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THE FIVE DAY LIMIT


 







Jim Bernheimer


 


 


I’ll be fine. Trust me. There’s nothing to worry about. Well actually,
there’s plenty to worry about. There’re things much more important than me,
such as the end of the world, but like that one band said on the topic, “I feel
fine.”


We’re moored off the coast of Virginia. I’m sitting on
the deck of a surfaced submarine of the same name, the USS Virginia,
along with a bunch of other wretched souls and a pair of armed guards watching
over us. My old ship, the Theodore Roosevelt, is about a mile away. It’s
a nuclear powered graveyard now, like the rest of the world is becoming,
overrun by zombies. We should have been looking out for number one. Instead,
like a bunch of dumbasses, we tried to help. 


How did this all happen? No one knows. At first, it
started with some strange reports of rioting, which we heard about on our way
back from our deployment to the Middle East. Halfway there, we were told to
make best possible speed back to the US. We left our escorts in our wake to the
east coast. 


What was waiting for us when we arrived? Chaos. Things
were spiraling out of control. A few of the larger surface ships, like the Mount
Whitney, were trying to do what they could. Our Flag Officer, Admiral
Sullivan, took charge and tried to salvage things. The helicopters were flying
day and night off of them and the Wasp, trying to rescue people and
deliver them to any ship with room. Soon, the hangar deck and the flight deck
had turned into a tent city of sorts.


It was human nature to try and help. It’s what
“civilized” people do, so we did what we could for the first five days. I’m
supposed to be a Damage Controlman, the military equivalent of a firefighter.
Because I’m so junior, I’m what you call a “mess crank,” temporarily assigned
to duty in the galley, or kitchen for you landlubbers. 


Those first five days were surreal, like one long
continuous nightmare. They kept the galley open and let us sleep in shifts. I
think I got one shower in that period of time. The small flotilla of civilian
boats that had joined us quickly became a problem, circling and always begging
for food, fuel, and fresh water, because most weren’t prepared for a stay on
open water for longer than a few days. Those that had fishing gear on them were
encouraged to start fishing to gather food.


The sporadic television broadcasts that were picked up
brought a sliver of hope, but never held any real information. Rumors were
traded like a new brand of currency. 


The Center for Disease Control was close to finding a
solution. It was a bioweapons attack by the Russians, the Chinese, or some drug
company’s experiment gone wrong. The President was ordering all the troops home
to help defend the country. Call me crazy, but I liked that one! Israel just
nuked Tehran or vice versa. You name it, and someone probably said it. 


Me? I just kept working sixteen-hour shifts. One would
have thought some of these freeloaders would have offered to do some cooking
and cleaning. No, instead, they just sat there most of the time bitching about
no one doing anything about this crisis. Some actually griped about the food,
if you could believe that. 


The one time I got a chance to go topside and get some
fresh air, I saw people standing up there desperately trying their cell phones
and either getting messages saying the system was down, or if they were lucky,
an answering machine. I didn’t even bother. My parents lived in Corning. If
they were smart, they ran for the hills. If they were lucky, they made it. All
I could do for them was hope for the best.


Every now and then when I close my eyes I still see
that pretty morning anchor on CNN getting killed on air, when her newsroom was stormed.
Her last report was that the CDC and the rest of Atlanta had fallen. Someone
was flipping around the channels a few hours later when we saw her zombie
wander back in front of the camera missing half her face. Several people
watching the TV puked right then and there. Guess who had to clean it up?


The old saying in the enlisted ranks was, “No good
deed goes unpunished.” There were armed guards on at medical and the makeshift
infirmary. I reckon that they counted on everyone who was injured to go running
for treatment. They didn’t count on the people who lived in denial. No one
thought about the little old ladies who sat in the corners, not going anywhere,
because, “I don’t get around so well sonny and this ship of yours isn’t good on
my knees.” 


My superiors might have also considered the parents
who refused to be separated from their children, or the children whose silence
could mostly be attributed to their trauma. In my opinion, it was just another
instance of the Navy finding a problem and discovering a new way to make it
worse, but I’m getting ahead of myself aren’t I?


Do I really need to talk about the fifth day? That’s
all anyone out here seems to want to talk about, but I don’t. I don’t even want
to think about waking up after only two hours of sleep and hearing General
Quarters being sounded. My first thought was, “What idiot in their right mind
runs a GQ drill with all these refugees onboard?”


The screams and gunshots I heard seconds later
convinced me that it wasn’t a drill. Wish I had grabbed some more stuff out of
my locker, but trust me; I have no intention of going back for it. A group of
us got up into the main passageway and it was total chaos. There was a damage
control locker nearby and this female Chief Petty Officer dressed in only khaki
pants and an undershirt was handing out gear to use as weapons. I found myself
with a fire axe in my hands. After a few minutes, it was pretty obvious that we
were losing. Only about half of us made it to the next bulkhead where we
secured the door. 


Another group came in from aft and sealed that side of
the passageway. We were cut off, but at least we were safe for the moment.
Those things were pounding on the metal doors and we could see them through the
small inset portholes in the watertight doors. A few of us were wounded and
starting to panic wondering if we’d turn into those things. Fortunately, I was
fine.


One of the people not holding the doors shut went into
the offices off the passage and tried to get in contact with Damage Control
Central or the bridge, but chaos reigned supreme. At times, one person would be
speaking over the announcing circuit and other times there would be several
people yelling at once. 


Time passed. The Propulsion Plant Watch Officer down
in the engine room announced that One Plant was secure, but Two Plant had to be
evacuated. The Officer of the Deck was making announcements about where the
known “safe areas” of the ship were when some of those things got into the
bridge.


One of the wounded, a guy named Scharfman, died from
his wounds. They called me over to cave his skull in and that sucked balls!
Every once in a while, the Watch Officer would come on the announcing circuit
and update us. An hour into it, she admitted that as best she could tell, there
was no one left fighting. We hadn’t heard any gunshots in a while. All that was
left was scattered pockets of people barricaded in sections of the ship. With
no one left above her, Lieutenant Commander Mullins told us to abandon ship if
we could make it out.


We used some cord to lash the doors down, so we didn’t
have to hold them shut anymore. Our position in the ship was actually pretty
good. In one of the outboard spaces there was a ladder and hatch that led to an
open area just off the hangar deck. It would only be a thirty or forty foot
plunge into the ocean instead of a sixty foot one. With the axe, I was going
first. I’d either be the first one off the ship or the first one to die.


Spinning the handle to open the hatch, I pushed it up
and open. There wasn’t anyone or anything close by. Quickly, I helped the
others get up. Looking out we could see bodies floating in the water.
Remembering what they had taught us in basic training, all of us we went into
the water. It was early summer, and the water was warm enough, but I knew I’d
need to make it to a lifeboat or another ship. I floated for a minute to get my
bearings and remove my shoes. I tied them together and hung them around my
neck. It’s a bit hard to swim with shoes on. I saw a couple of life jackets
floating in the water. One had a person bobbing up and down in it, struggling
to move. I swam over to grab the free one. The kid was a teenager – one of the
refugees.


“Hey buddy, have any life boats come by?”


At the sound of my voice, the eyes opened up and the
he started thrashing at me. I was too close and he grabbed one of my arms.
Shit! He was one of them. I struggled with him and did my damndest to keep his
mouth away from any part of my body. Using the shoes I had removed I beat on
him and kicked him. Breaking free of his grip, I started swimming away. The
little shit latched on to one of my legs and I pulled him along for a few feet
before he let go. There was another jacket about ten yards away. I grabbed it
and didn't look back. 


Swimming around, I found one of those emergency
canister life rafts that had opened. A few other people joined me and we got it
righted so we could get on board. Not only was I fine, but I still had my
shoes. After a while, a small boat from the Arleigh Burke came by and
towed our raft over to the USS Virginia. Their captain came out and
addressed us. He wanted to know if there were any people who were wounded and
needed assistance. Then we were ordered to get out and split into wounded and
non-wounded groups. I was glad I was fine. I could see several other Navy ships
just kind of floating out there. Hell, the Wasp was on fire! 


The small boat from the Burke came back towing
another of the Roosevelt’s life rafts. The wounded were told to get into
one of the rafts and they’d be towed over to the Burke where they could
be treated. For the next few hours this repeated until there were about fifty
of us standing on the back of the sub wondering about our fate. A little later
the sub’s skipper informed us that we were in quarantine for five days. Supposedly,
this was how long it took for someone to turn into one of these things. They
weren’t going to let us inside the sub until we proved that we weren’t
infected. 


I looked at the electronics technician next to me. Neither
of us could believe it. I was fine. We were all fine! When a few of us
protested, he said there would be two armed sailors up in the conning tower. I
can remember muttering, “What the hell? Is this Abu Ghraib or something?” They
made certain we got some crappy box lunches and told us to keep an eye on each
other. Some went back inside our covered life raft to get out of the sun. I
didn’t want to chance getting on that thing. A few hours later, I had a bit of
sunburn and a standard issue blanket to lie on. The next morning came and we
got rolls and boxed milk. It wasn’t much to keep the hunger at bay.


“How are you doing?” the blonde electronics tech
asked. Her nametag was missing, but I knew her last name was Gorman. Back on
the Roosevelt when I was serving chow, I’d check her and some of the
other attractive females out as they came through the serving line. Even after
a dip in the Atlantic, she was pretty hot.


“Other than the sunburn and athlete’s foot I’m fine.
You?”


She reached into her purse and pulled out an inhaler
and took a puff off of it. “I’m just stressed. Do you think they’d really shoot
us?”


“Probably, but I’m guessing that they’d just close the
hatch and dive. That’d be the safe choice.” I could see my words scared her.
“I’m Eddie Jenkins.”


“Lisa Gorman. Where are you from?”


We spent much of the rest of that day talking about
normal things. She was a Vikings fan and I was a lifelong Bills fan. We
morbidly joked about how neither team would ever win a Super Bowl. When lunch
came, she said she didn’t have much of an appetite. I ended up eating most of
her share. Their doctor, a black guy named Lieutenant Parker came down on deck
with a Corpsman named McComb and a serious looking, pistol waving, Crypto Tech
named Nero. They had everyone come up individually and stop about six feet from
them. We were quizzed and made to do motor skills tests. It was pretty
humiliating and downright stupid. Would touching our toes tell them whether we
were turning into a zombie? 


“At least they didn’t make me do jumping jacks. Most
of us don’t have shoes,” Lisa said and shrugged off my complaints. “Did you
tell them about your athlete’s foot?”


“Doesn’t NAVY stand for, Never Again Volunteer
Yourself? I can deal with it and I’d rather not call any attention to myself.
They’re probably looking for any excuse to get rid of us. Did you tell them you
gave me most of your lunch?”


“Good point. Still, they could have given you some
foot powder. Well, it looks pretty cloudy today. At least we’re not in for more
sun.”


Instead, we got rained on for two days straight. How
fortunate. Maybe Mother Nature decided to cry for us? It was tempting to jump
ship and take my chances with one of the fishing vessels. Lisa talked me out of
it. 


By the third day, the Doctor was asking if we were
noticing any problems with any of the other people under quarantine. Those
shifty bastards were trying to turn us against each other. I didn’t rat out
Lisa’s diminishing appetite and she didn’t say anything about my foot problem.
The deck was a bit slick and I almost slipped during my daily test, but so had
a couple of others. 


The rain let up on day four. It hadn’t helped my rash,
which was getting really irritating, but if I concentrated on the grumbling in
my stomach, it was pretty easy to ignore. I only had to get through one more
day. I was eating one of Lisa’s doughnuts and half-listening to a story from
the rambling girl, when the staccato of gunfire shut her up. It was off in the
distance, on the Arleigh Burke. Ten minutes later, I could see bodies
being dropped off the fantail and it looked like they were using fire hoses to
wash the back of the ship off.


The three Virginia sailors came back about
midday, I felt dizzy under the sun’s heat and it was hard to focus on what they
were asking. Couldn’t they have waited until it wasn’t so blasted hot? I half
wondered if they would give me some more food if I told them how Lisa was
barely eating anything.


I didn’t squeal on her. If she was turning into one of
them, we’d soon know. I was getting most of her share anyway, so I had a pretty
good deal. I just wish the stingy bastards would give us more. Sadly, I was
starting to sound like those civilians bitching on the Roosevelt’s mess
decks.


Lisa and I talked into the night, but I eventually got
tired and went to sleep. My dreams were vivid that night. When the sun came up,
I just laid there on my blanket and stared out at the ocean. It was calming.


I heard Lisa’s voice, “Eddie, get up they’re bringing
breakfast out. Fifth day! We made it!” I turned my head and started to get to
my feet. Thank god it was breakfast time. My eyes locked onto her swishing ass.
Damn! Lisa was one fine looking piece of … meat. I wanted her. I heard voices
as I charged at her and she turned at me and screamed. 


Halfway to her, I jerked violently. That was strange.
Why would the left side of my body suddenly move like that? It didn’t matter. I
needed to get to Lisa. Someone else stepped in front of her. It was that prick
Nero. He had something in his hand. I’ll kick his ass! My head snapped
backwards and I slid down to the deck. Why couldn’t I get up? Why weren’t they
bringing me something to eat? Why is it so hard to think? Nero was coming
towards me! He had a boathook in one hand and a pistol in the other. That son
of a bitch shot me! I knew it! They were going to kill us all and keep our
food. I tried to move, but nothing was working.


“Stay back! All of you! Anyone takes a step toward me
and I will shoot! You, use this and push it over the side.”


Seconds later I saw the rushing water coming at my
face. The bastard had someone push me overboard! He couldn’t even do his own
dirty work. That’s okay. I’m fine, remember? I’ll swim around and then climb up
there and he’ll get his! He’s got my Lisa, my sweet tasty Lisa.











OUT OF CONTROL


 







Keith Rowbory


 


One touch is all it takes. A kiss on the cheek, a
brush in the street... or a handshake.


La Vega market
was packed and, as always, everyone was walking slowly. The little old ladies were
the worst, granted a divine right to obstruct the narrow passageways between
stalls, but the packs of teenagers were little better. They ambled through the
market in lines designed to block overtakers, chattering loudly in the rapid
staccato of Chilean Spanish.


I pushed past a
group of them with little more than a muttered “permiso,” trying to get
away from the overpowering stench of the fish section. A mistake: I put my foot
into a pothole filled with water, slimy against my bare skin, and immediately
regretted my decision to wear flip-flops.


That would be
why the Chileans didn’t rush. The fishmongers were constantly hosing down the
floor, trying to get rid of the smell. It didn’t work, but it certainly
succeeded in making the place wet.


I headed down an
aisle, thinking of lunch. It didn’t really matter which stall you bought from -
they generally sold the same stuff. Tomatoes the size of oranges were piled
high next to wooden crates full of black avocados and red-skinned potatoes. A
tiny kitten was napping on a mound of onions. The sellers called out short
sing-song rhymes in Spanish, trying to attract my attention, but I passed them
all. I was taking my time to choose. I wasn’t in any hurry - I had the whole
day to myself. Ricardo hadn’t called me for a week, and I was taking the time
to relax.


I reached the
last stall. A teenage boy with a mullet sat amid the vegetables. He only looked
a couple years younger than me - maybe eighteen.


“Mister!” he
said when he saw me, standing up. That often happened - my pale skin gave me
away as a foreigner instantly, and while most Chileans’ English was poor, they
were happy to try. I approached the stall and the boy held out his hand. I only
hesitated for a moment.


“Will,” I said
as I took his hand, and I felt it the moment our skin touched - the
unmistakable tug of his mind. I reeled him in.


“Javier,” he
said with a grin, completely unaware of what had just happened. He had very
white teeth. “Where from? USA?”


They always
assumed you were American. “England,” I corrected.


“England!” he
said, “Manchester United, no?”


“Er, sure,” I
said, not really sure what he was wanting to say. He seemed happy just to say
the names of British things. If it wasn’t Manchester United it was the Beatles.
Javier waved his hand towards his stall.


“Much
vegetable,” he said slowly, his accent thick. He said “vegetable” with four
syllables. “You like?”


I looked over
what he had. Pretty standard stuff.


“La palta,”
I said, pointing towards the avocado, “cuanto vale?”


“Two...tou-sand,”
he said, “por kilo. Is good. Best palta - how say palta in English?”


“Avocado,” I
said quickly. He’d forget it immediately anyway. And two thousand for a kilo
was far too much - gringo price. I only had three in my pocket. “Luka,” I said
- one thousand pesos. I felt his brief resistance, but there was nothing he
could do.


“Luka,” he said
a moment later, still smiling. I swallowed. It was still disturbing, sometimes,
the way they were always happy. I understood it better now: the power didn’t
force people to do things against their will. It went deeper than that - it
changed their will itself. Javier would be completely satisfied with his sale.
My thoughts became his.


I could almost
hear her voice.


I
want you, Will.


A memory best
forgotten.


I took the avocados
and handed over a single green note. Carlos would have mocked me for paying
when I could get it for free, but I wasn’t Carlos. Not yet.


My mobile buzzed
in my pocket. I pulled it out, not worried about it being stolen. It was the
cheapest model you could get. New Message, it said. I opened the message
- it was from Catalina.


Alameda,
Universidad Catolica. Come now.


So much for time
off.


 


*~*~*~*


 


Alameda was one of the biggest roads in Santiago - a wide,
eight lane boulevard running through the centre of the downtown area. It wasn’t
really called ‘Alameda’, but its official name was long and unwieldy, so
‘Alameda’ it was. I left the metro by Santa Lucia - a hill right in the centre
of the city, its green parks a stark contrast to the surrounding concrete
towers - and decided to walk the rest of the way. With a protest working its
way down the road, the metro stations further up could be closed.


It wasn’t far to
the Catholic University. I paced it, needing to get there before the protest.
There’d be no way to find Catalina once the students arrived. As I walked, the
increased numbers of Carabineros - Chile’s police - were unmissable. Squads
kitted out in olive-green riot gear were stationed at the corner of every
block. Parked nearby, surrounded by even more Carabineros, were trucks mounted
with water cannons and vans designed to hold and transfer prisoners. The police
in Chile were technically part of the army, and their grim vehicles reflected
it: they were armored in sheet metal, and painted a military green.


I had always
felt the vans were particularly sinister, with their small barred windows and
dark interior. I couldn’t count the number of times I had seen a struggling
protester dragged inside. They were always fine, of course - normally released
the next day - but watching it happen was unsettling. It made you remember
Chile’s recent past. Not too long ago, the Carabineros had been working for a
dictator.


The crossroads
by the university came into sight. It was an open space - a wide break in the
road to allow traffic to join from Avenida Portugal. Though considered
perfectly safe, the area had seen better days: the neo-Gothic buildings were
rather run down, and the whole place was covered with graffiti. Ground floor
windows were barred as a matter of course.


Today, the
traffic had been closed in one direction to make room for the protest, so it
was emptier than usual, but nervous pedestrians were still crossing in numbers.
The drums and whistles of the protest were clearly audible now, coming down the
road from Plaza Italia. I guessed we had ten minutes before it arrived.


This would be
the spot. The Carabineros usually tried to keep the crossing open for
pedestrians, which meant periodically halting the advance of the protest. It
wouldn’t take much.


My phone buzzed
- another message from Catalina.


Where
are you? I am in the corner of Portugal.


I looked across
the street and spotted her dyed blonde hair. She was chatting with a
Carabinero, gesturing and waving down the street. Nothing strange about that -
it wasn’t unusual for people to stop and ask them for advice on protest days.
But then I caught it - she laughed at something, and touched her hand briefly
to his. An onlooker might just think she was being flirty, but I knew
different. The Carabinero was now under her control.


I crossed the
street and walked towards her. A few years older than me, Catalina was short
and somewhat plump, but she had a pretty face. Her English, unfortunately,
wasn’t the best.


“Afternoon,” I
said when I got close enough. Her Carabinero was now chatting to a colleague;
no doubt Catalina was looking to get her claws in another.


“Will,” she
replied, saying it like ‘wheel’. She didn’t kiss my cheek, and I”d been in
Chile long enough for it to feel strange. It wasn’t that she was scared of me:
we couldn’t do anything to each other. No, Catalina just didn’t like me. “You
are late,” she said, speaking slowly.


“I came from La
Vega,” I replied, “it took time to get here.”


She paused for a
moment, deciphering my words. I hadn’t spoken slowly for her.


“I will tell
Ricardo,” she said at last.


“He won’t care,”
I said, “so long as we do our jobs.” Another pause, longer this time. “No le
importará,” I repeated, switching to my own shaky Spanish.


“Maybe,” she
said. Her Carabinero returned with his colleague, speaking too quickly for me
to follow; Catalina replied just as quickly. She waved me forward, and I knew
what she wanted. I held out my hand.


If they were
surprised, they didn’t show it. While it wasn’t normal to shake hands with the
police, no Chilean was going to turn down an offered hand. I left Catalina’s
man alone, but the other I took for myself. We shared a few words for
appearances, before sending them away with a thought.


“Here they
come,” I said, looking down the road.


The protest was
getting close - I could clearly see the front line moving slowly but steadily
towards us, a huge mass waving banners and placards in the air behind them. The
noise was incredible - there had to be thousands of them. Whistles were
dominant, but here and there popular football chants erupted, the words changed
to decry the state of education. Cars beeped their horns as they passed in the
opposite direction - whether in support or irritation I couldn’t tell.


“I have the
Carabineros,” said Catalina, not yet needing to shout. “You do the students.”


Taking the easy
job for herself - typical. Something to mention to Ricardo, if she got
particular about my punctuality. I resisted the urge to call her on it. “Fine,”
I said instead, and waited. It had to be timed right.


We stood and
watched as the protest began to pass. It was far less dense than it had looked
from far away - a person could cross their path, though you’d have to weave
your way between groups. After a few minutes, I turned to Catalina.


“Now?” I said.


“Go.”


I moved quickly,
heading for the traffic lights. The man turned green; the Carabineros stepped
forward to make a hole. I ignored them. Instead I walked right into the
protesters, pushing through group after group.


An arm. A hip.
An elbow. I had three, but I needed more. I pushed in deeper, moving against
the current, ignoring their annoyed cries as I jostled them. That was the idea.


I emerged
further down the road than I’d intended, but successful. I had ten of them, not
including the Carabinero. I could feel the strain of their minds like taut
strings. I was close to my limit - I wouldn’t be able to hold them for long.


Luckily, I
didn’t need to. My phone buzzed. New Message - Carlos.


Cameras
set. Go.


I concentrated,
and for a moment thought I’d lost them. But then I saw it: a rock flew out of
the crowd, clattering against a riot shield. It was like the world had let out
a long-held breath. The atmosphere changed with a snap: the police rushed
forward in squads; more rocks flew. The protest began to break up into groups,
some running towards the police, but most running away, trying to escape the
quickly developing chaos.


And all it took
was one rock.


Sirens sounded
down the road. Those would be the water cannons - time to make myself scarce.
Tear gas is no laughing matter.


My pocket
vibrated again - another message from Carlos.


Meet
at Ricardo’s.


 


*~*~*~*


 


Ricardo’s wife answered the door. 


“Will!” Maria said,
leaning forward to kiss my cheek. As always, she was absolutely stunning. Tall,
young and curvaceous, her greeting was both elegant and warm. The perfect
politician’s wife, she was always there to entertain the businessmen who came
calling, always ready to distract curious journalists with her natural charm
and a low-cut dress. 


Which was why
Ricardo chose her, of course. He’d shopped around as if for a new car, and when
he found her he’d dominated her mind until there was nothing left. I doubted
that I had ever spoken with the real Maria. 


“Come in, come
in,” she said, her English perfect. I stepped through into a huge room that
belonged in a magazine - Ricardo had the penthouse flat. Two floors high,
everything was glass tables and steel staircases. A huge window dominated the
far wall, looking down on the rest of the city. “Carlos got here five minutes
ago.” 


He was lounging
on a leather couch by the window, holding a glass of beer up to the light. A
few years older than me, Carlos was handsome in a 90s kind of way. He looked
like he’d stepped out of an episode of Friends, curtains and all. One of his
girls - Carla, I thought - was next to him, giggling at something he’d said.
Maria ushered me over and he raised the glass in a toast.


“Will,” he said,
“nice work with the rocks.” He paused and made a show of looking around. “But
where’s Catalina? Weren’t you two together?”


“I’m sure she’ll
survive without me,” I said, kissing Carla on the cheek before shaking Carlos’
hand. I felt the brief prickling sensation, like pins and needles, of touching
someone else with the power. “She’s a big girl.”


Carlos smirked.
“That she is.”


I laughed and
took the seat opposite; Maria swatted his arm, but there wasn’t much force to
it. “Be nice, Carlos,” she said. “Would you like a drink, Will? My husband will
be a few minutes.”


“A few minutes’
could mean anything from ten minutes to four hours in Chile. “A beer, if you’ve
got one.”


“Of course,” she
replied, before turning to Carla. “Y tú, Carol? Algo para beber?”


Not Carla after
all. Oops. Luckily I hadn’t greeted her by name.


“She’ll have a
beer too,” Carlos said and Carol smiled at him. It might have been sweet, if
she weren’t his slave. A feeling of revulsion filled me suddenly, looking at
Carol simpering over Carlos with complete devotion.


I
want you, Will.


It happened
sometimes. I’d look around and realise where I was. Realise who these people
were. Realise how absurd it was that all this was normal.


The feeling
passed. Maria walked to the bar to fix the drinks.


“Who’s he with
this time?” I said, looking over to the double doors leading to Ricardo’s
study.


“Some suit,”
Carlos said. “They’ve been in there a while.”


That was odd.
Private meetings with Ricardo rarely took long, for obvious reasons. “He must
be after something special,” I said, “something he can’t get by force.”


There were
limits to the power. You might be able to control any given person, but there
were some things people couldn’t do alone, no matter how much you asked.
Companies had whole teams of accountants going over the books. Governments had
checks and balances. 


“He’s getting
serious about the 2013 campaign,” Carlos said as Maria returned with the
drinks. “Maybe it’s related to that.”


“To President
Ricardo,” I said, raising my glass. It was a horrifying thought. The kind of
access he’d have... one handshake and the Prime Minister would be eating out of
his hand. Not to mention the US President. I drank deeply.


The double doors
swung open and Ricardo came out with his guest. I didn’t recognise them, but
that didn’t mean much. I was hardly well versed in the corporate elite of
Chile. The men shook hands and came over to us.


“I don’t believe
you’ve met my wife, Maria,” Ricardo said, placing his hand on the small of her
back. Ricardo was younger than your average politician - one of the reasons he
was popular with the student vote - but still a decade Maria’s senior. When
they stood together, it was hard to ignore. They were complete opposites: she
was as sun-kissed as any Brazilian, he was almost as white as me. Faint crows’
feet marked the corners of his eyes. Her hair was dark, long, silky smooth. His
was blonde, naturally fluffy.


“Miguel,” the
suit said, his eyes running over her as he leaned in for a kiss.


“And these are
my associates,” Ricardo continued, “Carlos, from Mexico, and Will, all the way
from England.”


“An
international group,” Miguel said, shaking our hands. His accent wasn’t as good
as Ricardo’s, but it was still good. The corporate types all had to learn it.
American English, of course. “What brings you to Chile, Will?”


My reply came
out with practiced ease. “Opportunity,” I said, and Miguel liked that.


“Ha!” he said,
“the students might disagree.”


“And that’s what
I intend to change,” Ricardo said, smiling with good humor. “Together, we can
make a country of true opportunity.”


The bell rang.
Catalina, no doubt.


“I’ll get that,”
said Maria, moving away.


“I should go
too,” said Miguel, shaking Ricardo’s hand once more. “I’ll present your
proposal to the board tomorrow.” Miguel left, heading over to Maria by the
door. Ricardo clapped his hands together.


“Right!” he
said, “shall we, Will?”


I followed him
into the study. It was a small room, but filled with natural light. A bookcase
lined one wall, and a large desk sat in the centre. The doors closed behind us
without a sound, and suddenly we were alone. Ricardo headed over to a drinks
cabinet and poured himself a scotch - a real single malt, not the blended stuff
you found in the supermarket. 


“Anything for
you?” he said.


“No, thanks.”


“All right,” he
said, and he indicated a leather seat in front of the desk. “Take a seat.” I
did so, but he didn’t follow suit - instead, he leaned against the desk,
perched there with casual ease. “How’s your family?”


I never knew why
he insisted with all this. The whole father-figure act. Surely he knew I didn’t
buy it. Then again, Catalina did. “Fine,” I replied, “I spoke to them last
week.”


“You should call
them more,” he said, sipping at his scotch. “Your mother must be worried. Family
is important, Will.”


I resisted the
urge to snort. Ricardo wouldn’t appreciate it - he never broke the facade. “Of
course,” I said instead, “I’ll call her tonight.”


“Not tonight,”
Ricardo said, waving his hand in a dismissive gesture. “I’ve something for you
to do.”


Two jobs in one
day? That was unusual. “I’ve done a job today already,” I said, with just a
hint of reproach.


“I’ll pay you
extra,” he said, “one million.”


I narrowed my eyes.
One million pesos was a lot of money - it was as much as I made in a month.
“What’s the job?” I asked. It couldn’t be another protest.


“I want you to
meet with Jose Luis Sotomayor,” he said. “And put him under control.”


“Sounds simple
enough,” I said. “What’s the catch?”


“He’s in charge
of the Carabineros.”


Shit. “No,” I
said, firmly. “No way.”


“Hear me out,
first,” said Ricardo, moving around to sit behind the desk.


“Why don’t you
do it?” I said. Ricardo normally took the big wigs himself.


“Oh, I’ve tried,”
he said, leaning back. “Three times. It seems that he does not like me.”


I wanted to
cheer for the man.


“As Minister for
the Interior,” Ricardo continued, “he’s perfectly positioned to shut us down,
if he catches on to us. We need him under control before we can move forward.”


“It’s still
risky,” I said. “You know I’m not exactly here legally. Heading right into a
government building? I might as well volunteer for deportation.”


“Two million,”
said Ricardo, not getting it. I wasn’t haggling.


“It’s not about
money,” I said. “Why not Carlos?”


“Carlos doesn’t
fit the profile,” said Ricardo. “There’s to be a dinner. You’re an intern
writing for the Santiago Times - the English language paper. You see?”


“I’m sorry,” I
said, “but I can’t do it.”


Ricardo sighed,
pinching the bridge of his nose.


“I have tried
the carrot,” he said, his voice changing, becoming harder. A chill went down my
spine. “Now I shall try the stick. You’ll go to the dinner, or the policía will
take a sudden interest in you. You will be arrested, but you won’t be deported,
because they’ll find cocaine in your apartment. The judge shall give you the
maximum sentence.”


I swallowed. I
had no doubt that he could - and would - do it.


He wasn’t
finished. “And maybe,” he said, drawing it out, “people might even begin asking
questions about that girl back in England - what was her name again? Helen, was
it?”


“Fine,” I said,
sitting up sharply. “I’ll do it.”


“Good!” said
Ricardo, suddenly warm once more. He stood up, and pulled an envelope out of his
drawer. “I knew you’d see reason. I believe we said two million?”


I nodded, unable
to speak. I just wanted to get out of there. He gave me the envelope.


“I’ll be sending
a gift around later - something to wear,” he said. “Who knows - maybe you’ll
even have fun.”


I knew I was
supposed to thank him now, but I couldn’t manage to get the words out.


“Send Carlos in
on your way out, won’t you?”


 


*~*~*~*


 


I’d just got out of the shower when the buzzer rang.


“Hang on!” I shouted
from my bedroom, quickly putting on some jeans, the fabric sticking to my
still-damp legs. I opened the door to see Carlos waiting outside with a girl in
a ball gown - not Carol, or even Carla. Two girls in one day was a record even
for him.


“Carlos,” I
said, “what’re you doing here?”


He held up a
hanger by way of explanation. It held a suit, covered in a transparent plastic
bag. “A gift from Ricardo,” he said, handing it over. 


My eyebrows
rose. “He sent you just to give me a suit?” I asked.


“Not exactly.
Can I come in?”


I shrugged.
“Sure.” I stepped aside so he could enter, bringing his girl with him.


“What a shit
hole,” said Carlos, looking around. Against myself, I laughed. It wasn’t the
nicest apartment in the world. The floors were cracked, the furniture ratty,
and the plumbing a disaster. But it was cheap as hell, and more importantly I
didn’t have to sign a contract. “Dude, Ricardo needs to pay you better.”


“So why are you
here?” I said, going straight to the point.


He smirked, and
the girl stepped forward. She was young - maybe even under eighteen - and
didn’t look Chilean. Tall, with long blonde hair, she almost looked like Helen.
“This is Stephanie,” Carlos said, “compliments of Ricardo.”


I stared,
looking between them. “What?”


“She’s your ‘plus
one’ for tonight,” said Carlos. “You can’t exactly go alone, can you? Your
Spanish is terrible.”


I bristled. “I
wouldn’t say it’s—”


“It’s terrible,”
said Carlos. “Stephanie is your translator. She’s even English, like you. Take
her.”


I looked at her.
She just stood there, waiting obediently. Christ - he’d completely smothered
her. “Take her?” I said. He meant to transfer control. “Is that necessary?”


“Well, I’m not
holding onto her,” said Carlos. “I’ve got too many to keep track of as it is.”


“Fine,” I said.
I turned to Stephanie. “Hold out your hand.” She obeyed. I took it in my own,
and concentrated. “Now,” I said. I felt it the moment Carlos let go; I took
hold of her mind immediately.


“There,” said
Carlos. “Well, I won’t hang around. You’ve got a dinner to prepare for, after
all.” He glanced at Stephanie, and smirked. “Have fun, Will.”


He left, closing
the door behind him. Stephanie didn’t even turn to watch him leave.


“Why don’t you
sit down,” I said, as gently as I could. Somewhere underneath all that control
was the girl, panicked and confused. She did as I said, sitting straight backed
on the edge of my couch. I sat opposite her. “Now, try not to freak out,” I
said, “I’m going to relax the control.”


I loosened my
hold on her - not letting go completely, but enough to make her more than a
complete slave. Enough to allow her thoughts of her own. Her eyes came into
focus, and for the first time she looked at me.


“What...?” she
said, in a daze, before she suddenly jumped up. “Who are you?” she said, looking
around wildly. “Oh God. Where am I?”


“Try to calm
down,” I said, not standing up lest I startle her. She whirled to face me
again.


“Calm down? Who the
fuck are you? Did you drug me or something?”


“I didn’t drug
you,” I said. Just something much worse. “Please, sit down.”


“Screw that,”
she said, and she started heading for the door. Damn it.


“Stop,” I said,
and this time I made it a command. She stopped. I sighed, hating that I had to
do this. Hating Ricardo for making me. Hating Carlos for taking pleasure in it.
“Why don’t you sit down?” I said again, and this time she obeyed.


I wouldn’t take
control of her like Carlos did, completely suppressing her mind. All else
aside, I needed her to translate for me, and to act normally. But I couldn’t
leave her like this.


“You’re going to
come with me to a dinner,” I said, pushing my will onto her own. “We’re
friends. Colleagues working for a newspaper. You’re going to translate for me,
and follow my lead. Otherwise... act natural.”


She nodded, and
visibly relaxed. “Okay, I’m going to get changed,” I said. “Make yourself at
home.”


When we left the
apartment thirty minutes later, a taxi was waiting for us outside. It took us
well outside my knowledge of Santiago, heading out to Las Condes and then
further east still. Eventually we arrived at a fancy conference centre in
Manquehue. The place was swarming with Carabineros, both in uniform and out. I
steeled myself and walked past them, Stephanie on my arm. A man with a
clipboard was at the front door, and Stephanie did the talking. Our names were
on the list thanks to Ricardo; we were let through without a problem.


“What exactly is
this dinner for, anyway?” I said to Stephanie, whispering in case the man
guiding us could speak English.


“It’s the
anniversary of the Carabineros,” she replied. “See?”


We entered a
large room filled with circular tables set for dinner. A stage was set up at
one end, behind which hung a huge version of the Carabineros’ symbol: two
crossed rifles. A lectern was set up in front of it. I groaned.


“Please tell me
there aren’t speeches,” I said.


“Many,” said
Stephanie, before another member of staff approached us.


“You are from
the Santiago Times?” he said, taking care over each word.


“That’s us,” I
said, which just seemed to confuse him. I tried again: “Yes.”


“Come with me,”
he said, and took us over to a table. Our places were indicated with little
pieces of card on which our names were written. From the other cards, it looked
like it was the press table. We sat in silence as the table slowly filled -
there’s something quite futile about holding a conversation with someone whose
mind you control. It’s rather like talking to yourself.


Eventually a man
walked onto the stage and started speaking. I could catch words here and there,
and occasionally even whole sentences, but the overall meaning of his speech
was lost to me. I guessed he was welcoming everyone. Mercifully, he spoke for a
short time only, and I joined in with the applause. When it died down, he spoke
again.


“Here he comes,”
whispered Stephanie.


“...Jose Luis
Sotomayor!” finished the host, and everyone clapped again. A man walked onto
the stage and the two shook hands before Sotomayor took the mic.


“Buenas
noches,” he said, holding his hands out in welcome. He was middle aged, but
he was a powerfully built man: tall, broad shouldered, and in good shape. “Y
bienvenidos. Ojalá que hayan llegado...”


Though I
couldn’t follow what he was saying, it was clear that he was a good speaker -
much better than the man who introduced him. Everyone seemed to be paying
attention. He even managed to get a few laughs. And somehow I had to get close
enough to touch him.


The speech was
long, but after it was over the food came. I ate quickly, trying to keep an eye
on Sotomayor. He was on the table furthest from ours, right next to the stage.
Behind them was a door leading to the bathrooms. That was my chance.


“Permiso,”
I said, excusing myself from the table, and walked over as if to the toilets.
All I needed was one little touch - if I tripped next to his table, maybe he’d
help me up. I was considering knocking over his glass when I was intercepted by
a Carabinero in formal uniform.


“Hay algo en
qué puedo ayudarlo?” he said. Can I help you?


I instinctively
looked for exposed skin. He was wearing a pair of white gloves.


“No, gracias,”
I said, trying to get rid of him. “Solo voy al baño.” I’m just going
to the bathroom.


“Pase,”
he said, and I kept walking - but my chance was blown, now. Sotomayor was looking
at me closely, and the Carabinero was just a few paces behind. I’d have to try
again later.


The opportunity
didn’t come. I continued to watch his table, but it seemed to be constantly
guarded. The dinner ended, and people began to leave. When Sotomayor himself
left, I slumped back into my chair.


“Well,
explaining this to Ricardo will be fun,” I said to Stephanie, but actually I
felt relieved. I’d tried, and failed. It was the best possible result.


“William
Harwick?”


I looked up. A
Carabinero was standing in front of me. “That’s me,” I said. What did they
want?


“Mr Sotomayor
will see you now.”


I was led
through a series of corridors, all of them empty but for Carabineros wearing
white gloves. I began to prepare my story for Sotomayor. If I could just shake
his hand...


“Through here,”
my guide said, and he opened the door for me. It was a pokey little office, no
doubt belonging to someone at the conference centre. Sotomayor sat behind the
desk, alone. The door closed behind me.


“Hello, William,”
he said. He didn’t get up. He didn’t offer his hand.


“Señor
Sotomayor,” I said, uncertain. This didn’t feel right. I decided to play along,
for now. “Thank you for giving me an interview. Do you mind if I—”


“This isn’t an
interview,” said Sotomayor, and he seemed to find something amusing. “This
isn’t an interview, because you’re not a journalist. You work for Ricardo de
los Reyes, controlling people’s minds for pocket change.”


Well then. That
was unexpected. It also explained the gloves.


“I admit, I’m
not clear on how exactly you ended up in Chile, but I do know you’re here
illegally. You were in Buenos Aires last year, and crossed the border - no
doubt using your mind control to get past immigration without record - sometime
in October. Am I correct so far?”


There was no use
in denying it.


“More or less,”
I said, a lump forming in my throat. This was exactly why I hadn’t wanted to
come. I felt like throwing up.


“Unfortunately,
we don’t have laws against mind control,” he continued, steepling his hands.
“But we do have other laws that you’ve broken. I intend for you to go to prison
for a very long time.”


My legs felt
weak. I clutched the back of a chair and tried to gather my thoughts. It was
all happening too fast. I had to keep it together - to stay calm. There would
be a way out. Someone would make a mistake, and I could escape.


“Unless...” said
Sotomayor. And there it was - there was always something more.


“Unless what?”


Sotomayor
smiled, stretching out the moment.


“I have been
aware of Ricardo for some time,” he said. “He’s a danger to society. To public
safety. I want you to kill him.”


He placed a gun
on the desk. A revolver, it made a heavy clunk when he put it down. I stared at
it.


“I’ve never even
held a gun,” I said, not taking my eyes off it. Guns made me nervous. Even
walking past a Carabinero in the street put me on edge.


“It’s quite
simple,” said Sotomayor. “You just point and pull the trigger. I’ve already
loaded it.”


What a decision:
kill someone, or be sent to prison.


“I’m not sure I
can,” I said, still somewhat dazed.


“He’s evil,
William. You know that’s true. He controls people like slaves. He won’t be
satisfied until he controls all the world.”


It was true
enough. But to kill him? That was something else. I picked up the gun; it was small,
but heavier than I expected. For one insane moment, I considered shooting
Sotomayor. But it would be pointless - there were a dozen policemen outside.
And he was right: Ricardo was evil. I just wished it could have been
someone else to do the deed.


I nodded.


“Good,” said
Sotomayor. “There’s a car waiting outside for you. It’ll take you to Ricardo’s
apartment.”


“Now?” I said,
shocked. Suddenly it felt a lot more real.


“I think that’s
best, don’t you? Best to do it now, while your resolve is strong.”


I nodded, and
turned to leave.


“One more thing,
William.” I paused. “After you kill him, I’ll give you a week to leave the
country. If you’re still in Chile after that, you won’t like the consequences.”


I left.


 


*~*~*~*


 


I passed the concierge with a nod. He knew me, knew to
let me pass without calling ahead. I was trusted. I rode the elevator alone,
the gun heavy in my pocket. I checked myself in the mirror - there was a slight
bulge in the suit jacket, but no other sign of what I carried. It was hard to
believe: I couldn’t take a step without feeling its weight. 


I arrived at the
apartment and pressed the buzzer. It was a minute before the door opened -
Maria, wearing a nightgown.


“Will?” she
said, clearly surprised, “it’s past midnight.”


“I’d like to see
Ricardo,” I said, “it’s urgent.”


She paused, then
sighed. “He won’t be happy,” she said, “but I’ll get him.” She held the door
for me before walking off to fetch Ricardo. The room was cast in shadow,
feeling even emptier in the dark, but the view from the window was magnificent.
The lights of the city were spread out below, glimmering far into the distance.
As I waited there, looking out the window, I wondered if I could do it. When
the gun was out, pointing at his heart, would I be able to pull the trigger?


Either way, this
night would change everything. I would never again see this view. I drank it
in, trying to remember every detail. I was saying goodbye.


“This better be
good.”


I jumped at the sudden
sound; Ricardo was walking down the staircase in his pyjamas. The sight
scrambled my thoughts - it was so domestic. So unlike the Ricardo I saw during
the day. I tried to steel myself, remind myself of his crimes. The scene of
domestic bliss was a show. Maria was a slave to his will.


“I thought I
should come straight away,” I said, my voice surprisingly steady. “I have
news.”


“Good,” said
Ricardo, reaching me. He took a seat - the same one I’d sat in, earlier that
day - and indicated for me to do the same. “Things will be easier, without
Sotomayor in the way.”


“I wasn’t able
to get him,” I said, nervously positioning my jacket as I sat. I wanted to be
able to reach the gun quickly.


A silence
stretched between us. I quashed the need to fidget. “I see,” he said,
eventually. “And this news was so urgent you had to come to my house in the
middle of the night?”


“He knows,” I
said, having no idea why I was still speaking. He was in front of me - why
wasn’t I shooting him? It wasn’t going to get any easier. “Sotomayor, that is.
He knows about us. About the power.”


Ricardo tapped
his fingers on the armrest. I became suddenly aware of a bead of sweat
travelling down my back. He was thinking it through - soon enough he’d come to
the inevitable question:


“And how,” he
said, his eyes narrowing, ”do you know that he knows?”


“Because he told
me,” I said, and somehow I knew: this was the moment. I reached into my jacket
and pulled out the gun, pointing it right at Ricardo’s chest. Marksman or not,
I was mere feet away. There was no way I’d miss. “Right before he told me to
kill you.”


I didn’t pull
the trigger. 


Ricardo laughed
- a hollow chuckle - and leaned back into the leather of the seat, spreading
his arms wide. 


“I appear to be
alive,” he said. My hand shook. I could feel my heart beating in my chest,
thumping like I’d run a marathon. Do it, I thought, but I couldn’t pull the
trigger. “Put the gun down, Will,” he said, and I almost did it, so commanding
was his tone. “You don’t need to do this,” he said, “whatever he’s threatened
you with, I can make it go away.”


Maybe he could,
maybe he couldn’t. That wasn’t the point. Not anymore.


“This isn’t
about me,” I said, keeping the gun pointed at him. “This is about you. You’re
too dangerous to live, Ricardo. You create riots for political gain - who knows
what you’d do with control of an army.”


“So you’re an
idealist, now?” said Ricardo, raising an eyebrow. “It was you who started those
riots, Will. Where were your ideals then?”


“I should never
have helped you,” I said, and now I knew it to be true. Why had I helped
him? For money? Not really. I’d barely spent any of the cash he gave me. I’d
been so busy running, I’d never thought about what I was doing. “I should never
have come to Santiago,” I said, more to myself than him.


“And where else
would you have gone?” Ricardo said. “Stayed in Buenos Aires?” He snorted. “You
were like a lost puppy when I found you there. I gave you purpose. Your ideals
weren’t such a problem then, were they? Remember Helen?”


“Don’t bring her
into this,” I snapped. I didn’t want to talk about Helen.


“Why not?” he
said, and he stood up.


I jerked the gun
at him. “Don’t’-”


“You’re not
going to shoot me,” he said, and he walked over to the window, turning his back
on me. I felt myself lower the gun. “You think you’re so much better than us,
don’t you, Will? I see the way you look at Maria. Such pity. Do you hate me for
what I did to her?”


“I do,” I said.


“How much you
must hate yourself, then,” he said, turning back to face me. “For raping
Helen?”


I gripped the
gun tighter. In that moment, I could have shot him. Almost. “I didn’t,” I said.
“You know it was an accident.”


Ricardo laughed
again, throwing his hands up. “You can’t rape someone accidentally, Will! You
made her do it. You wanted her, and you made her want you.”


I stood up.
“You’re twisting things. I didn’t know what I was doing, didn’t know about the
power. I thought-”


“You thought
that beautiful, gifted Helen suddenly changed her mind about you? You’re smarter
than that, Will. Maybe you didn’t intend to rape her... but you did.”


I fell silent,
looking down at the gun. He was right. It was why I’d left Britain in the first
place. Everything was so screwed up.


“Ricardo?” came
Maria’s voice. She was at the top of the stairs, still in her gown. “What’s
going - is that a gun?”


Ricardo smirked.
“William here was about to shoot me,” he said. “Weren’t you, Will?”


“What?” she
said, taking a few steps down. “Will, is that true?”


I couldn’t
answer.


“Put the gun
down, Will,” said Ricardo. “Like it or not, you’re one of us.”


I leaned down,
intending to put it on the table.


“Papa?”


I froze.
Ricardo’s six-year-old daughter had come out of her bedroom, and was looking
down at us. She was clutching a teddy bear. “Oí ruidos.”


Ricardo lost his
smirk. “Al cama, Camila.” His voice was hard, all sarcasm gone. It was
laced with command. Without saying anything, Camila walked back to her room.


No. He wouldn’t.
Not even Ricardo would do that. I looked between him and Maria, and I knew it -
he would. 


“Her too,
Ricardo?” I said. “Your own daughter?”


Maybe I was just
as bad. That didn’t make him good.


I raised the
gun.


“No!” he said,
right before I pulled the trigger. The bang was deafening; the force of the shot
swung my arm back. It hit Ricardo right in the chest, hard enough to knock him
against the window. He slid down, leaving a streak of blood on the glass.


He didn’t get
up. 


I let out a
breath, shaking. I couldn’t look away, couldn’t believe what I’d done. The gun
slipped from my fingers, and I slumped into a chair.


Maria walked
over, slowly. There was no expression on her face.


