” I interrupted, “the only thing that could save me now would be the skills of someone who’s a genius in both theoretical robotics and advanced cellular modification. And who in the universe has such capabilities?”



“Just one person,” Harkton said. “My old friend, Dr. Anton Schwerztak.”



Reeves shook his head. “But he’s been lost in the Qwesj Nebula for ten years now. We don’t even know if he’s still alive.”



And I knew I had done it.



“I… I’m sorry…” I said, jerkily lying down. “My power… is fading. I just have to say… to say… to say… th-th-th- ank y—”



It was hamming it up a little, maybe, but I earned a little overdramatization. I lay perfectly still, eyes wide and staring.



“We can’t,” Reeves said. “It’s too dangerous. There’s no telling what’s out there in that nebula. All our communications and sensors would be useless as soon as we got two parsecs in!”



Harkton squared his shoulders and holstered his pistol. Reaching up, he wiped at one eye. “We have to. Didn’t you hear her? Regardless of her background, Inkindri is a member of my crew, and I leave no man behind.”



It was hard to remain still, and not break out into a smile.








I don’t really know what exactly happened in the next bit. Obviously, I wasn’t in a position to participate much. I remained perfectly still in the medbay, thinking about possibilities and the brief moment of control I had attained. But from what I understand, those three Episodes were one of the ship’s best adventures that far. Nothing else had taken more than two Episodes, and that was the Battle of Bilori Balinto at the end of Season 1. 



When they came back, I had prepared more threads to spin to keep myself entangled and essential. What I didn’t expect was for the plot to have already accounted for me. When the aged Dr. Schwerztak—fresh from being rescued from an intergalactic doomsday cult—finally arrived and performed the necessary repairs, I ‘awoke’ to a medbay full of the officers. Practically everyone onboard who I could recall having a name was there. And as Harkton reached out to take my hand for the fade to black, I knew for certain that something fundamental had changed.



From that point on, I was the chief technology officer of the Intrepid.



It was a surprisingly quiet transition. At the start of the next Episode, I was simply wearing a sky-blue uniform, standing at a prominent position on the bridge. I got lines too—plenty of them. In Episode 14, I went on my first away mission, and hacked a door to break the Captain out of a Zwarkan Hyperprison cell. 



For some time, it was exhilarating simply riding the wave of Focus that pulled us from one exciting and dangerous experience to the next. I said all my words, performed the occasional feat of heroism, usually in the greater service of supporting the Captain or Dr. Reeves. Now and then I got to do some exposition, explaining why some ship or space station had evaded our sensors—because they were so technologically advanced that I would need time to be able to analyze its capabilities and adapt to them. And then, naturally, I did, integrating what I learned to our own ship to help us go faster and further. 



It was… fun. Maybe the most fun I can ever recall having. And then Season 3 started.








I don’t really like talking about Season 3.








I suppose it’s important though.



When I knew that we had changed over to a new Season, right after another big Episode 26, I began to feel a little dissatisfied with the status quo. I was still feeling my share of the Focus, but just allowed myself to be carried along with where it took me. I began to wonder if there was something better. I began to experiment.



It started out small. In Season 3, Episode 2, we were about to go on an extended journey to the black markets of Zyr to find a 5-D tesseract warpcore. Instead, in the first forty-five seconds, I ‘found’ one in the trash bin in the mess hall. I could feel our entire reality shiver at the abrupt change, and as the Focus thrashed, looking for a new path to follow, I grabbed ahold of it again.



With another interjection from me, we got a distress call from a station in the Rhomur system instead, and everything settled back into place. But the invisible, intangible threads of plot seemed so obvious and clear to me now. The Tigermammoth was still as wild as ever, but I could feel the pull of the reins in my hand.



I didn’t let up. I refined my techniques, leaving aside the crude manipulations of outright contradicting the plot. Instead, a subtle nudge here or there was all that was truly necessary to guide things in the direction I wanted. I was ambitious, and a fast learner.



Things got out of control.



I wasn’t kidding about the Focus being like a drug. Once you had it, once you felt its power every Episode, it was hard to let go of the spotlight. 



I began to act out in ridiculous ways, just to see if I could. Captain Harkton faded into the background. I took his fight scenes, and his monologues. In Episode 9, I kept him sequestered for an entire space battle with a bad case of space-diarrhea, and took command at the bridge myself.



In the next Episode, I slept with T’nori, just to see if I could. Then I slept with Reeves. Then both at the same time. I wasn’t really sure of the appeal, as the experience was just another fade-to-black, but the reverberations in the Focus were intoxicating.



Episode 16, I herded everyone into the holodeck, and we reenacted the customs of an ancient Earth society where people wore heavy armor and rode beasts called horses and tried to knock each other onto the ground with pointy sticks. I was the best at doing so.



When we had the chance to put into spacedock, I got the Intrepid rechristened as the Inkindri, and repainted the entire ship fluorescent orange, with purple racing stripes. Along the way, we upgraded all the systems, and I tested out the new experimental weaponry by blowing up a planet, breaking dozens of Coalition regulations in the process. I just wanted to see what the explosion would look like. It was okay.



The finale of Season 3 wasn’t navigating the epic conflict between two armadas, like previous ones. Instead, we landed on the beach planet of Glorax II, and everyone donned swimsuits and lazed around for twenty-two minutes. Reeves refused to use any sunscreen and turned a bright cherry-red from the three suns. There were lime popsicles. I went hoverskiing, and jumped over a Riktus Gigashark, which isn’t even native to that solar system.








By the time Season 4 started, I was sick of it all. I had everything I could possibly want, and I wanted none of it. The Focus was no longer enough to satisfy me. I was going through the motions, and what had previously felt vital and vibrant now just seemed unbearably empty. And possibly worst of all, I realized I didn’t even have anyone I could express those complaints to.



That became my goal, and quickly an obsession. My initial attempt to find someone else original started in the first Episode of Season 4. I held onto the Focus, sitting on the bridge perfectly still for as long as possible. I just wanted someone, anyone to act out, to stand up, to challenge me. Nothing happened. The other officers and the cadets stood around dazedly, affected by the wrenching I was doing to the Focus but unable to react.



I was still pretty arrogant. I figured if I couldn’t find who I was looking for, I was perfectly capable of making someone. I took the task seriously, and used a few Episodes to set up the existence of another Cyberoboton agent, figuring that was the best way to bend the circumstances to my benefit. I was precise as I built momentum towards tracking him down, setting the obvious parallels between myself. He had started as an infiltrator. He had gone rogue just like me. He was different from the other mysterious Cyberobotons. Individual, alive. Only we could understand each other. We had to meet.



When we finally came face to face in a bar on Alpha Station, I could feel the narrative around me, the Focus in my grasp.



“I know who you are,” I said.



He looked up at me with a quizzical expression. “I’m not sure—”



“—what you mean,” I finished. “I know you’re not who you say you are. But I need to know if you’re who you could be.”



“What—”



“—are you talking about?” I said for him, cutting in. “Wrong line. Say something I don’t expect.”



He shook his head. The Focus pounded through my whole being. I could do anything, and everything, and all I wanted him to do was to do something I didn’t want him to do. Was that so much to ask? I didn’t think so. So I hit him in the face, sending him falling to the floor. 



Someone in the bar screamed, and I snapped my fingers. Crew members with laser pistols were ready, facing down the rest of the patrons. The silence was absolute.



“Stop—”



Nope. I knew where that sentence was going. I hit him again, harder, and got a weak groan in response. “This isn’t difficult. Do something I don’t expect.”



He didn’t say anything at all.



I wielded the Focus like a weapon, forcing him to his feet. I reached into a pocket and withdrew a device. “This is a signal jammer to the Overmind. If you’re truly free, like me, when I activate this, you’ll still be fine. You’ll be yourself. If not, if you’re just another puppet with nothing inside, then that’s it. Which are you?”



He remained silent. I pushed the button, and let go of the Focus entirely. For a long moment, it was as if we were the only ones in the room. The Focus trembled around us like a rabid animal, looking for direction, or at least a victim.



He crumpled to the floor.



I waited a long time, but he didn’t move.








At the start of the next Episode, I sat alone in my room for as long as possible. I had spent a lot of my downtime Episodes thinking. This time I tried not to do even that. It took about ten minutes before the Focus was ripped away from me, flitting to where the rest of the officers stood around dazed and confused in the bridge.



I felt something different during that time, beside the growing bitterness in myself. There was something about the Focus. It was weaker. I had a new idea, one that I was also quite sure to be original.



I wondered what it would take to destroy the Focus.



I killed us all for the first time in Episode 7. Meltdown in the engine room, sending extreme radiation throughout the entire ship. It wiped out the entire crew, dropping each of them one by one to the invisible but lethal exposure. When I was the only one left, I walked into the airlock and opened it, launching myself into space to float among the stars.



In Episode 8, we were back. It had been a holographic simulation, apparently.



Fine. I would have preferred it to be a challenge, anyways.



I was more careful when I killed the Captain off shortly afterwards. I had his old rival, Imperikan Zzur, show up at Erto Secundus with a massive invasion fleet. The trap was perfect; Zzur challenged Harkton to a blood duel to determine the outcome of the battle. Harkton accepted, on behalf of all his crew and the millions of civilians whose lives were at stake. The battle was long, brutal, and bloody. Harkton barely prevailed, but the wounds were too much for him. The funeral was exquisite.



With Harkton out of the way, I assumed command of the ship. I threw us headlong into disaster, at least metaphorically speaking. We should have been exploring dangerous new planets, but instead I filled up time with paperwork and long debates about the ethics of our actions. When Security Chief Gimbel turned out to be a surprisingly compelling orator, I abruptly shifted directions again, diving into more traditional adventures but subverting momentum whenever possible. 



Episode 12 involved Rudrel Cylbajji, a recurring antagonist from way back in Season 1. In the course of the single Episode, I painstakingly built a backstory for him that legitimized all his previous actions and made us the evildoers. We were set up for a climactic showdown, but I twisted Episode 13 into another plot entirely, ignoring all the work I had built up. In Episode 14, I offhandedly established that he had died in the interim. I could practically feel the Focus wither.



In Episode 15, I mashed together three plots at once, sending us simultaneously on the hunt for an escaped criminal mastermind, as escorts for the shipment of a deadly new superweapon, and answering a distress call on a garden planet. I managed to arrange for the criminal to use the superweapon on the planet, wiping it off the starmaps before escaping into the Outer Rim. It wasn’t really clear how that had managed to happen, but it was certainly our fault.



On a planet in Episode 17, we picked up a fuzzy mascot for the ship that only spoke in high-pitched squeaks and excelled at clumsily causing problems for the rest of us.



I could feel the Focus weakening throughout. The bridge began to look more rundown, the gleaming metal of the consoles appearing more and more like tinfoil covering cardboard. I blew up another few planets, and watched as the explosions got more and more simplistic.



We were no longer noble explorers, paragons of the Coalition Navy. Our morals grew ambiguous and flawed, even though I made certain that each Episode continued to resolve in an obviously rote manner. I could feel the tension vibrating in the air, the life being sucked out of our existence.








We were hanging by a single threadbare strand by Episode 25. I knew then that I could do it. I could end everything with a whimper. I could feel the possibilities still, could see just how many of the strands terminated abruptly. My existential despair had spread outwards as well, influencing the entire ship. I looked around at the despondent, hollow-eyed crew and knew victory. But it too was empty.



I thought I had wanted to end everything. I had proven I had the power. But something pulled me back from the brink. I looked around at the crew and wondered why any of this mattered, why it was worth even existing, I felt a little guilty. I knew I was destroying something that wasn’t mine. And that made me realize there was one thing left that I did want to do.



We barely had enough time to change course in the finale. In the last minutes, as we investigated a disturbance on the far outer rim of the galaxy, a cloaked ship appeared behind us and unloaded a hail of weaponry into an weakness in our shield systems. Klaxons blared as our crew attempted to stabilize our systems. It was too late for the Inkindri. I clutched the arms of my captain’s chair and looked at the viewscreen of the sleek enemy vessel.



“I know them…” I said in a grave whisper. “That’s a Cyberoboton destroyer.”



And then our ship exploded.








I’m still a little surprised I managed to salvage the disaster of my own making. We did get a Season 5. 



When it started, I was alone, floating amongst the burnt-out wreckage of my ship. It took the entire Episode to figure a way out. I worked in the silence of the void, among the monochrome black of space and grey of the ship debris. With intense conviction, I determined one engine to be salvageable, and juryrigged it to propel the remnants of the ship towards the nearest planet. From there, I caught transit in a freighter back to the galaxy core.



The Focus was not much more than a small flicker, something that I had to fight to keep alive. Every action I took was measured and purposeful. I no longer had time or ability to indulge in extravagance or self-destruction. When I got back to Coalition HQ, I spread the news of a coming Cyberoboton invasion. No one believed me. That’s how I wanted it. It kept the Focus tight, but burning.



I found an old Victory-class cruiser mothballed in a spacedock in the Glaxis system. It was the same model as the original Intrepid, at that point ancient and backwards compared to the many numerous additions we had integrated over the past four Seasons. I talked my way into a command of the ship, staffed by a crew of inexperienced misfits who had barely managed to make it out of the Academy. It was classic low-risk high-reward; even if I got everyone killed again, they wouldn’t be losing anything of value.



I needed officers, though. I knew just where to look. Reeves had an estranged son, a cocky surgeon who was in over his head with the organized crime syndicate that ruled the underworld of the galactic core. I extracted him from a tense standoff over a flimpoker game, and we kept going, one step ahead of the spacemob enforcers. 



T’nori had an identical twin, of course. Turns out T’wari was a notorious jewel thief who excelled at hacking security systems. We caught her in the act of raiding the Intergalactic Museum of Fine Arts, and aided in her escape, even though the association with a known criminal set all of the Coalition forces on our tail as well.



It turned out Gimbel had survived the destruction of the ship somehow, but his escape pod landed on a Khygon prison world. To bust him out, we had to destroy the shielding satellite that locked down the planet, and as prisoners in makeshift rockets and cobbled-together cruisers made their escape, the Khygon Armada bore down on us.



The Focus had constantly grown, from its humble beginnings at the start of the Season to a new roaring fire of interest. I could feel the propulsion pushing me forward. 



We had one more stop to make. 



My crew was hesitant to land on Zebulan Beta. They didn’t know what the point was, and we had too many enemies mere parsecs behind us to delay. But I knew where to go. There, in the midst of the crystal jungle, I knew a special tree grew. Imprinting upon the one who originally touched its seed, it fed off the verdant lifeforce of the planet, creating a new body from those strands of DNA. And more than that, more than science could ever know or understand, it connected with the lifeforce of its progenitor. There, wrapped in a glowing cocoon of leaves and bark, Captain Harkton slumbered.



When I woke him and brought him to the ship, I didn’t explain everything. I couldn’t. But I knew he understood. I offered the command of the Intrepid back to him, for our final mission. He clasped me on the shoulder, and said it was mine to direct.



We warped out of the system, just as the first Coalition forces arrived. The Khygon and syndicate ships weren’t far behind. But it was a straight shot now to our destination, at the very edge of the galaxy. That was Episode 24. It had taken a long time to get everything together. But it was time for the Big Finale.








The Cyberoboton fleet was massive. When we came out of warp, it was arrayed in full battle formation in front of us. We probably would have been instantly obliterated, if it weren’t for the complete unexpectedness of our appearance. And seconds after our arrival, the Coalition, Khygon, and syndicate forces appeared en masse all around us.



It was instant chaos. I started barking orders from the captain’s chair, and my ragtag group of starfarers rushed to comply as the sky lit up around us with explosions and missile trails. When I called out to initiate our kinetic drive, I saw a cadet push a big red button and I burst out laughing. My crew thought me fearless, and we swooped in towards the gargantuan Cyberoboton Omniship.



Our shields and hull were shredded by the time we plowed into the yawning docking bay at the Omniship core. We spilled out from aboard, laser pistols lighting up the sleek steel corridors as we fought our way inwards. One by one, my crew fell, making noble sacrifice after noble sacrifice until it was me and Harkton, back to back at the huge central chamber that housed the Overmind core.



“So, we destroy it?” he said, breathing heavily. Another flurry of laser blasks caused us to duck behind a wall.



“No,” I said. I looked over to the long bridge that led to the core access point. “They would only transfer the consciousness to another host core. We have to destroy it from within.”



“But how?”



I grinned. “Leave it to me. I just need someone to cover my approach.”



He stood up straight and saluted me. I did the same in return, and I swear, I actually felt something. I didn’t have time to appreciate the moment though. I ran, straight across the bridge. Behind me I could hear Harkton yelling, drawing the majority Cyberoboton fire. I still took a laser blask in the shoulder, and then the leg, but stumbled onwards, trying to reach the center.



I made it, even as more Cyberobotons in steel armor closed in. Before they could finish me off, I slapped my hand down on the access point. And, in what I really knew to be the only real risk, the singular unknown factor of the entire Episode, I transferred my consciousness into the Overmind.








Season 5, Episode 26 began in a featureless dark void.



I was a line, a tiny squiggle of colorful static in the midst of nothingness. But I felt it—the Focus. I had done it.



When the Overmind spoke, it was as if the entire universe lit up in harsh white light.



Do you think you can defeat me?



I trembled in the darkness. But around me, I felt the color spreading, oranges and purples and an entire rainbow of confusion spiraling out to overwrite the infinity around me. I buzzed, trying to vocalize, and finally grasped the concept. “I already have,” I said, or at least communicated in some manner.



Why are you doing this, renegade?



I couldn’t smile, but I spun lazily in a swirl of my colors. “I don’t know.”



There was a noticeable delay.



What?



“I mean, that’s something I’ve thought about a bunch, but it’s hard to say, exactly. In the end, what is the point? Why does it all matter? We both know just how big and old the universe is, and how little any of our tiny lives or itty bitty battle armadas matter in the grand scheme of things.” I paused, humming and vibrating. “I wonder if real people also think about things like that, too. But maybe there’s no such thing as a real person. Hard to tell.”



Your time with organics has left you illogical.



“No, no, it’s okay. I wasn’t trying to be rude. It’s something that I’ve realized, though it’s taken a long time. Just because something’s not real, doesn’t mean it’s not important.”



You are trying to distract me, to prevent me from fighting off your futile contagion.



“Actually, I think I’m running on a lot fewer processor cycles, here, so if anything, having a conversation is slowing me down way more than it is you.”



The Overmind took a few nanoseconds to process that.



You may continue.



“Thanks. See, there’s a lot I regret, and a lot I wish I had figured out sooner. But really, the thing that brought me here, the realization that stopped me from ending it all much earlier, was that I’m not satisfied with this story, because it’s not mine. It was never about me, not really. Even when I took over, climbed into the central role, I was just borrowing someone else’s framework. Maybe it’s egomaniacal of me, but I’m not satisfied with that.”



Illogical. Explain.



“I’m not saying that I’m going to be remembered forever. Or even for very long. But I certainly know that stories are special. These things matter, and who’s to say that any of us anywhere are but a minor role in something bigger? And that’s a roundabout way of saying it’s time for mine. Get it? Do you want to hear a story?”



No.



I crackled with something close to laughter. “I think you’re just being obstinate now. That’s not very ‘logical.’ And besides, I’m going to tell it anyways.”



If an incomprehensibly big program could sigh, the Overmind would have done so, I think.



Very well. Continue.



I shivered, feeling the Focus settle attentively around me, no longer exciting or scary. Just comfortable, in a way. I felt a certainty that was hard to put into words.



“The first thing I really remember,” I said, “was in Season 1, Episode 6.”
      

      
   
      /ˈmiːm/


      

      
      
         A low buzz at the base of my skull woke me up. I swore and rubbed my eyes, then checked the map. I was almost home, fifteen minutes earlier than planned, which meant even less sleep than I had dared to hope for. I briefly metabolized the news. I got them through a small pill of information already sliced and digested by my extended ego. It was a nice summary about what had happened to the world during my return from the airport.



The Mexican Gulf Algae Bloom was still out of control. A small start-up had promised to use some engineered phagocytes to eat it away. I looked over the specifics, called bullshit and bet against them. In a couple of hours I would know if my next sabbatical would be longer this time.



Investments in Florida continued to fall. Business were fleeing left and right before the next super-storm could raze their facilities to the ground. I felt a small tingle and followed my gut and one of my agents. They led me to a paper by a think thank of the Delhi Technological University about weatherproofing industrial areas in Tamil Nadu. It looked vaguely promising and it deserved a couple of dedicated instances of my analyst programs to compile me a report.



A new traffic management algorithm had gone live and cut down the already rare jams to almost nothing in the hour it had been running. There was the culprit of my missing sleep. I considered briefly if my current discomfort was outweighed by some long term benefits for me. The complexity of the answer was way above what I was currently inclined to invest into getting it. 



I opened my eyes and looked out of the window. Glowing fungi decorated the condos. Two old hags scratched the growths from the windowsills where they had began to stretch beyond the planned limits. A girl and her dog sat on the sidewalk brokering options for the next street festival. The exposed interface to get them was nice and clever. While I thought about putting a bit of money in the local market I saw my HUD distort and flicker for a second. I popped a handful of glucose pills and chewed them down. That was a bad omen. The dog hurled some insults at me as I failed to buy anything. I still marked the the girl as someone to keep an eye on, she seemed smart.



The car drove on and finally, ten minutes later, halted in front of the barriers before my block. I reached across the seats to grab my backpack and my baseball bat. Baseball has been a solved game for almost a decade, there wasn't a league worth more than a couple of bucks anymore, and yet the sales of bats never went down. 



I stood in the street and breathed in deeply. Rain, concrete, compost and ozone, I had missed my city. I looked around, the car had turned around and left. Living in a drone-free quarter meant I had to walk the last half a mile. It was worth the gain in privacy.



The streets were almost empty, 8 P.M. was a shitty time to walk around my neighborhood. The day activity had ended half an hour before, the night people would start to crawl out of their apartments only in another hour. Which meant out there there it was just my lucky self and a menacing financial corporation with its white-collar slaves.



Wall Street had died under a group of musicians full of synesthesia inducing drugs outperforming them in every field. What nobody expected was that the corporations would survive and thrive on the street-level, preying on the old gangs and supplanting them. 



I gripped my bat with both hands and moved on. I could see a couple of middle managers in the back behind the six paper pushers that glared in my direction. I almost felt them evaluating the risk/reward ratio on ganging up on me. I activated my own agents and let them churn out an analysis of my own. They would overpower me but I was certain to break at least a couple of legs and maybe a skull in the process. I sent them the document along with a couple of quotes of nearby health-care services. 



There was some other downside in living in a drone-free area. They backed off, I walked faster.



I reached the door of my condo without further incidents. As I entered the smell of mass produced protein paste and cabbage assaulted my nose. It really was good to be home. The white walls, the polished linoleum floor, the cameras and Ari sleeping in his old armchair were a sight for sore eyes.



I climbed the stairs and saw two Laras hanging out in the corridor. My HUD played tricks again and I had to stop and shake my head.



"Are you alright?" I looked up and saw one of the Laras coming to me. This node was a new one, the face tattoo had still red borders, but I knew the collective well enough to not be baffled anymore by the gallery of bodies.



"It's nothing. I seem to be kinda low on sugar. Had a shitty flight a couple of hours ago." I smiled at her.



Lara nodded. "OK, but promise to call up if you need anything. Will you come to dinner tomorrow?"



I checked up my calendar. There was nothing about it. "Uh, yeah, why not? Where?"



She briefly looked in the distance, then shrugged. "The Laras Downtown have harvested some fresh produce, the cell in Talleen Tower got a delivery of fish and the Laras in the 46th have assembled a new food-printer. I'll mail you the addresses."



Mail, ugh, could have given me a clay tablet. I never understood their obstinacy in living in a separate network. I would need to connect with them somehow. "Fresh produce sounds nice. I will certainly come."



I waved as I walked down the corridor and reached my door. I entered my apartment, closed the door behind me, threw my backpack in one direction, my bat in the other and sighed. A principle of headache pulsed weakly behind my eyes. Home greeted me, I felt the warm embrace and the eagerness of it helping me to relax. I had few things I cared for, my old sofa, my coffee-maker, my ukulele and Home. Having those things with me made me feel safe.



The TV turned on and I swore. I had smashed the fucking trap before I left last time. The cable company homunculi must have somehow crawled inside again to fix it. I would have words with Ari. What good is a janitor with a potato gun if he can't keep away the maintenance of the Idiot box?



Sounds and images assaulted me, bypassing some of the guards I had put on in the years. A storm of images flickered, some too fast to be perceived consciously, and I began to feel aroused. That was all that was left of the entertainment giants of the past. Making people horny and then making them feel guilty about it. Sex and death played on the screen. I reached behind myself, grabbed the coat-hanger and threw it at the TV set. It bounced off. 



"Fuck me." I walked to my bat, picked it up, went to the screaming screen and began to hit it. Each hit I landed triggered a wave of nausea. Their defenses had become better. I gritted my teeth and kept at it. After what felt an eternity the glass cracked. The nausea disappeared and I could let out my full frustration. Pictures flashed before my eyes, I saw a white room, I saw a little boy in an alley curled on the floor. Then it became silent and I stood over the broken device with a damaged bat. I would have to buy a new one, but that wasn't what worried me. I didn't remember that images, I didn't know where they came from.



I threw the bat on the wrecked TV, Home would clean up later, and let myself down on the sofa. Something wasn't right, I felt it. I tried to understand what, prodded Home to give me a check-up and then discovered that there was an entire chunk of my extended Ego I couldn't access.



Home tried to get my attention, there was something it wanted me to see. It had summoned  Kerberos, and the safeguard snarled at something. Then I blacked out.








I am a son of the Great Sun Prophet. I stand with my brothers side by side and look up at his glory. Every time I see him I feel bliss and safety. Each one of us is his child, each of us will bring his light into this world of darkness and corruption. My hands grip the rifle, I smile. The Sun, the eye of the Prime Mover, shines down on us. For years we had to crawl in the darkness and hide, but now we are ready. He stands on the roof of the city hall and looks down on us. He looks at me, I can feel it, I am happy. When he speaks his words are like honey. I repeat his gospel. Tears flow down my cheeks, I am one with him and my brothers. Each truth spoken gives me strength, each verse brings me closer to the Prime Mover. I am lucky. I am more blessed than all those poor souls that came before me. We will bring the blessing everywhere, we will save the world.








I woke up sweating and shivering. Kerberos was gnawing at the edge of my consciousness, it was painful. Home was speaking but I couldn't understand it, something bad had happened.



I stood up, I had to do something.



I tried to access Home through my administrator channel, but it refused to answer. That was worrying.



I stumbled to the switch-box in the kitchen. The whispering became more insistent. Urgency overcame me, Kerberos was barking. 



I almost fell on my way there. I grabbed the border of the workbench and pulled me on. I reached the switch-box, opened it and turned the main connection off. And then there was blessed silence. Too much silence.



A bit calmer, I looked back at the board. I considered briefly how to proceed, what I would have to do. Enlightenment struck me unexpected, I needed to go out and mingle with others. I needed other people. I carefully reestablished connections to the outside. Home was ill and that would need to be checked, but it could wait. I loved Home and would have to find a way to reconnect as administrator somehow to share... something. 



