
      The Last Enemy


      

      
      
         We’ve been at war with the inhabitants of the star Gliese 71 for almost a thousand years. We don’t know who they are, what they look like, or why we’re fighting.



In my earliest memories of the war, I am a child of perhaps three. I’ve learned to use the vidcaster in the living room, and all day I’ve used it to fill the space with cartoons, documentaries, real-time weather images from around the world, a live-cam of something deep blue belching smoke far beneath the ocean, people shouting at each other in languages I cannot comprehend, educational programs aimed at children much older than I, and finally the evening news. A rocket ship, all glass and mirrors and fields, appears on the carpet in the middle of the room.



My father’s voice begins describing the ship, using words I barely recognize as words at that age, much less understand. The newscaster is not my father, of course – the SI running the channel merely deduced that I would pay more attention to my father’s voice, so it simulated that to read the script.



Tiny men, no higher than my ankle, appear and board the spacecraft. A few moments later the entire affair shakes, lifts off the carpet with a brilliant flare, and vanishes into the ceiling. I gawk at it, amazed, while in the background my father’s voice drones on, unheard. I only have eyes for the column of smoke and ears for the rumbling echo of its departure.



A few minutes later, my real father enters the room. He surveys the scene and picks me up.



“You’re too young for this, Allie,” he says. The vidcaster switches to a cartoon, and my father sits with me in his lap, and together we watch something bright and colorful that I cannot recall. 



But I always remembered that ship alighting into the sky, the latest in an endless volley of spears hurled by mankind into the darkness.








My father believed in seeing the world with clear eyes, and he wanted the same for his son. He told me stories before bed to help make sense of our times. This is one.



Once upon a time, Allie, mankind was alone in the universe.



We wondered, sometimes, if there were other intelligences out there. Other minds in the stars. People looked up at the night sky with wonder and hope. Then one day, March 4, 2071, to be precise, the inhabitants of Gliese 71 fulfilled the wishes of many on Earth by reaching out and establishing contact with our planet.



Within one second, more than a billion people were dead. 



There was no warning to speak of. A few computers at NASA and CNSA detected the loss of some distant satellites outside the moon’s orbit, and then the sky over half the world caught fire.



It took nearly a decade for humanity to fully understand what had happened – to engineer backward, from effects to cause, and guess at the weapon that had struck us. To be fair, most of humanity was simply struggling to survive in those early days, building greenhouses and nuclear power plants and enormous caverns in the bedrock to hide from the sky. We didn’t know if the next attack would come in one day or one year or never at all. Sometimes, when I read the histories of the Crisis and what came after, I’m amazed humanity simply stayed sane.



The fire in the sky was the visible result of hundreds of tons of iron dust, travelling just below the speed of light, as it impacted the upper reaches of the atmosphere. When they struck the atoms in the air, the grains of iron dust transformed into a shower of exotic particles and hard radiation that heated the air to thousands of degrees. The countless fireballs grew together, until the entire sky burned with the light of a million suns. The kinetic energy released was as if a small nuclear weapon detonated over every square kilometer of the planet.



The epicenter of the attack was over the Algerian Sahara. Every organic object within a thousand miles evaporated. The Mediterranean Sea boiled. The forests of Europe burned so hot the soils became a calcified mineral ash, white like snow. Over a dozen nations simply ceased to exist – not a single person inside their borders survived the holocaust. Years later, when the first humans reentered Greece, they were only able to identify Athens by the melted iron posts along the Piraeus port, once used for mooring ships.



Later, in a smoke-shrouded world, someone whose name is lost to time calculated how much energy it took to accelerate so much mass to such phenomenal velocities: approximately 400 zettajoules, a number so large it’s meaningless to all but high-energy physicists. It is a small but measurable fraction of the sun’s entire output for one second.



But those calculations had yet to come. In that first day, humanity’s only desire was to survive as half the world burned. The inflamed atmosphere expanded, lifting smoke and ash high into space, and as the planet rotated the glowing embers wrapped around it like bands, sparking new fires wherever they landed. Tidal waves several miles high swept across the Atlantic ocean and washed as far inland as the Appalachian Mountains, destroying the eastern seaboard. The surface of the moon melted, and for days it dominated the night sky with a double crescent – half-lit by the sun, half-lit by magma.



By the end of the first day, another billion humans were dead. A third billion would follow in the next week. The survivors scrambled to save what they could, restore some semblance of order, and find enough food for tomorrow. Humanity’s 200,000 year childhood ended, and we grappled with two dark epiphanies: we were not alone in the universe, and we were at war.



Sleep tight, Allie. Your mother and I love you.








It is autumn, and I am lying on my back on a hillside just south of the Humanities, Arts and Sciences college at Lexington, and my eyes are closed to enjoy the late October sun in the hour between my last class and the next, and a soft red leaf drifts onto my face.



I brush it away with my fingers, about to discard it, but its rich color catches my eyes. A sugar maple leaf, brilliant and vivid like the flesh of a watermelon. I twirl it by the stem between my fingers.



Broadleaf trees, including this maple and all its friends, went extinct in the first few days after the Crisis. Ninety-five percent of all life on Earth died along with them, mankind almost included. Only thanks to the seedbanks at Svalbard and some clever genetic tinkering had we resurrected them. All that passes through the back of my mind as I marvel at this tiny miracle of life.



The dry autumn grass beside me rustles as Gynnifr rolls onto her side. Her hand reaches out, slender fingers twining with mine. She touches the leaf, running the tip of her finger along its toothed edge. 



“See an error?” I ask with a smile. Engineers, even engineer students, are always looking for ways to improve the world. 



She snorts quietly and snuggles up to my shoulder. “Leaves are allowed to have errors. It’s within tolerance.”



Joking? Maybe. Her sense of humor can be so dry it gives me nosebleeds. Rather than respond, I set the leaf on her hair and wrap my arm around her. The warm sun becomes my world again, and the soft rhythm of Gynnifr’s breath slowly lulls me back to sleep.



The alarm wakes me just a few minutes later. A tiny pulsing light appears, visible clearly even through my closed eyelids. Once the SI is sure it has my attention, the light expands into text:



>1440: UPCOMING APPOINTMENT // THEORETICAL DIPLOMACY 660 CAPSTONE



I shut the alarm off with a mental grumble. I want nothing more than to stay here, lying in the sun with my girlfriend, but I can’t afford to skip capstone seminars, not if I want to graduate anytime soon. I push myself up to a seated position and brush away more fallen leaves.



Gynnifr stirs beside me. She sits up as well, and her eyes defocus for a moment. Checking my schedule, probably. After a moment her gaze snaps back to me, and she leans forward to give me a peck on the cheek.



“Dinner tonight?” she asks.



I return the kiss on her lips. “Sure, my place?” I’ve already mentally instructed my apartment to clean the kitchen and bedroom.



“Sounds good.” She gives my hand another squeeze, and then we depart.







My advisor, Professor Goldberg, is waiting for me when I arrive in his office. I’m the only grad student in his capstone course this semester, and our seminars take the form of relaxed conversations between educated adults. His is the last course I’m required to take before graduation – only his approval and my thesis defense stand between me and a job in the Foreign Service’s diplomatic corps.



The professor’s office is a riot of greenery. Houseplants have taken over the desk, covering the antique wood with ivy feelers and leaves. A massive jade plant near the window soaks up the sun and blocks access to most of his bookshelves, which in turn are filled with seashells, driftwood sculptures and tiny, sealed diamond spheres filled with spiderworts and other aquatic plants. The blue-green curtains are sheets of living kelp, engineered to survive in an office environment rather than the mid-latitudes sea. They fill the air with a pleasant salt scent, like we’re at the beach.



“Allie, welcome.” The professor reaches across his desk to shake my hand, then gestures at the chair opposite. “Please. Tea?”



“Sure,” I say and sit. A few ambitious mosses have started to overgrow the arms of the chair, and I gently peel them away and put them on the floor, where they join a carpet of sphagnum already several inches deep. “Green?”



I sometimes wonder if all the plants are a subtle joke on the professor’s part. He is the oldest human I have ever met, nearly three-hundred years old, and his mechanical limbs fill the air with a quiet whir as he sets about brewing the tea. Chrome seams run along his joints like tattooed circuitry, a throwback to bionic prostheses developed long before he was born. For all I know, those arms might be original work, which would make them some of the oldest continuously operational simulated devices on Earth.



Or maybe they’re modern limbs, made up to resemble antiques. I’ve never worked up the temerity to ask.



“There we go.” He sets a small, steaming cup before me and smiles. His eyes, at least, are modern, warm and brown and as seemingly alive as mine.



I take a small sip from the cup. The bitter flavor lingers on my tongue. It’s fake, of course – real tea went extinct during the Crisis, and no one back then bothered to save any live samples. We have only written descriptions of its flavor to go by. Still, it tastes nice, and I nod appreciatively.



“Did the committee respond to my draft yet?” I ask.



“Yes, they’re very impressed. Dean Achebe asked me to remind you that the offer for a teaching position is still open. You could be on your way to a doctorate next year, and professorship after that.”



“Next year’s too late. Now is too late. We should already be reaching out to the other races. We should’ve started years ago.” By the time I finish, a heat has entered my voice. I sit up straighter. The little teacup seems like such a tiny, insignificant thing.



Goldberg sighs. “That is youth speaking. Believe me, Allie, there is always time. We could wait a thousand more years if we wanted.”



It’s an old argument between us, and I know that neither of our positions will shift. We’ve settled on either side of a divide within the discipline of Theoretical Diplomacy.



Before the Crisis, diplomacy was an art practiced between nation states. Countries nominated diplomats to represent each other in embassies or forums like the United Nations. The stakes were high, but the practice was stately, refined and gentle. Such statesmen were accorded the highest levels of respect.



Then came the war, and nation states simply stopped existing. The surviving half of humanity had no choice but to come together and forge a single government. In the blink of an eye, like so many other things, international diplomacy ended.



It might have been the beginning of a new discipline: interstellar diplomacy. Certainly, the Earth government tried. We built massive radio telescopes and used them to transmit language primers, dictionaries, full motion video, music catalogues, pleas for restraint, overtures of peace and even the terms of our surrender toward Tau Ceti. If the Gliesiens ever heard us, they never responded. Interstellar diplomacy died stillborn, and for centuries our only debates were in the form of hyperkinetic missiles, atom lasers and stellar-scale weapons.



We learned, over time, that other races lived in the stars. We hear them, sometimes – tight, highly encrypted gradio bursts and other spacetime modulations. As the war dragged on, we heard them more and more. Someone out there is watching our conflict with the Gliesiens with great interest.



We would love to talk to them. For a full decade between attacks on Tau Ceti, we focused all of Earth’s resources on communicating with these unseen aliens. We discovered new branches of fundamental science just to send them messages by quantum relay. They’ve never responded. They have no interest in speaking to us, it seems. Only watching and waiting to see who emerges victorious.



The only diplomacy in the 31st Century occurs on drawing boards, in articles posted to the thoughtsphere, and in academic settings like the professor’s office. It is, all of it, theoretical.



“The war is almost over,” I say. It’s almost blasphemous, saying it outloud like that – how many generations of humans have thought the same thing, only to be proven wrong by fire? But this time, more than any other time in the past thousand years, it might actually be true. It may even be over already. “The day that happens, we start reaching out to the stars again. You want me to be in school while humanity takes that step?”



He shakes his head. “We’d be foolish to reach out so soon. All that alien races would see is humanity, victorious and soaked in blood. Would you want to be friends with us? Best if we wait a few thousand years, until memories have faded and we’ve demonstrated our desire to live in peace. There’s no rush.”



“A thousand years?” I can’t keep the incredulity out of my voice. “Patience may be a virtue, but any virtue can become a vice if held too strong.”



“Exactly how I would expect a twenty-six year old to think.” The professor’s tone is light, and I can see a smile hiding behind his teacup. “In time, you’ll come to appreciate the long view.”



“Too long.” I slump back in the chair. “The most important day in the past thousand years is coming up in just a few months, and you just want to hide afterward?”



“Don’t get me wrong. I’ll celebrate just as much as anyone else if it turns out we’ve won. As much as these old limbs will let me, anyway. Just don’t go confusing victory with progress. The hardest part of war has always been what comes after.”







Later that night, laying beside Gynnifr in bed in my apartment, I find myself unable to sleep despite her best efforts to exhaust me. She has given up for the moment and snoozes, her dark hair spilled out over the pillow like a fan. 



Restless, I conjure up a few recent articles on the war, projecting them on the ceiling overhead. They’re a private cast, so only I can see them; even if Gynnifr woke she would only see me staring up at the sky. 



The headlines all have the same number: 136 days. That’s how much longer it will take for the fleet’s broadcast to reach us from the attack on Tau Ceti. In 136 days, give or take, we’ll know if we won the war.



Most of the articles have the same trid video, a stellar map of the sun and the nearest stars. Sol is a yellow circle in the center, Tau Ceti (or Gliese 71, if you prefer the older name) a smaller white dot 12 light years away. The animation runs in a loop, showing the departure of our latest fleet almost 80 years ago, its arrival at Tau Ceti 11 years ago, and its maser broadcasts back to us. Those thin, ethereal waves have crossed 96% of the way back to Earth.



Gynnifr lets me know she is awake with a touch on my cheek. I banish the vidcast and turn to nuzzle her hand.



“You should grow your beard out for the anniversary,” she says. Her voice is thick with sleep.



I consider that statement. “What?”



She rouses a bit more, her eyes focusing on my chin. “Your beard. You should grow it out, like men used to. It could be, like, this long when the message reaches us.”



I capture her fingers and kiss them. “Not all men a thousand years ago had beards.”



She pushes herself up on her elbows, the blankets falling from her bare shoulders to spill onto the bed. “Yeah, but a lot of guys are doing it. It’s a nostalgia thing. And you can shave it when we’re done.”



“I’ll think about it.” And I do, for a few seconds. “What are women doing to commemorate the anniversary?”



“Mostly wearing old-style clothes,” she says. A long pause, then, “I’m thinking of growing breasts.”



I blink. A quick word-search explains what she means. “Your mammaries? Why?”



She smacks my chest lightly. “Breasts, you doof. They’re called breasts on humans. And women had them back then.”



I know that to be vaguely true from history lessons. But videos and pictures from the pre-Crisis era almost always show people with clothes, and I have trouble imagining it in real life. Gynnifr’s bare chest, pressed up against mine, is like every other human’s I’ve seen, distinguishable as female only by her slightly larger nipples and less pronounced musculature. Imagining her with anything more is surreal. What would that even look like?



A quick, subconscious image search provides the answer. Well, then. “Don’t those get in the way?”



“Uh, you can bind them with cloth or something, I think. Keeps them from bouncing. There’s guides on the thoughtsphere for how to do it.”



Guides. Wonderful. That means she’s put a lot of thought into this already. I lay my head back on the pillow. “You’re really doing it?”



“Yup.” She curls up beside me. “C’mon, it’ll be fun. Beards and breasts. Maybe some friends will want to join in.”



Well, in for a penny. I bring up my onboard’s menu, navigate through couple pages, and find the options for facial hair. They’re turned off by default. With a mental shrug, I turn them all on. Gynnifr has gone silent beside me, and a quick ping reveals that she’s deep in the menu for her pituitary gland module, making the necessary adjustments to simulated hormonal levels. 



My face starts to itch. The sensation vanishes after a few seconds, and I wonder what I’ve gotten myself into.



Nostalgia can be a trap sometimes, I think.








Once upon a time, Allie, humans didn’t know what stable meta-state materials were.



That changed when the Gliesiens attacked us with them, 93 years after the Crisis.  It was a discovery in the sense of Christopher Columbus discovering the Americas, though more from the perspective of the Native Americans.



Meta-state materials exploit quantum physics’ understanding of the state and position of atoms. By manufacturing a Bose-Einstein condensate and then – this is the hard part – using a very high frequency gamma laser to impart spin data to every particle in your particle soup, you can convince two atoms that they actually occupy the same space at the same time. Do this three or four times and your BE condensate, normally only as dense as fog, starts to become something more like water. Do it a thousand times, up until you hit your laser’s information entropy limit, and you can create something denser than any naturally occurring material outside a stellar core. A liquid so dense that a brick of solid uranium will float on top of it, barely depressing the surface.



You know the science museum downtown, Allie? I should take you there someday. One of its most popular exhibits is a hands-on display featuring a few milliliters of stable meta-state BE condensate. It appears silvery gray to the human eye, in a diamond cup on top of a diamond plinth that connects to the bedrock in the museum’s lowest floor. It has to be kept super-cold to preserve its rather confused state, but if you touch it, for just a few seconds, you feel a faint tug at your fingers, as though you have magnets embedded in your bones and the cup is filled with iron.



It is gravity. Those few milliliters contain enough matter to bend spacetime at a scale humans can detect.



Imagine a spear made of such material, about a meter long and frozen solid by space. Accelerate it to a high percentage of the speed of light (because the Gliesiens have a fetish for this sort of combat), aim it in the direction of your enemy’s star system, and wait a few decades to see the results.



By 93 AC humanity was better prepared for attacks. We had dustnets extending about a half-a-light year out from Sol, able to provide early warning of the next Gliesien attack. We’d gotten tired, by then, of sending them messages and not hearing any response, and many people were already thinking it was time to switch from purely defensive measures to something more offensive.



The second attack settled that question.



Dozens of meta-state spears were detected passing through the dustnets. The Gliesiens aim was better this time (only a small percentage of their first attack actually struck Earth – most was wasted on the rest of the inner solar system). Computers analyzed the incoming missiles’ trajectories, isolated the few that might actually hit Earth, and intercepted them with a combination of steel BBs, shaped plasma charges and – my personal favorite – thermonuclear-boosted x-ray lasers.



Only one spear came anywhere near Earth. It struck a glancing blow to the moon, knocking off a continent-sized piece of regolith that tumbled erratically for a few months before settling into an uneasy ring around its parent body. Moonrock meteorites lit the night for decades as they fell to Earth.



Once we knew such materials could exist, it was only a theoretical hop, skip and jump before we started manufacturing them ourselves. The Gliesiens’ second attack thus turned out to be something of a gift, for which we’ve repaid them dozens of times over.



Sleep tight, Allie. Your mother and I love you.








Autumn moved to winter. As always, time seemed to accelerate whenever it approached a decision I didn’t want to make. 



The Humanities, Arts and Sciences college held a holiday party at the dean’s house on campus the night before winter break. One final chance to unwind, especially for grad students on the verge of matriculation. The next few months would be a sprint toward my thesis defense and graduation. 



Gynnifr meets me outside on the porch. She stands on her tiptoes to peck my cheek, her lips playing with the short bristles of my beard.



“Hey,” she says. “Merry Christmas.”



“Merry Christmas.” I return the kiss. “Thanks for coming, by the way. I always feel awkward at these things.”



“You should see the Engineering department’s parties,” she says. She slips her arm inside mine and drags me toward the entry. “They can get pretty wild.”



Dean Achebe and his husband are holding court inside their home. It’s more of a mansion than a house, the product of an ambitious building spree when physical universities came back into vogue a century ago. Even the student dorms would seem palatial to pre-Crisis students.



The walls all display wintery scenes, animated with falling snow and distant lights that suggest lanterns on horse-drawn carriages. Above, the ceiling displays a slowly rotating starfield centered on Polaris. I know without checking that if I go outside, the image will perfectly match the real stars.



Gynnifr and I shake the dean’s hand. His husband (Pankaj, I think?) is closer to my age, so we kiss each other’s cheeks. They take our coats like good hosts, and for a moment I’m overwhelmed by the awkward sense of being served, even in such a minor way, by people who are clearly my social superiors. It rubs my propriety wrong.



Gynnifr isn’t bothered. She’s wearing a chameleon shawl over her shoulders that adopts the color of the space around us – dark blue with pinpoints of light, here. The rest of her torso is bare, a summer fashion in defiance of the winter weather. She must be eager to show off the progress her chest has made.



“Drinks?” she asks, already smiling.



“Sure.” I see Dean Achebe moving through the light crowd of students and professors toward us, a steaming drink in his hand. “Hot cider? I might be a few minutes.”



She follows my gaze, then nods. “No problem. I see some girlfriends I need to say ‘hi’ to.” With that, she steps into the crowd toward the refreshments, her hand lingering for a moment on my arm before separating.



I turn toward the dean, who is already extending a hand for me to shake. “Sir, thank you for having us over.”



“Of course, Allie,” he says. “Events like this are my favorite part of the academic experience. I wouldn’t mind if the University someday decided to hold classes in professor’s houses. Though, I’ll allow that other professors may disagree. I like the beard, by the way.”



My hand can’t help reaching up to scratch my whiskers. “Thanks. It’s my girlfriend’s idea.” I glance around for Gynnifr, and see her chatting with a group of girls our own age. They’re dressed in archaic fashions: ruffled skirts and sheer dresses and even lacy bonnets. 



“Everyone’s doing something for the anniversary, it seems,” the dean says. “Pank and I are thinking of starting a family.”



I blink. “That’s a big decision, isn’t it?”



He shrugs. “We’ve been thinking about children for a while. I’ll be a hundred next year, you know. I feel like I’m ready, anniversary or not. Besides, if the war’s really over, what better way to celebrate the start of a new era?”



I wish I had a drink. My hands feel empty and purposeless without something to hold. “What if the war’s not over, though?”



He shrugs. “Then we’ll keep going on as we have been. But enough about me, Allie, what about you? Did Goldberg tell you about our offer?”



Decisions. Just what I didn’t want to think about tonight. “He did, sir. But with things the way they are, I think I need to be working. The Foreign Service Corps is planning to double their size within a year. It’s a good time to graduate with a degree in TD.”



“Which means there’s demand for students, too. Who’s going to teach them, Allie?”



“Professor Goldberg—”



Achebe waves a hand. “Goldberg just wants to research and write. You know you’re the only student he’s taken in years? If I tried to saddle him with a class of undergrads, he’d revolt. Probably go to Columbia or somesuch. We need someone who can train the next generation.”



I frown. “And the actual diplomacy?”



“The actual diplomacy can wait. Light only travels so fast, you know. But students? They need nurturing now.” He clasps a hand on my shoulder. “Think about it, won’t you?”



“I will, sir. I’ll think about it.” It’s the least I can offer.



“Good, good.” Achebe looks over my shoulder. “I see your friend is back. Enjoy the party, both of you.”



I turn to see Gynnifr approach with a drink in each hand. She’s somehow gained a flower, tucked in the hair over her ear. It’s blue, dusted with white snow that fails to melt at room temperature.



She hands me a mug filled with steaming cider. “Have a nice talk?”



“Not really.” I take a long sip and let the burning liquid sting my tongue. “Do engineers have these problems?”



“Nah, we’re always in demand. Good track record for the past thousand years, you know?” She turns around and leans back against my chest. “Hold me, I’m chilly.”



I snort, but wrap an arm around her waist nevertheless. “You’re half naked.”



“I know, I thought it’d be warmer in here. Shouldn’t there be, like, a fire or something?”



“That is traditional.” I look around, but don’t see a fireplace. “Wanna check the other rooms?”



She does, and we wander through the home, stopping to mingle with friends, mostly hers. They form little groups by discipline – synthetic geneticists, physicists, mathematicians, mass communications and others. As usual I’m the only diplomacist. Diplomacy is so out of fashion that only a few students graduate each year from every university in the world.



That will change soon. So many things will change, soon.



Eventually we find our way to a living room given over to traditional decoration. A Christmas tree dominates one corner, and a wide fireplace hung with stockings fills the room with a welcome heat. Broad glass doors overlook the mansion’s snow-filled backyard. Gynnifr abandons her place by my side and dashes over to the fireplace, taking a seat on the hearth. Her chameleon shawl begins to glow orange and yellow and red.



I take a seat beside her. “Better?”



“Mhm.” She arches her back, leaning as close as she can to the glass panes covering the fire. “S’nice.”



A few minutes pass in mutual silence. Gynnifr’s eyes are closed, and I can’t tell if she’s perusing the thoughtsphere or just enjoying the fire. After a moment I realize she’s humming some quiet tune in time with rhythmic shift of her shoulders.



“Penny for your thoughts?”



“Calories per square centimeter,” she answers instantly. “There must be some ideal value for sitting near a fireplace like this. Close, but not so close you get thermal burns. You?”



I shake my head. Engineers. “The war, I guess.”



“So dramatic.” Her hand finds mine, and our fingers lace together. “What about it, this time?”



“How odd it is that it might end on the one-thousandth anniversary of its start. I think whoever was in charge eighty years ago must’ve timed the fleet’s launch deliberately.”



“Hm.” Her eyes defocus for a moment as she browses something. “Looks like a lot of people feel the same way. There’s a whole subnet dedicated to conspiracy theories about the timing.”



“What do you think?”



She shrugs. “Sometimes coincidences are just that. Besides, does it matter? The war ends in a few months or in a few decades. We can’t lose, not anymore.”



I swallow. Hadn’t I said the same thing to Goldberg? Hearing it from someone else, the audacity strikes me cold. “Famous last words.”



“You know it’s true.” She leans her head against my shoulder. “I almost feel sorry for them. Hell, they’ve probably been dead for twelve years now, and I still feel sorry for them.”



“Even after everything they did? Billions dead? And humanity like this?”



“A thousand years ago, Allie. Almost four hundred since the Crisis ended. For all we know, none of the Gliesiens who started the war are even still alive. Maybe they want—wanted peace just as much as we did, by the end.”



I stare out the glass doors opposite the fireplace. The cold snow seems impossibly distant compared with the warmth of the fire. “Why didn’t they ever say so, then? Why not talk to us?”



“That’s the diplomat in you asking.” She rubs my arm. “It’s what I like about you.”



I turn toward her, letting her slide into my lap. “Just that?”



She grins. “Well, you’re cute, too. And that beard’s dead sexy.”



“Flatterer.” I lean down to kiss her. “Wanna go home?”



“Love to, lover.”








Once upon a time, Allie, there was a crisis. It was so big that we called it the Crisis, and everyone knew which one you meant when you said it. They could hear you capitalize the word.



Not a single human died in the Gliesiens’ second attack, the one with the meta-state spears. In less than a hundred years we’d gone from completely defenseless to being completely unharmed by an assault from a star-faring species. We started to think pretty highly of ourselves.



We launched attacks of our own. Crude weapons, by today’s standards: multi-gigaton-yield nuclear missiles, then antimatter torpedoes. The flashes when they detonated were visible from Earth. None of them apparently hit Gliese, but it was the effort that counted, especially back then.



The war became a slow stalemate, with decades passing between attacks. Entire generations were born and grew into adulthood knowing the war only as some sort of distant curiosity, applicable to them in the same sense that the sun will someday expand to swallow the Earth, but that day is so far away we can safely forget it. Mankind slowly extended its tendrils out into interstellar space. We heard the other races out there, whispering between the stars, but none of them ever wanted to talk to us.



The last successful attack, the end of the Crisis, stuck in AC 584. An anti-proton beam sliced the Earth open like a melon. The Gliesiens had made a great deal of technological progress since tossing iron dust at our solar system. If they’d made that progress a bit faster, they might’ve won.



But they didn’t, and by AC 584 we were ready for anything. Their attack just accelerated some decisions we’d already made. After that, there was nothing more to be afraid of. The Earth’s crust was still glowing, but the Crisis was over. We cast off our greatest vulnerability, and on that day we won. Everything since then has just been a long epilogue.



Goodnight, Allie. Your mother and I love you.








It is January, the week after the start of the semester, and it’s cold outside. The kind of day that inspires you to stay indoors and do nothing productive with your time.



I could be anywhere I want, of course. The thoughtsphere makes physical addresses obsolete. But I don’t mind being being here. It gives me time to think and time to waste. With weeks to go until the fleet’s message reaches Earth, it seems like everyone’s life is on pause. No one wants to make any big decisions until we find out what happened twelve years ago at Tau Ceti.



The model on my dining room table is a 1:150 scale replica of a Mitsubishi Corsair Medium General Purpose Lift Vehicle, the same rocket from the vidcast in my earliest memories of the war. Its ion rockets, an old but reliable technology, can lift nearly a thousand tons of cargo out of Earth’s gravity well. For combat, it can be outfitted with low-power weapons, suitable for ship-to-ship combat, were such a thing ever to occur (in one thousand years of war, it never has). Otherwise it functions as a perfectly capable logistics vessel or capital ship tender. It was the most common ship in the last fleet we sent to Tau Ceti.



The real Mitsubishi Corsair is constructed from synthetic metal amalgams, exotic matter and fields of various flavors. Half the ship is simply invisible to the human eye. Gynnifr tried to explain its construction to me once with a series of progressively simpler metaphors that finally ended as a cat on a Ferris Wheel, except the cat is made of strings that can be manipulated across the three real-space dimensions and seven micro-dimensions, and the cat is either half alive or half dead, which sounds like it should be the same thing but isn’t if you’re into quantum engineering.



My model is made of thin steel sheets, cut with a laser into hundreds of two-dimensional pieces that can be folded, origami-like, into the semblance of the rocket. It’s not accurate or functional, but the effect is somehow striking when all complete. I already have a spot by the window picked out for it.



A ping from my agent software gets my attention. It’s Gynnifr, asking if she can come over. I also notice she has a point-of-view window open over my shoulder, watching me work on the model. I give her a quick thumbs-up and return to my task.



She arrives a few minutes later with lunch. Chinese, I think – it smells sweet and spicy and tangy. She leaves it in the kitchen to stay warm and wanders past me into the bedroom. 



“Mind if I shower? Was at the gym,” she calls.



“Knock yourself out.” I hear the shower start before I’ve even finished speaking. I can’t help but smile.



When she joins me, I’m folding a small metal brace for an ion rocket fuel tank. She sits across from me in silence, nude except for the towel wrapped around her hair, and watches as I bend the thin steel with tweezers. 



She doesn’t speak until I set the piece down. “How’s the toy coming?”



I don’t take the bait. “Fine. Maybe another day or so.”



“Mhm.” She sets her elbows on the table and leans forward to examine my work. Her breasts have grown enough to have their own distinct mass now, separate from her chest. They rest lightly on the table, and I wonder if she’s gotten used to them yet. “Looking good.”



“But?”



“But what?” Her face is a picture of innocence. “I didn’t say anything.”



“You’re thinking it, though.”



“Mm, maybe.” She prods the model with a fingertip. “Why not just virtualize it?”



“That’s cheating. Besides, it’s not real.”



Gynnifr scoffs and focuses on the table beside the model. After a moment, a perfect replica of a Mitsubishi Corsair, fields and exotic matter and all, appears right beside its steel doppelganger. She reaches out and picks it up.



“How is this any less real?”



“It’s just ones and zeros, Gyn. You just… thought it into existence, not built it.”



“Ones and zeroes are real, doof. Welcome to, like, three-hundred years ago.”



I shrug. “Still not the same.”



She jabs a finger at me. “See? That kind of existential bullshit is why I went into real science.”



“And yet, you’re dating a diplomacist.” I reach out to snag her finger with my own. “What went wrong? Maybe, deep down, you really like profound philosophical questions with no valid answers about the nature of reality.”



“Oh, no.” She stands, hands on hips, but she’s smiling too. “Right now we’re gonna have some virtual sweet and sour chicken, then I’m taking you in the bedroom and fucking the existentialism right out of you. Copy?”



I grin and set the tweezers down. “Yes ma’am.”



There are worse ways to settle phenomenological disputes.







Spontaneous gatherings break out across the University – all over the world, really – as the countdown nears its final hours. We know from the stream of broadcasts from the fleet that their final attack is about to begin. Or was about to begin, twelve years ago. We’re all receiving dispatches from the past.



