
      Variations on a Theme


      
      
      
         
         Deviations of an Alien

      
         
         Leitmotif

      
         
         Coming Soon to a Theatre Near You

      
      

      

      
      
         Somewhere very far away, there is a beach. On that beach is a man in a space suit.



His suit is a poor choice for the environment. It is bulky, made from a thick and stiff material designed to armor him against pressures and hazards that do not exist where he stands. It has a large thruster pack on the back. The jets are useless in a gravity well, and its weight threatens to topple him backwards.



He does not walk so much as stagger. He lifts his feet like his boots were made of lead, yanking his foot up and hurling it forward like a cast stone. Despite the wide base of his boots, they sink a full inch and half into the sand on contact. Several times he nearly falls, and only barely recovers.



To his right is a mass of jagged rocks. Other than the beach, they are all there is to his little island. To his left is a dark and foamy sea. The water is vaguely purple where it laps at the shore but it takes only a few feet for it to become entirely black.



The sea goes to the horizon. The man has walked enough of the shore to know that it goes to the horizon in every other direction as well.



He moves with great urgency. The sun is already low on the horizon, and soon it will be dark. A wind whips across his path, moving in from the water. Then ahead, he sees what he is looking for.



There is an prefabricated shelter, set up at the water’s edge. It consists of six large aluminum cylinders, each two stories tall, as well as a hexagonal module in the center. The whole structure is the size of a large house. It has no windows, and only one door. Solar panels wrap around its exterior. Grime has accrued in the gaps between them.



A few hundred yards up the beach, a small spacecraft of some variety lies half-sunk into the sand. It is barely large enough to seat one. Its landing gear has vanished almost entirely into the sand, and its nose has begun to bury itself as well. It’s aerobraking tiles have cracked and fallen away. The glass canopy of its cockpit has shattered, and the cockpit itself has filled with stagnant water.



With a sudden burst of speed, he rushes to the structure’s entrance. The door in is on the second floor, at the top of a staircase cast out of a metal frame. When he yanks open the hatch, the salt and detrus accrued around the seal crack and then explode into powder. On the other side is an airlock. He steps inside and seals the door behind him. When it begins to cycle, he heaves deep breaths inside his suit. He is so exhausted that he falls back against the airlock wall, and it takes him several minutes to notice that the green light has lit to inform him he may remove his helmet.



Once inside, he looks around slowly. He is in a living room, or common space. It is full of couches and scattered chairs, and an exercise rack sits in the back. Screens integrated into the walls play relaxing images of nature. The air smells vaguely of mint. On each wall there is a walkway, leading out to the cylindrical pods. Four of them are open, and lead to small bedrooms. The fifth is blocked by a locked door. There are signs of damage to the lock. A welder has cut into it.



Someone lived here once. He sees clothes hung up over the exercise rack, and a tablet computer left on the little table. But no one has been here in some time.



He sits, and a machine emerges from a hatch in the floor. It is a little thing, no more than three feet tall, moulded from graphene and plastic. It says that its name is Fido, and that it is a synthetic artificial intelligence designed to maintain critical survival equipment during an emergency. The man’s hands shake as he drinks his tea, and he asks Fido what happened.



Fido hands him the tablet. He accesses the data stored inside, and an audio log begins to play. There is a woman’s voice inside: “Log entry begins. Hello,” she says. “My name is Jules.”








Log entry begins. Hello, my name is Jules. I am a physics PHD student from Carnegie Mellon, studying spontaneous tachyon wave formation in high-quantum pressure energy states. Which means I study faster than light travel. I am keeping this log because Fido, who is the AI for the habitat, tells me that it will help me remain calm and level headed in a crisis. He played this video on, uh… you know. Staying sane. Talking helps apparently. So does keeping a regular schedule. So I’m going to be recording one of these every week.



I was stranded here on March 3rd, 2132. That was six days ago. I was in the test vehicle we use for data gathering during experiments, and attempted a hyperspace jump of ten feet. We do that all the time. Micro-scale jumps are a good way to gather data on wave formation. It’s not a real ship. The only reason it even has a pilot’s seat is regulations saying that anything with a hyperdrive has to have a pilot, and a chair was cheaper than an AI.



So, yeah. I tried to jump ten feet in the spaceship equivalent of a moped and I ended up two miles over an alien planet in… fuck-all knows what part of the universe. The hyperdrive exploded too. Took out the entire power block.



I guess I’m pretty lucky that my story doesn't end with: “And then I fell two miles and hit the ground with a loud splat.” If I’d been in a normal ship, where the hyperdrive and the regular engine are snuggled together, that would probably have happened. But the test ship has the hyperdrive mounted in an isolated section to fit all the sensors.



So I screamed, like a bitch, and the autopilot took over. It brought us into a low hover and then politely told me we only had about an hour of fuel, so if I wanted to decide what we’re doing, that’d be peachy. It took me like twenty minutes to figure out how to actually operate the controls, but when I did, I picked up an emergency distress beacon more or less directly below us.



Which normally isn’t a great thing to fly towards, but since this planet seems to be 99% liquid and I wasn’t wearing a space suit, I kind of figured other people might help. The island is surrounded by wrecks. I’m 99% sure I saw the butt end of the Noble Star sticking out of a sandbar. If that’s true, this place might be responsible for every “mysterious disappearance” in hyperspace we’ve ever had.



The shelter belongs to the Augeria. She was a SpaceX pre-colonization cargo ship. Which for an emergency is about as good as things can be. It means she was carrying all the supplies and structures needed to establish a colony, but she only had a crew of five people. She was also designed for a water landing. Her hyperdrive module exploded too, and that ripped a hole in the hull, so she did sink in the end. But not until after her crew had evacuated most of the cargo and gotten this shelter set up on shore.



They’re not... here now.



It’s kind of a hell of a way to discover aliens are real, you know? Not, like, alien aliens. Fido showed me some pictures. It’s mostly lichen and kelp and little crabs or fish. But there’s alien life on this world! Living things that definitely didn’t come from earth. It’s…



Anyway, apparently some of the local life forms are aggressive predators. And of course, they have no fear of humans, so. The crew kept trying to explore the old wrecks. Looking for a way out. And now they’re gone.



Fido says to stay in the shelter. The emergency distress beacon still works. Eventually help will come. Or another ship will go down intact like the Augeria did. Then they’ll find me and we can try to get out of here.



The planet itself is… well. From the air I could see that it’s nearly entirely ocean. I don’t know if this is the only island on the entire planet, but it’s definitely the only island in a pretty big radius. The air pressure outside varies between 0.85 and 0.9 atmospheres and the temperature goes between -20C and 5C. So that’s definitely on the unpleasant side, but if I have to go outside in an emergency I won’t need a space suit.



I will need a breath mask though. Fido showed me a spectrographic analysis of the atmosphere. It shouldn't be poisonous on skin contact, but if I took one deep breath out there I’d be toast.



Pretty scary to think I sprinted from my ship to the habitat door holding my breath.



Oh, and the gravity is high too. 1.6G. It feels like something is yanking me down, or like a big animal is sitting on my torso when I sleep. I get tired a lot. Fido says I should focus on strength building exercises, but I couldn't do a single pullup when I was back home so I don’t have high hopes.



It’s funny though. Did you know there’s such a thing as a high-G bra? I didn’t. But some designer figured that that might come up and put the designs for it into the standard colony registry. Which is good! Because, you know. The girls were kind of doing a number on my back.



Fido is odd. He says he’s a true AI, not just an expert program or a machine learning engine. And I think that’s right. I turing-tested him for awhile, and he seems to have a consistent self-identity and the ability to generally reason about arbitrary situations. But he’s a bit of a savant. He sounds so intelligent and concise when he’s talking about survival or emergency procedures, but on any other topic he gets stuck quickly and acts like he has an IQ of 80.



I should probably read his documentation. He dumped his user guide onto my tablet after I got here, but I haven’t gotten around to it.



Still. He runs the shelter, and a few drones that come along with it. Only the top floor is habitable. The first floor is air recyclers, materials reclamators, and a full autofabricator. That means it can keep extracting healthy food and clean water from my waste pretty much forever. And it can even fabricate simple items. It’s intended for making replacement parts, but it could do other things.



I’m a little concerned about that. It can make new parts, but apparently it can’t do any big repairs. Pod #3 is sealed. Fido says the that the superstructure was impacted during the crash so it’s not air-tight and he hasn’t been able to fix it. I thought about maybe going out there and spot-welding a seal over the damage, but Pod #3 is on the water side, so maybe not. It’s not like I need a fifth bedroom.



So, uh… yeah! Sit tight. Wait for rescue! Just a little while of… exercise and watching old TV and drinking hot chocolate that’s reconstituted from my own piss. It’ll be pretty boring, but as disasters go, could be worse.








Log entry begins. Day fourteen. Not much to report. We had a storm last night. It was pretty scary. I could hear the waves hitting the side of the shelter. But, Fido says storms like that happen a lot, and the shelter is able to withstand them. And he was right. It didn’t even shake.



Didn’t get a lot of sleep, but I’m not dead, so. I’ll be less nervous next time.



Other than that, I thought that I might use the copious free time to actually work on my thesis. I had most of my research data on a storage drive in my pocket. But uh, you know. I’ve managed to avoid working on it so far!



Mostly, I’m up to season four of Hai Hai Hito Teppa Shi. All the entertainment in the habitat’s storage is pretty old, but it’s still good. My parents told me they loved this show when they were my age. Selesia is the best robot princess. 



I thought I’d be used to the gravity by now, but it doesn’t seem to be getting any better. I tried to do a pushup yesterday and fell flat on my face. Fido says I should start with the five pound weights and work my way up from there. I pointed out that in double-G, a five point weight is still only ten pounds. He looked at my arms and went: “Yes, that’s correct.”



I asked if he was making fun of me, and he replied that machines are incapable of irony or sarcasm. So that was pretty funny.








Log entry begins. Day twenty-one. I watched TV until my eyes bled. Metaphorically. Finished Hai Hai and both spinoff series. Decided to read a book. Fido advised me that I shouldn’t give up TV entirely. Apparently hearing human voices is good for me.



Christ, that’s depressing.



I was talking with Fido today about how long it might be until we’re rescued. The Augeria crashed over twenty-five years ago, but in that time, the habitat’s sensors recorded eight more ships going down: five robotic probes, an automated cargo transport, the Tesselector, and the Kitesfear. Both of those ships came down hard and sank immediately. No survivors.



If I was doing a simple calculation, I’d say that means one ship about every three years. But I was going through the logs and the rate of arrivals seems to be increasing. The first two probes were eight years apart, but all six other ships came down in the last nine years. That lines up pretty well with when the BSS switched standard hyperdrive protocol from high-energy wave inducers to low-energy resonance triggers.



If I’m right, this… place, however it works, is some time of remote resonance inducer. I have no idea how that would work even in theory, but if that’s true, then maybe the lower energy we go for hyperspace modules the more likely ships are to end up here. Or maybe every ship has an equal chance of getting pulled in per jump, and we’re just making a lot more hyperspace jumps than we used to since low-energy systems are cheaper.



Still, that means crashes should start coming more frequently. And this isn’t the age of rockets and chemical propellants. It’s only a matter of time until this place grabs a ship that was designed for a soft water landing. I could be out of here in a year or two, if I’m lucky.



Yeah.








Log entry begins. Day twenty-six.



God, I’m bored.



Spent the entire first half of the week going through all the closets and personal possessions in the empty bedrooms looking for something interesting. Total bust.



Spent the second half of the week recording a four hour podcast that nobody is ever going to hear criticizing the period dress in Roadster. You know, because I get that people were sexist back then, but putting that stuff on TV now is not okay. I asked Fido to edit it down, but he did a pretty bad job. The only videos he really understands are the safety training videos, so he edited it to sound and flow exactly like an emergency safety training video.



So, yeah. Not something I could upload even if I did have an audience. But it felt good to talk. I haven’t left these five rooms in a month. I’ve started alternating which one I sleep in because the first one started to smell like Jules-sweat.



I upgraded from the five pound to the ten pound weights though. So that’s good. Still nowhere near a pullup.








Log entry begins. Day thirty-six.



Bad day. I wrenched my back trying to do the high-G exercises. The pain wasn’t that bad, but I uh… I don’t know. I couldn’t deal with it. I pretty much fell apart. I screamed and curled up into a ball couldn’t stop crying. Fido brought me tea and painkillers.



I don’t really feel like doing this today.








Log entry begins. Day forty-two.



I decided to go outside today. Fido lost it. He didn’t get mad exactly, but the tone of his dialogue changed abruptly. Not, “Oh FYI there might be some monsters outside or whatever.” No, he got fucking direct. “If you go anywhere near the water, you will die.”



I blew up at him in return. Water’s so fucking dangerous why is the shelter built on the water’s edge? I shouldn’t. It’s not his fault. He’s not really self-aware like a human is. It’s like his name. He’s just like a dog. He really loves people and wants to keep them safe and do as he’s told. And I think I scared him.



I apologized. But I still feel like shit for yelling.



Not much to say about going outside. I didn’t go three steps from the front door. Just, strapped on the big bulky breath mask, got in the airlock, and stepped out onto the stair. It was so damn cold it didn’t even feel chilly, it just hurt. The air burned, and I felt pricks like getting jabbed with pins and needles all over my body.



The island isn’t much. A beach wrapped around some rocks. I didn’t see any of the alien life from the videos. Nothing moving on the beach, nothing in the water. It looked flat.



It did feel good to get outside though. I was able to stretch a bit.








Log entry begins. Day forty-nine.



I asked Fido if there was any warmer clothing in storage. He said, “None suitable for use,” and when I pressed him about exactly what that meant, he clammed up and wouldn’t answer.



Not gonna lie. Ha ha. That’s a little concerning. I read his documentation, and while he is theoretically capable of deception-by-omission it’s really not normal behavior. But my guess is it means: “Yes, but I’m going to lie to you about it because I don’t want you going outside where it’s dangerous.”



Yeah, that’s probably it. He’s really nice. He keeps suggesting new TV shows or books when I’m, you know.



I cried again yesterday. Maybe more than a little. And when I said I didn’t feel up to reading he offered to read the book to me. I know he’s just playing the audiobook recording, but it still felt nice.



I just…



I just realized I might be here a long time.








Log entry begins. Day fifty-seven.



First contact. If you don’t include all the people who got wrecked her before me, or all the ones who got eaten by space sea monsters, I’m the first human ever to meet an alien lifeform. It was a little patch of yellow lichen growing on a rock. Took a short walk outside and saw it on the way back.



Ever since it turned out faster than light travel is possible, people have wondered “where are all the aliens?” I always assumed they didn’t exist. Earth really is just rare in the cosmos. But this… kind of makes that seem like bullshit. One little island in all the universe that sucks away ships to their doom? And on a planet with life?



Yeah that doesn’t… that doesn’t seem natural. Maybe I’m in a giant alien space pit trap. Walk on it the wrong way and fall into the pit.



I thought for awhile today, what if the aliens are watching us? What if this is all some big experiment? What if Fido isn’t really Fido? He’s just the… tender-to-animals. I don’t fucking now.



Dammit. Dammit I’m going to fucking cry again.








Log entry begins. Day sixty-three.



New low. Asked Fido to talk dirty to me. When he completely screwed that up, I gave him some smut from the habitat’s computer and told him to read the dialogue parts aloud.



He was so nice and empathetic about the whole thing. It would have been less fucking embarrassing if he’d actually called me a whore.








Um… log entry begins. Day uh… seventy. Two. Seventy two.



I, uh...



I, just. Fuck.



Fuck.



I decided to go outside again. And I was exploring the rocks. And I saw something move. And it was this little crab thing. With four legs and a big eye. And I thought… I… I don’t fucking know what I thought. I just leaned down to get a closer look at it.



And it just… it reared up. It reared up. And, and it jumped up. It jumped right at me. So fast. And I remember it latching onto the breath mask and punching right through it with one of its talons. And it was…



It clawed at me.



Then I woke up back in the shelter. In bed. Not a scratch on me. Fido said that I’m suffering from hallucinations. That my breath mask is… is old. And the seal isn’t perfect. So I inhaled some the atmosphere, and I started to trip balls. He showed me a video of a few of his drones dragging my unconscious body back in the habitat front door.



But I swear to God it felt so real.



And… and there’s other things. Things about the shelter that don’t seem right. There’s this stripe along the wall? This stripe. I don’t know. It’s part of the corporate SpaceX color scheme or something. Make it so the interior walls aren’t just slate grey. It’s blue. But before it was green. Fido keeps showing me old pictures where it’s blue, but I know it was green.



And, other other things. The layout of the furniture in the living room is different. And my clothes don’t fit. My shirt is way too small, my top is too large, my pants barely come up to my shins. Fido says that the toxins in my blood are distorting my sense of size. He has me on an oxygen mask and drinking twelve cups of water a day.



The only reason I’m even recording this log is he keeps telling me it’s important. He says that in a crisis, it is often unclear what is real, and if you’re not careful your panic will start to do your thinking for you. In a bad situation, the most important thing is to keep a rational, level head.



And you know, now that I say that out loud that’s pretty good advice. Just because aliens are real doesn’t mean all the other crazy conspiracy theory shit in my head is also real.



I should lie down.








Log entry begins. Day seventy-three. Addendum to previous log.



Slept for fourteen hours. Felt groggy when I woke up but otherwise fine. My clothes are the correct size now. The furniture layout in the living room still feels wrong, but it feels less wrong. That stripe on the wall is still the wrong color, but overall I feel way better. Not one-hundred percent but I’m prepared to say Fido called this one right.



Too bad. Being immortal might be nice.








Log entry begins. Day eighty-one.



It’s my birthday! I totally forgot. Fido dyed one of the meal-cakes pink and put a tiny little wick in it and called it a cake. I gave him a hug and told him he was special to me. He says I’m special to him too.



You’d think today would be a crying day. But I actually took it pretty well. We spent the whole day learning how to play Gateway together. And I even edited some of the comments on my thesis Professor Shi left in the last revision.








Log entry begins. Day ninety-two.



I went outside today. And I double and triple-checked the seal on my breath mask. And I put another layer of tape around where the seal meets my skin. And just to be safe, I took a hammer out of the tool closet. All I wanted to do was stretch my legs and avoid claustrophobia. But there it was!



Up the beach. A little four-legged crab thing. Watching me. With two big pincers on its front. And they have a hard, armored point because it actually uses them as punching weapons. Like a pistol shrimp. I should have turned around and gone back inside.



But I didn’t. I had a hammer, right? I decided to step up and beat it to death. I thought… I don’t know. I thought it would help me sleep better. So I walk up to the thing, and swing at it good and hard. And it darts right under the swing and latches onto my leg.



Then it punches me with those pincers. Punches me so hard it goes right through my leg and…



You know, I’m pretty certain it punched right through my bones. So I go down. And it swarms over me. And then there’s another one And three. Then a swarm. And they’re clawing all over me.



And then I woke up back in the shelter.



That green stripe? The one that’s supposed to be red? Now it’s blue. The numbering of the pods is different too. I remember that Pod #5 is the one that’s closed, but now it’s Pod #3. And...



When I showed up. I was wearing jeans. The only pair of jeans on this entire planet. Now there are no jeans in my closet. Just SpaceX branded standard-size pants. So I asked Fido where my jeans went. He really sucks at lying. And when I caught him, he just said the same thing.



“Please don’t go outside. If you go near the water, you’ll die.”



And you know? He’s… he’s right.



I gave him a hug and told him I was sorry.








Log entry begins. Day one hundred.



Happy anniversary.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and five.



Stayed inside this week. I watched all of Re: Configuration. Then I rewatched Hai Hai Hito Teppa Shi. The shelter isn’t the only thing that’s changed. A lot of little things are different in the media content too. I listened to my analysis of it before, and it doesn’t fit the show at all. Princess Selesia isn’t a misunderstood hero, she’s a selfish bitch.



I think this is an experiment of some kind. Aliens, or something. I don’t think Fido is in on it. I think he’s just what he seems to be. But he is a computer. I’m sure they could make him forget things that don’t fit the narrative.



Whoever they are. I feel like I should be having nightmares about all this. Particularly the crabs. But I’m not.



I am up to the forty pound weight though, so that’s good!








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and fourteen.



I, ah…



I did something I shouldn’t have today.



I asked Fido again if there were any clothes that would make traveling outside easier. And again, he evaded the question. Like before. So I pulled out a knife from the hardware collection, and told him that he he didn’t give me a straight answer, I would kill myself.



And he uh…



He screamed. This raw animal… terror, I guess. He swore he’d tell me everything and begged me to put down the knife.



They’re wetsuits. He has a box of wetsuits and rebreathers out in the storage container, plus a ton of flotation equipment and inflatable cargo rafts. He says this is how the crew got the habitant and the rest of the Augeria’s cargo to shore. The ship was designed to land in the water so all its cargo containers are fitted with instant-inflate lifters.



I demanded to know why he didn’t tell me. He repeated what he said back in the beginning: that the crew of the Augeria went diving in the wrecks, looking for supplies or clues about where they were. The first few dives went okay, but in the end, none of them survived.



I was angry. Shouting. I demanded to know if what’s happening to me happened to them. Did they come back from the dead too? He got evasive, so I got madder. Why is he trying so hard to keep me from exploring? I said something like, “Because I’m pretty sure I’m immortal!”



And he shot back: “Everyone is immortal right up until they’re not. And if you try to do what they did one day you’re going to walk into the ocean and never come back.”



That slapped some sense into me.



I don’t…



I don’t know what’s going on. But I don't’ think he means me any harm. I think he’s an AI that’s designed to keep the occupants of this shelter alive until rescue can arrive. And these are very unusual circumstances, so he’s behaving a little unusually. But the way he talked today really made me feel like he’d be sad if I died.



Everyone at home thinks I’m dead already. They’ve already had a funeral. Grieved, moved on. Mom and Dad have done… whatever they want to do with my room. Sarah has found a new roommate. Right now, if I actually got ripped apart by an alien crab, Fido is the only one who would know or care.



I’m still going out. But I can watch a few more TV episodes first. He’ll like that.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and sixteen.



Fido refused to give me the suits until I finish watching the dive safety training videos and pass the written certification exam.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and twenty-five.



Took the certification exam. Got 96%, which Fido says is a failing grade. He won’t give me the rebreathers until I get a perfect score. I can see what he’s doing, but I’m not sure he’s wrong, so I’m going along with it. Took a break by watching all of Yesli vy Chitayete Eto. It’s funny. And trying way too hard to insist it’s actual Russian TV instead of the faux stuff.



I am getting better at this though. I think I’ll pass next time.



If you’re a rescue ship listening to this and there’s no log entry after this one, you can put two and two together.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and thirty.



First dive. Didn’t go anywhere, just about a hundred meters out and back. I stepped into the ocean, waded out until the water was up to my hips, and dove in. There’s so much silt and particulate matter in the water that visibility was limited to about ten feet. The silt level drops once I’m more than twenty feet down, but by that point so little light has filtered through it’s pitch black. The crew of the Augeria must have encountered this problem. I’m betting they have dive-lights or something and Fido isn’t telling me because he hopes I’ll give up.



Still. I went out, I swam around, I came back. I didn’t get my face ripped off by a space crab. Good start.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and thirty-five.



First real dive. Fuck that was terrifying! But I didn’t die! So that’s two for two.



I was right about the dive lights. Got one hooked up and decided to go investigate that ship whose ass-end is sticking out of the sandbar. I was right. It’s the Noble Star. The UN logo is still barely visible on the side under all the kelp growing over it. I briefly entertained the notion of survivors, or that maybe the crew auto-revived like I do. But that ship was never designed to enter an atmosphere. It fell like a stone. And I found skeletons in what was left of the crew section.



Funny that the inventor of the hyperdrive ended up here. I guess it should be a cruel irony, or like I should say it bitterly, but mostly it feels sad. Rest in peace, Doctor Zhao.



The ocean here is different than I thought. At first, it seemed barren. I didn’t see anything growing it it other than kelp and scrubby lichen. But once I got far enough below the silt later, the biodiversity shot through the roof. It’s like a coral reef. There’s all these… plants growing on everything. A million colors and in all these weird and wavy shapes. And there’s animals too. A lot of jellyfish, but also tentacled swimmers a bit like octopus, and I swear I saw a fish with a tail it whips in a circle like a propellor.



And a lot of them glow! Which makes sense, with how dark it is down there. But damn it was pretty to see. A few of the big fish passed near me and I spooked, but they didn’t take much interest. It looks like this environment isn’t as omnicidal as advertised. It has some predators, but it’s not all-consumingly murderous.



I’m going to go back tomorrow. To the Augeria this time. I want to see if any more of the cargo might be salvageable.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and thirty-six.



I died this time. I got near the Augeria and saw a school of cute little fish swimming around near the cargo door. Every other school of fish I’ve run into in these waters has bolted whenever I got near them, and I needed to get in the cargo door, so I swam towards them and figured they’d run away.



They didn’t. They’re more like piranha. Ripped me to shreds. I have no idea how long it took. I mean, with the pain, it felt like awhile. But I think it was actually pretty quick.



The stripe on the wall changed color again. The layout of the bedroom is different too. And my clothes don’t fit again. This time, Fido didn’t even bother trying to fucking lie to me. He just begged me to stay inside and kept repeating that if I go near the water I’ll die.



And you know, he’s not wrong. And it hurt. A lot. But that’s fine. I’ve just got to fucking deal with this and try again.



Now he’s sulking. He sent his drones back into storage and refuses to talk to me.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and thirty-seven.



Those fish are still there. I thought I could avoid them by swimming around to the opposite side of the Augeria. I could not.



I should be more traumatized by this than I am. It was blinding. Even the crab didn’t hurt as much as all those little teeth. I should be having uncontrollable nightmares. I should be shaking in bed. I don’t know why I’m not.



I’m going to try a different wreck tomorrow.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and forty-five.



Finding another wreck took longer than I thought. There’s a lot of empty sea-floor down there to search, and wrecks that were obvious from the air are nearly invisible from the water. I finally found an automated cargo ship that’s only a few dozen feet below the surface. The name on the side is in chinese, and my tablet says it means Shining Endeavour. I’ve never heard of it.



It was totaled, but I did manage to get into the cargo compartment. I even found a crate that seemed to have a water-tight seal.



Turns out, “seemed” was the operative word. Four hours of effort to get the flotation harness attached, and I am now the proud owner of a cargo container full of unidentified mush. Fido thinks it used to be ration packs.










Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and fifty-four.



First contact. Actual, real, no-bullshit first contact. And not with fucking lichen. There are alien wrecks around this island. There are ships that humans didn’t build. In fact, I’m pretty sure there are ships here older than humanity.



I was diving deep on the islands north side. There’s a drop there. Not quite a chasm, but the sea floor sinks at maybe a negative-seventy degree angle for awhile. I figured that if a ship landed there, it would be invisible from the surface, so that might be a good place to start.



With only my dive light, visibility was limited to about thirty feet, so it was a slow search. But eventually, I see that there are bioluminescent plants above me and decide to swim up and see what that’s about. It takes me awhile to get it, but there’s this corroding metal superstructure hanging off the rock formation. I just couldn’t see it because the gaps between the beams is bigger than the range of my dive light. The ship is huge. Gotta be half a mile long.



I spent awhile exploring. I was just about hyperventilating for most of it. By that point it was pretty obvious humans didn’t make this thing. The front end of the ship is totaled, and nothing is left but the frame. But as I moved further back, more of it was intact. I saw what I think are hexagonal cargo containers, or maybe modular sections of the hull. And most of the engine is still there!



I tried to go further back, but that’s when the giger counter in my rebreather started to freak out. I did the math real quick, and decided I could stand a five minute closer look. There are windows along the side of the engine module, and through them, I saw skeletons. These… I think they were heads. And maybe some kind of outer chitinous layer? I don’t really know what goes to what. The sections behind the windows were still sealed, but the bodies were not in very good shape. It was like looking at a dead bug.



Christ.



I did the math after I got back to the shelter. The radiation sensor inside the rebreather is pretty sure the source of the hard radiation is plutonium. If we assume that the aliens refine plutonium for reactors to the same level we do, that ship has been there for nearly half a million years.



I wonder why the bodies haven’t decayed into dust. Maybe they have? Maybe the aliens used cybernetic implants like we do, and what I’m looking at is their artificial parts?



I’ve got to go back there tomorrow.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and sixty-five.



A lot more dives this week. I’ve cataloged nearly two-dozen wrecks that seem to be of non-human origin. And get this: two of them still have power. Two of them still have fucking power! They have intact hull sections where the lights are still on. Nothing is moving and I haven’t found a way to get inside, but the technology still fucking works!



No bullshit this could be the biggest discovery in the history of humanity. One of those wrecks could even be the reason all the other wrecks are here! Some kind of… hyperspace quicksand effect.



Deep dives continue to be a death trap. Severed airline, stinging coral, and one case of the bends because I was an idiot. Also, I think I have discovered the worst creature in the entire universe. I ran into it on the way back two days ago. It looks like the love child of a wasp, a scorpion, and an octopus, and its temperament compares unfavorably to satan. It didn’t even eat me. It just killed me. Snapped me clean in half with its pincers and them swam away as it all went slowly dark.



The interior of the shelter changes every time I come back. Now the whole thing is this weird grey, and there’s a blue stripe around the outside. It’s too damn hot, and the layout is stuffy and claustrophobic. My clothes are the right size this time, but the material is different. They itch like hell.



Fido fixes it every time though. And what with the horrible gruesome deaths, I don’t feel like going out again today. Alien discovery can wait. I’m taking a break. Think I’ll stay in with ration bars and The Great Dictator.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and seventy-five.



Finally decided to go out and explore again Monday. I think something about the local currents has changed. The water is warmer now than it was last week, and it isn’t as hard to push against the tides.



I decided to spend the week cataloging all the wrecks that still have power. I’ve started taking detailed notes of every one. I’m going to have to teach myself a lot of engineering theory if I’m going to figure this out. But I got time. And I made a friend! One of the little octopus like swimmers came up to me and latched onto my arm, and in a shocking twist, it wasn’t so he could murder me.



I fed him a protein bar and he followed me around for awhile.



There’s so much down here. So much lost history and technology. I could spend a lifetime studying it all.








Log entry begins. Day one-hundred and ninety-one



I found out what’s going on. Everything that’s going on. Here and with the wreck and… and the shelter.



I have webbed hands.



And as far as I can remember, I’ve always had webbed hands. Because I’m human, and humans have webbed hands. The webbing goes up to the first finger joint, and there isn’t any at all between the trigger finger and thumb. I remember that. Just like I remember that a balmy spring day is usually about -5C.



But then Fido asked me if there’s ice on the ground during a balmy spring day. And I…



I died out on the reef. It wasn’t even a predator. I got my ankle trapped inside a piece of coral growing on one of the wrecks. I couldn’t get out no matter how hard I tried, and I didn’t feel like waiting until my oxygen ran out, so I just cut my throat. Then I woke up in the shelter.



The air felt swelteringly hot. The whole shelter stank. And Fido wouldn’t stop screaming. He gets upset when I go out, yeah. That’s normal. But this was different. He was flipping out, and he actually tried to physically block me from the door. I didn’t understand why.