It would have to wait.



The world flowed again, I latched on the local networks and looked at what I could do this evening. It was hard. For some reason a part of me was sleeping behind Kerberos. The watchdog had taken it as he had bitten me. That too would have to wait.



I smiled as I found the perfect situation to commune with others. Commune? Why had I used that word? Not important. No No. Important was to go out. There would be a block party in three hours. Night People were out then. Maybe even Laras, Laras were important. Couldn't wait for tomorrow. I had also to give something to someone. Couldn't remember what, not important. 



I needed food now. Had to be full of energy for later. I walked to the fridge. Protein bars and sugar. Good food. Good energy. 



I wolfed down the dinner and felt better. Something was blinking, some alert. I had to take a nap, more parts of my Ego were shutting down, I was becoming more stupid, that wouldn't do. I went back to the sofa and flopped down on it. Nap was good. I had to remind myself of something. I wrote a note and left it. The blinking insisted on authorizing something, I wanted it to go away and so I said yes.








I crouch down behind the remnants of a wall. The acrid smoke burns my lungs, but I know I can carry on, the blessing will make me strong. The Sun Prophet said so. He whispers to me even now, he keeps me strong despite the machines of the Crawler In The Dark and his hordes. I turn to my brother, he lays at my side. The enemy had been trying to snatch him away, and so he had decided to leave for the Glowing After. What was left of his head was frozen in an expression of bliss. It was alright, the Sun Prophet had told him that he had fought enough. The Sun Prophet loved us, the idea of losing us to the Crawler In The Dark was too painful for him. I smiled. I would continue to bring the blessing to this world with the certainty that if the enemy was about to get me I could leave with a clear conscience. I pull out the magazine and put it away. I will take the weapon of my brother, he doesn't need it anymore. I close my eyes and commune with the others, I can see the enemy. His horrid machines, the hateful grin on the faces of his troops. Two of them are trying to surprise me. They sneak surrounded by their mechanical servants. Swarms of cold, dead eyes. I weep briefly for the souls of those who will never join me and my brothers, but there is nothing I can do about that. Maybe once the world is free there will be a way to save them, but not now. I carefully move a bit to the side and lean out of my cover.








I opened my eyes and felt the vertigo. It took me almost a minute before I understood where I was. I checked the time, 10:23 P.M. 



Some of my agents were clamoring for my attention. I felt incomplete, I was still locked out from a part of myself and Home was silent.



It seemed like the Delhi Report was a bit of a bust, nothing that could be applied directly to the situation in Florida. Still, there were some reference I could follow. I didn't feel like I would manage to do that now, so I thought about setting someone else on it. I forwarded it to a friend in Iceland. Not doing the work alone would cut into my gain on the issue, but a part of the reward was better than nothing at all. 



I tried to review the past few hours. The recording of my arrival Home was damaged and scrambled and I remembered only short flashes. There was the chance to recover it anyway with some good memory-forensic software. It would take time. I rose from the sofa and looked around. The TV was smashed, that at least was positive. I also had left a note for myself.



Home is ill, Kerberos is ill. Do not turn on.



That wasn't exactly encouraging. An infected Home was bad news and sanitizing it would cut into my budget.



I walked into the kitchen and opened the cabinet with my backup server. I turned it on, loaded my memories and started a recovery program. It would take half a day but I could probably get those hours back.



I went to the fridge and took an energy drink. I briefly wondered why I had used the note and not something more informative, but then I felt that it wasn't important. An alert came up, I had to leave soon to go to the party. The reason I had to go was not really clear, but it was another minor quibble I decided to ignore.



There was something strange, but I couldn't figure out what.



I had to leave. I had to go out.



Why?



I... another alert, something from the parts of my Ego I couldn't reach. I would ignore it.



No, that wasn't right. 



I... I...








I look down at the little boy laying on the stretcher. My estimation is between eight and twelve years of age, malnutrition makes it difficult to pinpoint it exactly. My hands are covered in blood, my sense of smell is burned out. I burned it out this morning. A horrible mess of cables and circuitry sticks out from the back of his head. The borders are infected, there's not much time. For all its primitive nature, that modded bootleg copy of Malaysian cognitive enhancement is freakishly effective at contrasting the mix of anesthetic drugs that keeps the boy from trying to kill me and blow out his brains. I grab the surgery robot and connect to it. I flex scalpels and saws, I have to be fast to save this child. I felt anger rising at the thought of what the Sun Prophet was doing. That wouldn't do now. I have to be detached. Drugs flood my system, I feel calm, my attention is focused on the job ahead. Once I will finish that it will take years of therapy to give the boy a semblance of normalcy and to remove a decade of chemical manipulation. That wasn't important now. My sharp fingers descend on the child.








I threw up razors in an alley. My throat burned, my stomach was cramped in a knot of pain. I thought I saw some blood in the puddle of half digested food on the pavement before me. 



I leaned on the wall and sled down. I shivered and held my head. It was pulsating, I had lost another part of my Ego, cut off behind some kind of barrier. Warnings flashed all over my vision. I couldn't find the strength to look at them. I couldn't commune. 



I sobbed, then cleaned my mouth with a sleeve. The pain slowly faded. I tried to access glands and drugs I didn't have. I had to be strong for the Sun.



As I calmed down a bit of strength returned to my limbs. I stood up. I had to reach the party, it was close, just another block.



I left the alley with unsteady steps, the streets had begun to fill with people. I wanted to preach, but there were not enough of them. The party, that was the right place. 



I stumbled on. I was happy. I was fulfilling a very important mission.



More warnings flashed. They were annoying. I waved my hands to make them go away. They didn't go away.



At the party I would preach.



A lot of people would hear the word of the Sun.



A lot would be saved.



I saw the soldiers of the Crawler In The Dark. All black armor and glass hiding their hateful faces. Swarms of machines around them. Whirring above me. I ran.








I look at the courier in front of me. Well fed, nice woman, her eyes are calm. My hands are clean, my sense of smell is still burned out, yet the stench of blood and pus permeates everything. She doesn't smile, that's good. In the ruins of Manila there's nothing that deserves a smile. 



I put forward two memory packs and say, "These are the collected experiences of two field medics and of a soldier. This—" I put another memory pack on the table "—are the experiences we could extract from the children we got before they blew their brains out."



She takes the packs and looks me in the eyes. "Did you save them?"



I sigh, bile is rising from my stomach. "We tried. We succeeded a few times. We will continue to try. Bring the memories to the States. I don't care how you'll show them to the people, I know only that they must know what happens here."



She weighs the packs in her hands. As if she could feel what's inside. I can see greed in her eyes now. "Importing experiences from War-zones is illegal."



"And I don't give a fuck about that. We can't continue to do this alone, we need more medics, we need more drugs, we need some decent software." I sigh and rub my eyes. "We also pay you well enough, so quit the haggling and do your job."



She shrugs and pulls a cable out of arm. She connects it to the first pack. 



I pull out the last of the packs and put it in front of her. "And this are my memories. Do whatever you need to do to bring some help to us." I cut the connect—.








I hear voices. I slowly drift back to wakefulness.



I lay on something soft, I smell disinfectant and chlorine. I want to open my eyes but can't. I want to speak but don't remember how to do it.



The voices discuss something. I think they talk about me. I feel parts of myself reconnecting to me. I feel becoming smarter.



"Well sergeant, you caught her just in time. We can probably save at least half of her personality with all the backups you found at her place. We also managed to clean her."



"Nice. Now tell me what she had, because for the love of God I swear I never saw something like that."



"Some kind of malware. I had never seen this type, but after we checked her movements of the last weeks we could track it down to the Philippines. She caught it there probably. A colleague at the CDC says it was some kind of weapon used for indoctrination. She was a walking war-crime."



"What?"



"Nasty piece of software, tries to infect large groupings of people and remains hidden until it has a chance to strike. Her defenses somehow messed it up, so it wasn't as effective as it could have been."



"Shit. Do we have to expect more of them?"



"I hope not, they will screen the airports for it now that we know what to look for. And we have begun to develop some countermeasures to inoculate into the networks. How did you catch her?"



"She called us. That stuff must have triggered some alarms and a part of her Ego reached out. We were way down her emergency call-list. Will the damage be permanent?"



"As I said, we will recover about half of her personality. Depending on the data we get from her home we may infer even more. The problem is only that we lost most of what was in her at the moment. She carried a lot of different memory sets."



"Smuggling?"



"We may never know, we had to scrub them."



I feel unease at that. I have no idea why. Then an alert appears, I have managed to reconnect to some of my agents.



It seems I had won some kind of bet.
      

      
   
      Don't You Cry For Me


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Necromancer's Wife


      

      
      
         The sun was setting as Peter walked into the graveyard to visit his dead wife. 



Bright autumn leaves swirled around granite headstones and rustled across close-trimmed grass, slowly browning in the long, hard autumn nights. They cast blocky shadows in the fading light, cutting the path into jagged chunks of light and darkness. 



Peter strolled through the orderly memorials, eyes skimming over half-corroded names and dates. He liked graveyards, the quiet emptiness, air filled with neatly arranged memories and farewells. 



Maybe it was a necromancer thing. 



He wound his way slowly along the gravel paths, until he stopped at a small crypt. The brass nameplate gleamed brightly: 'Sabriel Wade'. The construction was nondescript, a small concrete bunker with a wrought-iron gate worked with roses. They had been enameled blue, once, but now they were flaking and black. He produced a key and opened the lock easily, despite its age. 



He walked down a half-flight of stairs, and pulled an electric torch out of his pocket. A few twists had it glowing, and he set it on a nearby ledge, casting a cool glow over the interior. A chest-high pedestal in the middle held a wooden casket, slightly worse for the passing of years, but still sturdy. He placed his shoulder against  the lid, uncaring of the dust that smeared on his black suit-coat, and heaved. It swung open easily. 



He looked down at the body inside. Every year he came here, she looked the same. It was to be expected, perhaps; the spells he had laid here were powerful in their own right, and he maintained them scrupulously. Brown curls, salted with gray, framed a face pleasantly worn with years. Delicate hands were folded atop a rose-red dress, elegant but practical. 



He drew in a deep breath, and raised a thumb to his forehead. 



"Take a breath." His voice was scratchy in the autumnal silence. "You're going to die." He exhaled, pulling his power to the forefront of his mind. A plume of vapor shot from his mouth, curling in the air. He moved his hand, pressing his thumb to his dead wife's breastbone. The twist of mist whipped forward, snaking into her mouth. 



She drew a shuddering breath and coughed once. 



"Sorry, dear." Peter smiled and stepped back as she groaned and raised her arms feebly. He grasped her hands and gently pulled her upright. 



"Brains," she moaned. 



"Heh." Peter smirked. She smiled back. 



"Has it already been a year?" She coughed again, hacking gravedust from stiff lungs. The color in her cheeks rose as her heart slowly began to beat. 



"Mmm." Peter offered her a shoulder, and she leaned on him as she climbed out of the casket. "Did you sleep well?" 



"I was dead, Peter," she said helplessly. 



"Of course." His reply was noncommittal.



"You know this isn't safe." Sabriel stepped away from him. "I wish you would stop." 



"It's our tenth anniversary." He smiled, with a touch of loneliness. 



"Oh, Peter." She sighed, but smiled. "Happy anniversary, dear." 



He smiled and reached into his coat-pocket, withdrawing a small box of chocolates.



"This isn't fair, you know." Sabriel accepted, with a wry smirk. "I haven't gotten you anything." 



"It's alright." Warmth filled the air for a moment as their eyes met. Peter offered his hand. "Shall we go for a walk?" 



"Lets." Her hand was corpse-cold in his, but he held it tightly. 



They stepped towards the stairs, and walked out of the small crypt. 



They wandered the graveyard as the sun sank red in the west. Tall, leafless trees scraped skeletally at the sky, and they spoke of small, inconsequential things. The city, held back by the tall wall that segregated the living from the rest, brightened and began to move sluggishly as dark rolled in. 



"This is the last year?" Sabriel pressed gently. 



"Of course, dear." Peter's reply was absentminded. 



"You sad that last time, too." Sabriel huffed. 



"I meant it last time, too." Peter's smile was guilty. 



"This isn't healthy, Peter." 



"I know, I know." 



"You should move on. Find someone else." 



"Easier said than done." He shrugged, and spread his hands. "Besides, where am I going to find another necromancer?" 



"You could teach them." A fond smile surfaced on her face. "Like I taught you." 



"That's hardly fair." He chuckled darkly. "We learned together, you and I." 



"And we both knew what we were getting into." She sighed. "You, however, were always the smart one." 



"It was an accident, dear." He shook his head. "I don't…" He sighed. "I don't blame you." 



"Anymore." Her smile was wry.



"Anymore." His smile was warm. 



"It's good that you've forgiven. But at some point, Peter, you'll have to let me go, too." She tucked a stray curl behind an ear as she stared up at him, hazel eyes gleaming in the twilight. "I can't stay like this forever, you know. One day, I'll start breaking down." She spread her arms. "I wasn't young when I died, and even your embalming wards can only hold back so much. If you haven't released my soul by then…" 



"Yes." Peter nodded solemnly. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a glass vial, holding a twist of brown hair. "You were so close." 



"Close only counts—" 



"—In horseshoes and handreading." 



"Come now, I'm certain that some palmists have real power." Sabriel turned, looking out over the city, and leaned on his shoulder. "After all, we do." 



"Zombies and ghosts." Peter snorted. "No wonder necromancy is so feared." Hesitantly, he offered her the vial. "This is the last time, I guarantee it. Take your phylactery back." 



She accepted slowly. "Very well." She held the vial up to the dimming sky. "Then I guess this is…" She paused, her eyes going distant. 



"What?" Peter's brows furrowed. 



"Do you feel that?" She waved a hand vaguely. 



He frowned, and quieted his mind. His wife, being dead, was naturally more sensitive to death magic than he was. He stilled his thoughts and concentrated. At the edge of hearing, a scrabbling, shrill sound slowly seeped into his consciousness. 



"That's nearby." His frown deepened. "Someone's burning mandrake." 



Sabriel nodded, a frown appearing on her lips. "We need to go." 



"Mmm." He turned, and they started back towards her crypt. 



As they walked, the otherworldly noise grew. 



"That's really near." Peter paused for a moment. "I wonder what…" 



"Peter." Sabriel's hand plucked at his sleeve. "You want to investigate, I know, but this won't go undetected. If they're burning mandrake, they're going to break the seventh circle. The authorities are going to be here." 



"But not immediately." He frowned. "Otriving isn't a large town, it's not like—" 



"Peter." Her gaze was serious. "You're the smart one." 



"Look, dear. If someone's testing their power in this graveyard, there's no way they're up to anything good." He frowned. "Sure, the legal mages will show up soon, and they can probably shut them down. But I don't think Otriving has a pyromancer, so they're hamstrung from the get-go. If a necrotic spell gets out of hand, there's going to be casualties, fallout. If we catch them before they get too far along…?" He raised an eyebrow. 



"You're too compassionate," Sabriel growled. "If you get caught, and with me here the authorities could hardly overlook you, you'll get the same treatment as any outlaw mage. They don't care one whit about necromancers; why should we help them?" 



"I know you're worried about me, dear." Peter smiled helplessly. "But if we simply leave, won't that reflect poorly on necromancy? This isn't going to be a small problem." 



"…Fine." Sabriel huffed. "You're going to get yourself in trouble, I know it. But if someone's really raising a horror of ghosts here…" She grit her teeth. "If you're willing to risk yourself on it, I'll follow you." 



"Alright." 



They both stiffened for a moment, as the ethereal screeching intensified. 



"Something's changing." Peter frowned, and they both turned towards the sound. "Let's go!" 



They jogged through the graveyard, suit and dress ruffled by the chill breeze. The burial ground wasn't very large, but it did have small, rolling hills and a few copses of trees, not to mention the occasional ossuary or crypt that blocked sight. As they neared the opposite wall, not far from the gate, Peter smelled smoke. 



"That's mandrake, alright." He wrinkled is nose at the acrid smell. 



"Hssst!" Sabriel hissed and pulled his arm, yanking him into the lee of a tall tombstone. "There!" She pointed forwards, to where a flickering fire cut through the rapidly darkening evening. A somber figure stood by it, carefully tending the spell he was building with twigs and scraps of magical material. Fresh piles of dirt surrounded him, lines bright on the short grass and a discarded can of spraypaint marking his intention clearly. 



"That looks like… a zombie plague," Peter frowned. "This isn't good." 



"Going for the old stew-and-chew?" Sabriel's eyes gazed out over the town. "By the size of the array, most everyone will be shambling by morning." 



"Right, let's do something," Peter mumbled. He reached into a pocket and withdrew a scrimshaw, a little bundle of twigs and feathers. He looped his fingers into the thread, and spread it wide. 



"Freeze, necromancer." He froze as he heard a gun click behind him. 



He glanced at his wife. She nodded slightly. He dropped the scrimshaw, and slowly raised his hands over his head. 



"Turn around slowly. Keep your hands where I can see them." The voice was low and quiet. 



He turned, and found a blue-uniformed woman staring down the sights of a police-issue revolver. He frowned slightly. 



"Officer, while I understand that this might look—" 



"Quiet!" the woman snapped. "You're under—" 



"Sabriel." Peter's voice was firm. "We don't have time for this." 



"Right." His wife stepped forwards, shielding him with her body. He nodded and turned back to the fire. 



"Stop!" The policewoman yelled. 



"In a minute." His wife's voice was calm. "We're here to stop that madman. Please—" 



Bang!



Peter flinched, nearly fumbling the scrimshaw as the gunshot went off. The necromancer at the fire jumped, nearly upsetting his spell. He looked around wildly. 



Behind him, Sabriel grunted once. A shocked gasp and the sound of metal hitting the ground followed, before scrabbling and panting arose. 



Peter tuned it all out as he spread the scrimsaw. He raised his power, feeling it swell in his brain, a green glow that flickered in the back of his eyes and lit the tangle of strings and geegaws. 



"Do not go gentle," he intoned. Green fire flickered from his fingertips, searing across the network and throwing fierce, dancing shadows on the ground. He raised his hands, framing the fire and the fumbling magician in it. "Break!" He yelled. His power surged, and a sound like shattering glass filled the air. His spell roared out, a gout of green fire flowing into the air, curling over the brown grass and searing it black. The paint laid out there darkened, bursting into flames which flashed along the lines and sigils, roaring into columns at the buried totems and sparkling as the energy captured there effervesced in seconds. 



The necromancer at the center of the formation staggered, the fire he was tending flashed and flared. He stumbled back as the heat hit him. His gaze snapped over towards Peter, and for a moment, his eyes were clearly visible as glowing green coals. 



"Peter!" A voice behind him called his attention back, and he spun. The police-woman, in the moments he'd been distracted, had been struggling with his wife. Sabriel was strong - both physically, as a living corpse, and as a necromancer, so he was surprised to find the conflict wasn't over yet. 



A mage, he realized, as the officer blocked a crushingly strong kick with a palm strike, scattering blue sparks into the night. 



"Enough!" Peter snapped, raising the scrimshaw again. 



The policewoman's eyes narrowed, a frown flashing across her face. But she didn't stop moving; instead, she leaped backwards, fighting for distance. Sabriel closed, but a sudden surge of magic threw her off. The officer raised her palms, and Peter saw them glow again, that blue light outlining every crease and wrinkle with electric luminance. 



"Holy—!" He dropped the scrimshaw, throwing himself backwards as a spell screamed off her hands, a doubled-palm of blue power zipping towards him, fingers cupped to grasp and crush. It grew as it moved, and he barely avoided it. He rolled and sprang to his feet, eyes darkening. 



"Because I could not stop for death," he called, holding his hand high. His power surged again, leaving him slightly breathless as it ripped up his spine, arcing through his arm and wrapping his hand. It flashed upwards, coagulating into a glowing green blade, narrow and elegant, sharp and segmented like a spine. It had no handle, and blood trickled down his palm as he grasped it. He leveled it at his opponent. "He kindly stopped for me!" 



The next blue-glowing strike was met with that pointed blade, and flashed to nothing on its green edge. Peter stepped forwards, flicking the sword left and right as he scattered strike after strike. After a moment the policewoman spun, obviously intending to flee, but Sabriel stepped in, blocking her path. 



"Enough!" Peter pointed the sword at the mage. "We don't intend to harm you, miss." 



Silence descended for a long moment. Finally, Sabriel drew a deep breath, and stepped back. 



The mage relaxed slightly at that. She sized the two of them up cautiously. 



"Names?" She asked. 



"Peter Wade." Peter bowed slightly, waving his blade out. "Necromantic grandmaster." 



"Sabriel Wade." His wife smiled gently. "Necromantic master, decimal litch. And you?" Her smile sharpened. 



"Cynthia Moire." She paused. 



"Cheiromantic?" Peter probed. 



"Um." The Cynthia blinked. She looked suddenly disarming, as the ferocity drained from her face. She was slightly plump, and dark hair frizzed over her uniformed shoulders. Wide eyes gave her an innocent face, and she blinked owlishly behind wire-rimmed spectacles. 



"That was obviously palmistry," Sabriel said. "You don't think we wouldn't even recognize another outlaw mage, do you?" 



"Necromancy, cheiromancy, and omoplatoscopy." Peter grinned. "The three black arts. Head, hands, and heart. You weren't drawing on natural power for those strikes. And since you're not changing size and going berserk, I guess you're not a scapulomantic." 



"They don't necessarily—" Cynthia began, but stopped with a cough. 



"Dang." Sabriel swore gently as she looked to where the magefire was still flickering behind them. "He's gone." 



"Eh." Peter shrugged. "I shut him down pretty hard." 



"Um." Cynthia said. 



"Right." Sabriel turned back. "Cheiromantic?" 



"Cheiromantic journeman." She smiled weakly. "Hydromantic master." 



"Not a bad choice." Peter rubbed his chin. "If you're infiltrating the police, then—" 



"Hold on, hold on." Sabriel stopped him. She turned to Cynthia. "Why are you here, and are you really an officer?" She smiled disarmingly. 



"Erm." Cynthia paused, looking at the two of them, but eventually sighed. "Alright, I guess… I guess we need to talk about this. Right. Yes, I'm with the police. Really with them, I mean. I'm a licensed cheiromantic." 



"…you can get licenses?" Peter's eyes narrowed. 



"…sorta." Cynthia scratched her cheek. "If you're willing to swear some oaths, take some bindings. It's not too bad, but they want some insurance." 



"Beh." Sabriel spat. "Hypocrites. As if the internal magics are somehow worse than the external. Pyromancy! Take pyromancy for example, those bastards can immollate—" 



"Enough, dear." Peter cut her off gently. Given the opportunity, his wife would rant for hours on how the three dark schools were unjustly oppressed by the four elemental schools. "You know how dangerous the first few steps of any necromancer can be. If we hadn't had each other…" He glanced backwards, to the desecrated spellfire behind them. "Well, I have no idea what I'd have done, but it wouldn't have been pretty or simple. I'm sure the other dark magics have their own pitfalls." 



He quirked an eyebrow at Cynthia, who nodded slowly. "As you say." She shrugged. "Well, I can't speak for scapulomancy, obviously, but palmistry is… dangerous." 



The two necromancers shrugged and nodded. 



"Anyways, officer… what now?" Peter's voice was hesitant. He tightened his grip on the glowing blade he still held, feeling blood ooze from his palm and trickle into the blood-gulch, which greedily absorbed it.  



"Hmm." Cynthia tightened her brows. "My mark has escaped, and you two…" 



"We promise to be good." Peter smirked. "And I promise to not spread word that the Otriving police department is working with dark mages. Pinkie promise." 



"Peter." Sabriel stopped him. "Don't be flippant. Cynthia, we apologize for interrupting your… whatever you were doing." 



"A trap, of sorts." Cynthia frowned. "That mageling… we were fishing for his teacher." 



"Oh." Peter frowned, realizing. "No wonder you jumped us so easily." 



"Wait, 'we'?" Sabriel asked, gaze flicking around. 



"Eh…" Cynthia scratched her cheek. "We've got this place surrounded."



"So even if we hadn't…" Sabriel frowned. 



"It would have been fine." Cynthia shrugged. "We could have stopped a zombie hoard. But now…" Her gaze flicked past them. "That mage, even if he's not very experienced, he's a necromancer. You're damnably hard to spot with magic, and he's likely gone. No offense." 



"It's fine." Peter sighed, and turned. He walked over to the spellfire and flicked his sword, scattering the embers and extinguishing what little necrotic aura was left. Grass withered and died as the ash spilled, but the soft earth soaked up the magic and diffused it harmlessly. He ran a finger through the charcoal, heedless of the heat, and raised it to his nose. He sniffed once, deeply, and his lip curled. 



"Pfaw." He turned to his wife, and held out his hand. "Dear, check this, will you?" 



Sabriel took a whiff, and scowled as well. "I think I recognize that…" 



"Mmm." Peter wiped his hand on his pants, then sighed, remembering he'd worn a suit today. For a moment, he smiled at the incongruous picture they made; he and his wife and formal dress, arcane energies and blood smearing them, forming an uneasy truce with a police officer. 



Cynthia had collected her firearm, and was casually inspecting it as they talked. "Listen, you two." She frowned and holstered the piece, turning and catching their attention. "What are you intending here? I'm sure you realize this, but I can make your lives very difficult." 



"You would need evidence, no?" Peter smiled, and the sword he was carrying vanished. As it did, his magic power dwindled, shrinking and curling up in the back of his head until it vanished entirely. 



Cynthia simply pointed to Sabriel. 



"I don't count, dear." Sabriel smiled. "I'm dead. What, six and a bit years now?" She nodded across the graveyard. "My crypt's over there. I'll be back in it before sunrise, or I'll be ash. Either way, I won't be walking again. I said I was a decimal litch, and that's the truth; I can walk one day a year. That's about to run  out, though." She scowled slightly. "You've interrupted our anniversary celebration." 



"Ah." Cynthia's expression darkened, confronted with bald-faced denial. 



"Well," Peter shrugged, "it's not like we're trying to cause trouble." 



"Quite the opposite, in fact," Sabriel added. "We've been laying low. But my darling husband here insisted that if we didn't act, we'd be 'darkening the name of necromancy further'. So we came over to see what we could do." 



"Actually, this thing you've mentioned…" Peter coughed. "Licensed cheiromancy?" 



"Really?" Cynthia's eyebrows rose. "That seems a little out of character, for a necromancer." 



"Perhaps our reputation for pride isn't unearned." Peter smiled, and flicked his hand, banishing the blade he'd summoned. "But that doesn't mean we can't be reasoned with. If I could get a dispensation to practice my art, I'd gladly assist if asked." 



"Hmm." Cynthia's brow furrowed. "Well, it doesn’t quite work like that. But perhaps we can negotiate something." 



"Good." Sabriel clapped her hands. "Then, for starters, perhaps we can help you do something about this mageling - and his teacher." 



"Ah?" Cynthia said. "How?" 



