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BLOOD & GUNS
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A Town With No Name

There were pieces of bodies everywhere. Fucking everywhere. Carmichael stood at the door to the old church, taking it all in; Mustang walked up to the little altar, trying not to slip in the blood and various other liquids that coated damn near every surface in the building. They both had their bandanas up over their noses. Both were breathing through their mouths.

“Whole town, you figure?” Carmichael asked.

“Jesus H. Christ, Zane. There’s four kids—” Mustang took another step. “Five kids in here. There’s got to be at least seventeen, eighteen adults. If I’m counting arms correctly, which is not guaranteed. Jesus H.”

“Troy, get out of there before you go crazy,” Carmichael said.

Mustang winced with the sudden onset of a headache. He closed his eyes and started rubbing them with the thumb and middle finger of one hand, the other never leaving the heavy pistol in his low-slung belt. “Troy? You holding together?”

“Yeah. Yeah, just give me a sec. It’s not a bad one.”

“Aftermath of a vampire frenzy is never pretty.”

“I know, dammit. Just never seen one this... fresh before.”

Carmichael turned to look up and down the dirt street, making sure no one - and no thing - was sneaking up on him and his partner. There were a grand total of six buildings, including the church, which, like the others, was made of wood. The saloon was on the other side of the road, at what could charitably be called the ‘far end’ of town. Across from it was the AT & SF Railway office, along with the sheriff’s office, quietly tucked on the side.

A narrow space separated them from the largest and only two-storey building, the hotel, which had four rooms, with a small stable in the back, and across from that, the post office and general store.

Straight across the dirt from the church was the bank, like the other buildings, showing signs of damage, including a missing door, shattered windows, and a missing wall. Carmichael adjusted his wide-brim down a little. A dust storm was coming in and he hated getting shit in his eyes; he already had enough in there. A glint of Truth had drawn him to the church before any other building.

Out beyond the ‘town limit’, there were a few scattered houses, apparently belonging to laborers. Or maybe dirt farmers, considering the state of the earth.

He kept his duster parted and his left hand on one of his Colts. He turned back as Mustang approached him. His partner was still rubbing one eye, but was standing straighter now. “You good?”

“Getting there.” Mustang stepped past Carmichael, into the street, yanking his neck scarf down. Wind caught his unruly dark hair and sprinkled grains of sand into his beard. He wiped his mouth, stood for a moment, face turned up to the sun, eyes closed. He finally took his hand off his weapon. The wind gusted, then settled. “What’s this place called again, Zane?”

“Officially, it’s the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway Unincorporated Waystation No. 7.”

Mustang shook his head. “Hell of a thing to die in a town with no name,” he muttered.

“Worse to be ripped to shreds in one,” Carmichael said. He stepped into the street, too, pulling his own bandana down, rubbing some sweat from the long scar that started over his right eye and continued down his cheek before vanishing off his jaw. Seemed like it was always irritated, lately. “Good job not slipping in the blood this time.”

“Yeah, I’ve been practicing.”

“How many vamps were there?”

Mustang took a breath, then turned back to his partner. “Five,” he said. “I think. Might have been six, if one was new.”

Carmichael swore under his breath. “Always starts with just one, and gets worse. Are we closer?”

Mustang nodded. “This happened just last night. Then the sons of bitches were on the move again.” He tilted his head at the horizon, where the dust storm was gathering strength, and losing light. “Don’t think we’re going to catch them tonight, though.”

Carmichael squinted. “No shit.”

“Maybe it’ll pass quick.”

“Maybe. Let’s get the horses in.”

The men headed for shelter, leaving footprints that would soon be swept away.
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Painful Exposition

They stayed in the dining room of the hotel, near the kitchen, eating at a table with three lanterns and a dozen candles lit. While Carmichael had got the horses some feed, Mustang managed to scrounge up some cans, mostly containing beans, carrots, and potatoes, along with some bread and half a chicken; a feast by their standards. The rest of the food stores - the whole of the pantry and both ice boxes - had been smashed and smeared on the walls and floors, along with two more bodies.

Mustang told Carmichael they were the cook and manager of the hotel, and they had not died quick. Carmichael believed him, as he always did.

“Any survivors, you think?” he asked.

Mustang shook his head, slowly. Carmichael dropped his eyes, clenched his jaw, and went back to his cold and greasy chicken, staring out at the rapidly darkening street.

“How long we been chasing these things?” Mustang asked.

“Five months, nine days,” Carmichael answered without looking at him. “Five months, eleven days since we met.”

“Then it’s five months, twelve days since I damn near went mad.”

“Five months, ten days since you saved my life.” Carmichael was quiet for a second. “Every man has his limit, Troy.” He stood, effortlessly tossing the leg bone through the dining room door and out the opening where there had once been a double door to the outside. They had hastily nailed a table cloth over the hole. He stepped up to a window, miraculously left unbroken, and stared into the gathering darkness.

Mustang touched his forehead again. “It doesn’t get any better. My mother, my grandmother, they both said it gets easier, hurts less as time goes on. But they lied. Last hurts just as much as the first.”

Carmichael looked over his shoulder. “Maybe, but your ma and granny didn’t go hunting down the monsters they saw. They didn’t leave their heads open to devil spawn and pure evil night and day.”

Mustang nodded, taking a breath. He looked like he wanted to say something, but then closed his mouth. He pushed his half-finished plate away. “I’m going to try for a little shut-eye.” He jerked his thumb at the stairs.

“I’ll give you an hour. Or when the storm breaks.”

Carmichael waited for Mustang to climb the stairs and vanish into a room; then he started pacing the main floor, inspecting every window, every floor board, every piece of furniture. For what, he didn’t know. When on a hunt for Truth, no detail was too small.

Mustang had come from a family of soldiers and bounty hunters, going back to some Hessians, pre-Independence. From the way he told it, probably some gypsies in there, too. And sure as hell some Apache. He’d had strange great-grandparents.

Carmichael’s family had been bankers in Virginia, and learning to ride and shoot had just been a matter of course for the son of a gentleman. Of course, what the War hadn’t taken, the damn Carpetbaggers had, and he’d been sent off to a well-to-do uncle in Illinois. And there, in Chicago, he’d been Touched.

The demon had only taken two swipes at him that night, that goddamned, foolish, drunken night. The first, it didn’t use its claws, and only broke his right hand. But that second slash, the cut, had changed him. The skin on his face had healed just fine, faster than it should have, in fact; but his eye had been left with something... more. There was sharper vision, which helped with shooting, but sometimes, when he was lucky and focused, he could see more; see through things, see around things, but most often, he could see the importance of something. The Truth of the thing.

So, he looked. And he found Truth.

Behind the check-in desk, on the floor, crushed under a fallen stool.

Maybe it was just a glint, maybe it was a trick, maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was a fuckin’ map to El Dorado. All he knew was that there was something important about the hotel’s guestbook. Something True. What, exactly, that was...

Carmichael took the stairs two at a time, guest book in his bad hand, candle in good, and shoved the room door open without knocking.

Mustang started, and his hand was halfway to his gun, hanging on the headboard, before he stopped himself.

“Goddamnit, Zane. It hasn’t been an hour.”

“Nope, not even close. But I found something.”

“That’s great. I nearly shoved Demonbane down your throat, but you found something. Good.”

“I still can’t believe you named your gun.”

“I still can’t believe you haven’t.” Mustang swung his legs off the bed, sitting up. “What do you want?”

Carmichael almost tossed the book at his partner, but thought better of it; Unincorporated Waystation No. 3 had taught him a lesson about forcing Mustang to touch something True. He stepped into the mostly dark room, and pulled open the drape, letting in a bit more wan, scattered light. You couldn’t even see the post office, now. He put the book down on the bed and swung his leg over a chair, sitting backwards, getting comfortable.

Mustang eyed the book, weary and cautious. With a glance at his partner, he reached out slowly with one hand, letting it hover over the leather, then gently tapped it with one finger. He sucked in a breath and pulled his hand away.

“What is it?”

“Not sure yet. But it’s something.” He reached out again, licked his lips, glanced at Carmichael, and touched the book again, full palm.

A flash of memory - not his own, of course - erupted in his mind, and he was suddenly crouching behind the little desk downstairs, looking through eyes that weren’t his. The manager, maybe?

There was darkness broken by lantern light, and warmth broken by a breeze through the front door, but no silence to break. There were only screams. And sounds of things snapping, breaking, shattering. Roaring.

Then, the eyes looked down, and Mustang saw the guestbook. A hand - not his, but borrowed for a moment - already bloody, reached out, shaking madly, and grabbed the book up. A pencil, also from the floor. Now Mustang could feel his borrowed lungs pumping like a bellows. The book flipped open, and his shaking hand, with blood running down and onto the pencil lead, started scribbling something out. Then there was sudden silence, and a shadow covered him. His neck snapped up. He could see dark jaws—

The flash ended. Mustang pulled his hand back, wincing with a new headache. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.

“Bad?”

“Yeah, it was goddamn-well bad. The hell you think? You want me to show you? I can do that, then you can see for yourself.”

Carmichael said nothing more, just waited. He sure as hell did not want to see what his partner just had.

Mustang touched the book again, but the power of it had been spent. What blood had been invested in it, what power the blood had carried, was gone now. Quickly, he flipped the book open, looking for what he had seen. “Oh, this has to be a joke.”

“What?”

“I saw... I saw the manager, I think it was him, writing something down. Might have been a name, could have been anything. But the page is torn out. His blood seeped through, here—” he pointed at a brown-red mark that Carmichael agreed was blood, “—but the page he wrote on is gone.” And, indeed, there was a part of a page left in the binding.

“Damn. You remember any of it?”

“I don’t... wait.” He concentrated. “Think it started with an ‘H’. That’s all I got.”

“‘H’.” His eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me it was Geiger.”

“Who, Hiram Geiger?”

“That bastard has snatched better than half a dozen bounties out from under me in the last two years.”

“I thought you said he couldn’t catch a pixie.”

“He can’t, unless I trap the damn thing first!”

Mustang laughed a little. He held up his hand, eyes closed, thinking of the act of writing, the memory he had just seen, and let the muscles talk to him. His fingers moved, and his eyes popped open. “I got nothing else. Maybe the poor bastard was just writing ‘help’.” His headache started to go away.

“Why the hell would you write ‘help’? That’s doesn’t make any sense.”

“How the hell should I know? When you’ve got a vampire’s jaw snapping your face, can you think straight? No, wait, don’t answer that.”

Carmichael made a sour face and stood up.

“Look, it doesn’t matter what he was writing; why would the page be missing?”

Carmichael shook his head. “Haven’t got a clue.”
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Following Tracks

The next morning, both men managed to fill their canteens, and ate what few scraps could be cobbled together, and were still left hungry. However, they managed to find a reserve of cooking oil, and some lamp oil.

They set off each building in turn, taking only the ammunition from the sheriff’s office, until only the church remained. “I always feel weird about this,” Mustang said. “Wrong, somehow.”

Carmichael shook his head. “I don’t think God’ll be coming home to this house any time soon.”

“What do you think the railway will say?”

“Well, the first engineer will probably start with, ‘Holy shit,’ and his boss will say, ‘What?!’ and his boss will say, ‘Rebuild it!’ and so on.”

“That... actually sounds very accurate. You ever consider that maybe we should let the Marshal come through and find everything? Maybe do something about it?”

“I have. Then I thought better of it. No man is going to jump to ‘vampires’ as his first theory. Wild animals, maybe, or Indians. Or some crazy man - or two - following along the railway, stopping at every waystation and town, butchering everyone they come across just for the money or the hell of it. What would be most likely, you think?”

Mustang said nothing.

They burned the church.

When everything was ablaze, Carmichael pulled himself on to his horse, Strauss, and Mustang hauled himself onto his own horse, Gabriel. Once they had set their backs to Waystation No. 7, Mustang fished out his tobacco pouch and rolled a pair of cigarettes. They rode and smoked in silence for a while, then just rode, for a few hours at least. No train passed by in either direction, and the sun climbed high, but not too hot.

“Zane, is that strange to you?”

“What?”

“The trains. Or the lack thereof.”

“Who knows how the railways work? Ever read a schedule? They never show up at the same place at the same time two days in a row. Engineer has a few too many; they fall behind. Big boss wants to put pressure on a town; no deliveries for a week. Hell, they might take a month off for no reason whatsoever, then show up every hour, on the hour, for days on end.”

Mustang shrugged. “Still would have expected something, going either way. But not a one. For a week.”

“Maybe AT & SF is feuding with Las Cruces. I don’t know.”

The day wore on, and they got hungry, but they often did that, so it passed with no comment. They paused at midday to water the horses and themselves. Carmichael checked his surveyor’s map, and after twenty minutes they set off again, still following the line. The sun started its trek down into the mountains, and shadows started getting longer, and both men, without thinking, positioned themselves to make their weapons easily available.

A little before five o’clock, they came over a rise and saw a small town, not unlike Waystation No. 7, but closer to the mountains and the shadows they cast. There was a mesa, not too tall, maybe 300 feet, just at the southwestern corner of the town. They paused at the top of the rise. Without looking at his friend, Carmichael said, “This place ain’t on the map.”

“Beg your pardon?”

He fished the map out of his saddlebag and handed it over. “Take a look. We were going to sleep under the stars tonight.”

Mustang looked at the map, and at the town. “Son of a bitch. How old is this map?”

“Maybe two months.”

“Might be enough time to build it, but there should be a note on here somewhere, shouldn’t there?”

“There should.” Carmichael took the map back and put it away. “You think they’re down there?”

“No idea. Haven’t felt a pull in any other direction. You don’t see anything?”

“Not a glint. Let’s get down there.”

They both prodded their mounts into a trot, hands now purposely on the butts of their guns.
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The Inexplicable Town

The town had no outlying buildings, but seemed bigger than UW 7; for starters, the only road was longer, crossing the rails, creating a huge ‘X’. There was a roughly circular trench around part of the town, giving the impression that the place was sitting in God’s Own crosshairs. There were over two dozen buildings, plus the rail station itself. Two stations, really; one on each side of the tracks. Despite this size, as they approached along the tracks, they saw no movement.

They paused about thirty yards out from the stations; the line split in two and re-merged about half a mile out on either side of town. Trains could pass each other here. In essence, there was a town on each side of the line, each with its own station.

In fact, as they came closer, they realised the reflection extended well past the train station; every building, as they looked left and right, had a twin on the other side of the tracks, built like there was a giant mirror slicing right through the centre. In addition, gaslights dotted the lane, at set, even intervals.

They followed the tracks into town, stopping again just before the stations, and finally saw a few people moving on the street; no one seemed to be in a rush, and aside from the lethargy, there wasn’t anything truly strange about them... except that they were all women.

“There something off about this place to you?” Mustang asked.

“Besides the obvious?” Carmichael looked left down the road, toward the gathering evening, and right down the other road, toward the mountains. Aside from some of the moving bodies, each side was identical, and the sensation was confusing as all hell. “Yeah, something’s off. I’m not getting a glint off anything, though.”

“Nothing’s broken or burning, and the few folks we’re seeing ain’t panicked.” He shook his head. “And gas lights. In the middle of nowhere? Got to be some serious cash flowing in town.” He looked around again. “Could they have ditched us?”

Carmichael shook his head and scratched his scar. “Nah. Where would they go? There’s nothing east of here short of Texas, and even vampires couldn’t have made it in a single night. And if they went west...” He looked up into the impassable terrain of the mountains again. “Well, that’s not very helpful thinking, is it?”

“No. No, I don’t suppose it is. Hold on.” Mustang dropped from his saddle, stretched out his hands, and placed them on the ground. He closed his eyes.

All at once, an echo of rage, fear and pain started screaming in his ears, along with dark and twisted shapes, not quite human.

He stood up, wincing. “They’re here. Or came by here, recently. They’re close. Hiding.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“So I guess we—” He cut himself off and doffed his hat. “Hello, ma’am.”

Carmichael followed Mustang’s gaze, and saw a woman standing on the west station platform, dressed unusually in slacks and what appeared to be a man’s shirt. A pair of buttons were open at the top, and he found his eyes drawn there, where she wore a fine, silver chain with a crucifix. He also pulled off his hat. She was rather tall, had smooth, tanned skin and sharp eyes. Her hair was dark, and tied back. She had a slight smile. “Begging your pardon, gentlemen,” she said, “but do you two make a habit of standing in the middle of railroad tracks?”

The men glanced at each other, no embarrassment showing on their faces. “As a matter of fact, we do, generally,” Mustang said, “though I’ll admit we are new around here, and not familiar with local practices.”

The woman’s smile grew a little, and she flashed some teeth - not too white, but hardly in bad condition.

“My name is Troy Mustang. And this is my partner, Zane Carmichael. Might I have your name?”

The woman seemed to think on this for a moment, studying them, then said, smiling, “Madam Kendra.”

Both men’s eyebrows jumped. “Madam?” Mustang asked. She nodded. “I see.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Well, no, ma’am, we’re not religious or anything. It’s just... you seem a little young to be... well...”

“The keeper of a house of ill repute?”

“Well, I... um...”

She smiled again, broader than before. “Gentlemen, welcome to Gemini, the richest little town around. Anyone can make anything of themselves here, even a young lady like me. Now, you both look a little trailsore. Why don’t you follow me?” She turned and headed for stairs down from the platform. Carmichael and Mustang looked at each other. They shrugged and put their hats back on, then followed the young madam, whose tail-end, they had to admit, was worth following.

Carmichael joined Mustang on the ground and they followed her to a two-storey building next door to a saloon with a tilted roof. “So, are you two looking for work?” she asked.

“We’re always working, ma’am,” Mustang answered, hitching Gabriel to a post near a water trough.

“Always?”

Carmichael said, “Chasing a bounty.”

“Oh, I see.” Her eyes lingered on Carmichael’s scar, but he felt no shame. “So, not miners, then.”

“Can’t say so, ma’am,” Mustang said.

“Kendra, please. Calling me ‘ma’am’ makes me feel old.”

“Kendra, then,” Mustang said. Carmichael rolled his eyes.

“Well, come on inside. The least I can offer you is a drink.”

“Isn’t the saloon next door?” Carmichael said.

“That,” she said, “is where the miners drink. And it’s not open right now in any case.”

Kendra opened the door to her place of work, which had no sign, and no obvious decoration, save for a remarkably exquisite engraving on the door itself: a bird of paradise.

Inside was a touch more opulent. The vestibule was rather bare, but once through the inner door, there were thick carpets and bright wall-hangings, a scent of roses, and paintings of landscapes and portraits, all which had one thing in common: a nude woman featured prominently in each.

The place had a slight smokiness to it, with a little haze hanging in the air. Two whores, dolled up in feathers and fine French shoes and very little else, sat smoking at a table, laughing and playing cards. They gave the men a couple of lingering looks, then went back to laughing and playing.

“Classy place,” Mustang said. “No bar.”

“That’s next door. I can get you water, of course,” Kendra said, “but we offer much more.”

Mustang looked as though he was considering it.

Carmichael turned to Kendra, who stood beside a small desk. “Can I ask an odd question? Where is everyone?”

She looked unsurprised. “Gemini is a mining town. And when I say that, I mean every man works the mines. Mr. Janus pays top dollar for any silver pulled out of the ground.” The men exchanged a quick, sharp glance. “Even the men who have other interests - including the saloon next door - will head off and scoop out some silver every day, if they can. Leaves the few ladies in town feeling a might lonely.” She glanced at her employees, who again looked the men up and down.

To be honest, both men had been out of women’s arms for some time, and the pair before them were certainly sights for sore eyes and weary minds. But the word ‘silver’ had a particular effect on both of them.

“You know, I would love to partake,” Mustang said, “but who is this Mr. Janus?”

“The man who built the town. Threw it up overnight, they say.”

“Now, how does a man build a whole town by himself? And without it getting on a map?”

Her professional smile flickered for just an instant. “Oh, everyone’s pretty sure he has a relative at the railway, a brother or some such, keeping things quiet. It’s why there’s so few miners here. Rich deposit, just in the hills. Men making their fortune day after day.”

“Of course,” said Carmichael. “You get a hundred men on a rich vein, you end up with a hundred rich men; you get a thousand men on a rich vein, you end up with a thousand men looking for more.”

“And a hundred rich men like to spend money, every night. And every day.” She was starting to sound a little exasperated, glancing at her girls again, but she kept her professional face. She was certainly friendly, but definitely a business-minded woman. The men exchanged another glance.

“You been here a while?” Mustang asked.

“A few months,” Kendra said. “Why?”

Mustang stepped up to the whores, fished out a pair of silver dollars, and dropped one in front of each. “Ladies, might we have a moment alone with your employer?”

The girls looked at the money, each other, and their boss.

Carmichael nonchalantly placed a gold ten dollar piece on Kendra’s desk. “We’d just like to ask a few questions, is all. A learning opportunity.”

Kendra looked at the coin, then at the men, one at a time, right in the eyes, lingering on Carmichael’s again; his scar ran right through his pupil. Her professional veneer, and the smile that went along with it, cracked. She scooped up the coin, then looked at her girls and nodded. They stood up, snagged their coins, and left through a curtained doorway, while Mustang pulled chairs up and offered one to the madam. She sat, keeping her face carefully unexpressive. Then the men sat, Carmichael turning his chair around first.

“What do you want to know?” she asked.

“Well, for starters,” Carmichael said, “let’s elaborate on our previous question; who is Mr. Janus, and where did this town come from?”

She took a breath. “You want to know everything?”

“Yes we do.”

“Then I’m going to need a cigarette.”
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The Tail’s Tale

She started slow, but spoke faster as she went.

“The town’s been around for about a year or so,” Kendra said. She puffed away on Mustang’s hand-rolled smoke. “I wasn’t here when it was built, and don’t know who built it, exactly. No one seems to. I asked the same question when I got off the train. Allison - she was madam before me - she wasn’t sure, either. She said it was probably the first men to come here, the first miners. They all do something else by trade, and with so much cash flying around, men’ll do anything that gets them paid. They all made their fortunes and moved on, I suppose.

“Now, I say Gemini is a mining town, with lots of money flying free - but only at night. The days are quiet, and the streets are empty. All the buildings are up, and no new ones are needed. Every once in a while, you’ll see repairs being done, but those men get top dollar to make up for missing a day on the silver. Every man works the mines.

“Every man except Mr. Janus. He sits in his house down past the end of the street, right in the shadow of that mesa, and only pokes out at dusk to purchase silver with cash, every day, even Sunday. He doesn’t pay out past full dark, so when the sun’s almost down, that’s when the miners come flowing back in.”

“You say he’s got a brother at the railway?” Mustang asked.

“That’s what folks say. No way to be sure - no one talks to Mr. Janus. Just about him. He just pays the men, takes their ore, and nods to them, then ducks back inside his house. Got to have the biggest larder in the world. He’s got four or five big men who live up there with him.”

“Bodyguards?” Carmichael asked.

“Guards, regulators, whatever you want to call them. They do the actual paying.”

“Do they take the silver?” Mustang asked.

“What? Of course. I don’t -”

“I mean, do they handle it? Do they actually touch the rocks?”

Kendra looked confused for a moment, then looked off to the side, remembering. “No, I guess I they don’t. I mean, they take the sacs, but they don’t touch the rocks.”

Again, the men exchanged a glance.

“Why is that important?”

“It may not be,” Carmichael said. “Please, you were saying? Why did you come to town?”

“Right.” She said it as though she meant the opposite. “I arrived on a train six months back. A woman - Allison - had come through Sante Fe, recruiting. I was looking to leave town for my own reasons, so when I heard about her offer from one of the other girls, I jumped at it. Trip paid for, guaranteed work? How could I say no? Hopped the train and was here three days later, along with ten other girls. And it was good - the pay was great, the men weren’t too rough.”

“What happened to Allison?” Mustang asked.

Kendra took a deep lungful of smoke and breathed out slowly, not looking at either man. Then, with a glance at the curtain her employees had stepped through, she leaned forward and dropped her voice. “I don’t know. About six weeks after I got here, she went up to Mr. Janus’ place with four girls. The next morning, the girls came back, not right in the head. Found them on the road. Must have been loaded up on laudanum, or something. Took them two days to get thinking right, and they couldn’t remember a goddamned thing.

“Ally never came back at all. And when I called up there, demanding to know where she was, I was told she had gone, and I had ‘inherited her establishment.’ It wasn’t Janus, of course, it was one of his thugs. When I asked again, I got a slap in the face that put me on the ground and very firm reminder that I was just as replaceable as she was. And so were the rest of my girls. And the whole time, he’s staring at my chest, the asshole.” Mustang quickly moved his eyes. “I couldn’t prove she hadn’t gone - the train had come in that night, so she might have taken off - but it didn’t feel right. Why would she leave without saying something? I hadn’t known her long, but it just felt... wrong. That’s when I started noticing the other things about this town that rubbed me the wrong way.”

“Like the architecture?” Carmichael asked.

“Exactly. I didn’t understand the doubling. I mean, I know my stars; Gemini is the twins. Ha-ha, big joke. But it seemed to be taken a bit far. From what I hear, Mr. Janus’ brother is his twin. And their father was a twin. So it’s his lucky charm, or something. Just a weird obsession, you ask me, but the man’s money makes this town go ‘round, so everyone lets it go.”

She drew down hard on the cigarette again, and it almost sizzled down to her fingers. Mustang started rolling another one without asking.

“The other thing is the parties. Like the night Allison disappeared. They happen at night, but only on nights when the train comes in. Which shouldn’t be weird, but... it is.”

“Weird how?”

“Can’t put my finger on it. Just... odd. It’s the little things around here that just add up; on their own, nothing to see. Together... don’t make any sense.” She shook her head and took the new cigarette, lighting it off the old one. “Like the fact there’s no church in town. I haven’t been a regular since I left home, and I didn’t even notice at first, but... got a letter said my ma took sick a few months back, and I had nowhere to light a candle. Little things like that. No sheriff either, though Janus’ men keep the peace most of the time.”

“If this place rubs you so wrong,” Mustang asked, “why are you still here?”

Again, she glanced at the curtain. “Most of my girls don’t even speak English. I have no idea what would happen to them if I took off. After Ally... I can’t just leave them.”

Carmichael nodded and looked at Mustang again. “What do you think?”

“I think there’s something more.” He leaned forward. “What else? Something else happened to get your back up. A town’s boss playing politics and favorites with whores is nothing new. Something raised your hair, got you thinking about all this before your friend vanished.”

She pulled half the cigarette in one drag, and oddly seemed to calm down. Her voice very low, she said, “The faces change.” She took a deep breath and sighed, like she had just put down a great bundle.

“Say what?”

“The men in town. They change. They come in, but... Any boom town is like that, I know, but here, it’s fast. Faster than it should be. I’ve watched the trains. Men get off them, but I almost never see anyone get on. But the number of men in town stays the same. The inns are never full. And no one is ever around too long.” She finished the smoke and dropped it, crushing it under her heel right into the carpet. She refused another that Mustang offered. “It’s like the mines are eating them.” Then she giggled. It didn’t last long, and as the laugh left her, she seemed to shrink in on herself, staring at the floor.

“Now what do you think?” Carmichael asked.

“I think we need to pay Mr. Janus a visit,” Mustang said.

“His boys won’t let you get close,” Kendra said. “The man is strange. This town is strange, I know, but he’s the weirdest thing here.”

“Gathered that, Kendra,” Mustang said, putting a hand on hers. His eye twitched as a few of her memories flickered across his mind; her father, striking her, her mother, staring at nothing, a beautiful sunset, and six laughing, drunken men over her...

He looked her right in the eye. “We’re going to see what can be done about it.”

“Sun’s almost down. The men’ll be back, cashing in.”

“Perfect.”

 

6

A Pleasant Exchange

The sun was indeed almost down. It was about halfway hidden by the mountains, and most of the rest by clouds. The men left their horses tethered and headed up the street, where they could see a crowd of men gathering out beyond the last town buildings, near a house set several hundreds of yards away, in the shadow of the mesa. The house couldn’t get more than a few hours of sunlight every day. The men spoke in low voices as they walked.

“So,” Mustang said, “what do you think?”

“I’d lay even money the bodyguards are halfways,” Carmichael said.

“But they can’t stay halfway for long. They go insane without blood.” They passed the last building on the road, a small dry goods store. Like everywhere else, it looked deserted.

“So, side bet that they get replaced regularly. Maybe during the train parties.”

Mustang nodded. “Bleed a girl - or five - to feed’em, then stake’em the next day when they’re sleeping off a bloody hangover?”

“You’re fucking hilarious. But yeah, exactly. No sense in keeping hired muscle that’s too strong or unstable. Except once in a while, they get carried away, and a girl ‘goes away’ before the halfways can stop themselves.”

“Got to have at least one full vamp around to bite them and get the change started.”

“True,” Carmichael said.

“Figure Janus is that vamp?”

“What would a vamp want with all that silver? It burns them on contact.”

“To destroy it, maybe? Use it on other vamps?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. But he’s up to something, and the others are here, or came through recently and didn’t destroy the place, so I think we need to at least have a conversation with the man.” They stopped walking, and Carmichael focused on the throng of men, now only about fifty feet away. “Not seeing anything True.”

Beyond the crowd, the large house stood in shadow. Except for the darkness, it reminded Carmichael of the house he’d grown up in, on the planation; large, surrounded by a wide wraparound porch, set five stairs above the ground. The upper floor was supported by columns at ten foot intervals. More gaslights, hard to find, expensive, and dangerous to use, were mounted in sconces near the door. The door itself looked like mahogany. It could have been stained, but he somehow doubted it. Truth was that the mansion also looked a bit like the White House in DC, which he’d only seen once, while passing through.

Mustang took a look at the men milling around; there were about a hundred of them, all different sizes, shapes, and interestingly, colours. He saw negroes and Mexicans mixed in with the usual European mess, though they all seemed to stick to like-groups. Each and every man held a burlap sack with something heavy in it. They all seemed to wear usual clothes, denim or slacks, cotton shirts, a few vests here and there. How they could have been comfortable down in the mine like that he had no idea, but he knew money had made many people happy to do many other things a lot less enjoyable.

The heavy wooden door cracked open, and a wave of murmurs and mumbles went through the milling crowd. They surged forward, just a little.

Four large men - unnaturally large men - all in ill-fitting suits and fedoras, a traditional outfit for Pinkerton’s - stepped outside, two of them moving to stand at the sides of the door, with six-shooters on their belts. The guns looked hilariously small on them, but then, so did their clothing. The other two men carried out a safe, which also looked small, but must have weighed a few hundred pounds. They didn’t struggle. They placed it at the top of the stairs, then stepped down a few steps on each side. The one on the left looked restless.

As Carmichael watched, a light - pure, silver-white, like sunlight off a still pond, appeared in the doorway.

Truth.

Janus.

As the light faded, Carmichael saw that The Man Who Built Gemini didn’t look like a builder; he looked like a cripple. He limped through the door, leaning heavily on a cane, dressed in an impeccable blue suit. His left leg didn’t appear to support him. He was tall and thin, though not as tall as his hired, cursed muscle. He wore a hat that matched his suit, but his spine was curved, and he leaned over far enough on his cane that the hat had to sit a little to the side of his head rather than right on top. Behind him, another large man wheeled out what looked like a goddamn mine cart, though there was no track.

The crowd got quiet.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” Janus said, voice not strong. He had to shout a little. “Let’s see what you’ve got for me.”

Carmichael and Mustang exchanged a look, neither quite sure what to think just yet. The men started to shuffle into a rough line, still sticking to their own groups. A group of white men went first, about twenty of them. One at a time, they walked up to the bottom step. One at a time, they handed a sack over to a regulator, who would look inside, then toss the sack in the mine cart. The other regulator would take a few bills out of the safe - presumably twenties - and pay the miner off. One at a time, they would walk off, counting their take and smiling.

Next came a smaller group of negroes, followed by a pair of Mexicans, then a good-sized group of Irish. As each group finished their exchange, the men would head back to town, smiles on their faces, cash in their hands, and women and drink on their minds.

Everything appeared quite civilized, all things considered. Most of the miners ignored Carmichael and Mustang completely, though a few looked at them and laughed, waving their cash around. As the last group started away, the regulator with the mine cart started to pull it back inside and the two with the safe started to close it up.

Mustang raised his hand to one of the last Irishmen, passing them by. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah? What?” the man said.

“It always this civilized? This quiet?”

The man looked surprised. “You’d prefer a screamin’ match? Maybe a solid row at the end of each day?”

“Not what I prefer. Just what I’ve usually seen.”

The Irish fellow grunted in agreement. “Ain’t that the truth. But here, the man with the bankroll says keep it quiet, and there’ll be more tomorrow; so you keep it quiet. We’re men, not beasts, after all.” He looked at the regulators. “Well, most of us, anyway.”

Then a late-arriving group of miners came running down from the hills. The sun had just about finished vanishing behind the mountains, and darkness was well and truly flooding over the town. At some point, the gaslamps had been lit. Music, mostly piano but also some banjo or guitar - Mustang’s mother always said he had tin in his ears - started flowing up from the buildings.

The group of stragglers - there were six of them - came running in, a couple of them shouting. “Hold up! Hold the hell up! We got ore! Don’t close up yet!”

“Ah, the new boys,” the Irishman said.

“New boys?”

“Rode into town two days ago. Wandered out of the desert. Don’t think they quite know how it’s done here yet.”

“Kevin!” a voice called from down the trail.

The Irishman gave a wave to his countryman. He smirked at Mustang, and started back on the trail to the town proper, looking back occasionally as though he regretted having to leave.

The regulators handling the safe didn’t look pleased with the late arrivals. In fact, the guy on the left looked perfectly pissed off, lips pulling back from his teeth and everything. Carmichael and Mustang both noticed, and both went still; one does not make sudden movements around a predator.

The new arrivals had apparently never heard that lesson. “Hold up just a damn minute!” the loudest one shouted again. “We got silver!”

The regulators all turned to look at Mr. Janus. He glanced at the moon, then looked at the men. He sighed. “Alright. What have you got? And mind your manners.”

They did not mind their manners. The first man, the loud one, ran to the safe men and thrust his sack at them.

The angry guy on the left backhanded him so quickly, Mustang couldn’t follow his movement. The loud man went down, his body twisting around completely at least twice in the air before he hit the ground, face first.

But more importantly, Carmichael saw, as though is slow motion, a single drop of blood fly from the man’s lip. He tensed.

“The boss said mind your manners, you little shit!” the angry man growled.

Carmichael and Mustang both had their hands on their weapons, Carmichael took a step forward, but Mustang put a hand on his arm. Voice low, he said, “Hold up. Something’s wrong.”

“No shit!”

“No, I mean... something else.”

“What?”

“I’m not sure.”

The man on the ground groaned, and his friends stood around, not sure what to do or say. The two regulators who had stood beside Janus all evening grabbed their angry comrade and dragged him back inside the house, still shouting and growling. They shoved the mine cart ahead of them.

“My apologies, gentlemen,” Janus barked out. “No more exchange tonight. Come back tomorrow.” Then he turned and headed back into his house, his last two men taking the safe and following him in. A few seconds later, the gaslights went out, and the moon provided most of the light.

“I don’t really know what I was expecting,” Carmichael said, “but I don’t think that was it.”

“They’re halfs. The regulators.”

“No question.”

“But they’re not the group we’ve been tracking.”

“Definitely.”

“You get a read on Janus?”

“Something True about him. Damned if I know what.”

“Yeah. If he’s a vamp, he’s a pretty shitty one.”

“Well, shit!” a voice shouted. Both men looked up at the stragglers. “What do we do now?”

“Cash in for double tomorrow?” Carmichael suggested.

The man who was speaking - he’d taken over the role of Loud Man now that his friend was half-conscious on the ground - looked at him as though he’d been slapped. “Oh, that’s just fine, ain’t it? Sure, tomorrow’ll be a grand time. Well, what in the hell do we do tonight? We got no money. Means we got no beds, no food—”

“No beer,” one of his quieter friends said.

“No beer! How the hell’s a man supposed to live?”

“You got me,” Carmichael said.

“This is shit,” the Quiet One said. “We’ll just starve out here. We supposed to sleep on the rocks? We ain’t animals!” He was now challenging Loud Man for his title. “We ain’t animals!” he shouted, and took a few steps towards the stairs.

Dirt and rocks flew up from the ground just a few inches in front of the man’s feet, as the report from a gunshot echoed in the thickening darkness. Carmichael and Mustang’s pistols were out and pointed before the echo died away.

“‘Something else,’ huh?”

“Yeah, yeah. Where the hell did that come from?” Mustang asked.

Carmichael hesitated. “I... I’m not sure.” He had become used to knowing things, finding enemies and loot and threats and favours without even trying. But now, at this instant, the thought screamed across his mind that maybe he had come to rely on his demonic gift a little too much.

“You’re not sure? Jesus, now I’ve seen everything.” Mustang looked at the group of bad-mannered miners. “Where the hell are your guns?”

One of them looked at him as he tried to hide behind his own hat. “They take ‘em away before they let ya in the mine!” Then he took off running. This seemed to break the paralysis of the others, and three more followed him at a dead sprint. The last man, the one whose movement had invited the gunshot in the first place, watched them go, then looked at his broken-jawed friend, then at the armed men, whose own eyes kept moving. He couldn’t make up his mind. Finally, he took another step towards his friend.

Another gunshot erupted at his feet, and he bolted.

Carmichael watched him go. With some effort, he managed to draw his right-handed revolver, and held it low, his fingers hating every second they were wrapped around the grip.

After a quiet, tense moment of turning around, looking in every direction, Mustang asked, “Well? Now what?”

Carmichael took one step towards the house. Nothing. He put both guns away. “Now we get that idiot out of here before he becomes a late-night snack. Answers have to wait.”

Mustang waited for Carmichael to take a few more steps before setting his jaw, putting his own gun away and following.

Carmichael paused over the groaning man. Watching the shadows for any glint, he held up his hands, then hunkered down to get them under the man’s arms. Mustang joined him when no shots rang out, and together they hauled the man back into town.
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Evening Walk

They dropped him in front of the saloon next to Kendra’s, still moaning and grumbling. She was standing at her door, and as they walked by, Mustang turned to her, touched the brim of his hat, and said, “Ma’am.”

She visibly sighed.

Once they dropped the moaner, Carmichael asked, “There a doctor in town?”

She shook her head. “There’s a dentist down the far end.” She thought. “And, actually, down the other end, too.”

Carmichael hunkered down and looked at the moaning man. “You hear that? You want the pain to stop, get crawling.” Then he joined Mustang as he followed Kendra into the brothel.

He took a look around before closing the door; the town had undergone a transformation with the coming of darkness. Noise, music, laughter and colour were all making themselves known now. Gas and firelight flickered, and groups of men, more than a few already three sheets to the wind, wandered up and down the street.

Three men pushed past Carmichael into the brothel while he stood there. Once they were past, he took one last glance around.

Just as well he did, because that’s when he saw Geiger.

With a glint of Truth on him.

Across the street, standing by himself, in the shadow of a stable, staring right at Carmichael with a tiny smirk on his face. Geiger gave him a mock salute and walked away, down towards the tracks and beyond, starting to laugh.

Carmichael grunted and yanked the door shut. Inside, he glanced around. Only Mustang was there, sitting at the card table. “Where’d she go?”

“Seeing to some customers. Why?”

“Geiger’s here.”

Mustang leaned back. “You saw him?”

“Yeah. And there was a glint on him.”

“So whatever the hell’s going on with these vamps...”

“He’s definitely involved somehow. Shit. I was hoping he’d been killed in UW No. 7.”

“No such luck.”

“Thieving bastard.”

“Exactly how many bounties did you say he’s snatched out from under you?”

“Seven. Three of them just for werewolf pelts.”

“Figure he’s the one shooting at us?”

Carmichael paused and thought. “Maybe. He’s damn good with a rifle but useless with a pistol. And I didn’t see anyone nearby...”

Kendra returned to the welcome room just then. “So. You two are alive. That’s something, I suppose.”

Mustang leaned forward. “You’re allowed to say that you’re glad we’re fine. It’s only polite.”

She shook her head. “Did you see him? You see what I was talking about?”

“Definitely,” Carmichael said. “And his bodyguards are quite something.”

The door opened and three more rowdy men poured in. Kendra’s professional smile snapped in place. “Gentlemen! What’s your fancy tonight?”

 

Kendra gave Carmichael and Mustang a room to sleep in that night after a quick supper of bread and apples. There was only one bed, though it looked comfortable enough. They both stared at it, then each other. “So,” Mustang said.

“Yeah.”

“Flip you for it?”

“The hell with that.” Carmichael took a step towards the bed, tugging at his gunbelt. “Just keep your pants on.”

“You sure? I have very nice legs.”

“Oh, fuck off.”

“Do you think there’s any point in trying to sleep?”

“Probably not until the wee hours.” Carmichael stepped over to a small window and shoved it open. Shouts and music rode in on cool air. He stuck his head out and looked around. The backs of buildings and a scattering of men, less than a dozen, all engaged with drunken acquaintances, were all he could see. “I’m going back up to the house. Got to find out what’s going on up there.”

“You mean we’re going.”

“No, I mean I.”

“Well, what the hell? Since when do we split up? And why are you crawling out a window when you could just walk out the damn door?”

“Because I don’t want Geiger to know. And I need you to find Geiger and keep him busy.”

“Why? And how? I’ve never met the man.”

“Look, him and me, we’ve got history. Too much history. You can find him easy by thinking about how much I hate the son of a bitch. If I get close to him, I’m likely to push his teeth through the back of his neck.”

“And I’m what? His new best friend?”

“Look, he’s part of this, whatever the hell is going on. And the only way I know he isn’t following me is if he’s with you.”

Mustang rolled his eyes. “Oh, for the love of... fine.”

“You know what he looks like?”

“Yeah, you painted a bloody picture of him behind my eyeballs first time we shook hands.”

“Perfect. I’ll find you when I get back.”

“What if you don’t get back?”

Carmichael paused with his hands on the window sill. “Then come get what’s left and bury it right.”

 

Mustang stepped out of the Bird-of-Paradise door and put his hat on. He looked up and down the road, then turned and headed east, away from the Mansion and over the train tracks. It was a peculiar sensation, stepping over the tracks, since every building he was now walking towards looked identical to the ones he was walking away from. It was a perfect mirror; after a few steps, he found himself walking past another brothel with a bird-of-paradise on the door, and another saloon with a tilted roof. There was another stable across the way, the reflection of the one Gabriel and Strauss were in now. As he passed the stable, he came to yet another saloon.

He found himself thinking of Dante’s Circles of Hell, but couldn’t figure which he was standing in.

Mustang paused near the saloon’s door, and leaned up against the wall, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it as a large group of men, a few of them wearing cavalry trousers, poured past him and through the hanging doors. He took a deep drag and closed his eyes, opening his mind to the image of Hiram Geiger, and the feelings that Zane Carmichael had always given off whenever the man’s name was mentioned.

Nothing but the usual noise.

Wincing with a touch of pain, Mustang crossed the street and moved past a boarding house. There was another saloon just past it, and again he paused and opened his mind.

An image came back almost instantly; Geiger, knocking back a shot and laughing. This was the place. Mustang closed his eyes and his mind and let the pain flow over him and through him, like when you fall from a horse and need to feel it before you can try to move again.

Once it had passed, he opened his eyes, took a breath, and stepped through the swinging doors into steady gaslight and a pounding piano.

Some men were singing a song he didn’t know while their arms were wrapped around women whose names they didn’t know, dolled up in frilly dresses none of them could have afforded anywhere else. There were five card games going on, and two barkeeps pouring. Lots of music and noise and laughter. The smell was lousy with unwashed bodies and alcohol. Times were good in Gemini.

