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         It was Wednesday afternoon at the height of June, and the Detroit Museum of Modern Art was exactly as crowded as Jeffrey expected.



Which is to say, it was nearly deserted. Aside from his fellow classmates wandering through the bright, antiseptic galleries, their street shoes whispering with scuffs on the faux marble floor, there was barely another soul to be seen. The artwork hanging on the walls significantly outnumbered the audience. Security cameras perched in the ceiling corners like spiders spied down on solitude.



He was supposed to be studying the art. Contemplating it. Learning from it. Appreciating it, even. Mostly, though, he felt regret for coming on this field trip.



“Hey!” Michael’s voice cut through the silence and snapped him to attention. “Found another one.”



Thank Christ. Jeff abandoned the orange-and-red splotch-work disaster masquerading as a painting and ambled over to Mike, his hands shoved in his jean pockets for protection against the museum’s aggressive air conditioning. His friend, shorter by inches, lighter in skin and darker in hair, lounged beside a black stone sculpture sitting on a waist-high concrete plinth.



Jeff stopped a few feet short and leaned forward to inspect the piece. It was in the style of a Rodin, black as jet, polished but crude. The nude sculpture hunched over, like a woman sitting on the ledge of a building and contemplating the long drop below. An undifferentiated mass of solid hair flowed over her shoulders, somehow conveying a sense of stringy uncleanliness despite its rough shape. The face was little more than gestures, but sad all the same.



Jeff would write that in his notes for their seminar tomorrow with Professor Mishima. For now, though, his eyes drifted lower and lingered on the sculpture’s chest. Low, rounded, pyramidal breasts pointed down and out. Her legs were closed tight and revealed nothing.



“I dunno, man,” he said. “I don’t think this counts.”



“Sure it does,” Mike said. His voice lowered to a rough whisper now that they were close. “She’s totally naked.”



“Yeah, like a Barbie Doll.”



“No dude, look.” Mike crouched and leaned forward, trespassing into the concave formed by the hunched figure like a ringmaster placing his head in a lion’s mouth. “Look at the tips.”



Jeff glanced around the rest of the gallery before following. They were the only two in this room, though he could hear mumbled conversations down the hall. Satisfied that they were alone, he knelt to peer at the sculpture’s chest.



There was a bit more detail, seen from up close, that had eluded him before. The dark rock hid it well, but the artist’s chisel had carved faint circles around the tips of the sculpture’s breasts and left a single deeper score in their peaks. It was enough, he supposed, to qualify as nipples.



“Okay, yeah, I guess,” he said and stood, brushing his knees off. “Kinda weak, though.”



Mike reached out to lightly touch the sculpture’s chest with his fingertips, then stood as well. “Better than nothing. That’s, what, five now?”



“Call it four-and-a-half.” Since entering the museum an hour before,they had been on a mission to seek and catalogue every bit of nudity they could find. Their efforts were lackluster so far – aside from one graphic image of a male model they had alternately stared at and pretended to ignore, there was nothing in the gallery halls that couldn’t be found in the pages of a National Geographic issue on the tribes of the Amazon. This black sculpture, with its half-imaginary breasts, was an exclamation point on their failure.



The next hall was as bland as the last, though they spent several minutes debating a Cubist portrait titled Nude No. 5, that, as far as either of them could tell, had no nudity whatsoever. It didn’t even have a person that Jeff could see, just blocks and lines and angles.



“It’s like the artist is trolling us,” he mumbled. Mike snorted, and they moved on.








“When the professor said we had to be mature and serious in here, it kinda got my hopes up,” Mike said an hour later.



They’d found the industrial art gallery, which consisted of discarded metal – railroad spikes, tin cans, miles of copper wire, enough rust flakes to fill a bathtub – welded and piercing and wrapping each other in a room-length sculpture. A junkyard with white walls and bright lights. It filled his mouth with the taste of pennies.



“Maybe he wanted more people to sign up?” Jeff offered. “Like at a carnival they have signs telling you how crazy all the stuff inside is, and only people with strong constitutions are allowed in.”



“Well, it’s going on my course critique. ‘Lied about how much nudity the museum would have.’”



“I’m sure they’ll take that seriously.” Jeff glanced at his watch – only a quarter past two. “We’ve got, uh...  Almost two more hours.”



“Awesome.” Mike leaned back in a stretch, his spine popping. “Wanna hit the Starbucks across the street? They prolly have wifi.”



“Sounds good. One more room of this place and I’ll die of boredom.”



That said, the exit was several rooms away. They moved through narrow corridors lined with 60s-style comic art, a completely empty room with a detailed mural of an enormous eyeball staring down from the ceiling, and others that passed so quickly out of recollection they may as well not have existed at all.



Finally, they came to the last gallery, a wide room the size of a tennis court with glass walls looking out on a leafy boulevard. Through them, past the exit-only doors, a Starbucks tempted all comers with its bright green corporate welcome. A bored-looking cop leaned on the hood of his cruiser, watching pedestrians stream by the crosswalk.



Neither of them noticed. Instead they stopped just a few feet inside the hall, and stared.



Finally, Mike spoke. “What the fuck?”



No artwork hung from any of the walls. The wide room was bare and empty, like a showroom waiting to be filled, except for a single display in the center. A huge metal cage, easily ten feet high and just as wide, dominated the space. A jail cell that had somehow escaped its jail. A few feet outside the bars stood stanchions connected by nylon webbing, forming an infinitely less substantial barrier than the prison they protected.



Seated inside, alone on a simple wood stool, was a wisp of a woman. She was dressed modestly, or perhaps just warmly, with a long-sleeved dark shirt and a skirt that fell to her feet. A black scarf concealed her hair. At her feet, tucked behind the stool, were a simple gym bag and a briefcase.



She must’ve heard them, because her head turned a few inches. But otherwise she betrayed no reaction, her hands still folded primly on her lap. The skin of her face and hands was dark, tanned, or perhaps she hailed from some less pale part of the globe than Detroit. Mid-twenties, Jeff guessed, just a few years older than him. If they’d met at a bar, he might have worked up the courage to ask for her phone number.



“Is this an exhibit?” Mike asked. His voice was little more than a whisper, as though they were intruding on someone’s stage. “Are we allowed in here?”



“I didn’t see any signs.” Jeff spun in place to make sure. There was nothing separating this room from the rest of the museum but the open doors along each wall. “I think we’re fine.”



They walked toward the cage and stopped just shy of the stanchions protecting it. A nylon belt girdled the cage, looking as thin and fragile as a spider web beside the metal bars.



Whoever crafted the cage took their job seriously. This was not some state fair construct of hollow aluminum poles propped up on metal panels – this was a cage, with solid iron or steel bars fastened to the floor with heavy-duty masonry bolts. Octagonal metal rods spaced a few inches apart filled out the sides, leaving space for a single door fastened with the largest padlock Jeff had ever seen.



Whoever this woman was, she was staying in there for a while. Although the cage was open-topped, coils of wickedly barbed concertina wire hung like wreaths all around it. 



“Amira Menaged,” Mike said. He stood by a small plastic placard on its own stanchion, positioned so the reader was standing in front of the caged woman. “I think that’s her name.”



Jeff sidled over, careful not to touch the nylon rope barrier. The woman’s eyes locked onto him as he approached the placard. They stared at each other for a moment, and he quickly looked down at the sign.



Performance No. 2


Amira Menaged




Amira Menaged was 21 years old when her family fled Aleppo, Syria, in 2012. They spent two years in the Kilis Öncüpinar refugee camp in Turkey before they were admitted into the United States through the Refugee Resettlement Program.




A recent graduate of the Michigan University School of Performing Arts, Ms. Menaged reenacts with Performance No. 2 the famous performance art/experiment by Marina Abramović, who sat in a gallery in Belgrade for six hours and allowed patrons to do whatever they wished to her.




In Performance No. 2, Ms. Menaged has modified this famous work of art. She will do anything that patrons ask of her, while remaining in this cage.




“Ah.” Jeff looked up again at the concertina wire circling the cage. “I get it. It’s like a mini-refugee camp.”



“So she just sits there?”



“Yeah.” Jeff looked down at the card, reading the last line again. “Or, I guess she does whatever we tell her to do, too.”



“Like, anything?”



“Dude, I’m just reading what the card says.”



“Yeah, okay.” Mike licked his lips. “Hey, uh, Amira?”



The woman’s dark eyes suddenly leapt to Michael, and he took a half-step back. Her gaze was full of silence and intent, and Jeff found himself breathing easier not to be its target.



Mike rallied and plowed forward. “Amira. That’s your name, right?”



No response. She stared at him, barely blinking.



“You have to tell her to do something, man,” Jeff whispered.



“Oh, yeah.” Mike cleared his throat. “Tell us your name.”



Amira smiled and shook her head ever so slightly. One hand came up and drew her fingers across her lips.



“No talking, maybe?” Jeff said. “Amira, stand up.”



That worked. The woman leaned forward and stood. She was short, the top of her head barely reaching Jeff’s chin, but she still stared into his eyes as though they were the same height.



Mike grinned. “There we go. Amira, sit down.”



She complied without hesitation, reaching back to gather her skirt and pull it tight against the back of her legs before sitting down on the stool.



“Stand up,” Jeff said.



“Sit down,” Mike shot back, still smiling. Amira stopped halfway through the motion of standing and sank back onto the stool.



Jeff snorted. “Gonna give her a thigh workout, huh? Amira, stand up.”



“Okay, this is pretty neat,” Mike said. He took a step back, arms folded across his chest, and gazed up at the entirety of the cage. “Is it, you know, really art, though?”



“I did theater in high school. This is just like that. So, yeah, art. Amira, stand on one leg.”



The woman complied. She wobbled a bit, her arms extending from her sides for balance, but she managed to hold the pose.



“Cool.” Mike fished his phone out of his pocket. “Hey, take a picture of me next to her?”



“Yeah, sure.” He took the phone and was playing with the controls when he saw Amira wobble again. “Uh, switch legs, Amira.”



“Are you talking to her?” A new voice intruded. Jeff turned to see their classmate Rachel standing a safe distance away. She frowned up at the concertina wire, squinted at the woman in the cage, and took a step closer to him.



“Yeah, it’s a performance art piece.” Jeff figured out the phone’s camera app and snapped a picture of Mike and the cage. “It’s like a mini-refugee camp. And she does whatever you say, for some reason.”



“Why?” Rachel asked. She was already moving to the placard, and scanned it silently, her eyes occasionally darting up at Amira.



“Something about redoing an old performance,” Mike said. He took his camera back and swiped across the screen. “Try telling her to do something.”



Rachel was slow to respond. She scanned the placard again, a little frown on her lips. When she looked up at the cage, her eyes had narrowed, and Jeff could see her nostrils flaring in irritation. 



“You’re Muslim, right?” she asked. “You're a long way from home. Take off your headscarf.”



For the first time, Amira paused before reacting. She wavered and put her leg down, then slowly reached up with both hands to pull the scarf back from her temples. Black, shoulder-length hair spilled out from it, and she gave her head a little shake to settle it down. The scarf she bundled up and set on the gym bag behind her before returning to a standing position. Her dark eyes locked on Rachel’s.



“Whoa.” Jeff stepped up to the barrier to get a better look. “Can she do that?”



“Of course she can.” The faint hint of a sneer carried in Rachel’s voice. “No one needs to wear a headscarf, they just do it to flaunt their religion.”



Amira looked like she wanted to respond to that, but whatever unwritten rule that compelled her to silence prevailed. Rachel waited, her mouth open just a hair, ready to retort, but when nothing came she shook her head and turned.



“Whatever, have fun with her.” She walked away.



“Huh.” Mike stared after her, then shrugged. “Guess she doesn’t like refugees. Anyway, wanna get that Starbucks?”



He did want Starbucks, but they weren’t done here, yet. Jeff stared at the crumpled headscarf, then at Amira. His lips suddenly felt dry, and he licked them before looking around the amphitheater. It was still just the three of them. When he turned back to Amira, she was watching him, and he saw the muscles in her jaw tighten beneath her skin.



Yeah, he could do this. There was no one to stop him.



“Amira.” His voice caught, and he paused to clear his throat. “Amira, take off your shirt.”



“Whoa! Dude, she’s not gonna do…” Mike’s outburst faded into silence. Jeff barely heard it at all.



Inside the cage, Amira grasped the hem of her dark shirt and pulled it up. There was nothing beneath but a modest sky-blue bra. She struggled with the shirt over her head, having moved with a bit too much urgency, but finally managed to pull it free of her hair. She balled the fabric quickly, almost angrily, and tossed it onto the gym bag with the headscarf.



It was a few seconds before Mike said anything. “Oh shit.”



Oh shit indeed. Jeff tensed, half expecting police or security or his mother to suddenly show up out of nowhere, but the amphitheater remained as deserted as before. “Yeah. See? Art.”



“Right.” Mike stepped up beside him. “Hey, you think she’ll, uh… you know?”



“Maybe. Amira, take off your, uh, thing. The, uh, bra.”



The corner of her mouth raised in what might have been a smile. Just as quickly it was gone, and she reached behind her back. The straps suddenly came loose, and the bra’s cups fell away. She gathered the garment and folded it with much more care than the shirt, and set it beside her discarded shirt. When she turned back, her arms were held rigidly at her side, and she thrust her chest out at them. Defiantly, he thought, for all that she was half naked.



Something like a giggle worked up Jeff’s throat. Twenty minutes ago they’d been bored out of their minds, baffled by crude, pretentious paintings and pointless sculptures. Now he was staring at a woman’s tits – and a nice set of tits, the size of apples, tipped with dark areola that faded at the margins into her mocha skin. A swell of energy, of power, filled his chest. He did this; he made her disrobe. 



Beside him, Mike burst out laughing. “Shit! She did it, man!” He stared at her and fumbled with his phone again. He nearly dropped it trying to bring up the camera app without peeling his eyes from her.



“Awesome. This is awesome.” Some movement caught Jeff’s eye, and he glanced over to see two more patrons standing in the entryway of the amphitheater. They pointed at the cage and the woman inside, surprise clear on their faces. His chest tightened and a cold shock at being discovered rolled up his spine.



But they didn’t move to stop him. And why would they? This was performance art. The woman, Amira, probably knew she was going to end up like this, which was why she brought the gym bag. Their professor’s warning to act mature suddenly seemed more considered.



Mike finally recovered enough to use his phone. The sound of a fake shutter clicking filled the silence. 



“Awesome,” Mike echoed. He lowered the phone and grinned. “Bet she’ll take the rest off?”



As it turned out, she would. More patrons filtered in, populating the edge of the room as Amira completed her divestment. When she finished she stood before them, still defiant. The hint of a smile was gone from her lips, though.



Jeff vaguely recalled reading somewhere that Muslims shaved all their body hair. Apparently that wasn’t universally true. Yet another new thing he’d learned today. 



“It’s gotta take guts to do this, you know? All to make a point about refugees or something, I guess.” Jeff looked up at the coils of razor wire. They were such an odd, terrible contrast to the fragile, beautiful woman inside the cage, and for a moment some emotion other than giddy excitement penetrated his mind. Something about mercy. His grin relaxed, and he glanced back at Amira. She looked impossibly strong for a person in such a condition, alone except for the scraps of her clothes, a gym bag, and a briefcase.



Briefcase. That seemed a little out of place. He stared at it. “Amira, what’s in the briefcase?”



Nothing. She stared at them in silence. It occurred to him that they would never learn what her voice sounded like.



He tried again. “Amira, open the briefcase and show us its contents.”



That worked.  Whatever was inside was light, apparently, because she turned and picked it up without any effort. She set it on the stool, snapped the latches, opened the top, and spun it around to face them.



Jeff blinked. For a long moment his mind simply failed to process what he saw. Beside him, Mike was silent as well, until he finally sucked in a gasp of air.



Every type of needle rested on velvet, glistening silver against rich purple cloth. Long needles, short needles, bevelled syringe needles, acupuncture needles thin as a hair. Sewing needles the size of a pencil. Beside them a row of surgical scalpels lay like soldiers in a rank. Above them all, atop its own cushion in a place of honor, rested a long, single-edged knife with a curved blade.



Behind him, someone gasped. Jeff glanced back to see the crowd had converged and grown to nearly a dozen other patrons. One woman turned at the sight of the needles and walked away. A middle-aged black man in a suit filled her spot, his phone held before him like a talisman, recording. 



“Okay.” A sensation like treading endlessly deep water washed over him. He paused to take a breath and let it out slowly. “Amira, close the briefcase and—”



“Wait!” Mike’s voice interrupted before Amira could reach for the case. “Amira, pick up one of the needles.”



“What?” Jeff blurted and turned to him. Inside the cage, Amira plucked a long, slender needle seemingly at random and held it loosely in her fingers. “Dude, what are you doing?”



“It’s cool, just trust me,” Mike said. He was staring at Amira, his eyes wide. “It’s just a performance, you know? Art. It’s probably not even real.”



“It looks real. Really real.”



“Don’t worry. Amira, poke yourself with the needle.”



She hesitated for a heartbeat. She held out her free arm, palm up, and lightly tapped the needle’s point against her wrist. The skin dented, and her body jerked at the sharp touch, but nothing more. 



Jeff let out the breath. “Okay, there, see? Come on, let’s let some other people give her orders.”



Mike shook his head. “Harder.”



Again Amira paused. But whatever well of courage she drew from was deeper than Jeff could understand, and she drove the needle down into her arm. Her whole body jerked and she cried out. Her voice was high, and even in that wordless expression Jeff heard the hint of an exotic accent.



She straightened slowly. The needle remained in her arm, sunk at least an inch deep. Blood beaded at the site of the wound and ran down her arm before dripping onto the marble tiles. It painted tiny red flowers at her feet.



“Jesus fuck.” Jeff stepped back and had to close his eyes. A cold sweat broke out along his forehead and back. Someone behind him a woman gasped, and half the crowd pulled away, while the other half crowded forward. Their babbling barely reached him over the buzz in his ears.



“...holy shit that had to…”



“...she on drugs? I bet she’s on…”



“...this legal? This can’t be…”



“...yeah, this is happening right now. I’m at the Detroit Museum of…”



Jeff opened his eyes. The last voice belonged to the black man in the suit. He had his phone up, pointed at the naked woman in the cage, and was narrating what they saw. Probably on Periscope or Facebook.



A hand slapped him on the back. Mike was next to him, grinning like a fool. “Did you see that, man? Did you see that?”



“Yeah, I saw,” Jeff croaked. “Why’d you tell her to do that?”



“Dude, don’t you get it? She brought the needles for this exact reason. The knife too.” He turned back to the cage. “Hey, Amira, pick up the knife.”



A cold fist clenched Jeff’s guts. “No. No, man. Amira, don’t.”



“Amira, pick up the knife. Pick it up. Okay, good.” Mike licked his lips, his eyes fastened on the knife in Amira’s hand. “Cut yourself. Between your breasts.”



That was too much. “Dude, what the fuck are you doing? Do you want her to cut herself?”



“It’s her, man. It’s her. She can stop any time she wants.” Mike raised his voice to be heard over the babble. Others were shouting at her now, trying to give her orders, but Amira’s eyes stayed on Michael and Jeffrey. “Do it, Amira.”



She nodded, her first actual response since they found her, and raised the knife. She placed the tip against the little hollow between her collar bones and pressed. The skin broke easily, and she winced, but she drew the blade down her sternum nevertheless, unzipping the skin beneath the cutting edge. Dark blood welled out, gathered, and dribbled down her fingers and belly and groin.



No. No. This was wrong. Jeff grabbed Mike’s shirt behind his neck, balling the fabric in his fist. “That’s enough. Stop it.”



Mike twisted, smacking Jeff’s arm away with his hand. “Hey, you tell her to stop, then. She chose to come here. I’m just doing what she wants us to do.”



“Fucking hell, man. Amira, put the knife away. And close the damn briefcase.”



She did as he asked. Mike grumbled, but didn’t try to stop her. They watched as she set the knife back on its velvet cushion and started to close the case.



“Wait.” It was the black man, filming beside them. “There’s something in the lid.”



He was right – the briefcase’s velvet lid did indeed have its own panel. A simple rotating latch held the compartment closed. A space for a phone or an iPad or something delicate that needed an extra layer of protection. It was probably empty.



Mike pointed at the lid. “Amira, open that up.”



She did with a simple twist of her fingers. With the lid still raised, the panel simply fell away, swinging to down cover the knives and needles.



Inside the new space, nestled in a specially cut foam pad, was a gleaming short-nosed revolver. Black, textured rubber covered the grip for better handling. Gunsmoke residue darkened the end of the barrel, turning the chrome a sickly gray.



Jeff blinked dumbly. It was all he could do. Except for the occasional cop, he’d never even seen a gun, much less in the open like this. Was that even legal? Detroit was supposed to have tough laws on handguns, even on private property, and…



“Amira, pick up the gun,” he heard Michael say.



There was a rush, a babble punctuated by shrieks, and suddenly the crowd was gone. He glanced around to see them retreat to the open doors, or circle around behind the cage. Only he and Michael and the black man recording with the phone remained. 



“Amira,” he said. His voice sounded distant and cottony in his ears. “Amira, is that loaded?”



No answer. She stood as before, the gun held loosely at her side, waiting.



There was another rush as a man with a sweater vest appeared beside the cage. He had a ring of keys in his hands, and fumbled with the lock. A few paces behind him a pair of security guards, armed only with nightsticks, stared at the gun. One of them whispered something into a radio handset strapped to his shoulder – he probably had a direct line to Detroit's emergency services.



That guy looked important. “Hey,” Jeff tried again. “Is that loaded?”



“She’s not supposed to have a gun.” The man looked up at the naked woman, then back down at the lock. His hands shook as he tried each key in turn. “She said she would only have needles. Amira, listen to me. This performance is cancelled. This wasn't in our agreement!”



Amira watched him fumble with the lock. She didn’t put the gun down, or move at all. Instead she looked back at Michael and Jeffrey. Waiting.



Okay, so that’s how it was. “Amira, put the gun away and put your clothes back on.”



“Don’t.” Mike leaned past the nylon rope, grabbing onto the bars. “Amira, keep the gun.”



“DROP THE GUN! DROP THE GUN NOW!” A new voice, shouting so loud it echoed, jolted them all. Jeff stumbled back and turned to see a City of Detroit police officer at the entrance. He had his own gun drawn, held in both hands, pointed at the cage. Even from a dozen yards away Jeff could see the officer’s wide eyes, white all around, and the glisten of sweat on his forehead.



The remaining crowd scattered. The man with the keys dropped them and backed away, his arms raised. 



“Officer, wait!” Jeff stepped back, trying to get out from between them. His feet caught, and he stumbled, landing on his ass. He held his hands up, as though they could ward away bullets. “It’s just an act, officer! It’s a performance!”



Mike still hadn’t moved from the cage. He didn’t even seem aware of the cop. “Amira, hold the gun up.”



Slowly, she lifted the gun, raising the barrel a few inches. Someone behind them screamed.



“Amira, stop! Stop listening to him!” Jeff spun back to the officer, who was sighting down the barrel of his pistol. “Officer, it’s just a prop. It’s not loaded, okay? It’s not loaded—”



“Drop it! Drop it now!” the officer bellowed. 



The shouting became a din, every one of them at once. “It’s not loaded!”



“Drop the gun or I will shoot you!”



“Amira,” Mike’s voice, calm, barely audible. “Amira, pull the trigger.”



“No! It’s not loaded! Officer, don’t–”



A tremendous roar deafened him, like thunder detonating just inches away. The marble floor beside him exploded as the bullet struck it, pelting him with sharp fragments of rock and dust. Inside the cage, Amira stumbled. Her hand whipped back under the force of the gun’s recoil. She seemed as surprised by the shot as the rest of them.



The cop recovered first. He crouched, as though trying to hide behind an imaginary wall, then stepped forward. His gun barked three times, barely heard above the ring in Jeff’s ears. The cage bars sparked, and something stung his thigh. Two red spots appeared high on Amira’s chest, and she fell. The look of surprise never left her face.



It’s all an act. It’s just an act. Jeff sat on the floor, half-deaf from the ringing in his ears. He tried to stand and slipped on something. Beneath him, blood smeared in the shape of his boot prints.



The cop walked to the cage, gun trained on the fallen girl. A thin haze of bluish-gray smoke drifted in the spotlights above them.



Jeff felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned to see Mike crouching beside him. He breathed hard, nearly gasping, and his eyes were as wide and wild as any Jeff had ever seen. They shone with a mad, rabid light.



“Dude, did you see that?” he said. “She did it. That was... Oh, shit man...”



It’s just an act. She’s fine. It’s just an act. Jeff turned back to the cage, staring at Amira’s motionless form. He waited for the cop to put his gun away, for Amira to stand, and for everyone to congratulate themselves on a performance well done. An act so perfect it would go down in the history of art.



He waited, and waited. Beside him, Mike began to laugh. It almost sounded like he was crying, too.



It's just an act.



He was still waiting when the ambulance arrived to take him away.
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         Just like that, the forest around us changed without changing. The fresh midsummer scent of the trees turned thick and cloying, a perfume masking some lingering odor tickling the back of the throat. The lush canopy of the trees over the old cobblestone road pressed in a little tighter, aggressively vibrant, the colors blurring at the edges of your vision and concealing shifting shadows that vanished when you looked. 



The birdsong died away, leaving only a breathy, scuttling rattle like unseen dead leaves swept in a winter breeze. A nervous whisper rippled through the company to fill the silence, and died away immediately as Baba Anastasia shifted her head and swept a glare through the soldiers. Questioning eyes turned to me, and I tried to ignore them with Baba-like grace. The girls' steps faltered amid a few whimpers, and I reached over to give a warning jerk on their chains.



Sergeant Jakob cleared his throat. "Captain Lenistov?" he said, uncertain and hoarse. "Are we going through the Faewood?"



"We're going back to Severnaya Natsiya," I said with more calm than I felt. "I rather don't think we're getting there past the Khagan's army on the steppes, and they—" I jerked the chains again—"wouldn't survive Orlov Pass." I glanced over at Anastasia for backup, but as usual, for all her reaction I might as well have not even been there.



"Okay," Jakob said, and licked his lips as his eyes darted around the silent forest. "Okay."



"Hope we all get eaten," one of the girls behind me mumbled. I whipped my head around, but all of them were silent and expressionless, eyes fixed on the ground. Probably Sarnai again.



But even she lapsed into silence, and our first day in the Faewood was little more than the tapping of boots on stone, and the rasp of chains as the girls' bare feet shuffled along the road.








"Listen," Baba Anastasia abruptly said as what little light we could see through the canopy was beginning to fade, "the wood is hungry." She lifted her staff and turned it in her fingers, tense and alert. My soldiers unconsciously closed ranks, hands to hilts, and strained their ears, but the silence remained as deafening as before.



"If you would survive the Faewood," she said, raising her voice, "heed me. The fae are ancient shadows of shadows, fell and hungry, as solid as oaths and as true as lies, and it is oaths and lies which bind them to our world." She turned around to address us, finally, and for a moment I thought her eyes were fixed on me but she didn't adjust them to meet my gaze. "They do not exist as we do. That is everything that a fae is—oaths and lies, and an unquenchable hunger to rip more from our souls—and that is the only way they have of harming you. Lies, to open your heart, and oaths, to clench their jaws upon it. And the moment you forget that is when you are devoured." 



The trees around us rustled and swayed, and their sound was high and delicate laughter. All the soldiers tensed or flinched, and the rasp of at least two drawn swords joined my own. Jakob froze, eyes wide. One of the girls bit back a scream, and several balled up, arms over their heads. Only Anastasia was unmoved, eyes fixed in the middle distance at something only she could see.



"This is what you must remember above all else: Do not fall afoul of oaths." She thumped her staff on the stones. "By the ancient oaths that bar them from the rest of the world, all this wood is theirs—but the road is not of the wood. Stay on it, or you are theirs. Make no promises—for if you do, what you swear is theirs. And what is theirs is eaten. Do you understand?"



Jakob's fingers drifted up to clench the iron Bozhestvite cross-in-circle hanging around his neck. "D-do we have to?" he blurted out, the color drained from his face. "M-maybe Orlov Pass, if we go back, sn-sneak past the bloodwyrms at night—"



"Sergeant," I snapped, and he snapped straight, hand still in a white-knuckled grip around his cross. "You are out of line."



"Captain, sorry, Captain," he said, eyes darting around the darkening wood.



There was another ethereal giggle, seeming to come from all around us. Beads of sweat glistened on Jakob's clammy brow. He stiffened and said nothing.



Anastasia turned her head to me, met my gaze, and frowned, then abruptly whirled around and resumed our march.








I shook Jakob awake shortly after the company had staked down the girls' chains and snuffed most of the torches, and motioned him back down the road past the bend we were using for our shit-piles. "Sergeant," I said roughly once we were alone, "what was that about?"



"I'm sorry, Captain," he said, not meeting my eyes. "I won't cause trouble."



"Our Baba's annoyed—it's too late for that. Out with it."



He winced, closed his eyes, and hung his head. "I lived in Kray Lesa for a few months before I enlisted," he said faintly. 



"Just on the other side of the wood?"



"Yes. With my brother and his family, who'd moved out from the capital. Until one day…" A shudder passed through his body. "Little Yulia was playing with some friends on the wall, and fell off the far side. And before anyone could do a thing, the shadows swooped out of the trees and dragged her in. We could hear her screams from the village…for hours. Hours. Finally, Konstantin couldn't bear it any more. With the strength of a madman, he threw off the ten men holding him down, grabbed a sword, and charged into the Feywood after her. And the sounds stopped." Jakob clenched his cross again, hand trembling. "The next day, we heard her voice, scared and crying, saying they'd eaten her daddy and she wanted to come home. E-elena…ran into the forest shouting…if they'd promise to keep her alive, sh-she'd trade her life for Yulia's…"



I interrupted him with a hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry," I said. "Those must be hard memories. But regardless of how much the Faewood has taken from you, we can make it through. We've got a Baba, and a good wide road to follow."



"You don't understand," he said, rocking back and forth. "That was her voice."








When sunlight started filtering through the trees the next morning, it was with the distant sound of women's laughter and chatter. Occasional giggles and shrieks. Happy sounds that made the false colors and scents of the wood feel all the more off. But more than once, the girls paused in their barefoot plodding to lift their heads and stare longingly out into the trees.



And then the chatter began to take shape. "I wish we had were more friends," the high-pitched ethereal voices said, and "Nobody will let girls run into the forest," and "All the adults are too scared of the monsters," and "Of course they are—the monsters will eat them." 



I put some extra length into my strides until I caught up to Baba Anastasia. "The company understands the dangers here, but the girls have a lot less incentive to believe you," I murmured. "If this continues, we'll have the whole lot of them breaking for the woods when we unchain them to squat."



"So don't unchain them," Anastasia said.



Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jakob's face twitch with a suppressed frown—and as bad an idea as it was to cross a Baba, I couldn't much disagree with the sentiment.



"They're whelps of the Khagan, but they're still human," I said. "They're not animals, to shit where they lay."



"They're no good to anyone dead," Anastasia said, swiveling her head to me, in a sweet tone that seemed to invite defiance in much the same way as the Faewood invited visitors.



I swallowed and tried again. "And you don't think the wood will use that humiliation as further evidence against us? Chains alone can't stop them from running if the ember of hope kindles, and—" I stopped myself at the last moment from mentioning Jakob's tale to her—"I've heard about what the Faewood can put in people's heads…"



Anastasia walked in silence for a minute, then pursed her lips and nodded curtly. "Fine, then. If you can't handle them, I'll address it at lunch."



When the halt was called a few hours later, she bid the company gather in a circle around the girls, and paced back and forth at the edge of the road like a big cat, sniffing the air. "Unchain them," she finally said, "and be ready to cut down any who bolt," and then her eyes rolled back in her head, and she chanted witch-words and traced runes in the air with the tip of her staff. The cloying wrongness of the Faewood intensified into an oppressive miasma, until finally Anastasia reached into a pouch at her side and flung a handful of glittering dust into the woods. For a moment, where it hung in the air, the woods were black and dead, frail and twisted—and then those shadows distorted and inverted, blurring inward into a humanoid white form, leaving us blinking back afterimages.



That new form was, like the rest of the Wood, so beautiful as to feel artificial. It was a woman, tall and willowy, but with curves that accented every little shift of her body. She wore a dress of satin and gauze and lace that seemed to defy gravity, fabric intricately swirling out around a closely clinging base like a snowstorm sweeping the hills. Her skin was nearly as white as the dress—as porcelain as the Tsar's serving-staff in his winter palace—and so impossibly smooth and flawless that I took it to be either mask or thick makeup until her cheeks shifted with a smile. Her lips were full and brilliantly red, out of place like a drop of blood upon a marble floor, and I found my gaze fixed on them—though a quick glance around found most of the male soldiers' eyes drifting further down.



The spirit lifted her arms, spread regally, and the gauzy sleeves underneath them glittered as Anastasia's dust had. "Be welcomed to our forest," she said, her tone gentle and maternal and almost musical, "a realm of such delights as mankind has never known—"



"I bind you," Anastasia interrupted, ugly and rasping, her stony face locked in a scowl. "By the oaths of my power, I bind you against false display of form." She thumped her staff to the road, and I felt a new force clench its jaws to the air, and the spirit woman exploded.



There wasn't another word for it. The moment before the staff's impact, she was there, and then in her place was a dark and ethereal maw. The rippling snow of her dress became shards, hard and cold, and the graceful curves of her form twisted into the jagged lines of teeth. It hung in midair, all sharp points and menace and hunger, and vertigo settled in as my heart squeezed in terror. Several of the younger girls whimpered and fainted.



There was a hollow laugh, and the dagger-points of the dark cloud shifted around as if speaking. "How brazen you are, witch. Do you not know the cost of such a binding?"



"I do," Anastasia said, and gestured. Some invisible force grabbed the arm of one of the older girls, jerking her out of the circle. "One human life, forfeit."



The girl—a skinny and heavily bruised one named Khulan, who had not spoken save to answer when we demanded her name—shrieked and staggered for balance, reaching back toward the others. "Sarnai!" she screamed, "Sarnai!" Sarnai lunged forward, fire flashing in her eyes, but the closest two soldiers grabbed her and hauled her back. Anastasia made a small gesture, and Khulan was roughly flung forward, landing heavily on the edge of the road and bouncing off into the underbrush.



In a moment, the shadows had leapt upon her, whirling and flaying. I looked away when the first of the teeth pierced her skin, and I did not look back until the screams had stopped and the sounds of motion died away. Only three, as far as I could tell, even tried to watch: Jakob, who quickly lost his lunch; Sarnai, who stared in abject horror; and Anastasia, who eyed the scene dispassionately.



The cloud of shadows, its teeth gleaming a little brighter, gradually rose away from Khulan's pitted and weathered skeleton, into a semblance of a smile. "Thank you for your gift," it purred, voice like syrup. "Shall we discuss the binding's cost?"



Anastasia's expression didn't change, but I saw her knuckles whiten around her staff, and her hand start to tremble. "Speak," she said, voice slow and level.



"Did you think a binding could be repaid in any manner but oath?" the shadow said mockingly. "A promise of a human life not already ours, to be delivered as soon as you take the road past the wood's boundaries. To sacrifice one who has already entered the wood is to pay a debt from the debtor's purse."



Every eye turned to Anastasia. The Baba slowly turned her head to me, frowning. Every eye turned to me. "Well?" Anastasia scowled, and I knew her look. The Baba had done this at my insistence, and she wasn't going to take an oath for me. 



I glanced down at the skeleton and swallowed. There was no getting out of this one, with the binding already made. And no doubt that if I refused, the Baba would throw me to the Faewood and move on down the ranks. 



…Starting with Jakob. I glanced over at his ashen face. No…I couldn't do that to him. My stomach twisted and fell, and I knew there was only one way this could go.



"I promise," I said, and I felt a shadow stir in my chest and clench its jaws around my heart. Then I turned to the girls. "Do you see now what sort of monsters lie in wait off the path?" I couldn't keep my terror off my face, so I tried to at least put it to advantage. "Let's have no talk of escape here, not if you value your lives more than I valued mine."








The shadows showed little inclination to whisper temptations to us once they'd been unmasked, so the rest of the day passed in eerie silence. Murmurs filled the air as night fell, but neither I nor any of the company could make out their words, and the voices raised in meaningless chorus throughout the night, making our sleep tense and restless.



My sleep was restless for a different reason. Khulan's screams echoed in my mind, and the anguish in Sarnai's face was painted on my eyelids. They were ultimately just raiding-trophies liberated from the whore-tents of the Khagan hordes, to be turned over to the Babas for re-education and witch-training…and while officially unfortunate, her death would barely merit a mention in the mission report. But I had spoken up, and so now that death was my fault. Would keeping them shackled for a few days have been so bad?



Yes, I told myself. Yes, it would have. It had to be worth taking a stand for. Otherwise, Khulan's death had been for nothing.



But if their lives mean that much, I thought, why are we marching them to Severnaya Natsiya in chains in the first place?



"They're better off," I murmured to myself, but Anastasia's cold face lingered in my brain above the words.








As we set off the next morning, hungry shadows flitted from tree trunk to tree trunk, pacing us, staying well back from the road but well within sight. Anastasia prowled the edges of the road, eyes hard, neck snapping back and forth as the shadows crept closer at the edges of our vision and then receded at a direct look. Their chorus of babble continued all the while, and every eye nervously scanned the trees, wondering whether the road was as safe as the Baba had assured us.



So it was, when two of my soldiers unchained Sarnai for a squat, that nobody else looked at her until it was too late. She bolted not uproad or downroad past the soldiers, but straight sideways at the Baba—and by the time they came to their senses and shouted a warning, Sarnai had already covered the three strides to the road's edge. With a scream that rang like a Khagan war-cry, she shoulder-checked Anastasia from behind.



The Baba yelped and overbalanced, and that was that. The shadows were already swarming in from the trees as she was falling, and by the time she hit the grass at the edge of the road, the air around her was writhing black. The tip of her staff flared out into light, and then just as suddenly winked out. A soldier tackled Sarnai, who was standing defiantly over the gruesome scene, and two of the others had the presence of mind to grab Anastasia's boots and try to pull her back onto the road. The boots came back limp and aged, filled only with bones and glittering dust. On the grass, not even that remained.



"Rot unburied, witch," Sarnai snarled, and spat on the ground. "All of you rot. All of you. Khulan was the best of us."



I strode over to her as my soldiers hauled her to her feet. She reared her face back to spit at mine, and would have hit had Vlad not jerked her head sideways at the last moment. "Do what you will. At least her death is avenged."



"Sarnai," I said. "Was this your idea? Or the wood's?"



"Mine," she said. "And proud of it."



Shit, I thought.



"Then you leave me no choice," I said, and stabbed her through the heart.








We walked in grim silence for several hours, with what sounded like Anastasia's screams echoing from the distance. "Ignore them," I said loudly. "The wood's trying to scare us with lies again."



I realized I was wrong about its motives when the high-pitched voice floated back in on the winds. "Oh, I wish I had more friends to watch this with," it said. "To watch that evil lady get what's coming to her, together. She was the one who made it look like we ate your friend. Wasn't she, Khulan?"



A second voice giggled. "I'm sure glad I'm not under her enchantment any more." Several of the girls looked back and forth at each other, eyes widening.



"Company," I shouted, "halt."



As my soldiers came to a stop, I pointed at Jakob and a few of his men. "You, unlock the girls," I said. "The rest of you, back here with me." Jakob furrowed his brow in confusion, but complied.



"Company, listen," I said as the girls got into a wary huddle. "I'm not losing any more of you to this wood, and I don't want to take the risk of anyone else getting Sarnai's idea. Under no circumstances is anyone to go closer than one body-length to the edge of the road. And as for you." I gestured at the girls. "I've tried my best to keep you safe. I didn't know what the Baba was going to do, and I'm sorry for that. But she's dead now, and making it out of here is going to be all the harder. If you're insane enough to believe the wood's lies, go. Just…go. Better you walk off in peace and dignity than to get us all killed chasing after you."



The girls looked at me in silent confusion, then at the few soldiers looming over them, chains still in hand.



"I'm serious," I said. "Company, stand down, and get over here. If you'd rather choose the woods over us, this is your chance."



"Captain," Jakob said in horror, "no."



"Do it!" Khulan's ethereal voice hissed urgently. "Now's your chance!"



"No!" Jakob said, flinging his arms wide, causing the one or two girls straying from the pack to flinch. "Are you mad, Captain? I lost Yulia to this wood—I can't watch more children walk into it!"



"Jakob," I said quietly, "let them decide."



"Not until they know Yulia's story," he said firmly, and he knelt among them and began to tell it.



"No!" Khulan's voice boomed. "Liars—the liars that killed Sarnai!" Then the voice shifted to the one whose laughter we had originally heard. "Uncle, why are you lying to them? I'm alive!"



Jakob's face drained of color, and he stared intently around at the girls. "Don't listen. That's how they got Konstantin. That's how they got Elena."



"Mommy made an oath!" the voice screamed. "Why are you lying? I'm alive! They can't break oaths!"



One of the girls—a younger one, Tsetseg—tugged on the edge of Jakob's leathers. "Mister Jakob," she said in a small voice, "is that really your daughter?"



"Niece," he said, looking into her eyes. "And no. That thing is not my niece."



"LIAR!" the voice screamed. 



Jakob shot to his feet. "If I lied about that," he shouted back, "then I swear to you I will walk into the woods right this minute!"



The woods fells silent.



Then the shadows receded.








None of the girls walked into the woods, and with the shadows' retreat, I couldn't help but silently feel that we'd won something—if not a victory, then at least a reprieve.



I ordered the chains stowed for the rest of the day. Jakob and I walked at the head of the column, half a dozen of my soldiers behind, followed by the cluster of unchained girls and a rear guard. 



"Captain," Jakob finally murmured, glancing behind him to make sure his voice wasn't carrying. "We should let them go."



"I'm grateful to you for saving their lives," I responded quietly, "but that's crazy talk."



"Is it?" he said. "You were about to let the wood take them all, and report to the Babas that they'd died. It's the same thing, except this time, they're not dead."



"I was trying to get their deaths off of my conscience before I sacrificed myself to the Baba's insane spell," I murmured. "To let them die free, instead of having them bolt my chains and leave me wondering if I should have beat them until they were too terrified to run. That's very different."



He considered that. "You're planning on being the Baba's sacrifice, then?"



"What alternative do I have?"



"Then what difference does it make to you?"



That gnawed at my conscience for long moments until I shifted the topic. "Sergeant, what alternative do I have? Because your question certainly made it sound like I have a choice."



Jakob turned his head to look at me, surprised. "Surely it had to occur to you that you promised them a life at the end of the journey, yes? Not your life."



I turned my head to meet his gaze. "And what sort of captain would I be if I sacrificed one of my soldiers to save my skin?"



He returned his gaze to the road. "The all-too-common sort."



"Well, I won't," I said, but a seed of doubt had been planted, and its roots tickled uncomfortably. 



We walked in silence for a minute, and the silence didn't help.



"Truthfully," Jakob said, "I thought for sure you'd just decide to sacrifice one of the girls." He chewed his lip. "…I'm glad you didn't."



"Because of Yulia?" I attempted to parry, and felt no less uncomfortable.



"Because of what it says about you."



That gnawed at me for the rest of the day.



Why wasn't I just letting the girls go?



Surely life with the Babas was better for them than the Khagan's whore-tents…wasn't it?








"Captain," Vlad asked as the sky darkened, "should we put them back in chains while we sleep?"



I turned to him with a carefully neutral face, but inwardly, I was squirming. "Trusting each other is the only way we're going to all get through the Faewoods," I said, "and I can't throw away the trust we built today."



He raised one eyebrow. "But then there's nothing to stop them from sneaking back down the road to the steppes while we sleep."



"I doubt they can all go without waking us up," I said confidently, "and if we lose one or two, then, well, they'll know whose fault it is when they're put back in chains."



It was lunatic-logic, and I was pretty certain Vlad accepted it only because I was the captain, but my dreams that night were far less troubled. Until, that is, I was woken up by the subtle whisper of metal on metal near my head. My eyes shot open to find the silhouette of one of the girls crouched over my weapon-belt, and I realized in a moment of terror that sneaking back down the road to the steppes was far from the worst thing that freed prisoners could do.



Adrenaline focused my thoughts as she worked my dagger out of its sheath, and I desperately studied her silhouette as I sat silently up. I could simply grab her and raise a shout…and then I'd have to kill her, wouldn't I? A clear and present threat, the same way Sarnai had been. Another body cooling on the stone, the rest of the girls back in chains, and…then everything would be so simple for me, wouldn't it? Just admit this whole thing had been foolhardy from the start.