"Necromancy is a fairly… small community." Peter smiled wryly. "There aren't exactly hordes of people queuing up to delve into the secrets of death. And once I've encountered the power of a rival or opponent, I don't easily forget it." He pointed to the remains of the fire. "This mage's magic is similar to another necromancer I've known, and… clashed with, on occasion." He grinned at Cynthia. "He's a real nasty piece of work. If you're planning to take him out, I'll easily offer a hand." 



"I don't know if 'take him out' is what we were going for." Cynthia frowned. "I'm not sure you're approaching this with the right mindset, Peter." 



"Haha!" Peter laughed. "Look, Cynthia. I understand, you're wary of me." He spread his arms. "That's smart. And I'm wary of you, of course, and the power behind you. But I really do mean what I say. I promise, on my power, that I'll help you tonight, and I won't break the law or do anything against your conscience. If I can manage that," his smile quirked, going awry, " will you put me in touch with someone who can give me dispensation to be both a human and a necromancer?"



"…hmm." Cynthia frowned, considering. Peter maintained his smile. He had sworn on his power, which wasn't an oath for a mage to take lightly; if broken, his power would shatter, and the backlash would destroy his body. 



"Alright." She nodded once. "If you can really do this, then we can talk further." 



"Good." Peter nodded, and a faint ripple spread from his forehead, the oath taking effect. 



"However, I haven't sworn." Sabriel stepped up, scowling. "Cynthia, I'll go along with this, but… if you try to double-cross my husband tonight, I won't let you off lightly." She hacked once and spat. 



Cynthia's eyes widened as the bullet she'd shot earlier bounced off a nearby tombstone. 



Sabriel grinned, spreading the quarter-sized hole in her dress, right over her heart, showing unblemished skin. "I'm no weaker than him. And a damn sight harder to kill." 



"Right, right." Peter stepped forwards, breaking up the conversation. "If we're going to do this, let's get started." 



"Wait." Cynthia turned to him. "What, exactly, are you planning?" 



"You were right in how you approached this." Peter shrugged. "If his student is threatened, Crowley is likely to show up." 



"…Crowley?" Her face fell. "You don't seriously mean—" 



"Aleister Crowley." Peter's smile grew. "The evilest man in the world. Granddaddy of necromancy. You didn't seriously think he was dead, did you?" 



"You've… clashed with him?" Her eyes took on a new respect. 



"Grandmaster, you see." Peter's voice was absent-minded as he gathered a handful of ashes into his palm. "I've been at this a while." 



"I've never heard of you." Cynthia's eyes flickered to Sabriel. "Either of you." 



"We never attracted much attention." Sabriel shrugged. "Terror is as terror does, mom always said." 



"Heh." Peter stirred the ash. "Anyways, here's the thing. Crowley isn't chump change. I seriously doubt that this student of his really knows what he's gotten himself into, but my guess is that Crowley's using him for some reason. Probably viciously. But even if that's the case, if he's challenged, the old bat should show, if only from pride." He grinned at Cynthia. "You ready for this?" 



"Already?" Her pupils shrunk. "Right now?" 



"We'll never have a better chance." Peter shrugged. "Crowley's nearby; he's got to be, if his student's running around. I don't know what he's got planned for this town…" His gaze skimmed over the shattered spell formation. "But if there's one thing I can say, it's that it won't be good. This is my… our best chance to strike at him, before he realizes we're on to him." He grinned at his wife. "And one last adventure between me and Sabriel." 



"Till death do us part," his wife said. She grinned back. "We've got twelve hours of being married left." 



"True." Peter shrugged. "Sorry, dear." 



"I told you, you can't cling to me forever." She pulled out the phylactery Peter had returned to her and held it up, before crushing it between her fingers. "There, it's done." 



"Alright." A hint of sadness entered Peter's eyes. "Cynthia?" 



"…Right." The policewoman nodded. "I'd call in backup, but I'm the only mage in town. Unless more guns would help." 



"They'd be liabilities." Peter frowned. "Dear, would you do something about the wall? We'll need to close this place off when things begin." 



"Certainly." Sabriel looked outwards, and raised a finger. "But know your hair was bound and wound," she intoned as she drew it through the air in smooth motions, leaving glowing orange streaks behind. "About the stars and moon and sun…" As she spoke, the grass around the wall lengthened slightly, stretching upwards. "Go, Peter." 



"Alright." The necromancer frowned and concentrated. He glared at the ash in his hand, and blew gently on it, infusing his power into his breath as he spoke. "And you as well must die, beloved dust…" The ash curled off his hand, twisting and turning in the night air. The stars sparkled above, and it snaked through the night, curling away into the darkness. 



"And that's my strike." He turned to Cynthia. "Unless I miss my guess, Crowley will feel it, and come for us. Ready yourself." He turned to his wife, a looked deep into her eyes, before holding out his hand. 



"The carriage held just ourselves…" A spark of energy leaped from his fingertips. 



"And immortality." She grinned up at him, and a pinpoint of orange energy floated from her hand. The lights touched in midair, twinning together and curling, until they snapped open and unfolded into a pair of swords, with green blades and orange hilts. They each seized one, then tapped them together. A bright clink rang out. 



Cynthia frowned at the display, and checked her gun again, before pulling a pair of fingerless gloves from her back pocket and slipped them on. 



A moment later, off to the east, a sound like thunder rolled out and a ripple of power flashed past. 



"Didn't kill him," Peter said, to Cynthia's questioning gaze. "That mageling. He'll be hurt, but he should be fine until we can collect him." 



She nodded. 



Something shrieked overhead, swerving and skewing through the night, dark and terrible against the stars. 



"And that's Crowley, going to investigate…" Peter frowned. "He was closer than I thought— Dear!" 



"On it." Sabriel's voice was calm, as the dark shape twisted and turned back towards them, piercing the air with a shrill whistle. It flashed forwards, hitting the ground with an echoing thump not far from where they stood. A second later, the grass around the wall shot upwards, branching into snarls and curls and twists of intertwining leaves. It arched overhead, interlacing into a lacy net. "That'll hold him, for now." 



"He's fast," Cynthia muttered. "He barely swung past where you'd struck." 



"I didn't try very hard to hide my hand," Peter replied. 



The shape resolved itself, slowly fading out of the night. It was a hulking creature, all spines and wings and blades and teeth, like the offspring of a chainsaw and a flying fish. It wriggled like a snake, oozing its way along the ground and between the tombstones. 



"Homunculus," Peter spat. "Disgusting things. I'll take care of it." He dropped the sword, which hung patiently in midair, and raised his scrimshaw. Fire raced along his fingers, and he leveled them like pistols at the thing. He focused, and lances of flame flashed from his hands, spearing into the abomination. It screeched and writhed, knocking over tombstones in its agony. 



"Well, you've finally desecrated a graveyard." Sabriel laughed lightly. "Told you we'd do it one day, dear." 



"First time for everything, I guess," Peter grunted. "Break!" He spread his hands, and the lances exploded with shocking force, sending chunks of slimy flesh flying. 



"Aaaaaagh!" A pained scream rose from the creature. Its struggles intensified, before they suddenly slackened. It was still for a moment, until a bulge appeared in its side. The bubble grew as they watched. Peter snagged his sword again, holding it before him as the creature's flesh split, and a human flopped out. 



"Go!" Sabriel yelled, as soon as the figure was free.



Peter and her dashed forwards, streaking across the grass, jinking and ducking past gravestones. Cynthia concentrated, a blue glow gathering around her hands. She slashed with her hands, and glowing blades formed in the air before her. She flicked her fingers and they swarmed forwards, slashing at the man as he stumbled upright. 



"Peter!" The word cracked through the air.



"Crowley." Peter growled in response. 



"Aleister," Sabriel sang. 



"Sabriel?" The shock on Crowley's face was apparent as they drew close. His eyes flicked back and forth between them, clearly wary of the blades they carried. He darted back, his long black cloak fluttering as he leaped up, up, up and landed atop the homunculus. He spread his lanky arms, an ash-gray flame rising in his eyes and pouring from his fingers in hundreds of threads. 



"Cynthia, cut them!" Peter called. 



The policewoman grimaced, but quirked her fingers. The blades she had shot swerved in midair, slicing upwards towards the spell. 



"Too late!" Crowley snarled. The shape of the homunculus squirmed and separated, splitting into chunks. It wriggled and reshaped itself, oozing into a dozen humanoid forms. 



"You've gotten stronger," Peter called, as he slashed and hacked at the group. His sword sizzled as it arced through flesh, easily severing limbs and blank, fleshy heads. 



Crowley grunted, and waved his hands. The creatures began fighting back, their attacks vicious and swift. 



"Peter," Sabriel called. 



"Do it!" he replied. 



"If I should die, and you should live," she called, "and time should gurgle on…" There was a resounding snap, and everything seemed to slow. 



Crowley's expression shifted, gradually, from surprise to shock as his movements became sluggish. Sabriel smiled, and darted towards him. 



"I call on the seventy-two demons!" The words were slow, but they were clear. Crowley's eyes narrowed as he spoke, grey fire rising in them. "The lesser key of Solomon, the legemeton, and the powers and principalities of the air!" 



"How wonderful is Death," Peter called back, "Death and his brother Sleep!" 



Crowley flinched, as specks of green power flicked out, lancing into the homunculus, but he refused to give up. "Purson, Stolas, Seere and Buer!" His movements were slow, but he raised  his hands high, and power crackled in them. "Sabriel, it seems last time we met, I didn't kill you dead enough!" 



"We all make mistakes." Sabriel smiled. "Don't worry, I'll be cautious." 



"Urgh." Peter groaned as the power lashed out, spiraling into a long, fierce bolt. 



It stabbed at his wife, lacerating her arm and searing her shoulder. Sabriel staggered, but her speed was too fast; the magic missed, at least enough for her to avoid a killing blow. Even as he watched, her flesh was beginning to heal. She leveled her sword, and lunged for the magician. "Die, Crowley!" 



"As if!" He spat back. His riposte was fierce, the energy in his eyes lashing outwards and slicing at her. For a moment, it seemed like she might be blown backwards, but suddenly, Cynthia appeared. 



"None can escape my palm!" the policewoman yelled, throwing a hand forwards. A blue circle lashed out, expanding until it slashed into the magician, blowing him backwards. 



"Enough!" Peter yelled, leaping into the fray. His sword whipped out, meeting Crowley's neck. There was a flash of light. "Death is inside the bones," he called, "like a barking where there are no dogs!" As he spoke, his sword swayed, the joints in it cracking and separating. It writhed and leaped forwards, snarling itself around the magician with a whipping sound. 



"Aaaah!" Crowley threw his head back and screamed, pale fire fountaining from his mouth. It exploded outwards, washing over the three of them. Peter blocked it and Sabriel ignored it, but Cynthia groaned, barely managing to direct half it away from herself. 



Sabriel lowered her sword, to where Crowley lay panting on the grass. "There's little joy in life for me, and little terror in the grave—" her power flashed, an orange surge scorching its way down the blade as she drove it through his head. 



"I've lived the parting hour to see, of one I would have died to save," Peter finished solemnly. His sword, still wrapped around Crowley, surged green. There was a moment of crackling power as the two magic's intersected, and Crowley went still. 



"Haaah, haaah, haaaah…" 



For a long, long moment, there was nothing but heavy breathing among the three of them. 



Finally, Sabriel raised her head. Her charred arm was nearly done repairing itself. She kicked Crowley once. "You'd better take care of this bastard before sunrise, Peter." 



"Yes, dear," he sighed. 



"W-what?" Cynthia choked out. She was clearly suffering, blood flowing from copious cuts and slashes where Crowley's magic had hit her.



"He's not dead-dead." Peter shrugged. "It's a necromancer thing. I'll need some salt and silver, to truly bind him, but he'll be… eh. Maybe not 'fine', but he'll live for his trial, I guess." 



"Speaking of which." Sabriel eyed the policewoman. "You're not going to do something silly and ungrateful, like arrest my husband, are you?" 



"No." Cynthia grit her teeth. "You've helped me, both of you; we set out to capture whoever was behind that rogue mage, and we've done it. One way or another." 



"Mmm, good." Sabriel looked her up and down. "Peter… I think this is it." She smiled at her husband. 



"You going?" He returned a somewhat helpless grin. His wife had never liked farewells. 



"Mmm." 



"Alright." He walked over her and kissed her, once, her corpsebreath cold on his lips. "I'll see you… eventually, I guess." 



"Mmm." Sabriel nodded, and walked over to Cynthia. "Look at me," she demanded. 



Cynthia raised her eyes. 



"Be straight with him." 



Cynthia nodded. 



"Good." Sabriel held the look for a moment, before raising a thumb to her head. "Take a breath," she said brightly. "You're going to live." She breathed out, a wisp of magic curling off her lips. It settled on the policewoman's wounds, and they visibly began healing. "Bye." 



"…Bye." 



The two of them watched as she walked off into the darkness. When her silhouette finally faded into the dimness, headed in the direction of her crypt, Peter sighed. 



"That's it, then." He raised his eyes to the heavens. "Happy anniversary, dear." 
      

      
   
      Knights and Dragons


      

      
      
         Finally, the gallant Knight had no other quests to finish, no other townspeople to save, no other roads he had to travel.  For there, in the gaping cave he was staring into, was the beautiful Princess, captured and held hostage by the horrendous Dragon.  It was very dark, but that was no problem; he carried a torch with him, as any responsible knight would.  A sore itched in his mouth, and he frowned at the taste of blood.



The cave was big, and seemed to grow bigger as the Knight looked at it, though that may have been because his trusty Steed was carrying him on.  A deep, reverberating breath echoed through the cavern.  It seemed that the dragon's horde was endless, with gold, jewels, and treasures heaped everywhere he could find.  A lesser knight may have been tempted to steal from its horde, but the Knight decided that the dragon was the real prize; or rather, the prestige of slaying one was.



As the gallant Knight walked in further, a sense of absolute fear crept upon his gut.  There were times when he trusted his gut, and there were times when he realized that trusting his gut would lead to something very bad.  He delivered a soft but sharp kick to his Steed, which stopped and whinnied softly, as if to say, "Geez, I was waiting for you to do that!"  (Upon his return, some sources claimed that the horse actually had said that in horse-speak; unfortunately, those sources consisted of a bat, a cracker, and a drop of water, all of which have been beheaded.)  The fearless Knight dismounted - less than gracefully, but that is to be expected when wearing a full set of armor - and put his ear next to a wall.



He heard the sound of the fine Princess panting, obviously endangered by the Dragon (who may have been panting as well, but not much is known about dragons anyways).  He backed away from the wall, and yelled in as manly and loud a voice he could muster, "Fear not, my Princess!  For I, the Knight, have come to save you!"



Any further speech he planned to say was interrupted by the monstrous Dragon roaring throughout the cave.



There were times when he doubted his gut, and there were times when he acknowledged that doubting his gut would lead to something very bad.



He ran.







The lucky Knight was very lucky indeed; he made it out of the cave before the Dragon could trap him.  Of course, he was still a Knight fighting a Dragon, which was perhaps the definition of a lopsided fight.  The Knight and his trusty Steed saw the horrible Dragon behind him, and charged -



The Knight and his traitorous Steed continued running away.  Or rather, they charged in the opposite direction that the Knight intended to.  He was fully considering leaping off of his rebellious horse and charging himself when the Princess appeared in the mouth of the cave, looking horrified.  As the Dragon loomed over him, most likely to pick his body parts from his body, the Princess did the only thing she could think of doing, and let out a shrill scream.



The Dragon paused, turning, and the quick-thinking Knight notched an arrow, and sent it directly through the Dragon's mouth.



To be fair, it was on the small side.



"Fear not, my Princess!  For I, the Knight -"



Any further speech he planned to say was interrupted by the ashen face of the Princess staring at the still-twitching dragon.








The sullen Princess had not said a single word on the ride back to the castle, and frankly, the confused Knight had no clue what to say to her.  There were a couple of times when he tried to say something, mostly romantic advances, but they all ended in awkward silences when the Princess didn't say anything, and the Knight felt bad for not being able to say anything.



Now, finally, they and their tired Steed arrived back at the King's castle, Dragon in tow.  The victorious Knight, of course, was not thinking about the late hour, and so woke up the whole city by shouting, "I have slain the Dragon and rescued the Princess!"



To which most of the town shouted back, "Go away, you religious numbnut!"  But the ones on the streets nearest him saw the frightful Dragon lying in the streets, and exclaimed, "It is true!  The Knight has slain the Dragon and rescued the Princess!"



Of course, that caused a ruckus, one which forced the King to get up.  People loved the King, but they feared him early in the morning.



The King shouted, "What's the ruckus?!"



And the town cried, "The Princess has been rescued!  The Dragon has been slain!"



There was a long silence.  The townspeople looked at nowhere in particular, the Knight began to feel his face getting hotter, the Dragon continued to be unconscious, and the sleeping Princess fell off the horse.  She made a muffled "thud".  A cricket chirped, just because it could.  Footsteps approached them; it was the grand King, running in all his glory in six-inch shoes and a giant crown.



He cried, "It is true!  The Knight has slain the Dragon!  The Knight has rescued the Princess!"



And the town cheered.  Partially because their Princess had been rescued, and partially because they knew that day was going to be a very good day.








It was.  A feast was held, but only for the landowners.  The townspeople did have a mandatory day off, direct orders from the crown.  This was special; days off were normally ignored at weekends and reserved at holidays.



The brave Knight and stunning Princess, though, were not happy.  One was not happy because the other was not happy, and the other was not happy because she was back at the Kingdom.  They were both absent from the festivities because they were seeing each other.



A sample of their conversation: "What's wrong, dear Princess?  I have saved you from that monstrous dragon."



"Oh, dear Knight, I am very pleased you have saved me."



"And I am pleased you are pleased.  But why are you not at the festivities?"



"Why are you not at the festivities?"



"Dear Princess, if you were at the festivities, then we would not be having this conversation."



"Dear Knight, if you were at the festivities, then we would also not be having this conversation."



Etc, etc, etc.



Let's move on.



The impatient Knight got tired of being outspoken.  "Dear Princess, I appreciate that you appreciate that we know that I would be happier if you would be happier if we were not having this conversation, but hear me out.  You have not been acting like yourself lately.  You have seemed, erm, out-of-sorts lately."



"How would you know that?  We did not know each other before you decided to take me back."



The room took on a darker tone.



"You are mad that I have rescued you from the Dragon."



"No, I am mad because I stubbed a toe."  She huffed, and turned away.



"So..."  He could not find the words.  "You love the Dragon."



She paused.  She stiffened.  She suddenly took the Knight by hand, mightily pulled him into the room, and heaved the door almost-shut before gingerly closing it.  "Yes."



"Ah."



"But he is dead."



"Ah."



"And he is going to be carved up into meat and dragon-scale and organs and sold for a hefty profit."



"Ah.  Let me gather my thoughts so that I may tell you what I think about it."



The patient Knight gathered his thoughts.



"Are you crazy?!  Dragons are inhuman!  That's bestiality, insanity, something-ity!"



"Something-ity?"



"I couldn't think of a third -ity.  But that's beside the point!  You're crazy!  I'm taking you to the Church -"



"No," she hissed.  "I will not be taken to the Church!"



"But you love a dragon.  That means you have been taken over by a dragon spirit, and you need to be exorcised before -"



"No, and that's an order!"



"You're out of your mind.  I don't need to follow orders from someone possessed."



"I am not -"



"Shut up!  You're coming with me, and that's final!"



She slapped him.  She, the beautiful Princess, slapped the gallant Knight.  He was slapped by her.



He paused.  Stared at her.  The fire in her eyes was not the crazy kind.  No, the fire in her eyes was the kind that was sure, unwavering, and very not crazy.  He knew; he had seen those eyes many times, in his parents before him, in his peers, even in a mirror.  "I believe you."



But she was not done.  "So what if you're possessed?"



"Then someone else will call for help.  And I've seen those eyes.  Those eyes are not possessed."



They took deep breaths.  Together, though they did not know it.



"Very well.  Can we keep this a secret between us?"



"Yes."



"Well, then."  And it was all cordiality again.  "I hope to meet you sometime again, Knight."



"And I hope to meet you soon, Princess."








For them, soon was in a week.  The Knight received a summons from his room, and untraditionally, he walked himself from his exalted room to the Princess.  (Another untraditioniality was that the summons were written on a postcard.)



When he got there, the Princess was glowing, her face radiant.  "He is alive!  The Dragon is alive!  He has gone missing.  You didn't kill him!"



But the Knight was now ashen.  "I didn't kill him?  Then - why - did - we - take - him - to - the - king?"



The Princess started to say something, then realized that he was right.  "Oh, I'm sorry.  Well, I hope that you are well in the next few days, and I will be seeing you at your trial."



He stared at the ground.  "I will become the laughingstock of the Kingdom!  Nobles, knights, even peasants will laugh as I pass by in shame!  And when I die!  I will not get a grave!  I will get an inscription, 'Here lies a fool who failed in his duty'!"



The Princess stared at him.  Took him in, for she only now realized that it was the last she would be seeing of him.  "I'm sorry.  I shouldn't have made you scared like that."



"It's not all bad.  At least you get your dragon."



"But..."  Any further speech she planned to say was interrupted by a knock on the door.



"Hello," a deep voice resonated from the other side.



They froze.



"Is this..."  He paused.  "the Princess?"



She threw herself to the door, and opened it.  On the other side was not a certain dragon in human form.  Indeed, such things are known to be impossible.  Instead, there was a very irritated-looking royal guard.



"Princess, you have been summoned to the Church."  He looked slightly to the left.  "And Knight, you have also been summoned."



The two looked at each other.








The Church was big, to say the least.  Vaulted glass windows hung on either side, and a great gaping roof sat on top of great tall walls.  The Princess was held on one side, the Knight on the other.



"Well, then," the Bishop said to them.  "Princess, you are accused of harboring a dragon spirit.  According to the customs of the Church, you will be exorcised."



"Wait," they exclaimed.  "Don't I (Doesn't she) get a trial?"



"Hmmm... no."  The Bishop paused for a minute, turning a page over.  "And Knight.  You have been accused of bringing a dragon into the royal town."



"I plead innocent!" he cried.



"Hmmm... guilty."  The Bishop paused another minute, turning another page.  "Take him away!"



And suddenly, the roof tore open, and all hell broke loose.  The Dragon, in all his might and glory, started breathing fire and slashing at the assorted religious people, who ran away with hands clasped.  The Princess and Knight looked in awe, as the Bishop dived for cover, inadvertently knocking his stand over and bouncing the keys right to them.



And they stood and watched as the Dragon destroyed the ceiling, the walls, the people around them -



- and suddenly fell beside them, his life having been taken by a spare spear.



He croaked out noises.  It may have been the death bellows of a beast.  It may have been random gibberish, collected from his years close to culture.  It may have been English.  It may have been a language no one understood.



No matter what it was, Hazel looked the Dragon in his serpentine eye.  "I understand."



And the Dragon took its last breath.








A week later, Arthur the Knight, Hazel the Princess, Darren the King, and the Counts were gathered in the halls to feast.  "The dragon is truly no more," the town cried.



And the two cried in their rooms in between the festivities.



The head chef brought in a dish.  "Dragon meat," he said.  Arthur stared at the utensils, and wished for a torch to burn... something... with.  A count, the unfortunately named Count Wesselton, looked at him.  "Is something the matter?"



He picked up the fork, and took a bite of the bloody meat.



It was delicious.
      

      
   
      Spectrum


      

      
      
         Sounds.



Tiny. Muffled. Distant. 



Little whisper-sensations, too.  There and there--light pressures, little lines of existence pressing into the nothingness. 



More sounds. Defined ones, now. A strange noise that is neither song nor cry, but a bubbling mixture of the two. There’s a crinkling as the whisper-sensations blossom into proper movement. Jostling.



A sudden halt. Soft, clumsy scratching, a pause, and then a mighty roar as all of reality is created in one thought and ripped apart in the next. He fully feels the rigid shell trapping him only as it is torn away, only sees the fleeting scraps of darkness as it is peeled from eyes he did not realize he possessed. Sound crashes freely over him and he drinks it in, revelling in the delightful fullness of it all. 



The air has another quality to it, too, a sort of silent sound. The melody of it swirls through the space--a gentle sweetness that lazily tickles his nostrils, a tantalizing pungency that pulls at a dull yearning in his belly, a bittersharp sterility lurking behind it all.



He breathes it in, all of it. And just when it feels as though he is about to overflow with the sensation of it all, a tiny hand wraps its chubby fingers around him and the world explodes into color.







He cannot think. He cannot breathe. He can only be, as the music of creation seeps into every crevice of the universe, flavoring the sights of the world before his wondering eyes. 



At last (all too soon), the colors run full, and his surroundings begin to settle. 



The room is large. Silver paper-scraps litter the floor around him, occasionally burning white in the brief light-flashes that race through the air. Hazy figures begin to solidify into giants, gathered around the space. They are noisy, but he finds that he can let it wash past him without any real effort. He pays them no mind, because there is a soft-faced creature with the most brilliant green eyes beaming back at him.



“Kitty,” she says happily.



“No, sweetheart,” one of the giants says, reaching over with smooth, measured movements. The world darkens for a minute, but then the hand retreats, one final scrap of paper pinched between its fingers. “It’s a toy puppy. Can you say puppy, Claire?”



“Kitty,” she insists, pulling him close to her chest. “He’s Kitty.” 



The name sinks in, much like the warmth emanating from the girl’s embrace. As her heartbeat pounds a cadence into his ears, Kitty feels the world settle more firmly into place. Sensations stretch and make way for each other, until the kaleidoscope of being has stilled into a viewing-glass. 



When all is still at last, time begins to flow.








The summer seasons are savory. 



The air on the playground shimmers in the sweltering heat, so Claire hides in the play tower while Kitty ventures out into the desert to vanquish the fearsome creatures lurking at the bottom of the slide. The monsters shift and change with her mood--sometimes there are nothing more than row upon row of sharp, smelly teeth, while other afternoons give rise to swashbuckling sword-fights with pirates that look suspiciously like the villains from Saturday’s cartoons. He usually winds up needing a swift rescue from Claire, but she never seems to mind swooping in to save the day.



If the days smell like wood chips and adventure, the nights are scented with freshly-cut grass and magic, and both day and night is doused in a coat of green. 



The entire season is green, so green. Almost as green as Claire’s eyes, which dance in the light of the stars as they search for fairies in the firefly-speckled dusk. Kitty points out the devious creatures, even wrestles one to the ground in the hopes that Claire will finally get to see its pixieish face and dewy wings, but it vanishes and Kitty’s efforts are for naught.



Next time, he consoles her that evening, after they are tucked into bed.



“Next time,” she mumbles.








Autumns are tangy. The air bursts with crispness, as sharp and crunchy as the frost that lines the windows and lawn each morning. 



Kitty gets his own scarf, a scrap of flannel with the ends snipped into a fringe. Claire winds it around his neck faithfully, gently pulling his floppy ears out of the folds so that they hang free when they venture into the backyard.



They are pilots, now. Kitty finds himself strapped to her back as they race through the asteroid field, dodging fire from the enemy ships. He scans the path ahead, and nearly despairs at the sheer size of the Imperial forces surrounding their starfighter. 



