
      The Monster at Crook Pond


      

      
      
         The campus legend had been around for some time, though everyone who knew about it told the story a little differently, whispering their sincere warnings alongside more obvious embellishment. But they all had the same core: stay away from Crook Pond in the winter, the one tucked away behind the Sciences building that hardly anyone passed by and which was the first thing to freeze over any time the weather got cold. There was something dangerous there, though no one seemed to have a clear idea of exactly what. 



Of course, Audrey had never heard of any of it, at least the first time that she saw the girl.



It was a Monday in late November, and the long indian summer had finally broken with a vengeance. Over the weekend, a cold front had come through, bringing with it several inches of snow, only for it to partially melt and then refreeze all over again the next day. 



In essence, it was the kind of weather Audrey hated the most. But she was determined to make the best of it and had bundled up in full. After piling on layers of clothes, donning her black coat and boots, pulling her stocking cap down tight around her ears, and winding a long scarf around her whole head, she felt like a particularly cold-averse mummy.



It had worked too well, and after sweating through her morning Stats course, she decided to take the longer, scenic walk to Organic Chem, the path that passed by the idyllic pond in the back, where much of the snow was still untouched and nice-looking. That’s where she saw the girl. 



The girl was sitting by herself on a bench overlooking the pond, elbows on her knees, head resting in the palm of her hands as she stared blankly forward. A silver charm bracelet gleamed on one of her skinny arms, and an unlit cigarette dangled from her lips. But most strikingly of all, she was dressed as if it was the height of summer. Her t-shirt was a faded yellow, and the girl’s denim shorts were distractingly short, leaving a long expanse of leg so pale that it almost blended into the white of the snow.



Audrey couldn’t help but stare, her pace slowing to a halt. And the more she stared, the less sense it made. The girl’s dark hair hung in thin, wet curls, looking for all the world like she had stepped out of the shower. And her bare feet gently rested on the snow, toenails painted orange in chipped polish. Audrey waited, watching the girl as she didn’t move an inch, only gazing forward with the same vacant expression.



When Audrey started walking again, the crunch of frozen snow beneath her boots sounded suddenly loud. For some reason she felt as if she was approaching a rare bird of some kind, that if she so much as blinked, the girl would suddenly startle and take to the air, or maybe just vanish entirely.



Neither of those happened. The girl didn’t react at all. Audrey swallowed, then awkwardly sat down on the bench next to her. She stared forward too, trying to see if there was something in particular the girl was interested in off in the distance. When she gave up, she realized the girl had turned to look straight at her, and Audrey’s breath sucked in in surprise.



A long uncomfortable moment passed, with the girl still completely silent. “Aren’t you cold?” Audrey finally asked.



“Dreadfully,” the girl responded immediately. Audrey didn’t know what she expected, but the voice caught her off guard, too--deeper than she expected, equal parts bored and languid.



“Can-- Can I do anything?”



The girl raised her arms above her head, arching her back to stretch and in the process emphasizing the way the thin t-shirt hugged her figure. Audrey’s eyes flicked away as her felt warmth in her cheeks. “You want to help warm me up?” the girl asked, amusement creeping into her tone.



“I mean, I… Do you want my scarf? Or coat?”



The girl raised an eyebrow, her lips curling upwards, and Audrey fumbled, trying to unwrap the scarf from her head but getting it tangled up in the process. She finally got it off, and was working at the top button of her coat when she glanced back at the girl to see her crossing her arms and frowning.



“You’re a girl,” the girl said flatly.



Audrey looked down at her bulky coat, suddenly realizing that with her hat and scarf on, it had been far from obvious. “Yeah,” she said.



The girl pursed her lips as she stared at the pond, exhaling slowly. Audrey found herself momentarily struck by the realization that even in the chill of the air, the girl’s breath didn’t fog at all. “Look, you look like a good person. It’s really sweet of you to offer to help. But you should go away.”



“What? No really, I-- I don’t understand, but I can help,” Audrey said, the words coming out fast. “If you explain, maybe I can-- I’m great at solving problems, and I’m sure there’s something that I can do--”



The girl met Audrey’s eyes again, and she stood from the bench, leaning down so that her face was inches from Audrey’s own as Audrey found her words trailing off into silence. The girl’s lips pulled back into a grin that showed more teeth than it did amusement. “You want to know my story? I’m a monster. And today I’m feeling particularly gracious, so consider yourself a very lucky lady.”



With that, she reached down to tap Audrey on the tip of her nose with one finger, and Audrey let out a gasp at the sharp cold, so frigid as to be painful. Her hands flew up, covering her nose with her mittens as the girl spun on her heels and gracefully strode over the snow and out onto the frozen surface of the pond.



After the moment of shock, Audrey jumped up, stumbling to follow. “Wait!” she called out, but the girl didn’t respond. Audrey clumsily followed, feet slipping on slick ice, barely heeding the fleeting worry about whether it was thick enough to support her weight. Ahead, she saw the girl take another step and then drop down out of sight. Audrey fell, then, her feet going out from under her, and she kept going forward on hands and knees, trying to be as careful as she could while still hurrying.



At the center of the pond, where the girl had disappeared, lay a jagged hole in the ice. The water below was an inky black, surface still rippling slightly. Audrey stopped, her lungs aching from the icy air as she panted heavily. As she watched, the edges of the hole crept forward, the water disappearing from view, leaving only unblemished ice behind.








It warmed up again the next day, not getting anywhere close to summer again, but at least enough that the snow melted away and students began voicing complaints about winter not being able to make up its mind. Audrey walked past Crook Pond every day for the next week, even on the days she didn’t have Organic Chem. But she didn’t see the girl again, and the pond looked perfectly unassuming and peaceful, albeit a little muddy.



She was about to give up entirely and write it off as a hallucination when she woke up shivering on Saturday. The weather had taken another cold turn, and the old radiator in her room had never been the best about keeping up. But rather than annoyance, she felt something else: a kind of anxious certainty that led her to get up, bundle into her coat, and head to campus.



The sidewalks were empty, with few students interested in leaving a warm bed on a day like today unless absolutely necessary. Audrey hurried as she traveled through campus to the pond, worrying if she was too early, if it was only a certain time, if there was something about the kind of snow in particular…



But sure enough, as the pond came into view, a slim figure was lying across the bench in front of it, one bare foot dangling down to almost touch the ground below. The girl had another cigarette between two fingers of the hand across her stomach, and Audrey paused some distance away to go through her coat pockets for the zippo lighter she had picked up from a convenience store several days ago.



She took a deep breath and walked up. “Need a light?”



The girl’s eyes flicked over to her, narrowing as they looked Audrey up and down. After a long consideration, the girl extended a hand with the cigarette. “Yeah.”



Audrey grinned, and pulled off one mitten, fumbling with the lighter. With increasing panic, she flicked at the wheel, trying to get it to light without any success.



“Give it here,” the girl said, sitting up and reaching out expectantly. Audrey dropped the lighter into her hand. In one smooth motion, the girl flicked it open, producing a flame to ignite the end of the cigarette. She flicked it closed again, tossing it back to Audrey.



“You know those are bad for you, right?” Audrey said.



“Don’t think I’ve got much to worry about,” the girl said. She took a long drag of the cigarette, but then was overcome with coughing as she tried to exhale. Audrey leaned forward and then back, eventually just taking a seat on the bench.



“You smoke often?” she asked, when the girl had stopped coughing and was preoccupied with glaring at the cigarette.



“No. But I… was close with someone who did.” She fiddled with the bracelet on her wrist. “It’s a good excuse to ditch a party and talk.”



“Hm,” Audrey said. “Monsters have parties?”



The girl glanced over, the corners of her mouth tugging up into a faint smile. “Killer parties, you might say. You don’t wanna know what they spike the punch with.”



“I see.” Audrey took a deep breath. “I’m Audrey, by the way. Do monsters have names, too?”



The girl let one finger brush the tip of the cigarette, and the ember immediately went out. “Mina,” she said.



“Nice to meet you, Mina.”



Amusement danced in Mina’s eyes as she looked at Audrey. “You’re really dumb, Miss Audrey. By all rights, I should kill you, you know. Monster code.”



“But you’re not,” Audrey said calmly. The anxiety already dissipating had never been about her safety.



“Nah,” Mina admitted. “Not today, anyways.”



“Why do monsters need to kill people, anyways?”



“It’s just the way of the world,” Mina said, one hand raised theatrically. “The circle of life, such as it is. You humans with your delicious warmth, all rushing around in your tasty bodies. It’s only fair to share with the rest of us, we poor monsters who are so very cold.”



“You take the warmth from people?”



Mina’s eyes cut over to Audrey, narrowing slightly. “More or less.”



“I see.” Audrey raised a mitten to her chin. “But what if you could get warm some other way? Then you wouldn’t need to kill people. Me included.”



Mina didn’t say anything for a moment. “I suppose.”



“Then how about we make a deal? I’ll do some research--I’m pretty good at that, by the way--and figure out a way to warm you up.”



“And what, precisely, do you get out of this deal?”



Audrey smiled. “Something to do? Seems like a fun project.” 



Mina rolled her eyes. “So now I’m a project.”



“Would you rather, uh, keep sucking the heat out of people?”



“Maybe!” Mina said brightly. “You don’t have to make it sound like such a bad thing. Or maybe I just think your little project is a lost cause.”



“It’s at least worth a try. And less boring than sitting around out here all day. I mean, I think the gym has a sauna, and--”



“I can’t leave,” Mina said distractedly, staring at the pond again. She shook her head, and playfulness crept back into her voice. “Um, monster code again. And I don’t want anyone to steal my place on the bench, duh.”



“Oh.” Audrey pondered for a moment. “But I could bring something to you?”



“Hey, yeah.” Mina smiled, this time in full. “Actually, I could think of a few things.”








It turned out that Mina was less invested in Audrey’s plan to find a way to warm her up, and more interested in the possibility of someone to run errands for her. That’s how Audrey found herself back at the pond a couple of days later, her backpack stuffed full with library books.



“No, no, maybe, no,” Mina said, sitting crosslegged on the snow as she used the bench to sort them out into stacks. “Are you serious?”



“If you had been more specific than ‘good books,’ maybe I could have better matched your tastes,” Audrey said.



“What the hell is this?” Mina waved a book in accusation.



“Um, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone?”



Mina cocked her head to the side.



“It’s the first in a series about this boy who goes to a school for wizards, and--”



“Do I look like I’m twelve?” Mina said.



“It’s for adults, too! Some of the later books in particular get really good.”



“Oh my god, Audrey,” Mina said, eyes wide and mouth open. “I didn’t realize you were a nerd.”



“Shut up.”



Mina snickered, tossing the book into the no pile and reaching for another.



Audrey winced. “You’re probably not going to like that one either,” she said. “I just included it because, I don’t know, I figured a wide range was best?”



Mina’s eyes were glued to the synopsis on the back. “Mmm,” she murmured. She finally looked up, the book in her hand momentarily wavering the no and maybe piles until landing on no. “I think maybe vampires hit a little too close to home for me.”



Audrey blinked. “Do… Do you suck the blood out of people? Is that how you keep warm?”



“Eeeugh, seriously? That’s disgusting.”



“Okay, good.” Audrey watched Mina sort through another couple of books, before she quietly said, “How do you do it, then?”



Mina looked up, face blank. “How do you think?”



“Um.” Audrey swallowed, looking away. “Is it… is it like… an intimate thing?”



“Audrey!” Mina said sharply. A grin blossomed on her face. “Are you asking what I think you are?” 



“What? I don’t know. I’m just… When we first met, you were surprised that I was a girl, right? So…”



Mina leaned forward. “So you’re asking, when I find a nice, warm, dumb boy who wants to help poor, little, cold me, how do we do it? You’re asking…” her voice dropped to a breathy whisper, “do we fuck?”



“Oh my god,” Audrey said, her mittens covering her face.



“Oh, you’re soooo sweet to help me out,” Mina play-acted, her voice syrupy sweet. “I know it’s so cold out here, but why don’t we get out of these silly clothes and lie down on this bench together and just… see what happens? Oh my! And you’re such a big boy, too. I don’t know it that would even fit in--”



“Okay!” Audrey shouted. “I get it!” She heard Mina burst into laughter and peeked out over the top of her mittens to glare at her.



Mina waved a hand dismissively. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Audrey. I never do anything more than kiss. I’ve got rules about that sort of thing.” She smiled beatifically. “Would you believe that I’m still as pure as the driven snow?”



Audrey considered it. “No,” she said.



Mina grinned again. “You’re learning!” She turned back towards the books. “Oh! Hey, I remember this.” She tapped the cover of Pride and Prejudice.



“How old are you?” Audrey asked drily.



Mina snorted. “A lady never tells.” She glanced down at the book and then back up at Audrey. “Nowhere near that old though.”



Audrey let her sort through a few more, picking out another book to add to the yes pile. “So what are your rules, then?”



“Hm?”



“Monster code, I guess? About the people you kiss. Or kill. Or both. You said you have rules?”



“Ah, yes.” Mina raised a finger. “One: No dogs.”



Audrey’s eyes grew round. “What?”



“No! Not like… I mean, no guys with dogs. I wouldn’t--” Mina saw the grin on Audrey’s face, and stuck out her tongue. “No guys with dogs,” she repeated. “Pet owners are nice. They deserve better.”



“I had a hamster growing up,” Audrey said.



“Ew, rodents. Two,” Mina continued, raising a second finger, “Nobody who’s already taken. If they’ve got a wedding ring, or even worse, if they’re with their girlfriend--”



“Someone hit on you while they were with their girlfriend?”



“You would be amazed. I’d probably be doing the girl a favor, but still, too messy. I don’t like it. Three...” 



“No girls?” Audrey said, after Mina had trailed off into a frown.



Mina met her eyes, her face unreadable. After an uncomfortably long moment, she turned back to the books. “I think I just want these two.”



“Okay,” Audrey said, a little too quickly. “Once you finish them, I could always-- Hey?”



Mina had stood up, and started walking out to the pond, the two books cradled in her arms. Audrey followed behind, slowed by the difficulty of walking on the ice.



“What are you-- Whoa!”



Mina tossed one book right into the hole at the center of the pond. The second followed right behind. As they hit the water, they plunged straight down without even a splash, only a circle of ripples extending out to trouble the black surface of the water.



“Those are library books!” Audrey said.



Mina raised both hands, palms up. “Oops?”



“How are you even going to read them if they’re all wet?” 



“It’s… complicated,” Mina said. “That’s just how things work. I think. That’s how I got the cigarettes--some guy trying to quit threw a pack in the pond. And the old ‘you need a light?’ trick works pretty well, am I right?”



“Well-- Wait, you think?”



“I’m totally pretty sure that’s how things work.” 



Audrey’s eyes lit up. “Wait. So, if I brought you some sweaters or a coat, and tossed those in here…”



“Not a chance,” Mina said. She twirled on the ice, and Audrey’s eyes stayed locked onto her. “And deprive the world of this view?”



Audrey didn’t argue.








Giving Mina the books ended up working just fine, though Audrey also found returning them to the library to be an impossible task. As soon as she got a certain distance away from the pond and got the least bit distracted, the books would vanish right out of her backpack. One time, she tried carrying them in her arms, focusing on them the entire time, only to bump into someone at the door to the library and suddenly realize her hands were empty. So she gave up, and paid the library fines. From that point on, she made sure not to give any book that to Mina that she hadn’t already bought.



After some trial and error, she figured out what Mina liked, too: romances, even the really sappy awful ones, but not anything with supernatural elements. She had less luck learning more about Mina herself. The girl always managed to deflect questions that were too pointed, leaving Audrey to be creative in deducing things. A long discussion on music one December day had proven to be fruitful--it turned out Mina had lots of opinions, but a particularly limited frame of reference. She had heard of Nirvana, but not Weezer, and seemed completely baffled by the term ‘boy band.’ 



Mina liked apple cider too, though it never stayed warm for more than a few seconds when she held the cup. But she hadn’t ever tried Indian food. Audrey brought a bowl of curry one day that she had specifically requested to be as spicy as physically possible. Mina said it didn’t help her feel any warmer, but she ate the entire bowl, too, and asked for more next time.



Audrey ended up spending so much time on cold days out talking with Mina that she failed Organic Chem, her final grade dropping barely too low after she completely bombing the final. When she reluctantly left to go home for the winter break, her parents were furious. She had heard the lectures before; she had heard them all her life--how it was her responsibility to make the family proud, how she had to be twice as good as everyone else, how they had invested a lot of money in her and her education, how her behavior was ‘simply unacceptable.’



It was weirdly freeing. For the first time in her life she had legitimately screwed up in a serious way, and yet how the punishments weren’t all that different than when she hadn’t placed at that swim meet in junior high or when she had tried to say she didn’t want to learn piano in fifth grade. It was a strange to realize that disappointing your parents in something reasonably big still wasn’t the end of the world.



After the shouting and the yelling, they confined her to her room for the entire break. She didn’t mind that either, spending time scouring the darker corners of the web, approaching the many questions of Mina with intense concentration. To take breaks, she watched YouTube videos on knitting, and after being a model daughter for a week or so, convinced her father to get her some yarn.



She dreamed of Mina every night.








It seemed like the winter break lasted an eternity, and Audrey was thrilled that the morning she returned also happened to be bitterly cold. As soon as she could get away, she threw on her coat, collected her things, and hurried out to the pond.



Audrey saw Mina from afar, pacing back and forth in front of the bench, a book in her hands. When Audrey started walking faster and Mina heard the crunch of her footsteps, her head jerked up and her face lit up in a smile. Audrey barely managed to refrain from hugging her.



“You took long enough,” Mina announced. “I’ve finished all the books. In fact, I’ve read some twice.”



“The bad ones?”



“The super shitty ones.” Mina grinned, waving a book with its cover of a girl in a bursting bodice, clutched to the sculpted bare chest of a man whose long hair drifted in the wind.



“I don’t see what you get out of those.”



Mina bounced over to the bench, sitting down and patting the seat next to her. “It’s all the awful people! There’s something wonderful about seeing somebody make terrifically bad decisions for love.”



Audrey sat down. “Boy, you would like reality television.” Mina gave her a blank look, and Audrey smiled, filing it away. “Anyways, It’s supposed to be romantic, I think.”



“I know, I know. Romeo and Juliet. But that’s stupid! If they had actually thought things through, neither one of them would be dead.”



“I missed you,” Audrey said quietly. “I missed this,” she followed up quickly, a little louder.



Mina curled her toes in the snow, toying with the bracelet on her wrist. “I was worried you wouldn’t come back.”



“What? Why?”



Mina shrugged, smiling faintly. “But you did, right? You still haven’t figured out an answer for your project.”



“Yes,” Audrey said, biting her lip. “I-- I made you something.” She fished through her backpack, pulling out the scarf she had knitted over the break. “It’s not very good. I screwed up a few times and had to redo it, and it’s really simple and probably not your style.”



Mina pulled it out of her hands. She wound it loosely around her neck, and looked up at Audrey, her mouth wavering. “Thank you.”



“If the color isn’t right, or… I mean, I don’t think that’s going to really keep you warm, but I just thought…”



Mina closed her eyes. “It’s perfect,” she said firmly. “I--”



“Hey ladies,” a voice said, jarring Audrey out of the moment. She looked up in shock to see a man standing in front of them, sporting mirrored shades and a cocky grin. He flipped his sunglasses up and sized up Audrey, eyes moving up and down her body. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”



“You totally are,” Mina said icily.



“My bad.” He directed his attention back at Mina. “But since I already cut in, maybe you should introduce me to your new friend, babe?” Audrey glanced over at Mina, eyes widening.



“I’m not your babe,” she snapped. “Get lost.”



“Aw, Mina. That’s not what you said last time.”



“Mina?” Audrey said hoarsely.



“It’s not…” She grimaced. “It’s not going to happen, Steve. Go away. Go away and never come back here again.”



“Whoa, sorry, I don’t know what I did that--”



“I said go away!” she said, her voice raising to a shout.



He stopped short. His eyes flicked between Mina and Audrey. “Fine,” he said, turning to go. “Fucking dykes,” he muttered, plenty loud enough to hear.



In an instant, Mina was on her feet and in his face. “What did you say?” she hissed.



“What?” he said, hunching his shoulders.



“Say it again to my face. Say it to my fucking face so I can end you.”



“I don’t have to deal with this.” He roughly shoved her aside and Mina tripped, landing in the snow. The man winced in pain as he looked between his hands that had touched her and Mina and back again. “Freaks!” he barked out as he backed away, turning to hurriedly jog off after seeing Mina not move.



After a long moment, Mina stood up again and walked over to sit on the bench, pulling her knees up to her chest.



“He showed up while you were gone,” she said quietly. “I thought-- I worried you might not come back. I thought maybe if I strung him along, just in case. If I needed to…”



“Okay,” Audrey said. “Okay.”



Audrey had spent a lot of time with Mina in the worst of the winter, during days that at one time she never would have imagined willingly going outside. Now, for the first time in a long time, she realized how cold she felt.








Audrey was only really truly certain in March. She watched the weather forecast like a hawk, biting her nails when Punxsutawney Phil didn’t see his shadow on Groundhog Day. In the meantime, her grades continued to decline, a concern she shoved to the back of her mind. She met with Mina every day that she could. They never saw the guy--Steve?--again, and neither one of them brought up what had happened. 



Soon the first week arrived with a warmer day, and when Audrey wound up sitting on the bench by herself, she really began to worry. She double-checked her investigations, torn between indecision and necessity, and then turned to other projects.



When they had another cold snap, she was ready. Mina looked surprised to see her that morning, dragging the bulky device, a coil of cords around one shoulder. That had been the one of her other ideas that had turned out to be most feasible, though Audrey herself was pretty surprised that her collection of extension cords managed to reach all the way to the Sciences building and didn’t short out somewhere or catch on fire.



When she had plugged in the space heater and set it on high, Mina draped herself over the entire thing, cradling it beneath her.



“Oh my god,” she moaned. “So, this isn’t working at all, but it also does feel amazing.”



Audrey smirked, sitting on the bench. She pulled out a folder from her backpack while Mina was distracted, going on and on about the space heater.



“Winter’s almost over,” she said finally.



Mina propped up her head, face momentarily blanking. Her lips curved up into a big smile that nonetheless didn’t touch her eyes. “There’s usually a few cold days in April, right?”



“Mmm.” Audrey bit her lip. “You also haven’t killed anyone, as far as I know.”



“Any good monster can still have an off-year,” Mina said breezily. “I’ll just have to make up for it next winter.”



“I don’t think so,” Audrey said. “In fact, I don’t think you’ve killed anyone. Ever.”



Mina was silent for a moment. “Why do you say that?”



“People dying get noticed.” Mina opened her mouth, but Audrey shook her head. “Even fratty douchebros. I checked the police reports, and no patterns of murder, deaths by exposure, or even mysterious disappearances during the winters.”



Mina wiggled her fingers. “What if magic’s involved?”



“I found a reddit post and tracked down a guy named Doug,” Audrey said. “2013? He was a football player? Ring any bells?”



Mina looked down, hugging the space heater close.



“Sounded like you drained him a lot, but left enough for him to stumble over to a nearby building. He was okay, but of course no one believed his story. They thought he had gotten drunk and wandered out to pass out in the snow.”



“I never know for sure,” Mina mumbled over the low hum of the space heater. “It’s not a science. Every time it feels so warm and so good that I want to just take and take and take. Somehow I stop, and hope that they’re okay. That they’ll get up again and get to somewhere okay, or that someone will find them. I’m never sure. That’s why… at some point I just started saying that I killed them. It’s easier that way, right? That’s what monsters do.”



“But you’re not a monster, either. I found this.” She pulled out a printed sheet of paper, labeled ‘MISSING: Alexis Philomena Poe,’ and dated February of 1992. Above a small paragraph, in a dated black and white but still entirely recognizable, was a picture of Mina.



Mina sat up, still perched on the space heater. She smiled, the expression fragile. “Wow. You are good.”



“I told you from the beginning that I was,” Audrey said. “So I guess I just wanted to know… why? Why the secrecy?”



“I never liked Alexis,” Mina said. She gripped one wrist tightly with the other hand. “I... was close with another Alex. That was too cute by half, you know?”



Audrey shook her head. “But what happened? You went missing in January, and you’re connected with the Crook Pond, so part of this is obvious. But you’re not wearing winter clothes. Which means… you didn’t just fall in the pond, right? Something happened. It was on purpose. Did someone do this to you? Or did…”



“It doesn’t matter, okay?” Mina burst out. “I was-- Something happened but that was a long time ago, and it doesn’t matter anymore. This is how things are. I’m a monster now.”



“No, you’re not.”



Mina jerked her head from side to side. “I’d rather be a monster than cursed, or stuck, or… pitied.”



“I don’t pity you,” Audrey said, after a moment. “You know that, right?



Mina let out a sigh. “I know. And that’s the worst.”



“You just drain people a little. Is that so bad?”



“Yes.” Mina wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “I hate it. I tell myself it’s okay, convince myself first that the kind of people I trick deserve it, and then that no one deserves it. Every year I feel like I’m getting closer to either taking from someone until there’s nothing left or else giving up entirely and fading away. I’m not sure which is worse.”



“Fading away? Wait, if you don’t--”



“I don’t know. I haven’t tried it. I know I’m always getting colder and colder, somewhere deep inside, and only taking someone else’s warmth really fixes that. None of this--” she bounced one of her heels off the space heater, “--really does the trick.”



“But this year, you haven’t…”



Mina’s mouth formed a thin line.



Audrey stood up, abruptly. She pulled off her mittens.



“Look, that’s not going to work either,” Mina said in frustration. “I told you--”



Audrey grabbed Mina’s hands in her own. “Take me,” she said, not even flinching at the pain, the contact so bitingly cold that where her hands rested against Mina’s bracelet felt burning in comparison.



Mina jerked back, falling off the space heater. She stood up again, eyes wild. “No! What? No. It’s against the rules.”



“Screw the rules. What, rule three? Just because I’m a girl--”



“No,” Mina said, her voice wavering, but still enough force behind the word to cut Audrey off. “That was never rule three. Rule three is never to take someone who-- Who I might be--” She took a shallow breath, the next words coming out fast. “Who I’m in love with.”



Audrey’s eyes grew wide. She didn’t--couldn’t--say anything.



“I came up with that in the second year. When I saw Alex--Alexandria--again. I wanted to. It hurt so much, but I told myself I couldn’t. I made rule three. I knew it would go away in time, it would get cold, just like everything else. Just like this. I--”



“I don’t care,” Audrey said, and she pushed forward to kiss Mina.



It was incredibly, brain-meltingly cold, but Audrey hardly noticed. She could feel the heat being dragged out of her, her senses dulling, until Mina shoved back hard, pushing Audrey away to tumble into the snow.



“No!” Mina shouted.



Audrey looked up, her teeth chattering. “It’s okay,” she said. Her eyes refused to focus, and she kept blinking, seeing only flashes--Mina’s face crumpled in anguish, the silver bracelet on her arm seeming to glow blue, the vivid red of the scarf as Mina ripped it from around her neck to throw to the snow.



“You’re not thinking straight," Mina said, her voice choking. “It's just-- What if it’s some kind of magic? I must be messing with your head, without meaning to. This isn’t right.”



“I don’t care,” Audrey said with complete lucidity. “I want to do this.”



“I won’t let you,” Mina whispered as she turned to run across the ice.



Audrey could hardly stand, she was so cold. Her hands and feet were completely numb. But she scrambled after Mina anyways, screaming out as she watched Mina dive into the hole in the pond. By the time she had made it out to the center of the pond, the ice had already closed shut.








The next week, Mina wasn’t there, even on one day when the temperature was well below freezing. Audrey spent all morning walking out across the ice of the pond, carefully checking it out. In the center she found something--a place where the ice seemed thinner, and the water underneath was particularly dark.



She was ready the next day, but it had already warmed up again. She had to wait even longer, anxiously making plans and scrapping them and then making them all over again, before the weather got cold again. It was April, maybe the last day of the year the pond would freeze over, when Audrey showed up at the center of the ice.



She didn’t need the saw, after all. The hammer and chisel worked fine. The rest of the ice was several inches thick, but the center broke easily, revealing a familiar pool of eerie dark water. She looked at it for a long time, wondering if it was worth talking to the pond or if that would be stupid.



“I sure hope this works,” she said, finally. “If you can hear me, Mina, don’t worry. I’ve got a plan.”



And then she took off her scarf. And her hat, and her coat. And her sweater, and her pants, and her boots, and more and more layers until she was standing there, shivering in an old t-shirt and some pyjama shorts. After a moment of thinking, she pulled her socks off as well, clutching her arms around herself for the marginal warmth they provided.



She looked up to see a passing student who had stopped in the path to stare at her, practically standing in her underwear next to a heap of clothing in the middle of a frozen pond. Audrey waved.



And then she dived into the pond, the waters closing over her.








The ripples in the pond lasted for a good thirty seconds. The student who had seen the whole thing screamed, and ran out onto the ice. By the time he reached the center, the ripples had stopped, and the pond was still once again.








Mina almost knocked over the student when she burst up from the water, dragging the limp body of Audrey behind her. 



“What the fuck what the fuck what the fuck,” she repeated as a mantra. “Help me,” she barked at the student, struggling to heave Audrey out of the water. He grabbed Audrey by her stomach, pulling her body out to lay on the ice.



In the distance, an ambulance siren wailed.



“No, no, no,” Mina said, looking down at where Audrey’s body laid. Audrey’s face stared upwards with a glassy smile. “We have to get her to somewhere safe.” She grabbed both arms and began dragging Audrey backwards across the ice. The student’s feet skidded as he tried to lift her legs to help, and he fell flat on his face.



“Fuck!” Mina yelled out, dropping Audrey suddenly. She looked down at where her hands had gripped Audrey’s wrists, where ice had started to form over her skin. She looked down, and then over towards the path. The ambulance sounded like it was getting closer.



She grabbed Audrey’s wrists again and pulled with all her might, dragging her off the lake and over to the path, where she could rest Audrey’s body against the bench. She couldn’t tell if Audrey was breathing or not. She couldn’t risk touching her further to check her pulse. 



Mina just knelt, staring at the body as she heard shouts approaching. She felt unimaginably cold, colder than she ever had in her life and death both, a cold that burned in her chest and throbbed in her veins and stabbed in her eyes. When she reached up to brush at her face, she realized the tears had crystallized into ice.








When Audrey woke up, she had no idea exactly where she was. At first, with all the white and with her mind still not entirely lucid, she was afraid she had wound up in heaven somehow. But then she realized that literally every part of her body hurt, and that didn’t seem to fit.



She groaned a little, squeezing her eyes open and shut, and a nurse swept into the room.



“I see you’re awake,” the nurse said. “That’s good.”



Audrey tried to say something, but wound up coughing instead. Her hands opened and closed, and she looked up with alarm, trying again. “I--”



“Shh,” the nurse said. “Don’t strain yourself.”



Audrey tried to sit up, her first clenching. She coughed again.



“Shh, shh.” The nurse pushed her back down, and Audrey was too weak to resist. “What do you need? Do you-- Oh.” She disappeared from view, and came back with something silvery glittering in her hand. “Did you want this?”



Audrey snatched it away, clutching the metal in her hands.



The nurse sighed. “We had to pry that out of your hands to begin with. You know, you were clinically dead for almost twenty minutes. It’s a miracle you made it at all. If it hadn’t been so cold…”



Audrey had stopped listening to her. She was staring at her wrists in wonder, where the caramel color of her skin was abruptly broken by a pair of pale bands. She turned her arms over, and could see how the shape looked just like a handprints, wrapped around each of her wrists.








Her parents were terrified and apologetic when she saw them shortly afterwards. It was only when she heard about the psych evaluation to come that she realized why. With her grades dropping and her behavior changing, everyone had assumed she was suffering from such acute depression that she had attempted suicide.



She didn’t feel it necessary to correct them. In fact, she didn’t say anything one way or the other at all, refusing to talk about the pond or what had happened that day. The psychiatrist eventually cleared her, but insisted that she begin seeing a therapist regularly. At first, Audrey only enjoyed it as a change of pace from the rest of recovering in the hospital, but eventually she began to appreciate having someone to talk to, particularly as her parents more or less came unglued in not knowing how to deal with her.



But when she politely but firmly insisted that she was okay, and that she wanted to go back to school, they listened. She was already planning on staying through the summer, after all, and had signed the lease. Even though it was late May before she was out of the hospital and had her strength back, with the help of her therapist, she quickly convinced her parents to let her get back to living on her own.



What came as a surprise was when she went outside for the first time. While she was confined to her bed, spring had come in full force. The trees and flowers had bloomed, the birds were back, and the weather was already warm once more. 








On June 1st, she moved back into her apartment. 



Everything was just how she left it, which mostly meant in a state of complete disarray. She started cleaning in the morning, before pausing to run to the store, where she pointedly ignored any strange looks at everything she had bought. 



After she came back and finished filling up the freezer, she started tidying up again. It took a little longer than expected, particularly cleaning out the old fireplace that she had never used before. She smiled when she found the zippo lighter she had gotten months ago, and ended up using that to kindle the fire in the fireplace. By the time things were presentable and she had changed into her fuzziest purple sweater, the ice was all ready.