Geiger was leaning up against the bar at the far end of the room. Mustang moved up to the bar himself, squeezing between two other men and waving a barkeep over.

“What can I get you?” the tall, balding man asked. His accent sounded Russian.

“What do you have for whiskey?”

“We have bad stuff and good stuff.”

Mustang smirked. “How much for a glass?”

“Five dollars for bad. Ten for good.”

Now Mustang’s eyebrows jumped and his jaw drooped. Five dollars should have bought a bottle of actual Scotch whiskey, including the shipping cost from Scotland. What kind of silver was this mine producing? He glanced down the bar and saw Geiger still there. “Give me a finger of the bad stuff.”

The big Russian turned to his collection of bottles and found a tumbler while Mustang dug in his pocket.

 

Carmichael dropped to the ground behind Kendra’s. There was no one close by, not even someone on the train tracks. He moved at an angle, away from the center of town and away from the tracks, back into the desert and the shadows. He moved quickly without running and checked his tail every twenty steps or so. He crested a small rise, then headed straight west. After fifty paces, he stopped and turned in a slow circle, concentrating on his own eyes and fear of being followed.

He didn’t see a damn thing.

A few minutes later, the Mansion was larger in view than the town, and he started towards it, eyes open. The ground here was more stone than dirt, the runoff of many years of mountains slowly falling apart. He glanced to his right, into the deeper shadows of the mountain, and realized that the entrance to the mine couldn’t be very far away.

The outside of the Janus Mansion was quiet and dark. Carmichael dropped down on his haunches behind a low-sitting rock; it couldn’t have come up higher than his knees while standing. He started stretching his bad hand against the cool stone. The muscles hated straightening out almost as much as curling up. The doctors had told him to keep stretching, it was the only way to loosen the fingers and maybe use the hand again. After 3 years, though, he had hoped at least one finger would have improved.

There was a light burning in a room on the second floor. Curtains were drawn, and he could only see silhouettes, but he was sure there were two people in there. Taking a breath, he decided to make sure. Focussing on the window, he let his eyes relax, blinked slowly, and opened them. The curtain slowly faded away from sight, and he could see the men behind it. One of them was Janus, and he seemed to be moving a lot, agitated. The second was just as rail thin as Janus, but taller, with longer limbs and a straight back. He was standing at a hearth, not facing the window, though dressed similarly, in a dark suit that didn’t seem to fit right.

The sound of a rock scraping on another rock snagged Carmichael’s attention, and his vision snapped back to normal as he stiffened. He froze and listened as his heart started thundering like a piston. Five heartbeats. Ten. Fifteen.

Scrape.

Carmichael stood and spun, bringing his empty right hand up. One of the regulators loomed out of the darkness and slapped his arm down. Carmichael drew quickly and fired with his good hand, putting a bullet in the big man’s gut and driving him back a step.

Some perverse piece of Carmichael’s eye decided now was a good time to grant him total night vision, and the darkness vanished. He could see the man’s face; it was the one who had been having control problems earlier. And he’d gotten worse.

The man - well, he wasn’t a man now, not really - was mostly enraged by the gutshot. His jaw dropped open and he screeched, a high-pitched, inhuman scream that would have scared the shit out of any unprepared animal. Even Carmichael felt a slight loosening in his bowels.

Carmichael hopped backwards as the poor, deranged bastard charged at him. Carmichael’s feet touched the rock and he danced to the side; the regulator tripped over the rock and sprawled. He fired again, catching the regulator in the shoulder, and tried to wrap his stupid hand around his other weapon. Again, the bullet seemed to irritate him more than anything. Carmichael stumbled back another step.

The regulator launched himself at the hunter, and in the split second before he hit, Carmichael fired again.

The regulator knocked Carmichael down, and landed on top of him. Carmichael gasped as the air was driven from his lungs, and struggled to draw in breath. He worked his shoulders one way then the other, until his arms came free, then shoved the regulator to one side. The man was dead, a large hole in his back where his spine and heart belonged. Even as Carmichael watched, the wound seemed to shrink a bit, but ultimately stopped.

Breathing hard, he pushed himself to his feet and turned around.

He barely saw the fist that knocked him out cold.

 

Mustang finished his second glass of cheap whiskey and winced at how rough it was. Flavour wasn’t particularly good, either. He glanced at Geiger, who was leaning against the bar, watching the crowd, drink in hand. His head jerked up and to one side, like he heard something. He smiled, turned, and slammed his glass down, heading for the door.

Mustang slid a banknote under his glass and turned for the door, too, making a show of digging for his tobacco. He stepped outside and stopped, pouch in hand.

Geiger bumped into him and Mustang turned. With an exaggerated slur, he said, “Oh, hey, Mac. You got a light?”

“What?” His accent was slight, but definitely German.

He shook his pouch. “A light?”

“Yes, certainly.” Geiger looked quite pleased with himself, but also a little distracted, glancing in the direction of the Janus House. He fished a box of matches out of a pocket while Mustang rolled.

“Mush oblige’.” Mustang kept rolling.

Geiger rolled his eyes, but kept his little smile. “Here, just take them.”

“Nah, nah, it’ll jus’ take a sec. Here, I’ll roll one for you.” He put the final twist to the cigarette and handed it over.

Geiger took it with small snort and struck himself a light while Mustang rolled again. Geiger took his first drag while the match burned down. Mustang finished the second smoke just in time to catch the last fire on the match. Geiger dropped it in the dirt. “Mush oblige’,” Mustang said again.

“Yes, well, thank you for the smoke. Good evening.” Geiger started away, heading west.

Mustang kept pace with him. “What? You ain’t turnin’ in already, are ya? Night’s young!”

Geiger smiled again. “Actually, I thought I might partake of the services of a certain young lady down the way.” He nodded towards Kendra’s brothel, completely ignoring the one on this end of town.

“Now that sounds like a way to spend an evening!” Mustang said. He slapped Geiger on the back. On contact, there was a flash of something awful. Something brutal and harsh and...

And red. With a sinking feeling, Mustang opened his mind, just a little, as they crossed the train tracks.

Everything stayed the same, except Geiger. Oh, the man was still there, walking along, but another layer of him, like a twin brother from Hell, was walking along, too, taking up the same space, but covered in flame and blood and broken skin. This second layer, this ghost image, turned and snapped its jaw at Mustang, flashing sharp teeth and a long tongue. Mustang winced back and slammed his mind shut, or as shut as he could.

It was a vampire.

A vampire, trying to get out.

Geiger was a halfway.

“You all right there, my friend?” Geiger asked.

“I, uh...” Mustang’s eyes squeezed themselves shut against the pain that ripped through his head. “I... I don’t know...” He stumbled to a stop in the middle of the tracks, hands on knees, one hand close to his gun. This was the same feeling he’d had at UW No. 7. Not just a similar one, but the same, exact feeling, when he read that guestbook. That missing page...

“Just try to relax, Troy. Take a deep breath.”

Mustang’s eyes opened as far as he could force them. Geiger was standing there, smoking, looking down at him with the same damned smile he’d had since leaving the saloon. “I didn’t tell you my name.”

“No,” Geiger said. “You didn’t.” Mustang went for his gun, but Geiger moved faster than possible, and put a fist in his gut. “Make another sound or move, and your little madam gets torn in half while you watch.” As he was saying this, he relieved Mustang of his gun.

Barely able to breathe, Mustang tensed and struggled, but just for a second. Then he slowly relaxed and drew in a ragged breath.

“Good. Good. Now, walk with me.” Geiger fixed his arm around Mustang’s shoulder - a grip of pure steel - and they started the long walk up to the Mansion.

Neither of them saw Kendra, peeking out from behind a curtain in her building.
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Bitten Off...

Geiger didn’t talk much on the walk. Mustang followed suit. He wanted to look for a weakness, or a way of escaping, but doing so meant opening his mind, and trying to do so while touching Geiger simply exposed him to the vampire clawing beneath the surface. Mustang stumbled a bit as they reached the Mansion’s front steps, but Geiger never relaxed his grip and Mustang did not fall.

“Now what?” Mustang asked.

“Now?” Geiger said, starting up the steps. “Now, we go inside. Now, you get to meet the man in charge.”

“Janus?”

Geiger laughed. “Yes. Yes, Mr. Janus. Our benefactor.” Then he laughed again and yanked the front door open. He pushed Mustang inside. Troy, for his part, didn’t scramble or try to run away. If they wanted him dead, he could have been a hundred times over by now, and disposed of. They wanted something. And apparently, Janus was at the heart of it. Had he found a way to control vampires? Was that what the silver was for? That was worth a little rough handling.

And besides, he had to find out what happened to Carmichael.

It was only right.

The anteroom of the mansion was nice. Not spectacular, not drab. Nice. Good wooden floors, high ceilings. No artwork. No furniture. Few lights, including a genuine gas chandelier. A mine cart, which would have seemed out of place on any other day. And a big staircase, leading up to the next floor. At the top of the staircase, leaning heavily on a cane, was Jared Janus.

“Good evening, Mr. Mustang,” he gasped out. “Welcome to my home.”

“Pleasure. Bit more rustic than I imagined.”

“Well, the family coffers aren’t what they used to be. Though the silver is changing that. I’ve even been making bullets out of some of the remainder.”

Now that was interesting.

“What do you want with me? Torture? Money? Information?”

Geiger and Janus both laughed quietly, though in Janus’ case, it wasn’t for lack of trying.

“Torture you? My dear sir, no! What I want is to offer you a job.”

 

Carmichael came to already sitting up. He straightened up his neck. A slow, groggy look around told him he was in the same office with a hearth he’d been looking in on earlier. He was alone, and tied to his chair - a heavy, solid, oak piece - at the wrists and ankles. He tried looking for Truth - weaknesses in the rope, someone hiding in the room - but got nothing. Sighing, he bent down and started attacking his bonds with his teeth.

 

“A job?” Mustang glanced at Geiger to see if he was laughing. “Seriously?”

“Quite serious,” Janus said. “Some of my existing personnel are... unreliable.”

Something snapped into place. “Your regulators are going crazy, aren’t they?”

Janus smiled on one side of his mouth. “Come upstairs. Please.”

Geiger put a hand on Mustang’s shoulder, and gave him a solid nudge.

 

Carmichael untied his feet and stood. Finally able to look around the whole room, the first thing noticed was how empty it seemed. It was a nice office, but odd; there were two completely clear desks and a pair of bookcases, the hearth with a low, smoldering fire, and the chair he had been tied to and a matching one behind one desk. Again with the twin motif. There were even two doors. But no artwork, no keepsakes, nothing to accent or personalize the place at all.

Moving quietly to one door, he listened for a moment. There were voices, but he couldn’t make them out. One sounded a bit like Mustang, but he couldn’t be sure. The other almost sounded like a gasping sound. Janus? Taking a risk, he cracked the door open. He could see the crooked back and the cane. Janus was saying, “Come upstairs. Please,” and turning towards the office.

Without a weapon, Carmichael didn’t really feel like confronting the Cripple Baron of Gemini, especially since he didn’t know where the regulators were. He eased the door shut as quickly as he dared, and made for the other door.

 

At the top of the stairs, Janus hobbled over to a door, Geiger pushing Mustang along behind him, gently but firmly. “You don’t sound as though you are taking me seriously,” Janus said.

“I make it a policy not to work with vampires,” Mustang said. “Or their associates.”

Janus paused, hand on the knob. “I will have to offer you an incentive, then.”

 

Carmichael pulled the second door open. Lightning quick, faster than he could see despite the glint on it, a hand shot out of the darkness and wrapped around his throat. The arm it was attached to pushed him back into the office, and emerged into the light.

The man holding him - though it wasn’t a man, not anymore - was Jared Janus. Taller, straighter, thinner, paler, but unmistakably Jared Janus.

Behind him, the first door opened, and a voice cried, “Jacob! What is going on?”

“What the hell is this?” Mustang demanded. He tried to move, tried to go for his gun, just on reflex, but Geiger held him firm.

The vampire let Carmichael’s neck go, turned him around and lifted him off the floor by his coat’s collar.

“Troy,” Carmichael said. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“Zane. What are you doing?”

“Oh, you know, just hanging around.”

“Jacob!” Janus said again. “What happened?”

The vampire, Janus’ brother, opened his mouth and used words, but it didn’t sound like human speech. It was more like listening to the devil practicing his baritone. “This one slipped his bonds and tried to escape.” Carmichael winced against the voice. It was just unnatural.

“You cannot kill him, Jacob. We need him. To replace the others.”

“I know... though I am hungry.”

“You ate today, did you not?”

“The others... shared.”

Janus’ face turned sympathetic. “I see. Well... that is inconvenient.”

“You’re keeping the vampire that used to be your brother alive and secret by letting him eat the miners?” Mustang said. His eyes kept moving from Jared Janus to Jacob Janus. “Your twin brother, I’m guessing?” Janus looked at him and said nothing. “You’re helping him murder men? And feeding girls to the halfways he produces for you?”

“He is my family!” Janus said, and with such sudden force and anger, that Mustang blinked. Janus didn’t seem strong enough to have spoken like that. He calmed immediately and sagged over his cane. Geiger moved smoothly to support him while keeping his other hand tightly on Mustang’s arm. Weakly, he continued, “And a man who will not make sacrifices for his family is no man at all.”

“The others,” said Carmichael. “New vampires? Just showed up a day or two ago?”

“Not new,” Janus said. “They are the very creatures that turned my brother in the first place. They have returned.”

Carmichael nodded as best he could while hanging. “We were tracking them. For weeks.”

“Yes,” Janus said, straightening up a little. “When they saw what we had, they wanted in.”

Jacob growled.

“If we hadn’t, they would have slaughtered the town, and you would have nothing!” Janus coughed out at his brother.

Thinking furiously, Carmichael said, “We’ll kill them for you.”

“What?” Janus said. Geiger laughed.

“Aw, shut the hell up, Geiger. It’s what we do. If this town wasn’t here, we’d have tracked them into the mountains. I’ve been killing vamps and things like them for years.”

“When you can,” Geiger said quietly.

“I’m a little newer,” Mustang said, catching on, “but I’m learning fast. It’s like he says; it’s what we do. We’d love to get rid of them. You want a little revenge; we can give it to you.”

“Why?” Janus asked.

“Because,” Geiger said, and he sounded a little wistful, “once you have your eyes open to the other side, you can never close them again.”

“It’s true,” Mustang said. “Once you know what’s out there... you can’t not do something.”

Janus seemed to seriously consider them for a moment. Then he sighed. “Mr. Geiger here is a recent addition to my payroll. He suggested you two as additional replacements due to your reputations in the, shall we say, supernatural community. I was uncertain. But the men I have are deteriorating quickly.”

“You recommended us?” Carmichael said.

“Everyone has lapses in judgment,” Geiger said. “I have to go, now, if I’m going to go at all,” he added to Janus.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine, Mr. Geiger,” Janus said. “Though I will take that weapon.”

Geiger let go of Mustang and handed Demonbane over to his employer, who held it in a firm grip, then was through the door and gone. Mustang watched his gun very carefully, then glanced at Jacob, who was staring right at him. He took a step away from Janus.

“The job of ridding us of our unwanted guests would be easier if Jacob gave you a gift.”

“No!” Carmichael said. Twisting to glance over his shoulder, he said, “No offence, but I like being human. I’m good at it. It works for me.”

“Same,” Mustang said. “I’m very comfortable with who I am. And what I am.”

Janus seemed to think for a moment. “Perhaps you should see something,” he said. “Jacob, let’s take them to the cellar.”

Jacob hauled Carmichael through the second door, and Geiger gestured with the gun for Mustang to follow. Janus brought up the rear. They crossed a small landing and headed down a much narrower staircase than the one at the front door; in Carmichael’s mind, it was the servant’s stairs. It was slow going, waiting as they did for Janus to keep up, though Jacob did allow Carmichael to walk himself. The stairs ended at the main floor, and they moved beneath them to a door. Beyond the door, Carmichael could hear whining, animal-like noises.

Jacob pushed the door open, and the noises got a little louder and more guttural, more beast-like. As they descended, Mustang started to feel a growing pressure on his mind, as though someone was squeezing his skull in a vice. They continued down the stairs, the cellar lit by a few sputtering candles. As they reached the dirt floor, Carmichael and Mustang could see the source of the noises: the regulators.

“They’re dying,” Janus said.

“They were weak,” Jacob added in what passed for his voice.

Each of the four remaining men was struggling, writhing and bucking like wild horses. They had each been chained to metal poles that extended into the earth on either side of the cellar. They had torn their own clothing away. Their gunbelts, and Carmichael’s, were all hanging near the stairs. And they were all trying to reach the newcomers, teeth first.

“They’re starving,” Mustang said. The pressure on his head continued to build, and he understood it was the agony the regulators were in. A headache started to form behind his eyes.

“When the madness and weakness comes on, it comes on quickly, within hours,” Janus said. “One of them started to breakdown before sunset, the rest not long after.”

Carmichael was shaking his head. “Why? Why do this to them?”

“There is no sheriff, and I needed them to keep the peace. I pay the men a lot to keep them from asking questions, but they spend it and get drunk and make a mess... maybe even kill each other, that happened a lot in the beginning. Jacob offered a solution: a few strong men, unnaturally strong, and fast, could keep the peace. But they only last for a few weeks, perhaps a few months, before they go mad. Some last longer, some less, but they all end up like this. We waited as long as we could, but the trains have been late.” He paused and shook his head. “None of them walk out in the sun, or eat food or drink water; if they did, they would be fine, but instead they hide in the dark, growing stronger and crazier every day.”

Carmichael blinked. “Jacob tell you that they can fight it? That acting human can stop it?”

“It can,” Jacob said. “I resisted for weeks...” His eyes - red rather than blue, like his brother - drifted to Jared. Then he looked down, with an expression that, on a human being, would have been shame.

“He got thirsty,” Janus said. “I used to walk straight... I always tried to be strong for him, since our father was not what you would call a kind man. Jacob didn’t know his new strength. I barely survived. Recuperated for months.”

“But you found each other again,” Mustang said. He kept one wary eye on the regulators, and one on his gun, still in Janus’ hand. He continued to feel the regulators’ pain battering against his mind, trying to get in. He winced a bit and started to feel his balance going. He put a hand on the wall to steady himself.

“He found me. He was in a sorrowful state. Begged forgiveness.”

“I’ll bet,” Carmichael said.

“I am not a monster!” Jacob said, though the teeth he showed ran contrary to that statement. He quickly hid his face, again in what seemed to be shame. “The beast within... it is a struggle, but it can be resisted.”

“Then why are you eating miners?” Carmichael demanded.

“I don’t kill them!” He looked down again. “Not all of them.”

“Right.” Carmichael turned back to Janus. “You actually want us to end up like these poor bastards? Troy and I could keep peace in this town without being stronger and faster and whatever else.”

“Perhaps,” Janus said, “but would you be as obedient?”

Jacob turned to the regulators and shouted, “Silence!” They went silent, though they kept moving.

“They do everything you say?” Carmichael said, staring at the now-silent horror show. “I thought it worked like that, but I’ve never seen it.”

“Yes. It is how you survived your encounter outside,” Jacob said.

“They must obey Jacob,” Janus said. “He made them. It is fortunate that once he underwent the, shall I say, complete change, he was no longer beholden to the monster that bit him.”

Carmichael looked at Mustang. It was a look that basically said, ‘We’re fucked’.

Mustang glanced at his gun again, still in Janus’ hand, then winked at his partner. Carmichael lifted one eyebrow.

“All right,” Mustang said. “Let’s do it.”

“You’ve changed your mind?” Janus said. “Just like that?”

Mustang nodded and pushed off from the wall. He was unsteady on his feet, but forced them forward, pulling the agony along with him. “Well, the way I see it, either we agree, or you kill us anyway. I figure, may as well do it the easy way.” He stopped walking between Jacob and Jared. “I accept your offer.”

Then he touched both of the brothers on their arms, and opened the floodgates of his mind. The pain, the fear, the rage, the hunger, and most of all, the desperation, poured out of him and into the Janus brothers.

Carmichael was moving as Mustang was reaching up, and snagged Demonbane out of Janus’ suddenly limp hand. Jacob screamed and launched himself backwards, onto the stairs and up, panic painted on his distorted features.

Jared Janus collapsed as Carmichael disarmed him. Mustang also faltered, but his partner caught him under one arm. Then Carmichael calmly put a bullet through the heart of each of the half-crazed regulators.

Mustang, despite the sudden pain in his ears, immediately felt better. “Oh, thank you. My head...”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, handing over the weapon and turning to get his own. “Let’s just—”

Geiger stood on the stairs. He held Kendra in his grasp, terrified, around the neck.

“Well,” he said, “now what am I to do with her?”
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...More Than They Could Chew

“They’re dead,” Mustang said. “You don’t need to get them blood-drunk now. You can let her go.”

“She’ll talk.”

“Not if you hypnotize her.”

“Only a full vampire can do that. I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”

“I’m not a talker,” Kendra said. “Seriously, I can keep my mouth shut!”

“Would that not be bad for your business?”

“Geiger, she’s not a threat,” Carmichael said. “But Jacob is. He’s out there, right now, panicked and angry.”

“And hungry,” Mustang said.

Geiger took a breath and let out a sigh. Kendra took the moment to draw a Derringer from her pocket and bring it up.

Geiger’s hand moved in a blur and wrapped around the tiny gun before she could get it pointed at him. “Please don’t do that,” he said. Then he released Kendra while keeping the weapon. Rubbing her neck, she took several quick steps over to Mustang. The look she turned on Geiger could have melted steel.

“Well, look at you, pulling a gun on a man,” Mustang whispered. “What happened to the nervous laughter and needing a cigarette?”

One side of her mouth lifted, but the expression was not a smile. “Once a fear has a face,” she said, shrugging, “you can face it.”

“If what you say is true,” Geiger was saying, “we have to go; he could already be loose in the town. After that... well, whatever she says would not be important.”

He tossed the tiny gun back to the madam then turned and led the way upstairs. The others waited just long enough for Carmichael to strap on his guns - and for Kendra to grab one of the regulator’s belts with a good-sized weapon - before following. In the back room, he opened a door to what looked like a small gunsmith’s workshop, with pieces of various firearms, doubtless seized from all the miners, scattered about on a bench and table, including a bullet press. He sank his hand into a small box of freshly made bullets. “Silver,” he said, and each of them grabbed a handful.

 

Outside was quiet.

“No screaming,” Mustang said as they hurried down the hill. He was still loading his second revolver.

“Which means we still got time,” Carmichael said.

“Even if not, some folks will be ready,” Kendra said.

“What do you mean?” Geiger asked.

Before she could answer, a low, inhuman scream rolled down from the mountains.

“Oh, shit,” Carmichael said. “He didn’t go to town.”

“He woke the others up,” Mustang finished.

“Go,” Carmichael said. “Now!” All four broke into a run, Geiger easily dashing well ahead of the others. “Raise the alarm!”

Geiger ran ahead of them, nearly a blur, shouting, “We’re under attack! Get to shelter! Arm yourselves!”

Another yowling, pained scream, and closer. Mustang chanced a look over his shoulder.

There were eight of them. Tall, thin, pale ghosts charging out of the shadows, all long limbs and jaws and red eyes.

Mustang’s heart rate doubled and he ran faster.

When Carmichael looked back, he saw things a little differently. Oh, there were still tall, pale toothy monsters bearing down on him. But he also saw a little glint of light in the distance. Something - someone, it was moving - was back there, and they were important. But who? The faces on the vampires were distorted, but none were familiar...

Jacob? Why the hell was he not with them?

Carmichael drew a weapon and fired, once. The nearest vamp’s head snapped backwards, blood and bone exploding away in a sizzling gush, but it didn’t fall. “Shit, shoot the heart, stupid,” he said to himself. Before he could shoot again, the vampires scattered left and right, slipping back into the shadows.

They came to the edge of the town, and several men stood there, in the midst of revelry, looking confused. “What the hell is goin’ on?” one of the Irishmen - Kevin - from earlier that night asked. “That other fella is screamin’ to get inside—?”

“Wild animals!” Mustang said. “Cougars and bears, coming down from the mountains. Get inside and get your guns!”

The men in earshot immediately started looking worried. “Guns?” Kevin said. “There are no guns.”

“Aw, shit, that’s right.”

Word was spreading down the length of the town now, and Mustang could see men and a few women were starting to scramble indoors. But without weapons, they would be as helpless as the people from UW No. 7.

“There are guns,” Kendra said. “Head for Paradise.” She started running again, and Mustang finally realized ‘Paradise’ was the name of her brothel.

“Where the hell is Geiger?” Carmichael asked the air. He couldn’t see the half-turned bounty-stealing son of a bitch anywhere, and that suddenly had him worried. He received no answer. They followed Kendra back to the brothel, Kevin the Irishman following along. “You coming with?” Carmichael asked him. He turned his head to watch for approaching vampires.

“If you have guns, I want—” Kevin’s voice cut off into a choking sound. Carmichael and Mustang both turned at the sound.

A vampire had Kevin, one hand around his face, another slowly sinking into his abdomen. Its teeth were buried in his neck. The light hadn’t quite faded from his eyes, but he was already dead.

“Jesus Christ!” Kendra shouted.

The vampire threw Kevin’s body aside and screamed in its own pure revelry.

Kendra, Carmichael and Mustang all drew and fired in the same instant. The bullets hit home and the vampire flew backwards, its chest missing and innards flying out to land twenty feet behind it. Even as it hit the ground, more screams rose from down the street. The vampires were out, and it was feeding time.
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Night Terrors

There were seven to go. That was the rational thought Carmichael clung to as he started down the street, Mustang at his left. Seven more. There were seven more spawns of hell to deal with tonight.

Plus Jacob Janus.

Everything slowed down in his mind’s eye, and he was able to watch the next few minutes as though he were sitting on a cloud with a bird or God Himself and watching ants making war. He had a gun up and was drawing aim on a target just past the train station when the vampire threw itself through a window and disappeared. Off to his left and behind, Kendra was making a beeline for the Paradise, herding half a dozen people along with her.

Two more windows exploded outwards, one from the saloon next to Paradise, and one from the general store across the way from it. Carmichael turned his weapon left and fired, twice, while Mustang spun into a crouch and fired across Carmichael’s back several times. Almost all of those shots landed; Carmichael’s target blew apart, but Mustang’s didn’t go down. Then Mustang ran dry.

“Gun!” he shouted.

Without turning, Carmichael hooked two fingers under his right revolver’s handle and yanked it straight up. Mustang rose and turned again, snatching the pistol from over Carmichael’s shoulder and bringing it to bear over his other arm. The vampire had already recovered, its wounds closing over even as Mustang watched. It charged at him.

Two more bullets put it on the ground, dead.

“Five more to go!” Carmichael shouted. As he did, the saloon on the other side of the train station, the one Mustang had found Geiger in, exploded, wood and glass flying in all directions.

“Maybe one of them bit into the gas,” Mustang said.

“Doubt that’ll be enough to kill it,” Carmichael said. They both started forward, reloading as they went. The fire started to spread on that side of the street, and the second brothel was aflame in moments. People were running and screaming. Bleeding and dying. There was no music now.

But there were gunshots. Lots of them.

Coming from Paradise.

Both men looked back. Kendra and some of her girls had knocked out the windows of their rooms, and had guns - pistols and rifles. They were firing at a vampire across the street, which was dashing for the stables.

“Oh, shit, the horses!” Carmichael said. They broke into a run as the vampire ducked into the stable.

“Where did they get guns?” Mustang asked.

“Only the men’s guns get taken, when they go into the mines. The women... well, tell me having a six-shooter on hand isn’t a good business decision for a whore.”

The men slid to a stop in front of the large opening that served as the front ‘door’ for the building. There was only one lantern. By its light, they could see seven animals, all spooked and restless. Mustang raised his voice. “Come on out, you blood-sucking piece of shit!” The vampire responded by dropping from the rafters less than ten feet in front of them and screaming.

Before either man could fire, a horse kicked it in the head. Gabriel. It flew into another stall, where Strauss started stomping on it. His snorts and whinnies sounded almost angry, rather than scared. After about ten seconds, it was over, and the vampire was dead, a smeared mess on the hay. Carmichael put a hand on Strauss’ neck and calmed him.

Mustang touched Gabriel’s nose. “Good boy,” he said. “Four to go.”

Carmichael nodded and followed his partner back out into the street. They started back towards the train station again, as dozens of bleeding and scared men and women rushed past them. At least one woman fell and was almost trampled, but Mustang pulled her to her feet and sent her towards Paradise. After a moment, aside from the crackling of the fire, there was a heavy silence. The men stopped near the station. Mustang opened his mind, just a little, and Carmichael focused his tainted eye.

There was nothing. They waited. Waited.

Geiger appeared beside them, moving silently out of a shadow. Both men spun and almost shot him. “Easy, gentlemen,” he said. He held his arms out, rifle in one hand.

Mustang lowered his gun, Carmichael took an extra second or two. “Where the hell did you go?”

“Far end of town, to get everyone inside.”

“You kill any of the vamps?”

He shook his head. “I couldn’t get a clear shot off at any of them.”

“Do you know where they went?”

Geiger looked to the far end of town. “They’ve stopped moving. I can’t hear them or see them.”

An inhuman scream. All three turned and lifted their weapons. From the fire, a body stumbled, half-alive. It screamed again and dashed across the open road. Carmichael got off one shot which took it in the shoulder, but the vampire did not slow down. Mustang charged forward and hopped up on the train platform while Geiger dashed left. The vampire had vanished.

“Shit, still five to go,” Carmichael mumbled. He drew a bead and started after the burned vamp. Half a second later, another screech, from further down the road. Carmichael stopped dead, except for his eyes, which twitched in every direction, looking for a target.

Nothing but the crackle of fire.

Nothing but the pounding of blood in his veins.

Nothing but scattered whimpers and cries of the scared and the injured and the dying.

Geiger and Carmichael joined Mustang on the train platform. “Where the hell did they go?” Mustang whispered.

“There!” Geiger said, pointing off to the north along the tracks.

“No, there!” Carmichael said, pointing south.

They were both right. The vampires came dashing in along the tracks faster than trains and ten times as deadly. Carmichael and Geiger fired. Mustang took a second to decide, then covered his partner’s back and fired north with Geiger.

Carmichael’s target splattered on the tracks, and the one with it broke to his right. Geiger and Mustang barely grazed their target, but all three of the vamps broke left. The four surviving vampires were heading into the west half of town, but as the gunmen watched, they continued right on through and back up into the shadows, heading for the mountains.

“They’re heading back to the mines,” Carmichael said. “I can see a glint moving in that direction.”

“Why would they do that?” Mustang asked.

“Probably still have a poor bastard trussed up like a calf,” Carmichael said. “Don’t have to work for their meal.” He put his gun away and started down from the platform.

“But they were ripping through us.”

“Vampires are not logical,” Geiger said. He slung his rifle over his shoulder. “Once they have fully transformed, they are driven only by hunger. Like any predator, they will go after the weakest prey.” He jumped down from the platform and made it look graceful. “Believe me, I would know. We are here right now, with weapons; we are not easy prey. Though, if they get hungry enough, they will come back.”

“Then we’ve got to go after them first,” Mustang said.

Carmichael nodded. “Exactly.”

“And we still have to figure out what to do about the Janus brothers.”

“Oh, I got a few ideas about that, too.”

 

They met Kendra coming out of Paradise as they walked. “Where did they go?” she demanded. She didn’t look frightened. In fact, Mustang thought she looked like Diana, the Goddess of the Hunt. Her hair was messed up, and she held a Colt Navy in one hand like she knew how to use it—and probably just had.

“Back to the mine, we figure.”

“Are you sure?” Some of her girls, also armed, and still wearing the latest Paris fashions, followed her into the street, guns and rifles pointed in every direction. Carmichael found himself thinking it would have made for a hell of a revue.

“Can’t be,” Mustang said. “Zane saw them heading up, and his eyes are never wrong, but they might come back, or circle around.”

“Well you can’t go chasing them up there - what you see is all the guns in town. We need to stick close. You need to stick close.”

“I will stay,” Geiger said.

“I still don’t trust you,” Carmichael said.

“And you never will. But we have a common purpose tonight, and I have no more wish to see these people butchered for no reason than you. We will stay together, if we can put out the fire, we will. You chase the beasts into the mine.” He smiled at Carmichael. “And I truly hope you come back out.”

“I’ll bet you do.” Under his breath, he added, “Asshole.” Geiger was the only one to hear him, and the German smiled wider.

“Hey, come on, time’s wasting,” Mustang said. He turned to Kendra. “You organize a fire brigade?”

“Already on it.” She looked uncertain for a second, then leaned forward and kissed him. “Good luck.” Then she turned to the crowd behind her spilling out of Paradise and started shouting orders to find buckets and head to the well on the south side of town.

Carmichael smacked Mustang’s arm as he walked past him. “Come on, Casanova.”

The two men started over to the stable, and had their horses free in a moment. The trot up the hill towards the mine was quick, far quicker than on foot, and they stopped just a few minutes later in near total darkness. Guns out, ears and eyes open, they had no indication anything was wrong, or out of the ordinary... Except the way Gabriel and Strauss refused to calm down.

“They’re close,” Mustang said. He opened his mind, just a crack. He winced. “Very close.” He turned to where the rage and hunger was pulling him: the mouth of the mine. He nodded at it. “They’re down there.” Then, something else flared in his consciousness. He spun to look behind them, the burning town the only thing he could see in a field of black. “Wait, over there!” He pointed.

Carmichael followed his finger. He couldn’t see anything but a small, faint glint. “Come out! Or I’ll just start shooting.” With a little concentration, the darkness faded away as it had earlier.

The glint, now looking like a tall, misshapen man, moved slowly closer. “There’s no need to shoot me,” a voice from hell said. The horses started, but the men calmed them as best they could.

Jacob Janus stepped close enough that Mustang could just make him out as a silhouette against Gemini. “Jacob,” he said. “Why are you seeking us out? You know we’re just as likely to shoot you as anything.”

“Because I woke them. I panicked when you touched me... and I fled here. I woke, excited them, when they were supposed to be calm... I wish them dead as much as you do. If that means I work with you, perhaps even turn my back to you, so be it.” He looked back at the Janus Mansion. “If they survive the night, they will kill Jared. And everyone else. The only reason they have not yet is they are panicked. You scared them.”

“There’s already about fifty dead down there. Or more.”

Jacob closed his eyes and bared his considerable teeth. “It was never meant to be this way!” he growled. “I had it under control!” He looked at Mustang, then Carmichael. “We must end them. Tonight.”

Carmichael hesitated. Then, slowly, he lowered his gun. “I might be losing my mind.”

“You extend your trust?”

“Yeah, seems to be my new hobby. Fine, so long as the others are alive, we work together. After that...”

Jacob nodded. “Agreed. And... understood.”

“Alright. Any ideas on how to get them that don’t involve Tennyson writing a poem after?”

“Just one. Collapse the mine.”

Carmichael lifted an eyebrow. “I love it. But how the hell would we do that?”

Jacob pointed off at an angle, a little up the hill. “That shack contains a small amount of dynamite.”

Mustang looked, but of course he could not see in the darkness. “Small amount’s all you need,” he said, “to blow the shit right out of a mountain.”

“Come,” Jacob said. He moved at a quick pace, but the men managed to keep up on horseback. The shack was scarcely larger than an outhouse. They dismounted. With nowhere to tie the horses off, Carmichael tied them together and sent them back to town. They seemed glad to be gone. Jacob stepped inside the shack and a moment later, he stepped back out with half a dozen sticks of God’s Own laxative.
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Sticks and Stones

They each took two sticks and Mustang handed out a few matches to Carmichael and Jacob. “Are they still there?” the vampire asked.

Mustang reached out with his mind, just a little. He winced back. “Yeah. Yeah, they’re in there. They’re close to the surface, too. Maybe a hundred yards or so.”

“You thinking this might be just a little too easy?” Carmichael said.

“Yes,” Mustang said. “But if you’d prefer to make it more difficult, be my guest.”

Carmichael shook his head and started forward, Jacob at his side. Mustang brought up the rear since he still could barely see. As they approached the mine’s mouth, hisses and growls started to carry over the air.

“We sure about this?” Mustang said. “I mean, the mine is all this town’s got going for it. We close it up, Gemini dies.”

“Some things need to die,” Jacob said.

“And some things should never have lived in the first place,” Carmichael said. He glanced at Jacob. “Nothing personal.”

“Of course,” Jacob said, and though it was hard to tell, Mustang thought his tone might have been sarcastic.

“How do we do this?” Mustang asked. “If we get any closer, they might smell us and dash off. Or charge us.”

Carmichael and Jacob exchanged a glance.

“They will smell you,” Jacob said, “but they will not notice me. I will go in and plant the dynamite close to them. You keep them from escaping. When I am on my way out, set some sticks to collapse the entrance. It should be enough.”

“I’ll be able to tell if they start moving,” Mustang said. “If they notice you, and if you plan on living, run like hell once they do.”

“Yes, of course.” Jacob nodded and started forward. Mustang thought he heard some hesitation in the reluctant vampire’s voice. But just a little. Within a few seconds, Jacob vanished into the cave far enough that even Carmichael couldn’t see him anymore. Then the men waited.

And waited.

Every couple of minutes, Mustang checked on Jacob’s progress. After a few times, he winced from opening his mind. “He’s not moving much.”

“Is he near the others?”

“No. No, not yet.” Mustang rubbed his eyes and tried to relax his face muscles. “He’s just inching along.”

“Doesn’t want to spook ‘em. You all right?”

“Give me a minute.”

“You look awful.”

“And you’re the Queen of Sheba?”

Carmichael smiled. “There’s the man I know.”

They were quiet for another moment. “You really going to kill Jacob?” Mustang asked. “I mean, he’s not trying to kill anyone but other vampires.”

“He’s killed men. Accidentally or not, he’s a vampire, and a killer.”

“He’s also helping us.”

“He is.”

“You know, once you get past the teeth and the voice, he’s kind of likeable.”

“And the killing.”

“Right, the killing. Got to get past that, too. He’s very polite.”

“So was Lincoln.”

“Damn, Zane. That’s a kick in the balls.”

“Or a shot in the head.”

Both men froze, then slowly looked at each other, before breaking out into riotous, nervous laughter. Carmichael doubled over and Mustang fell to his knees from laughing so hard.

“Oh, God,” Carmichael said. “I’m cracking up!”

“That wasn’t even funny!” Mustang said. “What in the hell?”

That laughed themselves out after another minute or so. Sanity seemed to reassert itself, and with it, silence. “What the bloody blue hell is wrong with us?” Mustang asked.

“Where to begin?” Carmichael said. “Not enough food, not enough sleep, demon in my eye, prophet in your head, broken bones, madness... We are not lucky men, Troy.”

“Agree with you there.”

“What is going on?” a tired voice asked. Both men turned to see Jared Janus, completely out of breath, limping towards them, a shaky lantern in hand. “Where is Jacob? I saw him coming this way.”

Carmichael and Mustang looked at each other. “Solving a problem,” Mustang said.

“What do you mean? In the mine? Are the others...” he drifted off, as he looked at their hands, and Carmichael could see the beads sliding into place.

“If it makes you feel any better, it was his idea, to protect you.”

“No. No, you can’t do this!”

Mustang glanced over his shoulder and opened his mind up a little, then slammed it shut. “Oh, shit, they’re moving!”

“What?” Carmichael said.

Mustang jumped to his feet. “They’re moving! Jacob was seen!” He ran forward, striking a match as he went, and touched it to a wick. Carmichael came up behind him and found he couldn’t release the stick in his right hand. So, they lit two more sticks off the first, then tossed all three as deep as they could, and ran from the mouth of the mine.

“No! No, don’t!” Janus was shouting. Both men got an arm under Janus’ arms and started dragging him away from the mine.

Looking back, Carmichael saw everything play out in slow motion. There was no darkness; he saw the mine as though daylight was upon it. He saw Jacob dashing towards them, and a second later, the four remaining vampires, naked and distorted and hideous, moving faster than Jared’s twin brother. He saw Jacob throw himself into a dive. He saw the first stick detonate.

Everything slid back to normal as the shockwave of the blasts hit him and knocked all the men to the ground.

After a moment, Mustang rolled over, trying to dig the ringing out of his ears with his fingers. He sat up, partially deaf, mostly blind, and completely disoriented. But he was alive. Taking a few deep breaths, and coughing out rock dust, he opened his mind a little, just to see what had survived. He felt only one vampire. And it wasn’t strong.

A hand touched his shoulder. He turned to see Carmichael asking a question. His hearing reappeared the third time he asked, “You good?”

“Yeah. Yeah, shaken up, not broken.”

“Any of them make it?” he asked as he worked the last stick of dynamite out of his hand and into a pocket.

Mustang looked back at the floating smoke and dusted himself off. “Just one.”

“Jacob,” Janus mumbled from the ground.

Mustang glanced at Janus, then nodded at Carmichael.

Carmichael drew a pistol and started towards the wreckage. Mustang helped Janus to his feet. “Where is he going?” Mustang said nothing. “No! No, come back!” Janus struggled, almost lost his footing, then pushed off Mustang and hobbled after Carmichael. “Stop!”

Carmichael found Jacob, lying in the rubble, his back and most of his clothing shredded, some blood spilled, but the wounds were slowing closing and he was still breathing. He saw Carmichael coming.

“Do what you must,” Jacob said, his voice weak.

“Stop!” Janus shouted, still too far away to do anything. Mustang simply walked along behind him.

Carmichael lifted his weapon and thumbed back the hammer. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re nice enough. And I do have to thank you for biting Geiger.”

Jacob turned his head. “I didn’t bite Mr. Geiger.”

Carmichael froze. “What?”

“I didn’t bite Mr. Geiger.” He gestured weakly with his head at the remains of the mine. “One of them did.”

And suddenly, Carmichael understood. “That son of a bitch!” Uncocking his weapon and putting it away, he turned to Mustang and dashed past Janus. “We have to go!”

“What?” Mustang said. “What’s wrong?”

“Geiger played us all. He’s going to kill everybody!”
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Show Down...

They ran. Carmichael silently cursed himself for sending Gabriel and Strauss running; by the time they got back, it would be too late to stop Geiger and save anyone.

No. Couldn’t think that way. There had to be enough time.

Four men and two women came running past them. One of the men hit Carmichael and they both fell over. “Move! Move!” the man was saying.

“What?” Mustang shouted as the man got to his feet. “What happened?”

“He’s gone crazy!” the man said, then he was up and running again.

Mustang heaved Carmichael up, and, breathing heavy, they both started down to the town again. The east end of Gemini was still smoldering, almost entirely consumed, and the train station itself had taken to light. One building on the west side was starting to go up; it was the saloon next to Paradise. At this point, the town was pretty much done and gone, though neither man was thinking about that.

Chests heaving, they came to a jogging stop, guns out. Carmichael forced his second weapon into his right hand. There were about twenty bodies scattered on the road, men and women, all dead, most broken and lying at strange angles. A few were leftover from the vampires, but not all. Geiger had been busy. “Anything?” he asked his partner.

“People going in every direction. Not many of them.” Mustang turned towards every building in town, and winced when he got to Paradise. “That bastard. He’s in there. And I think she’s with him!” He started forward.

“Damn it Troy, he’s still got a rifle!”

But there was no shot. Mustang kicked the outer door open, then shouldered the inner one. He stopped dead in his tracks.

Carmichael bumped into him because he was distracted by a glint. He focussed, and the wall itself faded away. Carmichael half smiled at what he saw.

Geiger was standing in the main room, surrounded by pictures of lovely nudes, flowers, perfumes and bodies; a couple girls, mostly men. He held Kendra as he had in the Janus’ cellar, in front of himself with a hand around her neck. She was bleeding on both arms, her man’s shirt shredded. His head was mostly hidden behind hers. She was on her toes, barely able to breathe, both of her hands clamped around his one. His skin had paled.

