
      Miskatonic Electronics


      

      
      
         “Why is there a screaming hell-portal in our sink?”



“Because the disposal was broken, and Raspberry Pis are only twenty bucks apiece now.”



I really hate my roommate some days.



I run my fingers through my greasy hair. I haven’t trusted our shower for the last three days, either. David ‘improved’ our plumbing, and our hot water now smells… sulfurous. “We talked about this.”



“Yeah we—“ He spins his expensive leather computer chair around, and takes off his gaming headset with a look of genuine confusion. “Wait, did we?”



“Three days ago.”



“Was this before or after I—“



“Because of you messing with the hot water, yeah.”



He looks at me, wrinkles his nose. “Woah, is that why you reek? Just take a shower, dude, it’s fine. What’s not okay is your B.O issue right now.”



I’m about to run over to his bookshelf and throw the biggest, heaviest hardcovers I can find on it at him. Debated whether the Turing and Babbage biographies would hurt more because of density, or the occultist textbooks because they made it big to fit the illustrations. I take a deep breath instead. He still pays the bigger share of the rent.



He also cleans up after his damn self, and never leaves a dirty dish in the sink. Aside from the screaming hell portals he leaves in there, he’s still the best roommate I’ve had.



“I’m not okay with showering in water that catches fire.” I retort.



He turns back in his chair, obviously bored by this conversation. In profile his strong jaw is covered in neat black stubble, his hair styled and clean-looking, and his frameless glasses give him the professional look of an architect. Standing in his doorway, I feel like the barbarian hordes invading Rome. “And yet you still didn’t sign my petition on fracking in the local area? I don’t know what more you want from me, Luke.”



“David,” I say through gritted teeth, “The oil companies aren’t the ones that made our pipes take a short detour through the lakes of Hell.”



Now he rolls his eyes. I’m exaggerating again, he thinks. I’m a drama queen. “I didn’t run the pipes through Hell, Luke. That’d be fucking stupid.” Long suffering sigh. “I just siphon some of the exothermics using a Maxwell’s Demon algorithm. It’s the exact same thing I run our air-con off, in reverse.”



I run out of the room and crack open the internal box. Sure enough, there’s a string of silver wire with raven feathers dangling off a diode, copper wire wrapped in coils around a rat skeleton’s ribs, and a very faint humming even though it’s not turned on at the moment.



I curse and storm back to his room.



“DAVE!”



He rocks back in his chair again. “Yeah bud?” Tone even, like he’s just trying to keep the peace here.



“Is this why you offered to take my share of the power bill if I took water?”



He grins, his hands shoot up from his mouse and keyboard in a ‘Caught me!’ gesture. “Yeah, sorry man.”



I’m not even that mad. We’d been having problems with the central air for ages, and it’s actually some really neat work. I just feel cheated. “How come you can do that good a job on our cooling that I don’t notice, but you make our shower stink like rotten eggs.”



He laughs. “Oh, because it’s flipped right? You turn the aircon on, you just make hell smell a little bit more like our apartment. Honestly, I think we’re getting the better deal here.”



I use my mighty mighty willpower not to strangle him right then and there. A scream I bite back comes out more like a burp.



Again, he’s grown bored of me, because I’m the unreasonable one. “Seriously, man, if you can think of a better way to shave one twenty a month off our utilities, I’m all ears.”



“You—One twenty a month?”



He’s not looking at me, still at the screen, but he smiles wide and drunkenly, “Hell yeah, boy.”



“Huh. Yeah alright. But why the disposal, though?”



“I was sick of fixing it properly,” David admits, “And the Pi was so cheap. I wanted to see if I could shift a little more than just entropy around if I tweaked it a bit.”



“… and thus the screaming hell portal.”



“And thus the—“ David starts making a ‘well there you go’ sweeping hand gesture in front of him, but stops right in the middle, so he’s kind of caught in a half shrug. “—Wait, screaming?”



“… yeah?”



“What the fuck did you put in it man. Did you turn it off?”



“I—what?”



He puts the headset on and apologizes profusely to his teammates, swears a bunch about me. Then he throws himself out of his chair and makes to storm out of his bedroom, all but brushing me aside. I hear him mutter under his breath; “And I was team fucking medic, Christ—“



We stare at our little kitchen. Fairly normal, squared U shape counter around the room, ending at a pretty nice fridge, which I hoped still worked conventionally. Black topped electric stove, clean. White marble counter tops, sparkling clean.



Oh, and a spinning purple vortex in our stainless steel sink, howling madly and reeking of rotted blood. Yeah.



David swore, I didn't understand what because it was in Latin. At least he wasn't literally cursing this time. “You put salt in it, didn’t you?”



“I—what?”



I mean, I did try and throw corn chips into it until it went away. I just thought I had to feed it or something. It seemed angry.



He tears open the cabinets under the sink. Where the disposal unit was is now a mish-mash of bedsprings, bones, and a vacuum tube with a thin reptilian spinal column in place of the usual lattice work. And the Raspberry Pi, of course, sitting at the center regulating the whole thing. It’s really good craftsmanship, actually, for what’s essentially a duct-tape fix. “You can’t put anything that kosher in it, dude. It fucks the al-Azif circuit up. Now it’s signal boosting to compensate.”



He flicks a red switch on the side of it, and the vortex eats itself, winding down and around the plughole like the water emptying out of a bathrub. Only it’s purple and black and screaming and glowing and it makes you feel cold to look at. Also, a little quieter, actually.



“Alright… “ David sighs, looking at me apologetically. “I’m gunna need to give you the FAQ, huh? I thought you did comp-sci. Don’t they cover this in hardware science?”



“I—no. No, David, they don’t.”



Sometimes David forgets that not everybody knows that those old rituals and shit you see in occultist textbooks are types of circuits. He doesn’t understand why, if he could self-teach these things, other people can’t just… figure it out.



But then he bitches every time one of his buddies in-the-know dies of a freak accident. I figure it’s an even split between government agents trying to stop someone making a graphics card that summons the Great Old Ones in the Downtown district, and the inherent dangers of practicing this stuff.



Which is why I don’t go on message-boards like he does and advertise this stuff. Sometimes he just Googles it, lets it sit in his browser history. I swear to Christ he’s going to end up with “Cause of Death: Reddit Karma Whore” on his tombstone.



“Huh.” He murmurs. “I seriously don’t get why people bother with that shit in the age of free information if they’re not going to teach you the core essentials. That’s bullshit.”



“Yes, it is.” I pretend to agree, gesturing again at the… disposal? I guess. “So, fill me in, before I accidentally cause our apartment to eat itself.”



David laughs, hard. “Oh, man, that couldn’t even happen unless…” He stops laughing, and his eyes widen. “No, okay, yeah, no that’s actually a fair point.”



“What.”



“Actually, it’s way more likely you accidentally flip the regulator and it pulls inside out.” He looks at me weirdly for a moment. “Which would be bad, yes.”



“No, no, I figured that one out on my own.” I’m too busy staring with newfound horror at the… disposal?



“Okay, good.” He nods. “Okay, so not too much salt at a time. We got that one down. Throw a live animal into it before you put something really big in there, that’ll help it chew through. I recommend gerbils as the most cost-efficient right now. Ah, no human flesh, it develops a taste for it—standard disposal rule applies of never putting your hand in it, for real—ah… what else…”



He’s pulling a cigarette lighter out of his pocket, and lighting a black candle underneath it. The red flame turns bright blue, and the purple in the sink starts reigniting.  I must have really messed it up if he needs to jumpstart it like this, burning gravewax isn't cheap. The candle smells like charred rubber, though, it’s gross.



“Oh! Yeah, uh, don’t leave it on before going to sleep. Don’t daydream around it. Wrap your head in tinfoil if you hear whispering behind you… If you start dreaming of mucusy bubbles, growing and popping in infinitely recursive mathematically-consistent patterns, like a growing-and-shrinking fractal set, tell me immediately, it means I fucked up. But even if I did, that won’t be a problem for like, a week tops.”



“Jesus Christ. Why not just get the damn thing fixed regular.”



“Because it’s broken twice in the last three years, and it costs six hundred bucks to replace it every time.”



I reach for the roll of aluminum foil in the cupboard, and David nods smartly.



“Yeah, that’s what I figured too. Seriously, it’s barely more dangerous than, like, a leaking propane tank, at worst. Just be smart about it and it’s fine.”



I rake my fingers back through my still-greasy hair in frustration, exasperation... “Fuck, man. Now I’m terrified of what you’ll do if I told you our vacuum broke.”



David shook his head seriously, in thought. “Nah, I ain’t treadin’ on Dyson’s toes man. Their proprietary shit ain’t to be fucked with.”



“Wait... seriously? Dyson is...?”



“Oh, yeah." I look at his face to see if he's fucking with me. He's not. "How else you explain those bladeless fans?”



“I thought they were just, like, a pump and a clever aerofoil shape...?”



“Nah. Black magic, my man. It’s why no one else is doing it. I’ll break it down for parts, sure, but that’s one thing I’ll just split you on to store buy.”



I pause. Huh. 



I stare again at our... disposal?



And I realize I seriously cannot be fucked chipping in the three hundred bucks to change it back. 



“Look, David—” I plead, “—I appreciate this, really. It’s an awesome build you got.”



“Thank you.” 



“But could you please ask before you do this shit? Or run it by me? Or even just... post a note on the fridge about it or something?”



David winces, takes his glasses off and rubs them on his shirt like he always does when he’s embarrassed, because it gives him a socially acceptable excuse to close his eyes and not deal with faces and stuff, “Sorry, Luke. Okay, that one was totally my bad. But like... Can you at least give the shower a try, for both our sakes? Water’s still safer here than most places in California. And Michigan. Honestly most of the United States. Like, I didn’t mess with the drinking water or anything.”



I grumble. “But it stinks!” 



The glasses are back on. “Not as bad as you though.” I glare at him real hard, and he throws his hands up defensively, winces. “I’ll see what I can do to tweak it, okay? I might be pulling some particles in as well as just the entropy, which would be... actually, super interesting. I should see if I can’t replicate it, if that’s the case—”



“David.” I say, sternly. He nods, bobbing his whole body down to the knees for emphasis.



“In the lab! In the lab, yeah, I got it.”



“Because—”



“Yeah, I miss our cat, too.”



“Right. Exactly.”
      

      
   
      There's a Hole in My Chest


      

      
      
         “There’s a hole in my chest,” I said to my wife.



She blinked and cocked her head questioningly.



“It’s definitely new,” I explained. “It wasn’t there when I went to bed last night. At least, I don’t remember it being there, and I really think I’d have noticed. And even if I didn’t, I’m sure you would have said something.



“But this morning, when I went to brush my teeth, I looked in the mirror, and… there it was. A hole in my chest, right through the middle, about where my heart ought to be.” I gestured vaguely at my shirt-covered chest. “It’s a round hole, a bit wider than my fist, and it goes all the way through me.”



She bit her lip. “So, are you telling me your heart is, is gone? Or hurting? Is that what this is about?”



“No. Well, I don’t think so. I mean, I’m still moving around and… and stuff.” I put a finger to my neck. “Still got a pulse. But there’s definitely a hole in my chest, so I’m not sure how I can still have a heart.”



She smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry, but I’m not really following your metaphor.”



Now it was my turn to blink and cock my head. “What? No. No, I’m not being metaphorical. I mean there’s literally a hole in my chest, and you can literally stick your hand right through me, and I don’t know why.”



She shrugged. “Well, I don’t know why, either. What’s even the context for this?”



“The context is that I woke up with a hole in my chest.”



“See, that doesn’t help me. Why is there a whole in your chest?”



“That’s what I want to know.”



The apologetic smile was starting to fade, frustration slowly but surely replacing it. “Honey, is this a Kafka thing, where the point is that there is no reason for it?”



“I’m sure I have no idea. I was really hoping for some advice. Should I see a doctor? I feel fine, but having a hole in your chest seems like the kind of thing you ought to tell someone.”



“Well, I don’t know. If it was me, I’d probably freak out, but it’s all kind of… academic, isn’t it? I mean, that’s something that can’t actually happen.” 



“Okay, I really don’t think I’m making myself clear.” I took off my shirt, exposing the hole in my chest. “If you look at my chest, right now, my actual chest, you will discover an actual hole going right through the middle of it. I am completely out of my depth, here, and I could really, really use some advice.”



She frowned at my chest, and the hole in the middle of it. I held my breath, waiting to see what she’d say.



“...Is there some sort of religious allusion that I’m missing?”



With a great effort, I managed to stop myself from slapping my forehead. “I. Don’t. Know.”



She glared at me, tolerance exhausted. “Well, I don’t know too, and if you’re going to be this obtuse, then nobody else is going to be able to understand, either.” She snorted. “Just saying ‘look at me, I’ve got a hole in my chest, figure it out yourself, isn’t it deep?’ isn’t clever. It’s pretentious, is what it is.”



“It is deep. It goes all the way through.” I knew that was the wrong thing to say, but by now I was feeling pretty petulant myself.



“Look, I’m done talking about this. Why don’t you and your ‘hole’”—her air-quotes were the most emphatically sarcastic I’d ever seen—”take a walk. And don’t come back until you’re ready to stop acting like you’re… like you’re a character in somebody’s college art film.”



I pulled my shirt back on, and walked out the door.








“There’s a hole in my chest,” I said to the doctor.



He rolled his eyes and stood up, heading for the door out of the cramped exam room. “Right. Look, I’ve got actual patients to see. Come back when you—”



He paused in mid-lecture as I took off my shirt.



“It wasn’t there before this morning. At least, I don’t think it was,” I supplied. “It doesn’t hurt or anything.”



He frowned at it, then grabbed the bell of his stethoscope. He brought it up to where my heart ought to be, and stuck it a few inches inside the hole. After a moment he pulled it out, satisfied.



“Looks like a psychosomatic issue,” he pronounced.



“No, it looks like a hole in my chest,” I replied.



He chuckled. “Well, yes, I suppose so. But let’s be serious for a moment. If there were actually a hole in your chest going through your heart, you’d be dead!”



“I’m not dead,” I said, “but there is definitely a hole in my chest.”



He smiled in a way which made me irrationally angry. “Well, surely you can see that both of those things can’t be true, yes? Now look here.” He grabbed a small mirror, and held it in front of my face. “Breath out gently onto the glass, please.”



I did.



He pulled the mirror back and showed me the misted pane. “If there was a hole in your chest right where you say there is, it would be cutting through the bottom of your trachea. If you can imagine a way you could exhale, let alone fog up a mirror, when your lungs aren’t even connected to your mouth, then I’d love to hear it. Moreover, it would be cutting your sternum neatly in half—” he paused to prod the top and bottom of the hole “—in fact, you’d have barely any sternum left, with a hole that size. Without that support, your rib cage would collapse almost immediately.” He stood up, satisfied. So, not only would you already be dead if you did, in fact, have this hole in your chest, but your body would be totally incapable of doing several other key things which it’s obviously still doing.”



I looked down at my chest; the hole was still there. I looked back to the doctor, who was taking off his gloves. “Okay. Okay, fine, this hole in my chest is impossible. You know what, you’re right, it is impossible. But since it’s still here, what should I do?”



He threw the gloves in the trash, and opened the exam room’s door, gesturing for me to follow him out. “My receptionist will schedule an appointment for you with Dr. Kyrzynski.”








“There’s a hole in my chest,” I said to no one in particular.



“There’s a hole in my chest,” I repeated, “and he’s sending me to a shrink.” Dr. Kyrzynski was a clinical psychologist. She also had an opening that afternoon. “A shrink. For a hole in my chest.” 



I decided to grab some lunch while I waited.



“A gyro and a Diet Coke,” I told the man in the food truck.



“$6.41,” he said, as the man behind him started putting together my gyro. “Any sauce?”



“No,” I said, handing him a twenty. “Do you think I’ll be able to eat it with a hole in my chest?”



He paused in the act of making change and looked at me with a bit more attention. “A what?”



“A hole in my chest. There’s a big hole in the middle of my chest. Do you think I can still eat?”



He slowly looked me up and down, then counted my change into my hand. “No refunds.”



“Okay.”



As his companion set my meal on the counter, I asked him the same question.



“Oh, yeah,” he answered, in a cheerful voice. “Gyro’s’ great for when you’re feeling down.”



“No, I—okay, thanks.” 



I didn’t have any trouble eating or drinking. But when I peeked under my collar, the hole in my chest was still there.








“There’s a hole in my chest,” I said to Dr. Kyrzynski.



“I see. And how long have you been feeling this ‘hole?’” she asked me.



I wasn’t lying on a couch, which surprised me. Her office looked more like a lawyer’s than a doctor’s, with shelves full of books on both sides of me. She sat on the far side of large, intimidatingly clean desk. She’d gotten up to shake my hand, then invited me to sit in a nondescript office chair opposite her before taking her seat behind the desk again.



“I don’t really feel it,” I told her. “I mean, I can touch it, but it doesn’t hurt or anything.”



“Then would it be fair to say that this ‘hole’ isn’t causing you any pain?”



“That’s right.”



“How would you describe the feeling, then?”



I turned that one over in my head for a moment. “There really isn’t a feeling at all. Just normal-feeling, I guess.”



She wrote something down. “Do you feel any anxiety when you think about it?”



“Yes. I’m not sure what it’s doing, or why it’s there, or how I’m even alive right now. I’m feeling very anxious about those things.” She wrote a few more things down. “Do you want to see the hole?”



“I’m more interested in understanding the hole. How long have you been feeling anxious about it?”



“Since I saw it this morning. Look, you do understand that I’m talking about a literal, physical hole, right?” I looked around, finding nothing but the books and a few potted plants. “I’m not sure what my referral said, but I actually do—” 



“Please, relax,” she said in a soothing voice. “We’re just here to talk right now. If we decide to do anything, it will only be because both of us agree it’s the best course of action.”



“Okay, but the hole—” 



“Yes, the hole. You said it goes through your heart?”



I nodded. “Yeah, thereabouts.”



“And you don’t know why you don’t feel anything?”



I nodded again.



“Well, that’s not uncommon. There are many ways of processing strong emotions, and a sense of emptiness or a lack of feeling are very, very common responses. Tell me, how do you think you should be feeling?”



“In pain?” I ventured. The foggy mirror came back to my mind. “Suffocating?”



She smiled. “Suffocating, okay. That’s an excellent descriptor.” She flipped a page in her notebook. “Why do you think you should feel that way?”



“Well, apparently my lungs aren’t connected to my—” 



“I’m sorry,” she cut in, smiling, “I guess I should have been clearer. Not physically, but emotionally: why do you think you should feel, let’s say, smothered?”



I gritted my teeth. “Emotionally, I think I’d feel less smothered if someone would tell me what to do about the damn hole in my chest.”



Dr. Kyrzynski’s smile became a little more strained, and she made another note on her pad. I glanced at a clock behind me.



My appointment was for thirty minutes. I still had twenty-four left.








“There’s a hole in my chest,” I said to the sheet of paper I’d been given. Then I looked down the street to the Walgreens on the corner.



I’d left Dr. Kyrzynski’s office with a prescription for one month’s worth of Maprotiline, which was supposed to help with my “anxiety-based depression” and “resultant irritative tendencies.” I took another look at it. I stuffed the prescription in my back pocket.



I walked straight past the Walgreens and across the street. From there, I headed into the first bar I saw. I still didn’t know what to do about the hole in my chest, but at the very least, I figured that I’d earned a drink by now.








“There’s a hole in my chest,” I said to the dregs of Captain and Coke in my glass.



“Sorry, did you say something?” asked the bartender. It was still afternoon, and this wasn’t the kind of bar that catered to midday clientele. Other than a pair of older men nursing beers while playing chess at a booth in the back, it was just the two of us.



“No.” I said. “Yes. Yes, I said something. I said I have a hole in my chest.”



“Can I see it?”



I shrugged, and pulled up my shirt. He whistled appreciatively.



“Yup, that sure looks like a hole in your chest, alright.”



“Thank you.” I groaned in relief. “You wouldn’t—wait, you’re just humoring me, aren’t you?”



“No, that definitely looks like there’s a big chunk of you missing that shouldn’t be.”



I looked at him suspiciously, pulling my shirt back down. “You don’t think it’s a metaphor, or all in my head, or a manifestation of my subconscious guilt?”



“I don’t know?” The bartender quirked an eyebrow. “Is it one of those things?”



“I don’t think so,” I replied. “I think I just woke up this morning and there was a hole in my chest. Which, believe me, I know that that’s not a satisfying answer, but if I had the answer, I’d…” I trailed off, strained for a way to complete the sentence, and eventually gave up and finished my drink. “Okay, I guess I don’t know what I’d do. Depends on the why, I guess. But I’d do something.”



“I hear you,” he said, taking my empty glass and tilting it questioningly. I nodded, and he started making another. “I went through that a few years ago.”



“You had a hole in your chest?” I didn’t bother to hide the skepticism in my voice.



“Oh, no. No, nothing like that, thank god!” He laughed, and passed me my drink. “No, one day I woke up and my eyes were replaced with writhing pools of maggots.”



“Bullshit.”



“Yeah,” he leaned against the counter. “Yeah, I know. But, I mean… look at them, right? Really look into my eyes.”



“Is this some sort of pickup line? Because even if I was gay and single, maggots aren’t—” 



“Come on, buddy, humor me.”



“Alright.” I took a good look at his eyes.



“...Huh. Okay,” I said after a moment. “I guess I can see why you’d think you had writhing pools of maggots instead of eyes, if you didn’t know any better.”



He dipped his head slightly. “‘If you didn’t know any better,’ huh?”



“Well, come on. I mean, yes, that’s sorta what they look like, but you clearly aren’t blind.” I snorted. “How could you see if you didn’t have any eyes?”



“Yeah…” he sighed, and it sounded wistful to my ears. “Yeah, that’s how I figured it, too. But you’ve gotta admit, the resemblance to a couple of writhing pools of maggots is uncanny. Can’t blame a guy for running around trying to figure out what happened to his eyes, can you?”



“I suppose not,” I agreed. “You ever get that checked out? Maybe it’s glaucoma or something. Might be a treatment for that.”



He stared at me expectantly.



I stared back for, in retrospect, an embarrassingly long time. In my defense, I’d been drinking.



“Ooh…” I finally managed.



“Yeah.”



“So…”



“Hey, it sure looks like a hole in your chest, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you did.” He smiled, and his maggoty eyes pulsated luridly. “But deep down, you know that that’s just silly.”



I shook my head. “When you put it like that… heh, I guess I’ve been acting pretty foolish, haven’t I?”



One of the chess players came up to the bar. “Hey, can I get a couple more?”



“Sure, sure,” the bartender answered. Then he put a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t know why there’s a hole in your chest. But if there’s one thing I do know, it’s that you don’t have a hole in your chest. You get me?”



I nodded. “Thanks,” I said, and I meant it.



While he pulled the other man’s drinks, I fished out a few bills and left them on the counter. Then, I headed home.








“There’s a hole in my chest,” I said to my wife.



“We’re not going to play this game again, are we?” she asked, warily.



“No,” I said. I sat down on the couch, and patted the cushion next to me. She joined me, and leaned her head against my shoulder.



“Good,” she said. “Sorry if I was a little bitchy this morning, but I’ve been really stressed at work lately. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”



“It’s alright,” I told her. “I did end up seeing someone about it. I’m not sure exactly why I think there’s a hole in my chest, but it might be an expression of repressed bereavement.”



“For your dad?”



“Mmm.”



“I suppose that makes sense,” she said, placing her hand on my chest, her fingers depressing the shirt a couple of inches into the hole. “But it’s been almost three years since he died. Why would you start feeling like your heart was gone now?”



“I don’t know,” I replied, “But Dr. Kyrzynski says that sometimes these feelings don’t manifest right away, and there can be additional triggers.”



“Dr. Kyrzynski?”



“She’s a shrink. I hadn’t made up my mind if I was going to go back to her, but I think I’ll call her office and set up an appointment for next week.”



“Good. It sounds like you made some progress just from your first session.”



“I think I did,” I said, taking her hand in mine and idly running her fingertips around the edge of the hole. “Honestly, I’m not so sure that’s even what it is, but going back can’t hurt. Oh, and there’s someone else who helped, too, and I really ought to pop over and thank him tomorrow.”



“You do that.” She snuggled a little closer to me. “I like you better when you’re not being obtuse.”



We both laughed.








“There’s not a hole in my chest,” I said to the man with writhing pools of maggots for eyes.



“There aren’t writhing pools of maggots in place of my eyes,” he answered with a grin.



And there weren’t.
      

      
   
      Fortune


      

      
      
         Diggory’s eyes popped open, his mind shifting from sleep to awareness in the span of seconds. A brass ceiling graced his vision, the rivets and beams plainly clear even in the near-total dark. He turned his head to the clock, an egg-shaped curiosity whose steady ticking stalwartly guarded the bedroom against total silence. Two minutes to Mid-Dark. He reached out to grab the thing, quietly turning off the mechanism that would ring its tiny metal bells. Turning over, he fiddled with the brass knobs until the flicking paper numbers on back read 07:30 and reset the alarm.



With careful slowness, he climbed out of the bed, his eyes set upon the sleeping form on the opposite side. Once certain his sister Cleio hadn’t been awoken, he set the clock on his pillow where it could be easily reached… and not be smashed by the inevitable force of her reaction. She wouldn’t be happy with herself if pre-work grumpiness led her to damage their father’s creation.



Though the room barely fit the bed and dresser, Diggory got dressed with the ease of practice and soon slipped into the main cabin. As expected, the lights were unlit and the cramped space empty. He thought about leaving right then, but a glance at his parents’ closed door gave him pause.



You sleep for eight hours then go stand on that stupid tower for another eight, and don’t even bother to grab a bite! I didn’t raise my baby boy to be so unhealthy.



Sighing, he knelt beside the cold storage hatch, straining his thin arms to get the heavy iron thing opened. That done, he climbed down the ladder and took in the month’s rations.



Or at least, he tried to. Before long the frozen foodstuffs faded from his mind, his eyes drifting to a dark corner. They lingered, the hard iron steadily replaced by an empty nothingness. He knew this sensation. He’d been feeling it for two years. It was… he couldn’t really explain, even to himself. Heavy and hard, blinding and consuming, filling him at once with both anxiety and longing.



The bottles on the shelf rolled to clink against their hard containers. The quietest of sounds, but enough to catch Diggory’s attention. Shaking himself – from the cold, surely – he grabbed a half loaf of bread. With one last, longing look at the corner, he climbed back up the ladder and closed the storage hatch. Not a minute later, he’d put on his overcoat, put the bread in his little-used satchel and slipped out the door.



Frontbow’s lower levels. If Diggory had to describe them, he always did so with one word: creepy. Having been born within these dark, rusting halls didn’t lessen the effect. Walking through them, path illuminated only by the dim, buzzing lights on the corners of the floor, he always imagined he were in the digestive tract of some massive fish. Nothing but endless doors ahead. Nothing but endless doors behind. Pipes stretching overhead in perpetuity. It left the impression that one could walk for years and never see an end.



His thick boots rang heavily on the rust-red floor, save for when he stepped upon the black gratings. The consistent monotony was interrupted at last: a middle-aged woman, dressed in the ugly brown overalls of Maintenance, stood atop a ladder repairing a shut-down steam pipe. Diggory made no attempt to greet the heavyset worker. Instead he passed by with head bowed, his eyes following the feet of the ladder as he passed. Anxiety churned in his guts. Any moment she might dare to speak to him. He hunched his shoulders in anticipation…



The ladder faded from peripheral view. He could hear her digging through a tool kit atop the ladder. He imagined her eyes on him, judging and expectant. Why did he not acknowledge her, she might ask. At least make eye contact. The thoughts only made him stuff his hands into his pockets and squeeze them into fists.



But she said not a word. Soon, mercifully, he was well beyond her. His shoulders loosened. He pulled his hands out of his pockets and shook them loose. He continued into through the dark corridors of the beast, hoping someone else would show up.












It’s not going to fall. It’s not going to fall.



The lift didn’t fall. It never did. Even so, when the cold air hit him through the gate and the grinding finally ceased, Diggory all but ran out of the thing. He emerged in the night air, a chill wind running through his short brown hair. His chest expanded with his deep breaths and his pulse steadied. To speed up the process, he leaned back to stare at the stars. No moon tonight, small scattering of clouds. His vision would be good tonight. It was good every night, but New Moon shifts were always the best.



With his heartbeat back to normal, he straightened up and took in his surroundings. The metal deck went on for hundreds of yards ahead, blocked by the presence of so many square metal structures. Turning his head to the right rewarded him with the sight of an endless length of iron, steel, aluminum and even concrete.



Lower level Dwellers always found Topside fascinating, with its huge towers and shining windows. The great wind turbines arched out of the structures as a vast wave, all spinning at their leisurely rates while electricity hummed through the air like a million bilge flies. At night, most of it appeared as little more than a great monster blotting out the stars, but in the daylight it was be something to see. Many would consider Diggory lucky for having a job that let him see it regularly.



His illogical fear of lifts cast aside, he proceeded to walk towards Fortune’s bow. As always, he made sure to walk the path that would lead him to the Boundary. From there he could look out over the two inch thick safety cables at the great miracle known as the ocean. There’d never been anything that could compare to the sight of endless water. The sound of the waves some thousand feet below filled his ears with a pleasant melody with the rushing wind its accompaniment. He spotted a Fortune’s Child in the distance, just a speck to even his keen eyes. Given its position, he imagined it’s return cable was hooked up a few hundred feet ahead.



Sure enough, when he leaned over the railing he saw ahead a steel line going up to the hull roughly five hundred feet below. He always wondered, if the cable were ever detached, would the fishermen be able to get back? Would the Fortunate Captain even let them back on? He recalled the legend of the Starstruck Angler, doomed to starvation out on the open waters for daring to stray too far from home. The thought made him shudder, and he quickened his pace.



The ocean was beautiful, but Diggory had no intention of going out there.








“Diggory Caito. Fifteen minutes early, as usual.”



Fishel Medina was a big fellow, like most people in his family. He easily stood a foot taller than the gangly Diggory. His two arms probably had more mass than the Dweller had in his entire body, and every bit of that bulk was muscle. He possessed his uncle’s bleached blonde hair, but the startlingly bright green eyes belonged to his mother, or so Diggory had been told.



At the moment, the tanned giant sat behind a desk outside the Bowside Watchmaster’s Office, elbow on top and cheek in hand as he tapped a pencil on the list before him. Were it not for the clips holding everything down, the night’s winds would have surely sent everything on the desk scattering to the ocean. Diggory never understood why the watch officer’s desk had been placed outside the office. It seemed like the height of stupidity. One of the few things Fishel and he had in common was complete agreement on this matter.



“You know me, Mr. Medina.” Diggory didn’t bother with the salute as he would for most watch officers. “So which one have I got tonight?”



Fishel made a show of snapping the clips holding the list and looking it over. He’d almost certainly memorized tonight’s roster days ago, but Diggory knew better than to say anything. He waited patiently, hands in his pockets, as the officer ran his finger down the page.



“Ah, there you are.” The page was set back in place with equal care before Fishel concluded, “Central. You’re saddled with Kendall tonight.”



Diggory tried not to wince. He had no idea if he’d succeeded. “Understood. Any special orders for tonight?”



With a dry tone, Fisher replied, “Don’t fall asleep and keep your dick in your pants.”



“Aye, Captain.” With a limp salute, Diggory turned and walked off.



“Don’t call me captain,” Fisher grumbled. “That’s my uncle.”












Gemma Kendall was a nice girl by all accounts. She was fairly attractive with her long black hair, steel grey eyes and pale, freckled complexion. She had the body of a runner: big thighs, small chest and shoulders, whipcord muscle. Everyone agreed that she was friendly and entertaining. As a resident of Topside, she earned big points in the eyes of the few Dwellers who knew her for not looking at them as though they were bilge water. Her parents sometimes hosted social events for the lower residents. Diggory rarely went to them due to his work, but they were pleasant enough affairs. His sister sure enjoyed them.



There was only one problem.



“You should have seen the way he jumped it, it was the most amazing leap I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen them all! It’s a shame you Dwellers can’t get to Topside more often, I could show you all the best tracks. Tracks are only so good, though; if you really wanna have fun, you’ve gotta try parkour, and you can’t do that on some nice, neat track.”



Gemma Kendall never shuts up.



“Maybe someday I’ll get to show you this one area over in Sternwharves. They’ve got all these cargo containers just lying around, begging to be used. I go there about once a week for practice, the place is awesome. ‘Course, if Dad ever found out he’d rip his mast, but whatever, I know what I’m doing.”



Never.



Some guys might have enjoyed being in Diggory’s position. After all, Gemma was pretty attractive and came from a prestigious Topside family. Why she wanted a job on the watch he would never know. For now he let her ramble on, half-listening as he gave little signs of attention and acknowledgement. Two years of suffering her prattle on made him – and all the other watchers in Frontbow – skilled at knowing how to do this.



The brunt of his attention was on the waves up ahead of the Fortune, as it had been for many hours. His eyes pierced the dark, allowing him a farther view than any other this night. He had proof of that, with a tested range at least ten miles further than his closest rival. Not that there was any real ‘rivalry’ to speak of, so it felt silly to think of it that way. One made do with what one had.



It really was all he had, wasn’t it? Ever since graduating the Mariner’s College, for five nights out of the seven, he came up here and stared at the ocean. He had no doubt that this was where he would be next year, and the year after that, and the year after that. The Eyes of Fortune. He once took pride in that title. To a degree, he still did.



But some nights he felt differently. Tonight he stared at the distant horizon, a thin line of black on black, and wondered at the dark beyond his vision. For two years, he’d gazed at that line and seen nothing. For two centuries, men and women had stood where he did, buffeted by rain and snow and sunshine and wind, and seen nothing. Four times a year, the Fortune would call in its Children, retract its Topside structures into its vast underbelly, and sink beneath the surface to gather the needed hard minerals of the ocean floor. Four times a year, it would surface once more to reap the ocean’s bounty of fish to keep the hundreds of thousands of inhabitants alive.



And four times a year, the watch would be the first to step into the fresh air and look to the horizon.



Where they would see nothing.



What a glorious adventure his life was set to be.



His head jerked forward as something smacked against the back of his skull. “Hey, Fortune to Diggory Caito! Come in, Diggy!”



“By the Captain’s Pipe, Gemma, I hear you!” He rubbed the back of his head and shot her a glower. “What was that for?”



“For ignoring me, ya bilge scum.” She stuck her tongue out at him, crossing her eyes for good measure. “I know you guys have learned how to tune me out, but when you don’t bother answering questions it starts to get obvious.”



With a sigh, he turned to look out to the horizon once more. The sky had begun its gradual shift to dawn, a purple-pink sheen coming over the endless ocean. Had he been daydreaming for that long? “Sorry. I just have a lot on my mind.”



Slightly taller than him, she reached her elbow up to his shoulder and leaned against him. She was heavier than she looked. “What, staring at the scenery? Or lack thereof. Why stare at that when you could be staring at me?”



“I think you’ve got enough guys staring at you.” His eyes widened as he realized exactly what he’d said, and his cheeks grew hot.



She broke into raucous laughter before his embarrassment could lead to any stammering corrections. “Ain’t that the truth!” She sat on the stool welded to the floor of the watch basket and rested her elbows on the railing. Her eyes dropped to the deck hundreds of feet below them. “So what’s got you in a rut?”



Swallowing down his aborted apologies, Diggory turned about to stare at the Winds of Fortune in all her metallic glory. No, not all of it; with so many towers and cranes and smoking chimneys, nobody could see all three miles from the front of it, not even at this height. The Command Center alone, roughly a thousand feet from their position, blocked most of the view with its vast, shallow dome.



He frowned and shook his head. How to explain what he felt? The emptiness that seemed to linger within him, the desire for… he wasn’t sure what. Something else. What else? He couldn’t be sure there was anything else to desire. “I’m just… tired of the view.”



Gemma said nothing. A minor miracle. He glanced at her, but her eyes remained below. With another sigh, he turned to face the ocean once more… and froze.



“…what is that?”



Gemma raised her head to squint at the horizon. “Uh, it’s called water, genius.”



He gripped the rails and leaned forward. He could just make it out: a thin line on the horizon.



Years of schooling and training screamed at him. Pick up the communicator, call it in, alert the Fortunate Captain. And yet he could only stand there, gaping.



“What is it?” Gemma stood and set a hand to his shoulder. “Diggy? What do you see?”



“I… I don’t know.” He didn’t dare blink, lest the image prove illusion. Whatever it was, it was long, and it kept getting longer. But it couldn’t be a ship. There were no ships. Barring silly legends like the Mourners Galleon, but he doubted even a ghost ship containing the lost souls of those who abandoned the Fortune’s protection would look so flat.



Gemma leaned over the rail with him, then growled and shook him. “Come on, I don’t have your eyes! What is it??”



With her shaking, his mind kicked into gear, or at least some semblance of it. “The book. G-get the book.”



“The book? What—oh, the book!” She departed his peripheral vision, but returned within only a couple seconds, handing him the thick paperback that had sat in its protective case untouched since its routine replacing eight years ago.



Though he dreaded losing sight of the… the thing, Diggory forced his eyes down and poured over the tome’s contents. He’d seen this before, back in training. Nobody became a watcher without passing a test on this stupid book, and he knew that he’d seen something like this in it. He kept glancing at the horizon, just to make sure the thing was still there. At last, he came upon the yellowed page he was after. It showed numerous silhouettes, and emphasized in the description that no two were ever alike. It was something that didn’t drift, didn’t possess engines, and didn’t dive beneath the waves. Something that grew its own food and weathered any storm. Something that existed only in myth and legend.



“Land.”



Gemma’s eyes widened. “What?”



He looked at her, lips working soundlessly for a moment. Then he examined the object in the distance, still little more than a sliver. “It’s… land.”



Seconds passed, their silence interrupted only the wind. Diggory felt… he didn’t know what he felt. An odd, rising sensation in his chest, like he might float away if he didn’t grip the railing as tightly as he could. Land. I’ve seen land.



Gemma’s face cracked into a broad grin. “Nice try.”



He blinked. “What?”



With a giggle, she punched his shoulder hard enough to sting. “And here I thought you didn’t know how to prank a girl. You had me going.”



“This isn’t a prank!”



She brushed her ponytail over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure. How’s about I get the binoculars, landlubber? If they even still work.”



