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         "Glass spiders?" Just saying that second word was enough to send shivers squirming across Moira's scalp, her tightly wrapped bun feeling like a tennis ball bouncing around on the back of her head.



"It's okay," Casey said, shoveling in a mouthful of soup. Of course, speaking turned her slurp into a slobber, spots speckling the front of her lab coat and her whole side of the table, but as usual, she didn't notice. At least she was sporting a buzzcut this month: when they'd been kids, Casey's hair had always looked duller and grayer than Moira's glossy black because Casey couldn't be bothered to wash or even brush it. "It's not that we're really making spiders outta glass. It's more that they're kinda silicon-based so the webs they spin will sorta be fiberglass."



Was that better or worse? Moira couldn't decide, so she cleared her throat and asked, "Fiberglass isn't usually produced like that, is it?"



Casey didn't wave the hand holding her spoon; she waved the hand wrapped around one of the rolls Moira had brought home from work, the tiny impacts of its crumbs making Moira flinch. "I could tell you more, Moi," Casey said with a laugh, and Moira scrupulously didn't look at the dark tangle of her sister's teeth. "But then they'd never find my body! I mean, you wanna talk about non-disclosure agreements? This one's a beaut! Just the right mix of carrots and sticks if you know what I mean!"



Moira didn't, of course, but then she hadn't understood much of anything Casey had said since before their shared sixth birthday. Casey had kept getting interested in more and more peculiar sorts of biology till her work at the science fair their freshman year in high school had caught the eye of someone at Borland Labs outside town. She'd interned there till graduation, had been hired full-time the next day, and had been making so much money the past ten years that Moira got to live in this nice house a block from the bay while still working at the bakery downtown the way she had since junior high.



"Anyway!" Casey picked up her bowl and slurped the rest of her soup. "I'll likely be at the lab all night and most of tomorrow, but I should be home for dinner." She slammed the bowl onto the table. "You're the best, Moi! Say hi to everyone for me!" Leaping from her chair, she grabbed her brown duster coat off the back of the sofa, wrapped herself in it, pulled open the front door, and charged into the evening darkness outside.



Already getting up to close the door, Moira didn't sigh. As much as she loved her sister, it got a little tiring sometimes being her caretaker. But after one too many of her experiments had escaped back home, Mom and Dad had gotten insistent about Casey moving out. She and Moira had just turned eighteen, and, well, Moira couldn't let Casey go on her own, could she? Casey could make goldfish glow in the dark, could make houseflies smell like cinnamon, could make bees produce grape jelly instead of honey, but did she remember to eat? To sleep? To brush her teeth or bathe?



Closing the door, then, Moira did sigh. She hadn't a single real complaint about her life, but hearing the tidbits Casey dropped when she wasn't rushing from one place to another sometimes made Moira wonder what she'd missed, doing exactly the same thing every day for the past dozen years.



Not that she was going to brood on it, though. She had to be up before dawn to get the early donuts done at the bakery.








By four o'clock the next afternoon, Moira was humming, practically skipping up the street heading home after her shift. The chocolate croissants in the bag dangling from her fingertips made the whole neighborhood smell brighter, and the springtime sunlight dappling through the ficus trees might as well have been Mozart, it was so sweet.



She did a little spin on the sidewalk when she reached their gate, pushed inside, started up the steps—



And stopped with a jerk, her eyes freezing on the window above the front door. The afternoon sun slanted across it at an angle, and Moira could only stare at the network of jagged cracks splintering at least a dozen concentric circles over the window's surface. 



Her first thought—had a bird hit it?—she dismissed immediately. Any bird big enough to leave a series of cracks that extensive would've burst right through. And as far as she could tell, standing outside the door and staring up at the picture window, the glass didn't have any holes in it whatsoever. Even the cracks, she thought, didn't seem to go all the way through, like they were—



Like they were only on the inside?



Yes.  Pressing herself against the door and craning her neck back, she could see the surface shining smooth and unbroken. The crack didn't appear till she stepped back.



Even the smell of the chocolate croissants couldn't warm her suddenly. She fumbled in her purse for her keys, unlocked the door, and slowly pushed it open.



It didn't scrape against shards of glass scattered over the carpet because there weren't any shards of glass scattered over the carpet. But when she stepped inside and looked up, the radiating circles of cracks stood out clearly.



Except...they were moving now, undulating in the breeze coming through the doorway. In fact, the cracks weren't in the glass, weren't touching the window at all somehow, were floating with a light prismatic sheen a fraction of an inch away from the surface, the edges anchored to the corners of the window like—



Like a big glass spider web.



"No," Moira heard herself saying out loud. "No, no, no, no, no." She wasn't shouting it, and that surprised her a little, but, well, this wasn't the first time Casey had brought her work home with her.



Now that she thought about it, though, this was the first time since the two of them had gotten their own place. Whether she'd just been lucky or Casey had started being more careful, Moira didn't know, and right now, she didn't much care. Closing the door, she stomped into the kitchen, set the white bakery bag on the counter, grabbed the broom, and marched back out to the entryway. When Casey got home in a few hours—or days, possibly, knowing her sister—Moira would express her displeasure as to this situation. But right now, clearing the thing away was her top priority.



She raised the business end of the broom, then stopped and did a quick glance up and down and side to side along the whole web. That it didn't seem to have an occupant troubled her a bit, but maybe the thing had shattered in the concentrated sunlight or something. She couldn't imagine it would voluntarily leave after spinning such an intricate and sparkly pattern—and it really was quite stunning in the afternoon light, tiny rainbows flickering along every strand and casting colors down over her. But who knew what glass spiders were like?



Shuddering, she shoved the broom upward into the web, and it tinkled like miniature teacups shattering. Still, the strands stuck to the bristles like regular cobwebs, and she wound them quickly around the corn straw, dabbed at the edges, made sure she was sweeping away the entire—



"Hey!" a tiny voice shouted beside her. "Just what do you think you're doing?"



Startled, Moira jerked away from the sound, snapped her head over, saw something floating and shimmering in the sunlight.



No, not floating: it was hanging from the end of a long, glistening filament that seemed to reach up to the ceiling. Two of its eight legs curled around to crook against a cinched waist, and multiple emerald eyes fixed glaring upon her. "Do you know how long it took me to spin that?" the tiny voice shouted.



Several blinks revealed that the entire figure—including the span of its long and spindly legs—took up less space than the average plum. But when it waved half those legs at the window, size didn't matter. All that mattered was that tiny voice going on: "All day! That's how long! And you just sweep it away in a matter of seconds! Who do you think you are, anyway?"



Moira found that she had no answer to that.








Why she didn't faint dead away, Moira wasn't sure. Of course, she'd never been much of a fainter. But then she'd never had a glass spider yell at her, either. "You," she finally managed to sputter out. "You shouldn't be here."



The spider folded its front legs across its—well, not its chest, but Moira didn't seem able at the moment to recall the technical terms for spider body parts. "I'm a spider," it said. "According to some, I should never be anywhere."



"No." She grabbed her purse, started digging for her cell phone. "I'm calling Casey. This is unacceptable in every way, shape, and—"



"Wait! Please!" When the spider waved all its legs at once, every color Moira could imagine flashed in the air around it. "Don't send me back! I mean, I love Katherine, of course, what with her being my creator and all, but—" The spider shrank up a bit and seemed to shiver on the end of its line. "Well, she's a bit of a slob."



Moira snorted. "Tell me about it!" She found the phone and pulled it out. "She apparently lets intelligent spiders escape from her lab, after all, doesn't she?"



"We're not intelligent!" The spider was flailing again. "Only I am! We're all connected, see, and all our sapient parts got concentrated in me! The others are mindlessly content, sipping silica in suspension and churning out reams of glass fiber, taking no more notice of my attempts at conversation than the test tubes or the computer consoles do! I thought I could strike up a relationship with Katherine, but she's always crashing about, never staying still long enough for me to get a word in! Speaking frankly, I could barely stand hiding in her brassiere long enough to make my escape yesterday! I mean, when did she last wash that thing? A decade ago?"



The phone hung from Moira's fingertips, her mind frantically trying to sort through what she'd just heard. But all she could manage to squeeze from her brain to her mouth was, "Casey."



All the spider's glittering green eyes blinked. "What?"



"My sister. She hates being called Katherine. She says it sounds way too dignified for her." Moira let her phone fall back into her purse. "You...you're really the only one who can think?"



The spider seemed to wilt like a flower in autumn. "I can't pretend to understand it. I mean, why me? Can I really even talk about 'me'? Shouldn't I say 'us' instead since I'm some kinda composite being? Or am I the result of some distributed intelligence scheme, some function of the way my sisters and I are all little nodes of fiber optic cables connected wirelessly to each other?"



Fortunately, the back of the sofa was right behind Moira so when her knees went rubbery, she just fell back to sit on it instead of slumping all the way to the floor. "How...how do you know all that? How do you even know English?"



When the spider shrugged, it used all its legs. "From the internet. I was tapping in through your wi-fi before you swept up my antenna." It did some more glaring. "And if you start making jokes about spiders surfing the web, I swear I'll bite you."



With a grin, Moira started to assert that such a thought had never crossed her mind when she realized she was grinning. At a spider. At a glass spider. At a talking glass spider. At a talking glass spider her sister had made and inadvertently brought home with her.



"I need a chocolate croissant," Moira declared. "Do you...can I get you anything?"








Sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and a partially eaten croissant made things, well, not any saner. But less insane somehow.



The spider had joined her and was currently perched quivering on top of the salt shaker. "I can't abandon them," it was saying. "They're my sisters! But I can't go back, either, can't take another moment of being locked up in that place! I'll go crazy, and, I mean, I've got all our sapience! If I lose my mind, I'll be losing everybody's mind! And maybe that'll set us all off on a rampage or something! Think about it! I'd be responsible for loosing a plague of glass-eating, glass-spinning spiders upon the unsuspecting world!" It clasped its front legs together. "What'm I gonna do, Moira? What'm I gonna do?"



Not having any answers, Moira gave one anyway: "We're gonna give you a name."



For a few seconds, the house was silent—the first time that had happened all afternoon, Moira thought. Then the spider asked, "What?"



Moira sighed. "Look, I'm just a baker. I don't know anything about science or philosophy or any of that deep-thinking stuff. But I do know that you're not an 'it.' You're a person who loves her sisters, who wants to help them but doesn't know how, who doesn't even know what she's doing or why she's doing it. And to me, that means you need a name."



She could barely see the spider's mouthparts, but she could tell they'd shifted sideways. "You even try suggesting Charlotte, I'll threaten to bite you again."



That got Moira scowling. "I was gonna suggest Zoe."



"Ooo." The spider stood straighter on the salt shaker. "That's got a ring of intrigue about it." She slid down to the table and began to strut across it, her eyes half closed. "With a trench coat and slouch-brim fedora, I could break hearts on every continent."



The laugh that bubbled up from Moira's chest felt so right and natural, she just let out, clapping her hands for good measure. "Then it's settled! You'll be staying here, going to work with me, and learning all about the world!"



Zoe stopped beside the sugar bowl and turned. "Excuse me?"



"Well?" Moira spread her hands. "For the sake of your sisters, you need to stay sane. I've been doing exactly that for my sister for as long as I can remember, and I'll be happy to show you how!"



"You—" Again, Zoe clutched her forelegs to what Moira knew wasn't called her chest: the first thing she needed to do, she decided, was learn some spider anatomy. "You'd do that?" Zoe finished, a little choke in her tiny voice.



Her throat tightening, Moira could only nod. She swallowed, though, and got out, "I'm really looking forward to it."
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         I was only a lad of about 23 when I first met the Captain. I had been hard at work compiling a full chart of the eastern shoreline, an undertaking that had been woefully ignored by my peers for the better half of a century.  It would be my greatest achievement, or so I thought, a massive boon to my trade; as such, I had spent days devoting nearly all my time and focus to the task, and as such it is of little surprise that I did not notice the big, burly man who had entered my shop until he was standing directly before me (and even then, only because he had blocked the lamplight).



He introduced himself as Captain John Hadderflash when he shook my hand, leaning down over the counter and the mess of charts I was sat behind. His hand easily eclipsed mine, and his grip was firm.



"Atticus Sarten," I introduced myself. "What can I do for you, Captain?"



"People have told me you're handy with a map and compass, aye?"



I gestured to the mess between us. "I should certainly hope so, considering my line of work!"



"Good, good," he said. His grin revealed crooked, yellowed teeth. "I'd like to hire you, then."



That confused me for a moment, but I quickly decided he must have meant he wanted to conduct business; he didn't appear to be the most learned fellow, after all. So, I stood up from my stool and, legs creaking from disuse, made my way around the table and led him to the shelves of maps I had for sale.



"Now, Captain Hadderflash, I'm sure I can find you a map of any region you need. They're detailed and highly accurate, and I guarantee you, they won't lead you wrong!"



He cackled, a deep, scratchy thing. "No, Mr. Sarten, I didn't come here for maps."



"Oh?" I asked, taken aback. "Then why else would you come to a cartographer's?"



"For you, lad!" he said, clapping me on the back. "My ship needs a navigator, and you'd be perfect!"



"What? Me? But I have no experience—"



"You'll do fine!"



"But surely there must be others—"



"Those pickle-bellied 'others' sent me to you!" he said. "Said you'd be the only one brave enough to accompany me on this venture!"



I raised an eyebrow. "Brave?"



"Well, brave, stupid, same thing in my book." He sat me back down in my chair.



"That's not exactly reassuring."



"Well, at least let me tell you where we're going before you make up your mind, aye?"



Sighing, I reached over to a pile of charts and fished out a world map. Brushing my work aside, I rolled it out to its length and tacked down the corners.



"Alright, Captain, where are you headed? The western archipelago? The Sachen Isles? Rosterdann?"



He shook his head, and instead took one meaty finger and placed it down onto the table—past the mostly-blank western edge of the map. 



"Here, lad. This is where we're going."



I looked up at him in confusion. "Captain, if this is some sort of—"



He leaned down, his bearded face coming level with mine.



"The edge of the world, my boy. The edge—and past it!"



"The edge? If you aren't joking, then you must be mad!"



"Aye, so they keep saying," he said, reaching into his coat. "But listen, I have proof!" He slapped a journal, poorly bound in worn and scuffed leather, down onto the table with a bang.



"My great-grandfather's journal, passed down through my family. He was a great explorer, in his time, but people thought him mad too! And look!" He opened it to a page marked by a strip of old fabric. "The edge of the world!"



I beheld the pages, upon which, well-rendered in scratchy quill ink, sat an illustration. The waves of the sea came to an abrupt end, a great falls beyond which there was only sky. And captioning it in large letters, "The Edge of the World".



"This proves nothing," I said, "except that your great-grandfather had a great imagination and a hand for illustration!"



"Aye, yes, but that's not all that's in here!" He thumped the pages. "There's a full account of his journey westwards, up to when he reached the edge and turned around! And I intend to make the same journey, except I won't be turning back, no! I'll sail right off the edge and into the seas of the stars themselves!"



He turned around and flung his arm out, pointing out my window to the softly-glowing moon. "That, my friend, is our destination!"



I knew he was mad, and I was about to tell him as much when he interrupted me.



"Now, I know you think me mad; I can see it in your eyes. So, I will leave the journal with you, so you can read my great-grandfather's account for yourself. I'll be back in three days’ time, that should be all I need to get my ship ready for the journey. I will see you again then, and I will hope that you will give me a favorable answer."



And with that said, he left.








I at first ignored the journal, instead returning to my work. Why waste time entertaining the fancies of a madman, after all? I had much to do if I was ever going to finish my chart.



And yet, my eyes kept slipping back to the book on the edge of my table.



And so, with a sigh, I picked it up and began leafing through the yellowed and stained pages. And quickly I became fascinated with the narrative they contained, a great account of the captain's travels westwards.



And then I noticed something astonishing. The Captain's great-grandfather had encountered an island on his travels, which he described as follows:



...a sandy beach that stretched about 12 meter, abound with shells that shone every colour, which ended at a forest of trees with leaves of red and orange, in spite of the season.




This description was a dead-ringer for the island of Galogoppas, well known for its unique flora and fauna... and discovered only four years ago, a good sixty years after this account claimed to have been written! 



Following this, I began to spot many other details of similar nature that also furthered to validate the account, and slowly I began to be overtaken by the same madness as Captain Hadderflash. Assuming that the journal had not been falsified in some manner, then it was quite clear that the Captain's great-grandfather had indeed traveled westwards further than any other of his time!



And soon, the journal began describing things that could not be found on any maps. An entire ocean, unknown to us, waiting to be re-discovered! The thought excited me to no end.



As I at last came to the account of the edge of the world, I could come to no conclusion other than the same one the Captain had no doubt come to many years ago. Though, whether one could sail off the edge... I confess, in my excitement, I laid aside my doubts.



I then turned my attentions to the proposed journey. I asked around the naval yard if anyone had ever heard of a 'Captain Hadderflash', and to my surprise, many had. He was well-known as a sailor of good repute, if a little strange, with a good boat and a strong crew.



And so, I began collecting and sorting through maps and charts, selecting the ones we would likely need. I also purchased several reams of paper and new pens, for roughing out maps of the new areas we would be sailing through, as well as some cloth bags and cases for storing my tools. 



On the third day, the Captain returned, as he said he would. I shook his hand and told him I would be proud to join him as his navigator.








He led me down to the docks, where his ship was moored. She was a fairly large three-masted galleon, and the golden letters on her side spelled out, "La Mariposa del Mar". 



"She's a beauty, isn't she?" he said as we walked down the pier. "I've had her five years, now, and she's never once let me down!" 



"She's a fine-looking ship, Captain!" I shouted over the cries of the seagulls, stepping out of the way of a pair of shiphands loading up crates of supplies. I noticed a fair bit of rum in with all the breads and salted meat. "And you're sure she can get us to where we're going?"



"'Long as this lot does their jobs, she'll get us anywhere!" a man said, walking down the gangplank to meet us. He was short but thin, with a wiry beard that stretched around his chin. "Who's this then, Captain?"



"This is Mr. Atticus Sarten, the navigator I was telling you about. Atticus, this is Mr. Silimus Quadree, my first mate."



"Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Sarten," he said, shaking my hand with enthusiasm. "Please, call me Silver."



"Likewise, and call me Atticus."



"Well, Atticus, let's get your things on board," Silver said. He took a case from me, which I was grateful for, and we headed up the gangplank. As we walked across the deck, he began naming the crew members we passed.



"That there's Mr. Pertree, and beside him is Mac Thompson, he mans the crow's nest... Oh, and that's Tommy Stanton, climbing up the ropes there... Mr. Dekker, the helmsman... And that there's Lucky Jack."



"Why do they call him Lucky?" I asked.



"Because they're lucky to have me!" the man in question hollered, to the laughter of most of the men on deck.



"Ignore him; we only call him that because half the crew owes him money at cards," Silver said. "And the other half doesn't play!"



This laughter was somewhat more meager this time.



We entered the navigation room, a small cabin at the back of the ship containing a table and a trunk. 



"Here we are," Silver said. "You get settled in, now; we'll be departing within the hour."



"Certainly."



He turned to go, but lingered at the door.



"Say, Atticus, you seem like a learned man. Do you really think we can, y'know..."



"Sail off the edge?"



He nodded.



"I'm honestly not sure; I'm still not certain as to whether there is an edge to sail off of in the first place. But, given the Captain's Great Grandfather's account, I'm willing to look."



"Oh. Well, that's something, at least. Our old navigator quit, y'see, he wouldn't have any of it. Said the Captain'd finally gone off his rocker!"



"What do you think about it?" I asked.



"I think I'll follow Captain Hadderflash anywhere, even to the ends of the earth," he said. "Anyway, you get set up. I suspect the Captain'll be 'round to get you in a bit." And with that said, he returned to the deck, leaving me alone with my things.








Silver hadn't lied; before the hour was up, we began to leave port by means of kedging. I watched from the top deck as the crew slowly dragged the Mariposa out to sea. The Captain stood not too far away, barking orders every so often, each shortly echoed with an "Aye, Captain!”



Soon enough, we were at sea. Before we unfurled the sails, however, the Captain gathered up the crew. We stood around him in a crowded circle on the deck, and waited for him to make his speech.



"Now, before we begin, I'd like you all to meet Mr. Atticus Sarten, our new navigator," he said, gesturing to me. "He may not have his sea legs yet, but he'll be the one plotting our course this time out, so go easy on him!"



This earned him a few whoops from the crowd, and me a couple hearty slaps on the back.



"So, you all know where we're going!"



"Off the edge!" a few people called out.



"That's right," the Captain said. "Off the edge of the world, and into the seas of the sky. We're going farther than any crew has gone before! We'll be going down in history, lads! No more shipping goods after this one!"



A few more cheers.



"But it ain't going to be an easy journey, no! We'll be sailing uncharted waters even before we get there, and who knows what the tides may bring! But, I'll tell you this: I couldn't make this journey with a finer set of sailors and scumbags than you lot!" He laughed, and the crew laughed with him.



"So, let's get goin' already!"



The entire crew cheered, and somewhat to my surprise, so did I! On cue, several men scrambled across the deck, untying and loosing ropes from posts. The great sails descended, immediately catching the northeastern wind and filling out fully, propelling us forward to the chorus of cheers.



Then, the moment passed, and everybody got to work. I watched Mac scurry up the main mast on his gangly limbs, saw Mr. Dekker man the helm. Many of the crew headed below decks.



"Now, Atticus, we'd best get to work plotting our course," the Captain said to me.



"Yes, Captain."








We sailed on open waters for about a month without stopping. I confess, the first few days were hard, but I acclimated to life on the ship quickly enough, and soon had my 'sea legs' beneath me. Meals were mainly salted pork and bread, with a bit of rum to wash it down, and were put together by the ship's cook, a Mr. Thomas Addler, who I found to be agreeable in conversation. We would spend the nights crammed onto the top deck, sleeping on mats under the stars. Excepting when there was a storm, of course, but in that case everyone was far too busy to sleep.



I went into my work with enthusiasm, working happily with the Captain to plot our route westwards. We planned to make one stop, that being outside the port of Liebernen, the furthest westward established town that would cater to us. There, we would restock on supplies before our journey into uncivilized waters, and then into uncharted ones. Past that, our course would be almost a straight line, barring encounters with any yet-unknown landmasses.



The crew was friendly enough to me; apparently the man I was replacing was rather temperamental, and thus I was a welcome improvement. I was even invited to try my hand at cards, though I declined, much to the disappointment of Lucky Jack. I did sit in on a few hands, though; the man was as good as they said, unnaturally so, but if he was cheating I couldn't tell you how.



And so, when we arrived in Liebernen and after most of the loading of supplies had taken place, I was invited into town by some of the crew for a round of drinks. It felt odd, being on land again after so much time on the waves, and I stumbled a bit on the cobblestones as we made our way to a pub.



The place was called The Boar's Ear and it was a merry place, with a rowdy crowd and a band of music-makers in the corner. We all ordered drinks, I went with a pint of ale, and we took a table for ourselves.



Alas, I've always been a bit of a lightweight, and after only three drinks I could feel myself going. I excused myself and stumbled my way back through the streets of the town to the docks where the Mariposa was moored.



Climbing up the gangplank, I walked towards the navigation room, intent on laying down for a while in the quiet company of my charts, when I spotted someone emerging from below decks. It was Mr. Silver, and he had a dreadful look on his face.



"Everything alright, Silver" I asked; he started at the sound. "I thought you went into town with the others?"



"Oh, no," he said, "I wanted to make one final count of our provisions 'afore we set off again."



"I thought that was Addler's job?" I asked.



"Oh, it is, but you can never be too thorough, 'specially when it comes to food. Are you alright?"



"Just a little drunk," I said. "I was going to have a rest in the navigation room."



"Ah, here, let me help you!" He took his shoulder under my arm and helped carry me the rest of the way, which I was grateful for, particularly on the steps.



"Now, you have a good rest, you here?" he said, once we had reached the room. "It's gonna be back to work tomorrow, and it only gets worse from here!"



"I'll be fine by the morning, don't worry."



He left me, then, and I laid down on the cool wooden planks of the floor. I fell asleep before I knew it.








We set sail again early the next morning, though our pace felt somewhat more sluggish than usual. It didn't last, however, and soon we were up to speed, our sails carrying us due west. Within a week, we had reached the island of Galogoppas that had been mentioned in the journal. I and most of the free crew had crowded the deck's starboard side, watching awestruck as we passed. The famed beaches were more stunning than I could have imagined, shells of every colour, shape and size lining the sandy expanse. They had an almost iridescent quality to them, shining in the light like an extension of the blue waters they bordered.



Galogoppas was only a small isle, however, and within a couple of hours it was far behind us. We were now in uncharted waters, and thus my role changed. Instead of sequestering myself in the navigation room, pouring over charts and only exiting to ascertain our location, I now spent much of my time on the upper deck, observing our surroundings and making notes. While much of what we passed through was open ocean, I needed to measure as precisely as possible how much open ocean there was. And, every so often, I would spy a small island or two off in the distance, and though I knew we could not afford to deviate from our course to better observe them, I still did my best to sketch out their visible shore via telescope, and determine their approximate locations. With any luck, I could use these notes on a future voyage to properly map out this region.



And I did intend to embark on a future voyage, for in my travels with Captain Hadderflash and the crew of the Mariposa, I had grown to love the sea. The air, the feeling of motion, the solidarity I shared with the crew... I suppose it's odd, especially after my scholarly upbringing, but I could no longer imagine living a landlocked life. But I embraced the sea, and the sea has still not let me go.



Another month passed, and still no sign of the edge. From what I and the Captain had read of the journal, we were still on course, and should have been seeing the edge any day now, but we both could sense the rest of the crew getting restless. There were whisperings in the night, of which I pretended not to hear, that the Captain had finally lost his mind completely, that this had been a fool's errand to begin with. I brought this up with the captain once, while we were alone in the navigation room.



"They're beginning to doubt you, you know," I told him. "They're worried that this is all a big wild goose chase, and that we'll run out of provisions before long."



Yes," he rumbled, "I've heard. But it's out there, we both know it. They'll see soon enough, don't worry. I have faith in them; they're my crew after all."



And, thankfully, we didn't have to wait too much longer, for only three days after that conversation, we heard a cry down from Mac in the crow's nest:



"Captain! Captain! On the horizon, I see it! The edge!"



Naturally, this got everyone on board energized. We rushed to the front deck, eager to spy our destination at last. The Captain was at the forefront of us, leaning over the rail with a telescope to his eye.



"There it is!" he exclaimed. "I can see it!"



This got the crew even more riled up, cheering and whooping. We had reached it at last, the fabled edge of the world! 



As we moved closer, it became visible, a line on the horizon, where the sky dipped just a little lower than it ought to have. The green seawater slipped over the side in a constant stream that spanned the horizon, and the sound of rushing water grew louder and louder as we approached.



We set anchor about a half-kilometer away from the edge, where the pull of the cascades was weak enough to be safe, and we celebrated. The rum flowed that night, and Mr. Addler pulled out some dried fruit and some of the better cuts he had been saving for the occasion. Little Tommy Stanton played us a dancing melody on his flute, and Captain Hadderflash regaled us with tails of his Great-Grandfather's exploits, and we all made merry as the sun set over the edge and the moon rose high from behind us. 



When the moon was at its apex, the Captain gathered us around. He stood tall, one foot upon a crate, and looked down at us with a smile.



"We've made it, lads!" he yelled, and we cheered. "It's been a long journey, but at last, we've made it! The edge of the world!"



"And when the sun breaks the sky tomorrow morning," he said, "We sail past it, and into the sky itself!"



"No, Captain, we don't."



Dead silence fell upon the deck. The Captain stopped, turned around.



"Silver?"



Indeed, Silver was stood behind him, with a flintlock drawn and aimed at the Captain's chest.



"Silver, what're you doing?"



His gaze was dark. "Saving myself, the crew, and this ship."



Half the rest of the crew members stood up too, drawing their own pistols on the rest of us.



The Captain was aghast. "You can't... This is mutiny!"



"Aye," Silver said. "And I wish it didn't have to be, but this madness cannot continue!" He swept his arm towards the edge. "Sailing off that? Into the [i]stars?[\i] You'd have killed us all for fairytales!"



He took a deep breath. "We're turning this boat around and heading back."



"Silver—Silimus, we've been friends since we were boys, you can't do this!"



"I can and I will!" Silver spat. "I told you I would follow you to the ends of the earth, but I won't go any further! And not to my death! Now, either you order these men to turn around... or we'll tie you to the main mast and you can stay there until we reach port. Which'll it be?"



The Captain's response was to turn around and rush at Silver, arms outstretched. He only got a few paces, though, before a shot rang loud across the ocean.



He stumbled, fell to the ground clutching his leg with a shout. Smoke wafted up from Silver's pistol.



"The mast it is then," Silver said.



A pair of men came forward with a length of rope and walked the Captain over to the mast. They tied him securely, but from the way they worked it was clear that they didn't want to hurt him, and he didn't fight it.



"Now," Silver said once the deed had been done, "the rest of you. No tryin' anything, got it? This is for your own good. And his. Any objectors can join the Captain." He was looking at me as he said it.