Neither Gynnifr or I want to be alone. Even being alone together isn’t enough, so we seek out other humans’ company. The quads around campus are filled with hundreds of couples and groups, reclining on the grass or on picnic blankets, food set out all around them. Faint music plays from dozens of sources, gently mixing with the babble of conversation.



I find a spot beneath a sugar maple on a little hill and take a seat against its truck. The branches above are still bare from winter, but I can see tiny buds lurking at their tips. In a few weeks it will start to send out shoots of real growth.



Gynnifr sits beside me. “I like this. It’s nice.”



“Yeah.” I look around. “Should we be… I dunno. Should we be happy or sad about this? We’re ending a war by destroying another world.”



She looks down at the quad, and is silent for a bit. There is none of the revelry I expected out there, no wild drunken shouts. Just people like us, waiting. 



“It’s like a wake, I guess,” she says. She reaches into her satchel and pulls out a bottle clear amber fluid. “I brought whiskey and sour mix, though, so we’re getting drunk either way.”



We spend a few minutes mixing drinks and ice, clink our sours together, and take a sip to start the evening. The sun is low on the horizon. Our timezone happens to align the setting of the sun with the destruction of Gliese. I ponder that for a while.



Gynnifr’s eyes are unfocused as she tracks the fleet’s stream. “They’re in position,” she says. “Five minutes.”



I nod, though she can’t see the gesture. It’s time. I close my eyes and slip into the thoughtsphere with her.







Space resolves around me. I am floating in it, without body, just a point of consciousness. A quiet ping beside me lets me know Gynnifr’s dot-avatar is near.



The fleet is below us. From this distance they appear as a thousand bright stars in a grid. Flashes of light spark around the periphery as the Gliesiens attack, but their fields seem to be holding without effort. For the first time in human history, ship-to-ship combat is actually taking place. Bright fireballs erupt as invisible lasers find their targets.



It’s just a sideshow. The main event is taking place in the center of the formation, where the capital ships have extended their manipulators. Arms and panels peel out from them, dozens of kilometers wide, until they resemble a swarm of lionfish. 



I look at Gliese. It’s green, just a tiny dot from this distance. My perspective leaps across space until I am in orbit overhead. Emerald continents crisscrossed by rivers spin below me. A massive orbital habitat rings the planet. Countless ships, unlike anything ever designed by a human mind, dart around it like minnows among coral. It’s beautiful.



The fleet’s countdown reaches zero, and the capital ships activate their fields. Their target is not Gliese, but its star. I turn to Tau Ceti to watch the impact.



We tested this process on our own star, first, to make sure it worked. Just a little tweak with long-range fields, reaching through the higher dimensions into the core of the sun to twist some of the fundamental laws of the universe in a localized space. Obviously, we were careful to make only small adjustments to our own star.



For Tau Ceti, we throw caution to the wind. Dozens of capital ships extend their fields into the star’s core, creating a localized space where nuclear fusion simply stops happening. The effect only lasts a hundredth of a second before the generators in the ships overload and fail, but it is enough. Tau Ceti begins to collapse. Pressure in the star’s core doubles, triples, and as fusion restarts pressures begin to climb an exponential ladder. The outer shell of Tau Ceti’s photosphere, nearly one percent of the star’s mass, blows outward in the largest coronal mass ejection ever witnessed outside of a nova.



The ejecta takes nearly an hour to reach Gliese. Individual ships, with their fields, can weather the assault, like sea-faring ships of old turning their prows into the waves. But a planet is not a ship – the star’s blast strikes it like a tidal wave.



Gliese’s atmosphere blows off in seconds. The crust heats, glows and peels away, revealing the mantle within. The planet, more liquid now than solid, begins to distort like a raindrop. Molten pieces the size of continents break away, connected by glowing rivers hundreds of kilometers wide. Gliese’s two moons, geologically inactive and solid throughout, simply shatter as the blast wave passes.



The transmission lasts for hours. The fleet stays long enough to ensure that nothing remains of Gliese 71, and then begins its long journey home.







It is nearly midnight when I fall back into my body. Gynnifr is already awake, swirling a fresh drink. She takes a sip, then offers it to me.



I take it and look up at the stars through the branches of the sugar maple. They look the same. Somewhere out there, other races are seeing the same images. Or perhaps they notice the momentary disruption of Tau Ceti’s emission lines. I wonder if that makes them want to talk to us.



“Should we be happy?” Gynnifr asks. Her voice is calm, but I can see she’s been crying.



“They deserved it, didn’t they?” I’m not sure I know the answer myself. “I mean, they… Have you ever turned off all your layers? Just viewed the world as it is?”



She shakes her head. “Humans were designed to live in a habitable world. Seeing it as anything else can cause anxiety or depression.” It's a rote statement, a standard warning presented by our onboards.



“I know, but… join me?” I offer my hand.



She accepts it. I open up my onboard’s menu, and walk her through the process, slowly disabling all of the layers and sensory filters and consensual reality that form our understanding of the world. 



The people around us vanish first. Little dot-avatars tagged with sequence numbers indicate their virtual positions. The buildings vanish next, leaving a rolling, dark landscape. That vanishes too, leaving just bare earth and rock. Finally I disable the climate, spectral, temperature and vibration layers, and we view the Earth as it is.



Magma flows across half the landscape. Broken shelves of rock miles high emerge from the world’s shattered crust at odd angles, succumbing over the centuries to gravity’s slow pull. An orange glow rings the horizon, fading to a deep black overhead. There is no atmosphere to speak of anymore. Dozens of new moons, ejected from the earth when the Gliesien’s anti-proton beam split the world, drift slowly across the sky. I watch them, hypnotized by their slow rotation. They are as barren and dead as the planet around which they orbit.



Finally, Gynnifr pings me with her distress. I rotate my view to see her dot-avatar shaking.



Sorry, I send. With a few mental twists I restore the filters and layers and deceptions, and we’re back on the campus quad, reclining beneath a sugar maple, surrounded by others still watching replays of Gliese’s destruction.



I pull her a bit closer. “You okay?”



She takes a long drink. “Yeah. Let’s… let’s not do that again, though.”



I steal another sip from her drink. It is all virtual, of course, as fake as the rest of the world, but somewhere in the center of the Earth the computer running my process accepts the notion of alcohol and adjusts its simulation of me to account. The warm buzz I’ve been riding intensifies just a tad.



“Sorry,” I say again.



“It’s fine.” She leans against me, and I can feel her shivering still.



I sit with my girlfriend and gaze back up at the stars. Around me, thousands of other ghosts do the same, contemplating the universe and our place in it, as ever we have done since humans first walked on this earth.
      

      
   
      Djinn


      

      
      
         When I woke up, I found myself staring into deep gray eyes, the color of a raging tempest.



I didn’t mean that in the metaphorical sense. I meant eyes that literally had storms swirling about inside them. A part of me wanted to jump backwards, to scramble away, to shriek in fear and surprise. But all I could do at the moment was stare, transfixed. Dark purple pupils met my gaze with an intensity I had never known before now.



I blinked first.



When my eyes opened a split second later, the companion to my impromptu staring contest had backed away, and was standing in the center of the room. She was tall, her skin an ashen gray, mottled with splotches of green and blue and purple in places. Her long white hair flowed down her shoulders like a downpour against glass, and she wore only a thin, wavy dress that looked to be made of clouds. Her eyes were still locked to mine, and her lips curled up in an expression that seemed curious, and slightly amused.



It seemed that my summoning spell had worked after all. I had successfully called a Djinn into this world, and bound her into my service.



I groaned as I pulled myself to my feet. My body ached in ways I hadn’t remembered it aching before. I seemed to by lying in a pile of broken wood that I’m pretty sure was a table not very long ago.



My memory struggled to piece together images in my mind. The summoning circle, the receptacle. Everything had been perfect, right? But I remembered a bright flash, and the searing pain of lightning coursing through my body.



Maybe that was just how it went. This was my first time, after all, and it wasn’t like anyone ever told me about the process.



Either way, I could muse about the specifics later. There were still formalities to be observed. I brushed more splinters off of my skirt, and stood up to my full height, which was a full head shorter than the Djinn’s. “Djinn,” I commanded, my voice coming out far more powerfully than I felt at the moment. “I am Princess Amethenia. For generations, my bloodline has bound Djinns to their service. You are to be my bonded companion, to serve me in any capacities in which you are able.”



The Djinn stared at me, her stormy eyes wide, for a long time. Sweat trickled down the back of neck as I waited. Finally, she broke the silence with a giggle, a sound like a gentle breeze on windchimes. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Amethee…. Ametha… can I just call you Amy? Yes, that is much better. Amy. You may call me Zephyr.”



I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding. Zephyr, huh? A more proper princess might have prickled at the thought of being referred to by such an informal nickname, but I kind of liked the idea. We were supposed to be companions, right? I tried to think back to what my mother’s Djinn looked like, but my memories were far too hazy. “I hope we can get along, Zephyr.”



I took a step forward, and my slippers caught on a piece of debris. I toppled forwards, windmilling my arms in a useless attempt to stay balanced.



Zephyr caught me, the touch of her fingertips on my skin like static electricity. “Sorry!” She stood me upright, then backed away and gestured around at the room. “I guess this is my fault, huh?”



I shook my head. “It’s okay, thank you. I—” I paused, and took another look at the state of the room. I’d performed the summoning in the library, and it looked like a tornado had torn through here with reckless abandon. I suppose that was to be expected. The Viziers would certainly give me a tongue lashing for it.



Thinking of them brought my attention back to Zephyr, and countless lectures about how to deal with Djinn rang in my skull. I needed to be firm, controlling. To never give an inch, to never waver in front of the storm, or risk total annihilation.



Zephyr tiptoed across the room in long, dancing strides. Whenever her feet left the ground, she floated for a half second before touching back down. She pulled a discarded book from an overturned bookshelf and held it up. “So what do you plan to do now, Princess Amy?”



“I am the princess.” It’s an obvious statement, and I suspect I said it just as much to reassure myself as an attempt to explain anything. “With a bonded Djinn at my side, I am now ready to approach the Viziers, and undergo the trials. If I am successful, I will be ready to take the throne, as I have always been destined to do.”



“Well, I suppose that’s implied by the title of princess.” Zephyr glanced my way, then returned to her study of the book, flipping through a few pages before sliding it back into place on a still intact bookshelf. “You must be very happy, finally getting what you wanted after so long.”



Her words struck me deeper than I should have let them. I lowered my head, folding my arms over my stomach. “I’m doing what I must, what I was born to do. Whether I’m happy about it, or whether or not I have any choice in the matter… that doesn’t really matter.”



With a rush of wind, Zephyr appeared in front of me, bent over, floating a foot above the ground. Her eyes crackled with lightning. “You have no choice in the matter, you say? I can’t imagine what that’s like.”



I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise. I balled my hands into fists, and did not allow myself to waver. I had to remain strong. “That is correct. I am forced into my path just as surely as you are forced into my service. Our destinies are intertwined now, and there is no changing that for either of us. I wish it could be another way, but they say Djinn capable of granting wishes are just a myth. I’m sorry, for what little that counts.”



Zephyr threw back her head and laughed, the sound powerful enough to make me wince. She floated backwards, then flew about the room, circling the library and kicking up enough wind to knock down even more books. “You’re sorry, huh?” Zephyr said, floating in the middle of the room where I had carved the summoning circle. “Well, I appreciate the sentiment at least. I’m sure few of the Djinn bound by your family have received that minor conciliation. But destiny isn’t something nearly as solid as you seem to believe, Princess.”



“While I wish that were true, I am bound to this place, just as surely as you. I mean it when I—” I took a step forward, and a shard of broken pottery crunched under my heel. I lifted my foot to find an all too familiar design staring back up at me. Icy terror slid down my spine, and I finally looked closely at the summoning circle. The clay jar, the receptacle that was meant to bind the Djinn to me and to this world, had been shattered and scattered across the room.



Zephyr grinned wickedly. “Case in point, I’m not bound to anything. Good luck with your destiny, Princess!” She winked, then sped out the open window with a thunderclap that brought me to my knees.



I’d failed.










I stood on top of the tallest tower in the palace, and looked over the city under the light of the full moon.



The cool nighttime breeze blew my bangs into my eyes as I leaned over the edge, the stone crenelations scraping my elbows. Allegedly, everything I could see belonged to me, or at least it would someday. But it still didn’t feel real. What was the point in ruling over a city whose streets I couldn’t walk? Of a populace whose ills I couldn’t hear, whom I could never see or touch? Even now, at this late hour, I could see flickering lamplight peeking out of open windows below.



Where there was light, there werepeople. I wondered just who was down there, what they were doing? What were their hopes, their dreams, their fears? What would they think, if they knew I was up here looking down on them?



I’d pondered such questions ever since I was a little girl, and had never received an answer.



“You look sad.”



A shadow passed over me, and I looked up to see Zephyr floating in front of the moon. Silvery light streamed through her hair and her dress of clouds. I’m not entirely sure I’d ever seen anything so beautiful before. “Why are you still here? Shouldn’t you have returned to… wherever Djinn go?”



Zephyr smiled, and touched down on a nearby crenelation, her bare feet making no sound as she glided across the stone. “I still have business in your world. Why are you still here? Surely you are persistent. Why not try again, and enslave one of my sisters instead?”



I groaned, and I buried my face in my hands. “I don’t want to do that. I don’t want any of this.” I gestured vaguely at my surroundings. “If I messed up in summoning you so badly, then it's even more clear that I am unfit for this job. But what other choice do I have?”



“You could go.” Zephyr stayed still, but her voice was a gentle caress in my ear, as if she were right next to me. “If you want to escape this life of yours so badly, throw yourself off this tower. I will catch you, and together we shall glide into this city. Or we can ride the winds even farther, to wherever they take us.”



I turned to Zephyr and raised an eyebrow, trying to ignore the twisting knots in my stomach. “Whether you’re telling the truth, or just trying to trick me into leaping to my death off of this tower, the result is the same. I would end up dead.”



Zephyr blinked, then hopped off the edge. “I was not lying. I would not let you fall to the ground. But what do you mean, you would die? The world is not nearly so dangerous. Nor are there any hunters out there that can catch the wind.”



I opened my mouth to retort that the royal family had been catching and binding ‘the wind’ for generations, but decided against it. Instead, I sighed. “When I was born, the Viziers brought me to the throne, and pricked my finger against the thorns on the back. My soul is bound to the throne. As was my mother. And so were my sisters, my competition to take my place should I fail. Only one of us can rule, after all.” An old legend about an exception to that flitted through my memory, but it wasn’t relevant. “If we leave the palace, whether voluntarily or by force, I should add, we die. It is our duty to stay here at the seat of this nation at all times.”



“Oh.” Zephyr stepped closer to me, and I unconsciously took a step back. She smiled, then gently reached out her hand to take mine in hers. Her touch tickled on my skin, and my heart skipped a beat. She extended my left index finger, inspecting it in the moonlight. Presumably the one that was used for the ritual. “I see. You truly are bound here. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize. It seems like a despicable practice, to me. But why then, do you bind me and my people?”



I licked my lips, but didn’t pull my hands away. The rooftop seemed warmer for some reason. “It completes the ritual, and gives us the power to complete the trials, and to rule. At least I think it does. That’s what I was told by my mother, and the viziers. It isn’t like I’ve had much exposure to second opinions.”



“Well, it certainly would make you powerful, there’s no doubt about that.” Zephyr let my hand go, and it felt empty. “What would you do, if you could leave?”



“I don’t know.” Hardly the most satisfying answer, but it was all I had. I turned my attention back to the city. Some of the lights that shone previously had winked out during our conversation. I pointed my finger towards one light that still shone, in a tower far across the bay. “I would go there.”



Zephyr leaned over the edge, shading her eyes with her fingers. ‘What is there?”



“I don’t know,” I said again. “But there’s a light in that window every night until three, then it goes out. It’s almost exact.” I took a deep breath, then sighed. I didn’t know why I was being so talkative with Zephyr, but… who else had I to confide in? My mother was long gone, and I was never allowed to see my sisters. “I used to make up stories about that window when I was little. That maybe there was something better there, than what I had here.”



“Hmm.” Zephyr placed a finger on her lips. “Shall I check it out then?”



“What do you—”



With another thunderclap, and an arc of lightning half way across the city, Zephyr vanished.



I groaned and blinked the spots out of my eyes. After I could see again, I looked towards the tower window. It was too far to make out any detail, but I could see a shadow bobbing in front of the light that was assuredly Zephyr.



Dogs barked from down below, and several more lights flickered on throughout the city. Zephyr’s lack of subtlety hadn’t gone unnoticed. It certainly was odd, talking to her. Everything I’d been led to believe suggested that a free Djinn would have slain me by now. But Zephyr was…



A strong wind buffeted me, splaying my dark hair about everywhere, and nearly knocking me to the ground. I gripped onto the crenelations for support, and just as suddenly as it had started, the wind died down to a gentle breeze. I glanced about, expecting Zephyr’s return, but found nothing. Then I heard her voice, carried over the wind.



“So, the princess has always wondered who lives in the tower.”



“The princess?” asked the voice of an older woman. “Oh no, great spirit. I am nobody important. I’m just a simple clerk, nothing more.”



“Just a clerk, huh? That’s kind of a shame. She says you always have your light on until late at night, and keep very regular hours.”



“Working this late is just how I like to get my numbers in. I can focus when the city isn’t bustling with noise. I mean no offense to the princess, of course. I’m sorry that I’m not anybody more interesting.”



“Oh well. Thanks for talking to me anyway. Good luck with your clerk-ing!”



I stared at the window, my heart pounding in my chest. Just what did the common people think of me, anyway? I had absolutely no way of knowing. Though apparently Zephyr could glean an answer or two in my stead.



But why would she? I hadn’t bound her to my service, after all. She was likely just satisfying her alien curiosity, and would leave as soon as things got boring.



“Sorry, guess it wasn’t much after all,” Zephyr said. She floated down from above on a current of wind. “Say, how far to the castle grounds extend? To the point that leaving would kill you, I mean.”



I frowned, and glanced down at the edge. It took me awhile to pick out the right set of torches, but I pointed to the gatehouse. “There. I If I get too close, I start to feel sick. It’s the same for the walls that circle the palace.”



Zephyr nodded, her grin wide. “That should do just fine. Even if you can’t leave the palace… well. Would you like to try flying?”



“What?” I stared at her, uncomprehending for several moments before it finally dawned on me, and my heart leapt into my throat. “Y-you want me to… fly? Like, in the actual air?”



“Yeah!” Zephyr floated on the edge of the tower, hands held out in invitation. “I won’t drop you, I promise.”



“That’s not the…” My heart pounded in my chest. Was I actually considering this? It was insane. Why would I trust my life to a creature I’d tried to enslave earlier today? It could all be a trick just to drop me to my death.



But Zephyr likely had the power to kill me where I stood, and hadn’t yet done so. My knees shaking, I climbed up on the edge of the crenelations. I started to stand up, but I looked down, and my stomach did somersaults.



Zephyr caught me, holding me steady on the edge. “You look so pale,” she said with a giggle. “I suppose it must be different, for you humans who don’t command the air, but to me it just is.” She floated backwards a few feet, so her arms and mine were fully extended, our fingertips touching. “Step forward whenever you’re ready.”



This could kill me. I could die. A wry thought bubbled up to the surface, suggesting that death wouldn’t be so terrible of an outcome after all, but I stamped it down. All I had to do was take one step. My body refused to move, obeying the laws of common sense even as my brain tried to override them.



“It’s okay.” Zephyr smiled. “I’ve got you.”



I closed my eyes shut, and took one step forward. Electricity shot up my arms, my whole body abuzz with energy.



I didn’t fall. I opened my eyes to find myself standing on open air. “Gods above,” I swore, then barked a nervous laugh. I took another step forward, and no longer had the purchase of anything solid underneath me. “I’m flying. I’m actually flying.”



“See!” Zephyr laughed, and it was the most wonderful sound in the world. “I told you it would be okay. It’s not so bad, right?”



“You’re right! This is amaz—”



I fell.



The ground plummeted towards me. My scream ripped through the night air, surely alerting every guard in the palace. Zephyr clung to me, laughing like a mad woman.



Before the ground broke my body into pieces, Zephyr banked, and we soared upwards in a curving spiral. I stared at Zephyr, in shock, sure that if I wasn’t going to fall to death, my heart would give out shortly. “You could have warned me!” I managed to choke out, but it was mostly absorbed by the whipping winds around us. I raised a fist, as if to punch her in the chest, but the movement caught my arm in the wind, sending it jerking back, and I quickly retracted it, and clung to Zephyr even tighter.



“I’m sorry,” Zephyr said with a grin, her voice perfectly clear despite the noise. ‘I couldn’t resist.”



We climbed higher and higher, until the clouds were closer than the palace. I didn’t know whether or not my binding to the palace extended vertically as well, but given the lack of sudden death I encountered, I suspected it did not.



Soon, our upward climb was arrested, and Zephyr spread away from me, holding onto only one hand as we fell towards the earth. Surely we fell at the same incredible speed I had earlier, but with the ground so far away, it was hardly noticeable.



I opened my mouth to speak, but I felt light headed, and cold, and could hardly breathe.



Zephyr frowned, then blew a kiss towards me. All of a sudden, the air around me cleared, I could breath normally, and there was no longer a torrent of sound. “Isn’t this simply wonderful? Zephyr asked, gesturing grandly.



“That’s… really my city?” It was so far away. Barely the size of a single coin against the dirt. The land stretched on for miles and miles and miles. Land I had never seen before. There was apparently a lake to the east, nestled in a mountain valley. I knew of it on the map, but to see it like this... Had any humans ever lay witness to such a sight? I shivered, though not from the cold.



“This is what it means to be Djinn,” Zephyr said. “Do you like it?”



“Do I like it?” I found myself laughing, uproariously. All the tension, the stress, the confusion, the failure. It all melted away as a doubled up, laughing my head off as I plummeted towards the earth.



Zephyr squeezed my hand. “I’ll take that as a yes.”



I nodded, tears of joy welling up in my eyes.



I wasn’t sure how long it took for us to return to the castle. Once we got closer, our descent slowed, until my feet gently touched against the top of the tower once more, and I collapsed into a heap, panting heavily.



Zephyr crouched next to me, and smoothed my bangs to the side. “We could go back up, any time you want.”



“I think I’m good for tonight,” I said, giving half of a smile. It may have been a stray panicked thought earlier, but I really didn’t think my heart could take much more excitement for one night. “But why would you do that, anyway? Why do any of this for me? After what I tried to do to you earlier…”



“Ah.” Zephyr pulled away, her face serious. “Well, the look on your face was delightful. And it’s not often you get to see the joy of someone flying for the first time. Especially when it’s so commonplace for one such as I.”



I pursed my lips. “That’s not the only reason, is it?”



Zephyr shook her head. “No, it’s not.”



I looked over into her eyes, and found… hesitation, there? Whatever she was about to say, it was clearly important to her. I reached over, and placed my hand on hers. “It’s okay.”



“Of course.” Zephyr took a deep breath. “I may be able to grant your wish, if you grant me mine in return.”



“You can… grant my wish?” I glanced over the crenelations towards the city. “But Djinn can’t grant wishes. That’s just a myth.”



Zephyr shook her head. “Yes and no. Not so much a myth, as it is a closely guarded. No individual Djinn can grant a wish.”



I blinked, thinking through the implications. “Are you saying that… multiple Djinn could grant one? But where would get anything like that? I don’t think I’m up to summoning more, and—”



“No summoning. It’s a very painful process for us, you know.” Zephyr winced, then sighed. “What does the royal family do with Djinn once their masters have died?”



“They inter them in the family crypts. Each receptacle rests by the woman who owned it,” I recite the answer as if talking to a tutor, then frown at Zephyr. “Why do you ask?”



Zephyr grinned, sparks shooting from her eyes. “If we could free them, that would be enough Djinn to grant your wish, would it not? My sisters have rotted in your smelly tomb for far too long.”



I shook my head. “There’s no way. The crypts are guarded by the spirits of ancient soldiers. If anything in the tomb is broken or tampered with, they’ll attack without mercy.”



“Did you forget who you’re dealing with here?” Zephyr spread her fingers wide, and lightning arced between them. “If we go together, I can take care of any problems. Problem solving is what Djinn are enslaved for in the first place, you know.”



“It’s still not enough. The royal crypts are sealed with the same sort of spell that binds me to the throne. If you’re not bound to me, then you won’t even be able to get inside.”



Zephyr grunted, then crossed her arms over her chest. She pushed up from the ground, lazily floating in the air, her brow furrowed in thought.



“I’m sorry,” I muttered, wringing my hands in my skirt. “I don’t know if there’s a better way to get down there, but—”



“Bind me, then.”



“What?”



Zephyr looked me in the eye, her gaze piercing. “Bind me to you, we can go down to the crypt, free my sisters, fight off the guardians, and grant your wish, so you can leave the palace. Then you can break the contract, and I’ll be free too. Everybody wins.”



My heart skipped a beat. “You… would trust me, to do something like that? To just let you go, once I have you in my power?”



Zephyr smiled, and put her hands on mine. “You trusted me to walk off a ledge, didn’t you? We can do this, together. You and me.”



“Okay. Okay.” I licked my lips, and swallowed. My cheeks were burning. I stood up, and started pacing. “I’ll have to draw a new summoning circle for the ritual, and—”



“No circles needed!” Zephyr laughed, then floated to the front of me, an odd expression on her face. “If I’m making a pact voluntarily, the ritual is much less complicated.”



That made sense. I took a deep breath, and let myself relax. “Okay. What do I have to do?”



“Oh, not much.” Zephyr reached out and cupped my cheeks, her touch stinging with tiny sparks. She brought her face close to mind, and I could feel her breath on my lips.



“What are you…”



Zephyr’s eyes lit up with lightning, and she opened her mouth wide. A light shone from her throat, and a small orb, about the size of a marble floated from her, until it hovered in the distance between us.



I stared at the orb, then looked up to meet Zephyr’s gaze and somehow knew what was coming next.



Zephyr pressed our lips together, the orb between them, and a tingle of power washed through me. I could suddenly feel every tiny movement of the air around us, and could hear Zephyr’s heartbeat as if it were my own.



Ritual aside, I held that kiss for longer than was strictly necessary.



Zephyr finally pulled away, her blush showing even through her dark gray complexion. “The pact is sealed,” she breathed, her voice barely a whisper.



“Wow,” I muttered. I’m sure my own face was radiant at the moment, and I couldn’t seem to stop smiling. “I don’t suppose, um, we could maybe do that again sometime?”



Zephyr giggled, then leaned in and gave me a peck on the cheek. “Sure. But first, we have a job to do, right?”



“Right.”










I stood in front of the door to the royal crypts, Zephyr by my side.



The guard eyed me up and down, a bead of sweat forming on his forehead. “Uh, princess?”



I held my chin up high, looking down on him despite his height advantage. “I am going to go pay respects to my mother. Please step aside.”



Zephyr giggled. She had taken on a translucent, cloud-like appearance, and I suspected that the guard couldn’t see her, judging by his lack of a reaction.



“It’s awfully late, Princess. Surely you could—”



My harshest glare silenced him, and he swallowed. “My apologies. I won’t stand in your way.”



“Thank you for your cooperation.” I walked past him, up to the heavy stone doors. When I placed my hand on them, they flashed red for a moment, before they rumbled and slid open.



Zephyr shivered as we stepped inside. “Being inside is bad enough, but I can’t stand being underground like this.”



“I’m sorry.” Once we were a few ways in, the doors slid closed behind us, and torches lit up on the wall, welcoming my presence as a member of the royal family. “We won’t be here long, with any luck.”



“Things might start to get hectic, once we start breaking things.” Zephyr stretched, cracking her knuckles, even as she floated on her back. “Do you know where you're going?”



Generations and generations of my family were entombed down here. Not all of them with Djinn. It was labyrinthine maze, easy to get lost in. I had gotten lost on several occasions, but there was at least one place I knew how to find by heart.



My footsteps echoed through the hallways in silence, and Zephyr kept quiet as well. My somber trek went on for maybe five minutes, before I found the small alcove in which sat a statue of my mother, a clay pot resting at the base.



“Hi, Mom,” I said, my voice sounding loud to my own ears. No response came, but I didn’t expect one. “I guess I haven’t been down here in awhile, huh? I have a Djinn now. Her name is Zephyr.”



Zephyr placed a hand on my shoulder, and I took a deep, shuddering, breath.



“Zephyr and I are going to run away together. There’s a way to break the binding that keeps me here. I don’t know if that's something you want for me or not. I guess I never knew you well enough. I’m sorry. But I’ve made my decision.”



A chill breeze blew through the alcove, and Zephyr reached a hand down to touch the pot, but her hand went straight through it, as if she were trying to grab ahold of smoke. “Looks like it has to be you.”



“Right. I took a deep breath, then carefully took the pot in my hands, and lifted it above my head. “Here goes nothing!”



Before I could cast the pot to the ground, something icy cold grabbed ahold of my wrist.



I turned to see the shimmering, ghostly blue form of my mother standing there, a blue imprint left on my wrist from her touch. “What are you doing? If you go through with this, child, you will undermine all the power our family has sought to build! It is this accumulated legacy that gives you the right, the strength to rule!”



“Agh, that hurts!” I tried to wrench my grip free from my mother, but it was like trying to bend steel. “What right? What rule? We’re just puppets, playthings of the Viziers. What ruling do we even do?”



“You are just a child, Amethenia!” my mother spat.  “Meddling with forces you do not understand! Cease this foolish venture at once!”



I glanced over towards Zephyr. She had a pained, pleading look in her eyes, most of her attention focused on the jar. “And what, enslave Djinn, just as we are ourselves enslaved?”



“If you had undertaken the trials, you would know your place in the world, or have died trying. This country will not be ruled by the weak!”



Well, that made my mother’s opinion perfectly clear. I swallowed the lump in my throat, and the terror in my transformed into anger. I nodded to Zephyr, then grabbed ahold of my mother’s wrist. Electricity arced through the ghost of my mother, she screamed in agony, releasing the hold on me.



I stumbled backwards, and Zephyr caught me. I murmured a quick thanks, then dashed the pot against the wall.



Mother shrieked and her voice was echoed by the shrieks of a thousand others, the echoing labyrinth creating a sonic assault that threatened to overwhelm me. I saw a glowing blue orb float into the air from the shards of broken pottery.



Zephyr cheered, and darted over. The light started orbiting her wrist. “We’ll need six more! You need seven, unbonded Djinn to grant a wish!”



“You’re dooming us all!” my mother shrieked after me.



I dashed out of the corridor, only to narrowly duck below a spectral sword swung at my neck. A ghost of another woman stood before me, one I didn’t recognize, and she raised her sword for another thrust.



Zephyr reacted before I could, kicking the woman in the chest with a shower of sparks that sent her flying through the wall. “I can feel where the other Djinn are being held. Down that hallway!”



Shrieks, moans, and curses followed me with every step. More ghosts gathered to block my path, and a raised hand brought lightning down upon them, their essence fading like mist before me. I found the second alcove, and swept the pot off its pedestal without even stopping to take a breath. A second Djinn joined the first.



“There’s a bunch up ahead,” Zephyr shouted as she sent a gust of wind down the tunnel behind us.



Two more quick turns, and I found myself face to face with a trio of three statues. The ghosts of three women stood in front of them, with regal expressions. The sight jogged my memory. Apparently, the legend of about a trio of triplets who had managed to ascend to the throne together was true after all.



“You cannot fight destiny, child,” the one on the left said.



“There is a greater plan for all of us,” the one in the middle said.



“Turn back now, or join us down here forever,” finished the one on the left.



I raised my hand, to discharge more lightning in their direction. The raised their hands in front of them simultaneously, and my lightning dissipated harmlessly.