“Try to stay
calm,” I said, ignoring my still trembling hands. Stephanie had gone crazy when
I relaxed my hold on her. How much worse would it be for Maria, suddenly free
after a decade of control? “You’re going to be okay.”


She came to
stand next to me, her face still blank, her eyes fixed on Ricardo’s body. I
stood and wrapped an arm around her. “It’s going to be okay,” I said again.


She turned to
look at me.


“You stupid
boy,” she spat, and she stepped away. I frowned. This wasn’t right. “Do you
have any idea how many years I’ve spent working on him?”


No...


“Ten years! Ten
years of hard work, all wasted.”


I took a step back,
horrified. “It’s not possible,” I said. “Ricardo had the power. He couldn’t
be…”


“Controlled?”
said Maria. “And who told you that rule?”


I was such a
fool. I turned to run.


“Stop,” said
Maria, and suddenly I was paralysed. My heart sank. How many times had Maria
touched me? She came to stand right in front of me. “I’ll just have to start
again. Welcome to your new life, Will.”


She kissed me
and—
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Throughout
mankind's brief existence, we have struggled to understand the remarkably
complex world in which we find ourselves. Since the humble beginnings of
literature were first devised in ancient Sumeria, we have discussed death with
fear and reverence in our writing. As the world developed, so did our mental
faculties, and at last, we began to wonder: where did we come from, how did we
get here, and perhaps most importantly, who is responsible?


Of
course, many who proposed answers to these questions were received with
criticism, particularly from those who are not willing to devise and then prove
their own theories on the subject. As we all know, the most influential of
these people have been scorned, scoffed at, and even crucified or burned at the
stake for their beliefs. It is this dedication to their convictions that has
persuaded many of us to follow along in their footsteps, from Moses to Jesus to
Albert Einstein and into the modern era with such fervor and vigor for
obtaining more crucial knowledge of our universe.


And
thus, theories on life and the afterlife were born out of nothing more than red
words embossed with string and copper. Temples of stone began to consume the
North African countryside. Historical references speak of a God so powerful and
all-knowing that he created us and the Heavens. Modern religions still speak of
God with reverence, asking others to shed their sins and thus avoid Hell, where
the fallen angel Satan dwells with the damned. Repent in order to ascend to
Heaven, filled with the devout and the prosperous who have dedicated their
lives to God. Only through the Lord can there be eternal life...


There
are too many religions to count, each claiming their own messiahs and their own
saviors. Too many scientific theories, too many theological reasons, too many
half-concocted myths tossed down from centuries ago to make sense of the big,
complicated picture. The truth about Heaven and Hell can not be explained by
someone living on Earth.


But
I know something about the space between.


I
don't know much, but I know enough to tell you this: in the infinite void
between life and death, there are unfortunate beings trapped, waiting to see
the next existence. They are unable to give up fully on their lives in order to
pass on, and so find themselves attached to their living relatives and friends,
their homes, or even places they've only been once or twice. Who they are is
not nearly as important as the fact that they exist, as real as you and I.


It
didn't take me years to accumulate this amazing, world-shattering knowledge. I
did not delve into ancient tombs, and I couldn't begin to decipher a few words
in Sumerian. No scientists let me in on their highly-cultivated secrets, and I
didn't happily stumble upon artifacts lodged for thousands of years in my
backyard. 


I,
quite literally, became an expert overnight.


For
the first time in a long time, I had deliberately ignored the troubles in my
life in favor of partying - that is to say, drinking heavily and generally
feeling horrible about myself for it - past midnight, and as I was a single
adult male looking to get back on my feet, I felt like I deserved a good night
for a change.


That's
what I tried telling myself anyway. I turned a touch stubborn when I was drunk.


You
see, it had been six months since the death of my fiancée, and the tragic turn
of events that led me down a path of self-destruction and disgruntled
introspection. The first month I must have cried every hour. Countless
nightmares plagued my restless sleep, and it was always worse when I woke up
alone. The answering machine still had her voice on it for God's sake.


Oh
sure, people tried calling to pull me out of my funk, but they were just
as good at wrestling me further into it with their sad, soft-spoken words, as
no one in their right mind could listen to a recently-deceased person on a
Voicemail and not feel bad. Friends of mine that had never known Penelope said oh,
how horrible that must have been for you. I got you poor darling from
my grandmother and at least she's in a better place now from the
religious crowd. Every day I walked through town looking like a ghost was
hanging over my shoulder, and it was tough to find a single place to clear my
head, even for a moment.


But
at this nameless bar in the Lone Star state my misery didn't seem so out of
place. Everyone was a dead dog away from a hit country song.


My
sad little story had been recited over and over, until it became a damn urban
legend and all it had earned me was a few tearful hugs from a bodacious blonde
named Beverly and a heartfelt pat on the back from the bartender, who I had
nicknamed Nervous Bob as he worriedly listened to my story, nodding along
occasionally. Bob's bar wasn't the best in town, but he gave me a lot of free
drinks, which was the reason I went there to begin with.


That,
and Penelope. The love of my life, at the ripe old age of twenty-eight, died in
her sleep before we were officially married. She was so young that the
prosecution team called her too young when they tried to claim I killed my best
friend and lover over something as ridiculous as petty fraud. Thanks to them,
half the town thought I was stealing money from her deceased father's company,
which the two of us had been running after his death, and to keep her from
getting wind of it, I iced my beautiful, kind and tender-hearted fiancée the
evening before our wedding. Strange then, that her mother would still invite me
over for dinner every Saturday. 


On
the bright side, I wasn't found guilty of any of the charges, though my
reputation had been dragged through the dirt all the way to Corpus Christi. My
one salvation was the knowledge that Penelope and I had already solidified our
bond by saying our vows and consummating the relationship, so I could at least
be confident that she loved me; even if it was only for one moment in time, at
least we had experienced it together. Everything I had ever wanted was in that
perfect angel, and it had been torn away from me by, of all things, an
aneurism.


I
can remember her last day like it was yesterday. In truth, all we had done is
what we usually did before work - on her father's couch in the stock room - but
for some reason, perhaps our wedding being only one day away, it meant so much
more to us all of a sudden. I broke away from a deliciously long kiss and
Penelope looked at me... just looked at me, as if she'd just made a new
discovery about me she'd never have the ruthlessness to hit me with. But she
knew me. Her big blue eyes were sharp and inquisitive, and I recall thinking
that it was as if we had just met, finally, and I was filled with the strange
but profound sense that Penelope and I were truly soul mates. I just knew that
our love would be long-lasting.


But
it wasn't long before I learned what our destiny would be.


Which
brings me back to the night it happened.


I
was walking down San Jacinto Boulevard, not sure which direction I was headed,
not far from the bar I had just exited. Heedless of the door man's warning not
to fall in the street, I... ah, fell in the street. My knees clattered against
the cold concrete, my skin scraped raw, and I screamed very much like I was a
dying fool. 


Not
because of the concrete. No, there was a bus bearing down on me, full speed. In
the windshield glass I could make out a middle-aged black woman, her mouth open
wider than mine, but her frightened voice was drowned out under the piercing
squeal of the drum brakes and the sound of my life flashing before my eyes.


Just
before I knew I would die a miserable, drunken death in the middle of a street
in Austin, Texas, I was miraculously saved by the blonde from the bar.
Apparently, she had left at the same time and spotted me falling in the street.
She ran across the road in her heels and we rolled to the ground in a heap just
seconds before the bus would have flattened me. I said a prayer under my breath
that probably sounded to her like the ramblings of a mad man, but I had a lot
to be thankful for all of a sudden. Namely, Beverly pulling me out of the way
of a sickening, instant death.


"What
the hell is wrong with you!" she screamed, though her eyes didn't seem
angry, just starkly afraid. "Are you trying to get yourself killed?"


I
could see that her hip had been caught by the harsh ground when she fell and I
decided she'd probably have a heck of a strawberry there in the morning. The
girl had laid her body on the line for me, and from the looks of it, she had
too much to offer to risk it on a poor sod like me.


"Thank
you," I panted, having been quite certain I was going to die, but too damn
light-headed to care. "There's always next time..." I joked, before
instantly regretting it, as it was way too close to a near death experience for
it to be funny. She didn't look amused, instead ignoring me to wipe the dirt
off of her nice white dress, which now had charcoal stains across the front.
"Just kidding," I sighed, wiping my suddenly sweaty brow. "I
really am thankful, girl; I just can't stand up straight. I didn't mean to fall
in the street, honest to God..." After a long pause, she sighed, looking
away from me. "I guess I'm not that funny when I'm drunk," I
whispered.


I
didn't mean to say the last part, but I was rather drunk, like I was telling
her. She smiled at me but I wasn't sure if she had heard me. The two of us
turned our attention to the bus, which had stopped at the intersection, waiting
for the light to turn. There was a blast from the bus' horn, and though they
were quite far away, I caught the last bit of the driver's verbal response to
our close call, and it definitely wasn't complimentary. I heard the words 'hobo'
and 'get sober'.


Beverly
cursed, running after the bus and pulling paper and pencil quickly out of her
purse before writing down the license tag information, as well as the number on
the back stating: 'How is my driving? Call blah blah blah.' I was rather
impressed she could remember all of it long enough to put it to paper, but then
again, my brain function was probably somewhere between an orangutan and a
drunk teenager at this point, and it wasn't getting better without:




A. The International House of Pancakes, or

B. Lots of sleep


 


I'm
twenty-nine years old and shouldn't have been so tipsy so easily, but I didn't
drink often. In fact, an Apple Martini was probably considered too strong for me,
but I'd forced all the free shots down anyway. My only real experience with
alcohol was with Penelope.


Beverly
started walking back, her long pale legs gleaming in the dimly lit city. Her
blonde hair fell in waves down to her shoulders, and even a fool could
recognize the girl's beauty. She was smiling victoriously, so I figured the bus
driver might as well start looking for a new job.


"Got
it," she informed me. "I'll call those bastards first thing in the
morning and the only thing she'll be driving is a..."


She
waffled, as she obviously couldn't think of a suitable punch, so I tried
lending a hand.


"Bicycle
on the way to her Anger Management classes?"


She
laughed, her voice musical despite the chilly breeze blowing on our exposed
skin. She was dressed for the sunshine, as it had been a lot warmer during the
day, and she'd obviously been out for a while. I was no different, having
walked around the city aimlessly throughout the afternoon, though my feet
always eventually led me to the bar on the corner.


I
had shared a tall glass of beer with Penelope here, years ago, and it was a
place she'd always enjoyed. Now that she was gone, after my third or fourth
beer, I would smile whimsically, walk away, and usually just leave her the
rest, in case she ever wanted to join me.


You
can say I'm a tortured soul, I suppose. I won't try to lie to you and say
things had been better for me lately, or that I had even taken a bath that day,
but I wouldn't want to beat you over the head with it either. What I do want
you to know, is that Penelope and I grew up together, and I missed her
terribly.


Elementary
school she was the tiny girl with the pig tails. In middle school she dropped
the pig tails and let her long brown hair down. She started dating me when we
were both Freshmen, and I was smitten; when she left me for her brother's
friend in our senior year, I was crushed, and she became my hated foe. A year
later, her father hired me to work in his tire shop and we became co-workers,
then friends, and after one particularly memorable night involving Jose Cuervo
and her father's spacious pool, the two of us became lovers. We broke up one
more time after that just to get back together when her father passed away. Two
years later, we decided to get married, but before we could... she joined her
father in heaven.


I
went to bed a satisfied man, and woke up with nothing but a corpse. My first
thought was: it's the day of our wedding! My next thought was: why isn't she
breathing?


I
remember it all perfectly. Except, of course, when I'm filthy, stinking drunk.


"I
can't believe the nerve of some people!" Beverly was saying, looking mad
enough to spit nails. "To curse at you after she almost killed you! Oooh!"
She stamped her foot, and I almost opened my mouth to tell her not to worry
about it - after all, if I didn't care that someone had almost killed me, why
should she? - but then my stomach trembled, and I clenched my teeth shut to
keep from expelling all the alcohol I had just consumed. A nasty belch came up
but, luckily, I held the bulk of it down.


"It's
okay," I said through my teeth, trying to placate Beverly and my
intestines at the same time. My knees were starting to hurt, so I tried to
stand back up. This didn't go as planned either, as I backpedalled sharply,
almost falling back into the street. She grabbed me by the hand and yanked me
forward, causing me to wave my free arm and over-balance, inadvertently giving
her a one-armed hug that nearly sent us both crashing to the ground.
"Sorry! I guess I can't walk all that well..."


"Are
you going to be okay, James?" Beverly whispered. Her lips were ruby red
and, when they puckered, I was reminded of a life I'd never lived. For some odd
reason I liked the way this woman said my name, as if my last name was Bond, or
something more alluring than Williams. An emotion I hadn't felt in six months
came to the forefront, but I stuffed it back down with some difficulty, feeling
sick again. 


"Oh
yeah... I'll be fine—"


I
couldn't help it; I yacked on the sidewalk, sending her scurrying a few steps
backwards as the muck almost collided with her red high heels. 


"I
bet you'll be fine! Here," she said, pulling her keys from her pocket and
pressing a button on the transmitter. Down the street, an alarm could be heard,
as she had apparently hit the 'Panic' button to search for her car.
"You're heading home, right?" she asked, though it was probably a
rhetorical question. I nodded; even though my house was in the other direction,
I had been intending to get home... somehow. "Let me give you a ride, at
least. I feel sorry for you, after... y'know."


She
didn't elaborate, but she didn't need to either. She was referring to the story
of my life, which I had told her while I was still relatively sober. I felt
guilty then, thinking to myself that Beverly pitied me so much she'd give me a
ride home. She was a nice chick to bother helping me to begin with. It didn't
hurt that her exposed midriff was at eye level when I was bent over.


"Fine,"
I relented, feeling a bit cheeky. "If you want to take me home so bad, why
should I stop you?" She laughed, and I felt that troublesome emotion again
- the one I used to feel when Penelope was around.


"Good!
My car is the red one right over there..."


From
my vantage point, she was driving a Chevrolet Blur, but maybe I was just too
drunk to see properly. "The red blob down the street, right?"


Again,
she laughed. "That's the one." She gave me a hand, helping me stumble
down the block. Unfortunately, I couldn't make it much further before I was
tired and nauseated again.


"Excuse
me," I said, removing her hand from my arm and sitting down on the stairs.
Looking up, I realized I was outside St. David's Episcopal Church, and let out
a brief, mournful laugh. "This is where they had her funeral," I told
Beverly, my head held in my hands.


She
gasped softly. "Oh my god, I didn't know... are you," she asked
tentatively, "crying?"


"Huh?"
I said belligerently, raising my head. "Nah, I'm just drunk. Too drunk,
actually." I tried to shrug it off, but it just made my head feel like it
was caving in. "I come out here and think sometimes. Walking around the
city was something Penelope liked to do, and every once in a while we'd be out
on a Sunday, and she'd say "Let's sneak in St. David's, honey' and, even
if it was only for a few minutes we'd stand there and watch the sermon..."


The
problem was, I could remember the last sermon I had heard word for word. During
our rehearsal, I heard a snippet of it from the Pastor, who had, as countless others
did on such occasions, rattled off the passage in Corinthians dealing with
eternal love. Since then, I spent hours reading the same selection of words,
over and over, until they were as ingrained in my memory as they were in his.


Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures
all things...


One
of my greatest regrets is giving Penelope a brief, gentle kiss during the
rehearsal. It was nothing like the one I had in mind for the following day, but
she didn't want to make a scene in front of her grandparents, as this was just
a warm up. If I could go back in time, I'd lock lips with Penelope so hard her
grandmother would blush bright fuschia.


"I'm
so sorry," Beverly said, standing back and letting me have my space,
though, even in my inebriated state, I could tell she wanted to give me another
hug. I wondered if she was into me on some level, or if she went about hugging
all manner of men after their wives died. It was almost laughable how easily I
could manipulate the girl if I chose to, but in my heart it felt inexplicably
evil to wave my fiancée’s death in Beverly's face for an ulterior motive - even
if it was just a ride home.


"Don't
be," I said, waving her off. I looked down the street to the Chevrolet,
whose headlights were still burning, though thankfully the blare of the horn
had ceased terrorizing my heavy head. I felt a little better too, so I decided
to stand up. I wasn't the best on my feet at the moment, but I figured I'd be
alright once I got in some air conditioning. "C'mon, let's give it another
go," I said, and she nodded, lending me a shoulder to lean on.


"Lean
on me, when you're not strong..." I muttered under my breath, my horrible
singing voice causing the blonde to laugh. She joined me for a few more lines
before we were both laughing; however, I stopped when I felt my stomach getting
queasy again. An uneasy silence was left between us, a barricade against the
overwhelming knowledge of Penelope's death, but soon enough I was strapping the
seat belt across my waist and shoulder and preparing for an interesting ride
home. "Are you sure this is okay? I mean, you don't have a six-eleven
boyfriend at home waiting or anything?"


She
giggled. "Nah, just a Rottweiler pup and a few goldfish. They won't be
angry I took you home first."


I
smiled, leaning back a little more comfortably in the seat. I didn't feel as
drunk in the car, which was a good sign, as I certainly didn't want to ruin the
moment by puking on her interior. The leather seats were nice and clean, and on
my side of the dash the Impala insignia was etched. Definitely a Chevrolet
then.


"Oh
yeah," she said distractedly, as she was turning the car around. "I
forgot to ask you: which way is your house?"


"Ah...
sorry about that. Take a right here, and it's about a mile down on the
left."


She
nodded. "Not too far then. Are you feeling any better?" I imagined
she had asked just to see if I was going to be vomiting any time soon, but I
persuaded her I was fine and she let the topic drop for the time being.


"This
is a nice car," I said, hoping to initiate some small talk, as the quiet
made me nervous. "You can barely hear the road at all."


"Thanks!
My parents bought it used when I graduated college a few years ago, but I've
tried really hard to keep everything running smoothly. New tires, bushings,
bearings, brakes, you name it. The oil change light came on today though, so
I'll have to..."


As
I found, Beverly was a lot like my friends from high school, and talked
non-stop about her car. Though it was strange for the woman to care so much
about a late 90's Impala, at least she was talking. My uneasiness was starting
to abate the longer she babbled on about her car, and she was distracting me
from my bubbling stomach, so I guess her one-sided conversation was a blessing
in disguise.


My
thoughts drifted as the car rolled on, and I found myself once again wrapped up
in my memories of Penelope. She had a red car too, a '99 Mustang we had driven
from Dallas and back, a pack of cigarettes and hohos between us, to see some
crap band she had followed since sixteen. 


"Are
you alright?" she asked me again, sounding unsure. Beverly had stopped
talking about her car, but I honestly didn't know what to say. "You've
been quiet for a while..." She gave me a look that made me think she knew
exactly what I had been thinking about - Penelope.


"Oh,
I'm sorry! My mind tends to drift away so quickly these days... I don't mean to
be rude by, y'know, taking advantage of you, ah, with the ride and all," I
stressed, "and then sitting here silently. It's just," I sighed,
rubbing my temples. "I'd be lying if I said this wasn't hard for me. No
one would expect me to bounce back right after... but, ah, it's kind of gone on
a little longer than even I expected."


She
nodded, turning her face toward me despite the traffic lights flashing red
ahead of us. Fortunately, she stopped anyway, though my blood pressure had
risen quite steadily the longer she forgot to hit the brakes. "It's okay,
James. I totally understand. You didn't know, but I actually lost someone very
close to me too..."


I
was still very much feeling the effects of the alcohol, so I immediately said,
"Who?" I retracted my question a moment later. "I didn't mean to
pry..."


"No,
no..." she said, her eyes distant. "He was my first love. We dated
for a few months before he wrecked his motorcycle near Round Rock." She
sighed. For a moment her expression darkened. "I was decimated, James, so
I know exactly what you're feeling. After all, it took me at least a year
before I could even think about another man, forget dating someone."


I
considered her words, realizing that she cared a lot more than she had
originally let on. Of course Beverly would recognize the signs of depression in
another widow, as she virtually was one herself. I wondered if it would have been
harder on me if Penelope died before we had spent years living together, when
we were just friends or dating or... if we had never dated at all.


Beverly
took my silence as an invitation to continue. Even with a pounding headache I
could recognize Beverly was trying to alleviate her own feelings of loss by
talking about them with someone who had been there already. 


Or,
in my case, someone who was still there.


"But
I've learned that you can't keep letting these things haunt you, y'know? I used
to sleep on the same pillow every night just because it smelled like Freddy,
and... God, I cried when I finally had to wash that pillowcase. But you know
what?" I raised my head, as I had been looking rather intently at the
dash. She was watching me, and it dimly occurred to me that the light was
green. "I did it, James." She smiled, her perfect teeth instilling me
with a bit of long lost self belief. "And you will too..."


My
immediate reaction was to refuse whole-heartedly, as I still felt like I owed
Penelope that much. Unfortunately, this didn't dissuade the girl from trying to
convince me. "I don't know," I said, after she had tried a few more
times, having little success. "I just don't think I'm ready to move
on," I admitted shamefully. "Penelope has really been the only girl
I've ever cared about since I was... thirteen, maybe? I know it sounds cliché,
but I feel like we're soul mates." 


I
frowned. "That sound as bad as I think it did?"


Beverly
laughed, patting me on the arm lightly in a way that didn't bother her at all,
but definitely made my heart race a little too much. "Nah, you're fine!
Remember, I understand exactly where you're coming from. I wouldn't be
surprised if five, ten years down the line you still remember Penelope as
fondly as you do now. But you'll eventually come to terms with her passing,
James. She's not going to come back."


She
put her foot down on the gas pedal and the Impala lurched forward. It was
beginning to rain outside, and the car skidded a bit on the slick concrete.


"But
what if I want her to come back?" I asked. I was getting a little warm
now, and the petulant child inside of me that didn't like being told he was
wrong was flaming in my chest. That, or maybe my stomach was still queasy.
"I still love her with all of my heart, and I can't just change that
because she died..."


"I
wouldn't ask you to do that, James. You'll always carry her in your heart,
whether you like it or not. Just... please do me a favor?"


"What's
that?" I was feeling a little feverish at this point, though my anger at
Beverly had subsided. Another unfortunate side effect of the late hours and
drinking. 


"Take
care of yourself. You, ah..." she hesitated, looking at me closely.
"You don't look so good. Are you going to be sick?"


"No,"
I said definitively, my forehead swamped under the sudden perspiration. God, it
was hot. "Can you turn on the A/C?" The girl had snapped it on, full
blast, before I had a chance to finish. "Thanks," I chuckled weakly.


"No
problem."


"This
is where you turn, right up here." I pointed to the red house directly
behind the gas station. It was convenient, if nothing else. "That's my red
blur over there," I joked, staring out the window and feeling rather
dazed.


She
smiled. "Convenient."


"I
thought so."


She
paused, pushing the brakes. "That one?"


"Yeah."


Apparently,
Beverly and I had slipped into some weird alternate dimension where we could
only use three words or less at a time. "Well, thank you so much for
driving me home, Beverly. It was nice meeting you... and honestly, if I hadn't,
I might be a chalked outline right now so... thank you," I finished
lamely.


"You
are welcome," she said, putting her hand on my arm. She was such a country
girl it was remarkable, as her southern accent definitely showed she was from
Texas. "I only live another two miles down anyway, so it really wasn't out
of the way." The Impala crept into the driveway and I sat up straight. Was
she expecting anything from me? Gas money? A kiss?


Her
hand lingered on my arm for a moment before she dropped it to the arm rest
gently. I tried not to notice, but the shiver I felt run up my spine was proof
enough. I'd hate myself in the morning, but I respected Penelope enough that I
wouldn't let it go any further than that.


If
nothing else, I owed her a beer the next time I saw her. I told her so, and she
told me that was entirely up to me. I knew I had to thank her for everything,
but the words weren't easy to form in the face of her leering glances and
suddenly pouty lips. I wasn't the best with women, but somehow I had done right
by Beverly. Which, of course, made it inherently wrong.


"Thank
you again—


"You
don't have to thank me, James!" she laughed, waving off my protests with a
bright smile. "I'm glad that I was there to save you, and I hope..."
she suddenly trailed off. "I hope you'll save yourself..."


"In
any case," I said loudly, "it saved me a hell of a lot of trouble and
time, so thank you. Any chance you'll be back at the bar anytime soon?" 


Quietly,
Beverly said, "Oh, that's for sure." She was hesitant, and for the
first time in a while, she frowned. "See, it's my brother that owns the
bar."


"Nervous
Bob?" I stopped, realizing what I had just said. "I mean, ah, you're
talking about Bob, the redheaded man?" She was smiling again so I assumed
she wasn't angry I had unintentionally disparaged her brother. "I didn't
know he was your brother."


"Now
you do," she said shortly, returning to that three word thing. 


The
car stopped in front of my garage; even though there wouldn't be room to walk
around the front, I decided I could manage between the back of the car and the
small, manicured tree closest to the house. Judging by her parking, she might
have been a little more intoxicated than I thought.


"Well,
I guess I'll see you next time around..."


Beverly
smiled. "Why don't you call me sometime? You're a nice guy, James... a
real find for any girl." I looked at her, noticing the way her eyes
focused right above my mouth. "Do you have a phone?"


I
removed my cell phone from my pocket, cursing as I dropped my wallet and both
of them fell into the foot of the car. "Oops," I said, being the
ultimate clutz, as usual. Eventually I picked up the fallen wallet and grabbed
the phone, aimlessly pressing buttons until I found the right screen quite by
accident. "Okay, I'm ready."


"Okay,"
she said, straightening up. I wondered why it was so imperative I got her
number, but maybe she just felt sorry for me. It would not be the first time a
girl I had met gave me a shoulder to cry on only to introduce me to her
boyfriend later. "The name is Beverly Johnson, pretty easy to
remember..." 


I
nodded, typing the letters B-E-V and moving on. "Okay, and the phone
number?"


She
rattled it off, and I took extra care to get it right; of course, I had to fight
with the phone to finish the contact information, but I did at least hit
'save'. I also rang her up, just to be sure she wasn't lying. Right on cue, the
phone erupted, playing 'Baby Got Back'. I couldn't help but smile, as I'd never
have expected that to be her ringtone.


"Alright,
well... it was nice meeting you."


Our
awkward goodbye was concluded when she didn't say anything, giving me a hug
instead. "You take care now, James..."


"I
will," I promised, not really certain that I'd follow through on that
oath. 


Rather
than scramble around the car, I remained standing still as she backed out of
the drive way. I waved goodbye, watching as she lurched onto the highway and
out of my life for good. 


I'd
never call Beverly Johnson, but she had been right. I needed to move on.


I
crossed the lawn and my feet travelled the steps automatically, my brain still
somewhere between the bar and the ride home. There was a ringing in my ears,
ever-present now, and I had a feeling I'd be in the toilet before the night was
through. I made a half-hearted wish that I could pass out on the bed, but I
doubted my strength to make it that far.


Who was that?


I
unlocked and then opened the door, wearily entering without looking up. It
wasn't until the third time I heard the voice that I thought someone was in the
room with me. Dimly, I realized that no one else should be here, and I was
totally unprepared for the eardrum-bursting woosh that sounded throughout the
room, and the electric shock that blasted out every single window in the house.
Even the door knob I was still holding was splintered from the door itself,
until I was left clenching the iron weight in my hands, prepared to drunkenly
defend myself if necessary.


Fortunately,
I wasn't injured in the slightest. I opened my bleary eyes to see that my
living room had been uprooted, with the floorboards ripped up in places, the
wallpaper shredded, and all of the furniture more or less destroyed. My mouth
fell open of its own accord, and I gasped at the sight in front of me. I'd barely
noticed the ghostly figure floating in front of me like a wasp. 


Who the hell was that?


Before
I could react to the ghostly presence, it disappeared from view completely. The
voice was frantic with worry and furious all at once. 


You couldn't even let me rest in peace for six months without finding
someone else? I loved you with all of my heart; so much so, that I came back
from the dead to be with you, and I catch you coming home late, smelling
like... alcohol and sex and you have a woman with you! So, like I said, who the
hell was that?


Again,
the room pulsated with a paranormal energy, one that I was now certain was
coming from my demented, deceased... girlfriend? "Penelope? Is that really
you?" I couldn't help the hopeful note in my voice. 


Of course it's me, you damned fool! Who else would haunt you after
death... 


Her
cerulean blue body was revealed to me, just as briefly as before, but this time
I had a good long look at what the afterlife had done to Penelope. It was
obvious that I wouldn't be able to see her for long, but God, even a glimpse
was a miracle! 


"But...
how long will I be able to see you like this?"


Oh, I bet you'd like to see me, you pervert. Unfortunately for you, I'm
not going to tell you until you answer my questions first. Where the hell have
you just been?


I
didn't know where to speak to, so I remained looking around the room wildly,
still certain she would appear if I looked in the right place.


"I
just went to the bar... the same one we used to go to years ago, down by the church?
That's it!" I paused, wondering if I was losing my mind. Maybe there was a
gas leak, and the room exploded, and I was just... really trashed.


No, that is not it, James
Williams. I'm here because you brought me here, yet you've been drooling over
that girl all night.


"Well,
what did you expect?" I said, feeling offended, and hot, and drunk.
"Besides, I didn't do anything with her 'cause I'm too busy loving
you!"


Some soul mate you are. The biggest prick in the city of Austin and I'm
eternally bound to him!


"Soul
mate?"


Yeah, soul mate! As in, we made a vow to each other that we have to
honor in life and in death. A bond so strong that I am able to appear to you
even across the planes of existence, James. But you were determined to change
all that! A couple more drinks and you might have bagged busty Beverly bimbo
and destroyed our link!


"What
are you talking about?" I screamed, looking around wildly at my destroyed
and disfigured home. This was the home that Penelope and I had made together,
and she had trashed it in a fit of rage. "I don't even know that girl! And
for that matter, she just saved my bloody life, because I've been too caught up
over you dying this entire time!" I could feel myself building up a head
of steam, but I had a lot to say to Penelope, so I focused on the spot I had
last seen her. "Since you died it's been one day of misery after another,
Penelope, and I've missed you every damned second that you've been gone. I
haven't seen a single woman since you've died, not even a one-night stand. I
fell into a hole, and it took that girl saving me for me to admit that I've
neglected even the most basic of my responsibilities and ruined every ounce of
respect the world could have had for me! And now I'm seeing ghosts!"


Oh, you think you've had it so rough? I've been through the ringer -
first, I remember going to sleep beside you, and waking up alone, feeling like
my brain had been incinerated from the inside out. Days don't pass in
twenty-four hour intervals here, James, you can't possibly determine what time
it is or even night from day. It's all exactly the same, a peerless, colorless,
nothingness. You say it's been six months, but I might have been here a
lifetime, James...


That
kind of put it in perspective, didn't it? As bad as I had it, she certainly had
been through worse. 


All I know is something you did on this side... of the curtain, so to
speak, is what brought me here to you. Whatever you were doing with Beverly
conflicted with the bond we shared—


As
she continued berating me for cheating on her with Beverly, I began to realize
what this was all about. I had declared my love for Penelope in the face of
another woman's advances and now I could talk to her. The science behind it, or
the reasons for it, didn't matter much to me because I now had a direct link to
my lost love and I wasn't about to allow the knowledge to go public. I doubted
I could see other ghosts, and it's not like anyone would believe me if I tried
explaining what happened. They'd cart me off to the madhouse.


I
wondered if the fact I had been in a life or death situation had affected the
outcome. I also thought that it was entirely possible I was still traumatized,
drunk, and... maybe the gas leak thing.


"Listen,
Penelope!" I said, cutting the ghost off. I found it ironic that when she
was alive she would always stop after I said those two words together, and now
that she was dead her personality had not changed. She was still Penelope, just
scarred by a long time in a lonely place that neither of us could understand.
"I swear on my life, on our love, and on my soul, that I did not do
anything sexual or romantic with Beverly Johnson. I don't know if that oath
does anything to dissuade you, but I'll," I hesitated, trying to think of
something I could do to show her I was telling the truth. "I'll make
pentagrams in sheep blood, or whatever you want me to do, Penelope, but I never
even thought about Beverly that way—"


A
lance of pain ran through my midsection as I finished my statement. The ghost
sounded calculating when she next spoke.


Ha! I can tell you're a liar. That little jet of pain wasn't a
coincidence. Something you said in there was a lie - maybe not all of it, but
it was certainly enough for the bond to strike back at you. You can't lie to
me, James. Not when I was alive, and certainly not now.


"Alright,
I'm sorry! Maybe... I mean, I definitely thought about it, but I would never
act on it. I declared my love for you and everything, right in front of her,
and I... damn, Penelope, I even told her that you and I were soul mates! Don't
you see what this means?"


I see you coming home late with a woman, hungover, with stains on your
shirt as well as a fair amount of perfume. Don't you see what that means?


"See,
it doesn't hurt when I say it: I love Penelope Parsons, and I have never had
anything less than platonic feelings for Beverly Johnson, so help me—"


I
spasmed in pain, reeling from the blow to my lower torso. The pain had been
sharper this time, and I obviously didn't want to carry on lying to Penelope -
even unintentionally.


"Okay!
I'm sorry! I love you Penelope and that's the truth! I didn't have sex with
Beverly, I didn't kiss her, and I don't even want to call the damned girl! Can
you live with that?"


I
didn't realize until after I said it how calloused that really sounded.
Penelope either didn't notice the flub, or she didn't care enough to address
it, as she finally gave in.


I believe you, James. But imagine my surprise to find you with another
woman...


"I
promise I'm still in love with you, Penelope. I will always be in love with
you," I said, beginning to cry, despite myself. The ghost appeared in
front of me, a sad smile on her round, blue face. "I can't stop. You will
always be a part of me. And now I'll always have a piece of you!" I smiled
through my tears, excited at the prospect of getting to see my girlfriend even
though she was dead.


Not always, James...


There
was a long pause after her whispered words. In my addled state, it took me a
few moments to put together what she had said, but the sinking sensation in my
stomach had nothing to do with alcohol. "What do you mean?"


Soul bonds like ours are... virtually unheard of, but they do happen
from time to time. The consequences of such an unnatural joining of two beings
on a different plane are that it must happen under duress. I feel pain for
every second that I am here, James...


"How
bad is it? Can you fight through it at least a little longer?" I asked
her, desperate for some notion that she would come back to me.


I'll be fine, for now, but... I don't think we'll be able to see each
other again, James. I don't know how long I can be here... but if there is a
way, you know I'll stay. No matter what happens, I will wait here until we can
both leave... to go to Heaven, or whatever awaits us. Our destinies are
entwined, James, and not even death can stop destiny. 


For
a long time I sat in awe, slightly disturbed at the dim reality of the
situation. I dawned on me that although I couldn't always see Penelope, she
would always be waiting, for as long as I lived. I knew I would nerve force
suicide on myself, but it was an unnerving thought nonetheless. A part of me
longed to be in her arms, somewhere far from Austin, but I knew it wasn't my
time to go.


The
next few hours passed all too quickly as we talked, two souls separated by a
distance neither could comprehend. On one occasion I tried to hold her hand and
I was met with nothing but air, to which Penelope merely smiled sadly once
more. I cried more than I think I've ever cried in my life. She could not form
tears, but I knew her feelings were cut up even worse than mine. I couldn't
begin to imagine the fear and desolation of waiting all alone, unable to move
or see in any direction, and yet she was still able to love me so strongly that
she had decided she couldn't go on without me.


By
the time I had fully sobered up, I was exhausted from the night’s events. I
crawled onto the couch and merely talked with my eyes closed, trying not to
doze off and lose her. 


And
in the end, she left me with no more than a few words.


I love you, James...


Her
voice was far too soft and I instinctively knew Penelope had disappeared
altogether. There were no more tears to shed, as my emotions settled into the
uncomfortable realization that we were both separated once again. I was so
tired, physically and emotionally, that I eventually fell asleep, but when I
woke again, I smiled. I had been given a chance to say goodbye, and could now
reflect on Penelope's true, last words on Earth.


I'll be waiting...











THE RECRUITMENT


 







Ahmed Imran & Rehana Mithwani


 


 


Vic ran as fast as his eleven-year old legs could carry him, afraid to
look back in case they caught up with him. With a galloping heart, he pounded
the sidewalk, breathing hard to force his tortured muscles to carry him
further, further beyond the realms of his followers. Roaming the streets of
Nairobi in the heart of darkness was a concept not to be taken lightly, a
lesson he understood too well. And yet… Here he was, trying to escape with the
darkness cloaking him, trying to run so only his toes touched the ground. 


He tasted fear, hot and acrid. Getting caught would be
his downfall, for he’d seen what had happened to the others, and understood
what life would be like if they caught him. He ran fast, faster than he’d ever
run before. It seemed to Vic like he was flying. The thundering footsteps
behind him grew louder. 


Frantic, he looked for an escape route, and spied a
little alley between two buildings. This was the beauty of the city centre
in Nairobi, he thought, disconnected from his present dilemma. There were
so many alleys, all inter-connecting the posh high-rise office towers to the
seedier side of downtown.


He lightened his steps until he was no more than a
shadow in the dark, veered towards the alley and dove in, running for his life.
The footsteps behind him continued on, blindly in the darkness. Vic dashed
towards the end of the alley, jumping over the sleeping homeless and bypassing
anonymous buildings covered with political slogans. This wasn’t over, he knew
that. Not by a long shot. In a few moments, they would realize what had
happened and come get him. 


These moments were all he had. 


He ran on, blindly, sweat streaming into his eyes and
blurring his vision as he came to a sudden stop, smacking into a thick, stone
wall. 


Dead end. 


Of all the alleys he could possibly have gotten into,
he’d chosen this one, with strewn garbage, a ripe stench of urine and a high
wall closing off his escape. He moved backwards, panting hotly.


Trying to open the greasy black grill doors built into
some of the buildings, his thin fingers not managing the strength required to
open any of them. He clenched his fingers around the grills, tearing in
desperation with blood slicking off his hands, as he struggled to get a grip.


No luck. 


Vic looked around; scanning the alley for a way to
escape that didn’t require traversing the main street again. His gaze fell on a
dirty pipe, dark against the first rays of light, on the wall at the end of the
alley. He ran to it and started clambering upwards, swinging like a monkey.
This was what he was, a nimble street urchin, an expert in picking pockets and
living wild. This was what he’d learnt, living on the streets of Nairobi. 


Swinging across the top of the wall, he jumped and landed,
catlike, on his feet. 


Right into another small alley. 


He heard pounding footsteps; they’d figured out where
he was, but had no way of crossing, unless they wanted to take their chances on
the wall. The big, overgrown louts wouldn’t be able to climb the pipe, he knew
that for sure. 


He also knew that they’d try to grab him by getting in
through the main street; he wasn’t going to waste time sticking around. But
where could he escape from them? 


Vic took a few deep breaths and made for one of the side-alleys,
aligned to River Road. He pushed down his cap, hands in pockets and sauntered
out to the main street. He looked around, but no one seemed to give him a
second glance. Nairobi was full of street kids like him, dirty, dressed in rags
with glue bottles stuck to their noses. 


Head down, he merged with the early morning rush of
people. Some in somber suits and ties heading to work, others in gay and
colorful costumes setting up shop on the sidewalks. The homeless were a
different species altogether, dressed in a patchwork of colors, inhaling the
vapors of their chai and munching on mandazis as they got ready
for a day’s begging.


Amidst it all, kids in tattered clothes sat with their
backs to the walls, huddled miserably against the cold. Holding out their
little hands, they called out to passersby for shillings. Nairobi in the early
morning was no laughing matter, with temperatures reaching down to their
lowest, grabbing hold of the kids and giving them the kiss of death. 


Walking at a brisk pace to avoid attracting attention,
the boy turned and nipped into a building under construction, watching over his
shoulder for his pursuers. He cut across to the other side, and slid into the
basement.


He was home. 


He sagged to the floor, the events of the night finally
catching up with him. Tears began to roll down his mud-streaked face, creating
tracks as they went. He held his head in his hands and curled up into a ball.
Realizing how close he had come to getting caught, Vic knew with certainty that
today had almost been the end of his life. 


Before he knew it, he’d fallen asleep, lying on the
mat that served as his bed in this damp and dripping mausoleum he called home.
It had been a promising office block once, but was now an abandoned mass of
curiosities, like many other buildings in Nairobi, half-undone. 


The stub of a candle stood, lonely, by the side of the
mat, it’s dripping wax giving testimony to the only source of warmth he had.


The acrid odor of copper hit him first, before the sight
of blood filled his vision. It was everywhere. Vic wanted to leave it behind,
he wanted to disappear. He wanted to die. As he took a step forward, priming
himself to run, he felt his foot sink in a deep pool of red. Filling his new
shoes, soaking up his dirty yellow socks... He looked around at the blood
splattered on the walls, the furniture, the television. And then he saw the
bodies.


Screaming. So much screaming. He didn’t know how to
stop it, this agonized cry that went on and on and on. He clapped his hands
over his mouth, and realized the screaming was coming from within. 


Suddenly his vision was filled with white. He opened
his eyes to discover he was lying on his mat, a tiny sliver of sunlight shining
in his eyes. He blinked to orient himself, and heard an abrupt clatter of feet
as something jumped on him from behind. 


He felt it begin.


His biggest secret. 


His arms started to tingle, and he felt like a
thousand ants were crawling from his shoulders to the tips of his fingers,
leaving him paralyzed for a brief moment. He fought the feeling as he plucked
his blade, a mottled razor tied to a whittled piece of wood with an elastic
band, from under the mat and turned, ready to defend himself. 


“Aaaaaarggghhh… Stop it, you paranoid bugger!” yelled
the dark, slender youth. The only thing marring his almost-perfect beauty was a
series of scars crisscrossing his cheek. “I tell you Vic, you seem to be
growing violent in your old age.” His grin made the scars wrinkle, giving his
face a lopsided appearance. 


“What the hell… Kadi! Where did you come from? I
didn’t hear you coming!’ the boy gasped. “And where on earth have you been?
Haven’t seen you in two days!”


“I know! I’ve been living low.”


They sat down together, as Kadi opened a bottle hidden
beneath his shirt. 


“Sema, what’s up?” Vic asked, as he took a sip
of soda. 


A grin split Kadi’s face. “You’ll never guess what
happened today!”


“You robbed a bank?”


Kadi scoffed. “As if! Got chased by Kanjos…”


Vic stared at him. “What the… that’s what happened to
me too!”


“Really?” Kadi asked. “Let me tell you what happened
then you can tell me your story.”


Vic nodded. 


“There I was, minding my own business and polishing
this dude’s shoes... I had convinced him to pay me ten bob, and I’d even finished
off the first. Was starting off on the second, when a carful of Kanjos
started in on me… I tell you, I’ve run for my life today… These council guys
are asking for bigger payoffs now. Lucky their potbellies are so huge, they can
hardly see in front of them!”


The boys laughed heartily, as they swapped the soda
between them. Every day like clockwork, the city council guards of Nairobi,
known as Kanjos, would prowl around, harassing the beggars, the hawkers
and the stall owners, asking to see licenses and demanding kitu kidogo,
something small, in exchange for leaving them alone to get their daily bread. A
refusal would earn one at the least a clout on the ear, at most a night or two
in the local jail, where conditions were so bad even the beggars preferred to
avoid it.


Education for children is free, a fact they always
trotted out when they came across kids on the streets. It always started with
the same question: “Why aren’t you in school?’ The boys preferred to avoid kanjos,
with their incessant questions, their threatening manner and their unending
greed. 


“Would’ve been in prison if they’d caught me. As it
is, if that chap whose shoes I was polishing sees me again, he’ll haul me off
to the police himself.” He grinned cheekily, as he reached behind him and
removed a pair of shoes from the back of his extra-large tattered shorts. “I
had to cinch these in with one of the laces!” he laughed. 


Vic laughed. “I figure we can get three hundred for
‘em,” he said. 


“Yeah, but not in this state. We need to clean up
first.’ Kadi replied. “You look like crap. And what was the trick with the
knife?’ 


“I was followed by King’s men. They almost got me. I’d
have been a goner today if they had. As it is, I had to crawl through some
sewage pipes. Even that didn’t put them off. Down the sewage pipe they came.’


“Oh. Is that why you stink?” Kadi asked. “They almost
caught me two days ago. With them it’s either peddle downtown or beg uptown. As
if that’s a choice,” Kadi scoffed. “That’s why I’ve been laying low. Threatened
me fingers, they did, if I refuse to play ball.” He chuckled. 


“I already know what they want.” They shared a look. 


Kadi nodded. 


Getting up lightly, Kadi turned and said: “Time to get
back to work. But no one’s going to give us their shoes to clean if we look
like this. Let’s wash up and head out. Half the morning’s already gone.”


Vic responded, “You go ahead. I’ll sit in a different
area today. You might want to do that too, especially since you nicked that
fellow’s shoes.”


Kadi grinned, ear to ear. “Yeah, I’ll do that. See you
tonight?”


Vic replied, “Sure. Twende.”


They climbed out of their bolt-hole, straight into a
cloud of teargas.


 


*~*~*~*


 


The previous day had gone downhill pretty fast for Vic. After the early
morning chase, he’d spent more of his day trying to avoid kanjos, who
were tossing teargas canisters willy-nilly as they rounded up beggars and
hawkers on the streets. Not only had he not earned anything, he hadn’t managed
to pick any pockets either. 


Hunger gnawed at Vic’s insides, letting him know in no
uncertain terms that he’d only had half a soda since the previous morning. Kadi
had also failed to turn up the previous night. This worried him more than the
hunger. 


He wished he was back with his parents, so he wouldn’t
need to be like this, like the other boys in the underground. But wishing
didn’t help. He’d singlehandedly destroyed his own luxurious life; he had no
one to blame for that. Best to just move on and stop reflecting on those
days, he thought.


The candle gave a final pinprick of light as it
sputtered and died, wick falling into the pool of melted wax.


He woke to silence, a silence so all-encompassing, he
knew something was wrong. A chill ran through his body. 


He felt it begin, the feel of a thousand ants crawling
down his arms. He didn’t want it, he never wanted it. 


He plucked his knife from under the mat, turning
around to face the unknown terrors he knew were there. As he moved, a hand
descended on his shoulder and pulled him up strongly, jarring his entire body.
A bolt of pain shot across his arm. 


Vic looked up, terrified, as a tall, heavy-set man
crouched in front of him. Waves of evil emanated from his aura, made all the more
sinister with the aid of flickering rays of light from two kerosene lamps on
the ground. Lamps that hadn’t been there before, Vic reflected
disjointedly. 


“Well, well, well… Sleeping Beauty finally awakens,”
the man said, in a sibilant voice, laced with venom. Vic started in
recognition. “I see you know who I am,” he spoke again. Vic, however, shook his
head mutely.


“Really? Then what makes you so afraid of me?”


“I’m not…,” the boy croaked, fear-filled eyes urgently
searching for a way to escape. His feet felt like they were made of lead,
weighed down with terror. 


A sharp crack sounded in the air. The boy saw the hand
rise one second before he felt the sting of the blow on the side of his face,
jerking his head around and cutting off his line of speech abruptly. Tears of
fear, pain and something else he couldn’t name filled his eyes and trickled
down his cheeks. 


“You’re not afraid of me?” the soft, cultured, yet
venomous voice continued. “Let me give you a reason, then.” He leaned forward,
almost touching Vic’s face with his nose, his eyes drilling holes into Vic’s. Empty
eyes, Vic thought, detached. Eyes so cold they made him shiver, even as he
sweated. Even in the dim torchlight, the eyes seemed to go right into his soul,
touching the darkness within, pushing it out. 


“It has come to my attention that you’ve been avoiding
my people; refusing to work with us.”


King’s voice rose with each word, his anger a tangible
force. He leaned back and gestured to one of his henchmen behind Vic, holding
him in a fierce grip. The hand on Vic’s shoulder relaxed. 


Vic turned and saw two hulking men standing behind
him, the one who was holding him standing slightly to his left while the other
lounged against one of the few complete pillars. The flickering light cast their
faces in sharp relief. Vic recognized the man holding him. He was one of those
who had chased him the night before. 


“Aaah. I see you recognize Shorty.” King laughed, his
voice soft and sibilant. “His friend calls himself Mwembe.” The other henchman
grinned. “Maybe now you want to admit you know who I am?” King asked, his voice
rising with each word, until he was shouting. The sudden change caught the boy
by surprise, and his head swiveled to face King again. 