Just give up. And let Jakob down.



She was large for a girl, with some curve to her hips and some more to her chest. One of the teenagers, and Sarnai and Khulan were dead. I drew a silent breath, mentally flipping a coin, and…"Gerel?" I whispered as softly as I could.



She froze.



"Will that bring Sarnai back?" I continued. "Will it save the others? All it will accomplish is to get you killed, and get the others put back in chains and shipped to the Babas." She didn't respond. "Go back to sleep." I tried to soften my voice. "Please."



Gerel's body slowly pivoted, legs and fingers touching down with the grace of a cat, until she was facing me with one hand still clenched around the hilt of my dagger. "That's what you're doing anyway," she breathed at me accusingly. "Once we get out of the woods. Isn't it?"



"I don't know," I whispered, desperately hoping the truth was enough. "But if you kill me, the next captain will."



Her hand on the dagger trembled, but stayed put.



"Why," she finally whispered, "did you kill Sarnai?"



My heart froze. I had plenty of answers to that, but none of them were good. Justice, for ending a woman who was herself a terrifying murderer. Retribution, for retribution. Petty vengeance, for turning my attempt at sympathy for the girls so bloody. 



"Why are you holding my knife now?" I tried.



She frowned. "So our reasons are the same, but you get to do it and I don't?"



I tried to hide a swallow through my dry throat. "If I did something I regret, wouldn't I try to stop you from making the same mistake?"



Gerel shifted her wrist as she spidered forward, and the knife whispered free of its sheath, and before I could react it was at my throat. "No 'if'. Did you regret it?" Her voice rose to a husky whisper, agitated, and the soldier six feet away stirred in his sleep. "Was it a mistake? You swear to me. You swear like Jakob swore."



"Ssssh," I said, flicking my eyes toward the shifting form. Gerel turned her head and froze, and I desperately used the time to wrack my brain.



No, it hadn't been—that was the stark truth. I'd been protecting my soldiers by removing a threat and setting an example. I'd have been mad to keep her alive…and even if I had, death would have been a mercy compared to what the Babas would have done to her. No, Sarnai had been a dead girl walking from the moment she touched the Baba. None of which helped me here.



"Gerel," I whispered as the soldier returned to slumber, staring earnestly into her eyes. "If killing her hadn't hurt, you'd be dead too. I whispered your name instead of shouting for help. Sarnai knew she had to die for what she did, but do you know what would have been a mistake? Killing you. Just like killing me would be a mistake right now."



Her lips curled back, and I could see her teeth clenched tightly together behind them. "Promise me you'll let us go."



I closed my eyes for a moment and took what might have been my last breath. "I can't yet."



Gerel grimaced and rolled her head back, muttering curses through clenched teeth. Her knife hand trembled at the edge of my vision, and I could feel the metal tap my skin.



Then she withdrew her hand, setting the knife down on the corner of my bedroll, and silently scampered on all fours back to the pile of huddled, sleeping girls.








"Psst," I heard, a vague sound coming from nowhere in particular, and stirred back to consciousness to find absolutely nothing amiss around the darkened camp.



I frowned and sat up. "Psst," the voice whispered. "Captain."



I rubbed my eyes and glanced around the slumbering company. Not a one with open eyes or moving mouth.



"I think you should do it," the voice said, and shifted into Khulan's high, thin tone. "Let them go."



My blood froze.



"I'm not listening," I whispered back, and lay back down on my bedroll, heart pounding.



"You'd be doing the right thing," the wood said. "There's already been enough war. You can save them."



I stuck my fingers in my ears.



"Of course…" it paused as if surprised. "Why, that would leave you without a sacrifice. Unless you truly were planning on sacrificing yourself. But certainly, a person as clever as yourself has figured out the solution to that, yes?"



I reached over for my knife, sliced a small cut in my bedroll, and started picking out some cotton strands to stuff in my ears.



"No? You never figured out the loophole? Well, I can certainly tell you, for a price." I could feel the shadow grin, just out of sight. "Another life. Not even one of these! Any life you'd like. I'll even give you a year to find them. Just think of how much better you could make the world with the right sacrifice…a murderer, a rapist…one of the Babas hungering for fresh slaves…an enemy soldier fighting to subdue Severnaya Natsiya. It would be a shame to have you walk into the woods to get torn apart, Captain, when we could do so much good together."



I started cramming my ears with cotton. The voice got more muffled.



"And all you have to do to start is let the girls go free," it whispered. "In fact, if you swear to do so, I will swear to release you from your binding-oath."



I paused, and pulled the cotton from one ear. "What?"



"You heard me."



"…What's the catch?"



"I'd be quite happy to tell you," it purred, "for another life."








Gerel's eyes bored into me through the course of my morning routine. When the bowls of breakfast kasha were doled out, she took hers without removing her stare from me, passing the bowl off to one of the younger girls.



I avoided returning her gaze, for her sake as well as my own. But finally, I couldn't take it any more, and announced a little louder than strictly necessary: "If we make good time, we should be through the Faewood by the end of the day." I finally turned my head to glance at her, and said: "We're leaving the chains off again."



Gerel's brow furrowed, but otherwise she gave no indication of her reaction. "Captain—" one of the soldiers started to protest.



I held up my hand, turning to him. "I'm not spending another night in this wood, and chaining the girls slows them down. Besides, they behaved last night, didn't they?" Gerel's eyes flew open at that, and I tried not to give her away by looking back at her. "We'll discuss the rest once we get out of here."



"Where the captain plans to release the girls," a shadow's voice purred from the trees. "Isn't that true, Captain?"



The company froze. Several soldiers gave me curious looks, then over at the girls. The girls stared up, wide-eyed.



I deliberately chewed a spoonful of kasha. "Ignore the voice. I'm not discussing anything here where the Faewood can pervert it and spread lies."



The shadow grinned as it floated to the edge of the road. "How interesting. So you intend to be around outside the forest to discuss your future plans. Who will you sacrifice in your place, Captain? Care to share with the crowd?"



My gut twisted as mutters swept through the ranks and the girls started whispering to each other. I hadn't figured that out yet, and the Faewood knew it. It hadn't left us alone in the last day of walking…it had merely been silent, observing. And it looked like its last trap was snapping shut.



I took another bite of kasha to disguise my fear. "Trust me."



"I don't see how they can, Captain. Are you going to betray the precious soldiers who would follow you through fire? Or are you going to betray the girls you've sweet-talked into trusting you with their lives mere days after you were dragging them around in chains?"



I threw my bowl to the road and stood up. "Neither," I said forcefully—and in a moment of insanity or inspiration, I added, "So I swear."



I felt a second shadow, much like the one from the last oath, uncoil in my chest and sink its teeth around the edges of my heart. The shadow at the edge of the road, for its part, suddenly went very still.



"Idiot," it snarled. "Do you truly think a noble self-sacrifice will help anyone? The price of my loophole has just tripled."








Despite the shadows hovering at the edges of our vision, the last leg of our journey passed in eerie silence. There was nothing for them to say if nobody was going to believe them, I supposed. Stripped of their disguises and foiled by our oaths of truth, all they could do was wait for another opening.



My time, though, was running out. As soon as we stepped out from the woods…



…I'd have to decide, wouldn't I? My company had been entrusted with a mission to bring the Babas fresh recruits to re-educate; while my own personal failure very quickly wasn't going to matter, if I simply ordered the company to let them go, that made them complicit, and the consequences weren't going to be pretty. But if I clapped the girls back in chains and delivered them after all…what had all this been for? From the oath that was about to kill me, to the whispered conversation which almost had, to the few days of hope I was about to cruelly snuff back out?



My mind chased itself around in circles for the better part of the day, and some glimmers of a plan began to emerge. But the biggest problem lay there like a boulder in a field, stubbornly resisting every pressure I could exert:



The instant we left the woods, someone had to die.








And all too soon, the canopy began to thin, and the white smoke-columns of Kray Lesa's chimneys began to be visible through the trees. The silent, hungry shadows pressed in a little closer. Whispers spread through the girls, and more than one looked to be on the verge of bolting, but Gerel kept glancing back at me and holding up a hand.



We rounded a final bend to see the outer wall of the town less than 100 yards ahead. I slowed our pace as we approached, and stopped entirely about ten paces away. "Company, halt," I called, and the unchained cluster of girls gathered directly behind me, and my soldiers glanced back and forth, a few stepping forward toward their normal guard positions. I held up a hand.



"Let's talk," I said. "The way I see it, we have two very important missions right now. And I most certainly can't lead both. I…might not be able to lead either."



The gathered shadows tittered, flexing their teeth, drifting toward me. "Four lives," the loophole merchant whispered.



I glanced around the two score soldiers under my command, trying to ignore the hovering shadows. "We lost two-thirds of our strength in the steppes. More importantly, we lost our Baba in the Faewoods. The Tsar needs a report as urgently as possible. Sergeant Vlad, you are to assume control of the full company and return to the capital with all haste to personally deliver the news."



He snapped to attention. "Captain."



"And you, Sergeant." I turned to Jakob. "Our primary mission remains to deliver these girls to the Babas. But if we all stay together on our trip to the capital, they will slow Sergeant Vlad down far too much. I want you to take…mmm…six of our most trusted soldiers, hand-picked from the entire company, to oversee our precious cargo…and I trust your discretion in carrying out our mission by any means you deem fit."



Another week for Vlad and the others to get the capital, I thought, and another week for any forces to get back. I can't simply let them go, but I can keep most of my soldiers blameless, and give you and the girls a two-week head start.



As I spoke, Jakob's initial shock shifted to confusion, and then to a sly comprehension. "Any means, Captain," he said with a hint of a smile. But then he blinked and frowned. "…And you?"



I looked up at the wall ten paces away. So near. So innocent. So inevitable.



"You…go on ahead," I said, faltering. "You shouldn't have to see me—"



Then I blinked.



Not when we left the forest. When I left the forest. I was the one who had sworn the oath, after all.



You go on ahead, indeed.



A smile flitted across my face for the first time in days, and I took a step toward the wall, then winced theatrically and bent over to massage my leg. "On second thought, I'm afraid I might have developed a bit of a muscle cramp from all this walking," I said, and gingerly sat down on the road. "It's dreadfully bothersome. I don't suppose you all could go fetch the village doctor while I wait right here? It would rather raise my spirits…especially if he, say, knows any comatose or terminally ill patients whose next of kin might be convinced to console me."



The shadows howled in rage, and Jakob returned my grin.



"I think, Captain," he said, "that can be arranged."

 

 

 
      

      
   
      A Fairy and Her Hero


      

      
      
         Ismerelda knew her purpose from the very moment she emerged from the Well of Light. Find the destined hero and guide them on their path to defeat the Demon King.



Easy.



“Hello? Is anyone there?” Ismerelda called out before launching into another coughing fit. She could barely hear her own voice over the roar of the inferno that raged around her. Acrid smoke filled her tiny lungs, and she beat her diaphanous wings furiously to try and stay steady amongst the boiling updrafts.



The bond still pulsed in the back of her mind, so not all hope was lost just yet. Somewhere in this pile of ash and fire that could have once been called a town, the hero still lived.



The bond grew fainter with every passing moment.



A nearby wall collapsed, throwing sparks and soot about with a blast of hot air. Ismerelda bit back a scream as she tumbled through the air. She had to focus.



There, through the recently opened building, Ismerelda could see a dark form slumped against a smoldering bed. The bond in her mind twinged. This had to be it!



Ismerelda dove inside, dodging falling embers as she twisted about. She came to rest on the bedside table and took a moment to catch her breath.



A young woman lay against the bed, dark curls of hair framing her slender face. Her breath came in shallow gasps, and her skin was deathly pale. Blood seeped out of a large gash in her side to pool on the floor below.



Ismerelda wasn’t too late. The hero could still be saved.



Fairies could not perform magic on their own, but they could act as conduits for the power of the Goddess. Ismerelda opened up her mind, sending a plea for assistance to her home. Radiance filled her, and the fire and smoke seemed to shrink away from her light.



With a quick beat of her wings, Ismerelda flitted downwards and pressed her tiny lips to those of the human who would assuredly save the world.



The hero took in a deep, rattling breath. Her eyes shot open, the wounded flesh in her side knitting itself back together with a soft golden light.



Power ebbed away from Ismerelda, leaving her completely exhausted. Such power was too much for most fairies. To use it would be a sacrifice of one's corporeal form until they could be reborn once more. But the fairy chosen to be the companion of the hero was made of sterner stuff.



“Gods above,” the hero whispered. Her dark eyes came to rest on Ismerelda, and a soft smile played across tired features. “Izzy, you’re okay. I thought I lost you.”



Ismerelda pursed her lips at the strange form of address. A part of her just wanted to collapse into unconsciousness, but her job wasn’t done yet. She raised her chin, and did her best to look regal despite her diminutive stature. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, hero. I am Ismerelda, a fairy sent from the Goddess to help guide you to your destiny. May I ask your name?”



The hero blinked several times, and cocked her head to the side. “Izzy? What are you talking ab—”



Another section of wall collapsed nearby. Ismerelda screamed and darted to land on the hero’s shoulder. “Maybe we should finish introductions somewhere that's not on fire!”



With a grunt the hero stood up and picked up the sword that had fallen by her side. Her steps were shaky at first, but color seemed to return to her cheeks with every breath.



Fresh air washed over them both as they stumbled outside, and Ismerelda filled her lungs with its sweet embrace. The remains of the village still burned around them, so they weren’t safe yet.



“This way!” Ismerelda flew ahead, letting her body glow with a soft light to lead the hero through the smoke and haze. She turned back, both to make sure the hero was following, and to get a better look at her.



Ismerelda had never met a hero of course, but the stories that surrounded them all tended to follow the same pattern. When great evil threatened the world, the fairies would seek out a destined youth with a humble background, and lead them to take up arms and fight for the forces of good.



The girl in front of her though… she wore a well fitted suit of chain mail over traveling leathers. Her sword, of a masterful craftsmanship, looked like it belonged in her hands. She stepped past rubble with the practiced gait of a fighter, eyes darting about and constantly alert for danger.



Rather than a naive youth unaware of her destiny, the hero looked like, well...



A hero.








They finally came to a stop a mile from the village, next to a small stream. The hero knelt down to splash water on her face, washing away the accumulated blood and grime.



Ismerelda decided to follow suit. She dove into the water, then burst out of the water with a splash and shook herself off. She spun about in the air, her natural luminescence filtering through the droplets of water. “There. Much better,” she said with a giggle.



The hero cracked a smile, but it quickly faded. She turned back towards the village, her eyes downcast. “I couldn't protect them, Izzy.”



“You keep calling me that,” Ismerelda said. She landed on top of the hero’s head and held onto her curls. “But it is not my name. I am Ismerelda. And you still have yet to tell me what I should call you.”



The hero stiffened, her expression out of sight. “Izzy? You're just joking right? It's me, Solana. Did you bump your head or something? You sound like you did six months ago.”



“Solana,” Ismerelda said, sounding the name out. It felt right somehow. A good name for a hero. “I'm afraid you must be mistaken. This is the first time we've met. Have you met another fairy before?”



Solana’s hand shot up, lightning fast, and snatched Ismerelda from her perch. Tight fingers wrapped around her diminutive form in a powerful grip that could easily crush her into dust. Solana’s bangs hung low, shielding her eyes. “Izzy, stop it. This isn't funny. Please. I… I saw you stop that sword for me. You just vanished. I looked everywhere for you, but you're okay now, right?”



Ismerelda did her best to still her rapid heartbeat and remain calm. Humans could be scary even from a distance, but this close it was a stark reminder that size mattered. “I, um. When a fairy’s corporeal form is destroyed, our essence returns to the Well of Light and we eventually return with no memories of our previous existence. But whatever fairy you knew, it couldn’t have been me. Recorporealizing is a process that can take several years. If you knew a fairy and lost her only recently…” Ismerelda shook her head. “I'm sorry.”



The grip around Ismerelda tightened, and she let out a strangled squeak. Something splashed onto her head, drenching her hair.



Solana looked down at her, her eyes filled with tears. “That's not… that can't be true. You look just like her. I can't lose you too, Izzy. Please. After everything we've been through together…”



Solana fell to her knees with a rasping sob, and her fingers fell loose around Ismerelda.



Ismerelda sucked in a deep breath, then darted out of grabbing range. This wasn't at all how this was supposed to to go. Her heart ached with something deep inside, even though she barely knew this girl. Perhaps emotions carried across the bond.



“I…” Ismerelda started. She reached out a hand as if she could comfort the sobbing woman, but what could she possibly say? Was it really possible that Solana knew a past incarnation of herself? She wracked her brain, trying to dredge up memories of past lives, but nothing came.



“I think she's over this way, I see footprints!” a high pitched voice shouted from nearby.



Ismerelda dimmed her light and dropped back into Solana’s hair.



Solana’s sobs cut off, and she tensed up. After a few moments of listening to the crackling leaves and snapping branches of their clumsy trackers, she drew her sword and ducked into the shadow of a tree.



Two lesser demons burst from the underbrush into the clearing by the river. They were short, knobby creatures with misshapen limbs ending in razor sharp claws. Sickly yellow eyes darted about the clearing. The bigger of the two sniffed the air several times, before it smiled a hideous grin that showed more teeth than should fit in a mouth that size.



“Izzy, take the one on the right,” Solana whispered.



“I’m on it.”



They moved in perfect sync. Solana leapt forth from her hiding spot with a bellow, sword raised and falling on the first demon before it could raise its claws in defense.



Ismerelda fell upon the second demon. She called on the power of her homeland once more. Offensive magic was tricky to handle and required a lot of power to hurt such creatures of evil. But she didn’t need to slay the foul beast. Only distract it.



Golden sparks fell from her wings, each erupting into a bright flash and a thunderous boom. She darted about, circling the demon's head, and deftly avoided its clumsy counter attack as it flailed its claws about. A foul beast like this would never lay its filthy claws on her, even if it wasn’t already blinded and deafened.



In just a few more moments, Solana had finished off the pair. Dark ichor dripped from her blade. The corpses of the demons dissolved into a foul black smoke that puddled on the ground and killed the plant life it found there.



“Did you have to make such a racket?” Solana said, out of breath. “They were just scouts, there might be others nearby.”



Ismerelda opened her mouth to retort, but paused, her mouth hanging open. She’d never been in a fight in this life, but it all felt so natural.



Solana glanced at Ismerelda’s expression, and hope sparkled in her eyes. “Izzy… We came up with that tactic together. Do you remember?”



“I don’t think so, but…” Ismerelda shivered, and twiddled her fingers together. “Maybe you are right. You say a fairy named Ismerelda came to you six months ago, and led you to your destiny as a hero?”



“Yeah, something like that.” Solana took a deep breath, and a small smile tugged at her lips. “You just came into my window and started telling me all this grand destiny stuff. I threw a pillow at you, because I was trying to sleep. You followed me around the whole day while I was doing my farmwork, talking my ear off. That night, demons attacked. I found my father's old sword, and you guided me to slay one. At that point, I knew you weren’t just some fancy delusion. Does… any of this ring a bell?”



“It doesn’t. I’m sorry.” Ismerelda could feel Solana’s disappointment through their bond. She flew up in front of the young woman’s face and placed her hand on her nose. “But I do believe you. For me to reincarnate so quickly… my past self must have really cared about you.” A strange memory, like a half remembered dream, came to her. Buried at the bottom of something, light far in the distance. Swimming, climbing, desperately to reach the top, because there was something she had to do. Ismerelda shook her head. “But regardless of the past I may have forgotten, I am still your companion, bound to you by destiny, and I will stay by your side as long as I am able.”



Solana sniffed, biting back tears. “It really is you then. Just a bit of memory loss. Not too bad then, right? We can find a way to get them back. Maybe your Goddess can do something.”



Ismerelda looked about them, the smoke and dying embers from the town still visible in the distance. “No, it won’t be necessary. You must continue on your quest. My memories are unimportant to your destiny.”



“You wouldn’t say that if you knew what memories you were losing,” Solana muttered, her expression darkening. She took a deep breath and sighed. “Izzy… I’m not sure I can do this anymore. Too many people are dead because I’m not strong enough.”



“And many more will die if you don’t fulfill your destiny.” Ismerelda bobbed up and down. “I know the journey is tough, but you must be strong.”



Solana narrowed her eyes. “And those are the words of Ismerelda, the herald of destiny. Always move forward, keep slaying demons, keep unlocking ancient seals. Not the words of my friend. Who was there for me. Who wept when I wept when we failed to save that kid. Save the speeches. Unless you can be my Izzy again, it won’t help. Come on. We better get moving.” Solana cleaned off her blade, sheathed it, then strode off, not saying another word.



Ismerelda followed faithfully behind. She relayed her distress to her Goddess, hoping for advice, for guidance.



She received no answer.








Ismerelda rested on the branch of the tree, watching her hero sleep next to the dying fire.



To her credit, Solana did her duty.



Together they traveled over hills, through mountains. They plundered tombs, scaled ancient ruins, delved deep into dungeons, and activated sacred temples. With each step on their journey they grew stronger, grew closer to unlocking the power required to seal evil away until the next time a hero was needed.



But a darkness had grown in the heart of her hero. She fought ever onwards, with little regard to her personal safety, her goal seemingly the only thing that mattered. Rare was the day that she laughed, or even smiled.



Ismerelda wished she could have known the Solana that her past self knew. Someone innocent and naive. Someone happy. A friend. But try as she might, all she could retrieve from those better days were fleeting glimpses of contextless emotions.



She wanted to weep. Solana had closed off her heart, and Ismerelda wasn’t sure how much longer they could go on like this. If there was no light in the heart of the hero, could they truly face the darkness?



The Demon King’s armies were camped only a few days away. They would soon stride forth into the final battle. Together they would face him, or die trying.



But there was something else. Something missing. She could reach the fairy homeland in less than a day, as the fairy flies. She’d be cutting it close, but...



Ismerelda floated down from her branch, coming to hover above Solana’s ear. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “There’s something I need to do. I’ll be back soon, I promise.”








“I am sorry my child, but I’m afraid there is nothing I can do to help you.”



Ismerelda balled her fists and stomped one foot. She felt like a petulant child talking back to her mother, and in some ways, she was. The Goddess loomed over her, her ethereal form radiant, ever shifting with all the colors of the rainbow. She wished that Solana could be here to see it. Humans were never welcome here. But it was worth beholding nonetheless.



“There has to be something,” Ismerelda whimpered. “This quest is destroying her, inside and out. I fear that if she faces the Demon King like this, she will fail.”



The Goddess nodded, her expression impassive. “Indeed, she will fall to the darkness, and this land will be overrun. It is not the first time it has happened, nor will it be the last. The cycle will continue, and eventually a new hero shall arise. But your hero has lost her light, and without it, she is doomed.”



Ismerelda grit her teeth. “So give me my memories back! There has to be something in there I can use to save her!”



“Your memories are gone, child. They have been dispersed into the Well of Light, and can never be recovered. Only your soul remains.”



“No…” Ismerelda fell to her knees. “There has to be something I can do. Something to bring her light back.”



The Goddess let out a patient sigh, once more reminding Ismerelda of a mother dealing with troublesome children. “Your soul is still bonded to the hero. Long has the purpose of the fairy companion been to be the hero’s light in the darkness. If your light cannot reach her where she is, then you must strive to shine even brighter.”



“But I…”



“You must go. Time is running short.”








Battle raged below Ismerelda.



Solana stood alone against the collected armies of darkness.



At the moment, she was winning.



Their journeys had transformed the once humble farmgirl into an avatar of death and destruction. Every swipe of her sword sent out pulses of radiant energy that knocked away demons by the dozens. She casually shrugged off blows that would cripple or kill lesser folk, and returned each strike in kind.



Ismerelda beat her tired wings furiously. She needed to be at Solana’s side. She could feel the ache through the bond, the emptiness in her friend even as she fought for the sake of the world below.



She watched helplessly as the battle parted around Solana below, and the Demon King himself made his appearance. A great, lumbering brute. He looked more like a man than most of the hideous and misshapen beasts that made up his army. There was probably something poignant in there about the nature of humanity, but Ismerelda couldn’t bring herself to ponder it right now.



Just a little bit farther.



Sword met sword, heroic will tested against the lust for destruction. A wave of energy crashed across the battlefield, knocking most of the infantry to the ground. It sent Ismerelda into a tumble, and she screamed as she fell into a ditch.



Ismerelda beat her wings furiously, but the mud weighed them down. She pulled herself to her feet and did her best to shake herself off. Any moment now she could be trampled by the thousands of demons that rampaged about.



The battle seemed still for the moment, the clash of the champions still raging nearby. Ismerelda climbed up a nearby embankment, which she realized was just a particularly deep footprint.



Swords rang above her. She looked up to see Solana’s sword knocked from her hand, and it went tumbling through the air to land ten paces away. A roar of triumph erupted from the surrounding army, which had formed a ring around the duel.



Solana fell to her knees. The Demon King raised his sword high, triumph in his eyes.



“No!” Ismerelda screamed. She shot forth, a bolt of light, faster than she’d ever moved in her life. She drew on all the power she could, demanding, stealing, every scrap the Goddess had to offer, whether she was willing to give it or not. She knew the overload would likely destroy even a body like hers. That it might buy Solana only a few seconds at most. She was just repeating the mistake of her past self once more.



She floated in front of Solana’s face, even as the shield of golden energy sprang to life around them. Time seemed to slow. Solana’s face flickered with surprise, recognition, and then fear. She began to open her mouth, to scream something, to beg her to stop.



The Demon King’s sword slammed against her shield. A brilliant flash of light erupted, blinding the entire battlefield.



When Ismerelda opened her eyes, she found that she wasn’t dead. The world had stopped around them. The battlefield had washed out to a dull gray, the only spots of color that remained were the fairy and her hero in the center.



This power… she could feel the warmth of the Goddess all around her. But even for her, it was incredible. She was sacrificing herself, willing to give up her memories and be reborn. Just to give them this moment.



Their eyes met. “Izzy?” Solana asked, her voice echoing strangely in the void. “Is that really you? Are you back to yourself?”



Izzy shook her head, even as she wore a radiant smile. “My memories haven’t, and won’t ever return. But I’m still me. I’m still your Izzy, and I always have been. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to realize it.” She flew forward and pressed her lips against Solana’s forehead. “We can’t get back what we lost. But I want to make new memories with you. Together, we can win this fight. Together, we can work to fix all the damage left behind in the Demon King’s wake. And together, we can live.”



Solana stared at her, her mouth hanging open. Her cheeks began to color, and she coughed, looking away. “Geez, when you put it like that…” She held up her hand, and gently cupped Izzy in her palm. “I’m sorry. Everything that I… that we’ve lost. It still hurts. But I’ve been letting that loss consume me. Thank you. For coming back to me. You never really know how much you need someone until they’re gone.” She reached down a finger with her other hand, gently stroking Izzy’s auburn hair.



“Hey, that tickles!” Izzy burst out laughing, and Solana soon joined her. They laughed together in their frozen moment, even as death and destruction rested around them, waiting to strike.



“Right.” Solana took a deep breath. She smiled, even if it was still a bit strained. Izzy could feel the lightness of her heart through their bond. “We still have the big guy to deal with. But I can’t see my sword from here.”



Izzy frowned. She looked around the battlefield. Either the sword had been knocked away, or the watching demons had conspired to hide it. Just how much longer did they really have? Minutes? Seconds?



The bond between them pulsed. She could feel how much Solana cared for her, and hoped Solana could understand her own feelings.



The answer came to her. Izzy’s form began to glow a soft golden light, her fairy form twisting and deforming.



“Izzy?” Solana asked, her eyes wide.



Izzy sent a message through the bond she hoped was reassurance, even if she’d never done this before, and had never known she could do this until this very moment. It was certainly left out of all of the stories.



When her transformation finished, Solana held a glorious golden sword in her hand. It fit perfectly, like the two of them belonged together.



Solana smiled, holding the sword up into the air, seeing her own eyes reflected off the gleaming blade. “Amazing,” she whispered.



She took a few steps back, then dropped into a combat stance. “Say, uh, you can transform back, right? I kind of like you better as a fairy.”



Izzy giggled, which was a sensation she found very odd as a sword. “Of course. But for now...”



Time resumed. The hero raised her fairy, and together, they fulfilled their destiny.
      

      
   
      Traveling Time


      

      
      
         Today, he was young.



A sharp gust of wind swirled dust around his feet as he paused for a moment mid-stride to look around.  There was little to see other than a blacktop road stretching into the distance with little flecks of green cacti clutching to the landscape like tacks, holding down the reddish-brown of dry dirt.  He continued his interrupted stride, as there was nothing to gain by bemoaning his fate or studying his desolate surroundings any more.  



Roads, both real and metaphorical, had two ends.  There was a starting place where you did not want to be, and an ending place where you did, as well as the middle part, which he knew all too well.  The dry crunch of dust and sand beneath his booted feet formed a familiar pattern, an interface with which to preserve his sanity.  There was no reason to turn around and go back, or the original inhabitant of this body would have been going that way in the first place.  Quite obviously, the young man had a destination, and unless he wanted to mess with causality, he should continue on as if nothing had changed.



Even the smallest insignificant thing could knock him out of the timestream and into another time and place, as he had already done a thousand times before and would likely do a thousand times more, or until he could finally find the end of his road.  At least this time he was a human, and a man somewhat into his maturity if the itchy bristles on his chin were any indication.  It was a slim comfort, because wildly alien forms did not cause as much mental stress as being in a body nearly identical to his original one, only with different plumbing.



There was even an additional bonus to this form, as he could weakly feel the ebb and flow of magic all around.  It was magic which had placed him on the road, both that and his own stupidity.  The wisest of the wise had told him not to tinker with the most elemental building block of reality, but he had wired it up and proceeded to tweak the heck out of it just to prove them wrong.



Some proof.



The universe hated paradox with a burning passion.  Time was supposed to only go one direction.  Turning it back on itself caused loops and tangles in the seven-dimensional thread.  A wise wizard would simply have listened to the voices of experience, admitted the equations did not balance in that direction, or at least paid attention to the fact that every time a previous wizard attempted to travel back in time, they vanished and never appeared again.



The foolish always think themselves wiser than those who came before, even as they make the exact same mistakes which only prove them to be bigger fools.



They were thoughts which he had thought countless times, fading into a fog in which his entire being threatened to dissolve.  There was a beginning to this road, and so, so much middle, but the end blurred into nothingness.  Time had ceased to have meaning after… after something.  It was important, but the thoughts slipped through his mind.  Skills remained, much like riding a bicycle, but the impetus behind those skills had faded until he no longer knew his own name, or just when he had made his fated decision to break the laws of time.  If he did not find his way off the road soon…



A building stood before him, chunky and mostly concrete with a colorful green plastic dinosaur advertising its products.  Time was losing meaning to him, as it only counted the amount of stuff between things, and if the stuff was all the same, like steps, it was only one thing.



The sun seemed to be lower as it burned on the back of his neck, but he stopped at the familiar blue and red machine outside the filling station instead of going inside where he could hear the purr of an ancient air conditioner.  While fumbling his wallet out for a bill, he spotted a driver’s license and a name.  Toby.  That was good.  Toby.  He held onto the name as his hands went through the ritual of inserting the bill, and then sticking it back in again when the machine spit it out…



“Hey, Mister.”  A lean kid came strolling out of the air conditioning, wiping his hands on a red rag.  “The bill widget on that thing is busted.  Here.”  He did a motion and Toby felt the familiar surge of magic as the side of the machine opened up.  A few quick motions inside the machine and it was closed back up, with a cold soda in his hand as well as his change.



“Nice touch,” said Toby, letting the magic of his body flow for a moment until the kid gave him a sly nod.  “But you knew already, didn’t you?”



“Yeah.”  The kid took a drink out of his own soda and nodded at the metal gas can Toby was carrying, which he had not noticed until now.  “Felt you coming up the road.  I’m stronger than I look.”



“More humble too,” said Toby almost instantly.  “Are we done measuring each other, or do I need to unzip my pants.”



The kid goggled at him before breaking out in a genuine laugh, one that Toby recognized from somewhere long ago, but that remained stubbornly out of grasp as just the wisp of a memory.  



“I’m Floyd,” said the kid.  “Take it you need some gas.”



“I’m Toby,” said Toby.  “Yes to the gas, and how do you expect to be a wizard with a name like Floyd?”



“Same way you expect to be a wizard by running your car outta gas on the road,” said the kid.








The old and dusty gas station had an old rusty tow truck that matched perfectly with the decor, except for the way it fairly hummed down the road back in the direction he had been walking.  Toby kept a thoughtful frown as he watched the kid drive, trying to bring out the flickering of memory swimming in the fog of his mind.  He wanted to ask, but even the slightest deviation from causality and he would be gone again, drifting, until he touched another life, became another An’thock, or Haerod, or Chen Wi in a foreign land.  Still, there was something familiar here that itched at his mind, and another piece of the incomplete puzzle fell into place as he looked out of the front windshield and pointed.



“There’s Lola.”  



Red paint and chrome hid a 289 V8 with twin pipes and a custom carburetor, all memories of this body that flooded into his head and most probably pushed some unseen memory of his own away forever.  The trip had been conducted in relative silence up to this point, but the kid shook his head as he pulled the old tow truck in next to the shiny Mustang.



“Not a touch of magic on that old heap,” he groused.  “How can you throw that thing down the highway without a few enchants, some protective runes.  Not even an airbag.”



The prospect for paradox tettered on the edge.  Causality was an unforgiving rule, one of the few that he could still remember.  A single word, a glance at his watch, or even a step in the wrong direction and he would be gone, and Toby would continue on with his life just as if a time-lost wizard had not borrowed his life and material body.



“Life’s too short to wrap it up in protective runes,” said Toby out of some strange instinct.  “You just gotta point your nose down the road and follow where it leads.”



“So, where are you going?” asked the kid as they got out and walked over to the stranded car.



“Don’t know for sure,” said Toby in a sudden burst of honesty.  “I know where I started and where I am, but I suppose I’ll know where I’m going when I get there.”



“Seems a waste of time,” said the kid.  He popped the hood on the Mustang and Toby could feel the surge of magic sweeping over the cold iron and aluminum of the engine.  “That can of gas won’t get you anywhere.  Fuel pump is cracked.  Feels like… the lever, I think.”



“What kind of fun is that?”  Toby chased the kid back and closed the hood.  “Hook ‘er up and let’s work on it back in the garage.  I’ve got most of a trunk full of spares, ‘bout have to with this antique, an’ I think there’s a fuel pump in there somewhere.  Besides, that way we can work in the shade.”  He looked up in the sky at the relentless sun, seeming frozen at an awkward angle and just as hot as if it were a few feet away.



“What good is having magic if you don’t use it?”  The kid backed up the tow truck to the Mustang with practiced ease and attached the tow straps, about half by hand and the other half by not.  He climbed back into the driver’s seat with Toby beside him and began to drive back to the service station, only slightly slower than before.



It could have been a few seconds or a few hours later when Floyd spoke up again.  The time-skip was a bad indication of how Toby was slipping back into the chronal fog and showed a high probability of… something.



“How can anybody not know where they’re going on a road?”  Floyd pointed ahead of him at the shimmering glimmer of green on the horizon where the empty service station waited on them.  As far as Toby could tell, the two of them were the only human beings within a hundred miles, or possibly in the entire world.



“You know where you are,” said Toby.  “You know where you started, but can you ever really know where you’re going or when you’ll get there?”  The faint waver of reality gave notice that he had brushed up against paradox again, but he pushed ahead.  “The only way you can tell all that is if you’re at the end of your journey.”



“Well, I ain’t at the end of my road, Mister Toby.”  The kid shifted down gears and carefully backed the antique convertible into the mechanic’s bay of the service station.  He kept quiet until the tow truck was parked and the both of them could pop the Mustang’s hood and look down into the mechanical maze it was hiding.  Floyd gave off a low whistle as a toolbox obediently rolled across the concrete floor and nestled up next to him.  “You weren’t kidding.  No magic at all, not so much as a drabble.  You sure you just want to plug in a mundane spare?  Wouldn’t do you no harm to put a little hoo-doo under your hood.”



The attitude of the kid reminded Toby far too much of himself at that age, all cheeky and ready to use magic to solve any problem.  He had gotten started on cars… or was it trucks?   See a problem, find a spell to fix it, even if that spell made a bigger problem.  



When he had first been swept away in the backwash from the time-traveling spell, he had grabbed frantically onto every single thread or string of magic he could find and pulled, or at least tried to pull before paradox swept him out into the time-stream again.  It was an old habit, but had been washed away with most of his memories much as a cloth in bleach.



“Truth is, I like a challenge,” said Toby.  “Shortcuts make the victory hollow.  I know people who have kayaked down a roaring rapids, dove naked into arctic water, and gone up the side of a mountain with nothing more than a length of clothesline and a few little sticks.  No risk, no reward.”



“Huh.”  The kid made little or no response other than to make a pass over the engine and light up the working area.  “You want to break your nut over something easy, go ahead.  I’ll get the old fuel pump out if you go find that spare you were talking about, and no magic.  I promise.”



The trunk was a wealth of parts in boxes and bags, which Toby searched through with only the vaguest idea of what a fuel pump looked like.  It had been… time since he had last changed a fuel pump by hand.  He grabbed a part by instinct and gave it a quick once-over, wriggling the little lever that stuck out and assessing its fuel-pumpieness.  The lever was a solid piece of metal jiggled by a cam which caused a membrane to force gas along the fuel line, and seemed unlikely to break, even though he could remember vaguely the sound the end made when it bounced down inside of an engine like—



“Shit!”  There was a faint musical sound of metal falling, bouncing twice, and ending with a little click as the broken fragment of fuel pump lever landed somewhere deep and inaccessible in the engine.  A similar sound seemed to echo around in his own head, and Toby looked up abruptly at the young man peering into the hole where the broken fuel pump had just been removed.



Well, most of the pump.



He paced up to the front of the car where Floyd was peering into the engine and placed the replacement fuel filter on the parts tray, then wordlessly went over to the tool bench.  There was a bent-up clothes hanger among the bits and pieces of junk, which he unwound and began to bend in various twists and turns.



“What are you going to use that for?” asked Floyd.  “If you’re just going to use magic to fish it out, you can just—”



It was difficult to think of the blotchy-faced young kid as himself, only younger, but Toby smiled a knowing grin back and waved the bent coathanger as if it were a wand.  “You’re likely to crack the pan or bend something if you just use magic without your brain, kid.  You want the missing part to come back out the same way it went in, because that’s the way it works.  See?”



He pushed the coat hanger into the dark hole in the engine, twisting and bending as he could feel the blunt end descend, then touched the back end of the wire with a shop magnet.  It took a gentle touch of magic, just barely a feather, but when he fished the wire back up out of the hole, the broken end of the lever was clinging there securely, and even matched when placed up against the original broken part, indicating that no more little fragments were lurking around in the engine gears.



“Huh,” said his younger self, picking up the new fuel filter and fitting it into the hole.  “That’s the hard way, all right.  And you still used magic, even if it was just a little bit.”



As he watched his younger self bolt the new fuel pump in, Toby considered his own words.  It was obvious he remembered them from his youth or he never would have been able to repeat them to himself, and therefore dodge paradox for the moment.  Still, they were good words, and they made the whole world seem to rotate slightly around him.  If only his younger self would have paid more attention to Toby and not tried to muscle through everything with magic, he never would have been in this situation, but then again, paradox brushed close with even the thought.



It was odd that he would gain new inspiration into the direction of his travels at a gas station, but also somehow normal, as it was where you asked directions when you were lost.  The only thing was you did not normally get those directions from your younger self.  When he had first used the spell, he had made a mistake by viewing time travel as the Gordian Knot and thinking he had the sword to solve it.  Instead, it was a road, and sometimes you had to go back to where you started in order to finish a journey.



The Mustang started with a throaty roar, making that ‘glub, glub’ noise that he could still hear somewhere deep in his chest even with the engine off and the gas pump pouring dead dinosaur remains into the cavernous tank.  A few more bills got transferred in exchange, which gave him a brief glance at the rest of his driver’s license and a little insight into the twisted humor of his unwitting host body, Mister Knottube, but before he pulled the car back out onto the highway to resume his interrupted journey, he gave a little wave to his previous self.



“Hey, kid.”  Toby gave the young boy a thumbs up, which triggered the boy’s warm smile.  “Be—”



And he was gone, whisked back into the time-stream in the flicker of a moment.  What he had wanted to say was for his younger self to be careful, but that had been just far enough away from the real Toby Knottube’s historical words that his unwitting passenger had been plucked away from his host before he could say it.



Still, he had a goal.  He was broken, but if he could trace his path back along the trail of breakage while keeping his mind, he might just be able to get out of this intact.  The familiar tug of the time-stream tossed him to and fro, rising to a shrill roar and—



Today he was old.



Everything in his body ached in one way or another, from his… no, her female parts down to her feet.  Thin shriveled hands holding onto a walker matched the rest of her aged body, with a little bit of blue-white hair peeking down from her forehead, or as much as she could see through blurred vision.  The distant sound of cars made her aware of the crosswalk she was standing in front of, which looked to be nearly the same age as her body, as it had faded and peeled until it was only a suggestion, and the button on the post which would stop traffic had long since been pegged by some youthful degenerate with a hammer.



Still, she recognized where she was with a tiny inside smile.  Why does the little old lady cross the road?  Why, to get to the other side, of course.



“Missus Snodwick?”  The voice was strong and deepening, as was the young man wearing just the hint of what would someday be a magnificent mustache.  He had a pleasant smile as he touched her on the arm, and although this body had no magic, she knew what was going to come next.  “Would you allow me to help you across the street?”



“Thank you, young man.”  She watched out of the corner of blurry eyes as the crosswalk signal changed and traffic stopped.  “I can cross myself.”  She wobbled out into the traffic lane as the young man paced along beside her with one warm hand on her elbow.  Her or his younger self looked a few years older than before, with a deep tan from his desert job.



“It’s no problem,” he said, sticking with her until they reached the other side and helping her over the curb.  “Glad to help.”



She patted him on the wrist and nodded.  “You’re a good boy.  It’s so nice in this day and age to see somebody willing to help others.”



Even through her blurred vision, she could see the smile spread over her younger self’s face like a beacon.  It was a thread to follow as the world once again dissolved into temporal fuzz and she was swept out into the time-stream, one step closer on her journey down the road.



And home.
      

      
   
      The River Lady


      

      
      
         On the day that the boy met the Lady for the first time, he had been having a very unpleasant morning. The schoolmarm had been very cross with him for fighting, even though he only started it because some of the mean boys were throwing stones at the younger children. But she didn’t listen, and she sent him with the other boys to the headmaster, who sent them all home early with notes they were supposed to have their parents sign.



As he walked home, the boy held his hands in his pockets and kicked up the soot on the street, making little black clouds that followed him down the street. Because he didn’t want to go home straight away, he went to the riverbank and threw stones into the water, pretending that he was really throwing them at the boys who had gotten him in trouble.



When his arms were tired he threw one last rock, but just as it skipped across the surface of the river, he thought he saw a sparkling, blue light in the water, close to where he was standing.



He knew it was not the sky’s reflection, because it was very cloudy that day. And since he had been reading a book about pirates and islands with treasure buried on them, he thought perhaps it was a sapphire or some other jewel.



The boy leaned close to the water, and when he held his head a certain way, he saw the light again. But it was only for a moment—the water was muddy and murky, so the boy leaned further. Just when he thought he could see the shape of the gem, one of his shoes slipped on the smooth, wet riverstones and he fell into the dark, foul-smelling water.



The water was deep, and the boy hadn’t yet learned to swim. He kicked and paddled and tried to yell for help, but there was water in his mouth, and mud in his eyes, and it was in his nose, too.



Just when his head sunk below the surface, his left hand brushed against something warm, and then he felt like he was



falling…



Suddenly there was solid ground beneath his feet. He stood upright in knee-deep water, sputtering and spitting.



When he got the mud out of his eyes, he looked around and realized that the water he stood in was not the brackish, soot-filled water from the river. This water was clear like crystal and sparkling, except in the places where the mud from his clothes leaked into it.



When he looked around, he saw a very different riverbank, with trees and grass and sun. The boy had never been to the woods before, and now he heard birds, and insects, and wind running through leaves.



“Hello?” asked the boy, after a while. “Is anyone there?”



The only response was the rustle of grasshopper legs and the quick notes of birdsong.



The boy walked to shore, stumbling.



“I’m from Baker Street, in London,” said the boy, because he thought the river must have washed him elsewhere. “Can anyone help me find my way home?”