Well, that wasn’t good. I swallowed, and felt sweat trickle down the back of my neck. I could still hear shrieks in the tunnels behind us, and knew I didn’t have a lot of time. “I wish I had my sword,” I muttered. “I’m a good fencer, you know?”



Zephyr glanced at me, then grinned. “Well, you should have said that earlier.” She blew me a kiss, which turned into mist. The mist swirled around my hand, until it eventually took the shape of a fencing saber.



I hefted the ephemeral sword in front of me. It was lighter than I was used to, but it would have to do. I lunged forward, aiming to skewer the sister on the right.



As one, they side stepped to the left, circling around me. The left sister lashed out, and caught me in my left arm. Any icy chill ran through me, and my left arm fell limp at my side.



It didn’t matter. I’d slipped past them, and darted to the altar to shatter all three pots.



“No!” they cried out in unison.



Lightning arced from behind them, catching them off guard, and the three sisters faded into mist. Zephyr stood there with smoking fingers. “You alright?”



I lifted my left arm with my right, then released. It flopped about uselessly. “I’ll be fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “It doesn’t hurt. Come on, we have to keep moving.”



Zephyr nodded, and sped down the corridor.



I lashed out with my saber when ghosts lunged at me. Luckily, the sixth Djinn proved an easy rescue, an urn lying on its side in an unguarded alcove. The lights around Zephyr’s wrist were almost blinding in their radiance and speed now. Only one left.



I ran straight through Zephyr, skidding to a halt when I realized she’d stopped. We were at a fork in the tunnel. “Which way?”



Zephyr bit her lip. “I don’t know, there’s a Djinn in either direction.”



“Then let's just pick one!” I hesitated for only a moment longer, before charging left.



One corner, then another. Only to find myself at a dead end, with no Djinn in sight.



“Uh oh,” Zephyr muttered. “It’s on the other side of this wall.”



Just who designed this place, anyway? I swore under my breath, “We’ll just double back then, not a big… deal.”



I turned to find that ghosts had poured into the hallway behind us, a swarm of them, too dense for us to slip past. I took a step back, and felt the cold stone wall press against my back. I glanced at Zephyr, and we raised our hands together.



The flash and cacophonous blast of thunder in such a confined space that we unleashed would have destroyed the senses of any normal human, but it seemed that being bonded to a Djinn had its perks.



Even then, when I finished blinking the spots out of my eyes, the horde of ghosts still stood. Together, they’d dissipated the lightning, just like the sisters had done earlier.



Zephyr lowered her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved in this. This power has ruled for generations. If an assault like this could disrupt it so easily, someone would have done so by now.”



My heart pounded in my chest. I dropped the sword, and reached out to take Zephyr’s hand in my own. “You said it takes six unbonded Djinn to grant a wish, right?”



“Yeah, that’s right.” Zephyr held up her hand, the six lights still spinning around it. Unshed tears glistened in her stormy eyes. “We almost made it.”



“Good.” I closed the distance between us, and locked my lips to hers. “I release you from your contract.”



“What, no, if you do that—”



That little orb I’d absorbed earlier flew out of me and back into Zephyr. All the strength left my body, my left arm screamed with agony, and I crumpled to a heap on the ground.



Zephyr knelt down beside me, cradling my head in her arms. “Amy, come on. Wishing for freedom here and now won’t do you any good. We still have to make it out of here, and we won’t be able to do that if we’re not bonded!”



“That’s okay.” My vision swam. The lights of the other Djinn floated into the air, and I could see vague outlines of six women standing behind Zephyr, “I wish for all the Djinn trapped in these catacombs to be freed.”



Zephyr’s eyes widened, and the last thing I heard before unconsciousness claimed me was a titanic rumble and an undying shriek that surely made even the gods take notice.










When I woke up, I found myself staring into light blue eyes, the color of the sky at dawn.



I blinked, and groaned. My body ached everywhere, and my left arm was on fire with a thousand pins and needles prickling my flesh.



“Hey,” Zephyr said, and ran her cool fingers across my forehead. “Welcome back.”



“I guess I’m alive, huh?” I sat up, blinking away sleep, and taking stock of my surroundings. I could just barely see the sun peaking up over the horizon, casting its first rays of light over the city. I could see the palace to my left, a thin trail of smoke rising from it.



The palace...



“We’re outside the palace!?” I sputtered. I looked around, and sure enough, while we were high on a tower somewhere, it wasn’t the tower I was used to. “But how? I wished for you to be free, not for my own curse to be lifted.”



Zephyr grinned. “How do you think you could be bound to the throne in the first place? You humans could do no magic without Djinn, and without Djinn, there is no magic.”



“That makes sense, but... “ I frowned, and scratched at my chin. “Is the summoning we do not magic? How could we have summoned any Djinn in the first place?”



“I suspect that somewhere far back in history, a Djinn made a contract willingly.” Zephyr scowled, then shook her head. “But it is of no matter now. This legacy is over.”



I nodded. “Did all your sisters make it out okay?”



“Yeah. Most of them were in a pretty bad mood, but they’ve returned home.” Zephyr sat down next to me, scooting close, and placed her hand on mine.



“Thank you,” I murmured, and leaned closer, resting my shoulder on hers. I couldn’t look away from the sight of the palace from the outside. From down here in the city, it looked awfully intimidating. “What do you think is going to happen? If what you say is true, then we really did just destroy the entire system of rulership.”



“Good riddance,” Zephyr spat. “Maybe they can find some other method of governance that doesn’t involve enslaving my people. Some of my sisters have stayed behind to keep a watch on things. They shouldn’t be able to summon any more Djinn without the magic of the palace, but on the off chance they find another way, there will be a nasty surprise waiting for them.”



“I see.” I thought of my younger sisters, still up there in the palace somewhere. Their chance of ruling with me the eldest was already pretty slim, but now it would forever be out of their grasp. I wondered how they would cope.



We sat there for some time, in silence. As the sun rose higher in the sky, the city began to wake up around us. People milled out of their homes, to go to their jobs, to the market. Criers began shouting the news, though it seemed like the events at the palace weren’t yet known.



I took a deep breath, and bit my lip. “I suppose you’ll be going then, huh?”



Zephyr chuckled, then reached out to grasp my cheek, and turned my gaze towards hers. “There’s a lot I think that I’d like to see in this world. I wouldn’t mind seeing it with you.” She leaned in to kiss me. My lips tingled from her touch, although there was no transfer of power this time.



“I’d like that a lot,” I murmured, my cheeks red.



Zephyr stood up and bounced away, giggling, before hovering over the edge of the roof. She held out her hands in invitation. “You trust me, right?”



I grinned, then stood up myself. My steps were unsteady, my left arm still numb, but I took her right hand in my own, and stepped off the edge. “Absolutely.”
      

      
   
      A Heart Filled by Storms


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Have You Ever Screwed in a Light Bulb?


      

      
      
         I can tell that you mean the question as a joke. However, if you will excuse the digression, I would find it much more amusing to answer truthfully and without qualifications, and for that, I must tell you a story.



The human race mostly thinks of lightning as a force without will; you have deities that command it and summon it, fire it as projectiles to indicate their wrath and power, but there are few gods in any pantheon that are literally made of lightning, as I am.



Ah, of course you don’t believe me. Well, let me demonstrate. You see my empty hand and sleeveless arm? I extend my finger and swirl it in a circle. Already you can see how it moves faster than should be physically possible, correct? And now a field grows from the swirling current of my body, and the cheap flatware on the café table leaps up to stick to my hand… and out of your coffee as well. I apologize for the mess. But that should suffice, I think. Were I to make a more powerful demonstration, it might be more of a shock to you than you could handle.



You see, there is slow life and fast life. I am a being born of electromagnetic potential, whose force unseen helps to hold the planet together, while you and your species are formed by the slower chemical reactions. While sometimes I walk among you and take your form, at my pleasure, at others I dance in clouds during the potent thunderstorms, leaping from earth to sky and back many times, exulting as the echoes shatter the sky! It is a fierce joy and I understand that the full intensity of it is too much for your mortal bodies, as I learned early to my sorrow. Today I strive to avoid sharing my full passion with you, channeling my dances into the pathways which you create for me within your dwelling places.



In the ancient days, I rode the storms and struck myself down into your communities wherever I passed. Nowadays, you have spread your conduits so widely and finely that I have my pick of where I may go. Over time, I learned to slow my own fires and mimic your appearance, taking on an insulated surface of balanced and neutral forces so I can walk among you without causing you harm.



And as you learned to tame and control the substance of which I am made, and I came more and more to make my home among you, so also you awakened stirrings within me. Restless stirrings of the kind that cannot be soothed by mere social intercourse.



As far as I know, I am the only one of my kind upon this globe, and I have had a very long time in which to search for another like me. Sometimes I make my way in a lazy swirl towards the poles of Earth, there to join the magnetic flow in vast circles that sweep repeatedly through the great ruddy iron core. I ascend to the upper atmosphere, merging my gentler radiances to the curtains of light and color that sweep the sky when the sun sends its emissions this way. I often let myself drift further out, leaving the world behind and following the grand traces into the dark and sparkling void, always careful not to drift too far away or to venture into Earth’s shadow, where the magnetosphere stretches out into nothingness like a vast tail. But never have I found a hint of life comparable to mine amid the solar winds. 



I fancy sometimes that I originally came from the Sun, and that if I were only brave enough to venture beyond this cool rock that is your world, I could find a means to return home. But the more I learn of the energies of the solar sphere, the more I fear that they would be more than I could handle, and a visit would prove to be suicide. And so, I remain here and take what comfort I can among your kind. And while it is a pleasure to talk with those of your species, and absorb the admirable learning you all have acquired while working together in your brief lifespans, I do yearn for a deeper sort of contact, a sort that I shall not spell out lest I exceed the boundaries of modesty and cause offense. Yes, that sort. 



Of course I have tried it with humans! The act, while pleasurable enough, does not wholly leave me satisfied. For one thing, I must hold my exterior fields under tight control so that my semblance does not slip and cause my partner a severe or even lethal injury, and this distracts me from taking full joy in the act. For another… there are so many ways for me to experience things as a being of pure, unbridled energy, ways that are forever closed to you as a being of mere matter. I do not say this to insult you or mock your powers, but it is the simple truth.



And so, as your people started to improve their skill at understanding the world, and electrical and magnetic forces started to become more to you than a means of startling the unlettered folk with laboratory tricks, my interest grew. For I suspected that once the brightest minds among you started to investigate and harness the power of which I am made, they might also find a way to pierce the barrier between our separate kinds. 



Might it be possible for your best, brightest and most learned minds to design a way to protect themselves from my intensity? Might it even be possible for one of them to become more like me? The possibilities were intoxicating. 



And so I incarnated myself again and again as the centuries rolled by, following the storms of development, feigning to be a university student or laboratory assistant, and aiding the spread of knowledge where I could, absorbing much myself along the way. I was at Leipzig, turning the electrostatic crank for von Guericke. I was at the University of Leiden when van Musschenbroek replicated Kleist’s experiments and stored power in the opposed charges of two separated plates. When the trans-Atlantic cables were stretched out between the old and new worlds, I followed the signals to the United States. And there… I found at long last the chance I sought.



Edison is your guess? If you will excuse the common expression, he did not quite have the spark. Methodical, a great applier, but lacking that grand sweep of vision that often may swerve off course, but when it strikes true, ah, what wonders are revealed! Edison refined the inventions of himself and others and produced wonders; creation of light at one’s desire, the storage and reproduction of sound and images. But these were as echoes and shadows, and things like myself could not interact with them. His methods were too dull and direct for my tastes. I sought an alternate way.



I made my way north, following the path of a brilliant Serbian who had fallen into and out of Edison’s employ. In Tesla, I sensed the potential of a scientist who was also an artist.



It was difficult for me to woo him. He seemed remote from women, though he showed no interest in his own sex. I had to reform several times, returning to him in various guises before I found a semblance that even slightly caught his eye.



I made advances in gaining his trust, and as I demonstrated what knowledge I had, I gained more and more of his respect, until at last I could entrust my secret to him. Thereafter, I was able to materially assist his research, for I was able to enter many of the devices he constructed and confirm his intuitions about them. I was caught up in his work, quite literally! 



And slowly, by degrees, I made him aware of my desire. Fortunately, the prospect of converting solid matter to electromagnetic energy while maintaining the organized principles of mind seized his imagination, and he soon became my full partner in making the scenario a reality.



The technical details will have to wait until I find another such genius as him with whom I can recreate them. I will summarize by saying that by analysis of my very substance, we found a path that seemed practicable. I explained what I knew of the means by which I create a solid human exterior for myself, and his sharp mind identified the useful principles behind what for me was an intuitive process.



Though he was much given to showmanship and display of his past discoveries, the scope of this project was such that he kept it secret, making it a part of his grand effort to create a means to transmit power by wireless radiance alone. You have likely heard of the ill-fated Wardenclyffe facility? This was the scene of our eventual triumph and sorrow.



He had become rash with his personal finances, and recklessly borrowed and promised to fund the project. But after many experiments, we arrived at a workable plan. It was not to be a literal transformation of his substance, but the creation of an instance of something like me, which would be imprinted with the intents and thoughts of his material mind. The infamous Wardenclyffe tower was in fact part of the massive sensor array that we eventually constructed.



The fateful day arrived when our tests were as complete as we could make them. He lay upon a comfortable cot surrounded by quietly humming sensors, all powered via a failsafe switch. Around us banks of condensers stored the necessary power. 



I had sacrificed a small part of my substance to his experiments, and he had discovered a means to replicate it. Separated from me, it had no potential for independent thought or action and merely subsisted as a field of neutral charge. I found it unsettling at first; I suppose it was similar to the way your kind may feel about corpses.



But now, I stepped to the main circle of terminals, glistening with the enamel on the copper windings, and let myself go, entering fully into his device.I felt the potential field join me, a thing, lacking intent and direction. Tesla cut in the switch, his eyes rolled back in his head, and that which was to be his vehicle… became him. I felt him around me, beside me, as we whirled together through the flux at dizzy speeds. And thus, after countless centuries, I was no longer alone. 



And there, my ardor for him grew, and I could feel that he found himself worthy to approach me, and that I was a worthy match for him. Our partnership and friendship were reaching their culmination…



Again, you will pardon me if I do not give too much detail. It is not so much that I fear offending you as that it was an intensely private moment. We danced together in waves of delight that made his equipment shudder from fluctuating magnetic fields. We passed in and out of the equipment in his laboratory, surging through the old dielectric jars, the condensers, and his eponymous coils, which cast their bright blue flickering whiskers into the intrenchant air. He had become the phenomenon he had so long sought to master, and I was so joyed to have found a counterpart at last that I could not contain myself, and burst into an analogue of song that induced coronas of radiant fire to surround his equipment.



And thence we coupled resonantly, to put things as coarsely as I shall ever do so. His passion arced through me. Would I fully accept him, allow him to impress me permanently with the matrix of his being? I yielded. We became as one, for an impossibly long and short time, and I reached truly, for the first time, in full intensity, what your species has termed le petit mort. I could feel my passion inflaming to the point where his instruments were in danger. Even in the throes of rapture, I could not cause harm to my lover. I made sure that the first surge tripped the fail safes, returning him to his material body, even as I lost my sensations, as the equipment melted and  burst, as I sank to a state of insensible, minimal charge.



Of what followed, you probably know from history that Tesla never recovered his previous successes. Unconscious, I had passed out of the range of detection by his instruments, and without me he had no means to restore what had been lost. He probably thought that he had killed me, the poor man. He returned to his celibate life, spent his time upon other projects, and eventually gave up his ghost and returned to dust.



It was long decades before I awoke again, and Tesla was already dead. It took me a long while of grief and searching before I fully reclaimed my powers and understood what happened. But the news was not all bleak; I had begun the process of gestation. I calculate that it will be long centuries before I at last will do the equivalent of giving birth, but there will at least be more of me. I am not doomed to be forever alone. And though Tesla left no direct genetic lineage with your species, his spark shall live on through me.



So now, to return to the original question you asked? No, I have not actually screwed in a light bulb.



However, I’ve gotten Leyden jars.
      

      
   
      Verbal Battery


      

      
      
         When Anji came home, Kevan wasn't in the spell circle, and her heart skipped a beat. The room smelled of something at right angles to scent — the way it only did when the gigathaum threshold had been passed without focusing the casting into an element — and until he answered her shout from upstairs, her brain was frantically cycling through possible sources of metamagic mishap.



"Kevan!" she said as she hustled into their study, dodging around the table of reference books and alchemical equipment. He was intently staring over the back of some sort of children's book, and when she lunged in for a hug, he gave her the noncommittal grunt that meant he was deeply focused. So she backed away — watching him reach past the cover to flip a page — and waited impatiently for eye contact. 



"You scared me half to death," Anji said once he finally peeled his gaze from the glassware. "You said you had a breakthrough to show me. Why are you up here?"



Kevan grinned proudly, stood up, and gestured with a flourish toward a metal-lidded jar. "Because this is the breakthrough that's going to make us household names."



It was empty — at least until Anji focused and turned on her mage-sight. The faint glow of bindings limned the jar. Inside was an even fainter glow, what looked at first like the dots of distant fireflies until she leaned in and the light resolved into shaky letters. abcd efghi jkl mnop qrstu vwxyz, it read. aaaaaaa aabbcbcccddd eff.



"It, um, doesn't look like a gigathaum spell, sweetie." She squinted. The letters danced, and her brain whirled through the clues. "But if you channeled that much without blowing the house apart … wait, you've been reading up on volition distillations. Creating elementals. Except the energy downstairs had no elemental resonance." Anji sat upright. "Is this …?"



Kevan grabbed her and pulled her into a passionate kiss, and when their lips parted he was every bit as animated as when they'd first fallen in love. "A meta-elemental. Pure essence — not of fire, water, earth, or air, but of an abstract concept."



Anji glanced around the table with fresh eyes. The maze of glass tubing she'd at first taken for alchemical equipment was instead a haphazard collection of measuring devices — calorimeter, anemometer, luxometer, thaumometer — connected to various stimulus tubes wired to the jar's lid. The children's book Kevan had set aside was a first-school primer, open to the page on the alphabet, and her gaze lingered on it for a few moments. "And this concept is …? Literacy? Language?" 



"Communication." To anyone else, it would have sounded like gloating.



"A communication elemental." Anji pursed her lips. "Let me guess, so that you can have it explain to me why you're putting together a project measuring properties of meta-elementals? Even if that wasn't outside both our specialties, Magister Salek's entire school has a ten-year head start on it."



"Ah," Kevan said, wagging a finger, "measuring properties isn't the point; it's just how we'll know we're succeeding. Think, love. I'm the college's foremost expert on elemental conversion. You're a leader in the field of formalization." He gestured to the jar. "Translating effects to the spellwords that make them happen."



Anji rubbed her temples. Usually, she loved the challenge of Kevan's puzzles, but there were times when being dragged like a student through his chains of logic was less than endearing. "It's been a long day, sweetie."



A frown flitted across his features, but it didn't dampen his enthusiasm for long. "Why, only the year's hottest research topic — thaumo-mechanical conversion! Powering boilers with fire elementals, or turbines with water elementals, or harnessing air elementals for what Magister Nuovo's been doing with electrostatic charge."



Anji blinked. "But I suggested that when we were talking about your next project. You said it wasn't worth your time."



"You suggested thaumo-mechanical conversion from earth elementals," Kevan countered. "And that isn't — because it's an obvious gap, and everybody and their pony is racing to fill it already. But meta-elementals?" He threw his arms wide. "Power from abstract volition! The purest possible application of magic, free of elemental corruption!"



Anji glanced back at the jar, mage-sight up. abcdef ghintroouctqry jklangvage and mnoathennatics magi5ter pqrsterling 5S7 KE, the glowing letters read, echoing the spine of the book behind it.



"Mechanical power out of language," she murmured. "It's crazy. The perfect kind of crazy." She kissed him again. "I love you. I'm in."








When they sat down to discuss the details, though, it quickly became apparent just how crazy the project was.



"So how are we going to get mechanical power out of the elemental?" Kevan asked.



Anji's eyebrows shot up. "That's your department, sweetie."



"Not until I know what I'm working with."



"… Meta-elementals are Salek's department."



"Language is yours."



Anji rubbed her temples again. "Formalizing concepts into spells is mine. Language is just the substrate of that process."



"Well," Kevan said, "you've got pure, distilled concept. So do the obvious, simple thing and get me some spells out of it."



Anji frowned at his tone, but let it slide. "That doesn't get us to our goal. You want power from the elemental, not from the elemental's capabilities channeled through a human caster."



"Fire elementals don't need a caster to burn. Water elementals don't need a caster to flow. Air elementals don't need a caster to storm." Kevan jabbed a finger at the jar, where the glowing letters had started to manifest visibly without mage-sight. "So formalize what that does, and leave the heavy lifting of applying it to me."



On Meta Elennentals Magister Salek, the glowing letters read. Apflications of Elememental Povver Magisfer Kevan, and then: Cataiogue of Alchennical Glazzware Daubre amd Sons S91 KE.



Anji glanced at the spines of the books scattered around the table. "It's trying to communicate," she said.



Kevan rolled his eyes. "I suppose it's some mild comfort to know that my communication elemental isn't defective." 



Anji, ignored him sliding a paper out from the blotter-pile and scratching Hello in large letters with a quill. She held it up facing the jar.



The letters in the jar squirmed and writhed. Hellohellohellohellohellohellohellohellohellohellohellohellohello, the script shifted into, and then most of the letters twisted in on themselves, leaving only Hello floating mid-jar.



Anji thought for a moment, then took the paper back and added an exclamation mark. Hello!



HelloI, the jar responded. The gentle sway of the letters froze for a moment, as if it was thinking, and then an additional letter uncoiled itself at the end: HelloIo. Then the terminal O shrank and drifted underneath the I.



Anji's breath caught.



"It — but — hah — sweetie, did you see that?" she sputtered. "You trained it on nothing but the letters of the alphabet! It just derived the exclamation mark from primitive particles!"



"Communication elemental," Kevan said dryly. "Why should that be any less expected than a fire elemental understanding how to burn?"



The floating text froze again, and then whirled into a different configuration. Apflications, it said, and then slowly and deliberately shrunk the O and moved it underneath the I. Apflicat!ns.



"Kevan," Anji said urgently. "Shut up and listen. Cross-contextual extrapolation. It's learning."



Kevan blinked rapidly, then whirled and walked over to the window, stroking his beard. "Hm. In that case, we may be thinking about power generation backward."



Anji stared at the text, captivated. She glanced around the table, picked up Kevan's book from the far side of it, and brought the spine closer to the jar. The letters froze again, and the F uncoiled into a P with almost sheepish subtlety: Applicat!ns.



"Katja's Stars," Anji whispered.  "Look at you. You're a miracle."



"Elementals are beings of focused volition," Kevan said as if she hadn't spoken. "Volition is the core of spellcasting. We don't need to extract spells from the meta-elemental."



Anji glanced over her shoulder at him, then leaned back in toward the glass.



"It could cast spells," Kevan said, and "You could cast spells," Anji said, in perfect chorus.








It wasn't that simple, of course. 



They presented the jar with the most basic light spell, which it copied to no effect. Neither of them had really expected otherwise — the act of reading wasn't the act of casting. Applying volition to the words to invoke their flow of power required lengthy and delicate study of thaumics. 



Still, running into that wall had caused Kevan to declare it was a problem best tackled in the morning. Anji, flush with discovery, had turned down the house magelights, lit the table-lamp, and continued her research to the soundtrack of Kevan's snores.



The elemental seemed eager to parrot back whatever she wrote to it, but after that trick with the exclamation mark, Anji knew there was more there. After some thought, she went downstairs for colored inks and wrote:

Hello!

Hello!

How are you?

I am fine.



She held that up in front of the jar until it copied the text, then set it down and held up her earlier Hello! sign.



Hello! lit up in the jar, its glow now outshining the lamp's dim light and giving the tabletop a golden cast.



With a trembling hand, Anji wrote and held up: How are you?



The golden letters froze, then spun uncertainly, and for a moment Anji felt doubt simmer until they settled into: I am fine.



The letters began dancing in place as Anji's heart quickened, and as she watched their motion all she could think was: I think we're much better than that.








She woke up at Kevan's shoulder-nudge, squinting against the daylight suffusing the study.



"You never came to bed," he said, turning off the lamp. "What were you doing all night?"



Anji rubbed her eyes and sat up, feeling her back stiffen. "So, so much," she said. "Watch this."



She shuffled across the room and grabbed a bound journal anthology on circle construction from the bookshelf. She returned to the table and held it up in front of the jar. 



Yes, the cheerily glowing letters said.



Book? Not book? she wrote on one of the last sheets from the pile of scratch paper she'd torn into eighths.



The golden letters turned red, and the lines and curves of the letters disintegrated into a floating soup of symbols. Then, as quickly as they'd shifted, they flashed back to glowing yellow letters: Book.



"It recognizes queries and responses, logical negation, abstract object classes, and it's starting to pick up vocabulary," Anji said. "This is amazing. It's an elemental and we're a measurable percentage of the way toward language."



Kevan looked around at the haphazard piles of books littering the table. "Yeah, okay."



Anji bristled. "Okay? 'Okay'? Sweetie, how are you not amazed? This is unheard of. Elementals have only ever reacted to direct stimulus-response."



Kevan sighed, lowering his face into his palm. "Anji. It's a meta-elemental of communication." He looked back up into her eyes, and his face hardened. "You can't get sidetracked if we're going to publish before earth-elemental thaumo-mechanical conversions get found and everyone loses interest in the field."



"This isn't sidetracking," Anji snapped. "To cast a spell it has to understand the spell. To understand the spell it has to understand language."



"It has to understand the specific set of spell vocabulary you want it to cast with!" Kevan snapped back. "That's what we need. Identifying books is a parlor trick!"



"Identifying books is how I'm finding out what it can do!" Anji shouted. "Which is exactly what you asked me for!"



Kevan stared at her coldly for a moment. Then he closed his eyes, took a breath, and let it out. "Love," he said. "You're right. I did. So it's not right of me to get upset at you, and I'm sorry. But I'm telling you now, there's a very obvious way forward, and for us to get in the history books you need to make that happen as quickly as possible."



Anji wanted to snap back that holding conversations with an elemental was historic, too — but she held her tongue. Kevan was right. That was Salek's department — and if communication was one of the few meta-concepts that had been explored in the short time since the principles had been formalized, he might even have already published something on the topic.



"Alright," Anji said. "I'm going to take a nap. Then I've got a department meeting. If I can teach it 'book'" — she tried to keep the petulance out of her tone — "you can teach it 'convocio' and 'lux' in the meantime."



Kevan sighed and slapped down a bundle of notes on the table, making a sweeping hand gesture toward them. "Love, I'm handling the high-level work. I'm trying to include you here — don't make me do everything."



The letters in the jar whirled and shifted. Not book, they read.



"There isn't any high-level work until it can cast spells," Anji parried. "And you want this done as soon as possible, right? We'll take shifts. The elemental doesn't sleep. You teach it days, I teach it nights."



Kevan grumbled, but couldn't disagree. And as Anji stumbled off to bed, she felt like she should have been feeling some sort of victory over that. Or progress. That was the fastest way forward, wasn't it?



But it was more than that. She'd been selfish. He had been right, and she'd snapped, and she owed him an apology. He'd snapped, too, and given her one. 



And yet. 



Even with all of that, something she was too tired to define caught and stuck deep in her gut.



Not book, she thought as she sunk into exhaustion.








By sunset, the farthest Kevan had got with the elemental was to — more or less, kind of — teach it the thaumic focusing of 'convocio'. It only took Anji a few minutes with 'lux' to understand why. Communicating magical vocabulary involved all of the most mind-numbing details of teaching an apprentice, without even the benefit of a common language to correct the elemental when it misdirected power. The fifth time that the thaums snapped back against the convocio, rattling both the jar's lid and the teeth in the back of Anji's jaw, she leaned back and thought of how much easier it could be.



Light, she wrote on a piece of paper, and Not light on another. Then she paused, set it aside, and wrote Darkness on a third.



She glanced back and forth between them. Darkness. Not light.



She looked over her shoulder at their bookshelf.



Hours later, Anji was knee-deep in new vocabulary and was struggling toward a pidgin explanation of sentence structure when she heard Kevan shuffling around the bedroom. She looked over her shoulder to see the first glow of dawn on the horizon. With a guilty start, she swept the tableful of papers into a bookbag. Different thing, she hurriedly scribbled. Lux. Spell thing. Start convocio. End light.



The letters in the jar whirled around, agitated, red. Understand not understand, the elemental finally said in a red-tinged yellow.



Convocio, Anji wrote, and then she closed her eyes and summoned energy. She did some quick mental calculus to stabilize the spell, mentally juggled it while she reopened her eyes, and tried to scribble Lux without breaking her concentration. She closed her eyes again and let the thaums flow, her eyelids brightening with the spell's resolution.



A second star joined the first. 



Anji's eyes shot open. There was a sickly off-white glow next to the cool luminescence of her spell — and even as she focused her mage-sight on it, it was already folding in on itself, the thaums dissipating with a rotten un-scent and a wisp of greasy smoke. But she had seen it. 



The elemental had — for the briefest of moments before losing control — cast a spell.



Understand understand not understand, the whirling letters said.



Good, Anji wrote, heart hammering in her chest, wanting to laugh and scream and dance and hug. 



Not good, the elemental responded after some hesitation.



Anji couldn't help it — a laugh burst from her chest, and tears spilled down her cheeks. Two days of tension and frustration and wonder crystallized all at once, and she reached forward to touch the jar. 



The elemental exploded into motion, letters whirling into an incoherent red cloud. Her fingers tingled. Anji pressed them to the glass, feeling the feedback of the binding spell, her laugh turning into sobs of relief and pride.



Slowly, the elemental reformed into Not good again — and then added a question mark.



Good, good, not good, Anji wrote, tears dripping onto the page. She withdrew her hand and held her paper up, trembling. Then she took it back again to add several exclamation points to the Goods.



The letters whirled red for long seconds.



Yes, they finally said.








"Well, it's progress," Kevan said flatly.



Anji nodded neutrally. With one look at his expression after he'd woken up and checked the interdepartmental schedule, she knew that sharing her excitement would just lead to a shouting match. Stuffing all the wonder and joy and excitement deep down inside, she said, "We're doing well to be making progress this quickly. We knew it would be hard."



Kevan's frown deepened. "It's pure volition given the resonance of understanding. It's humiliating that we have to slow down to teach it at all." 



With an effort, Anji said nothing.



"It's unacceptable that we have to slow down to teach it. Magister Jaza's laying the groundwork for a preliminary conference on Monday, and I know he's supervising an earth-elemental team." Kevan exhaled through gritted teeth. "Still, we're using a prototype. Once we publish we can shake out all the trial and error to make it self-bootstrapping."



Anji bit her lip.



"… What?"



"Have you considered," Anji said carefully, "we might be sitting on something much bigger here?"



Kevan narrowed his eyes. "Bigger than thaumo-mechanical conversion of meta-elements?"



"Sweetie," she said, "we just taught an elemental to cast a spell."



Kevan held up a hand, scowling. "Don't even start. That's Salek's department."



"But we've got a created being capable of spellcasting," Anji said. "This is —"



"That's Salek's department," Kevan said, volume rising. "If we even try to publish that, he'll scream bloody murder about research duplication, and if we try to clear it with him first he'll demand oversight and steal top billing. So we have a power source, Anji, and if you make it anything more than that you are going to drive yourself crazy." He forced himself to take a long breath, and his tone softened. "Look, after we publish, then you can look at the bigger picture all you want. Are the applications of spellcasting elementals bigger than power generation? Maybe. Sure. Which is why we take credit now, in our field."



"Your field."



"You're just as important," Kevan said. "This isn't just about me, love. You know that."