“I am the master of this city. I own it. All the
children work for me; they beg for me, they peddle for me, they steal for me. I
AM KING!” he hissed. “You made a big mistake, refusing to work for me. I can
and will destroy you. Your constant escapades are making me look very bad. And
I can’t afford to look bad. My image is what keeps people in their place. This
is my reign of terror, and I won’t have you destroying it.”


The boy shrank back, as King went on, spewing every
word. “You know, with your spunk and speed, you would have been an asset to
me.” 


“I don’t want to sell drugs.” Vic whispered,
terrorized at the hatred he saw in King’s face.


Another slap landed on the back of his head. It threw
his whole body forward; only the hand on his shoulder kept him from landing
face-first on the concrete floor. “I normally don’t give anyone more than one
chance, but I’m going to make you an offer once more. All you have to do is bow
down to me, accept me as your boss. The cops work for me, and they won’t
disturb you anymore. No more living in fear,” he said in a genial tone. 


“I don’t want to work with drugs. They kill…”


King moved abruptly, letting Vic’s voice trail off. He
turned away, staring at an empty stretch of wall. “Did you wonder why your
friend hasn’t shown up tonight? Did your little brain even try to figure out
how we found you? I must say, this place does have its merits. I never thought
I’d find you here, living like a rat under the ground.’ He smiled. 


“Oh well,” he said. “At least he can still beg with
his broken fingers.” He turned, slowly, sounding sad. The boy looked up
abruptly, shock and dismay filling him. A chilling hatred burned in his eyes at
the image of what they’d done to Kadi. 


He felt it start again, the tingling. This time he
wasn’t in control. He wanted it so badly: he’d never wanted something so much
in his life. 


“You know, child beggars generate the most sympathy,
but crippled children are a goldmine.” The boy’s eyes widened as he realized
what King meant. He didn’t need to interpret the statement further as King
clarified it for his henchmen. “Cut off his legs. One at the ankle, the other
at the knee,” King said.


“No!” the boy screamed, struggling as he tried to
escape. The grip on his shouldered tightened. He felt like his body was being
ground to pulp. Mwembe stepped out of the darkness. Vic caught the glint from
of a shining silver blade, its gleam winking at him as Mwembe turned the weapon
silently in his hand. A chill ran down Vic’s spine. He had never felt like
this before, this all-pervading sense of fear. Not even when his father...


He hardly felt the thousands of ants crawling on his
arms as his muscles began to heat up. The heat travelled down his arms at an
alarming rate, much faster than it ever had before. He wanted to maim, to kill
these bastards, who’d messed with Kadi and were now going to ruin his life. 


A cripple, that’s what they wanted to make him.
Forever begging on the streets of Nairobi, forever under King’s thumb, doing
what he was bidden to do. Never in this lifetime, Vic thought.


The knife came closer. He wriggled, struggling to free
himself, biting and screaming. Shorty then dragged him down, laying his feet
parallel to the floor. “Easier to chop,” he said, cackling like a witch
stirring a cauldron. 


Shorty shifted his body slightly to grab Vic’s arms
with one hand and used the other to cover his mouth. Taking advantage of the
movement, Vic jerked his hands out of Shorty’s grasp, and slashed them
crisscross across his body. 


The heat in his arms was unbearable, having built up
in the precious seconds. Vic felt the release of the energy before he saw what
it had led to, a gush of hot, red blood flowing on to his body, as Shorty fell
limply on him. There was a gurgling sound and he realized it was coming from
Shorty as the man tried to draw his last breath through the lacerations on his
neck, chest, and abdomen.


Mwembe fell back in shock, leaving Shorty’s body lying
across Vic. With strength he scarcely felt, Vic threw the body aside and stood
up. He walked across the room, to where King was staring in disbelief at the
dead body of his henchman. 


“What did you do?” King asked, stunned.


“I killed him.”


“How?”


“Exactly how I’m going to kill you.”


King shrank back, eyes flickering past Vic. 


He spun around, catching Mwembe by the hip. The antsy feeling
was back in his arms, his upper arms hotter than ever, and this time he felt
the energy leave as his palm came into contact with the man’s hip. Blood
spurted out from the wound onto the floor. Mwembe gasped, falling to the floor,
holding his hand to his hip in an effort to stop the blood spewing out. 


King made a dash for the exit, his long overcoat
flapping behind him as he tried to run, his footsteps thudding heavily on the
concrete floor. Vic ran behind him, leaving Mwembe bleeding on the floor. He
skidded on the blood, making a grab for King’s legs as he fell. 


Two things happened at once. Deep slashes appeared on
King’s legs, as the boy’s fingers raked downwards, trying to get a grip on King’s
calves. The sound of a gunshot came from Vic’s right, and a bullet whizzed past
where his head had been a moment before, ricocheting off one of the pillars of
the underground cellar. 


The boy turned towards the sound of the gunshot,
raising his arms once more. A dark, elegantly dressed man stood about a hundred
feet away, holding a gun, preparing to fire again. But before he could do so,
Vic marked him, crisscrossing his arms across the man’s body from a distance. 


Energy flew from his arms, cutting through the gun,
which exploded, throwing the man back towards the far end of the wall with a
velocity that caused immediate death on impact. Silence filled the air; the
only thing breaking it was the constant whimpering of the injured gang leader. 


Vic stepped over to the self-proclaimed king. He did
not look like one at the moment, with his overcoat dirty and stained with
blood, his ravaged face and his calves slashed up, blood streaming to the
ground and pooling between his legs. 


Vic had ended up using the power he had been
suppressing all his life again. A power he didn’t know anything about, only
that it could be used to kill. Vic had always loathed the power he had, always
suppressing it in moments of fear and rage, when it built up. He had not been able
to stop it years ago, nor had he been able to stop it today. But today, there
was a difference. Today, he was in control.


King looked up at him, his eyes betraying the fear he
felt as he stared at Vic. “You freak…. What are you? What have you done to me?”


“I may be a freak but you are a monster. You ruin
lives. You cripple, kill and hurt innocents like us. You get children to do bad
things for you.” Vic’s voice was hoarse as he stared at the man lying at his
feet. The man who, just a few moments ago, had wanted to cripple Vic and turn
him into a child beggar. 


The sudden absence of fear made quick room for the
anger.


“I’m not a killer, but you do know that I can’t let
you live, right? This is for Kadi and all the thousands of children in Nairobi
whose lives you’ve ruined, whose limbs you’ve stolen.”


The boy drew back and raised his hands to hover over
King’s neck and, for the first time in his life, directed the power in his body
to kill consciously, for no other reason than the fact that he knew King would
have to die for him and all the other children out there in the streets to
survive. 


Vic stood staring at the body for a while, tears
trickling down his face, before he realized that dawn had come and gone. He
turned towards his meager belongings and rifled through to pick the little red
car his mother had given him on the day they died. 


He couldn’t stand being there for another moment!
Turning towards the exit, he ran as fast as he could, out into the sunlight,
towards the city centre. Panting, he ran until his legs could not carry him
anymore. It was then that the enormity of what he had done reached him. 


The adrenaline was gone. He began to vomit. The only
thought in his head was that he was a killer again. He had used the power
within, after vowing not to. The retching went on and on, the bile burning him
from the inside. 


He staggered a few more steps before collapsing at the
base of the statue of Dedan Kimathi, one of Kenya’s most prominent freedom
fighters. His vision filled with a fat sneering face before going dark… The
face of the first man he had killed. His father’s. 
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Vic sat on a large cylindrical pipe that ran above the Nairobi River,
looking out into its depths. His feet, dangling off the pipe, swung in the air
as he stared at the torrent of water raging across the city. There were many
pieces of debris in the river; they dashed against the concrete embankment
built to keep the river from flowing out into the city, and bounced back into
the torrent. Vic watched as a selection of old sandals, pieces of wood and
various little bits of flotsam floated past him, to be carried away into the
depths of the city. 


He heard footsteps clanging along the pipe, and his
head snapped up, body twisting, primed to run at the first hint of strangers.
He saw Kadi, balancing on the pipe, his arms outstretched, as he made his way
from the river bank. A glimmer of a smile crossed Vic’s face. Kadi reached him
and swung his legs over, flopping beside him. They sat for some time, staring
out at the river, before Kadi spoke up. 


“So, Vic. I sold the shoes. How about a soda to
celebrate?” Kadi grinned. “How much?” Vic smiled. “Like you said. Three
hundred.” Vic laughed. 


Kadi turned serious. “Kanjos found the bodies. Just
like the ones at the warehouse. They have no clue about how the men died. They
say the slashes on the bodies are a complete mystery.” Kadi paused, turning to
look at Vic. “What do you think, Vic? Jedis?” They laughed. Kadi continued, “I
never did thank you, did I? When you came in to the warehouse, you just cut at
all those guards without using anything! When did you get this power? It’s
amazing.”


“No, it’s not. All I have done is kill people,” Vic
replied tensely. “I don’t even know where I got it or why I have it.”


Kadi fell silent as he stared at his bandaged fingers.
He noticed his friend rubbing his arms repeatedly. “Your arms still hurt?”


Vic turned to stare at Kadi, sizing him up again,
before answering. “Yes. Burned for four days the first time this happened, when
I killed my father. I was so mad at him for coming home drunk and beating my
mum. I jumped on him to try to get him to stop. That was when I saw the blood.
I had no control and they both died.” Vic shuddered. “It isn’t amazing. Not at
all.”


“Forget about everything, Vic. Today is a day to
smile. All the kids think you’re wonderful. They look up to you. You saved them
from King and his men. And you have this cool, un-explained power that can cut
through anything! Don’t worry, they’re not telling the police anything.” Kadi
said quickly. 


Vic blinked in surprise, the look on his face
displaying his shock at the information Kadi had given nonchalantly. “Me? They
look up to me?”


“Yep. You’re the leader of our gang now.” Kadi said. 


“We have put together our earnings so we can go to
school. No more handing money over to King!” Kadi continued, oblivious to the
goldfish expression on his friend’s face. That seemed to break Vic’s stupor, as
he found his voice again, “I can’t. It’s too dangerous for me. What if I lose
control again?”


“Well, I won’t be going either, then. I’m not leaving
you alone to roam the streets and have fun while I rot in school. Besides
you’ll need a right-hand man to carry out all your dirty work.” Kadi winked and
nudged his friend. “We can help the others, though. Ali is only five and all he
knows is how to beg in three languages,” Kadi added, turning serious, staring
pensively at the river.


“What do we do once we run out of money? School is
free but books and clothes and food….” Vic trailed off. 


“I’m sure we’ll come up with something,” Kadi said as
he looked at his bandaged fingers again. “But what if some other gang comes to
take us?” Kadi asked. 


“I won’t let them.” The boy said simply, a hard glint
on his face as he let his arms heat up and power pool into his palms.
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Prominent fire
burned across the summer sky amidst the noise of a high-grade explosion.


The fire spread upon the southern winds rushing over the countryside and
carried black smoke and flickering red flames like quicksilver, spraying
throughout the clouds and raining down melted shrapnel and ashes toward the
city half a kilometer away from the source in a matter of seconds.


Refuge from the ruined weather drone crashed down moments later into an
otherwise empty span of already smoking tarmac on the fringes of the hundred-roads,
consuming what remained of the satellite in a dozen momentary blazes.


On the other side of the city, its brother-drone sputtered as it
overheated from the same conditions and tried to compensate in the last instant
by dumping its boiling liquid core.


The fuel and machinery exploded as several sparks still drifting on the wind
caught a hold and spiraled upward to engulf it from the inside out almost
immediately.


Jagged hail fell with impunity upon the mostly empty vehicles and office
buildings below, striking the first neighborhood. While the latter was spared
immediate combustion, the former erupted into a thousand burning shards for
every abandoned car caught in the midst, spreading the conflagration in short
order.


It was hardly the first such incident since the solar flares had begun a
week earlier and it would certainly not be the last. Worse conditions were
coming. The final cool breezes welcomed in by those decimated satellites
earlier in the morning wavered and died even as they fanned the flames higher,
farther, consuming a little more of the city than they had the day before.


And on the farthest edges of the city’s borders, well outside of
conventional transport, only one small group out of the fifty thousand
inhabitants of Etherial would view the situation as a muted-blessing
rather than a proper curse.
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Safely
nestled away behind walls of non-burning æthstone, the members of the Thieves
Horde guild watched their city burn toward the ground from their position
amongst sloping hills and secluded quarries.


From four miles out it would have been fairly
difficult for most of the men and women to make out anything happening within
the proper confines of the city except for distant blurs, but the cameras still
operational therein served them far better in that regard, allowing for the
anarchy to be captured up-close and relayed as if they were actually out
experiencing it first-hand.


And for a rare handful, that is all too true -
unlike their more numerous brethren sitting behind a screen, capable of little
more than hacking into the network, precisely eight thieves gathered in the Horde
have both the skills to go out and perform missions akin to the men-and-women
that first founded the guild centuries before, and the temperament to risk
their lives to do it.


Alistair Erebos is one of the best.


With the same clear-gray eyes and accompanying pre-aged hair of his
great-grandfather Samuel, he has the stature and physical strength inherent in
a mission-count leader, at least insofar as missions are counted by the old
system.


Given the guild’s diminished ability level over the many years, however,
most of the members have come to rely upon - and adopted the name of - the quick-hackers
system, running opposite it instead.


And by that count, he is far and away toward the bottom - just the
thought of being trapped inside of the Horde day in and day out,
targeting company databases and plaguing the public servers continually, had
been enough motivation for him to risk his life against the Templars’
patrolling the hundred-roads on a regular basis.


Even the recent firestorms and slowly liquefying tarmac had not been
enough to drive him indoors for more than a day or two to recover. But with the
sudden destruction of the weather-regulation satellites, Dos and Deus,
the daylight hours had immediately begun to burn with enough potency to start
cooking a man alive in just minutes.


And chancing his life against that degree of solar radiation,
with no means of shielding that were readily available, had finally presented Alistair
with a situation that he would not attempt.


Only one other true thief had taken those odds and gambled upon them -
Selucia Adalind - and she had joined the rest of the civilians unfortunate
enough to roast from the inside-out halfway to her destination.


That had been just over four days ago.


Now Alistair found himself seated in a corner of the Thieves Horde’s
spacious bar-room listening to the conversations of the quick-hackers,
and trying his best to avoid going stir-crazy. The isolation of his own
ancestral room down below had eventually become too much to handle, and what
mourning was necessary for Selucia’s passing was finally over and done with.


As he had expected after six years of intermittent time around his
people, most of the conversations taking place nearby revolved around which
company they intended to exploit and hold for ransom next - or how the holospace-network
was fluctuating and disrupting signals relayed across it more than ever - and,
of course, why their methods were yet again proven cleaner, easier, and more
effective as a means of supporting the guild than racing out under the sun and
moon at all hours.


For the most part Alistair blocked out the more annoying instances,
closing his eyes and focusing on whatever bits and pieces stood out amongst the
generic white-noise.


“How much longer is this going to last? Another company just
folded.” For a moment he nearly passed it by, but the nasal-filled tone
continued immediately. “I’m telling you, something is suspicious about the
Council’s relative silence of late. Its almost as if they meant to trigger a
meltdown.”


A low grunt preceded the answer to that. 


“You think so? No, tell me more, Flint. Really. I’d have never suspected
they might jury-rig their own spy-satellites to detonate and plunge us all into
this fiery maelstrom.”


The rest of their conversation dissolved into sharp bickering between
the two men, swallowing anything else of value along with it. With a quiet sigh
Alistair flicked his attention over to his left, sifting through the monotonous
din until he recognized something worth listening to.


“I know this heat’s been pretty rough on you guys, but hear me out!”
said Esper Kern, one of a small handful of quick-hackers sympathetic to
their cause and recent difficulties. “If the temperature keeps shuffling upward
as it is, the Templars' armor isn't gonna be able to cope any better than their
transport has, and surely the warehouses you guys love are easier pickings with
their defenses burnt to a crisp! It's a win/win for you traditionalists and us quick-hackers
as well!"


A voice approaching righteous-fury snapped back immediately. “Did you
miss the point where magic is all but dead, Esper?
The roads are melting to sludge and the buildings aren't far behind, and
did you happen to forget about what happened to Selucia last week? I don't have
a '+99 Resistance to Scorching' gem neatly tucked away in my father's
vault somewhere, unlike those Council-employed bastards roaming the remnants of
the hundred-roads! Even she didn’t have anything better than a pair of 8’s
strapped to her belt, and we all watched her die inside of ten
minutes!"


Quiet anger rustled toward the surface as he heard the two of them
continue, Esper making a quick apology and Michael roughly continuing to deride
the other man. Selucia’s death had robbed them of one of the all too precious
talents recaptured from the olden days, and he had no interest in having the
exacting details of that incident refined yet again.


Dismissing their conversation before it drew him any further in,
Alistair released a drawn out sigh as a very familiar set of voices caught his
attention just to his right, precluded by the groan of half a dozen older
chairs being drawn back and sat down in carelessly.


"Have you heard what those slack-jawed yokels in the
outer-grasslands are calling this?" asked a heavy, striking tone.


A higher pitched, squawking voice answered. "No, what?"


An unruly smile could be sensed in the first-man’s response.
"They’re calling it the “Drakes' revenge'! Hah!"


Uneven laughter erupted from the two of them, one part booming and the
other a shrill pain on the ears of anyone nearby, as apparent by the sudden
winch that ran through every pair of shoulders for a dozen feet around,
including his own.


Turning his head in their direction and blinking his eyes open, Alistair
confirmed his suspicions. Seated less than ten feet away was Aryllin Taros, the
senior-most quick-hacker within the Horde at an age of
thirty-eight, and his second-in-command and younger half-brother, thirty-year
old Daven.


Aside from their ages and voices, the Taros brothers' looks were another
distinct separation. Aryllin bore their father's clear-green eyes beneath a
sprawl of messy black hair, purposefully unkempt and dangling down as it would.
Rough and almost block-like angles loaned his face the intimidating impression
that he was always near to anger.


Daven's contrasting tangled blond hair and brown eyes were muddled and
far hazier by comparison, and he was half-again the height let alone the weight
of Aryllin, with only the dense jaw line and chin to prove that they had the
same father.


Normally Alistair would have turned his attention aside and focused on
anyone else in the Horde that night, but between recent events and the
topic of conversation Aryllin had brought up, he slowly reclined into his seat
instead and settled in to watch as one of Taros' newest recruits piped up
uneasily.


"What's a 'drake', Aryl, and why would it necessitate any
kind of revenge?"


Immediately the laughter between the brothers died, and Aryllin focused
on the boy - at seventeen years of age, he was hardly old enough to be anything
more.


"Careful, kid. You're years too early to imitate the others with
that nickname," Aryllin stated evenly. The young hacker ducked his head
with a quick nod and went back to nursing his bottle of black liquor. 


"That said, I don't suppose any of the rest of you genius's took
mythology classes growing up?" he asked, looking from one already
half-drunk member at the round table to another. It was apparent that they had
not, but the need to elevate himself above the rest of his peers had always
been a driving point in the older man’s time at the Horde.


A handful of "No, Aryl," and one "Couldn't remember if I did,
brother," spoke up in response, and he snorted before continuing.


"Of course not, none of you have the drive necessary to have taken
more than the few classes that were required.” Grim smiles spread among the
expressions of his core-team, and one or two laughed self-deprecatingly until
Aryllin nodded. "Alright, lean in close and pay attention. It seems
I've finally found the old holospace-cache I've been searching for since
those days at the Regiment, and I'm sure it'll settle those rumors down just fine
once I upload it tonight."


Drawing his cell phone from a jacket pocket, Aryllin began to thumb
through the screens until an image of an overly large red lizard was displayed.
Grinning, and with a tap and flick of his index finger, the image was thrown forth
over the table in moderately-rendered detail.


At only one-sixth of the true scale of the lizard, the image still
hovered in mid-air wide enough to graze each member where it rotated slowly, a
sensation akin to brushing against a wall of static - hair stood up across the
body and an uncomfortable shock spread from the point of contact all the way
down to the toes each time.


Within moments of the materialization, two of the men at the table
turned away from their alcohol and began to retch up everything they had
consumed that night, while the same two that had laughed before merely
swallowed their sudden bile back quite viciously, with a hand clenched against
their gut and another pressed to their lips.


Across from them Alistair pinched his own lips together in disgust, and
it had nothing to do with the dark mess spreading over the floor. What was left
of the creature hovering in mid-air was a testament to the brutality of the
time it had once lived in, hacked open and left to rot for several days.


Why am I not surprised their soft stomachs couldn't handle the sight of
it, especially in second-grade rendering,
he thought.


Rivulets of black-and-brown dried blood marked dozens of passageways
across the tarnished, red diamond-shaped scales lining its flesh, beginning
with the snout and running across all but the butchered belly and under-flesh.


A pair of seven-inches-long claws jutted from the lump of misshapen toes
and both of them were cracked open at the base to reveal a pulsating mass of
muscle fibers that clung to the brittle outer cartilage weakly. Black grime and
dried blood streaked across the bent forearms and calves trailing up to the
opened throat, where the vocal chords and oil sacks had been hewn out crudely.
The upper jaw hung down uselessly, all of the canines cut away at the same time
the lower jawbone was removed.


Crusted and jagged scars along the top and bottom of the eye sockets
showed where protective ridge-plates had once acted to conceal its yellowed
eyes in combat, but the further evidence of their removal lay in the ashen
pearls now hanging uselessly within, where they had been dry-roasted by the
heat of its own spews of fire earlier into the fighting.


Mere ivory-and-black stubs jutting from the ends of each shoulder
remained where heavy wings had once flourished and at the back, most of its
curling tail had been flayed open and deboned.


Whether or not the great lizard had still been alive or mercifully
executed by the time the harvesting process began was impossible to determine
at a glance, but it wouldn't have surprised Alistair to know that it was the
former.


The retching eventually overcame the other men before the image, while
Daven merely took a long and slow pull from his bottle and leaned away, leaving
Aryllin alone to stare at it in complete fascination. His eyes danced over the
gore while a wide smile played over his lips.


"This was a Drake," the team leader finally stated
reverently.


His left hand reached up and ran over the stubs, paying no mind to the
slight hiss as the image was disrupted and energy shot through his fingertips.
He continued without flinching, "We killed them one and all for
encroaching on our territories a century or two back... unfortunately the
records don't even support a proper timeframe for the genocide."


While his voice emerged somewhat slower as he satisfied his darker
streak, it faded and was replaced by a note of rising anger when he managed to
draw his sight down to the humans bent over and dry heaving nearby.


"The kid can be excused for a weak stomach, but you drunk fools
shouldn’t even be able to recognize the level of detail involved in the Drake’s
corpse. And don’t try playing it off as holoshock - if I can handle
point-blank contact, you bloody bastards can handle passing touches. Go clean
up!” he ordered.


All four stumbled away from their seats, knocking over other chairs and
fellow quick-hackers in their lurching pace for the lower floor and the
personal quarters below. Amidst shouts and curses for their carelessness and
the mess left in their wake, Alistair finally pushed his own chair back and
stood up.


He spared the macabre display one last look before shaking his head and
setting out after the fleeing hackers at a steady pace. The sight of the dead Drake
had been the final push he needed to get out of the Horde and undertake
the mission he had been working toward for several years now, and as he walked
toward the necessary passageway, he let his thoughts wander.


If Taros' intends to turn that loose on
the servers tonight, the civil chaos it will introduce by dawn could be another
and unexpected distraction at the Councilman Mansions.
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As the scorching
night was finally replaced by a welcome midnight storm, bringing with it the
rare streak of lightning alongside refreshingly cold gusts, Alistair emerged
from the trapdoor set into the roof of the Thieves Horde to a shower of
a thousand cold raindrops.


Everywhere across the semi-porous æthstone the holes had filled in with
water, creating a myriad stretch of small pools all the way to the roof’s
sloping edge. An echoing, crystalline ringing spread over and over again across
their surface with every moment that he knelt there looking out, briefly
absorbed.


He had waited at once eagerly and uneasily for the night when he would
finally depart and set events into motion that could change the gradual loss of
magic within human lives, ever since he was still too young to have developed
his own faded abilities. His research since then, all of the missions prowling Etherial
to get an understanding of the city’s underlying structure and vulnerabilities,
making preparations and building up his inherited strengths and talents, could
finally come together tonight and into the morning.


He only had a short window of opportunity to work with before the coming
dawn several hours ahead would make it unfeasible to continue. One chance
before the Council would start growing suspicious if not outright alert, and
there were several of their homes scattered around that he would have to hit in
short-order.


But as he rested watching and listening, an unexpected sense of calm
settled into his veins with every beat of his heart. The concerns melted into a
trickle and were washed away by the cleansing purity that only nature could
produce.


For the first time in days, Alistair smiled without any pretense to it.
His eyes tracked the falling droplets in a moment of temporary relaxation,
savoring the simple downpour and the chill breezes gusting along with it.


"This is what it will be like when magic is alive again," he
said aloud. In the back of his mind the details of the night continued to run
at an ordered pace, but for just a short while, he felt as though it had all
faded away into obscurity.


I'll miss this in the coming hours. It won't be as beautiful in
reflection, but the memory will be enough to help me focus. Marshaling his thoughts at that moment did not come easily. It would
have been so simple to just sit there on one knee until the rains passed and the
sunlight blazed anew in the amber skies, taking with it his goal.


At last he exhaled slowly and closed his eyes to concentrate. With the
darkness he could perceive his heartbeat more clearly amidst the elysian noise,
and he gradually shifted his attention away from the relaxation that
accompanied the storm and directed it instead against the coarse rock in his
hands. The way it weighed down on his upper shoulders and lower neck magnified
easily.


The rains will come again, and all the sooner if I continue.


When he opened his eyes a short time later, the muddled softness that
had taken over his vision was replaced with his usual sharp clarity. He pushed
the rougher underside of the trapdoor up further and climbed out of the sunken
hole in a crouch, then turned around and lowered the thick block of æthstone
down one arm and finally back into position.


The rain trapped in the edges of his black clothes spilled away without
sticking as he stood upright and turned around to face the southern edge of the
roof. His left hand came up to keep his gaze clear.


The occasional flicker of lightning flashed across the dark clouds as he
stood there. Between that momentary illumination and his naturally-enhanced
night vision, the upward tapering lip sixty feet ahead could be observed easily
enough even in this downpour.


He silently counted each step as he started forward. The slow
inclination could betray him with all of the water sluicing downward around his
boots, and the secondary path he was about to take into Etherial was
dangerous enough to commit to without accounting for slipping.


Thirty-nine... forty... forty-one.


He stopped less than a foot away from the abrupt descent into darkness
and knelt down. 


His left hand pressed against the edge and began to run along it in
either direction as well as downward, seeking out the indentation that
signified the first hold - short of leaning over and risking a sudden gust
throwing him headfirst into the quarry-chasm below and surrounding the sides of
the guild-house, he could not angle his head enough to see what he sought.


Once he had stretched as far as he could and still maintain his center
of balance, Alistair leaned back and slid to his left three more feet. And
there, at the far reach of his fingertips, he felt the stone give inward.


Now it begins.


Moving into position, he found the slot once more and verified it was
still as stable as he had read. Then he laid down on his stomach and chest,
pressed down hard on the edge with both his bare hands and arms, and swung his
lower body out into the open in one drawn-out motion.


Just as the rain had slid away from his clothes the æthstone held little
more friction to slow his momentum, gliding down his body until his stomach was
below the edge, and his chest followed suit only a few seconds later. His
fingers practically bit into the pockmarked surface as it scraped at his skin,
and he shifted enough to let go with one hand and sink it into the handhold
half-a-foot below.


With a quick breath in and then just as soon back out, Alistair lowered
his body the rest of the way and released the lip with his other hand. Most of
his weight grabbed at the few joints dug into the wall to the third knuckle,
sending a twinge of pain throughout his entire arm, but it lasted only as long
as it took for him to grit his teeth and grip the next handhold with his free
hand.


By the time he slid down more carefully and pulled his first hand out,
the pain was subdued.


One after the other he climbed down the twenty feet until he was settled
on the small patch of dirt extended only around the back of the guild-house.
Neither the front or sides spared more than a couple of inches of the original
soil to them before reaching the solid wall of stone, but the back had almost
eight feet available to trod upon before giving away to open air.


Most of it even held the appearance of dirt still, congealing into an
authentic, sloppy mud beneath his boots. But like the Thieves Horde
itself, only a foot down the mud and soil were replaced by solid blocks of
additional æthstone that served as both the foundation and, at three-quarters
of a mile deep, the rest of the personal rooms and vaults.


The only difference between that foundation and where Alistair now stood
was that here another trapdoor descended into an unauthorized tunnel into the
water network for all of Etherial. Here he could enter the city without
ever once having to encounter a Templar, and by the time he was there Aryllin's
depraved holospace-cache would be uploaded and raging through every
rendering crystal connected to the Council's Conference.


After that, breaking into the first Councilman's Mansion would be light
work.
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The normal rush
of waist-deep water that he had been expecting was far and away from what he
actually found upon leaning down into the quiet, pitch-black darkness from the
handholds in the access-tunnel.


He was only halfway down when his boots pressed against the floor. A
faint ripple against his ankles confirmed that water still traveled through the
short pipe, but with no choice he let go of the wall and crouched down, turning
and staring hard in the direction the flow originated. It was a good sign that
the reservoirs had already sent a flood through at some point nearby, but when?


Against his will his heart began to beat faster while he stayed there.
His breath came in hurried intakes and just as quick exhalations, flooding his
lungs momentarily with oxygen as he tried to perceive something from the
absolute darkness about the area. All he could hear was his own lungs and, just
beneath that, the quiet rush of water around his lower body and hands.


Heights gave him little pause, nor the occasionally thin alleyway he had
rushed through in months past, but this eternal shadow that resisted even his
ability to observe the environment, when coupled with the cramped space to work
through it in, pressed against him with a viciousness that was almost
paralyzing in intensity.


He had expected that it might be a tight fit from his ancestral logbook
and the detailing of this dank route dating back to the foundation of the city,
but experiencing it firsthand was a much uglier reality.


Focus on the details, on the distance.
He swallowed another quick breath and closed his eyes to try and block out the
sensations. The Drake's road is broken up among the Mansions, and its
location is scattered in their libraries or vaults. The hundred-roads follow
the water-main network and mirror it above ground.


Slowly he thrust one hand before his face and felt out the roof of the
underground-aqueduct. 


It was only scant inches above where his head rested at the moment,
crouched almost on his knees, and his hair would definitely brush against it
with every motion.


Another fleeting breath fled across his lips and the solidness he had
possessed earlier seemed to be slipping from his grip entirely. His heart
fluttered rapidly within his chest as he hyperventilated.


Light above, breath! Focus. The
flood will come... should come in four hours. Swallowing around the
dryness in his mouth and throat, Alistair exhaled and inhaled quickly once. The
freedom presented upon the Thieves Horde roof only fifteen minutes
before had to be recaptured if he intended to persist along this path.


Focus on magic renewed again, and on the rain above! He ordered himself with a growing sense of dread. The constricted
feeling around his upper body began to fluctuate as he held his breath and
rushed ahead through every mental exercise he could still draw upon for calm.


The steady water continued to move at a sedate pace between his fingers
and along his boots. Those simple sensations were heightened with his eyes
shut, and so was the hammer-pulse of his heart.


Pain began to echo in his lungs as they cried out for oxygen again. It was
all he could do to reach for the memory upon the roof. The water splashed
and echoed. His chest tightened, trying to heave and expel the burning
breath running out within it, and the echo rang from every tiny pool
and drop that drove against the one before it, repeating endlessly around his
position. His body rocked minutely back and forth, screaming for fresh air
as his mind struggled to find clarity.


Light of Arcturus, breathe! Abruptly,
Alistair's eyes snapped open at the same moment his chest rocked downward and
he exhaled viciously, driving his shoulders upward into the steel and mortar,
just to inhale as deeply as his aching lungs could.


He repeated the gesture twice, three times. On the fourth he pressed a
hand to his chest and latched onto the diluted echo in his ears from that brief
period of relaxation, of the rains’ echo within his mind. His shoulders pressed
against the rough stone, but he managed to draw in enough oxygen to sate the
worst of the ache still clinging inside.


Breathe! he thought fleetingly. Just
breathe! A slower gasp escaped around the tension and half-empty void
coiled all the way down into his gut. He lowered his head to the floor.
With each heavy inhalation and the rain splashing down in his mind's eye,
Alistair gradually pushed down the blind-terror that had cloyed to the surface
of his being.


After several more seconds he swallowed roughly and held his breath
again. He exhaled three seconds later breathing with a brief pause, and then
repeated the motions. Within ten minutes his sense of control finally returned.
Without his sight he felt robbed of one of the few redeeming qualities that he
possessed, but the feeling of imminent-constraint and entrapment had at last
settled into a dull itch across his spine instead of the gnawing desperation
eating away at him otherwise.


Remember what it will be like when magic flourishes in our lives again, he thought one last time. It was enough to continue. He could endure
the essential blindness if he wasn't held down by those shadows and unseen
walls as well, now that he had a measure of calm restored.


After a few more moments he finally lifted his head and began to
reluctantly crawl along the passage. 


For the better part of the next couple of hours he worked through the
underground channel and tried to measure how much ground he had covered,
occasionally forced to squeeze through a sudden turn in the pipe work that set
his heart racing anew. It only took a few moments of brief rest and a renewal
of his will to carry forward each time that happened, but it still slowed his
pace down. 


In the back of his mind he tried to keep track of how much longer he had
left before arriving at the first junction of the hundred-roads far above,
relying on the map of the city etched into his mind beneath that soothing rain.


The flow began to pick up speed throughout that time, steadily
increasing in volume and noise. 


By the time he had completed the distance between the Thieves Horde
and the four mile stretch to Etherial proper, placing his position as
beneath the Thirty-seventh road and the southernmost of the
hundred-roads, the flow had risen halfway to his chest. 


His muscles were cramping within his calves, and his back and shoulders
ached from the repetitive movement. All he could do was grit his teeth together
and accept the pain for what it was - he couldn’t afford to stop and take a
real break from the motions without risking that desperate panic overcoming him
again. 


The next hour and a half brought him along more twists and turns as he
sketched out the route to the Councilman Mansions’ in his head, angling toward
the first he needed to hit before the sun rose. 


Only a few hours were left to him to get anything more accomplished than
simply entering the inner city, but it was time well-spent if it meant
bypassing the otherwise nearly impenetrable walls surrounding the Councilman
Mansions’ from every side. Beside that, evading the dozens of Templar
patrols along the ground and stationed on rooftops as much as the chaotic night
shift workers was just a bonus. 


The bursts of cloying need to see and have a full room's worth of
space surrounding him could be endured a little longer in exchange for
accomplishing his goals, but it was pushing his limits to the breaking point
after close to four hours of suffering through them.


In the very back of his mind he tried to juggle one last thought among
all of the rest regarding schedules and panic, however - how much longer he had
before the reservoirs sent another flood through the very network he was
essentially trapped within for the moment. He had managed to evade dwelling on
it earlier, but now the thought returned.


Drowning ranked last in the short list of ways he didn’t want to die
that night, and the level by that point had already risen up to his chest, forcing
him to dig his heels into the stonework beneath his feet, press his back and
shoulders against the ceiling, and drag his hands along the remaining drywall
almost equal with his head just to make any good progress. 


It was just short of panic inducing, and his calm wavered like the
current slipping around his body - barely holding on.


Finally, as a quarter after four in the morning chimed from each clock
positioned in the city so far above his head, signaling the first pre-dawn
warning, Alistair saw the yellowed pillar of light hanging in mid-air upon his
final turn. At last, he thought. He very much wanted to hurry toward it,
but he kept his slow and steady pace in order to avoid from being swept away
now that he was at the very end.


He blinked a few times as the light grew closer. It wasn't necessarily
painful, but he almost couldn't make out the steel handholds rising up to
either side of the light into a proper maintenance hatch a good distance above.
He leaned his head into the opening and pressed his shoulders even harder into
the edge of it just beneath his neck, and hooked his right hand around that
side-rung, then his left across from it.


With that and a weary sigh as his back muscles groaned from finally
being stretched so far, he pulled himself up and forward another few inches and
stuck a foot into one of the underwater rungs. Pain spasmed through his thighs
and calves in retaliation for the movement, and when he tried to stand upright
fully his throat constricted around the unwelcome snarl that threatened to
escape his mouth.


Even after all of these years, my body still hasn't become trained
enough to compare with the masters
and their accomplishments! Clenching his eyes shut temporarily as he tried
to let the spasms pass, his ears picked up on an even greater rumble coming
toward his position. It shook the steel in each hand and left tremors in the
water around his stomach, only faintly at first but redoubling with every
moment.


Instantly his eyes snapped back open and he thrust his left hand as high
as it would go and gripped until his knuckles were white. He swung his right up
and around to match it, and dragged himself hand over hand through their
burning protest as quickly as he could without faltering.


His legs felt useless as they cramped again from the abrupt lurch to one
side, leaving him to rely only on his waning upper-body strength and agility to
escape from being dragged back down and into a watery grave.


Two dozen small waves rushed through the water grasping at his legs and
boots in a steadily strengthening tide.


"Azorhine, climb!" The name of the
only prison in Etherial that could hold the magic-endowed slid off of
his tongue uneasily.


His arms and shoulders shook as he held on as tightly as he could with one
hand and dragged just as fiercely with the next toward the rung four higher
than that, and he nearly cracked his back teeth as his jaw clenched.


The vicious current sucked all the harder at him as the levels
temporarily rose to full. In seconds the full thousand gallons would finish the
journey from the reservoir nearest and explode through the water-main network
on its way toward the many unseen or ignored channels elsewhere into the city.


It rattled the very bones in his body and left his breath halted, stuck
with his lower body in the current. It tugged on his legs, trying to draw them
back into the opening he had come from.


For a single, fleeting instant the blurriness obscuring Alistair's gaze
vanished. The many degrees of pain colliding within his whole figure settled
down and retreated, even as the sensations of the coming tide grew more potent
than ever and became almost entirely-unrelenting in its drag.


For one instantaneous moment, the raw need surpassed the
limitations of his situation, and another talent from his ancestors' time
stirred to life by the reactive-magic coursing in his veins.


His left hand pulled, as his right hand released, and his
whole body ascended almost three feet out of the current, thanks in one small
part to the very resistant-clothing that garbed his form.


The instant passed and all that remained of his body caught in the waves
below were the bottom inches of his boots. As he realized he was almost free of
it, his heels drove against the edge of the opening, doing his best to ignore
the return of every ache from his neck down.


Another instant later and the whole section rumbled immediately before
fresh water roared right beneath his feet.


"Blood of Arcturus!" he all but screamed as his bones
rattled and shifted right along with the tunnel walls. It was all he could do
just to hold on with his right arm looped through the rung and grasping the one
beneath it, his left hand still solidly wrapped around another rung where it
had gripped, and his legs practically locked at the knee.


It was over in just seconds that lasted an eternity. The shaking of the
underground aqueduct slowed, his boots slipped free of the lip to drag in the
after-current, and the water levels receded back down a few inches.


His whole body continued to tremble and his heart drove against his ribs
tightly. It pounded away vigorously in response to the desperately close-call,
clearly thudding in each eardrum as adrenaline wore down. Alistair pressed his
forehead against the nearest span of wall between the rungs, and his eyes
flickered as he tried to clear away the renewed blurriness that dominated them.


Even a little slower... and it would have been over. He swallowed heavily, and it hurt his throat to do so. Resurrection,
restoration, all hung out to dry while the final dregs of our talents withered
away. His lungs swallowed down air, expelled it again violently, and his
stomach felt knotted into rope as his arms continued to hold unsteadily.


Everything we've worked toward almost washed away. It was supposed to have been so simple to traverse the water-main
network. He had studied it and the notes of the way into it for so long. But he
had severely underestimated the dangers present therein, and overestimated both
its usefulness to him and his own abilities.


It had nearly cost him his life and the future of the Thieves Horde
guild along with it, as well as the life of magic.


You haven't failed yet... if only just so.
The voice in his head was not his own, but that of his great grandfather, and
clearly a reaction to the stress. Blinking his eyes open again seemed to help.
He tilted his head back to try and get an idea of just how far the passage
above stretched before emerging at ground-level, but it remained out of focus
even in the dim light.


The calmness from the rain was dead and gone and it would not have been
able to help him again after this regardless. Numbness seemed to have taken
over instead, along with disbelief that he was still alive.


It isn't over yet. Just move.
He had aches in places he had not known it was possible to ache, even after six
years of scaling pipes, tumbling falls, and full-out brawls when it had come to
that with the Templars, but the only way available now was forward and upward. 


He had barely avoided disaster, but wasting what time was left thinking
about that was not an option he could afford to indulge in. His shaking muscles
made it difficult just to avoid falling off of the rungs altogether when he
began to climb.


 


*~*~*~*


 


When he finally
reached the top of the passage down into the water-main network located on the
edges of the manor-yard, Alistair tiredly unscrewed the steel lid - with only
one hand free to use, it resisted his efforts thoroughly. Barely turning more
than an inch at a time, he eventually managed to rotate it around fully twice.


With a quiet grunt he pushed upward and it lurched up and to one side
easily. His eyebrows came together as he shoved it over a few inches to stare
out of the gap. Flat gray concrete extended around the site before coming up
against dirt-laden patches, and finally transitioning into dried yellow-green
grass. Beyond that the land sloped upward straight ahead and curved toward the
same at a slower incline to his left.


Feeling confident that there was no one in the immediate vicinity,
Alistair thrust the lid aside and made sure it fell onto the withering
vegetation, making little more than a soft whump as it landed.


With that done he shrugged and stretched his muscles slowly and craned
his neck above ground for the first time in hours.


Peering around himself more fully, he found his position to be better
than expected; while still a good distance from the mansion itself, looming
over the hilly terrain ahead and to the left, the lamps stationed around the
yard kept his position near the towering, thirty-foot tall stonewall in good
shadow. Things were still fuzzier around the edges than he preferred, but
enough clarity had returned to make out the pacing-route of the Templars on duty.


He blinked a few times as their familiar clink-clink-clink
reached his ears. One of the men in question began to come around the bend to
his right and well ahead, cloaked in brown and red leather and mail.
Graying-black hair held back from the face and ears in a topknot decorated the
zealous-knight's head, angled as it was to one side and examining the wall he
was passing. His chest gleamed in the light with a multitude of faint-red
crystals notched into the surface, and one to each of the dark brown vanguards
and metal knuckle-back-plates extended over his wrists and hands. The typical
heliosabre hung off his left hip by the red leather belt cinched around the
waist, and around the lower calves to the feet Alistair knew he bore heavy-set
iron-soled boots.


It was abundantly clear that the man approaching his position was
experienced, from the steady and even set of his footfalls to the way his hair
was kept well-clear of the eyes and ears. The younger Templars tended to favor
any manner of cut that improved their looks, but men like this only cared that
it stay out of their peripheral vision and ability to perceive the slightest
change of noise nearby.


Azorhine! Alistair thought again and slowly
turned his head to the side and down, aiming to keep his silver-gray hair and
pale skin from standing out against the surroundings.


The quiet rustle and clink of the other man's armor never shifted as he
continued on his duty. A passing glance scanned the field near the lower wall
and found nothing that would even resemble a crouching thief, and then the rest
of the attention focused on the upper wall to ensure that no one was attempting
to scale it, impossible though it may have seemed. In moments the noise
decreased as he continued toward the next section nearer the Councilman's
dwelling.


Only after Alistair could not detect the faintest sound of mail did he
carefully bring his head upright again and looked through clearer eyes at the
small hills surrounding him. As soon as he had gone over the surroundings twice
more to be certain he wasn't in for another unexpected arrival he dug his hands
into the cement and scrambled wearily into the fresh air and onto the grass.


His legs shook as he rose into a crouch, courtesy of the aftershocks that
accompanied cramping. They would likely do so again if he was careless, and he
expected his arms would as well if they were pushed too much harder. Just
keep working forward, he thought. Enough time had passed that he was
gradually acclimatizing to the damage and accounting for it in his movements,
as he always had.


Keeping his head down and his posture bent over, Alistair hurried along
the same path that the Templar he had seen a short while before had walked. In
little more time he caught sight of the man again and slowed down, observing
him. For whatever reason the knight scanned only the section ahead of him and
to his sides without so much as a backwards glance. Which means his back is
covered by... leaving the thought unfinished, Alistair ran his eyes along
the way they had come and then threw himself into a roll down to his right and
behind one of the few trees dotting the area.


His heart raced as he pressed himself as low and flat against the
extended roots as he could.


The second Templar had just begun to edge around the same hills that the
first had, near to the water-main hatch, and were it not for that single-minded
attention directed to the wall in that moment, Alistair would have been seen
when the man turned his head moments later.


"Blood of Arcturus," he swore beneath his breath. Again
he had nearly committed a fatal mistake, and this time it could have been
easily avoided if he had just stayed in the tunnel and measured the time
between rotations. Instead he had rushed out, eager to be free of the deathtrap
below and the lingering fear it had imbued into him.


Swallowing dryly again, he held himself as still as he could and waited.
The mansion was almost half a mile away, but the uneven terrain made it
impossible to see where everything was at any given point except for from the
roof. The first Templar would vanish beneath the slope ahead within moments,
and at that point Alistair might have a chance if he waited for the second to
do so as well.


He had an uneasy feeling that the grounds were too large for just two of
them, however, especially with their slow pace.


Barely turning his head aside and looking as best he could across the
rest of the up-and-down grassland, he saw the third man for just a few moments
before he was already obscured again behind another hill. The fuzz around his
vision was almost gone and in the light it was clear to him that the third
Templar was taller than the others by at least half a foot, and that his stride
was longer and quicker than his companions.


He would complete the circuit in probably half the time that they were
setting.


I'll have to chance it when he's passed. That will put me just ahead of
the first on his next circuit again, but if I can make it over the hill before
he turns the bend then I can get into the mansion. Breathe, and focus. Hardening his determination, Alistair brought his head down again, shut
his eyes and waited.


He heard the clink- clink-clink of the second knight well before
he walked by.


The thief's inhalations and exhalations drew slower and longer between
each breath leading up to that point, and they stayed at that steady pace with
barely a whisper of noise, which was masked by the tapping of the Templar's
armor against itself.


Well before he had vanished from Alistair's range of hearing the third
set picked up with a slightly harder rap to it. At last the third knight
approached. His breath all but froze as he waited, and he cracked open one eye
a sliver to observe the other man when the moment came. His heart skipped a
beat when those heavy footfalls slowed to a halt beside the tree, and unlike
the first two, the third Templar craned his head around and looked back and
forth across the surrounding property as much as the wall.


The itch to move, perhaps even to tackle the man before he could draw
that deadly blade and lunge with it, stirred maddeningly within Alistair's
limbs. Getting the preemptive drop was a favorable tactic as far as the
overly-dedicated warriors were concerned, but the distance between them was
still too far for any surety in the action. Wait. Just wait and watch, he
thought.


It took almost more self-discipline than he thought he had left to lay
there as the Templar took a step into the grass. He had felt the burnished-edge
of an heliosabre only once before, and the scars had never faded. Being impaled
by one would kill him no matter where it struck.


When the Templar spoke suddenly, it took his breath away altogether.


"Alistair?" the man asked softly. Without waiting for an
answer the knight crossed the remaining distance in only three quick, long
strides, coming to a halt before the thief and then dropping to one knee to
stare at him.


It only took him another moment to recognize his brothers face.
"Brian." He stated just as quietly, and almost roughly. It had been
over a decade since they had last spoken face-to-face, and now to meet during
one of the very worst situations that it was possible to do so...


They both had the same shallow cheekbones and flatter nose, the same
firm jawbone and chin. The same silver-gray hair and wide, silver eyes. But
Brian's face was gaunter than his own, with harder lines defining his features,
and his eyes were not soft and clouded like the quick-hackers, or clear
and resolute like his own, but adamantly solid. Hard and unyielding.


He had the talents of their grandfather Rowan, and great grandmother
Alissa, the second-half of the Erebos lineage. And he had left their home when
it was clear that they would not share anything more as far as
magical-capabilities went, so that they would never have to oppose one another
if it could be avoided.


It's finally come around, he thought
slowly.


Brian looked away from his face after another few seconds and closed his
own eyes. "How can you even be here, Alistair? How could you get through
the measures Councilman Aselon established?" he asked evenly. "Answer
honestly; you can not lie in my presence."


Alistair sat up. "No, I can't. And I won't try to. But the inverse
is fair, brother; if I can not lie, than you know what I say is truth. Will you
hear that first?" he questioned in return.