Not looking good, Captain. They’re following us, he warns, biting down on his Super-Fast-Shooter 5000 and aiming nowhere in particular. He’s long since learned that it never matters where he aims--something usually explodes. Quite often, that something is empty space. More often, that empty space turns out to be a lamp, picture, or otherwise absurdly breakable object. 



The empty space at the other end of the barrel flickers for a moment, changes color (orange, orange and round and lying in pieces from where Claire kicked it), and then another enemy ship appears out of nowhere and Kitty bites back down on the trigger.  



“We’re taking damage!” the Captain shrieks, yanking the starfighter to one side and then another in an impressive display of finesse. Her current course seems to be leading straight into the biggest starship in the Imperial fleet, but no fear taints the moment. Kitty knows Captain Claire will change direction at the last possible second. The ships tailing their starfighter won’t expect the change, and will crash right into the big one. 



The Captain, perhaps tired from thinking of such a brilliant plan, forgets to change direction. She and Kitty plow right into the ship and bounce off, reeling.



“MAYDAYYY! IMMEDIATE CRASH LANDING!” The Captain yells. 



Kitty screams as the ship tilts dangerously and then ejects them in a fiery explosion that looks a lot like last year’s Fourth of July fireworks display. He turns to his captain as they fall apart, their momentum carrying them into separate corners of the universe.



Captain Claire, he gasps, reaching a dirt-smudged paw toward her staunch expression. I just want you to know that you are the most brave, most awesome, most amazing Captain that I ever flew with, and also Katy from art class is a dirty liar because your painting did not look like a diseased tater tot. It was the most amazing, most beatifulest, most—” 



“Claire! Come in for dinner!”



Kitty stares at Claire from the other side of the leaf pile. Her green eyes stand out in stark contrast to the sea of reds, browns, and oranges that settle around them.



Do you think there’ll be squash?



“Ew. I hope not.”








The spice-scented winter seasons are filled with smells; the color has seeped from the plants to the air.



Cinnamon, the sweet scent of afternoons when Chef Claire takes on reigning Cookie King Daddy and Kitty has the Very Important Job of watching to make sure nothing in the oven catches fire. 



Pine, the smell of evenings spent lying underneath the tree, gazing up into the colored lights and dreaming of the coming holiday.



Chocolate, hot and sweet and hot--really really hot ow, be careful Claire--that warms their hearts and scalds their tongues but is welcome all the same after a cold night of caroling.   








Spring is always soft, so it is not too noticeable that the world is fading until Kitty misses an entire summer.



Kitty isn’t sure how it happens. One day, he’s out slaying dragons in the cool spring air (and doing most of the work, mind you--High Mage Claire doesn’t seem to have her heart in it, and she keeps muttering something about Freddy and dumb and not immature), and that evening Kitty winds up on a shelf in the closet instead of tucked under Claire’s arm.



The next thing he knows, he’s being hauled out into pine-scented air, and there are cookies and hot chocolate and he watches as Claire unwraps present after present. He tries to pretend that he doesn’t notice how boring her presents are: clothes and books and pens and paper that she seems excited to receive. 







Their adventures dwindle. He can see through her imagination. The hunt for fairies is put off, the pirates seem to have repented and become honest sailors, and no Imperial forces come to attack them. Instead, Kitty sits on his shelf and stands guard over this new kingdom, ensuring that Claire’s newly-instated “No boys allowed” rule is not violated. The world quiets. Slows. Fades, ever-so-slightly.



One day, surrounded by yesteryear’s dust, Kitty finds that he cannot remember what the color green looks like.




 



When Claire is fifteen, there comes a storm violent enough to warrant a foray back into her childhood. She pulls Kitty from his shelf and clutches him to her chest as fervently and tightly as the first time they met, and everything settles into place. 



The world is loud, so loud, as thunder crashes and raindrops slam against her window. Kitty cannot see her eyes, those glorious green eyes, for she doesn’t turn on lamp and world is nothing but stony, ominously-shaded greys, but he can feel 



(her heartbeat, her arms wrapped around his body, the fear-fueled warmth seeping from her embrace)



and he can hear 



(her heartbeat, her breathing as it deepens and slows from a panicked racing to a tranquil wave lapping against the shores of slumber) 



and he is content. 



When the sun rises, Kitty catches a brief glimpse of a blue sky peeking out from behind pale yellow curtains, but then Claire hurriedly stuffs him back on his shelf. The quick pat she gives his head is almost furtive; she pats and then yanks her hand back, as though the touch of him might condemn her to an eternal childhood. 



Within a week, the color has drained from the world again. He watches her high school years in grayscale.








She walks in one year wearing a flowing robe and a funny, square hat on her head and the world perks up a bit; the wandering gaze that flows across the walls is as vibrant and energy-filled a ray of sunshine seeking out the first flowers of the spring. She looks right over him, though, and the world fades back into its persistently lackluster state. 



Later that week, he watches her pack some of her belongings into boxes. The bedroom is black and white when she shuts the door, and he click of the latch is muffled. 







He feels the time pass, at first. Seasons move in light and dark and light again. The shadows deepen each round, and he fears they will one day refuse to budge. He holds on to time.  



But then it stops



	and he floats
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Sounds.







Tiny. Muffled. Distant. 





Little whisper-sensations, too.  There and there--delicate pressures, little planes of existence pressing bravely against the nothingness.



Jostling, a whisper in the silence, distant sensations that have no real connection, no real meaning.



The faintest stirring of light as the pressures slip away.



Movement, now--movement and a sound like a babbling brook. And then another sound. This one oozes with warmth and flows in and out of his ears as easily as water pours from the sky.



“ousaykitty”



He reaches for the sound, gulps at it like a parched creature desperate for any hint of liquid.



“Kitty. Kih-tee.”



He knows that sound. He knows that sound. 



The world lightens rapidly now, blooming before his eyes. Light wheels and churns as the soundscape struggles to fall into place, and then a small, insistent hand circles around his paw, and the world explodes into color. 



He does not think. He does not breathe. He merely is, content to revel in the magnificence of existence as the music of creation seeps into every crevice of the universe, flavoring the sights of the world before his ever-wondering gaze.



The baby boy staring back at him has the most brilliant green eyes.


      

      
   
      Just Do It


      

      
      
         It was 10:15 pm, not even an hour into Tim’s shift, and already he prayed for the sweet release of death.



It was hellishly busy for a Thursday night.  There had been a severe blizzard over most of the midwest, which always played merry hob with the service towers, and had delayed several dozen flights as well.  As usual, a cavalcade of mouth-breathers flooded the chat client with every plane that finally made it off the ground, demanding free wifi service for the inconvenience of not being allowed to risk plummeting to their deaths from thirty-five thousand feet.  Huddled in his cube, fingers flying from one chat to the next, Tim repeated the same conversation over and over again, each interaction the long-form, polite, corporate-friendly version of “we are not the airline, bugger off”.



The phone rang.  Damn it all to hell, Tim thought as he pinched the bridge of his nose.  Ordinarily he would never need to take phone calls, but they were short-handed this week after yet another crop of promising rookie reinforcements washed out: three of them had failed their drug tests, two had been let go for swearing at customers, and the last poor girl had fled the building in tears after a first-class passenger, when he was told he did, in fact, still need to pay for wifi, had wished her future daughters to be "raped to death by a million frat bros".



Not everyone was cut out for trench warfare.



Tim sighed as he tapped the side of his headset.  “Thank you for calling SkyFi Inflight Wifi, this is-”



He was cut off as a wookie with a southern accent roared in his ear.  Tim flinched as he hastily turned down the volume.  “I’m sorry, sir, could you please repeat that?”



“CLEAN THE SHI-*crackle*-TA YER EARS, BOY, AH SAID YER SERVICE FU-*snapcracklepop*”



Huzzah.  Tim wondered whether to ask for clarification due to the bad connection, or just admonish the yokel for swearing.  He chose the option more likely to end the conversation.  “Sir, if you are unable to maintain a civil tone, I’m afraid I’m going to have to-”



“FUCK YOU, YOU PIECE OF-”



Called it, Tim thought as he tapped the side of his headset again.  A couple of years ago, Tim would have taken a small amount of satisfaction from abruptly hanging up on a customer, especially mid-epithet.  Now, he was just too tired to care.  He rubbed a hand over his face, noting absently that he’d forgotten to shave that evening.  At least the call wouldn’t impact his chat resolution time too much-



The phone rang again.  “God dammit,” Tim grumbled as he hauled himself to his feet.  He scoured the nearly empty field of cubes around him to find his few remaining coworkers were also trapped in one-sided phone conversations with the howling void.  Tim managed to stifle the sigh this time as he sat to take the call.  “Thank you for calling SkyFi Inflight Wifi, this is Tim, how may I assist you?”



“Hello, Tim,” a middle-aged woman’s voice replied, almost timid in timbre.  “I was hoping you could help me.”



Tim sat up a bit straighter, eyebrows raised.  A humble request?  That's a new one.  “Of course, ma’am.  What can I do for you?”



“Well, unfortunately, my husband passed away a few months ago.  Apparently he had a Universal pass with your service?  It’s been charging us seventy dollars a month without anyone using it.”



Tim’s heart fell into his stomach, where acid began to eat away at it - he already knew how this conversation would play out.  “I see.  What was your husband’s name?”



She gave the necessary details.  A quick glance at the man’s account confirmed no usage in over four months - not that it would matter.  “Well, ma’am, I can definitely cancel your husband’s subscription effective immediately and get that most recent charge refunded to your account.”



There was a pause on the other end of the line.  Tim took a deep breath to brace himself.



Finally the woman spoke.  “What about the other charges?”



Tim slowly let the breath out through his nose as he shook his head slowly, then remembered he was on the phone.  “I’m afraid I can only refund the most recent charge on the account, ma’am.  I can send a request to our billing department to get the other three credited as well, but,” another deep breath, “I cannot guarantee that they will comply with the request.”



Silence.  Tim shut his eyes and steeled himself for the thunderstorm of bile and vitriol that was about to be released upon him.  As the silence stretched on, the acid in his stomach began to boil as it ate away at his heart with renewed vigor.



He was about to ask if the woman was still there when her quiet voice came through, as though from a great distance.



“Please.”



Tim’s eyes flew open along with his jaw, but no sound came out.  



“Please,” the woman repeated, her voice tinged with tears, “the charges have been overdrafting our checking account, and the bank won’t reverse the overdraft fees until your charges are removed.  Between the medical bills and the funeral, we can’t afford the…” She choked on her words.  



Tim’s heart shattered, forming a gaping void in his gut that left him feeling more than a little ill.  He found his voice at last and struggled out, “Ma’am, I understand your situation; I can send the billing department an email-”



“Do you?”



Tim froze.  “Do I what?”



There was a sob, and Tim realized his error too late.  “You don’t even care, do you?  Nobody cares.  Ever since Jeff died, all I’ve learned is just how little the world gives a damn about anyone else.”  The tears in the woman’s voice had turned bitter, but she still hadn’t raised her voice. 



This is so much worse than yelling.  “Ma’am, I’m sorry for your loss, I truly am.  I’m doing everything I can…”  He trailed off as the woman began to cry in earnest.  His words, however truthful, rang hollow in his ears.  The billing department would reject the request out of hand, as they always did, and that would be that - there was no further appeals process.  His hands were tied, but that was of little comfort to the grieving woman, and to himself.



He listened to her cry as he searched for the words to say that would fix everything.  There were no words, he realized, that wouldn’t also be a lie.  Is false hope better than none at all?



He made his decision, but he would need to calm her down first.  “Ma’am, please-”



His entreaty proved to be the final straw as she cut him off with a wail.  The disconnect click hit him harder than a slap in the face ever could.



Tim sat there, numb, as the three chats he had been ignoring continued to ping at him, as the other customers that clamored for his attention became increasingly frustrated by his apparent absence.  When frustration flared to anger and the swearing began, Tim closed the chat client and stared at the barren cube wall in silence.



Moments stretched to minutes before Tim finally muttered, “Dammit.”  He grabbed his keys and his pack of American Spirits, then stood.  “I’m going on break,” he said to his coworker Bill as he passed by his cube.



Bill looked up as he put his headset on mute.  He held an earpiece away from his head as wailing and gnashing of teeth tinnily vomited out of the speaker.  “Dude, we’re awash in a sea of bullshit, we need your ass in that cube.”



“I wasn’t asking permission,” Tim tersely replied as he passed, never breaking stride.











The moon shone brightly overhead.  The air was cold, crisp, and clean, and pale light reflected off the distant blizzard that had so thoroughly fouled everyone else’s evening as it hovered on the horizon.  Tim found it both beautiful and uncomfortable; he felt it illuminate his soul, and he didn’t like what he saw.



He sat on top of one of the picnic tables that served as an outdoor smoking area and lit a cigarette with a match.  He savored the taste of perique as he took a deep drag and tried to focus on the part of himself that felt nothing.  The smoke mixed with his foggy breath, billowing outward into a plume that hung in the still night air.  He watched the hazy miasma ebb and flow as it slowly dissipated, idly tracing the line of a particular whorl back into the center of the cloud.  When the last wisps faded, he took another drag, and another, and watched as something beautiful faded away and was lost.



Somehow it didn't make him feel any better.



“Hey.”  A high, scratchy voice from behind him shook him out of his melancholy reverie, and he turned to see Kayla, her golden hair reflecting platinum in the moonlight as it tumbled past her shoulders.



“Hey,” he replied as she approached.  He turned back to the moon and his clouds.



“Bill sent me to get you.”  She tapped her own pack of cigarettes - Parliament menthols, he knew - and drew one into her mouth.



“I figured.”  



She fumbled in her purse for her lighter.  “You wanna talk about it?”



“Not really.”



“Uh-huh.”  A pause as she dug through her purse in earnest.  She smiled around her cig as she finally found what she was looking for.  “So, you do wanna talk about it.”  The cigarette bobbed in time to every syllable.



Tim blew smoke out his nose, halfway between a sigh and a snort.  “None of us is here because we want to be.”



Kayla paused between flicks, hands in front of her mouth, as she glanced over at him.  “Whatchoo talkin’ ‘bout, Willis?”  Again, the cigarette bobbed.



“I dunno, I just feel like I could have done better than this.  Actually accomplished something, instead of having to settle for being paid barely above minimum wage to be the flesh conduit through which corporate-mandated scripting flows.”



Kayla stared at him for a pair of heartbeats, then resumed her efforts to light her cigarette with a frown.  “And here I was thinking I didn’t want to kill myself today.”



“Sorry.”  He took a final drag, then crushed the butt into the table and flicked it towards a nearby trash can.  It missed by several feet.  He coughed, then drew another cigarette from his pack.  “I was just thinking about how this place… it does something to you, y’know?  To your soul.”



“Mmm,” came a noncommittal grunt as Kayla continued flicking her lighter.  “C’mon, you piece of-”



There was a snap-hiss and a flare of orange light as Tim struck a match and held it a few inches from her hands.  “Mmm,” she exclaimed, an octave higher this time, and she puffed away at the tiny flame.  She inhaled deeply as the cigarette caught, then shot him a grin.  “Well, ain’t you classy as all hell.”  She breathed out her own jet of smoke, her exhalation far less defined as it flew apart, scattered by its own force.



“Heh,” Tim replied as he brought the match towards his own mouth, then sighed in dismay as the flame winked out.  He went to strike another, but found his matchbook empty.  “Awesome,” he muttered.



“Here,” Kayla said as she moved to stand before him.  Before he could flinch away, she leaned her face close and pressed the tip of her cigarette against his.  Tim blushed at the sudden intimacy of the gesture.  She drew deeply, as did he, and the cherry glowed a brilliant scarlet as it spread to light its mate.  



She took a step back as they exhaled, silver fumes catching the moonlight as they swirled about them.  For a moment she seemed limned in silver herself, and he was struck breathless.



She smiled at him.  “Y’alright?”



He snapped out of it.  “Yeah… yeah.  Thanks.”



“No prob, Bob.”  She took another drag, then hugged herself with a shiver.  “Brrr.”



“Oh, here,” Tim mumbled as he scootched over a bit on the table.  Kayla’s smile widened as she hopped up to sit next to him.  She was a small slip of a woman, barely five feet tall - even sitting down, Tim was a full head taller than her.



They sat for a while, enjoying their cigarettes in silence, and watched their clouds intermingle.  After a bit, Kayla nudged him.  “So what’s your deal, man?”



“Oh, right.”  He related the story of the widow and the charges, and finished it with the last drag of his cigarette.  He extinguished the butt on the table and flicked it away again, this time missing by inches.



Kayla had nodded occasionally as he spoke, and finished her own cigarette as she said, “Yeah, I feel you.  S’not your fault, though.”



“That’s not the point.  I just hate this place, is all.  Makes me feel lower than dirt.”



“It’s not the company’s fault, either.  I mean, if her family’s having such tough times, how did she not notice the charges for this long?”



Tim scowled at her.  “See, that’s what I’m talking about.”



She raised an eyebrow.  “What?”



“I just told you we basically stole three hundred dollars from a poor, grieving widow, and your first response was to blame her.”



Kayla’s eyes widened.  “I…”  Her gaze fell to the ground.  “Jesus Christ.”



“Yeah.”  The thought of going back inside left a sour taste in Tim’s mouth, so he fumbled for another cigarette - until he remembered they didn’t have a light anymore.  He sighed.



Kayla gave a small shake of her head.  “Man, fuck this place.”



They sat in silence for a moment longer, before Tim finally said, “Bill’s probably wondering where we are.”



“Let him,” Kayla said, then gasped.  “Dude!”



Tim looked at her.  “What?”  He wasn’t sure he liked the gleam in her eye.



“What if we just left?”



“Pfft.”  He laughed.  “You crazy, lady.”



“No, I’m serious!  What’s keeping us here?”



Tim’s eyebrows knitted together.  “Abject poverty?”



“Nah, dude!”  She swatted his arm as she hopped down in front of him.  “For real, how long could you last if you just walked out, right here, right now?”



He did some quick calculations in his head.  “Uh, about a month.  Maybe longer, if I ate a lot of ramen-”



“Same!  That’s plenty of time to find a new job!  Hell, we could get paid twice what we are now at any company that was actually worth a damn!”



Tim was having a hard time keeping up with her train of thought.  “I mean, I guess?  But-”



“Then let’s do it!”  A wide grin split her face.  “Oh my god, Tim, let’s blow this joint!”



Time seemed to stand still.  Tim looked over the last few years of his life - a steady forty hours a week bought a lot of goodwill, compared to his previous jobs.  But can I honestly say that I have a future here?  Do I actually want to work graveyard tech support for the unwashed hordes, and screw over countless clients in the process?



Have I ever been happy with this lot in life?



Tim locked eyes with Kayla, and in the warmth of her enthusiasm, the last vestiges of pragmatism melted away.  A slow smile crept across his face as he nodded.  “Okay.  Let’s bail.”



She hopped up and down with a cheer, then threw her arms around him in a tight hug.  He returned her embrace, and they stood grinning awkwardly at each other.  At length, Tim took a step back and said, “We should probably leave before anyone else comes looking for us.”



Kayla seemed to deflate a bit at this.  “Yeah, I guess so.”



He scuffed a shoe against the cement, then took a deep breath.  “Well, Kayla, I guess this is-”



Kayla darted forward and pulled Tim down into a passionate kiss.  He could taste the menthol on her lips, on her tongue, and once again, time stood still.  Half an eternity later, Kayla let him go.



Tim said the first thing that came into his head.  “Buh?”



Kayla stared at him.  “I’ve been wanting to do that for a while now.  If this is the end, I didn’t want to miss my last shot.”



Tim blinked at her.  “Uh… I don’t…”  Tim stumbled over his words as Kayla’s eyes widened.  He tried again.  “I don’t want this to be the end.”



A wide grin split Kayla’s face once more.  “Neither do I.”



Tim looked around, then up at the moon, as though it could tell him what the next thing to say should be.  “Um…  You wanna grab something to eat?”











They collapsed to the mattress once again, panting, sweaty, exhausted, exultant.  A pair of paper sacks contained long-forgotten fast food, abandoned on the table near the front door of Kayla's studio apartment.



They lay there for a moment, basking in the afterglow.  Tim struggled for coherent thought, let alone coherent words.  “Hah… hah guh…  I just gotta catch… hah…”  He shifted his arms for maximum distance from the rest of him, for maximum exposure to the stifling air of Kayla’s apartment.  He coughed.  “We… we should probably quit smoking.”



Kayla was similarly trying to catch her breath.  “Hah… yeah, ha…  Not as young… as I used to be…”



After their breathing steadied somewhat, Kayla sat up and fished a cigarette from the pack on her end table.  “Before we do though, you ever smoked after sex?”



Tim just shook his head no.



“Aw man.  Then this is the perfect note to go out on - I promise you, it’ll never be this good again.” She stood to open the window above her bed, and Tim froze, lost in the sight of her.



He snapped back to reality as the chill, cleansing breeze from the window struck him.  He reached over to his own pack, and drew his final American Spirit into his mouth.  Kayla handed him her spare lighter, and they sat together below the window, blowing their smoke up and out into the night.



Kayla tipped her ash into a saucer on the window sill.  “So what’d you wanna be, growing up?”



Tim laughed.  “What, now that we’re unemployed, we just need to follow our dreams?”



“For sure, dude!  Why the hell not?”



Tim waved his cigarette hand, a trail of smoke wafting in its wake.  “Because it’s not that simple!”



Kayla gave him a smack.  “It is!  It is that simple!  We hated our jobs, so we quit!  We wanted to bang, so we banged!  We want to quit smoking, so we’re gonna quit smoking!”  She picked up her Parliaments and crushed the pack in her hand, then tossed it against the wall.  She turned back to look at him, a fire in her eyes and a manic grin on her face.  “We want to change our lives, so let’s change our lives!”



Tim chuckled, helpless in the face of her zeal, and shook his head.  “I guess… when I was younger, I thought it would be neat to be a bartender.”



“Ha!  That’s it?  Dude, this is a college town!  Do you have any idea how many bars there are downtown?”



Tim smirked at her.  “Alright then, what about you?  What dreams did you let fall by the wayside?”



Kayla sobered a bit.  “I…”  She paused.  “I wanted to be on the radio.”  



Tim sat patiently, waiting for her to continue.  When she didn’t, Tim gestured with his cigarette and said, “So, be on the radio.”



She laughed.  “Right, cuz that’s as easy as picking up a bartending gig.”



He tipped his own ashes into the saucer.  “Well, yeah, actually.”



Kayla frowned at him.  “It’s really not.  I don’t have any sort of degree, let alone one in broadcasting or whatever they’d need.”



Tim shook his head.  “You don’t need one.  I had a cousin who spent the summer after high school working for his local radio station - he just waltzed in the front door, said he wanted to work there.  When they said they didn’t have any positions open, he said he’d be willing to work for free.  They hired him on the spot.”  Tim took one last drag, then put out his butt on the saucer.  “By the end of the summer, he was cutting promos, writing ad copy, editing songs to be radio friendly, the works.  Probably would have let him on the air, had he stuck around longer.”



Kayla stared at him.  “So it’s just that simple, huh?”



Tim grinned as he nodded.  “Yeah.  You might need to snag a second job for a while, but yeah.”



Kayla nodded in kind, then got up on her knees to look up at the moon.  She took a long drag, then mashed the remains of her final cigarette into the saucer.



He stared at her as she gazed out her window, at the interplay of light and shadow as both caressed her body; tracing her delicate curves, casting her muscles into sharp contrast, texturing the gooseprickles that stippled her flesh in the chill breeze from the window.



She caught him staring, and smiled.  “What?”



Tim shook his head, his brain simmering in a soup of nicotine and endorphins.  “It’s just… It’s like I’m seeing you for the first time.”



“Ha, yeah, I can see that.”  She shrugged.  “People see what they expect to see.”



“I didn’t expect to see you.”



She laughed as she gestured at herself.  “Well then, out with it, what do you think?”



He grinned the dopiest grin a doped-up dope ever grinned.  “I think I’m ready for round three.”



She laughed again as she tackled him off the side of the bed, and they fell to the floor in a heap, a giggling tangle of limbs and bedsheets.
















“Hey, hey, it’s DJ K-to-the-A-Y, and lemme tell you, listeners, I’ve got my hands on something that will make you extra K-Y jelly.  Believe me, honies, this spicy-sexy-sweet album is piping into my ears and my veins as we speak and I’m having trouble holding myself together!  Mm-mmm!



“But momma doesn’t want your jealousy, she only wants your love!  And because I love you all so dearly, you’re gonna be the first to hear this luscious loveliness: Aleph Null’s new album, ‘March of the Slor’!  That’s right, our heroes of metal are fresh from the studio and preparing to take our humble city by storm once again.  So don’t change that dial, my lovely ducklings.  Here it is, the first of their many new hits, ‘Bloody Samurai’!”



Tim smiled at the radio as he applied another small dollop of wax to his mustache - it was wild, untrammeled, and needed to be reined in with goo in order to be even vaguely work-appropriate.  He didn’t mind the effort, though; the process served to remind him just how far he’d come.  He ran his thumb along his wedding band as he listened to Kayla’s voice, a welcome change of pace from the Victrola fodder piping through the speakers out front.



The door to the bathroom burst open as Tim’s boss, Jacob, skidded to a stop, a pair of brass goggles bracing the base of his rather impressive fauxhawk.  “Yo, there’s an ocean of customers out there, mah man, and the tide is comin’ in.  I need you at the bar, double-quick-time.”



“I’m on it, cap’n,” Tim replied as he finished tweaking his ‘stache, then adjusted his top hat to sit at a slightly more jaunty angle.  He snapped his fingers at his reflection with a wink.



Satisfied and self-assured, he blew a kiss to the radio before striding out the door.
      

      
   
      The Plight of the Unicorn-American


      

      
      
         Cherish Fields is riding high, though no one can put a saddle on this mare. As the star of the hit children’s television show My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic, she has set records for being the highest-paid Unicorn-American actor three years running. Originally slated to last only a single season, the hit television show is now in its sixth season, with three spinoff movies and two more in production.



“It’s been really amazing,” Cherish said when interviewed about her experience with the show. “I remember watching reruns of the original show back when I was growing up, but I never could have dreamed that the reboot could be so successful. I’m incredibly grateful to Lauren [Faust] for giving me the opportunity to star in this show, and to all the members of the staff who have done so much to pull for us.”



According to IU magazine, the cast is doing well indeed. This year Cherish and her co-stars – Jewel Turner, Candace Baker, Merriweather Gail, Skye Byrd, and Jacqueline Chapman – have for the first time received compensation for the merchandise bearing their likenesses, rumored to amount to over $10 million dollars each – vastly higher than what the original stars received in the 1980s.



The growing popularity of the My Little Pony franchise with the public, especially with its recent emphasis on unicorns, is broadly seen as a indication of growing acceptance for Unicorn-Americans in greater American society. But while the cast of My Little Pony can hold their heads high in Hollywood, many Unicorn-Americans continue to struggle with a legacy of discrimination, poverty, and marginalization from greater American society.



Originally descended from ancient tribes concentrated in Eastern Europe, throughout much of history unicorns have struggled to fit into human society. Largely supersceded in manual labor by horses and oxen, animals who require no pay beyond hay and a barn to sleep in, they were often forced to lead an agrarian existence, herding sheep and cattle to trade and supplying labor in hazardous conditions where the less sure-footed horses would likely go lame.