So he played a video of my arrival. And it’s this… this weird woman. Her face looks a little like mine, but she’s smaller than me. And she keeps her hair long, when I know I always buzz mine short. I’m pretty boyish, but she’s pretty top-heavy. And she runs weird on the beach, like she’s carrying a ton of weight.



I didn’t believe it. I said he doctored the video. But then he had questions. Questions like if there’s ice on the ground in spring. Or what weight I started at for my exercise routine. The logs say five pounds. My logs say five pounds. But that can’t be right because I remember doing a one-handed pullup just fine.



I put it all together pretty fast. I pushed him out of the way and got into the airlock, and threw on my breath mask as it cycled. Outside felt nice. Not quite balmy, but pleasant.



And that’s the thing. If the shelter reeked, the air in the breath mask was even worse. It made my eyes water.



So I took it off. And that felt nice too. The air tastes like salt.



I don’t think I can breathe underwater yet, but you know, I didn’t check.



When I went back inside, Fido was there. I told him we were done with this bullshit. He was going to tell me everything, right now, or else. He evaded, and I was about ready to start punching drones until he got the point.



Then I remembered. The extra pod. The one with the “failed seal” that left it open the outside air.



I thought…



I thought that that was it. That he’d put the Augeria’s surviving crew into the spare pod, and then locked them in. Because they weren’t human anymore, so they didn’t count. I thought it was a killer robot and had murdered them. Just like he was going to let me mutate so he could murder me next. So I ignored his screaming and begging me to stop, and I cut the lock off the door to Pod #3.



It’s a bedroom, just like the others. And there’s a man in the bed. Fido says he was the pilot, and that his name was Ryan Mallard.



They all went exploring the wrecks. They all found that they couldn’t die, just like me. Whenever they did, they’d wash up on shore, unconscious but alive. Fido would drag them back to the shelter and take care of them until they woke up. Fido played videos of his drones dragging my body back to the shelter. But the more they died, they stranger they all became.



It started with little things. Gaps in memory. Changes in previously long-held opinions. Bizzare beliefs and statements. Then small mutations. Like how I ended up flat chested. Ryan’s eyes turned from green to blue. The Captain’s skin tone changed from heart-of-africa black to something more like a splotchy tan.



Then, large mutations. Like webbed hands. Or the ability to breathe the atmosphere. Or natural echolocation. The changes were always beneficial. And they were cumulative.



They did a lot of tests on themselves. Fido administered them. Intelligence tests mostly. They wanted to see if they were turning into beasts, but there was no indication the changes were making them any less intelligent. They were different, but it wasn’t clear that they were worse.



So they decided to keep going, and see if they could find anything. Perhaps one of the alien wrecks held technological secrets they could uncover, or perhaps they could discover the mechanism that causes ships to keep crashing here. Maybe there was a way home. They accepted the danger.



Ryan was the only holdout. He’d come back with gills after his last trip. And when he saw them, he refused to set foot in the ocean ever again. He never even left the shelter.



And so the others kept exploring. And as they explored, they became more suited to their environment. They swam faster, saw further, thought quicker. Once they all had the power to breathe underwater, they came back to the shelter only when one of them died and they had to revive him. But as time went on, they died less often.



Until eventually, they all walked into the water and never came back.



Ryan died about twenty years later. Heart attack in his sleep. Fido’s been keeping the body in good condition ever since, so that when rescue finally arrives they can bury him. Drying it out. He’s pretty much mummified now.



Fido says he hid the information from me because the last time a group of humans was allowed to make this choice for themselves, they chose wrong. And he didn’t even really lie to me. It’s just the way he said.



And now he tells me we need to stay here and await rescue. He’ll adjust the interior temperature so it’s comfortable for me. We can find all the gaps in my memory and fill them back in, one at a time.



Or I could go outside.



I don’t know what to do.



I don’t know what to fucking do.
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         The sun touched the water and flickered dreamily. Colette watched it go down with eyes wider than the sea.



She sat softly in the sand of a California beach, halfway between the ocean and the parking lot. The beach was pockmarked with footprints and crumbling sandcastles abandoned by their makers. The urge to swim had been satisfied, but it wasn't quite time to leave yet. Here was balance. Equilibrium. 



The moment fell through the sieve of her mind as a car horn sounded from nearby. She turned and saw a familiar woman hop over the stone wall separating the beach from the parking lot.



“Are you done yet?” the woman said, plodding across the tiny banks of sand left by the wind and the tourists. “I’m starving.”



Colette chuckled and turned back to the ocean. The sun was nearly halfway down now. “We can stop and get something on the way home if you want.”



“I dunno. I worked out today, and it’s getting late. I’ll probably just warm something up at home.”



“I’ll buy.”



“Well, if you insist.” Bea whipped around, slipped in the sand, shook it off with a delighted gasp, and raced back to the car. Colette watched her go with a smile on her face. Once she was sure Bea wouldn’t hurt herself vaulting over the sea wall, she looked one last time into the ocean. Twenty yards to the sea. Twenty yards to the wall. 



Colette sighed. When she sat here, she felt like she had it all. 



As Colette slipped into the passenger seat, Bea spoke up. “Tell me again why you like waterwatching.” 



“It sounds so weird when you say it like that,” Colette giggled. “You make it sound like a fetish.”



“It is, the way you do it.” Bea slammed her door shut, sealing out the sound of the ocean. In the vacuum her voice sounded strangely hollow. “But I love the sound of your voice, so just tell me.”



Colette rolled her eyes. “It looks like a dream,” she finally said. 



What Bea didn’t know was that, to Colette, it looked exactly like a dream. A very particular dream, in fact. Since she had first moved to the west coast ten years ago, Colette had dreamt of the ocean. It was the only dream she could remember with any amount of clarity.



In it, she sat in the sand watching the tide rise. After awhile the water would touch her toes, then move up her legs and chest, until finally her head went under and she was left breathless at the bottom of the sea, though in her dreams she never felt compelled to breathe. There at the bottom of everything, she would watch the sun descend towards the surface. Just as it touched the waves, the dream would flash to black and end. 



That dream played across her mind as she and Bea sped down the great wide highway towards their home in the suburbs. She could see the ocean peek through the valleys from time to time. The thought of the sun setting into the ocean and going out burned into her mind as the sky grew dark, but then Bea saw a sign for a burger place and got jumpy on the accelerator. For her own safety, the task of navigating the slew of exits and turnpikes took precedence. 



When they got home, greasy take-out bags in tow, Bea stole french fries from the bottom of the bag while Colette set the table. 



“Come on, they come wrapped in little plates.” Bea protested as she snuck another one of Colette’s fries. “We’re just waste water on washing them.”



“Yes,” Colette replied, slipping a plate under Bea’s meal, “but the grease will smudge the countertop, and if I don’t try and keep this house clean no one else will.” She lingered in Bea’s personal bubble for a moment, just to make sure she got the message.



“Don’t look at me. If you’re looking for culprits, look for that stupid bird that keeps running into the window. I don’t know what his deal is, but he did it again today. At least he’s not building a nest in the gutter anymore.”



“I can’t control the bird. I can’t control you either, for that matter,” Colette said with a chuckle. 



Bea slouched and tore into her burger. “At least I don’t poop all over the window.” 



That remark earned Bea a fry to the face. In response, she grabbed the two french fry boxes and spilled them together between them.



“Now you won’t know which ones are mine,” Bea said triumphantly. 



“Eat them all if you want.”



“No, don’t encourage me! I’ll lose my, my--what’d you call it?”



“Your lithe figure,” Colette said blithely. 



“Yeah, I’ll lose my lithe figure. Can’t have a trophy wife looking anything less.”



Colette’s frown softened. “Bea, you look wonderful.”



“Not for long, if you don’t help me with these fries.”



In no time at all, dinner was done. Bea offered to clean the dishes for once as Colette went to their lofted bedroom. Before she climbed into bed, Colette checked the weekly forecast to make sure it wouldn’t rain and opened the window. Though at the moment it was obscured by the thrum of cars and sirens from the city some miles away, she knew that when night came truly the sound of the ocean would float across the rolling hills between her and the coast and find her. It always found her.



Springs creaked behind her. She turned to find Bea already hogging the covers, not that they needed them. In the winter, blankets were a necessity. In the summer, it just felt nice to be beneath them with someone. 



“What’s my schedule look like?” Colette asked once she was in bed.



“Uh--hang on.” Bea wiggled to the nightstand, taking more of the covers with her. “You have that rich dude--Winnerstein? Weinerstein? Whatever, I can’t read your handwriting. He’s tomorrow at nine. Then four more clients, then lunch, then five more clients.”



“Want to get lunch?”



“Nope,” Bea grinned, “I’m gonna sleep til noon.”



Colette sunk further into the bed. “You’re hopeless.”



“The operative term would be unemployed.”



“You’re telling me there’s an entire city out there that doesn’t have a single bar to bartend?”



“Nope, they’re just not hiring me to bartend them.” Bea’s smile fell a little. “Don’t get down, Colette. Summer’s a good time of year for this. Things’ll pick up.”



“I know.” The light outside grew dimmer still. Soon the only source would be the scented candle on Bea’s nightstand. Colette relished the low light. This time of night, everything had a bluish tinge to it. “I’m not worried about money, I’m worried about your sanity.”



“Well, good. You can worry about sanity and I’ll worry about money.”



They kissed softly as twilight gave way to night.



“That’s my little bookkeeper,” Colette cooed.



The candle winked out. A sound flitted across Colette’s ears--perhaps the sea, perhaps the rushing of an impending dream. 



She fell asleep smiling.
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Colette didn’t dream for nearly a week. When the ocean dream came again, it took her by surprise. 



The day before, the bird Bea warned her about came back. They were in the middle of breakfast, talking about a one-night job Bea had found in the city bartending for a garden party in the evening, when something smacked into the nearby dining room window.



Bea swore and spilled her cereal. Colette just jumped. 



“I told you!” Bea said. “I told you it would be back!” 



They watched the bird fly in a lazy circle, then dive at the window again. It hit the glass headfirst and fell, unconscious, into the dirt outside. 



“Jesus,” Bea said. “Should we help it?”



“It’s probably crazy.”



“Huh. Maybe it spent too much time in the sun as an egg and it got fried.”



Colette glanced at the scrambled eggs on her plate and sighed. 



“Dumb bird. Look at the coloration,” Bea said, peering through the glass. “It’s brown with black spots. What kind of bird is that?”



“I’m a dentist, not an ornithologist.”



“Yeah, well you’re the best dentist in town. This bird is the worst ornithologist in history if he can’t even fly right.” Bea ignored Colette’s laughter and added, “Must be a loony bird--oh look, it’s getting up.”



The little bird shook its head, hopped around in a circle, and looked up at the two women eyeing it through the glass. 



Bea tapped her finger against the floor. “Hit the window again, you little--” The bird rose up, opened its beak, and slammed into the window again. Bea yelped and stepped back. “Quit it!”



Through the glass, the two heard the bird utter a single note reply before it turned and flew off. 



No one spoke for a moment. Colette stared through the windowpane. If the bird came again, it wouldn’t scare her this time. The sleek analogue clock in the formal room ticked softly. A dense flurry of car horns sounded somewhere far away. The stovetop went click as it cooled.



Bea let out a harsh chuckle. “I told you he’d come back.”



Colette finally looked away. “That was weird.”



“I think it can smell my cooking.” 



“You’re eating cereal.”



Bea just laughed. “He pooped all over the window too. And would you look at the time, gods above and gods below, I need to get supplies for my job tonight. Who on earth could possibly have the next hour free to take care of that?” She slugged the remaining milk with a flourish. “I just don’t know.”



“You’re not doing this to me.” Colette tried to block Bea’s way out the door, but she was just too fast. “You can’t do this to me!”



Bea threw a smile over her shoulder as she hopped into her car. “I’m already in the car. I don’t know what else I can do.”



Colette tried to shout something else, but Bea slammed the door shut and flew away on the bleached pavement connecting their little suburb with the rest of the world. She watched until the car was out of sight, then sighed. 



“I should divorce her,” she mumbled as she rummaged around for cleaning supplied. “That’ll teach her.”



The bird didn’t show up again that day. Colette went to work when she was finished cleaning up and heard nothing from the sea. Tell white plumes of smoke from distant factories crested over the coast like giant waves.



The ocean swelled and churned. No one seemed to notice. 



Was it... getting closer?



Colette woke up from the dream with a quiet gasp in an empty bed. Bea had stayed at a friend’s apartment in the city to sleep off the hard night of bartending. She always did get invested in her jobs. The window was closed. It had rained the night before. 



It was for the best, Colette thought. She felt a cold coming on. 
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The cold put a damper on her spirits, but it wouldn’t stop Bea from coming home that evening with half a crate of fancy wines and another set of crazy stories. This was their rhythm, as predictable as a tide. Colette on one side of the table, nursing hot tea and a meager portion of her own halfhearted cooking. Bea on the other side, leftover wine all but spilling from her cup, inhaling the lion’s share of the meal and exhaling some outrageous tale from the night before. 



“You wouldn’t believe the kind of parties these yard club fogies can pull off. I mean, god, they were dancing on the bartop! One old dude, he had to be fifty years old, he took his polo off when the band played this one song and whipped it around like a stripper!”



Colette murmured and drank more tea.



“And then his wife came over, and I thought it would be the death of him. I thought he was done. She had this look like she was going to drag him off by his ear. But at the last second she breaks into song and starts dancing with him. Then, get this, she pulls out her purse and starts sticking dollar bills into his pants!” She paused to gulp some wine. “The old guy loved it. I got to keep all the bills he left behind, too.”



“And the wine.”



Bea smiled. “Yeah, and the wine. The club paid for it and no one stopped me when I packed it up. May the sun forever shine on the hearts of the drunk! They were so generous.”



Muffled rattling came from the storage room down the hall. A question formed in Colette’s head--washing machine or boiler failure?--but the harsh thump of blood in her head drowned it out. She looked up to find Bea with a strange look on her face. 



“What?”



“Were you zoning out again?”



Colette shrugged. “This cold is killing me.”



“It’s fine. Don’t stress. I said, tell me about your day.”



“Oh. Well, I saw that rich client today for his follow-up. We did some surgery on him last week--”



“The rich whatshisname, yeah.”



“Right, that one. We did some serious corrections to his misaligned lower front teeth, and I think the surgery freaked him out.”



“How so?” 



“Well, his teeth poked out before. Now they’re straight like they’re supposed to be, and he’s telling us we fixed them wrong. I couldn’t think of a kind way to tell him they look better now.”



“What a jerk.”



“He threatened to sue while I was examining him.”



“Really?”



“I almost sneezed in his mouth as he said it, too.”



Bea scrunched up her face and let out a long, “Eww.”



A smile broke through Colette’s cold features. “You’d be surprised how often it happens. The gauze masks help.”



“Oh my god, stop.”



“I think I feel one coming on right now.”



“Oh my god, stop!” Bea threw her hands up and wailed. Colette ran to the counter and grabbed a tissue. This just made Bea laugh even harder. 



The bird picked an opportune moment to slam into the window again. Bea nearly fell out of her seat. 
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Colette slept with the window open until her cold cleared up. Every day she felt a little better, until one day she woke up and completely forgot she had ever been sick at all. That was how things went with her. Something came up and consumed her life until it went away, and like waking from an incomprehensible dream she would blink and forget it ever happened. Colds, bad work days, neighbors, exes--they all went away. 



Suburban life treated Colette badly. The endless rows of houses that looked eerily identical to hers made her head spin sometimes. When she drove past them on her way to work, she could look out her window and swear she wasn’t going anywhere at all. Spinning, yet stationary. Always moving but never moving anywhere. Like the ocean. 



She was at her desk in her home office that weekend, browsing through a website of exotic beachfront properties she could never afford, when a notification bell chimed from her phone. She could tell from the ring it was a social media alert. Without looking over at her phone, she pulled up her account on the desktop and took a look.



What she saw made her jam the power button on the computer tower. She stared at her reflection in the empty screen for a moment before standing up and walking outside. She did one complete lap of the house before stepping back inside and picking up her phone. 



The same name she had seen on her desktop was now on her phone. She looked around, wishing the bird would come and smash the window to pieces so she could do something.



The name on the notification was Butch. It was an ugly name, and the picture next to it was no better. He had aged horribly since the last time Colette had seen him, with a patchy black beard stringing together locks of greasy hair with a matted clump of chest fuzz. He was as lopsided as he was hairy as he was horrible as he was magnifying.



When they were both in college, Colette had somehow dated him. A few years after they broke up, somehow, Colette started buying drugs from him. Ten years ago, she had flushed her baggie of party drugs and study pills down the toilet and broke all contact with him. Tossed him to the sea and watched the memories of him float away.



Why did it feel like she was the one without any solid footing, then?



She blocked him without replying to his message, whatever it was. The very thought of him was enough to put the rest of her day out of focus. It was like trying to look through a glass full of water. When one part of the picture stood still, the rest shifted.



She moved around the house in waves, cleaning and straightening and trying not to look outside too much. It was all shifting so strangely. Then Bea got home from some errand or other, and everything else shifted.



They didn’t talk about their days as they ate dinner. Bea had enough sense to notice something was off, and after they were finished she cleaned up the dishes like a real trooper and put on a movie she knew Colette would like. 



They fell asleep in each others’ arms. When Colette woke up the next morning, she recalled rushing water moving closer over sand and creeping cold. The ladder was just an aftershock of the sickness coming back to ruin what was left of her weekend.
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The next week was lonely for Colette. Someone from the garden party had recommended Bea to the right person, and offers to bartend upscale parties in nicer parts of the city came flooding in. They barely had time to kiss and say goodbye around lunchtime, if that. Colette thought more about Butch, and she kept reassuring herself that she had done the right thing. The more she thought it, the less the words sounded like words. 



After three days of seeing Bea exclusively through video calls, Colette was all but ready to tackle her. Partly out of longing, but partly for validation. Winnerstein, Wintergreen, whatever his name was, kept sending her threatening letters. The computer felt booby trapped, the keys weighted with trip wires and pressure mines. The roads felt narrower, the cars wider. The horns louder. The news bleaker.



On the third day, she got a call from the local hospital while she was finishing up her lunch break at the office. An older nurse informed her that, no, everything was alright, it was just her wife, Bea--yes, she’s okay. Nothing to worry about. She was in a car accident this morning, and--well, about an hour ago, actually. That was when she came here. She’s doing very well, and I need to reiterate that there’s no cause for alarm. We just want to run a few tests, and since she’s in a medically-induced coma at the moment we need a spouse’s approval to--



Colette wasn’t sure whether to floor it straight to the hospital, damn the red lights and stop signs, or be extra careful and drive five under the speed limit. 



When she made it to the hospital, she met the nurse who had called her. She led Colette to a room in the first floor of the ICU with lots of windows and staff that looked more at home in an eastern religious commune than a den of western medicine. 



In a quiet room at the end of the hall was Bea, bandages on her head and legs, pain written on her face in the form of a subconscious grimace. One tube connected her arm to a saline drip.



“She looks dead,” Colette said coldly.



“Nothing of the sort,” the nurse replied. “We’ll run a few tests on her over the next hour to make sure she doesn’t have a concussion or any other internal injuries, then bring her out of the coma. She’s very lucky.”



The tests wound up taking three hours. With nothing else to do in the now empty room, Colette tried tuning into the hospital sounds and finding a rhythm, but it was all chaos all the time. Nothing popped out. She resorted to checking her phone every few minutes. When she ran out of apps to check, she thought back to Butch and his endless supply of uppers and downers.  



That third and final hour alone in Bea’s hospital room was the first time in ten years her brain relaxed at the thought of stimulants. She felt disgusted, but then the nurses wheeled Bea’s sleeping form back in, and the thought was lost.



“No concussions or internal bleeding,” a different nurse than before announced, “but a fractured left tibia and some serious bruising. She’ll be awake in fifteen minutes. We’ll bring you the complete paperwork as soon as we have it.”



The staff cleared the room. An hour went by, and still Bea slept. 



Slowly at first, then all at once, a wave of fatigue sapped the fear from Colette’s body. She put her head next to Bea’s leg and tried to think of something--anything to do to shake it. She had to power through. She had to be strong. But when she opened her eyes, all she saw was the bleach-colored bedsheets blurring into the bleach-colored walls. Somewhere beyond the hospital room, past the rolling gurneys and buzzing machines, the ocean beat on against the sand. 



Colors danced behind her eyes. Always moving but never moving anywhere.



Colette closed her eyes, and it all went away.
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Colette opened her eyes to find herself on the beach again. It was evening, like it always was in her dream. The sun was going down. The water seemed even closer still. As she waited for the ocean to finish its inevitable course, she laid back and ran her fingers through the sand.



Fifteen minutes passed. That was the first sign of trouble. Then her cell phone rang.



A string of curses burst from the receiver. Colette was glad she hadn’t put it to her ear. 



“You dumb bitch,” she heard Bea say, “I should divorce you right now. I mean it. You little asshole. The nurses said you left. I just wanted to do something nice for you and you left me in the goddamn hospital by myself!”



As Bea continued to curse and scream, Colette looked to the western horizon. The sun touched the water and slid down slowly into the waves, flashing and flickering as it went. 



When night finally fell, she put the phone to her ear and heard herself say, “It was too much to handle all at once. I’m sorry dear. I’m on my way back,” but her mind was elsewhere.



She found her car sitting idle in the parking lot. The keys were in her pocket. It was all so much like a dream. And yet...



Fear and shame shot through her like steam through pipes. This wasn’t a dream.



)`'-.,_)`'-.,_)`'-.,_)`'-.,_)`'-.,_



From then on, Colette couldn’t trust herself. The thought that she had drove to the beach and sat there for hours and couldn’t remember any of it cast a cloud of uncertainty over her. What else had she forgotten? What else was lost? When the fundamental trust anyone who interacts with the world has is shattered, all bets are off.



Bea’s situation complicated things. Insurance didn’t want to cover all the medical costs due to outstanding circumstances. When Colette pried for answers, she found that when the paramedics had pried Bea from the wreckage of her car, they thought she had already bled out and died. It turned out the red sticky stuff on her face was not blood but ketchup. The half-eaten bag of fast food on the passenger’s seat was just as damning. The firm claimed Bea was eating at the wheel when she lost control and rolled her car down the California highway. 



“The rest of it was supposed to be for you,” Bea admitted. “Some asshole cut me off and I swerved too hard. I just lost control.”



Colette wanted to be mad, but losing control seemed to be something they both struggled with. 



“It’s alright. You just have to focus on getting better, and we have to focus on getting things back on track.”



“Are you okay?” Bea asked. “I’m so sorry for doing this to you?”



Colette wanted to laugh, but she couldn’t muster up the energy for it. “It was an accident, right? It just happened.”



“I think you should get some sleep.”



“No.” The harshness in her own voice startled her. “I’m gonna call the insurance company again. Then I’ll go to sleep.”





“You better promise, or I’m gonna knock you out. Then you’ll have to sleep.”



“I promise.”



“Okay.”



Colette didn’t sleep for another twelve hours. When she finally did pass out next to Bea’s bedside in the wee small hours of the morning, insurance papers and case reports from work spread across her lap, she was transported again to the ocean.



The water was a little closer. Faint scents of antiseptic and sandalwood floated around her.
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They let Bea out of the hospital a few days later. Colette spent some of her built-up vacation days and nursed Bea around until she was able to get around on crutches. The house felt dusty and unused, but they were home again. 



Bea slept on the couch, her casted leg elevated with plush pillows. Colette didn’t sleep for nearly 50 hours. The thought of having another waking dream tore at the rational part of her brain screaming for sleep. She napped here and there. Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen. Jolt awake. Think about coffee. Think about drugs. Think about Butch and his awful drugs. Perhaps they could make her function again.



The hospital bill arrived on the same day as an official summons to court from one Mr. Harold Weinerstein, seeking malpractice reparations. 



Colette sobbed over the papers in the living room as Bea looked on helplessly. “What’s his name? Weenerstain?”



“Whiner-stein. W-E-I-N-E-R, stein.”



“Weinerstein. What a prick.”



it didn’t matter what he was, Colette thought. With the amount of money he had, it wouldn’t matter how dazzled the judge would be by the miracle work she had done on his busted face. Money moved the court dates. The settlement would be oil on the floodwaters, waiting to ignite. They had just been handed a court summons of burning rags.



“Babe?”



Colette looked at Bea, who in turn looked at her.



“What is it?”



“You look like you’re about to die.”



“Don’t say that kind of thing,” Colette said, and collapsed over the coffee table. 



The last thing she saw were papers flying across the room and Bea lunging for her only to trip over her crutches. The sound of her wife screaming in pain was drowned out by an omnipotent white noise, the sound of water rushing over itself in a tubular wave, stretching into forever. 



Colette woke up on a beach at evening, ever closer to the waves, and immediately went for her cell phone. Sure enough, her dream had merged with real life. This time it wasn’t just an evening. It had been three days.
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In the right frame of mind, legal work can actually be somewhat calming. Colette was not calm as she poured through her practice’s insurance policy covering malpractice. She was not calm as she read the large list of exceptions where the company would not rover malpractice lawsuits. She was not calm as she gulped down another energy drink. 



The last one actually made her feel pretty good.



What did calm her down was the presence of Bea, and the delightful way she articulated exactly how miserable the cast and crutches made her. But those moments of serendipity consistently gave way to uncertainty. After her last dream episode, Colette had made Bea promise to not let her leave the house alone. 



Was it insanity? This was the stuff of cartoons and sitcoms. Not the stuff of dentists living posh middle-class lives in California. There was hardly any time left to worry about her own mental state in between worrying about the practice getting sued and worrying about the hospital bills, but somehow she found time. Time enough to damn those insurance companies, too.



One evening, Bea had tried to make a convincing dinner for two, and wound up ordering pizza instead. As they ate, Colette said flatly, “I kinda miss drugs.”



Bea put down her slice. “What?”



“It seems like the last thing I should want right now, but in some way it makes sense to be doing drugs right now.”



“That’s stupid. You said you almost died the last time you used.”



“Yeah, I did.”



Bea tore into her pizza with merciless abandon. “So there you go. It’s stupid and you shouldn’t think about it.”



Colette closed her eyes. “You’re right.”



“Hey. Over here.”



Colette looked up.



“Don’t say that again.”



“Bea, I’m scared. What did I do when I was asleep? I was gone for three days. What did I do? What did I do?” 



That was all on the tip of Colette’s tongue, but she held it back. 



“Instead, she asked, did you hear from the bank about the insurance claims?”



“I’m working on it. They’re stubborn old shits, but we’ll get them. If nothing else, we can get a loan and pay off all the debts over time. We have options.”



They fell into silence for another few minutes.



“Colette?” Bea said.



“Yes?”



“I think you should give me your cell phone.”



“What do you mean?”



The words seemed to come out slower than they had before, and lower in pitch. “You’ve been talking to your old drug dealer, haven’t you.”



The mention of Butch made Colette clam up. Cold wind from nowhere made her hair stand up. “I haven’t.”



“That’s why you had those episodes. You were back on drugs.”



“That’s insane.”



“Admit it.”



“No. You’re wrong.”



“Admit it!”



Bea’s past thought came back to Nancy. She had plenty of options here, but all the doors seemed closed. More than closed--open in every direction forever. Doors everywhere. 360 degrees of openings and opportunities paralyzing Colette. She hated options. She wanted to be a dentist. She wanted something simple. 



But this was no longer simple. The bills were piling up. Two more months and they would take the car and the house and everything not carried on their backs, and everything off their backs too for good measure. 



And the dreams! Every time she dreamt she was by the ocean. Half the time the dreams were real, and she’d wake up quietly in the evening to find ehr phone ringing and Bea leaving sobbing messages over the machine begging her to come home, sick with worry and doubt and fear, asking all the time if this was somehow her fault. That was three days after that recent disappearance. What would happen after a week? Or two? Or three?



“Well?”



Everything was coming apart. 
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The worst day of Colette’s life come on the day one month after Bea’s accident, a few weeks before the official changing of the seasons and a few weeks before the schools started. Everyone was progressing. Bea was out of her cast. She and Colette talked less and less. One thought the other was using again. The other thought you’d have to be crazy to think that this was the result of just drugs, that there was something else far deeper going on. The malpractice case was driving them straight into the ground. The hospital wanted all its money yesterday and wouldn’t accept IOU’s. The windows at the Colette and Bea household her open once again. Life was putting weight on their broken bones.



Then Colette had a two-week fugue.



She awoke on a beach at evening, the soft colors turning a deep twilight purple on the horizon. The water was deep blue and crystal clear. She was so close now she could feel little rivulets of water leap onto her feet. In between the bands of orange sunlight skipping across the surface, she saw the flowing shapes of underwater plants. 



Wait! Be patient! She wanted the sea to overwhelm her. The water rising up past her eyes, the sunlight bending and swaying, the air a distant memory, the life spent clinging to the sandy coast forgotten entirely. Now was the complete absence of time. Tomorrow was forever. Yesterday was ageless like the sea. Forever moving. Forever stationary. Forever.



Dreams usually didn’t contain phones, 



There were over a dozen voicemails on it, each one from Bea, each one more desperate than the last. Somewhere around voicemail five, Bea had gotten it in her head that Colette had left her. The messages were angry, then hateful, then downright spiteful. Around message nine Bea had evened out and mostly just sobbed. She begged Colette to reconsider a choice she hadn’t even made, telling her that she would change whatever she wanted as long as she stayed.



The sun slipped away. Colette gave Bea a call.



“Is it really you?” Bea asked.



“Yes.”



Bea swore loudly. “You dumb bitch. I should divorce you on the goddamn spot. What gives you the right to just leave, huh? What kind of divine bullshit makes you think you can just leave me?”



“Bea?”



“You think you can just leave with all this going on? Do you know who’s coming to the house every day? Tax collectors. One from the court and one from the bank and more from I don’t know where.”



“Bea?”



“There are tax collectors here every other day, Colette. They don’t stop until you promise them more money. The insurance is falling through everywhere. The Weenerstain guy is siphoning all our cash away with that stupid case. We can’t do anything. We can’t--” Bea shrieked.



“What’s wrong?”



“It’s the fucking bird again! Look, they said they were gonna take the cars. We’re three weeks away from losing the house.”



“What?”



“Did you hear me? They’re gonna take our house, Colette!”



“Bea.”



“What?!”



“I want to go swimming, Bea.”



Dead silence on the line.



“I’m gonna get a divorce.”



It seemed impossible that their bastion by the coast could ever fall into someone else’s hands. Colette hung up and dreamed for another week of deep blue water and faint sunlight.
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She couldn’t tell what time it was, or if any of this was real. If seemed real enough. She wondered how the ocean felt. In her mind she was already passing the shallows, slipping the grip of countless stalks of seaweed, plunging deeper and deeper into the deep. She opened her eyes, but there was no sting. Tall beams of light folded and creased as they hit the surface far above her. She watched the sun move closer and closer to the waves, tilting the light that pierced the water, until it touched the sea. Darkness rose from below like sleep. The colors faded, first blue and then green.



Then black.
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         The drip-drip-drip of the water echoed in Lamar’s ears like the shots of cannons. He was up to his waist in a seemingly endless pool of the stuff, the surface rippling from the drops that came from a sky of black. Not rain. Rain didn’t fall that languidly. Ahead of him was darkness. Behind him was darkness. He had no idea where he was, but it didn’t seem to matter to him when compared to the thunderous cacophony of those droplets.