Again, there was no reply, so the boy walked away from the sparkling river, into the trees ahead.



As he walked, he realized one of his shoes was missing, because the grass tickled his foot through his sock. The dirt was soft and wet, which wasn’t at all like the pavement and cobblestone he was used to walking on.



After he walked for a little while, the boy found a clearing. There were three little stones sitting around a large flat one, like chairs around a table. On top of one of the short stones, there was something moving. It was a being composed of light, and it was bright and shimmering and blue like the jewel he had seen in the water.



Then the light turned, and the boy could see that it had a face and a graceful, lithe body like a young woman. When the Lady saw the boy, her eyes widened and she bolted upright.



“What are you doing here?” she demanded. “How did you get here?”



“I-I’m sorry, miss,” said the boy. “I don’t—”



“Get out!” she said, stomping her foot. “Begone!”



There was a flash of light so bright that it hurt the boy’s eyes even when he brought both hands in front of them. And with that light came the feeling of



falling…



The boy found himself on a familiar muddy riverbank, every fiber of his clothes heavy with wetness. He looked around him and saw soot-coated brick buildings, and a dun, cloudy sky, and a great, big, murky river. Even though he had only spent minutes at the clear brook in the woods, the sky was already dark and orange.



Frightened, the boy scrambled to his feet and ran down the road that would lead him home. His shoe was still missing, and the hard cobblestone made his foot sore.



When he got home his mother gasped and scolded him for being so late and for his appearance. She stripped off his sodden jacket and dragged him by the ear to his father for a spanking for swimming and losing his shoe.



The boy’s father, who had been a soldier in the Great War, didn’t like to spank his children. Instead, once the boy’s mother left them, he sat in his chair, smoking his pipe for a while. When he was through, he told the boy that he was almost a man and ought to behave like one. The way he spoke was oddly quiet and heavy, but the boy was still frightened over what had happened at the river so he didn’t say anything back.



When the boy’s father saw that the boy had nothing to say, he shook his head and closed his eyes sadly. He sent the boy to bed without supper, lit his pipe again, and went back to smoking in the drawing room.



The boy lay in bed, underneath his covers for a long time before he finally fell asleep. And when he went to school the next day, his teacher was cross with him again, because he had forgotten all about having his parents sign the headmaster’s note, which must have been lost in the river.








It was more than a week before the boy felt brave enough to visit the river again.



On a Sunday afternoon, he put on his warmest jacket, and he made his way down to the riverbank. It took him a while, but eventually he found the spot in the river where he could see the shining blue shimmer in the water, the color of the Lady’s light.



The boy took off his jacket and left it folded neatly on the dry ground. He rolled up his trouser legs and waded into the water, just before it became too deep. Holding his breath and reaching out, he found that he could just reach the glowing shimmer with the tip of his finger before he lost balance, and soon he was



falling again…



Once more, the boy found himself in a clear, knee-deep brook. A late afternoon sun shone overhead, and the air smelled like dirt and wood and wildflowers.



This time, he crept his way to the clearing, hiding behind trees and boulders. But when he reached the clearing, the Lady already knew he was there. With a wave of a hand, the bush he was hiding beneath wilted and sank into the dirt, leaving him staring eye to eye with her.



“You’ve returned,” she said, simply. “Show me the entrance you took, so that I may close it as I have done with the others. Then I will send you away.”



The boy shook his head.



A look of comprehension passed across the Lady’s features.



“Oh yes, I had almost forgotten,” she said. With a twist of her hand and a flash of light, she suddenly held in her grasp two items. A muddy left shoe and a folded paper that was all wrinkly from being made wet and dry again.



“You’ve come back to claim your belongings, haven’t you?” she asked. “Take them, and then leave me to my solitude, boy.”



“No,” said then boy, when he finally found his voice. “I came here because I wanted to see you.”



A moment passed, as if the spirit were contemplating something, before she said, “Why would you want to see me?”



“Because you’re magic,” said the boy.



The Lady scoffed.



“Simple boy, I am not magic. I am a part of this world, even more than you are.”



“But you’re beautiful, and I’ve never seen anything like you before,” the boy insisted.



The Lady turned up her nose. “Why should I care for the adoration of a delinquent?” The Lady unfurled the wrinkled letter with a flick of her wrist and pointed at the contents. “There is no thing I despise more in the world than meaningless violence.”



“I—it wasn’t like that!” the boy stammered. The Lady raised an eyebrow, as if prompting him to continue, so he did. He explained how the other boys were cruel, and how his teacher didn’t understand, and how his headmaster didn’t care.



The Lady sat there on her stone stool for a while, thinking about what he had to say. A thought seemed to cross her mind, and she waved her hand in idle dismissal.



“Now I understand,” she said, “but it matters not. I haven’t much longer, and I intend to spend the rest of my time in peace.”



“What do you mean?” asked the boy. “Will you be leaving soon?”



“Yes,” said the Lady, flatly. She looked around the clearing, wistfully. “The river has been dying for the past two centuries. At this rate, I’ll be gone by the end of the next one.”



The boy stole a glance back towards the clear, crystal stream behind them. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with it at all.



“Not that brook,” the Lady smiled, despite herself. “The one out there she said, pointing upwards. The one that runs through your city.” The very last word slid off her tongue with disgust.



“Oh,” said the boy. “Then, where are we, miss?”



“We’re in my haven. Time flows slower and more peacefully here,” said the Lady. “I made this place long, long ago to share with the company of friends. It is a memory of what I used to be. But no longer.”



Leaning over the stone table, she rested her chin on her hand.



“When they began to pour ashes into my waters, I begged the last of my companions to put an end to it. Foolishly, I assumed that her inaction was borne not of inability, but of ignorance. She told me that there was nothing she could do, but I believed her not. So I closed the doors that linked my haven to the world, and locked them out of spite.”



The Lady sighed.



“That was more than a century and a half ago. She is certainly gone by now,” said the Lady. “Only when the torrents of ash and brine and poison continued did I realize she was right. Only when they continued to put up concrete barriers that stifled my breath did I realize that this kind of madness goes beyond the ability of just one person to stop.”



“I’m sorry,” said the boy.



“You needn’t be. My end has been a long time coming, and I’ve prepared myself for it.”



“Then why do you want to be alone?”



A long pause stretched out.



“Because Beatrice is gone,” said the Lady, “And I didn’t think there would be anyone after her.”



“Well, I can be here,” said the boy, resolutely. “No one ought to be alone when they die.”



The Lady flinched at the last word, but then her expression softened.



“It will not happen tomorrow,” she said, “or the day after that. It might not be decades before I go. Will you still visit? Even when you are grown and have better things to do?”



“Yes,” promised the boy, “I’ll visit. I’ll visit every day if I can”



The Lady cast soft eyes towards the boy.



“What shall we do, then?” she asked. “Beatice liked to read, so we would spend hours with our feet in the water and books in our hands.”



“I like to play games,” said the boy. “Do you like to play any games?”



The edge of a grin worked its way around the corner of the Lady’s mouth.



“Beatrice taught me tag,” she said. “I love to run.”








The boy kept his promise, and he visited the Lady many times. In the winters, when it was bitterly cold, the boy would still come, holding a bundle of dry clothes up above the water with one hand as the rest of him dipped into the icy river reaching for the gate. In the summers, the boy would bring biscuits and gooseberries and they would spend hours in the shade of the haven’s trees.



One day, when the boy had become a young man, he visited the Lady, as he had many times before. But there were no singing birds in the trees, and there were no insects in the grass. When he walked into the clearing, the Lady was not waiting for him as usual. Instead, she lay slumped over the stone table, unmoving, her normally radiant sapphire light barely a glow.



“Tamesa!” cried the young man, calling her by name. He took her graceful form into his arms and shook her with gentle and desperate hands.



The Lady’s eyes fluttered open, and they met the young man’s own. A moment later, her light shone brighter again, though not as bright as the boy thought he remembered it being.



“What happened?” asked the young man, as he helped the Lady sit up.



“Forgive me,” she said, rubbing her eyes with the back of a hand. “It has been a hard week, and it’s become difficult for me to maintain this haven.”



The young man nodded, but said nothing. He had noticed how much fouler the river had become over the years, but he had not seen any effect on the Lady until now.



“I’m sorry,” he said, “for all of the beastly things my people have been doing to you. If it were up to me, the lot of them would hang.”



“Don’t say that,” said the Lady. A flash of anger danced across her face, and in that moment she seemed as sharp and as brilliant and as beautiful as ever. “You know how much I hate it. I thought you were above these sorts of things.”



There was a pause which lasted far longer than it ought have while the young man pondered over his next words.



“What it is?” asked the Lady. “What’s wrong?”



When she leant forward, she saw the guilt in the young man’s eyes, and she said very quietly, “What have you done?”



“I’m going off to war,” said the young man.



There were no bird chirps or cricket noises to fill the silence between them.



“Why?” asked the Lady. “Why would you? I’ve always thought you were better than this.”



“Because…” the young man’s voice trailed away before he found it again. “Because it’s more complicated than that. There are some bad men who took the lands of others for their own.”



“So let them!” The Lady waved an arm in frustration. “What is a little space of ground compared to a life?”



“It’s more than that,” insisted the young man. “These men, they want to conquer us and make us like them. They want to destroy our way of life.”



The Lady sneered. “So is your way of living worth dying for? Worth killing for? Foolish boy, it is life itself that is precious.”



“They would hurt us and everything we care about if we let them,” said the young man. He took a breath to steel himself. “And if I am honest, I care not about the lives of those men. Lately, I care not even for my own life. Only for you.”



 The intention in his voice was unmistakable. The Lady was silent as comprehension dawned across her features.



“Tamesa,” said the young man, as he reached into his pocket, “I love you.”



With fumbling, clumsy fingers, he opened a little velvet box that held a modest circle of gold.



“Oh Adam,” said the Lady. She did not reach out to take the offered ring. “You silly, foolish boy. Can a man love the wind or the rain? Or the sun or the moon? Can a man love a river?”



“This one can,” said the young man. “Don’t you love me too? After all the time we’ve spent together?”



The Lady gently took the box, pressed it between the young man’s hands, and held them together between her own.



“I love you,” she said, “the same way the rain loves to fall. I love you the way that every living thing loves the touch of the sun and the kiss of the moon. But I do not and cannot love you the way a pretty girl loves a foolish boy. I cannot love you the way a wife loves her husband.”



The young man’s face fell, and his shoulders lost all of the steel he put into them. He looked into the Lady’s eyes and knew she was telling the truth.



“Can’t we just pretend, then?” he said, foolishly and desperately.



“No,” said the Lady.



The young man nodded and put the ring away.



“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry for being a foolish, little boy.”



“Don’t be,” said the Lady. “Should I be sorry for being a fading river? I am a creature of my nature, just as you are.”



The two of them sat, as they did many times before, in the shade of their favorite tree. But after just a moment, the young man stood up.



“I have to go,” he said. “My train leaves in an hour. I should have told you sooner. I should have told you everything sooner. But I have to go, now.”



“Then go,” she said, running her fingers through his messy hair. “Fight your war, as your nature tells you to. But come back to me.”



“I will,” said the boy. “I have a promise to keep, after all.”



With a nod, the Lady raised a hand and in a flash of light, sent him away.








Fighting the war was the most difficult thing the young man had ever done. Every day he thought about the Lady and her river, and he wished he could be back home.



By the time the war had ended, he was a changed man. He found that he thought about his father much more, even though his father had died of a heart attack several years before. He even learned to smoke, just as his father did, from friends in the army.



When he returned to London, he found out that his old house had been bombed away and that his mother was living with his uncle out in the country. The man booked a night at the inn, which was filled with many other soldiers, too. But as soon as he could, he left his things in the room, locked the door with the key they gave him, and walked down the familiar path to the riverside.



 The river had only grown worse in his absence. Even as he rolled up his sleeves and trouser legs, he nearly gagged from a scent like rotten eggs that hung above the water. And even in the darkness, he could only faintly make out the shimmer in the water that was the gateway into the Lady’s haven.



Holding his breath, he waded out into the water and reached out. Just as he touched the light, as he had many times ago, he began



falling…



… but this time it didn’t stop. 



He swam in a black, formless vertigo—a darkness that was as complete as it was empty. Struggling to find himself, the man cupped his hands around his mouth and called out into the blackness.



“Tamesa,” he cried. “Tamesa!”



Then, out of the stillness, came a voice so soft that at first he thought it was from his own mind.



“You came,” said the Lady. “You came back to me.”



“Yes,” said the man. “I’m here. But where are you?”



“I’m so sorry,” said the Lady. “It took all my strength to keep the door open for you, but I couldn’t save the haven. It’s gone.”



“That’s okay,” said the man, as he shivered in the cold. “None of that matters.”



“Thank you,” said the Lady. “Thank you for keeping your promise to me, even after all these years. You were right—it’s good to be with someone at the end.”



The man’s mouth dropped in surprise. “You’re not going now, are you?” he gasped.



“No,” the Lady said, “but it will be soon. And when I send you back, this time, I shan’t have the strength to open the door again.”



The man pulled his hair in frustration. “I should have come sooner.”



“No,” said the Lady. Her voice was weak, but happy. “You have come at just the right time, Adam.”



Another minute of quiet passed between them before the Lady spoke again.



“Tell me,” she said, “are you happy?”



And even though happiness was the furthest thing from the man’s mind, he answered, “Yes.” After a moment, he continued.



“When I was at war, a mortar shell landed about a yard away from me.” The man took off his shirt and pointed at several scars, even though he didn’t know if the Lady could see him. “Knocked me twenty feet away, broke just about every bone I had, and put four pieces of shrapnel in me.”



“And that makes you happy?” asked the Lady.



The man couldn’t help but laugh at her bemused tone.



“No, it certainly didn’t. But I spent the rest of the war at a field hospital.” He smiled. “I met a girl, there. Her name’s Heather and she’s from America. She was the nurse who helped put me back together, and I love her with all my heart. She’s given me her address, and as soon as I can, I’m going to move to New York with her.”



“Wonderful,” said the faint voice that bore the sound of a smile. “That’s so very wonderful.” But then she continued in a much more tired voice than before. “But if that's so, I need to send you back now.”



The man’s bearded jaw dropped.



“No!” he said. “I’ve just gotten here! We need more time!”



“I have not been able to keep hold of this place’s time,” said the Lady. “Almost an entire week has passed since you came here. And it will only become worse as my strength fades. If you stay here, your American girl will forget about you.”



“Please!” cried the man, “Just a little longer, Tamesa!”



“No,” said the Lady. “I shall not steal away your life for the sake of one that is ending.”



A flickering, blinding light engulfed the man, as he struggled not to go.



“Tamesa, please,” he begged. “Let me stay. I’ll miss you so much.”



“So will I,” said the faint, whispering voice. “I love you, Adam.”



And then the falling



stopped.



The man found himself kneeling at a muddy, rancid riverbank in the midafternoon sun. For the first time since he was a boy, he felt dreadfully alone.








The man came back to the riverside the next day and the next, but he never found the shimmering blue gate where it had always been since his boyhood. Finally, when he received a concerned telegram from his mother, he took the train out to his uncle’s house to see her.



He spent a month there, out in the country. There were many things in his mind after the war and after the Lady’s departure, and his uncle was kind enough to let him stay while he sorted himself out. He spent most days outside, in the shade of a great oak tree, thinking about the things he had done and seen and remembering the tree that the Lady had sat underneath with him.



When he was finally ready, he sent his American girl a telegraph to tell her that he was coming. The next week, he bought a ticket for a boat heading to New York City. After many days at sea, he saw the city and the great statue that guarded it, and it reminded him of his own Lady at home.



It took the man several hours to find the girl’s address, but he did. When the girl opened the door, her eyes sparkled like stars and she threw her arms around his neck.



The man couldn’t help himself, and he cried. He cried harder than he did even on the day of his last visit to the Lady, when he had been left on the muddy shore with nothing but his memories. It was the hardest, deepest, and the best cry he could ever remember having.



The man began to work at the girl’s father’s repair shop. It was good, difficult work that left him tired with sore fingers and a sore back every day.



The next spring, the man married his girl, and they had a son soon after that. And then they had a daughter, and then another daughter, and then another son. It was a happy life, filled to the brim and over again. He found himself thinking less and less about the Lady, even though he felt a pang of guilt when he realized it. He never told another soul about the Lady, but he was never sure why he didn’t.



Eventually, his life became so filled with children and nieces and nephews and grandchildren that the only times he remembered the Lady was for a few minutes some mornings if he dreamt about her the night before.



When his first grandchild had become old enough to find a job, the old man’s thoughts were finally filled with home. He thought about the lot on Baker Street where his house used to be. He thought about the food and drink they had in England that he couldn’t find in America. And he thought most of all about a river and its Lady.



Even though he thought he didn’t tell anyone, somehow word reached his grandson that he wanted to visit London again. The boy went and took extra shifts at his job without telling anyone, and gave the old man enough money for two plane tickets to London a few days before his fifty-third anniversary.



The old man wanted to hug his grandson so tightly, but when he put his arms around him, he found that there was no strength in them anymore. His grandson’s hug was much firmer than his own, and he wasn’t even trying.



The old man thought about how long the Lady must have been gone, and how long he himself had left. So on his anniversary, he spent the day on a plane with his wife. He had been on a plane before in the war, and the trip brought back many memories that he shared with his wife and the passengers around him during the flight.



When they arrived, it was evening. His wife was tired from the trip, so he took her to an inn—the same one he had stayed at after the war—and put her to bed. But he wasn’t tired at all because of jet-lag, so the man went out on his own.



He went to Baker Street, and saw that where his house had once been, there was now a clothing store that sold dresses and shirts in the oddest shapes and colors he had ever seen.



He went to his old school, and saw that it had been renovated. It had computers in some of the classrooms and bright fluorescent lights everywhere.



And then the old man went to the river. And when he was there, he looked at it and gasped.



The river ran clean. There were birds bathing at its surface and fish swimming in the water. There were grasses and bulrushes growing at the banks. The river ran cleaner than it did even in the old man’s childhood.



A student walking by saw the old man staring at the river, and asked him what was wrong. When the old man asked her how the river could be so clear, the student told him about the restoration the government did back in the seventies. She told him how there were new laws to make sure the river would always be clean and healthy forever.



When the student was done, the old man walked down to the riverbank. He took off his shoes, which took him a long time because his fingers were cold and tired. He rolled up his sleeves and his trouser legs, which took a long time because his arms were stiff and weak. Then he found the spot at the riverside that he knew so well.



And when he tilted his head just so, he found a sparkling emerald light, right where the blue one used to be. And when he reached out his hand and touched it, he found himself



falling…



The old man found himself in a clear, knee-deep stream that babbled between trees and smooth, grey stones. His memory served him well, and he soon made his way to the clearing in the woods where three little stone stools sat around a great stone table. And at one of those stools sat a shimmering green light—a Lady with a smile on her face as wide as the sun itself. For a moment, the old man wondered if she recognized him, but the Lady's smile grew even wider as she saw him.



"Welcome back, Adam," she said.





      

      
   
      Long Haul


      

      
      
         The moment he spotted her, Rudy knew that if he didn't pick her up right now, somebody else would snag her.



He'd noticed her the moment he stepped out of his rig. She stood out like a sore thumb, standing in front of the greasy spoon that pretended to serve this particular run down truck stop. The place had a name, but Rudy was damned if he could remember it. Not that he cared. To him, it was just a convenient spot off of I-81. The diesel was cheap for this part of Virginia and the bathrooms worked. And that was all he really cared about. 



Until now, that is.



Rudy watched her out of the corner of his eye as he approached the restaurant. She was leaning back against the wall of the building, under one of the few working lights. Between her leather boots and short miniskirt she was showing off an awful lot of leg. Her shirt was a little better, in that it almost reached the top of her skirt. At least the neckline didn't plunge too low. And she was wearing a short sleeved vest over it.  Her hair was a dirty blonde, switching over to black at the ends, and he couldn't tell if it was an intentional style or a bad dye job. At her feet was a small rolling suitcase. 



All in all, she was not exactly dressed to be standing outside at 1:00 am on a cool night in early October. 



Rudy gave her a slight nod as he passed by, opening the door to the restaurant. The parking lot was empty, so he knew he had a bit of time. Long enough to take care of business and consider his options at any rate. 



He was washing his hands in the restroom when he made his decision. Nodding to himself, he headed for the door, ignoring the truck stop attendant. The grumpy old woman had barely acknowledged his entrance when he had come in, being too busy shooting glares at the young girl hanging out in front of her establishment. 



Stepping out of the building, Rudy paused and took in a deep breath of fresh air. If you considered the smell of diesel fuel and greasy fried food 'fresh.' He looked over at the girl beside him, his eyes roaming across her from top to bottom, lingering on the suitcase at her feet. To her credit, she hardly flinched at his frank assessment. 



“Evening, girl.” He offered. 



“Evening.” She replied neutrally. She kept leaning back against the wall, looking out across the parking lot as if the gas pumps were the most fascinating things in the world. But he could see her eyes flickering as she kept him in her peripheral vision.



“Isn't it a bit late for a young thing like you to be out?” He raised an eyebrow, giving his bushy beard a scratch. 



“I'm eighteen.” She shot back immediately. She might even have been telling the truth, if Rudy were any judge. “I can go where I want.” 



“I suppose you can at that.” He drawled, then nodded at her bag. “You planning to go anyplace in particular?”



She shrugged noncommittally. “Anyplace but here I suppose.” She kept her voice even and unconcerned, but Rudy doubted that the slight shivering he saw was from the cold. 



“I suppose you're looking for a ride then?” 



The young girl pushed herself off the wall and turned to face him for the first time. She licked her lips, narrowing her eyes in what she imagined was a flirtatious manner.



“I suppose so.” 



“And I suppose you would be mighty grateful to anyone who might offer you… a ride?” He raised an eyebrow, keeping his tone even and conversational.



“Very, very grateful.” She purred, batting her eyes at him as one hand slide down along her leg, drawing attention to her creamy thighs. 



“Hmmmmm...” Rudy scratched his beard once again. His other hand however, slowly reached out to her arm, grasping it lightly. 



It was clearly a struggle for her to not back away, but she stood her ground. But even with his light grip, Rudy could feel her trembling under his fingers. Feel how tense, how tightly wound she was. 



“Saints alive girl, you're so cold you're shivering.” Looking into her eyes, eyes filled with both hope and terror, he slowly released her limb. “Why don't you go mosey on to my rig, and we'll see about getting you warmed up.”



“S… Sure thing.” She stuttered, rubbing her arms with her hands, desperate to hide her discomfort. She quickly pulled out the handle of her bag and started walking towards where his 18-wheeler was parked next to the pumps. 



It took a few steps before she remembered to put and extra little wiggle in her walk, making her hips sway.



Rudy shook his head at the sight before looking behind him into the restaurant. The old lady inside was glowering at him now. He'd have thought she'd be happy to have him remove the 'working girl' from her rest stop, but apparently not. Not that he cared what some heartless old busy body thought. Or what anybody else thought, really. He lived by his own set of rules, and he was happier that way. 



It was the work of a few minutes and a few hundred dollars to finish topping off his diesel tanks. And then he was sliding into the driver's seat of his big rig, next to a very nervous looking young lady. 



“Ever been in a Peterbilt before?”



“Uh, no.” She licked her lips nervously, her eyes darting around cab as she settled herself in the soft bucket seat. “It's so big...”



“Yeah, a lot of ladies say that.” Rudy chuckled as he turned the ignition. But out of the corner of his eye he watched as she tensed up at his words, before forcing herself to relax. He could tell the exact moment she remembered to reapply her mask of worldly aloofness. 



He could see right through it thought. Through to the fear and desperation and excitement and relief and all the other emotions that were running roughshod through her psyche. He could see it all. 



“You can stick your bag in the back.” He gestured towards the extended cab behind him as he started up his engine, listening to the familiar roar. “Then buckle up. We've got to be on the road.”








The girl had been kind enough to remain silent while Rudy maneuvered back onto the interstate. Driving his rig was second nature after so many years behind the wheel. But even so, nobody wanted to be distracted while merging onto an on ramp. Even if there was hardly any traffic this late at night. 



But they'd been on the interstate for ten minutes now, and the road was straight, level, and clear. A little conversation wouldn't be amiss. 



“So, you got a name, girl?” He asked, breaking the silence. His passenger barely hesitated before answering. 



“Scarlet.” She replied with a smile.



“Well now, that's a real pretty name for a real pretty girl, Scarlet.” 



“Well, thank you.” She turned and gave him what she clearly thought was a sultry smile. But to Rudy, it just looked frightened and desperate. 



“So, where do you call home then, Scarlet?” 



The young woman just shrugged, turning to start out the windshield. 



“Nowhere.”



“Nowhere, huh? I've been there. Been to lots of Nowheres over the years.” He scratched his beard thoughtfully. “Funny thing about Nowhere. It's always Somewhere to someone.”



“So, where's your home, mister….?” She trailed off invitingly, clearly trying to change the subject.



“Rudy. You can call me Rudy.” He nodded back towards the rear of his cab. “And my home is right here. I haul it around with me wherever I go.” 



“Like a hermit crab? Or a turtle?” She asked with genuine curiosity, turning to look behind her.



She had to squint to see much in the dimly lit interior. She could just make out a little counter top with a sink, what might have been a microwave or a toaster over, and a little nook with a table and bench. The dark rectangle against the wall might have been a small TV, and there was the outline of a door… to a bathroom perhaps?  It really was a tiny little apartment, packed into the back of the Peterbilt.



Rudy just chuckled and nodded at her description and curiosity, never taking his eyes off the road. “Well, I suppose so. Though I like to think I'm a lot friendlier than a hermit. And that my home is a bit faster than a turtle. It might not be much, but it's mine.” 



“Well, I think you're plenty friendly, and plenty fast. And I really appreciate you giving me a ride.” Her smile was supposed to be warm and sultry, not plastic and fake.  But it was far closer to the latter than the former.  



“It's no problem. I've spent most of my life out on the open road. It can get a mite lonely sometimes. Can be nice to have some company.” His voice was calm and pleasant, and his eyes remained firmly on the road. 



“I'm sure it can.” She tried to purr. It was clear that events weren't progressing quite the way she had expected. Rudy doubted that she wanted him leering at and ogling over her the entire drive. But she likely expected him to be doing so. 



He'd have bet that she was also hoping that he hadn't noticed when started to move one of her hands to rest on his thigh. Or the way her trembling limb stopped in indecision halfway through the motion, before returning to her lap. 



But notice it he did. 



The conversation lulled then, both of them staring at the road before them, watching each yellow lines appear in the headlights, blur past, and disappear in the rear-view mirror. 



Finally, Rudy broke the silence, his voice light and conversational. 



“So, what're you running from?” He asked. Scarlet just blinked at him in surprise.



“Wha.. I'm not running from anything!” She insisted.



“Come on now girl.” Rudy chuckled. “I was born on a Tuesday, but it wasn't last Tuesday. This isn't my first rodeo, and I can tell when someone is on the run.” He didn't sound worried, or angry, or judgmental. Just… friendly, and perhaps a little curious. 



“I… I told you! I'm not a runaway!” Her voice was indignant, but her hands were shaking on the armrests as she seemed to sink into the bucket seat. 



“Drugs, maybe?” He asked, her words unheeded. “I didn't see any track marks on your arms though. And you've got too many teeth to be doing that Meth crap. Pills then? Perscription stuff...”



“I'm not a druggie!” She interrupted, her indignation seeming more sincere this time.



Rudy accepted that with a nod before continuing on.



“Not drugs then. Hmmmm.. Boyfriend trouble maybe? You get in a family way, and you're heading out of town to keep it a secret? Or get it taken care of?” He said it so… blandly. As if it were the most normal thing in the world. Scarlet, on the other hand, blanched and sputtered.



“I'm not pregnant!” She rose back up in her seat and glared at him, her cheeks turning red at the notion.



“Hmmmmm.. Family trouble then? Mommy and Daddy didn't getcha that pony you always wanted, so now you're going to show 'em? Go out in the big old world on your own, and do all those things they told you not to?” 



“…..” Scarlet settled back into her chair, eyes riveted to the windshield in front of her. “Sure, let's go with that one.” Her words were cold and bitter.



“Definitely family trouble then.” He scratched his chin with one hand, the other steady on the wheel. “So, was it your mother or your father that...”



“Stepfather.” She cut him off angrily. Rudy just raised an eyebrow, never taking his eyes off the road. 



“Stepfather?”



“Stepfather.” She crossed her arms, clearly considering that to be the end of the conversation. 



“Care to elaborate? Or should I just go back to guessing?” 



Silence reigned in the cab for a few minutes. The only sounds were those of the engine and the road. Miles and minutes were eaten up one mile marker at a time as they both stared forward. Rudy waiting calmly and patiently, Scarlet sitting sullen and angry. 



He was mentally giving her five more minutes before he began guessing again, when she broke the silence.



“My step dad likes to drink.” She growled out. Then she barked out a bitter laugh. “He drinks almost as much as mom does.”



Silenced reigned for a few more moments, and Rudy let it.



“It wasn't always so bad. But as I've grown up… He's started to get.. grabby, when he's drunk.” Her eyes were fixed straight ahead, but it wasn't the road she was seeing. “And lately, the way he's been looking at me, even when he is sober….” She shook her head violently.



“I ain't going back. I'm eighteen. Ain't nobody can tell me what to do, or where to live!” She growled, her voice filled with anger and determination… Even as she curled up in her seat, her arms wrapped around her legs. 



After a few tense moments, she turned to glare at him. “Happy now?” She demanded.



“Yeah, a bit.” He agreed, nodding slightly. For some reason his answer didn't seem to please her. He gave her a few minutes to cool down before speaking again.



“Why don't you go ahead and slip into the back. The bench and table fold down into a bed.” He suggested. 



Scarlet paled at the suggestion, looking from him to the sleeper behind the cab, and then back to him again. Clearly she had forgotten the details of her current situation. And suddenly the nature of her… arrangement… was coming back to her. 



Rudy just laughed at the expression on her face.



“God, girl, relax.” He chuckled. “I don't know how fancy you think this rig is, but let me tell you, cruise control ain't no autopilot. I'm going to be at the wheel for hours yet, and you look like you ain't slept in ages. You may as well catch some shuteye and get your energy back while you've got the chance.”



“Y… Yeah. Right. Of course.” She swallowed hard, clearly struggling to regain her equilibrium. Her expression shifted and wavered as she tried to decide if she should return to acting like an experienced, sultry 'working girl.' 



In the end, she went with just being herself. A nervous young woman, out of her depth. With a quick nod, she unbuckled her seatbelt and slid into the sleeper compartment of the cab.



Rudy listened carefully to the noise of the bed being unfolded. The sound of sheets rustling was inaudible over the roar of the engine. The sleeper was hardly what one would call 'quiet' while the truck was on the road. But the rumble of the engine could be its own lullaby.



And more importantly, it made it impossible to hear what was going on in the cab. 



Rudy waited an hour, just to be sure his guest was really and truly asleep. Then he reached for the touchscreen on his dashboard, once again giving thanks to the wonders of modern technology. Cell phones and Bluetooth were so much more convenient than CB radios. 








When he re-entered the truck, Rudy was surprised to find Scarlet still asleep. She must have been more tired than he had thought. He'd expected her to wake up as soon as he turned off the engine, let alone when he opened and closed the cab door. 



Apparently four hours of beauty rest hadn't been enough for her. 



“Scarlet?” He spoke softly, gently shaking her. “It's time to get up. You've got things to do.” 



“Wha? Scarlet? Who?” Came the sleepy, muffled reply. The young woman blinked up at him in confusion, then gasped and sat up in surprise at finding a stranger hanging over her. 



He could practically read her thoughts as they crossed her face. Surprise and fear. 'Where am I, who is he.' Then remembrance and recollection. Her body and posture relaxed slightly as she glanced around. And then, finally, realization of her situation, and what was 'expected' of her. 



He'd seen it all plenty of times over the years.



He didn't give her time to decide to don the mask of an experienced lady of the evening. Or to get cold feet. Instead he just stepped back and beckoned her forward. 



“Grab your bag and come on. We're here, and time's a wasting.” He coaxed.



Befuddled, frightened, and resigned, Scarlet followed him out of the cab.



And stepped out onto a massive, well lit parking lot. At least half of which was filled with big rigs and 18-wheelers. With more coming and going every moment. 



Rudy didn't say a word while his guest glanced around in surprise and a bit of awe. He just gestured for her to follow and set off for the mass of buildings that stuck up like an island in a sea of asphalt. 



Scarlet followed along like a baby duckling waddling after it's mother. 



Rudy slowed to a halt as they reached the main doors of the truck stop, nodding at the matronly older woman standing by the double doors. 



“Margaret.” Rudy said as tilted his head. 



“Rudy.” Came the curt, business-like reply. Then the woman's attention turned to the young woman.



“And this must be the latest sparrow with a broken wing you've brought for me to patch up?” She grumbled. Rudy just nodded, unconcerned by her gruff demeanor.



“This is 'Scarlet.'” He gestured, a small smile on his face. Margaret just groaned. 



“The lord save me from soft hearted fools.” She groused. “But I suppose even He can't save me from myself.” 



“Alright girl.” She growled. “I've got thirty rooms in this place, and over two hundreds truckers passing through every day. All in need of food, drink, a hot shower, and a good shave. If you can do dishes, wash clothes, cook worth a damn, or serve a dozen rowdy truckers without murdering anyone, you've got room and board and minimum wage to start with. You can't do any of that, and you're out on your rear, no matter what damned fool hauled you into my truck stop. We clear?” 



All of this was very much not clear to Scarlet.



“What? Who? But, I'm not a… Who are.. What are you two… Just.. WHAT?” She stuttered, looking back and forth between Rudy and Margaret as if following a demented tennis match. 



“A job girl.” Margaret snorted. “I'm offering you a job, and a place to stay. If you can hack it.” She crossed her arms, glowering slightly. 



“But… But I'm… I'm not...” She looked at Rudy desperately.



“Girl, I don't know who or what you are. But I know what you're not. And that's a hooker.”



“How do you know that?” She demanded, frowning indignantly at him. Rudy just chuckled. 



“Girl, you were trembling like a baby deer the moment I set eyes on you. You flinched if I so much as touched you. And you did things and took chances no sane working girl would.” As he spoke, Scarlet's head sunk lower and lower, until she was staring at the ground. 



“Look, maybe you actually are eighteen. And if so, you're right. Nobody can tell you where or how to live. If that's the life you want to live, well, so be it.” He shrugged concernedly. “They call it the oldest profession for a reason. And hell, plenty of working girls pass through here, much as Margaret here might frown at 'em.” He smirked at the older woman's glare. 



“If nothing else, you can learn a few things from 'em that might keep you from getting your fool self killed. But if you want to try a different path, well...” He nodded towards Margaret once more. “There you go.” 



Scarlet looked between the two of them, trying to grasp the situation she found herself in. Licking her lips nervously, she turned to Rudy and his laid back expression, then to the stern look on Margaret's face. Finally, she nodded.



“I… I'll take the job...” She said softly, looking down at the ground. Margaret just nodded as if it had been a foregone conclusion.



“Alright then girl. Let's get you cleaned up and then get you to work. First we'll see if you're any good at cooking, then...”



Rudy tuned out the conversation as he turned and began to walk away. He'd barely registered the sound of boots on pavement before a pair of hands grabbed one of his, pulling him to a halt. 



“Yeah?” He asked, turning to look down at Scarlet. She tugged on his hand, forcing him to bend down a bit.



“My real name is Judy.” She said. “And… Thank you.” Leaning up, she planted a kiss on his cheek, before turning and hurrying back towards the truck stop.



Rudy just smiled and rubbed his beard before shaking his head and turning back to his semi. He had a load of electronics to deliver, and this little detour had put him a half hour behind schedule. Still, it had been worth it, and he was sure he could make up the time if he was willing to put the pedal down. And he would, because there were people waiting for what he was hauling. 



And that was the way he liked it. Because that's what being a long haul trucker meant to Rudy. It meant that he helped people, by bringing them the things they needed, when they needed them. 



And sometimes, just sometimes, he got a chance to bring people to the places they needed to be, when they needed to be there. 



Rudy smiled as he pulled the door to his cab open and slipped into the driver's seat. He ran his hand over the steering wheel before giving it a gentle pat.



“Well baby, I'm home. Now let's see what the road holds for us today.” 



The engine purred in agreement as he turned the ignition. 
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         I met her at a time in my life when meeting people was something you did as you might grasp at rose thorns to pull yourself from a raging river. And she herself was going through motions like a cracked china doll, insulating herself with a bubble of reserve, unable to leave the surfaces of herself open to any impacts at all. As we did not strongly chafe when we met, we fell across each other’s path for a time.



I was growing white hairs, and had left much undone that I would henceforth lack the energy of youth to accomplish. And she… A friend of hers had done what in retrospect was a deplorable thing, and this led to her spouse doing a reprehensible thing, and now she was cast adrift in the world and having to start anew at the standard tasks of life with the all of the need, but without the eagerness.



I might not ever have told her anything of my dream, for it seemed so private a thing as to cause me shame to reveal it to a relative stranger. But there was a look she gave me, as we approached a conversational topic that newly-met friends do not often discuss, and this encouraged me. And so I told her the story of the dream I’d had a week before, the story I was holding inside me, cherishing like a small shining jewel near my heart.








All I usually recall of my dreams are sensations and moods, so I do not want you to assume too much about the scene of my story. Some may want to imagine a place of air and light, perhaps with shining clouds and golden tracery. But these are things of our own experience, and they are not universal. As beings born under a star’s light, we cherish warmth and blue skies, and fear the cold and dark. I do not know if colors or dimensions had any meaning in the scene of my dream. There may have been other senses I could not conceive a way to perceive, something my brain was not built to interpret. I could only take what was given me and assume it was right.



There were things I will call children, and there was at least one thing I will call mother, but you should not think of children in terms of years or mother in terms of gender or genetics. Only one of the children enters this tale, approaching a mother with respect and deference, and whether this happened in a room with physical walls and windows, or in an energy cloud in which beings of thought intersect with each other through traces like mathematical formulas scribed in light, may be left to your preference.



Mother, said the child, there are certain times when you are absent from us. To many of us, this is not noticeable or worthy of remark, but as I study under your guidance, I notice it more and more and it has come to occupy my thoughts. May I ask where you go?



My child, I acknowledge your advancing perception and you are correct to ask. But before I answer you, you must know that learning the answer to this question may lead to states of mind that may set you at different tangents than your current fellows. Some of these tangents will bring discomfort, greater than that you have yet experienced in your explorations. With this in mind, do you still wish me to answer you?



The child considered. Those that went at tangents to the rest of the children were those that often went on to become things like mothers. Yes, I do.



My child, we have spoken before of spaces that work thus– Here there appeared a construction of a shining light with small spheres that surrounded it. –and some of these are the places to which I go. This particular one I show you here is one where I spend much of my away-time.



May I go there as well?



The mother paused. You may. Yet it involves a hard and painful task, one that I would not assign lightly to anyone.



The child recognized the potential offer. You may send me; I have felt pain and I am not afraid.



Do not say such things, before you go. You do not know all the conditions, and hence it is rash to speak for your future self so confidently.



Then please tell me–what shall I encounter there?



Were I to explain it to you now, you would not understand me, said the mother. Only experience will do, and the experience will necessarily cause you pain. I cannot fully brief you beforehand, for you cannot bring your present knowledge there; the scope of that place does not well contain it. Yet, you may carry your memories back from it, if you wish.



The child considered. If I cannot bring my learning with me, how can I accomplish the task you set for me?



You will rediscover your light as you stay there and grow; and this is your task. Eventually the nature of that place shall bring an end your presence there, and you shall return here. But do not… do not return before you truly, truly must; this is all I ask of you. Hearing all this, do you wish to proceed?



I cannot imagine failing you by any act of my own will, mother.



You need not imagine that. If you are certain, let us go. Here, this is the way; follow me.



So the child and mother both went, and it seemed not long at all before the child returned, alone, and it seemed much diminished. It said nothing, but awaited the return of the mother, and she was gone at least five times as long as the child had been. In the meantime, the pretty little spheres continued to spin around the shining light, but the child took no notice as it waited and indeed could not bear to look at them.



Eventually she flared back into presence, and joy surged in the child as it perceived her return, but it could not look long upon her, for she knew. 



From her, there was a feeling, not of anger, but of deep sorrow and regret. My child… Oh, my child. You did not long abide there.



The child burned with shame. I didn’t know–oh, mother, it was so hard. It hurt so much at times. I… The child paused, still fitting the past self to the present… I was bewildered and afraid and without hope and I had not even the memory of you to comfort me. I grew confused and enraged at my own failure, and could think of nothing but fleeing the pain, even if it meant oblivion, even if it meant… never seeing you again. And I… I… cast aside my hopes, and I broke that vessel that was my self in that place. I released its inner fluid, and its pumps stilled and its warmth leaked away. And those things that seemed of such horrid consequence now seem so tiny and remote… Mother, I felt then that I must do it, but I know now that this is not true… and now I stand in shame before you, unable even to look you in the face.



My child, look at me. I do request it of you.



It met her gentle, sad countenance. Mother–I am so sorry, I failed–



I am sorry too. The task is often quite difficult, as I did warn you. It is pain I suffer myself when I go there. Though it hurts, it must be done, for imagine what that place would be like, if there was no hope in it at all–



Mother! No! Don’t even say that!



Yes. You saw how whelming that world was, how little reason there seemed at times to hope. You see how brave those native to that place are, to even strive to reach the light. They may succeed someday, but in the meantime… they can use our help, my child. Every little bit, every ray of additional light, it all helps. And so I go myself, over and over, and send those of mine who are strong enough as well. But when that light falters… When a spark ceases to shine… that hurts too, my child. It aids the darkness in that place when you abandon your task.



You mean I… Oh. Oh, Mother… I am not worthy of any tangents at all; I am a failure!



You did fail this task, but you are not a failure. Do not speak of yourself that way. You are not lessened in my regard; do not lessen yourself in your own.



I told you this task was not for all. If you stop now, you may take different tangents to become a mother, and forget that place, for you must not speak of it to your fellows, that they might not take unwittingly a burden such as this into their minds. Or if you think you can grow strong enough to persevere, you may try again. But I ask you not to try again… unless you truly think you can bear it this time. I often shall be there with you, and others as well, and when we lose a ray of light, it hurts. It makes it harder for the others to shine. It hurts all the worse when the light itself chooses not to shine anymore. Can you promise me that this time you will really persevere, really try?



The child hesitated. I… I suffered so much pain there, but it does not seem right, that I should forget it. Will it be like that again?



It will, and it may be very much worse, my child. Yet we cannot drag that place into the light by our force, just as you do not become counted as an adult unless you learn how to feed and feel and learn for yourself. It must grow into the light by its own power. We can only help to guide it, and help by showing what is possible, by our hopes joined with theirs. Will you take the long way, and shine with us for as long as you can?



The child thought long, as the spheres spun and swung around, then made its choice–



This was when I awoke, in a cold bed with the colorless light before dawn outlining the objects in my room, and for long moments I did not know what or where I was. I felt like a needle of thought stabbed into alien fabrics, something that was but had nowhere properly to be. I fought to fit myself among the gloom-shrouded shapes that lurked about me as incomprehensible artifacts, and I came slowly back to myself, though like a needle I still held the thread of that dream, and upon a sketchpad near my bed, I drew it out.








So this was the story I shared with my new acquaintance. She was smart, and she knew how to take the meaning of it. But as I recounted it to her, that look she had about her, the one that first led me to recount the story, felt stronger, and I wondered. If that dream could possibly be a shadow of reality, could it be the case that she was the mother-being from my dream… setting aside her own memories to come here, and share our woes to add to our hope, to help us work towards the light, however they define light wherever she comes from?



And could she have come now to such a state, if she was? Could something that great fall so far; could so fiery a brand crumble to embers in the ash?



I had no way to measure what resistance there was in the inner circuits of her pain, no way to gauge from external influences whether a thing that would make one person bend would bring her to bow. So we simply talked together of the dream, and of other things. I made her promise to meet me next week, and call if the cares and weights of the world pressed much harder, and she made me promise the same to her.



And now, along with the jewel of my dream, I hold also near my heart that look she gave me, which so embodied that feeling of gentle reproach, of sorrow sans anger, of the patience and persistence of the light.
      

