
      Three-Card Shuffle


      

      
      
         "Yes, I knew Mary Mulvaney," I told the detective.  "She was the only person I ever met who cheated at Tarot."



He nodded neutrally as he strolled around my shop, pausing for a moment to glance through the love charms and dreamcatchers, and picking up a raccoon skull from the table of animal bones.  He looked a bit like a raccoon himself—sporting a subtle figure-8 tan around his eyes, the sort you saw on skiers who applied sunscreen after putting on their goggles.  The tan trenchcoat he was wearing against the winter chill enhanced the effect; all he needed was a striped tail to fully look the part.



"Sorry to hear it, ma'am," he said, strolling over to the bookcase and examining the spines on the metaphysical shelf.  "How much did she take you for?"



I chuckled.  "No, you misunderstand.  I'm talking about my fortunetelling.  I read the cards for her several times, and she paid me.  Paid well, I might add."



The detective paused halfway through pulling a book from the shelf, then pushed it back in and gave me his full attention.  "She cheated…while you were doing the reading?  I mean, I know her reputation, but how does that even work?  And why would she do it?"



"Well, now, how I figured that last one out is an interesting story," I said, waggling a rounded, modestly manicured finger.  "But given that you're here to find out everything you can about her, perhaps it's better if I tell it from the beginning."



He dragged a chair from my reading table up to the counter, sprawled down on it, and laced his fingers behind his head.  "Leave out no detail," he said.  "I've got time."












I first met Mary—as I do most of my clients—when she visited my store a few weeks back.  The front door bells jingled as I was taking inventory of the herbs and candles, and she glided in as the door swung shut.  Thin, smartly dressed, piercing blue eyes.  She made a beeline for my reading table and sat down, straightening the lapels of her business suit and pulling out a thin billfold as I walked over.  "You've got quite a reputation," she said without preamble, and laid a crisp hundred-dollar bill down on the tablecloth.



I leaned in and slid the bill back toward her.  "I'm glad to hear that word-of-mouth is good," I said.  "But if you're here for professional services, then let's start this off on a professional footing.  I do my Tarot readings at an hourly rate, not a flat rate, so I don't take prepays.  I work by appointment, because I've also got the shop to run."  I looked her dead in the eye.  "And I've got enough pride in my work that I'm not going to drop everything in order to fleece a gullible hotshot looking to buy a mystical experience."



She laughed—the sort of laugh where the smile reached her eyes.  "It's refreshing to meet someone who actually lives up to their reputation," she said, and took back the bill.  "I'm here because, from what I've heard, you won't waste my time by cold-reading me and telling me what you think I want to hear.  I apologize for testing that out of the gate, but you might be surprised by how much frustration that's already saved me.  So, yes, professional is good.  When's your next opening?"



I glanced around the empty store, thinking.  Her reaction had done a great deal to disarm my first impression—and it was the sort of day where I was taking inventory twice just to keep myself busy.  So I shrugged and made a quick gesture to set the exterior front door lock and flip the store sign to "Closed".  












The detective took the bait, blinking and leaning forward.  "Hold on.  You're a super?"



"It doesn't take a cape to flip a door sign," I said levelly.  "I learned basic psychokinesis from some tutorial videos online.  You know the research—about two percent of people are sensitive enough for minor effects like that."



He opened his mouth for a moment, brow furrowing, then seemed to reconsider, facial features returning to neutral.  "Must be useful in your line of work," he said instead.



"Not the way you're thinking.  I've got nothing to prove to my customers."  I shrugged.  "But it's useful in getting items from high shelves."



He leaned back in his chair.  "I'm sure it is.  Go on."












"I suppose I can squeeze a reading in as a courtesy to a new customer," I told Mary as I sat.  



She made a show of looking around the empty store.  "I get it," she said.  "Pride or no, we've all got bills to pay."  Then, after a short pause: "Thank you, regardless."



I nodded.  "I apologize for my own earlier bluntness.  We all have our time-savers."



"Speaking of which."  She leaned in over the table as I dug through the chest holding my Tarot decks.  "I'm letting you know ahead of time that I'm not going to be answering any inquiries about the background or context of my question.  I'm also walking out at the first sign of deliberate cold reading, but I trust you not to try.  I realize that this makes your job more difficult.  I am prepared, if it's not an insult to your professional pride, to double your standing rate in return, and to accept that what you tell me will be accordingly more vague and less useful."



I brought my usual deck out and extended a hand over the table.  "I can work with that, so long as that last part is clear.  Sounds like you've got some experience with cards, Miss…?"



She laughed again, and gripped my hand firmly, her slim fingers squeezing mine with almost painful strength.  "None with Tarot cards, beyond the research that brought me here.  Call me Mary."



"Oh!  Well."  I began shuffling as I fell into my introductory patter.  "So a Tarot deck is essentially a deck of playing cards—four suits, each of which has both elemental and symbolic associations, of numbered and face cards—along with a fifth, larger suit of named cards called the 'Major Arcana'.  Those twenty-two cards represent more powerful forces acting on the question at hand—"



"I'm sure most of your clients appreciate the lecture," Mary interrupted, "but as I said, I did do some research.  You don't need to go through the usual 'Death actually means change, The Devil is temptation rather than evil' spiel."  She held out a hand palm-up.  "Also, shouldn't I be the one doing the shuffling, in order to align the cards with my question?"



I handed the deck over.  "Not all readers believe that's necessary, but if it makes you more comfortable, I'm happy to work with it."



She flipped the deck up and started pulling cards from one hand to the other as she admired the art, in a sort of reverse Hindu shuffle.  "These are gorgeous cards," she said conversationally, going through the deck one more time before flipping the cards back over and doing a lengthy series of extremely precise riffle shuffles.  Then she cut it, squared the cards off into a pristine stack that made the deck look like it had just been deboxed, and set it on the table in front of me.  "Here you go.  Let's get started."












The detective snorted.  "You let her touch the cards.  That was your first mistake."



"I didn't know, at the time," I said.  "I didn't figure it out for a while."



"Pretty smart of her, though.  Practicing a new technique on a mark well away from the casinos.  Working the bugs out ahead of time."



"No, sir," I said, staring him straight in the eyes.  "She was cheating at Tarot."



His brow furrowed—suddenly a bit too intent, showing a bit too much interest.  "But it doesn't work like that.  Does it?  Can you change the future by palming a card?"



"No," I said.  "This is an age of superpowers, but fate is fate.  The deck might have given me a similar card to bring the message across differently.  Or, perhaps, she would have just made my reading wrong."



"Still, she must have believed it worked that way, if she was bothering to cheat."



I held up a finger.  "I'll get to that."












"I do need to know your question first," I told Mary.  "I know what you said, but I need something to go on."



Mary pursed her lips for a moment.  "Let's just say," she said carefully, "I've got a big job coming up, and I need to know that nothing big will go wrong."



I stared at her for a moment, then stood up.  "I'm sorry, I don't think I can help you."



Her hand leapt to my arm.  "Wait."



I frowned at the grab, but paused.  "Tarot doesn't work like that," I said.  "I read what the cards say, and the cards aren't always pleasant.  You said you didn't want me to tell you what I think you want to hear, and now that's what you're asking for."



"That's really not my intention."  Mary's face grew strained.  "Look—do a normal reading.  Don't sugar-coat it.  Don't bend your standards for me.  That is what I want.  But that's my question."



I sighed and reluctantly sat back down—increasingly disliking this, but mollified just enough that I wasn't looking forward to making a scene by kicking her out.  Finally, I figured I might as well bite the bullet, and flipped three cards over in a line.  The Ace of Shields, the Six of Capes—and the Queen of Draughts.



I stared at the Queen for a moment.  That changed things.



"You're starting something new," I said, pointing at the ace.  "This card represents the present, so I think it's telling us that the job you talked about isn't related to any ongoing issue.  As to what it is—shields is a grounded suit, associated with earth.  That can mean protecting others, working on financial issues, or reconnecting with your roots.  In the near future—" I pointed at the six—"you have surmounted obstacles and are learning lessons from them.  Capes are the suit of momentum, of seizing the day, of applied power, or of the intervention of outside forces."  



I saw the corner of her mouth twitch at that.  A lot of people think cold reading is just about making vague guesses which lead the client to volunteer specific information—but you can also read people passively just by watching the way they react, and sometimes that's even more important.  But I was respecting her request, so I didn't make any attempt to follow up on that.



"The long-term outcome, the Queen," I continued, "typically represents you connecting with a specific female person.  Draughts is the water suit—so she might be in your personal rather than work life, or related to communication, or mysticism.  So, to answer your question, I don't see any sign in the cards of disaster—the closest would be the shift in suits as you progress, meaning a situation requiring some adaptation, but even so, the job seems to be moving past its stumbling blocks, and toward an outcome tied to whatever that woman represents."



Mary nodded, staring at the cards with a focused, thoughtful expression.



"Normally," I said, "this is where we would talk about your specific situation and begin drawing more concrete detail out.  I'd be happy to add some extra cards for clarification, if there's anything you're curious about, or look at choices you might be able to make which could alter the default trajectory here." 



Mary blinked, finally tore her gaze away from the cards, then leaned back and let out a breath.  "No," she said, "that's perfect.  Exactly what I needed.  Thank you."



I stared at her for long moments, wishing I had more of an opening to press for detail.  "One hundred an hour, fifteen-minute minimum," I finally said.



She peeled the hundred back out of her billfold, set it down on the table—and when I took it to the counter to make change, I heard the front door bells jingle.  By the time I looked up, she was already gone.

 

 

 

The encounter bothered me for the rest of the day.  Around closing time, I went back over to the table to stare at the three cards, still out in a crooked line next to the meticulously squared-off deck.  I sighed, shuffled the deck back together, and cleaned the shop again as I brooded.



I resolved to put it out of my mind.  That lasted less than 24 hours.  The next day, lunch break was quiet, and I found myself pacing.  I glanced over at the Tarot deck, still out on the reading table.  My own shuffling had left it slightly askew.  I went over to straighten the deck up—and, despite my best efforts, the cards still clumped slightly, and the edges weren't razor-straight the way she'd left them.



Suddenly, I remembered what she'd said when I asked about her prior experience.  "None with Tarot cards."  



I went over to my computer and opened a search engine.  "Mary, card sharp," I typed, then clicked "I'm Feeling Lucky."












"So that's when you figured it out," the detective said.



"Not entirely," I said.  "I was playing a hunch.  And I did get lucky with it, because she'd made the news."



He chuckled.  "Not that lucky.  I'd have been more surprised if you hadn't found something."



"Remember, this was a few weeks ago," I said.  I went over to my computer, navigated to the Las Vegas Daily's website, searched the archives, and once the article I had initially found came up, I swiveled the screen over to him:



Casino Payout Under Scrutiny After Protectors Rescue



An altercation behind Le Baroque, disrupted by the superpowered Desert Protectors team, has raised questions over both a local businesswoman's winnings and the casino's actions in response.



A few facts about the incident are undisputed.  Mary Mulvaney, 26, of Summerlin North, cashed out a $2 million bankroll last night after several hours at a high-stakes blackjack table.  Shortly afterward, she was attacked by several men in an alleyway behind the casino.  Witnesses describe the bright flash of a stun bomb at the scene, and then seeing the Protectors subduing the men.  High Card and Roulette remained on the scene to detain the attackers until police arrived, and Lady Luck flew the victim home.



But beyond that, disputes about the situation have flown hot and thick. 



The supers claim that, as they arrived, they overheard the men telling Mulvaney not to cross the casino again. 



"This was naked retaliation," Roulette said.  "It's shocking."



But Le Baroque denied involvement and made allegations of their own.



"It is unfortunate that the Protectors have been taken in by the claims of a card sharp," spokesman Eric Hurt said.  "We do not attack our customers, even those with illegal intent.  Our security footage shows Mary Mulvaney engaging in card manipulation during her visit.  We are fully cooperating with authorities investigating the attack, and have not ruled out legal action…" 




"So it was right back at the beginning," the detective said.  "Did you see her again?"



"Well," I said, "that's where the story gets interesting."








 



I stared at the screen.  Huh, I thought.



Then I grabbed my appointment book and pulled a card off the top of the Tarot deck.  Two of Fists.  Two burly supers punching each other in the jaw.



That made me hesitate.  The Queen of Draughts was my card, yes—and I knew this was a case where I could, and should, make a difference.  But the process might not be pleasant.



I drew an additional card for clarification.  A Major Arcana.  Justice.



I sighed, circled the noon to one slot on Sunday—two days out—and closed the book again. 

 

 

 

Shortly after noon on Sunday, I was reading the newspaper when the door jingled.  "I was wondering when you'd show up again," I said without looking up.



Mary was still for a moment.  I glanced up from my reading to find her eyeing me suspiciously.  "Why?" she asked.



I shrugged disarmingly and went for a little misdirection.  "The first reading seemed to leave an impression.  And I think we both know that the Queen of Draughts has been gnawing at you for the past two days."  I set the paper down.  "A female outside of your work circles, associated with mysticism and communication?  I'd certainly be wondering."



Mary chuckled, her body relaxing infinitesemally.  "Well, at least I know you can be wrong.  What's bugging me has been the six."



"Ah.  Well, never trust anyone who promises perfection."  I gave her a self-deprecating smile, then waved a hand to close up, and gestured toward the reading table.  "Anyway, you've got $50 store credit, and I've got an open appointment slot."



We both sat.  I handed her the deck.  She did her odd dual shuffle again—flip the deck, skim through the artwork as she passed the cards from one hand to the other, then a series of precise riffles.  She set the squared-off deck in front of me, then fidgeted for a bit.  



"Things have gotten complicated," she said.  "I need to know there are no disasters on the way, again." 



That did make me hesitate.  "I'm going to have to draw a line here," I said.  "I can't work with that question.  My job is to interpret fate.  You can't pay me to create an outcome."



Irritation flickered past her features.  "We went through this last time.  I know your job.  I'm just asking you to do it."



"And what will you do if the cards don't give you what you want?"



Mary leaned in and smiled.  "We'll cross that bridge if we come to it."



At that point I was pretty sure that something was up.  I thought for a moment, then started flipping cards over in a circle, arranging them like the hours on a clock.  "Well, we could do a reading associated with the four elements, then, and look at four different approaches you might take, telling you which way to act to get you closest to your needs."  I took a moment to scan the cards, and frowned.  "Or we could talk about the fact that I just laid out the largest reading I know, and drew twelve cards in a row without a single Major Arcana.  Care to tell me the odds of that, Mary?"  



She went very still.  The corner of her mouth twitched.  



"Twenty-two cards out of seventy-eight…ballpark, a little under 2 percent," she said, voice flat.  "Are you here to read, or to make accusations?"



I grabbed about fifteen more cards off the deck, flipped them, and fanned them out on the table.  All minors.  "That depends on whether you have enough professional respect for me to let me do my job or not."



Her face twisted as I called her bluff.  "What's in the deck shouldn't matter to your job!" she snapped.  "You flip over a card, you tell me what it means.  If your job required randomness, you wouldn't let clients touch the cards."



Well, there was nothing for it but to ride out the Two of Fists at this point.  "Not understanding my job doesn't give you the right to pass judgment on it," I said icily.  "I'm not a casino, Miss Mulvaney, but like them, I have rules."



She shot to her feet at her name, slamming her hands down on the table.  Her teeth bared.  She closed her eyes for a moment to steady herself, then continued in a low, controlled tone.



"I'm done," she said.  "We agreed no details.  That was the deal."



"You said no cold reading," I replied coolly.  "You didn't pay me to not read the newspaper."



"Well, it's a shame you did, because this won't work now," she said, turning to leave. 



I raised my voice at her back.  "Then I was right.  You never understood my job.  Doing the best possible reading for my clients means bringing all the context I can to bear.  The cards mean nothing in themselves.  It's the way they match the situation that matters."



She whirled back around at that.  "Big words about not judging without understanding," she snarled, "from a woman who's already judged me based on the casino's lies."



I raised an eyebrow and flipped the deck over.  All 22 Major Arcana were stacked at the bottom.  "Look me in the eye and tell me you're not a card sharp."



She stormed back over and swatted the deck out of my hand before I could react.  Cards sprayed around the shop.  "Idiot!" she shouted.  "Of course I am.  But you said I broke the rules.  And the only reason to believe that is if you know absolutely nothing about gambling."  She took a breath and continued with slightly more control.  "Do you think casinos let you come within arm's reach of a blackjack deck?  Their talk of card manipulation is complete bullshit.  What I did to them was all counting—using knowledge of what's already been played to choose when to bet big.  Manipulating the odds in your favor.  They hate card counters more than anything, but it's completely legal and legitimate."  



I rubbed my wrist, staring around at the mess.  "Fine," I said.  "You fleeced them within the rules.  Please leave now."



She whirled and made a beeline for the door.  Then she hesitated a few feet short of it.  Stalked back over to the table as she extracted her billfold from her inside suit pocket.  "Thank you for your time," she said with poor grace, slapped a hundred down on the table, and left.












The detective rubbed his chin thoughtfully.



"You know," he said, "you haven't talked much about why she was cheating.  I don't think that's the whole story."



"I didn't say it was," I replied.  "Because she didn't tell me until after she came back."



He paused, then leaned in.  "You've seen her since then?"



"Not since her disappearance, if that's what you're getting at."



He thought, then slowly nodded.  "…Continue."












That was the week, of course, that everything went straight to hell.












The detective waved dismissively.  "I think we all know what's been happening around the city.  Let's stick to Mary."



"I beg to differ," I said.  "I just told you, doing my job well requires full context.  And this story is about what I discovered about her, and how.  I assure you that what I learned through the news is vital context to what you came here to hear."



He harrumphed.  "Why?"



"Tell me, detective.  Why is Las Vegas the only city which gives supers law enforcement status?" 



"Unofficial status."  He crossed his arms.  "They can't make arrests, but their acts are sanctioned as long as they stick to their charter."



"You know what I meant.  Who's behind that?"



The detective narrowed his eyes, but humored me.  "The casinos.  They pull the legislative strings.  They pay the chartered teams.  It benefits them to clean up the area so tourists feel safe.  And having them fly around the Strip on their patrols is a tourist magnet like anyone's business."



"Exactly.  So the incident with Mulvaney lit the fuse of a ticking time bomb.  When the Desert Protectors accused a casino of acting above the law—and threatened to shatter their image—boom, conflict of interest."



"Yes, which is why the casinos lawyered up, went on a propaganda blitz, and de-chartered the Protectors within 24 hours."  He frowned.  "I really don't see how this is relevant."



"Really?"  I tilted my head at him, then shrugged.  "Maybe the next reading I gave her will make the situation a little clearer."












As I said, that was the week everything went to hell.