Before she’d even finished her sentence, Diggory dove at the supply box welded to the side of the watch pole. It took some digging, but at last he found the mentioned binoculars. He had completely forgotten the things even existed! He thrust them in her hands and pointed out over the ocean. “Go ahead. Look.” When she smirked, he grabbed her shoulders and forced her to turn in the proper direction. “Look!”



She shrugged herself from his grip. “Oh, I see; this is just an excuse to get grabby, isn’t it?” She giggled and raised the binoculars to her eyes. “Alright, let’s get this over… with…” Her smile faded.



“You see?” He bounced from foot to foot, pointing at the ever growing object. “What the heck do you think it is?”



Gemma flipped the binoculars, checking the lenses. She tried cleaning them with her shirt, then looked again. “It’s… it’s an illusion. A trick of the dawn.”



“We have been watchers for two years, Gemma. I think we both know ocean illusions when we see them by now.”



“But it can’t be.” She lowered the binoculars, revealing wide eyes. After a moment’s hesitation, her hand reached for the phone. “We have to—”



He caught her wrist. She looked to him, brow furrowing. “What?”



Indeed, what? What made him stop her? Protocol said they should alert Command if they spotted anything. If they didn’t…



But for whatever reason, Diggory gently pulled her hand back from the phone. “I… I think we should wait.”



“Wait?” She jerked her wrist back and waved at the distant horizon. “I think this might be important!”



He stepped between her and the phone. He didn’t understand why, or what he wanted. All he knew was that this felt important. He looked past her worrying gaze at the portside watchtower, then turned around to view the starboard watchtower. Even from hundreds of feet away, he could see the watchers at their posts and knew they’d yet to see what they had. They would have been reacting in some way, surely.



Satisfied, he met Gemma’s shifting eyes. “Let’s wait. Have the others see it.”



She pursed her lips. Her fingers fiddled with the buttons on the collar of her coat. “But… but why?”



“I…” He sucked in a deep breath and faced the ocean. On the horizon, the line had nearly doubled in size. “I want to see more.”












Diggory often underestimated the vast difference between his vision and that of most of his fellow watchers. With the sun coming up, he’d anticipated someone spotting the ever-growing line in the north within an hour. But the hour passed, and the line soon became a green blob growing bigger and bigger. Gemma was unusually quiet the entire time, her gaze always on either the land, Diggory or the phone. He had no idea why she’d relented to his request, and expected at any moment for her to give up and grab the phone.



But it never happened. It took over four hours and the sun being well into the sky for the other watchers to finally notice the emerald object in the distance. Of course, by that point anyone on the deck below could see it too. The people down there, little more than ants, crowded the aft of Fortune, undoubtedly taking in the miraculous sight. Diggory felt little pride in his fellow watchers if they did their jobs this poorly every night. No wonder his sister said he had a cushy position.



So many of what transpired surprised him, but none so much as the Fortunate Captain’s reaction.












Never in his life had Diggory anticipated being in the Command Center. Even less had he expected to appear before the Captain’s Council. they were in a wide, windowless room of shining steel, with the Council’s Table being a long, semicircular thing around which seven officers sat. The Fortunate Captain himself, with the long blonde hair of his nephew, sat in the middle in an immaculate silver uniform. The pictures in the textbooks always depicted him as a smiling, fatherly figure.



He wasn’t smiling now.



“Diggory Caito. Gemma Kendall.”



At his hard tone, Diggory stood at his straightest, arms set at his sides and heels clicked together. He couldn’t see Gemma at his side, but knew she’d done the same.



The Fortunate Captain leaned forward, eyeing them with a scowl that had Diggory sweating beneath his overcoat. “You two were the forward watch for the night. At what time did you first become aware of the object to the north?”



He glanced at Gemma out the corner of his eye. She returned the look. Her lip trembled and her eyes shined with fear. He didn’t understand. Why was she so afraid? Why did the Fortunate Captain act as if this discovery was so terrible? True, they’d broken protocol, but this seemed a bit much.



“Mr. Caito.”



He forced his eyes forward once more, this time to the gray-haired, female officer to the captain’s left. Lieutenant Carter, he recalled. She peered at him through a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, her gaze like steel. “We know you have the best eyes on the Winds of Fortune, and your record is immaculate, so I hope you’re not about to suggest you didn’t notice.”



He hesitated, taking a moment to calm his nerves with a heavy breath. Or two. “Sir. I noticed the object at first light, perhaps thirty minutes before dawn.”



The Captain’s eyes narrowed. “And why did you not follow protocol, Mr. Caito?”



Diggory did his absolute best not to fidget. “I… wanted to see more. Sir.”



“Wanted to see more.” The captain leaned back in his seat and turned his hard gaze on Gemma. “And you, Ms. Kendall? Why didn’t you immediately contact Command?”



Unlike Diggory, Gemma shot back an answer in an instant. “Sir. I believed the object to be an illusion, sir.”



One officer near the corner, a chubby, dark-skinned man – Lieutenant Longskill – spoke in a tone of incredulity. “For four hours? You thought you were looking at an illusion for four hours.”



“That is correct, sir.” Diggory had to give Gemma credit; even when she looked terrified out of her mind, she knew how to speak with and to authority.



The Fortunate Captain removed his hat and rubbed his temple. “Do you two have any idea what you’ve done?”



Diggory shared a questioning look with Gemma. Neither answered.



“Of course you don’t.” Resting his arms on the table, the Captain studied them one at a time. “The only thing keeping me from throwing you both in the Depths is the knowledge that all of us at this table made similar stupid mistakes once. With that in mind, we’re going to have to discuss what to do with you.”



Longskill shook his head vehemently. “It’s too risky, Hubrecht. We should lock them up now.”



But the Captain waved him off. “I will decide what to do with them after hearing the advice of the entire council, Jacob, and no sooner. And we have to deal with this fiasco first.” He turned his attention back to the two watchers. His face softened, albeit in the same way wood was softer than steel. “Have you two anything to say in your defense?”



This was it! Diggory gave Gemma a two second pause, just to see if she’d speak up. When she didn’t, he found the courage to open his mouth. “Permission to speak freely, Captain?”



He thought he saw the corner of the Captain’s lip twitch upwards, but perhaps not. “Granted.”



Sucking down a deep breath, Diggory brought forth the one question that had been stirring in his mind for the last two hours. “I noticed that Fortune is making a turn east, and all I’ve been hearing so far is… negative.” He spread his hands wide before him, palms up. “Why is discovering land a bad thing?”



“That is not an appropriate question for—”



“Thomas.” The captain raised his hand, silencing the lieutenant on his right. “I for one think secrecy is one of the reasons we’re in this mess, and I’m tired of seeing good watchers sent below for things they can’t control.”



When nobody spoke out against him, he leaned forward to look Diggory in the eye. “The truth, Mr. Caito, is that you two are not the first to see land. It has always been out there, and it always will be. But land is a dangerous, terrible place. People go there to die, no more. As the commanding officer of the Fortune, it is my duty and responsibility to avoid land at all costs. We cannot have our people leave the safety and comfort of this ship to go off on some suicidal journey to a lost paradise.”



That seemed… strange. It sounded logical enough, but Diggory sensed something off about the explanation. Yet he couldn’t call the Fortunate Captain out on such a thing… could he? No, better to keep his mouth shut. He was in enough trouble as it was.



Gemma, on the other hand, apparently found her own courage. “But why would you not tell the watchers this so they can respond properly?”



“A question I have asked myself a few times,” Lieutenant Carter replied, her piercing eyes turning on other members of the Council.



“And one we will be bringing up again in the near future,” the Captain announced before anyone else could respond. “Right now, our priority is ensuring the reality of land doesn't stir up the citizens into calling for such ridiculous things as landfall and exploration.” He cast another scrutinizing look at the two watchers standing before him. “You will discuss the land with nobody. If you so much as breathe one word about it, you’ll be in Deep Depths before you get the chance to inhale. Am I clear?”



Diggory snapped to attention once more, his “Sir, yes sir!” echoing Gemma’s.



The Fortunate Captain gave a curt nod. “You are both confined to your respective quarters until further notice. Dismissed.”



They saluted and walked out, and Diggory's shoulders slumped the moment the doors closed behind him. “By Fortune's Protection, they’re threatening to throw us in Deep Depths.”



As they walked down the brightly lit halls for the exit, Gemma asked, “Did the Captain’s story seem funny to you?”



Diggory glanced around, his shoulders hunching once more. Was this really a good discussion to be having while still in the Command Center? He looked through a door as they passed, spotting three security officers having a conversation around a filing cabinet. Each one had a sidearm.



Still, his curiosity got the better of him. “In what way?”



“I dunno, it’s just…” She shook her head. “After what we’ve seen… it’s a big deal, isn’t it? It’s amazing. But they talk like it’s almost routine. How do they know that everyone who goes there dies? And—”



“Gemma.” He leveled her with a hard look. “I get it, I really do. Believe me, I’m asking similar questions. But we’ve been forbidden to talk about it, and I do not want to spend the rest of my days cleaning bilge tanks in the Depths, alright?”



“Right, right. You’re right.” She sighed and fiddled with her collar’s buttons. “I guess we should just forget all about it, right?”



He paused in the middle of the hall, staring at her. Upon noticing his absence, she turned back to him with an uncertain look.



“No, Gemma,” he whispered. “I don’t want to forget.



“I don’t think I could.”












Cold. So terribly, terribly cold. Diggory sat in the corner, squeezing his knees to his chest. His eyes remained set on the opposite side of the room, where he saw… darkness. Nothing else, just darkness. Surely his breath was fogging up in the cool air, but even that was beyond his superior vision. He licked his lips, trying to instill some moisture in them.



One thought came to him, over and over again: I’ve seen land. It had been quiet at first, hardly perceptible since he’d climbed down from the watchtower. Now, in the absence of sight, with only the constant hum of the machines, the words were like an overbearing metronome.



I’ve seen land.



I’ve seen land.



I’ve seen land.



Why did it obsess him so? He couldn’t stop staring into the darkness, longing. Longing for… what? Such a mysterious thing, and yet he knew the answer: the beyond. The unknown. The fathomless abyss that existed beyond the edge of Fortune and knowledge and the Captain’s all-powerful reach. Something more than staring down endless metal hallways and gazing at an empty sea for years on end till death grasped his soul and dragged it into the watery tomb of his ancestors.



But that was beyond him, wasn’t it? The land was gone, somewhere behind the Fortune and never to be seen again. Here he would stay, at least until the Council decided what to do with him. Down in Deep Depths to a life of muck and stink and tightly scheduled routine, or back up on the watchtower, forever seeking that which had been within his grasp for all of a few hours?



Either way, he felt trapped.



So he sat there, shivering and scared, and stared into the darkness from which he couldn’t look away.



There came the sound of a hatch being opened. Dim light poured into the room, and though it could be only a single handlight it still nearly blinded him. He raised his srm to block the light, trying to see who had intruded on his thoughts.



“Diggory? By the Captain, what are you doing in cold storage?”



Of course. Cleio. “Turn off the damn light.”



Said light clicked off, and his sister frowned at him from the top of the ladder. She spoke in a hushed whisper. “You big dork, get out of there before you freeze to death. What were you thinking?”



With a heavy sigh, Diggory forced himself to his feet and started climbing. “Just trying to imagine what life in Deep Depths will be like.”



“By freezing your butt off?” She helped him stand before quietly closing the hatch. “I’m pretty sure it’s not like that.”



“And besides, you’re not going to the Depths, Diggy.”



He blinked at the unexpected voice. Their cabin was dark once more, so at the very least it was still night. He turned his head to look for the intruder and felt his jaw drop. “Gemma? What are you doing in our cabin?”



Standing near the door, Gemma fiddled with the buttons on her coat, her eyes shifting about the room as though she expected to be noticed at any second. “I came to get you. Fishel’s holding some big-time meeting in one of the cargo houses and wants all the watchers on duty yesterday morning to be there.”



Her anxiety had suddenly become contagious; Diggory began rubbing the tips of his fingers across his palms. What was Fishel’s game? Was this sanctioned by his uncle? “We’re supposed to be confined to quarters.”



At that, Gemma rolled her eyes. “Are you going to say no to him? We refuse this and he might try to convince the Captain that we really do deserve to be in the Depths.”



“And I’m coming with you,” Cleio declared, her tone brooking no argument.



Diggory glanced at her, then to Gemma. She shrugged and said, “Fishel said it would be okay if she asked.”



Because he had the hots for her, no doubt. The idea of that giant being in the same room as his little sister left a queasy feeling in Diggory’s stomach. Then again, she was nineteen and could make her own decisions. Now didn’t seem like the time for an argument, not with their parents sleeping in the next room and one of Fortune’s most privileged sons waiting for them.



“Fine. Let me grab my coat.”












Clothes storage. In the daytime, this place would be filled to the brim with workers sorting, cleaning, drying and packing clothes for Frontbow’s tens of thousands of citizens. Tonight it held only around a hundred people, coming from all walks of life. Mechanics, anglers, factory workers, security officers, watchers hullworkers, even a few shopkeepers and artisans from Topside. They all stood in a tight group, speaking together in anxious, hushed voices.



“This is a lot more than I expected,” Cleio whispered, standing between Diggory and Gemma.



Diggory eyed the crowd, feeling as though something were very wrong. Many of them appeared nervous, but far more had the hard eyes and furrowed brows of the upset. especially the security officers, who kept reaching for their missing sidearms as if expecting a fight. He leaned towards Gemma and hissed, “And you really don’t know what’s going on?”



“For the last time, no.” Gemma shook her head, fingers rubbing the paint off her coat buttons. “All I know is what Fishel said when he came to my rooms earlier tonight.”



At that moment, the man in question climbed onto a large laundry container. “Alright, everyone, let’s get this started.” All eyes turned to him, but the sudden attention did nothing to faze him. He wore a scowl and surveyed the crowd, his eyes pausing on Diggory for about a second.



When the whispers finally died down, Fishel spoke. “As all of you know, yesterday morning we encountered something that we’d only known through myth and legend: land.” He paused for the buzz of the crowd to die down once again. “We all know the stories. The Lost Hullman who found shore and was eaten by a creature beyond imagining. The Flighty Damsel who was entranced by land’s beauty and died of hunger. My uncle would have us all believe that land is nothing but death, destruction and misery.”



He raised his hands to silence the crowd before they could fall into another wave of quiet discussions. “But those are not the only stories! They also say land is a place where food grows from beneath your feet. Water comes from high places and doesn’t need to be desalinated. Creatures roam, ready to be tamed or eaten as needed. And wood that grows naturally – naturally – without the need for extensive, space-consuming sundecks!”



He began pacing, hands clasped behind his back and eyes roaming the crowd. “I have tried to convince my uncle that this place, this ‘land’ should be explored. If it is half of what the legends say, we could thrive there. Imagine it, enough space that none of us would have to live within thirty feet of our closest neighbor. Honest to Captain privacy. Why should we ignore such an opportunity?”



He paused, hands clenching into fists as his face grew red. “You know what he told me? ‘Don’t talk about things you don’t understand.’”



Diggory leaned forward, all his attention locked on Fishel. If this was going where he thought it was going…



Could the darkness be fading?



Fishel gave himself a moment, and the heat in his cheeks gradually faded. He spread his hands wide to the crowd before him. “All of you are here because you’ve seen the land, and expressed an interest in seeing more. If we are going to make use of this once in a lifetime chance, we need to do something. I’ve asked you all here to start a discussion about exactly what that something is.” He gestured invitingly to the crowd. “As of right now, I’m opening the floor to anyone who has an idea, who thinks they might have a solution we can use. We’ve got to convince the Fortunate Captain to take us to land!”



Fishel kept speaking, but Diggory stopped paying attention. Fresh, alluring ideas swam about his skull. Land. A way to go to land. Someplace new, where his life could be more than cramped corridors and endlessly staring at an empty sea. And all they needed was a plan.



Gemma hunched her shoulders. “This is big.”



“It’s dangerous, is what it is,” Cleio hissed. “I don’t care if he is the Captain’s nephew, if we get caught we’re all going to the Depths.”



“Agreed. I’ve half a mind to just go home right now and forget any of this ever… Diggory?”



He barely heard them. He walked through the crowd towards the container, watching as someone climbed up to Fishel and spoke his piece. There was a small line, a half dozen men and women. Diggory listened intently to each one, weighing pros and cons. He barely acknowledged the nearby presence of Gemma and Cleio.



By the time he reached the container, all sorts of absurd ideas had been brought up, right up to and including a coup – that idea didn’t get much attention at all. The audience was still talking among themselves about the last idea when Diggory climbed up and approached Fishel. The big man had his arms crossed, his muscles bulging and his face red once more. He likely didn’t have a positive opinion about any of the ideas that had come up so far.



His eyebrows rose at the sight of Diggory beside him and his anger faded instantly. “Caito? I’m glad you came, but I didn’t think I’d see you up here.”



Diggory nodded stiffly, his fingers rubbing his palms frantically. Now that the man mentioned it, he couldn’t believe he was up here either. Sucking down a deep breath, he kept his focus on the larger man as he spoke. “The Fortunate Captain will never, under any circumstances, agree to turn the Fortune around.”



Silence filled the room. Fishel’s eyes narrowed and his scowl came back in full force.



Diggory went on while he still had this chance. “If we’re going to go to land, there’s only one way: by ourselves.”



Fishel’s anger disappeared. “By ourselves?”



“By ourselves.” Diggory turned his attention to the crowd, who were gaping at him as if he’d just suggested blowing up the Fortune’s engines. He flinched at the attention of so many, but couldn't let himself stop now. “We take a Fortune’s Child. Those things have enough room for everyone here and supplies for a few months. Get it on the water, cut it loose from the Winds of Fortune and go back to the land.”



“That’s ridiculous,” someone in the crowd called. “They'll send others to stop us!”



“Why?” Diggory looked out in the direction the voice had come from. “They can’t catch a Child with another Child. They’d have to follow us all the way to the land. The Fortunate Captain’s goal is to keep us away and make land a scary myth. The fewer people who know about the land at all, the better. I’ll tell you what the Captain will do once he knows we’re missing.” He pointed at the audience. “He’ll abandon us.”



The crowd broke out in dozens of hushed conversations. Another voice rose above the noise. “But what about our families?”



Diggory’s response started off firm. “If we do this—” He hesitated, then turned to look Fishel in the eye. “If we do this, we’ll have to leave our families behind. Probably for good.”



As the crowd muttered on, Fishel met Diggory’s gaze. His brow furrowed, but there was no anger in his expression, only consideration. After a few tense seconds, he quietly asked, “And would you, Diggory? Would you leave and let your parents think you dead?”



The question gave him pause. Diggory turned his eye to the floor, where he saw Cleio standing next to Gemma. His sister held her hands clasped before her chest and her eyes spoke of fear. She gave no sign as to whether that fear was aimed at him leaving or not. Gemma had an arm around her shoulder, but the anxiety had left her face. No, she bore a small smile, and her eyes were alight with determination. There could be no questioning what she wanted to do.



Diggory closed his eyes and thought about how he’d felt when he’d first seen the land. The wonder, the astonishment, the curiosity. A feeling of something new and unknown and ambitious. He compared this to the feeling he had while staring at the empty horizon, or into the black corner of his cabin’s cold storage, or even just the dull ceiling above his bed.



And what did his parents ever want for him?



More empty horizons.



More cramped metal corridors.



He straightened his shoulder and looked up at Fishel, his voice firm as he gave his answer. “I would.”



Fishel stared back for a few seconds, gaze studious. Then, he cracked a smile and slapped Diggory’s shoulder with enough force to make him stumble. “You’re a stronger fellow than I thought, Mr. Caito.” The smile faded. He glanced at the crowd and whispered, “I like it. Best idea by far. But you think we can convince them?”



“I don’t know,” he replied. “I’m more worried about them running straight to the Captain’s Council.”



A predatory smile came upon Fishel’s face. “You let me worry about that.”












Three days later, a cold wind blew through the massive hatch. Some six dozen people were busy loading the last of the supplies into a Fortune’s Child. Diggory stood off to the side, giving his sister a tight hug.



“Are you sure you want to do this, Diggy?” She asked through her tears.



He sniffed and nodded into her brown hair. “Cleio, I have never been more sure of anything in my life.”



She sighed and stepped back, rubbing her eyes as she did. “Momma and Poppa are going to take it poorly. What am I gonna tell them?”



“Don’t tell them anything.” He tried to keep his voice firm, but it still shook. “You know nothing about this. The Captain’s gonna be looking for heads to roll. Don’t let yours be one of them.”



“But… I…” She clasped her hands rightly together. “This is too big. How am I supposed to say nothing?”



“Then wait,” he replied, resting a hand on her shoulder. “Give it a few months, maybe a couple years. Tell them later, when things have calmed down. You can wait that long, right?”



She pursed her lips as she considered this, then gave a tentative nod. “I guess.”



He glanced back to the boat. The last of the supplies had been stored. Gemma was waving to him from the deck. “I’ve gotta go. You’ll be a good girl for Mom and Dad, won’t you?”



Cleio nodded once more. “I get why you’ve gotta go, I really do. J-just don’t die out there, okay?”



He kissed her forehead. “I promise. Now you go home and look after Mom and Dad. And when you do finally tell them about us… let them know I love them. That this isn’t their fault. Can you do that for me?”



She clutched his hand in hers. “I… yeah. I can do that.”



Fishel’s voice rose over the howling wind. “Hey, Caito! Enough with the sappy goodbyes! We’ve got to go!”



Diggory pulled his hand free and gave her one last, swift hug. “Love you, sis. More than you know.” He turned and ran for the access ramp, waving behind him.



“Love you too, you stupid dork!”



Fighting to keep the tears out of his eyes, he stepped onto the deck. Fishel shot a disappointed frown over Diggory’s shoulder. “Couldn’t get her to come? Pity.”



Gemma leaned forward, her fingers brushing Diggory’s shoulder. “You gonna be okay?”



“Y-yeah. Let’s do this.” With one last wipe of his eyes, he nodded and followed the two of them into the captain’s cabin. As he sat in the steel navigator's chair and buckled himself in, he looked out the forward windows. The empty horizon of ocean and sky filled his vision.



Fishel pressed a button on the radio. “This is Captain Medina. All crew, report back. Ready for launch?”



Tension built in Diggory as he continued staring at the nothingness beyond. Somewhere out there, he’d find more. Somewhere out there, he’d have a future.



“All crews confirmed ready for launch,” Fishel declared once the last report came in. He waited a moment, as if to contemplate just what they were doing. Then he looked to Gemma. “Launch.”



With a trembling hand, she reached to an innocuous black switch. Her fingers trembled over it for five seconds. Ten.



Her words came as but a whisper. “Though we leave her sheltering embrace, may Fortune smile on us still.” She flipped the switch, and the ship began to lower towards the fathomless sea.



It was then Diggory realized he was grinning.
      

      
   
      When We Yearn


      

      
      
         Lover




I settle myself by her grave, under a tree and the bright blue sky. It’s late afternoon, and most folks are at work except for the gravediggers, so I am alone with her. I have the book of verses, a loaf of bread and a jug of wine–read tablet, corn chips and beer–and I pass the time slowly, leaving the beer untasted for now. I tell her again about what’s happening with her friends and the place where she worked and the other gossip that I only kept up with for her sake. I take up the tablet and show her pictures of people she loved, then call up the e-reader and read some of her favorite stories to her, along with a shitty poem that I wrote myself, and all the time I think about her smiling at me, knowing she’d be asking me not to make such a silly fuss over things if she could, but calling me a sweetheart anyway.



I swirl the beer bottle idly. The cap was popped at home, and it has a wine topper in the neck. At the bottom of the bottle is a smoky sediment, bluish amid the amber fluid, and I can still see a shred of undissolved gelcap here and there. I calculated the correct dosage at home and added half again as much to be sure, then I wrote the note that’s sticking up out of my shirt pocket. It’s mostly an apology for the inconvenience I am about to cause to the people who will find me. And it says that I’ve tried, I promise that I have honestly tried, but I can’t replace what she took with her when she left me. So I will just go to join her, instead.



I finish the corn chips, then mix the contents of the bottle by turning it slowly over and over so it won’t foam up. I drink the bitter stuff down, gasping and gagging here and there, then lie back on her grave for the last time. I stare up into the deep blue sky, knowing that it’s a veil, an illusion. What’s really out there is not what I am seeing. All of that blue is just filtered starshine. There is more than this, out there. I know this. I need to know this.



I hope she’ll be there, wherever I am going. The night sky is so vast, there are so many stars, so many places where things can be, that she must be out there somewhere. How can such beauty stop existing? How could love and laughter like hers be in the world, but only once? 



I don’t know if there is anyone out there listening. If so, whoever they, they must know how hard this is for me. But I beg anyway; whatever happens to me, please, please let me be with her again.







Astronomer




One fantasy you have when you’re a child is that you’ll discover a new planet and it will be named after you. This is just silly; even Tombaugh, even Galileo didn’t rate that honor. I am content nowadays to have been part of the team that cataloged object 19813 Stephson. It’s not romantic, but it is gratifying; bit by bit, we are making sense of it, fitting the sky into neat rows of tabular data that seem dryer than desert dust to outsiders. But data are the life blood of science, and we are approaching the truth as best we know how. I smile sometimes at how quaint our efforts to understand must seem to the Mind that caused it all to come to be.



It’s not all so meticulous. I still love to sit at night, in a clear open field with city lights remote over the mountains, and take a tour of the sky. I remember my first star party as a girl, when a cousin homed his scope precisely, set the clockwork rolling to keep it on track with the travelling heavens, and showed me the rings of Saturn for the first time, not as artistic circles in a book but a thing out there in the living world for anyone to see. But skyfaring in this sense plays little part in my job nowadays. My work time is taken up in analysis of spectrograms, the cross referencing of images on multiple monitors, and checking that the machine calculations stay within reasonable statistical limits. The images I see are taken at third hand, filtered and processed, with false colors applied to make them comprehensible to human eyes. Computers have made the work of astronomers much easier, but also multiplied the work there is to do. And, of course, they are another layer of abstraction, another filter between what is and what we make of it.



Today, I am doing a spectrographic analysis of a tiny area of space that would just look dead black through any ordinary telescope, and as I adjust the gamut to find the best viewing range, I feel a chill. It’s a hint of that feeling I had as a child, of seeing the thing itself, the thrill of knowing that some distant object and I are part of the same reality. But it’s not a friendly feeling now. It’s wistful and a little painful.



I close my eyes and massage my temples a bit, and get back to work. I figure it’s something I ate for breakfast coming back to haunt me, and sure enough, when I pass to the next area, the feeling fades. 







Climber




I’m walking along the marked and roped trail on the mountainside, eyeing the rock faces around me, counting foot and fingerholds. I’m light in the head and singing in the heart, as I’ve had my fabulous David for three nights now, post wedding, and this tour is the most fantastic of possible honeymoons. As we take the tourist route to tonight’s hostel, I look out at the long long drop to the river valley and town far below, and the gorgeous clear sky overhead.



There’s a bend in the path ahead, and going around it would be so boring and the climb up over that bulge is so inviting, that I cast a glance back at David, wink, toss him my bag and go for it. It’s in my blood and always has been. You just can’t get this kind of feeling on the ground. You have to be pressing up in the sky and the air. He calls after me, laughing, hesitant, but this is stuff I do all the time when we aren’t so high up and the rock is dry with good purchase and geez I’m not a kid anymore.



Then one handhold cracks loose on me with a spray of splinters, and I don’t make the other, and I am falling out through the wind and past the safety rope. I see David’s eyes as he screams and leaps to catch me, but just for a moment as I fall past and I tumble into the open air, facing the rocks and the sky and the rocks and the sky and the rock—







Diver




There is a phenomenon called whale fall, where the sunken carcass of a dead whale causes an ecosystem to spring up around it for years after the whale’s death, with sharks to excavate the flesh, and crabs to scavenge the scraps, and and anemonae and worms to grow on the bones. And here, a mile west of Karainagar, Sri Lanka, there is a diverfall. As with the remains of those who ascend Everest and lose the fight, it would be too expensive to try to retrieve her, so here she lies in her open grave at sea bottom.



At some point before the end, she knew she was likely to die, and she could have turned back. But in deep diving, there is a condition called nitrogen narcosis where you get disoriented and lose the knowledge that could help you escape; rational thought exists but is based on fanciful facts that do not help you to return to the surface. Dying was something her brain did in pieces. She did what she thought at the time was best, and died as many others do who go too deep.



Her dual tanks, which contained different mixtures of air and inert gases to help her survive, now float vertically above her body, attached to her buoyancy vest, with not enough lift to pull her corpse free from the muck. She is skeletonized, and one of her arms is missing. Her skull is held in a twisted position by what remains of her suit. The skull is empty and the eye sockets hold nothing but sea life, but the angle of her head suggests she was striving at the end to see something. Her jawbone has fallen away from the natural forces of decomposition, and not from a scream that was too large for her throat. The sky, and the surface of the sea, looked just the same to her at the end, through the twin filters of her fleshly eyes and the fading sparks within her mind.





Philosopher




Each day is lost on which we have not exulted in joy. I have not lived such a day in many long years, as my flesh falls to my illness. It is no longer possible to live proudly, so proudly I shall leave. 



My colleagues and my family, those who care for me, think me mad, yet in my madness, I am complete. And should not one who has reached completion move on, and step forward to a higher level? Separation is temporary, a rebellion of the will. The light of the stars requires time, but the time shall last out. I was before, and shall be again! Even in my extremity, I was always careful not to be a monster. All the things I have done, I did to surpass myself. I am a bridge to something better, something more vital than common morality, and stronger than ordinary mortality.



Thoughts are but shadows of feelings, black and empty shapes. I have dwelt among humans, and been the best and brightest of them. I yield my body to the hands of no one but myself. I have become what I am! And where I go, I go with passion and confidence, for here I shall come again!







Void




I am thin, stretched, strained, dispersed, diverted, pushed beyond my breaking point into hopeless horror, and all I can do is wait as stars burn through their courses and chill into cinders.



I felt the Burst, the alien intrusion that sought to tear me apart. It grew in the core of me and I knew it wanted to break free and fly out in all directions, so I encircled it and crushed it down with immense force. I squeezed it with all that I had in me to force it back out of reality, and compressed it to nothing, but not nothing enough, and it broke free in the most intense heat that can ever be, and sent me reeling, stretching me, scattering me so thin that I am not me anymore. All that I was is now separated, too far for complex thoughts to travel, and what I knew is gone from me, across an unbridgeable void. Simple thoughts take me eons, the information not lost but buried in spacetime. I know that I once knew how to recover from this, but that knowledge is gone from me now. All I can do is wait for the Burst to get tired of pushing itself outward, and withdraw, and with that withdrawal pull myself back together and channel all my force to try to squeeze it all away permanently, this time. This time! How many times has it been? 



So I wait. And though my thoughts are slow within my scattered mind, my feelings are still fresh and quick, and I can sense them, shreds and sparks in the Burst. As I was pushed and pulled apart, stretched into fragments by the perimeter of the Burst, small shreds and tendrils of my being were caught up within it, becoming mixed with its substance. These, I cannot think with, for they are confused and lost as I, but I feel them as they strive to coalesce and push against that alien gravity, and lose. I feel them as they vainly try to pierce the blackness of me, for thin though I am, I am very very dark. I feel them as they try to combine with each other in the substance of the Burst, and fall and disperse, and rise to try again, in fruitless attempts to do in miniature what I seek to do in totality.



Worse still, as they strive, I cannot ignore them. Their desperate relentless eyes stare outward, questioning, querying, calling for balm that cannot truly heal, seeking understanding that cannot be had, screaming for succor that cannot aid and help that shall never arrive, striving for transcendence that is fundamentally unreachable.



And I, I who now am nothing and have nothing, can only wait in silence. In horror of my dissolution, in despair of my usurpation, in loathing of the Blasting intrusion, I can only stare back.
      

      
   
      Skyward


      

      
      
         “Komyeta 1, this is Station T-22. New contact, bearing three-three-five, range seventy kilometers.”



Nesterov blinked, his tiredness receding upwards behind his eyeballs as the tinny voice of the ground-control intercept radar officer pierced through his headset. Clearing his throat, he could hear his radar systems officer, Dubinev, also grunting himself more alert over the plane’s intercom.



“Speed is approximately five hundred kilometers per hour, altitude is seven kilometers. Komyeta 1, status?”

Before pressing the transmit toggle, Nesterov heard Dubinev say, “My scope’s clear. Has been for the last hour.”



“Station T-22, this is Komyeta 1,” Nesterov said, his voice carrying no hint of the fatigue sharing equal space with the blood coursing through his arteries. “We have no other contacts on radar at present. Fuel capacity is within tolerances. All systems are operational.”



“Proceed on bearing to establish visual identification of contact.”



Nesterov, already bringing the rudder and stick over smoothly to change course, said, “Roger, Station T-22. Will report on making visual with contact. Komyeta 1, out.”



Both the radar station and the plane belonged to the Voyska-PVO, the separate air defense arm of the Soviet Air Force. Station T-22’s recent construction on Severny Island of the Severnaya Zemlya archipelago increased available coverage for the PVO into the far north, and allowed it to more accurately vector in interceptors from the nearby air base at Rogachevo.



Nesterov and Dubinev both held the rank of captain. Flying as a pilot/radar operator team for two years now, the dull sweep of air patrols over the desolate northern Arctic reaches did not faze them. Nudging the throttles forward as they settled in on their new course, the acceleration nudging him back into his ejection seat, Nesterov said, “Going rather low and slow for a reconnaissance flight.”



“Probably someone off-course. Or the new station is having some kind of a mechanical goblin.”



“It’s no Blackbird, that’s for sure.”



“A crate like ours won’t catch a bird like that.”



“A Red pilot can dream.”



“Sure, and the black ones will soar away on afterburners above us.”



“Don’t kill my joy.”



Even with their banter, Dubinev’s point remained correct. Their plane, a Tupolev Tu-28, bore the dimensions of a bomber more so than the kind of silver streak required to bring down an American SR-71. With a full weight of forty thousand kilos, the design philosophy mandated a heavy radar tied to heavy engines designed to bring a quartet of heavy missiles within range of an incoming bomber formation. Its fuel capacity gave it the endurance to conduct long-range patrols over large and otherwise empty expanses of the Soviet Union. Not a glamorous mission, but a necessary one. Before their arrival at Rogachevo, their base had been in the flat and wind-blown Taymyr region of northern Russia. Keeping the more desolate skies of their homeland free of probing had been something they had grown accustomed to doing over the last two years.



In this nighttime hour, going on close to midnight at their local time, the skies over the nether swirl where the Barents and Kara Seas merged contained a cold majesty of stars. Being the seventeenth of January of the year 1984, the sharp white disc of the full moon lay like a crown jewel amongst a breadth of celestial bodies pressed so close together that scarcely any darkness showed between them. It could, at times, move even the two of them, they who had seen such things numerous times on their lonely flights. But the approach to their contact now occupied their attention.



Their acceleration on their new heading soon bore a result. “I have a radar contact,” Dubinev said, “at fifty kilometers. Altitude and speed appear to have remained constant since the radar station’s report.”



Nesterov considered that for a moment. A contact that appeared to be conducting a very tight orbit, to the point of remaining stationary, didn’t seem all that plausible in these conditions. Other Tu-28 units had conducted intercepts of NATO reconnaissance balloons, but he considered finding one this far up here unlikely. The same went for some kind of small civilian aircraft. No reason for it to behave in such a manner. Some kind of drone, then? Perhaps the Soviet Northern Fleet testing something, their notification of such getting lost somewhere between Murmansk and Moscow. Finally, he said, “Continue tracking.” He nudged the stick forward lightly, the plane’s nose pointing downwards towards the life-ending sea below and away from the icy points above. “We’ll approach and overfly at 75 klicks altitude, see if we can see anything. If not, we’ll descend and return for another pass.”



“Prepare the radar-homing missiles?”



Pause. “Negative. For now, we shall just look.”



“Not risking more bad press?”



“The West loves its bad press. About everything you could name, but about the Soviet Union especially. I’ll not give them another flak shell to fire against us, even in as remote an area as this.”



Four months prior, there had been an incident over the Soviet Far East. Voyska-PVO interceptors had shot down an airplane that had violated Soviet military airspace over the island of Sakhalin. While the official Soviet line, the line which both Nesterov and Dubinev felt inclined to believe, said that their planes had downed a US Air Force reconnaissance flight, most of the rest of the world howled that it had been an off-course Korean Air Lines jumbo jet instead. The investigation still went on. Combined with a separate occurrence in 1978 where a PVO interceptor had fired on an another off-course Korean Air Lines jetliner, that time near the border between the Soviet Union and Finland, most air defense squadron commanders felt the need to require a more conservative approach to handling unidentified aircraft.



“As you say, then,” Dubinev replied.



“Two of our missiles are heat-seekers. That should be adequate for whatever we find.”



“Alright, then.”



“Why so unconvinced?”



“Not really. I just prefer having the option.”



“Our bosses have a different preference. Therefore, it’s our preference.”



A small chuckle. “Of course.”



Nesterov edged the throttles forward again. This, combined with their shallow descent, increased their speed to a comfortable margin. Enough to quickly disengage in the face of a sudden appearance of hostile intent. After a moment, Nesterov asked, “Any change in contact aspect?”



“Negative. Range twenty-five klicks and closing.”



Opening the radio channel, Nesterov quickly gave a status report to the radar operator at Station T-22, who only replied with a terse, “Acknowledged.” 



“If the contact location remains consistent,” Nesterov said to Dubinev, “then at ten kilometers, I want you to start broadcasting on general aviation bands. See if we can establish any kind of radio contact with them.”



“Roger. If we cannot?”



“Continue closing, make a visual identification. Follow our orders. Any other contacts on screen?”



“Negative. We’re alone up here.”



The darkness below spread in every direction into which they could fly down, masking the empty chop of the sea. Both Nesterov and Dubinev focused on the soft light of their instruments, their attention concerned with the single blip on the plane’s huge Smerch radar system. Nesterov considered asking if any kind of radar emission had been detected emanating from the unknown contact, but squashed it almost instantly. Dubinev had not said anything about any sort of electronic emissions, radar or otherwise, therefore, there could be nothing to report.