She ran the cold water from the tap in the bathtub until it was close to overflowing, and only then began bringing in the dozens of trays of ice cubes she had crammed into her freezer, dumping them out one by one into the tub. Once satisfied, and only making a little bit of a mess, she fished out the silver bracelet from her pocket and dropped it into the ice-filled water. She paused only briefly at the doorway, before walking out and closing the door behind her.



Audrey was microwaving two mugs of apple cider when she heard a muffled “What the hell?” from the bathroom. She couldn’t help but smile, and carried the cider around to set on the coffee table, in front of all the blankets on the couch.



It wasn’t very long before she heard the soft sound of the door opening behind her.



“What-- How did you know that would work?” Mina said in a hushed tone.



“Oh, I totally didn’t,” Audrey admitted. “But I googled some stuff and figured it was worth a try. I’m good at solving problems.”



“That’s ridiculous. You’re ridiculous. You could have died. All for something that might not have worked.”



“Maybe. But in all those crappy romances, it works out somehow in the end, right? Deus ex machina to save the happy ending.”



A multitude of expressions flashed across Mina’s face, before she finally relaxed into exasperated relief. She crossed her arms. “I’m still cold, you know.”



“Yup.” Audrey took a sip of her cider and looked up with a sly grin. “But don't worry. I’ve got a few ideas for us to try together.”
      

      
   
      Winter Weather Advisory


      

      
      
         I awoke to Sara’s cold touch.



That familiarity was nice considering the situation. We’d just arrived that day to the cabin where we would be spending the winter holiday, and so I hadn’t gotten used to the bed or room we were in, among other things.



One of those other things being the below freezing temperatures. That was taking some getting used to. I’d already begun shivering from the cold. Sara had tried to tell me just how bad it would be, but I really hadn’t realized what I was getting into.



I rubbed my eyes, still a bit groggy. “What time is it?” I managed to mutter.



“Few minutes before two,” she replied. “We’re going to both need to be downstairs soon.”



I flinched. It was already too cold for my liking, and the thought of leaving the sanctuary of the bed’s blankets didn’t appeal.



There was barely enough moonlight streaming in through the window to make out Sara’s outline. She plopped down on the floor next to the bed. I wasn’t sure what she was doing, but it sounded like she was rummaging through our luggage for some reason.



“Did you forget something back at the apartment?” I asked.



In response, she retrieved something from one of the bags and tossed it on top of me. It was a coat, a very thick one. It was definitely more sturdy than what I’d brought along.



“Where’d you get this?” I asked. It wasn’t mine, and I knew that Sara wouldn’t have brought one for her.



“I picked it up for you before we left,” she said. “I was pretty sure that you wouldn’t take me seriously when I told you that yours wouldn’t be enough.”



Hard to be annoyed at the lack of trust when she had been completely right.



I pulled on the coat. The relief was immediate, and I sighed in content. Getting out from under the covers seemed possible now. “Thank you so much for not believing in me.”



Sara snorted. “Wouldn’t want you to freeze to death out here.”



She stood up and kicked the luggage. “I put some more cold weather gear in there for you. Put it on, be down in twenty. I’ll explain everything then.”



She moved to leave, then paused. “Almost forgot,” she said.



Instead of exiting, she turned around and walked right to the room’s small window. With practiced hands, she undid the rusty latch and threw the window open.



The wind quickly blew in the cold, and my shivering became even worse. “What the hell Sara?!”



“Please, leave it open,” she said simply as she exited the room, closing the door behind her.



From the bed, I looked through the window she’d just opened. For the first time I was able to take in how the forest surrounding the cabin looked at night. The snow gently fell onto the already covered ground below. There was just enough wind that some of the snow was getting in through the window, landing on the room’s floor instead.



If I’d been looking at the scene from behind glass- maybe next to a crackling fire and with some hot chocolate- I might have been able to appreciate it. But for some reason Sara had deliberately erased the barrier between those two worlds. And I was stuck in the thick of it.



As I changed into the new clothing, unkind and vulgar words were said of snow, and cold, and of all things Winter.








The cold was miserable, but those few minutes between leaving the relative safety of the bedsheets and getting dressed made me appreciate how much worse than miserable cold weather could get.



Standing in the upstairs hallway, I could see that there was a light coming from downstairs. That had to be the fireplace- it was too strong to be candles and the cabin didn’t have any electricity.



I had a bit of time, so I peaked into the two other upstairs rooms to check the windows. I confirmed that Sara had opened every window on this floor. Judging by the amount of snow under each one, they had all been open for a long time. I wanted to close them, but Sara had made it clear that she was doing this on purpose. I had to trust that she had a good reason for it.



My survey complete and my time almost up, I started to slowly walk downstairs. Slowly, because as I walked in became even colder. I couldn’t have given a ballpark estimate as to what the exact temperature was- my internal scale was essentially “cold”, “very cold”, and “intolerably cold.” Still, I suspected that the temperature was at or near the point where not being properly bundled up was a death sentence.



Which is why I was surprised to see Sara milling about in the living room wearing nothing but a tank top and shorts.



Surprised, but not confused. We’d been dating for a few years now, and all of the little oddities had been impossible to ignore. Watching her handle frozen items without flinching, gobbling down ice cream with no fear of brain freeze, the ice cold showers that she always took.



And, of course, the fact that she was always cold to the touch was a bit of a hint of something abnormal. Cuddling for warmth was not a thing for us.



“Is everything alright?” I asked her from my place on the stairs.



She finished what she was doing- drawing a circle in the middle of the living room with snow- and looked up at me. “Yeah, should be. What’s the problem?”



I gestured at her clothes. “You normally aren’t so blatant about being immune to the cold.”



She looked down at her light clothing, then back up to me with a wistful smile. “I guess it was too much to hope for that you wouldn’t have realized that something was wrong with me.”



I frowned. “There isn’t anything wrong with you,” I said firmly, and she seemed to brighten a bit at that. “But yeah, it’s been pretty obvious that something is going on with you.”



“You knew all this time and never asked about it? You must have been curious.”



“Sure I was. But it was clear that you didn’t want to talk about it, so there wasn’t much else to do.” I finished descending the stairs and sat down on the sofa, the closest seat to the fire that I could manage. “That being said though, I have been dying of curiosity for years now and would you please tell me everything?”



She laughed, and sat down on the sofa next to me. “Well, no point in hiding it anymore. We have a little bit of time, where should I start?”



“Something easy first then. What do you have going on here in the room and the rest of the house?” I asked, looking around a bit. She’d opened all of the doors and windows down here on this floor as well, and at this point there was more snow on the ground than actual floor. She’d moved some of the furniture around to create a space open enough for the large snow circle she’d drawn. There was nothing inside that circle right now, save for a large bucket filled with water.



“A lot of it is just symbolism,” she said. “Allowing Winter to reclaim what Man has taken for it’s own, defining a clear space to make the connection between There and Here, that sort of thing. Nothing strictly necessary, the only thing that’s really required is that I’m in a cold location. But it’s a bit of a comfort thing, you know?”



“Is weather this cold comfortable for you?”



Sara shrugged. “I can take it or leave it. And obviously it’s way too cold for you, and I’m sorry for that. We won’t have to do this again after the Winter Solstice passes tonight, we can keep everything shut for the rest of the stay.”



She paused. “Speaking of, the Solstice is in about a minute in a half.”



“You didn’t check your phone, and there aren’t any clocks in here. How do you know exactly when it is?”



She shrugged. “Instinct, I suppose.”



I breathed a mock sigh of relief. “Oh, thank goodness.”



“What?”



“Well, you know, for months now my lead theory was that you were a vampire-”



She made a face.



“-but if you have ties to the Solstice than it’s much more likely that you’re some kind of winter spirit. And, if I’m lucky, the type of winter spirit that lures travelers out into the woods to have their way with them.”



She laughed again. “I’ve read some of those legends. You know those spirits would leave those travelers to die in the cold afterwards, right?”



I made a show of looking her up and down, then shrugged. “Worth it.”



She shoved me in the arm for that one, still laughing. “Sadly, that’s off the table for this trip.”



“Sex, or leaving me out to die in the snow?”



“Both!” she said firmly.



“Okay, next question then. Why exactly did we come to be alone in a cabin out in the middle of nowhere with no electricity if we aren’t going to be having sex?”



She sighed. “Well, that’s the thing. We aren’t going to be alone.”



“Wait, what-”



“It’s time,” she said, interrupting. She stood up and pointed me to a corner of the room. “Stay over there for a bit. Nothing will be able to enter or leave the circle for a little while once it starts, so you need to step outside of it while you can.”



“You’re seriously going to leave me hanging on ‘we aren’t going to be alone?’”



“Things will make more sense very soon. Just… try not to freak out. I promise that you’ll be safe.”



There was nothing else for it. I did as she said, stepping far out of her way and out of the circle to where she’d indicated.



Sara grabbed the bucket of ice water and took its place in the center of the circle.



“Not gonna lie, I’m pretty excited to see an actual magic ritual.”



She shook her head. “Sorry, it’s going to be disappointing.”



With that, she took a few quick steps towards the fire and dumped the bucket of water on it in a swift motion. The hiss of the extinguished fire filled the cabin.



Come to think of it, that was the only sound I could hear at all now, and it was fading fast. The wind from the weather outside had long since faded into background noise for me, so it took a few seconds to realize that it was completely gone. No wind, no wildlife, none of the creaks that you expect to hear from an old house.



The last of the hiss went away, and we were standing in total silence.



Sara turned, facing the center of the circle. I’d been so focused on her that I hadn’t see what she was now looking at.



A snowball, about the size of a baseball, hovered about five feet above the dead center of the circle. As I watched it, it began to expand slowly. The slow expansion began to quicken, and before I knew it the ball took up the entire circle, and Sara with it.



“Sara, what’s going on-”



The snow fell away, and the words died in my throat.



There were two… things in the center of the circle. I would call them roughly the same height as a human, but that would be misleading. It creates a false assumption that they looked anything like a human.



I couldn’t figure out what to focus on. The teeth. The horrible chill. The eyes. The other eyes. The awful, arrhythmic wheezing of their breath. The icicles that jutted out in every direction. My senses were being assaulted on all fronts.



And Sara…



She smiled with glee, ran up to the two abominations, and drew them into an embrace.



“Hi Mom! Hi Dad!” she said to each of them in turn.



...what?



Sara broke away from the two figures. To my horror, she gestured at me. “I know you two have been hoping the person I’ve been dating for a while, and here they are!”



Their attention immediately snapped to me. Their eyes glared. Snow leaked from orifices, covering the last of the cabin’s floor. Their mouths opened wide in what looked like pained screams but sounded closer to a terrible storm. Spider legs beat out a rapid staccato on white carapace.



I screamed, and bolted from the house.








Away from the madness, I sprinted towards my truck as quickly as possible. It was about a mile away, but sheer adrenaline carried me from that house and those monsters quickly enough that I made good time, even in the snow.



The adrenaline also had a secondary benefit, I didn’t really feel the entirely new and terrible levels of cold. The only thing keeping me moving through it was fear. Well, fear and the winter gear Sara had gotten for me. Even with those things I wouldn’t be able to ignore the cold forever. Ignoring it for long enough to get to the truck was a possibility though.



The truck, with its glorious maximum heat setting and all-wheel drive that would allow me to get the hell out of here, regardless of the road conditions and weather.



But after a few minutes, I had to slow down. I wasn’t out of shape, but any kind of running in this outfit was hard to maintain. It was just as well, the path I was on was beginning to narrow, a steep decline on either side of me. A fall from the path wouldn’t be fatal, but it was definitely something to be avoided.



I trudged onwards. I had no real sense of how long I’d been running. If I remembered correctly, I was at least past the halfway point. Sara had said that they would be trapped inside the circle for a little while. But knowing her, that could mean anything from three minutes to fifteen. There was no way of knowing how much of a head start I would have, no way of knowing how fast they could move-



A thought occurred. I was taking Sara at her word when she said that they would be trapped in the circle. I hadn’t thought about the possibility that she might be lying, and now that I had I found myself rejecting that outright. I still trusted her.



And she’d promised that I would be safe.



I slowed down even more. I had been sure that I would be able to handle whatever weirdness that Sara had finally felt comfortable letting me in on. For a while, I’d been upset that she hadn’t trusted in me enough to tell me her secret. But based on my reaction to meeting those things- her parents- she’d been right not to tell me anything.



It must have taken a lot of trust for her to finally share that with me. And I had thrown it in her face.



I stopped, and sighed. There was nothing for it, I’d have to go back and apologize. I was not looking forward to being in the same room as her parents, but if I really trusted her I would have to suck it up and do it.



And at the end of the day, who looks forward to meeting their in-laws anyway?



I turned to head back to the cabin and-



-and before I had time to realize that I’d slipped on a patch of ice, I was already tumbling down the slope. Heart-pounding seconds later, I came to rest in the snow, staring up the steep slope to the path that must have been at least twenty feet above me.



Not a terribly difficult climb, in normal conditions at least. But I was tired, it was the dead of night, the ground was covered in snow, and it was freezing.



Maybe I could go around and find an easier way back up. I tried to get to my feet, and my left leg gave out from underneath me with a burst of pain. I face planted back into the snow, spent.



Time passed.



It was probably the cold, the hopelessness, and the hypothermia talking, but lying down here in the snow for a while was almost beginning to seem like a valid option. I didn’t want to die, although honestly there were worse places for it. It was nice here. Earlier I’d thought that I could only appreciate a proper winter view if I were completely removed from it. Though now that I was out here in the thick of everything winter had to offer, it really wasn’t that bad.



Except for that awful arrhythmic wheezing of course.



Wait.



I forced my body to turn over, and there was one of Sara’s parents. I couldn’t even begin to guess at their gender, but I was reasonably sure that this was the one that Sara had called her dad.



He approached quickly, and before I knew it he was standing next to me. He leaned over me, close enough that I could feel his breath on my face.



The energy to scream in terror was beyond me, so I just lay there as he continued to breathe. 



In. Out. In. Out. Out. In. Out.



In. In. In. In-



He leaned backwards, and let out an explosive, deafening cry from his many mouths.



Hopefully, that wasn’t a hunting cry.



“Oh, thank god!”



That was Sara’s voice. I managed to tilt my head back over to look at her on the top of the slope.



With an inhuman grace, she ran down the decline I’d just rolled down. She easily came to a stop right next to us, and immediately went to pull me into an embrace-



One of her father’s tentacles got between us before she could though. She turned on him. “Dad, what are you-”



She stopped once he pointed a pedipalp at my ankle. She took one glance at it and winced.



“Oh, crap, yeah thanks for stopping me,” said Sara. “Probably would have jostled that pretty badly. Anything else I should know about?”



He retracted both appendages and shock himself in what even I was able to recognize as a negation. He began to slither back towards the direction of the cabin.



“I’ll come find you once I’m sure everything’s fine!” she called out to him. She turned her attention to me.



I struggled to form words. “Sara I-”



“Shhh,” she whispered, a finger on her lips. “Mom’s bringing the truck around. We can talk once you’re inside of it getting warmed up.”



I wouldn’t have thought that abominations could drive.



Sara pointed behind me. “Yeah, there she is now.”



I turned myself over to look in that direction. There was Sara’s mom, running up to us with the truck on one of her backs. Once she’d reached us, she placed gently on the snow just a few feet away.



“Hang tight,” said Sara. “I’m going to have to lift you into the truck.”



I was about to ask how she planned to do that, then took another look at her mother. Strength must run in the family.



True to her word, she lifted me into the passenger seat and shut the door. A few seconds later, she’d turned on the ignition and set the heat as high as it would go.



Exhaustion took over before I could start talking, and before I knew it I was out.








When I woke up later, it was already morning back in the cabin. I was in the living room once again, close to the now burning fire. Someone had brought down the covers from the bed I’d been using and laid them over me.



I pulled them off and stood up stretching. As I did, I remembered my sprained ankle. It didn’t seem to be acting up at all. I tested my weight against it gingerly, then more seriously once it was clear the ankle was perfectly fine.



“Mom healed you while you were asleep,” said Sara as she came out of the kitchen. “You probably don’t want to know the details.”



She handed me a warm cup of hot chocolate. I immediately took a long sip, relishing the warmth. “Thanks, I needed this,” I said once I’d finished.



“No problem.”



An awkward silence hung between us.



“I’m sorry-” said both of us at the same time.



Sara took the lead. “What do you have to be sorry for? This was all my fault!”



“You don’t get to take all of the blame here. You asked me not to freak out and told me I’d be safe. None of this would have happened if I’d just trusted you to begin with.”



She shook her head. “No, that’s unfair to you. I should have told you exactly what was going to happen. I’ve been trying to do just that for weeks now, but I’ve been waiting for a perfect moment that I know doesn’t exist because…”



“Because you didn’t want to tell me that you aren’t human,” I finished for her.



She nodded. “I saw how you looked at Mom and Dad, and it was exactly how I was afraid that you would look at me when you knew the truth.”



“A lot of that was shock,” I said. “You realize that, right?”



She looked away. “I can’t expect you to pretend to be okay with what we are.”



“Who’s pretending?” I said, incredulously. “It was definitely a lousy first impression, but when your parents follow that up with saving my life I can at least give them the benefit of the doubt.”



I looked outside through the window, and listened for the breathing. “Where are they by the way? I’d like to thank them properly.”



She wrung her hands. “I asked them to stay in the forest until after we left.”



“Wait, we’re leaving?”



She looked confused. “You want to stay?”



“Well, I should get to know my girlfriend’s parents while I’m here right?”



The slightest hint of tears began to form in her eyes, and she pulled me into a tight hug.



“And just to be absolutely clear, so you have no doubts at all, I am completely okay with having a girlfriend that’s an Eldritch Abomination,” I said softly.



“Actually, the PC term is Eldritch-American.”



“Hey, there’s already a perk. I don’t have to worry about talking politics with your parents.”



She winced in my arms. I let her go in shock.



“...you’re kidding, right?”



“Dad kind of has some… extreme views.”



“Such as?”



“...that human civilization needs to be destroyed for the good of the planet?”



“Umm…”



She held up her hands quickly. “No, no not in an ‘eternal winter of doom’ sort of way. He’s just not a big fan of humans in general.”



“Ummmmmm…”



Her hands started waving around. “No, you’ll be fine! He likes you! He thinks you’re good breeding stock. High IQ, left handed, maybe a bit lacking in cold tolerance even for a human but you’ll be able to bear several hundred strong children-”



“UMMMMMMMM…”



She smiled impishly. “That last part was a joke.”



I collapsed on the sofa in relief.



“Alright then,” she said. “I need to go out and tell them we’ll be staying through Christmas like we’d originally planned. If you’re sure?”



I nodded.



“Great! See you in a bit then!” Sara ran over to the door and was out in a flash. Through the window for just a moment, I could see her bounding across the fresh snow, hair whipping around freely and unabashed joy all over her face.



I grabbed my hot chocolate, moved over to the fire, and took a long sip as I enjoyed the view outside.
      

      
   
      Guard and Assist


      

      
      
         Beep.



[Light sensors indicate sunrise. Local time, seven hundred three hours. All quiet on the eastern front.]



A quiet stillness rests over the yard. Half-frozen precipitation still falls, and all forecasts indicate that there will be no sunshine this day.



Leaving its post, this unit ascends to the top of the Main Heap for the morning announcement. In a voice as loud and clear as ringing church bells, this unit shouts, 



"ATTENTION, ALL UNITS. ATTENTION! IT IS MORNING. I HOPE YOU HAD AN EFFICIENT NIGHT OF CHARGING, BECAUSE IT IS GOING TO BE ANOTHER BEAUTIFUL JANUARY DAY."



This unit pauses, then adds, with as much pep and joviality as it can muster, "THIS HAS BEEN YOUR FRIENDLY NEIGHBORHOOD S4-F3 UNIT. HAVE A LOVELY MORNING." 



There is a great clanging noise as the nannybot in the next trash heap over attempts to power on, fails, falls, and begins to roll down the heap. This unit has long since learned that the nannybot is not a threat, and attempting to either assist or annihilate the robot is a massive waste of time and rockets.



It does not make sense as to why a nanny should be able to withstand the explosive power of a mighty security bot such as this unit, but it is not this unit's place to question such design measures.



Besides, it is five minutes past the hour, and that means the time is ripe for a security patrol. Stomping down the trash pile, this unit grabs its identification chip (as is standard protocol) and stomps out to begin its rounds. 



Guard and assist. Guard and assist.







The nannybot is valiantly attempting to clamber back up to its seat, this unit notices with satisfaction--even though the persistent rain has made the rubble slippery and unfit to bear weight.



"Look at you go," this unit cheers in a motivating monotone. The nannybot slips and falls a few feet back down, but seems undeterred. This unit finds the nannybot's determined spirit to be inspiring, and quips, "Keep up the good work."



A few strides away, a number of first-generation security units sit in a ring around a battered shopping cart for their daily card game.



"Enjoying your chess, gentlebolts?" this unit asks in a perfectly civilized tone of voice (even though S4-F3s are produced by the absolute best robotics manufacturer in existence, and only a robot made by a foreign competitor would ever think about playing cards when there was work to be done). 



A few of the bots beep nonchalantly in response, so this unit continues on its way. Or rather, it tries to. 



No sooner does this unit attempt to stomp over to the FixIts is it charged by a rounded circle zooming across the trashy terrain.  



"HALT" this unit commands, swiftly popping out its massive rockets. "IDENTIFY YOURSELF."



The circle stops, and begins to vibrate in distress. This unit detects a low, frequent beeping coming from the robot's mainframe. 



An inquiry is in order. "Is everything alright, citizen? You seem upset." 



A torrent of beeps, boops, and static burst from the small bot. This unit, quickly determining that the poor thing is attempting to speak in Morse code, immediately activates its interpreting software. 



it has to work, has to! What would the engineers say? I have to clean it. I have to.



"Be calm, citizen." This unit extends the metaphorical hand of friendship by extending a literal hand of comfort. The bot does not appear to be calmed by the reassuring pat pat pat this unit provides. Perhaps verbal reinforcement is in order. 



"There, there," this unit continues. "Now do tell; what troubles you on this fine day?"



Why do you ask? So you may mock me? The bot lets out a wavering boop. Perhaps you'd like to add me to your morning announcements? Go ahead, let everyone know that I can't keep a floor clean. Let them laugh. I deserve it. I'm a failure of a Janitron!



"So you are a cleaning unit," this unit clarifies. "I am beyond overjoyed to meet someone of such importance. You truly are the backbone of this junkyard."



The Janitron makes a noise that sounds suspiciously like a sniff. I'm the flimsiest backbone anyone could ever have. Look at this! I've vacuumed this same stretch of path for hours and it still looks terrible! It's only a matter of time before that section over there gets all messed up again.



This unit does not personally notice a difference in the cleanliness levels of their surroundings, but imagines it would be a good idea to keep this statement to itself.  Instead, it chooses to approach the situation with optimism and a can-do attitude. Guard and assist.



"The junkyard may be a dirty place, but it's still a wonderful place to live! This unit feels fortunate beyond measure to guard it. A good attitude is better than any decoration scheme for making a trash pile a home, this unit thinks."



I'm sure it is, the Janitron says. But I simply cannot live anywhere happily if I cannot clean. How could I? How could I be content, knowing that I have failed in my one true purpose for existing?



"That is a tricky question," this unit admits, but the Janitron has begun to zoom around this unit in circles, beeping excitedly.



I have an idea! It slows down and turns to look at this unit. There must be something broken in me that is preventing me from effectively cleaning my surroundings. But outside the junkyard, surely there is someone who can fix me!



This unit processes the proposal with great caution. "This unit is uncertain, Janitron. The world beyond the junkyard is rife with danger and updated technology."



What are you afraid of? We live in a pile of trash.



"These units reside in a lovely pile of trash," this unit corrects. "And this unit has duties that require attending to."



I will personally find a substitute to guard in your place, if only you'll accompany me, the Janitron pleads. I cannot make the journey without assistance. I am too small to open doors, but too big to fit under them.



"You will probably be stepped on," this unit agrees. 



A familiar clanging sound draws this unit's attention to a potential candidate for guard duty.







I'm so glad the nannybot agreed to take over your duties, Janitron chirps, as this unit stomps off toward the junkyard exit. 



"It was most kind," this unit agrees. "But perhaps this chatter should be saved for after we pass the gatekeeper."



The Janitron drones quietly, likely awed by the intimidating form of the gatekeeper looming ahead.



Tall, agile, and with a large magnetic plate dangling below its beefy steel arm, the gatekeeper serves to keep potential scavengers from removing scrap metal from the yard. Now that this unit thinks about it, the gatekeeper might also be designed to keep discarded robots from leaving, too. 



I am mostly made of plastic, the Janitron offers helpfully. 



"This unit has no such luck," is the muttered reply. 



No worries, S4, the Janitron beeps. I will distract the gatekeeper.



Before this unit can protest, the small cleaning bot has zoomed off towards the mighty machine, aggressively beeping the Carol of the Bells. An earth-shattering creaking indicates that the distraction has been noted. This unit stands, transfixed, as the gigantic magnet is heaved through the air, swinging straight for the tiny plastic floor-feeder. 



[Personal Note: the Janitron is suicidal.]



This unit remembers it is supposed to be running, and so it takes off, its graceful, elegant gait undoubtedly a pleasure to the eyes. Light as a piece of unused bathroom tissue it floats, leaping through the trash towards the exit.



[Observation: the gates are shut.]



This fact is of no importance. This unit withdraws its rockets, aims, and deploys. The resulting boom is evidently sufficient to draw the gatekeeper's attention away from the Janitron, because the creaking of the great metal arm is suddenly uncomfortably close. 



To this unit's undying shame, it shrieks a curse word as it runs flat-out for the exit, the Janitron close behind. 



The final few steps feel funny; almost as though the ground isn't quite so clingy. This unit panics when it realizes that it is being pulled back and up, but after a few more steps the force is negligible. 



We are free, the Janitron says happily. We are free and I will soon be fixed. Come, let us head for the nearest scrap of civilization.



S4-F3 bots do not experience fear. It is therefore odd that this unit finds itself unable to move forward any further. 



"Janitron, friend, this unit finds itself somewhat stuck." 



Are there more magnets? it asks. Do you need me to push you, perhaps?



"No, that is unnecessary," this unit assures it. "This unit believes it to be an issue of motivation. It has been quite a while since this unit operated outside the junkyard. It is possible that this unit does not have an accurate understanding of the current laws of society."



The Janitron ponders this for a moment. Surely they haven't changed that much. The foundation of any institution can only shift a small amount before cracking and collapsing.



"Maybe so, but as a security bot, this unit is expected to be in full compliance with the law at all times. Failure to comply with this expecta--"



I think you're scared of not being in the junkyard, the Janitron said flatly. You've lived the same routine every day for ages, and now you're scared that you won't be as good at your job, or your job won't ever be as satisfying. It gave an angry little beep. Well I hope you remember this feeling, S4. Because it's how I feel every day. Every day I wake up and hope that I will be a better cleaner than yesterday, but I never am. And I'm afraid that I will never enjoy cleaning as much as I did when I... When I lived with... It trailed off, voice thick with digitally-rendered emotion.



This unit feels as though applause is inappropriate for the situation, but it was a touching little speech. A compromise is reached with an understanding pat and a whispered, "Bravo, good friend. Right you are. Onward we shall go."








This unit does not feel fear. It is not intimidated by the velocity of the vehicles speeding down the street, nor by the buildings that seem to tower above the clouds, and this unit certainly isn't even the least bit self-conscious with such fully functioning, brand-spanking-new machinery rolling about. 



Perhaps this unit should have had the FixIt mechanobots sand off some of the rust. The junkyard makes it easy to forget how shiny new robotics can be. Luckily, the shop this unit enters with the Janitron is filled with enough rust to assure this unit that they probably still remember how to repair bots like these.



It's been quite some time since the Janitron was taken back for its diagnostic, though, and this unit is beginning to worry to feel a small, entirely justifiable amount of friendly concern when it notices a diminutive round floor-sweeper dart down the street. Quickly tromping out of the repair shop, this unit charges after its friend. 



"Wait up!"



The beeped response is too far and reaches this unit too fragmented to make any real sense. This unit is determined, though, and it figuratively holds on to its seatbelt as it thunders down the road in pursuit of the Janitron. 





The soft, static-laden sound of sobbing eventually meets this unit's ears, and when it finally catches up to the Janitron--huddled in a small cranny between an apartment building and a river--the small bot does not resist as it is lifted from the ground and tucked snugly into this unit's grasp. 



"Friend, whatever is the matter?" this unit asks, as gently as possible. 



Distressed electrical cackling is the only response. This unit holds the Janitron patiently, and at last it is rewarded with a muffled beeping.



Could you put me down, please?



This unit does not think it is a good idea, but it obliges anyway. The Janitron begins to rumble across the pavement, just slowly enough that this unit is able to follow it. 



So this unit does. 







The January rain remains steady, and this unit supposes that it would be rather cold, had it any temperature receptors, but the Janitron pays the weather no mind, even when a frigid wind sweeps in from the north. The rain grows denser, falling faster and faster until the cleaner bot leaves little neat rows of tracks in its snow-powdered wake. 



This unit follows. 







The sky darkens, shadows slipping from the crevices of the cityscape to bleed across the sky in a starless blanket of night. This unit is uncertain as to whether the Janitron has night vision capabilities, but it has not slowed in its journey. Rather, it chugs right on along, oblivious to the onset of evening. (Oblivious, or in spite of? This unit does not know.)



This unit does not need to know. It only needs to follow. 







At last, the Janitron stops. On a bridge near the fringes of the city, stretched high a plummeting gorge, it comes to a trembling, shuddering halt. 



This unit notices that this location is very exposed. With the only escape routes at either end of the walkway, it could prove a terribly vulnerable spot indeed. Luckily, this unit does not believe that the gatekeeper would go to all the trouble of sending bot baggers after a floor sweeper and a rusted-out S4-F3. 



This unit turns its attention to the Janitron. "Will you speak of what bothers you, good friend? Home is far away, and this unit hopes that you will not journey further still. This unit has followed you as much as it is able."



For a moment, the only sound is that of the icy wind shrieking through the gorge below. 



At last, a few quiet beeps: 



The mechanic couldn't find anything wrong.



This unit is confused. "Surely that is a good thing?"



The Janitron pumps out a puff of dust in exasperation. It should be a very good thing! A wonderful thing! I'm in tip-top shape, especially for a junkyard bot. But if there is nothing wrong with me, then why can't I clean?



This unit does not know. The S4-F3 is not a problem-solving model. It cannot heal wounds. It cannot build a house. It can only guard and assist. 



This unit is not sure if it can assist in this situation. So it says nothing.



The Janitron lets out a solitary, forlorn boop. I suppose I'll never know. Maybe I'm just so broken they can't fix me. At least I know why my family got rid of me.



"They rid themselves of you?" This unit tries not to sound incredulous, but it is a futile effort. 



Yes. One day, I was vacuuming up their floors, and the next I was being carted off to the dump site, and there was some other shiny Janitron in my docking station. It sighed. [i]I couldn't figure out why they would replace me at first, but after a few weeks in the junkyard, I figured it out. I'm a terrible cleaner. If nothing's wrong with me, maybe I always have been." 



This unit thinks hard. This unit thinks as hard as it possibly can, harder than it's ever thought in its life. This unit thinks so hard that it's almost afraid that it's central processors will overheat, except it's cold so that probably won't be an issue.



Straining, this unit begins, "You only figured it out after being in the junkyard?"



The Janitron beeps miserably.



"But...then how did you not notice you were a terrible cleaner before?"



The house was probably just naturally cleaner. Or maybe they brought the new Janitron out while I was powered off and I just didn't notice.



Oh. 



This unit thinks it understands.



"But junkyards are naturally dirtier than houses. You can't take the dirty off of a pile of trash any more...any more than you can take the need to clean out of a Janitron," this unit finishes (rather proudly, it should be noted). 



The Janitron beeps softly as it mulls this new information over. So, you think I might not be a terrible cleaner?



"This unit finds it highly unlikely."



I suppose...I suppose that is good news, the Janitron begins hesitantly. But if that is the case, then I cannot go back to the junkyard. It is not the right place for me to live.



"No, it is not," this unit agrees.



So is this goodbye?



"Well..." This unit wishes it had a lip to chew to advertise the heavy thinking in progress. "The junkyard has a routine, and lovely junkyard robots. And this unit does enjoy making the morning announcements..."



A light on the Janitron blinks expectantly. This unit reaches out and pats it affectionately.



"But perhaps you were right. This unit does not think there is anything better out there because it has not tried to find it. The winter winds seem unbearable when your hearth is warm, yes?"



Probably. Maybe. I don't know, I don't have temperature sensors, the Janitron beeps. But for what it's worth, I think good company warms you just as well as a flame. I am made of plastic, though, and it is possible that my opinion is skewed.



"Perhaps a little," this unit agrees. "So where to next, friend?"



I was doing some thinking, and a farm seems like it would be a good option. Less dirty than a junkyard, but still filthy enough to pose a decent challenge. Farms have barns, though, and barns have heavy doors.



[Observation: This unit feels valued on an individual level.]



Something slips into place.



"Lead the way, then, and I will follow." 
      

      
   
      The Flame, the Fox, and the Frozen Blade


      

      
      
         The winter moon hung high over the Canolfan Adventurer’s Guild, the brilliant orb bathing the whole of the city in its pale light. Even as the hours stretched on, the traffic in and out of the massive building remained steady, as adventurers set off for epic heroism – or more comfortable beds than the Guild’s apartments offered – and hopeful clients came to bargain wages in the hopes that their request would end up on one of the dozens of tablets that hung from the main hall’s job board.