Silence hung between them.


Exhaling, Alistair began. "Magic can still be brought back into our
lives like it used to be. That is all I'm here for, to affirm the one route to
magic's salvation and renewal that I've been able to track down in eight
years." He paused to look around the edges of the tree, and to listen for
the rattle denoting the first Templar was approaching. Nothing but the quiet
wind rustling the branches above.


"We almost destroyed it three hundred years ago, killing off the Drakes.
Every sign I've found, all of the research my team has discovered in the
Council's Conference databases..." Brian's voice interrupted his own here,
and his eyes flashed open and focused upon Alistair's face with all of the
intensity that the Templars were renowned for.


"So it was your kindred that poisoned the servers with that abomination.
Do you have any idea what we have done to cope with the fires melting down houses?
Razing our numbers into black ash as we march across the burning tarmac to
rescue children and the fools who won't abandon their dwelling for the
shelters? We can not reproduce enough quality counter-gems, Alistair!
Three hundred years of history is being eaten alive by the will of the sun, and
you have the gall to invade the entire Conference system with that
corpse?" His voice was no longer soft. Every word emerged in a tone of
sublime fury rising up from his core, and just beneath that a barely detectable
sorrow.


Alistair felt the impact of his words as if they were physical blows.
His already weary body flinched with every other word, and there was nothing he
could do to stop it. The pain he had felt earlier flourished in his muscles and
spread downward to infect his bones.


When Brian was done speaking, his breath came short and sharp. He stood
up and laid one hand across the hilt of his heliosabre again. "Tell me it
wasn't you that played a hand in the terror we've experienced this night,
brother. Confirm to me that the loss of sanctity the nights had come to hold of
late was worth whatever your gambit is," he bit out.


It hurt to articulate. It hurt so very, very badly. But he would not
allow this chance to slip away from his hands, even as the clink-clink-clink
of the first Templar's armor rattled into his range of hearing.


"I had nothing to do ... with Aryllin Taros' actions." That
alone made his teeth ache, and he shut his eyes to concentrate and gather his
will together. "Aselon, the others... they have the hidden-roads...
the roads to the last living Drakes..."


Brian sucked in a sudden breath through his clenched teeth. "You
believe that in your heart." He stated.


The first Templar was steadily approaching their position. He had to do
something to convince his brother to move on again, or else to stand beside him
and overwhelm the other two knights upon the grounds.


"If they wake up... come together, brother... if they breed again
in numbers, and thrive anew... magic will be reborn." He barely
swallowed back an agonized groan. "They are magic manifested from
the land." Alistair fell silent as his lungs shuddered in his chest. His
heartbeat felt like it was slowing, and that pain steadied itself above all of
the rest across his form.


He could not die tonight and leave the world to burn out the final
traces of resolute-magic, which would destroy what reactive-magic
still carried on in human lives. Blood of Arcturus, I beg you... "Help
me." The silent prayer finished aloud as it passed across his lips.


The first Templar was almost upon them. Even he could not ignore both
Brian and Alistair together, especially with the former's armor and clothing.


"You believe it in your heart." His brother repeated, with
less righteous-fury burning inside of the tone. "You wouldn't have changed
your core so far in our time apart. Even as a boy, you refused to embrace the
lies carried on in the Regiment, reaching out for truth...”


Shaking his head, Brian drew a single key ring from a pocket concealed
within his right vanguard and dropped it in the thief's lap, then placed his
right hand upon his brothers left shoulder. "Rise, Alistair Erebos.
I bless you in the name of the Paladin, and I share my
strength with yours." The name of his own patron god seemed to
alter the very tone that came out of the Templar's mouth, and a sudden bond
that had been vacant for so many years was resurrected. The pain depriving
Alistair of the ability to move receded until it was once again little more
than a set of focused, scattered aches.


More than that, however, the union of energy between blood-brothers, of
such similar-yet-different talents, brought out a change in the reactive-magic
waiting in their veins.


The air felt cleaner, fresher, hearing sharper, sight even longer.
Inherent strength redoubled what had already been trained toward, increasing
the limiters that had held them each back to that point. Brian drew another
short and quick breath, and Alistair the same.


The first Templar stopped beside the tree and looked over at them.
"What are you doing back here still..." he trailed off as the
second-set of silver-gray hair stood out near the dark bark, and when he began
to draw the hilt of his heliosabre with a sudden shift of attention to assault,
Alistair snapped up to his feet even as his hands clasped the key ring and he
rushed ahead toward the mansion.


His brother drew his own weapon-base and squeezed down upon it,
activating the zeroth-grade rendering-crystal within.


Instantaneously two pairs of hard-light blades extended from the grip
each knight held, one in the shape of a curving scimitar and the other in a
broader bastard-sword.


The situation spoke for itself; one Templar was betraying the others.
The only answer was death.
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"How could
I have ever abandoned this?" Alistair asked, swallowing another breath as
he dashed across the dying grass and came closer and closer to the mansion's
front doors. His blood practically boiled with the energy it contained, rushing
to spread throughout his body. He had forgotten what the weaker bond with his
brother had felt like nearly eleven years ago, but now he could say the
difference was almost incomparable.


A part of himself knew that what he was doing, and what his brother
behind him was doing, could mean the death of the younger Templar. The bond
would die again with him, then.


But until the second knight joins the first, Brian can hold him back. If
he is feeling anything like I am right now, he can hold him back and maybe even
drive him into a corner.


He reached the doors in less than ten minutes. And the strength
connecting them together was still flowing strongly.


Despite the situation, Alistair grinned and very nearly laughed aloud
for the joy he felt above the distant pains. His eyes tracked the double-doors
and settled upon the minute keyhole in the upper-left corner. Looking down at
the key ring Brian had given him, Alistair reached up and slotted it in - a
perfect match.


Thank you, brother. There wasn't nearly
enough time now to break through the window or to pick the lock, as he would
have had to otherwise. Thrusting the doors open, Alistair scanned the interior
of the apparent foyer ahead; two large banister-lined staircases on the left
and right sides rising up to the next floor, a single faintly lit chandelier
hovering overhead, and numerable suits of outdated full-body armor positioned
around the open entrance into a dark room.


For a long moment he debated which of the two routes to go. Aselon
wouldn't risk leaving anything to the upper floors with the inferno consuming the
rest of the city regularly. The bricks here aren't made out of æthstone - the
cracks and fissures I saw near the doors alone prove how badly the sun is
eating away at it. His mind made up, Alistair raced across the scuffed
tiles and into the room ahead.


As soon as his feet crossed the boundary a much larger chandelier blazed
to life, illuminating row after row of well-preserved books. They spanned each
wall in the octagonal space and ran almost to the ceiling, and he blinked in
surprise at the sheer number of them. The Thieves Horde kept only
charters, guides, and logbooks created by the men and women who had lived there
throughout the generations, and typically held in the personal vaults of the respective
family. The amount of knowledge displayed here was almost obnoxious in its size
and wealth.


A few were still left out on the roundtable where Aselon or his
concubine had been reading earlier - Aryllin's upload would have drawn all of
the Council together at the Conference elsewhere in the city, and with due
haste at that.


Shaking his head, Alistair turned around and paused before the sight
above the doorway; hanging eight feet wide by tall, faded yellow parchment that
was tattered and curling around the edges depicted the land of Etherial
as it was immediately after the conclusion of the Drake war-turned-genocide,
as noted by the date present in the left corner.


For a long moment he stared at it without quite understanding the scope
of what he saw.


Several behemoth structures marked out nesting caves on several of the
largest hills, with numerable smaller domes situated in ordered lines between.
Archaic black words inscribed in regular intervals depicted curving and
occasionally straight dirt paths the size of modern roads, and some that sank
underneath the hills, while the largest inscription at the top had been
translated into a thin scrawl that he could read - Dyeus.


It’s another city, he thought slowly. We
built our home atop their own. But why does Aselon have all of this map? He was
supposed to have only a scrap, the others possessing the same?


A sudden flare of pain along the top of his left ribs brought Alistair
out of the moment - he nearly collapsed as the shared sensation from Brian's
fight bled across their bond. "Blood of Arcturus," he swore
yet again through clenched teeth. It felt as if he had taken the cut of the
heliosabre himself.


You've taken worse! he chided himself,
clenching his eyes shut. He's buying you this time!


After a few seconds and with a sharp gasp he blinked his eyes open and
returned his gaze to the map. Only a handful of the ancient, underground paths
coincided with the modern hundred-roads when he mentally overlaid Etherial’s
map across it, and none of them were directly in the way of the water-main
network below. It was abundantly possible that the few surviving Drakes
could be found underneath those roads - Twenty-second, and Sixth
on the other side.


As soon as he was sure that he had the breadth and width of the original
routes memorized he stumbled back into the foyer and began to hurry out across
the yard. Only the unwavering strength of the bond convinced him that Brian was
not already dead - for a reason he couldn't understand, he knew that it
would have shattered again if that had happened.
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Whistling fshh-fshh-fshh
carried through the air by the time he approached the battle twelve minutes
later. Emerging over the top of one hill, Alistair watched his brother clash
against the second Templar and disengage, step across the dry grass and agilely
counter a stroke, and then cut across the distance again with his longer stride
to press their blades together in that sharp note.


Despite his height, Brian could not press his advantage in full thanks
to the slash dripping blood down his ribs. All he could do at the moment was
block and retaliate and hold the other man at bay until a gap opened up to
exploit. Both of them were breathing hard, even though only a few haphazard
cuts decorated the other Templar's form.


The first knight was already dead and laying against the very tree that
the two brothers had spoken beneath, a bore in the side of the older man's neck
where the bastard sword had taken out one of his carotid arteries, and the
surrounding clothing and grass was darkened by his wet blood.


The two knights disengaged and circled each other again, waiting. The
blood dripping down Brian's side was beginning to slow him down, but he stepped
back quickly to avoid an overhead slash that drove halfway to the ground before
darting upright at his ribs again.


Another searing pain raced across Alistair's own as Brian was deeply
cut. His brother accepted the wretched blow in order to trap the blade against
his side tightly, clenching it between the armor and his arm even as fresh
blood spilled out. "I have you," Brian exhaled harshly and thrust his
own heliosabre out and downward.


An anguished growl slipped from the second Templar's mouth as his hand
was cut off at the wrist. The follow-up slash across the throat ended his
threat, and Brian stumbled back in exhaustion. He released the blade pinned to
his side and collapsed alongside it.


Blood of Arcturus, no! Alistair struggled
upright from where he had already been felled by the phantom-wounds and
stumbled across the uneven ground to his brother's side.


Brian's eyes were closed as he laid there on his back, taking short and
heavy breaths. "Did you... get what you needed...?" He panted once
Alistair reached him.


"I don't know. Yes." He answered, and then thought, Why did
I hesitate? How could I hesitate in my answer?


Brian managed a single pained laugh. "Hah. Good..." he
trailed off. "I think. I think this is it... isn't it?"


Hot tears spilled down Alistair's cheeks and splashed across his
brother's mail. "It can't. It won't." His voice emerged
strangled, but he managed to inflict a degree of solidity in the last words,
and he gripped his brother's left hand between his own. The bond shuddered and
the world grew a little dimmer around him.


"It's fine, Alistair. I did my duty... to my family, if not... my
word." Pain echoed in his tones as the blood continued spilling freely.
"We don't fear our death."


"I'll bring you back, Brian. I swear now, while our bond still
lasts! When magic is reborn I'll resurrect you!"


Hard-eyes flashed open with the last embers burning in them. "No,
you won't." He ordered adamantly. A shudder wracked his form afterward
and Brian sucked in a harder breath, sending the bond fluctuating. It dipped
and rose, fading alongside his slowing heartbeat.


"Is that your last wish? To stay dead?" Alistair demanded. He
could feel the pulse in Brian's wrist fading.


"I... I go to the Paladin... in rest. And..." his chest
slowed to a stop as the Templar succumbed to his blood loss at last.


The bond between them snapped and plunged reality back into the empty
clarity that it had always been for Alistair growing up. The energy born of
their connection weakened but did not fade away entirely, leaving his physical
limitations at their new bar, but the pain brought along was washed away in
moments.


And the realization that his brother was truly dead drove into his heart
more painfully than anything he had physically endured that night.


"No. Blood of Arcturus, no!" he uttered weakly. "We
finally reconnected! I can't lose you again!"


On the horizon, the navy-blue of night was replaced by a lightening
azure. The second pre-dawn signal chimed from every clock nearby. And Alistair
screamed his rage and loss to the skies until the first hiss of yellow-red
light began to sizzle the city anew, no matter that his throat was long-since
raw and cracked.
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As the last
civilians beat a hasty retreat for their homes or safe houses before the
sunlight burned in full, the usual shift-change of the Templars' was delayed by
the entire holospace-network being shut down. The damages of Aryllin’s dead-Drake
virus, forcing the rendering-crystals to run overtime until they
eventually burned out altogether, struck a crippling blow to city-wide
communications. Many of the wearier knights shifted uneasily and took shelter
within the best looking buildings and hunkered down to wait, while others still
resigned themselves to retreating for the Conference.


Bedecked in his brother's near-fitting armor, Alistair emerged from the
cut down, ten foot reinforced front gates of Aselon's property and stalked
along the uneven sidewalks and across steaming, hissing tarmac. Their
similar-yet-off features allowed him to pass amongst the knights that knew
Brian with little more than a weary glance, and the site of such a young,
fatigued Templar performing his duties despite the rising heat only shamed the
rest into avoiding comment.


For an hour he walked without any more thought than 'Forward. Find
them.' echoing in his mind. Eventually he emerged onto Sixth-road,
tucked away in the back of an abandoned office-district, and with his brother's
heliosabre active Alistair cut a steady swath and set of trenches downward.
Every so often a gem situated along his body would flash brightly an instant
before caving inward and crumbling down into a fine powder, and sweat dripped
down his forehead to gather in the corners of his eyes often. 


By the time the sun hung above his head, Alistair had finally carved a
path fifteen feet down. Liquid tarmac had coated his body liberally, drying
into a rough coat that snatched up the underlying dirt and rocks concealing the
ancient road’s entrance the further he dug.


His limbs felt leaden as he raised the sword once more into the air, his
features momentarily settling into a grimace that exposed his teeth and pressed
his eyes shut. Then he drove the weapon straight down for what felt to be the
thousandth time in a row, and it became imminently clear that his work had paid
off.


The ground rumbled around his feet an instant before it crumbled down.
He barely had enough time to flick his eyes back open and squeeze back on the
activation trigger, gripping just a hilt once again. Immediately afterward and
he was sinking and tumbling down, rolling with a quarter ton of crushing
debris.


Light above...


He fell less than ten feet before hitting a hard and unforgiving surface
that drove the air from his lungs. Dirt rained down and piled onto his position
as he coughed violently, trying to breathe around the rising dust storm and
accumulating weight.


He struggled to get out from beneath it to no avail, trapped between his
brother’s armor and the stiffness of the grime hardened across its surface. Move!
he thought sharply.


Unlike the last time he had felt imminent death approach just hours
before, his ancestors’ magic did not stir. He gained no instantaneous relief
from within; this time, it came from without.


Unheard in all of the noise crashing down, two sets of footsteps echoed
off the steel floor and walls lining the passageway. Two sets of voices spoke
intermittently, one male, the other female. As Alistair felt his vision dimming
around the edges and his empty lungs burn with the need for air, a flash of
light engulfed his body and the mound of dirt.


The pressure vanished alongside the soil. He gasped and choked
immediately on the dust still hanging in the air, rolling over despite the pain
that brought to his spine, and tried again. While he laid there the other two
approached closer, and he turned his head to try and see. He could just make
out the general appearance of them - and what he saw was not reassuring.


A Councilman and... one of the Magi?! His
thoughts were interrupted before they could continue, but what was said only
confirmed his suspicions.


“You are not beholden to that mail, thief. It descries your sacrilege.”
The woman spoke up first. Her voice was quiet, emerging with a resonant edge
akin to those within his brother’s. Alistair found the strength to roll away
from them and from the cloud hanging around his position, gritting his teeth at
the tension in his lower back now as well as his arms and legs.


Get up, move! He had managed to hold
onto Brian’s heliosabre in the fall and throughout his roll, and he shoved up
to one knee before triggering the blade anew. His grip wavered unsteadily as
the two of them marched forward again, but at the sight of the activated
weapon, the Councilman drew back warily.


“We don’t have time for this, Selene. Bind him until I can procure the Anathema
Jade and see him delivered to Azorhine,” he ordered gravely.


Selene inclined her head respectfully. “As you say, Councilman Aselon,”
she said and strode through the settling dust. 


Aselon? Alistair’s vision cleared as he
struggled upright, feeling a surge of energy momentarily course through his
veins at their words. He had to lean back against a wall for momentary support
even with that, however.


Selene’s pale red eyes examined him and his stance without concern.
Waves of smooth white hair clung to her shoulders and framed the sides of her
soft face, with two strips crossing over her forehead to be tucked behind the
right ear beneath the rest. Unlike Aselon’s absurd coat and nightgown, the
White Magi’s long-sleeved robe and sandals clung to her slender form in perfect
harmony.


From a certain perspective, she was beautiful. It struck him as she
closed the distance, seemingly flowing over the floor with barely a whisper of
contact. All he had to do was turn and work down the hall here in the other
direction from them - if this was still the ancient road depicted on
that map of Dyeus. The Drakes should have been at either end,
unless the Council had relocated them for some dire purpose. 


And the longer he stood there, Aselon examining him with agitation,
Selene at utter ease, the more likely that seemed - that he might have been too
late, quite possibly, by years.


Before he could make a move - either to flee, or to strike - she
stopped. Her eyes were illuminated from behind and a faint glow overtook her
body, hardly noticeable for how pale her form and outfit were. If his vision
had been soft and muddled still, he wouldn’t have seen it at all.


Alistair raised the heliosabre and launched himself forward, aiming to
strike once with the hilt to the side of her head. It would have caused
immediate disorientation and broken whatever magic she was gathering, had he
made it in time.


But he had hesitated too long, become enraptured by her looks, and the
basic spell woven into them to slow his attention down. Her primary, virtually
silent spell for sleep slid into his brain before he had crossed two
feet of distance, transferred from red to silver gazes in the breath of a
moment.


His fingers slid away from the weapon and it clattered to the floor a
fraction before his body was dragged down beside it, slumping in
unconsciousness. 


Selene exhaled and raised a weary hand to rub at her eyes. “It.. it is
done, Councilman Aselon. I will need rest after diverting that much will
aside.”


At her back, Aselon shook his head. “I told you we don’t have time. That
accursed holospace-cache has revealed more than it should have, and the
people are clamoring for answers. As Asteria predicted - again.”


“And of the thief?” She inquired without opening her eyes.


Aselon grimaced. “I’ve
already sent the call to Azorhine. The Black Magi will deal with him soon
enough.”
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I want you to stop and look around the room.


Do you see the eyes?


You should. They’re there. Cold and black. Lidless,
sleepless, unblinking. They will not close. They will not look away.


Do you see the eyes?


They’re all watching you. After all, you’re the star.
The world wants to see. The world needs to see.


Do you see the eyes?


They will not stop. Your screams mean nothing to them.
The world will see you screaming. The eyes can look past that. Deeper, below
the surface. They see more. They always see more. 


They see what you’re hiding. They see the truth. All
of it.


Do you see the eyes?


You should. They’re there.
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The coffee shop was empty and he hadn’t seen the barista in over twenty
minutes. But the longer David sat in the coffee shop the more he felt he was
being watched.


He huddled over his coffee – it was the only thing
warm he had felt that night. Between the freezing rain and the icy November
winds that seemed to cut right through his trench coat, he knew it was only a
matter of time before he got sick. And the neglected atmosphere of the shop
wasn’t helping matters. What had seemed bohemian in daylight now looked
grotesque, the washed out colors oversaturated yet smeared with grime. The
cheap chairs and tables cast blockish, murky shadows beneath the flickering
florescence and sputtering candles, all filtered through garishly colored
glass.


He tried to ignore the sick feeling in his gut. It
wasn’t the coffee, he was sure of that, but in a way he wished it was. It’d be
simpler, could be explained logically.


What he had seen this afternoon couldn’t be explained.


He pulled his cell phone from his jacket pocket and
began to thumb through the messages. Nothing yet, he thought. He has
to come… after what he did...


He swore under his breath as he noted the nearly dead
battery and the flicker of the phone’s dying backlight. The only functional
light in the shop now seemed to be the red blip on the security camera mounted
high up in the corner, but the more David looked at it…


He could taste bile in his mouth and he swallowed
hard. Pull yourself together, David. Nobody watches security camera footage
in a dive like this, probably because there’s nothing to see. And you run into
his type all the damn time. Well, maybe not his type, but…


The shop door rattled open. David recognized the
newcomer instantly—watery grey eyes beneath a fedora tilted at a jaunty angle,
badly-cut blonde hair and a grubby moustache added nothing to a reasonably
handsome face, a ratty plaid shirt and stonewashed jeans beneath a faded
overcoat. 


And from the small, thin-lipped smirk on his face,
David knew the other man was much more comfortable in the dank, chill coffee
shop than he was. 


“Ah, David!” the newcomer said, adjusting a thin pair
of thick-rimmed glasses sitting on his nose as he moved towards the seat
opposite David. “I’m glad to see you’re here. I apologize for the lateness, I
had a meeting at a poetry circle at the university –”


“Sit down, Pete.” His voice was hoarse and every word
stung against a raw throat that had been scorched by vomit three times earlier
that day.


Pete’s smile didn’t fade as he sat down and pulled a
sealed coffee mug from a side pouch in his bag. “I’m assuming you want to talk
about –”


“Forget assumptions,” David interrupted, his grip
tightening on his mug. “You know what you did.”


“I simply made the offer,” Pete said lightly, “it
takes two to make a deal.” He chuckled to himself as he popped open the lid on
his mug. “But then again, if I was a betting man, I’d have made a tidy profit
betting on your choice. After all, David, you’re not a difficult man to
predict.”
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“A thousand dollars?” Ryan’s eyes widened as David took a swig of his
coffee. “For twenty minutes?”


“Yep,” David replied, setting his mug down as he eyed the
spreadsheets on his laptop screen with growing distaste. They didn’t look any
better than when he had stopped working on them the night before. “He came up
to me on the subway when I was heading home last night, gave me a business card
and offered me the role on the spot. Twenty minutes Saturday afternoon. Don’t
need a script or memorize any lines, I just need to go down to his place.”


Ryan scratched the side of his longish nose. He wasn’t
a bad looking guy – he wore the same well-tailored suits that they all did –
but his features were a little too blocky to make him all that good-looking.
David knew it bothered Ryan, but he also knew that Ryan made up for it with
personality. 


“And you’re telling me,” he continued, putting his
hand to his forehead with growing disbelief, “that you’re not going for
it?”


“The guy looked nuts!” David retorted. “You should
have seen him – he dressed like a homeless hipster and he was being all cryptic
and shit. Said I was ‘perfect for the role’, because he was looking for ‘people
who can stand as exemplars, the pinnacle of our generation going forward’.”


Ryan snorted. “And he chose you.” 


The words stung a little more than David wanted to
admit and he shook his head. “You know, it probably was a hoax–”


“He gave you a business card with a website address,”
Ryan pointed out, “and last time I checked, the homeless don’t exactly have
business cards or websites. And he did say he’d pay up front. If it looks like
he’s going to scam you, you can bolt with the grand. And don’t tell me you
couldn’t use that–we all could.”


David could use the money. It would put a sizable dent
in his credit card debt. He could invest. For someone starting at the bottom on
the business finance ladder, it wasn’t an insignificant amount of money. Plus
I can say that I was in a movie and ‘patronize the arts’, he thought.
Bet girls dig the hell out of that…


“Well, if you don’t do it, give me the card and I’ll
do it,” Ryan continued as he turned his chair toward David. “I could use a
grand too, you know.”


“He said he wanted me,” David replied, “and I got the
feeling from looking at the guy that he’s the kind who would spend all day
riding the subway so he could find the right person for the job. He might turn
you down.”


Ryan rolled his eyes. “Okay, whatever. By the way,
speaking of easy opportunities you’re ignoring, the coffee girl was eyeing you
again.”


“She looks like she just got out of college, and the
fact she’s working at some low-end coffee joint speaks volumes about her
degree,” David said, looking back at the spreadsheets, desperately hoping the
coffee would kick in. “Yeah, she’s a cute blonde, but I don’t think she could
even comprehend what’s going on in our world right now. I’d rather go to the
bar and hook up there, it’s easier.”


“Meaning you don’t have to talk to her,” Ryan
finished. “Whatever, dude, you keep going home alone and–”


“Hey, like to see you do better,” David interrupted,
glaring at his friend, but he knew the words rang a little hollow. It took him
at least six drinks to even approach a good conversation with a girl, and by
then…


“You can see me do better,” Ryan replied with a wink.
“Friday night, we’re going out, and we’re going to–”


“You can complete that statement,” a stern, deep voice
cut in, “at another time, Ryan.”


David’s eyes snapped to the newcomer and he
involuntarily sat up a little straighter. Tall, well-built, his crisp black
suit complimenting his dark skin and coal-dark eyes, James Tollon cut an
imposing figure, and he had the attitude and temperament to match it. Ryan quickly
snapped his mouth shut as he eyed their supervisor.


“Is there a problem, sir?” David asked.


“More of a delicate situation,” Tollon replied, his
voice terse and low. “I don’t know if you two heard, you normally come in the
other side of the building, but one of the partners working at the law firm
eight floors up committed suicide, going over the balcony last night.”


Ryan and David exchanged glances. “You–you can pass
along our condolences.”


“The firm already has,” Tollon said, drumming his
fingers along the top of the cubicle, “but I’ve been instructed to inform you
that if you need to consult Human Resources to discuss your feelings on this
matter, you have my permission to do so. In the meantime, David, I’d like to
see those reports ready by Friday–is that clear?”


They both nodded quickly and Tollon strode away. Ryan
let out a low whistle as soon as he was out of earshot.


“Shit, did you work with any of the guys upstairs?
Know any of them?” Ryan swallowed hard. “It’s chilling, man, I used to know a guy
who wanted to work there.”


“No,” David replied heavily. “Still sucks, though.”


“Makes me feel a bit creepy deleting this spam message
my uncle sent me, though,” Ryan continued, and David could see him open his email
client. “It’s got an old quote from Mel Brooks. “Tragedy is when I cut my
finger. Comedy is when you fall into an open sewer and die.’ That’s dark, man.”


“Nah, it’s just perspective,” David said, looking back
at his screen and rubbing his eyes. Today’s going to be a long day… 


He glanced up at the security camera nestled in the
far corner, one of the many that covered the office. That director wants to
see what our generation is like going forward? He shook his head. He’d
probably be better off taking the footage from here.
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It took David a few seconds to figure out where he had passed out. 


He blinked twice as the haze of sleep broke apart to
the hammering in his head. He could feel cheap tile on his cheek, an
uncomfortably familiar feeling.


He had fallen asleep on the bathroom floor again and
he was alone.


“Shit.”


He could feel creeping numbness in his toes as he used
the rim of the toilet to pull himself to a sitting position. He sighed with
relief as he wiped his bleary eyes and glanced into the toilet bowl. At
least I managed to flush it down this time…


He glanced down at his watch, a blocky metallic thing
that always seemed too big for his wrist. Eleven AM, Saturday morning, he
thought with relief, so I got maybe eight hours sleep…


The bile lying nascent in his stomach suddenly began
to churn and David choked back the hot bitterness as he pulled himself to his
feet. His slacks and button-down shirt were sweat-stained and grimy; he’d need
to go to the drycleaner later. He reached into his pocket for his old wallet.
It felt considerably lighter. He wiped his eyes again and filled the glass next
to his tarnished sink with water, but even as he gulped it down, he knew it
wouldn’t help his hangover much.


He staggered out of the bathroom and reached for the
work laptop on the kitchen table. He flipped it open and quickly eyed the
emails. He scowled as he read Tollon’s list of “improvements’ that he wanted to
make to David’s report, all corrections that he wanted by first thing Monday
morning. Wonderful.


He shuffled into his bedroom, placing the laptop on
his bed as he fumbled with his belt. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a
business card against the dark wood of his bedside dresser–one he had been
given on the subway a few days earlier…


“Right, the shoot,” David muttered, looking away to
eye his thin line of stubble in the bedroom mirror. It’s barely there…
besides, I get bad razor burn when I shave anyway. The director probably
doesn’t care if he’s going for ‘artistic integrity’ or some bullshit like that,
probably want to see me as I am: unshaven and with a hangover. If he wants a
‘picture of our generation’…


He minimized the email client and clicked his way to
another folder–a folder that demanded a password. David smirked to himself. He
knew he technically wasn’t supposed to have this folder on his work
laptop, but he didn’t care. Nobody would find it, and it wasn’t as if he was
the only one…
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The door that David approached wasn’t on a good street, even in the
middle of the day. On any other day, he’d avoid this road like the plague, with
its graffiti-slathered buildings and its crumbling brickwork. A quick glance
down the street told him the majority of what he needed to know–all boutiques
and coffee shops and dive bars and ‘studios’ for ‘artists’. It was on the very
edge of student housing around the university, and David could smell the
distinctive reek of rotting food, vomit, and pot from the overflowing dumpster
in the alley.


“At least when I was a student I was in a high rise apartment,”
he muttered as he eyed the door with trepidation. The paint was chipped and
cracked, the number rusted and crooked, and the doorbell was a web of exposed
wiring he knew better than to touch. In the back of his mind, he was grateful
that he had grabbed a cheap hamburger for lunch. He raised his hand and rapped
on the door twice. “Not this student ghetto shit–”


The door was flung wide open and David hastily shut
his mouth as he saw Pete’s satisfied grin. For some reason, the director was
still wearing his fedora inside the house.


“You showed up.”


“Yeah I did,” David replied shortly, carefully
stepping inside. The kitchen inside the doorway didn’t look quite as bad as he had
expected, just a few mismatched chairs and tables, all overflowing with papers
and cords and miscellaneous garbage. 


“Oh, don’t worry about any of that, we’re shooting
upstairs,” Pete said quickly, gesturing at the narrow staircase along the wall.
“I’ve already got all the equipment set up, we were just waiting on you.”


“We?” David asked, frowning slightly as he tugged off
his scarf. “Who else is here?”


“The actress you’re working opposite. Now, don’t
worry, you can take your coat off upstairs, and–”


“Wait,” David interrupted, making eye contact with the
other man. Pete paused and then immediately understood.


“Of course, of course, just a moment,” he said,
stepping into the kitchen and pulling free a thick brown envelope from beneath
a half-full bag of chips. “Here’s your money–all in hundreds, of course–and
here’s your receipt.” 


He slapped the brown envelope into David’s hand along
with a thin slip of paper with details. David was a little impressed, in spite
of himself–he hadn’t expected an actual receipt from the director. 


He did take a quick look inside the envelope as
he walked up the stairs–he wasn’t stupid.


“So what were you going to do if I hadn’t shown up?”
David asked as they reached the top of the stairs. This room looked much more
dilapidated with exposed beams and wiring lurking behind fluttering white
sheets pinned up on every wall. Every power outlet in the room was overloaded
with plugs and cables to lights and speakers strewn all around the room. The
only bit of furniture was a desk shoved in the corner supporting an old beige
desktop computer. David couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at it–it looked like
an old grade school computer from the mid-90s!


“Well, I would have been very disappointed,” Pete
replied, scratching his unshaven cheek as he navigated his way to the far side
of the room, where two strips of black electrical tape had been placed on the
cheap linoleum about six meters apart. “You can just hang your coat on that.
You know, actually, keep the coat on, I think it might work better for the
scene. She’s keeping her coat on too, so it might add additional dynamics–”


“I still haven’t seen a script for any of this,” David
interrupted again as he edged his way around one of the lamps, shielding his
face as his eyes adjusted. “Are you going to–”


“The only thing you need to know, David,” Pete said,
“is what I tell you. Now, could you please stand on that bit of tape and face
towards the other piece?”


I’m not going to get a straight answer from this guy, David thought, stifling a sigh as he stood on the tape, but
considering he did pay me, might as well cooperate. He felt like he was in
a photography studio getting his picture taken, if that studio was situated in
an unfinished attic. Then again, considering most of the time it was in the
back room of a Sears when I was a kid, I’m not sure what’s worse…


“Good, good,” Pete murmured. “Okay, this is good, this
is very good. David, the only thing I want you do is to stand there and look
forward. Don’t move from that spot, don’t speak, just stand right there.”



“That’s it?” David asked with disbelief. “Really?”


“All I need,” Pete replied. “All I need. Sara?”


David started and looked around with confusion. He
hadn’t noticed another person in the room through all of the equipment. Where
was she?


Out from behind the blinding lights stepped a young
woman. Her face was still somewhat silhouetted because of the lamps, and David
blinked as he tried to make out her features. But for some reason the light
behind her head seemed to get even brighter, and he blinked back tears…


“Action!”


The lights vanished, plunging everything into
darkness. David hastily shut his eyes and rubbed them furiously, trying to get
rid of the fuzzy glare from the damned lamp. And then the lights came back,
white and unfeeling but with less intensity, and David could see her.


She was shorter than him, about five seven, and she
had dark hair. Short dark hair, and while it looked professionally cut, it
wasn’t styled, instead hanging across her pale face in limp, lifeless tangles.
Her makeup was muted, and David guessed that from a distance most people would
think she wasn’t wearing makeup at all. Hell, he’d probably have thought
that except that her face seemed flawless, and he could see a trace of a smudge
around the corners of her eyes.


And she does have pretty eyes, David thought. They were a dark, liquid brown, a few shades from
black. But there was something odd about them, something that made David’s
throat inexplicably go dry…


He glanced down at her clothes. A tattered leather
jacket of an older, longer cut, over a plain navy blue t-shirt, just fitted
enough to imply gender. Her jeans were also tight, and David noticed the muscle
beneath the fabric. She looks like she’s got more tone in her legs than I
do… that’s awkward, but then again, I really haven’t been running as much as
I’ve wanted… really need to work on that.


His vertical pan downwards had reached her
shoes–simple leather shoes that were covered in dirt and mud. David couldn’t
help but frown at that. He had ruined one good pair of shoes in university by
not taking care of them, and it was a lesson he had only needed to learn once.


The director still hadn’t called for a “cut’, and
David fought the urge to fidget as he looked back up the woman’s face. He
wasn’t sure what to do now. She still hadn’t moved or said a word, and while it
seemed like the lights around them were shifting, David guessed he wasn’t
supposed to acknowledge them.


Okay, he thought to
himself, just relax here… hell, let’s see what I can figure about her. She
looks older than me, about twenty-seven, twenty-eight – has to be, that jacket
went out of style years ago. Maybe she got it at goodwill or something – it’d
explain the state of those shoes – but if I had met this woman randomly on the
street, I wouldn’t say she’s poor. If anything, she just looks…


His eyes met hers again, and David fought the urge to
swallow. The lights had brightened a bit and he could see the hints of dark
shadows under her eyes, as if she hadn’t been sleeping. He could see redness,
as if she had been crying. And while her stare was hard and tough, there was
something about the trembling clench in her jaw that made it seem that she was
only barely in control, that she was holding onto–


“Cut!”


The lights immediately dimmed, and David looked around
the room wildly to where Pete was standing next to the staircase banister with
a satisfied smile. In his hand was an old remote, a beige block that David
remembered seeing in an old conference room that had been refurbished at his
firm.


“Wait, that’s it?”


“Told you it would be the easiest money you’ve ever
made,” Pete said, tapping his remote. “Well done, I must say–”


David looked back at the woman with concern, even as
she was tugging on thin, ragged gloves. “Sara, right? Are you–hey, wait, where
are you going?”


She didn’t answer as she slid past the lights and
speakers and David could see her wiping her eyes as she headed down the stairs.


“Wait!” David called anxiously. “Where are you—?”


“Watch the camera!” Pete was suddenly in his way, raising
an arm to block his path. “Careful!”


“But why is she–”


His words were cut off as the front door slammed, and
David felt a deflating feeling in his gut. He stepped back as Pete examined the
camera before breathing a sigh of relief. 


“Well, I got the footage I needed,” Pete said
cheerfully. “Nice work, David, you did well.”


David didn’t answer. He felt as though he had been
listening to a brand-new song on the radio, with the signal cutting out just as
it reached the chorus.


 


*~*~*~*


 


“I can imagine you have questions.”


David accepted the cup of coffee from the barista as
he walked with Pete to the table. The director had offered to buy coffee and
while David didn’t especially like the look of the place, he did have
questions. And in the middle of the day in this neighborhood, I’ll take what
I can get.


“Who was she?” he asked as they sat down, the chair
creaking a bit as he got comfortable. “Did you find her—?”


“Like I found you?” Pete finished, tearing open a
packet of sugar and dumping it in his cup. “No, Sara and I go back a bit. Old
acquaintances and such.”


“So why was she crying?” David raised the cup to his
lips before setting it back down. Too hot. “What was that all about?”


The director shrugged as he looked out the window at
the dreary, overcast sky outside. “Can’t be sure, really. You never quite know
what evokes the emotions of an actor, what little feelings come to the surface.
Although if I were to guess, I’d say it might have something to do with her
getting dumped recently.”


David nodded. “Yeah, that always sucks. Was the guy a
real douche about it?”


“Girl, actually,” Pete corrected, “and yes, I get that
impression.”


David frowned. “She was a lesbian? I… I really didn’t
pick up on that.”


“Interesting,” Pete replied, a little smile appearing
above his weak chin. “Tell me, did you pick up on the fact that she’s a cop?”


“You’re kidding me.” 


“I’ll take that as a ‘no’,” Pete said, his smile
widening as he took a sip from his coffee. David eyed his own cup with
frustration. Still too hot…


“So we were there for, what, five, ten minutes?” he
asked. “Is that really enough for a short movie?”


“It is when you have six different cameras filming
everything,” Pete replied, setting his cup down lightly and looking back at
David. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be wrapped up in editing for a while, and
I’ll be sure that you know when the finished product comes out.”


“Thanks,” David said with a tired nod. He could feel
the faint pounding in his head of the last remnants of his hangover coming back
for a final swing. “Doubt I’ll understand it, though.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Pete said, a
thin smile on his face. “The best artists can convey many levels of meaning to
even the most oblique and strange presentations, to the point where I bet even
you’ll be able to understand it intimately.”


“And you think you’re that good?” David replied, a
little amused at the director’s arrogance. “You think you’re the next Kubrick?”


Pete’s eyes lit up and he leaned forward, an elbow on
the table as he cupped his chin in his hand. David had the disconcerting
feeling he was being studied like an insect beneath an electron microscope.
That Pete was seeing something far deeper, something David himself didn’t
realize…


“Tell me, David,” he said softly, “do you believe in
movie magic?”


David blinked. “Uh… well, I guess? I dunno, what are
you talking about?”


The director abruptly stood, but his smile didn’t
waver as he picked up his cup. “Oh, you’ll see. I’m really sorry, but I just
remembered that I’ve got to run–there’s an author doing a signing at a bookshop
down the block. Interesting woman, and really quite the actress.”


“Really?” David asked, a little interested. “Well,
what’s her name?”


“Oh, I doubt you’ve heard of her,” Pete
replied. “She did a couple of art films before transitioning into her true
calling where she’s quite happy.”


“And that was…”


“Porn,” Pete replied simply as he adjusted his fedora.
“Really quite the easy move, don’t you think? In any case, I have to go. Later,
David. We’ll be seeing each other soon.”


And before David could say a word in protest, the
director darted away, the bells of the coffee shop door rattling in his wake.
David shook his head with disgust, still unconvinced that he hadn’t been played
for a fool.


He picked up his cup and raised it to his lips again,
only to burn the tip of his tongue. He swore under his breath.


And yet, he thought
suddenly, Pete got his from the same coffeepot. And he was able to drink it
the entire time.


 


*~*~*~*


 


The security camera was watching him.


It was a weird thing to notice. David knew the
building was filled with cameras, of course they were watching people, but
something felt different now. Something uncanny, like the camera was fixed on—


“So you’re telling me that you got paid a grand to
just stand there?”


“Yep,” David replied, a little exasperated at the
interruption. He shoved the odd feeling to the back of his mind as he eyed the
report. Focus, David, you need to get this done. Okay, that value’s off, it
should be four times that amount…


“And… and what next?” Ryan asked. It was clear that he
was still bewildered by the entire thing.


David shrugged. “Not sure, really. It’s been a couple
of days. Assuming he’s doing the editing himself, it shouldn’t take him long,
even if he does have footage from a couple different cameras.” He scratched his
chin, feeling a hint of stubble he had missed during his morning shave. “I
dunno, man.”


“What kind of film could he make from ten minutes of
footage of two people just staring at each other, though?” Ryan shook
his head as he turned back to his laptop. “I mean, there’s a line between
minimalism and not trying.”


“And the more I look at the reports you’re responsible
for, Ryan, the more I am convinced you cross that line with alarming
regularity.”


David hid his smile as Ryan attempted to meet Tollon’s
glower. After a few seconds, he looked back down at his monitor. “Sorry, boss.”


“There are plenty of qualified people who would be
very grateful for your job, Ryan, and you’d be wise to remember that,” Tollon
said with a sniff of disdain. “You’re both very lucky to be working for this
firm at your age, and if the overflowing stack of resumes on my desk is any
indication, there are plenty of people desperately hunting for the jobs you
have. But that’s for another day. David, you need to go to HR.”


“What for?” David asked distractedly. His eyes
narrowing as he studied the metric formula. Okay, I think I’m missing a
value here.


“I was told you have an appointment,” Tollon retorted,
drumming his fingers on the desk. “Lucy Wenscell’s office, now!”


 David swore under his breath as he flipped open
his email client and opened his calendar. “That’s strange,” he said, “there’s
nothing here for–”


“Well, I was told you have an appointment and you have
my dispensation to go to it,” Tollon barked. “Don’t test my patience, David,
your reports are already doing plenty of that as it is.”


“You set up an appointment with HR?” Ryan asked as
Tollon strode away. “About that suicide?”


“No, I didn’t.” David closed his laptop and picked up
his blazer. “Probably some mistake, or Wenscell’s looking to do a performance
review early or something.”


“You could use that time to complain about the hostile
work environment,” Ryan grumbled. 


David chuckled as he pulled on his blazer and quickly
adjusted his collar. “Believe me, if Tollon’s the worst of my problems, I’ll
die a happy man.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


The first thing David noticed when he walked into the office was the
smell–a warm fragrance like freshly-baked dough coming out of the oven. It was
warm and inviting, and despite his uncertainty about his situation, he imagined
this office might actually be a decent place to work. Even the cheap furniture
common to the rest of the building was strewn with pictures of smiling children
and potted plants.


“If you could shut the door, David, that would be
wonderful,” Lucy Wenscell said kindly as she shook his hand. David had only met
her once before, and it didn’t look like the middle-aged woman had changed
much. Crisp and professional, and yet with a warmth complemented by the
numerous happy photographs of her children, she seemed to resonate comforting
feelings across the room, even under the garish fluorescent lights.


“I didn’t actually call for a meeting, Mrs. Wenscell,”
David said as he closed the door. “You didn’t even send me an invitation.”


“Probably for the best, really,” Mrs. Wenscell said,
her smile fading slightly as she gestured for David to sit. “All the better we
deal with this in person rather than… well, have even peripheral records of any
of this.”


David frowned. “I’m sorry, what?”


Mrs. Wenscell looked at him with a strange expression
of pity and disapproval. “David, I understand as a young man you are often
driven to try new experiences that might excite you. You know, to expand your
horizons…” She pursed her lips and folded her hands as she gave him a knowing
look. “But you know, there are some things that are… well, they aren’t
precisely appropriate for the firm to be linked to such material.”


David scratched his head. What on earth was she talking
about? “I’m sorry, Mrs. Wenscell, I don’t quite know what you’re referring to
here.”


“I can understand if you’re ashamed,” Mrs. Wenscell
added quickly, “and I understand that there are things you might want to pursue
on your own time. But when your name is linked through something like this,
it can be detrimental to the firm.”


“Mrs. Wenscell, I’m not aware of anything I’ve done
that might reflect badly upon the firm,” David said with growing confusion and
fear. “What exactly are you referring to?”


“I–oh, this is awkward… look, David, I can understand
that you might choose to engage in activities in your free time, but something
like this…” Mrs. Wenscell said, color flooding her cheeks as she
gestured toward one of the two screens on her desk, where a window was
minimized. “I can put you in contact with people to go through a psychiatric
appointment in order to discuss these outbursts.”


“What outbursts?” David demanded. “Could you please
tell me what I might have done?”


Click.


The sounds came from her computer’s speakers. Sounds
of breathless panting, of skin rubbing against skin, of moans of pleasure and
longing. Sounds that immediately made David grateful that he had shut the door,
sounds that didn’t seem to belong in an office filled with pictures of
children.


David felt a strange feeling of foreboding well up
inside–something felt very wrong about this, beyond the oddity of these sounds
in a family-friendly HR office.


He squinted as he looked at the video file Mrs.
Wenscell had reopened on the screen–and he didn’t need a second look to
identify it.


“That’s porn,” he said flatly.


“I know,” Mrs. Wenscell said, her voice hushed. “And
you have to imagine my surprise when it was forwarded to me–somehow getting
past my spam filter–with a message stating that, well…”


David had stopped listening, his eyes transfixed by
the images on the screen. Clothes in a heap on the carpet, two nude bodies entwined
in a sinuous embrace, all tastefully shot from a variety of angles against the
backdrop of a plain white sheet…


It felt as if the air had been sucked out of his
lungs. He knew the girl writhing on the carpeted floor, moaning with
pleasure–he had only met her a few days earlier, he had stared at her for ten
minutes. 


But that wasn’t what unnerved him, sending a clammy
chill down his spine to his very core. Because even though the camera didn’t
always bring the other figure into focus, he could recognize that face
anywhere.


After all, he saw it in the mirror every day.


But that doesn’t make any sense, David thought with horror. I never touched her, I never came within
arm’s reach, I never did any of this!


“As I said,” Mrs. Wenscell continued, her voice
hushed, “I understand if you, ah, are working on additional projects,
but company policy demands that you don’t associate any of this with the firm,
or at the very least, use a different name.”


“That’s not…” David whispered, his voice choking up as
he fought against the bile rising in his throat, “that’s not… it can’t be. No,
that’s not–”


“There are five other films,” Mrs. Wenscell said
quietly, pausing the film and minimizing it again. “They were all uploaded on
the same day, and your name is in the credits of all of them.” She lowered her
voice even further. “Now, normally we’d be required to make a report, but I’m
willing to keep this quiet and between us if you can get your real name
stricken from the films. Perhaps replace it with something more appropriate…”


David stood, and even though he wanted to hurl, he
forced it back. “I – I’ll do that immediately. I know who I need to talk to.” 


“A good plan,” Mrs. Wenscell said with a nod. “Have a
pleasant day, David.”


He hastily shut the door behind him–but not before he
heard the sound unmute on the computer in the office.


 


*~*~*~*


 


“Ah, so you did see the footage.” Pete nodded. “I did say I would
let you know about–”


“What did you do?” David’s voice shook with rage. “And
how the hell did you do it?”


“Do what?” Pete asked innocently, even as his eyes
betrayed him. “I don’t know what you’re referring to here.”


“Don’t play stupid with me,” David growled.


“Right back at you,” Pete replied, his smile abruptly
gone as he leaned forward, “so I’m going to require that you pay attention to
this, because I’m only going to explain it once. You remember when I
asked you in this very coffee shop a few days ago if you believed in movie
magic?”


“No modern technology,” David said dangerously, “no
CGI, nothing in film today is capable of doing what you put in
that–that–”


Pete gave him a disappointed, pitying look. “I make art
films, David, I’m not one for embracing any of that crass commercial crap.” He
idly scratched his chin. “No, my rendering runs not on processors and electricity,
but on something much more potent: human emotion and human desire. All the vast
possibilities in human thought running to create an indelible image and sound
before my cameras, drawing out the subtle stories of man.” 


The director chuckled as the tea light on the table
reflecting off of his coffee mug cast a faint shimmer on his face, momentarily
making the lenses in his glasses seem opaque. “The Dogme 95 film movement
stripped away artifice in order to find those little stories, a religion built on
finding a Messiah in every actor. And yet they would reject me – the real
magic man – for delivering precisely what they were seeking.”


“It’s porn.” 


Pete raised an eyebrow. “And?”