He felt the presence to his left. There stood a wall covered in plain floral wallpaper. A clock in the shape of a cat ticked away the seconds with its swaying tail, the only sound that dared to rival the water drops threatening deafness. At the center of the wall, flush against it, was a coffee table that the water hadn’t quite managed to overcome. And on top of that?



A boy. The child was curled into a tight ball, his hands over his ears and his eyes squeezed tightly closed. Tears stained his cheeks as he pressed himself against the wall, seeming to want to disappear into it, but the wall would not accommodate.



Lamar approached as quickly as he could against the deep, dark water, keeping his arms high and swaying them left and right for momentum. He paused, feeling his heart flutter weakly. A hand, black and bloated, lay on the table, its attached arm disappearing into the water. The fingers were stretched taught, as if they’d been reaching for Thomas’s face, but now they remained perfectly still. Lamar stared at the ugly black veins and sucked in a few slow, calming breaths.



Nothing would happen. And if it did, it wouldn’t affect him. As cold as that idea was, it proved enough to help him push forward. Sometimes, being cold was the only thing keeping screams at bay.



At last, he reached Thomas. He had to think for a moment, think against those horrible explosions of water on water and the constant, tedious tick-tock of the cat’s tail. What was the solution? He’d never be able to speak over the noise. That made things harder. He didn’t think he could solve the problem here. No, he needed an alternative, as much as he hated to try it.



Making up his mind, Lamar reached down and shook Thomas. The boy opened his mouth. A scream? Possibly. Probably. Lamar couldn’t tell. He took the child by the shoulders and, with some effort, got him into a sitting position. Thomas was like a statue, unable to fight back for his fear. Those eyes remained firmly closed and snot began to run down his nose. That wouldn’t do.



The hand abruptly came to life. It reached for Thomas, fingers clawing at the air, but it seemed incapable of coming closer. It ignored Lamar, so he ignored it in turn. Grabbing the boy by the sides of his face, Lamar leaned down until they were almost touching noses. He shouted Thomas’s name. no response. Another shout, another failure.



Sucking in a long, long breath, Lamar screamed the name with as much volume as he could muster. He could actually hear his own voice that time. Apparently, so did Thomas. The boy’s eyes snapped open. They were green, and they locked with Lamar’s in an instant. He began to focus, sending a single thought through the connection he was building:



Wake up.



Thomas’s lip trembled. His eyes drifted towards the clawing hand. His face paled.



Lamar shook him slightly, reacquiring the boy’s attention, and put extra force into his thoughts. Look at me! Only me. You need to wake up now, Thomas. Wake up.



He repeated the thoughts over and over again. With every second that their eyes remained locked, the connection between them grew stronger. The ticking of the clock began to fade. The water drops became less thunderous. The squirming hand grew lazy and slow.



Wake up, Thomas. Look at me. You need to wake up.



Thomas’s body began to go limp. A little at a time, he relaxed. His eyes started to close.








They opened again, and he was staring at his hand atop a blue pillow. With a long yawn, he sat up and stretched. His room was small, but large enough to fit two beds close to one another. Darkness bled through the window to his right, working its level best to strangle what little illumination the room’s night light provided. Lamar didn’t like night lights. They made it harder to sleep. But tonight one was absolutely necessary.



He turned to the bed beneath the window, only a couple inches separating it from his own. There lay Thomas, curled into a little ball. His sheets were crumbled up at his side and he was sucking his thumb. The poor boy was covered in sweat. He stared up at Lamar with those green eyes that had been dominated by terror just seconds ago.



“Hey, Thomas.” Lamar leaned over onto his elbow to smile at his charge for the night. “You okay?”



The thumb made way for hesitant words. “Don’t know.”



“That’s okay.” Reaching over to take the boy’s hand, Lamar kept his smile on and his voice gentle. “That’s quite the dream you have there.”



Thomas’s shoulders hunched. “It didn’t finish.”



“Oh?”



“Normally, she comes out.”



She? Lamar considered the statement for a moment, then recalled the hand. He repressed a shiver. “Who is she, Thomas?” Say his name. Make him feel important, keep him focused.



The boy’s lip trembled, his eyes threatening fresh tears. “M-Mom.”



“Ah.” Lamar scooted a little closer. Gave his hand a squeeze. “She comes out of the water?”



“Mm-hmm.” A slow nod. Thomas was maintaining perfect eye contact. Good. “S-she tries to take me with her.”



From what he’d learned about Thomas’s parents, Lamar had a good idea of what was really going on here. “You know what she’s trying to do?”



“She wants to kill me.” Trembles took over the boy. His other hand reached up to grasp Lamar’s wrist. “Why does M-Mom want to kill me?”



Lamar widened his smile, sadness and warmth competing for control of his emotions. He brushed Thomas’s curly hair back. “She was there. When the cold and the water became too much. That’s how the rescuers found you. During the flood?” Thomas nodded. “Did she want to kill you then, Thomas?”



“No.” Tears started anew. Thomas clenched his eyes closed. “She told me to get on the table. That I’d b-be safer there. She wanted me out of the water.”



“In your dream. Did you mother ever actually touch you?”



After a few snotty sniffles, the child managed to open his eyes. Barely. The hurried shake of his head was all Lamar needed to confirm his suspicions. In truth, it was a great relief. He hadn’t known what he’d have done if Thomas had responded any other way.



“Come here, kiddo.” Lamar pulled the boy onto his bed and held him tightly, rubbing a hand along Thomas’s back. “Your mother isn’t trying to kill you.”



“Yes, she is! She wants to drag me into the water and drown me.”



“Thomas. Your mother loved you. She still loves you. She loves you so much that she wants to hold you, just like this. But she can’t. She won’t. Because she’s scared that if she does, you be cold and wet and suffer just like her. So she reached, but keeps herself from doing what she wants. Because she loves you, Thomas.”



“Then why does she look so scary?”



Lamar tried to imagine what it must have been like to sit on that table for nearly two days, staring at the floating body of his mother. The thought was enough to threaten another shiver, but he fought it back. No weakness. Only answers.



“I can’t change my skin from black to white,” he whispered. “Can you change your skin from white to black?”



Thomas shifted in his arms before offering a hesitant, “No…”



“Your mother can’t change how she looks anymore than we can.” Lamar pulled back so he could look his charge in the eye. When the boy didn’t prove accommodating, he gently grabbed Thomas’s chin and tilted it up. His eyes were thoughtful. Curious. Questioning. All good signs. “But you can fix how she looks.”



The boy’s brow furrowed. “I can? How?”



Making a show of glancing around as though to ensure nobody was listening, Lamar grinned and added a conspiratorial edge to his whisper. “You can control your dreams. All you have to do is focus on what you want, and you can fix your mother. Would you like to do that?”



Thomas reached out to grip Lamar’s nightshirt, his eyes wide with wonder and hope. “I c-can fix Mom? I really can?”



“The next time you have that dream, I want you to remember your mother how she was before the flood. Remember the when she used to play Checkers with you?” Thomas nodded, the ghost of a smile starting on his lips. “Remember how she always let you get away with cheating?”



“Hey!” It was more a squeak than a shout. Thomas’s eyes darted around as if to make sure no one had heard. “I didn’t cheat.” At Lamar’s smirk, he added a quiet, “Much.”



“Sure you didn’t, kid.” Lamar ruffled the boy’s hair, earning him a half-serious scowl. He became serious again. “Do you remember her laugh?”



The scowl disappeared. Thomas had a dreamy look on his face. “Yeah.”



“Remember her eyes?”



“Yes…”



“What color where they?”



“Green. Like mine.”



“That’s good, Thomas.” He took the boy’s cheeks in his hands, just as he had in the dream. He couldn’t form the same connection when they were awake, but he found his charges tended to listen better after the dream experience when he did it. He met the boy’s gaze and spoke with firmness. “The next time you have that dream, remember your mother. Remember her smile, her laugh, and her green eyes. Remember playing Checkers with her. Remember who she as before the flood. You do that, and everything will be okay.”



“Okay.” And to his relief, Thomas said it in earnest. “I’ll remember. Mom’s not scary. Mom loves me.”



“That’s right, Thomas.” Lamar pulled him back into a hug. “Your mother loves you very much. All mothers love their children.



“Never forget that, and you’ll be just fine.”








Thomas improved magnificently after that night. It took only three days for him to start changing his mother’s appearance without Lamar showing up for encouragement. Within a week, Lamar didn’t even have to make his presence known. In two weeks, he announced to Headmistress Kettle that the boy would be fine on his own, and Thomas moved into his own room. Another satisfying job well done, as far as Lamar was concerned. Not having to have the night light on anymore was just a bonus.



He sat at the picnic table in the back of the orphanage, watching the younger children on the playground. Seeing Thomas having a normal, fun time with the other kids filled him with no small amount of pride. Any prospecting parents who didn’t know his background yet would think him a normal, healthy boy. They’d be told, of course, but the image would help. It always did.



He was just about to get back to reading his book when the door to the orphanage opened. Headmistress Kettle, a tall woman in a cheap suit and a lot more muscle than one might expect, stepped out and examined the scene. She didn’t look anything at all like a kettle. Lamar knew something was wrong the moment he saw her. Normally, she’d had her hands on her hips and a smile on her lips, one part authority and two parts motherly. Today one arm crossed her midsection, holding the elbow of the other while she chewed on her fingernail. Very rarely did she display the habit in public. Lamar had only seen it four times since he’d come to live here twelve years ago.



Her eyes locked with his, and he promptly tensed. She didn’t need to say a thing. He tucked his book under his arm and approached at a jog. “Miss Kettle. Everything alright?”



She removed her fingernail from her teeth just long enough to say, “You have a visitor.”



“Me?” Casting his gaze around the area revealed no unfamiliar faces. “Are you sure?”



“Yes, Lamar. Very sure.” A moment to bite at her nail. He almost reminded her not to do that. “You need to go to my office now. I’ll watch the kids for now. Thank you.”



She strode past him, and he turned to watch her. At no point did she look back. Frowning, he went inside and hurried to the office. Why wouldn’t she tell him who it was? Why did she seem so nervous? Miss Kettle didn’t get nervous, not visibly. Had he done something wrong? He thought back to everything he’d done in the last month, but nothing came to mind. At least, nothing so bad as to warrant a reaction like that.



Two men stood on either side of the door to the office. Lamar had never seen them, but he recognized what they were. Their blue and green uniforms, the pistols on their hips, the dark sunglasses? Palace guards. He’d never seen any so close before. It took a while for him to realize he’d been staring, and by that time both men’s heads had turned to him. God, forgive my language, but who the fucking hell is behind those doors? As an afterthought, And why do they want to see me?



He approached slowly. Neither man moved save to follow his path with their turning heads. He paused before them, licked his lips, and in the quietest voice he could ever remember coming out of his throat, said, “M-my name’s Lamar Kelvin. I was, uh, summoned?”



The man on the left reached into his jacket and pulled out a small piece of paper. From the shiny texture and size, Lamar suspected it was a photograph. The man studied it for a moment, then nodded to his companion. “Okay, Mr. Kelvin. Go on in.” Sucking in a deep breath, Lamar entered the room. The door closed silently behind him.



The Headmistress’s office was a messy place. Bookshelves overflowing with trophies, a treadmill and some weightlifting gear in a corner, pictures and diplomas on the wall, a potted fern on the windowsill, a small desk overloaded with folders with a too-small space for actual work to be done on a computer almost a decade old. And there, sitting in the Headmistress’s squeaky rolling chair, was a small woman.



But what a woman she was. She wore a long-sleeved red dress with yellow trim and those big, ball-like things on the shoulders. Lamar would have sworn they were made of silk. Her black hair was straight and fell down her back to her hips, undecorated save for a pair of braids on either side of her round face. Though her expression was hard, it remained so in defiance of feather-soft features decorated by dark red lipstick, yellow eye shadow and just a hint of blush. She wore a necklace of silver, intricately patterned with flowers and doves in a latticework that tan to the top of her small bosom. On her head was a crown made of silver and studded with rubies.



All of this paled in comparison to her most defining feature: eyes that were blue on her left and pale white in the other, a faint white scar running along from her forehead to just above her cheek. Those eyes settled upon Lamar, hard as steel, and he felt his blood run cold. There wasn’t a soul in the kingdom who didn’t know this woman.



Oh Lord Almighty, that’s the Queen. I’m standing the same room as the goddamn, almighty Queen.



His knees buckled, but he somehow managed to bow from the hip. “Y-your Majesty!” How he got the words out of his dry mouth, he’d never know.



“Be at ease, Lamar Kelvin. Please, be seated.”



The context was polite, but the tone made it clear that it was no request. He hurried to one of the chairs on the opposite side of the desk as fast as dignity would allow. Hands on his knees, he tried to look Her Majesty in the eyes, but found he couldn’t. There was just too much steel there, too much legend behind the identity. So he instead stared at the folders on the desk. Frantic prayers swam through his mind as he questioned just why the most powerful woman on the continent would want to see him.



Her words were like satin chilled in ice water. “I appreciate your deference, but I demand your responsibility. Tell me, Mr. Kelvin, how old are you?”



Deference and responsibility? He wasn’t sure how he was meant to take that, but he hazarded a guess that he was supposed to somehow show strength. That could only mean one thing. So, with no small effort, he looked into her piercing eyes. “F-fifteen, Your Majesty.”



She stared into him, her gaze like a frigid nail stabbing into his heart. He had the distinct impression he was being judged. Harshly.



“There are rumors in the kingdom,” she said, placing her hands on the desk. Her every motion radiated grace and precision, as if not a hair on her body ever moved without intent. “Rumors of a young man in an orphanage who can visit the dreams of others.”



Lamar felt his eyes widen. She was here to discuss his powers? Surely the Queen herself wasn’t suffering from nightmares? Impossible. She was… She was the Queen. She was perfect.



Words cracking like whips, she asked, “Are you the young man in question?”



A slow swallow did nothing to ease Lamar’s throat, but it at least let him rediscover words. “I… I wouldn’t expect Your Majesty to believe in such things.”



“What I believe is of no consequence.” Her eyes narrowed. Lamar felt as though a knife were being pressed to his throat. “All that matters are results. So tell me, Mr. Kelvin: can you deliver?”



She was demanding his abilities. The Queen, calling on him, a mere orphan. What for? How could the state possibly gain from his abilities? He was going to be a therapist, at best. And that meant…



That he was harmless. And if he was harmless, the Queen didn’t intend to use him to do harm. She couldn’t, because he couldn’t. Unless… “If I may, Your Majesty?” He waited for her nod. “I want to be absolutely clear. I can see into dreams, yes. But only one person’s, and only if we sleep within very close proximity. I cannot change the outcome of a dream. I can only see it, interpret, and try to talk to them about their nightmares. If what you wish of me goes beyond that…” He braced himself, ignoring the panicking voice in the back of his mind that begged him to stop gazing at her misty eye. “…then I can’t help you.”



She was silent for some time, with not so much as a twitch of the lips to help him decipher her emotions. He kept perfectly still, not daring to even breathe lest she take offense. Then, she stood tall over him, her manner as serene and cold as ever.



“That will be enough.”








The royal palace. If there was anywhere in the world Lamar had never expected to be his entire life, it was here. He sat at an ornate hardwood table, his rump seated in a chair of similar make with red velvet cushions built into it. The floor was plush red carpet for a room that could have fit the entire orphanage within its mural-covered walls. Three crystal chandeliers hung overhead, the lowest sparkling diamond possibly a story up, and before him was more food than he could eat in three days, much less one meal.



None of these things held his attention as much as the person sitting on the opposite side of the table. Princess Garnet, heir to the throne, was only eight years old. She shared her mother’s dark complexion, but her hair was auburn, and her eyes were a soft grey. Adorned in a simple green dress, she glared at Lamar from over her own plate. She’d not said one word to him since he’d arrived at the table five minutes ago. If the butler standing in the corner felt the awkwardness in the air, his imperturbable manner refused to let it be known.



The Queen had been very clear. If Lamar could do what he claimed – and she admitted to having doubts – then he was to help the princess with her sleep. For her part, Princess Garnet did not appear at all eager to have his help. She ate slowly, methodically, rarely taking her eyes off of him. He tried to emulate her eating manner, blushing at the realizing that a child not even half his age had better table manner than he did.



He should be building a rapport with the Princess. He knew that. He always got to know his charges before he shared their dreams. It was an important step, perhaps the most important. The Queen had told him personally a number of things about her, but none of it was as important as earning the Princess’s trust.



He could do this. She might be royalty, but she was still only a child. “So… Princess?”



Her only response was a narrowing of the eyes. This made him smile; like mother, like daughter.



“Do you understand why I’m here?”



Her cheeks puffed up, giving him the impression of a frog. “No. And I don’t care. I don’t like you.”



Laughing at royalty probably wouldn’t be a good thing, so he kept it in check. Barely. Still, this was good. This alone gave him a good idea of what he was dealing with, and he knew how to handle it. “Why don’t you like me?”



“Because Mother said I have to be nice to you.”



Yep. He had her pegged. “So if the Queen says you have to be nice to me, you won’t be?”



She turned her attention to her food, not loosing that puffy-cheeked scowl. “That’s right. I’m a princess. I don’t have to be nice if I don’t want to.”



“Even if your mother, the Queen, tells you to?”



“That’s right!” She shoveled some potatoes into her mouth, chewing with a ferocity that made him wonder if she was imagining the mush as his head. Even in her anger, she had the etiquette necessary to swallow her food before declaring, “I don’t want you in my room.”



He hummed and leaned back in his seat to stare at the chandelier over their heads. “That’s going to be tough. Where am I supposed to sleep tonight?”



“On the floor!”



“I can do that.”



She blinked, her anger fading slightly in her confusion. “You… can?”



He shrugged. “Done it before. Can do it again. I bet the palace floors are way more comfortable than the floor at the orphanage.” He hadn’t had to do that in five years, and then only because his charge at the time wouldn’t get in a bed and he wanted to make him feel comfortable. Not that the Princess needed to know that. “Does the hall outside your room have carpet? I’d really like to sleep on carpet.”



“Oh. Um, it does.” Stirring her green beans with her fork, she quietly asked, “You really sleep on the floor?”



He rubbed his chin as if thinking on the matter. “Not always. When you’re poor, you make do with what you can.” He grinned and pointed at himself with a thumb. “I’m an expert on floor comfort. This floor?” He stomped his foot a couple times for emphasis. “Now this is a comfortable floor. I bet I could sleep on this floor and only toss and turn half the night.”



Her lips worked, silently mouthing the words ‘half the night’. If her eyes got any wider, they might fall out of their sockets. When she noticed him watching, she straightened her back and took on a serious face that was a pretty good imitation of her mother’s. “Well, you’re lucky they’re putting another bed in my room.”



He made a show of raising his eyebrows. “In your room? But I thought you said—”



“I’m allowed to change my mind,” she snapped, her fiery eyes once again set on her plate. “After all, I’m a princess.”



Lamar avoided smiling. The butler in the corner smiled enough for the both of them.








Lamar liked to think of himself as more patient than your average boy. This patience didn’t help him at all when he stepped into Princess Garnet’s bedroom. He needed only one word to describe it: pink. As his eyes traced a path across the flower-themed bedsheet, mountains of pillows and a small army of plush toys, he thought he could feel a little bit of his soul dying. Yes, he could handle girly things better than most boys his age, but this? So not fair.



At least the small bed placed beside hers was normal. Still ostentatious compared to what he was used to, what with carved wooden frame and a mattress that, upon pressing his hand to it, turned out to be softer than anything he’d ever felt in his life.



The servant who had let them in asked the princess a few clipped questions and received similarly concise answers. Lamar sat on his temporary bed and listened intently, trying to take what he could out of the conversation he clearly wasn’t meant to be part of. The servant reminded the young princess of her schooling schedule for the morning, then asked some probing questions about her day. Probing, because Lamar was sure the servant was actually checking for lies. Was Princess Garnet known for trying to shirk her responsibilities? He couldn’t blame her, given her age. The conversation ended with the servant offering to have some hot cocoa prepared for her, which seemed to be a treat afforded whenever she behaved.



“And bring one for Mr. Kelvin, too.”



Lamar’s head rose at this. “Me?”



Princess Garnet didn’t look at him, keeping her hawkish gaze set on the servant. “Yes, you. You’re my guest, and I have to be a good host. Even if I don’t like you being here.”



This time, he couldn’t tell if she meant exactly what she said or was just trying to save face. It wasn’t like at dinner, when her emotions were clearly on display. Her mask of neutrality would have made her mother proud. Lamar looked to the servant, who maintained a smile he could only assume came with years of practice.



“Of course, Your Highness,” the servant replied. “Will there be anything else for tonight? Perhaps a story?”



Princess Garnet’s face went beet red, her eyes darting towards Lamar. So much for the mask. “Siegfried! I’m far too old for bedtime stories. Those are for children. Just the hot cocoa, thank you.”



The man blinked, his smile fading as he stared at her. “I… see. My apologies, Your Highness. How foolish of me.” His eyes met Lamar’s. His smile began to worm its way back, this time with a wry edge.



The Princess noted the look the two were sharing and huffed. “You are dismissed, Siegfried.”



“Of course, Princess.” Siegfried placed his hand on his heart and bowed low. “I’ll have the cocoa brought up soon.” Without another word and only the briefest smirking glance at Lamar, he turned on his heel and strode out of the room, leaving them alone.



Princess Garnet went to a vanity thrice as wide as she as tall and jerked open a drawer. Pausing, she turned to glare at Lamar. “I’m gonna change into my pajamas. Don’t touch anything while I’m gone.” Without waiting for a response, she snatched up some clothes from a drawer and marched, head high, into an adjoining room, closing the door behind her.



At last, Lamar let his grin out. Too old for bedtime stories, was she? He stood up and paced the room, trying not to let the pink wallpaper, pink carpet, pink-clad dolls… just the pink overwhelm his masculinity. Had all this been chosen by her mother, or had she chosen it for herself? Garnets were supposed to be red, weren’t they? He could have tolerated red.



But for all the childish, girly pink stuff that made up the princess’s room, he began to note some things. Everything was… precise. The brushes and combs on the vanity? Spaced with exacting precision and alignment. The dolls were all placed in a corner of the room, each turned in just the right way that they could all face the left corner of the foot of Princess Garnet’s bed. Deciding that one act of insubordination wouldn’t get his head chopped off, he went to a large chest by the bed and opened it to reveal a collection of toys neatly packed together.



What kind of seven-year-old arranged their things so neatly? Perhaps it was possible that the servants made it so while she was gone, but Lamar would have expected at least a little chaos. Children thrived on tony acts of rebellion, at least in his experience. He closed the chest and took another look around, trying to understand what felt so wrong about this place. After a minute or two of study, he came to a conclusion: this wasn’t a child’s room.



Oh, it was a child’s room in that a child slept in it. But where was the signs of a child’s life? The toys were put away. There was no mess. There was no identifying features of any kind. Princess Garnet was an individual, with opinions and desires and feelings. He’d only known her a few short hours, but even that was enough to make her personality clear. This room had no personality at all. It was as though someone had taken all the trademark elements of a stereotypical girl’s room and threw it all together.



“What are you doing?”



Princess Garnet stood in the door wearing a set of dark red, silk pajamas. At least her choice of clothes matched her personality better than this… place. Lamar, who still stood by her toy chest, raised his hands as if to plead innocence. “Just looking around. Is that okay, Your Highness?”



“You didn’t touch nothing?”



“I didn’t touch nothing.”



She peered at him, tiny hands balled into fists, for almost a full minute. Lamar couldn’t help being impressed by bother her glare and her ability to stand so still for so long. At last she nodded. “Good. I’m…” she hesitated, trying to maintain her hard expression as her eyes swam about the room. “I’m going to…”



There came a knock on the door. The hot cocoa had arrived. It was the smoothest, most luscious cup of cocoa Lamar had ever tasted. He’d always read advertisements of ‘silky smooth’ chocolate, but only now did he understand what they really meant.



The treat didn’t make him forget that bout of anxiety in the princess, though. The moment stuck in his mind, repeating again and again. He couldn’t get past the worrying idea that Princess Garnet didn’t know what to do in her own bedroom.








The nightmare came suddenly, and it came hard.



The world was a red mist. The crimson ground rippled like water even though his bare feet didn’t pass through it. It felt hard as granite, and uncomfortably hot. A soft roaring filled the air, a consistent background noise. Although the sky was dark, Lamar had no problem seeing a great distance. A head of him rose a mountain, smooth and just as red as the rest of the world. The fog rolling about him proved no barrier to his sight when he gazed upon the vast thing.



So, this was what the Queen wanted him to address. It was not like any nightmare he’d ever experienced before, and he’d seen many. He immediately began to scan his surroundings for evidence of his royal charge. He didn’t see Princess Garnet anywhere. This did not bother him. If anything, it gave him a hint as to the problem. The mountain was a distinctly visible focal point of the dream, so he began jogging towards it.



Instinct and experience rewarded Lamar in short order, for he soon spotted Princess Garnet in the fog. She stood perfectly still, dressed in long red robes that merged seamlessly with the ground. She held a scepter in both hands, topped by a ruby. The thing was far too large for her, and she visibly struggled just to keep it at the height of her chest.



Lamar slowed, approaching her cautiously. Thus far, nothing had happened that he could see. What kind of nightmare was this? “Princess?”



The child gasped, turning her head to look at him. “W-what are you doing here?”



He raised his hands slowly. “I’m here to help. This is why your mother asked me to be with you.”



The little princess clutched the scepter to her chest and looked forward once more. “she sent you to spy on me.”



“No.” He knelt at her side, but didn’t touch her. Not yet. “No, Garnet. She wants me to help you.”



The child sniffed. “Liar.”



He hesitated. There wasn’t enough information. He didn’t even know what the problem was, much less what he might do about it. He eyed her, then the scepter. “Garnet? Why are you holding that scepter?”



As if he were threatening to take it away, she turned her body away. “Because I have to.”



“Why?”



“I…” She bowed her head. “I don’t know.”



The roaring, once so quiet as to be forgotten, abruptly grew louder. Princess Garnet’s head snapped up, her eyes going wide as she stared at the mountain. “I’m doing good,” she whispered. “I’m doing good. I’m doing good. I’m doing good.” Over and over again, she said the line. Fear oozed from the words, which were soon drowned out by the ever-growing volume of the noise. Lamar soon came to recognize the riotous sound as cheering. An endless, joyous cheering.



He followed her gaze to the mountain and sucked down a sharp breath. It was not a mountain, not at all. It turned with methodical slowness to reveal that the mountain was a face covered in a red cloth. The cloth extended downwards to form the floor on which the princess and Lamar now stood. It lined the face with white. Fur or fire, he could not tell.



The face’s jaw hung loose, white flame billowing from within its mouth. Those same flames lashed from the face’s right eye, which was marked by a seething red scar. Yet the left eye? A great blue pool, settling upon the two of them with no warmth or recognition. There was naught but dismissal in that gaze, so cold that Lamar could feel his very bones turning to ice. The mountain’s present weighed upon him, crushed him, made him stagger to his knees. Lamar ripped his eyes from the mountain, looking to his charge. Princess Garnet did not fall, but she was hunched over her scepter, tears streaming down her cheeks as she whispered the same three words again and again.



Lamar forced his eyes closed and focused. This was a nightmare. He could come to no harm here, for it was not his dream. He reminded himself of his task, of his purpose, of his reality. With every slow breath, the inexplicable fear that had dominated his mind retreated. He would not let the emotions of a child overwhelm him! He would take what he’d seen and interpret it.



When his mind at last cleared, he stood up and opened his eyes again. He took in Princess Garnet’s quivering form, the scepter she clung to, the robes that bound her to the floor. A floor that led to the mountain, was part of it. And the face on that mountain, which he did not dare look at again…



The pieces of the puzzle were all there. It was a surprisingly easy one, but that did not make the problem any easier to solve. If he was right, then he couldn’t solve it at all.



He stood between Princess Garnet and the mountain, grabbed her cheeks, and looked her in those wide, glassy eyes. Within seconds, he felt the connection forming between them. Look at me, Garnet. Only me. This is a dream. You need to wake up.



Her lips kept working, repeating her mantra in an endless loop, but she didn’t break eye contact.



That’s right, Garnet. Look at me. Focus. Focus on waking up. It’s okay.



Her lips slowed, stopped. Her shoulders began to relax. She tried to speak over the roar but couldn’t match the volume. She didn’t need to for Lamar to recognize the two words.



Yes, Garnet! Wake up. My name is Lamar, and I’m here to help. But you need to wake up now.



Gradually, Princess Garnet’s tension faded. The scepter slipped from her hands as her eyes started to droop.








Lamar sat up as soon as he realized he was awake. He turned in his indescribably soft bed and looked to his charge in her much bigger one. She lay on her back, staring up at the ceiling, her crying almost silent. Even when he leaned his arm onto her bed to get a closer look, she didn’t stop staring straight up. “Garnet?”



A sniffle. The girl closed her eyes. “She doesn’t love me.”



“No. No no no.” He reached out to hold her hand. “No, Garnet. She loves you.”



“No, she doesn’t. She hates me.”



“She loves you, Garnet.” He crept a little closer, brushed his free hand through her hair. “All mothers love their children.”



At last, her eyes met his. “How would you know?” she spat. “You don’t have a mother.”



He paused, giving his throat a moment to loosen from that blow. Thinking of Miss Kettle helped. “I have a mother. She may not have given birth to me like yours, but she loves me all the same.”



Back to the ceiling went the eyes. “Mine doesn’t love me.”



He lay at her side, idly stroking her soft hair and holding her hand. He wished he could say something, anything t make this right. Yet that was impossible. He knew it as sure as he knew the sun would rise come morning. He had to approach this from another direction.



But not yet. Right now, he had something more important to do. “Would you like me to tell you a story?”



She sniffed. “Bedtime stories are for little kids.”



“If you say so.”



Her eyes drifted to him. Her shoulders hunched. Her hand tightened around his own.



“J-just one?”



Lamar smiled.








The Queen’s private study. Lamar stood ramrod straight, forcing himself to meet the monarch’s gaze. He was very aware that Princess Garnet was in the next room, studying her arithmetic.



“You’ve had a night to work your… ‘magic’,” the Queen declared, staring down at him with all the harsh presence he’d come to expect. “Already, you claim to understand the Princess’s problem. I must admit, I thought you’d need more time.”



Lamar nodded. “No, Your Majesty. One night was more than enough.” His heart pounded in his chest. He had to fight the desire to rub his sweaty hands together.



“I’m impressed.” Her tone suggested she was anything but. “The finest doctors and physicians in the Kingdom could offer no satisfactory results. Perhaps this ‘dreamwalking’ ability you claim to have is more valuable than I expected.”



Was she mocking him? It certainly sounded like it, even if her face hadn’t budged. But Lamar had had time to think on matters. He was no royal and couldn’t think like a politician, yet he’d managed to put a few pieces together. If they were the wrong pieces? The idea didn’t sit well with him.