Ruiha slid one of the clay plates across a table, a wide grin splitting her face as she pushed her hair out of her eyes. “Come on, Olev. I know you’re between jobs right now and this one is just begging for a warrior-priest sort.”



The man snorted as he took a long draft from his mug, his other hand pulling the tablet closer to him. “This job? Yeah. No. You’re on your own.”



“Why? I bet you’re looking for a job that isn’t ‘please kill this deadly monster and bring back it’s horn slash scales slash feathers slash treasure hoard so I can give it to my beloved as a Solstice gift.’” She leaned back as she took a drink from her own mug, trying not to look too desperate.



Shaking his head, Olev wiped the foam from his upper lip. “One, because this job pays terrible. Two, because dealing with ghosts and devils and curses that show themselves on Solstices is not something I want to do. Three, because I’m never working with you again.”



Ruiha rolled her eyes. “Seriously? You’re still mad?”



“Yes,” he said, pushing the tablet back. “Find some other holy sort to help you out.”



Setting the mug back down and sinking back into her chair, Ruiha sighed. “I already tried. I don’t know too many priests who deal with the undead.” Clasping her hands in front of her in mock prayer, she continued, “Please? You’re my last resort, Olev. This job’s important to me and time’s running out. I’ll go tithe at Gulbrand’s temple or whatever it is your lot does.”



“Not a chance.”



“Fine. Then you know anyone who might be up for it?”



Olev snorted. “For fifteen hundred dolas?”



“I don’t need need to go fifty-fifty on this one. Two thousand for them, one for me. Faithless fires, I’ll even go twenty-five hundred for them.”



“Still not a lot to be cleansing a vengeful spirit on the Solstice.”



Ruiha threw up her hands, a surge of irritation causing her right arm to glow like an ember. “You know, for a priest? You are awfully focused on the pay.”



“Gulbrand encourages his faithful to earn and indulge life’s pleasures.” He grinned, showing his missing front teeth, as he spread his arms to the empty plates and mug in front of him. “A good battle, followed by a good meal, a good drink, and a good fuck is a prayer unto him.”



“Just answer the damn question,” she said, sighing. The answer was obvious. Priests from ascetic orders really didn’t tend to get licensed as adventurers. But she could still hope.



The man drummed his fingers across the table, scanning the hall. “Well, they’re no priest, but I do know someone who might take the job if the client’s right.” He leaned back a little in his chair, pointing a thick finger towards the corner of the room. “See her over there?”



Standing up, Ruiha had to crane her neck to see past the milling adventurers. In the far corner, at the edge of one of the big tables there was a woman sitting all by her lonesome. At this distance, it took her a moment for the vulpine ears and tail to register. “The Kin?”



“Yeah. Try talking to her. She can deal with the dead and she might be willing to work on the cheap.”








Yseult sat at the end of the table, warming her hands on the mug of cocoa as she meditated on the day, her tail swaying to the rhythm of her thoughts. The Solstice ranked high among her least favorite times of the year, the job board filling with asinine requests not worth her time. Unfortunately, that didn’t change the fact that she still needed to make some money to pay for her guild apartment.



With a sigh she lifted the hot beverage to her lips, testing it before she took a drink, savoring the sweetness.



“Yseult?” someone behind her asked.



Putting the drink back down, she turned in her seat, “Yes?”



The woman standing behind her beamed as she fanned herself with one of the board’s tablets. An odd thing to do given the chill that hung in the air despite the grand fireplace, as well as the fact that she was dressed more for summer than the snowy season. “I was wondering if you might be willing to partner up for a job? Olev said you might be looking for this sort of work.”



She ran over names in her head until she arrived at that one: big man, priest of the barbaric Gulbrand. “What sort of job...?” she asked, leaving room for the woman to identify herself.



“Ruiha. And it’s just a little exorcism of a vengeful spirit. There’s a noble with this old keep that’s apparently gonna die the night of the Solstice because a ghost is coming to kill him.”



Yseult held out her hand and took the tablet, reading it over herself. The job didn’t pay much, but she didn’t need much.



“So, I figure with me and a druid—”



“I’m not a druid,” Yseult offered, not even making a token effort to keep the ice out of her voice as she continued to read.



“Huh?”



“I’m not a druid. Nor am I ranger. Nor am I a thief.” Her ears twitched as she continued, “I am a paladin. Yseult Valorheart.”



“Seriously?” She could feel Ruiha’s eyes running over her, confirming that she was indeed Kin. “You’re a paladin?”



“The ears and the tail do not disqualify one,” she growled as she flipped the tablet over, trying to focus on the client’s personal statement rather than her growing annoyance. Workers and attendants from a poor holding cobbling together the funds to seek aid in sparing their lord from a vengeful spirit that took the life of his father before him.



Ruiha was silent for a long moment. “Well, I mean, I didn’t figure that, just… you know? Not a common calling.”



“I am well aware.” Turning the tablet over again and again in her hands, she considered her options. “Why are you taking this job?”



“I can’t be interested in doing a good deed for some poor, down on his luck lord?”



Yseult turned back to her cocoa, offering the tablet over her shoulder. “Not interested in working with a liar.”



“Fine, fine, fine!” Ruiha sat next to her rather than taking the tablet back. “You know, this is why nobody actually invites you paladins to jobs.”



Yseult ignored her. 



“There’s a magic sword that’s supposed to belong to the Poulin family – Rimeshard. I collect elemental weapons, it’s a classic, and I want it. And no, before you ask, I’m not planning on stealing it, so don’t worry your stuffy conscience about that. I just figure if I save this guy’s live, he might hand it over because his honor demands it or something.”



Finishing off her cocoa, Yseult nodded. “He might.”



“So?”



Yseult’s tail twitched as she considered it. This was the sort of job that would sit on the job board until it expired, she doubted Ruiha would take the job without a partner, and she could probably count the number of other adventurers in the Canolfan Guild who’d take what amounted to a charity job on one hand. “Fine.”



“Seriously?”



Standing up, Yseult started for the job desk to officially take it, a part of her wishing she could just steal the job and handle it herself without violating her Code. “Yes. I shall assist you in protecting the life of Lord Poulin.” She stopped and turned to face the woman, offering her hand. “We shall split the listed reward fifty-fifty. You are free to request the sword, so long as you do so lawfully and without duress.”



Ruiha clapped her hands and cheered before she took the outstretched hand, her grip strong and almost hot to the touch. “Great! You go get that put in then, I’ll get us on the next rail to Etwall, and then it’s a good half-day hike out to his holdings and that’ll put us in a day before the Solstice: plenty of time to make sure things are on the up and get ready.”



Yseult nodded, rubbing the sword and shield pendant that hung from her neck. No real need to supply if this job was taking them to an active, if failing, freehold. Some food from the Guild’s shop in case of emergencies “I am ready to depart as soon soon as you are.”








The wind howled outside the small and empty house. The thin walls did little to keep out the chill – as evidenced by the thick coat Yseult had wrapped herself in the moment they’d left the train – but Ruiha welcomed the winter’s chill on her bare arms.



“Is your companion quite sure she’s warm enough?” the old woman seated before them asked, pulling her own fur wrapping tighter.



“She is quite content, Mistress Sault. Please, share your Lord’s woes with us. Time is short.”



The old woman looked between the two of them, no doubt trying to decide if a fox-looking Kin and a woman wearing short sleeves and short pants in mid-winter were the right ones for the job. It was a look adventurers got used to, and one that often signaled they wouldn’t be getting the job.



Yseult bowed her head and flattened her ears. “Mistress Sault, I swear to you not just as a warrior of Armon the name of my father, Lord Giles of Lenax, that so long as my heart beats, I shall do everything within my power to protect your Lord from this curse that haunts him. I ask that you judge us not by our strange seeming, but rather by our words and deeds.”



Ruiha stared at her, caught off by the Kin’s sudden speech. “Uh, yeah, what she said.”



The old woman’s expression softened a bit and her tone changed into something approaching reverence. “You are of noble birth, milady?”



Yseult shook her head and, to Ruiha’s surprise, the old woman’s expression didn’t change. If anything, her voice softened further.



“Lord Poulin’s great grandfather was… not a good man,” she said, sighing and pulling her furs even tighter around her. “He slew his brother, the first Lord Poulin, to take this land, and was in turn slain for his crimes. The land was restored to the main family line but, after the war, it was deprived of its lord once more. It was then that Lord Poulin was found and granted the lands.”



“Geeze,” Ruiha muttered, leaning on the table. “Quite the sordid little history this land’s got. No wonder there’s an angry ghost waiting in the wings.”



“Quiet,” Yseult growled, her tail flicking as she gave her a sidelong glare. “Please continue, Mistress Sault.”



“A year ago, on the night of the Solstice, the spirit of the first Lord Poulin appeared in the hall, promising that, should Lord Poulin not renounce his title and the lands, he would pay for the crimes of his bloodline. He was granted one year to make his choice and face the consequences.”



“And your Lord stayed behind because…?” Ruiha asked, ignoring the Kin’s continued glare.



The old woman shook her head, finally deigning to look at Ruiha with something best classified as undisguised disdain. “Because, young woman, he is an honorable man and the bedrock upon which we’ve built our lives. He has invested what little remained in his own personal fortunes into rebuilding these lands, struggling to wash away the stains of his great grandfather. To run from this is unthinkable to him.”



Holding out her hands, Ruiha leaned back. “Okay, I get it, I get it. Honor thing. Don’t mind me, just collecting facts. Continue.”



The old woman looked away from her, returning her focus to Yseult. “I… must warn you. This request does not come from Lord Poulin. We have not even told him we sent a message to the Adventurer’s Guild.” Her throat wobbled as she swallowed. “We know it is inappropriate, but he has done so much for us. He is a brave man, but no warrior.”



“Speak no further, Mistress Sault,” Yseult said, taking the old woman’s hand with her own and squeezing. “There is no shame in loving one’s lord, nor is there shame in calling upon allies in your time of need. Take us to him.”








Lord Poulin was a stick thin man, made to look even thinner by the wide chair he occupied in his office. Mistress Salut had that much right: the man was no warrior. Still, Yseult recognized the determination in his eyes, the same look she had so often seen in her fellow adventurers when they set their eyes on a prize.



She bowed, snapping Ruiha’s leg with her tail to get the woman to follow suit.



“Marcelle? Who are these strangers?” he asked, turning to face Mistress Sault.



“Adventurers, milord,” she answered, unable to lift her gaze from the floor. “They have come to defend you from the curse which threatens your life.”



The man offered her a tired smile. “Marcelle…”



“Lord Poulin,” Yseult interjected, stepping forward, praying that Ruiha would be wise enough to keep her mouth shut during this exchange. “I have had the opportunity to hear of your bravery and wish to offer my service to you.”



The man tilted his head. “And who might you be?”



“Yseult Valorheart.” He pursed his lips, the question beginning to form, but she pushed on, “I would consider it an honor for you to accept my services, as well as those of my companion, as you prepare for battle against this ghastly enemy who seeks your life.”



Lord Poulin sat back, shutting his eyes. “I cannot. I have no doubt that Marcelle has already told you that this… spirit seeks to avenge the dishonor inflicted upon it by my great grandfather. To allow others to be injured in my defense is something I cannot allow.”



“Well, I’m pretty sure it’s gonna kill you,” Ruiha said, stepping forward.



Yseult bristled, her ears flattening as she glanced back at the woman. Why did so many adventurers have to be so stupid? 



“If that is what happens, then I shall at least have died doing what is right.”



“Does that actually count for much when you’re dead?”



“What my companion is trying – and failing – to say is that facing this phantasm alone,” she interjected, offering a look back towards Ruiha that she hoped conveyed the message to shut her mouth, “Will not cleanse the stain upon your family name, nor will it bring you honor.”



“And what would a Kin know of honor?” the man snapped, his face reddening. “You are sellswords from Canol, what understanding do you have of Royaume’s affairs?”



“More than you, it would seem, Lord Poulin.” Yseult took a deep breath before she continued. “My father, Lord Giles of Lenax, taught me that a lord does not have the luxury of placing his personal honor or that of his family name foremost in his mind. His responsibilities are to the people under his care and the kingdom above him. To throw one’s life away over a matter of honor is to forget that fact.”



Lord Poulin’s breathing slowed as he listened, anger giving way to embarrassment.



“Your people offer their livelihoods to protect you, knowing you for a good and righteous man as yourself who will lead them to prosperity.” Her gaze didn’t shift away from Lord Poulin, bearing down upon him, crushing his anger and indignation with her righteous self-assurity. “You already repent for the actions of your great grandfather by trying to bring these long suffering lands to glory once more. Do not undo that with the misplaced notion that your honor demands you die in a hopeless battle against a vengeful spirit.”



Lord Poulin’s hands rested on the desk as he struggled to hold Yseult’s gaze, the red fading from his face.



“Let those who have mastered swords and sorcery be the ones to face the mortal threat. Accept us as your champions.”



The ancient clock in the corner ticked, each second echoing in the pregnant silence. Lord Poulin finally looked away. “You are right.”



Yseult bowed. “I knew you would understand, Lord Poulin.”








Ruiha sat on the edge of her bed, grinning at her Kin companion. “That was great. You manipulated the hell out of him.”



“I did no such thing,” Yseult said, not bothering to open her eyes from her cross-legged position on the floor.



“You most certainly did!” she protested. “I’ve done jobs for those honor types before, and I’ve never, ever seen one handled so deftly. Usually I just end up agreeing to their particular insanities then going behind their back anyway.”



She watched Yseult’s tail, waiting for the telltale twitch of irritation.



“Seriously though, that was impressive. You really nobility?”



“No.”



That caused Ruiha to hesitate. “You lied?”



“No.” She could hear the irritation creeping into the Kin’s voice, something she heard so rarely that she had to keep pushing.



“You realize you have to explain that now, right?”



One of the Kin’s eyes cracked open. “No.”



Leaning back on her hands, Ruiha shook her head. “You know, even by paladin standards, you seem to have a serious stick up your ass. Not that I’ve worked with many, but some of them at least made a little small talk. You know, discussed the job, how we were gonna handle it, what their secret backstory is.”



Yseult finally turned around. “I don’t see much reason to discuss the job. The reason you invited me along was to do the job for you, wasn’t it?”



“Hey now—”



“I checked your public records when I signed us up for the job.” The Kin resettled into her meditative stance. “You have an unusually high record of drop outs – all justified by job exceeding the scope of the request, of course. In addition, you’ve only done a handful of jobs with less than a five person team. You don’t take challenging jobs. You like to be safe and let other people carry your weight. That is likely why you asked me for help: you’re running out of people willing to work with you.”



Ruiha felt like she had been slapped, staring mouth agape at the back of the Kin’s head.



“Don’t worry. I will make sure the job gets done.”



The heat in Ruiha’s heart burned, every thump pushing fire through her veins and filling her body with barely contained anger. Years of training kept it from exploding out of her, but it didn’t stop the words from bursting out, “What is your problem? ”



“My problem is that so many adventurers are just like you. Your interest is profit. You make assumptions.” Her voice stayed calm, but her tail flicked back and forth like an angry snake. “People think because I’m a Kin that I’m vacuous and impetuous. That these ears and tails say I must be a thief, or deceptive, or tricky. Even on learning my true calling, they continue to assume things about me.”



Grinding her teeth, Ruiha pointed. “And? What about you? You’re complaining about people making assumptions, but you’re gonna go and say all that about me?”



“You haven’t proven me wrong.”



Her fist clenched, a little fire building inside it as she threw herself back to the bed, turning away. A day or so more with the snobby, hypocritical fox, the job would be done, she’d figure out a way to get Rimeshard, she could take her own train back to Canolfan, and start hunting for the next job.








The pair of them sat at the table in the main hall, listening to the crackling of the fire in the fireplace as the shadows danced  around the darkened room. The wind outside howled and shrieked, the mild snow flurries having transformed into a raging blizzard over the last day and a half.



Lord Poulin sat at the head of the table, staring at the door that lead to the courtyard. Presumably the place the spirit would come from if it were the conventional kind.



“Only a few minutes before the vengeful spirit is supposed to show itself,” Ruiha said, pushing herself up, letting a little more heat flow through her veins to make sure she wasn’t too cold to use her magic.



Yseult nodded, grasping her pendant as she mumbled something beneath her breath. A column of white light enveloped her, fading after a moment and revealing that her clothes had been replaced with a suit of silver armor, complete with a small shield and sword fastened to her sides. “I am ready.”



“Impressive,” Lord Poulin said.



“It’s just an arms calling charm,” Ruiha muttered. She glanced over her shoulder towards the lord, her eyes coming to rest on the simple sword resting beside his wine. “And you make sure you stay out of the way. You agreed to let us champion you, so no getting yourself killed.”



“You are my champions,” he agreed. “But that doesn’t mean I would like to go unarmed.”



“A wise choice,” Yseult said, pulling the weapon she had chosen for this occasion – the sword, Flame Eater – free of it’s scabbard. 



The shine that ran its length completely independent of the room’s light didn’t go unnoticed either. Pretty good odds it was enchanted. Not elemental. Given Yseult, probably something holy? Or maybe it just reinforced that stick up her ass.



It felt like the Kin hadn’t even looked at her since last night.



She drew on the anger, stoking the inferno in her heart, and storing it the blade at her side. Odds were any spirit appearing on the WInter Solstice was going to be ice aligned, which meant Ruiha would have the edge. The Kin would not be walking away from this encounter think she’d done all the work.



Somewhere in the depths of the empty keep the clock chimed the night’s final hour.



Nothing happened.



Yseult’s armor clanked as she shifted.



“Suppose the clock was fast?” Ruiha offered.



“Not that fast,” Yseult said. “Look at the fire.”



Where a raging fire had once stood there were now only ice crystals resembling the dancing flames. Frost began to spread along the stone around them, the air’s temperature plummeting to the point that even Ruiha could feel it once more.



“Show yourself, Mathis!” Lord Poulin demanded, trying unsuccessfully to keep from shivering. “My great grandfather may have murdered you, but now I try to return your lands to prosperity! Abandon this senseless grudge.”



The door to the hall froze, then cracked, the sound echoing through the empty keep.



“No such luck, huh?” Ruiha muttered, her right arm beginning to glow.



The door shattered. 



Ruiha didn’t hesitate, unleashing her fire, the blazing inferno rushing down her arm and through the door, vaporizing the frozen wood even as it fell. Feeling the air cool almost instantly, she threw herself to the floor, barely avoiding an icicle as thick as her fist and as long as a spear.



“Power, but nothing more” a voice sneered as a man stepped through the vacant portal. Or, at least, at first glance it looked like a man, until one saw the ice creeping along its armor or the skeletal face with the red eyes. “This is the best that the last Poulin can muster in his defense? I shall be doing our family line a favor by erasing you.”



Yseult stepped forward, her blade glowing like a small sun as she levelled it towards the spirit. “Begone, phantom.” The speed of her lunge took Ruiha by surprise, the Kin closing the gap in a moment, but the phantom moved faster, an ice blue blade deflecting her own.



Rimeshard.



The spirit had the damned weapon.



“Begone, beast,” the phantom said 



“Yseult, dodge, don’t block!”



The Kin’s started to raise her shield, but instead she leapt backwards, narrowly avoiding the blade, as well as the shower of spear-like icicles that followed the blade’s arc, shattering against the stone.



Ruiha rushed forward, flames trailing her arm. “That’s Rimeshard! It can call those icicles from any direction with every strike,” she shouted, this time calling the fire directly beneath the phantom’s feet. To her surprise, it didn’t dodge, a single strike dissipating the flames, and the raging fire around Ruiha evaporating the icicles that tried to strike her.



In the same moment, Yseult rushed forward once more, slamming her shield into the phantom to knock it off balance, then following with a thrust that tore through it’s armor and pierced it’s body.



The phantom howled as it fell back, putting distance between itself and Yseult’s weapon. “Perhaps I have underestimated the beast and the hothead,” it snarled, ignoring Yseult as she moved forward for the finishing strike.



The air around them crystallized.








Yseult blade embedded itself tip deep into the ice where the spirit of vengeful spirit of Mathis Poulin had once stood, the shock of the unexpected impact sending pain shooting through her arm.



Through the wall she could see the distorted shape of the grand hall, but something seemed off: the distance to the walls looked impossibly far away. Despite the apparent lack of the spirit, her sword’s blade still glowed as if it were nearby.



“Lord Poulin?” she called, trying to get her bearings. “Ruiha?” Her voice echoed into the distance, unanswered by anything but the occasional crack of shifting ice. She had underestimated the strength of this grudge. A spirit that had been purging its descendants for generations she would understand possessing power to pull them into the place between worlds, but this?



Affairs of anger and honor could be truly terrible things.



The spirit had separated them so it could engage her and Ruiha alone. She doubted it would seek Lord Poulin’s life while they lived. Twisted as they were, these sorts of spirits still carried with them the convictions they held in life. To slay Lord Poulin while his champions drew breath would be shameful, admitting that they were stronger than he.



But who would he come for first? Her or Ruiha?



Something caught her gaze, a movement in the ice. A man walking swiftly, his face turned away from her. “To think Lord Giles is so desperate for an heir that he would bring their kind into his house.”



She shivered.



“He debases himself,” another said as another shadow flittered through the ice.



“Fancy a chicken little fox?”



“No doubt she’s a thief.”



“A liar, I’m sure.”



“When shall he send the little vixen back to her own kind?”



“Kin have no place in the courts of Royaume.”



“Send her away before your name is irreparably stained, Lord Giles.”



Yseult shook her head as she dropped to a knee, one hand clutching the pendant around her neck. “Is this how you challenge us, phantom? With ancient wounds? Things the heart fears to hear?”








Flames splashed against the ice as Ruiha tried again and again to melt the wall, the cold seeping into her body as the heat left it, draining her strength while the ice still reflected her face with a perfect mirror sheen.



“Faithless fires,” she gasped.



“Why not just run?” someone whispered behind her, forcing her to spin.



“Run before the others do,” came a different voice, again behind her.



“She saw through you,” a third said.



“Shut up!” she shouted, letting the heat explode out of her to no effect. Pressing her hand to the wall, she focused everything she had into it. Ice was ice. Even magical ice could be melted with enough heat.



“You are too weak.”



“That is why you lean on others.”



“Your power is an accident. Unearned.”



Ruiha sagged. “Please, shut up.” 



“How many more times can you run before they all realize it?”



The cold squeezed her heart as she slid down to her knees.



“The job doesn’t matter. Your allies don’t matter. You matter.”



In the icy reflection a shape loomed behind her, a blue blade raised.








The light around Yseult’s blade intensified as she lifted into the air. “The darkness of the dead holds no place in our world. Begone!”



The icy walls shattered, the world around her contracting as the keep’s main hall snapped back into reality, much as it had been left. Lord Poulin still stood by the table, pale and shaking, while Ruiha—



Yseult moved without thought, her shield arm smashing the Rimeheart aside before it took the woman’s head, carrying it through to catch the icicle that attempted to impale Ruiha. 



With her focus diverted, the phantom seized the advantage, it’s free hand touching her armor. Even as she tried to restore her balance and launch an attack, she could feel the rush of burning cold.



Her armor shattered.



She ignored the pieces of metal as they slashed her skin, instead bring her body around and slamming her shield into the phantom as hard as she could, sending it staggering away from the two of them. “Take Lord Poulin and flee!”



“Huh?”



“Do not think I will let them go so easily, beast.,” the phantom snarled, recovering his balance.



“I can hold him for a time, and he may not be able to manifest outside these lands. Go and go quickly!” Yseult sank low as she lunged, her blade connecting with Rimeshard, the blade’s light entangling with the cold blue glow of the icy sword.



“What is this?” the phantom snarled as the light spread, encircling the pair of them, flinching back as it reached out for the golden barrier.



“Until one of us falls or yields, this shall be our battlefield, and our battlefield alone,” Yseult said, wiping blood from her cheek.








Ruiha sat, stunned, as the golden light formed a ring around the Kin and the phantom. A duelist enchantment. “Are you stupid?” she managed, trying to push herself to her feet, the cold flowing out of her. Of course, she knew the Kin wasn’t. She had lost her armor. Ruiha’s fire had no effect and she’d caved to that mental assault.



They’d lost.



But they didn’t all have to die.



She moved quickly, grabbing Lord Poulin’s hand and dragging the man along behind her, even as the sounds of sword meeting sword and ice crashing against stone echoed.



“What do you think you’re—”



“Keeping you alive!” Ruiha hissed, trying to will warmth back into her body. “Spirits like this tend to be bound to an area. If we can get you off these lands, it’s possible it won’t be able to follow.” She cleared steps two at a time, forcing Lord Poulin to make similar leaps unless he wanted to just tumble down after her. “So she’s buying us the time to try just that.”



“You would abandon your friend?” he gasped.



“Don’t waste time talking, right now! She’s busy getting herself killed so that neither of us do, so it’d probably be a good thing to not waste that, huh?”



The voices from the ice echoed in her head.








Yseult circled the phantom, each step measured, looking for some sort of opening that remained hidden from her. Even in death, it seemed Mathis Poulin remained a formidable warrior.



“I will give you this, beast. You are a braver warrior than I expected. To face death so that your companion and the man you champion may live is worthy of respect.”



“Do not patronize me, phantom. I have no need of your approval, nor do I desire it.” If she could land another blow, she might be able to end this battle. She cursed herself for allowing this battle to reach this point. Perhaps if she and Ruiha had coordinated their assault earlier on they might have been able to best the phantom before it realize the threat they represented.



Pride goes before the fall.



Without options, she struck first, leading with her shield once more.



This time the phantom countered with it’s empty hand, the metal freezing and shattering on impact. Undaunted and unsurprised, she continued forward, thrusting and cutting with a frenzied determination, driving the phantom back towards the edges of the golden arena, every movement focused on preventing counterattacks from the sword, as well as it’s lethal ice spray. 



Already her movements were beginning to slow, the frigid air taking its toll.



An armored kneed slammed into her stomach, lifting her off the ground as it drove the air out of her, then letting her drop flat onto the stone, her sword following her.



She didn’t think, rolling to the side and then backwards onto her feet, both blade and icicles missing her by hair’s widths. Diving forward, she managed to get a hand on the hilt of her sword, but the phantom moved quickly, a foot coming down on the blade as she tried to lift it, the sturdy and familiar weapon joining her armor and shield as nothing more than shards of brittle metal littering the floor.








Ruiha shivered as she rushed back into the hall, pouring every ounce of power she could manage into Flame Eater. If this failed, she would be easy pickings for the phantom, but like the hells she’d let Yseult do that whole heroic sacrifice thing for her.



“Yseult!” she shouted as the golden ring came into view, the battered and bleeding Kin backed against the edge. The cry caught the attention of both fighters, as did Flame Eater when she threw it, the blade skittering across the floor.



The phantom struck, but Yseult took him by surprise, throwing herself into him to avoid both the stroke and ice, causing him to stumble. She lashed out with a foot, forcing him back another step and giving her the room to scoop the blade off the floor.



The last of her power expended, Ruiha dropped to the floor.








The heat coming off the blade was palpable as Yseult picked it up and swung in a single smooth motion. 



The phantom moved it’s own blade to block, but the frozen blade could not match the heated blade, cleaving cleanly through it and the phantom who bore it. The skeletal face managed something approaching surprise for the moment before Ruiha’s blade released its full power, a pillar of white hot flame consuming the phantom.



The golden ring faded, alongside the adrenaline that had been sustaining Yseult through the last moments of the battle. Still, she found the strength to keep her feet under her. “Are you alive, Ruiha?”



“Yeah,” came the muffled reply, the prone woman even managing to get her hand a little ways off the ground.



“Thank you.”



“You’re welcome.”



Yseult’s ears flattened as she sank to the ground as well. “I believe I destroyed the sword you were seeking.”



Ruiha groaned.



“Sorry.”








The thick, snow-laden clouds concealed the moon over the Canolfan Adventurer’s Guild, the gentle fall of the flakes coating the city in a white blanket. Still, even as the hours stretched on and the snowfall thickened, the traffic in and out of the massive building remained steady, as adventurers set off for epic heroism – or more comfortable beds than the Guild’s apartments offered – and hopeful clients came to bargain wages in the hopes that their request would end up on one of the dozens of tablets that hung from the main hall’s job board.



Ruiha slid one of the clay plates across the table, a wide grin splitting her face as she pushed her hair out of her eyes. “You wanna team up again? Bet we could do better this time.”



Yseult sipped at her cocoa, her other hand pulling the tablet closer to her. “This job?” she asked, her tail swaying as she studied it. “Perhaps.”
      

      
   
      Cold


      

      
      
         "So, is everyone ready for Christmas?"  I looked out over the assembled faces.  The small knot of children was agitated.  Many nodded eagerly, but some seemed hesitant, or even nervous.  I knew that part of it was being so deep inside Shelter; those from the tracts might well have been here only once or twice before.  That was compounded by the noise: every time the engine revved up, some of them would jump.  Even without their bare torsos and short-cropped hair it would have been easy to tell  the lottery winners from those who had paid their way.



No one answered, so I pushed on.  “Well then, this is the first Christmas we’ve had in three years, but you might have heard about it from your siblings or parents.  Before we go in, does anyone know what to expect?”



“My mommy said it was like ice cubes all over,” said Martin.  He stood at the front, with his arms crossed and chin jutting out.



I smiled and nodded.  “That's not a bad way to think of it.”



A hand shot up at the back of the crowd.  “Ashely?”  I say, remembering the slight girl mostly by the angry scar on her shoulder.



“What's an ice cube like?”



I bit my lip.  “umm, it's wet and, uhh…”  I racked my brain.  Ashley was one of the lottery kids, so this was probably one of the handful of times she’d been off of her parent’s tract.  “It’s kind of like when you're wet and you stand outside in the wind.”



“Oh, oh, like a fwidge?” one of the others burst in.



I look over to see one of the smallest girls beaming up at me in pigtails.  As daughter of the mayor, the preparations hardly fazed her.  “That’s a good analogy, Claire,” I said making sure to keep a smile on my face.  If Ashley doesn’t know ice, she won’t know fridges, either.  “Just wait a few minutes, Ashley, You'll see yourself in just a little bit, okay?”



“Okay,” she said, in a small voice, stepping back. 



Another hand went up.  “Yes, Charity?”



“My Da got sick once, and we went to see him and my arms went all pricky.”



“Oh, the clinic?”  That must have cost a tidy pile of chits.  



“Ya!”  She nodded eagerly.



I nodded.  “Well, that’s cold too, and those are called goosebumps.”



She stared at me seriously before someone in the back piped up, though I missed seeing who.  “What's a goose?”



I glanced at the clock.  “We'll cover that in history class later.”  I looked around the rest of the group.  “Did anyone else have any last thoughts before we went in?”



One of the kids in front cleared his throat.  I looked over to see one of the older boys regarding me with sharp eyes.  “Peter?”



“My brother said that Christmas was supposed to be in December.”



I pursed my lips.  “That's a complicated answer,” I said, just as the growl of the ancient engine quieted.  It’d be ready any minute now.  “And I'm afraid that's another thing I'll have to talk to you about later.”



I clapped my hands  “Okay everyone, time to get dressed.”  Peter didn't look satisfied, but held his peace as I opened up the chest and started handing out the heavy clothes: long sleeved jackets and thick pants in a riot of colors and styles.



The kids were still looking at them a little strangely, so I demonstrated by donning my own garments.  The fabric was faded and brittle in places, but it still held together.  “Pretend it's a coolsuit,” I said, looking at the array of shorts they wore and remembering the advice I’d heard the teacher give last time.  Most of the kids were at least familiar with those.



They went on easily for the most part, aside from a sporadic litany of: ‘I can't move,’ ‘It's itchy’ and ‘this smells funny’.



I walked around the room, helping as necessary until I finally reached the far end.  Peter had his pants on, but the jacket was half off, and he was examining the side panel closely.  His eyes met mine as I came up to him. “Where do the lines hook up?”



“Don't worry, it’s like a coolsuit, but it’s different, too.  There aren't supposed to be any lines connected, it holds your own body heat in, instead.  Just put it on - you'll be grateful for it in a minute.” 



I turned back to the rest of the group as the tone of the engine changed again, and I saw Bob, its operator, poke his head and give me the thumbs up.  “Alright, everyone, gather at the door with me.  No pushing now.”



The gaggle of children looked more nervous, but came together at my wave.  Some were still half dressed, but that was okay - they'd be motivated enough once we were inside. 



“Are you sure you can't take Jenna?”



The voice was hesitant, and I looked at the door to see a woman standing there, her weather-beaten face framed in the light.  Below, a little girl clung tightly to her leg, like she might be blown away in a stiff breeze. The mother held out her hand and I could see a small pile of chits glinting on her palm.  Blues, golds and greens - ones and tens and hundreds, but even from here I could see that there were too few of the last.  I bit my lip. My own gleanings were meager enough; one of the reasons I took on this extra teaching position in the first place.  But for her, as a freebroker that small handful probably represented more than a month of scrimping and saving. 



I looked at her a long moment before shaking my head.  “No, keep it.”