“Hello, gentlemen,” he said. “Back so soon?” He smiled, and his teeth were sharp.

“Let her go,” Mustang said, lowering his weapon.

“That would be foolish.”

“It would,” Carmichael said. “In fact, it’d be downright dangerous, now that I know you can do whatever you want.”

“What?” Mustang said, though his eyes never left Geiger.

“Yes. Yes, I must thank you for killing my maker. He didn’t want me raising suspicions or making anything difficult for the Janus brothers. Now... I can feed and I have become what I was meant to be.”

“Have to take my hat off to you, asshole,” Carmichael said. His aim had not wavered. “I thought you were chasing the group. Didn’t realise you were one of them.”

“I was chasing them.” He started to move to the side, inching towards the curtained door at the back. Kendra gasped and struggled to move with him. Mustang tensed and clenched his jaw, but didn’t move. “For a while. I caught up to them at Waystation No. 3.”

“I almost fried my own mind just looking around that place,” Mustang said. “Never did figure out exactly what happened.”

“Yes, it was a mess. I killed two of them. They just made two more. And offered me a choice; life in service, or death. I was wounded, badly. I couldn’t fight. I made the practical decision. The manager at the hotel tried to leave a message for whoever came next. My maker forbid me to consume living blood; but he said nothing of dead blood.” He smiled. “I ate it to heal myself.”

“You damned yourself,” Carmichael said.

“Perhaps. Though I must wonder; if we all know a reward and peace are waiting for us, why do we fear death?” He squeezed a little, and Kendra gasped again.

“Let her go!” Mustang shouted.

“You can’t reason with him anymore, Troy,” Carmichael said. “He drank living blood. He’s changed.”

“Yes,” Geiger said, and his voice was heavy with sarcasm. “I am now a monster.”

“I’ve come to the conclusion that becoming a vampire doesn’t necessarily make you a monster.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I’m starting to think that maybe it just makes you a very thirsty version of yourself. You’re stronger, faster than you were. But you’re still an asshole. And you’ve lost something very important.”

“And what’s that?” he asked, his voice now openly mocking. “My soul? My humanity?”

Carmichael grinned. “Your awareness.”

Jacob Janus burst through the wall behind Geiger and got an arm around the new vampire’s neck. Geiger dropped Kendra to struggle with Jacob. Mustang dropped to his knees to catch her as Carmichael fired one shot. He caught Geiger in the eye as Jacob wrestled him to the floor. Carmichael and Mustang hauled Kendra out through the door as the two vampires twisted and shoved against each other.

Mustang eased her down in the middle of the road. The fire had now spread to Paradise. It was also creeping up the other side of the street. “Hey. Hey, you with me?” he asked her. Her eyes fluttered, her hands groped at her neck. She took several shuddering breaths. “Stay with me.”

“She good?” Carmichael asked.

Mustang gave him a nod. “I think so.” To her, he added, “I hope. Just keep breathing. Just keep—”

The wall of Paradise exploded outwards, and Jacob sprawled into the street. Mustang tried to shelter Kendra with his body; Carmichael brought up his weapons. Geiger appeared in the hole in the wall, his face showing no sign of the bullet Carmichael had put through it.

“He’s too strong,” Jacob said. “Faster—”

“I know,” Carmichael said, and opened fire. Geiger dashed to the side and vanished. Carmichael tried to find him, turning in a slow circle.

Mustang helped Kendra to a sitting position, then turned to Jacob. “I can’t believe you just helped us. After... everything.”

Jacob turned his head to where Jared was limping towards them down the road. “It was the right thing to do,” he said. Mustang helped him sit up too. “Geiger is much better fed than I. He is stronger, faster, he is healing.”

“But he’s also running,” Carmichael said.

“He will not for long.”

“All you all right?” Jared asked, dropping to his knees.

“Weak,” Jacob answered. “Thirsty.”

Carmichael turned suddenly and got off a shot, but Geiger was already moving again. “He’s never going to stand still. I’ll run out of bullets before he runs out of darkness.”

Mustang checked his pocket watch, which had somehow survived his dive at the mine. “Sun’s at least twenty minutes away.”

“I can catch him, hold him,” Jacob said. “Just help me up.” He gripped Janus and tried to lift himself.

“Jacob, you’re not strong enough,” his brother said. “You can barely stand.”

Carmichael took another shot as Geiger dashed between buildings.

“If I don’t, you’ll all die.”

“He’s too well fed,” Carmichael said. “He’ll toss you aside and rip us in half.”

“Unless we feed you,” a weak voice said.

Mustang and the Janus brothers turned to Kendra. Jacob said, “You cannot be serious.”

“I want that bastard dead. You’re the only one who can stop him.” She held out her arm, still bleeding from where Geiger had pierced her skin. “Take what you need.”

Mustang rolled up a sleeve quickly. “Me, too. Do it.”

“I can’t-”

Carmichael let off another two shots. “He’s getting closer.”

Jacob looked at his brother, whose face was a mask of tormented conflict. “Jacob, if you do this...”

“I know... but if I don’t, he’ll kill us all. He’ll kill you.”

Without wasting another second, Jacob turned to Kendra and planted his mouth on her wound. She gasped, and Mustang held her upright. After a few seconds, Jacob pulled back with an invigorated gasp. He moved to grab her again, but Mustang interposed himself. “Leave her; my turn.” He lifted his left arm and made a fist, raising some veins. Jacob hesitated only a second, then sank his teeth in. Mustang winced as the bite sank in, like two small knife wounds. They were nothing compared to his headaches, though.

Carmichael fired again.

Mustang suddenly had difficulty hearing, concentrating, thinking...

Then Jared was pulling on Jacob, shouting at him. “Jacob! Jacob, stop! Let him go!”

The vampire pulled back, and Mustang fell flat on his back. He saw Jacob turn on his twin, mouth open, blood on his lips, and a scream rolling out his throat.

Then he was silent. Jacob Janus recognized his brother and came back to himself. He was breathing heavily.

“Jacob?” Jared said.

The vampire took his brother’s hand. “I’m still here. Thank you.” Then he stood next to Carmichael. “Where is he?”

Carmichael nodded at the stable, which had not caught fire yet. “In there.”

Jacob ran, so fast he blurred. Everyone held their breath, and the only sounds were Carmichael slowly reloading and the crackle of Paradise starting to burn. Mustang stood and drew his own weapon. There was an inhuman screech from the stable.

Then Jacob and Geiger, locked together by their arms, exploded through the corner of the building and hit the dirt road hard enough to gouge a furrow thirty feet long. They rolled out of the impact, Jacob trying to find his footing as Geiger dove at him again.

The men waited for a clear shot as the two vampires rolled over and over. Jacob finally got his feet under him and heaved, throwing Geiger across the road and through a wall. There was a creaking noise, followed by a loud pop and a large wash of flame, and most of Paradise collapsed on him.

Jacob took several steps back. “You all right?” Mustang asked him.

“He is still too strong,” Jacob said. “That will not kill him. You will need something stronger than bullets to—”

Part of the wreckage bounced, sagged, and flew up into the air. Geiger, his clothes and hair burned away and his maw open in a scream, now looked just like the vampires that had attacked the town earlier. Geiger jumped at Jacob.

Instead of trying to attack back, Jacob dodged and grappled, getting Geiger in a lock and holding him steady. “Now!” he shouted.

Carmichael and Mustang emptied their pistols into Geiger’s gut, chest, and head, opening gaping, burning holes. The vampire reeled, struggled, sagged and stumbled. Jacob wrapped his arms around Geiger’s neck and forehead, and started twisting.

Even as the men reloaded, the wounds were closing, and Geiger was recovering. His arms went to Jacob’s and started pulling back.

“Shit,” Carmichael said. “Now what?”

“Something more than bullets,” Mustang said.

“What?”

“Give me the dynamite!”

Carmichael smiled. “Pocket!”

Mustang reached into Carmichael’s coat and snagged the dynamite, then dropped his gun and pulled out his matches, shaking them out and striking one as he ran forward.

Once again, Carmichael saw everything play out in slow motion: Jacob struggling to hold Geiger; Mustang pushing forward, the wick of the dynamite flaring to life as he touched a match to it; the dirt at everyone’s feet billowing into the air; the fire behind them still roiling and consuming.

Then it all snapped back to normal as Mustang shouted, “Now!”

Carmichael unloaded all twelve shots into Geiger’s gut, tearing open a hole the size of a fist. Mustang slid forward on one knee, dynamite in hand, and brought it down in a stabbing motion, shoving it inside the wound even as it closed. “Jacob, let go!” Mustang shouted as he sprang to his feet and started away. Jacob held on just a second longer, then he also turned and ran.

Carmichael saw the wound close over, saw Geiger clawing at his own gut, then turned and dove to the ground, pulling Kendra and Jared flat with him as the vampire screamed in defiance.

Geiger exploded, pieces of himself flying everywhere. Some chunks of cooked vampire bounced off Carmichael’s back.
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Sun Up

Mustang helped Kendra up, then got Carmichael to his feet. Jared was already standing on his unbalanced legs. A glance to the east showed some colour in the sky; the sun was rising through the haze kicked up by the fires.

“Jacob! Jacob, where are you?” Jared said.

Carmichael pointed towards the now-burned train station, and a lone figure sitting in front of it, still in deep shadow. “Over there.”

Jared Janus started hobbling in that direction. “Jacob! Jacob, you have to get inside!”

Carmichael, Mustang and Kendra followed him at a slight distance.

“No,” came the reply. The voice was hardly human, but it was not so foreign as Geiger’s, or the other vampires.

“Jacob, don’t be foolish! The sun is coming up.” He collapsed beside his brother.

“I know. It’s better this way.”

“What? What are you talking about? Stop acting like this!”

“I will be like them,” Jacob said. “I will be like him.”

“No. No, you’ve already proven that!”

“No matter how strong I am, I give in. Eventually, everyone does.”

“But—”

Jacob jumped to his feet. “I thought I would never drink living blood! But I took yours! Family meant nothing! All that mattered was the thirst... the miners, the regulators... every death here tonight is on my conscience. This town would never have existed if not for me!”

“You couldn’t have known what they would do.”

“Of course I could. I knew their nature, brother, better than I know yours, now. I know my own nature. You were the strong one, always. If I live, I know I will only continue to destroy. To take. To kill.”

Jared was silent, but he started crying. “I hate this. I hate it. I know it, I know you’re right, but... I hate it!”

“As would I in your place.” He put a hand on his twin’s shoulder, and helped him stand. “You have done more than I deserved. But I ask you for one more thing.”

“Anything.”

“Walk away.”

“What?”

“Walk away from me, and let this happen.”

Jared was silent a moment. “No. No, I won’t let you die alone.”

Jacob smiled, and it was hideous. “I have never been alone.”

Jared didn’t flinch. “Then why start now?”

Jacob seemed ready to press it, but changed his mind. Instead, he quietly turned to face the dawn, his brother at his side.

The others backed away. “What will happen?” Kendra whispered.

“He’ll burn to dust, quickly, like dry bark,” Carmichael whispered back.

Dawn broke properly, colour returning to the town and the desert, and sunlight touched Jacob’s face. He winced, but didn’t try to run, or cry out. Jared stood there, holding his brother’s hand as he died.

 

It took the full day for the survivors to wander back into town. All told, ninety-seven people had died, while one hundred and thirty-nine had lived. Every building had burned down except for the Janus Mansion, and the mine had collapsed. Gemini was dead. It was a day and a night of fear, confusion, wonderment, relief, guilt, and grave-digging. Some folks burned money to stay warm that night.

Then, the next morning, the train arrived. Over a hundred people flagged it down, and the engineer spent most of the stop open-mouthed and stunned. A make-shift platform was set up just outside town, built from a wagon that had somehow escaped the conflagration and some rubble. The passengers from Las Cruces, heading north, made room for the refugees from the town, and when they ran out of seats, the cargo cars were opened up. The Gemini folk were able to pay top dollar for their seats, which made the existing passengers much more cooperative.

As Kendra approached the train, Mustang was waiting for her. “Guess this is good bye,” he said.

“You’re not coming?” She had found a new shirt, the remains of the old one now wrapped around the wounds in her arms, but she still wore the trousers and boots he had first seen her in, and he still thought she was unusual and wonderful.

“Heading south. Zane’s got a relative, a cousin or something, living on the Rio Grande. Sent him a letter a few months back about ghosts, or something. It’s where he was heading when we met, actually.”

She shook her head. “Quite the life you lead.”

“It is that.”

“You find your horses?”

He gestured over near the town well, now quite visible from the new train platform. “Zane found them. He’s the rider.”

“The word is ‘equestrian.’“

Mustang’s eyebrows jumped. “You know the word ‘equestrian’?”

She smiled, leaned in, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I know lots of things, Troy. I’m taking my girls to San Francisco. Should be lots of work there.” She stepped past him. “If you’re ever out that way, look me up.”

“I’ll do that.” He watched her board, then turned and walked back to his partner and their horses.

“That looked to be a very sweet parting to my eyes,” Carmichael said.

“Go fuck yourself.” They watched the last few refugees board. “So this is how a town dies.”

“It’s one way. You see Janus anywhere?”

“No. But you’ve got the sharper eyes.”

“Never saw him get on the train.” They both turned to look at the mansion, just visible over a rise, still in the shadow of the mesa. “Should we?”

Mustang shook his head. “He’s earned some rest.”

“He’s just as responsible for what happened as Jacob and the others.”

“And I think he knows it. The man’s lost everything: his town; his family; his fortune. He’s paid the price. If he wants to live, he’ll live, and find a way to justify it. If not... well, let him die.”

“That’s awful cold, coming from you.”

“If I was in his shoes, I wouldn’t want anyone to help me.”

Carmichael nodded and put his hat on. “Fair enough. Shall we?”

Mustang nodded and they mounted up. As the train chugged north, they headed southeast, into the sunrise.


MUSEUM PIECE

N.M. Bradley

 

The world ended with distant, protracted thunder, like a thousand dancing horses cantering across the horizon.

The Artist remembers how it gathered for days and stained the sky; all hot oranges and yellows, like a Bierstadt oil. How it tore through the early evening, which had smelled of linseed oil, right up until the air was burned away. He remembers the searing heat of the flames and the crackling of his flesh. And he remembers the slow, steady thump of the fan blades rotating above him.

He remembers all of those things— long after he’s forgotten his own name.

*~*~*~*

When she wakes and rises, she brings the sun with her. The light barges through the slatted window and falls across his canvas in thick, gradiated sections.

Noelle held the white sheets around her naked form, the light shining through the thin material and casting the shape of her body into sharp relief. It was enough to drag his eyes from his work, enough to prompt him to lay down the brush and take her in his arms.

She always looked as though she’d stepped from some forgotten masterpiece and The Artist had no doubt that she’d been born in the wrong era. Half a millennia earlier, it would’ve been the likes of Botticelli and Titian to immortalise her in oils. Instead, she’d had to settle for him and his crude attempts. No work of his would ever be committed to a museum to hang among the greats and be remembered, forever.

But he would try nonetheless, for she deserved it.

He pressed his nose into her dark hair and savoured her scent and the smell of their lovemaking. It was sweet and cloying and made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. But he found his attention slip from her and return to the painting.

She eased herself from his grasp with delicate, tender movements and reached up to light the cigarette that had perched in his mouth, unlit, for hours. He heard the familiar grating noise of metal against flint, then felt the reassuring sensation of heat against his face.

He took his first drag, then let tendrils of smoke curl up from between his lips, inhaling them through his nose. She clicked the golden lighter closed and pressed it into his pocket.

“Have you been up all night, again?” she asked, tracing the dark shadows under his eyes with the tips of her fingers.

“I couldn’t sleep. It isn’t finished. It isn’t right.”

He released her from his grasp and they both turned to the canvas. Noelle’s countenance gazed back at them, rendered in vivid shades of red and blue and green against a tumultuous, swirling background of fractal colour. It was subtle, despite the strong hues, her features seeming to seep through the chaos, with no clear distinction between her face and the prismatic haze beyond.

“It’s too vague,” she said after looking at it for some time. “It doesn’t give you anything to hold on to. It needs definition.”

“Might as well tell me to outline a Monet,” he replied with a smile.

“Monet, hm?”

The word was quiet, and full of humour, but that didn’t soften it. The Artist laughed, heard the bitter tone creep in and cut it short. He looked away and adjusted the easel so that it was turned out of the light, then examined it anew. He reached out for his brush.

“Come to bed,” she whispered, pressing her hand to his forearm and halting it, fingertips resting against the handle. “It’ll wait. I want you.”

“Just a little longer,” he said, easing her arm away.

“Right,” she replied and stepped backward. “Okay.”

He heard her move around his studio as he painted. Heard the rustle of fabric, the creak of the oak floorboards, caught the occasional glance of her as he turned to apply fresh paint to his palette. When she returned to his side, she’d dressed; white blouse and blue denim stretched around her curves. He offered his hand to her but she ignored it.

“It isn’t finished,” he said, gesturing with his brush.

“No,” she replied, in that soft, gentle tone that he loves. He looked to her and caught the glint of tears in her eyes. “But I am.”

*~*~*~*

The Artist awakes from the memory, as though from a dream. He opens his eyes to find The Curator peering sightlessly down at him, the smooth, indistinct face more akin to a prestezza impression than a real person. The Artist sighs and pushes him away. Waking to this emotionless, rigid figure had been disconcerting once, but now he is used to the ritual and barely notices.

This strange being had possessed features once, long ago. Indeed he’d worn many masks in the time they’d spent together, each comprised of aspects appropriated from the people The Artist had known. But his recollections had been eroded by the time he’d spent here and The Curator’s guises had blurred with them.

Now the only face The Artist can recall is one The Curator has never worn.

“You never change it,” says The Curator, standing straight, his posture set into hard, angular lines.

The Artist rises from the thin mattress, adjusting his shirt, which clings to his sweat-soaked skin. His bare feet come to rest upon cream marble and he walks out from beneath the concrete mezzanine and into the atrium, where the orange light from a dying sun shatters through a pyramid of glass, dapples his skin and distorts his shadow in unnatural ways.

It ought to be crowded, this room, as it had been when he’d visited in a previous life, bustling with waddling gawpers. It is as though he can see the negative space that they should occupy. Time has reduced them to whispers in his memory, like carbonised silhouettes of life seared into concrete by nuclear flash burn.

He feels their absence like missing teeth.

The easel dominates the room from the centre, positioned and aligned just so it catches the light in this particular manner. Carefully he runs his fingers over the dried paint, feeling for texture, then crouches low to consider the minute details. Noelle’s face stares back, her eyes gazing out from the confusion of colour.

The Artist looks up and considers the sky of Paris, fixed in the final few moments of that endless day. The nightingale still hangs a dozen feet above the glass, immortalised with its wings frozen and outstretched against the orange light. Paused in a final flight that would last forever.

On a table beside the painting are fresh rags, an empty jar and a full bottle of clear turpentine, just as there always is. He spends a moment to painstakingly prepare, filling the jar and dampening the cloth with the solvent. Finally, satisfied, he lifts the palette from the stool, the oils still glistening in the vivid light, and takes the brush in his hand.

“You live it over and over and never attempt to make it different,” continues The Curator, his voice smooth and cold. “Yet you could. Why?”

The Artist is used to this question and has, over time, perfected several meaningful answers. But on this occasion, none of them seem as clever, witty or insightful as he intends. So instead he ignores his custodian and focuses his concentration on the task at hand.

The first stroke is long and smooth, a swipe of bright red to highlight the angle of her cheek. The Artist stands back to admire his workmanship, then returns to the canvas to complete the accent. Little by little her cheek emerges from the chaos, yet still contributing to the colourful furor.

“Why does it matter?”

“I don’t know,” replies The Curator. “You should know.”

“You don’t understand love,” says The Artist. “It’s not within your capacity.”

“I’m not sure that you do, either.”

He presses the brush a little too hard at that, marring the neat, clean line with a smudge and, with a quivering hand, returns it to the table. For the first time in a long while The Artist considers him with curiosity, but there is no indication that The Curator knows how deep those unexpected words cut, instead finding that the lifeless, empty face has been drawn upward, to the blazing sky.

The Artist removes a cigarette from the bottomless packet in his shirt pocket, takes the golden zippo and turns it so the engraved words on its surface catch the blazing light. He takes his first drag and allows the sky to capture his own attention, focusing upon the bird fixed in position above, and then to the silver, spiral stairs that occupy one side of the vast room.

“Do they lead outside?” he wonders aloud, blowing smoke from his nostrils.

“Yes,” says The Curator, his attention returning from the burning heavens. “You do not want to go outside.”

“No. I think I don’t,” he replies, then looks to the large steel doors that block the exits beneath the mezzanine. “Where do those go?”

“Deeper into the Archive. Perhaps one day I will show you.”

“Perhaps,” he replies, but his attention has already returned to his canvas and the brush clutched between his fingers.

*~*~*~*

“It isn’t finished,” he says, gesturing with his brush.

“No,” she replies, in that soft, gentle tone that he loves. He looks to her and catches the glint of tears in her eyes. “But I am.”

No matter how many times he hears them, those words go through him like a razor.

“No,” he began, reaching out to her but the words died on his lips when she tore her hand from his grasp. “Please.”

She shook her head and screwed up her eyes to hold back the tears. “No,” she echoed. “You don’t want me. You want that.” She gestured to the portrait, from which her own face gazed back. “And that isn’t me. It’s the ideal picture of me in your head. How can I ever compete with that?”

“It’s not a competition,” he replied. “You inspire me.”

“That’s not enough for me,” she said and her voice trembled as she spoke. “I can’t wait forever for you to wake up and see me.”

For a moment she stood expectantly and he caught a glimmer of hope in her eyes he’d never seen before. In that instant, he wanted to explain how much he needed her to stay. Yet when his mouth opened he found himself struggling for words that, no matter how hard he tried, just wouldn’t come.

Inevitable, really. He’d always been more expressive with a brush.

Her tears began to fall in earnest and she wiped them away with sharp, angry movements. Then she jutted out her chin and strode past him on her way out. He tried to stop her, reaching out to hold her, but she pushed his grasping hands away.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Life’s too short. I have to make every second count.”

And then the door slammed shut behind her.

*~*~*~*

“Again and again,” says The Curator as The Artist wakes from his memory. “You let her leave.”

He pushes the grotesque mockery of human flesh out of sight and shuts his eyes against the tears forming there. His stomach is a writhing pit of vipers, his chest is constricted and painful, and his hands shake as he presses them against his face.

“Why do you weep?”

The Artist ignores him and sits up on the narrow cot, bringing his feet to rest against the cool, smooth marble. His hands slip from his face and he looks to The Curator, expression dark. The head that his gaze falls upon is cocked quizzically aside.

“You could change it, you could stop her from leaving,” he says.

“How?”

“You could lie.”

“No!” snaps The Artist, baring his teeth. “I won’t do that. She deserves better.”

“She is a dream.”

“So are we,” he says and The Curator nods as though this is a fair point. “Besides, she’s there. She’s real. I feel her.”

“Perhaps you brought some of her with you.”

The Artist rises and dashes tears from his eyes. He crosses the floor to the portrait and runs his fingertips over the paint with painstaking tenderness. The orange light dapples his skin, making it look far less pale than it is. He reaches for the brush, hesitates, reaches again and then withdraws his hand. Looking into her eyes is too much to bear.

“I am in no mood to paint,” he tells The Curator.

“And yet you are here to paint. If you do not paint, then you cannot stay.”

“Show me The Archives.”

The Curator turns his blank countenance upon him. His gaze lingers on The Artist’s face for a long time, staring sightlessly. Then, without speaking, makes an almost imperceptible incline of the head.

As they pass through the large doors at the end of the concourse reality falls apart. The corridor beyond transmutes every time he blinks, one moment being broad, spacious and illuminated with rows of incandescent bulbs gleaming from a white-washed ceiling. The next claustrophobically tight as the whites of their clothing fluoresce blue under the black light.

They walk for what seems like miles, passing room after room. Some are wooden, some steel, some appear to have been chiselled out of the stone walls. When they stop, it seems at random; there are still many more miles ahead of them. Nonetheless the Curator guides them through a revolving glass door and into a long, broad gallery.

The walls are bare plaster, the floor plastic disguising itself as pale pine boards. Spotlights burn down from the ceiling, casting dark, irregular shadows at their feet and chasing darkness to the edges of the room. Along each wall hang two dozen identical paintings; Noelle’s face gazing back at him from each of the kaleidoscopic canvases.

He steps to the nearest one and lifts his fingers to touch the textured paint.

“All the other rooms, are they like this?” he asks, and his voice rings in the silence.

“Yes,” replies The Curator.

“How long have I been here?”

“Forever. To all intents and purposes.”

He presses his hands and face against the painting and leans into it. There’s the slightest give in the stretched fabric and he finds himself hoping that it’ll tear and he can tumble headfirst through it and fall out of this reality. The canvas smells of linseed oil, as though it was still freshly painted, and his stomach twists as he recalls how she smelled that morning.

“Why do you do it?” asks The Curator. “You live it over and over again. And you never change it.”

“Because that’s the only thing I still remember,” he says and feels the tears hot on his cheeks. When he steps away from the painting, there’s red paint on his hands and he can feel more clinging to his face. As though the canvas had never dried. “Everything else slips away and that’s the only thing I know is real.”

“Why is that important? That it’s real?”

“You couldn’t understand,” snaps The Artist, then the tension in his jaw slackens and he gives a long sigh. “Perhaps it isn’t important. Perhaps nothing is important anymore.”

“Is she important?” asks The Curator.

“Of course she is,” replies The Artist and he turns to the room and gestures at the paintings. “She’s all I still remember. The only face I still have. She’s what all of this is for. She’s—”

And then the words escape him and he stares at The Curator in silent realisation.

“Oh,” he says, eventually, and lets out a shaking breath. “Oh.”

*~*~*~*

He grips her hip and pulls her against him, their lips fumbling at each other’s with clumsy, lazy movements. Perhaps more merely sharing ragged breaths, rather than really kissing. Their sweat soaked skin presses tightly together, their hands roaming and exploring and finding all those secret, sensitive spots that only old lovers know.

He took her hands in his and pressed them against the sheets. Kissed her, fully this time, deeply and then leaned back to take in her perfect, naked body. He took in her soft, sumptuous skin and the way that her tresses fanned out around her head and tumbled across the pillow. How her eyes glistened as she gazed up at him and how the light fell in gradiated segments across her body, just as it had fallen across the canvas.

And then her face was fixed in tense, straight lines and she was pushing him away, her fists crashing into his chest and forcing him from the bed.

“You’re fucking doing it again,” she snapped and he could hear from her voice that she was close to tears. “You don’t ever switch off!”

And she leapt from the bed, snatching up discarded clothes.

“Noelle,” he called after her. “Calm down.”

“No,” she snarled, then donned her blouse and wheeled on him. “We can’t even make love without you painting me in your head.”

“That’s not—”

“Don’t!” she said, and though her voice was barely raised, he heard the note of steel to it. He’d never seen her this angry before. “It’s not fair. Not fair at all. I love you too much for you to see me as nothing more than an elaborate mannequin.”

“Noelle,” he tried again. “It’s not—”

But she pulled her jeans on, with abrupt, angry movements and then, still holding her shoes in one hand, slammed her way out of his life.

Again.

*~*~*~*

The Artist sits on the cold stone floor and watches as light from the orange sun falls across the canvas; it shimmers over the surface of the paint, setting the vivid colours ablaze. In his hand he holds the lighter, his fingers wrapped around the scrawl of her name. He gently taps the corner against the marble, listening as it reverberates around the enormous empty room, and pretends that the returning echoes are the sound of her footsteps.

His companion stands beside the easel, as silent and as still as the figure in the painting; just as featureless and emotionless as ever. One as inanimate and lifeless as the other.

“You said before,” begins The Artist. “That I am here to paint and that if I stopped painting—”

His voice drifts away and he allows The Curator to finish the sentiment. He does so without the slightest movement, not even the hint of a quivering jaw or outward breath.

“You are The Artist. If you do not paint, this place ceases to exist. You would remember and never return.”

He removes a cigarette from the endless carton in his pocket, rests it between his lips and looks skyward. High above them both, the bird soars in place, fixed in that final moment, mimicking their motionlessness. Stuck forever in this prison at the end of the world.

The lighter opens, the flint is struck and The Artist feels the heat against his face. But when he looks down, it is The Curator who holds the flame. The Artist takes his first drag and allows smoke to drift from his nostrils as he considers the empty face before him.

“And then what becomes of me? And you?”

“Who am I to say? I am merely The Curator of this dream that we share.”

There is a moment of silence and then The Curator pushes the lighter into The Artist’s hand. His fingers are cold, clammy and grotesque to touch, but The Artist feels compelled to grip and squeeze nonetheless.

They both look down at the lighter.

“I’m sorry.”

The Curator gives the slightest inclination of his head that The Artist takes for comprehension and then clambers to his feet. He takes the turpentine, splashes it across the painting and watches as the oils run in thin, beaded lines. That face, the one that isn’t Noelle and never has been, begins to melt before him. Taking with it an eternity of regret.

There is a soft metallic click, the grind of steel against flint and crackling as the fire takes to the painting. It blazes, hotter than the scorching, ending sun. Hot enough to sear and crack the easel. Hot enough to reduce the canvas to carbon. Just as he had been beneath the fury of the burning sky. The Artist closes his eyes and in that instant the heat doesn’t radiate from the picture, but from the flame of a lighter.

Eventually the painting joins the other shadows of this place. Another face and memory erased by flame. Another silhouette burned into the concrete.

High above, the nightingale’s wings begin a sluggish beat through the treacle air.

The Artist watches with a small, sad smile on his face. But his work isn’t finished yet. There are miles of paintings to burn before he sleeps. His footsteps echo through the empty, cavernous room as he heads towards the doors at the end of the concourse.

But he stops when he realises that The Curator does not follow. Looking back, he sees his friend standing in position and knows this will be the last time they will be together.

“Thank you,” he says. “You helped me understand.”

“I know,” says The Curator and there’s an odd, unfamiliar intonation to his voice. “You helped me understand too.”

*~*~*~*

When she wakes and rises, she brings the sun with her.

Light streamed through the open window and fell across his canvas in blaze of orange hues. He heard her gasp and clamber from the bed. When she came to stand before him, he wrapped his arms around her waist, holding her tight against his chest and, in turn, she sank backward into his embrace.

Together they stood and gazed at the painting, canvas turned landscape and painted to reflect the sky outside; all hot oranges and yellows, like a Bierstadt oil.

“You painted over it,” she whispered. “Why?”

“Because I choose you,” he said, pressing his lips against the back of her neck.

“But it was so important to you. You spent so long working on it. It was so close to being perfect.”

He smiled against her skin and leant his forehead into her hair.

“It never could be. That was the problem.”

She turned, gazed into his eyes and kissed him.

Later they lay gasping in each other’s arms. Their sweaty bodies pressed together and illuminated by the late afternoon light that poured through the open window. He reached up and brushed a lock of hair from her face, it was damp to the touch and her skin was flushed and warm.

“I love you,” he whispered, gazing at her.

“I know,” she said, and kissed him.

It was slow and sweet and tender. She tasted like sex and whiskey and cigarettes. When their lips parted, she pushed him onto his back and cushioned her head with his chest, drawing patterns in the hair of his body with her forefinger.

“I love you too,” she said, pressing her face against his chest.

“I know,” he murmured, his voice low and rumbling.

He felt his eyelids fall heavy with sleep and his breathing slowed to a steady rise and fall. Outside came a far off peal of thunder. Instinctively they moved closer together, skin pressing on skin. Darkness closed in with the gathering storm and he let the soft rise and fall of their breath lull him ever closer to sleep.

The thunder came again, followed by the sound of rain pattering against the window. Somewhere outside, he heard the soft trill of a lark, the song loud and plaintiff as though it sensed the end approaching.

He pressed his face into her hair as a third, ominous peal of thunder approached, shaking the very room. A flash of lightning set the world in a sudden stark contrast. He held her close against the darkness, their bodies clasped so tightly, his nose full of her scent, their hot skin pressed together until they were nearly one person.

It was almost time, so he tried to make every last second count.

Every last second.


MAKING DREAMS UNTRUE

Mark Grondin

 

“We didn’t get it all.”

James Tollon fought to control his breathing and his pulse, which had spiked the second he had heard her voice over his brand new phone. “I thought you said-”

“Well, turns out I was wrong, because it wasn’t just the cameras. He uploaded it onto the computers too, and the hard drive wipe didn’t get it out.”

“You’re saying things that don’t make sense, Sara,” he said, letting the implication in his voice hang in the air. “The purpose of a wipe is to get rid of that sort of thing, or at least move it onto a system where it can be controlled.”

“I made a mistake, Tollon,” she replied, her voice just as terse. “It happens, I’m human. The problem will be getting it out and back into our hands. I tracked down the computer when it was sold off - and you’re not going to believe who got it. “

His phone buzzed, and he flipped open the image file sent to him to see a screenshot of a recent wall post. His eyes narrowed as he saw the name next to it.

“Sara-”

“I’m fine,” she spat. “Give me the go-ahead, and I’ll get it out of her hands. I know her better than anyone else and I have experience with the technology. It should be me.”

“I also know what she meant to you,” Tollon replied. He tried to keep the concern out of his voice - concern not just for the integrity of the mission. “You’re certain she has it?”

“She wouldn’t post something like that if she didn’t,” Sara said, ice creeping into her voice. “And it’s been over for over a year, I told you that.”

“If it was really ‘over’, this conversation would have been significantly shorter,” Tollon said, drumming his fingers on his desk. “You have clearance to go. I don’t need to tell you the risks-”

The line went dead. Tollon scowled as he looked at the screenshot one more time. The exuberance and pure joy in the post almost leapt off the screen.

Just met him - sometimes dreams really DO come true! OMG XOXOXOXO

“And then there’s us,” Tollon muttered, deleting the screenshot and his call record for good measure. “Making dreams untrue.”

*~*~*~*

If May was the month of young love and passion, June was the month where it all became real, for good or ill.

And Stacy couldn’t imagine reality being better. The air was warm, the breeze a gentle caress that playfully tugged at her white, flowing sundress. Her long strawberry-blonde hair fell in lazy curls, a style appearing anything but easy but coming natural to her.

It had all been easy lately - in the best possible way. When it was this easy, it was meant to be.

She traced her finger along the inside of her teacup. It really was too warm and comfortable to be drinking hot tea in this weather, but peppermint had always cooled her nerves, and she wanted to be at her absolute best when he arrived. If this was the fairy tale, then she wanted to look the part - no, not just look, to be the part - for her happy ending.

She felt the warmth of his hand brush her shoulder, and her heart nearly leapt into her throat. Well, so much for composure...

His chuckle was warm and deep, just like his voice. “Waiting for someone, my dear?”

The smile was on her face almost on reflex as Jack stepped into view. And he looked good - close-cropped black hair only a little tousled against chocolate brown skin, a freshly pressed white collared shirt with dark slacks and a smoky grey blazer, and an inviting smile on his face.

And he’s with me, Stacy thought, a mental note intended to calm her nerves but only sent them fluttering again. Only me.

“I’m sorry I’m a few minutes late,” Jack began as he leaned against the table, “you know what traffic is like this time of the day-”

“No trouble at all,” Stacy said hastily, getting to her feet and moving into Jack’s embrace. She could feel the wiry toughness underneath his shirt and her heartbeat quickened for just a second again, as the image of him minus the shirt flitted across her mind. “So, do you want to stick around here before dinner?”

“I say we go down to the park,” Jack replied, idly tugging the sleeve beneath his blazer as he glanced up at the sky. “I checked the forecast before I left my apartment - there’s a storm coming in later this evening, and I think it might be best we savour the good weather before we lose it altogether.” He pulled a ten dollar bill and tucked it beneath Stacy’s teacup, grinning a little at Stacy’s blush. “Oh come on, let me have this one.”

“You get all of them,” Stacy protested, picking up her purse and half-heartedly flipping open the clasp. “You don’t need to...”

“There’s no need involved,” Jack said, his smile widening as he took Stacy’s hand. “It’s want, not need, Stacy. Although when you get close enough,” he added, giving her a private wink, “the lines do tend to blur a bit.”

Stacy caught the undertone instantly and she took a steadying breath. This man is too perfect, and we found each other... maybe it’s magic...

She felt a squeeze on her hand and she saw his smile again. “The park?”

Stacy closed her purse and exhaled slowly. “The park.”

*~*~*~*

“You know how in most romance stories, the two people in question never really talk about anything?”

Stacy hid her smile behind the wineglass. She and Jack were sitting near the center of the park, where a few benches had been arranged around a rock garden. Huge slates of unhewn granite hulked over them, but Stacy could spot patches of lush green moss burrowing into them. And she didn’t mind the boulders - they cut the wind, not the sun.

Jack had hidden the small cooler behind one of the larger boulders, and inside was a carafe of white Merlot and two glasses. She knew she ought to be surprised that he had set it up - or that some enterprising transient hadn’t helped himself - but she wasn’t. Jack was the sort who thought ahead and yet somehow made it look spontaneous.

“Well, what is there to talk about?” she said easily, smoothing a crease in her dress. “I understand it - if the love is there and spurs their hearts, why shouldn’t they talk about it, compose poetry around it? You saw Moulon Rouge with me, that’s a film all about the thrill of being in love.”

Jack shook his head. “I knew there was a reason I didn’t like that movie.”

“Blasphemy.”

“Putting aside the editing and the pop songs and that slut-shaming scene near the end,” Jack said thoughtfully, “the film revolves around the exhilaration that comes with being in love. It wants to sweep the audience up in the grand romance of it all.”

“And it works,” Stacy said, taking a sip of her wine. “And it’s a wonderful feeling. The fact it captures that heady exhilaration of finding that special someone... and then having that special someone take you to a park where he somehow hid a bottle of wine.”

Jack chuckled and ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “You’d be surprised how hard it was finding a spot where I could hide it without being noticed. But put that aside - the movie is all feeling, all wild motions and hearts all aflutter, pulling us into this grand experience. But what’s underneath it all? Do you think it would last if the girl didn’t get consumption and die?”

“I think you might be overthinking it, Jack,” Stacy said lightly. “It’s a movie, it’s charming.”

“It’s insubstantial and poorly written.” His smile widened as he gave her a respectful nod. “But I’ll defer to the lady.”

“Oh, stop condescending,” Stacy huffed, “why can’t you just appreciate the emotion of it all? It inspires people to crave the idea of love, to dream about it-”

“Obsess over it-”

“I could think of a lot worse things to obsess over,” Stacy retorted.

“But obsession over an idea goes nowhere,” Jack said. “There’s a difference between being enamoured with the concept of love, the idea of it all, and the actual experiences that create love in actuality. You know, like a cooking class where someone overcooked the alfredo sauce-”

Stacy gave him a playful shove. “Or when her partner made the risotto inedible because, and I quote, ‘More garlic always makes everything better’.”

“Well, he’s not wrong,” Jack said, hiding his smile behind his wine glass. “But doesn’t that experience mean more than an abstract emotion? It’s tangible, it’s something you can remember, envision in your mind, almost taste.”

“Well, we really couldn’t taste-”

“You know what I mean,” Jack replied as Stacy finished her glass of wine. He pulled the carafe from the cooler and poured her another. “Why not savour the reality over the fantasy?”

“Well, you said it yourself,” Stacy said with a shrug, “It becomes real, and sometimes we don’t want to deal with reality.” Her smile faded as the memories reared in her mind. “Sometimes it can get all too real all too fast.”

Jack caught the change emotion instantly. “Bad relationship in the past?”

“Good relationship, ended badly.” She knew that was the understatement of the century, but she didn’t want to go there. Too many stories left unfinished.

“Would you like to talk about it?”

“No.” Stacy shook her head adamantly. “Sorry for being curt, it’s just...”

“It’s fine,” Jack said, sliding his hand under hers and gripping it firmly. “We all have things best left unwritten, stories best left untold.”

“You don’t,” Stacy blurted.

“Pardon?”

Stacy could feel colour rising to her cheeks. “Well, you... I mean, you seem to have it all together, at least from what I’ve seen.”

Jack’s laugh was rich and deep, and the warm smile returned to his face. “Maybe I just got lucky. Or maybe I’m so in love with you that said problems just feel unimportant when you’re around.”

Stacy smirked. “Now look who’s getting sucked up in ‘the emotion of it all’.”

Jack laughed again as he set down his wine glass. Stacy set hers down a moment later as he pulled her close. Tiny rainbows sparkled on the grass as the light from the setting sun glanced off the wine.

Neither of them noticed.

*~*~*~*

“So, Vernando’s?”

Stacy smoothed her dress, hoping that there weren’t any grass stains from their not particularly discreet activities earlier. “It might be tough to get in - I know the owner, but without a reservation-”

“Which I already made,” Jack added lightly.

Stacy’s eyes brightened and she felt another leap of pleasure in her stomach. “Shut up!”

“Thankfully we’re only a few minutes from the restaurant, otherwise we might lose the table.” Jack absent-mindedly tugged on his collar beneath his blazer. “You got awfully excited in the park, my dear.”

“Oh, as if it was just me,” Stacy said, rolling her eyes. “You’re lucky the police didn’t find us. Between alcohol in public and indecent exposure...”

“You know, there ought to be a stipulation on that law that when the woman is a goddess, no such restrictions should apply,” Jack said lightly.

“And how did you know this was my favourite restaurant anyway?” Stacy pursued.

“I listen.”

Stacy cocked an eyebrow.

“I do!” Jack protested. “That being said, I may have seen the business card on your desk when I picked you up from work a week ago. Long time customer?”

“Old family friend, actually,” Stacy corrected. “Ah, there it is.”

Vernando’s was a little white stucco restaurant wedged between a vintage clothing store and a massage therapist’s office. The patio out front was already full of couples, but it wasn’t crowded; it was just far enough off the main road to avoid most foot traffic, only found by accident or by those who already knew where it was.

“I did look up the menu online,” Jack added as he held open the door. “The wine list was impressive.”

“It really is,” Stacy agreed as they approached the front counter. Vernando’s was a rather cramped restaurant, filled with antique mahogany furnishings and embroidered rugs, but it was saturated with the rich spicy scent of fresh oregano and garlic. Stacy’s mouth started watering instantly.

“Reservation for Jack?”

“The table near the back, in the corner,” the attendant said promptly. “If you’d come right this way...”

“Jack, I need to run to the ladies room,” Stacy said. “Just to freshen up a bit.”

“Take your time,” Jack said with a smile, and Stacy headed down the narrow stairwell to the bathroom in the basement. Much to her satisfaction, the bathroom was nearly spotless. She sighed with relief.

“After all, weren’t you the one who said that the cleanliness of the bathroom is one of the biggest signs of the restaurant’s quality?”

The voice was harsh and mocking, and Stacy nearly jumped as another woman stepped out of the stall near the back - except she didn’t. The stall door remained casually ajar, but no person had stepped out - but in the mirror, Stacy could see her plain as day. Dark brown hair cut ragged and needing a trim, pale skin and deep dark circles beneath her eyes, a ratty leather jacket and knee-high boots without a heel...

“Wow, Sara,” Stacy whispered, her subconscious immediately sending the words to her lips, “I sure hope you aren’t trying that hard to look like a lesbian.”

“Why hide who you are?” Sara replied, her reflection leaning against the far wall. Stacy could feel Sara’s eyes rake her with casual contempt. “Oh, what’s the matter, someone spoil your little hetero fantasy?”

Stacy’s hand balled into a fist. “You knew I was bi, I’ve never made it a secret and it’s not my fault you never got over it - you know, I don’t need to have this conversation with you! Why are you even here?”