“You cast me in pornography without my consent,” David
hissed. “I’m fairly certain that’s illegal, considering you told me you were
making an art film!”


“I did make an art film,” Pete replied with a sniff,
“but then again, I’m not surprised you don’t see the difference. Pornography
never gets the respect it deserves.”


“That’s because it’s intended for mastur–”


“We’ve built a whole culture based upon
masturbation,” Pete said sternly, “and every day, the line between what society
considers ‘porn’ and ‘art’ gets blurrier and blurrier. And not just simply in
aesthetics, but in purpose too. After all, how many modern ‘classics’ are built
around an idealized fantasy rather than some deeper meaning, and whenever such
a deeper meaning is ever mentioned, it is dismissed as ‘pretentious’.” He
smirked. “Self-gratification is in, my friend. People want their porn by any
other name - it’s the only way they know how to live.”


“I don’t care about your insane philosophy,” David
said, barely keeping a lid on his rage. “You exploited me!“


“Oh, get over yourself,” Pete scoffed, his voice
dripping with contempt. He idly examined his mug before taking a sip of coffee.
“So I cast into sharp relief your hidden desires, and you’re too ashamed to own
up to them. Tell me, David, how is what I’ve done any different than going to a
club and drinking yourself insensate and hitting on every woman there in the
vaguest hope that you’ll find someone else to play with you?” He set his
mug down on the table. “No fulfillment, no connection, hardly a memory. You
probably won’t even remember her name.”


“The difference in that case,” David spat, “is that I
had a choice in the matter. I knew what I was doing.”


“You know, it really is quite astounding how often the
delusion of choice comes up with addicts,” Pete remarked casually, glancing out
the window. “And when presented with the article of their shame, they’ll deny,
deny, deny until the end of time–”


David’s fist slammed against the metal table, and a
splash of hot coffee spilled over the top of his mug. Pete paused in mid-sentence,
his smirk unwavering.


“Take the videos down,” David whispered.


“They’re on the Internet, I’m not exactly in a
position to cleanse that particular toilet,” Pete replied, raising an eyebrow. 


“Then change the name,” David growled. “If your ‘movie
magic’ is so potent, it should pick up on the fact that I don’t want to be
associated with any of this. If you can’t get rid of them, make sure I never
have to deal with this again! I don’t want my name ruined by—”


“By what?” Pete interrupted, his eyes glittering
behind his glasses. “By the fact that some meager truth reached the screen,
some vestige of your humanity could manifest itself from behind your mask? Keep
in mind, David, that this brand of magic could have manifested something more
wondrous, something that spoke volumes about who you were and what you dared to
dream.” Pete shrugged. “We got porn instead–what would that say about you?”


David could barely hold back his urge to ram his fist
through those stupid thick-rimmed glasses.


“But here’s the most important thing, David,” Pete
said, his voice suddenly softening, “and that is I’m not judging you for any of
this. I’m not casting a verdict on your desires–indeed, such simplicity can be
cherished in parts of our world. We can’t all be visionaries or seekers of
truth.”


“Shut up.” David rested his head in his hand, and he
could taste bile again in his mouth. “Just… just shut up.”


Pete’s lip curled with disgust. “Suit yourself.” He
got to his feet and adjusted his hat. “And it wouldn’t hurt anything for you to
get over yourself at the same time. We all live in the same pornographic
society, David, the same culture of masturbation–the difference comes with
either acceptance or endless, pointless denial.”


“And what about Sara?”


For the first time that evening, a look of uncertainty
crossed Pete’s face. “I beg your pardon?”


“You exploited her as much as you exploited me,” David
whispered, his hand clenching and unclenching into a fist. “She’ll find out
eventually what you did.”


“And she’ll likely regret it,” Pete replied, “but
people tend towards, ah, shameful behavior when they lose someone for
which they care. And besides, if I know Sara, this wouldn’t be the first–or
worst–time.”


“That’s still exploitation. You still took advantage
of her.”


Pete shrugged as he leaned against the counter. “There
needs to be room for transgression in art.”


“It was porn!”


Pete laughed, and the sound was nasal and mocking and
echoed in the coffee shop as the director strolled to the door and pushed it
open, letting in a blast of chill November wind. “Someday, David, you should
tell me the difference. But even if you can find that difference, keep in mind
that society won’t care one way or the other.”


The coffee shop door shut with a clatter, and David
watched Pete saunter down the chill street even as freezing rain began to fall.


 


*~*~*~*


 


“You know, that girl probably would have given you the coffee for free.”


“Just drop it, alright?” David snapped as he dropped
into his chair. “I’ve already told you, I’m not interested.”


It was clear Ryan didn’t buy the protest, and David
throttled back his irritation at his friend’s exasperated look. “Dude, I’ll bet
you fifty–no, let’s make it two hundred fifty–that if you asked her out,
she’d be all over you like–”


“Did you not hear me or something?” David retorted.
“I’m not interested. End of the goddamn discussion.”


“Geez, what crawled up your ass and died?” Ryan
muttered, just loud enough for David to hear. He tried to ignore the comment as
he unlocked his laptop and opened up his spreadsheet. This goddamn metric
still won’t work… let’s hope the coffee can compensate for my complete lack of
sleep…


“Hey, I forgot to ask,” Ryan said suddenly, “but how
did your meeting with Wenscell go?”


David gritted his teeth. “It–it was fine. Nothing you
need to concern yourself with.”


“Did you talk to her about Tollon?”


David rolled his eyes. “Ryan, if you actually did
your work and got it in on time, Tollon wouldn’t be on your ass every day.”


Ryan scowled. “Well, look who decided to be Mr.
Kiss-Ass all of a sudden.” He turned back to his laptop. “Hey, it says I have
mail!”


“Congratulations,” David muttered, still scanning
through the metric. Okay, I have all the values, and the formula looks
right–maybe this is a data quality issue and something in the database is
giving me bad data…


“Did you get this, David?” Ryan asked, an odd note in
his voice. “Because it was sent to the entire firm and it’s about that art
movie you did…”


The words took a few seconds to penetrate David’s
consciousness, but when they did, his chair squealed as he rounded on Ryan.
“Wait, what? Where did you get that?”


“I just got it,” Ryan replied. “Oh, and it looks like
there are some outbound links that go to where the video was uploaded–”


“No, stop!”


Ryan frowned. “Dude, it’s okay, Tollon’s in meetings
all day, he won’t know if I–”


“It’s not–it’s not that,” David lied, his mind racing.
“I–uh, look, I’ve already seen it online, and really, it’s not worth your time.
It’s pretentious as all hell, really doesn’t amount to much. Just delete it,
you really shouldn’t–”


Both of Ryan’s eyebrows were raised now. “David, is
there something you’re not telling me about–”


“Wait,” David interrupted, his eyes lighting up with
realization, “before you delete it, who sent you that email?”


“It’s from someone in the marketing department–where
are you going?”


His chair was left spinning behind him as he strode
away from his cubicle. His breath came in unsteady pants as he passed cubicle
after cubicle of people, all busy typing and clicking away on reports and tests
and documentation, his passing barely disturbing the thin hubbub of
conversation. His eyes were fixed on the far end of the office, an area
slathered in logos and diagrams plastered on the walls.


He spotted the department secretary–a harried-looking
woman with frizzy hair and a lot of rings, talking into her headset with a
high, clipped voice–and hurried to her desk. He restrained his urge to shout
his demand. Keep control, keep control…


“Yes, I’ll make sure to have the files sent to Mr.
Matherson by the end of the week,” the secretary replied, “but until then, I
would appreciate your discretion in this case. Thank you.” She tapped a button
on her phone and looked up at David, a pained smile on her face. “Can I help you,
young man?”


“Yes, an email was sent out from the marketing
department very recently with some sensitive data inside of it,” David said as
quickly as he could, “and if possible, I’d like for the marketing department to
issue a retraction.”


“That’s highly irregular,” the secretary said, pursing
her lips with disapproval. “Are you quite certain—?”


“Yes,” David said emphatically. “Actually, I’ve
got a better idea–could you tell me who sent the email in the first place?”


The secretary gave him a long-suffering glance. “Young
man, the outgoing marketing email account is available to all marketing
associates. I don’t think anyone could tell you who might have been responsible
for the email. Now, I can pass along a recommendation to my supervisor for him
to review your request–“


“You don’t understand,” David interrupted, “this is urgent.
The data in that email is highly sensitive and those emails should not be
opened.”


“Why, do you have something to hide?”


The voice came from behind him, and David nearly
jumped forward with shock. He couldn’t believe his ears, it was impossible.


And when he turned to see the speaker, he began to
wonder if all of his senses were suspect. This is impossible, this is a
dream, this has to be a dream.


Pete smiled indulgently as he leaned against a nearby
column. He was nearly unrecognizable–the moustache was gone, his hair had been
trimmed, the ratty plaid and jeans had been replaced by a crisp white shirt and
slacks, the overcoat with a blazer and tie. Only the thick rimmed glasses
remained and the glint of smug satisfaction behind them.


“What are you…”


“David, use your brain,” Pete said, placing a hand on
David’s shoulder and guiding him toward an unoccupied cubicle. “After all, it’s
one of the few assets that you have. I work here, just like you.” He
shook his head. “Not on the accounts, but in marketing. And honestly, I have to
say I’m a little disappointed you never recognized me.”


“You sent the marketing email.” His voice was shaking
with growing horror. “And y-you sent the email to Wenscell… and now it won’t
matter if you changed the name, everyone will still know.”


“Oh, that’s adorable,” Pete said, his smile widening.
“You think the movie is finished.”


David’s words caught in his throat. “Wait, what?”


“Remember what I told you, David,” Pete said, with the
air of a parent explaining something to a slow child, “the rendering process
doesn’t run on electricity, but human desire, and why should I settle for only
ten minutes of footage when there are just so many cameras to capture
your story’s finer elements?”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


Pete sighed with impatience. “I told you already,
David, the magic doesn’t run on my computer, it runs on you. The instant
you took my card, every camera acquired a focus, a magnetic pull to tell
your story in all of its facets, cutting beneath the surface to show the actor
at every angle. The scene in my studio was just a climax, in a matter of
speaking, and the rest was easy enough to acquire with the right words.” He
gave David a knowing look. “After all, nobody watches security camera
footage.”


David felt as if the ground had dropped away beneath
his feet, and he grabbed the side of the desk to keep steady. This wasn’t
happening, this couldn’t be happening.


“You’re insane,” he whispered hoarsely. “You’re
crazy.”


“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Pete said mildly.
“After all, the auteur cannot always control what makes it to the screen in the
final cut–Kubrick was a perfectionist, but he always liked it when the actors
surprised him. And what a wealth of surprises do we have with this footage,
David! Consider what the world will think when they see what you really
think about your friend Ryan or your boss Tollon, manifesting in all of its
little quirks, every veiled subtext brought to light.” He leaned closer. “Or
perhaps the audience will find our little trysts in the coffee shop more
to their liking–although it’s so tacky for a director to take center stage.”


“You can’t do this,” David said. “You’re not going to
cost me my job and my life. I worked too goddamn hard to get here–”


“Oh, keep going!” Pete said, his smile widening
with excitement as he stepped back and pointed at a security camera anchored
only a few meters away from the cubicle–a camera firmly fixed on David. “This
is electric, tell the world how you really feel about me!”


The words died in David’s throat as he stared into the
camera lens. Cold and black, lidless, sleepless, unblinking…


“Ah, you see the eyes now, David,” Pete whispered,
stepping closer and putting a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You can’t hide from
them. And considering as you have so very little left to share…”


“Wait, what?” David asked, unable to tear his gaze
away from the camera. “I don’t–”


“Everyone thinks they’re the stars of their own story,
but all stories end.” Pete gave David a pitying look. “And you… you’re the
everyman, the archetype, the stock character. The audience only tolerates that
character until the director calls cut.” He shrugged. “All stars fade, the
auteur can only control so much.”


“And then… and then what?” David asked numbly, his
hands shaking. 


“You know, Mel Brooks once said that tragedy is when I
cut my finger, and comedy is when you jump off a building and die.” Pete toyed
with his tie. “All perspective… much like art and porn, don’t you think? A
rather plain parallel, all a matter of perspective, a matter of where you are.”


“Mel Brooks’ original quote,” David whispered, “was that
comedy was falling down a sewer and dying. Not jumping off a building.”


Pete smirked. “One drops into a dark pit of filth,
never to be seen again. And the other plummets in plain sight, to be seen in
all of his glory upon impact. The lawyer upstairs made his choice for a reason,
I reckon. He blazed a good trail for you. And given your tendency for putting everything
in front of the camera…” Pete paused in thought for a few moments. “You know, I
wonder if I caught the impact on film, I wonder what six stories of descent
would tell me.” 


He winked. “Well, you’re not a difficult man to
predict. It’s only just a matter of time.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


He woke up on the bathroom floor again.


David shivered violently as he gripped the edge of the
toilet to pull himself up. The thin, threadbare mat was crumpled next to the
shower, thrown aside when he had discovered huddling beneath it gave him no
warmth.


He took a deep, steadying breath and immediately began
to gag as the acidic reek from the toilet filled his nostrils. A quick glance
inside the bowl made him retch, and he hastily slammed the lid down and
flushed. But even as his plumbing gurgled, he guessed it wouldn’t be enough.


The harsh cough in the back of his throat caught him
without warning, and he nearly gagged again on the taste of bile as he
staggered into his bedroom. He looked at his bed as a clammy feeling of
helplessness welled up in his gut–he knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep, he knew
he could never sleep knowing that the next morning he would have to walk
into the office and face all of their knowing faces, face the onslaught of
black lidless eyes tracking his every move to show the world...


He saw his work laptop on his dresser, and not for the
first time, he felt the urge to hurl it out the window. He had seen the email
sitting in the client, a damning indictment of all of the nothing he had
beneath the surface, except base perversity.


Then screw it.


His fingers latched around the laptop as he sat back
on his bed. The screen came up and was unlocked with a few quick key presses. 


Accept it. Accept who I am. If this is it, and
everything I am and everything I want to be is one long masturbatory session,
so be it.


The email client initialized and he quickly browsed to
his inbox and clicked open the offending article, the damning testament.


So why not get some brief, conciliatory pleasure out
of it all? Why not embrace who I am, take some paltry feeling from it all and
then when I leap from my balcony, I can plummet knowing that my statement and
delivery will be singular in purpose.


He clicked on the link and took a deep breath as his
browser opened, his hand slipping beneath the covers as the link initialized…


The page cannot be found.


It felt like the air had been sucked out of his lungs.
His mouth fell open with shock as he scanned the browser window. No way,
this is impossible. He tabbed back over to the email client and clicked on
the next link.


The page cannot be found.


“No goddamn way he took them down,” David breathed
with disbelief as he tabbed back to the email client, clicking on the final
link. “No goddamn way…”


The browser window opened… and then a second tab
opened. A redirect…


The webpage that opened in the second tab looked
amateurish, the sort that would be designed by a high school student only learning
the fragments of the coding language. A page that would have looked sloppy in
the late 90s. A page with only four lines of centered text against a plain
background.


released november 22, 1978


zero stars


if you walk past his door and hear classical
music, keep walking


-sara


 


*~*~*~*


 


“I didn’t think you’d find me.”


“You certainly didn’t make it easy,” David replied,
shivering as he slid a cup of hot coffee across the table. “Come on, we’ve got
a bit of time before I need to get into the office.”


Sara accepted the mug and took a swig, her knuckles
whitening as she set the mug down. “So what is all this?”


“I want to know why you were there, at the first
shoot,” David said, taking a deep breath. “You obviously knew him, what he was
capable of–”


“You want to know why I came back.” Her lips curled
into a mirthless smile. “How I, for lack of a better word, survived.”


“Yeah,” David fidgeted slightly as he eyed his own
mug. It was still too hot.


Sara folded her hands. “Let’s say you have an old, old
friend who comes back into your life after a dozen years and says he’s
discovered something miraculous, something that he can barely explain and you
don’t really understand. He says he can make movies that show us who we really
are, and he asks if I’m interested. I say sure, why the hell not, and he works
his bit of magic.”


She looked away, and her voice grew quiet. “Then you
see the footage and it’s… well, not what you expect. It shows you something that’s
inside that you don’t want to admit. You see light, sure, but a whole ton of
dark and twisted and wrong that makes you recoil and wake up in a cold sweat.
You drink to forget it and then he shows you the new footage of that and it’s
got a whole new demon. 


“So you plead for him to stop the cameras and he
reluctantly agrees, but then you realize you can’t trust him. You start seeing
those cameras everywhere and in the back of your mind, you start to wonder
whether or not he really did it or whether he’s just hoarding the
footage. But even worse is a new feeling, a craving for the truth–now that
you’ve uncovered something about yourself, you want to see more. It’s easy to
lie to yourself, but once you start tearing away the lies you can’t stop. You
want to go deeper.”


She scowled. “So you go back, and you ask to see the
new footage. Self-obsession’s logical extreme. And even as it plays back, you
get a sick voyeuristic thrill knowing that all of it is on display for those
who want to look. It’s liberating knowing you can’t hide.” 


She gritted her teeth. “But with that comes a price.
People find out. Your job is on tenterhooks, your relationships fall apart,
she–”


She took a deep breath, and David could see moisture
in her eyes. He didn’t break the silence, waiting for her to continue on her
own.


“So why was I at your little shoot?” Sara said, trying
to keep her voice emotionless. “Call it an addict’s attempt for an overdose, a
bit of transgression to get to the very deepest point. Sometimes it
worked–sometimes you see something transcendent. Other times…”


“You get porn,” David murmured.


“I realized right at the end that’s what it’d turn out
to be.” Sara’s voice trembled. “And considering you don’t bat for my team, I’m
not sure what that says about me, or if the magic just chose your story over
mine. Why I ran out… shit, it could have been either one. Lose your certainty
or lose the spotlight, either way you get withdrawal.”


“And you came back.”


“Because nobody deserves to go through what I went
through,” Sara said, breathing a little easier after taking a swig of her
coffee. “I don’t think Pete thought I was capable.” She rolled her eyes. “Guess
he didn’t watch the footage as closely as I did. I’m assuming you’ve already
been by the house?”


“I heard Brahms,” David replied uneasily. “I didn’t go
inside.”


“Good choice. Was it because you’ve seen I Spit On
Your Grave, or just idle curiosity?” 


For the first time, David could see something
dangerous behind Sara’s dark eyes. “I–I’ve never seen it.”


“Another good choice. I don’t recommend the movie.”
Sara finished her coffee with a single gulp and got to her feet. “Thanks for
the coffee.”


“Wait, is that it?” David asked with confusion. 


“What else do you want?” Sara countered.


“Well, is the magic…” David threw a glance at the
security camera in the corner. “Should we worry about…”


“I dunno,” Sara replied with a shrug as she tugged on
her gloves. “You tell me.”


“What about you?” David asked as he got to his feet.
“Are you going to be okay?”


“You know, Pete always said that we were all the stars
in our own movies,” Sara mused, staring out the frost-speckled window with a
strange look on her face. “I’m starting to think he might be wrong. We’re all
in the same movie, and we’re all the stars–we’re just looking for our parts of
the script.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


“Ah, damn it, there’s a line,” Ryan exclaimed, as they stepped up to the
coffee shop. It was a little place at the base of their office building, and
every surface inside was polished and new, and it was always crowded. “See, if
you had gotten up when I had told you to–”


“Then Tollon would have eviscerated us,” David replied
tiredly. “Besides, I finally got that metric fixed, and I wanted to get him off
my back for about an hour.”


“Does that mean the report is done?”


David snorted as the line moved ahead. “Yeah, because
financial reports are always done the first time and never get revised.”
He felt an itch at the back of his throat and forced back a cough. “Damn it…”


“You getting sick?” Ryan asked with concern. 


“Nah, just a bit of a tickle in the back of my
throat,” David replied. “It’ll pass.”


“Get some peppermint tea, it’s good for soothing that
sort of thing,” Ryan advised. He suddenly smirked. “And speaking of soothing
things, she’s working again today.”


David rolled his eyes as he approached the counter and
saw the blonde girl at the register. She was cute, with thick curly hair, a
lithe figure, and pretty eyes. She looked a bit tired, but still managed to
smile a bit whenever she passed a drink over the counter.


But there was something about her eyes. David hadn’t
noticed it before, but he could see it now, something beneath the tiredness and
the makeup trying to hide it, behind long pretty lashes and a weary smile. 


There was strength there, a white-hot core driving her
forward. A belief that what she was doing would get her somewhere, and that
even if it didn’t, she’d manage to parlay it into something worthwhile. A dream
she was clinging to, something she believed in… something more.


“Can I help you?”


David started when he heard her voice, but he quickly
chuckled and met her eyes. “Sure, could I get a peppermint tea, a double
espresso for my buddy behind me, and… hmm, how about your phone number?”


The girl’s eyes widened and a hint of crimson filled
her cheeks. “I–uh, well, I don’t think that last one is on our menu.”


“Fair enough,” David conceded with a smile, a smile
she returned. “So how about I pay the agreed upon price for, say, dinner this
Friday?” He glanced down at her nametag. “What do you say, Natalie?”


Her blush deepened and a few minutes later David was
walking back up the stairs with a hot tea in his hand and a phone number
scrawled on the receipt in his pocket.


It’s not tragedy or comedy, he thought to himself, and it’s not art or porn. It’s life –
and as with all of them, you need the right perspective.
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I
ran into a human by complete accident.


It was the biggest joke fate has ever played on me.


That morning I returned home at an ungodly hour. Sunlight was already
shining up in the sky and I needed sleep, tired from all the paperwork I’d
spent the night filling out.


I yawned as the garage doors lifted, slowly and painfully, prolonging
the torture, and imagined the softness and comfort of my bed.


I carefully drove inside, taking the turn for the deeper level. The
neighbor’s viridian car was once again painfully close to the edge of my spot,
and that meant squeezing closer to the wall and getting out from the other side
of the car.


Or, I could risk parking backwards. But experience told me that only
meant trouble and scratches on the car. I had the worst parking spot in the
whole building.


In a word - annoying.


Exactly like my dear neighbor, who kept me on my toes with his parking
habits.


I focused on the wall, keeping the wheel steady.


There was an unexpected thump as the car hit something.


I hit the brakes - a split second too late - and froze.


What did I hit?


I turned off the engine and heard a strange, whining sound.


A dog?


That would have been the worst thing imaginable - dogs were vicious,
especially wounded ones. They roamed freely in the countryside and would
occasionally wander deep into the city. The government couldn’t eradicate them
properly, as they needed funds elsewhere, even if the concerned citizens asked
them to step in every time a canine was sighted.


My hand was already going for phone when, suddenly, I heard strange
noises that were very much unlike a dog. In hindsight, I had never been
qualified to recognize sounds as un-dog-like, but it just felt out of place.
Dogs barked, foamed out of their mouths and growled - they would also try to
get into the car, slam their body at the doors, or even attempt to break
through the glass. This was entirely too different.


I lost a short struggle with my curiosity and stepped outside of the
car. Granted, I did not step very far, and kept the door half-open. If it had
been a dog, I would have managed to return to safety.


It wasn’t a dog.


It was, in a way, much worse.


A human.


My first thought was to call the police.


They would have called me insane.


Humans were something one of my co-workers had obsessed over. I had never
believed his stories, for there hadn’t been any basis to them. Still, he had a
collection of white, fractured bones that he swore were human remains, and a
collection of digital photographs that he believed were real.


Humanity was no more.


Conspiracy theorists, like always, claimed that some of the survivors
were still active, hidden so perfectly that they were completely impossible to
find.


Legends gathered, turned into movies and shows. Even if I had seen some
of them – it didn’t prepare me for this sight.


Small, much smaller than I imagined them to be, dressed in clothes that
were only a dark and dirty imitation of ours. The smells were strange - iron,
animal skin, and petrol.


The human was crying. That sound was what caused my curiosity in the
first place.


It was - strange, to say the least. Unnatural.


What was I supposed to do?


As I took a hesitant step forward, it looked up at me. Its eyes widened,
and a strange choking noise escaped its throat.


Was it hurt?


I leaned down, examining the human for external injuries. There were
none.


A glance at a car proved that the impact couldn’t have been anything
dangerous.


Maybe humans were different?


“Hello?” I tried, as it continued to exhibit signs of pain, confusion
and - fear. Curious.


The human blinked and bubbled back a reply. Needless to say, it was
complete gibberish. With animals, you at least know that they don’t make sense.
Humans - they should, but the one I had just met, didn’t.


Was it asking for help? Threatening to kill me? Looking for a way out?
Hoping that I never told anyone? Asking me to call someone?


I did not know.


Would the pain dictate its actions?


“Can you understand me?” I said in a softer tone, my voice gaining a
certain sort of hum that I associated with calmness - hoping that the human
would too.


It paused in its mumbling and the eyes jumped straight to my face.


“Can you?”


It twitched, and the face of the creature clenched strangely, showing me
a row of small, sharp teeth. Not a dog, yet almost as unpleasant. There was a strange
hitching breathing and squealing noises.


I looked around with a humming sigh.


The human’s eyes followed my head.


“Come,” I offered, reaching with a hand. Mistake, my breathing
told me. Tragedy, my fear croaked. Death, my soul echoed.


The human twitched from our proximity, but when I repeated the word, it
latched onto the hum of my voice. Reached at my arm - tried to, at the very
least. Truly touching would have been unimaginably brave and foolish - both of
us held back from such a thing. My hand hovered just over its shoulder.


I imagine there was something in my voice that sounded familiar for it.
Even as I felt slightly foolish humming to myself - well, to a human - it
followed me because I did so.


“We’re going to go to my flat,” I explained to my captivated audience,
leading it to the lift. “And then I’m going to think about what to do with
you.”


There was no recognizable reply.


I had no idea what I should do.


Humans were not something covered by our government.


They were extinct.


But proof to the contrary was riding in my elevator.


It was small. I took constant notice of the fact. The depictions of
humans have them stand slightly smaller than the average but its head
barely reached my elbow. I expected it to sprout spontaneously, rising to match
my height. But it didn’t.


Maybe, that was why they escaped our notice - by being smaller than
expected, and hiding - where?


The questions remained unanswered, and with a sigh, I unlocked the door
into my apartment. It was empty, as it always is.


The human was first to go in, freezing just at the end of the hall,
peering carefully toward my living room, as if some danger would jump on it
there.


I just shrugged and closed the door, leaving the keys on the small table
with the clock. I still needed to sleep soon, else come the next night I’d be
exhausted.


“Do you want anything to eat?” I asked, mystified as to what a human
could eat. Animals ate all the time, and even if I had no pets, I knew that
feeding them was a crucial element.


Humans had to eat something, after all.


I repeated a question twice, phrasing it slightly differently each time,
and only got a reaction to my third attempt.


“Food?” it repeated my words at me.


“You can understand me?”


There was no answer, but the human tilted its head strangely.


Figures.


I went to the kitchen and looked at my options.


What can humans eat?


Rummaging through the cupboards I found an empty glass, and filled it
with water.


Water was the safest choice for a start - as far as I was concerned. Everyone
used water, and every living being drank water. Didn’t they?


It followed my movements, standing slightly to the side, breathing long,
strange breaths.


I placed the glass on the chair - the table would have been too high for
it to reach.


It hesitated.


I took a step back.


It picked the glass, sniffed the water, and tasted a small sip.


Then, the human started emitting strange sharp sounds, shaking
uncontrollably, spilling water on the ground, expelling air from the depths of
its body.


“Humans can’t drink water?” I asked no one in particular, unsure what
should I be doing with a revelation such as this. For a moment, I debated
calling my co-worker to ask about it, yet he could be wrong as well. 


“Don’t die,” I cautioned, and the human stared at me, shaking unevenly,
yet, calmer than before. A dead human would probably mean a lot more problems
than a living one, I reasoned. And - I did not want to think that I would be at
fault for destroying the last human.


So, what did I know about humans?


They were, unlike us, a lot more active in sunlight. Sun did not lull
them to sleep, nor did darkness wake them up. Even wild animals would leave
their homes only for the night, to hunt.


Perhaps humans were something else entirely? Maybe, being completely
different, they ate entirely unrecognizable things? Maybe they did not need
water, but needed what? Meat, like the animals?


I did not have meat.


It seemed that the human had finished its convulsions and was now
staring in a wrinkled expression at the glass of water. Probably contempt.


Maybe I should have paid more attention to the movies.


“And what should I do with you?” I asked the human, not expecting an
answer.


The answer arrived in a form of a nightmare.


A growling sound came first, rising from behind.


Quick steps and a gust of wind followed.


I barely managed a half-turn, fear rising, just in time to see a dark
grey shape launching itself at me.


Needless to say, I jumped back as quickly as possible.


The hound was faster.


Where had it come from? 


It tackled me into the kitchen table, sending it to the side, the beast
landing right on top of me.


My head slammed into the ground, ringing from the impact. I struggled,
reaching for something to defend myself with.


Pointless.


The hound opened its jaws. Sharp fangs gleaming in the sunlight,
the mouth opening wider and wider, plunging for my throat. I tried to move my
hand in the way, but it was moving painfully slow—


The human shouted something.


The hound froze and closed its jaws shut with a snap that reverberated
through my existence.


I twitched.


It growled.


“Help,” I muttered then, dead afraid. “Help me.”


There were strange noises - shouts and exclamations. A strange,
undecipherable language. More humans?


My view was completely blocked by a wall of teeth just at my eyes - and
the wet, black tip of the muzzle. Dark eyes were staring into mine. I was
afraid to blink.


“Are there any more of you here?” The demand, perfectly pronounced, yet
harsh, sounded close to me, from the other side of the hound.


“No. But the building has at least ten of us,” I offered - maybe, if I
said everything I knew, they would let me go? “Please, call off the dog.”


There was a quick round of their strange speech. I think I recognized
the voice of the human I had crashed into - and it was being asked questions by
the others. I have been wrong about humans before, after all.


“Did you try to poison him?” the voice asked again.


“No,” I protested, my imagination already painting an angry human
standing right next to the hound, barely larger than the monstrosity that had
me pressed to the ground, yet still menacing. “I only gave him water.”


A pause.


“Your water is too contaminated to drink.”


“I did not know that,” was my truthful reply. “I only use it for
cleaning.”


A command sounded, and the hound, still snarling, retreated back.


Humans were slightly bigger than average after all... It was stupid of
me to expect that all humans were small, discounting the possibility, that
they, like the very same dogs, could produce offspring.


A strange concept, if you ask me, but it seems that nature abhors order
and status quo.


There were four of them. The little one and three others.


One of the adults had wide shoulders, and stood higher than I did, and
two others were roughly the same size. They all wore clothes of similar, dark
colors and unlike the little one, they had vests with many pockets, most of
those closed shut - others with strange artifacts peeking through.


Were those my keys one of them was playing with? 


I had forgotten to lock the door, I realized.


“What are you going to do with me?” I asked, fearfully, after the pause
stretched too long.


“You are going to give us away... if we leave you be.” It was the voice
of the middle sized one that I heard talking to me the whole time - probably
the thinnest one of them all, with its hair strangely long and light colored,
longer than any animal’s fur.


The human was looking straight at me, like the little one, and the dog.
The other two, it seemed, had trouble looking directly at me. Why? 


“I can promise that I won’t.” I said, looking at the hound. And the
hound looked hungry. I gulped. “I won’t tell anyone.”


There was a short conversation in their language, during which the
speaker pointed at me for the other two, and they, looking uneasy, turned to
face me as well.


Disgust, distrust or discomfort?


“You are a civilian?”


That was an easy question. “Yes.”


They convened between themselves again. This time, it took only a few
exchanged phrases.


“Give me your phone.”


I blinked, having not expected such a shift in direction. I patted my
pockets for it, found the device, and extended my hand with the phone held by
the tips of my fingers.


“Place it on the ground,” came an order. “Slide it towards me.”


“Why?” I asked cautiously as I did as I was told, regardless.


“I’m not risking a touch. I still have a few years to live.”


There was something that I was missing. It might have been etched in my
expression, for I got an explanation out of it.


“You don’t even know, do you?”


“Know what?”


The human picked up the phone and passed it on, turning back to face me.
“How you came about and killed us?”


“I never killed anyone,” I said, shaking my head. I was always against
violence, and... “I have never even seen a human before.”


Laughter. Bitter, misshapen laughter. I recognized it, because of the
way it sounded, the way it echoed in my mind.


“Have you ever looked in a mirror?”


It was a stupid question.


“Have you ever seen yourself in the mirror?”


Not so stupid, then. “Why? How could I do that?”


They did not answer.


I felt strange, like drowning - sinking deep into a lukewarm bath - like
the world was tilting strangely, bubbling around me. It was too long in the day
already, and sleepiness was coming with waves of exhaustion.


“I need some rest,” I muttered. “It’s getting too bright.”


Already, I was slightly fading into sleep.


They had found what they were looking for, it seemed. While we were
talking, the other humans had done something to my phone, and it was glowing
with a weak blue-tinted light. It wasn’t supposed to do that, at least as far
as I remembered.


“It won’t be long,” the human promised.


“What are you doing?” I asked fearfully, eying the hound with
distrust... At the same time, trying to understand what was going on with the
phone.


“I am going to tell you about your death.”


My eyes widened and I twitched. The hound took a step forward.


“It was someone’s mistake,” it said, sliding a tiny knife at the tip of
its finger. A drop of blood splashed onto the ground, tinting the small pool of
water on the floor with red undercurrents... “We all make mistakes.” The words
echoed strangely, and the salty, ferrous scent... “Blood. It ended in blood.”


There was something - something strange in the words, in the way they
echoed, or in the way they were said. Or in the way I suddenly started
remembering something that had never happened. Blood was something we simply
did not have. Yet...


“Many have died.”


Some distant pain bit into my chest, where my frozen heart was.


“Some couldn’t. They stayed, at the cost of others.”


They showed me the phone. There, in the screen, shone a picture of a
man. Terrible quality, but it was there.


“You ignore the obvious when you look at your peers, when you should
know truth just looking at yourself.”


“No,” I whispered.


“You cling to your shadow of the former life,” she said. It was an old woman
that was speaking to me. How did I know that? How could I not know
it? “Yet, even if you change, even if you never eat, never breathe, you still -
exist.”


I froze.


“You have replaced the humanity that was before.”


The sun - through the almost closed blinds, it felt different - warm?


“You live in a lie,” she announced, letting another drop of blood fall.
“No more shadows.”


I fell on my knees. The air became thicker, real. I took a breath.


Now, all four of them were watching me. Now, all of them could see
me.


The little boy took a step closer, standing next to the old woman. The
man was looking at me with a certain sort of pity, and the boy’s mother - for
who else she could have been - had tears in her eyes.


There was a certain presence that came with their ritual.


“I was a human once,” I replied to their call, smiling for the last time
in my - existence.


“And you will be once again.” The old woman nodded at me. “At this very
end of life’s road, you are a free man.”


“You can free everyone else!” I laughed; a feeling of incredible
lightness upon me. “You can end this game of shadows; collapse the invisible
structure, clean everything. You have the power to fix everything!”


“Nothing is ever that simple.” The old woman nodded her head at me.
“There are not many of those who can listen, and even less of those who would
speak. We live in your cities, we save those that we can, and we look for
hope.”


“You will find it,” I promised them. “Could you -” I hesitated but for a
moment. “Could you show me the sun? One last time?”


The boy darted to the window and raised the blinds.


The sun was beautiful.


Surrounded by the rays of the morning sun, the tiny and incredibly messy
human child, their biggest hope, waved. For me.


I was free.


Human.
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"So Alex, what would you say is your greatest weakness?"


I wanted to laugh in his face.


"I'm too honest."


The entire summer had been like this; the rustle of frayed nylon suits,
bushy eyebrows folded into frowns and quiet tuts of disapproval. Three long
months of overpaid, disinterested academics peering morosely at me from behind
quarter inch thick spectacles. Each of them quietly judging me on the basis of
two sheets of paper, a twenty minute conversation and their own bigoted
stereotyping.


He leaned back in his chair and examined me over the top of his spectacles.
My fingers closed around the glass in my hand, left hand preventing the right
from throwing the contents into his smug face.


"Now, Alex," he began, in a condescending tone. "I don't
think honesty is a weakness, really."


"I don't give a fuck what you think."


Proceedings went downhill after that. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


The walk back from campus was long and the interview had started late.
So as I reached the brow of the cliffs overlooking the old harbor the sun hung
close to the water. Not yet low enough to color the sky orange and send the
starlings wheeling to their roosts, but low enough to kill the beautiful summer
afternoon.


Glancing behind me, I caught a glimpse of the city at the base of the
hill; a mass of local yellow brick and grey slate roofs, not big enough to be a
city, not by half. Yet it earned the right by being the only piece of land for
hundreds of miles flat enough to house a large, medieval cathedral.


And boy, didn't we heathens need the Church.


I looked back to sea and kicked a shower of small pebbles over the lip
of the cliff. In the past they'd called this neighborhood Bryn Crogau, right up
until even the locals stopped speaking Welsh; then they'd started using the
anglicized Gallows Rock. In the late nineties the council re-branded it
Primrose Hill in an attempt to lighten the mood, but as ever the locals took no
notice.


And I couldn't blame them; never has a place been better named than
Gallows Rock. Not because they once hung Outsiders by the dozen, or even
because living there made you want to hang yourself, but because the entire
place was every bit as dour and twisted as a hangman's noose.


The streets, far too narrow for cars, grew up the side of the hill like
brambles, forming a nigh on impenetrable maze of narrow stairways and dimly lit
alleys. In the distant past the fishermen once lived here, overlooking their
boats, but they'd gone the way of their language. Now Bryn Crogau had been
occupied by everyone too poor to afford better; petty criminals, benefit
cheats, university graduates, and the same Outsiders they'd strung up here for
centuries.


My phone rang, loud enough to startle the seagulls from the perches on
the cliff face. They took to the air, cawing their displeasure. I wrestled it
from the pocket of my jeans and stared at the photo gazing back up at me, my
stomach writhed.


Seren.


I put the phone back into my pocket, fully intending to let it ring out,
and turned back to the road, eyes unseeing, unwelcome thoughts clouding my
mind. What she wanted was a mystery to me; the last time we'd spoken we hadn't
parted on friendly terms.


I was so distracted I walked straight into her.


"Twat," she hissed and hit me in the arm. Her mobile jabbed
into my shoulder. "You were going to let me go to message."


"Leave off; I've had a rough day."


She stared at me, head cocked askew as she always did when she tried to
tell if I was lying. Ribbons of her straight, black hair coming to rest on the
shoulder strap of her designer bag, sunlight gleaming off the golden crucifix
slung around her neck. Her rounded, bronzed cheeks were aflame with annoyance.


"Another interview? That bad?"


"It was shit. I really don't want to talk about it."


We stood for a moment in awkward silence. She blinked, pouted and
prodded me with her phone again.


"Well come on then," she said. "Aren't you going to
invite me back to yours?"


I set off in the direction of home, Seren keeping perfect stride with
me, despite her far shorter legs. Every now and again she'd flick her jet black
hair out of her face and I'd catch the overwhelming fragrance of oranges. I
couldn't be sure if it was her perfume or shampoo that lent her that smell, but
I hated it.


This, admittedly, was why she liked it.


As we made our way through the knotted streets of Gallows Rock long
shadows stretched in bizarre patterns across the cobbled streets. Seren
shuddered and pulled her denim jacket tighter around her.


"You wouldn't be so cold if you wore more clothes," I pointed
out, eyes resting on the hem of a skirt that was doing its best impression of a
belt.


"I'm not cold," she muttered, glancing back and forth.
"Why do you live in this shithole?"


"I won't be for much longer if I can't find a job soon."


"It's that bad? Why don't you just come home?"


I laughed a hollow laugh.


"They'd absolutely love that, wouldn't they?"


"They would," she sighed, sounding annoyed. "Mam and Dad
still love you. They just don't—"


"—understand me."


I finished the sentiment on her behalf; I'd heard it a thousand times.
We reached the front door of my tiny, two bedroom terrace and I scrambled
around in my pockets for keys.


"They really don't," she said, her voice low and stressing
every syllable. "But they do want to."


"They don't want anything to do with me," I snapped and pulled
out a bunch of rattling keys. I unlocked the door and shouldered it open, the
weather-warped wood groaned in protest. I glanced down at the muddy carpet
inside. "Don't forget to wipe your feet when you leave."


We stepped inside and caught the dulcet tones of muffled music thumping
upstairs.


"Hi, Jordan," I shouted up, but received no reply. We walked
through to the kitchen, Seren's heels clacking against the filthy tiles. I
glanced at them, they were black and shiny and very expensive.


"Is he still here?" asked my sister, making no attempt to
disguise her disgust. "Here I was hoping you'd gotten rid of him."


"Jordan's part of the furniture. I don't think the end of the world
would shift him," I said, shrugging off my coat. I let it float out of my
hands and hang itself on the back of the door.


Seren recoiled as though I'd been sick at her feet.


"Don't do that," she hissed. "It's ungodly."


"You don't believe in God," I replied, opening the fridge and
digging out a beer.


"Yes I fucking do," she protested. 


I looked up into her face and saw that she meant it. "Well more
fool you."


I popped the cap, took a long gulp of beer, and opened the back door.


"Aren't you going to offer me one?" she asked. I looked down
at the three quarter beer in my hand.


"There's only one left," I said and held it out to her.
"You're welcome to it if you like."


She made a face but took the bottle and took a long swig. We headed out
into what the rental agency termed 'a spacious, terraced retreat' but which
more accurately would be described as a 'tiny, concrete shit-hole'.


The strong winds earlier that day had blanketed the dirty floor with
litter. Seren made another disgusted face, so I let her take the only chair and
instead leant against the rough concrete wall.


She pulled out a squashed packet of Marlboro, took one herself and
offered me a stick. I crumpled my nose in disgust.


"Cowboy killers."


"Your loss," she said, patting her pockets. "Got a
light?"


I held out a hand and a small flame erupted from my palm, flickered and
faded. She looked away, pretending she hadn't seen it, and located her lighter.
I frowned, rubbed my hand and shoved it in my pocket. As she released her first
drag, she fixed me with a glare.


"I'm serious," she said. "You'll go to hell."


"And here I thought people like me had no chance of redemption
anyway."


"It's not like that anymore," she protested. "The Church
is more understanding now."


"And yet I'd still go to hell for using my talent?"


"It's a violation of God's laws."


"If God has a problem with me, he can come and tell me
himself."


She sighed again, as though I'd missed her point. Truth be told, I had.


"Anyway, what's new in your life?" I asked, desperate to
change the topic. "Any boys?"


"Nope. How about you?" And then she added in a teasing tone,
"Any boys?"


"Piss off."


I looked over the back wall. Just beyond the edge of my yard, Gallows
Hill gave way to steeper hills. Below, the city stretched to fill the valley
between here and Midris Bach; a motley collection of houses, offices and the
occasional university complex towering over its surroundings and dominating the
skyline. Each as distinct and unwanted as a cancerous cell.


"Fuck, this town is shit," I said.


"You always speak like that."


"Like what?"


"Like you don't really belong here. Like this isn't your home
too."


"I don't belong here."


"You do. You were born here, you grew up here."


"You don't understand, it's easy for you to fit in. You just get it
here, I can't ever do that."


"Mam and Dad—" she began, but I cut her off mid-sentence.


"That's exactly it. 'Mam and Dad'. To me they were always 'Mum and
Dad'." I could tell by the look on her face that she'd never even
considered it. "And from day one it's always been like that. The language
and the colloquialisms come easy to you. You fit right in as though you're one
of them."


"I am one of them."


"I know that, believe me. But I'm not. I'm an Outsider. And even if
I weren't, I'd still be on the outside. I don't speak the language, I don't
have the accent, the colloquialisms sound foreign coming from me."


Seren gave me a heartbroken look, tears welling up in her eyes. I
realized then that she hadn't known, that she'd never even considered it. When
she was happy, Seren became blind to everything else around her; I hated and
admired that quality in her. I took her hand in mine.


"Don't worry about it. I'm not unhappy. I've got the house and Chad
and you. That's all I want."


"Mam and Dad, too," she insisted. "You've got them."


"Sure," I said, but neither of us believed that.


"I love you, Al." She pulled me close and pressed her face to
the side of my neck, giving me a whiff of citrus perfume. I found I didn't mind
too much. "I miss you when you're away. You should come and see me
more."


"Sure," I said. "I will."


But neither of us believed that. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


The room was small, cramped and narrow. I hated all the pubs in this
city, but this one more than most. It made the fatal mistake of cramming too
many tables into too small a space. It had always been one of those places
where half of your time is spent rubbing knees with the person sat beside you
and the other half arguing when you spill their drink with a misplaced elbow.


I wondered if that's why Jordan liked it so much.


It was noisy too, dozens of drunken voices trying to clamor over the
tumultuous din. The sound rose and fell with almost metronomic regularity, like
waves against the beach. I stared at Jordan across the narrow table and he
stared back. There was a serene expression on his face and his bright purple
eyes were half hidden by the low brim of his fedora.


"My sister Seren came round today," I announced.


"I gathered." He finished rolling his fag and with a tiny
flourish produced a flame between his fingers and lit it. When he let go of the
breath, he gave me a wide, satisfied smile. "Anything interesting to
say?"


I glanced out across the room, pretending to be disinterested in the
conversation, but knowing I wasn't fooling either of us. Once this place had
been a local; the stained roof beams distinguishing it from the newer, trendier
bars nearby. But the growth of the University and soaring house prices meant
that few locals could afford to live in the city centre. Since then, they'd
been replaced by students and academics from the University, their suits and
designer labels serving to further enforce the obvious segregation.


I looked back to Jordan.


"Told me I was going to hell. That I was violating God's
laws."


"And what did you say?"


"That I was an outsider before I ever knew I was an Outsider."


"Good answer. God's an asshole anyway." Jordan offered me the
cigarette, but I shook my head. "I mean what sort of a dick gives people
super powers and then tells us not to use them?"


We both laughed.


Someone from a nearby table looked over, met Jordan's gaze and glanced
away. I surreptitiously examined the observer; a student, that much was
obvious. His face was young but his hands had the wear and calluses of an
arcanist.


"If they're super powers, we got the raw end of the deal. The power
to never again need matches and spend your entire life seeking an answer just
out of reach."


I laughed again, but Jordan's expression became serious.


"We'll find it, eventually," he said and I saw the sincerity
in his eyes. "You've gotta believe that."


I shrugged.


"That's easy for you to say; you're so much better than I am."


I knew it was childish and so did he. Nonetheless he leaned over and
gripped my shoulder in solidarity. Calm radiated through me to such an extent,
that if I hadn't known better, I'd have suspected him of using his talent on
me.


"You'll manage it," he assured me and I found myself returning
his easy smile.


"I don't know, Jordan," I replied. "I don't want to be
one of those Outsiders who wastes their entire life looking for it and never
quite reaches it. I don't want to be a forty year old burn out with nothing to
show for it."


"We won't."


"Even if I don't find it, there's always the University," I
said, grinning.


He pulled the ugly face he always did.


"They're even bigger assholes than the Church. I don't know how you
managed three years without them strapping you to a table and vivisecting
you."


I rolled my eyes. The student looked back at us again, this time Jordan
met his eyes and stared until he glanced away.


"They haven't done that in hundreds of years, not since the
Reformation. Even the new Chancellor is an Outsider, Jordan."


"Bullshit," he muttered and fixed me with an intense gaze.
"I don't trust them. You shouldn't either. I'm glad you didn't tell them
what you are."


The third fight of the evening interrupted our conversation; two burly
locals crashed into our table and sent our drinks flying. Both of them were
locked in the grasp of the other, each too stupid to release their grip in
order to throw a punch. The rolled around on the floor for a while, in a puddle
of spilled beer and shards of broken glass. Hissing and cursing each other.


"What's this one about?" asked one of the students from a
nearby table; though they sounded unconcerned, fighting was commonplace enough
for nobody to be worried.


"How the Bishop died," explained his friend, with complete
disinterest.


I sighed and turned back to look at Jordan.


"Can we go now?"


"I haven't finished my drink."


I looked at the floor, where his beer puddled under my feet and raised a
quizzical eyebrow.


"You gonna lap it up like a dog?"


"No, let’s get another. What's your hurry?"


I groaned, but followed him to the bar regardless.


He knew what the hurry was. Bitter feelings always followed the death of
a Church leader, natural causes or not. All across Europe anti-Outsider
sentiment would be at an all time high, this week would see double the number
of reported lynchings and burnings. The University would take the opportunity
to claim moral superiority over the Church and then everything would return to
normal. Everyone would return to waiting for the inevitable civil war that
simmered below a thin surface of civility.