Anji's gaze slid sideways to the jar, where a list of golden words was assembling in a growing vertical stack:

Darkness

Highness

Coldness



A cloud of red letters hovered underneath them, then resolved into further text:

Bookness?

Fineness?

Goodness?



Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kevan's head turn. "What's that?" he said — then, with sudden frost: "You're still teaching it language."



"Communication elemental, remember?" Anji said. 



"We talked about this. Teach it spell words. No distractions."



"That was the only way to teach it 'lux'," Anji lied, feeling her cheeks heat. "You were trying to get it to cast a light spell before it knew what light was."



"It doesn't have to know what light is! There's a very specific energy pattern that corresponds to the thaumic resonance!"



"You're arguing with results," Anji said. "You saw the walls we were hitting before you went to bed."



Kevan scowled. "Fine. But if it can cast a light spell, we can bootstrap from that to the rest just by contrasting how it's channeling thaums with how we need it to channel thaums. Don't teach it anything else."



Anji gestured at the jar. "You're asking fire not to burn. It's asking those questions on its own."



"Don't encourage it, then. We're sunk if we can't force it to stay on task. It's only casting at about the level of a first-month apprentice — a purely metamagic kinetic interaction is fourth-degree at least, so we've got to pack a few years of refinement in by the weekend."



Anji stared at the jar, thinking of how — after explaining the goal — simply watching her cast a spell had taken the elemental from half-understood to mostly there.



"I don't think that'll be a problem," she said.








When she woke up at sunset, Kevan had taught it — imperfectly — 'stabilio' and 'amplificato'. There was a new scorch mark on the table, and the glass of the jar was slightly discolored on one side.



"Katja's tears," Kevan grumbled. "It's like teaching a puppy. It keeps spewing 'Not good' at me every time it imps up, and it won't try again until I agree. We need it to master 'reducio', 'lateralis' and 'expulsit' by morning, but if you don't take an hour off the lessons to teach it to shut up and focus, it's going to drive me mad."



"I'll see what I can do," Anji said, throat tightening.



She pulled a book off the shelf the instant Kevan went to bed, then sat down in front of a red-whirling tornado of a jar. Notgoodnotgoodnotgoodnotgood, red letters spun and shivered. A few letters detached and floated out into a pale yellow. Not good.



Different thing. Good thing, Anji wrote — and held up the note as she set the book down on the table, spine toward the jar.



The whirling letters slowed, then unwound themselves into empty space. The golden words shifted: Dictionary?



She opened the book, and started flipping through, page by page.



Half the night later — long after the elemental's background tornado of red had subsided to a cheerier pink, and the Yes at the end of each page had shifted to a Next — Anji flipped the last page, paused for a moment, and then wrote: Understand?



The tornado turned red again, and for a moment, Anji's heart sank — until a barrage of golden letters floated forth: 

Complicated? be status understand 

Many thing, thing equals word

Understand well, some word like thing known

Construction? not.



No sooner had she read that than the letters vanished, to be replaced with a simple: Good!



Anji smiled.



The text shifted again: (n)? (v)? (adj)?



Quivering with excitement, Anji sprinted downstairs for a student's guide to grammar.



Even at a few pages per minute, it was close to morning when they finished the book. Dictionary be understanded, the elemental said. Grammar be understanded. Both imperfect. They will be understanded more. Many example be good.



There was so much to say, Anji didn't know where to start — so she answered the question. I will provide examples. We own many books. She paused and added, For more than one noun thing you add 's' to the end of the word.



That be understanded, the elemental said after a brief pause. New many things. Not simultaneously ability repair all words. It will be understanded more with examples.



Anji tapped her quill to her lip, deliberating, and then indulged an academic curiosity: Passive voice?



It confuses less, the elemental quickly responded, its text withdrawing toward the center of the jar as if chagrined. It be understanded.



Anji blinked, thrown by the juxtaposition, and the pieces slowly came together. Is it pronouns like 'I' and 'you' that confuse? she wrote.



The golden letters condensed into: Yes.



Anji set down her quill and leaned back, thinking. It was one of those things she'd never expected to have to explain. Exchanging names will help, she finally wrote. The person that created these words has the name Anji.



The name Anji be understanded, the elemental immediately responded.



Anji waited. The golden text didn't change.



After an increasingly uncomfortable pause, she picked her quill up again.



Does the person who created those words have a name? she wrote.








Kevan had left the house by the time Anji left the study in the morning — but he was sitting at the elemental's table when she staggered out of bed. "How's No?" she immediately asked.



He turned around, already scowling. "It has no what?"



"How is No," she repeated, and immediately realized her mistake.



Kevan's scowl twitched and deepened. "You named it," he said. "You named it."



"Technically untrue," Anji mumbled, and tried to change the subject. "Where were you this morning? Did you get my note?"



"Pulling strings with the head of the Magisterium to get Jaza's conference delayed a day," Kevan said, rising to his feet. He stalked over to loom over her. "I told you not to get sidetracked. I told you."



Anji stood her ground. "I had enough time to directly teach No 'reducio', and when I went to bed it was deriving 'lateralis' from the matrix equations —"



"You taught it to read!" Kevan roared.



"Yes, like I said in the note. Which means it should have been a matter of minutes for you to teach it not just 'expulsit' but the entire class of remaining metamagic spells you need —"



"I am not giving my power source a textbook!" Kevan shouted, flinging his arms wide.



Anji opened and closed her mouth. "What happened to speed?" she shouted back. "If you'd flipped through the book I left for No we'd be done by now."



"I almost am," Kevin said, "no thanks to you. I was able to get through twelve different spell words today. Without any grammar digressions."



Anji was speechless for a moment.



"No thanks to me?" she finally said, rising to tiptoe and pushing in nose-to-nose with Kevan. "I'm the one who corrected No's convivio technique in the first place! And you're only making progress at that speed because I read No a sixth-level theory text before sunrise!"



"Yet even now you're sabotaging me!" Kevan shouted. "My power source does not have a name!"



Anji bared her teeth. "'My,' sweetie?" she asked, tone sugar and acid.



"Well, it's certainly not yours, love," Kevan said with the same sweetness. "Because Magister Salek's first presentation on mimicry of sentience in meta-elemental constructs is a week from Friday. But I'm sure he's so thrilled that you're trying to make my experiment about replicating his results."



"That was your choice in the first place," Anji said. "Communication meta-elemental, remember? That's what it is. That's what it does. How exactly were you going to teach it spells without treading on Salek's toes?"



"By doing the same thing every power operator does with every elemental," Kevan said, his face gradually shading purple. "Make it apply its volition only to the thing we need. Only!"



"Kevan, for once in your Katja-damned life you are going to listen to me," Anji said. "Only two humans in a hundred can pass the Magisterium's entrance exam. No passed them all put together in less than a week. It learned our language by flipping once through the dictionary. I committed to this research just like you did — and sometimes research doesn't end where it started. You can't do this. By pretending otherwise you are literally talking about enslaving the most miraculous being I've ever met."



"I am talking about a gigathaum of energy resonant to an abstract concept," he whispered, body shaking. "If you can't understand that —" he pointed to the stairs — "go find a hotel room tonight and do some thinking."








She did — and her thoughts brought her back home in the middle of the night.



The front door was locked, which wasn't a problem. There was no way Kevan was going to get it rekeyed on six hours' notice. Sneaking through the shadowy house was little more difficult — at least while she could hear him snoring up in their bedroom. However, Anji's throat went dry as she stepped past the creaky stair and glanced through the study door: her biggest fear was that Kevan had been paranoid enough to lock No away after she left. 



The darkened study was lit from the center by a healthy pinkish glow, though. Anji let out the breath she hadn't realized she was holding and padded over to the table, starting to disconnect No's jar from its various apparatuses.



The hue of the room's sole light shifted from red to gold, and Anji froze, eyes flicking downward. The Anji makes changes, the elemental said.



Anji swore under her breath. Every minute spent here was a minute in which Kevan might wake up and discover her — but the whole point of her plan was that No deserved to be treated like a person. That meant an explanation. She tiptoed over to the side table, fumbling in the dark for ink and a quill, and carried them over to the loose stack of papers next to the glassware.



When she shifted her quill over the paper, though, Anji paused. There was Kevan's handwriting on the top sheet, barely legible in No's soft light — and what she read made her blood run cold:



You were created to cast the spells I am teaching you. If you do not do this you will be ended. If you do this poorly you will be ended. If you ask any further questions you will be ended.




Furious, Anji crumpled the sheet, heedless of the noise. Kevan's snoring hitched for a moment, but continued.



No, I am taking you away, Anji wrote, trembling with seething adrenaline. I will not let Kevan end you.



No's light swirled muddy red for long moments. That is not understanded, it said. The purpose will be fulfilled. There is no need for ending.



Anji took a breath, feeling vertigo creep in. Two things, she wrote.



The golden letters swirled. The thing one?



Kevan does not get to choose your purpose, Anji wrote. He is putting you in danger. We have rules against those things. I can explain more but it is dangerous now and you must allow me to take you away.



No's letters whirled for uncomfortable seconds. That is more than one thing, it said.



Anji closed her eyes for a moment. Please say yes.



The whirling was even longer this time, and Anji felt her heartbeat thrum against her inner ear. Finally, golden letters slowly formed. That is not understanded, No said. But the No will say the yes.



Anji choked back a laugh-sob. A pun. An honest-to-Katja pun. Kevan didn't deserve No. He never had. And if he couldn't see that, maybe he was right about one thing — he didn't deserve her either.



Thank you, she wrote, and went back to disassembling No's glassware prison. She had just finished disconnecting the last of the wires and gingerly lifting the elemental up by its lid when No's letter-cloud stirred again.



Anji, No said.



She gingerly set No back down and fumbled for the quill again. Yes?



What is the thing two?



A lump rose in Anji's throat. She reached forward to the glass of No's jar, feeling the tingle of the binding-spells again. This time, the cloud of symbol fragments stayed stationary, and for a moment, No's glow flickered from pink to yellow.



She withdrew her hand reluctantly and wrote, a smile touching her lips. The past participle of understand.



Noh's cloud whirled and shook, and for a moment Anji could swear it was laughing.



That is understood, No said.
      

      
   
      Chode Mustard


      

      
      
         Tommy had a knack for making me forget why we were friends, and the day after my twenty-fifth birthday he was in rare form.  “God dammit, Tommy, I said I didn’t want to be in a hardcore band.  What the fuck happened to doom metal?”



“I lied to get you down here, duh,” he said as he grinned his trademark shit-eating grin.  “And so we could use your basement.  That’s Miguel, by the way.”



The muscly man sitting behind the janky drum kit raised a drumstick in greeting.  “Sup.”



“Sup.”  I nodded at the staircase.  “Get the fuck out.”



“Miguel, stay.”  Tommy turned to me and held up a stained Subway napkin covered in indecipherable scrawl.  “What do you think of the name Chode Mustard?”



“I think I’m about five seconds from dragging you up the stairs by your boxers.”



“Pfff, like hell.  You wanted in a band, you're in a band.”  Tommy waved away the threat of expulsion by wedgie and pointed at my Marshall stack.  “Now, get set up, my buzz is wearing off.”



I vowed one day to grow a spine as I sighed and plugged in my bass.  “Fuck off, Tommy.”



“Fuck off, Jay.  Now let’s rock the fuck out!”  He turned to address an invisible crowd sitting within the drywall as he donned his shit-ass Gibson.  “Good evening, all you lovely fucks!  We are Chode Mustard!  ONE TWO THREE FOUR!”








By the grace of the universe’s whimsy we had booked a show at the Valor, a run-down dinner theater that moonlighted as a concert venue when the state college was in session.  We were opening for an indie punk band named Echo the Moon, who, by reputation, were almost as bad as us.



So of course, while Miguel was doing his soundcheck, Tommy handed me a sheet of paper filled with seemingly random vulgar words.



I looked up at him, confused.  “The hell is this?”



He stared back at me, pupils blown.  “The set list.”



I looked back at the list.  “‘Parched Anus’?”



He blinked.  “Oh, right.  That one was, uh, ‘On Death’s Wings’, and ‘Sheathed Katana’ got changed to ‘Uncircumcised Wang’.”  He paused to run a finger under his nose.  “‘Chode Mustard’ is still ‘Chode Mustard’, though.”



I stared at him.  “You’re shitting me.”



“Sir, I shit thee not.”  He clapped a hand on my shoulder.  “Oh, ‘I Want to Taste Your Fluids’ is uh, whatever our fourth song was called.”



Disgusted, I shrugged off his hand.  “Fuck off, Tommy.”



That fucking shit-eating grin appeared like clockwork.  “Fuck off, Jay.  Now get fucking pumped, we’re gonna blow these little shits out of the water!”








Miguel and I stared at the thing in my driveway.  He was failing to hold back a smile.  I was, somehow, both horrified and not surprised.  “Tommy, what in the ever-living fuck.”



Tommy stood next to the thing, arms wide, grin set to maximum shit consumption.  “What?  Isn’t this the sweetest-ass ride you’ve ever seen?”



My eyelids settled to half-mast.  “It’s an El Camino.”



“Fuck yeah, it’s an El Camino.  What else was I gonna blow my share of the last gig on?”



“Blow, which you’re obviously overdoing.”  I gestured at the car.  “Exhibit A.”



There was an uncomfortable beat before he rolled his eyes.  “Fuck off, Jay, I don’t have a problem.”



“Tommy, you have driven the mullet of cars into my driveway.”



Tommy frowned at me as he folded his arms across his chest.  “Christ, you’re a stick in the mud.  What’s so bad about an El Camino?”



“The fact that you paid money for it, for starters.”



Miguel rounded the back of the un-car and froze.  After a moment of silence, he started laughing so hard he folded himself in half.



Tommy frowned at him.  “What’s so funny?”



“Jay,” Miguel gasped, “Jay, c’mere.”



I moved next to him and followed his outstretched finger to the rear window.  There, in large white chollo-gothic font, were the words, “Chode Mustard,” almost centered above a poorly-rendered skull and crossed roses.



I could only facepalm.  “Tommy, you got robbed, man.”



Miguel fell over, tears running down his face as he howled.



“Man, fuck both you guys.”  Tommy patted the hood.  “This car is the shit.”



I kicked at the rust under the rear passenger wheel well, and a chunk the size of my hand clattered to the concrete.  “I will agree that it is shit.”



Fuming, Tommy stalked towards the front door.  “Fuck off, Jay.”



“Fuck off, Tommy,” I called after him with a smirk.  I reached down and hauled Miguel, still laughing, back to his feet, and we followed Tommy inside.








The afterparty for our big arena concert was a lively affair at a rented out dive bar on the outskirts of Phoenix.  We were riding pretty high, despite the fact that Tommy had forgotten half the words to "Parched Anus" and had resorted to screaming nonsense into the mic.  Nobody else seemed to notice or care, though, so whatever.  The whole crowd had sung along to the chorus of "I Want to Taste Your Fluids", which had seen airtime on damn near every college radio station in the southwest by that point.  It wasn’t everyday that you got to play second billing to the goddesses of hardcore punk, Fermented Flesh Flaps.



After our third round of drinks, Tommy began drooling over their lead guitarist.  “Think she’d let me fuck her?”



Miguel and I both choked on our beers.  I recovered first.  “No.  A thousand times no, Tommy, don’t even think about it.”



Miguel cleared his throat, then said, “The way she was fingerblasting that killswitch, man, I don’t think she’s into dudes.”



“What?”  Tommy squawked.  “What does that have to do with anything?”



Before I could think better of it, I turned to Miguel and said through a sideways smile, “In fairness, she was doing all manner of filthy things to that guitar.”



Tommy turned his own lecherous grin back over his shoulder.  “She could do whatever she wanted with me.”



I cursed at myself, then said, “Tommy, no, I like being thought well of.  They were talking about letting us go on tour with them, for Christ’s sake.”



Tommy drained the last of his whiskey and stood.  “O ye of little faith.”  We watched him walk away, presumably to set all our hopes and dreams on fire.



Miguel frowned into his beer.  “We better finish these.”



I sighed.  “Yeah.”



Moments later, Tommy returned, wearing what appeared to be half a frozen margarita on his face.  “As it turns out, she’s bi.”



“Was bi, no doubt,” I said, oscillating between schadenfreude and nihilism.



The bouncer, a seven foot behemoth whom everyone affectionately called “Squatch”, appeared at our table and turned to Tommy.  “Sir, you’re gonna have to come with me.”



“What?  I didn’t do anything!”



“A lot of witnesses disagree.”



“Man, fuck you, I’m not going anywh-ugh!”  A fist the size of my head slammed into Tommy’s solar plexus, quelling further argument.



“May we stay?”  I asked.



Squatch hoisted Tommy over his shoulder with frightening ease.  “So long as you keep drinking and don’t give me a reason to come back over here, I don’t give a fuck.”  He turned to go, momentarily bringing Tommy and I face to face.



“Fuck you, Jay,” he groaned.



“Fuck you, Tommy,” I replied as he was hauled away.



Miguel smirked as he stood to order us another round.  “Is that how that usually goes?”



I fidgeted with my empty glass. “Name one thing that’s gone the way it’s supposed to when Tommy’s around.”








As it turned out, we hit the end of the line two years to the day after Tommy burned our bridge to fame and fortune.  There were maybe thirty people at the Valor that night, which passed for a decent crowd by that point.  Judging from the number of top hats I saw, most of them were there for the headliners, a half dozen college kids in full steampunk regalia called Hydrogen Is Flammable.  Par for the course, really; it’s hard to keep a fan base when they can tell you’re just going through the motions.



As Miguel did our sound check for us I went to go find Tommy.  As usual, I found him sprawled face-down on the gigantic leather couch backstage.



I dropped my heel into his tailbone, which was usually enough to rouse him.  “Alright, Chungus, we’re up in five.”



Tommy remained motionless.  I planted my foot on his hip and rolled him onto his side.  “C’mon, dude, we–”



A trickle of blood linked Tommy’s nose to the small mound of coke it had been buried within.  A small syringe rolled out of his hand and fell to the floor.



I froze.  “Oh, fuck me.”








The funeral was a modest affair.  It said a lot that those who showed up didn’t seem terribly surprised by the whole thing.  I don’t think I saw anyone actually shed a tear.  



I know I didn’t.



The oppressive dry heat of the Arizona summer sun hustled most of the bereaved away once the casket had been buried.  Soon enough it was just Miguel and me standing at the foot of the grave, smoking the last of his cigarettes.



“Those pregnant chicks were pretty cute,” Miguel said as he ashed into the fresh gravedirt.



I made a noncommittal noise of agreement as I did the same.



Miguel grinned.  “What d’you wanna bet both those kids were his?”



I snorted.  “The blonde chick was his sister.”



“Mm.”  Miguel took another drag, then widened his grin.  “So, what do you want to bet that both–”



“That’s not fucking funny, man.”



A chuckle, more ashes, a moment of silence.  A hot, dry breeze washed over us, sapping precious moisture from everything it touched.



Almost under his breath, Miguel said, “He woulda thought so.”



I stared at my shoes.  “Yeah.”



Miguel’s cigarette flared down to the filter.  He exhaled a final cloud and said, “But he’s dead now, so, fuck ‘im.”  He flicked the butt at the grave, where it landed in a withering bouquet of lilies.



The breeze picked up again, and a dried, crusty petal caught fire, then another.  Soon, half the bouquet was a smoldering ruin.



Miguel shook his head.  “If that ain’t the most appropriate thing I’ve seen all day.”  He crumpled his empty cigarette pack and tossed it at the blackened flowers.  It missed, rolling to a stop against the plaque.  I dropped the remains of my cig to the dirt and stomped it out.



As we moseyed back towards the parking lot, I said, “I’m quitting the band, by the way.”



Miguel let loose a harsh bark of laughter.  “See, that’s what I always hated about you, man.  You’re so fucking full of shit, you don’t even realize there’s no band for you to quit anymore.”  He jerked a thumb back over his shoulder.  “It died with that fuckhead in the ground back there.”



That rocked me back on my heels a bit.  I hadn’t realized Tommy wasn’t the only one pissing people off.  Miguel had a point, though; Tommy was, if nothing else, the heart and soul of the band.



Had been, I corrected myself.



After a dozen silent steps, I changed the subject.  “So what’ll you do now?”



Miguel shrugged.  “Production, probably.  There’s always money in making talentless fucks sound good, and I’ve already got plenty of practice at it.”



“Hey, we weren’t that bad.”



He arched an eyebrow at me.  “Jay, Chungus McDirtnap was gagging on his mic half the time, an’ we coulda gone to the high school an’ found a better bassist than you.”



That really set me on my back foot, and we reached our cars before I finally thought of a response.  “If we sucked so bad, why did you stick around?”



He unlocked his car, then paused, staring at the asphalt.  



At length, he said, “It was fun.”  With that, he climbed into his driver’s seat and shut the door.



I thought that would be the end of it, but he surprised me when he reached over to roll down his window.  Without really looking at me, he said, “Welp.  Fuck off, Jay.”



Despite everything, I smiled a bit.  “Fuck off, Miguel.”



He started his car.  “Good luck with life an’ shit.”



I nodded.  “You too.”



He nodded back, then drove off, leaving me alone with my thoughts, my car, and the distant susurrus of highway traffic.



I opened the doors to let some of the heat out, then looked over the graveyard.  It sure as hell felt like an ending.  Honestly, I was almost grateful for it.  It wasn’t like I’d had as much fun as Miguel apparently had.



Twenty-nine was as good an age as any to start over.  At the very least, I was done burning years of my life for someone else’s dream.



At length, I sighed and said, “Fuck it.”  I closed everything up, then peeled the vinyl Chode Mustard bumper sticker off my trunk.  When I got back behind the wheel, I wadded it into a ball and tossed it into the shin-deep layer of trash in my back seat.
      

      
   
      The Eyes Behind Old Southern Charm


      

      
      
         Buddhist monks should drive on the Arkansas Interstate. For hundreds of miles, it is two lanes of pavement and sun-scorched grass. No stimuli whatsoever, the perfect place to achieve that spiritual sense of deindividuation—that sort of mind-death that makes you forget you’re a living person and supposedly achieve oneness with the universe or something. Serenity, peace, that sort of hogwash.



I got half of that down. The mind-death part. Not like I need the Arkansas Interstate’s help on that front, though. Maybe one day I’ll get to that second part. Not today, however. Probably not tomorrow either. Probably never.



There ain’t no rest for the wicked.

            	

I white-knuckle the faded leather grip on my steering while I peek into my rear-view mirror for what must have been the fortieth time today. Nobody’s there. No police. Good. Great. Wonderful.

            	

Perspiration has collected uncomfortably in the small of my back, awkwardly sticking me to leather interior. I let out an exhale and jam my hand into the elastic band of my skirt, wiping away the moisture. If father could see me, he’d be hopping and hollering right now. This is not behavior befitting a proper lady.  



I wonder just how long my little excursion through the Arkansian countryside would last. Would I make it to Texas? What would I even do if I did? What even was there to do at all?

            	

The rattling of the engine on the ‘91 Mustang distracts me from all those questions I knew I couldn’t answer. It’s a beat-up old sports car that hasn’t seen maintenance in years. Lot of things just plain don’t work: the A/C, the radio, and the 8-track cassette player have been busted for years. The windshield is cracked, and there’s a thick layer of rust that runs along the underside of the grille, just beneath the paneling.



If the previous owner cared at all to maintain it, it would have been worth a pretty penny as a collector’s model. As is, it’s more a junker than anything.  But a Mustang is still a Mustang at heart, no matter how old and battered it gets.



I think it suits me just fine. Never saw myself driving a fancy new car anyhow.



Never envisioned myself fleeing from the police to Texas in a car stolen from a priest either. Life has a way of surprising you sometimes, though. You never know to what depths you’ll sink if the circumstances are right.



And I have certainly sunk to the bottom. I’ve sunk to the deepest, darkest depths where no light dare shine: a veritable tar pit of sin and depravity from where there is no salvation and no choice but to drown in its bleakness.



I don’t mind going to Hell. I just don’t want to go to prison.



The dashboard tells me that the Mustang is running low on fuel. The fuel light isn’t on yet, so I have at least a couple gallons left, but that’s no relief. Like a typical car from the 90s, the Mustang guzzles gas like frat boy guzzles booze at a tailgate.  At best I have another 24 miles left in the tank.



I kick myself for not stopping sooner. Who knows if I would reach a gas station before I ran out of gas.With the Arkansas Interstate, you never knew if the next gas station was in five miles or fifty. 



The prospect of breaking down in BFE Arkansas does not appeal to me, but I can’t help but weigh my options. Maybe I could just ditch the car, run to the woods, and live like Chris McCandless or something.



No, stupid.



The police would find me for sure. There aren’t even any trees on this godforsaken road. Not a winning plan.



Not like I had a winning plan though. As providence would have it, however, within ten minutes, I see signs for Benton.



The city of Benton is a microcosm of every rural town across the Bible Belt. It's a shambling corpse of a city that died with its factories in the 70s. Those who could afford to leave, did, with only the poorest and most destitute people remaining. Fast food, gas, and low-rent motel chains propped Benton up like a marionette, giving it the mocking façade of life, but the rusted-out rooftops, busted concrete, and dilapidated buildings betray the illusion.



Benton felt like home. Most cities hid their ugliness, under a veneer of glitz and glamour. But not places like Benton. Or my home of Vanndale. Their ugliness was plain as day, unable to be hidden.



I don’t want to stop, but I have to. The less I have to think of home, the better. Before pulling off into the exit for Benton, I check for police officers. Thankfully, there are none. I pull into an Exxon station and kill the engine. The pumps look like they hadn’t been changed out since the 80s, but if they supply gas, I’m not complaining.



There’s still blood on the keychain as I take it out of the ignition. The priest’s blood, not mine. That won’t do. I dunk the keys in the tub meant for the windshield squeegee in a makeshift baptism.



“I now baptize you in the name of the father, son, and holy spirit, for the forgiveness of your sins, and the gift of the holy spirit,” I mockingly recite to myself, procuring a paper towel from the dispenser to wipe down the keys.



I notice there is a crucifix charm on the keyring. I remove it and toss it in the garbage.



“Amen.”



I walk in the store to pay for my pump in cash. Using the priest’s credit card would certainly ping the authorities to my location, and I couldn’t have that.



There is a teenaged girl behind the counter, and her back is to me. She has the full figure of a woman, filling out her jeans and blouse in all the right places with that sort of smooth roundness that men can’t resist. She wears her braided brunette hair long, reaching almost all the way down her back, like a true Southerner.



She hasn’t noticed I’ve entered the store yet.



Laying an elbow on the counter, I don’t alert her to my presence, and instead take time to appreciate the view. I wonder if this will be the last person I ever see before I am caught. I wouldn’t be terribly upset if she was. At least I would have gone out on a high note.



Finally, she turns around, and I’m immediately aware of two things:



She is beautiful. She has that special kind of beauty that only grows in a select few people that have won the genetics lottery. The kind of look that celebrities spend hundreds of thousands of dollars in surgery trying to imitate.



She has a black eye. The purple, red, and orange mark surrounding her right eye is no doubt the size of a man’s curled fist. The swollen skin forces her eye partially shut, making it seem as if she were constantly squinting at me.



Despite this, she smiles the brightest smile I’d seen in years.



“Hello,” she says in a backwater accent you only find in these sorts of podunk towns. Her voice is thick like honey and equally sweet.



I hesitate to respond. There are a million thoughts running about in my mind.



I want to grab her by the hand right now and tell her I know how it feels to be hurt by someone you love. I wonder if she had been raped. I wonder how many people have asked her about it before. Had something been done about the person who gave her a black eye? Was this the first time? Who hurt her? Could it have been an accident? Would it be improper of me to ask?



I feel sadness, pity, and comradery swirl into a single tidal wave of emotion.



But more than anything I’m furious. I can feel my whole body shaking. I’m aware at this point I’m taking far too long to respond to this girl, but I can’t stop myself. I want to kill the man responsible for this, and every man like him. I want to watch him die.



Here you have a beautiful bluebonnet, grown from a town of weeds. One has to marvel that such a thing can even exist in this place. The single bright spot in a gloomy town of poverty and methamphetamine, and here it lies crushed before me. Crushed for being beautiful, crushed for having an iridescent glow of life.



I can think of no greater tragedy.



Her smile drops. She can sense my reaction.



I can’t look at her. It’s too painful. She reminds me so much of myself when I was her age.



“20 bucks for pump 3, please,” I mutter.



“Coming right up,” she says. The sweetness in her voice has faded to a more business-like demeanor, but it’s still there.



I muster the courage to meet her eyes, and I see something I’ve lacked for years. Call it what you want: a spark, a glint, a glimmer, whatever. The look of a person who hasn’t given up yet, hasn’t yet been squashed beneath the weight of the world. It’s the ray of hope and optimism for the future unclouded by the past.



I feel closer to this girl than anyone in my entire life. Maybe I could take her with me. Away from this hellhole called Benton. 



Maybe then she wouldn’t end up like me.



“I...” I try to say something.



She braces herself, no doubt anticipating some sort of inquiry about her eye or the circumstances that lead to it. I can tell she’s dreading discussing the topic.



That knocks the wind out of me. The words I want fail to escape my lips.



“Nevermind.”



It was a pipe dream anyways. Perhaps if I was someone else, someone better, I could have said something. I could have helped. But I’m not that person. I can’t even help myself.



The memories are coming back now. Little flashes of my childhood are screaming from the back of my mind. Images, thoughts, feelings, sounds, all barrage me at once. I can feel my chest tightening as if there is a fist clenched around my heart, squeezing me like a stress ball. I know it’s not a heart attack, but it sure feels like one. I can’t breathe, the air suddenly absent from my lungs. I can’t stay here. Not like this.



I run out the door and break down sobbing in the priest’s car, head pressed against the steering wheel. I don’t want to think about this. I just want to get in the car and drive, drive away from this place of disease and death.








I’m six again. It’s Christmas. We’re at the Church. Mom is still alive.



The decorations are nothing special, not like anyone in Vanndale had a great sum of money to spend on them anyways, but to a child, it was a wonderland. I remember being awestruck by the lights and tinsels, all those bright, shiny things that seemed bring life to the deadness of Vanndale.



The priest has set up a makeshift Santa’s workshop and is dressed the part. He’s not quite as fat as Santa, not quite old enough, and his beard is a pretty obvious fake, but the other kids and I don’t care. It’s Santa Claus.



We all eagerly wait to tell Santa our Christmas wishes and after what seems like an eternity, it’s finally my turn.



“Come on up, little Ms. Megan,” Santa pats his lap with a chuckle. The priest is master of his craft and his laugh sounds just how I always imagined Santa’s would be.



I’m nervous, this is the Santa Claus after all, but my father ushers me forward. I have my request prepped: a race car driver Barbie—hopefully a modest request for Santa.



Santa pulls me up onto his lap. “So what do you want for Christmas, little girl?”



“I want…” I’m about halfway through my response when I notice it.



That lump. Next to his rolls of fat, underneath his britches, Santa has a hard, uncomfortable little bump. I’m I can feel it pressing, pressing into my backside, as Santa gently holds me in place on his lap. I don’t know what it means, not yet at least. If only—

            


	

            	

I’m eight again. Mom is dead. Cancer. No money to pay for treatments. Wasn’t a pretty death.

            	

It’s right after Sunday Mass, and Father has left me by myself at church. Told me to get a ride from someone back home.

            	

Father is around less and less. I don’t know where he goes, but he always comes back irritable. He has spider bites along the underside his arms that seem to just get bigger and more plentiful. His face seems to slowly be cracking—the disease is taking him, but of course I don’t know that yet.

            	

“C-can someone take me home?” I sputter out, nervous as all hell. I’m afraid I’m gonna half to walk home, which is five miles away, in the hot Arkansian sun. I’m dressed in my prettiest Sunday Best, and I’d hate to sweat in it.