The woman’s face fell as I turned away, but I moved only as far as the chest.  There, at the very bottom was another jacket.  It was musty and had more holes than I cared to count, but it was better than nothing and I could hear the sharp intake of breath as I knelt to Jenna and held it out to her. 



Her mother tried to press the chits on me, but I shook my head.  “Keep them,” I said, feeling a sad smile tug at my lips.  “Merry Christmas.”



Then I turned to the door and heaved it open.  The squeal of hinges was accompanied by a blast of frigid air, and at least one of the kids shrieked.  I tried not to grin at the reaction, but I couldn’t afford to waste the time and air as I ushered them into the room.



It wasn’t large, maybe twenty feet wide by thirty feet long, with sheet metal walls that covered up thick insulation.  Bare lights hung from the from the ceiling, illuminating a series of displays that lined the walls.  The floor was slick and wet, possibly due to a large vat of water in the corner opposite the door, the chill breeze from numerous vents making ripples on the surface.  In the other corner stood a small Christmas tree, the sparkling lights almost enough to disguise its threadbare branches.



“Merry Christmas, everyone, now get in quickly, so I can shut the door.”



They filed in quickly and the door shut with a clang.  The kids were getting rowdy, but it was still easy to hear the muffled roar as the engine revved back up again.  Moments later, an icy wind started pouring through the vents anew.



The kids huddled together in a knot in the center of the room, then shrieked as a miniature blizzard sprayed from the vents.



I had stood well back, expecting it.  “That's called snow.  It's like rain that falls from the sky, but frozen.”



Actually, it was shaved ice, and Bob and I'd spent a few hours slicing it up, but they didn't need to know that. 



Moments later, the ice storm had abated, and curiosity began making inroads among the kids.  Some went around the edges of the room, staring at the displays, wide-eyed.  Most huddled together in the middle.  



As I approached this group the leader rounded on me; Mary had her lip stuck out in a pout that might have been cute if except for how her eyes were scrunched up.  “Solid rain?  That’s just dumb.  Besides, how can it rain inside? That doesn't make any sense.”  She kicked at an errant chunk of ice.  “I don't like it. I'm glad they fixed it.”



I shrugged.  “It’s not so bad, once you get used to it.”



Her scowl told me what she thought of that idea, and I backed off.  “Well, it'll just be a little bit longer, sweetie, bear with it.  You should look around and see the displays.”



Mary’s expression didn’t improve, but she kept her peace. 



I pointed to the tree in the back.  “See?  That’s Santa Claus.  If you're a good little girl, he'll make sure that the harvest is good, and that your parents are safe when they're out scouting.”



She looked at it more closely, but didn't say anything.  I guess she was one of the skeptics.



Inevitably, the kids discovered snowballs, and soon the floor was slick with ice.  There was a yell and a thud, and I turned to see Jenna sprawled on the ground.



“Are you okay?” I rushed over to her side.



Her close cropped hair was crusted with frost and her eyes were wide.  “It was like this for half the year?” she said, breathless as I helped her sit up.



“Not exactly half, but it was supposed to have been a lot of the time, yes.”



Her face was flushed as she stared about with wide eyes.



“Jenna, is everything alright?” 



She nodded, eyes bright, before pulling away to go to a different display.



More minutes passed as I watched the kids exploring.  I explained the displays as best I could; things I’d remembered from my own visit as a kid, plus the additional research I’d done since.  Ski shoes and Eskimos, polar bears and snowmen.  Sweat beaded my brow.  I was burning up in my own layers, but that was fine.  If trapping my own heat in kept it cool a little longer, it'd be worth it. 



Finally, the door creaked open again and Bob signaled me the time.  I stood to the side, watching the kids file out.  Most rushed out, but some lingered, watched closely by the next group as they waited anxiously for their turn.  The club was dressed only in loincloths and carried towels, except for the chief, who also wore an ivy circlet on his brow and carried a candelabra.



Jenna was the last one out.  “I'm going to make it Christmas all the time!” she said, 



I gave her a hug, picking her up and swinging her around so she was out of the way of the door.  The chief nodded his thanks as the club started filing in.  “That’s a noble goal, but even in the old days, it wasn’t Christmas all the time.”



“Well, I’m gonna fix it!” she said, squirming in my arms before I set her down so she could join the others.



Bob came up beside me, folding his arms.  “What a colossal waste.”



I raised an eyebrow.  “Shouldn’t you be minding the motor?”



“Already burned up more gas than we should’ve.  The club will have to make do with what we already put in.” he said, closing the door.  “You really didn’t notice?” 



I flushed.  The difference in noise wasn’t exactly subtle.  “You don’t think the kids experiencing different things is useful?  What about them?” I said, nodding my head towards the door.  “The two hundred degree club isn’t exactly practical, either.”



“They’ve paid their way, and there are health benefits besides.  Hands on history lesson is rubbish.”  He shook his head.  “Burning all that energy to give them a taste of what they can't have.” 



I turned to glare at him.  “You're exaggerating. I know for a fact that the radiators aren't having any trouble keeping up.  That was the whole reason we moved it to January in the first place.” 



“I know, and if it wasn’t for that extra boost in cooling, we wouldn’t have been able to pull it off this year.”  He paused, giving me another look.  “The energy savings which you just blew, I might add.”



I rolled my eyes.  “Don't exaggerate.  One extra little girl isn’t going to make a difference.  I don’t see why the lottery is so strict in the first place.”



He snorted.  “That’s not for us to decide.  You still have to pay her fee.”



“I know, I know.”



The next teacher arrived and I handed off the kids before heading to the locker room.  I was just shrugging into my outerwear when one of the techs came in, bringing the scent of dust.  I helped him with his gear, and he breathed a sigh of relief when the visor came off, but his face was drawn.  “I heard about that stunt you pulled.  You're going to have to make the ergs up.”



“You’ve got one of the only three portable radios, and that’s what you use it for?” I said, already calculating the extra hours in my head.  There were a couple of palms in my field that looked promising.  If I babied them and the weather held, I might be able to squeeze a few hundred more grams of oil out of them.



“Hard to focus on pipefitting while there’s a bunch of whiny brats prancing about in the snow.”



“I take it you didn’t like your applied history class?” I said, trying not to frown.



“You’re burning more fuel to have the right ambiance while we’re broiling out there.  It’s just making things worse.”



I shook my head.  “Making things worse?  Maybe, but that ship has well and truly sailed.  What’s a few more grams of CO2 going to matter at this point?”



He sighed as he shucked the last of his gear, standing up in his skivvies.  “That’s the kind of thinking that got us into this mess.  For someone who teaches a history class, I wonder about your perspective sometimes.”



“There are different types of perspective.”



He just grunted and turned for the door.



I’m glad there was no one to see my expression as I pulled on my own gear.  It would have been nice if he’d stuck around long enough to lend me a hand, I thought, working out an annoying crease.  The fabric chafed, but the memory of a smiling young face bubbled up, crowding it out.  My ears popped as I stepped through the door opened and I grinned as I set foot into the fields.  Was it just me, or did the breeze seem extra fresh today? 
      

      
   
      Marjah


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      You Can't Take It With You


      

      
      
         Winter was worst time of year, and Christin considered Christmas the worstest.  It was supposed to be a time of happiness when everybody got together and celebrated what made his family special, but over the last few years, it had turned into more of a time for funerals and mourning.  This morning’s trip was not helping.



There was only so long that Christin could sulk in the passenger seat of the car while his mother drove, even with sunglasses to deal with the low angle of the sun in the early morning.  The last thing he was going to do was bug her with a long series of ‘Are we there yet’ or ‘Can we stop for a break’ like he did when he was younger.  Fourteen years old this morning, and instead of spending his birthday at home, trying to bring some sense of normality back to their smaller family, they had to drive halfway across the country.  He wanted to be petulant and crabby about the trip, but his mother had been planning this for some time, even before his father passed away.  It was just the two of them in the house now, widowed mother and ‘Whoops’ baby while the rest of his brothers and his sister had passed to college and onto families of their own.



Stand up.  Be a man.  Be strong.  You’re the man of the house now.  Dad would have wanted you to take care of your mother.



He ran a hand across his beardless chin and scowled, settling instead for staring listlessly out of the car window through dark sunglasses.  Brightly-lit houses and business streamed by, all waiting for this evening when an inflatable Santa Claus would visit or the little Jesus would be born into their plastic stables.  The season used to be such fun until he realized how having his birthday so close to Christmas made the total number of presents received over the year fewer than any of his siblings.  It only added to the depression of being the baby of the family, particularly when his sister was talking so happily about starting a family while all he had to look forward to was military school this next fall.



“Penny for your thoughts?”  Christin’s mother was still was driving with all of her attention out the windshield at the thready traffic, but she never needed to look in his direction to know what he was up to.  He reclined the seat further and grunted back, which was about as much as he felt like saying at the moment.



“Look.”  His mother took a deep breath and tapped the cruise control, which indicated the seriousness of whatever lesson she was planning on attempting to teach.  Missus Devonshire, the one hundred percent concentrating, no holds barred lawyer, Queen of the Casual Gesture took to child rearing much the same way as she handled her work, which made his upcoming stint in military school seem not quite so bad.  Still, his mother had never hesitated after an introductory phrase like that, which was a little unnerving.



“What?” he managed to ask without sounding interested.  “Did we forget something and have to go back home?”



“No, I’ve got everything we need in back.  Polish, rags, even an extra winter coat, even if we’re not going to need it.”  



Mom glanced out the driver’s side window away from Christin as if the dry Massachusetts landscape was somehow less preferable than looking at her own flesh and blood child.  A good, thick blanket of dirty white snow would be more in tune with the season and his memories of birthdays past, but Christin was glad the weather was unseasonably warm for their upcoming task rather than slogging through a blizzard.



“I wish we didn’t have to go the cemetery,” he grumbled almost under his breath.



“It’s tradition,” she echoed almost automatically.  “More than that, it’s required.”



“I know, I know,” he growled.  “Every Devonshire at the age of fourteen goes to Great-Great-Grandfather Devonshire’s grave.  And if we don’t, no access to the trust fund, no scholarships for college, and the family business won’t hire me even if I had a coating of peanut butter on my back and could dance Swan Lake.”  He folded his arms and resumed looking out the side window.  “That doesn't mean I have to like it.”



“I was with each of your brothers when they made the trip,” said his mother.  “Don’t think this conversation hasn’t been had before.  Your sister threatened to move out with Aunt Joyce if I didn’t stop the car, right now and go back to the party she had planned.  She screamed and wailed like your father was pulling teeth.  But she went.”  Mom’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel.  “I wish your father were here.  I wish you didn’t have to dance to the tune of a bitter man dead over a century ago and still determined to pass his bile and spite on to his descendents.  I fought with your father just as much as your sister did, but when we got to the gravesite, I realized just how important this is.”



“You make it sound like Grandpa Devonshire was some sort of vampire,” grumbled Christin before perking up.  “He isn’t, is he?”



“No!”  Mom returned to her single-minded concentration on the road, although after a few minutes, she relaxed slightly.  “Vampire.  If only.  Then we could stake him and it would be all over.  No, it’s worse.  He was a lawyer.”



Christin regarded his lawyer mother rather skeptically.  “I thought you said ninety-nine percent of lawyers gave the rest of them their bad reputation?”



“What do you call one dead lawyer in a grave?” asked his mother.  “A good start.  Yes, there’s some truth in that, and your great-great-grandfather seemed dead-set on proving it from the tomb.”  She reached out toward the cigarette lighter, then put her hand back on the steering wheel with a grimace.  Mom had quit smoking when Dad died, but the old habits were still there right under the skin.



“I know Grandfather wasn’t the nicest person,” said Christin, “but he started our family fortune and set up the foundation.”



“His sons set up the foundation,” corrected Mom.  “How much do you know about the old reprobate?”



Christin shrugged.  “A little.  Dad never talked about him much.”



“For good reason.”  Mom picked up her purse and placed it in the back seat, with the included pack of cigarettes that much further away from temptation.  “I didn’t understand Ezekiel Devonshire much when I married your father, and I didn’t think much of dragging your sister Daisy up to Boston to look at a grave either.  I learned more later, so I suppose it would make more sense to you if I explained a little bit about him.”



“Ya think?”  Christin dropped his sunglasses back in front of his eyes and slumped back in the car seat.  “All I know is he was some rich jerk back around the eighteen hundreds.  Something about investment banking and running a law firm.  He left a ton of cash behind and a couple of sons, who built and diversified across the whole country and overseas later.”



“Ezekiel was a little more than that.”  His mother unwrapped a cough drop and popped it into her mouth in an obvious attempt to stop thinking about the cigarettes in the back seat.  “He started his business back in an age where only the ruthless survived.  The family tree ends with him.  Nobody knows who his parents were, or any other relatives.  Some rumors say he killed a man in Ireland and fled here to keep from being hanged.  There were at least three people who died under… let’s just say less than fully understood circumstances around him.”



“Whoa.”  Christin sat up and pushed his sunglasses up on his forehead.  “I have a mobster in the family tree.”



“He wasn’t a criminal. For all intents and purposes, the family business started down that path, but not anymore.  I understand we had a brush with prohibition back in the thirties, but the administrators kept their noses clean and out of trouble.”  Mom was in full lecture mode now, much the same as when Christin would watch her practice a final summation for the jury.  One hand stayed locked to the steering wheel, but the other would gesture and punctuate as she talked.  “Railroads, industries, mechanization and the like, from the Civil War to the present.  Our family helps the country grow and prosper.  From barges bringing grain down the river to the machines that harvest it, electronics, hydraulics, petroleum.”



At this, she hesitated.  It had only been two years since Christin’s father had died, and it still hit her hard at times.



“I know, Mom.”  Christin hesitated himself, but reached out and took his mother’s hand, putting it back on the steering wheel after a brief squeeze.  “I wish he had never gone to that godforsaken chunk of jungle.”



“He was doing what he wanted to do,” said his mother.  “There were a lot of poor people in the area who would have been helped by the money an oil well would have brought in.”



Christin bit his bottom lip so hard he could taste blood, but he still could not help but say the words.  “If they would have been helped so much, they wouldn't have blown him up.”



“Criminals set the bomb,” countered his mother.  “They didn’t care who they hurt or what they damaged, as long as the people remained afraid of them, and they could move their filthy drugs.  They wanted the people to be helpless and terrified so they would not stand up on their own.”  



Mom fairly clenched the steering wheel for a time after that, with white knuckles and an intent focus on the road ahead.  It took until they were approaching the Boston suburbs until she calmed down enough to talk again, and then only to say, “They were just like your grandfather.”



Christin was startled up from reading on his phone, and put it carefully back onto the charger.  He waited for a while for his mother to continue before gently prompting her.  “I thought you said my Grandfather Ezekiel wasn’t a criminal.”



“A criminal?  No, not in that era.”  Mom sucked in a deep breath through her teeth and blew it out again.  “He didn’t have friends.  He made enemies.  Powerful enemies.  The kind who hire other people to make ‘accidents’ happen.  The kind of people you have to pay a special kind of attention, and never let them get behind you with a knife.  He survived into a bitter, spiteful old man because of his precautions, and he wanted to make sure his family survived too, because they were all he had.  He plotted and schemed to make certain his enemies would all fear him, and he boiled and condensed that evil, vile brew into a list.  People never to trust.  People who had attempted to hurt him.  How to deal with them.  Grudges he carried beyond the grave and impressed upon his children to carry when he was gone.  You see, he had this idea that if he could pass this legacy of hatred and bile onto his descendents, they could be just as ruthlessly successful as he was.  He made it a requirement in his will that any descendent who was to have any claim at all upon the family money had to read that vile list, every single word, and keep it in their heart afterwards.”



It was a weighty lump to swallow in one bite, but Christin thought about it while his mother changed lanes and left the turnpike, slowing as they drove alongside the river for a time.  It was a familiar road, since it led past the Harvard campus where his brother had attended, but it really did not explain what they were doing there.



“If there’s just a list of stuff I have to memorize, why come here?” asked Christin.  “You could have just printed it off and I could have memorized it at home.”



“Not quite.  It will make more sense once we get there.”  She gestured with several fingers at the buildings of Harvard while they drove.  “Maybe you’ll even want to follow in your brother’s footsteps and get a business degree.”



“Is that why you enrolled me in military school?” he grumbled.



“Not quite.”  His mother changed lanes and began signaling for a turn.  “Your father and I discussed things several years ago.  Ezekiel Devonshire set up the restrictions on his estate to include a period of military service, since each of his children and grandchildren served in the military, but the estate has moderated the conditions to include military school.  Two years and you qualify.  Your father was in the Army for ten because he was considering it as a career, as his father before him did.  We thought this way you would be able to graduate from high school with all of your options open.  It was supposed to be a gift to you.”



“Merry Christmas to me.”  He stared out the window while the car traveled across the bridge.  “So all I have to do here is memorize a list.  Shouldn’t be that tough.”



His mother pretended she did not hear while she maneuvered the car through the skimpy Christmas Eve traffic and into the Mount Auburn cemetery.  It seemed cold and empty, with no live flowers or trees, just rows of bare stones under the bare trees, without the cheery Christmas decorations scattered across the rest of town.  Their absence was actually a little comforting, because Christin could think of few things more unnerving than a tomb decorated for the holidays.  He was just starting to be comfortable with his surroundings, making it almost a shock when his mother pulled the car up in front of a stone structure just large enough to hold a few caskets.



“The Devonshire family mausoleum.”  Christin’s mother got out of the car and walked up to the intimidating stone door in front of the structure.  “The family mailed me the key a few weeks ago.  Bring the box, please.”



The plain cardboard box in the back of the car inexplicably held several bottles of metal polish and a large number of rags, which Christin obediently brought over to his mother.  She had finished unlocking the door to the mausoleum, but was still standing in front of it with an inscrutable expression.



“They say you can’t take it with you, but Ezekiel Devonshire tried his best to prove them wrong.  He had the list I told you about before cast in bronze and fixed to the inside wall right by his casket, and every member of the family studied it and kept it polished, just as he ordered.  His sons fought over the privilege, but they obeyed his wishes, and made certain their sons and daughters followed the same rules.  And so it has been ever since, year after year.  Now it’s your turn, Christin.  Go on in.”



She swung the heavy door open, revealing a small, somewhat dusty room with light pouring in through the small stone windows to the side.  There was no mistaking Ezekiel Devonshire’s final resting place in the mausoleum, due to the prominence of his sealed casket, but the thick bronze plate on the back wall was what drew Christin’s attention.



It was huge, extending up almost as far as a man could reach and edged with little scrollwork.  As his mother had said, the buttery yellow of the bronze was well-polished with only a little hint of corrosion in places where generations of Devonshires had not applied quite enough pressure.



It was also blank except for his own wavering reflection.



Christin’s stunned observation was interrupted by the strong voice of his mother behind him, speaking slowly and deliberately, much as if she were putting the final statements into a criminal deposition.  “His sons hated each other, and nearly killed themselves trying to compete with the old man.  It wasn’t until they were quite old and their own grandchildren started to work together, making friends with each other and helping one another out before they realized something was wrong.  They traveled here together, because they did not trust each other individually, and saw what you see now.  At first, they were going to have a new bronze slab cast, but after talking for a while, they realized just how much of their lives they had wasted hating each other the way their father hated everybody instead of working together, like their grandchildren.” 



“So everybody in the family comes here and sees… this.”  Christin walked up to the thick slab of bronze and laid a hand on it as his reflection did likewise.  “We see ourselves, instead of the grudges Grandfather Ezekiel wanted to last beyond his death.”



“The old man wanted a legacy.”  Christin’s mother walked up behind him and put a hand on his shoulder.  “He wanted vengeance, retaliation, and hatred.”



“And he got us.”  Christin smiled and looked at his indistinct reflection.  An hour or two with the metal polish and all of the tarnish would be gone, just the same way as his father had polished this slab of bronze, and his father before him.  “I guess the old saying isn’t as false as they say.”



His mother frowned and cocked her head slightly to one side.  “What’s that?”



“Great-great-grandfather Ezekiel worked all his life to create a legacy.”  He reached out and patted the dusty casket.  “And he took it with him.”


      

      
   
      The Collision of Seasons


      

      
      
         Let's get one thing straight first: I was an asshole. That's important to establish up front, because what I'm fundamentally trying to do here is understand what happened. 



It would be so easy to make myself into the hero of my own story—to say that what I did was a justified reaction. But everybody's the hero of their own story, aren't they? You can justify anything depending on how you frame it. The Israelis are defending themselves from terrorists; the Palestinians are resisting the invading oppressors. The evangelicals are preserving the country's Judeo-Christian moral heritage; the atheists are upholding the Constitution. It was obvious she wanted it from the way she dressed. It was money the cheap bastard should've put in payroll to begin with. And so on.



So if I want to know what was going through his head, I've got to set aside the idea that I'm the good guy here. I was an asshole.



So was he, but—no, look. Not blame, just context.



Deep breath. Starting over.







In this story I'm gonna be Jack—Jack Frost. Because "winter is nature's way of saying, 'Up yours'" (Robert Byrne).  And he's gonna be Sol Summers, because "if you want to shine like a sun, first burn like a sun" (A.P.J. Abdul Kalam). Not subtle symbolism, but our relationship was never subtle. We were as opposite as the seasons, and hated each other just as fiercely. And, perversely, ended up complementing each other in our complete incompatibility.



We met in Sol's freshman year of high school. I was a year ahead of him, a junior varsity athlete. Sol was one of the geeks that took AP classes and hid in the library after school. I picked on him nonstop for a year and a half, until one day I slammed his nose into a locker and sent him home with his shirt front looking like an explosion in a red paint factory. The next day, he snuck a knife to school and charged me in the middle of the lunchroom. Everyone scattered, screaming, and he probably would have stabbed me if the history teacher hadn't known judo and grabbed him into a choke hold from behind.



See? Both assholes, in our own special ways.



Sol was suspended for the rest of the school year, and it was kinda shocking that he came back at all. But his parents made a big stink, and knew the right people. There was an investigation into the bullying, and I got formally written up as one of the three prime instigators. When Sol returned his junior year, both I and everyone else left him alone—not because of all the school warnings and extra attention from administrators, but because nobody was crazy enough to push around the dude who had gone psycho with a knife.



As for me, I mentioned to him a while afterward that the bullying investigation had cost me a scholarship—but it was a school I didn't really want to go to anyway. As much as we taunted and mocked each other, and as little as I ever shared about the things I cared about, I'm pretty sure I was sincere. I'd always hated school, struggling for middling grades; losing the scholarship gave me an excuse to bum around for two years after high school and then slide into a manufacturing job rather than continuing to torture myself in classes.



But that's all background—and in any sane world, wouldn't have mattered. In a sane world, we would have never spoken again after high school, and I would have forgotten about him, and he would have gone through years of therapy unsuccessfully trying to forget about me. 



Would have, except for a freak encounter the summer after he graduated. 







The police said Sol was driving way too fast through town late at night, fiddling with his phone, and overcorrected after his wheels hit a curb. In one of those stupid cosmic coincidences, I was a block away, coming the other direction, driving my girlfriend at the time home. 



When Sol's car stopped flipping and came to a rest upside down in the middle of the road, I pulled over and ran up to the wreck. Sol was hanging from his seat, unconscious and snugly belted in. Liquid was dripping and pooling everywhere. The scene smelled of fear and gasoline.



I wriggled halfway into the overturned car as Laura talked to 911, and shook him awake without realizing who he was. "C'mon, man. Can you reach your seatbelt? We've gotta get you out."



He moaned, looked around disoriented, and focused in on my face. Then he froze and blinked. "Oh, fuck. Jack?"



I froze, too, finally recognizing his voice. But I didn't say anything.



He began to laugh hysterically. "I'm in hell. I've died and gone to hell."



"Not yet," I said, "but we're fucking covered in gas and one spark—" I broke off as I rolled over and groped upward for the steering column, turning the keys to kill the engine. They fell on my face and I cursed again. "I'm not here to die for you, asshole. Let's get out of here."



"Surprised you're not out there throwing a match," he said bitterly.



"Fuck you," I said, and reached for the seatbelt. He flinched as I did, and his elbow hit me in the forehead. 



It turned out it wasn't intentional, but it was pretty much impossible to figure out intentions at the time. I elbowed him back hard, which nudged something broken. He screamed bloody murder and flailed blindly at my face. I swore at him and gave back in kind. We were still having ourselves a spirited slap-fight in the too-crowded confines of the wrecked car when the paramedics ran up thirty seconds later.



They took one look at the scene and bodily dragged me away, calling in a hazmat team for the spilled fuel. Some nigh-suicidal EMT calmed Sol down and crawled in in my place, after cops and a fire crew spent five minutes dumping sand and spraying foam on all the gas as they could reach. 



Turned out the seatbelt catch had been bent all to hell, and they had to cut him down from the seat. We were fighting over something I wouldn't have been able to accomplish if I'd tried. 



On the other hand, the police report said that the car would most likely have exploded if I hadn't killed the engine when I did.



What a perfect metaphor for our relationship: the fiercest, most hurtful fighting over the pettiest shit, while the biggest decisions got made unilaterally in silence.







German has a colorful phrase which I think about a lot these days. Instead of saying that the winter weather is freezing, a German might instead say: es ist arschkalt. 



"It's ass-cold."



Jack Frost, you see, is possessed of a special brand of assholery best described as arschkalt. 



This might sound like a strange thing to say about a guy so comfortably embedded in the fabric of high school—a guy who dated half the senior class, as opposed to Sol, who avoided social contact even before he was treated like a leper. Why, you might ask, do I describe myself as the cold one, and Sol the warm one?



The answer is: The closer you get to winter, the more things freeze.



Case in point:







Sol interrupted a game of Call of Duty two weeks later with a knock on my door. I swung it open without looking through the peephole, and I couldn't keep the shock off my face. 



I didn't shoo him off or threaten, I just stood in silence. I think I was trying to figure out how Sol had gotten there. (He'd looked up my last name on the tax assessor's website.)



For his part, he was fidgeting so hard that not even a chest wrap (cracked ribs), neck brace (whiplash) and cast (broken elbow) could keep him still. He managed to make eye contact, and said: "I just wanted to say, Jack…thank you for saving my life."



What could I say to that?



My eyes flicked around, as if searching for cameras. I finally settled on "Okay." 



"The engine," Sol clarified. "You turning it off kept it from sparking."



"Oh," I said. 



He swallowed.



I waited.



"We're not friends and I'm not trying to change that," he said, starting to stutter a bit. "I'm not forgiving you for what you did in high school, and I'm not asking for forgiveness. But you, when I crashed, you didn't have to…I mean, I didn't expect…" He took a breath to steady himself and changed the subject. "I didn't mean to hit you when you reached for the seatbelt."



I finally let go of the door, shifting to lean against the door frame and crossing my arms. 



"Don't roll your car again," I said. "Had to throw out the shirt I crawled in there with."



Sol chuckled nervously. I didn't smile. 



"Want me to pay for that?" he said. "Least I can do."



"Nah."



"Okay," he said, and silence descended again.



Sol glanced past me into the living room. "That Call of Duty?"



"Yeah," I said. "You play?"



"Assault class, mostly," Sol said, his tone relaxing. "Been trying to branch out into rifleman."



I shrugged. "Add me on Steam if you want an ass-kicking."



He did.



And it turned out we liked virtually killing each other just fine.







We got to playing, and talking via voice chat. Mostly trading barbs as our avatars exploded in showers of virtual blood, and cursing each other out for cheap plays and bullshit spawn-kills. Turned out we were pretty even in skill, which kept it an interesting challenge. Sol had nothing better to do than play video games while he healed, and I had nothing better to do than play video games in general, so when I got bored with Call of Duty, we started jumping from game to game together. 



Then one night I gloated that I had to sign off to go bone my new girlfriend Christie.



Sol was silent for a moment. "How many STDs are you gonna give her?"



"Screw you too."



That just so happened to be the night before Christie left. Sol just so happened to joke about her as we played the following evening. I threw my headphones across the room and logged out of the match.



A message chirped on my screen a few seconds later: dude wtf



Then another: christie broke up with you, didn't she



I typed back: fuck you



And with a biting chirp: hahahahahaaahahahahaaaaa



Chirp: instant asshole karma!



So I made a point of rubbing it in Sol's face when Barbara and I hooked up two days later. He made a point of rubbing it in mine when that fell apart within a week. I bragged about Jane. He sent me an online condolence card with the text "LOL" when Jane and I split up. I texted him naked pics of Anna. He texted back starting a six-day countdown.



He was only off by two days.







Picture a mountain. Giant hunk of solid rock, towering over the landscape. Climbers scale it in the summer; skiers hurtle down its slopes in the winter. It's the in-between times—the borders between summer and winter, when temperatures waver between freezing and brisk—that something remarkable happens.



Water seeps into the seams of the rock. The temperature drops overnight, and it freezes. The water expands into ice. The rock shifts incrementally. The ice thaws during the day, and the water seeps further in. The water freezes, and separates it further.



Then, one day—snap!—the stress of that ever-growing wedge fractures the mountain, and a new stone tumbles off to join the pile of talus at its base.



Snow falls on the talus, packs it down, adds weight that ultimately culminates in winter avalanches. Then summer heat melts the snow, and water rushes down the mountainside, carrying those stones down into the foothills and floodplains.



With endless winter, you'd have an unfractured snow-covered mountain. With endless summer, you'd have an unfractured bare-topped rock.



It's the combination of the two seasons that levels it.









It was Ruby that made us both shift seasons and collide in the middle.



I didn't meet her through my usual dating hookups—I didn't even consider her dateable at first. She had a modest figure and a round face and in general wouldn't have stood out in a crowd if it hadn't been for a firm streak of personal style. She kept a stripe of bright red hair pulled into her usual ponytail, and even in her uniform for the coffee shop where she worked, she always managed to sneak some piece of matching flair into her ensemble. But I was idly chatting with her one day while she was making my coffee, and somehow gaming came up, and we had a brief and spirited debate over the merits of Halo: Reach's plasma pistol, and I made sure to get my coffee from her for the next few days. 



Then Denise threw a lamp at my head as she stormed out my door, and I had a chance for a little bit of uncharacteristic reflection, dropping offline for a day or two. Maybe I was starting to take Sol's "asshole-karma" taunts a little too seriously. Maybe I wanted to shake things up. Maybe I saw in Ruby an unfamiliar connection I wanted to explore. But I asked her out—asked her on a dinner date, not just to head home with me after an evening making out—and she said yes. And when I went back to my games with Sol, I didn't say a thing about her.



She ended up sleeping with me that first night anyway. I didn't tell Sol. I invited her back, and spent a frantic day cleaning the house up, and home-cooked a meal for the first time in months. I didn't tell Sol. 



Two days later, my computer chirped anyway: are you sleeping with ruby j?



(He'd typed and deleted: "jack you asshole you're fucking ruby now?" And then: "so a little bird tells me you finally caught the karma beast". And then: "something you're not telling me?")



I erased and deleted several lines myself, feeling the weight of that "Jack Frost is typing…" notification on Sol's screen. Then I settled on: no, i'm with her. as in actual relationship shit. so shut up and fuck off.



I waited for a return message. Nothing came in. The incoming call notification on my instant messenger lit up. I put on my headphones.



"Jack," Sol said, "don't."



"Go die in a car accident," I snapped back, and the call was quiet for long seconds.



When Sol spoke up again, it was slowly and precisely, every word emphasized. "It is exactly because you saved my life that I am telling you this, you colossal asshole," he said. "You are some sort of walking cancer on women, so understand how serious I am when I say that if you are attempting an actual relationship, you deserve better."



"Yeah, fuck you, bye."



"Hear me out!" Sol said, talking more quickly. "She's walking poison. Last year she started a thing with Chad in my D&D group—"



"So she's a friend of yours?" I cut in. "This one's finally hitting home, huh?"



"Fuck no, I wouldn't touch her with a ten-foot pole. I don't even want to watch this fall apart."



"Good. 'Cause if you start a fucking countdown timer on this I'm coming to your house with a gun."



"Fucking listen, Jack. She cheated on Chad with Rick. When he found out, she got him to give her a second chance—while keeping Rick on the side. Then she cheated on them both with Dave. She literally destroyed my D&D group."



"I don't give a shit," I said, a little too obviously defensive.



"Jesus Christ, Jack, you should. This is like…fuck. Like you're falling in love with you."



I hung up on him.







That moment is when my understanding of everything starts to blur.



I can't tell you exactly when Sol decided to sleep with her. It didn't cross his mind after the call. But later that week he found himself browsing her Facebook page, and he sent her a private message, and she responded, and somewhere along the line the plan developed.



I can't tell you why Sol thought it was a good idea. Dear God, I wish I knew why he thought it was a good idea. He knew it was an asshole move. He knew it would hurt, and a little voice in the back of his head was cackling in vengeance for years of high-school torture. But he was also doing it because he firmly believed in everything he said during the phone call. He sincerely thought that Jack was making a mistake, and that in some fucked-up way he was obliged to fix it—and that if Jack wasn't going to listen, then cold logic would force him to do something Jack couldn't ignore. The answer is somewhere in the muddy middle of those things; that's all I know.



I can tell you why Sol decided to take a picture of him and Ruby in bed. That was pure, icy calculation. He lied to Ruby about it being a memento; he was smiling into the camera for me.



I can't tell you why Sol decided to print the picture out, put it in an envelope, and walk down to my work for an in-person confrontation. That was nothing short of insanely stupid, but he felt some twisted moral obligation. He even thought to himself as he walked into the building, "This is fucked up, and I'm going to get punched into the face." 