"We'll all have a good night's rest, and tomorrow we'll turn around and depart."








I awoke from a troubled sleep to the sounds of shouting. I had sequestered myself in the navigation room that night, so the shouts were indistinct until I arose and opened the door.



"The Captain!" a deck hand was shouting, "He's gone! The Captain's gone!"



I looked, and indeed, where Captain Hadderflash had been tied the night before, now there was only a pile of frayed rope, a small dagger gleaming in its midst.



Silver burst out from below decks. "What!?"



"The Captain! He's disappeared!"



Silver's eyes grew wide. "Wha—how—" 



The dagger's reflection in the morning sun cast over his eyes.



"Clever bastard," he muttered. "Well, he can't have gotten far! Start searchin'!"



"Silver, sir! The rowboat's missing!" someone else called from behind us.



"What!?" he cried, whipping around. "Then he—someone get me a spyglass!"



A spyglass was fetched, and he ran to the front of the ship, pointed towards the edge of the world. The rest of us ran after him, crowding the front. 



"There, I see him!" someone cried; it might have been Tommy. He pointed, and the rest of us followed.



Sure enough, we could see the small figure of the rowboat, headed directly to the world's edge.



"The fool!" Silver yelled, "He'll kill himself!"



"We have to stop him!" I shouted.



"We can't, he's too far gone! If we get any closer, we'll be pulled in by the current and swept over ourselves!"



"Well we can't just leave him!"



"We have no choice! Look, there he goes!"



I watched with dismay as the Captain's boat was pulled in by the currents. Still, the front of the boat was kept pointed towards the horizon. 



The boat slipped over the edge with no fanfare. 



All was quiet on the deck of the Mariposa. We watched for some time, hoping that by some miracle we would see the Captain's rowboat reappear. But nothing happened.



At last, Silver was the one to break the silence.



"We'd best be getting to it, then. Prepare to set sail."



He was met by a weak chorus of "Aye, Captain". The crew slowly shuffled off. I stayed a bit longer, though, staring out into where the world met the sky.








The journey back was uneventful, largely; a cloud of morose depression had settled over the crew. The nights were quiet, and the days were long.



As time passed, though, we slowly began to resemble our usual selves again as we put the edge of the world far behind us.



Eventually, we returned to my home port, and it was there that the crew left me. I returned to my shop, and began properly charting and cataloging the things I had seen on our journey. Once that was done, I intended to return to my previous project of assembling a full map of the eastern shoreline.



However, I found myself unable to focus on it. My thoughts kept drifting back to the sea, to the edge of the world, and to that great expanse of ocean we had barely scratched the surface of.



And so, after much frustration, I gave up on the old task, and went down to the dockyard.



It's been twenty-three years since that day, and I've spent most of it at sea.
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         “Shaviel!” he cried, leaping to catch his little sister as she ran too close to the brink of the rocky hole. 



Then, they were both falling past twisted plants and turf and into darkness.



Turven had got hold of her tunic sleeve, and now, as the circle of daylit forest receded above them, he pulled Shaviel into his arms and shouted a charm that would slow their fall. He felt it forming around them instantly, a gentle upward breeze that quickly grew stronger. At eight years old, he was not powerful enough to impose a charm of full flight–often, by the time you were strong enough of mind to do it, you’d grown so big that it still couldn’t fully support you. But for now, he was at least sure that the fall itself would not kill them. They sank through the darkness together, and Turven counted his heartbeats as he watched as well he could in the fading light for other dangers. Several times he reached out to push against the walls, to fend them away from a sharp branch or jagged rock. 



He reached a count of twenty-two before he felt his toes start to touch ground–it felt like loose stone–and his feet slid from under him as he fell back, trying to keep Shaviel atop him. His back and head struck into the rocks with a smarting blow and a horrid-sounding crunch and his breath was thrust out of his belly by her weight. He lay stunned, unable to move, as Shaviel started to cry and call his name in the darkness.



Turven’s whole body was numb, and fear beset him, for he felt as remote and powerless as if he was already a ghost. It seemed as if he would never breathe again. He was aware of Shaviel weeping and calling up charms of healing which she pressed into his chest over and over. At five years of age, her charms could do little more than staunch a bleeding scratch, but he felt the warmth flowing into his skin and it helped to keep him from total despair.



Still, he suffered through a long age of panic before he was able to draw a ragged gasp of air. It was cool and sour with the smell of deep tunnels and root cellars, and his fear receded with each gasp as tingling life returned to his limbs. Shaviel collapsed over him with relief and exhaustion, for the charms had drained her power. Panting for breath, she hugged him as she recovered her strength. 



Turven hugged her back, and sat up slowly, feeling his way back into his body. Stones rattled around him as he shifted his weight. Some part of him knew already that he was not seriously hurt, but still he took his time, feeling for broken bones and skin. The cuts he had received from the rocks were minor and Shaviel’s charms had already stopped their bleeding.



Turven could see just enough from the dim light of the hole above to know that they could not easily or safely climb out that way. Should they wait to be rescued? They’d been heading through the Samberse forest trail on the way to Gorsden market when he’d gotten distracted by a patch of flowers with various alchemical uses, and Shaviel had started chasing silver swift-flies, and–no, this wasn’t the time to cast blame; he had to think clearly. It would be hours before their absence was noticed and a search party was formed, and it would be much longer before anyone was likely to hear their calls arising from the earth or be in range to sense a distress charm. He cast one upon the rocks above anyway, now that he’d gotten some of his power back.



Light was the next thing. He felt in his side pouch and took out a pair of dried mushroom caps, one blue and one white, tied together bottom to bottom and separated by a waxy leaf. He pulled the leaf from between them, then shook them rapidly to mix their spores together. He bit away a small piece of the rim and blew gently into the hole. The caps grew warm in his hand, then a reddish light spread out from them. Turven stretched out his hand, and he and Shaviel looked around them at a scene of wonder.



The cavern was vast, and its upper reaches were mostly hidden in deep purple gloom, but glints of gold sparkled in the walls. This was a place rich in the material residue of magic, which collected sometimes on deep rocks like drops of amber on a pine tree. The walls of this cave were of natural stone, carved perhaps by an underground river in years past, and bands of minerals spread in reddish-brown and white through them. Dripping water had formed colorful stalagmites, to which drops of magical residue had added a golden sheen. It was all very pretty, but of little use for escape.



But before them was a sight that gladdened Turven at first glance, then chilled his heart as he looked at it. It was a stairway leading up into the gloom, rudely formed but undeniably a work of intention and not nature. Mere wild magic could not make such a thing, and the Fae never built things so large or so roughly. Who or what had wrought this thing, and where did it lead?



Turven thought things over as he looked at Shaviel, who seemed none the worse for the fall. He was afraid that she’d go dashing up the stairs, and was ready to snatch her back if she tried it, but she seemed to be regarding it with as much respect as he was.



As he watched, a silvery shimmer detached from her hair and fluttered around them. He bit back a yelp of surprise; it was only a silver swift-fly, perhaps the very one she’d been chasing when they’d fallen. It circled and landed back in her hair, its wings gleaming with faint iridescence in the mushroom-light. Turven had long outgrown his fascination with swift-flies, but Shaviel was still delighted by it, and she sang a small charm of flower-scenting to entice it to stay by her. It folded its wings again and settled onto the back of her head like a hairclasp.



Turven made up his mind. “Shaviel,”  he said, “We’re not going to be rescued from here quickly. It could take days. I think we should see if these stairs lead to a way out, but I don’t fully trust them. I want you to follow me close and not run off. If we get into any trouble, we’ll run back down here and cast distress charms and wait for rescue. Do you understand?”



She frowned. “Those are creepy stairs. They look like bones.”



They did indeed look something like the rib bones of an ancient giant. He tried to hold back a shudder. “They look strange, but even if they were really bones, they couldn’t hurt us. That just happens in spooky tales. If there were ghosts down here that could move bones, we’d probably have seen them by now. Just stay with me–take my hand and we’ll go slowly.”



Slowly they went, taking quiet steps and listening carefully for danger. The stairs were firm as stone below their feet, but still felt like bones. Shaviel was chanting a little song under her breath, which Turven recognized as a counting rhyme, often done on one’s fingers. For his part, he kept careful watch, blowing occasionally into his mushroom light to freshen it. This one would last for about an hour, and he had just one more in his pouch. He hoped the lights would last until they found a way out.



Within minutes, they reached a circular landing, rimmed by stalagmites shimmering with a golden sheen, and as they set foot on it a low long moan ran through the cavern. Both children froze in terror. Turven held Shaviel’s hand tightly, listening as the sound rose around them, then faded into a murmuring echo and died out entirely. The sounds of their beating hearts was suddenly very, very loud.



“Was that a ghost now?” whispered Shaviel.



Turven had seen a ghost once, in the attic of Great-Aunt Chuncie’s house, and it was a Great-Great-relation of hers. He remembered that pale gathering of light and shadow that only looked human from one angle, and the rushy whispers as it tried to move the air precisely enough to speak. “I don’t think it’s a ghost,” he said. “Ghosts usually don’t spend their energy on groaning; it’s hard enough for them to talk as it is. They don’t make noises without having to think about making them.”



“So what was it, then? Bearfolk?”



“I don’t know.” Bearfolk were scary, but one could at least try to talk to them, and as dim as they were, they generally understood that there were consequences to harming human cubs. “This doesn’t look like a Bearfolk cave, though I suppose one could have fallen down here just as we did.”



Turven took a step forward on the landing, but Shaviel didn’t budge. “I don’t want to go up there anymore,” she said.



Turven knelt and hugged her. “You know what? Neither do I. But there isn’t a way out back down there, not for a long time at any rate. How would you feel later if that sound was just wind in a tunnel, and we were sitting in the dark for days just because we were scared of it? Come on. We’re of strong stock, you and I! You’re named for Great-Great-Grandmother Shaviel, who defeated a bandit twice her size with magic and cunning! Let’s show her that we can be brave, too.”



Even more slowly than before, they went up the next length of stairs. The darkness grew thicker around them as they climbed, only held at bay in a small sphere of Turven’s light, and every echo seemed to multiply in the moist air. The stone steps here were of worse quality; chalky and crumbly under the soles of their feet, and the next spot which could be called a landing was a mere rough ledge of stone, once part of the cavern wall. As they crossed it, they heard the noise again. And this time, it was clearly a human voice, and they would surely have fled then, Great-Great-Grandmother Shaviel’s name or no, had they not heard a word in it. 



It was a long low groaning noise, but it clearly said “Help.”



“That’s not wind in a tunnel,” said Shaviel.



“No,” said Turven. “Not wind.”



“But it’s someone who needs help.”



“True,” said Turven. “Or it’s someone who claims to need help.” He’d heard tales of children being deceived by strangers who called for aid.



“How do we tell?”



“We go on, but we keep our eyes open and hold tight to our wits.”



They continued to climb, but further on, the stairs were definitely not stone anymore. They were old spongy bones, without doubt. The children climbed them like a ladder of ribs until even these receded, leaving a column of vertebrae stretching up into the dark. They stopped here, and Turven discarded his weakened light and started up the last one. He hung it around his neck by a string, then they removed their boots, and thenceforth they climbed like monkeys in a tree, using their toes for better grip. 



And the higher they went, the louder came the call for help. But the vertebrae grew smaller and weaker, and before long Turven put his hand up and found no more upon which to climb. He took his mushroom up in one hand and raised it over his head. The ceiling of the cavern was in sight, with gold-specked stalactites descending to nearly within reach, and directly above was a gap in the rock that was filled with smooth bone, and in that bone was a small hole just wide enough to enter.



Turven climbed atop the last vertebra, helped Shaviel up to stand beside him, and considered the situation.



“I could maybe jump up there,” he said, “But I don’t think you could. And I don’t have any rope to draw you after.”



“I could hold to your back,” she said.



And so she wrapped her arms around his chest by the collarbone, and Turven invoked the charm of safe falling once again, both to protect them if they failed and to give him an extra force upward. And he jumped once, grasped a stalactite, and jumped again, his fingers finding the lip of the bony hole. As the column of vertebrae collapsed beneath them, he strained his arms and climbed through.



They emerged in a room that was very like the inside of a skull, though twisted and compressed, and–oh, blessed sign!–there was a hint of the smell of fresh breeze and forest air and the scent of wildflowers. But they could see no exit. The swift-fly rose humming from Shaviel’s hair, and flew to a part of the wall, a part that looked uncomfortably like teeth, grown close together in horrid profusion. It buzzed against the wall, finding no exit, but a single small gleam of light from outside made it sparkle as it flitted about. It eventually returned to her head.



“Hello?” called Turven.  “We’re here to help if we can. Where are you?”



“I… am. I am…here, nearby,” buzzed a dry voice. “Please excuse… me. It is… hard to remember how to… talk. Thank you for coming to my aid.”



“You’re not talking like a ghost. But we can’t see you.”



“No. It is best that you do not look for me. I am not likely to be a pretty sight to you. Let me remain hidden for the present.”



“Who are you?” asked Shaviel.



“I… I was… I am Akistere. I am a stoneshaper, and I came bearing wares from Foelstam to sell in the famous marketplace at Gorsden.”



“Foelstam?” said Shaviel. “I’ve not heard of such a town.”



But Turven had a memory from talking to Great-Aunt Chuncie. “Foelstam over the mountains? That… that town was lost. There was an avalanche over two hundred years ago. It was destroyed and never rebuilt.”



“Lost, you say?” The voice fell silent for a long minute. “That is bitter news indeed. For a very long while, I hoped I might escape while those who knew me still lived, then as the years rolled by I abandoned such hope. But to hear of their definite end reawakens my grief for my kin and friends, a grief that I thought to be lessened by time. So great grand Foelstam, with its strong towers reflected in the azure lake, is but a memory now? Such am I myself, I suppose.”



“I’ve not heard of any who can live over a century and a half, even with magical aid,” said Turven. “Are you sure you’re not a ghost?”



“I do not think I am, though I cannot truly call my present state life. I lost my way in these woods, and tumbled into this cavern, and as I fell I was stricken badly before I could cast a charm. No one knew where to look for me, so I expected no help. But, trapped at the bottom in utter darkness, I had only the thought that I must escape before I perished. Among the wares I bore with me were charms for impressing shapes with which to build houses, and I did have one that could be used to create a stairway. And so I began my work to try to ascend this cavern. There was plenty of magic available in the cavern, as you doubtless have seen. But I had but one stairway charm, with no means to create another, and this charm alone would not suffice to reach anywhere near the upper ceiling of the cavern.”



Akistere sighed with a bitter whistling sound. “Children, I then did a thing very foolish indeed. I will not speak deeply of the technique I used, for it is dangerous even when used by those who fully know what they are doing. But so desperate was my need that I set this spell in motion to augment my stair charm, and gave it no limiting condition save that it must not end until I had stepped free into the world above.



“The spell could draw abundant power from that in the cavern, and it used that freely, but it also used the power and then the matter of my body to guide it, and so caught up was I in the casting that I did not notice until it was too late. Blinded by my panic to escape, I had put too much of myself into the casting of this charm, and it used all of what I had, and it made my very self a part of it…



“Until at last, I beheld daylight, and I wanted to step forth into it and could not. I was not anything that could step forth anymore, only a thing to be trodden upon. I had become the way out, and could no longer tread upon it to escape. So now you see why I cannot reveal myself to you; you have already seen me. Indeed, you stand upon me and are inside me at present. The bones you climbed to get here were mine, and you stand now in what the spell made of my skull.”



Shaviel’s face was shrouded with horrified pity. “Oh, you poor man,”  she whispered.



“I thank you for your concern, child; your compassion speaks well of you. But to continue: not very long ago, I became aware that another hole to the outside had naturally opened elsewhere in the cavern. I could not take direct advantage of it, but I could still feel at the base of the stairs that are now my body that it was so. Thus that I became aware that you had fallen into that hole and unwittingly joined me in my plight, but it took some time for me to remember how to talk at all, so long has it been since I had last done so. And so you now are here to aid me. But what are we to do?”



“We have distress charms we can use to call for help,” said Turven. “There are scholars of magic in our town who may assist you–”



“Ah, child, I fear that may not be enough. I have had a long time to think upon this. The spell holds me trapped in its structure, wrapped in the prison it constructed from my body, until it is complete. But it cannot be complete unless I step free, and I cannot step free without a corpus, and in this horrible paradox I have suffered for centuries. And you are now trapped here with me unless we can reach some sort of understanding, for the spell, with all the power of this cavern behind it, cannot readily be broken by force.



“And yet, I need so very little to end the spell. I was almost, almost free, so close that there is even a sliver of daylight available through this mess it has made of my skull. If I can give the spell more living flesh to use, a living eye to perceive that light and a fleshly foot with which I can step towards it, it will be accomplished. I beg you to consider, if one of you would offer yourself, if you would undertake to join with me, merge with me in flesh and mind, I believe that would do it.”



Turven was speechless for a moment. “This is a very odd request you make of an innocent child, sir,” he said, fighting down his fear.



Akistere gave a dry laugh. “I know it does sound odd, but hear me out. The spell now holds you prisoner as well as it holds me, and the chances are not good that you will survive to be rescued, with little food and no magical sustenance such as that which now supports me. But if you accept my offer, one of you may walk free right now, and the other shall only be slightly inconvenienced by my presence, and in point of fact will gain a considerable body of experience in stoneshaping without having to undergo twelve years of apprenticeship, which shall prove to be a great advantage in life–”



“We sorrow for your plight,” said Turven, “but I cannot permit either myself or my sister to take this burden. Still, there is another living being here.”



And Turven reached behind his sister’s head and brought forth a thing like a silvery hairclasp, that fluttered and shimmered on his hand.



“A silver swift-fly?” cried Akistere. “Their life span is measured in days!”



“That is true, sir. But as I said earlier, child though I am, my excellent and learned teachers have told me there are no magics that can prolong life beyond two hundred years. You may not survive the collapse of your accidental spell at all. But I promise you we will undertake to bring you to these same scholars, so that if there is a way to preserve your already extended existence, they may find it for you. If they do not, you may rest easy knowing that your passage to better and higher spheres shall not be impeded by any attempt to unduly subvert the minds of innocent children.”



Akistere pondered this. “One hundred and twenty-seven years, two months and thirty days ago,” he said, “a beetle squirmed its way through that most miniscule of gaps and buzzed around the room. I could not entice it to me and soon it died, not one foot away, as I cursed at it bitterly. And forty-one years, nine months and eight days ago, a miserable little ant did much the same. Given that I was willing to accept escape under those conditions, I suppose that I am bound to accept the one you now offer. But I believe that any being that sets me free must show at least a spark of volition. Can this be said of the swift-fly?”



“I can make it want to join you,” said Shaviel, and she cast her charm of the flower scent upon the mess of bone and magic that was Akistere, and she set the swift-fly aloft, and it settled upon him. Akistere sighed a great long whistling sigh, and the spell seized upon this last bit of living matter and magic and combined its force with his, and the swift-fly cast its eyes upon that tiny gleam of light and draft of sweet air. At that moment, around them all, a parody of bone propped up by magic was robbed of its conditional support, and the spell ended, and the great skull that filled the exit cavern crumbled to dust and smoke.



As the sunlight and fresh air streamed in, Turven and Shaviel leapt out into the green woods, dancing and laughing, but even their lightened spirits could not have soared as high as the silver swift-fly, which rose above them, sparkling and shimmering, as if it meant to fly bodily into the heavens right then and there.
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         The last time I saw my momma, she was lying in a bed in a mental hospital up in the Oculus, shitting herself and yelling at me that the walls have ears.



This would probably be pretty concerning if it was anyone else’s mom, but this one in particular is something special. This is my mom. She had it pretty bad from the get-go.



Back in ‘47, when we first came to Viscera, there was my dad, my momma, and then there was little me tagging along with them. We didn’t have shit – or at least nothing that made us special. No biology or medicine or chemistry or whatever degree, so the Brainers didn’t want us. Weren’t in the military, so Security just waved us on past the Pearly Gates, the military checkpoint built inside Viscera’s monolithic teeth, as if we weren’t even there.



So we got sent down the Tube with the rest of the Meatheads, to mine meat and bone for the Effort.



My dad was big, though, and he was calm, and he was dependable. People looked up to my dad. After a little while he was basically the leader of our little group, and then after we’d set the bones and the haemoglobes in place and had a little village on our hands, he ended up being basically the mayor of the thing. 



My dad was also really good at doing the important stuff first. Mom, on the other hand, just couldn’t accept that she was living in a world made out of blood and bone and fleshy bits. Made her go crazy.



Didn’t really get any better after my dad disappeared. Not for me, not for her, not for anyone.



The difference is, everyone else moved on, while my momma just moved up, and now she lives in the eye, in a tiny man-made room in a giant eyesocket where the Brainers can, well, keep an eye on her. Rather them than me.



“I miss you, Skye,” Momma said, staring at the ceiling blankly. It made me jump – she’d gone totally silent for, like, a whole minute before this. “I miss you, sky.” 



“I’m right here, mom, don’t you worry,” I said, trying to sound positive, and probably failing. 



Momma didn’t seem to notice. 



There was a knock on the door. I glanced at my mom, then cranked up the dial on the bone radio by the bed, which had been painted gray for obvious reasons. Static-y showtunes started squeezing out of the speakers. “Here, listen to this while I get that.”



It was Ego. He was standing there in a labcoat made out of skin with a kinda sad, kinda smile-y, overall stupid look on his face. “Hey.”



“Hey,” I responded, “Time for her meds?”



Ego didn’t say anything, but he held up a little plastic container in his pale, bony fingers and rattled it. Then he went over to the bed.



“Mrs Blue?” He began, trying for a smile. “It’s time for your medicine. Remember: these are not going to really improve your mental condition – in fact, they won’t even really do anything except make it easier for you to sleep. Side effects may include: nausea, diarrhea, headaches…” And on and on he went. He had to speak a bit louder as he went because the showtunes had given way to some really loud, chaotic jazz.



I just shook my head. Who the fuck even made Ego a psychiatrist? Sure, he had a degree in that kind of shit, but that degree came from some place in the Outside that seems to just hand those things out like confetti. Heck, I don’t even know what a degree does, but it sure made Ego feel good about himself.



Maybe Ego’s degree isn’t the problem, though, ‘cause sometimes I think the people born in Viscera are really the sane ones. I mean, the only two people I know who weren’t are Ego and my momma, and neither of them are really, like, good examples of sane. Right now, Ego is telling his patient exactly all the things they probably wouldn’t want to hear without a care in the world, like a stupid person might, and Ego is definitely not that.



People like me have been here all our lives, and never once have I believed that the walls have ears. I mean, sure, it was in the realm of possibility. But I think Viscera would have more important things on her mind if that were the case.



Something like the giant nuclear fuckhole in her brain, for one.



Ego finished reciting all the horrible things that my mother’s medicine can do to her, then looked at me and let his fake-ass grin slide off his face like flesh from bone. “Let’s go outside,” he said.



“Alright,” I said, kind of expecting this. Ego always had something to say about me, or my momma, or my life. Or himself. Mostly himself. I opened the door for him to go through, then closed the door behind us. My momma had fallen into an uneasy sleep. Good for her.



The Oculus is an interesting place. The entirety of the socket is like a spider web of wires and cables and lifts and all sorts. The pale orbs of bone that form the majority of the Brainers’ dwellings float, suspended by the web and the membrane of the eye.



When the Outlight shines through the half-lidded eye from the outside, the entirety of the Oculus is lit up in the oily iridescent glow of the membranous wall, like a kaleidoscope. Looking at it makes me think I’m looking at some portal into the future, or a window looking out on some alien world. 



And maybe it is, as far as I’m concerned.



That’s a sentiment I’ve always wanted to share with my mother, but life’s difficult enough for her anyway, and I’m not that cruel. 

 

Only cruel enough to not put her out of her misery.



Ego and I didn’t say anything for a little while. I was actually happy with the silence, it was almost companionable, but then Ego said, “You should stay here.”



I snapped my head around to look at him. “What?”



“You heard me.”



“No, I’m not going to do that, Ego.”



“Why?”



“Because.”



“You’re being evasive.”



“You’re being an idiot.”



“You’re avoiding the question.”



“You’re being a pain.”



“Please, Skye.” Ego was a compulsive fidgeter even at the best of times. Right now, with me glaring daggers at him, he looked as if he was going to pick himself apart. “Tell me what the problem is. We can fix it.”



“I’m not one of your fucking patients, Ego.” I didn’t intend to shout, but I did anyway. It felt like a release. That day had been particularly shitty, and Ego was always like this, trying to trot around the problem, try to make me feel bad for his stupid issues.



Ego didn’t say anything for a while. I didn’t want to look at him, just stared out at the weird, oily Outlight, the fluttering of people in white as they went about their business. 



After a bit, Ego began to speak again: “You keep on coming up here to see Mrs Blue. Why not just–”



“Move in with you?”



Ego paused. “Well. It would be convenient. You could visit Mrs Blue anytime you wanted. You wouldn’t have to live down in the…” he said, trailing off. He looked… embarrassed? Which is something Ego wasn’t really capable of feeling, or at least that’s what I thought.



“Meat,” I finished.



“Well, yes.”



“Ego, you’re my mother’s brain doctor–”



“Psychiatrist. A brain doctor would be more like a neurosurgeon or–”



“We’re not friends. We’re barely even colleagues.” Ego’s face didn’t have much capacity for emotion, but he seemed to recede away from my words as if I was physically attacking him. It felt cruel. But I am cruel. “So no. I’m a Meathead. I stay down in the muck so you and your weirdo friends can stay up here in your squeaky clean eyeball houses and stare at the brain of a giant, dead monster.” 



Ego just kind of stood there. I began to say something else, but then I just went back inside to grab my things.



I thought my momma was sleeping, but when I went to close the door, I stopped when I saw her looking right at me.



She said, “I can hear it. I hear it always, but it’s getting louder, Skye. Help me.” Then her head flopped back onto her pillow, and she started staring at the ceiling again. 



As I followed Ego out of the building, I heard my mother begin to say, “Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum,” in a monotone voice, without faltering, until eventually her voice faded with distance. 



She disappeared from her bed the day after. No-one ever saw her leave.








The world actually only sort-of ended back in ‘45, when Viscera burst out of the Pacific Ocean and started tearing the world a new asshole. Maybe if Viscera had shown up a year or so earlier, when the world wasn’t in the midst of a huge war, it would have been a more complete ending.



As it was, the United States only allowed her to hang around for as long as it took them to fire an atom bomb into her brain. Viscera’s body collapsed onto the West Coast, breaking her ribs after trailing blood across half a world, before her heart stopped beating and she died.



I’m not really sure what happened in the couple of years between Viscera’s fall and her subsequent colonisation. A lot of waiting, maybe, a lot of living and dying in fear of the giant thing that stretched all the way from the bottom of the sea to the roof of the sky, scraping the clouds and bleeding glowing ichor onto a continent. 



Whatever the case, at some point people realised that they can’t just sit and wait for the giant dead thing to just disappear as quickly as it showed up. So they sent scientists, people who know stuff, to figure out what the fuck was going on with it.



And they realised that, while the land may be dying, the atmosphere inside the creature was clean. Breathable, even. And that the flesh was quite consumable by humans. And the glowing red ichor was very useful as a light source, and… And so it went on and on and on. 



It was like a giant cornucopia of breakthroughs. The whole thing didn’t make sense, as far as people back then understood what things were and what sense is.



So, in the year of 1947, the government sent more scientists. And the military. And told them to colonise a monster, while the rest of the world licked its wounds.



That was around thirty years ago.








I lived in my dad’s old house – a squat, practical thing he built out of bone he mined himself from the Boneyards down in the ribs. It was nestled in the muscle walls of the Tube, carved into the  flesh and held there with repurposed tendons and ligaments and a couple of metal cables from the Outside for good measure.



It was a nice home. Probably the best you can get down in the meat. But I didn’t really take the time to appreciate that like I normally did. I was up and alive and tense, thinking about my momma, wondering where she could have gone. But I knew. Even back then, I knew, but I didn’t really want to think about it.



The thing I thought about most, in reality, was probably just Ego. I didn’t really expect him to even show up. Actually, well, I did. But he shouldn’t. I wouldn’t have, if I was him.



But I needed him. I really did need him this time.



It was after thinking that I stopped pacing back and forth inside the confines of my dad’s house, went to the door, and crawled down the flesh wall onto the floor of the Tube.



Down the Tube, there’s a river of blood. That’s the long and short of it. There’s just a lot of blood in Viscera in general, and even after all this time it remains the same glowing, water-like liquid. The composition of it, according to the Brainers, is nothing like regular blood, but this holds true for a lot of Viscera’s… viscera. 



But this river is special, because it has a rather strong current, and if you know what you’re doing, you can get into all sorts of interesting places using it, and much quicker than by climbing and squeezing like you normally have to. I think what was most intriguing to me about Viscera’s ichor wasn’t really the glow, or the convenience, but the smell – like a pungent flower instead of the copper of my own mundane, human, non-glowing blood.