Mulvaney vanished, and the media smelled blood and started digging up her checkered past.  The Protectors stuck to their story about her attackers, though—and, when new evidence turned up that seemed to counter their claims, started talking about a conspiracy going up to the top to cover up Le Baroque's misdeeds.  The other casinos, who had stayed out of it at the beginning, stepped in at that accusation.  The Casino Consortium promoted a new superteam, the Heat, in the Protectors' place.  They quickly announced to the media that the Protectors had gone rogue to aid a criminal, and promised to bring these new "supervillains" down to restore order.  



There was the big battle between the Protectors and the Heat at the construction site.  High Card was captured and jailed; Roulette and Lady Luck escaped.  A few of the B-list supers stepped up to say they believed the Protectors were on to something.  The state Superintendent of Police held a news conference clearing Le Baroque of any involvement—which didn't stop the whisper campaign.  Then charters started getting pulled left and right, and the crime rate spiked amid the chaos. 



It was almost enough to make me forget about Mary.  Then I came out of the bathroom on the day of the big protest to find her sitting down behind my counter.  



The door had been locked at the time, mind.  I'd closed the retail half of the store after a series of robberies in the area, put out a "Knock to enter" sign, and was making my living just off of pre-scheduled readings.



"You nearly gave me a heart attack," I said when I got control of myself.



"I'm sorry," she said quietly—and that change in attitude from her normal cocky self to the haunted woman in my store was the only thing that kept me from throwing her immediately out.  "Look.  We didn't exactly part on great terms, but I need your help.  I need another Tarot reading."



"A lot of people need help right now," I said.  "I should be spending my time on the ones who respect my efforts."



"Yes, but a lot of people didn't draw a card representing you as the long-term outcome."



I crossed my arms.  "And why should I believe you didn't put it there?"



"Because I didn't," she said, and the almost pleading way she said it gave me pause.  "Yes.  I manipulated your deck.  I shuffled all the Major Arcana to the bottom.  But it's like I said earlier about the difference between sharking the casino and breaking the rules.  I wasn't disrupting the reading.  I wasn't asking you to read a fixed set of cards, because I wouldn't have needed a Tarot reader for that.  I was just…"  She wiggled her fingers.  "Giving what you do a different emphasis."



"And you don't think that kept me from giving you an accurate reading?" I snapped.



"Are you saying it did?"  She spread her hands in a half-shrug.  "Because the one you gave seemed pretty accurate to me."



I frowned, and was about to respond when she added: "Besides, didn't you say the cards mean nothing in themselves?  It's the way they match the situation that matters."



I couldn't help letting out a short laugh.  "Touche."  Then I fixed her with the iciest stare I could muster up.  "But if you want a reading, we're doing this my way.  That's not about whether it's accurate or not—it's about showing me the same respect I'm showing you.  So how desperate are you?"



"I think you know the answer to that."



I arched an eyebrow.



She sighed.  "Desperate enough.  Yes, your way."



We sat down at the reading table.  I rummaged for a while in the chest, finally bringing out a deck and setting it between us.  Mary reached for it.  My hand leapt forward to cover hers as she grabbed it.



"No, quote, 'looking at the artwork'," I said.  "Keep the faces toward the table.  Mix the cards up all you want, but I don't want you knowing the order so that you can consciously alter it.  Got it?"



She let out a breath and nodded.  I retracted my hand and let her shuffle.



"The other half of this is that you're honest with me about what's going on," I said.



She paused mid-riffle at that, looking ready to bolt.



"I'm here to help."  I softened my voice.  "And I don't think you have anything to fear from me worse than the trouble you're already in."



Mary laughed bitterly as she handed me the deck.  "You don't know the half of it."



I squared the deck off, tapped it against the table, then stared her in the eyes as I drew a card and casually flicked the Major Arcana "The High Priestess" at her.



"I think maybe I do…Lady Luck."












I paused my story for a moment to assess the detective's reaction.  Not surprised in the slightest—but staring at me with a sudden intensity.  I could almost see his thoughts racing behind his eyes.



He shifted in his chair, loosely balled his fist, and tapped his knuckles to his lips.  "You're taking some liberties with your story," he said slowly.  "With a reveal like that, you had to have already known."



"My apologies."  I smiled wryly.  "I hope you'll forgive a fortune-teller her flair for the dramatic.  It does tend to help in my line of work."



"When did you figure it out?"



"I started getting suspicious a few days into the chaos.  That's part of why the background was relevant.  It would have been quite reasonable for Mary Mulvaney to vanish if she was an exposed con artist—but as an innocent victim, with a superteam backing up her story?  Not to even release a statement in her own defense was a bit odd.  And if she wasn't innocent, then even odder for the Protectors to so strenuously take her side.  It sure seemed like they were in this as deep as she was."



"That does make sense," he murmured.  "Not a large leap from there to you wondering if Lady Luck, like many supers, was hiding a cover identity.  One that had suddenly been blown with the Le Baroque job going wrong."



"And then there was the card sharp skill I'd seen with my own eyes," I said.  "More to the point, what she did with them.  Why shuffle the Major Arcana to the bottom of the deck?"



"She was afraid of the cards showing a major disaster," the detective said.  "She told you that herself."



"Yes, but she lied," I said.  "She did her research—at least, enough to name some specific Major Arcana cards and their meanings.  So she knew that the Major Arcana aren't all bad.  She could easily have shuffled out cards like Death, the Tower, and the Devil while leaving in positive majors like Strength, Justice, and the Magician.  To remove them all…that wasn't disaster avoidance.  There was something else she was afraid of."



The detective looked at me, puzzled.  "Like what?"



"Smart question."  I gave him a smile.  "May I continue?"












Mary froze up, eyes locked on the table in front of her.  To be honest, I'm not certain whether the name or the card shocked her more.



"Mary," I said levelly.  "This doesn't change anything.  You're a client who came here for help, and I'm going to honor that.  But I need to know your story to tell you where it goes next, and there's a few things I don't understand."  I reached out a hand, palm up, alongside the card.  "Please.  Help me help you."



She visibly swallowed, eyes flicking between me and my hand.  Drew in a breath.  Then lowered her head.



"Lady Luck doesn't need help," she said.  "She's a cape.  She's a cape with fate manipulation powers.  Her entire shtick is making things go her way.  I'm not feeling particularly Lady Lucky right now."  Mary stared at the High Priestess again, then reached out and picked it up.  "And yet I can't set her aside even when I try."



"That's the nature of fate," I said.  "The power's like magnetism.  You turn it on to start bending things around you, and suddenly everything's attracted to you, and it doesn't stop rushing in."



"You don't have to tell me that.  I've been spending the week willing coincidences not to happen with the same intensity I usually use when I want something to fall together.  I'm pretty sure that's been the only things keeping Red Queen and the Heat from stumbling into me—and even so, I'm beginning to feel like it's just a matter of time."  She flicked the High Priestess across the table at me.  "Like with that card.  Every time I've seen you, I've shuffled the majors to the bottom of the deck just to keep unbroken strings of weighty cards from cluttering the readings and tipping you off to the fact you're talking to a cape.  So of course that's the first thing to get pulled the instant I lose control."



I chuckled.  "Don't feel too bad.  That one's my fault, actually."



A smile twitched at the corners of her lips.  "I could almost believe that.  It would be just my luck."



"Speaking of which."  I set the deck down again and leaned on the table.  "Right now I'm working from what I've heard from news reports…and that's only half the story.  I need your side of the truth.  Why did you run a con on Le Baroque?"



"Long story."  She let out a long breath, and her face fell by degrees.  "One which you deserve.  So…I guess you've figured out by now that I had a pretty checkered past when I discovered I had powers.  I used them to card sharp for years before I even figured out that my luck wasn't just luck.  So a year or two back, I tried pulling a con on the Strip—a big one, the sort that would have set me for life.  But I got careless.  Really careless, to the point where the Protectors nabbed me despite bad luck breaking against them at every step.  



"The Casino Consortium pulled me into a back room—said they had enough to put me away for life before they even factored the unregistered-super charges in.  And they made me an offer I couldn't refuse.  They needed a luck super on their side to prevent others like me from slipping through the cracks in their security, and they were willing to set me up with just enough cover identity to look like I was a clean young idealist who'd registered right as her powers manifested.  It was that or public exposure and life in prison…so of course I said yes.  



"In public, I was the city's darling overnight.  In private, they had me on a short leash, and we both knew it.  The instant I stopped dancing for them, they'd destroy me.  So every once in a while, the Consortium would call me in to do some dark ops.  Play enforcer against a casino trying to get away with something that might reflect badly on the rest of them.  Pay off someone stirring up trouble, in a way that gave them plausible deniability if it went south. 



"So when Le Baroque's habit of hiring criminals for their supers to beat up and generate good headlines got a little too close to public exposure…there were whispers that the Consortium was going to call me in to bring them back on the reservation.  And the plan almost wrote itself.  Get in there under my cover identity and stab them in the bankroll.  Get everyone in the Consortium believing I was doing it under someone else's orders; get Le Baroque believing the Consortium was slapping them with me as a warning.  Cash out while everyone was still putting two and two together.  Use the money to vanish overseas and start over."  Mary sighed.  "I came to you to hedge my bets, getting a second opinion on fate to make sure there wasn't anything I'd overlooked.  So when you talked about me moving forward after outside intervention, I almost lost my nerve.  But the way you talked about it made it sound like I'd get away with it—especially since I knew I could use my luck to wriggle out of whatever attention the casinos or law enforcement threw my way."



"You never expected the Six of Capes to mean your teammates," I said.



"There were a lot of shocks that day.  I was surprised to discover Le Baroque would use their goons so blatantly.  Roulette and High Card were surprised when they stumbled on what they thought was a mugging and discovered it was me.  Then, when I gave them the ten-second explanation, I was surprised to find out that my teammates had a conscience, and wanted to blow the lid open on Le Baroque's lawbreaking.  We were all surprised when I abandoned my original plan and stuck with them.  And we were all surprised again when High Card went to the Consortium and told them we were blowing the whistle on Le Baroque, in order to help them look like heroes policing themselves against a rogue bad actor—only for them to close ranks and stab us in the back."












The detective had gone very quiet as I started relaying Mary's explanation.  I paused for a moment to let him digest it.



"She never told anyone about her life before her powers," he said.  "It wasn't in any of her files.  Just the cover information."



"I'm sorry to be the one to break it to you, then," I said.



He thought for a moment, then shook his head and refocused.  "You mentioned a reading?"



"Oh!  Right…"












"So what do I do now?" Mary asked after she'd given me the whole story.



I let out a breath.  "It's not an easy question.  You don't have a lot of leverage."  I tapped the cards.  "But we've got these.  I'll see what I can do."



"I appreciate the effort."  She smiled wryly.  "So how does this work when I'm not stacking the deck?"



I dealt out three cards in a line—face down—and then set the deck alongside them.  "The same way," I said.  "I'll even use the same spread.  The present, the immediate future, and the outcome.  But this time, we let fate speak.  We listen to where it wants to go.  And if we want to bend it—we bend it the old-fashioned way.  By making better choices when the crunch points come.  Not by warping the path to avoid them in the first place."



Mary nodded.  "Alright.  That's never how I've worked.  But let's give it a try."



I gestured at the first card.  I saw her wince as she flipped it face up.



A hooded cape holding a scythe, in a vast, flat field prickled with the stubble of new seedlings.



Death.



"You know," she said weakly, "I'm a little glad I read up on that whole 'Death actually represents change' bit.  Because death in the present would otherwise be a little unnerving."



"I mean, yes," I said.  "But sometimes a card's more literal than we give it credit for.  Mary Mulvaney is essentially dead—to the extent she existed in the first place, I mean.  Your career a a super is, no offense, probably just as dead.  Whatever you head into next isn't going to look much like this."  I tapped the card.  "But there's reason for hope.  A scythe harvests the fields once they've grown a crop to fruition.  Look at the new seed sprouting.  These cycles are necessary."



"Not much consolation," Mary said, and flipped the second card.  She did a double-take.  



She looked at me accusingly.  I smiled disarmingly.



"I did say the first High Priestess was my fault," I said.  "That wasn't part of the reading.  I palmed the card to flick at you."



"Which tells me a few things," she said in a controlled voice.  "That you have multiple copies of the same deck in that box.  That you can card-sharp, too.  And that you're willing to pull one over on me to make a point."



Before I could respond, she dug a nail under the deck on the table and twitched upward to flip it over.  Major Arcana spilled in a line across the tablecloth.  Four sets of 22.  Just close enough in size to a normal Tarot deck that someone not very familiar with them wouldn't notice right away.



I shrugged sheepishly—then caught her gaze and leaned in.  "Do you really believe what you said?" I asked softly.  "That what's in the deck doesn't matter, as long as the context is right?  Or were you just throwing that back in my face earlier?"



She looked away, jaw clenched.



"Not an easy question when you're not the one stacking the deck, is it?"  I collected the cards again.  "Look.  You agreed we'd do this my way—and right now, my way is the one you showed me.  Giving the reading a different emphasis.  The difference is…you wanted to keep fate at a distance.  And right now, I think we could use all of it we could get on our side."



"I'll reserve judgment on that until I see the outcome," she said.












The detective paused.  I took a Tarot deck from beneath my counter, and started idly cutting the cards.



"And?" he prompted.



"And what?"



"What was the card?"



I took a moment to brace myself.  This was the point of no return.



"I mentioned I'd shuffled multiple Major Arcana together, yes?"  I grabbed a card from somewhere near the middle of the deck and flipped it out on the counter for him—a hooded cape.  "A second Death."



The detective went very still.



Then he stood up, a deep scowl stretching his face.  "Miss Hart.  It occurs to me that you didn't actually answer my question earlier.  Are you a super?"



"If I was," I said, looking him in the eyes, "I would have a legal requirement to register.  And you and I both know that, if you were an actual detective, you'd have checked the law enforcement database before you ever set foot in my shop."



His expression tightened as I called his bluff—then contorted as the rest of it sank in.  I could almost see the puzzle pieces clicking together.



Recognition glinted in his eyes.  "You said you hadn't seen Mary since her disappearance.  But your third meeting was well after Mulvaney's disappearance—and shortly before Lady Luck's.  You framed it that way to test whether I knew they were the same."



"If you're implying I used that to get your identity, Roulette, I didn't need cold reading for that," I said.  "I knew that from the time you walked in the door.  Word got out that Mary Mulvaney visited me, so it was a near certainty you'd drop by—and the mask tan was a dead giveaway."



"Unbelievable."  His scowl turned menacing.  "You played me."



I softened my voice, internal warning bells jangling.  "As I told you, my job requires a good grasp of context.  I've been reading you to see how you would react when it came down to this.  And right now, I promise you, my only job is to try to keep you from doing something you might regret."



"You killed her."  The menace contorted into rage.  "You got her alone and tied up a loose end, Miss Hart."  He barked out a laugh.  "Holy shit—how did I miss that?  Regina Hart."



"Would you believe," I said, "that occasionally, a ridiculous coincidence is just that—coincidence?"



"Oh, sure," he said acidly.  "Every two percent coincidence so far has been a guaranteed thing, but by sheer chance, a woman named Regina Hart is mere poker buddies with the Red Queen."



"I'm not her," I said.  "I really, legitimately am not."



"Pull the other one."



I swallowed.  "Okay.  Fine, you don't believe me.  Hypothetically, if I was the Red Queen, what would you do?"



Roulette brought his fists up and clenched them.  His hands burst into flame.



"Whoah, whoah," I said, flinging my palms out as he sank into a fighting stance and shuffled toward me.  "I didn't kill anyone.  Please let me explain."



"I'm pretty sure you've done enough talking," Roulette said.



"Apparently not, if you're still coming to the conclusion I killed her!" I blurted out.  "Didn't you hear a thing I said?  I listened to her story!  I believed her!  I was helping her!"



"You were telling me everything I wanted to hear while the rest of the Heat closed in," he snarled.  "You murderous assholes are sweeping all this under the rug for the casinos, and I'm just another loose end.  After setting up that bomb blast to frame us as terrorists, don't even try pretending you're on my side."



I scrambled backward as he rounded the corner of the counter.  I could feel the heat of his fists against my exposed skin.  "Wait!" I said.  "Can we drop this?"



Roulette's eyes narrowed.  "What?"



"Drop this," I repeated.  "Drop this!"



His eyes shot open as he realized I wasn't talking to him.  "F—" Roulette started, as he spun around into a face full of folding chair.



He crumpled satisfyingly.  His fists extinguished as he went limp on the floor.  



The air shimmered as Red Queen dropped her cloaking field.  She set the bent metal chair down, knelt over Roulette, and measured his pulse.  I remembered to breathe.



"Well, I think I heard enough," she said.  "He really didn't bomb our headquarters."



"I t-told you," I said, struggling to get my adrenaline under control.  "The casinos have been playing you both."



She nodded gravely.  "I believe it now.  We're going to have a very interesting conversation when he wakes up."



"W-wonderful. Would you maybe hit him a little earlier next time!?"



"Next time.  Sure."  She smirked, then opened my counter drawer and pulled out a set of handcuffs for Roulette.  "So," Red said as she applied them, "do you play poker?  Turns out my Tuesday night group needs a fourth."



I sank to the floor next to her, and let out a choked laugh.  



"You know," I said, "maybe I should start."












Lady Luck was silent as I finished my story. …The parts she hadn't been there for, anyhow.



"So the Heat ambushed us because they expected us to assassinate them otherwise," she murmured.



"Framing you for the bomb was crude but effective on the casinos' part," I said.  "The last thing they could afford was for your groups to compare notes."



"Which Red Queen and Roulette would never have done if we hadn't faked my suspicious disappearance."



I shrugged.  "It seems so simple in hindsight.  Both sides had a clear stake in investigating that, and using me as a neutral third party meant Red Queen got to hear your side of the story without being poisoned by her suspicion of you.  Talking her into waiting around for Roulette's arrival was simple from there—even though she didn't fully believe me at first, it was win-win for her, no matter which way he reacted."



"Unbelievable."  She clasped my hands.  "I can't thank you enough."



"Hey now," I said.  "You're the hero.  I'm no cape.  But sometimes fate needs a little extra nudge."



She squinted at me.



"…What?"



"No cape," she said.  "A rather precise choice of words.  You know, you never did answer Roulette's question."



"If I was a super," I said blandly, "I'd be legally obligated to register."



Lady Luck burst into laughter.  



"Interesting thing," she said.  "Those words don't mean much on their own.  It's the way they match the situation that matters."



I winked at her.  "I'll make you into a Tarot reader yet."
      

      
   
      A Story of Water and Blood


      

      
      
         Teague Curran leaned on the plaza’s railing, the cold wind managing to find its ways into his tightly wrapped cloaks as he watched the sun dip below the seemingly endless ocean. Back when they were children, he and his brother would lean out over this very railing and imagine they could actually see the fishers working hundreds of feet below on Tuan’s lowest tiers. They would picture them fighting to pull up the giant eels that nested below the city, even as the waves crashed against the shaped walls and showered them with icy cold spray.