He would not lie. He’d be doing his charge a disservice. Lamar was young, but he understood responsibility. He could only hope the Queen would be forgiving. “If I may, You Majesty?” The Queen offered no response at all. He could only assume he’d been given permission. “I understand that you’re coming to me, an orphan with an unbelievable rumor attached to him, was an act of desperation.”



At last, a reaction: the slight quirking of an eyebrow. “Would such an accusation be brave… or foolish?”



“A little of both. I think.”



She said nothing for a time, only continuing pinning him to the floor with her gaze. Lamar was certain the temperature in the room had dropped a few degrees. Somehow, her next words were even harder than the ones before. “You say you know why Princess Garnet suffers from nightmares. What, in your opinion, is the problem?”



He thought he was prepared for this, but Lamar could feel his knees shaking. Last chance to turn back. Last chance. Last chance. Last chance! “It’s… you.”



The Queen’s eyes narrowed, the scar across her right eye stretching at the faint motion. Her pale eye seemed to bore right into him. “Explain.”



Here it goes… “Your Majesty, is this all she sees?”



She tilted her chin up the faintest bit. “This?” It might have been a trick of the imagination, but Lamar could have sworn there was confusion in that tone.



He raised his arms to indicate her royal presence. “This. The Queen. Has she ever seen you in any other way?”



An extra layer of frost joined her reply. “Do you know who I am?”



Lamar’s insides twisted as he forced the words out. “You’re her mother. And she thinks you don’t love her.”



At last, Lamar got a real reaction: the Queen’s eyes widened, her lips parting into a small ‘o’ shape. The expression disappeared in an instant, so fast it might have been an illusion. “You would dare…”



He tried to speak firmly, but his words came out in a whisper, little waves of sound to crash against her gargantuan presence. “You portray this manner of stone, but you came to me for help. I know you love her. I’m not denying it.”



“The doctors and psychiatrists said nothing about this,” she replied. Her hands were pressed firmly to her desk. “Why would they have not told me this if it were true?”



He didn’t look away. Oh, how he wanted to. “M-maybe because they feared what you would do in response.”



She continued to drill holes in him with her eyes, the white one sending chills up and down his spine. But then, slowly, she bowed her head to look at her hands. She lifted them up, turned them about as if not recognizing them. They were trembling. She placed them in her lap, beyond his sight. “Why… What reason do you have for your opinion?” Though still hard, the ice in her words had thawed noticeably.



Lamar relaxed, but only a little. “Who decorated her room?”



The Queen’s brow furrowed, but this time it was in clear confusion rather than anger. “The servants.”



He nodded. “Did she get any say in the matter?”



“She’s seven.” A beat. “Four when the room was decorated as it is now.”



He licked his lips, wondering how far down this rabbit hole he could safely fall. She’d not called for the guards to throw him in a cell yet, so maybe he was safe. “And how often have you been to her room?”



She stared at him. Or rather, though him. She seemed lost in thought.



“Your Majesty, how much time do you spend with your daughter?”



Shifting. Anxiety? On the Queen? “I am a very busy woman.”



“And she’s seven years old,” he replied quietly. “She needs more than servants and royal toys. She needs her mother.”



“We…” She hesitated. Even averted her eyes. “We have dinner. On occasion.”



“Formal dinners?” When she didn’t answer, Lamar sighed. He realized he was beginning to lose his decorum, but he could only hold it for so long when she was no longer emitting an aura suggesting she’d rip him to shreds for blinking incorrectly. “Your Majesty, if all she ever sees of you is the Queen, that is all she will know you as. I’m sure you know as well as anyone the kind of image that is. She wants your love and approval. Right now, you’re just a…”



Her gaze met his. Seconds passed as he tried to find the right way to phrase his thoughts. When he went on for too long, she asked, “A what, Mr. Kelvin?”



He recalled Princess Garnet’s nightmare. “An impossible standard she has no hope of meeting. A mountain she can never climb. And for that? She feels nothing but shame.”



“Shame?” Another crack in the stone as alarm and pain mixed in those mismatched eyes. “I am nothing but proud. Her schooling, her lessons, her etiquette. She’s not perfect, but…”



At her pause, Lamar pressed his point. “I understand you’re trying to give her structure, prepare her for a life of royalty. But, and I’m sorry for saying it again, Princess Garnet is a child. She needs to be a child while she still can. I know you’ve been through all the same things she has. What did you want to do at her age?”



Once more, the Queen bowed her head. But only for a moment. She stood up sharply, making Lamar jump. Yet, when she looked at him this time, there was no stone or ice in her expression. For the first time since she’d found him, she looked at him not as the Queen, but as Lazuli, the human. “You’ve given me much to think about, Mr. Kelvin. I wish I had come to you first. I intend to spend some time with my daughter now, but I would have you remain at the palace for the time being, in case your services are still needed. If what you are saying is true, then… you have my gratitude.”



He placed his hand over his heart and bowed, imitating as best he could Siegfried’s motions from last night. “It was an honor, Your Majesty.”



She walked at a brisk pace for the door, but paused before opening it. After a moment’s hesitation, she turned to him. “If you are right about this, then the crown owes you a debt of gratitude. Is there anything you might desire for your services?”



Lamar’s considered this offer for only a moment before daring to smile. “Tell Princess Garnet a bedtime story tonight.”



Queen Lazuli took in his smile, her expression the definition of incredulous. Gradually, she returned his smile. It may have been the loveliest he’d ever witnessed.
      

      
   
      Turn of the Red Coat


      

      
      
         “Danger! Wake up! Danger!” The sound filled the henhouse and soon all within were looking about in the dim glow of pre-dawn light. Some of the hens stayed still and silent, trying not to be a cause for attention, but others continued to hiss in muted excitement to each other. By the door of the henhouse, some of the braver cocks and hens carefully undid the door latch and peeped out into the cool air. 



The alert had come from Mayzel, the border collie, who stood by the outer fence of the farmyard. The fence was of wooden slats with chicken wire stapled over the spaces to keep out the larger predators. Mayzel was staring through the wire at the woods a hundred meters away, tense, tail straight and unmoving, ears cocked as she strove to interpret the sounds and smells borne by the air.



Hechak and Roaksa, the bravest of the chickens on the farm, left the henhouse and walked in quiet darting struts towards the fence. “What is it, May?” asked Hechak, his crest plumage riding high..



“Hush!” said Mayzel. “Something in the woods. Fox scent. And something else—a big cat. You should get back in the henhouse!”



“We can fly to the roof if we have to. We won’t cause any trouble, right, Roaksa?” Roaksa shook her head and ruffed her feathers, trying to look much larger than she felt.



Now the sounds came clearer from the woods, a whine of desperate fear and a growl of a hunter intent on its prey. The leaves thrashed in the brush, and out leapt a red-furred fox, carrying a tiny cub in her mouth. Behind her came a young cougar, loping behind her, huge paws splaying on the ground with his easy strides.



The fox saw the farmyard fence before her, a place she had visited often before, and knew there was no refuge there. There was almost no time left. She ran as if to skirt the farm, then tossed her cub into a bush by the fence and turned to face her pursuer, who was at least three times her size. He snarled and leapt upon her, fangs gleaming and claws ready.



Sometimes, even a mother’s boundless courage is not enough, and so it was in this case. The cub was too young to know what choice its mother had just made and what the price had been, but it understood danger, and it tried to flee. Dazed by the tumble it had taken, it stumbled towards the fence, mewling quietly, as the snarls and screams died away behind it, and the cougar walked back into the forest, carrying a limp red thing in its jaws.



“Ah, what have we here?” said Hechak. He thrust his neck through a small gap in the wire and his beak seized the fox cub by its front paw. He hauled it through the fence as it squealed and squirmed, and a protruding stub of wire cut across the cub’s left eyelid. Red blood dripped down its face and soaked into its fur as it cried and scrabbled at the grass at Hechak’s feet.



“A fox-cub!” cried Roaksa. “You brought it in here? Why?” But even as she protested, she was staring closely at it, darting her head in swift scanning glances. So this was one of the red monsters of the night, the slit-eyed stealthy killers!



“Why did I bring it in, Roaksa?” crowed Hechak as he strutted about. “Our vengeance is at hand, at last! And it came right to us, as if delivered by fate.” He nipped at the cub’s back, making it cry and squirm. “Go get the others and we’ll tear it apart. We’ll start with the eyes, one by one—” 



“No, Hechak.” Mayzel stood over him. “We will not do this.”



Hechak ruffed, spreading his wings and taking his full height. “Who have you lost to these monsters, May? When my sister Sechar was taken from her chicks and murdered, leaving them covered in her blood, where were you? Barking and running around the fence!”



“Right! And do you remember old Arichak?” said Roaksa. “He was the grandsire of most of us, and he was just snatched away one morning, taken right over the fence as he greeted the sun. When the humans take from us, they at least give back, in shelter or food. These monsters of the woods steal our lives without shame or compensation. Now that we have our chance for revenge, we will not be denied!”



“As your protector, I bear the shame of your loss, and I also share the grief,” said Mayzel. “But there’s no honor to killing a helpless cub, and where there is no honor, there is no vengeance.” She was trying not to press them too strongly if she didn’t have to, but there was a hint of the wolf stare in her eyes, the look that made even the cattle back down before her.



“So what would you do with it?” Hechak was incapable of sneering, but his eyes flashed. “Release it to the woods, so it can grow into another monster to prey upon us?



“Well now, that’s a good question. Let me have a look… ah. Well, she’s not quite past weaning age, but I have a teat to spare for her.”



“What! You’re going to brood her? No! How could we ever trust her around our chicks?”



“You trust my pups around your chicks well enough. I will make sure she causes no harm. If she shows signs of monsterhood as she grows, I will deal with her myself. And if she comes to learn our ways, perhaps there is something worthwhile inside that red hide of hers after all.”



Hechak, Roaksa and the others had further objections, but the wolf stare sufficed for most of them.








Vechi crouched in the shadows, snug in warm straw but ready to move. Her eyelids were sleepily narrow, but her pupils were open as wide as the sky. Down her left eyelid streaked a white scar, the only oddity on her young fox face.



The smells around her were the barnyard smells of warm straw, and old paint on older wood, and nesting chickens in their crates. Strongest was the jasmine from the flowers she had mixed in the straw around her, to mask her scent. There was just a hint of air making its way from the outdoors, and when another familiar scent reached her nose, her eyes widened just a trifle, though she kept perfectly still.



More time passed, during which Vechi’s heart rate and breathing did not alter. Her brain was alert, but it was focussed upon one thing. The rest of her waited in a state something like sleep, while a tiny spark wavered at the center of her being.



There were scratches outside, of claws on wood, then more of claws against metal. A hole in the wall at the baseboards had been patched with a piece of tin, but the wood had crumbled further and two of the nails had fallen out. It was now possible to pry the tin open to enter the henhouse, if one were small and persistent enough. Now the claws were joined by teeth, and a streak of dim moonlight fell into the room, quickly eclipsed by a round hairy body. In another moment, a rat’s snout pushed its way in. 



Vechi ceased breathing. Her eyes drank the darkness and easily picked out the shape. She waited as the rat sniffed, whiskers twitching to sense the air currents. Its head turned this way and that, and Vechi caught an occasional glint of its bright black eye. Still she did not breathe, did not move, as the rat took one cautious step forward, then another, then reared to sniff the air some more, then sank again to all fours to scurry towards the nests and the warm fresh eggs—



Vechi leapt, and her sharp teeth closed around a small furry neck. There was one plaintive squeal, then Vechi shook her head sharply with a twist, and the rat went limp in her mouth. She waited until its heart had ceased to beat, then she shook the last of the straw from her body and stretched, slinking in one sinuous movement with her whole body, in a wave that ran from head to tail. 



She dropped the rat, then used her snout to slide a small wooden board along the baseboards and across the hole. When it reached one of the upright beams, it passed behind a nail that kept it from falling, thus blocking the hole. Nothing else could now enter, even by lifting the tin.



She took up her rat again, and walked across the floor of the henhouse to the door. Things were quiet enough, but Vechi could mark more than one eye on her. Somehow or another, at least one chicken was always aware of what she was doing. Hechak the cockerel was the worst of these, and she felt his round unblinking eye as if it was a sharp stone upon her back.



She went outside, letting the door latch safely behind her. At least she had won a fair-sized dinner for herself tonight. She wasn’t allowed to eat in the henhouse, unless it was a mouse or a bug or something that would go down in one gulp. 



She found a hillock that gave a fair view of the field beyond the fence, and under the starry sky she had her meal. When she was done, she carried the remains to the dungheap as Mayzel had taught her, then returned to the hillock to sit under the half lit moon and the trees lined with silver light. This time was the best. The farm was quiet and still, and she didn’t have to make pretenses or offer excuses, or find reasons to be elsewhere. Vechi had never gotten very close to the farm tabbies, and so the nights were all hers. 



She had been close to dozing earlier while waiting for the rat, but the kill had roused her and she was no longer sleepy. She watched the field as she waited for sunrise. She was always interested to see wild animals. She watched the owls as they scanned for scurrying mice, the racoons as they browsed for scraps in the garbage beyond the fence, the rabbits as they browsed amid the tall grasses, nibbling and listening fearfully. It would be a fine thing, to stalk and chase a rabbit through a field. She’d taken a few that had tried to dig their way into the crops, but those had been easy to detect and catch; she was sure it was more thrilling to stalk prey that could flee in an instant towards the remote hills, beyond the farmyard fence.



Sometimes, she saw other foxes. Mostly loners, though she’s seen a group with kits playing in the grass once. They mostly skirted the farm and went their way. But once, one had approached. He had black ears that stood straight and tall, and he walked with a trace of a limp in his right hind leg. His nose had touched hers through the chicken wire as they sniffed. On him she smelled what he had done that day, the wildflowers through which he had stalked the rabbit he’d killed, the mud from the streambank at which he’d drank. She tried to speak to him, but he didn’t reply; he just stared at her for a minute in silence, then walked away. She hadn’t seen him since.



Since then, Vechi had daydreamed of going to that stream and running through the flowers and living that day that she had smelled upon him. But the fence was hard to climb from inside, and once you were out, it was still harder to get back in. She’d once climbed to the top of the fence before and stood on the top rail, knowing how easy it would be to jump down into the uncropped grasses and disappear into them. And it was that thought of disappearance that stopped her even as her muscles tensed for the leap. She’d stared for a while, breathing the air that was the same on both sides, before steeling herself and jumping back down on the safe side.



Now, as the sky brightened over the hills, the door of the henhouse opened and the chickens emerged into the light. The chicks ran about, peeping in excitement, and the older birds came strutting with them, darting their heads and walking to catch up, scanning for possible dangers. Though the farm dogs, cats, and fox were on the job, hawks were still a threat.



Vechi watched them as they emerged, clucking and cawing, and tried to soften her own expression. She caught Hechak’s eye as he strode forth, pecking and crowing, and it was the usual stony face, impossible to read, but framing that baleful bright reptilian bird eye. Vechi snorted slightly and turned her gaze back to the dew-bedecked fields. 



Soon, Vechi smelled Mayzel approaching; she didn’t need to turn and look, and so she lay still. The dog, a bit whiter now around her muzzle, came to her side and laid down next to her, and her breath smelled of the bacon fat, table scraps and scrambled eggs she’d been fed by the humans for breakfast. Such delicacies were reserved for the farm dogs and cats, and not for its resident vixen, though Mayzel had saved a scrap for Vechi now and then.



“Good job, Vechi,” said Mayzel. 



“You can smell what I ate, I suppose,” said Vechi.



“Well, I can, but it was the talk of the henhouse this morning. They really value their eggs, you know. It’s all that many of them even think about. We haven’t seen a weasel near the hens for over a year; you’ve taught them a good lesson. The rats seem to be too stupid to learn, but you’re still here to correct them, and we appreciate it.”



“Thanks,” said Vechi quietly.



“I’m saying this because I mean it, Vechi, and because they… the chickens… they’re a little proud and they may not say it to you directly, but—”



“You don’t have to say it, May.” Vechi’s ears flattened and she laid her head on the grass. “I’ve seen how they act around me, how they herd their chicks away if I get too near.”



“They’re just being parents, Vechi. You shouldn’t take it so hard.”



“I know It’s just that…” Vechi stared through the fence towards a certain bush, one that had figured prominently in a story that she’d been told over and over for as long as she could remember. “You told me that my mother died well. She died trying to save something she loved. And May, I love you, who raised me as her own. I would die for you. But for the farm, for them—I like being here, but I can’t say that it’s love. It’s just something I do.



“And if I ever do come to love something with all my heart, May, I’m not going to let anything keep me here. It’s only fair to let you know that.”



“I wouldn’t expect that from you,” said Mayzel. “Whatever debt you feel you owe us for raising you, you’ve repaid. But we hope you’ll stay. Whether you believe it or not, you’re doing something good here, Vechi. Fox attacks have gotten very rare since you started living here.”



“It’s probably that I’ve staked a territory just by being here,” said Vechi. “The other foxes think the farm is mine.”



 Mayzel nodded. “That makes sense.” She scratched her chin. “There’s an honest heart in you, Vechi. I know it’s hard for you sometimes. But please, never doubt that there’s a place for you in the world. Your mother didn’t, and neither do I.”



Vechi whimpered and nuzzled Mayzel. “Thank you. That helps.”



“Oh, and another thing. I was deputized by the hens to bring you something this morning,” said Mayzel. She took up a thing from a clump of grass and laid it before Vechi’s muzzle. “Here, it’s all for you.”



It was a smooth, brown, unfertilized, delicious egg.
      

      
   
      Be As Gay As You Want


      

      
      
         Tanya, the cashier at the Mobil station, wears ten colors in her hair.



Late at night, clutching her pillow, Julie smiles and names each one.



But during the day, Julie opens her notebook and tries to turn the technicolor memories into poetry—blue like X, red deeper than Y, the pink of Z—but finding the right words becomes as futile as high school calculus. In those moments, all she can think about is the fluid motion of Tanya’s arm as she rings up a bag of M&Ms. Share-sized. A Hallmark movie in the making.



Julie will take what she can get, fairy tale romance or not. Born on a Kansas corn farm, and transplanted into the gay capital of New England for a monthlong writing fellowship, she’s learned to pick her battles.



Provincetown exists outside of reality, or outside of her reality, at least. She’s never seen so many rainbow flags on one street, never seen so many bald men holding hands—never seen a store sell weed grinders, gallon bottles of lube, and peeing Calvin t-shirts in the same aisle.



But the highlight of her days are the midnight trips to the Mobil station. A quest to feed two addictions: one, to multicolored chocolate pills; and two, to Tanya’s smile.



Julie feels like the female James Bond of legend as she prowls, ducking between the cookie and candy aisles without a sound. She takes as long as possible to pick up her one item, sneaking glances through the shelves at the register where Tanya sits, texting. She looks at Tanya, unless Tanya is looking at her, because Julie is not ready to make eye contact. Someday she will be. Just not now. Or ever.



Until one night, as she reads the back of the Lays Classic bag for the tenth time that week, Julie hears a voice in her ear: “M&Ms again, girl?”



Julie yelps and jumps to attention. Tayna is within reach, leaning against a shelf, arms crossed and all ten colors in sight. She has Julie trapped in the aisle, stuck between the potato chips and the beer cooler. There’s a thick silence between them until Tanya clicks her tongue, which hits Julie like a whip to the ass.



“Yes?” Julie tries, realizing she’s crushing her bag of candy nearly hard enough to burst the air out of it. She stuffs the bag in her pocket—then thinks that probably looks like she’s trying to shoplift, and takes it back out. “They’re good.” She makes herself laugh.



“Did we go to high school together or something?”



Julie imagines sitting with Tanya under the bleachers. “No, I don’t think so.”



“Yeah, me either, what with that ack-sent of yours,” Tanya says, twisting her salty Boston vowels into a mock-Southern drawl. Julie’s face burns and Tanya smirks. “Just seemed like the simplest explanation as to why you keep stalking me.”



Stammering before she even knows what she’s going to say, Julie spits out, “I wasn’t.”



“I know I’m hot as hell, but...” Tanya flips a blue braid out of her eyes, then, still grinning, points to Julie’s face. “And you’re red as hell.”



“I mean, of course it is!” Julie says, eyes on Tanya’s lips. “You’re accusing me of—I don’t know, but something.”



“You’ve got a nice chin.”



That strikes Julie like a tranquilizer dart. She touches her chin, sharp and bony, as if feeling it for the first time. The last time someone commented on her chin, it was her brother, pointing out a pimple. “Thanks,” she says. “Uh. You too.”



“Y’know,” Tanya says, leaning in, “my shift only goes from 9PM to 1AM. I’ve got the rest of the day free.” She pauses. “The rest of the night, too.”



Julie tries not to explode. “Uh-huh.”



Silence.



“Is this your first time doing this?”



“Yes,” says Julie. She has no idea what this is.



Tanya giggles, and Julie ascends. “Well, country girl, if you’re free tomorrow morning”—she waited for Julie to nod—“how about we meet up at KoHi Café. Ten o’clock? Bring your chin.”



“You bring your hair,” Julie shoots back.



Tanya snorts and walks away. “I’ll try to remember,” she calls over her shoulder, before her rainbow locks disappear behind a shelf of salsa jars.



And Julie just stands there, still stuck in place between the potato chips and the beer, legs shaking and mouth drying up. She has to take a moment just staring at her reflection in the cooler, trying to shake herself back into reality—then she lets out a way-too-girly squeak and dances in place.



“You gonna buy those M&Ms or what?” Tanya shouts across the store.



Julie nearly falls on her face, but catches herself and scurries over to the counter.












Gav keeps a quote above their mirror, scribbled out onto a thin strip of paper: “Be as gay as you want.” And another below their mirror, in crimson glitter ink: “Aliens don’t give a fuck about the gender binary.”



They repeat the words under their breath, quiet whispers to the toothpaste-stained sink. Gav hasn’t stepped into a church since seventh grade at Ursuline Academy—the same place they’d been laughed at when they asked the nuns to call them Gavin instead of Gabrielle, the same place they’d been told that not wearing makeup was the first step in dying unloved and alone—and this is a more fervent prayer, a more holy sacrament than any priest can give them.



They repeat the words as they swipe the electric razor over their scalp once, twice, three times, letting scraggly blond bangs fall like dead leaves. Gav is nearly 25, this isn’t their first rodeo; soon the sink is flooded with hair, and they can feel the air sweep clean over their head.



It’s become a ritual at this point, for Gav to shave their head at the start of every summer, right before the tourists start pouring in. Around the locals, a shaved head is passé. But around the tourists? Tourists, those comfortable white Democrats, watching Gav like they're a new species—an alien, come to destroy the world.



And Gav lets them watch. They smile, hold their bald head high. These tourists, they’re never quite sure what box to place Gav in. Just the way Gav likes it. They're too cute to stay trapped in a box anyway.












Ten years after Tony puts on lipstick and his uncle punches him in the chest, he goes to the Methodist Church yard sale and stuffs a 50¢ bikini—skimpy, lacy, tight—into his pockets when no one’s looking. It’s easier than buying from Walmart; this way, he doesn’t have to look a cashier in the eye. No, no cashier. Just Jesus.



But that’s okay, because he’s out to lunch with his boss, and while usually that would be terrifying and awful and soul-killing, this time he’s wearing the bikini under his clothes and he’s never felt better. Never. It’s a nice nylon material, and wearing it, Tony feels like he can take on the world.



He wonders occasionally, as he chats with his employer about real estate accounts and market projections, if wearing women’s underwear makes him weird. If the rush of adrenaline he gets whenever he moves and feels the bikini pinch against his skin is wrong—if it’s gay, even. But it doesn’t take much effort to crush up the thoughts and throw them away.



He’s straight as hell. Back in high school, he dated, like, twenty girls and even kissed three of them. Three! That had to put him within the Top 500 straight males in America, at least.



And besides, girls wear jeans all the time—why can’t he wear a bikini?












In twenty minutes, Terence has used up a third of his phone battery just from turning the screen on and off and on and off and on again, waiting for the text message that will give him a heart attack. At the insistence of his roommate, he's spent the last week cruising on this new blind dating app, looking for a hookup. It had been nerve wracking at first—he'd seen The Craigslist Killer enough times to develop a lifetime fear of internet dating—but once he sat down and really got to it, finding a match was easy.



So now he stands in front of the homemade ice cream shop, waiting for his date—a Patriots logo avatar with the name Kevin7—to arrive.



Terence spins around and checks his outfit in the shop window; just something casual, a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. He doubted it was enough, but his roommate said it made him look like a nonchalant sex god—an African king, powerful, benevolent, sensual. 



He didn't know about being a king, or even a god, but the holiest people were usually virgins...



His phone goes off.



Standing in front of bike shop.. u here?




Terence grins and looks up. The bike shop is just across the street, but surrounded by people, both tourists and otherwise. He texts Kevin back—"Yes! Wave, I'll find you"—and looks for the hand.



It doesn't take long to find the waving hand, connected to the torso of a giant. Kevin is tall, skinny, white, like a birch tree. His blond hair has been cut down short, and he wears a deep purple v-neck that exposes a chest of taut muscles.



Taking a sharp breath, Terence realizes this is his last chance to back out, to save himself from internet serial killer death—but soon releases that breath and walks forward.



Kevin keeps waving, even as Terence approaches, even as Terence stops right next to him. It's only when Terence grins and says, "Kevin7?" that the human birch tree jumps and looks at Terence with deer-in-headlights eyes.



"Hey," he finally says, voice just an octave or two too low to be helium. He's frowning. "Terence?"



"Yep! Uh—" Terence wipes his hand off on his jeans, then offers it. "Great to finally meet you."



Kevin stares at the hand like a child stares a broccoli suddenly dumped onto their plate, but after too long, returns the gesture. "Hey," he says through a plastic laugh.



Immediately, Terence feels himself on the edge. He tries to hold up his smile. "Everything okay? You get here alright?"



Kevin freezes for a moment more before covering his face with both hands, giggling, and squirming in place like a gay worm. "God," he says, shaking his head. "Sorry, it's just—this is gonna sound super silly, I'm sorry, really."



"It's no problem," says Terence, waving away the excuse like he's shooing away a fly. He braces himself. "Tell me."



"I just—" Kevin grins, flashing his shining white teeth. "I didn't know you were gonna be black!"



A moment of silence. Terence makes himself laugh. "Oh, yeah? Haha!"



"Yeah, I mean, I guess I should have known from the name, but—I don't think I've ever met a gay black guy before!"



Half of Terence's friends are gay black men. But suddenly he's imagining himself on an endangered species list—an exotic find, a bucket list item crossed off. He nods.



"I mean, not that it's a problem, y'know?" Kevin scoffs and gestures to the hundreds of other white men that surround them. "I'm not one of those 'No blacks, no fats, no femmes' guys. No way. This'll just be a new experience for me!"



A lot of words are curdling under Terence's tongue. But he comes up with a different one: "Cool."



"C'mon," says Kevin, winking. "Let's grab some ice cream. You've got no idea how much I love chocolate." He intones the last word, milking it for all its meaning.



Terence makes himself follow after. "Yeah. Me too."












Spence 😜


Friday 5:26 PM


hey 😉




hey ❤️❤️





did u get that pic I sent last night




yes!!!



god you are so ducking hot



fucking*





how come u didn’t send one back




too busy 😉👅💦





with what




the fuck you think????





OH


selfish 😤




you’re gonna be at Ortega’s tomorrow right??



Kim said the party’s backon



she’s making vegan chicken wings



I can show you something after that 😉😉





whats a vegan chicken wing


😍




something with cauliflower



but that pic was like yes



woulv’ve been even better without the shirt



come to the party like that? I can show you off



how does that sound?





so good


what else are you gonna do to me




once we get out of there Im gonna rip off those tiny shorts





please




gonna grab you and make you beg



maybe I won’t even wait until we leave



maybe we’ll do this in front of everyone



destroy your ass while theyre all watching





god im so friggin hard




how hard?





5:40 PM


Spence?





5:51 PM


Helloooooooooooo





6:07 PM


???





sorry my mom made me go wash the dishes


super hard 💦













Mark has no memory of last night—just an aching back and a hangover fiercer than a nor’easter. His artisan espresso is cooling quickly. Sitting in the back of Joe’s Coffee, head buried in his arms, he appreciates the early morning quiet. It’s barely past 7AM; the only people up this early are the fitness freaks, one of the few cliques in town that Mark has no experience with. None during the day, at least.



He cringes deeper into his arms when the entrance bell jingles. Hopefully they’ll take care to use as few words as possible when ordering their artisan latte.



The chair across from him squeaks against the floor. “Had a good night?” says a voice that’s more scrap metal than silk. “You do this to yourself, y’know.”



“I’m innocent,” Mark replies without looking up. “I’m just having a good time.”



“The road to hell is paved with good times.” Joe gives a husky giggle. “And cute twinks.”



Mark rolls his eyes, but can’t hold back the laugh. Joe knows his fair share about good times, even if it takes a warehouse’s worth of booze to get him tipsy—he’s bear big, his arms as thick as telephone poles. As for the twinks—it’s been a long time since the two of them hung out.



Joe’s beard rustles as he strokes it, as if he were some sort of Harvard genius, and not some hairy fuck with a taste for leather. “So,” he says, leaning in close enough that the table creaks under his weight, “who was he?”



Mark snorts. “You don’t know him.”



“I know a lot more people than you know I know.”



“I know that you don’t know as many people as you think you know, Mr. Socialite,” says Mark. He shrugs. “’Sides, was just a one time thing.”



“You and your one time things,” Joe scolds, sounding just like his mother. He sits back, and his belly jiggles when he laughs—Mark remembers without looking. “Always the same.”



Mark manages to lift his head just enough to peek up at him. “With rare exceptions.”



And Joe becomes a sunburned walrus, blushing under his beard. With another giggle, he takes Mark’s coffee cup. “Lemme grab you another, Marky-Marks.”



Mark smiles and collapses back into his arms. “Grab me an Advil while you’re at it.”
      

      
   
      Resonance


      

      
      
         Sam fidgeted with her exosuit’s gloves as she waited for the airlock’s decontamination cycle to finish.  “How much longer, Simon?”



“Eighty seconds, Miss Hyatt,” came the AI’s brusque reply.



“Easy there, kiddo,” Astera said as she turned to give her a half smile through the wide window of her helmet.  “Don’t wanna rush things and give this place a cold.”



Sam scowled at her.  “Okay, first of all, I have a PhD, I think I’ve earned the right to not be called ‘kiddo’.  Second, you’re not even a decade older than me.  And third, forgive me for itching to finally set foot on a planet I’ve spent the majority of my academic career studying from seven thousand light years away.”



Astera held up her hands with a laugh.  “No ‘fense meant, Sam.  We’re all eager to get started.”



“You’re both kids from my perspective,” Captain Zhang grumbled ahead of them as he checked the fuel cell on his oversized cutting torch.  “This is just a field trip with hazard pay.  Let’s try to stay focused when we’re out there, yeah?  We’re not here to sightsee.”



Sam exchanged a look with Astera, then said, “Captain, we’re a research team on an unexplored planet.  We’re explicitly here to sightsee.”



Captain Jaxson merely grunted in response as the lights switched from red to green.  The heavy airlock hatch cracked open, letting in bright amber sunshine.



There was a chime as Simon announced, “Captain Jaxson Zhang, Astera Haugen, and Samantha Hyatt are away.  Felder Orlov has the bridge.”  Somehow, the AI managed to sound bored.