“I wanted to have dinner.”

“Alone?” Stacy knew her taunt would sting, and she felt a ripple of satisfaction as Sara visibly tensed.

“Yes, alone.” Sara turned to the mirrored sink and flipped on the tap. Steam quickly gushed as she ran her hands beneath the scalding water, and for a few seconds, the lower half of Sara’s body seemed to blur beneath the moisture.

“It’s a couples restaurant.” Stacy folded her arms over her chest as she leaned against the door behind her. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Maybe I’m just a manifestation of all those loose ends in your psyche that you couldn’t deal with when you walked out and left your toys behind,” Sara snapped, shutting off the water abruptly and shaking off her hands. “You know this isn’t real - it’s a fantasy, Stacy.”

“What, because I’m actually happy with Jack and you can’t cope with that!”

“No, because when you turned on that crappy little computer you bought second-hand, you found software that wasn’t cleaned off that would let you render your hidden, subconscious desires.” Sara’s voice was pitiless, and seemed to fill the entire bathroom. “You found that most of the software had been gutted, most of the codecs and additional features had been deleted, but you found enough to make it work, to let you live that fantasy.” She snorted. “And I mean, could you have picked a more trite, bland fantasy besides ‘Jack’ up there?”

Stacy began to tremble. “How - how dare you -”

“But there’s a catch,” Sara continued, her eyes hardening even further. “You could only create that oh so perfect romance when you were asleep. You know, a dream - except you decided to go the extra mile and do some coding yourself. You wrote the app extension and put it on your phone and placed it on your pillow every night, made that rendering a little more vivid - and you’ve reactivated just enough of the old magic to realize that fantasy, turn it into more than just a dream.”

“Except this isn’t a dream,” Stacy spat, holding back her urge to punch the mirror where Sara’s image was lurking. “If it was, you wouldn’t be here and I could have woken up at any time.”

Sara snorted as she reached for a paper towel. “Yeah, as if. Wake up to your dingy studio apartment with the rotting food in the fridge, the dirty laundry in the corner and the overgrown nest of cables you call a work station? Wake up to realize you’re not a debutante who wears sundresses and heels and drinks white wine in the park but an under-employed contractor who would prefer to write code and masturbate than fix your hair or go outside?”

“Who do you—”

The realization hit Stacy like a lightning bolt. Her trembling stopped, her mind cleared - and she smiled.

“None of that is going to matter, Sara,” she whispered. “See, I know enough not to wake up. I know how to make all of this real. I can take Jack back to my penthouse apartment downtown and we’ll make love passionately. And we’ll both climax multiple times because he’ll know every spot to turn me on and I the same. And since sex has its own brand of magic, the second dawn strikes the window...”

She stared at the reflection of Sara. “I’ll become all of this for real. Jack will become real. And you’ll just be the fucking reflection of past demons and nothing else. Nonexistence will be such a good look for you.”

“You’re bluffing.”

“Sweetheart, I’m hours away from getting the man and life of my dreams - and right now, you’re just a reflection in my mind,” Stacy said calmly, turning to eye herself in the mirror. She wondered why she even bothered to come down to the ladies room, her makeup had remained flawless all day. “You are incapable of stopping me.”

She ignored the reflection’s shout as she left the bathroom, a ready smile on her face.

*~*~*~*

“Stacy, you definitely did not oversell this cheesecake,” Jack said with content as he set his fork down and wiped his mouth. “Absolutely decadent. Your pie settling well?”

Stacy took another sip of wine and eyed the half-eaten slice on her plate. “For now, I think - it’s a little heavy, and I’m not sure I want to push it.” She didn’t mention that her stomach had been gradually growing more and more unsteady throughout dinner - maybe it was just nerves, she wanted this to be special for them both...

“Well, we can get it wrapped up—”

“No, just the bill, I think,” Stacy interrupted. “Cheque?”

The waiter set the bill on the table and Jack immediately picked it up before sliding his credit card inside it. “I’ll cover it for tonight, Stacy.”

“Are you sure?”

“One of the greatest little things about having money is the ability to spend it on people you love,” Jack replied easily. “Relax, let me indulge you.”

Stacy took a steadying breath. Jack was right, she needed to relax. This was what she wanted, in the exact way she wanted it. It didn’t matter if it was a dream, she had a way to make it real, turn the fantasy into reality in the best possible way. And who cared if it was different than how most people found love - she always did things her own way, and she knew that deep down, almost everyone else she knew wouldn’t object to any of it.

The receipt came back to the table and Jack scrawled a signature across the paper. “So, should we head back to the park or maybe a lounge?”

“Actually, would you like to come back to my place for coffee?” Stacy blurted. “I know it’s sudden, but I... I think you’d really like my place.”

“If it’s half as beautiful as you are, or even a tenth, I’d probably find it charming,” Jack said, getting to his feet. “Can’t be sure, though - do you have cats?”

“No, why?”

“Oh thank god, I’m painfully allergic,” Jack said with relief.

“I can’t really imagine you having allergies to anything,” Stacy said as they left the table and the restaurant. The evening air was fresh and crisp, and Jack immediately tugged off his blazer and put it around Stacy’s shoulders. “You just seem like you’d be the kind of guy who never gets sick.”

“I take care of myself, Stacy,” Jack replied, idly scratching his temple. “I have to - if I have to take care of the people I love, I can’t be expecting them to take care of me.”

“You shouldn’t be this perfect,” Stacy murmured, even as the warm flutter in her stomach seemed to quell the unease for a moment.

“Hey, this isn’t a dream,” Jack replied, “it’s life. Nobody’s perfect.”

Except it was a dream. She knew it was a dream. It wasn’t going to be a dream for long, but she knew it was a dream now. And yet Jack didn’t seem to know - or if he did know, he didn’t care in the slightest. If he wants to make my dreams come true, Stacy thought, why should I stop him?

She pointed at the high-rise and sauntered towards the door, more confident. “Come on, Jack - let’s see if you really find my apartment that charming.”

“Don’t see why I wouldn’t,” Jack said, cocking an eyebrow. “Why, should I be scared of something lurking within?”

“Only if you find tasteful décor a menace to fear,” Stacy replied - and then immediately blushed. “That sounded so silly, I’m sorry.”

Jack grinned. “It’s fine, it’s fine. Elevator or stairs?”

“Elevator.” Stacy shyly slipped a hand into her purse and pulled out her keys. “My penthouse is on the top floor.”

It was a quick ride to the top, and Stacy’s heels clicked against the polished floors as they approached the penthouse door. She took a deep breath - there was no going back now.

“You ready to see my place?”

“With all of this build-up, it really must blow my socks off or I’ll be most disappointed.”

Stacy flipped her keys over in her trembling hands - why were her hands trembling, she was fine - and slid one into the lock. One turn, then a twist of the doorknob and-

The smell hit them first. A familiar smell to Stacy, but she could see Jack recoil in shock - and disgust. It was sour and sweet, the smell of mold and sweet that springs from leaky pipes and bad ventilation.

But it wasn’t just the smell. It was the twinned lightbulbs sputtering in the ceiling. It was the old fridge decaying from a sterling white to a grungy beige. It was the duct-tape holding the couch cushions together, the window latch covered in grime, the stack of pizza boxes teetering on the table, the multi-coloured swarm of wires coming from the beat-up computer, the queen-sized bed that she knew had at least two broken springs and a mattress pad long stained beyond repair...

Stacy’s heart was in her throat. This wasn’t right, it couldn’t be right, how could this happen, this was her dream, why was this here?

Jack cleared his throat awkwardly. “Well... well, you can’t say it doesn’t have character.”

“This isn’t right,” Stacy whispered as she stepped into the apartment - her apartment, her real apartment. “This isn’t mine!”

“Then how did your key-”

“Okay, it’s mine, but I have another place!”

“Stacy.”

She swallowed hard as she fought back the tears. “And Carrie lived rough before Mr. Big came back-”

She felt Jack’s arms wrap around her and a chill race up her spine at his touch. It was warm, comforting, everything she wanted.

It was a dream.

“If it makes you feel any better,” Jack said consolingly, “I’ve seen worse. Hell, I’ve lived in worse.”

No, you haven’t. You haven’t because you don’t have a life or a history or anything beyond what I’ve created for you. Everything I typed into the keyboard... plus whatever little things came through the magic from my subconscious.

Stacy blinked rapidly as she pulled out of Jack’s embrace. “Would you still love me if I lived like this?”

Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “Stacy, what kind of question is that?”

“You kept talking about reality in the park today,” Stacy continued, setting her purse down on the grubby table. “You kept talking about how love needs to come from experiences, from something real. Well, this is as real as it gets - this is how I live, Jack, this is me.”

“I have to say I’m... look, I’m surprised.” Jack frowned. “I mean, I didn’t expect this. It wasn’t what you described - in any case, you don’t have to live like this. My place isn’t far-”

“Well, what’s wrong with this place?” Stacy interrupted. “Are you saying you couldn’t be with me now that you know about how I live?”

“Stacy, I didn’t say that.” Jack’s voice was firm as he closed the door behind him. “I love you, and while I’m concerned about the... well, condition of everything here, I’m not going to turn my back on you because of it.”

“Maybe you should,” Stacy whispered.

“I beg your-”

“I mean, you were coming back expecting romance.” Stacy sniffed. “Instead, you’ve got...”

“Hey, don’t beat yourself up about this!” Jack exclaimed. “We don’t all have it together, that’s life. I don’t care about a messy apartment or the fact you don’t live in a penthouse. I came back here because I love you and I want to show it in every way I can.”

Stacy took a shuddering breath as she felt tears welling in her eyes. “You want to indulge me.”

Jack blinked. “If it makes you feel better - Stacy, I’m trying to help you, you just need to tell me what to do and I’ll do it. Anything. Look, do you want to come down to my place, would it make you feel better?”

“Jack, I’m not sure I know what I want!” Stacy exclaimed. “This isn’t - half of me wants you to take me on this bed right now and everything will become real and special and you’ll be around forever and life can be what I always dreamed it would be. I could make my dream come true with you and change my world, turn it into something I’ve wanted for so long...”

“That sounds-”

“But then I think of down the road and I realize that you’d be giving and giving so much and I wouldn’t be able to give to your level in a million years,” Stacy finished, a tear streaking her face. “You’re too perfect for me, Jack. And if I made this real... what would this relationship say about me? I’d never be able to forget...”

Jack stepped forward, real confusion on his face. “Forget what?”

Forget that I designed you to be perfect for me, Stacy thought. Forget that I designed you to indulge my every whim without question, for you to love me without thinking. Forget that I would turn an old partner into a ghost to get that happy ever after. Forget that I was so selfish... selfish and terrified of going out and putting myself out there and trying to meet someone who was right for me, that I hid behind dreams and didn’t have the courage to truly live or give something of myself. I wouldn’t be able to forget that in a million years...

Stacy closed her eyes. “I’m sorry, Jack.”

*~*~*~*

She woke up to a blur of tears.

She hastily blinked and reached for her glasses, pushing the tangle of curls away from her eyes as she squinted across her apartment at the person sitting on the ruined couch, a cell phone in her hands.

“Welcome to reality.” Sara’s toneless voice sounded exhausted. “I didn’t pull a Twilight, by the way, I wasn’t watching you sleep.”

“How did you get into my apartment?”

“You never asked for my key back,” Sara muttered, flashing a tarnished key from her fingerless gloves. “Back when this was our apartment, not just yours.”

“That was almost two years ago, I don’t see...” Stacy paused and blinked again as she stared at the phone in Sara’s hands. “Is that my - did you?”

“Yes.” Sara looked away. “The reflection and the apartment. I’m not going to lie to you about that.”

“You had no right!”

“Besides the fact that you would have possibly wiped me from existence if your little plan had gone through, not to mention potentially altering reality in dangerous, unpredictable ways, and the fact that the computer you used is stolen property that I’m confiscating,” Sara interrupted, getting to her feet, “I had every right.”

“You can’t just take - Sara, that computer is mine!”

“After the shit you just pulled,” Sara spat, her eyes flashing as she glared at Stacy, “try and stop me. You’d fail, but I wouldn’t blame you - if circumstances were different, I’d probably do the same.”

Stacy looked up. “No, you wouldn’t.”

“People change,” Sara said curtly, avoiding Stacy’s eyes as she turned away. “You certainly did.”

“Sara, I wouldn’t have-”

“If the night had gone exactly the way you planned,” Sara said harshly, “you would have gone through with Jack. And I wouldn’t blame you for it. It would have brought you happiness... something I tried to give you.”

“We were both trying to make fantasies become reality,” Stacy said, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed and sitting up. “And like then, I was the one who eventually came around.”

A ripple of pain crossed Sara’s face as she bent next to the old desktop and began to unplug cables.

“And even though you might have been right in the end about all of this,” Stacy continued, “doesn’t mean I’m going to forgive you - for that or this. You don’t have the right to deny me a chance at happiness, Sara. You should have moved on a long time ago.”

“I thought we had our happy ever after,” Sara said, jerking the USB cables free with a rough yank. “It was real what we had.”

“But do you know why people follow their dreams?” Stacy got to her feet and stared her ex in the face. “It’s because reality sucks, and every shot we get at finding a dream to make real shapes reality into something a little better. And when it’s love, you want it all the more desperately to come true.” She sighed. “But unless you can make it real, you have to wake up, leave your key on the counter, and get the fuck out of my apartment.”

The power cable came loose and Sara picked up the desktop, her hands shaking. She walked to the door and pushed it open.

“Stacy, it was real for me. I know at one point it was for you too.”

“And that’s the thing about dreams of love,” Stacy said, turning towards the faint sparkle of dawn through the grime. “They need to go both ways - just like me. That’s how you get that happy ever after.”

There was no answer, but she heard the door close with a muted click, leaving them both alone.
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The day had begun beautiful. Striding into town with a sky overhead shining in bands of yellow and orange, clouds a multitude of crimson waves, the air crisp with the tang of salt spray carried in from the shoreline to the east, his expectations of the outer-world were more than met. He could almost hear the ocean quietly lapping at the beach just beyond the town border, soft enough after the night’s storm to be concealed by the townsfolk beginning to bustle about at dawn. As he slid in and out of alleyways leading up to the town square a more pleasant scent began to waft underneath the salty crispness, drawing a smile to his rough features as he neared the source. I had forgotten that aroma.

Mounds of fresh dough lay out on warm baking racks offered a variety of choices, honey oat, wheat, rye and more, he observed just moments later as he emerged into the middle of the bakers union.

“Morning, milord,” offered a woman on his left without missing a beat, wisps of flour clinging to her round face and caked along her hands halfway to the elbow courtesy of the sack at her side, much like the others nearby at their own tables. Her frilled white apron and the scarf tied around her auburn hair were marked with the proof of her station within the union, a pale blue tower speckled in gold dust. “Care to purchase something on your way?” He had no choice but to slow and offer a gentle refusal before he weaved out of their midst, “Morning, milady, but I’ve no coin today. Perhaps tomorrow.”

She sighed with disappointment. “What man comes to the square so early to tease us? Off, then, milord alchemist.” And her eyes returned to kneading the loaf on her table, murmuring to the younger women at her sides conspiratorially in his wake.

Only a few houses down the pungent odor of broiling fish stew crept across the area as a chef lifted the lid from his steaming pot, bending over to inhale the heavy scent with relish. “Ah, who can disagree with storm-struck cod? No one, that’s who!” the man answered himself as he dipped a crude ladle in and poured some into a porcelain bowl in his other hand. “Come, milord, sample this broth and tell me otherwise!” he called over after standing upright with a stretch.

I’d rather taste the sea itself, sir, Jericho almost answered. Perhaps it would have done him better to carry a pouch of silver before he left the Spire behind an hour past, if only to flick a coin here, a coin there, appeasing the eager shopkeepers, but a breakfast of tubers and mutton had filled him well enough not to even entertain the notion. That was rather foolish. It hasn’t been so long since I was granted a reprieve into the outer-world again, I should have known the merchants would be up and eager to ply their wares.

He glanced back for a moment to see the bakers watching the two of them and reluctantly paused before the grizzled old man, drawing his hands from the foremost pockets of his voluminous black robes. “Forgive me my haste, but even if I had the room for more broth I’ve nothing to pay for a full bowl today.”

The chef’s rheumy blue eyes squinted at him, glancing at the multitude of pockets visible even along the outermost robe, and a retort much as the woman’s came to his quirked lips before he swallowed it and set the bowl down. “No matter, milord. The Spire’s ‘prentice is always welcome back another day, gold or no gold. Rodrick!” he yelled over one shoulder toward a younger man hunched over in a dead-end alley shaving the blackened scales off the fish. “If you keep treating those cod like a sack of potatoes...!” and like that the chef’s attention had dismissed Jericho entirely as he hobbled away, who felt rather outraged by the incident as a whole.

Gold, he says. The smile had slid off the alchemist’s face like water. Even the Magus does not collect in gold. Where do these rumors begin? “How very kind of you...” he offered beneath his breath as he continued toward the eastern edge and the growing splash of the sea.

He picked up his pace as he roved around ripe, overhanging trees, busy stalls and open tents brimming with actual shoppers awake this early, the rare foxhound snuffling after peoples’ heels for a bit of dropped bread or meat, and as he went he simply nodded politely toward the merchants trying to bait him into an unnecessary meal or to purchase some tool they thought he’d need in his duties, or a nice new set of clothes or bedding, only the finest cotton and wool to be sure! He was nearly to the end of the square and indeed his patience when one last voice called to his attention. “Milord alchemist!” He exhaled in a rush of breath and flicked his head in her direction, meaning simply to convey his intentions regarding her property like the rest, only to catch a glimpse of something that drew him to a steady halt - a flicker of gold in the corner of his eye.

“Hello, milord alchemist,” she greeted him again up close after approaching through the crowd, tone softer-spoken and sweeter. Her eyes should have been a warm brown but for the rays of dawn splashed across her careworn features, transforming her gaze into a radiant glow of amber-gold. Faintly he took note of the stained and rough-spun white innkeeper’s dress she wore with the Spire’s emblem engraved upon it over one hip as she curtsied just so, and further how youthful she was compared to the other merchants when his gaze found her face again, near enough of an even age with himself despite the pale shadows underlining those amber eyes. She smiled as she rose. “When you pass back through, kindly stay a night or two at Corinne’s Nest to recuperate.”

“I... yes. I will,” he spoke without thinking. The light in her eyes had been crystalline from afar, now enrapturing from scant feet away. And her smile was relaxed, a true expression of delight unlike those of the others who had spoken to him, and somehow he knew it had nothing to do with an agreement to spend his imaginary coin at her residence. She curtsied again with a bob of her head that stirred her light brown tresses and bid him pleasant progress in his tasks. In the next beat she had spun on one heel and returned to the large inn, ignoring the other men that asked for her attention, and shut the door with a resounding snap that stirred Jericho from his trance.

“What just happened?” He wondered, frowning. “Who is that woman?” In fifteen years upon this island he had not seen her before, and he knew of most of the townsfolk drawing endorsement from the Spire. “I have never seen such captivating looks. Her eyes... they were hypnotic.” He blinked his own iron gray and shook his shaggy head. I’ll have to find a means of telling her no when I’m done with my training tonight, if I dare meet that gaze again even in candle light. I have no silver, nor gold, to pay for a room. The thought struck him of what the old chef had said, of lightning-stroked fish. Perhaps I could barter for a room... but no. He shook his head again, more firmly. No, I cannot. She is pretty - more than any woman I have ever seen - and that is all the more reason to stay away. I shan’t stray as the others at the old Forum have for want of a woman.

Nevertheless a feeling of unease hung over his mind as he resumed his pace out of the town and down to the beach side mere minutes later, where the faintest smoky char clung to the breeze from a peak of black-gray boulders jutting up out of the shore some distance ahead. A pair of footprints trailed to and away in the damp sand where the chef and his aide would have been here earlier in the pre-dawn twilight for their haul of washed-up fish. Jericho’s own footprints were stamped harder for his boots, and he breathed deeply of the bitter metallic scent the closer he strode, latching upon it welcomely in reminder of why he was there that day.

Yes, this is more like it. He ran a hand over the storm’s primary target in the previous night, the ancient lodestones eroded by wind and sea yet still as magically potent today as when the first mana-masters laid out the great misshapen blocks more than a thousand years ago. Their purpose had never changed, and neither would his own.

A faint shock raced up his fingertips straight to his heart after a few moments of prolonged contact against that grainy surface, a pulse of energy to awaken the slumbering mana within his veins; and immediately a whisper of frigid cold began to spread outward through his entire body over the next several beats as it always did when bestirred, in memory of his first awakening in the winter freeze of Ambrosia across the seas nearly twenty years ago. The familiar sensation drew a shiver down his spine alongside a smile across his lips as he paused to savor the experience. The cold left his breath frosted when he exhaled, casting a cooler tinge against his mild flesh. And, gradually, the iron in his eyes took more after the tone of liquid silver before open flame, bright, fresh, vibrant and alive with potential.

A series of faint outlines began to take shape within the sky as his eyes adjusted, growing stronger every moment until he could see the afterimages left behind by the storm’s own potent mana - a memory burned into the world for a short while. It was just as breathtaking as the others he had observed, a hundred ethereal bolts of blue-white like so many ragged spears falling from the black clouds overhead, overlapping here and there for a moment of opacity on the way to the lodestones below. Each and every one, no matter the distance between, terminated upon the same point of contact - exactly as the protective measures of the Magus’ magic ordained they would.

This is what I will one day command. It was at once a humbling thought, to know he still had so far to go before he could even dream of that kind of control, and a heady realization that he would in fact reach that plateau within the next thirty years at the most on his current pace - storm mana was the hardest of all to master, and shadow binding did not count. He exhaled a suddenly tight breath and grinned, reaching outward to touch the hitherto-hidden imagery.

As he brushed his right hand against the main stroke of light, where they converged to smote the lodestones, the same spark danced across his fingertips and the afterimage as had been from the boulders to his hand, and the passage of time began to unfold before his eyes as the memory was disturbed and dispersed. With a ripple from the point of contact rising straight to the clouds above that one spark of true mana disintegrated the collective of faux-lightning into thousands, tens and tens of thousands of sparkling motes, and as he watched the event unfold some motes were borne away upon the breezes, others swept out into the sea, many and more carried far from the island until they had gone beyond his sight. When the process was done mere moments later and the memory dissolved, there were but a few flecks of actual storm mana available nearby to serve his purpose.

A year ago he might have frowned at the daunting task of drawing more together, and spent his hours struggling to call up enough to rebuild even a fraction of the storm’s power. Two years gone he would have given up at that sight without so much as a sigh of defeat, earning the Magus’ wroth. But this was a different day, and he a different man than he had been then. His mirth was not dented by the occasion, only heightened at the chance to prove his practice successful.

Jericho raised his hands slowly upward until they were level with his shoulders. Come, he thought, envisioning his intentions brought to life. And from the sands beneath his boots, the boulders before him, in whorls descending upon the sunlight, swirling up amidst the waves, the motes of natural born storm mana came from near and far to heed his call. In dozens and in hundreds they came. In thousands and by tens. And even before they neared his hands Jericho reached out with that intent and the frigid cold trudging through his veins for the power to back it and began to shape the shattered energy into its proper state again. High above crackling flakes melded into steaming chains, into crooked, hissing rods, become spears of thundering wiry light. It continued to pile and swirl, drawing to the clouds nearest and heating the air to pull in rain from the sea beneath.

Jericho watched eagerly, fingers twitching as he loosened his control upon the strengthening storm so that nature would take over within minutes, and so it did. “Now it comes.”

The first stroke of lightning flickered for an instant, too weak to be drawn to the lodestones. The second was hotter, longer, forked near the end, but it too only barely dipped toward the surface. It was the third flash of light that bore the weight enough to fall from amidst its brethren, and as it did Jericho intersected his intent again, right hand snapping straight upward as if to catch the bolt in his palm.

The air sizzled. The first drops of rain fell. And in instants that felt too long, the curve of the lightning bowed away from the stones to meet his flesh. Despite the brightness all the alchemist saw was the glow of its internal mana giving it form and a fragile stability, and he twisted his fingers about just before contact was made, a moment’s hesitation taking over his expression; then the bolt was sundered to a thousand flecks of light once more, crashing to the damp sands all about him uselessly.

He breathed out quickly with relief. “Nothing really prepares as much as actual experience.” The fourth lance from on high darted from the darkening clouds and again Jericho interfered with its naturally-drawn end-point, disintegrating it just in time. The storm mana settled down without his intent drawing it skyward any longer and he took two steps back, ready for the next stroke.

For the rest of the hour he remained locked into combat-of-sorts with the storm, always drawing away or circling around the lodestones to increase the difficulty of pulling it toward his position- increasing his control over it a little at a time. The distance soon had him scrambling to-and-fro to be sure of success, one step too far back to keep the bolt from seeking out the boulders, the next step just near enough to lure it over. Mistakes occurred- bolts went awry and charred the sands before they could snap back to the boulders, producing fulgurites by the dozen; he tripped now and again in his haste, and began to slow with fatigue; yet still he smiled, a feyer sort of enrapturing delight apparent in the way he conducted his movement and his expression. This is what I’ve trained for! It was wholly separate from the bemusement risen in his blood by the innkeeper, for this was his love, working with mana so powerful.

It was around the middle of the second hour when his mistakes finally overcame him. A bit of noise drew his attention away from where he knelt to rest for a few moments, breathing hard, and he espied a gathering of the morning’s townsfolk lining the road to the beach.

“Haah,” he exhaled and shoved back to his feet, smile fading. A crowd drawn to watch the show. They were safe enough where they stood, defended by the majority of the Magus’ wards, but even so he had been straining those measures as much as raising his own skill level, and he wouldn’t take a chance upon an accident slipping through. He took a few dozen precautionary steps further toward the sea, out into the east and away from the town, and stumbled up through the low waves to get closer to the Magus’ lodestones so that his control would not be any weaker than it needed to be.

But as he raised his right hand and felt the muscles seize up all the way to his shoulder, he was forced to admit that he was too fatigued to continue the training. Mana or no, his limits existed. He leaned over and began to massage the aching limb, and as he did he found his gaze upon the townsfolk again, searching for... what? Amber-gold. And there she was, the more-than-pretty innkeeper near the back watching him with concern apparent in her soft features.

Her eyes are pale brown, he had time to think, not amber-gold any longer, and then the thunder rumbled and his eyes snapped up to the sky just as the last lightning bolt forked- one half disintegrating against the boulders and the other reaching out to entwine about his stiff hand.

He couldn’t stop it in time. Sight and sound evaporated before the wave of heat burning through his body, and the last he felt was the sensation of slamming to the wet sand and shore.

*~*~*~*

“Let him rest, let him rest. He isn’t going to die.”

“How can you be sure?”

“With respect, lass, he isn’t like us any longer. Look at his skin and robes- do you see a single scorch mark? No. He’s the next Magus-in-the-making, a little lightning isn’t more than a rough blow to their kind.”

Voices swirled around his head, though he couldn’t put a tone or gender to them. His own thoughts were too leaden, stiff, slow to move. Opening his eyes was a challenge unto itself. Darkness continued to loom even with his lids drawn back, though it flickered occasionally with outlines in the faintest candlelight.

“W... what happened?” he croaked. Something about his practice... his training... a little danger gone awry...

“See? He’s already coming around.” That voice came from his right. Jericho dragged his arm beneath himself to try and sit up, but a small if firm hand from his left pressed him down into something soft and he relented without a struggle.

“Just give him time, Isabelle. The Spire’s ‘prentice is made differently now.”

He blinked in recognition of that tone, and the outline gained a little definition - an old man, and the memory of the heavy scent of fish, of cod. A chef. He blinked and groaned as some of the numbness gave way to pain across the right half of his upper body. Footsteps across a wooden floor creaked heavily and an unseen door swung open and closed with a rush of air that nearly put the eroded candle out altogether.

“Drink,” the woman’s voice offered from his left and a shorter shadow leaned over him to press a smooth cup against his lips. Cool water flowed across his tongue and he swallowed shallowly, almost coughing, until her other hand nestled beneath his neck and leaned him up enough to sip. He drank until it was empty and felt a little better, thoughts gradually making more sense.

“You should rest again, milord. Sleep. Your storm has run its course.”

That sparked recognition. Her voice, the slightest contour of her face, raising up the concern he’d felt after meeting her gaze. The innkeeper, of an even age to himself. Pain radiated along his right arm when he leaned up toward her again. “I...” he couldn’t quite grasp what to say in the moment, fighting through that pain.

She eased him down and set the cup upon an unseen table, turning to walk away. “Wait. Wait, milady.” She paused halfway to that unseen door. “I can’t stay... I don’t have any silver, or gold.”

After a moment she continued to the door, pausing again within the dimly lit doorway. “I know, milord alchemist. I never asked for your coin.” And then with the faintest tremble to her frame she was gone, leaving him alone in the near-total darkness.

Jericho exhaled and shut his eyes, torn. His trial with the lightning was done for now - the Magus would expect him back in the Spire before the next dawn. If he stayed... it was not but an hour out of town to the towering azure wellspring. He could stay and recuperate here, if needed. But was it needed? If it wasn’t coin than it would have to be some act of mana or labor she wanted from him.

No matter my choice, I must do something about this pain before anything else... reaching toward it, toward the influence of the storm mana he now knew was trapped and fighting to escape his body, Jericho took a deep breath to prepare himself. On the exhale a dull pinch high in his chest preceded the flood of cold as he self-triggered an awakening.

Go, he ordered the unwelcome motes, intent coming down hard upon their presence. Unlike before they did not stir at his demands, but rather cold trudged slowly through his veins and settled in to drive away the invasion by a direct clash of magic; sluggish internal frost still half-slumbering latched upon wiry internal sparks, drawing a hiss from his lips at the sudden, all pervasive agony creeping along his shoulder where they met. It crawled down his forearm, twined around his elbow, and unseen through his clenched lids a vibrant mixture of blue-yellow light suffused the limb beneath his robes. GO! He practically shouted with his mind, right arm thrashing at his side one moment and stiff, still, the next.

The glow worked its way to his wrist, his palm and the back of his hand. The storm mana fought for every millimeter it was forced to surrender, breaking down to be consumed and integrated with his body’s natural strength, until it finally crackled across his knuckles to the ends of his fingertips in one last vindictive measure.

“Haah, hah, hah...” he breathed hard and gladly for the lack of pain, numbness returning to the smote limb as cold circulated properly through it once more. He could think clearly again. Coupled with the fatigue he had gathered in the rest of his muscles it was apparent that he would not be going anywhere before the morning came again even had he truly wanted to.

He relaxed into the bedding and silently wondered what toll the innkeeper intended to extract from him in payment for a night’s stay.

The answer, as he was soon to find out, was at once the simplest thing in the world... and all but impossible for his vows to the Magus.

*~*~*~*

The knock upon his door came sooner than expected, a couple of hours before dawn, though he had been lying awake for over an hour contemplating the matter of what he owed her.

“Milord alchemist,” the innkeeper greeted him as she brought in a small tray of breakfast balanced carefully on her arms. A candle’s light danced in the middle of the tray - unneeded, for the steady white mana-flames nestled upon a plate of wax beside the door, all that remained of the eroded candle lit the evening before.

“Milady innkeeper,” he responded solemnly. “Thank you. But I cannot stay much longer, even to eat, and I would know what you require for this kindness so that I can fulfill it and be on my way.”

She stared between him and the light for a moment. Then she blew out her own candle and leaned down to set the tray upon his lap. “Cannot a shopkeep offer something in return for the many protections of the Spire?” She challenged him evenly from a few feet away. “I do not lack for coins, milord. I do not need your skills with flame, water, or lightning. Nor,” she paused to meet his gaze and held it firmly, “within the rumored darker arts you practice near and far when the moon is old or new.”

One of her eyes flickered mercurially in his mana-light, taking on that attractive amber hue. Compared to that her words were almost secondary white noise.

“Shadow binding,” he said eventually, blinking to stare into her other eye. “It is indeed dark. And colder than the coldest arctic storm in Ambrosia. No lost loved one or childhood friend you would speak with again?” he asked.

She shook her head once and leaned closer. “No. I do not need your magic, milord.”

“It is mana, milady,” he corrected by rote. “I am a fair hand in the kitchen... though you do not lack for skill therein,” he managed to drag his gaze away to the tray, breathing in the smell of bread, broth, and poultry seasoned so well. A cup of tea added cinnamon to the mix. But a more potent fragrance was the lilac scent clinging to her hair, framing her face in easy waves. “What can I do for you, then?”

She simply smiled as she stood up. “Eat well, milord alchemist.” She turned to go and Jericho reached out to catch her wrist lightly. She turned back with a questioning expression.

He wasn’t certain where the next words came from, or why he wanted to stay in her presence now when he had been steadfastly determined to avoid her the day before. He knew that he couldn’t tardy here much longer... but still he spoke them, and cemented the matter for them both. “Sit and eat with me, then, milady. I cannot complete this meal alone.”

For the first time he heard her laugh, alike to the peal of crystal chiming lightly when tapped. It somehow compounded the attributes her voice had already endowed when she first spoke to him the dawn before, refining them to a sharper scale that left him all but shivering for the effect it had upon his soul. Something deep within him shifted, devalued before the light in her eyes and the sound of her laughter.

He set the tray aside stiffly and stood up to kiss her. And without missing a beat she returned it with equal delight, rising upon her toes to make it easier on them both.

Minutes later as they broke for the third time to breath, Jericho closed his eyes and drew back. “Is... is that all you wanted?” Isabelle kissed him again. He kissed her back at once eagerly and just-so reluctantly. When she pulled back her features had alighted with the same small, true joy that he had observed when he agreed to stay at the inn what felt too long ago.

“It is not all that I wanted, milord alchemist...but enough for a night’s stay. I would welcome longer, more, with time.”

“I...” you’ve just broken your first vow, the Magus voice seemed to weigh down upon his mind all of a sudden, making him hesitate momentarily, “as would I.”

They sat down upon his bed and broke their fast together, and what the Magus would say soon enough was put from the alchemist’s mind until he kissed her for the final time that morning and began to make his way home.

*~*~*~*

It was with the passage of time that Jericho’s thoughts became a whirlwind of concern.

There is something about her that I cannot put aside. Something I don’t want to put aside. And that was a danger in and of itself. Only a day since they first laid eyes upon the other and almost everything about the young innkeeper had him questioning more than fifteen years of unshakable loyalty to the vows he’d sworn.

So far it was nothing more than kisses. Kisses within a day. And a hunger for more than that now. If he met her again he didn’t know if he could stop at kisses, nor that she would, either.

He breathed out and jogged quickly over roots and fallen leaves, coming upon the spiraling lapis lazuli tower in the pre-dawn twilight at last. The last dregs of moonlight hung through the trees and danced off of the sapphiric-gold stone in twisting patterns. The sight of the Spire had always brought him satisfaction and relief, no matter the difficulties within, and yet now it gave him pause before he entered the gates.

There is nothing explicitly wrong. So long as it goes no further the Magus has no cause to suspect anything is amiss.

Jericho wheeled around and searched the surface of the Spire for the entry stone in the faint light. Smooth rock encompassed most of the four swirling sides, but he espied the small roughly hewn patch low to the ground on the northern face where it had idly rotated since last he stepped forward from it, and held his left hand out without any more preamble. A static shock jumped between his fingertips and the panel as he drew upon his mana for the third time inside of a full day, responding instantly from proximity with the ancient wellspring ahead.

He shivered and pressed his palm flat against the scarred pattern and the lapis rippled for half a dozen feet around where they met, wavering repetitively upward into the unmistakable shape of a doorway. “To the Hearthhall.”

There was no sound as the primary gate within opened, only a wave of smoldering heat. Jericho ducked down into the sluicing stone and emerged the next moment from a yawning black vertical chasm into a long, low hall filled with fireplaces. Many of them held boiling cauldrons, simmering for months at a time. Others were only just put on, but these were the simplest potions, lacking the rarer properties of sun and moonlight. Only on the highest floors could the real alchemy be produced with such key attributes, and there lay the Repositories where the precious metals and gems were stored.

Waiting at the end of the hall before the wide stone doors leading upward into the Spire’s many floors was his teacher and master in all arts of mana, an aged man pacing the floor in thought. The utterly black, ever-fluid garment the Magus wore cloaked his body from beardless-chin to ankle and shuddered, oozing, with each hearty step he took. It rippled like a thing alive.

Above that unnatural robe a sprawl of wiry white-silver locks pressed down over his eyes, leaving a narrow gap that swayed with each resounding step for pale blue pupils to peer through, while the rest of his hair tumbled along the back of his neck to settle in around the middle of his shoulders and seemed to dip into the surface of the robe. Half a hundred lines cast his expression into something worn, exhausted, his large frame bowed forward several degrees for the weight pressing down upon his spine.

“The prodigal son returns,” the old master uttered dryly when Jericho neared. “I hadn’t expected two dawns to approach when I sent you out into the world again.”

The alchemist could feel his own woes amplified by the presence of so much mana contained within the Spire and the Magus’ own body. They were as two halves of the same whole, with only the thinnest splinter to spare for Jericho’s inclusion, and that power radiated outward like gravity itself. He knelt stiffly and inclined his head, feeling every ache he’d received the previous morning.

Without ceasing his pacing the mana-master gestured and the floors shifted beneath Jericho’s boots, driving him upright again. “Given the taste of ozone clinging to your flesh the exercise was hardly a failure... though not the success we were expecting. I had to quell the storm myself - where were you?”

“Unconscious. I overextended my strength.”

Blue eyes flashed to meet his own. “Again?”

“Yes,” he answered. He didn’t quite smile so much as grimace as he continued, “It took... more than two hours, however, and I controlled the storm mana more easily than I ever have before.”

The Magus hummed in satisfaction. “That is something. Come. You’re already late for your other lessons, and I expect an explanation for the early breakfast I smell on your breath.”

*~*~*~*

And so the days spread into weeks, weeks into months, and gradually Jericho fell into a dangerous routine that he already knew he could not retain - it was only a matter of time before the Magus caught him out, roaming between the hidden gates-within so that he could slip out of the Spire unseen for hours at a time to meet with Isabelle, and then return by the same to reach his personal vault before the dawn.

If he’d had any doubts that he had broken his vows they were long buried. It was far more than kisses when they two embraced each other with such rising passion, now.

And that had lead the alchemist to begin looking at what he would do when the truth came out, spending his time less engrossed on brewing particular potions or practicing his mana control and more involved with studying the laws of Ambrosia and, by association, Valona where they lived - the common laws for the common citizens.

Three months since the first time they laid together, and Jericho knew what he had to do. It was just a matter of stretching his remaining time at the Spire out long enough to enact it.

*~*~*~*

Her laughter was still a melody to his ears, no matter how often he could chance to hear it. Tonight marked the fourth occasion within this month, the fortieth since they met that fateful day, and he could detect it clearly as he followed the forest path to meet her again where they always met.

Jericho’s breath hitched just a little more as he brushed back the leaves in his way and stepped out on carefully silent footfalls. He stopped short of the clearing at the sight of her movements through the remaining trees, smiling with mirth. It was all too rare to catch her so carefree of late, and he savored the moment.

Slivers of moonlight streamed through the branches, marking the lay of the roots upon the ground. She spun in a dance and song of her own making with unadorned hands clenched upon the faded white skirt of her dress, one moment illuminated, the next cast in darkness. She was truly beautiful. He had come to know her eyes as light hazel, and as they caught the moonlight for a moment they flashed to pale honey-gold, that rich amber he loved so well.

The weight of the ruby brooch he had grown from a seed over the past month weighed heavily upon his front pocket as she turned away, the first of several similar gifts he had in progress here and there out of sight of the Magus. They all depended on what Isabelle said to him tonight. But it was only then, watching her flit about gracefully while awaiting his own arrival, that he began to wonder if he had chosen the correct adornment for the moment. It should have nestled in the hollow of her throat - if her dresses were so modest as to reach there. And these warm spring lands were unfit for cloaks, unless you had mana awakened in the arctic cold.

He was drawn from his sudden doubts as Isabelle spun toward his shadowed patch again.

“Oh, oh oh,” she lilted with eyelids closing, head leaning back to face the branches and catch the rare beam of light across her supple skin. “Oh, where so has my midnight lover gone away?” His breath drew near to a halt as he took her in like that. She swayed and spun on her bare toes in a full pirouette, seemingly heedless of the roots nestled amidst the leaves, her lady-like posture gradually slipping away in the freedom of the moment.

He took a handful of steps forward as if to catch her should she trip and fall, and a quiet crunch upset the entire scene.

He froze with his left boot still pressed upon the culprit, an old pine cone, while her eyes flashed open wide and startled, posture stricken to the spot until she saw him standing there at last. Gradually her hands returned to her sides as a faint blush covered her expression of dismay and embarrassment. He met her accusing stare with an apologetic smile, voiced aloud the next moment. “Sweet Isabelle, you grow more beautiful each time we meet. Would you continue knowing I watch you now?” he asked remarkably straight for the thudding of his heart.

Even in the darkness he could spot her embarrassment spreading to cover the bridge of her nose. Slowly her lips turned upright into a smile again, if not quite so free as before, though her eyes gradually began to soften.

She answered, “I would, milord. I would if you would join me.”

“Then dance we shall, shortly.” His voice did not waver as he spoke the declaration. His hand reached into his pocket and he drew the alchemized stone out, settling upon one knee before her. “The time we’ve been together continues to temper this love we’ve forged, from a brittle attraction that first day we met, to a sturdy adoration become genuine care and desire.” He took another breath, gauging her reaction. She was breathing lightly, lips quirked on the edge of smiling, frowning, or anything in between. But her eyes... they were wide. Surprised, curious, cautious. Neither good nor bad. He continued, “I love you true, Isabelle Corinne. And by the laws of these lands, I ask of your hand in marriage.”

He unfolded his hand to display the precious gem. Isabelle met his gaze, not even looking upon the jewel, and finally settled down upon her own knees before him, breaking down into laughter. It was higher, clearer than usual, a piercing note compared to her usual soft sweetness, and he realized she was crying in tandem. “I a-accept, Jericho. At last, I accept!”

She took the brooch and hooked it into the edge of her dress, and he leaned forward and embraced her tightly, relief evident as his heavy black cloak and wider arms enfolded the smaller woman. Isabelle was shorter by several inches even on their knees. His hands found hers after a lingering touch upon the shoulder here, the hip there. Basic contact that elicited pleasure after several days apart, heightened by their decision.

She leaned her head forward and pressed one cheek flat against his chest, closing her eyes completely as she tried to stifle the tears. “I believe I owe you a dance,” he whispered. She hiccuped and smiled. “S-so you do.” They stirred reluctantly at that, stepping into the first motion after many seconds clasped so, and Isabelle recited the opening line with that crystalline ring in her voice, “Oh, oh oh, where s-so has my midnight lover gone away?”

Jericho nuzzled the top of her head as they stepped toward the tree line where he had first seen her here, drawing apart only long enough so that he could spin her in his hands and come back together facing the other way. He joined her soothing tones with his own courser voice, “Oh, oh oh, where has my silken maiden gone away?”

Isabelle spun in his hands again, this time rising on her toes to place a firm kiss upon his mouth and silence the tune. They already knew enough of the lyrics that it did not matter to carry on any further, knew no more were needed now that each held the other tight.

With care he broke the kiss and bent down to scoop her up into his arms. She complied with little effort and allowed herself to be carried to a softer plot than could be found here.

And beneath the mild spring moonlight, his voluminous cloak spread out to cushion their coupling, Jericho and Isabelle entwined together for the sixth time.