Admittedly, this wasn't the best time to be in public with a purple-eyed
man and surrounded by drunken Churchgoers. Things were sure to end badly, but
then again, I suspected that Jordan fully intended that.


"I fucked your sister," announced a thick-set, bald man from
beside me.


I gave him a patronizing smile. I knew him as an acquaintance of Seren's—
I thought his name might be Daffydd, but then all of Seren's friends were
called Daffydd, Rhys or Llew.


"Did you? Did you get checked for the clap afterwards? She'll fuck
anyone."


He gave me a wide grin, displaying his three remaining teeth with a
distinct level of pride. I found it hard to take offense; he wasn't Seren's
type and I wasn't the type to start getting hot around the collar over blatant
lies.


"Nah, I probably gave it to her." He took a long swing from
his glass and then belched. "What happened to you then? I heard you went
to the University."


"I did. I finished. I came back."


He nodded, though I knew he wasn't listening, wasn't the slightest bit
interested. I didn't blame him.


"She loved it."


"Excuse me?"


"Seren. She moaned like a whore."


"So she was faking it?" asked Jordan, his voice loud enough to
be heard by everyone within ten feet.


Everyone stopped what they were doing to turn and look as Daffydd
regarded Jordan. Who, in turn, stared over the bar and into space, unconcerned
by the malevolent glare he was receiving.


"What did you say, mate?"


I'd never heard the word mate used in a more unfriendly way.


"Well, that's what whores do, don't they?" continued Jordan,
sipping his pint and still not looking in Daffydd's direction. "They fake
it."


From the expression on Daffydd's face it was obvious he wasn't sure if
this was an insult or not. The situation might have been saved from escalating
any further if Jordan hadn't chosen that precise moment to look Daffydd square
in the eye. The wide shouldered man recoiled under his gaze, his face contorted
in anger and panic.


"What the fuck do you know, scum?"


"I know exactly what I'm talking about, mate," continued
Jordan. "After all, I've plenty of experience with your mum."


I've been in my own fair share of scrapes and I've always been able to
handle myself, but the speed with which this fight started caught me
flatfooted. Jordan reacted as soon as Daffydd had begun winding up his punch
and caught the local full in the face with his pint glass. It exploded in a
mist of blood and beer and glass that coated everyone nearby.


A moment later the entire bar descended into chaos.


Half a dozen locals sprang to Daffydd's defense, but the students that
comprised the other half of the clientele needed no excuse to join the fray on
our behalf. They all hated the locals as much as they hated us. Within moments
I found myself crushed against the bar as a sea of people surged into the
fight.


I caught a brief sight of Jordan and Daffydd wrestling on the ground
before I lost my footing on the slick floorboards and crashed to earth. A
second later someone caught me in the head with their knee, though whether by
design or carelessness, I didn't know.


Stars swam across my vision and I tried to find my feet, fingers scrabbling
in beer and broken glass. Another body came crashing down on me and smashed all
the breath out of my lungs in one painful gasp. We struggled together,
inextricable on the ground, a tangle of flailing limbs, then someone delivered
a brutal kick to his ribs and he stopped moving.


Strong hands pulled me to my feet and I caught a glance at the worried
face of another of Seren's friends. He tried to drag me clear of the fray but a
stray projectile caught him in the head and sent him sprawling to the ground. I
reached out to grab at his arm, but as I did, I sensed the unmistakable pull of
Jordan's gift. A moment later I found myself swept away as the melee made a
sudden change of direction, twenty or so bodies tumbling over into me.


An arm caught me around the stomach and brought me to the ground as they
crashed to the floorboards. I lay there for a few seconds, crushed beneath a
pile of sweaty, bleeding bodies. I was unable to breathe, unable to see,
momentarily alone with the stench of stale beer and the dull roar of the fight.


I managed to scramble out from under the pack and was just climbing back
to my feet when someone reached out and seized me by the ankle and, with a
sharp tug, pulled me back. Half falling, half turning, I managed to face him
and sank my foot into his unprotected face, smearing nose and blood across his
face. His grip slackened and I staggered away.


I fell through the pub's front door more by luck than judgement and
staggered out onto the street. Jordan was already there, bent double by
laughter, his fedora lying in the gutter. As I burst through the door, he
looked up and greeted me with a broad smile.


"Nice of you to catch up."


"You asshole," I said the moment I'd caught my breath.
"What the fuck did you do that for?"


"Oh loosen the fuck up. You're alright, aren't you?"


I checked myself for injuries. Aside from a couple of bruises and
scrapes, I'd managed to avoid any serious injury. No thanks to Jordan.


We both turned to face the pub as the door flew open and Daffydd charged
out, broken bottle in his hand, eyes bright with a mad light. I was quicker
than Jordan and lifted my hand, my talent brushing him as he swung it at
Jordan's face. It was pitifully weak, but proved just enough to knock him off
balance and take the blow wide.


Jordan reacted a second later and rather than responding as I had, with
a simple push, his face screwed up in concentration. A second later and Daffydd
was lying in the gutter, the glass bottle sticking into his throat and a stream
of hot, thick blood gushing onto the road.


I stood, frozen in horror as Daffydd lifted both hands to his ruined
neck trying to stem the flow. He made an odd gurgling noise and I rushed to
help him, but Jordan pulled me back.


"Leave him, he's fucked. You can't help him now."


I shrugged his hand away, but as I fell to my knees beside the stricken
local, Daffydd stopped struggling, stopped gurgling, stopped moving.


I turned my head to look at Jordan and he stared back, expression flat,
purple eyes emotionless.


 


*~*~*~*


 


I was shown into the kitchen by a rat-faced man. While his narrow
shoulders didn't live up to the traditional image of security, I felt serious
power bubbling just below the surface.


"Wait here," he said, pushed me into a seat and left.


The kitchen air was heavy and hot, thick with the cloying perfumes of
blossoms whose names I didn't know and the tang of exotic incense. Beneath
those scents was a hint of something else, a sniff of something dark and
primal; the lingering odour of sex.


I'd heard of this place all my life. I'd first encountered the rumour at
school, but had ignored it. Nobody with any real power would stay in a place
like this. Not when there were far more permissive areas of Europe or other
places in the world that welcomed their skill.


But during my time at the University, when the other Outsiders who
wormed their way inside the organisation got together, this place was all
they'd spoken about. Come here, they'd said, to understand it all. The quickest
path to answers. But it was Jordan's recommendation that finally prompted me to
come, though not for the reasons he'd intended.


I couldn't bear to meet his eyes any more.


My eyes prickled and watered, whether from the heat or the air, I
couldn't tell. My head was swollen and heavy, as though it were double its
normal size, the faint throbbing served as a tell tale omen of my oncoming
migraine. I half suspected that there was some narcotic hidden amongst the
fumes. If there was, I was in the mood to welcome it.


I caught movement from the corner of my eye. A red-headed woman stood in
the doorway. At first glance it appeared as though she were wearing nothing,
and my breath caught in my throat, producing a sound something between a sigh
and a groan. Yet as she stepped forward, body flowing like silk across the
room, I realized that it was a trick of the light, silhouetting her figure
against the cheesecloth dress she wore.


Even still, the thin material left little to my imagination.


Before either of us spoke, she touched me. Her thin, lithe fingers touching
my face; her sharp nails scoring my cheek.


"You're prettier than I'd imagined," she said, a keen edge to
her rich accent.


"And you're beautiful," I whispered, half speaking to myself,
half wanting her to hear.


She laughed, the sound like the patter of rain on leaves.


I drank her in, every inch. For her part, she didn't seem to mind as my
gaze travelled slowly up her body, if anything she shifted to accentuate every
curve. When my eyes met hers she captivated me with her piercing, amber stare.


"I'm Blodeuwedd," she whispered, coming to sit in my lap, her
fingers finding and teasing my hair.


"Like the old stories?"


She looked at me, tilting her head to one side.


"What do you know of the old stories?"


"That they made her out of flowers."


I was sure of that smoke's potency now; the corners of my vision were
giving in to static, like a poorly tuned television. My head felt thick and
full, slow and stupid. I was beginning to confuse reality and history. I found
my gaze beginning to wander.


She ran her fingers down my face again, nails sharper. My skin was warm
and wet, as though she'd drawn blood, but that seemed absurd. My eyes returned
to hers and her gaze burrowed into my skull, stripping me to the bone.


"As a wife for Lleu."


It was impossible to tell what she was thinking. Her eyes and voice were
each as fathomless as the other.


"What else do you know of Blodeuwedd."


"I can't remember any more," I admitted. I had known it once, along
with all the old stories. But time or the thick, cloying smoke had stolen them
from me.


"A pity." She shrugged and smiled. "What do they call
you?"


"Al," I replied, hardly able to breathe let alone speak.


"Fascinating," she whispered. "There's a lot in a name,
Al."


"I suppose there is."


She bent her face close to mine and just when I was sure she was about
to kiss me, she turned her head aside to whisper in my ear.


"And why, Al, did you come here?"


It took me ten seconds to remember. Why else? To drink you in. To take
you and lay you down and fuck until we tear each other apart with lust, to—


"To forget. I heard you could make me forget."


She laughed again and my heart sang with pleasure.


"I can make you forget, Outsider," she said and rose from my
lap, disengaging the hands that slipped unbidden to her waist. "But is
that really all you want? I could offer you so much more. I can give you
answers. I can give you the power you're owed." Her dextrous fingers
snaked down between my legs. "Have you ever been with a woman, Alex?"


The abrupt change of topic didn't throw me. I knew just how much of the
gift could be found in hedonism. I didn't remember telling her my name was
Alex, but that didn't seem to matter just then.


"Yes."


She leaned in so close I could taste the scent of flowers on her lips.


"And a man?"


"Yes," I replied and my face burned.


She cupped my chin and lifted my lips to hers.


"There's no shame here," she said, around the kiss, her tone
of voice as soft as summer rain. "You're here now, that's all that
matters. You are a god, Outsider."


Her lips left mine and found their way to my neck. Her fingers began
deftly working the buttons of my shirt and her kisses followed in their path.


I hissed, leaned back in the chair and writhed as her lips explored my
stomach. My brain rolled between topics and then settled at random.


"Will I forget it?" I gasped as she struggled with my belt.


"No, you won't," she said, between the kisses that were
creeping lower and lower down my stomach. "But you will care less."


"Less?"


But Blodeuwedd ignored me and instead struggled with my jeans until she
managed to pull them free of my body. Then her head fell between my legs and I
was lost to the sound of the blood roaring in my ears and thick, narcotic
smoke. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


When Seren burst into my room, she found me slumped at the end of my
bed, eyes glazed over, running through imaginary spaces in my head. Away in my
own little world, finding answers quicker than ever. I sat up as her face swam
into view, blinking water from my eyes.


"What're you doing here?"


"What the fuck do you think I'm doing here?"


Her voice was as dark as storm clouds, eyes narrowed to slits, teeth
bared. There was a slight tremble to her jaw, as though she wanted to cry.


"I have no idea."


She slapped me, hard, but it barely seemed to register. I fixed her with
a puzzled gaze but she continued to glare at me, eyes ablaze with fierce anger.
From the shake of her hands, it seemed as though she were teetering on the
brink of blind rage. 


"Was it you?"


"Was what me?"


I still had no idea what might have made her so upset.


"Did you kill Daffydd?"


I blinked, comprehension dawning, but I still didn't really understand
the anger.


"Oh that. No, I didn't kill Daffydd."


"But you were there, Rhys saw you."


"I didn't kill him."


"Who did?"


I shrugged. "Jordan, I guess. What's the big deal?"


"What's the big deal? What the fucks wrong with you, Al? A man is
dead. Are you high?"


I thought about it. I was being remarkably calm considering Jordan was a
murderer. But I didn't remember having consumed anything narcotic, not at least
since—


"Oh."


Comprehension blossomed in both of us and she threw herself at me,
clenched fists crashing down on every exposed inch of flesh, shouting in an
incoherent, wordless rage. I curled into a ball and protected my head from her
onslaught. For a moment, I thought she might be trying to really injure me, but
after two dozen or so glancing hits, she lost momentum and instead burst into
tears.


I sat up and tried to wrap my arms around her but she pushed me
violently away and hissed like a cat. I'd never seen her look so devastated, or
so afraid of me; it cut through me like a razor. 


"Get away from me."


"Seren—" I began and reached out once more, but she pushed me
again.


"I hate you, Al," she cried, somewhere between a shout and
sob. "You've fucking ruined everything."


"What do you mean?"


She stared at me like I'd grown an extra head.


"He's dead, Al. There's no coming back from that."


I shook my head, still remarkably calm about the whole situation.
Blodeuwedd's talent had worked. I wasn't bothered in the slightest. 


"I didn't kill him, it wasn't me. And so what? The world's no worse
off."


I saw emotions flicker in her eyes; first anger, then comprehension,
then pity.


"Oh Al," she said and reached out to touch my face. "You
really don't understand do you? You don't see what's happening to you. You
don't see how warped you've become."


This stung, my face flushed, I turned away from her touch.


"Fuck off, Seren. What the fuck do you know?"


"What do I know?" she asked, her tone incredulous. "I
know that I'm essentially a good person, rough around the edges perhaps, but a
good person. And I know that when I die, I'm going to heaven and I know that if
you died tomorrow, you wouldn't join me. And that's so selfish, Al. What am I
going to do without you?"


This, too, touched a nerve.


"You can't emotionally blackmail me with fairytales, Seren. I don't
believe it, it's all bullshit."


"But then what's the point in it all? Where do you find meaning in
anything?" Then her voice fell to a hushed whisper. "And what if
you're wrong?"


The hot anger blossoming in my chest roared like a freight train. A
moment later I was gripping the lapels of her jacket and shaking her so hard
her teeth clacked together.


"What if I'm wrong?" I roared. "What if you're wrong?
What if you die and that's it and you've wasted your entire life preparing and
waiting for something more? You ask me how I can find meaning in it. I don't
want to find meaning. I want to make my own damn meaning, I want to live my
life now, Seren, while I'm still fucking living it."


She pushed me away, slapped me so hard my face rang with pain despite
the fog in my head. When she raised her hand again, I flinched away and she
froze. Then she turned away, her face clouded in disgust.


"I can't believe you're my family, Al. You're pathetic."


And then she left. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


I lay on the futon, barbed moonlight tumbling through the window,
bathing me in pale fire. My body was warm and soft and heavy. I tried to lift
my arm, but found it trapped by the silk, I lifted the other and noticed
without much concern that my flesh was as white as milk.


When I rolled over on the thin mattress, I found Blodeuwedd's amber eyes
gleaming at me; her red hair formed a shimmering halo on the pillow. Her face
looked odd; once soft features turned sharp and hard by the odd light. The
softness that emanated from her before replaced by lethargic confidence.


"You are better than I'd expected," she said, without moving
her lips. Her fingers slid between the sheets and the flesh of my stomach.
"A natural, even."


"Something is different tonight," I whispered, noticing with
curiosity that I could see my words as red lights that crept from my lips and
floated to the ceiling.


"Don't speak, my Outsider," she said, without speaking.
"Words are too precious to be wasted. Talk without words."


My brain struggled with this concept, whirred around the idea without
making any connections. Like a revving gear without teeth to bite.


She giggled and kissed me. Her lips flavoured with poppies and sex.


"Don't think so hard. It's easy, trust me."


Her eyes met mine, those burning amber eyes. And then I was tumbling
mind first into her.


It was as though the world unfurled before me, infinite complexity
reduced to laughable simplicity. A stunningly beautiful flower-head unfolded
like origami into a single piece of blank paper. Like someone flinging back the
curtain on a magic trick to reveal the mirror concealed within.


The walls peeled back, the city around me faded into insignificance. I
saw the world as far as the horizon and then that too vanished and I could see
beyond it. Onwards forever, not just distance but time too.


In that instant I understood everything. For I was everything and
nothing. The boundaries between me and the world ceased to exist, ceased to
matter. Everything was the same, made of the same components, governed by the
same laws.


And I understood it all, devoured it all, wore it as though it was a
part of me.


And it was. Because I was part of it.


But the moment faded as quickly as it came and almost all the
understanding slipped away. Fragments remained, perhaps just the parts my mind
could truly comprehend and process. I remembered images that no human eye had
ever seen, spoke words in languages unspoken for thousands of years, hummed
bars from music not yet written.


And my gift?


I laughed. A rich, throaty laugh that didn't seem to end. I just
couldn't help it. How had I been struggling when it was all so fucking obvious?


Everything I'd known, everything I'd learned, every tiny blossom of
understanding, every inch eked out in my two years of practice shadowed in
insignificance by what I understood now.


"Good, no?"


Blodeuwedd was with me again, but the world shattered. I saw in
concepts, rather than images. The room was my cocoon, Blodeuwedd a woman of
flowers and gleaming eyes and I was nothing more than vapor on the breeze.


I laughed again.


"It's incredible," I said.


"Again?" she asked; her voice smooth and seductive.


"I can do it again?"


"You're young and strong. You are a god, Outsider. We can go all
night if you want to."


That laugh came again. Came so easily. I thought I hadn't laughed like
this in years. I probably hadn't.


"Yes. Please."


She kissed me, an exquisite taste that filled me with longing.


"You don't need to ask nicely, my Outsider. Take what you want. It
is what you are owed."


I caught her gaze, found myself tumbling and howled in ecstasy as the
world unfurled.


 


*~*~*~*


 


I awoke in the morning and immediately vomited, bile cascading out of my
mouth and seeping through my nostrils to form a messy puddle on the bare
floorboards. I spent a moment hanging over the edge of the mattress, staring at
it and shaking with pain.


Every inch of me ached. And not the soft, reassuring ache that follows
an energetic night between the sheets. It was as though I'd been dropped and
broken during the night—pulled through a mangle, kicking and screaming.


"Calm yourself, my Outsider," whispered Blodeuwedd in my ear.
"They're just growing pains. We all suffer them as we come into our
birthright."


"Is it always this hard?" I gasped.


There was no reply.


When I was able to pull myself together, I glanced back at the bed to
find Blodeuwedd gone. Only the lingering scent of flowers and her arousal were
any evidence that she was ever there at all.


By degree I eased myself out of bed, dressed and staggered downstairs. I
remembered snatches of the previous night, but each fresh clue sparked
another's return to me. My left shoe at the top of the stairs brought back a
wave of our frantic groping. The picture knocked askew where I'd pushed her
against the wall. The hanging she'd torn down as I'd knelt before her, one of
her slender legs slung carelessly over my shoulder.


And each memory brought fresh nausea.


Somewhere downstairs I could hear raised voices and I descended, my body
still protesting, my head still spinning. I thought I recognised one of the
shouters, or maybe both of them. It was impossible to know, thoughts muddled by
the pain reverberating through head.


"You're not going to, I won't let you."


I staggered into the kitchen to find Seren and Blodeuwedd squaring up to
each other, both seemed oblivious to my sudden appearance in the doorway. It
looked as though each were close to murdering the other. I tried to move
forward, intending to step between them, but I slipped on a floor slick with
blood. I blinked and found myself face to face with the thin, rat-faced man,
unconscious on the floor.


Blodeuwedd spotted me slumped in the doorway.


"My Outsider."


"Your nothing," spat Seren as she crossed the kitchen towards
me. "Al, you're coming with me."


She pulled me to my feet and pushed me through the door and into the
hall. Blodeuwedd was hot on our heels, eyes gleaming, her predatory features
contorted with rage. 


"Al is mine. One of my Outsiders," she said, her tone as hard
as nails. 


I felt her gift lash out and the front door slammed closed. Seren
whirled back on her, her own face colored with anger. 


"What do you mean one of?"


"They come to me, the lost children, come to my arms, out of the
cold. They find solace here."


"So Al, Jordan, and who else?"


My head was spinning now. Jordan? But it made sense; could that have
been why he'd killed Daffydd? Why he'd made it all seem so casual? Had
Blodeuwedd done that to him? Is that what she'd done to me? Were there others?


"Dozens, hundreds maybe," said Blodeuwedd, looking proud of
herself. "We will retake this city. It is mine. The Church stole it from
me long ago, but I will retake what was mine."


"Well more fool you. Alex doesn't give a shit about the city, do
you, Al?"


But I wasn't listening, I felt Blodeuwedd gather her talent and I did the
same. I tried to warn Seren, but all that I managed was a low groan. Rather
than reacting to Blodeuwedd as I hoped she might, instead she looked at me,
concern evident in her gaze. 


Blodeuwedd let it all go in one enormous rush; I knew that the blow would
be fatal. I tried to pull Seren out of the way and put myself between her and
it all in one motion. My own talent surged up in her defense, but I was much
too weak and far too slow.


But the blow never landed. Another talent, familiar and alien all at once,
joined mine and together we stopped it dead. The new talent blended with mine,
complemented it, and was so recognizable that for a moment I was sure it was my
own. 


But it wasn't.


It was less refined, more raw, less practiced. 


I looked at my sister.


"Seren?"


"I'm your twin, Al," she said from between gritted teeth, as
though that explained everything.


Perhaps it did.


The three of us pushed our talents into a stalemate and then stood there
for what seemed like an eternity. I looked at Blodeuwedd, her beautiful
features were folded into the slightest frown. I could hear her voice whisper
in the back of my head, pleading with me to help her.


And I wanted to. Where my sister had only ever brought me pain and
isolation, Blodeuwedd had given me power and bliss. I looked to Seren and saw
her face folded into hateful lines and wondered why I was protecting her. And
then my eyes fell from her face to the blood on her hands. The blood I'd put
there.


Blood that only I could wash away. 


And it was all so obvious.


"I'm so sorry, Seren," I said.


I staggered toward Blodeuwedd, who crowed in victory, her amber eyes
gleaming as they caught my expression. Then the triumph faded as fast as it had
come and horror shot across her face. Whether she'd read the intention in my features,
or in Seren's, or merely realized her mistake, I couldn't be sure. 


But Seren was my sister and that was all that mattered. 


I caught Blodeuwedd by the face, my fingers wrapping around her sharp,
avian features.


I felt the direction of her talent shift, but she was far too slow. My
gift struck like a coiled snake, passed through my fingers and snatched the
life out of her before she could make a sound.


I collapsed to the ground in a shower of petals and feathers.


Then everything was still for a very long time.


"Al?" whispered Seren.


I could hear the unspoken question in her voice.


"I'm your twin, Seren," I said, as though that explained
everything.


Perhaps it did.


 


*~*~*~*


 


The room was small and quiet and dark. Thin strips of sunlight fell in bizarre
shapes through the broken blinds. Motes of dust, suspended in the air, were
illuminated by the light, trapped in a perpetual dance. 


The room's sole occupant, other than me, lay in a deep slumber. His bed,
propped up on one side with milk crates. Rubbish, cigarette ash and other
miscellaneous debris carpeted the floor.


I picked my way around it, careful not to disturb him. He only awoke
when I sat at the end of his bed. 


"What's wrong?"


I looked at Jordan, meeting his purple gaze. His eyes seemed harder than
I'd ever seen them before. I could remember when they'd been soft and kind, or
when they'd sparkled with humor. Now they resembled the eyes of the long dead,
glazed and devoid of emotion. 


"Blodeuwedd is dead."


He gave no indication of surprise, either at my mention of the name, or
at learning of her demise. Instead, he merely blinked and the slightest hint of
a frown appeared on his brow.


"I see," he said and sat up, shuffling so that he leaned
against the headboard. 


"Did you know I'd been to see her?"


"She did tell me."


"How much did she tell you? Did she tell you about her war?"


"Are you interrogating me?"


"No, Jordan," I said, raised my eyes upwards with a heavy
sigh. "What would be the point in that?"


He didn't know how to respond, so he remained silent, his brooding eyes
gleaming at me out of the darkness. We sat for a moment in silence, broken only
by the steady tap, tap, tap of a clock somewhere in the room.


"What do you want, Al?"


"To say goodbye."


This surprised him. He moved forward on the bed, coming closer to me,
eyes full of curiosity. 


"You're leaving?"


"Yeah, I think so."


"Where are you going?"


I didn't answer but instead fixed him with an intense gaze. "I
loved you, you know?"


He stared at me, brow furrowed in confusion. I lifted my hand to his
face, cupped his cheek, ran my thumb over his lips.


"Loved you like the older brother I never had, looked up to you,
trusted you, did everything you asked me to. Now I'm going to fight for you,
take from them what they took from you."


"I don't know what you're talking about."


"Tell me you feel the same— if not for me, then anyone."


There wasn't even the slightest flicker of comprehension in his face.
Not even the ghost of the man I'd known. 


"I'm sorry," I said, and meant it with every fibre of my
being.


Sorry that I hadn't noticed him slipping away inch by inch. Sorry I'd
watched as he'd killed. Sorry I'd not been able to protect him as he'd
protected me all these years. Sorry that I'd loved him and never told him until
now. Sorry for what I was about to do. 


If I'd given any indication of what was coming, if he'd felt any inkling
of my talent gathering, he didn't react. I liked to think that the expression
that blossomed in his eyes a split second before was comprehension and
understanding. I hoped that he understood why I did it. But this was only
wishful thinking.


I laid him onto the bed, lips ever so slightly parted in surprise,
purple eyes staring unseeing up into my face. I closed them so I could pretend
he was merely sleeping and then draped him in burgundy sheets. When I left the
room, I closed the door quietly behind me, careful not to wake him. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


"It'll leave without us if we're not quick."


Seren dragged me along the platform, beside us the train growled
throatily. As she stepped through the doors, a look of relief crossed her face.
I followed her onto the train, lugged the suitcase on after me and avoided the
trolley that smelled of burnt coffee. 


"I'll stow the bag while you grab us some seats."


She nodded, beaming, and almost ran down the carriage. Seren had always
loved trains, ever since we'd both been little. I watched her go, waited until
she'd found a seat and until I caught the hiss of the brakes disengaging. I
lifted the suitcase into the rack, slipped the last of my savings into the
front pocket and stepped off the train.


"We're leaving," said the conductor. "If you get off now,
you ain't getting back on."


"I was just seeing my sister on."


He nodded in understanding and climbed aboard. The doors closed with a
whisper and then locked. Someone further down the platform whistled and I began
to walk the length of the train.


I found her in a window seat near the back of the carriage and tapped
softly on the glass. For a second, her eyes flew wide, before realization
blossomed in her expression.


"Oh," I saw her say.


"Sorry."


I pressed my hand against the window and she covered it with hers; as
though we were pressing our hands against a mirror. Identical hands, identical
faces, identical tears running down identical cheeks. 


"Goodbye," I mouthed.


"Goodbye."


And then the train was moving and I let her go, hoping I would never see
her again. 


I watched until it was out of sight and then turned up the collar of my
jacket. 


After all, I had work to do and I couldn't let her get any more blood on
her hands. 


This wasn't her fight. And Seren could form a friendship in an empty
room, soon enough she'd be settled with dozens of people around her, just like
she always had been. She'd be happy. 


I hoped she wouldn't come straight back, I hoped she'd be okay, I hoped
that she'd go on to find something better than this. Mostly I hoped I'd done
the right thing.


But I was sure I had; she deserved a better life than this, and a better
sister than me.
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A monster manacled to the wall was growling at her.
She could hear its snarls resolve from a waterfall of noise to distinct words. As
her sight returned, the chains that halted the swing of its arms from reaching
her seemed to almost shine in the dim light of the basement. She shifted and
tried to stand, the roughness of the wall digging through the numbness and
prickling at her face. 


“If you are going to
die, at least let me free.” Despite how its throat swelled like a pustule in
the shadow of its jowls, the monster spoke with the voice of a man. “I’m quite
late for a meeting.” His face quivered as he spoke, half of it almost human. 


“What?” 


“Oh yes, my wife is
waiting.” It grinned. “Food’s probably cold though. Pity. She made good food
before you bastards killed her.” 


The magic was receding
with every breath she took, relieving the pressure in her head. Her legs were
swaying, and every movement threatened to topple her. 


“When did she die?” Her
mouth felt alien to her, but she needed to speak. 


The room was large and
windowless, lit by thin magical strips that ran along the wall and cast a faint
light over the refuse that cluttered it. In one corner, beside the monster,
there seemed to be a small carpet of mud covered with green tufts of weed and
grass. Bed, she thought, turning away from it towards the staircase at
the other end of the place. Basement. 


The stench of the room
made it difficult to breathe. 


“She died… I don’t
know.” Its voice was quieter now, like an animal growling in the back of its
throat. “How long have you had me chained?” 


“You’re a monster.” 


“You made me one,
Inayast!” 


Inayast. The word lingered
in her mind, reverberating louder and louder until the pain surged through her
and made her clutch the wall to remain standing. 


She took a deep breath
and canted her head towards the monster. It was facing away from her, resting
upon its haunches. It had straight brown hair falling to below its chin, and
she could see the insides of its mouth through the perforations in its cheek. 


“You are a monster,”
she repeated. “You’re German.” 


It rushed towards her,
chains clanking at he pulled at them. “That matters to you now? What your race
has been doing to us rivals anything the Nazis’ ever dreamed.” 


With the pain
dissipating, some of the memories were returning. “No,” she shook her head.
“You Germans are human. It’s not the same.” Images were unfurling in front of
her, of a room with a fireplace and a tall window that faced a city slick with
rain. 


The taut chains became
slack at it retreated towards the bed in the corner. “You’ve told me enough of
your people, Inayast. You’re all evil. Monster to monster.” 


And then, those images
rose, the faint whispers of long evenings spent with somebody speaking besides
her. Words came to the fore – portals and other worlds, invaders and stranded
defenders. But they surfaced like planks of splintered wood in a turbulent
river. 


“Why are you here,
Inayast?” It spoke from the far corner of the room, now squatting slightly and
slumped against the wall. It took a moment for the stench to reach her. “Did
another batch of potion fail already?” 


She backed away towards
the far wall. Its words were familiar to her, but their meaning just wouldn’t
come. They felt strange as she repeated them. And that windowed room stayed
maddeningly out of reach. 


“You know, this is my
home now… in a way. I’d rather you not tear it down on my head.” 


She starred at it until
it raised an arm and pointed to the wall. There were depressions in the brick
beside her the shape and size of her hands, with red and white dust collecting
on the floor. 


“You were quite mad
when you ran in.” Its mocking voice turned sour and guttural. “Thought it was
my lucky day.” 


She looked towards the
corner where she had awoken: there too her magic had cut right into the brick.
Just as in the room upstairs, where there was a hole in the floor the shape of
her Mistress, Inayast. 


“I killed her!” Her
mistress was dust and ashes, floating in the wind. The magic had taken her so
swiftly that her Mistress’ elation at the success of her potion hadn’t even
left her face before her body crumbled. “I killed…” 


The monster in the
basement was still speaking. “You’ve killed plenty. I should know. Who’s the
lucky—“ Its voice faded as she remembered the rain that pounded her through the
glass windows she had inadvertently destroyed with her touch, after killing her
Mistress. The storm had thundered over the city – her city – and all the senses
of this body she had transformed into had become amplified and discordant to
the point of agony. And she had ran stumbling against the walls to the corner
in the basement where the world seemed quietest.


“… if it were Berdine,
good riddance. I swear she wants to kill me every time she came down with food.
Like that German scientist you kept.” 


“He was a Nazi.” She
said, testing out these fingers and keeping the sway of her new legs steady.
“Told Mistress how he used to sew arms of one person to another. How they were
always French.” 


Its eyes narrowed,
sounding almost confused as it continued, “Yeah. Gave you the idea for the
potion.”


“True,” she said. “And
now the potion works.” She was feeling stronger than she’d ever felt. And
everything seemed so much smaller from this height, weaker and more fragile.
This monster that she had so hated for being German had terrified her before.
Now it was backing away from her as the wall by her hand fragmented.


“…Berdine?” 


Her name. All the
pieces were clicking into place. The power was threading through her,
collecting and vibrating beneath her skin. 


“The potion worked?” 


“Obviously.” It had
been painful, and she’d thought she would die. But it worked. She wasn’t human
anymore. “Mistress said your flesh was invaluable for the tests.” 


He snorted, loud and
sudden. “She took enough of it. Where’s Inayast?”


“She’d dead.” It seemed
to choke at that. “Dust went in the water. Didn’t she want a seaside funeral?” 


“They don’t have seas
back in their home.”


Was that news to her?
“Oh.” She didn’t know why, but it was important to remember it all correctly
now. “She wanted to see the beach ever since I told her about the Riviera.” 


“You killed her.” It was
staring at her as it suddenly rose, its voice rapid as it growled out the
words. “You’ve killed her –We can escape! You know this city, don’t you? We can
–”


“I’m not.” 


Its voice was like a
dog’s whine. “What? Why! It’s risky, but what else could you possibly do in a
city crawling with Masters?”


That was obvious. “I need to save my brother.” 


That’s when it all
finally coalesced. This was the basement. She needed to save her brother. With
this complete awareness came a dozen new sensations that had earlier felt as if
they were being experienced through a glass window. Her body moved, her magic
surged, and her mouth formed names. “I’m going to kill Scrle. Save my brother.
And then I’ll run.” 


Having backed away into
the corner, over the bed of stinking grass, the German was shaking his head. “A
chance to escape doesn’t come twice, Berdine. How could you possibly save your
brother?” When she didn’t reply, he continued, “Scrle’s a beast. We all know
what you did to him. He would already have taken his revenge.”


Scrle was a beast, more
than anything her Mistress had created in this basement. She examined the
German gesturing with his meaty, misshapen hands as he tried to convince her.
Would she have become like this if the potion she had taken had failed? 


“Don’t squander–”


She cut him off,
remembering her Mistress’ words. “Mistress had refused me, too. Said it was
foolish to take Scrle’s bait.” 


“It is! He’s probably
just lying, don’t you—”


“He described him. Said
he smelled like me. Said...” A thousand things that were just going to make her
kill Scrle more brutally. But she needed to find him, somehow. In a city that
first the Germans and then the Masters had destroyed. Still, the ideas were
forming. Her Mistress had to meet with Philippe today – that was a good enough
start. 


Her Mistress’s death
had been sudden. One minute, Berdine had been transforming into her Mistress’
replica. The next, she had felt the magic roar in her hands and pressed them
against her Mistress’ neck.


The smile at her
success hadn’t even left Mistress’ face. 


“Berdine… please.” 


He was kneeling in
front of her, knees sunken into the filth, tugging at the chains. “I need to… I
haven’t seen the sun in so long. I’ll do whatever you want. Just free me.” He
raised his hands, like so many Frenchmen would have raised in front of the
Germans. 


There was a clock
ticking. How long would the potion’s effects last? His was permanent, but
others had transformed within hours, oscillating agonizingly between human and
Master forms until her Mistress took mercy. She had kept Mistress’ form for at
least a few hours now. And nothing seemed to be hurting anymore. 


“Berdine.”


The magic surged
through her. He yelped and went stumbling back, skidding in the filth and
pressing his soiled body against the wall. And then his ears rose and a growl
erupted out of his throat. 


So, he had resistance
to her Mistress’ magic. That was unexpected. But good, she thought after
a moment. Scrle would too. 


She felt her magic
trickle back as he rushed towards her. She had no idea how to work it. With the
Mistress, it had been an instinctual thing, an anger at Mistress’ refusal that
needed to be sated. But outside she would need to be better. She needed to save
her brother.


So she would practice
on the German. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


The downpour had left the city dank, the streets
filthy with runoff, and the river Ill churning. Berdine took slow steps, trying
to emulate her Mistress’ presence, with the café now visible at the corner.
Across the riverbank, the broken homes gawked towards the sky – the July light
glinting against their windows. A couple of Masters prowled the street by a
once proud manor house, with a few lithe Fey spread amongst the stockier ones
of Scrle’s race.


It was hard to walk: this
broken city presented too many obstacles for her uncertain gait. The remains of
homes were strewn across the road, wet with rain and the filth that was a
perpetual reminder of her city’s decay. 


Noon? she wondered, gazing around and above her. There were no clocks anymore,
just blank faces with two dead hands. Trickles of runoff fell upon her as she
walked, hugging close to the buildings to try and avoid the sludge from the
streets. The stench, at least, she was used to after nearly two years. Thankfully
Mistress’ body didn’t seem to have more potent senses. With the overcast sky
and the shadows the buildings cast, the world looked darkened by the right
amount.


Aside from the magic,
the strangeness of thick muscles coiling within her legs and arms was the most
drastic change. She couldn’t run, yet, but she was walking surer now.


Was that instinctual?
Or some leftover from her Mistress? Either way, it would help her save her
brother. 


Situated adjacent the
branching of the river, the café overlooked it from both sides. The Ill was
louder here, rubble from her constantly crumbling city tumbling over the
jutting rocks. Aimé had loved this frothy bend of the river, and their mother
had indulged him so much, with long afternoons in the sand and dinners at the very
café she was going into.  


But now it was full of
Masters. She clenched her fists as she walked through a crowd of them, towards
the tables her Mistress had usually taken. 


The air was pungent
with lumps of game from nearby forests. A small, blonde boy in tattered clothes
was cleaning up the flints of bone and half-chewed meat that had fallen to the
ground – last week it had been a brown haired one, slighter than most. 


Close to noon, she thought, given the dense crowd. Somehow, her Mistress had always
known the time. 


Turning towards the
child bent down and scrubbing at the floor, she could see the Scrle lookalike
as he spoke and waved his arms through the air, his silver ring flashing, and
his Fey listener emulating him after a pause. She couldn’t make out all of the
words. But enough to know what they were saying. 


The Americans lost on
another front. Third one in a week. It
made her feel beyond foolish. Seems like France has used up its quota of
daring rescues. 


Around her, the Masters
were celebrating their victory with loud, grating voices. Behind her, the river
was rushing away, almost inaudible in their din, but always there. 


She touched the boy’s
shoulders, making him shriek and fall back and sending all that he had labored to
collect splattering to the floor. “Sorry,” she said, the French coming to her
almost instinctively before she remembered that her Mistress had rarely spoken
it. Curter, then, she told the stumbling boy to get her the drink that Mistress
always had, watching his head turn back towards the blue-skinned Fey that
managed the café. 


Mistress had always sat
here. The seat provided her a clear view of the entire café and both the
streets that fed into it. Masters were beginning to stream in from both sides,
laughing about the victory and the celebrations that were to be held. A few
nodded to her as they went. 


“Human-loving filth,”
and others insulted.


It was strange, sitting
amidst them all as one of them – better, in fact, than most of them. Even now,
with the control she was keeping on her thoughts, she could feel the magic
curling within her, almost languorous since its last release. It was also
refocusing faster after each use. 


The boy came with the
drink and she tried to smile at him, but he was staring at the floor. He was
slow as he moved away, favoring his right leg and almost hobbling. Not the
right hair. 


She hated herself as
she turned towards the river again. She couldn’t see much of the waters from
here. After the bend, the city on the opposing side of the riverbank was like a
graveyard. That had been their last stand, and she had fought beside the men
that day. Old men and children. And rubbish guns. That had been where
she’d left Aimé. 


And all that remained
was a few scattered buildings that stood like gravestones, epitaphs to a city
that was no longer there. 


Last time she had seen
him, she had been jumping from the convoy onto the shoulders of the beast
rushing at them. Pressed against the other refugees, they’d all been staring at
the carnage, firing useless shots from nearly empty guns. As the last of the
old men fell, one of the beasts had turned and rushed towards them, easily
catching up to the decrepit convoy stuttering over the rubble that littered the
roads. She had kissed Aimé, tightened her grip around the gun, and jumped. 


The beast – Scrle as
she had later found out – had been so surprised he hadn’t even slowed. To find
purchase on his shoulders, she had thrust the bayonet into his ears. 


And now, the drink was
hot between her fingers. 


Philippe was late. 


Though she’d often been
besides her Mistress when they’d visited the slavers, she couldn’t remember the
paths. It was strange, but she felt more connected to her city now than her
years of slavery. For months she had sat on this very seat, but had she ever
remembered that last desperate night of fighting that took place amongst the
ruins that sprawled in front of her? 


She had seen every ruin
and every corner, but the past had been absent from it. Until now. Why? 


A few of the Masters were
staring at her as they conversed. Scrle’s doppelganger was particularly loud,
throwing in a couple of insults Mistress had often heard, as if they were going
to incite her to do something foolish. He wasn’t much to look at, being thick
and squat and heavy on the shoulders like the rest of his race. But he wore a
ring. And though she wanted to slowly separate him from his bones, just for
that she couldn’t. 


The boy was almost
quivering as he carried the meat, his face scrunched up in disgust. Though the wrong
color, his hair fell over his eyes almost exactly like Aime’s had. He looked
like Aimé too, his slight body maybe nine or ten as Aimé had been. 


She couldn’t wait any
longer. Her plan hinged on Philippe guiding her to the slavers, as he often did
her Mistress. She had realized that might not be able to free her brother in
this city, but she could definitely buy him.  


It had been a day since
Scrle came to her Mistress’ house announcing his success. And that very night
she had pushed her Mistress towards trying out the potion on her. 


It had been a day. Her
brother could survive that. He was strong. He’d held her after their father had
died, shot through the heart by a German who’d knocked at the door. Later,
their mother had whispered ‘shock’, but that wasn’t true. 


Their mother hadn’t
been there in the convoy, just as she’d never been there after their father’s
death. She’d left him alone. And he’d survived then, too. 


He could stay alive
long enough for her to rescue him.


You may have taken my
ear, but I have my nose. And your brother. Scrle
had stood at the doorway until her Mistress had rushed forward and fragmented
the ground beneath him, sending him toppling back. Had she agreed to save Aimé,
everything would have been different. 


Philippe was late and
the doppelganger had taken the little boy in his hands, his beastly maw
shutting close enough to the child’s face that she could see little trickles
stain the side of his clothes. And in the café they were laughing, at the
victory or the boy – or her? – she did not know, but it was enough to make the
magic surge and her rings lit up as they had in the basement, as she watched
her power slash into the German. 


I can’t… 


She needed to turn
away, to look back towards the river that emptied into the Rhine, flowing north
towards what was still American territory. It would be easy to jump into it and
grab hold of some wood and let it float her to freedom. This body could
handle, she knew, being in the water for hours. She could escape. And
damn Aimé. 


Someone was speaking to
her. 


“…thinking of our
victory, Inayast? Still say the war is a “Fayling’s” tantrum?” The doppelganger
was in front of her, his thick palm clasping the edge of her table. “Still
think,” and he began to nearly shout, “…we are short-sighted and foolish!” And
suddenly there was a crowd gathering around her, their words in their many
tongues mingling together into this blanket of noise that began to press on her
from every side.  


Whenever she’d been
cornered, Mistress had always tried to explain to them her thoughts, the
reasons of her protest against the war. She’d told them that the Humans had no
idea why the portals had opened in their world, and why they had closed. She’d
talked of how they could try and replicate the conditions that brought them
here through cooperation. But the crowds had always frothed in front of her
like rabid dogs, and Mistress’ rings had eventually glowed, and they had all
parted.  


There was a crowd
gathering around her now and she didn’t have her Mistress’ composure. 


She stood, her fingers
clicking. The power surged through her like a torrent. And the doppelganger
began to scream. 


Then he stopped. His
black eyes were still staring at her as they crumbled into dust.  


She sat down and took a
sip of her cold and almost empty glass. After that the onlookers petered away
rapidly, a few bowing deeply as they left, while others muttered about killers
and traitors. 


She could hear the
river again, and as her breath evened out, the magic began winding down from
its peak.  


That was foolish. Nearly the entire café was staring at her now. Mistress had never
reacted like this. By endangering herself, she was putting Aimé in danger. But
it felt so good to finally… 


It was a while later
that Philippe appeared in a plume of purple and thunder, dropping from a few
feet in the air. Stepping onto the boulevard, he shook his leg with a look of
disgust before spotting her. His human face split into a wide smile and his
arms extended as he marched towards her. “Most lovely, Mademoiselle. You
are like an image of my home, in this dark and filthy Earth!” He reached and
kissed her face on each side, his enthusiastic hands clutching her shoulders. 


Mistress had always
found him irritating – He’s become, she had said, too enamored with
the French. Yet she’d always let him greet her in his increasingly
elaborate ways saying, But he’s a spy. They are useful. 


Mistress never had a
deadline, though. “Let us go,” she said, as he stood in front of her, dusting his
lapels and beginning to shrug off his long, brown overcoat. “We don’t have much
time.” 


“Au contraire, Madame,”
he had an airy voice that seemed untethered to any concern. “We have just won a
great victory. We have all the time in the world,” he added, his arms
retreating into his shoulders before extending from below to catch the falling
coat. It was exceedingly disconcerting watching a human body change like that.
“Let us drink to victory!” 


“I’ve done just that.
Let’s go.” 


“And yet, just a single
glass! Garçon,” he called out, making some of the Masters stare
balefully at her again. “Give us two cups of what the lady had! For victory!”


A brown creature at the
other end of the café roared in appreciation. Cheers were ringing out in
sporadic bursts all over the café and the boy scuttled from table to table
carrying meat. Then he turned towards her, a washcloth resting on his
shoulders. She couldn’t stay here for another moment. 


Philippe was smiling,
tugging back the chair, readying himself it looked for the long chats her
Mistress used to have with him by the riverfront. She moved closer to him and
muttered, “Let’s go,” and the cup on her table disintegrated into dust,
startling the boy who’d been reaching to pick it up into a shriek. 


The smile from his face
was gone now, replaced by a stronger gaze as his human skin swirled and changed
back into his real one. 


“You are late and I
have much else to do. Shall we?” 


He did. 


The boy was the last
thing she saw as they turned towards the cathedral.


 


*~*~*~*


 


With the sewers clogged the streets looked like a
network of thin, dirty brown rivers threading through the spaces between ruins.
Philippe stepped carefully across the filth, taking longer routes to find
places where the debris had clumped together into makeshift bridges. It was
stupid, but it gave her time to practice the magic.


She gave herself little
challenges – the rock over there, that bit of metal – trying to increase
the distance and the control she had over the strike. 


It was better than
nothing. Mistress had never asked to be teleported either. Could he even
teleport two people? All she needed him to do was help her find Aimé. She
knew her city well enough to escape after that. 


All she needed Aimé to
do was hold on. 


I’ve made him a slave. Scrle had smiled at that, still on his haunches after Mistress’ attack.
But not for long. Ear for an ear, human bitch. 


And Mistress had just
let him leave. 


Most of the buildings
around her were shorn of their top halves, as if a mad barber had gone on a
rampage. The debris from that initial attack still remained scattered across
the street. 


We need your idea of
organization, of society, Mistress had said,
the night after she had first voiced her dissenting opinions about the war and
been humiliated by an officer with a cadre of fools as a result.


Sitting beside a
makeshift fire in the room she had later died in, her Mistress had drunk
bottles of stuff that used to make her dizzy after the first cup. It had been
night and the fire had flickered across the smooth, hairless skin of her bowed
face, shrouding her eyes in shadow and making her slow, drunken ramblings seem
impossibly sad. It has been less than a year and the city is falling apart,
Mistress had said, stoking Berdine’s hair and listening to the noises of the
rabble that had congregated outside the wards. These fools can’t see
anything beyond their wars.  


Two years now and the
city was broken. Atop the rubble she could see the dilapidated façade of the
Strasbourg Cathedral, its gothic windows shattered, its Romanesque arches
sliced in two and lying like corpses upon its ruined gardens. With the remains
of the cathedral to her left, the road stretched for a long while.


She broke the silence.
“Where are we going?” 


Philippe was almost
slouching by her side, and at the sound of her voice he seemed to perk up. He
had reverted to his human guise – white skin, brown-blonde hair and sharp,
protruding cheek bones that she wanted to snap. “Ah, Madame, the first
establishment for today is just beyond Place Kléber, in the basement of a
uniquely French building.” 


“What would you know,”
Berdine asked, “about French buildings?” 


He was all smiles now.
“Ah, Madame, I know that they are like French women.” He was animated now, his
handsome face split by a too-wide smile. “Each unique and filled with history.”



She didn’t know why
that surprised her. Her face turned towards the spires of the cathedral. 


“And have you,” she
somehow spoke, “known many French women?” 


“And Spanish. And
Italian.” He laughed. “This place, Inayast, is a veritable font of beauty!” 


“Did they… know what
you were?” 


“I suspect they did by
the end,” his teeth were sharp and his smile was so much wider than it had any
right to be. “But by then it never seemed to matter.”  