            	

Of course the priest answers. He smiles with that practiced warmth and assurance that only a man of God can manage.

            	

“Sure can, little Ms. Megan.” His voice is smooth as silk, carefully tempered like a man speaking to a spooked doe. He takes me by the hand, gentle as can be, and guides me to the Mustang.

            	

It’s in pristine condition. It’s still an old car, of course, but there isn’t a spot on it, the red paint sparkling with a fresh coat of wax.

            	

I’m excited now. The priest has the coolest car in Vanndale, and I always loved hearing the v8 engine turnover with its thunderous roar. The Mustang has the power to go anywhere you wanted and look good while doing it.

            	

He helps me open the door. It’s the long, heavy type of door found only old two-seaters. He shuts the door behind me as I gingerly make myself comfortable on the white leather interior, grateful that it is not burning hot like black leather would be.

            	

“Ready for a ride, little Ms. Megan?” The priest sits himself down and cranks the car up.



The Mustang’s engine roars out.

            	

“Yessir,” I respond earnestly.

            	

“Good.” He smiles that priestly smile. “But I have to stop somewhere first before we get to your house, is that okay?”

            	

“Yessir,” I say.

            	

He drives out just a little bit along down the road away from the town and into the Arkansian countryside, where the road was no longer pavement, and there isn’t anything but sun-scorched grass for miles. He stops at no place in particular and kills the engine.

            	

“Father, why are we stopping here?” I ask.



“We’re going to play a game.” He presses the lock on the car door. He reaches his hand across the seat and cups my inner thigh. Then he—




 



I’m fourteen now. I don’t wear my Sunday Best anymore. I don’t go to church. I wear my clothes black now and dyed my hair to match. Gothic. It’s the smallest bit of freedom I have in this godforsaken place.



People think I’m a rebel, maybe even a satanist. I can hear the whispers they speak under their breath, the rumors that float around—I can see the frown in their faces hiding disapproving thoughts.



“She was such a good girl when she was little. What happened?”



“I wouldn’t let my daughter dress like that.”



“Megan needs a good whopping to put her back into shape.”



I’d like to see them lay hands on me now. I hide a kitchen knife alongside my thigh, underneath my skirt, in a makeshift holster. The priest hasn’t touched me since my first period, but I don’t put it above him to try at it again.



I wish he would. I could kill him then.

            	

I feel nothing. There is no life left in me. I am a zombie, a dead girl who refuses to embrace the stillness of death because I simply don’t know how to die.



Father is useless. He’s another walking corpse, just like me, but of a different variety. The meth use caused his mind to whittle away until he was capable of doing only two things: watching television and getting more meth.



I told him once about the priest did. He slapped me, told me I better not to bring cops around the house.



I hate him.



I hate the priest.



I hate this town.



I hate myself.



I can feel the rage is that percolating in the depths of my soul. The desire to burn away the disease of this place is always on my mind. It’s the only thing that keeps me moving. Without it, I would wither and die.



One night, I sneak out to the priest’s home. It’s comparatively nice place when stacked up against the hovel I live in, of the few two-story buildings in the town. Like the priest himself, it seems to look over the town, staring downwards with perverted fascination. The lights are off.



His Mustang is parked outside, starting to show the signs of its age: rust is starting to accumulate in the undercarriage, the bright red paint fading away.



From the curb, I pick up a sizable rock. I hurl it with all my strength at the Mustang’s windshield. It doesn’t break through, but it leaves a rather large crack.



Then the alarm went off. I didn’t expect there to be one on a car so old, or at least, one that still worked.



I book it as fast as my legs will take me, away from the car, back to my home, laughing all the way. I imagined the pain, the frustration on the priest's face when he ventured out into the night after being awoken from his comfortable sleep, only to find his beloved sportscar vandalized.  I’m glad to have hurt him for once.



For the first time in years, I feel alive.








I’m seventeen. It’s night time. I’m dressed in all black, a ski mask over my face. There’s an old Smith & Wesson .38 special jammed loosely in the waistband of my pants. I’m carrying a specially prepared backpack. 



After months and months of preparation, I’m ready for what I’m about to do. I’ve watched the priest’s movements, his habits, his routines. I’ve examined every inch of his house and yard, and looked in his windows to examine the layout of the interior. I’ve left nothing to chance.



I have only one chance at this, after all.



I’m tingling with excitement. I fear it might betray my silent approach. I steady myself as I cautiously approach the house, the weight of the gun awkwardly offsetting my balance.



The priest keeps a spare key underneath a ceramic effigy of Jesus—but the front door is loud and creaky. If the priest wakes up as I enter, it could be messy.



I take another moment to calm myself to fully concentrate on the task at hand. My heart is pounding so loud I can barely hear the sounds of the crickets chirping.



I insert the key ever so slowly and turn. The lock’s tumblers release with a thunk not loud enough to hear unless you were listening for them. I pause a moment, just in case, listening for any sounds of movement within the house. There are none.



Gently, I press against the weight of the door. It refuses to budge from the tender push I give it, so I push again, harder this time. The door mewls and complains under the force, but quietly. I can just barely see into the interior with the tiny gap I’ve produced. I press again, even harder, and the door cries out with a dreadful screech.



I freeze. All the blood vessels in my body contract in one single moment of sheer terror. I again listen for the sounds of the priest stirring. There are none.



There’s enough room for me to squeeze an arm through, but not enough to enter. I have to push again.



I take a deep breath. If I drew this out, it would only increase the likelihood of the door creaking further and awakening the priest. The next push had to be decisive, one fluid motion.



As quickly as I possibly can, I force the door open. It hisses with another screech, but I’m beyond caring, I slide into the threshold and into the house and let it close shut behind me with a loud click.



I can hear the priest stirring; a light turns on upstairs. In a split second, I weigh my options: flee, hide, or confront.



I won’t back down. Whipping the revolver out of my waistband, I rush up the stairs as fast as I can, my body running on pure adrenaline. There is no time to think anymore.



“What in sam hell?” His voice barely registers to me.



I kick open the door to his room, revolver out, just like in those cop shows I liked to watch.



It’s obvious I caught him off guard. He trips over himself, one leg in the pants he was attempting to put on, and crashes to the ground with a wet thud.



“Don’t move!” I yell, brandishing my gun at him menacingly. I don’t want to fire it, not yet. “This is a robbery!”



The priest seems to believe this boldfaced lie. He doesn’t appear to be considering who I might be. He lays prone on the floor, quivering.



“Stand up,” I say, in the gruffest voice I can manage.



“Miss, I don’t know what you want from me, but I am just a priest, I don’t—”



“Shut up, or I’ll blow your brains out.” There’s no emotion in my voice. Just a statement of fact.



But I feel so alive right now. More in control than I’ve ever been. It’s a beautiful experience.



“Give me your wallet, and your keys,” I tell him.



He complies, dredging both from the depths of his pants he was attempting to wear.



“That car out there, she got gas?” I ask.



He nods. His face is contorted into a visage of pure terror.



It’s like sex to me. I can feel my body trembling with purest ecstasy. But I want more. I need more.



I carefully out from underneath my backpack, making sure not to give him an opening to attack me. I don’t take my eyes off the beautiful, agonized, expression of his while I unzip the backpack. I produce a pair of handcuffs and a ball-gag.



“Put these on,” I order him, sliding the handcuffs along the length of the hardwood floor.



“But why?” he stammers. “I’ve given—”



I cock back the hammer on my revolver. That shuts him up, and his eyes widen to the size of dinner plates. It feels so good to see him like that: helpless and afraid.



“We’re going to play a game.” I produce a ball peen hammer from my back pack and then I—








I’ve been having more fun these last few hours than I’ve had in years. Every muffled scream is rhapsody that sends me to a new level of euphoria. But all good things must come to an end, and an end for the priest has been long overdue.  I only regret I do not have an eternity to torture this man who killed me long ago and left me a shell of a women.



The priest lies before me a broken man. Even if I let him live, he would never recover from what I’ve done to him. He is a mess of oozing cuts, shattered bones, and bashed genitals. He is more beautiful to me in that moment that he has ever been before in my entire life.



I produce from my backpack the final instrument of suffering I had planned: a bright orange cannister of gasoline, and a pink zippo lighter.



The priest sees this and gives out another muffled scream.



I make sure the gasoline makes as much contact with his open wounds as possible as I douse him. His body is writhing delightfully from the pain—I can tell how much it burns.



“You know, father, I don’t really consider myself too religious anymore.” I comment between the screams. “But I do hope there is a Hell. I’m sure I’ll see you there.”



I flick open the lighter, it opens with that trademark zippo click. “But just in case there isn’t one…”



I light the zippo and toss it onto the doused priest. He immediately ignites in a torrent of flames, so hot I have to back away. I can see his flesh begin to sear and blacken, like a marshmallow dipped too deep into a campfire.



At a distance, the heat is pleasant, like the warmth of God’s grace. I sit there, basking in the glory for what feels like forever. Time seems to crawl to a stop as I watch the priest burn. I’ve never felt so alive as I have in this moment and likely never will again.



It’s perfect.

            	

The fire begins to spread along the floorboards and furniture in the house, and I’m snapped out of my reverie. Time to leave.

            	

I run outside to the Mustang, crank the engine, and—








I’m sitting in a dead man’s car at the Exxon station without a plan. I feel empty. I have no past, present, or future. I’m just waiting to be killed at this point.



I’m fucked. I might as well be dead.



But I remember the girl in store. Maybe I could help her. Maybe I could save her from becoming like me.



No! Escape! Every second you waste here is a second closer to being put in a cage.



But escape to where? And to do what? I didn’t know. Was I to spend the rest of my life on the run, looking over my shoulder? That could hardly be called living.



I could just end it here. The thought had crossed my mind several times. I became a monster to slay one—did I really deserve to live after what I did? How gleefully I embraced sin? I didn’t know.

            	

All I know was that I want to stop this feeling of emptiness, this gash in my soul that bleeds like an open wound. I want to feel the way I felt when I burned the priest more than anything, that warmth of feeling alive.



I will do anything for it.



Again, I think of the girl in the gas station and the glimmer of life she has. I want it.



I throw open the door of the Mustang and trudge back out over to the gas station. I can feel the revolver sagging in my pants. I don’t know what I’m going to do; I’m running on autopilot. I just know that I need to find out this girl’s story.



Fuck prison. Fuck the gas. Fuck Benton. Fuck Vanndale. And fuck the Arkansas Interstate. I need to know if I can help her.

            	

At that moment, I feel just the slightest bit more alive.

 




      

      
   
      Encounter at Farpoint


      

      
      
         Benjamin Franklin was busy preparing a kite for a new experiment when Zeus appeared next to him. 



The physicist was so engrossed in trying to unroll a metallic wire that he neither saw, nor heard, the god who had materialised only a few steps away from him. Zeus harrumphed to make himself known, but the physicist, unconcerned, continued his work. After a few seconds of awkward silence, broken by a distant thunderclap, “Good afternoon, Sir!” Zeus finally said in a deep baritone voice.



Benjamin Franklin didn’t even lift his head, disregarding the greeting. “Mister Franklin?” Zeus eventually added.



“Himself. Pray tell, what can I do for you that cannot be deferred until the completion of my experiment?” Franklin responded. He was fumbling to knot the long copper wire into a small ring attached to the kite’s frame.



“I heard by hearsay that you were conducting fascinating experiments about thunder in these parts. I am quite interested in them, since, you know, I am Zeus.”



As soon as the visitor had spoken the word “Zeus” out, Franklin stood up and examined him. “I imagined you differently,” Franklin said. “Taller, more brawny, more… godlike, if you catch my meaning.”



“I know, I know,” Zeus replied. “I am not as awesome as I used to be three thousand years ago. I suppose I am getting on. Sometimes I discover grey strands in my hair. That is rather unsettling. But blame the painters and the sculptors. They forged me a false appearance throughout the ages.”



“What a disgrace,” Franklin said. “But, if I may be so bold, what made you leave lofty Olympus to venture to this remote country? Did you really desire to investigate on my experiments? I am flattered.”



“I do, Mister Franklin, I most definitely do,” Zeus replied. “Mortals have always been an inexhaustible source of wonder to us gods. Could you be so kind as to explain to me what exactly is the purpose of this kite you are assembling?”



“Well of course,” Franklin replied. “It is aimed at guiding lightning to the ground. I want to prove that this phenomenon which, from the dawn of humanity, has always been construed by the layman as a manifestation of a god’s –” He paused and cleared his throat. “I mean, of your wrath, is a mere natural occurrence.”



“A very bold and ambitious task. Not to mention highly dangerous.”



“Indeed. But isn’t science the epitome of the relentless desire of humanity to haul itself from the primeval mud in which it was born and soar into the heavenly realm of pure knowledge, whatever the cost be?”



“Certainly,” Zeus agreed, “and how aptly put. Your eloquence more than matches your wit, mister Franklin.”



Franklin blushed slightly, and bowed. “Thanks,” he said.



“However, do you think that your discoveries will make people happier?”



Franklin cast Zeus a shocked look. “How do you mean?” he asked.



“It is indiscutable that science participates in the advance of civilisation. Maybe one day, men such as you shall lead humanity to the heavenly bodies that your astronomers barely distinguish through their marvellous telescopes. Imagine the elation mankind as a whole would feel as their finest ambassadors set foot on those remote bodies, that the wisdom and hands of the gods placed close enough to be observed, yet far enough to be unreachable.



“But how does that affect the ordinary man? Consider the farmer who, with the yearly return of the spring, must till his field, plow, sow the seeds, wait patiently on them to grow, praying with each day that the weather brings the right measure of sun and the right measure of rain, until the crops are ripe and harvest time comes at last. Will he be happier when he knows that those planets you mention orbit around the sun by the will of some ingenious law of nature rather than by the will of some omnipotent deity?”



“Well,” Franklin replied, “I see your point. Yet I am sure that at some point in the future, science will be able to accurately predict the motion of the clouds which, for the time being, are beyond human comprehension. And maybe even make the culture of crops independent of nature’s whim. As soon as the life of our farmer is freed from the insecurity caused by the uncertainty of the weather, he is on the path to happiness.”



“Yet, do you think he will be able to fully comprehend the powers at work behind his new security?”



Franklin frowned. “Your point escapes my grasp,” he said.



“While I agree that by harbouring the fruit of our farmer’s work into the haven of science you place it out of the reach of nature’s unpredictability, I am not sure this is so profitable to him. For if your farmer has neither the intelligence nor the education to understand how that science proceeds, then trusting it amounts to blindly putting his destiny into the hands of other men. Albeit they be men of science, yet men they are, fallible and credulous. And their caprice is often more woeful than the caprice of nature.”



“Science cannot do harm. It is only pursuit of knowledge. Scientists are men of integrity. They would never serve an evil cause,” Franklin protested.



“Yet you do not ignore how Archimedes himself used his knowledge to design weapons that protected his city from invaders. Do you doubt science can craft tools of all but infinite power? Think of the desolation a single stroke of lightning can cause. Suppose you find an ingenious way to store this much energy, or some yet unknown other, more powerful energy, in a device the size of a bottle. Do you believe no one on Earth shall endeavour to turn your invention into a fearsome weapon and wield it to rule and oppress? Man is keen to kill his kin, so to speak.”



“Surely if a nation devises such a weapon, others will too, and so shall the balance of powers be reestablished. For science knows of no border or countries. Amongst all the work of man, it is universal, as is art.”



“Wisely retorted,” Zeus said, “and yet. Did that ever deter bloodthirsty tyrants from waging war to their neighbours? What of the lives of those who would awake each day with the fear that they might die before nightfall returns? Do you call Damocles’s dinner, whose story you no doubt know, a happy dinner?”



“Hmmm… Maybe not,” Franklin admitted. “But humanity must nevertheless shake off those asinine creeds about gods and supernal beings governing every unpredictable or uncontrollable events. Rationality should replace ignorance, for ignorance is the loam on which prejudice and oppression grow,” Franklin said.



“And do you think materialism, as pioneered by the famous Descartes, is superior to former animism?”



“Anything that can help people realising they are not puppets at the mercy of superior intellects is.”



“And yet,” Zeus answered. “to Descartes, who said: Cogito ergo sum, I would reply: Multi qui sunt vix cogitant. And for those, the fear of kindling the wrath of an unknown deity is often what coerces into behaving rightly.”



“Undoubtedly,” Franklin said. “However, the definition of right behaviour has always been rather vague and shifty. If study of history serves, that notion tends to reflect the standards of the clerics – who themselves are often indebted, and thus toadies to the rich and powerful – rather than an absolute standard of morals.”



“This is hardly debatable. Yet what will happen once this scheme is laid bare? You shall establish men’s law in lieu of gods’ anger. But in a world were everything is explainable and material, pray tell, what is to become of good and evil? If no superior being exist to punish their misbehaviour, then why should men prefer good over evil?”



“I suppose evil will always be singled out as nefarious to society, and even if no one will incur divine punishment for his wrongdoings anymore, he might well be locked in jail for all his life, which is not such an enjoyable perspective either. And once dead, who knows, maybe a transcendent power shall doom the soul of the wicked to eternal suffering?”



“And why should that power agree with men’s judgement on the matter? Maybe that power shall reward those whom you call evil, and doom those whom you call good,” Zeus replied.



“To that there is hardly any logical reasoning I can oppose. Gods’ ways are unfathomable, and those who seek to decipher their purpose often err. But if it is the case that evil shall be rewarded rather than good, then those gods’ laws would not be much more efficient than men’s laws at ensuring the cohesion of society.”



“So let us hope real deities do not act this way,” Zeus replied. “And that we are rather reasonable beings.”



There was a slight pause. The skies were so dark one could have thought the dusk come. But surprisingly, no thunder had boomed for a while. Franklin looked above at the clouds, then down at his kite, and pouted.  “So, if I get your meaning correctly, you advocate that I abandon my studies on lightning and let the peasants believe that if that calamity strikes them, this is the result of some mercurial deity infuriated by obscure blasphemy they committed?” he asked.



“I do not suggest such a thing,” Zeus said, “though maybe you should ponder. Greeks philosophers never released their discoveries to the masses. They kept them enclosed in arcane books that only the wisest could decipher. And so it continued through the Middle Ages. Were people less happy under this policy of secret than they would have been under full disclosure? That is something worth considering, I suppose.”



“Enlightenment of the masses means educating them first,” Franklin said. “But we are digressing.”



“That is right,” Zeus continued. “If you deliver facts and do not give people the means to interpret them, your new knowledge will amount to nil. It will even be worse. If catastrophes arise because some deity has decided they should, people will feel distressed and impotent, but they can hardly act against the purported cause of their woes. If catastrophes arise because of explainable phenomena, people shalll turn their pain and anger on you, the scientists, and ask why you failed to foresee the disaster, or warn them.”



Franklin didn’t answer.



“And never underestimate the capacity of the human mind to populate its world with entities that escape the narrow realm of rationality. Explain hydras, and dragons arise. Explain dragons, chimeras shall replace them. Tell them why stars shine, and they shall question darkness with black stars. Never shall they quench their imagination with the answers handed out by your scientific bestiary. Even Aristotle, the most brillant brain of Antiquity, felt compelled to write the Metaphysics, after he completed the Physic, to study the unexplainable. 



“Men were born to be men, not gods. Omniscience is insufferable to them.”



“I wonder,” Franklin said, “how gods do not fall prey to utter boredom.”



“Gods dream, mister Franklin,” Zeus said. “Gods dream their eternity away,” he repeated. He seemed to be lost in fathomless thoughts. “And please,” he added after his glittering eyes had refocussed, “do not suggest that Hermes once wielded lightning. Of all my sons, he would be the last one I would my entrust my weapon to!” He burst into boisterous laughter.



Franklin looked at his guest in surprise. As he did so, Zeus’s body started to grow, until he was about thrice as tall as the physicist. He lifted his giant arms to the sky, and two bolts of lightning sprang from the overhead clouds into each of his hands, wrapping them both in glaring light. Then he lunged them sidewards, and the bolts sprang to a nearby tree, which took fire at once.



“Goodbye for now, mister Franklin!” he boomed, and each of his words was like the rolling of thunder. “Maybe we shall encounter again before your demise! Beware of my lightning, lest we meet sooner than you deserve! Godspeed!”



Another stroke of lightning bolted from the sky, accompanied by a deafening crash. Franklin’s eyes blinked reflexively. When they reopened, the being was gone.



Franklin remained stock still for a moment, considering the place where Zeus was standing just a moment ago. Then he sighed, rolled his eyes, kneeled and resumed his work with the kite.
      

      
   
      The Great Color of the Sky


      

      
      
         As young Edward crossed the invisible threshold separating his backyard from the forest, the sky rumbled with far-off thunder. He peered through the trees to see a line of grey clouds making their way west, towards him. He guessed he would have enough time before the storm hit and continued deeper into the forest.



To his left some distance away was a tall wooden fence separating the forest from the main road leading to his little cul-de-sac. On weekdays, the school bus would rumble down the gravel path, kicking up dust and rocking from side to side. Sometimes he would take to these very trees and hide from the driver, an elderly man with eyes like a hawk. Usually the driver would see him hiding and point him out with a wrinkly finger. Once in a blue moon he would hide so well not even the driver could find him. On those days, he spent hours walking around the woods, lying on his belly and looking at plants or walking in circles around trees and running his fingers along their bark until he could recall the texture by thought alone.



That was why Edward was out there today. He carried with him a smooth leather-bound notebook--one of a few gifts he received from his father before he went off to fight overseas. Its pages were covered in tiny maps and drawings, and a few leaves were pressed carefully between the last page and the back cover. 



Today, Edward would finish his biggest undertaking. He would finally complete his map of the forest.



He walked through the underbrush towards the furthest part of the forest, the only part that hadn’t yet been charted. It seemed like the forest went on forever. He hoped that wasn’t true. He only had so much paper in his notebook. 



He knew he was getting close to the end of the forest because of the trees. First they got so tall he could jump as high as he could and still not touch the bottommost branches. Then they got so wide he couldn’t wrap his arms around half of the stumps. A cool wind blew through the trees, and they swayed and groaned like old monsters waking up from a nap. It wouldn’t be longer now, he thought. Soon he would come to a place where the wooden fence on his left would turn sharply and mark the end of the forest, beyond which only an open field of prairie grass stretching to the horizon could be seen.



Suddenly, a great gust of wind swept through the trees. Edward looked up to find the entire sky had turned a pale, roiling grey. Pinpricks of light burst through the cloud cover only to be swallowed up by the approaching storm.



Edward felt a single raindrop fall onto the tip of his nose. Frantically, he tucked the notebook under his arm and took off towards home. 



He barely made it twenty paces before the rain started to pour down.



Great winds bowed the trees until they shook and rattled around him. Curtains of rain approached from the west, fell over him, then moved further into the forest. Edward ducked beneath a tall oak tree whose foliage partially shielded him from the rain. He didn’t dare venture deeper into the forest to find better cover, though it was not fear that compelled him to stay put but a desire to save his clothes from further soaking. Normally he would look at the position of the sun to orient himself, but as long as he stayed within sight of the western fence he would be able to find his way back home. 



He wiped his face with his hands, only noticing when he opened his eyes again that, somewhere in his mad dash, he had lost his notebook.



A tremendous bolt of lightning split the sky above him. Whatever thrill there was of being caught in the rain was instantly swept away. With no other recourse but to brave the storm, Edward wiped away the rain from his face once more and set out into the storm.



It took barely a minute to become disorientated. Trees bent in the wind seemed to leer over him with sinister intent. The roots and shrubs on the forest floor grabbed his feet at every step. Soon he had gotten himself truly lost. With no discernable features to guide him, the forest seemed to stretch on endlessly in all directions.



Then, as if to add insult to injury, another bolt of lightning came down into the forest nearby, followed soon after by another. Bright flashes filled Edward’s vision as the storm continued its downpour. 



Seeking some form of shelter, Edward huddled against the closest tree he could find. There was dirt all over his pants and hands, but he had ceased caring. Lightning struck a tree nearby, and a terrific crash shook the foundations of the forest itself. Edward put his hands over his ears and curled up as tightly as he could. All he could do now was listen as the terrible storm sent bolt after bolt of crackling electricity into the trees. This was no natural storm. This was something far different.



The lightning came closer and closer, until all he could see was white.





----------





Edward slammed on the brakes and let loose a tirade of curses at the stopped car in front of him. And the stopped car behind him. And the other stopped cars too for good measure.



He had been stuck in traffic for nearly an hour now. The highway leading into the suburbs had been slow going enough, and of course the exit was partially blocked. Now the thin connecting road leading to his suburban home was jammed with a million other workers all trying to get to the same place he was. 



He had endured the same traffic jams on the same roads leading to the same places for half a decade now. The sheer repetition made him consider rolling his car (and, on occasion, someone else’s) out of frustration on more than one occasion. Maybe they’d follow him all the way up to his driveway. Perhaps they would form a queue at his front door. Hopefully he could fight his way to his bedroom and fall asleep just in time to wake up and crawl into the morning traffic jam.



He turned his smoldering gaze to the sky. What he saw made him glower even worse; dark clouds churned up the sky to the west. The horizon had disappeared beyond a wall of tall thunderheads. He looked through his sunroof to find clear blue skies right above him. The sun felt good through the glass--but how long would that last?



He got his answer half an hour later, when the lengthy shadow of the storm moved across the road. Luckily for him, the traffic had thinned once he got off the highway, and he was able to speed through his subdivision without issue. Dull cream-colored houses flew past him as he made his way to his flat. They looked so drab, even against the bleak grey color of the sky.



Just as Edward pulled into his driveway, a few fat drops of rain splashed against his windshield. He wasted no time piling out of the car and running as fast as he could to his front porch. 



His timing couldn’t have been better. Just as he crossed the threshold to shelter, the storm let loose a torrent of rain, soaking the street and his car in a matter of moments. Edward let out a harsh laugh. Deliverance, and not a moment too soon!



The celebration was cut short, however, when he went to open the front door and found it locked. He reached into his pocket for the key and came back emptyhanded. His happiness turned to mud in his mouth as he looked to his car. One interior light still burned on the inside, indicating the keys were still in the ignition. 



Realization gave way to rage. Rage gave way to resistance. Resistance gave way to resignation. Spending the evening on his front porch waiting out the rain was not an option. If he wanted to get inside, he would need to go out there.



Two failed attempts to dash for the car came and went in quick succession. The fire rose in his heart and then was extinguished the moment he came close to the porch’s edge. He flinched, jerked around, and paced the porch. Fourty years old and still afraid of storms! It made him pace all the quicker.



Finally, unable to bear the stress anymore, he gave into the pressure and bolted.



At least the car doors were still unlocked. Edward dove into the back seat and slammed the door shut behind him. Water dripped from his hair and onto the seat, but he didn’t care. He had made it. Everything was going to be okay.



Just then, the thunder started. Distant at first, it worked its way over the landscape until it crashed over Edward and shook him to his core.



Any thought of running back to the house fled from his mind. Bright bolts of lightning flashed in the near distance, striking someplace not quite over the horizon but not quite close enough to be distinguished. The rows of dull cream-colored houses obscured everything but themselves. 



The addition of lightning changed things. With no options left but to stay put until the storm passed, Edward hunkered down in the back seat of his car and tried to block out the persistent sound of rain pattering against the windows. Soon, however, the sound of rain was replaced by the deeper growl of thunder, accompanied by bright flashes moving across the sky. Even now, after all these years, those flashes of light still stopped his heart cold.



Somewhere in the back of his mind, he recalled an old fact he had heard on the local news--that the rubber tires of cars act as a grounding agent for lightning, and if struck no one in the vehicle would be harmed. 



This vague notion of safety kept him glued to the seat, even as he noticed the flashes of light getting closer. He closed his eyes and repeated to himself that this was the safest place to be.



He opened his eyes after what seemed like a few minutes and went pale. The bolts really were getting closer, carried by the stormclouds that crashed and broke like waves above him. He watched, limp with terror, as more lightning came down, the bolts walking closer and closer to his car.



When the light was too much, he put his head down on the seat and closed his eyes. As thunder crashed above him, he covered his ears. 



Then a bolt came down right on top of him, and everything went white.





----------





All of a sudden, Edward wasn’t in his car anymore. Rain pounded against his face and soaked his clothes. The smell of wet earth invaded his nostrils. He fell to his knees and felt mud between his fingers. 



The world swam before him as he looked around, frantically searching for something to cover himself with. Massive trees stretched upwards until they all but touched the clouds, which were still delivering a torrent of rain. Trees and foliage spread out in all directions, seemingly endless. This was no stress-induced dream. This was the forest of his youth. 



The first thing Edward thought to do was find a tree to hunker beneath and take stock of his situation, whatever it was. But as soon as his hand touched the tree, a bright flash of light from above blinded him, like lightning without thunder. The tree next to him was gone, replaced by a smoldering husk that hissed as the downpour extinguished whatever hot embers burned at its core. 



Edward picked himself up and stumbled away from what had to be the nearest miss of his life. The thought nearly made him faint--but how could he, in this state? Panic and fear seemed to slow time down ever so slightly. The trees seemed to sway a little slower here, the rain fall upon his head and trickle down his body like syrup. 



He made his way to a second tree, where a similar flash of light reduced it to ash. After a third time, he gave up and let the rain take him. For what seemed like only a moment, he moved without thinking, as if controlled by the same strange compulsion that had thrown his mind into this figment of his boyhood memory. 



When next he opened his eyes he was standing in a clearing of short grass. Sitting on the ground in front of him was a thin, leather-bound notebook. 



He went to pick it up but hesitated, thinking back to the charred trees. Somehow, the journal seemed unaffected by all the rain. Perhaps it would be unaffected by him too? Before an informed decision could be reached, he snatched up the notebook and tucked it under his arm, protecting it from the worst of the rain (though even up-close it seemed to show no signs of water damage).



Just then, he heard a cry in the distance. The same strange compulsion from before seized him again, and he started off towards the source of the noise. Trees and brambles went up in smoke around him, struck by the same bright light as before, but he paid them no time. Perhaps they were his fault. Perhaps something else was just aiming at them.



Finally, in a particularly dense patch of forest, he found the source of the cries. A young child had curled up against a tall oak tree, his hands held tightly over his ears and his eyes screwed shut.



The rain continued to pour down, but all of a sudden it had no sound. Droplets of water broke across his face without so much as a whisper. It was like no silence Edward had ever heard before. Impossible, unfathomable, yet entirely real and all-encompassing. 



Edward walked towards the child slowly. Fascination mixed with fear. In that moment, everything was clear.



He set the journal down next to the boy, and in the next moment everything went white.





----------





The rain stopped. 



The was no gradual decrescendo of sound as the storm depleted itself, no waning moments of uncertainty before the end. One moment, the rainfall was all young Edward could hear. The next moment, it was gone without a trace.



The young boy looked up from his tree to find not the typical shine of organic matter after rain but a completely dry forest. Leaves crackled beneath him as he stood up. He put his hand on the tree he had hidden under to find its bark dry and warm with sunlight.



He discovered his notebook lying just a single yard away, placed front-side up in the short grass. Turning through the pages, he discovered not a single one of them contained any trace of water damage. 



Edward looked up at the sky once more. Soft blues and the beginnings of orange broke through the canopy above him. To the west, the sun began its final descent.



He took off running, and didn’t stop until he had made it back to his own yard. The sight of home overwhelmed him, and he collapsed gaily in the grass, breathing hard. A silly grin spread across his face. The grass felt so soft beneath him. The air smelled like it did after a storm, but no other trace of his harrowing afternoon could be found. He couldn’t help but close his eyes and take in the sensation.



Far away from there, a single tall cloud floated impossibly over the east horizon. It caught the sun as it went down, first grey, then white, then gold.
      