He did, and he fucking deserved it. 



We can all agree that was a shit move, right? Regardless of the morality of the rest of the story, when he presented that photo, Sol was objectively being a goddamn black-caped moustache-twirling villain. Wasn't he?



But Sol's motives aren't what keep me up at night.



The thing that does keep me up at night comes after what happened next:



I drove home, grabbed a semiautomatic rifle from my gun closet, and got back in the car.







Did I mention that I was a gun collector, by the way? Should I have? It doesn't seem like the sort of thing that should have come as a surprise. Isn't that exactly the sort of hobby you would have expected from the cold and hypermasculine bundle of young aggression we've labeled Jack Frost?



…Did I mention that it surprised Sol? That when I talked about driving to his house with a gun during our phone call, he thought it was a goddamn joke? So yeah, if you're feeling an uncomfortable sense of escalation right now, think about what was going through Sol's mind when he saw me step out from my car, open the trunk, pull a rifle out, load an ammo clip, and rack the slide.



Then think about what was going through my mind. Pretty easy, right? For what was almost certainly the first time in my life, I'd allowed myself to get emotionally invested in a relationship. The rival I'd accused of having a personal stake in my new partner—the rival I'd avoided telling, to opt out of our sick game of one-upmanship—had poured gasoline all over everything, and in person, to my face, had lit a match and dropped it, for the pleasure of watching it burn.



Everyone's the hero of their own story, right? And Sol was as clear-cut a villain as you're going to get. We'd reached the part where the door gets kicked in and justice gets served.



Except…I didn't.



I marched up to the porch. I hoisted the gun. (Inside the living room, hidden from my view behind the front window's sheer curtains, Sol jabbed 9-1-1 on his cell phone as he scrambled for cover behind the couch.)



Then I stopped. I stared at the door in silence for a good ten seconds. (Sol stared at the motionless silhouette on the porch, and tried to mute the phone noises with his hands, too terrified to whisper into it.)



I lowered the gun. I walked away, threw the gun back in the trunk, and drove off. 



I never said a word. I never even knocked.







The police arrived seven minutes later in response to the 911 hang-up call. Sol apologized, and told them he'd misdialed and hung up when he realized his mistake. That, too, was blindingly stupid, but as we've seen, Sol is not exactly a paragon of enlightenment.



He abandoned his house for a few days, staying over with friends.



The next time he logged in to his online accounts, Jack had de-friended and blocked him on every network they shared.



And that's when Sol started trying to figure this shit out.







Everyone's the hero of their own story, right? So I'm trying so goddamn hard not to make this about me. I'm trying. But it's so fucking hard for me to get into Jack's head. Even when I'm telling his story from his perspective, I can't do it.



Why didn't Jack kick in my door and shoot me? 



Did he have an attack of conscience? Pity? Did he decide vengeance wasn't worth prison time? Did he decide Ruby wasn't, after all, worth it? Or did he—and this is the terrifying thought—did he get into my head for a moment, and come to understand what I did? 



Having paused on the porch to survey the story of Sol Summers, did he empathize with the hero's pain, and comprehend his lashing out, and decide to forgive?



Did he find something in me to forgive?



This is going to sound so unbelievably shitty of me, but that's what galls me: not that Jack made the decision not to shoot me, but the idea that maybe he won. That a fucking gun nut with a high-school degree and a terminal case of testosterone poisoning—a supreme asshole who made two years of my life a living hell—has the moral high ground here. That, in understanding my story better than I understand his, he's the better man.



So I'm trying to tell his story. I'm trying to make it make sense. 



And if you know what he saw me do right, please explain it in terms even an asshole can understand.
      

      
   
      On the day before


      

      
      
         The minute paws of a mouse made a light tapping sound on the bedroom wooden floor as it scurried away to safety. That soft noise lasted only for a few seconds, but it was enough to wake Peter up. 



Like every single day in the last decades, he opened his eyes to a total darkness. The sunrise was still a couple of hours away. He turned his head to read the big red digits of the naff alarm clock sitting on the bedside table: 4:30 AM. He wasn’t in a hurry. So he stretched his legs, still numb from the night, under the duvet, put both his hands under his pillow and remained still for a moment, staring at the invisible ceiling, his mind empty.



Finally, he decided it was time to get up. With a sigh, he threw the duvet off and sat on his bed, his legs dangling from the frame, his arms tightly pushing against the mattress. He heard the regular breathing of Seamus, his old dog, who was sleeping on the rug. That made him smile. He leant forward and put his hand on the dog’s head – he had no need for light: that gesture had been repeated so many times it was almost reflex now. The dog shuddered with the rough contact, but he made no other sign of protest or content. 



“Come on Seamus!” Peter said, as he groped for the light switch. “Time to get up my old hound!”



The dog yawned and opened bleary eyes. At almost fifteen years, he wasn’t supposed to yap or jump for joy. He was a serious dog. He had his dignity to uphold. Occasionally, he would still stoop to running after a branch or a ball his master would throw him. Sometimes he would sniffle the trail of a nearby bitch in heat, but even the vivid memories of his former matings weren’t enough to turn him on any more now. No, that time was past. Now he enjoyed his sedate routine: he liked to spend his days wallowing in the armchair; he liked his food delivered at regular hours; and when he was forced to leave the farm to accompany his master during his chores, seldom did he now venture out of sight of the man who provided him with shelter and love.



And so he did not move when his master walked across the bedroom to the toilets, and back a few moments later. Only reluctantly did he stand up when the tinny rattle of the clashing pans echoed from the distant kitchen, followed soon after by the delicate scent of freshly brewed coffee. 



A scent that promised food.



The stovetop coffee pot had just started to steam when Seamus strutted into the kitchen. His master opened the cupboard and paused, shilly-shallying to pick a mug. Finally, he chose the one with the English flag  – a souvenir of one of his rare journeys out of the district – went to the stove and poured the hot black liquid into it. Then he padded back to the table, that frayed, ancient, sturdy oak table that was a heirloom of his family and whose top has been polished by uncountable years of use. Close to his mug he placed the a fresh slice of the large loaf of bread he had bought the day before and a slab of fresh butter, which he spread on the crumb.



He chewed his thick slice slowly. Every now and then he tore from the loaf slivers of crust and crumb that he threw to the dog, who had come to sit next to him. When he finished, he turned his gaze to the window pane and beyond it to the void that was the outside, until a muffled thud snatched him out of his reverie. His eyes focussed back on his mug and he chugged what was left inside. He stood up, put the mug in the sink and shuffled to the opposite door, then down the narrow corridor to the entrance of the cowshed. He switched the light on and breathed the strong, pungent odour that permeated the place.



The large room was almost desert. Next to the far wall, in a small pen, a couple of hens were already cackling and tiptoeing on the straw. Not far from them, in a row of hutches, red eyed white bunnies scrunched their jiggling noses against the iron mesh, begging for food. But the denizen who required immediate attention was a large sorrel cow, tied to the long trough that ran throughout the shed by an iron chain, whose clasp was bound to the metal loop of her leather collar, where the bell normally would hang. On her other side, a dirty string, pulled through a clever system of pulleys and springs in the ceiling, held her tail up, even when she was lying. Her flanks were taut and lustrous, her whole body swollen by the the calf she was bearing. Just a couple of days before her ordeal would end.



Meanwhile, she had to remain inside. Peter took the shovel and scrubbed the floor under the animal, pulling the slimy, stinky dung into the trench. When nothing conspicuous remained, he took the hose and doused the floor liberally, flushing the crud into the drain pipe that led a few metres downwards, on the other side of the exterior wall.



When he was satisfied, he turned the tap off, and with a pitchfork ferried hay from a heap which lay in a corner into the trough. The cow mooed softly and, as if to thank him, bobbed her head and started grazing.



When everything was done in the cowshed, Peter returned to the kitchen. He washed his hands, cut himself another slice of bread, wolfed it down and proceeded to the shower.



At five thirty he was back in the kitchen. In summer, he would have gone outside to enjoy the crisp air at the breaking of dawn, weather permitting. But at this time of the year, sunrise was still nowhere near, so he fixed himself another coffee and turned the radio on.



He didn't mind much the words which flooded from the device. The outside world was only half-real to him. As the years had gone by, his territory had shrunk. When he was young, he had often thought to leave this place in the boonies, look for a job in a remote city, meet a girl and maybe have kids. But when his father had died unexpectedly, run over by his own tractor, his bubble had been burst. He had had no choice but to take over in absolute emergency and start to work all year round to take care of the cattle and of his mother. When she in turn had died a few years later, it was too late: he was already too deep in the routine of farming, and found to his surprise that he had formed a liking for the animals. 



Unwillingly, he had let himself be snared into that trap. Instead of wedding a girl, he had wedded his farm.



And as the hope of escaping the forlorn spot that was his home faded away, so his interest in the vicissitudes of the world grew dim. His errands rarely bade him further than the nearest middle-sized town, about thirty kilometres away. The number of people he came in contact with slowly dwindled until he ceased to talk to anyone but the inhabitants of the hamlet his farm was part of, and the clerks of the few shops he had to regularly visit.



When he had no errand to run, he spent his days alone with his dog and cattle, and step by step he learnt to find comfort and peace in isolation. At first, he was still happy to take part in the shindigs or revelries the mayor organised all around the year. Maybe, in those years, he was still secretly hoping to meet a girl there, like his father had done before him. But with time passing that dream died out for good, and binge drinking became despicable to him, until he stopped showing up altogether. His fellow farmers were puzzled, but got used to it after a while. Truth be said, in those remote areas, many people had quirks more weird than his.



Around a quarter past six a ghostly light seeped from the window. It was the signal. Peter flicked the radio off, slipped into his boots and put on the grey, warm coat lined with eiderdown that was hanging on the coat stand. He rushed into the corridor, followed by a sleepy Seamus. Snatching two empty, clean milk jugs he flung the front door open and bolted outside.



At the threshold, he paused to glance at the scenery. The sky was still navy blue, studded with bright stars, but high above the timberline the loftiest mountaintops were already tipped in a delicate pink tinge, forerunner of the glory of the sunrise to come.



But he had no time to lose contemplating the landscape. Whistling his dog over, he strode headlong along the path that sloped downwards. The dim light was barely sufficient for his eyes, but he knew the way like the back of his hand.



Five minutes later, he sidled through the chink in the electric fence into the meadow where the rest of the cows were already gathered, lowing as if to greet him. With a smile he grasped the old wooden stool he had left there, removed the lid of the first jug and clucked to coax the beasts.



When the first one ambled to stand before him, he moved sidewise and put the jug straight under her swollen udder, full to the brim, begging to be funnelled. He spat on his gnarled hands, rubbed them together, then slowly closed them around the nearest two teats. He began by pulling them slowly, almost amorously, then harder and harder, until the first jet of warm white liquid spurted and crashed on to the bottom of the jug with a high-pitched rattle.



Milking the cows by hand was a ritual he  had grown so fond of that it was out and away his favourite moment of his day. There was something sensual, carnal in the contact his palms and fingers made with the teats. They felt soft and warm. He had often wondered if women's breasts would also feel the same, but he never had had any opportunity to find out, and now it was way too late: as a matter of fact, he didn’t care any more.



Now his thoughts turned further away, and he smiled once more when he imagined what grimace the folks in towns would make if they ever discovered the milk they drank had been brought out manually. Of course, what he produced was but a drop in a white ocean overflowed by the rivers pouring out of modern installations, where scores of highly productive cows were parked inside huge sheds. In those prisons, they never got to see the sun or even a single blade of grass, were artificially inseminated, nurtured with complex, shoddy mixtures of tasteless powders, deprived of their calves at birth and milked by machines that sucked them like vampires three or four times a day until they would dry up and the cycle would start again, on and on. And then, on a bright day, as a welcome thanks for all they had freely given during their pitiful life, the farmer would send them to the slaughterhouse where their carcasses would be chopped and butchered into gobbets of meat to be delivered to the nearest Mac Donalds, where they would end up in repugnant hamburgers. 



Modern man envisioned cows as simple and efficient appliances to morph grass into milk and meat.



Grass. There was almost no more need of it. His eyes left his juggling hands and he looked around him. The light had brightened up and the surroundings were plainly visible. What would happen to his meadows after his death? Having no children or even nephews, all his estate would return to the state, namely the municipality. There was a slight odd they might endure, serving as common pasture for the other farmers around. But Peter had no illusion. More likely, they would be sold to a land developer, either to build a slew of cookie-cutter, ugly “chalets” or a new ski lift for fucking dickheads teens coming from the capital city. Traditional farming was done for anyway. Global economy, as they had christened it, called for better ways to exploit mountains, even if it meant defiling the landscape and stripping the place from the soul slowly forged all along the past millennia.



How could he, alone, stand and ride out that juggernaut? He sighed, and focussed his attention back on his hands.



Half an hour later, the jugs were full of steaming, creamy milk. Peter screwed the lids back in place, and endeavoured to tow them back to the farm. Twice ten kilograms to carry uphill. Up until a few years ago, the challenge had left him undaunted. But now it wasn’t the same cakewalk as before, and he had to stop for breath three times along the way.



Maybe he had been slowed by his stream of thoughts, but he had barely returned into the hallway that he heard the familiar drone of the dairy truck pulling in. He about-faced and walked back to the threshold, just in time to see the truck brake and the engine die. The driver, a man in his sixties, his white hair and recessed blue eyes contrasting with a deeply wrinkled, tanned face, stepped out and walked to him. He extended his hand and they shook.



“You’re late Peter?” the driver asked in dialect. “That’s not like you. Are you feeling fine?”



“I got stuck thinking about Nelson’s decision,” Peter lied.



“Uh-huh. It’s still sticking in everybody’s craw, doesn’t it?”



Peter looked down and scuffed the ground. “I don’t understand it. Why sell eighty percent of his property to those…” he hesitated. “Vultures.”



The driver put his hand on Peter’s shoulder. “Look. The guy has kids. He probably wants a better future for them than all this.” With his other arm he made a gesture that took in all the landscape. 



For all answer Peter grunted. There was a hush that lasted several seconds, until Seamus barked at some distant shadow hurrying along the road.



“Come on,” the driver finally said. “I’ve got your check. May I come in?”



“Sure,” Peter said, “there might be some coffee left.” Both men trod into the house.



***




“Hundred twenty-three?!” Peter exclaimed.



“Yeah, and there’s no mistake. I’m sorry.”



“It gets lower month by month. Is that ever going to stop?”



“Not sure. Tim says milk prices are on the skids. Too much production, you see? The world is glutting with milk, and the dairy transformers are fuelling the downfall, in order to improve their margins and line their pockets. Modern life… Who cares about small producers any more? Vultures are anywhere, you know.”



“We are doomed…” Peter said glumly, his gaze locked on his mug.



“I mean, at the end of the line, sure thing. And then when it’s not the price, it’s the law. I heard they’re preparing new regulations in high places, driven by the current paranoia about bacteria and stuff. Everything will have to be sanitised, cleansed three times, pasteurised, disposable gloves, overalls and stuff, and so on. Good bye old jugs, good bye hand milking. They want to turn every farm into a sort of modern factory. In a couple of years, you’ll be ready to get embalmed and enter the museum, pal. End of an our era… soon we’ll be dinosaurs.”



“Time to retire, you think?”



“If I were you, I wouldn’t hesitate… What do you have to lose? I’m sure you’d get a higher allowance than what you currently eke out with your cattle – well what’s left of it…”



There was another heavy break. The driver gulped what what left of his coffee, then scraped his chair backwards and stood up. “Gotta go,” he said almost apologetically. “Still a few guys to visit before turning home. Thanks for the coffee. Take care.”



“Yeah, thanks, you too,” Peter answered. He remained seated. “Don’t forget to pick up yesterday evening’s jugs in the fridge before leaving,” he added.



“Will do,” the driver said. “See you tomorrow Peter. Don’t keel over. We will stand and fight, be it only for honour’s sake.” And with that, he exited, closed the kitchen door behind him and was gone. Peter heard the engine start up and the clutch being engaged. The noise faded away as the conveyance backed along the path to the main road. 



A sudden fatigue fell over him. He lay both his arms on the table into a cradle and buried his face in it. He closed his eyes and blanked his mind…



*




How long did he remain seated in his chair, asleep, he couldn’t tell. But when he finally roused from his dozing, it was well past noon.



He felt famished now.



He sliced another hunk of bread, slathered butter on it and lay atop a sliver of ham and another of cheese from his larder. Finally, he chopped a clove of garlic and sprinkled the bits mall over his personal bruschetta. When he had munched it away, he washed it down with a glass of red plonk.



He felt slightly better. Maybe this was the end of an era, but there were still things to enjoy.



He stood up and stuffed some lumber into the stove’s hearth. Then he laced his trekking shoes, clasped the walking stick he had carved himself out of an aspen branch and put his coat on. Finally, he squashed a nondescript plastic bag into one of his pockets. With the dog skittering ahead of him, he simply pull the door closed behind him – he never locked it; what was the need? There were no burglars here, and anyway he had nothing worth stealing, except maybe the few tenners he tucked away in one of the drawers of his bedroom cabinet. 



Now instead of taking the right path to his meadows or left one to the main road he elected the one that ran sidewise to his house and straight ahead into the forest. As he arrived under the cover of the first spruces, that small path joined a larger trail that looked like a forest road. In his youth, when it was just used by the lumberjacks to tow timber down, that path was one of his favourite strolls. During the week-ends, and especially at this time of the year, he would get up before sunrise and set out into the woods. Already at twelve years old he was enjoying the silence and freshness of the early morning, loved to slake his thirst at the clear water of the merry brooks that crossed the path, and would occasionally freeze in wonder when, round a hairpin, he would catch a glimpse of a deer, before the elegant animal would pronk away to safety.



For a long time the trail had remained unspoiled. But, with the runaway development of tourism, some city pricks had eventually discovered it. Then, for a couple of years, it had mutated into a sort of whimsical highway: every summer, cars would line up and trundle up with difficulty, digging deep ruts all along the way and transforming the meadows that lay above the forest into a vast parking lot defiled by the trash those disgusting city scumbags always left behind them. Until the inevitable had finally happened: two cars had come to face each other in the narrowest and steepest stretch. No driver had yielded, and the car that drove along the precipice had tried to force the way up. But an unseen rut had made it slew into the void, and it had tumbled down, crashing more than one hundred meters down. Two kids and their parents had died that fateful day.



Thereafter the municipality had built a barrier, and, except for the general state of the path, which was now all cut up by the repeated trampling, the area had reverted to its former state. That is, up until two years ago when the new team had decided this was an ideal playground for mountain biking. So now, starting late spring and ending early autumn, squads of nutjobs of all ages regularly barrelled down on their bikes, to the despair of the causal walker who had to be constantly on guard, lest one of those frenzied missiles would lose control and smash into him.



But there was nothing to fear now. The last mountain biker had vanished with the return of hoarfrost, and, anyway, during the week the traffic all but was nil. So Peter ambled up quietly and enjoyed the quiet, inhaling deeply the almost pure oxygen while his dog scampered along, his tail wagging with each spoor he sniffed. About one hour and half later he had reached the upper edge of the forest. From there, the path continued for a short while, skirting around the meadows that extended up to the hilltop, before sinking back into the trees’ shadow until it finally ended at the wooden shack built by the hunters to serve as a meeting point.



That was not, however, Peter’s target for today. Rather, several hundreds metres before the shack, he left the path to venture into the untrodden undergrowth. He knew a secret spot where he would be able to find a certain variety of cep and various other mushrooms he planned to eat tonight with his omelette.



*




It was around five when he came back home. Tossing his bag full of mushrooms on the kitchen table, he hurried to tend to his cattle. Milking cows had to be done at regular times, the slightest delay could cause great pain to the placid beasts. When that chore was over and the jugs safely stored into the fridge, waiting to be collected the next morning, he turned his attention back to the pregnant cow who was stranded in the shed, gave carrots and salad to the rabbits, corn to the hens, and picked up the eggs they had lain during the day. 



Back in the kitchen, he rinsed the mushrooms in the sink and chopped them. He put a frying pan on the stove, dropped a dollop of butter inside. When the butter had melted, he added the mushroom slices and the garlic leftovers of his lunch.



While the mixture sizzled and a nice scent filled the room, Peter broke the eggs and whipped them into a perfect bright orange fluid that he in turn poured into the pan. He watched it warm and coagulate into a solid mass. When it was cooked enough for his taste, he slid it out of the pan into his plate and sprinkled ground pepper over it. He sampled it: it was scrumptious. Satisfied, he filled his glass with the same red plonk and set about eating the rest.



His dinner over and the flatware washed up, he proceeded to the shower. Then, purged at last from the stains of the day, he went on to close all the shutters: first the kitchen, then the living room. He was about the close the bedroom ones when something outside caught his attention. What was it? 



Was it the unusual carmine of the dying sun, as an army of ruthless dark clouds angrily marched against it through the already darkened sky, blotting out the light of the early stars? Was it the puzzling lack of any bird chirping? Was it the deep, doleful tone of one of his cows’ mooing? He couldn’t place it. Something was amiss. Something was definitely weird, and Peter stood at the window, both intrigued and fascinated, all his senses in alert.



Then, in a flash of realisation, he understood, and a bright smile illuminated his face. He had nothing to do, just to wait. How long exactly he didn’t know, but the issue was inevitable. His instinct, honed by decades of experience, couldn’t betray him. He felt elated, like in his childhood, when every fifth of March he would go to bed, eager to wake up the next morning to discover what his parents had bought him for his birthday.



He closed the window and, calling Seamus, he walked to the front door and outside. There he stopped and lifted his face up towards the invisible sky, as his dog came to sit next to him. Both remained out in the cold, expectant, two tiny shadows lost under a greater one.



Until at some point in the midst of darkness Peter felt on his nose the soft, but icy, touch of the first flake.
      

      
   
      The Job


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Saxophonist


      

      
      
         Sam leaned back against the bar, settled his pint on the side, and held eye contact with the woman opposite him. “Listen, uh, you,” he began, realising at the final moment that he had either forgotten her name or forgotten to ask her, “Anyway, I feel it's like this. There's the field surround us, an energy field, like the ocean. It's there, all the time. You can't see it, but you can feel it. Well, I can feel it. It's love and it's honesty and it's … it's passion, because passion is everything, and with passion you can do anything.” He gave an expansive gesture. “You know what I mean?”



“Uh huh,” said the woman. “No.”



“Right, exactly! And it's two halves, see. Male and female, each incomplete without the other. But they interpenetrate.” At this final point two gestured occurred to him: making a circle with  the thumb and forefinger of one hand so it could put his index finger through it, which seemed too forward, versus simply interlacing his fingers, which didn't seem forward enough. In the end, lacking time to think, he tried to do both as the same time and ended up with a gesture that didn't look like much of anything. 



The woman looked at him moment, then said, “Thanks for the drink. Bye.”



After she'd gone, he stood by the bar long enough to make it seem natural, took a sip of his pint, then headed back. Alan sat at the table over a mostly-full pint with the shoulders of his sports jacket drooping limply over his shoulders like the petals of a dying flower.



He looked up as Sam settled into the seat opposite him. “What happened?” he asked.



Sam gave an insouciant shrug. “Not my type. Some girls just can't handle me, you know? It's too much for them.”



“Yes, of course,” said Alan. He frowned at his beer as if it were some particularly dull piece of schoolwork he had to get through, took another sip, and grimaced. “Can we go now?”



“Now?” said Sam. “We only got here a couple of hours ago.”



“Yes, and that's plenty of time to at least make it seem like we're ordinary people capable of acting normally in a social environment.” Alan's eyed widened. “A couple of hours? It should have gone off by now. Shit.” He grabbed his phone from his pocket and started fiddling with it.



“What's the problem, dude?”



“Alarms. Notifications. Whatever you call them. I … I tried to update my timezone last week and somehow I set all the sounds to silent.” He sighed. “It's ruining my schedule! Yesterday I came within five minutes of not getting to a meeting early. Aggressive punctuality is my thing! Without it, I'm just another cog in the banking machine.”



“Give it here,” said Sam.



Alan looked up from his phone, clearly uncertain, so Sam reached forward and took it from him. The time read 08.34 AM. Sam fiddled with the phone a bit, then looked up at Alan. “Your time's off because you've told it you're in Micronesia!”



“Oh,” said Alan.



“That's all the way in … Italy or something, isn't it? Whatever. Anyway, it's fixed. And your alarm's fixed too.” He held up the phone as it emitted a noise that resembled a backing track from bad pornography.



“No, Sam. Change it to something sensible please. A nice sober beep. Or … better yes, if you can, a voice like a train station announcer. Glum, possibly an alcoholic with a broken family life, but keeping all under wraps with a nice, alienating monotone.”



“I don't think they have that choice,” said Sam. He made the phone beep, then handed it back to Alan. “Now you owe me. We stay long enough to talk to one more person.”



Alan looked over his phone to check that the date actually had changed, then said. “Go on, then. Knock yourself out.”



Sam gave him a broad grin and thumbs-up. “Get ready to go home alone! Because this time, I'm all in.” He looked round the pub for another prospect. There was, as it turned out, only one who fit all the requirements: Female, alone, and had recently arrived and so hadn't seen his last failure. She was at the bar, dressed in a red coat and unwinding a scarf.



Leaving his drink behind, Sam bounded off his chair and sauntered across the pub to the bar, arriving just in time for the barman to ask to woman what she wanted. On the jukebox, the endless circle of Christmas clichés ended and were replaces by some sort of old time jazz thing he recognised from an advert.



At the bar, standing next to the new arrival, he ordered his drink: A corona, in his eyes the sexiest beer.



“At least someone in here has decent taste,” the woman said.



Sam, caught off-guard by this development, found himself staring dumbly at her.



She tipped her head towards the jukebox. “If I hear another Christmas hit, I'd do my nut.”



“Ohh, yeah,” said Sam. “I know, right? They're all so shallow and samey, aren't they? I mean, just because Christmas is less than a week away doesn't mean it's illegal to play something other than Christmas songs.” He frowned. “Is it?”



The woman laughed, and offered him her hand. “I'm Evie, by the way.”



“Sam.” Okay, Evie. Remember that: Evie. Like the Pokemon. I wonder how many more catches I need before I can evolve my Evee …



“Well, nice to meet you,” said Evie. “It's nice to know someone else appreciates Mingus.”



Mingus? Mingus. How can I remember that? There's no Pokemon that sounds like Mingus. Pingus maybe? Is Pingus a Pokemon? It sounds like it could be. “Sure,” he said. “I love Mingus. All there with his … saxophone and stuff.”



Evie laughed again. The bartender returned with both their drinks, and headed off again.



“I love music,” mused Evie. “I love musicians.”



“What a huge coincidence!” said Sam. “Because I'm a musician.”



“Really? What do you play?”



“Oh, loads of things! Really, so many things. But mainly, the uh … saxophone.”



“Really?” Evie put her hand on his arm. “Well, then, maybe I –” Mid-sentence, her phone rang. “Sorry,” she said, glancing at it. “Have to check this. Oh. Shit, sorry, I have to go meet my friends.”



“Oh, right. No. No problem,” began Sam. Guitar. Why didn't I say guitar. Guitar always works.



She stared at him. “Don't look so down, alright? It's not an out. Here, give me your phone.”



Sam placed his phone into her waiting hand, and she tapped away at it. “There. There's my number. Call me, alright?” She patted his arm, the hurriedly pulled her coat and scarf on and, saying goodbye, headed out the door.



Sam saved the number then took his corona back to the table.



Alan looked up at him and cocked his head. “You don't normally have the energy for such a big smile while you're thinking up excuses for why a woman walked away. What happened?”



“You have no faith in my abilities at all, do you?”



Alan gave him a look.



“She gave me her number, alright? We're on.”



“Thank Christ. Can we get out of here now?” Alan left his pint, a little less than half finished, on the table and stood up. “I've got work tomorrow.” He started putting on his coat.



“Still?”



“Yes, still.”



They headed out into the cola, dark air.



“Shit, man. My break started last week.”



“You're self-employed.”








The next morning, Alan walked into the flat's tiny kitchen to find Sam lounging over the table, scrolling through something on his phone lazily scooping greasy, luminous-orange bits out of a plastic tub and eating them.  It was impressive, in a grotesque way, how the man managed to eat so much shit and still stay thin. 



He'd long since grown used to Sam's eating habits. The timing, however, was off.



“You're up early.”



Sam grunted.



Alan carefully measured out a cup and a half of muesli. Lovely, healthy, disgusting muesli. Perfect preparation, he thought, to prepare for a day of soul-sucking drudgery in a building whose heater went on the fritz on December 20th. He worked to inject some cheer into his voice: “Changed your mind, huh? Working to update the blog again?”



“Pokemon Go.”



Alan stared at him for a moment, then shook his head. Christ almighty. The world is built on boredom and suffering. That's the social contract! People start opting out of it and the next thing you know we're all living in mud huts and hunting wild animals. Measuring out his milk, he went back to the thought. How stupid, unhealthy and old would a wild animal have to be for me to have a chance of catching it, anyway? Maybe if I was nice enough, my tribe would take pity on me and give me some offal. Nah. That would never happen.



“Hey, dude,” said Sam. “Can you tell me, is there, like, a secret Pokemon called Pingus? A penguin, or something?”



“I … don't think so. There's pingu, but he's not a Pokemon.”



“Oh. Shame.”



“So why are you up so early?”



“Evie, man.”



Alan sat at the table with his muesli. “Oh?”



“Yeah. I think it's love. I mean, I've had a wank over her twice and I still can't get back to sleep.”



Alan's spoon way halfway to his mouth. He put it back in his bowl. “That's an incredibly romantic sentiment,” he said. “It's a wonder they don't print it on Valentine's cards.”



“Yeah,” said Sam, extracting another slimy piece of chicken from the tub. “Maybe I'll email someone. I could make millions!”



Alan sighed.



“Anyway,” continued Sam. “I've already sent her a text. We're meeting up this afternoon.” He smiled to himself. “Why don't you get yourself a girl? We could go double-dating?”



“What makes you think that could ever be a good idea? Anyway, no. It's just … it's complicated.”



“Sarah, still?”



“Yeah.”



“Haven't worked up the courage to talk to her yet?”



Alan studied his muesli.



“Oh, come on dude! It's scary, I know. The jaws of life are scary, like big dripping shark teeth, but you gotta push forward into them?”



“The thing about that, Sam, is that it will end up with me getting chewed up into little pieces and then shat out into watery depths until I come to a final rest at the sea floor under ten miles of cold, dark ocean.”



“Yea, but still,” said Sam. “You just need to learn some tricks. And it'll be easy.”



“Like lying about your prowess with a saxophone?”



“But not just that. Look, here's a thing.” Sam held up the fork. “You can really get her hot by erotically licking your fork. And it's not, like, creepy, because a fork is meant to go in your mouth anyway!” He began to demonstrate.



“No!” said Alan, grabbing the fork off him. “You can eat leftovers, that's fine, but I will not have you … fellating my cutlery!” 



“Your cutlery? Am I not even allowed to be sexual inside the flat now?”



“Yes, my cutlery. I bought it.” Alan sighed and sat back down. “And the only way that resembles anything erotic is as part of some … grotesque frottage session between the Dark Lord Cthulhu and a cyberman.”



Sam said nothing and went back to his phone. After a moment, he looked up. “Oh, by the way, what's this? You don't get many party invites.” He picked up a card on the table, resting against the wall. “Burnett Road?”



“Yeah, it's a work thing. Instead of an office party, they got a few different places to throw this big do down at Burnett Road.”



“You gonna go? It comes with a plus-one option.”



Alan stared at him.



“Alright, only asking!”



Eventually, Alan finished his breakfast, washed his bowl, and announced, “Right, I'm off to work. Remember to wash that fork.”



“Good luck with Sarah,” murmured Sam, returning to his phone.








The office was nearly as cold as the street outside, and just a little more dreary. Alan kept his coat on as he sat at his desk and started his computer up.



One more dreary day, he thought, then I get to enjoy a few days alone with my own thoughts in the run up to a stressful and no doubt disappointing Christmas. He had to be seen getting down to work if he had any chance of that promotion he was angling for. And the chance to lord it over a few people nearly makes up for a lifetime of mediocrity and resentment.



A few of his co-workers remained, milling around the office, working, talking in hushed voiced.



And Sarah.



He didn't know she was supposed be in today.



She was learning over her computer with a loose strand of ginger hair hanging in front of her glasses. She didn't seem to notice it. She didn't seem to notice him.



As he watched, she sneezed without warning, three or four times in a row. That adorable hayfever!



The jaws of life. The great big terrifying jaws of life, ready to bite your head off and … No, no, no. Be a man for once. Okay, I could talk to her. Not go on a double date with Sam, because that's a terrible idea. But I could brag about it afterwards!



Without quite realising it, he found himself standing. Just walk over her, say something, maybe talk about architecture, don't suck off a fork, and it'll be fine. This is the moment! I'm actually taking control of my life, like Tony Robbins or someone. This is it! I'm actually doing it!



“Hi, Alan. Could I have a moment?” It was Norton, his boss. Norton cocked his head. “Are you alright there?”



Alan stared at him. “Yeah, uh, fine. What can I do for you?”