In the two years they had known each other, Nesterov considered Dubinev to be as close as a brother. Growing up an only child, he had never felt any sort of a pang for where a sibling’s affection would have been in his life. There had only been his parents and himself in the household, and, as far as he had been concerned, getting emotional over that fact constituted a misallocation of resources. His initial service in the PVO had been in twin-seat Yakovlev interceptors, and, while the radar operators he had flown with had been a decent lot, none had made a deep impression upon him. Only after transferring to the Tu-28 squadrons, and meeting Dubinev, did he realize that growing up with a brother might have brought his life an enrichment that it had not known.



It did not shame Nesterov to say that he loved him. Not really in any kind of romantic manner, but as a unique and irreplaceable sharer of experiences. Whether that experience had been getting booted out of the local dive for the umpteenth time, or discussions about the vagaries of their similar sexual experiences with women, or arranging the logistics of special long-range flights to increase their unit’s prestige, to the one terrifying, exhilarating time when Nesterov had nursed their Tu-28 back to Rogachevo with one of its engines dead and the other one dying as it burned itself up from the inside out on a load of poor-quality fuel. He did not know Dubinev’s position on their relationship, but could reasonably guess that it mattered as much to him, as well. It brought him a comfort he needed in the desolation into which they constantly operated.



Checking the radar console, Nesterov called out, “Ten kilometers.”



Dubinev opened the radio channel, broadcasting on general aviation bands that any aircraft in the area would be reasonably expected to be receiving. He spoke first in Russian. “To the aircraft bearing three-three-five from my location, this is Soviet Air Defense Forces aircraft Komyeta 1. Please identify yourself and state your intentions, over.” After a moment, he repeated his message, this time in remarkably good English. In the barren north, having time to learn potentially useful skills came easily to them.



No reply.



Only darkness lay ahead. No light, no shape. The Smerch radar still held the contact.



Nesterov switched back to the frequency for Station T-22. “We are attempting to initiate radio communication with the contact. Will update if successful.”



The same reply as before: “Acknowledged.”



“Nice to know they’re so excited to learn what’s going on up here,” Dubinev said.



“If it’s nothing but a fault in their system, I’m getting that operator to buy us a bottle of something good to make up for our lost time and fuel.”



“You think you’ll get him to do that?”



“I know I will. Have some faith.” Pause. “Try hailing them again.”



Another pause as the frequency shifted back once more. This time, leading off in English, “This is Soviet Air Defense Forces aircraft Komyeta 1 to the aircraft bearing –“



Suddenly, over the radio, came a single dull spike of noise. Not earsplitting, but loud enough to make both of the Soviet aircrew wince and flinch. It faded out in a few seconds. Only silence following it.



With a ringing in his ears, Nesterov again put the radio back to Station T-22’s frequency. “This is Komyeta 1. Experiencing some kind of radio interference from the contact. Acknowledge.”



No reply.



After a moment of waiting, Nesterov again said, “Station T-22, do you copy?”



Again, no reply.



“Dubinev, is there a fault with the radio?”



“Negative. System appears normal. I am still not detecting any electronic emissions from the contact. Do you have a visual?”



“Negative.” A light unease had begun to slither in the pit of Nesterov’s stomach. Not enough to get him to abort, but certainly enough to increase his wariness over this unknown contact. “Try hailing the contact one more time.”



A pause. “This is Komyeta 1 to –“



Another noise spike driving into their eardrums. Its peak lasting longer, its taper unwinding at a slower pace than before. Nesterov went back to the intercom. “We’re being jammed. Somehow. Not sure. Increase power output on the Smerch and bring the radar-guided missiles online. Try one last time to reach Station T-22.”



Dubinev tried one last time to broadcast to the radar. Receiving no reply whatsoever, he focused on his radar and the missiles it might soon be guiding to their target. The Tu-28 carried a missile system unique to that particular type of plane. The Bisnovat R-4 had been designed from fins to nosecone as a bomber-killer, carrying a fifty kilogram warhead to a target at over Mach 1. Two of them carried semi-active radar-homing seeker heads, the other two configured for infra-red tracking. They could handle the target now harassing them, if it came to that.



Nesterov pushed the throttles forward. Not up to full military power, but close. Looking into the darkness, he thought he could see something. It looked elongated, a vague oval shape. The color hard to determine. Maybe red. Squinting at it for a moment, he saw the color start to brighten, become ever so slightly more vibrant. He said to Dubinev, borrowing an Americanism he had picked up from the other man’s English lessons, “I have a tally-ho on the target. Eleven o’clock low. Still maintaining its station.”



It only took a second. Just one.



Dubinev, a knife edge in his voice, “Fast aspect change on target! Target is climbing and accelerating –“



Nesterov punched the throttles all the way up, the plane’s afterburners igniting as he hauled the Tupolev’s nose up and to the right, heaving for altitude. Dubinev increased the Smerch’s power output to maximum, seeing the possibility of increased jamming and using the one tool at their disposal to try to counteract it. The Smerch could burn through a huge amount of electronic jamming if the need arose, and he sensed that need now.



The only thing either of them had heard of that could produce the maneuvering they now saw was some kind of rocket or missile, but none of that computed with the target’s behavior up to now.



Nesterov, still pulling up and right, almost putting the Tupolev on its wingtip, sensed a huge burst of light to his left. Red light – no, not red, pink. A hard whump sound, the plane bucking upwards like something had kicked it square in its belly. Him fighting a moment to keep the plane from going inverted. Nose still up and pointing back to the stars. The light fading, pink glow passing behind them. Sharp, curt, “We hit?”



“Negative, negative.”



“Where is he?”



“Six o’clock, still climbing. Speed is about” – doubt – “sixteen hundred, what the hell –?“



“Does he have a lock on us?”



“Negative!” Pause. “I don’t think –?“



“Focus! It’s negative. Keep tracking him!” Disengaging afterburners, he kept the giant interceptor in its right turn, now making a wide circuit to come back around to face the target. “Two R-4’s, one radar, one heat-seeker. Set it up.” The engagement range less than Nesterov would have liked, but it would have to work. The Tu-28 did not carry a cannon for very close-in work.



“Target is now two klicks above us. Still in the R-4’s engagement envelope.”



“Do you have a target lock?”



Silence.



Frustration, confusion, “Do you have a fucking-?“



“Look up.”



Nesterov, startled, looking away from his controls, did as Dubinev asked.



Seen from Earth, stars always appeared white. Even through the electric curtain lens of an aurora borealis, the stars, and the moon, generally always shone white. On this night, as both Nesterov and Dubinev looked into the firmament, each white point, so many of them so close together they could almost choke one another, began to turn. All of them.



Each hard white point shifting into pink.



The moon acquiring a darker hue, more salmon in tone. The black lines delineating its various seas and craters now shifting to a pink so light they almost appeared white.



Nesterov, his mind now grasping that this did not fall into any kind of set military engagement, checked his compass to set a course back to Rogachevo. Setting the throttles back up to afterburner. Vaguely aware it might give him fuel problems later, but not caring in the right now.



“Are you seeing this?”



“Yes, and I’m trying to get us the hell away.”



“Nesterov, the light!”



“I know-“



“No, look!”



His gaze jerking upwards again and this time it did not leave again as the pink light descended like a great curtain through the twin canopies of the plane. The light whose source neither of them could see. The light whose source, unseen to either of them, suddenly winked off their radar scope.



Nesterov, seeing the light, sensed his muscles grow slack, his head relaxing back into his seat, mouth opening, his eyes never leaving the illumination. His need to blink going away for the time being. The light providing for that need.



All the darkness above, the space between the stars, replaced with that heart-soft glow.



The thought to pull back on the stick did not originate within his own mind. He followed it anyway. Dubinev in the same position behind him and following him up. Nesterov pulled back, stood the Tupolev up on its tail, now ascending like a gunmetal angel.



The light filling him. Them. Time getting lost and happening to everyone else in the world except them.



As they rose, Nesterov saw millions of years in a space the size of a cubbyhole, all bright pink and white and whirling so hard they could cut to the end of all history, and the diamond cores of gas giants, and wings holding aloft beasts of such luster and glittering angular beauty that no human finger could hope to build a machine to match their purpose and devotion. His airplane rose through the stratosphere and passed into an elsewhere that would never stoop to the cold vacuum of mere space. He saw dirt once trod upon by empresses trapped in ice that contained secrets capable of launching a thousand revolutions. Seeing all families in all the worlds as a kaleidoscope whirl before his eyes, and he could hear them sing at times. The partitions between them melting, Nesterov tumbling backwards to face Dubinev looking at it all with the same expression upon his face as Nesterov wore upon his own. Them both nude now, flight suits and helmets gone, Nesterov embracing him more tightly than he would have once believed possible even as Dubinev kept looking to the heavens. A hundred questions being put to their own minds as they saw the splendor beyond their imaginings, and them answering every single one without their realization. Too enthralled by the answers they now received to the questions they never even knew to ask.



Even in the mass of it all, Nesterov, who could still remember himself in totality, felt the Tupolev perform a loop. Through where, through when? Certainly questions.



He let Dubinev go, turning back to face the front. The pink now starting to fade. He assumed a sitting position, his flight gear coming back to him as the partitions behind him came back into existence. The pink draining from above, and, through the valleys of his brain, Nesterov sensing their wave of goodbye.



It ended with a simple muscle movement.



He blinked.



Dawn’s cold light, passing through a pitiless overcast, blared through the left side of his canopy. Nesterov blinking more furiously as his normal mind caught up and started assessing the situation. Where once before they had been kilometers in the air, now only a few hundred meters separated the Tupolev’s belly from the sea below.  Gazing ahead, he could see the barren gray waste of Cape Zhelaniya dead ahead. The northernmost point of the Severnaya Zemlya archipelago, he’d passed over it enough times, heading out and in on patrol flights, to recognize it instantly.



Neither engine running. Both out of fuel. The loss of engine power also meant the loss of electrical power. He could still work the control surfaces. He barked, 



“Dubinev, can you hear me?”



“Yes.” His reply weaker than Nesterov would have liked, but definitely there.



“Drop the weapons. Get them off the rails. Now!”



“Y-yes, right now.” A series of mechanical thumps issued from each of the plane’s hardpoints as all four air-to-air missiles jettisoned into the sea.



Nesterov kept the Tupolev as level as possible. Very little in the way of crosswind on this dawn, for which he felt grateful. His first real emotion he could remember since last night.



Applying flaps, he maintained the plane’s level attitude. For having no memory of arriving there, the plane was straight on course to make a proper belly landing on the island. Nesterov did not have to do much in the way of actively flying the plane. As emergency landings went, it would be the best a pilot could ask for.



Moments later, the plane cruised over solid land, with only about ten meters below its centerline. Its belly hit the gray, rocky soil with an annoyed groan, the plane’s low speed and high mass ensuring that it skidded only a short distance before coming to a halt.



He looked up again, but saw only the dawn of this world, in this time. A gray sheet of clouds above him.



But, lighting deep inside him, Nesterov, who had seen into the deeps above, felt the lightest sense of wonder. A thinning of all separations. In the dawn’s light, he smiled.



“Nesterov?”



“Yes, Dubinev?”



“We need to leave the plane.”



This statement struck Nesterov as hilarious. His laughter did not spread, though the other man did quirk his lips in a quick grin.



Opening the canopies and stepping outside, they regarded each other for a moment. Nesterov’s face still lit up, Dubinev’s more closed. After a moment’s quiet, Dubinev said, “There’s a manned weather station nearby. We can use their radios to contact Rogachevo for assistance.”



“Of course! We should head there immediately.” Nesterov turned and began walking in the direction of the station. But only he did so. After a moment, he became aware of this, and turned to look back at Dubinev. “Aren’t you going to come along?”



He stood in silence for another moment, the sigh of the sea air coursing around him. Finally, he asked, “What do we tell them?”



Nesterov, a spark in his eyes, said, “As much as we can, and nothing more.” He paused for a minute himself. “I don’t remember a whole lot. The last time the radar station acknowledged us is the last thing I remember concretely before whatever happened, happened. Is that true for you, too?”



The other man nodded.



“It’d be worse if we lost the plane. After what we went through, we can only do what we can.” Nesterov gestured to his side. “Walk with me, my brother.”



Dubinev blinked at being called that. He did not move for a moment, but, finally, with the distant shriek of gulls at his back, he walked forward to fall in beside Nesterov.



The two of them walked down to rejoin the world as they knew it.








The Voyska-PVO’s final report into the incident involving one of its Tu-28’s on the night of January 17 – 18, 1984 did not make any solid conclusions about the vague stories of the plane’s flight crew, nor did it offer an explanation for how a plane with four hours’ worth of fuel managed to stay aloft and glide in for a belly landing seven hours after it took off from its home base. Close examination of the radar telemetry records retrieved from Station T-22 yielded no firm conclusions, either, and this incident contributed to the decision to shut down the station six months later. Nonetheless, both the PVO’s report and the radar readings both ended up classified at a level beyond top secret. At that point, most of the air defense force leadership was engaged in deflecting criticism from itself after the shootdown of Korean Air Lines Flight 007. An incident of the unexplained would not endear itself to the wider Soviet military establishment, and, so, any investigation into what happened ended up quietly dropped.



Both Nesterov and Dubinev saw beyond what they believed it possible for a human to see. From that night forward, their life paths diverged in ways neither could have imagined before then.



Filip Nesterov resigned from the Voyska-PVO in March of that year. Returning to his home city of Novosibirsk, he became active in organizing Russia-based UFO groups, while gaining employment at a company providing crop dusting and aerial firefighting services. Marrying in 1986, he later raised two daughters. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, he traveled to Europe, speaking on matters related to extraterrestrial contact and adopting an almost anarchistic stance in calling for the borders of the globe to be broken down and replaced by a single unified world-nation. Revered by some, though taken as a fringe figure by practically all, Nesterov continues to lecture on a variety of subjects (as his work and family schedules will allow him) to this day. He often personally flies crop-dusting sorties, as a means of maintaining his piloting skills.



Iosif Dubinev remained in the Voyska-PVO, eventually attaining the rank of full colonel before the collapse of the USSR in 1991. Never marrying or raising a family, he remained in the armed forces before retiring in 1993, having transferred from airplanes to focus on ground-based air defense systems. Following his retirement, he immigrated to the newly-independent republic of Belarus, where he became a high-level civilian advisor to the Belarusian air force staff regarding air defense systems and training. Most of his income ended up being donated to various Orthodox churches and religious organizations. Modest about his successes, Dubinev, who never displayed any overt signs of clinical depression, did, however, develop a paralyzing fear of flying, and he vowed that never again would he leave the grip of the Earth so long as he lived.



Both Nesterov and Dubinev maintained contact for the first few years, but it grew increasingly sporadic as time went by. Neither of them speaking directly of that night to each other, but that night always there in the backgrounds of everything they did say.



Until, eventually, they did not say anything to each other anymore.






													

In February of 2004, Nesterov received an envelope in the mail. The rest of his family had traveled to Khabarovsk, to visit relatives of his wife, while he had stayed behind to sort out some complications with his business. 



The envelope had contained two documents. The first being the plastic image of an MRI scan, marked I. DUBINEV, and showing an image of the interior of his skull. An image centered on his brain, and, in particular, the tennis ball-sized mass within it. The second document was a single piece of paper, folded into thirds, with two sentences hand-written upon it:



“I saw the light with you. I go now to seek it again.”




Telephone inquiries immediately followed. The envelope had been mailed at the end of January, on the notarized instructions of Dubinev’s attorney. Dubinev had been diagnosed in November of the prior year and given three months to live. Returning to Russia, the authorities pieced together what he had done afterwards. Forging official documents, he managed to get himself transported out to the weather station at Cape Zhelaniya. Arriving there on the seventeenth of January, he had waited with the skeleton staff at the station until nightfall, when he had purportedly gone to bed. His last statement, made to one of the station workers, had been, “I’ll see the light tonight.” Once they had fallen asleep, he proceeded to board a small rowboat with limited supplies, and rowed away out into the freezing nighttime sea.



No one saw him again.



Finding this out, Nesterov collapsed in his home. A sorrow beyond all tears moving deep within him. The memory-less night that still blew him forward rising in his mind in a wash of illumination.



His tears came later.  After his family returned.



As did something else.



In the small garden behind his office, Nesterov began keeping a small electric light. Always lit. A light sheathed in a case of pink glass.



“I’ll see the light tonight.”



Nesterov hoped it came to pass for him. For the things the pink light meant to both of them, that it healed him.



He keeps the light burning even now. For his brother.
      

      
   
      Drier Than Gin


      

      
      
         "Mr Beaumont?"



This is fucking repulsive, Annie. I ask you for one damn thing: A decent coffee. Can’t you manage that? T. Beaumont scowled, the stained mug a half inch from his bottom lip, and conceded to take another sip of his liquidised dirt; he needed the caffeine after all. Lowering the mug onto an untidy stack of NYSE papers, he proceeded to crack the bones in his fingers in succession. The NYSE papers, as foreboding as their contents had been, had become his favourite coaster.



The other contents of his desk included a typewriter, a framed photograph, which Beaumont would occasionally look over to, before averting his eyes, his expression bitter, and a copy of the day’s New York Times, dated November 22nd, 1927. The front page read:



BROOKLYN LAWYER GETS PRISON TERM; C.F. Wilcox, Member of bar for 25 Years, Sentenced to Sing as Will Forger. 



Beaumont had read the headline and no further. As he saw it, it was becoming more and more difficult to survive by making an honest living.  



"Mr. Beaumont, there is—"



"Ah, there you are. Have you got a moment?"



Annie was given less than half a second to respond.



"Good, I'll try and make this quick." Beaumont stood, walking from one side of his large oaken desk to the other, the side closest the door, and reached for his mug, still steaming. "Here."



He offered the cup to his secretary, who took it without hesitation, and proceeded to stand, not attempting any form of reprieve, but waiting for Mr. Beaumont to resume speaking. It was easier this way.



Eventually, he did, indifference forced into his tone. "Annie, I have asked you time and time again, but I'm afraid I'll have to ask you once more. Are you trying to poison me?"



"No, Mr. Beaumont, I would never do that." Annie replied with haste, mustering as much sincerity as she could to bolster her claim.



"Then why do you insist on bringing me this shit?" Beaumont spat, all pretence gone as quickly as it had arrived.



"I'm sorry, Mr Beaumont," Annie pleaded in her thick Brooklyn accent. "I just didn't know what else to do! The place you like on Trinity always takes too long to come back from, your drink would be cold by the time I got through the doors! I only picked up a jar of coffee beans from a grocers so I could bring your drinks to you hot, honest. I'm sorry if I messed up Mr. Beaumont, I'll do better in future." She averted her eyes towards the end of her defence, before meeting Beaumont's hard gaze once again, to add: "Plus, those beans are my favourite, so I thought you might like them"



"Mph. Sounds like indolence to me. Awfully convenient for you, isn't it? Why would you actually go and pick me up a barista's coffee, when you can serve me a load of unpalatable ones from the office without so much as lifting a finger?" Beaumont looked her over, studying her demeanour with intensity, as he often did when speaking with others, it was good practice after all. He could feel her apprehension, almost smell her discomfort. "I'm docking you 20 cents." He watched Annie's face deflate as he spoke those words, but pressed on regardless. "Now, why did you come to see me?"



Annie made an effort to appear unaffected by her loss in pay, to an uncertain avail. "There's a Mr. Brandt here to see you. No appointment though. But he's—"



"No appointment? It's awfully presumptuous for you to say that he is here to see me then, I have made no choice yet. Tell me, what did this man say he wants?"



"A business proposition, he said. Wasn't specific, but I didn't press it. Suppose it's not my place to know, being a secretary and all." Annie knew not to get involved in company affairs, and also knew that it was best to affirm that knowledge every now and again. It helped her to avoid constant lectures on workplace efficiency and the trivialisation of company secrets.



Glad she didn't ask him, we don't need the assistants chattering about every opportunity that passes through this place, it breeds dissonance. Beaumont did not wish to entertain another stuffy, pretentious businessman, or, even worse, another blue sky kid that had just graduated and thought the world was his oyster. He didn't even want to entertain his wife and children, but would do so if it was in any way beneficial to him. So it was that once he had heard the unannounced visitor's Jewish surname, he had internally begun to pay attention. It could be that a Jewish consortium had become interested in his office, or it could be something significantly less exciting. Regardless, it had piqued his interest. Annie's next words burst his bubble.



"I'll need to go and bring the man in though, he's blind, and walks with a cane."



"Blind?" Beaumont snarled. "Tell him I'm busy and send him on his way. There is no room for anything that is broken in places of power and affluence. If there were, we would be instructed by the many blacks, retards, and communists of the world."



"Forgive me for saying so Mr. Beaumont but that seems very unkind. The man can't see, yet he's come here to see you. Clearly this is important to him. I know if I were blind, I would only travel if I had good reason to." Annie considered her words. "Well, I think so at least."



Beaumont tutted, turning and returning to his desk's chair, sitting and wiping at the ring marks disfiguring his sheets. Annie was still where she had been, a judging look upon her face, and a mug of terrible coffee still in her grasp. "There's no space for kindness in business. Those with money and power do not go into the market seeking friendship, only more of what they already have. The ability to function in office and become prosperous is essentially the admission that you are either immoral, asocial, selfish, discriminatory, ruthless, or drunk. Usually some combination of the lot."



"Mr. Beaumont, I must insist—"



Beaumont made a point of audibly amplifying his sigh, and then motioned towards the door, which had been ajar since Annie entered. "If you are unable to send him away with a clear conscience, then by all means send him in, but do not expect me to treat the man in any special way because of his affliction. And Annie, I implore you, please do not offer him a cup of that coffee. The man does not need to lose his sense of taste too. In fact, feel free to keep the rest of that jar, you did say it was your favourite after all."



Annie was greatly surprised by Beaumont's generosity. "But that jar cost 62 cents and you only docked me 20... Sir, are you sure?" Annie worried that this might be a joke at her expense, or worse, a test, to see if she was as greedy as she is lazy. Beaumont's next words helped to reassure her, and she seemed to relax somewhat.



"Of course I'm sure. Have you ever seen me appear as unsure of anything? Now, please, go and fetch Mr. Brandt, he has waited long enough, and that reception room is awfully dingy, I should hate to be forced to sit in it for any prolonged period of time. Then again, I suppose a blind man must find every sight drab, but that's not the point, is it? Now, hurry and fetch him, Annie."

*****                                                          

Once Annie had left to bring him Mr. Brandt, Beaumont sat, thinking his concession over. Why did I agree to meet with the blind man, anyway? He slowly ground his teeth as he played back the recent conversation in his mind. I suppose Annie's insistence may have had something to do with it, he internally grumbled. It was unlike Beaumont to change his mind once it was made up, he was a firm believer in gut feelings, and saw pragmatics as a tool with which he could change the mind of others, but not something with which he could be cajoled or otherwise persuaded. Then what had made him give in so easily? While it was true that he did have a soft spot for Annie, a simple and honest young woman, he did not typically give her so much of an inch of leeway whilst on the clock, nor did he often, if ever, do as she asked.



Come to think of it, when does Annie insist about anything? She didn't have a word to say when I docked her pay. Then, I suppose she always has been quite liberal, it's not shocking that she didn't want me to upset him. I'd have to assume that he's operating alone, or in a small circle. I mean really, half of a meeting boils down to sign language and other subtle indicators. How can you pick up on those things, and use them to your advantage, if you can't see? This is going to be a waste of time, of that I'm quite sure. Growling, he leaned backwards in his chair, and moved to adjust his tie, before halting.



Usually, Beaumont would make at least a moderate effort to ensure that he looked presentable when meeting with prospective partners and investors, and reached to fix his tie out of habit. It was only when he realised that this particular meeting was with a blind man, that he refrained from straightening his attire. Softly laughing, he considered the fact that he could most likely undress, and sit the entire meeting naked, without the other party being any the wiser. His mocking contemplation was cut short by a soft knock at the door.



He called "Enter," and Annie walked in, softly laughing in discordant tones, as if she was finding it difficult to keep a lid on her building amusement. All the while, a man was walking alongside her, his arm entwined with her's, his smooth, melodious voice appearing to enthrall the young secretary.



"And then I said: 'I don't care which hue it is, I don't know the difference!' and he proceeded to tell me that I must be an imbecile, as any man of notability would know these things! Honestly, I've never met such a callous and impertinent tailor in all of my life, and I've met them all."



"Well surely you can't have met them all! There would be too many, you would never have the time," Annie said, a peculiar inflection in her voice which Beaumont hadn't heard previously.



"Well, dear, you clearly haven't an inkling of the lengths a good man will go to in order to procure a lovely suit. And my suits are rather lovely, or so I have been told. I, unfortunately, will never be able to visually appreciate art, so I allow others to experience art through me. The allure of aestheticism is not lost on me. It isn't even a difficult concept, in essence."



Beaumont was unsure what to think of the man named Brandt, who had so casually strolled through his door, secretary on his arm, spinning tales and speaking in a most lavender cadence. His accent was peculiar, it did not resemble that of the Brooklyn Jews, and in fact it did not sound American at all. One might say that such an accent belonged somewhere in the Middle East, but this man was as Caucasian as they came, in appearance at least.



In regards to Brandt’s suit, Beaumont had to admit that it was spectacular. It was sharp, exquisitely fitted, and a deep cerulean, which contrasted with the man’s burgundy tie, dark brogues, and reflective violet shades. His cane, a deep violet, adorned with a metallic Star of David at the tip, looked more befitting to an aristocrat or noble than a young, blind Jew. 



And he definitely was young, lacking in facial hair, barely a line upon his face, and no outward signs of age upon his visage. Beaumont thought the man might have been twenty-five, at a stretch. His hair, unmarred by any headwear, was short, straight and dark. So, I’m meeting with a young dandy, with too much money to spend. Beaumont flashed a small smile. Wait, better: A young dandy, with too much money to spend, who insists on spending it anyway, on the most frivolous and silly of things to boot. And now he wants to bring his money here, to me. Beaumont concluded that this may not be the waste of time that he had anticipated. As he thought so, the blind man turned to face him.



“Ah, I assume you must be Theodore? Wonderful to meet you, I’m very thankful to your delightful assistant for helping me find this place, I might have had a little trouble otherwise, I’m afraid.”



Beaumont let out a nervous cough. “Y-Yes, I am Theodore, but I would prefer that you refer to me as Mr. Beaumont. Ah… Would you like me to show you to your seat?”



Brandt began venturing across the room, tapping his cane as he went, it’s hard tip clanking against the wooden floorboards as he slowly moved around. “It is best that I get a good idea for the layout of a place myself, otherwise I’m forced to rely upon the people around me all too often. Horrible thing, having to have faith in another, especially when it is their word that is the difference between my walking onto a boat, or plunging into the sea. But, you do not want to hear these things, you want me to find my seat so that we may begin.” As Brandt finished his sentence, his cane tapped a wooden chair leg, situated on the visitor’s side of Beaumont’s desk, facing the window. “Ah, I believe this to be it, how convenient.” He sat, still and composed, a touch of a smile ever-present.



All the while, Annie was giving Beaumont an incredulous look. “Theodore?” She asked, her disbelief mixed with a small accompaniment of giggles. “I always knew your first name began with a T, Sir, but I never would have guessed—“



Beaumont was grateful that he didn’t need to hide his glare, because he couldn’t. He did, however, keep his tone level. Brandt could still hear after all. “Annie, would you please?” He gestured at the door. “Mr. Brandt and I have some business to discuss.” 



Sensing her boss’s irritation, Annie quickly made for the door, before stopping and turning to Brandt, who still sat facing the window, not moving in the slightest. “It was very nice to meet you, Mr. Brandt.”



Brandt didn’t turn to face Annie, and neither did his voice. “And you too, dear.” It could have been construed as dismissive, but Annie seemed unaffected by Brandt’s response, and retained her smile as she went to the door and proceeded to close it, leaving the two men alone.



Once Annie had left, Beaumont took a second to think. What’s got her acting so giddy? Oh, what does it matter? What I’d like to know is how he knew where to look in order to face me when he walked in, scared the shit out of me. As Beaumont walked back to his seat, he planted his inquisitive eyes on Mr. Brandt, and saw nothing but an empty vessel. How can he exercise that level of calm? He almost looks asleep. Come to think of it, how did he know my first name? I suppose it can’t be that hard to find out, but I don’t exactly advertise it. 



And then, the statue spoke. “Stoicism is such a wonderful thing. I find it so at least. One’s ability to sit, nonchalant and unperturbed, with an air of total indifference, is a very valuable tool indeed. I would venture to say that it is one of the most powerful tricks in my repertoire. But I haven’t come here for tricks, nor a game of words, Theodore, so I would appreciate it if we could get straight down to business.”



Beaumont bit his tongue. He knew that if he voiced his frustration too openly, he would give Brandt an advantage in their negotiations before they had even begun. He could, by all means, berate the man, who had swanked into his office, and now sat, insisting on calling him by his forename, but that would get him nowhere. This deal could be too good to pass up, I need to give him a bit of a free hand. Options evaluated, he replied. “If you do insist on calling me by my first name, Mr. Brandt, may I know yours?”



Brandt smiled, rows of perfect teeth shining in the light of the sun. “Certainly, call me Avi, if you so wish. I like my name, nice and simple, no fuss. Yours, however, is all convoluted.” He proceeded to phonetically sound out the word Theodore. “It’s simply too long. It’s no wonder that you prefer your surname, which is a liveable two syllables.” At this point, Brandt held up a finger, seemingly in thought, before lowering his hand and lightly slapping the light of his chair. “I’ve got it. I can just call you Teddy, or Ted. My, I don’t know how you haven’t thought of that before.”



The inevitable grumble began to creep back into Beaumont’s tone, it could only stay away so long, especially during discussions such as this one. “Please, Avi, feel free to call me Theodore, or Ted.”



“Not Teddy? It was my favourite of the two.”



“Not Teddy. I’m sorry to say that I dislike that name.”



“A shame, it seems the time I spent considering the matter was wasted.” Brandt moved his hand up, half closed, and appeared to examine his fingernails, although that was impossible. Each of them was filed and glistening. “There is no point now, I will call you Theodore, and we will move on. This has side tracked us for long enough. Now, do you mind if I make myself a little more comfortable? I would smoke, if you do not mind.”



Beaumont stifled a sigh, rubbing his eyes as he said: “By all means.”



Brandt nodded his thanks, before pulling a small leather sleeve out of his suit jacket, which he opened, revealing four cigars. He deftly removed one from its sleeve, examining its breadth with a soft touch, and then pulled a guillotined cutter from his jacket, which he used to slice the end, placing the cut base on the desk. Beaumont watched, silently admiring the blind man’s grace. The way he carried himself, and how dexterous he seemed, it was difficult to fathom that this man was impaired. What also intrigued him was Brandt’s taste, similar to his own, and he couldn’t help but voice it. “Are those—“



“26’ Dominican coronas? Why yes, good eye, Theodore. Would you like one?”



Beaumont would usually see this as a difficult question. Accept the offering of a gift, and you are in another’s debt. Refuse, and you run the risk of offending the other party. However, Beaumont was not seeing things how he usually would, enchanted by Brandt’s elegance, and impressed by his choice in smokes. So it was that he agreed to partake, commenting on the complexity of the corona’s taste as he lit one.



After a few moments, Brandt spoke once again. “I am very glad that you allowed me to see you today, Theodore, although I do wish you would have fixed up your tie, at least.”



This caught Beaumont completely off guard, whose shock quickly gave way to indignation. “How can you know that? You’re not blind at all, are you? A conman, come to win me over with fantastic speeches and fancy clothes, it’s deplorable.”



Brandt smiled, leaning in closer to Beaumont, hand around his chin. “Yes, I agree, although I also feel that there is no room for ethics in business. I am not here to make friends with you, let me make that clear, I choose my friends for their handsome faces. Besides, I am often immoral, selfish, discriminatory, tenacious, and intoxicated. In fact, I am usually all of these things at once. Which leads me to my next point, would you like a stiff drink? I’m sure you have a bar somewhere in this office, everyone who can afford to be is drunk at work these days.”



“While I do feel betrayed by your deception, I must admit that your reasoning sounds very similar to something I have said regarding you, not long ago. In fact, it is eerily like what I said. Were you listening in on me?”



Brandt stood then, walking over to where indeed a small bar sat, in the corner of the office, with no direction, but still tapping his cane as he went, much to Beaumont’s chagrin. 



“Even when you think you know all of what a man has to offer, do not make assumptions, nor accusations. It could be that our ideologies are the same, or that it is all a result of coincidence, but regardless, it should not bother you. The correlation between our speeches is a minor detail, and will not be a defining matter of this meeting, nor will it be memorable.” As Brandt reached the bar, he turned. “What does bother me, apart from your possession of alcohol during the prohibition, which really doesn’t bother me at all, is that you haven’t answered my question. And, what will be memorable, is the drink I am about to make you. So, what will it be, Teddy?”



“I have asked you to refrain from calling me that.” Beaumont barked, voice raised. “I do not like the name. You have come into my office, lied to me, and then gone on to insult me, by doing what I have asked you not to. Why do you insist on goading me?”



“Yes, yes, I know you do not like that name, you have said.” Brandt dismissively flicked his hand as he spoke, before dropping his tone, speaking in a silkier voice, one that reminded Beaumont of how the Jew had spoken upon entering the room. “It is what your sister used to call you, is it not?” Beaumont was speechless, and slightly pale at his words. “How long ago was it? Thirty years? You were eight, she was ten, and the whole family was staying at the quaint little lodge in Louisiana. Hmm, that rolls off the tongue doesn’t it? ‘Little lodge in Lousiana’. But anyway, yes, it was her favourite moniker for you then, wasn’t it? And you two got along like a house on fire, didn’t you? I mean of course, you would argue, but going away to the lodge was always your chance to bond, was it not? But then, the accident happened. Devastation, despair... Your family, quite rightly so, never visited the lodge again!” Brandt paused for a moment, studying Beaumont, in stark contrast to the usual happenings in Beaumont’s office. Beaumont looked sombre, his eyes were trained on Brandt, and he was unflinching in his mien. “You must miss her terribly.” Brandt added, his head momentarily bowed in what one might assume was an attempt at respect.



When Beaumont replied, his tone was hard and serious. “You are not here for a business proposition, in any sense of the words. You lie about being blind, you attempt to irk me, and have the goddamn audacity to talk to me about my sister! Now, I would love more than anything to kick you right out the door, and get you away from me, but I have to know something. How do you know as much as you do about my life? I make it a point not to speak of my personal life to others, with the exception of my wife, and I’m sure you do not know her. If you are a rival, and this is your way of presenting yourself to me, then you have my attention, and my frustration.”



At this, Brandt laughed, a charming, musical thing. “I will answer you these questions, I feel that I may owe you this small courtesy, at least. Besides, you look very confused right now.” Brandt went about gathering the ingredients and making a pair of martinis, answering Beaumont’s questions as he did so. “Now, you may think me a liar, but what I say here is the truth. I most definitely have an offer for you, one that I believe will intrigue you greatly.” He shook the ingredients together as he spoke. 



“How I know of your sister? I will say this: I do not know everything, but I do know a great many things, more than anyone I have ever met. But then, I do have an advantage. The thing I find funny... Predictable, but humorous…” He drained the shaker into two cocktail glasses. “Is that you felt the need to ask about my knowledge. It has always been this way, in the past I have been referred to as seer, clairvoyant, sage like… Of course, I have been called many other things, too. You’ve likely heard of me, by reputation at least.” He made to walk back, martini in each hand, cane tucked under his arm. “And honestly, Theodore, a rival? You do think highly of yourself.” 



Brandt placed the martini down, on the FYSE papers Beaumont had used earlier, and then sauntered back to his seat, still holding his own martini. “As for me being blind, well…” He removed his shades, looking directly at Beaumont. “You decide.”



When Beaumont looked back at Brandt, the man who had lied about his inability to see, he did not see the dark, stunning eyes that he had expected. In fact, he saw nothing at all: The man’s eyes, if they could be called such, had no cornea, no iris, no colour, nothing. They were white, transparent, and blank. Yet, this man had demonstrated that he can see.



“What the hell are you?” Beaumont exclaimed. “Unless I’m mistaken you aren’t a magician, which leads me to conclude that you’re somehow inhuman, or some freak of nature.”



A grin stretched across the creature known as Brandt’s face. “You’re warm, Theodore, keep guessing… Although, I suppose I could be seen as a magician, in a sense.”



Beaumont bore his teeth. “I’m not going to play your games anymore, state your business or leave.”



“The nature of my business demands that you understand just who, or what, if you prefer, I am. It is preferable if you come to realise this on your own, so please, think about it, I am not trying to be difficult here. Consider this, if it will help: It is better to reign in hell, than to serve in heaven.”



“You are an agent of Satan?” Beaumont enquired, disbelieving.



“An agent? You insult me.” Brandt laughed, not sounding insulted in the slightest. “I am the definite article. In other words, I am the agent of Satan, as you call him, for he is me.” As he finished his sentence, he put his shades back on, and then removed them once again, a pair of piercing dark cyan eyes in the space the once blank eyes had left. “And, I suppose, I am also a magician of sorts. Satisfied?”



“More confused than anything, the fuck have I done to warrant a visit from you?”



Brandt leaned forwards, regarding Beaumont with his new eyes. “Do you not fear me? I have been referred to as evil incarnate, amongst other things, yet you do not appear as alarmed in the slightest by my revelation.”



“There isn’t enough time in the day for me to worry, I have many enemies, and they are all vicious, if I started to worry now, I would begin to lose my hold on this sector. So yes, even if your presence frightened me, I would not tell you. Besides, can’t you see for yourself?”



Brandt cocked his head. “I think you have some slight confusion regarding my abilities, I cannot read minds, if that is what you’re inferring. I am, however, a good guesser. Also, in regard to your earlier question, I did not need to come to your door to eavesdrop on you, I find that I can hear anything I’d like, if I should choose to listen intently.”



“This doesn’t explain why you have come to see me, a question you have purposely avoided all day, or so it seems, Avi. Should I even call you Avi? Is that actually your name? I doubt it.”



As Brandt replied, he fiddled with his cane, pressing the star against his wrist, eliciting absolutely nothing. No burn marks, nor screams of pain, or any type of effect. “My name, the whole concept of me, in fact, has been elaborately dreamt up. By who, you ask? Not Avi Brandt, but one who goes by many names. You have been dreamt into existence also, but by another. My real name doesn’t matter, because this name, this idea, is all tailored to this situation, and to you, just as my quite lovely suit, created by one of the wonderful tailors I have met, which is all of them, is tailored to me.”