      
   
      The Psychopomp


      

      
      
         I do not remember the time of my beginning. It is something that I have found to have in common with all of my wards. They don’t remember their entry into their life either, or quite a number of their years after their birth unto life. I always considered this to be a tragedy. Mothers and fathers I have escorted have talked to me about their children while on our journey, describing to me their progeny’s first words, their first steps. To have these joyful years remembered only by one of the two parties involved rang with a foul din to my ears. It is how it has always been though. They cannot remember how it began and neither can I, but this is where the similarities end. For I can remember everything else.



I remember names and faces. I remember tales of woe, the glistening sparkle of tears in the sunlight and the moonlight as they raced for the ground. I remember crazed laughter, each enunciated bark of disbelief unique to my mind and ears. I remember the thud of knees hitting the ground, the stunned silence, the quiet acceptance. I remember them all. When everyone else forgets, I remember.



A small rock tumbles down the cliffside, approaching me rapidly, dislocated by a hastily placed heel. I lazily twirl aside, dodging it. The second rock that I didn’t notice, lost in thought as I was, comes my way and passes through me.It comes and goes, and I give it no regard anymore, but as I’ve already mentioned, I’ll always remember. Even this little event.



There was a hero once. Proud and tall, radiant in glory and confidence. Over the ages there had been supernatural powers assigned to him, but I knew him. I met him. There was nothing supernatural about him, except his unwavering conviction, his faith in himself. He accrued a list of amazing feats, but the one where we met was considered to be one of impossibility. He proved otherwise. Improbable for certain. Difficult beyond doubt. Not impossible though, not any longer, even if no one else had ever replicated his triumph again.



The wind pick ups. The cold becomes stronger, powerful, and is allowed to permeat my ragged robe. I jump further ahead, my arms and legs changing shape mid-air. The black fur protects me better than the previous black cloth, and the form stands better on the snow. I would have chosen a white coloring if it was my choice, but my ward needs to see me clearly. He needs to know I am always here. I abide by his choice.



There is nothing protecting him from the cold and the snow. He stands naked and shivering, exposed to the elements. The fierce wind blows his short hair wildly, and the snowflakes lash him, each one a burning kiss upon his skin. I feel the cold only as much as I choose, but he does not possess that option. He takes the full brunt of it for this is what he chose. He keeps walking, hoping perhaps for another change of the fickle environment, for the cold to turn back and retreat.



Only a minute ago he was traversing a barren mountain under the burning glare of the unforgiving sun. Perhaps he will be luckier in the next. Perhaps not. I cannot know. I can only guide.



The hero is fresh in my mind, having dragged him up from a well containing millennia of memories. I cannot help but impose his image over my current ward. I see the hero standing unbowed, a figure sculpted in muscle, graceful and powerful as if given form by a divine hand. He is wearing a beast’s skin, a weapon forged with metal and tested in battle at his side. He walked through the snow and it did not give him pause.



My ward bends double before the onslaught of nature. He stumbles and slips. Blood has started freezing on his unprotected skin. His limbs slowly darken, and his breathing is a labor like none he had ever known before. He picks himself up slowly, and I see on his eyelashes the snow crystals left by shedded tears.



I walked in front of the hero. I guided the way from the forefront, his steps echoing behind me. I held a lantern then. It was what was expected of me and the image pushed into my being. I accepted the form. I always do. I do not like to stagger them. I am the guide, and my job is easier when they are calm and collected, even if that is only because of a familiar form, no matter how terrifying or serene it is.



It is my ward that takes the front this time. He turns back to me and I can see his breath as he exhales. I watch it fascinated. He stammers as he talks. “H-how much fu-further?”



I cross my forwards paws as I lie down on the snow. My jaw lowers, revealing sharpened teeth, but a calm, collected voice comes out of my feline throat. “The road is long. Keep going straight.”



He turns back to his previous bearing, each step a visible torture. “It- it’s wh-what you al-always say.”



“The road is long,” I repeat. “You chose this path, and it is up to you to follow it. I can guide you back if you wish. The road is long.”



“N-no thanks.”



The change in language, in mannerisms, it is hard to believe, even if as I witnessed it. I remember the ancient times, the respect and fear. I remember the titles and the reverence as I was barely understood. They understand me only a little more than they used to, but how they changed. It is such a wonder.








“I seek to reach the destination of us all,” the hero says.



“Why do you hurry so?” I ask, genuinely perplexed. “You shall reach it in the fullness of time. You are strong and full of vigor. It is a long time yet before the mists unfold for you and I guide you through them. Why walk a traitorous shortcut?”



A candle of fragrance burns low and the hero’s eyes spot it. His hands are quick to reach for it and replace it with a fresh one. The spread before me is rich, the selection expensive and beautifully prepared. A meal to make the mouth water and the stomach ache with longing. I daintily reach over and caress the skin of a plum with a white finger. I bring it to my mouth, savoring the trace of taste. The finger travels over the drinks and selects a cup of water. I skim the surface briefly, and wet my tongue with a drop of it. The hero bows his head, thankful for my acceptance of his offerings.



“I do not plan to cut my time short, guide. I intend to walk the path and return.”



It was a boast I had heard often enough, but never exactly worded like this. Something did not fit the pattern. “While the thrum of life still pumps in your veins?” I inquire, making sure I understood correctly.



“Yes.” He kneels before me, the hero who would kneel to no king or god. “I need you to show me the way as you surely will one day, oh guide. Lead me there and back.”



“I can only guide,” I tell him. “It is you who will travel the road. It is not a road meant for you yet. You will not make it. It is impossible.”



“I wish to try, guide. If you would have me.”



I sigh. It seems to help them, it doesn’t hurt to try it for myself. “I am the guide. If you ask for me, I shall be there to show you the way.” I pick up my lantern and my staff. “We should be on our way. The road is long.”








“I want to go back,” my current ward said.



I stopped in my tracks and turned around to face him, gathering the hem of the tattered robe in my bony hand. “Your path is up ahead, not behind us. There is nothing behind.”



“That’s a fucking lie. Everything I had is back there,” he said. He did not look at me, preferring to stare at the ground. It is my visage, I know. In a strange way, this is his comfort.



“It is infinity that lies ahead. Behind lies the finite, and for you it has run its course.”



“Not all of it.” He looked at me finally, eyes burning with determination, anger and fear. “I’m going back, and you can’t stop me.”



I walked up to him, the grass dying and blackening around my feet. I did not love this form. Too much negativity associated with it, too many false ideas.



My ward growled at me like a trapped animal. A leg briefly stepped back before it snapped back forward, striking the ground in a show of strength. “Just try and stop me you bastard. You won’t stop me!” He screamed the last sentence, fear and anger mixing in equal parts.



“You are correct,” I told him. These three words were enough to stun him to silence. I pointed back the way we came with the farmer’s implement. Such a strange combination to assign to me. “There lies the path you seek. But it is one against your nature, and the road will try to stop you.”



“It will try,” he spat out with contempt.



“And it may yet succeed. It is hard, but not impossible, and you shall have but a brief moment.”



“It’s all I need.”



“You have chosen your path, and I shall guide you. You should start walking. The road is long.”








I feel proud for my ward. I feel proud for all my wards, but now I burst with emotion I cannot show. Mere weather and hard paths did not deter him. The road has changed, getting harder, getting longer.



He still walks.



Dust and sand whirls around us. It is not a subtle dance, but a fierce storm. Grains of rock and tiny particles of glass are mixed within. I spread a thousand wings and fly over my ward, unaffected by the road’s challenge.



The hero came this way. He was clothed in past victories and memories of the dead, and escaped the sandstorm virtually unscathed. Head bowed low, protected amidst his prizes, weapon held in front to shield him from the worst. The hero was not one to retreat before such a challenge.



My ward has no lion skin to protect his own. He is nude and his only option is the same one when facing the heat and cold. He can only endure. He has a destination in mind, and he has a goal. His skin flakes off and flies in the wind, fat musculature and veins are slowly, viciously, revealed.



I see the tendons of his right hand glisten in flowing blood. The palm of his right hand and his lips are safe, each protecting the other from the worst. He tried to protect his eyes the same way, but he needed to see the path. As long as he had eyes to see there were limits to how much I could do.



The eyes are gone now. I only see empty ruins filled with sand, over a tortured grimace. I caw with five hundred beaks, pointing the way. He stumbles on skinless legs, continuing his journey. My pride is almost unbearable to hold in silence. He carries on. I am proud, and I guide him further on the long road.







The landscape is as beautiful as it is terrifying. I am divided on whether I should wish my ward had his eyes or not. Everything shines and everything glimmers. The light reflects and refracts, a million rainbows and spectrums of color project around us, over us. A polygonal artistry, a mimicry of nature that the greatest glassblowers would dream of and weep for.



The road is getting longer.



The hero wielded iron and might to traverse this part of the road. His feet protected by the same deeds that protected his torso, he made his way like a god of war, an engine of destruction. He ended beauty and made progress. The road could not hold him back.



My ward. My poor ward. I would weep for him if I could. I cannot. He feels the bones of my hand as it clutches his torn shoulder, as soft a touch as bone is able. He can hear the swirl of the tattered black robes, and my raspy voice, filled with cobwebs as I speak into his ear.



“The road is long, but you are getting near. This could prove to be too much. We can go back. Infinity waits for you.”



“I- I kn-know,” he stammers, lost in a haze of pain. “B-but fin-finite can o-only w-wait so much.” He takes a step forward.



His naked leg is sliced and he falls down screaming. The road cuts him more, shredding him with the slightest movement. He manages to control the thrashing after a while, learning that movement equals pain. He has managed to safeguard his lips and his palm, the same way he did before. I hope for his sake that he manages to continue keeping them safe for I know no other part of his body will escape the coming torment if he continues.



He whispers, fear untold in his voice. He knows the answer, but he asks nevertheless. “Ho-how much fur-further? How l-long is this p-part?”



“The road is long.”



“I- I can d-do it.”



“If you believe so then I will guide you. The path lies ahead as you face. You should get going.”



He does. Most of our journey was quiet. It is now filled with sound. It echoes with the sound of razors slicing flesh, and the splattering of blood upon glass. Cries of pain and agory roar around us, reflected back by canyons and cliffs of glass and crystal. 



The colors change in the narrow strip of land we cross. The rainbows become a solid haze of crimson red. A sea of wonder surrounding a line of torture. My ward walks, crawls, and drags himself. I walk right beside him, the road slipping harmlessly against my frame, unable to harm the form given to me, even if I allowed it to. 



He screams, begs, and curses me, but he doesn’t stop to tread the path, not even for a moment. I wish I could carry him. I wish I could bear him upon my back and spare him the pain. I wish I could offer some kind of comfort apart from the only one I was allowed to. I wish I could be kind.



“You are going the right way. Keep moving. The road is long.”








“What is this?” the hero asks. “Where have you taken me?”



“Where you asked me to,” I answer.



Before us lies a door. It is dark, and a storm rages within the steel it is made of. There are no walls or columns supporting it. It lies alone in the middle of a field of roses, leading nowhere and everywhere. It is the door, every door. It is the road that leads to the destination.



“And if I go through it? If I open it?”



“You will find infinity.”



“Where do we go after this door?”



“Nowhere,” I answer. “Everywhere. I cannot guide you any further. This is as far as I can take you. The rest is up to you.”



The hero walks around the door, examining it. His gaze is critical, seeking to relieve the door of its mysteries. There is no need for that. There are no mysteries to the door. It is, it opens, and it leads to somewhere else. It is a door. No more, no less. It is simple and it is infinite.



“Has anyone else reached this far while still sipping from the wine of life?”



“None.” I lean upon the staff. “You are the first, and you might be the last.”








“Where are we?”



I turn my ward to his right, even though he has no eyes to see. I describe the scene to him. A road on a dark night, skid marks of tires that tried to break too late. A small piece of metal that was failed to be collected. A single yellow tape reading “Police Line - Do Not Cross” that flaps in the night breeze.



“So close,” he whispers. He does not speak to me, I know. “We aren't’ far at all, are we?”



“No. We’re almost there.”








“Do you know what lies beyond the door, guide?” the hero asks, touching the surface of the subject of his examination.



“Infinity.”



“But what does that mean?”



“Everything.”



The hero pulls back. He looks back the way he came. He deflates briefly, but his confidence returns. He smiles at me, his chest rising up in pride.



“I have done the impossible. There is no question of it. I don’t need to take it all in one go. I have more tasks to complete before I tackle this one, don’t you agree?”



I stay silent. I cannot guide him in this.



“I’ll go back now. I’ll go back. That’s- that’s the right decision.”








My ward stands before the door. It is made of wood, and it is frail. A piece of paper marks the door, naming the owner of the room before it in crayon colors. My ward cannot see it, but stands before it trembling nevertheless, his courage wavering.



“The door is in front of you. You may open it.”



“In there? That’s where…”



“This is the destination you were seeking. I have guided you here.”



“But- but what do I do? What do I… I- I don’t know.”



I stay silent. I cannot guide him in this.



He takes the knob in his untarnished palm, his hand reaching unerringly for it, guided by muscle memory, not sight. The door makes no sound as it opens. My ward walks inside, leaving bloody footprints behind him.



There, on a small bed, finite lies sleeping. A gentle snoring guides my ward, and he walks towards it. He sits on the edge of the bed.



His fingers reach for the source of the noise. They find the small nose, and touch the soft cheeks. He feels the moisture still on them and chokes back a sob. He leans forward and kisses the small forehead, while his palm caresses the top of the head.



I step next to my ward. He has reached his destination. The road holds no sway over him now. My hand touches him briefly and I restore to him what the road took. He sees with new eyes that are his old ones. He lays down on the bed and hugs the small figure.



“Hey, princess,” he whispers in the tiny ear. “I’m home. Happy birthday.”



His time is up. The road calls. “We must go. The road is long and infinity awaits.”



He rises, but leans back down for one last kiss. “Daddy will always love you princess. Never forget that,” he whispers into the ear of the finite. The road calls. We obey.







I cannot remember my beginning. My earlier memory is guiding one of my wards on the road, already old when I was young. I remember the hero, the sole breathing mortal to gaze upon the door to infinity. I remember him as I remember everyone. I remember his pride, I remember his drive. His wish to reach infinity and be known, remembered forever.



I remember my ward. He walked the road, unheeding of the pain to reach the finite. Driven by the sole desire to say a goodbye that would not be remembered, aside from the briefest moments, a small comfort that would arise from the deepest recesses of a memory made when death and love stood over a bed.



I remember the hero who dared the road for the sake of a glimpse of infinity.



But I mostly remember my ward who dared the road for one last glimpse of the finite. I remember all of them, in all their numbers, their thousands upon thousands. So many heroes that braved the road. A torrent of souls, each of them unique and valorous. A miracle of faith and love that had been repeated so many times down the ages, their achievement untarnished by the weight of their numbers, only shining brighter, reaching higher.



I guided them all. 



I remember them all.
      

      
   
      10:48PM


      

      
      
         Matthew Irons was supposed to die at 10:48PM. Like many unfortunate people before him, Matt would’ve been at the wrong place at the wrong time. While going to intervene in a dispute between his neighbors, a stray bullet from his neighbor’s .38 should have hit him square in the forehead. An instantaneous death, or as close as it comes to one. 

	

There should have been a lot of blood. The two men would stop their fighting. The gun would be dropped. Matt’s fiancée, Josephine Jansen, would come out their shared home and scream, fall to her knees, and weep, in that order. The blood from his body would run from the sidewalk into the storm drain.

	

Matthew Irons, age 28 years, 52 days, nine hours, and 35 seconds, would leave behind a small assortment of knickknacks, a few personal letters, and his social security card as the only physical evidence that he had ever existed. He never knew his parents. He had no siblings. For all practical purposes, it would be as if Matt never existed. 

	

It was supposed to be so simple. Just another one of the unfathomable number of tragedies in the infinite history of the cosmos. Nothing special. Routine. The sky was blue, the earth orbited the sun, Matthew Irons died at 10:48PM on October 21st, 2014 from a gunshot wound to the head. Just another fact of life. But that wasn’t what happened. 



10:44 PM, October 21st, 2014




“I said get the fuck back offa my goddamn lawn!” Robert, Matt’s next door neighbor yelled. 

	

“Make me, you crotchety old sack of shit!” Jules, the man who lived across the street, retorted. “Howsa about you stop bein’ a deadbeat and give me my money?” 

	

“Go to hell!” 

	

Matt peered through the shutters of his window and sighed. He already regretted buying a house in this neighborhood. Each week there was a performance of machismo under the dim lighting of the street laps. For the fifth time that week, Matt reminded himself never to trust another real estate agent for the rest of his life. 

	

“They at it again?” Jo asked. She yawned as she sashayed down the stairwell. “One of these days, those men are gonna get someone killed, I swear.” 

	

“Nah, Jo, they’re all talk. Look, Jules is going back to his house.”

	

Jo gingerly slid up alongside Matt’s side, like a cat, and peered through the window. The frills of her nightdress rode up against his thigh. 

“Hmm, looks like it’s over.” She leaned her body against his, making sure Matt felt her hips grinding into him. 



“Hey,” she whispered seductively.

	

“Hey,” he whispered back. Matt placed his hands on her finely contoured hips and pulled her in close. 



“Come back to bed.”



No sooner had the words left Jo’s mouth than Jules came back outside. This time, he held a small aluminum bat. It was probably his kid’s Little League bat. Jules also probably wasn’t getting the parent of the year award.  



“Listen you Alzheimer’s-ridden fucker, you better give my money, or else I swear to God I’m gonna fuck up your mailbox!” he drunkenly yelled from Robert’s yard. 



“Christ,” Matt said. He took a step back from Jo. “Looks like I’m gonna have to go out there this time.”



Jo put her hand over Matt’s, preventing him from going any further. “Can’t you just let them sort this out on their own? No need to be a hero today, Iron Matt.” Her tone was casual, but Matt sensed there was a keen desperation beneath it. Her grip on his hand tightened. 



“Sweetie, sometimes a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do!” he said in a faux-baritone. “Besides, I can’t just stand around and let this happen every week. Somebody has got to do something!” 



“Oh! My hero!” Jo pretend to swoon and faint in Matt’s arms. “Promise me you’ll be careful, okay?” She stared at him, suddenly serious. 



“I promise my fair lady,” he said, still keeping on the superhero façade, “Or my name isn’t Iron Matt!” 



They both giggled before exchanging a quick kiss. 



“Get the fuck away from my mailbox you crazy fucker!”



The sound of metal smacking metal could be heard. Soon after, the sound of two men heavily panting.



“Ah. Duty calls. Farewell!” Matt dramatically opened the door and shut it behind him. The sight outside was not pretty. 



Jules and Robert were both on the ground, Jules sitting on top of Robert, furiously beating him with his fists. Robert stuck up one hand to defend himself from the onslaught of punches, but to no avail. Robert’s other hand was caught in his waistband, grasping at something.

	

Matt started running towards them, shouting, “Hey break it up!”

	

At that moment, Robert managed to draw his gun. It was a silver .38, Smith and Wesson special. The kind of gun a hardboiled detective in a movie might use, but not a decrepit old man. The gun wedged itself between Jules’ arm and chest, aimed directly towards Matt. The barrel stared Matt down, the curvature of the barrel forming a single peephole for a deadly bullet to peer out from. Robert fired with a deafening bang. 

	

Time slowed to a crawl for Matt as he saw the gun go off. Rational thought ceased, but for a brief moment Matt somehow knew that he was going to die right where he stood. That it was inevitable, and there was nothing he could do or could have done to prevent it. For that brief moment, Matthew Irons knew the terror of death. 

	

And then something miraculous happened: the bullet was supposed to kill Matthew Irons missed him entirely. The bullet safely whizzed by roughly three feet away from where Matt was standing. 

	

The watch on his wrist read 10:49PM. Matt didn’t know it, but he was twenty seconds late to his own death. Had he been three feet to the left, like he should have been, the bullet would have struck him square in the forehead. The bullet would have pierced his cranium, travelling through his front lobe and out through his occipital lobe, which would have resulted in an instant death. 

	

That, of course, didn’t happened. 

	

“Cut that shit out!” Matt screamed, eyes wide. “You nearly fucking shot me, goddammit!” His near-death experience was causing him to hyperventilate. He suddenly felt very weak and fell to his knees. 

	

“Matt!” Jo shrieked, having heard the noise and walked outside. She put an arm around him, protecting him like a den mother. “Robert, put that fucking gun away!” she hissed.  

	

“I-I’m fine…” Matt gasped. “Don’t worry, I’m all right.” 

	

Jo hugged him as tight as she could. Matt gently stroked her hair and closed his arms around her in an angelic embrace. 

	

The whole neighborhood poured out into the streets. Police sirens roared in the distance. Startled at the increase in attention, the two men separated from one another, both thoroughly embarrassed. 



Shortly after, the police would arrive, take a statement from everyone, and haul Jules to jail. Matthew Irons, brimming with life after his brush with death, would go return to his dilapidated home in the inner city of Los Angeles and have the best sex of his life. 



All was well. Until, of course, it wasn’t. 



11:00 AM, October 22nd, 2014




 “All I’m saying is that we need a vacation,” Jo said. “Especially after what happened last night.”



“And all I’m saying is that I would love to go on vacation, Jo,” Matt replied. “But I can’t take off work.” 



Jo sighed. “Fineee. But next weekend, we’re taking a roadtrip, okay? I hear there’s a storm coming next week, and I don’t want to be around for it.” 



“Where’d you hear that from?” Matt said, puzzled. “Radio says clear skies next week.”



Jo shot him a winning smile. “Trust me, I have my sources. Hey, why don’t we go get something to eat to celebrate that asshole Jules finally being taken away?” She jingled his car keys in front of his nose. “Come on! Let’s go to that new sushi bar you’ve been talking about!”



“Sushi-Junai?” Matt snatched the keys from her. “You’re on.” 



The couple stepped outside into the driveway. As they walked to the car, something in the grass underneath the oak tree caught Matt’s eye. From a distance, it looked like someone had tossed some stray kindling on their lawn. He stopped. 



“What is it, dear?” Jo asked.



Matt took a closer look. It was a bird’s nest, full of bright, broken eggshells. The remnants of the yolk had congealed over the surface of the sticks and stems, giving it at almost translucent, oiled look to it. 



“Aw, some poor mama bird lost her kids,” he said, upset. 



“Poor things.” Jo averted her gaze. “That’s life though, right?” 



“Yeah. Life is full of little tragedies.” Matt was already past grieving. He strode back over to the car. 



The Honda was no luxury, but Matt had prided himself on it being the first car he ever owned, bought new, and kept in immaculate shape. The Honda Civic may have been made in '08, but it still looked like it had come straight off the production line. The interior still had that new car smell. 



Naturally, the car was long overdue for some misfortune. Just like its owner. 



11:16 AM, October 22nd, 2014




Matt twiddled his thumbs at the red light. Between the tailgaters, drunks, and just plain rude people, navigating downtown Los Angeles was always pain in the ass. 



Once the light turned green, he entered the intersection, only to be struck from the side by a BMW SUV, cruising well over speed limit. The driver, a teenager expecting an influx of nude photographs from his girlfriend, hadn’t noticed that the light changed and drove full force into the driver-side door of Matt’s Honda. 



The force from the collision proved enough to cave in the entire door and cause the small sedan to spin into oncoming traffic, where it would collide with three other cars before finally resting on the sidewalk. 



Matthew would die. But not like he was supposed to. Matthew was supposed to die at 10:48PM on October 21st, 2014. That didn’t stop him from dying at 11:16AM, October 22nd, 2014, though. The universe was petty like that. 



11:14AM October 22nd, 2014


	

“Matt, do you believe in true love?” Jo asked.

	

“What do you mean?” Matt looked at her, worried. “I love you, if that’s what you’re asking.” Internally, Matt hoped he had given the right answer and wasn’t about to reprimanded. 



“No, I mean like, true love, the sort of sappy love that makes you into an idiot. Think Bon Jovi’s ‘I’d Die For You’ kind of love. Disney movie love.” 



“Oh.” Matt thought a moment before responding. “Yeah, I think so. What brings this up?”



“Oh, nothing.” Jo wore her notoriously bad poker face. 



“Come on, tell me.” Matt drummed his hands against the steering wheel. “I gotta know now.” 



“Well, there’s this boy I like, and things are getting pretty serious between him and I…” Jo’s words dripped with candied sarcasm. 



“Be serious.”



Jo fidgeted uncomfortably in her car seat. “And I just worry about him sometimes. I don’t know what I’d do without him.”



“I’m not going anywhere, Jo.”



At that very moment, the teenager in the BMV blew through the intersection. 



“Jesus! Did you see that kid? He coulda hit us!” Jo rolled down the window. “Get off your fucking phone!” she yelled after him. 



A chorus of car horns blared behind them. Matt had been unknowingly sitting on a green light for roughly 15 seconds. 



“Move your ass!” someone called behind him. “People got places to be!” 



Matt also had a place to be. But it didn’t seem like he would be getting there anytime soon. 



7:32 PM, October 22nd, 2014


	

The couple sat at the dinner table, enjoying the pulled pork Jo had cooked. Despite Jo’s magnificent cooking, a malignant unease seemed to hang about the room as they ate in silence, almost as if the room was haunted by a ghost. 



Matt could tell something was bothering her, but he couldn’t pinpoint exactly what. After seven years with Josephine, he could read her face like a book. Shallow creases at the lips, brow slightly bent, her eyes never fully pointed directly at him. He decided to take a blunt approach. 



“Honey, what’s wrong?” 



Jo cast her eyes to the floor. “Uh, I was just thinking of something.” 



“Do you want to talk about it?” Matt nudged gently. 



“I-I… I can’t.”



“Is it work-related?  Something you can’t tell me because it’s related to the Army?” 



“No, nothing like that, it’s just…” Jo paused for a moment to think of the right words. “I don’t want to worry you.” 



“I won’t worry.”



Jo sighed. “Let’s just say I’m making an impossible decision right now.”



“What do you mean?” Matt sat up, and put his arms on Jo’s shoulders. 



“Like I said, I can’t talk about it, but maybe you can help me out.” She brushed his arms off him. 



“I’m listening.”



“Imagine if you and ten other people were tied to a train track, and I could only save you or the ten others, not both. What should I do?” 



“Are you breaking up with me?” Matt asked, suddenly alarmed. 



“No, this is just a hypothetical,” 



Matt took a moment to think. “I think I’d want you to save those other ten people. I know you love me, but there would always be other people. The fact that you had to sacrifice ten innocent people would taint our relationship.” 



“But I don’t want other people! I want you!” Jo yelled. Her eyes puffed, welling with tears. “There’s nobody that could replace you.”



“You just think that now. Time will pass. You’d be fine.” 



The tears finally fell. “God, Matt, sometimes you are just full of shit. I wish you knew what it felt like, what I was going through.”



“Baby, what do you—“ 



7:33 PM, October 22nd, 2014




“I’m listening,” Matt said, completely unaware time had skipped backwards exactly 36 seconds. 



“Imagine if I and ten other people were tied to a train track, and you could only save me or the other ten. What would you do?” 



“I’d have to say sorry to those other ten people,” Matt responded jovially. “My girl comes first.”



“Matt. This isn’t a joke. This is what being in the military is like. These are the sorts of decisions I have to make sometimes.”



“I-I, I wouldn’t like myself for doing it. Honestly, I’d probably feel like shit every day for the rest of my life if I ever had to do something like that. But in that moment, when I’d have to choose between you and some people I’ve never met, I’d choose you every time.” Matt felt uncomfortable saying that. Something about it sounded fundamentally wrong, like he just admitted he’d be willing to torture someone if it came right down to it. But it was how he felt. He couldn’t deny it. 



Jo pressed her head up against his chest, prompting him to cradle her. “I’m glad you understand.”



7:32PM October 22nd, 2014




The couple enjoyed their pulled-pork dinner without incident. They talked of social minutia, how their days had been, and their plans for their future together—the typical sort of conversation young couples would have a dinner table, straight out of a Hallmark card. 



And Matt was none the wiser that time shifted backwards three times that day. The people of Earth failed to notice these three brief phenomena as well. But the universe saw, the universe noticed, and the universe had not forgotten.



3:34 PM, October 29th, 2014




The couple arrived in Phoenix, Arizona as the earthquake struck. Jo insisted they visit her college friend Stephanie for the weekend, and right as they stepped out of the car and into Stephanie’s driveway, they felt the aftershock. Minor tremors shook the ground beneath them, causing Matt to momentarily lose his balance. Jo ran over and steadied him before he could fall. 



“What the hell was that?” Matt placed his arms on Jo’s shoulders, looking into the distance.  



“Felt like an earthquake,” Jo said. “Not a big one though.” 



When Jo was certain Matt wasn’t looking, she spat a thick gob of blood into the grass next to the concrete driveway. The bright crimson blood sank past the vibrant green grass and into the topsoil without a trace.



The tell-tale chime of a text-message notification rang out from Matt’s pocket. 



Jo grimaced. 



“Let’s go, Stephanie’s waiting!” She grabbed his wrist and took his hand before he could withdraw the phone. 



Matt’s phone continued buzzing. 



Jo looked at Matt, eyes desperately begging him not to look at his phone, but knowing that he would and that there was nothing she could do to stop him. 



Matt broke free of her grip, shoved his into his pocket, and took out his phone. There was a long moment of silence where he simply stared at the phone’s screen before he let the phone slide from his hand and hit the ground. The screen shattered on the concrete in a kaleidoscope of thin glass. 



“Oh…oh my god…” He slumped against the car door. His eyes were wide, hand held against his forehead, on the verge of tears. “…oh my god…” 

	

“What? What is it Matt?” Jo tried her best to sound alarmed. 

	

“L.A…. It’s gone!” 





The news called it “The LA Super Quake”, fundamentalist religious organizations nicknamed it “God’s Hand”, and some others sardonically referred it as “The Perfect 10.” To the people of Los Angeles, it didn’t matter what it was called. What mattered was the damage it caused. 



The earthquake rocked Los Angeles with the explosive force of 14,950 megatons of TNT, the equivalent of a million Hiroshima bombs, or twice the world’s nuclear arsenal. Los Angeles had been designed with earthquakes in mind, but even its reinforced engineering couldn’t withstand the supernatural destructive force of “The Perfect 10.” 

	

What was once one of the crown jewels of the United States, the seat of luxury and wealth, was reduced not much more than a pile of rubble. The skyscrapers that once dominated the skyline crumbled into the streets, burying thousands of people alive beneath the debris. Suspended highways collapsed, showering the land below it with concrete and car parts. Hospitals full of sick and elderly people that were lucky enough not to implode completely lost all power and the majority of their equipment. Tens of thousands died within the first hour of the quake; even more would die in the aftermath. 

	

At the end of the day, more than five hundred thousand people of Los Angeles’ 3.4 million population would be dead. Nearly a million would be injured, and a hundred thousand would be still be missing. 

	

Geologists found no satisfactory evidence to explain the sheer magnitude of the quake. For all intents and purposes, a magnitude 10 earthquake shouldn’t have been possible along the San Andreas fault line. But it happened anyways, in spite of logic, in spite of the known rules of the universe. Science, for once, lacked an answer.



Already rumors of a government conspiracy involving some sort of nuclear weapon were rampantly circulating on the internet. Grainy, out of focus phone footage purporting to show a “bomb” and reports from survivors claiming to see a mushroom cloud were posted, retweeted, and shared. 



People craved a rational explanation. But there was none. The universe had been skewed, thrown off its axis. This was only the first groan, the first buckling of the cosmos under the strain caused by an interloper mussing with its gears. It was only a matter of time before more and more cogs fell out of place. Finally, the grand machine of the universe would break.



Grass is green, the moon rises after the sun sets, Matthew Irons died at 10:48PM on October 21st, 2014: immutable facts of the cosmos that were not meant to be trifled with. No one thing more important or less necessary than the other. 



6:34 PM October 31st, 2014
 



“How did you know?” 



No matter what, this question would be asked. Jo found that she could delay it for a day, a week even, but eventually, Matt would always ask. Matt always knew, somehow. Staying cooped up in a hotel, with no work, and no home allowed him precious time to think about what happened. Matt had honed his ability to read Jo’s face to a knife’s point over the years. There would be no deceiving him.



“I just got lucky,” she’d say, or some other excuse. 



Matt would never believe her. “No, there’s got to be more to it than that. How did you know, Jo?” 

	

Matt was a man of reason. He believed in empiricism and logic—but logic didn’t apply to “The Perfect 10.” It sat there, smacking him right in the face, challenging everything he ever believed about the Earth and its rules. When rational thought failed, irrational thought replaced it: fringe theories, conspiracies, government cover-ups. Matt and the rest of the world, when faced with no other answers, ate it up. 

	

“I swear I didn’t know anything…” Another lie, and Matt could tell. Every time, her eyes betrayed her. 



“Is the government forcing you to keep silent? You have a responsibility to speak out about what happened, Jo! I know you’re keeping secrets!” There was a certain forcefulness with how he spoke. Angry, hurt, and demanding all coalescing into one melting pot of emotion.  



“I can’t…I…” Jo wrought her arms together, shaking. A non-verbal way of begging Matt to drop the subject altogether. 



But of course, he wouldn’t. He never did. 



“Baby, I love you, but you can’t keep this a secret! Too many people are dead! Jules, Robert, the whole neighborhood is gone! They nuked us, didn’t they?! Fucking Obama nuked us! The proof’s right there!” He put a small folder of news clippings on the hotel table with circled entries over select quotes and pictures. 



“Matt, you’re scaring me.” This much was true. Matt’s hysteria had a profound effect on Jo, leaving her shaking and afraid. 



“I can’t help it! This is seriously fucked up! I voted for that son of a bitch!” He placed his hands over his head. “I can’t believe it… Our friends…our house…our jobs… they’re all gone. Our life is over.”



Jo put her hands over his. “Our lives aren’t over. We still have each other.” 



Matt withdrew his hands. “I know you’re involved with this. What did you do, Jo?!” 



“Matt, I didn’t do anything!” A lie by omission. She held her shoulder against her face, as a coughing fit overtook her. She’d been coughing more and more recently. 



“What do you know that you’re not telling me?” Matt continued pressing her. 



Jo sighed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. And even if you did, you wouldn’t like what I had to do.” 



“Tell me. Please. If you love me, you have to tell me.”  Matt placed his hand back over Jo’s and stared her right in the eye with a desperate vulnerability, begging her not to break his heart. 



“All right, but you have to trust me, okay.”



Matt nodded. 



Jo took a deep breath. “I’m a time traveler.” 



“Are you bullshitting me right now, Jo, because if you are, I swear to— “ Both Jo and Matt said in perfect simultaneity. “How did you know I was going to—“ 



“I know.” Jo stared Matt down with a ferocious intensity. “I’ve been through this conversation at least four times now with you. Spoiler: it doesn’t go well.” 



Matt’s brain struggled to process this information, leaving him sputtering incomprehensible fragments of “what”, “how”, and “when.” He felt disoriented, as if someone had just taken a sledgehammer to his skull. 



For the first time in his life, he looked at his wife-to-be and didn’t recognize the woman he saw: the warm kindness of her eyes, the patient curve of her smile, the gentle softness of her face, all gone. The woman he saw in front of him was a hardened and broken war veteran with a thousand-yard stare, looking beyond him to places he could never fathom. 



Jo couldn’t bear to meet his gaze. She awaited the inevitable meltdown that this revelation always prompted. “I know this is a lot to deal with…”



“Jesus, Jo, how long have you been doing this? Years? Since we met? When did you know you could time travel? How did you get time travel powers? Is this real? Am I going crazy right now? This can’t be real…” Questions rained in a rapid downpour. 



“Matt, I—“



Then the question Jo always dreaded came up: “Are we real? Us, I mean. Like you and I? Did you just manipulate me to make me love you?” 



“Matt, you know I would never—“



All the pieces of the puzzle came into focus for Matt with a blinding clarity. In an instant, his demeanor shifted from confused and upset to furious and accusatory.



“Did you cause what happened in L.A.?” 



Jo desperately tried to hide her guilt, but Matt caught it before she could even try. 



“It was you, wasn’t it? Whatever you did in the past, it created that?” 



Jo dropped her gaze to the floor. “Yes, it was me. I tampered with fate, and this is what happened.”



 “Jesus Christ, Jo, do you know how many people died because of you?! And for what? So you could jump back in time to remember to take the roast out of the oven?” Matt shook her with a furious intensity. The tenderness faded from his visage, leaving only an unbridled fury.



“It wasn’t like that! I had my reasons goddammit!” 



“Oh? Then what was it like, huh? What could have made you… It must have been something you changed…” Matt trailed off as the grim realization of what his fiancée had done suddenly dawned on Matt. “No, Jo, you didn’t…” 



“What was I supposed to do, Matt? Let you die?! I couldn’t. Never. Not when I could stop it.” 



Jo went in for a hug, but Matt only limply stood in shock. 



“Matt, baby, I love you.” Her words were more a plea than anything.



Matt stepped backwards, freeing himself from Jo’s embrace and causing her to slump to floor. “I-I can’t do this… You’re a monster.” He bolted for the door.



She scrambled after him on her hands and knees, arms outstretched. “Matt, no!” 



6:30 PM, February 23rd. 2006


	

Matthew Irons, age 20, was about to have the best date of his life. He whistled cheerfully outside La Primo, an upscale Italian restaurant right outside the UCLA campus as he waited for his date. After weeks of quick, awkward glances, bits of small talk, some confidence boosting, and an embarrassing rehearsal in front of a mirror, he finally managed to ask out the girl in his Introduction to Philosophy class: Josephine Jansen.

	

Matt had been transfixed ever since she gave her first presentation on the problem of evil. He’d never been that much into philosophy, but her personality radiated off the project from the very first sentence.



“Nothing is more laughable than the idea that a god, if he exists, is benevolent—the best we could possibly say about the guy is that he is just apathetic.” She gave her presentation with the utmost confidence, a complete conviction in what she was talking about. 

	

For most people, this sort of theological grandstanding would be a turnoff, especially in a classroom setting, but for Matt, who’d lost his parents before he was born and had been shuffled around various foster homes in the crime-ridden slums of Los Angeles, it made perfect sense. The existence of God didn’t bring any comfort to him, and to finally hear someone call out bullshit on it was infinitely refreshing. 

	

It also helped that she had a killer body. Taut, toned muscles of an army cadet with glossy, creamy legs that a man could run his hands over for hours. Silky smooth jet black hair, and just the cutest face on the earth. 

	

Matt had to have her. 



The date would start off awkward, much like many first dates, where both participants were a bit nervous, but quickly the nerves would fade away. Conversation would be animated, and Matt’s jokes would all find their marks that night. They’d both order the chicken alfredo and both declare their intimate love for alfredo sauce. They’d small-talk over class and studies, and discover they both had a mutual interest in obscure works of science fiction, and discuss the meanings and interpretations of various Phillip K. Dick novels. 



Afterwards, Matt would walk Josephine (now known as Jo) to her dorm, and give her a long kiss. Jo would invite him inside. And that would be that. 



That is, if Jo had showed up that day. 



10:48 PM, October 21st, 2014
 



Matthew Irons was dead. No matter how the cosmic minutia shuffled, no matter what Jo changed, Matt was still fated to die a sad, pathetic, and meaningless death. Whether Matt was with her or not, whether he lived with a cat named Arnold or a dog named Francis, it didn’t matter. Some cosmic happenings like that could be flexible, bent, and manipulated. But not Matt's death at 10:48PM. That was absolute.  



This particular version of Matt died alone. He never knew the sort of true, unconditional love only a parent or spouse could provide. Life for him had been an empty set of disappointments punctuated only by a cruel and sudden death. 



Just how things were supposed to be. Just how fate dictated.  



The interloper sat under a tree, watching Matt’s death play out yet again at a distance. Four times he had died, and it never got any easier to look at. The physicality of the scene itself, the blood, the brains, the skull fragments flittering about on the pavement, had ceased to bother Jo, but what it represented was far more crushing. She had failed. Again. 



Blood mixed with tears rolled down her face. The macabre streak combined with her increasingly gaunt and pale face made her seem less a woman and more a spectral revenant. The life had been slowly choked from her body—all those spare years she had spent traveling backwards were finally catching up to her. She clenched her fist with an unbridled rage, and she smashed her hands into the rough bark of the live oak. Time, a seemingly infinite commodity for the time traveler, was running out. 



But Josephine Jansen was not the type of woman to back down from a challenge. Fate had spit in her face, and she would be damned if she would just sit there and take it. The strain required to rewrite causality from the beginning once more would certainly kill her, but Jo no longer cared. All she needed was one more chance. One more time to cheat fate. One more time to come out on top. 



6:30 PM, February 23rd, 2006 




For the fifth and final time, Jo savored the sweetness of her first date with Matt. It was a memory she tasted and perused like a fine wine, saving for only the most special and important occasions. These precious moments formed the keystone of their love. As it passed by, Jo’s heart ached. At least they would always have this moment together, this one day of pure perfection. There was nothing the universe could do to strip that from her. 



6:36 PM, October 31st, 2014




“Are we real? Us, I mean. Like you and I? Did you just manipulate me to make me love you?” Matt’s anger and distrust were just as palpable as the first time. 



 “I never manipulated you. Have you ever wanted to hold onto a moment forever, hoping that it’d never end?” Jo spat up more blood, coating the cheap hotel table and Matt’s conspiracy notes in a thick ugly soup. All the youthful energy had drained from her face, leaving only a tired, sad visage.



“Jesus, Jo! What happened to you?”



“Listen, Matt, I don’t have much time left anymore. I held this reality at a standstill for fifty years trying to save you, and I never could.” She suffered another coughing fit, blood trickled out from her nostrils and eyes.  



“Save me?”



“You were supposed to die. Robert killed you. But I couldn’t live without you. I tried and tried, but I always came back to the time we shared together.” Jo voice was getting progressively weaker and faint. “They were the best years of my life, always. No matter what reality I was in.”



“Robert killed me? How?” 



Jo grabbed Matt’s face with her bloodied hands. “That’s not important! What it’s important is that you know I love you and I always did. That’s why I let ‘The Perfect 10’ happen. That’s why I broke fate!” 



“Jo, I never asked you to do that! If it means millions have to suffer for me to live, I’d rather die!” Matt batted Jo’s hand away, grabbing her wrist.  



“Heh, this isn’t about just you anymore, Matt.” Jo dropped backwards onto the blood-soaked tabling, chuckling blithely. “No, this is so much bigger than us now.”



“But what about fate? The universe?”



The question kick-started the last legs of Josephine’s remaining energy. 



“Fuck fate, fuck God, fuck the universe! What kind of universe makes us to stand by while an innocent man is left to die a cruel and purposeless death and calls it fate? What kind of god makes a world where some little girl destined to be raped for years before finally being gruesomely tortured to death and calls that okay? Or a little boy and his mother beaten to death with a claw hammer? Or thousands of children starving to death? What kind of grand plan is that? Is that the sort of ‘fate’ you’re comfortable with?” Jo raved. “The universe is sick, Matt, and it needs to be put down. So I'm going to break it.” Seconds later, she collapsed back onto the table, exhausted. 



“But…all those people…” Matt for the first time in his entire life was completely terrified of his fiancée. He wasn’t even completely sure the woman in front of him was Josephine. Her utter contempt for the world seemed to radiate into the air around her, torching it with her fury. 



“They don’t matter, Matt. This is bigger than them too.” Jo’s speech became softer and softer. “Don’t you get it? This is what playing on a cosmic scale is like.”



“Jo, it’s not too late, you could go back and fix everything. Let me die like I was supposed to. What you’re doing is wrong.” 



“…You’re such, a hypocrite, Matt… Not very principled… but very compassionate. I loved that… about you.”



Matt grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “Please Jo, you can’t die!” His words were wrought with complete despair. 



The world was ending for Matt, both figuratively and literally, and he only had a few moments to salvage even a small portion of that world. Light blinked and faded as the world shook under its own entropy. Objects flickered in and out of existence, some returning, some being lost forever. The earth rattled and groaned beneath them, a final call begging for mercy.



Matt didn’t know what he could do, what he could say. He could only offer a final desperate plea, putting the full force of his humanity and sympathy behind just four words: 



“Jo, please save us.”



Josephine Jansen faded from life with a manic smile on her face and a self-assured satisfaction knowing that she had finally won. She used her final moments to kiss Matt one final time on the check, smattering blood alongside his cheek, before quietly whispering her last word in his ear.



“No.” 




      

      
   
      One Truck


      

      
      
         One Key




The truck would have been considered a piece of scrap metal to anyone else.



It was rusty, a pile of iron that had been left out in the rain too many times. The motor had troubles starting, the key was rusted into the lock, and the gas pedal had had to be welded back on when it fell off that one time. But, to him, it was his shelter.