The red light of Viscera’s shone across the sleek, scaly surface of my metabolic suit as I walked over to a large tear in the flesh of the muscle wall, revealing a series of giant, exposed nerves, like the circuitry in the device that I pulled from my belt. The device was a simple thing, with a voltmeter, a switch, and two large prongs on the end.



I stepped over to the nerves, dug the prongs of my spasmometer into the wall, and began flicking it on and off.



The muscles began to flex, shifting and contracting and making the Tube around me move. Creating contractions can be dangerous if you’re overzealous, but not with a handheld one like I was using. I was providing enough stimulation that, inevitably, at the furthest end of the tube, the Brainers would see a particular morse message for a particular psychiatrist, and that psychiatrist would come running.



It took quite a while for Ego to show up, but I could hardly fault him for that. I hadn’t exactly given him advanced warning for it. But show up he did, trudging with wet footsteps along the pink-ish floor of the Tube towards me. He was already suited up in his own metabolic suit, hood pulled up over his head, with the twin crystalline lenses of his rebreather covering his eyes, making him look like a bizarre humanoid insect.



As he got closer, he began to fiddle with his mask, and then a voice buzzed through the silence. “Skye?”



“Yeah,” I said. “In the flesh.”



Ego just stood there, hand to his mic, debating what to say, his speakers picking up his breathing and painting it in static. “I’m sorry,” he said, eventually.



“Don’t be stupid,” I told him. I turned towards the blood river and began pulling up my hood and putting on my mask. “It wasn’t your fault.”



“Right.”



“And I know where she is now.”



“You’re sure?”



I paused. “Yeah, sort of. I have a hunch, anyway.” I clamped my rebreather into place over my mouth, began breathing in air as it was filtered through the device. It tasted different, in a way that was uncomfortably unfamiliar. It tasted wrong, but maybe I was just too used to the smell of Viscera’s internals, of the scent of wet meat and sickly sweet blood.



“Are you sure about this?” Ego asked, stepping up beside me. We both stared down into the flowing red river below us.



“No,” I said, and we both dropped in.



I remember thinking, as we were whisked away by the current, that, really, I hadn’t been lying to Ego. I really did have a hunch.



But it was a bit more than that. I felt it in my bones. I could feel my momma drifting away from me, crawling down into Viscera’s gut, where my daddy disappeared a decade past.



And she was pulling me with her.








Neither of us really knew how long we had been travelling for. Ego might have been able to figure it out, knowing him, but we hadn’t really had the chance to stop and really take the time to think. The river carried us at a reasonable, yet insistent pace, and I had to stay on the ball if we wanted to maintain course for the Gut.



Or at least, I think it was the Gut. Honestly, I wasn’t sure exactly where I was taking us. But it was the right direction, anyway.



Beyond just the practicality of the thing, though, time was never an important part of life inside Viscera. At least, not down in the meat, where the world is always lit up in shades of luminescent red. It’s probably different up at the Pearly Gates, and Oculus too, where the Outlight shines in and out by day and night, and the movement of the distant stars that poke through between the enormous, jagged teeth, or the otherworldly shine of the light inside Viscera’s eye.



In the meat, who gives a shit? You sleep when you need to. Viscera’s flesh has existed for thirty years, and has yet to rot in any noticeable way, although maybe it’s different on the Outside, with the torn flesh exposed to the sun and the land and the elements.



As Ego and I drift through the blood, we sometimes find time to chatter about whatever thought struck us at that moment.



We hit our first major crisis while Ego was telling me about the Outside. 



“Did you know that they managed to put a man into space last month?”



“They did?” I replied, interested. I knew what space was, sort of – at some point, the sky ended, and then there was only blackness and the stars; I’d seen hints of it when in the Gates at night – but I didn’t know it was a thing that people could really go to. “How’d it go?”



“Pretty good. Well. To be honest, it wasn’t really space, but it was certainly in the atmosphere. Above the clouds.”



“Where?”



“On Viscera’s back.”



Ego said it as if it was meant to be some real ground-breaking piece of information, and went quiet as if to let me stew over it.



“How’d they manage it?” I eventually asked.



“They built a rocket,” he explained, “with engines powerful enough to escape enough of Earth’s gravity for them to land on the back. There’s no oxygen up that high, but metabolic suits are capable of producing their own when put into a near-vacuum. The adaptive ability of Viscera’s stem cells are beyond what we could have imagined, it turns out.”



He went on to explain more of the minutiae of the operation, in snatches and bursts as we drifted over and under the surface of the river, but mostly I ignored him. I daydreamed of a man in a suit made out of skin and stem cells, climbing up Viscera’s side hand over foot, until he was amongst the stars.



Then I heard Ego scream, and I surfaced long enough to glance back at him.



There was a figure standing in the shallow edges of the river, buckled over. I thought it was Ego, for a second, until I saw the figure wrench Ego free of the current, bring back their arm, and smash him in the jaw.



I clambered for the edge of the river, yanked myself out, and began sprinting over to help. Ego shouted again, lashed out with his fist, caught the figure in his jaw, making them stumble back and release their grip.



Seeing my chance, I ducked my head and tackled the figure to the wet, bloody, fleshy ground, then clambered on top of them. What I saw when I looked at their face made me freeze.



It might have been human, once, a female one at that. But the similarities ended at the yellow, pupil-less eyes, glowing orange in the light, and the strange, fleshy tendrils that crawled from beneath a tattered, ruined shirt and along their neck and across their face.



It held no expression, even as it swung an arm with surprising speed, colliding with my head and sending me sprawling.



“Skye!” Ego yelled, sounding desperate. Poor sod was out of his depth.



So was I. “Ego, get back!” I grabbed the knife I kept in my belt – you always needed something sharp on hand, when cutting your way through Viscera – and slashed out at the thing, cutting a deep gash across its chest.



No expression.



It charged at me, grabbed me around the waist and tried to push me down, but this time I was ready, and despite its appearance it had all the athleticism of a starved and desperate human. I held it still long enough to bury my knife in the back of its neck, saw glowing blood pulse from it, once, twice, before I pulled the blade out and kicked the creature into the river.



It drifted away, around a corner, and then it was out of sight.



Ego and I stood there, for a while, hands on knees, panting. It took a few moments for us to even be able to look each other in the face. Both of us knew we were thinking the same thing:



What the fuck was that?



“Skye.”



“Ego?”



“We need to go back.”



“Ego.”



“We need to go back right now.”



“Ego!”



“What?”



I pointed. “Turn around.”



He turned.



The vein we were travelling in was far, far smaller than the Tube. There was only barely enough room to fit maybe four people in side-by-side. But that didn’t stop the dozen or so people-creatures from pressing against one another as they skulked towards us.



“Oh no,” he said. He stumbled back, muttering half-formed sentences even as I pulled a powered saw out of my waterproof pack and began hooking up a battery. 



“Ego.”



“Skye?”



“Start fucking thinking.” 



When the first of the person-creatures reached us, I didn’t hesitate – the saw was designed to hew blocks of Viscera’s bone down to size, to cut holes in corded muscle and fat. It went through these things like a knife through butter.



But I was only one person against a horde.



“EGO!”



“I KNOW, I KNOW, he shouted urgently, over the shriek of the powered saw. “FALL BACK. I HAVE AN IDEA.”



I didn’t have time to say anything. My voice wouldn’t work anyway; my heart was in my throat, made it hard to breathe. The monsters didn’t let up even as they fell down. Eventually, I just turned, and I ran after Ego, squelching through the wet flesh-on-flesh of the tunnel.



We ran for perhaps only a few minutes, but it felt like forever, with the things at my back, snapping at my heels. Ego was like a man possessed, running for his life, running from all that was insane and illogical in the world.



Eventually, in front of us, there was a split path, and between them was something very familiar – a generator, hooked up with two long cables to a long, open wound in the wall, where a couple of off-coloured nerves were exposed.



A spasmometer station. Heavy duty. The real deal.



We didn’t exchange any words, then. Ego ran to the generator, switched it on, and there was the hum as the motor came to life. The hum was offset by the shrieking whine of the powered saw as I cut through another monster, but I realised even as they fell and the glowing blood disappeared into the shallow current at my feet that more were arriving, standing up to replaces the ones I cut down. 



But that was fine. We just needed time.



I heard Ego scream my name, even through the roar of blood in my ears. He was right behind me. The monsters had pushed me back, had swiped out with sharp, broken fingernails at my suit, tore open a small hole and white gunk began to seep out.



But it was enough. I turned, stuck my saw into the wall-wound, and cut straight down and dived down.



Ego was right behind me, pulling down on the switch as he went. Max voltage.



For a moment, I thought that I was going to die. I couldn’t hear anything any more. The whining of my saw and the heavy beats of the moving monsters and the rushing of the ichor in the vein, all of it was forced out my skull by the sudden crushing pressure as all the muscle around the tube contracted at once.



Ego and I were smushed together. I felt my bones creaking. I wanted to scream, but my jaw was clamped closed. For one long moment, I thought we had overdone it, that the whole thing was just going to keep pressing on us until we died. But then, with blessed release, the muscle relaxed.



I didn’t spare a moment to check back on what the full force of the contraction had done to the monsters, and instead got to work on the pocket I’d cut, cutting and digging and shifting aside the flesh. I found a tiny vein, only big enough for us to squeeze in side-by-side.



It was going to be a long crawl. But we had no choice. I could hear them coming. 








If time held any meaning at all when we were drifting purposefully through the ichor, it lost it when we found ourselves squeezing down a tiny, incredibly claustrophobic vein.



There was no blood here, and thus we would have been travelling in darkness, if I hadn’t brought a haemoglobe along with me. I shook up the orb, watched the liquid inside react and then light up with a fiendish intensity. 



The red light was no longer comforting, after what had just happened.



We pushed on, me leading the way, weapon out. Ego had the haemoglobe. We didn’t speak. We just crawled.



I think I began to hallucinate things while I was in that tunnel. All I could think about was the people-creatures, things that wore humans like a set of clothes, or maybe people that went down into the Gut just went mental. But that didn’t seem sufficient to me. 



There was something else going on.



I kept thinking I could hear them moving, as if they were crawling along behind us, or beside us, separated only by a thin layer of pink flesh. Maybe we would crawl out of the end and they would be standing there, waiting for us, without thinking or feeling. Would pull us apart and eat us or whatever it was that they did.



I began imagining that the walls had ears. That everything we said, everything we thought, was being pulled out of our heads. Cracking open our skulls and picking out our brains and reading the neurons without understanding. A careless thing. A hungry thing.



Ego said, “Oh, God. Skye.” I blinked. I realised I’d been entirely still for an uncomfortably long time. The world started blurring into a reddish-pink-mess. “You have a hole in your suit.”



Metabolic suits aren’t exactly something you can easily fix. They’re sophisticated, and finicky, but essential. The heat and pressure inside that tiny vein down in the darkest depths of Viscera could sometimes be beyond the human body’s ability to withstand. Metabolic suits didn’t care. They adapted to anything. They acted against sense. Wearing them was like wearing Viscera herself.



But mine had a hole it. Suddenly I realised that, if we didn’t act fast, I was going to fucking die, starved of air and life in a hole next to the only person in the entire world who gave a flicker of a fuck if I lived or died.



Ego figured it out before I did. He’d already taken the saw from my unresisting hands and began hacking away at the flesh around him, with reckless abandon. We needed space. We needed air. Something.



It took a few minutes until the vein gave out from under us and we dropped several feet down, landed hard on our backs. The wind was knocked out of me, but it barely rattled me, because I could hardly breathe anyway.



I think I fell unconscious, then.








I came to some time later, feeling wet and cold splash across my face. I spluttered, for a moment, before it found my mouth, and I realised it was water.



I heard Ego say, “Hey. Hey, now. Just drink.” I did as he told me. 



The water tasted strange to me, and it was only after I’d had my fill and I’d opened my eyes and taken in my surroundings that I realised it wasn’t from a canister, like I was used to. It was in a clear, glass container, with a label on the side.



“‘Mineral water?’” I asked. My voice sounded like someone had sandpapered the inside my throat.



“Yes,” Ego said. He looked at me, strangely sad. “It’s from the Outside.”



It tasted better than anything I’d ever drank.



I sat up. “Where are we?”



“I don’t know, Skye.” At some point he’d removed the mask of his suit, leaving his pale, drawn face exposed. “We’re deep. Too deep. Where do we go now?”



Before I even said anything, it hit me: I knew exactly where we were.



“We’re close. So very close.”



Ego wanted to argue. I could see it. I could see the anger and the fear in his face, and I knew that in the white light of the Outside, his face would burn red with it.



But down here, with me and the meat and the blood, he just looked tired. 



“Alright,” he said. “Lead the way.” He stood up, helped me to my feet. I was woozy, but we were so close that it was easily ignorable.



I looked around, picked a direction, and began to force my way through the muscle.



The flesh here didn’t provide much resistance, so I didn’t really need the saw. We slid through, in the dark, further up, or down, or sideways, or whatever. It didn’t matter. I knew where we were going. I could feel the beat of it, pushing at me from all sides. We slid through as if it was an invitation, luring us deeper.



When we slid out, we saw the Heart.



It was a monumental thing, as large as Oculus, larger maybe, and that wasn’t including the vast chamber that housed it. The Heart was almost entirely black, but the veins and contortions on its surface glistened silver, like stars in the void of space.



Before, we were in almost darkness. Here, at the center, the red light of Viscera was incredibly, impossibly deep – so dark and rich in colour that it had taken on a purplish colour.



It was the centre of everything. And around it were the creatures, hundreds of them, beating at it with broken fists.



One of them turned to us. Then another. They paused in their ritualistic drum beat, detached from the others, and began walking over to us.



I heard Ego say, “Oh my God, they’re massaging the heart, they’re trying to make it–” 



And then I did not hear anything, because I could not think, because the two person-creatures that stepped towards us wore faces that I knew.



It was my mom and dad. One look at their faces, and I knew. The yellow eyes, the strange fleshy roots that twined over their faces, they didn’t hide anything.



They held their arms out to me, slowly, as if inviting me to embrace them, and then all I felt my whole body pulse, and contract, and then I began to walk over to them even as I tried to move away. I couldn’t control myself. 



I felt my fingers reach for my belt, unhook my spasmometer, heard the whine of the electricity and smelled the sickly pungent scent of Viscera’s lifeblood, stronger than ever, making me lightheaded.



Ego called out to me. I did not listen to him. The corpses of my mom and dad drew me in, towards the heart.



I stabbed the spasmometer into the flesh, lost it in the disgusting, fleshy folds, and then I switched it on, forced it to contract, and then I turned it off, and then back on, off, on.



Ba-dum.



Ba-dum.



And then I felt hands on my back, and then Ego was there, my parents hands clawing at him and breaking his skin, making him bleed mundane, precious, human blood onto me. He pulled me and shoved until I was away, and then he was pulled from me.



As he went, I noticed two things:



I saw the gash across his metabolic suit. My metabolic suit.



And then I heard him say, clearly, confidently, voice breaking with pain and anger and fear, “I love you.”



Distantly, between the pounding vibrations of the titanic heart, I could hear myself screaming. 



I felt Viscera try to take me, but I did not let it.



I ran.








I’m sitting in my mother’s old room in the mental hospital up in Oculus, now. From the radio by the bed, I hear only static. 



The air is tense, as if the entirety of the Oculus is holding its breath. Waiting. Anticipating.



In the morning, I plan to exit through the Pearly Gates, into the Outside, where Ego was born and where I will die.



Even through the miles and miles of meat and muscle and blood and bone, I hear the sound, deafening in my ears. I hear it in my dreams. It beats in time with my own.



Ba-dum.



Ba-dum.



Ba-dum.
      

      
   
      The Dark North


      
      
      
         
         A Long Way Down

      
      

      

      
      
         

Day 57.



Praise be unto the Great Gods of Olympos! For at last they have looked upon our sacrifices favorably, and signaled that we are not to be lost in the dark northlands. 



There was little hope within my expedition's loyalists when cursèd Phylas withdrew southward—taking nine in ten of the men in our tagma, all of our beasts save my horse and two oxen, and thirty-six of the thirty-seven carts. Even stout-hearted Androgeus I overheard to lay a wager with fleet-footed Kaenas over whose wives would wail and beat their breasts the louder upon our failure to return. That stirred the heart of loyal Hippocoön, who shamed them fiercely for their despair, and they near came to blows when Kaenas pronounced the blasphemy that despair was the only appropriate response to being beyond hearing of the gods.



Though I stepped in to halt the fight, it was wise Maera who broke our malaise. She bid us to inventory the remaining supplies as she cast the entrails of the morning's hunt—and mid-reading, sprinted across camp with the bearing of a madwoman to consult her texts. Upon my inquiry she all but ordered us to consecrate one of the oxen. It was not, she believed, that Hermes The Wayfinder was beyond hearing, but that in our extravagant sacrifices for the blessings of his office we had aroused the ire of Apollo Who Strikes From Afar. The god of the Sun, her omens said, had a little-known epithet as "He Of The North", and yet not once in the trip had we paid respect to him beyond that of the standard supplications.



To cut down one of our only two oxen—especially so deep within the endless stillness of the northern woods—seemed unthinkable, yet none could argue with wise Maera's piety, and so large-thewed Glaukos and kind Lemnus gathered deadfall for a pyre and we slit the throat of the fatter ox. Ah! And not ten minutes later did blessèd Apollo's chariot pause in the sky, blazing brightly enough to cast shadows through the oaks! We quickly broke camp and hurried sunward, and rounding the steep slope of a hill in our path, found a crude road ascending to its crest. In the distance, through the trees, the smoke of a settlement darkened the sky!



I write now from within the village, which in the barbarous yawps of the natives is named something akin to "Wall-dorph". The savages have no conception of hearth-law, nor speak the tongue of learnèd folk—yet were awed like children at a selection of simple sea-shells from Thessalonian beaches, and through gesture and mimicry offered us some semblance of civilized hospitality in exchange for our baubles. They led me, however, not to the hearth of their leader, but instead to the farm-home of an elderly widow by the name of Unnr. The reason for this apparent insult soon became clear when she saw the armor of our hoplites and issued a query in broken Scythian. Ah! Apollo the Healer blesses us indeed, when even in the heart of these endless forests a gleam of light from some civilized land manages to shine through!



Swift Kaenas volunteered to bear news of blessèd Apollo's mercy south to the tagma, in hopes that some might be beseeched to rejoin our expedition—or that they might at least bear news of our discovery back to the heart of the world. I have allowed the others to relax and mingle with the villagers. It has been too long since a night spent without fear of howling dog-headed men bounding out from the trees, or harpies swooping down from the canopies to snatch men and line their nests with bones. 





Day 58.



Swift Kaenas has returned, reporting that of cursèd Phylas and the rest of the tagma there was no trace whatsoever. It is as though the forest itself has swallowed them whole. Though they have betrayed our mission of discovery with their base cowardice, and left us stranded with but a single supply cart, I pray that Apollo the Healer shows them some fraction of the mercy he showed us.



I will speak more of Waldorf, as my notes from yesterday afternoon were hurried amid our negotiations and introductions. We seem likely to remain here for several days as I gather information about the surrounding area and barter for supplies. 



Waldorf is a permanent settlement of approximately four score, shockingly reminiscent of a kome in the rural countryside of civilized Hellas. Though they have no plumbing and but crude tools and weapons, they sleep in shacks of worked wood, and many of the villagers have cleared and fenced fields for crops or livestock. The most ornate of their buildings is a temple, which I have not been allowed to visit (I shall speak more on this later), and then a home with a large common-hall, belonging to their leader Reinhard.



The village occupies the top of a foothill nestled between two ridges, one much higher than the other. To the west, the high ridge rises to a vast pillar of stone which soars into the heavens high enough to evoke sacred Olympos—several stadia above the surrounding ridge, it becomes wreathed in clouds, and it is impossible to discern any top to it. To the east, the ridge is merely a long rise dominated by pine-forest; there is nothing discernably exceptional about it, and yet the villagers of Waldorf seem to hold it in reverence far above that of the miraculous pillar.



It ought be noted that in the local dialect the village name translates literally to "forest-village"—betraying the blithe innocence which leads barbarians to name their homes after mere geographical features, instead of honoring gods and ancestors as we do. Similarly, the mountain pillar—which is prominently visible from the village square, and should be visible from all the surrounding land were it not for the damnable forest—is the "phalkon-stein", or "the stone of the great predator-bird". (There is an odd slurring to the s which is difficult to represent; it is as though pronounced halfway between sigma and chi. From here on I shall transcribe it with both letters.) I do not yet know what the name of the forested ridge means, as none will talk to me of it directly, but several times I have overheard the villagers refer to it as the "schturm-pergs".



The villagers greeted our arrival last night with a simple but adequate feast, slaughtering a goat for a roast—supplemented with stew, eggs, fresh spelt hearth-bread, a pungent cheese, and the most singular fruit I have ever in my life experienced. These so-called "himmel-phructs" are the size of a human fist and the blue of the night sky, with a delicate flesh that melts nearly into vapor on the tongue. They are stored beneath the roofs of the houses, the tallest of the local men reaching up to pluck them down as though taking grapes from a vine. Upon being cracked open, there is a sharp hiss, and the flesh of the fruit bubbles; the villagers encouraged us to bite into them as quickly as possible, and offered a demonstration—the men swallowing and then laughing in the voice of women, and the women giggling in the tongue of children. I myself ventured to partake, and was seized by a light-headedness to match the raising of my voice, even as the cold sweetness of the fruit-flesh kissed my throat with the chill of a mountaintop gale. 



Ah! When wise Herodotus said in his Histories that the dark north was a place of unending wonders, even he would have been hard pressed to envision a fruit of pure elemental Air! I shall endeavor to bring some home to Hellas, though I fear the distances involved are too great to avoid spoilage, and the civilized world might have to content itself with the decidedly less wondrous (and cloyingly sweet) wine the villagers ferment it into.



If only our entire visit could be so full of wonders. Alas, since the feast, relations with the villagers have grown steadily more strained. 



In the wake of the meal, amid the wine and the wild rhythms of their songs, several of the hoplites crossed the room to woo the young women of the village—only for the musicians to halt, and the male village elders to confront the hoplites angrily. I entreated Unnr to ask the village priestess—a stocky woman with a husky voice who had been introduced to me as Seher—to assist us in soothing whatever breach of their superstitions had been committed, but Unnr brusquely informed me that men and women were not to sexually mingle! What purpose to a feast, then? How the village has survived in the face of such insult to blessèd Aphrodite is a mystery yet to be unraveled; clearly they must have vast favor from another of the gods, and no small amount of good fortune besides.



To compound the blasphemy, after the celebrations finished, Reinhard and Seher approached me, and flatly stated (through widow Unnr's translation) that the hoplites would be quartered in the temple, but that wise Maera and myself were to sleep in Unnr's home. They were not swayed by the fact that Maera is our oracle, nor our earnest promises that she would perform the appropriate sacrifices to their village gods; and when pressed for a reason, simply said, "You are women". 



Such madness!—And it infects them to such an extent that their own women may not even enter! I am not unfamiliar with temples consecrated to the sacred mysteries, but it defies all reason for a village's sole temple to bar an entire sex—the more so since they are led by a priestess themselves! 



In sheerest bewilderment—and fearing for our expedition should we give sufficient offense to enrage the villagers into violence—we acquiesced, though Maera and I spent quite some time last night in fearful discussion. Unwilling to rely upon whatever protections spurred the village's defiance of Aphrodite the Progenitor, it was clear that we must propitiate her; but to sacrifice our last oxen would ruin all hope of a safe return home, and to sacrifice local wildlife risked insufficiency. I ultimately decided it was best that we offer up my horse, and we made plans to hold a ritual in celebration of blessèd Aphrodite.



When we petitioned Reinhard this morning—asking where we might hold the rite without offending their superstitions—he grew quite still when our descriptions of the ritual were translated. The packed meeting-hall, in fact, was filled with a sudden hush—and then Seher erupted, shouting at him for quite some time. The rest of the village watched their argument in silent discomfort (or us in wide-eyed curiosity). Finally, Reinhard pronounced that we would be permitted to withdraw a discreet distance from the village and hold our rites amid the trees, but that we would be required to post a watch and chase off any of the villagers who wandered within eye-sight. 



Wise Maera protested, and I firmly agreed, that we would not blaspheme by excluding any from a celebration of Aphrodite the All-Loving. This set off another fierce argument between Reinhard and Seher—with the priestess pausing to shout at us that we were mad to invite such curses upon our heads, and she would not suffer madwomen in her village—but Reinhard firmly held that we must be allowed our "strange ways", and asked if our objection would be addressed if he himself would bar the villagers from participation. Wise Maera was forced to agree that such a compromise was the best we were likely to obtain; while it would invite the worst of consequences onto the heads of the barbarians, it would be no reflection upon our own piety, and it would be little worse blasphemy than that which the village was already committing.



There was quite some murmur around the great hall when Reinhard spoke in the wake of our agreement. Seher shouted what sounded like the direst imprecation and stormed out, half of the village following behind (including Unnr). Reinhard looked quite discomforted as he answered questions from the remaining villagers—shooing us out with a flick of his wrist, and not meeting our eyes. 



We exited to the village square to find men ejecting the Hoplites' belongings from the temple. Unnr said that she would continue to assist in translation, but that she had no interest in our worship, and that upon our return from the ritual, our men would be quartered in Reinhard's hall. She seemed little inclined to discuss the subject further, and kept rebuffing attempts to return to the topic as we negotiated trades with the farmers for travel-meals. There is more and more argument in the native tongue as Unnr speaks with the farmers, and they seem more and more reluctant to supply us despite the singular treasures which our trade goods represent to them.



Even the communal lunch in the great hall was a subdued and tense affair—with Unnr forcibly wedging her way between myself and the Hoplites, and pushing me sideways on the bench to increase the space between us and the males. The men are beginning to mutter—casting longing eyes at the local women, who nervously turn away. With the ritual to come later tonight, I trust them not to succumb to baser urges, but the reactions of the barbarians are darkening morale considerably.







Day 59.



This is no place of refuge. After the ugly incident this morning, the prudent course would have been to immediately abandon this barbaric place. Ah! Would that we could!



Last night's ritual for Aphrodite the All-Loving need not be described to any educated reader, save to note its wild success—and yet it must be discussed to offer context for the dilemma which now faces us. We set up, as is proper, around dusk, lighting a circle of fires and preparing our libations and prophylactics. It was during the preparations that I espied a young local man watching us from the trees. He nearly bolted upon being called out, and seemed utterly shocked at our invitation, identifying himself in stammering tones as Nial; but quickly warmed to our company despite the language barrier, and was soon laughing along with us once warmed by our reserves of spice-wine. He proved entirely amenable to the ritual—among the first to shed his clothes as the dancing began, and stepping up to fulfill the dares of the men and the invitations of the women with the universal language of the body.



Far more singular was the sudden appearance of one of the young village women as pious Maera and I began drawing the men one by one into the inner circle and the chants and dances gave way to ecstatic worship. Bold Dagmar—for she earned that epithet that night, aye, and more besides—slipped out of the woods to the edge of our firelight as the chants were reaching their peak. It must have taken only moments for the spirit of Aphrodite the Mender of Hearts to seize her—for no sooner had she taken in the scene than she defiantly threw down her dress and stepped forth unclad to join us. A rousing cheer went up from the hoplites, and as they descended upon her she met their vast enthusiasm with her own, outmatching the vigor of even pious Maera until she finally fell to sleep in a tangle of bodies.



When rosy-fingered dawn caressed the eastern sky and the first of us rose to stir the ashes of the fires, Nial had long since crept back to the village, but goddess-touched Dagmar was with us still. My gentle suggestion that she return home (in fear of whatever consequences might lay in wait if her disobedience of Reinhard was discovered) were rebuffed with vigor, and the Hoplites protested the idea of her departure with equal vigor, which would have made the men's return to the Great Hall awkward at best. So with some reluctance I allowed them to retrieve our cart and supplies from Waldorf, and we set up camp in the ritual clearing.



This development quickly brought Reinhard and Seher striding to our gathering—a sleep-bleary Unnr being nearly dragged behind. Bold Dagmar faced them defiantly from amid the Hoplites, and shouted something short and sharp. At that, I expected violence, or at least further impassioned argument, but Seher merely scowled and spat in the dirt. Reinhard lowered his head and slowly shook it side to side, while Unnr refused entirely to speak, her face blanching white as new-fallen snow. Seher spoke two sentences—pointing to the sky at the first, and I caught only the word "Schturmbergs"—then whirled and left, never once acknowledging us. Bold Dagmar shouted what seemed an imprecation at their retreating backs.



It seems there is history here beyond what little we will be able to coax out of bold Dagmar with name and pantomime. She grew sullen when asked about the Schturmbergs or the people of Waldorf, and responded only to Seher's name, and only with fingers arched to her lips like fangs, hissing in snake-warning. Not once all day has she been out of arm's-reach from one Hoplite or another, returning their attentions with coy looks or teasing kisses, and stealing worried glances toward the village when their backs are turned.



While her worries about Seher may have been prescient, that was the least of our subsequent discoveries. 