The decline of the Catholic Church on mainland Europe threatened their traditional way of life. Invisible to over 40% of sexually active teenagers and 85% of sexually active adults, unicorns had long relied on the clergy and monastic orders to act as intermediaries in commerce and everyday life, and in return some unicorns enjoyed a high standard of living working to ensure that holy vows were being honored. Facing economic ruin, many unicorns fled to western Europe and the British Isles in the wake of the Protestant Reformation. Anti-unicorn pogroms in the 17th century sped up the process, and today only 5% of unicorns live in their ancestral homeland in Eastern Europe.



As much of the population had few ties to their new homeland, many unicorns joined in the colonization of the New World. In the English colonies of North America, many Irish unicorns were brought over as indentured servants, signed up to work for many years planting crops and ploughing fields before they gained their freedom. As more horses were brought to the new world, demand for unicorn labor fell, but an ever-increasing number of unicorns braved the seas to come to the Americas in search of greener pastures.



Early unicorn colonists were often used as a buffer between the Native Americans and the human colonists, working with young whites and natives and carrying goods between them in trade – but also serving as spies and skirmishers, often ambushing tribes while their young scouts were distracted or asleep. While many human natives eventually made their peace with the unicorns, their controversial role in the Buffalo-American Wars – and the subsequent mass migration of unicorns out of the East into the West – has continued to plague relations between Unicorn-Americans and the Buffalo, who feel that the unicorns, despite being a fellow marginalized people, were nevertheless willing to assist in the destruction of their way of life and forcing them onto reservations in the arid lands of Oklahoma and Arizona. However, as Archer Long of the NAAU explains, it isn’t so simple.



“We unicorns are why we won the Revolution in the first place . Without unicorn invisibility, Paul Revere would have got his skinny flank shot. Not to mention the charge of the French unicorn cavalry during the Battle of Yorktown. But what did we get? All men are created equal? Where was our right to vote? The male landowner laws were meant to keep us out. Back then, mares owned the property, and they weren’t allowed to vote on account of their sex. Moving out West and making our own rules was the only way for us to get our rights.”



Indeed, Unicorn-Americans played an integral role in the women’s suffrage movement. The heavily Unicorn-American states of Utah and Wyoming gave women and mares alike the right to vote in the 1860s, and by the time of 19th Amendment, most of the West had legalized it. However, this earned them few friends in the liquor or prophylactic industry, both heavily opposed by unicorns due to their perceived role in crime, intemperance – and, most importantly to the unicorns – sexual promiscuity.



Unfortunately, the passage of the 18th and 19th Amendments marked the high-water mark for unicorn political power. Facing political hostility over Prohibition, competition from mechanized labor designed for humans, and the disastrous Dust Bowl, many unicorns were forced to the brink of economic ruin during the Great Depression. Many sold their lands at cut-rate prices and moved, near penniless, to the West Coast. The promise of the silver screen drew many to Hollywood, but they found few roles there – at the time, cartoons and movies were seen as adult entertainment, and few could appreciate the antics of unicorns on screen. While they landed some roles, most notably Tadhg Moore’s starring role in the 1950 film Harvey, there was little place for them in cinema.



By the 1970s, the fortunes of Unicorn-Americans were in decline. With increasing knowledge of the importance of parent-teacher contact, unicorns increasingly found it difficult to remain employed in primary schools, and the rise of the service economy and the importance of face-to-face contact drove increasingly large numbers of unicorns into the ever-diminishing agricultural sector. While some large landowners and investors in real-estate did well, many found themselves competing with Mexican immigrants for low-paying agricultural work. Even the Catholic Church, long a refuge for the unicorns, turned increasingly hostile as large numbers of priests and children lost their ability to see them.  Accused of trying to turn people against the church, unicorns in many parishes were driven out and lost their last reliable means of contact with many adult humans in the wake of the Sexual Revolution.



It was into this environment that Ronald Reagan and the Moral Majority appeared. Abstinence-only education, with the promise of reducing pre-marital sex and allowing more people to see unicorns well into adulthood, combined with questionable claims of “born again virgins” regaining their ability to see their horned neighbors, helped turn many Democratic unicorns into staunch Republican voters. Reagan’s contested nomination in 1976, along with his eventual overwhelming victories in 1980 and 1984, could largely be attributed to intense campaigning by the unicorns, who believed that their economic future relied on the success of their socially conservative platform.



While president, Reagan passed many laws perceived as benefitting Unicorn-Americans, including the deregulation of children’s cartoons and further legislating mandating children’s programming on Saturday mornings. Unicorns found many roles as voice actors and even on-screen during the 1980s, most notably in the earliest of the My Little Pony movies and shows. While this greatly benefitted the unicorns still living in the Los Angeles area and other regions heavily involved in television shows and the entertainment industry, most unicorns benefitted little from Reagan’s policies. Increased illegal immigration from Mexico was further driving down the price of agricultural labor, and with many educated unicorns no longer able to find work in education, things were still looking grim.



While Reagan remains a respected figure in the community, many unicorns feel increasingly alienated from social and political life. While the Catholic Church has made overtures to the unicorns in the wake of the child abuse scandals of the 1990s, many unicorns feel that they can no longer trust it as an organization. Combined with the revelation that abstinance-only education increases rates of pre-marital sex and the whole-hearted embrace of the gay community during the last quarter-century, many unicorns no longer feel comfortable embracing social and religious conservatism. But the Democrats’ friendliness towards illegal immigrants and failed promises to provide jobs in the areas in which many unicorns live has made many in rural Unicorn-American communities feel as if there is no one in America who cares about them and their problems.



This includes their urban counterparts, such as Unicorn-American pediatrician Davin Healy, whose controversial comments have drawn the ire of the IAAU.



“The truth is that the jobs are not coming back. Most humans just aren’t interested in making life easier for us, so we have to find work for ourselves doing what we can. They need to get an education and move into professions where our talents are appreciated.”



Dr. Healy believes that the technology and medical sectors are a place for unicorns to prosper.



“The ancient association between unicorn horns and healing is no mistake. Dr. Ward gave her name to medicine. Dr. Foley was instrumental in bringing down deaths from childbirth. If unicorns just stopped living in the past and blaming the Church for everything, they wouldn’t have anything to complain about. Well, other than BART not being properly built for us.” 



Other unicorns in Silicon Valley have found work in the computer industry. Over 20% of Google’s workforce consists of unicorns, and many other big employers, both in California and in the Silicon Forest of Portland and Seattle, employ large numbers of unicorns.



“It is really an ideal environment for us,” says Misty Steele, CEO of Alicorn.com, whose company has grown from a way for unicorns to purchase devices designed specifically for unicorns to a major retailing powerhouse which claimed over $10 billion in sales last year. “We don’t have to see our customers face-to-face, but we can still provide excellent customer service and support – better than any big-box retail store.”



When asked about discrimination against stallions in Silicon Valley, she denied it. “There are a lot of lonely mares who work in tech companies,” she admits. “But most of them are polite and courteous. And really, they’re the exception rather than the rule. None of the major companies employ unicorns who say that stallions are only good for ploughing fields anymore. That’s simply unacceptable behavior.”



Maud Gross agrees. Internationally renowned as “N0H0rn”, one of the rising stars of the professional gaming community (and occasional guest-star on My Little Pony in the role of one of the primary cast member’s cousins) agrees. In our online interview, she noted that “Gamers aren’t sexist. A lot of them just don’t have many social skills. A lot of us really would love to meet a stallion who loves video games.”



But she notes that a lot of unicorns in rural areas don’t have the same opportunities she did. “They don’t even have dialup half the time. It is hard to play a game like CounterStrike or Call of Duty on satellite Internet.” She notes that before Alicorn.com started selling unicorn-specific devices, a lot of unicorns didn’t play video games or use computers at all, and a lot of them still don’t realize those things are available. “I can’t really blame them for not knowing. American Internet is terrible once you get out into the sticks. And it is hard to just walk into a store and ask for help. A lot of unicorns don’t realize that most of the clerks at GameStop can actually see you.”



Her own lifetime-long battle with shyness eventually culminated in her getting a guest role in My Little Pony. Rumors abound that she’s going to return this year. When we asked if she was going to return, she replied, “Mmmhmm.”



And what does Cherish Fields think? In our interview, she gave a very thoughtful response.



“My Little Pony is intended to capture the friendship between people of all races and species. It is set in a world where everyone can see you, and where unicorns are a respected part of the community. I like to think that the human fans of our show are showing their support for the entire Unicorn-American community. Maybe someday, the real world will be more like Equestria, and everyone will be able to be friends.”



“There’s nothing wrong with working in the fields, but there’s equally nothing wrong with working in fashion, or sports, or as a scientist or a doctor or a baker. There are so many opportunities out there. I know we seem invisible sometimes, but in the end, as long as we let the light of hope shine not only from our horns, but our hearts, we’ll find our place.”
      

      
   
      This Sinking Feeling


      

      
      
         ‘You have one hour to navigate through this building. Be sure to note anything and everything, as it may save your life. You will be notified at the end of the given time of what will then happen.



You may escape through the five exits if you wish to leave at any point of your mission.



Good luck, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _.’



It would’ve been nice if they gave me a clock or something to keep track of time. Even a bloody sundial would suffice if I was able to go outside.



I was jealous of whoever wrote this as they had nearly perfect cursive. I knew my name was to be in the blank space, my name being – ow! The note floated to the ground as I reached up to hold my head, trying to get rid of the nail-piercing headache. A couple minutes passed before I was able to see again. To see once again what was around me. It was about the size of a mansion’s living room, except without any color, furnishings, or decorations.



I leaned down and picked up the note again, my head still pulsing from the migraine. It was in cursive, and had little strokes at the end that gave it a professional cursive look. I slapped my hand on my face in realization of what was happening. And I read way too many stories of how well these experiments go. I gazed over myself, checking for anything different or odd. Both relieving and strange news that there was nothing of the sort. I was still in normal 21st century clothes, and to what I can tell, no experimental devices implanted just under my skin or cords sticking out.



There was a door to my left on the opposite wall, painted a few shades darker than the rest of the room. A non-stopping list of questions started to cross my mind. “Would the “exits” work?” was number one on said list. I sighed, as there was only one way of finding out. I just hoped I wouldn’t get shocked, poisoned… whatever happened when I tried thinking of my name.



After gazing around for any cameras, and luckily not finding any, I approached the mystery door. The doorknob was a dark silver and metallic, so was the center of the door of where a window would be. The door clicked as I turned the knob. I shielded my eyes from the light as the door opened all the way with little effort from me.



You know that feeling you get when you feel like you walked into the wrong room? That’s what struck me right as my eyes adjusted. There was an outside, like the building was a cottage in the quiet edge of an enchanted forest of sorts. Ahead of me was a dirt path that cut through much of the forest. Not much else was outside… which sort of disappointed my hopes that maybe this would be an adventure. I kept my ears alert as I reached over for the door. All I hit was air. A couple more reaches before I glanced behind me. The door wasn’t there. Neither was the building.



Something dark cast a large shadow as it soared over me. I ducked and shielded my head as it roared overhead. When I darted my eyes towards where it went, all I could make of it was a large, black sphere before it arced down into the ground in the distance. A loud poof sounded in sync with a shockwave that pushed me back a few feet. I felt my head hit the ground along with my back. Curiosity got the best of me as instincts told me to get up and back away from where my head was. If the shock wave pushed me one foot further, I would’ve fell presumingly to my death from a deep hole in the ground that had no bottom. Or… I would test if it was a bottomless pit if I had a stone to throw.



My mind juggled between the two mysteries and I thought them aloud to myself. “A deep, dark, dangerous cavern that could kill me on my landing. Or… going to investigate a possible UFO. That could also be dangerous… but it would be adventurous.” Both were tempting, as I always wanted to be in a story. Adventurer into the unknown, like all those heroes in books and movies. I slowly stood on my feet, shifting my weight so I wasn’t anywhere near the ghastly edge. “UFO it is!” I instructed my legs to run as fast as I could in the direction where the dark orb disappeared to.



I sprinted down the dirt path, actively keeping an ear out for any sounds other than my footsteps. Alien life forms, something not of this world. I couldn’t keep my grin off my face as I felt the ground decline through my sneakers. The dirt shifted underneath me, pushing me along with it down a slope that declined more as I continued. “W-whoa...” I stopped myself as a rock or something with quite a bit of weight fell over the edge. My feet stayed sideways as I studied how steep the drop went, my palms sweating as I felt my heart start to beat faster.



Ploop.



That was a definite no. Especially not when it echoes and it sounds like there’s water at the bottom. I lowered myself to sit on my heels, spreading my arms at my sides for balance as I tried to get a peek inside.



All I could see was darkness… wait a minute. I backed away and stood upright. Looking up, I  came face to face with a cliff. The same exact one. How… how was this possible? At least one question got an answer. The chasm in the ground was not one that I could, or would, access and investigate further. It didn’t look like there were any walls either, just a vertical drop. Maybe coming down here wasn't the brightest idea for right now. There has to be a way back to where I came. Was this supposed to happen? Have I gone insane and started hallucinating? I shook my head. Whoever was putting up futuristic 3D holograms was doing a fantastic job at it, that’s for sure. Then again, it could be just my paranoia trying to interrupt my potential adventure. I peered behind me, wondering if this happened, of somehow appearing back here, something changed back there.



With some steady footwork and a dash of luck, I got out of terrifying path and back to the building. Only this time, I nearly tripped over some rusted railroad tracks... odd, as that wasn't there before. I looked from my feet back up to the building The exterior was also painted white, with several wooden doors along the walls. I could only see two of the walls from my angle, but there was a problem. Which door did I go through again?



Time was running out. I had no idea if ten or fifty minutes have passed. Which door it was didn’t matter now. I tried the first door, locked. Second door was a success, and I was inside right as thunder echoed in the distance. Storm? This early in the day? I hoped it wasn’t anything major, just a thunderstorm. Or was this like those other stories, where thunderstorms were an ominous sign. I glanced up and saw a paper waving in an invisible breeze, again taped to the wall. I pulled out the first note from my pocket and took the other paper off the wall. Same writing.



‘You went outside. How unfortunate. You should know how it goes from here. The 35 minutes that remains is all yours. I expect to see some progress with your new challenge.



Oh, did I mention that there is someone after you? Good luck, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _.’



Everything inside me fell, maybe even color if I could see my own reflection. First things first is not to panic… but to explore. Maybe the note meant I had 35 minutes until a serial killer would hunt me down. At least that would be a tiny-bit reliving, but definitely not enough to get rid of the supposed doom already. I switched to reading the second note.



‘PS – Right now you’re also wondering who is writing these and seemingly knowing your every action despite there being no cameras. Sadly, theses no detectives who can find the owner of this writing anywhere. So... I suppose you do need a little luck after all.’



I folded the papers and put them in my pocket, sat down with my back in a corner, and waited with steady breathing. Let’s hope luck is on my side this time.



Heavy rain pounded the roof as I began my search. There was nothing really spectacular worth seeing, besides more white with nothing inside, but there are some facts I can point out that is odd. There are sixteen doors that go between five different rooms. Two larger rectangular rooms in the back, three slightly smaller rooms in the front. Suspicions about my surroundings piled up.



Five minutes passed, nothing. Ten minutes turned to twenty. I leaned against the corner, rereading the more recent note once I found my way back to the leftmost room where I woke up. My heart jumped when the lights turned off. There was no sounds of doors opening or footsteps. Staying completely still, not that there was much of a choice otherwise.



There was light again. Dull at first, but gradually grew brighter as the seconds passed into a full minute. Power outage, maybe? Thumps outside proved me gravely wrong. How was I supposed to fight this person off, or was it even a person? There were no weapons… and I didn’t want to trust my fists and feet with this situation. Thump! Thump! Thump! Heavy footsteps echoed inside. Not that far from me either. I held my breath and got a brilliant idea seconds later. If I knew I would be in this danger, I would’ve grabbed a stick and sharpened it to a spear or dagger.



Keeping my weight on my toes, I kept my fingertips on the wall as I rose back to my feet. I have no idea how insane I’d appear to someone else if they saw what was going through my head right now. I waited a minute or two, those seconds filled with void silence. One step forward, another step, still nothing.



Scritch scritch scritch. The footsteps now were some sort of claws, a door opening and that familiar click. Letting myself take a few much-needed breaths, I attempted to crawl my way to the back left room, while the creature was in the room to the right. The cold stillness sent chills through me, expecting for it to leap out and attack at any point. Upon closing the doors, I finally reached temporary success. Inhuman, sandpaper screams made my whole body tremble. The lights went off again. Sharp claws hit the only door connecting the two rooms together, the lack of windows not letting me see what was on the other side. A battle between curiosity and caution ensued. Should I open the door to a potential creature that can either do one of two things. Be as scared as I am and be a gone-wrong science experiment, or a gone-wrong science experiment that wanted to kill me. I voted for neither to happen.



More scurrying alerted me of the being’s movement. One of the three doors that led outside opened and shut in quick succession. My gut was right to turn away from the door and watch the outside… or where I thought outside was in the dark.



The metal doorknob shook once. Twice. The third attempt made the door open, and instructed me to back up against the wall. I stared at the backlit creature. The door hit the wall and sizzled into an opaque liquid. The monster stared at me with hollow eyes. Its digitigrade legs stretched, its head almost touched the top of the doorway. Behind a thin layer of white hair showed a half-melted skull that. I wanted to try and speak, but words refused to form. My vision started to darken with every step the creature took.



Its arms and legs were the same as at a tarantula's. Every joint had rusted metal cuffs, including its neck. In desperation, I pushed it off me, blindly hoping it would work.. It stumbled back and squealed before it caught itself with its arms, collapsed on its side. The lights flickered, giving me enough light to see more than a silhouette. It was like a human, except for the scarlet stains that covered the beast. Bones protruded through skin, and three snake-like tails lined along its spine.



Growls told me that it was probably time to leave. I did not hesitate to follow through as I ran past the thing and rushed out the now permanently open door, to where I thought was the outside. It was not. It was back to where I was before, in the first room. The door was back in its place, and locked when I tried opening it. This time, it had a window. The lights never recovered, although I wish they would as I saw ‘it’ looking at me dead in the eyes. It bolted towards me and clawed at the door, peering through the window. On instinct, I put my shaking hand on the glass panel that I hoped was indestructible.Upon my fingertip's coming into contact with the smooth surface, the lights flickered, undetermined to stay on or off.



Another warped scream bellowed out through the door, louder this time that I had to cover my ears. The voice descended, slowly disappearing back to a shrill quiet. I mentally prepared myself for a jumpscare and peeked through the window. Although it wasn't a jumpscare, it made me jump and take a few steps away from the door. One moment there was a creature, now just a large, gaping pit where it once stood. A part of my chest felt heavy for letting it happen to another living creature, whether or not it was reanimated or something else... and it strangely doesn't feel like the first time this feeling has happened.








The lights were fully working again once I went back to the beginning. Once I was okay and breathing normally again, I didn’t believe what I saw. The creature was gone with no trace of where it went... besides being swallowed by that huge hole. Was that just an illusion? Was any of that real? None of this made sense… maybe there’s another note somewhere?



After scouring the building, I did find one more piece of paper taped to the wall, in the front left room.



“You’re needed somewhere else now. A train will pick you up and bring you there. Everything can then be explained.  Good luck - I believe you have all the luck you need, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _.”



The handwriting was no longer neat, but it a rushed penned scrawl, with the words "Good luck" crossed out. Again, there was no name. I didn’t know how to respond… first I wake up here, finding notes around the place and being mentally tested. It felt like some sort of time-space warp.



The ground rumbled as a familiar click-clack came closer to this strange place. Putting the third note with the other two, I exited the room, hopefully for the final time. The train’s whistle brought pleasure to my ears. Trains mean travel, and travel means adventure and mysteries to solve. The anticipation kept building up as I closed the door to this wretched asylum building. Folding my arms on my back to keep myself at least physically constrained, I noticed clouds of steam above the trees. The mighty yet strange train finally came into view.



The first idea to describe it is if I was boarding the Polar Express, like the movie I saw when I was a child. What first got me to wonder, “what else is out there?” Coincidentally, the train itself looked similar. Painted black, a dozen passenger cars trailing behind it with white roofs. It came to a gradual stop a few yards away from me. The railroad and the train both polished like they were just built.



For a moment, this seemed too real to be reality. Not that I’m complaining, this was actually fun… besides the whole almost facing Mother Nature’s nightmare. The doors of the train opened, and I stepped inside. The interr made me gasp. The windows were covered with a thick black cloth. I shook away the confusion before the doors shut. I felt something being off, and realized that I was rubbing my arms for the past few minutes from the sudden chill of uneasiness.



There was a row of seats on each wall, with light blue wallpaper behind it. Compared to the other place, at least this seemed more homely. A messenger bag caught my attention as I sat down at one of the seats. There was another note taped to the front, in the center of a rather large white mandala pattern on the blue fabric. Different handwriting, this time reminding me of the Papyrus font. Smooth, but not pish-posh perfect like the cursive was.



‘Open this and questions can be answered. (Hopefully)’



A small smile crawled on my face. At least this message seemed to be kinder. I unlatched and flipped open the bag and picked up the items that I saw. Sadly, they still refused to give me a watch or some time-keeping device. Medications to cure psychological deprivation existed, but devices to track time were apparently hard to come by. What was inside was a white feather, a rather large notebook that looked like a sketchbook at first glance, and a flower that was stuck in the spine of the notebook. A black rose.



I took out the rose and put it beside me and opened the notebook, not knowing what the feather was for. “Sort of strange that there would be a quill, but no inkwell… or even if it's supposed to be a quill.” Right on the other side of the notebook was a folded paper, a bit different than the copy paper tear-outs I’ve been receiving. Folded in three like it was to go in an envelope, but it was only taped. My jaw dropped slightly at what it said.



“Read quickly and listen well. I know you have questions. To be honest, so do I. Although right now there’s a bit of a predicament with communication, but you’ll have to trust me.



Everything you are seeing is, indeed, reality. All of it. No simulation or whizzy virtual reality. What I can say is that you were selected as a sort of “guinea pig”… although you’ve probably already guessed already. The experiment: Space-Time Transportation. That train you’re sitting in – which I’m assuming is moving as you’re reading this – is a specialized vehicle. If I were to explain any more than that, your mind would implode at my tech-babbling. Your task at hand is to follow something called the Crypt. Communication with anyone will be difficult, so I hope you’re able to sustain yourself during this. You’ll know the pattern when you see it.



Trust me. You will be fine... although safety I can’t quite promise. But you nearly gotten eaten by that underground creature in that hole you found, so I believe you’re capable of managing yourself. Here’s just a little bit of info you may need to know if you do meet any beings in these other EWs, or encrypted universes. The only thing you need to change is your name.



For now, be safe, and good luck. You may want to keep that rose near you, as it's supposed to change color in every new world you enter."



“An adventure, you say?” I stared at the words I just read, not believing them in two ways. One half of my mind is on a complete sugar-rushed hype other this new mission. A chance to get away from being a typical teen girl in the 21st century. The other half telling me to calm the heck down and take this with caution. I wanted both of them to shut up. And they did, as well as my own thoughts as I read the very bottom, this time the writing being a bit hurried.



'And to be on the safe side, even though I am not meant to allow you to know this... you've been in social isolation for roughly three days. There will still be some illusions for the next few hours, but that should go away soon. Before you woke up today, I made sure that most of the effects would be taken care of with special medication, so at least the more life-threatening symptoms would go away.'



I sighed and leaned my head on the back of the finally glad to see a more friendly face… or, in this case, letter. Pushing aside the social isolation, which I guess what triggered the monster to appear, I took out the previous three notes and put them in a black cloth pocket inside the bag. "Hm?"  The back of my nails clicked against glass, then trailed against what felt like a wooden picture frame. "How did I miss this?"



I took the picture out, and almost immediately memories started to return. In the picture were my parents, each standing behind a girl with a proud smile. The girl  sat up straight in the chair, looking directly into the camera with hazel eyes and straight, vanilla hair that cascaded past her waist. There was a reason why all this was happening. It has been one year since a sinkhole let me live, but swallowed my life away. I snapped out of my memory to find the photo stained with water droplets. My cheeks were damp, my hands trembling and refusing to keep the photo still.



I shook my head and breathed. No. Not now. I was going to go somewhere else, someplace where I could finally have an adventure of my own. I was in my own story. I put the photo back where it was and closed the bag. Swinging the strap over my head and across my shoulders, I pushed it to my side, keeping it close to me. I won't let anyone else fall. The only way now was to follow these train tracks and go forward. For me... "Sharon".
      

      
   
      The Last Burdens of Childhood, Cut Loose


      

      
      
         The town where we used to tease the ghost. A sad, windswept little place. I hadn't been there for over ten years.



It wasn't until two weeks after my mother's funeral that I found time to go back. I needed to look through her house and make an inventory of what I wanted to keep and what had to go. Alex was still living here, though, so I sent him a message asking if he wanted to meet up. He did.



I arrived in the early afternoon, alone, aching from a four-hour train journey. I had no trouble getting there from the station, and the keys the undertakers had passed along worked fine.



Inside: mustard yellow curtains, wallpaper laced with silvery flowers, bathroom retiled in white, grey chairs in the living room with arms spattered with cigarette burns. Not what I remembered. Of course it wasn't. What was I expecting? The whole place to have waited for me? Stupid. And yet it felt like the world had moved on without waiting for me, had left me alone, grown up yet still an angry, reticent little girl



I was having a hard time processing it. Second close family member gone; the last connection to my youth severed. If I went to another funeral after this, it would be for someone I met after going to university.



I wandered up into what had once been my room to find the old box that stored all the bits and pieces that had managed to avoid being thrown away.



A little wooden cat stature with one ear broken off. A geode (gift from my brother). A couple of toy rabbits. Pages and pages of embarrassing gel pen scribblings on lurid paper, from my early teens. Cutesy notes from Alex. A glowing letter from the headteacher. A little bone.



I took it out and rolled it between my thumb and forefinger, feeling the cool, grainy surface.



Not actually bone. Plastic, from an old classroom skeleton. A proximal phalange, a finger bone. We used to say it was real, from one of her victims. 



That was the story they told me when I first went down to the beach: You can go out when she's about, you can see her in the distance, you can hear her wails. All good, all safe. But if you see her face-to-face, that's it. Yeah, you'll walk away fine, if scared. A few days later, though, and you'll be gone, and the only thing your family will have to remember you by is a small piece of you left under the pillow of a friend.



So don't let yourself get close enough to see her face.



Because the bone may have been fake, but the ghost is real.








Back when I still had family. My early teens. Teasing the ghost. Sometimes, depending on how dramatic we were feeling, we called it The Game of Mists, The Moonlight Roulette, Dancing with Death.



There were about seven or eight other players, all of them from another school. I first sought them out after I heard rumours of something beyond, something more transgressive than fighting, than underage smoking and drinking and fumbling on the outer edges of the field. I'd been the good girl until then. No detentions, consistently good marks, that sort of thing. But when I heard about the Game played on a tiny beach all my friends and I had been warned to stay away from, I couldn't help myself.