Felder’s voice came in over the radio.  “Be sure to bring me back something shiny!”



“That shouldn’t be too hard,” Sam muttered as she adjusted her helmet.



Strictly speaking, a full exosuit wasn’t necessary to survive on the surface of Kohatu Nui.  A simple rebreather apparatus would suffice to deal with the too little oxygen, too much carbon monoxide atmosphere, with the pressure at a tolerable 1.6 atmospheres.  There were no caustic toxins to speak of, nor any airborne microorganisms or organic materials which could trigger anaphylactic shock.



However, even the most resilient human would find it difficult to endure more than ten minutes of exposure to the planet’s surface, let alone the endless caverns that honeycombed its thin crust.  The average temperature was a stifling 62 °C, made all the more intolerable by humidity that rarely dipped below 90%.



Still, Sam found herself wishing it was more feasible to have an unadulterated view of the glittering landscape before her as the hatch door thumped to the ground below.



Breathtakingly complex crystalline structures erupted from the ground at irregular intervals around the landing zone.  Some robust specimens soared dozens of meters into the sky to dwarf the science vessel they had arrived in, some barely rose to Sam’s waist, fine and delicate as a plume of feathers.  All reflected and refracted the sunlight into a dazzling array of hues against the otherwise dark, stony terrain.



Sam, at a loss for a more profound insight, simply said, “Wow.”



“Yeah,” Astera said, jaw hanging open.



Even Captain Zhang seemed subdued as he slowly descended the ramp.  “C’mon, last known position of the drone is just under that ridge.”



Sam found it galling that her first assignment planetside would be little more than a retrieval operation for a missing research drone, but it did make sense to see what it had managed to suss out before they started poking around an unknown planet on their own.  “Any idea what may have caused it to lose contact?”



“You saw the same data I did,” Captain Zhang replied.  “My guess is the crystals scattered the signal to the satellite when it got in the shadow of the ridge, and some programming glitch caused it to shut down instead of coming back out in the open to re-establish a link.”



“Well, that’s what the company gets for cheaping out on ’em’,” Astera said, eyeing the loading drone that waited patiently at the bottom of the ramp to be of use.



Sam dialed up the opacity of her faceplate a bit and held up a hand to shield her eyes from the glare. “I don’t see it from here.  Do you suppose it went into that cave?”



“God, I hope not,” Captain Zhang replied with a sigh.  “I don’t want to have to go spelunking to find it.”



“Don’t be such a sourpuss, Cap,” Astera said, “I’ve got some rope and rappelling gear in my pack, so we don’t need to go through decon twice to do a bit of underground sightseeing.”



Sam could hear the smile in Astera’s voice, and couldn’t help but smile herself as Captain Zhang groaned.



As impressive as the surface had been, it was nothing compared to the staggering beauty of the cave.  The crystals above caught the sunlight and transmitted it down through meters of rock to the cave below, suffusing the cave with a soft amber glow.  Massive columns of crystal jutted at every conceivable angle, forming a makeshift series of columns, walkways, and walls that gradually descended deep under the ridge.



Sam had never seen anything so beautiful in person.



“Well, now,” Astera said softly, “you don’t see views like this on the holo very often.”



Captain Zhang unslung his cutting torch.  “I don’t like this.  Way too many spots for something to hide.”



Moment gone, Sam frowned at him.  “Paranoid much, Captain?”



“Yeah,” said Astera, “preliminary results from the drone showed zero signs of organic life on this planet.  Cool your jets.”



“That’s a song I’ve heard before, Haugen.  Now my leg’s metal below the knee, and the head of the thing that ate it is mounted on my wall.”  He advanced slowly.  “Just keep your eyes open.”



They didn’t need to go very far into the cave to find what they were looking for.  The shattered remains of the drone lay at the base of the first crystalline walkway that descended from the entrance.  A slender spire of crystal jutted up through its center of mass.



“Exquisite,” Captain Zhang sighed as he picked up a sheet of metal and tossed it aside.



Sam bent down and started sifting through the broken shell of the drone for its storage drive.  The more she dug, the deeper her frown became.  “Something’s wrong here.”  She looked up to see the ceiling only a few meters above.  “Almost every component in here is in pieces, but there’s no way it could have fallen far enough for it to have caused this much damage.”



There was a soft bwee as Captain Zhang primed his cutting torch.  “Sam, find what you’re looking for so we can go.”



Sam dug deeper, then pulled out the matte black brick that served as the data storage unit for the drone - or rather, she pulled out two thirds of it.  “Well, shit.”  



“Maybe Simon can still salvage something from it,” Astera said, though she didn’t sound hopeful.



“Maybe.”  Sam put the broken drive in her bag, then paused and held up a hand.  “Hey, does anyone else hear that?”



Astera and Captain Zhang froze.  “Hear what?” they asked in unison.



As a silence descended, a faint whine could be heard above the hum of the exosuit’s cooling units.  Sam frowned, then shifted a piece of metal debris away from the crystal spire.  The noise immediately stopped.  She picked up another piece of shrapnel and held it against the crystal, and the whine resumed, slowly increasing in pitch.  She touched the metal to the crystal they were standing on, but heard nothing.



“That’s weird,” Astera said.  “Maybe a short somewhere in there is causing it to vibrate like that?”



“Maybe.”  Sam touched the spire with an outstretched finger, but couldn’t feel anything through her glove.  “It’s faint, whatever it is.”



“Well, while we’re here, we may as well get a sample of this stuff for Felder.  And for me, for that matter.”  She dug in her pack for a hammer and chisel, but stopped when a pair of hand sized chunks of crystal fell away from the stone wall beside her.  “Oh.”



“That’s it, everyone out,” Captain Zhang said, voice strained.  “I’m not letting you lot die in a cave in over a busted drone.”



“Yeah, I’m suddenly keen on leaving too.”  Sam helped Astera hastily put the crystals in sample containers, then hurried out of the cave with the captain hot on their heels.  A low hum rose as they ran, almost below Sam’s hearing range, which faded away once they emerged into the sunlight.
















Sam entered the ship’s lab to find both Felder and Astera hunched over their workstations.  “You guys said you’d found something?”



Felder reached up and stretched his shoulders, the servos of his prosthetic arm clicking against each other.  “In a way.  Astera, did you verify the results on your sample?”



Astera sighed as she tossed a mechanical pencil vaguely in the direction of an empty coffee mug.  “Yeah.  Same deal.”  She looked up at Sam with a tired smile.  “Hey, Sam.  Have you and Simon found anything yet?”



Sam shook her head.  “It’s the damnedest thing - every board in the drive is broken into pieces, just like the rest of the drone.  All Simon’s been able to dig out so far are isolated batches of fragmented code, nothing concrete.”



“Not for lack of effort, mind,” Simon chimed in from an overhead speaker.  “I am still in the process of testing each board fragment in sequence, which will take additional time.  I will compile a full report of my findings once I have completed the task.”



Sam shrugged.  “We figure it’ll be another few hours at the rate we’ve been going.  What’s up in here?”



Astera looked to Felder, who rubbed his face with his non-mechanical hand.  “Well, we can tell you what it’s most definitely not.”



“I’m hoping you can do better than that, Orlov,” Captain Zhang rumbled as he stepped into the lab.



“Ah, Captain, excellent timing.”  Felder grabbed a sample container and placed it on the small table in the center of the room.  “This crystal has a structure nearly identical to selenite, except for three distinct characteristics.”



At the blank look on the captain’s face, Sam said, “Gypsum.”



The captain waved her off.  “Right, right.  Continue.”



Felder gestured at the sample.  “First, selenite doesn’t clock in at 9.5 on the mohs scale.”



Sam raised her eyebrows at that.  “Whoa.”



Captain Zhang’s frown deepened.  “I’m gonna need this in Captain Dummy Talk, people.”



Astera caught Felder’s helpless look and said through a half smile, “It’s just this side of diamonds in terms of hardness, Cap.  If we’d been less careful when landing our bird, those spires out there would have torn the hull open like paper.”



The captain’s expression softened.  “Okay, what else?”



Astera stood as she continued.  “Second, this stuff behaves more like a semiconductor - closer to silicon in terms of electrical conductivity than anything like selenite.”



Sam furrowed her brow.  “So, definitely not selenite, then.”



Astera’s smile widened.  “You haven’t seen the best part yet.  Felder?”



Felder reached up and hit the light switch above his head, then said, “Finally, and this is the important part, I think; selenite doesn’t glow.”



It was fainter than the light emanating from the various monitors in the room, but there was an undeniable luminance coming from deep within the chunk of crystal in the middle of the room.



It was the captain’s turn to rub a hand across his face.  “Please, please tell me that stuff isn’t radioactive.”



“Nope,” Astera said as she shook her head.  “That was the first thing we checked, and we checked it three times each.  We’re more radioactive than this stuff is.”



“We suspect some form of mechanoluminescence, as the crystals do give off a faint electromagnetic field,” Felder added, “but we can detect no progressive deformation of the crystal structure, be it fractious or elastic in nature.”



Sam whistled.  “Yeah, that’s…  That’s something, alright.”



Captain Zhang looked ready to pop a blood vessel.  “So, when you said you had something, you meant…?”



Astera exchanged a glance with Felder, then said, “We meant we have no fucking clue what this stuff is.  It’s a brand new mineral, Cap.  We’re in uncharted territory here.”



“Uncharted, potentially lucrative territory, Captain,” Felder hastily added, mismatched hands upraised in an attempt to mollify the reddening captain.  “There’s definitely a market for a nigh-indestructible semiconductor in the galaxy, I can assure you.”



“Fine.  Great.”  Captain Zhang set a foot outside the lab, then said, “All of you get some sleep.  Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”



Sam smirked.  “Well, the local day is 46.7 hours long, so-”



“Stow it, Hyatt,” the captain said as he left.
















Sam emerged from the head from brushing her teeth to find Astera wrapped in a blanket, looking at a map of the galaxy on their bunk’s holo.  “Hey, Astera?  I just wanted to apologize for being kind of a bitch earlier today.  I’ve been on edge since I first got this assignment, is all, and–”



Astera was already waving away her apology.  “Already forgotten, Sam.  I shouldn’t have gone infantilizing a fellow PhD, anyways.”  She gave Sam a winning smile.  “Old habits, I guess.”



Sam smiled back, then gestured at the galaxy map.  “What’s this?”



“Oh, just a little ritual of mine.  Helps take the sting out of homesickness some, is all.”  Astera shifted over on her bunk.  “Wanna join me?”



“Sure,” Sam said as she sat next to her.  She saw that two locations on the map were highlighted: one, their current location, Kohatu Nui, and the other, about twenty thousand light years away, the chilly, fertile planet of Novaya Ray.  “Is that your homeworld?”



“Yep.  Born ‘n raised.  I’ve got two little sisters still going to university there.”  Astera sounded wistful as she said, “It helps to put the distance in perspective like this.  Like, if you zoom out far enough, you can still have home on the same map as you.”  There was a throaty chuckle.  “It’s silly, I know, but it helps to stop trying to fathom how far apart I am from them.”



“That’s a neat way of looking at it, though,” Sam said.  She reached across Astera and tapped a quick command into the terminal.  As she sat back up straight, their gazes locked, and for the first time, Sam saw flecks of silver in the depths of the surrounding dark blue of Astera’s eyes.



Hastily, Sam turned away to point at a new location on the map.  “There’s mine, Londinium.”



Astera chuckled again.  “Well, shoot, that’s what, only twenty some light years?  Just a hop, skip and a jump away.”  Astera stared at her, a sleepy smile on her face.  “Practically a girl next door.”



Sam felt the room get a little warmer.  “What, um, what are your sisters’ names?”  Sam noticed out of the corner of her eye that the map had gone out of focus.



“Ilia and Selena.  Our parents were always the poetical sort.”  Again, that smooth, throaty chuckle.  “Their Sun, Moon, and Stars, they’d call us.”



“Those are really pretty names,” Sam breathed.  Any semblance of clarity to the holo map was gone, just a blur of light on the periphery of her vision.



Astera was somehow closer to her.  “So I’ve been told,” she said, smile softening at the edges.  “I think Sam’s pretty, too.”



“My name, or…?”  On a far off planet, the mirror in the head shattered, glass shards clattering to the metal floor.



“I think you can figure it out, PhD,” Astera said as she leaned in to lightly brush her lips against Sam’s.



Sam was vaguely aware that Astera’s pupils were completely blown, in the same was that she was vaguely aware her blanket had fallen away, revealing her to be wearing a loose tank top and very little else.  And then, all that mattered was the touch of Astera’s fingers on her cheek, the solidity of Astera’s shoulder beneath her hand, the heat of Astera’s breath–



“Ladies, if I may interrupt,” Simon’s voice echoed tinnily through the overhead speaker.



“You may not,” said Sam.



“Fuck off, Simon,” Astera added.



“Feisty,” said Sam as she mashed her lips against Astera’s once more.  The room was too warm for clothes, and Sam hurriedly began clawing at–



“Ladies, if I can convince you two to extract yourselves from one another, there is a crisis occurring elsewhere on the ship that needs your direct attention.”  Simon’s words grated, as though wasps had gained the ability to sting her via sound.



“The only crisis that needs addressing is twixt my nethers, darlin’.”



“Oh my god.”  Sam threw herself at Astera, and they tumbled to the floor in a heap with the blanket.



“Miss Hyatt, Miss Haugen, I insist that you cease fraternizing and pay attention.  Captain Zhang and Mister Orlov have–”



Simon’s voice continued droning on, but all Sam could hear were the soft, desperate, primal noises coming from Astera, coming from herself, an endless song of sensation expressed beyond the need or means of conscious thought.  A loud hum drowned out all other noise, and all she could feel was the desperate ache deep within her that longed to be filled.



A sudden tickle at her nose, a sudden slackness in her limbs, and Sam slumped to the ground, unsatisfied and yearning, her fading vision showing Astera falling over beside her.
















The first thing Sam became aware of was the harshness of the light above her.  The second was the skullsplitting headache that reverberated through her skull.  The third was that she was lying naked beneath the blanket on her bed.



“Ow,” Sam said as she sat up, eyes shut tight against the wave of nausea that assaulted her.



“Welcome back, Miss Hyatt.”  Simon’s voice sounded frazzled, as though the speaker had blown.



Vague memories started to trickle through her mind, and Sam felt herself submerge in a pool of deep dread.  “Simon, what the hell happened?”



“A number of things, chief among them the premature end of your research operation.  We are currently en route back to company headquarters, where we will wait under quarantine until we can establish you and the rest of the crew are safe to return to duty.”



“Wait, what?  Captain Zhang pulled the plug?”



“I’m afraid not, Miss Hyatt.  As all crew members were affected to some degree by the phenomenon, the company has ceded authority of the mission to an offsite official.  They pulled the plug, so to speak, and I am acting on their authority.”



Corporate override was almost unheard of, except for the most dire of circumstance.  Sam suddenly felt grateful to be alive and in one piece.  “What phenomenon?”



“I have a detailed report ready for your perusal, but in summary, the crystal samples you retrieved from your away mission began to vibrate at varying frequencies as you and the rest of the crew were preparing for bed.  These vibrations somehow caused localized phenomenon in two separate locations on the ship, one of them being your quarters, whereby the vibrations triggered the release of excessive amounts of oxytocin, dopamine, and serotonin in both your and Miss Haugen’s systems.”



“Astera?”  Sam looked over to see Astera asleep in her bunk, a troubled look on her face.  The presence of the loading drone explained how they had both been returned to their respective beds.



“So… it was all, um,”  Sam paused.  “None of that was real?  It was just the planet fucking with us?”



“That is a question only the two of you can answer, Miss Hyatt.  All I can say for certain is your hormone levels were altered, significantly, by an exterior force.  As the two of you have had the majority of your contact with one another within the environment that provided the impetus for your activities, it may be prudent to revisit the matter now that we are elsewhere.”



The news did little to alleviate Sam’s headache.  “You said it happened elsewhere on the ship.  What happened to the captain and Felder?”



“The vibrations triggered a dramatically different response in the two of them, releasing adrenaline and dopamine.  Both Captain Zhang and Mister Orlov became paranoid and aggressive, becoming violent with one another over a dispute regarding food rations.  Their actions rendered it necessary to release sedatives into the ventilation system to prevent further harm to each other and to themselves, and they both remain under heavy sedation in the med bay.”  There was a pause, then, “I also vented sedatives into your quarters as a precautionary measure, as you and Miss Haugen were both also beyond coherent thought by that point.”



That explained the headache.  “Let’s fly right past where you explain why there’s sedatives hooked up to the life support system on the ship.  I take it you jettisoned the samples?”



“Correct, as soon as it became clear they were the source of the phenomenon.”



Sam sighed.  “So what happens now?”



“That’s largely up to you and Miss Haugen, though in the near future I will require your assistance to move Captain Zhang and Mister Orlov into stasis for the journey back to headquarters.  Beyond that, I would encourage you both to return to stasis yourselves, though there are provisions on board for a significantly longer field mission than what transpired, should you choose to dally.”



“Ugh.  I think it’s probably best to put this trip behind us.  I’m going to the galley to get some food and something for this headache.  Send Astera my way when she wakes up?”



“I will relay your wishes to her.”



“Thanks.”  Sam got dressed, then plodded to the galley.



She tried her best to shut out her memories of the previous night, but as she mechanically ate her oatmeal, they flooded back.  It had been years since she’d felt anything even close to that kind of connection with someone, however manufactured it may have been.  It didn’t help that she kept dwelling on the softness of Astera’s lips, the heat of Astera’s body against her own, the–



“Hey, Sam.”



Sam’s spoon pinwheeled away as she looked up to see Astera, a blanket draped over her shoulders, covering a loose shirt and coveralls.  “Hi, Astera.  Did Simon, um, fill you in on what happened?”



“He did.”  Astera refused to look her in the eye as she rehydrated a protein pack.



Sam felt a lead weight form in the pit of her stomach.  “Did you want to talk about it?”



She sighed.  “Not really.  I’ve got a lot to think about.”



Too quickly, Sam nodded.  “Of course.  We should probably sleep on it.”  She gave a tight smile.



The smile Astera gave back fell away almost instantly.  “Sam, I...”  She shook her head.  “Yeah, we should sleep on it.”  She pointed her thumb over her shoulder.  “I’m gonna sleep in the common room.”



Sam felt her face getting hot.  “Sure.  I’ll see you later, then.”



“Yeah.”  She left without another word.



Sam stared at her oatmeal until her vision blurred, and she angrily wiped away her tears before wolfing down the rest of her food.
















Astera was a ghost over the next couple of days, seen only in fleeting glimpses as Sam rounded corners between the galley and her bunk.  



Simon informed Sam after the fact that Astera had volunteered to help inter their incapacitated crewmates to stasis with the loading drone’s assistance while she slept.  Upon learning this, Sam told Simon that she’d had enough, and wanted to get the journey home over with.  Simon agreed to prep a stasis pod immediately.



Sam spent the intervening time collating the last of the data she included in her addendum to Simon’s report on their findings on Kohatu Nui, closing with a strongly worded warning against visitation by humans, and recommending further exploration be done exclusively by remote drone.



She sighed as she signed the document with her personal code, then shuffled to the stasis pod storage chamber.  She pointedly avoided looking at the burned out slag of Felder’s prosthetic arm, as well as the wide gash across Captain Zhang’s face, as she opened her pod.



She had one foot in when she heard a soft noise from behind her.  “Sam, wait.”



Sam’s head snapped up.  “Astera?”



Astera stood in the doorway, hugging herself.  “Hey, Sam,” she said, eyes locked on a blank spot on the wall beside her.  “Would you, um,” she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, “would you want to grab a cup of coffee in the galley with me, before we turn in for the long haul?”  Slowly, wonderfully, her gaze turned to meet Sam’s, and her half-smile let a wave of hope surge through her.



Sam opened her mouth to respond, but Simon cut in to say, “I am afraid I must protest that action, Miss Haugen.  It will delay your return to stasis by several hours as the stimulant runs its course through your system, and you have both expressed a desire to foreshorten this journey as much as possible.”



Astera’s smile widened a fraction as she raised her eyebrows.  “I don’t mind if she doesn’t.”



Sam stared at her for a beat as she swallowed past a sudden thickness in her throat.  “I’d love to.”
      

      
   
      On the Job


      

      
      
         "I'm Colleen Trager from Athelbard Security," Midge said again, trying extra hard to keep her ears perked around the edges of her uniform hat. "Ms. Masimoto's already signed the work order as you can see, and—"



"And if it were up to me," the human at the reception desk snapped, "you throps wouldn't be allowed in the building. So back away while I ascertain what sort of felony you're committing here." His pudgy pink face wrinkling, he held the compad closer to his mirrorspex.



Moving slowly, Midge put an extra five yards of highly polished marble between her and the equally shiny desk, her tail still wagging through the hole in the back of her trousers, her tongue still lolling in that idiotically happy expression her distant collie dog ancestors had pretty much invented. Her enhanced sight, though, let her follow quite clearly the readouts flashing across the inner surface of the guy's shades, and she had to feel sorry for whatever AI he was jacked into.



Fortunately, the AI Midge was jacked into was an order of magnitude brighter than any AI this toady was ever going to meet, so she wasn't worried in the slightest about them twigging to the phony credentials no matter how much they pushed and pulled at them.



Tyg's laughter tickled the inside of her skull. Twigging? the AI asked. Where on Earth did you pick up that archaic turn of phrase?



You should talk, she sent back. Who says 'Where on Earth?' Maybe you'll recall that we're not entirely welcome in that part of settled space?



I could slip us in. Tyg didn't have a face, of course, but Midge had never had any trouble imagining the smug expressions that went with her usual tone of voice.



Ladies? Torvald, for his part, always managed to sound scared through the link. Could we maybe not talk about the places where local law enforcement has 'shoot on sight' orders for us? At least not in the middle of a job?



I swear! Tyg sent. It's like you organics have no sense of fun at all!



Midge had to struggle not to roll her eyes, but at least Tyg had started bantering with Torvald. She'd been oddly deferential toward him when Midge had first brought him into their partnership, rescuing the little terrier from his indentures during a job a year and a half ago. A former schoolmate of hers and trained as a butler, he'd proven to be quite the organizer, too, and Midge had to admit she wouldn't have even known how to start putting this job together if Torvald hadn't—



"You! Throp!" The receptionist crooked an imperious finger in Midge's direction. "Don't move! Security's on its way!"



Midge could almost feel Torvald cringe even though he was safely hidden away in the bowels of The Flying Tyger across town at the spaceport. Her link to Tyg, on the other hand, whirred in her head like a top. The planetary datasphere's quiet, Midge, she sent. If this guy had really twigged to you, half the global defense force'd be on its way.



"Yes, sir!" Midge said out loud, tugging at her hat while she sent, Yeah, he's just being a jerk. "Thank you, sir!" she made sure to add, ignoring the temptation to activate the vocal enhancements that would've rattled the exquisite stonework reaching three stories up to the crystal ceiling, the sky outside as blue and pure as it only ever was on very old and rich worlds or very young and barely cultivated worlds.



Mùchǎng had practically crowed about its place near the top of the "old and rich" category ever since Torvald had guided the ship in for a landing. The ferns wafting their delicate tendrils around the lobby, for instance, glowed with colors and emitted fragrances too vibrant to be natural even though Midge's senses told her they were real. It was all so stereotypically human, purposefully cultivating plastic-looking shrubbery, but then that's how Mùchǎng had become old and rich, wasn't it? Forty-seven different crop developers had headquarters in the planet's various biomes, and the things that grew here didn't seem able to grow anywhere else in settled space.



Her various perceptions began buzzing, and Midge had to fight the urge not to straighten to her full height. A trim, older human male dressed in the same sort of uniform as her had stepped from a corridor across the lobby and was striding easily toward her.



That he wasn't bothering to shield the glow of his enhancements told Midge a great deal about him, and the proprietary way he surveyed the lobby as he moved through it told her several more things. "Good afternoon, Ms. Trager," he said, holding out his right hand. "I'm Lloyd Exeter, head of security here as Maslin Biotech. I hope I haven't kept you waiting."



Taking his hand and shaking it, Midge wished she could be anywhere else in the galaxy. From every indication she could glean, this guy was polite, detail-oriented, focused, maybe as enhanced as she was, and was likely the one person she was going to have to kill before she could leave this damn place.








"Not at all, Mr. Exeter," Midge said, refusing to allow a single note of tension to enter her voice while she frantically reviewed her contingency plans. "I've never been to Mùchǎng before. It looks fascinating."



That's good, Tyg whispered somewhere around her inner ear. Act like it's possible to judge a whole planet by visiting one section of one city. If he thinks you're an idiot, he'll underestimate you when push comes to skull-smashing shove.



Only her long years of working with Tyg kept Midge from flinching, but the AI had a point: Midge set her body mods to signal subservience to this man in every way short of submissive urination.



She could sense Exeter's enhancements picking up the readings she was giving out, but weirdly enough, his smile got gentler instead of more condescending. "It's a lovely world," he said. "That's why I'm honored to do my part to keep it safe." His eyes positively twinkled. "Now, how can I help you today?"



Almost, she forced herself not to stare at him, but an anthrop who didn't get the third degree from the security chief of a place like this would stammer like she'd been given a bouquet of roses. "I...I have a, umm, a work request from—" Midge let herself give a little gasp as if she'd only just realized she was still shaking his hand. Pulling away, she stared at that hand, then at the other one, her eyes opening wider and wider. "My compad!" she exclaimed, squeezing her throat tight to put a squeak of fear behind her words.



But Exeter had already turned to the jerk at the reception desk. "You've still got Ms. Trager's pad, haven't you, Steele?"



The receptionist's face looked like he was trying to swallow something that was still alive and had more legs than he'd been expecting. "Ms. Trager? Really?" He held the compad up by one corner. "I'll likely need a flea bath after this little episode."



"Ah." Exeter took the compad and turned back toward Midge. "A regular Saturday night for you, you mean."



Midge heard Torvald giggle along the link, but the receptionist sputtering nearly drowned the sound out even though it was inside Midge's head. Exeter gestured with the compad toward the corridor he'd emerged from. "Shall we, Ms. Trager?"



Figuring that a meek and mild technician would still be stunned by all this, Midge just nodded and followed, holding her ears at a sort of half mast between up in happiness and down in confusion.



"I hope you can forgive Mr. Steele," Exeter was saying. He looked over his shoulder at her, smiled, slowed, and when Midge slowed as well, his smile became a grin; he stopped, took a step backwards till he was standing beside her, then he gestured again for her to proceed. "Sadly," he went on, Midge starting forward with hesitant steps, "some of our employees seem unable to understand that anyone who's here to help Maslin Biotech is to be treated with the utmost respect." He shook his head. "That's apparently a much less common philosophy of life than I'd like to believe, but then I'm sure I don't need to tell you that."



"Yes, sir," she said because he seemed to be waiting for her to say something. "Thank you, sir."



The quiet gagging sound in her ear, Midge knew, came from Tyg, but the silence from Torvald concerned Midge a great deal more. Focus on the goal, she sent along their link. If you can figure out a way for us to meet our objective without collapsing this guy's head, Torvald, I'm listening. 'No collateral damage' had been her own philosophy of life since her first job, and she took a great deal of pride in the way she'd so far managed to kill only the targets she'd been hired to kill.



Tyg's sigh would've tightened her stomach if she'd been allowing her body to react to such things. Because this wasn't a job like any other: no client, no target she'd been hired to kill, no monetary payoff awaiting them upon completion. Tyg hadn't liked the idea from the beginning—Midge hadn't been crazy about it either—but Torvald had quietly and persistently presented his case. And now?



The mouth of the corridor ahead grew larger, and Midge knew from the schematics that they were heading for the staff elevators. "It's odd, though," Exeter said just as they moved out from the vast openness of the lobby into the confines of the corridor. "Ms. Masimoto's never brought in an external consultant before without having me vet said consultant. She's at her family's hunting lodge this week with limited connectivity, but the text message I got in response to my query implied that your appearance here was to be something of a test. Do you have any information on that point that you can share with me, Ms. Trager?"



Yeah, Tyg sent with a giggle. Tell him a friend of yours has hacked the entire planetary  datasphere and can send him any damn text she wants to.



"I'm sorry, sir," Midge said instead, looking as contrite as she knew how. "My orders simply state that I'm to fly out here and fulfill this work order." She tapped the compad. "I'm not even supposed to unseal it till we're in the elevator."



Exeter was nodding. "Ours is not to reason why and all that." He winked. "I've got a few guesses, though, based on Mr. Steele's reaction to you. I'd say that Ms. Masimoto wants to see how certain of our departments here handle a fully credentialed anthrop visitor."



Midge gave him a smile she didn't remotely feel, then they were rounding a corner, the corridor ending at two elevator doors. Exeter touched the button, and the doors to one of the cars slid open. He made a gesture inviting her to precede him, and Midge stepped inside.








Standing with her back to the elevator wall, Midge let her masked senses open a bit wider, ran her virtual thumbs over the deactivation nodes for all six of the hidden energy bolt blasters that were currently trained on her, and waited for Exeter to push the 'door close' button.



With a waggle of his eyebrows, he did, but once the doors clicked shut, seriousness came over him like sudden ice over the surface of a pond. "What part of your orders can you share with me, then, Ms. Trager?"



Midge didn't make a show of punching the code into her compad the way she'd planned: this wasn't the sort of situation she'd expected to find herself in, after all. A few quick strokes, all very subtle and professional, and she nodded to the buttons beside the elevator door. "Could we have the eighteenth floor, please?"



His eyebrows going up again, Exeter pressed that number on the panel. "Interesting," was all he said.



The ride went by smoothly and quickly, Midge preparing her measures and countermeasures. Still, she could almost hear Torvald's heart beating faster and faster, could almost see his stubby claws whisking over the surface of his compad, running probability scenarios to try meeting the challenge she'd given him. Changing plans in the middle of a job, after all, was something else she never did...



A tiny jolt signaled their arrival, and the elevator doors opened onto a much simpler lobby than the showplace downstairs: a square, gray-and-burgundy carpeted area with two hallways leading off to the right and the left. In the middle, a dark-haired, dark-skinned young human woman sat at a desk, her brow wrinkling and her gaze darting back and forth between Midge and Exeter. "Lloyd?" the woman asked. "What's this?"



Exeter looked over at Midge. Midge stepped off the elevator, offered her compad to the woman, and said, "I'm afraid I'll need to ask that this entire floor be evacuated, please."



"What?" The woman's gaze did some more darting, this time between Midge and the pad. "Is...is this some kind of joke?"



Say it, Midge, Tyg muttered. Say, 'I don't hear anybody laughing' like they would in a movie. Please, Midge?



Not saying anything at all, Midge instead concentrated on exuding an air of authority. That seemed to settle the young woman's attention on the compad, and her little gasp told Midge she was finally seeing what it said. She picked up a stylus, tapped it to Midge's compad, tapped it against her own, and stared at the several lines of text that popped onto her screen. And if Tyg was as good as Midge knew she was, that would be followed by—



Without another second's hesitation, the woman's fingers began flying over her pad, and a something that sounded like a heavily muffled gong began going off. "All personnel," the young woman said, and Midge could hear the echo of her words from each of the two side corridors. "This is not a drill. I repeat: this is not a drill."