As he stared at the horizon, his thoughts sank lower still, diving past the fishers, dipping beneath the waves, and plunging hundreds and hundreds of feet further down and miles out to Akrai, the benthic capital of the undine. 



“Thought you might be here,” his younger brother said as he clapped him on the back, joining him at the railing. Despite everything, Uilliam was still smiling. “You okay, Teague?”



“I’m fine,” Teague grunted. “Just thinking.”



“About what?”



“You.”



Uilliam sighed, his smile fading as he bent over to rest his arms and chin on the clammy stone. “You shouldn’t. There’s nothing to be done for it. Queen Aiden needs a new resident diplomat for Akrai and it’s our family’s turn to provide.” He shifted again, pushing himself upright and turning away from the view. “Better the fish than the owls or slime, right?” He forced himself to laugh. “Though I suppose that isn’t a very diplomatic thing for me to say, is it?”



“Tact was never really your strong suite,” Teague agreed. 



“I guess I’ll have to work on it.”



To be selected as a resident diplomat for one of the other human kingdoms was merely an exceptional inconvenience, a packing up of one’s life and moving it to a new city. But to be one for the non-humans… 



Most of them lived places humans could not, so it was up to the fleshshapers to work their magic and render the new resident into the right form for the job. A change from which very few returned. Just like how stone would crumble to dust if shaped too much, so too would flesh fail. From human to other was barely manageable. To try and take that same flesh back the other way…



No, for Uilliam to become a resident for the undine would mean spending the rest of his life that way. Away from his home. Away from his family. Away from his dreams.



The wind whipped around them, the stiff gust managing to rustle the gnarled branches of the erl bushes that clung to the cliff face. 



“No use worrying about it. What else is a third child good for anyway?” Shivering, Uilliam rubbed his arms with a renewed vigor. “It’s colder than usual today. Come on. We should head back up to the manor before I freeze.”



Teague pulled off his thick-furred outer cloak and offered it over. No matter how old they got, some things never changed. “You shouldn’t have left without putting something warmer on.”



“I wouldn’t have had to if you weren’t out here brooding all on your lonesome so close to supper,” he said, throwing the cloak over his shoulders. “You’re the heir. You should be setting a good example, telling me to do it for the good of our family name and for our kingdom. Not moping. At least that’s what Father would say.”



A small smile finally managed to break through Teague’s dour expression as he grabbed his little brother’s shoulder and pulled him in for a short embrace. ”You’re right.” It was true: sulking wasn’t going to do anything for his brother. “Let’s get back. I’m sure Ena’s already boiling some grep for us to warm up with.”








Uilliam’s hands shook a little as he looked at the letter, glancing from it to their father to Teague and then back again. “This is a joke, right? Me? A resident diplomat? To the fish?”



“It’s an honor for our family to have the opportunity to serve the queen in such a degree,” Father said, voice firm. It was a tone they hadn’t heard much since they were children, the voice of a father promising no chance of compromise. 



“That’s well and good for the family, Father, but I have a life here. On land. The stoneshapers say that my work is some of the finest—” 



The words died in his throat as their father’s hand slapped the stone hall of the manor, the sound ringing in the empty dining room. “That is enough, Uilliam. Who else shall we send? Teague is my heir. Neasa is one of the queen’s own fleshshapers. You are the only choice.” The tears building in the corners of Uilliam’s eyes must have been as obvious to their father as they were to Teague, since his voice softened as he continued, “You are young, and I hear Akrai is a most fantastical place. You will adapt.”



Teague said nothing, just watching the little tremors of his younger brother’s hands – hands calloused and scarred from years of tireless work with the stoneshapers to master their art;  work that would all mean nothing if he were changed – as they struggled not to tear the hated parchment.








Taking a seat near the fire with Father, Teague held his clay mug of steaming grep tightly in both hands, letting the warmth fill them. Dinner had come and gone. Neasa had been unable to attend, and Uilliam had retreated to his rooms immediately after. Which left just him and Father sitting in silence. Silence he couldn’t allow to continue.



“Uilliam’s skills will go to waste,” he said.



Father sighed, taking a long drag from his own mug before he answered. “And now I must go through this with you, Teague?”



“Yes, you must,” he near growled, the attitude grating on him, “This whole process is… ridiculous! Archaic! An antiquated bit of nonsense that started as nothing more than a hostage exchange! Queen Aiden has people who have spent their entire lives preparing to lives for this. Uilliam has spent his mastering stoneshaping!”



Leaning back in his chair, Father shook his head. “And you must understand that, archaic or not, this ritual helps us maintain the peace. A member from one of the noble houses to live among them – and the same back from them – to show our continued dedication.”



“It’s a gesture.”



“It’s a symbol, and there is power in symbols.”



It was Teague’s turn to shake his head. “And so you will offer Uilliam up as a sacrifice for a symbol.”



“For Tuan? For House Curran? Gladly, yes.”



Teague dug his fingers into the chair’s softer coverings. How could Father be so callous? “Uilliam is meant to be a stoneshaper. He has the talent. He is as gifted in the crafts as Neasa is. The change would rob him of that. Undine have no ability for it.”



Father clutched the bridge of his nose. “Yes, I am well aware.”



Teague forced himself to stop and take a drink, letting the soothing heat of the grep burn away the edges of his frustration before he continued. Thoughtless anger would not win over Father. “And you know he has started courtship with the daughter of the Sheehy?”



Father actually laughed. “Do you really think I am so ignorant of your lives?



“Then why are you so callous about this!” Teague snapped, his mug clattering to the ground as he threw himself to his feet. Effectiveness be damned. “He is meant for better things and you are asking him to throw his entire life away for the sake of your pride.”



The backhanded slap caught him completely off-guard, his ears ringing as he caught himself on the mantle to regain his balance. 



“Watch your mouth,” Father growled. “Pride has nothing to do with this. This is a matter of our house’s duty to the throne.”



Teague rubbed at his stinging cheek. Father hadn’t struck him in years.



“You are a good brother,” Father said, placing a hand on his shoulder and squeezing tightly, “but as my heir, you must be more than that. You must be able to guide the family down the right path, no matter how hard that might be.”



He could taste blood in his mouth. He nodded. “Of course, Father.”



“Good.” The hand on his shoulder tightened as Father smiled and continued, “Then let that be the last word on this subject.”



“Yes, Father.”








Teague’s footsteps echoed along the main hall of the resident tier as he ran his fingers along the stoneshaped mural. Uilliam had brought him here a few years ago, dragging him along as he recited back every fact he’d learned about it. How it had been crafted near two-hundred years ago by the right-hand of the king’s own stoneshaper. How each panel showed the establishment of peace between Tuan and another kingdom. How the names of the residents were woven into the work. How he would someday create something that would be just as magnificent.



And, as Teague’s fingers traced it now, he thought about how his brother never would if he joined the undine.



Beyond the mural and dug deep into the mountainside lay the resident embassies. Here the air was much warmer than on the outer edges of the tiers, the heat born from the compost heaps below and the small fires within the embassies themselves. He actually had to loosen his outermost cloak to keep from sweating.



The occasional guard bowed their head as he passed, the golden disc that held his cloak in place – emblazoned with his house’s crest – enough to grant him unquestioned passage on this tier.



His destination, located just beyond the mural, was the embassy of Akrai’s undine. He’d sent a runner ahead to let them know of his arrival. 



In his time, he had seen only a few renditions of the undine, and they all depicted the whole of the race as beautiful, effeminate creatures. So it was that seeing the mountain of a man sitting behind the desk, his face a near impenetrable wall of hair, caught Teague by surprise.



“Not what you were expecting?” Demi said with a laugh.



“No,” Teague admitted. “Not in the least. I hope you’ll forgive me my rudeness.”



“It’s fine, it’s fine,” he said, waving the concern away. “It’s a surprisingly common occurrence. They expect to be greeted by something that looks like an undine, and instead they get a human. So what brings you to my offices, Lord Curran?”



“Teague, please.” Demi had be correct of course: he had come in expecting to see someone who looked like an undine, not someone who put him in mind of his own grandfather. “I’d rather dispense with the formality. I’m not here on official business.”



“Then it’ll be Demi for me. So what brings you calling if not business?”



No sense in dancing about it. People talked, and the news would probably have already made it this far. “I just wanted to talk to you about your experience as a resident.”



“Oh?” Demi’s lips pursed as he leaned forward, studying Teague. Then he snapped his fingers. “Ah! It’s your family that will be offering up the replacement for for Ardal?”



“Yes,” Teague said, concentrating on keeping his voice level. “My brother has been put forward as the one who do it.”



“I see.” Demi settled back into his seat and fell silent for a long moment. “Well, so far as things have been, I can’t much complain. Your people are kind. Your city is beautiful – if far, far too cold. Being human has been one novelty after another. And what we do as diplomats has meaning.” 



The trail off was obvious. “But?”



“It is not without its challenges.” 



Teague softened his voice. “Please, be honest with me. I just want to understand what my brother will be going through.” After a moment, he added, “I promise I will keep this conversation in confidence, no matter what you might have to say.”



Demi leaned forward and grabbed a pitcher of water. “A drink? Sorry, I would offer grep, but even as a human I still can’t stomach the stuff. Even the smell is enough to put me off myself.”



“No, thank you.”



The only sound for a moment was that of the water filling his mug. “I can’t deny that there aren’t days where I regret being chosen for this. All of us were raised for it – my sisters and I – but there is only so much that can be done to prepare you for it.”



Teague frowned, letting Demi continue of his own accord.



“It is like being born anew, really. The old you dies and what remains...” he waved a hand in the air as he trailed off, then sighed. “Words fail me. Perhaps one of these days someone with a better gift for such things will write a treatise on the matter. But that is the best I can manage. The you who lived dies, and a new you takes their place. For some the change is not so hard. For others?”



Teague matched Demi’s level gaze. The rest of the words really didn’t need to be spoken. “Well, my brother is strong. It’s necessary to be a shaper. Even more so for stoneshapers.”



Demi relaxed and finally drank from the water he’d poured. “To bend stone with his will alone? I would imagine.” The smile returned too. “And being an undine is not so bad. I would certainly not mind doing it again.”



Teague laughed because it was a joke. And wished he’d never come down to talk to Demi.








Teague’s face remained impassive as his sister slammed her mug on the table. The other patrons glanced their way as he gently pressed his hand over the mug. Neasa’s temper could be as mercurial as Father’s. “Calm down.”



She glared at him, pulling her mug back and taking another drink. “You are being a fool. I am not going to help you get an audience with the queen so you can bother her with this. What do you even think that’s going to achieve?”



“I don’t know,” Teague admitted. “But what else am I supposed to do?”



“Nothing.” She returned the mug to the table with exaggerated care. “I feel bad for Uilliam too, but there’s really no other choice. His bad luck to be born third.”



And there she cut to the heart of the matter. He gripped his mug even tighter, the drink long since gone cold. “What sort of brother would I be to let this fall on him for something as pointless as that? Fall on either of you? Either of you would be better suited to head the house.”



She shrugged. “You won’t hear me disagreeing, layabout. So it goes, though.”



“Neasa,” he said, his voice barely audible over the ambient noise. “Please. You have prepared residents. You know what it does to some. How badly it goes. You’ve told me about the ones who’ve begged to be given the chance to go back.” 



Shaking her head, she lifted her mug to take another drink. Just like she always did when she didn't have a good answer. Find something that let her avoid talking so the point vanished.



Well, all Teague had was his words. So he’d use them. “Would you be able to do it? Give up everything you’d worked for? Surrender your gift?”



The mug stopped. “Teague…”



“Would you, Neasa?”



She set it back on the table. “You are worse than Mother ever was, you know that? Fine. I will see if she’s willing to entertain an audience with you. But I’m not promising anything. Just don’t make me regret this. And don’t let Father find out. He’ll skin me if he finds out I’m doing this for you.”



“I won’t.”








Queen Aiden’s audience chamber was far colder than Tague had expected. Part of him wished he’d worn something warmer than his formal suit with its thin, delicate cut. Yet seated on her throne, wearing little more than he was, Queen Aiden seemed perfectly at home. He bowed low. “Queen Aiden.”



“Young Lord Curran.” Her voice echoed in the hall, stronger than that of any performer he’d ever seen act on a stage. She was a born speaker. “You may stand.”



He held the bow a moment longer before he rose. His throat felt tight. Neasa had been right: this was a mistake. He had no new arguments. No real alternative. But he couldn’t abandon Uilliam without trying something. “Thank you for granting me a portion of your time.”



“It is always a pleasure to speak with the scions of my most noble houses.” She smiled. “Members of my own court has said the events you put together are among the most enjoyable they have ever had opportunity to attend. You have a knack for it, they say.”



“Thank you.” He wanted to just get to it, but he knew to let the conversation move at her pace. As her guest, he would not broach his reason for coming until she asked for it. “I do my best.”



“As we all should.” Her fingers tapped on the broad arms of her throne. “It must be difficult for you, having two siblings so talented to compete with. Your sister is an unquestioned genius, and I have heard great things about your brother. The potential to be the next Declan, I’m told.”



“Ah,” he hesitated, the conversation suddenly slipping away from him. “Yes. Uilliam is—”



“Soon to be given to the undine,” she interrupted. 



Teague stiffened as he stared at her. Her placid expression hadn’t changed, nor had her pleasant tone, but those words might as well have been a club. “Um. Yes.



“True talent traded away for what I’m sure shall be a pretty face and prettier fins. A shame, but a small price to pay for peace and prosperity we enjoy. An age where we humans have unprecedented access to peoples we once struggled so hard to understand.” Her eyes focused on him. “Don’t you agree?”



Teague swallowed. “It is an unquestionably important job.”



“Tactful.” She made a lazy gesture in the air. “Ardal – the earth welcome him – was my uncle. Did you know that?”



It took Teague a moment to place the name as the one Demi had mentioned. Presumably the last resident to the undine. He did not like the direction of this conversation though. Apparently he would not have to ask the question to get an answer. Had Neasa told her everything? Or was it just that obvious? “No.”



“He was a rather talented musician. No genius, of course, but skilled. I must imagine it wounded him greatly to give up the oriel. I heard that among the undine he became a wonderful singer though. They mourned for him as one of their own.”



“Queen Aiden…”



She blinked and looked at him as if she were just realizing for the first time that he was in the room with her. “My apologies, young Lord Curran. I have been using our precious time to ramble at you. You had a… well, your sister was quite unclear about what it was you had for me. A question, perhaps? A request?”



He swallowed. Whatever game she was playing with him, he couldn’t guess. But he couldn’t back down now. “Yes. The post of resident diplomat is a vital one. I understand that. But I wonder why it must be us who fill this role. There are many others who would beg this honor of you. Many who might be… better suited for the role.”



“Because, young Lord Curran, if we are to stand at the top of this nation and guide it, we must be willing to make sacrifices for it. It is a simple gesture to give them those from our highest houses, but it is one that they understand. We exchange our best so that they might share what they learn and we each might learn. But I suspect that is not what you truly wanted to ask me, is it?”



And with that he was trapped. He could feel her eyes pinning him in place. He could lie, of course and say that it was. It would be embarrassing, but it probably would go unspoken outside this room. “No, Queen Aiden.”



“Then ask.”



“Do not make Uilliam do this,” Teague said, bowing his head. “I beg of you.”



She shook her head. “I cannot interfere in the affairs of your house, young Lord Curran. Who your father puts forward is his choice. Besides, who shall he choose instead? Would you tell me your sister is better suited for it?”



Tague grit his teeth.



“And I cannot well excuse your house when the others have given what I have asked, can I?”



“No,” Teague agreed, “you cannot.”



“Then you must see that what you are asking of me is impossible.” 



“Of course,” he said, biting back the frustration. Snapping at Father was one thing. Queen Aiden would be another entirely. “I am sorry to have been troubled you with this matter.”



Rising from her throne, she began to descend the stairs, taking each with care. She continued on like he hadn’t even spoken, “Now, if a member of your house were to ask me to take them as the resident diplomat, I believe I would be in position to do so, regardless of the Lord Curran’s opinion of the matter.”



By the time the words registered with him, she was already beside him. He started to open his mouth, but she raised a hand to silence him.



“I feel someone like you would do well among the undine. They appreciate kindness. Even if the possessor is a bit slow.” There was the briefest flash of a mischievous smile, before it transformed back into the stony countenance of a patient queen. “Now then, there are other meetings I must attend.”



“Ah… yes, of course.” Teague bowed low once more. He couldn’t have heard her right, but there was really no other way to take that. “Thank you… thank you for your time.”








Teague stood at the plaza’s railing, staring out towards a sea and sky that he hardly noticed, so deep in the sea were his thoughts. He had run the conversation over and over in his mind, but there was no denying the simple reality of it.



If he were to volunteer, she would take him, regardless of Father’s protests.



Of course she would. Compared to keeping two master shapers, what sort of contest was that? Hadn’t that been half his justification for sparing Uilliam? But it hardly felt like an answer laid out so directly.



“Again, Teague?” Uilliam asked. “How am I supposed to have the chance to get all broken up while I reminisce if you keep taking the spot for it?”



“Funny.”



“I saw this was still hanging,” Uilliam said, offering out his cloak. “Thought you might want it.”



“Thanks.” Teague took it and threw over his own shoulders. Ignoring the cold could only go so far.



Uilliam leaned on the railing beside him. “Do you remember the first time I tried shaping?”



“And near destroyed the entire railing?”



He chuckled. “Yeah. That one. And you tried to tell Father that it had just broken?”



Teague smiled, despite the sting associated with that particular memory. “It was the last time I tried lying to him.”



“I don’t think I ever thanked you for that.” There was a slightly pause. “For trying, I mean.”



Wrapping his arm around Uilliam’s shoulders, Teague pulled him close. “It doesn’t matter. I’m supposed to watch out for the family. Right?”



“I don’t think that is what Father means.”



“Probably not,” Teague admitted. As they stared out over the water, he could feel his brother starting to shake. And he felt ashamed of himself. Slow indeed. The only answer really had been staring him in the face the whole time, and he’d managed to expertly avoid thinking about it.



He didn’t have a lot to offer the house. Not in the same way siblings did. All he had was the luck of being born first.



“I can’t do it,” Uilliam finally whispered, voice hitching. “I can’t. I just… I...”



Teague pulled him closer. “You won’t have to.”
      

      
   
      Antoine's Armory


      
      
      
         
         Home Alone

      
      

      

      
      
         There's a machete taped to the underside of the bed. There's a hunting knife under the welcome mat. There's a floor vent in the guest room that doesn't lead anywhere, except to a pair of grenades. Downstairs in the kitchen, the cutlery drawer has a false bottom, underneath which is a slate black pistol. It isn't the only gun in the house.



