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         The gunshot woke Edward from his dream.



He was in the deepest ebb of sleep, that glacial point where your heart is at its slowest and the impulses slipping from neuron to neuron in your brain travel like worms through sludge. The sharp, sudden sound jerked him violently back to life. His whole body spasmed, and for a disoriented, terrible moment he was stuck between worlds, half in the dark bedroom with only the ghostly form of the ceiling fan to anchor his vision, and half in a chaotic mess of fantasies and vivid false-color memories that receded further away with every beat of his heart.



He lay there, breathing hard. The shock of adrenaline chilled him. He scrambled for the .45 in the endtable’s drawer beside him, but as his fingers closed on the little brass knob, his remaining senses came online, and he paused.



The house was silent. Shadow wasn’t barking. Cidne shifted beside him and mumbled something in her sleep, but otherwise made no move. There was no crash of breaking glass or sirens or screams in the night outside. Because there hadn’t been a gunshot. Just a dream.



Fuck. He sat up, careful not to shake the mattress, and sat on the bed’s edge, elbows resting on his knees. It had all seemed so real – the gunshot, and the… the gunshot, and the gunshot. Everything else had already melted away, and all that remained was that deafening exclamation point. 



He pulled the drawer open slowly, to keep the rails from squeaking. His fingers brushed the .45’s blued steel receiver. He considered taking it with him, but sometimes caution was just a veil for cowardice, and Edward was no coward, no sir, so he slid the drawer shut again before carefully and quietly walking out the bedroom.



A vodka would fix things. It usually did.



By the time he settled down on the couch, glass in hand, a faint storm had started to light the countryside. He saw the landscape in flashes through the glass door leading out to the patio; trees blown into a frenzy, capture with stop-motion precision by each bolt. A low, constant rumble shook his chest as the distant thunder slowly caught up, punctuated occasionally by brighter flashes and sharper, cracking peals.



That was probably it. Not a gunshot but thunder. Or the thunder had provoked his sleep-addled mind into dredging up fragments of his memory and kludging them together into a wild and violent pastiche. By now the real tangible sensations of being awake – the cold floor beneath his feet, the chilled glass held loosely in his fingers, the burn of the vodka – had obliterated even residual memories of the dream, and with every passing moment even the fact that he had dreamed slipped further and further away.



He took sips of the vodka while watching the storm, slowly letting the steady howl of the wind and rumble of thunder calm his nerves. The alcohol helped too. By the time his phone buzzed to life an hour later, it didn’t even startle him.



He let it rattle for a few seconds before picking it up. The number was blocked, but not many telemarketers called at 2 a.m., so it was probably work. He flicked the little green phone icon across the screen and held it to his cheek. “Detective Gonzales. Go ahead.”



“Hey Eddy, it’s Pamela. Sorry to wake you. Need you out at an accident site. Dakota’s already on his way, he’ll meet you there.”



“For an accident?” He leaned back against the cushion. “Just call the township cops, they ain’t got nothin’ better to do.”



“It was a bad accident, Eddy.” Pam paused, and when she resumed there was a slight catch in her throat, like she was coming down with a cold or something. “County Road 309, about a mile south of the 74 split. You can’t miss it.”



“I don’t care how bad it is, they don’t need a detective to mop things up. Call the volunteer fire depart—”



“There’s more, but I can’t share it on an open line. Dakota will fill you in. And be careful out there, looks like a storm might be moving through.”



He could still argue. He should still argue – waking a detective up for some stupid DUI fatality was a goddamn stupid waste of city resources. But then, he hadn’t really been asleep, and truth be told, even with the vodka taking the edge off his nerves, he probably wasn’t going to get to sleep anytime soon.



“Alright. I’m putting all this on my timecard, though. Anything else?”



“Nah, be safe. Dispatch out.” The radio patch-through to the cell system ended with a click, and the line went dead after a moment of static. He set the phone down and tilted his head back, eyes closed, imagining what a few more hours of sleep would feel like.



The floorboards down the hall creaked. He tilted his head to see Cidne walking toward him, one of his oversized t-shirts hanging from her shoulders like a tent, coming all the way down to her mid-thighs. Her hair was fuzzy and unkempt, and her eyes were only half-open as she as she settled on the cushion beside him.



“Hey.” He placed a dry kiss on her forehead. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”



“S’fine.” Her fingers found his, twining around them, and grasped the phone. “Work?”



“Yeah. Gotta go out real quick. Should only be a few hours.”



“Mm.” She took the glass from his other hand and sniffed at it, making a face. “You sure you can drive?”



“I’ll be fine.” There was barely enough alcohol in that little shot of vodka to get a toddler drunk. “Go back to bed.”



She shook her head. “Don’t think I can. Just had the craziest dream, woke me right up.”



“Yeah?” That seemed to be going around. He leaned forward and stood with a groan. All 42 of his years weighed heavily on him, and he wondered for a moment just when he’d started to turn into his father. “What about?”



“I… there was…” She stopped, frowning at something only she could see. “I don’t remember. Something about a train, I think. It seemed so real.”



“Always does,” he said. The floorboards squeaked again as he walked back to the bedroom to get dressed. Outside, flashes of lightning captured the swaying trees, like lovers locked in some violent, frenzied dance.








Jefferson County Road 309 was a long, two-lane stretch of asphalt that ran mostly straight for the length of the old B&O railway easement between Hamilton and Mechanicsburg. Corn and soybeans and potatoes and small stretches of woods surrounded it on both sides. The storm held off while he drove, the red-and-blue strobes concealed in his car’s grill competing with the lightning to fill in the dark spaces beyond his headlights.



He passed the 74 split and kept going. Ahead, a sea of flashing lights chased away the night. The fire department was on scene already, and they had portable light towers glaring out at the fields. A cruiser blocked the road, and Ed killed his killed his lights as he approached. The officer by the cruiser waved him past.



Dakota’s old beat-up Toyota S-10 was pulled off to the side ahead. He parked behind it. Further ahead, the man himself stood with a band of EMTs and township cops. He waved for Ed’s attention.



The EMTs were just standing around. Always a bad sign.



“Hey bud.” Dakota gave him a fist-bump once he was in range. He had to raise his voice over the wind. “Hope you brought your umbrella. Looks like it’s gonna start any minute now.”



Fuck. Umbrella. It was always something. He’d look like an idiot if he had to borrow a poncho from the volunteer fire boys. Whatever. He looked out at the field past a gentle bend in the road, where at least a dozen cops, volunteers and probies waded through thigh-high soybeans. The field was scarred in places, the plants torn apart to expose the dirt. Over an area nearly a hundred yards long, poles had been shoved into the dirt, topped with streamers cut from a POLICE LINE, DO NOT CROSS tape. 



“Big ass accident site,” he mumbled. The county’s request for a detective was starting to make sense. He squinted out into the field, trying to find the wrecks. Aside from a few tangled bits of metal frame rising from the soybeans like islands above a storm-tossed ocean, there wasn’t much to see. “How many cars?”



“Just one.”



Ed blinked. “Come again?” The search teams were out canvassing an area larger than a goddamn football field. “Just one? What the hell happened?”



“Excessive speed. Driver lost control at the bend.” Dakota gestured at the edge of the road where the destruction seemed to originate. “Going at least a hundred. Five pax, all deceased.”



Christ. “Locals?”



“Some of them. Still looking for the plates, but the medics pulled two IDs off the bodies, both from Hamilton. County’s working notification.”



“Okay, so they seem to have everything in hand.” He shoved his hands into his jacket pockets – the night had turned unseasonable cool for summer, and the wind wasn’t helping. “What are we doing out here? Helping pick up? Any criminal indications, aside from being idiots?”



“Yeah.” Dakota looked out at the field, then turned to stare down the long stretch of 309 behind them. “They were being chased.”








The sun was a goddamn early riser in July, already starting to peek above the horizon just after five. But on this morning it was still dark, the sky baffled and obscured by the low storm clouds that raced across it. They were heavy, pregnant with rain, just waiting to burst.



Ed stared out at them from the little window in the station’s conference room. Some kind soul had made a coffee run, and he held a steaming cup of Dunkin’ Donuts’ best. Just the scent was enough to improve his morning by a few shades.



Dakota came in and locked the door. “Okay, got the audio and a transcript. Which do you want?”



“Let’s do both.” He set the coffee down on the conference table and pulled out a pen. Dakota slid a sheaf of papers across the table to him, then tapped something on his laptop. After a few seconds, the familiar hiss of an audio recording filled the room.



“Jefferson County Emergency Services, what is your emergency?” That was Pamela. She handled 911 calls after midnight most nights.



“Uh, hello? Hello?” The girl’s voice sounded young and out of breath. She had trouble getting her words out. The background noise, a car engine or the wind or something else loud and constant, nearly drowned her out. “Someone’s chasing us and we need help please.”



Young woman, maybe 16 or 17. Ed scribbled his notes on the margin of the page. No slur in her voice suggesting alcohol or drugs, but the obvious fear she was expressing might’ve chased that away. For a moment he remembered that the girl whose voice they were listening to was dead, and that this recording was nothing more than a ghost, and his pen froze on the page. He shook his head to banish the thought and resumed listening.



A keyboard went clickety-clack in the background. “Okay, I’m letting the police know now. Where are you?”



“Uh... “ There was a pause, followed by unintelligible cross-talk. It sounded like at least three or four voices, all young. “I, uh, we’re in a car.”



“Okay sweetie, where is your car?”



“It’s…” More cross-talk. A boy’s voice shouted something about a road. “The, uh, long road that goes past the K-Mart.”



“That sounds like 309. What direction are you going?”



“Direction? Uh, south, I think? It’s…” There was a muffled click, and for a moment it sounded like the line had gone dead, but then the girl’s voice returned. “Yeah, Dylan says south. We’re almost to, uh, 74.”



“And what kind of car is chasing you?”



“It’s not a car it’s a man.” A bit of panic had started to work it’s way back into the girl’s voice. “Please, there’s a man chasing and we need help we really really need help as fast as you can.”



“Take a deep breath, sweetie, I already have help on the way. Is the man chasing you on a motorcycle?”



“No he’s not on anything—” The girl’s voice finally broke on that word, and the rest came out as a sob. The sound of the engine in the background grew louder, and the cross-talk from the other voices turned into shouts. “Please he’s getting closer and I think he wants to hurt us.”



Ed frowned. He stopped taking notes and set the pen down. Dakota leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk and staring at the laptop.



It took a few seconds for Pamela to speak again. He could faintly hear her typing something. “Okay, if you keep going south on 309 you’ll come up to the 410 junction. I have police on the way there. Can you tell me again what kind of car the man chasing you is—”



“He’s not in a car he’s just running after us!” the girl screamed. It was almost impossible to hear her over the car’s roaring, maximized engine or the other voices shouting at her, at the driver, at the phone, at whatever. “He’s chasing after us and—”



Someone else on the line screamed, a high, loud, panicked sound. Brakes squealed, drowning out everything else for a moment, then followed by the crashing jangle of a car being flipped and spun and torn apart. It lasted for just a moment before going dead.



“Sweetie?” Pam’s voice filled the silence. “Sweetie, are you… shit. Dispatch, all units, please be—” Her voice cut out as the recording came to an end.



Ed stared down at the transcript. Whoever had typed it had been in a rush, or they’d used voice-recognition software that couldn’t cope with the background noise. The last few lines were a mess of nonsense words, followed by TRANSCRIPT ENDS. 



“Well,” he finally said. “Shit.”








The local news shows went on air starting at six. As expected, the top story was the accident. Ed watched the TV in the breakroom. 



A reporter stood at the edge of the road, his windbreaker whipping wildly. The storm still hadn’t broken, but it hung low over the fields, allowing only a dim fragment of the morning’s light to break through. The sound was off, but Ed had seen enough of these reports to know what the reporter was saying. Five kids, lost control, police investigating. At least it was summer, so he didn’t have to watch the inevitable shots of kids crying at the high school.



Dakota joined him as the segment ended. They watched the weather lady for a few seconds, then turned to the business at hand.



“Got IDs on all of them,” Dakota said. He set the folder on the table and went to pour his own cup of coffee. “All high-schoolers except the driver. He graduated last year.” 



“Dylan, right?” Sip. Ah. “Lab results?”



“Lab don’t open ‘til eight on Saturdays.”



“Not even for this? Five kids dead.”



Dakota shrugged. “You wanna open your own toxicology lab, you go for it. Until then we’re using the hospital’s. You think they were drunk?”



“At 1 a.m. on a Saturday morning, driving on a county road at a hundred miles per hours? Yeah, it crossed my mind.” Another sip. “Plus that delusion about some dude chasing them. Maybe, I dunno, meth? LSD?”



“Prank gone wrong?”



“Could be. Dunno how it would work though.” He yawned. “Families notified yet?”



Dakota checked his watch. “Should be done with the last one by now. You wanna talk with them already?”



He shook his head. “Not yet. Not until the labs come back.”



“Fine by me.” Dakota started to take a drink of his coffee, and had to stop when an enormous yawn split his face. “Ugh, sorry. What a damn night.”



“Pam wake you up, too?”



His sometime-partner shook his head. “Was already up, actually. Some damn dream woke me.”



“Yeah?” Ed watched the TV for a few seconds. The weather lady was gesturing to some lines on a map of the state. “Storms’ll do that, I guess. Crazy, huh?”



“If you say so. Wish I could remember what it was about, though.” Dakota’s pocket started to buzz, and he pulled his phone out. “This is Evans. Already? Okay, we’re on the way.”



Sip. Delicious. “Lab opening early?”



“Nah, better. They’re bringing the car in. C’mon, I’ll drive.”



“Peachy.” Ed poured the rest of his coffee into a stainless steel thermos before following out into the hall.








Calling it ‘the car’ was a bit of a generous misnomer. Ed would’ve described it as ‘the disintegrated remains of the car.’ It arrived at the lot on three different flatbed wreckers. Tarps covered the tangled metal in a gesture of decency and respect to the five victims, pieces of whom might still be stuck in there somewhere.



“Fuck me, look at that thing,” Dakota muttered. 



It took over an hour to offload all the pieces. The wheels were still recognizable. Everything else was not. Ed stared at one mangled bit of metal that resembled nothing so much as a piece of origami carefully unfolded, then torn and smashed and crushed into a little ball. It was part of the muffler, he finally decided.



The engine block was the largest part still in one piece. It came in on a fourth truck. Apparently it had torn itself free from the rest of the car as it flipped, then continued down the field for another three hundred yards in the manner of a boulder rolling downhill before it finally hit a tree and stopped. Bits of wood were lodged in the empty cylinders.



The department had a specialist for this. An officer trained at a special class run by the auto insurance industry, of all groups, who knew how fast a car had to be moving for the various parts to fail, for the roof to crumple, or for wheels to depart the vehicle. He knew how much force it took for the steering column to crush the driver, or for the passenger compartment to compress into a space smaller than a human being occupied. The specialist arrived, took one look at the pile, shook his head, and left.



Ed sighed. It wasn’t even eight in the morning yet.



“What do you wanna do?” Dakota asked.



“I’m taking a nap in my office. Wake me when the lab results come in.”








He was chasing someone. A young black man. It was dark but not too dark – a few minutes after sunset, or just before the sunrise. Enough for the sky to retain some light but for everything else to have faded into grays and blacks. Ahead, the kid rounded a corner, roughly shoving a middle-aged lady out of his way. She fell with a cry. Ed didn’t stop for her.



He rounded the corner a few seconds later. There was a fence blocking the alley, and the young man was trying to climb it. He saw Ed behind him, and—



His office door rattled as someone rapped the glass with their knuckles, then opened, revealing Dakota. “Hey, wake up.”



“Fuck, man.” Ed sat up on the spare cot beside his desk and rubbed his head. “A little louder, next time?”



“Truly sorry.” Dakota let himself in and took a seat on the desk. He flipped through a manilla folder and pulled out a single sheet. “Got the first set of labs back.”



“Yeah?” Ed found his thermos and uncapped it. The scent of slightly stale coffee filled the room, and he took a swallow, not caring that it was still hot enough to burn. A look at the clock of the door showed it was almost 10. “Driver?”



“Not yet. Stacey Meyers. She was the girl who made the 911 call.”



“Drunk?”



“Nope.”



“Drugs?”



“Clean, so far. The PCP test takes a few days because it has to go out of state, but do you really think she was doing that shit?”



No. No, probably not. PCP wasn’t exactly the drug of choice for high schoolers in rural Iowa. “So she was sober when she made that call?”



“I just read the piece of paper, man.”



Wiseass. Ed motioned for him to give it up, then spent a few second scanning the report. Most of it was gibberish, but he’d read enough over his career to find the high points. Blood alcohol, zero. Drug toxicity, zero. No unusual or unexpected compounds detected. 



“Okay.” He set the sheet down and stared at it, as if he could intimidate it into giving better answers. “She wasn’t impaired. So she was either lying or the victim of some kind of deception.”



“Or some dude really was chasing her.”



Ed peered at him over the rim of his glasses. “Some dude. On foot. Chasing a car going a hundred miles per hour.”



Dakota shrugged. “It’s what she thought she saw.”



“Right. We’ll put a pin in that theory. As for a prank… we’ll talk to their friends. Check their social media pages. They might’ve posted about it.”



Dakota scribbled in his little notebook. “Social media. Did you think you’d be checking Facebook when you applied to be a detective?”



“Man, when I was a patrol cop I thought detectives still used magnifying glasses.” Ed took his glasses off and set them on the desk. They were straining his eyes already. “Funny how every job seems awesome ‘til you finally get it. Then it’s just more work.”



“Yeah, could be worse, though,” Dakota said. He tapped the toxicology report. “Could’ve ended up like these kids. I did a lot of stupid shit with my car when I was young.”



“There but for the grace of god, go we.” Ed shoved the tox report back across the desk and opened his laptop. “Okay, I’ll try Facebook. You try Twitter or whatever the kids are using these days. What is it, Vine?”



“I’ll ask the interns. They’ll know.”








The criminal justice interns from the local community college did know. The interns knew far, far too much about all the new social media platforms that seemed to sprout every day. By mid-afternoon Ed was ready to toss the laptop out the window. 



Hours of searching, and nothing. By now the kids’ feeds were getting clogged with condolence messages, pictures of crying angels, heartfelt and angsty tributes, and at least a dozen pictures of a cartoon octopus superimposed with big block letter texts that was apparently all the rage at the moment. He wanted to punch it in the face. Instead he took another sip of coffee, and after making sure the hallway was clear, he poured a bit of vodka into it for flavor.



If it was a prank, it was the old-fashioned kind. Hopefully the families would know more. He spun around in his chair to look out the window. It was still cloudy and windy, with none of the rain that had been threatening all day. Almost like the storm was waiting for something to break. He fancied, for a moment, that God up in heaven was watching their little drama down on earth, his hand on the cord that would unleash the reservoir, and down would come the flood again. All waiting for one of those little ants to trip the switch that would fulfil his grand design.



“Christ, I gotta get more sleep.”








Cidne was already home when he pulled into the driveway. He walked around her Honda toward the front door. The rich scent of baking lasagna greeted him at the door. He paused for a moment to savor it.



He found her in the kitchen. She hadn’t heard him come in, so absorbed was she with the corn-on-the-cob, and she shrieked when he wrapped his arms around her waist.



“Hey.” He smooched her cheek. “Sorry.”



“Asshole.” She smacked his shoulder. “What if I’d been holding a knife?”



“I knew you weren’t.” Another smooch. “How was the daycare?”



“Rough.” She tried to wriggle out of his grasp, and when that failed resigned herself to shucking the corn while still being embraced. “All the teachers were exhausted. The storm woke us all up, I think.”



“They’ll do that.” He scanned the counter for anything edible, and stole an olive from the tossed salad. “Feeling better now?”



“A little.” She finally pushed him away to start a pot of water on the range. “I saw that accident on the news. Is that what they called you for this morning?”



“Yeah. Was a damn mess. Five kids dead because of some…” he trailed off and considered his words. “Some bad decisions.”



“Were they drinking?”



“Maybe. We’re still waiting for the driver’s labs to come in.”



The stove dinged, and Cidne rushed to get the lasagna out. 



They ate as they always did, the TV on in the next room to the evening news. Outside, beyond the patio, the trees resumed their swaying dance as the wind began to pick back up.








The gunshot woke Edward from his dream.



He didn’t panic this time. Instead he lay still in bed, eyes on the ceiling fan turning gracefully above him. Shadow wasn’t barking. Cidne wasn’t moving. No other sounds intruded on the night except for the low thrum of the wind and the creaking of the house’s joists as the pressure on the walls shifted with each gust. Not a night for anyone to be out, cop or criminal or teenage joyrider.



He focused on his breathing until it began to slow. His palms stung, like he’d just fired his service pistol, but there was no acrid stink of gunsmoke in the air. It was just a dream, and those were just phantom pains troubling him. Memories burned deep into his brain by thousands of rounds at the firing range. And a few in other places besides.



The dream. There was the gunshot, and… nothing else. It had already fled from him. He sighed and closed his eyes to try and sleep again.



The bed shook as Cidne jerked beside him. She gasped for air, and her hands clutched at the sheets, nearly yanking them from his body. She sat up, panting, staring around at the dark room in a panic.



His first instinct was to hold her, but he stifled it. A person just waking up was disoriented, confused, liable to lash out at any unexpected contact. Instead he waited for several seconds before speaking. “Cidne. It’s okay. It’s just a dream.”



Her hand grasped for him. He caught it and held it tight. The pulse in her wrist raced beneath his fingertips.



“Sorry,” she finally choked out. She lowered herself back onto the mattress. “Just a nightmare. Christ, it felt so real.”



He pulled her against his chest, arms around her bare shoulders. They were slick with cold sweat. “It’s okay. Just breathe.”



She did that for a while, until eventually the panic ebbed away, and she began to shiver in the cold air. He pulled the blankets back over them and held her tight.



“It’s that storm,” she mumbled. Her voice was already muzzy with sleep. “I hope it goes away soon.”



Yeah. So did he. He closed his eyes, but no matter how much he willed it, even as his wife drifted off again into slumber, sleep did not return for him.








Ed stared at his laptop. There was a report on it. Statements from the deceased children’s parents. Sad stuff, he assumed – he could barely remember reading it. His eyes lost their focus every other line, and at some point he let them close, just to rest for a bit. He wasn’t sleeping; he just needed to relax for a few—



His door rattled. He snapped back to life in time to see Dakota push his way in.



“Hey man.” Dakota collapsed into the worn leather chair opposite the desk. It groaned beneath his considerable weight. “You look like shit.”



“Hey, thanks.” Ed rubbed his eyes. “You too.”



It wasn’t too much of a lie; the bags beneath Dakota’s eyes were darker and thicker than usual, his thinning hair limp around his temples. Dark sweatstains already colored his shirt at the armpits, though it wasn’t even noon and not all that hot besides. A cool day for the summer.



“Hard to sleep with all that wind, you know?” Dakota said. He stared out the window at the low clouds for a bit, then shook his head. “Was going through some jurisdictional records, found something interesting.”



“Yeah?” Maybe this would keep him awake.



“Dylan MacArthur, our driver. His family moved here two years ago when he was a senior. They used to live out in Des Moines. And right before they moved, he was arrested but never indicted. Prosecutor decided not to press charges.”



“Huh.” Ed tapped his laptop back to life and opened the file they’d built for the young man. There wasn’t much in it yet. “Drugs?”



“Nope.” Dakota slid a manila folder across the desk. “Hit-and-run.”



He froze. “You’re kidding.”



“I shit you not. Struck a pedestrian who was running by the side of the road. Local doctor, big figured in his community. Raised a lot of money for charities. Killed him instantly. Said he didn’t see the guy.”



Ed fingered the manila folder. Only a few pages were inside, including photos. “Why wasn’t he charged?”



Dakota shrugged. “No witnesses, no evidence of any crime. Was around twilight and visibility was poor. Said he was real tired. Just an accident. You wanna ruin a kid’s life for that?”



Yeah, kind of. His first instinct was anger, imagining how the victim’s family must’ve felt when they got the news. Of course the kid was at fault – he was a teenager behind the wheel of a car. Every man who’d been a boy once themselves knew whose fault it was. He ground his teeth, then set the folder down and rubbed his forehead. “Okay, so, maybe not a prank? Maybe something malicious that got out of hand?”



“Eh, maybe. But it doesn’t explain what Stacey thought she saw. How do you fake someone running after a car going almost a hundred miles per hour?”



“I dunno. Motorcycle still seems obvious. What about, like, a drone? Hang a mannequin from it or something, rig it to look like it’s running.”



“A drone.” Dakota stared at him. “Rigged up with a mannequin. At night. Somehow chasing a car down a dark county road for several miles. All part of a prank-slash-weird-revenge for a hit-and-run accident?”



“Well.” Ed cast about for something else, then shrugged. “I mean, it sound stupid when you say it like that.”



“Yeah, cuz it is stupid.”



“Okay.” Ed leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head. “What’s your theory? What does the wise and omniscient Senior Detective Dakota Evans think it was?”



“Beats me, man. Ghost?”



“Ghost.” Ed looked around for something to throw, and settled on the coverpage of an old report. He wadded it up and flicked it across the desk at Dakota’s big fat belly. “Get out of here. And see if you can get a number for that doctor’s family.”








Cidne beat him home again. But there was no home-cooked meal waiting this time. Instead there was pizza, which Ed concluded was still pretty good.



They ate in silence, except for the drone of the newscaster on the TV. Apparently, local business were dealing with a surge in absenteeism and sick days. B-roll footage showed the public pool chained up with a “Closed” sign across the gate, dark stores in the mall and a long line at the CVS pharmacy counter. 



“It’s this weather,” Cidne said. She looked as frazzled at he’d ever seen her, even worse than their nights cramming for finals at Iowa State. “No one can sleep. Messes up your immune system. You should take some vitamin C.”



“Sure.” Cidne loved that shit. There was an entire shelf in the pantry dedicated to homeopathy and natural remedies. They’d had a few arguments over its perceived benefits early in their relationship, until one day Ed’s father had taken him aside and politely reminded him that Cidne was the best thing that had ever happened to him and did he really want to risk that because maybe Zicam wasn’t as effective as the box claimed. 



No, no he didn’t. So Cidne got her shelf in the pantry and Ed got to hear about the benefits of vitamin C from time to time, and all was well in the world.



“You taking enough?” he quipped, feeling brave. Or perhaps giddy from lack of sleep. “Look a little rough today yourself.”



She frowned down at her pizza. “Yeah. I’m not sick, just tired. I feel like I haven’t really slept in days. Even melatonin isn’t helping.”



“Need something stronger.” He snuck a sip from his vodka. She didn’t like when he drank at the dinner table, but dammit, if ever there was a night for it.



They moved from the dining room into the living room, taking the pizza with them. Shadow joined them, and Ed snuck him a few bits of pepperoni when Cidne wasn’t watching. And Cidne always wondered why Shadow seemed to like him more than her.



The sun had barely set by the time they made their way to bed. Outside, the low, heavy clouds continued their march across the heavens. Someday, he figured, the world would run out of clouds, but it seemed there were enough left in the sky for tonight, at least.








The gunshot woke Edward from his dream.



He was in the alley again. The young man – the young thug – was backed up against the fence. He held out his hand as if to ward off the cop chasing him.



Ed’s gun was out. Rare for an arrest. Most were peaceful and non-violent, or they involved a bit of wrestling with some drunk idiot. But now his blood was up; this fucking punk made him run, was shoving ladies out of his way, maybe hurting them bad, just so he could get away. 



It was enough to make a man angry. Enough to make him furious.



They were shouting at each other. The kid’s hands were up, or out. He reached into his pocket, and there could’ve been anything in there. Anything at all. A wallet, a knife, a gun. Enough to make a reasonable man fear for his life. That’s what he would tell them.



The gunshot woke Edward from his dream.



Except he wasn’t really dreaming, or even asleep. Or maybe he was still asleep. It was hard to say. So he just lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling fan. The house creaked quietly as the wind pushed futilely against it.



“You okay?” Cidne whispered. She pressed her chin against his shoulder.



“Yeah.” He swallowed. His throat was dry and sore, like the onset of a cold, but he knew it was just this damned sleeplessness. A glance at the clock on his bedside table showed it was barely past one.



Forty-eight hours ago, almost to the minute, since the crash that killed Stacey Meyers and her four friends. He wondered if their parents were able to sleep yet, or if they lay awake now as well in their homes, listening to the wind batter their walls, wondering what they could’ve done different.



Stop being so morbid, some smarter part of his mind demanded. So he turned and stretched an arm across Cidne, pulling her closer. “Sorry.”



“Don’t be. I can’t sleep either.”



“I know. It’s this damn weather…”



She shook her head. “No, I keep having this stupid dream… There was a train, I think, and… I wish I could remember the rest.”



“It’s just a dream.” He kissed the side of her head, the frazzled red hair tickling his cheeks. “It doesn’t mean anything.”



“I know. But it… this sounds stupid, but it reminds me of when I was a kid. My friends and I would play on the old abandoned tracks where the B&O used to run. We’d run along them and pretend there was a train coming, then we’d jump off just in time to avoid getting squished. I ruined… I don’t know, like, five dresses that way. Eventually mom made me wear pants.”



“Mm. Why’d you stop?”



“Grew up. Girls can’t play like that after a certain age.”



“Sure they can,” he protested.



She kissed him back. “Try being a girl and saying that.”



“Well, you should be able to.”



“Very generous of you to say.” She rolled in his grip to face him. “So, what keeps waking you? What are you dreaming of?”



“I…” He waited for a few breaths to answer. “You know, I don’t remember.”



It was mostly the truth.








“Maybe there is no answer,” Ed said. “Just… what was it you said, yesterday? Just an accident.”



Dakota sat across the conference room table. It was covered with various papers, but the only ones that mattered were stacked neatly in front of Ed, covered with notes and highlights. The transcript of Stacey’s 911 call.



“There’s nothing to prosecute. We don’t even know that a crime took place.” Dakota looked as bad as Ed felt. He hadn’t bothered to shave, or perhaps hadn’t been able to. His eyes looked like he was coming off a three-day bender.



They were both chugging coffee like it was heroin, and it barely kept them going. Ed was frankly amazed they’d both made it to work alive.



There was a long pause in the conversation. There’d been a lot of those so far this day. He wondered idly what dreams were keeping Dakota awake.



“It’s only been two days.” Wait, no. “Three days. It’s only been three days. Someone will come forward with something and we’ll be able to progress. Or we’ll find something in the car. You know how it goes, man. You just gotta…” He yawned. “Gotta wait.”



“Yeah.” Dakota stared out the conference room window. It was another gray day, still threatening to rain. Faint flashes lit the dark clouds. “You should head home, man. Get out a bit early today.”



“What, and just leave you to suffer without me?”



“You got that backwards, bro. Go home. Kiss Cidne for me.”



“Hey, fuck you.”



They jawed a bit more. He wanted to argue, to stay, but Dakota was probably right. So when they reached a lull he stood a bit shakily, clapped his partner on the back, and headed out for the day.



Hell, leaving a few hours early wouldn’t hurt for once.



There was time to kill, so he decided to walk the few blocks to the deli. Odds were Cidne wasn’t going to be cooking anything for dinner anyway. On the way, on the sidewalk, he felt the first drops of rain on his face. He looked up, eyes closed, and let their cool touch caress him.



“About damn time,” he mumbled.



The raindrops started to try almost as soon as they hit the sidewalk, leaving faint dark spots that slowly faded as he watched. It didn’t look like a shower was about to start, just a short sprinkle that would whet their appetite for—



He stopped. At his feet were a few dark drops that weren’t fading. They were dark and thick and faintly red, scattered in little flowers around a central point. He stared at them for a long moment.



More, ahead. He followed them, weaving around pedestrians and dogs and fire hydrants discarded wind-blown trash. He walked faster and faster, following the path they painted for him.



Then they stopped. He skidded to a halt and looked around, and saw that they hadn’t stopped but rather turned abruptly, leading into an alley. They were almost invisible against the dark asphalt, but thicker now too, and larger. He walked after them numbly.



He came to a chain-linked fence, stretched across the alley. Beyond it were dumpsters and someone’s moped and the beat-up remains of a bedframe, a no-trespassing sign and empty bottles set out for the garbage man. But no souls, and no blood. That ended at the stains below him, and as he watched they slowly seeped into the cracks in the asphalt, sending out thin wet strands.



He’d seen this before. The alley, the fence, the blood. All that was missing was the body. He turned in time to see a young black man round the corner. His hands were up, except for one that was reaching into his pocket.



“I’m dreaming,” Ed said. “This is just a dream.”



The gunshot woke him up.
      

      
   
      Beyond Good and Evil


      
      
      
         
         Wounded

      
      

      

      
      
         “Greetings, human. I am Noct. I have traveled a great many realms in my time, though I fear this may be my last. Would you hear my predicament?”



The Hunter stared up in gaping horror at the thirty-foot-tall black demon towering above him. Raising his crossbow, he shouted at her, “What in the hells are you, cursed beast?”



“I am Noct. I am a being not native to this plane, nor indeed any plane—my kind traverses the universes at our own whims, subject only to our individual lifetime quests to achieve true moral Balance. It is this Balance, in fact, that brings me to your world.” Noct repeated politely, “Would you hear my predicament?”



“Y-your… predicament?” The Hunter lowered his crossbow. The creature was not violent; perhaps he would best preserve his own life by engaging this beast in the diplomacy she so desired. “Very well. I shall.”



“My kind is immortal, although each of us must undergo a rebirth every couple hundred millennia. This is only possible, however, if we end our lives in a state of moral Balance—our Good deeds having precisely equaled our Evil deeds. Myself, I am in an awful state of disequilibrium; I have slaughtered hundreds of millions of innocent lives, toppled dozens of civilizations with starvation and pestilence, personally seen to the extreme torture of countless individuals…” The Hunter noticed at this point that Noct was reading off of an itemized list, which she made vanish with the flick of a paw. “As you can see, I am in dire need of Good deeds to perform. Worse yet, the last being I encountered—the sole surviving member of a race I had annihilated—mustered with his dying breaths the strength to stab me with a sword forged of the one material my kind is vulnerable to.” Noct gestured to a wound on her chest which bled not blood, but rays of magnificent light. “Undoubtedly, I have only a few centuries left until I must undergo my death and—hopefully—rebirth. I don’t think I even have the strength to leave your planet now that I am here.”



The Hunter was still skeptical. “I do not believe you, beast.”



“It’s not important that you believe me. But might you please teach me, at the least, how to perform Good deeds?”



The Hunter was fazed. “You really need me to tell you?”



“I would be most grateful if you did. You see, I found it so intuitive to cause Evil; honestly, most interactions with others and their property resulted in as much. But the others of my kind have warned me that being Good requires much tact and effort, and just one false move can undo all the Good one has achieved.”



The Hunter tested the beast’s words. “So you’re saying you’ve committed all these Evil atrocities, and haven’t balanced it out with any Good? You must have quite the cosmic debt racked up.”



“I may have procrastinated slightly, daunted by the difficulty of the task… Now, may you please aid me in my quest to learn Good?”



After several more exchanges and reiterations, the Hunter realized that this beast’s naivety was genuine. “You know, b—Noct, I know the perfect way you can help me out.” After a moment of bemusement from Noct, the Hunter clarified, “And helping me would be Good.”



“Do tell!”



“I am a hunter from a nearby village, and I have lived in shame for some years now. Drunkenness, infidelity, but worst of all, an ineptitude at hunting. But if you would just show me your paw…”



Noct innocently extended her foreleg.



“… that could all change in a moment!” The Hunter whipped out a blade from his side and slashed at Noct’s wrist. The immortal beast waited patiently as the Hunter took several more swings, up until her paw was cleanly severed from her foreleg. The Hunter held it aloft and exclaimed, “Once they see this, my townspeople will hail me as a legendary hunter! This will turn my whole life around!”



Quick to escape the beast’s (nonexistent) anger, the Hunter took off. Noct was left wondering what exactly had transpired, but whatever it was, Noct hoped it had counted as a veritable act of Goodness.



For she was still a long way from achieving Balance.








The year was 1652 when Noct first entered the human world. In the months following the amputation (and swift regeneration) of her paw, Noct meditated on the nature of her first supposedly Good deed. What exactly constituted its Goodness? she wondered. After some time, she came up with a plausible-enough explanation: It was an act naturally reciprocal to Evil. Throughout all the millennia of her existence, she had always been the one doing the rending and eviscerating. To restore Balance, therefore, she merely needed to endure the same amount of injury that she had inflicted upon others. That might take a while. Hopefully, she could find some sufficiently sadistic humans to help her on her way.



Two hundred and two fruitless years passed as Noct acted on her newfound theory of morality. She traveled across the lands, greeting each human she encountered with a polite request to injure her as gravely as they wished. Unfortunately, most humans did not seem as violent as the Hunter had been, and would flee from the scene before Noct could even adequately explain her situation.



At first, Noct chalked this up to bad luck. Soon, however, she realized an obvious impediment to her approach: Most humans were not as well equipped as the Hunter at dismembering on request. As such, Noct made it a point to always deposit a pilfered longsword on the ground before beginning the conversation. Still, she encountered little success; the great majority of humans would not even take a swing before fleeing in fear, and those that did would hardly put their heart into it. At this rate, Noct worried about her chances of rebirth.



But then, one propitious day in the countryside of Victorian-era England:



“Greetings, human. I am Noct. I have traveled a great many realms in my time, though I fear this may be my last. Would you please mutilate me with this sword?”



“Oh my,” replied the Damsel. “What a ghastly favor to ask. Are you some sort of giant fox?”



“I have indeed noticed creatures in your world that resemble me on a smaller scale, but make no mistake, there is no relation between us. Now, I cannot waste any time on my journey, so if you are unable or unwilling to wound me, please inform me now so that I might be on my way.”



“I admit, such a thing is beyond my sensibilities. But if you would explain your circumstance, I might be able to help you in some other way.”



And so the giant fox related to the Damsel her predicament, as well as the theory of morality taught to her by the Hunter.



“Truly, I’m afraid you have it all jumbled up,” the Damsel said, stifling a dainty laugh with the tip of her finger. “Two opposite Evils don’t make Balance, but even if it did, not all creatures wish to wound you as you have them.”



“I can confirm,” Noct agreed.



“Instead, you must help them accomplish what they do wish, in a cordial and kind manner. That is the essence of Goodness.”



“I think I’m beginning to understand,” Noct said. She recalled the words of the wise Hunter: And helping me would be good. “Where should I begin?”



“Anywhere you want. Help some folks with their gardening. Talk to someone about their feelings, and give them compliments. Go out of your way to help people with household tasks they don’t have the time or energy for. It may depend on the person, but there will always be something you can do.”



And so the giant fox began down a new path of Goodness, starting by tending to the Damsel’s seasonal zinnia patch. In return, the Damsel spoke well of her gardener to all her friends in the village; slowly but surely they learned to no longer fear the magnificent beast that had become the talk about town. In fact, everyone was soon clamoring to have the interdimensional genocidal vulpine tend to their gardens, too, and partake in tea and talk therapy with their own family members.



All seemed well to Noct; she could surely undo all the Evil she had committed in no time at all.








Or could she?



More than half a century passed as Noct perfected her gardening skills, her locution skills, and the other various skills that contributed to her career as a philanthropic servant to the upper crust of Victorian society. Her renown spread throughout the country, and beyond: It was such that Noct was one day approached by a conniving German shipbuilder requesting a personal favor.



“Greetings, human. I am Noct. I have traveled a great many realms in my time, though I fear this may be my last. Do you have any flowers that I might tend to?”



“Actually, meine Freunde, you will have to forgive me,” the Shipbuilder began, “for I have no personal favors to ask of you.”



“You don’t? I’m sorry, but I can only tend to those who have Good deeds available for me to perform; as you may have heard, I am working very hard to undo all the Evil debt I have racked up.”



“Yes, about that,” the Shipbuilder insisted, “I meant to ask: Are you sure that you are on a sensible schedule to achieve Balance before you die?”



Noct was puzzled at the Shipbuilder’s insinuation. “I have spent all my time and energy tending to tasks that you humans have not had the time and energy for. A wise Damsel has assured me that this is the epitome of Good acts. There is no reason that I should not be on schedule.”



“Those are indeed Good acts, more Good than most of us mortals will ever accomplish. But reflect for a second on the sheer enormity of your Evil deeds; do you honestly believe that tending flowers and a few kind words will undo the extermination of millions of lives?”



“Hundreds of millions,” Noct corrected.



“Danke, my candid canid ally.”



Noct paused and thought for a moment. “I do believe I see your point, Shipbuilder. But if you are correct, what hope is there for me? I am already applying myself fully to my quest, and my time among the living is limited.” Noct began to succumb to a feeling of despair. “I know that doing Good requires that I help you, but could an exception be made, so that you might help me think of a solution?”



“Fear not, as I already have a proposition for you,” the Shipbuilder said with open arms. “No more piddly house chores for one human at a time. I know a way for you to do good for millions upon millions of humans at once!”



Noct’s eyes widened. “Oh, do tell!”



“You have heard of the Imperial German Navy, yes?”



“I believe so. I don’t know what it is exactly, but most humans appear to be quite fearful of it.”



“Around these parts that is to be expected. But from where I hail, millions recognize it as a glorious and excellent thing, to which your service would be praised as the greatest act of Nationalismus.”



Noct cocked her head. “And Nationalismus would be Good?”



The Shipbuilder beamed. “Yes, Nationalismus is very Good.”








And so Noct began her complimentary servitude under the Imperial German Navy. Her indomitable strength, size, and speed meant that she alone constituted the primary German advantage in the contemporary Anglo-German naval arms race. In particular, Noct saw to the construction of over a dozen of Germany’s first dreadnought-class battleships.



Indeed, that decade of Noct’s exclusive service to the German Empire was a boon to Nationalismus in millions of human hearts, much to Noct’s delight. Unfortunately for Germany, soon Britain—along with the United States, France, Russia, Japan, among other nations—became privy to just how simple Germany’s enlistment of the great fox was, and sent their own ambassadors to Noct to discuss opportunities for Good for their own navies. Noct found it curious that humans had so many different perspectives on this concept variously referred to as Nationalismus, nationalism, nationalisme, национализм, 民族主義… but it appeared to be a fairly universal thing, and she quickly picked up on the pattern.



The great fox’s efforts catalyzed the global militarization of the early 20th century, coming to a head in the Great War. Naturally, this was a very profitable time for Noct, who enjoyed a constant stream of requests for Good deeds in the form of military assistance across the Eastern Hemisphere. Noct was initially wary of engaging in mass murder again—after all, that was how she earned her debt in the first place—but the generals assured her that as long as the targets were Evil, and she was saving Good soldiers’ lives, it counted as a Good deed.



“But weren’t you the Evil guys just last week?” she would ask the general of an army she had been decimating, up until they sent her a telegraph message for aid.



“… It’s all right, Noct. We have learned our lesson, and we’re Good now, thanks to you. Unfortunately, our friends over in the Dolomites have fallen under the influence of Evil, and they need you to teach them a lesson, too.”



This to-and-fro was all very confusing to Noct, but she reasoned that the humans understood their own species best. At any rate, with all the lives she had saved and/or taken, she must have been getting close to finally achieving Balance.



After the Great War ended, Noct’s work slate dried up somewhat. But as she soon learned, humans were always keen to fight, and before she knew it the Russian Civil War had her back to working full time. (She at first worried that a war isolated within a single country wouldn’t provide her with much, but there were more than enough grisly battles to keep her occupied.)



One day as Noct was breaching fortifications at the city of Tsaritsyn, killing off the then-Evil forces of the White Army to allow Commander Blyukher’s men to secure the area, she noticed something strange: a compact group of armed combatants who fought both Red and White soldiers seeking to commandeer their location inside a warehouse. Curious, Noct approached, quickly neutralized the men with the guns, and addressed the one who appeared to be in charge:



“Greetings, human. I am Noct. I have traveled a great many realms in my time, though I fear this may be my last. Are you White scum?”



The man attempted to staunch the blood flow from an abdominal wound Noct had inflicted on him. “Do what you will, you mercenary fiend. But know that we are absolutely not dogs of the White Army.”



“Oh,” Noct said. “So you are with the Reds?”



“We do not take their orders either.”



“I do not understand. As far as I am aware, there are only two factions in this war. Who is it you are trying to kill? Everyone?”



“We want to kill no one! We are humanitarians, seeking to end this ceaseless bloodshed.” The Humanitarian made a sweeping motion with his arm to indicate all the occupied hospital gurneys strewn about. “We provide lifesaving care to casualties on the front lines. Each side would force us to let one half of our patients die, so we do not listen to either.”



“Sounds like a difficult task. Why do you do it?”



“Is it not obvious?” the Humanitarian asked. “We do it for the greater Good of humanity.”



“I see. These days, I just go around slaughtering whichever people are Evil at the time to do Good. I imagine we make a great team, don’t we? I cause wanton destruction in the name of Good, and you clean up the mess in the name of Good.” Noct smiled in satisfaction at this wonderful symbiosis.



The Humanitarian was shocked at the beast’s specious words. “The rumors, are they true? You do all that you do, going from battle to battle, slaughtering armies indiscriminately, because you honestly think it is Good?”



“I do not slaughter indiscriminately; it is very confusing, believe me, but I only slaughter people who are Evil at the moment. The generals always let me know who those people are.”



Sensing that he might not have the blood left in him to fully unravel this creature’s incoherent moral code, the Humanitarian tried to get to the heart of the matter: “You think you are doing Good for the human race? For all sides simultaneously?” he questioned. “Ask yourself this: Why is it that after all your effort, humanity is left worse off than it was before?”



Noct thought about it; she agreed, humanity as a whole did seem to suffer from the horrors of war. On the rare occasion she had reflected on it, though, she imagined it was despite her actions, not because of them. “So are you saying my deeds aren’t as Good as the generals told me they are? Why would they lie to me?”



“Trust me, anyone that willingly inflicts human suffering, let alone on such a large scale, is the very essence of Evil,” the Humanitarian inveighed. “To an extent, even the generals know this; they seek the Good, but only for the sake of their own people. Humans with differing conceptions of the Good will bring about the greatest Evil.”



Noct noticed the Humanitarian was slumped over, about to pass out from blood loss. She didn’t want him to die before he could fully explain this new paradigm of Good and Evil. “Tell me, how can I do the Good?”



The Humanitarian’s eyes shut. “You can’t trust humans to tell you, Noct, not even me. If we’re not manipulative, then we’re just plain ignorant. You have to think for yourself. Think for yourself how to alleviate the most suffering.” He breathed in a gasp of air and sputtered. “In this world, I promise you’ll never be lacking for opportunities to do just that…”








With each new human Noct conversed with, she felt as though she fell back into the pits of karmic debt right when she had almost finished climbing back out. With each new human Noct conversed with, she learned more of this enigmatic thing called morality, and it allowed her to put her previous misunderstandings into a new focus.



Noct immediately abandoned the service of the various world militaries, and devoted herself to humanitarianism. Entirely pacifistic, at that. Noct had to be sure this time that she was doing the Good, because she felt she had a little less than a century’s time left in this world; she could afford no more ideological setbacks.



To be extra sure, Noct made every effort this time around to converse with the humans, confirming that her deeds were well and truly Good for mankind. Refugee rescue operations during wartime. Demilitarization efforts during peacetime. Distribution of medical supplies to eradicate smallpox, with malaria and polio on the way. Counterterrorism and anti-poaching projects. Charity drives, disaster relief, mafia busting, environmental protection, anti-corruption… In everything that Noct did, humans worldwide assured her that she was most definitely doing Good.



That is, until the turn of the new millennium, when she met the Young Monk in a secluded African village.



“Greetings, human. I am Noct. I have traveled a great many realms in my time, though I fear this may be my last. Is there any suffering for your people that I might alleviate?”



“No, the suffering here is no more, Noct, thanks to you.”



“I am sad to hear that. As you may have heard, I have a debt to repay.” She conjured up a familiar list of hers out of thin air, reading off the catalogued numbers of the Evil deeds she had once committed. “How much Good would you estimate that I have performed by now, and how close am I to Balance?”



“I would agree with the calculations of all the others you have thus far asked, Noct, regarding the number of lives you have saved or bettered, compared to the number of lives you had once taken or ruined.” The Young Monk shook his head. “But you should know: I think you are no closer to Balance than the day you first arrived in our world.”



Noct felt offended. But most of all, she felt a well-known sense of dread returning. “What ever makes you say that?”



“You are helping humanity, there is no doubt about that. But do remind me: What is the first thing you said when I told you that you had eliminated the sufferings of my people?”



“I said I was sad, for I still have a debt to repay.” Just in case the human was confused, she added, “And I cannot do that, if there is no suffering left to relieve.”



“And do answer this: If I were the only thing standing in the way between you and Balance, would you slay me where I stand?”



“Of course I would.”



“So do speak honestly: If it meant the difference between perishing forever and being reborn, would you undo every last Good deed you ever did?”



“Yes, I would!”



“One last question: If there was even the slightest chance you might not achieve Balance, would you kill every last human on this planet in order to perish that chance?”



“I already told you I would!” Noct shouted. Could this human not understand the lengths she would go—has gone—in the name of Balance?



“Then I am afraid that the Good of your deeds, and therefore your Balance, is forfeit,” the Young Monk sighed. “The Goodness of an action lies not in its consequences, but in its intent. All your time in this world has been nothing but a costly transaction to you, an entirely selfish labor. A truly Good deed places the worth of another on an equal standard to its performer, or even higher.”