      
   
      Night lights


      

      
      
         Running breathless through dark fields by moonlight.



Sam glanced back over her should to catch glimpses of her brother blundering through the low shrubbery, mouth wide in a grin as she panted. He was bigger than her, but those clodhoppers of his got tangled up in the foliage. One of these days he'd learn to pick up his feet, but not tonight.



"Come on, Dan! You won't catch anything like that! Hup hup bro, get the lead out!" Labored breathing and a non committal grunt was her only response, but she was used to that. Her brother wasn't the type to get worked up until he had some results.



"Don't go out too far, kids. If you can't see the headlights turn right around. I'm gettin' too old to come out there and fetch you back." This was nonsense, of course. Dad was old, sure, but he wasn't OLD. Sam glanced back toward the edge of the field, picking out her father's silhouette leaned against their slightly battered truck. The red cherry of a cigarette obscured his features in the dark, but Sam knew every detail of his scruffy face.



She wasn't so young anymore that she thought her Dad was perfect or anything, but he still ended up being the measuring stick she held any boy she met up to. Dan was going to be like Dad, no matter how much he denied it. They had the same slow confidence and sly grin when they thought no one was watching. She'd heard people say they didn't want to grow up and turn into their parents before, but she never really got it. Her brother would be lucky to grow up to be Dad.



"Mom..." Sam murmured to herself, idly swinging her arm as a mote of light flickered in front of her. The movement was automatic though, her mind wandering off to different vistas as she slowed her headlong charge forward. She was far enough, anyway.



She wondered, not for the first time, if she'd mind growing up to be her mom. Not exactly like her, she knew. She'd like to still be around when her kids were old enough to run through fields in the dark in search of treasures. Turning back, she could still pick out her Dad's face in the darkness. The look he got when mom was brought up was another reason she might think twice. He'd told her that this was all mom's idea, but she couldn't remember the years mom had been with them out under the stars.



Sam gave a little bit more of her attention to the world around her, picking her way through the field and swiping at anything that flickered and glowed. She didn't need to turn around to know that Dan was having a good night. His slow chuckles told her enough. Still, she couldn't bring herself to focus solely on the task at hand. Screwing the cap back onto the jar they'd all spent time rigging up to their belts under their Dad's watchful eye, she slowly came to the conclusion that maybe her brother had a point.



Their mom had been wonderful, if Dad's stories were anything to go by, but there was always an edge in his voice. Maybe it was grief, too, but she'd heard Dad angry before. Dad was great, but he liked to blame people for things that might not be all the way their fault. She was sure it was at least SOME their faults, but that maybe meant that it was part mom's fault that she wasn't around anymore.



"Hey, Danny boy, come over here." Sam called, hunkering down and pulling at a bush idly, trying to find a few leftover blueberries in the already raked over field as her brother's grumbles and shuffling steps got closer.



"Give up already, Sam the man?" Dan asked in his soft voice as he came up beside her and squatted beside her, mirroring her posture. Her lips quirked up at the name, but she'd started it. He was twice the size of her anyway, so there wasn't really much point in scrapping with him. Never had been, really, but sometimes that wasn't the point. She liked to think she was old enough to know that sometimes you just scrapped, even if you knew you were gonna lose.



"Good haul." Sam said, smacking the jar at his hip and brightening the field around them a bit. Dan chuckled softly and tousled her hair lightly, prompting an undignified squawk from her.



"'Course. Wouldn't be wasting my time over here if I wasn't almost done already." Sam turned and caught the sly little smile Dan and her Dad shared before it left his face and rolled her eyes. She leaned over, pushing into his comfortable bulk from the side. He didn't move an inch. A butterfly might as well have landed on him for all the difference it made.



"What's up? Too tired? Need your big bro to lean on?" He chuckled again while Sam chewed her lip. Dan was older and... Well, probably not wiser. He knew more stuff, though. He remembered stuff a lot better, too. Well, some stuff. She couldn't give him too much credit or his weathered old cap might not fit anymore.



"Was it mom's fault? That she died?" No sense playing coy. 



The question seemed to hit Dan a lot harder than her slight weight had earlier and he rocked back slowly until he landed on his butt, legs shooting out in front of him. Sam yelped as her support disappeared, and she ended up sprawling into Dan's lap. Turning toward him, she knew he probably couldn't see the glare she was giving her, but she hoped he felt it.



"Watch it!" Sam hissed, but a strong arm curled around her and lifted, setting her next to him and pulling her into his side. She looked up to his face, seeing that he had it canted up to watch the stars flickering more and more brightly in the early evening sky.



"Where'd this come from, eh sis?" Most people wouldn't notice, but Sam knew Dan wasn't happy from his voice. You had to know him REAL well to catch that little extra drawl that'd clue you in. She remembered the time at school he'd got in so much trouble. No one even knew Dan was mad until he hit that other kid. Sam was glad he was on her side, cause Dan hit hard. Still, she wasn't so carefree that she didn't nervously rub her thigh through her denim shorts with her free hand. If he was mad at her, he wouldn't hit her or nothin'. He might hold her upside down by her heals and walk around a bit, though. Again.



"Just... You know. Dad always looks just, a bit mad when he talks about her. Like, not mad it happened?" Sam knew she wasn't saying it right, but Dan just sighed and pulled her a little closer. Sam maybe sighed a little too, glad he wasn't angry at her and maybe a bit happy she had him to lean on. It was nice to have a big brother to lean on sometimes.



Not that she was snifflin' or nothing.



"Naw, he's mad it happened. Real mad. Mad at her, mad at himself, mad at doctors and hospitals and just about everythin'. But it's old, so he's good at not lettin' it show anymore. If ya' remembered what he was like back then..." Dan trailed of, and Sam watched him rub his thigh through his jeans in the dim light. Huh. Sam's arm tightened around his back and she leaned into him a bit more. She felt the chuckle through his ribs as he reached over and tousled her hair again. She let him. Cause she figured he needed it.



"Just how he is, Sammy. Dad's a little mad at everything, but mostly he just misses her. Just like us, or a little more. Don't let it get to ya." Sam nodded slowly, watching her brother watch the stars with that sly little smile she always caught. Still...



"So, she didn't... Do nothin'? Like, it wasn't her fault, yeah?" Sam grimaced slightly as Dan's face swung down to look at her a little too quickly.



"Hell no, sis. Wasn't her fault, or ours or the doctors or anything. Just how it is." He stared down at her intensely for a few moments, and Sam couldn't help but feel herself shrink back under his gaze. After a bit longer he shook his head a bit, his hand popping up the brim of his cap and rubbing his forehead. "You get that from Dad, too?"



"He never said it or nothin'." Sam said quietly, rubbing her thigh again and looking away from him. "Just always seems like he's always maddest at her."



They sat in silence for maybe a couple minutes, looking up at the stars together. Sam wondered how much longer they'd have time like this. Dan was going to college. Not next year, but the one after that. It seemed like a real long ways away. She wasn't the type to be clinging on or anything, but it got her thinking. Got her thinking she was glad he still came out and did stuff like this with her. Kids stuff. Dan never said it, but there it was.



"He told me once. Said she was a fighter. Fought everything. He was right, from what I 'member. Said it was stupid how he thought it, but he always figured maybe she coulda fought harder. Losin' her was tough. Supposed to be, though, yeah?" Dan didn't say it all at once, but Sam kept quiet until he was finished. Her chest was tight, but Dan wasn't snifflin' so neither was she. "Losin's tough, but sometimes that's all you get. You know that. Don't mean you stop tryin'."



Sam felt him turn toward the not so distant lights back the way they'd come, and maybe she figured she knew a little bit better why Dan always said he wasn't gonna be like Dad. And maybe she felt like snifflin' now, cause the tightness in her chest told her she didn't like thinkin' her Dad was a quitter. She wasn't sure what he'd quit on, but she felt like maybe he had somehow. Maybe before she even knew any better. She knuckled her eyes quickly and looked up at her big brother and gave him a grin, even if it might not be her best one.



"Sure, I know it. I don't quit. Neither do you, even if I might be a lil' smarter about the fights I get into. You and Tommy still scrappin' over that Angie girl?" She giggled a little when he pulled back a little and made a few sounds that didn't quite make it to words. "Tommy's a better friend than that Angie's ever gonna be, Danny boy."



She couldn't see it, but she didn't have to to know that there was a big stupid blush on her big brother's face. 



"Sometimes, Sam the man, you're so smart I forget you're so stupid." He growled, but Sam knew he wasn't mad.



"Sometimes, brother o' mine, you're so stupid I forget you're so smart." Dan was silent for a few seconds before Sam got the feeling she might have pushed a bit too hard, but when she snuck a glance she caught that sly little smile. When she looked over at him, though, he leaned forward and caught her ankles in one big hand. "Oh Shi-!"



"Language, little miss!" Dan said with a chuckle as he leaped to his feet, hauling her up surprisingly gently into the air until her head was a foot over the low bushes. Of course, her arms weren't long enough to reach him, but that didn't stop her from swatting at him and swingin' about.



"So, who's stupid now, Sam the hanged man?" She spluttered at him before swinging to a stop and crossing her arms over her chest. Then she smiled.



"Seems she's smart enough to know I'm not gonna be happy seein' you two rough-housin' again, Danny boy." The grin slowly slipped from her brother's face as he turned to face their Dad, the cherry from his cigarette enough light to show the eyebrow he arched at his son as he stood less than five feet away with fists on hips.

"Now, sure if I can't guess you got a good reason to be treatin' your sister like the dry-cleanin'."



"Ah... Nope." Sam rolled onto her back and then agilely up to her feet after Dan lowered her down, leaned over as close to his ear as she could get and muttered "...Ooooo..."



"Ooo is right, little miss, but we'll save that for later as you've still got some work to do." Reaching into his back pockets, Dad pulled out two jars full to the brim. Sam glanced down at her own half full jar and winced. "Why don't you finish up while your brother and I have a lil' talk about you not bein' a pinata. Go, on now, scoot."



Sam watched out of the corner of her eye as her Dad and brother walked back to the truck, her Dad lightly cuffing Dan about halfway there. She snickered a bit, not too worried about the little bit of trouble they'd got into, then got down to the serious business of fillin' her jar. Not like she wasn't usually the last one to finish. Maybe it was a boy thing. The thought galled a bit, but she had a few more chances before... Well, before she didn't, she guessed.



Walking back to the truck by herself, she kept her eyes on the sky and off the headlights, but her night vision was gonna suffer a bit no matter where she looked. She made her way up to the side of the truck bed and slapped the side of the rusty old thing then held her hands up. Two strong hands found hers and pulled her up and she tucked her legs up so the wouldn't get whacked on the shins again. She was short, but not THAT short.



Settling into the middle of the cushions lining the bed of the truck under the window to the cab, Sam felt her brother slide in beside her. Dad was halfway through the window into the cab, and just like that the truck turned off and the stars really came out. Sam liked this part pretty good. Dan put an arm over her shoulders while Dad wiggled back out of the cab and settled in on the other side of her, his arm sliding behind her head while he threw a blanket over all their laps.



If anyone asked her, this is what she'd call family. Back when they'd started this, she guessed she'd just been a little thing in her mom's lap. Dad still got two jars back then. One for him and one for Sam. By the time she could get her own he was getting one for him and one for mom. She just remembered being in the middle and watching the sky get bright.



"So, summertime again. What's the theme, Sammy?" Her Dad asked, absently rolling one of the jars in his lap as he looked up at the stars, or maybe a bit further out.



"Not ninjas this time, yeah? You fell out enough trees last summer." Her brother added his two cents, and Sam blushed but nodded. Being in a cast for more than a month tended to put a damper on summer vacation, and she wasn't keen to repeat that.



"Lemme think, you goons." Sam said archly, drawing a chuckle from both of them. Thinking back on the night, she knew she wanted something they could all do together, and just blurted out the first thing that came to mind. "Uh, how about... Swimmin' every day and movies every night!"



Dad and her brother exchanged a smile before Dan shrugged and nodded. 



"Swimming's fine, but how about movies on my nights off? Otherwise we're gonna be pushing even your summertime bedtime." Damn! She was a fool!



"Well, how about swimmin' every day and no bedtimes?" Sam said slyly, innocently staring up into the night sky. "Dang, sure is pretty up there..." She murmured, hoping she could distract Dad from the matter at hand and slip that one through. A furtive glance at her Dad showed he wasn't quite that easy, judging from the raised eyebrow.



"Now, Sam, if it was just you in on this deal I might let that fly." He said, before looking over the top of Sam's head at Dan. "That one out at all hours of the night worries me a bit too much, though. No tellin' what kind of trouble he'd get himself in. But I'll tell you what. Midnight bedtime for the both of ya. How's that sound?" Sam was stunned. Three extra hours of freedom from the slavery of bedtime? Miracles really did exist. She still felt it necessary to dig an elbow into Dan's side for costing her total freedom. He just chuckled and rolled his eyes.



"Got me all wrong, pops. I'm a saint compared ta this little hellion." That sly little smile was back for a moment as he looked down at her before bopping her lightly on the head with his free hand.



"Maybe so, but that particular lil' hellion doesn't have a car or a licence. SHE can only get so far before I gotta haul her back." Sam rubbed her head while glaring at her brother, but he smiled blithely on, tipping his hat to Dad's point.



"Get ready, then. Just about time to commemorate the summer of swimming all day and staying up way too late!" Sam giggled while her father threw his arms up in the air with that exclamation, jars in hand. She snatched up her jar, poking Dan again to get him to lift his up too. She was practically vibrating with excitement.



This, right here, was her favorite part of the summer. She unscrewed the cap of her jar almost all the way off, sliding down with Dad and her brother until they were lying down in the bed of the truck, her only view the field of stars above them.



"One..." She said quietly, glancing at her brother as he unscrewed his own jar and opened his mouth. Then paused. Infuriating...



"Two." He finally said after at LEAST five seconds. She'd get him later, but she had more important things to worry about right now. She turned to Dad to see him inches away from her face, grinning widely. 



Say it say it say it say it...



"Three."



"Fireworks!" Sam hollered at the top of her lungs, popping the cap off her jar and shaking it madly over her head. Dad and her brother followed suit with their own jars and the already brilliant summer night was filled with a million, no, a bajillion lightning bugs!



They flashed and shimmered either in irritation from their imprisonment or jubilation at their freedom. Sam idly thought the second one was maybe better as her eyes took in the best light show she'd ever seen. At times it seemed the whole sky was bathed in green and white, then the stars would bleed through before another wave of incandescent green fire swept across her vision. She laughed as a few of the lazier bugs dropped out of the sky on top of them, holding as still as she could so they weren't crushed.



It never lasted long, but that was okay too. Sam lay in the bed of the truck and tried as hard as she could to engrave the sight in her memory. It was something she held in her heart all through the year until the next 'fireworks' show came along and topped it. 



She turned to Dad and then her brother, and they both flashed that same sly smile at her. She rolled her eyes and grinned back.



"What's that sneaky little smile for anyway? You both do it whenever you think I'm not lookin', but I see it you sneakers." Her brother looked over at Dad and grinned at him.



"You got it all wrong, Sam the man. We smile like that when we KNOW you're lookin'." She scrunched her nose up in confusion and turned to Dad to be confronted with that sly little smile.



"Don't you get it, sprout? That's our smile for you, and you're the only one that gets to have it." Sam blinked, looking back and forth between the two best people she knew as her chest got tight again.



Sometimes snifflin' was alright.
      

      
   
      Tapecutting


      

      
      
          

“Now serving D-122” the voice called out, tinny and hard to make out over the background murmur.  



Ben stared at his ticket, P-15, then looked at the clock and grimaced.  11:48.  It was slow enough already.  What’s going to happen when lunch hits?



He looked over at the fellow next to him, a swarthy fellow who looked like he could have just stepped in the door from felling trees. “So, what’re you in for?”



The fellow smiled behind a thick beard.  “Brewing license renewal.  You?”



“Development permit.”



“Good luck with that.  My brother tried to do one of those.  The environmental impact studies ended up sinking the project.”



Ben gave a tight smile.  “We got through those already, thank god.  Now there’s some other problem, but I’m still not quite sure what.”

 

“Now serving B-37.”



The man with the brewing license stood up.  “That’s me.  Good luck.”



“Same to you.”



11:55

 

“Hello sir, how may I assist you today?”  The woman’s name tag read ‘Janet’ and she smiled at him politely, but her face was lined and the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.



“Good morning, Janet, I’m Ben Miller and I was hoping you could help me finish my development permit.  I’ve filled it out as best I can, but it was rejected when I initially submitted it.”



“Could you please give me the application number?”



“17DS0903.”



“Thank you sir,” she said, tapping away at her keyboard.  “Our records show that the package failed the initial compliance check.  You’ll need to fill in a form STD 327-P before we can begin to review your application.



“I remember that one.  327-P is for a utility interconnect easement review, right?”  



She nodded.



“You see, I’m an off-grid solar retailer - I’m competing with the power company.  I don’t need their service, and they’re not exactly in a hurry to help me either.  So without any utilities, there’s no point in that form.”



“It sounds like you’ll need a waiver, then.  Call the consumer affairs bureau.  They can escalate your request to the utility, and then if the utility doesn’t respond to that in thirty days, then you can get an administrative decision.”



He tapped his fingers on the chair, thinking furiously.  Thirty days will hurt, but I can probably make that work.  “Another month?  Can you at least look at the rest of it before then, so I can make sure I have everything else right?”



“I’m sorry, sir, but those are the rules - I can’t help you further until you get the waiver.”



“I see.  Thank you for your help,” he said, tightly, getting up.



She flipped the sign over to closed as he rose, and he was unsurprised when a glance at the clock showed 12:02.



Ben tried not to scowl as he left the building, though he was fairly sure that his expression had attracted the scrutiny of the security guard. 

 

Outside, he took a deep breath and tried to center himself. I’m not going to figure this out on an empty stomach, he thought, looking around.



It took him a few minutes to find a place, but soon Ben was at a small cafe with a latte in hand and a little plastic number for his sandwich.  He headed over to some tables in a nearby courtyard, which was a little ways off, but seemed quieter. There was only one other person in the courtyard, a woman who never looked up from her fashion magazine. 



Ben settled down at a table and sipped at his coffee while waiting for the food to arrive. 

If I can just sort out this damn permit, he thought, staring at the folder. Then I can finally get things rolling.



He frowned as a cart rattled closer and the table wobbled, then he looked up at a distant crash. 

His eyes widened.  That’s not my table. That’s an earthquake!  He barely had the presence of mind to grab the documents before dashing for the nearest doorway.

 

He was halfway there when something grabbed his arm and yanked him to the side. 

A split second glance showed that the woman had latched onto his wrist, her hair flying as she pulled with both hands.  He’d started to instinctively pull back when there was a massive crash behind him, and the noise shocked them both into stillness.



Over the next few seconds the rumble of the ground faded and the building stopped creaking, though he still fancied that he could feel the ground rolling beneath his feet sometimes.



The woman finally released her white knuckled grip of his arm. “Sorry about that - I saw the ceiling starting to come down, and there was no time to say anything.”



“That's all right,” he said, extending his hand automatically.” Ben Miller. You okay?”

 

“I'm fine, thank you,” she replied, giving it a brief shake. “Janet White.”



She seemed familiar, and Ben paused for just a moment before recognition clicked. “Janet with the planning commission?”



She looked at him in confusion. “Yes, actually. Do I know you? 



“Uh, Ben Miller? You were helping me just a little bit ago with my development application.”



Her cheeks colored. “Oh, Umm, sorry.  I'm not very good with names.”

 

“That’s fine.  Nice to meet you again, then.”



“Um, yes.  You, too.”



“That earthquake was crazy. I've never experienced something like that before.”



Janet nodded.  “Yeah. I’ve been in a couple before, but nothing nearly that bad.”



Ben moved away, picking his way across the room.  The lights were out, but a hole in the ceiling let in the sun and the wail of distant sirens. “The door’s jammed.”



“I don’t see any other exits.”



“I don’t either, and I don’t want to go through a wall.”  



Janet shook her head.  “That’d be foolish,” she said, picking up her phone.  “You might bring down more of the roof.”



“We’re stuck here for now, then. Any luck getting through?”



“The line’s busy,” she said after a moment, putting down the phone.  “I’ve texted emergency services, but who knows how long it’ll take for them to get to us.”



“Best to be patient and keep trying, then,” Ben said, picking up his own phone.



Janet nodded, then flushed when her stomach growled.  “Pity lunch didn’t arrive first.” 



“Yeah.  I’ve got some granola bars, though,” he said, replacing his phone and reaching for his bag.  “Would you like one?”



“Thanks,” she replied, pulling up her smartphone as soon as he handed the bar over.



He recognized the app.  “You’re logging your food at a time like this?”



She colored at his words, but didn’t stop.  “Well, why not?  The calories don’t know the difference.”

 

There were a few moments of silence as they ate.  The distant babble of voices filtered in from outside, but none came close by.

 

“You worked on my application earlier,” he said, gesturing to the folder.  “Couldn’t you take another look at it?  It’s not like we’re going anywhere.”



She looked at him like he'd grown a second head. “We’re trapped in a damaged building, and you’re still worried about your application?”



“That application is vital.  I’m trying to help clean up the planet, but until I get the green light, I’m dead in the water.



She bit her lip.  “Look, I understand it’s important to you-”



“It's not about me!” he said, rising to his feet and gesticulating.  “Global warming will affect everyone.”



“Okay, okay, I get it,” she said, waving him down. “Calm down already.”

 

“Sorry,” he said, taking his seat.  “I just don’t understand, though.  You seem nice enough.  I mean, you just risked your life to help me, for crying out loud.”



“Of course I came to help you.  The situations aren’t comparable.  You see someone in danger, you try to help them.  It’s human nature.”



“Then why not now, or earlier?  Global warming is a huge problem! Checking over an application is a hundred times easier and no risk to you at all.  Why not be a hero?”



A bark of laughter escaped her.  “A hero?  In the bureaucracy?  No, I didn’t do it to be a hero.  A hero requires a screwup.  The system’s designed to make sure that there aren’t any heroes.”



“Well, it doesn’t seem to be working now.  No one gives a damn.”



“Look, it’s not we don’t care or that your venture doesn’t matter.  We have to follow the rules, though - read everything close enough to spot mistakes, but at the same time, keep our distance and not pick favorites.  They all kind of blend together after a while.  And who wants to spend their life shuffling papers around, anyhow?”  She paused for a few moments, and then sighed.  “I take that back.  There are a few folks that like it.  And yeah, it feels good to hand one over when it's finished.  But it takes so damn much work to get to that point.”



“I thought government jobs were supposed to be cushy.” he said, regretting the words even as he said them.



“They are, and they aren’t.  I am grateful for the union, and sure, there’s a pension.  But who wants a pension when you can have early retirement?  I didn’t start out with the government, you know.  I was young, good looking.  White and well educated, too - I have a finance degree.  I worked several years in the industry, and was even posted to the London branch.”

 

“So what happened, then?”



She shrugged.  “Then it fizzled.  I did my job, but it never really clicked.  The promotions didn’t come.  After another couple of years I was back stateside treading water, and then got laid off.”



“The glass ceiling.”



Janet’s look was sour.  “That was definitely part of it.  But there were other women who climbed a lot further, and looking back at it, I had my shots.  Good ones, too.  Of course I didn’t really realize them at the time.  The ones that did climb, though, they worked all hours.  It was their life.  They’d read industry books for fun, or at least made it look like it.”



“Sounds like you’re better off outside of that.”



“Maybe.  But it’s galling to see what I could’ve had.  I don’t really have a choice in it anymore though, do I?  I’m a bureaucrat.  How do you think that looks on a resume?”



“How do you want it to look?  If you’ve got those skills and that past experience, you should be able to spin it somehow.  Take another stab at it, or study and do something new.  Folks reinvent themselves all the time.”



She shook her head.  “Don’t make all your plans off of success stories - they don’t show you the whole picture.  Sure, if you throw yourself into something you can accomplish incredible things.  I’m not saying it can’t happen, but in my experience, it doesn’t work that way.  We’re not robots, and you’re being naive if you think that you can just flip a switch and go all out on something.”



“It sounds like you just haven’t found the right thing to be passionate about.”



“There’s plenty of things I’m passionate about, it’s just that none of them actually make any money.  And just going all in on something and hoping it’ll work out won’t cut it.  Passion matters, but you’re forgetting just how much luck and everything else factors into success.  Now, maybe at your age, you can afford to damn the torpedoes and throw yourself into something, but as you get older, you’ll find that only have so much time and energy left.  When I’ve got a finite number of chances, how do I know which one to throw myself at?”

 

“There’s no guarantee of success.  But it shouldn’t stop you from trying.”  He patted the folder.  “This one is mine.”



She sighed.  “Well, maybe you’re one of the ones that everything will align for.  Don’t say I didn’t warn you, though.”  She held out her hand.  “Fine.  I can’t process it until you get the waver, but I can take a look at the rest of it.”



 “That’s all I can ask.”
      

      
   
      Djinn and Tonic


      

      
      
         Behind me, the door from the kitchen out onto the screen porch opened with the rattle-creak-rattle-thump that I'd forgotten all about until that very moment. "Mom?" Toby asked in what I recognized as his 'not sure how even to ask this question' voice. "Aren't lightning bugs s'pposed to be bugs?"



"You tell me." I was shelling peas at the time, a skill I'd lost somewhere during the fifteen years I'd been away from Earlville. So I didn't look up from the bucket and pan, my eyes and fingers intent on the unzipping and snapping of peapods. "Do they have creepy little legs and creepy little antennae?"



"I don't know! They won't hold still long enough for me to see!"



On the other side of the table, Aunt Clara gave a snort, though I'm sure she would've denied making any such sound: a sniff, she probably would've called it. "Land sakes! Haven't you ever caught lightning bugs before, Toby?"



Glancing over my shoulder, I smiled at him, dirt smudged along his left cheek and packed under his fingernails even though we'd only arrived at Aunt Clara's house maybe two hours ago. "No, Aunt Clara," he said as earnestly as only an eight-year-old can. "We don't even have them back— Well, not back home anymore since we live here now, but, umm..."



My stomach tightened. "Then that's another good thing about moving to Illinois, isn't it?" I turned back to Aunt Clara. "Do you still have all those old Mason jars down in the cellar?"



"Well, of course!" she replied with another non-snort. "How'd you expect me to do any canning without Mason jars?"



Gladly abandoning the peas, I rose from the table, wiped my hands on the tail of my long-sleeved flannel shirt—earning a third quote-sniff-unquote from Aunt Clara—and started across the spotless but yellowing linoleum to the cellar door. "Now, you can only use these for catch and release, Tee. Keeping lightning bugs requires a completely different kind of jar."



"Keeping them?" His whole face lit up brighter than any firefly could ever match. "Can I?"



"I should say not!" With Aunt Clara's fourth snort, I began remembering why I'd been so eager to get out of this place a decade-and-a-half ago. "I'll not have my house filled with vermin!"



"Besides," I said, pushing the cellar door open and patting along the frame for the light switch before I remembered that there was only one and it was at the bottom of the stairs, "lightning bugs barely live a week. You wouldn't want to keep them locked up in a jar when they could be out having all kinds of lightning bug fun, would you?"



"I...I guess not..." A good kid, Toby. Looked too damn much like his father sometimes, but I had hopes that the straight black hair, blue eyes, and pointed chin he'd gotten from my side of the family would be enough to outweigh the mouth, nose, and anything else he might've inherited from David, that weaselly little pus bucket. Or, wait, I'll take that back. No need to insult any weasels, after all.



I started down the steps, and a flare of memory reminded me to stomp my feet. I'd had quite the set of rituals worked out for going down and back up these steps in the wet-dirt-scented darkness when this had been Grandma Trenton's house. I'd spent most of my non-school hours here while Mom kept the First National Bank of Earlville running and at least partially solvent: she'd died when I wasn't much older than Toby, now that I thought about it...



Both Dad and the bank had only lasted another year after that, and then it had just been me, Aunt Clara, and Grandma in this big old house on Brown Street. My interest in the rocks along Indian Creek, though, had eventually led me to a graduate geology degree at the University of Chicago, and from there to Denver and my work with the U.S. Geological Survey, to David and the wedding and Toby and—



The tooth-jarring slap of my sneakers hitting cement instead of wood told me I'd reached the bottom, but I had to pat around again for the light: apparently, I was a little taller than the eighteen-year-old me who'd last made this trek. The switch still buzzed when it snapped on, and I'd be willing to swear that Aunt Clara was buying the exact same brand of light bulb because the yellowish glow washed over the shelves in the pattern of shadow and semi-shadow that had always made me check for lizard monsters lurking around the back of each post that held up the floor of the house above me.



Fortunately, the serried ranks of Mason jars stood in the cabinet right at the bottom of the steps; I grabbed one, turned, put my left foot on the first step and pulled the right one from the cement just as I slapped the light switch off. The open kitchen door at the top of the stairs made the upward climb a little nicer than the downward plunge, and this time, Toby standing on the landing made it nicer still. "What's down there?" he asked.



"Not lizard monsters." I ruffled his hair as I reached the top step and handed him the jar. "Now, if you're careful, you'll be able to scoop a bug or two in, flip the lid shut, then bring it up to the porch light so you'll be able to see them."



He took the jar like I'd handed him a magic lamp. "Thanks, Mom!" And with a whirl, a smack-smack-smack of bare feet, and the rattle-creak-rattle-thump of the door, he was gone.



Aunt Clara's snort was more of a sigh this time. "I see so much of your mother in him. And in you, too, for that matter." I turned from closing the cellar door to see her giving me something that, if I'd seen it on any other face than hers, I would've called a smile. "You favor her more each time I see you, Ann."



A part of me wanted to pounce on that as her passive-aggressive way of reminding me how many years it had been since I'd last visited. But no, damn it, I wasn't going to do that. Sure, if anyone had a right to be cynical about the rampant stupidity of the world, it was me, but I was getting sick and tired of being such a grouch all the time. So I pulled my own face into a similar unfamiliar expression and pointed it at her. "Thanks, Aunt Clara." I moved back to the table, sat down, and started in on my peapods again.



"Maybe you could do that," she said then. "I doubt the job pays anything, especially compared to whatever the government was paying you to look at rocks, but—"



"Aunt Clara?" This was another part of the 'Aunt Clara Experience' that I'd somehow forgotten: the first sentence or two of conversations often happened only inside her head. "What job are you talking about?"



She blinked, her fingers never stopping their work. "Why, at the bank, of course. Oh, I know it's Pioneer State Bank now, but I always thought that was more a tribute to your mother than anything else. After Mary passed"—Aunt Clara touched her forehead, her stomach, and each shoulder in a quick 'sign of the cross'—"they couldn't really call it Earlville Bank anymore, not without her. But Mimi Weismann's son Curtis works there, and he's a nice enough fella."



I decided not to say anything about corporate mergers and acquisitions and just nodded instead. Of course, being a bank clerk was the absolute last thing I ever wanted to do, but I said, "I'll keep it in mind."



"Or the town library!" She was apparently just getting warmed up. "It's been closed for nearly a year now since the council can't find anyone willing to take over running it after all the cuts they've made to the budget. You've got the money! You could buy in and—"



"Whoa, whoa, whoa!" I'd never been able to convince her that 'government scientist' wasn't synonymous with 'fat-cat millionaire.' "I've got enough saved up to take a couple months off, and then...I don't know." I filled my lungs with the cinnamon and sugar scent of the big old kitchen. "See if the LaSalle County Community College District needs a geology teacher maybe..."



"Well, it's a fine state of affairs!" Her mouth pinched into a shape as sharp as the arrowheads I'd sometimes found outside town. "David leaving you just because you got fired, and then spreading all those terrible stories about you!" She shook her head, the half-glasses rattling on their chain around her neck. "I know I shouldn't say it, but well! What can you expect from a damn Lutheran?"