He clambered in, shutting the door with bang as he settled into the seat that had lost all of its padding long ago.  He turned the key, and the motor hummed to life. He slowly put the car into reverse.



The wheels crunched as he turned them, the radio flaring with static. It jolted as he moved into drive.



The dust peeled up from the road and covered the solar panels on top of his truck as he left his small campsite.








Four Wheels




The truck broke down for the third time that week in the middle of the night.



This planet had no moon, the celestial object normal on his Earth missing in this parody of his old home. The stars, brilliant pricks of light in the black sky, were out of alignment from what he knew, recognizable constellations bent out of shape.



He didn’t normally drive during the night. He liked to watch the stars, and wonder what was happening outside the planet.



He had had to replace the electric port on the side of the car with a direct connection to the solar panels on the roof. The battery could hold for a couple of hours after dark, but he tried not to run it down to empty.



Tonight, it wasn’t the battery - instead, the car had lost a wheel.



He grumbled as he got down off of his seat, grabbing the rubber patch from the passenger’s seat. Crouching, he wiped off the problematic tire with his hand. The grime peeled off in a brown layer. A tear was cut in the mottled wheel, the air trapped inside lost. He put down the strip of rubber and grabbed the glue. Heat wafted from the chemical reaction as the rubber fused together in a jagged square.



He clambered up into the trunk and pulled out his sleeping mat. The stars twinkled.



He gazed up, and tried not to think about her.








One Sun




His eyes blinked open with the rising of the sun.



The dust fields to the east made the landscape tinted red, the iron sand reflecting the yellow light. He groaned, rolling over, his face pressing into the pillow.



When you were alone, you could afford an extra hour of light napping.



Above him, the solar panel’s lights blinked green.








Three Mirrors




On the empty roads, there was nothing to stop him from going eighty miles an hour on the mostly empty slabs of concrete. There were no animals, no other traffic, and sparse plants in the arid landscape. The yellow and white guide stripes glistened, the fresh paint the only color he could see beyond the muted browns and greens.



There was a crunch.



He sputtered, something viscous coming through the open window and striking him in the face. He stepped on the brake, swiping a hand through the air.



The truck slowed, and he peeled his eyes open, shaking his head. He looked in his side mirror. Behind him, a splash of yellow was splattered over the ground, identifying the painting robot he had run over. The side of his truck had been caught in the blast.



He grumbled, and stepped on the gas. The wind whipped through his open windows. He instinctively looked up into the rear view mirror for a periodic check. There were no cars, but behind him he could see clouds beginning their sullen approach.



He pulled up the windows and pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The terrain roared past, brown and grey and smatterings of green in a rush of color.



If he looked closely in the mirror, he could see the streak of yellow the truck left as it roared away.



The rain began to fall.








Five Seats




The cab of the truck was warm.



He sat in the back of the cab, the seats for passengers still having the foam that made it a place he was willing to sleep on. A blanket was wrapped around his shoulders.



The car creaked as rain slammed into the windows, dripping down the glass in lines and curves. The bucket he had set up in the bed of the truck collected some of the falling water. Beside it, the rows of radishes he had managed to find seeds for were watered for the day.



He crunched down on another bite of the indefinitely surviving granola bars. Rumbles of thunder echoed outside.



He wished she was here - she always liked the rain.



Instead, the rain served as a reminder that he was alive.








Two Pedals




The glass dome over the next settlement let him see it from miles away on the plain. It shone under the sun, a glimmer of light shining red in the morning light despite the miles he had put between himself and the dust fields.



It was only a mile away when he started to slow, the arch of the glass curving up into the sky. He pressed down on the brake, drifting up to the gate.



An automated voice called out. “Welcome to SunDome 27. Together, we can build a brighter tomorrow. Please offer your identification.”



He came up next to the scanner, the white plastic casing covered in dust. He rifled through his pockets until he pulled out the old wallet he had stashed there. The plastic card was taken from it, and he placed it on the raised circle.



There was a ding. “Thank you, Mr. Marcus Trent. Please take your card, and continue inside.”



He did.








One Antenna




Inside the SunDome, the radio flared to life.



“-izens of SunDome 27! Thank you for tuning into WRMA this morning! Together, we can build a brighter tomorrow. The weather is supposed to be Sunny, with a small portion of rain sweeping through tomorrow. Plan on no traffic this morning, as there is almost no cars in the streets. Remember, the departure is scheduled in - Brzzzz-”



He turned it off.








Four Doors




He parked in the middle of the road, two wheels on either side of the pristine yellow line. He grabbed a bag from the passenger seat. The door opened, and he stepped out onto the street.



Solar panels arrayed in the street next to the houses, grass lining the streets in slashes of green.



Near him, a robot buzzed by.



He glanced over at the robot, the police colors and flashing light on its forehead marking it as a facilitator of the law. He watched it projected a ray, scanning the car. It let out a sad boop sound. Then, there was the sound of a receipt printing, and a ticket was ripped off and placed politely underneath the floppy windshield wiper.



The robot turned, looking about. It spotted him, and rolled over. “Hello, citizen.”



He nodded.



The robot tilted its head. “Do you need any information?”



He shook his head.



“Please, do not hesitate to ask. Together, we can build a better tomorrow.” It straightened itself, and turned, rolling away. It continued its mindless patrol, turning the next corner.



He stared after it for a moment, then walked in the opposite direction.








Two Hands




He pulled the door open, the musty smell of age bursting out of the confined space. The bell perched on the corner jingled.



As he walked inside, there was a small buzz, and an electronic voice echoed from the speakers above him. “Hello, citizen. Remember to bring all purchases to the front of the store.”



He clambered through the shelves, grabbing anything that looked useful. Another pile of granola bars was stuffed into the bag. He sniffed at a shelf of chocolate bars before grabbing one and stuffing it in. Last, a batch of pens was swept inside.



Almost everything else had gone bad. He glanced around, and hitched the bag up on his shoulder.



He walked over to the counter and rapped on it. There was a creak, and a robot tilted upwards. “Hello. Do you have a purchase to make?”



He placed the bag on the counter. There was a pause as it scanned the bag. “Your total is a hundred and seventeen dollars, twenty three cents.”



He reached in his pocket and pulled out two of the hundreds he kept there. He placed it on the counter and grabbed his bag.



The voice spoke up. “Thank you for your purchase. Together, we can build a brighter tomorrow.”



He heard the robot open the cash register, but left before he had heard it close.








One Tailgate




It was dark by the time he found the gardening center.



The greenhouse was covered in plants, growing mostly wild in the absence of people. The robots had never truly learned gardening, even if they did learn how to weed and water and give healthy soil to the plants.



Arches of green arced wound around the white columns, digging their way into the building. One of the glass panels had fallen down, shards scattered over the concrete floor.



He grabbed a big bag of soil, throwing it over his shoulder. He carried it ouside, then pulled it up onto the truck bed. He placed it next to the pile of radishes he was growing.



He enjoyed the earthy smell as he spread it over his box garden. His hands sunk into the dirt, tilling around the plants. He left them there, eyes closed.



She was always a better gardener than him.



He reached over, and slammed the tailgate shut.








Two Visors




He had grabbed the ticket when he got back to the truck - or, the three tickets that had accumulated from the robot coming by. He tucked two of them under the sun visor and flipped the other one over, the blank space on the back offering him the only paper for miles. He laid it on the dash and grabbed a pen.



He began to scrawl a drawing.



Her face always was beautiful.








Eight Cupholders




“Thank you for staying at SunDome 27, Mr. Marcus Trent,” the automated voice buzzed as he left the glass housing. “Together, we can build a brighter tomorrow.”



He snatched his identification back from the plate, and stuffed it into the cupholder next to him.



The motor hummed as he pulled away, the sun just barely touching the horizon. As he drove, he noticed that the sunlight this morning was yellow, the arc of the sun missing the dust plains.



Maybe this tomorrow would be brighter.








Two Headlights




Before the night, he could see a large dome on the horizon.



It was a large structure - the one he had left had already passed beyond the point of vision, and the one ahead he was sure was farther away.



He wished he had a map.



He pulled the truck to a stop next to a mile marker, a 350 shining in the headlights. He glanced up at the far dome.



He wondered what she would say.



“Marcus, you’re imagining things again!”



Yeah, that was about right.








One Bumper




The SunDome was large.



He gazed up at the glass monolith as he drove up to the gate, a sense of immensity that left him crouching down slightly. 



He came up to the gate and rolled down his window.



“Welcome to SunDome 1. Together, we can build a brighter tomorrow. Please offer your identification.”



He placed his id on the plate, then took it back. It gave a beeping sound. ““Thank you, Mr. Marcus Trent. Please be advised that the evacuation is currently in progress. Please proceed to the nearest shuttle after you take your card and continue inside.”



The door stayed closed.



He waited for a moment, then drove forwards, and his bumper pushed the door open.








Two Feet




He sat on the edge of the truck.



A police robot had already ticketed him and asked its prerequisite questions, to which he had sat there, looking about. He never thought that he would actually make it here.



SunDome 1 was supposed to be an eventuality, not a reality.



He bit off another bit of the radish he was holding in his hand. The spicy flavor permeated his mouth. His feet kicked out and fell back.



There was a pause, and then he got down.



He had somewhere to be.








One Mouth




He walked into the house with some trepidation.



The stale air hit him as he walked inside. He paused as he turned, looked around at the books and other knick knacks around the room. A plant, still alive but overgrown, was in the corner.



There was a pause, and then a voice spoke. “Hello, Marcus.”



He froze, then turned to look at the robot behind him.



“You have come back.” The robot flickered one of its eyes. “You have been gone for a long time.”



He nodded slowly.



There was something… more…



He opened his mouth.



“Wire?”



The robot nodded. “Yes.”



There was a pause as he tried to find his voice. “Why…” He swallowed, unused vocal cords straining. “Why are you here?”



“Why would I not be? I am here for the house.” The robot glanced up and down at him. “Neither you nor the mistress have been here in some time.”



He paused, glancing down. “No.”



The robot turned, and began to dust a vase. “It is my duty to keep this place clean.”



He simply stood there, watching. The robot finished, and moved onto another piece of memorabilia.



It was just so…



...normal.



He sat down on the chair.



The musty smell of disuse continued to tickle his nose.



“How…” He paused. “How can you just go on?”



The robot kept dusting. “It’s what I do.”



“But you- you knew her!” He leaned forwards. One of his hands closed in a fist. “You can’t tell me you- she meant nothing!”



“I am a robot, Marcus.” The robot put down its duster. “Not a human.”



He glared, fists clenched.



“Julia was-”



He leapt up. “Don’t say that-”



“Julia-”



He screamed. One of his fists caught the robot in the facial region. It started to spark. “How could you not care?” He punched again. “How is she gone, and you’re still here?” He punched again. “Why isn’t she- why can’t I-” He slowed down.



His fists were bloody. He didn’t notice.



He fell to the floor, bloody stains over the carpet. “Why did she have to-” His voice caught. “Why did she have to die?”



He simply sat there, chest heaving.



“Julia loved you.” The voice was quiet, undertoned with the fizz of a broken wire.



He looked up at the robot silently.



“She was always happier with you around. I could tell, even if I am a robot.” The robot lifted its head slightly. “I know that. You know that.”



He ducked his head again. “But she-” He choked. “She wasn’t ever able to leave. To go back home.”



The robot simply stared at him.



“I loved her so much, I stayed here.” He sniffed. “I stayed to be where she was.”



“Would she have wanted you to stay?”



He put his head in his hands. “I don’t know. It didn’t matter.”



There was a pause. A spark flicked off the broken metal.



“She was always so… beautiful. And there. And… I lost her, and nothing really mattered anymore.”



“You loved her.”



“Yeah.” He kept his head down. “I’ve been pretending. Thinking everything’s okay. That I have a home. But I don’t, not really.”



There was another pause.



“It’s just an old, broken truck.” He let out a sigh. “She wasn’t there. And she won’t be there. I don’t think it’ll ever be the same.”



“What do you think she would want you to do?” The robot twitched one of its limbs.



“I think…”



He stared down at the robot for a moment. It sat there, a pile of parts, still talking to him like he wasn’t completely insane. He could see himself, a reflection in the mirrors that made up the eyes.



He looked tired.



Marcus looked up.



“I think Julia would want me to go home.”
      

      
   
      Roll D120 To Get Home


      

      
      
         "Dammit!" Stella moved the crystal higher. No change. The runes stared back at her in their deep purple glow, laughing at her. She should have recharged the device before she set off on this stupid trip. She had plenty of time to do it. In stead she had spent half the morning texting her friend, complaining. Now she was stuck in the middle of nowhere with no reception and a voice-crystal that was at two percent charge.



The girl tapped the Crystal one last time, then put it in her pocket. So much for calling home. She looked at the horizon. An endless sea of trees continued as far as the eye could see, not a building to be seen. The way back to town was about a hundred miles—less than ten minutes by wind-carriage... if they still had one.



"Is the owl okay, Sis?" Stella's brother looked out from the passenger window of the carriage. We didn't hurt it, right?"



Didn't hurt it. Stella hissed. The thing that had crashed into them was a two hundred pound monstrosity. By all logic it shouldn't even be called an owl! Stella was still shivering at the thought of the accident—a loud hollow thump followed by the carriage spinning, then spinning out of control and scraping the ground. They were lucky to have survived. The oaf of a bird had rolled on the ground beside them, gotten up, pecked the side of the carriage, then flown away, its pea-sized mind unbothered by the event.



"It's fine." She went to the back of the carriage. Hurt it he says. That thing wrecked my ride, and he thinks he hurt it!



"What if it wasn't an owl?" another voice asked. "What if it was a level seven metamorph with a brain drain spell? It probably lured us here so its young could feast upon us. Roll D24 for spot check!"



"No way!" Stella's brother laughed. "Brain drain will never work on sis. She's brainless."



The children's laughter made Stella clench her fists. It was bad enough she had been volunteered to drive and watch over them. One afternoon at the games convention, Stella. Now hard could it be? Of course, no one had bothered ask if she had plans for the afternoon, or if she was alright with the idea. In her parents' eyes she was old enough to be considered an adult, so they dumped all the responsibilities of their son on her. And now she was stuck in the wilderness with two unbearable nerd elflings.



"Or maybe..." Her brother paused dramatically. "It's a level five human scout? He's probably out there right now, looking at us through the scope of his—"



"Flos, shut up!" Stella hissed. She looked at the carriage. There was no repairing this. The wind-flower was completely smashed, and there was now at she could find a spare here. "Get you stuff, we're going."



"We're walking to the convention?" Her brother popped his head out of the window. "It's like a thousand miles from—"



"We're not going to the convention." Stella opened the trunk. There still were a two six-packs of ale from her party two nights ago. Her mother would kill her just for having those, let alone giving them to minors. Then again, her mother wasn't here right now. "Did you pack anything to eat?"



"I have three bags of rais-n-nuts and a cherry pop." Flos' friend said almost immediately. "And an authentic hunter kit so we can get food in the wild."



Why are children so dumb? "Flos?" She took the ale from the trunk along with her backpack. There were a few things to eat there as well.



"Mom's packed lunch," he said with such disappointment that Stella almost felt pity for him. "Why aren't we going to the convention? Can't you fix the carriage?"



"Stop being an idiot." Wow, these things are heavy. The weight of the load pulled her shoulders back, making her wobble for an instant. "Let's just get home, they you can complain to mom all you want."



No protest came from Flos. Instead, Stella heard the carriage door creak open. Even the doors are busted. The elflings didn't seem to care one bit. Quietly, they got out, holding their jacks is in their hands. Stella's voice had made it clear matters were serious. Even so, they couldn't help but whisper between themselves. 



Looking at them, Stella's anger shifted to guilt. They were city kids! Aestas hadn't even been to spring camp, as for her brother—she known sloths with a more active life. Neither were in condition for a three day walk through along the the road. Both were still in their teams, pale and skinny like newly born grasshoppers. Aestas was a head shorter than her without a single muscle to speak of. His father's military lineage had somehow managed to skip him completely, focusing on his two elder brothers, already in the academy, leading Stella co wonder if he wasn't adopted. Brown haired and freckled, he would make even comic geeks seems macho. As for her brother—Flos was a whole platitude of frail. Born an aether deficiency, his frail features and long red hair were a constant source of mockery, making him appear more girl than boy. Nowhere in the entire world were there two elves as unfit to be stranded beyond civilization.



"Take the food and leave everything else in the carriage," she ordered looking away. She was going to leave a note as well. With luck someone was going to fly over and notice the wreck. A single call would be enough to find them. The Rangers had adequate location spells. They were bound to find them in a matter of hours at most.



"But my first edition Firetech Corebook," Aestas complained. "It's even signed by—"



"Leave it inside," Stella said sharply. "When we get home I'll take my bike and get your trash." I really can't handle this right now.



The elflings looked at each other, then started going through their things.



"Just like the Avario campaign," Flos said, as he put three large books on the back seat of the carriage. "Stranded and forced to pick one item for the campaign. Item cannot be a weapon or weigh more than three pounds."



"Yeah, but food didn't count," his friend complained, carefully taking the treasured core book from his own backpack. Sliding his fingers across the edges of the cover, he then rubbed a patch of dirt with his sleeve and placed on the carriage floor, under the seat. "And we got to keep all our legendary items plus everything we had in the pocket dimension."



"Well we're playing legendary now." Flos' eyes lit up. "Just think about it. Stranger a week from home, without help or gear." He waved with his hand dramatically as he spoke. "The food will only last us for a day. Everything else we'll have to find on our own."



Aestas looked at him for a long silent while, then returned to rummaging through his backpack. "I'm getting my knife."



"Will you quit it?!" Stella finished the note and pinned it on the driver's seat with her brooch. This isn't one of your make-believe adventures! "We'll be cutting through Shardwood." A backpack fell on the ground, making her turn around. Both elves were staring at her, their expressions blank as the winter moon. "What?"



No one dared say a word.



"Look, I've been there several times." Stella slammed the door shut. "There's nothing scary an out it. Just watch your feet and everything will be fine."



"So it's true," Aestas whispered. "Your sister really hangs with humans."



"More than that." Flos nodded, somber expression on face. "She doesn't just hang with them... Her boyfriend is actually a human. I saw him. He came to our tree." With every word his voice become more and more quiet. "He wore a hoodie to hide his ears, but I knew. When he reached to open the door I saw his fingers covered in metal."



Deathly silence followed, only broken by the faint rumble of the leaves. Then both elflings burst out laughing. 



"Idiots!" Stella said under her breath, then headed into the forest. 








"Seriously, Flos? They'd be idiots to bring flamethrowers! They can only use them for like five rounds. And then what? If they set the forest on fire they'll use all their racial advantages and surprise bonuses."



Stella clenched her jaw. She had been listening to useless game trivia for the last two hours. The little monsters just didn't seem to shut up. Every ten steps they'd start discussing a new monster appearing in the forest and attacking them for no clear reason. First if was werebeasts. That had devolved into a twenty minute argument on what minerals would be most suitable against it, followed by a five minute argument where one could find such materials in a modern environment. Apparently, if Stella was suddenly attacked by werebeasts in her home, she could chase them away by using the blade of her family's coffee grinder. 



Next came a discussion about elementals and sorcerers. That argument had lasted a full hour, going through all schools of magic of several game systems, and a dozen expansions. From what Stella could tell it had ended in a draw, leading to the present topic of discussion: humans.



"But you forget that human tech buried under the forest," Floc countered. "It's said that—"



"Don't you two ever shut up?" Stella snapped, turning around. "Seriously, is there something wrong with you? Level five this, level to elite that! Seriously, if one of those creatures were here he'd—" she stopped. Both were looking at her, as if she were the school principal. And great. You made me turn into my mother. "Look." She put her hand on her head with a deep sigh. "Just... It's been a crap day and we e been through alot, and I—" she stopped again. "I sound like mom, don't I?"



A smile cracked on Flos' face. Soon it was followed by a stifled chuckle from Aestas.



"Yeah, you do." Flos said. "You even did that lip thing when she's really angry."



"Uh-huh. Like when we set the room on fire playing with that magic set," Aestas nodded in agreement. "Boy, was she mad then. I thought I'd be sent to the Rangers."



"Sis does it better, though. There's a plus 2 on determination. Mom's done it so much that it's lost its edge."



"Come here, you idiot!" Stella went to her brother and ruffled his hair. "So I'm mean as mom, eh? You better not set the forest on fire to test that!" 



"No way!" Flos tried to pull away, laughing. "Quartermaster 2020 finals are next month. I don't want to get grounded for those."



"Then you better behave, kiddo." Stella let him go. "You too, Aes!" She pointed at the elf. "Don't get my brother in trouble, you hear."



"Yes ma'am, no ma'am." Aestas said, giving a mock salute.



"Now that's settled I think we can rest a bit, what do you think?" Both elflings nodded, allowing Stella to mentally sigh in relief. As much as she hated to admit it, the accident had left her terrified maybe more than them. Unlike her bother and his friend, Stella had a much grimmer view of the world. The children might as well see this as an adventure of sorts, but she saw it as a nightmare. She was fully responsible for them. If something happened to either of them she would be to blame. 



We'll make it. She took off her backpack, beer and all, and let it drop to the ground with a loud thump. Her blouse readjusted, peeling off her back. Two hours and she already felt like a wreck. Went to show how "efficient" her gym program was. Guaranteed to keep even a city elf in shape. In truth it was nothing but marketing and body appeal. Jogging along town lanes did nothing to prepare her for the real experience.



Whiling the sweat off her forehead, Stella took a vial of ale, twisted the cap off. The took a whiff. It tasted surprisingly good. She couldn't even feel the bitterness of alcohol. Halfway through she paused to take a breath. She was about to take another when she stopped. Both her brother and his friend were looking thirsting at her.



You have to be joking. She looked back at them, vial at her lips.



"You didn't get any drinks, did you?" She put the half full vial on the ground beside her.



"I had a cherry pop," Aestas said, emphasis on had.



"I got a lot of money." Flos looked down. "As a regular boardgame member I get thirty-five percent off. So I thought—"



A vial of ale flew in his directly, fitting him in the chest. Flos managed to catch it wish an startled "aww." Stella them tossed another to Aestas. "You did not get these from me, clear?" She asked, then finished her own. The elflings nodded.



The two hesitated for a little longer, then followed Stella's example. Aestas went first, taking a gulp that made him choke. For half a minute he went on coughing, yet refusing to let go of the vial' or get a tap on the back, after which he found a tree root to sit down on. Flos' attempt was much less exciting. He took a sip, coughed once, then took another few sips until a third of the liquid was gone. The elf then gave his friend a smug glance and sat beside him.



Kids. Stella shook her head and took another ale.



"There used to be humans in Shardwood," Aestas said all of a sudden. "My father told me once. He said that there's still tech under the trees. Some of it functional."



"Hardly," Stella muttered. "There were humans, yes, but that about the tech is crap. Tech couldn't last that long. Not in an untamed forest. Probably some metal relics here and there, nothing more."



"Sis, do you really hang out with humans?" Flos looked at her.



"What makes you say that?" She turned his direction. 



"I saw one..." He swallowed. "Three months ago. Dad was getting ready for another conference, mom was watching the news as always. He came to your window."



"That was my boyfriend, you idiot."



"He had metal rings, Sis. I saw them." Flos kept staring at his sister for a while longer, then took another sip from his bottle. The effort would have had ah effect, if he hand chokes slightly in the process.



"Silver rings, you doofus! Silver!" Stella laughed. "You think that if he were a human someone else might have noticed? Out tree isn't exactly at the edge of town."



"I just know what I saw." Flos stood up. "It wasn't the first time either." He turned around. "During Equinox, when you snuck away for a moment. I saw you with him as well." He aimlessly wandered off a bit further away, keeping his back to his sister. "He was wearing a hoodie again. The only one who—" He stopped mid sentence. For several seconds he just stood there, not talking, not reacting.



"Flos?" Stella stood up. If this is another of your roleplay stunts, I'll cut off your hair!



"I think I stepped on something," her brother said, then stumbled to the ground.



Shit! Stella charged forward. Aestas continued to sit where he was, looking at events unfold in disbelief. Why did you have to do that, you idiot! She grabbed his foot. Sticking out of his sole was a rusty shard of metal. With one swift action she pulled it out. 



Blood! Her face turned pale as she gazed at the shard's tip. Shardwood had thousand of them scattered under the ground. For that very reason, this section of forest was avoided. To find on uncovered, however, and step upon it—that required extreme bad luck.



"What happened to him?" Aestas came to his senses rushing to his friend. 



"Idiot stepped on a shard." Stella threw it away, then started taking off her brother's shoe.



"Sorry. Did a double penalty roll there." Flos smiled weakly. "Next level must increase my perception stat."



"But it's just a piece of iron!" Aestas said in panic. "It must hurt like hel, but it can't—"



"He has aether deficiency." Stella pulled the sock off. The wound on her brother's for was small and round, almost like a puncture mark. Barely a scratch by any standard, but I  his case enough to poison his blood stream. Already the skin round the wound had lost color. "Any iron could harm him. I just home there was more rust than iron."



"Hey, don't worry, my friendo." Floss tried to wave. His hand barely moved a few inches up before flopping down again. 



"What do we do we do?" Aestas looked at Stella, white as a sheet. "I don't have any heal pills on me."



"Heal pills won't work." The proper thing solution was to rub some earth onto the puncture wound. That was it could at least filter some of the iron out of the blood. But in this place, there was no telling if it wouldn't do more harm than good. With metal objects being buried for hundreds of years, the soil could well high a high concentration of iron particles—the last thing Flos needed. "Aestas, get any  food left from your backpacks and move it into mine. You'll be carrying the supplies."



"O-o-o-kay." The elf took a step back, then went on to do as he was told. 



Stella didn't bother checking on him. Instead, she took her broker and put him on her shoulders. His torso flopped forward like a marionette. A semi-intelligible muttering came from his lips, akin to "sorry sis." Followed by another cough.



Thank the Moon for alcohol, Stella thought. This was probably the only time she was grateful she had given her brother alcohol. At worst it had helped knock him out faster, at best it had military the spread of iron in his system.



"Ready, Aestas?" She stood up. Flas was about court times as heavy as her backpack, but she felt confident she'll manage. She had to.



"Almost!" The panicked elf stashed what remained of their food into her backpack.



"Hurry up!" Stella took a deep breath. "We have to cross the forest by nightfall." She took hold of her brother's legs, tilting him forward to ensure he wouldn't fall all. "Don't worry, little brother," she said as she started forward. "We'll be home before dark. Mom and dad will call the healers and you'll be okay."



Okay. You'll be okay...








Till nightfall. Looking at their progress the last five hours, it was obvious how incredibly optimistic Stella had been. Far too optimistic for common sense. Despite her initial determination they hadn't even passed a third of the distance, possibly even a quarter. Her brother had gone in and out of consciousness several times. Whether it was the alcohol, or good fortune, he currently seemed in a good enough condition to talk. As for Aestas and Stella herself—they had resorted to breaks every hour, and even so hardly managed to keep a steady pace.



"Aestas," Stella said leaning against the trench of a tree. "We're taking a break here. Check for shards."



Taking a moment to catch his breath, the elf did as he was asked. This had become their standard practice—whenever they stopped, he'd check for shard, and remove them, then Stella would put her brother on the ground so they could rest. Usually, they'd have some food and ale, but at this point their supplies were mostly over. Her mother's lunch—the same she had prepared for Flos—was the last food they had eaten. The fact that Stella found it palatable only went to say they were getting hungrier. Technically, it was said they could survive a week without food or water. In practice she didn't think they'd manage to drag themselves out of the forest if they spend more than a day hungry. And since this was Shardwood, finding anything edible from the surrounding flora was out of the question.



"Just like Astra Seven," Flos said in a mostly coherent state. "One blind, one possessed and one wounded must make their way through the swamp. Only then will they have their wishes granted."



"That... was... a dumb... campaign." Aestas lay on the ground, breathing heavily. "The possessed was overpowered."



"So is sis," Flos laughed.



"I don't want to be the blind one! Can't I be possessed?"



"Why do you keep going on with these games?" Stella went through the backpack. Three vials of ale left. To think after the owl accident she was considering leaving one pack behind. Fine job I'm doing. Dragging kids through the forest, keeping them on raisins and alcohol. Big sister number one.



"Because it's fun?" Aestas asked, in his best troll face impersonation.



"What else is there to do, Sis?" Flos asked, hand over his eyes. Even this faint light seemed to annoy him. "Besides, just imagine. What if a Master Vampire is biting in the trees right now? He was driven here by the smells of my blood and is now biding his time, waiting for the perfect moment to strike."



"We still get to make a save five roll," Aestas joined it. "The forest affects him as well, so he must be disoriented."



"But what if he was human before he was turned?" Flos asked with a grin. 



"You kids are obsessed with humans," Stella grumbled. "They exist, they are our neighbours, we don't deal much with them. That's it. This isn't VC a movie." Thinking about it all the movies she had seen were disastrously bad, even the high budget ones that hired actual human actors, the plots never made sense, the acting was over the top, and with the exception of the special effects, there wasn't anything else memorable. Also, the sex scenes were as bland as could be, possibly because the movies were distributed to a mixed audience.



Stella glanced at her brother. He seemed a bit better, but that was precisely what worried her. The effects were betting worse and worse. The only reason he seemed so coherent how was thanks to all that sugar and alcohol. Once those burned off he would crash and crash seriously.



"Their tech is wicked," Aestas said with a hint of envy. The ale had had confused had made him slightly more talkative than usual. "It's all earthbound, but it's really sweet. I saw some motorbike photos. Dad forgot to put them in the safe one evening. The thing was really wow. Water-cell based engine, carbon based polymers... you could ride it in a forest with a normal permit. What I wouldn't give for one of those."



"I'm sure it's fun." Stella took her voice-crystal out of her pocked. The runes were dim. No reception here either. Power was still two percent, do she'd have a few more chances to check. 



"You're wicked cool too," Aestas went on. "Will you hang out?"



"Dude, you have a crush on my sister?" Flos groaned keeping his hand over his eyes. "That's a really jerk move. And a really bad pickup line. You'll need to roll a critical to get lucky."



"Shut up, Flos." Aestas sat up, still breathing unevenly. "You're mortally wounded. You don't understand this stuff."



That's why you never give ale to kids. Stella gave Aestas a hidden glance, then put the voice-crystal back in her pocket. Knowing him, was probably the only female he had had a normal conversation with. She didn't want to break it to him, but even if it wasn't the age difference, nerds were not her thing.



"Look, Aes, it's—" she began, only to be cut short by the sound of thunder right above them. The roar startled Aestas to his feet. Completely forgetting the topic of conversation he his eyes darted from tree to tree, searching for the source of the sound. A few seconds later a new thunder followed.



"Flash storm," Stella said, looking at the sky. For the moment only a few clouds were visible through the free branches, but soon there would be more. "Rest is over." She stood up and went to her brother. "We must find shelter before the rain starts."



"But weather-control said it'd be clear this whole week." The elf stared at the sky. His legs were trembling.



"It's the iron." Hang tight, little brother. Stella put him on her shoulders. "It's attacks freak storms. That's why wind-carriages don't fly over it."



"Right." Aestas didn't sound convinced, but he took the backpack. "Ready."



The trio moved on, picking up the pace. Every few minutes thunder would sound, like a miniature explosion in the sky. The first few times Stella would tense up, startled by the noise. After a while, it had become so common she stopped caring. The only worry on her mind was the rain. With her brother's weakened immune system, getting drenched in ice wood water was the worst things that could happen.



Every once in awhile Stella would stop and look around for a place they could use as a shelter. A cave in a hill, a hollowed tree, even an abandoned human bunker would do. And each time there would be nothing suitable. Half an hour in, the first raindrops started falling. More noise than water, they would be stopped by the trees' leaves, but it was enough to make the elves more desperate.



"Stel," Aestas said, pointing slightly to his left. "Can we go there?" Stella looked.



A fallen tree. Leafless and half rotten, it had probably been dead for decades. Its trunk was barely large enough to provide any shelter at all. At most it would save them from the rain, but not the wind. At this point, however, it was their only chance.



"Good Jon," Stella adjusted the weight of her brother on her back. "Let's hurry."



"You made a spot check." Flos' voice was more whisper than talk. Night was approaching, so the iron was starting to affect his system more. "Maybe you'll manage that Cham check after all..." His voice trailed off.



Just hang in there, you idiot! Stella gritted her teeth.



It took them a few minutes to reach the so-called shelter. The corpse of a tree was riddled with insects, but there was a spot that Stella deemed suitable. Rot had hollowed part of the trunk, making it feel as if they had placed a boat over their heads. It was a sure protection against rain, and possibly wind. The only inconvenience was the ground. Sleeping would be extremely uncomfortable.



"Bring the backpack here," Stella said. She had no intention of letting her brother touch the ground. "And give me your jacket." Sorry, Flos. It's not much of a bed, but you'll be fine.



The thunder intensified. The flashes of lightning were now bright enough to provide the only light in their makeshift shelter. For what seemed like an eternity, no one spoke, making themselves comfortable in the best way they can. The smell of rot made Stella want to puke. She might have tried to find refuge in the belly of a cat-moose.



"After this is over you can spam all your nerd boards that you've lived through the real thing," she said breaking the silence. Stay with me, guys. "living through a level S storm must be a big deal."



"There is no level S storm," Aestas said. His voice was trembling.



"There was in LoreGuide," Stella countered. The sound of movement let her know she had captured their interest. "You think I wasn't an idiot when I was young? Of course, I'd play that games. I even was a Campaign Organizer once."



"That's pretty hardcore," Aestas' voice sounded a little louder. "I didn't think anyone could play LoreGuide. It was so full of bugs..."



"I know," Stella laughed. "The original one was so bad than my ex had to practically rewrite the entire thing. The only thing we kept was the setting. Flos tried to join in once. He must have been five. Of course, he was more interested in the dice back then. Tried to eat them every chance he got. I really hated him for it." She felt strange talking about her nerdy days, especially in front of them. It was an awkward moment of her life. "I bet you feel all vindicated now, eh?"



No answer, not even the sound of shuffling fabric.



"Guys?" Stella asked again. She could hear the rain intensify, but not a sound from them.



"Sorry, Stel," Aestas gave a yawn. "I'm listening... I'll just close my eyes for a sec..."



Thank the Moon! She sighed in relief. "Aes, can you just check if Flos is doing okay?"



"I can hear him snoring," the elf replied.



I'll take that as a yes. At this point it was the only thing she could do.



"Sleep well, guys," Stella whispered. She closed her eyes as well, but no sleep came. The single thought that plagued her keeping her awake was how many of them would wake up in the morning.








"Morning, idiots," Stella said. She hadn't slept a blink during the entire night. The storm had raged four hours then vanished completely, just as suddenly as it had appeared. And in the quiet of night, Stella had thought back on everything that had led up to the carriage accident. Dark thoughts had consumed her almost completely. 



The first rays of light had brought fear. Stella had quickly gone to check on her brother. The unforgivable had crossed her mind. She she heard breathing, she had felt relieved, as if someone had taken the weight of the world off her shoulders.



"My head..." Aestas groaned, slowly readjusting his body. "Who's idea was this?"



"Don't do alcohol, kids." Stella gently lifted the torso of her brother. He was still sleeping soundly. "Now you know why. Aes, grab his legs. I want to move him into the open."



Fresh air, at last! less than a foot away, it felt like an entirely different place—no more stench of mold, no more insects crawling over them, they could even stretch without fear of hitting wood. 



The air was slightly chilly after the storm. Stella's mother would call it "fresh." She would define it as freezing. Possibly that had to do with half their clothes being used to make a bed for her brother.  Leaning him safely on the side of the fallen trunk, she grabbed her jacket and put it on.



"Your sneak action sucks," Flos grumbled, coming to. A bit of color had returned to his face, though there still were dark circles round his eyes.



"If you don't like my campaign, go home." She checked her voice-crystal again. No reception, as usual.



"He'll probably botch the roll if he tried!" Aestas stretched, his body crackling like popcorn. "Anything left to eat?"



Stella looked at him, then at her brother. Both were dirty with sweat and dirt, closer to animals than elves. And yet, under all that grime, their naive cluelessness shined through. You idiots lived through a carriage crash, were stranded in the middle of nowhere, got caught in a flash storm in Shardwood, one of you nearly died or iron poisoning, and you still treat this as a game?! She put her hands on her hips, the finally shook her head. I wish I could be a child again.



"Ages, throw me the backpack." Gestured to him.



"Nice try," the elf snorted. "I calculated the food as we walked. We only have a vial of beer left."



"Just give it here," she laughed. Confused, the elf obeyed. Stella grabbed it and looked inside. Unbuttoning a side compartment, she took out a small nylon packet and opened it. "Enjoy." She threw a candy bar to each of them, leaving one for herself.



"What the..." Aestas stared at it, as if it were out of this world.



"Power bar." Stella unwrapped it and took a bite. "Processed sugar and chocolate. Sweet and unhealthy as hel. Will give you a bit of energy, though."



"But that's..."



"Human food," she finished the sentence. The time for caring has passed. "My boyfriend is a human. He never came to the house, though." She looked at her brother taking another bite. He didn't say a word. "He's not military. Just an engineer wannabe. Lives in border town." The silence continued. "Nothing to say?"



"Sis, I..." Flos looked at the candy bar, then back at her. He didn't open it. "Do mom and dad know?"



"Nope." Stella put the wrapped in her pocket.



"Are you going to tell them?" Now it was her turn to remain quiet. She walked to him, looked him in the eye, then ruffled his hair. This time he didn't laugh. "I see."



"So, you guys ready to go on?" Stella moved away. "I think we've passed more than half the way. A bit more and we reach the top. From then on it's a breeze. Who knows?" She looked over her shoulder. "I might even get reception and call mom." The faintest of smiles appeared on Flos' face. "Think you can walk?"



The elf tried to stand up. His body was still struggling with the effort, but some help from his friend he managed. Stella nodded. all three of the, had come a long way from the crash. In some ways maybe they were better off because of it? Maybe the spiritual nonsense about nature guides and fate fixers wasn't as much crap as Stella thought it was? Or ,Abe she was just thankful all of them were alive.



"Let's go then," she urged. "Unless you want to rest a bit more?"



"I'm good," her brother replied. "Aes?" His friend nodded silently. "Roll D120 to get home?" He looked at his sister expectantly.



"Idiot." Stella turned around and headed forward. If she was right about their progress, they could probably make it to the edge of town by noon. With luck she'd be able to call her parents earlier. Behind her the elflings had started another argument, this time about hybrid races.



Roll D120 to get home, guys, she thought, amused by the notion. Just roll D120.
      

      
   
      To Build a Home - A Never-Ending Task


      

      
      
         "So when the last little slice of moon in the sky disappeared behind a cloud, he hushed in, silent like a phantom. He knew the guard's schedule, and he knew where the cameras where, and he was the best there was, so he wasn't seen by either of them."

"Did he also have his mask on, Mommy?"

"Of course, darling. He knew he wouldn't be seen, but he also had his mask on, because he knew no one could ever be half as smart as they thought they were. Not even him."

"But he was smarter as everyone!"

"That he was, darling. At least ten times smarter. And so he always said to himself: Michael,"

"Just like me, Mommy!"

"Yes, just like you, Mikey. He said to himself: Michael, you're ten times as smart as them, so you need to be a hundred times as careful. And so he was extra careful when he put the bombs on the vault door, and extra extra careful when he snuck back to cover.."

"And boom!"

"And there was a huge boom! The whole bank shook, and all the alarms went off. But because he was so smart and famous, all the heroes were always waiting for him to make a move, and they all went to surround the building."

"But he escaped, right?"

"No, he didn't."

"What? But he-"

"Shh darling. When the heroes stormed in, they only found the rests of a very loud bomb, but they didn't find him. Because he was in a different bank. Where he smiled, and pressed his button, and his small and not very loud bombs blew the vault door open. No door could ever withstand his mixtures."

"And then he escaped!"

"Yes, then he filled his bags with money, and escaped. And do you know what he did then, darling?"

"Then he came home!"

"Yes, then he came home again, to his little boy who he loved very much. And he went into his room and gave him a big hug, just like this one. And he tucked him in, just like this. And then he kissed him good night, just like this, and he said: good night, my darling. I love you."

"Night, Mommy."

Mikey yawned, and I smiled as I switched off the lights, took off my silly old mask, and closed the door with a quiet "Sweet dreams, my dear."







Outside I paused for a moment to really look at that mask. Even though I had sewn it together before I had known of my father's second identity, it did look a lot like his. Great minds thought alike, but there had never again been a mind quite like his. I'd always been better with textiles than with thieving anyways. Crafting hero costumes might not have been as exciting, or as glamorous, as being the Phantom Thief, but still a challenging and informative task, plus a safe and steady source of income. Emily's Costume Tailoring had quickly become a full success.

I put the mask aside and waited for another moment until I felt the hands of my not particularly sneaky husband Jerry on my shoulders. "He adores him, doesn't he?"

"Very much," I turned around and closed the embrace, "but not as much as he adores us."

"Oh, Honey. I don't have nearly as interesting stories to tell."

"Maybe Mikey has yet to discover his passion for insurance policies." I planted a kiss on his lips, but today that didn't seem to completely calm him.

"Honey, don't you think he adores him maybe a bit too much?"

Where did that come from? "My father was a wonderful man!" 

I took a step back, but he drew me back in. "Honey, I know. Please. I know how much you loved him, and how much he loved you. I liked him too, you know? All I'm saying is, all those people he robbed weren't very taken by him, now were they?"

"Taken in maybe.." He did have a point there.

"And the whole city was chasing clues to crack his identity.. Honey, aren't you worried Mikey will want to follow in his footsteps?"

I released a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding and embraced my Sweetie again. "No. Not one bit."



With a gentle but certain arm around his waist, I began to lead him towards our couch in the living room. "Mikey won't follow in his footsteps. My father's path has ended. There's nothing left to follow."

This time, he was the one to offer a kiss. "But you make it sound so amazing what he did. So exciting. The life of a villain."

"It was, I'm sure. But I'm also sure Mikey won't want to become one. He's a smart kid. Smart like my father, like me, and like you. Only complete idiots become villains these days."

We both let us sink into our couch together. It was a miracle how one piece of furniture could bring one so much closer to heaven. One piece of furniture and a familiar shoulder to lean on. The wine carafe I had prepared earlier that evening didn't hurt either.

My husband poured us a glass, took a sip, and passed it on to me. "Only idiots? I thought your father was such a smart man."

"He was Sweetie," I let myself relax against him and took a sip myself, "the most cunning there ever was." Light and fruity, but not too sweet. This batch was one of my better works. "But those were different times. No police, and people still used hard cash." 

"I know Honey." 

Those had been different times indeed. My dad and I never had had much of a problem with the thieves, but we were always on the move. 'Home is where your heart is, darling,' was what he used to say. But in contrast to his, my heart was more than content to stay here in this home I had built for myself. Here on this couch, with the boy asleep next door, the glass of wine in my hands, and this arm around my shoulders.

"Honey? But are you really not even worried he'll want to try it for himself?"

"No. I'm sure he'll see how dumb that'd be."

"But-" I cut him off by softly caressing his leg.

"Come, Sweetie. Have a little trust in our little man. And the two of us." I attempted to give him a soft peck on the cheek, but he saw through it and stole a quick kiss.

"Besides, if Mikey really were to become a villain you could always sell insurance against him as well."



Ouch. Jerry's arm tensed up in an instant. "What's wrong, Sweetie?"

He drew in a deep breath before clutching me to his side. "There's been another attack today."

"What do you mean, another attack?"

"What do you mean, what do you mean? It was another attack! Another bomb. Half the building's gone."

"No!" A bombing? But how? "It can't be League of Terror again! Can it?"

"Who else would it be? It's a new low even for them. The target was flat house this time. Ms. Cooper from the cargo department and two neighboring families died in the explosion."

He was shaking now. I was shaking now! There had never been casualties before! Well, two drunk security guards once.

"But why would anyone do this?"

"You said it yourself: only completely insane idiots would do such a thing."

"But this is different! What would anyone have to gain from this? You can't extort money from the dead."

"One can't extort money at all these days. The League is completely insane." The now half empty glass of wine must have slipped from my hands. He put it on the coffee table and grabbed my arm. "Honey, do you know how many demands for protection money we've gotten these past years? A dozen. Just at our company. Every single one of them has been paid, and every single transaction has been followed. Some even to foreign accounts and back. Not a single one has escaped arrest, and not a single one had anything to do with the League of Terror."



I couldn't believe it. Criminals these days really were nothing but idiots. Any sane person taking advantage of the League of Terror's name would have been afraid enough of being found out to make absolutely sure they weren't. After calming my hands I picked the glass back up and gulped the rest of wine down. A touch too sour.