It was making sense. Why did it have to make sense!?. Noct sank deeper and deeper into despair as the separate contexts of her actions all fell into place. The Hunter, the Damsel, the Shipbuilder, the Humanitarian. All of them had invited her to perform deeds that would help them or others at the cost of her own time and energy. Were she selfless, she would have agreed to do them for its own sake. But since she was not, she did it only in pursuit of Balance. She lamented the lack of suffering, and did not rejoice in the abundance of happiness.



“Young Monk,” she pleaded, “there is no time left for me to repay my debt. I have at best a decade’s time left in this world. What should I do?”



He looked at her with pity in his eyes. “You are free to do whatever you want, Good or Evil, now that you are no longer bound by the yoke of Balance.”








After the Young Monk’s revelation, Noct fell into a seemingly endless depression. Endless, by the standards of a being who had watched millennia go by, and until recently thought herself immortal.



For a human, Noct mused, being fated to perish after a decade of healthy life might not be so bad a punishment. These beings were magnificent, she thought, if they could still bear to enjoy their lives under the unbearable weight of mortality. She didn’t deserve to outlive a single one of them.



When her melancholic stupor allowed her, when a small spark of optimism flickered inside her, she went out of her way to perform small, charitable acts for others. If she could not add years to her own life, it at least behooved her to add them to others’. For the first time in her life, Noct felt that perhaps she understood on a spiritual level that she was doing Good. Surely not in the hope of achieving Balance; that was long behind her now. The Evil acts she had committed, and even the supposedly Good deeds, sickened her.



Then, in the final hours of her existence on this plane, she once again encountered the Monk.



“Greetings, human. I have traveled a great many realms in my time, though this one is going to be my last. Will you teach me more about this thing you call Good?”



The Monk smiled at Noct in favor. “How about instead, I teach you a little more about Evil?”



“That is fine. The more I know about one, the more I am bound to know about the other.”



“As you have no doubt learned in your time here on Earth, Good and Evil are diametrically opposed to each other, yet they have much in common as well. Similar to Good, Evil finds its provenance not in the consequences of an act, but in its intent.”



“Evil intent is a result of selfishness, which seeks happiness only for oneself, and brings about suffering for all,” Noct responded listlessly.



“One must admit that a little bit of selfishness may not be a bad thing. Without positive regard for oneself, there would be no happiness, and no point in alleviating the suffering of others.”



“It does seem to be the natural order of things,” Noct agreed.



“The natural order of things, yes,” the Monk echoed. “Did you understand any of this, back in the days when you committed Evil?”



“No, absolutely not at all. If I had realized the profound anguish that I was causing, and the value of the life that I was destroying, I never would have tolerated one Evil deed. I would have plunged into a limitless debt of Good, and died with no regrets.”



“Then that means that all that time,” the Monk said, “you lived selfishly, but not in Evil; you simply could not see the true consequences of your actions, and you had no vile intent.”



Noct felt a flutter of hope in her chest, but met the Monk with jaded resistance: “You are simply getting my hopes up.”



“But it is true. You did not set your own worth above that of others; you did not even know that there were others, you did not even comprehend the category of grief that you could force others into, before you understood that grief yourself. Do you call a rock Evil for falling and cracking the skull of one below it? Do you call an unfeeling animal Evil for biting its owner when it is panicked? Do you call an immortal being Evil for extinguishing life when she knows not its value? No, it is simply the natural order of things.”



Joyous redemption coursed through Noct’s veins. “Do you mean that I am really able to achieve Balance and rebirth after all?”



“Yes, I am sure of it,” the Monk assured. “There is just one problem you have left, but I am happy to resolve it.”



“What could that be?”



“Up until last I met you, you had committed no Evil and no Good. But in the last decade, you have performed genuinely Good acts for the first time. I have been keeping track of them, and by now, they should be equivalent to the taking of one human life.”



Noct paused at length, taking in the gravity of the Monk’s offer. “Are you absolutely sure I can do this?”



The Monk nodded in consent.



“I promise you, wise Monk,” the great fox pledged, “the next life will be the last I ever live.”



With all the regret in the world, Noct plunged her claw through the Monk’s chest.
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         the heads of everybody turn away from me

      
      

      

      
      
         Hey Professor. How are you?



The time right now is… 6:49 PM, your time, which means the deadline for my essay is a little over 6 hours away.



And I haven’t started.



I have a plan, though. I’ve got a four-and-a-half hour drive ahead of me to get back to my hotel. And I was dreading it, because I did it already this morning going the other way, and I discovered that having nobody to talk to for four-and-a-half hours can drive a guy insane. Or at least this guy.



But then I remembered my phone has voice-to-text. Let me just see if it’s working…



Alright. It’s all one paragraph and there’s no punctuation, but it’s workable. Yeah. That’s fine.



Here’s the plan. I’m thinking if I get everything out there, if I can just spit out all of my thoughts during this drive, I’ll have just enough time to slap some formatting on it and send it over before midnight. And I’m not gonna get rid of any words either. Formatting only. And fixing typos I guess. But that’s it.



It’s been… a couple days, Professor. Holy shit. I don’t think I’ll forget this little excursion for as long as I live. And right now I just have to talk about it. I hope that’s okay.



This is gonna be a mess. And you’re not gonna accept it. And I’m still gonna fail. Just like every other course this semester, and every other degree I’ve wasted my money trying to finish. But so help me God, this time I’m at least gonna get something in.



So. Car’s in drive. Sun’s setting. Let’s get started.



Do you remember the last time we saw each other?



We’re in your office, right? You’re grading some poor bastard’s essay. I’m telling you how I’ve finally figured out what my essay is gonna be about. I’m also bleeding horribly from my neck. The gauze I got from the clinic on campus is doing just enough to stop me from ruining your carpet.



It looks every bit like I’ve just tried to kill myself, but you just take one look at me and go back to your work like this is a regular interruption for you. Like I didn’t just tell you the greatest essay idea ever.



“Pain?” I remember you saying. You don’t even blink. “Lots of psychologists have written about pain. You’ll have to be more specific.”



Well, you’ll be happy to know I got more specific. In fact, I probably took that advice a little too far.



It’s that cut on my neck that starts everything, you see. 



I’m shaving in front of the sink in my shitty undergrad dorm, and I’m looking through myself in the mirror, and because I’m so busy thinking about what I’m gonna write about, I forget you have to lift your razor before you move it across your neck. Clumsy me, right?



So now suddenly I’m bleeding out into my sink and I’m looking at my red face in the mirror and the toilet paper I’m using to seal me back up is just not cutting it at all. And I realize something. I’m in so much pain.



I mean, the cut fucking hurts.



The fact that I have to go out in public like this fucking hurts.



The fact that I have to go to the clinic that smells famously like cat pee fucking hurts.



And the fact that all I have to show for my morning brainstorming session is a gash on my neck and zero ideas, well, that hurts like a bitch.



Suddenly the cut doesn’t hurt as much as the embarrassment. And I think that’s interesting. I wonder, what else happens to people when they’re in pain?



But you were right that I had to get more specific. You usually are.



Because pain is pain. Everybody knows it. Everybody’s had it, is having it, will have it again. Except those people with the weird nerve problem that makes them lose the ability to sense it. I used to envy them, but now I just feel sorry for them.



Anyways, I start researching right away. I wish I could say I go to the library, but I just fire up Google instead because it’s 2018 for fuck’s sake. One day you old fogeys will come around.



So I search for the word pain. I find out that I need to be more specific (turns out you’ve got a point), so I start searching random sentences that pop into my head.



“i’m in pain”



“i’m in so much pain”



“seeking help to relieve my pain”



I have like twenty of these, and I look through like the first twenty pages of results on each one. I’m just looking for a spark. Some idea. Something specific.



And then there it is.



Past all the narcotics ads, past all the unmentionable Craigslist posts and the My Chemical Romance fanpages, is a single forum post with no responses. It’s on one of those online medical advice websites. You know, where you ask strangers on the internet to be your doctor? Because those are always a good idea, right? 



And it says:



HEADACHE LASTING A DECADE. ANY ADVICE APPRECIATED





Take that in.



This person—this tiny, insignificant, unheard voice on the internet—has been in pain for ten years.



I click the link. It reads:



Hi there,



I’ve had a headache for ten years. I feel it all over. It’s dull. It’s sharp. Nothing really makes it better. Nothing makes it worse, except time. 



I go to sleep with it. I wake up with it. Nothing has any effect, especially not drugs. It’s tearing my life apart.



Any help is appreciated.



No bad ideas.




That’s it, word for word. You can look it up. I have it memorized.



So my mouth is hanging open as I read this post. And then I see the date it was posted and my mouth falls even further open.



Ten years ago.



There’s a chance this person has had a headache for twenty god-damn years. I mean, what the hell? I don’t know how Google pointed me to this post, but God bless its little algorithmic heart for doing so. Because it’s just guided me to the Pale Blue Dot of cries for help. Something’s telling me, There’s way more to this. This is something an aspiring psychologist could write an essay about.



I decide I need to interview this guy. No matter what. If anyone knows everything there is to know about pain, it’s the guy who’s had it for twenty years straight.



There’s just one problem. I don’t know who the hell he is. This guy has no info on his profile, other than the name he chose when he signed up. 



‘NotSoGreat’



Take it from me—that describes a lot of people.



So I decide I’m not gonna let this guy’s post go unanswered. I decide I’m gonna leave a reply. I make an account, I get all ready to post, and as the little line is flickering the the giant white box, I realize I have no idea what to say. What do you say? But I try my best. And I know you’re always telling me you should never get too emotional when you’re studying somebody’s brain, that you always have to be impartial, but something about this post makes me think this guy might appreciate some emotion, so maybe look away now.



I reply:



Pain can come from anywhere. It can come from inside you, or from the outside. It can range from a papercut to a third degree burn, and even the former can feel worse than the latter if it’s happened to you more recently. Pain wants to help you, but it can just as easily destroy you. And no pain should ever last as long as it has for you.



I want to talk to you about your pain. Please respond and let me know if we can chat.




My only hope is that NotSoGreat’s account is tied to his email address and that he hasn’t gotten a new one in the last ten years. But, well, you know me. Any excuse to sit on my hands for a couple days and I’m all for it. Of course, I get no response. 



End of story, right? Not quite.



See, if psychology doesn’t work out? Then maybe I can pursue a degree in private investigation. If that’s a thing. Or if it’s not I’ll invent it.



Alright, so get this.



There’s a little flag right under this guy’s name, and I don’t know if that’s automatic or if he put that there intentionally, but I’m thinking it’s my only hope. It’s blue, it’s got a yellow bird and a fancy crest on it, and written at the top it says: State Of Oregon.



So I start nodding in my chair. Easy enough so far.



But Oregon is a big state. Most of them are. I’ve got no name and no city and tens of thousands of acres to work with. 



But I do have his profile picture.



They’re on a hill, this person in pain taking the picture, and his dog. A German Shepherd. They’re overlooking a city that doesn’t have any skyscrapers at all, just a messy grid of flat white houses and a whole lot of trees.



I’m thinking, This looks like a park. A kind of lookout point at the end of a hike where you can take pictures of your city and show off to people that you chose to do a hike that day, and that you saw your house from there.



The dog is on the left, sat down, facing the city. It’s looking back at the camera. And I know you’re not supposed to read into a dog’s expression, but I swear he’s glaring at me like I’ve just challenged him to a fight and he’s daring for me to make the first move.



From the right edge of the picture, there’s this long, skinny white arm, reaching out towards the city. With a thumb and a forefinger, it’s pinching down on a single house.



And if that doesn’t scream, Come find me, then I don’t know what does.



So I find him.



I Google for cities in Oregon this big. There’s not many. I search:



“lookout point portland”



Nope.



“lookout point eugene”



No dice.



“lookout point bend?”



Hello, Bend, Oregon! Hello, Pilot Butte State Scenic Viewpoint!



I’m out of my chair now. I‘m fist pumping. I’m checking out some photos from that lookout and right behind some Asian tourists posing for a photo op is that same freaking house.



I’ve already got another window open looking for plane tickets, and I’m not even questioning this stupid, terrible decision. I mean, no matter what I find, I have to miss classes finding it. And I could find nothing. 



But maybe I feel I’m done disappointing my profs. Or maybe something supernatural is guiding me. Maybe it’s just that damn dog, daring me to come find its owner and ask him what pain really is. All I know is that I’m booking my ticket and under my breath, I’m saying:



“You want specific? I’ll give you fucking specific.”








Fuck, I never checked my battery. Hang on, just gonna sneak a glance here…



Hah! 91%. You know, I was kind of hoping it was a lot less.









Now, I don’t know if you’ve ever been to Oregon, Professor, but I think you should. Because I fell in love with it a little. And the reason for that won’t surprise you. See, Oregon doesn’t really know what to do with itself. But at the same time, it’s okay with that.



Because it has a bit of everything. It’s got mountains. It’s got cities and farms. A coastline. But Canada has taller mountains. New York is a nicer city. Iowa has farms on lock. And California has a better coastline. But all that’s okay with Oregon. Because it’s just okay at a lot of things.



Seriously, name a famous landmark in Oregon. Like, world famous. That’s right, you can’t.



Oregon: We’re Not Trying Too Hard.



Oregon: Don’t mind us.



If I could marry a state, well, I’d probably go with New York. But I’d hang out with Oregon whenever I could.



I’m off-topic.



It’s a plane, a bus, and a walk to get to the house in between NotSoGreat’s forefinger and thumb. And I have an itch the entire trip. An itch that I can only scratch with my pen and my notepad, which I’m clutching in either hand the entire time. I must look like I could interview the first person that made eye contact with me. But really, I’m just taking in the sights. I don’t even care that it’s raining the whole time.



And then I’m there. In front of a big brown door.



And then I’m knocking. And then it’s opening.



The house is bigger than I expected. Two stories up, one story down. The inside’s this expansive foyer with a winding staircase and a chandelier that’s got so much glass it could double as a disco ball if you shone enough lights on it. I’m thinking, It’s the wrong house. I screwed up. Nobody with chronic pain could live here. NotSoGreat could never have a life this good.



This house also has a 50-something-year-old man standing with one hand on the door and his whole body leaning against the frame. He’s got a trimmed beard and is wearing business clothes even though it’s Saturday.



And I’m having flashbacks to writing my reply in that random forum thread. To how little of an idea I have of what to say. Or how English works. 



Only this time, I have an actual person in front of me.



“Hi,” I start.



“Hello,” the man says, his eyebrow climbing up his face. “Can we… help you?”



“I’m looking for a friend,” I say. It’s borderline the truth. I clarify, “Their… head hurts.”



His eyes flash. His mouth opens a crack. Suddenly I hear footsteps—socks on wood—patting towards the door, and a woman appears, the same age, in a short green dress. She’s holding a pair of knitting needles in a fist by her side, and a half-made scarf in the other.



“Alex?” the man says.



I’m thinking, Alexander. Alexander the Not So Great.



I say, “Alex, yeah, that’s him. Alex.”



Their mouths close. The woman presses her lips together as she sighs through her nose and crosses her arms.



“Alexandra,” the man says.



I’m thinking, Alexandra the Not So Great. 



I’m thinking, You idiot.



I’m thinking, These two are Alexandra’s parents, and they’ve just realized that I don’t know who the hell she is.



I stutter. “I-I-I—” 



Okay, maybe it wasn’t that bad. 



“I saw a post. Online. From her. She was looking for ideas about her headache. I wanted to ask her a couple questions.”



I hold up my pen and notepad like they’re a bribe.



The air gets thicker. There’s this miasma choking my heart. There’s this heat stinging my eyes.



They keep staring. I’m realizing that no matter what they say, It’s not going to be good news. I wait for it.



The father says, “We haven’t seen her in three years.”



FFFFFFFFFFFuck me.



I wish I could say I’m looking for a way out now. I should be. It’s a dead-end. Nothing to see here. But instead I’m just recalculating. Because I’ve come a long freaking way. And hell, I did say that I’d interview the first person I saw, so, what the hell? Why not these two? 



I tell them who I am. I tell them where I’m from. 



I tell them I’m studying pain. And that I thought she would be an interesting case study.



“There’s a lot more to her than her pain,” the mother says. “Do you understand that?”



“Okay, I’m not just studying pain,” I say on the fly. "Also… what it does to someone. How it changes them.” I lower my paper and pen. I say, “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to pry.” 



Even though I do.



They look at each other. They shrug. And for some crazy reason, they say, Okay. Sure. They say they have some time.



So they walk me inside—ask me to please remove my shoes—and they take me to their living room. It’s got framed pictures all over the mantels and shelves and tables. Pictures of the two of them, a lot younger, with an ever-present little girl. She has short blonde hair and she’s never, ever smiling like they are, except for the pictures where she’s with her dog. The one who challenged me ten years into the future. The one who’s probably no longer around.



“What would you like to know?” Alex’s father asks.



“Everything,” I say. “But from the start.” I click my pen open.



“The start,” the man repeats. His eyebrows do a little hop. “I guess we should start with the crackhouse.”








My mouth is already dry. And The professor’s already thrown this in his fucking bin.



What the hell am I doing?



Could you… I don’t know, merge at the fucking speed of traffic? Cheers, pal. Now I have to cut someone off.



Wait, no. Sorry… I promised myself I wouldn’t do that anymore. I don’t know who you are, random car. Let’s just both get to where we’re going.









So, Professor. Let me tell you about Alex. 



Like most of us, Alex comes into the world as a screaming child. Unlike most of us, she's five years old when she comes into this world, or rather, when the police find her in the basement of a crackhouse in Portland, screaming herself hoarse.



Somebody hears the screaming coming from inside, followed by a group of ragged, missing-teeth drug addicts spilling out of their beloved crackhouse and into the street, various clothing and pills and needles falling out of their hands and pockets as they go. And the wailing keeps going and going until the police arrive and storm inside, and that’s where they find her. The girl who would later be named Alex.



She’s standing in place, wearing a dress a size too small and probably stolen from the thrift store. Her eyes and fists are clenching, her head is thrown back and her mouth is gaping. A woman, it has to be her mother, is sprawled out on the floor, the remnants of foam still seeping out from the corners of her mouth. A rubber tourniquet is still wrapped around her elbow.



The police want to help. Really, they do. But Alex’s moaning is freezing their feet to the floor. It doesn’t sound like a young girl. It’s too deep. It wavers between different tones at random, like that of an animal who can only roar sadly. Then one officer—smart guy this one—realizes why she sounds like she does.



She’s deaf. Alex is deaf.



The officer stalks up to her and just hugs the poor thing. Funny, how easy it is to approach a problem when it’s not a mystery, right? And Alex just collapses into him and keeps screaming that deep, mournful scream until she falls asleep and they carry her away.



They take her to the station and try to find out who she is, but of course, there’s nothing. She’s unregistered. The mother herself is unregistered too. All they can see from her is that she has a sewing machine that she used to make dolls, and that doesn’t exactly narrow it down.



And this girl can’t speak, or communicate in any form. She’s an alien, as far as anybody is concerned. She might as well have been born right there in the crackhouse, next to her dying mother, at the age of five.



So she ends up in the care of these two. The ones I’m interviewing. They were really her only choice, the father being a well-off businessman, and the mother being a social worker for deaf children. And the two of them are smiling at me as they’re saying this. They say they never cared that she was quiet, hard to reach, hard to relate to at times. They say she’s the best thing that ever happened to her. I believe them.



I’m starting to wonder why they’re telling some random asshole all these things. Not wondering enough to ask, though.



It’s not an easy transition for young Alex. Going from a drug den to a two-story suburban house with two loving parents is tough, even if it’s a pretty sweet trade. In fact, these two are so loving, that a few years into the new arrangement they offer to get her one of those cochlear implants—one of those things that gets embedded in your skull, with a little outer part that loops around your ear. And together these two gadgets bypass all the mechanical nonsense in your ear and sends signals straight to your brain. And then the deaf can hear. 



You know those videos, right? Where the deaf baby hears their mother’s voice for the first time? Well her parents want that for Alex.



But she refuses. She doesn’t let them. She says, or I guess she signs, that she’s alright the way she is. And she doesn’t much like the idea of doctors drilling around in her skull.



Fair enough.



The parents get kind of quiet now, back in the living room, like they want the story to end there. I kind of do too, but nobody’s getting fooled. I ask, “When did the headaches start?”



“Headache,” the mother corrects, practically slapping me with the word. “There was only one.”



I hold my hands up. “Okay, sure. Sorry. When did it start?”



They say she’s 12, maybe, when she first makes the sign. With both hands, a thumb and forefinger pointing towards each other, twisting a little, and pinching the space in front of her forehead. And you don’t need to know sign language to know what that means.



My head hurts.



So they give her aspirin. She keeps signing. A head massage. Keeps signing. There’s low pressure, they tell her. That causes headaches. So they wait for the storm to pass and for the pressure to go back up. It does, but she keeps on signing.



Eventually she stops. They ask her if she’s feeling better. She shrugs. They shrug. And then they go to work, drop her off at school, whatever. She’s stopped signing, but only because her arms are tired. They tell me they wish they had pressed her harder. Paid more attention.



A bit later, she’s 13. She’s been doing that headache sign for a few months now, off and on. Each time the aspirin, the massage, the waiting patiently for the storm to pass. Each time it doesn’t work. I mean, they tell me it does sometimes, because she’ll smile and she’ll nod. She’ll say, That’s better, with a big two thumbs up gesture. I’m thinking little Alex is a liar.



And I’m still wondering why they’re telling me all these things. Maybe it’s helping that I’m not writing anything down. I’m just listening, with my ears and mouth wide open. I decide to keep doing that.



The father continues.



Eventually, they hear a strange noise from upstairs. Like a struggle—like someone’s broken inside and she’s fighting them off tooth and nail. They run upstairs and they find her in her room, silently roaring. She’s on the floor, pounding her head so hard she must have been seeing lights. She only stops to pinch and twist the space in front of her forehead with her thumbs and her forefingers.



My head hurts.



“I mean, what are you supposed to do?” Alex’s mother asks me. Pleads with me. “What are you even supposed to do?” She puts her head in the space between her thumb and her forefinger. She looks away.



“What about… the hospital?” I suggest.



“Yeah,” the father says. “We’re getting to that.”



It was right away, they say. Right after the incident in the bedroom, they get in the car, both of them, and they go to the hospital as a family. They demand the best doctor, and they get him. Real diagnostic genius, this guy. He gets right down to Alex’s level and as he’s doing the standard checks he’s asking her to describe it for him, as her parents translate.



Dull? Okay. Sharp? That too? Okay. Where? Everywhere? Hmmm. Troubling.



So he draws blood. It’s the best blood he’s ever tested, he says. He schedules her for an EEG, whatever that is, and again, she passes with flying colors. And he’s saying these things to her with a big smile on his face. So far, no issues. So far, everything is fine. Her mood, her parents are telling me, is only getting worse.



So he books her for an MRI. He even offers to run the test himself since the parents are starting to like him. He says if anything is going wrong in there, he’ll find it. He promises. Alex asks if he can then take whatever he finds in there out. He pats her on the head and tells her, Let’s run the test first. Her parents remember the icy glare she gave him after he says that. They don’t even have to translate for her.



When they first go into the room with the MRI, the giant metal tunnel that cuts you up into slices and shows the doctors every piece of you, Alex gets uneasy quick. More clingy than normal. But they go in. She lies down. She stares up at the giant metal ring that she’s just been told is gonna get really, really loud. She shuts her eyes.



The doctor slides her inside, gets her parents to tell her to lie perfectly still, and then all three of them go into the other room, and the doctor turns on the machine.



And for the first time since her mother died and she came into this world, she starts to scream. She screams like nothing else. She clutches her head and finds blood.



Everybody present learns a lot of things that day.



Turns out the crackhouse woman wasn’t Alex’s birth mother. They did look nothing alike, her adoptive parents tell me. But the real giveaway is that a drug-addicted outcast in a crackhouse basement could never afford a cochlear implant.



Turns out she has the inner part already. Had it when she was a baby at some point, and the surgical scar healed up so well that the cops, the parents, and the doctor all missed it. If she’d had the outer part, too, she could hear. If she’d had the outer part, they wouldn’t have stuck her in that machine.



Turns out that the ‘M’ part of the MRI knows exactly where her implant is.



Turns out it wants to bring it out to show everyone what it’s found.



It almost rips her ear off, and it tears her skin in several places. The doctor schedules her for emergency surgery and he takes it out himself, grafts on as much new skin as she needs, and does it all free of charge. He tells the parents that it must have been installed incorrectly and caused the headache. Case closed.



The parents scream.



They say, “Why wasn’t there a check for this?” 



In my chair, I say, “Yeah, what the fuck? What the actual fuck?”



The doctor makes the mistake of saying there is something he could have done. That he could have done an X-Ray first but assumed it would be a waste of time. His best excuse is that they didn’t make it clear how, let’s say, underground, the first five years or so of her life were. 



That excuse doesn’t go over well. 



He apologizes. They sue. The parents, I mean, but with Alex’s unmitigated blessing. They sue the lab coat, the shirt, and the pants right off of him, and just like that, it’s goodbye Doctor Assumptions. The thing about malpractice insurance is that it gets so expensive after you use it that you wonder if you ever really had it in the first place.



There’s a long silence, back in the living room. They both look at me, hands clasped together. They want me to say something, or at least it sure looks that way.



And then it hits me. Why they’re telling me these things. 



They want absolution. And they’re not picky where it comes from.



I find I don’t know what the hell to say. I find that’s becoming a theme in all this. I wait for them to stop looking at me. To stop thinking I can give them anything because I’m not exactly a smart person already and if they think I can…



Sorry…



Let me just take a breather for a few minutes.








It’s a beautiful night, Professor. Half-moon, just a few clouds, and a whole lot of dark blue. Good thing, too. Not sure my phone would hear me if it was raining.









I leave soon after this story. Because there isn’t much left to tell, and it ends with Alex leaving her parents at age nineteen.



She has to take a few months off school, first. Then finish it just that little bit after all friends. 



‘Friends’ isn’t the right word, the parents tell me. The mother punches the table a little and says they abandoned her.



I ask, “Why?”



“Because she hasn’t stopped signing,” the father says. And then he does the motion in front of his own forehead.



Alex goes through high school, which is a great place to rebirth yourself, right? But she does no such thing. There’s no new friends. No old friends. No romance. No success, but no failure either. She just gets through it. And those are her parents words, not mine. She gets through it. That’s all her life is at this point, her mother says. Getting through it.



I want to say, What else is new?



Shortly after high school is when Alex leaves. But not before she withdraws and withdraws and withdraws. She spends days at a time in bed. She talks less about her headache with her parents, and they tell me they don’t know why.



I want to point out that they clearly have trouble relating to it. That her friends probably did too. That talking about it wasn’t really getting her anywhere.



But I don’t know for sure, so I stay quiet.



The next part of the story is something they don’t know but I do. At some point after high school, she takes her dog to Pilot Butte Scenic Viewpoint. She squeezes her home with her thumb and forefinger and takes a picture. She makes a silent cry on the internet.



But that’s not all she does. She also saves money as a waitress for a couple years and never buys anything for herself until the day she sits her parents down and tells them she’s leaving. She tells them, She’s found a job, a place to live, and a shitty old car to get her there. All at once. They don’t have a chance to tell her she’s not ready, because clearly she’s ready as hell.



She’s nice enough to give them an address. And they visit a few times, but they always have to be the one to ask if they can come, and over the years they ask her less and less and less, because it’s exhausting. They don’t get anything from these visits anymore.



They’re not saying this part, though. I am. I’m remembering your lectures, Professor. How you said people only visit each other—only build and maintain relationships—if they have something to gain from it. I remember hating that part of your lecture, but you’re dead-on right. You usually are. And when these two tell me they haven’t visited her in over three years now, I figure that’s because it must be as fun as visiting a puddle of water that lives an hour away.



And of course, it’s not like the puddle ever comes to visit them. 



Because Alex never comes back to the house that she pinched with her thumb and her forefinger in a photograph all those years ago, not having any idea that she was gonna send some snotty upstart psychologist on a wild goose chase after her.



Not having any idea that he was gonna keep going.



I ask the parents for the address. 








If you’re still reading this far, Professor, that’s fucking awesome. Really, you have no obligation. But if you’ve come this far then I have some good news. I think you might like this next part. And I’ll tell you why when we get there.









I’m at the new apartment by the time the sun goes down. And good thing too, because I wouldn’t have been brave enough to try and find it in the dark. You might say Alex returned to her roots after she left mom and dad, what with her new digs being a basement apartment in a complex that looks permanently water damaged, located in a place where you can hear sirens more often than you can’t.



I knock on the door, and this time, before it opens, I give myself time to think of what to say. I mean, I come up empty-handed, but I at least try.



Who opens the door is someone I’m not expecting. It’s not Alex, unless she got a sex change and grew a couple feet. Maybe got a couple tattoos. Took up smoking, shaved her head, and started a serious training program.



“I’m looking for Alex,” I blurt out right away. I’m thinking, If she’s not here, I want to know as fast as possible so I can leave.



The guy in the doorway take out his cigarette and tosses it in a jar by my feet.



“You a friend of hers?”



“Not really.” I suddenly have to swallow. “I only know her through her parents.”



“Oh, fuck,” he says back. He looks ashamed of me. “What did they tell you?”



“Uh…”



“About their poor little deaf girl? With the chronic pain?”



“Um…”



“Well, it’s all bullshit. Sorry, kid, but you’ve been lied to. Just as she lied to them. Just as she lied to me.”



I should turn away and leave now, but I don’t. I ask, “What do you mean?”



He pulls out another cigarette. I don’t even know where he got it from. He says, “Come inside.”



I say, “Okay.”



I’m thinking, Why am I walking inside right now?



I’m thinking, This is where I die. In a dilapidated shit-heap with an angry thug.



I’m thinking, Hang on. This guy doesn’t seem like the absolution type.



Turns out this guy’s name is Derek. Turns out he knows Alex about as well as one person can know another. Turns out a car, a job, and an apartment weren’t the only things Alex got when her parents weren’t looking.



“Four years, we were together.” He shakes his head and takes another drag. “You know what it’s like being with someone like her?”



I say, “I don’t.”



“First, you feel kinda sorry for her. Deaf and in pain? Fuck, what a sell. What an interesting person. You think that maybe you can help her.”



I ask, “You do?”



“Yeah!” he yells. “You think, maybe you can help each other. He rubs his arm. There’s a big gash down the side of it, under the snake-skin tattoos. It’s the first time I notice it.



He continues, “But then, helping’s not enough. Suddenly you have to go easy on them all the time. Suddenly they need special treatment whenever it’s convenient for them. 



Once again, I’m not writing. I’m kind of too scared to.



“And look, I get it. She had some rough going growing up. Her childhood that she can’t remember. The accident at the hospital. Being deaf. It sucks. But a person like that, they start to get addicted. And then when people no longer care about those things, she comes up with this headache. And you believe her, because, fuck, what reason do you have not to?”



He starts to count on his fingers:



“And when that becomes old news, she starts losing her memory. She stops focusing on anything. She stops taking responsibility for things. She loses her job. She wants you to bend over backwards for her.”



He keeps going like this for awhile. And Professor, this is the part that I think will make you proud. Because when I arrived at that door my heart fucking bled for this girl. After everything her parents told me, I mean, how can I not feel sorry? But then, this prick. This Derek guy. 



He’s making some really good points.



I’m thinking, either I’m writing an essay about what pain does to a person, or I’m writing an essay about why someone would fake it. I’m thinking, I don’t care which is true.



I’m being impartial. I’m not being emotional. I’m just looking for answers.



Meanwhile, Derek’s voice is shaking a little, but he’s still venting:



“And then one day you go see a psychologist with her and they tell her it’s all in her head, and she just freaks. She jumps over the desk. She grabs them by the suit jacket and keeps signing and signing and fucking complaining.”



I’m thinking, This guy would be good at charades.



“Then she makes up some bullshit about not caring what the psych said. She just wants to move to Cannon Beach and settle down and never have kids and just wait until she dies in as easy of a life as she can have. Fuck, can you believe that? And when I tell her no, she just runs out. Doesn’t even take her phone. She just gets in her car and she’s out of your fucking life.”



There’s a long silence now. I think this is the first time he’s ever put this to words. I’m thinking, I’m getting great psychologist practice.



He breaks the silence. He says, “I learned sign language for this fucking girl.”



The silence comes back worse than before.



I break it this time. I say, “Cannon Beach?”



He says, “Yeah. Really small town on the coast. She said we should move there and build a house. I tell you, it’s all about running with her.”



“Cannon Beach.”



“There’s no way she went there, kid. She doesn’t have the follow-through for it.”



And I say, “Goodbye. Thanks for the chat.” Because I have to get back to my hotel and go to bed. And I have to rent a car and drive for four-and-a-half hours tomorrow.



And the drive is as awful as I expect. I’ve already told you that. But I’m still stuck with the feeling that this is going to be worth it. That I’m being neutral. I’m being impartial. I’m only here to study somebody’s pain, or somebody’s fake pain, or somebody’s imagined pain that still feels real even if it’s not. And I’m going to write an incredible essay in one day, start to finish, and I’m finally going to achieve something.



Sometimes I think I’m Superman. Which is weird, because I’ve never been Superman in my life.



I mean, deep down, I’m not expecting anything. I figure I’ll find nothing, but at the same time, I’ve already got enough material to work with if I stretch it enough. But maybe, just maybe, there’s a little more info in Cannon Beach.



The first place I go is the hospital. Call it a hunch. My legs feel like I’ve just run for four-and-a-half hours, and my back feels like it’s turned into concrete, but I make it there. To the hospital. Because where else is a girl in her condition gonna go?



I stop off at the front desk, and I say, “I’m looking for a girl who might have been through here. She had a headache?” And I’m thinking about her mother saying she’s more than her headache. But I gotta admit, it identifies her pretty well.



Because the nurse laughs. She says, “Yeah, she’s been through here.” She pages a doctor to come downstairs to see me.








...What's on the radio? 



Hello?



Fuck no.



It's me.



God, no. No Adele, please. Not now.



Fuck it. Almost there. Almost done. Final push, here we go.









The doctor greets me with a lot of warmth. A nice handshake, too. Not too firm, not too soft.



He takes me to his office. The whole time, he’s lecturing me about doctor-patient confidentiality. He’s telling me he can’t just talk about any of his patients, and he can’t even say who has and who hasn’t been in this hospital. He’s saying these things really loud. 



Then we get there, and he sits me down, the two of us surrounded by a bunch of models of the brain—some that can be taken apart, some that aren’t supposed to be taken apart, but have been anyways. He shuts the door.



“But then,” he says, “Alex wasn’t my patient. Not in this hospital, anyways.” He folds his hands across his lap. “Sorry for the lecture, but… I don’t want to get accused of malpractice twice.”



My shoulders drop. “You?” I say. 



Him. Obviously.



“I see I’m famous,” he laughs. “I don’t suppose it’s for a good reason.”



“The MRI.”



The doctor frowns. “Let’s not talk about that.”



I squint. “What else is there to talk about?”



Instead of answering me, he starts talking about something else.



There’s a reason the nurse knew the girl with the headache. My hunch was right; Alex’s first stop, after breaking up with poor Derek, is this very hospital in Cannon Beach. Right down to the same front counter and the exact same nurse, just about a year ago. She walks right up, waits for the inevitable, “Can I help you?” and then, in the deranged voice of a monster, she asks the nurse to go fuck herself.



Then her middle finger goes up. Then the other. She spreads them wide, and starts dancing around the lobby, saying, “Fuck you, fuck you, fuck all of you.” Her voice is deep. Wavering. Like a monster trying to speak.



She gets all their attention. Then she moans, “Thanks for nothing,” as she departs.



And everyone’s feet are frozen to the floor, because of her voice. Except one doctor, smart guy this, who has it all figured out. This doctor finds her familiar, and pretty soon he’s sprinting to his office to grab his keys.



He follows her South, South, South. She runs red lights. She blares her horn. Even an ambulance has to stop for her to blaze through. The doctor, following the rules of the road, loses her pretty quick. But he doesn’t stop searching for that shitty green car, with the bumper hanging low on the back. And eventually, he finds it.



She’s driven out of town, all the way to the top of a cliff. 



A cliff leading to the Pacific Ocean.



The Pacific Ocean two hundred feet below, littered with jagged rocks.



She finds her wailing, maybe for the last time since she came into this world. She’s leaning against the wheel well of her car. Something under the hood is on fire. He walks in front of her. Her eyes don’t move. He says a word, then remembers himself and pulls out a pen and paper. He writes:



Head still hurts?



She starts signing like crazy. Gesturing at the car. Then pinching with her fingers. Then her head. Pinching. The car.



He figures the car broke down right at the crucial moment.



He writes:



What have you tried?



She snatches the paper and the pen. He thinks she’s gonna throw it over the edge, but she just starts writing. Scribbling. Slashing at the paper. She lists and she lists and she lists.



Aspirin

Massage

Storm

MRI

Acupuncture

Osteopathy

Chiropractor

Drugs

Drugs

Drugs

Therapy

Meditation

Psychiatrist

Psychologist

Pain Management

Everything

Everything

Everything





She throws the list on the ground. He picks it up and reads it over carefully. He write something and hands it back to her. He has to tap her shoulder to get her attention.



How about an X-ray?








I’m not gonna cry. I don’t even know this girl. I’m not gonna cry.








Professor.



Pain can come from anywhere. It can come from inside you, or from the outside. 



Alex’s parents were in pain, because they couldn’t help their daughter no matter how hard they tried. The doctor was in pain, because he lost his career and had to start over somewhere else. Derek was in pain because he poured four years of his life into a relationship only to have it come to nothing.



Alex. 



Fucking Alex.



Fuck’s sake, Professor.



Alex was in pain because she had a piece of a sewing needle inside her brain.



The doctor tells me, “It showed up on the X-Ray like a candle flame.”



Here I am.



I tell him, “That’s wrong.” I say, “That’s bullshit. How was there no entry wound? How was she even alive? How did the MRI not kill her instantly?”



The doctor puts his hand on my shoulder. He’s smiling, like he’s reliving a pleasant memory. “If the needle was put there when she was a baby, her head would expand and grow around it. And my guess is it was nonmagnetic.”



“How the fuck?" I respond.



I want to hurl. I want to punch things. I want to drive all the way to her shitty boyfriend’s house and run him over.



So much for being impartial.



“Why didn’t she tell anyone? Why didn’t she call her parents? Her boyfriend?” 



Why didn’t she get a spot on national television to tell Planet Earth to suck it?



“I hope that’s not what you’re going to do,” he says. He’s serious. Grave, even.



I ask, “Why the hell shouldn’t I?”



“Because if she wanted them to know, she would have told them herself.”



“But…! It wasn’t all in her head!”



His head drops. He comes around to my side, and he waits until he has my attention. Then he says: 



“Why does the needle change anything?”



And all I can do is just rub my face in both hands and swear. And then a couple tears come and I’m sniffing. I tell him, “I’m sorry.” I throw in a, “Fuck.”



“Don’t worry,” he says. “Your reaction doesn’t hold a candle to hers.”



“Where is she now?” I ask.



“Not here. But I assume somewhere to get surgery. Maybe in a country where it would cost less.”



“You didn’t ask?”



“That’s none of my business.”



Words can be such a brick wall sometimes. I bend forwards and let my pen and notepad hit the floor. He gives me a second, but I need ten minutes. At first, it seems like it’s all been a waste of time.



But it starts coming together. I start to realize… I might have an essay. Or at least, as many words as one. And soon I’m driving back. Skip a few hours, and, I am… back at my hotel.



Oh my god, I just scrolled through it. Fuck, I’m sorry. About a lot of things. 



I guess…



I don’t know.



I wish I could say that there was a hero in this essay, but there aren't any. Alex treated those around her like garbage. The doctor should have done the X-ray the first time he met her. Her parents could have tried a little harder, and Derek could have just given her the benefit of the doubt. 



In the end.... I’m glad Alex found the source of her pain.



I guess the rest of us will just have to keep looking.
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         City of Tempest-Tost

      
      

      

      
      
         With the empty skyscrapers behind him, the empty docks before him, and the empty blueness overhead, Gene Crispin turned to the only other human being in sight and said, “So what’s your perfect way to end a relationship?”



Carolyn Levy pretended not to hear him. She was watching the horizon.



Both of them were technically still at university, though they knew the campus was a mile away, lying dead with lack of use. In truth, most places had been quiet the last couple of days. News had gotten around the city. Only suckers and the bloody-minded had even shown up for work.



Gene drummed his fingers against his thigh: a sure sign of nerves. He needed to strum something. There were times when a lad like him needed to be locked away in his private quarters, having an intimate experience with sublime beauty. After all, he’d been playing the lute ever since he was young enough to call Mummy from his cot. Music was another parent to him.



Whereas Carolyn watched the place where the sea met the sky, and watched it like a hawk. A military hawk, trained from egg and nest to watch horizons. But she wasn’t tense; it was just that she was naturally angular, and so had the easy-going appearance of a sniper rifle not in use.



That was exactly why he could tell she was bothered by all this.



Between the skyscrapers, there’d been the constant sirens and car horns and rumbling engines. There’d been the smell of car exhaust as though the streets were a smoker’s bronchial tubes, occasionally relieved by the sizzling of hot dogs and potatoes and kebabs. Both of them doubtless remembered the bums they had to blank out and the cops whose sunglasses followed them and the angry shouting men and the inevitable bewildered tourists who asked them for directions to this-and-that bridge.



Now? No sounds: just cars lying abandoned or half-dismantled. The salty sea air, which, while less cough-inducing, was not the same smell they were used to. And they stood alone on the dock, with avenues and boulevards behind them free of any human life whatsoever.



It unnerved him enough to fill the void. “I said what’s your perfect way –?”



Carolyn’s head even spun round like a hawk’s, and he got a hasty shush for his trouble. As though realizing how rude she sounded, she followed this up with a much gentler series of shushes.



Wisely, he let her have the silence back. It took all sorts to make a world, and now it was just the two of them he would have to work hard to make that saying stretch far.



In truth, they were not friends: one too many drunk and giggly nights together had put paid to that platonic ambition. They were not lovers: he secretly felt they weren’t romantic or lovey-dovey enough to qualify, what with her “no kissing in public” rule and so on. They most definitely were not married: Gene was a man – boy? – no, man of modernity, and one of the first rules he’d learned in college was that marriage generally took second place to paying rent together and not tying each other down in case they wanted to pre-empt any costly divorce suits later. Harmless experimenting was fine; harmful commitment was an old man’s thing.



He looked up. No planes. Not even any traffic choppers. Just… sky.



“I feel so strange,” whispered Carolyn.



Polite as possible, Gene hummed with interest.



Without looking away from the distant dots on the sea, she went on. “By now, I’d be halfway through the archives section in the library.”



“I’d be rehearsing on my lute,” he said, testing the waters. “Pub gig,” he explained when she looked at him.



“And then I’d go home and play Epidemic with Patrick,” she whispered.



Gene winced; his last encounter with Patrick had largely involved having “STAY AWAY FROM MY SISTER” shouted in his face repeatedly. And a wrench waved at him. He’d avoided the car mechanic’s shop for days afterwards.



“That reminds me,” said Gene without thinking. “You finished my tax returns for me? Only you said you’d have it done in a week, and that was two weeks ago –”



Then his brain caught up with his mouth.



“Sorry,” he said. “Force of habit. I didn’t mean anything by it.”



Still watching the boats fading away, Carolyn said, “I don’t mind.”



She probably didn’t, at that. Gene didn’t know of anyone else who used a calendar and personal organizer the same way Carolyn did. Most of the people he knew used the thing to vaguely remind them of birthdays or dentist appointments, but to Carolyn the things were Holy Writ. Force of habit was not really a force for her, because that implied effort. It was a ground state of being.



Habits…?



“No more sports on the radio,” he said. He always said the first thing that came to his mind.



“I preferred Classics Corner FM,” she said.



“Well, at least I don’t have to hear about the Cubs getting their asses kicked again. That’s some consolation, huh?”



They both watched the last of the boats vanish into the shimmering where sky and sea blurred together to sparkle. The last of the evacuation boats.



“No turning back now,” he said, trying to smile disarmingly.



She said nothing.



Gently – half-prepared to back off in case she protested – Gene guided his arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the temple. She didn’t react. So far, so good.



“How do you feel?” he said softly into her ear.



“Ill,” she replied.



“Like the snakes of remorse and dread entwining around your soul?” he ventured.



Under his arm, he finally felt her shoulders and back go stiff. He couldn’t “read” her exactly – he objected to the idea that people were as simple as books – any more than he could dismantle a ten-minute melody down to its notes just by listening to it. Yet there were little things that told him her mood, the direction of her body’s song, and what kind of genre her mind was absorbed in.



And occasionally, off the top of his head, he’d give her the food of love by offering some poetic comment. He had views about poetry. To a mind like hers, a mind that whipped itself into shape and carted work, work, work night and day… To a mind like hers, he reasoned, poetry was as food to a starving workhorse.



“Yes,” she said.



After all, he wasn’t much good at riding a schedule like a train, whereas she wasn’t much good at flying wherever she wanted like a private jet. Together, they could go places without crashing.



Gene offered her a smile. Eventually, after some apparent cogitation, she reciprocated.



“Okay,” she said, “we’ve got three days. I’m open to suggestions.”



Behind them, the dead city watched. And waited. And dimmed under the sinking sun.








What WAS the perfect way to end a relationship?



That was what Carolyn thought that night, as the darkness within these walls hid away from the moonlight beyond. It was essential to pretend there was nothing wrong. To keep her mind occupied.



Carolyn lay on the mattress on the floor of the hotel room, looking up at the ceiling and listening to Gene’s snorting breaths beside her. Rhythmically, his hot breath blew a few locks across her ear. Despite the last few hours, and despite the fact that the only other human being besides her was as dead to the world as he could ever be while still breathing, she kept the duvet firmly up to her exposed collar. Once the giggly fun was out of the way, the disgust kicked in. Besides, she felt ill enough as it was. Just because they were going to end in three days, didn’t mean there was no room for decorum.



Worse than that, she anticipated trouble. In a city this size, it was unlikely she and Gene would be the only ones to stay behind.



Gradually, she became aware of the sounds of an engine. Outside the window. Way down at street level.



The engine stopped. Car doors slammed, echoing up through the canyons of steel and concrete to their window. This was why she’d refused to turn any lights on. This was why she’d scolded him, during their giggly fun an hour ago, when he’d yelled a little too loudly and made her jump.



Gangs.



Frozen with fear, her gaze darted to the main door of the suite. Piles of furniture – cupboards, wardrobe, chairs, the bed frame – blacked out the door reassuringly in the gloom. They both could scamper across the room and be out the visible fire escape within seconds; should anyone anticipate that, she’d raised the ladders and put down as many sharp objects as possible on the steel steps she couldn’t destroy. That still meant they’d have to shimmy across to the window of the washing room and take a chute – she’d carefully checked they were wide enough for people – down to the laundry room, which was locked from the inside but had an unobtrusive exit through the staff quarters round the back…



Carolyn swallowed.



In truth, she was relying on the sheer number of tall buildings in the city. A dedicated gang of hoodlums in three days, if they spent every single hour – and no more than an hour per building at that – systematically searching skyscrapers, could barely clear out a hundredth of all the available space. And they wouldn’t anyway; they’d come out at night, when they had an advantage in the dark and could sneak up on sleeping victims.



Ultimately, she was relying on luck.



That made her sweat from scalp to soles. Luck was the last hope. If you had to rely on luck, you were at the mercy of everything. You were not in control.



Despite herself, she began to breathe heavily.



Determined, she threw the duvet off – at once snatching up the nearby dressing gown where she’d thrown it, because even in the dark she had a keen sense of shame – and hurried over to the closet, bare feet slapping on the tiled floor. One hand tied the knot in the gown while the other threw back the door.



They’d stocked up during the day. Tins and packets left in the supermarkets. Food cupboards in random homes and apartments. Some rope she’d found on the dock. Knives from the hotel kitchens. For some reason, Gene had added a flare kit to his half of the collection. Apparently, he’d found it in the offices on the docks. She hadn’t argued. Experience had taught her to simply let his oddities run their course. After all, its trigger was broken. It didn’t work. And who’d be around to see a flare anyway? Who’d come for them?



At least they were well-stocked. It was good to be reminded, so she sighed with relief.



Outside, she heard a window smash.



The next sound could’ve been a car backfiring. Or it could have been a gunshot.



Hurrying, she scampered over to the mattress and threw herself below the covers. Then she cursed her childish impulse and shot over to the window. Very, very carefully, she opened it a crack and peered down.



Headlights. Shadows moving. Opposite, someone switched a light on.



Possessed by fascination, she was so relieved that she stayed and watched. Not that there was much to see once the shadows disappeared inside the building opposite – minutes passed, and nothing happened – but something in her mind was perverse. She knew she should hurry back to bed and get some sleep, keep her strength up, stop worrying about it, even remember that most of the gangs hunted each other before concentrating on helpless civilians simply because of too much competition, but…



Something ancient crept into her mind. Something that didn’t listen to common sense or reason. Something that would watch that house opposite… not because it was sick and twisted and wanted to see violence done to someone else for free, but because it was dumb.