At the time of our hasty departure, the cart-yoke had been entrusted to one of the Waldorf farmers for repair, and we found ourselves with no choice but to brave the village in hopes of securing its return. The Hoplites donned armor and swords in grim silence, and I split them into two groups, bidding half to stay with bold Dagmar and our supplies while the other half marched uphill with me. The intention was to retrieve the part with sufficient speed that—should the barbarians decide to seek violence—no counter-attack could be mounted with Waldorf's superior numbers until we had reunited. 



Intention quickly fell away upon our emergence from the forest and our realization that the weather had turned. The cool breeze that had increasingly stirred through the woods over the young day became, out in the open, a fierce and frigid wind roaring across the hill. Grand streaks and billows of clouds swirled throughout the sky, sinking from the pillar toward the ridge opposite, and the heavens were dotted with distant dark blue spheres nearly as far as the eye could see. So astounding was the sight that several minutes passed in open-mouthed staring, and it was only upon the arrival of fleet-footed Kaenas from our camp that we realized our delay. We steeled ourselves for the trip to Waldorf, but were quickly driven back when the clouds blew too low and we were gripped by a soup of icy fog whose chill cut to the bone. For several hours, all we could do was watch from the tree-line—once or twice retreating to huddle by our fires when the chill became too severe.



At some length, the winds briefly died down, and we resumed our trek to Waldorf, bundled in what clothing we could assemble against the bitter chill. Our trip to the farmer's home carried us past the village square—and a singularly shocking sight. It was Nial, unmoving and corpse-cold, huddled as best he could for warmth with one leg pinned underneath the toppled village monument.



I cannot believe it accidental. 



We retrieved the yoke—with no opposition; none were outside to confront us—and began breaking camp for departure. However, the icy fog rolled back in—this time for hours on end without cease. Our only defense was to relight the fires and huddle shivering around them. I am scribing this in between bouts of warming myself, hoping that each new stirring of the wind will clear the fog out with it. From bold Dagmar's sudden despair—staring vacantly into the fire, knees to chest—I fear that the gods have again turned from us, and our chance for departure may not arrive for some time. I suspect these are the Schturmbergs of which her people spoke.







Day 61.



I was incorrect. And while our situation remains precarious, and the favor of the gods much in question, I cannot deny the magnificence of today's sights.



After two hard, bitter nights of desperate scrambling to keep a bonfire roaring—and a day of ceaseless fog during which the chill nearly drove me to the arms of Hades the Gatekeeper, leaving me too addled even to write—the ice-clouds have melted away. Swift Kaenas was sent to the tree-line to assess whether the fog seemed likely to return, and he dashed back, shouting for us all to come and look.



Where once the great pillar of Falkonschtein was wreathed in clouds, it now lies denuded—soaring high beyond description. At its top, avian figures swarm, so distant that their features are lost to haze, and yet so large that their silhouettes cover a span of sky like unto blessèd Apollo's Sun. It was not the turn of season which wreathed the valley in ice-fog, but the mating flights of those great birds, their wing-flaps catching the clouds and shearing them from the lofty sky!



More wondrous yet was the ridge of which the villagers would only speak in hushed tones. The Schturmbergs are no mere tree-lined rise; nay, they are mountains formed from the very clouds themselves! You, oh reader, may be tempted to call this fancy, but even at this distance we can see upon their surface green plants speckled with the blue of himmel-phruct, and the dirty grey fur of goats as they climb its surface to graze.



And, truly, to one who studies diligently the Natural Histories, their existence comes as no shock; it is merely the beauty of seeing in nature what necessarily exists by principle which now overcomes me. As in every aspect of life, the base forms reflect the higher designs, as Humans reflect the Gods; and thus what occurs in one element must by necessity occur in the other. Thus, as the clouds passed through our valley and then accumulated upon the ridge, they built ever higher and higher upon themselves, exactly as desert sand blows into a dune, and their vast cold solidified them into a tangible substance that is to elemental Air what ice is to elemental Water. 



Our study of this marvelous phenomenon was interrupted, however, by the arrival of the barbarians. Canny Lemnus spotted the men of the village journeying down the hill, and raised a warning; having sufficient time to react but not to depart, we retreated to our camp and prepared a defensive formation.



Reinhard, Seher and Unnr were the first to approach. Our fears calmed considerably, but not wholly, when we realized they were unarmed. It calmed us further when the other villagers continued past us on the road, filing toward the Schturmbergs, carrying naught but picking-tools and large empty fruit-sacks.



Seher spoke quietly, and Unnr said: "You are to—" She was interrupted by the shouts of bold Dagmar, but wise Maera managed finally to shush her.



Unnr spoke. "You are to depart our home, but come, first lay down your swords and join us upon the Schturmbergs, for the harvest sacred to the Twin Gods."



"It seems a trap," Wise Maera said, to murmured assent, and I also could not help but agree, recalling our earlier barring from the temple. Yet they were unarmed, and refusal of good-faith hospitality is a blasphemy against Hestia the Steward; we could not afford to anger any more of the gods.



So in Scythian I bid Unnr tell them that we were yet breaking camp, and would follow them once we had properly consecrated ourselves. "Slip your food-knives under your armor," I said, hoping that and Hoplite discipline would be sufficient against the crude tools of the savages were we to find ourselves in an ambush.



But as Unnr relayed my response, bold Dagmar again interrupted, kneeling to clasp me by the knees and babbling in her savage tongue. "What does she say?" I demanded of Unnr in Scythian.



"What does who say?" was her only reply.



I pantomimed what reassurances I could to bold Dagmar, and upon the departure of the barbarians, offered her my knife, which she accepted with gratitude and slipped underneath her dress. At that, her determination seemed to return, yet despite our preparations I could tell that we were one and all ill-at-ease.







Day 62.



Our expedition left the Schturmbergs one and all unharmed, yet the experience so shook me that it has taken me until tonight to pick up my quill.



I wish to write of the impossible views of the dark north's forests out to the sea-dappled horizon. Or the harvest of the himmel-phructs, from the plants that sprouted from the seeds of high Falkonschtein—the cutting of the vine, and the lunge to secure the fruit before it drifted away to rejoin the heavens. But I find little joy in it. She is dead.



Of course they made to snatch bold Dagmar. Not right away; at first the barbarians seemed content to work the harvest, and it lulled us into a sense of security. It was closer to the end of the day, when patches of the cloud-mountain were detaching and drifting away, and the fruit-sacks were near to full, and the wild goats had begun their retreat to solid ground. We had allowed ourselves to drift into scattered groups, until a shout from large-thewed Glaukos drew our attention; bold Dagmar was holding off a man of Waldorf with her knife, and several others were advancing with cold gleams in their eyes.



Fortunately, immediately upon the drawing of the Hoplites' weapons, the barbarians backed away. Then Seher advanced toward the standoff, and the gleam in her eye was the coldest of all. She pulled Unnr forward, and growled some order at me. Bold Dagmar jabbed her knife forward, but hesitated, arm trembling.



"Hand over the rulebreaker, and we will end our quarrel with you," Unnr said.



It was out of the question. Bold Dagmar had earned her epithets, and was a woman of the gods. I told her so. She did not translate.



Unnr's jaw quivered. "Please," she said.



"No," I repeated. "Tell Seher no."



Ill-fated Unnr closed her eyes, and spoke but a single syllable. Then the barbarians pitched her over the edge of the mountain, and returned to Waldorf without another word.



Though she is now safe, the spirit has left bold Dagmar, and I fear it will be some time until I am able to coax the reason from her. Is she shaken by another being sacrificed in her stead? Does she fear to cause her rescuers further harm? Were the two of them, as wise Maera speculates, estranged family? Whatever the reason, the cursèd dark north has left its scars upon her heart, and upon ours.



I pray to the gods that our journey home be safe and simple. I fear that is not their will.
      

      
   
      Fear the Voices that Scream in the Night


      
      
      
         
         The Pit

      
      

      

      
      
         “I don’t believe in magic, so you can fuck off right away,” the man said.



So I just looked at Anne—you know Anne, even if you don’t know it; you can hear her breathing every time you close your eyes in the dark—and made a vague gesture with my hands. “Well…?”



Anne looked at me. She really did not like this. I could tell by her eyes. “What?” she asked. 



“You’ve got a very expressive face.” I showed her my best smile. She ignored it, which hurt, but I’m a big boy, I can take it. Then I pointed at the man. “Down the Pit he goes?”



“What are you talking about?” The man was foaming at the mouth. “Let me go this instant! You fucking—!”



Anne sighed. “Down the Pit he goes.”



I made a happy little dance. 



“The fuck you mean, down the Pit I go? What the hell is the Pit?”



Oh, hey. “Ah!” I said, and then I slapped my knee. “Anne! Did you hear that? He said it! He said ‘what the hell’! That means I—”



“Yes, yes. I heard it.” Anne rolled her eyes and nodded at the man. “The Pit is, well. The Pit.” She almost looked sorry, here, but I knew better. She was enjoying it. This was in her nature. “It’s a hole in the ground. You’re going to go down, and then you’re going to die.”



The man was going to say something—he even opened his mouth and took a breath to prepare a wonderful retort, I could tell—but then he looked at Anne’s eyes and saw that she was saying the truth. And then he looked at my eyes, and saw that I was really, really happy.



So he started screaming.



And I made another happy little dance.












I like the Pit. It’s one of my favorite things in the world, because to be honest, I’m kind of an asshole. But, you know—the good kind of asshole. The kind of asshole that gets the girl and charms your dad at Thanksgiving.



“No, you’re fucking not,” Anne said as she washed the blood of her hands. “You’re the worst kind of asshole. It’s physically impossible for you to charm any father in existence.”



I considered this. Then I winked at Anne. “But I do get the girl?”



Her glare was ice cold. “No.”



“Oh, come on. I’m handsome! I’m a bad boy. I’m sure you like me.”



“No.”



“At least a bit?”



“Death first.”



And I winked at her again. “We can work on that.”



She just rolled her eyes—her personal way of saying “I love you,” I’m sure—and then went straight for the van. I followed her, though I stopped a second by the Pit, and looked down.



There was nothing to see there, of course. The Pit is as deep as it needs to be, which usually means deeper than anything else in the world. I don’t know if it obeys the laws of physics or if it even goes underground at all; it might redirect to another dimension for all I care. 



Then again, it doesn’t need to. It just has to be deep. Everything else sorta works itself out.



I looked anyway. The Pit reminded me of the dark, and I like the dark. You can hear Anne breathing in there, no matter where you are, that’s one reason. And it also reminded me of home, of my birth. Darkness is powerful. 



Eventually I followed Anne to the van—we could still hear the man screaming as he fell down; the Pit has excellent acoustics—and the moment she turned on the gas I just elbowed her. “Hey.”



“What?”



“You owe me another coffee.” I pointed a thumb in the general direction of the Pit—it was out of sight already, but Anne would get it. “He said it.”



Anne just grumbled at this. “Fine. But I want another rule.”



“Oh?”



“If they say ‘what the hell’ it doesn’t count.”



I smiled at this. I had to, because I saw where she was coming from. “Fine by me. So if they say the word ‘hell’ while talking about the Pit I win, unless it’s to ask ‘what the hell’ it is?”



“Just any use of ‘what the hell’, really,” Anne continued. She was a good driver, barely looking at the road and all. Just how I like it. “It’s a common expression. You always win because of it.”



“I don’t, but I’m willing to test it.” I straightened my shoulders and let out a sigh of relief. I wasn’t relieved of anything, to be honest; I just wanted to piss off Anne. “See, I believe the Universe itself is really big on irony.”



“Hmm-hm. Shut up.”



“Or puns. Are puns better than irony, humor-wise?” I frowned at this, faking interest in the question, then looked at Anne. “Do you think? In this context, I mean.”



“No. Shut up.”



“Nah, I like my voice. See, irony, right, because they never know what the Pit is, but they still mention Hell whenever they talk about it. Almost as if they actually did know, right? It’s uncanny.”



“Coincidence.” We’d arrived home—that is, we were in the middle of nowhere, but we had so much swagger we already owned the place—so Anne turned off the gas and got out of the van. I followed, like the loyal little dog I am. Woof woof. “That’s not part of the Plan, it’s just the way language works.”



“Nah, not at all. They know. Kind of?” I made a face. “I mean, not really, that’s what the Pit is for—but the Universe knows, so they always point it out. I think it’s what makes them believe, right?”



“That is not what makes them believe.”



“That is absolutely what makes them believe.” I straightened my tie as we went on walking through a city. I’d forgotten which one it was. Somewhere American, probably, but they all looked the same: lotta tall buildings, lotta fat people. Nobody looked at us as we went on. “See, thing is—while they’re falling, right, they think about it again. ‘Oh, Hell,’ they go, ‘Where am I? What is this?’ and then their eyes go wide and suddenly it’s like ‘holy shit I just answered my own question, didn’t I? This is it, this is Hell…!”



“God.” Anne stopped suddenly, and pointed at a random corner. I followed, dutifully. “Are you for real? Is that what they think?”



“Hmm.” I shrugged. “I don’t know.”



“But you can tell, right?”



A smart one, Anne. Every day I liked her more and more. “I can,” I said. “I mean, it’s in my jurisdiction. But it wouldn’t be fun if I just looked, would it? It’s better if we keep this little competition of ours fair and square.”



Here I gave her a devilish smile, one that would have made any mortal woman faint right away. And facing this breathtaking show of handsome virility, Anne just flipped me off. 



Ouch, my pride. But she was falling for me so hard. So hard.



For once I didn’t say anything, though, because I felt something. God, somewhere around. That was weird. “Hey.” I pointed to my right. “Over there?”



Anne blinked, and looked at me. “You feel it?”



“Yeah.” I frowned. “I think dude’s religious?”



“Woman. It’s a she.”



“Oh. Then woman’s religious. Only it’s not—I mean, if I’m feeling it it’s not just believing in God, it’s—”



“She fears God,” Anne mused. “She’s righteously afraid of God.”



And I nodded. “Right-o.”



“This is a big one. Probably the religious type.” And here we locked gazes. It was almost romantic, but we were too business-like at the moment, sadly. I still fluttered my eyelashes at her just in case. “We might be looking forward to a big bust.”



“Gosh,” I said. I drew my weapon. I’d never used the gun, never felt the need, but it was good to be prepared. “I can’t wait to throw her down the Pit.”



“Oh, fuck off.” Anne just shook her head and took the lead. “And stop with the eyelashes shit. You look creepy.”



“Anne, that’s kind of the point.”



“Shush. This is a big one, I tell you. She might put up a fight.”












She did not put up a fight.



“Well, that was disappointing,” I said as I waved my hand to cool it off. My knuckles hurt a bit, but once again, no reason to use the gun. Shame. “Next time maybe call some of your friends or something.”



Anne didn’t even look at me. Her eyes were fiery. “Shut up,” she said, with her This Is Actually Important voice.



I nodded. “Woof woof,” I said.



There was a little bit of a pause here.



“Did…?” Anne squinted, and looked at me. “Did you just bark at me?”



“Yes.”



“Why the fuck would you bark at me?”



“Because,” I said, “I’m a dutiful dog.”



“What?”



“Because I follow orders, right?” I pointed a thumb at my own mouth. “I stopped talking, even though I didn’t want to. Just ‘cause you told me so; I’m that great of a partner. Woof woof.”



“That is—”



“Who…?” The woman grunted and raised her head. She’d been beaten up pretty hard—thanks to yours truly—and looked like a bloody mess, but apparently it hadn’t been enough to knock her out cold. “Who are you?”



I put on a pout at this shameless interruption—this conversation was going to turn into flirting, I could feel it!—but it was time to go back to business, so I kept the annoyance to myself. The street was completely deserted, again thanks to yours truly. Maybe a little bit of divine intervention, too, who knows? 



“Anne?” I nodded at the woman. “You or me?”



“Do you want to throw her into the Pit?”



“Yeah.”



“Then me. You’ll fuck this up on purpose.” Anne focused her attention on the woman, and went to her Dark Place. “Mortal,” she said. “Look into my eyes.”



The woman couldn’t disobey. She looked straight into Anne’s eyes.



Demons have Dark Places too, even though most humans wouldn’t believe it. You can’t inspire fear unless you know it yourself—and there is a reason nobody likes Hell. Mortals suffer there for eternity, but immortals have it rougher. Our eternities are much, much longer.



Which, admittedly, is a bummer. But what can you do? Home is where the heart is, even if it’s a desolate place. We dislike Hell, but we still long for it, because in the end it’s where we belong. We don’t feel like ourselves anywhere else. 



And if protecting it means a little bit of suffering on our side, then so be it. We can stomach it. It’s all part of the Plan.



I did nothing while the whole ritual took place. I just witnessed it, saw how Anne’s face grew uglier, how the woman grew paler. I whistled a little, too. Mary Had a Little Lamb. I’m not really good at whistling complicated stuff, so I stick to the classics. 



Like always, I wondered what kind of stuff Anne thought of whenever she went to her own little Dark Place. It was probably better not to know. Mine wasn’t exactly a walk in the park, absolutely—I mean, I’m the Fear of the Self, what scares me is going to break you—but Anne was…



Anne was not my superior, right? But I still obeyed her. Because while I was more powerful—think of what you can be, think of all the little things you’ve done that horrify you, think of all the times you’ve hated yourself—she was more subtle. Nothing major, nothing outlandish, nothing as apocalyptic as me. Just, the sound of someone breathing, when you’re alone and in the dark.



I make people wake up crying, but Anne gets to them. Really gets to them. It’s impossible to forget her, power be damned, and you gotta respect that.



And fear her.



Because think of that, and think of what can actually scare Anne. Think of what her Dark Place consists of. I wasn’t envying the woman at the moment, oh no. That oughta break you.



Then the ritual ended, and the woman took a deep breath. I straightened up my back, ready for the screams…



“Oh, screw you!” the woman yelled.



…Aaaand then I just rested my forehead on my hand. “Really, now?”



“What?” Anne was shocked at this. She even took a step back. “No, that’s—I was extremely thorough!”



“I don’t—I don’t know what that was,” the woman said, squinting. She sounded brave. Courageous, even, which is nothing to scoff at when you’re that beaten up. “But go to hell.”



I eyed Anne.



“Doesn’t count,” she said.



I un-eyed Anne.



“I don’t—if you want money, I’ll give you whatever I have. But don’t—whatever that was.” The woman took a deep breath. “Stop.”



Well, that was a reaction. “So, let me get this straight,” I said, taking up the torch. Anne looked at me wrong, but she let me be. She’d been defeated, after all. “Are you afraid of us, or…?”



The woman looked at me, now. And oh, she was afraid. She was terrified. But that’s the thing: she was also being brave. You can only be brave when you’re afraid, really, and that’s bad news. “Fuck off,” she said.



“Gosh darn.” I whistled. “We’ve found ourselves a fighter, all right.”



Anne arched an eyebrow at me. “Did you just whistle Mary Had a Little Lamb?”



“It’s not the size of your repertoire, it’s what you do with it,” I said, not even looking at her. “Okay, woman. Whoever you are. Not-Anne. Full disclosure here: you should be afraid.”



The woman stood there, defiant. Metaphorically, I mean—she was too beaten up to literally stand on her feet. You get me. 



Then she took a deep breath. “Fuck,” she said.



Pause for emphasis.



And then: “Off.”



“Very dramatic,” I said, smiling sweetly. I showed off my fangs. “I appreciate that. Now, that said and done? You should really, really fear us. Because, check this—if you fear us, we won’t kill you.”



The woman looked at me.



I looked at the woman.



I said, “Let that sink in for a moment. Consider the alternative.”



She just shook her head. “What…?”



Anne came closer to me and whispered in my ear. “Careful,” she said. “She might be dangerous. I think she’s powerful.” Then she thought about this. “For a mortal. She has a strong will, maybe not even the Pit…”



I shuddered in the most delicious of ways. “Oh, Anne,” I moaned. “I love it when you whisper into my ear. I’m ticklish.”



She kicked me in the shin. 



“You know what my partner just told me?” I said, not even bothering to react to the kick. My kind doesn’t really care about broken bones, we’re above that. I wiggled my eyebrows at the woman. “That we should kill you no matter what. That you’re too annoying. And you know what? We could.”



The woman tried to move away from me. Just a little, but a little was enough.

 

“But it would be better for all of us if we didn’t have to. Because,” and here I crossed my arms like a stern teacher, “what we want from you is just a little bit of faith.”



“…Faith?” the woman asked.



“Do you believe in fairies, sugar?” I took a step towards her. She didn’t react, this time. “Every time you say you don’t believe in fairies, Tinkerbell drops dead. Or one of her sisters. Whatever. You feel me?”



Silence.



Enough of an answer. “We’re like that. Give us what we want, and we’ll leave you alone. We’ll be watching, we’ll always be watching.” I crouched, so I was not looking down at her anymore. “But that’s better than dying, isn’t it…?”



“You’re… fairies?”



“You,” Anne said from behind me, “are fucking this up.”



“Shush.” I waved a hand at Anne. “I’m working.”



“No, you’re fucking this up. You just want the Pit, I can tell by the way you—”



“We’re not fairies,” I said, still looking at the woman. “Not exactly. But we can only exist if you believe in us, right? If you fear us. Nothing spices up faith quite like fear, I’d say. And if you don’t believe…? Well, it’ll be ugly for everybody.” I stretched out a hand and caressed the woman’s hair. “Especially for you.”



The woman twitched when I touched her, but she was too hurt to do anything else. “F-fuck off,” she said. “I don’t—I don’t know what the hell you’re high on, but don’t go fucking spewing that bullshit on—”



Here, I did look at Anne. “She doesn’t believe,” I said. “Pit?”



“Jesus fucking Christ. No. No Pit.” Anne walked towards the girl too, and grabbed her by the neck. “Surrender,” she said. “You are religious. Truly religious. You believe already, so for fuck’s sake, surrender your mind. Surrender your fear. Feed us, and we won’t hurt you more than this. Give up that stupid will of yours and we—”



“You’re not a demon,” the woman interrupted. Her voice was clear and noble, powerful in spite of her weakness. The voice of a good person, who doesn’t need to believe in Hell. “You’re just fucking crazy.” 



Then, she spat on Anne’s face.



My hand moved fast. The slap echoed for three, maybe four seconds. The woman screamed, and then I smiled at her. Really smiled at her. 



She was strong, and stupid, and didn’t believe in demons—but she was no Anne. Just a mortal woman. Nothing more, nothing less.



She fainted right away.



“Man, this is a thankless job,” I mused. “In the Middle Ages, just having red skin would’ve been enough for them to fall on their knees. I hate modern skepticism. Where the heck did spiritualism go?” Then I turned around. “So, the Pit?”



I voiced that as a question, but I wasn’t asking. Not really. 



And Anne knew it. “The Pit,” she said with a defeated sigh.



“Woof, woof.”












We got to the Pit really fast. 



“The thing about fear,” I was telling the woman as I dragged her towards it, “is that it has to come from within.”



The woman didn’t reply. She couldn’t. She was bound and gagged.



“We can inspire some terrible stuff on you, of course,” I continued, “but it’s kind of second hand. Not the real stuff, right?”



Anne was somber, walking behind me. I could feel her moodiness almost physically. “Worse than the real stuff,” she said.



And I snapped my fingers. “True that. But still, not genuine. Not enough to change your mind.”



We got to the Pit. I grabbed the woman by the hair—I’m a gentleman—and tipped her over, just a little. Just so she could look straight into the darkness. 



“Faith is about quality, not about quantity,” I mused. “If you believe in us for two seconds, and I mean really believe, it’s enough. A lifetime of half-assed fear is not enough to maintain Hell, you see? It’s an expensive place.”



The woman looked at me, fire in her eyes. I looked at Anne, who said nothing and did nothing, and just shrugged. So, this one was on me.



I took the gag off the woman. She spat on my face.



“I’m not afraid,” she said.



And I just arched an eyebrow. “I wonder for how long you’ll fall till you change your mind.”



Then I pushed her. She tried to keep her cool, but eventually she started screaming, They all do.



“And that’s a wrap-up,” I said, positively beaming. Gosh, I loved the Pit. “Gosh, I love the Pit,” I said, because I am a gentleman but that doesn’t mean I can’t be shameless. “Do you want to go for another one, or are we done for the day?”



Anne didn’t reply at first. Then, slowly, she smiled. It was a terrific smile. “You owe me a coffee,” she said.



“What?”



“She didn’t mention Hell at all. No irony in her last words.”



I blinked.



“Well,” I said. “Dang.”












Only it wasn’t a wrap-up.



“Wait a moment,” I said. It was two days later, and I think we were in the same city, but to be completely honest I can’t be arsed to remember. “Do you feel that?”



Anne frowned. “Feel that?”



“God. Fear of God.” I squinted. “From the Pit.”



At first, she didn’t get it. But then, she did, and her face clouded. “Oh,” she said. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”



I was not. For once.












“I,” the woman said, triumphant, glowing, “have defeated you!”



“Holy shit,” Anne said. “She climbed out of the fucking Pit.”



“Didn’t we tie her up before throwing her?”



“And yet she climbed out of the fucking Pit!”



“I have no reason to fear you!” the woman yelled.



The light of God shone in her eyes—golden fire, burning. Wings of light spread on her back, glorious and terrible at the same time. They were blinding. I had to avert my eyes. 



She was clad in white, the woman… If she was a woman. She had almost transcended mortality, become something greater. And she was hovering above the Pit.



She was beautiful. A being so perfect, even a demon could fall in love.



“Don’t worry, Anne,” I said, looking at my partner. “I only have eyes for you.”



“Fuck off.”



“I understand the Plan now,” the woman continued, apparently deaf to our voices. “The Divine Plan, the Providence, the Things that Shall Be. You’re demons, yes, but demons are weak. Demons are not to be feared. They are to be fought.”



“So what, did she have a revelation while falling?” Anne looked at me. You could say she was Anne-oyed. You could also say she was mighty pissed, but I liked my wording better. “Why the flying fuck did she go from human to fucking archangel?”



“Well, I mean…” I scratched the back of my neck. “I mean, she had a crisis of faith. That’s what the Pit is all about, right? Like, they fear death, and everything that’s happening, and after falling for such a long time they just break and—”



“And become archangels?!”



“I mean, usually they’re supposed to go mad with fear. But I guess, if their will is strong enough…” I looked at the woman. “Ugh. This is awkward.”



“You need us!” the woman said. “You act as if you were greater, you hunt us and call us prey, but in the end, you need us! Hell is not something to fear, Hell is fear itself!”



Anne crossed her arms. Her face reminded me of how she looked whenever she went into her Dark Place. “I can’t believe this.”



“Look, it’s not like I saw this coming either, okay?”



“But Humanity will win!” the woman continued. “In the End of Times, when the angels come down and play the Trumpets of Armageddon, the humans will rise and we will defeat the forces of Hell! And nothing you can do will stop it! For that is the Plan, and you know this!”



Anne just turned around and walked towards the van, kicking every pebble in her way. “Jesus Christ. God in Heaven, fucking Lord. We created an archangel. This is unbelievable!”



I rolled my eyes. “Want me to fix this?” She was pretty far away already, so I had to shout that. 



“Of course I want you to fix this! This is your fault! You and your Pit—damn you!” She turned around and flipped me off again. “And do it fast! Those wings are giving me a headache!”



I mumbled something under my breath, and then faced the archangel, painful as it was. Then I blinked, and turned back to Anne one last time. “You know, I could help with that. Recent studies show sex is a good remedy against migraines.”



“Shut the fuck up and fix this!”



“Gosh, Anne, I’m just trying to be a good friend.”



“And you.” The archangel went down now, and landed right in front of me. It stung. I flinched. “You know this.”



I looked at her. “Excuse me?”



“You’re forced to live among us humans,” she purred. She purred. “You’re forced to hunt the mighty and make them afraid. Your Pit is not a sign of power. It’s a sign of desperation. It’s a last stand against a world that is already forgetting you.”



“Demons roam the Earth,” I said, “and you take that as a good thing?”



“Demons roam the Earth,” she replied, “because that is the Plan. But even though you can do evil, you will soon perish. This is your dying breath, demon. Your companion knows it. I am not a unique case. I am just the first of many.”



And you know what? She got me there. Nothing I could say.



I mean, she got it spot-on, really. It used to be that demons existed because Hell was there, but now, if we’re being honest… Well. Hell only exists because of the demons. And because of what we do. Because of the fear of the self, and the breathing you hear in the dark.



But if humans are turning towards God and the light whenever we’re there, then, what are we to do?



So I didn’t really say anything to the archangel. I just sighed. It was a sad moment. “Well,” I muttered to myself. “This is quite a pickle.”



“And you—”



“But, I mean, it doesn’t really matter to you, does it?”



It was at this point that the divine face of the archangel showed something akin to an expression, for the first time. Something like confusion. “Excuse me?” she said.



“Yeah. Like, good debate, really. You got me there. Big picture? We’re doomed. Small picture? Anne asked me to take care of you. And, you know.” I shrugged. “Woof woof.”



“Woof… woof?”



I shot her.