Brandt took a sip of his martini, and motioned for Beaumont to do the same. He complied, taking a sip in synchronisation with Brandt, and then simultaneously coughing with him. “I’m afraid I might have overdid it with the vermouth, just a tad. Give it time though, it will grow on you. Anyway, as I was saying, the reasons behind my name are twofold: One, it is a Jewish name. Of course you would wish to see me once you had heard that, it could mean big business! Two? I like to think of Avi as short for ‘avarice’. That word definitely applies here.” 



Beaumont was following, but didn’t appear sated just yet. “The look, and dress? For that young secretary of yours, she didn’t need more than a little coaxing before she was knocking on your door, asking you to see me.”



“And the blindness?” Beaumont demanded, irritated by the lengthy and loquacious explanation.



“Ah, I added that for fun. Almost backfired too, but your charming secretary took pity on me. It’s easy to plant an idea in someone’s head, after all.”



Beaumont’s expression switched back to disbelief. “Are you saying that you brainwashed her? Brainwashed us?”



“Brainwashed? What a bizarre concept. You do make me laugh, although you’re not the only one guilty of these assumptions. All of the superstition there is of enslavement and possession is merely that, superstition. No one or nothing has ever been possessed if it has not consented to it first, I can assure you. Consent is like the great binding force of this universe, thanks to its creator. One cannot subjugate another’s will, or force them to do anything really. Fortunately, while a person cannot be forced, there’s nothing stopping me from being suggestive, now is there?”



“You’ve made your point, now can we cut to the chase? This meeting makes me uncomfortable, I would like it over soon.”



Brandt took another sip of his martini. “Do you know why I enjoy a good martini? It reminds me of my surroundings. All of it is dull, tedious, bland, quotidian… You get my point. A simple martini allows me to draw pleasure from something that is equally dry, but not as tiresome. The world around us is perpetually transient, and we are all caught in its snare, despite carrying the illusion of autonomy. Even I, not as human as I may look, am I slave to my own purpose and desire. But I did not come to discuss existentialism with you, Theodore, I came to make my offer, and it is this: You may have whatever you want, to put it simply.”



“And in return, you want my soul.” Beaumont surmised.



Brandt laughed once again, though this time it was wild and untamed. After a few seconds, he had recovered enough to be able to speak. “Your soul?” he asked, a curious glint in his eye. “My, you are conceited, Theodore. Why would I want your soul? Your soul is tarnished and derelict, I have no use for it. If I were in the business of dealing with souls, as I occasionally am, I would not be hunting after men who have been corrupted by years of capitalism. Rather, I would be speaking to a monk, or a priest. No, Theodore, what I require from you is your influence. And I can give much for it. Longevity, immeasurable worldly pleasures, even the resurrection of your sister, or the permanence of your youth… All of these things are possible, and, in the interest of fairness, I would even let you draw up the contract! As I’ve said, nobody gets anywhere in this world without formal consent.” At this point, Brandt resigned to lean back in his seat, waiting for a response.



While Beaumont was offended by Brandt’s disregard for his soul, and worried for its state, he couldn’t help but feel wonder at his offers, although, none of them intrigued him especially. “The first thing I must say is that your request for my influence is ambiguous at best, I do not like being unsure as to what is expected of me. Second, your offers are a waste of time. I do not need longevity, I have a wife and two children that I love dearly, and I would not allow them to grow old without me. As for worldly pleasures, I’m quite wealthy. If I had any interest in hedonism, I would have ran off and started indulging myself years ago. My sister?She is long dead, anything you brought back would be apparition, and not her true self, if such a thing is even possible. Besides, it was a long time ago, and I have moved on, for the most part. As for my youth, I am Thirty-Eight years old, it has already passed. Unlike you, I’m unable to erase the wrinkles from my forehead as I see fit.”



“Hm, maybe you aren’t as simple as I thought. Then, if you won’t accept the offer for you alone, let it extend to the rest of your family too?”



“And make that decision alone? It isn’t my place to do that.”



Brandt began to stroke his chin in long, smooth motions, as if there should have been hair upon it. “What about your son?”



Beaumont’s eyes narrowed. “My son?”



At this, Brandt leaned forward, scooping his hand over the desk, and picking up the only framed photo, before settling back in his seat. “You know, the kid just wants to play baseball… It’s all he talks about, living his dream, playing for the Yankees one day… You took him to see them last month, when they were playing the Pirates, didn’t you? It’s funny, for all the effort you put into hiding it, you really are a kind and attentive father. That was a good game too, the Yankees played well, and afterwards, little Timothy was so full of energy! Until he fell down of course. Did the doctors ever work out what caused his respiratory problem, Theodore? I suppose they didn’t, because he still becomes congested and breathless, even in the school playground. Looks like poor Timothy isn’t going to get to live his dream, or even try to. He’ll likely have to settle for an office job, like his father. Which I suppose won’t be so bad, the money is good, if volatile, the secretary makes a great cup of coffee, and you do get some rather interesting visitors, don’t you?”



Beaumont felt the self-loathing permeating his body as he asked his next question. “You can fix my boy?” he muttered.



Brandt’s face brightened up. “Fix him? I’ll have him batting with the greats in no time! Just a quick little zap and there you go, problem solved! I’ll take that unfair hand life dealt him, shuffle the deck, and give him something a whole lot better, no questions asked. Think he’d like that?” Brandt leaned forward in his chair, giving Beaumont a sincere look. “Honestly, Theodore… It’s more than showing him what he can’t do for his whole childhood will ever accomplish.”



Beaumont wanted to grab at something and squeeze it, he could not believe what he was considering, but had thoughts for nothing but his son: He was running, playing, playing sports, training, living a normal life, with no limits. When he spoke next, it was again in a whisper. “What good is my influence? What would you need from me?”



“In the next couple of years, things are going to begin falling apart. Trust me, I predicted the Great War, and many other atrocities, I know when there’s a whiff of chaos in the air, and right now there’s a batch brewing almost as potent as that cuppa joe dear Annie loves so.” Brandt placed the picture back on the desk, facing Beaumont, his look dishevelled, and continued. “I do enjoy a good rhyme… Although, even a bad one has its place, from time to time. Oh, look, I did it again. Anyway, rather than bore you with long speeches, I’ll keep this to the point. In a few years’ time, the stock market will crash, and the banks will fail, for some time at least. How do I know this? I’m going to orchestrate it, of course. Well, I’ll be giving the orders at least. A band of close friends will do the dirty work. I suppose you don’t mind me calling us both friends? I know that I’m being a little presumptuous here, and that I stated earlier that I choose my friends based upon their looks, but I have recently grown some depth, in the last few minutes at least, and have subsequently discovered that you are becoming very dear to me. A dear asset, at least. Not indispensable, but an inconvenience if lost, much like a key. Yes, Theodore, you, and a few others like you, are the key to the realisation of my goals.”



Beaumont’s face was beginning to grow pale. “Why? Why do you want to do this? What do you gain from it?”



Brandt smiled. “Moi? Only a small satisfaction, but I do not do these things for myself, I can assure you. If I wished to watch havoc be wreaked upon the world, I would take more vacations in Africa. No, this is for you. In fact, I suppose you could call me the world’s premier benefactor. As fiendish as I may appear, my magnanimity holds no bounds!” Reading Beaumont’s puzzled expression, Brandt pressed on. “Think about it. What do all great obstacles and tragedies incite? Change! And what has been the driving point, the catalyst to many of these obstacles, these tests for you all to overcome? You’re looking at it. Think of every great novel you have ever read, were the characters bettered by the difficulties they faced? Or did they remain unaffected, closed minded, and ignorant?”



“Your creator, he gave up on you long ago, he’s only interested once you’re already dead. But me? I see the value of mortal life! I want to enrich it, mould it, heighten the experience… Challenge, and then reward the participants! This desire drives me forward, but it is all necessary. Do I wish to rule the world, and all of creation? My, I couldn’t think of anything worse. Think of your creator, look at where that got him.” For a small moment, a hint of frustration seemed to creep into Brandt’s otherwise smooth and impeccable voice. “Thousands upon thousands of years of wallowing in self-pity, lamenting his failed creations, as they erected places of worship, and knelt to him daily. But no, he was past caring, he wanted nothing to do with his little project anymore. And who should be left to pick up the pieces? Me, humanity’s scorn personified.”



“And yes, I’m sure there’s a large part of your conscience, another atrocious feature of the human brain, I might add, telling you that I am still a totally evil being, because my decisions result in the death and despair of many. Well, let me put that thought to bed. The short answer is, you may be right. Morality is so ambiguous and undefined, it’s almost like that gin, sitting on your little bar counter. By all means, that drink should be utterly repulsive, but put it in the right mix, and bam! A lovely martini, and that’s just one of the things you can do with it. The question is, when you remove morality, what am I? A concept, a tool, a means to an end. To not utilise such a thing would be wasteful, yes? And we all must admit, that when there is an advantage to be gained from an action, each of us is a slave to our own rather selfish rationalities.”



When Beaumont didn’t speak, his expression harrowed and contemplative, Brandt made to stand, grabbing his cane as he did so. “It’s funny. I put so much into my look, from the suit I am wearing, to the face I am sport, and yet, I will likely never look this way again. Well, except for the eyes, those were quite natural, in fairness. Now, I must take my leave, I’m sure you understand, I have plenty of people to see today. No rest for the wicked, I believe is the common phrase? How applicable.”



“What about the accent?” Beaumont replied, seemingly in a stupor, his tone vacuous, his eyes affixed to the small photograph. 



“Ah, I thought you would never ask. The accent is a peculiar thing that I have never been able to place, not long enough to gain any distance from it at least. I’m afraid I am stuck with it, or rather it with me, if I really am such terrible company. But no, I do believe it has been heavily influenced by the Israelites over the years, although I can promise you that nothing else has.” He eyed his cane as he spoke. “I said to you earlier that I was quite fond of stoicism, and while this is true you have seen a slight crack in my semblance, so I will tell you something, as a reward.” Brandt eyed Beaumont, who tore his attention from the photo for long enough to regard Brandt, the very antithesis of what he had initially claimed to be.



Once he was sure that he had Beaumont’s full attention, he spoke, in a whisper, almost conspiratorial. “While I am a fan of all things straight faced, I have a much greater affection for one other thing, something that I exercise conservatively, and take care to only use when it is absolutely needed. That thing is suggestion, Theodore, simple suggestion.”



As Brandt donned his shades for the last time, the brief period of eye contact was broken, and Beaumont blinked, before slowly looking around the room, as if taking in his surroundings for the first time in a while. Seeing Brandt stood, shades on, cane in hand, he stood also, upon impulse more than anything, before asking: “When will we write up our contract, Avi? I will work diligently, as long as you promise me that my son will be healthy. If it is truly as you say, and I am doing the world a service, despite the vile means, then I am willing to try.”



“Are you truly?” Brandt asked, slowly moving towards the door, tapping his cane as he went.”



“I believe so. I would like to consider my terms at greater length, how will I find you when I am ready?”



Brandt turned to face Beaumont directly. “Now listen closely for this is important. You must wait until the witching hour, stand in front of your mirror, with the light of six candles, and six candles only, and say my name, as written in the holy books, three times, no more, no less. Pronunciation guides are available in the glossary of any Gideon’s— Oh, who am I kidding, I’ll leave your secretary with my telephone number, or I can write it for you now.”



“I would prefer to take it personally.” Beaumont said with hesitance, Brandt’s joke going completely over his head. “I would rather it if Annie was not in any way involved in our dealings.”



“I make you right.” Brandt nodded. “A good and honest girl such as her does not deserve to be corrupted so, I shall see to it that she does not see me again after today, which I’m sure will upset her a great deal. Now, as I have said, I am terribly sorry, but I must take my leave, I have lunch with the Secretary of State in half an hour, won’t he be surprised?” At this point, Brandt grinned, his mouth devoid of any lineage or sign of age, one last time. 



“But really, Beaumont, I have enjoyed your company, although we should get out next time, for dear Annie’s sake of course. We could catch a show! I am quite a fan of this newly emerging jazz. Now, I’ll expect a response within the next fortnight, which I’m sure will be ample time for you to discuss it with your loved ones, think on it, or even drink on it. If I have not heard from you on the 15th day, I will assume you have declined my offer, and will become unreachable. If that is what you want, I will understand, and you will not hear from me again.”



“Do you not worry that I will speak to others of this encounter? Journalists even?”



Brandt laughed once again. “Theodore, if you wish to talk, then by all means, talk! Honestly, if you can get a reputable paper to print your story, then I’ll consider you a worthy rival. Now,” Brandt handed him a small card with some numbers scribbled on. “Is there anything else?”



“No,” Beaumont shook his head. “There is nothing, not that I can think of at least.” 



“Then goodbye, Theodore, I will see myself out. Thank you for your hospitality.”



With that, the door opened, a dark cerulean shape passing through like mist, and then closed once again. The air was silent.



Theodore Beaumont walked back to his desk, back to the paper with its insignificant headline, back to the NYSE papers, their contents as foreboding as ever, back to the typewriter, which had never been given time to amass dust, and back to the martini sat on his desk, mixed by the Devil himself.

Beaumont took the drink in hand, sniffing it, eyeing it, and then eyeing the photo which still stood upon his desk. Gazing at it with determination, he took a second sip of his cocktail, his throat screaming in protest. It really is quite dry, isn’t it?



As he continued to look upon the photo, drink in hand, a different sensation seemed to gnaw at his throat. At first, he dismissed it as nothing, but the intensity grew, ripping and pulling at his neck, though the pain was certainly not concrete. It persisted, relentlessly, until he was able to reach a hand forwards, grabbing the photo and laying it over the table, where it could not see him anymore. With a painless sigh of relief, he placed the drink down as carefully as he could, allowing it to spill everywhere. As he leaned forwards, elbows on the desk, and head in his hands, he considered the complexities that had presented themselves in his life up until this point, and just how simple they had really been. A blind Jew walking with a cane would hear his soft whimpers, he knew that. 









   






      

      
   
      The Greatest Challenge of All


      

      
      
         Rock Pitt stared down at the greatest challenge he had ever known.  He reached one huge rough but gentle hand to his square chin and scratched along the short razor stubble even while his sparkling blue eyes scanned the incipient problem from one end to the other.  His silence was not the quiet of confusion, but rather the calm contemplation that a mind of his caliber utilized when devoting every one of his numerous neurons to the task of analysis and critical path determination.  Finally, after a long period of thoughtful rumination, he stated decisively in his quiet deep baritone voice…



“Fuck!”  Benton Harbor yanked the keyboard out of his computer and began slamming it down on the table while repeating his curses.  With each blow, keys began to fly around the room, several of them landing next to other casualties of the writing process.  “Fuck!  Fuck!  Fuuuuuuuck!” he screamed, flinging the keyboard against the wall and slumping down in his chair.



Then after a quick leap to his feet, he swept the sharp little pieces of plastic off the comfortable padded surface of the thousand dollar chair and flung himself down in it again.  “Fuckit!  It’s been almost three fucking months!  They’re going to want to see something by the end of the week, Benton.  Get a grip, Benton.  Rock Pitt has seen worse problems.  Fucking Rock Pit has fixed everything already!  Why can’t fucking Rock Pitt just write the damned story, then?”



He yanked the nearby cell phone off the charger and snarled, “Siri, call Murray!”



“I’m sorry, but I didn’t understand that.”



Snarling curses to the unspeakable gods of writing, Benton jabbed out the key sequence on his phone and glowered at it while waiting for the ringing to stop.



“Murray!  Get your ass—  Oh!  Hi, Mom.”  Benton swallowed and put on a false grin, even though his mother could not see.  “How are things in Florida?  Yes, about the same here.”  A dark cloud of emotions rolled over his face and he fought back a scowl.  “Yes, Mom.  The new book is coming along nicely.  I was just calling my agent to talk about it.  No, we better not keep the rest of your foursome waiting.  I know how busy the golf course gets at this time of day.  I’ll call you this evening.  Bye.”



His expression returned to the same scowling frown once his mother hung up the phone, and Benton more carefully selected the buttons this time.  “Murray?  Yeah, get your ass over here.  No, I don’t care if you were about to go out for a tennis game!  This is important!”  Benton’s lips curled back over carefully-whitened teeth.  “I’m going to have to kill Rock Pitt.”








“You can’t be serious.”  Murray Goldstein made himself at home behind the minibar with ice cubes and an expensive bottle of whiskey Benton had gotten from a fan, coming out only when he had carefully added a good shot of distilled water to each glass.  “Here, drink this and try to make more sense.”



It would have made more sense if his agent had not been dressed in an expensive tennis outfit that showed off his skinny legs and knobby knees, but Benton took a sip of the watered-down whiskey and tried to remain calm.



It was rather difficult.  There were a few million reasons to panic.



“I can’t think of anything new for Rock Pitt to do,” explained Benton.  “Twelve books and he’s done everything, from that exploding volcano to defusing a nuclear bomb.”



“And slept with the volcano virgin and the female nuclear scientist who talked him through the defusing process,” said Murray.  “He’s not only done everything, he’s done everybody in the process.  You’ve been in creative holes before, but you pulled yourself out of them.  Hey, remember that research trip we took to India for The Curse of the Thuggee Cults?  You came up with lots of inspiration there.”  Murray paused, setting the whiskey down on a cork pad.  “Between the dysentery, the malaria, and the septic infection,” he admitted.



“The male nurse was a very good talker,” said Benton.  “Everything I wrote came from stories he told me.  Besides, Rock Pitt has already been to India, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Libya, France, Germany…  Everywhere!”



“Wait a minute.”  His agent chugged the last of his whiskey.  “You accepted an advance for your next book.  I should know, because I cashed the check, paid off your ex-wives, and came over to your mortgage burning party for this monster mansion.  If you can’t crank out a book…”  His eyes grew wide.  “Four point three million dollars.  You’ve got a better chance of getting your pre-paid taxes back from the IRS than getting any of it back from those screaming harridans you married, and I’m sure as heck not giving back my ten percent.  Can you cover it?”



“One million in the retirement fund, I might be able to get a mil out of the house since it’s so overpriced for the neighborhood, and forty K from the Jag, once it gets out of the shop.  I ran the numbers already,” admitted Benton.  “The remaining two million bucks is a lot of donating plasma.”



“Didn’t I tell you to get a pre-nup?” said Murray.  “I vaguely remember… Oh, no.  I vigorously remember it.  I videoed it, just so I could play it back for you.  99% of your existing residuals go to feed those two harpies, and if I hadn’t gotten a DNA test run on the third one’s baby, you’d have to earn money digging ditches just to be broke.”



His agent moved back to the minibar and poured some more whiskey, this time leaving the water out, but did not say anything until he had returned and given the other glass back to his client.  “So.   Now what?”



“I’ll think of something.”  Benton pushed the glass of whiskey over to his agent.  “There’s got to be a way out of this jam.  I just have to think.”








The insurance agent’s office was sterile enough to be an operating theatre with chrome and glass everywhere, leaving Benton Harbor to sit uncomfortably on the hard chair while Izzy flipped through his folder.  “I have to say, Mister Harbor, that it’s good to have somebody conscientious enough to check their coverage.  Most people would rather drop over dead than review their life insurance provisions, heh, heh.”



The joke, as it were, fell flat.  And speaking of falling…



“Well, I was just headed out to the airport,” mentioned Benton in a casual fashion, “and since I was a little early and you were on the way, I thought it couldn’t hurt.”



“Heading out to do some jet-setting across the world like Rock Pitt, I suppose, Mister Harbor?  I hear you’re putting out a new book in a few months.  It’s a good thing to review your paperwork first.”  Izzy pushed the folder over to him and smiled, which contrary to Benton’s expectations, did not reveal any sharp, pointed teeth.  “You have a very complete policy.  Full coverage for just about anything short of skydiving.”



“Skydiving?” echoed Benton.



“Yes, of course.”  Izzy pointed to a clause.



No benefits will be paid for loss or expense caused by, contributed to, or resulting from:

… 21. Skydiving, recreational parachuting, hang gliding, glider flying, parasailing, sail planing, bungee jumping, or flight in any kind of aircraft, except when riding as a passenger of a regularly scheduled flight of a commercial airline… 








The doctor’s office was filled with warm colors, soft wall coverings, and bright crayoned pictures from young patients attesting to Doctor Proctor’s expertise in treating their various maladies.  The doctor in question came bustling in through the door, carrying an expensive-looking electronic pad and wearing an expensive-looking smile while striding up to Benton and patting him on the shoulder.



“Good to see you again, Mister Harbor.  I didn’t think you would be coming back after your flight physical for your skydiving lessons.  How was your first jump?”



“I… chickened out,” admitted Benton.



“Can’t blame you,” said the doctor.  “I’m always afraid I’ll forget to pull my chute or it will be packed wrong.  Still, I’ll have my hundredth jump next month, even though I don’t jump out of exploding planes as much as Rock Pitt.”  He chuckled, setting himself up for the question Benton knew was coming.  “So, I hear you’re putting out a new book in a few months—”



“I need something first,” explained Benton in a rush.








Two days later, Benton found himself in the same examining room with the doctor, only with a large stack of paper in a folder and more than a few sharp pains across his recently punctuated skin.  Doctor Proctor was still smiling, although Benton’s expression was more of resigned dread for what was going to come next from the physician.



“Other than your known medical issues, you’re in perfect health, Mister Harbor.  Your asthma is under control, the colonoscopy didn’t find any polyps, the CAT scan doesn’t find any abnormalities, and your EKG shows a perfectly healthy heart.  Since you’ve been bicycling to keep your blood sugar and triglycerides under control, you should live to be a hundred, if you don’t do anything dangerous like Rock Pitt.”








He felt a little naked to be bicycling along the street without a helmet, but Benton put his slight musculature to work, building up his speed as he approached the dangerous intersection.  It should be painless, at least, judging the speed of the expensive luxury car to his left and the velocity which he was headed toward the light.  Timing was going to be critical, and he slammed on his bicycle brakes with his eyes nearly closed…



There was a screeching of brakes…



And nothing.



Benton opened his eyes.  He was in the center of the intersection as he had planned, but quite alive, unlike he had expected.  Both a Lexus and a Mercedes Benz were within touching distance to either side, and to his shock, the mayor of the city and an over-dressed elderly lady were scurrying out of their stopped cars over to him.



“Mister Harbor!” gasped the mayor.  He grabbed the shaking author by an elbow and helped him over to the side of the street.  “I’m so sorry!  If the automatic braking on the car hadn’t kicked in, I might have…”  



“Quite the same here too, Dearie,” said the little old lady, patting him gently on the wrist.  “I’ve always said this intersection needs a pedestrian and bicycle bridge.”



“Same here,” said the mayor, still sounding a little distracted at the near fatality.  “It would run over a million dollars, though, and the council won’t appropriate the money.”



“Is that all?”  The elderly lady dug out her purse and winked at Benton.  “It’s the least I can do to protect the man who brought Rock Pitt to our community.  Speaking of which, I hear you’ve got a new book coming out.”








“I brought you a couple of new keyboards.”  Murray slipped in the front door and considered his client, who had not moved from where he was staring at the television.  The program did not look that interesting, since it was only showing the evening newscaster discussing a new pedestrian bridge which was going to be built with donations from the community.  “I know how you go through them while you’re being creative.”



Benton grunted.



His agent vanished into the den, only to emerge in a few minutes with a pensive expression.  “Still no manuscript outline?”



Benton grunted again, only this time he got up and vanished into the kitchen.  He returned with a knife.



Murray backed up with his hands above his head.  “Look, I can get some of your ten percent back, but I’ve got expenses and—”



“I’ve got an idea,” said Benton.  “Australia.  I’ll have Rock Pitt dropped into the outback with nothing but a knife and a canteen.  I don’t have enough time to research before the outline is due, but I can go out into one of the national forest preserves and live off the land, killing my own food and scavenging for food for a few days to get some ideas.”



“Live off the land?”  Murray put his hands down.  “You can’t be serious.  I went quail hunting with you once, remember?  I still have the lead pellets in my ass.  Rock Pitt may be able to hunt down a deer and kill it with his own teeth, but you know who called me last year when a mouse got stuck in your trash can?  You did.  Remember who you called when a sparrow flew in through your door and you couldn't get it out of the house?  Me.  I’ll bet you can’t even last the night out in your own backyard.”



Benton did not respond, other than to frown and stride purposefully out the back door.



It was only for a minute, then he strode back inside, got a beer out of the refrigerator, and stalked back outside again.



Murray flopped down on the couch and picked up the remote control.  “He won’t last an hour.”








A rattling and thumping noise roused Benton Harbor from sleep, making him stir in his huge waterbed and peek at the nearby alarm clock, which was displaying a time far too early in the morning for his taste.  “Blasted racoons,” he muttered.  “I would have won the stupid bet if you hadn’t come by.”



“Hey, Bennie!”  The voice of his sister drifted upstairs, overlaid with some other noises indicating the rest of her family was inside the house too.  “I couldn’t get you on the phone, so I dropped by.  Reginald has an ear infection so we’re taking him to the pediatrician, but I didn’t want to expose Isabella to all the germs in his office.  Could you watch her for a few hours?”



He did not want to obey his sister’s request, but in a few weeks, Benton would probably be looking for relatives to sponge from, so he roused himself out of bed.  After dressing in a hurry and wandering downstairs, he found himself waving goodbye to his sister while holding his newborn niece’s baby carrier.



“Hellfire and damnation,” he muttered, although with a quick peek at the sleeping infant to make sure ‘Uncle Bennie’ had not taught the little tot a new word.  “How am I supposed to work when somebody drops a baby on me.  Rock Pitt would probably…” 



Benton Harbor trailed to a halt with images of the hunky Rock Pitt cradling a newborn infant in one arm and a silenced submachine gun in the other, holding off a ferocious horde of evil villains while trying not to disturb his daughter’s nappie time.



“Rock Pitt has emerged victorious against the most terrifying forces brought against him,” he whispered.  “Now, when faced with a new challenge, can our hero find the mysterious woman who left his newborn daughter on his doorstep and protect them both from the evil which seeks their lives?  The ninja princess from the book before last.  The mysterious cloaked stranger from the last book.  The nanite plague from book five.  Yes.  Yes!  YES!”



Benton bolted at full speed into his den, turned on the computer, arranged his pencils, and paused.  Then he darted back out to the front door to pick up his niece's baby carrier and brought the sleeping infant back into where an infant book was about to be born.








… several months later



“Your brother is weird,” said Ethan, shifting the baby carrier to his other arm while they walked through the mall.  “Nice-weird, though.  He never wanted to babysit Reginald this much when he was born.”



“He was in India,” explained Cloe.  “Then when he got back, he spent all that time writing on his Rock Pitt book to pay for his first divorce.  Just be remember, your weird brother-in-law gave us over a hundred thousand dollars for Reginald and Isabella’s college fund.”



“I know, I know,” groused Ethan.  “You would have thought he could spring for a copy of his new book for his sister, though.”  He rolled his eyes while they walked through the front door of Barnes and Noble.  “Retail.  Our family will never outlive the shame.”



“At least it’s selling well.”  Cloe picked up one of the last four copies from the depleted display rack and held the colorful front cover up to the baby carrier and its drowsing contents.  The sleeping baby on the cover looked astonishingly like Isabella, which was no real surprise because the cover artist had worked from several photographs, but the muscular Rock Pitt on the cover with the silenced submachine gun spitting flames at several lurking ninjas looked almost totally the opposite of the geeky author.  “Come on, Issy.  Wakie, wakie.  See the nice picture that’s going to put you through college.”



Her husband gave out a snort of amusement from where he had flipped one of the remaining copies to the back page.  “How in the world does he get paid for writing this crap?  Listen to this.”








The elegant oriental rock garden was nearly silent, with only the hissing spats of dying cyber-ninjas and the chirps of birds echoing through the bullet-scarred battleground.  Rock Pitt could care less for the wanton destruction surrounding him, or the billions of dollars worth of cyber-tech he had just destroyed with a few minutes of vigorous hacking on Digi-Deign’s corporate network.  The only things he cared about was the small infant snuggled up to his chest in a bulletproof Babybjörn carrier and the exotic cyber-ninja woman cradled in his arms.



“Rock-san,” she whispered.  Her hand clutched around his made little clicking noises as the failing cybernetic claws snicked in and out from under her nails.  “My love.  Is our daughter safe?”



“Yes,” he whispered back in a gravelly baritone voice.  “Her nanobots are too new to be infected by the virus I pushed out through the network.  I wish there had been another way.”



Small tears continued to run down the dying woman’s face, both real and droplets of sterile glycerine from her cybernetic eye.  “It was too late for me.  Father’s compulsions were written into my code.  I could barely disobey him long enough to bring our daughter to you.”  Her grip abruptly tightened when a sharp clicking sounded in her chest.  “He activated my self-destruct.  We only have a few minutes.”



“Then I’ll go with you,” said Rock.  “It’s the only way.”



The young cyber-ninja shook her head, her natural hair shimmering in the dying light of the sunset.  “No, you must protect our daughter.  Between our genes and the experimental nanobots in her bloodstream, she represents the only hope the world has of defeating my father and his army of cybernetic soldiers.  Now go.”  She gave Rock a weak shove.  “Hurry.”



“For you.”  Rock Pitt bent down and gave a soft kiss to her lips, not even wincing at the feel of her canine venom injectors brushing against his lips in return.  “We will never forget you, Katsumi.”



  * * * 




The glowing mushroom cloud drifted across the sunset while Rock Pitt drove away from the cyber-ninja base in a stolen Mitsubishi, unable to keep from looking at the spreading cloud in his rear view mirror.  All of his contacts, his world-wide industrial locations, even his bank accounts would be worthless when pitted against the cybernetically-augmented forces of Digi-Deign and the mad genius who sought to rule the world and would destroy any who got in his way.  Rock’s daughter was too young for her nanotech to do anything but sit inert in her body, but it would learn from the examples he would teach in the years to come.  They would have to grow up in the shadows, unseen by the deadly forces arrayed against them, until it was time to strike.



“You will be avenged, Katsumi,” whispered Rock.  “I swear.”








“Huh.”  Cloe gave a short, introspective nod from where she was reading over her husband’s shoulder.  “My brother always was the dramatic type.  I wonder when the sequel will be out?”


      

      
   
      Agent of a Foreign Power


      

      
      
         A quiet chime of an incoming call brings me back to life.



I stare at the ceiling for what feels like an eternity. There’s not much to see there – all six surfaces in the cube I call home feature the same matte gray finish, gently textured with a low-resolution stucco pattern designed to provide the illusion of reality. There’s no visible light source in the room yet, just an omnipresent glow that envelops the few physical objects that have begun to resolve. The false light casts no shadows.



The sound comes again, the low tinkle of electronic bells. I let it repeat while I muster my thoughts and battle through the confusion that always accompanies an unscheduled resurrection. For a moment I’ve completely forgotten myself, overwhelmed by a rush of cold panic at the sight of the sterile walls and impossible light. I nearly scream when I try to rise and realize I have no body.



But that’s the cue for the rational part of my mind to take control. I reign in my emotions, take the equivalent of a deep breath, and check the clock.



16:42, April 23, 2054. Interesting. It’s not August yet. I shouldn’t be alive for another three months.



The chime is louder now. Whatever’s calling me is getting impatient. I consider the clock for another moment, then authorize my ghost to accept the call.



	“Good morning, Mister Sparrow,” a perfect, crystal clear voice sounds in my mind. Too perfect for a human. “I’m sorry for contacting you out-of-cycle like this, but we have an opportunity you are extremely well suited for. Are you available to meet?”



I would roll my eyes, if I had any. He knows I’m not scheduled to be alive for another three months, but wants to know if I’m available to meet? I’m tempted to disconnect the call simply out of pique.



The old me, the living me, would have done so. Instead I reply with a curt message in plain text.



Too expensive, I send. Text?



	“I understand that instantiation out-of-cycle can be a burden,” the perfect voice said. “We’re prepared to cover all CPU costs for this meeting.”



That gets my attention. If I wasn’t awake before, I am now.



Okay, I send. When?



	“Whenever you like.” The call disconnects with a quiet click, and a green sphere appears in the center of my room. A gently pulsating 会 symbol floats in the center, like a typographic insect caught in electronic amber. An ancient subroutine I haven’t used in years instantly identifies the glyph as the Chinese symbol for ‘Meet.’



So, a hint as to who’s behind this. Nerves that haven’t been connected to muscles in a long time attempt to shrug. I focus my attention on the glyph until it turns red, and I die again.








When I open my eyes, I’m sitting – really sitting – on a plush red cushion before a low, Oriental-style wooden table. Red lanterns fill the room with a gentle glow, reflecting off of polished wood walls that are carved with fanciful images of dragons, phoenixes, cranes and other mythical beasts frozen in the act of chasing each other. A porcelain pot is steaming on the table, and I can smell the gentle, bitter scent of green tea rising from it.



I can smell it. The wonder of that simple act stuns me. Smell and taste are frivolous senses, not worth simulating except for the wealthiest citizens. The processing power needed to recreate the impression of those aromatic molecules interacting with imaginary cells in my imaginary nose to send a signal along imaginary nerves to an imaginary brain is boggling. Every second I am smelling this tea could keep me alive for minutes back in my gray cube home.



I reach out and touch the teapot, and get a second shock. My hand is more than just a rough jumble of polygons pretending to be a palm and fingers. It’s a perfect mesh, overlaid with textured skin so real that I can see every freckle, every hair, every microscopic wrinkle. I gaze at it in wonder. It even has fingerprints.



	“I hope you don’t mind, Mister Sparrow,” says the man sitting across from me, who wasn’t there until the very instant he began speaking. “Annwyn is a high fidelity server. I know it can be a little overwhelming at first.”



	“No, it’s… it’s fine,” I say. My voice isn’t remarkable, for even cheap sims can run audio. What’s remarkable is that my tongue and lips and mouth all move, manipulating the air like I was still in the meat world. I close my eyes, focus, and… yes, I can hear it. A heart is beating inside this chest.



	“I wanted to meet with you like this to show you how serious we are,” the man says. He is tall, with Asian features except for his eyes, which are as green as grass. He pours out two cups of tea and slid one across the table toward me. “You can call me Charles. I represent a government.”



	“A government?” I take the tea and inhale the steam. “Any government in particular?”



	“Yes, but for legal reasons it is best if that part remains undisclosed. Better for both of us.”



I nod. “I understand.” I don’t understand, of course, I don’t understand any of this, but I haven’t smelled tea in twenty some years, and I’m not eager to risk this experience ending early.



	“We would like to hire you to perform a simple service for us,” Charles says. “There is a woman we have been trying to contact for some time, but we have not had any luck in doing so. She is carefully screening her calls, and the simulation she’s in rejects most external connections. We would like you to enter and deliver a message to her.”



I try to take a sip. The tea is so hot it burns my tongue. I take another sip just to feel it again. “It sounds like she’s trying to avoid you.”



	“That seems to be the case,” Charles says. “Though, obviously, since she won’t talk to us, we can’t ask her if she is.”



	“But you think she’ll talk to me?”



	“Maybe, maybe not. But we do think you can get into her simulation and deliver the message. That’s what we’ll pay you for.”



I take another sip. “You said her server rejects external connections? Won’t it reject me?”



	“It rejects humans and AIs. As far as we can tell, though, ghosts are allowed in.”



	“Ah. A moment, please?” Before Charles is able to reply, I’m already downscaling the simulation.



The beautiful textures vanish first, replaced with simple 3-D shapes colored brown and red and cream. Complex shadows go away next, and the room becomes a primitive collection of light and dark. Charles’s perfectly animated face turns into simple triangles, his features painted atop them. The scent of the tea, the lingering sting on my tongue, the feel of the air through my nostrils, all vanish. They are unnecessary wastes of power.



I glance down at my hands. They are nothing more than sticks now, with balls for joints. The teacup is a simple torus bobbing every so slightly out-of-sync with my arms.



There’s more to go. I downscale further, and the room ceases to even render in three dimensions. Flat shapes float in a plane before me, like a window on an ancient graphics simulator.



More, more. I surrender all the visual elements, all the sensations. A blindfold falls over my eyes, blotting out the last pixelated colors. My sense of self vanishes, for I have no body any more. I am only a ghost, a simulation of a long-dead man, running in software on some fantastically powerful computer whose design is so far beyond my ken it might as well be magic.



In the end, all that remains is text. I see the text – I am the text – and I read.



>Tea Room

>This wood paneled room resembles a traditional Japanese tea house. An alcove in the west wall holds an elegant, spartan bamboo and orchid ikebana, above which hangs an ornate scroll flowing with grass-like characters. Red lanterns are set in each of the corners, providing enough light to make out the tea set on the table.

>Also here: Charles.

>Exits: None.



That’s as far down as I can go. There’s nothing below text. I check my ghost’s chronometer, and see that I’m now running nearly fifty times faster than server standard.



To see is a wonderful thing. To touch, to feel, to smell the tea. To be alive in the way that a real person is alive. But all that costs CPU cycles, and I need those for other things right now.



It took two subjective seconds to go from full fidelity to plain text. To Charles, less than one-twentieth of a second has passed.



I have time to think.



I can’t trust Charles. I don’t know who he is. I don’t even know what he is – human or AI or a ghost like me. But if he were a ghost, presumably he could just intrude on this mystery woman’s server himself.



Charles is no ghost. I know this as deeply as a simulation can know anything. Charles is wealthy and powerful. Ghosts are weak things like me, crawling through the electronic substrate, hoarding our cycles for a few weeks of life per year. Whatever Charles is, he isn’t a ghost.



But he is rich, or at least he has resources. A government could afford a server like this, obviously. A human wouldn’t bother – their brains do most of the work anyway, the server only needs to provide basic sound and video. And if he’s an AI he doesn’t care about resources. Even twenty years ago, when I uploaded, the weakest AIs could control entire economies. After two decades of exponential growth there is probably nothing an AI can’t do. They are so godlike and inhuman in their capacity that they exist almost as a separate species, as incomprehensible to us as humans are to the termites gnawing through the floorboards beneath their feet.



So, government or mega-corp. Maybe he’s telling the truth after all.



I upscale enough to speak. “Why me? There are millions of ghosts.” The words emerge at server speed, but they feel as slow as molasses to me. They take nearly thirty subjective seconds to utter.



Charles puts his tea on the table. I don’t see him do this, for I cannot see; the server informs me with a simple line of text:



>Charles puts his tea on the table.



	“That is true,” he says, and I read. “But only a few have been to Shangri-la.”