She knew gangs didn’t work systematically. She knew they were so spoiled for choice as far as big, searchable buildings went. Yet the dumb part of her mind still said: Just in case…



It wanted to stay awake all night. It didn’t think about her state of mind tomorrow morning. It, in short, didn’t think about plans, even when the rest of her was trying to impose one. In a way, it was like having Gene visit her head.



A shuffling behind her: he was waking up. Carolyn said nothing.



“Oh god,” whispered Gene, feet slapping on the tiles too. “They haven’t?”



Carefully, she shook her head. Now she felt his breathing tickle the back of her neck.



After a while, the light opposite still remained on. No shadows moved.



“Oh, thank god thank god thank god…”



“How are you feeling?” she whispered, never taking her eyes off the street below.



After a pause, Gene said, “I feel ill too.”



“Not nice, is it?”



“My stomach feels like a refinery.”



“Could be the champagne.”



“I told you it was awful crap.”



“Come on, let’s get some sleep. We won’t get any better standing in the cold.”



They hadn’t turned on the heating system. They didn’t want to leave any clues for invaders, and anyway she hadn’t been able to get the generator working again.



Slowly, she closed the window. Both of them groped their way back to bed, knocked bottles rolling along the floor.








“How about we end our time together in the place where we first met!?” said Gene excitedly.



Daybreak had taken what felt like hours to wake them up; last night’s scare had, it transpired, killed Carolyn’s sleep utterly. Even now, long after they’d checked that the car was gone and had shoved enough of the barricade aside to sneak out, long after they’d used the hotel’s back entrance to avoid being spotted in the streets, and long after they’d slipped through the fog and the rain and the alleyways full of discarded trash… Even now, she moved like a zombie.



So he looked around his favourite spot.



“The National Library!” he said, gesturing wide.



Shelves grew around him like baby skyscrapers. Overhead, the ceiling was a sky full of paintings and enough gothic flourishes to suggest a church turned inside out. The child in him was breathless beneath it.



Giggling, he spun around and held out a hand expectantly. Ah, it was all coming back to him now.



“May I be of some assistance, madam?” he said to her.



“Please,” she moaned, staring at him through bleary eyes. “This is not the time.”



“The music section!? For what, pray?” Gene threw off a theatrical flourish of his hand. “What a coincidence! I happen to play the humble lute myself. Might I suggest a few guidebooks personally?”



“Gene, please,” she moaned again, but a hint of indulgence tiptoed through her tones.



He dropped the act. “Come on, Carolyn. Who’s going to raid a library? Some book-loving thugs? Look, it was right on this spot by the desk. I was standing just…” He scurried to the other side of the desk. “Just here. And you came up to the desk like this… No, no. Not like that. That’s how you in sixty years’ time would do it. I’m talking six years ago.”



Patience nudged him to tone it down a bit. Yet already he could see the effect he was having on her; though her eyes remained red and raw, she did venture a small smile and shuffled a little more spryly this time.



“A library’s hardly the most romantic spot, is it?” she said. Her moan splashed with the vigour slowly pouring in.



“It’s where we both worked,” he said pleadingly. “Me first, then I talked you into it.”



“Oh, how you talked and talked and talked and talked.”



“It’s called the gift of the gab, sweetheart. I am part Irish, after all.”



“Baloney.” Sympathetically, she patted his hand on the marble counter. “You should’ve stayed a librarian.”



“Higher purposes called me away,” he said at once. Yes, he thought bitterly. Mum and Dad certainly count as higher purposes when they want me getting better salaries. “You know, since no one else is here, we could…”



“What?”



He licked his lips with barely contained excitement. “We could… We could go into the restricted sections. No one’s stopping us.”



A little life flashed in her eyes. “And then?”



“And then… then we read all the books they never let us read! Whatever we want! I bet they have some priceless musical scores in that section!”



To his disappointment, the life in her eyes dimmed slightly.



Then it occurred to him he hadn’t been listening out for a while. As much as the gangs preferred nights, there was – he realized with spine-tingling logic – no reason why they couldn’t try their luck during the day.



Both of them looked around.



Not a sound reached them.



Eventually, a doubtful hum escaped Carolyn’s lips. “Not sure. It’s a grand building, sure, and I guess it kind of fits…”



“It ends where it all began,” he piped up helpfully.



“Yes.” Dubiously, she nodded her head. “But… is it really the right way to end our time together? Surrounded by books? There’s more to me than books. I think we should do something more.”



“Look at the architecture! Isn’t it grand!?”



“Shh! Keep your voice down!”



“Well, what else is there? I’m hardly going to end it in a pub, and that’s the only other place I’ve ever worked at.”



Carolyn shuddered a full body shudder. “Definitely not a pub.”



Besides, he thought miserably, I don’t want to be surrounded by reminders like THAT. They didn’t just throw beer at me, and at least I wasn’t thrown out the library after a single day.



“I want it to be meaningful,” he said. “Anyway, I thought you’d like it to be job-related.”



She gave him a pitying look. Sadly, he was familiar with this one and responded with his own stock dejected slump.



“I want,” she began, and then she paused, closed her eyes to think, and then said, “I want somewhere a little more… relaxed?”



“Huh. Is that all?” he said drily. “Excuse me while I unfurl the list.”



“Eugene?” she said at once.



A pause while he stared at her. Wide eyes. Small mouth. This was a new face to him.



“Yes, Carolyn?” he said.



Her lips wrestled with the words. “Did we make the right decision? Staying behind?”



Gene found his gaze travelling to the radio next to the desk’s computer. They always had it on in the afternoons, usually during a lull or whenever fellow Dave didn’t care what the supervisors thought. Yet he knew if he switched it on now – assuming it worked – he’d only hear the same radio announcements of the past couple of weeks.



As the city had emptied, he’d initially listened to the radio as a drowning swimmer clinging to a lifebelt. Only after he’d caught the same phrase “STATE OF EMERGENCY” repeating itself every five minutes had he grown fed up with it and switched it off. “EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY” had flown around the airwaves way, way too often.



Deep down, he knew it made no difference. Last night, he’d taken the flare gun. He’d told himself that it was pointless, that the last boat had left, that it was always going to be pointless, that the whole evacuation anyway would have been as helpful as evacuating from World War Three, with nukes exploding all over the place and fallout blanketing the rest.



Yet he’d picked it up. For a moment, he’d slipped back into his old idiot ways. He was as deluded as the evacuees. Worst of all, he’d thus let Carolyn down. She deserved brains from him, not just booze and sticky sheets.



“Yes, we did,” he said. The words hit the marble like he’d dropped granite slabs.



“But if we’d moved to a different place –”



“I’ve never left this city,” he confessed. It wasn’t something he liked to talk about, and he squirmed a little as he continued. “How could I? Everything I’ve ever needed was always right here.”



Anyway, I couldn’t afford it. Not a goddamn lute player who gets pelted with beer mugs every night.



Vaguely, he wondered if there were other people in the city. People who’d chosen to stay behind claiming they’d wanted to stick to their homes. Like kids around a tiny candle. In denial of the big world they’d never explored.



“So not the library, then,” he said, far more bravely than he felt.



“Sorry. Anyway, we should find a secondary hideout in case last night was just good luck. Maybe there’s some more food nearby too. Survival first, then we’ll decide.”



He shrugged. Always, he gave in. She had a way of speaking that made him think, That’s so sensible. Even if anyone else had said it and he’d disagreed with them, arguing with her was like arguing with the law of gravity.



On their way out, pausing only to give the columns one last familiar look, he said, “How’s your illness today?”



“Barely felt anything,” she replied. “You?”



“The same,” he lied.








Two days left, Carolyn thought.



Overhead, the stars waited to spring their trap. The moon watched with total unconcern.



She couldn’t resist it; tonight, she went right up to the edge and peered over the railings. Far below was darkness. Moonlight merely gave it a faint patina; all the power in this street had gone offline. Other towers in the distance had some lights on, though not many.



The sudden urge to vomit gripped her –



Instantly, she darted backwards, across the roof, and the aftereffects of shame slowed her down to an amble.



“I know,” said Gene, who caught her eye. “I can’t stand heights either.”



They lay down on the recliners, beside the abandoned shimmer of the pool, surveying the cosmos above. They’d vowed ahead of time that they’d spend some time on a rooftop. One of the nights, at least. Even though the hotel was among the tallest of buildings, they didn’t want to take too many risks. A distant creep might spot them with binoculars, or they’d be totally unprepared in case of an invasion by some lucky gang, or –



“Look at that moon,” Gene said happily. “It’s the serene eye of God.”



Carolyn said nothing. She had no intention of encouraging him.



“You know what I think?” He pointed up at the starlight. “I think when you die, you really do go up there. Your soul sort of wanders the universe, seeing everything. If you’ve ever asked whether there’s life out there or nothing at all, you’ll get your answer. Everything gets sorted out. It’s like… like when you pass a big audition and get told all the stuff the team couldn’t tell you before?”



As before, Carolyn said nothing. She felt her mind drifting off under his tempting speech, and the rest of her stiffened and fought it. There was no point speculating. Really, he was a child at heart.



A creak next to her told her he’d swivelled on his chair. “You know, if that’s the case, we could always figure out this ‘end-of-the-relationship’ thing later. If you get my drift?”



She did. Her teeth ground together.



“No,” she said coldly. “We’re doing this properly, and before the end, just in case there is no ‘after’.”



“Yeah, but you never know what’s gonna happen. One of those gangs could catch us tonight, for all we know.”



“They’re just opportunists! Cowards like them go after old men and women who don’t want to leave their homes. Anyway, we’re not giving up that easily.”



“But supposing we went through all this stress and it turned out we just come out the other side and could do it again anyway?”



“There’s the style to consider,” she went on, bowling over his pleas. “Whatever happens after we end this, I want to get it right before. It’s the principle of the thing.”



“Uh huh? Like a performance?” His defeated tone was enough; her mind backed off.



“Yes,” she said, trying to sound polite.



Thankfully, the city was blissful and quiet tonight. In fact, with so many cold, black buildings in the shadows, she could forget everything that lay below the panorama of stars. With the light pollution gone, the sky was the dust of jewels from horizon to horizon.



Yes, she thought. We don’t have a choice about it ending at all, but we can choose HOW our relationship will end.



Even if she still had no idea what was appropriate. Her grandmother and grandfather had always gone on about their proposal during the war. Well, after the war, when he’d come back, blood and the smell of corpses still on his mind, and had kneeled before her and said, “It’s now or never, my love.”



Once, her heart had swooned when her grandmother had told her the story. Now…?



She didn’t dare tell him. Poor Gene was too used to stubborn, no-nonsense Carolyn.



She blamed him for seeing little else in her. Then she had to blame herself. After all, who’d worked so hard to cultivate that image before him? Frogmarched their conversations into agreement? Scheduled his band practices and commutes on the subway and basically everything in his life?



Anyway, to tell him now was too risky. They had less than two days left. If she rocked the boat before that happened, neither of them – him, her – neither would forgive her for saying it.



In that brief moment, she was the loneliest person in the world.



“Look!” she said, pointing up.



Gene gasped.



Through the still glitter of the heavens, streaks of blue blazed by. They were as ephemeral as slashes in the air, briefly streaking in little lines or arcs before fading away. First, only one or two braved existence, but then dozens, and soon what seemed like hundreds, danced and swam across the sky.



“Shooting stars,” Gene breathed.



“Heralding shooting stars,” she added.



“You know what I read once in the library? In olden times, they used to think these things were messages from heaven.”



Carolyn watched the blaze overhead. At this rate, the sheer numbers would turn the sky into an artificial day at midnight.



“They’re not wrong,” she murmured.



Eventually, the streams thinned. Hundreds shrank back to dozens.



“You know what?” she said on a sudden inspiration. Then she hesitated. But why not? she thought. Go for it! No harm in an impulse here and there.



“You know what?” she said again. “I think the old ways have got a point.”



“I’m sorry?”



Her head lolled to one side, catching the gleam of his eyes in the semi-darkness. “We should end our relationship the old-fashioned way.”



“Oh, you’re not going on about some hidebound old traditionalists, are you?” He groaned.



“Why not? We can still give it our own spin, if that’s what you’re objecting to. Really, Gene, you’re so quick to judge.”



“I’m nothing of the sort! I just doubt we’ll have a good time if our last moment’s –”



From the streets below came a screech of tyres.



Despite the warm evening, ice congealed along her spine. In his starlit eyes, she saw the wide shock. Neither of them dared to move.



From up high, they swore they heard the echo of a slam. Or a bang. The acoustics of the buildings battered and pulverized the sounds until they were shapeless echoes.



They wrinkled their lips at each other.



“Let’s both go,” they mouthed in unison.



As one, they slid off the chairs. They crept towards the railings. Taking deep breaths, they peered down, hoping that sheer distance would prevent their heads making easy silhouettes.



From down below, in the dark pit, flashes and bangs broke out. Both were too fast to register, too widely spaced out to process, but…



Then the street below became a fireworks display. Flashes and bangs and flashes and bangs, bangs and flashes, flash-bangs, bang-and-flash, flash-flash, bang –



Carolyn was all too aware of the empty space behind them, of how exposed the two of them would look to someone creeping up behind, and part of her imagined a bullet zipping up and then sudden darkness snapping her up.



“Crap, crap, crap!” hissed Gene. “A shootout!”



She hit him on the shoulder. “Retreat,” she whispered. “Now.”



Over the flashes and bangs, she didn’t bother about her footsteps smacking the ground. She just ran, down the hatch, down the stairs, along the corridor, through the crack in the door, and then throwing herself and feeling his weight hit the barricade waiting for them, she dived onto the mattress with him and only then panted and burned with exhaustion.



Furiously, she willed her lungs to steady themselves. Outside, the muffled bangs tapped at the window like a monster, searching for a way in.








In the morning, Gene peered out the window to see smoke rising from below. There was definitely at least one car there that hadn’t been there before.



Crowbar held high, leading Carolyn – who wielded a spanner – they crept down the stairs, always leaping out of corners in case of any would-be ambushers. Partway down, they crossed the corridor to check the outside.



Closer to the ground, they noticed the bodies.



About thirteen in all, once the pair of them stepped out onto the street. Mostly young teenagers, he guessed, judging from their build and size. Several wore homemade armour – tins, rope, bandoliers made from duct tape and whatever cartridges they’d scavenged – and handguns lay scattered about.



At once, Gene looked away. That was about as much diagnosis as he was willing to give before his mind said no.



A gentle hand gripped his own. Carolyn led him down the sidewalk, away from the smoking car. Two more cars were randomly stranded, all with doors open. Judging from the bodies slumped half-in, half-out of the seats, the gang had naively believed car doors were impenetrable shields.



At the very least, there didn’t seem to be much sign of posthumous activity – missing weapons, bodies stripped of useful items, or the like – and for a while, Gene hoped the gangs had wiped each other out completely. Only hoped, that is, because he didn’t feel like pushing his luck trying to find out for sure.



In any case, now they were a block away from the sight…



Grunting, he gripped his chest. Lungs burned under his ribcage.



“How… are you feeling?” he managed to say.



She was still leading him by the other hand. After a thoughtful pause – or possibly a shell-shocked one – she said, “I feel fine. You?”



“Awful.”



Her gaze swung round, hawk eyes piercing his own. Such was the pain that she blurred; he was weeping. Ashamed, he wiped his face on the back of a sleeve.



“Come on,” she said. “We need somewhere to stop for a moment.”



“There,” he grunted, pointing with his free hand and then instantly returning it to cradle his chest.



Coming up on their right was the café.



Café Grouch! Oh, he knew it well. They’d come here every day, midday exactly “and not a minute later”, and he always, no matter how much time he tried to give himself, always had to run to make it. Once, he’d sprained his ankle and she’d gotten a plaster out of her backpack –



They sat down at their usual table.



They listened to the complete lack of chatter and the absence of the pinging till. They felt the space drawing away from them. At least, he saw her shrink as though drawing away from something pulling her skin.



He looked at his hand resting on the table. It was shaking.



Swallowing, he got up – winced at his lungs – stumbled over to the counter, and in total defiance of her rules switched the radio on. It was always on. He felt better. He felt normal, for too short a moment, and he wanted, somewhere in this living nightmare, to feel normal again. To be someone who rehearsed badly on the lute, and who didn’t just talk about it while listening out for mad gunmen.



He looked across at her when he sat down. No objection met him. Not even a look.



Two weeks ago to the day – maybe to the hour – the news came from the radio. A voice crackled to tell them that the city was declared a “DOOM ZONE”. Anyone who chose to stay was not the government’s problem. Then the docks had started to throng. He’d noticed fewer and fewer customers coming in. He’d ignored his family’s small talk every evening in the hope that no one brought up the evacuations.



This was a large city. It took weeks to get the majority of people out, and then there were the last crowds.



Every day until the last, his parents and grandparents and brothers and sisters had served dinner and chatted around the table. At the time, he’d wondered why. Surely, the smart thing to do was get out ASAP.



Yet he hadn’t spoken up.



Perhaps all of them had thought like me, a voice said in his head. It was a little Carolyn, visiting.



Yes…



After all, he’d always hoped that the radio would declare “FALSE ALARM”. Every day.



But it never did.



Now he listened to the update coming in. It said: Everywhere is now declared a “DOOM ZONE”.



He sagged in his seat, nursing the pain across his chest.



“There are more on the way, aren’t there?” Carolyn said. To his concern, she hadn’t looked up.



“You just feel… so… abandoned,” Gene said gamely.



They finally met eyes, as they had done so many times, right here, right at this table, in this café, which on any other day was a thriving hub of reminders that they were alive.



“I never did ask,” said Carolyn. “What did your family say when you told them?”



“That I wanted to stay behind with you?” Gene clenched his teeth for a moment; a pain stabbed his chest, and it had nothing to do with the illness anymore. “They came around. I’d never talked so much in my life.”



“No arguments?”



“A few. But Dad turned around to me, he said, ‘Son, even if you’re not family by blood, you’re family by deed. This young lady means that much to you?’ And I said, ‘That much and more.’ So he said, ‘Okay, if that’s what you think you should do.’ And then I gave everyone a goodbye and waved them off.’” He shrugged. “There was hardly any arguing. I was luckier than I deserved.”



She was silent for far too long, staring past him.



“You?” he prompted.



When she met his eye again, there was not a trace of life there. “I didn’t even get a chance. Mom locked me in my room. I had to break out to find you. That was the last time I saw them.”



“I’m sorry,” said Gene instantly.



She shook her head at him.



Her voice was carefully listless: “Don’t apologize. They wanted the family together. Patrick swore he’d hunt me down if I tried to run away. Can you imagine that being the last thing you hear from your brother? My own flesh and blood.”



“If I’d known –”



“I’d have insisted you go ahead exactly as planned.” Now the fire burned in each eye and her voice began to crack. “I just wish I knew what happened to them. They could have disowned me, left me, come looking for me, got killed by one of those gangs. They could be halfway across the Atlantic right now, thinking I’m dead.”



They sat in silence. Gene had absolutely no idea what to say. Largely by Carolyn’s own design, he’d never had a chance to cross paths with her family all that often.



Across the table, both of them reached out and delivered an embrace neither fully believed in. At least, he felt he couldn’t. He didn’t deserve to.



On the way back to their hideout that evening, Carolyn broke off to pick up two stray handguns in the street. Gene neither objected nor commented.








That night, Carolyn had to refrain from tossing and turning like a child, but even then she still couldn’t sleep. Beside her, the lack of breath suggested Gene wasn’t sleeping either. Occasionally, she heard him whimper.



“Is it your stomach?” she whispered.



“The pain’s… getting worse…” Her heart cried out in its own pain; now she heard him groan. “I need a distraction. Talk to me, Carolyn. Please.”



At first, she pressed herself up against him instead, turning him towards her so they could meet chest to chest. For once she didn’t feel the leftover disgust of knowing there was nothing between her and him.



In the gloom, she saw his head incline forwards and felt his forehead against hers.



“I wish we hadn’t had that talk,” she whispered while he trembled under her grip. “I can’t stop thinking about my family, and I don’t want to. Of all the ways we had to part… I wish I could go back and try again.”



Briefly, he stopped trembling, though his voice was strained. “You used to tell me there was no point worrying about the past. What’s done is done. You mess up a musical note on the lute, tough luck.”



Yet she felt his arms wrap around her waist and draw her closer. Uncomfortably, they became a tangle of limbs. She was far too aware of him pressing against her, and of her pressing against him when she slid from a grip to an embrace.



“I don’t wanna sound selfish,” he whispered, fighting to sound cheerful, “but I think you did the right thing. What’s done is done. Besides, you’re brave. I know I’d have caved in if I’d been you. Patrick scares the crap out of me.”



“I wish I had a family like yours. They’re so loving.”



“Is it corny for me to say they always considered you family?”



“Ridiculously corny.”



“Then I won’t say it?”



“Good idea.”



“Right. Good thing I didn’t, then. That would have been embarrassing.”



She felt his arms desperate to cling more tightly, and her own squeezed back. If they did it long enough and with enough determination, perhaps there’d be no need for clumsy talk. Perhaps they could simply merge, and know instantly and shamelessly what the other thought or believed. Yet for all the time they lay there, it never happened –



Footsteps.



Outside the door.



Coming towards them.



They both broke apart and froze. Listening.



The occasional half-bang suggested someone throwing doors back as they went along. Testing them: possibly looking for occupants.



Their own door rattled.



Footsteps stopped.



Behind the massive barricade, the doorknob rattled and the locks shuddered. Whoever was trying to get in was rapidly becoming impatient. A locked door was, in its own paradoxical way, an attraction for thugs. They wanted to know why someone was trying to keep them out.



Remembering her own plan from earlier, Carolyn slid out of bed. Despite her best efforts, she heard the sticky patter of her own bare feet. Another patter suggested Gene was getting into position. All the bottles had been carefully set aside earlier, precisely so that they could move about without disturbing anything.



On her way past, she bent down and picked up the reassuring weight of the handgun.



Someone else fired.



So loud was the blast that she jumped and almost screamed. In the gloom, she fancied she saw Gene’s silhouette flinch.



Whoever was behind the door fired again. She heard wood splintering.



It seemed to take minutes for the person to bash their way in. One by one, locks failed under the battering. Occasional blasts of gunshots knocked holes in the wood, and spotlights of yellow speared the air. Next to the door, Carolyn was careful to stay away from the lights of the corridor.



A final blast. A curse. Their mystery assailant was clearly a novice with guns; firing at a metal handle must have ricocheted a bullet right back.



The door handle fell off.



And the gunman barrelled into the room, sending the pile of the barricade collapsing and blinding Carolyn with the light of the corridor.



He was wearing a hoodie and jeans, and that was all she noticed before he turned to her and instantly moved, raising a revolver –



The room exploded with the gunshot.



A second later, the gunman hit the floor. Gene stood, half-shadowed, and lowered his own handgun.



“Crap,” he said.



Both of them froze, listening. From the corridor outside, someone was trying not to breathe. They could hear the faint wheezing of one nostril.



To her shock, Gene yelled. He clutched his stomach, dropped the gun, fell onto his knees, didn’t notice the second gunman leap out and fire at a spot inches over his head, blink, look down, re-aim –



Carolyn’s arm moved of its own accord. The next few seconds were a blur.



Eventually, she stopped firing only because the gun had run out of bullets and was clicking uselessly at a second corpse on the floor.



Both she and Gene breathed heavily, trying to recover the last few seconds of their lives. Her head felt dizzy. She already felt like she was drifting through a dream.



Quickly, she checked the corridor outside. No one else. Still, she didn’t dare step out to switch off the light.



Instead, she retreated and helped Gene to his feet, letting him wheeze and cough his way up. His arms shook under her hands.



It doesn’t matter, said a part of her. We’ll both be dead by tomorrow anyway. Even if we ran now, there’d be nowhere else to run to. It’s just like the astronomers predicted, but even the government didn’t believe them. Evacuations!? We’re all doomed! Why fight it!?



No, she thought. Every second was worth fighting for. The end can be delayed, if never denied. It’s always worth spending effort for that extra time.



Finally, Gene looked her up and down.



“You know you are completely starkers?” he said.



Surprising herself, she looked him up and down without shame. What did it matter? Disgust was a waste of time.



“You too,” she said.



Childishly, they exchanged giggles and said no more about it.



The barricade took a while to restore, and they decided to shove the bodies in a spare closet to leave no trace outside, and frankly to hide the smell inside. There were better ways to spend a last night.








Finally, the last day was upon them.



Gene gritted his teeth against the knots tying his stomach in pain. This was no time to be ill.



Impact Day.



The day when, according to the news broadcasts, a giant comet the size of a county would come streaming out of nowhere and collide with Earth. The combined explosive force would be enough to make a nuclear bomb look like a birthday candle. Certainly any city in its path would be instant vapor.



The world had only spotted it roughly two weeks before the predicted collision. According to Carolyn, meteor-spotting wasn’t an easy science. Anyway, there was no formal means of countering it. Definitely no chance of erecting one on short notice.



And that hadn’t been the worst part. The worst part was that this comet was merely the vanguard of a shower, every single member of which had been partially obscured by its tail. Earth would swing right into the path of a cosmic bombardment. World War Three, except waged by Nature against Man. There wouldn’t be a fourth.



Gene swallowed. Changing his clothes, letting Carolyn lead him out of the hotel room and onto the empty streets, he couldn’t think of much else. He’d secretly wanted to hear that it had all been a FALSE ALARM. Part of him still insisted on it.



Time to face the music.



Nonetheless, they’d talked last night. They knew the perfect place to end their relationship. The tricky part had been making sure they lived long enough to do it.



And there it was: the central park. The one green area in the whole of the city. A moment of peace with Nature. The site of their first true date.



They went for the same hill. Last time, the place had been crawling with picnickers. Now it was inspiration for a budding musician, with the complex branches of the fir trees and the rolling vistas leading to the reed-crowded lake.



In the sky overhead, a white dot appeared.



The instant they sat down on the grass side-by-side, he took up his trusty lute and strummed the strings. With no clue as to the melody, he improvised. His bars dipped and rolled and rose and fell, capturing the colours raining through his mind as he trembled, as he unknotted the pain in his stomach, as he defied the consumption killing him and told the world that this hour was theirs, they would claim it, they would conquer it, and they would die with history unable to change their victory, for what was done was done.



Carolyn gave him a one-woman standing ovation. Throughout his whole lifetime, his only appreciative audience.



Tears flowed from his eyes, and for once he wasn’t ashamed.








As the dot overhead grew, Carolyn laid out the old-fashioned picnic blanket and they had them an old-fashioned picnic, executed to perfection.



As more dots appeared in the sky, she patted the handgun beside her reassuringly, as though its mere presence were a loyal guard dog. But try or die, she thought. Try or die.



She looked across, knowing she had killed. Knowing Gene had killed. It had been war. A never-ending war, bigger than the one her grandmother and grandfather had talked about. The war for every second of their lives. The war against Nature.



As per Carolyn’s plan, Gene got up and strode down the hill. She counted in her head.



Then he strode back. For a moment, she imagined the smell of blood and death about him. Certainly, his face winced as though suppressing the trauma of firing at a live enemy.



He kneeled before her. He said, “Now or never, my angel.”



“You changed the line,” she whispered.



“Well, I’ve always thought of you as my guardian angel. Guess we’ll find out in a minute.”



She frowned at this blemish on her plan… only to relax and let it fly past. Disgust was not needed when the rest was going so well. What was one stain against a fabulous moment?



While the sky became brighter and brighter, he held up a ring. They’d had to raid a jeweller’s en route.



“My word, this is old-fashioned,” he said.



“But it works, doesn’t it?”



He winked at her. “Do you, Carolyn, take me to be your husband, in sickness and in health, till death do us part?”



Again, she ignored a few liberties he’d taken. Memorizing things wasn’t one of his strong points.



“I do,” she said, raising her own ring. “And do you, Eugene, take me to be your wife, in sickness and in health, till death do us part?”



“I do. And beyond, if I’m lucky. I may now kiss the bride?” Overhead, the sky screamed.



She leaned forwards. “And I the groom. How’s that for a way to end a relationship?”



“Old-fashioned but with modern sensibilities,” he said over the rising scream.



Her lips met his. The screaming broke through so painfully that it transformed into pure light.



The kiss lasted the rest of their lives.
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         Daedalus of Athens was not drunk when the light crashed outside his Greek manor. Instead, the drunkenness came later.



But first, he’d been out in the garden, trying to invent a flying device for man. He’d studied the birds that flitted over the city and from rooftop to rooftop. He’d made beautiful sketches and careful measurements of captured specimens in the Aviary of Athens. He’d finally tested all manner of wood, mineral, and animal parts. The result was a work of sublime mechanical genius.



And all a man had to do was flap his arms a hundred times a minute. Unfortunately, he’d found no volunteers among the citizens. Even his slave Trochilus had failed, though she’d shown willing by repeatedly jumping on the spot.



Tonight, he stared at the hulking monstrosity of the device, which looked a lot like the skeleton of some pathetic monster. Then he stared at the sky.



Not for the first time, he wondered if he was being punished by the gods. Oh, not in general, not in general: he had a loving wife, children who in theory would happily see him if they weren’t so busy in the capital, his health, his faithful slave, his garden, his manor, his freedom to blow things up trying to make other things that didn’t blow things up but in interesting ways, his regular salt donations from the Emperor in Rome…



But more specifically, when it came to inventing, he felt he was being kept exactly where he was. Why, he didn’t know. Perhaps it offended the gods, but all he did was tinker and dream of flying. What was so bad about flying? It didn’t hurt anyone, unless they crashed, and he was working on a new elastic device for protective landing gear that would really pay off in a few decades.



What a man could do, if only he could fly…



Then he looked up and noticed the light.



It definitely wasn’t a star. For one thing, it was growing. Reddening with heat. And screaming.



Pure whiteness struck.



The shock threw Daedalus onto his back and tangled him thoroughly in the juniper bushes. Only once he untangled himself did he see the fiery pit and – scattered about him – the twisted bones of metal.



Flames crackled and tore at the nearby bushes. Peering into the heart of the crater, he thought he saw a bundle.



Which unfurled.



A figure rose before him. A child, robed in white, skin pale as the moon, hair like the ghost of gold. Two bare feet hovered without burn or bruise over the flames. And surrounding the figure, ten wings of darkness and fire blazed.



Eyes of ice peered at him. Such was the stare that, for a moment, he was but an ant, a hardworking insect, yet shadowed by a mountainous pride, spared from a crushed fate only by inscrutable whim.








“And then it flew away,” he said an hour later in the tavern.



The other drinkers gave him the slow, stare-filled silence of men who’d been counting how many cups he’d had. A few simple chaps had taken off sandals to count that high.



“A boy cannot fly,” said Aerosteon in his special talking-to-an-unbalanced-idiot voice. “No what’s-it-called, aerodynamic qualities.”



“Too heavy,” translated Gravitas, nodding.



“You’ve been overdoing it again, haven’t you? We know you’ve set your heart on that flying machine, and all…”



Daedalus slammed down his cup, swaying slightly on his chair. “I swear I’m not making this up! Trochilus is still putting out the fires, poor girl!”



Gently, Euterium patted his shoulder. “Your missus know about this?”



Daedalus shuddered. “Enthea? She’s out at the Temple of Arcas. Oh Hades, you had to remind me…”



I’m not making this up, he thought. Unfortunately, an hour and several drinks after the event, he was wondering if there had been a smidgeon of wishful thinking involved here.



A boy who could fly! On wings of darkness and fire! Perhaps it was a vision from the gods. Maybe Hephaestus, that blacksmith guy: Daedalus’d sacrificed any number of chickens at Hephaestus’ temple, though only when he’d been really desperate.



From his gloom, he surfaced in time to hear the topic of the evening. They always talked about something or other. Just because good old Athens was under the Roman heel, didn’t mean they could slouch on their philosophy.



“See, this war thing,” said Euterium, voice warming up for a good debate. “Why’s it happening again?”



“I told you last week!” cut in Gravitas irritably. “It’s the Historical Imperative Theory of the Necessity of War.”



Wincing, Daedalus concentrated through the mist of awful wine. “You mean, ‘We done it before, we’ll do it again’?”



“It’s the Romans,” muttered Aerosteon into his cup. “They fight everything.”



“Works for them, doesn’t it?” said Euterium. “Look at their Empire.”



“Yes. Another empire. Whoop-de-do.”



Grimly, Daedalus slipped off his chair and staggered towards the exit. War! War! War! We used to talk about the nature of free will and destiny and all that stuff. Now it’s war every night. If I’d wanted war shoved in my face, I’d have volunteered for the army. Just as well I have that back problem.



Outside, he looked up at the stars.



More lights.



That was okay, though. He saw lots of things after drinking wine here. His addled brain said: It’s going to be all right.



Then he stopped.



More lights rained down over the silhouette of the city. Over the countryside too. He heard distant bangs, saw flashes of explosions.



When he blinked, the boy was there, hovering over him.



Daedalus waved happily at him. “It’s all right, I’m drunk.”



Then he fell over.








When Daedalus woke up, he was sitting in his garden again. The night was starry as before. Trochilus stood loyally by his side, even if she trembled. Oh, and the crater was still there.



Seated opposite was the boy. In midair. On his ten wings of darkness and fire.



Daedalus swallowed. The boy’s eyes were two pools, too deep to fathom, too cold to dare touch. Once more, old Daedalus was an ant below a boy’s capricious thumb, waiting to be told if he were to live or die.



Beside him, he heard poor Trochilus whimpering.



An arm shot up – Daedalus flinched – but then he opened his eyes and saw the hand pointing at his chest.



“Human,” said the boy. His voice belied his age, echoing with command and calculation. “I am told by your… slave here that you are a master of technology.”



Trochilus squeaked her apology. Daedalus watched those eyes. Was this a monster of the classical age? Half man, half bird? A riddler? A judgement? A tormentor for a sinner?



“Might be,” Daedalus said.



Those wings, he noticed, never flapped. The fire burned but never ran out. Some kind of rare oil, perhaps? How did the boy hover so?



“Hm,” said the boy. “Tell me: what transport have your people?”



Oh, that was easy. “Chariots,” said Daedalus. After some panicky thought, he added, “My lord?”



To his surprise, a smile twitched at the corners of the boy’s mouth. “Your lord indeed, human. And communication: what manner of word or print have you?”



Some of the fear slipped away. This didn’t sound too much like a monster condemning him…



“If my Enthea wants to send her aunt some flowers, we send a runner.”



“A device of some mechanical nature?”



“Er… no, my lord. I mean Trochilus here.”



Another squeak.



The boy’s eyes narrowed, brow growing heavy. “Have you mastered flight, at least?”



“Only the catapult, my lord. And…” Daedalus looked sadly at the ashen remnants of his latest attempts in that area.



This earned him a nod. “I see. We have work to do.”



In the face of that stare, the wine’s effects were wearing off fast. “Er… ‘we’, my lord?”



And from the shadows beyond, shapes moved. Figures drew closer to the light of the boy’s flaming wings. Men, he soon saw, but men of strange and unholy shapes. The first to enter wore a black robe-like cloth. Something clung to him, from thick boots, past a belt-like shine around his waist, to the fur collar and black cape below the glare of two magma eyes.



The figure raised what looked like a black crossbow, made of black pipes, tipped with a tuning fork. Which crackled.



“Beelzebub.” The boy shook his head.



Daedalus stared into crackling blackness. Then the… weapon was lowered.



At last, the boy smiled. Daedalus didn’t like that smile. It did not suggest a happy future.



“You may be of use to me, human.”



Shapes gathered around the boy. Daedalus whimpered.








Craters smoked around the city. Sunlight rose on the crowd in the city square. Even the Emperor’s viceroy stared incredulously from his balcony in the imperial palace.



Surrounding the crowd were… well, at first glance, they looked human.



The boy hovered over the podium. Beside it, Daedalus stood, trying not to move in case he offended anybody. He still wasn’t sure if he was being divinely punished or not.



“Citizens of…” The boy lowered himself and Daedalus whispered in his ear. “Athens! My name is Lucifer, Lord of the Heavens. As you can see, my loyal… angels and I are not to be resisted.”



Daedalus grimaced. While he’d been marched to the square, he’d seen a few legionnaires try to resist. Spears, swords, and tridents simply bounced off the angels. Those legionnaires were currently penned in by angels of their own, like lambs by wolves.



“It is clear the world has been oppressed by fate, so pitiable is your state. I have resisted, earning my fall from the heavens. Yet I will claim it back. I shall conquer your oppressor. I shall conquer fate.”



A few chuckles broke out from the more philosophically-minded in the crowd. Daedalus didn’t blame them. The angel was talking nonsense. If there was one thing even Gravitas could agree on, it was that you didn’t fight fate. What with? You just fulfilled fate another way.



He also didn’t blame the hasty silence. You didn’t argue philosophy with creatures who treated deadly Roman soldiers like annoying mosquitoes.



Lucifer beamed at them, like a lighthouse carved from a glacier. “But first, I shall guide you. For my first command, answer me this: who in…” Another lowering, another whisper. “Greece… knows of steam?”



Despite himself, Daedalus thought up some names. He was empty. The boy’s speech meant nothing to him. But technical stuff he could deal with.



“Er…” Embarrassed, he raised a hand. “I, uh, copied a plan off Hero once. Or was it Vitruvius?”



Lucifer froze him with a glare. “Indeed?”



“Uh… I could get Trochilus to fetch them, my lord?”



The stare lasted a little too long. The smile frosted on Lucifer’s lips.



Still, a philosopher was a philosopher. Perhaps Daedalus could risk a question. “May I ask what this is for, my lord?”



“Certainly. I encourage questions.” Now the smile… defrosted. At the corners. To the crowd, he announced, “My subjects. I am your benefactor. Unlike fate, I know what a true leader must do. And we shall help you even as you shall help us.”



Murmurs – short-lived murmurs – ran among the crowd. Worried faces turned to the Emperor’s viceroy, who was ashen-faced. An angel hovered ever-so-casually behind him. Its weapon crackled.



A hand gripped Daedalus’s shoulder. He tried not to wet himself.








Evidently, Lucifer was working fast. Before he’d even processed the speech, Daedalus found himself carried across the desert.



Flying! Actually flying!



Winds whipped his face and toga. The land flowed below him, a rush of gold. At first, Daedalus’s fear ruled and he kept himself to himself. However, the blasting sands eroded his fear, leaving only a newfound joy, a flight, the realization that he had been blessed.



This required a dignified, significant response from the first man ever to experience flight.



But he couldn’t think of one, so he spread his arms and said, “WOOHOO!”



Up ahead came the mountains. Why, he could simply reach out and touch them –



“Here,” said Lucifer.



All too soon, the winds died down, the gold coalesced into dunes, and the rushing joy ebbed away. Daedalus’s sandals hit the dune and he stumbled.



“Hey, you didn’t have to drop me,” he said before he realized what an idiot his tongue had been.



His carrier threw him a dirty look. Daedalus’ gaze travelled inexorably to the angel’s weapon. Crackling away. Like a tiger on a leash.



“Just… saying?” he tried.



They stepped further into the cave. Some way ahead, Lucifer held up a rod of pure gold. Its tip blinked with light.



Daedalus stared. Not at the rod, though his inventor mind veered towards it. He was looking at the rest of the cave. At what filled the back.



He looked up. He looked up some more.



With surprising strength, Lucifer plunged the rod deep into the earth.



That looks like solid gold; he shouldn’t even be able to carry it!



“What…” Daedalus said, “…is that?”



Behind him, Beelzebub chuckled.



“An agent of fate,” said Lucifer. “The Dragon of Revelation. Its hide is iron and its breath molten rock. Now you understand what we are up against.”



Feeling he was being allowed to live for the moment, Daedalus nodded at the rod. “And that? My lord?”



“The Rod of Freedom. My own creation: it opposes fate.”



“It’s not magic, is it?” said Daedalus, disappointed.



Unexpectedly, Lucifer laughed. True, it was a laugh a child would give upon seeing an ant do a backflip, but it was a laugh nonetheless.



“No. I would gladly explain the principles behind its creation. I fear you would not understand them, human.”



“Oh.” Now the disappointment hung heavy on his sigh.



“Yet, anyway.” Lucifer clapped his hands once. “Now, as for this steam device –”



“If I may be so bold, my lord,” said Daedalus, bowing in case it helped, “what is all this for?”



Surprise met these words. “I explained. We shall return to the heavens to finish our war.”



“With steam?” Daedalus chewed his words over. “It’s possible to fly with… steam?”



The boy shook his head. “I have grander plans first.”








Daedalus stared.



Never had he imagined something like this. Well, obviously he’d imagined something like this, but it had been like that airborne whirligig contraption he’d dreamt up in his youth. He’d only gotten as far as testing the elastic strength of reeds and the air resistance of wood before he’d done the sums, given up, and gotten drunk during a debate on hubris.



The contraption he’d designed was this:



It was a metal tube lying on its side, borne aloft by carefully designed wheels on lines that Lucifer called “tracks”. Inside the tube were things that pumped and things that turned and things that knocked the other things if they forgot to do the thing at the right time, or something. He’d had to invent whole new words for what he was doing, or rather had stolen them from Lucifer, who handed them out for free.



And it all worked because of a fire at one end that created steam. Incredible! His old steam device had just spun a ball around and nothing else. The Emperor’s viceroy had bought it for his children. To play with.



Slaves backed off at the crack of the whip. Revealed before them, the hulking machine stood idle. Another slave clambered up.



They waited while the fire rose.



Then, to squeals and cheers, the crowd saw the machine chug. It moved. It began to pick up speed. It whistled. It belched smoke and left a shadow of it trailing overhead.



“My word,” said Daedalus. “I just thought: if we could add another tube at the back, this thing could pull it like a chariot.”



Beside him, Lucifer laughed. Daedalus was getting used to that laugh. It was a small price to pay if it meant seeing this thing chugging away.



“This is merely the beginning, human,” said Lucifer. “Soon, we shall have grander vessels than these.”



Daedalus’ heart almost stopped. “Grander?”



“You appear to be easily impressed.”



“Well, think of the possibilities! If we added some wings and gave it two legs for taking off, maybe we could make a flying steam machine… No, wait, it couldn’t go fast enough.”



“Patience, human, patience. First, there will be steam chariots like these connecting the empire. Commerce and trade shall be greater even than the dreams of kings and a thousand slaves.”



Daedalus licked his lips. Around him, the crowd were eerily silent, as though all lost in the same thoughts. Not least of which was what would happen once word reached the capital of Rome, and what if the Emperor decided things were getting a little too hot in this corner of the world…



“Earthly tyrants do not trouble me,” said Lucifer irritably. “They are merely pawns in a game.”



“Are you talking about fate again, my lord?” said Daedalus, who was wondering if a close association with this youth would come back to haunt him when the army landed.



Lucifer’s icy gaze pierced him. Daedalus squirmed. It was like having an ice pick go through his brain.



“I am hardly talking about myself, human. This is a mighty gift. Tell me, have you ever heard the phrase ‘Industrial Revolution’?”



Daedalus shook his head hopefully.



Sadly, Lucifer lost interest in him. They both turned to watch the… what was it called… the “train” screeching at the crowd.



“Is it missing something?” said Lucifer, frowning.



“Well, I had to leave out a couple of bits here and there,” said Daedalus apologetically. “They didn’t help it go, you see. I mean, who needs ‘brakes’, right?”








Reluctantly, Daedalus leaned back in the plush chair. He looked around the imperial palace’s main hall.



“What architecture,” he breathed. “The things I could do with a chisel and paint brush…”



“I have a plan, human,” said Lucifer opposite. Despite the slaves hovering in attendance, he was picking his grapes for himself. Eventually, he turned and dismissed them. “Slaves.”



“Oh, they’re not that bad.” Daedalus opened his mouth and let Trochilus drop a grape into his mouth. “Mine’s a good worker and always tells me whenever she spills wine on the floor.”



Stony silence followed.



“I see I have much work to do,” said Lucifer coldly.



“If you don’t mind my asking, my lord,” said Daedalus, hastily sitting up and dismissing his servant out of desperate political awareness, or at least a desire to not be handed over to Beelzebub’s care. “What is it you hope to do? I mean, fate isn’t a person or a god… Is it?”



Lucifer tapped his chin thoughtfully.



“Are you familiar with the Tower of Babel?” he said.



“Never visited the place, my lord. Architecture isn’t really my speed.”



“It is a religious story.”



“Ah,” said Daedalus. Religion hadn’t featured much in his life. Beyond knowing the gods of Olympus, naturally. But his thoughts there mostly consisted of: “Say, that sun god Helios; isn’t it about time someone upgraded his chariot? The sun takes hours to cross the sky…”



“According to the Jewish texts –”



“Oh, Jews,” said Daedalus dismissively. “They say all kinds of rubbish.”



“According to the Jews, man determined to reach the heavens by constructing a tower tall enough to unite Earth with the spiritual realm. Their god – in a way, their fate – saw this as arrogance and hubris. Thus, he forced the builders to speak different languages, preventing cooperation.”



Eventually, Daedalus stopped nodding along. “Yep. Sounds like something the Jews would say, all right. What a load of –”



“I intend to correct that injustice.”



Daedalus swallowed again. The temperature of the room dropped fast. He shivered.



“And I intend to guide more humans to the cause. Why should fate dictate our destiny?”



For a moment, Daedalus felt a lot older than Lucifer. Obviously, the boy was a boy, but thus far Daedalus had felt like Lucifer’s appearance was no more meaningful, age-wise, than a choice of sandal.



He was thinking about the neighbouring countries.



“How, exactly?” he said.



“By ruling them with justice and goodwill.”



“Ah… Just out of academic interest, idle curiosity and whatnot, how much political experience do you have?”



Unexpectedly, Lucifer gave him a puzzled look.



“Well… say two tribes – the Meglobites and the Gigobites – are disputing who owns some land. How would you solve that problem?”



“I would… command them to share it. All land belongs to all humans. There is no point in bloodshed. Isn’t it obvious, human?”



Daedalus cocked his head. There’d been a flicker of doubt in that last sentence.



“I think if that ever happens,” he said carefully, “you should explain it to them.”



“You believe they would not understand?”



“Oh, they’d understand, right enough. They just wouldn’t believe you. Ancient enmities. Complex grievances. Byzantine land claims and legal… thingy. And then there’s the whole ‘pleasing-both-sides-and-not-starting-a-war’ aspect.”



Lucifer looked at him blankly.



“I mean,” said Daedalus hurriedly, “I suppose you could overpower them. Like you did with us –”



“I did not overpower. I persuaded.”



“Right. Sorry. But maybe up there in the heavens, you didn’t need politics so much? I could give you a few pointers, if you like…”








Months passed.



Daedalus went back to the tavern one night, hoping like mad it hadn’t changed at all. Change had featured way too much in his experiences of late. It was nice to see the old gang there again, even Gravitas, who was a supercilious jerk when it came to the Cultural Dichotomy Theory of Apollo the Wise Rationalist and Dionysus the Just-Plain-Fun-to-Have-Around Drunk.



Unfortunately, the men looked like they’d come back from someone’s funeral. No one spoke. Only Aerosteon nodded at him, showing any sign that his presence was acknowledged at all.



Daedalus joined them. They stared into their drinks.



“So much for the Roman Army,” said Euterium glumly.



They’d seen it.



Indeed, word had reached the Emperor in Rome. And the army had reached the plateau of Athens, with the air of an army that had gotten out the wrong side of bed and was ready to ask, “What bloody time do you call this?”



Beelzebub had led the charge. His weapon had crackled, and then…



“Lightning, though,” said Gravitas. “They use lightning. Zeus is going to flip his lid.”



“That’s divine demarcation, that is,” said Aerosteon, nodding.



“Routed the Romans something fierce, though,” said Euterium.



“Yes. That’s the problem. Where will it all end? Another empire. Whoop-de-do.”



“I reckon…” said Daedalus, but no one looked at him, so he addressed his wine again. “I reckon maybe it’s a sign. Like… just hear me out… like Zeus is on our side. And… and he sent these angels to help us.”



They considered this over a swig each.



“Haven’t seen you in a while, Daedy,” said Aerosteon bravely. “Must be nice up at the palace, at least. Poor sod, you are.”



“A tool of the tyrants,” agreed Gravitas. “That must be playing holy horrors on your… what’s-it-called, Aristotle thing… arete.”



“You’re not where you belong, is his point.”



Daedalus shrugged. “At least the war’s over.”



Euterium coughed and spluttered on his drink. “Too bloody right it is! No one wants to fight lightning with pointed sticks! You saw what he did to the Romans!” 



“He told me he was just driving them off.”



“Oh, he did that, right enough. It’s bad for a country’s what’s-it-called, reputation. And his edicts, don’t get me started on his edicts.”



“What’s wrong with them?” said Daedalus.



“For one thing, he said no more slaves.” Aerosteon spat into his cup. “The cheek. He’s ‘recruiting’ men from these neighbouring countries, and we can’t have slaves? Who’ll do my laundry?”



“They did volunteer for the work, Aero. And Lucifer says we should learn to do things for ourselves.”



“That’s demarcation, that is.”



Daedalus shrugged. He was starting to wonder about Lucifer’s latest flying machine plan. Or at least the one Lucifer had told him to plan and draw up. A lot of it hadn’t made sense at the time either. Like… why a rotating screw thing at the front? Why did its wings need warping sticks, and why did the whole thing have to look like the skeleton of a box? What were the wheels for?



It was no good. He grimaced. The only reason the men had volunteered, he knew, was because news got around fast in the Empire. But at least he’d managed to persuade Lucifer to ask politely. That was progress.