Archangels are worrying, but they’re not scary. If ants infest your house you’ll move out, but one single bug is not going to make you run away in a panic. You just step on it. 



I think even the archangel herself noticed this. She grasped the wound—right in the stomach, where it hurts the most—and fell to her knees. I grabbed her before she could fall.



Resting her head against my chest, she looked at me. And in that moment, she was perfect, because there was fear in her eyes. 



“Oh, Hell no,” she whispered.



“Oh, Hell yes!”



And down the Pit she went. 



When I got back to the van, Annie was still pouting, but I could tell her mood had improved. This kind of thing is annoying—nobody likes it when you’re reminded you’re swimming against the current—but at least I’d picked up the slack.



“Just so you know,” I said, “you owe me another coffee.”



“Really?”



“Yeah.” I buckled up, and Anne turned on the gas. “Hey, you think an archangel’s fear is going to feed us? Or they don’t count?”



“They’re technically mortal, so they should count.” Anne shook her head. “I’ve no idea if this one is gonna die soon anyway. She was pretty strong.”



“For a mortal.”



“For a mortal.”



We spent a couple minutes in silence after this. I was thinking, for once. About the face Anne had made when the archangel had showed up. About how she’d always been wary of the Pit. About how the archangel had said, “Your companion knows it.”



Maybe I’d just discovered what scares the breathing in the dark.



“Hey,” I eventually said.



“Hmm?”



“I talked with the archangel a bit before killing her, right? And I think now I know what you see in your Dark Place.”



Anne tensed. She looked at me, wary. Her knuckles were white against the steering wheel.



 “You’re afraid of dying without ever having sex with me.”



She slapped me so hard I slammed my head against the window, but I could hear her laughing over the sound of my bones breaking. 



That night, she bought me two coffees instead.
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It was eight bells of the dog watch when we fell off the edge of the world.  I remember it because the watchman had to practically bellow over the roar of the roar of the water.  The waves had been rough ever since we’d entered the stormwall, but the tempest outside was reaching a new level, and I stumbled out of my hammock in a daze, cursing as I barked my shin on a crate.  My cabin was hardly in a fit state after my porter had fled to join the simpering islanders at the last archipelago.  



The ship lurched again.  These seas were undoubtedly rougher now that we had passed the last of the known islands and into the shrouding mist that marked truly uncharted waters.  At least my charged attractors were still keeping the lighting strikes at bay, as evinced that we still floated.  I stepped over the bottle rolling back and forth on the floor and pulled the door open, letting in a slightly fresher curl of air into my small cabin.  



The watchman was louder now, but his voice had risen in pitch, and I could no longer make out his words. I shrugged into my anorak, swept my journal into one of the pockets, and prepared to set the matter to rest.  



That was when the ship gave a titanic heave and titled to the side, throwing me back into my hammock.  The floor kept tilting and tilting and the sound outside grew into an all-encompassing roar.  A cry escaped my lips as the wall became the floor as the ship leaned beyond all imagining and my heart was hammering in my chest as the lurch turned into a slide and then the room twisted to the side like we were a leaf in a gale.  I felt lightheaded as a sickening acceleration gripped us and my stomach turned somersaults while the contents of my room began battering themselves to pieces around me.



I roared my defiance at the storm while at the same time gripping my hammock tightly, bracing myself for an impact.  None came.  The sickening sensation of plummeting remained, but the tumbling of the ship slowed and then stopped.  



After an interminable delay, I wrestled my way out of my hammock and steadied myself against the wall, trying to accustom myself to the feeling.  My stomach keened and it was like I was made of cloth and balsa instead of meat and bone.  From the reset of the ship I could hear pandemonium, and I gritted my teeth and ventured a step. 



The lightness of my stomach was matched by the lightness in my limbs as I lurched across the room.  The grasp of the earth feeling a third, a quarter of what it should have been.  In careful motions I made my way to the corridor.  Doors hung askew and debris piled in the corners, but I didn't see any crewmen as I made my way to the upper deck.  As I approached the hatch, a new noise grew above the confused shouts of the crew, a howling roar, like we were being consumed by a tornado. 



I tied the storm line off to my jacket and braced myself on the railing before finally swinging the hatch open.  The noise redoubled the instant I did, and though there were no tornadoes, the frenzy of frothing air and water around us seemed like a close cousin.



Fallen masts and tangled lines littered the decks, but it was just a small fraction of the damage to the rigging.  The bulk of it hung in the air like a giant’s kite - broken spars suspended by taut fabric but stilled tied to the ship by lines that thrummed in the uprushing tempest.



This was no sea gale, however.  Instead of below, the sea was around us, suspended in braided, frothing rivulets that crept down just past our stern, while on all other sides the clouds streaked up from the shadowed depths faster than the swiftest greyhound.



On deck the crew scurried like an upturned anthill, at least those that weren't frozen in shock.  Captain Grayson bellowed orders, his voice cutting through even the howling wind, though I couldn't help but wonder what he hoped to accomplish by it.



I picked my way over to the poop deck where the captain regarded me steadily, the only hint of any emotion in the tightness of his jaw.



"Master Davis.  It seems that your experiment has killed us all after all."



Never one to mince words, him.  "We're not dead yet."



"Oh?  Is your plan for getting us out of this mess less madcap than the one that got us into it?"



I took a swift look around the mess of the deck.  Most of the crew was involved in various tasks, but a few looked at us, expectantly.  "Well, there has been some talk in the Academy lately of flying machines."



"Has there?  And what would they say to do in a case such as ours?"



"Well, lighter than air flight is quite promising, if you have an envelope.  We have the sails, but they're not big enough, and you'd need a prodigious source of heat.  Heavier than air flight requires fewer materials, but is still barely making steps outside of the laboratory."



"Well, we may not have a laboratory, but I don't think you'll ever find a more motivated set of workers."



I did my best to guide them, passing along my half-remembered pieces of treatises on birds wings. They had a hard time following the idea until I worked with the carpenter to rough together a smaller scale model as an example.  Minutes ticked by and the forms took shape.  Even to the uninformed, they looked hideous - half-broken spars lashed together with webbing and wrapped in sailcloth.  



"Captain.  This isn't likely to work, you know," I spoke as quietly as possible while still being audible above the incessant wind.



"What of it?  I was already a dead man before the voyage.  Who else would venture into the stormwall?  At least this will be interesting.  And the work keeps the crew focused."



I nodded as the last wrappings were tied off and Captain Grayson gave the order to extend them.  A dozen men on each heaved on the timbers, and I watched the ropes strain to hold them in place against the tempest.  One man misjudged his motions in the lightened state and stumbled over the rail, and I watched in horror as his lines gave way and he tumbled over the edge.



He fell away into the mist below, the clouds swallowing him with unnatural slowness, and I watched, mesmerized until he last vanished, his cries ripped away by the wind.  Only then did I look back at the wing where the remaining crewmembers had somehow managed to stabilize it.



The fabric strained against our crude skeleton, but the carpenter knew his work and it held.  I swayed as I felt my own weight pressing more heavily upon me.  The wings creaked and groaned as the spars bent under the strain, and the ship tilted forward to where the wind was at an angle - not only blowing from below, but now also from the bow.  Still mostly below, as we continued to plunge through the perpetual clouds.  



The captain watched the trim of the ship with a wary eye, bellowing orders for the crew shift cargo from side to side to level out the roll.  



When at last he seemed satisfied, he turned and addressed me in a quieter tone of voice.  "Master Davis, have you any other schemes to keep us aloft?"



I grimaced.  "Not with the materials at hand.  We're still descending quite rapidly."



"Falling like a whore's breeches, you mean.  We'll smash into splinters at the bottom."



"Assuming there is one," I said glancing out at the rail.  The clouds still raced by madly, but something seemed different about them, though I couldn't quite put my finger on it.  "Which I suppose we will be the ones to find out."



"Aye."  The captain peered out over the expanse of decking.  "At least those wings are pulling us away from the falling water.  The roil at the bottom of the waterfall is the most dangerous part.  This much falling water, and you'd never see daylight after it pulled you under."



I nodded, deciding not to detail some of the Academy's experiments regarding the elasticity of water at speed.  "Though I wonder that anyone down here even sees daylight, after all that cloud.  Though, now that you mention it..."



I trailed off, looking around.  It did seem lighter, and the light seemed to have a more ruddy character.  I moved to the railing and looked down.



Captain Davis did as well.  "God's tempest, it's like we're falling into the fire."



I don't know if I would have said it in those terms, but it was certainly brighter down there.  My hands gripped the rail until the knuckles were white as the clouds around us brightened until they were almost painful to look at before abruptly vanishing.



I let out an involuntary gasp at the sudden panorama.  Ahead of us lay the sun, but it was low, absurdly low - about fifteen degrees below even our downward-pointed bow.  It was a rusty amber color and seemed diminished, as if the fires within had been banked.  It was still warm and painful to look at, though, with its rays reaching out and playing out over the clouds above us, making them almost look like plumes of fire.  The sky around it was neither the blue of day nor the fires of sunset, but instead the coruscating tapestry of night.  I took in the sight agog, trying to work out the mechanics of the situation.  It wouldn’t make sense for it to be dimmer, but perhaps it was now closer to us as we approached the inward-curving bottom of the celestial sphere.  Or perhaps the colors were a result of the upper hemisphere of crystal responding differently to the sun’s rays.  

 

My hands clenched into fists.  It was maddening to have such a momentous insight with no way to test or share it, and I turned my gaze off to the side.  I could see further here, where fingers of rock leaned out above the stars at obscene angles as they reached up the invisible, crystalline curve.  They spires of rock glowed red in the hues of the dying sun, but were lit from below as well.  



"Is that lava?" Captain Davis mused.



"At the foot of the mountains?  It sure looks like it."



We weren’t the only ones to notice, as a cry of "We're falling into hell!" went up among some of the crew.



"None of that now!"  the Captain barked, turning from the rail and moving to address the crew.  "We've all cheated death before. We'll just be doing things more personally, this time."



I couldn't help but laugh at the quip and left him to deal with the crew as I looked at the land below with a more hopeful eye.  There wasn’t just a pool of lava down there.  A crescent strip of darkness lay between the curtain of falling water and the ocean of glowing rock.  Water, I presumed - the deluge had to go somewhere, and the gouts of steam that rose up at the edge of the lava were a strong clue.  Already the air was beginning to feel thicker and warmer.  I regarded the unknown inky strip with narrowed eyes - even if we survived the landing, being caught in a flood that ends in a sea of lava was hardly ideal.  We’d have to either make it to the mountains at the far edge of the lava or pray that we could somehow find patches of land in the shadows below.



A glance behind us offered no solutions.  We’d put enough distance between ourselves and the falling sea that the frothing stream looked more like a curtain of molten bronze.  The likeness was strengthened by patches that glowed redder than others, and through some gaps in the stream, I saw glowing fissures that bled yet more gouts of crimson lava.



The crew seemed to have calmed somewhat by the time I finished appraising the situation, and Captain Davis looked askance at me as I pulled him aside.  “We need to get to the far side of that lava sea, but we’re falling too quickly.”

 

He cocked an eyebrow. “You have some better idea than before, then?”

 

I grimaced.  “It’s not new so much as taking what we’ve already done more seriously.  We need more wings - bigger wings if possible.  Use any scraps of wood or fabric we can get our hands on.”  An idea struck me.  “And lighten the ship as much as we can.”

 

Captain Davis turned and began bellowing orders.  The crew hopped to obey, and soon a second set of frames began to take shape as debris rained overboard.  I winced, but bit my tongue as I spotted some of my own experiments and apparatus among them.  Elsewhere tarping, spare sails, and even the Captain’s bedlinens were being repurposed as a cover.  But while the crew still seemed to bustling about, something felt off - like there was a new edge to their mood, now that they could see the world around us.  A few had doffed their shirts and cans of paint were being used to daub signs on their body instead of being tossed overboard.

 

I pointed them out to the captain, and he looked at them sourly, but shook his head.  “Traditional island superstitions.  Leave them be.”

 

I shrugged and turned back to helping guide the construction of the next set of wings.  Although the materials were worse, the crew had learned from building the first set, and I was cautiously optimistic as they were lashed into place.  Again I felt the Earth increase her grip, and the wind from the bow strengthened.  I stared out ahead at the rock spires at the far edge of the lava.  Would we make it?   The boat was performing better than before, but I was still far from certain.  



"Above!" someone cried, and I turned to scan the heavens as the the crew suddenly erupted into noise and motion.  Figures winged towards us from behind, the amber light making them look like gilded statues come to life.  But as they approached and circled the ship, it was clear that these were no angels.  The captain was speaking in loud tones, but I tuned him out to stare up at the curious beings.



Their wings were stooped to keep up with us, and their resemblance to birds didn’t end there.  Though they had human arms, their feet ended in talons and their features were of a more avian cast.  They didn’t have beaks, but as they came closer, I could hear them squawk to each other in harsh, birdlike tones.

 

I glanced back at the ship and almost did a double take to see the majority of the crew now shirtless and slathering on the paint.  I moved to inquire further, but a pair of scowling crewmen barred my way.  I looked past them to where Captain Davis stared back, looking like he’d aged years in the last few minutes.  “They won’t let you join,” he said.

 

I opened my mouth to inquire what he meant, but that was quickly obvious as a pair of the birdmen reached down and grabbed one of the painted crewmen, bearing him up and away as I stared, stunned.



“You’re the one that got us into this voyage,” he continued. “They say you’re forbidden, and I haven’t been able to convince them otherwise.”  He bit his lip.  “I’ll tell your family if I can.”

 

With those words one of the crewmen pulled him back into the throng, and a few minutes later I saw him plucked from the deck.  One by one the rest of the crew followed, until the last one pointedly threw the bucket of paint overboard before being lifted away.

 

Then the birdmen descended one last time.  I thought they might be granting me reprieve, but instead they turned upon the wings, gouging and tearing with their talons until the fabric ripped away in long streamers.  The ship began to twist and plunge faster as the wind finished the job and soon we were plummeting almost as quickly as we first had .

 

My hands clenched into fists as I stared up at the figures dwindling behind us, being borne away with powerful wingbeats towards a cleft in the torrent of water and presumably the central spire of earth beyond.



I wondered briefly if they’d ever somehow make it up to the surface again, but shook my head and turned away, my heart beating a mile a minute as I searched for anything that might yet help me. My eyes fell upon the models we’d used to build the wings off of, and I felt a sudden surge of energy.  With a little work I soon had them lashed to the remnants of my pack, as well as fashioning a rudimentary tail and lashing it to my legs.  

 

It might not work, but what better choice did I have?  Heart in my throat, I leapt overboard.  

 

Miraculously, the wings caught the air and my fall turned into a dive, the ship quickly dwindling beneath me.  I soon found I could alter my flight by shifting my weight side to side, and made a small circle.  I quickly spotted my former crewmates, but there was no way to follow them without being able to gain altitude, and the last thing I wanted was for those birdmen to savage my wings again.  

 

I turned back towards the rim mountains.  If nothing else, I wouldn’t be landing in the water, and even better, I’d be able to get a look at the celestial spheres up close.  Then, in the valley directly beneath the sun, I saw a glint of light.  Civilization?  There was no way to tell, but I figured that I might as well find out.  



I risked a glance behind me to try and catch a glimpse of the ship.  There was a flash like the streak of a meteor before it vanished as it passed into shadow.  I didn’t see it land, but minutes later, I heard a tremendous bang, like the muffled retort of a distant cannon.



The rim mountains beckoned and I adjusted my balance so that my course was steady.  I saw another glint of light and a smile grew on my face.  One way or another, I was finally getting somewhere, and I found the experience of actually flying instead of crashing to be much more agreeable.  Though crude, my wings responded to the motions i made, and though the wind buffeted my face it was much more pleasant than the shrieking the entire ship had made.  The air around me was getting warmer and warmer, but it also seemed to be buoying me up.

 

Ahead the sun sank balefully towards the same cleft and my eyes watered as I tried to make out detail.  It was still bright but it seemed closer, which was impossible, as it seemed smaller as well.  Of course the sun could not possibly go out, so some other phenomenon must be at work.  With luck, I would find some clue when I landed.



I was approaching the shore of the lava, so I began to look for somewhere to set down.  The expanse of stone rose quickly - black rock, bare of any vegetation, and the back of my mind worried what I might do for food and drink without the ship’s supplies.  That wouldn’t be a problem if I didn’t survive the landing, though.

 

Scanning the ground for the source of the glow I’d seen earlier, my eyes widened as I made out regular, rectangular shapes at the top of the mountain saddle.  Had I finally found civilization?

 

It was hard to tell.  The sun was lower than ever, seeming to hover just above the roofs of the houses.  Yet the orb before us was now only eye-squintingly bright, and its hue had approached the embers of a dying campfire, making the buildings and the black stone of the mountains around it appear bathed in blood.  



I strained my eyes and began to make out details as I closed the distance.  Most of the buildings were unremarkable, but at the far end of the village was a raised, circular dais that looked to be about as big as the ship.  And there, between the mountain and the edge of the village was a patch of ground that seemed relatively flat.



I’d only get one chance at this, so I angled towards it carefully before leaning back at the last minute, to pull up the way I remembered birds doing.  I hit the ground - hard, which immediately turned into a tumble as I slewed sideways among the snapping of wood and ripping of fabric until, after a couple dozen feet, I finally came to rest.  Stars flashed before my eyes as I lay there, trying to catalog my various bodily insults.  I had a half dozen superficial cuts and several of what I was sure would be deep bruises, but no broken bones, so far as I could tell.  I lay there in the stillness for long moments, listening for any response, but there was no cry of alarm.  

 

Finally I sat up.  My head swam for a moment, but steadied, and I gained my feet.  The nearest building was only a few yards away, and I made my way in a shambling stumble.  There were windows, but no glass, and a glance inside reminded me nothing so much as a peasant's cottage.  The next building over was much the same, except the inhabitant looked like a weaver.  Both seemed deserted.  My mind went to the one unique point of interest I’d seen, and I began to make my way towards the dais.  

 

Several buildings down, I peered around the edge of a building to see, as I suspected, all the villages clustered around it, staring up at the descending sun.  



I frowned as I saw that they were more of the birdmen, but did my best to keep my temper in check.  They might have been from a different tribe, as the markings on their wings looked different.  The plumage had a wide variety of color as well.  While some birdmen were dusky grey with blue streaks, others were tan, yellow, or even red.  I needed more context to hope to make any sort of sense of it.  My gaze followed theirs up to the sun and my breath went short at the same time as my veins filled with fire.  



From here it was clearly foreshortened - a disc, rather than the hypothesized sphere.  This threw all of our scientific theories in complete disarray, and I watched aghast as it continued to approach, passing through the celestial wall as if it didn’t exist and drifting close enough that it seemed like the tips would brush up against the mountainsides above.

 

Even as it closed on us, however, its fire seemed to dim, and in a matter of moments I could start to see details that made my hair stand on end.  There was a 'petal' nature to it, as the face of the disk branching into giant strands of seeming fire that luffed back and forth gently as the whole thing approached the ground.  As I watched the giant, sweeping, plumes of flame seemed to gutter out, their ephemeral fire fading to reveal a birdman, but one who floated in the air, his wings held motionless to his sides, the feathers all splayed out and displaying his brilliant ruby plumage.

 

Without further ceremony the sun-birdman dropped the last few feet to land at the very center of the dias, and the villagers all bowed as one.  I noticed something then - while most of the birdmen’s feathers were variations of earth or normal bird tones, there were a few other birdmen with the same crimson tones to their feathers as the sun-birdman.



One such red plumed birdman was the first to rise and made his way to the newly landed sun-birdman.  I wondered if the greeter was perhaps the village elder, as his posture was stooped and he moved gingerly.  He squawked briefly before bowing to the sun-birdman and touching foreheads, before stepping back.  



Now another group of birdmen approached, though I had a moment's pause as I beheld their burden.  Perhaps they were not exactly bird men, as each of the four bore an egg cradled in their arms.  They stood before the former sun, who looked back and forth between them and spent long moments touching each egg, even laying an ear to some.  Finally at some unknown sign he chose one, laying his forehead against it.  



The three not chosen backed away as the rest of the villagers moved forward to cluster tightly around the sun-birdman, his wings splayed widely once more.  At some unseen signal they all moved backward and the sun-birdman gave an earsplitting scream as they each took with them one of his crimson primaries, leaving his wings ragged and bare.

 

The villagers turned solemnly and planted the plumes around the edge of the circle, where they continued to give off a gentle red glow.  Those broken or tattered were cast aside, making a small pile. The other red-plumed birdmen plucked a few of their own feathers to fill the gaps, their glow was no dimmer. While this was all going on, the egg had been set at the center of the dias, and with all the plumes in place it now almost seemed to shine with an inner light.  Even from here I could feel a gentle warmth on my face. 



With that it seemed like the ceremony had ended.  A knot of villagers followed the sun-birdman out, with the rest soon trickling out - the one who had held the egg last of all.  Without the sun, the village was wreathed in darkness and seemed dead.  They didn't even bother to set sentries that I could see.



I cautiously moved towards the dais, stopping first at the pile where the broken plumes lay.  Hovering my hand over the pile for just a moment, I had to snatch it away as it felt like I’d thrust it into a bonfire.  One had worked loose, however, and on impulse my fingers darted out to nudge it, a shiver running down my back at the thought that I was touching a part of the sun itself - or at least today’s sun.  

 

I got more than a shiver when my finger made contact - it was like the one time I’d had my hand on the lightning attractor cable when a bolt struck it, though confined to one finger.  Sucking on my wounded digit, I wondered just how long the heat would last.



With still no reaction from the village, I crept onto the dais and began making my way to the center.  The heat was strong and grew with every step, and it didn’t just come from the feathers ringing the edge.  By the time I was a dozen steps from it I was sweating heavily, but my scientific drive compelled me onward.  There, in the center was the egg, seeming almost translucent.  And within its the shell was an incandescent pinpoint that seemed to pulse and move with its own vitality.

 

I took several steps back from the edge, relishing in a cool breeze that was beginning to roll down the side of the mountains.  I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out my journal.  I’d seen so much of such importance these last few hours.  Things that the world had to know, and here was a prodigious heat source.  Enough to lift a man, perhaps.  And hadn’t I seen several bolts of fabric back in one of the huts?

 

I took a deep breath.  There had been four eggs - couldn't they choose another?  And it’d only be fitting after what the birdmen had done to the wings of the ship - the way they left me to die.   

 

My face twisted into a frown.  But then, these didn’t seem to be the same tribe as the ones that my crew had abandoned me with.  And whatever was in the egg certainly couldn’t be held responsible for whatever had happened.  There was that pile of broken feathers - if the heat held, it might be enough to loft something light, perhaps.  But who would believe such a tale?

 

I looked back and forth between the journal and the egg, my heart heavy.
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         Today was a good day, because it was the day Mike would die.

 

He had got up at six in the morning to be fully prepared for this very special occasion. Cleaning himself with only a washbasin was hard, but he had yet learned to do it without a shower. He had even managed to comb that little cowlick which gave him so much trouble, and after one last satisfied glance in the mirror, he sat on his bed, waiting for the wardens to fetch him.

 

While waiting patiently, Mike started to hum a joyful melody, which reminded him of the golden wheat fields he used to run through when he was feeling in the mood to be one with nature. He chuckled at his own thought. Come on, get a grip Mike. This is not the time to be romantic.

 

If he was honest, there was one thing that brought him some regret. He hadn’t the opportunity to finish reading Janet and The Depths of Love. He had been caught by the sappy story of Janet’s torments of loves and he wished he had been able to see the conclusion, to find out whether Janet’s fate ended badly or not. He believed she would be fine but he wasn’t one hundred percent sure. He supposed that was the thrill that had got him enthralled in this story in the first place.

 

He cut himself from his reverie and took a look through the bars at the clock hanging on the wall across his cell. A quarter to nine. They should have come fifteen minutes ago.

 

Frowning, he stood up from his bed and approached the door.

 

“Guards?” he called. “I’m supposed to be executed at nine and I would feel bad to be late.”

 

Neither answer nor guards came, despite his multiple calls. Disconcerted, he sat back on his bed.

 

There must be a mistake: they are usually punctual, whether it be for meals or beatings. He looked at the calendar on the wall where he had crossed the days remaining before his execution. The fated day was circled in red, Monday, December 23rd. The guards came yesterday to beat him, just like every Sunday. So it was Monday, today, he was sure of that.

 

Finally, after half an hour of waiting, a guard showed up in front of his cell.

 

“Ah,” exclaimed Mike. “I was wondering when you would come. I was getting worried.”

 

The guard didn’t reply and grab the keys on his belt instead. He unlocked and opened the door cell. “Follow me,” he simply said, and Mike happily complied.

 

Once the door locked again, they walked and Mike tried to get to know this man who was certainly new here, since he had never seen him before. “I’m Mike, and I’m gonna die today. Who are you?” Once again, the guard stayed quiet. “Not very talkative, are you? That’s okay. I can talk for two, or I can stay quiet. I don’t mind the silence.”

 

After a couple of minutes, Mike, surprised, spoke again. “That’s not the way to the courtyard. Where are we going?” Just as he finished his question, the guard opened a door on their right and pushed him inside. While he was shoved inside the room, Mike noticed with disappointment that the guard had tried to be gentle. That wasn’t how a guard was supposed to act here, but whatever would happen, Mike was sure this new recruit would learn the way to properly fit inside these walls in no time. Too bad he wouldn’t be there to see the man blossom to a well-trained warden.

 

What he saw inside the room, however, was a surprise.

 

“Good morning Mr. A.” asked his lawyer. “How are you?”

 

For Mike, Peter L. was the living cliché of a lawyer: small, sharp nose, visible teeth. The face of rat, partially hidden behind rectangular glasses.

 

“There must be a problem Mr. L.,” said Mike. “I am supposed to die today and we’re already late.”

 

“Yes about that, I have good news.” Peter opened his suitcase, grabbed a stack of paper and started reading. “After several months of intense arguments, I’ve managed to appeal your case. There will be another trial in ninety days. Until then, your execution is postponed.”

 

“What?” Mike looked at him, dubious.

 

“I know,” he said with a grin. “I impress myself sometimes. I tell you, that wasn’t easy. I had to remind some people the favors they owed me. And you can thank your wife; she has harassed me for a long time before I gave in. She’s very stubborn.”

 

“You can’t be serious!” exclaimed Mike.

 

“I’m more than serious,” he said, still smiling, cleaning his glasses with a handkerchief. “Now, we should review all the documents to prepare your defense.” He put back his glasses on his nose. “After all, you wouldn’t like to be sentenced to death a second time now, would you?”

 

The ratface had dared to give him a wink. “Yes! Yes, I would!” Mike realised he was shouting but he couldn’t care less. “I’ve been sentenced to death! I should be dead by now but you’re actually telling me that I’m gonna live, at best, for another couple of months? That’s impossible, that’s so wrong!”

 

His lawyer’s smile turned into a frown. “I don’t get it,” he said. “Aren’t you happy? You have a chance to avoid capital punishment. Heck, you could even be found innocent and be free in the next months!”

 

“Society forbid!” said Mike, opening his arms.

 

“What do you mean?” asked the lawyer. “Are you implying that you’re actually guilty? Not that I really care, mind you.”

 

“That’s not the point! I’ve been sentenced to death,” he repeated. “I must die. That’s simple as that.”

 

“I really don’t get you,” said Peter, rubbing his nose. “Anyway, the procedure has been initiated and there isn’t much we can do about it. My role is to defend my client, even if it’s sometimes against their will. So let’s make things easier. Sit down so that we can decide how I will plead your cause.”

 

Mike clenched his fists. He wanted to demolish that condescending face. He raised an arm but instead of throwing it into that mask of self-sufficiency, he knocked on the door.

 

“Guard, we’re done. Get me back to my cell.”

 




 

Once again, the same bemused look was staring at him. Why did it have to appear on his wife’s face too? The fact she was looking at him through a window panel didn’t help either.

 

“I don’t understand,” she repeated. “Are you really keen to die?”

 

“No,” sighed Mike. He hoped his wife would had understood him at least. “They have sentenced me to capital punishment, they have sealed my fate. I have to be executed. Is it so hard to grasp?”

 

“Yes! Yes it is.” She put her hand on the window. “Are you sure you’re okay, here? Do they treat you well? Because if they don’t—”

 

“Don’t worry,” he cut her off. “Everything is fine, they regularly beat me and the food is terrible.”

 

“So what is it then?” Her eyes were watering and Mike started to feel guilty. Why wasn’t he able to explain her what was obvious for him?

 

“I already told you.” He heard his voice was trembling. “Society has judged me. I’m a member of this society so I have to respect its decision. You should too and—”

 

“You’re crazy!” She burst into tears, taking her head between her hands.

 

Mike felt his heart breaking. He wanted to break the glass instead. Like his wife before, he put his hand on the window. “Maria, honey…”

 

“Why don’t you just commit suicide?” she dropped between two sobs. “That should resolve your problem and mine at the same time!”

 

“Maria, please.”

 

Her wife stood up, her eyes red and puffy, and gave him what seemed to be a last look. “G–goodbye,” she stammered before turning away.