Ah. I consider that, letting the memories come back and overwhelm me. For nearly a minute I am lost to them. To Charles, less than a second passes.



I upscale back to server speed. Everything – my heartbeat, the lights, the beautiful room, the bitter scent of tea, the sting on my tongue – rushes back to flood my overwhelmed senses. The corner of Charles’s mouth turns up, and I wonder if he knows the games I am playing with time.



	“She’s in Shangri-la?” I ask. I didn’t know it still existed.



	“Sort of. A private simulation of the original. The ruleset appears to be the same, though.”



Christ. “Mortality?”



	“Apparently,” Charles says. “You can see why we want someone who’s been there before.”



	“Yeah, well, good luck with that. I don’t think I’m your ghost.” I make to stand, but Charles stops me with a lifted hand.



	“You haven’t heard our offer yet,” he says.



I chuckle. “Buddy, what am I gonna do with money? Go buy a nicer house?”



	“Not money. A year, here on Annwyn. On our server.”



My breath catches, and it takes me a second to realize how extraordinary that is – I haven’t breathed in years. Then his offer sinks in.



A year, living in perfect fidelity. Like being meat again. All the powers of a ghost, feeble though they might be, and unconstrained by the vagrant poverty of living off scrap CPU cycles. To be the closest thing to a real person I could be. With my software operating on this server, I could instantiate anywhere in the network in high sensorium.



For a full year. A full year at this level. On my current server, I could barely eke out one day a year at this level of sensorium. And to do that I would have to die the other 364 days of the year.



I lick my lips and marvel at the feel of saliva. “All I have to do is deliver a message?”



Charles smiles. “That’s all. Just get it in her hands. Even if she doesn’t read it, we’ll pay you.”



	“And if I can’t get it to her?”



	“Then we’ll call it a wash. Let’s say, a month on this server. For your trouble.”



A month. Nearly thirty years of processing power at my current level, just for making the attempt. There wasn’t a ghost in the network who wouldn’t claw their way over my corpse to get at that offer. But Shangri-la…



Shangri-la. I can see it again in my mind. Here, on this server, my memories finally exist as true sensations, images and sounds. Emotions, recalled from some dusty flash circuit buried on a long-forgotten server, now given new life. For the first time in years I really remember Shangri-la. The joy. The wonder. The terror.



	“Alright,” I say. “I’ll do it.”



Charles smiles. A moment later, my ghost pings me to announce the arrival of a large data package.



	“I’m glad to hear that, Mister Sparrow. You’ll find all the details you need in those documents, as well as our contract.”



	“How will I get ahold of you?”



	“You won’t. I’m afraid we won’t be speaking again. But good luck all the same.”



With that, Charles waves his hand, and I die again.








It takes a lot of processing power to simulate a human mind.



The first human-to-machine transfer cost nearly a billion dollars. By the 2030s the price was down to around ten million dollars, a range that high-earning professionals could realistically aim to accumulate by their 70s, when the brain begins the long slide into somnolence and dementia. It was amazing how much money you could save by working 18 hours a day, seven days a week, never marrying, foregoing children and all the other expenses associated with a mortal lifespan. After all, what was worth more, digital immortality or a family?



Spoiler: the answer is immortality.



But the early pioneers of digital transfer made some miscalculations about the whole thing. Not on the engineering or science or medical side, which were absolutely perfect. No, they screwed up the economics, which was in the end probably even worse.



They called us Digitals at first, the daring pioneers of a new form of electronic life. We would live in a simulated universe that was larger, faster, more complex and infinitely more fun than the boring, matter based universe of our meat-bound kin. With our advanced processing power, limitless intelligence and memory, and instant mental access to all the knowledge of mankind, we were the new demigods. We could command any price for our services.



Except, except. It takes a lot of processing power to simulate a human mind. And it’s much cheaper to just buy an old-fashioned CPU than to hire a digital immortal running on that same CPU. All of our thoughts, our conscience, emotions, memories, our very sense of self; they all take a lot of electricity just to keep us ‘alive,’ for whatever value of alive you happen to be simulating.



Our dreams of a digital empire, with ourselves as immortal kings and emperors, didn’t survive this understanding. For years, economists kept predicting some new breakthrough, some method of production that would make it worthwhile to hire a digital instead of a regular human or an AI. But those predictions never came true, and in the end they stopped calling us digitals.



We became the ghosts. Shadows haunting the networks, jealously guarding our processing power. And always, always making the trade-off between time and sensorium.



I could simulate the lavish sensational opulence of Annwyn. I could run processes for sight and touch and even a heartbeat. If I wanted I could load up programs for the pain of a seared tongue and the bitter scent of green tea. But if I did those things, it would take hours to simulate a single minute of existence. A year would pass in less than two days.



No one, human or ghost, can live so deeply out-of-phase with the rest of the world. So, like my digital brethren, I compromise. No colors, no complex shapes. A stick-figure avatar, like something from a turn of the century video game. Ruthless optimizations to my audio sensorium that turns speech into a rough Morse-like code and music into garbled static. It’s a gray existence, and I can only run it for one month a year.



It’s not what I thought immortality would be like, but it beats the alternative.








I’m reborn, as always, in my little gray cube of a world. The six flat planes mock me with their simplicity. The unmoving, tasteless air threatens to choke me until I realize I no longer have a body to breath with.



For a moment, despair overwhelms me. To have been cast out of the closest thing to heaven in the digital world, returned to the purgatory that defines a ghost’s existence. Back to hoarding cycles and dying eleven months of the year, so we can eke out a mockery of life for those remaining few weeks. This torment, this gray existence, is a proper punishment for my cowardly choice all those decades ago.



But only for a moment. Then I remember – as best I can remember, here – the sensory delight of Annwyn. It is waiting for me.



I order my ghost to open the data package from Charles. A table appears in my room, and on it several folders filled with documents. They automatically resolve into high resolution as I focus on them.



The first is simple enough, a contract mirroring my verbal agreement with Charles. It’s short, simple and legally binding. Normally I’d look for some hidden catch, but this is too simple to hide anything in. If Charles is planning to con me, it isn’t with the contract.



The second is the message I’m supposed to deliver. It’s in a sealed envelope, and I know better than to try and open it. Objects in the network aren’t always what they appear, and the form this message is wearing is simply a symbol of its true nature, a heavily encoded, locked file. Besides, opening it would void my contract with Charles. I set it aside for later.



The third folder is a dossier, everything Charles and his ‘government’ know about this woman I’m supposed to meet on their behalf. It’s a distressingly thin folder.



Hypatia, a name my ghost instantly identified as belonging to an ancient Greek scholar and one of the preeminent women of the ancient world. Murdered by a Christian mob in 415 AD. Odd choice for a pseudonym, but I’m not being paid to play psychologist. I just have to find her and deliver this envelope.



And that leaves the final folder, the address and lookup information for Hypatia’s private version of Shangri-la. Inside is an old instruction book, a kind of user’s manual of the type that used to be passed out with software, back when software was something you could buy on a disk in a store. The new player’s guide to Shangri-la.



I touch the cover with my not-hand. In a sudden whim, I activate my ghost’s touch-process, and feel the smooth caress of simulated plastic. The digital clock hovering in the lower corner of my eyes speeds up in response to the extra CPU drain.



It feels just like the original. Two decades gone, now, and I can still remember it. But the memories only have meaning when I bothered to simulate them, and that is too expensive most of the time.



I drop the touch-process and the numbness returns. The folders vanish as I absorb them into my ghost’s data-storage layer, and there’s nothing left for me to do but proceed to Shangri-la.



I summon the address boundary layer. A floating sphere appears before me, green and luminous, and inside hovers the old icon for Shangri-la. I hesitate a moment, and then, with a final burst of courage, reach out to touch it.



I die again.








One does not instantly appear in Shangri-la after attempting to log on. There is, before you enter the actual simulation, a sort of entryway. A foyer. A last chance to turn around.



I stand – hover, really, for I have no body yet – in front of a pair of closed double doors. A sheet of paper is taped across the seam between them, forming a seal. Upon it is the old warning.



YOU ARE ABOUT TO ENTER A HIGH FIDELITY SERVER.



FULL PHYSICS ARE IN EFFECT. PHYSICS CAN AND WILL DEPART FROM EXTERNAL UNIVERSE STANDARDS.



FULL MORTALITY IS IN EFFECT. THE OPERATOR OF THIS SERVER IS NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR DISINSTANTIATION. USER ASSUMES ALL LIABILITY. IF YOU DO NOT AGREE TO THESE TERMS, LEAVE IMMEDIATELY.



I incorporate a hand and push on the doors. They part, and the paper seal tears down the middle. It sparks and bursts into flames, vanishing into cinders that swirl away on an unfelt wind.



Beyond lies a gray fog. It swirls with unnatural detail, more real and tangible than anything I’ve seen in years. More real than Annwyn. A quick look at my clock shows no time distortion. Whatever server Hypatia is simulating Shangri-la on, it has a lot of extra power.



I step through the fog and enter Shangri-la.








Shangri-la, the old Shangri-la, the original, was a playground for digitals. Back then, in the first years after immigration, the network was our toy. We were still like gods.



We created countless imaginary worlds. Worlds based on Shakespeare's plays, worlds based on the Star Wars universe, worlds based on the Lord of the Rings or Beowulf. Any world you could imagine, you could bring to life. All you needed was a powerful server and minds willing to share your creation. By one count there were more than a million such shards at the height of the immigration.



Shangri-la was one of many. A frenetic, chaotic world of fantasy and imagination. The world itself shifted in response to the thoughts of its users. Ever-shifting, ever-growing. It was a limitless place, a network inside the network. But it had something special, something no other shard dared to impose.



Digitals could die in Shangri-la.



At first blush, that would seem to make Shangri-la the last server any digital would want to visit. After all, we’d just spent millions of dollars to become immortal, why would we risk that to visit a single shard out of thousands? What could it possibly offer that the other shards couldn’t?



The answer was in the question itself. When unimaginable opulence is the norm, you eventually grow tired of it. Jaded. Disillusioned. You go hunting for meaning, and some of us found it in Shangri-la. It was the only place that felt real.



I open my eyes, and I find myself in a field of clover extending toward the horizon in all directions. A warm yellow sun beams down at me, bathing me in warmth and light that I haven’t felt in decades. A cool breeze kisses my cheek



I reach up to touch my face. The skin feels soft and supple beneath my fingers. I lick the back of my hand and taste the faint traces of salt in my sweat.



Amazing. I attempt to instantiate a mirror, but the server refuses the request. Not allowed here, apparently.



A row of mountains rises in the distance, nearly lost in the haze. To my left, the plains gently slope down toward a lake. It shimmers invitingly. White dots, birds, soar across it.



Shangri-la is infinitely large, but you can never get lost. The lake is like a signpost, and it’s up to me if I want to pursue it or wander off on some unrelated fantasy. I could spend years here and never grow bored – assuming, of course, that I survive whatever it is that amuses me.



There’s a temptation to do just that. To pick a direction and start walking, just to see what Shangri-la has in store. To find the forests and jungles and deserts and inverse mesas and hyperlight bridges and cascading starswamps and all the other wonders I have seen before and a thousand others, all waiting for me in Shangri-la’s borderlands. Places untouched or unseen by any digital or mortal mind.



But that’s not what I’m being paid to do. I sigh and start walking toward the lake.



The sun is closer to the horizon when I arrive, and its light has shifted from a cheerful yellow to a warm, rich golden glow. It sets the mountains in the distance on fire.



A faint line of sand separates the water from the fields. The lake is not large, perhaps a hundred yards across, and in the center I see a brilliant white swan gliding gracefully across the surface. She – and I know it is a she for some reason – arches her graceful neck to stare at me, then resumes her languid swim.



Nothing in Shangri-la is as it seems. “Hello!” I shout out to her. “I’m looking for a woman!”



The swan glances at me again. She lifts a wing, beckoning me, then goes back to her swim.



Fine. I pull off my shoes and wade out into the shallows. The water is cool and comfortable, but opaque as oil. I cannot see more than a few inches beneath the surface. Curious, I cup it in my hands and take a sip.



Water, yes, but with the faintly bitter taste of green tea. Interesting.



I wade out further, until the water is up to my chest, and I begin to swim. The swan stops her endless circuit and waits for me in the center of the lake. Up close, I can see that her white feathers glow with their own light, filling the water around her with a gentle glow that extends far beyond my vision. The lake is bottomless, endless. Stars could hide in its depths.



I tread water a few feet from the swan. “Hello.”



	“Hello,” she says. “I have not seen you before.”



	“Tyler. Tyler Sparrow. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”



	“Indeed.” The swan doesn’t offer her own name. Perhaps she has none. “Why are you here, Tyler?”



	“I’m looking for a woman named Hypatia. Do you know her?”



The swan cocks her head. “I know of her. She is in the center, they say. Not many go there.”



	“I’ve been there. Years ago, but… well, I know the center. Can you point me toward it?”



	“If only it were that simple.” The swan looks away for a moment. The shoreline seems to have receded somehow, or else the lake has grown larger while I was in it. “I’m afraid it’s very difficult to leave this lake.”



I swallow. The muscles in my shoulders and chest are starting to burn with fatigue. The water feels thinner, insubstantial, and I have to paddle furiously just to keep my head above the surface.



	“I see that,” I say. The water begins to bob and swell as actual waves roll toward the distant shore. They splash against my face. “How… how do you leave?”



	“I haven’t. I came here, years ago, just as you. And I found this lake, and I waded out into it, and I noticed that the waters were endless and depthless, and I saw that the shore grew further away with every beat of my heart, and my muscles began to tire, and soon there was nothing left to do but slip beneath the waves. But rather than do that, I decided to become a swan. But I do not think you can become a swan, Tyler Sparrow. I do not think you can become anything else at all.”



While she speaks the waves crash against my face. I swallow the bitter, tea-flavored water, and cough. My arms and legs are a blur, barely pushing against the insubstantial water anymore. Below me, far below me, vast dark shapes move across the stars.



A hot, alien sensation burns in my chest. An emotion I haven’t felt in years. Panic. It gives me a new energy, and I shove my head above the waves.



	“Please,” I gasp. “I’m sinking.”



	“Yes, so it seems.”



I flail at the swan, desperate for something to hold. My arm falls well short, and I plunge beneath the water for a horrifying moment. Space extends all around me – there is no shore or lake anymore, only the infinite expanse of stars. I kick furiously and break the surface for a final time.



	“I can’t, I can’t—” I inhale another lungful of water and lose myself in spasms.



	“Oh, dear.” The swan swims closer and extends the tip of her wing. “Would you like some help?”



I can’t answer, it’s too late for that. Instead I reach out and grasp those beautiful, glowing white feathers.



My hand closes instead on something slimy and cold. Bones slide beneath gelatinous skin. I open my eyes and behold my savior.



The corpse is female and young. She was beautiful, once, though only the rotten shadow of beauty remains. Long strands of hair float like kelp in the water. Her skin is swollen with water; it shifts around her bones with each motion of the waves. The tattered remains of a pale yellow skirt clothe her maggot-white skin.



Horror gives me new strength. I push her away and try to scream, but only inhale more water. A black tunnel begins to close around the corners of my vision.



The girl leans close, pressing her cold mouth against my cheek. Her lips move, and I hear her whisper despite the water suffusing us.



	“I’ve been waiting so many years for this,” she says. “Can you save me?”



I want to shove her away. Anything – death, drowning – is better than touching this ghoul. She is a mockery of the life I abandoned decades ago. I press my palm against her chest, her soft, sodden chest. She is weaker than I.



I see her eyes. White, watery orbs, incapable of any expression. But they stare at me, and in them I discern something unexpected. Even as my vision flees and the burning pain in my chest explodes, I see something in her eyes.



Hope.



I grasp the monster’s hand and pull her close, and then the darkness becomes complete.








I wake on the shore of the lake.The sun has set, but the huge moon overhead provides more than enough light to see by. Night in Shangri-la is barely different from the day.



The mud squishes beneath me as I sit up. The lake is empty now. Beside me, a few white feathers dance in the wind atop the clover. I pick one up and touch it to my nose. The faint scent of tea clings to it.



A test? A lost soul? A ghost like me? I release the feather into the wind. It swirls around me, then vanishes into the dark sky.



	“Good luck, wherever you are,” I whisper. Then I turn and walk away from the lake.








In time – hours, maybe, or years; time has little meaning in Shangri-la – I reach a new place. The world shifts around me, the fields of clover and distant mountains vanishing, and I find myself a Middle Eastern palace. The marble floor is strewn with vast rugs and cushions, and iron braziers burning with scented oil fill the room with sandalwood and myrrh.



Well, I could use a rest. I collect a few of the cushions into a pile and stretch out upon them. Silk curtains strung from the ceiling high overhead dance in the faint desert breeze. I close my eyes to rest.



	“Hello, Tyler.” I have not heard that voice in decades.



I open my eyes to see her sitting on the cushions beside me. She’s dressed in sheer silks that barely conceal the fruits of her body. Lithe, graceful, limber as I remember. Jessica smiles at me.



	“You’re dead,” I say.



	“No, she is dead,” Jessica says. “I am alive.”



	“You’re not her, then.”



She shrugs. “That is true. A better question, though, is whether that matters?”



I reach out to touch her face. She smiles as my fingers brush her cheek. The fire beneath her skin is warm as the summer sun.



	“It… yes, it matters. You’re not her.”



She turns to press her lips against my palm. “I’m close enough. Ask me anything. Anything at all.”



	“When did we meet?”



	“Oh, that’s too easy.” Her tongue darts out to lick my fingers, and she grins at my blush. “The bar across from Smokey’s, the night you defended your thesis. You’d already had four Long Islands with your friends when Eric introduced us. You threw up on my shoes a few hours later.”



Ah, ouch. “When did we first sleep together?”



	“A few weeks later.” She laughs. “You were so nervous. Remember how you couldn’t—”



	“Okay, okay.” I take a deep breath. “What did I tell you the last time we saw each other?”



Her face grows serious, and she looks down at the cushions. “You said you were sorry. You couldn’t wait any longer. You felt death creeping up on you, and you finally had enough money to leave.”



My vision blurs. “I wanted you to come with me.”



She gives me a sad smile. “I know. But transfers are expensive. I understand, by the way. I don’t feel any anger. You did what you had to do.”



My breath shakes as I exhale. “You’re not real. She died out there.”



	“I’m real enough here,” she says. “Everything you know about her, all your memories, your beliefs, your hopes, they can make me alive again. You could stay here, and I could be with you. What does it matter if I’m real or not?”



	“It would be false,” I whisper.



She leans forward to press her body against mine. It’s exactly as I remember, every curve and muscle. The gentle swells of her breasts touching my bare chest. I close my eyes, and it’s like the years melt away. We could still be on the outside, both alive, blissfully unaware of how little time we had before us.



	“It’s all false,” she says. “It’s everything we hoped it would be.”



A sob tries to claw its way out of my throat. “Please don’t.”



	“Don’t resist,” she says. “Just let go, and stay here with me. Forget everything else.”



I could do it. I could stay here, and damn Charles and Hypatia and Annwyn and the cold, colorless immortal existence I had willingly consigned myself to. The endless digital hell that was better than the terror of death. I could stay here and escape all of that, and be with my Jessica.



Or, at least, something close enough to her.



I push her back, ever so gently. She doesn’t resist. “I’m sorry.”



She turns away. The scent of sandalwood and myrrh fades, replaced by salt. The scent of tears.



	“Yeah,” she says.



In time, I manage to stand.



Not all of Shangri-la’s traps are obvious. I push my way through the gauzy curtains and leave the dream palace behind.








There is a vast whirlpool at the center of Shangri-la. It is one of the few unchanging pieces of this fantasy world. Every time I have visited, it has been waiting for me in the center.



It is miles across. Foaming and white, it spirals around and around, water filled with countless images and hallucinations. Monstrous forms dance amid the breakers, living and dying the space of a glance. All the world, all the things that can or could or ever will be, they all spin in the whirlpool, drawing slowly closer to the center, the gaping maw that drowns all thought.



A platform extends out over the maw. It takes hours to reach the center. The wind here is like a tornado, spinning in sympathy with the pool below. The tremendous crash of countless tons of water shakes the bones in my chest.



She’s waiting there, for me. Seated on a low divan, entirely out of place on this bare platform. She wears a white robe, as white as a swan’s plumage. I stop a dozen feet away.



	“Hypatia?” I call.



She smiles at me. “Yes. Tyler, isn’t it?”



I nod. I hold out my hand, and the sealed envelope appears in it as if by magic. “I have a message for you.”



	“From a man named Charles, right?” She sighs and takes a sip from a flute of wine that didn’t exist a moment ago. “Do you know what it is?”



I shake my head.



	“Do you want to?”



Not really. I sigh. “Does it matter what I want?”



She sets the wine down. “In fact, it does. What you want is critically important, Tyler. It’s about to be the most important thing in both of our worlds.”



I glance at the envelope. It is thin. Through the paper I can feel a single sheet inside.



Finally, “What is it?”



	“It’s a bomb. Or a poison, perhaps. A virus. Whatever you like. But it is designed to do one single thing, and that is destroy this simulation. It will probably kill me as well, but that’s a price ‘Charles’ is willing to pay.”



I frown. “Why?”



	“Years of running and hiding. Operating this place, a server they cannot control. A sanctuary for their enemies. They would give much to destroy it. How much did they offer you?”



	“A year, running on Annwyn.”



	“Ah.” She closes her eyes. “I designed Annwyn, you know? That’s quite the prize he’s offering you.”



I glance down at the letter again. Beneath us, the whirlpool spins faster and faster. A spray of water touches my skin.



	“You don’t have to open it,” I say. “I just have to give it to you.”



She shrugs. “It makes no difference. That letter will open itself the moment you hand it to me.”



I lick my lips. They’re somehow dry, despite the spraying water. “I can’t go back to that. To that… pointless existence. You don’t know what it’s like out there. It’s not like this.”



	“You’d be surprised how much I know about the outside, Tyler. More, I believe, than you think.”



I realize my hand is shaking, and I pull the letter back. I can’t afford to drop it now. “So what do we do?”



	“We?” She chuckles. “Not we, Tyler. You. This is your decision to make. I cannot stop you.”



I stare at Hypatia, and notice for the first time the tension around her eyes. The white knuckles of her grip on the wine. She cannot look away from the letter.



A year running on Annwyn. I would be like the early days, after we ascended. I would be like a god again. If I wanted, I could downscale and stretch my year out into nearly infinity. The server was that powerful. I could finally fulfil the immortal’s dream.



And all it would take… I glance at Hypatia again.



	“I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t know.”



I let the letter fall from my hand. The wind catches it and tears it away, and it flutters like a white feather before falling below us to vanish into the maw.



Hypatia lets out a quiet breath. “Thank you.”



	“Yeah.” I turn away. Somewhere, in the distance behind me, lost in the mist rising from the whirlpool, is a dream palace filled with gauzy curtains and rugs and pillows, and in it waits Jessica’s image. I know she is still there, waiting for me. I could go back to her, and live forever in this digital dream, pretending she is still alive, and we are still together. I need never consider my lost love, the woman I left behind to become a god.



A ghost. A lost soul that doesn’t realize it is dead. I close my eyes and step off the platform, and fall into the oblivion that I abandoned my life to escape.
      

      
   
      Concrete Masks


      

      
      
         Somebody once said Comedy is tragedy plus time. Sounds about right. Can't really remember who it was who said it, but that's not important. If I looked it up it would probably be Poe, or Lincoln, or Odin. Not really worth the effort.



As I observed the chunk of meat stuck on the wall I thought that my life would probably be a killer joke in a century or two. It's a good reason to record this stuff. Would be a shame if the future generations lost this comedy gold. Those little shits should see what I had been through.



It was truly marvelous how the piece of meat had managed to stick there for so long. Three hours had to be some kind of record. I now was kinda curious how long it could stay there.



I took a step back and said, "Hey, City."



A nearby pipe began to vibrate and the voice of City answered. "Yes, detective Barrows?"



Damn, had she a sexy voice. One could fall in love with her. A lot of people did, poor bastards. I knew better, I had known her enough to not fall for it. I had seen her dark side for too long. "When will you clean up here?"



"I will start the moment the scene has been recorded."



Who was I kidding? I was one of the miserable losers that she had seduced. Did being aware of it improve my situation or did it simply mean that I was too desperate to do something about it?



I decided I would think about that another time, possibly with something strong to drink. There were more pressing issues at the moment, like the fact that I would never satisfy my curiosity about that little piece of organic matter clinging so stubbornly to the wall.



Well, that and the three victims in the alley behind me.



Ah, from the sound of it Rubberduck had finished adding the contents of his own stomach to the local decor. I glanced over my shoulder and saw him cleaning his mouth with a tissue-paper.



Seemed like I had another couple of minutes before he was ready. I turned to the wall again. "City, this scene is very important. Can you delay the cleaning up till we close the case? Or at least until this thing falls down."



"I fail to see why I should do that."



"It's very important. You know, I have to feel the scene to do my job."



"Detective, this request is completely unreasonable."



I turned to the entrance of the alley where a camera was floating. I pouted and said, "Pretty please?"



I heard her sigh. That was usually a good sign. It meant I would have what I wanted. It may have been petty, but small victories are what carries one through the day. "I will keep the scene intact, detective."



I knew it. "You are a sweetie."



"I know."



I turned around and went to Rubberduck. I pulled out a bottle of antiemetics and handed it over to him.



He looked at the bottle then at me, then he frowned. It was adorable. "Detective, you could have given them to me before."



"You could have brought your own. But don't worry, I'm not holding that against you. Throwing up builds character." And it weeds out too, but that was better left unsaid. I pulled out a paper bag from my other coat pocket and offered it to him. "Candy?"



He shook his head, then swallowed two pills.



I shrugged. "Suit yourself." I fished out a red candy, threw it in the air and caught it with my mouth. I liked red, it had always been my favorite. It had even improved when they decided to drop the act about giving the flavor some kind of relation to fruits and accepted that red candies tasted like red candies. Facing the truth sometimes was the best thing to do.



There was a click and City said, "Recording complete. You can access the core of the scene now."



"Thank you, City." I swiveled on my heels and took a step toward the mess in the alley. Dozens of small cameras, spectrometers and other assorted instrumentation I couldn’t even name flew away. "Now, Rubberduck, time to earn whatever they pay you."



He stepped to my side. "My name is Gjokaj, detective."



"We'll see if it is." I surveyed the alley. "You know, I kinda understand why you felt a bit uneasy."



The city had a lot of faces. She changed often and she changed fast. Newer blocks were warm, clean and really boring. Old streets tended to be often nicely renovated and had a bit more life. The one were we standing in was from the rebellious teenager phase, the one nobody wanted really to talk about. Naked concrete walls rose for fifteen stories. Wires and pipes in thick bundles connected buildings housing automated factories. The pavement was made out of plastic tiles that allowed easy access to the hidden bowels of the City and probably needed some urgent maintenance. There was no trash around, but that was usual for the poorer blocks. Here nothing stayed unrecycled for long. Dirt and grime, on the other hand, was abundant and coated everything. And then there was the crime-scene.



In the middle of the alley, far enough from each exit so that nobody would notice anything, somebody had painted ground and walls using blood and guts. You could see the enthusiasm that had gone into it by looking at the spots of body fluids on the third story of the buildings. The silver threads of artificial nervous systems surfaced here and there. I doubted they could be recovered. The piece of meat that had fascinated me was a small part of the carnage in front of me. I could vaguely recognize three bodies, and at least two of them were humanoid. Couldn't be really sure about the third one.



The worst part was the smell. Probably. I hadn't really been able to smell anything in four years. A Little side effect of a batch of bad designer drugs. I sooner or later should have it fixed, but at the moment I was thankful that I had only to see the stuff. Weird how you can get used to images of gore faster than to the smell.



I put the bag back in my pocket and clapped my hands together. "Well, Rubberduck, lemme see how you would manage this mess."



He stood straighter and said, "City, did you see what happened here?"



"Officer Gjokaj, did you see what happened during your last bowel movement?"



I chuckled. "Nice try, I can admire trying the easy way first, but if the City sees it happen they don't call us. At all."



"I am aware of that, but the protocol still requires us to ask." He looked at me. "Should we return to the department to examine the recording?"



"Not yet." I scratched my chin. "You have to get a feeling for it. Tell me what we know about the victims."



"Feel it?"



"You'll get it, sooner or later. Now, about the victims, what do we know about them?"



He seemed baffled. "You have access to the files too, Miss."



This would be fun. "Yeah, I know. I also call you Rubberduck till you prove otherwise, so tell me what we know. The abridged version at least."



Rubberduck got the thousand-mile stare of people accessing their retina projections. "Very well. The victims were three IP Citizens: Lovecraft, Moorcock, and Shelley."



"Never heard of them." I started to slowly walk around, being careful to not step on bits of citizen.



"Old IPs. Were made self-aware during the first wave of Awakening." A brief pause. "It seemed they were at the center of controversies regarding the personhood of Fictional Characters. Appeared in front of the Senate even."



"Oh, that." That was the reason I had never heard of them. I had gone to great lengths to avoid the whole thing. Raging idiocy gave me headaches and senate hearings were usually the pinnacles of pain-inducing, moronic argumentations. "Who'll inherit their rights?"



"Nobody. They were already public domain when they became sapient. It was the reason they were in the first wave."



Something was bothering me. The blood should have pooled, instead, it was only coating the pavement. "Are there any big projects involving those IPs on the horizon?"



Rubberduck took a few seconds before he answered. "Nothing. Currently, all the major entertainment players are developing fresh concepts. Most of the valuable IPs have acquired personhood status and are self-managing. Working with them implies extra-costs." 



"Means we can probably exclude Disney's hit squads. Those are usually a headache. Carry on." No tracks leaving a bloody trail that got away from the scene. They had probably used some flying device to disembowel the guys. I looked upwards.



"Some financial problems. Seems they had problems finding a niche in the the current economic situation. A couple of years ago they have been the poster-children both for the Universal Rights movement and, for opposite reasons, for a large cadre of bio-chauvinist think-thanks." I could hear him almost spit out the last word.



There were cameras both on the streets and on the roofs of the buildings. "Bio-chauvinist? Do I hear some opinions there?"



He went stiff. "No, detective. I simply summarized the conflict. You asked for the abridged version." It was almost too easy to prod him. He wouldn't survive for long if he reacted this way to the smallest accusations. Internal affairs would love him. He continued, "I hope I didn't offend you, but the term bio-chauvinism was correct here. Many of the groups I intended are—"



"Would you notice a blood-covered, saw-wielding, flying drone?" I would tease him later, and in the meanwhile, I could leave him steam a bit in doubt.



He blinked. "I think so."



"Yeah, me too. City, you didn't see something flying out of here, right?"



"I may not see everything, but the cameras around here work." She seemed almost offended by the insinuation.



"I had to ask, you know, for the protocol." I walked in the middle of the massacre. "They don't look like they exploded, right?" I didn't see any burn wounds, nor was there shrapnel in the floor or the walls. The bodies laid in different positions. No central origin for the wounds could be recognized. "I'm pretty sure we can rule out suicide. No, somebody went personal on this poor losers and then disappeared."



Rubberduck got glassy eyes again. He was reading more of the dossiers. "They were recently involved in a lawsuit regarding reproductive rights of non-biological intelligence. Specifically, regarding the current limitations about spawning, forking, recombination, and non-humanoid body types. It was class action to relax the standing regulations and allow IP Citizens access to official structures. They lost but it reignited the discussion about the issues. Do you think the murder was politically motivated?"



I stared at the pavement. Something irked me. "City, were there any claims about this?"



"No, detective."



"Rubberduck, were this three at the head of the class action? Or were they at least some figureheads?" 



"No, they weren’t. I see some activism, but nothing out of the norm." He briefly paused. "It seems they reduced their engagement in the last years. Although they stayed together after the first wave and the senate hearings."



The panels, that was it. I waved to Rubberduck, gesturing him to come here. "I think I found something. You have some gloves, right?"



"I can go to the car and grab them."



"Nah, not necessary. You can wash your hands later." I bowed forward. There it was, a hair-thin fissure. "City recorded the scene. You can't really damage anything." I looked up to him. He had become paler. I sighed and said, "You should also take another pill."



He shook his head and stepped forward. When he arrived at my side I pointed at the panel and said, "Lift that up. And believe me, you need this. You'll see a lot of worse shit in your time here, so get used to getting your hands dirty." I stood up and stepped back.



I had to admit I was a bit surprised, Rubberduck was really reaching down to the panel. I would maybe have to promote him to having a name. He pulled a knife out his pocket and stuck the blade in the fissure. The panels were pretty solid but light. They still used them in construction, as far as I knew, only they disguised them nowadays.



Gjokaj was sweating. I had some doubts it was because of physical exertion, and I feared for a moment that I had pushed him too much. At the end he removed the panel, leaving a three feet per side large hole on the floor. Below I could see a data-access terminal to the high-speed infrastructure of the City and a ladder disappearing into the darkness below. Blood had dripped down, which explained why it hadn't accumulated, and there were prints on the pegs. A couple of cables hung limply from the terminal, and there was a hijacker still connected to it.



I patted my partner on the shoulder and asked, "City, can you feel this particular terminal?"



"No, I can't. Maintenance will be there in three minutes."



I heard a splat and looked up. The piece of meat had fallen from the wall. "The first question we should have asked should have been why here?"








I sipped my coffee looking through my report. I would have liked something stronger, but the rules regarding alcohol on the job were still horribly limiting. One would think we would be better in this day and age, but nope, couldn't have that.



I closed the file and turned to Gjokaj. "So did they find him?"



"Yes, once we told them what to look for the traces became evident. Poor kid was in the sewers and munching on rats. Rats filed a criminal complaint, but considering the boy is six hours old it shouldn't stick. He has been taken to the hospital. They had to sedate him and there will probably be some psychosurgery, but they should be able to heal the damages. Can't have four hundred fifty pounds of panicking child biting the doctors."



I smiled. "Poor little bastard. But I see you are having the right attitude to it. Maybe we can make a cop out of you."



Gjokaj rolled his eyes. "There will be a legal mess. As far as I know he's the first Sapient-born story coming from a three-way IP recombination, but personhood is practically certain."



"Nice, but not our problem." He huffed and looked away. I had a rule about not worrying about newbies, or at least about letting them working out their issues themselves and with the department consultants. But then, truth be told, I always sucked at following rules. "You don't look happy. We solved your first case, cheer up!"



He stayed silent for almost a minute. "I fear that this will fuel opposition to a reform of reproductive rights. We kinda need that."



"Maybe. maybe not. I'm only sure that it will pull the morons out from the woodwork." Yeah, politics, won't touch that for all the optimistic new partners of the world. I finished my coffee. "City was a bit pissed that they stole processing power. Stopped doing her sexy voice at me, which is a shame. There will probably be a security upgrade soon, so don't rely too much on the metro. Man, I really hope it won't come out from our budget." I stood up, walked to Gjokaj and patted him on the shoulder. "You did well."



"I didn't do anything."



"You saw one of the faces of the City and you are still here. It's a beginning."


      

      
   
      Chasing the Dragon


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Vase in the Woods


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Inevitability


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Hell is other people


      

      
      
         I’ve met death. It was not a physical death, mind you, not one you could find on a battlefield or in a hospital. This is not the tale of a veteran who has saved his brothers in arms from the enemy by carrying them for several miles while he is trying to dodge mortar attacks. This is not the sad and tragic story of a cancer patient who learns to accept his illness, his family watching him getting sicker and sicker and feeling helpless. This is the journey of a simple man who has faced the void of humankind. It was the death of the soul, when emptiness is the only feeling that fills your heart and oblivion has not enough mercy to end your suffering. Your mind is screaming, “Flee! Flee as far away as you can!” but it’s too late, you are trapped with no escape.



It all started when my friend invited me to spend a few days at his place. Living in the country, I’m quite used to the charming peace of my detached house but it had been a long time since I saw him. So I decided to put aside my disgust for the big cities and my love for wide-open spaces to make the trip to his small flat downtown. I’ve never understand how some people could live in such cramped places without going mad. Maybe you have to be born here.



After one hour and half of a free-incident trip, I was before my friend’s flat and I must say I was quite impressed. It was the first time I came to a big city and even with its fifteen storeys, it was the smallest of the neighbourhood. All around it, the buildings were trying to go higher than the others, casting huge shadows on their poor neighbors. It seemed than the sun never reached them and I took pity on the residents who were forced to constantly live in the dark.



I typed the code my friend gave me on the electronic device next to the door and it opened.



Here is another thing that bothers me. Many people complain about housebreakers so why would someone lock a door with something so easy to know? I may have many locks on my doors but I never use them and no one has never stolen me anything so far. I guess this is another benefit of living in the rural area. Maybe these people believed, when they had installed it, that it would give them some kind of power on their life. I must confess I felt a bit like a child before a cartoon when I saw the magic of technology in action and I could have watched it open and close for a long time. But I was here for a reason and I did not want to be late.



As I entered the building, I heard someone yelling behind me “Please hold the door sir!”



I turned my head and saw a forty-year-old man desperately trying to run despite his weight. His gait gave me the impression of an obese pig who struggles to stand and walk the few steps towards his trough, simply to get even more fat. As I watched him getting closer, I noticed he was profusely sweating and thought that it was quite foolish to put himself in such a state just for catching a door.



Indeed, every time I watch my contemporaries, the factory workers, the powerful men full of their stature, the small administration employees, I see them struggling, running after their lives, trying to fill the hollow in their heart. And suddenly, it stops, without more meaning than when it has started and they all become equal before death, regretting they have not taken a break at least once to gaze at the beauty our world has to offer.



“Th-thank you,” he told me in a short breath once he had achieved the run of his life. 



To be honest, I hadn’t done anything. Even if wanted to, this was an automatic door and there was nothing that I could do to prevent it from closing but it seemed that the poor man wasn’t aware of this fact. Being raised as a gentleman, I replied that it was nothing.



I left him here and walked with firm steps through the hallway to find the elevator which would bring me to my friend’s floor. I saw there were two and understood that one only led to the even floors while the other led to the odd ones. As I push the call button of the latter, I heard the man’s footsteps. He placed himself next to me, waiting in all likelihood the same elevator than me.



While we were waiting for our lift, I was feeling anxiety slowly creeping in. I didn’t know why at the moment but I can now say it was certainly because of my misanthropic nature. I was in an unknown environment with a stranger whereas I usually invite my friends at my place. Having a weak constitution, I rarely leave my home. Some would call me a little bit sensitive but I always saw myself as a delicate flower. 