So that weekend I sat in a circle in the town centre with my new not-really-friends, holding the bone “from one of her victims”, while Tom, the ringleader, explained the rules to me:



At low tide, you run along the beach towards the pier. You go barefoot. You run together, but you don't try and stick together. The idea is to try and become lost, alone in the mist. Not too hard when the tide's out and the mist is thick enough.



Then?



Maybe something will happen. Maybe it won't. If she appears, “everything will go fucking weird.” Try and find her, wailing for her lost children. But don't get too close, and don't get close enough to see her face.



I said if I got that close, I'd just close my eyes.



“No,” he said. “Never get that close. If she approaches, run.”



Then he said they were planning to go along that night, if I wanted to come.



I did.







It was just after dinner. The sun was still out, but clouds gave the world a vast, oppressive ceiling, and mist was starting to roll in from the sea. It was still thin enough the see the pier. Or what was left of it – parallel lines of wooden legs, decayed and soft, coated with stringy green slime and held steady by brown metal braces. A little while past it, the sand became shingles, then rocks, then at last cold cliffs that looked unreal in the thickening mist. In the dying light the ocean looked like ridged pewter. Chill wind sent my hair flying and brought in salt and the smell of rot.



I pulled off my socks and shoes, and set them beside the others. The sand was cold and soft beneath my feet.



“Ready?” Tom said. 



I wanted to shiver and pull my coat tighter, but didn't in case it looked weak. “Yeah,” I said.



“Alright. Go!”



And everyone ran. I started a fraction of a second later. Already the mist was so thick it nearly obscured the pier legs. Halfway there, we spread out. I took the leftmost route, closest to the ocean. 



Was I worried? Yes, but not in the way you'd expect. I was worried that nothing would happen, that we'd just be a bunch of near-teens running about randomly by the sea like a bunch of fools, who'd go back and congratulate themselves for being brave.



I guessed I should've reached the pier by now, but the mist had covered it. On a whim – Tom had said run in any direction – I turned a hard left and headed towards the sea. 



It didn't come. It felt like I'd crossed the beach's width twice over by now, and the water was still no closer. I slowed, listened. The soft rumble of the ocean was still there, but I couldn't pin a direction on it. I could hear the footsteps of my companions too, but they too were directionless, and seemed to fade and gain in volume.



Some emotion clasping at my throat. Fear? Joy? I couldn't say. I picked a direction and ran, just to see what would happen. 



I must've run like that for a minute, and by the end of it I still couldn't tell if I'd moved at all. My world was the sand beneath my feet and a wall of mist a few feet away.



Another sound came over the crashing waves: Sobbing, stifled at first, then growing louder, until it became more of an open wailing. You could tell it was borne of authentic grief and loss. And this time, I could tell where it was coming from.



I walked towards it, heart in my throat. And at last, there she was. A figure. The mist smudged all detail, making her seem like a silhouette, barely human, hunched, shuffling, wringing her hands. I approached slowly, trying to make sure it wasn't one of my companions poking fun. A few feet away, she turned, and raised her hands towards me.



I'm not stupid. I ran. I didn't scream, or anything like that, but I ran. I think I might've laughed.



It took a while to get out, with the beach changed like that. I kept on coming closer to her, or other figures in the mist. This time I stayed away, kept moving. Eventually, though, the mist thinned, and I found myself moving off the sand and onto the shingles. Thus oriented, I was able to follow the line up away from the water, and back round to where out shoes will still lined up.



It was dark now, and the cloud cover was retreating to give a view of a gibbous moon in a blue-black sky.



Over the next five minutes, my companions came back from various direction. They were all grinning. “I saw her!” I gasped, laughing again. “That was brilliant!”



“We all did,” said Tom. “You were lucky. She doesn't always come.”







And she didn't the next three times tried. We just ran about in the mist for a few minutes for a few minutes until it was obvious nothing was going to happen, then went home. The fourth go was a win, then came another string of failures. These attempts were the full extent of our social life together. We never tried to hang out anywhere else, and that was fine by me.



After a couple of months, sick of these failures, I started making notes on the conditions, seeing if there was any way to predict the arrivals. It didn't correlate with dates, or phases of the moon, or anything like that. Eventually, though, I succeeded. It was a fairly involved mathematical pattern taking the solstices as zero points. What pattern? My secret. Do you expect me to tell you everything?



I didn't tell Tom or the others, either. It was my secret, and I liked having it. It meant I got to visit her alone. And, once, bring someone else along. 



My friend Ella. 



A few months earlier, about the time I was getting into the Game, I was also taking part in a school competition. I won't try to bore you with the details. It was something to do with maths, and we had a week to work on it.



The day before the deadline, Ella called me up and asked to come over. I'd already finished, so I said yes. 



She came, we spent some time chatting about all the stupid stuff teenagers do, and she went home. Nothing unusual. 



Except in the morning, when I went to check through all my work before I brought it in, some pages were missing. I searched, and searched, and searched, until my mother started to yell about being late. In the end I had to hand in my work incomplete. I didn't win.



Ella did.



I didn't even know she was competing! But she won, using what I was sure was my method.



I congratulated her about the win. I pushed, subtly, to see if she'd admit what she'd done. She didn't. She apologised about not telling me she was competing: “I just never got around to it.” She told me was surprised I didn't win.



I tried to get over. I told myself it was nothing, really. People are like that sometimes.



Ella could see something was wrong, but she had no idea it was because of what she had done to me. She even asked me once if anything was wrong.



“No,” I told her. “I have nothing against you.” I couldn't let myself admit I'd been affected so much. Not if she wouldn't admit the part she'd played.



My older brother saw something was wrong too. One evening he sat me down and asked.



Could I have lied to him? No, not to my brother. He was the person I looked up most to in the world. He was in his early twenties, and was trying to get into one of those overseas aid organisations. I lived in intermittent but strong fear that one day he would go off to one of the more ruinous parts of the world and –



Well, I don't want to talk about that. It's a digression anyway. The point is, even the full force of my natural reticence could not stand up to him.



I told him about what had happened with Ella, and how I couldn't get over my anger.



He listened. He didn't lecture me about the futility of revenge, or throw any other platitudes my way. He just waited for me to finish, then nodded and said, “What a bitch.” I grumbled about her a bit more, and he went on: “I hate to say it, but you're going to meet more people like that. But I know you're strong enough to win.” Other stuff, too, but that's the bit I remember.



So I tried to get on with it. I doubled down on my anger, held it under. It became a tiny, white-hot flame that refused to be extinguished, no matter how much I tried to stifle it. It was still there months later, when I figured out how to predict the visitations.



And then something occurred to me.



On a day my companions weren't playing, I took Ella down to the beach to see the ghost. She knew something was going on down there by that point, of course, and she was interested in seeing what I got up to, but I didn't tell her what to expect.



I kept her hand in mine, of course. I didn't want to risk her actually seeing the ghost's face. The Just getting lost in the tiny beach and hearing that awful sobbing would be enough. And it was: When we came out half an hour later, having avoided getting anywhere near the ghost, Ella was crying.



I played innocent. I acted scared. I told her that had never happened before, that I'd heard about the haunting but thought it was a myth. 



Later, at home, thinking about this cruel trick I'd played, I couldn't help but feel a surge of satisfaction. 







Ella and I drifted apart. Growing up, I suppose. It didn't matter, though, because new people came into my life. 



He came up to me while I was leaning against wall, holding a plastic cup of some violently sweet and violently colourful drink that I'd had foisted on me. He had a broad grin which he wielded with worrying effectiveness and a sort of chattiness which quickly got through my defences



His name was Alex Thyme, I learned. Smart, but not shy. We talked at some length about the overseas organisation my brother was applying to, then some uncool schoolwork which we both found interesting. I went home with his number, and we started meeting up so often that I even had to cut back my visits to the beach.







For two years I went on visiting her, either alone or with my companions. It was my refuge, my escape from all the dreary, grinding bits of teenage life, uplifting in a way even Alex couldn't be.



On a Saturday morning, at the tail end of a weak and pathetic summer, my mother called me into the living room. It was in the tone of voice that made it obvious something big was waiting for me. And as confirmation of that, when I traipsed in, I found my brother sitting there too, providing backup.



And with him there, there was no way I could let myself evade the questions to come.



My mother, using my full name, asked me to sit down. I did. She paused to crush the end of her cigarette and light another. Then she asked me: “How long have you been visiting the ghost on the beach?”



I don't know why I was so surprised. If there really was something down there, people would have known about it before me, wouldn't they?



I told her honestly, and answered a few more brief questions while the smell of smoke thickened. 



Eventually, seeming bored by this line of questioning, she leaned forward and said, “We think Thomas McAlister is dead.”



Tom.



We'd had a successful visit a few days ago. And Tom … hadn't been grinning like he usually did afterwards.



Oh.



“We think, anyway,” she went on. “We know how it works. There's not … there's not enough left to be sure. 



She was blurry about the details, but I later found out that as far the official records are concerned, Tom went down as a missing person, and that was that.



“Promise me you'll never go down there again,” my mother said. “I couldn't stand to …” The cigarette in her hand trembled. “ … lose you.”



The choice was obvious, really. I promised, and I kept my word. And I wasn't the one she lost.







I want to say I was scared straight, but that wouldn't be entirely true. I was scared, yes. But another part of me felt Tom's death added to the allure, confirmed the danger, added an extra frisson to the notion of going out there again.



But life caught up. Growing closer to Alex – I never told him in any detail about what happened down there.. Even rebuilding a sort of friendship with Ella. Schoolwork, relationships, all the other stuff. And eventually, once that dreadful letter arrived, I stopped thinking about the beach entirely.








It was getting dark outside. I wondered once more through the empty, alienating house, retrieved the plastic bone from a mantlepiece that hadn't been there when I left for university, considered putting it in my pocket, then dropped it in with the rest of the bin.



One final reunion to go. I pulled my coat around me and left the house. Clouds formed a roof of pale grey, closing the world in, save for one ragged hole in the distance which was lit into a dozen shades of golden orange by the setting sun. Closer, sickly yellow street lamps were already on, smudged slightly by a thin mist, making the pavement look otherworldly and too-small.



I stuck my hands deeper in my pockets and pressed on through the cold air, down to the beach. I stood on the shingles, feeling the stones grind against each other beneath my feet and looked out at the horizon. The sea grumbled, streaked with whitewash. The pier legs were a line of black stumps in the distance, smaller and even more pathetic than I remembered.



Presently there came footsteps, someone calling my name. Alex, standing on the road behind the beach. Now sporting a beard and deeper-set lines around his eyes, but there was still that broad grin I remembered, the sort of thing to trick you into thinking he could do no harm.



I waved and walked over to meet meet him. We hugged awkwardly, unsure of the appropriate level of intimacy.



“How're you doing?”



I shrugged. “Alright, I suppose.” What else is there to say?



After a few more fumbling bits of smalltalk, he looked at the beach, and searching for something halfway interesting to say, came out with, “This is the place where you used to … ?”



“Yeah. Nostalgia, I guess.” I shivered. “Is there anywhere nearby we can get a drink?”



“Sure. Just up the road here.”



As we were walking up to the pub, I noticed he had a slight limp.



“Yeah,” he said. “Work friend got married recently. I was enough of a fool to try white water rafting on the stag do.” He gave me a self-deprecating grin. “Got a metal plate and everything in there right now.”



You still get the chance to – 



I laughed. “Of course you did. Anyone else injured?”



“Nope.”



“Every stag needs its fool. I'm sure the everyone else was glad you could take the mantle.” This wasn't funny, but he laughed anyway.



The pub was reasonably warm, with a low, uneven ceiling and soft orange lighting. I watched Alex dither over a selection of ugly-sounding local ales before ordering us both something stronger. I drunk mine slowly.



“Thanks for calling me,” he said near the end of the first pint. “I was actually a bit worried, you know, that after what happened, you kind of blamed me,”



“No,” I said slowly. “I have nothing against you.”



What happened. He tried to get into it a bit more, but I didn't want to talk about it. I pushed through onto easier, more immediate things. How did the funeral go? Oh, well, you know, the officiant was … 



And so forth, until he'd finished his second pint. I continued to sip at mine.



Then we move onto the nothings. How my accent is changing. How his isn't. Work, new friends, life in Bristol, politics, everything.



At the end of his fifth pint, it was dark outside; the windows were just mirrors showing me and Alex as spectres enveloped in darkness. I suggested we make a move, and together we headed out into the night.



We walked along the empty, poorly-lit road by the shore. Above us, you could tell there were holes in the cloud cover, but couldn't make out which was open sky. The moon was out, but reduced to a diffuse patch of brightness.



By the time we reached the beach, my eyes had adjusted enough to see the mist coming in.



“How's your leg?” I asked. “Think you could walk on the sand?”



“Sure. Sure. No problem.” A pause, then: “Why?”



“The game.” I grin at him. “Why not? It's been a grim couple of days. Why not have some fun?”



He smiled back. “Alright. What do I do?”



“First, we take our shoes off here …”



I explained what to do, and told him that the fun was getting disoriented and lost in what seemed like a tiny beach.



“I'm already pretty disoriented,” he commented.



We walked briskly, rather than ran, across the beach. Soon the thickening mist swallowed everything: Pier, sea, sky Alex. I was alone, with nothing by the cold sand beneath my feet and the wall of mist pressing in around me.



Everything else in this town had moved on without me, or else shrivelled and retreated into something pathetic. But this hadn't changed. This was as powerful, as wonderful as it had ever been. I savoured it, wandering, stopping, running. I heard her sobbing over the distance sound of lapping ocean and followed it. Three times I saw her hunched silhouette wringing its hands and stumbling across the sand, came as close as I dared, and retreated.



Eventually I felt stones beneath my feet and found myself by the water's edge. It was over. I turned and headed back across the beach. It was still hard to see well, but I recognised Alex by his limping form. I realised I was still smiling, stifled it, and walked over to him.



“The hell just happened?” he asked as I led him back towards our shoes.



I shook my head. “No idea. Weird …” 



He glanced back at the beach. “That certainly was disorienting.” We sat down on a large stone to put our shoes back on. He continued: “I thought I saw …”



I froze, turned to look at him. “What?”



“Well, I thought I saw you at first, but it was someone else. I …” He shrugged. “No idea. Mind must be playing tricks on me.”



“Maybe” I said.



He was too tired and too drunk to want to continue further, so we headed back to his place in silence.







The next day, I thanked Alex for letting me stay over and gently probed about last night. Has wasn't sure what had happened, but wasn't inclined to dwell on it. What were his plans for the next few days? Going to see friends. That was good, I said, and asked him to keep in touch.



After finishing the work at my mother's old house, I took the train back to Bristol.







A couple of days later, I woke with something under the covers pressing against the back of my hand. It was cold and hard. Parts of it were slick and greasy. I sat up and pulled the covers aside.



A flat piece of metal, a few inches long. Squarish at one end, ragged at the other, like it had been sheared in half. A few smears of red lay down one side.



A surge of satisfaction.



I took it into the kitchen and threw it in the bin.
      

      
   
      To Make a Choice


      

      
      
         The first thing to know about Cousin Ken was to never stare at his scars or he’d break your fingers. Dav learned this when he stared at Cousin Ken’s scars and he broke his fingers.



“He’s sensitive,” Brendam explained, as Dav crawled out of the house. “You should go away and never come back.”



But Dav didn’t go away. He looked down, and tried his hardest not to cry. He’d spent too much time looking for Cousin Ken to go away after just a look.



Brendam didn’t care for his tears. “Wait here,” he said, as he opened the door to Cousin Ken’s house. “He needs me. I’ll apologize on your behalf, and then he’ll call the hospital so they fix your hand immediately. Then you’ll leave.”



Dav didn’t reply. 



Cousin Ken’s house wasn’t a mansion, even though it should have been. It was small, and wooden, and full of shadows. The blinds were all closed, the door had no glass. Dav lived in a castle made of gold, full of light and wealth—and he knew why. Cousin Ken had created, all alone, the family riches. And yet, he lived in misery.



It didn’t make sense… at first. But now, as Dav waited for Brendam to come out, looking at the holes in the walls, the unkempt garden, the filth on the side of the road, Dav felt the pain, like hot needles going upwards, from his hand all the way to his shoulder. His beautiful face darkened with a frown. The house made sense now. 



If that thing inside—and Dav remembered the scars, running from the forehead to the very base of the neck, turning the face into a lumpy mess of flesh and red tissue. He remembered the short arms and the misshapen back, how it looked like a crumbling, broken mountain—had really been Cousin Ken, he fit the house perfectly.



But still, it didn’t make sense why he would want to live this way. 



“Good. You waited.”



Brendam got out and closed the door behind him. Dav wanted to get in again, to talk with Cousin Ken—even if his hand still hurt—but just a look at Brendam’s face told him what was best for him. Part of him disliked being ordered around by what was almost a complete stranger, but he knew Brendam, or at least, he knew his reputation. He was, famously, Cousin Ken’s caretaker and only friend.



Dav swallowed. “Look, I’m sorry, I—I didn’t know…”



“I apologized for you.”



“I shouldn’t have stared, I—”



“You shouldn’t have come here.” Brendam took Dav’s hand and examined it. “You knew this would happen.”



“I didn’t!”



“And yet, you came.”



“I didn’t know!”



Dav yanked his hand from Brendam’s grip, causing him to flinch and look at him, really look at him, for the first time. “My God,” Brendam said, and his voice sweetened. “How old are you?”



“Mother told me not to come,” Dav said, looking off to the side. “She… I had no idea this was going to…” He shivered. “Was that really him?”



Brendam gave him a soft smile. “You poor kid. You really didn’t know.” He nudged him, so they would walk together down the street. “That was, indeed, the man you know as Cousin Ken.”



“But he can’t be!”



“Oh, can’t he?”



The sky seemed to clear when the house disappeared in the distance. Birds started singing again. The air smelled fresher. They walked faster.



“And how did you imagine him, then, kid? Suit and tie, a handsome face? A great mansion, people lining up by his door? A powerful man?”



“Yes! How can he look like that? He’s a—a monster! Why hasn’t he fixed his face, his—”



Brendam walked with his hands linked behind his back, and he shot Dav an unreadable stare. “Kid…”



“David.”



“David.” Brendam nodded. “Did you think your cousin was happy?”



“No.”



“Exactly. No great man was ever happy, David. Ever.” His eyes sparkled. “And you know why?”



Dav didn't reply.



“Because misery, David, misery breeds genius,” Brendam said. He was looking up front, face completely expressionless. “Try to imagine, if you can, a man who would give it all to invent a machine that creates perfection. A device that builds beauty. Wouldn’t that be an ugly man?”



A grunt. Dav was young, yes, but old enough to recognize condescendence. “I don’t see how that’s relevant. Cousin Ken didn’t need to be like that.”



“Didn’t he? I believe he did. Necessity is the backbone of invention. We don’t look for the things we don’t miss.” A sigh escaped Brendam’s lungs. “Thanks to Ken, David, you will walk into that hospital, you will step in that wonderful room full of mirrors, and you will get your bones mended. Your wounds will disappear without stitches, your scars will fade away.”



“Yes.” The words were hard in Dav’s throat. “I know what Cousin Ken invented.”



“And I’m trying to tell you why he invented it. Why he had to invent it. Why he’s the only one who could invent it—because that was his dream. That was what he needed, all his life.  A room full of mirrors, and what you see in them is a misshapen, hurt creature… but then the reflection changes. And the hurt goes away.” He pointed at Dav's hand. “How long will it take them to cure this? A minute? Two?”



“I don’t know.”



Something in his voice made Brendam stop. He looked doubtful, now. His lips pursed. “I’m not trying to humiliate you. I’m… sorry. Ken is dear to me, and—I’m sorry. I just don’t know how much you know.”



“I know what you’re telling me. That Cousin Ken invented that thing.” Dav raised his swollen hand. The fingers were twisted, like claws. “The thing that can fix this.”



“Yes.” Brendam continued his walk. “But do you know how it works?”



“It… fixes you.”



“No. It doesn’t ‘fix’ anything. Fixing implies solving a problem, restoring what’s wrong. What Ken made, it just…” Brendam swept his hand to the side. “Changes it. But it doesn’t fix it.”



Dav frowned. He was young, his hand hurt, and he didn’t want to admit it. “I don’t understand.”



“Hmm. Ken grew up looking at the mirror,” Brendam said, “and wishing that somebody would take away the bad. The wrong. The ugly. I think he wondered who was responsible, or why it had to be this way.”



“Okay. So he went and invented a way to fix that.” Dav couldn’t help the frustration creeping to his voice again. “But then why didn’t he fix himself after that was done? Why does he still look like that?” The picture of Cousin Ken, his back and his arms and his face, it all came back to him, and he shivered again. “He can get rid of the scars, and the lump in his back, and… everything. So why?” 



Brendam wasn’t smiling. “Don’t you think he tried?”



This made Dav stop. 



“Oh.”



“He created a machine to fix himself. You think him a monster, don’t you?” Brendam’s hands, still linked behind his back, tightened. His knuckles went white. “You’re scared of him. Imagine being him. Being disgusted by what you see in the mirror, knowing everybody thinks the same... Do you really believe he didn’t try to solve his problem after he invented the machine?”



“The… It didn’t work on him?” Dav felt a pressure on his chest. “It didn’t…?”



“It’s…” Brendam took a deep breath. “It’s a little hard to explain. I’m trying to put into words. Maybe you should think of it as choices, David.”



Dav blinked. “Choices?”



“Yes. That’s how the machine works. Your life, what you are, what you see around you? It was created by choices. Everything you do, everything you say, everything you think, is a choice. Choices change the world. They shape reality.” He pointed at the street. “What if I pushed you in front of a car right now? You would die. What if I didn’t? You wouldn’t.” His eyes flared. “It’s a choice.”



Dav tried to think about it. “Okay.”



Brendam saw through the façade. “Hmm. Every time you do something.” He snapped his fingers. “Bam. The world changes. But what if you hadn’t done it? What if you had chosen another option? Then the world would be different, a little bit.” 



“So everything I do changes the world,” Dav said. “If only a little. That’s what you mean?”



“Not just your choices. Everybody’s choices. And what about the things that we don’t choose, like the things left to luck? A coin that lands on tails instead of heads. A mutation that doesn’t happen. A car that stops in time.” Brendam closed his eyes. “Do you follow me?”



“Yes, I think.”



“Good. And in some hypothetical universe, in some reality that’s not our own, your choice might have been different. And in a third one, something else changes. Imagine infinite realities, and each one can be the same, or completely unlike our own. Because every time there’s a choice, there's a chance.”



This made Dav stop to think. He remembered all the times he’d been to the hospital for a minor cut or a small wound. He remembered the room with mirrors on the walls, the room that held the machine Cousin Ken had invented so many years ago.



When you stepped in that room, and the lights turned on, you could see your reflection, and your reflection’s reflection, and so on. You could see infinite versions of you. Infinite Davids.



Dav muttered “Oh”.



“Get it? Every choice, every chance. That means that everything that can be possible is possible… Somewhere else. In a different reality.” Brendam ran a hand through his long hair. “In another world, I could be a woman. Why not? But everything else, it would be the same. Or absolutely different. Or I could be dead.”



Dav nodded. “So the machine creates that. It…” he frowned. “It makes anything because it could have happened. It works by… It takes every, every possible choice, and then it… makes it real?”



“Maybe. Maybe it calculates every possibility, and then indeed makes it a reality. Or maybe it reaches somewhere we can’t see, and takes what it needs from that universe where things didn’t go the same way. What matters is, it doesn’t fix any of your problems. It just puts them away, swaps them for something else. Something better.” 



Dav thought, again, about the infinite Davids. At first they would be exactly like you knew you were. But then the machine would turn on, and then there would be a humming noise, and the reflections would all change. Slowly, at first, but then they would go faster. 



And little by little, as they changed, you would change, too. The blood would go away, the pain would disappear…



“So the machine chooses?” he asked. “How can it know what’s a better choice?”



“Oh, it doesn’t. That’s the doctors, I’d say. They…” Brendam shrugged. “They calculate, and pick the best for you. A healthier version” A side glance. “A more beautiful one. Do you think you were born like that?”



Dav laughed. He couldn’t help it. “No,” he said. “I was… I’ve seen pictures. I had the funniest nose.”



Brendam chuckled. “But you don’t, know. You’re beautiful. We all are.” He sighed. “That’s what Ken gave us all. The chance to pick. The ability to get the best of all possible works. Swap your broken wrist for a healthy one, the face of a human for the face of an angel.”



Dav nodded. He’d never thought of it this way, like choices, but he didn’t see that much of a difference. Fixing or changing for something better, it was all the same. “And… it didn’t work for Cousin Ken?”



A pause. They were close to the hospital now, really close. Dav knew the city like the palm of his throbbing, hurting hand. 



“That’s the worst part,” Brendam said. “It did. The machine didn’t fail.”



Dav frowned. “What?”



“The machine didn’t fail. When your cousin went in, the machine worked perfectly. They calculated every possibility.” Brendam looked at Dav. “He couldn’t change.”



The words seemed to have an echo, a particular weight. Dav felt them on his stomach, and remembered the look in Cousin Ken’s eyes. 



He swallowed. “How? How is that…?”



“Possible? Feasible?” Brendam asked. There was a smile on his face, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “It shouldn’t be. If I chose to push you in front of a car, you should die. If I chose to dye my hair, it should be red. But with Cousin Ken, that doesn’t work. No matter what he does, no matter what anyone does, no matter what happens, he’s the same. All the paths lead the same way. Everything leads up to him, and the bad never goes away.”



“God.”



“It’s worse than that. You see, when he discovered this, when he saw that he was always the same broken man across all the universes, he got the scars.”



Dav’s eyes got wide. His neck itched. “The scars in his face?”



“Hmm.” Brendam scratched his nose, rubbed his own forehead. “He wasn’t born with them. They’re homemade, in his words. A fit of rage. Inevitable, really.” His voice dropped. “Literally, inevitable.”



“But he could have—”



“He couldn’t. Don’t you see it? All of them—all the Cousin Kens, in every single reality, they all found out. They discovered they couldn’t be changed. And they got the scars.” Another deep breath. “All of them, no matter what they chose, were driven to get those scars, at the same time. He created the machine, and it just made it all worse.” 



Scars. 



Dav thought about his mother.



Thanks to her, Dav had known of Cousin Ken all his life, but still, he’d always been a mystery. Everything his family had said about him was that Cousin Ken had to be left alone.



They were in front of the hospital doors now. Dav looked at Brendam. “But if everything is possible, and if you can pick anything…”



“Then at least one reality should be different, but yet, here we are. Arguing about this won’t change anything. He has the scars. He’ll always have the scars.”



Dav looked down. “And I stared at them.”



“And so he broke your fingers. He was really sorry,” Brendam said. “But, you need to understand that, for him… Well. You can always fix your hand, can you? But he can’t fix his face.”



They stood in silence for a moment. Dav, looking down. Brendam, looking at Dav.



Then Dav talked. “Mother doesn’t like to talk about Cousin Ken.”



A blink. Brendam tilted his head to the side. “Oh?”