Dorothy knew where all the weapons were. She'd lived in this remote farmhouse off the highway for four years now; she couldn't possibly have missed any. The only thing she didn't know was whether or not her husband, Antoine, knew that she'd discovered every single one of them. 



Probably not, though. He never did appreciate how thoroughly she cleaned.



"I'm going out," Antoine announced as Dorothy sprinkled parsley, double-handed, over two plates of pasta carbonara. Even with the exhaust fan on, the meaty aroma was in full force.



"Oh," she said, wiping her hands on her apron. "Alright. I was hoping we'd have dinner together, but—"



"Not tonight," Antoine said, making his way across the kitchen to the front door.



Dorothy's auburn hair was shiny and freshly curled. Her lipstick was perfectly shaped. She wore a bright green dress that stopped an inch above her knees. It was as soft as silk, and underneath it was something even softer.



But Antoine wanted to go out. Sure.



Dorothy sighed, watching her husband open the closet to fetch his jacket.



There's a pair of brass knuckles in the shoebox. One of them has a blade sticking out its side.



The fake fireplace burned soundlessly behind Antoine as he tied his shoes, giving him the look of someone preparing for war. That might not have been far from the truth. Dorothy didn't know what her husband did for a living, but she knew he wasn't a stock broker like he said he was, just as she knew that he wasn't simply 'going out' tonight. His hands were in his jacket pockets as he scanned the house, and wherever he looked, he did it darkly. His mood soured like this whenever he was about to go to 'work'. He would return smelling of sweat and gunpowder, many hours from now.



She never asked him the truth about his job. Why start a fight? She might lose the love of Antoine Cochrane—six foot one if he slouched, rough hands beaten and worn like leather gloves, and an embrace that could quiet a raging bull. This was the man that had encouraged her to start her horse rescue charity down the road. The man who built a stable in the backyard with his bare hands for Cisco, the stallion she adopted herself.



How could a man like that be doing wrong?



All she knew was that, whatever he did, he made careful, precise work of it. Because in four happy years of marriage, not a single one of the house's hidden weapons had ever been disturbed. Except, of course, for the monthly wipe-down Dorothy gave them on the first of every month.



"Not tonight," Dorothy repeated. "I understand," she replied.



"Hmm."



Dorothy began packing Antoine's meal in a plastic container, moving as slowly as possible. She listened to the front door open and shut, and Antoine drive away in his Bentley. After, of course, he retrieved the hunting knife from under the welcome mat. He never left home without it.



In the distance, Cisco neighed, like he always did when he heard a car engine. He was cooped up in his stable without anyone to entertain him. Dorothy felt his pain. The farmhouse might have been roomier and more modern than the stable, but it still didn't hold much in the way of things to do. 



Leaning against the countertop, she balanced her plate with one hand and a fork in the other. Taking a bite, she moaned poignantly. The bacon pieces were just right. She'd never cooked it so well.



The worst part was that she could have gone out tonight, too, if not for that ruesome vandal at the mall. What possessed someone to slash some poor woman's tires and steal about two-thirds of her engine, she had no idea.



She looked around for a way to pass the time. On the main floor was the kitchen, the foyer, and the lounge, all in one expansive room. Connected to it was the garage, Antoine's office, and stairs to the second floor. Her eyes eventually rested, as they often did, on the picture on the wall at the top of the stairs. But not for the same reason that anyone else might look at it.



There's a metal button behind that picture. It isn't labeled.



Maybe she would press it tonight. She was dying to know what it did.








Dorothy sat up on the couch, squinting. Her Walkman slid off her stomach to the floor, but the headphones stayed connected, blasting the soundtrack from Dr. Zhivago in her ears.



Was that a glint? On the floor, near the front door. A shard of glass? It must have been from when she dropped her wine last week. How could she have missed it?



At least it was something to do.



Moving casually around the spot where she saw the glint (she was barefoot), Dorothy carried her Walkman to the kitchen, humming the whole way along. She grabbed a cloth, ran it under some water and carried it back to where she had seen the glint. But she didn't find a shard of glass on the floor. She found ten thousand of them.



Her hands and feet went cold. The floor looked like it was covered in snow, coming from around the corner. She recognized it, even in a thousand pieces. It was from the window next to the front door.



She slowly lowered her headphones to her shoulders. Around the corner, she heard the distinct sound of glass chunks being crushed under a boot, not three feet away from her.



Her ears rang. Her body trembled. She dropped the cloth and ran back to the kitchen, throwing open the cutlery drawer, thrusting her hands inside, and tossing the tray of utensils onto the floor. She cringed at the clattering and covered her ears.



When the noise ceased, she heard him. His voice coarse, amused, and freezing her stiff.



"Evening, ma'am. Husband not home?"



Lara's theme continued to play faintly under her ears, picking up in both speed and volume.



She turned, revealing the abject shock spread across her face, and the pistol in her hand.



"Jesus—FUCK!"



She fired. Her ear drums almost burst. The recoil sent the gun cartwheeling out of her hands, and she tried to catch it in midair, pawing at it once, twice, three times before it fell in the sink.



And went off again.



The bullet flew past her hair, hit something metal on the ceiling, and she screamed as loud as she could, as if the noise might make the world stop for a second and let her gather her thoughts.



She fell to a crouch and, still screaming, fumbled her way to the base of the stairs and sprinted up as fast as her legs could carry her. Her Walkman smashed to pieces somewhere along the way.



She made it to the bedroom and slammed the door behind her, sliding down to her seat. After a few more seconds of screaming, she bit down on her knees and chased after her racing breath. She closed her eyes, and that was where she saw him, burned into the backs her eyelids.



He was white, about 50 years old, with graying brown hair and a mustache. His clothes were black from top to bottom; he was even wearing gloves. 



And he had a gun. He did. In his hand. A silencer on the end. But he wasn't holding it up. He wasn't expecting Dorothy to have a weapon, and if she was honest, she didn't blame him.



The man downstairs groaned. It sounded like he was sliding across the floor. He yelled, "Get the FUCK out here!" but his voice had some distance to it. Where was he? Was he not yelling at her?



Dorothy covered her mouth, inhaling sharply. In a few moments, more boots stomped into the house. It sounded like an army marching across the broken glass.



A man spoke, sounding like he was young enough to be in college. "Whoa, Rob! The fuck happened to you?"



"Don't ask. The bitch is upstairs, she—"



"So much for the easy job." This one was a woman. She sounded maybe thirty. "Watch and see how it's done, huh?"



Another man, his voice filled with gravel like that of a chain smoker, said, "She shot you on top of your shoulder! How tall is this woman?"



"It was a ricochet. Lucky fucking…"



The woman said, "Wow," and the other two whistled.



"All of you shut up!" Rob shouted. "It doesn't matter. You idiots wanted to help, well, now's your chance."



"Well, gee, Rob," the college student joked, "we didn't bring any weapons."



"Yeah," the woman said. "This was supposed to be a ride-along. Learn something from the master."



Rob growled. "Well, look around. This is Antoine—goddamn—Cochrane's house," he said, adding, "you stupid motherfucker. She's armed herself, and you can too."



Dorothy stopped crying, momentarily, so that she could gasp. He didn't see her drop the gun. More than that, they knew who her husband was. These were people from 'work'. 



But what did they want with her?



There was no time to guess. Downstairs, Rob began barking orders. 



"You, and you, cut the phones."



Dorothy winced, biting down on her hand. There were no phone upstairs. Antoine hated being near them when he slept. 



Rob continued, "You, check the garage."



Dorothy's heart leapt, and she suddenly couldn't breathe.



There's a basket of baseball bats in the garage. The oldest, grodiest looking bat is wrapped in barbed wire.



There's a nailgun on the shelf. The safety disengages far too easily.



And behind the shelf, set into the wall, is a rack holding ten mean-looking rifles.



"Hooooly shit," the college student said. Dorothy hid between her legs, listening to him grunt, throw the shelves onto the ground, and then whistle. A gun began to click and clack with glee. 



Dorothy's heart got too loud to even think. It wasn't beating so much as vibrating.



She suppressed her panic as best she could and thought about options. Her only choice was escape, but she was miles away from civilization, so running away was out of the question. That was, unless she could ride like the wind…



On her hands and knees, she crawled over to the window to the backyard and peered outside. It was her best bet. The pergola was right beneath her, and she was skinny enough to crawl through the window. She could get down with only a few splinters to worry about, as opposed to two broken legs.



Once outside, she could reach Cisco, hop on his back and gallop away into the night.



Feeling a bit stronger now that she had a plan, she unlatched the window and slid it upwards. The cool air wafted her face like a gentle reminder, and a thought struck her.



Cisco couldn't jump the fence. The only way out of the backyard was a small gap next to the house. They'd spot her immediately, and while Cisco was fast, he couldn't outrun bullets. He'd be done for. She pictured him whinnying in agony, spots of red appearing on his shoulder, his flank, his neck, as he crashed to the ground, never to run again.



With a painful whimper, Dorothy closed the window and fell backwards. She crawled across the floor and pulled herself under the bed. She needed somewhere to think.



The people downstairs—the assailants—kept talking as if they were in a business meeting. Closing her eyes, Dorothy whispered, "Antoine. Andy. Please, please help me."



And then she remembered.



There's a machete…



Dorothy threw her eyes open and groped the entire underside of the bed. But there was nothing but springs and cotton. She could swear she had seen the weapon just last week. She kept searching with her hands, as if the weapon had simply gone invisible. She cursed and pulled on her hair, retreating to the fetal position.



An idea washed over her like a splash of cold water on a scorching hot day. Her brain made a connection that it somehow never had before.



In the bathroom there's a dirty rag, a lighter, and a quarter-empty bottle of scotch.



Antoine doesn't drink scotch.



Dorothy gripped the edge of the bed and dragged herself out, scrambling up and into the bathroom. Her image in the mirror frightened her—make-up running down her face, hair damp and splayed everywhere like she'd just gone for a run through the rain forest.



She shook her mind clear and put each item on the counter. She placed her hands on her head, thinking, processing, grasping at the straws of her memory. How did this work again? She'd seen these things made in movies all the time, but they usually involved gasoline or something. And they were in movies.



From downstairs, the college student and Rob had a short, horrifying conversation.



"Rob, why is there a gun in the sink?"



"A what?"



A pause.



"Is she unarmed, Rob?"



Another pause.



A snort. Then, "I'll get her."



Dorothy poured scotch all over the rag. She knew she shouldn't get it on herself but she couldn't help her shaking hands. 



Footsteps on the stairs, creaking.



She wiped her hands on her dress, ruining it. She stuffed the rag in the bottle and gave her fingers another wipe. Was that really all it was?



"Yoo-hoo! You in there, Ma'am?" 



Chk went the lighter. Chk, chk, chk, chkchkchk.



"I think you owe my friend an apology!"



Dorothy took a deep breath, whispered, "Fuck you," and the lighter catched. The flame licked her nose, and she yelped. She lit the rag and held up the bottle unsteadily in her outstretched arm. The fire expanded and crawled up the bottle. Climbed up the bottle. Stormed up the bottle.



"I'm gonna count to threeeeee!"



She exited the bathroom and waited, but the fire was about to spread to her hand. She raised her leg, reminded herself that she had  never even punted a football, and then kicked the door as hard as she could, blasting it open.



"One—WHOA!"



The man stumbled back and raised his weapon, but Dorothy's was already raised. She saw that he was beautiful—gelled black hair, big, muscled, and young—and then she saw to it that he never would be beautiful again. She aimed right for his face. She wasn't going to miss from so close.



Screams filled the upstairs. Both from the man on fire, and from Dorothy herself. The woman yelled, "NICK!" 



The house glowed orange and black, and the stench of smoke went from nothing to overpowering in seconds. Bits of fiery rag and glass sprayed onto every surface.



The man stumbled back to the edge of the stairs. His hand reached out and gripped the railing for balance just as Dorothy ran into him, pushing him with both hands and sending him tumbling down the stairs. He landed on his shoulders, and a terrible crack sounded through the house. His limp form came to rest among the steps, burning quietly where he laid. 



Dorothy looked on in horror at the body she'd created, and a small part of her wanted to go down and check on him, or at least fetch a bucket of water. But the rest of her wanted to know what the hell that button did.



"Don't move!" the woman roared, but Dorothy saw no reason to listen. The woman hadn't grabbed a gun yet, and neither had her friend with the voice full of asphalt. 



Clamping her hands together in a fist, Dorothy wheeled around and smashed the picture on the wall. The glass shattered on impact, and she wondered if that was enough.



Suddenly, the house shifted beneath their feet. A great mechanism below the floor moved like a beast roused from slumber, and then went silent again. Nothing appeared to have changed, except that the limp, smoldering man on the stairs was moving again. He wasn't getting up, thankfully, but sliding further down. The steps had folded into a smooth, unassailable ramp.



"Catch!" Rob yelled from nowhere. Two rifles flew threw the air, and the two assailants caught them with barely even a glance, tucking them under their shoulders and peering down the sights.



Dorothy bolted towards the guest room, avoiding the small patches of fire. She grabbed for the handrail to steady herself, but found only thin air. The woman and the smoker backed away from the stairs as both railings, and every single post holding them up, collapsed to the main floor in a waterfall of iron.



Bullets ripped the walls. Dorothy dove into the guest room, rolled over and swung the door shut with her feet.








Dorothy wished the house wasn't so beautiful. Marble counters, shiny ceramic tiles, the railings made of metal—none of it was flammable. If it had all burned down with the man, taking her with it, this would all be over. Dorothy wondered why it could be so easy to wish death on herself, so long as the method was unavailable. Because walking out and being shot was out of the question, even if it would be quicker.



Safe in the corner of the guest room, she had found a way to stop crying. It took a lot of deep breaths. She also managed to stop most of her body from shaking, though her jaw was refusing to settle down. She was cold all over, except for her arms, which felt like they were on fire. A long burn mark stretched from the base of her right wrist to her elbow. It looked like a long-healed scar, and it stung like a fresh one. The fingers of her right hand had tiny little cuts, inside of which sparkled pieces of glass, as if they had sprouted from her bones.



Antoine had once joked that she was made of glass. Delicate Dorothy, the glass sculpture, always catching the light just right.



"Antoine, where are you?"



She could hear them downstairs, breaking things, taking things, shouting at each other. They had left her alone, for now, at the chain smoker's suggestion.



"Who the fuck knows what she found in there?"



He was right to worry; in both palms, she held the grenades from the floor vent, already planning what to do with them. She had the movies to thank, again, for teaching her how to use them. Hold the handle down. Pull the pin. Pray to every god that humanity has ever worshiped. But she couldn't tell where the three of them were at any given moment, and she couldn't check to see—one of them was probably aimed upstairs right now, waiting for her to peek her head out. Ready to take the shot. And if that was the case, they could probably deal with a grenade or two.



Besides, she had a better plan. Stay upstairs until Antoine got home. It couldn't be much longer now.



"Ready, Vi?!"



Dorothy twitched. The smoker.



"Ready!"



The woman. She was outside the window.



"Ready, Mrs. Cochrane?!" 



Rob.



Dorothy almost shot to her feet, but before she could, a storm of bullets burst into the room, tearing the window and door to pieces. She held her ears and screamed. Wood and glass flew through the room as if in a tornado, and Dorothy stayed in her corner.



They don't have a clear shot. Don't move, don't move, they don't have a clear shot. Antoine, please help, Antoine!



The guns clicked—out of ammo. There was a full second of silence before another round came flying through the door, continuing where the last left off.



The two tips of a ladder slammed into the windowsill and began jostling immediately, quickly. The woman on her way.



The gunshots ceased, and the men immediately started moving. Dorothy got to her feet and cast a look through the perforated door. The man with the mustache, Rob, boosted the smoker up to the second floor. They stood over their fallen comrade as if he wasn't even there.



Dorothy went to the window, fell to the floor and tucked her arms in. Rocking on her back, she lifted her feet to the top of the ladder and pushed. She was using her reserve strength now; she could feel herself going faint. 



The woman screamed something, 'bitch' perhaps, but Dorothy wasn't listening anymore.



She looked behind her, and the smoker was in the room. An ugly man, his face all ripples and warts, and his hair balding. He brought up his gun. She rolled twice more and was under the bed before he had a chance to fire.



"C'mon, love," the ugly man said, kicking the leg of the bed. "Party's over. Don't make me shoot you under there; it's undignified."



Dorothy closed her eyes. She prayed a quick prayer, addressed to nobody. She pulled the pin on grenade number one and rolled it out towards the boots.



Without so much as an expletive, the smoker snatched it off the ground. Dorothy saw his feet pivot one way, then the other, and then repeat. 



He ran towards the window, let out a grunt, and then froze.



"Oh, fuck, VIOLET!"



And in a brief moment of calm, Dorothy thought, It can't be that easy.



She came out from under the bed as the grenade detonated. The house rumbled, and she fell to her knees. Cisco whinnied in fright from somewhere far away.



"What the fuck was that?!" Rob screamed upwards. 



The smoker didn't respond. He just stared out the window, dumbfounded, his face painted with orange light. "Whoops," he muttered to himself.



Dorothy made a break for it. She fled from the guest room to her own room in less than a second, a hair ahead of Rob's gunfire. She slid on her side out of his range, but her dress caught on the corner of the door and she stopped abruptly. She tugged but couldn't break free.



"Dirty whore!"



Dorothy looked helplessly at the smoker, turning away from the window. He raised his gun, took a step forward, and looked down to see what he had just stepped on.



"…Oh."








Antoine Cochrane was having a rotten night. He'd spent weeks picking this exact date for the job, selected the right guys to carry it out, memorized Barrett's schedule, and even went so far as befriending the guy. And then the bastard wasn't even home. He was probably on a flight to the Maldives right now, briefcases of stolen goods sitting in the cargo bay. Antoine never even got to interrogate him, which he was really looking forward to. He had a big show planned, with a machete and everything.



And he missed pasta night. Again.



Antoine drove the long, straight highway home, gripping the steering wheel fiercely. The radio was off. Just 60 miles of countryside left to go.



He came to a valley and saw an oncoming pickup truck, barreling downhill a mile up the road. Strange. There weren't many houses up this way, and none of them owned a pickup truck. And even stranger than that, he had been searching everywhere for a certain pickup truck all night. 



It can't be that easy.



Antoine killed the engine, letting himself coast in darkness. With one hand he rolled down the window. With the other, he opened the glove box and punched the space where the airbag should have been, revealing a secret compartment flap. He pulled out a glock and switched it to his left hand. As the truck approached, he switched the lights so that his brights would be on.



The truck crested the valley and came up towards him. He started the engine and his lights shone right into the driver's face. And there he was. Robert Barrett, visibly recoiling at the sight of Antoine, who was pointing his gun out the window. He swerved away, ran himself off the road, and smashed his front end into a ditch. The truck's lights flashed and its alarm blared.