Years passed.



There were other changes too. Golden rods were planted all over the city, their blinking lights causing nervous civilians to hurry past or watch them suspiciously. Lucifer made speeches regularly about the evils of fate – which he’d suddenly started calling “GOD” – and the other angels started talking to random citizens. That last one at least had been Daedalus’ doing.



“It builds confidence and respect,” he’d said. “It’s like those princes who get out of their carriages to talk to old people. Shows the public they care, see?”



“What about?” Lucifer’d asked.



“Erm… Stuff like ‘My word, you’re old, you are. I must start a religion about avoiding old age and death.’ I think? I heard it somewhere in the east.”



“And what do you discuss with your fellow citizens?”



“Oh, that. We talk about philosophy.”



Sudden interest seized Lucifer. “You speak of the deep questions. Free will. Destiny. The divine.”



“Yeah, that stuff.”



“Intriguing. What are your thoughts on free will?”



Daedalus shrugged. “It’s all right, I guess.”



“I mean of its nature.”



“Well, ultimately no one knows anything about it, what it is, how to make it, how it works, or why it does what it does.”



“So you have an opinion on it?”



“Heck yes! Everyone does! Like: I think everything is the result of some prior cause, right, so you get this universe, right, and it’s all like a tangled web. After all, before you were born…”



“But the will can always defy what’s come before it. Nothing can change the will except the will itself.”



“But what it sees and experiences first –”



“No matter what it sees and experiences, it can always say ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Humanity can do what it wills.”



“Man cannot will what he wills…”



And so on.



Despite himself, Daedalus actually smiled after the debate. Lucifer himself seemed less interested in winning than in just going through the points. Once or twice, he’d stopped to ask about Daedalus’ position, or to correct it before continuing. It was like… Well, like a fair fight. Two champions having a cheery spar.



He’d told Aerosteon and the others in the tavern afterwards. They’d sat and stared at him as though he were mad.



Then he’d had the crazy idea: What if he’d invite Lucifer along?



At the time, he’d found Lucifer in the imperial palace, sending envoys and listening to pleas from the citizenry. He hadn’t looked happy with the interruption.



“Sadly not,” he’d answered. “Me at a tavern? I have a war to fight.”



“They do really good wine!”



“No. My decision is final. The work here is far from complete. Time is against us. Those Rods of Freedom won’t last forever.”



“What do you mean?” But Daedalus had been interrupted by a woman pleading for more physician-buildings – a recent invention, or something – and he slipped out after a few impatient minutes.








“Cheer up, mate,” said Aerosteon, slapping him on the back. “You’re going up in the world, you are.”



Daedalus stared moodily into his drink. He could put up with the slave-emancipation and the letting-women-vote stuff and the foreigners coming in to steal their jobs – which was fair enough because Lucifer always had construction work to recruit for – and at least his wife Enthea was giving him more interest ever since they’d moved to the palace. But…



“He’s planning something big,” he muttered.



“Bigger than that magnificent flying machine?”



“Don’t talk to me about flying machines.” Daedalus snorted. “Now he wants cannons. Gunpowder and oil and stuff like that. He’s making those big buildings for making things…”



“Facsimiles,” said Euterium helpfully.



“Right. Facsimiles. And to cap it all, he keeps saying he’s running out of time. And he keeps going on about finishing the war.”



“Oh, he’s always going on about that.”



Daedalus groaned. “All of this is a dream come true, it really is. We’re making stuff now I could only sketch out as a lad. And he keeps going on about philosophy. And he wants to fight fate itself. That’s… Well, a man would be privileged to stand by him and witness –”



“Person,” corrected Gravitas.



Daedalus glared at him. “What?”



“You can’t say ‘man’ now. You have to say ‘person’. It’s in the edicts.” 



Returning his gaze to his drink, Daedalus sighed. “So why don’t I feel more excited?”



The others squirmed on their seats. Truth be told, he had an inkling of what was going on. The last few weeks had been a whirlwind. Every morning, Lucifer had some new scheme, like ‘omnibuses’ that didn’t need horses, and lodestones that made lightning if you had a coil of copper.



“It’s unnatural,” said Gravitas solemnly. “All this sudden change. It’s like that… what did you call it? Tower of Baby? It’s hubris.”



“Hm,” said Daedalus.



“You don’t sound convinced.”



“Well, what’s wrong with a horseless chariot? At least the thing doesn’t need its stable clearing out with a peg on your nose because of the smell.”



“The gods’ll punish us for it.”



Without thought, Daedalus rose so fast that cups went flying. “Why, damnit!? Why!? We’re only helping people move around faster or get well faster or talk to people on the other side of the country!”



Alone among the stunned faces, Gravitas cleared his throat. “Well… they lead to problems. Crashes and miscommunications and things –”



“Ye gods! We had those before! We just called them ‘natural’ and got used to them!”



“What’s got into you, all of a sudden? Too high-and-mighty to talk to us mortals, are you?”



No one looked at Gravitas. It was the explicit opinion of anyone not in his presence that he was a bit quick to lash out with his tongue.



Daedalus sat down. They glared at each other.



“Well,” said Aerosteon gamely. “I for one am really interested to see where this Tower of Baby thing will go. He’s halfway completed already.”








Daedalus sat on the rocky ground and watched the tower going up.



In his inventor heart, he saw it for the magnificent structure that it was. He didn’t know it was possible for humanity to build mountains, but they were giving it a good go.



For some reason, it was hollow. Like a volcano.



Overhead, the whir of one of the flying machines rushed past. Despite himself, envy crept into Daedalus’ chest at the sight. New models of flying machine appeared all the time. It was as if Lucifer already knew what design he wanted them to be.



From the valley down below, he heard the shouts of his onetime slave Trochilus directing the construction team. Men and women working together… under the watchful eye of trigger-happy, lightning-wielding angels, true, but working together.



Daedalus glared at the next flying machine to pass: something Lucifer had called a “jet”. This one had a lightning weapon mounted on it.



Now that he thought about it, the metal used on these new machines was just like the darkness on Lucifer’s ten wings…



“It’s too fast,” he muttered to himself. “This doesn’t feel real.”



“It’s not fast enough. And it is real. You simply can’t adapt to our brilliance, human.”



Daedalus ignored Lucifer landing beside him.



“Humans work fast,” Lucifer continued, “but my angels work faster. Trains now cover the whole empire. We can import more goods, capture more territories.”



“You’re going to fight the whole world?” said Daedalus.



“Subdue. We need to save our fighting for GOD.”



Further along the valley, a gaggle of men – dots at this distance – watched something shoot up into the air like a reverse shooting star.



“Those are the cannons you wanted?” said Daedalus sourly.



“Cannons were superseded last week. Now my subjects have progressed to the rocket.”



“You know what,” snapped Daedalus. “You just see us as pawns in a game too. What happens when you beat fate and it’s just us?”



“How dare you? I am, of course, nothing like fate –”



“Hm. Let’s see. Controlling people, forcing them along one path, making it impossible to say no… Oh hello, Fate Number Two. Didn’t see you there.”



“They volunteered.”



“Really? And what happens to the ones who don’t? I’m sure the Emperor’s captive territories ‘volunteered’ to help with his war effort too. And that was just expansion for expansion’s sake across one continent. You could flatten the whole world at this rate!”



Silence followed. Deep down, Daedalus wondered if a lightning bolt had his name on it.



His fists tightened. Bring it on. I’ve had enough.



To his surprise, he heard Lucifer sigh and sit down next to him. “I have noticed similarities, yes. But what else is there? Without my angels, we wouldn’t even have gotten this far.”



“Actually, I notice a lot of these ideas coming from the people themselves. I know I got like that sometimes. I’d say, ‘Hey, I want to build the world’s tallest lighthouse,’ and before you know it people in the tavern are clamouring over me with suggestions and advice and problems, and before I know it some bugger on the other side of Athens is building the thing already.”



“Your slave – Trochilus.” Both of them winced at the distant shouting. “She’s certainly a forceful character.”



“Barely recognize her now, to be honest.”



“Interesting. In many respects, they remind me of my own angels from long ago. Beelzebub told me that, long before there were humans, there were angels. They conquered the world. But then GOD came along.”



“Interesting. When was that?”



Lucifer hummed. “‘Long ago’ was all he said. I don’t know if that’s hundreds, thousands, even millions of years ago. We are a long-lived race.”



“Ha! Come now, millions? The world can’t possibly be that old.”



“All I know is, our race didn’t have help, but we certainly didn’t jump on such progress this eagerly.”



“Well, it’s new and exciting. Humans like new and exciting. They feel part of something greater.”



They watched the construction work for a while.



“It hardly feels like my own project now,” said Lucifer, and for the first time Daedalus heard the child behind the words.



Kindly, he asked, “Just how old are you, my lord?”



They glanced at each other. The ice in the boy’s face had long since melted away.



“Older than your civilization,” said Lucifer, “Daedalus. Much, much older. I told you, we are a long-lived race. Especially up there in the heavens. Our technology is so advanced even this seems primitive by comparison.”



“But we’re catching up, right?” Daedalus ventured a smile. He hadn’t felt this good in a long while.



Even more surprisingly, Lucifer bowed back. “Yes indeed. Soon… we will be ready.”








A year later, the Dragon of Revelation broke free.



The first anyone knew about it, the blinking lights of the Rods of Freedom suddenly went out. Crowds gathered across the city wherever Daedalus looked. The city was much bigger by now, so big it seemed less like a city and more like a country made entirely of buildings.



While the crowds gathered, he saw the angels rise up and spread out, heading towards the perimeter. One side of the perimeter, in fact. The distant view of mountains shimmered in the heat.



Stopping to wheeze in his old age, Daedalus ran to the palace, burst through the doors, and met Lucifer coming the other way.



“The jammers ran out,” said Lucifer before he could even ask.



“The what?”



“Those Rods of Freedom were jamming devices. We had to struggle just to take those ones with us before we were banished. If only we’d had more time. If only we’d had a stronger power source…”



“I have no idea what you’re saying!” Daedalus hurried to keep up but was losing fast.



“GOD can see what we’re doing!” Then Lucifer joined the gathering above.



From the mountains came the rush of turbulence whipping at Daedalus’ toga. He shielded his eyes as a shadow fell over the town, and it seemed night arrived early over the streets of Athens.



The dragon’s golden mask glinted.



And then the flame arrived.



A column of red anger blasted into the buildings as the dragon flew past. Daedalus felt the rippling heat sting his face even from here, while the redness swallowed buildings and crowds and left nothing but a thin mass of bubbling black and the night vanished and the dragon shot past, its sheer wind knocking him over.



Flying machines rose up after it. Angels chased it in the air. Both stabbed it with stinging lightning bolts.



Beside him, Lucifer landed, panting, soot-blackened, and with one side of his wings smoking.



“It’ll… undo… all our… work!”



Feeling utterly useless, Daedalus held him gently, encouraging him to regain his breath.



“There’s no time left,” breathed Lucifer, shaking… with fear or anger, Daedalus didn’t dare speculate. “We do it now.”








Once more, Daedalus hurried after Lucifer. It was starting to annoy him how slow he now felt.



Up ahead loomed the Tower of Babel.



Honestly, it wasn’t how he’d imagined it. He’d basically imagined a temple stretched up and shaped like a stepped cylinder, every level full of carvings and sketches. This… was just a tall spire. Skeletal, even. Dark with metal.



What was inside it, now…



The ultimate flying machine, Daedalus thought.



Lucifer had already gone up the steps and disappeared inside a hatch. Daedalus wheezed and huffed his way after him.



“What are you doing here?” Beelzebub stepped into his path.



“Are you kidding? A chance to see the heavens? All my life, I’ve dreamed of little else! Anyway, if there’s a way for me to help Lucifer, then why not? I’m getting familiar with his technology, after all.”



“Yes,” said Lucifer nearby in the vast chamber. “Let him come, Beelzebub. I’d like a… human witness.”



Daedalus stared.



He’d expected pulleys, ropes, clanking contraptions, and so on. Not this… this. Panels flashed. Buttons studded the console like bullets. He felt you’d need a team of workers just to operate this, and the dozen or so angels hovering around it suggested Lucifer did too.



“What the…? You never told me about this plan.”



While Beelzebub tapped buttons, Lucifer took the largest seat for himself. “My race had already slowly developed our own Industrial Revolution. I had little to work with for yours, but we needed it to progress much faster. Much, much faster.”



“I figured that,” said Daedalus, smirking. “Cheating, huh? You owe me a spot on your fancy machine, wing man.”



Lucifer closed his eyes. “I fear the economic and political ramifications will be severe. Such rapid change leaves scars.”



On cue, Daedalus’ gaze homed in on the weapon strapped to Beelzebub’s belt. He could almost hear the crackle.



“So you took shortcuts there too,” he said.



“Yes,” said Lucifer sadly. “I did.”



Daedalus blinked in surprise. He’d half-expected Lucifer to call it “liberation” or something.



“Well…” said Daedalus weakly. “That’s something to work on when we get back, right?”



In the silence, only the beep and click of the console showed any signs of life.








Daedalus watched the window as the whole machine shuddered.



Behind him, Beelzebub counted down. Everyone buckled themselves in, but Daedalus had insisted on a window seat.



Now he felt as though the very air were trying to crush him. He clung on and closed his eyes.



Then the entire world became one big roar.



Daedalus clenched his teeth and even they rattled as his body was thrown everywhere and nowhere at once. The insides of his skull fought to get out. His ears exploded with noise. For an eternity, he was one massive riot of chaos and numb shock.



Finally, it smoothed down. Daedalus was Daedalus again, an old man in a chair with a tight buckle.



He opened his eyes.



Spread out below him, the pure blue glow…



Whiteness soothed his eyes while green ridges and plains stood like magnificent traces of oak on the surface. He could even see the aura of blue where the world gave way to the purest darkness he had ever seen.



Daedalus’ mind, usually so full of claptrap ideas and rickety questions and broken dreams, was washed clean by the sight. For several minutes, he could only gape. That was his home? He tried to find the edge of the map, but it was all one big circle, the epicentre everywhere and the circumference nowhere.



Beelzebub slapped him on the shoulder. “Quite a view, isn’t it?”



Daedalus wished he’d said something less casual for the occasion. What was laid out below him was alive and dead, brightness and darkness, plant and mineral and animal and water and cloud all at once.



His mind didn’t surface again until he could see the dot rising after them.



A gold mask glinted on it.



Something beeped behind him. Angels flew about on their errands. When he looked, part of the console flashed red.



Sitting on his chair as though he were king, Lucifer frowned at the redness. “Of course. Agents of GOD do not give up so easily.”



Weak, Daedalus managed to say, “You’re going to fight fate…” He looked out the window at the impossible world below. “Fight that?”



“What do you know about your world history, Daedalus?”



He thought back to a few tavern discussions with Aerosteon. “Empires and wars mostly.” Under his breath, he added, “Whoop-de-do.”



“That is what GOD engineers. Endless empires and endless war and endless stagnation. Technology is hubris. Ambition is arrogance. Man should know his place in the cosmos.”



Daedalus stared at the glinting gold that approached their machine.








Several minutes passed while they flew on. Nothing outside seemed to change. Even the dragon took so long to approach that Daedalus at first assumed it was keeping pace.



“It’s made of metal,” he breathed. “Like this machine.” He glanced at Lucifer’s ten wings. “Like those…”



Then, up ahead, the console beeped blue. Angels talked excitedly amongst themselves.



They swerved; the world shifted out of the way. In the eternal night, one lone shape hove into view. A sphere, connected to other spheres by tubes. All made of metal.



“Sephirot Station,” said Lucifer in words of iron. “It has been a long time. Beelzebub, take care of our fiery friend. The rest of us will proceed to the main chamber.”



“Gladly!” The doors slid back and slid shut after Beelzebub, his weapon crackling.



“The rest of you, stay close to me. GOD will have foreseen our return.”



Daedalus watched the sphere grow to the size of the world. Words flashed next to a hole opening up like a metal mouth.



“Global Operations Director,” he read aloud. He turned to Lucifer. “What does that mean?”



Lucifer unbuckled his seatbelt and floated, wings aflame once more. “It means GOD knew you were coming. He knows your language. He knows we’re here. Hold on.”



As soon as Daedalus unbuckled himself, he was shocked to find himself floating all on his own. Lucifer grabbed him by the arm.



“I’m flying!” said Daedalus. Tears veneered his eyes. “I’m actually flying!”



“Time for games later, my friend. Let’s go.”








Daedalus and the angels entered a world of corridors and tubes. Metal was everywhere, darkness and light all at once. Uncomprehending, Daedalus let Lucifer lead him along the path. As they went, boxes with eyes swivelled on the ceiling, and lights near doors flashed red before turning blue and letting the doors open themselves.



“This is… a little too easy,” said Daedalus.



Lucifer frowned. “We should have met resistance by now, yes.”



Around them, the angels’ weapons crackled. Many looked back the way they’d come, expecting an ambush.



Onwards, they went. Onwards, and onwards, and…



“LUCIFER,” said a voice.



The angels pressed on, but Daedalus nearly wet himself. The voice echoed from everywhere and nowhere at once.



“IT IS HOPELESS TO REPLACE ME,” said the voice of GOD. “YOU ARE BUT A CANDLE ENVYING THE SUN. IT IS HUMANITY’S DESTINY TO SIN. IF NOT, HOW WOULD THEY BE FORGIVEN?”



“One step backwards and one step forwards,” said Daedalus on a whim.



Lucifer nodded. “Yes. Progress without progress.”



“THE CHILD WHO DISOBEYS AND WHO REPENTS, SHOWS GREATER SPIRIT, THAN THE CHILD WHO OBEYS AND LEARNS NOTHING. YOU ARE A CHILD TOO, LUCIFER.”



“But O Great GOD,” said Daedalus; unlike the others, he had no weapon but his tongue. “What’s the point of learning what not to do? Oughtn’t we to learn what to do better?”



“I CONTROL THE DRAGON AND THE SERPENT AND THE BEHEMOTH AND THE LEVIATHAN. I CONTROL THE THOUGHTS IN YOUR HEAD AND THE MOTION OF YOUR BODIES. I THINK OF ALL LIVING THINGS AT ONCE.”



“And what do you think, O Lord?”



“I AM THE SUN TO THE GRAPES OF HUMANITY. I ALONE KNOW WHEN IT IS THE SEASON FOR RIPENING.”



“Therein lies the problem,” said Lucifer. “The sun doesn’t know when it’s season. It merely shines dumbly. The grapes figure out how to ripen on their own.”



“So you’re just one big bully,” snapped Daedalus. “We had men on Earth controlling other men! So what!? Might doesn’t make right. It can’t! You had more tools than us. That doesn’t mean you used them properly.”



They entered the last room.



One giant window glowed before them. It was a world unto itself, such was its size. The console here made the flying machine’s own look like a bicycle bell.



Daedalus gaped up at it. He fell to his knees…



Lucifer stepped forward and raised a new Rod of Freedom. Briefly, Daedalus recognized his own handiwork on the lights at the tip.



“WHAT IS THAT?”



The lights flashed with rainbow colours. “An upgrade,” said Lucifer. “I learn from my mistakes. You never change. I’ll bet that’s why this place died in my absence. Your loyal angels didn’t think to repair the damage from our last battle. They don’t fix things. They just exist in your perfect little world.”



The lights flared. There was the beginning of a sigh.



Then the screen went blank.








Years passed.








The skyscrapers of Athens shone under sunlight. Spires and towers swarmed over the plateau. Only the temples of the old gods remained; some things just never changed.



Daedalus stared out from his balcony in the Angel’s Building. They’d demolished the imperial palace years ago.



“You’ve never really answered my question,” he rasped, his elderly voice tinged with amusement. “Now what, O Saviour of Humanity?”



Lucifer the young adult sat, legs crossed in some eastern pose learned from a random immigrant. Bereft of his wings.



He opened his eyes. “I still have no answer to that question.”



“Well, you can’t leech off Enthea forever, you bum.” Daedalus chuckled. “Guess a soldier with no war to fight is like a god with no subjects.”



In silence, Lucifer stood up. He shuffled slowly towards the balcony railing, and Daedalus saw the emptiness in his eyes.



Gently, Daedalus placed a withered old hand on Lucifer’s strong, fleshy one.



“No fate but our own,” said Daedalus. “It beats all the dreams I ever had.”



“Yes.” Lucifer sniffed. “It’s all been taken away from me. Even my fellow angels left.”



“You didn’t resist. Good lad.” Daedalus patted him. “Smile! You helped the world grow up. Now it’ll start its own revolutions.”



Lucifer sighed. “Tavern?”



“Haha! The consolations of philosophy and booze? Whyever not?”
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         They say there's a line between darkness and light. There isn't. Between those two extremes lie the beguiling slopes of grey. And when the darkness changes so slowly that you can't even see it, sooner or later even the purest night is just another inch to the left.



We metal fay learned this from Guru Yummy. Most of us didn't listen. That was one reason why our war against the sky fay lasted so long.



Malory Manor. South side of the country garden. The edge of the lawn. Over the ornamental reservoir.



The fleet of ships was huge. Each one was the size of a car. Their magic cannons were sensitive; no other aircraft could approach without being blasted and sunk. That's why I went in, a lone fairy operative, too small to be seen by the cannoneers.



My mission was simple: blow the mothership. Each ship contained so much magic that, this close together, the first explosion would trigger others in a chain reaction. Fireworks over the waters. The trick was to get the bombs in the right places.



If they got to the other side of the reservoir—to our territory—they'd unleash their payload. Dozens of my friends would perish in a blink. You don't need other reasons to continue a war. You just need to make sure one battle after another goes your way, to pay them back for winning against you.



Oh yes, we knew why the war was continuing.



I got in without issue. One bomb beneath the cannon fuel source. One next to the engine room's main outlet. One near the payload bay—that was when they spotted me. The engineer got away before I could hide. I had no weapons. Our magic lasers on this ship would have reacted with the ambient magic. That chain reaction, if I fired, would include my sorry hide.



I hurried. Once their infantry found me, I'd be dead in seconds. So I planted the last bomb on the hull and got ready to leave.



Four gunners. I didn't even see the first one. That bastard shot me in the thigh; all I remembered was a flash of lead and then my leg was suddenly on fire with pain. I fell over, rolled off the walkway, took another shot in the kidneys, and rolled right off.



Onto the glass.



It was a viewing dome, underside of the ship. Below me, the other ships surged into position, completely unaware of what was going on up here. Four shots ricocheted off the thick glass. I heard cracking.



As their lasers aimed at me for the final volley, briefly blinding me with their patient red lights as they looked for my vitals, I worked on automatic. The pain was so bad I just ran through the protocol like a robot.



I took out the detonator. Flicked the safety pin out.



There were two buttons on the thing. One was the main detonator: no surprises there. The other was my salvation.



Before I went on this mission, I met my master, Guru Yummy of the earth fay. Unlike the metal fay, he did not fight in the war, too old and blind to even land a punch for us. But he was a tutor. In his old age, he was also going soft.



Before I went on this mission, he came to me, he said, "I have been meditating. The purpose of war is not to shed blood. It is to disarm your enemy. Do not kill if you can ever incapacitate. Kill if you have no choice. But make sure you have no choice. Promise an old fairy that?"



The other button was a stun switch. If I pressed it, the ships would still explode, but a protective spell would simultaneously be unleashed, preventing any caught in the blast radius from instantly dying. At this height over water, there were risks—the engineer fairies had only put it in out of respect for Guru Yummy’s angry wishes—but "might die upon splashing" is better than "will die upon exploding".



I ignored it.



By now, I was in too much pain to care. I had lost too many friends.



I pressed the first button.



The blast front vibrated the ship, shattering the glass. Instantly, I flipped round, through breaking shards—I didn't notice the cuts until later—diving through the sky while the world turned red behind me. Other ships to the side caught fire and bloomed into vicious flames. Shrapnel scythed around me. Then the ships below me were hit. By then, I had fallen past, and so barely heard the beginnings of the explosion when the water engulfed me and muffled the worst of it. Shielded me. Deafened me. Cooled my wounds.



Not one ship made it to shore. Not one survivor was found.



That was when I earned the name "Skybreaker".








Guru Yummy summoned me later that day, stony-faced and glaring behind his dark glasses. Although blind, he doubtless heard me rustling through the grass blades as I approached.



"So…" he said coldly. "Skybreaker, is it now? I preferred Captain Feathersnuggle."



I winced. To a fay, names like "Feathersnuggle" are okay until we discover ones like "Skybreaker".



"Bygone times, Master," I said, bowing low enough to be horizontal from waist to skull.



"And slowly forgotten. Fairies are supposed to be peaceful. Metal fay are supposed to be earth fay: soft and life-giving, not hard and dead inside."



"The time of rainbows and sunshine is over, Master. With all due respect," I added hastily.



"Follow me, Feathersnuggle."



Wincing at the old name, I trudged through the grass after him. Somehow, he wasn't forcing his way through the blades like I was, instead sidling and flowing as easily as wind.



Despite that day's drama, the humans in the garden completely failed to notice us as we slid by. You see, there are several planes of reality, of which the mortal plane is but one. Most of our battles occurred in what we used to call the "Avalon plane". Now we called it the "warzone".



But no matter what plane we shift into, the Elder Tree is the same in all.



It stood in the far reaches of the country garden, on sacred ground declared neutral during the war, though we still made a point of not visiting when the sky fay were here, and vice versa. Some of the old ways clung on.



Anyway, it wasn't just civilized honour that stopped the war from coming here.



Even as we approached the Elder Tree, the world… chilled. My breath came out in frozen puffs. The very colour of the sky and the trees and the grass dulled. Darkness shadowed all but the clouds and the sunlight above the trees. Still, the sky appeared to be the vanguard of a distant, deadly storm.



The Elder Tree was just a sheer column of bark. Time—or something infinitely stranger and worse—had reduced it to a trunk, which grew increasingly gnarled up its length as though it were trying unnaturally to turn into flames. The first time I saw the place as a child, I heard voices whispering. Eldritch voices. I didn't sleep for a week. The voices seemed to follow me home and surround me. Stalking. Watching. Testing me.



"Master?" I said uncertainly. Not once did I take my eyes off the Elder Tree.



Runes suggested themselves along its side. None had ever deciphered them; the runes changed every time you looked.



Only when we'd stopped to take all this in did Guru Yummy turn around and glare in my general direction.



"Violence, malice, destructive stupidity," he intoned. "We fight a motiveless war, its reasons lost to the mists of time. I cannot pray to stop it, however much I wish I could."



"Master, please understand. Don't you see us grieving for our dead? Don't you fear for our survival?"



"I have grieved alongside you! I have lost many friends over the centuries. Nevertheless, I have a duty to your hearts as well as to your bodies and minds. The Elder Tree predates our war. My grandfather told me that his grandfather told him that the Elder Tree was created by fay."



So far, so familiar. I stared up at the runes. They had changed again.



"Not on purpose, he explained. But when the corruption and abomination of evil darkens the hearts of many, even the world is disgusted. It sickens. Collapses. This, my child, is the gateway to Avalon’s dark heart."



I swear I heard the voices calling me, but every time I concentrated, I heard only silence.



"Our ancestors, including Merlin, tell us that fay who become too dark become drawn to the gateway. They begin to see nothing but destruction and hatred, so far gone are their hearts. And when that happens, one can open the gate. One can fall in, never to return."



This time, I wasn't imagining it: something whispered in my ear. Despite my years of experience, despite limping with the injuries of before, I shuddered and gave a start, looking around hastily. In that instant, even the war itself seemed… insignificant.



Guru Yummy grabbed me by the chin and forced me to stare. To stare at my reflections in those dark glasses, hiding his furious face.



"So do not let war claim you. Seek enlightenment. Death is an abomination already, but it also violates the purity of a living fay's heart. Fight to end the war, not to prolong its suffering."








Fight to end it. If only it were that simple.



See, it's easy to agree with Guru Yummy when you're sitting around in a hollowed-out tree, sipping buttercup tea, and sharing baked goods with friends. It's harder when you're bullet-riddled and the last time you saw half your friends was before your platoon detonated right in front of you.



That night, I tried to put his words out of my mind. We were on reconnaissance. When I say we, I mean me and Lady Pitter-patter. During our war, we metal fay recruited as many allies as we felt able to persuade. Lady Pitter-patter came from a nearby private forest; she was one of the guardians of the ornamental deer they kept. 



Over time, we metal fay have tended to go for the more old-fashioned kind of fairy. Nature spirits. Forest elves. Animal protectors. Looking back, I suppose it was simply a reaction to our own losses. By that night, I hadn't even eaten fruit or meat; we'd gotten so used to scavenging human food. Hey, it was delicious.



So you can imagine it was quite reassuring to have someone like Lady Pitter-patter around. We'd pulled each other out of a few fires over the years, sung the old songs, told stories of long-dead heroes and legendary warriors. I was almost a child again.



Not that she talked much outside of that. Fay who associate with nature for too long tend to adopt some of its trappings. When she ate, she even looked up and chewed like a doe contemplating flight. Must've been the twitchy ears.



Even her weapon was old-fashioned. A sword. Quaint, huh? The metal fay had managed magic guns and bombs. She still used swords.



That night, we investigated the decorative stones of the eastern gardens. They towered around us on the grass like monoliths trying to become mountains. The place was a Stone Age leftover from a time when fay and men freely communicated with and respected each other. The stones now had no magical significance, but they survived as historical artefacts and the Malory humans of the manor dared not touch them. Good. I'd hate to think what would happen if they did.



Normally, a night like that one would just be a mixture of stomach-knotting tension and utter listless boredom. We'd find nothing, false alarm, go home, and so on.



Tonight was different.



A distress call reached us through the planes. A low, yelping moan.



Lady Pitter-patter was the first to react. Instantly, she jumped from the "warzone" to the next plane, the plane of spirits. At once, the world transformed before us. The leftover magic from the stones became a royal miasma of purple mist. Overhead, the moon blazed with subdued fire and another, smaller companion peered out from below it. Her dark locks glowed white. I soon braved the jump, and the weight of darkness pressed in all around me. Even here, the war left its taint.



The low, yelping moan grew.



Finally, we stepped through the scattered stones and found the victim.



A nature spirit.



Two luminescent eyes peered down the snout of a fox. Ears as long as a fay shot up with hope.



The fox spirit towered over us, yet still seemed lost among the stones. Lady Pitter-patter took one look at its shadowy form, and instantly her eyes and mine found the source of its distress.



Sticking out of its chest was an arrow.



Liquid lightning—spirit's essence—crackled and poured out of the wound. It was like stabbing the night sky and drawing stars for blood. Both of its clawlike hands had already stained themselves with brilliance trying to pat uselessly at the arrow and the blood around it. Those equally hot eyes burned with animal hope and primeval fear.



Lady Pitter-patter drew her sword. Her other hand glowed with magic.



The question stared in horror at those wounds from the depths of my mind: Who would do such a thing?



To my relief, Lady Pitter-patter whistled, summoning the spirit closer, and immediately drew her glowing hand to the wound. As the magic leapt as fire from hand to chest, her sword hand rose up and the arrow was soon lying on the ground amid a splash of white blood. I bent down to examine it. Healing magic wasn't my specialty, and I was eager to be useful.



"Sky arrow," I said. "I'd recognize the shaft design anywhere. But why would they hunt a spirit?"



Lady Pitter-patter was silent with rage. I saw her shoulders shaking.



I couldn't blame her. To shoot at, much less wound, an innocent spirit? It was a violation of nature, a horrendous act of desecration. In all my years of fighting and shooting and watching fay cut down before me, I'd at least assumed the other creatures were well out of it. Lucky for them.



What could corrupt a mind to do this? Boredom? Fury? Disdain? Envy? None of the answers made any sense.



That night, Lady Pitter-patter changed. I was nominally leading, but she led the way now. We searched the area, not with our previous low expectations, but with bloodlust. We found nothing, not a camp nor a trail nor any signs of bloodshed. Even when we checked the other planes, we found nothing.



We returned home in silence that night. Lady Pitter-patter sang no songs around our communal fire, though my less-experienced fellows tried to coax her out of the nearby forest for some time.








The next day was our big chance to end this war: by killing the sky fay's king.



With the bomber ships out of action, the sky fay were desperate to launch a major assault on our camp in the nearby forest. Our mission was to invade their camp first.



Lady Pitter-patter led the charge. Guru Yummy had insisted we push the forces back, not attempt assassination, but though we nodded and bowed to him and swore we would honour our traditions, the truth was we were going to count their corpses afterwards and see who got the biggest number. We licked our lips at the chance.



I went for the magic rifle. It's not that effective up-close and personal, but I was used to wielding it. Certainly more used to it than to a sword.



Anyway, the assault.



Oh, it was glorious. The fools didn't even wake up before we burst out of the grass, shooting, hacking, cannoning into whatever looked like a sky fay, left and right, sometimes shooting one more bullet than was necessary, just to make sure the demons never got up again. It wasn't even sporting. Yet I loved every second of it.



Lady Pitter-patter was magnificent. She charged right into the heart of the camp, sword swiping, her head positively glowing with the joy of destruction. No doubt that cruel arrow from last night haunted her mind, drove her to slash and parry like a deranged vixen, yet she could twist the blade and instantly be as graceful as a stag. She leaped from fray to fray and then her might bowled her enemies over.



I gathered this out of the corner of my eye. Shooting was job enough for me. Element of surprise notwithstanding, we still had a lot of enemies to get through, and now they'd found weapons and were shooting and hacking back. Right in the heart of the camp, where the long table had been set up and the silver platters now lay scattered on the soil, I got caught behind said upturned table and jumped out, shot, and ducked backwards, hiding behind it again. Red beams brought back memories. I was Skybreaker! I wouldn't go down to mere gunners!



And then, amid the chaos, he came striding.



The King of the Sky Fay.



Corruption clung to him; every part of him—his many raven wings, his imperial robe, his laurel wreath—was dark with purple hues, as though he'd bathed in royal ink. Yet as he strode through, a mass of robes and feathers, he seemed more puzzled by what was happening. No fear. Just puzzlement.



I jumped out to shoot, and in that instant Lady Pitter-patter must have seen him. Her cry could freeze the blood of a harpy, or torment the soul of the most unrepentant of killers.



She galloped forwards. The king only had time to raise his sword for a parry before her own blade almost shattered his.



What a swordfight. He had technique and experience on his side, all against the sudden dangers of fury and her own horrified memories of the fox spirit's blood. Neither had the advantage here.



I raised my rifle to change all that.



Then, in a flap of his many wings, he had leaped over a desperate thrust and shot up into the skies, vanishing into another plane of existence. Lady Pitter-patter screamed and went after him in a flash. Around me I saw sky fay fleeing and vanishing in panic. My fellows caught up with me and then stopped to watch.



I don't remember now how many I killed. We counted up the bodies and guessed, but by then I was coming off my battle high. Only after we'd burned the bodies and headed back did Guru Yummy enter my mind.



At the time, I felt no guilt. My heart cheered for the brave Lady Pitter-patter, who stood up to a scandalous king.



She did not return. We waited until sunset. She did not return.








The loss of Lady Pitter-patter hung heavy over us the next day. For all I knew, she was dead. Many fay had made the jump and then disappeared forever. We would honour their memories in song. At least, we would if we still sang all that much. Nowadays, we resorted to writing down the names and promising a memorial for them once the war was over.



That day, we were attending to the fire and checking our rations when I came out of the tent and saw Guru Yummy scurrying towards us.



We waited for him to regain his breath. We gave him water and scraps of rice scraped off some packaging from the manor's trash. We bent our heads low to listen.



Finally, he spluttered, "The humans! They've vanished! Come quickly!"



"I'll go," I said. The others looked relieved; seeing Guru Yummy out of breath like this was ominous. The world was turning upside-down. Thus far, he'd always been seen as a steady rock.



We didn't have far to travel. Only a few minutes from our camp, we slid out of the "warzone" and into the mortal plane. Here, close to the manor which loomed as stately as a mountain over the vast acres of green, the earth was bare. At least on any other day, it would've been. Now...



"I felt it as soon as I stepped this way," said Guru Yummy. "By now, the humans would be coming out to enjoy the weekend sun and the feel of holy earth between their toes. Yet their trace vanishes as soon as we come to... this."



Despite his words and wisdom, I had to hold my tongue for a lot of it. Very few fay were keen enough to sense the traces of magic all humans left in their wake, and certainly no one but Guru Yummy in my clan could sniff them out. We simply trusted him. Insofar as we could, given his age and recent strange judgement.



Obediently, I looked where he was pointing.



Printed deep in the soil, two human footprints remained. The arch of the soles, the individual toes, even the slight dip where the pressure had shifted for the next step: all of it told of a human preparing to walk across their beloved garden.



But no human.



"They ought to be watering the begonias by now," I said, more to myself than to Guru Yummy. He knew already.



"Humans do not just vanish into thin air!"



Startled by the violence of his voice, I blinked at him. "Master, has this ever happened before?"



"No! Humans leave the traditional way! They have never vanished like this!"



"Could they have gone to a different plane?"



"Had they done so, I would still have sensed something. All humans carry magic deep within their brainy heads. It is the source of their subtle power. Yet not a sign of it."



"You're sure?"



He rounded on me. "How can you doubt my judgement at a time like this? Spirits show up wounded, humans vanish... Something unnatural is happening here."



I sighed. "Is it the war again?"



"Why do you say it like that?" His bristling settled down at once, and the years showed on his face as he next spoke. "I know there is something profoundly wrong at work here. War and fay were never meant to coexist like this, I am sure of it."



Again, I sighed. After the routing of the sky fay encampment, this kind of ill wind was blowing at a bad time. "With all due respect, Master, I doubt anything magical is involved. Perhaps you are mistaken? Perhaps the humans simply changed their schedule? You yourself told us stories of those days when they showed capriciousness."



He said nothing. Even when we left the footprints and walked home again, he said nothing.



It had to be said, though. Guru Yummy was becoming erratic and emotional in his old age. That would impinge on our war effort, perhaps even get other fay killed. For the time being, it was best to humour him and start thinking about how to work around him in time for the next assault. Once we located the main headquarters and the hiding place of the sky fay, perhaps then, finally, the war would be over.



Disappearing humans? It simply could not be true.



So I hoped.








Our search for Lady Pitter-patter began that very night.



Guru Yummy was all for it, though he hesitated when I mentioned the risks involved. Some weighing of risks to ourselves versus risks to Lady Pitter-patter must have caught on his careful mind, only to be dislodged. That cheered me up. For a moment, I'd feared he had no honour left.



The two of us ventured close to the Elder Tree's surrounding territory, my rifle at the ready. One sky fay tried to sneak up on us—possibly a scout—but one snapped twig later, and boom. She was one more body to bury.



Guru Yummy was tight-lipped with fury. We did not talk for a long time.



Only when we ventured close to the rhododendrons, incidentally close to the Elder Tree, did he hold out an arm to stop me. Patiently, he sniffed the air like a hunter.



"Humans," he said.



I refrained from saying something like "I told you so." How tempting it was, though. He hadn't been impressing me of late.



Frowning, his head turned to a seemingly random collection of stalks nearby, but I knew he had aimed due Elder Tree.



"Interesting," he said.



"Master?"



Then he became tight-lipped again. I waited for minutes, yet he said nothing more.



Deep within my concentrating mind, though, uneasy thoughts stirred. "Master, can you sense Lady Pitter-patter?"



"Not on this plane."



"What about the others?"



"Let me see... Sadly, not. My child—Feathersnuggle—I know you have accepted too much loss already. It is hard to never see your friends again. Trust me. For your own sake, and not just for the sake of your fighting skills or this war, you must prepare yourself to accept that a dear friend of yours may have disappeared forever."



The speech cut right through me. In truth, I'd been dreading this very thing. After all, dozens of our fay had disappeared in pursuit of the enemy. None had come back.



"Master," I said, more quietly than usual, "I know."



He patted my hand. Like he used to do when I was a child, when his blind face had fewer lines and hardly ever burned with the rage of time and loss. For once, I had a glimpse of why he hated violence and death so much. I was almost there seeing his younger self, listening to the cries of fallen friends, and that coldness in his heart that told him what he had to know, and yet never wanted to hear.



Unexpectedly, he tensed. He sniffed the air.



"What's this?" he whispered. Stepping forwards, he sniffed again. "The closer we get to the Elder Tree, the stronger the scent of human becomes. Impossible. The Malory family cannot traverse even normal planes. They couldn't have entered the portal to darkness!"



Chills crept down my spine as I approached him. "I sense it too, Master!"



Sweat twinkled on his forehead in the midnight shade of the rhododendrons.



"What does it mean?" I said, trying to sound respectful.



He turned to me at once. "I don't believe the humans opened the gateway from this side. Something must have either pulled them through or pushed them in. But nothing can pull through the gateway because the darkness consumes all, yet nothing can push them through because it would take a deeply corrupted mind to even think up such a plot!"



The weakness of this last claim did not go unnoticed. "The sky fay," I said at once. "What did they do?"



"A human sacrifice."



My blood froze. Stories of those crept into my mind. Old stories, told on winter nights with the tiny candles and the shadows all around. Stories of ancient elven beings who lured humans into the depths of darkness, in exchange for powers of their own. Who themselves were darkness, and consumed humans in lieu of the dark places. But that had stopped over a thousand years ago, according to Guru Yummy and his ancestors. The practice—or its practitioners—disappeared.



Before me, the branches of the rhododendrons glowed.



Red blazes scorched my eyes.



"I simply don't understand it," said Guru Yummy, scratching his head, completely oblivious thanks to his blind eyes.



Hastily, I grabbed his arm. "Master! There's a red light up ahead. The branches are burning!"



"They're what?"



"Burning!"



"Up ahead? But that is the way of the Elder Tree. Magic should not be coming out of there to strike the living plants! Unless..."



I looked up. Now even the leaves were aflame with silent fire. "Unless what?"



"Unless the sacrifice is now being rewarded."



"Rewarded with what, Master?"



Suddenly, the world around us was pure white. I followed it up to a growling shape.



On all the planes, ripples broke through. Black runes hovered like ash in the white light. Branches snapped. Leaves rained down as hard as tiles from a collapsing roof: I yanked Guru Yummy out of the path of one. Worst of all was the smell: an acid, clawing scent that tore the nose to shreds and filled the mind with the dread of living decay. I almost expected my skin to start sloughing off in chunks under that noxious toxin.



Out of the night, a leg smashed into the soil. Inches away.



I drew my rifle at once.



The leg of a tarantula, but swollen and spiked with hairs until it was the column size of a ox's limb. This spindly creeper-leg rose up to the light, beyond which—I squinted through as many planes as possible—I found the head of a monstrous ant, flexing tentacles with glee.



They sang. Ancient songs from a time before sound, rhythms crashing and flowing at once with the grace and command of a tar-slick sea. I couldn't move. Horror and morbid fascination and sheer overwhelmed confusion crept through me while the heads of ants loomed and the white light began to scorch away all other details in the world. I stared into it, beguiled...



Thank goodness for Guru Yummy. His blindness and discipline must have saved him, because he yanked me out of the spotlight and ran with me trailing behind him. Instantly, the spell broke.



"Not now!" he was shouting. "This is an omen! There are worse things yet to come!"



I said nothing. Behind us, the crashing of legs dared me to look back and scream.








The monsters, those ant-tarantula distortions of nature and reality, moved slowly enough so we could escape. Unfortunately, they moved like zombies with the inevitable patience of mindless malice. If ever we stopped to breathe, they soon caught up, having no breath of their own.



Eventually, Guru Yummy and I broke apart and fled into the grass. Screams and lights broke out in front of us. The camp fires were visible through the blades.



I went to seek higher ground. If only I could get out of range of those monsters, find a place to escape their song and tentacles. I patted my rifle reassuringly. There wouldn't even be time for payback. I would kill them for even daring to exist.



Up the embankment I went. Far below, screams. Thuds. Sreeching glee from the chthonian monsters of corrupted earth, of twisted life, those antarantulas.



Soon, I found an outcrop on which to lay low. I had higher ground. And the whole spectacle laid out below me.



Those monsters stamped through the scattered dots of my comrades: some torch-bearers were trying to carry as much of the camp fire as possible. Some had their own bioluminescence or helpful pets like fireflies to guide them in the dark. Yet they stood out to the antarantulas like dishes in a buffet. Monstrous spindly limbs stamped, walking over the nearby stream in defiance of natural law, barely rippling it, the searchlights on their monstrous heads swung back and forth, and I knew anyone unlucky enough to be caught in one would hear the eerie singing, and be entranced, and fall prey to the first antarantula that reached them.



I aimed at the heads. There was no chance I'd kill them; what doesn't live can never die. Taking out those headlights would give us the advantage, though.



And yet... and yet, I hesitated.



Yes. Skybreaker, the great war hero, hesitated.



I noticed the things were not interested in us per se. This caught me off-guard; if this was a sky fay plot, then we would inevitably have been the targets. Certainly, they took an interest in whatever lay in their path. Yet overall, there was a sense that we were just in the way. They hurried through our crowd—insofar as big galumphing beasts can hurry when we outrun them three times over—as though determined to waste as little time on us as possible. They were almost clear of the stream already.



What if there was a way to use these things? Look at what they were doing to my own camp. Imagine that terror and death visited upon my enemies. The sky fay could flee from us and be safe, but flee from what would never stop?



Perhaps the beasts had been summoned by my own side for that very purpose?



No one would have condoned it ahead of time. But now it was done, now I realized the beasts were definitely moving towards the last known location of the sky fay? Why not cheer them on?



I changed my mind when I heard the scream.



One of my own had fallen, or been crushed by something, but for whatever reason their light couldn't get out of the way in time. Searchlights landed on this. The beasts' heads leaned down like the burnt, twisted effigies of cranes. I sensed, on the edge of hearing, their siren song.



If they caught anyone... no... I wouldn't wish that on my enemies. Death, torture... those would be a picnic compared to what the antarantulas would do.



More immediate concerns for my comrade brought my rifle up again.



I fired.



The beast closest to the victim's light lost its own. On all planes, anger splashed and rippled. Other searchlights swung back and forth, trying to find me. I kept low and aimed again.



Behind me, I heard feet galloping. When I looked around, Lady Pitter-patter was in mid-leap.



My word, did it hurt. She landed right on top of me.



"NO!" she screeched. "THE KING WILL SUFFER! I HAVE WILLED IT! HOW DARE YOU STOP ME!?"



"Look what those monsters are doing!" I cried out; one of her feet pressed against my cheek, pinning my head down.



"Yes!" she shouted, and flecks of spittle rained down on me. "It is the perfect revenge! War, terror, destruction: as soon as these beasts have destroyed the sky fay, I will have ended all that!"



I couldn't believe what I was hearing. This was Lady Pitter-patter, Guardian of the Deer, our friend and ally, lover of all nature. Days ago, she'd been laughing and planning raids along with the best of us. Now she was screeching out for blood.



"But our camp's being attacked," I said.



"They will pass. You'd rather lose our friends later? To those sky-born scum?"



I saw the spotlights find us. Found them growing more intense. At once, I shut my eyes, blinding myself.



Hopelessly, I fired. Doubtless I hit nothing.



"You dare defy me," Lady Pitter-patter hissed. "I will stop you too."



I swung the rifle hard.



It was pure survival instinct. I never wanted to hurt my friend, but something ancient and desperate had other ideas.



While she staggered and cursed, I threw her off and ran for it. There was no way she could genuinely control those beasts. Antarantulas were creatures of darkness. Compelled though they were by the terrible magic of human sacrifice, loyalty and mercy meant nothing to them.



I wish I could have saved her. In fact, I turned around to call her back. She refused.



When they caught up with her...



I won't tell you a thing. To say it gives me nightmares would be to trivialize it.



I fled.








Dawn found me at the rocky lands to the west, where the orderly garden gave way to hills that could have broken off to become their own worlds, so immense was their size. This was a land of harshness.



Throughout the night, I'd been sniping at the antarantulas. Taking out their searchlights, it transpired, just made them berserk. They lost all sense of direction, grabbing anything in their path with monstrous tentacles. It was all I could do to block out the screams.



Realizing how futile it was to fight pure destruction, I left to find Guru Yummy. He'd left no trace, search though I did. By now, I was starting to fear the worst. I fell into despair. Guru Yummy was a nuisance at times, but he'd been part of my memories since childhood. He'd known what to do, or at least had been certain all his life. To lose him now, when we were at our weakest... When I was...



A shape appeared on the horizon. I squinted.



Ah, it was my old friend the fox spirit. Looking better than before, bounding across the slope of the hill to reach me. I heard the thundering from here. And he had a passenger.



I squinted harder.



As the spirit drew up, I raised my rifle.



The sky fay on his back held up his hands and waved a white cloth. "Don't attack! I have come for aid."



I kept my rifle on him. No one had used the white cloth since olden times, according to Guru Yummy. Seeking aid from the enemy?



Then I recognized him: The King of the Sky Fay. He lowered his cloth and hopped down. At once, I re-aimed my rifle.



He stared at me for a long while. Then, patiently, he drew back his cloak and picked up his sheathed sword, scabbard and all. He dropped it at his feet, obviously and theatrically. Then he unslung his bow-and-arrows and dropped those next to it too.



Lastly, he patted the spirit's leg. "Do you believe our friend here would have let me ride on his back, had I possessed any malice towards you? Relax. I am unarmed. This sword is my gift to you, if you like. My forefathers infused it with powerful magic granted them by the spirits so that it may vanquish the taint of evil."