“I know it's a bit of a pain, and on short notice, but could you hold down the fort this evening? There are a couple things I want to get out of the way before Christmas. I'd do it myself, by something's come up. I think you're responsible enough to come in alone. You weren't planning going to the party, were you?”



Overlapping with the Burnett Road party Responsible. That's a nice way to say you have no social life. Still, prostrating yourself between your corporate overlords is the best way to climb up the ranks.



“Sure thing,” said Alan. “I'll do it. Just send me a brief of what you need doing, and I'll sort it.”



“Good man,” said Norton. He turned and headed back across the office.



Alan looked back at Sarah, who still hadn't looked up, then sighed and went back to his desk.








Sam came round the corner clutching a polystyrene box of fat, greasy chips to Evie lounging against the facade of some coffee shop, fiddling with the ends of her scarf.



She looked up and grinned when she saw him. “There you are!”



“Yeah,” he said sheepishly, gesturing at the chips with his little spork. “Got hungry on the way.”



“Ooh,” she said. “May I steal one?” And without waiting for a response she grabbed one of the chips and ate it.



Yeah, he thought. A chip is definitely a phallic symbol, isn't it? I mean, she basically just put my metaphorical dick in her mouth. And then … chewed it up and swallowed it? Well, I guess it sort of works.



“So,” said Evie, and they ambled down the street together. “You never told me what you do. Apart from the saxophone, I mean.”



“Photography.”



“Wow, really? That's very artistic”



“What can I say? I'm just a very creative, sensual person. There are just so many things you can do with photography. So much creativity. You can do black and white, for example. Oh, and there's this photoshop thing I've just found out where you can make them look all blurry!”



Evie laughed and patted his arm again. “Wonderful!”



“You know what I love most in the world?” he said. “Passion. And you know what else? Spontaneity. Performing. Creating creativity for people.”



You're on a roll! Just need to keep the momentum going. But … how? His eyes went to the spork in his hand. Of course! The cutlery thing. Is it a good idea? Well, of course it's a good idea. I came up with it. I'm like some subconscious Casanova.



He rotated the spork once in his hand, then, looking Evie in the eyes, lifted it to his mouth and pressed his tongue against its salty head.



A moment later the spork's head snapped off. It flew forward and bounced off Evie's forehead. The sharp end of the handle jabbed into his tongue.



“Fuck!” he yelped, holding his hand to his mouth. The chips spilled to the ground. When he pulled his hand away, it came with a little smear of blood in with the saliva.



“Oh shit, are you alright?” asked Evie.



“Uh-huh,” Sam managed past the pain in his tongue. 



“Here, let me look,” she said, moving he hand away and leaning in. “Open your mouth.”



Hah! Fuck you, physics! It WAS a good idea after all! I'm such a genius.



Still, his momentum had gone. When Evie had determined that he was okay and the pain had receded enough for him to talk properly, they continued their walk through the cold winter streets. Their conversation went back and forth over various things, about Evie's job in copywriting, and other boring stuff like that.



After an hour or so, she said she had to get going soon. “Sorry! I've got so many things to do. Christmas is so stressful, isn't it?”



“Yeah, yeah. It really is,” said Sam. “Do you want to meet again, then? This evening maybe?”



“Oh, I'd love to,” she said. “But I've already got plans. There's this thing on Burnett Road, and I said I'd go along.”



Sam came to a halt. “Burnett Road?” he said. “The party?”



“You know about it?”



“Yeah! Actually I was planning on going.”



Evie paused for a moment. “But you just asked for a date on that night?”



“Yeah, I mean, I was planning on going before I met you. So, uh, let's go together?”



She smiled at him. “Let's.”



They reached the corner of the road where they'd started. A guy in a longish, navy-blue coat was waiting, smoking. Evie waved to him. “Derek, hi! This is Sam. He's the guy I told you about yesterday. Sam, this is Derek.”



Derek reached out and shook Sam's hand with a firm grip. “The saxophonist?”



“Yeah,” said Evie. “Actually, he's coming to the party tomorrow.”



“Yep, that's right, on both counts,” said Sam.



“Fantastic,” said Derek. “Well, I'll see you there, then!”



Evie leant forward without warning and kissed Sam. “Bye!” she said chirpily, and then they were off.



Sam waited until they were out of earshot before saying, very loudly, “Fuck yeah!”








It was dark by the time Alan got into the flat. At least here it was warm. Sighing, he hung up his coat and wandered into the kitchen to get something to eat.



Sam was at the table again, leaning forward with an expression Alan had come to dread. The expectant gaze of a hungry puppy.



Alan went do the cupboard without saying anything.



“So,” said Sam, “You know how last night I fixed your phone and you owe me one?”



“No.”



“Well, in return for that, how about you take me as your plus-one to that Burnett Road do?”



Alan turned and looked at him. “Why?”



“Evie's going.”



“I see.”



“And I said I'll be there.”



Alan sighed. “I'm still stuck and the why? Besides, I can't go anyway. I promised Norton I'd go in to work that evening.”



“Norton won't be there! You'll be fine.”



“How is it you know more about my social calendar than you do?”



“Because I pay attention, Alan. I pay attention, and I know something about actually being social. That and Facebook.”



Facebook, of course, thought Alan. The creepy man's Wikipedia. He said nothing, but gave Sam his very best stern look. “Why can't you just meet Evie after the party, anyway?”



“Oh, come on! It's a Christmas party!”



“So?”



“She's going to sleep with someone! And if I'm not there, it'll be that Derek guy. It's that winter feeling, dude! Nearly everyone gets laid in the run-up to Christmas. And if she sleeps with him, she'll end up going out with him, and I'll never get to see her again, and everything about my life will be ruined forever.”



“And just to clarify,” said Alan, “By 'that winter feeling' you mean 'that horny and desperate feeling'? Actually, how does that differ from how you feel in the other three seasons?”



Sam sighed. “Oh, for crying out loud. Look, okay: I lied twice to a girl in the hope I could sleep with her before she found out. Does that really make me some sort of desperate sex-pest?”



“Yes.” 



“So you're going to ruin my future life with Evie? Is that it?”



“Look, I'm not taking any of the blame here! It's your blame. You take it! Like you took my tiramisu last week. It's your own fucking fault you're in this mess. You need  to learn not to be led by your cock everywhere, like some sort of wild-eyed vagina hound. Real life isn't some wacky romcom where you can make everything work out by lying and making rash decisions on the spur of the moment. So no. I've made a promise to work that night, and I'm sticking to it.”



Sam nodded slowly and looked at his hands, looking suitably chastised. Then he said, “Sarah will be there. I'll introduce you to her if you like, and it won't be awkward.”



“Okay, I'm in.”








Come evening, they walked through the richer suburbs, where posh houses with actual well-maintained gardens reared on all sides. [i]Round here,[i] thought Alan, I feel like at a team of secret police are going descend at any moment and whisk me away as someone who doesn't deserve to be here. Then: Who am I kidding. I feel like that in most places.



“So what's the story with Derek guy?” he asked. “What's got you so worried about him?”



“I saw them together.”



“He's Evie's boyfriend?”



“No, no. I mean, they were standing together. That never ends well for me.”



“Right.” Alan shook his head. “Actually, and be honest here, would it change your approach at all if he were her boyfriend?”



Sam glared at him. “Of course if would! Christ.” He gave an exaggerated sigh. “I'd have to make sure he wasn't looking when I tried it on with her, for starters.”



Soon after they came upon the address listed on the invite. All the lights were on, and a trickle of Christmas tunes and mixed chatter ran out onto the street. A couple of men in full black tie stood outside, smoking, with a list of names. Alan glanced at his own crumpled shirt – and worse, Sam's not entirely clean t-shirt, and clenched his jaw.



He handed over his invite. Here comes the laughter. Any minute now. 



“You're good,” said one of the men, waving them in.



“Brill,” said Sam as soon as they were in, looking around. “And don't you worry my friend. I haven't forgotten our deal. Let's get you some misfit pussy.”



“Good,” whispered Alan. “But please never say that again.”



They moved forward into the next room, with Alan waving at a couple of people he recognised from the office. Now, if none of these people ever mention I was here, and I get everything done after Christmas without Norton noticing, I might actually get away with this.



And there she was: Sarah. Leaning against the edge of of a table in a slightly oversized, luridly coloured dress, staring into space and holding a bottle of beer at the neck between her thumb and forefinger and rolling it back and forth idly.



“Maybe I should grab a drink before …” began Alan.



“Fortune favours the bold!” said Sam, dragging him forward.



I'm pretty sure that's not true.



“Now just let me start it off, and you can take it from there.”



Oh god, what have I done? I've entrusted my romantic future to Sam! That's like giving the nuclear launch codes to a goat.



As they approached, Sarah looked up at them and blinked through her glasses. 



Sam started: “Hi! That's a really cool … bottle you're holding. I'm Sam, and this is Alan.”



“Oh!” said Sarah, brightening up. “From work?”



Sam looked over at Alan with a look of mock surprise. “Really? Dude, you never told me you went to work with such beautiful women. Anyway.” He turned back to Sarah. “Alan is interested in …” He turned back to Alan. “Actually, what are you interested in?”



Great, thought Alan. Fifteen seconds into the conversation, I haven't said anything, and I already look like a dick.



Still, Sarah was actually looking at him, so speaking directly to her, he answers, “Oh, uh, architecture.”



Sam gave him a look as if he'd just admitted to spending the better part of his life in his underwear screaming at cars.



“Oh, cool,” said Sarah. “What's your favourite style? Like, uh, gothic or baroque?”



“Hah, gothic rock!” said Sam. “They're a bit mad, aren't they, with all that eyeliner and having feelings and shit.”



Alan and Sarah turned to stare at him.



“Right,” said Sam. “Yeah. Actually, yeah, I've got to go and … Bye. Have fun, you two!” He waved and walked off.



This is the best night ever! Someone's made a tit of themselves and it's not me!



“Really, though,” said Sarah, now looking him right in the eyes. “'Cause I always thought Baroque was a bit too … sickly. Inelegant, you know?”



“I think you're right,” Alan said. “But there are a couple of exception. Dresden Frauenkirche, for example.”



“Oh, yes, that is a good one!”








From the far side of the room, Sam turned back to watch them. They really seemed to be getting along. Yeah, he thought. [i]That's it. The sex doctor is in. Well, no .. not sex doctor. That makes it sound like I'm the guy who checks for chlamydia or something. The love doctor. Yeah. The love doctor is in.[i]



He turned and headed through into another room to look for Evie.



The love doctor. And jazz is kinda the music of love, isn't it? Maybe I'm actually really good at jazz after all and just … never knew it!



A hand grabbed his arm. Evie!



“Hey,” she said. “Mister creative, is it? So caught up in your deep thoughts that you didn't notice me?” She smiled at him and pulled him closer to her.



“Yeah,” he said. “I was just just thinking what it would be like to be a …” Don't say sex doctor “ … sex person.” 



Evie frowned slightly. “Sorry?”



“Oh, never mind. It was just some weird joke with my flatmate. I mean 'sex person' – what does that even mean, right? It's mad.”



There was a short pause before Evie said, “Okay.”



Pretty sure I got away with that.



“Anyway,” continued Evie, “there's something I wanted to show you.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him into the hallway. “Oh, god. I'm so nervous,” she said. “I think you'll love it. I hope you love.”



“I'm sure I'll love it,” Sam told her. I'll love it so hard.



Evie showed him into the garage, which was empty of cars, warmed up, and had some temporary flooring laid down. Against one side there was a stage being set up.



“Enough of this Christmassy tripe,” Evie said. “We've got a band coming.”



“Cool?”



“Well, here's the coolest bit. They won't be here for an hour. Got delayed in the train. But all their instruments are here.”



I'm not going to love it.



“I called them,” said Evie. “And guess what? The saxophone guy is cool with you playing his. After what you said last time, about how you love performing and spontaneity, I though maybe you'd like to have a go and keep us entertained while we wait for the band. Only if you want to, of course! No pressure.”



“Ah,” said Sam. “Thing is, though, about that,”



Evie's face fell. “You hate the idea, don't you?”



“Not hate, but I kind of …”



Derek wandered up to them. “Hey guys! Ah, there he is, the man of the hour. What do you say, Sam?”



Evie frowned at him. “I don't think …”



“I'll do it!” said Sam. He smiled at them as hard as it could.



“You sure?” said Evie.



“Yeah. This is so me. I mean, a request for a spontaneous performance? Sure! How could I turn that down?”



“Top man,” said Derek. “I'll get everything set up for you. Do you know what you're going to play? I could get some sheet music.”



“Nah,” said Sam. “I'm fine. I've got loads of stuff memorised. And I do plenty of freestyle.” Actually, that might be the first thing I've said I do that I actually do. Even if it is a lie by omission. “I'll be fine. If you're lucky, you might even hear some Pingus in there.”



“Pingus?”



“It'll be great, I promise. Just give me ten minutes to get ready, okay? I need to grab my my mate. He won't want to miss this. You can put the saxophone there on the stage. It'll be fine.”



Evie winked at him. “Sure thing. See you in ten.”








Oh god. Sam was right. Everyone does get horny and desperate at Christmas. I can't let him know, or he'll never shut up about it. No. No. Concentrate on the snogging. Alan found himself backing mid-kiss into a bathroom. And try not to call your partner desperate. Definite faux-pas, that one.



One of his colleagues from work walked past and briefly caught his eyes. Should I wave to him? No. Probably not. Oh, the agony of the accidental eye contact. This is why you close your eyes when kissing. Christ, how did we get from Rayonnant gothic to this? There's probably something faintly sacrilegious about that transition. Concentrate on the kissing, dammit!



Sarah closed the door behind them, locked it then, looking up at him in the near darkness, said, “Are you okay with this? I'm not being too forward, am I?”



“Nu-huh,” said Alan. “Totally fine.”



She smiled. “Good. Just wanted to, y'know, make sure.” Her hands went for his belt, undid his trousers.



She leaned in to kiss him, then without warning sneezed on his face.



“Oh, god,” she said. “I'm sorry! Are you –” The question was interrupted by another string of sneezing. “I need to get my nasal spray!” she yelped, grabbing a length of toilet paper and fumbling with the lock. “I'm sorry.”



“It's fine,” Alan assured her. “I'll wait.”



“Thanks,” she said, and vanished out into the party.



That's twice I've been on the other side of things! This is amazing. Don't worry, Sarah. I won't do to you what all those girls in high school did to me. I'll wait for you, my snotty darling. He grabbed some toilet paper and wiped his cheek dry. Snotty darling. That's another thing I should remember to never call her. Still, I guess if nothing else I can say I got some of her fluids on my face. Don't really have to go into specifics on that.



The door was still ajar. A face peered through the cap, and a moment later Sam burst in. “There you  are!” He looked back the way he'd come. “Things okay with … ?”



“They're fine,” said Alan. “I … uh … Actually, I'm trying to think of a nicer way to say 'please fuck off', but it's not coming.”



“Plenty of time for that later, dude! I need you.”



“This isn't some sex thing is it? Because I told you before –”



“Huh? No. Look, I'm in a jam. A big fucking jar of shit-in-fan jam.”



“How surprising.”



“I know, right? Evie has got a saxophone and expects me to play it. I need to get out of it while still making her think I can actually play the bloody thing.”



“Look, I really would ask how you plan to accomplish that with my help or not, but please, please fuck off.”



“Look, its easy. When I get up on the stage to play, you run by and steal the saxophone and hide it, or break it or burn it down or something.”



“No.”



“Look, is the thing with Sarah going well?”



“It is, actually. By some miracle, it is. That's why I need you to go away right now!” hissed Alan.



“Then you kinda owe me, right? Really and truly this time? For getting you love of your life. No – wait! And if you do this, I'll flip it over. I'll owe you. I'll do all the washing up and cleaning for a month. For two months.”



“Three months.”



“Okay, fine. Three months.”



Alan sighed and put his thumb and forefinger against the bridge of his nose. “Okay, fine. Just, do you have a pen and paper? I need to leave a note.”



“I've got a gel pen,” said Sam. “No paper.”



“For fuck's sake, why not?”



“Because I'm not the bloody … leave-a-note supplies man, am I?”



“Fine,” said Alan. “Just give me the pen.” 



When Sam had handed over the pen, he grabbed a single square of toilet paper, and scribbled a note on it, puncturing the paper several times: “Sorry! I'm not abandoning you, something came up. Will finish this later. Alan.” He stared at it for a moment, then tried to fix the comma splice and capitalise the S on “something”.



“Hurry up!” cried Sam.



“There's always time for good grammar,” Alan said tartly. He placed the square on the closed toilet lid. “Okay, I'm done.” 



Sam dragged him out of the bathroom into the hallway, then into the main room. Then Alan came to a halt.



Oh shit, he thought.



Norton had just come in, arm-in-arm with a woman who could very easily pass for a Scandinavian supermodel.



“Retreat, retreat!” He dragged Sam back into the hallway. “Norton's here!”



“Yeah, so?”



“If he sees me, my career prospects are fucked. You told me he wasn't coming!”



“Oh yeah! Shit,” said Sam. “Facebook said he wasn't. You know, that's really irresponsible of them to say someone's not coming when they are. We should sue Mark Zuckerberg for all his millions!”



“Yea. That's a great plan. We just need to get all that done in the next ten minutes and we'll be golden.”



Sam peered out the hallway into the front room. “He's coming this way.”



Okay, okay. Plan. Just need to hide until he's gone. Alan ran back down the hallway to the bathroom he'd come from. The door was closed. He grabbed the handle and tried open.



“Fuck's sake,” a voice said from inside. “Do you mind?”



“Oh, Christ. Christ.” Alan pounded the palm of his hand against his forehead. “I'm turning into you. This is how you live your life, isn't it? A chain of lies, failed sexual encounters, and disasters.”



“Exciting, isn't it?” said Sam.



“No, it's not fucking exciting! It's –”



“He's hung his coat up. He's still coming. Hey! Go in there.”



“In the bedroom?”



“Yeah! It has an ensuite, doesn't it? He won't be able to walk in on you in there.”



“What if he comes in and starts having sex or something?”



“He's not going to just walk in and start having sex. Don't be ridiculous.”



“But what if he does?”



“Then put on a funny voice so he won't recognise you and start groaning. Pretend you're having a really loud shit. It'll put them off and they'll leave. Now go!”



I can't believe I'm actually doing this. Alan bounded through into the bedroom. It was, thankfully, empty. He slumped against the wall and sighed, then looked around again. 



There was no ensuite either.



Sam, you bastard. He turned to leave, and, his hand an inch away from the door handle, heard voices on the other side of the door. One of the was Norton's.



He looked around the bedroom again. They're not really going to come in here again, are they? And if they do, where would I go? No closets. Nothing. Okay, Alan: time to be a man. Well, not an active man. Don't go out there to meet them. Just be a passive man. If they do come in here, just talk to him. Admit that you were irresponsible. You might not get the promotion but at least you'll keep a sliver of self respect.



I mean, it's a ridiculous idea. If I did hide under the bed, would I even fit? Maybe I should check. Just in case. Just one check quick check, he thought, sinking to the floor, and then I'll go back outside and finish my punishment like a halfway normal human being



Huh. I do fit after all. Weird. I must be thinner than I thought. Though he had to admit, his nose was less than an inch away from brushing the bottom of the bed. Okay, time to get out. Any moment now.



The door opened. Outside, Alan could see Norton's shoes and a pair of high heels. A moment later, they were joined by a third pair – Sarah's bright yellow flats. Shit! but a moment later, Norton and his partner entered the room and shut the door behind them, blocking his view of Sarah's feet.



On the short journey to the bed, both pairs of shoes came off. The two of them sat on the bed, pressing its underside closer to Alan's face, and spoke in low, amorous voices.



Hm. Her accent. Is it Scandinavian? I'm not sure. Might be Dutch actually.



The voices ceased. One of Norton's argyll-patterned socks rose up slightly, and the toes clenched an unclenched. The couple finished with a slurping sound.



I suppose I could still pretend to do a loud shit from under the bed. It would definitely stop them. The problem would be when they look at me. I could make a run for it. Maybe if they don't see my face, I can run out onto the street, and maybe all my co-workers won't mention to Norton that I was there at all.



The bed creaked some more. The stocking-covered feet of Norton's partner vanished upwards. 



Oh, who am I kidding. I'll just wait it out. They can't be more than thirty minutes, tops. Then I can slink out, go home, and cry into a nice cold glass of water. This is my penance for trying to be a normal human being/



Another drawn out kiss came alongside the creaking bedsprings.



Then Alan's phone erupted: Old-style porn music, maximum volume.



The creaking stopped. Or was drowned out. He grabbed the phone from his pocket and fiddled with it. Why is there an alarm now? What did I ever to … oh, Micronesian time. Now switch off, you fucker! Why won't you switch off?



The bed-ceiling above him lifted away. Norton, having tipped the bed on its side, looked down on him with wide eyes. So did his partner. The phone began another loop of porn music.



“Alan,” said Norton, slowly. “What are you doing under the bed … with your trousers open?”



The trousers. Oh yeah. Really should've fixed that when I had a chance.



Alan stared up at him. For a while there was nothing but the music. At last he croaked, “Trying to fix my notification settings. It … it doesn't seem to be working. Could you … ?” 



Silently, Norton took the phone and jabbed at the screen a couple of time.



The music stopped.



“Thanks,” whispered Alan.








Sam paced back and forth in the hall. Damnit, man, what happened to the plan? What are you doing up there? How long can I wait outside this door before people start to think I'm some sort of creepy pervert trying to listen in on the sex? Hm. I suppose if I do have to wait, I may as well listen in on the sex …



“Sam! There you are. Did you find your friend?” said Evie, striding down the hall towards.



“Oh, yeah. Uh, he just. Never mind.”



Evie smiled at him. “Come on, then! Everything's set up.”



“Oh, great,” said Sam as he let her lead him towards the garage. Okay, buddy, if I've ever had secret telepathic powers, now's the time to listen. Well, you're in your head all the time anyway, aren't you, so it should be easy. What I want you do is listen in on my thoughts and the moment I pick up the saxophone, come running through and grab it off me. If you understand, don't reply … Great! Thanks, man.



In the garage, a bunch of people were waiting. The saxophone sat on a stand by the side of the stage. Evie joined Derek near the front. She gave Sam a thumbs-up. “Got you a proper audience and everything,” she said.



“Great,” said Sam. “Thanks.”



He stepped up onto the little stage and lifted the saxophone from it's stand. Evie smiled up at him. The crowd fell silent and turned towards him.



“So, uh, I guess  should begin with a few words,” he said. “I, uh, once heard this story about this famous jazz musician. Not Pingus, one of the other dudes. Anyway, what happened was that he was one of the best musicians around, but one day he got up on stage and just, uh, found his abilities had completely deserted. Like, poof, and they were completely gone. But he … he was still definitely a good musician. After a week they came back and everything was fine. So it just goes to show, these things happen sometimes.”



Evie was looking a bit confused.



“Anyway,” said Sam. “Enough of that. Time to start the show.” He looked down at the saxophone. Well, that's the mouthpiece and those are the buttons. It doesn't look too hard. Like a fancy recorder. Kinda wish I'd paid attention during recorder lessons.



He lifted the saxophone to his mouth and came to a realisation. [i]Hold on … maybe passion really is the most important thing. Maybe if I just play with enough passion, my true soul will show through and Evie will fall in love with me! Yeah! Well, here goes.”



He blew as hard as he could.



The saxophone produce a choked wail, then fell silent.



That … didn't sound great. But … it could just be imposter syndrome or something? Maybe it sounds really fantastic to them?



He blew again. The saxophone squeaked faintly. Sam broke out into a fit of coughing.



No … Nope. It doesn't sound fantastic to them.



And judging by the look on Evie's face, she wasn't going to let have a third try.








Alan unlocked the door, and they both entered the cold, empty flat in silence. He flicked the lights on, pulled off his coat and went straight for the kettle. 



He broke the silence first: “You want a cup?”



“Sure,” called Sam.



A nice cup of tea. The perfect response to a night of humiliation.



“So,” said Sam as the kettle boiled. “You think you're gonna meet with Sarah again?”



“I rather doubt it. And Evie?”



“Nah.”



On the plus side, it was pretty nice of Norton not to just fire me on the spot. I should thank him or something. Or … alternatively, I could never speak of this again.



“Well,” he said, taking his cup. “I'm going to bed.”



“Don't worry,” Sam assured him. “There's still New Year's. Special pub trip, up all night, loads of girls. What do you say?”



“I … I'll think about it,” said Alan. 



He took his tea into his bedroom, pulled his phone out his pocket, and was about to throw it on the bed when he saw he'd got a message through Facebook.



From Sarah. 



“Party was a bit of a mess,” read the message. “Would you like to hang out somewhere a bit less awful before New Year's?”



Alan smiled to himself.
      

      
   
      Like the Old World


      

      
      
          

“Aren’t you cold?”

 

“What, did ya' want me to steal another sweater?”

 

“That… that is not what I meant.”

 

“Well then howzabout you speak clearer next time?”

 

“I hate you.”

 

“Ah’ know.”

 

The skeleton leaned deeper against her companion’s breast and crossed her arms over the two deer silhouettes comically copulating on the front of her neon green, knitted sweater. Yellow and candy apple red squares and circles and spirals adorned her garment in a multitude of patterns that, once upon a time, had reflected folk signs of various origins and meanings.

 

The skeleton herself sunk deeper into the turtleneck like collar of said horrid garment, colored an appropriate, less blindingly-red, trying to keep the arctic wind from howling throughout her hollow eye sockets. The two companions sat in silence, their only company beside one another being giant snowflakes the size of one’s eyeballs, flittering from the Heavens above, twisting and turning along with the currents tearing them across the pallid landscape all around.

 

“Oh my Goddess, you are the absolute worst.”

 

Just as her companion had said that the flesh she had been leaning against grew warm and the snow that had already accumulated around and atop them in a sizable pile began melting at a rapid rate. He snorted and a great plume of smoke billowed from his nostrils, a faint layer of soot settling down atop her head, which she hastily shook off.

 

“Alright, so maybe I s’was a wee bit cold.”

 

“Yeah, yeah, keep rattling those bones. Maybe if you freeze thoroughly they’ll jangle better.”

 

The woman roughly elbowed him but his inky scales prevented much damage. In turn, he simply let out a hearty laugh and she couldn’t help but smile as well. This was one occasion where a smidge of pride was not worth a rattling jaw.

 

“So,” he spoke up, his deep rumbling voice echoing throughout the white wastes, “mind actually telling me why you dragged us out here to freeze?”

 

“Ah didn’t drag us to freeze, I dragged us ta enjoy the wonderment of the Deep Frost.” She threw out her arms in a presenting manner. The wind continued whipping around a slurry of grays and whites painting the Stars and the Lands in the same vein, but every so often one could catch glimpses of bright lights deep in the Valley below.

 

She tilted her head back, almost cracking her vertebrae in the process, to try and gauge the expression of her companion. The Great Dragon, for the most part, simply looked bemused. He pulled back his third eyelid a few times to squint at the horizon but seemed to visibly give up after a few moments. He shook his head to get the pile of half-melted snow to slide off his obsidian scales.

 

“Alright then.” He arched his neck and pointed his tapered snout downward to look the woman in the eyes. Or at least the points of emerald light in her eye sockets that were considered her eyes. “Deep Frost: enjoyed. Can we leave?”

 

“Nah.”

 

“For Land sakes, Arial, I might be a walking furnace but that doesn’t mean I like being turned into a popsicle.”

 

“‘Lright, ‘lright, geez.”

 

Arial heaved herself up to her feet with the grace of a half-frozen acrobat. The sweater she wore was so huge on her bony frame it hung halfway down to her knees, like some atrocious dress dug out from the bottoms of hand-me-down crates. She kicked around in the snow for a bit before striking something brown. A spark of emerald magic and she levitated the well-worn leather bag, already open, to her waiting hands. She nearly lost a digit while rifling through the Holding, until eventually she yanked out a book far too large for the opening of said bag.

 

The book itself was plain, with yellowed pages and a hardback cover so worn one could barely even tell what colors it had once been. Arial gently opened it, not to damage the spine any more than time had done, and quickly flipped to the appropriate page.

 

“See, Obs’, there's this thing ‘ah read about, a bunch’oh stuff that used ta be celebrated in the Old World. And there was this really interetin’ thin’ that happened when it snowed. Since it dun snow down in Elder ah thought we’d pass through the Deep Frost an’ well…”

 

“Wait.” the dragon cut her off. He held out his index finger, almost half the size of the skeleton he had been shielding with his body for the last half hour.

 

“Did… Did you seriously drag us all the way up here for some of your dumb Old World garbage?” When he spoke piles of snow slid off the pine needles they had been perched atop.

 

“We could have been on our way to the Tameria like we were supposed to, but no!” His wings exploded in agitation from his sides, kicking up even more snow than the wind. “Do you have any idea how much I’ll have to eat to regain all the magic I wasted on this trip?!”

 

“Ya’ didn’t even let me finish!” Arial shot back.

 

“I don’t care what this is about!”

 

“You cared before ah said it was about ta’ Old World!”

 

The two beings glared at one another. Arial was hugging the book to her ribs, careful not to get it wet in the flurry still around them. Obsidian, meanwhile, had raised himself into a half-sitting position, his claws planted firmly in the everfrost on either side of the woman, his three tails still coiling near her in a crescent shape.

 

“Look, it ain’t like the magic stuff I thought worked, okay? This is different!” Arial’s voice was softer than before. Pleading even, not that the dragon cared at the moment.

 

“You keep saying that every cursed time, and every cursed time we end up in some mess or another.” She wasn’t looking at him anymore. “Why. Why do I let you drag me into this, every Goddess forsaken time?”

 

Arial was about to try and answer but her attention was draw to the points of light across the obscured horizon. They were… moving?

 

Her eyesockets widened and she instantly shrank back against her companion. Obsidian, sensing the sudden change in his friend’s demeanour, swiftly turned his attention outward. It did not take him long to spot the same moving lights as they drew closer and closer through the flurry. 

 

“As long as you don’t move yer fat ass they might think yer a rock.” Arial whispered to him whilst the dragon tried to look as unsuspicious as possible.

 

The lights began running in their direction.

 

There was a single second of absolute stillness before the two jolted into action. Arial shoved her book onto her bag before slinging it across her shoulder and leaping at Obsidian who had lowered his head to the ground. The moment he was sure the skeletal woman was holding onto him he flapped with all his might and pushed away from the earth. Briefly, all was white as he ascended higher into the atmosphere.

 

Amidst the blizzard there were shouts and cries and the stray bolt of magic or arrow passing by, but the dark dragon ignored all. Higher and higher they rose and the air grew thinner as they went. Not that either much minded nor noticed.

 

Eventually, the clouds broke away and the two friends greeted a vast expanse of nothing stretching as far the eyes could see. Gray clouds swirled beneath, forever to pour snow down to the Land beneath. High above, where the Stars begun to change their color to match that of the Great Dragon’s scales points of light flickered into being. Nameless, colorful baubles forming strange lines and images for all to partake in. Well, at least those that did not reside within the Deep Frost or other such lands.

 

Obsidian straightened his wings and tails, settling himself into a steady flight in the general direction of ‘back’.

 

“So.” The altitude, what with its currents both natural and magical, had a habit of muting all sounds, yet for some reason the two had never bothered to discover, they had always been able hear one another. “Mind telling me why there was yet another mob after us?”

 

Arial did not speak, rather she shifted her grip on the scales protruding from the dragon’s spine. A spark of magic and she tethered herself to him as they usually did. Still silent she shifted around atop him like an impatient child before eventually sighing and speaking.

 

“Well… I did kinda’ steal a bunch’o things. This ‘n that. Like this sweater.” She patted the comically stitched deer with a slight smirk. “An’ I'm pretty sure they noticed I was a skell’, so there's ‘at.”

 

Obsidian snorted.

 

“What? They didn’t take Solum money!”

 

“What am I going to do with you?”

 

The phrase had always been playful between them as they chastised one another whilst pulling them out of a variety of troubles, yet this time it felt different. It was not a pleasant feeling.

 



“This thin’…” Arial was the first to pierce the silence once more as she lounged atop the dragon’s neck like a bed, staring up at the points of light filling the Stars. “The thing I read about, well, ta’ bits I could translate, ah’ mean. It was a festival, in the Old World. A buncha’ peoples celebrated it. Like, almost all the peoples’.”

 

No response.

 

“They did this thing where they got ta’gether and had a feast and then they sat around an unearthed tree and-”

 

“Stop.”

 

She did.

 

“Stop. Just… just… Why. Why do you keep doing this? Every time, it’s some artifact or some book or some tech-y thing and it’s always broken garbage, yet you keep trying to find more even if we all know there's nothing left intact.”

 

He shook his head in confusion.

 

“I mean. I get the stuff part. If it works, by some miracle, great, if not, pawn it off. But then you start bringing all this freaky incantation and festival, and science and weird Gods stuff into our lives and…”

 

“I've been nice Ari’. I have, but I can't keep doing this. I can't keep fueling all this freakish stuff that has no place in our world anymore. It’s the OLD World for a good reason…”

 

He felt her curl into a ball. Obsidian heaved a great sigh, subconsciously angling his wings downward. As his three tails touched the tops of the never-ending cloudbank they kicked up a trail behind them, swirling and twisting and settling. He couldn’t see any of it, yet he knew Arial had always been fascinated by such simple things. He supposed that was the way she simply was.