Antoine didn't even have to fire. He was right-handed, anyways.



He gently pressed the brakes, threw the car in reverse, and rolled back towards the wreckage. The front half was about a quarter of the length it should have been. A bloodied arm stuck out the broken driver-side window, completely still.



"That was tidy."



A thought struck Antoine. He threw the car in gear and floored it.



Dorothy.








"Dorothy!"



Antoine got out of his car and surveyed the damage. He didn't know where to start.



The house had been on fire; that much was certain. The windows were smashed so thoroughly it looked like they never had any glass in the first place. The furniture was scattered across the lawn. And the limbs were concerning. 



The east wall had taken the worst damage. The lower portion was buckled and bent, a few bricks fallen to the earth. The upper portion was missing entirely. Was that the guest room? It was always so hard to figure it out from the outside. Especially when the room didn't exist anymore.



And he would have been running inside, calling his wife's name and searching everywhere for her, if she hadn't been sitting on the front porch, a few feet away from a casually grazing Cisco. Her eyes were locked on him as she slowly ate pasta carbonara from a plastic container.



She looked… shocking. Bruised and cut, covered in gypsum dust. Bandages on her left hand and all the way up her left forearm. She looked exactly as she should, having endured what she just did. Right down to the pistol clutched in her right hand. She squeezed it so hard she looked like she might crush it into powder.



He approached with caution. "Hey," he tried.



Dorothy swallowed her food. "Hi." She set down her fork and pulled a glass of whiskey out from behind her, downing half of it in one swig.



He put his hands together and looked at the ground. "I'd like to apologize."



Dorothy chewed. Well, perhaps not chewed. It was more like she massaged the food with her teeth.



Antoine cleared his throat. "So… I guess—"



"I thought you said you were going to apologize."



"I'm sorry."



Dorothy breathed in and out, long and deep. She put the food down.



"I've tried really hard to prevent this from happening."



"I know."



Antoine leaned rocked back on his feet as if recovering from a blow. Dorothy could pack so much into those two words. 



Cisco wandered over to see the two of them, but he was really interested in the food. Dorothy pushed it out to signal her permission.



The stallion was untouched. Of all the shocking things he was taking in, that was the least surprising.



"By the way," Dorothy said.



"Yes, Dear?"



"In case it wasn't clear…"



She pointed over her shoulder, to the remains of the farmhouse.



"…I'm not cleaning that up."
      

      
   
      A Christmas Carl


      
      
      
         
         Wicked Witch of the North

      
         
         If They Liked It Once...

      
      

      

      
      
         When Carl was growing up, his family had an annual tradition. Every December the fifteenth, he would clamber with his father and mother into their Bondo-spotted, powder-blue 1986 Renault station wagon, and the three of them would drive up and down Harbor Blvd. between Newport Blvd. and the San Diego Freeway looking for whatever empty lot Doohan's Christmas Trees had set up in that year.



Carl's father had a theory about why Doohan's was never in the same place twice. This theory involved Mr. Doohan being secretly wealthy, owning multiple vacant lots along the boulevard, and moving from one to another just to make life more difficult for junior assistant cost accountants like Carl's father.



Carl's father had a lot of theories, most of them revolving around wealthy people who spent their time trying to make life more difficult for regular working stiffs. Carl himself just had the one theory: that Mr. Doohan, being large, white-bearded, red-suited, and jolly, must be Santa Claus.



But eventually, no matter how many trips up and down the boulevard it took, the lot would be found and the tree would be bought. At home, the boxes of decorations would be dragged out from the closet under the stairway, and this glowing, sparkling, otherworldly assemblage would take shape on the little table at the end of the sofa—Carl's father and mother kept the star hanging from a loop of wire wound around a thumbtack stuck in the ceiling all year long, so the tree's only real requirement was that it be tall enough to brush the downward-pointing arm of the star.



That loop of wire, Carl noticed as he moved from elementary school into junior high and high school, got longer and longer while his father's complaints about Mr. Doohan's prices got more and more colorful. But Carl wasn't of a mind to raise a fuss. After all, getting the tree and decorating it wasn't the best part of the family tradition. Not by a long shot.



Because on the fifteenth of January, one month after the tree had entered their lives, Carl got to spread newspapers all over the living room floor while his mother used her horseshoe-and-shamrock-decorated Zippo lighter to build a fire in the fireplace and his father took a pair of hedge clippers to the once-again-bare tree. Carl's father would start at the top and snip the whole thing into pieces six to eight inches in length. He would hand each bough to Carl's mother, and when she had a good armload, she would carry the bundle over to where Carl knelt in front of the fireplace.



Carl would take the bundle, set it on the newspapers, and toss the branches, one at a time, into the flames.



It was simply the best thing ever: the fire blazing up to devour each and every dry needle; the smoke that couldn't find its way past the flue and out the chimney gathering in a cottony layer against the ceiling; the blasts of heat making sweat soak his forehead even while the January cold that filled the rest of their insulation-free, former beach bungalow on the Balboa Peninsula stroked its icy fingers along the back of his neck; the smell like a whole factory of pine-scented candles; the ash he had to scrape from his glasses and wash from his curly black hair an hour later when the last branch was gone.



To Carl, this was Christmas. Even after his father drove the Renault off the Balboa Island ferry the week after Carl graduated from high school—the car was empty when the Harbor Patrol fished it out, and a summer-long search of Newport Bay by both amateurs and professionals never turned up a body—and even after his mother sold their former beach bungalow that fall—she gave Carl half the million dollars she got for the place and took off the next day with nothing but a suitcase full of two-inch-tall bottles of vodka in a ten-year-old red Toyota pickup truck for Taos, New Mexico—Carl kept the tradition alive.



His mother had left her Zippo lighter behind, after all, and the three-room, cracker box house he'd found off Harbor Blvd. in Santa Ana had a fireplace. So he was set.



The next year, the recession hit, and looking for work, Carl fell into a job refinishing fiberglass yacht exteriors at Blackie's Boatyard because Blackie—a short blonde man, strangely enough—was obsessed with the accident that had taken Carl's father. "It was no accident!" Blackie would say every two weeks when Carl went into the office to pick up his paycheck. "The sea covers 98% of the Earth, y'know. Everything that happens on land is just 2% of what really goes on!"



And while Carl was fairly sure that the actual amount of ocean on the planet was closer to 75%, as always, he wasn't of any mind to raise a fuss. Besides, he spent most of his paycheck on comic books, so he'd read much wilder stories than all Blackie's talk about creatures from inner space dwelling within hidden realms just outside mortal perception. He kind of liked listening to Blackie rant, in fact. It reminded him of his father's various crackpot theories.



Still, every December fifteenth after his parents had each gone off in their separate ways, he would tuck the Zippo lighter into his pocket and trundle his little green Mazda Protege south on Harbor Blvd., his eyes flicking back and forth for the red and white vinyl sign that marked Doohan's current location. He would buy an eighteen inch tall tree from the always large and jocular Mr. Doohan, slip it into place on the top shelf of his living room bookcase under the star he'd nailed to the wall there, and squeeze on about one-eighth of the decorations that filled most of his bedroom closet.



A month later, he'd strip the tree, cut it to pieces with his father's clippers, start a fire with his mother's lighter, and watch the bits burn.



He would call his mother in New Mexico afterwards, but more often than not, he had to leave a message on her answering machine. She'd get back to him in a day or two, though, and they'd have a nice chat about the glazes she mixed for the various ceramic artists who lived in her neighborhood.



Things went on like this without any noticeable fuss for quite some time, Carl slipping happily into the background and sometimes managing to go a whole week without speaking more than six words to anyone: his record was eight words spoken over a nine day period in mid October one year about a decade after his parents' departures. He made a note of it on his Ninety-Nine Cent Store calendar.



The next December fifteenth, however, when he went out after dinner to start up his Protege, it just made a groaning noise. His mother had always been the one who kept the Renault working—the car had been about half Bondo by the time it went into the bay—but Carl had watched her work under the hood enough to know that the big black wires lying across the top of the Mazda's engine should've been attached to something. The phrase 'distributor cap' drifted through his memory, but in the glow of the street light out in front of his house, he didn't see anything that looked like any sort of a cap.



Blackie murmured darkly about unseen antagonists when Carl called the next day to tell him he'd be there a little late. A tow truck took Carl and his car three blocks over to Shane's Automotive, and the bus got him down Harbor Blvd. to the harbor before lunchtime. But it wasn't until the nineteenth that Carl could get to Shane's during business hours to pick the car up and not until the twentieth that he could get out onto the road looking for Doohan's.



It'd been an itchy five days. The star nailed to the wall had seemed to stare accusingly at him whether he was rolling a bean burrito for dinner or sitting in the living room rereading a few issues of My Little Pony Adventures. Getting out a string of tiny colored lights and draping it down from the star through the empty spot where the tree should've been eased the tensions a bit, but Carl only felt a real unknotting of his shoulders when he was driving under the San Diego Freeway to begin the annual hunt.



This year, the red and white vinyl sign was sticking out from behind the International House of Pancakes a block down the boulevard. Carl slapped on his turn signal, swung into the parking lot, and practically leaped from his car as soon as the engine powered down.



Lights illumined the rows of pines behind the chain link fence, but no lot workers stood at the entrance. That was fine with Carl; not wanting to raise a fuss, he just grabbed the nearest foot-and-a-half-tall tree, sprinted the several yards to the shed with the big All Sales Final sign on the outside, bounded up the three steps, and pushed the door open.



"Hey!" someone shouted from inside, and "Watch out!" Things moved, spinning and flapping and tumbling, about ten people crammed into the tiny space, Carl thought, the red-plaid, rotund shape of Mr. Doohan himself right in the middle. A cracking and snapping tore the air, more shouting voices and flailing arms, but Carl's attention stayed fastened on Mr. Doohan's wide eyes and wide mouth and the giant steel cabinet that was teetering away from the shed wall. For an instant, everything stood frozen, then the cabinet toppled right onto Mr. Doohan, smashing him to the floor with more cracking and snapping noises.



Silence filled the room after that along with a weird meaty, pepperminty smell. Then the person nearest the door, a tall, thin woman with a missing front tooth and stringy brownish hair, turned to Carl and said, "He's dead. You killed him."



"I didn't mean to!" Carl stammered out and probably would've gone on to explain that he'd just opened the door so he could pay for his tree, except...



Except the people in the room had started shimmering, their heads shifting. Their noses stretched into animal-like snouts, their ears getting pointy and moving to the tops of their heads. Their hair vanished into their scalps, their skin sprouting gray and brown fur while thick, blunted antlers arched up from their temples. "And when you kill Santa," the woman went on, her eyes big and brown and moist, "you have to take his place."



Carl blinked at the eight reindeer people in the room. "Isn't there a movie like that?" he asked after a moment.



"Probably." The reindeer woman shrugged. "If people realized how much in movies was true, they'd never leave their houses." She held out a hand, and Carl saw that it now had just two big, thick, brown-coated fingers and a thumb. "I'm Vixen, by the way. We'd better get you fitted for your coat; you've only got four days to get ready."



Shaking hands with her, Carl barely managed to say, "But—" when something crashed behind him, the whole shed shaking.



The reindeer people sprang out the door, Carl getting jostled first to one side and then to the other as they streamed past. He stumbled off the stairway, grabbed the corner of the shed with the hand not holding his little Christmas tree, and blinked at the row of eight actual four-legged reindeer now standing between him and the sawdust-covered entrance to the tree lot. And standing on the sawdust in the entrance to the tree lot—



The shadowy figure in front was slender and curvy in a way that told Carl she was a woman. The three shadowy figures behind her were blocky and angular and as big as upended dumpsters; when they moved past the woman into the light that flooded the lot, they looked like Frankenstein monsters carved from ice, stumping forward with stiff knees and elbows before halting half a dozen paces from the reindeer.



More silence followed, then the woman stepped out from between the second and third ice monster, her arms folded. She had pure white hair, a cute, heart-shaped face as blue as a frozen character in a Bugs Bunny cartoon, and a form-fitting mint-green one-piece suit like a speed skater or a ski jumper except that white fur circled the neck, wrists, waist, and ankles above her little green slippers. She also wore a mint-green Santa Claus hat and a sideways smirk. "I seem to have arrived at a fortuitous moment," she said in a sweet, cold voice that made Carl think of hot-fudge sundaes without the hot fudge. "Santa's dead."



One of the reindeer gestured back toward Carl with her antlers—and Carl discovered that he somehow knew she was Vixen. "Long live Santa," she said.



The woman's smirk slipped further to the side. "Unlikely," she said. Lowering her arms, she spread her dark blue fingers, and bright blue flames sprang up around them. "Advance, my snow golems!" she shouted. "Your Ice Princess commands you!"



Then everything seemed to happen at once. The reindeer sprang at the monsters lumbering forward, Vixen shouting, "Get down, Santa!" The blue woman—apparently an Ice Princess of some sort—thrust her hands out, and Carl dropped to his knees just as jagged silver bolts crackled through the cold December air to spatter the shed with hundreds of tiny frozen arrowheads. The snow golems were roaring and swinging gigantic fists at the reindeer, darting around so quickly, they splashed and swirled across Carl's vision.



"Look out!" Vixen shouted again, and Carl rolled to his right into the rows of three-foot tall trees, a second barrage of ice daggers thunking into the side of the shed.



"Surrender at once, usurper!" he heard the Princess yell as he scooted across the sawdust, several branches broken and dangling from his little tree. "Otherwise, I shall be less than inclined to be merciful or quick!"



"Give it up, Princess!" Vixen's voice rang above the tumult. "Creation's Covenants give a certain place to the daughter of the Snow Queen and Old Man Winter, and you know that that place isn't here! Return to your realm and abide by the rules that govern us all!"



"Never!" The tops of the Christmas trees to Carl's left exploded, shredded to mulch by another fusillade of ice. "I've heard you grumbling, Prancer, Vixen, Comet! You agree that we supernaturals have stood by for far too long and allowed these abominable mortals to dictate reality! Swear fealty to me, Coursers, and we will bring about a true renaissance, a resurgence of what this season was meant to be!"



Only more bellowing, both animal and monster, answered her, but Carl was staring at the cut branches that had cascaded down over him. Digging for the pocket of his jacket, his grasping fingers met something cold and metal and rectangular, and he wrenched out his mother's Zippo lighter. Flipping it open and flicking it, he thrust it into the remains of the tree he was holding, leaped to his feet, and hurled the sudden ball of fire toward the sounds of the fight.



Not waiting to see what effect it might have, he ducked down again, swept the lighter through every tree ahead of him, and scrambled back as a wall of orange, red, and yellow burst upward, the heat and light smacking him across the face like a fiery two-by-four.



Maybe not the best idea, now that he thought about it...



The flames swarmed from tree to tree in all directions, the roar overwhelming every other sound. Gritting his teeth, Carl jumped up, closed the lighter, jammed it into his pocket, and turned to run—only to smack face first into the chain link fence dividing this section of the lot from the next.



Spinning, he pressed his back to the fence, fire flooding through the trees in front of him—



Until mist washed across the whole scene. The temperature plummeted, Carl's gasping breath suddenly coming out in a fog, and the fire froze, solidifying into sharp-edged spires like crystallized amber. They held their places for a fraction of an instant, then the golden spikes dropped, crashing to the sawdust and shattering into glittering powder.



His fingers still interlaced with the chain link, Carl kept staring at the fiery sparkles among the black and charred tree trunks till a large, rotund figure appeared on his right. Snapping his head over, he gaped at a not-so-jolly Mr. Doohan standing there. "What the Hell, Carl?" His voice boomed like a bass drum. "What the actual Hell?"



More figures moved behind Mr. Doohan: eight figures, Carl noted, all of them human. They seemed to be working with mops and shovels and rakes and brooms and buckets at the entrance to the tree lot, the sawdust dark and sodden, completely soaked as if—



As if several giant ice monsters had melted there.



Looking from the workers back to the still scowling Mr. Doohan, Carl asked, "You...you're not dead?" and immediately wished he hadn't.



"I'm not, no," Mr. Doohan growled. "Though when I took your distributor cap and set this little escapade in motion to force Princess Hibernia's hand, I didn't think it'd kill my business!" He waved at the rows of burned tree. "This close to Christmas, that's my most popular size!"



"But—"



"No, Carl!" Laying a finger aside of his nose, Mr. Doohan snorted and spat into the sawdust. Instantly, a perfect foot-and-a-half tall Christmas tree sprouted from the spot; Mr. Doohan bent down, wrenched it free, and held it out to Carl. "Take this and go. You'll be getting a complimentary one this size for the rest of your life, but if I hear anything about this anywhere, you and I'll have words! Understood?"



"But—" So many questions were popping through Carl's brain that he couldn't keep the largest one from bursting right out of his mouth. "Why me?"



Mr. Doohan's expression softened. "I see you when you're sleeping, Carl. I know when you're awake. I know if you've been bad or good, but you?" He shook his head. "You're something else entirely, the way you're never good or bad, never right or wrong, never really sleeping and never quite awake. You're like...like—" Mr. Doohan tugged his long white beard. "You're like day-old cotton candy: wispy and sticky at the same time. I can't even imagine how something as insubstatial as you came out of people as earthy as your parents." Stepping forward, he pressed the little tree to Carl's chest. "Still, you'll come in handy. Now get out."



Completely unsure what else to do, Carl nodded, took the tree, and headed for the entrance. The tall, stringy-haired woman made a little clicking noise and pointed a forefinger at him as he walked past, and he gave her a nod.



Back home, he was wrapping the lights around the tree when a knock at the door startled him. Blinking—he couldn't recall the last time anyone had actually knocked at his door—Carl stepped over, pulled the door open, and did some more blinking at the Ice Princess glaring at him from the front stoop, a wrinkled overcoat covering her mint-green, form-fitting suit.



Without a word, she pushed past him, and a little squishing sound made Carl look down to see the three ice monsters, none of them any bigger now than his work shoes, stomping in behind her.



"Ummm," Carl began.



But she whirled in the middle of the living room, the tail of her overcoat flaring around her. "Well?" she shouted. "This is all your fault! The least you can do is put me up till I can figure out how to defeat Santa once and for all and take back what's rightfully mine!"



The ice monsters had moved over to the bottom shelf of the bookcase and were gathering around volume five of the complete Pogo Possum comics Carl had left lying open there, and Carl's first thought—would he need to put down newspapers or something to keep the monsters from getting the carpet all wet?—disturbed him more than a little. Was he just going to stand there and let mythological beings take over his house?



Already knowing the answer, he blew out a breath. "I was just about to make burritos. You want one?"



The princess had dropped into his big chair, her arms folded tight against her chest and her legs drawn up so the overcoat covered them. "No hot sauce on mine," she said, her gaze unfocused and pointing at the far corner of the room.