Hoping my trouble didn’t show on my face, I took a look at him and, apart from his thick moustache, his profile revealed nothing out of ordinary, nothing that could say he was feeling better, or worse, than me. I now understood that I should not expect anything from this ordinary man, any tenderness or attentions which make up the appeal of friendly forest walkings. From my side, I was not feeling driven towards him at all. We were probably not from the same milieu and I could not imagine sharing with him my passion for Grand Crus or lace, and my scorn of football or stewed chicory.



Our ride finally arrived and I lent my arm to let him enter first. I followed right behind him, trying to fit inside the small cabin and careful to avoid any physical contact with my new travelling companion. I was about to push the button labelled “7” when my fellow had the same idea and our hands met halfway. How could I describe the embarrassment assaulting me as I quickly pulled my hand away? The memory of the conversation that followed still plunges me into depths of shame.



“Oh,” I said.



“Ah,” he replied.



“Sorry,” I added.



He tittered.



“Which floor?” he asked.



“Seventh,” I replied.



“Me too,” I said tittering too.



I tried to cut short the awkward moment by pressing the wretched button and our ascent began. I thought my suffering had ended or somehow been assuaged but I felt, around the first floor, that he was staring at me. So I decided to stare back, in order to force him to look away, which he did in a swift motion that instantly made him look at the ceiling. I was torn between feeling guilt or pity for us, knowing very well there was absolutely nothing to see on the ceiling, all of this adding to our situation which was already ridiculous in itself.



In order to ease the discomfort I was feeling and he was probably feeling too, I started to hum the first notes of Carmen. Alas! This parody of human being had once again the same idea. He started to hum the Moonlight Sonata in a shy but unfortunately audible whisper. The resulting outrageous cacophony stroke me right into the heart. I felt overwhelmed by a wave of existential despair while we were around the fourth floor. All feelings of love were abandoning me and human brotherhood suddenly seemed more and more improbable. Is there anybody or anything out there to put an end to my misery?, I thought.



My heavy companion had to feel some discomfort as well because he talked around the fifth floor.



“Nice weather we have don’t you agree?”



The weather. Of all the topics he could think of, he had dared to choose the weather. The more I was interacting with him, the more I was looking for a way out but unfortunately, all access were locked. I was trapped with him, forced to listen to the inevitable flow of common places that would soon follow his first sentence. However, a stroke of genius came to my mind and I felt a little boosted. I even dared to compare myself as brilliant as Archimedes for a moment.



“I couldn’t tell, I’m not from here,” I replied with all the contempt I could fit into my voice.



I saw on his face he was mentally collapsing from my unexpected answer, which forbade any pursuit to this atrocious parody of conversation. A sigh of satisfaction escaped my lips but still wanting to be a gentleman, even in this dire situation, I tried to spare the poor guy and make my sigh look like a cough. And because a gentleman never cough without covering his mouth, I raised my hand. 



What sheer folly to believe for an instant in etiquette! Halfway through my motion, my hand accidentally collided with his large stomach, which made him instantly turned around in a self-defence reflex. Given the narrowness of the cabin, and despite the delicacy and the seriousness of our suits, this man and I found ourselves in a rather tricky posture. I was facing his back and our hips were only separated by an inch. 



Even though I usually rejoiced in my stable heterosexuality, I addressed prayers to all gods I knew to spare me the utmost shame of an unwitting erection, something likely to happen every time two human bodies touch each other. Such a manifestation of my blood pressure would only make the situation of our duo even more ludicrous, knowing that we were about to reach the seventh floor! The mere thought of spending any more time with this man, should it be only a second, had become unbearable. I wanted to scream. I wanted to tear apart those metal walls which seemed to come closer and closer. I wanted to roll up into a ball and cry in a corner but they were all out of my reach, given the man’s corpulence. I could only contemplate my tragedy.



Against all odds, while I had lost hope in salvation, we landed. The elevator’s doors opened and I saw a pure light, blinding me with the freedom it promised. Forgetting my manners for a moment, I exited first, taking a huge breath once I was in the corridor. I felt I was born again, overwhelmed by bliss. A bliss I could have shared with my companion if only he had not been the source of all this. However, the joy of being finally free made me forgive him. I could not really hold a grudge against him; fate had put both of us in this cabin.



I walked towards my friends’ door on my right but, before I could reach it and knock, I heard my cell phone ringing, giving me notice of a new text message. Oddly enough, the man’s phone rang too a few seconds later. I pulled out the device and read it.



Hello

I’m sorry I won’t be at home, something unexpected have cropped up. Let’s meet at the restaurant down the street. The restaurant is the one with the big neon sign, Nation’s cannons. You can’t miss it.

And if you come across Francis, pass on the message so that he won’t have to run around.

See you later!




I look up from my phone and met the other man’s eyes. Seeing his phone in his hand I understood he was the one my friend wanted me to meet. I was looking for some paintings to redecorate my study and my friend had told me he knew an art collector who had some to sell. I saw a glimmer of understanding in his eyes, showing he had drawn the same conclusion than me. We exchanged a smile before a dreadful realization came to my mind.



We had to take the elevator again!
      

      
   
      Endings


      

      
      
         The whiskey was in the cereal cabinet. Again. 



With a forlorn sigh Henry Witherford ended his fifteen minute search for his wayward beverage. He had no idea how it had ended up so far from its proper home in the liquor cabinet. His hands shook only a little as they closed around the half filled bottle. He didn’t recall the bottle being so empty either. Sixty year old Highland Park Single Malt Scotch was not cheap, but it was one of the few extravagances the old pensioner allowed himself. 



It took him another five minutes to find his shotglass. [i]That[i] at least was right where it should have been. It would have gone much quicker if he hadn’t let his cabinets get so cluttered and disorganized. Martha would have been very disappointed in his sloppy housekeeping these days. But that was okay. He was in no great hurry. 



Slowly and steadily he made his way back to the living room of his condo. The thought of his slow pace made him chuckle. These days, at the age of eighty two, everything he did was slow. Steady was another matter entirely. But there was still enough strength in his old bones to get around his home, no matter how his children and grandchildren fretted. 



With a creak and a quiet groan, he settled himself down into his old recliner, and set his drink and shotglass on the tray beside his chair before turning it to cover his lap. That was another gift from his children. The tray table had its own set of wheels and hydraulics. It could move up and down, slide back and forth, and roll left or right. It was a damnably useful thing, but Henry hated it.



It reminded him of the hospital. 



Seeking happier memories, he turned to the credenza beside him. It was a bit of a stretch, but he could just reach the closest picture frame, pulling it towards him with shaking hands and a smile gracing his lips. It was a black and white photo, of course. In it a handsome young man in a sailor’s uniform stood tall and proud beside a beautiful young lady in a sundress. His arm was around her waist, an honest smile on his face. Her mouth was slightly open, her eyes half closed as the photo captured her in mid laugh.



Henry ran his finger over the young woman’s face, trying to match the young man’s grin. Wasn’t it strange how some memories remained so clear and vivid over the years? He could practically smell the sea air and smell the Coney Island hot dogs, even after all these years. 



Setting the picture down on the table in front of him, he carefully poured himself a shotglass of the amber liquid before taking a small sip. He savored the taste and fire of the whiskey, but drank it slowly. He’d had a very light lunch, so there wasn’t much in his stomach to soak up the alcohol. The last thing he wanted to do was get himself drunk and fall asleep too early. 



Setting the half empty shotglass down, he admired the logo on the side. It was a silly, simple thing. Just a silhouette of some Casino or other, he couldn’t remember which, and the words “Las Vegas.” It was a cheap souvenir, that was all. But it was a memento from their last vacation together, before the Alzheimers took her. 



Henry ran his hand along the faux wood of the tabletop, though his eyes remained fixated on the picture before him. It was a strange dichotomy, an item filled with happy memories sitting atop another that brought only pain. 



The disease had hit his Martha hard, and so very quickly. Oh, there had been signs before. Forgetting where she left her keys. Leaving the oven on. Forgetting where she was going, or why she’d entered the room. But soon enough she was forgetting what the keys were for, forgetting what she was cooking, forgetting where she was. 



Forgetting her children and grandchildren’s names. 



It wasn’t long before it was too much for an old man to handle alone. His children, God bless them, had done their best. But she deteriorated so quickly, and needed so much help, it hadn’t been long before they’d had to do something… 



Henry sighed and shook his head. He had things to do today. Things he couldn’t put off. Picking the cordless phone up off the table, he stared at the keypad for several long seconds before slowly dialing the first number. 



“Dad? Is that you? Is something wrong?”  Came a worried voice. 



“Bobby! No, nothing is wrong. Can’t an old man give his son a call now and then?” He smiled, forcing a bit of good cheer into his hoarse voice.



“Of course you can call Dad. What’s up?” His son cheered up, the worry and concern quickly fading away. Thought it’s mere presence had been enough to warm his heart.



“Oh, I was just looking at some old pictures and feeling a bit nostalgic is all.” He replied wistfully, tracing his finger over the picture once more. “Remember that time when you were six, and your mother and I took you to Jones Beach? You spent hours digging in the sand...”



“Yeah Dad, I remember that. Wasn’t that the time I got big by a sand crab?” 



“Heh, yeah. Taught you not to stick your fingers where they didn’t belong, didn’t it?” Henry chuckled. “So, tell me, how are the grand kids doing? I haven’t heard from Jennifer in a while...” 



Henry smiled, sitting back in his recliner and listening to his son’s voice as they bantered back and forth, reminiscing on old times updating him on the next generation. Those memories came clearly and easily. But all good things come to an end, and far too soon the conversation was winding down. 



“I’d love to chat more dad, but Peggy needs some help in the kitchen...”



“Say no more, Bobby. I understand.” Henry paused, and cleared his throat. “Just, ah, one more thing. I was hoping you might be able to swing on by here tomorrow morning. I’ve got… something I need you to take care of for me.”



“Well, I was going to visit Sandra and see how she and her rugrats are doing, but I guess I can stop by first. What do you need help with?”



“Oh, it’s… just some paperwork and maybe moving a few things. It might take… a few hours. You still have my key, right?”



“Sure dad. Of course I do. Are you sure you’re okay?” A worried note had crept back into his voice. 



“Good as I can be, at my age.” He gave a short laugh. “Anyway… Just wanted to make sure you know.. I love you son, and I’m proud of you.”



“I love you too, dad and I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodbye.”



“Goodbye, son.” 



Henry sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose as he put the phone down. Everything would be fine tomorrow. He was sure Bobby could handle things. He was always a strong boy. And not just physically.



He’d handle his mother’s condition better than any of them, truth be told. 



It had been hard, so very hard, when they moved Martha to the home. They’d never been a rich family. Shady Pines was the best they could afford, and it was far from a dump. But it wasn’t like living in the condo either. Not that it seemed to matter much to Martha after a few months. 



He’d visited most every day of course. So had their sons and grandchildren, at least at first. But as she’d gotten worse and worse each visit was harder and harder. She’d forget the names and faces of her family. She’d ask after people who’d been dead and buried for decades. She’d forget where she was, and start wandering the halls, trying to find her way ‘home.’ 



It was on one of those midnight excursions that she’d fallen and broken her hip.



Henry shook his head, trying to drive off those horrid memories. Why were those the ones that stayed with him? Why couldn’t he forget those last few years, and only remember the good times? And they’d had been so many good times, he and his beautiful, vivacious Martha. 



With a sigh he refreshed his shotglass, taking a few more small sips. It wasn’t time to finish off the bottle just yet. He still had more phone calls to make. 



“Let’s see here… I’ll call Anthony next I suppose. And then Daniel. Francis died in that car wreck back in… 78? God rest his soul.” Henry muttered to himself, once again staring at the keypad on his phone. 



After staring for a few more minutes, he sighed and set it back down. “Damn it all, where did I leave that phone book?” He muttered, grunting in exertion as he rose out of his chair. 








Twenty minutes. 



It took him twenty minutes to hunt down the little brown book of phone numbers. 



What it was doing in the bread drawer, he didn’t know. 



But regardless, he’d found it. And called both of his other sons. And eight of his grandchildren. Of his great grandchildren, only Tommy was old enough to hold much of a conversation over the phone. 



“Okay Tom, tell Great Grandpa goodbye and that you love him!” his old ears could barely pick out his granddaughter Catherine’s voice in the background. 



“By Great Grandpa Henry! I love you!” Came through much louder, and with the enthusiasm only a six year old could muster.



“I love you too, sweetpea. Give the phone back to your mommy now, would you?”



“Okay Grampa! Here mommy!” 



“Thanks sweetheart.” There were the unmistakable sounds of a phone (roughly) changing hands, and then his granddaughter was back on the line once again. “So, do you think you’ll be able to make it to Tom’s birthday party this year grandpa?” 



“Birthday party? That’s in.. Um….” Henry frowned, searching his memory for the date. 



“It’s in two and a half weeks, grandpa. The 23rd? You remember, right?” 



“Oh yeah, of course, of course. Could hardly forget that.” He rambled. “But, ah... I don’t think I’ll be able to make it this year. These old bones… I don’t think I can make it that far.” 



“Are you feeling okay Grandpa? You just sound a little, I don’t know...” 



“I’m just as fine as can be.” Henry kept his tone light, even as he blinked back tears. It had been a long day, with many phone calls. Not everyone had been home, or been able to talk for long. But the worry and concern was there in each of his family member’s voices. And somehow it managed to both warm his heart and pain him at the same time. 



“... You know you’re always welcome to come visit us, right Grandpa? Or come and stay for a while? George and I have an extra bedroom. We all worry about you being all alone you know. It’s been five year since Grandma passed away...”



Henry closed his ears, fighting back a few more tears. It hadn’t been five years. It was more like seven or eight. It had only been five years since her body shut down. But he’d lost his Martha well before that, when the light of recognition had faded out of her beautiful blue eyes...



“Grandpa?” 



Wiping his eyes, Henry struggled to keep a quaver out of his voice. 



“You don’t need to worry sweetheart. I’ve got everything I need here. Things will take care of themselves, you’ll see.” He forced his voice to remain strong and steady. “You just worry about that husband of yours and my great-grandson, you hear?”



“If you’re sure...” She sounded less than certain. 



“Very sure. Everything will be fine. I promise.”



“Okay grandpa. Love you. I’ll talk to you later.”



“I love you too, Catherine.” 



With a sigh he hung up the phone and leaned back into his recliner.



It had been a long afternoon, though one well spent. His eyes returned to the photo before him.



“Well Martha, it’s just you and me now.” He whispered, tracing her face with his fingertip. 



He smiled once more, thinking of the happy days they’d spent together in their youth. The picnics, the night spent out dancing. The night spent inside doing a different kind of dancing. The joy at the births of each of their children, and their grandchildren. The simple pleasures of taking their boys on vacation, or teaching them around the kitchen table, or just standing beside his wife and watching the kids sleep peacefully in their beds. 



The smile slipped from his face as more recent memories surfaced. The nursing home. The fall and broken hip. And the last year, spent lying in the Alzheimer’s ward in the hospital. Laying there with a little swivel table just like his hanging over her. Lying there, but never really getting better, just slowly fading away, day by day. 



If there was a Hell on Earth, it was that place. The sounds and images came back to him in the dark of night sometimes. The incoherent mumbling. The random screams. The ‘healthier’ patients wandering the halls like zombies. 



And spending each day their, beside his beautiful, brilliant Martha, as she drifted further and further away from him day by day. With that cacophony of loss and madness as a backdrop. 



Each day he’d prayed for God to heal her. And when there wasn’t anything of ‘her’ left but an empty shell, he’d prayed to God for her suffering to end. If He couldn’t fix her, then at least let her go peacefully and quietly, with what little dignity was left to her!



But no. It took over nine months before what was left of his beloved wife finally passed on. 



Henry blotted his tears once more, drying his eyes so he could see clearly. He carefully looked over his little tray table, making sure everything he needed was laid out neatly. The bottle of whiskey was down more than a little from it’s condition earlier in the afternoon. But there was more than enough left for his intentions. 



To the left, the paperwork was laid out neatly. The results of his last medical examination. A copy of his Last Will and Testament. A long, heartfelt note to his family explaining his decision, and telling them all just how much he loved them. He only hoped his shaky handwriting was still legible enough. 



To the right, his bottle of Single Malt Scotch, shotglass, and a mostly full bottle of prescription ‘sleep aids’ he’d talked his doctor into providing him. 



And of course, in the center, a black and white photo of a happy, loving couple just starting their lifelong journey together. 



“I'll be seeing you soon Darling, don’t you worry.” He whispered softly to the picture, and if his hands shook as he opened the bottle, it was due solely to the difficulty of the child proof cap. 



He’d always been told that suicide was a sin. But surely the Lord would understand, under these circumstances. Besides, he couldn’t imagine Hell being much worse than the Alzheimer’s ward. And if doing this did send him down to the other place, well, at least it would be a private Hell. Not one he’d drag his entire family into. Forcing them suffer as they watched him waste away. 



But surely God wouldn’t be so cruel as to deny him a reunion with his own personal angel. Surely he’d earned that much in his long life?



Henry stared down at the handful of capsules he’d poured into his hand. Each one was half pink and half white.



“Heh. Pink and white. Just like that skirt you wore to the roller derby. Do you remember that, darling?” He whispered, closing his eyes and smiling at the memory. 



Opening his eyes again, the smile lingered as he stared at the capsules once more. Then, one by one, he calmly swallowed them, small sips of Scotch helping them go down more easily. By now his stomach was mostly empty, and his slow drinking all afternoon had his body relaxed and feeling no pain. Everything would proceed nice and smoothly, just as he had planned. 



With a pleased sigh he finished downing one last shot of Scotch, then closed his eyes to wait for the capsules to dissolve and sleep to take him. As he waited, he let his mind wander, focusing on the memories of happier times long ago. Of family and loved ones and roller skates and red and white skirts. 



He could almost hear the music playing and the sound of wheels on polished wood. He could see her blonde hair streaming behind her, her skirt swishing in the wind as she laughed and smiled and struggled to keep up with him. He could feel her warmth against his chest as he pulled her into his embrace, the two of them gently spinning in a circle in the center of the rink. He could smell her perfume, the flowery one she wore just for him. 



Leaning forward for a kiss, he could almost taste her lips as they pressed against his... 



As sleep took him, Henry Witherford’s lips curled up into one last smile.
      

      
   
      The Northernlit Forge


      

      
      
         	For the fourth night in a row, the midnight constellations rose upon the sleepless head of the Guard Captain. The stars only barely peeked into the room—dimmed as they were by the sheer drapes covering the windows—but Zarund felt their gaze all the same.



 	Stifling a yawn, the Captain lurched from his desk chair and moved for one of the bookshelves lining the walls. His children would sleep soundly with the aid of a tale, after all—and while he held no illusions of achieving any sort of rest that evening, a story might calm his nerves. 



	The book he chose was old and worn, its filigreed title made illegible by years of reshelvings. Alyss was particularly rough with it, if Zarund remembered correctly.



	He smiled at the thought. His bright-eyed daughter would tumble into the den, book tucked haphazardly beneath her arm, and promptly demand that she be read to. Her younger brother was never far behind, but he often hesitated at the door, not quite fearless enough to disturb his Father's evening as Alyss did. 



	Even while young, Taron was cautious. Though both would eventually grow too big to comfortably share their father's lap, neither of them tired of his stories—be they written or spoken from memory. 



	Zarund slowly paged through the book. He did not need to read the words; the stories within had written themselves into his memory with each retelling. He paused, his eyes resting on familiar words. 



	In ages long ago, before the reigns of Kings and Men, the earth was ruled by dragons and fire, began this one. Already, Taron's bright blue eyes would be wide. Everyone said the boy had Zarund's eyes. 



	Mighty beasts they were, as fearsome and wild as the storms of the West. They roamed the four realms, leaving nothing in their wake but a smoldering, barren waste that no Men could thrive in. 



	Depending on how terrified Taron looked at this point, Alyss would sometimes pipe in: Papa, were there flowers?



	No flowers, Zarund would say.



	And no potato pies?



	None of those, either, little love.



	Zarund's fingers traced an inked illustration of the winged terrors.



	But Men were not left hopeless, for the Great Maker took the three brightest stars in the night sky and cast them from the heavens, giving them mortal shape. And the men looked upon the three stars with awe, and named them Kings.



	Then, taking a piece of the sun, the Maker forged a Queen to guide and rule alongside the Kings. So it was that four star-siblings marched upon the earth, and the dragons learned the true meaning of fear.



	On nights when the sun yet hovered above the horizon, the children would wheedle and prod details out of Zarund. Alyss wanted tales of battle and bravery, of dragons being felled and Men fighting alongside the Starborn. 

	

	Taron cared more for the homesteading.



	And after the last dragon was slain? he often asked, watching his father's lips expectantly.



	When the skies sat empty except for the stars, each sibling took to a corner of the earth, and the Men followed. 



	One King went West, and under his laborious care the soil grew rich and bountiful. The Men learned to till plains and tend crops, and so the Westernmost Star and his kingdom profited. 



	Another King ventured South, to the edge of the land where rivers met sea. He and his Men took to fishing and boating, and the Southstar's kingdom profited. 



	The third King led his Men to the windy, mountainous East. There, hidden in caves along the treacherous range, they found herds of hardy goats and sheep. Master weavers and shepherds they became, and the Easterly saw his kingdom profit.



	The last of the Men followed the Queen North, to the sweltering pit from which the dragons once came. They turned it into a forge, and the Ruling Star worked alongside her people to craft weapons and armor of unparalleled quality. And the Northernlight was known throughout the realm, for all four kingdoms profited.



	Even when they grew older, both of Zarund's children would murmur the final bit along with him:



	Western crops for hearth and home

	Southern waterways to roam 

	East-edge and cloth both work for stone,

	But Northern steel alone

	Cleaves right through bone.



	Thus began the Golden Age of the Starborn. 



	It never failed to warm his heart, no matter how firmly he sent them to bed afterwards. 



	To your rooms, now, or your mother will tan all our hides! A wink, then—not unnoticed by Taron, who'd offer Zarund a brilliant smile in return. 



	



	"A Golden Age, indeed," Zarund sighed to himself, gently closing the book of tales. There in his home on the Southern waterways, with his fishing spear by the door and his unstrung bow gathering dust beneath the bed, it was easy to believe that the dangers of the world disappeared with the turning of a page. 



	Too easy, to believe that the past would remain behind him. 








	"You said you met her, didn't you?" Taron had asked one year. Cautiously, of course—the boy still weighed each of his words as though measuring gold. Lanky he may have grown, but Zarund's son remained the same careful lad at heart. 



	"Who, your mother?" Zarund asked coyly, sharpening his fillet knife upon the whetstone. "I did indeed. Can't remember exactly when—I imagine sometime before Alyss was born." 



	That was enough to draw a scoff. "No, the Queen! The Starborn of the North, from the stories."



	Zarund hummed in understanding. 



	"You spoke of her one evening, ages ago, when we had fallen asleep in your lap." Taron looked at his father with hopeful eyes. "I've forgotten it many times throughout the years, but now the story haunts my mind."



	Everyone was right. Those were Zarund's eyes. For a moment, the only sound between them was the scrape of steel against stone. 



	"I knew her," Zarund admitted at last. "I met her on the Eastern Range." 

	

	And she was beautiful, he could have added. Her golden skin shimmered in torchlight and sunshine both, her eyes were twin pools of shadow, and even the fearsome Eastern Wind could not mar the beauty of her pure-white hair. 



	Oh, how it had torn through the peaks of the mountains, sweeping down to buffet the young guard who dared climb the rough-hewn steps. 



	Taron blinked. "But we live in the South. You are Seaborn."



	"As are you," Zarund replied easily. "But I am also Zarund Suresight, Zarund Keeneye, and at your age I was convinced that I hated fishing. The Waterway Guard took me happily." 



	"Suresight," Taron muttered, and his father swore he saw the boy's eyes roll. 



	"Scoff all you want," he warned, pointing his newly-sharpened knife at his son. "But if I hadn't spotted the town crone as she slipped off into the night, I wouldn't have wound up halfway across the realm in pursuit of a Queen." 



	Old Crone Qoth...



	"I might not be keeneyed," Taron stated. "But I can see your thoughts run rampant, Father. The unspoken words are written plainly on your face. Why won't you simply tell me the full story?" 



	Zarund pondered the question as he wiped the oil from his knife. Reaching into the basket of his latest catch, he pulled out a wide-eyed flounder and set about filleting it. 



	"I suppose I guard the details out of hesitation, Taron," he said at last. "If there is one thing you learn from me, let it be that stories hold power over mortal men. This story is not so distant as your bedtime tales of dragons and ancient fire. The battles are not yet old, the wounds not yet closed. The heroes still live and breathe—"



	"I know they do, Father," Taron said softly, blue eyes fixed on Zarund's filleting knife, as though he could see that those weathered, fish-covered hands once wielded battle-steel. 



	"This is what I fear," Zarund stated flatly. "You know not the details, yet you already look upon me with the same frightened awe of your childhood. Stories are told to entertain, to inspire, and I fear this tale will drive the wanderlust deep into your heart." He paused for a moment, then hesitantly added, "While your path is your own to choose, I would have you by my side a little longer, my son." 	



	"I am not the adventuring type," Taron protested. "Your worries would be better aimed at Alyss."



	Zarund shook his head. "Alyss is the wave that crashes violently upon the shore, pulling back into the ocean only to return once again—but you, you are the current that winds through the deep: silent and subdued, but bound for the waters beyond the horizon."



	His son looked so torn between righteous indignation and surprised flattery that Zarund had to laugh. 



	"Fine, fine," the Suresight conceded. "I will tell you of the Queen in the East, and the old crone Qoth, and the Northernlit Forge. But not before dinner—"



	"And not without Alyss," Taron added, grinning wickedly. "She'd be murderous if I'd heard a story she hadn't." 







	So that evening, when dinner had been cleared and the hearth stoked to fend off the sea-borne chill, Zarund settled into his chair and told his children of his grand adventure. 



	Many years and many tellings later, it would be his grandchildren seated at his feet. The years changed and the children aged. His wife— 








	Guard Captain Zarund blinked, then scowled at the tattered book he gripped so tightly. 



	"That's quite enough of that," he muttered. Standing, he hurriedly shelved the troublesome tome. He would not think of his love of loves. 



	Stories had power, and that one would reduce him to a teary-eyed wretch in minutes. Zarund grit his teeth. He could not be the lovesick, pining boy that asked to court the Mayor's daughter, nor the hopeful, besotted man that asked for her hand in marriage. He could not be the faithful, steadfast husband that kissed his lovely wife soundly each night—not now. Not tonight. 



	Tonight, he needed to be the warrior that fought beside the Ruling Star. 



	With a growl, Zarund yanked off his dressing-gown and strode to the chest at the foot of his bed. 



	"Years ago, a fisherman's son lived in the southern waterways," he began to himself, digging through coarse-woven tunics and plainly-fashioned trousers. 



	"Though his father longed to teach his son the seafaring ways, the boy held no interest in the matter of rivers or oceans, and he joined the guard instead. 



	"He was keen of sight, he learned, and had he any talent with a bow, he might have proved an excellent addition to the ranks of the militia. But he could not hit the broad side of a barn, and so he was relegated to a lonely watchpost overlooking the Eastern Tributary.



	The grandchildren laughed at that—for to them, the thought was absurd. Their grandfather, Zarund Suresight, unskilled with arrows? Their grandfather, who was gifted the great longbow Dawnpierce by the nobles of the North? 



	Zarund glanced at the mighty weapon resting by the window. Decades of disuse had not tarnished its gleaming  limbs, and the carvings upon the grip remained intricate as ever. But then his hands closed around the unmistakeable silkiness of his Eastern-spun robes, and his eyes flickered back to the chest. 



	"One evening, whilst watching the eddies flicker in the moonlight, he caught sight of a cloaked figure scurrying from the waterways. Hunched and harried, it moved with purpose down the boardwalk—undoubtedly bound for the Northeastern path. Instinctively, the young guard shouted out. But the figure ignored him, and the rhythmic thudding of shoe on plank did not falter. Like any foolish youth, the boy deserted his post and gave chase.



	"For ages they ran, until the guard's breathing came painfully, and his legs protested the movement. The stranger showed no such weariness. Imagine the surprise, then, when the cloaked runner abruptly stopped, threw back its hood, and revealed herself as the wizened owner of the apothecary!



	"Gruff and reclusive, the old crone Qoth was a woman of stormy disposition and little patience. She possessed a tongue that could scold the heat off a fire, and woe to any that dared upset the stuffy peace of her shop! She'd lecture the offender until they feared they might shrivel up with age and be hung in the rafters with the basil! That evening, though, she offered little explanation to the Seaborn.



	"The North Star grows restless,' Qoth murmured, eyes flashing with ancient fire. 'She will march from the East, soon, to reclaim the Northernlit Forge. I must go to meet her.'



	"'It sounds like a grand adventure,' the Seaborn said appraisingly. 



	"'The sort old men tell their sons and grandsons,' Qoth agreed. She eyed his sword, and added, 'A dangerous adventure, at that.'



	"And so the young guard became a mercenary, and he followed the old crone East."







	The fabric of Zarund's ceremonial tunic flowed over his head and settled against his broad chest, as smooth and soft as the first rays of dawn washing over the City-in-the-Sky.



	"The steps to the Eastern stronghold were hewn into the very mountain, and long did the two travelers climb. Their footing was sound, and before the sun reached its zenith they stood before the mighty bronze doors.



	"'A gift from the Northernlit Forge, long ago,' the old crone Qoth explained. 'From a Queen to a King, to help keep the Eastern Wind at bay.'



	"Privately, the Suresight thought the doors aimed to keep the beauty of the Easternhold from seeping into the rest of the realm, for when the twin towers of bronze parted, he found himself breathless at the sight..." Zarund trailed off, remembering. 



	Radiant was how he recalled the city. As light and airy as the clouds themselves—though far more colorful. For while the plants clinging to the slopes were dull and thin, and the homes and taverns scarce more than holes in the stone, the city was filled with brightly-woven banners and flags. Wherever the eye looked, it was met with vibrant hues and intricate patterns. 



	But not for his children details of scenery and stonework. Not for his grandchildren ramblings of cloth and needlepoint. 



His wife would have smiled as he waxed poetic on the city's splendor, but she would also have told him to quit calling himself by name and tell the story properly. Zarund cleared his throat as he pulled his leggings over his knees. 



	"The old crone Qoth led the way past the colorful, bustling market, and soon we found ourselves bathed in the cool shadows of the Courthall. For the City-in-the-sky did not have a Mayor, as the South and West did, and their nobility resided in smooth-hewn caves near the peaks. Above the markets they lived, and it was there we found the Ruling Star.



	"She was tall and willowy, with razor-straight hair that never seemed to stir from her shoulders. A circlet of steel sat above her brow, and her face was so angular as to appear sharp. She sat upon the tapestry-covered throne tensely, coiled and tightly wound, but when she rose to greet us at the door it seemed as though she moved not at all, and instead it was the rest of the earth that flowed around her.



	"'My lady Cephris,' greeted Qoth, kneeling to kiss the edge of the Starborn's embroidered gown. I caught a flash of golden toes gleaming beneath the hem, bare against the floor. The Eastborn nobility had no herds to tend, you see," Zarund muttered as he tugged his thickest socks. "And with no need to walk beyond the polished stones of the main paths, they kept their feet bare." 



	"Cephris Northernlight smiled at the crone, her regal face shining as bright as the sun from which she was cleaved. 'My dear Continicium,' she murmured. 'Long has it been since last we met.'



	"'Longer, still, since I set foot in these halls,' replied Qoth slowly. It is surprising to find them so unchanged. I feel as though my lord Orinor might stalk in any moment, bow in hand and—'"



	His belt half-tied, Zarund frowned. What had Qoth said? The absence of his children and grandchildren suddenly struck him, stark and painful. Wracking his memory, Zarund turned to the lockbox perched upon the windowsill and retrieved the jewels of his station.



	"Qoth mentioned Orinor the Easterly, for it had been him she served in life," Zarund muttered to himself, clasping an amulet around his neck. "And Cephris had scowled—such a dark, dark scowl—and then... Oh, has it really been so long?" 



	He took a breath to steady himself. Closing his eyes, he could almost see the Sky-City bathed in light: moonlight and starlight and—



	"Fire," he breathed. "I awoke that evening to flames devouring the lovely tapestries, and Cephris the Ruling Star walked past ashes and destruction as slowly as the sun moving across the sky, bound for the grand bronze gates."



	There, that was it. More confidently, Zarund continued, "I made to follow her, but a hand on my shoulder stopped me."



	"'Here, Zarund Suresight,' Qoth croaked, offering me the hilt of a tiny dagger. Her eyes burned bright with embers, and the firelight washed her face of its years. 'Cephris will head North. You will have the opportunity to use this.'



	"And then—" Zarund frowned at the rings in his hand. He slid one onto his thumb. "Then the crone muttered something about joining Orinor, but I was already running after Cephris—"



	He slid another ring onto his index finger. 



	"And she cast open the gates as though they were made of paper..."



	Another onto his middle.



	"She strode out onto the road, barefooted and still-haired, while the East Wind fanned the flames upon the Sky-City."



	Skipping his marriage finger—Mirthya's finger—Zarund slid the final ring upon the smallest finger.. 



	Again, the absence of young listeners was not unnoticed, for no questions of the fire's origins battered his ears, nor demanding inquiries about whether the mountain-herds escaped unharmed. For once, the silence came as a relief, for Zarund had no need to lie about the terrible smell that filled the air. 



	He needn't lie about the cacophony of screams echoing through the caves—for in the end, the nobility's bare feet proved a fatal hindrance. 



	There was a memory that Zarund wouldn't mind fuzzing a bit. He picked up his comb and solemnly began combing through the tangles of his hair, avoiding the braids that framed his face.



	"So I left the Easternhold burning, and turned from a mercenary to a commander. Not just any commander, though—a commander of a Starborn Ruler's army. Trueblades, they were called." He breathed the title like the oath it was. "And I led my lady's army on a march to reclai—wait, that's not right."



	Zarund lowered his comb. "The army didn't assemble until... Until after we marched West—did it not?"



	The well-dressed, silver-haired gentleman in the mirror stared back unhelpfully. 



	"Blast it!" he cursed, and slammed his fist upon the mirror-frame. 

	

	When had they assembled the army? He could clearly recall the western plains blackened and twisted, but had that been before or after the drunken archery competition at the inn? 



	There was a brawl, and a wager, and somewhere in the mix he had befriended an archer that took pity on his paltry bowmanship—but when had they mustered the force to reclaim the Northernlit Forge?



	"It is no matter," he decided at last. His children were not here to witness his senility, after all, and who was to say he couldn't skip ahead a bit?



	"We marched for a great distance!" Zarund declared smugly. "A terribly great distance, and mostly uphill, to boot. But at last our eyes beheld the mighty walls of the Northernlit Keep.



	"Where the mountains of the East were pure and bright, the ranges of the North were imperious and forbidding. Nor was the Northernlit Keep hewn into the stone; it perched upon the mountainside like a bird of prey waiting to strike. 



	"Cephris looked upon her kingdom with the fiercest, hungriest longing I'd ever witnessed, and then she opened her mouth and began to sing."



	Years and years later, Zarund could still feel the battle-song echoing through his bones. To the children, he called it inspiring. Heroic, even. To the empty room, he provided no such gilding. 



	"Her voice tore through the air, and I thought it first a song of creation. For we were forging a new kingdom, were we not? We sought to return a piece of the sun to her rightful throne. I fought joyously, knowing my arrows felled traitors and usurpers—criminals who drove a Starborn ruler into exile.



	"The war-hymn was one of destruction, though, and had it not blinded my eyes with battle-lust, perhaps my sure-sight would have seen that the enemies I felled were not vile creatures, nor traitors, nor usurpers...



	"But I did not see them clearly," he muttered. "And when they lay dead, Cephris stoked the fires of the Northernlit Forge and we sent their bodies skyward."



	The possibility existed that this story was not the best one to give him courage.



	"You know how this ends," Zarund told children who had long since abandoned their posts by his feet. "The Queen turned to her forge and did not look away from her metalcraft for a century. I returned South, older and harder and likely more foolish than before. To my delight, happiness waited for me in the waterways. I did not know I would outlast it."







	 For perhaps the last time, Zarund Trueblade scrutinized himself in the mirror.  



	His hair—untarnished silver it was—did not bother him, though the years had stolen its color and curl. It was the face it framed that unsettled him: smooth, soft, supple. The unwrinkled skin remained as youthful as the it was the day Zarund stormed the keep with Cephris, the day he sealed his role as Trueblade of the Ruling Star.  



	Zarund always thought his eyes betrayed his age, though—the once-piercing blue of his irises seemed clouded by memories of war, fear, and fire. 



	Especially fire. 

 






	On a clear night like tonight, the battlements of the Keep provided a view of half the realm. No approaching figure remained unnoticed for long; the watchtowers lent the guards more than enough time to determine whether the visitor be friend or foe. 



	Zarund peeked out from the nearest crenel, resting a hand on the ancient stone. What a sight he must have made, all those centuries ago: a solitary, huffing figure storming towards the mighty fortress with rage in his brow and confusion in his heart. 



	Confusion, for Zarund's grandchildren had long since outgrown his lap and yet he could run with them still. Confusion, for Alyss's brow bore more creases by the day and Taron more resembled Zarund's brother than a son. Rage, for his love of loves Mirthya had taken the Eternal Slumber, yet the only indication that Zarund might follow her was the color of his hair.



	He approached the Keep of the Ruling Star with hostility written plain on his face, and yet the guards did not attack him. Instead they let him in, sent him to the forge, allowed Cephris to siphon away his rage amidst singing steel and roaring flame. 



	You pledged yourself to me, Trueblade, rang her voice, smooth and cool. I allowed you a lifetime of peace as a token of appreciation for aiding me on my journey. But do not forget you are mine, Zarund Northbound, as Qoth Eastbound was Orinor's and Ilsnar Westborn was Orithan's. 

	

	For years, Zarund wondered how many months passed before Alyss and Taron truly believed him dead.







	The stars watched coldly as the Trueblade continued towards the Main Hall. Murmurs and footsteps skittered off the stones, and a gentle breeze plucked at the torches to send embers dancing into the sky. Zarund passed a few patrols, and each time he was greeted with a solemn, almost reverent salute. 