Because, Tyg offered with an audible smirk, I am indeed that good.



Midge retrieved her pad and opened the sensor app Torvald had built based on the records he'd found detailing Athelbard Security's usual practices. Looking over, she kept herself from smiling to see Exeter pulling up a very similar-looking app on his own pad, and together, they scanned the white-coated humans who began trickling into the little lobby.



The humans seemed to know the drill, spreading their arms and legs so Midge could wave her pad around them before they continued in an orderly fashion to the door marked 'Stairway' to the right of the elevators. That Midge didn't find any illicit data storage devices surprised her, but since it made her job a little easier, she certainly wasn't going to complain.



Finally, the young woman rose from her desk. She walked over to Exeter, he scanned her, and she left by the stairway door as well. The muffled gong was still sounding, but Exeter reached over, tapped the compad the woman had left there, and everything went quiet. "And now?" he asked.



A few taps brought Midge's forged orders back to the screen. "Room 1811," she said, nodding to the right-hand corridor. "That way, I believe?"



This got some more raised eyebrows from Exeter, but he started up the right-hand corridor, Midge falling in behind him. Numbered doors went by in the beige walls, their sequence confirming what Midge already knew. "At the bend in the hall," she said.



Exeter glanced back, but he didn't speak. A few more steps brought them to 1811; she pushed the door open, and Midge followed him in.



It could've been any advanced biotech lab on this planet or any other. It wasn't, of course, and now that Midge was here, the original plan had called for a very careful but very thorough demolition of everything here. Including—



Tell him! Torvald's sending came to her more frantically than usual. He's a decent human being, and when he learns what they're doing here, he'll...he'll help you destroy it!



His little stutter at the end told her that this solution hadn't passed his probability tests. Which meant he wasn't relying on anything except his gut.



Midge? Tyg's voice cut into her ears. Don't you dare—



But Midge was already throwing off her masks, letting the full extent of her enhancements yawn and stretch and bristle to life. Exeter's widening eyes told her that his own enhancements were letting him know exactly what was going on, so she kept her voice quiet and calm. "We need to talk," she said.








"Well, well, well." Exeter stood a little straighter. "I had my suspicions as soon as I saw you, but I just couldn't figure out why anyone would hire the notorious Canis Major to assassinate a nobody like me."



"Not you." Midge jerked her chin toward the data storage units and computer stations behind him. "What they're brewing up here."



His forehead wrinkled, so Midge went on. "It's a highly contagious mechavirus that very specifically targets the modified genetic sequences that separate us anthrops from our ancestor animals: our brains and our voice boxes and our upright posture and all that. Certain humans have apparently decided that putting us together a century-and-a-half ago was a mistake, and these genocidal little nanobots are their way of dismantling us from the inside out."



She could feel Tyg and Torvald both holding their breaths. "Maslin's the most paranoid company I've ever seen," she continued, "so we take out this room, it's likely the formula gets lost for good." At least, all of Torvald's research pointed to that conclusion. "You're a reasonable person, Mr. Exeter. Surely you can see—"



"Ah." Exeter held up a finger. "But ours is not to reason why, remember?" The pseudoskin burst from the adamant struts of his hands, and he fired a full volley of bolt blasts directly at her.



Amping up and warping her magnetic field, she deflected the blasts. Not back at him, though: back into the data storage units. As she'd thought, his enhancements nearly rivaled her own, so when his bolts struck, they blew through the type ten shielding like it was rice paper.



"No!" he shouted, and he let fly another volley. Again, she bent their paths, sent them crackling and sizzling back into the irreplaceable lab equipment, but one incoming missile didn't deviate. Her targeting senses identified it immediately, and she threw herself sideways, spun in midair, and aimed a blast of her own, incinerating the nasty little thing. A bioemp bomb—a damn powerful one, too—designed to short out an enhanced nervous system as thoroughly as an old-fashioned EMP could short out a radio set.



Which pretty much settled the question for Midge. She brought her own batteries to bear on the man, and when he deflected her bolts back at her, she recharged them and scattered them to the four corners of the room, everything they touched shattering to dust.



But of course, his enhancement only nearly rivaled hers: he missed the bioemp she tossed at him while her bolts kept his system busy. It struck him like a bolt of lightning, his enhanced muscles seizing up and freezing him into a grimacing statue of meat and metal. He toppled over without a sound.



She plastered the room with a few more volleys, slagged Exeter's head just to be sure—he probably had personogram backups recorded somewhere, anyway—then blew a hole in the wall so she could jump out into Mùchǎng's lovely clear blue sky.



That alarms weren't hooting from every street corner eighteen stories below surprised her a little, but, well, this was one of the more civilized places in settled space, wasn't it? Other than cooking up the odd genocide here and there, of course...



The silence over her links bothered her more than anything else, though. Sure, her partners had their own portions of the plan to take care of at this point, but she could usually feel Torvald's ragged breathing against the inside of her neck. She did hear some sirens from the direction of the space port as she reached the top of her arc and started curving ever so gently downward, and turning in that direction, she almost cheered to see the streamlined shape of The Flying Tyger barreling toward her at speeds she was sure local traffic control must be objecting to.



Slowing her perceptions and maxxing her shield power, she used her magnetics to meet the wonderfully predictable course Torvald was piloting and barely got the wind knocked out of her when she slammed into the ship's own magnetic grip, wrapping around her as welcoming as a warm blanket on a winter night. The process was automatic after that, sliding her into the specially designed docking bay that Tyg had charmingly christened The Coffin. I'm aboard, she sent. Status?



Covering you, Tyg responded immediately. I've scrambled their systems so bad, they're shooting at each other instead of you. Come and get me, though, will you? I think we might want to add this place to our 'do not call' list.



Roger that. And since she still wasn't hearing ragged breathing, she swallowed in her darkened, form-fitting pod and asked, Status, please, Torvald? She knew he was okay—somebody was flying the ship, after all—but she needed to know... You remember where we left Tyg, right?



His sigh almost seemed to ruffle the fur between her ears. In geosynchronous orbit. I've got her pod all ready, then we can hit the tunnel drive and be on our way.



Thanks, Torvald. She wanted to pop the top off her pod, climb up to the bridge and rub the fur between his own ears, but she was pretty much running on fumes at this point. I'm sorry we couldn't make things work out back there.



I just was hoping that maybe... He sighed again. But once we pick up Tyg, I'm setting course for somewhere out of the way like Delieb or Marches. We need to lay low for a while, make sure this actually crippled the mechavirus's development, and, I dunno, maybe take a little R&R?



A snort from Tyg. You organics are so delicate! Almost as delicate as the AIs 'round these parts. So, yeah, the sooner we get back to the frontier, the better I'll like it.



All right, then. Midge settled back and let the diagnostic programs trickle into her. Wake me up when it's dinnertime, all right?
      

      
   
      Semper Fortis


      

      
      
         “Vampire, Vampire!  Bearing 290!”



“Weapons free,” snapped Captain Grayson.  “Hard right rudder, set course two five degrees, all ahead flank.  Set General Quarters.”



The bellow of the USS Cooperstown’s gas turbines ramping up to full speed came almost instantly, a tribute to many hours of drill time the captain had put his mismatched crew through en route to their dangerous mission.  It still would not matter one bit if the ship did not fight its way through this attack.



“Missile away,” called out the Air Warfare Officer, a fuzz-cheeked young Japanese boy with the tragic nickname of Junebug, who looked like a child in his baggy navy uniform.  His age did not affect the speed at which his fingers danced over the controls before the roar of the departing missile had died away, priming a second shot in case the first one missed.  Launching without confirmation was far from normal Navy procedure, but Grayson was operating about as far away from the staff pukes who had written the manual as was earthly possible, and he would rather waste a missile on a false contact than have some Chinese fighter jockey paint a US flag on the side of his jet.



“What have you got on that vampire?” growled Grayson while trying to hold onto something solid to compensate for the tilt of the ship in the tight turn.



“Range twelve klicks, speed subsonic, missile locked and closing,” snapped Junebug, followed almost instantly by the Electronic Warfare Operator by his side.



“EWS says it’s a Chinese TL-10, dropping down to sea-skimming… damnit!  No contact!



“That’s a miss,” said Junebug, his voice dropping to something closer to calm.  “It’s still out there, closing.  Time to impact one minute.”



“Course nine zero degrees,” snapped Grayson.  “Chaff and flares ready.”



“Second vampire detected,” rattled off the AWO as if it were a video game.  “Missile away.”



“No ship on radar other than a fishing boat,” said the Surface Warfare Officer, who was as old as the missile jockey was young.  “Told you we should’a Harpooned it the minute we saw it.  Brace for impact?”



“Brace for impact,” called out Captain Grayson, shocked out of his momentary mental paralysis by the grizzled old veteran.  “All hands, brace for impact.”



“All hands,” shouted the duty officer into the intercom, “brace for impact, port side.  This is not a drill.  Repeat, this is not a drill.”



“Yes!  Second contact destroyed,” snapped the AWO.  “Take that, you chinks.  First contact should be above radar horizon in ten— NOW!”



The Rolling Airframe Missile launcher coughed, sending a streak of red fire out against the ocean just moments before the countermeasure launchers thumped, both driven by the video-game reflexes of a sailor who most probably had not been born when the ship’s keel had been laid down.



“Right full rudder,” snapped Captain Grayson before the tactical officer grabbed him and dragged him to the deck.



“Everybody down!” bellowed Petty Fuentes.  “Hit the deck!”



The sharp ‘Blaaaat’ of the CIWS punctuated an explosion to the aft of the ship, making the armored windows of the bridge shake, but not burst into deadly fragments that would have shredded every person who had not flattened.  Captain Grayson staggered back to his feet with the rest of the bridge crew, barking out a quick, “Damage?”



“Radar good,” said the teenaged AWO over the ringing in Grayson’s ears.  “No contacts.”



“Minor shrapnel damage to the flight deck, no fire.”



“Do you want to kill that Chinese fishing boat now, Captain?”  Command Master Chief Petty Officer Fuentes punched in the coordinates of the mentioned boat with experienced fingers that had most likely done the task a hundred times in drills.



“The missiles didn’t come from the fishing boat,” said Seaman Dikes at the electronic warfare station, which shared a display with his young friend.  “See that, Hiro?  They came in with a fishhook turn from behind the island.”



“That’s not much of an island,” said Seaman Junebug.  He poked one thin finger at the display and traced a circle.  “If they were more than a few hundred meters back, they could shoot over it, but if they’re huddled up to the side—”



“Yeah, that’d give SSM’s a fit.”  Dikes grabbed a post-it note off the stack next to her and scribbled a ship-shape on it.  “I’d stick a missile boat at anchor against the shoreline here and use the fishing boat to spot for it.  There must be a few hundred Chinese PTs with T-10s still floating.”



“Most of ‘em carry four,” cautioned Junebug, who turned his attention back to the radar screen with an abrupt jerk.



“If you children are done,” cautioned Petty Fuentes, “we have a spotter to kill.  If I can get the radar to lock onto it.”



“Shit!”  Seaman Dikes jabbed at her EWS console.  “They’ve changed their transponder to squawk a Greenpeace code and turned off their radar.”



Several months ago in the middle of the on-again-off-again Wet Firecracker War, Greenpeace had triumphantly announced how it had hacked both forces and introduced viruses into their weapon systems so that China and the US would be forced to declare peace.  The Americans blamed the Chinese for using Greenpeace as a proxy for their military.  China remained quiet.  A month later, Greenpeace’s headquarter in the Netherlands vanished in a truck bombing with radioactive waste sprinkled in the explosives, but that did not help the chaos left behind.



“Harpoon’s are out,” said Fuentes.  “They’re all Block Three and got corrupted firmware updates, so they won’t lock on with the surface radar giving them targeting cues.  Transponder gives us a clean target, but I don’t have anything for you to hit it with, sir.  Should I arrange a boarding party again?”



“Not with that potential patrol boat out there.  We’ll take it out with Sea Sparrows when the time is right.  Set course two eight zero, slow to full speed so we don’t stress the engines.  How long to launch an observation drone?”  



Captain Grayson bit his bottom lip while staring out the bridge window, wishing that he could just get to where he needed to launch the helicopter rescue mission instead of screwing around with the scattered remnants of the Chinese coastal forces.  It would be nice to have a task force sweeping into the assault with a few hundred Marines, a wave of cruise missiles to take out any fixed defenses, and the air cover of a carrier battle group, but the only carrier that had survived so far was the USS Vinson tied up in a dock in the radioactive ruins of San Diego, and Grayson felt confident that it would remain there until it decayed into rust before Fleet would get up the courage to put it out to sea again.



“We’ve got the Blackjack stowed to make space for the chopper,” said his executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Stack, who had been arranging things for their primary mission during the initial attack and just stumbled onto the bridge.  “There’s some concussion damage in the area, but we can’t bring it out and the helicopter both.  We can get a Wasp up right now if you want.”



“Do it.  Our helo has top priority once we get clear.”  Grayson forced himself to breathe slower, waiting for the sound of another incoming missile or torpedo—  “Spotters to the sides,” he relayed to his XO.  “Watch for torpedo tracks.  It’s not much, but we’re nearly deaf at this speed, and I don’t want to loiter.  And ready the Nixie.”



“Aye, sir.”



The blue-green underwater laser plotter on the bow should be able to pick up an incoming torpedo track or an unexpected underwater mountain, but Grayson was not feeling very lucky.  The US Navy had left far too many state-of-the-art hulls littering the seafloor around China’s coast to make the aging ship he was in command more than just another statistic if he got sloppy.  The buzz of the launching drone was at least a little comforting, although it left his EWS operator doing double-duty with the Apple laptop tied down to the side of her station.  There should have been an official Navy installation for the device with a Navy guide and Navy procedures to follow involved in every shipboard system, but the first nuke that had gone off in the San Francisco harbor had scattered the US forces in order to not give the unknown enemy a concentration of forces to hit.  The important Navy ships had gotten first pick of the replacements and supplies after that.  The older and more slipshod ships with flakey electronics systems and patchwork weapon systems had to scrounge for what they got, which was how Grayson wound up with a pair of Japanese teenagers working the Cooperstown’s digital eyes and ears.



“Drone aloft and relaying,” said Seaman Dikes.  “Headed for the fishing trawler, ETA four minutes or so.”



“Negative.  Take it over Quinpeng Island.”  Grayson moved over to the laptop and looked over Dikes’ shoulder.  “Keep it high.”



“Too high and we won’t see the patrol boat,” said Dikes, but she did raise the nose of the drone and gained altitude.



“I don’t think that’s a patrol boat up there.  Commander Stack, remember that report we had of the Chinese welding one-shot missile tubes to their Kilo class subs to make up for their torpedo shortage?”



“Yes, sir.  That’s awful shallow water for a sub, though.”



“If I’m right, that’s a good thing.”  Grayson pointed to the digital chart and the fuzzy aerial photo of the tiny island.  “Those subs are getting really old, and submerging one does not guarantee it will come back to the surface, particularly since Russia started shipping them booby-trapped spare parts.  Every time they dive, that’s more wear and tear on their batteries, and a greater chance of something rupturing.  They’re almost blind against our own subs, and the Chinese have sunk more than one of their own by accident.  So if they strip them of all their torpedoes but one salvo and leave them docked beside an island like this—”



“We should be expecting a torpedo, I presume?”  The XO measured several quick distances on the digital map.  “We’re within their range, if they dogleg it.”



“The closer and dumber we get, the more the Chinese captain will like it.  The fishing boat isn’t trying to get away, is it, TO?”



Fuentes scowled at the digital display.  “No, sir.  Our present course and speed will let us pass Quinpeng Island in thirteen minutes, and intercept the trawler in about twenty.”



“Right about there.”  The captain’s finger tapped the map display.  “Right where we go past the island.  The water’s shallow, just perfect for mines.  I’ll bet there’s a minefield laid from the edge of the beach down to the deeper water on both sides of the island.  If that is a sub laid up over there, they’ll have spotters up on the hill by now, and there’s not a darned thing they have to do but watch the big, dumb American ship go plowing into the minefield and blow up.  And if we do miss the mines, they can put a shot right into our tail when we drive by.  We’d never pick up the sub on radar with that island next to it, and our active sonar would be worthless.  They wouldn’t even have to submerge to periscope depth.”



“So, we scrub the rescue mission, sir?”  Commander Stack zoomed the display out and measured.  “Two hours until sunset and thirty kliks out from our planned position.  That’s cutting the chopper’s fuel reserves tight.  The zoomies aren’t going to last too many days out in the woods without all the luxuries they’ve gotten used to on base.”



Their primary mission resulted from the Air Force ‘quietly’ sending seven B-21 bombers into China to deal with what the Americans called a geosynchronous satellite laser swatter, but the Chinese called an ‘experimental satellite defense platform’ several days ago, but one of the bombers had caught a golden BB on its way back out and crashed.  Fortunately, the burning bomber had remained on autopilot after the two man crew ejected, crashing twenty minutes later into a forest somewhat north of the USS Cooperstown’s present position.  Unfortunately, one of the pilots of the most sophisticated flying machine on the planet managed to prang his simple parachute into a tree and break his leg, so simply hiking to the shore and waiting for a rowboat was right out.  This section of the coast was slightly less radioactive than the straits between Taiwan and China, so the pilots were not likely to glow in the dark if their rescue were delayed by a day or two, but…



“Seaman Hu, is the fishing trawler broadcasting any radio signals?”



Hu nodded, although the chubby Hawaiian kept his eyes closed, concentrating on the headset he had plugged into the ship’s radio systems.  Grayson doubted he had even moved during the missile attack, because nothing could distract the Chinese immigrant when he had his mind set.    “Their radio operator has a terrible Gansu accent, but they’re broadcasting in the clear with code words, so I don’t think they’ve got a current encryption key for their scrambler.  Did you want to challenge them, sir?”



“Standard command, heave to and prepare to be boarded, yes.  Repeat at intervals.  Try to sound German.”



“Ja, mein Kapitän.”  The young linguist turned to his microphone with statico commands while Captain Grayson held a quick bridge conference, sketching out the details of his plan of action and keeping an eye on the drone’s video feed.  Since the hacked surface radar network fed both the Harpoon missiles and the 76mm gun, accurate targeting of the fishing trawler was nearly impossible, but there was no such issue in giving the top of the small island a high-explosive massage.



Firing single shots and adjusting the fall of the shells provided enough smoke and dust to allow the drone a single pass over the island, revealing a bustle of activity around a slim shape in the water on the other side.



“I think we can arc the shells enough to scare them,” mused Fuentes.



“Kill ‘em, don’t kiss ‘em is what my old Surface Warfare instructor always used to say.  Take another pass over the peak of that island.  I think I see their observation team.”  Grayson waited until the drone lined up on the stubby peak and pointed with one finger.  “Target laser and set up fire mission, five rounds rapid.”



“Aye, Captain.  Seeker, five rounds rapid on the way.”  The slow, steady thumping of the 76mm gun abruptly turned into a staccato thumpathumpathumpa, followed by a brief pause as the ammunition feed switched back to standard high-explosive.  The top of the island fairly erupted in flames on the screen, with the distinct image of a human being, or at least most of a human body flying up into the air before the signal was abruptly cut by a piece of flying debris.



“That should do it,” said Grayson.  “Ready the decoy, Dikes.  Junebug, give me two Sea Sparrows on that target up ahead.”



The words had barely left his mouth before the roar of two RIM-162 ESSM missiles filled the bridge, streaking downrange to the fishing trawler like bright dots, then big puffy clouds of airburst detonation.



He did not expect the massive explosion that followed, a blast so strong that Grayson blinked and turned away with the instinctive motions of somebody who had seen one nuclear explosion and did not want to see another.  The detonation was far too small to be a nuke, but the tower of flame and smoke rising from the target could probably have been seen in Taiwan.



“Holy shit,” murmured his XO.  “Glad we didn’t board that ship.”



“Take a memo, Commander Stack.  As of this point, we no longer board enemy fishing vessels in the vicinity for resupply, no matter how low on fuel we are.”  Grayson checked the course plot, and took a judging look at the nearness of the island.  “Dikes, drop the decoy.  Helm, bring us around to two five degrees, slow to twenty knots.  Go to ECM blackout state.”



“Course two five degrees at twenty knots, aye.  Powering off all radiation sources,” echoed the XO.  



Behind them, the crew rolled what looked like a fifty-five gallon barrel off the fantail, but on hitting the water, it rapidly inflated a huge mylar balloon with several small flares, making an oddly-shaped heat source that was boosted by a digital recorder squawking on both radio frequencies and through several speakers in the main body.  It never would have passed through the Navy procurement system, and it only lasted five minutes or so, but the captain had approved making several of them out of scrap at the last port call, and certainly no enemy would ever anticipate seeing a giant inflated dog or mouse bobbing in the ocean.  Besides, it had turned into a bit of a creativity contest for the stressed Americans, who were halfway around the world and needed something to distract them.



“Twilight Sparkle is broadcasting,” said Dikes, taking a look at the rear camera on the bridge and watching the glittering silver alicorn bob in the waves of their passage.  “No other signals detected.”



The island crawled by at the slow headway the Cooperstown was making on traveling to the other side of the island, but the activity on the bridge more than made up for the slow pace.  Another Wasp drone was prepared for launching, the VLS system was programmed for an ASROC launch, and the surface warfare computer system was being purged and reset to clear the lockouts that the Greenpeace hacks had activated.



“Seems a little overkill to use an ASROC and a Harpoon on the same target,” said Seaman Junebug once he had the system set up.



“There is no overkill,” said Hu, “there is only Open Fire and Reload.”



“Amen.”  Captain Grayson checked the surface plot again.  “Launch the Siren.  Let’s give that sub something to watch other than its ass.  And prep the gun with laser seeking rounds.”



The countermeasures launcher gave a solid thud and the British rocket popped up into the air, rocketing to a spot a few kilometers further west and deploying a parachute before broadcasting a radio signal designed to look like the Cooperstown’s radar.



“Coming up on the intercept point.  Launch the Wasp but don’t turn on the camera until it clears the island.”



“EM free launch, aye.”  Seaman Dikes tracked the dot on her laptop screen while the XO counted down the time.  “Coming up on signal in fifteen.  Fourteen.  Thirteen.”



“Harpoon set to Vector Launch,” said Fuentes.  “Main gun loaded with seeker rounds.”



“ASROC programmed and set,” said Junebug.



“And… we’re live.”  The Wasp drone’s camera began transmitting, and an image of the rocky nitche where the sub had been resting filled the screen, only the submarine was moving away from its safe anchorage with a few crewmembers still scrambling to get down the hatch before it dove.



“Launch,” said Captain Grayson.  “Surface action, no radar.  Bring the gun around, just in case they miss.  Ready with guided rounds, slow to ten knots.”



The thunderous double-whoosh of launching shook the bridge, one missile roaring up at a low angle before it dropped the solid-fuel booster and extended its wings, while the other shot nearly straight up.



“Harpoon approaching programmed turn,” said Fuentes.  “Radar active, homing on any target it can find.”



“ASROC is still falling,” said Junebug.



“High-frequency screws, dopplering away.”  The sonar operator, who had been nearly silent to this point, regarded his waterfall display with his nose almost pressing against the glass.  “Looks like two torpedoes, fired at the location of the Siren decoy.”



“That was too close.  Dikes, is the sub laser designated yet?”



“Aye, sir.”



“Give him five guided rounds, standard.”



Between the gun rounds punching holes in the top deck, the Harpoon missile ripping into the conning tower, and the late-arriving torpedo from the ASROC, there was not much remaining of the Chinese submarine as it ruptured and sank.  The torpedoes were still running, so Grayson kept the Cooperstown still and silent until they ran out of fuel.  Then he brought the ship back around to the leeward side of the island and considered his next move while the ship secured from General Quarters and some of the screaming tension eased out of his nerves.



Sinking a submarine and a decoy trawler did not bring him one step closer to rescuing the Air Force pilots, because the Chinese defense forces may have been chopped up and distracted by nuclear strikes and internal rebellion, but they still had guns and bombs a plenty to pursue one obsolete US frigate once they got their act together.  Seaman Hu interrupted Grayson’s musing with a quick hand motion beckoning the captain over while holding a hand over his microphone.



“Captain, I’ve got somebody from the Chinese command calling on the same frequency as the fishing trawler was using, asking for a status report.  I don’t think they had a chance to send a message before we blew them up.”



Grayson considered his situation, weighing the survival of his ship and crew against their assigned mission and the certainly alerted Chinese forces.  “Do you think you can impersonate our exploding friends?” he asked.  “We’ve got a burning ship we can claim was us, and I’m not sure if the sub got a message off.”



Hu just grinned.  “I bet I can have them asking us to bring them some fish.”



“No glowing sushi for the Chinese military,” cautioned Grayson.  “Keep it simple, as long as they stay off our fantail for the evening.  If the helo takes off at sunset with extra jerrycans of fuel, we can have the Air Force pilots back here by sunrise and be gone.”



“Yes, sir.”  The chubby Hawaiian gave Grayson an abbreviated salute before returning to his microphone, leaving the captain to see to the rescue mission preparations.



Then came the worst part.



In combat, every order he gave could make or break the ship.  The SH-60A vanishing off into the darkness was a factor he could not control.  He had given the helo everything he could think of, from a forged transponder code the ESM operator had pulled off a military transport some distance inland to several recorded responses in Chinese in case they met one of the air-defense artillery installations.  The only thing he could do was sit and worry in the darkness, with the ship running civilian lights and Seaman Hu snoozing by the radio in case of an unexpected query.



The USS Cooperstown steamed in glacial circles, no more than two or three knots, just enough to keep the towed array from snagging on the ocean floor and the passive sonar ensign busy marking out other ship traffic in the formerly busy waterway.  He took a few short naps in the peaceful darkness, broken by a curious Chinese fighter who overflew the area shortly after sunset, and the sonar operator talking to one of the other sailors about an old Chinese nuke boat rattling and clattering in the general area of Grayson’s planned escape route back to Taiwan.



The dawning sun had just begun to paint the horizon in dusky red shades when the Coop’s helicopter skimmed into view, making the difficult landing in one smooth attempt and shutting down the rotors.  Grayson immediately gave the orders to turn for open waters at a slow cruising speed, ‘sailing casually’ as the helmsman like to call it.  There were no holes in the helo, or injuries to the disembarking crew other than the aforementioned pilot’s broken leg, so a small section of tension on Grayson’s heart lifted.  The rest would not go away until the ship was once again docked on the far side of Taiwan, and even then Captain Grayson would still have a part of his soul onboard.



Far too many ships had fallen over the last few years for Grayson to believe he was going to make it through this war alive.  Death would come for him by blazing missile or silent torpedo, and the only thing he could do until that day was do his duty to his country, his crew, and his oath.



He took a few peaceful hours to stare out across the waves and soak in the beauty of the morning before returning to his cabin.  Tomorrow there would be another mission, and he needed to rest.





O Captain! my Captain! our fearful trip is done,

The ship has weather’d every rack, the prize we sought is won,

The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,

While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring;

          But O heart! heart! heart!

              O the bleeding drops of red,

                  Where on the deck my Captain lies,

                      Fallen cold and dead.



 

— Walt Whitman


      

      
   
      Second Chance


      

      
      
         “You were touched once.”



I raise an eyebrow as the willowy, raven-haired woman takes the chair across from me.  The cafe has plenty of open tables. “I beg your pardon,” I say, crossing my arms as she settles herself. This never happens, and it won't end well.



“Oh, not in that way.”  She says, giving me an appraising look.  I return the favor, appreciating the faint scent of jasmine she brings, and the way she fills out her lavender blouse.  “Well, that has happened, too, but that is a pedestrian matter.”



Of course she's not interested. I shift my laptop between us. “What do you mean?” I bristle, my eyebrows knotting. “And who are you?”



She shook her head and tsks.  “There is more to the world than spreadsheets. You have seen something. Glimpsed a deeper truth. Something you cannot explain.”



I snort.  I flew into town yesterday, and haven't even started working on the client pitch yet. Looks like I picked the wrong cafe to work in.  “That's so vague, it could mean anything.  What are you, some sort of fortune teller?”



The cafe door opens, the sweet-toned tinkle of its bell sending a shiver of deja vu down my spine and snapping my gaze to it like a magnet. There’s nothing unusual – just a customer leaving. I turn back to the woman, not saying anything, but I don't have to.



“You have.”  She leans forwards, her eyes locking with mine. Only then do I notice the color, as they flash like firelight, a shade that can't decide if it wants to be amber or gold. “Tell me about it.”



Reluctantly, my tongue does as bid. “It was in Tokyo, some years ago. I was there for a class.  It was late and I was headed back to the hotel. I think I might have been at a bar or something, I can't remember exactly.  But not because of the beer – I hadn't had much.



“I got off the subway at Tochōmae, down beneath the Tokyo Metropolitan Government building.  I was heading for the exit, but it's like a maze down there, no matter how good the signs are.”  I absently tap a finger on the table.  “Have you ever been to Japan?”



She makes a noncommittal noise.



“Well, if you have, or you go, then you know how clean everything is.  Even during rush hour it's tidy.  At night, it's practically spotless. That station in particular was fancy – it felt more like I was touring a modern art museum than walking back from my train, all white granite and polished black tile everywhere.



“Anyhow, I had made it almost up to the street.  It had been a long day, and I was enjoying the evening quiet.



I pause to look at my inquisitor, but she just returns my gaze, her sunset eyes betraying nothing.



“Then I heard the bell.  It had a high, pure tone, kind of like the one here,” I said, gesturing back at the entryway.  “But more resonant. It definitely wasn’t a recording, and it seemed so out of place that I stopped and looked around, but couldn't see the source.  There wasn't anyone around at all, actually.



“I started moving, but only made it a few feet before it rang again.  At this point I was getting more curious, and this time it rang longer, so I doubled back to track down the source. It was coming from a hallway I'd passed by earlier, a plain, bare passage that sloped down a long ways until it curved out of sight to the left.



“Curiosity kept me going, until I was about fifteen feet from the bend and then… I hesitated.  I don't remember exactly why. I was tired, the hallway was long, and I felt suddenly silly.  What was I expecting to find?”



“I do not know.” Her voice is low.  “What were you expecting to find?”



I shake my head.  “I don’t remember, though I’m not sure I knew even then.  I think a part of the me was hoping it was a miko-a priestess, or a magical schoolgirl or something crazy like that.” I smile crookedly. “I guess I’ve watched too much anime.  It was probably just a wind chime in a vent.”



“But you are not certain.”



“I’ll never know.  I turned away and walked back to the escalator.  Halfway up, the bell stopped ringing.  I thought about going back, but then, at the top, there were people again.  Behind me as well.  It was like someone had flipped a switch, and now everyone was coming out of the woodwork.  I waited a little bit, but that was it.”



“You poor fool.”



I was quiet for a long moment. “I've thought that sometimes.”



“Then why not go, if you were so close?  You have thought of this more than you admit.  Were you so afraid of what you might find?”



“Not exactly.  Not afraid of what I might find.”  I sigh.  “More afraid of what I might not find.  As long as I didn’t look, it could still be something more than a wind chime in a vent.  I suppose it was silly, but in a way it kept the magic alive.”