*~*~*~*

He knew the day had finally come, scant months after proposing to his would-be-wife, when the wardens of the Spire began to track his movements. The murky fablebeasts most often kept out of sight but for the residue of their prowling routes, the momentary memory of their passage left behind much like the afterimages of that old thunderstorm, and it was not uncommon for one to vanish straight into a wall, floor, or ceiling. They observed most everything that occurred upon the major routes and relayed their vision to the Magus himself each dawn, and it had taken Jericho considerable time early into his stay to begin learning when and where they roamed in the night and when and where they did not.

It was no surprise to find that he had been sighting them from the corner of his eyes wherever he went. But when they followed him even into the rooms and routes that should have been anathema, the Azure Crematorium with its sparkling blue flames that rolled like liquid rather than fire, and the great confluence of rivers before the oldest gate-within deep in the roots of the Spire, there was no denying that his time as the Magus’ apprentice was finally concluding.

It was almost liberating. After all these months, the half-truths and lies, constantly on guard whenever he slipped into the outer-world again to meet with his fiancé, and the pressure of his shattered vows were about to come to an end. More than anything he felt a weight lifting from his shoulders.

The most recent smoky creature had trailed him for the last floor, wisping through the gaps in the dark marble blocks to keep apace with his stride. It only oozed out, becoming ichor from air, as he reached the entrance of his vault near the Repositories at the top of the Spire. Its dripping flesh black as ink conformed to a gaunt paw here, an empty maw spread wide in yawn there, serrated fangs the color of aged moss-over-bone jutting up from beneath by the time its jowls began to close. A pair of milky white orbs bubbled up to the surface and settled into place as the remainder of its too-lithe shoulders and torso and back paws splashed down, obeying the shape ordained by its sire.

It yowled in warning, tone echoed low-upon-high in a way that made his flesh crawl, and Jericho settled in to wait. It wasn’t long before the Magus approached, footsteps heavy enough to forewarn his presence from hundreds of feet away.

With each reverberating step another pool of black spilled from his fluid robe, resolving itself into a small Cait’en, until the underlying white robe aglow with red, blue, yellow, and green light was revealed. The collective of wards he always had active. A weight seemed to come away from the old master’s shoulders and stance the more he shed, letting him stride quickly and straighter-backed by the time the last was gone. “Go, now. You’ve done enough.” The collective of fablebeasts yowled again, forcing a shiver down Jericho’s spine, and they began to bleed back into the floor until it was just the two of them alone, Magus and apprentice.

Silence held for a long while. Eventually Jericho broke it. “What now?”

“Now we find out the depth of your infatuation with this woman. Come, the room has already been prepared. I want to ensure the next apprentice doesn’t make the same mistakes after so many years invested, and your answers will resolve that much.”

It was a harsh tone, weathered, weary, disappointed. With a gesture the hall they were in spun and fell into pitch black, and when it lit again they were in the back of the Repositories, where the chambers used for catching the sunlight and the moonlight rested. There was but a little light present from the Magus’ robe. “Light the flames.”

Jericho breathed out and breathed in slowly. He hardly had to think about it and his cold mana began to race in his veins, practically pulsing. The young alchemist thrust a hand out in a wide arc and every silent bracket hanging from the walls flared to life in a myriad of flare-mana; scarlet, emerald, azure blue. Jericho blended the three together with but a few more directions, a little slower as he stacked his intention upon itself, building a complex chain so that when he was done the flames burned together as one in a cascade of tones in the form of a halo.

The Magus leaned back and sat against an empty basin, recognition casting certainty to his scowl. “And there it is,” he uttered heavily. “Your mana weeps with the love embedded so deeply in your heart.”

Jericho nodded once, affirmation of his own suspicions made. He had done his level best to avoid such complex workings in his master’s presence, to minimize the chance of it coming across. But he was done hiding. The truth sprang to his tongue and rolled off lightly. “Her name is Isabelle. The woman I’ve forsaken my duties for.”

“The innkeeper? You’ve turned your back upon my lessons, my knowledge, and a life fully thrice what common men are promised for that waif of a woman?” the Magus’ voice had gained a note of incredulity to it.

Jericho felt a flash of heat across his emotions. “Have you truly looked upon her face? Heard her sing? I am not the only man on this island to long for her, not by half. But she chose me that day, and I chose her, six months past, the day you sent me out to collect lightning from the breeze.” He shut his eyes to remember and block out the flinty look upon the old master’s face, least he make the situation any harder by speaking out.

“A task I had wondered would you ever complete. So that is in truth what kept you out for nearly two days.” He begrudgingly added, “And yet... it would seem your lust has changed into a love this pure... this strong, even, with Isabelle Corinne. How did it happen?”

Jericho exhaled and opened his eyes again, incensed at the misinterpretation of his feelings even so long ago... yet the old man was giving him an outlet to focus on. And he did not desire to fall for the barbed taunts, not now.

The memory of their first real meeting was vivid in his mind with his thoughts in such a whirl about her, about the freedom they would soon share together, and he recited it, “It was her eyes. At first her eyes, that hazel-turned-to-amber, and later her delightful laughter.”

His own eyes grew lighter and his expression warmed considerably.

A brittle silence held out between them for a time, Jericho content to think on what had followed without sullying it in explanation, the Magus contemplating. Eventually the older man broke it.

“Isabelle Corinne,” he repeated, ire flickering in his voice as it was replaced by exhaustion born of three and a half hundred years walking the world. He sounded as old as he was as the anger gradually bled away. “Enough, then. I’ve heard all I needed to hear - a confession at last from your own lips.”

The young alchemist stirred from his memories and focused on the Magus. Strange how I can’t feel any regret for what is coming. There’s no room, and I’d rather it stay that way. He braced himself to hear what came next, and was taken by surprise by the change.

“Yours is a love most precious, Jericho Caledon. It is true. It is enduring.” The Magus stood upright and strode about to the younger man, clapping both hands upon his shoulders. A ripple of old heartache bled through from the Magus to the youth.

“You have made your choice clear, and nothing I could say will change that. Go free from the restraints of your vows herein - from the inheritance of this Spire of Insight. In accordance to the laws I have carried as a Magus I renounce you as my heir. I cast your name from the Forum abroad and all the lesser institutes of mana-learning whose allegiance it is owed.”

Despite being ready to hear those words they struck a blow that was hard to ignore. Twenty years of his life had just been stricken, and there was but one final act to perform as his mana was erased the same.

“Go join the woman whose love is greater than any act of magic could produce. And...” the Magus paused, as if considering the worth of saying more. A sudden stabbing pain in Jericho’s heart sent him to his knees. “You are too strong to be allowed to retain this level of mana without the laws to bind you into obedience. Take what you first started with twenty years ago, those faintest motes of frigid cold, and sow the beginners ritual to keep it active once a year from this day forward for every year that you have left to live. Consider it a parting - and wedding - gift.”

*~*~*~*

The dawn burned crisp and early over the Solstice Fair some weeks later, over the church and festivities raised in the past fortnight beside the shore, casting its scarlet-gold rays across the cobalt sky. Jericho paced tiredly before the small gathering of people in attendance, many the regular customers of his fiancé’s inn, others the traveling men and women who had brought the Fair with them from the mainland with their ships docked nearby.

Flames in opulent sheen lit every torch staked into the sand, the only extravagance he had indulged in since expulsion from the Spire. The rest of his mana had been carefully spent on finishing the objects begun for this day long weeks ago. He had a few dollops left, to help with the ritual someday, but for now the loss of magic in his daily life had been... less difficult to accustom to than he had expected.

Now it was excitement and exhaustion that filled his time, equally. Putting his remaining skills to good use to earn a little coin, figuring out which job he could hold to support his wife.

“Relax, lad. All that pacing will do is make it harder to consummate the marriage!” barked a Fairman with a mug of ale in his hand already, loaded to the brim from one of the dozen casks nearby. “There’s no hurrying a woman, now.”

Jericho shook his head and continued to trail a path into the sand. His breath felt tight and his heart pounded in his ears.

Surely saying the vows... the vows of marriage, will be easier than hiding my treachery in the vows to the Spire. They must be. He exhaled and breathed in quickly. So why do I feel more constricted than I ever did then?

His black alchemist’s robes had been exchanged for a simpler dark gray tunic and breeches, now liberally seasoned with flecks of white sand. His boots felt just as grain-leaden from the repetitive walk.

It was long minutes more before another Fairman approached, placing a calming hand to his left arm. “Hey now. Here she comes.”

His head turned round as he stilled, and the sight of her drew all the tension together into a brittle grin.

She’s beautiful.

Her gown was the simple innovation of an innkeeper’s dress, highlighted by red thread across the skirt to extend its length another inch, a silky red ribbon tied loosely about her hips in a bow at the back. Copper-and-lace braided bracelets about each wrist, rising up the middle and upper arms to twine around her shoulders beneath the sleeves. Wine-red copper rings, two to each ear, with a ribbon about her throat bearing her name, leaving the hair free to flow. And a ruby brooch pinned at the base of the throat, glinting in the torchlight with each gliding step she took.

He caught her gaze as she neared, iron-gray against hazel that flashed into gold. His grin solidified, and Jericho reached out to take her into his arms, suddenly aching to kiss her and say what must be said.

“Are you ready?” she asked him softly, brushing her lips against his neck.

“I always will be,” he answered resolutely, nuzzling the top of her head. She smiled and laughed lightly, crystalline and sweet, her own fears calming at his certainty.

Together they marched into the church while the gathered guests followed, and before the Holy Knight waiting at the end they recited their vows to one another, of love unbroken, of loyalty eternal, of man and wife sharing all that their lives would bring them, good and ill alike.

And when the Knight proclaimed, “Then kiss, and so mote it be!” Jericho took Isabelle’s face into his hands gently and leaned down to share the hungriest display of their love he had ever dared perform, conveying all of his passion for his wife.

And she returned it just as determinedly.


NAKED PEOPLE

C.M. Carter

 

“Clothes make the man. Naked people have little or no influence on society.”

~Mark Twain

 

John stared at the flashing lights above him, his eyes adjusting to the sudden removal of his blindfold. He recognized Kanye West’s voice echoing from the other side of an impressive set of thick double doors. In a state of alcohol-induced euphoria, he couldn’t prevent a brief, hollow laugh escaping his lips.

“A strip club?” he asked unnecessarily. It was obvious where his friends had brought him. The building loomed large and mischievous, and he felt like a child unwilling to displease his father, who had just given him ice cream to spite his mother. Except, in this case, his mother was his fiancée, which made for a very strange line of thinking.

Not for the first time that night, John decided he was too drunk for this.

“It’s not just a strip club,” David spoke up, an evil grin on his face. “It’s the strip club, John...”

Running a hand through his blonde hair in distress, John tried to reason with his friends. “You guys know I’m not supposed to be here,” he whined. “I told you not to take me here, and now Dacey’s gonna—”

“Dacey’s gonna,” Will mocked, his imitation of John’s cultured Southern accent purposely two octaves too high. John was reminded of snot-nosed pre-pubescent Will from their childhood, before he had moved west and conquered the world of road construction. Now, he had biceps the size of coconuts and a tan like a Navajo chieftain.

“We know, John!” David added, his frustration apparent in the way he hid his face behind his fingers. “God knows we’ve heard enough about your fiancée for one night.”

John admitted to himself that he might have gone a bit overboard with his twenty minute rant about Dacey’s ex-boyfriend, Darren, but he couldn’t help but be slightly jealous. In addition to dating her two years longer than John had, Darren had not taken John and Dacey’s impending nuptials as John intended. Of course, venting to his friends had not gone as intended either.

“But he keeps calling her all the time—”

“And you keep talking about it all the time! Stop it!” Will insisted, interrupting John before he could build up a head of steam again. The athlete of their group, Will’s voice was commanding in an ‘I was my high school football captain’ kind of way. “What’s the point of a bachelor party if you’re so worried about screwing up you can’t even enjoy it!”

John wasn’t surprised to see David was taking Will’s side. “Why do you think we blindfolded you anyway?” he asked rhetorically. “We knew you wouldn’t have the balls to come out here otherwise.”

His two friends were being dicks about the whole thing, but John knew how important it was to them that he live out one more night of debauchery by their side. After all, they had been to this club years ago on his eighteenth birthday—the first occasion on which all three of them had been above the age requirement to get in. They had snuck into the empty alley across from the club to take liberal swigs from a bottle of Tequila Rose, the only thing Will’s older brother was willing to buy them at the time. They had been far too trashed to be in the club, but the bouncer had given them the benefit of the doubt, considering how far they came from Orlando and how much allowance money they had in their pockets. It had been the best of times, and after John puked his guts out in the same alley, it had been the worst of times. He still had no idea how he made it back home alive, or even how his parents hadn’t noticed, but he wasn’t sure he’d appreciate the story if he did know, so he had never bothered to ask.

Despite their fond memories of the night, none of them had been back to the strip club in the years that followed, though it looked like that was about to change. John initially rebelled against the thought of slipping from his wife-to-be’s good graces, no matter the occasion, but under the influence of far too much whiskey, he felt less inclined to give in to his guilty conscience. He quite rightly blamed his friends for the situation he was in, but they were too excited to share in his melancholy.

“This is gonna be great,” David was saying, a gleeful expression on his young face. He had a bundle of ones in his back pocket as thick as his head. “I wonder if that one lady still works here...”

“Doubtful,” Will said, shaking his head. “She’d be... what, sixty?” David shrugged, still looking excited, and Will conceded his point. “Then again, she looked damn good for someone’s grandmother...”

John hung back from the others as David stuffed the blindfold John had been wearing into his pocket and met the man at the door. He also stuffed a ten dollar bill into the pocket of the bouncer’s shirt, a motion that was received with barely supressed anger, regardless of its intention. “There’s three of us,” he said, pointing at Will, who was smiling, and then at John, who was considering going back to the car. “It’s his bachelor party,” David announced. He was enjoying seeing his friend squirm.

The older black man, who was roughly the size of an NFL offensive lineman, leered at the three men. “ID’s,” he commanded, his deep, rumbling voice sounding dangerous against the blaring music and the thundering noise from the traffic. “And you, kid,” he said, pointing at David Canady, 34 years old. “Empty out your pockets for me.”

“What? We’re in our early thirties, bro,” David tried to interject, laughing slightly. To be fair to him, his beard reminded John strongly of Mr. T, though he was pasty white and a bit chubby around the midsection. Tattoos lined all of his exposed skin, and he had a scar on his neck that made John wonder if the man had survived being gored by a bull.

The bouncer took a challenging step toward David, who back-pedalled immediately. John knew that David was a particularly awful fighter, having seen him single-handedly lose every bar fight they’d ever been in, but even if he had been a Black Belt, John was sure the bouncer could have taken him out with one well-timed swing. David knew this as well, and was very quick to change his tune. “Calm down! I’ve got it with me, my man. I just don’t understand why...”

The rest of his words were said in a rushed monotone that no one could decipher, which John considered a blessing in disguise, as whatever it was would have likely made the situation worse. David’s license was returned to him and Will was a little too quick to step in front of his friend to approach the bouncer. “How ‘ya doing, big man?” he asked, giving him an encouraging smile.

Predictably, Will Donnelly’s smile was not returned.

The silence stretched longer than the highway behind the building. Eighteen-wheeler tires usually roared up the interstate across eight lanes, but they were far in the distance now, and the empty sound left John feeling depressed and hollow. His friends often told him that he needed a break (especially from Dacey), but he was relatively certain that this adventure wasn’t going to help him at all as far as rest and relaxation was concerned.

It was the middle of June, so the Floridian weather was hot as Hades, and he felt entirely overdressed in black slacks and a suitcoat. They had been out to a fancy restaurant for drinks, and he hadn’t felt the urge to change when they forced him into the car, claiming they were going for a ‘little ride’. John found some solace in the fact his friends were suffering in the heat as well, judging by the way they had both removed their ties in the last few minutes in favor of opening up their collars to the near non-existent breeze.

“Next,” the bouncer growled, his loud voice carrying across the parking lot even though John was right there in front of him. John wondered if something they had done had pissed the older man off or if he was always this surly on Thursday nights. They hadn’t been given this much trouble when they came in blitzed and under the drinking age. The bouncer eyed John with a look of distaste, but said nothing more, taking John Henderson’s license and scanning it thoroughly. John thought the man must be memorizing his address, as it took far too long for the bouncer to check the date.

“Thanks, guys!” John thought sarcastically. “Now, I’m going to get the worst of it.”

“Bachelor party, eh?” the great, burly man said. Sweat travelled down the side of his massive forehead, and John’s dilated eyes widened further, watching as the tendril of perspiration fell, gravity pulling it down until it dwarfed his license. He handed it back with a frown, and despite John’s disgust, he was forced to accept it, wiping it off on his pants leg and sliding it back in his wallet with a weak smile. “Don’t do anything your ass is gunna regret tomorrow,” he warned John, though it could have easily been advice for everyone’s mutual benefit. John treated it as though it was, and thanked the unimpressed man for his time.

“We got it from here, boss,” David joked, placing one arm around John’s shoulders. “We won’t let him get too out of hand.”

“And who is going to make sure you two don’t get too out of hand?”

The bachelor party turned as one to glance at the newcomer, a petite young woman with flaming red, shoulder length hair and a tribal tattoo around her right forearm. Oddly enough, John found his eyes drawn to her mouth, where a tiny scar was barely noticeable in the dim light from the shelter overhead. Rather than detract from her beauty, he found it enhanced it in some way, as if a wealth of world experience had been earned in that one wound. He could see from the way she carried herself that this girl was used to trouble, and at just under six feet tall, there was no doubt she could get herself out of it if need be.

“Maybe you could keep an eye on us then,” John spoke up, unconsciously playing the role of a gentleman far more suave than himself. “I’m John Henderson, and this is...”

In the interval between introducing himself and turning his back to her to introduce his friends, she slipped past the bouncer and through the double doors, swinging them closed with a sense of finality. For the first time the bouncer smiled, a dark and dangerous expression that was more frightening than his frown. “Ouch,” David said, having been quietly following the girl with his eyes. “I felt that and she wasn’t even talking to me.”

“She’s a fox!” Will announced, a sharp grin on his face. John decided his other friend looked quite like a starved wolf; the bouncer noticed the three men’s sudden infatuation and Will’s half-mad, howling laugh was interrupted by the bouncer’s cutting remark.

“You better watch yourself around her,” he said. “She’s Mr. X’s daughter.” He pointed at the brightly lit sign on the other side of the parking lot. A technicolor woman was bouncing up and down, her disproportionate jugs making for an eye-catching image. Mr. X’s Gentlemen’s Club was emblazoned on the sign, the fluorescent lights detailed in cursive. Apparently, someone else had bought the club since the last time they had been here. “I don’t need to tell you what happens to guys that get touchy-feely, do I?” He crowded the three men, who backed down immediately.

“Oh, no, definitely not!” David said, glancing sideways at John. “Right, bro?”

“Yeah,” John said shakily, not quite recovered from the curiously abrupt dismissal by the girl. To him, it seemed that she had been unnecessarily rude, as he hadn’t made any move to impede her progress or even bother her, other than to introduce his friends, who were now looking at him like he was standing in the middle of traffic. John shook himself from his reverie to see a big, white, truck-sized man bearing down on him. “I mean, of course! Definitely not! I’m getting married in a few days.”

A couple of cars had pulled up during the time it took the three of them to gain entry to the bar, and the bouncer stomped away, ignoring them in favor of giving the same overbearing treatment to the others. “ID’s,” he commanded, stopping the most boisterous of the newcomers with his outstretched arm. John couldn’t resist a half-smile forming on his thin face; at least he knew that the bouncer’s behavior wasn’t anything personal — he hated everyone equally.

“That dude’s tough,” David admitted, wrapping his right arm around John’s shoulders. “Guess he’s gotta be at a place like this,” he added. Then, as if a switch had been flipped, he became the rambunctious young man John remembered from high school. “Don’t let it bother you, bro. We’re gonna wreck this place tonight!”

He had always been the optimist in the group; whether it was raining or the sun was shining, David always had a smile on his face and he was always ready to cause as much mayhem as possible. John thought David’s non-stop, never-say-die attitude was a by-product of losing his mother at an early age; being raised by his six older brothers with a full-time drunkard for a father had been an eye-opener for his friend, to say the least. Fortunately, his old man wasn’t abusive, but their disruptive, pay check to pay check lifestyle had been rough enough on David. The fact that he didn’t let his tumultuous past get him down was one of things John respected about his spirited schoolmate.

“Whatever you say, Davey,” John joked. “You’re the single one, so you go ahead and have all the fun you want.”

“Oh no,” Will interjected, having been following them quietly into the club up until now. “We’re going to have fun too, John; don’t think we’re gonna sit in the corner and sob while he chases tail.” He winked at a scantily clad dancer as she passed, and the girl smiled belatedly, slipping away through some curtains near the stage. “Besides, what they don’t know...”

“Won’t hurt ‘em,” John finished sarcastically. “Blah, blah, blah. Nothing you can do will get me to even look at these girls, and as soon as I get home, I’m telling Dacey exactly—”

“How you doin’?” David said, eyeing a brunette stripper clad in a nurse’s uniform. She was hugging the silver pole on the stage, and her grip on the metal was tighter than her g-string underwear. Her hips bucked when David came a bit closer, and while he reached across the stage to push Abraham Lincoln into her panties, John unhappily turned away, trying to ignore the wanton sexual action going on all around him. “How much for a lap dance, sweetie?” David continued, now glancing at his curiously red-faced friend. John wanted nothing more than to turn around and walk back out the front door. If it hadn’t been hotter than shit, he might have actually left.

The woman dropped it low and then quickly pointed at the wall across from the stage. A sign read: $25 for 3 minutes. “Damn, that’s kind of high, isn’t it?” Will stage-whispered, causing the girl to narrow her eyes. “I mean, you’re beautiful, but that’s a lot of money for—”

“Just stop,” David said, laughing and pulling Will aside. The woman ignored them, climbing up the pole again and hanging weightlessly upside down. “You’re disrespecting all the women in here with one statement.” Will frowned, looking despondent, and David patted him on the back. “Don’t worry about it! Just... try to think about what you’re saying, eh?”

“Sorry,” he said, his lips quirking upwards in a grin. “Blame it on the whiskey.”

John was the only one of the three who wasn’t enjoying himself, and it was obvious to even the most casual observer. “Get out the way, Ugly,” an old man barked, causing John to scurry away to prevent the man’s walking stick from crushing his genitals. “I pay good money to come in ‘ere, and it sure ain’t to look at you!” A few people obviously agreed, judging by the fit of laughter half the club suddenly shared. John shuffled awkwardly away from the old man, looking for a chair to sink into, preferably near a large brick wall that could abscond his view of the topless women.

After ten or twenty minutes, David and Will joined him, both of them seemingly annoyed at his absence. “What the hell, John?” Will asked, wasting no time in laying into his friend. “You can’t see a single thing in this... rabbit hole.” He waved his arms at their surroundings; David pulled an upside down chair off of a neighboring table and sat down beside him.

John had chosen an area of the club that wasn’t being used at the moment, and he had been enjoying the whiskey rushing through his head all by his lonesome. A George Thorogood song came on from a jukebox in the corner, and the three men could just make out the roar of approval that came from the old man who had called John ‘Ugly’. He was singing the words at the top of his lungs, heedless of the rest of the club, who were clapping along with him, cajoling him to get louder.

“I drink alone!” he screeched, his warbly voice nothing like the one of the radio. “Yeeeeeaaaaah, with nobody else—”

“Obviously, that was the point,” John said. “I told you guys I didn’t want to be here. You forced me to come, but that doesn’t mean I have to enjoy myself. Look at this place! This hole is the only place I don’t feel like a damned Neanderthal!”

“C’mon, John,” Will begged. “The Karaoke leaves a lot to be desired, but this place isn’t so bad!” He shared a look with David that John didn’t notice, and David nodded toward the bar. “If nothing else,” he said, offering John his hand, “at least go get a drink. It’s on us, and if you must avoid all the titties in here, at least you can keep your buzz going.”

“Yeah,” David agreed, a sly look crossing his features. “We already told the bartender to expect you.”

John mulled their comments over in his head for all of thirteen seconds before standing up. “You’re lucky I’m thirsty,” he snapped, causing his two friends to laugh. His attitude, as well as his buzz, was wearing thin. “Where’s the bartender then?”

Will and David shared another look, this time right in John’s face. David pointed in the vague direction of a Budweiser sign, brightly reflecting off of the hundreds of liquor bottles lining the bar. “Over there,” he said. “She’ll recognize you by that mopey look on your face, I’m sure.”

John turned, giving the people sitting at the bar a long glance. He could see a tall, slender man in a cowboy hat, a middle-aged female carrying a purse almost as big as her body, and three old men, who looked like they might be having a retirement party. None of them looked like interesting conversation, not that he really felt up to one anyway.

John’s frown returned in full force. “What makes you think I’m going over there...” he trailed off, realizing that his friends had left him standing in the middle of a group of Marines. One or three of them had dancers in their laps, grinding their rather exposed assets against the smiling young men scattered about the place. Never one to be caught unaware, John decided to move before he was beat up or dragged against his will into a lap dance.

“She’ll recognize you,” he said, mimicking David’s voice under his breath. John couldn’t help but be annoyed with his friends, who were systematically trying to ruin his marriage ceremony days before it even started. “As if I give a damn,” he muttered to himself. His internalized tirade lasted until he reached the bar, sliding his black slacks onto the closest stool with a sigh.

While he waited for one of the bartenders to serve him, he took a good long look at the place. He would generally stay far away from a bar that smelled like Funyuns and sweat but, since it was the most hospitable place in the club, he figured he was safe sticking to the stool. The women who had been on stage weren’t attractive to him in the slightest, and he couldn’t immediately determine if the woman dancing behind him had just had a child, or if she was still currently pregnant. He wearily placed his arms on the bar proper, cradling his head in his hands and genuinely feeling miserable about his lot in life. He couldn’t wait to leave.

An oddly familiar female voice came from behind the bar. “Can I help you?” She asked. She had to repeat herself before John realized she was talking to him and whipped his head up in a swirl of long blonde locks. “Oh,” she said, her happy-go-lucky attitude disappearing in an instant. “It’s you again...”

John couldn’t resist the sneer that rolled across his face. Of course his friends would send him to the same female that kicked him in the nuts before he even walked in the door. Despite his irritation, he feebly said, “Hi,” before placing his head back on the bar with a loud thunk.

“John, right?” she asked. Surprised she somehow remembered his name, John removed his fingers from over his eyes and watched her with trepidation. “Don’t worry,” she said, shaking off his baleful look with a smile, “I won’t bite. At least, not anywhere visible.”

Her joke stirred him out of his melancholy, but only briefly. “I can’t deny,” he started, before clearing his throat roughly, “I’m shocked you even remembered my name. You, uh, didn’t seem interested before,” he said, trying to put her disgusted attitude in a positive light, and failing to some extent.

She chuckled, wiping down the bar with a damp towel. “Don’t get me wrong,” she warned, “I’m not interested now. But I am trying to be polite, since you look like you’re having a bad night. Can I get you something?” She glanced at the red mark on his forehead. “Perhaps a pillow?” she joked.

John decided that as long as the girl was being polite, he could do the same. “How about a Samuel Adams?”

“How about a Budweiser?” she said, a smirk on her lips. A strobe light from the stage was reflected in her big, blue eyes, and it cast shadows across her round face. John couldn’t help thinking how cute she was. “We only keep the regular stuff, mostly domestics, and they’re not in a bottle either — too many cutthroats in here for that, if you catch my meaning. What we’ve got is on tap, so it’s draft beer, and if you don’t mind me saying, Budweiser is the only one that doesn’t come out tasting like shit.”

He laughed, already beginning to enjoy their conversation. It was rare that a bartender would be so frank, especially about their own alcohol, but he suspected that she was unique for her own reasons. Then again, maybe Budweiser cost more and she was trying to up-sale him. “I guess I’ll take a Bud then,” he relented. She nodded shortly and, after finishing up cleaning with the dirty towel, she went to fetch his beverage.

The interval between the bartender leaving and returning was filled by John scanning the club for signs of his friends. He was unsurprised when Will and David didn’t show. “What you looking for?” the redhead asked, sliding a full glass in front of John. He spun around on his stool and faced her once more, gracing her with a smile when he saw the drink. “The girls are on the stage, ya’ know.”

“Oh,” he said, taking a sip to refresh his voice. “Just the guys I came in here with. I haven’t seen ‘em in a while.” He tried to make this sound like it wasn’t a big deal, but the bartender picked up on his hesitation, however small it was.

“You worried? I’m sure they haven’t gone far. Boys tend to stray when they see tits everywhere,” she admitted, waving her free hand at the Marines John had been surrounded by earlier. They were hollering at the shortest man in the ranks, who looked embarrassed that a mostly naked stripper was fiercely booty-dancing against him. John frowned, noticing the reason for his embarrassment, and he immediately turned away; as much as he disliked seeing what the strippers had on offer, it was far worse to see the young man’s poor display. The redhead behind him laughed, turning to her fellow bartender, who was watching the Marine with a smile. “He ain’t packin’ much, is he? More like a roll of pennies than quarters!”

“Shit,” the dark-skinned woman replied, her eyes now on the fuzzy navel she was making. “He can’t be any older than eighteen, nineteen tops. Not a lick of muscle on those arms.” John smiled, an expression which went unnoticed by the ladies. “Doesn’t help that his case that his friends all got him tanked before he came in.”

“Hey, he’s no worse than I was the first time I came in here,” John yelled, adjusting his voice when the redhead put her index finger to her lips. One or two of the Marines had turned their attention to John, and they didn’t seem to appreciate his comment about their young friend, regardless of John’s self-deprecating intentions. “Sorry. I had just turned eighteen, and I think this place was called the Gold Star or something.”

“The Golden Palace,” she informed him, looking amused. “The business buckled when the old man’s wife died. She was the top dancer, you see, and he didn’t feel like going on without her. I think he tried to turn it into a regular bar for a while, but it fell flat when everyone came in begging to see his dead wife’s twat.”

John couldn’t help it; he snorted, to which the redhead frowned. “I feel bad for the guy,” she murmured, looking away. John immediately felt the rush of shame that comes along with realizing you just did something dickish. He did at least give off the impression that he was sorry about laughing. “Imagine losing the one person and the one thing you care about in one night.” She shook her head, roughly yanking herself out of a reverie. She raised a glass, surprisingly full to the brim with her own choice of beer. He indifferently noted that it wasn’t Budweiser. “Let’s drink to his - to her - memory, eh?”

“Sure,” John said. Even now, he had a vague recollection of what the owner’s wife looked like back then. She was tall and voluptuous, and even though she must have been over forty when John first saw her, she had outclassed the other dancers by a mile. “She was an awe-inspiringly beautiful woman,” he admitted, after swallowing his second mouthful of beer. “I hate to say it, but no one in here even comes close.” He chuckled, swiping a bit of his blonde hair out of his eyes. “Except for you, I guess...”

It wasn’t until after he had raised his glass again that he thought about what he had just said. Unfortunately, it was too late to take it back, and he felt a tremor of guilt roll across his spine as he reminded himself that this woman in particular did not like men fawning all over her. Conspicuously absent from his thoughts were his upcoming nuptials.

“I think I’ll let that one slide,” she said, though the warning not to do it again was plain. “It was kind of a nice compliment anyway, though I’m sure a few of the dancers would leave stiletto marks on your face if they heard you.” She chuckled, shuffling down the bar to serve someone. “Be right back,” she muttered.

John scolded himself while she was gone. Once she returned, she took a long pull of her beer and, this time, John stared at her in wonderment; she was obviously an expert drinker, but she was supposed to be the one serving the drinks! When she slammed it back down on the hard wood with a sigh, a few of the men around the bar clapped in response. John could easily point out the regulars by which men encouraged her drinking habit. The redhead smiled, and once the hubbub had died down to merely moderately loud, she turned back to John. He was instantly caught staring.

“What?” she asked, sounding tough. “Never seen a girl drink before?”

John’s return smile was rather weak. “Never seen the bartender drink before,” he said truthfully. “Not that it matters,” he insisted, “it’s just... different?”

“Well, let me put it this way,” she said, leaning against the closest cooler and crossing her arms over her chest. John couldn’t help but glance at her exposed legs, long and white, where they shot out from underneath her apron. “Let’s say your Dad owns an ice cream shop and leaves you in charge. Are you gonna try one of the flavors,” she paused, taking another swig, and swishing it around in her mouth for effect, “or are you gonna try all of them?” As she swallowed, her pink tongue flickered out of her mouth and across her lips, and this time John was forcibly reminded of his fiancée. Of course, she was at her own bachelorette party, probably just as drunk as he was...

John considered her words. “I probably wouldn’t try any,” he admitted truthfully.

The redhead looked at him strangely. “You know, I never even considered that an option.” Her eyes must have settled on his face just a little too long because she shrugged noticeably and went back to her duties. She said nothing as she walked the length of the bar to serve, strangely enough, a group of businesswomen.

“How are you, sweetie,” a sultry, southern-sounding voice came from over John’s left shoulder. He mentally groaned as he turned to address the girl behind him. An attractive blonde fluttered her eyelashes at him, giving him a predatory gleam that he was sure worked on most of the men in the bar, David and Will included. Her button-up, plaid shirt was rolled up at the sleeves, and the front of her shirt was spread apart expertly to reveal a thin stomach with a butterfly-shaped belly ring.

“Oh, not too bad now that I’ve got one of these,” he said, raising his glass. “How about you?”

“About as good as it gets on an off night,” she admitted. The blonde girl didn’t sound all that despondent about it. “Do you mind?”

The seat next to him was open, and he offered it to her, smiling. His nervousness around women wasn’t as prevalent “No, I don’t mind. What’s your name?”

“Candy Combs,” she drawled, offering one perfectly-manicured hand for him to shake. “Nice to meet’cha,” she said, channeling her inner Dolly Parton. Ironically, the size of the glands barely hidden by her shirt reminded him of the country singer. He tried not to stare, and focusing on her eyes did seem to help. Even the way Candy sat down was sexual; she arched her back and sat primly, crossing one leg over the other and showing a fair amount of skin. John couldn’t wait to see the look on his friends’ faces when they saw who he was sitting next to.

“John,” he said, shaking her hand; as slick as her palm was, however, he couldn’t help wondering where her hands had been this evening. He hoped he was just being dramatic, but the thought plagued him nonetheless.

Candy glanced around the bar, nodding at another of the bartenders and relaxing into the stool beneath her. She leaned forward to put her stomach against the counter itself, and John just barely turned his eyes away to avoid the sight of her underwear shining at the small of her back. If she noticed his attention suddenly diverting from her ass crack, she didn’t mention it.

“So, John,” she asked, making an attempt at small talk, “how does a handsome man like you end up alone at the bar in a strip club?”

“Oh, I’m not alone,” he said, “beware my two wolves - I mean friends... they might not be able to keep their eyes, or their hands, off of you.”

She sized him up with a grin. “And what about you? Will you be able to... keep your hands off of me?” She punctuated her statement by groping his inner thigh, and a flash of heat shot up the back of his spine. Embarrassed by his own reaction, John chuckled weakly.

“I’m getting married,” he blurted, “in a few days.” The heat rising up his neck turned into a blush, one that he felt all the way to his toes. “She’s the love of my life,” he added, a touch wistfully, “so, yeah, I’ll be able to keep my hands to myself.” Even the tight-bodied blonde, who was probably used to turning men to putty in her hands, seemed to give up chase once she saw the wealth of raw emotion displayed on John’s face.

“Congratulations,” she said, smiling a little more easily. It was obvious what she had been looking for when she sat down, but he could sense her attitude was changing. “What’s the lucky lady like?”

He grinned, his brown eyes carrying a mischievous glint now that he was feeling tipsy again. He took a swig of his beer before he answered, nearly draining his glass. “Well, Dacey is five foot six, with big thighs and hips, long, brown hair and an ass like an onion...”

She laughed; John figured Candy was used to men freely talking about women’s assets. In a place like Mr. X’s, it was probably surprising to see a man like John, who wasn’t interested in screwing everything in sight. “What do you mean ‘an ass like an onion’,” she asked, a confused expression on her face. “I’ve never heard that expression before...”

“An ass like an onion is one where you peel the pants back and its so nice you can’t help crying...”

She slapped him on the arm, smiling warmly, but her hands might as well have been freezing for the way he reacted. “You’re stupid,” Candy said, making it sound like a compliment. John found solace in the fact that the blonde girl was obviously unaware of his inner struggle. “I like it,” she added, snickering.

“Thanks.”

They struck up a bit of a conversation, sharing stories about their respective lives, but even John knew that he was a perpetual bore. “Sorry if I’m putting you to sleep,” he said, once he had paused long enough to take another sip of his beer. It was growing stale from disuse, and he waved Francine over to bring him another. John began to wonder what had happened to the redhead. “Back in New York they think I talk too slow,” he admitted, laughing. “Southerners think I talk too much!”

Candy laughed. “Don’t worry about it,” she said, waving him off. “When I’m bored with you, you’ll know it. Besides, you’re more interesting than most.”

Unexpectedly pleased by that revelation, John returned her smile. The other bartender had finally made it through the line of customers to get to John, and she must have overheard their conversation. “Hi, I’m Francine. What brings you so far south?” she asked, as she busied herself with the tap, refilling John’s Budweiser. “We haven’t seen anyone from New York in a long time.”

“Well, my fiancée and I are both from Florida - Daytona, actually - so we planned to have our wedding at the beach. Of course, my two friends thought it would be fun to blindfold me at my bachelor party and take me to a strip club an hour away.”

“Sounds like my kind of friends,” Candy joked. “Although, my friends tend to blindfold me at home, if you catch my drift...”

“Yeah,” Francine said, sliding John’s mug back to him. “Some friends you two have!”

“Best friends money can buy,” David said, finally making his way back to John’s side. “John’s filthy too,” he said, slapping him on the back with a grin. His brown eyes traced an inexorable path back and forth between the woman behind the bar and his friend. David smiled, noticing John had calmed down now that he had a drink in his hand. “Season tickets for the Knicks and the Nets!”

“Whatever, Dave,” John said, smirking. “Have you met Candy yet?”

“Oh, yeah,” David said, returning John’s smirk with interest. He pressed his lips to the woman’s hand when she offered it. “I love the taste of candy,” he said, drawing a groan from John, who was shaking his head. To be fair to David, Candy giggled, slipping back into her ‘stripper’ character now that she had a man in front of her that was a bit more attentive than John.

“Come find me if you want to know how I got that name,” she stage-whispered, gliding away. For the first time, John realized that the back pockets of Candy’s jeans were missing, her bare ass cheeks shining like two fine china plates. If he wasn’t so busy rushing to turn away, he might have laughed. For his part, David promised he’d take her up on the offer soon enough. “See ya later, John. Good luck with Daisy,” she said, making him smile. He didn’t correct her, too bemused to care she had butchered Dacey’s name.

“Good luck tonight,” he yelled, as she walked away. She turned back to wink at him, and then she was gone, hidden from view by a dozen men, all hooting and hollering at the sight of Candy Combs. From a distance, John could see her raised hand where she was swinging the plaid t-shirt she had been wearing over her head.

David sat next to John for all of three seconds before he bolted toward the scene of Candy’s striptease, yelling, “I am not ‘gonna miss this!”

John chuckled, shaking his head. “You’re crazy,” he muttered to himself. David never failed to make him laugh, even now that they were older.

“You talking to yourself again?”

The cute redhead had finally returned. She was rubbing her left shoulder and arching her back as if trying to relieve some of the stress of the job. She took one look at John, who was frowning, then she glanced at David, who was all but running toward Candy and the crowd around her. “That one of your friends?” she said, nodding toward David. “No wonder you wanted to be alone.”

“Yeah.” John said. “Hey, I’ve been talking to you this whole time and I still don’t know your name.”

“Alexandria,” she muttered, swinging around so quickly that her red hair nearly hit John in the face. “Alex for short. Be right back,” she said, gone as quickly as she had come. An old man had come up to occupy the seat Candy had been sitting in, and he gave John a knowing look.

“She takes some getting used to,” he declared, standing up and putting one arm across John’s shoulders. “She’s better company than anyone else in here though.”

“Too true,” John muttered, his eyes falling back to his drink. Suddenly, he didn’t much feel like laughing. He fell silent, swirling his half a glass of beer around and around until David returned, his behavior boisterous as always.

“Candy is awesome! She did this thing with a ping-pong ball that you just have to—”

“That’s quite alright,” John told David, lightly shoving his friend away from him. He had to reflexively duck when David chucked a Trojan condom at his head. “What the hell?”

“Found ‘em in the bathroom,” David said, amused. “Guess they’re just giving them away.”

“They’re mostly for the women,” Alex said, catching the condom comment. She grabbed a stool from underneath an adjacent cabinet and took a seat on the other side of the bar. She took a side-long glance at David, who was obviously checking her out, before continuing. “We don’t want you, or anyone like you, knocking any of our ladies up,” she said, chuckling. David’s mock hurt look only increased her laughter. “It’s happened before,” she admitted, using her thumb to point to the other bartender. “Francine’s son doesn’t have a father.” Alex shook her head sadly. “Unprotected sex is just stupid.”

John whole-heartedly agreed; in fact, once Alex returned to her duties, he stuffed the green package into the pocket of his slacks.

“But it feels so good raw,” David said, before catching the look in Alex’s eyes. “I’m joking! Lighten up!”

Alex raised her voice, looking around the bar. “Yeah, you put a kid in anybody in this establishment you answer to me. Got it?” John could tell she wasn’t entirely serious, and a few people laughed, but the threat was there nonetheless. Visibly calming down, Alex turned back to Francine and muttered, “Sorry, girl...”

“You’re good, Lexy,” the bartender said. “Couldn’t have said it better myself. If I ever find the man who did me in...” Francine left the comment hanging, but she made a gesture with one with hand, dragging one fingernail across her neck. She sneered at David before turning away from them to serve someone.

“You really are a lady killer, Dave,” John said. He was enjoying himself now that he could poke fun at his friends instead of the other way around. It certainly helped that there were no bare asses in plain sight.

David shrugged. Francine’s distaste didn’t seem to bother him, judging by the predatory smile on his face. “She likes me,” he declared, despite the obvious fact that he was full of it. “It’s only a matter of time...”

“Right,” John snickered. “Only a matter of time before the bouncer outside is knocking your teeth out.”

David rolled his eyes. “Whatever,” he said, obviously unconcerned. “Like I’ll be around long enough to knock up Franco over there.”

“I heard that, dumbass,” Francine yelled, even though her back was to them. “You wouldn’t have a chance in Hell.”

“I can see when I’m not wanted.”

“So you experience rejection often, then?”

The line of men encircling the bar was gradually starting to fade, and John checked his cell phone to see that two hours had passed since they arrived. Alex was trying to contain her laughter while making a drink, something red. “Bout time to go,” he muttered, torn between feeling delighted it was almost time to leave and surprised that it had come so soon.

“Oh, don’t worry about the time,” Alex said, correctly guessing his thoughts from the expression on his face; John quickly decided she was far too nosey for her own good. “We usually don’t wind down until a bit later. I just stop serving alcohol then, and the after party starts.” She nodded at the stream of people heading for the exit. “You can count on people to leave when the liquor runs dry, but we’re used to the late nights, and we usually don’t sleep until daylight anyway.” She paused, and John recognized the drink she had been making as a Bloody Mary. “Like vampires, I reckon,” she added.

Will finally came over to the bar, swaying a bit and holding onto one of the dancers, a rather tall black girl in a white overcoat. Her open-toed shoes revealed toenails painted red, white and blue. He took it upon himself to introduce the girl to John, who looked away almost immediately. “John, this is Marie Claire,” he said, and the tall girl stepped forward, the coat revealing a corset colored like the French flag. “Marie, this is John.”