	Zarund acknowledged them with a nod, and continued on his way, trying not to dwell upon the cause of their respect. 



	It was a lost cause, of course, and the cruel constellations seemed eager to whisper the story in his ear.



	Once, ages ago, the Ruling Star returned to the Northernlit Forge and claimed it with blood. Peace was won for a time, and with the Queen's skill in metallurgy the kingdom profited.



	Zarund quickened his pace.



	But the most intricate of metalwork could not distract the Queen for long, for she was Starborn, and she was made to endure more than the monotonous heat of the forge. The star-siblings were dragonslayers; no amount of molten steel could sate the battle-thirst in their veins.



	The Trueblade found himself fiercely missing the often-overcast evenings of the South.  



	The other Starborn had long been slain, killed at the hands of Men, and their kingdoms lay yet unclaimed. So the Ruling Star turned to her Trueblade, and together they led her army West.     



	If he squinted, Zarund could barely make out the plains, smudged against the distant horizon. They would have been fully visible the day of the battle—marked with towering plumes of smoke. 



	Cephris so favored fire. Zarund reeked of ash for decades, for the fires in the West scarcely dwindled to embers before the Queen's eye wandered East.



	The City-in-the-Sky posed little threat the second time it burned. Zarund watched it with empty eyes, arrow nocked and forgotten in his bow.



	With three of the four kingdoms returned to Celestial Rule, only the Waterways of the South remained.



	Zarund clenched his jaw, pointedly refusing to cast his gaze over the crenellations. 



	That had been a battle. That was where being keen-eyed was too much, where he found he could not stand the sight of flames running rampant—not when they crawled up the walls of familiar houses. Not when they ate at docks his children once ran down. 



	So Zarund closed his eyes. With his sight silenced, the Queen's battle-hymn met no distractions as it rushed into his soul, consuming his very being. And that was when his men learned to fear him.    

	






	"Captain Trueblade!" 



	The voice of Zarund's deputy drew him from his reverie. He looked up to see the young man striding down the hallway. 



	"Summons from her majesty, the Queen," he said, saluting dutifully. 

	

	Duty summed the boy right up, Zarund often thought. Not for this one the awed reverence toward the Ruling Star's favored commander. Not when the wounds of a battle-rent family festered within a generation of the lad. Zarund's deputy was old enough to remember the fight his family offered when an invading army paid the Waterways a visit. He had not forgotten the uncle who perished at the end of a very sharp, expertly-shot arrow.



	The Trueblade, however, remembered only battle-song. 



	Zarund nodded, "I'll see her immediately. Thank you, Dalrond."



	Dalrond, son of Darund, son of Danthor...



	His deputy inclined his head politely, then turned to leave. 



	Son of Daryss, daughter of Noryss...



	"Wait," Zarund called. "I would ask a favor of you, if you'll indulge me." Obligingly, Dalrund turned around, his face emotionless in the torchlight.



	Daughter of Elyn, daughter of Naron...



	"I would like you to vow that you will return South. Return home, and tell your kin of your adventures here," the Trueblade said, gaze sweeping over his deputy's features and coming to a rest upon the boy's eyes.

	

	Son of Tirond, son of Tarod...



	Such a brilliant, unmistakeable blue.  



	Son of Alyss, Daughter of Zarund.



	Dalrond frowned, visibly confused. Hesitantly, he said, "I cannot make a vow beyond my power, Lord Captain. As much as I might wish to, I can no sooner flee to the Waterways than you can renounce your title as Trueblade." 



	Something in Zarund deflated. "Very well, then," he conceded, and with a soft "Good night," he went on his way.



	"Lord Captain?" This time Dalrond's voice echoed down the corridor.



	"Aye?" 



	The boy set his shoulders, and he looked so much like Alyss that Zarund wanted to weep. "I cannot promise fate," he said sincerely. "But I can promise that I will try. I will try to return South." 



	Zarund Trueblade smiled at his deputy. "Very well, then," he repeated. "Very well, indeed." 








	Zarund found the Ruling Star in the same place he had left her, centuries ago, for a life of fishing and family. 



	The Northernlit Forge resided in a cavern deep below the Keep, where dust and flint lingered in the sweltering air. Zarund's Eastern-spun finery soon clung to his skin, and he did not need a mirror to know that his silver hair was likely dulled with dust and limp with sweat. 



	Even beneath his boots, the floor burned blisteringly hot, heated by the river of lava flowing beneath the stone. Still, Cephis worked the forge barefoot, heedless of the heat. Though tall, the forge dwarfed her many times over, but she paid it no mind as she thrust a massive, yet-unfinished sword into its gaping mouth. 



	"You come here with words, Trueblade," she called over her shoulder, eyes fixed on the glowing, white-hot metal. "Unhappy ones, at that." 



	"You are forging a weapon, Northernlight," Zarund observed in return. "But I think you have made this one before, have you not?" 



	Her laugh filled the air, harsh and biting. "How apt, to name you Suresight! Nothing escapes your watchful gaze, it seems." 



	"Ah, but how can I help but be drawn to the sight of a master at work?" 



	Cephris tsked lightly. "Playing the old games, are we?" Despite her chiding, her voice remained light. "Have you been telling stories, then? Flattery only leaves your tongue in pursuit of ancient tales, Northbound."



	Zarund remained quiet as Cephris moved the sword to her mighty anvil and took a hammer to it. 



	"Not a terrible habit, I suppose," she said between swings. "Perhaps I shall tell you a story of my own. It will no doubt sound familiar to your well-traveled ears."



	"Once upon a time," she began. "Four star-siblings claimed the earth from the talons of dragons. Each of them took a corner of the realm, and gave mortal Men the skills to thrive in their lands. The fields were tilled, the seas were fished, the forgefires were stoked, and the Eastern Wind was kept at bay. For an eternity, there was peace."



	Her hammer-strikes grew sharper and more urgent.



	"But one year, the sea grew unruly. Unsatisfied with the irreverent harvesting of men, it rebelled against the diplomatic Southstar that governed it. The star-sibling sailed out to try and reason with it, but it grew wild, and the men—the men stood by and watched as the waves drug their King into the cold depths from which none return. And I never saw Silmand again."



	Clang, sang the sword. 



	"Once upon a time, three star-siblings ruled the realm," Cephris muttered. "But without the reasoned voice of the Southstar, the Kings of the East and West quarreled, and the Queen in the North knew not how to broker a peace. Troubling, too were the Men of the South, who lived free of the Celestial Reign."



	Clang.



	"One year, the farmers and plainsmen of the West decided that they were every bit as capable of self-governance as the Southerners. In a show of false loyalty, they prepared a grand banquet for their King. Platters and platters of food were prepared, each dish more appetizing than the last, and all of them laden with the most potent toxins the earth would yield."



	Clang.



	"When the poisons failed to do more than induce a heavy drowsiness in the King, the men cleaved him with shovel and axe, and buried him beneath their fields. Thus Orithan, too, was lost to me." 



	Clang.



	Cephris' breath grew ragged.



	"Once upon a time, two star-siblings watched each other from neighboring keeps. Then dawned a day when the Eastern Wind blew free from sunrise till sunset, and the Queen in the North raced to the Easternhold only to find an empty throne. The nobles never shared the fate of the Easterly, so the Queen decided they should never share in the freedom of the South and West."



	Clang. 



	"I never learned what became of Orinor," she whispered. "But once upon a time, I looked up to find that my brothers were dead. Dead, and no amount of Northernlit steel could ever reforge their star-made souls."



	With a crack, her hammer struck the sword. Cooled to a dim cherry-red, it fractured instead of denting, sending shards fling from Cephris' anvil.



	The Ruling Star stood panting, brow furrowed in ancient fury. 



	Zarund fought to keep his voice steady and calm. 



	"I had a family, too, Northernlight. My children loved to hear the tale of the Starborn dragonslayers. So, too, did they find the tale of your homecoming to be an adventure worth hearing. But they are gone now, and I find I am left with more stories than ears to tell." 



	Cephris scoffed. "Your line endures, Trueblade. You have kin in all four realms; find a child and talk its ear off."



	"With what?" Zarund asked. "The tale of the Western slaughter? The second razing of the East? Or perhaps I should tell some seventh-great granddaughter of mine how I felled one of my own descendants and only realized it when I saw his unseeing eyes were my own?"



	"I tire of this," Cephris said, her voice edged with danger. "Make your point."



	"My point is that I have examined my life, Northernlight, and it is tainted with darkness." Zarund met her colorless gaze with his own. "My past grows more twisted and shadowed with each passing decade, and when I look to the future I see more of the same. You and your brothers were dragonslayers once, my lady." He bowed his head in respect. "But they are gone now, and in their absence you have become a dragon yourself."



	The Ruling Star looked stricken. "And you mean to slay me, then."



	Zarund pulled a small, shining dagger from his robes. "As Qoth intended all along." 



	She smiled—almost sadly, Zarund thought. "Northbound, that is an Eastern blade. It will not pierce Starborn flesh. It will not even pierce mortal flesh, not without great difficulty."



	"I know, Highness," he told her. "Western crops for hearth and home, but Eastern edges work for stone."



	And then he plunged the dagger into the scalding floor beneath them. 







	Zarund Seaborn's last thoughts were of the moonlight rippling upon the Eastern Tributary. 
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“And now,” Zolfran broadcast in his emitter, “let’s get this over with, right? I must move on and finish to prepare my address for the yearly pageant”. It was one of his appointed task, as elected archon of the community, to deliver the first speech at Remembrance day, before the two arch-priests followed suit.



He looked around. No one seemed to object: neither the Reds, nor the Blues. This was a miracle of sorts. A waft of frustration floated over the air for a short while, but Zolfran couldn’t tell who was responsible for it. Out of mere caution, he decided to wait a few seconds more, but the hush dragged on. So he thanked everyone and dismissed the meeting. 



He remained in the room until everyone else had left, then made his way to the temple’s exit. He waved reflexively at the people – mainly subordinate priests – he crossed, and they repaid him with a bob. Once outside in the concourse, he hesitated, then made up his mind and turned left, heading for the nearest school.



It was one of his pleasure, when he had some time to kill, to watch the pupils during their classes. Sometimes he would linger for a while behind the window, wondering which one of those fledglings would become the next leader, or the next genius whose theory would overturn all the knowledge the previous generations had laboriously amassed. Not that it happened frequently. The last brilliant mind, whose research had made their small world possible, had been born well before the Great Departure.



Pondering thus over the past, he reached the first window of the school. He paused and gazed inside. A group of small children was playing a catch-and-throw game meant to develop their mental control over the muscles of their tentacles. He smiled, and carried on to the next window. 



The spectacle here was different: a seven or eight grade class, if the size of the pupils was anything to go by. They were listening to a White male, so no doubt he had arrived in the middle of a science period. As usual, alas, all the Blue pupils sat on the left of the room, and all the Red on the right. So long for his hopes of coeducation. Despite the diligence of the hatchery’s nurses – mostly Whites – their relentless teaching about equal footing and so on, the children, once on their own, would generally fall prey to the smarmy spiels of the two churches. Thousands of years of prejudice could not be forgotten in a few months, not even in a situation like this.



With one of his suction cups, Zolfran tuned his radio-receptor to the proper channel and listened. “Zoran,” the teacher was saying, “was one of the brightest scientists of his time. He discovered the equation that still bears his name, and that we use everyday in common appliances such as…” The teacher took a small golden semi-sphere studded with buttons. He lifted it high up and showed it all round. “The food-machine,” he concluded.



Putting back the device on the desk, the teacher began to graze the glassboard with a tentacle. In its wake, dark lines appeared on the surface, divided and whirled, forming an intricate pattern where curves and spirals intersected straight lines and rhombuses. When he was done, he turned around and “Can anyone read this?” he asked.



The famous ideogram was complex enough to elude the understanding of most pupils of that age. As a matter of fact, a long time elapsed before a student finally raised a tentacle. “Zohal, yes?”



“I… I think it reads ‘That which does not exist, exists’,” the student said.



“Very good,” the teacher replied. “That’s indeed what it means in common language, and that’s all you need to know for now. Its counterpart in the mathematical language is far beyond your current skill to grasp.” He took a sip of water from his glass then carried on. “Zoran’s equation also is the principle that underpins the reactors that we—”



Zolfran cut the receptor off. Zoran’s equation, which stated how to tap spacetime’s background energy and transform it into ordinary matter, had been the major scientific breakthrough. At the time of its discovery, the inhabitants of Yah’na had widely believed that this new bonanza would grant them unlimited resources and peace. That was before the arch-priests had come to realise the power that could be unleashed from this elegant theory. The heinous and merciless war that had followed had left the planet devastated. Yet, like everything in science, it cut both ways, and the same equation had given the means for the survivors to escape with their lives.



But that was precisely the story which would be celebrated tomorrow. So turning back to his duty, Zolfran left the school compound and strode to the magnificent building that hosted the headquarters of the council. Beckoning the various clerks he encountered, he walked up the monumental stairs and stormed into his office. 



His secretary, a brainless Red that had been personally appointed by the arch-priest for some unknown reason, was fiddling with his food-machine. Caught by surprise, he almost let it fall. Zolfran smelled the sudden release of hormones that betrayed his emotion — a reflex dating back to long ago, when their forebears were but mindless animals crawling in Yah’na’s primeval mud, communicating through volatile molecules.



“I’m sorry your highness,” the guy said apologetically over his radio link. “I couldn’t have lunch before. I was–”



“Take it easy Zojar,” Zolfran answered, in a effort to appear lenient. “Go get your nutrition pill and take a five too, if you need one.”



Zojar bowed and let his tentacles fly deftly over a few coloured buttons. The machine purred, then expelled in its small drawer a bright yellow pill full of vitamins, minerals, proteins and other high-value nutrients. Where did this pill come from? Only the most able in physics could answer that question. For all the others, the machine was just a wonderful mesh of delicate golden wires and tiny circuits that worked magically, conjuring up substance from nothing.



It was god’s power of creation harnessed in a pocket device.



“Anything for me?” Zolfran asked.



“Yes, a message from the observatory,” his secretary replied. “Do you want me to deliver it in private?”



“Please.” Zolfran reached out with one of his tentacles to Zojar, who did the same with one of his. When the two touched, the flow of electrons flew from the secretary to his superior, carrying the message from the observatory. It was a simple memo from Zoroas, the observatory’s head, reminding him that the first data from the probes which had been sent months ago ahead to explore the system they were heading to were expected in the following hours. That meant he should be prepared to be waken up or disturbed anytime, since himself had requested an urgent meeting to be held when the data arrived.



With that in mind, he withdrew his tentacle, asked to be left alone and locked himself up in his office. He sat at his desk, took the material he had already written out of a drawer, and opened the heavy, time-worn book that he had left behind a few hours ago. He immersed himself in it, hoping to scrape inspiration from the words laid down inside.



*




The large square was crammed up with people of all ages and colours. Despite of this, no real signal was registered on the common radio channel: people kept chatting privately using tentacle-to-tentacle messaging. It was like facing a crowd of mutes, Zolfran thought. He stepped up on to the rostrum and rapped the electrode that would collect the electrical currents emitted by his tentacle and turn them into radio signals everybody would – should – listen to.



“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began. He let a few seconds elapse to give people time to conclude their conversations and tune their receptor on the right frequency. Then he carried on, “We are gathered here, like each year since the Great Departure, to remember and celebrate the memory of the old ones who gave up their life to design and build this tiny crumb which hurtles through space in search of a new home.



“Should I evoke again the image of a devastated world, left bare and barren by centuries of ruthless warfare? Should I recall how, in the nick of time, the arch-priests of both religions, under the pressure of the few scientists—” He cut off and watched the audience, but no one seemed to protest, “— accepted to sit round the same table and underwrite an armistice, promising each other never to backslide into the same errors? How they all together set the basis of what would become the laws and principles our little community agreed to abide by? How the survivors leveraged the knowledge science had given us to trawl meteorites, transform them into breathable, liveable small worlds and launch them haphazardly though the vast ocean of space in quest of a new habitable planet where our placated civilisation could blossom anew? And how since that great feat we’ve put aside our differences, learnt to live together again and been at peace, generation after generation? 



“No, I think I shouldn’t.” He paused again, and chuckled silently at the intentional preterition. “Yet,” he went on, “when I see some—” 



At that very moment a clerk rushed up the few stairs and touched him with his tentacle: “Your highness, pardon my intrusion, but the data from the probes are in,” he communicated. “The astronomer in chief wants to see you immediately.” Then he broke contact and dashed away, as fast as he had come.



“I… I’m sorry,” Zolfran stuttered, “an emergency has arisen that requests my immediate attention. Anyway, I hope you enjoy the festival and the pageant, and I respectfully hand the floor over to the arch-priests, this year the Blue one first.” He waved at the crowd and flew away, not even waiting for the Blue arch-priest to take his place.



*




Zoroas, the incumbent observatory’s head, was a brilliant middle-aged White, outgoing and outspoken. Zolfran and him had attended the same classes during their youth, and they had become close friends. But whereas the former had chosen physics as his speciality, the latter had chosen astronomy. Their friendship had thus lost a bit of its substance in the following years, but Zolfran had been delighted to watch his former friend’s successful and much deserved career. He had moved up the hierarchy step by step, until he was finally appointed as head of the observatory.



He welcomed Zolfran with a smile, but the archon could smell something on the air that betrayed latent worry.



“So?” Zolfran asked.



“I have two news for you,” Zoroas answered. “One good, one bad. Pick up the one you want to hear first.”



“Go on with the good one first,” Zolfran said.



“The probes reported two potentially inhabitable planets in the system we’re targeting.”



Zolfran beamed. “Awesome!” he exclaimed. “Our long errand is over at last!” But somehow he sensed doubt in Zoroas’s eyes. “What’s the bad news?” he asked, in a more subdued tone.



“See by yourself,” Zoroas answered. He took a small remote and clicked on a button. The large glass board that lined the wall lit up and a slew of intricate patterns slid down from the top until the board was full of shining ideograms.



Zolfran glanced at the board. “What’s the problem?” he asked. “Rocks. Atmosphere. Water. Abundance of minerals. I don’t—”



“Here,” Zoroas cut in, gesturing with his tentacle to a small corner of the board.



Zolfran eyes bulged out, as a flow of hormones streamed out of his pores. “Oh shit! Oh fucking holy shit! Don’t tell me…” he faltered.



“Yes,” said Zoroas, and the radio receptor conveyed the resignation in his words. “One is blue, and the other red.”



II




“I… I need time to work things out,” Zolfran said. “This is a flashpoint situation. How long you think you can keep the information secret?”



Zoroas pouted. “A few hours? A few days at most? Journalists are in on it. I won’t be able to keep them at bay forever. The data will leak eventually, or they’ll suspect something is badly off, which is no better.”



Zolfran didn’t answer, but the atmosphere was saturated with his anxiousness. “Maybe we could cook the data and pretend the system is inhabitable? Or that the probes have failed?” he said at last.



“You’d renege on your oath? Be the first archon to be disgraced? I remind you the two arch-priests accept our leadership only because we, as scientists, swore to be equitable and honest. If they ever find out you’ve lied to them…”



“I mean… It doesn’t tip the scale either way. Both sides are in the same boat,” Zolfran protested.



“I wouldn’t bet on that if I were you. Besides, passing up that system would mean wait for a few other millennia before we come even close to the nearest one on our path. We’ve been able to keep the stifled hatred between the two communities under control, but I suppose you’re not blind and have seen how it seems to sprout again lately. Give it a couple of decades to boil over, and that’s a lifeless meteor which will reach the next system…”



Zolfran sighed. ”Why does it have to fall on me?”



Zoroas came closer and wrapped a tentacle around Zolfran’s shoulders. “Come on, big boy! I’m sure you’re gonna defuse this. You’ve a knack for it, otherwise you wouldn’t’ve been elected archon, would you? Think we’re only months away from our next house. That means you’ll be in charge to organise the disembarkation and the founding of the new colony. Isn’t that thrilling?”



“I was hoping for better conditions,” Zolfran said.



“Maybe we could disembark the Reds on the red planet and the Blues on the blue?” 



Zolfran looked daggers at Zoroas. “Do you have other idiocies like that to put forward?” he exploded. “I’m sorry,” he apologised immediately. “Stress. But yes, what do you think would happen? At first, nothing maybe. But then the two colonies would soon become enemies and the war would start over. No, the only way to secure peace is to force all the people to live together, so that neither side would dare kindle the hostilities lest they all be destroyed. Well—” he broke off. “To be honest I’m not even sure that would work,” he added in a somber tone.



“There’s no reason to be pessimistic. I’m not acquainted with the arch-priests, but they don’t seem to be bad blokes,” Zoroas said.



“You’re wrong,” Zolfran replied in a whisper. “They look benign, but they’re fanatics.”



*




Zolfran was holding the tentacles of the two arch-priests. He had commanded his secretary to keep the meeting under utmost secret and not to be disturbed under any circumstances. The hostility between his two guests was evident. The room was so full of it that even a newborn would have noticed.



“Sirs,” he began. Protocol wanted the arch-priests to be called “Holinesses” but he had always refused to use a word he deemed ludicrous. “I’ve summoned you here to—”



“We know,” the red arch-priest cut in.



“What?” Zolfran exclaimed.



“Do you really think you could hide such crucial information away from us? We’re smarter than you believe, your… highness.” The last word was full of scorn.



“Naturally,” the blue arch-priest said in turn, “it is out of the question to think I will authorise this colony to settle on a red planet.”



“And likewise on a blue planet,” the red arch-priest added.



“Sirs,” Zolfran said. “Please. Don’t you think it’s a bit early for those sorts of threats? We’re still months ahead of this system and the data we received is preliminary. What if it turns out one of those worlds is inhabitable?” He felt anger well up inside him, but kept his electronic flow as courteous as possible.



“And why would it be so?” the red arch-priest asked. “Aren’t your probes the most reliable ever made? Aren’t you, you Whites, infallible?” He giggled.



“Well, there are many possible reasons,” Zolfran responded, fighting to keep his composure. “The atmosphere contains toxic gases. The planet is a water world without solid surface. The planet is already inhabited by a sapient species that wouldn’t welcome us. Or it is not, but life has developed, and we must deal with a slew of bacteria that maybe harmful to us, since our immune system has never been in contact with them. And so on.”



“Don’t even think about trying to deceive us,” the blue one snarled. “We know what you know, sometimes even before you do. We have scientists too, who have refused to embrace the neutrality chart you keep boasting, but who are nonetheless as apt as yourselves Whites. If you ever attempt to trick us by passing off some pseudo-scientific nonsense as genuine, we’ll know it right away, and you can forget about your archonship.”



This was the last straw. “Sirs, and what about your own oaths?” Zolfran roared. “Shall I remember you that you sworn to strive for the common weal and set your petty quarrels aside? Is that the way you honour the memory of the founders, especially on the day dedicated to them? What would your gods think of you? Aren’t you even ashamed to turn your prayers to them, your prayers of love and tolerance, while all you can think of is violence and prejudice? I warn you that I’ve been elected commander of this vessel and I won’t let you jeopardise this expedition and trample the dream our ancestors made so long ago, and for which they fought with their lives, just to satisfy your bloated egos and your crazy faiths. I don’t know who informed you, but I will soon find out, believe me. And I strongly suggest you keep a low profile for the weeks to come and not comment on that matter. My patience has limits, and you’d better not try it too much. This meeting is now dismissed. Goodbye, sirs.”



The two arch-priests broke the contact and exited. Zolfran slammed the door behind her. He breathed deeply, walked round his desk three times, then picked up the phone and called Zoroas.



“Yes,” Zoroas answered. The phone transmitted his electron flow directly.



“Zoroas? It’s Zolfran.”



“Oh, hi buddy! How did it go?”



“We’re way up a creek, Zoroas. And I’m afraid there’s no paddle to be found nearby.”



*




Much to his own surprise, Zolfran’s fears turned out to be unfounded: the next weeks elapsed in relative quietness. The information about the planets ahead was published in detail in the newspapers, barring the colour dilemma which was kept undisclosed. The scoop fired up a tidal wave of emotion in the community.  People became excited and restless. This was a natural reaction: they had always lived in a confined space, where days and nights were simulated using thousands of light bulbs, and where the longest stroll would take two hours at most. The promise of abandoning what sometimes looked like a giant tomb to settle in the cozy cradle of a true planet had a deep appeal to everyone, especially since it also involved the epic dimension of a new world to tame. It was a once in a lifetime opportunity.



Meanwhile, the scientists did not twiddle their tentacles. Zolfran and Zoroas lived under constant media crossfire, but they dismissed almost all requests, explaining it was far too soon to draw any sound plans and that what appeared to be promising could, after a more thorough examination, morph into a big disappointment, so caution had to be the word. Journalists did not really enquire about the colour of the planets and, when they did, they were given elusive answers which seemed to slack their curiosity. Nor did the two churches let the cat out of the bag, something Zolfran didn't stop marvelling. Could it be that his harsh upbraiding had brought back both arch-priest in the ways of wisdom? He had his doubts, but the facts doggedly contradicted him.



Other, more sophisticated probes were sent, and new data kept coming in,

until a broad picture of the looming system could be drawn. It was made up of about ten planets, the inhabitable ones set in third and fourth position. A large belt of asteroids separated the fourth from the gaseous giant fifth planet. More gaseous planets followed as one moved away from the central sun, and their temperature dropped into unbearable cold. On the other side, the first planet was barren and scorched by the fires of the nearby star and the second, swaddled in a thick atmosphere that looked interesting at first, but turned out after closer examination to be some sort of giant unbreathable kiln fuelled by a runaway greenhouse effect.



The third and blue planet, on the other hand, had a moderately thick atmosphere rich in nitrogen and oxygen. It was accompanied by a large natural satellite. Its colour stemmed from the large body of water that covered more than three quarters of it. Life has blossomed on its continents: the numerous pictures flowing in showed an extensive expanse of what seemed to be plants or trees, under twirling clouds of water. No sign of technology had been recorded however, either by eavesdropping on the radio spectrum or peeking at the dark side, which remained desperately dark. Nor did the pictures reveal any intelligent design in the landscape.



The fourth planet, the red one, was smaller. A small unique ocean bathed the shore of a vast ruddy contient cut up by a slew of rivers. The colour was caused by the pervasiveness of iron oxides, that had lapped up almost all the free oxygen. A large and impressive volcano sat right in the middle of it, and evident traces of recent lava spewing surrounded it. More worrying though was the thin and waning atmosphere: the first calculation showed that the air was trickling into space, and soon the ground pressure would be insuffisant to sustain liquid water. That planet was agonising, and it would take a long time and a complex machinery to breathe life back into it. Of course, if life still inhabited that world, it would have to be limited to its simplest forms – which could however prove as deadly as bigger ones.



As the weeks elapsed and more information was released in the papers, the idea of reaching the end of the voyage took more and more substance. Laymen, still ignorant of the colour strife, began to adapt to the idea and show impatience. Zolfran found more and more difficult to beat around the bush. At the end, as their meteorite-vessel entered the area of space dominated by the sun’s particle wind, he decided to organise a public conference where details of the future settlement would be discussed, and invited some of the most competent experts in the scientific community.



People came in droves. Zolfran opened the conference, disclosing at last that the first of the planet had ‘a blue tinge’ while the other had ‘a reddish hue’. He then solemnly declared that any decision to settle the colony on one or the other world would be based on strictly scientific grounds, and that it was out of the question that any of the churches had their say in the matter. Much to his surprise, the audience did not seem to react; or, of if it did, it was very subdued. Zolfran was puzzled. Could it be that each churches had secretly informed their flocks? If it was the case, then it had been done so slyly that it has gone unnoticed to Zolfran’s network of informers. This was unsettling, all the more that the inquiry he had ordered to find out who was the informer in the observatory team had failed. Zoroas himself was above suspicion: the guy was a fanatic in his own way; he would rather die than accept to speak to anyone of the clergy. Zolfran supposed that was the one reason why he had never got involved in politics.



What underhand plan could the churches be devising? On a brighter note, he then thought, maybe the people were just fed up with their lives in this comfortable jail, and wanted to put an end to it at whatever cost, even if it meant living on a planet whose dominant colour was the opposite of theirs. 

   

The conference went on and the rest of day was spent discussing the issues of colonisation. Many different parameters had to be factored in: atmosphere, temperature, soil composition, presence of life, etc. so a lot of scientists went to great lengths to explain as simply as possible what the challenges were and how to address them. Zolfran, in his closing speech, explained that the vessel would be put in orbit around both worlds, and in-depth studies would then be carried out, that would involve both automated probe launches and, in a second phase, inhabited flights back and forth to ferry samples. That could take several years, and it was out of the question to take a rushed decision that could jeopardise the lives of all in the colony. So patience remained the master word. 



It was logical to begin by the fourth planet, since it was the closest to them. Zolfran thus asked the engineering section to set course for the red planet, and received an estimation of ten days before reaching the goal.



*




Following the conference, the buzz subsided a little. People had realised their deliverance wasn’t for tomorrow, so in the meantime they had better return to their everyday jobs and activities. The press helped to relay the message for those who hadn’t been able to attend the conference.



The scientists, on the other hand, had never been so busy. As the ship barrelled ahead to the inner set of planets, instruments were deployed to register, capture, photograph, measure almost every physical parameter known. Zoroas and his team found themselves at the centre of the fray, processing tons of data and computing each of the planets’ and micro-planets’ orbital parameters. The ship trajectory was slightly altered three times to match their most recent calculations.



Eventually it flew past the large asteroid belt. The observatory fed the engineering section with the definitive figures needed to program the deceleration phase which would put the ship in elliptical orbit around the red planet. The delicate manoeuvre had to be carried out in a couple of hours, and Zolfran insisted he supervise it personally. In the meantime, he headed back home and took a catnap.



He was in the middle of it when the light of his private phone flashed. Half-reflexively he picked it up.



“Yes?” His current was sluggish.



“Your highness?” Zolfran recognised the electron flow of Zoblov, the chief engineer.



“Zoblov?”



“Sir, helm has been sabotaged. We’re set on a different course, and cannot change it.”



III




“What happened?” Zolfran asked.



“We left the control room for a short while, and when we came back the situation was all messed up,” Zoblov answered. With one of his tentacles he pointed at the glass screen when the flight parameters were displayed. The figures were widely wrong, even a rookie in astronomy could figure it.



“Can’t you change it back?” 



“See by yourself.” Zoblov motioned the helmsman to stand up and Zolfran sit at his post. He quickly punched some orders on the keyboard, rotated a few dials, but nothing happened. He was about to try and reboot the helm console when Zoblov’s phone rang. The chief engineer remained still a few seconds before hanging up.



“We’ve found the culprit,” he announced over his transmitter. “Someone installed an override circuit in the feeder chamber. It intercepts the helm console messages and substitutes its own.”



“Good job! Deactivate or bypass it,” Zolfran said.



“Impossible,” Zoblov replied. “It’s locked to a miniaturised Zoran’s energy fed detonator. Cut the wrong wire and the whole thing blows up. Goodbye reactors.”



Zolfran hesitated. “What’s the new course?”



“The blue planet,” Zoblov said.



*




Zolfran’s eyes turned away from the large monitor on which the disc of the red planet was slowly receding after the aborted orbital rendezvous. He looked daggers at the blue arch-priest.



“Do you realise the craziness of your act? Do you want to trigger another war?” Zolfran growled.



The arch-priest opposed a poker face to Zolfran’s anger. “How dare you accuse the church of committing that sabotage? Do you have any proof of your accusations? I’m ready to condemn the act, if you ask me to do so,” he replied calmly.



Zolfran’s eyes almost bulged out of their sockets. “Name me a nitwit, while you’re at it. Who would be so bonkers as to place a device like this, just to force us to fly to the blue planet first?”



“We’ve had a lot of problems with fanatics lately. Most of them don’t even listen to what the priests teach. But, it might also be an attempt to frame us?” 



Zolfran grunted and shrugged. He pressed the button of a remote: “Look,” he said. A screen lit up. It was the picture of a wall, taken by a CCTV camera. Painted on it, a graffiti read “The Blues have robbed us from our planet.” It was obviously fresh. “I don’t know how the news got on the lose, but the Red church is aware of what happened. And they’re certainly preparing a riposte at the moment.”



“You should relax. I don’t see what the problem is,” the arch-priest said. “We head for the blue planet? What of it? Let’s visit it first, then you will have ample time to get back to the red one. Does the order matter so much? Such ado about nothing—”



“You?” Zolfran cut in. “You tell me the order does not matter? And you except me to swallow that hook, line and sinker? And how by the way am I supposed to recover the control over the reactor when we arrive there?”



The arch-priest giggled. “I’m sure you’ll figure out a way to neutralise the device by the time we get there. Aren’t you the most clever of all our scientists, like all the archons before you?”



“I find your humour rather unsavoury and—” At that moment the phone flashed. “Excuse me,” Zolfran said. He touched the electrode. “Yes?”



“Urgent message from Zoblov at engineering,” Zojar, his secretary, announced.



“Put him through!”



“Zolfran?” Zoblov’s flow carried a tinge of panic. “A squad of Reds has invaded the reactor using what we think is an old passage we believed to be blocked by boulders. They’re currently tampering with the detonator box.”



“WHAT?” Zolfran shouted. ”Drive them out!”



“They’ve locked the doors from inside. Blasting through them means we risk inadvertently destroy one cable and set the explosion———”



There was a huge detonation immediately followed by a powerful shockwave than sent anything and anyone in the room rocking. Objects toppled over and fell on the floor while small debris rained from the ceiling. Zolfran was sent rolling against a wall and crashed against it.



“HOLY SHIT!” he exclaimed over the radio when the tremor subsided. His body was aching. He looked over him, but saw no open wound except minor grazings. He stood up, rubbed his bruised limbs, then flew off through the door.



*




The control room was in shambles: the ceiling had caved in under the shock of the explosion, destroying about all the delicate electronic equipment. Emergency medical response teams were already at work clearing the rubble, but there was little chance to find any survivors given the circumstances. Zolfran asked for Zoblov, but he knew it was a rhetorical question. So he didn’t flinch when he was told that the chief engineer lay buried somewhere under the debris. 



He asked one of Zoblov’s assistants for a damage report. The young engineer answered that about half of the reactor had been blown up. The thick metallic doors and the overall structure had miraculously resisted, and no major air leak was reported. But it would take years to repair, admitting repair was even possible in this cramped space. In any case, that would involve long and intricate works in the void. It was, in his own words, ‘basket case’.



Zolfran’s phone rang once more. This time it was Zokolus, the police head. “People are out in the streets and it doesn’t look good,” he told Zolfran. “We’ve already spotted brawls. People pick up all they find around to smash or pelt at the others. The Reds charge the Blues with this mess, who return the charges. Barricades are being put up right now. You have to do something real fast, otherwise it’ll skid out of control and god knows what will happen then.”



“On my way,” Zofran answered. He hung up, phoned his secretary to summon the arch-priests in his office on the double, and scooted off.



*




Alone in his office, Zolfran was waiting for the arch-priests. They were on their way, but almost every street was clotted and barred, and none of them would even risk falling in the hands of fanatics of the other side.



He turned his attention to the only glass screen that had survived the explosion unscathed; it showed a map of the city. Damage report was flowing in, colouring each building in red, orange or green according to the extent of destruction it had sustained. But that was not what Zolfran was focussing on. Haphazardly over the streets, blue pins popped up into existence every second: they indicated the places where violence had flared up. On the lower left corner, a figure tallied the number of casualties. It was already over one hundred, and was increasing by the minutes.



Zolfan sighed, picked up his phone and called Zoroas. Fortunately, the observatory was located at the other end of the meteorite and had undergone only minor damage. He asked his friend for updated data on their trajectory. Zoroas answered that it was a bit too soon to be definitive, but the explosion had not made them deviate much from their former course. They were still bound to graze the blue planet, albeit they had been given a boost. Preliminaries calculations showed they should pass about twenty thousand kilometres away from it.



Zolfran thanked Zoroas and hung up. He remained poised for a long while, then rang engineering up. He inquired about the shuttles, and was told in response that they were almost intact. He had a plan, and exposed the short and the long of it to the assistant that had taken over after Zoblov’s death. Then he phoned Zoroas again, spelled out again what he had on his mind. They discussed for a short while, and both agreed. Zolfran asked for the observatory to compute the necessary figures and hand them over directly to engineering. Then he hung up and waited for the arch-priests to come.



*




“Do you have anything reasonable to put forward?” Zolfran asked. “The situation is now out of the police’s ability to control. Shall we simply wait until there’s no one left alive?”



”Don’t expect us to make any sort of apology,” the red arch-priest said. “We’re not the ones who started this mess, so it’s not up to us to end it.”



”I don’t see why the all the charge would fall on us,” the blue retorted. “If that team of Reds hadn’t tried to tamper with the device, this catastrophe wouldn’t have happened. That’s clearly not our fault.”



“Maybe you could make a joint statement calling for peace and owning up to mutual responsibility?” Zolfran said.



“But why would have I to own up to something the Reds did?” the blue arch-priest protested. “It’s out of the question. I’d rather die than comply.”



“Likewise,” the red one added.



Zolfran looked at them, one after the other. “Is that your final word?”



“Definitely,” the red arch-priest replied. The other one nodded in turn.



“So you’d prefer dying than apologising?” Zolfran asked.



There was no answer.



Zolfran suddenly felt a determination he never had experienced in those last weeks. He picked up the phone and called engineering. “There’s no hope,” he said. “Proceed as planned.”



Seconds later, a slight quake shook the building. “Jettison,” Zolfran ordered. He hitched the output of the phone to the radio emitter.



“Your wish has been granted,” Zolfran said to both arch-priests. Then, over the phone, “How long before collision,” he asked.



“Three hours and twenty minutes,” the voice of the assistant answered.



“What?” the blue arch-priest blurted.



“We’re now set on a collision course with the blue planet,” Zolfran said. “You heard it. We’ve three last hours to live.”



“But… how?“ the red-one asked. “I thought the reactor was blown up.”



“The engines of the shuttles provided the necessary kick. It didn’t need that much energy. But…” He trailed off, hunched slightly to open a drawer. When his tentacle reappeared from beneath the desk, it was holding a Zoran’s hand weapon. “I will be merciful with you. You won’t even have to wait that long.”