"Rumor at work has it that they were after Madame Morrow. Ms. Cooper joined the company about a month after the Madame Morrow deal."

That actually made sense. The mysterious Madame Morrow had entered the scene shortly after the League of Terror, and had thwarted a large part of the League's attacks ever since. Since she was one of the few heroes who adamantly pretended that superpowers were real, Jerry had suggested his company use her for advertisement, and after a few most interesting weeks of negotiations through dead drops, the elusive Madame had agreed to use her divination powers to pay special attention to insured buildings. 

And now someone had it out for her. "Are we in danger, Jerry?"

"Isn't everybody?"








'Isn't everybody. Isn't everybody.' Everyone really was in danger. We really were in danger. Whoever had carried out the attack would eventually realize there was no real reason to think Madame Morrow really was a woman. Or only one person for that matter. That they believed it anyways more than proved that they were complete idiots. 

Dangerous idiots. Deadly idiots. It was wise to be scared. After all, who could predict what an idiot planned, if they didn't know it themselves? 

Thoughts like these haunted me through the night, and through the next morning. The only thing I knew was, they were after Madame Morrow, Jerry had been the central figure in the Madame Morrow deal. It hadn't been made public, but we received a generous provision, and if the bombers had ways to figure out who joined the company at what time, then they would figure that out as well. They would come after my husband. They would come after us. Who knew how much time I had left.



Of course neither the TV nor the newspapers were any help. The police had no clue, they still were investigating the crime scene, but they would open it up for heroes in the evening. And one of my clients would be there. 

I just had to decide which one, so I made my way out into our garden, towards the not quite so little studio I had turned most of the old garden house into.

On the way I allowed myself a brief smirk as I absentmindedly stroked a leaf of our fig tree. My sister in law hated figs. They were delicious, but the poor hag was allergic. To my greatest satisfaction Jerry had cut off contact with her after her shrieked complaints about how a solicitor and a seamstress could afford such a mansion, while she, as a hard working hero, barely got by. She should have worked smarter and gotten some actual results.







The moment I switched the studio lights on it became clear that there was no real decision to be made. Next to four other outfits in various stages of completion hung the now dried bodysuit of one of the most famous heroes to ever grace our city: Lady Lace was the masked face on at least one of the lifestyle magazines I'd subscribed to every single month, and while she swore that the revealing, long cuts I had fixed up were marks of combat, there was no way a blade that could cut through my creation would not also slit through the skin, flesh, and possibly bone of the human below. The costume was woven from a custom made synthetic fiber that was durable like thick leather, light and flexible like a second skin, and completely transparent. I'd dyed about half of the thread a clean white, and the resulting outfit fit the Lady's specifications of an 'alluring full body costume plus mask, skintight, but with complete freedom to move, warm and durable, but in a scandalously lacy look' to a T.

To say I was proud of the piece would be an understatement, and if Lady Lace was content with just playing dress up with it, well, someone else would have to put it to its intended use. The Lady may have the physique, and mindset, of a teenage model, but the fabric was as elastic as it was elegant, and my own body couldn't be that far off by now.

Actually, getting the leg parts to fit proved harder than I expected, and the inlaid push-up bra that would have turned even my husband into a well-stacked goddess pinched horribly, but before too long I got the outfit on. Emily would be out making deliveries tonight, and for the first time in possibly forever, Lady Lace would go hunt some actual villains. With flaming eyes and a determined grin, I went to prepare for the evening. 








A notepad, a sketchbook, pens, and spare pens. A few small plastic bags for evidence, emergency toiletries, and two eggplant sized teddy bears for good and for bad luck. The mask lay atop everything else in my purse, I had an absurd amount of makeup on my face, and a long coat thrown over. Armed and ready like that, I finally got on the bus to a park near where the attack had happened. I changed behind some bushes on the way, and walked the rest in costume. Sadly, Lady like high heels had been too much of a hindrance, so I had settled for less daring footwear, but even though I felt a bit chilly in the costume, I was still hot.







Shortly after sunset I arrived at the brightly lit crime scene, which was, if anything, a sobering sight. The explosion had ripped off almost the entire house front, and reduced several rooms across all three floors to rubble. People had died here. Families had been ripped apart or wiped out. There might have been a mother, sipping her wine on the couch the remains of which now lay among the rubble. There may have been a small boy of almost six years, pushing his toy ships around in the now missing half of a bath tub.

I took the notepad out of my purse and got to work. The explosion had been powerful, but debris wasn't spread very widely. It must have occurred outside the building, probably somewhere above the first floor. I'd need to discretely find out which of the apartments had been Ms. Cooper's. Also the villains would have needed to strap the bomb to the wall, use a rocket or grenade launcher, or risk life and limb like complete idiots to throw an explosive of this magnitude. Should they have been competent enough to create bombs about as small, light, and powerful as my father's, then they might even have survived that. Nothing could be ruled out at this point.



The friendly police officer with whom I had to sign in asked for an additional autograph, which I provided with less enthusiasm than when I had practiced Lady Lace's signature back at home. But he still offered to go over the results of their investigations with me, apparently the villains had indeed used a grenade launcher, traces of propellant had been found on some trees. 

It was both frightening and reassuring to see there had been actually competent people at work here. 

After having the officer describe where I could find the spot, I walked over to see where the weapon had been fired from.







Right across the green, crossing over the beaten path I'd arrived on, past a park bench and a lantern I went. There, hidden behind a bush and surrounded by a few trees to each side was a small patch of grass. On it, a small number nine sign lay next to a single footprint, as well as spots that might have been from a knee and the tip of a shoe. A fifteen on a tree trunk behind it marked the alleged traces of propellant, but I couldn't make out anything unusual.

Except.. I'd thought I'd seen something off in the grass. With my flashlight out I took a closer look. A red hair, wet with dew, and about the length of my finger was what had caught my eye. 



"Is the grass really that interesting, my Lady?"

I quickly got up, swung my hair over my shoulders, and assumed a more Lady like pose. "Very much so." 

Before me stood a well-groomed man in dress pants, a white button down shirt, and a dark gray vest with a light blue flower pinned to it. He looked back at me with a self-satisfied smirk, to which there was only one response: "But you seem to have me at a disadvantage, I don't recall hearing anything about you." That part even was true. I had never put together an outfit like that, though I suppose this man had chosen normal, fashionable attire over a hero outfit. 

"Ouch. The Dashing Derrick, at your service," his smile turned more earnest now, and he bowed slightly, "I've got to say I'm a fan, but I believe one such as you must almost get tired of hearing that all the time."

"I can't say I do." He was quite theatrical, but so was Lady Lace, so I offered him my hand; he took and kissed it. 

Though he seemed surprised to feel no skin on his lips. "A bodysuit? I never would have noticed. But say," he took his eyes off my lace suit, and briefly looked over his shoulder spotting no one nearby, "you're not really Lady Lace, are you?"

The self-satisfied smirk that had found its way to my lips faltered. It had gone almost too well, so far. No one could ever be half as clever as they thought they were. Not even me. But I knew that, and so I had come prepared: "No, not really. I'm the Lady's apprentice."

"I didn't know Lady Lace took apprentices." 

With my fingertips over my lips I gave a chuckle, mimicking one of the Lady's. "Oh she does, let's say, for a fitting amount of appreciation."

"Ah, a perfectly understandable decision. Don't we heroes all strive for justice and appreciation?"

"I'd drink to that."

"But say, dear colleague, have you come any further in the justice department? What was it that had you so fascinated about the grass?"

"Oh, a small detail that demanded my attention," a small step forward, a slightly too eager turn, and with another mimicking movement I presented him my other hand, "a tiny relic of someone's path towards baldness."

This seemed to have caught his interest. He took the hair from my fingers and examined it more closely. "Do you believe it belonged to the assailant?"

"Possibly. The hair was over here, right next to where the villain shot."

"Of course it might just be the hair of another colleague inspecting the crime scene." Wait. He secured the hair in a small plastic bag. In his small plastic bag! I couldn't believe how casually he let it slip into his pocket.

"Would you kindly hand that back, dear colleague? I'm having the officials analyse it in their laboratory." 

Now the smirk we had been throwing back and forth was on his lips again. "I'm sorry, dear colleague, but I can't. I strive for justice, as well as appreciation. And there's only so much appreciation to go around. Have a dashing evening, my dear."



And off he went. It was illegal to remove evidence from the crime scene, the officer had warned me. Probably more so evidence that hadn't been cataloged yet, yet there he was casually walking off. That man had guts. Lady Lace would have loudly ordered his arrest, her apprentice would have considered demanding the same, but I.. 

I'd stay cautious. A stitch in time.. I'd have needed to find a way to analyse that hair myself anyways. It would have been next to impossible to get the test results from the police or the real Lady Lace. But that hair was my one and only lead. 

What did I know? I didn't know where Derrick would take the hair, I didn't know how I would get it analysed quickly, or from where I would get data to check the result against. I did know how and where the officials would handle their analysis. There was no real decision.







I'd have stormed straight back to the officer and sent the police after Derrick, if it hadn't been for another peculiar figure holding me up halfway: "Aren't you Lady Lace? Can I get your autograph?"

Jeans, a visibly pudgy body covered by a still too wide pullover, a cape that seemed to be a towel held in place by safety pins. Unkempt, reddish brown hair that went just above his dull eyes, which were accentuated by a matching grin, surrounded by what could only be called an attempt at growing a beard. Was this a joke?

"And who might you be? Are you here just for my autograph? Or wasn't there maybe something else that drew you here, dear colleague?"

Oh, he huffed and puffed himself up. No, he got in a huff. I was impressed.

"This is the place of a League of Terror bombing. And I, Captain Avenger, will hunt down the ones responsible." 

He seemed to deflate just as quickly, and switched the anger in his voice for sorrow in an instant:

"The League of Terror killed my parents, and I will not rest before I've put an end to their evil deeds!"

Was that an origin story? Seriously? "I'm terribly sorry about your fathers."

"My fathers?" I could've sworn his dull eyes turned cautious for just a blink. "Did you know my fathers?"

"I didn't I'm afraid. I only heard of their deaths in the Weston Brewery bombing six years ago. It must have been terribly hard on you."

He even had tears in his eyes by now. "It was. But I know that with their support I'll succeed. And put an end to the League of Terror!"

And how'd that turn out these past six years? "You have my support as well, Captain."

Lady Lace might have given him a hug right there, but I'd rather not have him examine me any more closely. Caution.

"Have you had a look at where the villain shot from already?"

"No. I was just on my way." Sure you were.

"Then I shall not take up any more of your time, Captain Avenger. Go and do what you must."







Without looking over my shoulder once, I strutted back to the officer, signed out, and walked off into the park. As soon as I was out of sight and had made sure I was alone, I hushed into the shadows of the trees, and snuck back to a point I'd be able to watch the crime scene from.

The boy calling himself Captain wasn't around, he must've still been investigating the spot behind the bush, but he'd come back to sign out. If he didn't want the police on his heels, that is. Maybe he was for real, was as dumb as he'd have me believe and would forget. What were the other options? He might have been a rookie hero trying to sound tough, but not a sane one. Any sane one would have feared for his life when taking on the League of Evil.

He might have been fascinated with heroes. Just a boy looking for autographs, but he would've been an idiot to play at this game, and far too good of an actor for his own good. 

There also was the chance he was my target. An overeager boy, trying to impress the League. The dim light must have skewed my impression, but the hair I found could very well have been his. His story was solid enough, but far too memorable. A rookie mistake, really. He couldn't have been at it for too long, especially if he still thought himself smart enough to return to the scene. 

In any case the boy was a complete idiot.

And some complete idiot out there was threatening my family. My only leads where two fools playing heroes, and no matter which one I'd chase after, I had to take chances. 

Of course, I was moving in unfamiliar territory. Of course, I didn't have all the information. Father had shown me how acting without preparation could turn out, but I didn't have time to make sure, I didn't have time to stay safe. We already weren't safe! 

Not acting was risky too, so why not take the better odds? 



I'd be going all in on an idiot. With a scowl, I opened my purse, pulled out a pen, and one of the two happy teddy bears. Signed by Lady Lace herself, this homely creature would be the perfect gift. My bears were the perfect decoration already, just one of them placed on top of a shelf could warm up the atmosphere in any office, store, or warehouse, and all of that without looking out of place or drawing too much attention. Each one had been hand sewn, my sewing machine could not be trusted with these big eyed contraptions - for the fuzzy fabric was easily inflammable, and each bear was filled with a lightweight, soft synthetic, that was the result of years of improvement on my father's formula.

I pulled the bear's left eye out of its clip. The right one too, I shouldn't get sloppy now. With the tweezers from my toiletry bag I carefully adjusted the dials at the back of each eye before putting them back in. Back home I had set them to only four days, but even that was far too long for my liking now. 








Luckily, the Captain didn't make me wait for too long. After he had signed out and left into the park, I went to meet him. 

Of course I was nervous, I always was, but this time it was only the nervousness. No kick, no excitement. Still I managed to keep my act up just as well as he did.

"I almost forgot your autograph, dear Captain."

"Oh I can't believe you'd come back for me. Thank you! Thank you!"

"Anything for a fan. May it bring you sweet dreams."

"This is the luckiest day of my life!"



Goodnight, Captain. May you sleep deep and long.

I stood motionless as I watched the boy with his teddy bear disappear into the night.
      

      
   
      Across the Silent Sea


      

      
      
         Long ago, in lands untold

Stood silent sentinels of old.

And to the seasons, faces bold

they showed, with steadfast branches.



Those trees — how tall!

How straight and proud!

With magic and splendor endowed,



Those trees — so strong!

So fierce and great!

Serenity they did create,



And when the breeze shuffled their leaves,

The Sprites would congregate.







With the seasons danced the Sprites

Their steps as quick and smooth and light

As softly-creeping shades of night

That slid through summer sunshine.



Summersong is sweet and long:

(As fairies must the day prolong)

But with the chilling wind-gusts strong

Come dances dull and boring.



And so it be, one winter’s eve

Scuffing about a frozen tree

One fairy listened to the sea

And heard the ocean calling.



A song it sang— 

Such songs it sang!

The fairy sat, enraptured.

What lovely sound—

Such lovely sounds!

The wav’ring notes did capture.



The fairy’s voice did stick and crack

When to the ocean sang she back

And though her song refinement lacked

She sang with adoration.



But songs unheard oft are observed:

It took her kin aback.



“You’re mad!” Sprites cried. 

“But why?” They sighed.

They covered up their ears.

“Surely you see 

That faries be

Dancers: no singing here!”



“If it is not your song to sing

Then only trouble will it bring.

If seasong isn't your plaything,

Then leave it be and dance.”



Alone she found herself once more,

Still thinking of yon distant shore.

Deciding to protests ignore,

She for the ocean headed.












Out from the forest ventured she

With cheerful step and spirit free—

She left her world of dance and tree

For distant serenading.





The mighty cliffs did oversee

The kneeling, pensive, devotee

That rushed to pray,

With mighty spray.

Then to its brethren flee.



Standing upon the jagged ledge

Toeing the flimsy, crumbling edge, 

Her dainty wings still yet to fledge, 

She froze, and hesitated.



Gusts of wind 

Climbed up cliff-face— 

Hissing, threat’ning, chilling space

That seemed to tell her of her place

Dancing within the trees.



But from the waves crashing below:

A song did with the current flow.







Step by step,

With courage grand.

Inch by inch,

She moved her hand.

Careful, careful,

Did she plan

Each toehold taken from the land.



But rock-held water holds no grip,

And nearly finished was her trip

When trait’rous foot did slide and slip:

Downwards the fairy tumbled.







Around her, louder, rang the song

Of oceans deep, of currents strong

And now she realized, all along—

She sang a song of war.



The current paid her little mind,

Until she dusted off her climb

And begged a moment of its time:

Teach me to sing? she pleaded.



In response, she earned a roar:

If angry seemed the sea before,

Foam-tipped hands now swarmed the shore

And plucked her from her boulder.







How cold, how cruel, how beauty-sore

Did seem the shell-strewn ocean floor,

But still the song she once adored

Did flood the fairy’s ears.



Pinned by the briny, shifting weight

Of sea-held distaste, dislike, hate— 

Spurned by her goal to emulate,

The sprite would surely drown.



For songs of war try to restrain

With force and pow’r and blunt-tipped pain,

But in the fairy still remained

A tune of hope and awe.



Out of the sea!

Out to the shore!

Her struggle thus began.

Out of the foam!

Out to the land!

She raced the current’s hand.



But when at last her arms collapsed,

She lay upon the sand. 












Sweetly, softly, silence coos— 

And from her spot atop the dunes

A melody of solitude 

Surrounded her with care



She sat up — blinking back the salt

That dripped from eyelash down the faults

Of sea-slapped face, and found its halt

Upon the grainy sand.



How quiet, here,

With sea and sand

Meandering in tranquil strand,

With water meeting verdant land — 

The fairy sighed, relaxing.



No songs of war,

Nor angry shore,

Disturbed her well-earned rest.

No swelling crests

That tried their best

To pull her to sea-floor



But from the depths did manifest

A softer song’s encore.







Across the beach, hidden away

From lapping wave and ocean spray,

Beach creatures watched the fairy stray

And wondered how to help her.



From fronds of grasses, silently

They watched, shifting tent’ively, 

Hoping perhaps that maybe she

would simply go away.



The fairy spared them not a glance

For once again she was entranced

By singing from the wide expanse

Of oceantide before her.



There! She saw

In water far.

She gasped in awe,

Her mouth ajar.

For ocean’s maw

And morning star

Did sing with waves aplenty







A quiet, lonely serenade

For such songs of sadness made,

But still the fairy thought to trade

Her dancing for a hymn.



Around, she searched

For sea-strong perch

That cross the waves could take her search—

At last she found

Upon the ground,

A scrap of weathered birch.



To the water! Off she ran,

With makeshift raft and makeshift plan

To sail across the glitt’ring span

Of waters wide and foreign.



Atop the ocean deep and blue

She went, with courage firm and true:

Adrift with intent to pursue 

That melody so distant.



A song of loneliness she heard, 

Growing more clear with every word— 

But still she ventured, undeterred

By mournful notes abounding.



“Hello!” She cried, when last she stood 

Surrounded by the waves.



“I wondered if perhaps you could

Teach me your singing ways?”



And to assure of motives pure

She danced the Spring Ballet.



Leaps and twirls and spins abound!

(How else would news of spring resound

Through gardens slumb’ring ‘neath the ground

If fairies did not wake them?)



Upon her raft the fairy moved

With graceful elegance to prove

That should her singing they improve,

She could the ballet teach them.



The waves around her seemed to still

As they observed gift of goodwill— 

(For strange it was, that in the chill

Of winter, sprites should venture:

Out from the forest standing guard

With sentinels so strong and hard.)

And yet the Sprite sought what was barred

From her: the lonely sea-song.



So when her dance came to an end

The ocean did her gift commend:



“Oh Fairy kind! Unlikely friend!

We do so all agree:

So lovely of you to extend

The gesture of the trees.



"But from the forest we do not

In actuality

Possess a purpose for the thought

of dances, undersea."



"We are not sprites!” The sea foam laughed

And from her spot upon her raft

The fairy persevered and asked,

“Oh, surely you will teach me?”



“Can you not see how far I’ve come?

From cliffs violent and forests glum— 

Chasing a song so I might hum

Melodies sweet and lilting?



Teach me to sing! That’s all I want!

So that I won’t your tastes affront!

And if required, be quite blunt,

So that my voice might please you.”



Finished at last, she listened fast,

But laughed the waterfront,



“Oh Fairy, dear! We shan’t forget

How sweetly you arrived.

Good fortune will your charm beget:

Our thanks we won’t deprive.



So from this shore we’ll evermore

Toward your goodness strive!”



And taking the birch raft in hand

(Upon which still the Sprite did stand)

Away from forest, cliff, and land

The waves happily sent her.



Out to distant parts unknown

Away from shore, 

Away from home,

And though they sent her on her own,

The waves bade her farewell.












Onward, onward, sailed the sprite 

Through twilit evening, star-strewn night.

Asleep she fell, until the light

Of morning gently woke her.



Around the makeshift driftwood raft

(Still solid, for quick handicraft!)

Blossomed a mirror that held entrapped

The colors of the dawn.



Such magic swirls of pinks and gold— 

Shades of azure and crimson bold— 

Oh, how the morning placed its hold

Upon the waveless sea!



From glassy, painted waters still

Rose rock-hewn mountains, pillars, hills— 

With hopes of kindness and goodwill

The fairy drifted toward it



Upon the rocks perched maidens fair

singing sweetly, softly, sweetly


Brushing undulating hair

brushes flashing, laughing, clashing


Stretched from head down to the flair

fins encircling, scales encircling


Where tapered waist met glitt’ring tail



“Hello,” they cried

“Well met!” They sang

“However did you find

Yourself out here

So far from home!

And to that raft confined?



Need you any of our help?

We’ll surely ease your bind.”



With hopeful eyes and heaving sigh,

She told them of her quest awry,

And how she sought to fortify

Her heart with songs of beauty.



She told the maids of seasons cold,

How winter’s dances grew so old,

And how the others jumped to scold

The one who dared to sing.



“And so,” she said, lifting her head,

“I took the path less often tread,

“And came to hear your song instead—

Now will you music teach me?”



The maidens fair

(With lovely hair

From down their backs

To fin-found flare)—

With joyous clapping filled the air

And soothed her weary heart.



“Of course!” They cried,

“Why not?” They sang.

“Through trials long you fought

And with your home your freedom bought

We have but one request:



We’ll share our serenade with you

But teach us Summer’s dance.”



(For melodies may still entrance:

A quiet sigh, a passing glance,

But longed the mermaids to enhance

Their tools of love and beauty).



At that the fairy broadly grinned.

She spread her wings,

Around them spinned, 

At last! Her journey met its end

Within the city singing.





She found her students quick to learn

The movements by which seasons turn.

Around her raft, the waters churned

With graceful education.



Arms above

And fins below,

Fast as storm-borne winds could blow,

Like petals caught in rainy flow,

The fairy taught them summer.



Twist and twine,

And swirl in time

To music fine,

(And no shoreline 

To break the rhythm then enshrined

Down in the depths unmoving).



Around them wound a breeze sublime,

For as their dance the Sprite refined

The winds of summer from the brine 

Arose, and wandered over. 



(How good, to see the season free!

And to the forest not confined.)



And though it was not quite the dance

Of winter’s end, 

Nor spring’s advent,

The forest fairy watched, entranced

As beauty they created.



A final, glorious, upward surge

At last ended their dance submerged,

And from the water they emerged

With songs of glee and joy.



“Oh, thank you, Fairy!”

“Thank you, Sprite!”

“For now we’ll pass those lonely nights

With dancing that’s so strong and bright

It may outshine the stars!”



And then, taking the fairy’s raft

(How long endured her handicraft!)

Away to pillar’d city vast

They pulled their newfound friend.



Atop their rocks above the sea

They sat her with great courtesy,

And taught her then a harmony

That could ensnare the world.



(For songs of war get no encore

And loneliness no passion stores,

To win the hearts of those onshore

A song of love must sound.)



From her lips, made fin’lly real,

A song she need not sneak or steal,

And to the forest would appeal— 

They could not shun a love song!



The fairy poured all of her thanks,

(So deeply from their art she drank!)

And turned she then her tiny plank

Toward her distant home. 












With head held high

Noble and proud, 

And nose lifted

To distant cloud,

She sang so strong 

And fierce and proud,

That all the world took notice.



The waves fell silent in her path,

As songs she sang did then entrap

Both loneliness and mighty wrath

That waves and ocean fostered.



Across the quiet wat’ry fields,

Her song of passion now revealed—

And in her wake the waves did yield

That beautif’lly she sang.



Upon the shore she touched once more

And called upon some seagulls four.

“Oh winged friends, I do implore:

You’ll to the forest take me?”

 

The birds fell quiet at the sound

Of sea-song ringing all around,

And caref’lly, gently, from the ground

To cliff-top she they carried.



Through the shadows,

Through the trees,

Through frozen oak 

Untouched by spring,

With song of love now wavering

Before her, walked the sprite. 



At last her brethren heard her call

Echoing through the spaces tall

“Oh, could it be? That after all

This time, you’re back for Spring-step?”



Heard they then the music sweet

That wintered ears with kindness meet.

Her journey she did then repeat,

Triumphantly recounting.







Suspicious eyes did trail her through

The months in which her story true

Did not receive what it was due—

Her song still gathered frowning.



This scorn the sprite hadn’t foreseen.

How could they wrong her song decree?

But still with her they disagreed:

Fairies should only dance.







After years of judging eyes

And whispering her lullabies ,

The Fairy said her last goodbyes

And into shadows ventured.



(For upon soft sky-painted sea

Remained her home and heart.)



Spread her wings she did, and fly

In wake of bird and butterfly,

To find another place nearby

Where she could sing of life.







She wandered for eternity,

But found a lake with waters clean

That stretched on out as wide and free 

As voices in the sky.




      

      
   
      Should Not Have Said That


      

      
      
         I’d always loved walking barefoot. Shoes were too confining. Still, I was kicking myself in the asphalt for not wearing them today.

        

Then you shouldn’t have annoyed Bobby.

        

“I didn’t know! How was I supposed to know?!”

        

Common sense?

` 

A snarl tore up my throat, but I didn’t let it past my teeth. Marcus was many things, like a crook, a lunatic and a complete pain in my ass, but he wasn’t one thing: wrong, at least right now.

The road felt like liquid acid on my feet. Bobby was petty when it came to vengeance. I didn’t even have socks. Fact was I didn’t have pants either, but that was a separate story unrelated to Bobby and my current walk in the Arizona sunshine. Damn, was I catching a draft.

The road snaked for miles in either direction. I was heading back, away from where I’d been riding with Bobby and her crew of misfits when I’d done the unthinkable and landed myself in this predicament.

        

Us. Landed us in this predicament.

        

“Can it, Marcus. You certainly didn’t help matters. What, was a little bit of kung-fu too much to ask for?”

        

I was tired. And anyways, I like Bobby. Fighting her on her own tour bus would be rude.

        

“She kicked our ass!”

        

She kicked your butt. And don’t curse. You know Charlotte doesn’t like it.

        

“Well, Charlotte should have been there! Her and Lily could have handled things if you hadn’t insisted they have a spa day in freaking Tucson!”

        

Hey, they’ve worked hard these past couple weeks. And you got Lily’s arm broken when your fat mouth got us in trouble with Edgar from Accounting. They earned a day off from your rampant idiocy and I’m sorry for having faith that you could last more than three hours without a gimped mother and her little girl here to hold your hand.

        

“Now you listen here you–”

        

That’s when I stepped on the first rock. I bashed an elbow on the way down and got a brainful from Marcus when I mentioned it in the politest way one has after they’ve stepped on the carpet Lego from Hell. While I was down there, sizzling on the black tar road top like a slab of ham, I pryed the stone from the bottom of my instep and sat up so my two eggs could fry for a while. Bobby had a mean kickball leg too. The sun was no more than a quarter of the way up the sky, climbing like a fiery sloth on its way to work at the local diner. I was probably more than ten miles from the nearest gas station, and all the water was still on the tour bus going twenty miles the other way towards Tucson.

        

I sighed and got up, hobbling in the direction of the Pass’nGas. The man there was alright, at least by what I’d glimpsed of him out the window. How he’d react to seeing me, walking back from the busload of undergrads on their way to play in the Battle of the Bands at the Maudlin Arena in only my shirt, was less certain, but I’d wing that when the time came. How he’d have reacted had I told him back then that what the bus was full of was not guitars and basses and champagne but C4, twelve rocket launchers and a daschund with a Napoleonic complex that had taken a chunk from my rump on my way out of the bus would have likely gone a long way in explaining a few things, but sometimes professionalism prevented easy answers.

        

Charlotte was going to be livid when I didn’t show up with the Boom Crew.

        

“Well, this is just fantastic,” I growled, kicking at empty air with my bad foot and hitting a scrub brush for my trouble. I hopped along the road, picking thorns from beneath my toenails as Marcus chuckled.

        

Well, at least we can go out in style, right? Like cowboys in the Old West.



The countryside around here was beautiful. I couldn’t deny that. Flat and open, just desert and sand and rocks and lifelessness as far as the eye could see, from bushes that looked like the hand of Satan reaching out of the pit to grab you by the ankles to the distant plateau’s you could have housed a city on. It made you really appreciate shoes. And pants, especially when the wind kicked up for a breeze that was brisk on the roasting skin but not too gentle on one’s swollen delicates.

        

“We’re not dying. Not if I have anything to say about it.”

        

Cue the second rock; this one a four-sided dice that dug deep into the soul. This time, when I yanked it out, my hand was damp and red. I tore a bit of shirt off and wrapped it around my already swelling foot and kept limping, which is hard when you have a limp on both legs.        



Charlotte really was going to be furious. But, as a plus side, I wouldn’t be the only one she was mad at this time around. The Boom Crew had taken her contract, had taken money. Charlotte was very old fashioned when it came to how you acted when you took someone’s money, as well what you did to people who didn’t follow through on their promises. The thought of Bobby and her stupid daschund roasted on coals and thrown into oversized buns kept me going another mile or so.

        

I couldn’t help but wonder what they were doing. The thought of them in a spa was an admittedly fascinating one. What would the staff say when a women who looked like the mauled bear that ate Rocky, after you compressed it’s spine to make it travel-sized, and her little girl dressed in gray sweats and a white kabuki mask that she never took off for anyone or anything? Would they dunk them in mud, talking about how it was good for the skin as they took a belt-sander to the calluses on their hands? Would Lily put cucumber slices on her mask holes?

        

Or, the more likely outcome, would they do whatever they were told to do and damn the inconvenience, because whatever Charlotte decided was right. Always. You could have broken a superhero’s spine on her rightness, even if she told you something as crazy as “blow up the president’s limousine as it drives through Arizona to visit the children’s cancer hospital.”

        

Shut up. You don’t get to judge me. Somebody had to be the villain in the national narrative and there wasn’t exactly a line going out the gate for the job because the line consisted of me and Charlotte standing right behind me with her meat-mitten on my collar.

        

Still, I’d miss them. If it came to that, that is.

        

I suppose I can always hope for another body if we ever find Justine and wring that formula out of his scrawny neck. Maybe they can even pull you along if the buzzards don’t drink out your brain first.

        

“No,” I snarled. “I’m not dying here.”

        

I admire the spirit. I really do. But–

        

I stumbled around the third rock. “But nothing. I’m going to get home and I’m going to get you out of my brain if it kills me.”

        

Marcus fell silent at that. And he stayed silent for another couple miles which, for Marcus, was the equivalent of concreting the Hoover Dam shut. It gave me time to think. Think of home, or what was left of it after the firefight with President John and his assorted foot soldiers of Apple Pie and Baseball and Etc. were done trying to vent the world’s most wanted person and his two tiny runners-up.

        

I missed my garden. The patch of grass in the middle would have been perfect sleeping thickness this time of year. I suppose the ashes from the building would make good fertilizer for next year, but the garden had been mine. Or at least the grass had been mine. Everything else from the blueberries for the neighbors downstairs to the apple tree someone had given their grandmother two doors down had been mine only in that they made my grass a lot nicer to sleep on and breathe deeply. Of course, John had reimbursed all of them for the terrible loss from his own pocket. He’d even found them a new home, a lot closer to a police station in case another crook thought it’d be fun to set up shop in their place like some boogidy-boo from beyond the pale.

        

I’d been furious for a while. In fact, it was one of the few times Charlotte and Lily had ever left me alone for more than a couple minutes. That grass was what I’d gotten out of bed at dawn for and went back to bed at midnight for. I’d cared for it when it got a bad case of rust and bled for it when I almost lost it to a horrible infestation of razor grass a few years back. I worked hard because I had someone at home who needed me, even if they never said a word of thanks. Because when no one else was there for me, I always knew I could lay out on the grass and not be judged or told what needed to be done in triplicate or sent threatening emails from some nut-gobbling, unbathed, snaggled-dicked cock-up of a lost cause who was upset I’d shut down his account because calling someone that was not allowed anymore. And now it was gone. The one thing I’d fought for, through snow and rain and rust and dandelions was gone. And it was all my fault.

        

Hey.

        

“What?”

        

Are you crying?

        

“No,” I said, wiping at my eyes with a palm, which later turned out to be the one covered in a mixture of both partially dried blood and lots of sweat. That would be important later, but not now.

        

Do you want to?

        

“Shut up!”

        

I’m being serious.

        

“Sure you are.”

        

I won’t tell anyone. Promise.

        

“Look, we’ve still got most of the day to walk, so can you keep it canned a while longer? I was just getting used to it.”

        

Everybody’s lost a few things here and there. Nothing wrong with missing it.

        

I tried to think of what he’d lost, but couldn’t think of a thing, and I had no intention of asking him to find out. He’d never stop talking if I did that. I did have a guess what Charlotte and Lily had lost though. Charlotte looked like someone that had been put through a meat grinder and then had the meat grinder dropped on the remains, while Lily had the social charms of someone half her age and three times her insanity. I tried to think of them when they were normal, before Charlotte had become a killer and world crime boss and her daughter my bodyguard in training. My brain shut down before the world could go off-kilter and fall into the Stygian void of empty space.

        

“Yeah, I suppose so. I’m fine though.”

        

You sure? I think I feel some tears being repressed back in here.

        

“Go to hell,” I said. Wished I wasn’t smiling when I said it, but sometimes your body doesn’t listen to your thoughts.

        

I shuffled past my fourth rock and saw the buzzards flapping over me because clichés are clichés for a reason. I sighed, raised my shirt over my head in what I’d hoped was a ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ look but later turned out to be “crazy naked man with a lobotomy” look that got buckshot in my calf when the gentlemen at the gas station decided some risks weren’t worth taking. Live and learn, folks, live and learn. As I walked to my preordained peppering, I took another glance behind me to see if maybe Bobby would change her mind and forgive me and let me back on the bus, or at least give me my shoes.



I doubt it. You really let it slip this time.

        

“Like I said, it’s not my fault! All I asked was ‘When are you due?’ and she…
      

      
   
      The World I Once Called Home


      

      
      
            It all started long ago. Back when I had a family. A home. I still remember the way the grass rippled in the Summer breeze, the Sun slowly ascending the skies above. I will never forget the song of the birds as they floated by my window. And in the nighttime, how distant the stars seemed.



   “Ray! Turn us back around!”



   Not anymore.



   I was back at my control board. I looked up to see Ursula, her face barely an inch from mine, bearing her signature chiseled-stone frown. Herbert, the ship engineer, spoke up:

   “I suppose Grigonium is only the seventh-rarest ore in known space. It’s alright, we can always get the next Grig-rich asteroid that happens to float our way.”



   “Shut up, Herb,” I said with all the confidence I could muster. “I’ve got this.”



   Frantically, my hands raced for the proper controls as a steered the Godwin 180 degrees. Before us, the asteroid was still in sight. As I plotted the course towards the rock, I heard Ursula stifle a sigh of relief, and couldn’t help but grin. Our captain rarely showed emotion; it was refreshing to see she was not devoid of it. Approaching the asteroid, I was able to get a better look at the ‘Grig’, as Herb always called it, which seemed to be growing like mold on the asteroid’s exterior. As I further examined the crystals through the front viewport, I pondered how I could have missed it on the first pass. Though Grigonium was similar in color to the space boulder, it had a luminous quality that made it easily distinguishable. My heart began to beat faster. Depending on the amount of Grig, even split three ways, it would still mean more wealth than most independent miners such as themselves usually gained in a year’s work. But the money was not what mattered to me. It was what I planned to use it for. Returning to the world I was born into as a child, not the one I awoke in as an adult. 



   Turning my attention back to the task at hand, I maneuvered the ship until it was adjacent to the asteroid. I then set the mining laser and watched for a moment as the beam excavated the ore. My eyelids gaining weight at a rapid pace, I turned to Herb and asked him to take over for me. With a “Sure thing, mate.”, he approached my desk. After receiving permission from Ursula, I was on the way to my bunk. Strapping myself into the padded restraints in case of gravitational malfunctions, I glanced at the time indicator on the wall. Had I really been awake for twenty hours? Allowing my eyes to finally shut, I drifted into emptiness, save for the harmonic rhythm of the humming engine and the buzz of the laser.








   I’m back at Residence 3141. The first thing I see is her. She is just as beautiful as I remember, and yet, there is an unusual sadness about her. Her eyes, the deepest of greens, are now a puffy red. All I can think about is comforting her. Pulling her into my embrace, I feel her body heave in my grasp, and my left shoulder becomes damp. Finally she speaks, and with every word, my heart is broken.

“Why do you have to go?” I remember now. I try to stop myself, but-

“If there were any other way…” I hear myself speak. “What they’re offering me… Amnesty... A chance to see the future…”

“Even if it means leaving us, leaving me behind?” This is all my fault. Why didn’t I stop when I still could?

“I’m so sorry.” And with that, she completely breaks down. I sit with her, listening to the sobs, the broken moans, and I weep too. Or try. Because this isn’t a dream. No, this is a memory. And in this memory, I don’t cry. I try to remain stoic for her. As I sit there for what seems like hours, the world starts to crumble. And everything fades to black.



   In the darkness, I soon spot a light. Dim at first, but growing steadily stronger. As my eyes adjust, I see that I am on a barren sidewalk. And instantly, I know where I am. This is a memory from even farther back in my life. One I had buried and hoped would never be uncovered. Within the minute, a man approaches, wearing a bulletproof vest and armed with a pistol. He stands beside me, neither of us saying a word. Then another man appears, then another, then another, all armed. I look down at my side, and it confirms what I already know. Concealed in my pocket is a small, obsidian-black pistol. Finally, once everyone has gathered, the first man to show up speaks.

“Let’s move.” And with that, we begin our silent trek. Eventually, our target comes into view. The munitions compound. We reach the gate and one of the men pulls a set of tools from his backpack. He begins to work on creating an opening without setting off any alarms. While he does this, I get a better look at the compound. It is a large, dimly lit warehouse. The entrance is a steel door with a flickering light placed directly above it. There are two large garage doors on the left side of the entrance, but I already know that these are not how we enter the building. 



   There is now a hole in the fence about three feet in diameter, and two men have already crawled through. It seems like a clear shot across the flat, evenly trimmed lawn to the entrance, but we all know better. It takes roughly another hour for us to reach the door and, after disabling many security precautions, we are ready. Before we enter, the first man gives a speech, and I try to tune it out. I’ve heard it before. How after tonight, our gang will finally be able to wrest control from our rivals, how we will have free reign over not only our own territory, but soon, the entire city, et cetera. It all seems so petty in hindsight. And we couldn’t have been more wrong. The man wraps up his speech, and the door is forced open. Inside are two guards, who are dead before I can react.



   “Next one’s yours, Ray.” says our leader in a cold voice as we enter. That comment sent chills down my spine even when I first heard it, but now it is infinitely worse. After yet another hour of tedious, painstaking work, we reach the prize. The warehouse interior boasts crates of weapons lining every wall, each crate higher than myself. We begin carrying these, one for every three men, outside the fence, where a vehicle is now located, along with another two members. On my fourth trip back to the building, I try to brace myself. I know what is coming, and there is no way to stop it. I go to pick up the next box, but I notice that this one is placed farther from the wall than the others. I look behind it, and that’s when I see him. The man I kill. He is cowering behind the crate, but is immediately gripped by his shirt collar and dragged into the center of the warehouse by the tall, muscular man standing next to me. Soon, the news spreads, and suddenly I am alone in the center of a circle with the guard, who has been stripped of all his equipment. Everyone is shouting at me, and I realize I have my pistol out, lined up perfectly with the guard’s head.

“Do it.” says the leader. Unlike the rest of the group, his voice is calm, clear, and startlingly devoid of emotion. A million thoughts flash through my head, and before I can fully realize my action, I pull the trigger.








   “Ray,” It was Ursula. “Sit up.”



   “Yeah, you probably want to hear this,” added Herb, standing above my bunk with Ursula, both of whom seemed to be in much lighter spirits than earlier. I sat up, my thoughts clearing after my disturbing dreams. Not dreams, memories, I mentally corrected myself.



   “We finished mining the Grigonium while you slept. There was more than Herbert or I had imagined. We’re en route to the trade center on Mars II, where you can do what you will with the your share of the earnings. If you have any questions, you know where to find me.” Ursula headed back to the bridge, leaving Herb and I together in the crew quarters.

   “Well, it was nice knowing you, Ray. They’ve got great transport service off Mars II. I’m sure you’ll find what you’re looking for,” said Herb with a sigh. I had known him longer than anyone else. He was the one who discovered my cryo-pod floating through space. It was he who had first given me a home on the Godwin. And he knew where I was going. I had heard stories, but I needed to see it for myself. I needed to see Earth.



   Soon after landing on Mars II, we had already completed the trade and I had scheduled my departure with the fastest ship I could find. Now all that was left was saying goodbye. For Ursula it was a nod and handshake, but with Herb it was a bit more meaningful. He was my best friend, after all. We sat in a bar for hours as we recounted our adventures together, but eventually it was time for my flight. As I watched the Godwin vanish into the atmosphere, I felt a pang of sorrow. Soon, however, these thoughts were forced from my head as I boarded the transport ship, which had an interior design much like that of an old Earth airplane. 



   The flight itself was fairly uneventful, except for the dread that was growing like a tree in my stomach. Each minute was an hour, each hour a day. When we were nearing the time of arrival, a booming voice played through the speakers in the ceiling explained for what seemed like the hundredth time that, though we would be landing on it’s moon, Earth would still be visible through our viewports. And then I saw it, rapidly approaching. Earth. It was unrecognizable. It no longer looked like a planet, but more similar to a spherical volcano. The voice continued, explaining how Earth was devastated by nuclear war, how lucky it was that there were already so many otherworldly colonies at the time of Earth’s destruction, how the human race still managed to thrive. But I didn’t care about that. I felt sick just looking at it. My vision started to blur, and I blacked out.








   I’m back on the sidewalk. It’s still just me, none of the other men have arrived yet. I try to look down at my side, just to make sure it’s the same memory, though knowing the attempt will be futile, when I do it. I look down. This time, I’m in control. I test once again with my arms, my legs. This time, I’ll make the right choice. I see the first man approaching, the leader, and I start to run. Faster than I have before. Even though it is a dream, it feels so lifelike. I start to think about what effects this could have. The gang will come after me. They’ll kill me.



     But I keep running. This time, I have a chance at a life. This time, I will not kill anyone. I will not end up in prison. I will not become a government experiment, thrown in a cryo-tube and shot into space, all for a chance at amnesty. And this time, I’ll stay. I’ll stay with her.







   I’m back at Residence 3141. I see her again, but this time, she’s happy. When I embrace her, it isn’t to wipe away her tears. Then time fast-forwards. I see our marriage, our children, and finally, the last day. We’re still in Residence 3141, but this time we’re on our 31st floor balcony. But something is wrong. The sky is red. I realize what is happening, but I don’t feel any hate or resentment. I don’t have any regrets. I look into her eyes, and I can see she is scared. We kiss one last time as the world burns around us. And I realize that this is what I should have chosen.
      

      
   
      No Reply


      

      
      
         Love can be a strange thing. It’ll drive you to do strange and funny things. So funny in fact, that people may either question your motives or applaud you for your actions of unrequited love. Or so that’s what I’m told. I don’t have a story to tell, but I do have a record of events. Moments kept safe in a journal. Now I am to share my experiences.



Some show their affection through acts of kindness and caring. Others may end up showboating to grab their girl’s attention. I for one, chose to grip a pencil under a shaking hand, as I write about my feelings. Out of all the things I could do in life, I ended up becoming a poet. Hopelessly in love with a girl I knew since I was but a toddler.



I can vaguely remember my first poem. I was young and reckless at the time, which made my hand scribble about in an effort to show my affection. I barely understood the words I wrote down. Nevertheless, they seemed to have found their way onto my paper. I had toiled endlessly for hours. Erasing and jotting down more needless things. Making it more complex than it needed to be, or more grand in my own eyes. Placing all my heart and effort on a single poem. Then I somehow finished it. My first masterpiece. That initial accomplishment. The achievement of being able to finally express myself. All the ideas and hard work placed into my confession, a single piece, for my beloved. It was invigorating.



Though somehow in someway, shape, and form, I had gotten no reply. At first, I could barely contain my disappointment. I didn’t understand. How could have something that felt so right to do, bring me such misery? What did I do wrong? It clearly wasn’t good enough.