With the cathedral
still to her left, she said a small prayer that she had been reserving for two
long years. Even if she no longer believed, she could still remember.


He was speaking,
gushing like the river of filth. She wanted to exterminate him. 


“…now Spain most of
all, and Germany, but Spain is the most exciting!” He paused and stared at her,
as if expecting her to concur. “The people mutter el diablo on the
streets and bow to their statues, and their leaders pray to an American bomb.”
His laugh was even louder than before. “As if our mages haven’t stopped every
pathetic bomb of theirs.” 


She had almost stopped
in surprise. An American bomb? Were they gearing to raze her city to the
ground? 


“Of course, they have
no idea our advance is going to break through their fronts and kill all their
precious Americans, but then, they never do.” He paused momentarily, and began
looking at her again. “I hear there are some lovely games happening in
commemoration of our victories. Have you attended?”


“No. I’m not exactly
well received at such functions.” 


He smiled, bringing his
hands to her shoulders. “We have five gold rings and spare between us, Ma
Chérie. Who could stop us?” 


They turned right
towards Place Kléber, and the noises that had been steadily rising for a couple
of minutes now immediately seemed to become so much louder. Unlike the
Cathedral road that had been rather deserted, the roads to Kléber were brimming
with Masters. Mistress had always kept her close to her side here, saying that
it was dangerous for humans. 


With the right
preparation, she had said, your blood
tastes like molasses to us. I see how you savor that treat; that is how they
would savor you. 


These streets were
lined with tall buildings that had fallen into majestic ruin. It was the
grandeur they loved, she had always thought: better than their own
shitholes. The Germans before them had congregated here, too.


The clouds had all
parted, sending a wave of heat that prickled at her naked forehead, and made
the alien heart within her beat a lot faster. There was a large sump in the
street that went through an obliterated building and touched the lane right
across. The Masters were spread in a ring around it, screaming and
alternatively groaning in that guttural voice of theirs, and waving their arms
at something within. She turned away from it, walking faster towards Kléber. 


“It’s foolish,”
Philippe began, after catching up to her, “that the only ones they get for
sport are either infirm or too young to be of much enjoyment.” 


He would die, she
thought again. She would kill him before this was through. “We need the able
bodied. And the able minded.” 


Nodding vigorously, he
replied, “Yes, yes, I agree with the native-maintainer theory of yours. But
sport is important, too. We are, after all, moored in the middle of the most
distant ocean anybody has ever been too.” 


The road opened up into
the square. “You know my thoughts about that.” 


He nudged her towards
the left. “Ah, yes, work with the humans to get back to our land. Ma Chérie,
they will never work with us – they want, no, they need to destroy us all.”



She remembered the
elaborate arguments Mistress had constructed to prove that the Humans hadn’t
created the portals – or at least, how they had been accidental. And with every
argument she made, with every impassioned speech that Mistress rehearsed in
front of her, her Mistress’ isolation and loneliness had increased. Was that
why she had turned towards her slaves?


“You never said so
before. Not publically.” 


The square was brimming
with Masters, but they were getting a wide berth. There was a change in his
voice, and the loud, airy twang had been replaced by the deeper, throatier one
common to his race. “I never saw the point. Your ideas are idealistic, but we
have done too much to them for them to let us live.”


“We can make common
ground. We can—” 


“The only common ground
we can make with the humans is on our grave.” 


The square was large
and encroached upon by all the shops that now surrounded it. One cold November,
she had stood by the statue at the center and watched the army march through to
place the Free French Flag atop the cathedral.  


They burnt slaves and
soldiers on that statue now. Celebration, they called it, for their
gods. On its charred surface she wanted to scratch that as an epitaph to
her ruined city. For the gods. 


The surrounding shops
sold everything the Masters needed: game from the Black Forest, medicines and
the services of healers, the weapons, the arms and memorabilia captured in the
raids, and, of course, sex. 


For the most part, you
humans are too fragile for it, Mistress had
said. Thankfully, armies have always had their dedicated followers. 


So they all congregated
here shouting and bargaining and if they hadn’t been so large and their skins
so colorful, she could almost have thought that it was just another
marketplace. And he was still speaking as they crossed it. 


Near the statue, beside
a bunch of Fey children, a Master punched an old man, driving his head against
the edge of the pedestal. The old man fell by the Feylings, who seeing the
victorious Master leaving, began to clamber all over him. 


“…despite what your
little pets tell you, Humans would never, even if we deigned to. We’re –”


She interjected here,
as her Mistress always had. “My slaves are doctors and scientists – the mages
and wizards of their world.” 


Philippe raised his
hands dismissively. “A couple of scared fools spinning you tales. Ma Chérie,
I’ve been to half this world and there isn’t a creature who wouldn’t kill us
and drink our blood in victory.” 


Of course, she thought. Even with her Mistress she’d dreamed of it. And when she’d
finally done it, her Mistress had looked so surprised. It had taken her death
for Berdine to realize how naïve Mistress had been. 


Philippe was right but
that didn’t matter. “Is that any worse than us?” 


He chuckled at that,
shaking his head as his human face began to unravel to reveal the grey skin of
his race. Good, she thought. She preferred it this way. “So, close,” he
said, “so deliciously close to treason. You truly are unique, Inayast.” 


“I am also correct.” 


“Not in the slightest.”
He stopped, and she did with him. “All this,” he said, “is a refugee camp,
that’s all.” Turning he pointed at the statue, “Look at the children –” They
were stabbing into the old man with rapid jerks of their heads. “…probably out
playing and saw the accursed portal. And now they are all beggars and
cannibals.”


The clock was ticking,
but there was something fascinating in the way the children savagely ate. They
were young and still human looking and their grasping hands reminded her of the
way Aimé used to paw at her plates sometimes, in those desperate years when a
meal was a pitiful fish caught after a full day by the river. It reminded her
of the way the boy in the café had licked at the plates he’d picked up from the
tables. 


“Still better than
being a slave,” she said, turning from the statue and moving again. 


“We go there,” he said
after a moment, pointing to an unfamiliar street riddled with debris. 


All that remained in
this, another unmarked street, were slivers of buildings thrusting like bones
from the ground. The roads were slick with mud and there was a heavy, metallic
scent in the air that stuck to her throat, and refused to go down.  


“It’s the same, you
know,” his tone was soft, conversational, “in every town. Dark roads, hidden
basements – it’s all the same from Berlin to London. And what lies inside –
that too. It makes you wonder.”


He stopped beside a small
shadowed ingress between two devastated buildings. With his voice almost
echoing, he continued, “Not like at home. But here, we behave exactly like the
humans and create secret places to do our filthy little dealings… why is that?”
Shaking his head, he stopped her. “This is it,” he said, pointing at the dimly
lit steps that led towards a basement. 


She wondered if this
was how Mistress had felt when she’d acquired her. 


“Shall we?” He was all
courtesy and a deep gravelly voice, and she wondered if all that he did – his
greetings, those kisses, the horrible French he liked to intersperse his words
with – if that were all a disguise, like hers. Looking at him in the dim light,
at his human features, she wanted to kill him because he suddenly seemed like the
most dangerous Master she’d ever met. 


The door was opened by
a little Feyling with limpid skin and a gash that ran from below her eyes to
the curve of her breast. It took her a moment to adjust to the velveteen
darkness of the corridor. It was a wide passageway and the walls on either side
were decorated with portraits and mirrors. But the glass was broken now and the
paintings slashed. Dim tendrils of light flowed through the frames of the
pictures, lighting their way. 


Mistress had hated
these places, but they had been a necessity for her. She had needed the strong
slaves. The potion takes its toll. But with the strong ones killing
themselves rather than being captured, all that she had gotten were a string of
old men and Germans. 


Her breath quickened as
the smell – the unventilated basement air laden with the stench of blood –
surrounded her. A door opened and she watched with the magic surging to her
fingers as a green-black creature exited the room with a silvery chain that was
bound through a mewling young boy. 


Tugging his purchase,
the goblin caught sight of her and bowed, before moving towards the wide,
corridor-spanning door at the other end. Even here, the rings garnered her
respect. 


She jerked forwards,
trying to will that anger away but it persisted beneath her skin. She was
breathing deeply, she noticed, as she caught sight of her half-formed
reflection in the broken mirror. 


The door beside the
mirror was green and blue, like the sea. “This?” 


“Any. All. This shop
trades only in the best stock.” 


It opened and the first
thing she felt was the smell. The room was filled with a hundred different
fruits cluttering up the shelves upon the wall. In front of her, penned up in a
hellish warren, were two men, a woman, and a screaming dog. The slickness on
the floor seemed to stick to her as she stumbled in.  


“Welcome,” he shouted
into her ears, “to the game room.” 


In between its
whimpers, the dog tried to bark, but the man had taken a hold of its jaw and
was— 


Below the shelves of
fruits, there were manacles and each held an arm or a leg and attached to those
limbs were a menagerie of people whom her eyes rapidly scanned as she searched
for the little things that she’d associated with her brother: the dark brown
skin, the curly black hair went around the ears like a crown, the inordinately
large nose that made his smile so weird and endearing, and the wide brown eyes
that had screamed with the rest of him as she’d jumped from the jeep onto
Scrle. 


She clenched her eyes
and turned towards the door, but that only seemed to magnify the sounds. Amidst
the cheers of the crowd the weeping man – diablo, diablo – bashed in the
dog’s skull against the bars. 


A moment later she was
out in the corridor, bent over and choking. He loomed beside her with his fingers
on her back. “Ma Chérie,” his voice was now softer than she’d heard it
before, “you seem unwell.” 


“I am…” but what could
she say? Despite her words, Mistress had not been easy on her slaves. The
German scientist had been the first one to die – though, admittedly, that had
more to do with how Berdine had fed him little bits of poison whenever she
could – and the rest hadn’t gone quietly. 


No, her Mistress had
never averted from cruelty, when necessary. But she couldn’t bare the sight
anymore. “I am,” she repeated, “unwell. We need to be faster. These rooms are…”
Hell.


Another door opened and
her face canted upwards. That could be Aimé, she thought. She could feel
her power bleeding through her fingers, lighting up the rings. But the child
that shuffled out was not Aimé, and she needed to move. 


His hands were still
ghosting over her shoulders. “You seem…” he hesitated. “Where is that slave of
yours? I didn’t see her in the café today.” She shrugged away his questioning
fingers and moved. 


The second door was
simple wood with chips of cracked human nails dug into its many crevices. 


“The little
brown-haired human? The one who dug for treasure on Scrle’s head?” She turned
towards him as he laughed. His lips had tapered to little points that reached
close to his ears, and they opened wide with every choke of laughter. 


It took a moment for
her to recover. “She is unwell.” 


That perked his
interest. “Unwell? One of those human diseases then? Or did you get careless?” 


Another door opened:
another slave that was not Aimé. “We are wasting time.” She moved to open the
door, but his hand blocked her. 


“Another game room.” 


She opened it anyway.
The air was hot and smelled of grapes. If Aimé were in there, it would be easy
to kill the few Masters in this room. There was no cage here, just a wide open
arena and a number of empty fetters dangling from the walls. The scalps on the
floor could have belonged to him, but that was foolish to think about now. She
stepped back out just as calmly as she had in. 


Philippe was human
again. Pointing to the third door, he resumed, “If the slave is a burden to
your…” There was another mirror by that door, and Mistress’ face looked back at
her through it. “… scholarly work, I’d be glad to get her off your hands.” 


It was her Mistress’
mouth that replied. “She is not for sale.” 


It took him to moment
to reply. “You’ve always been too fond of her.”


This room was larger
than the others had been. At its other end she could see the mullioned windows
that once would have let in bright pools of light. But the streets were full of
debris and her broken city left these basements in the dark. 


There were no fruits
here and the stale air was putrid with the stench of Masters. The slaves were
pressed up against the grey-white crumbling chalk of the wall, without
restraints. They were all children here, weeping with tears but almost no
sound. 


She could barely see
what the Masters were doing. They were like these large grey spots moving
through the chamber, extending and retreating from the children, making noises
at each other, and bowing at her as they walked out with another weeping child.
Her rage had gone, a shallow puddle in the burn of the hate that was now
scorching within her. 


There were eight
Masters in the room. If she fought here, the children would die. She would die.
Aimé would… but she needed to fight. Wasn’t this why she had done all of this?
A child in front of her was clutching to his equally doomed neighbor as a
Master came forward with open arms. 


But none of the
children were Aimé. 


She closed the door
trying to wish away the eyes. The mantra uncoiled, pounding in her head: Aimé,
Aimé, Aimé. 


The corridor was full
of mirrors and faces she could not meet. Their eyes floated in the drab light,
pupils wide and staring at nothing at all. 


Wouldn’t it be so much
better if this were all wiped out? A single bomb – a cleansing, really, almost
a blessing. She would take oblivion over this, for herself and her city. 


“Move.” 


The rooms were all the
same. Most had older slaves, with snarls and screams instead of faces and
gnawed bones instead of limbs. 


The light of the day
surprised her when they exited. She blinked repeatedly, but the half-remembered
sights of the city still seemed like a mirage. 


It was a long walk to
the second establishment, and even a longer one to the third. She tried to
practice the magic again, but it was raging now and an entire building fell in
her wake, leaving her dizzy and hollow, as if an immense emptiness had
swallowed all that was within her. 


Her magic took a bit to
recover after that. They crossed Place Kléber, and she saw that one of the
Feyling’s had lost an arm and now whimpered by that statue. The others crowded
around the armless child.


Beggars and cannibals.  


She turned away. “There
must be another. Where would a beast like Scrle go?” 


Standing and blinking
the sweat away from his eyes, Philippe looked at her with surprise. “Scrle…” he
trailed off, his hands finding hers and gaze suddenly riveted upon her. The
steel door to the third establishment creaked open behind him. “Has he taken
that girl of yours? Is that what today—”


She cut him off. “Where
would he take a slave?” 


Philippe seemed
hesitant in continuing. “Ma Chérie, a thing like Scrle… and what that
girl did to his reputation when she scooped out his ear…” He stopped. “I don’t
know where he’d take her… but she’ll end up burning in the square eventually,
and thanking the fire for its mercy. There isn’t anything left to—” He let out
a shout and pushed her away, sending her slipping onto the road behind her. 


He knows. Her magic ignited. Good. He was almost as useless as she had
been. She would destroy him and suffer the consequences. But he was already
moving towards her, his arms extended, and she could see the blood weeping from
his hands.  


“Ah, my fault, Madame,
my fault,” his tone was a lot more jovial than what she was expecting, but she
waved away his help. “I keep forgetting how fond you are of her. Those rings
have been bright all day!” He was shaking his hands, sending the blood
splattering across her sodden clothes. 


Had she done that?


“There are a few
places,” he continued, turning towards the mountains, “but they don’t quite
have the class of these establishments. Of course, that suits their patrons
quite well.” 


“You?”


There was a wry grin
upon his face. “Never quite had the stomach for it.”  


Shielding her eyes from
the sun, she gazed towards the east, imagining the swell of the mountains
through the ruins of the city. 


“It’s in the
concentration camps, isn’t it?”


He shrugged at her
gaze. “I think they made the slaves build something… I haven’t quite stayed to
ask.” 


The place was hours
away, and her time and the day was rapidly waning. But he could take them.
Couldn’t he? “You will take us there?”


“Gladly, Ma Chérie.”
Wrapping his arms around her, he pressed his lips to the side of her face.
“Get ready to fall.” 


The world blinked out
and when she reopened her eyes, she was staring at a craggy facet of a mountain
and falling. Her body flailed as she fell, and she let out a slight screech as
she struck a rock, and went tumbling into thick tufts of grass. It took her a
moment to reorient herself. 


France surrounded her,
the combers of its hills verdant with life, washing over and cleansing her
senses. Her toes furrowed into the supple land beneath her feet. She took long
breaths of the fragrant air and stood. 


He was staring at her –
always staring. “Beautiful – isn’t it all?” 


The grey city in the
distance was an unreal thing against the green of the land. The sky here was
clear and yet, she realized, it seemed much darker than it had in the city. 


“It’s almost dark.”


“Yes.” Philippe tugged
at his coat, straightening it. “The further I go, the longer. You know.” 


How long have we
wasted? 


“It’s right there.” 


And she was walking
beside him again, the gravel of the sloping road digging into her feet. It
climbed up to the ridge of the mountain, and as that neared, the towers of the
encampment rose from beyond it. Snipers, she thought. 


It was a large
compound: she could see that even from afar. The squat buildings were arranged
in a long file behind the now broken fences. They seemed so innocent now, with
their roofs crumbling and parts of their walls kicked in – in quiet ruin, like
so much of her city. They said every man that had gone into this place after
the war had returned coughing with ashes in their mouth. 


There were trees in the
compound, grass and even a few birds twittering in the sky. A small flock of
swallows perched on a pitched roof. The wind caressed her face, cold and fresh.



Philippe clasped her
hands, stopping her, his face devoid of any human features as she turned to
look at him. “Ma Chérie,” his arm rose to cusp her face, “Even if it has
been a few hours… it has been too long. I don’t care for the girl… they die
every day. But you…” he was leaning towards her, his words hot against her
face. “You have retained so much of our home… while all around you people are
losing theirs. I cannot –”


A shrill voice snapped
him away. “Romantic place, isn’t it?” The creature was a dull red, with small
eyes sunken deep into its face and a smile that displayed sharp pointed teeth. 


 “Nausiras.” The
thing was moving towards them. “The lady was just telling me about a slave—”


“The lady was getting
ready to kill you, Philippe.” Nausiras tilted his head to her with a grin.
Turning towards the suddenly still Philippe he continued, “Or did you not see
her rings shine?” 


She strode forward
before Philippe could reply. “I’m searching for a slave. A little boy Scrle
stole from me.”


Nausiras watched her
approach. “Probably here. Might need to put all its pieces in the right place,
though.” 


And there it was, the
thing she’d avoided thinking about all day. 


“Take me.”


Further into the camp,
the grass became stained with black and exuded a stench that reminded her of
the city. Strewn all across it were splintered teeth and flints of bone, and
the shredded remains of clothes. And amongst it all, a few Masters lay
reclined. 


“After the victory,”
Nausiras said, his loud voice startling some of the slumbering Masters into
waking, “the warriors stopped here before going to the city. Had a bit of a
feast.” 


Your blood, her Mistress had once said, tastes like Molasses to us. 


“And the boy…”


“Eh. A few old men
might be alive at the back, if you want them.”  


The birds still sang.
It wasn’t a long walk. The light of dusk rimmed the horizon and it was tightening
around her like a noose. 


When Nausiras opened
the cabin door, she could only see inside for the briefest distance. “Should
have kept him here,” he said, picking up a torch leaning against the cabin and
it lit up in his hands. “We keep the remains for the mages, see.”


She coughed as she
walked through the door. The shelves on the walls were stacked with pots,
hundreds and hundreds of them. There were no windows, no light but what his
torch gave and the fading bits of sunlight that came through the door Philippe
kept propped open.  


Nausiras walked over to
a small wooden trunk in the corner. It creaked open with a kick. He gestured
towards her, “Should be here.” 


She bent down without
understanding, knocking against the shelves and sending a couple of pots to the
floor. 


“Is it true,” Nausiras
was looming beside her, “what they say about you?”  


Severed heads stared up
at her from the box. A few had been bit into, their bones cracked and the
hollows inside their skull showing. Others remained more or less intact, they
eyes helpless and their mouths contorted. 


He was a shy face by
the corner, still soft but cold in her hands. In the two years apart, he had
grown. His forehead was larger but his cheeks had sunken in, making him seem so
much older than his twelve years. His hair was long and sticky between her
fingers. 


She hadn’t even
realized he would have grown older in her absence. 


She kept him in her
hands for a moment, before kissing his head and placing him back in the box.
His eyelids were stiff and wouldn’t close. 


In the confines of the
room, Nausiras’ voice was loud and jarring. “It is true. Scrle was right. You
do love these humans.” 


There was dust piled up
on her feet and she brushed it away as she stood. Her power rose to her call,
not urgent or demanding like it had earlier seemed but placid, like a tide
still out at sea. 


“You know where Scrle
is.” 


“Why,” he asked
grinning. “You’ll fight him?” When she didn’t reply, he began to shout. “You’ve
gone mad! In human lands and you want to kill one of us? Are you…” Her rings
were shining with murderous light, and he was suddenly moving. 


She took his torch-arm
with a thought. 


Screaming he went down
in mid-stride, already close to her. The torch fell upon his back, the magical
flames burning his skin. A door banged close. 


“He took something of
mine,” she told his prone form. “Where is—”


Nausiras’ arm flashed.
Something shattered behind her and her neck seared in pain. She clutched it
with her hands, blood welling through the fingers and seeping down her neck.
Philippe was staring at her as she stumbled back and screamed. 


The shelves bit into
her back and the pots tumbled against her head, breaking and showering her in
dust. Nausiras was recovering, propping his good arm beneath him as he tried to
rise. 


She screamed in rage
and took it. 


The red beast fell to
the floor, his face close enough to the fire to feel the burn. She walked over,
still clutching at her neck, and pushed it towards him. “Tell me where Scrle
is!” There was a river of blood extending from him from both ends and the beast
kept on screaming.


Philippe stood by the
door, fully human in his shock. “Is that what this had been… from the start?
Why didn’t you ask me?”  


Her eyes flicked up to
his, and then to the left. 


The door was opening
and there was a small creature in the doorway. It gazed at the armless Nausiras
for a moment, before turning to her. She killed it with barely a thought. As it
disintegrated, the cold night wind blew its dust into the room. 


Below, Nausiras was
mumbling, “… gardens, big human building...” and Philippe was gazing at her.
“The Cathedral,” he spoke, as Nausiras’ fell into incoherence. “That’s where he
stays, mostly.” 


The room was cold and
her body, she realized, was shivering. Her limbs felt weak, and though the
blood had slowed, it still ran down her neck.


She turned towards the
chest of heads, coughing again. In the wan light of the magical fire, it looked
yellowed with age. The pots that had shattered had left little dunes of dust
upon the floor. 


Her magic enveloped it.
She wanted to say something, sing a lullaby, but she had nothing to give. She
felt scooped out, hollowed, her hands ghosting over his rangy hair, always so
much curlier than hers, as she stroked a memory of him to sleep. 


The chest crumbled
first and then with a shift of thought the shelves began to fall apart. She
took deep breaths before starting again. Philippe was protesting, and began to
move to her side until the wood beneath him gave way and his foot touched the
earth. Control. She had always been a good fighter. 


The room unraveled
first, its scents and the cloying slickness giving way to the fresh night air.
Nausiras was the last to go, his weak broken body barely providing any
resistance to her magic. 


There were graves all
around her – graves and dust – and around that, a sullied hill and a sullied
country.


That was what her
country needed. 


They pray to an
American bomb, Philippe had said. 


There were guttural
screams, faint still and echoing. The mountains, she knew, were crawling with
these beasts – and they were coming. 


Philippe was still in
shock as she grasped his shoulders. “I need to get to the cathedral.” 


“Not killed enough
today?” He gave a short, almost hysterical bout of laughter before he began to
choke on the dust. “Nausiras had rings. Did the creature in the café have rings
too?” 


It took her a moment to
connect the thoughts. “No.” 


“It doesn’t matter. He,”
he gestured to the dwindling pile of dust in front of the fire, “had rings.
Since when was a slave worth this!” 


The voices of the
Masters rushing towards them were getting louder. 


“Philippe,” she had
nothing to go on with. “Scrle made me look weak. With what I’m trying to do, I
can’t be seen as weak.” She threaded her fingers through his. “I—”


“Will you kill him?” 


His directness was
startling. “I… I don’t know.”


“So, yes.” He looked
into her eyes as if trying to divine something. “You’re killing our kind,
Inayast! We’re trapped here. How can you?” 


Like she had killed the
German in the cell. She hadn’t even thought of it that way. Was that what the
German had thought, as the magic punctured him at last? 


“Look at you! You’re
not a fighter! You’ve never been violent. I don’t,” a Master couching behind a
tree disintegrated; so did the tree. “…understand.” 


Do I? 


“I’ve been meek. Scared
of the consequences.” She moved closer to him, more intimate in her touch.
Scrle had killed her brother – these was nothing more important. Not even her
escape. “Five rings, Philippe. Who could say a thing?” 


The words of the
Masters was audible now: they knew who she was. 


It took a moment for
him to wrap his arms around her. “You’re still bleeding, Ma Chérie”


They fell onto the
grass, only it was burnt gravel and mud. She pushed away the memories of the
cathedral. She had brought Mistress here once, in the start, when it had still
been beautiful. 


In the city it was
still cloudy and night had fallen. Her rings lit a way for her in the dark. 


“Inayast, we need to be
careful. Scrle—”


The windows to her left
were flickering with light and she rushed towards them. The tattered tricolor
of the flag lay beside the door like a welcoming mat. 


She stared at it for a
moment, her fingers clutching at the chipped and broken walls of the cathedral.
Philippe was just a step behind her, his words still ringing in her mind – you
are not a fighter – but they weren’t true. 


Mistress might not have
been one, but she certainly was. 


She stilled her
thoughts and her magic quieted. The wound in her neck burned a lot less, now.
Had she healed a bit in transit? 


Through the doorway,
she could see four Masters arranged around a fire. They were speaking, but she
couldn’t understand their language. 


Aiming for the closest
— a Master whose large silhouette was ringed by the light of the fire — she
shot her magic towards his back. 


He screamed and
stumbled forward, towards the flames. 


Her rings had lit up. Should
have taken them off. 


Her magic surged
towards another, but three remaining Masters had already moved. The hands of
the one to her right seemed to glow a bright red and he threw a ball of fire at
her. 


Philippe’s fingers
disappeared from her shoulders and she dropped to her side. Why hadn’t he
teleported her? The two on her left were carrying large swords and rushing
towards the doorway. The bellows of the one by the fire echoed through the
cathedral – he still hadn’t disintegrated. They have resistance. 


She had planned for
this. But it would have been so much easier had they been weaker. 


Her power collected as
she focused upon the hands of the Master to her right. To her left, one of them
screeched in frustration as a dimly-lit shape appeared above him and kicked him
in the head before disappearing – Philippe. That almost made her laugh. 


The one with fire was
trying to speak to her. Had he seen her rings? His pause gave her the time she
needed. 


Her power rushed
towards him, so vast it left her feeling almost empty. He stopped in
mid-speech, the red of his fingers suddenly extinguished. 


The exhaustion made her
drop back to the floor. The world swayed for a moment. It was hard to keep her
neck straight. Too much. But she had killed the beast in a single strike.
That counted for something, didn’t it? 


“Inayast!” 


Philippe’s voice rang
out of the dark. Her right shoulder smarted, as if she had been stung by a bee,
and she dropped back to the floor. As her other hand groped at the area, she
could feel the cold of the metal attached to the wet of her skin. Was her neck
still bleeding? 


And then she screamed. 


She flailed on the
ground for a moment. They were calling for her Mistress – Inayast, Inayast –
but she wasn’t here. She’s dead. Berdine wanted to say. I killed her.
I’m sorry. 


But her Mistress’ power
was still surging within her, and she had become used to pain. 


Her good hand rose, and
her magic now encircled her. She had seen her Mistress do that once, when
they’d been surrounded by the mob. Keep your limbs inside, her Mistress
had said. Let them come to you. 


They did. 


As she stood, the large
squat one with a knife in one hand rushed forward with his sword raised. The
other one, with the impossibly long limbs, sent Philippe crashing to the wall. 


Her wound gushed blood
as she pulled out the knife. She raised it, as if in preparation and he
smirked. He went into her shield a snarling thing, his sword raised; he came
out as dust.  


She screamed in delight
and in pain as the dust rained upon her face. She could feel the joy of the
battle coursing through her with every rapid beat of her heart. Everything
hurt, but everything had always hurt. She was a child of war and this was all
that remained at the end of the day. 


The cathedral was
almost silent. Philippe? The night was louder now, the wind rattling the
windows. 


Her breath was rapid,
the throbbing in her shoulder a muted concern in the distance. She could
finally stand without swaying. By the fire, Scrle was talking to the
long-limbed Master and in the hush of the cathedral his harsh voice was loud
and it echoed. “She’s gone mad… just because I…” She flicked a burst of magic
at his exposed back. 


He fell screaming. The
other one turned away from her and ran towards the wall, leaving her an open
path to Scrle. 


Prone besides the fire,
Scrle was clutching at the wounds in his back. “…kill you, going to bury you in
human filth and…” 


A stone hit the top of
her head and she reflexively looked up, only to see a dark shadow looming above
her. And suddenly, he was upon her, his nails gouging into her chest, and his
elongated arms slamming onto her head. She screeched as her nose broke, her
fists and punches ineffectual against him. Like a spider, with his long limbs
clambering on her, he leveraged himself against her shoulders and leapt away,
unbalancing her with his shove. 


She fell, her magic
lashing out and catching him in mid-jump. She had forgotten to defend herself
from above, and he had taken advantage of that. Despite the shield around her –



The realization hit her
the moment her arm passed through the shield. 


The world lit up. 


A moment later she was
rolling upon the floor, cradling her right arm, choking. The world was rimmed
with white. There wasn’t enough air. There was a ringing in her ears – a buzz
that seemed to reverberate through her bones.   


Time passed. She could
see the fire dancing in the distance, but her ears still rang. She tried to
call her magic to the fore but it fell apart like a house of cards. 


Moments bled into one
another, connected by pain. Shadows were moving all around her. The floor was
cold and dust and blood caked her lips. 


Shadows moved in front
of the fire, hiding the warmth. There was a burst of pain in her stomach and
her body rose from the floor. Then another, cracking against bone. The world
dissolved as her body rattled from the kicks, her head flailing and her jaw
biting into her tongue.  


I’m ready, mama, Aime had said. He’d found a gun in a gutter. I’m ready, mama. Ready
for battle. Here was her battle and its end. A broken girl in a broken
country. What could she have escaped for? 


The pain rained upon
her, but weaker and slower than before. She could think again, in her way. And
her fingers were throbbing with more than just hurt. Her magic was lashing out
like a blind man trying to hurt anything in its path. 


The pain stopped. 


The floor beneath her
quivered, as if something massive had fallen upon it. There were noises around
her: the rattle of the windows, the crunching of bones in the distance – Philippe?
– and gasping breaths that Scrle took as he sprawled beside her. 


Had she done this? It
didn’t matter. 


Her arm was slow in
moving, the bones crackling as they extended. The magic was wheezing through
her, sluggish like the rest of her. 


She would kill him, no
matter what it did to her. She was already in a cathedral. There were much
worse places to die in.  


Scrle’s arm caved in
gradually, the body convulsing on the floor as it turned into dust from the
fingers up. She wanted to shout in relief. She would take him, at least! 


But Philippe appeared
above her before she could. A long gash ran across the length of his forehead,
bleeding into his eyes. “You foolish girl,” he seemed to whisper from a
distance. “He’s coming. Let’s,” he clasped her fingers, his power washing over
her and burning. “Stop resisting me! He’ll kill –” A window shattered, its
panes crashing to the floor. He pulled her up. “Go!” 


Burned. Everything
burned. The darkness blinked out. 


They appeared near the
statue at the center of Place Kléber. He was whispering to her, “Oh, Ma
Chérie. What have you done to yourself?” Something was screaming in the
distance. His touches were soft; the market loud. It was too bright for night.
Philippe looked up and groaned, “Perfect. A burning.” 


Her magic lay stunned
at her fingertips, wanting to fight an enemy that was no longer there. 


“Listen, I’ll get…” his
voice droned on as her numb gaze wandered over the Masters and slaves around
her, and came to rest upon the fire visible above their heads. 


A burning. 


Suddenly trembling, she
tried to convey that she wanted to move closer by raising her fingers and
pointing to the center of the square. He shook his head, “I need to get
medica—,” but she pointed there again, her voice coming out as a heavy puff of
air. Again she tried to speak as he sighed: still air. 


They advanced through a
crowd of cheering Masters. There was a body bound to the statue’s charred
chest, no longer wailing. 


Shoving away from him,
she moved to the foot of the pedestal. That was where her legs gave out. His
hands grabbed at her shoulders, “Okay, medicine, now,” but she shook them away.
It took her a long moment to reorient herself until she was reclining against
the pedestal and looking into the crowd. She had left a red trail in her wake.


The night housed around
her a thousand terrors, all gazing at her with their strange and hostile eyes.
Some of them had their slaves in chains, with the weak, broken creatures eyeing
the imaginary pasts only they could see reflected on the ground. 


Most had quieted at her
display. Mistress had been known. 


When the wind began to
blow the dust from the crumbling statue to their faces, they all started to
shout again. Philippe stood, gawking and confused. 


Her city was woven
through by landmarks and memories, but both had unraveled. Child of war.
What else remained, truly? No family, no country, not even her arms. Just a gun
in her hand in the shape of her Mistress’ magic. 


Her city was ruined and
had killed its children. Both human and Master. The Fey child without an
arm… she could almost feel the blood from the afternoon against her face. 


She wished there was a
bomb descending. Maybe she could see her city die before her eyes boiled
through her skull.


The square was plunged
into darkness as the statue crumbled. The Masters were protesting louder now,
but her magic was already returning even as her body weakened.


Philippe’s face filled
her vision, his voice so soft and full of concern. “Ma Chérie, I will
get the medicine.” 


Her hand couldn’t rise much
anymore, but it tried. Seeing that, Philippe held it in his own. “I will get my
healer. I don’t know where he is, but I’ll find him–” She beckoned him closer
with the hand and as he neared, pressed it against his shoulders, moving it to
his neck. He continued to speak. “We’ll recover in your house – I’ll get you
other human slaves, little French girls if you need…”  


She wondered if he even
realized her power was moving through him as it did. Had Mistress? It
was slower now, enough so that she felt on her palm the air that escaped his
neck as the skin and tissue around it withered into dust. Maybe that air was
another sentence. Maybe he was professing his love. She wanted to laugh, but
coughed blood instead. 


He was staring at her,
silent and wide eyed. Then suddenly his body disappeared. 


The monsters around her
shrieked. 


Clutched in her fingers
the head crumbled into dust. With all that was left, she set up a shield around
her, and above her too this time. Only then did she let her body relax and fall.



It was quiet now. Or
maybe she just couldn’t hear it. She wanted to shout that old refrain, “Vive la
France.” But the France she knew hadn’t survived. And the one she saw
shouldn’t. 


Dust was swirling all
around her, stinging in her eyes, lodging in her mouth. No, not her mouth.
Mistress’. 


Mistress had saved her,
those many years ago. On that road, abandoned by the convoy, her Mistress had
kept Scrle from killing her. I like her. And Scrle had demurred, bowing
to the rings glinting golden in the sunlight. 


And after years of
fighting, first the Nazis and then the Masters, being besides her Mistress had
felt like such a respite. Child of war. Her Mistress had told her, one
dark night, taking her in her arms. 


Berdine had never felt
closer to her Mistress as she did for those precious few minutes as she lay in
her body and died. 











THROUGH THE ZOMBIES AND FLAMES


 







Kevin Frank


 


 


Waking up
is always the most unnatural feeling.


I sucked air into newly inflated lungs, gasping deeply before coughing
over and over. Twenty seconds later, the familiar process was completed; I
opened my eyes with a restrained shiver.


“Take it from me buddy,” a raspy voice advised from across the alley.
“Kick that meth habit before it kills you.”


“I’ll consider it, thanks.” I replied out of hand, ignoring the irony. 


My condition wasn’t caused by methamphetamine. I was dead. I had been
reanimated into a zombie by a wizard.


I don’t understand all that much of it, either – it only happened a year
ago, and apparently zombies aren’t supposed to retain things like “personality”
and “free will,” so I escaped and have been on the run from my creator ever
since.


I cracked my neck and stretched – twelve hours of napping like I was
actually dead and then suddenly waking up always left me a bit stiff. I arose
from the hard concrete with some unsteadiness and took a glance at the homeless
man who had given me the “say no to drugs” talk. He looked fairly clean, except
for his shopping cart – the shelters were good to anyone who laid off drugs –
and the clothes he was wearing appeared recently donated. 


This is why I slept uptown – when I used to nap in the French Quarter I
always woke up with a knife in me, or next to a hooker with a needle in her
arm. Not that the knives bothered me much.


Zombies have terrible peripheral neuropathy – numbness in our arms and
legs. We can’t feel pain at all. The tingling, though, is unbearable.
Everything tingles constantly.


I bid my new friend farewell and walked out of the alley. A familiar
face wearing a bored expression smiled when he saw me. He was leaning up
against his expensive, late-model Cadillac, and with the sparkling outfit he
was wearing I knew he was either coming or going from a show.


Stirling Chase was the best stage magician to tour the South – he kept
mostly to New Orleans, played the main stage at the Harrah’s once every month
or so, and kept busy on riverboats in Atlanta, Biloxi, or the big Gulf cities
in Florida.


Of course, he was such a great stage magician because he was a
real wizard. All of the impossible tricks and illusions he did on stage were
magic – the same kind that made dead bodies like me walk around.


He was also a con man who had faked a British accent since he was
fourteen, and had it pegged, despite being from Brooklyn. He had more ears on
the street than anyone had a right to, and when someone sticks out like I do –
with decaying flesh, yellow-rimmed eyes, and the broad shoulders usually found
on one of the Saints offensive linemen – he could find me in the time it takes
to text message four people.


“Honestly, Chris,” Stirling said, removing his too-large designer
sunglasses from his tanned face – he was a regular at the tanning parlor – to
take in my pallid skin more honestly. “I set you up in a nice place in the
Garden District, with a smart, pretty girl for a roommate, and you still bugger
off every other month. And here you are in an alley a few blocks from the
Breaux Mart, of all places.”


“At least you didn’t have to watch me wake up this time,” I replied with
an amused look.


“I’ve been waiting here for fifteen minutes so that I wouldn’t have
to. It’s the most horrifying thing I’ve ever seen – like watching someone
suffocate to death, in reverse… Bloody awful.” Stirling shook his head and
continued, “You couldn’t pay me enough to see you wake up again. And you know
I’ll do anything for money, so that says a lot.”


“Yeah, well. If you don’t want to see it, I’m sure Madison doesn’t
either.” I said. He shrugged as always before opening the passenger door of the
Cadillac for me.


“I doubt it would bother her, honestly. She takes pretty much everything
in stride. I think it comes from going to too many Mardi Gras.” Stirling said
with a grin, as though the wild parties of New Orleans could compare with the
unimaginably terrifying truths of the supernatural world that he knew well –
and that I was rapidly learning, since being reanimated.


When he settled into the driver’s seat and donned his black leather
driving gloves, fashionably matched with both the rest of his outrageous
sparkly silver and purple outfit and spiked blonde hair with purple tips, he
continued about my roommate. “There’s something odd about that girl, I swear.
She came right up to me after seeing one of my shows and told me
matter-of-factly, “You aren’t like every other magician. Your magic is real.’
As though she’d been waiting to find a real wizard. I thought she was another
Journeyman, and was going to convene a Master’s Council to have me outed. I
have no idea what else I could do to support my lifestyle, you know. I was
quite worried and ended up confessing to rather a lot before I started reading
her mind and realized she didn’t know a bloody thing. I figured it was a
perfect match, setting you on her. Saved me from having to answer a load of her
questions every time she wanted to shag me senseless.” I chuckled
appreciatively at Stirling; he wasn’t wrong, Madison’s curiosity was
insatiable.


“She also works in a neuroscience lab, and at the time you had no idea
where else to get an easy supply of brains – which you thought I needed to
eat,” I corrected.


“Right, well there’s that too,” he admitted. “It’s not my fault you’re
the first zombie who can talk and tell us that no, you don’t actually have
to eat human flesh. I mean, that’s been assumed since day one. If you’d let me
tell that to everyone I’d be a Master, guaranteed.”


We continued on in amicable silence until we reached the little house
that I shared with Madison.


It was a typical house in the Garden District – pink siding, a metal
fence around the perimeter, hedges lining the sidewalk, and a yard that was
small, but well laid out and had a few beds of flowers.


Neat and well-kept. No one would have suspected that the person who
tended the flowers of this house and those of its neighbors was undead. I did
an excellent job.


“I’ll come in and make sure you eat a pork butt,” Stirling chided as he
parked the boat of a vehicle on the narrow street. “You aren’t looking well.
And you should put on something besides a wife-beater and jeans – that isn’t a
good look for anyone.”


“Lately I’ve only had a few rotten burgers I found in the alley before
my nap. And naps always make me decompose quite a bit. I’m pretty sure I’m actually
dead when I nap.” I said, distracted. Stirling gave me a look that was visibly
disgusted.


“Well I won’t argue with you about it – again. But since real
zombies don’t ever nap, you may be right. And I don’t understand it. Like I’ve
said.” 


I nodded, humming in acknowledgement of our disagreement. He didn’t
understand – neither did I. Humans slept. At least a lingering part of my mind
was still human, or remembered those instincts. 


It was something I struggled with, so every few weeks, I sleep. And I hope
that I wake up. And that when I do, I’m not a mindless zombie, looking for the
nearest wizard to serve.


I never gave voice to these fears, but I’m pretty sure Stirling guessed
at them, and that’s why he was always there to find me, whenever I went to sleep.
He was a good friend like that.


“Alright, twelve pounds of pork butt thawed in ten minutes.” I said with
some cheer as I put the pig shoulder in the microwave.


Stirling had taken a seat at the table, covered in a blue-and-white
chequered tablecloth, and was looking around the kitchen of my little home. It
was nice, in a 1950’s quintessentially southern kind of way. The porch wrapped
from the front all the way to the back; this was a New Orleans staple for
entertaining guests, and I knew Madison was somewhat disappointed that Stirling
was just about the only guest we could invite over, given the situation.


“You did set the microwave for thaw, right? I smell something burning.”
I said suddenly.


“Of course I did,” Stirling dismissed as his brow furrowed.


He was completely unprepared for the wall behind his chair to explode in
a mass of plaster and wooden slats or for arms to wrap around him.


Something struck me from behind with the force of a freight train; I
heard my spine snap and collapsed. My legs were entirely numb, instead of only
mostly numb.


Acting almost on instinct, I used my left arm to push against my stomach
until I heard my spine crack back into place properly and I could move my legs
again. 


I saw a zombie stumble through the frame that was all that remained of
the back door – which was the projectile that broke my back. When the new
zombie got close enough, I shoved up with my right arm from the ground,
launched myself airborne and kicked her in the chin with enough force that her
neck snapped back and hit the ceiling and wall, leaving body-sized dents before
she landed on the linoleum in a limp heap. I landed heavily, steadying myself
on the nearby table and only stumbling a bit with my wobbly legs.


Since I was the only one who figured out that pork butts and rotten
burgers worked equally well as zombie food, I’d bet she’d be needing a body if
she wanted to get fixed up.


“Little help, Chris!” Stirling managed to gasp as arms gripped him
powerfully enough to make it hard to breathe; the zombie they belonged to
struggled to break completely through the wall of the house, having caught
himself on a few structural two-by-fours.


I grabbed one of the arms that held my friend and bent it back with both
of my hands. It was as strong as I was – I knew it was leaving bruises on him,
if not cracking ribs.


I didn’t stop when the arm was straight. I kept bending when the
zombie’s arm was straight at the elbow, until I heard a satisfying snap of a
broken joint.


My satisfaction was short-lived when another freight train hit me. It
sent me clear through the remains of the back door – I didn’t hit the frame
cleanly, but I did so with such force that I just demolished what was in my way
and broke my spine again, this time at an awkward bent angle. I landed in our
small backyard and rolled until I hit the spiked metal fence.


I was still holding the other zombie’s arm – I had been hit so hard that
I ripped it clean off. I tossed it across a few neighbors’ yards, then snapped
my spine three times so that I could move my lower body again before getting
up. My vision swam and I fell down – remarkably, being dead doesn’t affect your
ability to get a concussion or other serious head injuries.


When my vision cleared a bit, I saw something that terrified me; it was
one of my first memories from when I had awakened. A sinister green witch-fire
consumed the entire house. I knew that it wasn’t another zombie that hit me. It
was a wizard.


I looked down and clutched at the gift Stirling had given me the day
after he met me.


“If you don’t take this off,” he had told me that day when he handed me the ruby amulet. “He won’t
be able to track you with typical magic. There are other ways, of course –
but the fastest, the easiest? The ways to find you in minutes or hours?
Useless.”


I had never taken it off. It had kept my creator, Paxton Welles, from
finding me for almost a year. But he had tracked me to my home, it seemed, in
one of those other, slower ways that Stirling never mentioned.


I wasn’t proud of what I was about to do, but I knew: In a fight that
Paxton had planned and set up, I didn’t stand a chance of winning.


I ran. Zombies can sprint without tiring, and thanks to the amulet my
friend had given me, Paxton had no idea which direction I’d gone.


My friend whom I’d just abandoned.


 


*~*~*~*


 


I had no
intention of leaving Stirling to the tender mercies of Paxton, of course.


By some definitions, I was without a functioning heart, but that didn’t
make me heartless.


A day later I found myself with the beginnings of a plan in one of the
wealthier areas of the Westbank. I was out of place, attracting attention I
didn’t want from the cameras that watched who came and went from the gates of
this wealthy neighborhood. I didn’t care. I was still wearing the ripped white
wife-beater and torn jeans that Stirling had deemed entirely unfashionable for
everyone. 


I had torn off the back door of the butcher at Wal-Mart and ravaged two
entire cows – stripped the carcasses of every cut of meat down to the bone,
eaten the brains and the tongues, the liver and kidneys, the sweetbreads, the
tripe, and even sucked the tendons off the bones. Thankfully a zombie’s sense
of taste is rather muted, compared to a human’s.


I looked like a horror after all of that, but damn it if I didn’t feel
good.


When I arrived at the elaborate, ten-foot tall gated fenced hedge,
blocking the private drive that led to the particular mansion I was looking
for, I gave it a leisurely shove and the lock snapped; the gate flying open.


The owner could afford a new gate by the look of the rest of the place.
It was a newer home, as was typical in the Westbank – brick, with the lack of
style that was usually labeled “contemporary”.


I knocked three times. After about five seconds, I body-slammed the set
of heavy oak, double doors. The doors fell heavily, and I landed on them in an
awkward heap; together, we impacted the polished hardwood of the mansion’s
floors with a resounding boom.


“Oh for Christ’s sake! I had those hand-carved in France. I was coming
to open them!” A Louisiana drawl sounded from the second floor as a
mocha-skinned man in a silk robe looked over the banister. Ethan Lambert was a
local wizard, hadn’t spent more than a year outside of Louisiana in his entire
young life, and while I’d seen him throw around power the likes of which would
earn him Mastery with certain Councils, Stirling considered him the epitome of
“blissful ignorance”.


From the top of the balcony he saw who I was, and he rolled his eyes at
me as he instantly calmed down and finished wrapping himself in a luxuriant
lounge robe.


“You’ll have to excuse my attire, I haven’t dressed for the day yet. I
was doing extensive research into runic circles until late into the night.” His
eyes widened in shock when he took stock of my appearance. “Well Lord,
Christopher, look at you! Can I have a servant get you a body to freshen you
up?”


“Paxton found me, Ethan,” I said darkly. He paled at the mention of his
former master.


“Oh sweet Jesus.” With a wordless gesture the doors righted themselves,
and Ethan started to chant.


I didn’t understand the words – they entered my mind and left just as
quickly, as magic words always did. Non-Wizard minds weren’t meant to process
those words of power.


Runes glowed along the door frame, and other areas of the house, focused
just above the archway of the doors. A moment ago the doors hadn’t been
arches.


I expected to feel something when the glowing orange runes disappeared
just as suddenly as they appeared, but I didn’t. Maybe a human would, but
zombies don’t feel much of anything.


“Sit down, Christopher.” I did, silently thanking him for not freaking
out. Ethan and I weren’t friends – far from it.


“Now what the hell were you thinking, coming here? I’m the only
other in the whole damn world Paxton is looking for! If he found you, why give
him two birds for the price of one? That’s the wrong metaphor but you know what
the hell I mean!” Ethan said, his voice rising as he lost the calmness of his
drawl. There’s the freak-out I was expecting.


“Stirling gave me this amulet – Paxton can’t track me directly. But he
found me, after a year. And he’s got Stirling now.” Ethan stared at me as he
tried to decide why I was here. I looked back at him, straight in the eyes.


“Remember that you owe me a favor,” I continued. Ethan suspected my plan
and shook his head as he realized how insane I was.