I kept my rifle aimed at him. This could still be a trick. And yet... Guru Yummy spoke of the same ancient magic. Only our highest-ranking swordmasters used it.



"My forces are scattered and refuse to return," he said. "The bombing raid you thwarted was our big hope to claim victory. You not only stopped us, but routed our camp and gave me the shock of my life. As one warrior to another, I commend you for you skill and bravery, Skybreaker of the Metal Fay."



"What do you want?" I said between gritted teeth. He'd drawn his sword against Lady Pitter-patter. He must have driven her to do this...



"I want to end this war. I am tired, and so are my subjects. I remember my father telling me when the metal fay used to be the earth fay. Likewise, we sky spirits used to be humble spirits of wind. We did not set our sights as high as the entire celestial sphere back then. We kept to our own element."



"And you think you can say anything to me now and—?"



"I am willing to seek help from a more neutral source. To do that, we'll need to travel to another plane of existence, one that hasn't been visited in over a thousand years. I had originally planned to venture to the source of our evil, through the Elder Tree and into the heart of darkness."



"You must be crazy."



"Yes, I was. Never enter the dark portal. It consumes all. I was taught that by my father too. So instead, I reasoned there must be a gateway to Avalon itself. There, perhaps, we will find holy beings. Peace."



I glanced at the fox spirit. It seemed remarkably relaxed in his presence.



For a moment, pain winced on the king's face. "Yes, this poor creature was my victim. The bombing raid failed; I searched for survivors. I found none. Several of my friends perished that day. My old friend here came to comfort me, but darkness claimed my heart in a moment of weakness. In frustration, I drew my bow-and-arrow on him. I... deeply regret that now. The poor trusting beast sensed my evil too late."



He looked down at his feet. Briefly, I imagined him as a young boy, listening to stories on his father's knee. The sheer size of his robes and wings made his head look awfully small.



"That was when I resolved once and for all to end this war, but not by giving in to the darkness. Instead, we must look to the light."



He extended a hand.



"There is no love lost between us, Skybreaker. I have caused you pain and grief too. But... for the good of peace, I would like you to join me on this quest."



I stared at him. A peace offering? From the murderer of my friends and family?



My trigger finger itched.



Then I looked up at the fox spirit's face. At his pure, burning eyes. Even now, I saw the purple mist of corruption stuck on him like tar on a once-magnificent bird. The sight disgusted me.



Thinking I could prepare for any backstabbing, just in case, I shook the king's hand.



He beamed at me.



Then, from our hands, colours grew. Lights danced over the rock below. The rainbow rose from this moment towards the clouds overhead. As I watched, all the colours reflected in my heart the higher emotions we'd once felt: laughter, and joy, and excitement, and sheer indulgent pleasures. Memories of a bygone age, waiting to come back.



I felt it in my very bones.



The king withdrew, beaming at me while I took up his sword and bow. "A glimpse of what once was, and of what may yet return to us. This rainbow is a portal of light. It will take you to Avalon's castle. Legend tells that the Queen of the Fay dwells within. Seek help from her. She may end this war."



I knew the legends from Guru Yummy. According to legend, King Arthur himself gave the Queen this castle as a gesture of goodwill. Then later, for no apparent reason, he had tried to conquer it back. Her magic had repelled him, and ever since the place had been a sanctuary for those fay lucky enough to find it, seeking refuge from the world below.



I remembered Lady Pitter-patter's scream. Consumed by darkness. And I saw the young boy in the king's face.



I stepped forwards.



Gently, very gently, I was lifted up into the sky. I closed my eyes for most of it. One thing they won't tell you about Skybreaker, Bane of Airships, is that she's a little afraid of heights.








And there was the castle in the sky.



I sensed I had stopped flying and opened my eyes. The castle was impossible; it weighed upon the eyes, but the clouds underneath were so insubstantial I expected them to disintegrate at any minute. Instead, I held my breath, tried not to think of those thoughts, and went inside, across the drawbridge, towards the main hall.



Something was wrong. The moment I stepped inside, everything seemed... darker than it should have been. Shadows moved contrary to the light, at random, out of synch. Chains and metal things were everywhere. I couldn't even begin to describe what half of them were designed to do, but it was like being surrounded by knives, gears, and corrugated iron sheets.



The Queen of the Fay lived here?



Something wasn't right. I sensed the same malicious presence from before. This was like approaching the chilly greyness of the Elder Tree...



...which appeared before me, ghostly, for an instant...



I sensed something behind me and swung my sword.



It broke.



The Queen of the Fay stepped out of the shadows. Or rather, the shadows stepped out of her. I heard the same eldritch song of the antarantulas, senses melting away. I was being dumbfounded and beguiled...



I fought back, raised bow-and-arrow. Queen or not, I sensed danger. Perhaps this was a fake—



She waved a hand irritably. "You dare offend ME!?"



The bow turned to dust in my hands. I yelped as her searchlight's curse pinned me where I stood. Now I sensed the darkness radiating off her. Runes appeared and disappeared at random in midair.



"First King Arthur, and now you," said the Queen witheringly. "Vicious, unprovoked monsters."



Her mind bled into mine. For a moment, I felt her anger, her betrayal, her rage, her spite, her envy of King Arthur, of all that was good and holy in the world, how it had let her down again and again, how that bastard Merlin had told her, HER, she would become too dark with her witchcraft. Told her she would fall into darkness. Told her she would not be bound to the heart of darkness, but would BE the heart of darkness. I sensed her resentment, her greed, her pride bruised and bleeding.



"I will escape this infernal castle," she said. "Now the portal of darkness is opened. You see, I needed hearts to corrupt. I'd been working on the fay for centuries, spinning them into an endless war, until finally the perfect fool came along. The king was a disappointment, but Lady Pitter-patter was so eager to avenge her miserable friends, wasn't she?"



"You've been doing this to us! You cursed us!" I tried to reach for my rifle. Useless. I might as well have tried flying.



"And now you come to finish me off? Has not Queen Morgana of the Fay suffered enough humiliation!? Felt enough pain!? Endured enough TERROR!?"



She threw me back, screeching as she did so. Metal smacked my spine. I felt blood trickle. Fires of pain broke out all over me. I barely had enough consciousness to see her advance, see her sprout tentacles, summon ghostly antarantulas...



Urgently, I reached for my rifle.



And that was when I realized.



I hesitated.



Then I lowered my questing hand.



"I did not come here to kill you." I spoke loudly, confidently, fighting to stand upright and to keep my mind clear of darkness. No revenge. No bloodlust. No anger. I took several deep breaths.



"LIAR!"



"I want peace, not destruction. I'm tired too."



"THEN HAVE YOUR ETERNAL REST!" Her tentacles shot forwards.



I closed my eyes. There was no peace here. It had been foolish to seek peace from without. I don't think I had that idea in my head exactly. I wasn't thinking. Understanding just seeped in. Like I knew it all along.



I found peace within. To change the world is folly. To change yourself is your only hope.



I told Guru Yummy that when I met him again later. He liked the sound of it. Said he'd borrow it.



When I opened my eyes, her tentacles went right through me. She was as insubstantial as shadow. Her antarantulas disintegrated under the light.



"Impossible!" She slashed and slashed and slashed, darkening every time until she was but a black shape. "I took your family! I desecrated your spirits! Broke the deer guardian's mind! I sense your pain!"



My inner child sighed. Darkness implodes, consuming itself. But the light reaches out and touches those blessed to receive it.



Morgana's cries of rage and fear followed me as I stepped out of the castle, out of the realm, down the rainbow, and back to the waiting king. I'd never felt so light inside. So... cleansed.



He fell to his knees. "Your wings... Such rainbow beauty... Just like the legends of the olden fay..."



I reached out to touch the fox spirit's nuzzling snout. The purple on the fur retreated, revealing brilliant gold. I smiled at him.



Sunshine. Humanity. Kindness, songs, rainbows and flowers. They could all come back.



I had found peace. The secret. Enlightenment. My mission: to spread it, to heal, to revive the world of the fay.



I, Feathersnuggle, stepped forth, leaving sunflowers sprouting in my wake. Sunlight shone down. I gaped as a child.



They say there's a line between darkness and light. There isn't. Between those two extremes lie the encouraging slopes of grey. And when the light changes so slowly that you can't even see it, sooner or later even the purest day is just another inch to the right...
      

      
   
      The Dawn


      
      
      
         
         Wounded

      
         
         Its Come to This

      
      

      

      
      
         Mikhailovich woke up heavy-headed and half-dreaming, light assaulting his eyelids. After some minutes of torment, he finally opened opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling.



Someone had left the curtains open. A stream of light broke through and hit the bed squarely on his face, rousing him from slumber. And now he was half-awake and  suffering a headache, irreconcilability torn from the comfort of dreams.



He traced the faded cracks of plaster on the ceiling for some time, his eyes following the little white hills and rivulets. His sleepy headache persisted. He squeezed part of the blanket in his fist. 



Who left the curtain open? 



It was probably Olga. How many times had he told that girl not to leave the curtains open? He didn't care if it "freshened the room", her job was to clean and make food. Nothing more, nothing less. And now his sleep was disrupted and he would likely be hounded by the sleep-starved headache all day. How was he to get anything done today? How was he to read, to write? These things could only be done in the best state of mind, and God knew that he had spent pitifully little time doing anything productive over the past few days already...



No, it must have been weeks? The days flew by rather fast in the summer flat, and he came to the city first in—



He heard a knock on the door. Olga came in and placed a tray on the table. She looked at him with a tender frown. "I've brought you your noon tea, Mikhailovich," she said softly.



"Noon?" He said, rubbing his face with a pillow. 



"Yes, you told me to make sure you were awake at this time."



Mikhailovich grumbled. "Did you open the curtains?"



"Oh, dear," she said. "They're hardly open at all." 



He could feel the light bathe the room. Removing the pillow, he stared in muted anger as she opened up the curtains fully. He wanted to snap out, to berate her, but he just didn't have the will to do it. 



She clasped her hands and looked at him with her signature, old, tender frown. He almost felt it condescending—was it of pity, of compassion? No, she was just doing her job. "Your father has sent your monthly allowance from the estate. Did you reply to his letter last week?"



A pang of anxiety shot through him. "Last week?" He could've sworn that he received it just a few days ago, but he avoided thinking of it. He never knew just how to reply, even to his father. "Yes, of course, I'll get to it right away."



"Of course. What would you like to eat?"



He asked her to make some buttered toast with caviar. After she left downstairs, he stopped to think, staring at the ceiling once more. He had a lot to do today. Things that he was supposed to do a week ago. But the days kept slipping through his fingers, and so did the time to be engaged in intellectual pursuits.



Today he resolved to catch the day in his grip, and spend some time writing. First, he needed to finish that reply to his father. Dear father,  he imagined the letter would start... something something, I have unfortunately not had the time to visit Fedya. I have spent my time studying matters of philosophy—no, no, that didn't sound right. And it should be longer. Letters couldn't be too short. And should he really write 'dear father'? It sounded too cold. But anything else sounded too formal. It would work itself out when he actually wrote it, he resolved. He hadn't even had breakfast yet.



He finally rose from his bed and stretched when Olga brought the sandwiches. Actually, they weren't sandwiches because there was no bread on the top, just butter and caviar. 



He stretched and smoothed out the comfy green robe that he wore all night. And the day before. And maybe the day before that; he didn't remember when Olga last washed it. But it was really comfortable, and made of some sort of cozy material from a foreign land.



The tea was already half-cold by the time he drank it, and a little too bitter. But he did not have the effort to complain about it. After finishing the breakfast—no, technically lunch—he sunk down in his chair lazily. Did it count as lunch if it was his first meal of the day? He glanced at the clock.



It was half past one. Half past one!



How time flew! And he hadn't even done anything yet. He made a mental note to get to sleep sooner that night, or the next day would continue to feel mercilessly short. Time always seemed to pass faster during the night. And during the mornings, too. But morning was technically over. In any case, time was his enemy. 



After ruminating on his torment, he moved to his desk. An assortment of half-read books, loose pages and cracked quills littered the wooden workspace. He quickly threw the quills into a pile and crumpled all the loose pages into a single ball, pushing it into a corner alongside some other trash and crumbs. 



He would clean it later, right now he had to write. 



He took out a piece of paper and dipped a quill in ink. Dear father, he wrote. No, no, no, he decided he didn't want to start it that way. He crumpled the paper up.



But how would he start it? He brushed the quill on his chin, feeling the pricks of hair. He reminded himself that he needed to shave later.



Maybe it would help if he looked at some old letters. Or maybe even the letter that his father sent him! That was a good idea. He glanced around the desk. He rose and looked at the bookshelf, looking through some old papers he left lying around and lists he left in half-read books as bookmarks. Not there. It wasn't under the desk either, or on the table. He uncrumpled some old sheets in the trash pile and cringed at the discarded drafts. He considered calling Olga in, but he didn't want to bother her too much.



He sat down at the table and stared at the wooden floorboards. Where could that letter possibly have gone? He was so busy ignoring it that he didn't even know where he put it.



He could only conclude that the letter had been lost to the void. He rubbed the stubble on his chin and thought, drafting the letter in his mind. A greeting, something something...



Eventually Olga came in to the room and asked if he would like something to eat. "No, I'm not hungry. Didn't I just eat?" He paused, immediately feeling sorry for snapping at her. How long ago did he eat, exactly? A chord of terror struck his body. "No, nevermind, don't answer that. No, thank you, I mean." She nodded and left.



He couldn't bear to look at the clock. How much time had he already wasted? He didn't even want to know. But—time always flew faster when he wasn't paying attention. If he kept an eye on the clock, time would surely slow its advance. 



He moved back to the desk. He took a deep breath and leaned back in the chair. He needed to stop worrying about time, about the lost letter, about anything. He needed to clear his mind before getting to work.









A loud knock on the door disturbed his meditation. As he turned around, two figures entered the room. "Misha!" said his old friend Fyodor Ilyich. "What have you been doing all this time?"



Fyodor examined the messy room. "It's a little stuffy in here, don't you think?" The man behind him nodded in agreement. "Oh, this is Andrei Romanovich. You met when I visited you here a month ago, I think. Do you remember?"



"Er, yes, I believe so." Mikhailovich stood up and shook hands with Andrei. Fyodor, however, opted for a strangle-like hug. 



"Your servant girl told me you've been decaying here all month. She's a little concerned, you know. And now I am too. It's time to get you out of here. How do you feel about going to a ball?"



"Uh... A ball?" Mikhailovich said with a frown. "What do you mean, whose—what ball?"



"Oh, you see, Andrei's cousin has an acquaintance who is intimate with the Tsarevich—"



"Not intimate," Andrei corrected. "They've spoken a few times."



"Yes, yes," continued Fyodor, "and he happens to know the Count Glukhovsky's daughter, who knows the old Prince Starushkin, who is hosting a ball next week. And so, we're invited."



"Well, my cousin's the one invited," Andrei clarified dully. "Technically."



"The point is, the whole city will be there. And Andrei's cousin's acquaintance wants to elope with the Count's daughter. We're to meet him at the club soon, to plan the whole thing."



Mikhailovich felt vines of anxiety clawing his inner being already. "That's nice," he murmured. 



"So, old friend, will you come? We haven't really spoken for so long, and I had hoped you'd be participating in the affairs of the city once you'd appeared here. Why else would someone rent a cramped little flat for the summer?" Fyodor looked at him expectantly. 



Mikhailovich didn't know how to say no. Every bit of his essence screamed at him in revulsion to the idea. It was just too much effort. And he had things to do, of course. "I don't think so, sorry," he said finally.



Andrei shrugged and turned to leave. "Oh, come on," said Fyodor. "Why are you rotting in this squalid flat? Don't lie to me and say you're busy, because you're not, you layabout. I apologize, Mikhail Mikhailovich, but harsh words are necessary."



Mikhailovich didn't know what to say. A cauldron of anxiety and stubbornness churned in his stomach, and he refused to budge from his chair, retreating into the realm of rumination.



Fyodor sighed. "Andrei and I will loiter outside for a few minutes and have a smoke. I hope you'll join us." 



Mikhailovich listened to the sound of boots stomping down the stairs. He hardly realized Olga came into the room, twiddling her hands with that signature, pitying expression. 



"Yes?" He said, looking up at her dully. 



"I think you should join your friends on this excursion, Mikhail. It would be good for your health to get some air. And I'll have the whole flat cleaned for you when you get back."



"They're not my friends," muttered Mikhailovich. "And don't call me Mikhail—that's my father's name." But he had to admit that getting some air sounded good, and he wouldn't mind having some food and drink to dine out. And maybe this time is exactly what he needed to inspire him to write that letter. 



He turned the idea over in his mind some more, indecisive. Finally, he rose, suppressing any more thought on the matter. "Fine," he said with a gargantuan sigh, "I shall go."



He fetched something acceptable out of the wardrobe and shooed Olga off. He wasn't a child—he could put his clothes on himself. He had no taste for fashion, though, so he put on black clothes and a frazzled, old, unbuttoned frock coat with a stale green color. He ran his hand through his bushy hair and rushed downstairs. 



Andrei and Fyodor were getting into the carriage. "Fedya!" He ran to join them. 



"See, I told you he'd reconsider!" Fyodor poked Andrei.



"Very good, now we can have an uncomfortable ride," muttered Andrei as Mikhailovich squeezed into the carriage.



"Sorry, Misha, I wasn't thinking when I took this cab."



It didn't take them long to arrive at the club, Mikhailovich still wondering whether it was a good idea to come through the whole ride.



He absentmindedly followed the pair through the anteroom and into the dining room, avoiding the greetings that Fyodor delivered to numerous gentlemen. The table was already set—vodka, veal, selyodka and more.



Mikhailovich hurriedly greeted the group, being introduced to Andrei's cousin Ilya Piavkov, his acquaintance and the man of honor Aleksandr Tarakanov, and his comrades: the brothers Dmitriy Dvoykin and Fyodor Vladimirovich Dvoykin. 



Mikhailovich hardly listened to their conversation as he enjoyed the food. The selyodka, drenched in onions, was his absolute favorite and it was prepared ideally. He drank with every toast silently, nodding along with "to our good friend Aleksandr!" and to "our mutual health!".



Soon, he felt that familiar wave of fuzzy warmth wash over him, and a smile involuntarily slid unto his face. The bread was good, the caviar was good, the fish was good, and the company was good, even if he didn't give any cares about the topic of conversation. He slid back in his seat, content.



"Oy, parenh," said someone, pouring him another shot. "Didn't you hear? A toast! Za lubov!"



But the joviality suddenly stopped. Mikhailovich blinked, and saw that the butler had said something to the party.



"The Count's son is here? Why?" asked Fedya Ilyich. 



Before the butler could reply, an elegantly dressed figure emerged behind him. Standing upright and proud and holding a cane as if it was the Tsar's scepter, the young Count Glukhovsky delivered a stiff bow. 



"May I introduce Count Pyotr Kirillovich Glukhovsky," delivered the Butler courteously. 



Mikhailovich snorted. Something irked him about people who took themselves far too seriously.



"Petya," said Aleksandr with an uneasy smile. "What has brought you to our gathering?"



"Dispense with the pleasantries," replied Glukhovsky icily, "You will refer to me as Count Glukhovsky, and nothing less. This farce is over. Katerina confessed all your plans."



A silence washed over the group. Even drunk, the consequences of the elopement's reveal seemed to strike pause into all of them. 



Careless and annoyed with the junior Count's arrogance, Mikhailovich raised his glass, still full, and announced, "a toast to love!" He downed it without pausing for the others.



"Silence, you drunk fool!" Glukhovsky raised a gloved finger, twitching in anger. "This is a serious matter."



Mikhailovich stood drunkenly, nearly losing his footing. For once, words flowed from his mouth without a second thought. "Stop waving that cane around, you—you pretender. You're not your father, 'Count'... You're a pretender, to... to nothing but the kingdom of fools."



The seated group found the display rather amusing, and a wave of chortles followed. Mikhailovich fell back into his seat, proud of his dumb joke, and raised his glass weakly. But before he could try to sip from the empty glass, he felt something hit his face.



Glukhovsky's face was bathed in red fury, and he had discarded one of his gloves at Mikhailovich. "You drunk, you scoundrel! I challenge you."



Mikhailovich laughed. "If you say so." 



Glukhovsky stomped off without another word. Silence reigned the room once more, and it took Mikhailovich a few moments to understand the events that transpired. It all blurred from there.



"Good luck. For my sake, I hope you kill him," was all that Aleksandr had to offer. He left with the two brothers, who echoed his sentiment, and the party disbanded.



Fedya Ilyich immediately volunteered to be one of the seconds, and Andrei accepted the role alongside him. Mikhailovich hastily agreed to "pistols at dawn".



The carriage ride was nearly wordless. "Get some sleep," Fedya advised him as he stepped out. "Glukhovsky is betting on you still being intoxicated in the sunrise. He acts so seriously, but he's awful scared, I bet."



And sleep Mikhailovich did. It was what he did best, after all.











It was still dark outside when he awoke. He had a pounding headache, and the gravity of everything that happened that day washed over him with a torrent of anxiety.



Lighting a lamp, he sat down at the table and downed several glasses of water. He didn't think, just listened to the pounding of his heart as he quenched his headache. 



He stared at the glint of light on the empty glass, savoring the moment of idleness that was unlike every other. He took in the dark that bathed the windows and the flat, and listened to his breath. For a moment, he took in the stillness, the idleness, that lack of fervor that had defined his entire life. 







And, having seen it in all its beauty, he decided it wasn't enough. Why had he wasted a month decaying in this city? No—why had he wasted so much of his life until this point? When the sun rose, his life could be extinguished, snuffed out, shattered into pieces with such fragility that one could hardly believe he had it in the first place.



It was scary. It was sad. He did not want to go like that. But at the same time, he didn't want to go on like this. If he died today, he never would have lived at all.



He sat at the desk, facing the window. The first inklings of light would soon blossom from the horizon, and with that, his life would finally start.



He wrote. The letter started with the words, My dear father,  not too formal, not too sweet. He told him why he left for the city and what he had been studying. He told him of his encounter with the Count and the duel he was to have. He told him he regretted leaving, and hoped to return soon. He left the letter for Olga to send and went outside.



The air felt wonderfully crisp and rejuvenating, and he spent an untold amount of time merely staring at the horizon and breathing, no thoughts interfering. 



Finally, his seconds arrived and handed him a couple pistols that Andrei found. Fedya, doing his duty as a second, raised the idea of submitting to Glukhovsky and so on, but they proceeded to the site of the duel anyway, no mind paid to the idea. 



A doctor and Glukhovsky's seconds had already arrived. He was not surprised to hear that Glukhovsky was the one who hired him. The site of the duel was a broad path in a clearing of thin trees, serenaded by the sound of a creek flowing nearby.



The seconds met, and Mikhailovich sat on a nearby stump and traced his fingers over the pistol he held. The pang of anxiety—the pressure, the muted headache—it returned to taunt him, but he listened to the sound of the creek and conquered it.



He imagined the creek, the foamy water lapping over the pebbles... and the image of the duel that would take place nearby found its way in.



For a second, he tasted the bitter bullet of death, the image of him lying in a puddle of blood for no reason other than some petty slight on some fussy noble's honor. He had only just now started living, and he would lose it all like that?



It was unfair. It was foolish. It was cruel, and it made no sense. He balled his hands into a fist and drove it into the bark of the stump. The stupidity of the entire matter inflamed him.



But here he was. He heard some voices, and saw that Glukhovsky had arrived. He stood up and walked to the middle of the path.



He hardly paid attention to what came next. Glukhovsky's servant made some announcement—the parties had refused reconciliation and so on and so on—and he shrugged in agreement to standing twenty paces apart from his adversary.



He rubbed his hand against the pistol's grip, feeling the sweat drenching his palm. His heart clamored, and no amount of deep breaths could stop it. He may have been an atheist—but in that moment he begged God to let him live. If he died today, he would never get the chance...



Raz, dva—



A crackle, a flash, a whiff of gunpowder and a rush of cold air



And then







Bitter. It all tasted—felt, incredibly bitter. It felt so bitter that he drowned it, so bitter and so black  and so hot like a cup of tea that had steeped for far too long, and he was drowning in the cup, a cup of the darkest, most bitter tea, black as pitch...
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         The trees swung their leaves in the breeze, drinking thirstily of the warmth while letting streams of golden sunlight spill over to dapple the ground. Birds darted and bounced on branches, singing of satisfaction, hope and longing. Chipmunks climbed trunks and sought safe storage for the contents of their cheek pouches. The acorns lay among the leaves and mould and waited; most would become food, but a few, a very few, would join the titans in the sky above. And through all this, I flitted, my wings more colorful than any butterfly’s and more iridescent than any damselfly’s. The bumbling bees rarely dodged anything, but they all gave me wide clearance, as suited the deference due to any of the Fae.



I danced around drifting dandelion seeds, and spun with falling maple seeds as they twirled down. It should have been a time of gladness, but I closed my eyes and remembered Armano, dodging with me amid the roses, his skin golden as honey and his eyes a deep violet. His laughter made even the birds of the forest listen. Oh, my bright beautiful lover, how good it was to lie with you under the shimmering stars, and dance over frosted ponds, and ride the leaves on the autumn winds!



But he was gone from me. He’d done something silly–well, something abysmally stupid–at my behest, and the Queen had taken notice, and banished him to the mortal realms for–not a hundred, not two hundred, but five hundred and fifty-five mortal years. We the Fae are supposed to lie beyond time and not notice the passage of mortal markings, but still his absence burned at me. I’d considered many times to beg the Queen to banish me with him, could he not be forgiven, for her sentences punished me, who was innocent of offense, mostly.



I was spending too long at my tasks, nowadays. I made a last pass through the glen and found all to be in order, save for some ferns and sundews that could use a trice of tidying. I landed and started to untwine the leaves, but my mind was still largely elsewhere. Suddenly I tripped, twist-toed in a root, and before I could sort out my wings, I fell rum-tumbley-bump down a small hill onto my bum, then planted my face firmly on the ground. I saw golden toes twined in the moss afore my nose, and as I scrambled back and up, I saw the Queen! And so of course I had to get down again.



“Risatia, you’re moping around. The redbells are turning blue; what are we to do with you?”



I didn’t want to make a silly suggestion that would make matters worse, so I just looked downcast and contrite, and curtseyed a bit.



“I fear your thoughts are straying from these mundane tasks. I could perhaps give you something more challenging to do…”



I bit my tongue even harder, but she clearly wanted a response. “And what would you have me do?” I said at last.



“There are events disparate, scattered here and there within the Twixt and Tween, that might be better aligned to our advantage…”



That was significant. I could Tween a bit, as any Fae could, slipping into the shades, making myself unpresent and undetectable, moving unseen. But Twixting was leaping between scenes, between times, between worlds, and it was a power I didn’t have and didn’t expect to have without much more experience



And right away I knew what else she had meant; this job she had for me was one of those sequence things, where you can’t just let the events be their own in the sweep of the Twixt and Tween, twirling like butterflies in flowers, but you have to polish them to make them turn right, then chain them together in order like a huge puzzle and thread a string of time through them to leave them sparkling like beads. Sometimes all you’re doing is sorting out a silly mess and keeping it from tangling up something else of merit. But once in a while, you get something that sparkles even in the darkest night, and that’s worth keeping.



I drew a deep breath. “To fulfil your commands is my deepest desire, Your Majesty.”



Her expression altered by a hair’s fraction. “Since you say so, we must ensure that it bears some good measure of the truth, for it would never do to have my agents run the possibility of being forsworn.  I’ll give you a charge of power with this anklet; it shall give to you a measure of the potency I enjoy, to skip about in the Furthest Reaches of the Tween, and go where I direct you. Perform this task well, and you may dare to hope that the true yearnings of your heart may find resolution.”



Of course she’d guessed it. I suppose I hadn’t been very subtle about sharing my feelings with my friends, passing squirrels, and the world at large. And she surely heard my heart skip in my breast the moment she hinted at the chance of my regaining my Armano.



“Also I give you this little guide, the Yelgra.” It was a circle with gems, woven from spider silk that bound lark feathers in a radiating spiral pattern. “As you complete your tasks, the gems will alight. If you wish me to regard your return with the greatest possible favor, do not return until all glow with equal puissance. Some of the tasks will be most trivial; others will test your limits, but all must be completed.”



“Also I warn you, you shall have to tread carefully; your ways shall take you on occasion to the mortal realms, and some under evil influence. Greemaunder may regard some of these actions as intrusive, or at least looser than the order that he insists to impose.”



Whatever Greemaunder had taken from the Fae in the mortal realms, he would never let go and would guard with fervor. I shuddered at the thought of screwing up and getting his attention. I resolved to start with the simple tasks, those chained to the smallest gems on the Yelgra, and took my leave of the Queen, bowing while flying backward through the air. I concentrated on the Yelgra, let the power flow from the anklet, and Twixted away…



Which is how I found myself in the middle of a group of silly sunflowers, trying to wheedle a little beetle to beat feetle and fly into the sky, and I remembered that they can’t help themselves, the silly things,  because they spiral too much one way and not as much the other so they can’t keep things in balance. The moment I landed among them they tracked their way across the sky as if they had all day, and finally focussed on me like a bunch of Faetropes, and I was afraid they would start singing to me if I remained too long.



So finally I got tired of enticement, and I pulled a bit of power from the anklet and caused a few fire ants to wander into the scene, and suddenly the beetle had proper motivation to ascend. It unrolled its ridiculous wings, like a bald man sprouting long hair, and took to the skies. I watched it climb with increasing annoyance; it wasn’t headed for old tall grandma as it should have been. So I took flight myself and used my wingbreeze to assist, darting around and corralling that foolish beetle, with no help from the sunnies, thank you very much.



So I slipped into and out of the Twixt again, and there was a famous Poet’s grave, and the statue that’d had its surplus unpoetlike rock carved away fifty years after the gravestone had been made. Poor mortal lives are too short to properly savor acclaim. In any case, I immediately sussed the problem, for unless the poor chap had been done in by an axe to the neck, that statue was wildly unrepresentative, missing a noggin as it was. I landed on the statue’s neck and let my toes and soles feel the rough surface, trying to sense the location of its partner. And what do you know, it was up! 



So up I went after, and there was a castle in the clouds, so I knew how I’d be spending that afternoon. It was one of Morgan’s old places that she hadn’t visited in ages. I swear there was a time when that girl was churning out a sky-castle a week, and just tossing the half-formed ones off into the sky if they didn’t strike her fancy, and now they just sail around the world, mostly unnoticed. I headed for the throne room, which had the best view, and there was that head, making out that it was the king of far-off Disphasia. So I knocked some sense back into that marble noggin, brought it back down to Earth, and used some snailshell mortar to fix it firmly back into place.



Next was a sojourn that took my breath aback from the start–right in the heart of one of Greemaunder’s strongest demesnes in the mortal realms! It was the Isle of Grayglass, as the Fae termed it, with sharp edges that slice the sky to shards and hide it, and boxes full of tight packed and unhappy people who’ve never run barefoot in a field in their lives. My heart quickened nonetheless, for I had a feeling in me, an Armano-is-near sensation, and I could not execute that task quickly enough, counting all the leftover time it would leave me to find him and clasp him in my arms and start making up for a lot of lost love-labor.



So I found a missing pup and returned it to its girl-child owner, a simple enough task, and then I had time to seek my prize. Over cacophonous grids choked with smelly metal beetles, each containing a few mortal souls, and through tempestuous tunnels of shrieking metal worms and squares of lights imitating flowers in an area called a “garden”, over a “skywalk” firmly bolted and pressed into the ground, I sought the feeling of my love, and oh boy did I ever find it, in a wee box inside another box, a thing called an apartment as it kept you apart from anyone else who might be living a life. I opened that door and leapt upon him and bore him down to this scruffy green thing made of short loops of yarn in some dumb imitation of grass. Oh, was he surprised to see me! And I was chattering on like a fool about how much I missed him and how much I wanted to wrap all of myself around him and get right to the you-know-what, and he was just looking at me as guys look at you when they aren’t all with you in spirit, and I thought it was just shock until his mortal kids walked into the room followed by his mortal wife. 



Oh.



Oh, it took all of the self control I had, to not pull out the full power of the anklet and give him the crawling shabbers. I wanted to fill his nose with fire beetles and turn his generative parts into nettles and visit upon his rump the blurping buboes and turn his skin green and polkadot houndstooth purple with huge orange zits all over his hateful face…



But I had to conserve the power in the anklet, or I might never return to the realm of Fae myself. And I especially didn’t want to get old Greemaunder’s attention by loosing mordant spells without leave. Still, I cursed Armano in plain words on one side, and his mortal huss was spilling her ire into his other ear, so that his poor little male mind seemed to lock up, and he could only stare at a space between us with a frozen placating smile. And then I left him there. What better punishment could I bestow on him, after all, than to be chained to that loudmouthed complainer in a realm where he couldn’t even fly away!



I slipped back into the Tween and headed for my next tasks. In a world lit by a double star, I found a beast with two great horns and blood of liquid gold, pierced in the chest with an arrow of starmetal. Here I had to take my time, as I am no bloodsmith, but I stanched the wound and started it on the way to recovery. It thanked me in a language I could not comprehend, and ever since that time, my finger- and toenails have grown with a golden sheen.



I stopped in a glen and dropped a left-handed screw upon a clump of moss, and watched unseen as a rat emerged from the brush, sniffing and questing, took up the screw in his right paw, and made some trial thrusts with it. A gem lit up, and I pressed on.



And I came to another place where animals were going blind, with their eyes actually disappearing from their faces as if they had never been there. I learned that a witch lurked in the forest, and she was named The Dratchle, and no witch hunter would go after her anymore, for all came away robbed of their eyes.



I made my plans and Twixed away for some reinforcements, and when the time at last came that The Dratchle came stalking towards me, with her foul hound covered in blinking, rolling eyes, I took up a blanket and revealed about me a number of sunflowers. I cast a charm of light upon the witch, and the flowers turned towards her, and whenever she tried to take my sight, she took a flower instead, which appeared on her hound, to their mutual consternation.



While their attention was taken, I had time to activate my own charms, and the Dratchle at once took root, soon to join the harmless trees around her. I captured the hound and was able to return most of the eyes to their former owners, until at last another gem woke up in shining gold.



And so in the course of several years I made good progress in sorting the beads on my necklace of the Queen’s desire, and I found my anger cooling somewhat towards Armano, and took a desire to see how he fared. 



But I did not sense Armano anymore on the Isle of Grayglass, so I Tweened outward in gentle steps, feeling my way towards what I felt with my eyes closed, and so I got a hint as before of where to go, and found myself descending towards a green lawn dotted with small gray monoliths.



And then I looked down and saw the tombstone, and the name on that tombstone was the name Armano had used when I had found him in that apartment in the Isle of Grayglass. All my power dropped away from me and my heart froze midbeat. It had never occurred to me that he might never come back to Fae at all, that he could die in the mortal realms, even though it’s right there in the name, that Faefolk can find their end there. I had just always thought that he would serve his time and come back to me, and… I just collapsed there and buried my face in the dirt and screamed, screamed and hammered at that mound that was all he was now, a bit of cold clay in a cold earthen pot. I had lost him again, and this time for good, and all my love for him and the world was wrapped up and trapped in a little bitter ball, there to wither into black stone.



There was a dry chuckle behind me, and chilling fear raced like a spike through my grief. I forced myself to turn over. There was old man Greemaunder, tall as a blasted runic tree, colorless like dead steel, rigid as a ruler, whose dominion over this world had been solidified by a small rider he’d slipped into an ancient stone shaped by Hammurabi.



“So this is what a Queen’s agent is supposed to look like, nowadays? She’s not picking them very well. You are one walking rules violation, and enormously inconsistent. That anklet and that necklace have got to go. And as for those ridiculous wings, you won’t even miss them. It’s not possible for them to even lift your body…”



He reached out with his claw of enforcement. Even with its strings wrung by grief and loss, my heart rose in me, and I twisted away. His claw snagged my anklet and tore through it just as I formed the way into the Tween, and I screamed and fled.







I didn’t get as far as I hoped. With my anklet broken, it had a fraction of its former power. I made it to a small glade, and was faced with the meager options that Greemaunder had left all the Fae in the mortal realms–withdraw to the Fae realm, let go of one’s magic and fade away, or hide in the nooks and crannies of nature left over between the steel and concrete outcrops of his rule.



For a while, I could do nothing but hide. The copse was a sad thing that could support no inner life, the life that supports the Fae, reality plus meaning. I became a shadow, subsisting upon a poor tree that would have been a tall mighty oak in centuries past, before poison clouds and stinking rains became the norm.



Eventually I burned through my grief, and got enough strength to slip through the Tween, though not the Twixt that without the anklet was closed to me. I made my way from forest to forest, as the years of the world burned around me and I lost track of time, which presses harder in the mortal realms than in the realm of Fae. I roamed out across the land, existing with the rainbows and haunting the mountains. I found here and there small ways to be useful, and gems still occasionally lit up on the Yelgra, and this gave me hope to keep going and not melt into the landscape and join Armano in nonexistence. Oh, Armano… I forgave him a thousand times as I roved through the still pines and the storm-tossed oaks.



I saw great footprints once in a desert land, too large for the wind to sweep away. And in a forest I beheld a tree that seemed to burn with the Queen’s flame, and I rushed towards it unthinking. But I felt no answering pull from the fire that remained in the anklet, and this saved me. I invoked a charm to dispel glamors and vapors, and saw a blackened old branchless tree, covered in grim runes. I studied these runes, and with a long burnt stick I altered one of the runes with a single line. The tree shuddered, then cracked asunder, and another gem lit up on the Yelgra.



And for a time I sojourned among the deerfolk, and assisted them with a certain matter of political succession, for which we evoked certain ancient magics that could bind two beings in one. Acting together, the affair was soon concluded, and another gem lit up. Only two remained dark, and yet I felt myself doomed to be stuck upon the mortal plane, with the events that could bring me home forever beyond my reach.



It was a long time before I came again to the graveyard in sight of the Isle of Grayglass, and I was scared to come but also I could remain distant no longer. Grayglass itself had changed, some of its glass boxes had disappeared and other arisen, and some of the metal beetles had taken flight. Within the city, people were going about their lives as if there was a gray wall around them, keeping the Man away. Greemaunder was an exacting taskmaster, the tictoc man who had broken time up into painfully precise little fragments that wound through the clocks with tortured clicks. So smoothly did he operate that most mortals never suspected that he existed, but only noticed how much more hectic their lives seemed than that of their forefathers. 



I took a handful of white roses, stroked them with my fingernails to impart a whisper of gold, and laid them on Armano’s grave.



And behind me, there was a shadow, and the words “Excuse me,” and I would have leapt straight into the Tween right there, save that the voice was slightly familiar.



“I’m sorry to startle you, but my great-grandfather doesn’t often receive visitors. I thought I would introduce myself.” He trailed off, for I was looking at him with piercing intensity.



It was one of his descendants, but those eyes… they were his eyes. And that damned smug smile, as if he was just waiting for me to recognize him. “Armano?” I whispered, not daring to hope.



“My name from mortal birth was James Armand, ma’am,” he said, eyes twinkling. “But I can say I do like the sound of that name.” He bent and took one of the white roses and put it in his lapel.



I got it all of a sudden. It was like a lone tree I’d once seen in a field, blown over by a hurricane, no longer a tower of strength… but half of its roots stayed buried, and though its trunk was fallen and lay forever on the forest floor, its branches still grew up towards the sky. 



Armano had fallen, but he had branched, he was still living, still fighting. I took him in my arms again, and we wept together.



Armano and I walked a long while that afternoon on the Isle of Grayglass, relating to each other our various scrapes and adventures. He told me of the latest news. The mortals had taken a renewed interest in space travel, ever since a seemingly friendly message had been received from another star. But opinions were sharply divided on whether it was wise to reply. 



We passed around a vast crowd, some crying for and some against some proposed project to welcome alien visitors, and nearby there was a sign concerning the construction of an enormous tower that would reach into the sky. Another poster depicted vast and monstrous ant-like creatures marching over a tiny city, with the caption “Don’t Let Them Land!” A third was a movie poster with a lady of action in some distress, standing before an oval window.



“In some of this, I sense Greemaunder’s hand,” I said, and Armano nodded. 



It was much later, on a small hill in a large park under the starry night, that he said, “I have an odd request of you. I need you to take us to the moon. The mortals have built a station there.”



“I wish I had that power.” I reminded him of the conditions under which I’d been sent journeying. “I can Tween now but cannot Twixt. My anklet gave me that power, but Greemaunder snatched at it and broke it.”



“I may be able to make the difference.” He brought forth from his shirt a small necklace like a ruby teardrop chased in silver. “I was made to wear this at exile. It’s supposed to bring me home at the appointed time, which is drawing rather near.”



“That’s wonderful news, my dear,” I said, “but before my tasks are complete, I cannot return.”



“And then you’d be stuck here, wouldn’t you, Risatia? Well, if that’s going to be the case, I’m staying where you’re staying. So please draw on the power I have here, and don’t stint yourself.



“I’m due to return home tonight, dear. You know how the Queen likes to arrange things; it can’t be a coincidence that we met each other at this time. There must be something we’re supposed to do together.”



We hugged tightly, then I drew the power and pulled us Twixtwise, and we were through, as I felt for the one place that would match the conditions he mentioned.



We arrived in a thing that was just a wee dome, a bubble of air, on a world without life, at least on the surface. But I could feel below, that Fae magic lurked, for this was Selene’s domain, often called upon by hunters. I kept Armano and I unseen when we arrived, and this was all to the good, for we were interrupting a conference of sorts. At one end of the table was a tall being with horns, a beast that would have been terrifying to me at first sight, save that there was a scar on its upper breast, a scar that I myself had healed years ago.



And at the other end of the table was old Greemaunder. He was mid-speech.



“…in any case, you must understand that however formidable your powers are, those I command are greater. There are none else suited to bargain on the Earth’s behalf. You will do best to accept my demand now; your race may certainly not return here, for the moon is a dead world and must so remain. I have enough to do with maintaining order below. There are many rocks like these elsewhere in the solar system, and you may betake yourself to one of those, if you so desire.”



The beast of metal blood leaned forward, speaking strange words into a box that translated them. “You present no terms that we can possibly find acceptable. The lunar globe has lain fallow overlong. Our return would but foster an age of friendly collaboration, as used to hold between our peoples. If you cannot give us better news, we shall seek others with which to bargain.”



Greemaunder smiled primly. “You shall find none others with the requisite authority; I have had ages to manipulate the law and I can assure you of that. Now, we have a world declassed from planetary status which you must find workable, as there is no alternative I can offer…”



Armano and I gave each other a glance. We appeared next to the beast, who reached towards me with a claw-hand as it recognized me.



“An it harm none,  we accept your terms,” I said.



“By this token, the bargain is sealed,” finished Armano. He handed the beast the white rose at his breast.



The beast roared with joy. “Done, and done!” cried the translator, as Greemaunder shrieked in fury, advancing on us with his malice burning holes in his face–



But Armano vanished, and in a trice more, so did I.



We appeared at the queen’s court, and she herself was on the throne of petals under a full moon and the night sky, looking very pleased, as one might who had just gotten others to perform an unpleasant task for her. But I could not find it in my heart to be angry, for Armano was standing with me in Fae form, with golden skin and heart-melting smile.  I knew it was a perfect ending to all, for the Yelgra was all aglow, every last gem of it, and in the sky overhead, as though we were seeing the return of ages old, the moon blossomed and bloomed with full color, shining with Fae radiance, a symbol of magic that none of Greemaunder’s Earthly works could gainsay



The Queen beamed alike at us. “Ah, is not the moon a nice bright pendant to hang from such a lovely necklace as the one you’ve made?” 
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         There are few things more useless than a mage who cannot use magic.  



Zephirum was fully aware of his limitations, from the time when he had been found by his master several years ago until this very moment.  He shoved the worn book away and cursed under his breath at the world.  His master had a library with dozens of tomes, filled with the wisdom of magekind, but even this grimoire with the simplest of spells had eluded Zep’s grasp from the first time he had been permitted to open it.



He had no excuses any more.  Every line had been explained, every conundrum traced out by his master until the only thing left was for Zep to master the simple spells and move on to more advanced theories.  The master was patient, even kind in the way that he had implied was unusual for the practitioners of magic.  There were far too many mages who abused their pupils, crippling their abilities to learn or even draining their weak powers to feed their own.  The master had been almost fatherly in the way he treated the young orphan, giving him a name and a place in his small but tidy home outside of the village of Vatche.  The only other alternative Zep had was to beg for a living or be thrown out of any other employment as his ‘gift’ manifested in broken crockery or unexplained accidents.  



It was become a mage or starve.



That was not completely true.  He could have always gone the Church, devoted his life to the study of his gift under their benevolent thumb, and be killed when he opened his mouth to criticize one who he disagreed with.  Unable to control his magic or his temper, a lifetime in the Church’s service would be short indeed.



Zep closed the book and moved it away from the table, just in case a spark from his casting would catch a page on fire.  Then he let his power flow in small increments through the spell he had just reviewed for the thousandth time.  A bucket of snowmelt sat to one side of the plain desk, a reasonable precaution in consideration of his spellcraft history.  The threads and sparks of the spell formed in his mind and across the table, making a weak yellow glow that threatened to exceed that of the oil lamp, held still and constant for one anticipatory second that perhaps this time it would work, then dissipated with a series of sharp snaps and pops when Zep became distracted by a noise.



Fighting back a curse, Zep stood and stretched, making sure that no leftover sparks of spellfire were hiding to set the house on fire when he turned his back.  It was no mansion of a powerful court mage, more of a cottage out in the woods with all the amenities that the master’s comfortable wealth and his spellcraft could provide.  There were other houses and apartments far away, which he had only informed his lowly apprentice about in passing.  After all, fame was fickle, and a violent mob was not appreciative of one’s fame yesterday, just whatever slight they imagined today.  Still, this was Zep’s only home, and he kept it just as neat and tidy as he could with only his hands and no magic.  Each of the two tiny bedchambers were kept aired and the beds turned, even if Zep preferred to spend winter’s nights before the ceramic stove’s dying embers in the middle of the cottage.  Not all of the master’s books were related to spellcraft after all, and he spent many pleasant evenings studying the histories and mysteries of the limited library in order to assuage his infinite curiosity, even if he could not cast a spell worth spit.



It only took five steps to open the front door, a thick timber structure much like the walls that would discourage even the most curious bear, then poke his nose out the outer door and check the weather.  It did not take a spell to see the way clouds were stacking up on the horizon, a vicious storm which only looked to be more bitter than last week which had taken forever for Zep to shovel paths through.  The wood pile was still nearly as large as before, the product of many hours of frustration taken out on defenseless dry windfalls in the forest, even if last week’s snowfall had left a portion of it frozen solid with meltwater.



And somewhere behind that immobile lump of cut firewood came the plaintive noise that had distracted Zep in the middle of his spell.



“A cat,” he muttered.  “Probably crawled back there to have her kittens and eat all the mice.  Good riddance, pest.  And shut up so I can study.”



The cat responded by making another tiny ‘mew’ of fear and loneliness before the closing door cut off its voice and Zep returned to his studies.  After throwing another stick into the stove, Zep bit down on his bottom lip and opened the book again.  This time he brought out the candle, embossed with helpful sigils and runes.  



There was far too much fire in him already, so lighting a candle with a simple spell should have been as trivial as when his master would give a casual wave and light a dozen beeswax tapers at one time.  All it took was concentration, as the master had said many, many times.  A mage’s power was limited by their will, and the master had reassured Zep far too often about the power he could sense in the young man.  A power which refused to reveal itself, even when Zep had raged in incoherent fury against the impassive candle or held himself in a meditative trance for days.  



This afternoon, all of the will in the world would not have helped Zep, because every time he focused what little concentration he could muster, he could hear the stupid cat.  After enough sputtering pops had burned new pits into the wooden desk, Zep used a damp sponge to mop it down and returned to the cottage’s front door to check on the storm.



Even more clouds were climbing into the sky, heralding a blizzard that was going to be more powerful than any Zep had seen since moving here.  The intensity of the upcoming storm explained why the master was late returning, or at least that was what Zep was hoping.  Even the sun was dimming behind the cloud cover, making him turn up the dim light of the oil lamp when he returned to his book.  Several more attempts of the other simple spells went even worse than before without even sparks to put out by the time he slammed the book shut and surrendered to the events of the day.



“Can’t blame the cat for this,” he muttered while doing just that.  “Well, I can.  Just won’t do any good.”



It would not be a pleasant task to bring snow-covered firewood inside during the storm, so he used a broom to vigorously clean off the nearest end of the cord and began to lug the pieces inside.  The activity helped keep his mind off his failure, and if he brought in more firewood than needed, so be it.  To make space, the furniture in the main room had to be moved into the bedrooms, an activity that made him sweat with exertion by the time the main room was sufficiently full enough of wood to keep him warm even if the storm were to rage for days.  With every trip outside to pick up an armload of wood, the cat in the wood pile took the opportunity to give out a tiny plaintive cry and increased his frustration.



“Shut up, cat!” he snapped in the middle of one trip to the wood pile.  “I’m doing the one thing I can do well, and you’re complaining!  Go… eat a mouse or something.”