I never took the time to think clearly about such a question. Instead I put my hands to work. Writing and writing. Everyday, without fail. I would change the way I wrote and the way I thought. Using majority of my days to change that outcome. I shared my poems with my mother, whom obviously, supported me no matter what I did. Once again no reply. It still wasn’t good enough for her.



As the days passed a year had gone by like the blink of an eye. Leaving me with not much in my life. I had been secluded with that huge burst of effort. Chained to the thought of finally receiving her reply. The heartbreak and the pain was all but numbed by the ink that curled upon pages and pages of poetry. The floor to my room was littered with nothing but fully written sheets. Covered front to back of haikus, sonnets, and passages. Words upon words filled my life. A purpose, I guess that’s what kept me grounded. That single purpose protected me like a shield from the heartache. 



It wasn’t until another year that my mother had realized I may have had a problem. My mind was so focused on my writing, that I didn’t notice my house burning in shambles until I was outside and my mother pulled away my pen and took a hold of me. Hugging me besides the smoldering blaze that once use to be our home. She blamed my father for leaving us, but I knew why I wrote. I knew the single only reason why. Because of her. Even then with my mother crying along my shoulder, I was still thinking of her. Two years had gone by and still no reply.








I spent the next following year writing along a notebook computer. It was easy and didn’t hold a mess of papers. It was also useful for hiding how much I had been writing. My eyes would usually be glued to the screen, typing away with a vigor my mother could not understand. She was confused and sent me straight to therapy. As annoying as it was to leave my keyboard, I attended each session obediently. The nights I had alone would only make me eager to return to my keyboard and get back to work.



My therapist was a good woman. She was a mother too and understood what my family was experiencing. Months passed by and she could diagnose my obsession with getting a reply for all my hard work. Told me it was unhealthy that I was so fixated with a single girl, though she admired my dedication and having it tuned into poetry. In fact she looked over a couple of my entries. It had impressed her. Told me my poems were advanced beyond my age. She assured me that whoever I was writing for, or would write for in the future, would easily reply in a heartbeat. Strangely, enough, to no surprise. I had yet to get a reply from the one that mattered.



Several of the following session after that, held some interesting points of my life. It was over fifty sessions, I guess, but this fifty-first one seemed to bring me into a new world of writing. The therapist who was assigned to cure me of my obsession, instead gave me an outlet. A positive one that made it easier to share my devotion. Right to the very public. She proposed a simple blog site that would post my work online. In fact we sat down and made the final details on several web pages. With any hopes she might see some of my poetry. Then I would finally get a reply from her.



Fans came pouring in one by one. Each one giving a reply or comment of some kind to my work. Each one adored my poems and some I had come to meet in person. Not a single one of them was the girl I had been writing for all this time. By the end of that same year, I had been dealt a huge amount of requests to submit my poems to a magazine. For some big fancy writing contest. I was uninterested, but had decided to go along with it. The comment section in my blog was filled with too many requests for it to happen. It didn’t matter with how many people may get disappointed or angry at me. Several hundred comments were pushing me to take part. I just needed to save room for that one comment I really needed. I want to see it clearly on screen without having to scroll through endless amounts of pages requesting the same thing. Even when I wanted a simple glimpse of her. I craved for just some sort of reply. One word would be enough to sate my heart.








Life continued all the same for me the following year. The only things that changed was moving into my new apartment and my status as a writer. After a couple of contests victories, I was offered a grant from a famous magazine I’ve never heard of. “Peculiar Penstrokes“ the name of the magazine mattered least of all, but If their money left me more time for my writing there was no way I was going to deny such a chance. As long as I kept sending entries for their pages the donations rolled in and more grants followed. Nothing short of a job, but I got to do what I wanted when I wanted. It kept me at home. Next to my desktop, pad, and pen. That is until I had to attend scheduled “meet and greets” with some fans of mine.



These sessions would go on and on. Doing everything that was asked of me, I shook hands. Waved at the crowds. I’d screw in a smile that wasn’t genuinely there to begin with and bare the strain of dealing with young-hope-filled writers and fans who seemed to think I was some kind of Guru on love. I never claimed to be a master of literature or an expert on relationships.



Dozens would coo and sigh as I reread my past work and people listened when I talk about my life. The reality is I don’t care about poems that failed to reach her. I don’t care about how or when I became who I am now. Even with all the fame and fortune I could ever ask for. I still could not achieve the one goal I always aimed for.



My head would roll from the constant requests for my work. Distracting phone calls or notifications from my monitor lit up with annoyances. When the orders came in for more entries to be written I would just sweep my living room and dump the old poems into an envelope or email some junk work from my computer. They must have been happy with it, because none of it was returned to me since I started working. The more they bothered me at home, the more work I sent them. Hoping that they would leave me alone and let me write. They had the opposite idea. They requested more and more of my work each time. While it wasn’t hard to just pile more into the delivery demands, they soon became problematic to my way of life. Soon books came out compiled of nothing but my writing. Which meant more scheduling for autographs, book releases, interviews, and less time for my work.



Those books had hurt me more than it seemed. I hated the series. Hated that they represented my failure. It felt like the pages were taunting me. Not only did it show I made no progress they sucked what remained of my free time for new poems. Soon I had no more room to stay at home at all. I would be in a cycle of traveling. Going from one place to the other. Moving from car to plane to car to the meeting place then rinse and repeat in a disgusting rush of wasted time. My desperation brought me to a handy little gadget that would save me from the chains that tied me down.



Using what little time I had in an electronics store, I bought an interesting little traveling pad. It allowed me to type on the screen and keep up my work in between trips. When I wasn’t putting up an act or signing things that held my name or some sort of sign of my influence. I would be on my pad. Tapping away at the screen or loading whatever was finished into my traveling notebook pro when I needed room to do more. For a while it felt like I was back on track. That is until I got behind a wheel on a very busy day. I was reckless that day and missed a red light. It was the only time I had that day to any writing. So I paid for it with shattered bones and a concussion. 





When I first came to, I awoke in a hospital bed. Doctors all around me were relieved to see that I had gained consciousness. It was happy moment. So I smiled and asked the kind men for my own name. Amnesia and a clear sign of a severe case of it. I couldn’t remember anything. Not my job, my schedule, or my family for that matter. Nothing, but that one glimmer of perseverance that was always there from the start. I can still hear myself argue with the medical staff as they kept trying to offer me food. My writing had come first. I had thought back then that if I could only see her she would cure me. So I tried for days and nights. Sometimes without much rest or anything to eat. I wrote and wrote and made piles of my work while in the hospital. Still in the end, no reply.








By the end of that eventful year, I was released from medical hold for now to relive my life in hopes of regaining memories. Everything went back to normal except that I got fired from my job. An elongated leave of absence along with a sudden case of memory loss made the company think about what they may have to deal with in terms of insurance. Rather than paying a poor man to stay at home until he recollects everything about his job they cut ties and let me loose. Admitting that now still brings a smile to my face. I was free from the connection of social media, which meant more time for my work.



Now I had all the time in the world. Which meant I was back to square one. This time though, I was determined. I had more purpose to make her see me. I didn’t know anything else besides that I loved her. That each poem was meant to translate each beating of my heart that ached for her voice to reach out to me. Some sort of acknowledgment. Something to let me know that she saw all my hard work. I was sure that she is the key to it. I was sure of it. So I went back to my first method of writing my poems.



Within a week’s time I had trashed my place. The ground was covered by white pieces. I had been obsessed. Another poem and another. Adding to the layers that piled upon the carpet. Nothing but pen and paper filled my life. The days going by with always the same routine for what felt like an endless amount of time.



Wake up, have breakfast, brush my teeth, and shower. That morning preparation all just for me to sit on my desk and get to work. Writing and writing. Right up to the point where my fingers would hurt. Have lunch and check my writing supplies or go shopping for more food and paper. More writing and even more. Another break to reheat some leftovers from lunch for dinner. Then back to the grindstone with more writing in bed under the light of a lamp. Right when my hand would grow tired for the third time in my day it was a sign of slumber coming my way. Brush my teeth, set my supplies back on my desk, and then I would close my eyes.



The same thing every day. For so long. One year passed and then another. More and more of my poems took over my space. Trashing them seemed to be such a waste so I sent some of my work to the addresses in a logbook I had kept. Addresses I had used back when I had work. I’m sure one of their articles will reach her one of these days. She’ll know and then everything can go back to normal. I have to keep writing.



One strange day I had actually decided not to write. I was breathless that entire day. Any thought was null and void in my mind. I had no reason to write. Maybe something was telling me to stop for a moment? Something out of my own control taking over to give my the break I so deserved? I just needed her right here with me. She never needed to really reply. Her smile, her face. I’m sure that’s all I needed right then and there. Just to see her. By the end of that day I knew what was bugging me. It was me asking myself “Why?”. I was coming to realize what I was doing. What the chances were. So why did I continue? Regardless my hand returned to the pen that very night.








Last year was harsh on me. Even right now it’s difficult to write it let alone share it. That recent New Years celebration had ended and left me new inspirations to write about. I had planned out different material for my poems. Promising myself that I would find more creative ways of writing to her. It never felt good enough so I tried finding new ways make my poems.



While I was busy staring out at the newly lit night sky, it hit me. My body grew weak and my hands gripped whatever was in reach. I fell to my knees and felt paper crumple and a pencil snap within my grasp. It has all come back to me now. As my life flashed back into life I curled into a ball laid on my side as I cried and wailed out. For the pain was renewed in my heart for the girl who had died all those years ago. 



Her name was Sarah and we had spent our childhood together. It wasn’t until around high school that I found out about my true feelings for her. I had spent half of the school year trying to impress her. The last thing I did for her was write a small poem. It was suppose to be my confession. I had decided to share it with her on our morning walk to the bus stop. Though fate had a different agenda and took her away when a storm struck down a tree right into her bedroom. Right while the angel slept exactly the night before. Even now it hurts calling out her name.



So here I am now recording what I can reconstruct for my new therapist in a memory journal. It’s for the better that I sort this out. Sarah would want me to. I can’t help myself from wanting her reply. The reason why I continue to write is because I still want her to read my words. I want my emotions to touch her. Wherever she may be. I know it is crazy but I believe that if I write enough it’ll get there. And then I’ll get my reply. You think if I wrote enough it’ll reach heaven and she’ll get to read it? If I collected all my poems now, would it be able to carry me to her spirit so we can talk? What would she say to me? 



Not once did I ever lay a letter or flowers by her grave. I had refused to see that dreaded tombstone since I first saw it.  I still want her to hold it my poem in her hands. I desire to look her in the eyes with that blushing bright face and see her smile for me. Perhaps now would be a good time to say goodbye and give her my poem?



Love can drive you to do strange and funny things.
      

      
   
      The Farmer's Tale


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Endeavor


      

      
      
         “Lᴏᴄᴋᴅᴏᴡɴ ᴄᴏᴍᴘʟᴇᴛᴇ.”



The man’s eyes glossed over the long series of numbers and text displayed on the screen as though he was seeing past them and staring into the dark void beyond the metal walls around him.



“Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅᴇʀ Jᴀᴄᴏʙs,” the female voice spoke in its slightly off monotone. The man barely acknowledged it, his gaze remained as fixed on the screen as they’d been for the past twenty minutes.



“Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅᴇʀ Jᴀᴄᴏʙs, ᴘʟᴇᴀsᴇ ᴄᴏɴᴛɪɴᴜᴇ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴘʀᴏᴛᴏᴄᴏʟ,” the voice of the ship spoke again, resonating in the command booth as the man remained silent.



“Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅᴇʀ Jᴀᴄᴏʙs—”



“Yeah, yeah. I heard you, SOVOS,” Commander Jacobs whispered as he slowly came back from whatever reverie his mind had been chasing. He pulled himself forward, closer to the screen and keyboard, and got to work. For a while, the sound of plastic keys being pressed was the only sound heard within the small booth before slipping back into silence once the final directive was entered.



The man silently counted the seconds that passed before he heard the toneless female voice of the ship’s automated response system once more, if only to keep his mind from thinking too far ahead.



“Iɴɪᴛɪᴀᴛɪɴɢ ᴅᴇᴄᴏᴍᴘʀᴇssɪᴏɴ ᴘʀᴏᴄᴇss,” the ship said after a moment that felt as hours.



A few keystrokes brought up a diagram of the ship, each highlighted section turned off as the air was pumped out of the designated areas and brought into the ship’s recirculation system.



The man could have sworn he heard the sound of escaping air coming from somewhere deep within the bowels of the ship. He held the edge of the command module with a firm grip, but otherwise let his body float freely.



“Dᴇᴄᴏᴍᴘʀᴇssɪᴏɴ ᴘʀᴏᴄᴇss ᴄᴏᴍᴘʟᴇᴛᴇ,” the voice droned, “Rᴇ-ʀᴏᴜᴛɪɴɢ ʀᴇᴍᴀɪɴɪɴɢ ᴀɪʀ ɪɴᴛᴏ ᴀᴄᴛɪᴠᴇ sᴇᴄᴛᴏʀs.”



Commander Jacobs let out a long, drawn out sigh and allowed his muscles to relax. He rubbed the back of his free hand against his tired eyes, going through his mental checklist of tasks still left to do.



A small beep caught his attention, as did the small rush of air coming from the booth’s vents.



“Aɪʀ ʀᴇ-ʀᴏᴜᴛɪɴɢ ᴘʀᴏᴄᴇss ᴄᴏᴍ—”



“How’s the rest of the ship?” the Commander spoke before the ship could finish.



“Tʜᴇ sᴄʀᴇᴇɴ sʜᴏᴡs ᴛʜᴇ sᴛᴀᴛᴜs ᴏғ ᴛʜᴇ sʜɪᴘ's ᴀᴄᴛɪᴠᴇ sᴇᴄᴛᴏʀs, Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅᴇʀ Jᴀᴄᴏʙs,” the ship said, and not a second had passed before additional information on the status of the highlighted sectors popped up on the screen.



As his eyes lazily read over the data, confirming what he already knew, another item was checked off his list. With a firm nod, he entered a final directive into the command module.



“I’ll be leaving the rest to you, I hope it’s not much of a bother,” Commander Jacobs said.



“Nᴏᴛ ᴀ ᴘʀᴏʙʟᴇᴍ, Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅᴇʀ Jᴀᴄᴏʙs,” the ship replied, “Sʜᴜᴛᴛɪɴɢ ᴅᴏᴡɴ ɴᴏɴ-ᴇssᴇɴᴛɪᴀʟ ᴘʀᴏᴄᴇssᴇs.”



A series of program windows popped up and disappeared at a rate far too fast for him to handle. Seeing how the system would run its course, he let go of the command module, giving a gentle push that sent him drifting through the booth.



He let his mind go blank as he listened to the fast paced sounds coming from the computer, trying to find a pattern in them, a rhythm born out of the dissonance of accepted directives and error messages that were either too fast or too sequential for him to make heads or tails of them.



Soon enough though, the sounds stopped, and he found himself plunged into the kind of absolute silence that can only be found half a system away from Earth. He took a deep breath, if only to hear the air running through his nostrils.



“Eɴᴛᴇʀɪɴɢ sᴛᴀɴᴅ-ʙʏ ᴍᴏᴅᴇ. I'ʟʟ ʙᴇ ʜᴇʀᴇ ɪғ ʏᴏᴜ ɴᴇᴇᴅ ᴍᴇ, Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅᴇʀ Jᴀᴄᴏʙs.”



Jacobs rolled his eyes at the ship’s words. The droning monotony of her voice only added a layer of sarcasm to its words, but he didn’t felt like pointing it out; he contented himself with hanging limply on the nothingness that surrounded him. There was nothing for him to do now but waiting, after all. Perhaps he could go to the bedrooms and wait there, but a glance through one of the viewports convinced him otherwise.



With as much ease as one could in lack of gravity, he made his way to the closest panel of transparent aluminum and pressed his hands against it.



“Can’t beat the view here,” he whispered as he looked at the dark expanse outside.



He wondered how his younger self would have reacted if he had known that the vast majority of outer space isn’t filled with asteroid belts and flying comets, or breathtaking sights of distant nebulae and far-away galaxies, but rather a seemingly endless tapestry of stars as far as the eye could see that was awe-inspiring nonetheless.



“SOVOS,” he said out loud, without tearing his gaze away from the scenery in front of him.



“Yᴇs, Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅᴇʀ Jᴀᴄᴏʙs?” the ship’s voice said. As though it had never left, Jacobs thought to himself.



“Could you talk with me for a while?” he said, his voice not as loud as before.



“Yᴇs, Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅᴇʀ.”



“I think we can dispense with the formalities for the time being, don’t you think?” Commander Jacobs said with a slightly annoyed edge to his words.



“Wᴏᴜʟᴅ ʏᴏᴜ ʟɪᴋᴇ ᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ ᴄᴀʟʟ ʏᴏᴜ ʙʏ ʏᴏᴜʀ ғɪʀsᴛ ɴᴀᴍᴇ?”



It was a while before he replied, and he surprised himself to notice the yearning hint of his tone, “I think I would.”



“As ʏᴏᴜ ᴡɪsʜ, Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ,” the ship obliged.



“Thanks…” Nathan Jacobs trailed off. If only for a moment, he wanted to have a trace of normalcy to which he could hold on. After a few seconds of silence, he remembered the ship wouldn’t respond unless prompted, so he let out the first thing that came to his mind, “Give me a status report on the ship.”



A series of beeping sounds came from the booth’s speakers as the ship made a routine status check. Before he could say anything else, a short ringing sound signaled the end of the diagnosis.



“Eɴᴅᴇᴀᴠᴏʀ Sᴛᴀᴛᴜs Rᴇᴘᴏʀᴛ: Tʜɪʀᴛᴇᴇɴ ᴀɴᴀʟʏsᴇᴅ sᴇᴄᴛᴏʀs. Tᴡᴏ sᴇᴄᴛᴏʀs ᴋᴇᴘᴛ ɪɴ sᴛᴀɴᴅ-ʙʏ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍɪɴɪᴍᴀʟ ʀᴜɴᴛɪᴍᴇ sʏsᴛᴇᴍs ᴏᴘᴇʀᴀᴛɪᴏɴᴀʟ: Mᴇᴅɪᴄᴀʟ Bᴀʏ ᴀɴᴅ Gʀᴇᴇɴʜᴏᴜsᴇ. Oɴᴇ sᴇᴄᴛᴏʀ sᴛɪʟʟ ғᴜʟʟʏ ғᴜɴᴄᴛɪᴏɴᴀʟ: Cᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅ Bᴏᴏᴛʜ. Tᴇɴ sᴇᴄᴛᴏʀs sʜᴜᴛ ᴅᴏᴡɴ ᴘᴇɴᴅɪɴɢ ᴀɴᴀʟʏsɪs ʙʏ ʙᴀsᴇ ᴛᴇᴄʜɴɪᴄɪᴀɴs. Aғғᴇᴄᴛᴇᴅ sᴇᴄᴛᴏʀs ɪɴᴄʟᴜᴅᴇ: Cᴀʀɢᴏ Bᴀʏ, Cᴏᴍᴍᴏɴ Rᴏᴏᴍ, Cᴏᴍᴍᴜɴɪᴄᴀᴛɪᴏɴ ᴀɴᴅ Tʀᴀɴsᴍɪssɪᴏɴs, Kɪᴛᴄʜᴇɴ ᴀɴᴅ Dɪɴɪɴɢ Aʀᴇᴀ, Dᴏʀᴍɪᴛᴏʀɪᴇs—“



“That’s enough,” Nathan said, cutting short the ship’s report. Sparing one last glance outside, he pushed himself away from the window and back towards the command module. He laid a hand over the keyboard, unsure of what exactly he would do now. “Let’s… Let’s do a final check on the active sectors, SOVOS.”



“Sʏsᴛᴇᴍ Aɴᴀʟʏsɪs Iɴɪᴛɪᴀᴛᴇᴅ,” his companion said, and a real time feed from the security cameras at the greenhouse appeared on-screen. “Lɪɢʜᴛɪɴɢ ᴀɴᴅ Sʜᴀᴅɪɴɢ sʏsᴛᴇᴍs: Fᴜɴᴄᴛɪᴏɴᴀʟ. Wᴀᴛᴇʀ Rᴇᴄʏᴄʟɪɴɢ Sʏsᴛᴇᴍ: Fᴜɴᴄᴛɪᴏɴᴀʟ. Aɪʀ Rᴇᴄʏᴄʟɪɴɢ Sʏsᴛᴇᴍ: Sᴛᴀʙʟᴇ.”



Nathan echoed the last word. As good as it sounded, “stable” was a rather ambiguous word. A person on their deathbed could be considered stable, stability is utterly meaningless without proper context.



“How long will it remain stable?” he asked.



“Wɪᴛʜᴏᴜᴛ ᴀᴘᴘʀᴏᴘʀɪᴀᴛᴇ ᴜᴘᴋᴇᴇᴘ, sʏsᴛᴇᴍs ᴡɪʟʟ ᴅᴇᴛᴇʀɪᴏʀᴀᴛᴇ ᴀᴛ ᴀ ᴄᴏɴsᴛᴀɴᴛ ʀᴀᴛᴇ ᴀɴᴅ ᴡɪʟʟ ʀᴇᴀᴄʜ sᴀᴛᴜʀᴀᴛɪᴏɴ ᴘᴏɪɴᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜɪɴ ᴛᴡᴇʟᴠᴇ ᴅᴀʏs.”



He looked at the rows of small crops, neatly arranged on several shelves. Maybe he could make his way there and snatch a few tomatoes while he still had the chance.



“Any…” Nathan’s words died in his throat.



“Yᴇs, Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ?”



“Any way to prolong the lifespan of the dioxide filters?” he said in a tone that betrayed his façade of bravado.



“Bᴀsᴇ ᴛᴇᴄʜɴɪᴄɪᴀɴs ᴡɪʟʟ ʙᴇ ᴀʙʟᴇ ᴛᴏ ʀᴄʜᴀɴɢᴇ ᴀɴᴅ ᴄʟᴇᴀɴ ᴛʜᴇ ғɪʟᴛᴇʀs. Tʜᴇ ɴᴇᴄᴇssᴀʀʏ ᴇǫᴜɪᴘᴍᴇɴᴛ ɪsɴ'ᴛ ᴄᴜʀʀᴇɴᴛʟʏ ᴀᴠᴀɪʟᴀʙᴇ ᴀʙᴏᴀʀᴅ ᴛʜᴇ Eɴᴅᴇᴀᴠᴏʀ.”



“Yeah, I figured as much,” Nathan lamented as he terminated the feed. The screen flickered for a moment before returning to normal. “Power won’t be an issue, will it?”



“Nᴇɢᴀᴛɪᴠᴇ. Wɪᴛʜ ᴀʟʟ ᴇssᴇɴᴛɪᴀʟ sʏsᴛᴇᴍs ʀᴜɴɴɪɴɢ ɪɴ sᴛᴀɴᴅ-ʙʏ ᴍᴏᴅᴇ, ᴛʜᴇ Mᴇᴅɪᴄᴀʟ Bᴀʏ ᴀɴᴅ ᴛʜᴇ Gʀᴇᴇɴʜᴏᴜsᴇ ᴡɪʟʟ ʀᴇᴍᴀɪɴ ᴏᴘᴇʀᴀᴛɪᴏɴᴀʟ ʟᴏɴɢ ʙᴇғᴏʀᴇ ᴛʜᴇ ɴᴏɴ-ᴅᴀᴍᴀɢᴇᴅ ᴘᴏᴡᴇʀ ᴄᴇʟʟs ʀᴜɴ ᴏᴜᴛ.”



The ship’s words resonated in the metal room, leaving a lingering echo in the Commander’s mind. Had it not been for the lack of gravity, he was sure his posture would have sagged noticeably. Alas, he had to conform with hanging weightless in the air.



“Gotta love the cold pragmatism of an AI,” he said as he uttered a joyless chuckle.



“I ᴀᴍ ɴᴏᴛ ᴀ ᴛʀᴜᴇ AI, Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ.”



“‘Spacecraft-Only Voice Operated System’ is a bit of a mouthful,” Nathan mumbled. “Besides, for all intents and purposes you function as an AI.”



“Hᴜᴍᴀɴɪᴛʏ's ᴛᴇᴄʜᴏɴᴏʟᴏɢɪᴄᴀʟ ʟᴇᴠᴇʟ ʜᴀsɴ'ᴛ ʀᴇᴀᴄʜᴇᴅ ᴛʜᴀᴛ ᴘᴏɪɴᴛ ʏᴇᴛ. Mᴀʏʙᴇ ɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ғᴜᴛᴜʀᴇ.”



“Maybe…” Nathan said as he grabbed the back of the large command chair with his free hand. “Maybe by that point we’ll have an emergency rescue system that doesn’t take two days to deploy.”



His grip around the cushioned seat tightened. As hard as he tried to keep his mind busy, he couldn’t deny the dire reality of his situation. He threw himself against the chair and wasted no time in fastening his seat belts, each strap feeling as if it were an anchor holding him in place, preventing him from drifting away in turbulent waters.



“Tʜɪs ɪs ᴀɴ ᴇxᴛʀᴇᴍᴇʟʏ ᴜɴᴄᴏᴍᴍᴏɴ ᴏᴄᴜʀʀᴇɴᴄᴇ, Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ. Nᴏʙᴏᴅʏ ᴡᴀs ᴘʀᴇᴘᴀʀᴇᴅ.”



“That brings me little comfort, SOVOS,” the Commander sighed as he closed his eyes. “What kind of name is SOVOS anyway? They spent the best part of a decade developing you but couldn’t give you a better name?”



“Iᴛ ᴡᴀsɴ'ᴛ ᴀ ᴘʀɪᴏʀɪᴛʏ.”



“You can say that again… I guess I just think it would make things a tad easier if I could call you something other than that.”



“Mʏ Iɴᴛᴇɢʀᴀᴛᴇᴅ Rᴇsᴘᴏɴsᴇ Dᴀᴛᴀʙᴀsᴇ ʜᴏʟᴅs ɴᴇᴀʀʟʏ ᴀ ᴛʜᴏᴜsᴀɴᴅ ғᴇᴍᴀʟᴇ ɴᴀᴍᴇs ғʀᴏᴍ ᴡʜɪᴄʜ—”



“How about ‘Sarah’?” Nathan said. “I like Sarah, may I call you that?”



“Yᴇs,” the ship replied after a few seconds of silence. Nathan wanted to believe she was thinking about it.



“Thanks, Sarah,” he said just loud enough for the ship to register his voice.



“Nᴏᴛ ᴀ ᴘʀᴏʙʟᴇᴍ, Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ,” the ship, Sarah, said.



Oddly enough, they lapsed into silence afterwards. They were at an impasse, he noticed: She wouldn’t say anything unless he said something first, and he wouldn’t say the things he really wanted to say.



Not unless he forced himself to.



“How long does the emergency broadcast take to reach the base in orbit?”



“Eɪɢʜᴛʏ ᴛᴡᴏ ᴍɪɴᴜᴛᴇs,” Sarah said almost immediately. 



Nathan nodded to himself. Even if the people back at base were to reply immediately, that would mean another eighty two minutes, which still placed the arrival of their response almost two hours later at the earliest. That window of time was far too short.



“I’m not going to be able to hear their response, am I?” Nathan’s words sounded frail even to his own ears. All things considered, he was amazed at how well he was holding. Stable, some would say.



“Iғ ʏᴏᴜ ᴡᴇʀᴇ ᴛᴏ ᴅɪᴠᴇʀᴛ ᴛʜᴇ ᴀɪʀ ʀᴇsᴇʀᴠᴇs ғʀᴏᴍ ᴛʜᴇ ᴍᴇᴅɪᴄᴀʟ ʙᴀʏ ᴛᴏ ᴛʜᴇ ᴄᴏᴍᴍᴀɴᴅ ʙᴏᴏᴛʜ, ɪᴛ ᴡᴏᴜʟᴅ ʙᴇ ᴘᴏssɪʙʟᴇ.”



“You know as well as I do that that’s not an option, Sarah.”



“I ᴋɴᴏᴡ.”



“Even if I were to do that, I still wouldn’t make it before the rescue team got to the Endeavor.”



“I ᴋɴᴏᴡ.”



“Had we been hit closer to home, maybe I could have hold out. As it stands, we’re just a long way from home…”



Silence fell over the command booth once again, though its reign was short lived. 



A short chuckle made its way through his throat. Nathan tried holding it back, but that required more energy than he was willing to spend. Soon enough that first burst of laughter was followed by another one, and then another one.



Sarah didn’t join in the laughing. Which was probably for the best, the mere thought of the droning, synthetic voice of the spacecraft’s operating system trying to reproduce a facsimile of laughter would be disconcerting in any other context, but in this one it only added to the hilarity of the situation.



“Listen to me, Sarah… ‘Had we been hit closer to home.’ Am I so far gone to suggest that? Wouldn’t it make more sense to wish we hadn’t been hit by an errant asteroid in the first place?”



“Mᴏsᴛ ᴀʟᴛᴇʀɴᴀᴛɪᴠᴇs ᴡᴏᴜʟᴅ ʙᴇ ᴀɴ ɪᴍᴘʀᴏᴠᴇᴍᴇɴᴛ ᴏᴠᴇʀ ᴏᴜʀ ᴄᴜʀʀᴇɴᴛ sɪᴛᴜᴀᴛɪᴏɴ,” Sarah said with uncharacteristic sardonic timing.



“Amen to that,” Nathan said as the laughter subsided and morphed into a coughing fit.



“CO2 ʟᴇᴠᴇʟs ᴀᴛ ᴛᴡᴇɴᴛʏ ᴛʜᴏᴜsᴀɴᴅ ᴘᴀʀᴛs ᴘᴇʀ ᴍɪʟʟɪᴏɴ.”



Nathan debated about whether or not should he divert the CO2 into the greenhouse. That way he’d only have to worry about asphyxiation and not dioxide poisoning.



“Maybe I should just wish the impact hadn’t damaged the air recycling modules over at Maintenance…”



“Tʜᴇ ᴀɪʀ ʀᴇsᴇʀᴠᴇs ᴀᴛ ᴍᴇᴅɪᴄᴀʟ ʙᴀʏ ᴀʀᴇ ғᴜʟʟʏ ғᴜɴᴄᴛɪᴏɴᴀʟ,” Sarah said, as though she hadn’t already had that suggestion turned down before.



“I made the call knowing full well what the consequences would be, Sarah,” Nathan said, his voice getting hoarse with each word.



Once again, the ship was silent. Sarah knew it was true, and that he didn’t regret his decision.



“Wᴏᴜʟᴅ ʏᴏᴜ ʟɪᴋᴇ ᴛᴏ ʀᴜɴ ᴛʜᴇ ғɪɴᴀʟ ᴄʜᴇᴄᴋ ᴏɴ ᴍᴇᴅɪᴄᴀʟ ʙᴀʏ, Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ?” Sarah asked him after a while.



The Commander just nodded, not trusting himself to speak up.



A video feed popped up on the screen again, showing the interior of a different room. It was dark, with the only light source coming from the eight medical pods in the centre of the room, each with the figure of a sleeping human behind the frost-covered glass.



Commander Nathan Jacobs stared at the screen as though he could peer into it, through it, and looked at his crew safely in the cryo-chambers of the medical bay.



“Tʜᴇʏ'ʀᴇ ᴀʟɪᴠᴇ ᴛʜᴀɴᴋs ᴛᴏ ʏᴏᴜ, Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ,” Sarah said.



“I know,” he replied.



“I ᴊᴜsᴛ ᴡᴀɴᴛᴇᴅ ᴛᴏ ʀᴇᴍɪɴᴅ ʏᴏᴜ.”



Nathan’s lips quivered, almost threatening to turn into a smile but not quite getting there.



“How long will they remain in stasis?”



“Tʜᴇ ᴄʜᴀᴍʙᴇʀs ᴡɪʟʟ ʀᴇᴍᴀɪɴᴇᴅ ᴘᴏᴡᴇʀᴇᴅ ᴜᴘ ᴜɴᴛɪʟ ᴛʜᴇ ʀᴇsᴄᴜᴇ ᴛᴇᴀᴍ ᴀʀʀɪᴠᴇs. Tʜᴇʀᴇ ɪs ɴᴏ ʀɪsᴋ ᴏғ ᴍᴀʟғᴜɴᴄᴛɪᴏɴ.”



The ship’s words brought him a modicum of relief, even if it was not more than a drop in a bucket, but it was a feeling he wholeheartedly welcomed.



There was nothing more to do, nothing else he could do. Nothing but wait until the air reserves slowly depleted and were replaced by foul carbon dioxide, and for the end to come.



Nathan’s eyes stung a little bit with every tear that escaped.



“Turn off the power in command booth,” he whispered as his grip on the seat belts on the command tightened.



“Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ?”



“It’s not as though I’ll be needing any of it… Just keep the speakers on.”



The command module was the first to shut down. Even through the mass of tears clinging to his cheeks, he was able to catch a final glimpse of the medical bay and his crew.



The lights of the control panels shut off one by one, followed by the overhead lights, and soon the command booth was plunged into a darkness broken only by the light of the stars coming through the fogged window panel.



He wiped his eyes with his free hand, and the mass of tears burst into several small drops. In the faint light of the stars, the floating droplets resembled stars of their own.



“Stay with me for a while, Sarah.”



“I ᴡɪʟʟ, Nᴀᴛʜᴀɴ.”
      

      
   
      Proverbs 22:6


      

      
      
         Five thousand and one bodies lie motionless, dead-eyed and vacant in the thick plexiglass domes built on Mare Crisium by prison labour, a perfect little spot to the far North of the moon's surface.



Five thousand bodies only technically alive, suspended in a deep cryogenic state that is only not death for governmental purposes. One body was warm, but that's about where the differences ended. That one was watching the crackle of static on his 96 inch television, three hundred and eight four thousand kilometers away from any signal that would reach it.



Jon had an external hard-drive he could plug into it at any time. He'd been told though that, outside the Earth's magnetosphere, static like this was the background noise of the universe. He let the crackling wash over him, thinking of it like the stars singing.



Solitude, friend of the friendless. When he listened to the stars, he didn't feel quite so lonely.



He still felt pretty god damned lonely though.



Jon peeled himself from the NASA-tech Laz-E-Boy chair and stretched, cracking his joints. Six years ago he was standing in line for a soup kitchen. Today he was an astronaut, attending doctor and plugging a USB cable into a television on the moon.



It was just as miserable as it sounded.



The end of the six month rotation was always the hardest, even harder than the beginning, he thought as the device connected, scanned. The static went quiet as the television adjusted to the new signal. The room, for just a moment, felt a little bit lonelier before the music kicked in.



There's some strange law of the universe that is, when you plug a large playlist into a device and hit random because you want music to help soothe your soul, it'll always pick the song that'll hit you the hardest, hurt you the most. You could shuffle a deck of cards and never get the same order twice so long as you lived, but shuffle an iPod and get pain every single time.



So this time Jon got to hear a song he'd sang into a Panasonic boombox some years ago as he looked out over the white silicate sands.



You came down from heaven to the branch outside my window

Your feathers were the color of snow

The dice were loaded against us ever seeing each other

But one of us had nowhere else to go



He almost expected to see the damn bird outside his plexiglass dome, but of course it never came.



How did anyone know for sure there weren't owls up here, on the moon? Snow owls, arctic owls, those things were hard enough to see on Earth, well lit and close. Up here, who'd see it? Maybe they were just too small for telescopes, and had been too good at hiding from the slow, scary astronauts that had come. He'd have been the first to see one, made human contact, and maybe offer it some of his reserves. What would it eat? There'd have to be moon mice, and for them there'd have to be moon… whatever mice ate… and there wasn't any of that. So that's probably why there weren't moon owls.



Was God even watching over him, up here, when the heavens themselves were so far below?



It was the kind of train of thought that, had anyone asked him what he'd been thinking, he'd have said “Nothing”. But there wasn't anyone around, so instead he said nothing.



That was why the simple lyrics hurt the most, Jon thought, staring out at a bleached, windless landscape that would never have changed but for prison labour in the 70's. Because there wasn't even that simple creature to break his loneliness.



The rest of the song played out on the surround sound, and again Jon was left alone with his thoughts.



He'd been here five months, twenty three days, sixteen hours, in which time he had fallen into a twenty six hour sleep cycle, eaten one hundred and seventy five rehydrated LRP rations – saved twelve of the chocolate bars for when he got really sad – and overseen five thousand living corpses continually being harvested for their organs.



His replacement was being sent right now for the next six month shift. He'd be back to the housing blocks in Colorado soon enough. Internet that was monitored and restricted, sure, but more contact than he was allowed here.



Jon was feeling self conscious about his monologuing. But five months, twenty eight days, four hours of isolation will do that. He factored in the journey here, even though at least then he was in regular radio contact with a human being during that time, it still… wasn't.



So it was that he flopped into his Ikea-brand office chair, spun around in it twice, and shook his head of the dizziness. He scooted it closer to his monitoring terminal to check on the patients, Something raw and gentle started playing, a song he knew well from another lifetime.



This time, to help with the isolation and the sanity, he sang along.



On the morning that I woke up without you

For the first time

I felt free

And I felt lonely

And I felt scared



And I began to talk to myself

Almost immediately

Not being used

To being

The only person there

Mmmmm.



There was something raw and comforting in… empathy through music. Freeze dried emotions, for the soul what the Ranger rations did for the body. He couldn't hold a conversation with the vocalist, probably never meet, but here in the song were words and thoughts that he understood so intrinsically… it was wasn't a conversation, it was consolation, and that was good enough.



The song paused automatically as communications signals overrode it, static crackled, and Jon closed his eyes and breathed the filtered air deep. When the voice cut through it, it almost felt like an interrupted ceremony. Like he'd knelt down for an evening prayer and someone shoved him over.



“Jon? Jon, pick up. We know you're awake.”



He'd tried pretending to be asleep before. He didn't know how they knew, but they knew. He d ragged himself away from his monitoring terminal and his watching of the sleeping not-dead, gripping the edge of the desk and pulling himself along it and towards the radio's microphone.



“Receiving, Mission Control. Over.”



The “Overs” were because there was a second of delay for speed-of-light. Not much, but it made it too easy to speak over each other if he didn't. He could tell when Mission Control stopped because of the fresh bursts of static.



“How are you feeling, Jon?”



“I don't know.” He answered honestly. He hadn't said over yet, so they let him think about it. “I'm not sure if I'm crazy or not. But if I were crazy, I wouldn't feel this damn lonely, so I guess that's how I feel, instead… over.”



“We're sorry to hear that, Jon. We regret to inform you that you will not be relieved at the end of the week, as expected. Because of the very surprising and last-minute nature of the delay-”



Jon had started cutting him off at surprising. “What happened? Put Nick on, if he's pussying out again I wanna yell at him a bit.”



Eugh. Jon cringed as his brain caught up to his mouth. He was too long out of practice talking. People tend to be a lot more critical in their monologues, and the mental barriers had fallen from disuse, just like they did his last two tours of duty.



“No he's – he's dead. We have reasonable suspicion he took his own life. We're prepping David, he agreed to pushing his six months forward, but it's going to take at least another week, because we had to scrub the launch.”



Then--



“Nick's dead?”



“We're afraid so, Jon. You'll still be home in time to pay your respects, you have our word on that. The more pressing issue is supplies. You're going to have to stretch yourself to last another week.”



“Stretch- These are already under daily calorie intake! I get light headed if I stand up too quick, over.”



“Nothing we can do, Jon. Doctors say you're safe – not comfortable but safe – for another two weeks with rations you have, and you'll only be waiting one. Situation's new to us. We had other stand ins prepped, but we never expected… day before launch, Jon. We're sorry.”



“Just… let me think it over, over.”



“Roger that. We'll send back in 24 hours, next time you're in a good position to get signal. On behalf of all of us at Mission Control--”



He let the hollow reassurances play through while he pulled his chair along the edge of the desk, towards his monitoring terminal.



The moon was a perfectly sterile environment, cold enough that the cryogenics operated at scarily efficient levels… and any organs harvested had almost precisely four days travel to any hospital on Earth as needed.



The moon's gravity was a fifth that of Earth's, which made it far easier to launch the deliveries in less conventional means. Pneumatic cannons and the moon's vast reserves of radioactive isotopes went hand in hand to create a long-term, self-sustaining launch availability for the packages to be sent back to Earth.



Unfortunately it was designed to send packages of meat, and not a whole Jon, so riding them out wasn't an option. No life pods, no escape. Intentional, otherwise a lot more custodians would have gone AWOL over the decades.



That's why they were all picked from the crack dens, the mental wards, the soup kitchens and the piss-soaked alleyways. The most critical job requirement was that you had to think this is better, the second most critical being that no one would miss you when you disappeared. The documentation – for the staff and the patients and the construction alike -- wasn't suppressed per se, but camouflaged by needless technical jargon that runs into the thousands of pages. The files available to the public, but they sit in file cabinets somewhere near Orlando, gathering dust and serving their purpose thereby.



Anybody could read them, if they knew where to look. Which is why they made so damned sure none of the handlers could get much human contact.



So he had a week, no food, and suddenly he was home-sick for Colorado.



Jon got up and pulled on his environmental hazard suit, switched on the breathing apparatus, and sang sadly to himself as he waited for the airlock.



“And I wandered through the house, like a little boy, lost at the mall. And an astronaut could have seen the hunger in my eyes from space… mmm.”








Jon drove home through the Colorado dust, focused on the alcohol inside of him hum. He was picturing the look on his handlers face, right now, when they got the bad news he'd run.



Upshifted as he pulled onto the highway, the motor screaming out, stuck in second gear. The whole thing was going to end badly, when he imagined it. He didn't know what he was doing here.



He'd started off toward the long 24, towards the city for supplies. Technically out of bounds for the attendants, but they had some freedoms in the off season. The radio blasted the thought away that maybe, just maybe, he was ruining everything for the rest of them, but no matter how loud he played the music, it didn't quite drown out the ankle monitor buzzing against his leg.



So, his privileges would definitely be revoked, but if he thought up a lie good enough maybe Nick, David, Michael and Shannon wouldn't have their rights restricted. After five years tour of duty with them – three with Michael – he didn't want to mess up their good thing.



David had come in off meth. Shannon was doing… nasty stuff on the cheap when they scouted her. Michael hadn't slept in a bed more than twenty or thirty times in the last decade. Nick didn't talk about his past at all, why they singled him out, which was probably the worst sign of all. Just flinched like a jack-in-the-box if you ever came up behind him too quiet.



Behind him was the only real home they'd ever known, and the right to leave every now and again if you signed it off with your handler was a tenuous permission, a show of faith that nobody knew to abuse. Jon had just pulled out his stash, rented a car and was now way outside where he was meant to be. The ankle tag screamed at them as much as it screamed at him right now.



He tuned the radio to static, but it didn't do anything for him down here, under the atmosphere. He couldn't hear the stars sing, just the discordant hiss of a thousands of man-made signals missing their mark. Switched it to something else.



It ended up being Frankie Lymon, Seabreeze. Jon was drinking in the highway sounds by the time he remembered this song. Classic jukebox rocker, sang “Why do Fools Fall in Love” when he was 14 with The Teenagers before he went solo. Tracked Seabreeze in 1968, then died February 27th of the same year of a heroin overdose, found face down on the tiled floor. He was twenty five.



Heroin was one hell of a drug. Starts off making things easier, then it's just too damn hard without it, then you need more and more just to feel anything anymore. Then one day you wake up and you find you have to fake cumming for your girlfriend because you don't want to let on just how fucked up your life is, and she leaves when she works it out – because the alternative is heading down the twisting alleyways with you.



He was trying to quit using an aerosol mister, just a low shot of it whenever the withdrawals got too bad, when Mission Control found him. He'd been twenty four, and Feb 27 ended up being the same day Leonard Nimoy died, because fuck that date, why not?



They pull you into the program because it's better than wherever you came from, but it'd been six years now. He was clean as he was ever going to get, and no chance of going back to the same place. Mission Control paid well, considering, but they'd be looking for him in his old haunts now. All the cash he'd saved up from little ATM visits over the last six years, then hiding all the excess in his sock, the rest in a hole in the wall hidden by a poster, just so they couldn't freeze his fucking assets because he knew they would he just--



He needed to get this fucking ankle monitor off his leg before they caught him.



He needed to get caught so he didn't fuck this up for the others, because they still needed this.



He needed to run, or he'd end up sent back to the goddamn moon of all places.



The needed to catch him, or he'd never hear the star song again. Not to speak of his other guilty pleasures.



If he made it to Kansas he'd be free, free at fucking last.



Head down towards Kansas, he would get there when he got there, and until then he'd try not to worry. He felt bad about the things he'd done, along the way but -- he quietly admitted to himself – not really that bad. Rolled the wind down and inhaled the frozen air along the long 24.