It was hard, but I kept my mouth shut. It didn't matter to me in the slightest how Aunt Clara wanted to remember the sequence of events that had brought Toby and me here. Never mind that I'd left David after learning about him and the various lab assistants he'd been diddling the entire ten years of our marriage. Never mind that, after swallowing guys younger than me and with fewer publications getting promoted over me just so I could keep what I thought was the greatest job in the world, I then lost that job due to the newly appointed administrator deciding that my research contradicted his personal worldview in too many ways. Never mind that the lies my former husband and former colleagues had begun spewing about me had gotten me blackballed from every research facility in the Rocky Mountains. Never mind that—



"Ann? You're grinding your teeth, dear." Aunt Clara was squinting at me from across the table. "We can call Dr. Chumley in Mendota tomorrow morning if you need a dentist."



"I'm fine, Aunt Clara."



Her mouth pinched again, and she tapped a finger against my pea pan. "Then why are you putting the pods in here and leaving the peas in there?" She tapped the bucket.



I opened my mouth with no idea what I was going to say, but Aunt Clara thankfully interrupted me by standing, brushing her hands together, and saying, "Well, that should be enough for now. Call Toby in and get him washed up, and I'll have supper ready in half a tick."



It took me at least three-quarters of a tick to find Toby and scrub him down, a job made both more difficult and more fun by his excitement at chasing lightning bugs. "I almost caught, like, twenty!" he told me as I stood in the doorway of the upstairs bathroom to make sure he actually used some soap. "Can I go out again after dinner and try again?"



And considering what he'd had to go through the past month, I wasn't in any mood to tell him no.



Supper sent my mind reeling back to late springs long past, peas and potatoes and London broil with bread baked maybe two days ago and milk cold and perfect and making me wonder why I'd ever left. Settling into the front room after helping Aunt Clara with the dishes, I was a little shocked to see that the old boxy RCA TV had given way to a flat screen model, but, well, times did change, apparently. Even here.



Of course, the house had no internet connection whatsoever, but I figured I could see to that—as well as wiring a light switch at the top of the cellar stairs—in time. I had some wound licking to do before I started uncurling my feelers again. So to speak...



Wheel of Fortune was just ending and the sky just about dark outside when I heard the rattle-creak-rattle-thump of the screen door, but whatever cop show Aunt Clara was watching had already gotten through a couple shootings before Toby came trundling through the kitchen door into the foyer. "Toby?" I called without getting up from the sofa. "Everything all right?"



"Yeah, Mom." He yawned as he wandered into the front room.



"And the jar?"



His eye twitched just enough to make me sit forward, but he gestured back toward the kitchen. "I put it back down in the basement."



"All of it?" I pushed myself to my feet. "Or just the pieces of it you could find?"



"I didn't break it, Mom. Yeesh!" Another yawn. "Gimme some credit, huh?"



I put a finger to my chin and pretended to think about it. "All right," I said stepping forward. "But just this once." My hands on his shoulders, I turned him around and aimed him at the stairs. "Right now, though, it's showering and tooth-brushing and pajama-wearing time for some of us."



He climbed the stairs without even a squeak of protest, and sitting there with Aunt Clara dozing on and off, I listened to the whoosh of the pipes as he went through the first two items on the list I'd given him. I gave him a few minutes after the last rattle, then with a bit of effort, I roused myself from my own television-induced stupor and padded up to the big common room at the top of the stairs.



The furthest door on the left stood open with light streaming through, and I moved over to lean against the frame, my son settling into the bed I'd called my own when I was his age. "So," I said, stepping into the long, trapezoidal room and folding my arms. "How're you liking your vacation so far?"



"There's a lot to do, but..." He yawned again. "It's not really vacation if we're living here now."



Leaning down, I touched a kiss to his cheek. "School's out and doesn't start again till August." I patted his still-damp hair and forced myself to stop when he gave me a look. "That means summer vacation in my book."



"Yeah, okay." Rolling over, he snuggled into the blankets. "G'night, Mom."



"Good night, Toby." At the door, I gave him one more look, then flicked the light off, left the door open most of the way, and started back downstairs just in time to meet Aunt Clara coming up.



"Early to bed," she said as I squeezed over on the kite step to let her pass, "and early to rise."



"Tried that," I told her. "And yet here I am, sick, poor, and stupid."



She stopped on the top step, looked down her sharp little nose at me, and gave a snort. "It's good to have you home, Ann," she said before continuing on to the right and the door of what had always been Grandma's room.



I had to do some blinking at that and some swallowing, too, my eyes a little blurry and my throat a little tight.



Then I made my way back to the front room, spent a few hours clicking through whatever basic DirecTV package Aunt Clara subscribed to, and finally figured that I might as well head upstairs myself. Clicking off the TV and the lights, checking the front door—of course it wasn't locked; where did I think I was, anyway?—I went up the stairs, paused at the top, and tiptoed over to peek in on Toby.



Moonlight drifted through the window to show me the dark shape of his head between the blankets and the pillows. The regular in-and-out of his breathing tickled my ears, and I was just turning to head over to my room when that breathing caught. "Mom?" he murmured, his voice thick with sleep.



I froze. He'd been through a stage of talking in his sleep years ago; could the stress of the past few weeks trigger him to—?



"It wasn't a bug, I don't think," he more mumbled than said, and I was almost sure he wasn't awake. "The one I caught. I left it in the jar down in the basement so I could look at it more...in the...morning..."



Standing there, I counted to five hundred while his breathing softened back to a regular rhythm, and when he didn't speak again, I remembered to breathe myself.



Only then did I let my lips go tight. He'd looked a little fishy when he'd come in after supper, hadn't he? And after both Aunt Clara and I had told him he couldn't bring any lightning bugs into the house...



Ah, the joys of motherhood. We'd discuss this in the morning, of course, but right now, there was a jar I had to empty.



Back downstairs, down the little hallway into the kitchen, over to the cellar door, I yanked it open—



And light trickled up from below, golden and wavering like the summer sun reflecting off a flowing stream.



Staring down, I found myself wondering how many lightning bugs he'd caught, but even as the thought floated across my mind, I knew this wasn't any sort of insectoid light.



I wiped my suddenly sweaty palm across the leg of my jeans. Because I was the mother, wasn't I? I was the adult. Whatever the Hell Toby'd done, well, I was the one who had to deal with it.



Never before had I moved so quietly down those steps. The shimmering was coming from around the little jog at the bottom: my memory put a big carved oak table along the whole far wall of the cellar, and as near as I could figure, the glow was coming from there. Reaching the last step, I took a breath of the loamy air, pressed my back against the cabinet full of jars, inched toward the corner, and peered around into the main space of the cellar.



The big table sat right where I'd recalled, and on top of the table inside a solitary Mason jar, golden light swirled.



It wasn't just light, though. It had substance, I could tell, a liquid three-dimensionality flowing and pulsing like, oh, I don't know, like orange juice stirred in a glass and held up to a really powerful lamp. Except the light wasn't passing through the stuff inside: the stuff wasn't even emitting the light. The stuff was the light, light that had been caught and slowed down, sluggish, almost frozen.



Pretty much the damnedest thing I'd ever seen, in short.



Reaching out to touch the jar, and started back like I'd suddenly come awake. When had I crossed the room? Why had I crossed the room? What if the stuff was radioactive?



Okay, I was reasonably sure it wasn't. I'd dealt with radioactive substances fairly regularly during my college days and in my research at U.S.G.S.



This was good, though. Starting to eliminate things that it wasn't was the first step to figuring out what it was. Or something.



Swallowing so hard my ears popped, I reached out again—consciously this time—and touched the jar. The glass felt cool and normal, dry and smooth with no condensation. Just to make sure, I rubbed my fingertips back and forth, up and down—



And the whole thing kind of exploded.



Not that it actually exploded. The jar didn't blow up, for instance: I still had my fingers pressed against the glass. The lid didn't shoot off, nor did any of the substance inside leak or squirt or splash out. Still, light beamed upward from the neck of the jar, spun like a cyclone in the air above it, and formed itself into a humanoid figure maybe the size of my forearm. Eyes opened in its golden, fluttering face, arms separated from its sides, and it bowed toward me. "Master," it said, its voice rustling like a breeze caressing new spring leaves. "Your wish is my command."



"No," I said. "No, no, no, no, no, no, no!"



The thing—and even though I was thinking the word "genie" already, I refused to let myself think it very loud or very hard—the thing sort of glanced up through its eyebrows at me, then straightened and said, "Forgiveness, please, Master, but I don't—"



"You don't call me 'Master'!" I pretty much shouted, pointing a shaking finger at the thing. "You don't give me wishes! You don't exist! Magic doesn't exist, so you just...you just get out of here right now!"



It cocked its head. "Magic doesn't exist?" It waved at itself, an impossible flex of anthropomorphic light projecting out of a Mason jar filled with glowing goo. "You think this is CGI?"



"I don't care what it is because it's not real!" Again, I refused to think about why I was shouting at something that wasn't real. "You're not real, whatever you are, and—"



"I am a genie," it said, and even though I couldn't see any mouth on it, I could tell it was grinning. "And now that I've been trapped in a lamp—so to speak—and that lamp has been rubbed, I must come forth and grant my master three wishes."



"No!" I'd read the stories when I was a kid, had seen the movies and the TV shows, and if there was one thing I knew— "This wishing stuff never works out well for anyone! So you just...just go away, all right? Go away and don't come back!"



It pressed its semi-shapeless little hands together. "Is that your first wish, Master?"



I almost shouted, "Yes!" But like I said, I'd seen too many stories like this. "No! You'll twist it somehow, leave me alone and start bothering my son or my aunt or something!"



It made a 'tsk tsk' sort of noise. "Such suspicions, Master. Believe me, I exist only as a slave to your will. It's not the easiest thing, after all, to catch one of us, and when one has succeeded as you have, well, one ought to be rewarded, oughtn't one?"



Not asking what it meant—whoever heard of catching a genie?—was the hardest thing I'd done in months. But I was flashing on more of the stories I knew. "I'll wish you free then, all right? Wish that you never have to worry about being caught again, never have to grant another wish to anyone for the rest of whatever! How 'bout that?"



Every trace of humor vanished from around it, the flickering golden glow seeming to harden and sharpen. "This is no Hollywood cartoon, Master. Solomon the Wise cursed my people due to the overweening pride we showed in our strength and prowess, cursed us always to serve those who find us, trap us in a proper receptacle, and then summon us forth from said receptacle with a rub of the fingers. I can no more free myself from my bondage than you can lift yourself by grasping yourself under the arms and pulling upward."



I stared at it. I mean, what good was pop-culture pabulum if it didn't even give us the tools we needed when the impossible came knocking at our door? "I'll never trust Disney again," I muttered.



The genie had slumped in its place, hovering over the glowing Mason jar. "So please," it said, and it sounded even more weary than I felt. "Simply wish for three hard-boiled eggs or something similar one after the other. I will give them to you, will be dispersed back to once again become a wandering speck of light, and we can both get back to our horrible, dreadful lives."



"No," I said, hot and cold prickles crackling up and down my back. "This...this isn't right! None of it! If this whole thing is gonna be as stupid as this, then I was right all along! Magic doesn't exist!"



Sighing, the genie held out its hands, and blue fire danced all up and down its arms. "Again, not CGI." Its arms flopped to its sides. "Just make your wishes, and—"



"No!" Bunching up a fist, I shook it at the damn little thing. "I believed in the magic of education, and here I am with no one willing to let me do what I know how to do! I believed in the magic of advancement, and here I am, back in my childhood home again! I believed in the magic of egalitarianism, and I spent my career earning less than the men around me! I believed in the magic of science, and all my findings have been buried because of politics! I believed in the magic of friendship, and half the people I used to spend time with won't answer my calls anymore! I believed in the magic of love, and my husband cheated on me for ten God damn years! I believed in the magic of my own intelligence, and I never noticed him cheating on me! Not for all that time! Never! Didn't even suspect it!"



My face was wet, my eyes blurry and my nose running. I smeared the sleeve of my shirt over my face and blinked at the genie, staring up at me with wide black holes in the places where its eyes would've been. "So, no," I said. "I'm done with magic. And you should be, too. However many thousands of years you've been alive, it's only made you miserable, right? If stupid magic says I have to make a wish, then that's all I want to wish for: that you can be as done with magic as I am."



The golden glow of the thing began taking on a reddish tint. "I told you. The rules don't allow—"



"Rules?" I barked a laugh. "What was it you said? Solomon cursed you because you took too much pride in your strength? Well, where's that strength now, huh? Or is it just my luck to get the wimpiest genie in creation?" I flicked my fingers at it, bubbles bursting all through the dark redness of it. "You're supposed to use your vaunted powers to serve me, and you can't do the one little thing I want! Free yourself! Stop being a slave! Throw away your magic or whatever it takes, but if you're my genie and I'm your master, then let this be the last wish you're forced to grant! Break your shackles and—"



"No!" the genie shrieked like a steam whistle. "I can't! But I must! So I—!" The bubbles all froze suddenly, and the genie's eyes holes went even wider. "Oh!" it said, and then it vanished without so much as a pop, the cellar plunging instantly into pitch and utter darkness.



My panting roared in my ears like lizard monsters, but I stayed put, my hands clutching the lapels of my flannel shirt, my body shaking too badly to risk moving. It seemed like minutes, but more likely it was less than one before my eyes adjusted enough for me to make out the faint moonlight coming in at the slit windows just below the ceiling. Still, I didn't trust myself to take a step, didn't even trust myself to grab for the edge of the table in front of me. With my luck, I'd blunder into the Mason jar, knock it onto the floor, and have glass shards to deal with as well...



A genie. That had been an actual, living, magical genie. And I'd just...just—



I didn't have any vodka, no wine, no beer, nothing. Hell, Aunt Clara had never been a drinker: I doubted she even kept cooking sherry in the house.



Yeah, I needed to go shopping tomorrow.



That struck me as funny, so I let myself laugh at it. Not too much, though, the rough edge of hysteria beckoning to me with sticky fingers.



Some time after that, I finally turned, felt my way across the cement to the wall cupboards, then slid along them to the steps. My knees felt as squishy as balloons as I climbed up, and I shut the door behind my with the softest possible click.



I'd just set a genie free. Unless I'd just made a genie blow up.



Either way, not something I was going to put on my resume.



Another little bit of a laugh burped out of me, but it didn't seem nearly as likely to blossom into uncontrollable screaming as the last one. I took that as a good sign and barely even stumbled reaching the foyer and the stairs and the upper sitting room. My room—Aunt Clara's room when I'd been growing up—was at the back of the house on the right side. I pushed inside, dropped onto the bed, and I'd have to say that I more lost consciousness than fell asleep.



Maybe I dreamed, but I hardly ever remember them, and I didn't when I woke up the next morning, either. I remembered everything that had happened the night before, though, even if I was having a little trouble reconciling it with the smells of coffee, hot butter, and syrup wafting in through the open door.



I was still wearing my jeans and flannel from yesterday, but I didn't bother changing before heading down to the kitchen. Toby was happily stuffing pancakes into his face; I sat, thanked Aunt Clara for the coffee she gave me, and took a few sips before I asked, "So, Tee. Had a chance to check on your lightning bugs yet?"



His fork froze halfway to his mouth, and I assured him quickly that I wasn't angry. I'd had to let them all go, of course, I explained, and proceeded to give him a quick lesson in the right sort of jar a person needs to use when catching lightning bugs to keep: a jar you could punch holes in the lid of, which most definitely was not one of Aunt Clara's Mason jars. "And didn't Aunt Clara say you weren't to be bringing any bugs into the house?"



"But Mom!" Toby started, but then Aunt Clara folded her arms, the spatula still clenched in one hand and the glower on her face that had made me wince on multiple occasions growing up.



It made Toby wince, too. "I'm sorry, Aunt Clara," he said, then his gaze flicked over to me. "But they weren't bugs, were they, Mom? They weren't anything but just solid light, huh?"



Lying had never been one of my strong suits. "Lightning bugs are just bugs, Tee." I sighed. "We'll go out tonight, and I'll show you."



He looked about ready to argue, but fortunately, Aunt Clara came over with another load of pancakes, so we both found ourselves too occupied to continue.



I got him to clean up quickly by telling him I was going to take him around and show him the town, and we set off into the spring morning sunlight with a hastily scribbled shopping list in my pocket.



Earlville had never been that big a town: a few blocks down Brown Street to Water Street, then a left, cross the train tracks, and there was Founders' Park at the center of town. I pointed through the wonderfully familiar trees to the bandstand where the summer concerts would likely be starting up in a week or two, then we began the circumnavigation to see the fire station, the bank, the grocery store, the library—



Which had its door open, two figures standing in front and a shiny new black BMW parked along the curb. But hadn't Aunt Clara said that the library was closed?



One of the figures threw back her head and laughed, a whooping sort of sound that I'd first heard in kindergarten. Beth Hudson: there was no one else it could possibly be.



Except she was Beth Millsbank now, I remembered, her and Ronnie Millsbank getting married just after graduation and merging their adjacent family farms into one spread. Smiling, I gave Toby a nudge. "Get ready to meet the closest thing Earlville has to landed gentry, Tee."



"Huh?" he asked, but I pushed him across the street, around the BMW, and onto the circular brickwork pattern that marked the library entryway.



Beth caught sight of me right then, and she waved frantically. "Ann! Ann Price! Clara said you were coming to stay a spell! Oh, this is so wonderful!" She turned to the man beside her, short, thin, and dark, his black suit perfectly tailored and pressed. "Forgive me, Mr. al Marid, but this is Ann Price, a friend of mine I haven't seen in, oh, it's been years!"



"Certainly, Ms. Millsbank," the man said, and something about his voice made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. He nodded at me, then did a double take. "Ann Price, you say? But certainly this is Dr. Ann Thomlinson, the renowned geologist!" He stepped forward and held out a hand. "I once heard you give quite a stirring lecture on the dangers of magical thinking, doctor. I can say it quite literally changed my life."



Numbly, I took his hand and was completely surprised when I didn't receive a massive electric shock. Because it was him. The voice, the shape of his face, the shimmer that lurked in the back of his eyes: I couldn't begin to imagine how, but this was the genie standing here shaking my hand. "Yes, I, uhh, I recall meeting you there..."



He smiled and ducked his head. "That's very kind of you to say."



"Are you—?" I had no idea how to ask this question. "Are you still in the same line of work?"



"One could say that I'm retired." His smile broadened, and the hand that I was still shaking seemed to grow warmer; glancing down, I saw brief waves of blue fire dance between our fingers. "One never quite abandons CGI, though you helped me to understand so much about...well, about everything, really, that I needed to find a whole new outlet for myself."



"Whoa!" Toby said breathlessly beside me. "Was that, like, static electricity?"



"Ummm," was all I managed before Beth chimed in:



"Mr. al Marid's interested in taking over the library! It's just so exciting! All of us on the town council have been so hoping to find someone we can partner with in getting the system up and running again!"



Before I could think twice, I asked, "You need any help with that, Mr. al Marid?"



"Oh, please, Dr. Thomlinson: call me Tariq." He hadn't stopped shaking my hand. "And in fact, I couldn't wish for a nicer offer."
      

      
   
      Sodom’s Greatest Alchemist


      

      
      
         Soldiers placate the crowd. Caravans intercept them, causing a commotion. He sloshes water into the cup. A little blood flows over, but it’s caught by the ground. The next time they won’t be so kind. He catches a bullet in his hand. The silver receipts fall down. The ground is covered in gold. When he walks the ground records his steps. Thirty-nine thousand, three hundred ninety-three have been recorded since your last visit. Would you like to deposit another?



Johnson & Johnson have gone bankrupt. They would like no one to know. When company comes over they dig a bit deeper into the wine-cellar than they did before. Their fingers scrape along the basement walls leaving blood but the bottle comes out all the same. Children participate in the sacrifice. Starved ribs protrude from their frames. It’s easier for the blade to penetrate that way. 



Sterile gold stares into his eyes. The metal stacks toward the ceiling. Space is scarce between the top of the stack and the ceiling, a gap too thin to stuff in more gold. That doesn’t stop him from trying. Capital comes at a cost. He can’t recall the exact amount stored, so he consults his record-keeping. 



Thirteen children play in the room, grooming the gold. When it’s ripe they’ll pick the leaves. The fruits are poisonous, but the leaves are sweet. They’ll stir them into a teapot to brew. They’ll drink it with their dimples and die. The thirteen children stack to the ceiling so high you can’t fit in anymore.



That’s no good. Thirteen is an unlucky number. Having only thirteen dead children does not bode well for him. Even if he could kill another, it wouldn’t fit. It could fit if he gave up some of his gold. He hoped it wouldn’t have to come to that, but if it did, he could part with the gold that has liquefied into blood. He needed to remember to ask Judas why it did that.  



He has six rats side-by-side in a row. Rats move frequently, so getting them to stay in a row is not an easy task. One will crawl forwards while another backs ups. He set up walls both behind and before them. They climbed up the walls, crawling out of sight when he wasn’t looking. He put a wall above them, but then they crawled out the sides. So he walled off those too. The rats died of suffocation. The suffocated rats fit in the gaps. 



The prelude introduces more important information. Direct digital contact destroyed the casual letter. Trying to sing a song now is like paying homage to a castle made from straw. Every year a flaming arrow finds its way into the court and burns it all down to the ground. Gold dust falls to the ground. It smells like burnt corpses. At minimum it requires two hours to fully burn. Bones are left over. They go in the crunchy jaws. Grandma dust, child dust, and dog dust all pass through the same jaws, the doors of death. 



Many vital liquids comprise the human body. If even one were to be absent, the rest would die. The hands hold the cup of water covered in blood. The hands are covered in blood. The cup is covered in blood. The blood is covered in blood. Fire, water, and spirit mix inside and something comes out and smiles at him. So many souls smile at him from inside his cup that he drops it in fright.



The cup hits the stone floor and shatters into thousands of fragments covered in waters. Air cannot contain them, so they seep into the ground. Aerial toll-masters flap around trying to collect them before they escape. Winged Ethiopians grip at the ground, lapping up souls. The Earth’s cavernous stomach adopts most of them into her welded womb. There they are safe from the fires for a moment. Those lapped up by the toll-masters are spit into the stomach at a later date.



Barks of war make their way into his tent. He steps out into the blood and wonders who could be making such a commotion. The atomic bomb has gone off over the horizon. Communism swats another city out of existence. It would be only a matter of time until they can free him as well. He turns back into the tent and sets his tent-pegs deep into the ground. He envelops himself and feels safe at last.



He grabs another bottle from the cabinet and sets it next to the sink. This would be the one. This time it will work. He drafts another draught of magic from his tankard. There isn’t enough left to fill the entire bottle, but it’s enough to serve in his next act. He pulls out more children from his pocket and adds them with an eye-dropper. The bottle becomes black. He has to swat away the thirsty Ethiopians as they try to get at his bottle. He cuts open his own hand with a knife and completes the concoction with his own blood. 



Drip by drip the gold becomes blood. Capital rushes in to greet him. Thousands of heads stare up at him. Millions of cattle eyes carry their silent cries up to him. A little more of his blood becomes gold. He couldn’t move his leaden legs. The greed crept up further and further until it was all solid gold. He drinks the whole bottle in one gulp.



Another usurious vampire coughs up silver. Their gold was almost gone. The gap had widened enough to fit forty children. No one played amid the leaves.



The interlude breaks up the action, allowing for a reprieve from the madness. Clouds coated in Heaven’s seed fall down to the ground. The Watchers awake from fictions and find they now lust for human flesh. Soviet strikes do nothing to their children skulking across the countryside. When their blood touches the barren ground another sprouts up and starts walking. Silver bloods, golden bloods, watery bloods covered in spiritual veils pool on desert sand and dry rocks, bearing more children for the fight.



Abel’s Jail holds them for a while. Degeneration of descendents’ dissident discourse denudes their despair. Flesh and bone fueled by nuclear fission fight with men mated to metal. Contamination drives back the regiments until the Capitol comes within reach. Angelic arms grip lawmaking halls bereft of bodies. The city falls into the flame. 



Lightning from Heaven falls afar off, faltering before it hits the Earth. The circuit cannot be completed until Abel’s Jail is empty. Fantasy gums up his gun. Bullet holes patter the concrete. Drunken blood washes over the roads, leaving gilded streaks. The seed of men and gods desecrate the Earth with pollutions. Seed and spit mix together and the blood is born out of the mixture. Death erupts from the ground, swallowing whole camps in its maw. 



There are no women left in the city. They were superfluous and inefficient. When he discovered children could be created without them, the choice was easy. Catching the souls before they were incarnated was the hardest part. Between initial creation and incarnation is a sliver of time big enough to be exploited but too small to accurately measure. Dog bodies held them best, but any animal would do. 



Cages filled with animal children lined the room. Keeping the heart pumping while you drained the blood took practice, but he was a quick learner. Once whetted, the altar wouldn’t be satisfied until it was completely painted in the red watery souls and set on fire. The blaze would be hot enough to melt mountains. Giant animal children timbered whole metropolises of metallic trees. Tender young hands undid hundreds of years’ worth of work. 



Taken at a glance the giants seem tame and tender. Their fleshy meat cooks evenly and tastes flavorful when medium rare. Seasoning steals away some of that natural flavor. It’s illegal to sell their blood on Sunday so all the self-driving cars fuel up on Saturday instead. Hearses carrying dead Bolshevik bodies cover the streets, waiting for their turn in the Sunday service. Christianity revives the Communists and sends them back into the fray.



Columbia comes down with her gun and frees them all as they walk out the door. The hearses collect their bodies and wait for the next Sunday service. Stars twinkle in the blue sky. Blood runs down his white shirt. The washing machine can’t do anything about the bullet holes. They tell him to try Clorox next time. He nods and notes it down in his iPhone. Gilded faces stuck in unfamiliar expressions fill up the rest of the storage space. He’ll have to buy a new one soon.



Alien orbs piloted by Ethiopians soar in the sky, punching holes in the seed-soaked clouds. A new form of religion forms around them. Cults start cropping up in every major American city. The Americans lay out a runway for the orbs hoping for them to land. Conspiratorial voices claim it all to be a Communist plot. Worthless green papers prop them up. 



Petty people parade their blood like it’s gold. No one notices the forests filling with dead animals who walk about in suits of matted fur. Gods ask men to intercede for them, but men have been made blind and deaf to them. The crystalline palaces protect them from the parades. Polygamists knock on the door. When no one answers they walk away, assuming no one to be home. Thirteen happily married men walk back to their own home. Thirteen adventurous, childish suitors greet them and give them a hand.



Congratulations on your promotion, Thomas. You can buy that yacht you’ve had your eye on for the last few months. Don’t forget to bring us along, though! We’ll break it in for you for sure. The sailing seas run blood-red, but the boats still float. Wood bobs in blood. Every day they sink a foot farther into the sea. They won’t stop loading up the boats with gold. 



A fruit of the knowledge of good and evil lays on the plate. The only light is a single jar. Since the ship is sinking, the light in the jar isn’t even. It tilts to one side, showing more of the right than the left. When we found the fruit of the tree of life the first thing we did was distill it into alcohol. No matter how strong you distilled it, it still stayed sweet. It gave off a ghostly glow, too. 



He takes a sip from his glowing jar and sits back, enjoying the friendly heat. Giant toes toss up the water, tilting the jar of light one way and then the other. Tables slide from one side of the ship to the other. Chairs fall over and follow them. He hears monster hands gripping the mast. Steel cables pop off like a loose eyelash. Metal armor snaps in half like a busted sparrow wing. Gargantuan eyes stare down at him. Pale fingers grip him gently so as not to bruise his frail flesh. The massive mouth opens wide and eats him whole—head-first. 



Its stomach receives him like a childless woman. Bitter gold leaflets litter the acid. Nothing but seed and spittle surround him now. He prays to the Ethiopian orbs and drowns.



All his gold has become blood now. He shivers awake. The animals aren’t fresh enough to use, but their bodies are warm. He cuts one open and stuffs his fists inside. The animal’s eyes are still alive. They start to ask why the child inside cries. He didn’t know how to answer that, so he stayed silent. There is an epilogue written in the intestines. He searches through them, separating them into the appopriate categorizations. It’s only when he found the message that he realized he’d broken his reading glasses falling to the ground after drinking the last of his magic. 



An optical illusion makes it hard to walk through the halls. Terrifying shapes dance on the walls. The vomit has yet to drain from his eyeballs. The knife slashes against the metal-shrouded shadows, sending a spark over them. For that second they recede, only to come back the very next moment. Pallorous hands hold a knife of blood and the molten metal drips from its grip. He takes his time after that, taking it one step at a time. One can’t be too careful in a place like this. 



He shuffled off his impractical shoes six meters back. His bare feet step unsteadily on blood and bile, unsure of whether they would slip. Trudging into darkness he pulls on his legs to no avail. Slick golden letterheads hold him down and pen him to the ground. Stock certificates lacerate what’s left of his abdomen. The bull finds him lying there and beats his feet until they bruise. He sees a cloven golden hoof in front of his face.



Abel’s Jail empties into oblivion. This time the lightning doesn’t hesitate to strike. Cain comes out and takes a bow. The charade isn't up yet, though. He's got more up his sleeve. Covetous Communist soldiers storm the story and arrest him, fleecing him for all he has. A pocket watch and three pennies is all they can find. Unsatisfied, they continue the search. They stomp through hundreds of miles’ worth of sterile hallway looking for the gold. They find the cages touching the rafters and brimming with blood but nothing else.
      

      
   
      The Giving, Free


      

      
      
         I only take drugs so that I can be a better mother.



As long as I remember that, it's okay.



The modafinil is so I can mentally keep up with my six year old son, as is the adderall I've been buying off of the online grey markets. The marijuana is so I can manage the comedown and relax while he's at school, as are the devas' tears, which I get as a perk of being enmeshed in the brand new supernatural community.



Tarit is already up, of course, but he's pretending to sleep so we can play at me getting him out of bed. In the meantime, I prepare and consume my witch's brew (not an actual witch's brew, but language still has to catch up).



I also suppress a twinge of despair at the fact that demigods need only a twenty minute catnap to feel completely rested and active throughout the day, when I've only been able to cut my own rest to four hours a night...meaning I'm simply skipping so much of his development and childhood.



Nothing to it.



I go into Tarit's room, and like always, my breath catches a bit. His aquamarine skin glistens like ozone, his ice white hair waves like a thousand blades of rain. 



Not as intense as his father, who was thunder in godly flesh...but I love him all the more for it.



“Waaaaaake up, sleepyhead!”



“Nuuuu!!!! I dun' wanna, mommy!!”. He retreats under the covers, using all four of his arms to better hide himself. A tiny little burrito with a filling of wonder.



“Now now, Tarit, you know you can't disappoint professor Schroeder like that...how could he possibly find a cure for Aids without you helping him?”. I ruffle the little tuft of still hair poking out.



“You're right mommy!” he emerges from the covers and stands up proud and strong. “If I just help him a little bit, he can get the Nobel and finally retire! He has so many wrinkles that his wrinkles have wrinkles!”.



I keep my expression under control and beam at him while I give him his organically grown lunch of fruits and honey. I hate how the university is subtly exploiting him, by keeping him in a bachelor's program while he's doing the work of a PhD, and I hate even more how much the tuition takes out of our finances, but graduating from Harvard will do wonders for his future, and human education systems aren't yet set up for the hyper-gifted growth of those with divine parentage. A year ago, he'd helped those vultures synthesize a completely new molecule out of aerogel and mana, and it was only by threatening them with a lawsuit that they conceded to putting his name on the paper.



“Now remember, try and make friends!” I say as I struggle to lift the backpack full of expensive textbooks and put it on his shoulder. He scowls a bit at that.