Carl nodded, stepped into the kitchen, and decided he wouldn't mention any of this to his mother when he called her next month. He didn't want to raise a fuss, after all.
      

      
   
      Temporal Entanglement


      
      
      
         
         Better Not Look Back

      
      

      

      
      
         You get this feeling sometimes that you're being watched.  You know...  At the back of your mind... You get the sense that eyes are on you more than on other people, which makes you tuck in a loose shirt tail and check to ensure you really wiped that bit of mayonnaise off your cheek from your turkey sandwich at lunch.  Then you look around.



I'd done well on my organic chem final yesterday (and by that, I mean more than just passing but certainly not anything close to an A), so I'd decided to treat myself to a day at the museum to see the dinosaur exhibit and to learn things I'd never ever be tested upon.  Perhaps I'd find something that really interested me.  I needed a career path to firm up my major, but a mix of classes like organic chemistry and Celtic folklore indicated I still wandered aimlessly.  



Unfiltered light through a multitude of windows lit the Los Angeles Natural History Museum's dinosaur hall nicely.  It was winter and late afternoon.  Sunset colors tinged the sky orange and that reflected in the hall.  I'd taken out my phone to snap an interesting family tableau of tyrannosaurs: an adult, a teenager, and a juvenile arranged such that I could imagine the bones clothed again in living flesh, six-inch dagger teeth flaying meat from the newly killed iguanodont lying between them.  Someone in the view suddenly looked away.



I reflexively turned my back.  I looked at the photo, blinking, then put my finger on it.  Yes.  Right there.  In the Harry Potter picture, I'd caught a tall blonde staring right at me.  Predator eyes, I thought, just like the set-together forward-facing eyes of the tyrannosaurs I'd been photographing.  She'd seen me lift my camera too late, but she reacted, turning away.



One look at me and it's obvious I'm no varsity letterman, or much to look at beyond being average and more thin than fat.  My hackles rose at the confirmation that I'd been being watched, though.  I pocketed the phone and started walking, buttoning my sweater rapidly as I went.  It was nearly closing time, anyway.  I rushed past through the foyer, passing the "dueling dinos"—a black-boned T-rex and triceratops—that had graced the area since before I was born, down the worn stone steps of the building and into the cooling twilight.  A glance back at the portico arches showed that the two women that followed me were both dark haired; neither were tall.  



I turned and walked swiftly toward the Expo Line train stop.  Others walked the same direction, in coats and sweaters, but none were tall or blonde.  There were advantages to the regular school year: not having time to think about stupid stuff like being watched.  The air felt chill and dry, mid-fifties maybe, and I grabbed the neck of my sweater to close it.  Taking the back entrance to the museum would have made my walk shorter.



The street lights came on as I crossed eastbound Exposition Blvd to the median train platform and mounted the steps up.  A mix of students whose last final was today, various school administration staff with loosened ties, and business types milled there.  My red sweater, which wasn't a school sweater, was different enough that I caught evaluating looks.



But I knew now I was just being stupidly paranoid.  I mean, a tall blonde, maybe from the Trojans volleyball team, eying me?  Really?  Was that a bad thing?



I'd gotten caught up in that last thought thoroughly enough that I looked up startled when the Santa Monica-bound train sounded its horn.  I could hear the sound of brakes, but it still moved fast and the head lamps were dazzling.  I'd stood on the yellow line and I straightened just as I caught sight of a very tall blonde, definitely volleyball middle blocker material from her sheer sinewy height.  She wore a jeans dress and a no-longer cool suede leather jacket with fringe.  It reminded me of my elderly aunt who sometimes wore 1960's clothes from her early twenties, because, like she said, she could.  The blonde even wore amber beads.  The ensemble belonged in a vintage clothing museum.  She stood less than five feet away.  Our eyes met.  Her's were blue—the bright twilight behind me reflected into her eyes and I could tell.



And she had this expectant smile.  Like she knew me.  Like she expected me to maybe remember her?



But I didn't.  I only recognized her from the dinosaur hall.



As the front of the train reached her, somebody shoved my hip.  My face headed toward the edge of the platform and I saw the onrushing train from that specific perspective you don't want to see a moving train from.  I yelled and windmilled my arms at the same instant, but, to make things worse, someone kicked my right foot from under me.  Not only did I lose my balance, but I started twisting counterclockwise and falling sideways toward the tracks.  People close to me reacted instantly, all, unfortunately, jumping away.  In an elapsed second, I saw an expanse of black glass windshield heading for my nose.



Something significantly less hard than the slowing train struck me in the chest, at the same time making a loud thunk as a considerable mass bounced off the shell of the train car.  A hand swatted the right-side of my face.  As a result, I felt air rather than the glass and fiberglass of the train car whizz past my head.  My right shoulder still hit the side of the train, grazing it, and it still kicked me around in a pirouette.



The next instant, I bashed into a couple of bystanders with a new weight barreling me forward, but at the same time reaching behind me.  Together, we all stumbled until we hit the scheduling board at the other side of the platform.  I think we may have knocked into a couple more riders, but my ear rang from being slapped away and the bruising force of the train left my shoulder stinging.



I heard, "Are you okay?" "Motherf—" "Did you see who tripped him?" "Ow!" as people parted.  I slid down to the ground with my back against the plexiglass surface of the schedule board.  



My arms shook and I trembled as I realized how very close I had come to dying.  



What had just happened?  Things like this didn't happen to me. 

 

But they had.  Someone had tried to kill me.



"A-are you all right?" 



I looked up at the blonde with blue eyes.  She had grabbed the lapels of my sweater to keep me from sliding over, stretching the knit material out.  Her accent sounded faintly southern and cultured eastern at the same time.  She'd been watching me.  



Thank goodness.  



The left shoulder of her fringed suede jacket was shredded and blackened.  



"You saved me," I said.



"I-I—"  I saw her mouth move, and maybe I heard a whisper: "I wasn't supposed to be the one to do that."  



Maybe I'd heard that.  Maybe.  It didn't make sense, though.  The ringing in my ear subsided substantially over the next minute and though I stopped trembling, I felt shaky as she and a grey-haired man helped me back up.



"Should I call 911?" the old guy asked.



I moved my shoulders.  I felt the side of my face, then my ribs.  I felt a bit bruised but not otherwise hurt.  I did my best to smile.  "No.  I don't think so." 

 

"You're going to have a big bruise on your face, son."



I laughed, and that sounded rather iffy, but, "I just need something to calm down.  I'll be fine.  Anyone see who shoved me?"



I had a ring of people around me, staring.  Well, I now was definitely being watched.  A guy in a blue flannel shirt over a white t-shirt said, "Some tall dude in a black hoodie with an attitude.  Anybody video it?"



A chorus of noes, and a "Shoot.  Missed it."



Another said, "Never a metro officer when you need them.  Am I right?"



Soon it was only me and her.  She looked inordinately concerned, examining me up and down.  She was too old to be on the volleyball team.  Maybe she was an assistant coach?  She said with that hard to place accent, "I'm pretty sure there's a clinic or hospital near by.  Are you sure you don't want to go there?"



I said, "No."  I rolled my shoulders again.  That would hurt tomorrow, but... Other than where she tackled me and shoved my head aside, I felt okay.   I reached for her hand.  Flesh had been scraped from the back of it, perhaps where she may have hit the train.  And her shoulder definitely had hit the train car.  "You, on the other hand..."



She looked at her hand for a space of a few heartbeats.  She blinked, for an instant looking nonplused, eyes widening like she'd unwittingly shook Emma Watson's or Ariana Grande's hand.  She was easily a foot taller than me, maybe more.  She pulled free and said, "That won't be necessary."



I took a deep breath and said, "I'm not ready to get on the train right now.  I could really use something hot to drink.  Let me treat you.  You saved my life, after all.  I owe you."



She looked more shocked from my offer than I felt by almost getting killed by a train.  I smiled and she smiled in return, nodding, before saying, "Sure.  Why not.  I have a few minutes to spare."



I was also interested in why she'd been following me, and what the, "I wasn't supposed to be the one," comment meant.



We walked silently.  In ten minutes, we sat at a table with drinks.  She'd lifted the plastic top and she inhaled the flavored steam deeply, ever so slightly shaking her nose and closing her eyes.  "So this is what a Starbuck's dispensary smells like?"  



Her face had gone from a pensive frown to a smile when we walked in and she'd begun breathing in the aromas, looking like that kid in a candy store I'd heard about but never seen in real life.   She added, "They don't have them where—"  She stopped abruptly and looked me in the eye as if she'd surprised herself.  "We have caffeinated drinks—"



"Where you come from?  But no coffee?"



"Yes.  Coffee.  Of course.  Coffee.  Just not..."



"Starbucks."



"Yeah."



Not many places in the U.S. where that was true.  "And where is that?"  An appropriate bit of small talk.



The top clicked as she shoved it back on, momentarily having trouble getting it to seal properly.  "You know, I am in a hurry."



I reached out and put my hand on hers as she pushed herself up from the table.  It was the one with the scrape, unfortunately, but she didn't flinch.  It felt soft.  Funny how nearly dying made things that seemed rude before—like being forward with a woman I didn't even know the name of—somehow feel not as inappropriate.  I'd not even thought about it; I just reacted, asking her out, asking questions.

 

She paused.



"Sit, please."



She complied almost like she were a child, saying, "Okay."  She lifted her cup and sipped, slowly getting this blissful look on her face like... like at any moment tears might have ran down her cheeks.



I rotated my untouched cup in my hands, letting it warm me.  I looked down before I said, "I had this feeling—before you lunged to save me—that you knew me.  You'd been following me in the museum, too, hadn't you?"  



Did I sound crazy?



She hadn't said anything when I looked up to find her still drinking her coffee, now thoughtful instead of blissful.   I pegged her age at over thirty.  Her face seemed very elongated, like Abraham Lincoln in that famous smiling daguerreotype.  She didn't look at all homely, but somehow remarkable.  Stately, maybe?  She definitely worked out hard.  Maybe too hard, considering how I could clearly see her muscles and that didn't often happen with women, except body builders, and she wasn't bulky.  Just strong.  The coach idea resurfaced.  I asked something safer: "What's your name?"



"Sakura Nichi," she said around the cup.



She looked Eastern European, if I had to guess, not asian.  "Sounds Japanese."



"I'm not."



"I'm—"



"Carl Howard Yarza.  I know," she said disconsolately, then set down her coffee almost reverently.  She glanced at the palm of her hand and grimaced.  Something flashed, like a cell phone, but it would have had to have been paper thin.  "It's been an honor to have met you Mr. Yarza, and you have no conception why, I'm sure.  I really really have to go."  She stood, causing her chair to screech against the tile floor.



I stood.



She looked at me from head to toe as if trying to memorize everything she saw, then said, "I have to ask: Do you feel changed?  By what happened, I mean.  Did it change you?"



I blinked at the non-sequitur.  "I did ask you out for coffee and did ask some questions I'd probably have thought through and not asked.  And nearly dying makes some stupid stuff like not making decisions seem really stupid, like it's time to settle on a direction in my life.  So, yes.  Is that what you mean?"



"Good enough."  With her incredibly long legs, she turned and strode outside almost at a sprint.



I grabbed her half-finished Pike's Place blend, and my unsampled latte, and dashed out after her.  Because she wasn't out-right running, I caught up to her at the red light, then crossed with her, heading back toward the red brick buildings that crowded the USC campus—not, as I had expected, toward the metro rail or bus stop on the other side of the intersection.  So, she hadn't been just going my direction.  



She glanced back and said, "And don't mention my name in your journal, whatever you do."



I stopped as if I'd hit a wall.  My journal?  How many guys wrote in journals?  You know.  Lined paper.  With a leather cover.  Using a pen.  None that admitted it.  I'd gotten thoroughly ribbed during my senior year at Fairfax High when I mentioned it in the electronics club to someone.  Somehow my picture ended up in the yearbook beside all the girls in the school who journaled, though I wasn't in their club.  Probably should have been, but...  



So she'd read the yearbook.  Obviously.  Which only meant she'd researched me.  Still.  Weird.



I rushed after.  So, what did that make me, following her?



Now her long legs made a difference, with me trying to rush still foolishly carrying both hot cups with mine spitting drops of latte as I went.  She headed in a direction with few a Friday night students heading home, and none paying attention to her in any case.  She'd put a full building between us when she looked at her hand.  



Yes, her hand glowed.  I gotten my vision corrected with laser surgery a year ago.  Her palm definitely glowed.



She suddenly darted right between buildings. 



Not a second later, a tall man in a black hoodie separated from a lamp post.  Tightening the draw strings of his hood with a decisive jerk, he leaned forward and rapidly followed her.  



Silently.



He was dude.  In a black hoodie.  With an attitude.  A chill ran down my spine.



Now I ran, not caring if I got coffee on me.



I didn't run away; I ran after Sakura and the dude with the attitude problem—after the dude that I suspected had tried to kill me.  What was the matter with me, today?  Right?  I'd almost died, but Sakura had prevented that—whatever her reasons.



I stopped an instant and jabbed the blue campus police call button on the lamp post Dude had made like a chameleon beside, then followed him.  I wasn't entirely stupid.



They'd entered a service way between buildings.  There was a beat-up yellow painted parked campus janitorial pickup, discarded drink cans, a few trees that softened the view of the passage way from the main road, and shadows.  And more shadows, especially as the walkway veered left and sloped down to a basement-level service porch.  The shadows actually made me slow down.  The dusk and a burnt out lamp made it hard to see where to step.  It reminded me that someone could be hiding up ahead.



"Hey!" someone cried.  



Sakura.



I heard a thunk and a grunt, then a clang, then things like boxes falling over.  As I approached the corner cautiously, a weird glow suffused the area between the building and the one beyond.  It wasn't just a glow.  The light and the atmosphere caused an immediate ache in my sinuses which sent a stabbing pain to my temples.    The area just ahead distorted slightly, like it had been ice and suddenly cracked.  Or crystalline.  Sparkles seemed to float around, not unlike from a disco ball, as if the source of the light swayed in a breeze.  There were also flashes of orange and purple, and a crackle like electricity in power lines.  Jumping shadows added to the instant eyestrain, and came from the two people who fought in front of... whatever it was.



I got to the corner and heard a bang followed by a man saying, "Just go through, and I won't hurt you."



"You can't be here!"



"And what are you doing here, then?"



"At this point, ensuring you don't change anything," Sakura cried and lunged.



She had grabbed a length of discarded PVC pipe, but he had a two-by-four he wielded with leather gloves.  With a bang, he parried her attempt.  I could see he was the better fighter as he pushed at her and tried to kick at her feet.  



The glow emanated from beyond them.  The air itself shimmered, but nothing like a heat mirage.  It was almost as if I were looking through a quartz prism, with the scene being bent from straight ahead.  The light of the recently faded sunset seemed to stream from the right, illuminating some of the distorted bricks with impossible light.  To the left bricks were harshly illuminated in florescent light.  The lighting slid and rotated, with occasional flashes of what looked like light from a cloudy morning; I suspected tomorrow would look much like that when the forecasted rain rolled in.



Sakura caught the swung two-by-four with her pipe, which made an ominous cracking sound as if it were about to cave in.  The two both grunted as they tried to force each other towards the source of the glow.  The distorted light had by this point made me queasy, and I felt an almost magnetic pulling on my right, still aching, shoulder and arm.



Sakura said, "I can't allow you—"



The man stepped back and wound up again to swing with his improvised bat.



I dashed forward and threw my latte cup at him.  I'd aimed at his middle, but the hot coffee hit him in the neck.



"Yow!" he cried, inadvertently flinging the wood toward me.  As I ducked, Sakura jumped at him, brought herself and her pipe between us.  The man almost recovered, but I threw her coffee at point blank range when Sakura gave me an opening.  He hesitated enough that Sakura knocked him off his balance.  As she pushed him, I reached and gave the hooded man an additional shove, like he had me, before.  Whatever the actinic light show was, I expected that our combined effort would knock him against the brick wall and the lamp that caused it.



Instead, something shattered.  Not a window.  These dark ones had bars on them.  Nevertheless, the crackle of crystal, or glass, was manifest and ear-shattering.  I felt it in my stomach, like the deep bass of a giant subwoofer.  The light flicked out like switched-off LED.



The man in the black hoodie was gone.  The service area, lit only by fluorescents, with scattered papers and junk and a broken wood box, looked mundane again.



"What just happened?" I asked.



Sakura looked ashen.  Blood dripped from her upper lip and looked black in the bluish light.  She said, "Tell me you didn't see that."



"I didn't see that," I replied.



She moaned, covering her eyes and rocking where she stood.  "History can't change, which means I'm part of this history, but if I'm not and I stopped him..."  She gasped.   She turned and examined the wall.  She looked at her palm.  The skin glowed like a cell phone screen.  She looked as red numbers and dots scrolled across it, then at the brick wall.  On her hands and knees, she patted along the bricks where it met the cement as if looking for a lost earring.   No broken light fixture.  No bad dude, either.  "It's gone."



"What's gone?"



"I don't know why I'm so worried.  History is immutable.  That's the theory.  Maybe I'm supposed to be part of this—"



"History?"



"But what if I'm not?"  I half expected her to say, "I am in so much trouble," but instead she added, "That I could find this discontinuity that I could use get here seemed too good to be true.  To meet—". She looked at me and her eyes widened.  "No, no, no, no," she said. 



"No, what?"



"Hey!" some man called from the service pathway.   I saw a flashlight beam.  "Campus police.  Who's down there?"



"Come on," I said, taking her hand when she froze up.  I looked where the guy who'd tried to push me into a train had disappeared.  (Disappeared!)  "Where do you think you are going to go now?"



"Yeah.  The discontinuity is gone," she said, as if there really had been a doorway there.  The whole thing felt unreal.  I wasn't going to claim to be a scientist, yet, but I'd spent enough years taking science courses to know I couldn't explain what I had seen, unless the dude had pulled some sort of slight-of-hand.  And he'd seemed determined to fight, not escape.  



I pulled.  She followed.



The officer immediately saw her bleeding lip and ordered us apart, but it didn't take much for her to convince him that we were friends and to believe my story that she'd fallen and called for help.  I was a scrawny thing compared to her.  Him to her, for that matter.  It seemed unlikely I could have harmed her.



In the back of the patrol car, heading to the campus clinic, she said in a low voice, "Don't write about any of this."  She rubbed her shoulder.  It obviously hurt.  Going to the click was a good idea, even if she hadn't wanted to before.



"You seem adamant."



"You never wrote about it, which means you never should, but I can't take a chance that you will now."



"Change history?" I scoffed.



She swallowed hard.  "How can I say this in a way that won't make a difference going forward?  It won't ever be your area of expertise, so..."



I found myself unaccountably bristling.  Unfortunately, she seemed to know a lot about my past.  And maybe my future.