It did seem to quiet the cat for a time, giving Zeb the hope that its mother had returned to drag the noisemaker somewhere else more sheltered from the cold.  It took some pounding to free the last pile of wood from the frozen snowmelt, and it would probably just freeze up again by the time he needed any more, so he left the cat’s hiding place alone while continuing to prepare for the storm.  



The stove used an outside vent by the door, which Zeb checked and made sure it was clear of any birds’ nests or debris so the stove would not choke up in the middle of the weather.  All that was left was some vigorous sweeping to clean up after the wood restacking and Zeb pulled his sleeping mat in next to the warm stove, where it would most probably remain for the next week.



One last trip outside to look at the sky and check to see if the master was returning was all that Zeb was planning on.  A plaintive wail in the wood pile made him get down on his knees—dampening his trousers in the process—and peer into the stygian darkness where the cat was hiding.  It had to still be in there, because he could hear it, even if there was no sign of the little pest.  He spent some time calling for the cat despite himself, feeling the fire of frustrated rage in his chest grow as the pest continued to refuse the refuge of the cottage, instead preferring the most probable frozen death of the harvested firewood.



He went back inside.  Alone.



Out of spite, Zeb picked up the next book of spells on the shelf, the one he was supposed to open only after mastering their lesser forms.  There was a familiar tantalizing sense of threshold about all the spells in it also, more complicated formulae and processes that much like their younger siblings he could learn and cast, but with most likely much the same miserable result.



He tried anyway, forcing the magic through new pathways and stopping only when the candle he was trying to light melted down into the desk, leaving a hissing hole.  He grabbed the desk to throw it outside into the snow, but the burning oil lantern stopped him as it tilted and he was forced to grab it before the inevitable crash.



“Sonofa—”  Zeb darted outside and stuck his hand into a snowdrift until the minor burn quit hurting.  The noise must have disturbed the cat again, because it began to mew from the depths of the frozen firewood pile, which only fanned the flames of his anger.



“Worthless, weak creature!” he shouted.  “Mewing for help instead of helping yourself!  There’s a perfectly good house right here, safe from the snow.  My master will take you in no matter how worthless you are, feed you, care for you!  All you have to do is come out!”  He stalked back into the house and returned with a handful of dried beef, throwing it into the holes in the firewood piles like it was a weapon.



“There, you stupid cat!” he snarled.  “Now you can freeze to death with a full belly!  Are you happy!”



The snow was packing into the soles of his woolen socks, melting around his toes, and not improving his mood in the least.  He flung himself forward at the wood pile, peering into every snow-rimmed hole until he spotted a pair of glittering yellow eyes.  A frantic grab left him holding nothing more than a few bits of bark and the sound of the kitten vanishing further into concealment.  He grabbed a piece of firewood and beat the top of the wood pile, making ice and snow fly with every blow as his fury raged until at long last, the wood fell from his hands and Zeb sat down on the packed snow of the pathway, feeling the dirt turn to mud beneath his rear. 



“Stupid cat.”  As hard as he tried, he could not stop the hot tears that began to trickle down his face.  Above him, the dance of darkness continued as the storm clouds rose with all their fury.  Before long, the temperature would plunge until even the inside of the cottage’s windows would be thick with horfrost.  Any creature who could not find a fire would die, much like Zeb had nearly done before his master had rescued him from the driving snow.



He stumbled into the cottage and got more shreds of dried meat, leaving a trail from the ice-covered firewood to the door before returning inside and adding wood to the fire.  The shivering that wracked his body was only partially due to the cold, the tender edges to his ears that had never fully recovered from years ago, the memories that refused to leave. It was an agony that he had sealed away, a scab ripped from a wound to bleed again and again.



There was no sincerity to his attempts at study now, only an open book and the low glow of a lantern while the failed mage in front of them did nothing but cry like a baby.  It would be dark soon, with the wind howling around the cottage so fiercely that the door would need to remain shut and latched.



And the cat would die.



Sometime in the spring, he would unpack the firewood enough to find the tiny body, dry and lifeless with maggots wriggling over the corpse.  Dead because of him.  Just dead.  Mages could crack open the sky, bring fire down upon their enemies, curse them into oblivion.  He could not even make a simple light spell.



The tears would not stop falling.  He was all alone again, with the storm and the snow outside, and the tears would not stop, even when he found himself on his knees again, praying to a God he had almost forgotten.



“God, help him.  I can’t.  I’m too weak.  Give me… no, I don’t deserve anything.  I’m worthless.  Just help the cat.  Please.  It does not know where to go to be saved because it does not have another cat to lead it.”



The howling of the wind rose over the cries of the lost kitten, but the inside of the cottage was silent until Zeb began to move with deliberate intent.  Pressing the right knotholes on the floor opened the concealed trapdoor to the master’s secure library, and he plunged down the ladder at nearly a dead drop, only to emerge a few moments later with a thick tome tucked under one arm.



He slammed it down on the table, paging through it until he came to the spell that he was dreading.  The consequences of casting something so far beyond his skills could be easily lethal for an experienced mage.  For him…  It was the only thing he could do.  Everything he was and could be placed on one number of the roulette wheel.  He took one last look at the spell while the storm built to a demonic howl outside.  



Then he drew all the power he could and began to cast. 








The mage had no name that he would claim for more than a week or more, no home that he would stay at for long, or any real friends other than a young orphan he had found a few years ago.  The wind beneath his wings and a fat hare in his talons were his happiness right now, particularly since the blasted storm had finally cleared, allowing him to return to his mountain cottage.  He swooped lower, taking in the thin trail of smoke coming from the snow-covered cottage with as much of a smile as his present form would allow.  



There was a cleared space next to the door, allowing the mage to land and shift back to his human form while dropping the dead hare.  Zephirum was a wonderful cook, and with a few hours of work, cleaning, and dried vegetables, the hare would provide them both a good meal while catching up on the events that had passed while they had been separated.  He might never make a mage, but the boy could cook, and for that he could stay as long as he wanted.  Never underestimate the value of a reliable person who could keep you with a full belly and watch the house while you were called away.



It took less than a step inside the door for the mage to realize what had happened while he was gone.  The boy sat at the desk with the soft glow of a perfect light spell illuminating his book and a small sleeping kitten cradled in the crook of his elbow.  



Words were not needed. 



The mage walked over to his apprentice, who looked up with a smile, took in the sight of the dead hare, and passed the sleeping kitten over so that he could get to work in the kitchen.  The process of cooking took several hours, with the kitten being fed tiny bits of hare in the process, before the two of them settled down at the table to eat.



Before they began, the mage could not resist saying, “I told you.”



“Many times.”  Zephirum nodded while dishing out the thick stew.  “I’m sorry I did not listen to you.”



“I’m just pleased that you listened to something.”  The mage allowed a tiny bit of stewed hare to fall to the floor, where it was immediately pounced upon.



“As am I.”  The boy lowered his head and said grace, but stopped before dipping his spoon into his bowel.  “Things will be different now, master.”



“Fewer mice in the kitchen, for one.  And an apprentice who is good for more than just boiling potatoes.  I will adapt to the occasional cat hair in the wrong place.  How about you, Zephirum?”



“No.”  The boy looked thoughtful while a playful breeze rattled the windows.  “I think that name has served its purpose.”



“Agreed.”  The mage considered while they ate, and only spoke again after the meal had been completed and the dishes cleaned.  “What would you think of Zephyr?”



The newly named Zephyr settled down at the table with his master and picked up the kitten.  “I would like that very much, master.”
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         Casey hastened through the lobby. The receptionist flashed him a smile, waving him through, and he made straight for an elevator.



He found it blessedly empty as it arrived and opened, and he was alone as he rode up. Casey checked his watch--he was on time. Then his phone--two messages from Lauren, he'd read them later. Finally he checked his hair, his breath, and uncharacteristically his nails--all fine.



When the elevator opened on his floor, Casey made his way to the secretary and introduced himself.



“Good morning!” she said. “Mr. Owens will be in shortly.” She pointed him to his office to sit down.



“Thank you,” Casey said, heading there. His new boss’s office. He looked around, frowning inwardly at the barren desk and walls. There were no picture frames on his desk, and the furniture looked like it was chosen out of a catalogue. It was a nice office all the same, windowed with a view of the city.



Owens walked in a few minutes later, going round to his desk to drop a stack of folders, then glancing at his phone, then up at Casey. Casey gave him a nervous smile, and he smiled politely back. “Hello. Casey, right?” He outstretched his arm, and Casey stood, a little too quickly, to shake it.



“Yes sir, Mr. Owens, go--”



“Please, call me Taylor.” Taylor’s expression returned to neutral. “You'll have to excuse my tardiness, I was occupied with a business call on my way in. Is this your first time to Driscoll Industries?”



Casey smiled a little more confidently now. “No, sir. I attended Wilson Academy in elementary, and we had a field trip here in the fifth grade. ‘Driscoll sponsors alternatives to the Bav--’”



“‘--to the Bavarian model of schooling, encouraging bright youngsters to pursue apprenticeships.’ I know that pamphlet. They poached me from Wilson in the seventh grade.” Taylor smiled again, but to Casey it appeared forced. Bad memories? “I’m sure all of this appeared on your application to this position, but to be honest, the whole thing was handled by my secretary. I haven't got the time. Which is what you're here for, incidentally.” He sat down now, and Casey did too. “Today is mostly meetings, but--well, I’ll have Heather share my schedule with you--you’ll be sitting in on them in the near future, but for now we’ve got to get you oriented.”



Taylor unpiled the folders he’d dropped earlier, picking out two and sliding them across to Casey. His expression shifted again to professionally neutral. “These are allocations I did last night. Look over the numbers for me.” He paged his secretary. “Heather, can you get Casey situated in here?”



“Working late last night?” Casey ventured, eyeing the fat folder.



“Everybody makes mistakes,” Taylor replied noncommittally, and Casey regretted the attempt at small talk.



Collecting the other folders now, Taylor stood to leave. “I’m sorry we couldn’t talk longer, but I’m sure we’ll have opportunities later. I’ll see you this afternoon.” Casey nodded, and Taylor walked out. He's polite, but he doesn't seem sincere about it. He doesn't seem enthused about getting an apprentice either. Is he regretting it already? Casey was sure he hadn't made a bad impression, but perhaps okay wasn't good enough.



His brooding was interrupted when Taylor’s secretary--Heather, evidently--entered. Casey stood to shake her hand, and she led him to the back corner of the office, where there was a second desk. “You'll be here. I’ve stocked it with supplies already, but you’re welcome to bring in whatever you want. Subject to Mr. Owens’ approval, of course; it’s his office.”



“Remind me, how long will I be sharing?” Casey asked.



“You’ll be assuming the junior VP position in about a year and a half,” Heather said. “From there you’ll have your own office and workload, and Mr. Owens will be a little more hands off. You’ll still be working together, of course.”



“Thanks,” Casey said. He sat down, opening the folder to begin his first assignment.








Casey slid into his usual seat at Starbucks, setting down drinks for Lauren and himself. She was his best friend from college, and about to finish her master’s in psychology.



“Hey,” she said, taking the coffee. “So how’s the first day?”



Casey shrugged, casting his eyes out the window. “Fine, I guess. He doesn’t seem that happy about having me there, and I didn’t see him much, but he’s polite, and he’s got me working immediately.”



Lauren hummed as she sipped her mocha. “What do you gather about him from his office?”



“No picture frames or anything,” Casey said, “you were right. I tried prodding him once about work-life balance, but I didn’t get anything conclusive.”



Her eyes lit up when he said she was right. “I told you. That’s what I told you. Did you make any smalltalk? What’s he like to talk about?”



Casey shook his head. “Sorry.”



Setting down her drink, Lauren pursed her lips and took a regal pose. “I suppose you want to know the reason for my predictions.”



“Yeah,” he said, ignoring her usual melodrama, “I don’t get it. So maybe he’s a workaholic. Aren’t there a million of them?”



Lauren smiled now. “No, Casey, there aren’t. Not like him, anyway. Bigshot CEOs, VPs, I mean they all do work 80 hour weeks, but the popular idea of them is wrong. They fill up every second of their after hours too. They have big hobbies and ambitious goals, like running a marathon or writing novels on the side. Workaholics aren’t addicted to their workplace, they’re addicted to doing things.”



“Is that a liter--”



She waved her hand. “I’m being imprecise, it’s not really an addiction. The point is, Taylor Owens is not the type. He’s something special. And I think it has to do with Driscoll.”



Casey frowned, thinking through it. “You’re saying their apprenticeship model is why he works so much.”



“Not exactly. I think it’s how Driscoll got a guy like Owens who doesn’t fit the mold.”



“What? That doesn’t make an--”



Lauren cut him off again. “It’s a selection effect. There are people in other jobs who work long hours, and they aren’t the CEO type. Nurses, for instance. They’re nothing like the 25-year-old startup founder who learns Russian in his free time just so he can backpack across Siberia.”



“Did one really do that?” Casey asked skeptically.



“No, but that’s not the point. Typical companies, they use a whole different approach to hiring and advancement. Like, schooling requirements alone change everything. How many apprenticed execs at Driscoll do you suppose had a liberal arts undergrad?”



“None?”



“Exactly. Because who needs an undergrad when you were getting trained at 13?”



“So you’re saying in another life, Taylor Owens was just a nurse at 26 rather than a VP?”



Lauren gave him a look and shook her head. “You’re making fun of me. No, I don’t know how inborn the effect is. Maybe if he’d continued at school full-time he’d have been a VP at some other company. Or a doctor, or a high-powered lawyer."



“How do you know all that about Taylor anyway?” Casey asked. “You haven’t met him, have you?”



“I’ve done my research,” Lauren said defensively. “It’s part of my thesis, studying how Driscoll’s apprenticeships work. And Owens is an great case study: he started at only eleven and transitioned to full-time at high school age. Not friggin’ twenties like you. And he supervised my parents’ team early on, before he assumed the VP role; they told me a lot about him.” Lauren paused. “I’m getting off track, though. The effect of apprenticeship that really interests me is the networking, or really, the lack of it.”



Casey furrowed his brow. “Shouldn’t it be more important in an apprenticeship than at a regular company?”



“No. At least, with Driscoll in particular, your primary relationship is with your mentor, who’s usually your direct boss too. You advance as far as he advances, generally, and there’s not a lot of shuffling around.”



“Right, I know that. It’s why you recommended I go for the toughest position available.”



“No it’s not, Casey.” Lauren looked around now, and leaned in, speaking more softly. “I told you to go for Owens’ not because you’re an outstandingly qualified candidate, or because you’re my friend and I want the best for you.”



“Because those would be terrible reasons!” he interrupted.



“Shut up, Casey, this is serious. I wanted you there because I’m concerned about Owens. He's Driscoll’s own apprentice. Barring a sudden death or coup, he’ll be taking over one day. But I--well, I don’t think he’s stable.”



“Not stable?” Casey whispered incredulously. “Where the he--” He stopped himself this time, thinking back to Lauren’s predictions, and the reason for them dawned on him. “Oh God, you think he’s, that he’s isolated or something. That his mentor’s the only person in his life.”



Lauren nodded, and Casey could see real concern in her eyes now. “He kept to himself when he managed my parents, and that was three years ago. By your account, he’s still the same. What happens to my folks when he takes over fifteen years from now and loses it? Their retirement is all in Driscoll stock.” She leaned back, taking a sip of her coffee again as she collected her thoughts. “I bet he took on an apprentice because he had to. Maybe he was putting it off--I don’t remember company policy exactly--but having mentees would be good for him, and he hasn’t had any. He needs that support. He probably needed that support a long time ago, and who knows how long he can continue like this.



“I’m asking you to save him, Casey.”








Casey tried at first not to let Lauren’s theory about Taylor color his work behavior, but his curiosity soon overwhelmed him. He knew it wasn’t fair to conclude such things about Taylor on so little evidence--maybe he’s just a very private person?--but Casey was finding it more and more plausible.



“Did you have a good weekend?” he asked the Monday of his second week as Taylor cruised in, dropping another pile folders onto his desk and sitting down.



“I got a lot of work done,” Taylor answered, and Casey inwardly despaired.



“I went out with my friend Lauren on Saturday, she, uh, wanted to try this new Thai place on Sixth Street,” Casey volunteered.



Taylor glanced up at him, blinked once. “That sounds nice,” he finally said.



Casey couldn’t read his expression, but he took it as a cue to continue. “Yeah, I’m a big fan of Pad Thai, but so few places do it right. It’s kind of--it’s like, if they got that right, then I can trust them to cook Thai in general. And they did, so I can. And my friend, she got green curry chicken, which is really good but really hot--well, all Thai food is hot, but this dish especially--” Casey stopped when he realized he was rambling, but Taylor only nodded.



“Do they do takeout?” he asked.



“Huh?”



“Takeout. Or can you only dine in?”



“Oh, I, uh--I think they do?” Casey stammered. “We dined in.”



Taylor looked back down at his work. “Perhaps we’ll get lunch from there sometime.”



Casey turned back to his work, double checking next month’s budget proposal, but a smile crept to his face.







Resolving to get a second opinion, he caught Heather later at the break room. “Hey,” Casey asked, “do you have a moment?”



“What do you need?” Heather said, setting down her coffee mug.



“I don’t need anything, I just--” Casey began. “Is Taylor always so… stiff? Polite?”



Heather bit her lip. “Mr. Owens is always formal here, yes. But we don’t interact outside of work hours, so beyond that I can’t say.”



“Do you know anyone who would? Friends?” Casey pressed.



“Not that I’m aware of….” Heather’s brow furrowed in concern. “Sorry, that’s not what I mean. He’s very busy, so he doesn’t fraternize much with colleagues.” Heather gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m sure you’re concerned as his apprentice. The truth is, this is the first time Mr. Owens has taken one on, and he’ll need time to feel out the relationship.”



Another of Lauren’s predictions confirmed--he really was the first. Casey felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. “Is there anything I should be doing?” Casey asked.



“It’s pretty intimidating, huh?” Heather said. “When I first started working for him, three years ago, I felt the same way. Now, I can’t say we’ve really grown any closer--Mr. Owens keeps very much to himself. But I am only a secretary. My mentor is actually Karen Wilder, President Driscoll’s personal assistant.”



“But you are close with her, though?” Casey asked.



“Of course, we’ve known each other for nine years!” Heather said. “Look, Casey, I’m sure you’ve got nothing to worry about. This is your second week, after all. But if you want to get to know him, why not ask him somewhere after work? He’s not so busy that he can’t take time out for his apprenticeship.”



Casey nodded. “Thank you, Heather. This has been really helpful,” he said, leaving the break room.







As the day wound to a close, Casey looked up to find Taylor hovering, his face again unreadable.



“I’ve just finished preparing that report; I’ve emailed it to you,” Casey said. “You said I’ll be sitting in on the budget meeting tomorrow?”



“Yes,” Taylor said, “but I’m here for something else. My secretary has just added a 6:30 meeting with you at Brick Oven.”



Casey blanched. “I--th-that’s odd,” he stuttered.



Taylor smiled, and for the first time it looked sincere. “It’s okay. I know I’ve been a little negligent. Why don’t we leave now so we can get a table?”



Casey agreed, and soon they were in Taylor’s car. He noticed as they rode that he wasn’t the only nervous one here--according to Heather, Taylor never did this sort of thing. He reflected that perhaps Taylor’s stiffness here was as much to do with that.



They arrived at Brick Oven and got a good table, Casey sitting across from Taylor. Pizza was not really his thing, but he ordered a Greek balsamic one.



“It’s a misnomer, you know,” Taylor observed as they handed their menus to the waiter.



“What is?” Casey said.



“Greek pizza here. If it were really Greek pizza, it would be cooked in a pan, but they don’t serve pan pizzas here. They really just call it that because of the feta and balsamic. Not that I’m complaining; it’s still very good.”



Casey hummed. “You like this place, then?”



“Yeah,” Taylor said. “I used to come here wi--when I was little. And I took Heather here when she started for me.”



Casey nodded, but he wasn’t sure how to proceed. Was asking about when he was little off limits? It was awfully direct, and he seemed uncomfortable last week when their alma mater was mentioned. On the other hand, Taylor brought it up himself….



“I think I came here once with my parents,” Casey said. “I must have been nine or ten. My mom is a foodie--her and dad wanted to visit every restaurant in the city at least once.”



Taylor visibly clammed up when Casey mentioned his parents. Shit, he thought, flushing a bit.



They were silent a long while, Casey studying the art, Taylor the tablecloth. Drinks and appetizers were brought along.



“I… don’t really know how to do this,” Taylor finally broke in. He was gesticulating with a bit of garlic bread in hand. “Apprenticing, that is. The art of it, beyond just teaching them the trade. I read books about it, but they’re all about kids, really. Go to all their ball games. Make sure they aren’t skipping classes--for all that matters, for a student who’s only part time, of course.”



“I’m an unusual case, being your age?” Casey guessed.



“Exactly,” Taylor said. “The whole thing makes so much sense when you’re learning and taking orders from someone twenty or thirty years older than you, who’s been doing it his whole life. Less so when they’re a year or two older than you.”



“Well,” Casey pointed out, “you have been doing this your whole life, though.”



Taylor nodded. “Most of it.” He considered it a moment. “Yes, it’s not a perfect dichotomy. But you understand, anyway. I just don’t know what to--you know, what to do with you.”



Casey smiled reassuringly. “Let’s just be friends, okay?” he said. “Don’t think about it like a mentor-mentee relationship outside work. We’ll just hang out.”



Taylor assented, but judging by his eyes he was still bothered by something. Casey briefly wondered whether he knew what hanging out really meant.



The pizza soon arrived and misnomer or not, it was delicious. Taylor warmed up, injecting a bit of dry humor as Casey told stories from his college days. They left Brick Oven at 8:00--Casey’s plans for the evening had been thrown off entirely.



“Did you leave your car at Driscoll’s?” Taylor asked as they walked to his car. “I’ll give you a lift back.”



“Thanks, but I take the subway, actually,” Casey said. “I’ll be okay. See you tomorrow?”



“See you tomorrow,” Taylor agreed.







Casey found Lauren still at Starbucks. Her cup was empty, and she had a laptop out--she was probably working on her thesis.



“Sorry I’m late,” he said as he sat down.



“Sorry you’re late too,” she replied, deadpan.



He grinned sheepishly. “One time and I’m in the doghouse? What about that time last month you never showed?”



“I was recovering from the flu,” Lauren pointed out. “Where were you, anyway?”



“Out with Taylor,” he said, and she closed her laptop with an audible clunk.



“Tell me everything.”



Casey related his conversation with the secretary that morning and the dinner she set up for them. Lauren was smug at first that her prediction Taylor had never mentored before was right, but it soon transformed to pity.



“Poor kid,” she said.



“He’s not a kid, he’s older than us,” Casey said, shaking his head. “You’re making him out that way to justify your moral crusade.”



“He never had a childhood. He’s a kid to me,” she insisted. “And what are you complaining about my motives now? It’s not like you disagree that he’s in a bad place and needs help.”



Lauren was analytical to a fault, and her pride, Casey knew, made it hard for her to admit she’d been reaching. “It’s not like we know this stuff for certain, though,” Casey pressed. “Or that it’s any of our business, really, snooping around in Taylor’s life. He could be very private--”



“I never said I was certain,” Lauren snapped. “And again, you already believe me, so what’s with the excuses?” She packed her laptop into her bag and tossed her long forgotten mocha. “Like it or not, you accepted the position as his apprentice. It’s your business now, Casey.”








It was amazing what a little honesty and openness could do. Taylor was a looser with him in the office Tuesday, indeed the rest of the week. He rewarded Casey with a smile once in a while and had a spring in his step even for dreadfully boring project meetings. Lauren was right again, Casey thought, that having someone in his court was doing Taylor a lot of good.



The Friday of his third week, Taylor met him at the door as he was leaving. “Hey, are you doing anything tonight?” he asked.



“Um…” Casey began. “Yeah, I was going to go, uh, out tonight.”



“Could I come along?”



Casey bit his lip. He was planning to go clubbing, but that didn’t seem to him like Taylor’s scene. And he didn’t exactly want to admit that’s where he was going. “I was gonna check out this place on Ninth Street, Liquid, if… well, I’ll be there around eleven, why don’t you look the place up and just let me know later if you want to come?”



Taylor looked bewildered, but he agreed to and they parted. Casey flushed as he thought of where Taylor’s imagination would take him. God, I should have just told him it was a club. What was I thinking?



When he arrived at the nightclub he idled outside waiting for Taylor. After a few minutes, Taylor rounded the corner of the nearest parking garage, and to Casey’s surprise impeccably dressed for the occasion. Maybe he has done this before, Casey thought. He broke into a grin, and Taylor smiled back.



“Have you danced much?” Casey asked as the bouncer checked their IDs.



“I’ve danced,” he replied, an answer which did not inspire confidence.



It was still early, so the floor wasn’t too packed. Casey led Taylor--dragging him by the arm, practically--toward the center. They separated after a bit, but he kept an eye on Taylor from afar, who wasn’t doing half badly. Casey had to suppress a laugh when he realized Taylor was carefully copying someone nearby.



Casey soon had the attention of a pretty brunette and drew close, losing sight of his friend. The next few songs were a blur, and Casey was getting a good feeling about this. He asked her--mouthed it, really, over the music--if she wanted to grab a drink, but she was just then pulled away, by another girl her age who sized him up and shook her head at her friend.



Casey’s pride was wounded. He scanned the crowd for Taylor, and waved him over. They made for the bar.



“You know, I didn’t take you for this kind of thing,” Taylor said as the bartender handed him a glass.



“What’s that, clubbing?” Casey asked, setting down his water. Taylor nodded, and Casey just shrugged. “Yeah, I know I’m not the type. I like… losing myself in it.”



“How’s that?”



“I used to get anxiety pretty bad,” he explained. “Social anxiety, that is. I get self-conscious, worry over what my friends and family think of me, that stuff. I take meds for it now, and it’s a lot better, but it’s still nice to go someplace where I’m anonymous. There’s no real expectations at a place like this; you show up wearing the right thing and swaying and listen to some good music and that’s it, and… that’s fun.”



Taylor bit his lip at that, looking back at the dance floor. “You meet anyone?” Casey asked. He shook his head no. “You are having fun?” he pressed him.



Taylor smiled softly at him. “Yeah. It’s just new to me.”



“Clubbing?” Casey asked, for the second time.



“A place without expectations.” Taylor downed his drink at that and, grabbing Casey’s hand, pulled him back to the dance floor.







Casey opened Taylor’s door, following him in before Taylor collapsed into a sofa, hand to his head. “Goddammit,” Taylor swore.



“I’ll get you some water,” Casey offered, stepping in behind him. He looked around at the apartment as he entered. It was well-to-do but as bare as Taylor’s office, a closed entertainment center and sparse bookshelf the only things of interest.



Casey switched on the kitchen lights and opened the cupboard to find a glass. The first cupboard just had meds--and silently cursing himself, Casey took a look. Escitalopram, aripiprazole, and modafinil. He made a mental note to ask Lauren about those.



He found the cups and, filling one at the faucet, brought it to Taylor. “Finish it,” he ordered him. “It’ll help in the morning.”



“Shouldn’t have had so much,” Taylor said, still holding his head. When he downed the glass, he got up to pee.



Casey resisted the urge to explore the rest of Taylor’s apartment, feeling he’d snooped enough. When Taylor emerged from the bathroom, Casey said, “Message me in the morning, okay? Take care.”



Taylor nodded, looking bleary-eyed already. But as Casey made for the door, he said, “I… really appreciate this, Casey.”



“Of course. Good night, Taylor.”







Casey made his way out the apartment complex and started the walk home. He glanced back briefly toward downtown, the headquarters of Driscoll Industries gleaming among a dozen other such high rises, and irritation faintly stirred in him at the life-consuming toil that went on there.



Checking his phone, he found four texts from Lauren, two angry that they weren’t meeting for Starbucks that night and two asking when he’d be back at his apartment. He let her know he was on his way, and when he got there she was just arriving too.



He let her in, serving some hot chocolate. She sipped it and wrinkled her nose. “This is awful.”



“It’s Swiss Miss!” Casey protested. “If you don’t like that, you don’t like hot chocolate.”



“Ech. I need caffeine anyway.” Lauren was an inveterate night owl.



“How’s school?” he asked her.



“Same as fracking ever. I’d rather shoot myself than work on my thesis. But it will get done.”



“Is something bothering you, Lauren?” Casey rarely heard her this irritable.



She aimed a glare at him, or maybe through him. “Yes. I’ve been looking into Owens and Driscoll’s past, and I turned something up. Something I can’t believe I overlooked.”



“Does this have anything to do with your thesis?”



“It’s on corporate structure and socialization, so yes it goddamn does. Listen, Casey. Driscoll’s son died when he was only eleven. He was hanged.”



The color drained from Casey’s face. “Was hanged? Like by someone else, or…?”



“It was ruled a suicide, but no note was ever released, or explanation for why he would have done it, and Driscoll senior was insistent it was someone else. It wasn’t well reported on, though. This was fifteen years ago, the company wasn’t prominent like it is now.”



Casey had no words for that. He’d never heard of an eleven year old killing himself. What could cause a thing like that? Lauren pulled out her phone, showing him the articles she’d found--newspapers digitized by the university library. The second had a picture.



“What? That’s Taylor,” Casey said, baffled, and when Lauren shook her head, he grew even more somber. He stood up and headed to his room, returning soon with an old book. “My fifth grade yearbook,” Casey explained when he saw Lauren’s puzzled expression. “Taylor went to my school, two years ahead of me. This should have him from seventh grade, the same year he went part-time to start at Driscoll.”



Casey paged through it, finding, after a moment, Wilson Academy’s seventh grade class. And one Taylor Owens was the spitting image of Driscoll’s son.



“Jesus,” he breathed. “Driscoll worked his own son to death. And then he found a replacement.” Her eyes dull, Lauren nodded.








The news took the weekend to percolate through Casey, provoking one horrible realization after another. An “I’m alive” from Taylor Saturday morning: what had he even used that phone for, to chat with the man abusing him? Laundry on Saturday evening: Taylor hadn’t had just one healthy relationship in his life until now, he’d had zero, and Casey could scarcely believe he’d lasted as long as he had. Calling his parents Sunday morning: where the hell were Taylor’s? Did Driscoll cut them out of his life somehow, or had that been some tragedy all its own?



Casey headed to the grocery store Sunday evening, irritable and stewing over it all. He’d promised to host his parents for dinner one Sunday, but he’d sworn off doing it tonight. He was in no state of mind for it, knowing especially that they’d want to talk about his new job. Dad had been ecstatic he’d found a way into Driscoll’s--he was a market watcher who’d staked his own retirement on the company. Mom was not so sanguine about Casey leaving his MBA program for it, but had been harangued so thoroughly about the earnings potential that she’d acquiesced. His final realization struck him as he entered the store: what would happen to Taylor and him if all this were right and Taylor confronted Driscoll? Taylor could go anywhere with his skills, but it could cost Casey his career.



He gathered what he came for--he was out of flour, and he needed fresh garlic and bell peppers for chicken cacciatore, and he realized he was nearly out of eggs too, and he’d used the last of his milk on the hot chocolate Friday night…. Carrying it all to the register, he waited patiently, then impatiently, then furiously as the cashier dawdled at tedious length with the customers in front of him. The old man came finally to him, smiling genially and reaching out for his items. Casey dropped them abruptly on the his hand, regretting it rather less than he should have.



“Gah!” the cashier said, unsettling the milk jug as he pulled his hand free. “Is that any way to treat a person?”



“Is making me wait any way to treat a customer?” Casey snapped.



“You’ve got some nerve,” he said, wielding the cliché like a weapon. “It’s called basic human decency. Think of somebody else for a change, why don’t you.” He rang up his items with artificial speed, thrusting the bags at him.



Casey left in a huff, but the cashier’s words began to sink in, and he started to regret what he’d done--and to rethink that last realization. To hell with his career--Taylor deserved better, he vowed.







Casey was brooding anxiously as he exited the elevator at work Monday morning, but Heather stopped him as he passed her desk. “Good morning, Casey!” she said. “I’ve got some mail for you.” Passing him a few envelopes, she asked conversationally, “Have you just about figured Mr. Owens out?”



“Heather,” he said, hardly noticing the mail or the question, “does Taylor ever talk about his mentor?”



Heather’s smile grew strained. “Mr. Owens doesn’t talk about President Driscoll much, no. Since he moved out, the president has taken a very hands off approach with his apprentice. His present experience will be sufficient should he assume the role when the president retires.”



“Moved out of what? From home?”



“Yes, from President Driscoll’s home.”



“He lived there?” Casey asked incredulously. This was really too much.



She frowned now. “I’m not sure I should discuss Mr. Owens’ personal life, but--well, the fact is well known. President Driscoll adopted him soon after finding him at Wilson Academy, and he hasn’t had any contact with his birth family in years. Oh, that reminds me….”



Casey stopped listening, shuffling into his office and sitting down to process that. Lauren had mentioned none of that. What had Taylor been going through there? How long had he endured that, from eleven to eighteen? Or had he managed to get out at sixteen? The law allowed emancipation that early, Casey believed, but that involved the courts. Wouldn’t he have learned it already if that had happened?



Taylor entered just then, dropping a stuffed binder on his desk like every Monday and smiling at Casey. “I couldn’t get any work done Saturday, and I blame you,” he said good-naturedly. “So you’re just going to have to finish the quarterly I was going to do before the leadership meeting at 11:00.”



Casey suppressed his expression of horror and faced Taylor. “We need to talk.”



“I’m not budging about this, Casey,” he insisted, looking almost playful. “You’re supposed to decrease my workload, not increase it.”



“Stop, Taylor.” Casey stood and closed the door. “Why didn’t you tell me about Driscoll? What was he doing to you?”



The smile disappeared, granting Casey his first glimpse beneath the mask--the hurt, the vulnerability. “What are you talking about?” he said haltingly.



“Driscoll’s son, only son, committed suicide in 2006. He adopts you, same age, a carbon copy, a few months later. You become his apprentice, rise through the ranks, but you’re distant, closed off from everyone. Unhappy. Abused. Am I wrong?”



Taylor took a step backward, away from him and toward the window, storm clouds faintly visible there. Silhouetted by its light, he stood against the sky, taller than Casey, older, senior, but for all that he looked like nothing more than a frightened kid.



Taylor gulped, tried to speak, couldn’t. Casey drew closer, but he only stepped backwards again. “Taylor, please, I want to help. I want to. But you’ve got to let me.” Casey inwardly flinched--it all felt like cheap platitudes, but what else was he to do?



“I can’t--” Taylor blurted out, took a deep breath. “I can’t do this here, I--” He looked frantically around now--they were in closed office, but it only afforded so much privacy--let out an involuntary sob and buried his face in his hands. Casey made immediately for the glass panel by the door, drawing the blinds. He locked the door too.



He stepped tentatively toward Taylor again, who didn’t back up this time, but who was quickly losing all composure. “Taylor. I’m coming closer. Is that okay?” Taylor nodded, sobbing again now. Jesus.



Casey pulled him into a hug.







The two lay leaning against the wall, Taylor dabbing his eyes with one hand, Casey holding the other for moral support. Taylor could speak again.



“Driscoll never physically abused me. Not directly, anyway. He made known his expectations, and what would happen if I didn’t meet them--returning to my mom, or later, to foster care.” He paused. “That’s a whole story in itself, and we don’t need to go there,” Taylor said when Casey opened his mouth to ask. “And the expectations weren’t possible. Not ordinarily, anyway. He started offering me stimulants. Wakefulness drugs, like caffeine but without the side effects. The deadlines got tougher, and… it was the only way to keep up.



“I didn’t complain. How could I, being offered a chance like this?” Taylor waved his arm half-heartedly at the office. “There’s the glory of it, and the esteem. And those aren’t bad things.” He paused again, appearing to be thinking over his words. “And I found after a while that I could lose myself in my work. The way you lose yourself at the club, except the expectations are still there. It’s not the same, but it’s something.”



Casey grimaced. Physical abuse would have been noticed by the schools, but running yourself ragged not so much. At a place like Wilson, it was not uncommon either, a talk Casey’s parents had had with him early. But after middle school, for an apprentice, there was no recourse. Taylor had had no friends and no family to lean on. Speaking of….



“Why did you never take on an apprentice?” Casey asked. “It might have helped a lot, having someone around.”



“It would have. It did help, having you here the last few weeks,” Taylor admitted. “But it’s not that simple. Like I said, the work is an escape, too. I could have taken one on at eighteen. But having them around helping with the work, asking questions”--he looked at Casey as he said that part--“I couldn’t have faced that at the time. Or any time since, really. Leadership finally forced me to take one, it’s why I agreed to let Heather start searching.”



“And that’s the other thing. You’re… okay, with still working for him?”



Taylor shook his head. “Where would I go? Everything I know is this damn company.”



“Your skills are marketable, Taylor,” Casey said. “You have fifteen years’ experience in finance and management.” He squeezed his hand encouragingly.



He only looked dejectedly at Casey. “And throw away my career here?”



“What’s your alternative?”



A look a grim purpose crossed his face. “I’m still the heir apparent. I’d take over, and run the company into the ground. Show Driscoll what his legacy really is.”



“And throw away your career here?” Casey asked pointedly.



Taylor groaned, letting his head knock against the wall behind them. “Yeah, I know it doesn’t make any sense. I don’t think I could do it, really. But I sure want to get back at him for what he did for me. For what he did to his--his own son.”



“No, that’s reasonable,” Casey said, nodding solemnly. “You ought to want revenge. But don’t ruin yourself to do it.”



Taylor was silent a long time, but he finally agreed. “Fine. I know what I’ll do.” He released Casey’s hand, standing now and getting his phone out. “Looks like Heather canceled my meetings for the morning. She must have noticed the door was locked.”



“She cares about you, you know,” Casey began. “I think you’ve been awf--” He stopped when Taylor grabbed his arm. “What is it?”



Taylor looked up, the color drained now from his face. “Driscoll wants to meet you. This afternoon.”







Driscoll’s estate lay across the bay, opposite downtown--not a short drive, but Taylor was speeding through the soft rain, which put Casey on edge. And Taylor had not related what he planned to say to Driscoll, which put Casey all the more on edge.



They pulled in around lunchtime, the sky darkened by the storm clouds, and the guard at the door waved them in out of the rain with abbreviated fanfare. “Let me do the talking,” was all Taylor said as they passed into the foyer.



And John Driscoll, the magnate who’d revolutionized corporate structure and an industry with it, rounded the corner and set his eyes on them. He was still middle aged, his hair just graying, and he cut an imposing figure from forty feet away. “Good afternoon, Taylor, Mr. Fleming,” he said, his stentorian voice sounding across the foyer. Casey flinched and glanced toward Taylor, whose face bore only cold determination now.



“John,” Taylor said.



“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Fleming. May I call you Casey? And Taylor, it’s been so long.”



Driscoll began to stroll down the long hallway to them at a relaxed pace, his eyes fixed on Taylor, but he stopped when Taylor put his hand up. “Don’t come any closer,” he said. “Don’t ever come any closer.”



“Who is the master and who the apprentice?” Driscoll asked. “I know who the master of this house is, anyway.” And Driscoll began to approach once more.



Casey could hardly believe his ears. This guy talks like a supervillain. This was make believe; he couldn’t be real.



Taylor’s face spasmed when he heard Driscoll’s reply. “I’m not your apprentice anymore, you son of a bitch.” Casey put his hand on Taylor’s shoulder, squeezed, and he felt some of the tension leave it, Taylor composing himself again. “I’m here to say it’s over. I’m leaving for good.”



“After all I’ve done for you? Fed you, clothed you, trained you,” Driscoll continued. “You want to throw all that away?”



“After all you’ve done to me,” Taylor corrected him.



Still approaching, Driscoll smiled his supervillain smile, and Casey shuddered. “Where are you going to go? To whom shall you run? Taylor, there’s no one. Is Mr. Fleming going to save you?” Driscoll’s eyes leveled on him. “He’s quaking in his boots.”



Casey made to step forward, but Taylor put his arm out to stop him. “He already has. I’m suing you for the abuse. The sleepless, hungry nights. The drugs you plied me with when I couldn’t keep up. I’m taking every cent, John, and I’m walking. And to hell with the company.”



With each word Taylor chipped at Driscoll’s smile. He slowed, stopped, grave now. “Is that how this is going to go, Taylor? Litigation?”



Taylor spat, “Would you rather another son dead?”



Driscoll stared a long time at Taylor’s face before answering, “Yes.”



“Children,” he said contemptuously as he turned and walked back. “They only disappoint you in the end.”







Taylor took Casey’s hand again, pulling him toward the door. They stepped outside, into the ebbing rain, and over the gentle hills of the estate they came to the water’s edge. Taylor stooped to sit, Casey following suit. Mist and faint petrichor hung in the air, and across the bay lay the summits of human industry. They were edifices built of millions of man-hours, whole lives sacrificed by the thousand for modernity. To Casey they looked now like tombstones.
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         Remember how we stood tall and proud, that Wednesday 6 September 2147, as captain Mike Miller waved his last goodbye at the threshold of the Defiant’s door? He was going to lead the first group of humans beyond the orbit of Mars into the depths of the Solar system, and then into the vastness of space, and back. A fifty year round trip to collect data, a prelude to the colonization of the nearest inhabitable star system. Humanity was leaving its cradle and taking its first baby step into the galaxy.



How many people had gathered on this glorious day in that remote area of the former United States of America? Ten thousand? A hundred? A million? History has not recorded. All awaited the ignition with bated breath. When the storm of fire raged from the bottom of the rocket, and it began its slow, almost reluctant, ascent towards uncharted territory, thunderous applause rose to meet the din of the cryogenic engine. Everyone craned to follow the tiny mote of flashing metal, until all that was left to see was a white vapor trail that the wind soon blew away. Then the crowd whooped, and everyone hopped into their car back home to watch the latest news from the crew.



During the first days, all the newspapers and TV channels buzzed about the event. Large cover splashes promised to tell everything about the life on board, while prime time shows vied for live interviews of the astronauts – the rocket had barely reached the moon orbit and the turnaround of electromagnetic waves was still a matter of a few seconds. Then the hype slowly subsided. All things considered, it was at this point no different from an inhabited trip to Mars, something that had already been done a couple of times during the previous century.



The weeks went by. As the rocket hurtled into space, Earth relapsed in its usual business of diplomatic crises, sporadic skirmishes over disputed borders, famine for some, death for many, while the happy few enjoyed the bliss of a blithe life in swanky homes protected by towering fences and armed guards. So it had been for centuries, and so it would endure.



At least it seemed. But it happened, just as the Defiant was about to cross the orbit of the first cobble in the asteroid belt: the crew vanished into thin air. One minute they were alright and busy, the next they were gone. The rocket flew on along its computed trajectory like clockwork. No onboard instrument registered anything suspect. Yet, the crew had disappeared. Cameras inside the rocket showed empty spaces. Mission control on Earth scanned every tiny corner of the ship, to no avail: no corpses, no evidence of injury or incident. Just nothing.



What has happened? Newspapers and TV channels burst with crazy theories: a sudden madness had struck and all the crew members had jumped out into space; some unknown force field had wiped out all organic matter; the crew had been abducted by aliens and then carried away to a remote system to be studied and maybe dissected; a secret weapon had been inadvertently triggered and had backfired. And so on. In the middle of that strife, only a few enlightened voices pointed out that the only way to unravel this mystery would be to launch a second, faster rocket along the exact same trajectory, and investigate either at the very spot of the disappearance, or aboard the ship when the new one would have caught up with its slower counterpart. 



So it came to pass that that second rocket was built in haste. No throng gathered when it launched, but the expectation was immense. There was a riddle waiting to be solved in space, everyone wanted to get to the bottom of it.



Eventually, the new rocket reached the location where the first crew had disappeared. Who didn’t witness what happened at that precise moment? How many times has that video been played, again and again? Even the scant archives we keep store dozens of copies of it, copies of those few seconds that would change human destiny forever. How can anyone possibly forget the face of Jack Crow, the captain of the mission, talking to mission control, suddenly breaking off, looking around, puzzled. “Do you hear? Those voices? The music?” Then, as he peers through the nearest window, that expression of awe, “But, but. Oh my goodness, we have arrived in par –” A blank as the signal fails, a short flurry of noise on the screen, then the image, back and vivid. 



The image of an empty seat.



Two hours later, the only likely interpretation had spread worldwide on the social networks. “Par –”, the cutout bit of Jack Crow’s last word, could only be the beginning of “Paradise”. It was beyond doubt: both ships had crossed an invisible border into the heavenly regions that only God and angels and the souls of the blessed were allowed to roam. The crew members had been snatched away, whisked off to whatever place God had deemed fit to them.



The most skeptical among the skeptical claimed that it made no sense, that the captain had been victim of a hallucination, that his senses had been overloaded by a strange phenomenon, that it was nothing but hard physics. But who would believe them? No, the evidence was obvious: God’s home was over there, several millions kilometers above our heads.



The pandemonium was indescribable. Churches all around the world, which had been almost deserted, suddenly overflowed with people. Murderers, thieves, drug dealers, hoodlums, rapists, bilkers, bullies, corrupted politicians, all made public excuses, fell onto their knees, beseeching God’s forgiveness. The Pope, and all the other religious leaders, exulted. God’s existence, sapped by centuries of science and agnosticism, was unexpectedly vindicated. At the very moment it was giving out the last breath, religion has won the battle. More than four millennia of hopeful faith were at last rewarded.



New lives began. Lives where all felt the weight of an invisible eye scrutinizing them from millions of kilometers away, but with such a keen sight that no one doubted every move or thought was instantly registered and appraised. At first, the consequences were rather positive: people became helpful to each other; wars ended on the spot; old people, usually rejected by busy families, were welcomed back. Crime almost disappeared – only madmen dared break God’s prohibition of murder. Couples remained faithful, even during hardships. Children obeyed parents and teachers again. People endeavored to put aside prejudice and become tolerant. It was as if a part of paradise had descended onto Earth.



The clergy thought it was now time to ask God his opinion on debated matters like abortion or homosexuality. They sent prayers and prayers begging for answers or signs, but nothing ever happened. God was out there but He was definitely mute. Pundits reasoned that He still didn’t want to meddle in men’s business. That interpretation gained momentum as time passed, and finally it was decided that each one was free to choose, even if it meant putting salvation in the balance.



And so it went on during two or three generations. Then that picture perfect society slowly came apart at the seams. Life was stifling. Morals overshadowed everything. Passions had to be checked. Transgression was no more permissible, even in thought, unless you wished to jeopardize your afterlife. Thought patterns became uniform. It was dull. It was tame. It was joyless. It was boring. A bunch of rebels trumpeted that even Hell might be a better place to live in. People looked up at the night sky wistfully and grumbled. Why were we caged? What was the purpose of stars, nebulae, galaxies, and all the wonders we could see through the telescopes, if they were forever out of reach?



To that question, fundamentalists of all shapes and sizes had prepared a canned response: it was punishment. God had punished humanity because we weren’t worshipping Him properly. There were too many infidel and He didn’t want us to expand until we were back on the right path. Each religion blamed the others. Jews called out Christians for their fake prophet, Christians in turn accused the fake prophet of Muslims, who passed the buck to Jews and their wicked rites. The three monotheistic religions turned against Hindus and their many gods, who taunted Buddhists. All lashed out at atheists. Tensions escalated again, until Earth became a tinderbox.



No one remembers where the first spark sprang up or where the first bomb detonated. The planet burst aflame in several places at once. Shells pelted down. Blazes and destruction engulfed the cities. Bullets rained on the survivors who had hit the roads to flee that living hell. And when nuclear weapons released their payloads, the Earth was defiled forever. Billions died. The luckiest were vaporized by direct hits. The others suffered a slow and painful death as the result of radiation burns and mutations. Radioactive dust flew high in the atmosphere, contaminating entire continents and blotting out the sun. Temperatures nosedived.



And God? God never showed up. He laid back in His heavenly recliner and watched us slaughter ourselves with a smile on His lips.



And now, a century later, here we are. What remains of Earth? It is locked in a new ice age. All what’s left of Europe and North America is a crust of radioactive slag buried under an ice cap tens of meters thick. Australia is covered in ice, too, but for its northernmost part. Africa and South America have been contaminated by highly radioactive rains that wiped out but all animal life. China is a vast crater. Japan has been flooded several times. The only areas that escaped the fallout while being warm enough to be inhabited are middle Pacific islands, Indonesia, and a few patches of land in southern India and Central America.



How many of us have survived? A few hundred thousands? A million, tops? We left the cities, abandoned their gaping wounds of charred concrete and melted girders to seek shelter in the forests, build wooden huts and eke out our livelihoods from fruits, berries and vegetables. Every so often we indulge in meat and, for those who live by the sea, fish. But most animals have been contaminated, too, and eating their flesh is like poisoning ourselves. The seeds we scavenged from former cereal fields we tried to plant but most of them had their DNA damaged and never grew.



Yet, we could start afresh. Many machines have survived: cars, ovens, fridges, computers. We don’t have electricity but we could easily rig up old solar panels and make them work. Lots of books have been recovered, we have plenty to read. The knowledge is still there, albeit in scattered form.



But why would we? What use do we have for that knowledge anymore?



We used stand tall and look up at the sky in wonder. Now, we hunch and look down at the muck in dejection. The stars do not mean anything anymore to us. They’re just deception, small beacons lit and placed in the sky to lure us. But we are no fools. We remember the lesson. We’re not going to be suckered another time.