 

“Maria. Maria!” he called, to no avail.

 

She was gone, leaving him alone, more alone than he had ever been.

 




 

“A pack of tissues, three dollars and a quarter, a business card for Kauffman’s funerals —” Mike watched as the guard was filling a small cardboard box with the few possessions he had when he had entered. “— two inches of string, an empty bottle of water —” The court had acquitted him. This fucking rat face had managed to clear him of every charge. This was a nightmare. “— a mobile phone and a parking ticket.”

 

The guard handed him the box but Mike found his arms were weighing a ton. He was already having a hard time not collapsing but he still found the energy to take the small box.

 

“That should be all,” said the guard.

 

He knew he was supposed to leave, but the box was just like his arms: heavy. He looked at it, desperately seeking for a way out among all these trinkets from a previous life. A life so distant he wasn’t sure if he had really lived it anymore.

 

He took a few steps towards the exit door where another guard was waiting for him. It was the same guard who had brought him to his lawyer not so long ago. Frank. His name was Frank. When Mike looked at him, he saw some sympathy in his eyes and that was too much.

 

He dropped the box and collapsed on his knees. Why? Why didn’t they just execute him? How could this society allow him to be free?

 

He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up.

 

“Come on, man, get ahold of yourself,” Frank whispered softly. “Everything is gonna be okay, you’ll see.”

 

Mike cried on his shoulder for what felt like an eternity, while Frank was trying to comfort him with kind words. “I know it may look hard now but you’ll see, things will get better in no time.”

 

“How could they?” he cried. “I shouldn’t be living, I should be dead and buried!”

 

“I know. Death can be tough sometimes.” Frank rubbed his back, tightening his hug. “You think you got a good grasp on it and you realised that it has escaped you overnight.”

 

“I d–don’t know what to do. I wish I could stay here.”

 

“You know you can’t.”

 

“Could you at least beat me one last time?”

 

“It won’t do you any good. You have to face it. Come on.” Frank lifted Mike up, getting him up on his feet and stared at him. “You’re a tough guy, I know that.”

 

“Yeah… Thank you, and… Sorry for that,” said Mike, wiping his eyes.

 

“That’s fine.” Frank gathered the trinkets in the box and put it in Mike’s arms. “Come on, you can do it.”

 

He opened the door with a hand and softly but firmly pushed him outside with the other.

 

“Good luck out there,” he offered as final words.

 

“Thank you. I think I’ll need it.”

 

He walked the last step on his own and finally left the prison.

 

For the first time in a long time, Mike was… free. The realisation struck him, leaving him more distraught than before. Outside, the sun was so bright it hurt, a breeze ruffling his face.

Passers-by on the street were minding their own business, running after a death they couldn’t catch, and oblivious to the tragedy Mike was living.

 

He noticed a trash can on his right and walked to it. It was a very plain trash can, nothing standing-out. Mike emptied the box into it, only keeping the two inches of string and the Kauffman’s business card. He reconsidered and tore the card in half, throwing it in with the rest. It seemed fate had other plans for him, so he shouldn’t need it for a long time.

 

He put his hands in his pockets and headed for the place he had thought he couldn’t call it this way anymore: home.

 

He had a very long way to go, because today was the day Mike would live.
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         I’ve always known that I would die in space.



I’m not sure that plummeting in an escape pod towards the surface of a previously undiscovered planet quite counts, though.



I’ve lived my entire life in the void between the stars. I’ve never seen my species’s homeworld, at least not in person. Still images of the great natural wonders on Barzen? Sure. Videos of our first colony ship launch? Absolutely. I’ve even seen full three-dimensional holographic projections of live bloodsports from the Terlin Arena. But I’ve never physically been to our home system. Nor have my children, or their fathers, though they may yet someday.



Right now, I’m more focused on keeping this contraption functioning.








“I miss you all so much,” I said into the camera, which was transmitting my words and image across the galactic arm to Baskrin Station.



“We know, Mother,” said my youngest. Jeliin was just at that age where everything her parents did was the most embarrassing thing anyone has done in the history of ever, and the way she acts put-upon reminds me of how I was at her age.



“When do you think you’re going to be able to come home?” asked her older brother. Loxenti looked to have had a growth spurt since I saw him last, as he could now look over Jeliin’s head into the camera. If he got much taller, he’d have to figure out somewhere else to stand so that the viewscreen didn’t cut him off at the neck.



“Depends on how much there is to see out here,” I said, “but I think I should be back around the time of the next Kramel tournament.”



“That long?” whined Jeliin.



“Exploration missions like this take a while,” I reminded her, “but we think we’ve found what we were looking for. We’ll stick around for long enough to confirm that this is where all that radio noise is coming from, then we’ll call in the diplomancers and head home.”



“That soon?” said her father.



“Yes, Steraan,” I said, “and I expect you and Raydi to wear me out, because I—”



The ship suddenly shook, and every alarm I’d ever heard on this class of ship began sounding at once.



“That’s not a good noise,” said Raydi.



“No,” I said.



“What does it mean?”



“I don’t know, Lox, but I think I’ve got to go. I love you all. Goodbye.” I waved to the four of them, shut off the camera, grabbed my communicator, and started running for the command center.



“What’s going on?” I yelled into my comm.



“Something’s hit us!” Captain Trenta replied. “There’s all kinds of junk and debris in orbit, and we couldn’t keep track of it all.”



Well, at least it wasn’t weapons fire. “Where are we hit?”



I could tell from her hemming and hawing that whatever the answer was, I wasn’t going to like it. I finally got her to tell me, “Life support. Punctured one of our air tanks.”



I swore. “Any way we can patch it or something?”



“We don’t have the parts. And even if we did, would you want to make a time-sensitive spacewalk when there’s stuff floating around out there that can puncture our air tanks?”



“So even if we could fix it, we couldn’t guarantee it would stay fixed, and also it would be hilariously unsafe. Wonderful.” I was coming up on a hallway junction. “What can I do that will be most useful?”



“Can you get the evac pods up and running?”



I turned right, heading for the pods. “Probably.”



“Good. Do that. Relsti is pulling together all our observations and transferring them to the distress beacon, and as soon as he’s done with that, we can launch it and try to get out of here before we suffocate.”



“What do we know about the planet?”



“Obviously supports life. Nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere, plenty of water. Hard to get a good sense of temperature from up here, but it’s only got ice caps at the poles, so there are probably at least parts of it within acceptable temperature range. Why do you ask?”



“If we’re worried about the ship getting hit by things in orbit, what makes us think the escape pods will be safer?” I reached a staircase and started heading down it. “We’re either going to want to fire out away from the planet, or down into it.”



Trenta was silent for a moment. Then she said, “If we launch the pods out into space, they’d be easier to retrieve, but it’ll be a while before anyone can get out here to do it.”



“If we launch towards the planet,” I said, “there are several other potential problems. People could crash. They might not even make it to the surface, and even if they survive that long, there could be any number of things on-world that could kill us. But if it does kill us, it should at least be faster than waiting in a lifeboat and hoping that somebody gets here.”



Another pause. Then, “Which would you prefer, Zentra?”



I slowed down to think about it. Finally I said, “If I’m going to die, I’d rather die quickly. And being trapped in a metal coffin for an extended period is about the farthest thing from that that I can think of. And if I do survive the landing, first contact ought to be an experience.”



“One for which we’re not trained or certified,” Trenta noted, but I could hear her amusement. “And it could kill us in any number of ways.”



“But it might not,” I reiterated, and that seemed to settle the matter.








A hit to the side of my lifeboat draws me back to the present. It also sends the capsule spinning, which is as pleasant when you’re in a safety harness in zero gravity as it is at any other time.



Namely, it becomes unfun very quickly, and it takes some effort to stop. More effort, in fact, as you can’t rely on any help from the floor.



Focus.



This thing isn’t really designed for an atmosphere, but there are things I can do that can help.



I look for the thruster controls, hoping I can at least stabilize it. It takes me a little while to find them, but I do.



I reach out a claw and press what I think is the button to fire the thruster pointed in the right direction to counter the spin.



I quickly realize, as I overcorrect and start spinning the opposite direction, that there is more to piloting an escape pod than I expected.



Back in explorer training, our instructors had told us that there was no effective way to know every detail about our ships to the point that we could do everything successfully without having to look up the procedures. User manuals were fine and dandy, and we were expected to make use of them when we could, but beyond a certain point, there was no substitute for experience, and we as a species did not live long enough to have all of the experiences necessary to be able to handle every situation with grace and dignity.



As I try to maneuver so that we are oriented vertically, I decide there is no amount of experience that could have prepared me for trying to land an escape pod from space to the surface of a planet I know nothing about.



The pod starts to shudder around me.



Renewed panic surges through my body, and I scan the instrument readouts, hoping to find out what this is. I see that the external temperature sensors are climbing far past any survivable range, and I wonder how this can be. We know temperatures on the planet’s surface are lower than the boiling point of water, so why are we an order of magnitude above that?



I look out the viewport and see a glow outside.



Right. Atmospheric entry has to burn off a lot of energy. I remember learning about this, but I never thought I’d experience it in person, and I certainly never would have guessed it would be over a world no known species had touched.



If I remember right, we were over the night side of the planet. I’m probably the brightest thing in the sky right now.








“Look, Johnny,” said Jimmy to his friend, as they lay on a hill in the park. “It’s a shooting star!”



“And a bright one, too,” said his father. “I didn’t think there were meteor showers this time of year. And it’s falling from an odd spot in the sky.”








Does this thing even have a heat shield? Is it built well enough that it won’t break into tiny pieces as we fall?



Those are questions I wish I remembered the answers to. I am fairly certain it won’t float should it land in a large body of water.



It is well-insulated, though. I don’t feel any of the heat that the severe deceleration is imparting to the outside of this poor life raft.



I talked to a spacecraft designer once, and he told me that one of the many things he had to consider in his line of work was the effects of accelerative and decelerative forces on the Barza body. “They have different effects,” he said, “depending on their magnitude and which direction they’re going. Artificial gravity and inertial dampeners help with this, but it will always be true that you can take a lot more pressure going eyes-in than you can eyes-out.”



It is for this reason that I am trying very hard not to look down. Because we are still slowing down, hard, and looking down would make that an eyes-out force. I like my eyes, and I would rather not have them pop out of my head.



I have no idea how high we are right now. There’s no altimeter in this thing, and it wouldn’t help anyway because it wouldn’t have been calibrated for this planet. Besides, I don’t know the elevation of the land underneath us. I could try to look out the viewport, but I can’t see much from this angle and I wouldn’t have any perspective anyway.



I wait.



Free fall seems to have ended, I think. I’m now falling at a more constant rate.



If the pod had a parachute, this might be a good time to open it.



Does it have a parachute, actually? That might be something I should have checked.



I look at the controls again, scanning their names for anything that looks like “parachute”. Pressure… pod release… pro—



Ow.



That was impact.



Whether or not there was a parachute, it’s too late to use it now.



The pod hasn’t stopped moving yet. It seems to be sliding down a slanted surface and hitting things as it goes.



Eventually it stops, and I try to take stock of my situation.



My head hurts. I think I hit it, and I may be concussed.



I am fairly certain my arm should not be able to bend that way.



Oh, my. There’s a piece of support structure sticking through my left leg.



I should probably be in so much pain right now.



I consider my options. If I move my leg much, that might pull out the thing that’s keeping my leg from gushing blood, and I’d bleed out in seconds. That’s probably not good.



Can I open the pod door from here? Well, maybe, if I can remember the switches I need to hit.



Should I? Probably not. I don’t know what’s outside.



I take another look out the viewport, which is facing roughly back the way I came.



Those look like plants that are on fire. Something is on fire, anyway.



Well, then, I won’t open the door. I don’t want to deal with fire right now. I have enough problems.



Can I reach the rebreathers? I don’t thinks so. They’re in a box near the door. Maybe I should try anyway, just so I have one. I reach for the box.



I hear sounds outside. Steps? Growls? Voices? I can’t tell.



Something is hitting the door. I look for a weapon. Surely there is one.



The door opens.
      

      
   
      Magnolias


      
      
      
         
         This is a Mad World

      
      

      

      
      
         The first thing you have to understand is that I didn’t always live here. In fact, I grew up in a place so rural that the city, this city, only existed as the stories people would bring back with them.

 

The second thing is that she smelled like those summers I’d tried to forget; like sun-drenched magnolias and the clear streams that ran through unmowed meadows.

 

The third thing is the carbonized three month’s paycheck she wore on her left hand.

 

This also happened to be the third thing I noticed about her. The first, of course, being her smell. And the second being the fact that she was probably the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid my eyes on.

 

But once I noticed that third thing, I realized I should stop paying so much attention to her, for my own sake. So I forced my nose to focus on everything else it could pick up: metallic overtones, with undertones of lemon cleaner and subtle notes of body odor. Eau d’Elevator.

 

The doors rolled shut and I tried to stare at my own brassy reflection instead of the million different ways she seemed to scatter the fluorescent lights, as if her own confidence could radiate outwards for her. The lights exploded from every sequin in her dress that matched the sequins on her clutch that complemented the gems in her necklace that paled in comparison to the depth of her eyes.

 

I wasn’t doing very well. Her eyes caught mine and she very quickly, deliberately averted them.

 

I like living in this building. I like living near the top floor because it reminds me of racing to climb trees as a child, how I always wanted to get to the highest branch possible. Living up here is so much more than that child could’ve ever imagined. And I like that.

 

What I don’t like is that there’s no service in the elevators. So you have to awkwardly stare at your phone and pretend it’s useful for the entire duration of the arduous descent.

 

The building is tall enough that it doesn’t even ding on every floor. So there’s nothing but suffocating silence and the faint sensation of movement.

 

A faint sensation that I, in that moment, realized was nonexistent. Not trusting my own sense of proprioception, I looked towards her. She seemed unaffected.

 

I waited. Silence and the smell of magnolias. But we definitely weren’t moving.

 

“Are we... stopped?” She asked, not looking at me. I acted like I hadn’t been waiting for her to speak.

 

“Uh, I think so?”

 

“Shit.” She whispered, her attention on her phone.

 

I hypothesized she must not live in the building for two reasons: firstly, I would have remembered seeing someone that beautiful, and secondly because she seemed to be holding onto a sliver of hope of her phone working.

 

“Fuck.” She said, a bit louder, now that she’d confirmed the uselessness of her phone.

 

“Do you, uh, have somewhere to be?”

 

“Yes.” Dismissive, gesturing to the cocktail dress and the clutch and the makeup.

 

“Where?”

 

Her eyes told me she really did not want to be talking to me in that moment.

 

“An art opening.”

 

“Oh where?”

 

She sighed. I rolled my eyes.

 

“It’s not like you have anything else to do other than talk to me.”

 

She opened her mouth to speak, then stopped herself. She was silent for a moment, inspecting the perfect red polish on her nails. Red that matched her lipstick that matched the poppies in our front garden my mother warned me to stay away from.

 

She sighed again. Defeated.

 

“It’s at the modern art museum. There’s this new acquisition that they’re celebrating.”

 

“Oh, the weird abstract one with the lines and the colors?”

 

Her eyes showed distrust. Whether that was of me or the still-motionless elevator, I wasn’t sure.

 

“Either you’ve seen it or you’re good at guessing.”

 

“No, I’ve seen it. I was there last week.”

 

She looked at me, truly looked at me for the first time since she’d stepped in the elevator. I could tell she was analyzing me, trying to figure out how my faded jeans and oversized hoodie and mop of hair could add up to be the kind of person who frequented art museums.

 

“So why are you going?” I’d decided to interrupt her before she could reduce me to a point where I wasn’t mysterious anymore. Not that I have very much mystery going for me in the first place.

 

“I’m an art critic.” She said it with the tone of someone who doesn’t hold much regard to that opinion. I smiled at her but she rolled her eyes. “And now you’re going to ask me what I thought of the painting.”

 

She had me there. I shrugged, hands in my pockets. She smiled, showing perfectly white teeth that matched the sparkle from her diamonds that matched a life I know I’d never get any closer to.

 

“I’m about to go to this event and everyone is going to ask me that same question. And I’m going to have to tell them the exact same thing, which is the exact same thing I wrote in my column that nobody reads, and then they’ll tell me what they think of it, which is basically the same opinion, but they’ll be sure to use bigger words, just to show me how cultured they are.” She cast her eyes downward, at the marble floor that would be polished tomorrow. “These things are always the same. I hate these people.”

 

I wanted to tell her that she was one of them, she was the exact erudite thing she despised, but that seemed counterproductive. I wasn’t exactly keen on angering someone when I had no escape.

 

Holding my tongue meant I had nothing to contribute, so I stayed quiet. I stared at her reflection pretending its phone wasn’t useless.

 

“Well,” I finally offered. “I guarantee I’m not going to say the exact same things about it.”

 

She raised an eyebrow.

 

“So you hated it?”

 

“I just don’t like art that tries to be what it isn’t.”

 

She laughed. More of a scoff, really, telling me exactly what she thought of how uneducated I am.

 

“So you didn’t understand it, then?”

 

“Well I'm a bit iffy on something that abstract, ‘cause it tends to lean so heavily on viewer interpretation. I mean, there is something aesthetically pleasing about some of the panels, and it shows a clear progression. It definitely means something, and if I don’t get what that something is, is that my fault or the artist’s? It seems like the artist aimed for a deconstruction of something, but I don’t know. I guess it leaves too many questions that don’t fall into any interpretation.”

 

“Questions?”

 

“I don’t know, like, why do the curved lines disappear in the second part and then reappear in the next panels? Or like, uh, why did they add a darker blue on the second panel and a darker grey on the fifth? It seems really random, like maybe it would seem more cohesive if they went with the same colors throughout the whole thing.”

 

I waited for her to respond, either to belittle me for clearly knowing nothing about art, or to calmly explain all the answers to all my dumb questions. I wasn’t sure which would’ve been better.

 

But she didn’t say anything. Her face seemed to suggest that she was actually thinking about what I’d said, holding weight to my words. I didn’t like being under that amount of scrutiny.

 

“Oh and, the first three frames share nothing but the colors, and then the last three all share similarities with the third. That’s kinda an odd break, right?”

 

She smiled in a way that could very easily be a smirk.

 

“You clearly know the painting very well.”

 

“It’s like ten feet tall, dude, there’s a lot to look at.” she chuckled.

 

“Twelve, actually.”

 

I paused again, giving her room to speak. She didn’t.

 

“What, aren’t you going to explain it to me? C’mon, I know you get all that artsy bullshit.”

 

She shrugged, leaned against the wall, shifted her clutch from one hand to the other.

 

“I could. I could sit here and lecture you about increases in entropy, or the shift from mechanical to digital, or a rejection of color theory in contemporary American art. But all of that is completely useless. None of that is going to change your mind about anything.”

 

“I guess I just don’t get modern art.”

 

“Oh no, you get it. You get it better than anyone I’ll talk to at this stupid reception tonight. That is, if I ever get there.” She paused, eyes to the ceiling. “Actually, come to think of it, shouldn’t we be freaking out instead of discussing art right now?”

 

I shrugged.

 

“I’ve never been claustrophobic, and it doesn’t seem like you really want to be going to this event.”

 

“Yeah, of course I don’t, but it’s one of those things you gotta do, y’know?”

 

Maybe I was studying her too hard or maybe she really did look down at her ring when she said that.

 

What I wanted to do was grab her and kiss her and push her against the mahogany wall and wake up tomorrow with mascara on my pillowcase and her, half-dressed, sitting on the edge of my bed, on the phone with her fiancé, telling him it was over.

 

But I didn’t. That’s the kind of thing movie characters do, not me.

 

Besides, even if I did sleep with her, all it would end up as would be a secret she’d be holding in the back of her mind as she walked down the aisle. 

 

“Hey, are we moving?”

 

I’d been so caught up in my dumb fantasies I hadn’t noticed. But we were definitely moving again.

 

I knew that once she stepped out of that elevator, I wouldn’t be seeing her again. Something told me that. So if I had anything else monumental to say, I needed to tell her very quickly.

 

But all of a sudden, any words I could form seemed so stupid, so misguided. So I stayed quiet.

 

Finally, the elevator slowed to a stop at her floor, finally near the ground again, and the doors opened.

 

“Wait.” I commanded, making her pause in the doorway.

 

I wanted to tell her that art was a silly field to pursue because no painting could ever be as beautiful as she was. I wanted to tell her she deserved better than a blood diamond and plates of hors d'oeuvres. I wanted to tell her that the sound of her voice made me feel safe and whole and happier than I’d been since I was a child. I wanted to tell her I’d do anything to have the privilege of falling in love with her.

 

“What did you mean when you told me I get modern art?”

 

She looked at me like she had just as many things to say as I had, and she was just as unable to say any of it.

 

“It’s art. I like your questions but stop looking for answers.”

 

She stepped out and the doors slid closed, leaving me one last look to soak in as much of her as possible, before I was alone again.

 

The elevator went down one more floor, and when the door opened there was a man in a suit, smiling at me.

 

“Is everything alright? It was a slight mechanical malfunction and we promise we’ll do our best to assure you that it never happens again.

 

I assured him I was fine.

 

“Did it cause any sort of inconvenience to your plans tonight? If so, we’d be happy to—”

 

I brushed him off with a wave of my hand.

 

“No. No inconvenience at all, actually.”

 

And with that, I held down the close button until he was gone, until it was just me and my reflection and the very faint smell of magnolias.





 

The first thing you have to understand is that I eventually didn’t live there. I grew tired of the smell of old piss and garbage and longed for clean breezes and uncut grass again. 

 

The second is that, in the absence of her, I settled for someone not nearly as beautiful, but with eyes just as captivating.

 

The third is that I could never get the magnolias to smell like they did in my memories.
      

      
   
      Doug innit


      
      
      
         
         i trusted you dave

      
      

      

      
      
         The tale of Doug is a hardened, painful and sexy one, taking about 2000 words to tell. It all started when the earth was created, but to be quite honest the story only becomes eventful at around the year 1834 so we can skip up until then. Doug was born within this year. Again, the narrative's pacing slows significantly so we’ll skip again to 1852 when Doug becomes a legal adult. 

 

Doug awoke on his 18th birthday to warm celebration. Back in those days, presents didn’t exist yet so Doug just received the usual onset of depression we still see to this day. As the celebrations wound down to a close however, Doug’s remaining parent, (the father died during childbirth) his mother, donned a more serious tone. “Follow me, child” she firmly spoke, as she gestured up the stairs. The two reached the balcony overlooking the local starbucks/burger king joint restaurant buildings, you don’t see them much anymore but they were sort of common back then. 

 

“Why have you brought me here, mother?” inquired Doug.

 “I have something mightily important to tell you, I wish your father were here to do it but he is still dead.”

 

Doug listened on intently.

 

“Now that you are grown up, I am obligated to tell you about the power bestowed upon you. This is the power that both allows the earth the breathe, but also contains the potential to destroy it. This is the power of NUT.”

 

Doug had heard of this power before but thought it was just legend, like santa claus, mythical dragons or cleveland from family guy. 

 

“Usually we keep the power of NUT as kind of an in-joke between our family, however the land is in great peril and you are the only one left who can save us all.” Doug’s mother explained.

 

“Great peril? Why haven’t you tried to save use with the power of NUT?” responded Doug

 

“Because I am a woman and therefore weak.”

 

Unsurprisingly 1852 wasn’t a time of gender equality so don’t @ me.

 

“Doug, you must go and defeat the evil Skele-King with your powers of NUT and look inside his treasure chest of secrets and once you do, you will be able to save us.”

 

Doug took this newfound responsibility rather well and accepted the whole situation. Especially the part about his mother being weak because she is a woman, not because he’s particularly bigoted, but because it’s 1852 and what are you gonna do?

 

“But how do I utilise this power mother?”

 

“You will find out in time child, but for now go, In the meantime I’m gonna find you a new stepdaddy.”

 

Doug donned a sick ass cape and wielded his trusty short sword as he ventured out. Once the door closed and he put up his hood, Children of the Sea by Black Sabbath started playing and it was really fucking metal. Also Heaven and Hell is a better album than Paranoid.

 

Dougs first destination would be the Hilltop of Dire Struggle. However his first destination ended up being a titty bar, so the Hilltop of Dire Struggle was his second destination. Once he reached the top of the hill, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. This was surprising as the hilltop had a sick nasty name. 

 

His third destination was the Cave of Despair. This name was more meaningful than the hilltops name, as Doug died. Once he had respawned and walked all the way back, he quicksaved before venturing through. Inside the cave, Doug walked AROUND the boobytrapped box which read “FREE PORNO MAGS” and then met his first foe.

 

A small gremlin man stood in his way. 

 

“Get out of my way small gremlin man” Doug said

 

“No” he replied

 

And just when Doug had lost all hope, the gremlin man started to sing

 

“Throw me a penny and I'll make you a dream

You find that life's not always what it seems, no no

Then think of a rainbow and I'll make it come real

Roll me, I'm a never ending wheel

I'll give you a star

So you know just where you are

Don't you know that I might be

Your wishing well

Your wishin-”

 

In that moment, Doug felt the NUT coarse throughout his veins. He dealt what would henceforth known as the: NUT PUNCH.

 

Doug continued as the gremlin cried like a punk bitch. 

 

Doug exited the cave and found himself inside an underwater city that kinda reminded him of Naboo from Star Wars episode 1, but that movie was shite so he suppressed the feeling for farmiliarity. There he saw a suave man in a checkered hat called zeppelino. 

“You there! In the hood! With the sword! And Children of the Sea playing in the background!”

 

“Me?” Doug asked

 

“Yes.” zembompoli replied

 

“Doug, I will teach you in the ways of the NUT. Even if it kills me.”

 

Then a shadow forecast over zembimbo.

 

Over the following weeks, zemgingus trained Doug in the way of the NUT, day and night, NUT went back and forth between the two men. Then one day, they were ready.

 

“Doug, we have NUT together long enough, you are ready to fulfill your destiny and save the world.” zegrigono told doug

 

Then zembolorolo fell down the stairs

 

“DOUG, THIS IS THE LAST OF MY NUT!

TAKE IT FROM MEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE”

 

And just before he died he put all of his NUT power into his headband and encased it in a blood bubble.

 

Doug took the headband into his hands and looked towards the sky

 

“ZEMGRINGOSMARPH!”

 

Doug had to soldier on. There was only one more place to go: The Skele-King's fortress castle. After riding his swegway closeby he scouted out the castles fortifications. There was a total of 16 Skeleton guards nearby but one might have been jacking it? So really it was more like 15. 

 

Doug made his approach, sneakily taking down the skelemen one by one. He used the power of NUT to silence any noise around him allowing him to pass through without a sound.

 

“What was that noise?” a skele guard said

 

“fuck” responded doug

 

Doug forgot that isn't actually how the NUT power works and that one skeleton who was jacking it was actually just sharpening a big ass sword, which really should have been more obvious from the start because skeletons don't have dicks.

 

“Ow, my dick!” one of the skeletons said after being hit in the dick by Dougs NUT

 

The only two people left were Doug and the skeleton with a big ass sword.

 

Doug did a cool backflip and then the skeleton had to run away, not because he was scared, but because he was sexually flustered.

 

 Doug walked into the main room of the fortress castle and inside there were only two guards. Through the door past them, is the chamber of the Skele-King.

 

The two guards did not wield weapons as such, but instead dope af electric guitars.

 

The clouds in the sky parted and an angel ascended down wielding the sickest guitar the world has ever seen. After crashing through the window the angel played the solo from Stand Up and Shout before handing the guitar over.

 

“Doug, Child of God and saviour of the mortal world, defeat these guards in a duel of the sickest riffs and you will be able to pass.”

 

Then the angel raised up her hands giving the horns as she headbanged her way back up to heaven.

 

It was a 2 on one battle, the skeletons busted out some weak shit but since they played together, they were daunting foes. But Doug was having none of that shit, right then and there the played the sickest most insane riff/solo anyone had ever played, and 2 days later, he finished playing. The Skeletons were mere dust and the movement of tectonic plates shifted. The castle was on the edge of a gigantic shift of land mass and was now bordering a huge cliff, the back wall destroyed and exposed. The wall containing the chamber of the Skele-King, it was perfect, all Doug had to do was NUT the Skele-King off the cliff.

 

As Doug entered the chamber, the Skele-King sat in his throne made of diamond encrusted diamonds and the bones of endangered animals such as the bearbra, it's like a zebra but also a bear. In the Skele-King's lap was the head of zembrolololinguini.

 

“Why must you hold the heads of my fallen master, zepollio?!” Doug asked brimming with emotion and NUT

 

“I don’t really know, just seemed like a villain kind of thing to do”

 

Doug quickly ran out the room to quicksave again and once re-entering the room he found the Skele-King was in a full suit of armor and carried “Bronglesein” the fabled magical staff which has the power to use the spell “Polymorph” as many times as the user desires. But it's pretty much like the hearthstone version of polymorph where it turns people and things into sheep. 