“Nice to meet you, John,” she said. He noted with amusement that her voice was rather husky for a girl. She was attractive, he supposed, for a woman nearly twice his size, but he did not feel comfortable so close to her. “I heard you’re getting married soon,” she said, trying to lure him into conversation. “Congratulations!”

“Thank you,” he said, glancing sideways at Alex. “Yeah, shouldn’t be but a few more days now,” he said, quietly.

“Would you like a lap dance?” she asked, gyrating slowly against Will’s arm. “You know, before you take the plunge.” Will smiled expectantly, encouraging John, but he shook his head fervently. Fortunately, John was saved the trouble of speaking to the rather voluptuous female when Will tried to hug him and nearly broke his back.

“Bro!” he yelled, mindlessly giving him a hug and spilling just a bit of his Bloody Mary on John’s shoulder. “I got like six, no, seven lap dances from Marie! She’s awesome!”

Apparently, all of the girls at Mr. X’s were awesome. While John wasn’t quite the authority on what constituted awesome, he had grudgingly enjoyed himself at the gentleman’s club, and he was sure he would come back if he was single. As it was, he promised himself silently that he would never step foot in the club again.

“Seven lap dances from Marie? Wow, that must be a new record!” Alex drawled, the sarcasm evident in her tone. “You deserve another shot!”

“No, no, no,” John and David said while Will cried, “Yeah!”

“You don’t need any more!”

“C’mon, man, Jesus!”

“You’re not my mom!”

“You wouldn’t listen to her anyway!”

“Calm down boys or I’ll sick Jonesy on you,” Alex threatened lightly. “It’s past 2 o’clock now anyway, so I won’t be serving you anything but Red Bull and water.”

“I’ll take a Red Bull,” John said, slapping a five dollar bill down on the table.

“It’s six bucks for Red Bull,” she said patiently. Stunned, John grudgingly gave her another dollar bill, feeling like the outrageous price was a personal affront. “Nah, I’m kidding,” she said. “It’s only four.”

She walked away to get the energy drink and John said, “Keep the change!” He turned back to Will and David, who were now singing one of the songs blaring in the club.

“Party in the U.S.A!” they chorused in a manly-falsetto. John couldn’t help himself; he nearly lost it when Alex stopped what she was doing to gape at them.

“Guys, I think we should be getting home,” John said. “It’s a long way back and we’re too drunk to be driving any—”

“Wait!” Alex shouted, causing John’s heart to jump into his throat. “My ears are covered now,” she said, cupping both hands against the side of her head. “Go ahead.”

John laughed. In a different world he could have had a lot of fun with a girl like Alex. She was energetic and bright, with quick wits and a sharp tongue. She knew what she wanted in life and she probably was going to get it one day. At least, he hoped she did. The place would be lifeless without her.

“I can’t believe you just sat there at the bar the whole time,” Will said. He didn’t look so well now that he was standing on his own two feet. “You must really care about Dacey.”

“When you’re in love, you don’t want to do things to mess that up. Even when temptation is close, and no one will ever be the wiser, you will know. You have to come to terms with your own guilt, and I’m not going to do that to Dace.” There was a sense of finality when he said, “That’s what you have to do for love.”

David put an arm around him. “Well, let’s get you back to her then. We’ll tell her the whole story; how we made you go to the best strip club in Florida and you didn’t look at a single girl the entire time!”

John smiled, but he knew that wasn’t entirely accurate. He had looked at Alex, and he saw a kindred spirit; someone who had plans and goals and didn’t see this lonely bar as a hindrance to any of them.

“Hey, I’ll walk y’all out,” Alex said. “Give me one second.” She took off her apron and leapt over the bar, gracefully landing on the ground and drawing an outright cheer from the old man who had insulted John earlier. “You guys are gonna drive careful, right?”

“That’s what the Red Bull’s for,” John said, taking a sip. “I’ll probably drive. They don’t know what a speed limit is and they’re still blitzed from earlier.” He smiled, glad that the bartender cared enough to at least ask. From what he had seen from Alex, he was slightly surprised she didn’t make them shirk their keys and phone a taxi.

“Well, it was nice knowin’ ya,” she said, a touch sadly. “You seem like the type of guy to keep around, John Henderson. If your new wife doesn’t treat you right, come back and see me, huh?”

Surprised she had remembered his last name, he was taken off-guard when she leaned in and kissed him on the lips in full view of Will and David. John, more curious why she kissed him than irritated by it, opened his mouth to question her when she put a finger to his lips and whispered, “That one was for your friends. This way, they know you had a good time.”

Their wolf-whistles reached his ears and he smiled. “Thanks for everything,” he said, really meaning it. She seemed like she appreciated his gesture as well. “Give our regards to Mr. X,” John called out, smiling as he reached the car and stuck the key in the door. Standing there, waiting for his friends to stumble drunkenly across the parking lot, he began to think Alex’s kiss wasn’t just for Will and David.

Then, a crazy thought crossed his mind, and he couldn’t resist calling out one more time to Alex, who had just turned to walk back into the bar.

“Wait a second,” he said, just as it all became clear to him. “You’re Mr. X. Aren’t you?”

The redhead kept a straight face, but even from the other side of the parking lot, her blue eyes suddenly seemed far more gentle than at any point during the night. Without answering him, she opened the door and slipped back into the club.


FIREFLY

Greg Redlawsk

 

I.

It began as a race. We swerved up the road from North Liberty, this sparse but growing township nestled just north of Iowa City. Two lanes, we took up both of them as we sped, tires slipping and struggling as we swung round curves and corners quick as we could manage. Smooth, solid tarmac turned to gravel and my rear wheels threatened to break loose. The road condensed into just the width of a single car and the race died a natural death; I settled in behind Jack as we both slowed our pace to one more manageable. His was a rear-drive Mustang, powder blue. It didn’t handle the roughness of the road well at all, but that was hardly the point of it. I followed a few yards back in my battered old Buick, certainly not a car built for racing.

That was the fun of it, really.

Trying to coerce the vehicle into doing things it truly did not want to do. We climbed a slowly rising hill, gravel spraying in our wake as we went. After maybe twenty minutes of driving along this road that was barely a road, Jack pulled over and stopped on a patch of green that bordered a dirt walking path that led through the brush and into the forest proper. I pulled up behind him, a smile on my face.

It was about a ten minute walk from the road to the cliffs overlooking the water. The lake was small, but the cliffs were huge. Twenty or thirty feet up, carved as if from the side of a mountain, overlooking the rocky shoreline below. We’d break out the cheap beer we’d smuggle from one convenience store or another and just sit there, drinking, shooting the shit and wishing we were old enough to buy the really good stuff. I say we smuggled the beer, but usually we just got it from a friend’s older sister or one of those kids with a really good fake. On one notable occasion we got our hands on a bottle of something called Firefly. We didn’t know what it was really; it was all we could get that afternoon. Turns out it was this Sweet-Tea Vodka. From the sound of it you’d think it would be just terrible. It pretty much was. We drank the whole bottle. That day it wasn’t just the two of us, Jack and me. Our friend Alex was there as well, which was probably a good thing. I don’t think we could have handled that much alcohol between the two of us. I’m not sure I could handle it now. But that summer the cliffs were our weekend pastime.

The time with Alex and the Firefly was somehow different from the other days at the cliffs. It was hot, mid-July just past my eighteenth. There was no wind to speak of, and Jack decided that the thing he wanted to do most in the world was jump from the top of the cliffs down to the water below. There was this path from the shore off to the right of the cliffs that could bring you right to where we sat with a little bit of climbing, maybe the scaling of a rock or two. Jack wanted to jump; both Alex and I were surprised. Most people who knew him as an acquaintance would describe Jack as conservative. I knew him better, and would describe him as practical. This was neither.

Sober we wouldn’t have done it. Beer-drunk we probably wouldn’t have done it. Sweet-Tea Vodka drunk? That was enough to push us over the edge. Alex had been hit the hardest, he probably drank the most. He didn’t like the idea of jumping, but his objections were slurred almost beyond recognition.

I found myself divided on the subject. The idea of jumping seemed crazy, but also exciting. The weather was as I’ve described - hot, humid, windless, etc. I wanted to be wet. I didn’t want to have to walk all the way down to the water’s edge just to dip my toes in. I also didn’t want to jump and hit the rocks and die.

The more Alex objected the more Jack became determined to jump. He took off his collared shirt as he spoke in a most rigorous defense of his idea, one button after another in deliberate fashion. He kept saying that he knew the water, he knew the rocks, he’d lived there his whole life and there was nothing he didn’t know about how the water felt and how deep it was and how the rocks were laid out below. I couldn’t find it in my heart to argue. I mean, I probably could have. I didn’t feel up to putting in the effort. And it took quite a bit of that to change Jack’s mind once he’d made it.

Jack stood shirtless at the precipice. Alex was slumped, back pressed up against a rather large rock, the bottle still resting peacefully and mercifully empty in his hand. I stood back and watched with an anxiety I did not express as he prepared for his jump. He took a step forward, and then another half-step that left his toes free out over the lake, open to the air, the sky, and the waves below. He was beginning to waver, I could see that. His back was tense, shoulders tight. His innate conservatism and practicality was catching up with wild impulse. Before this could stall him, this impulsive streak decided it would not be thwarted. Jack took the leap; his body splayed out against the lazy blue sky, his shape silhouetted against the clouds few and far between. It felt like he hung there for a moment, mid-leap, his shoulders no longer tight; his back no longer tense. Then he was gone.

Seconds passed. I held my breath. Alex sat up; eye’s raised to the heavens in something like a prayer. Then there was this tremendous splash. A victorious whoop and holler made clear that he hadn’t ended up splattered on the rocks. I sighed in relief.

As he joined us back on the cliff his face was flush with triumph, a wide smile danced on his lips. He was soaked, of course, but he didn’t mind. He was laughing as he sat next to Alex. He took the bottle and attempted to drink, only for his face to fall with the realization that it had been completely drained. Alex sighed and rolled over.

Jack looked to me expectantly. It was my turn. I took the hint and stepped closer to the edge. I’ve a pretty strong fear of heights, and here it got the best of me. I wound up standing, knees bent; ready to jump for what felt like ages. I never managed it, though. Still, as sun set on the water we were content, sitting, legs dangling over the side. I couldn’t be too disappointed in myself. It was this perfect night, the temperature just right so that you couldn’t feel it at all.

This was summer. This was our summer. Our futures were uncertain; all we knew was that we wouldn’t get another like this one. We were uncertain as to what would come next, we were uncertain with women, we were uncertain about damn near everything. But we had the cliffs, the waves and the water to ourselves. We had Sweet-Tea Vodka.

 

II.

I found myself back at the cliffs a full decade later. It was the first time I’d been back in years and years. I stood and looked out over the water, the waves, loaded only with a small canvas bag that held everything I’d brought for the trip. The sun was low in the sky, there was barely any wind to speak of. Across the lake I could see a sandy beach, mostly empty. There was a footbridge in the distance I’d taken many times before; it was one of the ways you could cross from the lake to the outskirts of the town. I was reminiscing, I was by myself. It was hot and humid, as Iowa always is during the summer. Jack had died, Alex had gotten married. In both ways I was left alone.

This was the first time I’d been back since Alex’s wedding. Jack was the best man, I was a groomsman. That was the plan, at least. It didn’t end up happening. Car accident. I-80 headed towards Chicago. Jack was coming to pick me up from the airport after my flight into Cedar Rapids had gotten delayed indefinitely. It was right near the Iowa-Illinois border he got hit. Semi-Truck apparently swerved to avoid a suddenly stalled mini-van, crossed lanes and slammed head-on into Jack’s Ford, the same one he’d been driving all his life. The same one he’d park by the side of the road. He loved it, powder-blue. He died instantly.

I ended up stranded just outside O’Hare, waiting for that car to swing by so we could start the return trip to Iowa City. It never showed, of course. I finally called Alex and another of the groomsmen came to get me. We found out the next day what had happened. It was supposed to be the day of the bachelor party. We skipped it. They almost cancelled the wedding. I convinced them not to, but it was a tough sell. I needed the distraction.

I stood there at the edge of the cliff, lost in thought. I was thinking about the wedding, about Jack, about all the things that had happened over the decade I’d been gone from this place. I probably could have just stood there with my brooding nostalgia all night. But in a chance moment of actual lucid looking, I realized I was no longer alone. Maybe I hadn’t been to begin with. Not far from where I stood sat a girl, legs crossed, at the edge of large overhanging boulder that jutted out over the water. She had this dark, wild hair and her eyes were closed. Her skin was pale, stretched tightly across a sharp, sure chin. She had these severe cheekbones that made it almost impossible to guess her age, although she was almost certainly younger than I. She was dressed in this off-white sundress with an almost floral pattern. It served to soften her.

She must have felt my stare, for as I was examining her in an admittedly clinical fashion, her eyes snapped swiftly open and her grey gaze locked with mine. I looked away. There was this intensity about her look and I didn’t want her to think I’d actually been staring. I don’t think I could have been more obvious.

“Do you remember me?” she asked after a moment of me looking away and pretending not to notice she existed.

“No,” I said.

I turned back to look and saw her standing. This girl made me seem tall by comparison, and I barely stretch out over five and half feet standing on my toes. She might not have even reached the five mark.

“Are you sure?”

“Sorry.”

She smiled then. Her teeth were very white.

“I remember you.”

I frowned. “You do?”

She nodded. “Sure. Jake.”

I raised my eyebrow and took a hard look at this girl who seemed to know me. For the life of me I couldn’t remember her.

“Jake, yeah. Sorry I don’t remember yours.”

She shrugged. “You came here with my brother. You were over at my house all the time. You’ve seen me plenty. It’s just been a while.”

A bell rang in my head. Jack’s kid sister, sure. I remember when she was born. Way younger than us. Her name was Katherine.

“Katherine. Katie.” I said tentatively.

She nodded.

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too.”

We sat there silently for a few moments, sorry for the same thing. After a while of this she turned to look at me. I expected her to say something then, but she waited a few moments longer before she spoke.

“I didn’t know you were back.”

I grimaced. “No one did. I kept it quiet.”

“Why?”

I thought about what I might say to that. My only real reason was that I hadn’t wanted sympathy. I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want to have to deal with people, and I sure as hell didn’t want to have to deal with ghosts unless it was on my terms.

“I just didn’t want to talk to anyone,” I finally said. “Does that make sense?”

She nodded and turned to look back over the water. I couldn’t help but watch her for a while, her expression mostly blank, her eyes almost glazed over. She’d retreated far from the lake, that much was clear.

I set my canvas bag on the ground beside me and sat heavily. Even though it was getting late, almost evening, I was sweating just from the sitting. Katie showed no reaction to the heat, no noticeable discomfort. I undid the fastenings on my bag and withdrew the bottle I’d been saving for this very moment. I’d planned to drain the thing alone, but here I wasn’t alone. I suppose Firefly for me is just meant to be shared.

“You’re not even close to twenty-one, are you?”

She almost smiled. “Seventeen.”

I felt this pang of nostalgia. I also felt very, very old.

“We used to drink here at seventeen. At eighteen.”

“I know. Jack told me about it once.”

I pried open the bottle and drank deeply, the fire in my throat a cold comfort. I held out the bottle to her, knowing I shouldn’t. She raised an eyebrow but stood and walked over. I watched as she took a tentative sip and grimaced at the flavor.

“Why would you drink this?”

I laughed despite myself. “Sentimental reasons.”

“This is terrible.”

“Without a doubt.”

She laughed with me and took a second sip. There was a small shudder, and she handed the bottle back to me. Her laugh suited her well, helped her seem her age just a bit more. She mostly struck me as older, but maybe it was the brooding. I couldn’t blame her. I was here to brood myself. We both deserved to brood a little, I thought.

“How’s Mark?” I asked. Mark was her brother, the middle child, between Jack and Katie. Only a year or two younger than me.

“He’s... coping. He’s still in Chicago. He was home for a little bit, but I think it hurt him, you know? It hurt him to be here.”

“Yeah. That I can understand.”

“It hurts me to be here too.”

I nodded. “Do you have another year of school? Or are you already done.”

She shook her head. “One more year.”

She reached for the bottle, I passed it over.

I should clarify about this whole thing. There was nothing indecent on my mind, nothing illicit or anything. She was seventeen, Jack’s sister, etc. It was just nice to talk, to not be alone, but not have to deal with that awkward sort of sympathy. Hell, she deserved a lot more sympathy than I. She didn’t seem to want it either. I steered clear of sympathy.

“Are you still in New York?” She asked after another period of quiet.

I nodded.

“How do you like it?”

I shrugged. “Been there five years, guess I have to like it a little.”

“But?”

“It can wear on you a little. It can be a bit much, sometimes. All the time, really.”

She took another drink and handed the bottle back to me. She’d taken a seat with her back up against that same rock Alex had been slumped against a decade prior.

“What’s so tough about it?”

I thought for a moment. “When I first moved to the city I was really, really excited about the whole thing. I relished the notion of just being there, of somehow surviving in a place that I’d basically idealized my whole life. The act of just being in New York was the most important thing in the world to me, it mattered much more than what I was actually doing with my time. After a while, though, that goes away. The city’s charm starts to fade, I guess. I’m sick of stepping on human shit as I’m walking down the street, I’m sick of the MTA. I’m sick of the tourists, and I’m sick of the assholes who mock the tourists like they’re somehow superior. I hate, like... I just hate. I feel like the city has, in my five years, bred me to hate. I don’t think I ever really hated before I moved there. Does that make sense? I think that makes sense. Now I hate everything.

“But hating makes me tired, you know? I’m tired all the time. I get a full night’s sleep and I still pass out at work. I sleep twelve hours and I still take a nap on weekends. I wake up and I feel disjointed. Unsatisfied. That’s the city. I love it, but that’s the city.”

She thought about that for a moment.

“I don’t think I could live in a big city. I do like Chicago. But even Saint Louis seems like too much. Too crowded.”

I smiled. “Yeah. Iowa’s not such a bad place.”

“No, it isn’t. I can’t stay here either.”

“Do you know where you’re going for school?”

She shrugged and fell silent, contemplative. Me, I kept drinking. We sat there together for another while of silence, the sun slipping away as evening settled softly. The bottle was half empty. I was pretty close to fully drunk.

“Don’t you have to be home?” I asked finally.

She shook her head.

“Won’t your parents be worried?”

She shook her head again.

“Don’t drive. You’ve been drinking.”

“I walked here. But you didn’t.”

I nodded. “Nope. I drove. Already planning on sleeping in the car. Or here. Why not here?”

She smiled slightly. “You’d probably end up rolling off. You’d fall into the lake.”

“Yeah, I’ll probably sleep in the car.”

“You guys used to jump, huh?”

She was looking at me with this quiet intensity that I couldn’t really place. It was more than a bit unnerving.

“Yeah. We did. Started that first time we drank this,” I said, gesturing to the bottle, “literally like, ten years ago this summer. Which is insane. I can’t believe how old I am. I can’t believe how old you are.”

“I’ve never jumped. My friends have never really been the adventurous types. Not that I’ve brought them here. But they wouldn’t if I did.”

“Shame, that.”

I held out the bottle for her again but she waved me off.

“I don’t think I can handle any more. Hard enough to hold down a sip or two.”

I nodded and took another sip myself. She had a point, but nostalgia’s a hell of a drug, I guess, or something.

“Careful.”

“I’m fine.”

She gave me a look. “Do you drink like this all the time?”

I shook my head. “Truth be told I don’t really drink anymore. Only on special occasions. I went a little crazy back in college, my early twenties. I’ve tried to tone it down since. I don’t even drink soda anymore.”

She laughed a little. The sun was lost behind the clouds hanging low on the horizon. There was only a little bit daylight left, and I was started to feel a bit weighted down. This fuzz in my head. I watched as she stood and collected herself.

“Going?”

Katie nodded. “Tired. Work in the morning.”

“Fair enough.”

She took a few steps towards the woods and then she stopped.

“It was good to see you. I hope we’ll hear from you next time you’re in town.”

I shrugged. “Don’t really know when that’ll be. I don’t have much reason to come back and visit. My parents moved away just after I did. My friends are pretty much spread out across the country.”

“Still. If you do.”

I nodded noncommittally.

She gave me this little half-smile, I think she knew I had no intention of ever coming back. She didn’t take it personally. She turned and started down the path back out towards Scales Bend, the winding road I knew so well. I watched as she went.

Once she was gone I stood and stepped out towards the edge of the cliff. It was dark, the stars beginning to make themselves known in the evening sky. It was quiet. I could hear the waves. It was peaceful. It was sad. The wind was passing through me and I realized quite suddenly that my buzz was gone, overwhelmed by stark reality. I took off my shirt and stood there for a while, bare-chested. Goosebumps. I took a deep breath, and then another. I exhaled slowly, this long, cathartic breathing out, letting go. And then I jumped.


THE SACRIFICE

Ahmed Imran

 

Alex ran through the forest, his breath coming in short gasps as he crunched through the undergrowth. Twigs snapped under his feet, alerting his pursuers. He winced. Deep in the depths of the Amazon, the most dangerous of all the forests of the world, he ran, fearful only of the pursuers behind him, quickly gaining.

He couldn’t continue at this speed, he realized. There was no place to hide, nowhere they couldn’t find him if he slowed down. It was time to take action. He spotted a circular stone about ten meters ahead, its jagged edges calling to him. He leaped toward it, and saw it rise out of the ground, beckoning him to come closer. He shook his head, sure he was seeing things out of perspective. Heavy boots thudding. No time. No time at all now.

He jumped, landing on the smooth, mossy surface of the rock and whirled around, facing the hunters, eyes narrowed in concentration. He threw out his arms, palms facing outwards. Joining his thumbs and forefingers together and linking them, he formed a rough infinity symbol - ∞ - to create an outlet for his magic.

Focusing on the symbol, he shut out everything from his surroundings; the red-robed pursuers who were gaining on him, the venomous snake slithering towards him, the scorpion scarpering across his foot. He closed his eyes.

There was no fear left in him. He said, sibilantly: “Rise.”

A glimmer of a ray formed, like that of sunlight streaming through a canopy of trees, growing outward from the two circles formed within the infinity symbol, getting stronger until it reached the ground, lighting up his aura and creating a pool of light around him. His pursuers stopped, staring at him with something that was a combination of wonder, fear and surprise.

He could see them clearly; all three with their blood-red robes shot with silver thread, their features distorted, their eyes portraying a sibilance that sent shivers up his spine. Their hoods were pulled down, hiding elongated skulls and scarred features. They glided in to attack him, having gotten over the surprise of him turning around to confront them.

Alex lowered his hands, the rays of light from the infinity symbol hitting the ground directly in front of his attackers. It erupted, throwing stones and earth into the air. They jumped behind, moving out of the way of the flying rocks and debris.

Crouching on the stone, Alex muttered another word as he readied his muscles to spring. Flying lightly to the top of one of the massive oaks that made up the canopy of the Amazon, he sat on a sturdy branch, trying to catch his breath.

He saw movement out of the corner of his eye. Twisting, he almost fell off the branch when one of the red-robes perched on another branch in the same tree. They hadn’t given up.

“Give us the scroll, Thief”, he said, throwing off his hood and bringing his face closer so Alex could see his disfigurement in the soft glimmer of moonlight. He shuddered, snapping his eyes closed.

When he opened them, the man was sitting next to him. “If you give us the scroll now, we’ll reconsider killing you,” he continued, speaking so softly that Alex had to prick up his ears.

Alex chose not to answer, and placed his palms on the branch, muttering two words before launching himself directly into the robed figure. The force of the impact threw them both off the branch, hurtling towards the floor of the jungle. They grappled in mid-air, Alex’s palms making contact with his attacker’s chest, causing the red cloak he was wearing to smolder and burn.

The man screamed as searing palms made contact with his skin, the veins on his scarred head and neck bulging. As they hurtled towards the ground, Alex flipped himself so he’d fall on top of the red-cloak. He saw death in his eyes, wavering between hope and despair, and then they crashed. The eyes closed in peace and all was still again. As still as it could be in the depths of the Amazon.

“I’m sorry. I need this scroll,” Alex whispered. He got up and dusted himself off. He circled around the body, looking inwards, trying to figure out where to go next. He turned west, guided by his consciousness, and loped off, suddenly feeling the need to reach his destination as fast as magically possible.

He kept his ears open for the other two attackers as his hands moved towards his chest, unconsciously feeling for the piece of parchment he was carrying. The bulge of the scroll on the inside left pocket of his jacket comforted him. He was nearer to completing his mission now than he had ever been.

The grief that had been a part of him since her death flared into hope, brighter and more daring than ever. He had never imagined he would get to this point, and yet here he was, a man for whom the heavens had finally smiled. He’d found the scroll. And he’d managed to keep it.

This was the scroll of the ancients, the difference between life and death. For him, it was a chance to redeem all that he’d lost.

He ran with renewed speed, his vision sharp, on the watch for the dangers that were part and parcel of the Amazon. He felt, rather than saw, a blur of motion on his right and threw himself to the ground. A wave of fire flashed across his back, missed him by an inch. High-pitched wails issued as the trees and the creatures of the night burned, touched by the fire, leaving behind only ashes.

He thought of the scroll that he couldn’t afford to lose; about the life that would be his if he succeeded in this mission. Suddenly, his head was crystal-clear, as he formulated a plan.

He pushed his fingers into the ground, his concentration fully absorbed into the magic. His assailant was just a few feet away, looking at Alex in rage, trying to gather his energy for another attack. Luckily for Alex, the ground was quite wet and his fingers, elongated into the ground, worked towards stirring up the magic of the earth. He focused on the magic and refocused it to do what he wanted.

A wave grew outward from his position, a ripple of matter that turned the entire ground around him into a cauldron of brown. A bubbling, oozing mud that spread rapidly, liquefying the ground.

There was a grunt as his assailant lost his balance, staggering as the land beneath him turned to mud, and fell heavily on his front, his body tumbling around as the mud stirred. He was stuck fast to it; he couldn’t move his face to breathe and flailed as the mud solidified, leaving him frozen face-first into the ground.

The darkness in the jungle had lessened since he had stolen the scroll and the chase had begun. He looked up, and saw golden rays streaming through the canopy of trees. Day had broken, and he was exhausted. He needed to rest and gather up his energy. Magic had always come at a cost, and today, that cost seemed heavier than he could bear. If only he could shut his eyes for a second. But day in the Amazon came with its own set of dangers.

Where prey was little and predators plenty, one had to be on their toes to avoid death. Also, the last of the robed three was still out there, looking to kill him. Brushing his fingers against the scroll, he looked up. It was time to head home. But he had no idea what was waiting for him in his sanctuary.

*~*~*~*

Alex walked up the driveway to a moderately large house. His feet not making much noise on the cabro floor. He took a deep breath in relief as soon as he reached the door, a plain wooden one. He first checked his markers on the doorknob. No one in or out. He sighed in relief and stroked the door open, quickly stepping in.

He closed the door with a soft click. The entrance hallway was lit while the rest of the house was pitch-black. A large portrait with three people all smiling happily faced the door. He took a moment to look at the picture of his family. He almost turned left to the other wing of the house to see his wife and daughter but then stopped and walked into a corridor on his right that ended up at a blank stone wall. Alex placed his palm on a well-worn protruding stone. With a shimmer the whole wall disappeared allowing Alex to enter.

The room lit up without a discernible source of light. Only a large antique chest of drawers placed against the far wall occupied the space. The floor, however, was covered in symbols, some etched, others drawn. Symbols that only made sense to Alex. Though the rest of the house reeked of wealth and opulence, this single room had no such illusions, a fact laid bare by the barren atmosphere, the blackish aura and the crimson and brown hues on the walls, demarking the blood that had been spilled in here.

Magic always had a cost. That one constant had been drummed into his head since he started using magic, even before discovering the ritual that had given him a permanent boost to his current insane levels of power.

He’d barely had enough power to pull off routine street magic before the ritual. Now, however, power was not an issue. His stint with the attackers in the Amazon was a key example of that. While they were waiting to harness enough power for a second attack, he’d made his move, killing them instantly.

A slight dip always occurred when he was away from home for long periods but the singing sensation returned when he was back in the house. Close to his family. Close to his wife.

His family had never known about the magic. He’d always kept it a secret from them. There was, omnipresent within him, the fear that they would leave him if they knew he was the sort of person who could kill with a flick of his finger. When he built the room, Alex laced it with magical wards using the elements of earth, fire and air. This way, he thought, he could be sure they were safe from his many experiments.

When his wife became sick, all the power had seemed useless. Nothing helped. Alex closed his eyes as he remembered the past year with all its trials. The doctors at John Hopkins: “Your wife is dying. We’ve done all the tests we possibly can, but we can’t figure out what it could be. But one thing is certain: She IS going to die if we can’t diagnose the cause.”

After the doctors had given up, Alex searched high and low for anything, any kind of magic that could help him bring her back to the vivacious, fun-loving person she used to be. But all the spells and rituals he knew and the new ones that he attempted only served to make her weaker.

When he heard of the scroll, he could hardly believe his luck. An ancient Amazonian Scroll, written in the time of The Immortals. It was too good to be true.

He remembered when he’d first heard of it. Was it just last week? He’d walked into a bar, sat down on one of the worn stools when he’d heard a wizened old man next to him talking of some scroll.

“The ancient scroll of the Amazonians has an incredible power. The power to cure any illness known to mankind. It also has the power to snatch back anyone who is already falling into the black fingers of Death himself! Thus was rescued Geoff, King of the West, who went on to rule for two decades before he finally died of a poison attack. The scroll was lost to mankind in the depths of the Amazon Jungle, where it lies guarded by the shadows.”

The bartender laughed. “Time for you to get home, old man.”

Alex remembered racing home to carry out research on who Geoff was, and whether there was any substance to the old man’s words, or whether it was just the ramblings of an old fool in the depths of intoxication. If it was true, he knew he would leave no stone unturned to find it and try the magic on his wife.

He extracted the scroll that he had kept hidden on the inside of his jacket pocket. The ends had gold metal rollers while the paper itself was unlike anything he had seen before, a work of art in itself. He unrolled it carefully, not wanting it to come apart in his hands.

The thin parchment had stood the test of time, but he unrolled it bit by bit, wary of the slightest bit of pressure which might cause it to crumble before he examined it.

He laid it flat on the floor and knelt beside it, conjuring up a soft, golden orb of light to check out the scroll. A jumble of hieroglyphic markings stared up at him, their pattern too confusing to follow. He frowned.

Alex stood up and found himself pacing around the scroll, trying to figure out what to do next. His eyes on the scroll, he paced until he felt faint. Close to despair, tears leaked from the corners of his eyes. He sank forward, staring at the scroll and suddenly saw something that riveted his attention: the title of the scroll seemed to glow slightly. He shook his head. “Am I seeing things?” Eyes narrowed, he stared at the symbols again. It is a ritual of sorts, he thought.

“How do I decipher this? What do I do?” Alex asked aloud. He thought back to the other scrolls and the magical aids he’d used to read them. Remembering a spell he could use he walked over to the chest of drawers and pulled out a dagger and a beaker from different compartments within, and then headed towards the empty left corner of the room. He brought down the dagger hard on his hand, making a small gash on his left palm, letting the bright red blood drip into the beaker as he muttered some words. The blood flashed a bright red before settling into a dull red hue.

He then raised the beaker and tilted his head to look up at the pitch-black ceiling and poured two drops into each of his eyes. A burning sensation immediately spread from his eyes and across his forehead which he bore with a grunt. A final blinding sensation of pain hit the center of his head before it disappeared. He shook his head slightly before going back to the scroll.

He saw that it was indeed a ritual of sorts. He read aloud the instructions. His brow furrowed as he reached near the end before a wave of power flew out of him—the anger it showcased evident. He picked up the scroll and threw it to the far end of the room in a sudden fit of rage as a second wave flowed through him.

The ritual. It was impossible. It could not ask this of him. There was a haze that surrounded him as he allowed the power to flow, the rage fueling it and even amplifying it.

“Daddy!” The single scream pierced through his subconscious rage, immediately cutting off his power surge. He whirled around and ran out of the room. He ran along the corridors, years of living within these walls guiding his steps in the darkness. “Daddy.” A second scream made him realize that his daughter’s voice was not coming from her room but further inside the house.

“Ivy! Where are you?”

“Mom.”

The one word made his heart skip a beat. He skidded outside their door, which flew open at his touch. He ran in to see his wife on a large four poster bed convulsing violently as his daughter sat, terrified, on her right.

He picked up his wife’s hand and sat next to her, stroking it gently. Her seizure stopped immediately and she opened her eyes. She gave him a gentle, painful smile before her eyes rolled back and she passed out. “No, please no, not now. Not when I’m so close,” he despaired. He felt for her pulse. It was thready, a bare movement showing a glimpse of the final days ahead.

Alex took a deep breath to calm his nerves. This scare, the knowledge of the ritual in the scroll, and his erratic run along the corridors had destroyed his composure. All he felt was terror that she was dying, rage at what the scroll required of him and a frenzy of power to try to make things right. Her hands felt bony and frail. She looked weak and helpless. His eyes wandered to the bed side table which held their wedding photo, where Alice was healthy and full of life.

There was laughter, lots of it, in the twinkle of her eyes, the laughter-lines showing a lifetime of happiness. She was dying. It suddenly hit him very hard. He was losing his friend, his soul-mate, his, joy and the mother of his child. And that was one thing he could not bear.

He turned to look at his daughter who was sobbing quietly by her mother’s side, her head resting slightly below the crook of her mother’s elbow. She had the same hair as Alice. In fact she looked like a carbon-copy of her mother. His thoughts turned back to the scroll, the ritual. Magic always had a cost. He stared at his daughter as his thoughts churned. He had to make a truly evil sacrifice. And he didn’t know if he had what it took to carry it out. Next to him, his daughter’s eyes closed in sleep, cuddling her mother.

*~*~*~*

Alex started as he thought he heard something clatter in the kitchen. He needed to relax, he acknowledged, but there was no way he could. It had been five days since the last seizure, but he could feel Alice slipping away. It was time to carry out the ritual. He could feel the rage, the terror, the anger and the helplessness bubble deep within him, but there was no way to let it out. He was like a man possessed, needing to give the ultimate sacrifice to save the life of the person he loved the most.

He entered his study and started painstakingly etching all the hieroglyphic symbols from the scroll onto the floor. Each symbol had to be exactly carved and fed with his blood. When he was done, he stood up and arched his back to get the circulation moving. Sweat dripped into his eyes, and he stared, exhausted, at the symbols of power he had created. He whirled around and left the room.

He paused when he reached his wife’s room. He knew both his daughter and wife were sleeping inside. He’d made sure of that, having weaved a sleep spell that would guarantee they slept the whole day. This way, he thought, he’d be the only one who knew of the heinous crime he was about to commit.

He took a deep breath and opened the door, stepping into the dark room. Taking a moment to adjust to the darkness, he saw Alice and Ivy lying on the bed, their chests rising and falling rhythmically. He leaned over his daughter and stared into her face, barely visible in the low light. His eyes flicked to his wife. Her skin stretched taut over her bones, her face too old and emaciated for a woman in her thirties.

He picked Ivy gently, hugging her as he turned and walked back to his study. A single tear rolled down his cheek as he lay her on the cold floor within the circle. He couldn’t use any magic before he started the ritual. He covered her gently with a blanket before going back for Alice. He lifted her smoothly, noting that she was lighter than their daughter. He placed her on the marked symbols, ensuring their faces were next to each other.

Alex stood outside the circle, in line with his wife and daughter. He closed his eyes as he began the ritual chant in the language of the scroll. Sweat poured down his face and each word he said pressed down into his chest, causing his lungs to constrict and the pressure in him to build up. He felt that he was going to explode.

The power within him grew until it could no longer be harnessed, no longer be leashed. A ring of light surrounded him, lighting up the Circle of Symbols, and bringing into clear focus his wife and daughter, peaceful in their sleep.

He stared at the symbols, chanting all the while, until he saw a movement from the corner of his eye. It was Ivy, his little Ivy, trembling and twitching as though she was in the darkest of nightmares.

Alice screamed suddenly and Alex jerked, his chanting suddenly forgotten. His eyes swung to his wife and he watched, disbelievingly, as she rose off the floor and floated towards him. Her eyes glowed with the yellow of the sun at the peak of day and her graying hair spread out, making her look like a ghost-witch come to life. He recoiled in horror. She looked towards Ivy and screamed again, a voice that brought to his mind the wail of the banshee. The room grew cooler and cooler, until all the power he had been building grew faint and faded away.

The room felt lighter, like an oppressive weight had been lifted away. He looked at Alice, bewildered. “How are you doing this?” he stammered. Alice landed on her feet and lifted her hand towards Alex. A bolt of light hit him in the chest. He staggered back in pain and looked at her in horror.

She turned towards Ivy, still and silent in the Circle of Symbols and spun back to face him. The glow in her eyes faded, leaving behind a look of rage and regret, in equal measures.

“What is this, Alex? What are you doing to our daughter? Are you out of your mind?” she said, her voice rising with each word until she was yelling.

“It’s a ritual, Alice. You wouldn’t understand. It’s the only way I can ensure you live. I need you.” he stuttered, fearful of the look on her face. Seeing the despair and disappointment in her eyes he added, “I can’t live without you. You know that!”

“Stop justifying your actions, Alex. You were going to kill Ivy to save me? Was that your plan?”

“I’m sorry. I love you so much and I can’t bear to lose you.”

“And you could bear to lose Ivy?” she asked. “Do you even know what this ritual does, Alex? The magic will consume her body and her soul to give me life. Her soul, Alex. Our little Ivy’s soul!”

His legs gave way at that, knees hitting the floor. Alice walked towards him, cupping his cheek with her hand. She leaned towards him, staring deeply into his eyes, trying to look for the man she knew, the man she loved.

Alex leaned towards her, resting his head on hers. A soft scent wafted towards him, that beautiful scent that was exclusively hers. It comforted him, brought him back to his senses as he stood, inhaling and exhaling, breathing in and out. The magnitude of what he’d almost done hit him hard, causing his knees to buckle. He stood in silence, watching Ivy sleeping peacefully.

He asked, “How did you know? About the ritual?”

A gentle smile curved her lips and she dropped the next bomb. “I created that ritual, Alex. This scroll is mine. But I never thought I’d see this again.” She picked up the scroll and fingered it lightly, watching keenly as it burst into blood-red flames.

“Y...You know about magic?”

“Yes. Yes I do know about magic. I know you’ve tried really hard to hide the fact that you’re a mage from me. From Ivy. But I’ve always known about magic. I am one of the Immortals after all,” she gave him a sad smile.

Alex recoiled in horror. “One of the Immortals?” he stuttered.

“Yes Alex. I’m one of the Five. You’ve heard of Lorelaine, right? That’s me. I was one of the best spell-casters in the First World. In fact, I’ve created most of the rituals that the mages use today.”

Alex stared at her, bemused. His whole life was a lie, he realized. When he thought of how he’d almost killed himself looking for the scroll and killing his daughter to save an Immortal, he laughed hysterically. His Alice wasn’t Alice at all, she was Lorelaine. He laughed and laughed, tears dropping down his face.

Alice stood, silent, watching her husband break down. She took his face in her hands tenderly. “Listen to me, sweetheart. I know what you’re thinking, but you couldn’t be further to the truth. I fell in love with you and decided to give up my immortality for you. It was my choice, my decision. And I don’t regret it for a moment.”

She continued, “Magic always has a cost, Alex. You know that very well. You needed the power, craved it. The only way for you to get it was from my immortality, from my life.”

“No!” Alex shook his head in denial. “I found the ritual for attaining power in the Alexandria Library. The scroll that hangs in the corridor outside...” Alex trailed off.

“It was in the Alexandria Library because I put it there, Alex. I knew you were thinking of ways to increase your power and I wanted to help you. I was the one who planned the visit to Egypt, remember?” I had you in my life. My one love. We Immortals get only one love, did you know that, Alex?”

Alex starred at her, stunned.

“And you were mine,” she continued. “My one love. I couldn’t watch you struggle to perform even the simplest of spells. You have amazing potential, but the only way to boost your power was by sacrificing my immortality, my life energy. When I did it that first time in Egypt, I felt truly alive for the first time in millennia. The aura around you... It was unbelievable. And it was all because I’d given you a tiny part of my life.” She smiled.

Alex buried his face in his hands and moaned. “No! No, Alice. You give me love and then you take it away by giving me your power? How is this fair?”

Alice smiled gently. “I did not want to continue living without you. For the first time in my long life, I wanted to give up my immortality for love, and I was actually happy doing it. And by giving it up, I opened myself to so much more! I have you, and I have a beautiful little girl. What more could a girl want?”

“So every time I used the power, you grew weaker. That’s why my power levels always fell whenever I was away from you.” The realization hit Alex hard. He was the reason his wife was dying.

“Don’t feel guilty, sweetheart.” Alice said tenderly. “It was my choice. I knew what I was getting into. It is very strange, this love, isn’t it? I gave up my power and life for you and you were ready to give up our daughter for me.”

“There has to be another way to reverse this, Alice!” Alex said desperately. “You know all the rituals. Take back all your power. We can reverse the ritual or we can sacrifice the power...” Alex whispered, leaning forward in desperation as he grabbed his wife’s hands, his eyes pleading more than his voice ever could.

Alice smiled and shook her head. “I am about to die. And with my death your powers will become limited again. Once you utilize them, you won’t be able to replenish. So you will need to be very careful. I know you have made enemies with powerful people when you knew no end to your power and my immortal sisters may gain some interest in you once I die.” She paused, tears flowing freely.

“I know you will rage at me for not telling you all this before but you have to understand. I was afraid that you would leave me. And life without you is something that I could never imagine. I am sorry.” She stopped and the pain she had been suppressing flared.

She opened her eyes slowly, a look of peace and tranquility stealing over her face. “You have to promise me, love, that you will take care of Ivy. She may have more power than I ever did. After all, she is the daughter of an Immortal and a powerful Mage. But she needs to be very careful about using it. You have to teach her, Alex, you have to tell her that magic always has a cost.”


INNER DEMONS

Jesse Striker

 

Heat.

William gasped for breath, cradling a hand to his chest that was blacker than the terror straining against his throat. He clenched his eyelids shut as hard as he could, the effort of it pulsating against his head, making his teeth grind. He latched onto the ache and drowned himself in the pressure—anything to get away from the sensations in his hand.

Somewhere beyond the cool metal pressed against his back, a man screamed in agony. Somewhere beyond the ravenous, grasping tendrils of heat, William’s daughter screamed with him.

Susan! Save Susan!

William’s eyes flew open wide, and he lurched away from his barrier, a metallic divider that doubled as a pot for a row of pristine green plants. He shook his coat off his right arm, wincing at the lightning that shot up his left hand as he jostled it. He closed his eyes again, and took a deep, shuddering breath. Then he wrapped the coat around his burned hand.

He woke up to the heat, what might have been seconds or hours later. The pulsating ache in his head had prevailed - he couldn’t feel his hand anymore. He couldn’t move it, either. Whether that was because of his attempt at applying pressure to the wound, or something more sinister, he didn’t know. All he knew was that the heat was still pounding through the air, and the man was still screaming.

His daughter was quiet.

William forced himself up onto his knees, supporting himself with his good hand, and stood.

It was almost beautiful.

The heat filled up the whole mall, all the way to the roof, bathing the place in shimmering red light. It washed through the air, lapped against walls, and parted against pillars like a stream of blood. William raised his right hand to shield his eyes from the glare of it all. He looked towards the entrance of the food court, where the man and his daughter had been. The man was gone; his wail was coming from somewhere else, outside or inside the food court, William didn’t care. His gaze fell upon a baby blue dress crumpled on the floor, and everything else faded away. The pounding of his head retreated, replaced by a single, echoing thought.