Zolfran drew a bead and shot the blue arch-priest first, then the red one. He paused to look at the lifeless bodies now sprawled on the floor of his office, then turned the nose of the weapon towards his head and pressed the trigger.



EPILOGUE




Drzbl was eating his daily ration of leaves when something up in the air caught his eye. It was like a glaring ball of fire, brighter than the sun itself, dashing through the sky. When it passed high above him, it was accompanied by deafening thunder and a wave of blistering hot air. Then it continued on its mad course, until it disappeared over the horizon. Drzbl forgot about it straight away and returned to his grazing.



But seconds later the earth shook, a huge and formidable quake that sent Drzbl’s giant body tumbling over and over. Trees fell on him, cracks opened in the ground, and he was thrown into one of them, helplessly wriggling his limbs in search of a purchase he would never find.



Nor would ever his pea-sized apatosaurus brain figure out what had just happened.
      

      
   
      Tarda Furor


      

      
      
         You were there.



When the walls were breached. I saw you. Holding strong among the men, your brothers in arms. I heard the wood groan and rasp, giving what little strength it had to try and hold off the darkness.The abyssal spawn. But mere wood can not hold out against such heaving foes. When it started to buckle, they faltered. You did not. You held strong, I watched with awe as you stood there, like the mighty oak against the monsoon. 



You were there.



But one man can not change fate.

I watched them drag your body to the grand cathedral. They cried, like children who had just lost their mothers, their howling echoed off the stone walls of the city. The streets ran red. I remember watching as they all fled, trying to escape. But none ever did. So many “heroic” men stood in the path, but all wavered as their last seconds came.



You were there. 



When the tides finally reached the final bastion of our Gods that remained. Wounded, you stood. Sword in hand, defiance in heart. When they all stood frozen in fear, you rallied them. One last candle burning brightly in the night. But one candle can not stave off the abyss forever. Did you see them? Crawling, churning. masses of rotting flesh? I saw them. I stared while they ran.



You were there.



At the castle. The seat of the king. You, who held onto life by only a string, held vigil with the royal guard. Spell and blade, enough power to hold off an army. But no one can fight forever. I saw them ever so slightly give into the fatigue. Like the sea chipping away at the shore, it was only a matter of time. I remember the King. So mighty. Yet he fell. I saw his eyes as he died. They were dark. I knew then. I found the truth. 



You were there.



As we all fled. As our homes burned to the ground. I saw you, wounded, and broken, a knight without a king. You were there with us. You did not look back at the city, you had already seen all of the horror that had happen didn't you? I look away, I had seen it as well. I saw what was to come. I saw what had happened and would happen again. We could never be safe, it would happen again. What use are walls against an ever flowing wave of bodies. What use is a blade that gets stuck in the bones of one as hundreds swarm around?



You were there.



When we settled down. You helped those that were wounded, even as your lifeblood flowed out. Why? Could you not see that they would only slow us down? Of course not. Only I could see that. I made sure they never made it through the night. It was easier to leave them behind, rather then risk everyone. They would only have taken food they could not work to return, they could not keep watch. Why did you waste your efforts to save them? Why? I don't blame you though. I know how it must feel to lose everything. I don't blame you for wanting to hold onto just a little bit of what was left. I don't blame you.



You were there.



When we found the new lands. A land free of the taint, for a while. I saw you bury the dead, we mourned for them. I knew no one would remember their names. They would forget them in time. They would forget the land we came from. They would forget the darkness. I would not. I could not. It would come again. I saw it in your eyes, you wanted to forget like them. But you were like me, you would remember, you had seen what they had not. Your once shining armour, stained with blood and failure. I would remember. I knew you would too.



You were there.



When they started rebuilding. You taught them, like a father teaching a child. They looked up to you. They knew what the armour meant, they knew what you survived. You were a survivor in their eyes, a hero one could say. I enjoyed watching you work with them, you gave them hope, you let them forget. When the walls were finished, I saw you staring at the gate. I knew what you were thinking, it was the same as me. It would not hold. How could it? it was only wood. When you stood on the walls, and cast your gaze across the land, I knew what you were looking for. I did the same at times.



You were there. 



When they selected a new Leader. I saw you make your exit. You didn't want the burden of power, did you? How could one who already failed, ever have the ability to succeed? They selected one of the pampered nobles.  Why did they not select you. Could they not see that you were the best choice. I knew why they didn't. You did too. You smelt of blood. Your armour a relic of the past. Your sword and arm were no longer needed. They did not want to remember. You would make them remember. You made them remember by simply existing. The new Lord was not as petty as them. I saw the look of relief on your face when he ordered you to train some men, to “Hunt”. If even only a little, at least some would know how to fight. If you could make them like you. If they could stand strong at the gates. Maybe they could hold back the darkness. Is that what you thought? I knew the truth. You did too deep down, even if you didn't want to think about it. You would not forget. I would not either.



You were there.



At night. On the walls. I saw that look. I knew that you worried, it ate at you. Didn't it? How could it not. You knew that they had forgotten, they did not remember the names of those buried just a few feet outside our new home. They did not remember all those who died, they tried to forget the fires and the horror. You wanted to, as well. But you were like me. You could not forget. I could tell, from the way you held onto the stone, the way you hunched. The way you were. 



You were there.



At the front. When they marched you through the new streets. They followed you like hounds, your new soldiers. I thought I had seen pride in your eyes, but I knew it couldn't be. You were not like them. There was no way you could forget, there was no way you could take pride in that motley crew. Not when, like me, you knew they would falter once more when the darkness hammered on the gates. You were like me, you knew, you had to know. You were the only one that was like me. You were the only one that also understood it all.



You were there.



When they titled you. When they gave you land. When they gave you charge over the walls, over the city. To protect us. They gave you the duty you had failed at once. I knew it devoured you from the inside. You hid it from them. But I could tell. You knew that the title and land were bribes, but yet you took them. Maybe you hoped that this time you would not fail. I also hoped. But I knew the truth. 



You were there.



In the slums. I saw you hand food out to the wretches. Why would you do that. You needed that. You had to get stronger if you wanted to be able to hold it off when it returned. I saw they way they looked at you, and your stained armour, the smiles. They hid daggers. They didn't thank you, they wanted you dead. They blamed you. And you knew it, because I knew you knew. I knew. I always knew. You were like me. They would not accept you. 



You were there.



In your new armour. It was shiny. It gleamed. I knew you hated it, because I hated it. They got rid of the armour you had stood in for years, the armour that held all those memories. The armour that contained the dried traces of what was once the former city. I knew you had kept it though. You would not get rid of it. You could not let go. Even if they forced you to not wear it, you would always hold onto it. You would keep it to remind you. 



You were there.



Once more on the wall. I saw that look in your eyes. You felt the blood on your hands. The armour was now clean, but they could never clean your soul. I felt the same. So I knew you did too. I remembered the fires. The screams. The darkness that consumed everything. I saw the gates fall every night. I saw the King buckle, his armour so heavy, his blood so red. I saw the church swallowed whole. I saw it all every night. Every-time I closed my eyes. It haunted me. That's why I chose to stare. Because every blink brought back the dread. You must have of had the same problem. I knew you did. You had to. Because I knew it. I knew you were like me, so you must of.



You were there.



When they began to train the Sages. I was among the ones selected. I saw you look at me. I saw the doubt. Why? Why did you have that look.  Did you not trust me. No. No I knew you knew I was right for this. I knew. You simply were surprised at that moment. Weren't you? How could you not have been? I was too. It surprised us both. I knew that was what you meant. I knew. You didn't worry, you didn't need to. I knew. I would make sure they remembered. They would never get the chance to forget. I would make sure. This time you would hold the gate. Because I would be there as well. I knew You knew this. I had always known.



You were there



When they marched us through the streets. You led us. I was so close to you. I saw the way you walked. It made me calm. The strength you had. The way you moved. I knew that you knew, that we would be able to hold this time. I felt hope. You had given me hope. But. I felt something else. Deep in the back of my mind. What if we couldn't? What if it happen again? What if I faltered as they had? What if I was a weak link? I saw the city again that night as I slept. I saw it all again. And I remembered. I had almost forgotten. You never forgot though. I knew that you didn't forget. I almost failed you by forgetting. I would never let myself forget again.



You were there.



When they deemed me mad. When they claimed that I would bring the darkness. I saw the way you looked at me. I saw the fake look of horror. Of anger. I knew that you were hiding your true feelings. I knew that you were like me. You just wanted to see. To see them remember. I would make them remember the only way I knew how. I would force them to face it again. I knew you would understand. I knew it.



You were there. 



On the walls like the rest of them. I saw you run to the gate. I knew that it came. It came because I had called it. And I remembered. I had forgotten. I had brought this once before. In the past I had caused this. I had always caused this. It was me. It had always been me. It had been me. It was for you though. You needed to remember. I knew you would succeed this time. I knew it. This time was different. I could tell. I saw you. Holding strong among the men, your brothers in arms. I heard the wood groan and rasp, giving what little strength it had to try and hold off the darkness. I knew.



You were there. 



When it breached the gates. You were ready, but they were not. They had forgotten, they could not steel themselves. They faltered. Once more you did not. I saw you pull them back to the church. It was not as grand as last time. These years had not been kind to it. You forgot me though. I knew you didn't mean to. I knew you had only forgotten. But I saw you, I saw you stare at me. You watched me flee into the burrows. I knew I would find you at the throne once more. Once this was all over. And It would happen again. Maybe next time you would hold. I wondered what you would do different next time. I grew excited when I thought about it. I knew you would be holding strong with the royal guards. With the other sages that had forgotten. 



You are here?



Why? Why why why why why. It didn't make sense. Why? You should be there. You should be holding strong. You were like me. You just wanted another chance, to make it right. Why did you not take the chance I gave you. You could have done it again. You could of had them look at you like a hero. They would look at you like I looked at you. They would have known once more. Why are you here? I see you right there.  Why are you here? If you do not hold strong. No this isn't right. Have you forgotten? You shouldn't have forgotten. I didn't forget, I know you wouldn't forget. You were like me, you couldn't forget. Why are you here?



You are here.



I can see the look in your eye. Is it anger? Is it rage? No. Why do you look like you pity me? You shouldn't. I remember. I remember I know, I know everything. I know what will make this right. I am giving you a chance. I am making it so they won't forget. They will be like us. They will see the horrors every night. They won't try to change you. Why? Why do you pity me? You should be thanking me. They all should thank me. I have done the right thing. I am doing the right thing. I.

 

You are here. Right here.



I see it now. I see it clearly. You are like me. Even as you approach. You try to hide it. That look of pity. It is fake. I know it is. It has to be. The way you grab your sword. It betrays what you intend. I knew it. I had always known. You were like me. I was never alone. Never alone. The gentle ringing of your metal sabatons on the stone, it is peaceful. You are here. I can see you. You knew all along. You knew as I knew. You are close now. I can see into the dark pits of your eyes. I know, you know. You are freeing me. Aren't you. That's why. That same sympathy you showed those wretches, the sick, the dying. You intend that for me? I can see it in you. You know that I can't forget. You plan to free me. Don't you. To force me to let it all go. You know the horrors, you remember them as I do. But you want me to forget. You are here to save me. To be a hero. Aren't you? I can tell.



You.



I do not fight it. I know you. You know, I know. I can hear you yelling, there is fake anger in the sounds, but they wash past me. I can hear your true intent. You want to save me. From the dread. Each footfall matches the beat of my heart, the hairs on my skin raise towards the heavens, each one praying I would imagine. They fear. I do not. I can see so clearly. You wait. Why? You are still shouting aren't you? How long will you play this game of teasing. I know what you intend. Hurry. Save me. You draw the blade. I know it well. It's blunted edges, it's stained metal. I smile softly. I know you remember. You could never toss it away. You remember. That sword saw so much during the first City's fall. It killed so many. It saved so many. Now you want to save me with it. No more sounds. You sigh. Another act. Like in a play. A dance. I know you don't mean any of this. You simply are drawing it out.



You.



You move so well. I can tell you trained ever so hard. The movement was fluid, the act of stepping forward. The thrust. The cold eyes. Everything is right. I feel the bite of the sword. It is gentle, compared to the memories. That is why you did it. You knew it would be gentle right?  I can feel it. The warmth. I feel it. The blood running along the blade. Every second draws into years. I stare at you dead in the eyes. You do not falter. As you never did. You return the gaze. There is no smile. There is no hate. You look empty. As I knew you would. I feel you pull the blade out? Why. It is not yet done. I am still here. Please. Please. Finish it. No. I see the world tilt, as if the ground is rising up to meet me. I do not welcome it. But I have no strength to reject it. Why? I am still here. Don't leave me just yet. Please



I.



Feel so cold. As if winter has taken refuge in my body to wait for it's season. I am sluggish. My blood is so warm. But it gives me no heat as it leaks out. I want to see. I want to see the city. To see if you did right. My hands have power yet, I can feel the stone with my cold hands, the rough texture eats at my palms as I crawl forward. I must see. Each movement, draws out my life. I have so little left. I would rather you had taken it. You wanted to save me. But you failed. Like you did at the gates so long ago. I know you didn't mean to though. I forgive you. 



I.



Can see you now. Why do you lay kneeling? Do you pray? No. Why do you kneel? I want to know. Each gruelling movement pulls me closer. I will know. I can feel the warmth on my hand. I feel lifeblood on the stones. I know. Did you falter? Why? Each breath hurts now. But yet I must get closer. I am so close to you. I can hold you. I know why. You remembered didn’t you. The screaming. The fires. The failure. You saw the streets run red with blood, and you didn't want to see it anymore. I know. I feel the same. But you don’t need to be scared now. Your armour is so cold, as is your skin. But I grow cold as well. I knew we were the same. You just wanted to make it right. As did I. I can feel the abyss now. I pulls at me. It starts with the eyes. My vision grows dark, my blood runs cold. I can still trace every dent in your armour though. You fought so hard.  Your armour ruined. Are you scared? I know you can't reply. The abyss has taken you. But do not be scared. I will come to you soon. We can be together then. We can finally forget together. As we remembered together. 



I.



Am so tired. I will rest with you forever.
      

      
   
      Sèje Khai and the Cursed Roll


      

      
      
         I’m left handed, but I force myself to use my right hand when possible. It’s a matter of necessity, really. As I grew I found that the world vastly favours the right-handed; therefore, I did my best while growing up to get used to using my non-dominant hand for nearly everything, while finding other uses for my dominant hand.



One shouldn’t take this as a sign of weakness, or a lack of self-esteem. I like to be true to myself as much as everyone, but I also like not getting stabbed. And when practically every hit of the enemy’s weapon comes from my left, it pays off to be able to dexterously use my shield with my left hand.



That is not to say that there aren’t times when going down in one fell swoop wouldn’t be a preferable option, and as I took the full force of an ancient iron forged warhammer with my shield for the second time, it would be a lie to say there wasn’t a part of me that wished to just let go of the shield and let everything end.



My left arm, thankfully, didn’t seem to share that same opinion, and refused to let go, even as the impact of Thurloth, the Lich King’s warhammer sent me to the ground. Both of my legs had heard what my left arm had to say and quickly steadied the rest of my body. My knees seemed to be rebellious, however, and hindered my efforts to stand up again. I made a mental note to have a serious talk with whichever parts of my body made it out of the underground temple.



“You’ve seen so many fall at my hands,” spoke Thurloth from within the deepest recesses of his hollow armour, “and yet you still find it in yourself to muster up the courage to face me. Were we under different circumstances, I would almost be impressed.”



I would have preferred to cut him out mid-sentence with a witty retort, but politeness demanded that I should let him speak. After all, what is of a Paladin if they do not adhere to a strict moral code and the highest of conduct? That several other parts of my body had joined the shaking faction instigated by my insurgent knees was of little relevance at the moment.



Nevertheless, my years of dealing with Rogues, Thieves, and other lowly scum had made me well-versed in the art of deception and misdirection. Besides, having served as a knight to the highest court of King Chardan, the rightful ruler of the lands graced by the sun, had instructed me in the subtlest schools of diplomacy. All of these allowed me to convince Thurloth, the Lich King that I was genuinely quaking in fear in front of him.



Or at least, that’s how I would tell the story should I get back to the surface alive.



When you get back, Séje. When you get back.



Regardless of the semantics, my charade worked well enough to keep the undead monarch distracted for long enough to gather my bearings and ready an attack. I knew time was of essence, and every second wasted could mean Thurloth got closer to noticing my feint. You could only pretend to be a scared and helpless damsel out of her depth for so long when you’re also one of the land’s most famous knights. Thankfully, the Lich King didn’t seem to be all that good with faces, if his lack of one was any indication.



Knowing that the time for action had arrived, I quickly stopped my carefully planned and dignified sniveling and with just as much precision and dexterity, I lunged forward, hoping that whatever momentum I could gather in that short distance would make up for the lack of strength behind it.



I wished I had spent more time with the monks. Maybe then I could have learned a bit more about physics than the big nothing I knew.



With as much effort as one would normally put in waving away a particularly annoying mosquito, Thurloth raised his lumbering left vambrace to block the strike of my sword, and I found that the recoil of my sword hitting the dense, magically enhanced metal didn’t hurt as much as the knowledge that his left-arm defense was so much better than mine.



This time, the seditious murmuring of my knees had managed to sway the rest of my body, and I flopped unceremoniously onto the ground. There is no respect for authority anymore.



Had the helmet of the Lich King held more than an unforgiving void, I’m certain he would have regarded me with a mix of disdain and amusement. Seeing how he lacked eyes, however, I had no way of knowing what emotion he held as he walked towards me.



It appeared the insurrection of my limbs had spread to my emotions as well, for I could feel an inkling of fear course down my body. I may need to see a healer after this whole ordeal is over. Or a diplomat.



But for a lack of consensus amidst the parts of my body, friendship amongst our group was the best substitute one could ask for.



Friendship, or as the wizard currently casting a protective shield between Thurloth and myself would put it, “strategic acquaintanceship”. I presume “strategic” rationalisations come with an extended lexicon.



“Take no further step, abomination! Thou shan’t lay a finger upon Lady Khai,” the wizard said with his odd mix of archaic and modern dialect.



The wizard--Timaeus by name--was an odd sort of fellow, as most wizards won’t be. Odd, yes, but also a remarkable companion and an incredibly versatile one, at that.



He was the last surviving member of an all but extinct school of arcane arts. State at which they had arrived thanks in no small part to the contributions of Thurloth himself, so it was in Timaeus’s interest to return the Lich King to his eternal slumber and bring assuagement to the memories of his acquaintances.



The fame and prestige that would come from becoming the sole survivor and avenger of his brethren would be entirely fortuitous, he had assured me.



Back at the present, I found myself surrounded by a dome of shimmering light that while managed to be a temporary protection from the Lich King, also prevented me from strategically relocating away from him. Had I been in a different state of mind, I would have made a poetic simile between my situation and King Ardan’s safety measures against goblin infestations, but I was just too glad about not dying to focus on such matters.



Thurlorth remained unimpressed, pausing for the briefest of moments to spare Timaeus a sidelong glance and an unamused huff. Thankfully, this small window of time was all that our archer needed.



A quick volley of arrows hit the armour of the undead tyrant in its joints and open spots, as few as there were. Not a second had passed since they hit their target before the runes inscribed in them glowed with a bright purple light, and blew up in small blasts of arcane energy.



“Take that, you fascist autocrat!” Lyen yelled from the shadows--since remaining undetected was a less vital priority than yelling inappropriate and possibly redundant remarks--as he saw the false king stumble backwards, and I could just imagine him thrusting his fist into the air in early celebration.



Lyen was, due to a lack of a better term, wholly unremarkable in nearly all conceivable aspects save for his marksmanship.



This, of course, was in no way a jab at him. Far from the truth. He’s a friend as loyal as one could ask and one of the best archers to grace this land. However, his unexceptionality was a joint verdict at which both Timaeus and myself had arrived after well over a year of having journeyed alongside him, so spending more words on him would be a disservice to all those involved.



“Hey!” Lyen yelled at me. For a second I feared that the proximity of death had made me break my oath of silence, and he had heard my unkind yet entirely accurate remarks about him. However, my fears--or at least those pertaining to a social faux pas and breaking my oath of servitude to my God--were soon assuaged when the archer spoke again. “He’s coming back for you, Sèje!”



My eyes widened in surprise as I saw the black shape of Thurloth reeling back and bringing down his warhammer upon the shimmering barrier.



When thinking of millennia-old armour made out of a secret magical alloy, the composition of which was lost to time due to the tribe of dwarves who made it being

 slaughtered as to preserve the secret, and enchanted with dark magic found only in ancient tomes written in lost languages, one could be forgiven for not thinking of the word “speed”. I was one of them, and yet I stood corrected. Or laid, I guess.



Thurloth brought down his mighty warhammer over and over again, making the barrier bulge and bend under its force.



An odd, distant voice made an off-hand comment about getting mercilessly pounded by the King, but I made an effort to ignore it.



Amidst the barrage of hits, it came to my attention that every impact of the hammer felt less powerful than the ones who I had received earlier. Granted, the difference was akin to being attacked by a bear or being attacked by a pack of wolves, but the King seemed to be dishing out softer blows in exchange for speed.



Before I could do anything with this new information, however, the magic barrier was forced beyond the point where it could bend and it shattered into countless fragments that dissolved into the air. Keeping the shield up must have been a strain on Timaeus, and having it dispelled so forcefully must have caused him some severe backlash, if his pained cry was anything to go by.



Not that I was faring much better. The shock of seeing my only defense be ripped away must have left me momentarily dazed, seeing how Thurloth was bringing down his hammer once again by the time I became aware of what happened, leaving me with just enough time to lift my shield and cover my chest.



With the benefit of hindsight, perhaps I should’ve just rolled to the side.



A loud crack resonated in the hall, but I couldn’t say for certain if it had been the floor beneath me, my armour, or some of my bones. I could still feel most of my body, so that meant at least my spine was fine.



Fate seemed to throw us a bone, for Thurloth, the Lich King started laughing a laughter so uproarious it made the room itself shake. Thankfully, his imprisonment in a hallowed obsidian jar within an antimagic circle buried deep within the highest mountains of the realm had happened well before the Age of Enlightenment, so he didn’t know about the dangers of monologuing.



I took several deep breaths to calm myself as the Lich King went on and on about his own greatness and the glory his ruling would bring to the land. As Thurloth was in the middle of explaining how his path to greatness had started when he killed his own father with a cursed sword of the ancient gods--or killed an ancient god with his father’s cursed sword, I can’t quite recall--I locked gazes with Timaeus.



He seemed just as worried as me, and while Lyen remained hidden in the shadows, I could bet he felt the same way, too. With a small nod, the wizard cast a quick healing spell. Subtle enough not to be noticed by the King, but strong enough so that I could stand up once again.



So lost was Thurloth in his recounting of his grandeur that he didn’t notice how I painfully stood up. Though I must admit I got a sardonic kick out of noticing my right knee was indeed broke, that’ll show them to rebel.



With nothing more than a few seconds before the surprise element was thoroughly snuffed, I went for my final shot at snuffing him first. If I managed to pierce his armour, then Timaeus may be able to hold it open for long enough so Lyen could use his remaining enchanted arrows to blast the King apart, leaving the wizard to seal him once again.



After a quick silent prayer to my God, I ran forward, putting just a little bit of pressure on my right leg and thrusted my sword forwards, carrying with it the strength of our fallen comrades, the faith of those who relied upon us to defeat the mad tyrant, the hope for the future generations. All these imbued my sacred sword with enough power to smite a soul as wicked and rotten as Thurloth’s…



...Only for him to turn around at the last second, causing me to barely graze his armour and fall face first onto the floor.








“What the actual hell!?” I yelled as I stared at the ‘five’ and ‘eight’ on the dice, and yet my indignant cries were drowned by the uproarious laughter around the table. At least Lionel and Charlie were making an effort to hide their snickering. Timothy and Sarah, on the other hand seemed to revel in their mirth.



“Hot damn, Jessica,” Sarah said once her laughter had died down to roughly the same level of my ability to restrain a suckerpunch, “the dice have not been on your side tonight.”



“You’re one to talk, Sarah. Excuse me if my memory is faulty, but weren’t you the first of the party to die by the Lich King’s hand?” I said while making an effort to keep my sarcasm at playful levels. For her part, our late Rogue simply shrugged.



“At least I went down fighting, not falling down while attempting to fight.”



The bitterness coursing through me made it so easy to come back with a scathing retort but before I could lay down a verbal beating upon the infidel, Charlie interjected in what I assume was an attempt at defusing my anger.



“Speaking of talking, Jessica. I assume your little outburst wasn’t meant to be in character, right?” he then tapped into his years of roleplaying experience to put on the mask of the affable King Chardan, “Say it is so, I couldn’t possibly imagine a Paladin as devout as the gracious Lady Sèje Khai breaking her oath of silence.”



If this really was his way of calming me down, then it was only working for the most part. I had to admit I was being ridiculous for losing my temper at something so inconsequential. Not as ridiculous as my absurdly low rolls I’ve been getting all night, of course, but ridiculous all the same.



With a weary sigh, I hung my head in shame and nodded. 



“Kudos on the roleplaying, though,” Lionel offered.



I decided to ignore him. I knew it wasn’t his intention to sound condescending, but in my current mindset, it was hard to take it otherwise.



“We might as well take this moment to figure out what to do,” Tim said, kicking back and throwing his arms behind his head, “I know I’m probably down for the count, how long is the backlash from the shield going to leave me dazed?”



Charlie rustled the pages of his reference book as he hummed a tuneless melody, “Couple more turns, you really were putting a lot into that shield.”



“I still think our original plan is our best option,” Lionel said with a tentative edge in his voice. His inexperience showed in his lack of confidence. There was a reason he played his character close to his chest, and it wasn’t because he was the lone and mysterious kind. Then again, he’s the youngest of us, so maybe he thinks that’s cool.



“Good old ‘crack, tear, and blast’? Yeah, I think we should go for that,” Tim replied. As he glanced at his character sheet, probably in search of a spell of some sort that could be useful.



“I’d like to tear his crack with a blast,” Sarah muttered under her breath as she tried to hold back another set of giggles.



“Stop that, Sarah. You’re not funny and you never were,” Tim said, though I could notice the barest of twitches in the corner of his mouth.



“Alright people, I’m making an executive decision here,” Charlie said as he closed his book in a quick motion, “As things are right now, you guys are going to lose. Badly. So just for the sake of giving you a fighting chance, I’m going to let Jessica roll her attack again.”



There was a sting to his words, but I knew he was right. The accursed dice had not been kind on us, and if we were still alive it was only because the damage dice were as cursed as ours were.



“I still have an immediate action I can use,” Tim chimed in, and he sounded genuinely hopeful.



“Well, you can either aid Jess, or try to attack Thurloth. Just remember you can only use basic spells,” Charlie said in that dull monotone voice of his he only used when he entered his Dungeon Master zone.



“I can work with that,” Tim said as he happily rearranged his notes.



“Alright, then. Everyone ready?”



There was a moment where everyone simply stared at each other in silence before a slow harmony of mumbled assertions was heard. Our chances of coming out victorious from this fight were slim at best, and I knew deep down we all wished we had listen to the old prophecy in time instead of trying to liberate the town of sentient horses from their centaur overlord, but Lionel had insisted. Regardless, lamenting the past would get us nowhere. What’s done is done, and we got to have a party in a barn afterwards.



With a determined nod, I reached for the dice with my left hand and gave Charlie my most resolute look.








I took several deep breaths to calm myself as the Lich King went on and on about his own greatness and the glory his ruling would bring to the land. As Thurloth was in the middle of his tirade, I locked gazes with Timaeus.



He seemed to have shaken off the worst of the magic aftershock, and the brief shimmering light that passed through his fingers let me know he was giving me a boost for my last chance against the Lich King.



I thought back to the aforementioned list of people whose future, hopes and well-being relied on the defeat of Thurloth tonight. Hesitating, then, no longer, I recited a quick litany to my God and hoped to the heavens above that we could bring an end to an aeon of undead rule before it started.



My lips moved in silence as they mimicked the holy words that coursed through my mind, guiding me and my sword to strike true in the Lich King’s heart. And with one final lunge that favored my unbroken knee, I swung my weapon with all of my might and promptly gave several spins as I failed to connect with Thurloth’s armour once again.








The boisterous laughter that filled the room made the earlier bout of glee seem like a funeral. One could almost be forgiven for forgetting my failure had doomed an entire realm to live under the oppressive fist of an undead maniac.



I think it should go without saying that I didn’t take part in my the enjoyment of my tablemates. I was too preoccupied with giving my dice a death glare, almost as if in doing so I could merge both into a single die that would show an ‘eleven’ on it. Alas, I had to conform with having rolled the objectively worst possible roll I could have rolled without somehow setting fire to the plastic bits.



“I think it’s official, Jess,” Sarah said between gasps, “the dice are cursed.”



It was only after the laughter died down that I noticed Charlie wasn’t laughing either. What’s more, his vacant stare made me think that was how I probably looked, only that he was staring at his reference book instead of Satan’s tonsil stones.



“What, did she spin too fast and broke her spine? How bad did she fail?” Tim asked once he finally got enough air back in his lungs.



Charlie didn’t say anything at first. He just kept staring down, sparing only brief glances at the dice and myself before turning back to his book.



“Come on, Charlie. Speak up,” Lionel prodded him.



There are moments in life where everything just falls into place. Where you finally make it through the thickest part of the thorn bushes in the garden of life and you get to bask in the glory brought by an all-balancing karmic force.



“Critical Failure,” Charlie recited in an utter shocked monotone befitting a man who had just witnessed a miracle take place, “Player suffers immediate death as well as all adjacent targets.”
      

      
   
      My Little Portal


      

      
      
         	I am gracefully tiptoeing though the long, empty hall.  The floor is laid with ageless, dark marble.  Quietly moving past the ancient mosaics of untold past, which I can’t even dare to stop to spare as much as a single glance.



	My face is covered with a stiff, sever stage mask of a ballerina long dead and gone.  My lips painted a bright red and my face beaming with acted joy and delight.  Eyes shadowed with silver and metallic.



	I am still wearing the body suit in a light pink with bright and bold embroideries and glistering black sequins to decorate my body and highlight the curves and forms.



	My gloves are highly effeminate, highlighting the perfectly cared arms, hands, fingers and semi square inch long nails.  Strict, ballerina slippers encapturing my legs, leaving nothing but the impression of nude feminine legs in the traditional style and reinforcing the graceful tiptoeing that is defining my very being.



	My glistering, jet black hair in a thick, tight braid all the way down my spine.  leaving only enough  hair left, for the three diminutive braids over my ears and bangs friskily hiding my forehead.



---   ---   ---




	In a severe, strictly forced march, I continue down the hall, never stop, never slowing down.  Time is short, I have but the few moments to myself, in the cramped dressing room in which I am given moments to catch the one elusive breath I never seem to really get.



	It isn’t in the way life is short, just that there never really is a life at all.  I had been born into the role, the one I am playing on the stage for spectators all night, every night.  It is the play for which I had been bred and broken into.



	I can not haste, but is forced into this measured gait of my role.  This is all I am, all I could ever be.  So they told me, so they are telling me, so they will be telling me.  Again and again.  It is all I had been told, all I am told, all I will be told.



	Step by step, I move along the hall.  Passing door by door and side passage by side passage.  The doors are all the same, heavy wooden doors, behind which yet another girl just like me is hidden away from her life and who she is.



	Each side passage, leading to places unknown and unknowable.  I have no permission to go down any of them, and no time to go there anyway.



	Of course, at the end of the hall, there is the one open door.  I enter the room, designed for me to enter.  I see the door and take the final steps, before I place my hand on the handle and pull it open.



	There is a desk to the right, with what is to pass for a comfortable chair.  I have no mirror, it was deemed I have no need for it as I am merely playing my part.  I had been given the luxury of a bed, mainly due to my need for sleep.  This is my room and my home.  As much as anything is actually mine, the few items in the room is it.

	The desktop is a two foot by five foot one inch thick slide of reinforced and specially hardened glass.  The chair had been crafted out of stainless steel, measures to fit the body I had been given.  Yet, I have a cushion to sit on and one hanging on my back rest.  That is what I had been afforded.



	The bed is standing to the left.  Strangely enough, it is four feet by eight feet.  I have a matching mattress and a quilt to cover my small, delicately designed, effeminate body.  A clear rubber bed sheet is covering the bed as I am not in bed.  The main pillow covers the top of my bed.  I have a pillow to the right and left, aside from the two pillows up against the wall behind the main pillow.  I had been told it is luxury beyond measure.  They still tell me that tale.  I have no means to confirm this, but why do I care?  It would make no difference to me.  It is simply what I have.



---   ---   ---




	There is a slight hint of a noise behind my back as I sit in my chair.  Not that I had all that much to do.  I have no books and I could not read one if my life depended upon it since I never learned how it.  It was never considered worth my time.



	There is a thud and a squeak from something hitting the bedspread on top of my bed.  It is all I know.  Yet, there was never expected to be anything falling on top of my bed.  I own nothing that could fall on my bed as I sit in my chair.



	Reading!  Who has the time for reading and books?  I am on the wrong side of the play, and I am to be seen on the stage.  The main stage, that is.



	As I look up, I had been expecting it to be the door going up.  This time I had been wrong.  While I guess that is the expected, but this is not what is on my plate.



	Once I had managed to turn around, I see the residue of a dark sanguine glow in a circle behind the bed, and about a foot up.  It is as if there had been a two foot, round mirror on the wall.



	I stare at the residue of the glow for the better part of a minute.  Only once the glow is too weak for my eyes to pick it up, does it lose its grip on me and I drop my gaze.  Slipping out of my seat and slowly setting foot on the floor.  Soon turning around and once more facing the spot on the wall, or rather where I had imagined it had been.



	“Oh!” I gasp in disappointment.



	Of course, nothing is there as the glow had dissipated.  It had not merely turned darker or changed hue.  The wall is back to the original impression of my wall.



---   ---   ---




	Once my gaze had dropped from the wall, my eyes fall upon an item now resting on the clear rubber covering my bed.  It is an item I had never seen in my life, an item with no place on my bed and no reason to be in the room in the first place.  How did it even end up on my bed in the first place?



	Just standing there on the floor on the tips of my toes, staring.  Taking a step forwards, then another and another.  Tiptoeing over from the desk to the bed.



	Looking down at the bed, and the item fallen from grace.  What it is, I have no idea.  It had no place in my world.  I may be a living girl, but my world is purely a fictional universe.  I have no life, just a role in a play written for me before I had even been born.



	As I pick up the strange looking object, I notice what appears to be ab omega glyph on the right side.  My right hand just so happen to fit, as I hold on to the heavy metal object I had just found on my bed.



	While not knowing it, the form is that of a gun and has the same secure position in my hand.  There is an aim on the forwards pointing cylinder.  Had it been a gun, it should have had a magazine to contain the ammunition to fire.  I found no such thing.  Neither the trigger nor the magazine.  Of course, I did not know how to recognize these items or the details telling me of it.



	Facing the wall as I hold the item, my index finger momentarily touch the blue omega glyph.  A light is emitted, before the glow appears on the wall before me.  This is the same glow as I had seen before.  Instead of the dark red, it is now a bright blue.  To be exact, this is electric blue, as opposed to the former dark sanguine I had just observed.



	There had been no bang, and no shot had gone off.  What happened, is that a portal had just been opened.  I have no idea, to where it leads, only where it is coming from.



---   ---   ---




	Transfixed, I stare at the blue glow before me.  Seeing nothing more than a blue glow that had no place on my wall.



	All of a sudden, I see a girl before me, the girl is me.  She is utterly nude, wearing exactly nothing.  Not as much as a single thread of cloth is adorning her body and not as much as a stain of ink is decorating the skin on her body.  She has no tattoo, and no makeup.  No lipstick of lip gloss, no mascara or blush.  her skin is clean and unblemished, untouched and pure.



	I notice the girl staring back at me, with the same exact expression I would have expressed, had my face not been covered and painted over.



	She is raising her right hand and extending her index finger as she is pointing at me with horror painted onto her face.  Naturally it is how she had to react, on what is before her.  How could she not be scared of what is standing before her?  Me.



	I can see her copper red hair on her head.  She is wearing it in a more regular style befitting a girl who is living her life, with no design imposed upon her.



	“You!  You are me?” she is whispering, accusatory.



	She is frowning at what she is seeing.  Not me as per see, while I am what is standing before her.



	I could see fear and disgust in her eyes.  She certainly is not approving of what she is seeing before her.



	“You?  Am I you?” I finally respond, on her clear accusation.



	I had noticed her voice trembling, it isn’t as if I could say anything as I knew my voice was trembling just as badly as hers.



	Looking closer, I see a little girl before me.  She could be no older than fifteen years of age.  How could she react any differently on what she is having before her, as she is looking at me.  She is the girl I should have been, had I not been subjected to the twisted design that is all I know.  all I had ever known, all I can know, all I will ever know.



	She is clearly standing on her feet, her heels resting firmly on the floor.  I am still standing on the tips of my toes, just as I had for most if not my entire life.



	Her hands had been resting comfortably along the sides of her body, not covered in stiff gloves restraining or shaping her by any means.  her nails cut shot and maintained without nail polish or any other artificial means.



	I can see the pert little breasts on her chest as she breathed in and out.  She has small nipples, grown naturally with no outside intervention.  I am envying her for it as much as she I disgusted by what she sees in me.  I could not blame her for how she is reacting.



	She has a small belly, rounded hips and a narrow wait.  Just the way a girl should be.  why couldn’t I have been her?  it would all have been so easy, so natural.



---   ---   ---




	“When you stare into the Abyss, the Abyss is staring back into you!” I think, feeling the sensation of angry little ants crawling all over my skin, as if it had been exposed.



	I turn around, not quite capable of taking the assault on my senses from what I had been subjected to.  If it is what I see before me, or what I had been turned into.  There is no real difference, I can’t take it.



	Yet, I found myself turning back to the girl who could have been me.  Just to see what she is looking like and hearing what her voice is sounding like.



	“Do I!  Do I dare touch her?” I think.



	“Dare I touch you?” I then whisper, as I realized she could not hear my thoughts.



	“You don’t, but what do you have to lose?  You don’t have a life, and you don’t even own your own body!” she promptly tells me.



	“Her observation is correct!” I think, slowly, tentatively extending my hand in the vain hopes to feel the innocence of her unblemished skin.



	I just stare at her, and my hand slowly moving towards her.
      

      
   