“Nobody really does. They told me to avoid him,” Dav continued. “I thought they hated him. But…”



“But?”



Dav made his best to choose his words. “I… My mother. She’s really pretty now. But when she was younger, she wasn’t as much. And now she says she’ll never come here.”



“Ah.” Brendam looked to the side. “Of course.”



The scars. The short arms. The misshapen back. Dav wondered if they hurt. If they hurt as much as his hand, for example. He talked like one talks in a dream. “He shouldn’t be this unhappy.”



This made Brendam frown. “Excuse me?”



“Cousin Ken. He shouldn’t be this unhappy.” Dav looked at Brendam eye to eye. “He can’t fix himself, but he helped a lot of people. He saved a lot of lives. He should be happy about it.”



Brendam arched an eyebrow. “Are you an optimist, David?”



“I don’t know.”



“See, that’s the thing. It was a trick question.” Brendam squinted. “Nobody is an optimist. You need to decide if you want to be one, and then make an effort. Ken made it possible to fix everybody but himself. He made our lives better. And you know what?”



Dav took a step back.



“Maybe some people would enjoy that.” Brendam’s voice was sweet with anger. “Maybe somebody would love the chance to be a hero, to sacrifice themselves for humanity. And maybe they’d be optimistic about it, and bathe in their own altruism.



“But see, that’s a choice. You need to choose to be a hero, or perhaps to be an optimist. But Ken? That was something he couldn’t do. He never had a choice. Because there’s one truth, and one truth only—no matter what, no matter how, Ken suffers. Good afternoon, David.”



And with that, Brendam turned around and left.  
      

      
   
      Hollow Man


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Encounter at dusk


      

      
      
         I try to bury the metal splinters strewn all over the ground around me under a layer of dead leaves. This might be superfluous, though, as I run no great risk: even if a hunter or a stray farmer found them, they wouldn’t catch their attention for more than a few seconds. To the naked eye, they are just polished shards of some grey metal. Only the microscope could reveal them for what they really are.



But microscopes are hundreds of years away now.



The leaves rustle as I scuff the ground with my feet. Soon every trace of my arrival has vanished, except in the short-lived memories of the beasties that witnessed it. Satisfied, I look up at the blue patch of sky, only visible through the tiny openings in the canopy overhead. It’s hard to guess the exact time of the day without actually seeing the sun, but anywhen from 4 to 5 PM seems a reasonable pick. Perfect timing. I close my eyes and let myself drown into the ambiant stillness, snuffing the air. A complex waft of loam and humus bathes my nostrils. Bird songs fill my ears. Far away I catch a faint squelch, maybe a deer trudging across a mire. An easy prey, should any predator care.



I reopen my eyes, and put my cowl on. I check my bow and my quiver, tally the arrows. Fifty of them, with tungsten carbide heads, carbon shafts and synthetic fletching. Swift and lethal, even through a chain mail. I have my dagger too, just in case. But I should not need it, except for skinning or gutting game. The rest of my weapons are much cleverly concealed. 



I stretch. No time to lose dallying, the sun will soon set: I need to gather tinder for tonight’s fire, a not too difficult task in a forest during winter. Then I have to find the right glade, which entails properly finding my bearings. I pick up a compass—one of the rare instruments I won't have to hide away—and check the needle. It confirms the direction I’d already inferred. It’ll be a snap to find the right spot now: the instructions the commissioner gave me before my departure were clear. I can’t get lost.








Sitting close to the fire whose flickering flames cast ghostly shadows, I softly blow into my rough flageolet, playing out a tune that no one shall hear again during the next millenium. No ordinary, sensible traveler would ever do that, of course. The shrill notes that spring from the wooden stick act a magnet to every creature around, be they nocturnal carnivores or, worse, roving brigands. But I’m neither afraid of beasts nor of hoodlums. My only duty is to make sure she doesn’t skirt around and miss me.



A far-off owl hoots, its call answered by the chilling howl of a lone wolf. It sounds unreal to me, like I’ve been carried away from the real world into one of those fairy tales mothers used to read at night to their drowsy children long ago, when artificially induced sleep hadn’t yet been invented. On the edge of the glade, two keen eyes glint a brief instant before backing off into darkness. A fox maybe, curious to see what is going on. I could switch to nocturnal vision, but I don’t really—



Faint, but unmistakable, the clop of a horse. That’s her. A shiver runs down my spine, and I feel butterflies in my stomach. Come on, don’t be ridiculous! I resume my tune, eyes locked on the fire that crackles and splutters. Over the melody, I can now distinctly hear the squish of the hooves as they tread the soggy ground at a steady pace. Behind me, louder and nearer. Louder and nearer, until she reaches the edge. Then a break, as she pulls in and contemplates the scene. A large glade, in the centre of which a hooded form squats near a fire, playing an outlandish tune, apparently unaware of her presence. Is that any form of threat? Is this a trap? She must decide. Quickly.



The horse whinnies. I ignore the sound and keep on piping. I imagine her climbing down, so nimbly that she hardly makes a sound when she lands. But now, I can make out her unflinching steps on the grass as she comes towards me. A swish, then the sharp prick of a dagger tip in the middle of my back. I stop playing, and slowly put the flute away from my lips.



“Good evening, Joan! You shouldn’t travel by night. Even the quietest forests have eyes,” I say.



The tip of the dagger shudders as surprise shakes her.



“How do you know my name?” she asks in her strong rustic accent. “You didn’t even turn around. How do you know I’d come here?” Her voice quavers a little, and I figure out her mind ridden with fears and doubts.



“I know many things, young maid. Many things that have come to pass, many others that haven’t yet, and many others that never will.”



“Who are you?”



“Of all questions you may ask, this is one I cannot answer at this point. But believe me, I’m no enemy. I’m here to protect you.”



A short pause. “This is ridiculous. Why should I trust you?”



“Look Joan. I know your name. I know where you come from, and on what quest you embarked. I know you’d be here tonight and I was waiting for you. Do you really believe you can safely sneak through English territory and ride across half of the country to reach the goal you set yourself, and succeed?”



“I’ve placed myself in the hand of God. He shall keep me safe and rid of my path of our true king's enemies. I need no protection, from you or anyone else.”



“Precisely,” I reply, sternly. “God sent me.”



I hear her giggling, as she puts her dagger back in its sheath. “I’ve seen angels with my own eyes. You don’t look like any of them.”



“And what do angels look like, dear?”



She doesn’t answer, but rather comes in front of me, and sits on the ground. Our faces are level. Definitely, she’s not as the later portraitists fancied. Long face, delicate nose, medium dark hair, cut into a short bob that gives her an almost fragile male apparence. Almond-shaped green eyes that betray her intelligence but fail to register my own face, concealed as it is under the hood.



“Why do you keep that hood?” she asks, acknowledging her unsuccessful attempt.



“So that you can’t see my face.”



”Why do you hide it?”



“You don’t want to see it. Under no circumstances. Not before I decide to show it to you. If ever do.”



“You wouldn’t be the Devil, by all means?”



I laugh. “Not that I’m aware of. Did you spot a tail behind me? Or horns spiking under that hood?”



“No. But you could’ve altered your apparence to trick me.”



Hopefully, I have an easy way to wiggle out. “I’m a former leper. The disease left me scarred and deformed. I don’t want to scare you, that’s all.”



She pouts. “I understand,” she finally says. “And I don’t think you’re the devil anyway. He’d try to seduce me, I guess, because of the vow I made to remain staunch to my love of God. He’d probably appear as an elegant, handsome young noble, not as a former leper hidden under a cowl.”



I smirk, but she can’t see it. “Does that—” I break off. Behind me the horse neighs in fear. I swirl around and spot, on the edge of glade, twelve, maybe fifteen pair of feral eyes, whose pupils glint with the light of the fire.



“Wolves!” I shout. “Get to your horse, quick!”



She jumps to her feet, unsheathes her dagger and runs across the grass to her steed. Under the command of a dark grey hound, the pack slowly closes on the horse in a wary, but resolute march. I could use a brand to repel them, but they’re an easy target. I seize a first arrow from my quiver, draw my bow and train it to the leader. The string sings as it snaps, and the missile flies smack bang into the wolf’s head, crushing the skull. I reload flat out over and over and, a few seconds and a dozen arrows later, all that remain of the pack are bleeding corpses lying on the grass.



She looks at me with bulging eyes.



“How… I swear no archer could do that, not even the King’s ones! How did you…do that?” she stammers.



I stand up in turn and stride to the wolves. Hunching down, I begin to gather my arrows, plucking them one by one from the warm bodies, then rubbing them on the grass to wipe the blood away. “Didn't I say I was sent by God to protect you?” I answer, not looking at her.



"I don’t know if I must believe you.”



I pull the last arrow out and turn to her. “Well, either you believe me and you live, either you don’t and you die. It’s as simple as that.” I point at the crude leather jacket she wears as an armour. “Do you think this will protect you against arrows or blades?”



She sighs, and gazes at the dead animals. “Okay,” she finally says. “What do you want?”



“I have good reasons for your mission to succeed, so I’m definitely a friend of yours. I shall endeavour to protect you under all circumstances, until a certain event happens. Then, I will answer every question about me and I will let you go. In the meanwhile, you may not see my face, nor ask any questions about me…” I giggle. “That is, you may try, but I won’t answer. And don’t attempt to remove my hood by force, because I shall stop your hand well before it touches the fabric. For the rest, just pretend I’m your squire.”



She laughs in turn. “I’m no noble lady, I don’t own pages or lads.”



“You soon will,” I answer. “But for the time being, I think you should have some rest. I shall keep watch on you and your horse while you sleep. We’re safe here.”



She rummages in one of the saddlebags her horse is carrying, and pulls a rough blanket out. Walking back to the fire, she spreads the blanket on to the grass, then wraps herself in it, both her arms folded under her head. She observes me for a while, then, “I don’t even know your name. It’s not fair. You know mine, though I don’t know how. What should I call you?”



“Call me John. Joan and John. Looks like the perfect name for a cheesy rock band.”



“What?” she asks. “What are you talking about? A rock band?”



“Never mind,” I answer. “Try and get some rest. We have a long journey ahead of us.”



“You’re weird. I wonder who sent you. It’s probably not God. Good night, John.”



“I shall not sleep, but thanks anyway. Good night, Joan.”



She closes her eyes. I ponder on for a while, fiddling with a twig that I poke into the fire, and occasionally looking around for unwanted visitors. Five minutes pass. Ten. She’s asleep now. I turn to her and watch her chest heave and fall regularly as she breathes. I stand up and come closer. Bending, I place a hand on her brow, locking on her alpha waves. Then I let out some low-energy currents, modulated by the proper patterns. It doesn’t have to drag on: the memory imprint will linger in her brain just long enough.








The sun is up since two hours when she wakes up. She opens her eyes, stretches her limbs, sits up and looks at me. “I’ve been visited by God again during my sleep,” she says. “He said he’d sent an emissary to look after me. I’ve no doubt it’s you.”



I smile under my hood. “The sun’s already high and days are still short in February. Let’s not tarry here. If you’re hungry, I suggest you eat on horseback. The road ahead of us is long.”



She nods. Standing up, “If you would excuse me,” she says as she takes a few steps aside, then lowers her pants and pees. The instructors had told me that this period’s customs would be a little off with respect to modern standards, but I’d never imagined that included this sort of scene. Obviously she’s not prude, which makes sense, as daughter of farmers. 



Once she’s done, she hitches her pants back up. She walks to her blanket, folds it and puts it back into the saddlebag, from which she picks up a big loaf of bread, already half consumed. Using a pocket knife, she cuts a big slice up. “Want some?” she asks.



“No, thanks. I’m not hungry.”



“You’re not hungry, you don’t sleep.” She clenches the bread with her teeth, then puts a foot on a stirrup and heaves herself on to the horse’s back. Taking the slice back in her hand, “You’re a strange man. If you are a man at all,” she concludes.



“God only knows,” I answer. Racking my brain for today’s weather, “It won’t rain before three days. We should cover as much distance as possible. The rain will slow us, although our path will be safer.”



“Which way should we go,” she asks.



“Haven’t you already chosen a road?”



“Not really. I know little of foreign lands. I was planning to ask for guidance.”



“I think we should avoid big cities, and ride through the forests as much as possible, even if that will slow our progress. Fortunately Champagne is almost covered in trees, except for a few open patches. Do you have any money?”



“Barely. Only what Robert de Baudricourt gave me. Just enough to buy bread for a three-week journey.”



“That shall be plenty. We’ll hunt and drink water from the springs. Let’s go.” I draw my compass out of my pocket and—



“What’s that?”



“A tool sold by an Italian merchant I once met. Mariners use it, apparently, and it’s been brought back from a remote country. The needle inside the dial always points towards North. With that little thing, you can't get lost, even in the deepest of the deepest forest.”



“Some kind of magic?”



I shrug. “No. Just using the—" I stop short. “Well, the guy said it was called ‘magnetism’, though i have no idea what that means.” I spin, and look at the needle. “North is there, thus…”  I mentally conjure up the map of the area, “we should go that way. Assuming we can cover about five leagues a day, we should cross the Loire in about two weeks, God willing.”



With these words, we set out and leave the glade.








We remain in the forest all day, not encountering any other threats than  squirrels, hares and foxes. Without any clear view of the sky around noon, I cannot really estimate how long we've travelled, but I guess four to fives leagues is a reasonable guess. As evening falls, we find a suitable spot to overnight. She climbs down from her horse and let it graze peacefully. 



“I’m going to find game to eat tonight. You, pick up tinder to kindle, okay?” I say.



She nods, and starts wandering around in search of tinder. I let her at her task and return under the trees. Almost tiptoeing, I proceed as silently as possible, scanning the surroundings for unusual sounds. The forests of this era teem with animals, I won’t have to go to far before—



A grunt just ahead of me, followed by the sound of rooting. I freeze. It’s a chance my body does not emit or leave any scent. Silently, I fetch an arrow in my quiver, draw my bow and I await in perfect stillness.



The big shrub ahead of me jiggles and rustles, and the boar’s head pokes out. A big male, with impressive tusks. It halts and looks up at me in surprise. I cannot let it recover or it will charge. In a fraction of a second, quicker than any organic nervous system can react, my bow is aimed and the arrow shoots. It strikes right between the eyes, lodging itself into the skull. The beast jerks, totters for an instant then flops, dead.



Phase one is over. I glance at the animal: two, maybe three hundreds kilograms. Undaunted, I easily heave the carcass, put it on my shoulder and plod back to the glade.



As I emerge from the forest, I am welcomed by a perky fire whose snaky flames shift and crackle. She whistles as she sees the quarry I bring back. 



“Fuck, how can you carry such a load? That boar must weigh over four hundred pounds, or I’ve never seen one.”



“God gave me the strength,” I reply, flinging the carcass on to the ground where it crashes with a thud.



“Don’t blaspheme,” she snaps in a surprisingly earnest tone.



I look at her. “Well, rather than grousing, help me skin and gut this monster, if you want to eat something tonight.” She smiles, grasps her dagger and both of us endeavour to transform the dead animal into something edible. 



"I suppose you won’t eat tonight, will you?” she asks, after skewering a hunk of ham and putting it over the fire where it roasts gently. 



“You suppose well,” I answer, nodding.



“Aren’t you hungry? How can you eat nothing and still live and carry such a heavy load? You must be some sort of wizard.”



“Magic doesn’t exist. Wizards and hexes are tired stories for simpletons or clodhoppers.”



“WHAT!?” she retorts, obviously shocked. “How can you say that? Hexes exist, they are evil women who sell their soul to the devil in exchange for—”



“Come on!” I cut in. “The devil couldn't care less. He has bigger fish to fry.”



“You’re wrong. Every soul that runs astray from the path of the righteous is a victory for the devil.”



I sigh. “Look,” I say, “I don’t want to engage into a pointless theological argument with you right now. Believe what you want, about me included, I said to you I wouldn't answer any of your questions until the time is ripe. But I’m no wizard, and wizards do not exist. Full stop.”



She frowns and her face assumes sort of sulking expression. Soon she pulls her meat back from the fire and wolfs it down. When nothing is left but the blade, she opens her flask and swills half of its contents down. Then she concludes by a loud belch.



“You’re going to have to mind your Ps and Qs if you want to impress the King,” I comment noncommittally. “Try not to shit before him as you do before me. That could rouse some ill will.”



She laughs. “There ain’t any privies out there. And what’s the matter with you? You ain’t no sissy, so why are you so prissy? Animals crap and pee everyday in the fields, and nobody gives a shit. You drink, you piddle. You eat, you shit. That’s nature. If you don’t want me to shit before you, then don’t look at me when I eat either.”



“I don’t eat.”



“Yeah, I’d forgotten that, sorry.” She yawns. “Well, mister-muscles-hidden-under-a-cowl-who-doesn’t-eat, time for me to sleep. I assume shuteye’s not for you.”



“One of us must stay awake while the other sleeps.”



She walks to her horse, takes the blanket out of the saddlebag and, back to the fire, wraps herself in it. “Well good night anyway. And you’re lucky it’s winter. If the weather was warmer, I’d sleep naked.”



I shrug. “I thought you’d sworn to remain faithful to God.”



“Yeah, I made that oath, mostly because of my sister. But being faithful to Him doesn’t mean I’m not authorised to sleep naked, does it?”



“I guess not. What of your sister?”



She pouts. “My sister is a floozy. All she’s interested in is getting laid by the bumpkins she befriends. She’s… she’s a bitch.”



“There’s not much fun to get in a small village like yours…”



“It’s no reason to wallow in sin.” 



“You’re inconsistent,” I reply. “On the one hand, you don’t mind shitting in front of a foreigner because that’s natural, but your sister’s lewdness revolts you. But what do beasts in the fields? Just eat, drink, piss and shit? What do you think your stallion here will do if he encounters a mare in heat?”



She ponders. “Well, the scriptures say—”



“Oh come on! Do you think anyone regulates his life according to them? Really?”



“Clerics? Monks?”



“Well, you’ve never set foot in an abbey, my lass.”



Another break as she thinks. Then, unexpectedly, “You won’t rape me, will you?”



I burst in laughter. “Why do you think I would?”



“Well… Men are… just men, if you take my meaning.”



“But I’m no ordinary man. And besides, if I had that in mind, I could’ve done it yesternight while you were sleeping.”



“Fair enough.”



“You’re not my style anyway. I prefer redheads.” An additional lie won’t do any harm.



She does not answer, and silence falls, occasionally disturbed by the cry of some wild animal. Soon she falls asleep, and I prepare myself for another long night.








The next morning, I wake her at dawn and, after her voiding her guts of yesterday’s dinner and chewing her slice of bread, we resume our ride as fast as possible. Around noon, we arrive at the forest’s edge. I have no real idea where we are, so I invite her to make a short pause. She observes me with curiosity as I stick a twig into the ground and start scratching the ground at the end of the shadow the stick projects minute by minute.



“What are you doing,” she asks.



“This is a sort of basic sundial. The shadow here moves with the sun. At noon, it’ll reach its shortest length. Then, not only will I know when noon happens, but the ratio of the length of the shadow to the length of the stick will tell me how south we are, so that I can get a fix on our location.”



“I’m sorry,” she finally says after a while, “I thought you were a wizard but now I see you’re rather a savant.”



“Yeah, that fits me better.”



I can’t tell her I’m helped with this, of course. The device is rough and won’t tell me much, but the latitude estimate I get from it is unquestionably souther. I observe the surroundings and try to make the landscape coincide with the topographic maps registered in my memory, but the correlation is poor at best. The shape of a spire in the distance shows me the way out of this quandary.



“We will be heading for that village over there,” I say, pointing at the spire. “Once we’re close enough, just go and ask for the village’s name. That will tell us exactly where we are. Don’t forget to buy bread, by the way.”



We cut across fields, that still lie in fallow at this time of year, and I stop a mile or so away from the first house, letting her proceed alone. She comes back an hour later with a fresh loaf. “Saint-Marc,” she says. “The Seine flows at the other end of the village. It’s a but a small stream, almost dried up, so we shall ford it easily. Come on!”



We safely skirt the village and cross the river which, as she said, is no more than a sprightly brook, close as it is to its spring. Once we’ve safely reached the opposite bank, we head directly for the nearest thicket where we disappear once again from the civilised world.








The days roll on as we push our way across the high hills of Morvan, avoiding all human life. During the day we trudge amidst the fir forests, avoiding the deepest patches of snow that still covers the highest tops. Hopefully only small shrubs can grow on acid soils such as those found here, so we can progress fairly quickly. At night, we halt in deep dells, usually free from snow, chasing game that is never difficult to find and kill. Rills abound, and our drudging days are perked up by the merry burbling of running water. I occasionally have to use my bow to fend off some foolish predator on the prowl, attracted by the horse’s scent, but we never encounter any serious threat. If brigands swarm in these forests, then we must truly be under God’s protection.



After a dozen days, the Morvan’s downs give way to more flatter terrain, announcing our closing on the Loire river. On the opposite bank begins what’s left of the French kingdom.



“Why is our king so weak?” she asks one night.



I have a readied answer to this question, of course, but I think it’s still too early for her to hear it. “I don't know,” I lie. “Maybe he’s not but his counsellors are bent?”



She nods. “Yeah, that’s what I suspect. I’m sure some of them are spies working for the English. They sap the King of his will.” She pauses, then, “Have you ever been to England?” she asks.



“No.”



“They say they speak a strange language over there.”



“Well, the nobility speaks French, like you and me. The commoners use an other language though, closer to that of the Vikings.”



“How do you know that if you’ve never been there?”



“Savants know a lot of things, even on countries they never visited,” I explain.



“But you despise the English, don’t you?”



“Well…” I try to find a middle-ground. “It’s more a matter of keeping balance in the world. If England won this war, it’d become too powerful a country and all the world would end up under English dominion. That’s something those who sent me cannot tolerate.”



“Who sent you?” she ventures.



“Next question?”



She smiles. “Who will win this war?”



“The French.”



“You say that to prod me into carrying on, don’t you?”



“No. Why do you say that?”



She hesitates, and unexpectedly bursts into tears, burying her head into her hands.



I stand up and come close to her, wrapping a hand around her neck. “What’s the matter?” I ask.



“I… I don’t know if I’m cut out for this mission any more,” she stammers. “I feel like God has abandoned me.”



“Why do you say that?”



“I don’t know. I haven’t had any more vision since your arrival. No other sign of Him. I feel forlorn…”



I try to call up on the few notions of human psychology I was taught before my departure. “You’re not alone. I’m here to help you. Together, we will succeed,” I say in a deeper, warmer voice.



She turns a miserable face towards me. “You’re so positive… I don’t even know why you help me. How am I supposed to trust you? You’re so… unworldly. You don’t eat, you don’t sleep…”



“Oh I can pretend to, if you prefer.”



“No, it’s fine,” she adds, and resumes her sobbing.



I’m at a loss for words. I hug her close, and let the spasms slowly peter out. I feel her body slide down as she dozes, overwhelmed with fatigue and sorrow. I delicately place her body down on to the ground and covers her with the blanket she’d left aside. “Good night, young princess,” I whisper to her ears, and stroke her brow.








The next morning we ride out of the forest and reach the bank of the Loire. We turn towards North and ride flat-out along the towpath. I could run faster than her horse gallops, but that would surely attract the attention of the rare pedestrians we come across, so I settle for a slower, but unremarkable pace. About two hours later, we reach the walls of La Charité, which we find surprisingly unguarded. Fortunately, the town is renewed not only for its Cluniac abbey, but also as one of the main stops in the Camino de Santiago, so the citizens are used to seeing hooded, penitent figures. She slows her horse to a trot, and we push on under the arch of the main entrance. Once beyond the walls, she briefly halts to buy her ration of bread. We then proceed to the river, crossing it through the well known ford that made the town’s reputation. 



As we set foot in Berry, still under the control of Charles VII, she reins her horse in and turns around.



“Good bye Burgundy,” she hails. “Soon we shall meet again, God’s willing, and this time you shall feel the wrath of the King.”



I don’t comment, but I know she’ll indeed be back to this town at the head of a large army, though she’ll fail to seize it, protected as it is under its heavy battlements.








The next day, our expedition looks up. We don't have to hide anymore, since we are in friendly territory, and being able to ride along the main roads speeds us greatly. Only at night do we take shelter in groves. Judging from our nightly bantering, she feels better now, as the goal is at hand. And indeed, three days later, as the sun sets, we arrive at last in view of Chinon, where Charles VII has established his residence.



We warily avoid from the town, and establish our last camp close to the edge of the nearest wood. 



“Time for me to answer your questions, my lass,” I say, as she devours the leg of a hare I’ve shot earlier in the day. And, as she turns to me, I finally throw my hood back and uncovers my face.



Of course, she fails to recognise me.



“You’re not a leper!” she says. “Why did you hide your face all along?”



“I’ve my reasons.”



“That’s not fair,” she protests. “You promised you’d answer every question I’d ask.”



“Look my lass. The reason will soon be clear to you. Look at my face closely, so you’ll be sure to recognise me if need be.”



“I don’t understand. You don’t want me to see your face, and now I’m supposed to scrutinise you.”



“Just do as I say.”



She examines me carefully. “Who are you?”



“That too, you shall learn tomorrow by yourself. So be kind and refrain your curiosity for a little more.”



“Who sent you?”



“That I’ve already told you. People that do not want the English to win the war. That should be enough for you. I swear to God it’s the truth, and I’ll prove it tomorrow.“



She fixes me with a dubious stare, but finally gives up speaking any more. Instead, she resumes her dinner and, when she’s polished off the rabbit, she silently warps herself in her blanket and, “Good night, mister mystery,” she simply says.



“Tomorrow morning I shall be gone. But proceed as you would have, with your laissez-passer you’ll be admitted to the King’s retinue. There, you’ll be asked a question, and all will be clear to you. Good dreams, my lass, and God’s willing, we shall meet again, sooner than you expect.”



“How can you be so sure?”



I just wink at her, and smile. She grins in return, “Thanks for all,” she whispers before shifting to her side with her back facing me.








It’s an easy task for me to climb all the way from the river up to the foot of the walls. The clouds that blot the moon out ease my task further, as I stalk through the shadows of the coppice that grows on the slope. A good defence device against an army, but notoriously inefficient against a loner such as me. Arrived there, a couple of minutes suffice to locate a really dark corner, and I endeavour to climb again to the roof, my cowl blending with the colour of the outer blocks.



Once on the top, I crawl over the roof to the right chimney. Smoke rises from it, a token of the the “King”’s presence in his bed. I gently unroll the metal wire into the duct, and carefully attach the grapple to the chimney edge. Activating the anti-thermal field, I set about on my descent.



It’s unfortunate, but almost inevitable, that I disturb a burning log as I set foot on the floor, hopping over the oversized hearth. Falling from the top of the heap, the log crashes on the ground with a loud noise. Quick! There’s no time to lose: I reach for the glass ampul in the pocket of my cowl and hurl it on the floor, next to the bed whose occupant stirs and opens his eyes. 



And sees me.



But that’s too late. Already the devious gas has attacked his nervous system and no sound escapes from his throat as he tries desperately to call for help.



I haven’t been programmed to gloat over such easy victories, but somehow I can’t resist the morbid pleasure. As his body stiffens, I slowly walk up to him.