"There are four physical dimensions."



"Three," I corrected reflexively.



"Four.  The T-axis is as physical as X, Y, and Z.  Time's a crystal structure you can thoroughly examine in any direction if you know how.  But like most solids, there are defects in all dimensions, inclusions and misalignments.  Time and crystallography share a lot in common.  There are an amazing number of discontinuities on the Cretaceous–Paleogene boundary, and billion-year ones on M—"  I'd swear she'd said Mars, but her voice had faded suddenly.



"And you walked through—" I whispered "—through a crack in time?"



"A crack?"  She snorted and shrugged, then jerked in pain.  "Good enough."



"And you expect me to believe that?"



She blew air through her lips and looked out the passenger window.  "I hope you don't."



I thought about it.  About what she'd said after the fight.  What she'd said in the Starbucks.  As I helped her out of the car toward the clinic—with the escort of the officer because we were both obviously bruised and scuffed up, and I don't know if I'd trust us, either—I asked in a low voice, "You came here, through time I mean—"



"I stepped through an unstable discontinuity."



"To meet... me?  Why?"



Sakura stopped, letting the officer walk past us.  She looked down at me and whispered, "I wanted to witness that moment in your life that 'changed everything'."



"Why?" I repeated as she walked forward through the glass door the officer held open for us.  "Why me?"



"Pick a philosopher, a president, and explorer.  Do you think any knew what they would become before became someone important?"



"I—"  I followed her inside toward the nurse at reception and felt my face twisting into an WTF expression.  "Me?  Important?"



"You are more than meets the eye, and the less you know the better.  I sure hope history really is immutable, else I've really screwed up this time."
      

      
   
      Unreported Clairvoyant Events


      

      
      
         1. The Bridge




Like all ancient things, the bridge had abandoned its ties to the civilized world. From a distance up the river you could tell it dipped slightly in the middle; this weary mule of moss-stubbled concrete and pitch-soaked wood that had carried one too many trains over its back. 



Mica introduced Tracy to the bridge in the summertime. 



Thistles grew thick along the dry trail. Burs festooned their socks and shoelaces. They’d kick them off before jumping in the river, so it hardly mattered.



It was customary to begin on the northwest bank, where they could tattoo the bridge’s feet with their names and dates as a sort of homage to the silent concrete sentinel for allowing them passage. Maybe slip in some dirty words that weren’t allowed under their parents’ roofs, because out here the great arching roof of the bridge was much bigger and cared much less about what was going on beneath it. 



Tracy settled on a choice “D” word while Mica went straight for the “F” bomb. Satisfied with their tribute, they kicked off their shoes and stuffed their socks into them. They tore off each others’ shirts with a summertime lust, somewhere between the heat of teenage arousal and the heat of the day scorching their skin. 



Tracy’s golden blonde hair, slick with sweat, draped over her shallow bra like spilled honey. Mica let his physical insecurities get the better of him, turning awkwardly to face the river in hopes of concealing the erection in his boxers. 



The bridge was a traditional spot for firsts of all kinds. Tracy had never taken her clothes off in front of another boy before. Mica had never seen a girl with her clothes off except in magazines the other boys passed around in the school locker room. Perhaps the pair of them were something like Adam and Eve might have looked in their lanky pubescent years, booted out of the garden early for the sin of being very attracted to one another and having similar tastes in 70’s disco music. Cast into the wilderness to build their own paradise out of summertime and mischief. 



The river bore them patiently, expectantly. Sunlight melted on the water’s surface. 



Tracy lifted her hands out of the water, wiggling her fingers in the air to show Mica how wrinkled they’d become. 



Mica dove underwater to show how long he could hold his breath, managing to stay submerged for a minute and a half, a new personal record. Long enough that, by the time he resurfaced, dappled red blotches popped in his vision. 



Mica thought he heard a splash, like the sound of a large rock being thrown into the river behind him. Head still spinning, he turned to look.



At first, he thought the body he saw floating down the river belonged to Tracy, and started swimming madly toward it before Tracy’s voice stopped him dead in the water. His head followed the sound of her voice until he found her treading water a few yards behind him, very much alive.



The body was gone when he looked back. He reminded himself that people are known to see things in an oxygen-starved nausea. 



“What’s the matter, Mica? I’m right here. Are you okay?” 



He wasn’t, but he said, “Yeah, of course,” and tried to be cool about how he steadied his frantic breaths. 



Afternoon ushered the evening in an unwelcome, abrasive fashion. The remaining sunlit patches of the river invited hordes of mosquitoes. The bridge’s shadow became cold. Mica and Tracy remembered they still had to endure the chore of pulling burs out of their shoelaces before putting them back on, plus the walk back up the trail in the fading daylight.



Mica turned to Tracy, his damp feet squeaking in his shoes. “Again tomorrow?” he asked hopefully.



Tracy shrugged, clasping Mica’s bur-prickled hand in hers. “We should find a closer spot,” she replied. 



She leaned in to kiss him on the lips, exhausting their last reserves of daylight. 



The moment joined the host of other first-time moments and memories, becoming secluded and ancient beneath the bridge. 



2. The Barber Shop




Between shards of broken bottles, empty take-out boxes, and crumpled beer cans, Eric’s living room floor could have passed for a kind of art installation, provided one didn’t take the smell into account, which Eric himself never did. Peeling wallpaper and brown ceiling stains were part of his decor. Light bulbs flickered if they weren’t already burnt out. No paintings or family photos hung on the walls. Nothing beautiful had occupied his home since his daughter had moved out, god knew how many years ago.



Eric sat languishing in a grease-stained armchair with a copy of the daily newspaper unfolded on his lap and an empty bottle loosely held in his long, dark fingers. Boots remained on his feet twenty four-seven, making it easier to navigate the caltrop maze his floor had become—or, if he decided to go outside, he didn’t have to worry about forgetting to put them on. 



The bottle fell from Eric’s hand. He snapped the newspaper shut and squinted his faded eyes at the window.



The daylight of the afternoon had taken on a putrid grey pallor. Disorganized shadows spilled through the crooked blinds, further weaponizing the floor into a disorienting minefield. 



Eric rose from his chair, wincing while his joints complained about all those skipped doses of arthritis medication. This would normally be about the time of day when his wife, Abby, would scold him for sitting around, drinking himself into a stupor—as if his own joints didn’t nag him enough already. He could hear her voice even now, rattling inside his memory; a raspy squawk knit together by a crow and an alarm clock. 



“Man, get your drunken ass outta that chair and get me some smokes from the gas station!”



In his opinion, her beauty had died long before she did. 



Gripping his cane, Eric shuffled his way to the door.



Outside, the air stank of rain.



When he reached the edge of his overgrown lawn, he heard Abby cawing at him from the doorway: “I want Marlboros this time, you hear me? Forgetful sonofabitch!”



“I ain’t that forgetful,” he grumbled aloud. “Just ‘cuz I’m eighty-five, that don’t mean I can’t take care of myself. You’ll get your damn smokes, woman, then maybe you’ll finally shut up.”



Eric peered up and down the sidewalk, collecting his bearings. Both sides of the street were mirror images of poverty and decay, filthy houses that reflected the anemic souls living inside them. Some houses, though occupied, looked even worse than the empty ones. Twenty square miles of desert-baked depression. A discarded suburbia that wore Eric like its only pair of shoes. 



He walked with a limp while his cane tried to pick up the slack. The clouds overhead became moodier.



Eventually, Eric wandered his way into a distantly familiar street corner shop with a candy-striped pole spinning beside the entrance.



“The old lady’s been nagging me to get a haircut,” he grumbled at nobody in particular once he was inside. Static-saturated jazz music poured out of an old radio on the front counter. “Need it nice and short so I don’t have to hear it from her for a while.”



Familiar with the routine, the barber spun an empty chair toward the old man. “Got a seat with your name on it,” he said.



“Gimmie today’s paper,” Eric grunted as he sank into the barber chair. He hung the crook of his cane over the armrest and folded his fingers. His ears sank into the pleasant buzz of electric razors and the gratifying clip of scissors. 



Some part of his brain was telling him he’d been here before. Recently, in fact. He shrugged the feeling aside, as he always did.



The barber draped a sheet over his shoulders, then handed him a copy of the newspaper. Eric stared at the front page a moment, frowning.



“Hey, this ain’t today’s paper!”



The barber tried to assure him it was.



“Don’t you tell me that! My own eyes don’t lie!” Eric fumed at the barber, waving the paper in his face. “I had a copy in my hands this morning. The headline was about some guy’s body they dragged out of the river. Fella named Paul. Thought it might have been suicide or somethin’. Definitely wasn’t about…” he examined the front page again, “...Southern California Wildfires on the Rise.”



The barber pointed to the date printed on the front page. “August 11th. That’s today, buddy.”



“Yeah? What year?” 



“2012.”



Eric refused to accept this. Last he remembered it was the year 1999. He refused to believe that, in the year 2012, he was still an alcoholic living in a garbage house with a wife who hated his guts. Things were supposed to get better after the new millenium began, or at least that’s what he was promised. 



He didn’t know who had made that promise. It could have been himself. 



“2012, huh?” He narrowed his eyes upon the barber. Warm, steady rage seeped into his voice. “You think I’d be in this goddamn town if what you’re telling me is true? Oh sure, you might be able to fool someone else, but it ain’t working on me. I’m outta here.”



Still fuming, Eric grabbed his cane and left. Raindrops prickled the pavement as he walked, kicking up a sour dry smell that made him cough. At least if he couldn’t find his way home, he knew of a park bench he could shelter under for the night. 



Only five minutes into the year 2012, and it already stank.



3. The Freeway




Francine was only partially focusing on the rain-slicked road. The pain in her bruised eye was distracting, and the swelling made the lights of the city look blurry.



She swerved recklessly toward the freeway offramp to answer the vibration in her pocket, knowing full well the message was going to be from Troy. It gave her some kind of smug satisfaction watching his anger while it was safely confined to a phone screen. Like a stupid animal in a cage, he could do nothing except snarl and bark against the glass.



She dug her hand into her pocket as she approached the intersection, slowing Troy’s car to a crawl.  



The light blazed green in the orange Southern California night, tugging her into the intersection ahead of the honk of some impatient driver. All L.A. drivers kept a twitchy trigger finger on their horns, just in case they needed to assert their dominance over every square inch of road. Five years of steady, dedicated traffic-based torment had turned Francine from cautious backwoods driver to irate city driver. 



The city, she thought, brought out the worst in everybody.



She pulled the car under the static buzz of a 7-Eleven sign. The engine idled nearly in tune with the sign’s hum. 



Troy - 2:14 A.M./ August 12



If there’s one scratch on my car you’re dead bitch. Better hope the cops find you first.



Francine grit her teeth, pounding her thumbs against the touchscreen keypad.



If I’m dead, the car’s coming with me.  



Send.



She scrolled back up through her previous messages, looking for something that was certainly there. His open denial to knowing who Carly was—a relic of a simpler, doe-eyed time when she had been living in his apartment for hardly a month. Everything seemed to spin out of control so fast after that.



The little battery icon in the top corner of her phone’s screen appeared to be nearly empty. She tapped it.



1% Battery Life.



But the message was there:



Troy - 12:40 P.M./ May 23



Out to lunch, so for now you can wait in my office. Be back within the hour. Who is Carly? I don’t know anybody like that in the office. She must be new.



Low Battery.



Darkness.



Grey-yellow light pollution and angry white sign fluorescence poured into the car from the outside. Her injured eye blossomed with pain as it tried to adjust to the sudden change in light intensity. The screen  left a glaring white stamp burned into her brain, along with that text that bled Helvetica all over the imprint. When she blinked she could still see it. 



Blink. I don’t know anybody like that. What a fucking way to phrase it. 



Blink. She must be new. He could write a bestseller about the art of lying badly, and she in turn could write one about missing all the red flags. They could even use the same title. 



Blink. Who is Carly?



She stepped out of her car, phone in hand, holding the dark screen in front of her face, expecting it to return to life at any moment. By the Frankenstein’s lab of downtown, by the sheer volume of radio static and airborne internet by-products, by the loom of power lines above her head and the buzzing lights of the convenience store filling her lungs with vibrations, it was impossible that her phone should be dead. The city was saturated in energies. It exhaled them as readily as carbon dioxide. It was an anti-forest.



For a moment she stood on the sidewalk and drew several frustrated breaths. The air tasted of exhaust fumes and street refuse and the thousands of other breaths the city was taking in that moment. It was also a liberating flavor, since Troy wasn’t around to foul it.



She set her dead phone in the car’s console and crammed the key into the ignition. The car’s engine seemed to react to her urgency by firing up with a thunderous roar, setting off a car alarm down the street. A collateral victim of her rage, and by extension, Troy’s. 



Yes, that car alarm was absolutely his fault.  



Police sirens emerged out of the distant traffic sounds. 



Francine hit the gas. 



On the freeway, street signs became a blur of indistinct shapes and colors through Francine’s swollen eye. She pressed the gas pedal to the floor, pleased with the car’s willingness to aid in its own escape. Cars would swerve to avoid her if they saw her approaching in their rear-view. The road became a red sea of tail lights for her to part with speed and retribution. Into some promised land where she could avoid all the mistakes she’d made up until now. It would just take a few more to get there.



Faster and faster she went.



80 mph.



90…



95…



She heard a buzz coming from her phone. Not slowing, Francine looked down at it. The screen flickered to life.



1 New Text 



She picked up the phone to read the message, incredulous.



Troy - 2:33 A.M./ August 12



Molly’s in urgent care, Paul. Cops found her dumped outside some back-alley abortion clinic. I don’t care what your boss says, get on the next flight to Burbank. You need to come home NOW.



She checked again to make sure the message was sent from Troy’s number. It didn’t seem like it was meant for her. She reread it to make sure her bruised eye wasn’t playing tricks. 



While her attention was diverted, the red sea began to collapse around her.



4. The Pier




In a way, Molly didn’t mind that the bench beneath her was so wet from the rains the previous day. The dampness against her back was a reinforcement of the fact that the world had just taken a refreshing shower. Even if it was only by degrees, things were cleaner than they had been yesterday.



Molly turned the business card over in her hands, feeling the paper should have weighed much more for what it contained. She'd received it from her friend, Krista, who'd suggested Santa Monica Pier would be a good place to think over her insane proposition.



"It's not a great option," Krista had said. "Hell, I'd say it's even a terrible one. But at least you can make the choice now, which is better than what Paul gave you."



It used to be Paul's job to bring her to amusement parks and buy her cotton candy and drag her into the photo booth so the pair of them could make absurd faces for the camera. Now, apparently, his job was to be away on business trips for a majority of the year, insisting on keeping a child he would never be around to raise. 



Molly rested a hand over her enlarged belly, pretending she didn’t feel a faint kick, trying to focus instead on the smell of popcorn and the sounds of dopplered screams from the roller coaster.



Directly across from where she sat, the game arcade belched a litany of bells and sirens and laughing people. She watched as a pair of them—a young teenage couple—stopped in front of the fortune telling machine near the entrance. 



"Am I gonna be a millionaire?" she overheard the boy say after plopping a quarter into the machine's rusty slot. The two kids waited expectantly for their fortune to be told. 



Unknown to them, Molly watched and listened.



The machine’s pre-recorded mechanized voice went through some nebulous descriptions about stars, celestial alignments, the loose connection it had to them, hoping to convince the audience of its prophetic pedigree. Its voice was schlocky, accented, probably a little bit racist. Some badly-tuned music poured from the machine’s rusty speaker box, which was meant to inspire awe and mystery, but had lost a lot of lusture after years of weathering and countless performances.



If fortune tellers had a soundtrack to aide their craft, something to attune the conduit between the diviner and the cosmos, Molly imagined this music was what it would sound like—full of glittering chimes and sweeping harpsichord that crinkled like a dusty record on a phonograph. She thought the music quaint. Probably a little racist, just like the fortune teller’s accent. 



For all its struggle and tarnished pomp, the little brown card it produced felt like an underwhelming product. 



The blonde-haired girl pulled out the card and read it aloud.



“For you, the veil of time has moved—Behold! The cosmos has approved!”



“Um...I guess that means yes?” said the boy, shrugging.



Molly lifted herself from the bench and approached the two kids. She'd very nearly made up her mind, but she needed a second opinion. 



“How does it work?” she inquired, pointing to the machine.



“You can ask it anything you want,” the boy replied. “Just as long as it’s a yes or no question.” 



Molly eyed the two kids, then moved to inspect the machine, unconvinced that it could produce anything more than hackneyed rhymes, and perhaps tetanus, if it really tried. Regardless, she pushed a quarter into the machine and waited for it to go through its spiel once again.



"You didn't ask it a question," said the girl.



Molly rolled her eyes. "It's supposed to be a fortune teller, right? So it already knows what I was going to ask." 



A moment later the machine spat out a little brown card. Molly read it aloud, hoping to cement the outcome in her head.



"Alas, to my dismay, the stars decree this must not happen today."



After hearing the fortune, the boy shrugged. "Not today, huh? I mean, whatever it is could still happen tomorrow, I guess. Not like anybody really takes this thing seriously anyway."



The pair of teenagers left Molly alone beneath the unchanging plastic glare of the fortune telling machine, disappearing into a river of laughter together. 



Before they vanished, Molly thought she caught a glimpse of herself and Paul in those two kids, frozen in an ancient moment that she'd never get back. She thought about what their future might be, the choices they’d make together, and the choices she had to make for herself now.



Eventually she forced herself to turn away before she let the present tarnish the past. They looked like good kids, even though she'd likely never see them again. In her head, she told them they'd be okay.


      

      
   
      Into the Skies Again


      

      
      
         The planet stank. You could tell from orbit. Mostly from spectrographic analysis, true, but it looked shit-brown and pus-green and there was this one long curved scarred valley between two broad mesas that resembled Satan’s festering asscrack.



And that was roughly where she had gone down. Just our luck.



I swiped with my forefinger, dragging overlays onto the screen that applied different filters to the EM data, and soon found the tiny spike in titanium / iridium like a little gravemarker. I’d expected it, but I felt a tightness at my chest.



I sighed and turned away from the screen. “I have sensor confirmation. The Mary Alsen is pretty much where you remembered, Joren.”



Joren, our de facto leader, nodded. “Thanks, Nicky,” he said quietly. He was entitled to be called the captain, but he wasn’t inclined to pull rank and neither were we. He wasn’t showing any emotion, even now that he was so close to his goal after wading through so much hell. He glanced around the control room at our tiny crew of talented specialists, most in more than once discipline, and sighed as he rose from his seat at the pilot’s station, drifting slightly in the minimal gravity and keeping his artificial leg hooked under the chair arm..