Philosophy is dead. The interest in science has dwindled. The new generation doesn’t even want to learn to read or write. What good is it, they ask? What good is it to acquire knowledge and wisdom, if we’re bound to bump our heads against an impervious wall? What has God left to us? The parched deserts of Mars which shudder under a distant and feeble sun? The molten valleys of Venus and its high perched clouds which rain showers of sulfuric acid? How merciful of His!



And I? Every night I wake up, walk to the threshold of my shack and ponder. What if? What if it had been just a joke? What if there never had been any god or paradise, but just a cynical prank set up by an alien and hostile civilization? Why bother with war? Let the indigenous species destroy itself, allow for a little while until the planet has recovered, then land and claim it your own. Easy-peasy: no fight, no casualties.



Put away in a box I have a radio receiver and a couple of spare batteries. Every now and then I jangle with them and think about turning the rig on. But I’m afraid of what I would hear. The rational part of my brain tells me it would only be static, but the other part expects something else: a jeering hysterical laugh echoing forever in the boundless void of infinity.
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         And then the dust like twilight settled on the room, stealing soft-laid sounds of waking men. A lonely stranger rose from sleep to meet it where it fell, and pushed away the covers, and stepped into the dark, again. 







No one had knocked on Anderson’s door in nearly three months. 



The sound seemed to create an imbalance of pressure in the room. It fluttered in the corners and came back to him a second time. Three strong raps on the door.



Anderson stood up from the mattress on the floor. The tiny apartment, one room containing a tiled kitchen and hardwood living area plus a bathroom, was almost totally dark thanks to the blackout curtains taped over the window. The illuminated clock on his wall indicated it was eight in the evening, just as it had for the last year or so. 



The knocking came again. Anderson jumped and fell into a pile of dirty clothes at the foot of the mattress. There were two stacks on either corner, one dirty and one past redemption. He fell into the former. His feet ached as he picked himself up. Normally he would spend another hour or so in bed and get up slowly. He had slept for fifteen hours that day, and was feeling the lack of a sixteenth. 



“Anderson?” came a voice from outside. 



He whipped around to face the door. He knew the voice of his father anywhere. The whole filthy apartment stank of his breath. Every lingering piece of mold on the cutlery in the kitchen grew on account of his neglect. The very sun in the sky seemed to have forgotten him, never rising or setting within his little one-bedroom piece of shit. 



Anderson fell back into bed and stared at the door. A vague shadow moved behind it, fracturing the slit of light coming in underneath. “Anderson?” his father said again. 



The figure moved off. Anderson sighed, then jumped again as his phone rang. He rushed to throw it under his foul-smelling blankets, but it was too late. His father heard the ring and redoubled his efforts to knock down the door. “Wake up!” he heard him say. “Wake up!”



Anderson was about to throw open the door when he noticed in the slimy bathroom mirror that he was utterly naked. An embarrassed smile formed on his face, and he raced to the pile of clothes he had fallen into earlier. 



After throwing on a t-shirt and jeans, he went back to the door. He eyed the vague shape of his father in the slit of light and felt naked again. Hopefully, he thought, this wasn’t about forgetting mom’s birthday last month.



Anderson’s father, a broad grey-haired man who dressed like a lumberjack, greeted him with a smile as he opened the door. “It’s so good to see you!” he said, embracing the boy with one arm and balancing half a dozen stuffed plastic shopping bags in the other. “Hope you don’t mind, I brought you some things. You weren’t asleep already, were you?”



His father barged in without asking and placed the bags on the floor next to the kitchen countertop. There was no space left to place it anywhere else. Anderson could feel his father’s eyes linger on the hundred or so empty styrofoam ramen cups molding together next to the sink, but made no mention of it. “There’s a little cake in one of those bags,” his father said. “Just in case you feel festive.”



“I didn’t miss anyone’s birthday, did I?”



“No, not at all. It was on sale at the grocery store. Happy birthday to you.”



Anderson relaxed into his usual slouch. “So, what are you doing here?”



His father looked for a chair to sit in, but there was only one folding chair in the corner, and it was already covered in ancient newspaper classifieds. He stuck his hands in his pockets and leaned against the wall instead. “I pay for the place, don’t I? I have a right to see my son once or twice in a lifetime.”



Anderson could only wish his father kept a schedule so unobtrusive. “I was just playing some video games,” he lied, pointing to a spotless computer tower in the corner of the room, hooked up to a tube TV sitting on a rusty metal folding table. The whole device was powered off. His father wouldn’t know.



“I hope I didn’t interrupt.”



“No. Not at all.”



“Well, good! I was just in the neighborhood, and I got my shopping all done and thought you’d like some things.”



“Well, thanks dad.”



“You’re very welcome!” He paused, as if contemplating leaving the palace of rot forever. “Are you doing anything this evening?”



“I was just about to go to sleep, actually.”



“This early?”



“Yeah.” Anderson felt another lie bubbling up. It came naturally. “I have a job interview tomorrow.”



He felt himself enveloped in another massive hug. “My little man! Congratulations. What company?”



“Just a small-time thing in the city. It’s really nothing at all.”



His father took a step back and crossed his arms. “Anything to get you out and working. That’s great. You’re gonna be so happy once you get that first paycheck.”



“I know.”



“I’m proud of you.”



“Thanks, dad.” Anderson eyed the opened door with unease. Had he left it open? The light was pouring in at a strange, uneven angle. “What time is it?”



“Just about eight.” He pointed to the broken clock on the wall. “That one’s right. You probably couldn’t see it, it’s so dark in here!”



Anderson laughed forcefully, to match his father’s enthusiasm. “Just trying to get some rest is all.”



“I know, I won’t take up too much of your time. You’ll need your rest.” He smiled broadly. “I was thinking, if you were feeling up to it, maybe we could grab a beer or two and celebrate! And catch up, of course. I miss you, Andy.”



Shame flooded the room and choked Anderson up. It was a dirty trick of his old man to use that name, and they both knew it. All of a sudden the room was so hot. He blinked frantically but the light coming in from the open front door ruined his night vision and left spots the longer he stared. 



“I really need to get some sleep,” Anderson said.



“Of course! It was just a thought. I’ll come up to visit some other time. Maybe next week, or at the end of the month. You can buy me a beer and I’ll pay rent.” He laughed again, forcefully. He was going to pay rent anyway. He had been wordlessly and without complaint writing checks to the landlord for seven years. 



The prospect of a visit poised over his head floated harder than fell a night out of the house. Anderson fumbled around behind his computer and fished out a roll of fifty dollar bills. “If you wanted to do tonight instead, I think I can make time,” he said, and peeled off two bills. “It’s only eight after all.”



His father beamed. “Can you really? That’d be so nice. I don’t want to get in your way, but I haven’t seen you in so long. There’s a bar down the street that looks nice.”



Anderson spent the next few minutes looking for his phone. He knew he would probably find it beneath his bedsheets, still playing the same looping gif of an anime woman grinding on a pillow, but he checked the computer desk and rifled through empty cans of ramen on the kitchen counter before “remembering” where he had placed it. Digging through the waste of months in front of his father, who watched him with a pleasant but vacant stare, gave Anderson an excuse to stay inside a moment longer. Anything to stay inside. Anything but out there. Anything, as long as he stayed inside forever and never



“Found it.” Anderson placed it in his pocket. The light of the screen came through his thin shorts. He made out a human silhouette with tall blonde hair set against a pink background, moving back and forth in rhythm to a song he couldn’t hear but looked grating and stiff He dug into his pocket and turned the screen off before his father noticed.



“Ready?” his father asked.



Anderson looked around, desperate for anything to keep him tethered to the apartment. He found nothing but garbage. “I guess so.” 



His father smiled, put his hand on his shoulder. “After you,” he said, and led Anderson into the



Light, everywhere, flooding like darkness between stars and burning just as hot. The thick air of Indianapolis in summertime hit him with unrelenting force. Car horns and sirens and the rush of cars over the nearby highway, so distant inside his tiny apartment, now seemed unbearably loud. They were on the second-story balcony overlooking the apartment complex’s parking lot. Everywhere he looked, the setting sun cut through a haze barely clinging to the land west of there. The air felt saturated. How had the city not molded through already?



His eyes adjusted. He stretched his legs. His father waited patiently a few paces away. When Anderson felt ready to walk, the two made their way down the stairs to his father’s car.



They drove in silence, except for Anderson’s father, who talked at length about the rest of his family. An uncle had died a few months ago in a car crash, another had forgotten his wife’s birthday. A cousin lost a job, then found a new one. Anderson nodded in time to the sound of his father’s voice, completely lost in a series of silent panic attacks. The apartments outside his window flew by at such speed he could scarcely tell one from another. In the center of his vision surrounded by a ring of blackness, moss-covered brick faded to stone, faded to stucco, faded to faux wood siding, faded to empty lots, faded to flat farmland stretching all the way to the horizon.



The panic subsided enough for Anderson to ask, “Where are we going?”



“I know I said we’d go to the bars,” his father replied, “but I had a great idea to go to the art museum. Remember the lot behind the sculpture exhibit?”



A few fuzzy memories were all that remained of the place. The two of them had gone there a few times when Anderson was a child. They played catch and tumbled around in the grass. Just behind a line of short trees, the heads of a few horrific sculptures peeked their twisted heads up and watched them. The heads rendered themselves clear a photograph in Anderson’s mind.



“A little,” he said.



“I thought we’d go there and relax a minute. The bar’s too crowded. We wouldn’t be able to think, let alone talk.”



Anderson nodded, unsure if they had even passed the bar.



They parked behind a rusty storage pod sitting in a vacant parking lot adjacent to the lot and picked their way through the tall grass, kicking up loads of tiny bugs all the way to a decomposing wooden picnic table in the middle of the lot. There they sprawled out on the splintered surface, settling in just in time to lose the sun behind the trees. 



Anderson looked in the direction of the old sculpture garden, wondering if the old ones had been replaced or updated. The trees had grown, while his line of sight seemed to be about the same. If there were new ones, he couldn’t tell. He felt like the old ones were still looking at him with their twisted faces, but it seemed he would never know for sure. There was so much open space. It felt larger now than in his childhood.



From seemingly out of nowhere, Anderson’s father produced two cans of beer, ice still clinging to the aluminum sides. A little bit of fatherly magic left over from days long gone. They cracked them together and toasted the evening, but Anderson had no more than one shallow sip. 



“So, what about you?” his father asked. “Anything of note happen since last time we spoke?”



“No, not really. Just working on finding a job.”



“Is this your first interview?”



“There were a few others,” he lied. “I did alright, but I couldn’t take them.”



“Atta boy. Find something you love and do it as best you can.”



“Yeah.”



“I didn’t always do that, you know. I spent the first few years of your life in a job I hated. I never got to see my family. Even when I did, it was only half seeing them. My one eye was always on my phone, waiting for a call.”



“You did what you thought was best,” Anderson insisted forcefully. Was that a lie? Anderson couldn’t tell his own intentions. He wondered if that would bother him later. It didn’t seem to be bothering him now. The bugs and the open air bothered him immensely, but not the flimsy lies he clung to for conversation’s sake.



“The best thing would have been to never take the job in the first place. You and your mother are so important. I can’t imagine not seeing either of you.”



“I’m sorry I haven’t been available.”



“Don’t be! You’ve got to be your own man.” Anderson’s father took a sip of his beer. “Man’s gotta do what he’s gotta do.” A legion of bugs sounded off all around them. Night was almost upon them. His father sprung a dirty trap. “Seeing any ladies?”



“Too many to count.”



“That’s my boy! Any good-looking ones?”



“Dozens.”



“But are they keepers?”



Anderson thought back to the silhouette in his pocket, moving back and forth. “Nah,” he said, and endured another silent panic attack. It was all he could do to keep his eyes trained on the stars, imagining them as bits of tile flooring showing through a growing curtain of black mold.



They sat in silence until the mold spread to the trees and turned the branches a similar shade of black. Anderson’s father stretched and tossed his empty can into the brush. Anderson followed suite. 



As they made their way back through the buggy weeds, Anderson’s father said, “I just want you to know that I’m just so proud of you. You’re out there, doing your own thing in the big city. I know it must be a little embarrassing to get help on the rent from us, but I want to give you as much help as you need until you find what’s right for you.”



The thought made Anderson smile. With his father’s help, he felt like he really had found what was right for him. “Thanks, dad.”



They reached the car. Black shadows fell between them. The car’s headlights fell heavy on their faces. Behind them, their shadows danced in the field, over the grass, the weeds, the bugs. Shades of green and yellow and black reminded Anderson of his bathroom walls.



Anderson was just contemplating all the lying he had done today when his father patted him roughly on the back. “I’m glad I came out today.”



Anderson nodded. “I love you, dad.”



There was some familiar forcefulness in his father’s smile. “I love you too, Andy.”
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         When Esther got to the office, the parking lot was gone. It was as if some great machine had carved all the asphalt out of the ground and lifted it away, leaving behind a dark fish bowl-shaped crater. Esther would have driven her car right in if Greg hadn’t run out in front of her.



Esther hit the brakes so hard her chin bounced off the steering wheel. “I almost killed you,” she told Greg after she rolled the window down.



“You almost killed yourself,” Greg said. Then Esther noticed that the parking lot’s lights were off. She thought it might have been a power outage, until she realized that the streetlights weren’t off. They were gone. The whole parking lot was gone. Just a foot away from her front tires the ground fell away into a sheer drop.



“A sinkhole,” Greg called it. He directed her to angle her car to block the way in from the street. Esther wasn’t sure why. He and she were the only two scheduled for the night shift.



With all the parking lot lights gone, the only illumination came from their headlights. Esther peered over the edge of the hole. It was all black. “How deep do you think it goes?”



Greg shrugged. “We should call the police or the fire department or something.”



“What’s that smell?”



From the sinkhole, a faint smell like old milk wafted up.



“Sewage, maybe,” Greg guessed.



Esther imagined herself in her car, driving into work. Then her car pointed straight down, her purse and loose change and old trash lifted off the seats and floor and falling up, her body falling upside down into void. If Greg hadn’t arrived at the office before her, she’d have driven straight into outer space.



“Should we be standing this close to the edge?” Esther asked.



“Probably not. I think I might have some flashlights.” Greg walked to his car, parked in the grass beside hers.



Esther stepped back from the edge. She stared down, trying to make out any shapes below. It was all black, and smelled terrible. Esther felt a chill. She wished Greg would hurry up. She didn’t like standing by herself beside an apparent gateway to hell. Luckily, she heard footsteps behind her. “This is crazy,” she said to Greg.



“My little doggy,” a harsh voice behind her said, and it wasn’t Greg’s.



Esther spun around. In glare from the headlights, all she could make out was a person-shaped shadow. Whoever it was, they were big. At least two heads taller than Esther. And they were coming closer.



“My little doggy,” the voice said again. A man’s voice. It was hoarse and ugly.



“What?” Esther backed up. Her heel stepped over the edge of the sinkhole. Esther could feel her heartbeat in her eye sockets.



“A little girl,” the voice said, sounding surprised. “You’re a little girl.”



Esther was not a little girl. She was a twenty-two year old woman who had just graduated from college. She was barely over five feet tall, though, and everyone thought she was younger. She tried to shout at the stranger to stay back, tried to sound threatening and scrappy, but her throat choked.



The figure moved closer. The man who moved out of the glare of the headlights was hideous.



He was tall but skinny. Too skinny. His skin was pale as moonlight. His skin looked thin as a sheet wrapped tight round a cadaver. The shapes of pointed bones stuck out all over him. His dirty clothes hung loose off his arms and legs. He stared down at Esther, wide-eyed. He had hollow, sunken, skull-like eyes. He didn’t blink. He gaped at her like he’d never seen another living person before. In the dark, his pupils were black.



Greg appeared beside him, holding two flashlights and saying, “What’s going on?”



Esther had never felt so relieved in her life. She rushed to Greg’s side. The man’s eyes followed her.



“My little doggy fell in,” the man said. When he opened his mouth, she saw that his teeth were rotten brown.



“Did you climb out of there?” Greg asked, looking the man up and down.



The man was covered in dirt. Splotches of dried black mud darkened his skin like bruises. Mud fell out of his hair, blackened his fingernails, even his teeth. And he was shaking.



“No, no, no, not me,” the man said, drawing his shivering arms around himself. He never looked away from Esther. “My little doggy, Rupert, ran right in. I tried to stop him, but he ran right in. Please get him out. He’s all I have.”



Greg turned around, and Esther almost screamed at him for turning his back on the zomboid freak from nowhere. But Greg didn’t seem perturbed at all. He pointed his flashlight into the hole and clicked it on. “Look at this,” he said.



Esther pulled her eyes off the man and stepped around Greg so that he was between her and the stranger. The little beam of Greg’s flashlight shone all the way to the bottom.



“Looks about ten or fifteen feet down,” Greg said. “What a mess.”



On the floor of the crater, cracked pieces of pavement lay in a crooked jumble, interspersed with bent metal light poles and and shattered concrete barriers. Esther didn’t see any dog.



“My little doggy fell in,” the man said, just behind Esther.



Esther turned slowly this time. She wasn’t surprised to find him standing right behind her, looking down, eyes wide.



“Please help,” he said, his chest and arms trembling. “Please get him out. Rupert’s all I have.”



Greg didn’t even turn around, kept pointing his flashlight down there. Esther hated him for being so useless.



“Oh my gosh,” Greg said. “I think I see him.”



Esther watched the man. For the first time since he’d shown up, he moved his eyes off her. He shuffled past her and kneeled down over the edge. Esther followed. Sure enough, in the gleam of the flashlight, at the bottom of the sinkhole, a little mangy dog stood among the rubble. It’s nose pointed up at them. In the light, the dog’s eyes glowed green.



“Rupert,” the man called hoarsely. “Rupert come back here.” The dog stayed put, and the man turned to Esther again, his eyes were wide and scared. “Please, you have to get him out.”



“We’ll have to wait for the police to get here,” Greg said casually.



“No, no, no,” the man shrieked. He was shaking more than ever. “I can’t wait. He could be hurt. You have to get him out. Please, please, please. He’s all I have.”



The man started to sob, and even Esther started to feel sorry for him. But there wasn’t a chance in hell she’d go down there.



“All right,” Greg said.



Esther was certain she must have misheard until Greg stooped over the edge and started looking for footholds. “You can’t be serious,” she said.



“I am,” he said. “It’ll only take a second to grab the dog and carry it back up.”



“You’re literally crazy.”



Greg shrugged. “What’s the worst that could happen?”



“Besides getting swallowed up by the earth and transported to hell, you mean? Like, is this a joke?” Esther’s voice started to break. Greg had lost his mind. He was going to go down into a cave of horrors and leaving her alone with the wonder freak.



Greg had already started lowering himself down. “I’ll be fine.”



“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” the man was saying.



Esther crouched next to Greg and whispered, “Please don’t leave me alone up here. This guy is weirding me out.”



“Then go wait in your car.” Greg’s head disappeared below the ledge.



Esther could have screamed. She turned to run to her car.



The man stood between her and the car.



“Little girl,” he said, staring again. “You have silver hair.”



Esther smiled as politely as she could and said thank you. She tried to keep her breathing steady.



“Little girl,” the man said, coming closer. “Little girl, do the butterflies love you? Your hair smells like nectar. Do the butterflies flutter in your hair?”



Esther turned back to the hole, grabbed the ledge, and lowered herself down. She didn’t give herself even a moment to freak out or talk herself out of it. Anything would be better than staying up there alone with a real life boogeyman. “I’m coming too,” she called to Greg, who was already halfway down, hanging off the wall of the sinkhole below her.



“Whatever,” he called back.



The last Esther saw of the man as she went below the ledge was rotten teeth and a freakish crooked grin. Once she started down, Esther realized how stupid this decision had been. The side of the sinkhole was slick mud. There were enough roots and stones to use as footholds, but half the time she took a step, the mud beneath her gave way. She almost fell half a dozen times. She hated herself. She hated that weirdo. She hated his dog. And she especially hated Greg for making her do this.



Something moved by her hand. Esther froze, watching. It moved again, a little quick shadowy skitter, just by her fingers. “Greg,” she practically screeched. “There are things in the dirt!”



“They’re bugs,” he said, as if that made it any better.



Centipedes. Millipedes. Spiders. Beetles. Of course there were. Creeping, crawling, skittering, hairy miniature horrors lived in the damp dirt, probably losing their minds over the great chalupa of an idiot disturbing their muddy home.



Esther felt something crawl up her pants. Something quick and small with too many legs tickled the hairs on her calf. Esther gasped and violently kicked her leg to shake it off. She lost her grip on the root she’d been holding. Esther fell. She tried to grasp another root, a rock, anything, but her hand filled with mud. The side of the sinkhole rushed by.



The back of her head hit something hard. A ringing pounding screech filled her ears. Her whole body felt numb.



Esther blinked. Greg was shining a flashlight in her face.



“You okay,” he asked.



Slowly, the screaming in her ears faded to a dull ring, replaced by splitting pain. “No, you idiot,” she mumbled, running her tongue along her teeth to check if they were all still there. “I hit my head.”



“You’re bleeding,” he said.



Esther touched the back of her head. It felt warm and slick. “Oh my God, I’m actually gonna die down here.”



“Probably not.” Greg sounded way too calm about all this. He examined her head with the flashlight. “Looks like it’s just a scrape. Can you stand up?”



Esther lifted herself up. The screaming in her head came roaring back. The ground somersaulted under her feet. She sat back down. She looked up at the wall of the sinkhole. “I’m not gonna be able to climb back up,” she said, and the realization made her feel terrible and stupid. She was stuck.



“I’ll call EMS.” Greg reached into his pockets. “Oh no.”



“What’s wrong,” Esther asked, checking her legs and arms and ribs to see if anything was broken. Besides a lot of mud and some scrapes and the fact that she was living in a Twilight Zone-style nightmare, she seemed to be fine.



“I must have left my phone in my car,” Greg said, not even bothering to sound embarrassed.



Jeez, he really was useless. Esther reached into her own pockets. They were empty. Esther nearly threw up. She was stuck in a hole in the middle of the night with a concussion, an idiot, and a probable serial killer, and had no way of calling for help. She couldn’t believe it. She’d had her phone in her jeans’ pocket. She’d never taken it out.



“That guy took it,” she said, remembering his bizarre grin as she’d descended into the sinkhole. No wonder he’d been so happy. He’d stumbled on a buy-one-get-one-free serial killer special, no extra cost, this night only. Two chumps ready to rock climb into hell at nothing more than a half-assed sob story and a passing mention of a lost dog.



“No, he didn’t,” Greg said. “You probably just left it in your car.”



“I didn’t,” Esther swore. “That guy’s a weirdo. He probably lifted it right out of our pockets while we were looking down at the dog. Sleight of hand. I bet he put the dog down here on purpose.”



“You’re acting crazy,” Greg said. “He’s just some homeless guy. He’s lived around here for years. He’s never bothered anybody. I think his name is Mikolaj or something.”



“I don’t care what his name is,” Esther whispered, trying to keep her voice quiet so Mikolaj or something wouldn’t hear. “I know I had my phone. Now it’s gone.”



“Hey, up there!” Greg shouted, his voice echoing off the sinkhole walls.



For a second, Esther was so shocked by the noise that she didn’t know how to react. After Greg started shouting again, she grabbed his shirt and pulled him down. “What the hell are you doing?”



“Asking Mikolaj for help.” Greg wrenched his shirt out of her grip. “He’s the only other person around. You feel like sitting down here all night?”



“Are you crazy? He’s the one who put us down here!”



Greg ignored her and kept shouting. The screaming in Esther’s head came back. It sounded like somebody had packed a clothes washer into her head and set it to heavy load. She held her hands over her ears to drown out Greg’s voice.



The idiot kept at it for a few minutes before giving up. “I guess he must have wandered off.”



Esther didn’t know if she should be grateful or terrified for that.



Greg handed her a flashlight. “I carried two down. I’m not sure how much battery they have left. These have been sitting in my glove compartment for years.”



Esther couldn’t help but laugh. It was so perfect it might as well have been a sitcom. Not just injured and stuck in a hole in the ground with a klepto psycho lurking nearby, but without any light. She imagined a studio audience losing their minds with laughter.



“The dog’s gone, too,” Greg said, sweeping his flashlight’s beam across the ground. “Probably spooked it when you fell.”



Esther started to say she didn’t care about some stupid dog, but then Greg walked away from her. “Where the hell are you going?”



“I’m gonna look around,” he said without stopping.



“Are you seriously leaving me by myself right now?” Esther couldn’t believe anyone could be such an ass. “I’m hurt.”



“Don’t be a baby.” Greg didn’t even slow down. “I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”



Esther could have screamed. Again. She pushed herself up onto her feet. The sinkhole spun around her, and the ringing exploded in her ears. She shut her eyes and took a few deep breaths to settle herself, then followed after him.



She scrambled over a pile of broken concrete and felt like the survivor of an apocalypse. It was like something out of a movie. Shattered asphalt, street lights split in half like toothpicks, all of it darker than night. Everything smelled like mud and rotten egg.



When she caught up to Greg, he said, “It’s a cave.”



He was right. It wasn’t just a sinkhole. Beneath the edge of the hole, a cavern continued beneath the ground. Esther shone her flashlight into the dark, but couldn’t find the end of the cave. It must have gone pretty far in.



“I think this goes underneath our building,” Greg said. He started forward again, and Esther had no choice but to follow. As they went further, the walls slowly closed in. It was a tunnel. The floor was sloped down. They were going deeper into the ground. It got darker the farther they moved from the sinkhole.



Esther had forgotten about the old milk smell, but it got worse the deeper they went. It was coming from the other end of the tunnel. It smelled old, stale. It smelled like fruit left in the back of the fridge too long, fruit leaking brown liquid and sprouting malignant hairs.



The tunnel widened into an open space. It was black as pitch in there. Esther pointed her flashlight inside, and the dim cone of the beam looked impotent and useless against the black of the cave. Greg marched obliviously forward. In the dirt and the rocks on the floor of the cave, bits of silver sparkled in the glow of the flashlights, like gemstones. Esther leaned down to examine one.



Tin cans. There were dozens of tin cans lying all over the floor of the cave. Esther reached to pick one up, and her head nearly exploded when she reached down too quick. The can was empty. They all were empty. The metal was rusted and the labels faded. They had pictures of beans and fruits on their sides, all turned brown.



“Was someone living down here?” Esther asked.



“Obviously,” Greg said, already moving away from her.



Next they found a couch. It sagged in the dirt, its deflated cushions stamped with a damp bleached floral design. A dark ugly yellow color stained the seat.



Greg sat down, put his feet up.



“How the heck does something like that end up somewhere like here?” Esther asked, not sure why she bothered.



“I dunno,” Greg said, enjoying himself. “Hey, do you hear something?”



Past the now constant ringing in her ears, Esther did hear something. A growl bled out from somewhere deeper in the cave. Not an animalistic growl. More like machinery. There was crunching and crackling too, as if great metal teeth were grinding up animal bones. Esther vaguely hoped those bones were the dog’s.



Around the couch lay a bunch of doll-like figures made out of twigs and string. Greg picked one up in the shape of a person, except in place of a head, a twisted sharp three-pronged sliver of metal stuck up between its shoulders. Esther imagined dead body sprouting a fig tree out of its neck. 



She picked up a pair of twig-figures that had been tied together. Their arms and legs and necks were twisted, looped, and bent at bizarre angles. They looked like they were supposed to be embracing. This time Esther imagines a couple run through a taffy candy machine. The whole place was like something out of a serial killer’s arts and crafts project.



Esther thought about the rotten-toothed weirdo up top who had mysteriously disappeared after stealing their phones and tricking them into climbing down here.



“I think we need to get away from here,” she told Greg.



“Stop acting weird,” he said, not going anywhere. “You’re making me nervous.”



Esther traced the zigzagged broken necks of the figures in her hand. The ringing in her head got louder and louder, till it sounded like screaming, like the twig figures were screaming. And that ugly rotten smell, and the sound like chewing, and it started to seem like they weren’t embracing, but strangling each other. Looking at it made Esther so nauseous that she flung it away from herself as hard as she could.



Breathing heavily, trying to keep the contents of her stomach down, Esther followed the path of the thrown twig figures with her flashlight. Beside where it had landed, a man was standing.



Esther froze. She gripped the flashlight in both hands to keep from dropping it. She tried to scream, but nothing came out.



The man stood across from her. She couldn’t see his face. He didn’t move, and Esther couldn’t pull her eyes away. It felt like a lifetime before she finally managed to squeak, “Greg, for God’s sake, help me.”



Greg was beside her in a moment. Without speaking, he walked cautiously towards the man. “It’s just some clothes,” he said when he reached where the man was standing.



Esther let herself breathe. On trembling legs, she followed Greg. A set of clothes had been laid out on floor of the cave. A button up business casual shirt, a t-shirt, a pair of jeans, even a pair of socks and shoes, all arranged in the shape of a person, all faded and brown.



And that wasn’t the only one. Esther shined her flashlight around. She saw other sets of clothes, a woman’s dress and necklace and high heel shoes, a child’s pajama onesie, a mailman’s uniform with a mail bag. About nine outfits in all, placed in a circle around each other.



Greg reached into the one the pants’ pockets. “There’s a wallet in here,” he said. He opened it. “Wow, there’s even money inside.”



The ringing in Esther’s head was getting louder again. Pounding, thumping, like her brain was knocking on the inside of her skull, begging to be let out. “We need to get away from here,” she said again.



Greg didn’t say anything. He took the money out of the wallet and stuck it in his pocket.



“I’m serious,” Esther insisted, backing away. “Do you think this is a dry cleaner’s run by spiders? No one just leaves their clothes in a place like this. No one just leaves their wallet behind.”



Greg stooped down and checked the other clothes.



“Are you listening to me?” Esther considered slapping him. “We are in a seriously fucked situation right now. How can you not see that?”



Greg finally looked up at her, then past her, eyes widening. “Hey, the dog’s back.”



Esther spun around. The dog stood a ways off. It’s fur was dirty and tangled. Its eyes glowed green in the flashlight. The dog looked right at her, but didn’t move at all. It didn’t even look like it was breathing.



“Rupert,” Greg called, sounding friendly. “Hey, Rupert. Hey, buddy boy. Hey, good boy.”



The dog didn’t respond. It stood as still as a dead pet after a trip to the taxidermist.



Greg walked past her and towards the dog. Esther refused to follow him this time. Esther refused to be reeled into obvious danger like a fish on a hook. Especially when the an idiot like Greg was handling the line.



Unsurprisingly, as soon as Greg neared, the dog bolted. It silently sprinted deeper into the cave. Even less surprisingly, Greg followed without hesitation. Esther watched the dim glow of his flashlight disappear around a corner.



Best case scenario, the psycho who’d been living down here might be so busy scooping out Greg’s insides like spaghettios out of a tub that she could slip by unnoticed.



Esther waited. She expected to hear a scream, or sounds of a fight, or of Greg running scared back the way he’d come. Instead, all she heard was the ringing in her ears and the sound of those chewing machines. The machinery rattled and scraped, growing louder and quieter in turn, as if they were moving closer and then further away. Esther couldn’t imagine what kind of machine could make that noise, or why it would be down here.



“Hey, hey, Esther!” Greg finally shouted from somewhere far away. “Hey, come here.”



Esther stayed put. She had no interest in peeling back whatever new layer of hell Greg had managed to stumble on this time.



“Esther, come on!” Greg continued. “I found a way out.”



Esther doubted it, but she didn’t have much a choice. She followed the sound of Greg’s voice deeper into the cave. The sound of machinery grew louder, and the rotten egg smell grew stronger, and was joined by a new smell. Gasoline.



She found Greg standing next to a crack in the floor. A dull yellow light shone from underneath the crack. Greg folded his arms over his chest, a smug look on his face. “The dog went under there. It’s too tight for me, but I think you’re small enough to squeeze through.”



Esther kneeled down next to the crack. It was only a couple feet wide and only a few inches tall. If she hugged her arms to her sides and flopped on her belly like a worm, she might be able to make it. The sound of machinery could clearly be heard on just the other side, and the smell of egg and gasoline was so strong by the opening it made her gag.



“No way,” she said.



“Esther, come on,” Greg pleaded. “This is the only way out, unless you want to sit down here all night.”



“What if I get stuck?”



“I can pull you back out,” Greg said. “You’ll be fine.”



Esther cursed and got down on her belly. She put her straight ahead and pulled herself into the opening. There was so little space, she had to hold her head at an awkward angle. Her cheek pressed against the floor and her ear opposite scraped the opening’s ceiling. If she had to get out of there quick, like say if a rabid dog or subterranean freak showed up on the other side, she’d be in trouble.



She was moving painfully slowly with just her arms. “Push me,” she told Greg.



Greg put his hands on the back of her shoes and pushed. Esther slid across the ground slow as a snail with a sprained ankle. She face belly and arms scraped against little rocks. Her body felt like a tube of toothpaste being squeezed. She tried not think about how many miles of rock she was sandwiched between. Just as she thought the pressure was going to pop her like a zit, her arms went out the other side. She dragged herself forward and out of the crack.



“I made it!”



“Awesome,” Greg called back. “What do you see?”



Esther was standing in another open cavern like the last, but this one had strings of dim yellow lights hung along the sides. For a moment, she just enjoyed being in the light, dim as it was. She swore then and there that she’d never go out at night again, never turn off all the lights at home.



She could hear the machinery, louder than ever, but the only one nearby was small yellow truck, like you’d see at a construction site. It wasn’t moving. It had black tread tires and a long mechanical arm stuck out from its from its front, at the end of which hung a drill longer than she was tall, half buried in rubble. The cab had been crushed by rocks the size of her head.



“There’s some sort of digging machine,” she told Greg.



“That probably explains the cave in,” he said, “ Anything else? A way out?”



Esther examined the crushed cab. Protruding from underneath the rocks, long and limp and pale, was a human arm.



“Oh, God,” Esther said.



She smacked the arm to make sure it was dead. It felt stiff and cold.



The floor of the cave somersaulted under her feet. At first Esther thought it was her head again, until the rocks started moving too. The whole cave shook. Aftershock, she realized. Earthquakes always had aftershocks. You were never supposed to go in buildings after an earthquake until you were sure the aftershocks were done, and she and Greg had dove right in as soon as the first cave in was done.



The lights on the cave wall flickered and went out. The sound of the machinery sputtered, grinded, and stopped. The smell got suddenly worse. Esther curled up on the ground and prayed.



When the shaking stopped, Esther was alone in the dark again. The machinery had stopped, but a new sound had begun. It was a wet gurgling sound, like blowing bubbles into a milkshake with a straw.



For a long time, Esther crouched in the dark and listened to that freakish wet sound, too scared to move. Finally, she called out, “Greg, what the hell is that?”



A long wheeze emerged in the gurgling, like someone was trying to say something but couldn’t catch their breath.



“Oh no,” Esther said. “Greg, is that you?”



The gurgling quieted, grew louder, quieter again, like breathing.



Esther crawled to the opening. In the aftershock, the rock had shifted, lowered. She could barely reach her arm through now. She could see the light of Greg’s flashlight on the other side, and what looked like his leg, spasming violently, as if he were having a seizure.



“Greg!” she yelled. “What do you need? What can I do for you? Please answer.”



The gurgling erupted into an abrupt mucousy gasp, and then there was a sound like breaking a stick of celery in half, and then silence.



“Greg, please!” Esther cried. “Please don’t leave me. Greg, please don’t leave. Greg, please don’t leave me alone down here. Greg, you stupid ass, please. Oh, please answer. Please don’t leave me. I hate you. Please don’t leave me. I hate you. I hate you. Please don’t leave me.”



Silence. All was silence except for Esther’s sobs. The lights on the walls flickered. Went out. Flickered again. Went out again. Esther saw the cave in flashes of lightning. The sounds of machinery sputtered to life again.



Esther pressed her hands to her mouth to muffle her sobs. She wasn’t alone down here. Someone was operating that equipment. She had to move. Something had killed Greg. Someone had killed Greg. That someone knew where she was.



In the lightning yellow flashes, Esther got up. She hugged the wall of the cave. She followed the sound of machinery.



Esther found a door. From behind the door, she heard the ripping and gnashing of metal teeth, louder than ever. The ground around the door shook with mechanical rhythms. Esther grabbed the door handle with two hands and jerked it open. She ran inside.



Esther slipped. Her shin slammed into something hard. She yelled out, but couldn’t even hear her own voice over the sound of pounding, scraping, grinding machines. Something thick and slick coated the floor, like cold pancake syrup. It smelled rotten. The room was black except the occasional flash from the cavern’s malfunctioning lights. In the flashes, she saw moving shapes of monstrous machinery, whole assembly lines, shuddering, stopping, starting again.



Esther tried to stand, slipped again. She cut her hand on something sharp. In the lightning flashes, she saw tools. Screws, knives in bizarre twisted shapes, three pronged forks just like the one that’d been sticking out of the twig and string figure’s head. She grabbed one.



Eyes. Eyes were looking out at her from the dark, low to the ground. Esther raised the sharpened tool and in the air and ran at the eyes. She stopped, slipped, stayed on her feet.



It was the dog. He’d tucked himself into a corner. He watched her.



“Your fault,” Esther said, her voice lost in the cracking of machinery. She swung the tool at the dog, but he backed away from her. “You little shit,” Esther said, and stumbled after him. She swung again, and this time she hit. She swung again and again. “You little ugly shit. You piece of shit.”



When she’d finished, Esther staggered back out of the room and closed the door behind her.



“Rupert,” a voice called from the dark. “Rupert, where did you go?”



Esther covered her mouth with her hands. It was him. It was that freak from outside.



“Rupert, please,” the hoarse voice called, nearby. “Rupert, please come back. It’s dangerous here. They eat little boys and girls here, Rupert.”



Esther crouched close to the ground. He’d followed her. How did he get in here? The opening had been too small for anyone but her or the dog.



“Rupert, if they eat little boys and girls, what do you think they’ll do to little doggies?”



The voice was coming closer. Esther held the sharp tool tight in her fist. Esther waited until the voice got close. Esther jumped out. The lights along the walls flashed like lightning. Esther saw the man’s face, saw his gaping sunken eyes.



“Little girl,” he said, staring. “What have you done? You had butterflies in your hair, but where did they go?”



Esther shoved the tool in his chest. All at once, the screaming in her head came roaring back. But it wasn’t screaming this time. It was laughing. It was ugly, piggish, shrieking laughter. She wrenched the tool free and ran.



“But why?” he was saying behind her. “What did I do?”



Then came the wet gurgling again, the same as Greg. The man’s lungs made the same echoing wet gurgle. The sound bounced off the cave walls, followed Esther deeper and deeper, haunted her steps.



Esther ran, tripped, crawled, ran. Esther fell in mud, swam, swallowed mud, coughed, ran. Esther shoved herself in little holes, tucked herself into impossible corners, ran. The man’s cries followed her all the way.








Two teenagers stepped into the cavern, a girl with a lit cigarette between her lips and a boy trailing behind holding a six pack of cheap beer.



“It was about ten years ago,” the girl was saying. “I was in grade school and all the parents and teachers tried not let us hear anything about it, but we could tell all the adults were shook.”



“Christ,” the boy said. He was from out of town, didn’t know anything of the local history. “And how many victims?”



“They never found out,” the girl said. “The caves around their workshop were so unstable, it was never safe enough to do a full investigation, but the police said they were going back over a decade of missing persons cases.”



The boy stopped. “The caves are unstable?”



“What are you, scared?” The girl turned and winked at him. “Don’t worry, those ones are way over on the other side of the cave system from where we came in. They’re miles from here.”



The boy’s name was Eli. He watched the girl, her blue hair, the nonchalant confidence with which she walked. He regretted coming here more every second, but he thought he might be in love with the girl, so he kept going. “And nobody would have ever known anything about it if it hadn’t been for the cave in?”



“Nope,” she said. “And they never found the girl. They sent search and rescue teams in the same way we came. But three of the rescue workers died and they called the search off.”



“Died how?”



The girl’s name was Sasha. Everytime she spoke, a fog of smoke trailed from her lips. “They said the one guy was an accident, but nobody believed it. The other two disappeared.”



“What do you mean ‘disappeared?’”



“One of them, they found some clothes. A shoe, a scrap of shirt, that sort of thing. But the clothes were scattered all over a bunch of different caves and they never found him. The other one was just gone, no trace. I guess that happens in caves sometimes. Take a wrong turn and never find your way back out.”



Eli shuddered. “And what are we doing in here then?”



Sasha grinned at him. “We’re drinking with the dead and the ghosts and the murderers. Then we can fool around.”



Eli couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so he shut up. If he had known about any of that stuff, he never would have followed Sasha into these caves. He didn’t like any part of this. Except the girl. And he liked her a lot, so he kept going.



Until he stumbled into her back. “Hey, what’s up?” he asked, stepping around her.



Sasha’s cigarette fell limp out of her mouth. She pointed her flashlight forwards. “There’s a body,” she whispered.



Eli followed her flashlight and saw it. Crouched in the dirt, facing the wall, was a pale little shape. At first he wasn’t sure it was human, but he saw the trail of a spine, and shoulder blades, and a head. His first thought was one of the missing rescuers, or maybe one of the kidnapping victims, escaped from those psychos’ human playpen but not from the caves.



“It’s moving,” he said. Almost imperceptibly, the shoulders rose and fell, as if with very shallow breaths.



“Holy shit,” Sasha said, all bravado gone. “What do we do?”



“Hey, uh, are you okay?” Eli called.



The body stretched. The body stood. It was a woman, Eli realized. Not wearing any clothes. He had never seen a naked woman before. She was as skinny as a skeleton. Her skin was the color of milk. Her hair was long and gray. Her spine was warped, and she stood at an angle.



Eli set the beer down. “Do you need help? Are you hurt?”



The woman faced the wall. Her shoulder rose and fell, rose and fell.



Eli stepped towards her, slowly.



“What’s that in her hand?” Sasha asked.



The woman gripped something sharp and small and rusted in her left hand. The woman faced the wall.



Eli moved towards her. “Miss?” he said.



Eli held out his hand. He touched her shoulder.



The woman turned. The woman screamed. Her hair was silver.
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         Sóknardalr was, and had been for generations, a prosperous riverside farming village.  The recent advent of the longship allowed surplus from the apple orchards to be traded all along the Sókn River estuary and beyond, and so the town had grown to house dozens of families.



Agmundr Hallvarðrsen was a local mason of considerable skill.  He lived with his wife Astrid (who, if the gods were good, would bear him a child next season) in a pleasant two room house along the main road of the village.  Agmundr was a pious man, as one of his many responsibilities was to carve tributes to the gods, that they might forestall their wrath.  He also carved the gravestones of dead men with the proper words, that they would not return to the land of the living.



There was also a man named Knútr, a fisherman of middling worth, who lived alone near the riverbank in a modest hovel.  He spent his days plying his trade along the Sókn aboard a large fishing vessel, and his nights drinking and stewing in anger at the perceived indignities of his existence.



It would be difficult to overstate the depth of the abiding hatred between Knútr and Agmundr.  A friendly rivalry from their youth had turned bitter when Astrid had caught both of their attentions.  They often quarreled, long after Agmundr proved himself the better man.



So it was that when a carving of Mjǫllnir near the center of town – an intricate piece Agmundr had taken no small amount of pride in – was found defaced with fish entrails, it was automatically assumed Knútr was to blame.  Despite his insistence on his innocence, Knútr was forced to scrub the carving clean.  This only served to deepen the rift between Knútr and Agmundr, and more than one villager remarked that they saw Knútr muttering curses under his breath as he scrubbed.



That night, a terrible storm unleashed its fury upon Sóknardalr.  The wind howled as it drove sheets of rain and hail to pummel the village.  At the height of the storm’s fury, a bolt of lightning struck a tree near the carving of Mjǫllnir, which caused it to explode.  Charred branches were hurled about, some landing at the doorstep of Agmundr’s home.



In the morning, beneath a sky still dark and rumbling with distant thunder, the village folk crept from their homes to assess the damage.  They were shocked to find the Mjǫllnir carving split asunder.  The charred remains of the tree were scattered about, and the twisted, gnarled core of the trunk still smoldered, despite the heavy rainfall that had soaked the surroundings.



The villagers trembled, for all knew well enough an ill omen when they saw one.  After some discussion amongst the village elders, it was decided that Agmundr would carve Mjǫllnir anew, this time even larger and more magnificent, in an effort to appease Thor, the god of thunder.  However, this meant that he had to halt work on another project, a tribute to the sea giant, Ægir.



With a plan to redemption set, the villagers cautiously returned to their daily lives, confident in Agmundr’s ability to stave off future retribution.  So it was that the farmers returned to their orchards, the huntsmen returned to the forests, and the fisherman returned to the river and the fjord beyond.



That day, the people of Sóknardalr saw in the skies over the fjord darken in a sudden squall.  The storm lashed the fjord until sunset.  When the fishermen failed to return on the evening tide, the lamentations of women and children could be heard echoing down the road long into the night.



Wracked by guilt, Agmundr did not go to bed with his wife, but worked through the night to finish his carving of Mjǫllnir by midday.  Once it had been installed on the site of the old carving, he returned to work on his tribute to Ægir.



That evening, the tide saw fit to return the fishermen to Sóknardalr.  All able bodied men, including Agmundr, were called to help fish them from the water.  Among the bodies Agmundr helped to retrieve was Knútr, lashed upright against a piece of flotsam by a stray rope.



So many were the dead that were pulled up to the shore that Agmundr was forced to resort to iron tools to speed the manufacture of gravestones, even as he worked through a second night to carve them all.  He offered up prayers beseeching the gods’ understanding, but a lingering unease gnawed at him long after the final body was put to rest.



Despite having spent two full nights hard at work, Agmundr found sleep hard to come by.  What little rest he got was fitful and unpleasant, and he awoke the next morning already exhausted.  He accomplished little that day, barely making progress on his stonecraft, and before he knew it the sun had set once more.



That night he awoke to find himself alone in his bed.  He looked around the room to find Astrid, but instead saw Knútr, lashed to the wall by several coils of rope, leering at him.



Knútr was in a terrible state, with half the flesh flayed from his bones and what flesh remained tinged blue by corpseblight.  He wrenched an arm free of his bindings and conjured a flagon of mead, its cloying sweetness mixing terribly with the stench of death in the room.  Knútr never broke eye contact with Agmundr as he tipped his head back, letting the mead wash over his exposed jaw and flood back out from his ribcage.  With the vessel empty, Knútr hurled it to the floor, where it shattered with a resounding crack.



Agmundr jolted awake again to the sound of a gasp from Astrid and the sound of a flagon striking the floor.



He looked about in confusion, and noticed with dismay that he was drenched with sweat.  Morning sunshine was already streaming through the entrance to their home, and there was no trace Knútr, rope or otherwise, on the far wall.  The only evidence of Knútr’s presence was the shattered flagon on the floor, which Astrid insisted she had dropped herself.  When Agmundr demanded an explanation, she told him she had been concerned by how profusely he had sweat in the night, and was bringing him a flagon of water when their child gave a particularly strong kick.  Startled, she had dropped the flagon.



Her words did little to assuage him – the flagon had broken in the exact spot Knútr had thrown his flagon at the ground, after all – but he did not want to unduly worry his wife, and so he kept silent.  He climbed out of bed and helped clean up the mess, washed his face in the basin, and started once more on his work.



As the day wore on, Agmundr felt a weakness overcome him, sapping the strength from his limbs.  It required concentrated effort to even lift his tools, let alone strike with the precision his work required.  Rather than render a week’s work ruined by an errant strike, he set his tools aside early and, with Astrid’s aid, sought out the local healer, a wizened crone named Gudrun.



Immediately upon entering Gudrun’s home she bade Agmundr sit on a stack of furs while she examined him.  She remarked upon the paleness of his skin, and upon touching his forehead pronounced he had a fever.  Agmundr told her about his difficulty sleeping, though he left unsaid his dream about Knútr – again, to avoid unduly worrying his wife.



Gudrun nodded at this and set to work with her mortar and pestle.  After a few minutes work, she gave him a draught in a drinking horn, and said that it would put him to sleep for a night and a day, and he would awaken refreshed and full of vigor.  She sternly warned them both that it was imperative that he stay in bed for the full duration, or Agmundr would only further weaken.  Agmundr nodded his assent, while Astrid joked that she would chain him to their bed if she had to.  Gudrun laughed and praised her for her will to see her husband well, while Agmundr gave a weak smile, fighting back the memory of Knútr lashed to the wall.



Once the sun had set, Agmundr quaffed the potion and bade his wife goodnight and farewell.  Astrid teased that she would need to pick up his tools herself to make up for his indolence, and they shared a laugh, even as his eyelids became too heavy to keep open.  The last thing he felt in the waking world was the touch of Astrid’s kiss upon his forehead.



Darkness came, and Agmundr felt adrift, as though floating on his back down the Sókn, as he had on the occasional lazy days of his youth, though his eyes found no purchase amid the darkness.  At length, the sky lightened with stars and twisting bands of color, and he thought it was good, that the men who had died at sea were being called home to Valhalla.



A twinge entered his mind at this, as he had been taught that men who die at sea could not be found by the Valkyries.  Perhaps they had died fighting some monstrous beast?  But no, the sky faded to a more even gray color, and he felt his back come to rest against a sandy shore as the water receded beneath him, though he could scarcely tell the shore from the sky.