Get Susan!

William ran. The tiles shook beneath his feet as something or someone impacted the ground outside, the heat reached out for him, and the man continued to scream. William ran through it all, always keeping something between him and the heat. He crouched behind dividers, signs, and when he couldn’t find any cover he made it himself, overturning tables to stave off the bloody tendrils.

Then, abruptly, he broke through the heat. He paused, gasping for air and casting around wildly for a glimpse of the man in the red bodysuit. He almost collapsed in relief when he found the man gone from the food court, and turned back to his daughter.

No.

He ran to the bundle of cloth, cracked his knees against the tiles as he fell down next to it, and picked up his daughter’s dress. It was still pristine, freshly washed yesterday, after he’d finally gotten around to buying detergent. He lifted the dress, and it sagged in his grip.

Ash spilled out of the sleeves.

Keening filled William’s ears as he looked down at the empty dress, uncomprehending. The ground shook, and he shook, too. His lips parted, but he didn’t make a sound. He couldn’t speak past the ash lodged in his throat.

NO!

A muffled boom rocked the entire building around him, cracking pillars and showering him with debris. William didn’t notice, didn’t care. He hunched down, over the dress and the ashes, over his daughter, and shut the world out. He took quick, shallow breaths, but the smell of it hit him all the same. His head began to pound again, worse now.

The doors outside slid open, and the sound of pounding feet filled the sudden silence. William heard the footsteps approach him and felt the cautious hand on his shoulder as someone dropped into a crouch beside him.

“Sir, are you hurt?” the person, a man, asked. William opened his mouth again, to tell the man to leave, ask him to help, scream at him like the man in the red suit had screamed while he burned William’s daughter alive. Again, he found himself unable. Another cautious hand found its way to his left arm, prying it away from him with care. “Was your arm...?”

The man stopped talking when William’s arm was pulled from his side, revealing the dress clutched his right hand.

When the man spoke again, he sounded decades older. “We need to get you to an ambulance, sir.”

Finally, William looked up at the man. He saw wild brown hair, a visor of tinted black glass, and a matte black mask that framed pale cheeks. He saw what looked like a riot suit, but sleeker. Flashier. He saw a superhero.

Their fault. It’s their fault. They’re monsters. All monsters.

William’s teeth clenched and rage gushed from within him. It washed past the lump in his throat, wrapped around the pain in his head, and squeezed even harder. William jerked forward, clutching his head, ignoring the alarm of the hero in front of him. The rage built, beating against his head until the pain overwhelmed him. His vision went dark.

He woke up to the prick of a needle, what might have been seconds or hours later. He was on a stretcher in an ambulance, and his coat had been removed from his hand. The hero was beside him, giving the paramedics instructions. When the woman injecting him with painkillers noticed his return to consciousness, she tapped on the hero’s arm. He turned, looking down at William, and the stern set of his jaw shifted into what he assumed to be a sympathetic look behind his mask. William’s skin crawled.

Their fault.

“These people are going to take care of you now, William,” he said. William spent a moment wondering how the man knew his name, before he realized that he couldn’t feel his wallet in his pocket anymore. “Right now I need you to get to a hospital so we can make sure you’re okay. Everything else can wait until then.”

William didn’t respond, clenching and unclenching his right hand as emotion filtered back into him. His left hand lay dead at his side.

“If you need any help, just ask for Vigil and I’ll come by as soon as I can.” The hero gripped William’s shoulder in reassurance, nodded at the paramedics, and jumped out of the ambulance. William watched him go.

Monsters.

*~*~*~*

“Breaking news!” William paused, a piece of bacon raised halfway to his mouth. He looked up from his newspaper as the mini TV between the stove and the sink suddenly came alive with noise. The feed transitioned from the weatherman to the city’s main anchor in the blink of an eye, the edges of the screen flashing red.

“Good morning, New York. I’m Bryan Iverson, and this is your First Look,” The anchor said. The handsome man’s eyes flickered down to the paper on his desk, and William took a bite of his bacon as the program’s opening graphic played.

“We’ve just received confirmation from the police that local hero, Thrill Ride, has been found murdered in an abandoned apartment building,” Iverson continued, after the graphic had run its course. “The young supe, declared missing two days ago after failing to return from a patrol, was found at five AM this morning. The cause of death was a gunshot wound to the head.”

William took a sip of coffee.

The anchor went off on the usual harangue that celebrities and super heroes always got, about the unfairness of death and all the good that the victim had done. Whether or not the victim had actually done something good with their life rarely mattered in these things. William turned his attention to finishing his breakfast and cleaning up.

He was just about to leave the kitchen and get ready for work when the anchor uttered a name that rooted him to the spot.

“And now we go to Vigil, captain of the New York City superhero team, for his thoughts on this tragedy.” The anchor nodded once at the camera, and the scene transitioned from the anchor to a shot of a man at street level. Vigil.

The official head of New York City’s superhero division, and the unofficial head of the entire state’s powered forces, was a man of just above average height. He wore a black riot suit that made him seem a lot less agile than he really was. His eyes and the bridge of his nose were partially covered by a wide visor, and two mandibles of matte black armor framed his cheeks. The top of his head was uncovered, allowing his wild brown hair to spill out over his mask.

“Thanks, Bryan,” Vigil said. His visor, usually alight with statistics and notifications and graphs of the city, was pitch black, giving the supe a stern edge to his expression. William leaned back against the doorframe, eyeing the TV.

“I’d like to tell you there’s not much to say about this,” Vigil began, voice heavy. “I’d like to tell you that the only thing that matters here is that Thrill Ride was an incredible young man who changed dozens of lives over the course of his career, and New York City, the world, will be worse off without him.

“However, while that’s all true, it’s not the only thing that we have to pull from this. These murders have been going on for over three years now, and they’ve only gotten more frequent with time. These people don’t seem to care whether it’s a villain or a hero that they kill, so long as they have powers.”

“You’re referring to Reaper, yes?” the reporter holding the mic asked.

“Whoever they are, yes,” Vigil said. “Whether they’re a single supe or a group, we can’t be sure, because we’ve never seen them before. Which is part of the problem. We’re blind. We’re blind, and we haven’t been giving this threat the attention it deserves. No more. From here on out, partner patrols will be the standard, and we’ll be pairing rookie members with senior members when possible.” He crossed his arms, jaw set. “I urge all villains to do the same.”

The anchor spluttered on the other line, something to the tune of ‘You’re helping them?’ Vigil nodded. “Villainy isn’t a death sentence. The intent isn’t to kill our villains, because the majority don’t deserve it. They’re still people just like me and you. They’ve made poor choices, but that doesn’t make them any less human.”

“Do you have any plans to collaborate with the villains, then, in taking down Reaper?” the reporter pressed.

“I’ll have more to tell you about it at the next press conference, but we’re going to be devoting a significant amount of our resources moving forward towards finding this supe. This needs to stop, and it needs to stop now.”

“If you don’t mind my asking—”

The TV shut down with a quiet hiss.

William tossed the remote down on the table and walked out of the kitchen. He’d heard enough.

*~*~*~*

You’ll protect her, won’t you? You’ll love her? When her life gets hard, you’ll help her through it, teach her how to cope. You’ll do anything for her, won’t you?

“Of course I will,” William whispered hollowly, his late wife’s final words rippling through his head. Always hollow, these days.

It was a nice day for a visit to the cemetery. A thin layer of late January snow had blanketed the field of tombstones corner-to-corner, crowding out the inherent negativity of the place with winter cheer. William sat cross-legged, his coat spread out on the ground beneath him, in front of the same grave he always visited. He wore a simple business suit and held a pair of roses between his fingertips, which he twirled idly as he considered the names engraved in the stone.

He couldn’t remember exactly when he’d lost his little girl, to the day of the month, like some could. He knew that it was four years ago, during one of the worst winters New York had experienced in decades, and he knew that it happened in Manhattan Mall. Most everything else was a haze of pain, heartache, and rage enough to drown in.

He remembered a man named Vigil, pulling him away from his daughter’s remains. He remembered the hero personally giving William her ashes. He remembered hating the man.

William leaned forward and brushed aside the snow in front of the tombstone, along with his troubling thoughts, replacing the roses underneath with the fresh ones he’d brought with him. Then he pulled his phone out and scrolled through his list of contacts until he reached the man he was looking for. It took three rings for him to pick up.

“What?” a gruff voice demanded on the other line.

“It’s William.”

A pause. “What do you want?”

“I thought we could watch the game on Sunday, my place. Pizza sound good?”

No pause this time—the other man knew what that meant. “Mind if I bring some friends?”

“The more the merrier,” William said, a mirthless smile on his lips. “Until then.”

The gruff man hung up without another word, and William twirled his phone around in his hands, turning his attention back to the headstone. His thoughts drifted to the morning news, and time passed while he mulled the broadcast over in his head.

Heroes and villains, there was a certain dynamic between them. William didn’t know all the specifics of it, and frankly didn’t care to, but he gleaned enough from his research. Superheroes, as a rule, were reactive. They waited until a threat presented itself to swoop in and save the day. There was too much potential for friendly fire should the heroes try to pursue the villains. Secret identities muddled the lines enough that anyone could be mistaken for anyone if you looked hard enough.

Villains were no better. They had all the proactivity that the heroes lacked, but they were hopelessly divided where the heroes were a unified force. They tended towards small, easily managed groups. It was easier to keep an eye on five traitors-to-be than fifty, after all.

So even though the villains could root out this super-murderer in their midst if they really put their minds to it, they wouldn’t. They had too much pride, anger, and paranoia, and they weren’t half as good at covering it up as the heroes.

It would take something truly monstrous to bring them all together.

However, William mused, if what the news had said was true, or even close to true, maybe that could change. If the heroes really had gotten angry enough, maybe they could throw their all into this, consequences be damned. If they did that, then maybe...

William stood up, shook the snow off his coat, and headed for the exit.

...maybe Vigil could find him.

*~*~*~*

He picked up six pizzas, just to be safe.

William’s apartment door was unlocked when he hobbled up to it, fortunately, so he bumped it open with his hip and slipped inside. He weaved his way through the living room, setting the pizza boxes down on the coffee table and moving into the kitchen, ignoring the guests that had gathered in his residence. He slipped a six pack of beer under one arm and a carton of lemonade under the other, grabbed a stack of paper plates and plastic cups, and walked back into the living room.

Most of his guests had situated themselves around the TV mounted on his wall, perching themselves on couches or leaning up against the walls, riveted by the game of football playing on-screen. All but one man - more of a boy, really - who was sporting a head of short black hair and a baggy set of clothes, and was reaching for one of the pizza boxes. William cocked an eyebrow from his spot in the hall.

The boy lifted the lid an inch before one of the men leaning against the wall stepped forward and smacked him upside the head hard enough to throw him off his feet. He jumped back up almost as soon as he hit the ground, lips pulled back in a snarl.

“What the fuck, man? You said we’d get food!” His wire-thin frame tensed up, readying for a fight, but he didn’t actually move. He was a full foot shorter than him, after all, and more than a few pounds lighter.

The other man leaned down until his bald head was level with the boy, and said, “He’s not done setting the table.”

William chose then to slip back into the living room, setting his supplies down beside the pizzas. He straightened up and nodded at the bald man. “Thank you, Eric.”

Eric grunted, crossing his thick arms over his thicker chest. William turned his attention to the rest of his guests. There were ten this time. Ten murderers in the making - or as he liked to call them, volunteers.

“Not as many as last time,” William mused, considering the men and women arrayed before him. Some met his gaze with defiance; others kept their eyes locked on the TV.

“Ted’s group got cold feet,” Eric said. At William’s look, he continued, “I took care of ‘em.”

If the room had been tense before, it was downright stifling now.

William popped the lid to a pepperoni pizza and grabbed a slice, taking a bite out of it and stepping back from the coffee table. He waved a hand and swallowed. “Help yourselves.”

While his guests fell upon the food and drink, William picked up the remote and changed the channel, flipping from football to national news. A familiar feed danced across the screen, a video clip that William had been watching and rewatching since it had aired the week before.

He leaned against the wall beside Eric, who was nursing a cup filled to the brim with lemonade and balancing a box of pizza on one arm, and watched the disaster unfold.

The feed showed a bird’s eye view of a dense forest of skyscrapers - Chicago, Illinois. People garbed in flamboyant costumes zipped around below, on foot, through the air, or a combination of both. Supes. A swarm of them, heroes and villains both. William studied them while they darted about, attempting to pick out a few that he hadn’t identified yet.

Then the feed panned up to the monster.

William had seen it over a dozen times, but he still couldn’t think of a word to describe it. It had no legs, no arms, no discernable features aside from a plethora of gaping, shifting mouths that could be small enough to slip up a man’s nose and eat him inside out one moment, and large enough to devour a car the next. A mountain of flesh anchored it to the John Hancock building, which the supes were doing their best to bring down.

In most situations, collateral damage on such a scale would be completely unacceptable, whether you were a hero or a villain. But then, this wasn’t most situations.

One of the heroes, a man that William had identified his first time watching the feed, darted out from behind an abandoned pickup truck and charged the base of the skyscraper. Bruiser was his alias. He had some kind of wide-area power related to infrastructure, if William recalled correctly. He raced up to the shifting mass of sickly flesh and cocked his fist back, readying for a blow that would shake the entire tower down to its foundations.

The flesh rippled, shifting and folding into another mouth a couple feet to his right. Bruiser didn’t even have time to scream as it lunged forward and took his arm off at the elbow.

The camera zoomed in on the downed hero as he disappeared under a wave of fangs, and in that same moment the largest mouth atop the skyscraper opened wide and trilled in exultation. The sound of it was loud enough to make the speakers on his TV vibrate. William finished his slice of pizza and accepted another from Eric with a thankful nod.

They watched the feed for a while longer, saw hero after hero after villain fall to the monster. Some of them managed to retreat by themselves or with the help of others before the mouths could get a good grip on them. Most didn’t. Around the twenty-minute mark, William muted the TV and pushed off the wall.

“I don’t do speeches,” he said frankly, noting the looks of horror, anger, and shock. “I’ll make this quick. Whatever the news might have lead you to believe, I don’t have any powers. I’m human, just like you. I hate these monsters, just like you.”

William pointed his finger as the feed zoomed in, focusing on a point just beneath the primary mouth. The quality of the video wavered for a moment, dissolving into a blurry mass of flesh, before crystallizing on an outline in the waves. An outline of a woman clutching her head with both hands, head raised to the sky in a silent scream. William scowled.

“We call them heroes, villains, extraordinary, but this is all they are in the end—monsters.”

“So we’re stopping ‘em before they snap,” Eric supplied from his spot on the wall, tilting his head towards the TV.

You’ll protect her, won’t you?

“But how?” one of the newcomers blurted, a middle-aged woman wearing a tasteful business suit entirely out of place with the rest of their little gathering, save for William himself. Her eyes flicked from him to the TV and back, and William noted the way her gaunt face grew tight with the stress of bad memories. “How have you been killing things like that without any powers?”

“We don’t target those ones,” Eric replied, wiping his greasy hands on his pants and dropping his empty pizza box next the others—which were mostly full, William realized. It seemed his guests had lost their appetites. “Their friends do that for us.”

“When they’re still mentally intact, it’s only a matter of research,” William said. “Research and preparation. There are very few of them that we can’t kill, given the right circumstances.”

As if on cue, the feed swung wide just in time to see a meteor of a man rocket through the horizon and slam into the monstrous supe with enough force to tear the skyscraper straight out of the ground. It zoomed in as he burst free from the roiling ocean of flesh, gliding up into the sky on a gust of wind and bringing his hand up. The monster’s primary mouth wailed, a sound that drove several of the remaining supes to their knees, and the man in the sky brought his hand down. What happened next sent the supe connected to the camera tumbling away, and the feed blacked out.

“Those ones don’t have a ton of free time, though,” Eric finished, and a couple of the newcomers laughed nervously. William turned off the TV and grabbed another slice of pizza.

“You’re all here for different reasons,” William said.

“We don’t care what they are,” Eric added.

“What’s important here is the goal. Our target.” William leaned forward, staring down the veterans and the rookies alike. “Now pay attention, because this one is going to be a challenge.”

*~*~*~*

Two months passed before William got the chance to put his plan into motion.

There was a certain procedure when it came to dealing with superhumans that had lost the fight against their ‘inner demons,’ as the media liked to call them. Immediate surroundings were evacuated, scouting heroes were sent out, and the threat level of the former supe was assessed. From there, response varied depending on the situation. Some could be handled by just the heroes stationed in that area. Most required the villains to pitch in as well.

Then there were those that required outside assistance.

William was at work when the sirens began to wail. The familiar drone started soft, like it always did, and built over the course of seconds until it could be heard howling throughout the city. As soon as the first wisp of it registered in William’s ear he was up and striding towards the elevator, ignoring the calls of his coworkers and the sound of the emergency broadcast that had sprung up on all the office TV’s. He hit the call button on his phone as he walked out into the street. Eric picked up on the second ring.

“I hear it.”

“Good,” William said, glancing at his watch. “Call the others and pick me up at the corner of West 40 and Tesla in ten minutes, please.” Eric grunted and hung up.

William had a procedure, too. It was a bit simpler. First, he chose a target. Second, he researched his target. Third, he killed them. The second and third were generally the easiest, despite what one might think. This time, however, William had spent the bulk of his time on step two.

Vigil was one of the most powerful heroes in New York City, and possibly the most difficult to kill, by virtue of the fact that he could conjure force fields out of thin air without preparation or any apparent limit. Every fight that William had been able to dig up involving the man ended the same: Vigil blocked everything his opponent threw at him and beat them into submission, either by himself or with the help of his allies. No one could figure out the chink in his armor. Only Vigil knew if one even existed.

Well, Vigil and William, now.

The biggest problem with targeting Vigil was that as the leader of New York City’s hero team, he was always surrounded by other supes. It was why William hadn’t targeted him until now. One supe he could handle. Two was pushing it. Anything more was asking to fail. Unfortunately, it seemed he was going to have to risk the odds.

Ten minutes later exactly, Eric pulled up in his forest green four by four and William slid into the passenger seat. He glanced in the back while Eric sped them up from zero to fifty, and found it empty.

“I made sure they had rides. Wanted to talk to you alone,” Eric said before William could say anything.

“What’s the situation?” William asked.

“They’re calling it a disaster right now,” Eric replied. “It popped up in Boston and started running around. It’s in Connecticut right now.”

“Powers?”

Eric shrugged his hulking shoulders. “Telekinesis or some shit. It brained a couple of scouts with the cameras mounted on their helmets.”

“Does it have a range?” William pressed. Depending on the answer, the monstrous supe might be dead before they hit the highway.

“Radio’s saying it goes by sight.”

Perfect.

This was his solution to the constant company that Vigil kept. William had noticed two trends in the feeds he’d managed to dig up on the superhero with his clearance as a glorified pencil pusher for the ‘heroes’ of the world. One of them was that in emergencies like this, Vigil tended to station himself on the fringe of the fight, alone. Not because he was a coward, but because his power lent itself very well to protecting his allies from afar, and his visor allowed him to advise them. Sometimes he would have another hero with him to assist him, but that was rare. If worst came to worst, though, William could handle two distracted supes.

“Boss,” Eric said.

“Yes?”

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Eric asked quietly.

Ah. William had been wondering when he’d bite.

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. We’ve never gone after a target this big before. Even if we do pull this off, we’re going to get leveled by this guy’s friends.” He frowned, swerving around a car going just a touch too slow, and continued, “Plus you didn’t even try to hide your identity while we were prepping, this time. You had the meeting at your own place for Christ sake. What changed?”

“Our situation,” William said.

“How do you figure?”

“We’ve already garnered too much attention here. It’s been too long, and this new operation they’ve begun to weed us out is the culmination of everything we’ve done so far. Just getting by for the past two months have been difficult. It’s time to move on.”

Eric snorted. “Why not leave now, then? What’s the point of making one more hit?” For a long minute, William was silent.

You’ll love her?

Finally, he admitted, “It’s personal.”

Eric’s expression cleared, and he nodded. “Okay.” And that was it. For all that William’s partner like to pretend he didn’t care about anyone or anything, he knew what it was like to hold a grudge.

Eric had sworn up and down that the girl he’d lost to a superhuman firefight before he joined up with William had been nothing more than an occasional squeeze, and William hadn’t pressed the issue. He still requested the same day off every year, though. William let him have it.

They raced down the highway, tuning into the live radio report on the disaster situation and contacting the volunteers periodically to make sure they were on the right track. By the time they made it to Connecticut Avenue the supes had only just pinned the monster down, and the death count had already risen to over a dozen heroes and an unknown number of civilians and villains.

They kept driving for another couple minutes before Eric suddenly slammed on the breaks. A heartbeat later a chunk of concrete half the size of their vehicle hurtled past them and the cars following them, tumbling down the street until it hit an apartment building hard enough to shake the ground beneath them.

“Still kickin’,” Eric observed. William pulled on the featureless black mask that had somehow earned him his ridiculous title and stepped out, waving a hand at the vehicles behind them. They stopped one by one, and thirteen people filed out. Three newcomers, plus the volunteers from the meeting. All of them were armed with handguns and homemade body armor, and William noted with some satisfaction that they all looked prepared. They were afraid, certainly, but that was to be expected. They were as ready as they’d ever be.

“This guy’s somewhere within the next few blocks,” Eric announced, slamming his own door shut. “He needs a good vantage point to do his thing, so keep an eye on the rooftops, and don’t get caught up in the fight. We’re here to kill one motherfucker and leave. If you go chasing after any of the others, you’re on your own.” A ripple of assent passed through the group, and they moved into the battlefield.

They maneuvered their way through the city with as much efficiency as could be expected from a group of amateurs. William kept a constant eye on the rooftops while Eric barked directions, and slowly but surely they found their way to the heart of the disaster.

He got his first glimpse of the monster when it rose above the building he was scoping out, wreathed in live wires and levitating on a clump of metallic components smashed together by its telekinetic power. A collective hiss of breath swept through his volunteers as the monster glided overtop of them, avoiding a thrown chunk of concrete just a hair smaller than the one that had almost hit them, clutching its head all the while.

“Get inside!” Eric growled, and they scrambled for an abandoned pharmacy across the street. William entered last, stopping inside the doorway and squinting up at a man in a cape who was pursuing the monster. When the supe passed overhead, a gale of wind swept through the streets and blew William’s coat wide open, revealing the colt strapped to his waist.

There was no mistaking him. That was Vigil’s partner. Gale.

William ducked behind the pharmacy door to let a supe in a bright yellow costume barrel down the street, and then raced after him as fast as he was able. Eric and the rest of the group hastened to catch up, and as one they pursued the fight. Up above, the monster was laying into Gale with terrifying ferocity, tearing entire buildings apart with its telekinesis and pelting the hero with them. They all missed their mark, unfortunately, due to the protective veil of wind enshrouding him, and the shimmering purple force fields blinking in and out of existence between them.

“We’re close,” Eric informed the others. “Eyes peeled, and for God sake don’t—”

“There,” William said, almost too quiet to be heard over the chaos they’d entrenched themselves in. He took off at a sprint, eyes locked on a towering library and a man standing atop it, surrounded by flickering purple light.

They were forced to cross two streets to get to it. William, Eric, and a handful of the volunteers made it across both streets and up the steps into the library before the monstrous supe suddenly dipped low and streaked mere yards above the volunteers that had fallen behind. Every single one of them collapsed at the same time as their cellphones, radios, and other electronic devices were pulled through them, up to the monster. Some screamed in agony and writhed on the pavement. Others lay still.

“Jesus Christ!” the boy with the crew cut cried out.

“It didn’t even touch them,” another man breathed, white-faced.

Eric scowled fiercely, cocking the hammer on his gun. “Pull it together, you fuckin’ pansies. We’re almost done.”

You’ll protect her, won’t you?

William turned and walked into the library.

The trip up the winding staircases to the top floor was almost peaceful, in comparison to the chaos they’d waded through to get there. They faced undisturbed books, empty tables, and little else. Aside from the occasional tremor from some impact another, they traveled without disturbance. It seemed that, for whatever reason, the monstrous supe had decided to leave the contents of this building alone. William considered the possibility that it wasn’t using telekinesis at all, or at least a restricted variant. Something to do with electricity, probably, going by the glimpses he’d seen of it.

He supposed it didn’t matter, now. Eric pointed to a ladder and an open hatch at the other side of the top floor, and they crossed over to it as fast as they dared without alerting their target. William craned his head back, looking up through the roof to the roiling skies above, and found his thoughts strangely quiet.

Eric nudged him. “Let’s go, boss.” William nodded, shaking away the sudden clenching in his stomach, and climbed.

He stopped at the last rung, staring at the man that had issued the warrant for his arrest two months ago, as well as the man that had taken him from his daughter four years ago. Hatred and grief and a dozen other emotions William didn’t care to identify strained to break free of him, to take control of him, to tear his gun from its holster and-

You’ll love her, won’t you?

William closed his eyes and exhaled softly. Then he climbed up onto the roof and slid his colt smoothly from its place at his hip. There was another supe on the roof alongside Vigil, a woman wearing a skintight white suit with dancing lines of color plastered along her arms and legs, forming different illustrations of eyes along each of her joints. They both had their backs turned to him, but the woman was getting in the way of his shot. Vigil’s body armor could stop an assault rifle on a good day, so his little handgun wouldn’t do a thing unless he hit him and not the his suit.

Up above, the monster threw its head back and screamed, sending the scraps it had accumulated shooting out from it in all directions. Up above with her, Gale swept a hand down and dashed the projectiles away from him with a force of wind. The monster’s scream increased in volume, and all at once half a dozen power lines snapped off from their support beams and lunged at Vigil’s partner.

A scant few feet before they could latch onto him the wires met half a dozen panes of shimmering purple light. The power lines cracked against Vigil’s projections like thunder, writhing against the force fields like living things in their attempt to maneuver past them, but Vigil just made more to section them off, allowing Gale to continue his pursuit of the monster. The immediate danger having passed, the woman in white leaned over and said something to Vigil, pointing at one of the heroes or villains down below.

William raised his gun and shot her in the back of the head.

She dropped just like William’s people had outside the library, spraying the back of Vigil’s costume with gore. The superhero was moving before the bullet even hit, beginning to spin and throwing his left hand out in the sweeping motion that heralded one of his force fields. William adjusted his aim, and shot at the back of the man’s knee.

Somehow, the hero managed to complete the motion in time, and William’s bullet ricocheted off a forcefield.

“Damn it, Reaper!” Vigil shouted, his form hazy behind his purple light. “We can’t afford to do this now! Any time but now!”

And of course that was the point.

Eric hoisted himself up onto the roof, assessing the situation in a second and hanging back by William, scanning the skies. The others began to claw their way up after him, but William didn’t pay them any mind. He strode across the rooftop, eyes locked on Vigil’s hazy silhouette behind the force field.

“Why are you doing this?” Vigil asked. “What did we do to you, that you would risk so many civilian lives just to kill us?” William could imagine the way his eyes darted around behind that visor of his, searching for some kind of opportunity. Any opportunity.

“Vigil!”

But William got one instead.

Vigil and Eric looked up at the same time at the source of the cry, and saw a young woman floating in the air on wings made of water.

“Get away!” Vigil shouted, but Eric had already taken aim with his revolver, and the others in what remained of their group followed suit.

“Fire!” Eric barked. Vigil cursed, making a sharp motion, and a pane of purple light sprang up between the water supe and the hail of bullets. The woman flinched back, wings whirling around her and turning horizontal to let her hover in the same spot behind the protection of the force field.

The monster screamed again, tearing up another row of power lines and lashing out at the less agile supes on the ground. Behind his veil, Vigil gestured again, and dozens of other force fields sprung up between the supes and the cables.

William took aim at the hero’s force field. “Now!”

William had learned two things while studying the feeds of Vigil’s battles. The second was his weakness.

Eric immediately adjusted his aim and the two of them unloaded their guns into the man’s shield, followed closely by the other members of their party, save for a select few that continued to pressure the force field protecting the woman in the air. For a moment, both looked as if they’d hold. Then the monster screamed for a third time, railing against the force fields protecting the supes below, and the barrier between Vigil and William shattered. A moment later one of Eric’s bullets found their mark, and the man’s right leg buckled beneath him. For his part, Vigil hardly reacted to the wound, catching himself with one hand and swiping out the other to form more force fields.

William took three quick steps forward and kicked him in the chin. Vigil fell back with a grunt of pain, and William planted his boot on the man’s bared throat. He leveled the barrel of his colt in the man’s face, right in the middle of his visor.

“Why?” Vigil rasped. William cocked his head. “What’s the point of this?”

William considered not answering at all. It wouldn’t exactly help their situation at this point. He found himself speaking anyway, though. “Your people took my daughter from me,” he said, voice low. “Now I’m taking you from your people.”

“My people?” Vigil managed to ask, despite the boot on his throat. He was stalling, hoping for a monologue, time to think.

You’ll protect her, won’t you?

“Cauter,” William said, mind awash with heat, and the word tasted like ash. “Cauter happened.”

William imagined that behind his visor, the man looked quite surprised. “William?” William didn’t respond, watching the women with water for wings fly off while his volunteers were reloading. Vigil continued on anyway, a spark lighting the man up at the connection.

“We’re not all like that, William,” He insisted, a spark finding its way back into the man at William’s words. “Not even close! Most of us have lived with our demons for years, just like you. Beneath all our costumes and powers, we’re still human.”

“No, you aren’t,” William said, voice rising. “You have these monsters sitting in your heads, waiting for the slightest excuse to turn you into that!” He flicked his head in the direction of the monster, which had cocooned itself in telephone lines to protect itself while it struck at Gale and the others. “And there’s nothing you can do about it. You can’t control your demons!”

Vigil stared up at him. He spoke quietly, but William heard him so clearly that it might as well have been just the two of them. “Can you?”

You’ll do anything for her, won’t you?

“Of course,” William whispered, and pulled the trigger.


DREAMWEAVER

Blair Everingham

 

You know that instinct you have in dreams that makes you shy away from danger, even when you know damn well it’s just a nightmare? Even when you know that big damn T-Rex isn’t real, that you’re not really falling to your death, that the chainsaws those clowns are wielding aren’t there, you still flinch away? There’s a reason we humans have that instinct, even in dreams.

*~*~*~*

The train rocked and shook as it hit a bend in the tracks, the fluorescent lights in my carriage flickering madly. About half of them had given up entirely over time, and the inside of the carriage was bathed in an orange glow as the fading light of the sun peered in through the dirty windows. There was only one other sharing the carriage with me; an old man with frizzy white hair who didn’t look like he’d notice if a troupe of line dancers boarded the train and started doing the can-can up and down the aisles. Rush hour had ended hours ago; at least, it had for the lucky sods who didn’t have ‘acceptable overtime required’ hidden in their work contracts, like I did. Add in the fact that I live ridiculously far from the city, and I had the unique joy of riding an empty train past the creeping urban decay of the city limits at sunset, with ample time to admire the graffiti on the carriage.

I squinted, trying to make out my reflection in the smudged and dirty window. Tired blue eyes and brown hair that was getting long again. Probably time to get it cut, or maybe dyed. Shock all my boring, sober, straight laced colleagues at work. Something wild, like blonde. Yeah. Wild. If that’s not a sign I was becoming indoctrinated into the boring ways of the career office worker, I don’t know what is. The name badge stitched into the plain business shirt I wore stood out in blue thread, marking me. It read ‘Darwin’ but I knew that really meant Office Minion #543.

The train rattled and squeaked as it took another bend. That couldn’t be safe. But then, I’d ridden this route twice daily for two years, ever since getting my job at twenty one, and I hadn’t died yet. Been mugged a couple of times though.

My eyes drooped and I nearly fell asleep then and there. I jerked up, blinking myself awake. It wouldn’t do to miss my stop. Again. A delicious lamb dinner awaited me, prepared with loving care, packaged, frozen, and sent halfway around the world to be eaten by some schmuck whose cooking skills were marginal and didn’t have time to make a proper dinner for themselves.

Fuck my job, actually. Shitty hours, average pay, and the youngest worker there by at least ten years. I said goodbye to my last school friend a year ago when they moved out of town, just like everyone else I knew from school. If they hadn’t all moved on to exciting jobs, they were backpacking around the world, or volunteering for charity, or going to a prestigious university, or something. Whatever it was, it beat the hell out of nine to five in an office cubicle, watching everyone around you move forward.

I cut that depressing line of thought off before it could go any further. A secure nine to five job is something a lot of people are jealous of, in this day and age. Even if I was bored out of my skull. Even if I did feel like I was wasting my life. Even if I wished and hoped every single day for something, anything, interesting to happen to me. My eyes began to droop again, and I glanced at my watch. Still a good hour until my stop. I fiddled with a few buttons on it, setting an alarm. A nap sounded fantastic right about now.

*~*~*~*

This is a very strange, very vivid dream. If I didn’t know better, I’d say I was still awake, because dreams are never this clear. Sometimes, sure, you could feel the wind in your hair, or smell the pine of the forest around you, or hear birdsong filtering through the trees, but rarely all at once. The three blue moons in the sky put paid to the idea of this being anything but a dream, however. The blue and green aurora swirling in the sky was rather distracting, too.

I began to walk through the forest of evergreens, no particular goal in mind. This is my dream, so something is bound to happen sooner or later. Maybe my evil twin would start chasing me with an axe, or the trees would melt into candy. Something. This is my dream. I demand entertainment!

I walked for what felt like hours, but that’s probably just my impatience talking. The trees around me began to thin, a light fog rolling through them, and I thought I could hear a river trickling softly nearby. Before long, the river was in sight, along with the bodies scattered around it.

Huh.

Interesting.

I caught a flicker of movement from the corner of my eye and I decided to move closer. There’s someone still alive at the river’s edge, moving around the battlefield. It is a battlefield, or maybe more of a ‘skirmish field’, because the bodies are definitely corpses, and some of them aren’t in the best shape. The smell hits my nose just as I notice the blood and scattered gore on the ground. Shit, that stinks to high heaven. I should not be able to smell that well in a dream. I don’t even want to be able to smell this well in a dream.

As I got closer, the figure still moving became clearer. I was maybe twenty metres away when I stepped on what must have been the loudest stick in existence, as it cracked like a firecracker under my foot. The figure’s head snapped towards me.

She was damn fine, not fine like the supermodels you never see in real life, but damn, drop dead gorgeous all the same. My approval of redheads suddenly sky rocketed, and I knew right then and there that I’d spend the rest of my life looking for a woman like this in my waking moments. Well, aside from the bloodstained jacket and trousers. And the brace of dead rabbits over one of her shoulders. And the look in her eye that implied I was an insignificant bug that she was contemplating squashing beneath her bare heel.

“I really hope this is a sex dream,” I blurted out. Oh, god. At least this wasn’t real life. Attractive women had always loosened my tongue in the worst ways.

Her face screwed up in confusion, crinkling a light dusting of freckles on her nose and across her cheeks.

“Who are you?” she demanded of me.

“Darwin,” I said.

She scowled, glaring at me. “Were you looking for me?”

I nearly answered with ‘Only all my life, beautiful’, but that glare of hers was a little intimidating. “Nope,” I said instead, “I have no idea who you are.”

She crossed her arms, inspecting me, as if searching for something.

“What’s your name?” I asked, uncomfortable with the silence.

The woman looked taken aback, as if I’d just asked what sort of cheese she thought the moon was made from. “Gem. My name is Gem,” she told me. She eyed me suspiciously. “You’re not one of them, are you?” She gestured at the bodies on the ground.

“Uh...nope. Who are they?”

“Hunters. They don’t like me,” Gem told me.

“Why not?”

“Because I melt them when they try to kill me.”

“As you do,” I said, nervously. “Why couldn’t this have been a sex dream,” I muttered to myself. A look of amusement flickered over Gem’s face, and I suspected my muttered comment wasn’t as quite as it could have been.

“You want me to believe you’re new here, don’t you?” she asked me. She shifted the brace of rabbits hanging over her shoulder.

I was about to answer her with a question about what she meant by ‘here’ when one of the corpses behind her leapt up, knife in hand. He rushed her, a crazed look on his face and I barely had time to shout a warning. “Behind you!”

Gem half turned, dropping to the ground. The knife that would have pierced her between the shoulders met only air, and its wielder staggered forward at the unexpected lack of resistance—right towards me. I stepped forwards and clocked him across the jaw, landing a less than picture perfect punch. I let out a manly yelp, pain from the bad punch flaring.

Nevertheless, he reeled, and then Gem was on him. It was brutal, it was vicious, and it actually made me a bit queasy. I don’t think of myself as a violent person, but I must have some repressed rage issues if one aspect of my subconscious can beat another across the head with a stone until its skull was caved in.

I watched, nursing my sore hand, as Gem rose from the corpse and stomped over to the river, where she knelt and began to scrub at the blood that was coating her hands.

“Uhm...wow?” I offered. I was kicking myself almost immediately. This was not turning out to be a fun dream at all.

Gem shot me a darkly amused look, but the earlier suspicion was gone. She actually seemed a little calmer now, and quickly finishing washing the blood from her hands. She stood and approached me, reclaiming the dropped brace of rabbits on the way, and I was suddenly feeling very out of place at the river’s edge, surrounded by corpses in my work trousers and collared shirt. She was watching me with a surprising intensity.

“I had it under control,” she told me. “I’m no Snow White.”

I got the feeling that despite beating her attacker to death with a rock, Gem had some strong thoughts on the idea of needing to be rescued. “Oh, I know,” I assured her hastily. “The way you caved his skull in was very impressive.”

She grinned, showing me just a hint of her teeth. “Your punch was impressive, too. Very heroic. I’m surprised it didn’t kill him.”

“Yes, well, I didn’t want to steal your thunder,” I told her modestly.

“Probably a good thing. If you’d hit him any harder, you might have broken your hand entirely.”

I coughed. “He must have a metal plate in his jaw. Usually I’m a much better puncher.”

“You go around punching people often, do you?” Gem asked me, eyebrow raised.

“Only when they threaten beautiful ladies,” I told her. “Chivalry might be a geriatric with one foot in the grave, but it isn’t there yet.”

Gem smiled, and looked down, as if embarrassed at the compliment—not a minute after bashing a man’s skull in. Women are fucking weird, even when they’re only figments of my imagination.

“Let me see your hand,” she said. “It’s the least I can do after you so valiantly leapt to my defence.”

She held her hands out, waiting for me to offer mine, but it was my eyes she was watching. I was confused, but I did as she asked anyway. She seemed shocked that I’d actually put my hand in hers, but it was brief, and quickly passed. She stroked my sore hand, and I shivered. There was something intimate about the way she held my hand in hers, the way she was almost savouring the contact.

“You really are new here. You even feel fresh,” Gem said, almost marvelling.

“We could get fresh, if you wanted,” I offered, far too much hope in my voice.

“You really want this to be a sex dream, don’t you,” Gem said, greatly amused.

“I really wouldn’t mind it,” I confessed. “You’re kind of gorgeous, and this has been a really weird dream so far.”

Gem clasped my fingers in one hand, and began making tiny circles on the back of my hand with her other. “Well,” she said, “this is the first time in years I’ve touched someone I haven’t been trying to kill.”

I blinked, trying to make sense of that statement. At least she seemed to be implying that she wasn’t going to kill me. She released my hand and stepped closer, wrapping her arms around me. I hadn’t noticed earlier, but I was actually a good head and a half taller than her. She lay her head on my chest and I put my arms around her. There was none of the awkwardness I usually felt when hugging any female acquaintance. She seemed to fit perfectly in my arms, and she let out a small sigh when my hold tightened.

“You’ll just think this was all a dream or hallucination when you wake up, anyway,” Gem murmured.

I looked down to ask her what she meant, but then her lips were on mine and all I could taste was her, and her fingers were digging into my back. I pulled her closer, feeling her. She was undoubtedly a woman, and I grinned into our kiss. Then she nipped my lip, hard, grinning back. I gasped in delight and surprise at the brief pain, and she jumped up, wrapping her legs around me and burying her fingers in my hair.

There was a loud beeping sound and I willed it to go away, wanting to breathe in more of the beauty before me. I blinked, and instead of a gorgeous red head and a forest, a rundown train carriage was all I could see.

“God fucking dammit,” I muttered to myself. I flattened my hair, ignoring the twinge in my hand as I did so. My stop was near, and the train began to slow. I got to my feet and stretched, checking my appearance quickly in the glass. The thought of dinner alone and the promise of work the next day was an even more bitter pill to swallow after the brief glimpse of better things in my dream that Gem had shown me.

I made to shamble off the train when I froze. I looked back into the glass window, squinting to see my reflection.

My lip was bleeding. What the fuck.

*~*~*~*

I made record time striding from the train station to my house, not exactly in a calm state of mind. ‘You’ll just think this was all a dream or hallucination when you wake up, anyway’, the memory of Gem whispered in my ear.

I’d probably just bit my lip in my sleep, and the feeling of it transferred itself into my dream. And my sore hand would have come from sitting on it, or something. There was a perfectly rational explanation for everything in this world.

I ignored the traitorous corner of my mind that reminded me that whatever it was I had seen clearly wasn’t a part of this world.

I fumbled with my keys for a good few minutes when I got to my place, stubbornly using my sore hand to try and unlock the front door. There was no reason for it to be sore, so the pain was clearly in my head. I kicked the door open with more force than necessary, likewise pushing it closed behind me. I made for the small kitchen my narrow two story house boasted and plonked myself down at the table.

It was a dream. A very strange, very vivid dream. But still a dream. It had to be. I’d bit my lip in my sleep, and whacked my hand on the seat rail. I hadn’t just watched someone get their head caved in or made out with the incredibly sexy woman who had done so. It was a dream.

But if it wasn’t....that meant Gem was real.

With a start, I realised that I was hoping against all rational thought that my brief excursion into la-la land was reality. Apparently I didn’t care about the rock to the head thing. Maybe crazy really is hot?

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. My heart was hammering like Rick James on a coke kick, and my uninjured hand was beating a tattoo onto the table uncontrollably. Alright. If my dream was real, there was a relatively simple way to check it. All I had to do was fall asleep again. If I had a normal dream, I could laugh this all off as a wish fuelled delusion. If I found myself back in the forest under a night sky with three blue moons, I...well. I would probably freak out, but at least it would mean Gem was real.

Falling asleep naturally wasn’t an option. I was far too keyed up. What to do, what to do...sleeping pills. I almost leapt from my chair, banging my knee on the table in the process. I rushed up the steep stairs to my bathroom and retrieved a packet of the things that I’d bought and used only once before when they gave me some truly psychedelic dreams. In short order, I poured myself a glass of water from the bathroom tap, threw it back, and swallowed two of the pills.

I walked to my bedroom, waiting for the pills to hit me. A strange wave of dizziness blew over me, and I let myself fall forwards onto my bed.

*~*~*~*

“You! What are you doing here?!?”

I blinked at the incensed shout, looking around. I wasn’t in a forest this time, but a cave. There was only one exit, leading to a dark tunnel, and the only light came from some manner of glowing vein of ore that threaded through the stone walls.

I grinned. Gem was standing across the cave, staring angrily at me. There was a bloody knife in one hand and a half gutted rabbit in the other, and the low light of the cave made her look slightly sinister. “Gem!” I said happily. “I’m glad I’m not delusional. Unless this is just a continuation of my hallucination...” I trailed off, concerned.

Gem stared at me incredulously. “Why are you here? How did you even get here?”

“When I woke up before, I thought it was just another sex dream that cut off right as I was getting to the good stuff,” I explained. “But then I saw I had a bloody lip and my hand was sore from where I punched that guy....uh, I know he tried to stab you, but did you really have to kill him? Because you’re really hot, but if bashing in people’s skull is a common thing for you, it’s a little bit of a deal breaker.” I was babbling, but the way Gem’s eyes had suddenly narrowed had me nervous.