“Okay, folks. Part of what brought the Mary Alsen down at last was a nasty crosswind along that valley. We were tumbling after losing the port engine and that was the straw that finished us. So we’re not going to make any mistake like that this time. By the book, above board, regular landing. Sing out if you notice anything wrong.” He sat down and transferred the coordinates I’d found into the navigation system.



An hour later, we had guided the Faye Retriever into a normal landing, and were down. 



This planet, Krelbin’s Rock, had been locked at an algal state of development for billions of years. Once the terraforming engines had finished their work in a few hundred years more, it’d be ready for settling. At present, there were no special restrictions on surface contamination, and oxygen masks wouldn’t be strictly necessary were it not for the stink. Oh, fuck, the stink. Brown scummed ponds dotted the planet, generating a mostly breathable atmosphere, but also gurgling and releasing vile sulfur-mercaptan farts into the nascent air.



We kitted up and headed out to see the Mary Alsen. We’d done an aerial survey and it didn’t look wonderful. There were bits of her strewn in a hundred meter streak, and while her hull had mostly held up, it had a twenty degree bend in the center.



It looked like something that belonged in a scrapyard. But we approached it with reverence, as right now, it was a tomb.








Joren, his wife Michi and her brother Harve, all of them good friends, hardworking and able, had been making supply runs for the crews maintaining the polar terraforming stations. Engine trouble had brought them down near the equator, thousands of kilometers from help. The planetary crews had no way to send aid, so the owners of the Mary Alsen, a consortium called IMT, had sent the cheapest assistance possible. 



Joren survived the crash with a broken leg, but Michi and Harve weren’t in condition to breathe. The bitter thing was that they’d all chipped in recently to buy a stasis helmet, a device for preserving the brain after death for later implantation into an android body, but they’re stunningly expensive, so they’d only been able to afford one. 



So poor Joren had to look between his wife and his best friend, and decide which one of them might have a chance to get resurrected. He froze a bit on that, but he really didn’t have much time, so he chose Michi, hating himself and hating their bad luck all the while.



And the rescue ship took its time showing, of course, so Joren had to sit there on that stinking world, breathing the corpsefart air and doing everything he could to keep that one stasis helmet running. The fuel cells are only designed to last for a day, but Joren did some creative things with what was left of the engine, and kept it going for a week, while the bodies kept moldering and adding to his distress 



It wasn’t long after that that the “rescue” ship arrived, crewed by a pack of humorless and inflexible androids. Remember, I said it was the cheapest one the owners could commission. And this one had regulations about lifting “dead weight.” It was only permitted to take living bodies. No personal possessions that might add to the fuel costs. Certainly no corpses. And bodies in partial stasis didn’t count. They wouldn’t even let him take the helmet.



They just took Joren, stripped him naked, and bore him onto their tiny ship as he raved and screamed and struck at his rescuers until they forcibly sedated him. They left the bodies of Harve and Michi to rot. 



There’d been a lawsuit, and a lot of personal threats, and an assault, and Joren had some done jail time, mitigated by a sympathetic judge. But in the end, he’d lost just about everything–his fortune, his reputation and his livelihood–and IMT had just collected the insurance on the Mary Alsen and bought a few more luxury skycars for its top executives. And life had just rolled on.



The only thing that kept Joren going was his friends. Leisha, and Jorge, and Oré, and Phila, and me. We were all involved in spacework in one way or another, and most of us were doubled up on experience. Leisha was a shipyard worker with some actuarial experience, Jorge was a fusion engine tech who’d dropped out of medical school, Oré was a metallurgist with an interest in geology and owner of the Faye Retriever, Phila was a systems pilot and diagnostician, and I was just a programmer who had been Joren’s buddy since his college days.



We’d all have been more than glad to give Joren a place to stay and food from our plates for the rest of his life, but that wasn’t Joren’s style, and it wasn’t quite good enough for us. We wanted to help Joren by fixing his life, as best we could, so he could take a place in the world again.



So we’d calculated, and pooled our savings, and talked it over with Joren for months, and worked out a plan. We’d purchased the salvage rights to the Mary Alsen for less than its value as scrap. If we could make her spaceworthy again, Joren would have his own vessel, and be his own boss, beholden to no one.



So Oré donated one of his project vessels and we donated our spare time until we had a spaceworthy craft with one clear mission–to carry enough materials, equipment, spare parts and slightly crazy people to Krelbin’s Rock, and give Michi and Harve a proper funeral, and raise the Mary Alsen.



 


 

So here we stood, as Joren and Jorge entered the Mary Alsen under a light brown rain. The air must have been full of moisture, for the contrail we’d left as we flew down had touched off a drizzle. As Joren went with Jorge’s help to retrieve the bodies of the two people who’d been closest to him in all of spacetime. Meanwhile, the rest of us were unloading the Faye Retriever and striking up a few temporary quarters, as the Faye had been packed as tightly as we could manage with everything we thought we might need that we could scrounge, borrow or afford, and all the weights and associated fuel costs had been ruthlessly calculated by Leisha and I, down to the microgram.



I noticed, as Leisha and I bent fabric around hooped tent poles, that her eyes and attention kept wandering elsewhere, towards the Mary Alsen. She’d been one of those giving Joren a temporary home after he’d gotten out of jail, and I gathered that the proximity had awakened something. During our months of planning, and the prolonged trip we’d all made together in the cramped space aboard the Faye, I’d noticed her going moon-eyed in Joren’s general direction, sighing a lot, and giving other signs of infectious feelings.



“Nicky, are the power hookups on your end?” she asked me.



I fished around for a moment. “Yeah.” I tossed them over to her. “Leisha, pardon me for butting in, but you gotta tell him sometime…” 



She gave me a raised eyebrow.



“ I mean,” I said, trying not to think of the grim task underway, “not right now, of course. But sometime.”



“I’m sorry to have been that obvious,” She sighed. “But you know, I’ve been thinking about this for a while, and even if we raise the Mary Alsen–”



“When! “ cried out Oré and Phila as they carried out a very heavy crate. “When we raise the Mary Alsen! She’s going up again, don’t you doubt it!”



Leisha rolled her eyes and lowered her voice. “And even later, he’s going to have enough to do to put his life back together again. Why should I distract him from all that trouble, with my troubles?”

 

“Well, don’t you want to be there to help him through that trouble? Take a part in his new life?”



Leisha drew breath to reply, but instead, she set down her half of the tent and put her hand over her heart, turning towards the Mary Alsen. It took me a moment to catch on, but I followed, as did Phila and Oré.



Joren was emerging from a large hole in the Mary Alsen’s side, carrying one end of a long bundle wrapped in a brown shroud. Jorge followed. They laid it gently within a metal box, re-entered the Mary Alsen, and brought out another, which went into a separate box.



Joren turned to us.



“You all know the story, my friends,” he said to us. “I wasn’t able to save them. They were everything to me, my family, every bit that mattered of my life, and I did the best of everything I ever did for them. 



“If one life is all you ever get, they’ve had that life. If there are other worlds to which souls may venture, they’re off to take their places there. There’s not much more I can do for them now.



“But there is one thing.”



Most of us were starting to cry.



“There’s one thing I can do for those I’ve lost” Joren said. “I can make sure that their bodies do not spend one more moment on this polluted, stinking, disgusting slimeball than is absolutely necessary. I can make sure that when I visit their graves, it’s under a clear blue sky and green leaves blowing in the breeze, with the roar of the sea and a fresh salt breeze in the air.



“I don’t care how we have to manage it, and fuck any weight requirements. When we raise the Mary Alsen, and we all go home, they are coming home with us for a proper burial!”



We were all weeping at this point, and cheering.



“But first, we do a a fuck ton of hard work to get her going. Then we change her name. And on the way home, we figure out how we’re going to stick it to IMT…”



And then he taught us the song.








“She’s not going to fly again, with that curve in her belly,” said Phila. Oré sighed and nodded.



We’d made a lot of progress in the last week, gathering scraps of hull and wing, joining plating like puzzle pieces with a fusion welder, getting used to the planet’s smell on the outside and our often unshowered fragrances within our huts. 



“So, what do we do about it?” said Joren. “This was something I mentioned before, before we even left.”



“It’s a lot more pronounced than we estimated from what you told us,” said Oré. “You’d need a shipyard to do a proper correction, and they’d probably ‘correct’ it by scrapping the ship. They may not even make girder benders that big.”



“So,” said Phila, “We’re going to do something crazy instead.”



It took a week to prepare for ‘something crazy.’ First we unshipped almost everything removable from the Mary Alsen, and Jorge swore as he had to undo a days’ work on the fusion reactor.



Then , we rolled the Mary Alsen over, all 100 metric tons of her, making liberal use of several moving machines that Mary Alsen had been carrying as cargo on her last run, and being thankful that we hadn’t rebuilt that one wing yet. That impossible bulge in Mary Alsen’s belly now faced straight up to the sky.



And then after another day of bracing and testing, Phila got in the Faye Retriever, which we had loaded up with cargo. She lifted off, and landed the ship right on top of Mary Alsen’s bulging belly. Turbines whined, metal screamed and groaned, the ground roasted under thousands of degrees of heat, and Mary Alsen’s hull grew cherry red, which was actually part of the plan.



Phila, doing the most delicate but most massive belly flops in history, repeatedly lifted up, built momemtum, then brought all of the Faye’s mass down on Mary Alsen’s bulge. Jorge and Oré took measurements of the curvature and reported them to Phila, who adjusted her course accordingly.



In the course of a day, the belly sag was pronounced corrected, and then all we had to do was roll the Mary Alsen back over, bang out the ripples in the rest of the hull and straighten the smaller girders, and put everything back where it came from. Whee! There was one other notable benefit–the ground actually smelled a bit better after we thoroughly toasted it.



There was something different about Joren after that day. He’d been down, of course; who wouldn’t be? He didn’t let it get to him; he worked as hard as any of the rest of us at banging metal or shifting heavy crates. I remembered how moody he’d used to get back in our twenties. Amid the bustle I got a chance to talk to him alone, as we we rerouting and reconnecting some wiring harnesses in the Mary Alsen’s hull.



“Bit of a spring in your step there, old fella?” I remarked.



“I think so, bosom chum,” he said, and winked. “I should be exhausted by now, not whistling showtunes and strutting around. I should be…” he scratched the back of his head. “I should still be mourning, shouldn’t I.”



“Is that what you think is proper, or what you think is thought proper?”



“Oh… Shit, Nicky, I don’t know. If you’ve truly loved someone, how much mourning is enough? There’s only one acceptable answer: ‘It can never be enough!’” He yanked way too hard on a run of cabling. 



I kept my mouth shut for a bit, matching colored wires back to a complex connector



“But Nicky, it’s not all hyperbole. I haven’t stopped mourning. I never will stop. But–” he bit his lip. “It’s as long as it was, but not as broad. You get… more efficient at it, maybe? Manage it better?”



“Mmmm,” I said, reaching for a screwdriver.



“So, yes, getting the Mary Alsen to this stage is really good news, and seeing there may be an end in sight, that helps. And without betraying the love I had, yeah, I am feeling less like a walking corpse, and more like a living man who can walk around and notice things, including Leisha, if that’s what you brought up this whole thing for…?”



“Aw shit buddy,” I said. “Sorry to be so obvious.”



“Eh, it’s okay. It’s to be expected anyway. That’s what all you “living” people do, right? Notice each other and fuck? It’s sure hard to do that after you’re dead. Might as well do it as much as possible now.”



“I am empowered,” I said, giving it a slight pompous air, “to carry news of your possible intentions back to the personage in question. I mean, I didn’t ask her, but I’m mostly technically empowered anyway.”



He sighed, and spent the next minute drilling home some bolts.



“I know it’s not the answer anyone wants to hear…” he said.



“But, ‘It’s overcomplicated.’ I got you, buddy.”



We finished up the work in relative silence.








A week later, as the Mary Alsen’s stubs started to look more like wings and her lines were starting to suggest a bird that might one day take flight, I was taking a break from reprogramming the reactor controls, went for a walk, and wound up in the middle of a discussion.



“I can boil it down to one statement,” said Jorge. “Either or. Either we strip some plating from Fay Retriever and use it to finish Mary Alsen, or we leave Mary Alsen unfinished, go and get more plating, and come back to finish her up. A ship must be shielded to be spaceworthy and protect its occupants.”



“I do not care at all for the thought of leaving Faye on this stinking rock,” said Oré.



“Nor do I,” said Leisha. “But we’ve shot the wad for our budget anyway and can’t afford more plating. So it seems only one ship may leave in any event.”



“Does it make sense to rescue one ship by ruining another?” said Phila. “It’s quite wasteful, and I too would not like to abandon Faye.”



“Has Joren weighed in yet?” I asked. “Looks like he’s just diddling on his tablet.”



Joren looked up with a merry light in his eye that made my heart leap with happiness to see, and made Leisha blush a little. He pointed the tablet at us. “See that?” he said.



It was an ancient 2D picture of one of the most primitive of spacecraft, a NASA Space Shuttle, back when they were still learning how to launch people into the sky on thousands of pounds of explosives without blowing anybody up. The picture showed one of these Shuttles, riding on top of an even older passenger airplane with a bulgy upper cabin.



“That was able to fly,” said Joren. “If that can fly, then perhaps we can use the plating to make Mary Alsen spaceworthy, and mount Faye on her back, and the two of them together can also be made to fly. No one will be in Faye, so we only need to shield the electronics and not the whole ship, but we can control Faye’s engines from within Mary Alsen and use the combined thrust, right?



Phila grimaced, put her hands over her eyes, and sat quietly. Oré stared up at the ceiling, tapping a stylus, then started scribbling on his tablet. No one seemed to want to say anything. The minutes dragged out.



Phila looked up and said “Yeah, I guess,” at about the same time as Oré looked up and said “Maybe.” They looked at each other and laughed.



“Make it so, then,” grinned Joren.



And in a week, they made it so, and test flew it, and it looked like a plucked chicken was trying to fuck an eagle, but it flew. 








And so, after we’d thrown away the worst and most awkward of the old cargo, and secured what was worth keeping, and we had a final date for Leaving This Miserable Stinky Rock, I was somewhat surprised by a conversation that I was technically empowered to overhear, by dint of being quietly at work under the main cabin console. There I was, absolutely minding my own business while patching code to make sure that Mary Alsen and Faye would cooperate with each other during flight, when some other people entered the cabin and closed the door.



“So, is this private enough?” said Joren.



“Yeah,” said Leisha. “So… I guess you know by now. I haven’t been very subtle.”



“You haven’t,” he said. “But I’ve probably been about as distracted as you are, for different reasons. In any case, it’s not really fair for me to keep you hanging, so let’s try to sort it out now. We both have to be alert on the flight home.”



“Very true,” she said. “So, Captain Joren, I understand it’s likely to be a delicate time for you, and I am not trying to make light of the situation, but I would really like a chance to win your heart. I think you are amazing, I think we are both smart enough to keep each other amused, I think you have a really fine body that makes me go quiverkneed, and I am prepared to wait until such time as you might be ready to consider your options.”



They were both being light hearted, excessively formal, but I knew what she’d been going through for the past month, and I had stopped typing and my heart was taking every other beat so it could be quieter.



He sighed. “Perhaps I’ve been a bit distant,” he said. “I’m sure the reasons on the face of it were fairly obvious. But everything that you have done for me, and the efforts by everyone else who has worked so hard and stood by me so long… I’ve noticed and I am grateful to all of you. And this by itself would entitle you to ask me for a chance.



“However, there’s a deeper reason I haven’t been forthcoming…”



Jackpot, said one half of my mind while the other half tried to shush it.



“Everyone thinks I’ve lost the love of my life, and my best friend, her brother” said Joren. “But that’s not the whole truth. I’ve buried two lovers, Leisha. Do you understand?



“So you… were a triangle. Oh–”



“Yes. It was the sort of thing that started between us almost by accident, and grew with us over time, until it was as natural as breathing to us, a part of the way things were. I don’t know that I can ever find that again; it may be a a set of shoes no one can fill. But what you need to know, Leisha, is that if you pursue me, and you are expecting a traditional sort of relationship, you might wind up cruelly disappointed in me.”



I was holding my breath and biting my lip with the glow of the tablet terminal highlighting my face.



“Well, Captain Joren, I appreciate your taking this confidence in me.” she said.



Argh, her voice was so unreadable! Was she being shocked or sarcastic?



“And since you have seen fit to entrust me with such personal information, It would be callous of me not to respond in kind. I am rather flattered that you didn’t realize it, but I am not expecting a traditional sort of relationship, as I am not really a traditional sort of person, myself, and in fact I am rather ashamed that I didn’t let you know earlier and save us both a great deal of misunderstanding.”



“Ah? Oh! I see!”



So this is where I dropped my tablet and they found out I was under the console, so that sort of altered the mood, but really, I’d been living with that girl in a temp hut for a month and a half without realizing she was intersex, so I think it was pardonable. It didn’t stop them from from getting closer, anyway, so no harm done.



And nothing serious from then on stopped the final day from arriving, that day on which the repairs were finished, tested and certified, and we were all thoroughly prepared to leave Krelbin’s Rock behind for a thousand years or whatever it took for it to become more civilized, or for us to scrub that horrid stink out of our noses.

 

Joren’s last act, before we all piled in to take off, was to rechristen the Mary Alsen. All he really did was to extend her name a bit, to bring it in line with a song that had been on all our minds for many weeks now, a song written by a man named Steven Rogers, many centuries ago. It was sort of a symbolic Fuck You to the IMT corporation, before we found other ways to hold their gonads in the fire.



We applied the new name to the prow. It wasn’t paint; it was a device that altered the arrangement of the atoms on the surface of the plating to produce a texture that ate photons and absorbed them into the hull as heat. It did the trick nicely; a black that looked deeper than space.

 

And that name… It was a woman’s name, from an old song about an old ship. But it wasn’t important who she was anymore, or whether that ship was ever real. It was bigger now than any person, or any song, or even any meme. It was an expression of human purpose, the phoenix, of birth and rebirth and always reaching higher, of DNA spirals and swirling stars, the drive of life and the force of gravity. It was every family that counted coins to send a child to a better school. It was everyone who felt the need to move to a better place, or worked all their lives to make things better where they stood. It was the builders, the dissatisfied, the changers, those who faced down disaster and stood to do what was right anyway. It was watching what seemed like the whole world turning against you, and standing in the storm to fix what was wrong with worn and broken tools. It was politics and ignorance and bitter old cynics and financial criminals doing their best to break a new generation, and the fresh awakening of impossible hope.

 

As the starship lifted above the clouds, the result of our sweat and effort and dedication, we gazed out together through the viewport and watched the stars appear in the deep black sky, and together we sang the song of that name.



“Rise again, rise again!

Though your heart it be broken, and life about to end.

No matter what you’ve lost, be it a home, a love, a friend.

Like the Mary Ellen Carter, rise again!”
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