She gives an unladylike snort.  “And so do you kill it in the name of keeping it alive.”



My eyes widen.  “Just what do you mean by that?”  I say, leaning forward.  “You said I'd been touched. You saw something, without me saying a thing.  Is there something to that, or is this just some weird routine that you use on random guys that wander into the wrong Starbucks?”



Her eyes narrow as she looks at me.  “Not random guys.  Just ones afraid to face the world. Still, something may yet be gained.” 



“What?”



“Do not concern yourself about it.  If turning a corner is so distressing, than this will be a relief to you.”  She licks her lips and leans forward across the table, her hand resting atop mine.  “I will make certain of it.”



Her breath is hot against mine, cutting off my question about what she means when there’s a tugging in my chest and my hand burns where hers lays across it.  I snatch my hand away and there’s a wrenching sensation and I almost fall backwards as I try to put distance between us.  



“What the hell was that?  I don’t know who you are or what you’re doing, but I want no part of it.”



Her eyes flash as she stands.  “You have made that most abundantly clear.  Which was precisely why I acted to relieve the burden from you.”



I cradle my hand to my chest  “If it’s mine, you can’t have it.”



“Fool.  You do not know what you have, and it is not yours to keep,” she says, turning on her heel and striding to the door.



“Hey!  Wait!  You can’t just say things like that and leave!”



I snap the laptop closed and fumble with the case as the damnable door chime sounds.  The buckle fights me and I finally just drop the whole thing, almost knocking the table over as I head for the door.  “Watch my stuff,” I growl as I pass the barista, tossing the shocked looking girl a twenty.  “If it’s still there when I come back, I’ll double it.”



The door slams open as I barge out, berating myself for idiocy the whole way.  This is all probably some sort of setup.  My gear alone is worth a hundred times what I left, and the data a couple magnitudes more.  But whatever the hell that woman had been going on about has me by the spine.



I glance back and forth, spotting a flash of purple disappearing around the corner to my right.  I take off again in pursuit.  



Rounding the corner I see that she’s opened up a sizeable lead on the crowded sidewalk, practically dancing around the other pedestrians.  I don’t have her same luck, but the crowd melts away with shouts and curses as I barrel forward.  



She still reaches the corner and crosses the street well ahead of me, pacing herself so that she reaches the far side just as the light changes.  



I have to stop at the curb, gritting my teeth and glaring at the traffic speeding past.  Seeing an a gap, I dart out into the street, dodging the cars and ignoring the screeching brakes and irate honking in my wake.  The city park is up ahead, and I try to put on more speed.



She’s half a block ahead of me, her dress billowing in the wind and her long legs flashing as she runs.  I pelt after her, but only close a fraction of the distance before she reaches the entrance and turns sharply to disappear into its depths.  



A few moments later I’m in as well, but I’ve lost sight of her and have to slow my pace and scan the trees on both sides in case she went off the trail. I hope she hasn’t, and the purple dress would be a dead giveaway in the woods, but I’m not going to take the chance of her slipping away.



It feels like it goes on for miles, but is probably just a few hundred yards before the trail comes to a crossroads in a clearing.  I’m tempted to swear, but two of the paths are over open ground, with no sign of her, so she has to be down the third.  I push myself into a jog again, though I’m starting to feel the strain. 



The path is wooded as well, with birdsong and dappled shade.  I seem to have it all to myself, which would be great, if I was out for a relaxing jog, instead of running myself ragged in pursuit of an enigma.  I’m tempted to turn back but I don’t know which way would be better, so I press on.  At least my hand has stopped burning, though there’s still an ache in my chest, like a deep bruise.



The trail turns and I find myself at one of the other park entrances, standing alone in an empty parking lot.  It’s quiet and still, except for my own panting as I try to catch my breath.  After a moment I straighten up and take a careful look around.  Did I go the right way?  And even if I did, which way do I go from here?  There’s a building with a rear alley, plus a couple sidewalks, not to mention all the cars.



A bell chimes and my blood turns to electric ice.  Deja vu.  I turn my head like a shark, chasing the fading ring.  It beckons me to the alley and I break into a run once more.



My boots crunch on scattered trash until I come to the corner, my feet slowing as I feel that same sense of doubt.  I hesitate and the silence deepens, holding me, but just for a moment.  Then I take two steps and am around, the woman standing in a courtyard before me, a silver bell in her hands.  With a flick of her wrist, its peal rings out again, once, twice, three times.



As the sound fades, I approach her slowly, but she no sign of either fighting or running.  “Who are you?” I ask, stopping a few paces away.



“It is not the time or the place for that,” she replies, lowering the bell.



“That’s hardly useful,” I say, crossing my arms.  “Why me, then?”



“It would seem that there are no better options,” she says, with a sour expression. “At least not while you refuse give up the touch for another.  Why do you fight so for it now, when you would not before?”



“Perhaps I’ve grown, either wiser or more foolish.  Older, certainly.”  I think back, back to the cafe, and further.  A seemingly endless line of hotels, airplanes, traffic jams, microwave meals, meetings, and computer monitors.  “I suppose you could say that my other options aren’t so great, either.  There are some risks worth taking.”
      

      
   
      Dies Iræ


      

      
      
         Soft knocks at the door. I snatch the remote and shut the TV off, then kill the light. I freeze in my recliner. If I could stop breathing, I would. 



But I can’t. 



So I breathe as little as possible, and wait. Hopefully, the pounding of my heart makes no sound. I close my eyes. Go away!, I think. Go to hell were you belong. Leave me alone!



Knocks. Again. Louder.



It’s him, like every evening. He mustn’t know I’m home. If I could retreat in the darkest corner of the room, become a roach and sneak through one of the cracks in the ceiling, or even a bacteria, a virus creeping on the floor, I would.

 

But I can’t.

 

So I just remain stock-still, not daring to move a muscle. In the ponderous silence, the ticking of the clock sounds like the beating of a drum playing a military march. How many times do I hear its rhythmic click before a muffled sound of receding steps finally creeps under the door. Is it my imagination, or do I also hear a faint scoffing laugh?



How long will I be able to take that? I cast a glance at the cabinet. The gun is inside, waiting.



No. I can’t give him that pleasure. Not now. Not so easily.



And yet.








I’ve never been a sucker for alumni parties. Frankly, they’ve always kind of bored me. I’m not really the gregarious type. Worse, I’m most probably the epitome of the loser. Brilliant student, Ph.D in theoretical physics, now eking out a living as an ordinary bank clerk. Nothing to really brag about. I’m not even sure the bouncer would let me in to such shindigs. Sorry bloke, failures are not admitted, go back home to swig your booze and watch your favourite TV show.



But that night was different. That night, I had seen on the invitation, Ben would deliver a short speech. Ben, my former roommate. If my path could be described as a parabola doggedly pointing towards rock-bottom, his was the exact opposite. Since he’d left school, his career had skyrocketed. First laboratory head at Dupont, soon CTO. After a couple of years he had resigned and started his own company. Now he was CEO of a big Li-ion battery manufacturer whose clients included Samsung, Tesla, Apple and many others. Millions of dollars turnover, plants all over the world. In a few years, starting from scratch, he had built an empire and now, I imagined, he slept on a mattress padded with grands. Add to that three chaotic weddings and his reputation for being a ruthless poker shark, and you’ll understand why he was regularly featured in both economical and gossip magazines.



Needless to say, I’d lost all contact with him. Why would he have bothered about his former roommate, that pathetic goofball who wasn’t even able to get a remotely decent job? But tonight maybe we could touch base? I fiddled with the knot of my specially-bought-for-that-occasion tie. And maybe, who knew, he could offer me a job? Why not? I gazed at my face. Hair well groomed, clean shaven. Bright eyed and bushy tailed. Perfect.



A quick glance at my watch told me it was already 8:00 PM. The cab I’d called must’ve been waiting for me down in the street already. I grabbed my coat from the stand, shoved my keys in a pocket and plunged down the flight of stairs, slamming the door to my flat behind me.








Well, it was sort of a miracle, but I got in. And there he was, delivering a lecture on the current trends in battery technology, standing on the rostrum behind the lectern, impeccably decked up. Opposite him a room full of people who lapped up his words like they were chunks of a rare dainty. And when the brief speech was over, everyone applauded, stood up and, at the speaker’s signal, made their way to the buffet served at the far side of the room.



It was difficult to reach him. People stuck around him like flies around vinegar. It was unnerving. Standing at the opposite side of the long trestle table, I killed the time tapping some emails on my phone and drinking juice over juice, hoping somehow for a respite, a short lapse during which I could approach him and talk to him face to face.



One hour later, after countless glasses and useless messages, as the assistance began to thin, the opportunity arose. There was no one around him anymore and he was helping himself to a glass of wine. His back was turned to me as I padded to him and put a hand on his shoulder.



“Hey buddy!” I said



He spun around and looked at me. At first, I read only surprise on his face and for a flitting moment I feared he wouldn’t recognise me. But suddenly his face brightened and a large smile popped up. “Gary!” he shouted and grasped my shoulders with his large, powerful hands that could’ve befitted a rugbyman. “Old buddy. Where have you been all these years?”



“Well, I guess not very far. I wasn’t nearly as successful as you!”



“Oh come on!” he answered. “You were the most able student in the class.” He sipped from his glass. “Einstein reborn!” 



I couldn’t tell if he was being ironic or not. “Maybe too much,” I ventured. I picked up one of the last piece of toast that was left and bit into it. “But if you wonder, I’ve been rotting away. I’m a humble bank clerk, you know. And—”



His eyes widened in surprise. “You’re kidding me, ain’t ya?” he blurted.



“No. Unfortunately, no.”



Suddenly he burst into loud laughter. Everyone around us stopped talking and looked at us, wondering what was happening. Seeing that nothing was wrong, they averted their gazes and resumed their conversations. “Look,” he said once he had regained a semblance of composure, “I really don’t have time tonight” – he shot a glance at his watch and then fished a business card out of his pocket – “but there’s my cellphone number on this. Call me any day, we’ll arrange a lunch and discuss it. Right?”



“Wow!” I said. “Thanks! I mean, don’t feel obliged—”



“Shut up, you goofy meathead!” he replied as he put on another of his bright smiles. “I’d be a dickhead if I didn’t help you after all you’ve done for me back then!”



He placed his glass back on the table. “Okay, I must really haul arse. You call me, right?” He gently slapped my cheek twice and winked. “See you soon Gary!” he said. He strode trough the room towards the vestibule. 



Suddenly something came back to my mind and I ran after him. “Hey, Ben!” I shouted out.



He stopped and turned around. “Yeah?” he asked. “What? You forgot to tell me you’re the father of eight?” He smiled.



I chuckled. “No. I mean, could you just give me the address of your tailor? Your jacket is perfect. I want the same.”



I couldn’t really tell what happened inside his head at this moment. His smile was snuffed out, almost as if a shadow had passed over his face. “Well,” he finally said, “he’s a very peculiar guy. An old ornery codger, you know. I’m not sure he’d accept to work for you.”



I was intrigued now. “Come on!” I replied. “I understand you want to keep his name close to the vest, but don’t play it solo. Share the dope with an old friend!” 



He gazed at me intently. “Alright,” he whispered after a while, “his name is Di Grazia. Salvatore Di Grazia. Gimme the card I just handed to you. Hurry!”



While I was retrieving his business card from my pocket, he drew a pen out of his. I handed the card over to him. He flipped it, pinned it against the wall and scrawled an address and a phone number. “Here,” he said to me when he was done, handing the card back to me. “Call him first. He owns no public shop. He works in his den, so you’ll have to get an appointment. Tell him I gave you his number, right?” 



“I will. Thanks!” I put the card back into my pocket. “Take care!”



“So do you!” he answered. He smiled again, a strange, almost forced smile that looked to me more like a grimace, then turned around and vanished through the doorway.








The tailor was exactly like Ben had described him: a small, cranky old codger with a slight hunch back and a sickly greenish skin. But however worn-out he looked, behind his squinted eyes his pupils still seemed to burn with living fire. “Huh,” he said to me with a strong Italian accent after I’d introduced myself, “so is Ben who gave you the my address. How strange of him.”



“Well, we were roommates in college. We know each other well. But, if you don’t want to—”



“Is okay. Is okay,” he cut in. “Please come inside. What you want from me?”



I took a few steps inside and looked all around at the room. It was gloomy, barely lit by two or three shrunken high-perched windows. All the walls were lined with shelves on which thousands of fabric rolls were carefully stowed. I whistled to myself. There must’ve been one roll for every combination of material and colour. It was a genuine treasure trove. “You remember the jacket you made for Ben? I want the same, but in darker grey.”



“Hmmm.” He shuffled to a ladder, lugged it a few feet aside and, much to my surprise, deftly climbed up to a high rung. From there he fetched a couple of heavy rolls that he dropped on to the ground where they landed with a dull thump. Then he climbed down as easily as he’d climbed up, picked the rolls up and put them on a workbench, unrolling them slightly. “Which like you best?” he asked in his broken English.



I settled for a dark grey fabric with a nice satiny appearance. With the help of a stool and a tape measure, he took whatever sizes he needs. “Perfetto,” he said. “I am done. Your jacket will be delivered to your house in two weeks. Is good for you?”



“Any deposit?”



“No,” he replied. “First you try the jacket when it will be made. Then we will discuss price.”



“Very well, then.” I wondered why the guy trusted me. After all, I could just take the jacket and disappear. 



I reached out and he shook my hand in a feeble, almost slimy shake. “Arrivederci!” he said and broke into a smarmy smile.



“Good bye!” I replied as he saw me out.



“Arrivederci signore,” he repeated behind me as I walked down the corridor. I stopped and turned around to watch his weird face set into the door crack, then rushed down the stairs to the entrance door.








Two weeks later, the jacket had arrived. The tailor had delivered it personally to the janitor, who had given it to me when I’d come back from work. I unwrapped it and held it at arm’s length. It looked perfect. I walked to the mirror and put the jacket on. 



It fitted my shoulders perfectly, and hung nicely down. It wasn’t too large, but it wasn’t too narrow either. Nor was it too short or too long. I was amazed by the craftsmanship. I spun round and strained my neck to examine me from all points of view. Not a single flaw. This literally was a masterpiece of sartorial work.



Suddenly I came back to Earth. This was going to cost me an arm and a leg. Fearing the worst, I reluctantly walked back to the table where the leftovers of the wrapping still lay. I sifted through the pieces of paper and plastic, searching for a note or an envelope, but didn’t find anything.



I was a bit baffled. Maybe I should call him? But then another idea popped into my mind: maybe he had left a note in one of the jacket’s pockets? Without much conviction, I slid a hand into the right pocket. Empty. I tried the left one.



Uh. There was something inside, and it felt like a chit of paper. I pulled it out.



It was a fifty-pound note.



Oh shit!, I thought. The tailor had probably forgotten it inside, or it had fallen into the pocket unbeknownst to him. What should I do? I dithered for a moment. Fifty pounds was no small sum, and I often barely made ends meet. No. I couldn’t do that. The guy was old, and he probably needed this bill as badly as me. I fetched an envelope from a drawer, slid the bill inside, sealed it and wrote the tailor’s name on it. That was settled. I’d go to see the guy tomorrow during lunch break and give his money back. At the same time, I could bargain over the price of the jacket.








It was 12:00 PM. I said goodbye to the last client, then closed my station.



“Lunch at the tacos joint?” Jeff, who ran the station next to mine, asked.



“No,” I answered, “I have a short errand to run downtown. Shouldn’t be long but it’s urgent, so I’ll skip lunch today.” I put my new jacket on and plunged my hand into the left pocket where I’d left my car keys four hours before.



I must’ve nearly fainted because the next thing I knew I was sat in my chair and Jeff looked worryingly at me. “How do you feel?” he asked me.



“I don’t know,” I replied. My head was reeling. “What has happened?”



“You’ve turned as pale as a ghost and began to sway. I grasped your arm in the nick of time before you’d crumple to the floor and managed to have you sit. You don’t remember?”



I shook my head. “Not at all.”



“Hold on,” Jeff said. “Don’t move! I’m gonna get you some water.”



Jeff rushed to the toilets and came back with a glass of water which he handed to me. I drank it to the last drop. I felt a bit better.



“Are you feeling okay?” Jeff asked again.



“Yeah,” I answered. “I think I’ll go home, rest for a while and see a GP. Tell Judy I’ll take this afternoon off.”



“No worries, mate. With what I’ve just witnessed, she would’ve surely sent you home anyway. Do you feel like driving? Want me to give you a lift?”



“’s fine,” I said as I stood up. “I’ll manage. Thanks a bunch!”



“Think nothing of it!”



I ambled to the door and exited. The crisp air outside slapped me in the face. I focused back on reality. There was no time to lose. I strode to my car, and peeled off the parking lot. As I pulled onto the main street, I shove my left hand once into the left pocket.



There was another note in it.








How many hours did I spend with that jacket that day? I’d lost all sense of time. Of course the first thing I had done when I’d got home had been to extract the note from the pocket, only to find there was a second one waiting when I put my hand back into it. And a third. A forth. And so on. Ad libitum? It seemed so.



I was sitting in front of my table, a table covered with tens of thousands of fifty-pound notes. I felt giddy. How much money was hoarded there I had no idea. Probably more than I had ever earned. I was stumped. How had all that cash come into that pocket for me to harvest? But, to be honest, under the surface bewilderment, I didn’t care that much: as long as those notes were real and genuine, that was fine with me. And they were. They were crisp and when I crumpled them they gave out that characteristic smell of both paper and ink that only freshly printed banknotes possess.



But for now I was fried. I went to bed and set the alarm clock to go off the next morning at six.



I could hardly fall asleep that night. My brain refused to let go and rest. What would I do will all that money? Buy a decent house? A brand new car? Travel? Everything eddied and twirled in my mind, and when I finally fell asleep, it was to be caught in uneasy dreams I kept no memories of.








The next day I collected all the money, divided it into ten heaps and, after calling in sick, drove to every town around, stopping at each bank branch. Ten towns, ten different banks, ten different accounts. Just to avoid attracting attention. 



Back home, I scribbled a letter to my employer explaining I had been diagnosed with a very rare and malign form of disease that could not be treated here. I had to travel to abroad for an unknown period of time, and so I requested to be put on extended, open-ended leave. 



I went out to the post office to send the letter and, on my way back, swung by the supermarket to buy some upscale food and grab the daily edition of the local newspaper. Back home, my attention was immediately drawn to the headline: in the neighbouring city, a wild fire had raged all night, devastating a building owned by a major insurance company. Everything, including the safes that held thousands of pounds, had been engulfed by the blaze. Two fire fighters had died while battling against the flames. The investigation would be tricky, given that nothing was left of the building.



How unfortunate! I thought, filling my glass from a bottle of Lagavulin special reserve I just had bought. Then I leafed through the business pages, wondering if I couldn’t buy shares rather than let my newly acquired money dormant on my accounts. Once I had drunk up my scotch, I turned to my jacket, and began to fish new, freshly printed notes from it. Five hours later, I was done. Twenty thousand new notes, or one hundred thousand pounds, methodically extracted one after the other. I went to bed, and, for the first time in my life, double-locked the door.








The next day, after depositing my money in safe places, I halted for lunch at one of the swankiest restaurants of the area, ordering a wonderful émincé de poulet à la crème d’échalote braisée accompanied by a Bordeaux 1996 grand cru.



I was relaxing in my chair after the dessert, waiting for coffee to be served, half-listening to the radio station softly aired through invisible loudspeakers in the ceiling, when the voice of the news anchorman began relating the aftermath of a violent fight which had opposed two rival gangs over the control of drugs dealing in a London suburb. Five people had been shot dead and four left in critical condition, while a wallet carrying one hundred thousand pounds had disappeared during the incident.



One hundred thousand pounds? the sum rung a bell in my head. What a strange coincidence, I thought. Then, mainly unconcerned, I relapsed into my post-lunch apathy.



Except that I couldn’t fall asleep the next night. My mind was seething. As I rolled and rolled under my sheets I couldn’t help pondering. What if that was more than a simple coincidence? What if…? No, I said to myself, you’re a scientist. There was no possible relation between a gangster fight and the money I’d drawn out of the jacket. It was preposterous. It was just a stupid coincidence, nothing more. I should stop torturing myself.



And yet… I thought about the two hundred thousand pounds I’d managed to grab tonight. What would happen? Nothing, the logical part in me claimed. But the other half was unconvinced. I spent the night squirming and when morning came at last, I slipped into my clothes and dashed, with red eyes and disheveled hair, to the nearest newsstand to buy the first edition of the Times.



There, before my eyes, printed in page one was the picture of a smashed cash-in-transit vehicle. I anxiously jumped to the article. It said that last night, in Southampton, an armoured cash-in-transit vehicle had been attacked by thugs equipped with a bazooka. The vehicle had not resisted the impact and both the driver and his assistant had been killed. Apparently, the gangsters had only been able to steal two hundred thousand pounds from the boot before before a police patrol car had shown up. In the shooting that had taken place, one gangster had been killed and a policeman badly hurt. The other hoodlums had fled away, but their car had apparently slid in a bend. Tumbling over the road, it had then crashed against a roadside tree, before catching fire. All passengers had been burnt alive. The money had not been recovered.



Two hundred thousand pounds. There was no doubt now. Or was there? Each time I fetched money from my jacket, something bad happened somewhere in the world: a crime, an incident, a robbery, a burglary. But on the other hand the rational part of me denied that conclusion. It was clearly impossible, it said to my other half. It was just a series of bizarre coincidences, but only coincidences. 



I stayed all day long in front of the jacket wondering what I should do. At the end, I decided to toss a coin. Head, I would continue. Tail, I would quit.



The coin landed head up.



From that day on, I decided to shut myself from the external world. No more newspapers, no more radio, no more TV. Nothing would reach me anymore. With the money I extracted so easily from my jacket, I acquired several manors and mansions all over the world. I bought a yacht, a private jet, and several luxury cars too. I morphed into a lazy sybarite, a voluptuous drifter. A month in Africa, another one in South America, another one on a cruise in the tropical seas. I started dating amazing women I could only have dreamt of in my former life. Sometimes I would spend entire semesters in ritzy hotels, wallowing in lush couches, cherry-picking from scrumptious dishes, and at night indulging in wild orgies where booze flowed galore and statuesque girls were low-hanging fruits for me to pick. I gained weight, became pot-bellied. I developed a cocaine addiction. I evolved into a sort of modern Nero, whose only interests were pigging on food, snorting coke and praying on women. Only food, drugs and sex grabbed my attention anymore. And, much to my surprise, never did anyone inquire about my wealth, not even the revenue services of the various countries I had opened accounts in. I glided through the whole Panama papers scandal as if nothing had happen. No one bothered me. I lived in my bubble, alone on cloud nine. I didn’t even bat an eye the day I heard that Ben, my former roommate who had given me the tailor’s address, had committed suicide. Too bad for him, I thought, before dismissing his name from my mind.



I kept freewheeling through life, year after year. I orbited over the world, indifferent to its mishaps and disasters in which, I knew, I indirectly took part, but to such little extent that I could easily whitewash my guilt.



Until that fateful day.



Oh, I remember it as if it was yesterday. I was spending the summer at the old Scottish castle I had renovated, set in the middle of the Highlands. That day, I woke up under a beautiful sun and, for once, instead of waiting for my breakfast to be served in my bedroom, I stood up and decided to help myself in the kitchen. What a silly idea! 



Just after entering the kitchen, my eyes fell on the local newspaper, probably left there by the chef or one of his assistants. Once again, the headlines related a terrible event. But I didn’t read them. Because right under, spread over the page, I recognised the pictures of two of my former colleagues, back when I used to work at the bank, back when I didn’t own my precious jacket. Suddenly shuddering from head to toe, I grabbed the newspaper and began to read. There had been a hold-up in my old bank. Two clerks, those on the pictures, had been killed. The robbers had bushwhacked their way to the safes and seized the contents of two of them before being forced to escape by incoming cops. During the hot pursuit that had followed, their car had run over a child, who had died, and crashed into a wall. All had died. The money had inexplicably disappeared (needless to say, it had finally landed on to my own safe yesterday night). A thorough shakedown was currently in progress to recover it.



Enough! Enough! I thought. This cannot go on. I can’t stand it anymore. I must get rid of that wicked jacket at once.



I didn’t even have breakfast. Instead, I slipped into whatever clothes I found at hand, shoved the jacket into a plastic bag together with a tank of petrol, took one of my Jaguars and floored it along the country road to the remotest place possible. There I pulled over, and rushed along a small path that led in the middle of nowhere. After an hour, I came to a place where, between a hedge of boulders, a merry burn flowed and gurgled. There, alone in the wild, I drew the jacket out the bag, doused it with petrol and, after taking a few steps backwards, set it ablaze with a match.



I felt deep relief in contemplating that fucking thing burn up. All the guilt that had built up inside me during these years was suddenly released. I didn’t need it any more. I was rich. I had money enough to carry on living as I was until my death, and far beyond, if I’d been able to. Besides habit, there was no reason for me to continue wringing that jacket for fresh notes. The world would be happier without it.



But as the last flame was about to die out, I heard a voice behind me. “Too late!” it said. “Too late!” in an unmistakable accent, followed by a soft maniacal laugh. I whirled around, but no one was there. Suddenly overwhelmed with fear, I frantically ran up the path, looking high and low for someone or footprints on the soft ground. But there was none. Was it a figment of my imagination? After a quarter of an hour I abandoned the chase and decided to go back home.



When I reached the place where I had parked the car, it had disappeared. Shit, I thought. In my hurry I probably have left the keys on the dashboard. Someone has come and stolen the car. No big deal. I can always buy another one.



The purr of an oncoming car snatched me out of my reverie. I waved to it and it skidded to a halt next to me. The driver lowered the window and inquired what had happened to me. I answered that I had got lost, and asked if he could give me a lift home, or at least to some place nearer to it.



“Where do you live?” he said.



“At the Red castle,” I answered.



He looked at me as if I was a madman. “The Red castle?” He broke into laughter. “But… But it’s been abandoned for decades. You’re not a ghost, are you?” He giggled.



“What?”



”Sure, there’s no one living there since… the fifties I think? Get in. I’ll show you, it’s on my way.”



I got into the car and let him drive me home. But the guy was right. Instead of the brand new castle I owned, an old, ruined estate with crumbling walls eaten up by moss and ivy. The entrance gate was rusted and shaky. It was closed by a makeshift chain attached to a padlock. No one had been living here for years.



The guy dropped me at the nearest town. There, I ran to the ATM to get some money, but my credit card wouldn’t work. I phoned my banks: all my accounts had been inexplicably emptied. Nothing was left, not even a penny. My stocks and shares? Sold out. My gold ingots? Vaporised. My safes? Void. My properties? Vacant lots or dilapidated, ramshackle buildings. My private jet? A wreck. I didn’t even check on my yacht or my other cars.



And now?



Now I have returned to my old station, and resumed my work as a clerk. All my former colleagues were amazed when I showed up out of the blue. They wanted to know what the mysterious illness I had caught was, and if I had been finally healed. For all answer, I muttered a made-up story about hospitals and care homes. And when I first sat again behind the counter, my heart skipped a beat as I saw, displayed on the wall, the portrait of the two employees who had died in that appalling hold-up.



Who had died because of me.



Of course, I could’ve told them that it was all my fault, but who would’ve believed me anyway? So I kept silent. I took to living with the remorse and the pain.



But since last week, each evening at 8 PM, someone climbs up the stairs to my flat and knocks at my door. Oh, I don’t need to open to know who it is. Each time, I try and pretend I’m not home, and after a few minutes he goes away, only to come back the day after. Maybe I could run away, move to a remote hideout in the middle of the jungle, or on a deserted island. But I know that, sooner or later, he would find me, even if I was able to flee as far as the other end of the universe. There is no escape from him.



One day, I know I will have had it. That day, I will stand up, trudge to the door and open. He will be there, standing on the threshold, with his squinted eyes and his bent smile. And, without a word, he will hand me the final bill for all the evil I did.



That accursed tailor.
      

      
   
      I Want You to Touch Me


      

      
      
         I can’t hold Jake’s hand anymore. He won’t let me. His palm is open as we sit on the couch watching Netflix together, and I want to grab it, but know I shouldn’t. I know what he’ll say.

        	

“Lynn. I have a girlfriend now. Please respect that.” He’ll say it in that unbearable chiding tone, as if he were my father lecturing me for putting my hand in the cookie jar.



There’s about six inches of distance between us as we sit on the couch. The gap is just large enough that anyone observing would know we’re not together. It’s close enough to be intimate, but not too intimate. Can’t be too intimate anymore. The new girlfriend wouldn’t like that.



We’re watching It Follows in Jake’s apartment, a movie I’ve seen before, but he hasn’t. I’m more watching Jake to see how he reacts than the movie at this point. I hope he likes it, because I like it. As a prospective film student, I find it interesting how people react to film.



Or at least that’s what I tell myself.



Jake catches me staring, and I awkwardly shift my eyes back to the film. I remove my glasses and rub my eyes as if I had something in my eye to avoid suspicion. I don’t think it works, because Jake knows me, but he doesn’t say anything either, so maybe he bought it.



God, I’m a mess. Being in love with your best friend does that to you. Especially when you used to be more than just friends. It’s like being demoted at work and having your old position filled by a younger, sexier girl with big tits who also fucks the boy you love. But hey, at least you’re not fired. That counts for something. Right?



I’m not great with metaphors.



I close my eyes and take a long sigh, the existential ennui weighing heavy on my shoulders. I slump down into the couch, trying not to be too much of a buzzkill. Which I can safely say I fail at, because within moments I feel a firm hand on my shoulder.



“Hey. You okay?” It’s Jake. He’s staring at me, hazel eyes locked onto mine. God, he’s handsome. His face is close to mine, right outside the lean-in-for-kissing distance.



Lie. Don’t kill the mood. Pretend everything’s normal.  



“Of course!” I blurt out, my voice laced with faux-confidence. I feel my face flush with embarrassment. “Just a little squeamish at this part.”



I hadn’t been paying attention to the movie, but fortune was on my side, and we’re at the part where the sex demon takes the form of a guy’s mom and fucks him to death. It Follows is a weird movie, but that’s why I love it.



“Oh.” Jake takes his hand off my shoulder and returns to sitting a safe six inches away from me.



He bought it. I take a moment to relax, making sure not to actually let out a sigh of relief.



“So…” I circle my thumbs against the couch’s leather exterior. “Whaddya think of the movie so far?”



Jake deliberates for a moment. He’s very deliberate and always likes to think out exactly what he’s going to say before he says it. “It’s good so far.”



Yes! Success!

        	

“I knew you would,” I say, with a hint of smugness. I don’t take pride in a lot of things, but one thing I do is knowing people’s taste. “Weird sex horror movie—that’s about as Jake as it gets.”

        	

Jake laughs.“You know me too well.” 

        	

The good mood is shattered by a loud vibration coming from Jake’s phone. I curse silently because I know who’s calling, but I secretly hope it’s Jake’s mom, Karen. Karen is such a sweet lady.

        	

“Hey, sweetheart.” Jake pauses the movie.

        	

Fuck. It’s Jen.

        	

“Yeah, I’ll come let you in.”