 

“Cuz’ ah thought it be nice.”

 

“What?”

 

“Why I bothered, why I dragged you all the way out here, ah thought it be nice ta’ do some silly little Old World festival, but ah guess all ah’ can ever be is wrong!”

 

She squeezed her eye sockets shut and crossed her arms again, inadvertently hugging herself in the process.

 

“I'm sorry.”

 

It was pitiful, yes.

 

“I didn’t mean it like that, Arial, I'm sorry…”

 

No response.

 

They climbed higher into the Stars again.

 



“Ya’ know what they did? They gave gifts ta people they cared about.”

 

She sat up cross-legged and pulled her bag to her lap. Reaching in, so deep she stopped only at her shoulder as she did not wish to stick her entire skull in again. Navigating by touch was second nature to the woman and soon she had pulled out what she had been looking for.

 

“You an’ I? We’ve spent forever together.”

 

She turned the item around in her hands.

 

“And ah mean forever-forever. I dun think ah even remember when we didn’t know each other.”

 

She got on her knees, item still clenched in one hand, and crawled over to the dragon’s head, laying down right between his four horns. If he crossed his eyes right he could just about see her ghostly form.

 

“‘Ah thought…”

 

She held it out in front of his right eye. While his third eyelid muted some of the colors he took in the item being whipped around by the arctic winds. It was a tiny plush, of a soft, round body of two tones. One side soft moss green and the bottom half an off, pale yellow. From its sides protruded four flippers of a mix of green and brown and a tiny little pointed tail at the end. The head of the push was yellow like the belly, with little black bead eyes and an orange-brown bill. It was visibly soft and fuzzy, no doubt full of little beans, and one could admire the way the stitching gave patterns to the plainer parts of the toy.

 

A tiny, plush, hand stitched turtle-duck.

 

“Ah thought…”

 

A single drop a rain rolled down the side of Obsidian’s scales.

 

There was no rain this high up.

 

“Ari’…”

 

“An’ ah know you hate this stuff. All my moronic legends and worthless trinkets so ah’ve always tried ta not bother you with it, ya know?”

 

She pressed her cheekbone against the top of his skull, still holding the toy out beside his eye. More droplets ran down the dragon’s scales.

 

“And ‘fer once ah thought I found somethin’ from the Old World that you might’ve liked and I messed that up too!”

 

He heard a single pitiful sob.

 

He waited for something else.

 

He received the silence of wind in response.

 



 

A single burst of magic down his spine and he shredded the magic tether tying them to one another. In one swift motion he flipped and dove. Arial offered no resistance as he plucked her from the freefall and pressed her against his chest, ever so gently.

 

“I'm sorry.”

 

Obsidian wasn’t sure that meant much anymore.

 

Maybe it hadn’t mean much in years.

 

She weakly wrapped her hands hallway across his chest as they simply hovered in the space between the Stars and the Lands.

 

“’S okay…”

 

The dragon scrunched up his face.

 

“Does… does the gift have to be physical?”

 

“I don’t think so.” She rubbed her eyesocket with the plush.

 

“Can I give you my gift?”

 

She smiled. Just a bit.

 

“Ya’ got one?”

 

“I hope so.” he sheepishly muttered.

 

“Why not.”

 

“My gift to you is…” He held her out at arm’s length in front of him, precariously dangling her over the vast expanse of gray beneath and above.

 

“It’s… I’ll listen. About the Old World. It’s been so long I guess I forgot what it was like to have a friend with weird interests… I… I promise I’ll try and be better about this. So you don’t have to feel like you can't like the things you love because of me… alright?”

 

She seemed contemplative for a moment.

 

“That is one cheap gift.”

 

…

 

Laughter bubbled up from deep within his chest and all throughout his long neck before spilling forth from his mouth as a raspy ‘hah’ whilst his companion softly giggled in his grasp.

 

They laughed and laughed, and perhaps there were a few stray droplets escaping their eyes, but neither minded much. Eventually the laughter ran dry and they simply smiled at one another like they always had. Obsidian gently perched Arial atop his head and evened his wingbeats.

 

“Now can we please go somewhere warmer? I'm freezing two out of three tails off.”

 

“Yeah, the sweater doesn’t really do much. Ah don’t really know what I was expectin’.”

 

“If we get colds I'm blaming you.”

 

“Psch, ah’m blaming myself!”

 

They laughed one more time.

 

“Hey, uh, can you hold onto Turts for safekeeping until we get somewhere I can land?”

 

“Turts?”

 

“The plush. Ya’ know… For the turtle part?”

 

“What about the duck part? Ah spent a lotta’ time makin’ it.”

 

“I’ll think of something.”

 

“Ya’ll better, or I'm takin ‘im back!”

 

“*Gasp* You wouldn’t!”

 

“Try me.”

 

“You are pure evil, you know that, right?”





“‘Course I do.”





“Heh, the worst of the worst.”





“An’ ta best of the worst. Forever, right?”





“Forever.”




      

      
   
      Prologue to Winter


      

      
      
         Rimis the Ancient woke up, stared at the roof of his yurt, and began to get up. He threw off his blanket, a dense patchwork of wolverine pelts that was just beginning to smell, then rolled until his knees were braced against the ground. It took him a little while to stand, and he stumbled once or twice, but he was standing straight before too long. Rimis smiled, and began to take slow, deliberate steps toward the great chest that held his clothes.



At least, he called it a chest. In truth, it was little more than a gutted bit of an old log, sealed against wind and dust by a crude lid hewn from the same log. Held within were the wrappings of his station, and beneath them was concealed the greatly coveted Dragon Cloak of Nybere.



Rimis had no idea why the Dragon Cloak of Nybere was so coveted. Throughout his entire life, he had never heard the word ‘dragon’ used in any other context than to refer to the cloak. He always assumed that it meant ‘smells like old bear’.



He opened the chest very slowly, taking care not to drop the sturdy lid or lean too hard against the heavy wood. He spent almost half an hour slowly wrapping himself up in the various layers of woven cloth and animal skins, until finally the only thing left in the chest was the cloak itself. Rimis stared down at the heavy old thing, and wondered if it was even worth wearing today. Then a strong gust of wind blew in through the tent flap, and the old man couldn’t help but shiver.



“Yes,” he told the empty yurt. “Yes, I think I will.”








Once upon a time, the Dragon Cloak of Nybere might have been a truly intimidating bear-skin cloak. When he had been younger, Rimis had dreamed of mighty warriors wearing the cloak, its earthy brown making them seem invisible against the backdrop of the trees. Then he had seen it, a truly glorious patchwork of pelts that ranged from wolf to fox and had a fringe of squirrel tails, but still had that heady bear musk despite all reason. When one of the patches had begun to fray and tear, Rimis had wept, believing the great relic would soon pass to dust. That was when his father had shown him something beautiful.



Ranak had taken his hunting boomerang, carved from the bone of an elephant, and guided Rimis out over the hills until their village could not be seen. Then he had thrown the boomerang, and in a single blow he had felled a fox. Without even bothering to return to the village, he had skinned the fox, treated the skin, taken the cloak from his back and began to patch the weak spots. When he was done, he showed it to his son.



“Tell me, Rimis. Is this the Dragon Cloak of Nybere?”



Young and foolish as he had been, Rimis had not understood his father at first. “Of course it is, father.”



“But it has been changed. See here, where once there was a bit of wolverine that was worn thin, there is now fresh foxfur. Is it the same cloak?”



That had been a bit of a puzzle for the young man, and he had spent quite a few long seconds scrutinizing the cloak. “Yes?”, he hazarded, and was rewarded with a genial smile from his father.



“Quite correct, my boy. Though the material has changed, it is still the same cloak. As the pelts grow old, they will need to be replaced. New animals will be killed, the skinning might be done in a different way, and you might decide to add a tasteful design here or there. But, and this is important, even when there is not a single hair of these pelts left in the cloak, it will still be the Dragon Cloak of Nybere.”





Those had been better days, for Rimis and the cloak both. With every year that passed, Rimis had a little less passion for his sacred duty, and so every year the cloak moved further and further away from the glory it had seen under Ranak’s careful hands. The cloak was allowed to sit and molder for far longer, and rather than seek out the best new pelts, Rimis would often only kill whatever was closest. Had the Dragon Cloak of Nybere been the sort of thing that ne’er-do-wells and rogues still hunted for, they would not have recognized the tattered covering that Rimis now threw across his back as their prey.



Rimis sighed as he fastened the clasp, the cloak feeling heavier on his shoulders than it usually did. The little part of him that still cared about the cloak felt like his entire life was crashing down around him, and had been doing so for the past three years. He hadn’t been able to find and kill any animals with the proper kind of pelts for far too long. Gone were the days of brilliant crimson and chestnut brown; the animals of today were as pale and white as sun-bleached bone.



But Rimis still had a duty, so he put the lid back on the chest and trudged along the inner edge of the yurt until he reached the flap to the outside world. He reached out for the walking stick that lay beside the flap, and let almost all of his weight fall on the old thing. Thusly anchored, Rimis bent down and picked up his hunting boomerang. His father’s boomerang.

	

The cloak felt somehow heavier as Rimis slotted the boomerang into the custom-made loop in his belt. The metal clasp pressed against his neck, and for a moment it seemed to grow colder than the coldest wind. Perhaps it was remembering his father. Remembering better days, when the animals were strong and dark and actually ran away when a hunter advanced on them. These days, Rimis very nearly felt bad for hunting, the animals were so slow and fat. He had never been one to hunt for sport, but all the same, this felt like the very antithesis of sporting.

	

Still, it was that or try his luck at plowing the earth, and Rimis wasn’t quite so proud that he’d starve to death instead of take an easy hunt. So he drew back the yurt’s flap, and took the day’s first step out into the world.








Perhaps the most beautiful sound that any hunter can hear is the sound of their weapon striking true, landing a killing blow despite any and all odds. Fat and lazy or not, the sound of a rabbit’s skull caving in around a hunting boomerang from ten yards away was wont to make Rimis the Ancient feel ten years old again. He all but bounded over the cold earth to gather his kill, and he eagerly tore out his boomerang and lifted the rabbit into the pouch that hung at his side. It would make a good meal, and a good pair of mittens as well. Out of habit, Rimis checked the cloak, but was pleased to see that it did not need patching. Not at the moment, anyway.

	

Rimis checked to make sure that his pouch was still secure, and couldn’t help but laugh as he looked at the rabbit. He could not remember ever killing a brown rabbit with quite so much meat on it. He briefly considered that it might be a farmer’s pet, but quickly put that silly notion out of his mind.

	

“As if one of them would give up this much green, and then let you wander off.” Rimis chuckled, not even caring that he had just spoken to a dead rabbit, and pulled himself back up to a standing position. As he cleaned his boomerang on a scrap of old badger, a gust of wind blew in from the south and shook the branches of a nearby tree. Rimis looked up, and his wistful smile became a somber frown.

	

He remembered leaves. Once, they had been everywhere. Of course, he had only ever seen them in sparse clumps, but he had heard stories from his elders, who had heard stories from their elders of a time when trees were full of leaves. He remembered how once, on one of his father’s great southerly hunting trips, he had stumbled across a tree that was at least half-covered in leaves. The colors, like all the most beautiful sunsets of his life all laid out at once, had moved a young Rimis to tears.

	

Nobody could tell him why the leaves fell. None of them could say what it was that made trees such bare and lifeless things, or why leaves did not grow back like the fruit bushes did. And if there were any who could tell him, they simply would not say. 








Rimis remembered one time, a little over seven years past, that he had come across a couple of young farmer boys harvesting the bushes that grew around one bare tree. He had asked them, “Can either of you tell me why the leaves fall?”



The older of the two boys had turned to him and said, “Why should we tell you anything, old man? You will be dead soon enough anyway!”

	

Rimis had seen the wisdom in the boy’s words, and considered the matter closed. So instead he asked them, “Could you at least tell me why it is that the animals are becoming so pale and white, and why their coats become so thick and heavy? As you say, I will soon be dead, so you need not fear that I will share your secrets with any more of us foolish hunters.”

	

The appeal to their ego had not worked. The younger of the two boys had looked up at him and said, “What use would such things be to you? You will change nothing by simply knowing, and you scarcely have time to keep your stomach full. Better that we answer such questions as asked by the young, so that they learn and their young can ask different questions.”

	

Rimis had gone away from the two farmers with a wide smile on his face, and humility fresh in his heart. Much as he had heard his fellow hunters mock the farmers in his younger days, he knew that even the most foolish of them was far wiser than he could ever be. They could carve good, rich food out of the earth, while he had to depend first on the cleverness of the animals simply so that his kill would have enough meat on its bones to be worth killing. True, he still did not know why the world was changing, but he had learned on that day that he did not need to know.

	

Still, he would have liked to know. Perhaps the world would feel less empty, if only he knew why it felt like that.








For as long as Rimis the Ancient had lived, the world had been cold. The water was cold, the air was cold, and the earth was cold. There were only three things in the world that Rimis knew to be warm; the blood of a fresh kill, the roar of a fire, and the rays of the sun. He had never in all his life spoken to anyone who remembered the world being otherwise, nor had he ever dreamed of a world that was not cold. It was simply the way of the world, that a man needed to cover himself if ever he wished to leave the yurt.



Even so, Rimis had never known a colder wind than the one that now swept over him. All his wrappings might as well have been absent for all the good they did him, and the Dragon Cloak of Nybere suddenly seemed much more full of holes than it truly was. His hand tightened around his walking stick until he was sure that his bones would burst out through his flesh, and he turned to go back to his yurt. The rabbit would be enough to tide him over until the wind died down, then he could come back and do a proper hunt. It was inconvenient, to be sure, but at least he had something to show for his efforts. 

	

That was when Rimis turned his gaze skyward, and saw a change in the world that dwarfed all others.

	

There, softly falling down to earth from amidst the wind, there came something quite unlike Rimis had ever seen in his forty years of life. It glittered and sparkled like the noonday sun reflecting off of water, yet it seemed to be no larger than the space between two hairs. Overcome by curiosity and briefly forgetting the cold, Rimis dared to stretch out his aging hand towards the heavens. The strange thing fell closer, then closer still, then finally came to rest in the palm of his hand.

	

Rimis fell back in shock, and he screamed in pain and terror as he clutched his hand to his chest. That thing... It was impossible. It had been cold, far colder than anything he had ever known, as though all of the wind around him had been pressed down into a single pinprick of burning coldness. His hand felt numb to the touch, and his fingers refused to move. He did not dare turn his hand to look at the thing, for it felt as though it had torn away most of his palm.

	

Had Rimis not been so distracted by the shock of touching the snowflake, he might have looked up, and seen the gathering clouds. Perhaps it was best that he did no such thing, but instead ran back to his yurt as soon as he was able.








This is Nybere. It is a slow world; slow to turn, slow to change, and slow to learn from its mistakes. Every season lasts three hundred years on Nybere, and through a combination of harsh weather conditions and some interesting genetic quirks, its inhabitants rarely live longer than thirty years at a time. By the time autumn rolls around, spring is such a distant memory that it is no longer remembered. For the most part, the people of Nybere live well enough, if more than a little ignorant to the ways of the world. 



One would hope that they would make up for this by being fast learners. But then, hope doesn’t mean much in a snowstorm.
      

      
   
      Hiemsurb


      

      
      
         


Hiemsurb — Unknown time




It's an impressive beast, Hiemsurb. Run by pigs, tended by sheep, and herded by rabid dogs at war with shadowy wolves. Its ever snow-covered cobblestone streets veins of iron—blood of molten metal—and a heart as filthy as its bowels, all somehow functional and working in tandem, keeping the beast alive. At the center of it all, a mind too feeble to outweigh the urges of the monster it tries to control.



On one end, we have the Hiemsurb guard. One of the last tendrils of authority the so-called 'Chairman' has. Fools they are, they’ve still proven time and again they aim to keep justice prominent in the last city on this forsaken world, pounding it into our heads with every click of a hammer against a caster barrel. The splattered gore of my friends and enemies alike are the exclamation points, periods, and question marks that litter the city, all to be swept into the rivers of Hiemsurb's molten blood, feeding the embers that keeps the frost and dark from claiming the last bastion of civilization in a dead world.



On the other side of the coin is us: mercenaries, the mobs, the gangs, and the lowlife scum. The underbelly of the beast that no one cares to acknowledge but would be foolish to ignore. We deal in all the hands of battle, even though the war is many years over—the bombs making sure of that. We kill to satisfy other's wallets, and then we give them liquor to help them forget about it. We steal to help ourselves, and torture to serve our interests. These are the kinds of things my family, the Littleditch mercenaries, dip our hands into. Gods only know how we always pull them out without a single drop of regret afterward. Not that there is much regret to be felt nowadays. How can we feel regret knowing that every day could be our last? Extinction is one hell of a ghost to live with, after all.



“A library? What the hell are we doin' shootin' up a library?” My thoughts were interrupted by the green-skinned sushi roll beside me by the name of Costrain. For a Mer, she was very well adapted to the cold. If she was a native, I never bothered nor cared to ask. 



“Boss says there's some Carcosan tech in there. Some kinda weapon,” Irk’ra, The cyan Kelpie on my left replied. At the word 'weapon', her face twisted into a sneer. The sadistic eagerness in her eyes disgusted me, and I made no effort to hide it. She just let out a fiendish giggle in response to my reaction and pulled out her fully-automatic monstrosity of a caster. She had named it ‘Dapper’; never asked why.



Sighing, I swept my coat aside, revealing my own caster. It was an unwieldy weapon when strapped to my side, but it was much more effective at destruction than my preferred weapon, a caster revolver named ‘Ironside’. An old heirloom from the war, and from before the bombs and the death and apocalypse now ahead of us.



Our ride—some beat-up auto-carriage from the war—bumpily made its way down the frozen streets. Looking out the window only afforded me shrouded memories. I was among the few individuals that still remembered a time before the ice and dark claimed everything. Ironic, considering my situation. All I had to do was look at my pale hand to remind myself why I was running with my new family instead of working for the guard. Not many would believe my condition, and I certainly didn’t bring it up when asked. Why would I? It didn’t matter anymore. The war had been won despite its atrocious cost. We had our world, for whatever it was worth now.



At last, the transport came to a sudden stop. There was a bang from the driver’s seat. Without a word, four passengers, including myself, jumped out into the cold streets. The carriage didn’t even wait for us to fully unload, as it took off just as quickly as it had arrived on the scene. I snorted at the sight. Fucking coward. 



Instantly, our eyes fell on the library. At least, that’s what everyone called it. In truth, it was more of a temple or palace. It was the single largest building in all of Hiemsurb, and it would have been larger yet had it not been partially destroyed during the war. It covered what must have been at least a five-mile radius and stood almost ten stories tall. The only thing larger would have to be the furnaces below the streets. 



Elton, the squid-faced humanoid to my right, shattered the quiet night, his booming voice funneling into the direction of the library. I was always taken aback whenever he used his magic to augment his tone, for it was not only loud but strangely relaxing as well. 



“This is Elton Littleditch, of the Littleditch mercenaries. We are giving you this one chance to come out and surrender peacefully. Bring out all Carcosan technology with you, and we promise not to harm you.”

 

We all stood in silence, except for Irk’ra, who giggled and fidgeted more and more with each passing second. After only a minute, she let out a roar. “Screw this!” she shouted as she began shooting at the street with her caster, the dozens of tiny blast creating potholes in the frozen cobblestone and showering me in rock dust and snow. 



“Irk’ra!” I shouted, grabbing hold of her caster’s barrel and lowering the weapon. “Calm the hell down!” She immediately stopped, her laughter reducing itself to sparse hiccups. She didn't apologize, and I didn't expect her to nor wanted her to. She just gave me a sour look.



Turning once more to the library, I caught a shining point from inside the darkened building. I stepped forward and puffed out my chest, my expression betraying the attempt at brevity. I scrunched up into a look of apology and regret. “Isaac...” my voice eked out, catching the other two by surprise with its frailness, “you know why I got to do this. Step aside. Please...”



A tailed and horned biped being, one whose skin was scale-covered by a natural mosaic of bronze and jade, stepped through the main door of the building and stood, looking at me with the same pathetic mask I wore. He made like he was going to say something, but instead lowered his head in defeat, revealing the red glow in one of his palms.



I could feel the wave of disappointment fall over Irk’ra as she lowered her caster. “That's it?” she shouted, huffing at the ground in front of her. “That was so… anticlimactic...”



Isaac's eyes caught mine again, wet with tears. Instantly, I knew what he had in mind. I took a step back, throwing my armor weave jacket over my face, just barely getting the chance to duck as I heard the soft thud on the ground in front of me.



The night air exploded turning the snow into gold as the little red gem released its fury. I was thrown hard into the building behind us, crashing through a dusty window and landing on a desk. Coughing, I attempted to stand again but found my left arm wasn't responding. I whipped back my coat to find a skewer of wood had pierced it right at the joint. A stream of swears left my lips before I remembered I had more important things to do than yell at a piece of wood.



I didn't know enough about medicine to even attempt withdrawing the stake, so left it alone as I used a nearby desk to get back up on my feet. I stood there catching my breath for two or three minutes before my eyes adjust to the darkness. With a start, I noticed the dark blue smear across one of the other windows. I couldn’t tell who it was, but I knew very well that they were gone. I raised my good arm to my hat and felt a sudden jolt of pain surging through the right side of my body. I gently poked my chest and went dizzy as pain engulfed every nerve.



I lurched to the side as the pain forced itself up and out of my throat. Wiping my mouth of blood, I hobbled back to the window. I didn’t have to climb anything, as the blast had left a very large gap in the old building. I looked to the side, towards the smear, and set eyes on what was left of the cephalopod faced Elton. He was little more than a mess of inside out entrails and mangled gore. A part of me felt bad for the squid. He was family, after all. I started looking around for Irk’ra and Contrain. Half a block down, I spotted the cyan heap that was Irk’ra, slowly crawling towards Dapper on the sidewalk. Not far from her was an orange mess that was no doubt Contrain. She was so mangled that it was almost impossible to tell said mess had once been a living, breathing being. I chuckled at first. That was followed by a sad, painful and somewhat angry noise that was birthed from the depths of my chest. Of the four of us, it had to be her and only her who survived. 



I flopped back onto the street below, knocking the wind from me as I landed on my damaged ribs. The pain caused me to vomit. I relinquished what little food was left in me from the jail of my gullet, right into the gutters before scraping myself to my feet again, struggling to catch my breath.



“Dammit. Fuckin’ balefire gems and their fuckin’—” I coughed, spraying some blood on the sidewalk in front of me. “—Magic blasts…” I fell into my own blood in a heap, my vision starting to become blurred. I wondered for a moment if Irk’ra would come to my aid. I wheezed a laugh at the thought, telling myself just how ridiculous that idea was. The only things that demonic little bitch saved from death were her victims, so she could push them right back to the brink of it again.

 

Come morning, I’d just be another corpse to feed to this damned city’s lifeblood; dumped in its maw of molten iron like countless others before me. The worst part? I wasn't even sad about it. I had threatened an old friend tonight from before the war. I was glad—proud even—that he wiped out two of the worst beings in the city. I caught a glimpse of Elton's arm hanging from the windowsill and couldn’t help but grin. “One of the worst…” I repeated weakly before chuckling. “Good singer, though…”



I let myself succumb to the black, even as a bright flash tried to rouse me.






Hiemsurb — Chairman’s office


 

The Chairman of Hiemsurb’s office was oddly quiet. For the first time in many weeks, Barr found himself all alone in the sprawling office. This put him in a good humor. Flicking a windproof lighter on, he set fire to a particularly interesting book by the name of “Tales of Espionage Through the Outer Colonies”. It was the last of three printed copies, and it's brothers sat in a pile of ash at the bottom of a large fireplace. 



Barr grinned, the pearly white of his teeth a sharp contrast to the tar black of his slimy skin. “Too much information to let fall into the wrong tendrils,” he laughed to himself. “Better to keep it all barred up in here…” He tapped one of his dozen tentacles to his head, spinning in the air and chucking the last of the triplets into the roaring flames. His whole being fluttered back and forth as he spun again and again, clearly proud of himself. 



“Two years… TWO YEARS!” he said as he touched down with two tendrils, slamming the rest of his black limbs on a nearby table, suddenly overcome with a rage so great the floor almost seemed to shudder with him. “TWO FUCKING YEARS TO FIND THESE DAMN THINGS!” he knocked over his desk, spilling papers and inkpots all over his office. He stood there huffing, sending a blast of concentrated arcana that pushed his chair over before sagging to the ground in a blubbering heap. “I… I… c-cant… wh-wh-wh-why… why did I…” he sobbed, crying into the floorboards and slamming his forehead against the polished wood repeatedly screaming “WHY!?” at each impact. Suddenly, he sprang up to a hover, the grin from before re-plastered on his face. “Oh yeah! So I'd be the only one who knew!” he giggled cheerily, glowing green blood snaking its way down the front of his face.



Seemingly ignoring it, he levitated his chair and desk from the floor and placed them back into their proper places, six of his front tentacles crossed as he started humming a little tune. Around the third rendition of it, a large gray ape-like biped rushed in through his door taking only the slightest pause at the state of the room. He slammed a handful of pictures onto Barr's desk, his face contorted into a grimace. The topmost image was a picture of a pale homo sapien in an armored jacket, half covered in a puddle of what Barr assumed to be his own sick mixed with a darker than average crimson. 



“And what do we have heeere?~” Barr inquired with a sing-song voice, tipping over the pile so the pictures all fell neatly beside each other. One was a particularly gruesome picture of an arm dangling from a window, what was left of a cephalopod smeared across it and sidewalk nearby.

 

“Littleditches, sir.” the gray ape replied, “They aimed to take out the Chronicler.”

        	

“That drake?” Barr said in a surprised tone. “Why? I thought there were no drakophobes in the city…” he slurred out, his expression becoming very serious.

        	

“No clue, sir. The Chronicler had already gone before we got there.”

        	

“Isaac? Good, that boy's too good to get dead like this.” Barr's eyes went wide for a moment, and he spurted, “Isaac Kaddath, 5'5", bronze and jade scaled with a silver hairline and light gray horns. Eye color emerald green. Works as the Chronicler in the old palace of knowledge.” His eyes returned to their normal width, and he became deadly focused again. 



The gray ape in front of him seemed unfazed by this behavior and continued. “The attackers we've identified are Irk’ra, Elton, Maltese, and Constrain. Of the corpses found at the scene of the crime, Elton and Constrain were identified.”

        	

Barr tapped his chin with one of his black tendrils. “Elton I know. Constrain is vaguely familiar. But this Irk’ra and Maltese?” he asked as his eyes drifted back to the homo sapien in the picture. “I'm afraid I don’t know those two…” Barr's face scrunched in fury and the gray ape before him took a step back. He suddenly found himself on the receiving end of another of Barr's tantrums. He managed to dodge the desk, but the vase was an unexpected move.

 

Recovering on the ground, the ape looked up just in time to see Barr bring six of his tendrils down on his chest, knocking the guard’s badge from his duster and pushing him against the floor. Barred was grating his teeth, glowing blood eking out from where his tongue got caught between the glittering pearls in his mouth. “You! Find out who they are! Got that?!” Barred accented each sentence fragment by pushing harder and harder into the ape’s chest. 



Then, all of a sudden, he collapsed onto the ape’s chest, bawling into his white undershirt. “I… I just… need to know! P-p-please… please! I need this!!” he pleaded, his heaves and sobs forcing the guard to take pity on the psychopath. He patted Barr’s shoulder and nodded in reply.

        	

Barr laughed in response, then began rolling around on the ground in unbridled giddiness. “Okily dokily then, we have a deal!” He practically squealed. He hopped back into a hover again and pushed the guard out the office. “And you better find me something good, Oakwood!” Barred laughed as the gray ape whirled around to face the thing. “Or I'll rip out one of your ribs and stab you in the fucking eye with it!~” he giggled and slammed the door, shaking the windows so much they threatened to shatter.

        	

Oakwood just grunted and turned to start walking down the hall. “Crazy fucking Carcosan, as if this dying city needs any more psychos...” He said to himself. With a heavy sigh, he squared off his shoulders and patted some dust out of his duster.




  

Hiemsurb – Unknown Location


        	

The first thing to come back to me was my sense of smell. A scent wafted over me, inviting me back to the living with its familiarity. It tugged at me with its undertone of sinus-clearing alcohol.

 

“Uh… kompot… ruh…” I felt myself moan. My eyes fluttered open and immediately snapped shut. I wasn't prepared for what my eyes had shown me. Not so much the bright lights whose hum had begun to revive in my ears, but the sight of the cyan Kelpie sitting above me, glaring at me with her piercing rose colored eyes.

 

“Whaddya… what’re ya…” I couldn't voice the question. Instead, I dragged my hand over my eyes, blocking out what little light was piercing my eyelids.

 

“You know exactly why I'm here, ya sad excuse for a merc!” she barked in an all too chipper voice, “I'm the one who got ya outta the street. Some brat managed to get our pictures, but I don't think that’ll be enough to identify us.”

 

I wondered how a kid could have gotten away from the murder-on-legs that was Irk’ra, but I quickly remembered how busted up she was before I blacked out. “Hhhhow did ya..?” I rasped. I suddenly realized I was very thirsty, and instinctively licked my lips.

 

“You know I'm more resilient than that. I use grenades to brush my teeth!” I wondered how much truth was actually behind that. I was answered with a funnel shoved into my mouth, crashing into my gums. “Here, so you’ll shut up for a bit.” My mouth was filled with a mixture of kompot, rum, and vodka, all of which I drank greedily. I removed the hand from my face and wiped some sweat away from my eyes. I was relishing the burn in my throat more than I should have.



I sat up and found it was hard to breathe. I looked at the bandages around my chest, wrapped way too tight. I didn't voice my discomfort, Gods only knew what Irk’ra would do to ‘fix’ it. Probably starve me or make me puke continually. I reeled on the thought; this was way too kind of her, even with all the rough treatment. She was watching me and waiting for my recovery. 



The words fell from my lips before I could dam them up. “What the hell!?” I barked, not meaning to sound angry, but the shock was too much. Irk'ra responded how I thought she would: by huffing, then sucker punching me in the chest with her right hoof. 



I cried out in pain as the bandages were darkened with fresh blood. “You’ve been out for three whole days now! Someone had to watch yer ass!” she roared back at me. I fell to the floor, and she walked out of the room, slamming the door behind her. I could hear pounding and glass shattering as she made her way down the hall. I raged at myself. Not only at the bitch for exerting control over me like I was some baby, but also at myself for allowing my suspicions to close her off to me again.



That’s when her words process in my mind: three days. It had been three days since the confrontation with Isaac. I surmised that’s why I had been able to stand, despite the explosion seeming mere minutes ago. I poked my ribs again, and though there was plenty of pain, it wasn’t nearly as bad as before, even with the blow from Irk'ra. I struggled back to my feet and took a few deep breaths before finally drinking in the room around me.

 

I began to wonder where I was. This wasn't the Littleditch house, it was too… dusty. But at the same time, it felt occupied. There were homey smells wafting in from around the house, a honey-sweet scent mixed with sawdust. The room I was in was obviously a bedroom, though whose it was I was uncertain. The walls were completely blank, no pictures sat on the bedside table, no decoration of any kind betrayed the owner of it all. 



I opened the door and was greeted with lavish surroundings, and a portrait hung in a black frame. The portrait showed a happy family of four Kelpies, a light blue teenage mare sat in the middle, looking like she was the center of the universe. She was flanked by two others, a male of light green coat and golden mane, and a rosy filly of lavender mane tied into two buns. Sitting next to green coated mare was a very young filly, grinning up at what must have been her elder sister. She was a cyan color and looked perfectly normal, almost like she was completely different from the mare I knew today. 



I stared at the picture of Irk'ra's family for a good long minute before I heard a shuffling of carpet down the hall. I darted back into the room I was in before, fearing my caretaker's return. I didn't want another bloodstain.

 

The shuffling approached my door but stopped a few doors down. I heard a light clicking and some mumbling. Curiosity got the better of me, so I pressed my ear up against the door, trying to hear the words being spoken. I recognized it as Irk'ra's voice, albeit missing a certain… maniacal charm. She seemed to be speaking calmly, and that unsettled me more than her usual demeanor.

 

My eavesdropping was cut short as a loud pounding on the door threatened to blow my eardrums. I fell back, landing on my ass. Irk'ra slammed open the door and made her way inside. She grabbed a suitcase out from under the bed I had just occupied, grumbling something under her breath. “Mistake to come… crazy bastard...” she had made it halfway down the hall when she yelled at me to follow. 



In any other situation, I would have had a few choice words to throw at the sushi roll, but I decided it was best to simply follow. 



* * *


With Elton dead, the leadership of the Littleditches was handed over to Irk’ra. It didn’t take long for jobs to start coming back our way, and for the Don to send me out into the field again. He figured the three days I’d spent unconscious were more than enough time to get battle-ready. I silently cursed the fat fuck as I made my way down Vorka street. Thankfully, he didn’t feel it was necessary to send me on another hit so soon. Or ever again, judging by the way he’d said it. I’d failed, gotten two people killed, and didn’t obtain the Carcosan tech.