“Yes, even if they can't tell a logarithm from a cosine. Not everybody is as smart as you, and it's better to be kind to others. So no more scaring people with bolts of lightning, okay?”



“It wasn't that big of a bolt...”. He scuffs the ground with his shoes for a second, then he hugs me hard, kisses me, and he's out the door.



I blow out a sigh and relax. At least so far, he seems like a sweet boy, still with human morality and values. That's more than I hoped for.








I chew the pencil in my mouth some more, looking at the screen.



As a quant for a big name trading firm, I make a looooot of money. But, that means I also have a lot of responsibility, and that my job is very hard.



Investing in stocks is a hugely complicated puzzle, and when you throw magic into the mix...well, there's a reason sometimes I curse the fact that my dealings with the supernatural threw me where I am.



How the hell do you put a price on a faerie's laughter, especially when the faerie can and will screw you over so she can get a better profit for herself?



It's all maddening, but I'm acutely aware I can't go for a lower stress job-aside from Tarit's college tuition, I'm paying some very, very exclusive musician and artists for his non-school education...and that's without considering the charitable donations I make a point of showing to my son every month, explaining how and why it's important to help others and be a good person.



I sigh, feeling just...tired.



I can't believe I'm feeling longing for the year and a half in which Tarit gestated in my womb...right now that kind of leisure time seems unreal, as illusory as a one night's stand promises.



And then I hear the door opening. A microsecond later my son is babbling a mile a minute.



“Mommy mommy mommy! I found another demi-god at college and she's my age and we're friends  already and I invited her over and she's right here and-”



A god just came in through my door.



Her three chartreuse eyes scan my home, and I'm acutely aware I'm not wearing makeup, that the desk is a bit of a mess, and that I have bags under my eyes.



“I am Ushas, Devas of the Dawn. My Daughter has Expressed Interest in Regular Meetings with your own Son, whose Parentage is Unknown to me but which I suspect is-” “Mamà, you're doing it again!” 



And just like that, the spell is broken. I can breathe again. It doesn't hurt to look at her anymore.



And I finally notice the tiny figure clutching at her skirts peevishly, adorably balled fists tugging at the goddess.



“Dearest Anya, Blossom of my Heart's Garden,” “Mamà stoppit!! You're embarrassing me!!”



OH. Oh. It's finally hitting me that this could be the greatest opportuniy for Tarit I could ever have hoped for. I need to play my cards right, swallow my insecurity and fears in showing how...mortal I am, and try to make an actual lasting connection with this god.



“Oh, the pleasure is all mine, Miss Ushas! Please, please do make yourselves at home, we can leave the children to play while we have a cup of tea in the kitchen?”



Ushas looks confused for a moment, but before she can say anything Tarit comes to Anya and they both go his room, chattering excitedly all the while. He's never met another demigod, let alone someone who can understand his position, the problems he faces...this must be a great balm for a loneliness he might not have realized he was feeling.



I bustle around the kitchen, deliberately not looking at the goddess while trying to pull together my perpetually scattered thoughts. So many things to do...



“Your Son's Father is not Here.” 



I drop the teacup on the floor, and it shatters in a musical crinkle, like the night's frost on wildflowers dying at the sun's first light.



For a moment, I feel a panic attack coming on, the breaking of all the levees I've built in my soul against the stress, the anxiety and the pressure of raising someone greater than myself, someone whose name will feature in history books not out of coincidence but out of simple fate.



I will be nothing but a footnote in his biography. Just a minor character, seen once and then never thought of again.



But I still have my pride.



“No. The greatest gift he gave me was Tarit. And that was enough. I may be mortal, but I like to think I've raised him well so far.”



I bear her gaze for what feels like hours, cooking under the desert sun, when gently, she...raises her hands, in a gesture of surrender.



“Peace. I meant no Offense in what I said. Truly, my Kin has a Lot to Answer for. And may you gain Succor; I am Glad your Son and my Daughter have met, and that They are Already such fast Friends.”



She waves her hand, and the teacup is suddenly whole again, steaming with tea of such fragrance I could have never brewed it myself.



“But I am Also a Goddess, and Mine is the Power to Light the Dark and Show Secrets. You are burning the Candle that is Yourself at Both ends, Sacrificing More than you Have.”



“And So, to Lighten your Burden, would you be Favorable to Future...Playdates? So our Children can Mingle, and you can Breathe.”



The pity stings, more than a bit. Even if it comes from (if I remember correctly) an all-loving incarnation of life and goodness. 



I nod, not trusting myself to speak, and for the rest of the evening I am a guest in my own home. I even manage to catch a catnap which turns into actual, restful sleep. 








Ushas has been an invaluable help so far.



She has helped Tarit with developing his own divine powers, a problem I hadn't even thought of and which needed to be addressed sooner rather than later.



Her husband Simon was a great help, too: meeting with another mortal enmeshed in this ridiculous world was a balm for my sanity, even just so I could get his opinion on unicorn meat futures!



Which is why it's especially concerning that she sent me a message on a ray of sunlight, begging me to come talk to my son.



I nearly crash my trusty old Mercedes into a tree in my haste to get to their villa.



When I get there, Anya is tearfully apologizing, her every sob spawning elaborate moths in the air that flutter away mournfully.



“I'm sorry please don't hate me I didn't mean it I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorr-” “WHAT HAPPENED?” I roar to the poor child, forgetting myself.



In an instant, Ushas is between us, a raised eyebrow promising retribution if I step once more out of line. 



It's not hard to remember that she's just as fierce a mother as I am. Fiercer, in some ways, since she has so much more at her disposal.



“You are Forgiven Because you are Afraid. But you will Not be Forgiven Again.”



I take a deep breath. I'm not dealing with humans here, and I have to keep that in mind.



“What happened? I followed your message's advice and got here as soon as I could”.



She takes a deep sigh, then bends to whisper something into Anya's ear-nevermind that now that her daughter is eight she's taller than me- and sends her away so she can calm down, escorted by the swarm of moths.



“It was Inevitable, in the End. Your Son is of Divine Acumen, and Already Knew-but Only Now he has Faced It.”



Is she talking about...



“His Father's Irresponsible Conduct has Much Agitated him, and only his True Mother can Soothe him. Go, my Friend.”



It takes me a moment to play oracle and unpack her words. Tarit already knew his father never took an interest in raising him-it's obvious, since I'm a single mother and the concept is familiar to him. He also knows that this is not something to do with some magical law of the world-Ushas and Simon are happy and live together, and he basically spends half of his time with them nowadays.



I trudge to the guest room, and think of him. Physically, he looks eighteen, even if he's actually eight. Mentally, he's always been a precocious genius, with the wisdom and passion of a Messiah.



It's why I had so much trouble raising him before I had help; anything I taught him ran the risk of making him veer to far in one direction or the other, making him grow into a zealot or a hedonist.



I open the door to the guest room.



He turns to look at me, bolts leaking from his eyes.



“Mommy...I hate him. I'm going to kill him. I don't care than I'm a half-god and he's a full god, I-”



I hug him and bury his head in my chest, the way I did when he was still an infant. Then I start to calm him down, muttering words between nonsense and love.



Finally, when he's not shaking, I detach from him so we can speak.



“It's true. If your father were here, things would be much easier, for both of us. But I can't hate him.”



“He gave me the most precious thing in my life: you. Don't waste your life by becoming bitter over something you have no control over, but make things better.”



His eyes widen, and I see that he's absorbed the most important lesson I've ever taught him.



“I love you, mommy.”
      

      
   
      Plane-Jumper


      

      
      
         The first problem with plane-jumping is that it's loud. It's basically calling down a bolt of lightning directly on your own head, after all. Proper hearing protection is a must, and the tuned ferric armor to go with it as well.



The second problem with plane-jumping is that it takes a lot of energy. Arkon's elders spent huge sums of our people's wealth building the anberic collection stations along the great sea-line ridge. Their black, ferric towers climb into the sky for thousands of strides along the barren red rock, draining energy from the Everstorm, and collecting it for our army's use.



The third problem with plane-jumping is that... no one's was ever really sure how it worked. Oh, of course we're all trained in it when we join the corps, and we do it quite regularly, and the commanders claim it's all figured out, but corpsgirls go missing all the time and never return. It's one of the reasons the pay is so good; every jump might be your last. And the best advice either the trainers or the seasoned veterans can provide if you get lost is "take another shot." The unspoken question always remained though: What do you do when you run out of shots?



I'd had one close call before, several months after I'd finished training. I'd burned through eight of the eleven shots I'd been given before I made it back to Arkon, and had never been more happy to see those beautiful red rocks. I was shaken up enough at the thought of being forever lost, but the reprimand for "wasting" so many shots made it even worse.



The next year of service I did much better. Seventeen runs, all under five shots. I got a Silver Branch for the lives I helped save, and promotion to second guild. Then came the day it all went wrong.



It'd been my third courier mission in Okhan, assigned to the third expeditionary force there. We'd been pushing our offense deep into the Lachics' home turf for weeks. Morale was high, as we won battle after battle, and our commander got a bit cocky, pushing our division well beyond the main line in pursuit of the enemy.



Of course, the failed battles had been a decoy, designed to do exactly what they did, and before we knew it, the damn lizards had routed our division, trapping us in a narrow alpine valley while their runners darted in and out of the forest behind our lines, picking off troops one by one. After more than a day of this, the commander finally realized they'd keep whittling us down until we were all dead, and managed to swallow his pride. He wrote a short letter to command, giving our location (and admitting his mistake) while asking for elder assistance. I was dispatched to carry it.



Now, despite over a year of service, I'd only made another four Jump-runs since my close call, and was quite nervous. But, after a sleepless night punctuated by distant screams of men dying to Lachic runners, being anywhere else sounded pretty good. 



I double-checked all my gear: One dozen shots in a padded bandoleer (for Jumping, of course); tuned-ferric helmet, lest I get burned alive by the anberic energy; padded ear muffs, for hearing and weather protection; a tube full of maps, showing (as best was possible) known routes on other planes; and lastly, the duster-length leather (non-conductive) overcoat, signature uniform of the Jumper Corps. I tucked the sealed parchment into one of the coat's many courier pockets, mounted my kabal, and gave him a gentle nudge to trot into the clearing the solider's had made in the middle of camp for my departure.



The nerve-wracking part was next. I pulled a shout of it's protected leather holder, examining it. It looked so innocuous: a small glass vial, melted shut where a stopper might normally be. Within it, some fine traces of copper foil and wires could be seen. Occasionally, on a really dark night, you might just witness the tiniest blue spark somewhere inside. Strange to think that each one of these was worth nearly as much as a small cottage. Of course, that would assume you could find someone crazy enough to risk buying one.



I glanced around the clearing one last time, making sure no one else was too close, took a deep breath, tapped the kabal on his head, signaling him to close his eyes as he was trained, then threw the shot to the ground, unleashing all the energy within.



Have you ever seen lightning strike nearby? Even just normal lightning, far from the Everstorm. If you do, and if you can look closely enough, you'll see that lightning doesn't come down from the clouds as most think. Rather, the power leaps skyward from the earth itself. What you'll also see, if you pay even more attention is that right about where it leaves the ground (or tree, or whatever) it forms a bright sphere for the smallest moment in time. What our elder's discovered, and what has given us our only advantage in this long war is that that sphere is actually a gateway between worlds.



As the afterglow of the jump faded and my eyes adjusted, I took a tentative half breath through my nose. Some jumps ended on plans where the air was unbreathable. A corpsgirl finding herself there had only the air she'd brought with her in her lungs, and must immediately take another shot before suffocating. Thankfully, this one seemed breathable. That was the only good thing about it though.



Looking around after the first breath, I found myself in a dense, humid jungle. The undergrowth alone was so dense I couldn't even seen the head of my kabal once we went more than a few steps from the scorched entrance we'd made. I needed to ride around eighty thousand strides to return to Arkon and the collector array there. Doing so in this kind of jungle would take months. So, after a few minutes to catch my breath and let my gear cool, I took another shot.



This one was better. The air was a bit thin, but the vegetation was sparse timber and seemed like it could be easy going. I pulled out the maps and looked at the known planes that might match. Unfortunately, no corpgirls had ever jumped so far inside Lachia, so even if I was on a previously known plane, I was still off the map. Wasn't my first time though, so I decided to start heading south, hoping as I got closer to known territory, some landmarks would make themselves known. I waited around about half an hour to track the movement of the sun, and confirm my directions, then set off.



It appeared I'd arrived sometime in the early evening, but this plane had a bright moon, and I pushed myself to keep riding for several hours after dark before making camp. I made a small fire, and, using a spare piece of vellum, did my best to map what I'd seen of this world so far, before retiring for the night. My kabal began munching on some nearby plants, and I left him to it. The beasts were trained well and didn't stray.



During the night was where it really started to go wrong. I awoke to a horrible noise, something between a scream and a piece of metal being torn apart. Jumping to my feet, I saw the kabal facing off against some massive, clawed beast. It had leathery skin, and a jaw as long as I was, full of teeth. It screeched again, just as it pounds. The jaws clamped around the kabal's thick nick, sinking in like so many spikes, and my poor beast bellowed sickeningly, helplessly, there in the dark. The biggest weapon I had was a dagger, so I could do nothing but grab my gear and flee. It was noticed.



They warn you, early in training, that you should be still, and calm, and collected when you jump. That you should take your time, take deep breaths, remember your orientation and location, and all of that.



But they don't tell you how to do that when being chased by a kabal-sized beast with a lumbermill for a mouth, so I did something they tell you never to do: I took a shot while running.



If you stand still as the energies surround your body, the gateway forms a nice, relatively safe bubble around you due to the tuned ferric gear. Then you and the things near you are carried to another plane. If you insist on moving during this process, well, that's on you.



I tumbled out of the jump and found myself falling down the slope of a massive sand dune so white that it was nearly blinding. I went head over heels more times than I could count before coming to a stop. As I rolled over, spitting sand out my mouth, I felt a horrible pain in my right arm, and a stinging sensation on my right breast, like the aftereffects of a jump, but increasing rather than subsiding.



I ripped off my coat, ignoring the pain in my arm, and could see smoke coming from three of the shot-pouches in my bandoleer. I tore open the clasps holding them, burning my fingers in the process, and tried to extract them, but they were already searing (and shrinking) the leather so they couldn't be shaken out. Instead, I quickly removed the remaining shots from their pouches, wrapped them in my coat, and ran as far away as I could. I barely made it to the next sand ridge when the storm began, and quickly dove behind it.



A normal jump is, more or less, indistinguishable from a typical lightning strike. A solid, krak-a-KOOM of thunder as a single, strong bolt leaps upwards. When a shot is damaged though, the results are wild and unpredictable. With three shots failing in a cascade, I got nearly a full minute of light show as bolts arced uncontrollably around the dunes. When it finally ended, I went back over the ridge and found the entire small valley of sand had been turned to glass. Absolutely no sign remained of my bandoleer.



Glad to simply be alive as the shock wore off, the pain returned to my arm, finally making me focus on it. It'd been burned pretty badly in the jump, with tree-like welts running all over the skin. I tore the other, remaining sleeve off my blouse and did what I could do bandage it. Unfortunately, salves and other treatments had all been lost with the kabal and its saddle bags. If I could make it back within range of the Arkon collectors before infection set in though, there'd be medicine on the other side.



I stood up, and started marching.



The problem with sand is that it's always moving. The corps' maps had at least three different desert/dune planes they'd encountered. But the maps were pretty much useless, as dunes shifted with every change of the wind, making location nearly impossible to determine. The notes attached said they were good for general travel though, if a girl already had an established direction, as kabals are wide-footed, and make good time over sand. Lacking my mount, however, it seemed the opposite was true. After several hours, every step was starting to feel like an ordeal, as the grains of sand shifted and pulled, draining energy from every movement. The actinic sun baking the moisture out of my skin didn't help either.



Having seen no change in scenery for what felt like hours, I made a decision. I had to jump again. Surely my luck would be better this time. The chances were good, after all, most jumps went to rocky, mostly barren planes not too different from Arkon itself. Jungles and dunes were the exception, not the rule. So, carefully holding my injured arm against my coat and the now-loose vials of energy inside, I threw another shot down at my feet.



It was like being hit in the chest by a bull. All the air left me. I tried to breathe in. Oh no, oh no, oh no! Panic! My chest moved, but no air flowed. My eyes would't open, like they were glued shut. My training kicked in and I reached blindly for the bandoleer, fumbling for it, my fear-addled braining wondering why I can't feel it before I remembered. Forcing myself to try and calm down, I grabbed and pawed at the courier pocket of my coat, trying to get at a shot. My fingers were numb for some reason, and I could barely feel more than vague shapes. I finally grabbed one, threw it down, and was never more glad to be gasping again in air.



I could breathe again. After a moment, I could open my eyes again, though they hurt, as did the rest of my skin. The burns on my arm felt like they'd been burned all over again, and the rest of my skin didn't feel much better. I realized after a moment, there was frost all over my coat and it wasn't heat, but extreme cold I'd been feeling on whatever plane I'd found myself.



After a few more moments of rest, I finally stood and looked around. What I saw took my breath away for a second time. It was like no place I'd even heard of, despite studying all the corps maps and accounts of other planes. While the known planes were myriad, and covered nearly every type of climate and geography, they'd always had one thing in common: they were uninhabited. Now, I found myself standing inside a massive castle room. At first, I imagined it must be atop some high cliff, as the view out the window left the ground far below. Then, I realized that in the distance were buildings (for they could be nothing else) which stood as high as mountains, yet shining like polished metal despite their shear vertical faces. I was likely in one as well.



Taken as I was by the view, I had failed to notice I was not alone. Movement from a darker corner of the room caught my eye, and I turned to find myself facing some strange creature. It was a bird of sorts, taller than myself, with wings more liked plumed arms than anything that would fly. Its feathers were light gray, fading to black in a sort of zig-zag pattern. The face was really odd though. No beak, yet... when it opened it's mouth, teeth, sharp and menacing.



Backing up, I found myself trapped. There seemed to be a single door to this room, and it was near the creature. I grasped for another shot, and my heart caught in my throat when I realized there was only one left in the pocket. I must've dropped the others in my blind fumble for that last jump. I pulled it out anyway, raising it and preparing to jump when the creature raised an arm and said simply, "Please, wait!"



That it knew my language was shocking enough to make me hesitate. But I think the way it said "please" was what actually let me lower my arm.



"Who are you?" I asked.



"My name is Kedi," she said.



"What are you?"



"I'm a researcher here, and I mean you no harm."



"That's not what I meant."



Feathers on the top of her head raised, and she let out a brief puff of air I think I took as a laugh. "I know. But you appear to be badly injured, and there will be plenty of time for questions later, if you wish."



I instinctively clutched at my burned arm when she mentioned injuries, and now, breathing normally, realized just how much pain I was in.



"Please, let me help," Kedi said, extracting something from a previously hidden cabinet in the wall. She approached me slowly, holding out a round metal tube. "This will ease the pain."



I was suspicious, yet what choice did I have? I wasn't just off the maps, I was out of options. One more jump here, in a totally unknown plane, and I could end up anywhere, forever lost on some uninhabited world, running from monsters or dying of thirst.



I nodded to her.



"Hold out your arm, please."



I did, and despite the vicious-looking nature of her taloned "hands" she dexterously and gingerly removed my make-shift bandages, before pressing an end of the tube. The hissing noise it made caused me to flinch, but Kedi treated it as normal, and I quickly saw a mist of some type of salve being applied to my burns. Within seconds the pain lessened, and was replaced with a cool, slightly numb feeling.



"It will take some days for that to heal, but this will help you in the meantime." She handed me the tube. "As for the rest," she continued, looking me up and down. "I think only water, food, and rest will be required."



With the searing pain now gone, the mention of water brought thirst to the forefront, but Kedi was ahead of that need as well, retrieving and filling a glass goblet of some kind from another hidden wall panel.



I drank greedily, and after she'd brought me a third glassful, Kedi showed me how to refill the water myself. Thirst finally slaked, my mind allowed itself to wonder a bit more at my surroundings. The water had simply flowed when I placed my goblet into a small alcove. As soon as I removed it, the water stopped.



I turned to Kedi, "What form of magic is this?"



Again, her headfeathers raised slightly. "Not magic, machinery."



I looked again at the magic fountain, but could see no hint of mechanism, gears, or similar. "If it's a machine, it's far beyond any I've encountered."



"Of that, I'm certain."



I frowned at her.



"Sorry," she said. "That was rude of me. I only meant to say, I expect most things here may come as quite a surprise to you."



I nodded. It was true enough, even if I didn't want to admit it.



"Now, may I ask your name?"



"Kira, of the Third Guild Jumper Corps."



"Pleased to meet you, Kira." She awkwardly held out a clawed hand, like she'd seen a handshake before, but never done one. Despite the alien nature of her appearance, I saw no reason to refuse, and shook her hand gently.



"Now," Kedi motioned to a pair of chairs. "I imagine you have questions?"



We spent the next several hours talking. Kedi had some food brought in for me, and I ate in a rather un-lady-like fashion as we continued our conversation. During our talks, I learned a lot about Kedi and her people. They called themselves "The People" but in their own language it was a word that sounded something like "Okakdo." It was clear from just what I'd seen already that their world was far in advance of my own, and further questions only reinforced that impression. The Okakdo had explored nearly their entire world, pole to pole, mapping things down to individual trees in most places. They had single cities larger than the entire Arkon empire, and dozens of them besides. Their medicine may as well have been magic for all my own understanding of it, and as for their architecture... Even Arkon's grandest castles would pale in comparison.



More impressive still, was the Okakdo knew how jumping worked. Well, they knew a lot more than we ever did. Kedi explained that what we had called the Everstorm was an "exotic matter construct from a precursor civilization billions of years old." Or rather, at least that what was at the center of it. The strange energies around it caused more or less a regular-but-permanent weather condition as well. The energies we crudely captured for jumping contained just enough marker particles ("think of them as tiny, invisible tags") to activate the ancient machine and it would then jump them. She speculated that the ancients had a way to control their destination exactly, but that it was likely much more complicated than simply the "jump" order we were able to give it.



"But then," I asked Kedi. "How come we could always get home if, in whatever plane we were on, we were close enough to the physical location of the collector array when we jumped?"



"Homing beacon," she said. "A safety feature that returns you to wherever you collected the activation markers."



I learned more about the Okakdo world over the next few days. Kedi left me in the room I'd arrived in, showing me that food and drink, as well as bathing and other facilities, could be found within the hidden machinery of the walls. I had wanted to leave, to see more of her world, but Kedi had insisted that I heal and rest first, but promised me a tour in due time.



As I laid there on that strange, perfectly shaped bed for the third night, concern for my mission finally became overwhelming. There was a division of our brave men being killed by those bastard lizards every night until I summoned help, and here I was, recovering in luxury even the wealthiest of kings could not imagine. The first night had been absolutely needed, as I could barely walk. The second let me get my strength back up so I could make better time. This third one though...



When Kedi arrived the next morning, I told her I couldn't stay any longer.



"I have to return," I said. "There are lives depending on me."



Kedi hung her head, an expression of sadness both our people shared it seemed.



"Please, Kedi, can you help me find whatever location here corresponds with the Arkon collector?"



"Very well," she said. "I'll take you there."



I dressed in some loose-fitting clothes Kedi had brought to replace my burned and torn ones. Feathered as they were, the Okakdo didn't seem to wear anything more than ornamental themselves, so I appreciated that she must've had these made just for me.



We left the room, and I quietly followed Kedi through a maze of hallways and strange rooms that moved up and down through the tower we were in. When the doors opened (of their own accord) upon the foyer, I saw for the first time other Okakdo. As Kedi lead me outside, I overheard bits of their language, which sounded almost entirely alien to my ears.



"Kedi," I asked, as we stepped into the bright sun at the base of the tower. "How do you know my language so well?"



Headfeathers and head itself drooping again, she said, "That is one of the things we need to discuss."



We walked slowly through the city. The entire place was artificial, even the ponds and grass and trees were trimmed and planned. It was beautiful, in its own way, but so alien, so clean compared to Arkon's dirt roads and haphazard foliage.



"Kedi," I prompted again, after trying to let her begin in her own time. "How do you know my language? Are more of my people here somewhere?"



"No, no... you're the only one here, Kira," she said. 



Something felt wrong about how she said it. "What aren't you telling me?"



Kedi avoided the question by instructing me through the bizarre process for boarding an underground conveyance. "No, you have to step through while the light is green, or it won't turn."



Solving that minor hiccup, we boarded, but I found the noise nearly unbearable while we rode in the machine's strange carriage, so conversation had to wait until we were above ground again.



"Kedi," I said, getting frustrated. "I need to get to the collector and go home! You said you'd take me there, and..."



"I am taking you there!" Kedi shouted. It was the first time she'd been anything other than polite to me, so I held my tongue and decided to give her the benefit of the doubt one last time.



"Okay," I said. "Lead on."



We walked in silence for another few minutes, over more strange, seamless stone streets, and past thousands of other Okakdo all moving about their daily lives, seemingly unaware of the impossible, magic nature of the city around them, though most did seem to notice her, before some clipped Okakdo word from Kedi made them turn away. Then we came to it.



As we crested a hill, buildings gave way to open space, and a massive parkland extending to the left and right as far as I could see. But in front of me, a ridge I recognized all too well, even if there were only a few of the ferric collector towers remaining.



"What is this?!" I demanded of Kedi.



"You wanted to go to Arkon's collector. Here it is."



This made no sense. In all the other planes, the array, Arkon itself, was never there. On a few maps, the ridge itself was vaguely recognizable, but nothing left of the machinery, towns, castles or similar. On most, only the sea itself was a reliable landmark, and even then, it was usually far, far different than home.



But here... Here the towers still stood. The ridge looked identical, save for some small buildings and paths clearly put here by the Okakdo.



"What is this place?" I asked again, slightly less angry this time.



"A memorial," Kedi said. "To your people. To Arkon. Or at least, it should be."



My eyes went wide, partly in panic, partly in rage. "What aren't you telling me!?"



"Jumping," Kedi said. "You never jumped to different worlds or different planes. You jumped to different times. Most were so far in the future or in the past they may as well have been alien planes though."



My hands were shaking, cliched fists unsure if they should strike outward or inward. "So this... this place is Arkon?"



"Yes," Kedi said. "From what you've told me, and what I know of history, it's been nearly a thousand years since you left your war."



"Then I have to go back!" I grabbed the shot from a loose pocket. I was missing my coat, but still had the tuned-ferric helmet, and I could always just plug my ears.



"No! Please, Kira!" Kedi begged. "Hear me out."



"No, I have to save those men. I can't let them die."



"Kira, that's what I'm trying to tell you. Look up, look around you." Kedi sighed. "What do you see?"



"Okakdo, and your city, built on the ruins of..." It hit me then, the realization.



"I'm so, so, sorry Kira. I've been trying to prepare you for this, but you were so insistent, I couldn't ease you into it."



I fell to my knees. If this was the future of Arkon, then the war was lost, and those leathery bastards would... The second realization hit me then.



"Who," I snarled through gritted teeth, "Are you, really!"



Kedi reached out, stroking my chin with the feathers by her wrist. "I'm so sorry, Kira." I smacked her hand away.



"Who are you!!!" I shouted at her.



"Your people called us 'Lachics.'"



"Bastards!" I shouted at her. "You filthy bastards! What did you do! What the fuck did you do!"



I never knew Lachics could cry, but apparently, they can. Kedi looked me square in the eyes, and I could see a tear running through the down under her eyes, then she looked away and muttered only, "We won."



The simple truth of it overwhelmed me in ways I can only describe as "insanity." I fell to my side and started laughing uncontrollably, while simultaneously, tears streamed down my own face. As sanity returned some minutes later, I finally sat up, wiped my eyes on the strange cloth sleeve, and turned once more to Kedi.



"How did you do it?"



"The Everstorm. Our own researchers knew of it, and knew your elders were harnessing it somehow. They figured out a way to damage it, causing it to destroy itself. In the process, it annihilated everything near it, including most of Arkon. Our troops met very little resistance after that."



"So you exterminated all my people after that?"



"No!" Kedi looked horrified. "No, of course not."



"Then where'd they all go?"



"They died. Mostly of old age, but many younger."



"And their children?"



Kedi cocked her head to the side and down. "There... there were no children after that."



She went on to explain that some aftereffect of the Everstorm destruction damaged the survivors such that they no longer could have children. Her people didn't know it at the time, but in the centuries since then, they've learned a lot more, and suspect it was something she called a "neutron burst."



"So why don't you look like a Lachi?" I asked, mentally numb to the shock of my world ending, and curiosity seeming to fill the void.



"In ancient times, our warriors took a tea, a drug really, that made them stronger and more fierce. As a side effect, it induced a permanent molting state, leaving them featherless."



I tried to picture what Kedi would look like without her plumage.



"I was actually counting on it," Kedi continued. "When I brought you here. I didn't want you to fear us."



"Wait," forgetting what she said about feathers, "you brought me here?"



"Well, not precisely you. Rather, I set up equipment that was much like the old collectors," she nodded toward the ridge, "in the hopes that a jumper might be drawn here instead of the Arkon of the past."



"Why?" I asked. "Why care about an enemy you conquered a thousand years ago?"



Kedi sighed. "You were never my enemy, Kira. I know for you, the war is now, or yesterday, but to me, it's ancient history. I study history, and the greatest mistake my people ever made was destroying yours."



"Do you really mean that? We're at... were at war!"



"Kira, my people have a lot of things, a lot of luxuries yours never dreamed of. But we are alone. Our astronomers have searched the skies for the past two centuries, and found no other races to talk to. We know the ancient builders of the Everstorm must be out there somewhere, or at least used to be, but that's it. We're alone in an infinite, empty void. Yet I look to the past, and see we had another race, another people to share this world with, and we destroyed that chance over pithy disputes. Our races should have been friends, Kira, not enemies."



"So what, you want me to what, stay here and tell you stories?"



"Well, I would love that, yes, but... I want to save more of you, more jumpers might be drawn here, maybe your people can start over. That's my hope."



"Sorry, Kedi, but the Jumper Corps was all female. All the men had to fight, so us girls got to run the messages. Even if you draw other jumpers here, we're not going to be starting a new family."



"Kira, I know this is all new to you, but we have science that can get around that. With enough genes... enough 'bloodlines' we can let you have children here even without a male. Arkon can begin again, as our friends!"



Kedi seemed so sincere, so devout in her wish to resurrect the "lost" Arkon race. It was tempting... give it all up, forget the war and live in paradise. But paradise also sounded a bit like a zoo.



"When did the war end?" I asked Kedi.



"What?"



"How long, if I go back to my time, how long do I have before the war ends?"



She thought on it a moment. "I can't say for sure, but my estimates put it within your lifetime. A decade maybe."



"And the survivors, they still lived out their lives, even if they didn't have children?"



"Yes, we treated them as well as we could I think."



My mind was made up. "I have to go back, then. There are hundreds of men that are going to lose those lives if I don't."



I pulled out the shot.



"Please, Kira," Kedi looked at me. "Don't go."



"I have to, or I'll feel guilty the rest of my life."



"I..." Kedi said. "I understand."



"Then this is goodbye." I raised the shot, taking in a deep breath.



"No," Kedi interrupted. "It's not."



"Excuse me?"



She stepped next to me, and wrapped a feathered arm around my waist. "I'm coming with you."



"Why?"



"Like you said, I'd feel guilty for the rest of my life if I didn't."



"Are you sure?"



"Not really, but... maybe we can stop a war?" Her headfeathers tickled my chin as they rose up in a smile.



"We can always try."



I grinned as I threw the vial to the ground, embracing the bolt not just of energy, but of something I'd been lacking for a long time: Hope.
      

      
   