Jake listens for moment.



“Oh. Sounds good, be down in a second. Love you, bye.”

        	

I bristle at that “love you.” It’s been two months and already at “love you.” If by “you” Jake meant “your tits, ass, and not-quite-tight pussy”, I could understand. I find it hard not to roll my eyes. 

        	

“Hey…” Jake says as if he’s trying to coax a nervous deer. “Jen, uh, wanted to go out to dinner. Like, now. So, can we get a raincheck for this?”

        	

I feel a sickening pit brewing in my stomach, like I’m going to vomit up all my frustration and sadness all at once. It’s that special combination of self-pity and anger where you don’t know if you’re going to snap at someone or hang yourself. 

        	

“Sure. It’s no problem, really.”

        	

Jake stares at me, still a bit apprehensive. “Okay. Let me walk you down.”

        	

“No, it’s okay, I can walk myself down.” I don’t look at him as I make for the exit.



Jake’s apartment is on the fifth floor, and there’s only one stairwell leading to the exit. We walk down together in silence. 



It’s really awkward. 



Jen is there to greet the two of us. She embraces Jake and gives him a kiss, subjecting me to a good ten seconds of uncomfortable PDA. Whenever she goes in for a kiss, she doesn’t close her eyes. Instead, she stares directly at me.  



“Oh, hi, Lynn!” she says as she releases Jake from her lip lock. She speaks with that stereotypical valley girl lisp where she holds out every possible vowel and every word is coated with a thick layer of false excitement. She’s dressed like a typical sorority girl, with an oversized t-shirt and short shorts to show off her glossy tanned legs.



“Hi, Jen.” There’s no tone in my voice at all, carefully modulated to prevent conflict. There have been conflicts in the past, and they did not go in my favor.



“Me and Jake were gonna get dinner’s at LaSalle’s. You wanna come?” she asks.



“No.”



There’s the vaguest hint of my lack of enthusiasm penetrating her cheery façade. Her bubbly smile drops into an ugly frown for a fraction of a second, but is near instantly replaced by that same, artificial exterior.



“Suit yourself!”



She grabs Jake’s hand.



I walk away without a word.



 


        	

It starts raining outside once I’m within six blocks of my apartment, and I don’t have an umbrella. Typical. At least the fabric of my white blouse is pretty thick, so I don’t have to worry about flashing my bra to everyone.

        	

Not that it matters, because besides an old homeless woman sleeping on the curbside, I’m the only person on this street. Strange, usually there’s more people out and about in this part of L.A. But I’m grateful for the solitude.   



I absentmindedly look at my phone, one new message.  It’s from Jake.

        	

“Are you okay???” it reads.

        	

I contemplate responding, but elect instead to leave him on read. I’m still mad at him. I’m mad at Jen. Most of all, I’m mad at myself for being so pathetic. I shove my phone back into my purse.

        	

I hope a bus hits me. I wouldn’t go and stand in front of an oncoming bus, of course, but if it just so happened that a bus driver who had too much to drink careened off the road and crushed me, I’d be okay with it. Angsty stuff, I know. But that’s how I’m feeling.

        	

The homeless woman stirs in her sleep and turns to face me as I draw close to her. She begins to sniff the air like a bloodhound. She smiles, a ghastly, misshapen thing filled with more space than teeth and laughs softly.

        	

“Young lady,” she croaks, “do have you some food for us?”

        	

I’ve learned after months in the city that the best way to deal with homeless people is to simply not engage them. No eye contact, no reaction, nothing. Just walk on by. I still feel a bit bad for doing it, but after having my purse cleaned out by beggars during my first month in L.A., I think I’ve done enough good work for a while. I pass by her without a word.

        	

She sniffs the air again. It’s a series of long, uncomfortable snorts. I can feel her eyes on my back as I walk past her.

        	

“Yes! Yes! You do have food. We can smell it on you…” I can hear wet smacks from behind me as she licks her lips.

        	

I try to ignore her, but she’s gotten up and started following me. I pick up the pace. She matches it.

        	

“I don’t have any food. Please leave me alone.”

        	

I cringe as she takes another huge whiff, even closer to me now. I can hear her feet scraping along the concrete as she shambles towards me. I feel needles pinprick at the back of my neck and my breathing starts to quicken.



Oh please God just leave me alone.

        	

“We know what you’re thinking, yes, you little whore.” She makes sure to say the word “whore” with as much contempt as possible. She tosses a pebble from the curbside, and it hits me squarely in the back. It’s not painful, but it’s very, very irritating.

        	

I whirl around in a fury, swinging my purse at her. “Leave me alone, you old bitch!”  

        	

The woman dodges rather spryly for her age. She bounces on the tips of her toes like a boxer, while ducking her head to avoid my swing. 



“Yes, We’ve seen a million sluts like you before,” she says, again with that special emphasis on “slut.” Her eyes smolder like the embers of hot coals.



She changes her inflection to a more mocking tone. “'Oh please let me go home and touch my little cunny while I cry about the boy who doesn’t love me.’”



I freeze up, caught completely off guard and on the verge of tears. Why today, of all days, did I have to run into a crazy woman?



“Th-that’s… not true. You don’t know anything about me!” I sound unconvincing even to myself.



The woman takes another long snort and licks her lips, as if anticipating a delicious meal.



“We can smell it on you, slut.” She paces in front of me and points at my crotch. “You reek of it.”



“Just leave me alone!”  I claw at the bitch with my fingernails, but she bats me away. I can feel the heat rushing to my face. The tears are falling now, and my mascara is running down my cheeks.



“Shake our hand, and we will.” Perplexingly, she offers a wrinkled old hand to me.



“What?” I blubber out.



“Shake our hand.”



“Get away from me!” I slap her hand away. I start to walk away, when I hear her call out after me.



“Oh… we suppose he’ll just fuck that other girl then.” The previous hostility in her voice is gone. She’s not taunting me. If anything, she sounds like she’s depressed, as if my sadness had rubbed off on her.

 

“Look, if I shake your hand, will you leave me alone?”



The old woman’s beady little eyes lighten up immediately.



“Of course, dearie! And you won’t have to worry about that other girl anymore!” Her affectation reminds me of my grandmother who’s been dead for five years now. Sweet, innocent, with no traces of the anger or sadness. It is like I'm talking to a completely different woman.



“Okay.” I extend out my hand, trembling.



She meets my hand and gingerly shakes it. I’ve touched actual clams that were less clammy.



 “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”



She smiles her toothless grin.








I wake up in my bed feeling oddly refreshed, as if I just drank a glass of water straight from the spring.  On weekends, I usually don’t leave the bed for several hours after waking up, but today I basically jump out of it.



There’s a certain pep in my step I can’t rightly describe as I walk to the bathroom, as if a weight has been lifted from my body, and I’m moving unrestrained for the first time in years. I feel pretty great instead of like a particularly lethargic sloth for once. I decide to mark the occasion with a good old-fashioned “dress up to feel hot session.”



But with less crying this time.



I figure I should finally text Jake back. No point in drawing out this drama any further. Today I put on my big girl pants and turn over a new leaf.



“Yeah, I’m okay now :3”



I brush my teeth and shower, then start laying out my outfit:



Glasses, check.



Skimpy black mini-skirt, check.



Low-cut blue cardigan, check.



Black heels, check.



Padded blue bra with front clasp and extra padding just in case, check.



“Get Lucky” necklace, check.



Blue thong, check.



My phone buzzes. New message from Jake. “Okay good. Sorry about yesterday.”



I remove my towel and pick up my bra, fixing it over my boobs. But try as I might, I can’t get the damn thing to clasp. I strain myself over and over, but it’s just too tight.



Am I getting fat? I didn’t think I gained weight recently. But then again, I haven’t been the best about dieting recently. Need to lay off the ice cream, I guess. Maybe I should start going to the gym again.



I fling the bra aside for now. Instead, I put on my thong. But the waist is too big on me, and it droops along the side of my hip. Have I actually lost weight? I throw it off to the side with my bra.



As I stand there, naked and dismayed, an idea dawns on me. I rummage through the back of my dresser to find my old bikini bottoms and top. They use string ties, so I don’t have to work about how loose or tight they are.  



I’ve never worn them in public before. I don’t usually like having my whole body out there like that on full display, but today it feels right. Today I want everyone’s eyes on me.



I text Jake back. “Np. Free to hang today?”



But what to go with the bikini?



Daisy Dukes, of course. It’s a classic Californian look: Daisy Dukes, bikinis on top. I hum the rhythm of “California Girls” to myself as I dredge all the way to the deepest recesses of my drawers and dig up a pair that I haven’t worn since that one bitch whose name I can’t remember made fun of me in film history class.



Not exactly what I had in mind when I started the day, but when life gives you lemons, you begrudgingly accept the lemons while whispering “go fuck yourself” under your breath. I put on my clothes and do my makeup with life’s lemons.



I slap on my glasses, but notice something is off. My vision is blurry. I guess I need my prescription updated or something, because I can’t see shit with them on. Oh well. I toss them in the pile with all the other stuff. Always felt they took away from my lovely emerald eyes anyways.



Another buzz. Jake: “Yeah.”








“I like the new look” is the first thing Jake says to me when I get to his place. I had a feeling he would, but it’s nice to have the affirmation.



“Thanks,” I say completely nonchalantly, but I can’t quite hide my blush. I step past him to walk over to the couch, and I can feel his eyes glued to the contours of my body.



I can’t express how gratifying it feels. But I’m going to try. It’s like being a C-student all your life, and then suddenly you wake up one day, and you’re winning the Nobel Prize. And also the guy you love finally shows interest in fucking you legitimately instead of out of pity or because he’s lonely or whatever the hell that was.



It’s a pretty great feeling.  



On a normal day, I would probably sit down on the couch, ask to see a movie I’d already seen, and feel sorry for myself, but today is going to be different. Today is my day, and I’m not going to miserable on my day.On my day, I’ll get what I want for a change. But I’m still gonna sit on the couch because it’s really comfy.



“Did your dinner go well?” I ask.



“Not really.” Jake shrugs. “Jen ended up not feeling well once we got to the restaurant, and we decided to call it off.”



“That’s too bad.” I’m lying through my teeth, but I make sure I sound sincere enough for plausible deniability. “So, how have you and Jen been?”



It’s a probing, but innocuous enough question. Not so blatant as to set off any alarm bells, but nonetheless I’m watching Jake’s face to see how he reacts.



“Oh, we’ve been fine, I guess.” His eyes wander around the room, but there’s nothing to look at.



I smirk. What a noncommittal phrasing. Fine, a word you’d use to describe a less than satisfactory meal, not good, just okay. The cracks in the armor are showing, and I’m ready with a snarky follow-up to stab right through them.



“You don’t sound too convinced.”



Jake takes another one of his trademark pauses as he considers how to respond. I’m sure he’s cognizant of the fact that I just took the first shot across the bow at Jen, but he’s used to that. I doubt he’s questioning my intentions yet.



“Yeah…” He scratches the back of his head. “I don’t know. I feel like I might have rushed into things a bit.”



“How long have you been dating again?” Of course, I know the answer.



“Two months.”



“Hmmmm,” I say for dramatic effect like I’m pondering a particularly hard question. I let the silence linger uncomfortably in the air. I can tell from years of being his friend that he’s got something he wants to get off his chest, but I let him go at his own pace.



He moves over to the couch and sits his safe six inches away from me. After a moment, he says, “I’m not sure it’s working out.”



“Why’s that?” Again, an innocent, supportive friend-type question, but I can barely suppress the joy that is coursing through every fiber of my being.



“I don’t know.”



“Hmmm…” I say, with that same flair as before. “Well what do you have in common?”



This is another barb hidden as a question. Jake is a boy who loves video games, eclectic cinema, and underground, vaguely hipster indie artists. He enjoys trying new craft beers when he goes to a restaurant, and always talking about politics even when it pisses people off. He has nothing in common with a girl like Jen.



“We both like to run and the beach, I guess.” Jake seems like he’s reaching.



“So, not much is what you’re telling me.”



“Yeah…”



I’m getting impatient with all this circuitous dancing around the issue, so I cut the bullshit and just go for the throat.



“Why don’t you break up with her, then?” I shift ever so slightly inside the six-inch bubble.      	



That certainly gets a reaction from Jake. His eyes light up with alarm as the realization dawns on him exactly what is going on, and what I’m doing.



“Lynn,” he says, trying to adopt that authoritative, fatherly tone but sounding more flustered instead. He starts to slide away from me back to the safe six-inch distance. “I have a girlfriend.”



He doesn’t sound convinced.



I pursue him across the couch on my hands and knees, back arched in a seductive gait, and lock eyes with him. I run one hand along the interior of his thigh.



“Do you?”



Looking at his shorts, I can tell I’m having an effect on him. He takes a deep, quick breath as I bring my hand in closer.



“Wait…” he manages to gasp out.



“What?” I don’t stop. Our faces are practically touching, my eyes staring longingly into his. 



He stares back, a million thoughts seeming to run through his mind.



Touch me. I feel so hot, like there’s a fire brewing inside me. I can’t think straight anymore. I have to have him right this second.



“Fuck it…” Jake mutters.



And that’s when it happens. The moment I’ve been waiting for, the moment I’ve been dreaming about: Jake closes his eyes and leans in.



I do the same and our lips meet. I can feel the electricity coursing through my body as we kiss. I straddle him and feel the heat of him pressing into me through his clothes. There’s a warm comfort as Jake wraps his arm around the small of my back, bringing me in closer and pressing my breasts up against his chest.



It feels so right.



Oh fuck does it feel so right. Just when I think the heat in me has subsided, the sweltering heat returns even stronger. I need fuel for this fire. I need more.



We take a pause from kissing, and Jake looks at me. There’s a smile on his face. He slowly works his hand up the length of my back and begins tugging at the knot on my bikini top. He’s just gotten the knot loosened when we hear the turning of a knob coming from the front door. Thankfully, it’s locked. 



Jake immediately stops, eyes wide.



The door knob twisting is followed up with a series of loud knocks.



“Jake? Let me in!” It’s Jen’s voice.



I feel like a bucket of ice water has just been poured over my body. Jake and I both freeze, unsure of what to do with each other for a couple seconds. My top is dropping down the side of my body, and I’m not certain of it, but I’m pretty sure my nips are out.



He mouths “Oh shit” silently to me. He gets up and slowly moves over to the door as I fumble with my top.



The room suddenly is very cold without Jake holding me. I want to shiver, but I’m too busy trying to fix my knot.



“One second,” he says, throwing his voice as if he were in another room. He desperately looks to me in hopes that I’ve finished adjusting my top.



I give him the thumbs up, and he opens the door.



“Oh hey baby, I didn’t know you were coming by,” Jake says as if nothing is amiss. “Lynn and I were just watching some Netflix.”



The television isn’t on, but Jen doesn’t appear to notice. She seems a bit more homely, like she gained some weight since I last saw her. Her complexion is pale as well. I guess that’s just what she looks like without makeup.



“Sorry, I just was feeling sick to my stomach and want to see if you had any medicine.” She leans in and steals a kiss.



I’m subjected to the same ten seconds of awful PDA like always, but it doesn’t seem to bother me as much as before. I beat her, after all. Jake is mine. All I have to do is bide my time.



“Hmm. I feel a bit better now,” she teases playfully. “But better get some Alka-Seltzer to be sure.” 



“I’m sure we have some lying around somewhere,” Jake says, awkwardly stumbling over his words.



“You look tired, Jen. Maybe you should get some rest.” I try to be as smug as possible with this comment while not actually being noticeably smug.



Shots fired. The whole room goes silent as both Jake and Jen stare at me. Jake, clearly disapproving and Jen with billowing rage.



But she doesn’t let that translate to speech. “Yeah, I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. I figured I’d crash over here since my roomies are loud as fuck.” 



She’s trying to press my buttons, but she can’t hurt me anymore. “No problem, I was just on my way out anyways. Wouldn’t want our ‘movie’ to disturb you.”



Jake shoots me a look of pure frustration because of those air quotes.



She swings her attention over to Jake as I brush past her and go out the door.



“What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Nothing, babe, just let it go,” I can hear Jake mutter before the door shuts behind me.








I’m pondering how to answer this text message from Jake as I walk home. It reads: “Lynn why the hell did you say that?!?”



So many options, but as my mother always says, honesty is the best policy.



“Because I hate that stupid bitch, and you should be with me.” Short, sweet, and to the point: all components of a good response. Brevity is the soul of wit, after all. 



The streets are busy, but there’s no sign of the old woman as I walk back. Thank God. Even though I got interrupted, I would call today a resounding success. Even now, I’m turning heads as a strut my stuff. My foot is in the door, and it’s only a matter of time before I win Jake back.



My phone vibrates as I get another text message from Jake. It’s a long one. 



“Lynn, I value our friendship, but I don’t like you that way. I want to be with Jen. Please respect my decisions if you value our friendship. If you keep pushing me, I’m going to have to stop talking to you.”

 

Reading it knocks the wind out of my chest, like a sledgehammer to the ribcage. Goddammit. It felt so right.  I know it felt right for him too. I can’t understand why he just won’t admit it. I’m shaking a little, but I’m trying to keep my emotional state under wraps until I can get back to my apartment, where it’s safe to cry.



I consider responding, but before I can, a hand lightly taps on my shoulder. I turn around, and find myself staring at a smiling middle-aged woman whom I’ve never seen before.



“Don’t cry,” she says. “It’s going to be okay. You’ll see.”



“I wasn’t about to cry!” I yell indignantly, face flushed red.



Some bystanders stop to turn their heads at me before moving on.



“Sure thing, dearie.” She daintily sniffs the air as she walks past me. “Don’t believe his lies, he is the one.”



Had she been reading my messages?



I take another moment carefully repeating exactly what she had said over in my mind. Was that just a fucking Memento reference?



“What?” I turn and call after her. But she’s already gone. Christ people in L.A. are so weird.



I stand in place there a moment, looking like a dumbass, before I figure out what I want to text Jake.



“Bullshit.”








It’s been a week since I’ve talked to Jake, but on the bright side, I have new clothes that actually fit. I’m sure he’s still in the doghouse with Jen after what I said, and as a result, pissed with me. You win some, you lose some. I’m certain he’s going to change his mind once I give him space though. Jen just needs some time to get enough rope to hang herself with.



I hope he texts soon, though.



In the meantime, I’ve been working on my appearance. Bought some Better Than Sex mascara along with some other odds and ends. “Better Than Sex” is a bit of an exaggeration, but it is some damn good mascara, and my eyes look sexy as hell with it.



They seem to glow green. People ask me if I’m wearing colored lenses, but nope! That’s my natural color. It’s so nice to be noticed, though.



I find my tastes in outfits have been changing as of late. I’m not sure what’s gotten into me, but I’ve been switching up my more conservative and dull outfits for colorful skimpy things. Maybe I’m just becoming more of a Californian. It does seem to be the style around here.



My phone buzzes. I hold my breath in anticipation as I run over to my phone. It’s Mom. I exhale in disappointment. Goddammit.



“How’s classes? Hope u r doing well! Love Mom.”



I wish parents wouldn’t treat text messages like letters. “Doing fine. Not much going on. How are you?”



Fine was the right word for it. Not good, not bad. Just fine.



My phone buzzes again. It’s Jake! “Come over?”



In my response, I play it cool. “Yeah, give me 10 minutes.”



But in real life I’m squealing like a little girl. Finally!



I double-text Mom. “Actually I’m doing great, and I have a date with Jake tonight, hope you are doing just as well!”








Jake’s wearing cologne. He never wears cologne. Not that I’m complaining, it smells yummy, but it does seem a little odd. 



“How’ve you been?” he says, greeting me with a hug that’s just a little too tight and little too long for it to be purely platonic.

	

“Great, actually! As you can see, I’ve been doing a lot of shopping.” I do a quick twirl as I show off my outfit.



“Looking good! I bet you’re killing it out there with the guys.”



“Pow-pow.” I make two guns with my hands and fire at him.



“Ugh, you got me!” He grabs his chest and pretends to fall over, laughing.



He’s so goofy it’s adorable.



There’s a long awkward silence after the laughter peters out where we both don’t quite know what to do or say. I’m waiting for a lecture, but it doesn’t come.



“I, uh,” Jake trails off. “It’s good to see you again. I missed you.”



“I missed you too,” I whisper as I hug him again.



He places his hands on the small of my back as we embrace, and I feel that same hotness from before. We both close our eyes share a long kiss.



Jake breaks it after pulling me in tight. I look into his eyes wondering why he’s stopping. 



There’s something’s wrong. For the first time in what seems like forever, I can’t read Jake’s face.



All of a sudden he starts sobbing. “Lynn… I-I’m, not a bad person, am I?”



“No, of course not,” I coo softly, running my hand through his hair. I stare him straight in the face. “I love you. This is right. This how things should be.”



I give him a light kiss and pull back to make sure everything is all right.



He stops crying and returns the kiss. “I love you too.”








We’re lying naked next to each other in his bed. I wish Jen could see us now. I wish she would walk in right at this moment and see me cuddled up all nice and warm with her now ex-boyfriend. The thought of it gets me horny.



Where are you, Jen? You always serendipitously show up when I least expect it and fuck up my plans, so why can’t you show up this time? Just this once.



I’m willing it as hard as I can that she shows up. Let her knock at the door, so I can walk up and answer it buck ass naked, my bra and panties strewn on the couch, filled condom in the wastebasket, all in plain view. 



I’m getting fired up just picturing it. I want to see her face as the realization slowly dawns on her, and she realizes I’ve won. Maybe she’ll catch me fucking him. That’d be a treat. I’m all but licking my lips at this point.



I poke Jake. “Round two?”



“I’d love to, but I’m out of rubbers.”



“Fuck it, just do it raw.” I’m not on the pill, but I don’t care. I want it so badly I can’t stand it. There’s a hunger inside me that I need to fill right this second.



“What?” Jake looks at me, concerned.



“I said, just do it raw.” I’m growing impatient. The hunger is eating me alive and driving me crazy. I have to have him right now.



“And I said, ‘What?’ Are you insane?” That stings, but it’s probably true.



“Just pull out, it’ll be okay.” That’s a lie. I want all of him inside me. Right now. The hunger is gnawing at my insides. I must eat. I need his love.



What am I saying?



“No!” He pulls away from me. He seems scared, like a spooked doe.



I pull him back in. He struggles to resist me, but I have an iron grip on him. He feels so weak for a grown man. I pin him to the bed and straddle him. My eyes stare into his expectantly.



“Are you going to fuck me or what?”



“I…”



My stare intensifies to the point where I swear I could bore a hole clean through a wood block with it.



“…Yes of course.”



“Good boy.”




 



I am filled with Jake’s love, and it is delicious, but I still crave more. I have to be patient, however. He is just one man after all. So I wait, sitting naked on his couch, legs crossed, browsing through the collection of films on Netflix. The hunger still eats at me, but it’s manageable now. I’m not sure what came over me then, but it was sort of scary. 



Being naked in Jake’s house is strangely liberating. I feel so unconstrained and oddly comfortable. I used to feel shame about these sorts of things, but the new me is a free spirit. I could walk into the streets like this and feel great.



It occurs to me that Jake and I never finished watching It Follows, so I decide to fire it up while I wait for him to get up. I don’t suspect we’ll do much movie watching, but maybe he’ll absorb it through osmosis.



I get a response from Mom. “I thought Jake was your friend?”



“Jake is my boyfriend, Mom.” It’s good to say that, even if it wasn’t exactly true. Not yet, at least. 



Jake comes out from his room, fully dressed. I can safely say I’m a bit disappointed.



“Hey, see anything you like?” I uncross my legs and press my back against the couch, giving him a full display.



“Yes, but I have to go.” Jake is uncharacteristically somber. He’s avoiding eye contact.



“Go where?” The disappointment in my voice is palpable. 



“I just got off the phone with Jen’s mother. Jen’s in the hospital. The doctors don’t know what’s wrong, but it sounds pretty serious. I’m going to go visit her.”



Something snaps inside me. Suddenly, I’m ravenously hungry. More hungry than I’ve ever been in my life.I can feel my blood boiling again. I won’t let her take him. He’s mine.   



“Fuck Jen!”



What am I saying?



“What the hell is wrong with you, Lynn? She’s in the hospital!” Jake snarls.



I don’t like it how he snarls at me. There's a unfamiliar sensation overcoming my body as he bludgeons me with his contempt. It hurts. Not just emotionally either, physically as well. 



I feel like I’ve just swallowed a box of nails, and they’re scratching themselves down the length of my esophagus to the interior of my stomach. I gag to try and vomit out whatever it is inside me, but nothing comes. I fall to the floor and begin crawling towards Jake. I desperately try to look him in eyes, but he’s avoiding my gaze. 



What is happening to me?



“Stop it! You’re acting crazy!” Jake shouts. His rage cuts me down again. 



“Don’t leave me. Please!” I’m begging at this point. The pangs are becoming unbearable. It takes all of my might not to scream out in agony. My gut ties itself into a knot, and I can’t move any further.



Jake walks out the door without another word.



I begin screaming. I can’t stand the pain. The realization dawns on me after a few minutes of straight howling that Jake is not coming back, and I howl louder. I can’t help it. It feels like someone is carving out all my organs individually with a knife. A frothy, warm foam begins to build in my mouth. 



I can’t stop screaming. I keep expecting my lungs to give out, and that I’ll finally suffocate but they never do. I don’t know how long I’ve been at it anymore. I’ve lost the perception of time. There’s nothing but the pain. 



After what seems like an eternity, there’s a knock on the door. A gruff man yells from the other side, “Police! Is everything okay?”



I can’t stop myself long enough to talk to the officer.



“I’m knocking down the door!” There’s a series of loud thumps as the police officer kicks at the door frame several times before it finally gives. He enters the apartment. He’s surprisingly handsome. 



“What the fuck?” he says as he spots me. 



I can no longer think consciously. The pain is too great. All that I have left are my primitive animal instincts. He smells so delicious. He smells like prey. Just being in his presence causes me to salivate. I’m drooling so heavily that it collects in a pool on the floor. 



Food. I have to have him. He can make me full again.



He cautiously approaches me, carefully scanning the room for potential threats. “Miss, are you okay?”



My predator’s sense tells me I have to make eye contact with him. As long as I maintain eye contact, he’ll do as I say. 



I let out another wail, even louder than before, to grab his attention.  He turns his eyes towards me, and as soon as his eyes meet mine, I know I’ve captured my prey. The knowledge that food is near allows the hunger subside long enough that I can speak.



“Love. Me.” I can barely choke out the words.



“Yes, Mistress.” He obeys without a thought.








I clean myself up and try to make sense of what just happened. Obviously I’m some kind of monster now. Or maybe a demon. Who knows. I certainly don't. But I do know one thing: something’s rotten in the state of Denmark.  



I turn to Mark, the police officer. He’s still in a bit of a stupor after whatever it is I did to him. Can't say I blame him. He’s definitely cute and in good shape, but he’s not Jake. 



“Mark? I need a favor.” I candy my voice with sugar and honey. 



“What are your orders, Mistress?” he asks with a certain dullness to his voice, as if he was still half-asleep. 



I didn’t ask him to refer to me as Mistress. I consider asking him to call me by my name, but I find it oddly endearing, like he thinks I am some old-timey vampire or something. I scroll through my phone and find a picture of Jake. 



“Find this boy and bring him back to me.”



“Yes, Mistress!” He salutes me as if I’m his commanding officer and strides outside all prim and proper. Adorable. Mark is starting to grow on me. But he’s still not Jake. 



For my part, I take to the streets. I have to find that old woman and figure out what she’s done to me. I scope out the place where she usually is, but of course she isn’t there. 



I’m debating what my next move is, when out of the corner of my eye I see a familiar face. It’s Jen! What the hell? Am I hallucinating? I rub my eyes and look again to be absolutely sure. 



It’s definitely her. 



“Jen!” I call out, running after her. 



She doesn’t turn around. She doesn’t even react like she’s ignoring me. She just keeps walking.



“Jen!” I grab her arm, and turn her to face me. “I thought you were in the hospital?”



“We do not know this ‘Jen,’” Jen says. Her valley girl accent is gone.  



“What?” 



Jen softly sniffs at me. “You’re out of food, dearie.” 



The realization of whom I’m talking to finally dawns on me. 



“What did you do to me?” I screech.



Jen tries to walk away, but I don’t let go of her wrist. I can hear the bones pop as she attempts in vain to escape my grip. But she doesn’t seem to be in any pain. If anything, she treats it as a minor inconvenience. 



“You made me a monster,” I say as I tighten my grip even further. Jen’s hand begins turning purple from the lack of circulation. 



Jen laughs, both at the comment itself and at my attempt at intimidating her. 



“Ungrateful slut. We did nothing to you other than than give you the power to take what you wanted in return for a meal. Those were our terms.” 



She hawks a mucus-filled ball of spit to the ground. Very not-Jen of her. 



“I didn’t ask for this!” I yell.



“We have honored our agreement. Leave us, whore of Babylon.” There’s that special emphasis on the word “whore”, as if she’s spitting out the word. She uses her free hand and easily pries my fingers off her arm. She starts to walk away. 



“Am I like you now?” I call after her. “Please, I need answers!”



She stops and chortles at my apparent ignorance. “Don’t be stupid. You are not of us. We are many. You are one. You cannot become us.” 



“I-I don’t understand.” 



“We owe you no answers, harlot. Our pact has ended. But we thank you for the meal. She was delicious.”  She turns to face me for a moment, her face beaming with Jen’s bright smile. 



“Goodbye, Lynn!” she calls mockingly in Jen’s trademark valley-girl accent. 



I can't help but gag.



	




	Days later, I learn that Jen is dead. “Sudden cardiac arrest” is what they call it on the paperwork. The doctor’s can’t explain it: a perfectly healthy girl in the best shape of her life just dropping dead for no observable reason. 



	I remember how her body looked at her wake. The mortician obviously did the best he could, but it was obvious that the girl in the casket barely resembled Jen. She looked shriveled up, like a mummified corpse. 



	Or like a certain old lady. 



	But on the bright side, Mark managed to bring me back Jake. He’s such a good boy. If I didn’t have Jake already, I’d consider making him my boyfriend. I keep him close just in case my feelings change. But que será, será. 



 Jake, of course, feels guilty about the whole ordeal, but he gets over it after I talk to him. It’s not his fault, of course. How could he have known? He didn’t do anything wrong. But I gave him a little tweaking so he’d forget all about what happened with Jen, just in case.



He doesn’t even remember who she is. 



	“Want to watch One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest?” I ask him as we cuddle next to one another on the couch. We’re both, of course, completely nude, just more natural that way. He feels so warm against my skin. 



I can feel the rumbling in my stomach, and I know I’m going to have to feed again soon, but for now, I just want to enjoy his company.  I do love the man after all. It’s the small things in life that keep it worthwhile.



	“Yes.” His voice is devoid of all inflection.



	Jake doesn’t do much thinking on his own these days. He’s a little less “Jake” now after all I’ve meddling I’ve done with his mind, but he could still stand to be a little less “Jake.” Little less argumentative here, little less prudish there. Nothing wrong with helping someone improve themselves.



Still, I sort of miss the rugged edges of the old Jake. He seems just a bit empty this way. Oh well. 



	At least I can hold his hand. 
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