“Lord send me a mechanic if I'm not beyond repair.”



Then God answered his prayers when the black sedan passing him in the other lane pulled a handbrake u-turn, tires screaming on the winter asphalt, and the detective's lights on the dashboard flashed red-and-blue.



Jon was secretly relieved when he got pulled over, but the fury he didn't even try to hide.



He'd be moon-bound again in a fortnight.








Jon walked through the connected domes of the moon, environmental suit on. His quarters were habitable – comfortable even – but the other residents were meant to be kept cold, in a vacuum. Undid the whole point of the exercise to make this area habitable.



The Earth blocked the sun again. It was dark, so he had the headlamp on full bore. Still, though, the North American continent was facing him, and there he could see the Colorado mountains. In his mind and memory he knew them to be mountains, huge, but from here, looking up at it through the dome, the whole surface still looked flawless as a marble. He’d read somewhere, once, that if you took all the water off the planet and sat it next to a billiards ball of the same size the Earth would be smoother.



Looking up at it, he used to think about it, how weird it was to know you lived there. Now, now when he looked at it he thought something else, something as small and cold and distant as the moon.



“It’s a straight walk home...” he whispered to himself, breath fogging the inside of his visor.



He'd slept off his anger at mission control, got a good ten hours of sleep from it, but now he had fourteen hours before the next message. Be a long day to stay up for it. Nap might do him good.



Everyone around him was asleep as the robots went about their work.



Like someone stuck a paid of Roombas under a vending machine for dentists, and they had a bunch of widgets to force free samples on you. In you. Again, the whole point of this place was the cold and sterile nature of it. It was also an absolute logistics nightmare to rotate staff. Robots could survive in an autoclave, if you built them right, didn't need food or habitation, didn't make mistakes, and didn't need an airlock to load the little care packages, which saved a lot of structural wear-and-tear over time. You just needed a single human operator to watch over the robots and you were good.



So here was Jon, in his space suit, watching over the robots and he deemed them… not good but probably necessary.



Patient #011246 – only 5,000 people, but the serial numbers being as big as they were helped with the documentation padding and obfuscation back in Orlando, and the robots didn't particularly care as long as it was a valid GoTo line – had his lungs ripped out even when he was still growing the kidney back, and a good chunk of his liver. The machines kept him from being dead.



Here he was #011246, lying reclined in a vertical pod, covered in open wounds because scars just make the next incision harder. No, the surgical wounds were rarely closed, just practically zip-locked.



Just for the briefest of moments, Jon envied him. Numbers here wasn't aware of his own loneliness, or his pain, or anything. He was functionally immortal, he had nothing to fear from death, nothing to fear at all. The worst things on Earth hadn't happened to him, but they exported even worse stuff off planet and he got that instead, and it didn't phase him at all.



Everything grew back and he never noticed. He never woke up. Instead he got to dream.



When the envy went away, Jon had never panged harder for a dose in his whole life. Even when the physical addiction left, the crying and the shaking and the cold and the shitting yourself and vomiting, it was the mental that kept you coming back.



Jon was as clean as he was ever going to be, but some stains don't wash out.



…

He checked the terminal for Numbers here.



#012856 had a skin donation scheduled. Numbers could take that, no skin off his back. No, that would be taken on behalf of #008684. Manual override. #010257 was donating another kidney? Numbers could take that one. Manual override. Confirm. Heart? Absolutely. And what's he going to be using the rest of his liver for? Bones could stay, but the marrow was needed elsewhere. All this blood was just superfluous at that point.



The surgical bots swarmed from the facility every time he hit 'Confirm'.



It'd take a few hours, but all that'd be left of Numbers would fit in a bucket.



In that time, well… this suit wasn't suited for long journeys outside the domes, but he had a shovel in case he wanted to take soil samples with him on the return trip.



How hard could it possibly be to dig a grave in one fifth gravity?



Maybe that would earn him the nap after.








Jon was a scumbag. The people he was with? Good people, better people, that deserved better than him.



Twenty three and here he was sitting waiting for an AIDs test, back in the days where it took a week to get the results back. He'd sat for it a week ago today, when he got home he'd gotten the results in a little envelope from the clinic, the one run by the Catholic Church who were totally fine hiring a junkie until he was honest about the weekend he spent in jail.



The letter lay unopened on the bed. He was here in case it was positive, he was here in case it was negative, because either way he was a coward. If it was positive… other people he heard, he knew, did the rounds and the phonecalls. The apologies.



“Hey, sorry, so it turns out I accidentally got us killed. Yeah. Sorry. Yeah, slow and painful. No, no dignity just… awful, awful shit. Yeah. Okay, yeah, bye.”



Jon couldn't bring himself to do that.



He was in a hotel called… no, not a hotel, that was elevating this place above its station, a place called The Royal Hawaiian motor lodge. A Polaroid picture of a naked lady in the reception window advertised “Sexy Movie!” for $5, that's the kind of class you could come to expect from this place.



He'd gotten his supplies, the brown bag spilled across the sink edged with black mold. He didn't look at them for a moment, he was too busy staring at himself in the bathroom mirror.



Sometimes when you look yourself hard in the eye you stop seeing the vessel that contains you, or you start seeing it just as the vessel. There's a spot dead center of your pupils that, you look into hard enough, you fall into yourself. You realize that everything you are, everything you have been and everything you will be lives in this space, this weak and fragile prison of meat. And so you think about what, exactly, that means.



What that meant for him was a brown bag with Saint Joseph's baby aspirin and some Bartles & Jaymes.



And the letter.



He started writing his own note in big handwriting, pen clutched in a fist to mitigate the trembling in his hand, as he said his goodbyes, and his sorries, in big looping letters. He wasn't sure he'd be able to after he knew.



He didn't write a Last Will and Testament on the back of it because at this point all he had left were things the better people in his life didn't deserve.



With that, the letter was open with the gentle peeling of the glue because he didn't want to tear it open, didn't want to piss off the news like somehow that might make it change his mind on whether he was going to die or not.



He stood over the sink covered in wine and pills and read.








Numbers wouldn’t fit in a bucket.



Jon hadn't factored in all the muscle tissue that didn't serve much of a purpose when you took all the blood and skin off it. Butchered with surgical precision, a pile of meet in a hollowed corpse.



Reminded him of a turkey ready to be stuffed more than anything else.



The body bags the attendants had on-site – in case a body gave out of natural courses, which is sure as hell how he planned on filing this one – would be enough to fit it, and the grave outside wouldn't be deep enough as he dug it, but it'd be a steady juggle. He'd paused operations, discontinued others, but it was fit for purpose as soon as Numbers was out of it as long as he didn't reset it. After that, if he wasn't careful, it'd figure out what was going on and the whole thing would have been for nothing.



He'd have to try again, and there was only so many he could write off on incident reports.



The meat, what was left of the vessel that had contained whoever Numbers had been long ago, was folded into the sack mostly intact. Idly, Jon wondered if the meat was kosher or halal. He didn't know much about it, but he knew it was all about getting the blood out of it, and between the exposure to vacuum and the five liter donation he just gave, it seemed a good bet.



The bag was rested next to the now-empty cylindrical container. He'd take it out to the little grave-site when he was done with his rest.



Not just nap, for a little while, Jon was going to cease to be. Defile himself in the most blessed way he knew how. He programmed some inputs he'd learned over the years, what he could beg borrow and steal from Mission Control, precious pieces of information that, on their own, were completely harmless, but were very much like a jigsaw when you put them together, and even without being shown the box you only needed to see a few corner pieces to know what the picture ended up being.








Donations set off while life support was kept on on, something he learned when patients were suspected of cancer but not confirmed. He also flicked a boolean trigger, prepping himself for surgery, while not interfering with the cancer routine. He figured out he could do this when they needed to take grafts. Something he hadn't seen, but read the procedure for, was spinal taps. They'd run the painkillers but keep the patient lucid. That's the surgery he was prepping himself for. Next, he lowered the opiate dosage just a little, because he wasn't the strung out junkie he'd been when he was seventeen.



Finally, he set the spinal tap portion of it run after the cancer scare protocol was disengaged, which would cancel everything in the routine not yet performed, notably the lumbar puncture part.



He took a moment to admire his hack-job. He'd just turned a space-tech immortality machine into his own personal dilaudid drip.



Jon looked upon his work and deemed it good.



Four hours he'd be hooked in. He had his .mp3 player, a topped up environmental suit for when he got out…



He stepped into the apparatus, which sealed tight and flooded with a hiss of nitrogen to stabilize the pressure. Only when there was silence did he dare take the helmet off, being careful to hold his breath. Tubes, some tipped with needles some without, hung around him, waiting for insertion. There were two he needed... his eyes screwed shut and watering as he forced the breathing tube into his mouth. Then he kept pressing it, suppressing his gag reflex as well as he could, as the tube went deeper and deep still until he felt it settle into his lungs.



Something clicked, and his lungs began to inflate and deflate on their own, his heart hammering.



The IV was easier. He'd had a lot more practice doing this. As soon as it was in, mana from heaven flowed into his veins.



He let the world spin and drift away from him as he listened to dance music in his own little dream chamber.








The lion was asleep. There was no way to live safely with it, not even within its pride -- what little pride it had -- and Jon was careful not to kick the empty bottles of scotch.



Even the door opening had caused it to stir in its sleep, the white foam bubbles around his lips burbling for an instant. The only way to be safe from the lion was to escape his notice -- not hide from him, hiding drew his attention, but to be there and do nothing to draw his interest.



Waking him up, then, was a mistake.



He’d just seen Marcie Dean, though, and everything was alright for now. He’d gotten his ass kicked by the other kids all day, because he was a scrawny and they could smell the blood already on him most days, and the time he’d smiled, actually smiled, because it’d take those kids years before they got to anywhere close to how he got to feel with Marcie.



That thought got him home to the lion, but it wouldn’t pick up the pieces after.



She was chief of the makeup stage crew, and she could cover up a black eye like nobody’s business, but he didn’t want to have to talk to her about that again, drag her through that. She couldn’t bring him up if he was dragging her down, and he needed that ledge to pull himself up.



So he snuck through the lion’s den to his room, closed the door, and reached under the bed for his record player. Plugged the headphones in as he pulled out his spiral ring notebook and started jotting down lyrics for his own band, of which there was one member.



He hadn’t made a mistake yet, but he’d sewn the seeds of one.



Jon wrote down good reasons to freeze to death, setting them in his mind to the same four chords he always used when something was on his mind and he wanted to capture the thought. He turned his music up, dance music, some jukebox classics. Some Bobby Day at the moment. 



While he listened to Rockin’ Robin it started messing up the chord progression in his head, the idea of how this should sound. So he started humming them, just loud enough he could hear himself. Forgot to factor in how loud he had to go to hear himself properly over the headphones, forgot how thin the walls were.



On the couch, the lion stirred, bloodshot eyes opening.



Jon had written the most compelling argument for his own suicide ever set to music. He doesn’t hear the lion roar, charging down the hallway, another mistake but it’s too late to do anything now. The door slams open and that’s when Jon gets ripped from his thought, the notebook being kicked under the bed where the beast can’t read them, see another weakness to exploit.



His hands are above his face as the lion’s calloused hands strike out, and everything rings black for a moment, then it’s back and the only thing he thinks to do as he falls is



Don’t break my stereo, I can’t live without my stereo, everything else you can take from me but leave me my headphones and stereo.



And, as the next blow pushed his arms away from his head and struck true, strong and thick veined hands batting his defenses like wheat bends to the wind, he had just enough presence of mind to think about why he thought that, and why it was true.



He was fourteen.










He was already making plans for the return journey when the timer hit and his capsule started the countdown to unsealing. Find some way to hook the IV up to an empty drip bag when he wasn’t using it directly, just so he had something for the ride back. Turn the dosage up high to fill it quick, he wouldn’t need nearly as much for the long trek back.



Detoxing in a space capsule was probably the secret innermost circle of hell, one he hoped to avoid.



That’s when he started thinking about how much more the high would hit him after seven days without rations.



NASA always packed redundancies just in case of something like this. Mission Control? Said even though the rations were low calorie by Earth standards, working in one fifth gravity made them almost overkill if you didn’t do the recommended exercise amounts, which were heinous. 



If they sent more out, then the attendants would be too tempted to comfort eat some days, they thought, and they probably weren’t going to do the exercise either. The amount of excess calories in a reasonable backup, combined with the effects of six months lack of exercise in low gravity conditions, would have been a catastrophic combination on return to Earth. 



So why tempt the people hired primarily for their catastrophic life choices?



Everything they needed came in the same shipment as the shift rotation, in theory. Only five days to send emergency rations, a week at the most if they need to send the next attending with it. Hard to kill someone of hunger in a week, like the doctors said.



Then there were the circumstances for his extra week.



Now that he was high, he could start to deal with the problems, start to handle Nick being dead. Start to process it.



Realize what he’d done to deal with it.



Start to cry.



Cry.



The Mare Crisium had its long, black nights, but this one especially.



The dilaudid helped him feel numb, distant but in a good way, a euphoric way. Helped him tell the parts of himself that were too distant to cry and let it all out while he couldn’t feel it. Let him focus on the problems ahead better.



So long as he covered his tracks here, he could just keep using that setup whenever he came back. He had a permanent fix now.



He looked at the bag containing Numbers, now, and had a thought. He couldn’t be with Nick right now, couldn’t say his last goodbyes. Wondered if he’d written a note, wonder if he’d told anyone before like Jon hadn’t been brave enough to do himself all those years ago, stomped the thoughts down into a small part at the back of his brain and buried them with opiate haze.



He pulled the air hose out of his throat first, holding his breath. Wanted to reseal the helmet quick, but he had to unhook the dilaudid drip first or he’d cut the hose, and he might as well have been cutting his own wrist. Careful, careful, wouldn’t do to bleed in the suit, he unhooked it from his arm and fed it out back through the neckline before the helmet sealed in the nitrogen. 



Seconds later, maybe thirty had passed since his last mechanically assisted breath, oxygen levels had returned to the suit enough for him to take a long, deep breath of clean air, no pathogens but the ones he brought with him.



He got out, covered his tracks, wiped his digital thumbprint as best he could: Someone at Mission Control had taught him how to do it on their behalf one time they’d fucked up real bad during Shannon’s shift and Jon was going to be the next rotation, asked to collect evidence. He’d gotten car access out of the deal.



He hoisted the bag of Numbers over his shoulder, shifting the body in the bag so it was a proper fireman’s carry, and the fifth-gravity and lightness of “Nick” made it almost distressingly easy.



No airlock to the outside, only the donors’ capsules were pressurized. Made walking out a lot easier again. Couldn’t stay out here too long because he wasn’t shielded from solar radiation, his suit wasn’t designed to handle just how awful moondust was, but long enough to bury his friend.



The grave was big enough.



Jon’s microphone was on, broadcasting clear for everybody in range who could hear him. 



“In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” He said, as he shoveled the first load of moon dirt, which was like strangely light gravel and glass powder.



The silence grew longer.



He decided to tune his receiver up. He wasn’t protected from the radiation out here... he could listen to the star song directly, and tonight, they sung a mourning hymnal. 



“You know, the prayer traditionally goes -- “Forasmuch as it hath pleased Almighty God of his great mercy to take unto himself the soul of our dear brother here departed, we therefore commit his body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust;” Another big shovel load fell on the body bag,  “In sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ; who shall change our vile body, that it may be like unto his glorious body, according to the mighty working, whereby he is able to subdue all things to himself.” But right now I don’t care for that. Because our bodies weren’t his temple. And the vile stuff we got in it? The Host doesn’t want it in his veins. Don’t think I never saw the track marks, Nick. Under the fingernails. The other scars. Why didn’t you talk to me, Nick?” Another shovel load, it was strange shovelling when he couldn’t hear it, just feel the reverberations travelling up the spade.



Now he was getting angry, and his thick tread boot stomped the spade down. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you have to be such a coward? Did you even leave a note? Did you leave one for me?”



Another three spadefuls of dirt, sloppy, Jon was just stabbing the ground now. “And thou shalt eat your bread? What about my bread you selfish--” He threw the spade into the ground, screamed wordlessly into his helmet and the stars bore witness.



“So we’ve heard from the good book, what about some Bowie for you?! Ashes to ashes, funk to funky, we know Major Tom's a junkie! Is that why you went Space Oddity on me?!”



Now the still-exposed corner of the bag was dragged out of the grave, and Jon tore it open in a blind rage.



“Well, beyotch, if we’re all dust here, and none of us are making it to the other side of this,” he gestured at the heavens below them, infinitely far below, “then you will make me whole again.”



The bag opened, a little bit, and he unrolled it like a cutting board. No dust kicked up in no air. The spade hacked and jabbed and thrust and chiselled at Nick’s left thigh in a fury. He couldn’t hear the stars through the throbbing of blood rushing past his ears, the dull roar of his heart.



And he stood there in that white and soundless place, wondering what drove him to it.








Jon was a nurse in the high security wing of a children’s hospital when they found him.










The thigh was jerky when he got it back into the common room, but there was definitely enough here to last him the week. Skinned and prepared, vacuum treated.



He had his chocolate bars set aside to get the taste out of his mouth in case this turned out bad.



Jon cut a strip off, because it just looked like meat now didn’t look like Nick at all, and popped it in his mouth. His eyes widened.



One of the ways he used to get high when he’d burned out on dillies, when his resistance caught up to him hard, was he’d take 100mg fentanyl oral strip, cut them into four strips and line his gums with them.



It was like if that had tasted of sweet dried pork.



The dilaudid high bumped up again, the buzz and the numbness returned as he kept gnawing. He was famished after six months of terrible rations, and six years of sobriety. Both washed away in an instant as he fed himself double-fisted, holding it by the knee and hacked thighbone like a withered mutton shank, and feasted.



He looked up at the Earth far above, at Orlando was about to be, where he knew Mission Control was waiting for him. Was going to catch him at any moment. He still had the radio tuned to the station.



As soon as they crested the ridge, they would have to watch him feed.



But when he listened to the station, he heard the roar of starsong louder than ever before, and his eyes watered in grateful tears. On rare occasions, often enough though for him to recognize what it was, a solar wind would tear through and rip all means of communication to him, so that he could bear witness only to the glory of Sol Invictus. 



Jon gazed up at the unconquered sun herself as her light him full in the face, and he whispered a short prayer of thanks and gratitude, that kept him safe with his new secret knowledge of the sweet things hidden inside sleeping bodies. 








Dave Cliners watched Jon closely as they unpacked the supplies with the loading bots. Not because Jon was in any rush to take the lander back, but because it was the right thing to do for a friend.



They were the optimists of the group, most days. Shannon called them The Comedians with big capital letters every time, to emphasize the heavy irony she put on it, because it was a very twisted kind of optimism they brought to the table. 



Twisted kind of optimism like the LRP rations he’d brought with him for the common table. Turns out not even a starving man wanted them after so long with. He’d offered Jon some, but he’d said Dave shouldn’t go hungry on his behalf. He’d saved enough chocolate for a rainy day, so much that he’d made it through the storm, not unscathed but alive. And after seeing the pile of twelve wrappers and dark stains on the common room table, he’d believed him.



They’d talked about the last six months, all the news he’d missed out on, the world turning to shit as it always did, the usual. Jon made a joke about how you could practically see the ice caps melting from up here some days. They compared notes on lyrics they’d written since they’d been apart, not even having to pretend to be annoyed that it’d be another six months before they could get their band back together.



Then some tangent or another brought Nick up, and they both flinched. Jon had gotten... distant, almost immediately. Kept helping, but when Dave had threatened to call him the band roadie he’d just chuckled and said “Yeah, guess I am.”



That wasn’t a good sign. Especially when he’d gone six months without a friend, something as simple as shutting a conversation down...



He let the silence grow, even as he felt the distance growing between them. Why’d he feel it was already there when he landed?



Finally, after hoisting down another palette of rations and some spare parts, Jon asked. “How’d he do it?”



“Slit his femorals in a motel bathtub.”



“Leave a note?”



“Yeah.”



“That’s good. That’s good.” Jon nodded, and he meant it. “Anything for me?”



“Some people phrase it differently.”



“Some people have seen it too many times not to kick themselves when they miss the warning signs. You’ve had a week to process it, Dave, but I’ve been radio silent going classic slasher movie on some chocolate bars. I need to know if I missed anything.”



Jon sounded furious, but seemed to be biting his cheek the whole time he said it. Gnawing the words out. Meant the only one Jon was angry at was Jon.



“Yeah. He said... fuck, I don’t know I should tell you-”



“You do. You should.”



“Yeah. Said “Some people don’t leave the hotel.””



There was a tense silence, and Jon spun and lashed like... like Dave hadn't seen him do since he first showed up at Colorado. Not for a very long time.



"What'd he have on him? Aspirin? Wine coolers?"



"... Yeah."



Dave had heard Jon talk about it before. They all had. He'd said it not as something miserable or a regret but as a... pheremone for damaged people. Like a scent to say hey, I'm like you, you're like me, we're all in this together. Laughed about the photo and the five dollar ad in the window. Lots of little details he remembered too well.



Truth is, Jon had been the most broken of any of them, somehow, and he found strength in that, a warmth that not even isolation usually dimmed. Like it was okay if he went through it so long as he could help someone, anyone, go through the same thing.



And after Nick, maybe he thought he failed.



"Go home, Jon. Ship's waiting for you, everyone's waiting for you. And we'll end up with someone new to fix up and join our merry band of space faring organ harvesters"



Jon shifted something under his suit as he nodded, and even through the visor of his suit Dave could see the rictus grimace. 



"You're never going to give up on trying to save us, are you?"



"Never."



"You're going to make it through this."



Jon agreed immediately, vehemently. "If it kills me."



Dave nodded, or as much as he could in the restrictive suit, mostly ending up tapping his head against the inside of the helmet's visor. 



"Then this is it. If you're not around in six months, Jon, I'll-"



"I'll be there." Jon said firmly. "And we'll get the band back together."



There wasn't much said between them after that. Things just felt so... tense.



It'd be another half a year before he saw him again, and he knew it, hated to leave him like this, but they needed to part ways if he was getting out of here. And as Jon watched him leave, he couldn't help but feel the man was gone, but some deeper part of him was left here when the boosters ignited again.








On a spaceship sailing home again, Jon fiddled with the dilaudid drip making sure it hadn't slipped. He'd managed to get the dose right to a comfortable minimum. 



He kept it concealed. His friends could never know. He hurt better people before, and he couldn't again, because he had left the hotel. Keep making mistakes, so long as you make them better than your former self.



He'd left the rest of the body left in a poorly dug grave on the moon would still be there for next time, still fresh, if the chemicals hadn't burned out their half-lives. Otherwise he'd just have to kick open another one.



Jon left this place, this time, the same way he had arrived; As clean as he was ever going to get.
      

      
   
      I Hope You See Me in Hell


      

      
      
         “God, is it hot in here, or what?” I asked.



Probably not the most insightful question to ask, because yes, it was hot. My t-shirt was already starting to carry more sweat than usual, particularly in the lower back. I stuffed my hands between my back and my backpack so air could flow through and cool me off, though it didn’t help that the air was hot, too.



I didn’t ask because I wanted to know. I asked because my friends and I had become uncomfortably silent. We’d been hiking down one continuous tunnel for the past hour or so, none of us saying a word. At times it felt like I was walking down the path alone. Our scraping footsteps blended into the sound of one pair of footsteps descending down a dark and lonely tunnel.



Thankfully, they replied.



“Well, duh, it’s hot,” Ashley said. She turned to me, nearly blinding me with her headlamp. “You think you’re the only one sweating like a hog?”



“Ack, Ashley,” I said. “Face forward.”



“Oh. Sorry.” She moved the light away from my face. “Forgot, I guess. Smells like rotten eggs down here.”



Which wasn’t incorrect.



“Sulfur, I think,” Earl said.



Which hopefully was. “Isn’t that poisonous?” I said.



Earl shrugged. “Yeah, I mean, a little.”



“A little? A little poisonous,” Ashley said. “Well is it gonna kill us, smart guy? ‘Cause we should turn back if it is. Puh, a little poisonous.”



Earl took a whiff. “It’s not good, but good thing it stopped, then, huh.”



I smelled to confirm, it did indeed stop. What also stopped was the slow descent down, I realized, as we were walking down a level tunnel. Up ahead, I thought I saw a faint red glow, but I couldn’t be sure. “Hey guys, stop for a minute,” I said.



“Yes, Captain,” Ashley said.



“Switch off your headlamps,” I said, switching off my own.



I heard two clicks, and I had to take a few seconds to try to blink away the afterimages of our bright lights. However, sure enough, the cave wall down the path ahead of us was glowing red, and the source of it seemed to be further down the path to the right.



“You see that?”



“Yeah,” Ashley said. “Freaky.”



We followed the light and the tunnel as it curved around. The red light got brighter, and the end of the tunnel grew in color from red to orange. We turned a sharp corner and found a giant cavern.



It must’ve been about thirty feet high, and it extended far down the cavern, forking off into larger areas. There was a path in front of us, but on either side of the path was a cliff edge. The path kept going, branching off into other paths, like buttes that stretched out to form elevated walkways, some of them with holes eroded underneath like giant walls of wax held too close to an equally giant candle. 



Down the cliffs to the cavern floor was fire, or something that looked like it. It had the typical orange glow that illuminated the whole cavern, and certainly seemed to be the source of the heat, but it moved much slower than fire as I knew it. The flames were slow and distressingly calm, like a rolling fog instead of a rushing wind. It didn’t roar like regular fire. It was more of a howl, or a moan.



Ashley walked further out onto the path, her hands on her hips. Without moving too close to the edge, she looked down the cliff face at the fire below. She scratched his chin and looked at Earl and I. “Hey guys, we in hell or something?”



I couldn’t hold back a laugh, but I cut it off; Ashley wasn’t grinning. She looked at Earl and waited.



“What?” he said.



“I’m asking you, genius.” Ashley spread her arms to everything around her. “Are we in hell or what?”



“Are you looking for a yes?” Earl said. “What makes you think this is hell?”



Ashley pointed at the cave floor. “Does that look like regular fire to you? Does it sound like regular fire?” She looked between both of us. “Am I the only one thinking this?”



I raised my hand stupidly. “I thought of that too.”



Earl shrugged. “It’s a lot of heat all in one place. Could be distorting the light from the fire.”



“So you agree it’s fire,” Ashley said. “So what is fire doing down there? Down everywhere?”



“Maybe it’s lava.”



“But it’s burning.”



“Then something’s in the lava.”



“What else would be in lava but lava?”



“I don’t know. I can’t see down that far.”



Ashley threw her hands up. “Okay, the sound then. What’s causing the sound, ‘cause it sounds like the muffled screams of the damned.”



“That’s an oddly specific description,” Earl said. “How would you know what that sounds like?”



“Well, they sound like screams and they’re muffled. The damned thing was a logical extension.”



“Wasn’t anything logical about it, really.”



“Wait,” I said, pausing to listen to the sound again. They did sound like screams, but far away, like we were standing outside of a stadium and couldn’t hear the sound directly. It wasn’t a high and excited sound, either. It was below a superstar-player-entered-the-field cheer, but still above the mean-spirited-booing-for-the-team-that-isn’t-the-home-team jeer. It was uncomfortably in between.



“That’s actually a good description of it, Ashley,” I said. “Like, surprisingly accurate.”



Ashley gestured to me and pursed her lips at Earl. “See? Dustin agrees with me.”



“But I don’t get the damned bit either.”



“Well who asked you, Dustin,” Ashley said, lightly slapping me on the shoulder with the back of her hand. “It’s hell and I’m…” She stared past me with her jaw hanging open. I turned around.



The tunnel we just came out of was gone. There wasn’t even a wall there. The path we were on continued backwards, into yet more paths that branched into yet more areas of the cave.



I looked to my friends to see if they were seeing the same thing I was, but it was pretty clear they were. For a minute, all we could do was give each other dumbfounded glares, glancing between each other and what we thought used to be the entrance.



Earl spoke first. “Huh.”



Ashley’s face grew red and her neck tightened, like she was ready to scream, in a much higher and less muffled fashion than the flames down below. But she breathed, and looked to Earl. “Explain to me again that we’re not in hell. And please,” she said, nearing Earl’s face, “be as logical as possible.”








When we’d moved on from trying to explain it, we tried to collectively face the same direction and turn at the same time, in case doing that again would reverse the effect.



When that didn’t work, the logical next step was to search for the tunnel. We started with the main cavern area we were in. There were some paths that led right up to the walls, but none of the walls had tunnel mouths, nor did they feature any sort of hidden lever or button that would reveal such a wall.



Before we moved on, I suggested that the fire was an illusion, and we could simply walk across the space above the fire and access yet more cave walls in hopes of finding a tunnel. My thinking was that if walls in this cavern were prone to magically disappearing, perhaps there were other magical occurrences at work here, too. I also had that one Indiana Jones movie in mind, but I didn’t share that with my friends.



However, unlike Indiana Jones, I decided not to opt for the leap of faith, and instead tested my theory with a cheap plastic pen in my backpack. I tossed the pen out over the edge in hopes it’d skitter across a walkable surface and we’d be fine.



I had nothing to write with anymore, and a little less hope.



We continued on past our starting point further into the cave, reasoning that there must be some other way out, or the tunnel had teleported elsewhere in the cavern. We chose paths with a strategy in mind: at every crossroad, we’d always take a left turn, unless it obviously led to a dead end or a different path obviously led to an exit. Earl said that’s a guaranteed way to solve a maze. It takes forever, but we’d packed for a long hike anyway.



The air didn’t get any less hot, and quickly it became clear that we had to be careful with how much water we drank. The plan was to purify river water, originally, but iodine packets and pots and stoves don’t come in handy when there’s no water to boil.



We trudged along in the heat, the gravel on the paths scraping under our hiking boots. The fire on either side of the path did nothing to encourage me. If exits were prone to disappearing at a moment’s notice, surely they could reappear anywhere. But with no exit or open tunnel anywhere in sight, not even in the cavern ceiling, I couldn’t help but think that exit was gone forever, and we were stuck down there until we ran out of water or out of left turns.



I almost ran into Earl, who had stopped in the middle of the path. I stopped as well, careful not to fall off. “What’s up?”



“Look,” he said, pointing ahead.



Further down the cavern, a rock lay up ahead at a crossroad. It looked like a narrow pyramid with a square section cut out neat the top. A red figure sat on the rock, with something like legs on its bottom and a head at the top.



We looked among each other. I said it first. “A person.”



We bolted for the rock.



As we got closer, it was easier to make out the details. The person sat at the top of what looked like a lifeguard chair made out of crudely shaped stone. This person almost looked like the devil, with the horns and tail and trident and everything I’d expect out of a cartoon depiction, until I noticed his face was strikingly human. In fact, his demon-skin, demon-horns, and demon-tail looked to be made out of red rubber, like he was wearing a large red rubber onesie. He looked like the type of guy that stood on a street corner and spun signs advertising a mattress store, with a costume and everything.



He was slouched in his chair, resting his head on his hand and mumbling something when we approached. When he saw us, he lifted his head, his arm falling limp at his side.



“People,” he said. He blinked. “Oh wow, people.” He stared at us, studying our faces and our clothing.



I stood there, wondering if he was going to say something first, but I decided to go for it. “Excuse me, do you know the way out of here?”



“Oh, there’s no way out of here. I—actually, no, there’s an exit here, I think.” He looked around. “It’s somewhere around here. I can’t remember which direction, though.”



Ashley stepped forward, craning her neck upward. “Hey, don’t play stupid. We need to get out of here.”



“I’m sorry, I really can’t remember.” He stretched out his legs and yawned. “I’ve been sitting here for too long. I get so bored, I can’t remember much of anything anymore.”



A vein stuck out in Ashley’s neck, and I wondered if she would’ve had Earl yank that guy down from off his chair and get the truth out of him if his chair wasn’t so high off the ground and hard to climb due to the smoothed rock. Then I wondered if the chair was like that specifically to deter people like Ashley.



She looked at me with a clenched jaw, clearly under the impression that this guy was no help. I figured maybe he was still of some use to us. I looked up at him. “Say, where are we?”



“Oh, hell,” he said. “Yeah, uh, welcome to hell.” He scooted forward on his chair. “So, what’s your guys’ story? How’d you get down here still in one piece? Most people float down here as spirits.” 



Earl stood with his hands on his pockets. “Are you supposed to be Satan?”



“Nah, just one of his demons. Anyway, how did you guys get down here?” he said, setting down his trident and leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I’ve been here for an eternity and it’s so boring. Tell me about something. Talk.”



“How about you talk first?” Ashley crossed her arms. “Prove we’re in hell. Prove it.”



“Prove it? Eh, well, whatever.” The demon frowned, then hid his face behind his hands. Scales poked out of his red rubber suit, replacing the bright red rubber with a dark, blood-red crust. His hands and feet morphed into slender, bony claws, and he revealed his face, red and crusty as his skin, his jaw hinging unnaturally wide with long and wiry teeth. His pupils were sharpened to slits and his red eyes blazed. He screeched, making my skin prickle on its underside and my heart tighten. We ducked, covering our ears.



Instantly, the scales and the claws and teeth shrunk back into him, and he became his red rubber suit self. He rested his chin on his palm. “Now you talk. Tell me what happened.”



Ashley uncrossed her arms. I looked at her and Earl. This was real. This was actually hell.



I stepped forward, clasping my hands in the hopes I’d look innocent and non-sinful. “There must be some mistake,” I said. “We were on a hike through the mountains, found this cave, explored it, and ended up down here. We never actually died, though. We’re still alive. We just need to get back up, is all.”



The demon raised his eyebrows. “How do you know you’re not dead? You’re in hell, after all.”



I looked at Earl. He looked about as lost as I felt. “I’m pretty sure we’re not dead. I feel like I’d remember it. Earl?”



“We seem fairly not-dead to me.”



“Ashley?”



Ashley ran her fingers over the bottom of her shirt. “Well, we are in hell.”



“That’s my point,” the demon said. “Maybe you died and came here and you’re not aware of it yet? Happens to some people. They think they’re dreaming being dead. But memory loss before a blackout is common. Not many people will remember being hit by a bus and dying on impact.” His red rubber feet swung back and forth as he sat. “You folks think there’s any reason you’re down here?”



I sighed, but I asked to make sure. “What do you mean?”



“Any major felonies committed? Mass murders, molestations, rape, animal cruelty, any of that?”



I’m not going to say I know my friends cover-to-cover, but I’d been around them long enough to know the likelihood of any of those being true. So when they both said no along with me, I believed them.



The demon nodded. “Any misdemeanors, then? Have you taken candy from a baby? Did you laugh at a 9/11 meme? Ever worn crocs? Even once?”



That I couldn’t be sure of. I’d never done those things, but I looked to my friends, and they looked to me.



Ashley looked back, about as confused as I was. Then she looked down at the ground and muttered, “Crocs are actually comfortable—”



The demon winced. “Ooh.”



“—indoor shoes!” Ashley said. “I know well enough not to wear those in public.”



“But you still wore them,” the demon said.



Ashley crossed her arms and mumbled something.



Earl raised his hand. “The meme thing. But it was a down syndrome joke.”



“Yeah, that’ll do it.” The demon turned to me, putting his hands on his hips. “How about you?”



I stopped before denying doing anything wrong, because it’s not like I was perfect. I do know better than to allow crocs anywhere within a hundred feet of me in case they were to somehow find their way onto my feet via some freak accident. But there wasn’t anything—oh.



“Yeah, arson.”



The demon nodded. “That’ll do it. I mean, property’s never been such a big deal, dust to dust and all that. Pain, suffering, and death were the big three. But it’s still a misdemeanor. As long as no one was in it, right?”



“Nope.”



“Good. But still kind of bad. Might be the reason you got here, just saying.” He spread his arms, looking among us. “Say, while you’re here, want to hang around for a bit more? It’s kind of lonely here.”



“Can you make an exit appear?” Ashley said.



The demon rubbed his arm. “Well, no, I can’t do that.”



“We need to find one,” Ashley said. She waved us over to a path on the left. “Come on, guys.”



Earl and I followed. I looked back a few times at the demon, but he said nothing. He slouched on his seat, watching us leave.








I stopped counting left turns.



We stopped turning left anyway after long enough. Earl had reasoned that with how many caverns there were, it was possible we’d been going in circles. Whenever possible, then, we’d go straight. However, I was so often struck with déjà vu, I could’ve sworn we were going in circles anyway.



I watched Ashley’s legs drag. Earl focused on leading us. I focused on legs, the sound the boots made scraping the path, the swish of blue jeans. 



We’d been walking for too long. Turn after turn after turn and nothing. No exits, no tunnels. Just more path and more crossroads. Our faces were glazed over with sweat, and our clothes were drenched in it. My backpack was already starting to make me feel top-heavy, even though I’d already left behind my sleeping bag and our tent.



We reached a fork in the road. “Stop,” Ashley said, pulling away the straps of her backpack and letting it drop to the ground. “Water.”



“Say no more,” I said, dropping my own. I meant it, too. Talking meant losing water. Already, the saliva in my mouth felt thick. I turned around and pulled out my canteen from the side pouch and popped off the lid, downing the little water I had left.



I smacked my mouth and sighed. I stuffed the canteen in my bag in the silly hopes we’d find water down here. I sat down, lowering my upper body to the ground and resting. “See anything?”



Nobody said anything. I assumed it meant they saw nothing. I turned my head and looked at them, except I saw nothing.



I sat upright. Ashley and Earl were gone. I stood up and spun, searching for them, but they were nowhere in sight.



For some dumb reason, I figured even though I couldn’t see them, they might be able to hear me. “Ashley?” I called, even though it strained my voice. “Earl?”



No response. “Ashley? Earl? Where are you?” I looked around. I still couldn’t find them on any path in sight.



My eyes wandered along the side of the path in front of me, and the very real possibility dawned on me that they might’ve fallen off the path.



I dropped to my knees and crawled to the edge, peeking my head over the edge. They weren’t there. I checked every other cliff face nearby. Nothing.



“Ashley!” I said, my throat scraping the sound out. “Earl!”



They were gone. Nowhere to be found. Their backpacks weren’t even there. I could only assume they were taken away by hell magic.



I felt a headache coming on. This hell was making my life worse at every turn... but I guess that’s why it’s called hell.



Touché, hell.



Also fuck you, hell.








The demon was right. The arson honestly wasn’t that big of a deal.



I ran away from the orphanage at a young age. I took refuge in some decrepit foreclosed house on the other side of town. The wooden walls of the house were old and grey, barely any paint still clinging to the wood. It lacked water and electricity and a roof in some places, it had barely any windows left, and it leaned like it suffered from major depression. I grew up there with no food and no parents to care for me. I lay awake every night, scared that someone would break in and steal something, though the only stealable thing in the house was me, and I imagined that if someone stole me, that maybe at least they could be my father or mother and end my crippling loneliness.



Besides that, I had a normal childhood. I had ice cream sometimes and all that, though that was only a treat reserved for the special occasion when someone dropped it on the ground at the local boardwalk down by the beach. No matter the color of the ice cream, it always tasted like rocky road.



I still made it through school with the help of some helpful neighbors and my best friends Ashley and Earl, but I grew up despising the house. It wasn’t solely the run-down nature of it, but that was certainly a part of it. The house was empty in every sense of the word. Empty rooms, empty walls, empty pipes, empty holes in the ceiling. It was poison, is what it was.



So when I was a teenager, I went down to the local arson store and the rest is history. It was a miserable house, so really it was an act of mercy.



The thing I hated most about that house was feeling empty while standing on the inside, where I had nothing else to listen to but my own thoughts, and I hate to think about my own thoughts.



This is why I hated hell. The heat was tolerable. The thoughts were not. They were hard reminders that yes, I was alone, thank you, brain. Ashley and Earl’s voices were much more comforting than my own, which is why I couldn’t give up looking for them.



I plodded along the endless path, my legs feeling like jelly and my tongue feeling numb and prickly from being so dry. My backpack was abandoned somewhere behind me. Or in front of me. Who knows. Direction had no meaning anymore. Paths changed as soon as I turned around. I gave up on going straight only or left only—anywhere worked. Anywhere that looked new, like I’d not yet been down that path yet and still had a chance.



I felt too dizzy to walk and stumbled to my knees to crawl. The gravel on the path was just sharp enough to dig into my hands and my knees through the jeans, but I kept going. After a few minutes of this, the pain was too much and I stopped to rest.



In fact, I stopped to give up. If I was to die there—if I was already dead there—then I had no chance anyway. I lay flat on my back and looked up at the ceiling.



However, the demon blocked my view of it. He stood over me, his face framed by his red rubber suit. Up close like this, I noticed his horns were made of felt, and they jiggled a little as he spoke. “Hey,” he said.



I closed my eyes and tried to speak, but I had no energy left. All that came out was a wheeze that I could only hope could be interpreted as a request for water.



“Right, sorry, here you go.” He wrapped his arm around me and helped me sit up. He sat down next to me, our feet dangling over the edge of the cliff. I looked down at the fire, which was still howling, still slow. I leaned back, still afraid of falling off.



“You know what that sound is?” the demon said, nodding to the flames below. “Muffled screams of the bored. I mean, they’re damned too, but they’re damn bored, you know what I mean?”



He poked me in the shoulder.



“Eh? You get it? It’s… Come on, it’s the first joke I’ve told in forever.”



“Ha,” I croaked, hoping that humouring him would convince him to help me.



He looked at me, gasping. “Oh, sorry. Forgot. Here.” He handed me a canteen. My canteen. I grabbed it and chugged, feeling the cool and crisp water stream down my throat. I drank, not stopping till the glass was empty. I ran my tongue around my teeth to get everything nice and wet again. My headache started to fade.



He smiled. “So as I was saying, those are muffled screams of the bored, right? ‘Cause, like, they’re damned, but—”



“You had these magical canteen power all along?” I said. “And you overheard our conversation earlier? The whole ‘muffled screams of the damned’ thing?” I pointed to his chair behind us. “And you’ve been messing with the paths and exits? And you made me lose my friends? What the hell is wrong with you, man?”



He raised a finger, slowly, and shrunk back. “ ‘What the hell’?. That’s a good one—”



“Stop,” I said, resisting strangling him. “Why are you doing this? Why are you messing with me—with us like this? Where are my friends?”



“They’re still around, all right?” the demon said, holding up his hands, as if he knew I was ready to choke him. “They’re just lost, like you were. You were never in danger. You’re all okay. Well, sort of.”



I waited for him to continue. Patiently.



He clasped his hands together and slouched. “I’m Satan, all right? I’m him. I’m just tired of being angry and taking out that anger on other people. All I was doing was playing around with the definition of hell. Dangled hope in front of your face and took it away, for both you and your friends. Did it work? Was it hell?”



I seethed, trying to control my breathing. “Wasn’t pleasant.”



“Okay, I’m sorry, all right? Look, I’m bored. It’s been an eternity.” Satan’s shoulders sagged. “I’m thinking of just calling the hell thing off. I mean, God’s not gonna forgive me—I’m literally Satan—but I’m kind of done.” He shrugged. “Either way, you’re dead. You and your friends.”



“Wait, what?”



“Yeah. Cave-in situation. Thought I’d mix it up by making you think you never died.”



I said nothing, staring across at the far wall to avoid looking at what I knew then was the damned. On the one hand, I didn’t want to be dead. On the other hand, at least I had some closure knowing that I had died. Supposedly. Whether Satan was telling the truth or not was still unclear, though allegedly the embodiment of sin and evil wasn’t working in his favor.



“So I’m dead.”



He nodded. “Right. You and your friends. Anyway, want to do something else?”



I pinched the bridge of my nose. My headache still wasn’t gone. “Like what?”



“Playing cards,” Satan said, twiddling his thumbs. “I’m thinking of doing some restructuring. These folks have been here forever. I want to start picking and choosing now. Like, the mass murderers, yeah, they can stay being bored forever, but I’m thinking of like a Hell Lite for the misdemeanors or something. And we can all hang out and play cards or something. Want to join? I mean, you’re dead anyway, so.”



I sighed. Satan seemed to mean well, so he wouldn’t be that bad to hang around. If anything, it’d mean I still had hope for finding a way out. “As long as my friends are all right.”



“Yeah, one’s over there,” Satan said, pointing to a distant figure lying on the ground. “The other’s around the corner the other way. We can go get them.”



I nodded. “That’d be good.” I also no longer felt thirsty, and the heat was tolerable once again. A perk of being dead and knowing it, perhaps.



Satan and I walked down the path to help Earl, chatting on the way. Talking to someone was good any day, even if it was Satan.
      

      
   