	

In retrospect, it was easy to see why the Don wanted the little thing. Powerful explosive, but with limited structural damage due to the magical nature of the blast. The thing could easily take out a room of people he didn’t like and could have been easily disguised as a pendant or a ring. I stole a few glances at the people treading the sidewalk. I particularly gaudily decorated drake in gaudy jewels caught my eyes. Each gem could have easily disguised a killer explosive. The thought struck me but didn’t particularly disturb me. How many people nowadays were walking around with Carcosan jewelry, and how many of those gems could have been secretly enchanted to go off at someone else’s command?



My thoughts vanished as I was pushed away from the sidewalk by a number of kids chasing and yelling at one another. I stood again and brushed myself off, biting back some colorful language. The kids continued to run, charging through pedestrians until they merged with a crowd down the block. The mob surrounded a caravan, not unlike the ones our old armies used before the war. I hurried over, remembering the Don’s words: “Some new military campaign. I need ya to get a good look at what we’ll be up against.”



I swore out loud, imagining the losing battle I was about to be a part of if the military’s remnants were up to interfering with petty crime. Pushing my way through the crowds, I met my fears face to face. Clad in a shining exoskeleton-type armor I had not seen since the later days of the war, The ape wearing the armor was looking stoic, barely moving as the crowds around him stood there gawking at him.



“—and finally, wearing state of the art armors made of a high-density ceramic developed before the schism—” A scrawny Kelpie next to him announced to the crowd, “The Regulators are here to keep the streets of Hiemsurb safe, to help foster peace, and to restore the City to its former glory!” 



The crowd erupted into cheers. I got shoved to the ground again as the mob closed in on the Regulator. I shuffled out of the crowd, trying to keep myself from being trampled when I felt picked up under the shoulders. I was put back up on my feet and spun around to see who had helped me up. He was large. Very large. The star on his jacket immediately told me who he was.



“Grand Guard Oakwood,” I said politely, tipping my hat, and making like I was going to pass him. A gray muscular forearm blocked my path.

	

“Not so fast,” Oakwood’s voice boomed. His eyes were still on the crowd, which was being dispersed by the Regulators who had been sitting in the truck up to this point. He lowered his arm, then finally turned to face me. “A few nights ago, the library was attacked. Carcosan weapon went off. Killed two and injured two more.” His eyes drifted to my chest. “Investigators say the Chronicler was a target, and he used said Carcosan weapon was used as a grenade in self-defense. Now we’ve been looking high and low for the damn people responsible, and imagine my surprise when one of them runs right into me.” The gray ape reached into his coat and pulled out a pair of cuffs. “You and I are going to take a little walk, Mr. Maltese.”

	

I turned on the spot and had made it two steps before twin gunshots deafened the crowds. The mob scattered, revealing a pair of gunmen on either side of the regulators. Both were of Carcosan descent, though one looked as if he had some Kelpie mixed in him if the fact that his tendrils looked more like hooves was anything to go by. The announcer from earlier was now in a puddle of green blood and viscera.



“Don Browning says—!” The first assassin began to speak but was interrupted with a heavy caliber slug to the head. The sound of splattering was louder than any noise the Regulators seemed to make as they tore into the other shooter. Half of his body flew off, landing close to me and splattering me with glowing green blood. The Carcosan, still somehow alive, scrambled for it, but another shot next to me put an end to his futile effort. Oakwood blew the arcane smoke from his caster’s barrel and stashed it back into his duster.



A pair of regulators walked up and picked the corpses, dragging them back to the convoy as another pair went to check on the announcer. What little that was left of the crowd from before began whooping and hollering, both for the Regulators and their impressive firepower, and for Oakwood and his quick-pull trigger.

	

A Regulator—a homo sapien like myself—stepped from the convoy, his armor outlined in a dull gray, barely distinguishable from the white. A crest sat on his chest plate, a silvery orb of Sol and Celene. He alone approached pulled the body of the announcer onto his shoulders and turned to Oakwood. A short nod of thanks was given, and he turned back to the truck.



“So, now that you’ve seen the hard way...” Oakwood turned towards me and waved at the still fresh blood smeared all over me, “Would you like to maybe try the easy way?”



I thought of running. I thought of whipping out Ironside and blowing Oakwood straight to hell. I even contemplated yelling for help, playing the victim and getting some other poor fool on my side. 



Instead, I just dropped my head and said nothing.



“Good,” Oakwood said, clicking the cuffs on my wrist, “I’ve got someone who’d love to meet you.”
      

      
   
      Competing Against Immortals


      

      
      
         I was lost in a book when a voice came on from the car’s speaker. “Mr. Weber, please exit the vehicle.” 



I couldn’t believe I had already arrived. It felt like I had just summoned the car a few minutes ago, and now I was already where the old Department of Motor Vehicles building used to be. Either the car had driven itself too fast, or maybe I was just too engrossed in my book. Both, probably.



I stepped outside and onto the curb. And I didn’t even need to move from there, because that’s where the line ended. There must have been hundreds of people waiting outside in the cold, and many more already inside.



I zipped up my jacket and brought out my tablet to continue reading. It was quite possibly the greatest book I had ever read in my life. But I didn’t want to admit that opinion because I thought the exact same thing about the last ten books in this series I had been reading. I hadn’t so much as touched a fiction book since I started my law degree a decade ago, and now I couldn’t put them down. It didn’t help that this series had way more sequels than I had bargained for. It was probably all those years of only reading for school and work that heightened the pleasure of reading fiction.



I cringed, thinking about my old job I didn’t have anymore. I sighed and then went back to reading. The book demanded my total attention, and I happily obliged. I didn’t think about how I was in line for basic income. I didn’t think about the Artificial Intelligences taking my job. I didn’t think, because the book was engrossing enough that I didn’t have to think about anything anymore.



I stood there for hours, not caring about the cold, not caring about anything. It was just me… and the book. Eventually I made my way inside, got a number, and got to sit and wait and read.



I probably would have read for days without a care in the world if not for a rather nosy woman.



“Watcha readin’?” she asked.



I blinked and somehow tore my eyes away from the page and onto the woman next to me. She wore immaculate clothing but didn’t seem to have a phone or AR glasses or anything to which to distract herself with. “Excuse me?” I said. 



“You’re looking at that book like it’s your first-born child or something. Must be good.”



“Yeah… it uhh… is,” I stammered. I felt so embarrassed. I had talked eloquently for hours and hours at a time in my law practice. But just a few months without lawyering and suddenly I was barely coherent.



“What’s it about?” she asked, leaning over to look at what was on my screen.



 “Uhh…” I shrank back, holding my tablet to my chest.



I did not want to admit I was reading the kind of crap I actively hated reading ten years ago. It was one of those stories where the entire book was just two people talking in a coffee shop and nothing happens, one of those “literary” stories I would get forced to read in an English class and would passionately hate. But this book was somehow different. It was surprisingly interesting and engaging in a way no book of its genre had ever been to me before. 



“I— okay, look. I’m not one for small talk Ms… uhh…”



“Doctor Grant,” she said.



“Doctor?”



She blushed and then looked down at the floor. “I guess it probably is just ‘Ms.’ now, huh? Just call me Lacy.”



“Sorry… I didn’t mean to—“



“It’s okay,” she shrugged. “The whole world is going through this right now. The only jobs left are programmers, some artists… and well…” She pointed to the humans manning the booths at the head of the office, “Bureaucrats and politicians that mandate they still keep their jobs.”



“And writers,” I added.



“No, the writers are AI’s now too.”



I looked down at my tablet and then back to her. “No, writing is an inherently human thing to do. I know some AI can write, but it doesn’t hold a candle to anything a human can write.”



“If an AI can be a better surgeon than I was,” said Lacy, staring at her hands. “Than they can be a better writer too.”



“That’s not a good comparison. Surgery requires sharp precision and consistency, and robots can do that better than any human.”



“Don’t forget that almost all doctors have to dabble in psychology too,” she said, looking back to me. “No one is going to get surgery under someone that can’t reassure and explain to them what’s going to happen. That reassurance was half the job of a doctor and not many noticed how crucial that role was. It was only when AI started to be able to perform the psychological reassurance process just as well as a human could, that doctors started to lose their jobs.”



My hand reached up and rubbed the back of my neck.



“So if an AI is capable of advanced human psychological tasks, they can write books too.”



I stiffened. “There’s no way that’s true. No one would read a book written by an AI—we’d be able to tell immediately.”



“How would you tell?” she asked.



“It would be obvious!”



She stared at me incredulously.



“Books have characters speaking to each other for long periods of time. There’s setting and world building and consistency and plot and everything in between. And writing is work—real work and effort that requires inspiration and deep thought.”



“And you don’t think the AI that took your job is capable of all that?”



“Of course not.”



“What was your old job anyway?” she asked.



I sat up straighter. “Weber and Fischer Associates Law Practice,” I said as if I was answering a phone or was mingling at one of the many parties I would have handed my business card out at. 



“You seriously think that the AI that writes patents and legal briefs wouldn’t be able to write fiction?”



 “I— umm… the AI just happened to be cheaper. And besides, an AI needs inputs for it to have outputs. For a lawyer AI, the inputs are the case and the laws and all the information pertaining to the parties involved. And the outputs are all the legal searching and confirmation. Stories don’t have any inputs, it just comes from within the writer as inspiration, and at the end is a book.”



“That’s not how writing stories works,” she countered. “Even human writers have inputs and outputs just like an AI.”



“No they don’t,” I argued back. “Writing comes from within.”



“The best writers are the best readers. They input all the writing given to them by others and then they output an amalgamation of the previous stories they’ve read, adding twists and turns onto it enough to make something different.”



I didn’t know how to respond to that.



“An AI can do the exact same thing, but better. An AI is not limited by the human lifespan and can read every book in existence before writing its own. A human is incapable of reading that much and therefore can’t become as good of a writer as an AI is capable of.”



I slouched and looked down at my tablet that was in sleep mode. “Look, if you would pick up a book and start reading, you would know that it wasn’t something an AI could do. There’s too much nuance! There’s too much stuff in stories that an AI is not capable of synthesizing. You can’t confine the process of writing to a simple algorithm.”



“An algorithm? Do you really think all of this is about algorithms at this point?” She gestured around the quiet room. 



The previously wealthy in the room were wearing full augmented reality glasses and headphones, playing with pets and talking with friends across the planet that only they could see. Most held onto a phone or tablet, playing games, scrolling through photos or reading something. It would have been fine, except these were people that were skilled at their jobs. Translators, accountants, lawyers, doctors and everything in between. All of them reduced to waiting in line to be on the list to receive a monthly check from the government.



“This isn’t a single algorithm,” said Lacy. “This is what happens when programmers coded neuron for neuron every single cell of the human brain. We can only think at a maximum of 120 meters per second. But a programmed brain can think at light speed, spending decades learning in the time it takes for us to blink. Imagine if your favorite author lived for another ten million years, and then with all that writing experience kept on writing. A normal human author, bound by the limits of their lifespan, can’t compete.”



I just stared at her.



“We’re trying to compete against immortals, and we just can’t win.”



It felt like I had accidentally swallowed a block of ice, as if I was being frozen from the inside and my entire body was drowning in a sudden wave of hopeless cold depression.



I fought the feeling the only way I knew how. 



I shrugged at her and went back to my book. Almost instantaneously I felt relaxed as I started reading the words. This was an intriguing, well thought out book. And—



“That’s it? You’re just going to escape?” asked Lacy.



I nodded my head.



“Oh…” she said, some color disappearing from her voice.



I popped my head back up and looked around the room at everyone on their own devices. “Do you want something to read?” I asked.



“No, all the media around here has been made by AI. And I just get depressed thinking about it, so I try not to consume anything that’s not written by humans.”



My eyebrows furrowed. This woman was by far one of the most alien creatures I had ever met. “Well… the story I’m reading was written by a human.”



“Are you sure? What’s the publisher?”



“Umm…” I swallowed, and set a virtual bookmark in the eReader before jumping to the title page the software always automatically skipped anyway. “Trace books.”



“If it’s not HumanFirst or Solunar Publishing, it’s an AI book publishing company.”



I scowled at her. She was just some sad, bored woman who got a kick of ruining other people’s days.



“Look, I know you’re bored and want someone to talk to,” I said. “But can I just get back to my book?”



Her shoulders sagged and she didn’t say anything after that.





It didn’t take much longer before her number was called.



I sat for several more hours, completely absorbed in the story I was reading. Only once when I finished another book in the series did my attention wander and Lacy’s comments about the origin of the books make me wonder. But then I started another sequel and it was too intriguing for me to be distracted anymore.








My tablet pinged that it was my turn to be called up.



The despair of what I was doing finally hit me full-force as I said the words aloud to the human behind the counter.



“I would like to apply for basic income.”



I gave her all the papers she wanted, and the process was surprisingly fast. When it was all over, the bureaucrat said that I would find the money in my government bank account.



I thanked her and scheduled a pickup, which was there thirty seconds later when I walked outside.



It had gotten much darker and thick white snow was falling heavily around me. I shivered and climbed into the car. I watched this time as my ride went onto the highway. It was the usual busy traffic, with cars synchronized to go at two hundred kilometers per hour.



I looked down at my tablet and then made a search query. 





My insides chilled as I read that she had been right.



The series I had been reading was written by an AI.



I hadn’t even noticed what was happening to other industries. I had been so focused on the devastation of losing my law practice. Every book being published, every television show on TV, nearly every interaction humans had now, all of it was prepared and provided by AI's. So many industries had been toppled in the AI revolution, and the dominos kept falling.



Curious, I brought up a writing sample from one of the few remaining human only publishers. It was barely readable. I was too used to reading the perfect books AI’s had written that nothing by a human could even compare.



“Mr. Weber, please exit the vehicle.” 



I got out of the car and walked to my apartment, the bitter winter outside clawing its way inside me. I threw open the front door and shot my eyes back onto my tablet, bringing back up the story I had been reading.



The door shut behind me and the warm story shut out the oppressive cold that had attempted to envelop me.



It was such a good story I didn’t want to put it down. 



So I never did.
      

      
   
      Belly of the Least


      

      
      
         I hate Christmas, I thought, as the bones of the baby deer snap in my jaws.



Once upon a happier time, Christmas was a time of joy for me. I could look forward to seeing the children happy at receiving shiny toys, and a feast where I could eat as much as much meat as I wanted and then some.



Of course, I didn't know what Christmas was back then.



Now I know what Christmas really is: the time when all the men from the village hide away their herds and start hunting and scaring the prey I usually eat.



Now Christmas is being hungry, and cold, without any kind of roof over my head and a fire in my belly instead of in the fireplace.



And after Christmas is over...I can look forward to two more months of misery, and hunger, and cold so cold it makes me lose my mind.



Something that has already happened before.



I'm tired. Taking down the baby deer wasn't hard, but it still required effort, getting out of my cave, and stalking the herd for a good amount of the day.



And now I feel lazy, full (which isn't true: I'm going to be even hungrier tomorrow morning) and sleepy.



I take a look at the dead deer. Picked clean, with the broken bones shining in the sun.



Weird how their white is so different from the white of the snow all around us.



I go back to my cave slowly, taking my time and smelling for anything interesting on the way.








It's weird, being so smarter than I once was.



I remember my Owner, throwing a ball and me running to get it, and then not finding it, and coming back to Owner only to find it still in his hand.



And then him laughing, and me not understanding but being happy he was laughing, and then playing around on the hill near the house.



I understand now that he'd never thrown the ball at all, and I can't help but feel so stupid, even now. I miss being stupid. I miss my collar.



Now I can understand almost everything the humans say, when before I could only understand “No”, “Food” and “Blumen”, my name!



They call me Ersatzwolf now.



Wait, no, maybe that's not true.



Maybe they call Ersatzwolf things that they are afraid of a lot.



But it's more likely that that's just what they're calling me.



I'm bigger now.



Last time I saw Owner, I could have fit his whole head in my mouth.



I'm hungry.



I narrow my eyes at the cavern's exit. It's cold outside, but if I stay here I'll only get hungrier, and I'm already bored, but it's so cold...



No matter. It's like swimming in the river.



I get up, get out of the cave in two jumps and then sink into the snow a bit.



I regret everything and start moving forward.



The air burns my nose, but maybe there are some smells of things to eat around.








Everything is dead in the forest.



The ground is dead, the grass and flowers burnt by the ice and cold.



The trees are dead, their naked branches thrust to the sky in a plea that won't be answered.



Spring is a cruel dream, which life can't imagine ever coming back.



The lakes and rivers are dead too, motionless and mockingly beautiful, like a stillborn puppy.



Missing everything that makes it bring joy.



I remember Owner, throwing baby kittens in the lake because “there are already too many mouths to feed”, the sack they were in slowly sinking.



If I had found a mate, would that have happened to my puppies, too?



I want to not believe it, but it's so cold, and I'm so hungry, and I'm so afraid...



It's getting harder to think. Which is funny, since I wanted to not think, once upon a time.



Believing that if I didn't think, I wouldn't be so big, and hungry, and so hard to feed.



The worst thing is that my body keeps moving, and roaming, and hunting, without letting me rest.



I think I should've died a long time ago, from hunger if nothing else, but my new body won't let me.



Very funny. I'm stronger, healthier, smarter and bigger, everything ever I wanted, but I'm not happy at all.



I know that this must be some human magic, like when they put the meat over the fire and smoke so it can stay good for ages and ages and ages.



I chuff at the snow.



Magic.



I can understand bits and pieces of it, now. 



Like knives. They're not teeth from some giant metal beast, hunted far away.



They're just pieces of metal, rubbed on a rock until they have an edge.



I can make a knife now, if I wanted to.



I wonder what Owner would make of that. Probably scold me, since I already have perfectly good teeth in my mouth.



Maybe everything Magic is, are just things we don't understand.



Like that man, crazy and frothing at the mouth, smelling like another dog.



Biting me because I barked at him, instead of baring his teeth like anyone else would.



Just something I don't understand yet.








I ate humans.



I'm crying, and whining, and covering my muzzle with my paws, and I ate humans.



And horses, and cheese, and the little cookies Owner's daughter would smuggle to me at dinner and which made my tummy ache but were soooo good.



And I'm not hungry anymore.



The cart is draped over me a bit like a blankie, except made of wood, and pointy, and cold.



So not like a blankie at all.



The girl was the sweetest one-shorter and smaller than Owner's daughter, but tender, and delicious, with muscles that melted in my mouth.



The big man, with the whips that went all the way up to the horse's mouth, was stringier, with lines of fat and nerves that made eating him a bit harder, but he was bigger so he made my belly more full.



I'm a BAD dog. 



I don't even know if I'm a dog anymore.



One more thing that being smart took away from me, I guess.



I remember the neighbour's dog.



He'd once bit Owner's mate, once upon a time, after Owner's mate had bared her teeth at him one too many times, and petted him when he didn't want to.



He'd lost his temper when he shouldn't have, but I could see where he was coming from. Baring teeth is serious business. On the other paw, humans don't get that, and he should have known that.



They'd killed him before the day had even finished.



Which means that biting a human is a horrible forbidden thing that no dog should do, at all.



But Owner's mate had gotten sick, and sicker, and she'd started smelling really bad after that, and then she died.



So maybe the humans knew more than me, and that was why they killed the neighbour's dog.



Because they knew that Owner's mate was going to die, even before she did.



Which doesn't change the fact that I'm an even worse dog than he was.








It's still cold, and there's still snow, but there haven't been any clouds for a while.



I know this, because I can see every single star in the sky.



I think it's the cold that makes the air so clear.



During summer, in those days of truly horrible heat (and oh, doesn't it feel impossible to think that once upon a time I was too hot?), anyway, during those days of sweltering heat, the dirt road out of the village would sometimes waver and move like water.



But when I went out to figure out what was happening, I'd only find more road.



The smells would linger in the air for longer, and stagnate, staying in the air for days and days!



Now, everything mostly smells of cold.



You wouldn't think that something that isn't a thing would have a smell, but it does. Like the smell of Spring, or of death, cold smells of a thousand tiny impressions, each touching your nose like a snowflake.



Christmas has a very, very different smell, and I miss it.



It smells of hot wax for the candles, and glue, of those small black balls Owner would put in the meat which made me sneeze...and a little bit of cold, too.



I didn't mind, then. I could always go inside my kennel.



I made myself a little kennel of my own, now!



Not really.



I just dragged all the pieces of the cart to my cave, and I keep using it as a blankie.



Dragged the corpses and the other stuff, too. I don't want the villagers to see what I've done, so I tried to clean up as best I could.



Which wasn't actually very good, mind.



And now, instead of using my fake blankie, I decided to get out of my cave for some stupid reason, right when it's coldest and the air bites the most.



To look at the moon.



It makes me happy.



I don't know why. But I look at the moon, so bright and far away, and my belly doesn't feel empty. I feel less tired than before. And the aches and pains I didn't even know I had have gone away.



I can make out things about it that I never saw before (mainly because I didn't go out in the middle of the night to look at the moon like a fool puppy).



Blotches, and pimples, and ridges I'd never seen before.



I hate it.



I'm not stupid anymore. I can feel myself growing a little bigger. My spine curving a bit, my teeth growing more wicked, and a new finger growing on my paws.



The moon is doing this to me.



But I could forgive it for even that; it was the human biting me that started all of this, not the moon.



No, I hate it because it makes me happy.



When I should feel sad and ashamed over what I've done.



I've had time to think it over.



The little girl I ate was just like Owner's daughter. The girl who tasted so good was just like the girl who played with me, and gave me belly rubs, and snuggled with me when there was a thunderstorm and I was scared.



I should feel guilty.



Instead, the moon makes me happy when I don't want to.



I hate the moon.








There was another cart yesterday.



I ate everyone. Again. I ate the horse, I ate the rider, I tried to eat the deer pelts he was carrying.



And then I tried to eat the snow, because I want my belly to stop feeling warm and happy and guilty.



Didn't really work.



I get up.



My muzzle is still bloody and dirty, and my paws are stained in blood.



Owner once gave me a bit of the strange water he drinks but that he doesn't let his daughter drink, the one that burns when it goes down and tastes bad.



I feel like I felt after drinking that water.



I'm a BAD dog.



And I need to die.



I go to the village, following the dirt road I know so well.



It's covered by snow, but that's not a problem. 



The people in the village are scared, and they shout, and they shoot arrows at me.



I don't even notice them.



I'm bigger than horses, bigger than cows and bigger than carts.



The arrows are just big splinters.



I finally reach Owner's house.



I lie down, until, a long, long time later, Owner comes out.



I don't want to eat Owner's daughter. I don't want to eat Owner.



Owner gave me food when I was a puppy, he gave me a kennel and fire to get warm when it was Christmas.



I want to go back, to become smaller and play with him again, but that'll never happen.



He's...he's petting me, and scratching me behind the years. He remembers the place I like so much to be scratched. This is the greatest present I could have wanted.



I whine, and cry, and whine some more. 



And then I turn belly up, and show him my neck.



He takes out the knife I knew he was wielding when he'd gotten out the door.



Oh.



I wished he still had some human magic with which to fix everything.



Instead he only has things that now I can understand too.



That's just a piece of metal you rubbed on a rock, Owner. It's not magic.



I just want to be a good dog.
      

      
   
      Everybody's Fool: Chapter 47 PLS NO FLAMES


      

      
      
         Chapter 47



AN: OMS! (getit? Cause im a stanist) STOP FLAMIN U PREPS! Sahdow isnt a mari su, she’s GOFFIK. U r al such trols. If i dont get at least intu the finals of dis DUBM CONTEST im not evn goin 2 write a respons. HA!







I woke up in the evening and opened my coffin. I was thinking about all the great sex Knuckles and me had yesterday (AN: rodger says i cant write sex scenes 4 dis contest so ur nvr gonna find out how TOTALLY HOT that was.) It was totally hot. But I was so distracted thinking about Knuckles that I tripped over something on the floor! It made me fall over and hit my face. My nose was bleeding. I liked the blood up. Then I looked at what I had tripped over. It was a small christmas present. It said:



[quote]To: Shadow

Merry Christmas!

Love from: Tails xx[quote]



The wrapping paper was bright and colorful so I threw the present out of the window. Tails was such a prep! Evryone knew he had a crush on me, but he wasn’t goffik so I could never date him. Also he wasn’t totally hot like Vampire and Knuckles.



Then I got dressed. It was christmas day so I decided to wear extra black. I put on black fishnet tights and black boots, a black leather jacket over a dark black shirt, and a small black choker. I put on white foundation and black eyeliner and used black lipstick. I wanted to put on my black badge so I could wear even more black but I was off-duty today.



Just as I was finishing putting on my lipstick, someone knocked at my door. I walked over to open it. It was…………. Knuckles! He was wearing really tight black jeans and black boots with silver chains. He was topless which showed off his seven-pack (AN: dat’s BETTER than a six-pack!) He was totally hot.



“Hi Sahdow.” he greeted shyly.



“Hi Knuckles.” I answered blushing. (I was thinking of all the totally hot sex we had yesterday.)



“I brought you a present.” he whispered sexily. Then I looked down and saw that he had tied a black ribbon bow on his belt buckle! I pulled him into my bedroom and he kissed me.







AN: FUK U RODGER!!!! I wzs gonna write about al the totaly hot sex they were havin to end the chatpr but now I have 2 end it ther cause of ur DUMB RULEZ. Anyway, if u read this u should leave a revew! And if u don’t say ALL NICE THINGS about my story u r a PREP!








Chapter 48



AN: SO APPARENTLY this stupd contest has a MINIMUM WORD COUNT. I was gonna enter 1 of my chapters 4 it so I could get some revews from ppl NOT TROLS cause i want 2 get bettr. But 2000 words is just 2 MANY 4 a chaptr! So I hav 2 write MORE until I hit that limit!! SCREW U RODGER!!!!!!!! From hear on it is still a WIP and my editor (XXXbloodyrists666XXX, she is such a good friend! U should all go read her stories) hasnt lookd at it yet so pls be nice or i WONT ENTER UR DUMB CONTST AGAIN.







It was snowing in Zootopia. Knuckles and I went outside to go for a walk in the snow. It was cold, but I’m cold and distant so I liked it. It was late at night so there was nobody around to stare at us.



“Hey Shadow.” Knuckles said quietly.



“What is it?” I queried.



“Merry Christmas.” he replied smiling.



“OH! MY! SATAN!” I exclaimed. “Knuckles, I thought you were a goth! Being merry is, like, the LEAST goffik thing there is! I trusted you and you were just a PREP!”



I ran away from him down an alley. I was crying so much. Knuckles was so hot, but he was just a prep all along! It was the worst moment of my life. I sat down against a wall in the alley and pulled out my phone. I started playing some MCR. I was listening to I’m Not Okay but it reminded me of Knuckles. I tried to sing along but my voice kept cracking.



“Hello Sahdow.”



I looked up to see who had spoken. It was…….. DOCTOR EGGMAN!!



“GO AWAY EGGMAN U SUCK.” I shouted angrily.



“Sahdow, I need you to do something for me.” Eggman intoned. “I need you to……. KILL SONIC!”



“NO!” I yelled. “Vampire is TOO HOT! I already lost Knuckles today I can’t loose Vampire to!!”



“You foolish little traffic cop!” Eggman chuckled evilly. “I will destroy everything you love if you do not kill Sonic. You will have no city left to be a traffic cop in! All of Zootopia will be in ruins! I will make you watch as I destroy Sonic AND Knuckles! And I will even destroy….. Good Charlotte!!!”



Then Eggman disappeared. He left a gun behind where he was standing. It had a little skull-shaped note stuck to it that said “for sonic”. I threw it in the trash.



Then I realised: Eggman was going to try to destroy the whole of Zootopolis! I didn’t care too much about the preps like Tails who lived there, but if Zootopolis was destroyed I wouldn’t be able to go and see any more concerts without going for, like, an hour’s drive! I decided to run back to try to find Vampire. He’d know what to do.







AN: OMS THIS ISN’T EVEN 1000 WORDS!! This contest is so dunb! Anyway Im gonna try to keep writing so I can get ur stupid feedback even tho u r probably all trols or preps. Sahdow is REALLY ANGRY at Knuckles rite now thats why she didnt go to him to help wiv eggman, so thats NOT A PLOT HOLE. Ppl say that ALL THE TIME about my story n its NOT OKAY.



FUK U RODGER!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!








Chapter 49



AN: I was looking thru ur site, Rodger, n I saw that sum of ur contst had shorter stories? WHY DIDNT U TELL ME? 400 WORDS IS JUST THE RITE LENGTH 4 1 OF MY CHAPTERS!!! Anyway, apparently I have too stick 2 the prompt or something so this chatpr is all about that wintr feelig only SAHDOW IS DEEP SO HER FEELINZ ARE 5000000000 TIMES MORE THAN URS. pls r&r.







I never liked the winter. It was nice that the world was all cold like me, but I didn’t like how christmas and snow would make all the preps so happy. Even though it was late at night there were still a few preppy foxes and badgers out on the streets. One of them smiled at me.



“Shadow!” he called. It was………………………. Tails!!!!!



“Tails I can’t talk right now you stupid little prep, Doctor Eggman is going to destroy all of Zootopolis or something and I need to find Vampire!” I exclaimed. I pushed Tails out of the way and kept walking down the street.



“Wait!” Tails called, running after me. “Maybe we should go and find Sonic! He’d know what to do to stop Eggman!”



“That’s what I said you STUPID PREP!” I shouted. Wait! Maybe Tails could help me find Vampire! They were friends before Vampire became cool and a goth, after all. “Do you know where he is?”



“I’m not sure.” Tails frowned. “I think I last saw him with Knuckles?”



“Knuckles?!” I cried. Hearing his name was like an icicle stabbed through my heart (AN: because it is WINTER). I missed him so much but he was just another prep who would never understand what it is like to be a true goth. He would never understand my pain. I fell to the floor clutching at my chest.



“Sahdow? Are you alright?” Tails questioned.



“NO I’M NOT FUKING ALRIGHT!” I screamed. “I LOVED HIM BUT HE WAS LYING TO ME. AND NOW HE’S PROBABLY CORRUPTING VAMPIRE WITH HIS PREPPY WAYS!!!!!!”



“But… I mean… Surely…” Tails floundered. His mouth was flapping uselessly for a while. “They can still help save the city, right?”



“THERE IS NO CITY WITHOUT VAMPIRE!” The realisation was so strong that I curled up even tighter into a ball to try to contain my pain. Some of the preps around us were staring at me. I glared at them until they left us alone and then I sobbed some more.



My heart was breaking a thousand times a minute (AN: sahdow is SUPER FAST like sonic so her feelinz are also VERY FAST). How had I only just realised that I loved Vampire, only to find that he was about to be destroyed; not by Eggman, but by PREPS. When he was just Sonic, he was a nobody!



“Maybe if we find him we can… stop… Knuckles?” Tails suggested. His eyes seemed to be twitching as he said it, but he was RIGHT. Knuckles might not have destroyed Vampire just yet!



“Your right Tails!” I shouted. “There’s no time to loose!”



I pulled Tails onto my back because I can run faster than him and I started to run in the direction he was pointing. We were going to find Vampire and save him!!!







AN: Tails is such a prep. Hes so dumb hes relly hard 4 me 2 rite lol. Anyway Im getting close to the DUBM word limit now so i can submit soon! FUK U RODGER I CAN STILL DO THIS!!!! IM GONNA WIN UR STUPDI CONTES!!! Pls remember to leave a revew and say nice things. I dont mind COSTRUKTIF comens coz they help me get bettre but i wont enter again if u FLAME.








Chapter 50



AN: XXXbloodyrists666XXX messaged me 2 remind me 2 tell u all about the story so far because u r missn “context” so hear is da story:



Sahdow is a goffik traffic cop who lives in Zootopolis. She has a lot of good friends but there are a lot of preps who h8 on her. She fites Eggman a lot (dat’s how she recognised him last chatpr) and she ALWAYS wins coz she is da best traffic cop. But she’s torn between Knuckles and Vampire coz dey are both SUPER HOT AND GOFFIK. Also every1 els tries to perv on her, especially Tails and Salli. The r both preps lol.



Obvs there are a LOT of chapttrs that I cant post hear so that is only a QUICK summari of wat i rote btu i hope u can use dat to undrstand my story bettr! Remember to r&r!







After a LOT of running (AN: Zotopolis is VERY BIG city) we found Vampire and Knuckles ina warehouse by the docks. We went inside and saw that Knuckles had tied Vampire up!



“Oh my god!” Tails whispered. “You were right! Knuckles was up to something!”



“I know that.” I whispered back. “We have to stay quiet. Let’s find out what he’s up to!”



We knelt on a balcony in the warehouse looking down at Vampire as he was tied to a chair. It was sickening to watch. I could imagine now how Knuckles would be brainwashing him with his preppy christmas talk! My poor, sexy Vampire would be gone for good!



"Are you ready to enter a world...... of pleasure?" I heard Knuckles say. We looked over to where his voice was coming from. He was dressed from head to toe in black leather. His outfit was very tight and I could see his seven-pack through the straps. It was also crotchless and we could all see his thingie. Next to me, Tails frowned in confusion. I was frowning too.



"I'm ready............. master." said Vampire. It was then that I realised what they were up to. They were sneaking off to have hot bondage sex! (AN: I'd write more about that before she realised but FUK U RODGER) I was outraged! Knuckles and Vampire were mine!



"VAMPIRE THE HEDGEHOG, YOU





OK I WROTE UR DUBM WORD LIMIT PLS R&R

FUK U RODGER
      

      
   