“Yes, I really had to kill him,” Gem told me flatly. “I’ve killed him before, and I’ll kill him again until he stops trying to kill me.”

“Uh, what?” I said eloquently.

“Show me your lip,” Gem demanded, striding closer.

She still had the bloody knife in her hand, and I hastened to obey. Dammit, crazy chicks with knives should not turn me on. Gem eyed my lip like it had insulted her personally, before grabbing my sore hand without warning. She inspected it with none of the gentleness she had shown earlier, turning it over as I held back a yelp of pain.

Gem let loose with a torrent of foul language that had me unsure whether to take notes or cover my ears.

“You had to be like me. You couldn’t just be another dreamer, no, that would be too easy. You had to be a fucking dreamweaver. Do you even know how much more complicated this makes my life? And you’re not even stuck here, you can just wake up whenever you please, no constant Dreamworld for you. This is ridiculous. I object, I’m out, this is not what I was promised! Of all the cocked up—ARGH!”

I scrambled backwards as Gem threw her hands up in the air, knife still held in one.

“Easy there, crazy lady. No need to get stabby. I’m not here to make your life complicated, or anything...” I paused, actually considering what Gem had said in her rant. “Uh, dreamweaver? Dreamworld? That kind of sounds like an amusement park,” I said, mumbling the last bit.

“Here’s the deal,” Gem told me, crossing her arms. “I tell you all you need to survive, you do your best not to get killed or get me killed. Sound fair?”

I was utterly, completely confused, and I admitted as much. “I’m lost. But ok.”

“Good. This is all a dream. Everything you see is happening in your head, or the collective heads of everyone who comes here, I don’t know. But just because it’s a dream doesn’t mean it isn’t real. You with me so far?”

“This sounds a bit like a book I read once...” I said. Apparently my tongue is an entity independent of my brain.

Gem glared at me, but continued, flicking her messy fringe from her eyes. “There are people like those fuckers I killed earlier. They’re dreamers. They come here when they fall asleep, they wake up when they wake up in the real world or when they’re killed. Most of them are just normal people, but some are fucking arseholes, like the group I killed today.”

“So when you said you’d killed them before...”

“He’s learning!” Gem said in mock joy. “That’s right. Those guys are religious nuts or something, think I’m a witch that needs to be cleansed. They’ll be back tomorrow, if they can find me.”

“Why do they think you’re a witch?” I asked.

A slow smile unfurled over Gem’s face, and damn if it didn’t make her look scary—and dangerously beautiful. She walked over to the cave wall and placed her hand on it. A shiver of something ran through my body, like phantom fingers trailing up my spine. I started to sweat, the coolness of the cave gone completely from one moment to the next. Gem was smirking now, her hand still on the cave wall, and I took a closer look at it.

The rock was melting. Actually melting, beginning to soften and trail down the wall. Gem saw my eyebrows shoot upwards and saw I’d gotten the point. She stepped away from the wall, and the temperature in the cave began to cool once more.

“Oh,” I said, finding my voice. “You melt them when they try to kill you. Right.”

“Yep. I’m a dreamweaver. We’re much less common than all the dreamers walking around this Dreamworld. You’re one too.”

“Why do you think I’m a dreamweaver?” I asked. It sounded kind of cool, actually.

“Because your lip was bleeding when you woke up,” Gem told me.

“Will I be able to melt things, like you can, or will I have my own superpower?” I asked, getting behind the idea. Then I frowned, considering something. “Wait. If you kill the dreamers and they only wake up, why did my lip and hand stay hurt when I woke up? Shouldn’t bashing in that guy’s skull go with him into the real world, too?”

“Ding ding ding ding ding!” Gem crowed, slow clapping for my brilliance. “Not as slow as you look. Guess what happens to dreamweavers when we get injured in the Dreamworld?”

“Oh,” I said, dread realisation on my face. “It follows us over to the real world.”

Gem nodded, prior mockery falling from her. “As we can affect the Dreamworld, the Dreamworld can affect us.”

“Shit,” I summed up eloquently.

“Yep,” Gem agreed. The aggravation seemed to flow out of her body in that moment, and she returned to where she had sat, gutting the rabbits, when I had first arrived. I followed suit, sitting down on the opposite side of her little preparation area.

There was silence for a few long minutes as I digested what I had been told. I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure this wasn’t a dream or a hallucination, but I was pretty close.

“Well,” I said, “At least it’ll be easier to deal with the people hunting you with two of us?”

“Until you wake up and I’m left here alone again, that is,” Gem said. There was more than a touch of bitterness in her tone.

“What do you mean?” I questioned. “What about when you wake up?”

“I don’t wake up. I think I’m in a coma in the real world. I’m here all the time. I’ve been here for years, and I never wake up.”

I started looking at Gem in an entirely new light. Stuck here, alone for years on end, being hunted for no reason, probably torn from a comfortable life somewhere in the world and with no way to return to it. I would have gone a bit vicious if I were in her shoes, too.

“I’m sorry,” I offered. There’s really nothing adequate you can say to something like that.

“I don’t want your sympathy,” Gem told me, without harshness. “I survive.”

“But I can help you get out,” I told her, suddenly determined. “I can find you in the real world. I can...”

“Tell my doctors that I’m trapped in another world and the only way to rescue me from the religious nuts trying to kill me is to wake me up?” Gem asked me, amused. “Let me know how that goes.”

I deflated, temporarily defeated, but I had a stubborn streak a mile wide. “Then I can try something else. I could find the people hunting you in the real world, and make them stop.”

“How would you track them down? Ask them politely who they are? And even if you do find them, how are you going to stop them? You think you could beat their skulls in with a rock?” Gem asked me tiredly.

I looked away. Killing someone was a little beyond me. I didn’t have years of fight or die survival to harden me.

“I could figure something out,” I argued anyway. Stubborn streak. Two miles wide. “I got back here and found you, didn’t I?”

Gem eyed me curiously. “You shouldn’t have been able to do that. Wake up right here with me, I mean.”

“See? Maybe I can figure something out.” I said victoriously.

“Please,” Gem snorted. “You just wanted another sex dream.”

I blushed, suddenly very aware that Gem was a real woman and not a figment of my subconscious. “Oh my god. I am so sorry.”

Gem laughed at me, not meanly, but laughing all the same. “Don’t feel bad. It was a nice change from people trying to kill me all the time.”

“You said it was the first time you’d touched someone who you weren’t trying to kill for years,” I said, remembering.

“It was,” she said quietly.

I squared my shoulders and prepared myself for battle. “Well, my hug giving abilities come highly recommended, so if you find yourself in need...” I offered, shrugging.

“I’ll keep you in mind,” Gem assured me. “I’m not going to wrap my legs around you again, though. Not without an Italian dinner and some fine wine.”

“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t ask you to. Fuck, I mean I don’t expect you to. Expect, not ask,” I said, cringing inwardly at my babbling.

Gem laughed again, and I was struck by the thought that she must have laughed very little over the last few years. She continued gutting the rabbit before her.

“...this Italian dinner and fine wine thing though, I don’t suppose there’s a place that does that here?”

Gem flicked a piece of rabbit gut at me, and I stuck my tongue out at her as it flew over my shoulder.

“So,” I began, leaning forward to begin my interrogation, “what’s your favourite movie?”

Gem looked up from her rabbit, half surprised, half considering. After a moment of deliberation, she smiled slightly, and began to answer. “Well...”

*~*~*~*

We must have talked for hours. I learned about the movies Gem liked, the books she had read, the music she listened to, how much she loved Disney and the car accident that she was pretty sure had put her in the coma. I told her about my dull nine to five job, caught her up on the world events of the last few years, and horrified her with tales of the travesty that was the movie adaptation of her favourite book. She told me she had grown up in an orphanage after a plane accident in her youth, and I told her about my parents and their work intensive lives.

She told me of the times she thought she had long gone insane, stuck alone in the Dreamworld, and I told her how I wasn’t too fussed about falling into a world where people would try to kill me, since it meant I met her.

I never really understood how much we take human contact for granted, or how much of it we dismiss or allow to go unnoticed in our day to day lives. Gem hadn’t had friendly contact with another human being for nearly four years, and it was painfully clear.

It took me a while to get my courage up, but I bit the bullet and moved over to sit next to her. I put an arm around her, a silent offering she accepted almost immediately. She closed her eyes, and lay her head on my chest. Tension seemed to flow out of her, and a silly grin stretched itself across my face. People really do take for granted how much we need human contact to survive.

I was opening my mouth to tell her that I could get used to being a pillow for a beautiful woman like her when two figures stepped out of the dark tunnel and into the cave. They were each armed with a crossbow, and without warning, they raised them and fired.

Gem’s arm snapped out, and the air distorted as heat billowed forth from her hand. The ability to melt rock made short work of one wood quarrel, burning it out of the air, but she was too slow to catch the second one. It slammed into her shoulder and threw her back. Blood blossomed from the wound, and Gem gave a pained cry.

I leapt up with a roar of anger. My vision went white, narrowing to the two men who had somehow known Gem was here and had come to kill her. Come to kill her, just for having something different about her in some bullshit dream world.

Looking back on this moment, I don’t remember it too clearly. I know that they were surprised to find a second person there, and their surprise cost them. I think I insulted their parentage, their brains, and their fucked up cult in general. I know I beat one to death with his crossbow, and I was nearly run through by the other one while I was distracted. The haze kind of lifted at that point, and it was only by discovering my own ability to dreamweave that I avoided a few inches of steel in my gut.

I can’t explain clearly what I did. All I can explain is how it felt, like phantom fingers dragging up my spine, nails on a chalkboard, and a burst of cold flowing down my arm. I pointed at the man who had nearly gutted me, and he dropped to the ground, unmoving.

I turned back to Gem, worry plastered all over my face. She was clutching the bolt in her shoulder and her face was pale.

“Haven’t actually been injured this badly before,” she said weakly, trying to play it off.

I was at her side in the next moment, kneeling. I didn’t want to touch the bolt, and I had no idea how to perform any type of first aid beyond CPR. “Shit, shit, shit,” I chanted.

“What did you do to the other guy?” Gem asked me.

She was clearly asking about the attacker who I hadn’t beaten to death with their own weapon. Oh, fuck. I think I might throw up.

“I think I found out what my superpower is,” I told her instead.

“But what did you do to him?” she asked intently.

I shrugged, not totally sure what I had done and even less sure of how to put what I did know into words. “I made him...not exist.”

“You vaporised him?” Gem asked me, shocked.

“No,” I told her. “I don’t know what I did. He’s still breathing, just...not present anymore.”

“Help me up,” she demanded.

“You’re not going anywhere,” I told her. “You’ve got a goddam crossbow bolt sticking out of your shoulder!”

Gem glared at me, and I had the sudden fear that she was going to do something incredibly stupid. Her grip on the bolt tightened, and I looked between it and her, realising what she was going to do.

“Gem, don’t—”

Gem pulled the bolt out with a scream of pain, and I swore as I tore my shirt off to pack into the wound. The white material was swiftly stained red.

“Help me to my feet, you fucker,” Gem said, looking me in the eye. “Or I’ll do something even more stupid.”

I bit my tongue, not wanting to tell her she couldn’t do much to beat that lest she take it as a challenge. “Fine,” I said. I grasped her by her good shoulder, leaving her to hold my shirt to her wound. Carefully, I helped her to her feet and we walked over to the bodies at the front of the cave, approaching the apparently uninjured one.

Gem laid a hand on his head, as if searching for something. “It’s a shell,” she said slowly, as if disbelieving. “There’s nothing there.”

“What does that matter?” I asked her, irritation in my voice. We needed to be sorting out her wound, and here she wanted to look at the body of the one who had injured her.

“Darwin,” she said. “There is nothing there.”

For a moment, I was distracted by the fact that she had said my name for the first time, before I regained my focus. “I wiped his mind. Of course there’s nothing there.”

“You didn’t kill him,” Gem said, wonderingly. “You removed him from the Dreamworld. You booted him out!” Despite the bloody wound in her shoulder, she became animated, excited. “You can get me out of here!”

“How do you know that’s what I did?” I demanded of her. “How do you know I didn’t just kill him?”

“I can feel it. He’s not a part of the world anymore.”

“You felt it?” I asked sceptically.

“When you’ve been here for years on end, then you can question me about the shit I can tell about this place,” she snapped at me. “You can get me out of here. This is a good thing!”

“You don’t know that,” I snapped back. “For all we know it might just leave you brain dead in a coma ward!”

“Better brain dead than stuck here for another fucking day!” Gem shouted at me. Her jaw clenched in the sudden ringing silence.

“I won’t do that to you,” I told her stubbornly. “Don’t ask me to do that.”

“How long do you think I’ll last like this, Darwin? A day? Two?” She gestured to her wound, lips thinning in pain.

“I’ll look after you,” I argued.

“You know how to treat an arrow wound? With nothing in the way of medicine, or even a fucking bandage?” she challenged. “Even if I survive this, those fuckers will find me again, and again, until they kill me.”

“That guy is still breathing. Even if I can get you out of the Dreamworld, your body will still be here. What if they find you? They’ll kill you all the same!”

“Then we’ll hide my body and I’ll take that risk. I have to get out of this place,” she told me, pleading. “Even if they kill my body here, at least I’ll die in the real world. I can’t stay here any longer, Darwin. Please.”

Anger bubbled up in my chest, at her, at the fuckers hunting her, at the whole damn situation. “I only just found you,” I told her. “I don’t want to lose you so quickly.”

“I don’t want to lose you either,” she told me, pulling me towards her and pressing her forehead to mine. “But if you don’t get me out of here, you’ll lose me anyway. I won’t last more than a few days.” She grinned weakly at me. “So don’t be a whiny bitch. Zap me. And come find me. Or I’ll find you, and make you regret not finding me.”

“You beautiful fucker,” I said, and I pressed my lips to hers. She responded, and I held onto the moment, drawing it out as long as I could. Then I reached within myself, and felt the phantom fingers scraping along my bones. The cold rushed out through my lips, and Gem fell back, still and unresponsive.

*~*~*~*

Two months later, I walked into a hospital on the other side of the world. I’d quit my job after using company resources for a bit of unethical searching that would hopefully never catch up to me, but it would be worth it. It had led me here, to an unassuming public hospital in a bustling city.

I was nervous. I hadn’t been able to get any information from the hospital about one of their patients, because as far as they were concerned, I had no good reason to know. So here I was, about to enter the hospital that Gem had had spent years in a coma in, without any idea if she was alive or dead.

The coma ward was found with little trouble, and I was lucky enough to find a nurse doing her rounds within.

“Excuse me,” I began, “could I have a moment of your time? I recently found out an old friend was in a coma at this hospital, and I was hoping you could help me find her...”

The nurse listened as I described Gem, giving her name at the end.

“That young lady was a patient here, but I’m afraid she’s no longer here with us,” the nurse told me.

My heart just about stopped, and a look of horror took over my face.

The nurse’s eyes widened suddenly, and she became flustered. “Oh my god I’m so sorry, that’s not what I meant at all!” she hastened to explain to me. “I mean she’s no longer a member of our ward. Gemma is in Recovery now.”

I began to breathe again, hand to my heart. Holy shit. I think I nearly did have a heart attack. The nurse continued to make her apologies, and I waved her off, after receiving directions to the recovery ward.

As I made my way there, I began to consider what I would say. What I could say. We had only known each other for such a short period of time, even if it had been rather more intense that what normal first meetings were. Gem had told me she was an orphan, but surely her friends would be rejoicing to have her back amongst the living. She had a life here. How could I fit into all of that?

I stood outside the entrance to the recovery ward for a good five minutes, doubting and double guessing myself. Should I even go in?

“Darwin,” a voice called.

I turned, and my doubts fell away. Gem was watching me with a grin on her face, eyes only for me. The hospital gown and robes she wore were huge on her, making her seem even smaller than she was, and a nurse stood at her side. She was paler, and thinner, than she had been in the Dreamworld, and she was using a walker, but her eyes, they were alive.

“Gem,” I replied, stepping towards her.

“Gemma?” the nurse asked, curiously. “Who is this?” She probably knew that I wasn’t one of the people to visit her charge over the years.

“Oh, you know,” Gem said, pushing away the walker to step towards me, unaided. “Just the man of my dreams.”


COLOR-CRAZY

Philip Gyasi

 

And this is why I hate funerals.

I gazed forlornly through a window. All around, distant relatives and strangers indulged in conversation, all centered on the woman they were supposed to be mourning, my late grand-aunt. I stared outside, allowing the chatter to fade to a distant buzz, but it wasn’t much distraction.

If only I could find somewhere to...

“Are you even listening, Selena?” someone said, close to my ear.

The voice jolted me out of my brief reverie, and I blinked to see my cousin Amy waving a hand in my face.

“Yes, yes, I’m listening,” I muttered, yawning. I had sought Amy out for a spot of conversation to while away the slow passage of time but within minutes it proved to be a terrible decision, seeing as she was more interested in gibbering away about some new guy at her high school named Troy.

“What did you say again?”

Amy let out an exasperated sigh and pushed a glass of orange juice into my hands. “I said hold this for me, doofus. I’ll be right back, need to go to the bathroom.”

And you won’t find me back here, I thought, relieved as I watched the red-haired girl disappear into the cluster of adults milling about in the dining hall. Amy was alright, but I could only to listen to such inane talk about boys for so long before my brain exploded.

At least that would put some much-needed color in this place. I placed the glass of water on the windowsill and began to wander around, allowing my eyes to flit across the grand foyer without really settling on anything interesting.

The whole atmosphere was quite depressing — everyone was dressed in some variant of monochrome and talking with hushed voices. I glanced at a couple in one corner, whispering. I couldn’t hear their words but the tone was solemn enough, as if they meant to wring more grief than was already present. Like a case of bad feng shui, even the floorboards, the wooden paneling, the walls, all dark, expensive walnut-brown, only accentuated the funeral aura that currently infested the whole building.

As an artist, the severe lack of color and vibrancy offended my senses and sucked away at my spirits like a greedy leech. I hadn’t wanted to attend the funeral of course, especially with an expert on Renaissance era art giving a talk at school, but mother had threatened and cajoled and blackmailed me into coming. I loved mother, but sometimes, just sometimes...

I ambled through the long halls of the mansion in search of a haven to do some reading, but even the building seemed to be hampering my noble quest. The only room I found unoccupied was hidden away somewhere on the third floor - a rarely used closet, judging from the light coating of gray dust and mothball-stale air that greeted me upon prying the door open.

No thanks. Besides, even if it was clean it wouldn’t be suited for my desires anyway — I wanted peace and quiet, and the drift of indistinct chatter from downstairs through the thin floorboards kind of put paid to that.

So I made my way back down. The solitude, the quiet, the color I craved was nowhere to be found.

Add to my troubles the fact that there wasn’t anything good to drink. I lingered around the wine bar like a lost puppy for a few seconds before giving up. It was guarded by ancient Aunt Jane, and she hovered around the bottles like a hawk armed with a Bible, and the expression on her face told me she would sooner curse the name of God than serve me anything filled with liquor..

Even though I’m almost eighteen, I lamented. I could feel the weight of her eyes on my back all the way till I left the room. Sheesh, was drinking was a crime? If anything, in my own humble opinion, the only crime here was that horrendous black dress she was wearing. I smiled. The fashion police would have a field day pressing charges if they ever caught sight of it.

I was making my way down the staircase to the ground floor when a chilly feeling prickled at my skin.

A large portrait of my dead grand-aunt dominated the landing above the staircase, creepily rendered in lifelike pastel. She glared down, hawk-eyed and gray haired, as if condemning me for daring to be bored at her funeral.

I glared right back until I lost sight of it.

I didn’t feel any animosity towards the departed woman, but I can’t say her passing really stirred up any feelings of grief either.

Aunt Bathilda had only ever visited once, and was always notoriously ham-fisted for someone who made just shy of a million pounds a year. I was ten then, and it was hard to find the now deceased woman endearing when the most expensive ‘gift’ she had ever given me was two minutes of her time and banal advice about how to deal with corrupt real estate agents in somewhere off the gulf of St Tropez.

As if I even understood who a real estate agent was then.

With a scowl, I pushed thoughts of the disquieting woman away and scanned the area, keeping eyes and ears peeled for any sign of my mother. Luck was on my side, and I made it to the main doors safely and slipped outside with a dramatic sigh of relief.

Relief that was short-lived. Outside wasn’t much better.

Evening was still a few hours away, but the sun had cowardly fled at the first signs of possible rain. The sky was streaked with forlorn strokes of ash-colored clouds. I strolled about and the heavy, wet dankness that lingered in the air clung to my skin, as if I was in a marsh instead of the sprawling countryside villa in the heart of California.

I wouldn’t consider myself superstitious, but right now it looked like the heavens were conspiring to restrict my rebellious disregard for the rights of the dead.

So with that thought, I was quite delighted when I rounded a bend and stumbled onto the gardens at the edge of the expansive property. For a second I eyed it into surprise. It felt like a wondrous mirage, as if someone had taken to the gloomy land with my brushes and an endless supply of pastels.

I hitched up my skirt and raced to it. Must have missed it while sulking when we had driven in.

It wasn’t a mirage. Tranquil yellow sunflowers here, the odd fiery red rose there, pale daffodils the same shade as my hair, and a myriad of other flowers and trees I couldn’t identify - all swathed in a verdant sea of green shrubbery. A bee zipped around my head, and even light seemed brighter here than outside.

I wiggled the latch on the wire-mesh fence and slipped into the garden. It was perfect. My estimation of Aunt Bathilda’s tastes crawled back up a few notches.

I felt a passing twinge of regret. Perhaps I should have brought along my sketch pad or a camera.

Still, thankful for the change in fortunes, I fiddled in my handbag for the book I’d had snuck along and settled down on one of the stone benches in the garden - mother likely wouldn’t notice my absence and even if she did I could always claim I’d been catching up with some of the family. A little white lie never hurt anyone.

Ensconced in that little bit of paradise, sheltered by the shade provided by the overhanging branches of a nearby tree, I became so engrossed in the book that time swept by in an indistinct pace. The story was a mystery about a painter, Harry, who also doubled as an art detective investigating a series of high-profile thefts across Paris. I flipped the page - the thief was now making away with the Mona Lisa, and Harry had just watched her leave the Louvre, none the wiser.

I chuckled to myself. Stupid Harry, it’s the beautiful girl with the red hair, the one with the backpack, she has the painting rolled up in there! Of course I knew the story inside out, but I never tired of re-reading it anyway.

I didn’t hear the crunch of approaching footsteps until it was too late.

“Hello.”

With a shriek, I flung the book in the air and leapt up from the bench, my heart thudding loudly. As luck would have it my shoe caught on a tree root poking through the ground and I stumbled and fell in a tangle of black skirt and dirt.

“Oh I’m very sorry!” I felt someone kneel and a strong hand pulled me gently to my feet. “Are you alright?”

I glowered up, opening my mouth to berate the guy for startling me. And froze as I took him in.

He was tall, dressed in a black plaid shirt and black khaki pants and he was good looking. Very good looking.

A square jaw, tapered into a small angular chin capped with light stubble. His face, even molded into an expression of concern, had a handsomeness to it that was hard to describe. It was ghostly, ephemeral, but at the same time had a certain masculine presence and beauty to it that no cover model could ever hope to match. But all of that paled in comparison to his eyes.

Thin round glasses sat on a slightly hooked nose, and behind them burned the most vivid, most entrancing electric-green eyes I’d ever seen.

My words caught in my throat.

“Sorry if I scared you,” he said, bending down to pick the book up. The eye contact broke only for a moment and I snapped out of the trance. The sudden severance of emotions was jolting, and I willed my heart to stop beating so loudly else he might hear it.

He dusted the book off and held it out with an apologetic grin. “Here you go.”

I looked at it, my mind uncomprehending for a second, then the gears in my head started grinding again. I took it, feeling a blush creep up my face — my face probably looked like a ripe tomato now. Oh my God, I tried not to fidget.

“Thanks,” I stammered.

“Sorry if I scared you. I came out for some air then got lost trying to find my way back to the house.” He laughed, and I was struck by how musical it sounded. “Luckily I saw you, and you looked like you knew this place, so I thought I’d ask you the way back. I hope you don’t mind me bothering you for a second.”

A perfectly rational explanation, I thought. I was about to say exactly those words when the alien conviction behind the sudden thought caught me by surprise. It was intrusive, like the words had been spoken directly into my mind and, slightly startled, I looked up from the book.

Straight into his eyes.

They drew me in, like a moth to a flame. If I peered closer, I could see a burning fire in there and—

I blinked rapidly, and the almost eerily magnetic pull faded, along with a foreboding sense of something inexplicably dangerous. I rubbed at my eyes - the fall must have addled something in my head.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

I waved him off. “I’m fine.” Whatever had shaken loose in my brain was making me feel like some airheaded cheerleader right now, and the feeling somehow annoyed me. “I’m alright.”

Why was I annoyed again? I felt so confused. I felt my way to the bench and plopped down to clear my head.

“I’ll just let myself out,” he said. “Sorry for bothering you again.”

I looked up to see him walking away, and was struck by the sense of physical perfection that clung to him like the dirt sticking in my hair. Muscles rippled underneath his shirt as he walked.

He even has a nice butt, I thought with a snicker. And his eyes, they were so entrancing, so green, so bright that they made the garden look dead in comparison, so beautiful...

There was a loud bang as the gate swung shut on rusted hinges. I snapped out of my musings. When I finally managed to gather my senses, he was gone.

I didn’t even get his name! A cold gust of wind, at odds with the summer, ruffled my skirt as I packed up in a hurry. It seemed to chide me as I drew my errant shawl around my shoulders to ward off the sudden chill. He couldn’t have gone too far.

I spent the rest of the day looking for him, but with no luck - he had disappeared into thin air. I asked a few of the girls around, but no one had seen anyone matching the description she gave. Cursing my luck, I gave up and went to find mother. She was beside the car.

“There you are,” she said. “Where were you?”

“Catching up with Amy and the rest.” I opened the front door and slid inside. My head hurt.

“Are you okay?” Mother said, peering at my face. “You look sick.”

“I’m okay.” I rubbed at my forehead and stole a look in the rear-view mirror. My eyes were red and my skin looked flushed.

“So, did you have fun? With Amy and the girls?”

They were a dreadful bore. “It was better than I thought.” I slumped in the chair and pulled the window up. Little droplets began to drizzle up against the glass. The strange guy still weighed on my mind, jostling for space with my mammoth migraine.

“You should get some medicine when we get back.” Mother started the engine.

I nodded absently and closed my eyes, till the sound of rain and the hum of the engines lulled me to sleep. The headache faded into nothingness. All the way home I dreamt of the mysterious stranger and his electric-green eyes.

Maybe funerals weren’t so bad after all.

*~*~*~*

The second time I saw him was at Grandpa Billy’s funeral.

Three years and I hadn’t quite forgotten him, but the chances of me ever meeting him again were so slim. Maybe it was the fact that I had been boyfriend-less then, but the fact that I’d spent days on end pining for him was almost worrying. Yes, he was good-looking (I still remembered his face clear as day), but hunky guys were a dime a dozen at my school. It was just a stupid crush, but for some reason I couldn’t quite knock him out of my mind. Not even after I got asked out by this cute kid from school, Josh.

Which is why when Mother asked me to leave my painting studies for the weekend to go to some distant uncle’s funeral all the way in Manchester, I had said no. Any mentions of the word funeral summoned up the stranger’s face, which proceeded to hang around in my thoughts like a specter refusing to be banished. It was enough to give me a headache. Besides there was an art exhibit in two weeks and I had some paintings to finish up.

“Don’t be so stubborn, sweetheart,” Mother insisted over the phone. “How would you feel if everyone said they were busy and wouldn’t come to your funeral?”

“Come on, Ma,” I whined. “My art exhibit is in a few weeks and I’ve only completed two paintings so far.

“I miss you. We hardly spend any time together with you so far away in college.” I rolled my eyes. She visited at least every fortnight.

Mother’s voice turned coy. “And, speaking of your exhibit, I managed to scrounge up some contacts from the local newspaper and...” she trailed off.

My own mother wasn’t above coercion. I sighed, and she chuckled. She had won.

“Yuppee! I’ll pick you up in two days.”

My mutiny had failed. I was waiting by my dorm door when she pulled up in a sleek Pontiac. Black. Perfectly suited for a funeral.

As soon we got there, Mother took off with some cousins, completely forgetting about me. So much for spending time together.

I wandered around, hoping to find kindred spirits who shared my distaste of all things dead and dying, black and white, tombs and wreaths. Remembering last time I didn’t hold out on luck too much. Once again Aunt Jane was guarding the bar, but even her disapproving gaze was not enough to deter me from serving myself a nice martini.

Sipping slowly, I drifted around, trying to find a familiar face, someone I could talk to. There were cousins, nieces and nephews everywhere, but they were either too young or too old, too chatty or too dull. I found myself a solitary table and sat to while away the long, dreary hours that remained.

I’d kill for a book right now.

I was so caught up being miserable that I almost didn’t recognize the scent of perfume that slithered into my nose. A whiff of flowery, oh-so-perfect cologne.

His!

I looked up, not daring to believe.

“You’re the girl from the garden right? Mind if I sit with you?”

It was the green-eyed stranger.

My spirits soared. “Not at all,” I said quickly.

He pulled out a chair and sat, putting his drink, a glass of red wine on the table. “My condolences for your loss.”

“Thanks,” I shrugged, partly to ease the butterflies in her stomach. “He wasn’t really my grandfather, we all just called him that.”

What the hell was I saying?! Now he’d think me some heartless city girl. “I mean don’t get me wrong,” I added hastily. “He was a nice man though, and I’ll miss him.” It was the truth.

“You don’t look too sad,” he observed.

“Actually, to tell the truth, I’m not a funeral person. Funerals are so, so... boring.”

He chuckled. “Why did you come then?”

Maybe it was the alcohol, but I felt like I could confide in him. I leaned in closer and whispered, “My mum did me a favor, and coming here was the only way to repay her. Now she’s off with some friends, and my paintings are no closer to getting done.”

He laughed and leaned in with a whisper of his own. His eyes seemed to glitter ever so brightly, an almost ethereal light dancing in their depths. “I don’t mind funerals myself, I think they’re fascinating but if it helps, I do like painting.”

“No way! Stop pulling my leg.”

“I’m dead serious, if you’ll forgive the pun.”

I laughed.

“I’m serious,” he said.

I examined his face intently, but he seemed earnest. I folded my hands on the table and adopted a learned expression. “Fine then. What’s your favorite shade of color? And don’t just say light-yellow or dark-blue.”

“Vermilion,” he said promptly. “Though Alizarin crimson is a close second.”

I blinked, stumped. His eyes sparkled with green light as he chuckled at my expression. “Ask me another question if you’re not convinced.”

I racked my brain for another painting-related question, one that would trip him up. The kid gloves were off. “Alright who painted ‘Liberty Leading the People’?”

“Easy. Eugène Delacroix, 1830. I quote,” and his voice took on a flawless French accent that made my heart quiver. “My bad mood is vanishing thanks to hard work. I’ve embarked on a modern subject—a barricade. And if I haven’t fought for my country at least I’ll paint for her.”

For a second I stared. Maybe it was still the alcohol, but my head was feeling lighter, woozier the longer I stared, so I started to clap.

“Thank you, thank you,” he gave a mock bow and retook his seat. “My. Death of a Virgin - who?”

“Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio,” I said, stressing every word. My Italian accent was atrocious, but I enjoyed the way it made his eyes shine with mirth. “1606.”

And so the morning went, and he enchanted me with his knowledge, his passion, his jokes, his charm, his eyes. And we didn’t just talk about painting, though he promised he might come to my exhibit, one day. We spoke about life, and funerals, and work and love and TV shows. He seemed to know a bit about everything, and knew just what to say to make me laugh.

I had fallen in love.

The day passed in a whirlwind, succeeded by a beautiful starlit night. I was having so much fun that when my mother called on her cell, I was a bit tempted to just let it ring.

“I’m coming,” I grumbled into the handset.

“Who was that?” he asked.

“No one important.”

He gave me a look.

“My mother. But she can wait.”

“Is she the one waving at us from over there?” He directed my gaze towards a canopy, where Mother stood waving her arms like a windmill.

I slapped a palm against my face. “Crap. I have to go.”

My head was starting to hurt again. Too many drinks.

“Too bad. I was enjoying your company.”

He helped me pack up my stuff, and promised to put away my wine glass. His finger brushed against mine, sending a surge of heat rushing up my arm. “Goodbye, my lady.”

“Selena, that’s my name.”

He kissed my hand. “Damien. Il Crufè.”

I felt that same surge of fire and fierce warmth race up her arm. Even his name is perfect.

“You made my day,” I said. “You’re an angel. A godsend.”

His lips tightened slightly. “An angel?” he mused. “Maybe once, but not anymore. Angels are too goody-goody.”

I laughed. My boyfriend, Josh was a goody-goody. I was about to say something, but my phone went off again. I punched at the screen until the annoying ringtone went mute. Something was chewing at the edge of my mind, but I had to go. “I’ll see you later!”

“Goodnight!” He waved.

It was when I found Mother that I realized I’d forgotten to take his phone number. A dull, throbbing pain pulsed through my skull. I cursed my rotten luck and downed an aspirin from the glove compartment. At least I have his name. I watched the trees and cars race past as we drove home. He shouldn’t be that hard to find.

When we got home I looked through all the phone books only to find out there was no listing for Damien Il Crufè. I even did an internet search for two hours, but everything came up blank. I gave up after three hours and decided to go to bed. Josh’s picture sat on my nightstand, his arms wrapped around my shoulders. I stared at it for a few seconds, and slowly his eyes turned green. Damien now had his arms around my shoulders, smiling. I patted the picture frame before sleep overtook me. It looked much better.

*~*~*~*

Three years later...

“That’s beautiful!” The lady with the pink shawl gushed, staring at the painting of the man’s face. “I’ll give you fifteen-hundred for it.”

“Two thousand.” Another woman countered, shaking her checkbook.

“Thirty-five hundred!” A man yelled.

It was a picture of Damien in a gilded, golden frame - the most expensive I had been able to afford. Somehow it didn’t quite deserve the silver lacquered ones my other paintings had. And I agreed with the pink-shawled lady. It was my best work yet.

I had named it Fire. The name didn’t do it justice.

Something felt off with it. Every time I looked at it, it felt lifeless. Particularly the eyes - they failed to capture that spark, that brilliant color, that life, that fire Damien’s had carried. A part of me didn’t want to sell it, but at the same time, the imperfection bothered me so much that I had to let it go.

“Three thousand, seven hundred!”

“Three thousand, nine hundred!” another woman clamored.

“Four thousand!”

And so it went, until one woman’s bid of £4450 went unmatched. Disappointed, the others wandered off to try and find something else in the gallery.

“Who’s the model?” The woman asked, as I packaged the painting into a box. “I’d sure like to meet him.”

“He wasn’t a model,” I said, a bit frostily.

“Your boyfriend then?” The woman nudged me, winking. “Quite the catch.”

I wished. It was strange but after all these years the attraction I felt for Damien had never passed, never faded into nothingness like the crush I had assumed it was. If anything, they had grown stronger. So strong that I hadn’t been able to make things work with Josh anymore. We broke up. I wanted to find Damien again. To find him and do the painting over, turn it from good into a masterpiece. And then marry him. Preferably in the reverse order.

“Not my boyfriend,” I replied. “Just a guy I met once at a funeral.”

“How interesting! You must have felt like you were in love...”

The woman was talking, but I wasn’t listening anymore. The word funeral sparked some miraculous realization in my head. How could I not have seen it?

A fever gripped me, a fever of excitement I could barely keep down as I wrapped up the painting and sent the woman on her way. I couldn’t wait till the exhibition was over. I kept knocking myself on the head. How did I not realize it?

As I closed up (sales had been more than wonderful, everyone had left raving about the quality of my work, the reporter even took pictures and promised a feature in the local news), one thought kept spinning through my mind.

Mother lives closest by, I’ve got to go visit Mother.

It was snowing and bitterly cold outside, so I squeezed all my hair into a mink Cossack and donned a pair of leather gloves. I drove all the way to Mother’s house in a haze, seized by hope and a frenzy of elation. I’d been so stupid! The solution was always there, staring at me in the eyes. Damien sat in the seat beside me, silent but smiling. His face only made me giggle. I slapped a palm against the steering wheel. Stupid stupid Selena!

“Mother!” I said, walking up the stairs. “You didn’t come to my exhibition.”

Mother’s voice answered from the bathroom. “Sorry. I was busy. A business appointment with one of the board members came up. Besides I’ve been to the last two exhibits. I’ll come to the next one”

Damien nodded as I grabbed a knife from the kitchen. I smiled at him. How to make the plan work? I stared at the gleaming steel blade. No, no too messy.

Mother peeked into the kitchen, a towel around her head, and I hastily replaced the knife.

“Don’t worry, you don’t have to cook. I’m going out to Launceston’s to pick up some Portobello and baked English custard.”

I didn’t care much for Chef Bruno’s food. However a night’s ride presented an unforeseen opportunity. “I’ll come with you then,” I said. Damien’s lips tilted into a smile of approval. I winked at him.

“Only if you’re driving,” Mother replied.

Don’t worry, I’ll drive. I felt a thrill of excitement as I whirled my car keys on a finger.

Half an hour later, Mother settled into the front seat and I eased out of the driveway. Damien took a seat in the back. Already, thick amounts of snow swirled around in the air, making it hard to see. The radio was predicting a snowstorm.

“Put on the fog lights!” Mother said.

The road was a bit on the slippery side. No one will know. Damien mouthed the words into my ear. No one will know.

“Don’t go so fast!” Mother glanced at me, an expression of worry on her face. “Are you alright? You don’t look too well.”

I could make out a long row of pine trees just ahead, hugging the edges of the road. Perfect. I stepped on the accelerator. The meter crawled up to 70mph. Damien’s vivid green eyes brightened with consent.

“My God, Selena, you’re going to get us killed!”

I stared straight ahead, eyes blank and unblinking. “Don’t worry, Ma.”

Not us, just you.

I gripped the steering wheel and swung it hard to the right. The car skidded and veered off the road. Mother screamed in terror, I screamed only because I wasn’t sure if I’d done it right. Panic and elation swept over me in equal measure as the car swiveled out of control.

A huge tree loomed large. Damien stood beside it, his brilliant emerald eyes looming even larger as he waved. I reached out for him. Don’t worry love, I’ll see you soon.

The car crashed into the tree in explosion of white noise, and the last thought on my mind as the airbags slammed into my face and consciousness bled away was, Perfect!

*~*~*~*

When I came to, I was on a gurney. Red and blue lights were flashing and I dimly noticed a few policemen and paramedics hanging around, talking. Someone was wheeling me towards the ambulance.

“What happened?” I asked, trying to lift my head. My voice came out muffled. Something was covering my mouth.

“Stay still, ma’am. You were in an accident. Your car skidded off the road and crashed into a tree.”

My whole body was a mass of dull, throbbed pain.

“Where’s my mother?” I asked, my voice groggy. “Is she alright?”

The paramedic’s words were soft, sympathetic. “The right side of the car took the worst damage. By the time we got the call and arrived it was too late. I’m very sorry.”

I processed the words, my mind numb. A faint part of me realized that I should be feeling sorrow, but I couldn’t dredge any emotion other than satisfaction. It worked.

“Did you see where Damien went?” I asked. I tried to move my neck but couldn’t.

“Who?” the paramedic said.

I closed my eyes. Mother was dead, but no problem, it was for a good cause. She had always wanted to die for a good cause.

See you soon, Damien. I was lifted into the back of the ambulance. I thought I saw his face lean in to kiss mine. See you soon.

*~*~*~*

Well-wishers and relatives surrounded me, all expressing their condolences for Mother’s death and their thanks that I was alive. I listened with only half an ear.

Where was Damien?

“Don’t you cry, Selena, she’s in a better place now.” Aunt Molly said, patting me on the shoulder. “Remember, the Lord has a reason for everything he does.”

I returned the gesture with a sad, absent-minded smile. Yes, a reason. I suppose Heaven is a good place. Mother must be happy there now. I’m still stuck at this funeral. But it was worth it, I would endure. For Damien.

I wore the customary black and white, as was appropriate for someone supposed to be grieving, but inside I only felt excitement. Will he come? Is he already here? I scanned the crowd but couldn’t see his tall figure, or the eyes that gleamed like emeralds.

I caught a look at my face in the mirror. Gaunt, thin, and my eyes were red and puffy. I rubbed at my cheeks and noticed the chalky pallor of my hands. I had to go to the bathroom and freshen up. It wouldn’t do to meet Damien looking like a wretch.

“I have to go to the bathroom for a second.”

Aunt Molly and Uncle Paul nodded, their expressions full of sympathy.

I was almost at the bathroom when someone hailed me.

“Selena! Selena!”

It was my loathsome cousin Amy, who seemed to hate color almost as much as I loved it, dressed in that terrible gray dress. I schooled my features to prevent my frown from showing, and went to greet the gossipy girl.

“Oh, Selena,” Lucy said. “I’m very sorry for your loss. Such a terrible thing to happen, too. Aunt Alice was always very kind to me.” She shook her head and mimed the sign of the cross against her chest. “May her soul rest in peace.”

Of course Mother loved you. Even more than me sometimes. Amy the star of this, Amy the winner of that... Dispelling my thoughts, I nodded. “She’s in a happier place right now.”

“Indeed, she is. Mind if we say the Lord’s Prayer?” Amy grasped her hands and closed her eyes. The prayer seemed to go on and on and I was very glad to hear the final ‘Amen’.

“Thank you,” I said, and turned to go.

“Wait.”

Stupid hag! What now?

“Someone gave me this to give to you.” Amy fished in her bag and held out a folded note.

Probably a cheque or something. I unfolded it. It was a letter. I stared at the name, and my hands began to tremble. It was from Damien!

 

Dear Selena,

I’m sorry I couldn’t make it to the funeral. I’m away in Italy now, in the Vatican, attending to some urgent business. My condolences for your sad loss, but I’m very glad you made it through unscathed. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.

I know these must be trying times for you, but be brave, and heal well.

I come back to London in a week. Perhaps I’ll meet you again someday.

Yours,

Il Crufè, Damien.

 

I stared at the letter, dazed. A vast disappointment barreled through my chest. It couldn’t be. He had attended every funeral. Why not this one?

I felt a sharp pang of guilt. I had gotten Mother killed for nothing.

I turned the letter around. There wasn’t even a return address. I had no way to get a reply back to him.

“Are you alright?” Amy asked.

“Amy, do you remember who gave this to you?”

“It was a young man, devilishly handsome, with the oddest shade of green eyes though,” Amy said. “I’ve never seen him before. Is everything okay?”

I nodded, my eyes welling up with tears.

Amy muttered an uncomfortable excuse. “If you ever need to talk, come visit me,” she said, and scampered off in a haste.

I didn’t care. I stared at the letter. If only I had a way to reach him. The Vatican seemed so far away. And two weeks? Perhaps I could take a plane there? It’s small enough that I could find him if I searched hard enough...

The answer struck me so hard that I almost wanted to smack myself for being stupid again. I could have laughed for joy. The solution was so clear. With a grin that I hoped no one else saw, I turned and stared at Amy’s retreating figure.

She lived thirty minutes or so away from my studio.

I wiped my eyes. There was yet hope. It would be a bit of trouble, and I’d have to be careful, but if it meant a chance to see Damien again...

For his beautiful eyes. Besides the curtains I almost thought I could see him, smiling. Through the tears I smiled. I had another funeral to plan.
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