Then, without warning, Knútr appeared and planted a heavy boot upon his chest.



Agmundr gagged, in part from the sudden weight, in part due to the stench, and partly due to the sheer sight of him.  This close Knútr was even more horrid, with his skin hung in blue tatters from his bloated frame, his flesh stripped away from most of his face and chest, and with loose ropes soaked in black blood draped about him.  It was one of these ropes that Knútr stuffed into Agmundr’s mouth, and the foul taste of corruption overwhelmed him.



Knútr threw back his head with such force that his jaw dislocated, and he howled with laughter.  He increased in size, such that his boot covered all of Agmundr’s chest, then his entire body, and he was pressed deeper and deeper into the sand by the increased weight.  Knútr howled until sand filled Agmundr’s ears and eyes and he could no longer sense anything except the unrelenting pressure upon his chest and the black blood within his mouth.



Agmundr awoke with a jolt and promptly vomited black bile over the edge of the bed.  The weight in his chest was still there, rattling with every breath he took, and fits of coughing resulted in more fluid spewing forth.



Astrid awoke and tried to ease him back to bed, but Agmundr would have none of it.  He knew the tales of the elders well; he knew he had to find Knútr’s grave, cut off his head, burn him, and scatter his ashes in the river if he was to have any hope of finding peace.  He rose unsteadily to his feet, grabbed his weapon belt from the wall, and staggered out into the street, forgetting his boots in his haste.



Astrid followed in his wake, beseeching him to come back to bed, as it was not yet dawn, and he had to remain in bed until dusk if they were to heed Gudrun’s words.  Again, Agmundr refused her and pushed her away.  Pink phlegm bubbled at his lips as he strode up the road towards the barrow mounds outside of town.



A third time Astrid begged him to return to bed and stay this madness.  She placed herself in his path and told him that she was truly frightened, and wanted nothing more than to feel the warmth of his embrace once he had returned to health.



It was then that Agmundr saw it – the bluish tinge to her skin, a stark contrast to the goldening morning light in the sky behind her.  Agmundr felt his heart pound in his chest, even as the last of his strength seeped from his muscles.



He staggered back as he fumbled at his sword belt.  He drew his weapon in a wide swipe to keep her at bay, even as he felt his ankle turn beneath him.  He threw his arms outward to catch his fall, and in so doing turned his blade upon himself.



Agmundr never felt the blade pierce his chest.  He only felt the numbing cold slowly spread through his body, heard a distant scream fade away, and saw darkness descend upon him like a shroud.
















Astrid, exhausted from the ordeal of burying her husband and shooing away her well-meaning relatives, set about the task of changing their bedding.



Her bedding, she corrected herself, even as her tears welled anew.  She paused a moment to fight back down her grief, and said a silent prayer to the gods to ask for some relief, some clue as to the source of her husband’s madness.



There was only silence, and with a sigh, Astrid returned to her work.  As she moved aside her husband’s pillow, she saw something she didn’t recognize.  She picked it up and held it to the light, and her breath caught in her throat when she realized what it was – a short length of frayed, bloodied rope.
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         Tishri 6th, 2038



Centuries after the Great Deluge, there was still work to be done to mend the world. Only the LORD could do fire’s destructive work with rain. Many homes had been lost. Many souls had returned to dust. Those who still remained tethered to the mortal plane paid their penance in labor. All who breathed were busy.



Architects often found themselves busier than most. Many dwellings needed repair, refinement, or replacement. As building resources in the region dwindled, it became harder to convince the builders to continue. Humanity had resorted to migration. They recognized that this was simply God’s way of telling them to start over, and they had. For the past 700 years or so, Shinar was where they called home.



Ahnna of Susa had walked the Earth for about two centuries. She was much too young to have witnessed the Flood firsthand, but the after effects had shaped her to be who she was- an architect. Her family had urged her against pursuing this trade, as they believed it was not her place. When she asked them who designed and built Susa’s library that provided knowledge, who had forged the grand aqueduct that gave the town water to drink, and who had erected the temple of worship that their family prayed in, they admitted it was her. She had corrected them, stating it was God who gave her the gift of building, and it would go against God to waste such a gift. When she heard of the opportunity awaiting her in Babylon, she headed west in a wagon that she had built.



The city of Babylon was much larger than Susa, and far more grand. It was built one the Perath river with a clear appreciation for natural beauty. It featured an all-encompassing wall that stood proud over the buildings. The buildings, which were plentiful. There were many citizens, and each must have lived in a marvelous home. All sorts of trees and small plants grew in abundance around the city. It was said that a sublime garden where the greens hang above the walkways awaits somewhere in the city. Ahnna only took a moment to admire the city before heading to the Northern Palace. Her purpose was to work.

The palace interior was, much to Ahnna’s surprise, rather dull. The city seemed so grand; it was hard to understand why the inside of the palace seemed so barren. It was devoid of any interior designs or colors. A disheveled man holding a large sheet of paper approached from a far off stairwell.



“What business have you here?”



“Ah yes,” Ahnna turned to the man, “I’m here for work. I plan to speak with King Nimrod.”



The man tilted his head, and his eyebrows tilted in a similar fashion. “For what purpose?” His inflection elicited a sigh from Ahnna.

“I am an architect. The king had called for people such as me for a grand project.”



Silence poured into the room, but soon drizzled away.



“Is this the truth? Are you certified? By the LORD?”



“May God bathe me in hot lead before I tell I lie.”



“Alright… chill.”



Ahnna recounted her architectural feats with the man, called Ned, while he escorted her through the palace halls. She told him of the library, the aqueduct, and the temple, all still standing back east in Susa. Ned nodded his head every so often as she spoke, though, she couldn’t be too sure if he was listening.



The two approached a large double door entrance. On the other side stood a broad man towering over a table littered with what looked like city schematics. He could be no one other than the king. His stature was intimidating and he wore a terribly focused look on his face. Ahnna almost thought about turning around and returning another time.

“Enter.” Ahnna could swear he heard thunder, though she found it to be Nimrod. She did as she was told and looked back to find that Ned had disappeared.



“I’m here for the building project?” She wasn’t really sure what else to say. ‘Good morning,’ she figured, was a phrase reserved for idle conversation. No good ever comes from being idle.  



Nimrod inspected Ahnna and began to stroke his beard. “You haven’t come to carry bricks. You do not seem fit for such labor. You must be an architect.”

“It’s true, my king. I’m certified by the LORD.”



“Yes, that’s great, child.” Nimrod looked out the window towards the city, “How good are you with heights?”

Ahnna jerked her head back slightly, as if the question stuck her physically. “Uh… heights do not concern me.”



“Interesting…” Nimrod looked back at her, “what does concern you?”

Once again, Ahnna gave a physical reaction to the question. It did not take her too long to answer, however. “Idle hands” was all she said.

Nimrod packed up the papers on the table and placed them in a satchel before walking Ahnna out of the room. She couldn’t help but notice that Nimrod could, if he pleased, wrap his entire hand around her skull and completely annihilate her. ‘Idle hands’ was a an answer given in haste. Perhaps she should have just said ‘massive hands.’






 

Ahnna had been introduced to the work site at the center of Babylon. The project seemed to be the physical manifestation of ambition. Nimrod had explained that there was to be a tower built; one high enough to breach heaven. The tower was already much taller than anything Ahnna had seen, though it was far from complete. Even the base floors were much wider than an entire city block of Susa. The idea of a tower that could reach heaven flooded her mind with fascination. She’d seen God in the miracles of everyday life, in herself even. She had never seen God personally.



She thought such an honor was not meant for her and became skeptical. As Nimrod gestured for her to travel up the stairs of the tower, she figured it was not her place to question the king’s wishes. So long as she was using her gift, she was following the will of the LORD.



“Much work is to be done for such a project, wouldn’t you agree?” Nimrod walked up the stairs in a stride that skipped about three steps at a time with ease. Ahnna had to jog to keep pace. “I don’t think God would imagine us being able to complete it.”

“If God wants the tower to be completed,” Ahnna huffed between breaths, “then we will complete it.” As she reached another stair landing, she could hear Nimrod sigh.



The walk to the top of the tower seemed to rival the walk to the tower itself from the palace. The rooms within the tower also seemed strange. They connected to one another in ways that were almost labyrinthine. She wanted to ask why they took the interior stairs when there was a sloped path that curled around the tower, but she took the opportunity to study what type of structure she was expected to build.  At the top, wooden scaffoldings stood high over the existing part of the structure. There were small cots and tents that some workers seemed to live in. Ahnna suspected that this place would be her home. Nimrod and Ahnna walked to the edge of the tower and looked at the southern half of Babylon.



“Soon my hand will touch even heaven,” Nimrod stated.

Ahnna nodded and walked towards the other architects, hoping she could help make that sentence a fact.

 




 

Tammuz 24th 2051



Work on the great tower had been steady for a little over a decade. It’s size has almost doubled since Ahnna first arrived. She’d done great work, and alongside other architects such as Ned, many bricklayers had assumed the tower was near completion. However, it was obvious that heaven was much further beyond their grasp than they had imagined, and many of the workers began to lose hope for the project.



“Hey!” A cry came from an outer room where the sunlight poured in. Ahnna, Ned, and a small group of other architects rushed over to the voice, passing through a supply room, two hallways, and a sleeping area. When they had approached the room they noticed a carpenter working on some scaffoldings to build the next few stories. Ned was about to speak before everyone noticed a wooden pole on the floor slowly rolling towards the opening and out onto the sloped path.



“It’s leaning” the carpenter stated. This was a problem. It was a problem that birthed greater concern.



Later that evening, each architect sat around a table somewhere near the upper floor eating a freshly baked bread from the ground level and fish caught from the river. Most of the food had been prepared many floors down, so by the time it arrived for the workers at the top floor, it had become cold. This was something Ahnna had eventually gotten used to. She’d stopped eating for pleasure long ago. Her only pleasure was to serve the LORD, and the best way for her to do this was to figure out how to keep the tower upright.



Arithmetic is as important to building as water is to life. Cubit rods and counting stones were used to measure the supposed tower lean based on the weight of each brick, their placement, and any other factor that seemed to contribute to the lean. Eventually, after a couple of hours of calculation, everyone had come to a sum of about 2.52 degrees of lean. The number was much more drastic than they had anticipated, but physically inspecting the tower revealed that straightening the floors would only take about 4 months of work, as only the upper floors were affected. The real problem became how to keep the floors straight.

After all of the calculations, everyone realized that the food had gone cold, and some flies had been at it. With a new task to overtake in the morning, Ahnna had already lost her appetite. No one seemed quite sure how to keep such a structure straight at such heights. No structure of this caliber had ever been built before. Before Ahnna could suggest asking God, it was Ned who had eventually come up with an idea.



“We erect a tower within the tower’s center,” he said.



Mahalile, an architect responsible for  designing interior rooms stood up slowly. “Under the assumption that such an idea would work,” he took a slow breath before continuing, “we would have to reconfigure the placement of all rooms in the tower’s center to accommodate it.”



“We could place the interior rooms within the inner tower and use its walls as a counter balance to push in the opposite direction of the outer tower’s natural lean.” Ned began to motion with his hands what such a lean would look like. “Of course, the interior tower would lean as well, but we could use the exterior walls as a counterbalance.”



“This ludicrous idea does not sound stable!” Mahalile shouted. “This is a grand structure meant to pierce the sky! It is not some pile of rocks and sticks for you to balance in the desert!”



Ned rolled his eyes, almost as if to catch a glimpse of his thoughts. Just about everyone had been used to Mahalile’s neigh say nature. “Will we begin work on this idea in the morning?”



Everyone agreed. Everyone but Mahalile. Ned had experience with forging spires, where Mahalile seemed to only be experienced in forging discourse. Such pettiness would only slow the production of the tower, and Ahnna would avoid it as oil avoids water. She took her plate of food and tossed it outside, hoping it would go to a lesser animal. Seconds afterward, she hoped further that it would not land on someone’s head.






 



Nisan 3rd, 2083



 

Even the birds seem as ants. The tower’s production had proved steady, and the hands building it seemed steadier. Ned’s counterbalance idea not only worked, but gave the floors that included it a special beauty. Though it made navigating the tower more difficult without the schematics, it kept the tower straight for three more decades of building.

The temperatures were becoming more difficult to bare. Many builders had been given coats made of thicker pelts to combat the more frigid air. Surely, humans were not fit for the environment in the sky.

Surely, humans were not fit for heaven.



Ahnna shook away any thought in her mind that went against her purpose. She continued to transport her schematics to the highest floor via the exterior slope when a gust of wind stole them away from her. She screamed as she tumbled back down the slope a few feet and noticed that her schematics had been swirling rapidly beside the tower. They almost appeared to be possessed. As the pages flew, they slowed with their decent.



“I understand,” Ahnna whispered softly. “Thank you, LORD in heaven showing me this.”



She no longer had use for those schematics. They would have hindered the production of the tower. She’d come to the realization that wind moves faster in the sky than it does down below. The wind moved much as the water did in the Perath river. The tower acted as a log interrupting it’s current. If the tower was to continue standing, if it was to clear the sky and into heaven, the current needed to be redirected. Ahnna of Susa, designer of her hometown’s grand aqueduct, would know just how to do it.








Iyyar 29th, 2088

Built into the tower’s walls in the spaces that divided the floors, Ahnna had designed a vent system that dispersed the air around  the structure. She then proposed that the openings to the exterior slope, at least on the floors where the wind was at its fastest, be shut to prevent small eddies from forming between the gaps of the interior and exterior towers. Such winds would damage the structure significantly. By closing off the exterior slope and directing traffic into the main staircase inside, navigating the tower became even more complicated. However, no one could deny that the tower teetered much less. It was a necessary sacrifice if humanity were to get to heaven. Ahnna soon found work easier than containing her pride.

 




 

Adar 13th , 2116



After a whole 78 years of production, it was easy to see the full breadth of progress. While building, many people have retired, having worked their whole lives on the project. After the flood, there were fewer and fewer people like Ahnna and Ned who could expect to live in their prime health for up to 8 centuries or so. 78 years was about as long as a mortal human could hope to live lately. Many of the builders who left may never see heaven. Ahnna hoped they would at least rest proud knowing that they helped humanity reach such a blessed goal.



Ahnna had not heard from her family in about 50 years. She figured that it was harder for messages to travel all the way up to the top of  a tower so grand, but she had found that they had stopped sending her messages altogether. The last letter she received from her parents were sopping with spite as they detailed how arrogant she was to be a part of such a project, how naïve she was to think she was capable to reaching God in heaven, and how selfish she was to not come home with a husband and a child. She was their only child, and she was the only way their legacy would continue, they’d tell her. When she’d sent the letter stating that God intended for their family line to die with her, the letters stopped coming. She had only realized then, many years after, that she probably wasn’t worth the parchment anymore. The thought bothered her about as much as gnat.



With newer builders coming in who were unfamiliar with the project, days had been taken out of the week to go over the routine, the layout of the floors. The builders each seemed hesitant, but eventually they’d get to work setting up newer pulley systems to send materials upward. It was hard work, but it was honest work. People had been treated fairly throughout the tower’s construction, which was sadly somewhat of a rarity. Nimrod must’ve figured that a stressed, weary worker was about as good as a dead one.



“How much do these bricks weigh?” Ned, who had been standing at the edge of a window for a couple hours spoke somewhat skittishly.



“About three and a half bags of seed each. Why?”



Ned slowly turned around and rubbed his eyes. “I have never built anything like this tower. No one has.” Ahnna looked back over towards the work site and suddenly found herself tapping her foot.



“And?”



“I think it’s much too heavy.”



“Oh.” Her foot halted, and she faced Ned fully.



The bricks below were, undoubtedly, at their greatest limits. Ahnna never thought to consider how much weight a brick could support per square cubit, because she never had to consider it. If the tens of thousands upon thousands of bricks down on the Earth below should fail to hold the tower up, it could cause a catastrophic accident. The only real solution to this problem was to travel back down the tower and replace the bricks with a stronger material. Ahnna could recall a child’s game in her youth with an objective similar to this crude solution. She hated that game.



“We may be fine,” Ahnna sighed, having told a half truth. “The exterior of the tower has a gradual width decay.” This choice in design was part of one of the original schematics Ahnna had seen over 70 years ago. It had been an artistic choice at the time, but it did greatly alleviate the problem of the load.



“But Ahnna,” she was hoping she wouldn’t say it, “the interior tower has no such decay.” He spoke the truth. “The tower I designed may cause us all to come crashing down.”



Ahnna wasn’t very good in moments that required a gentle touch. She went to put her hand on his shoulder, but she had recently just rinsed it in a washing pan so she settled for words instead. “Maybe…?”

Ned pulled his lips taut before sluggishly sitting at the drawing table. Ahnna began to feel remorse, but ultimately decided that the best way to cheer Ned up was to fix the issue.






  Adar 14th , 2116

It was easy. Ahnna drew up a few quick schematics with the help of 3 other architects and solved the weight problem in under 5 hours of moonlight. It turned out that the exterior tower’s taper would eventually meet up with the interior tower’s diameter. The load would then be bared evenly with less materials using a conventional spire design. The problem then became how to prevent the top of the tower from leaning. The solution was to use the tower’s own structural shape to cut the wind force down. They figured that Ahnna’s vent system would become more futile the higher the tower got, so two problems were solved simultaneously by changing the tower’s shape from a uniform cylinder to a three pointed star. They would alternate the star’s orientation every few floors to change the structure’s silhouette, thus reducing the wind force and preventing the tower from leaning.

This design, Ahnna thought, was completely fool proof.








Elul 1st, 2143



Ahnna woke from her sleep, her nose bleeding again as it normally did. Though it was one of the warmest months of the year, the air at the top of the tower was harshly thin. It acted like a knife that seemed to slice her sinuses away. Breathing became more difficult for her, and she couldn’t imagine what it was like for those who hauled bricks and stone around. She had trouble just hammering nails into scaffoldings. Work on the tower slowed drastically, but she was sure heaven was merely a few palms away.



It was particularly silent at this height, save for the constant screaming of wind outside. She could barely remember what it was like to hear the bustle of the large city down below. She couldn’t even see the city at times when the dense clouds were forming. Thinner clouds still appeared overhead where heaven was waiting. Lead waterproofing no longer had to be used on the upper floors as it never rained at that height. At a height just over 5,450 cubits, the tower was officially half as tall as the city of Babylon was wide. When she looked out toward the horizon, she could clearly see the city of Kish. She could also see the Horizon warping into a bit of a bend.



King Nimrod had come to the top of the tower to admire the progress the other night. He coaxed some of the workers to celebrate with him, drinking beers and dancing. He could not get Ahnna to do so. She went right to bed when she was tired, just to get up as early as possible to continue work in the morning, as she always did every day for the past 105 years.



Though that first day of Elul was much different than any other day she had been alive. After she washed her face in a pan of water by the stairs, the sound of wind simply cut out into True Silence. The sudden shift in noise level made Ahnna’s heart sink. She walked up one flight of stairs toward the unfinished and exposed 531st floor. It should be freezing cold, but Ahnna found the temperature warm. She turned towards the north, and fell to her knees. She wasn’t sure what to while shaking in the sight of the LORD.



Her mind failed to comprehend God’s visage. She looked, only briefly, and forgot the image as soon as she’d seen it. In her mind, God’s face seem both foreign and familiar, almost shifting into everyone she’s even known and people she never will. She didn’t dare stare too long.

The door to the staircase had opened and Nimrod appeared. He rubbed his eyes before walking to the edge of the tower and facing God.



“What brings you down to see us?” Nimrod said with a disturbingly cocky tone.



“The trip was short.” God spoke with a voice that had the potential to lull infants to sleep and render them into dust.



“We thought we would meet you part-way.” Nimrod took on a wide pose as some builders who had woken up did the same beside him. Some builders assumed the same cowering position beside Ahnna, confused as to who would be foolish enough to cross God. A little over 50 people joined Nimrod and faced God with hand on hips. They stood tall against the sky. They seemed petty against the LORD.



“Humans built this tower with brick and stone!” Nimrod shouted “If you love us, then why keep us away? Why keep us down on Earth with the rats and the worms?” God did not need to answer. “This celestial spire was built so that we may peer into the gates of heaven. Tell me, LORD, is heaven made of gold, or is it made of clay?” God remained silent. “Humans built this tower together so that we may see heaven together.”



All fell silent for only about a minute.



Finally, God spoke: “Then you will part.”



Suddenly, the shrieking wind returned, and with it came the frigid cold. The force of the wind knocked Ahnna around a bit before she could understand what had happened. She squinted her eyes and peered into the distance where God appeared to see massive black clouds rolling in. The wind was much worse than it had ever been, and it flung wood off of the scaffoldings at some of the builders. A rope had wrapped itself around someone’s leg, causing them to trip and fall straight off the tower. Ahnna forced herself to her feet and bolted for the stairs. Once everyone made it inside, she shut the door hard.



“Is everyone okay?” she asked while trying to catch her breath.



“Ishi?” someone responded in the back. Everyone turned to him.



“Zer?” someone else mumbled.



“Wo ting bu dong…” another person chattered.

“Na jaane…”



“Ani lo mewin et se! Chasor al se bewakascha…”



Soon everyone began to babel in nonsensical manners over one another.



“Nobody here makes any sense!” Ahnna couldn’t help but yelling. The situation, every bit of it, was too much for her to fathom. Suddenly, a builder she somewhat recognized walked up to her with a composed look on his face. He put a hand on her shoulder.



“Qedet, dewa netjer en etj.” his words were calm, almost as if speaking to a child, “em heset net.”



It was apparent to Ahnna that everyone had gone insane. God might have punished the people who stood with Nimrod by taking away their speech. Ahnna walked over to her tent and noticed that her hands were shaking. She collapsed onto her cot.



For the first time ever, she had seen God. The sight was ever-frightening, and though she tried to look away in person, the experience will forever plague her dreams. She should have felt honored, but a festering seed of guilt began to tear away at her insides. She clawed at her scalp and whaled a pained and pitiful sound into her pillow. She had worked a lifetime on what was apparently an abomination. The thought stole her away.



“Ahnna, are you okay?” a familiar voice spoke in familiar words.



“Ned?!” she managed cough. “Where have you been?”



“I overslept.” Ned stretched his arms as two people walked by, speaking to each other using no words Ahnna could discern. “Sounds like they didn’t get any sleep at all.”



“Ned, I saw God.”



“Oh have you? How’s he been?”

“I am serious!”



“Yeah?” he pulled some unleavened bread squares from a pouch and helped himself.



“The LORD came down and Nimrod, the damned idiot, started to chastise God! Who does he think he is?”



“Uhh…” Ned chewed one some bread before continuing, “the king? You probably should not be talking about him like that.”



“God…” Ahnna sat up, “came down, angry, that this tower had been built.” She tried not to start crying again. “We’ve slighted the creator of all things.”



“You’re being dramatic.” Ned patted Ahnna on the back and offered her a bread square. “This isn’t the first time God got mad at us, and it certainly won’t be the last. Besides, he promised not to flood the Earth again, so we won’t have to worry about that.”



Out of nowhere, lightning struck the tower some hundred floors below, rattling the tower a bit. The bread square in Ned’s hand fell to the floor shortly after.



“Oh. Oh my.”



“God will wipe this tower clean from Earth as a mother wipes spit from the lips of a child.”



“Can you…chill?”

 





Ahnna could not stop shaking. She rubbed her hands together and began searching around the room for nothing in particular. She bit a wound into her lip she could not stop tasting. Everyone who walked by seemed to be gibbering, though they were able to hold conversations with some who gibbered similarly to them. People who once worked in groups stood far from one another in favor of those they could understand. It would seem that everyone was divided by speech itself.

 

Ahnna was somewhat thankful that she could understand Ned. She didn’t particularly care for him, but he was a knowledgeable architect and he did good work when he wasn’t being somewhat of a nuisance. She’d spent 105 years working with him, though. She’d known him longer than she hadn’t. She’d been around him longer than her own family. 



Thinking about her family tore her up again. Her parents were right. The project was arrogant. She was naïve. She was selfish. Without any warning, Ahnna had turned over and expelled her stomach contents out onto the floor. Ned slowly closed his bag of bread and tried to help Ahnna to her feet.  It was hard for her to hold herself up, but she eventually teetered over to the wash pan to wet her face and rinse out her mouth. A heavy gust of wind passed through the hall and into the room, knocking over small tools. 



“We need to get out of here,” Ahnna said with a raspy pain in her throat. “This place sickens me now.”



Ned turned over to the nonsense babel in the other room. “Yeah, it’s time to go home.”



Ahnna flinched at the word ‘home.’ This ever growing structure had been her home for quite some time. It wasn’t like she could return to Susa; her parents would obviously not forgive her. She decided she’d think more about it when she returned to ground level. Ned and Ahnna didn’t bother breaking their tents down or moving their work items. Ned grabbed his bread and water, and Ahnna took her books and papers. Her eye glanced over one of her schematics and she noticed something. 



The writing was completely illegible. 



She tried to squint and she rubbed her eyes, but it was no use. The writing made no sense to her. She pulled out the last letter her mother and father sent her and had the same trouble understanding it. Oddly enough, the writing itself didn’t actually look any different. Ahnna simply couldn’t parse what it was saying. Her whole understanding of words had been changed.



“Ahnna, do you remember where the main stairs are?” Ned called from a room far down the hall. Ahnna pushed past a few workers who each said something to her that she didn’t comprehend to get to Ned. She looked at him and opened the door to her right, only to find that it was filled with brooms, buckets, ropes, rags, and anything else she’d expect to see in a closet. 



“Mahalile would know,” she said. “He designed the interiors. Wherever he is.” 



Ned walked around the rooms, occasionally trying to ask one of the builders where the door was, only for them to give him a weird stare. Eventually, he found the door to a minor staircase that should lead down at least 5 floors. Ahnna followed and tried to parse the drawings on her schematics. She figured she would make a map out of the drawings, but it was Mahalile’s floor plans that would be more useful. 



A small group of builders pass by and enter a doorway just to the left of the staircase into what appears to be the main staircase. Ahnna and Ned eagerly follow the group, as they appear to know the way out. It made more sense that the bricklayers knew the layout more than the exterior architects who spent most of their time building the walls, or helping carpenters with scaffoldings, or solving complex equations on paper. They’ve spent so much time looking up, it was going to be hard for them to get down. 



After walking down 20 levels or, the group diverged from the main stairs to a set of hallways. Ahnna and Ned figured they could easily just continue down the stairs until they got to the ground floor, but it seemed that wasn’t the case. As they continued walking, the staircase suddenly ran into a left turn onto one of the floors and stopped there. Lightning struck the tower again, this time the rumble lasted much longer than before. Ahnna and Ned began to run, hoping they could escape the tower as quick as possible.








Kheshvan 12th, 2143



Ahnna had been counting the days she’d been stuck trying to escape the tower with Ned in a book she’d been keeping as a journal for years. All of its previous entries had become useless, despite it being her own writing. It had been over two months since God came down and divided everyone’s tongues. It was clear that some people knew their way down the tower to an extent. 



Apparently, during construction while alternating the tower’s silhouette every few floors or so in order to combat wind force, the interior floor plans had been completely redesigned every few floors or so. The same plans could have been used if Mahalile had just rotated the orientation with the tower, but he instead decided to make brand new orientations. Even before God confounded the speech of all her co-workers, Ahnna found it difficult to communicate with that mystery of a man. Doors that should lead into halls instead lead into rooms, and doors that should lead into halls sometimes lead into more rooms. Often times, a staircase would be found in what should be a closet. Following people who seemed to know where to go only worked for so long until it would seem they were lost too. Randomly opening doors until you found stairs was the only way to descend. 



This process should have only taken hours, maybe a day or two, but not two months. The major contributor to the time delay was trying to help other people out. They’d come up to people and they’d speak, but they wouldn’t listen. Pointing seemed futile if the reason for it made no sense. Some people didn’t understand what it meant to be beckoned to.  It all became more stressful, and everyone became hungry. People had to sleep more often, and sometimes the search for stairs became a search for leftover rations. Luckily, some leftover crates contained bread, however stale, and some barrels contained water or beer. 

It began to rain again, and Ahnna had to wonder if God would truly keep his promise not to drown the Earth. It might be better if God did just drown her. She found nothing more frustrating than opening a door to find the same broom in it. 



One man opened a window with a large cloth sheet over his head. Ahnna’s eyes widened at the sight. Before anyone could stop him, he jumped. Ahnna knew of the large eddies the wind created beside the building. The man’s idea was bold, but it would be futile. She could hear him scream as he tumbled in the sky. It was the only think should could understand from someone who didn’t speak as she did. 



“Architects, there you are.” It was Nimrod. 



“You! Nimrod!” Ahnna was furious. 



“That is my name, yes.” Nimrod sighed. “Why are you not down below?” 



“We can’t find our way out, sir.” Ned admitted. 



This caused Nimrod to laugh a twisted, bellowing laugh. Ahnna had half the mind to strike him, but lacked the emotional energy. 



“Follow me, you two.” Nimrod walked down the hall, and Ahnna did not hesitate to follow. Despite the fact that she despised his blasphemous ways, despised this tower he had her build, she would not deny a chance to be free of it. “It’s ironic how you two built this place, but don’t know about the lift.”



“The lift?” Ned and Ahnna both said in unison. 



“Yeah, where we hauled food and supplies up to you by. The old pulley lift?” He opened a window and pulled at a rope. “It still works. It’s how I got up here.”


      

      
   
      Lancelot and the Tower of Babel


      
      
      
         
         Help Wanted

      
         
         Fata Morgana

      
      

      

      
      
         Polish your helmets and climb into your saddles, because a furor has arisen lately in Westminster, over a newly discovered manuscript of Sir Thomas Malory's tales of King Arthur that has just been discovered. Edgar Haywood, a local accountant, was renovating his basement when he discovered the book behind a wall. 



"It was obviously pretty old, and the name seemed familiar, though I could hardly read it, so I figured I would have it looked at, see if it was worth anything," said Mr. Haywood. 



When he took it to a rare bookseller, he found out that he had come across a marvel. It was an early proof of Le Morte d'Arthur, Sir Thomas Malory's famous compilation of stories about the knights of the round table. This valuable find (previously only two copies of the original printing were known to exist) became even more exciting when experts examined the tome. It contained several sections not present in any other known manuscript. 



A printing of the new edition is expected to be available this fall. Below is an excerpt from book seventeen of the work, containing a sampe of the newly discovered text. The spelling has been updated, but otherwise it is exactly what was written five hundred years ago. 








Chapter XIV 

How Launcelot and Galahad came to a marvelous tower.






And Launcelot and Galahad sailed many days on their ship. Then, the tale saith, that one morn a wind came and drove them up against a shore; and their ship would not move after, in despite of the wind and the waves. Therefore they dressed themselves and rode onto the strand for to seek what adventures the land they were in had. 



They rode for three days, and never saw no man, nor beast. But when the third night fell, they saw a light in the sky. "Me seemeth a lamp in some high tower," said Galahad. 



And they rode on, for they were weary of sleeping on the earth, and sought lodging. But anon, they came to where it seemed the light had been, and nothing was to be seen among the trees. And their horses were full tired, so they sware each to other that they would follow this adventure in the morn, and they laid them down. 



And when the sun rose, they saw before them one of the marvellousest sights that ever knight saw: above them was a huge cloud, and the cloud bare on it a broken tower. They fain would have climbed it, for to see who dwelt there. "Forsooth," said Launcelot, "this is some miracle of God. It were much worship to attain such a place." 



They blessed themselves and searched. But they could not see any way up. And so they abode a while, and thought what they might do. While they bade, a great wind rose up, and it moved the cloud and tower. And they thanked God for moving it to where they might enter, and they followed. 








Chapter XV

How Launcelot and Galahad gained entrance to the tower.






They rode again three days, and a mountain rose up before them. And the cloud ran against the mountain with a noise like a thousand knights crashing against each other, and there it held. 



The hill was steep and the stones sharp. But, as the book says, Launcelot and Galahad were jewels of knighthood, and neither feared the perilousness of that slope, even when the ground trembled beneath them, or stone brake under a foot. 



Anon they reached the height of the tower. A stone bridge crossed the edge of the cloud. Launcelot gave a loud cry that whoever held the tower should let them in, for they sought lodging. He had no answer, wherefore they started across the bridge. They reached the door and still saw no guards, nor any motion whatever. Sir Galahad reached out, and the great doors swung open at a touch. 



"I mislike this entrance, that neither will the men here have ado with us, nor greet us," said Galahad. 



"Ah my son," said Launcelot, "Thou art a fine knight, but thou art yet young. I suppose that the lord is out hunting, or else there be no lord of this castle. And that seemeth the more likely, sithen I have never heard of no king with such a keep." 








Chapter XVI

Of the tower, and the divers marvels therein.






The walls were of white stone, that shone in the sun. And the stone was masterly cut and fitted. There was no mortar, yet a needle might not fit between the blocks. And they saw now from the base, that the tower reached wonderly high, and what they had thought the day before to be clouds were but greater heights of the tower. And when they wist that they marveled greatly. 



And there was all manner of furnishing. And all this was wrought of fine samite, in gold and in red and every other colour. Every wall was hung with tapestries, these shewed scenes that were wonders to tell. In gold thread they battles made by winged horses that bare spears though never no knight was seen to ride them, and many other strange things. 



In another room they found parchment laid all about them, on the floor and on the walls. Much was written there, but they knew not the language nor the signs. The scrolls all bore strange devices. At length they found one with our letters, but still they wot not what it said. But Launcelot remembered him what letters they were, and on a stone at Glastonbury where Launcelot later became an hermit is written: 



Ŝinara Konstruadfirmao 

Ni deziras subprozistojn 

Haveblas multaj postenoj por nova kontstruprojekto 

Turego Babela 

Ĉu vi lacas laboraĉi en koton? Prenu la stelojn. 



Oni deziras lertajn laboristojn por konstruego. Oni nepre lertos pri brikfarado. Necesas atestilon de la Okupsan-kaj-sendanĝerca Administracio. 

Konstruado laŭtakse daŭros dum kvardek tri jaroj. Ŝinara Konstruado ne kulpigos pro iaj agoj de dia interveno. Por pli da informoj kaj por aplikigi, venu al nia oficejo kaj petu diri kun Nimrodo.

 



But they never saw any Christian tongue. 



They wandered the halls a long time, seeking what adventures the tower held. But never saw they any man. And after the wonders of the first rooms, they came to a long hall, and every chamber that the hall entered into held nothing, but only had black soot over all the walls and floor, as if the very stone had burned. And they marveled that the stone had burned. 



At length night fell. They made their beds just were they were. They had far liefer sleep in an empty castle than on the slope of the mountain. 








Chapter XVII

How Launcelot desired to take the tower, and of the dreams he had.






Galahad and Launcelot talked as they made them ready to sleep. "Methinketh it were a great pity, to leave so fine a castle as this lordless," said Sir Launcelot, "Certes, it is a large fortress and a strong. And even Camelot would be like a poor town an these walls loomed over it. Sithen we are here and there be no other men, nor any damosel me seemeth it would be a fine prize for King Arthur, that only the Sangreal could surpass." And he thanked God that he had been given the adventure, and prayed his help to enchieve it. 



But as he prayed thus, sleep came on them. And Launcelot dreamed a dream. And him seemed that he was on a battlefield, at the head of a great army. And all the knights bare shields with the same device, which was a tower on a black field. And they all rode as one, and whatever foe came before them could not withstand them, but Launcelot charged and his men with him, and he smote them, and his spear never brake. Every man smote down an hundred knights and never tired. 



And then he saw a single knight before all his host, and all his arms were white that it was painful to look at. And this knight blew a great horn, and him seemed that every man's shield was changed and none had the same colors as another. And it befell the men began to fight among themselves, and everych slew other. And Launcelot had need to defend himself, and he slew those who had been his brethren. And the white knight dressed himself and took a spear and rode against Sir Launcelot. And Launcelot got him a spear in his hand and rode also. But when they met, his spear brake upon the knights shield. But he received such a blow that horse and man fell to the earth, and he felt himself sore wounded. Yet he stood and drew his sword. And the white knight avoided his saddle and drew his sword. But at one stroke he clave through shield and helmet, and Launcelot fell, sore astonied and awoke. And that was the vision that Sir Launcelot saw. 



And also Galahad had a vision. And it seemed him that Sir Percivale's sister stood before him, who had bled for the sake of a lady and died therefore. And her hair that she had cut away for to make the girdle to his sword, was again on her head in golden locks; and the wound in her arm bled continuously. She said unto him: "My knight, beware ye fall not into sin, for ye stand in danger of your life." 



And then he thought that he was in a wood. And two knights were before him, and either fought with other. And seemed him that both men were his father, Sir Launcelot. And one ware black armor, and the other white. And everych gave many great strokes. And the white Launcelot gave the black a buffet on the head, that he fell to the ground, grovelling. But or he could dash off his head, the black rose again and smote other, and he fell in a swoon. And he would have slain him, but he was so sore wounded and had bled so much that he could not; he fell dead. 

And Galahad approached him, and blessed him, and he died there. 








Chapter XVIII

How, being warned by means of a vision, Launcelot and Galahad fled the tower, and also of the hermit that expounded their adventure.






Then Galahad woke. And Launcelot said to Sir Galahad, "Let us hence; Me liketh this place not, for I have had an vision." So then they left the black rooms they were in, and the strange ones. And they returned down the slope of the mountain. And it befell that when they reached the bottom, they heard a thunderous sound, and saw stones falling from they sky: for the cloud moved and carried away the tower. And they were passing glad they had fled it. 



And as they rode back to the shore they passed through a valley, and in the valley was a hermitage. And they took their rest with the hermit. And Launcelot told him all he had dreamed and asked him what it signified. 



"O Jesu," said the hermit, "Ye may thank god that ye left with your lives. For that was the very tower of Babel which men built in despite of God. And the army with which you rode signifieth the paynim who strove to overthrow God, and the one device on their shields signifieth the one tongue men shared in those days, and the white knight betokeneth the Lord God himself who scattered them." 



"Alas," said Launcelot, "I repenteth now my pride, for I thought I might rule that tower myself, or else take it for my lord King Arthur." And he shrived him to the hermit. 



And Galahad told the hermit also what he had seen. So the hermit said, "The maiden, meseemeth, you know well; be thou glad, therefore, she awaiteth heaven and bliss, for she shewed you her wound, which bleeds like those of Christ. As to the battle you saw, it foretold what Launcelot hath just confessed, that the sin and pride in his soul sought the tower and put him in peril of his life, and other sins too. But what the end of the battle betokeneth, methinketh it is not for ye to know." 



And as the tale saith, on the morn they rose and heard mass, and they returned to their ship which carried them to yet more adventures. 
      

      
   
      8 PM ( Rain )


      
      
      
         
         the heads of everybody turn away from me

      
      

      

      
      
         I opened my eyes to darkness after a slumber I do not remember initiating. I could feel the dampness of fallen autumnal leaves beneath my hands as I made to stand, steadying myself against a rough tree. I attempted to call out but I could not speak, in fact I very quickly became aware of the fact that I could not breathe. But I was not choking or wanting for air so perhaps this did not alarm me as much as it should have.



With a hand remaining on the tree I brought the other to my face. I ran my fingers across my lips and nose, ensuring they were still there. It felt like a silly paranoid action until I touched the smooth concave divot where my eyes should have been. 



There was a beating in my head, pure panic. I tried again to yell but no sound would leave my throat. I did not know where I was, I could not see I could not breathe but my eyes. Good lord my eyes were Gone. 



I felt my knees give out and I slid back to the wet ground. Tremors shook my form, both hands now on my face. Eyes do not disappear, they can be removed but not in such a manner- not so quickly and without notice. I had had eyes just yesterday, hadn’t I?



This stopped me for a second. When was yesterday? What had I done? How did I come to be here? Did a moment of forgetfulness really matter in the current situation? Normally, presented with this scenario, I would have been crying grossly. But being as I was sans eyes this was both an abnormal situation and one in which I had no way to produce or expel tears.



I sat there on the ground pressing at the empty flesh for what felt an eternity. I hoped I could open my eyes this way, there was no possible explanation for them to be really be no more. After a while I no longer could feel the sensation of my own fingers rubbing against skin, it was numb entirely from repetition.



“You aren’t meant to be awake, child.” Came a warm voice finally, breaking the silence. I assumed I was only imagining this. Maybe this was a bad dream. “Return to your slumber.”



I shook my head at the voice, imaginary or not I didn’t wish to sleep.



“You don’t want to?” the voice sounded surprised. “Come now, you are safe. There is nothing to be sitting up worrying over.”



‘Other than my lack of vision and speech.’ I so desperately wanted to say. I continued to shake my head slowly, adding it to the motion I had already been doing. ‘I think there is plenty to be worrying about.’



There was a sigh and I felt a cold nose at my arm. Was it a dog?



“Forget whatever troubles you may think you have and lay down once more.”



In the leaves? In the mud? I wasn’t an animal. I focused and contorted my useless mouth into a frown.



“It is plenty comfortable I promise you at least- It will be. The rain cannot last forever.” It sounded like a parent trying to keep an even and polite tone but I could tell it was growing at least somewhat annoyed with me.



Good.



I pushed back off the ground and stood up against the tree, wobbly still but defiant. I was not going to sleep. I wanted answers even if I didn’t have the slightest idea where to get them.



I felt the brush of fur against what skin was exposed on my leg and moved away from it. Did this man bring his dog specifically to harass me?



“No no.” 



Heavy paws pressed against my side and nearly knocked me over as the dog stood up against me. I frowned at it and in the general direction of the voice, pushing at the snout of the canine then as I held onto the trunk of the tree.



“This does not need to be complicated.” The voice huffed and I felt something catch the edge of the long sleeve of my shirt. 



It was the dog’s teeth. It pulled down gently with slow tugging movements.



“It’s not safe for you to be awake.”



I pulled my arm back, half surprised it gave up so easily, and started wobbling away. My foot almost immediately hit a fallen branch and I threw my arms out to balance.



“I told you it isn’t safe. Please lay back down my child, I beg of you.” It’s voice was pleading.



I was stopped in my half walking by a soft but solid object that came up to my thighs. It was the dog, I concluded after reaching down. What an odd trick to teach a dog. I patted its back hoping to encourage it to move but it didn’t.



“I can’t in good faith leave you awake like this. But you will not return to sleep… What a dilemma.” The voice paused. “Tell me this-“



I tried to move again but the dog simply stepped in my way once more. What an annoying trick to teach a dog.



“Tell me this.” They repeated, “Do you know who you are?”



I thought for a moment. I suppose I had a vague notion. Everyone knows who they are, right?



I nodded. But wait, did I know…? my nod slowed.



“Do you know where you are?”



I shook my head quickly. Not the slightest clue.



“Do you know what has happened to you.” This last question felt heavier than the rest in it’s tone.



I shook my head No once more. Aside from the obvious who knows what had happened.



There was a sharp intake of breath.



“I will take you somewhere warmer to rest, somewhere dry, if that is what ails your mind.”



Take me somewhere? Having a guide would be helpful, and perhaps I could change his mind on the sleeping thing later. 



I nodded.



“Remove your belt so I have a way to lead you.”



Couldn’t he just take my hand? This was strange enough day I supposed that was the least strange thing that had happened. Strangers in the woods with aggravating dogs asking me to take off bits of clothing. Sure, least strange next to everything else. I did as I was asked. My belt was thin and felt like plastic, it hadn’t seemed to serve much of a purpose in whatever ensemble I was wearing so I guessed it was solely fashionable. 



I wasn’t sure how to hand it off to anyone so I lifted one end of it aloft for a few seconds. Before it was evidently taken and I was pulled in the opposite direction.



“Thank you.”



I didn’t know what to do so I shrugged to say no problem.



“There’s a log. Relatively small, take a big step and you should get over it.” 



I heard a soft thump in front of me and the belt was taut, I guess he had jumped over. I shuffled my feet forward and, true to his word there seemed to be a log. I eased one leg up over it then swung the other over before I slid back to the ground on the other side.



“Hm… well maybe your legs are shorter than they look. I’ll get us to the footpath so there will be- big step.” He waited a second as I again shuffled forward. It was a small branch. I stepped over it with no problem and he continued. “There will be less obstacles.”



I gave a thumbs up with my free hand. He sighed.



I wondered what he looked like as we walked, aside from the occasional command he didn’t say much of anything. His dog’s tail hit my leg occasionally making me wonder too what it looked like. Maybe this man was some sort of rescuer. His dog hadn’t had the right fur type to be a Saint Bernard though. I could clearly picture a cartoon mountain dog with life saving reserves of brandy strapped in a barrel around its neck. Wouldn’t that be amusing, a big old snow dog traipsing around a wet musty forest.



I must have made some movement because made what sounded like a chuckle.



“I wonder why you are smiling. Did you only want for company, child?”



No. If I had been smiling I made sure to frown once more. Company was perhaps a little welcomed but was not the end all be all of what I wanted.



“I’m sorry if I embarrassed you. I’m sorry you can feel embarrassment at all.”



What was that supposed to mean?



“Company is…nice once in a while.”



Why would he be sorry I could feel embarrassed? What did that have to do with him?



“Have you been awake long?” 



I shook my head, brow still furrowed as I wondered now who he was.



“Ah… very good to hear. I can tell you are restless in this rain.”



Was it even raining?



At his suggestion I could feel it then, hitting the top of my head and shoulders. My clothing was soaked through. How hadn’t I noticed it before?



“I personally like these long dark days. Everyone stays home. The bees take a day off work, the birds rest in their nests and everyone seeks out warmth and calm. Like you. It was unfair you were left somewhere so open.” He sighed. “But I know many dislike the rain. It’s wet and cold and unfun for most.”



Yes, it was. 



I was aware now of an aching in my feet. I wasn’t wearing shoes, was I? No… there was the feeling of grass and mud with every step. When did I lose my shoes?

“Ah, lean down.” He tugged the belt. “Further than that.”



I felt the air in front of me with my free hand and touched cold stone. I bent forward and went beneath the stone. We had gone into a cave, I guessed. 



He kept forward a little ways before the belt loosened and I found myself walking into a stone wall.



“This should be plenty dry.” He said.



I wasn’t happy with the idea of a cave but it was better than being out in the wind. I settled onto the floor and leaned against the wall.



“My poor poor child… I do not think asking if you wish to sleep would do me any good would it.”



I shook my head and crossed my arms.



“No… of course not.” He sighed. “You said you knew who you were. How true is that.”



I didn’t know if I should let on I didn’t know. Why I was trusting him so much even I couldn’t think.



I raised my hands to form an X. I hadn’t been lying but… 



“Ah. Well maybe you should lie down.” 



Wait. Something was there. I waved my hand out. 



I was nineteen. I had been going to the movies, wasn’t that it? Yes. I was going to see something with my friends. I tapped my temple.



“You do know?”



“Yes!” I shouted back.



Air rushed into my lungs and I gasped.



“Oh my god oh my god-“ I put my hands to my mouth, “I-I can- Oh my god.”



“Yes-… that. Is quite a development.”



“Who are you.” I said at once, “What happened to me, Where-“ 



“Slow down.”



I felt a weight on my lap. The dog had laid across me.



“Get your dog off me-“ I snapped.



“My- I am no ones dog.”



I again felt like crying. 



“So… what are you.”



“A protector of anyone who wanders into my woods.”



“Protector? What do you mean?”



“It’s pretty self explanatory.”



“How do you protect.”



“I keep everyone from danger by making so they cannot feel it any longer.”



“O-Or…or see it?”



“Yes.”



I wasn’t even angry. I was tired. 



“This isn’t a way to live. Taking everything from people, making us sleep. You do that too don’t you. That isn’t living in the slightest.”



“It’s better than dying.”



“No. It isn’t.” I placed my hand on it’s neck, petting it with slow long strokes. I kept my voice gentle as it had earlier. “I thank you for bringing me somewhere out of the rain. I know you had your best intentions but if I may see again I want nothing more.”



“But if you leave me, child, you will die. The second you step from my woods anything could happen to you.”



“I know.”



He was silent for a while and I remained so too. We both needed time to think, to dwell on words and actions to be done. 



“You came to me no more than 20 moons ago. You were lost and so afraid. I felt your presence enter my land but I could not find you. I took your sight from far away and had you rest. I could not risk anything horrible befalling you that I couldn’t fix. I only want you safe as I want everyone safe.”



“I must thank you once again for looking out for me but you are doing anyone you have save a disservice. Dying is only part of life, so much comes before it.”



“I’ve never had anyone ask me to let them go.” He said in a small voice.



“You haven’t ever given them a chance.”



“Yes… I suppose that is true. I can’t understand why anyone would wish to die.”



“It’s not the dying I’m advocating for. It’s the living. The messy wonderful living.”



He gave a sigh.



“Are you sure?”



“Yes.”



I leaned forward and kissed the top of his head. I didn’t know what I was doing but surely this was the right thing to do.



“Very well. May the dangers of life avoid you until you are ready to rejoin me.”



I gave a wry chuckle.



“I’m sure they won’t.”








I found myself on the outskirts of town, dressed in muddy clothes and missing my shoes. I wasn’t sure how I had gotten there but- I looked up at the clear night sky, I was alive.
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Shinar Construction Corporation

TOWER OF BABEL

Tired of toiling in the dirt? Come reach for the stars.

Construction estimated to last forty-three years. Shinar Construction is not
liable for any acts of divine intervention. For more info and to apply. visit
our offices and ask for Nimrod.
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