The skele-king started going apeshit on everything around him trying to hit Doug with the spell, book, potions and that raunchy calendar he received last christmas were all turning into sheep of various sizes. Doug was avoiding spells by using the power of NUT to dodge at incredible speeds. Eventually the Skele-King realized the amount of sheep was becoming problematic, so he tried counting them for insurance purposes. This of course put him to sleep.

 

After slaughtering his way through many sheep, feeling a bit peckish, Doug cooked up some mutton with his NUT and also put together a nice garlic sauce to really bring the dish together. 

Arriving at the Skele-Kings sleeping body, Doug charged up his final NUT punch. It would be his last time using the power of NUT.

 

He threw his final punch but missed like an idiot.

 

The ground shook as if god himself smashed his girthy penis down onto the earth.

 

The skele-king awoke and threw Doug backwards and he landed in a bin filled with a suspicious amount of tissues.

 

“You stupid fuck, you wasted all your NUT, what will you do now?” spoke the skele-king

 

Doug looked up and noticed the skele-king was standing in front of the collapsed wall, exposing the cliffside. If he could just push the king, it would all be over.

 

Doug ran forwards, his life flashing before his eyes. 

 

A lot more masturbating than expected, but it was a good one.

 

Doug shoved the Skele-King with all the force he could muster, but as he fell, he managed to grab the edge of the cliff in one final attempt at saving his own life. Or, skeleton life? To be honest i don't really know how life works for skeletons because they’re like conscious and shit but they don't have no brain or heart innit.

 

“Doug, if you spare me now, we can join forces and become more powerful than anyone ever has before!”

 

This sounded tempting, but this plan likely required turning everyone into skeletons to rule over, and the whole point of ruling is to get mad puss, but skelepuss sounds pretty ratchet so doug decided that it was best to just end it here.

 

“You could say… I have a bone to pick with you”

 

Doug then kicked the skele-king's hand off of the edge.

 

All things considered, the pun was shite, but it worked and the king was defeated.

 

After ruffling around the chamber for a while, there was no treasure chest to be found, however there was a trap door under the rug with big titties embroidered on it.

 

Doug went down into the trap door and inside there was indeed a treasure chest. The very one required to save the world. Doug opened it slowly and revealed a piece of paper upon a velvet pillow.

 

The note read as follows:

 

“Send anime tiddies and thighs to @LalzuSSBM on twitter”

 

Also doug grew up to be Doug Walker, yeah the fucking nostalgia critic

 

Why? Because fuck you that’s why. get the fuck outta here
      

      
   
      The Long Down


      
      
      
         
         Sleeping with the Snailfishes

      
         
         Edge of the World

      
         
         The Bottom of the-

      
      

      

      
      
         T’Shhrl’s tentacles quivered in anticipation. Not anxiety. And certainly not fear. 



The young Charfl breathed deeply, his air sacks expanding and contracting vigorously as he prepared himself for his dive. The moment was almost upon him, and he would only have one chance. One brief sliver of opportunity. If he succeeded, he’d bring fame and glory to himself, and prosperity to his Pod. 



If he failed…



Well, the Long Down awaited all Charfl, in the end. 



T’Shhrl used his long, scaled wings to shift his oblong body slightly to the left, letting the Current carry him over his target. As anxious… eager as he was to begin, he wasn’t so young or foolish as to waste energy rushing forward. Not when he had such an arduous task ahead of him. 



Rolling his body upwards, he allowed his main eyes to focus on the skyscape above him. The swirling green and white clouds, the blue blobs of Nectar Seeds, the flashes of light as the rest of his pod spoke back and forth over the miles that separated them as they hunted. 



He very intently did not think about the fact that this might be his last glimpse of Home. 



If only another of his pod had been closer! Another set of tentacles would make his task far safer, though still far from safe. There was nothing safe about the Long Down. Some of his first memories were of being a tiny podling, suckered to his Matron’s back with his brothers and sisters, and being told to beware the Long Down and the Far Up. 



The Far Up was bad enough. It was dangerous, but not inherently deadly. There just wasn’t anything up there. As you rose higher and higher above the cloud layers that were Home, there were fewer and fewer things to eat. Then it became harder and harder to breath. A Charlf’s wings would bite into the air less and less. Eventually your airsacks would start to hurt, no matter how hard you tried to expel them. 



Go too far into the Far Up, stay there too long, and you’d eventually pass out. Hopefully before you ruptured an air sac. As a foolish youngling, he and his podmates had held contests to see who could fly the highest and for the longest. T’Shhrl could only shake his tentacles at the thought of how ignorant and arrogant they had been. It was a small miracle that no one had been injured.



Still, the Far Up wasn’t that dangerous. Even if you passed out, your podmates would have time to catch you before you reach the Long Down. But once you entered the Long Down…



With a twitch of his wings, he set himself straight and level once again. His lower eyes, weaker but more sensitive to the changes in dark and light, warned him that he was nearing his goal. To his main eyes, the shadow in the distance was clearer than ever. A darker spot against the brown and white swirls that separated home from the Long Down. 



A piece of the rare and elusive Short Down. 



The Long Down was a constant of life. Within the murky brown layer, no Charfl, no anything could live. It was an endless maw from which none could escape. Whether due to age, illness, attack by predators, or their own foolishness, all Charfl eventually went to join their elders in the swirling eddies of the Long Down. It was a simple, natural, well understood part of life.



Unlike the Short Down, which was anything but natural. 



All things moved with the Current. The pods of his own people. The Nectar Seeds, Fruit Clouds, and schools of Malguls they fed upon. The packs of Byrilks that could mean death to any Charfl foolish enough to be caught alone. Even the clouds of the Far up and Long down followed the Current! The Current could be fickle. It could twist and turn. It might change its direction and course on a whim. It could be calm and placid, or it could scatter a Pod across miles of turbulent air. But all things moved with the Current.



All things except the Short Down. 



The Short Down was an anomaly. An aberration. Strange, unnatural, but undeniably valuable. Most often it was little more than a shadow in the darkness of the Long Down, far too deep for even the bravest to visit. But perhaps once in a generation a Pod would find the Short Down sticking up out of the depths like the fin of a giant Byrilk. That was a joyous occasion to be sure. But like all contact with the Short Down, it was fleeting. The Current would soon carry the pod away from the alien realm, and even the strongest of fliers could only resist its pull for so long. 



T’Shhrl was not lucky enough to find the Short Down sticking up into Home. But it was close. So very close. Through the wisps and eddies of the boundary layer between the Long Down and Home his main eyes could catch glimpses of the strange, black object. 



The Long Down was a death sentence. But not an instant one. A Charfl could dive into it and return safely. If they were strong. And fast. And lucky. It was not a thing to be done lightly. But the rewards for reaching the Short Down, the treasure, the glory, the accolades!



He couldn’t tell if the Elders that had Passed On were showering him with fortune and favor, or leading him to his death. One the one tentacle, he was incredibly lucky to have spotted the shadow of the Short Down in the first place, and fortunate that it was close enough that it might be reached. One the other, it was a grave misfortune that none of his podmates were in range to assist him in this dangerous endeavor. And while he was certain he could reach his goal, he was far less certain about making it back to Home again. 



In the end, he decided to take his chances. The Short Down was simply too valuable. Not just to himself, but to his entire Pod. To have had the opportunity to help his people, and pass it up… He would not be able to live with himself. 



The time was drawing near. T’Shhrl expanded and contracted his air sacks more and more rapidly, purging his body of toxins as he prepared for his dive. The timing would be tricky. The way the Short Down moved against the Current made it difficult to predict. 



He took a moment to flash the bioluminescent panels on his upper and lower surfaces, signaling his location and intention to his podmates. Perhaps fortune and the Currents would smile upon his Pod, and someone further down the line would be in a position to exploit his discovery.



And then there was no time left for other considerations. T’Shhrl inhaled deeply to fully aerate his blood, then contracted his air sacks and folded his wings. His oblong body fell through the air like an arrow aimed into the underworld.



He felt his body shake and shudder as he passed into the Long Down. He’d faced far worse turbulence in his short life, but never so abruptly as when he passed through the boundary. It buffeted him from side to side, making his breath holes vibrate.



Then he was through the worst of the it. Or through the worst of the turbulence at least. Because nothing could be worse than the Long Down. The brown clouds stung his eyes as he dove through them, rending his upper and lower sets worse than useless. Only his main eyes could see through the murky depths, and even then only poorly. 



T’Shhrl tensed and forced himself to bioluminesce. It was a waste of energy to glow so brightly, but his dive would be pointless if he could not find what he was seeking. Though if he frivolously wasted too much energy his dive would be both pointless and fatal. Still, this was a once in a lifetime opportunity, and he had to give it his all. 



For long seconds he feared he had made a terrible mistake. There was nothing here! Had he mistimed his dive? Had the Short Down’s unnatural motion thrown him off course? Had he dived too deep and passed right under it? How far into the Long Down was he? It was impossible to tell, as he could not longer see Home. Not with the way the brown clouds stung his eyes. 



Fear and doubt began to squeeze his heart, just as the pressure of the Long Down squeezed his air sacks. Did he dare stay down here any longer? Did he dare flee in cowardice? Where was the line between bravery and foolishness? And had he already crossed it?



And then a massive shadow appeared across his path. 



The Short Down! He had made it! T’Shhrl flared his wings, fighting against the Current as he struggled to slow his pace and make contact with the mass of black. It was a difficult task, but one well within his capabilities. Or so he thought, right up until he was upon his goal. 



The Current around the Short Down was like nothing he had ever felt before. It was as if the world itself was screaming in anger at the Short Down’s mere presence! The wind ripped and tore at the scales on his wings, driving him this way and that, slamming him hard against the rough black surface. 



Battered and dazed, his largest tentacles flailed wildly, barely managing to find purchase on the rocky spire. The Current roared around him, and his tentacles shot pain signals through his body at the strain they were under. He barely had the presence of mind to recall where he was, and why he was there. With his failing energy he flashed his glow panels once more, desperate for a clearer view of his surroundings. 



Once again the Elders that had Passed On smiled upon him. The brown clouds of the Long Down parted for just a moment. Just long enough for him to find what he had come so far to seek. From beneath his chest a dozen of his smaller grasping tentacles descended, grabbing loose bits of the strange material of the Short Down. 



He grabbed what he could, as quickly as he could. There was no time to examine his prizes. His air sacks were burning with need. His eyes were blind. And his largest tentacles were screaming in strain. With a gasp he let go, allowing the Current to pull him where it may, praying to the Elders that it would be merciful, and smash him against the Short Down no more. 



The Elders had apparently stopped listening to his pleas, as he struck the black object at least thrice more before passing into the relatively clear space of the Long Down. His wings were bruised and battered, a smattering of scales scraped clean off. But his prizes had been kept close to his chest, held tight in his tentacle’s grip. 



With a powerful flap he sent himself soaring upwards. Or that was his intent. In truth his flap was more feeble than powerful, his bruised limbs barely obeying his commands. He struggled to expand his air sacks, to increase his buoyancy. But the weight of the Long Down was pressing against them from the outside, while the brown clouds burned their insides. 



There was no air in the Long Down. No breath of home and life. He could feel his body weakening, his heart slowing. He was floating upwards, but slowly. Too slowly. The world was growing dimmer. Darker. If he passed out now his air sacks would contract once more… and the Long Down would claim him. 



Perhaps if he was lighter, if he just dropped his prizes… But no. His tentacles curled up closer and tighter with their treasures. He hadn’t come all this way to fail. Not now. He’d either make it Home and bask in his success… Or he’d carry his burden with him into whatever lay beyond Death. 



It was, of all things, the turbulence that saved him. 



It smashed into him, shaking him vigorously back and forth. Though with nowhere near the force the Current had exerted around the Near Down. It rattled him enough to refocus his attention on the world around him, and to drag him from the deadly stupor his deprivation had driven him into. 



And it reminded him that here there were bits of Home. Here there was the breath of life. 



His air sacks swelled as he drew in deeply of his Home. He felt drained. His whole body ached, and his blood sang in desperate need for air. He was still far too close to the Long Down for comfort, but each heartbeat brought him further and further away from the boundary. 



Exhausted, he could barely muster up a feeble glow. But he persevered. It was important to let the rest of the pod know of his success, and of the dangers he had faced. If any of his podmates were in position to make their own dives, they would know to do so with caution, and with full strength. If they had to fight the Current to get into position, they wouldn’t have the strength to make the dive and return. 



His duty done, T’Shhrl uncurled his tentacles to examine his prizes. Before his main eyes he held them. A dozen blacks bits of the Short Down. The Elders called it ‘Obsidian.’ And I was more valuable than a cloud of Malguls. 



If two pieces were struck against each other just right it would produce a black sliver sharper than any Barrtha’s tooth. Strapped to the end of a long piece of bone, it would make a weapon fit for the greatest of warriors. Weapons to keep packs of Byrilk and other predators away from the pod. Weapons that would help keep his people safe and well fed for another generation. 



And this great boon for his Pod was all thanks to his skill and bravery in facing the Long Down. There would be praise and accolades for his daring. The Elders would surely speak of him for many rotations, and the name T’Shhrl would be passed down through the generations for as long as his prizes remained!



Slowly, painfully, he used his wings to turn himself around, to face against the current. As he slowly but steadily rose higher, he could see the shadowy shape of the Short Down as it receded into the distance, its silhouette growing fainter and fainter as it grew further and further away. With a lightened heart he mustered up enough energy to flash the strange, alien object a respectful thank you and farewell. 



He didn’t turn away until even his main eyes could not longer catch a glimpse of shadow. 
      

      
   
      An Ordinary Day


      
      
      
         
         A Long Way Down

      
      

      

      
      
         What's the point in having an hour's lunch? I never actually eat anything at twelve, my metabolism wants me to wait a few more hours, my body clock tells me I'm not really that hungry yet, and the idea of walking into town for a burger is almost repulsive. So, why an hour?



So I can spend an hour sat on this bench, of course. Now, I say that like this is a habitual thing, like I'm so used trying to pass hour long breaks that me and this bench have become familiar somehow, but that's not the case. In fact, this bench is a relatively new addition to my life.



An unwelcome one at that. 



The bench may as well be a fence to sit on, somewhere to consider my future actions and their possible ramifications, the most appropriate place to wrestle with my thoughts. Of course, this isn't due to the fact that all public benches should undeniably be used as places to shamelessly vent your problems, unfettered by the judging looks and harsh words of passersby. In reality, it's the geographic location of this bench that inevitably draws me to it as I walk, encouraging me to sit, the allure of the barely comfortable wooden planks almost too much to resist. Why? It's almost directly between where I need to be and the nearest pub.



I've been sitting for about five minutes now, smoking my cigarette. Long inhales, small exhales, playing a million scenarios over in my head, caught between two opposing thought patterns that seem to loop and switch sides of their own whims. One will win eventually, it always does, and then, my body's stuck doing whatever it tells me, great. Or, that used to be the case, at least. Small considerations, an act, as if I'm trying to put up some kind of fight, then conceding to let loose and enjoy myself, take the edge off, whichever overused line I prefer that day, whichever justifies my self sabotage most succinctly.



I must sound like an alcoholic right now. I laugh at that. I've been called that a couple of times, but my response has always been 'well, if I'm an alcoholic, then why are my drinking habits so unpredictable? I go weeks without a drink sometimes, and I feel fine, I'm not dependent on alcohol.' Besides, I've always imagined an alcoholic to be an older man, or even a pathetic waster who has completely nothing left in his or her life, determined to drown their sorrows day after day. Is this a subjective opinion of what alcoholism really is? Probably. Is this what in the closet gays do to pretend they're normal when they become complete homophobes? Maybe. Does having the occasional urge to go and have a few drinks make you drink dependent? Usually, I would say no, but when it's driving you this crazy? I'm not sure anymore.



I should clarify a few things. I have nothing else to do, just inhale, exhale, poison lungs, pollute air, repeat as necessary. Oh, look, another bad habit. This one, I'm definitely addicted to. But anyways, back on topic. First of all, I've been off the drink for a couple of months now, barely. In that time I've not touched a single drop of alcohol. I've not been a pussy about it either. I'll happily sit in the bar with my friends playing pool, or do whatever else in a social capacity, except now I'm the only one drinking a lemonade. God, I've drank a lot of lemonade lately. It's a good thing it's refreshing. 



Anyways, I suppose this raises another question. Does anyone besides a recovering alcoholic really use the term 'off the drink'? Even acknowledging how long it's been since you drank alcohol in my society (with the exception of including a tone of craving or longing in your speech) is considered strange. The funny thing is, I've gained some perspective over the last couple of months. I drink a lot less than quite a few people I know, really. Does this mean that they all have problems too? Their wallets do, at least. I've kind of just pointed out that I have a problem, unintentionally. Forget that.



Second thing is, this is where it happens most. When I go here, when I'm around my friends, when I'm in this environment, where I am now, I get that craving and desire so much more than I ever would at home. I could be sat in my house, bored out of my mind, and alcohol will rarely cross my mind. So, why here? Maybe it's because I'm away from my family, maybe it's because I'm convinced I have a lot of stress in my life, maybe it's because I happen to like pubs, and socialisation? I definitely like pubs.



But, my brain tells me, with its shitty logic, you can go to a pub and not drink? You know it isn't that simple, brain. Yes, of course I've managed that up until now, but that isn't exactly an easy task when you're so used to going about things a completely different way. I miss the taste of beer. You know how hard it is to miss the taste of beer? Beer isn't exactly a tasty beverage, but I'd kill to taste a Kronenbourg right now. Another consideration from my wonderful brain, alcohol free beer. You don't get it, brain, do you? I don't miss the taste of beer, not really. Well, maybe I do a little, but it's part of the whole article. Having an alcohol free beer would be the same as lying to myself, and I would know it the whole time. No endorphin, no buzz, no sudden desire to buy another, no loss of inhibitions, no arguments or silly mistakes, no fights or drama or hangovers-- --Why do I want a drink again? 



Oh yeah, the presentation. I've not been sleeping much lately, you see, and work like this has a tendency to creep up on me. I had great ideas for this presentation, including audio aids and even a prerecorded video of myself for me to converse with, a fun way of explaining the concepts I'm discussing to my audience. Of course, none of this came to fruition, and I have nothing but the script to present. Why didn't I do it? 



So, I'm sat on this bench, I really don't want to eat anything, and I'm due to begin my fifteen minute presentation in an hour. I don't even know if I've got fifteen minutes worth of material. Am I going to have to adlib any of it? There's going to be about thirty people there, I don't function badly around crowds, but this isn't exactly a routine situation either. Naturally, I'm shitting it, and what's my instinct in that eventuality? Dutch courage.



My head does this all the time, although I can't be certain it's my brain. It almost feels as if there's another entity fighting for control of my physical form, with no rationality whatsoever. This tempter likes to suggest simple solutions to complex problems. Tired? Have a drink. Angry? Have a drink. Nervous? Have two. Got crippling anxiety and know you're going to struggle to get through the day otherwise? Not anymore, but the drink helped then. Probably the only time that its actually served a purpose, really. 



But I'm not thinking that now. Christ, I've no idea how this would have turned out if I'd actually tried writing my feelings during this episode, I don't think it would have helped much. Writing in retrospect is much easier, my thoughts are clearer, and I'm not worried about what might happen anymore. Anyways, at this moment in time, I'm shitting it, and I've got this bloody itch to have a couple of pints, scare off my nerves, walk in the embodiment of confidence, and slay that presentation. Of course, my brain has a couple of things to say about this. 'Alcohol can cloud your judgment, you might forget to say certain things, you might make mistakes etc.'



Obviously, I know these are the smallest problems I need to worry about. The main issue? 'If you go and have one or two, you're not going to stop. You won't make it to that presentation because you'll be out for hours.' I know it's true too, it's happened too many times before to not be so. But if I'm going to just say 'no' and dismiss the idea, why won't it go away? Why is it that for the next hour I'm stuck sitting on this bench, on my fence of indecision where nothing can reach me, considering the potential benefits of imbibing a little drink or two and hoping for the best?



Why am I stuck here lying to myself? I know the name of the game now, though. Cigarette number two, and I've worked it out. If I can sit on this bench and just not move for the next fifty minutes, then I'll rush to my presentation regardless of how I feel, as it will be time to go up and do it, and there won't be anything clouding my judgment. If I get up and wander right now, I'll end up in a pub, and I know it. So, I'm sat on my bench. Yeah, that's right, it's my bench now. Sat here in my tracksuit and box hat, I probably look a little imposing, and no one has elected to sit near me in the last ten minutes, so I'll claim it for now. The person whose life it was dedicated to can reclaim ownership once I've left. 



What's a good way to pass the time? I ask myself. Music! Music is a great distraction, of course. I turn on one of the downloaded albums from Spotify Premium, I listen for about a minute, then turn it off. Why do I never download anything new? I've listened to each of these albums like fifty times now, I'm tired of them. I would download more on the bench, but I have no 3g, one of the problems with being on pay as you go and running out of credit. It's probably a good thing though, as it keeps me from calling up my friends, inviting them out, asking if anyone's up for a quick one. One of the things that holds me back right now is my dislike of drinking on my own. I know that if I could get hold of someone I like short notice, I'd have already lost, and I'd be on my second drink by now. 



I've probably been here less than fifteen minutes, but I'm now shifting around on the bench. I have ADHD, if you were wondering. It's not severe, but I have a short attention span, and I'm an incredible fidget, pretty hyperactive at times too. I notice myself shifting more in the direction of the pub, then doing the opposite, as if it's going to make any difference. They're both a good minute's walk from here, which side of the bench I sit on really doesn't matter. Then again, it could be seen as symbolic, I suppose? I'm not getting into semiotics now, not over this.



I give this bollocks too much power in my mind because I devote so much thought to it. That's a vicious circle though, isn't it? The more I think about it, the more I consider it to be a big problem, the more I think about it blah blah blah perpetual loop. Not very fun. In reality, I know this isn't all that important. Alcohol isn't intrinsic to survival in any way. I've never seen Bear Grylls bust out a bottle of rum in the coldest regions of Greenland or wherever. Nah, he drinks his own piss. He's always seemed like a conceited arsehole to me, but I'll bet he wouldn't be having the problems I'm having now.



This is where I start to think about my take on the problem, rather than the problem itself. I think about the gravity of the issue and how it really affects me, how important it really is. I conclude that I'm pretty pathetic, and start to wonder why certain people even bother to put up with me. Unfortunately, thoughts like this lead me back to 'I don't even drink that often, why do I even need to stop for months?' and again I feel trapped on my fence, unsure whether to take my chances and jump down on the right side, or just lay there till I fall off, in one direction or another. 



Hold on, I'm forgetting, which direction is the right one again? 



I sit and I sit and I sit until my arse goes numb, but still I persist. Despite everything, I still know I can't trust myself. I roll another cigarette. ADHD, cigarettes, good combo. It gives me something to do with my hands, calms me a little. Still, it's not doing very much right now. I start to wonder how long I'll stick at this detox, how long I'll actually manage to keep my head on my shoulders. I wonder if it'll even help in the long run. I mean, yeah, taking an extended period of abstinence is all good and all, but unless you've got a serious and real intention to quit permanently, what's the point, really? You're just giving your body a brief reprieve, delaying the inevitable dive back into the same habits, right? 



'You're at your highest point in a while now, head not cloudy, mind not in a constant haze, things are getting done on time, you're meeting most of your deadlines, your relationships are healthier, yet there's a big drop waiting the second you decide you're ready to do your thing again.' Reminding myself of that is one of the best ways to continue on. It's funny too, I see friends saying they want to drink less, go out less, leave certain vices alone, and it usually lasts all of a week. Until the next weekend pops up, to be precise. I, however, have been devoted to myself, out of respect for myself, and the others around me, more than anything, and how has it paid off? 



Well, I've got my bench, at least.



About twenty minutes into my sitting and refraining, I'm starting to feel a little sick. I'm not sure if it's nerves or if it's the fourth cigarette in a row that I'm puffing on. Did I mention that it's a hot day? It's not scorching, but it's still pretty hot, and I've got no water, or anything like that. Of course, cigarettes are only helping to dehydrate me further, wonderful. Of course, now alcohol sounds even more enticing, doesn't it? Who doesn't want a beer on a hot spring day, especially when the sun is out and their throat is parched? 



Me, that's who. I just want to sit on my bench. 



A few more minutes and I'm going stir crazy. I've never wanted to leave a place so badly. I think 'what could I do to kill half an hour?' abd three options pop up in my head: Bookies, pub, food. I'm not betting my money, I'm not drinking my money, and I'm not hungry, so none of those will do. I suppose I'll just resign myself to sitting for another half an hour. God, I wish I lived nearby.



Then, an unlikely visitor appears. It's Arryn. I know Arryn well enough, in fact, he's one of the other people that has to present today. He waves hello as he walks up and I nod in return, at which point he sits down next to me, long cardboard tube in hand. Thankful for a distraction, I ask him what it is, and he tells me that it's a large poster he's going to use during his presentation. He asks what I'm doing here on the bench, of course, and I lie, telling him I stopped to roll a cigarette, and then proceed to do so.



What? It's not like he knows how many I've had up till now. Unless, maybe he can smell it on me?



So I'm sat there, performing my familiar breathing routine, now with added smoke. After a few calming breaths, and a couple of minutes of discussing trivial things to do with the work we're doing and how we found it, I decide to say something.



I explain to him, in significantly less words, just why I'm sat here. I say that I was on my way to town, but thought better than to go there and be tempted to hop in the pub. He listens and nods, urging me to carry on. I explain that I haven't drank in a couple of months, and that it can be difficult for me at points, especially when it's a nice day, or I've got a bad case of nerves, or whatever. 



Arryn is surprisingly understanding, and has a fair amount to say on the matter too. He's about twelve years older than me, one of the only people I talk to who is that much older, but still, it helps him to know what he's talking about, I suppose. He tells me that he quit everything around seven years ago, electing to live a healthier life. I ask if he was a good drunk, he tells me he was. I blurt out that if I was a good drunk all the time, I never would have quit.



Oh, I neglected to mention that, didn't I? I'm a terrible drunk, quite often at least. If anything, that coupled with the fact that my main temptations to drink come with stress, exhaustion or upset, are probably what have led to my problem being so significant. He asks how bad I was, I tell him that I've got a very short temper when I've drank enough, and that I've also got quite a harsh sense of humour to boot. Also, it's quite hard to tell me 'no' once I'm half cut. 



He nods along, making a few comments here and there, but I consider that it might be easier to just give an example. I recount the last time I had a drink. It was roughly two months ago, I had just finished, and was on my way home when I decided to stop in a pub for one drink, I had earnt it. While in there, I decided to give my dad a ring. It's been a good while since we've spoken. I actually had credit back then so calling him wasn't an issue. Getting him to pick up was. I send a couple of texts afterwards, eventually sending one saying 'call me ASAP' which he actually responded to. He called me assuming that there was some big problem, I told him 'no, it's just that we haven't spoken in about five months, I wanted to tell you what I've been upto, and ask you how you've been'. He makes his excuses about being busy and talking to me about everything soon and hangs up. 



By this point, I'm pretty upset. I feel as if I've been disregarded. I'm also painfully aware of where I am, the fact I'm two of three pints in, and have a tendency to fly off the rails when I get drunk whilst upset. I decide it's better for me to just leave and go home. 



On my way to the bus station, I consider the fact that I've already been drinking, and despite not even being tipsy, am in a foul mood. If I go home like this, I'll probably get into a big argument with my mother. Probably best to stay out for a little, right? Well, it's past six in the evening, all the shops are shut, so what is there to do? Pubs are out of the question, so I settle on a bookies, stopping at a cash machine on the way. 



I lose thirty pounds. Angry with myself I leave, and go to get a drink to calm down. (Remember what I said about vicious circles?) Whilst in the pub, someone tells me that I should go and try to get my money back. I, in my inebriated state, listened. I spend another half an hour in the bookies, at one point being over a hundred pounds down, at another point being about two hundred pounds up, but eventually leave with a small, insubstantial loss. Again, I'm angry. Why did I go to lose money, then have to spend so long winning most of it back? Why didn't I give up when I was ahead? I go to buy and eat a burger, and before you know it I bump into a couple of friends. They're on their way to the pub and they're inviting me to join them. Of course, I accept. 



We get there, and they have a bunch of other friends with them. We have a couple in there, we go to the next place, and the place after that, I'm pretty drunk by this point, I keep buying drinks for others and having drinks bought in return, I'm really throwing my money around. Eventually, I'm sat in the last place, and most of the people I was with are getting ready to call it a night. My mum's already called me at some point and I distinctly remember explaining why I was pissed off and just wanted some time alone, and her asking me not to come back in a state. Looks like I'm not going to manage that at this rate, cause I'm really quite pissed by now. 



Everyone's leaving, someone's asking if I want them to walk with me to the train station, I assure them I'll get moving soon. The last train is quite soon. Of course, when I finish my drink, I find out that I've got another drink waiting in the woods, so I have that one too. Why not, I paid for it. So, I'm outside with my bluetooth headphones on, drunk as hell, smoking my cigarette and drinking my pint, getting ready to call it a night, or so I say. Suddenly, the bluetooth on my headphones disconnects. I'm sure they're not out of battery, so I go to check the connection on my phone. My phone isn't there, someone is walking off with it. 