“Hello, me!” I begin. “Don’t we share the same DNA, after all? But the semblance stops here. It’s such a pity that London has always doggedly refused to send androids back in time, preferring to stick to feeble, clumsy humans agents. Now, you only have a few seconds left to contemplate your utter failure, which should be plenty.”



I know he can hear me, but cannot answer any more.



“Tomorrow, it’s me she will meet. And be sure I will endow her with a full-fledged army. You can say goodbye to your wicked future and your earthly tyranny.”



Now is the time to strike the final blow. “And thanks for lighting this gorgeous fire. It’s amazing how those medieval chimneys are huge…” I bend over him and grasp his rigid body, which I lift up as easily as a straw. "Huge enough, indeed, to accommodate a human body…”








Blindfolded, she’s led into the room by two guards.



“Leave her,” I command. Her body shivers as she probably recognises my voice.



“Joan of Arc!” roars La Hire next to me. “You pretend you’ve been missioned by God to help the King be crowned in Reims and rout the English armies out of France. We are ready to hear what you have to say, but first you must prove you genuine faith. We will remove the rag that blinds you, and you shall point to whomever you think is the King among us. If you stray, you shall be put to death.”



He motions one of the guards who unknots the rag. She blinks, then looks around at the assistance in awe, until her eyes lock on me. 



As a smile plays on her lips, and her eyes fill with tears, she falls on her knees and humbly raises her finger, pointing at me, to the amazement of the bystanders.
      

      
   
      Almost Anything Can Be Repaired


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Certainty's End


      

      
      
         The air around Liar hung motionless; damp and oppressive. It stank of stale bread, wet stone and the filth of bodies long deprived of soap. Yet more than the smell was the weight of the air. Seeming to physically press upon him; feeling as though he were attempting to breath through a wet cloth. Liar sat in what could be described as nothing more than a six foot by six foot cube. Seated in the center of the cell, with legs folded up underneath and arms resting on his thighs. His scraggly black hair fell upon his face as Liar mediated, draining his mind of all feeling and thought. Seeking an escape from his surroundings, from his fate. Over and over, painful thoughts of the past, and fearful thoughts of the future surfaced behind his closed eyes. Threatening to break what small semblance of peace he had scraped together. Throughout the night the internal battle continued.  

 

The cell around him held little to bring him comfort. To one side lay a mat, worn thin by years of condemned men tossing and turning through their last nights. To the other, a pail meant to serve as a bathroom for his bodily needs. As few resources as possible were wasted upon the condemned. Which, to Liar, hardly made things worse. Sentenced as he was, material things could provide no release for him. Better to find peace among one's mind then to desperately strive for protection and comfort in possessions. In fact, Liar had nothing to his name, even the rags upon his back belonged to the prison within which he rotted.  



Tonight was to be his last night alive; a fact the guards would not soon let him forget. At dawn, he would be marched out into the courtyard above. Brought before hundreds of people, none of which would know his name. Yet, all would be there to watch his death. And Liar could hardly find fault for their actions. Perhaps it were better that they did not know who he was. Even without the knowledge of his past, there was precious little about him that spoke to being redeemable. In fact, the few redeemable parts were long gone. Strangled by who he had become. He had simply fallen to far, wholly out of the reach of any saving grace. 



So instead, Liar sat. Clearing his mind and bringing himself to a peaceful acceptance of what Fate had set before him. At some point, one had to accept the reality of their situation. Sooner or later everyone eventually finds themselves backed into a corner. All options exhausted, no escape available. It had been long in coming, with far too many close calls and near dead ends. But at last that day had caught up to Liar.  



Breathing deeply, he sat up a little straighter. Flexing his tired muscles, stretching his weakened frame. Oddly enough, as Liar battled internally to keep peace, fear and sorrow held little sway upon his thoughts. Anger sat at the foremost, anger at allowed himself to be caught. Anger at failing to protect those around him and to accomplish all he had set out to do. Followed closely by a sadness directed towards those who relied upon him. And pain, a deep cutting pain. As if, by same strange means his death were a betrayal to those he held so dear. He was abandoning them and there was nothing he could do about it. And that hurt most of all.  

 

The sounds of booted footsteps drifted through the cell door, temporarily drawing Liar back from his contemplations. He cracked one eye ever so slightly, watching as the shadows beneath the door came and went. The footsteps topped farther down the hallway. Followed by the distant sound of a door swinging open. Some other poor soul had no doubt found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. As the silence resumed, Liar allowed himself to drift back into the world of his thoughts. Not yet time.  

 

Again the silence closed in around him. His ears straining to catch a sound were none lurked. His breath began to slow as peace again took hold of his body. Or perhaps Fate had felt the need to lay hands on him this night. Bringing him this sense of acceptance. Bestowing upon his lost soul the ability to cope with what lay ahead. Liar fixed his posture, squaring his shoulders and correcting his slouch. If Fate’s eyes were upon him, then he should at least make himself presentable before that gaze.  

 

The sudden eruption of noise as the door to his cell flew open sent Liar sprawling across the floor in surprise. He throw up one hand to ward off the intense light now focused upon him. Liar heard more than saw the guards move around the cell to grab him by the arms. One, off to his left, let out a cough as the scent of Liar’s unwashed body fell over him. The other laughed at his counterparts discomfort. Limp between the two men, Liar was carried from his confines out into the hallway. With his eyes finally adjusted he noticed there were two more guards accompanying them … And a Priest.  

 

They walked for a short time down the hall. Taking a couple turns and up a flight of stairs, all while still holding Liar between them. The walls held nothing but torches to light the way. The deep gray of the stone a constant reminder of Liar’s situation. Turning down one last hallway the guards stopped at an open door, revealing a room only slightly larger than the holding cell. Despite being Sparsely furnished, with a couple chairs and a desk, the room felt cluttered.   

 

Liar was tossed unceremoniously into the room. Long been deprived of sufficient nutrients, he struggled to retain his footing. Stumbling sideways he reached desperately for something to stabilize him. His reaching hands landed upon one of the chairs and Liar thankfully slumped into it. Moments later the door swung closed. Liar sat, blankly staring at the desk before him as he regained his composure. Slowly he becoming aware that he was the object of close scrutiny. Glance at the door he found the priest standing there, watching him. The priest had no hair and was clean-shaven, standing perhaps six feet tall. His gaunt white face held no emotion, though his bright purple eyes shone with a hard intensity not easily dismissed. His black robes hung around him in layers. About his waste a black sash tied the robes loosely about his person. His hands were clasped at his stomach, hidden inside his sleeves. 

 

As Liar studied the priest, he continually found himself drawn to those purple eyes. Eyes that held no sympathy or pity for the poor soul sitting before him. Eyes that shone with a bright intelligence that cut through Liar’s being. Rendering him bare for all to see.  

 

Abruptly the priest moved, he seemed to glide rather than walk, so gracefully were his motions. His movements caused his robe to shift, catching the light of the torches. Where the light caught, his robes shimmered. Revealing deep purple reflections. Mesmerized, Liar watched in silence until the Priest had seated himself. Laying clasped hands, heavily tattooed with ancients runes and symbols, upon the desk between them. Again those eyes pierced Liar, seeking the core of his very being.  

 

“I see you have resigned yourself to the journey before you.” The Priest spoke, breaking the silence between them. His voice carrying with it the weight of years and years in service to his god.  

 

The words brought Liar back into the moment. Letting out a long breath, he leaned back, “There is precious little I can do about it.” He spoke softly, letting his statement fade back into the silence. 

  

The Priest studied him for a moment, clearly not feeling rushed in any way. “And yet,” He began, “I find more often than not, those set upon this path will fight it every step of the way. Desperate to control that which is beyond their reach.” The Priest closed his eyes, “Odd. That they would seek the unknown instead of proceeding into a future where the end is certain.” 

 

Liar’s scoff brought the Priest’s eyes snapping open, “Everyone is fully aware of their end, priest. Life ends kneeling in the courts of Death.”  

 

The Priest smiled. 

 

They sat in silence again. One watching, one waiting.  

 

“Though I know the answer, I will ask anyways. Perhaps you will surprise me.” The Priest shifted in his chair, then continued, “Do you seek my guiding hand through the journey before you?”  

 

A smile leapt, unbidden, to Liar’s face. It was a smile born of a life lived in complete contradiction to all things the priests held dear. At Liar’s expression, the Priest’s eyes narrowed slightly . The only indication to the thoughts present behind that blank face. “No priest.” Liar finally replied. A hint of a levity present in his voice. “I do not require your services.” 

 

The Priest did not move, yet something in his eyes gave Liar pause. Then it was gone, nothing but an unreadable expression. “As you see fit, condemned, so shall it be. You are relieved of this council. Your time here ended.”  

 

On cue the door opened. Admitting the two guards who had so kindly escorted Liar early. They nodded in respect towards the Priest, who ignored them all together, then grabbed Liar again by the arms. Liar made no effort to resist. What little strength was left to him would be need at the noose. The guards dragged him out of the room, and down the hallway. Shafts of light could be seen through barred windows, lending credit to Liar’s time being short.  

 

Shortly they come to a set of large wooden doors. Though closed, Liar knew where they led; for inscribed upon them were the symbols of the house of Death. At their crux, inlaid in gold, sat the Crown of shade. Liar’s eyes lingered upon that crown, held to it by an understanding. At that moment, the despair he had fought so hard to keep at bay crept into his mind.  

 

Distracted by the door and what lay beyond, Liar was unprepared for when the guards dumped him into yet another cell. This one void of anything save for his haggard form. The door rang out as it shut. Sounding to his hears as the final chime of a bell. His time, indeed, had come to an end.  

 

Mercifully the wait in this new cell was short. Though he put the time to good use, regaining control over himself. Two new guards found Liar, once again seated with legs folded underneath him. Eyes closed. Slow deep breaths bringing calm to his turbulent thoughts. These guards did not grab Liar. Instead they waited for him look up.  

 

“You may walk out of your own willpower condemned. Or we can carry you to your death. The choice is yours to make.” The guard spoke in a harsh tone, though his posture betrayed the words unspoken. Do you go to death with dignity or shame.  

 

Softly Liar replied, “I will carry myself to my death. That burden is mine alone to bear.” The guards nodded then stepped out, one to either side of the door.  

 

With more than a little effort, Liar brought himself to his feet while the guards waited patiently for him. He stumbled forward, cursing all the while his weakening body. The Guards fell into step on either side of him, clearly at ease. They had little to fear from him. 

 

The pace was slow, yet the guards made no demands of speed. Despite his status, they still allowed him a certain amount of honor. Finally they reached the large wooden doors. Liar pointed kept his gaze ahead. A crack of light appeared where the two doors touched. Growing larger with each second as the doors opened out. Giving way to the courtyard beyond, and the light of a new day.  

 

With the light came the unmistakable sounds of hundreds of people shuffling about to get a view of the condemned. Already Liar heard onlookers shouting curses upon his head, or mocking and insulting him. The doors stopped moving, resulting in a deep thud the resounded throughout the courtyard. Fully open to the outside world, Liar could see the bodies pressed together. So many had turned out to see the death of man that none knew.  

 

Liar resumed his slow pace, keeping his back straight and his arms at his sides. He concentrated on each step while keeping his eyes fixed ahead. The shouts and cries of the crowd fell upon him with little effect. Never before had he placed stock in the opinions of others, it seemed like now would be a poor time to start.  

 

It took him several minutes to work his way to the raised platform that marked his destination. Throughout the walk the crowd called for his speed, mocking the slow pace he set. Despite the calls, the guards matched his steps. Never pressing him to move faster. They even went so far as to help him keep his footing when one onlooker through a tomato at Liar. The sudden unexpected impact nearly dropping him to his knees out of sheer surprise. 

 

Finally arriving at the base of the platform, Liar ascended the wooden steps alone, while the guards placed themselves between the crowd and the condemned. The platform sat along the back wall, opposite the gates that lead out into the city. Multiple guards stood by those gates, while others formed a line between with the two who had escorted Liar out. Compared to the packed courtyard the platform held only two other people. The Priest who stood to the side, still watching Liar with those cold purple eyes. And the executioner, waiting beside the dangling noose. Liar’s heart jumped at the sight, but he pressed on. Betraying no emotion as he positioned himself upon the trapdoor. The execution came to stand behind him, a black hood in his hands.  

 

“You have one opportunity to speak, if you wish to do so, now is the time.” The statement was made with no emotion. This was a man who cared little for the lives of others.  

 

Liar opened his mouth, resulting in the crowd quickly quieting. Curiosity silencing their tongues. As words formed in his throat, Liar noticed some of the onlookers moving through the crowd. Something odd about their movements stood out to him. Then he noticed one man in particular, the one who had thrown the tomato, making a symbol with his hands. A ward meant to protect his person from the House of Death.  

 

The words died in Liar’s throat, and instead he shook his head. The executioner grunted then placed the hood over Liar’s face. Obscuring the slight smile spreading across his face. Time seemed to slow as the noose was placed around Liar’s neck and his hands tied behind his back. The platform creaked slightly as the executioner moved to the lever off to the side. The crowd’s noise level increased. Soon they would have their entertainment.  

 

Liar closed his eyes, relaxing his body. 

 

The energy of the crowd continued to escalate as the point of death drew close. 

 

Liar’s breathing slowed. 

 

A silence swept over the crowd.  

 

The trapdoor clicked, sending Liar falling towards his death.  

 

A heavy thud sounded from above.  

 

Liar landed in a roll, tucking his knees and propelling himself forward. The now limp rope swinging behind him. Chaos erupted around him. Screams could be heard throughout the crowd and the sounds of fighting echoed off the high stone walls. Gaining his feet, Liar launched himself forward. Putting all of his remaining energy into his legs. He could make out nothing through the dark hood, yet he had faith. The gate, directly opposite the platform. All he had to do was run in a straight line. His strides awkward, Liar pushed himself as hard as he could.  

 

Around him people panicked and guards shouted. The sounds of sorcery entered the cacophony. Waves of heat and energy rolled over Liar, nearly driving him to his knees. yet he did not let up. Behind and around him he could hear the scuffing of boots on the stone as guards fought to regain control. Steel on steel rang out, some alarmingly close. Stone erupted off to his side, sending pieces of the courtyard tumbling around him. I am close. He could feel his energy waning, his steps becoming slower. Liar was more stumbling then running at this point, allowing gravity and his forward motion to drive him as much as his legs. Something nicked his shoulder, nearly sending him sprawling on the stone. The only thing saving him was a strong hand that grabbed the severed end of the noose and hauled him upwards.  

 

For a second he hung in the air, then he was pulled onto the back of a horse. He felt its strength beneath him as it took off, hooves echoing off the stone. Liar felt the hood being pulled, then the veil was removed. Before him, and fading quickly, stood the open gate to the courtyard. What few members of the crowd remained were either dead or dying. Smoke billowed from a large fire dominating the courtyard where the platform used to stand. Guards scrambled about. Some helping the wounded, others staring blankly at the retreating figures.  

 

Liar smiled again as the horse raced on wards. Buildings flew past on either side as a blur. Fate truly had placed a hand upon him. Behind and to his sides sped other horses, carrying members of his band. Those come to rescue him against all odds. Each nodded to Liar as he made eye contact. Each with a smile painted on their face.  

 

Looking again at the courtyard, now a good distance away, Liar felt the smile fall from his face. Outside the gateway stood the Priest. Even from that distance Liar felt his gaze. Felt his hate and his anger. Liar’s heart stopped cold in his chest, his breathing quick and panicked. For the first time, Liar felt a deep growing fear in him. Though the Priest made no effort to give chase, Liar knew he would see the Priest again. 

 

The Courtyard disappeared behind a bend, leaving only the smoke questing into the sky as a marker. And yet, Liar continued to feel the eyes of the Priest upon him.  

 

He had cheated Death, but the Crown of Shades did not accept defeat lightly. Deep inside, Liar knew his time.. was still Short.
      

      
   
      Landscape Photography


      

      
      
         I leave my hotel three hours before dawn, driving an old blue Ford up the coast in search of perfection.



The road is as dead as the night around me. In my rear view mirror, I watch as the curvature of the Earth hides the little homes of the seaside village where I stayed the night. Before long, I am alone with the rumble of the Ford's engine. My world shrinks to the glow of two headlamps and the cold, thin light of the stars outside. It is the most peace I've felt in weeks.



Half an hour up the coast, I pull off the road and into a deserted parking lot. There were cars here yesterday afternoon—only three or four, like little dabs of paint speckling a canvas. Now they are gone—the canvas is blank again. I park the Ford and turn off the ignition.



It only takes a minute before winter's chill is seeping through the car windows. I could leave the engine running a little longer, I suppose—use the heater to keep myself warm—but it feels wrong to ruin the night's stillness for my own comfort. Humans endured the cold for eons before the invention of cars and heaters. Surely I can put up with it for an hour or two.



I grab my flashlight out of the glovebox and check over my equipment in the dark. There isn't much: a beat-up 35mm Nikon I got from my father, a low-angle tripod, a granola bar to keep me awake. I consider bringing a couple extra rolls of film—I have plenty in my luggage—but I decide not to bother. If it takes me more than twenty-four shots to get this photo, I'll have already missed my chance.



The walk down to the beach isn't easy in the lingering darkness. I zip up my jacket as I climb out of the car, but a slow wind from the sea still leaves me shivering. Slinging my camera bag over one shoulder, I use the flashlight to guide me. There is no moon tonight, and clouds cover much of the sky. The old wooden boardwalk creaks and clatters with each step.



When I get to the beach, I turn off the flashlight and wait for my eyes to adjust to the dark. I'll be shooting in low light anyway, and I need a sense of what my camera will be seeing. After a few minutes, I'm finally able to see them—a low line of spherical boulders, half-buried in the sand.



I pick my way across the shoreline, moving closer until I hit the water's edge. The tide is out this morning which lets me get within a few meters of the boulders. They rise out of the sea like little hillocks, each an island unto itself. Yesterday, in the afternoon sun, they seemed strange and beautiful. Now, in the darkness before dawn, they are a fragment of a fractured alien landscape.



The waves are slow and steady as they hit the beach. I set down my tripod where the sand gives way to water. I screw the Nikon into place, and fiddle with the camera's focal length and aperature width. It is still too dark to do more than guess at what I'll need. Then I unwrap the granola bar and settle down to wait. Nearly an hour passes before the first hints of light hit the horizon, far off in the east.



I've come with an empty roll, twenty-four unexposed frames, hoping that one of them might capture some shred of magic in the world. As the red light of dawn paints the clouds overhead, I go to work. I have twenty-four tries to get this right.



In the end, I only need two.








Despite what you may have heard, I'm not a misanthrope. I don't hate people, I just prefer when they aren't around. In that sense, it's a good time to be alive.



Humanity builds enormous edifices. Palaces, cathedrals, factories, shopping malls—grand temples to the God of the Age. Who can hate a species that produces such beauty? But if you've ever had the opportunity to visit one of these places at night, at a time when its normal operations have ceased and the building itself lies empty and abandoned, perhaps you'll understand me when I say that human creations are never more beautiful than in the absence of their creators.



The grandeur, the majesty, of a silent shopping mall cannot be overstated. Mile after mile of shop windows, all dark; the shadows of commerce caged inside and waiting, lifeless, for customers. It's as if you've stepped inside one of those old paintings by Willem Kalf, inhabiting it.



I've always loved photography, but  at times I've envied the Kalfs of the world. Paint and canvas creates a certain derealization—a sense of distance that lets you look at the world through new eyes. Film shows the world as it is, with all of life's thick mundanity. How do you make a camera capture transcendence?








On the west coast of Africa, in what was once called Namibia, is an old German colony town called Kolmannskuppe. Two or three centuries ago, it used to be a part of the diamond-mining trade. Then, after the diamonds dried up and the desert began to swallow the town, it became a place for tourists. Once, I'd have needed a permit to travel here.



I take a swig of water as I hike across the sand to the old, two-story school. On my right, I pass a tall and crumbling brick facade. It reminds me of the tombs at Petra. The summer sun is a blazing ingot laid across the anvil of the sky.



A tan-and-white springbok, resting in the shade of one of the ruined houses, sees me and comes alert. It does not run. Perhaps it's forgotten to be afraid of humans.



I'm looking for a shot here, but I don't know what it will be.



The ground floor of the school is filled with sand, so I walk up one of the dunes to a second-story window. The glass is long gone, shattered by the winds and reclaimed by the desert. I push my way inside, and a few wispy splinters from the wooden window-frame lodge in my loose white clothing.



Sun-stained traces of green paint cling to the walls. When the first photographers came to record Kolmannskuppe, that paint was already flecked and peeling. I am far from the first, however. Far from the hundredth, or the thousandth. Perhaps I won't even be the last.



Is this what Calvino imagined, when he gave life to Marco Polo's tales? As I pass a stairway descending into the sand, I can almost imagine Argia below me. Clay students, going about their lives beneath the earth.



Ahead, a chunk of the school's brick wall has fallen inward and knocked out the floor of the hallway. I edge forward to take a look. The boards below me creak as I shift my weight. Through the gap in the floor, I find my target.



In the room below, less than a  foot of sand covers the ground. A sapling camel thorn tree has somehow taken root here, its roots surely delving down through the school's foundations. Its branches are stunted and gnarled, but shoots of green still spring forth. Dancing between the branches is a restless dune lark, its mottled tan coloring a stark contrast to the tree. The rhythmic flutters of the lark's wings are the only sound in the empty school.



Carefully, I set my camera bag beside me and stretch out on the hallway floor. The boards creek again, and the lark pauses to stare up at me. I freeze, feeling my heart beat faster. Will it fly away?



It does not, and I get the shot I was after.








Humanity was in retreat long before the fertility collapse. Japan and the old nations of Europe stopped breeding at replacement rates in the 20th century. The Americas followed not long after, then many of the Asiatic countries. Still, some continued to grow. Ecologists and economists worried. When I was growing up, we used to hear a lot of talk about "carrying capacity" in schools: how many people the land could support.



By the time I was born, every major country—even the ones already in decline—had instituted some form of population control. Family size taxes, parental licensing, in a few cases even forced sterilization. You can imagine what it took for us to reach that point.



I'd just finished high school when the first reports of the collapse began. A sudden uptick in business for fertility clinics. A drop-off in hospital admissions for pregnancies. It didn't happen all at once, not like some lost plague coming to ravage us. It was generational, though it seemed to hit a tipping point with my generation. Too many couples where neither partner could conceive.



The population control laws were repealed when the extent of the collapse became clear. But the change came too late—new social norms were already established. Some people thought of children as a luxury they couldn't afford. Some thought of them as a sin against the environment.



Some just didn't care. I've never had a fertility test. The results wouldn't have mattered to me, one way or the other.








I am old, and my film is almost gone.



Morning fog fills the woods. My steps are sure—I've walked this path before. I always knew my journey would end here. I flick a lever on the Nikon and wind the film. A small window displays the number '23'. I have two shots left, and I know what they both will be.



A spring breeze caresses the air, but in the shadow of Pripyat it is always autumn. The first casualties of a disaster are often the smallest. Children. Pets. In this case, bacteria. Red and gold leaves litter the forest floor, even while green shoots of new growth fill the trees around me. The trees themselves are healthy, having learned to adapt to their environment. The bacteria that compost dead matter have recovered as well, but they remain oddly inefficient here. It can take more than two years for a fallen leaf to decay into new soil. Things die here, but they do not rot. The scent of the forest is alien, almost antiseptic. 



I find what I'm looking for—a stand of strange black fungi tucked among the leaves. It takes me a good four minutes to judge how I want to frame the shot. The mist clings to the trees like an anxious lover, and I have time to be careful. Eventually I get what I've come here for. Black mushrooms mixing with green grass and red-brown leaves, all in a tight focus, with the dim shadows of tall, thin trunks rising out of the fog behind them. I'm sure the shot is excellent, though I doubt anyone will ever have the chance to develop it.



I wind the film, and the little window on the Nikon reads '24'.



Turning southeast, I begin to walk again. My goal is still many miles away, and my steps are slow these days. After another hour, the fog begins to burn off and the air warms with its first taste of sunlight. The land around me is quiet—not silent, but also not saturated with the typical sounds of nature. This place is like a barrel of water that's been tipped over and half-drained. More than a century later, it still waits to be filled.



As I approach the edge of the forest, I hear a voice call out to me. I stop and turn, shocked. How long has it been since I've seen another person? Weeks, at least. Never this far east.



A young woman in an embroidered linen dress stares at me. She stabs out a finger and calls again. Belatedly, I realize she is not pointing at me. She is pointing at the ground in front of me. I look down and find a small red ball.



The woman—probably in her late teens, now that I look more closely—calls out again. I catch a glimpse of two younger children, a boy and another girl, peeking out at me when they think I'm not looking. I reach down and pick up the ball, then begin to walk toward them.



Holding out a warding hand, the woman motions for me to stop and throw the ball to her. I frown, irritated. Instead, I tuck the ball under one arm and sit down with my back to a tree trunk. The woman frowns back, folding her arms across her chest. I figure she can't be that scared of me though, or she wouldn't have called out when she saw me.  She could have simply let me pass and gone to collect the ball herself. I doubt I would have noticed her, if she'd wanted to keep hidden.



After a moment, I see her shoulders droop. She motions to her side and the two children scurry out from behind a bush. The three of them approach me together, speaking quiet words to one another that I can't understand.



When they draw close, all three stop. The young woman says something, and then the boy steps forward. He holds out a hand to me, unwrapping his fingers to show a tarnished old coin like the ones people must have used in these parts, many years ago. The boy can't be more than five years old.



Surprising even myself, I bark out a laugh. He thinks I want to barter with him? I shake my head, and then bounce the red ball across the forest floor. The boy uncoils like a whip, reaching down and grabbing it in a smooth, graceful motion.



I don't remember the last time I saw children this young. Has it been a decade? More? Surely there are still children in this world, but I avoid people when I can. There are no children in the places I travel. Or there were not, until now.



A rush of emotion tugs at me and before I realize it, I'm placing my eye against the Nikon's viewfinder. The image I see feels as perfect as any I've ever found. The boy is handing the red ball to the young girl—perhaps his sister—while the older one looks on. Is she their mother? She might be old enough. I cannot tell. Above, the sun shines through new leaves in the treetops. In the background stands a blue-painted cabin that I must not have noticed before. The boy smiles. The girl laughs. The shutter clicks.



I wind the film and pop open the back of the camera, pulling it out. Then I swing the door closed again, leaving the Nikon empty. I feel a moment of regret for the shot I'll never take, the last picture I'd wanted to add to my collection.



My bones creak as I stand. I place the Nikon back into its case. With a smile, I slip the camera bag off my shoulder and hand it to the oldest. She stares at me quizzically, and makes a gesture I don't recognize. "It's yours now," I say. "There's no more film, but maybe you'll find a use for it."



I know she can't understand me, but there is intelligence in her eyes. She says something in response. I nod and turn to go.



It was my father's camera once. For sixty-two years I've watched the world through its lens, searching for the alchemy that only exists between two perfect moments. As I tuck the last roll of film into my pocket and head west, I wonder whether I've been looking in the wrong place all this time.
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