Needless to say, adrenaline briefly sobered up my movement enough for me to chase the guy down and get my phone back. I also gave him quite a few kicks for trying to rob me. Like seriously, I kicked the shit out of him. Thinking back to this, this isn't my proudest moment. I've had quite a few fights in my life, not many of which were started by me, and I've never kicked someone while they were down, no matter how angry I might have been. However, it seems that with the right combination of built up anger and alcohol, I'm able to do so, and that's quite sickening.



And then, I had an argument with mum over the phone, who had been trying to call me when I didn't have my phone, coincidentally. Then, my friend calls me, and I argue with him too, when he asks me to go home. I stay out a little longer, until there are no more trains, and end up paying eighty-six pounds for a cab home. I clamber into bed, eventually sleeping.



The next morning, my friend calls me and tells me all the details about the night before that I may have missed out here. It'd take too long to go into absolutely everything, after all. I'm finding it hard to take any of it in, due to the terrible hangover I have. I check my bank account, there's about three hundred pounds missing, at least. Mum's pretty pissed at me too.



Oh, and to top it all off, Dad called me up, and decided to give me a big old lecture about drinking (during most of which I was silently blaming him for the whole situation.), he hasn't spoken to me since, but I can't be bothered to make an effort with him anymore.



Anyways, that was then, I tell Arryn, who nods, agreeing that this detox probably was the right move for me, and he understands why I've stuck at it until now. I check my watch, and what do you know? It's nearly time to get moving, so we do just that, exchanging stories about funny nights out we've had in the past, because it's fine to think back to the good parts every now and then, it's even okay to miss it a little.



Anyways, that was then. Nowadays, it's been good a while longer since I've had anything to drink, and I'm quite happy. My life's still on track, and that feeling of being high or low has leveled out. I'm content with myself, and also believe that if at some point in the future, I decided that I would be alright to occasionally drink again, I would be able to handle that without too many issues. One thing I do know is that I'm not going to have to sit on any more benches.



I shouldn't have to sit on any more fences either, if I'm lucky.  




      

      
   
      No End


      
      
      
         
         There is no end to infinity

      
      

      

      
      
         There was a flash, and then I was falling. I reached out my hands to grasp the nearest platform, a green-toned stone held in place by a thin membrane of dull gray attached to countless other similar platforms. With a loud thud, I made contact. Unfortunately, I was going too fast to get a good grip. Seconds after clutching to the edge and digging in, my fingers began to slip. Desperately, I tried to reach out for something else, but before I knew it, I was again falling. Less than a minute later, I made impact on another platform five hundred meters below my target, the air leaving my lungs and most of my bones snapping from the force of impact.

 

I shut my eyes and fought back the tears swelling in my eyes, faint memories of a Mobius strip flashing somewhere in my memory, yet its meaning was something I could not quite put together yet. Something about it felt important though. Why though was something I needed more time to ponder on.

 

“Come in! Are you okay?” a deep, gravelly voice echoed from somewhere in my helmet. I was too dazed to bother figuring out if it was coming from the left or right speaker, so I ignored that and quickly moved on to the next thought, which was less about the voice and more about damning my luck for missing the target. I had been so close in that last jump. If only I had been able to hold on tighter...

 

“I’ll live,” I replied to the voice’s question, wincing and gasping as I moved my muscles, only to be racked by pain the likes of which I had never before felt. The fall had been far too much the suit’s antigrav systems to handle properly—not that the system had been as effective as they should. Where I didn't seem to have real consistency to its gravity. Up, down, left right—none seemed to hold any real meaning, each constantly shifting at a moment’s whim as if under the control of some hyperactive toddler with a television remote control.

 

“Readings say you have injuries over sixty percent of your body. Worse of them is your leg,” said the voice over the comms. “You must exercise more caution next time. The suit may be nearly indestructible, but you certainly are not.”

 

“Tell me something I already don’t fucking know!” I snapped back, taking deep breaths to calm myself as the suit began pumping me full of painkillers. I could feel the small needles punching holes around my neck, their liquid coursing through my body, leaving the sensation of something hot traveling down my veins. Almost instantly, the worse of the pain vanished, leaving only the worst of it, albeit greatly dulled.

 

I gave myself a minute to reorient my senses. Despite being face up towards what would have been considered ‘down’, I was instead facing up into the ‘sky’, or its closest approximation in the insane realm. I could still see the towering titans far off in the distance. Those faceless and nearly shapeless humanoid things; blobs of black swarming all over the heaven, traveling to and fro like packs of ants moving from one resource to the next. They lacked all the finesse of actual ants though, as their movements were haphazard, almost random. Staring at the thousands of shapes was mesmerizing, and aside from ants, their hurried movements made me think of animals being herded by some unseen taskmaster. I wouldn’t have been shocked to hear the crack of a whip far off in the distance.

 

Seeing the sky left me feeling queasy, so I looked to my left and spotted the end of the ‘platform’. Gathering my strength, I scooted over just enough to peer over the edge. Below me was an endless expanse of cyan that looked to be eternally vast. It didn’t matter where I looked, there was nothing but the void greeting me. The only thing that broke the emptiness were two dancing orbs of radiant and pure white. They shone down upon so their surroundings so fiercely and mercilessly, that just being in the general direction of their rays made the skin behind my UV plated visor burn as if I was inches away from an open flame.

 

Despite being inside a hermetically sealed suit, there was a constant and droning sound in the environment. Something between a very heavy and distorted guitar chord and an old foghorn from back when the fog was a genuine threat to sea vessels. It was soft enough to not be harmful to my ears, yet loud enough to possibly give me headaches if I stood around long enough doing nothing. Most telling, perhaps, was the fact that my external audio receptors were set to their lowest possible settings. Had I had my receptors in full operation mode, the sound would have no doubt been debilitating.

 

After finally accepting my situation, I tried to stand. Though my body was weak, my suit did the bulk of the work, the actuators pulling on the thick plating and ensuring that the joints moved freely and separate from my muscles. As the suit worked, the nanites pumped into my bloodstream before my departure began to attend to the worst of the injuries. Traveling faster than my mind could comprehend, they mended my broken bones and sew back the torn flesh. But even in their tireless haste, it would be minutes before I would be fully healed. It would then be a full hour before the pain would stop entirely.

 

“Readings say you are now five-hundred meters away from the target. Can you still reach it?” the gravelly voice asked, the communication signal staticky, but understandable.

 

“I can try to, but I don’t think I’ll have luck the way I came.” I looked up at the massive structure before me. To call it a ‘tower’ would have been the easiest description, yet a tower it really couldn’t be, because its roots traveled hundreds of miles into the sky, ending on gnarled tendrils that dug themselves deeply into the ‘ground’. The sky itself seemed to be made of the same material as the ‘tower’, albeit in a darker shade of brown or gray. Some parts had blooms of green and blue something that seemed to sway to some kind of wind pressure as they sprung forth from massive cracks. Other parts of the sky looked to be made of some kind of metallic substance that duly reflected the white light from below me, almost acting like unfathomably large spotlights.

 

“Do you see any method to accomplishing the task?” the voice asked me, its tone distant, cold, and calculated.

 

“That’s a negative,” I replied solemnly. “Tower doesn’t look like it has access. Gravity is also constantly shifting on my end. Climbing looks as if it would take days, and while the suit can certainly last that long, I don’t think I can.

 

“I see,” the gravelly voice said. “The goal must be accomplished. You know what has to be done.”

 

I dreaded hearing those words because the only thing that came to mind when I heard them was unimaginable pain. How many times had I gone through it? How many times would I be made to suffer it? It didn't matter, it had to be done. There was just no getting around it.

 

“Will it stop hurting sometime soon?”  I asked.

 

“Unfortunately, that is an answer I cannot provide at this time.”

 

Of course.

 

“However,  the process does become less painful the more it is performed.”

 

with a heavy sigh,  I resign myself to my destiny. Still, a chill grows in the back of my spine.

 

“I will begin the procedure. Are you prepared?” the gravelly voice says.

 

“I will never be prepared,” I reply.

 

The voice says nothing to that. Deep down, I hope whoever’s on the other side rots in hell, but more than likely it is just some AI programmed to complete the mission regardless of cost. It wasn’t uncommon for us to get assigned such things, especially when our assignments could take months or years. No sane person would stick around that long,  especially based on some of the shit we see on a daily basis.

 

“Preparing the Lucifer Drive System. Standby for teleportation.”

 

Teleportation… something that I had once thought to be fantasy made real thanks to technology. It was supposed to be quick, instantaneous even; a flash of light, a poof and energy,  and you were elsewhere! The final answer to the age long question of how to transport materials. Before it was perfected, the only way to get anything from one place to another was to physically move them. Back when distances weren’t as great, it wasn’t too big a deal. But as humanity's horizons expanded beyond Earth, transporting goods from one end of the known universe to the other became nearly impossible.

 

Yet teleportation as I knew it wasn’t something the common folk knew about. I pray to whatever gods are still out there that they never know about it.

 

“Teleporting now.”

 




There was a flash, and suddenly it was dark. In front of me appeared to be some type of mirror. I saw myself in it, but my eyes were closed. Before I could think anything of it, the image vanished out of existence, and a lurching in my stomach told me I was falling. I braced myself just before I hit something.  the fall itself hadn't been too severe, but it was something I would never get used to.

 

I looked around and instantly felt familiarity hit me. It was the same old dark place, with no doors, no window, and no way to leave. It didn't take long for me to spot familiar figures in the black.

 

Once upon a time, I had believed that someone would come find me. Of course, I had been naïve back then. This was before the truth had been made clear to me. You couldn't just move one thing from one place to another physically. It was impossible. The only way to accomplish the task was by sending out the particles that would eventually form the new physical object. But since matter and energy cannot be destroyed or created, the old had to wind up somewhere else. Memories, thankfully, weren’t tied to the same system. Every time I teleported, more and more memories remained, for you couldn't just create something out of nothing without a part of the old imprinting itself into the new.

 

I walked up to the figures. It was on that closer inspection that I realized that many of them were corpses.  Some of the bodies were still inside their suit, while others had climbed out only to die of starvation and exposure to the void. One or two still lived, but they just sat there rocking back and forth, mumbling incomprehensible nonsense to themselves. I had to wonder just how long they had been stuck in the dark for. They saw me but said nothing. I myself could understand why. I had knowledge of this place, but that knowledge existed solely within the newer selves. My knowledge was also limited to this miserable place and its ‘safe’ space. What lay beyond was as much a mystery to me as it was to the other versions of myself.

 

There was a yet another buzz above the void. I look up to see two me's floating in the air. One of them disappeared while the other fell. A loud snap accompanied his landing, one that I couldn’t help but wince at. My doppelgänger screamed in agony, at which point instinct kicked in. I rushed to him, “you okay?”

 

“My God-damned leg!” he shouted. “I fucking broke my leg!”

 

I moved around to get a better look while he spouted streams of obscenities. I was too engrossed trying to get a good look at my other self that I didn't notice another buzz filling the void. My doppelganger looked up just in time to see another of my doppelgangers land chin first on him. More snapping sounds filled the air, indicating broken bones. The me I had been tending to went limp almost immediately upon impact from the new me. He, in turn, started screaming in earnest. I backed away from the scene wanting to look away but being unable to for fear that something else might happen. I still couldn't get used to the sight despite already having seen it hundreds of times before.

 

Yet another buzz filled the void. Just as before, two me’s floated in the air. One disappeared and the other fell. This one landed on top of the other two, crushing them with a sickening splat. He rolled off the pile,  seemingly unharmed, and stood up. His eyes went wide on seeing me, his body shaking as he took in the sight before him. He yelled in terror, backing away and tripping on his own feet. He kept his eyes on me for the longest time before once more standing and running away. He fled into the black beyond. 

 

There was shifting in that darkness. Something massive was waiting. I heard a blood-curdling scream erupt from my other me, followed by a flash and the sound of thunder. A dismembered arm flew in my direction, landing a few inches away from my feet. 

 

Poor bastard, his suit had detonated. At least it had been a quick death. Though that just begged the questions of what he had seen exactly.

 

“We don't go into the void,”  one of the other me’s, one who had discarded his suit long ago and looked to be nothing but bones and stretched skin, said. “It lies there, waiting. We don't know what it is, but it's much better to sit here and starve to death than to face it.” The other me chuckled as he turned his head back to his inner thigh. “You are welcome to wait here or set your suit to self-destruct. Or you can brave the black and see what should not be seen. Either way, it doesn't matter. You're going to die.”

 

I took a deep breath and steeled myself. I had to know what was beyond, especially if it was really that bizarre. I was already a dead man anyway, and any information I gathered before then would eventually wind up in my copy. It might go to him as a dream, or it might to him as a memory, but it would arrive sooner or later. 

 

Maybe then, I would find some way to break the vicious cycle of death and rebirth. Break the strip, finish the mission, and go back home.

 

I stepped into the void. Something there instantly took notice of me. I could feel it slithering in the murk, yet I could not see it yet. Something instinctual told me that it was far too unfathomable for my mind to comprehend, that it would take decades—maybe even centuries—for a mind as feeble as mine to really wrap itself around it. It was almost like asking an ant to explain the nature of God. it drew closer, it's very presence turning my blood ice cold. 

 

Finally, I saw something, and it was utterly incomprehensible. Blood began to pour out of my eyes as my head began to grow larger and larger form the pressure now entering into it. My every bone began to twist, and my very skin began to melt right off. I felt something unbelievably hot in the center of my chest, growing and expanding. 

 

The last thing I recall what's the image of a Mobius strip, a set of familiar yet alien words filling my head to the point of bursting…

 




There was a flash, and then I was falling. I reached out my hands to grasp the nearest platform, a green-toned stone held in place by a thin membrane of dull gray attached to countless other similar platforms. With a loud thud, I made contact. Unfortunately, I was going too fast to get a good grip. Seconds after clutching to the edge and digging in, my fingers began to slip. Desperately, I tried to reach out for something else, but before I knew it, I was again falling. Less than a minute later, I made impact on another platform five hundred meters below my target, the air leaving my lungs and most of my bones snapping from the force of impact.

 

“Come in! Are you okay?” a deep, gravelly voice echoed from somewhere in my helmet. I was too dazed to bother figuring out if it was coming from the left or right speaker, so I ignored that and quickly moved on to the next thought, which was less about the voice and more about damning my luck for missing the target. I had been so close in that last jump. If only I had been able to hold on tighter...

 

I shut my eyes and fought back the tears swelling in my eyes, faint memories of a Mobius strip flashing somewhere in my memory. The words “no end to Infinity” were now very clear to me. A haunting and blighted reminder my very existence...
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         Brice tried to focus on his breathing, but that was difficult. He cracked his eyes open and looked around. There were cameras, of course, the few journalists that had been allowed to cover the event, and they all were checking up with their assistants. Further away a couple of rafts, whose outboard motors droned, circled around the boat like bumble bees around their hive.



“Gary!” he called. The chief organiser was softly chatting a few feet away with an unknown underling, but he immediately broke his conversation and came to Brice. “Yes?”



“I need silence now. Please tell those journos to knock it off and try to make the rafts shut their engines too, please.”



“Right away,” Gary said and he was off, slapping the back of the underling en passant. Brice watched him stride to the nearest guy and tell him to speak lower, then  continue on to the next one.



When the noise has abated a little, Brice closed his eyes again and started to breathe deeply. He turned his attention to his heart. Years of yoga training had given him an acute awareness of his body, and partial control over some automatic functions like heart beating. Not that he was able to stop or start his ticker at will, but he could slow it down quite effectively. Three months ago, combining this faculty with ample breathing, he was able to reach eighteen pulses per minute, and he knew he could still probably get even slower, to the skepticism of his personal doctor.



Meanwhile the technical aids were checking the diving gear for the last time: pulleys, karabiners, inflatable balloon, ballast, graduated plumb line, emergency signals, everything had to be in perfect order. A single flaw could lead to catastrophe. The whole kit and caboodle had already been tested dozens of time. It was foolproof and there was no reason for anything to go amiss, but better play it hundred percent safe.



After twenty minutes or so, Brice nodded slightly. The platform on the edge of which he was seated moved round, pulled up by chains linked to a crane installed on the deck. The platform pivoted until it was over the water, then was lowered gingerly. As soon as it reached the sea level, assistants swarmed in to lock Brice’s harness to the line and put in his half-closed hand the “command” switch. A single press on it would jettison the ballast and trigger the chemical reaction which would inflate the balloon and lift Brice back to the surface without the need to move a muscle.



When all was done and checked, the assistants retreated and the platform was lowered again until all remained awash was Brice’s head. The cameramen on board zoomed in on it, trying to capture the facial expression in the very last moments before the dive. The doctor eyes were locked on him too, and his right hand clasped a stopwatch.



Everyone on board was edgy. Paradoxically, only Brice seemed to be fully relaxed, as if he’d lost contact with the external world and taken shelter inside an invisible shuck. His head was still, his eyes were closed, his neck was licked by the wavelets that wrinkled the surface of the sea. He seemed to be asleep.



This lasted for long minutes, until all of a sudden Brice’s mouth opened wide, then clapped close. He sunk under the water. The plumb line shuddered, a few bubbles surfaced and that was all. He was gone.



The doctor punched the stopwatch button and everyone gathered around and turned their attention to the TV screen that relayed the images taken by the camera attached to the gear. There was hardly anything to see aside of floating hair and a tangle of cables. Sometimes a couple of bubbles would float up, darting through the screen like shooting stars in the sky.



Thirty seconds.



Brice was sinking flat out into the depths. He kept his eyes closed – what was the point of opening them anyway? Within seconds the dim light of the sun that hit his retinas, oozing through the water and piercing his eyelids faded and he found himself in the night. A false night in which he should stay as long as possible.



The funniest were the “dreams”. It wasn’t really dreams, because he wasn’t sleeping, but it hadn’t found a better term to describe what he was experiencing. To him, it had always felt as if his mind was closing up, warping up his whole life in a few minutes. Memory of long lost forgotten things would bubble up from his subconscious: faces, scenes, landscapes. He had heard people claiming the same phenomenon had happened to them when they stood at death’s door, and he believed them. After all, what was apnoea but the closest state to death?



Slowly the darkness receded as flashy blue lights loomed ahead and…



“Will he survive?” the voice off dad asked.



No audible response. A siren was blaring and although he didn’t feel his body move, he knew somehow he was moving. Rushing ahead. Barrelling. But where? What had happened?



“Two minutes without breathing. He’s only three,” an unknown voice eventually declared.



He was aware of something strange over his face. He cracked his eyes open. He saw dad, seated on a rough plank fixed to the walls of a cramped room. Two other men watched devices and screens he had never seen before. He tried to speak but nothing escaped his mouth, as if he was gagged. He cast a glance at his arms. Both were strapped to the doss he was lying on and a needle had been planted into his right elbow. He fixed it with horror, wanted to scream, to move, to tear this needle out of his arm but he couldn’t. He couldn’t move a muscle. He couldn’t yell. A wave of pure,

primeval fear punched him in the face. He screamed silently, choked, wriggled, windmilled his arms that couldn't move, drowned… Another siren bleeped, closer and louder, and a merciful breaker of darkness engulfed him into oblivion. 



Dad barged into the bathroom. “Brice. My watch please!” he said earnestly. The tub was almost full of water and Brice lay in it, his face down and hidden by his floating hair. Dad bent over the tub and poked Brice’s back, who jerked with the surprise of it and rolled over in the tub, splashing water around.



“What?” Brice said, panting.



“My watch, son.”



Reluctantly, Brice reached out and handed the waterproof watch to Dad. “But it was only two minutes and ten seconds.”



Dad sat on the rim of the tub. “Brice, I already told you to stop those stupid experiments!”



“But Dad, I mean, it’s cool. It’s like being a dolphin and I’m sure I can reach three—”



“One of these days, you’re gotta get yourself drowned. You barely escaped death the first time, remember?”



Brice sighed. “Okay Dad. I didn’t mean to aggravate you. I’m sorry.”



Dad bent and pecked Brice. “It’s okay son. You just be careful. This is no safe game you’re playing. Right?” He smiled, and Bruce returned his smile halfheartedly.



“One minute forty-five seconds,” the doc said. On the control monitor, digits were counting up. 60 metres, 63, 66… 



“Is it true he can hold up to fifteen minutes?” a journalist asked.



“Fifteen ten is his personal record measured in a pool. Prolly world record too, though he never bothered about measuring it officially. But I’m sure he can do a few seconds more if he really needs it.”



“How the hell he’d do that?”



“Mystery. Apparently his brain is able to shut down into an oxygen-saving mode, something no one else can do. Gives him a tough resistance to hypoxia.”



“Hypowhat?” Gary asked.



“Hypoxia. Low oxygen condition, what you expect during apnoea.”



They both turned their attention to the figures on the screen. A minute. Just over 200 metres.



Mum and Brice sat around the kitchen table. It was late evening, and the red light of the sunset seeped through the open window.



“E+. That won't get you anywhere Brice! Do you realise that?” Mum yelled, her face crimson with anger.



Brice shifted on his chair. “I do my best, Mum,” he said and shook his head. “I just… I just don’t get it. I’m sorry.”



Mum sighted and relented. “What am I going to do with you. If only your father was still alive…”



“What about the insurance?”



Mum glared at him. “What insurance?” she yelled. “Your dad was a fucking scientist who slogged all his life in a laboratory so that other people could cash what he discovered. His insurance? Pssht!” She wavered in the air. “Goodbye college. But anyway, what’s the problem? With grades like those, you can shove college up to your wazoo.” 



Brice looked down to his plate and hushed. Silence fell, and both finished the dinner without talking. When it was over, “Mum?”



“Yes?”



“The guy at the swimming pool wants to see you. He says I could probably do something with my ability to stay under water for minutes.”



Mum sighed again. “All right. I’ll call him tomorrow.”



The door was closed, and Brice couldn’t really hear what was going on on the other side, unless he pressed his ear against it, but the odds were too high it would open and he would be caught red-handed.



He was pacing back and forth in that little room, ignoring the row of plastic chairs that lined the wall. He looked at his hands, but there was no nail he could reasonable afford to gnaw on anymore. He had spent all his ammo.



All of a sudden, the door opened, and the large figure of the sergeant appeared on the threshold. “Come in!” he said in a deep voice. Brice trod in, and the sergeant patted him on the back as he walked through the threshold. “Sit please!” he said, gesturing towards the chair next to the one Brice’s mother sat in. Brice sat in turn, and the officer did the same behind his desk.



“Right,” he began, “Me and your mum have reached an agreement. We both believe you unusual apnoea ability could be really precious to the army, my boy. Every so often, we have to carry out delicate missions where standard scuba divers just can do. Like sneaking through underwater crannies or like. You mum said to me you were thrilled to serve your country?”



“Well… her… yes sir?” Brice replied, half-fazed.



“Then the army is just everything you should care about!” He put forward a document on the desk. “This is your contract, lad. Sign here, and I promise you the best of future. Action, thrill, adventure. You’ll voyage all over the globe and rub shoulders with the most daring and dashing guys you could ever meet, and you’ll become part of them. You’ll be brawny and tanned, every girl on the planet will dream about having sex with you. Welcome to a brighter world, kid.” He handed Brice a big pen.



Brice picked up the pen, bent over the desk and tried to read what was written on the document, but it was all in fine prints and even the little he could make out didn’t really make sense. This was all over him, in a way. He turned his face to look at mum, who nodded. “Go ahead,” she said. “You’ll never find a better job offer in your whole life.”



Half-reluctantly, Brice uncapped the pen and underwrite the document with the squiggle that was his signature at the time.



”Five minutes and thirty seconds,” the doc announced. The depth-meter was still running at full tilt. Minus 150.



“How long will it take for him to surface back?” a reporter asked. 



“About a minute if he goes down to 250. The balloon is full of gas, but pressure and water resist against the ascent.”



”That must be factored in, right?”



“He’s aware of this. He’s not rookie, you know?”



Minus 160.



162.



That dive of San Diego’s downtown was sleazy. Brice sat with three friends at a table, chatting and knocking beers back. They were on shore leave after a gruelling mission involving the delivery of spoofing devices on the keel of a Russian vessel.



“Hey,” his neighbour poked his ankle into his hip. “Check out that blonde over there!”



Brice looked up in the direction his friend was cocking his head at and there she was, sitting on a bar stool, alone, sipping  an unknown cocktail of a strange, flashy colour with a straw. Natural blonde it seemed, quite busty, with a skimpy skirt and high heels. Twenty, twenty-five at most. Toothsome bimbo.



Brice laughed. “Fuck you, Franck! Look at her. Nice piece of ass, agreed, but she’s a whore. Sticks out like a sore thumb.”



“Bet she’s not. Hookers are made up and lipsticked and freaky as hell. This one only seems to have knocked at the wrong door. Besides, what? You can dive for minutes and put bombs under submarines and you’ve got no balls to walk up to a looker and ask her for nookie?”



“Come on Francky boy, why don’t you you go yourself?”



“I would, but you know I’m engaged, right? So can’t do that anymore. Honesty blah-blah. It’s your turn now. Show us all you’ve guts with gals, too.”



Brice grimaced. “You’re a fucking asshole Frank, but I love you the same.” He slapped Frank’s back, scraped his chair back and inched his way to the bar next to the girl. He ordered another draught beer then turned to her.



“Hey, know what? I’ve been to thousands of places but I’ve never seen a cocktail look like this. What’s in it?”



The girl eyed him curiously. She had nice green eyes. He was jacked up and tanned, and his pale blue eyes and short chestnut hair added up to make him a really attractive boy. So had some of females he had met told him, but he had to check it independently.



“Nothing fancy. That’s just fruit and rum,” she said, “but with drops of fluorescein added to make it glow with the dark light.” She pointed to the ceiling, where several dark violet tubes were set.



Brice whistled. “Smart guys,” he said.



“Uh-huh,” she nodded. “You’ve been to thousands of places? You’re a sailor?”



Brice smiled. “Yes… well…” He hesitated. “Not really. I’m with the Navy. Special task force.”



“Wow. What do you do exactly?”



“I’m afraid I can’t tell about it. Delicate missions, that’s all I can say. Hey—” her glass was empty now. “Want another of your extraterrestrial cocktail?”



She giggled. “Would you?”



“Sure!” he said, and hailed the bartender.



“Seven thirty past. Minus 220. That’s within grasp of the world record,” Gary said.



“Are you ready to activate the signal?” the doc said. “As soon as he breaks to 250, we’ll warn him to go up.”



“He can’t go deeper?” Another journalist wondered.



“Past 250, the pressure becomes very difficult to fight off. Your ribcage can be crushed anytime. That’s 25 bars, don’t forget. One bar every ten metres. There are limits to what the human body can endure. I’m not sure anyone could get much deeper, even if he could hold his breath virtually forever.”



Minus 230.



Sex was over and they were both lying in bed, naked, covered in sweat. Temperature had not dropped under 80, and the night was torrid, in every sense of the word.



She clasped his hand in hers and rolled over in the bed to face him. “That was fabulous,” she said.



He lay supine, his gaze mesmerised by the spinning of the ceiling fan. He didn’t answer, just pressed her hand harder. They remained still for a couple of minutes, with only their labouring breathing keeping them company. 



“Do you know,” she carried on eventually, “what I’d like from you the most?”



He turned his head toward her. “No?”



“A baby.”



He closed his eyes and sighed. He was expecting something along the lines of a wedding, and he was even prepared to welcome it. But that? Why so suddenly? Why now?



“Julia, I love you more than anything else in the world, but I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he protested.



She withdrew her hand. “And why’s that?”



“I can’t do that, darling. I’m away ten months every year. When I go, I never know if I’ll return and when. That’s no way to raise a child. A child deserves a father who is close to him. Someone who’s there. A true father, not some sort of ghost. Believe me, I know that.”



“That’s why we should do it right now. I can’t take anymore of it Brice. You going and me waiting for months without even knowing where you go and when you turn back. I want that baby so that I can have you by my side even where you’re gone.”



”You’re already unhappy with my life, but yours an adult, chose to share it. He or she would live the same way, but wouldn’t’ve chosen it. I can’t let that happen. No way. I’m sorry,” he concluded sternly.



She sat on the edge of the mattress, her back facing him. “Is that you last word?” she asked.



“Yes,” he said. He crawled towards her and reached to her back.



“Don’t touch me!” she shouted, and there were tears in her voice. She stood up, walked through the bedroom door and closed it behind her.



The next evening, when he came back, she was gone.



“Fuck! Click that fucking switching you moron,” Gary screamed to the doctor. “It’s already past 260! He’s gonna die!”



“I DID!” the medic yelled back. “He should’ve pressed his switch and gone up. What’s wrong with him?” He looked at the screen. 270 and counting up. “Wait, what’s this? What the fuck is he doing?”



The image was dark and blurry, but they all could see Brice’s hands fidgeting with the main karabiner over his head. The fingers groped until they found the gate. They pressed gently on it and the loop opened. With the other fingers he grasped and slid free the attached cables. 



The camera started to drift gently, sending to the surface images of an unfathomable, undisturbed blackness.
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