“Oh hell no–”


“You’re coming with me to rescue him,” I said with a tone that allowed
no discussion. “You remember our escape, back when I was created? He was going
to kill you, too. I jumped in front of a fireball for you. My back was charred
for a month.” Ethan had the good grace not to debate the fact that he owed me.
He’d seen the remains of flesh that were my back. Or rather, the bones and thin
remnants of muscle.


That didn’t stop him from switching to another tactic – whining.


“I don’t even like him. He’s a dick. And a charlatan. The
feeling’s mutual; you’ve seen how he treats me,” Ethan argued,
emphasizing the last word as though no one should treat him as anything other
than a prince.


“I don’t care,” I replied. “I need a wizard to go with me back to
Paxton’s plantation. And you’re the only other one I know.”


“I can give you a few references –” I’ve gotten good at giving hard
looks that can shut people up. I gave Ethan my best.


“We don’t have a lot of time. I don’t want to know what Paxton plans to
do – or has already done – with Stirling,” I said, putting a stop to that topic
of the conversation.


“Oh, so you want to march into the home of one of most powerful Master
Wizards around with no preparation. That sounds like a fantastic idea. Can I at
least bring my zombie?” Ethan asked sarcastically.


“I know you keep two – you can bring both.” I joked with a smile. Ethan
wasn’t in a jovial mood as he ascended the stairs to change.


“You should know Paxton used to keep at least ten zombies animated. He
might keep more, now,” He informed me with some haughtiness.


“Well, if we’re talking about functional ones, probably more like
8...and a half,” I said with some satisfaction.


“Then he probably fed Stirling to one of them. Nine.”


There went my satisfaction.


 


*~*~*~*


 


Ethan
actually kept four zombies animated these days, and had insisted on bringing
them all.


I was mildly impressed at how far he’d come with his skill in
Necromancy, but I didn’t think the additional mindless servants would help much
against Paxton – a few well-placed lightning bolts would render them, and me,
back into the corpses they once were.


The Welles Plantation was about two hours north of New Orleans, across
Lake Pontchartrain, on the southern edge of the St. Tammany Parish line. A
dusty, winding road was the only approach that led up to it. Ethan’s four
zombies and I got out of his Mercedes – they were dressed in tuxedos and looked
absolutely ridiculous next to me in a bloody wife beater and jeans. Memories
from my escape flooded back to me as soon as we got out of the car, at the edge
of the property line.


A straight path – paved wide enough to march a squad of troops down if
they were giving a victory parade – led from the edge of the gated property to
the front of the house. The ground floor didn’t have a door – there were
winding white staircases that met on the main veranda of the house. Two zombies
sat in what looked to be rocking chairs in front of the door; they could have
been old men taking a nap, but I knew better.


“Ethan,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Leave your zombies
here. Tell them to make a loud entrance in fifteen minutes. You and I will
sneak in now. Your zombies will give us the distraction we need to escape. Or
we’ll have died by then.”


“You had two hours to think of a plan, and it’s ‘see what we can do in
fifteen minutes.’? My God, I’m going to die,” Ethan lamented, his eyes rolling
upward. I fought the urge to sigh at his dramatics.


“Oh shut up. There's trees and old slave shacks along the main path,
just duck behind one of them so the zombies on the front porch won't see us and
go. You take one side, I’ll take the other. Paxton is the type who’ll be able
to tell if anyone casts magic on his doorstep, so I’ll take out those two
zombies once we get up there. I’ll try to do it quietly. You and I both know
our way around the house, so getting to the sub-basement shouldn’t be too much
of a problem.” He didn’t argue that Stirling would be kept in the sub-basement.
It was where Paxton had made me, and every other zombie. He also didn’t bring
up the fact that there were would be five to eight zombies guarding the rest of
the house – I appreciated that.


Ethan gave the appropriate orders to his zombie butlers – they looked
like they’d be completely out of place doing anything but serving tea – and
patted his brow gingerly to wipe sweat away. I couldn’t feel the Louisiana heat
even in the depth of summer, so spring certainly didn’t bother me. 


I put my hand over Ethan’s mouth and picked him up like an infant,
taking the jump over the ten-foot gate at a bit of a run and landing in the
shadow of one of the large trees at the edge of the property. I set him down,
ignoring the looks of anger and disgust on his face at having my dead flesh
over his mouth.


I nodded at him and attempted to be stealthy as I crossed the path in
another leap. Naturally, I hit the ground in a roll that kicked up entirely too
much dust.


I pressed myself against the nearest shack and held my breath. 


Across the path, Ethan shot me a wide-eyed look as he too huddled close
to a shack, then retreated up to a tree. He nodded at me – the way was clear...


We made our way like that, leapfrogging after each other, until I got to
the last tree. It was nearly thirty feet to the porch. I shot Ethan a glance,
and he looked at me like I was a complete idiot again before I jumped.


Thirty feet gave the zombies on the porch enough time to get up from
their rocking chairs before I crashed heavily through the white banister of the
veranda – not as quiet as I’d have liked, but I hadn’t body slammed any doors
yet, either.


I swept the feet out from underneath the first zombie as I grabbed one
of the balusters from the broken banister. The second zombie lunged in what
looked mostly like an awkward attempt to hug me. I slammed the baluster against
his skull, snapping it in half – leaving me with a pointy stake.


I improvised and before he could recover I had pinned him to the wall of
the plantation house with my left hand and drove the stake through his neck,
severing his spine.


For good measure, I grabbed the flaps of skin that were left on either
side of his spine and ripped, fully decapitating him. I saw the first zombie
get up out of the corner of my eye, so I grabbed the decapitated head and
tossed it to him.


He didn’t catch it – I guess he didn’t have the reflexes to fall for my
ploy – and instead just hit me in the mouth hard enough to make my head spin.


I ended up in the arms of the decapitated zombie and we both collapsed;
I was dazed, he was limp. 


I swung the hundred-seventy pounds of flesh by the leg in an arc like a
trebuchet arm, and the second zombie, which was still alive – or undead – went
soaring head first off the porch.


With a dull thud, he hit a tree and tumbled down – his head was at a
sharp angle, and he just twitched uselessly in a limp pile when he hit the
ground.


Ethan walked stiffly up the curved staircase to join me on the porch,
eyeing the body and severed head of the one zombie, and glancing across the
lawn at the still-twitching form of the other.


“You might want to consider therapy, Christopher,” he said, staring at
the decapitated head.


“For now, let’s both be thankful I have anger issues,” I said. We walked
up to the front door – as much glass as it was darkly stained wood, with an
elegant but dainty golden handle. I leaned back to shove myself against it, forcing
it loudly, but Ethan put a hand on my shoulder with a chiding look.


“Please, Christopher – Paxton Welles is a wizard. We do not lock our
doors.” Pressing his thumb down on the dainty handle, Ethan easily pushed the
door smoothly open, then extended his hand to usher me forward. I frowned at
him.


“I forgot that Stirling is the only wizard with common sense – and he
only got it because he can’t throw fireballs around.” I walked into Paxton’s
house, taking as much care as I could not to be seen; Ethan shook his head at
me before following.


Plantation houses tend to be laid out in an odd way, as a general rule.
They came from an era with no air conditioning, so for every door or window on
one side of the house, there was one on the opposite side to facilitate a
cross-breeze – some of them even knocked out parts of the walls.


The Welles plantation didn’t go quite that far – Paxton’s family had
been wizards for a very long time, and there must have been some magical secret
to being cool inside, because Ethan wasn’t sweating any more – but there was
still a set of two enormous windows at the end of a long way, looking through
the foyer, to cross-breeze with the front door.


Ethan led the way, having been Paxton’s apprentice for more than a
decade. He was more familiar with the layout of the plantation house than I was
after one frantic escape on the night of my creation. 


We turned a corner to find a staircase, and he nearly bowled over a
zombie that was mopping the hardwood floor in a blue gingham gown.


The zombie took a few seconds to register our foreign presence, and in
that time I had already encircled her in a bear hug and thrown her out the
closed window. 


“That won’t slow her down for long, let’s hurry,” I said, but Ethan had
already rushed down the polished staircase. I followed less quietly. Zombies
have no feeling in our legs and that makes stealth difficult.


The first floor layout was mostly functional; we passed by a parlor and
two dining rooms without stopping, and sneaked past another zombie in the kitchen
when we realized he was holding two large knives.


Finally, we came to the door to the basement – all of the magic was
conducted far below ground, and the most ‘normal’ of it was done in the
basement. 


Ethan gave me a grin before trying the door – we’d been having excellent
success so far. His smile dropped when he attempted to turn the handle, and he
looked back at me.


Of course, the door was locked. It seemed Paxton had at least a shred more
common sense than Ethan and I had given him credit for.


My shoulders sagged – locked doors were no trouble, but unfortunately
knocking them off their hinges tended to be loud. There was no other option
though – Ethan’s magic would alert Paxton himself, but tearing the door handle
off would give a chance of us only encountering any zombies in the basement,
instead of the wizard himself.


With a sharp tug, I yanked one side of the door handle off – the handle
on the opposite side predictably fell out. It also fell down the stairs,
obnoxiously bouncing the entire way.


The zombie chef was the first to respond – a filet knife appeared buried
hilt deep in my abdomen without warning. Apparently not all of Paxton’s
zombies were without skill, or at least luck.


I pulled out the knife and met the chef equally armed.


“Two more zombies coming up the stairs. Any bright ideas?” Ethan hissed
at me in alarm. Then he dove wildly to the side as one of the zombies ascending
the stairs leapt the last ten and attempted to tackle me.


He pinned my left arm and I had to parry the chef’s knife with limited
maneuverability. Both my attacker and I got sliced for our trouble – no real
damage, of course – and I kept fending off the chef’s quick attacks.


I never would have suspected a zombie could use a knife so effectively,
besides myself of course, though it wasn’t like I had any particular aptitude;
mostly I just used my superior mind to out-think and out-fight every zombie I
came across.


“Come on, Ethan!” I yelled as the zombie chef managed to savagely stab
me twice in the chest. 


“I’ve already got two on me – handle the one yourself!” I managed to get
my left leg between myself and the zombie pinning me to the wall and kicked
out, launching him across the room. I turned to the chef, feeling fire in my
eyes, as I parried an attack from his knife with impunity.


He lashed out again at me, sinking his knife deep into my stomach, and I
grabbed his arm, holding it there – Ethan let out a garbled cry of sickened
fascination, but I could barely feel the knife – I was merely holding his arm
in place to prevent any more damage.


Then I brought down my own knife with all of the unnatural, eldritch
might given to me by the resurrection rituals, and severed that chef’s arm in a
slice so powerful it bent the knife. Another swipe a moment later severed his
head. The knife was ruined.


I pulled the knife out of my own belly and some fluid leaked onto the
linoleum floor of the kitchen when I backhanded the zombie that leapt upon me,
audibly cracking his jaw.


“Chris!” Ethan said in a strangled cry. He was doing his level best with
the third zombie, but it had him pinned, and was going after his flesh.


I kicked him in the head with my boot – it wasn’t quite enough to break
his neck, but give me a break. I was hurt.


The two zombies were injured enough that they didn’t put up much of a
fight when I walked up and snapped their necks, starting with Broken Jaw.


“Chris, your stomach.” He gave a look to my disemboweled stomach and
turned white. “You need to eat,” he said, looking at the food options lying in
bloody heaps with broken necks on the floor. “I’m going to leave while you do.”
He walked into the part of the manor we’d demolished earlier.


I devoured the chef. I’m glad zombies can’t really taste anything, because
I don’t want to know what other zombies taste like.


Within five minutes or so, my gaping stomach wound was no longer
leaking, my chest wounds were closed, and my other myriad injuries from our
assault were completely healed – I felt like a new zombie.


Ethan walked back in a minute later, eyes downcast as he intentionally
avoided looking me in the eye; I didn’t blame him.


“You’ve been working with zombies for...it has to be nearly a decade
now, and you still get green around the gills from when we eat?” I questioned,
honestly surprised.


“I’ve given the order myself, many times,” he admitted. “That doesn’t
mean I enjoy watching the frenzy. Especially when y’all are wounded and
feeding. You can tear into a carcass like no natural animal, Chris – it’s disturbing.”
I shrugged in agreement and turned to the open door and descending stairs.


It was time to descend into the bowels of the manor.


The stairs were a cramped twenty-foot drop, an afterthought added onto
the original plantation house, or something that led to a grain cellar that
only the slaves would access – and therefore it had no need for sumptuous
accommodations like the rest of the house. The walls were too close together
and the ceiling too short to comfortably walk down. There was wood paneling all
along the staircase, and sconces flickered with green witch-fire. 


I was sure the wall sconces flared angrily when I passed, but every time
I turned my head to look again, they were normal. It was just in my head, and I
was going crazy. That must be it.


I took the lead, with Ethan at my back, stumbling every few steps down
the dark, too-small stairs. We were too on edge, now, as we reached the
basement; thanks to my zombie hearing I could hear Ethan’s heart beating
furiously in his chest.


It was almost anti-climatic when nothing jumped out at us after reaching
the bottom of the stairs.


“I used to have my workspace on that side,” Ethan said, his voice husky,
pointing to where three rows of bookshelves now sat – the top of each was
cluttered with either piles of books or tightly wrapped scrolls that seemed
like they might disintegrate at a touch.


“I guess Paxton hasn’t taken another apprentice,” I said. Ethan nodded,
while I just wondered why in the hell we were having this conversation at all.


“Of course,” Ethan replied with a pride that unnerved me. “Paxton was
selective – probably the most selective of the Master Wizards.”


“Great. Now if you’re done bragging about how great your psychotic
former master was, we need to finish breaking into his lair here so that we can
rescue my friend.” Without thinking, I tugged on the trap door that led to the
sub-basement.


I knew it was trapped, it had always been trapped. 


It was trapped a year ago when I did the same damn thing. Sometimes I’m
an idiot. The explosion blew me off my feet in a torrent of hellish green fire,
and I spun around mid-air before I fell on the hard stone floor.


My vision swam and swayed – I didn’t even try to get to my feet. My ears
buzzed from the god-awful noise of it, and after two attempts to raise my head,
I just dropped to the floor. As the swirling came into focus, I saw my right
hand in front of me, charred black from the intensity of Paxton’s witch-fire.


Even with the buzzing of my hearing, I could hear the boom that came a few
moments later – then another.


An abomination rose out of the remnants of the charred hole in the floor
– the booming was him cracking a foot of concrete because he didn’t fit through
the hole. He was a swollen beast, muscles engorged artificially through some
arcane process that was clearly only half-perfected, because other parts of him
were swollen and misshapen too. He had an enormous goiter on his neck that
swung like a pendulum, and though his chest looked like it was carved from
stone, his lower abdomen was an abscess of fluid, like a huge blister that was
about to pop. 


The monster’s whole body was like that, a strange combination of failure
and an incredible muscle-bound masterpiece – and I could barely lift my head.


Thankfully, Ethan was in better shape than I was, having not idiotically
pulled open the trapdoor.


“Thum-kazan,” the words he intoned were eerily familiar, and
always sent chills up my spine, despite leaving my mind a fleeting instant
later.


Green witch-fire sprang from his hand eagerly. It was a torrent of fire,
a blistering, sweltering wave that sprayed out over the abomination – I could
feel it from fifteen feet away.


A zombie without a human’s intelligence only reacts one way to that kind
of fire – the only thing that could truly, perhaps irreparably, harm it. It ran
the other way. Ethan was wise to use it first against the frightful creature.


The abomination, however, had no inborn fear of the witch-fire. I saw him
bury his face in the crook of his elbow and howl – a great, low honking sound
of animalistic agony – as Ethan’s spell fire first melted the revealed skin and
then charred the flesh.


Finally, Ethan’s gout of flame was finished...


The zombie moved so fast I almost blinked and missed his furious
backhand that launched Ethan across the room and into the stately line of
bookshelves, crashing and knocking the heavy shelves over in a leather-bound
explosion that left the wizard a limp heap.


The zombie turned to me, revealing that the fire had turned him into
even more of a nightmare. His goiter was alternatively charred or dripping
bloody pus, and the lower half of his jaw was burned to the bone. His stringy
hair was incinerated, leaving only bony scalp at the front of his head and a
ring of long hair at the back – a skullet, if you will. His left arm skin was
burned down to the muscle, parts of the skin had dripped and congealed onto the
underside of his arm. The visible charred muscle turned blood-red when he flexed
or moved.


I was up, now, recovered from the explosion. My hand would be charred
for awhile and not much use. Burns don’t heal well – it would take around a
month, at least. But even at my finest, I was pretty sure this thing could beat
me into a bloody pulp without much trouble.


“There’s no chance if I throw a stick and tell you to fetch, you’ll just
go away?” I joked.


In response, he tried the same lunge that knocked Ethan across the room.
I ducked under his backhand, which threw him off balance – taking advantage of
that, I punched him in the side of the head going the same way. He tipped in
that direction a little bit, but showed no other discomfort; on a typical
zombie, their neck would be broken – some would have been beheaded entirely.


I swear there was a fire in his eyes that lit up at the prospect of an
opponent that could keep up with him.


The thought almost allowed Big Ugly to take my head off with a haymaker,
but I sidestepped at the last instant. I got inside his reach and hit him right
in his burned chin with both fists – he roared in pain, and I hit him again and
again, pounding with my supernatural, zombie strength. A human would have lost
his head with the first hit, even a normal zombie would have had his neck
snapped. But somehow this thing stayed in the fight. I kept on, and his head
snapped back and forth with each of my furious strikes; I had him on his back –
I was winning!


And then, everything changed. He had me in his grip. He grabbed
my right arm, and in his oversized paw it looked so small. And he
pulled. He kept pulling. I barely felt it dislocate. I barely even felt him
pull my arm off.


I guess there are some advantages to being a zombie.


Then he wrapped that meaty fist around my head and shoved it through the
cement floor.
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I woke up
screaming, because I was in pain.


“So zombies can experience pain. That is quite interesting. I do
wonder if your expectations influence the sensation, though – like the
phenomenon of phantom pain in amputees.” The clinical analysis from Paxton
Welles interrupted my screams – and the realization that I could experience
pain when my face was bashed into concrete.


“Welcome back. I honestly was beginning to wonder if my prodigal failure
would return to me.” Paxton’s silver handlebar mustache quivered at his own
cleverness, and he smirked. He looked around, surveying the room.


I was lying on a table, hands shackled in titanium above my head. It was
the room I’d woken up in a year ago. It had a ceiling far above it, and was a
perfect circle – perhaps forty feet in radius. It was the sub-basement, where
Paxton Welles reanimated zombies and did various other kinds of powerful magic.


With a start, I noticed that my right arm was reattached and that’s when
the ravenous hunger hit me. I tried to suppress it. I snapped my jaw into place
without the use of my hands so I could talk again.


“What have you done with Stirling?” I asked, forcing down the insatiable
urge building within me.


Paxton saw it anyway – a glint in his eye. He pulled up a chair right
next to me, and unbuttoned the jacket on his white linen suit, smoothing it as
he sat down. He looked me in the eye and smiled.


“Oh, you’re feeling it now, aren’t you? Zombies always go into a frenzy
after you heal them with magic – I’ve been doing some experiments with holding
them back, not giving them food. They’ll go feral. I’ve seen them do incredible
things. It’s partially how I created your friend there, the one who roughed you
and Ethan up so nicely. He doesn’t like magic much.” The sound of his voice
drove me wild.


Paxton’s smile grew more sinister, and his fingertip glowed green before
he savagely pressed it into my side, burning his way inches into my abdomen.
With a wave of his hand, the damage was healed, and the insatiable hunger was a
hundred times more intense.


It was hard to concentrate. Hard to think that this had happened before
– Ethan had healed me, once, right after we’d escaped. There had been fire...
I’d leapt in front of it, protected him. He healed me, and damned if I hadn’t
almost eaten the flesh right off of him in return, I had been so mindless with
hunger. The second time Paxton charred my back, Ethan let the burn heal on its
own.


“...Been experimenting with making a zombie possessing all the powers of
a wizard – one who can keep his mind like you. Of course, he’ll also be
completely loyal to me, unlike you,” Paxton drawled as I forced myself back to
reality. I was still struggling impotently against the bonds that held me.


“I was going to use your friend Stirling, of course, since you abandoned
him to me. But he’s useless as a wizard anyway – what good is a zombie that
does sleight of hand tricks and a light show? Then you brought me my old
apprentice Ethan. Now him, if he weren’t a sumbitch turncoat – he could be
useful. So thank you for that,” Paxton continued, that damned smile of his
still on his face.


With a wave of his hand the table that held Stirling levitated, the
bonds disappeared, and my friend was dumped onto the floor. Stirling was barely
in any shape to stand or walk, but he scrambled away from Paxton on all fours,
terrified– no wonder, after what he must have seen in his captivity.


“Unfortunately that means I have an extra wizard around that I have
little need for. Oh wait!” Paxton snapped his fingers and my table levitated as
well.


“I do believe you were mindlessly hungry. Wherever were my manners.”
Paxton grinned again, then with barely a thought snapped his arms out and took
to flight – he hovered above. Oh, how I wanted to wipe that damned smile off
his face.


My bonds disappeared. I was left mindlessly hungry with a defenseless
Stirling and a powerful abomination of a zombie, in case I got any bright
ideas.


I looked up at Paxton with loathing – I knew he’d love that – before
snapping my gaze down to Stirling, whose eyes were still wide with fear – he
knew of the mindless hunger I’d when Ethan healed me.


Then I met his eyes, winked at my friend, and kicked as hard as I could
at the ankle of the other zombie.


Paxton might have grown muscles on him to make him hit harder and faster
than anything on this planet, but he doesn’t know how to make muscles to defend
weak spots. The abomination looked surprised when there was an audible snap of
its ankle. Its footing was all-too-suddenly gone, and it was forced to catch
itself in a crouch on its other foot.


Stirling didn’t wait before he set off a magical firework right in the
thing’s face, and another a second later right up at Paxton.


I pressed our advantage and kicked the opposite knee of the zombie from
the side, garnering another audible snap. He fell flat on his stomach at the
exact moment I couldn’t hold off the hunger any longer.


I started with its shoulder. Zombies might not have a sense of taste,
but damned if it wasn’t the most delicious thing I can remember. I’m not proud
of that.


Once my hunger was satiated for the immediate future, I wrestled with
the abomination’s neck and snapped it – somehow he flopped around a bit
afterward, still.


“Wake Ethan,” I told Stirling once the deed was finished.


“Do me a favor and never rescue me again,” Stirling said.


“Oh shut up,” I replied.


“Seriously, I can just die. Or live forever as this arsehole’s zombie
apprentice. You’re a zombie, it can’t be all bad.” Stirling rambled, his way of
dealing with fear. I grinned – with my recent feeding, I probably looked
horrific.


“You’d be terrible as his apprentice. You’re woefully under-qualified.
Plus, he’s a total dick.” Stirling shrugged in agreement.


“Yeah, guess you’re right.” He walked over to the table Ethan was on,
and smacked him on the cheek. Ethan groaned, and Stirling smacked him again,
just as the familiar awful heat of witch-fire washed over us. I tackled both
Ethan and Stirling just in time. It was distant, so it wasn’t the worst I’d felt,
but there are few as terribly proficient at conjuring fire as Paxton Welles. My
back blistered and charred immediately. When he finished with his gout of
flame, I nearly collapsed before Stirling caught me and gave me a nod.


“How the fuck do you think this is going to end?” Stirling asked Paxton
incredulously. “Did you not fucking see what we just did to your big mutant
zombie? Chris ate him. Ate him – it was literally the most awful thing
I’d ever seen. And then you go and attack us? You really just need to run away.
I know this is your house and all, but these two have run over everything
you’ve thrown at them while hardly breaking a sweat. I don’t think Ethan even
cast a spell – stupid idea, really, as though keeping their little invasion of
Normandy here a secret was going to last, but there you are – and now you wait
until all your tricks are tried and go for a sucker punch?” Stirling even had
the audacity to bark out a laugh.


Paxton’s face was red and his mustache quivered dangerously at the insult,
still hovering twenty feet in the air.


“You forget, Mr. Chase, that my former apprentice – who, I might add, is
only half-trained – is still unconscious. Your pet zombie seems to be
formidable, I admit. Perhaps I even underestimated him. But you forget yourself
against a Master Wizard such as me.” During his speech, there was an almost
imperceptible nod from Ethan – he was awake, and working to counter Paxton’s
magic.


Wizards will tell you that countering another’s magic is damn near
impossible – it requires too intimate a knowledge of how they cast their magic,
the way they were taught, their thought process, their state of mind...


One Master Wizard cannot counter another Master Wizard.


But an apprentice has a chance at countering the Master whom he lived
and trained with for a decade.


They never expect that, though.


Paxton fell twenty feet out of the air with a girlish shriek – any man
loses his sophistication, no matter how ingratiated, in such a situation.


It very nearly didn’t matter – Paxton was so quick and so ridiculously
well-trained that he almost got another spell off. 


But our fifteen minutes of waiting were more than up, and Ethan’s
zombies leapt towards him. I’d forgotten about them entirely, forgotten about
the order for them to storm the house after us.


The four of them pounced on an unsuspecting Paxton Welles and I averted
my eyes, having seen enough horror. I noticed Stirling looked on, not quite
enjoying it, but looking like he wanted to be sure it was happening. I made a
mental note to never ask what Paxton had been doing to him in his captivity.


Ethan opened his eyes with a tired look of satisfaction and his bonds
vanished. Stirling helped him slide off the table.


“Cease,” Ethan ordered his zombies.


The three of us looked down at Paxton.


“At least grant me the honor of a death by witch-fire,” he managed to
say, pleading with Ethan.


“Turnabout is a son of a bitch – you were going to feed me to a
zombie” Stirling said before he kicked the Master Wizard in the head.


I nodded at him and helped Ethan limp over to the stairs, where I lifted
him up – he complained the whole time, and I remembered why he annoyed the hell
out of me, despite his help today.


“Be gentle! Do you realize I was just thrown around like a limp
rag?!” Ethan whined. We both tried to ignore a series of blunt impacts,
followed by Stirling’s unmistakable whistling and his jogging to catch up.


“If you don’t quit whining I’m going to drop you and you can make your
way up these stairs yourself,” I threatened, but my heart wasn’t in it.
Stirling shook his head at me.


“You two never did shag to get it out of your system, did you?” I turned
my head and grinned; I would never understand how he kept up his good mood.


Finally, after an excruciating climb and endless complaints from Ethan, we
emerged onto the picturesque balcony. Sun shined down onto the estate, and
Stirling breathed in the fresh air as though it were rejuvenating.


“I need to practice my witch-fire. Never did get it right, years ago,”
Stirling said casually as we descended the stairs.


It took him most of an hour but eventually the plantation house burned.
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Police are asking for any and all witnesses who have information
relating to the murder of a family in the west side of the city. Detective
Chief Inspector Ash, the lead officer on the case, has asked that anyone with
information come forward: “A whole family has been lost, barring the arguably
fortunate daughter who has come out unharmed, and we implore anyone who has
seen anything to let us know.” Sources from inside the police force state that
the means the murderer used remain a mystery with no visible weapon marks on
the bodies or detectable poisons found. The investigation continues...
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He had to be discrete. How likely is a girl with no
family left to have a visitor that’s not a cop?


The man in black nodded to the nurses,
their watchful eyes upon him in his dark colors, red and grey backpack and
boots, as he went to the young woman’s room. He kept his back straight and his
pace long and steady to deter questions. The nurses at the desk, opposite the
room he was aiming for, stopped working to observe who he was visiting. 


She was curled in a fetal position on the
bed, sound asleep. She was tiny. It didn’t help that all the other patients
were bulked out by cables, wires and tubes crawling all over them. Only two
visitors were allowed per bed, but no one else was going to stop by to see her.
Everyone else was dead. He stopped in front of the chart board, a huge
contraption like some sort of slanted whiteboard, and read it. He wasn’t a
doctor but he could understand enough of it to know that she was refusing to
talk or open her eyes. Or maybe she just couldn’t, yet.


Good, he thought. She’s doing what she’s meant to. 


He grabbed a vacant seat and placed it by
her bed. Taking his backpack off, he opened it up. The two nurses responsible
for the room were watching what he was doing. He took a child’s stuffed animal,
something distracting and pacifying, and sat it on the slanted whiteboard. 


He imagined water flowing from him and
into the animal, a link connecting him to it. He spoke once. 


“Peace.”


The animal vibrated and settled back down.
The older of the two nurses, who had been making a beeline for him, stopped at
the medical chart instead. She gave the board a confused look for a moment, as
though she had walked into a room and forgotten why she was there, before
moving on with a polite nod towards Edrian and a pat on the head for the
stuffed hippo. 


He smiled as he zipped his bag back up,
making sure the wooden boxes and plastic bags inside were sealed. It wouldn’t
do for his bag of tricks to be jumbled up. He kept his eyes on his bag as he
spoke.


“I know you’re awake, Sally.” He kept the
backpack close, at the ready. “They’re not watching, I’ve used a distraction.” 


She didn’t move, the only motion being the
tiny up and down of her breathing. Edrian looked at her. The hospital sheets
were the rough kind, with the tiny gaps between the thick stitching over a
starchy linen blanket.


“That’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I
promise not to be offended by you ignoring me. You have, after all, just lost
your entire family. Brutally killed in front of you.” He watched her for
reaction, and it confirmed what he had expected. She was awake and trying not
to acknowledge him. “I’ve been in... contact with the Empire, and the rebels,
to see which of them is going to take responsibility for what happened to you.
Normally they give help to the victims of things like this – where they leave a
young woman to fend for herself without a patron of any sort. But given the,
shall we say, special nature of the work neither side is willing to
acknowledge it.”


He adjusted in his seat. He had hoped for
a response. 


“If you know anything, anything that might
help me find the men who did this, now is the time to tell me. I’m not the
police, or Empire security or a rebel law enforcer. Telling me could be the
difference between them getting away with what they’ve done and not.”


As he waited an old man ambled by in the
corridor. He watched Edrian without being troubled by the compulsion – there
were a few mental patients able to ignore that sort of trickery – but he did
stop to talk to the poster on the wall. Edrian turned back to Sally and
frowned. He didn’t have the heart to force her to talk.


“I’ve put some money in this envelope for
you. It’s enough to see you to your relatives up north.” She still didn’t move
or acknowledge him. “You should be dead, Sally. Let them take care of you. Take
what little you’ve got left and try to find a life out of all of this. Don’t
come back to Edens Castle. The pain will lessen, in time. If you think of
anything I should know my number is in the envelope as well.” 


Taking the stuffed hippo he put it in his
coat pocket so its fat little head was poking out. The nurses cast him brief
suspicious glances – who could the girl with no one left have visiting her? -
before finding something else to do. 


“Why? Who are you?”


He stopped, glancing over his shoulder at
her. She had turned her head, leaving her body in place.


Memories came unbidden and pain tugged at
his heart. Thoughts of the last time he had been in this city, in his home. He
had lost so much that night. 


“Because the same people who took
everything from you took everything from me. Because I wish someone had helped
me back then, set me on the right path. Because I’m going to kill them and you
should be long gone when that happens.” 


He made towards the door. It had been a
mistake coming here. Even if she knew anything she was too fragile for this.


“And I’m Edrian Edan.” 
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He didn’t have that far to jump. Falling several hundred
feet to splatter himself on a child’s play park wasn’t how he wanted to end his
day. Not that he was scared of heights or anything.


He could see much of the city from here,
parts of it hidden by the rolling hills on which it was built. He stood atop a
thirty storey block of flats. The door he’d come in was hanging off its hinges.
He felt justified leaving it matching the rest of the decor. Even up here, in
the open air, the rank urine odor from the elevator hung in his nose. 


He stepped up onto the stone ledge. The
wind pushed hard at his face, nearly knocking him back. Edens Castle was a web
of arterial roadways, spiraling neighborhoods of houses, dotted parks and
secreted dells. He could feel the heart of the city beating, its life blood
flowing without end. He admired his ancient city from atop this tower of
inequity and squalor. Sighing, a muddle of pity and pride bubbling in him, he
turned from looking at the cityscape and focused on the adjacent high rise
flat. 


The other building was where he needed to
go, but making a direct entry hadn’t been possible without warning the man he
was going to kill. He reached into his bag of tricks and pulled out a small
spring. Judging angles and positioning he placed the spring between his feet
making sure it sat upright. 


He hopped off the ledge and walked away,
securing his backpack and double checking the empty scabbard he had tied to his
waist. He didn’t want to waste a larger spring. Of course if this spring wasn’t
powerful enough he wouldn’t have to worry about that. There were, after all,
thirty floors to go before he could land. 


He turned on the spot and stamped one
foot, back straight and shoulder back, coming to attention without meaning to.
His hands moved without his having to command them, doing final checks on his
bag straps, his pocket fastenings, the notch that held his scabbard in place.
The repetition steadied his nerves. 


Then he was running for the ledge.


His boots pounded the filth of the roof hard
and he sprang forward. His heart skipped a beat, either at the sudden force
with which he ran or from fear of what lay over the ledge. It didn’t matter
which because he was committed now. He imagined water flowing from him and out
into the tiny spring, was it really that small, he wondered, and it quivered
right before his foot came up and pushed down on it.


“Push.” The word was lost in the wind. 


He managed to get the other leg out in
front, running out into empty air, before anything happened. The movement was
too fast for his eyes to track as he arched up into the air and towards the
next tower. Air whistled into his ears and his legs continued to kick out in a
futile run.  


There were a few seconds of air and
momentum before Edrian crashed onto the roof. His foot caught on something and
he tumbled forward only just managing to roll out of the worst of the impact.
He skidded for a few seconds before coming to rest on his side. 


He lay there, not wanting to move, and
checked for damage. There was pain but nothing unexpected. His kit appeared to
be in working order. He stood, his knee almost giving out, and looked around
this identical roof. Everything was aged, covered in dirt and pigeon shit and
falling apart. 


He looked to the pale grey door and reached
into his bag of tricks. Somebody, the first of four, had to die today.


 


*~*~*~*


 


He barreled down the stairs. He had taken too long.
The flat his target was in was only a few floors down. The murderous team would
be leaving soon. He couldn’t guarantee finding them again. It had taken every
contact he had left in the city, most of them long since dead or inactive, to
find even this one person. 


He jumped the last few steps and collided
with the wall. The door was in front of him. Floor 21 of Tower B. 


He reached around to a side pocket of his
bag of tricks and pulled a black plastic magnifying glass free. He imagined air
flowing from his eyes into the handle of it. 


“Sight.” It spun once in his hand and
stopped. 


He held it up and inspected the space in front
of him, the door and the handle. Afterimages of people moving blurred by, the
ghost image of the door opened and closed a thousand times a second... and
there were lines of bright colors spider webbing over it. Someone had rigged
this door. The same work as the entrance to the building, only not as strong. 


He loosened the knot on his scabbard and
took a hold of it like a sword. He fitted the pointed tip into the recess where
the door met the frame and cut the web. Rather than drift to the ground the webs
were bound around the scabbard and faded into nothing. The work done he pulled
the door open and walked onto the landing. 


“Too easy.”


And light exploded in front of his eyes as
something hit him on the back of his head. Before he could even try to get to
his feet again a thing that felt remarkably like a boot bashed his face into
the ground. 


He was moving now, being dragged. Lights
spun and his bag of tricks and scabbard were gone. The floor under him changed
from stone, to the bottom of a doorframe, to carpet. He was being dragged into
someone’s flat. He was lifted off the ground and put on a chair. Ropes
slithered around his arms and legs.  


Water splashed onto his face slammed him
into clarity. The ringing in his ears went out and the thudding ache in his
skull popped like a balloon. He tried to stand but his limbs didn’t respond.


“You’re the medic of the team, I presume?”
Edrian’s voice came out clear and strong. This agent of the team, the medic,
had skill then. That had been some impressive healing. “I should probably be
ashamed that you managed to nab me, but I still haven’t puzzled that out.” He
was trying to figure it out as he spoke. He had come through the roof
specifically to avoid detection. 


“You’re... meant to be dead. You died ten
years ago.” 


“You need to hit someone a lot harder than
that to kill them.” 


Edrian raised his eyes to the agents’ own.
He was a tall man, very tall. Broad and strongly built too. The phrase “brick
shit house’ came to mind. He had more hair, and pointier teeth, than was normal
too. Clearly not a man to fight in a bar then. But this wasn’t a bar. 


He looked around the room. It had natural
light coming in through the window, and there were several bags of animal feed.
Some for dogs, some for cats, even some for mice and rats. There was a fish
tank and a bird cage in the corner. A Were then, someone who could bond with
animals and take their strengths and even their form. He could be bonded with
any animal. He turned back as the Were held up Edrian’s scabbard. The agent
looked to it then to Edrian and raised an eyebrow. 


“An unorthodox weapon, I know. It makes
dangerous things safe. Sometimes it even makes safe things dangerous. And it
works pretty well for hitting people with too.” 


The agent showed his teeth before throwing
the scabbard to the ground, where it landed next to his red and grey backpack.
At least he knew where they were now.


“I would never have expected it to be you,
Edan. But I’m lucky, I suppose. The price on your head pays whether you’re dead
or alive.” 


Edrian met the Were’s eyes again, a twinge
of worry working at him, and watched as the man began to change. His hair
flattened out against his skin and became scaly and hard. His arms tucked into
his side and started to melt into his torso. His tongue lengthened out of his
mouth and his feet pooled out and behind him onto the floor forming a tail.
Edrian really hated snakes. He tried to think of a way out but all he could
imagine was those huge fangs sinking into his chest. 


Then, without warning, a glass vase
smashed over the Weresnake’s head. The bulky Were staggered and turned around,
his back to Edrian, just in time to have his fish tank fly from the wall and
break itself over his face. Water exploded everywhere and Edrian felt himself
set free as the Were’s concentration lapsed. 


He dived to the side, grabbed his scabbard
and with the full motion of his body slammed the hard leather-bound wood onto
the back of the Weresnake’s head. The Were slumped to the ground. 


“Yeah!” he shouted. His head shot up as
someone else said the same thing. He said the only words that made sense. “How,
the fuck, are you here?”


Sally, heavy black bags under her eyes,
hospital band still around her wrist and stick thin arms holding out a block of
wood formed into a fulcrum, smiled. But she didn’t smile at Edrian and it
wasn’t one borne out of happiness. He stepped forward and put himself between
her and the Weresnake before that crazy little smile lead to anything else. 


“I need to talk to him. He’s the only one
who might know where the other three agents are. If you kill him, neither of us
will ever have vengeance.” 


Moments of silence followed, and Edrian
tightened his hand around the scabbard. He had to act before too long, before
the agent woke up or before Sally killed him. Despite what had happened to her,
he couldn’t allow her to kill his only chance. 


Right before he would have done something
she dropped her arms to her side. The fulcrum fell to the ground – surely not her
only trick, he knew – and she followed it soon after.


Edrian sighed, looking from the girl to
the man and wondering what the hell was going on. 
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Things were going to get messy far too fast. But he
was already tumbling down the rabbit hole and couldn’t stop. He didn’t want to
stop.


The Weresnake was bound to the same chair
Edrian had been. His familiar was trapped in a cage, so there would be no
slippery escapes via quick morphs. The girl, who had followed him from the
hospital and set off the alarm as she came up the stairs in Tower B, had
insisted on staying. He hadn’t the heart to deny her. He also didn’t want to
just knock her out, as he would need to transport her somewhere safe. So she
sat and watched and he hoped that she didn’t develop a taste for what he was
about to do. 


He used the same water the Weresnake had
splashed on him. With only mundane injuries the reaction was immediate and
full.


“You’re awfully substantial for a ghost,
Edan, how did you manage to possess your own body?” came the Were’s growl.


“Guess again.” Edrian didn’t waste any
time, and punched the man as hard as he could. His head snapped back. The
bandages wrapped around his hands, powered by his own trickery, kept the pain
at bay. “You’re the liaison for the other three. You’re arranging the transport
for all of your team to leave Edens Castle. Tell me where they are and I’ll
kill you before I kill all of your familiars, so you don’t have to watch.” 


The large man jerked about in the chair,
but it held well and didn’t break. He wasn’t going anywhere. Edrian hit him a
few more times, varying between the face and stomach. It was crude and
simplistic, but so were most Weres. Suit your technique to your target, he had
been taught. 


After another minute of flat, fleshy impacts
he stopped to catch his breath. 


“On the other hand,” he huffed a breath,
“if you just tell me now, I’ll kill you and leave them for the animal rescue
people to sort out.” 


His words were met with a blood choked
snarl and another attempt to smash free of the chair. 


“Fuck you. We’re going to kill you, Edan.”


Edrian smiled and leaned back with his
arms spread wide. 


“What makes you think it’ll stick this
time?”


The blood haze came up in his vision. His heart
pounded and despite the trickery his fists ached. What happened next became a
blur in his memory as time passed, but he never forgot it. 


He punched and punched until blood flowed
and bones broke. Then he healed them and started again. He made threats and he
carried out them out. He did things that could never be healed. He had no
bargaining chips and less time. 


In the end, he got what he needed. But it
wasn’t him who pulled it out of the man. It took Sally, despite Edrian’s
protests, actually killing the Were’s snake familiar. His desire for answers
overrode his will to stop her. The act was cruel but this same man had done far
crueler things.


He slit the Were’s throat, proclaiming
that it was in revenge for all those he had killed. The man accepted death with
a threat of revenge and without fear.


They had what they needed – he knew where
all the other agents were and how long they would wait – and it was time to
move. 
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Edrian, pulling along the crazy Sally, knew something
was wrong as soon as he walked outside. It was dusk on a weekend, warm with
only a slight breeze. So why were there no children? Why were the washing lines
empty? Why was no one looking out any of their windows?


“Follow me. Don’t do anything I don’t tell
you to.”


“Hey, I already saved you. We wouldn’t
even know where we were going without me. Don’t try to—” 


She cut off so suddenly Edrian turned to
look at her. Another woman, long blonde hair, average height and mask held a
knife to Sally’s throat. He turned back and there were others standing there.
They all wore the same plain clothing – jeans, t-shirts and light leather
jackets – with the only unusual adornment being the masks. The dress of the
rebel forces of Edens Castle. They had formed up into a circle with the rearmost
edge encompassing Sally. 


His stomach knotted and he clenched his
teeth to keep from screaming in frustration. He put one hand on to his
scabbard, a finger in the loop that would loosen the knot and free it
completely, and smiled. 


“Lovely day for a little rebellion, isn’t
it?” 


The one directly in front of him spoke.


“Who are you? What business do you have in
Edens Castle? And why have you taken this girl from the mundanes’ hospital?” 


The speaker held an old fashioned wooden
police baton in his left hand, which he pointed at Edrian as he spoke. Even
from here he could feel the weighty strength of the thing. The man was old,
despite the strong sound of his voice, and he had been adding to and
reinforcing the trickery on the baton for most of his life. Getting hit by that
thing wouldn’t be good.


“Questions three, is it?” Edrian nodded
and put his other hand on his hip. He hooked his thumb under his belt and tried
not to bring attention to it. “Who I am doesn’t matter and even if I told you,
you wouldn’t believe me. My business is largely my own, though it does now
involve this young woman. Which, by the by, is not of my own doing. She came to
me, not the other way around.” He brought his hands up in a clap, loosening the
knot on the scabbard and pulling a small trick from a carefully concealed
recess in his belt as he did. “If that’s all, we’ll just be on our way.” 


He made a decision and the tension eased
out of him. He stepped forward. The whole group, except the leader, reacted as
one and came toward him. He didn’t let them set the pace and threw the battery
he had just taken from his belt into the air above him and crouched down with
his scabbard laid over his back and head. He imagined lightning bursting from
his whole body, arching up into the clouds and catching the battery. 


He spoke.


“Storm.”


He covered his ears as best he could and
opened his mouth in a silent yell. Thunder and lightning boomed and flashed
out, lancing into the ground, the trees and, most importantly, the rebels
approaching him. It was so loud and quick they didn’t even have time to scream.



His scabbard had absorbed the worst of the
blow but it did nothing to disguise the smell of cooking meat or heat in the
air. Edrian stood and cast a quick glance back at Sally. The blonde had thrown
her to the ground before moving forward and, by the looks of it, provided a
decent meat shield for the girl. Her hair was entirely unburned which was more
than could be said for blondey. 


All of them, except the leader, lay
unconscious on the ground. It shouldn’t have killed any of them but you never
knew who had a weak heart just waiting to get jolted into arrest. He hardened
himself to the thought. It was the risk you took, playing in the games that
they did. 


The leader took a few steps forward and tilted
his head to the side. His baton, enough to make Edrian wary even with the ten
foot of distance between them, hung casually by his side. 


“I know you,” said the leader, “there’s
something about you that’s familiar.”  


He seemed surprisingly unconcerned at the
defeat of his soldiers. Edrian went with the same role. 


“I’ve heard that a lot recently, maybe
I’ve just got one of those faces.” 


“No,” the leader shook his head, his voice
quavering. He shook his head faster and for the first time real emotion showed.
“It can’t be. Everyone knows you died that night. No one thought you could be
killed, but there was no way anyone could have survived...” 


He kept shaking his head and Edrian, his
concentration slipping with the thoughts brought on by the man’s words, struck
out. He threw another battery at the man. His aim was good but his mind was
foggy. His connection to his trick was tenuous at best and his mumbled “shock”
was barely audible. 


Despite this the trick worked and, rather
than call up the full fury of a storm, the man was jerked as though by a taser.
He stiffened and spasmed and fell. His baton clattered to the ground, but
didn’t roll as it was bound by a leather cord to the man’s wrist. 


Edrian walked over to him. The leader was
still breathing, which was a relief. His eyes flickered open, making Edrian
jump, and moved without focusing for a moment before bearing straight onto him.



“Tough old bastard.” Edrian kneeled down
next to him, one boot on top of his left hand to stop him reaching for the
baton. “But what the hell are you doing here if you’re not looking for me?”


“They’re all de... dead. None left. How...
how still alive? Who? Who? Who?” 


Edrian sighed. He didn’t need more reminders
of a life long lost in the past. He reached into the leader’s coat, into the
inside pocket of the jacket on the right side, and pulled out a phone. He had
to experiment with a few different methods of working it, but being a distress
signal it wasn’t made to be complicated. He spoke the word “help”, stood, and
went to get Sally. 


They had a lot to do and dangerous places
to go. As if it wasn’t enough that the other agents would be gone within a day,
now they had the rebels on their heels. And they were asking questions about
Sally. 


Things were going to get a bit crazy. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


They stood inside Edens Castle’s one and only insane
asylum. He had had to use the hippo from the hospital again, and a little bit
of luck, to get in. 


This was the only route into Fae for about
fifty miles. The only other asylum big enough was way out west in a different
city altogether. The mundanes were kept distracted by the infrastructure the
local government of the Empire put in place, but he preferred to use his own
too. You never knew if the rebels, or some other dissatisfied group, had
sabotaged the trickery. 


The building had been upgraded since he
had last been in it, but the layout was the same. He walked with confidence and
dragged Sally along in his wake. He still wasn’t sure why he was bringing her
along, but he had a feeling it was more dangerous for her to be left alone. She
deserved to see this through to the end. That, or it would be a hell of a lot
more trouble to get rid of her than to keep her. 


They went to the thirteenth room on the
seventh floor of the third building. Inside of it a young man sat cross legged
and attentive. He looked at them as they entered – the door wasn’t locked – and
said nothing.


Sally came to stand beside Edrian and
looked from him to the young man. She was paler than before, still shook up by
the surprise rebel attack, but she stayed quiet. Edrian reached into his pocket
and withdrew a handful of coins – Drachma from Greece, plastic coins from a
children’s game, wooden dollars from a far flung Asian nation he had never
visited and others stranger still – and threw them down in front of the young
man. 


“Passage for two to the land of light,
return tickets if you don’t mind.” 


The young man was bound in a straight
jacket, his wide blue eyes wandering freely over Edrian and Sally – especially
Sally – and he hardly paid attention to the coins in front of him. 


“I’ll give you one return if you leave
her, and the coins. It’ll even be a smooth ride. Smooth, smooth, smooth.” He
made a noise like a laugh but never changed his expression. “The fiery one
wishes to journey to the land of light, oh yes he does. But he needs to pay a
special price. The eyes... eyes, are watching him.” 


“Fiery one?” Sally asked. They both
ignored her.


Edrian’s own patience was wearing thin. He
unknotted his scabbard and held it out in front of him, leaning on it with both
hands as though it were a cane. The point clicked on the floor. 


“The girl comes with me, unharmed. We both
get back, unharmed. Or I take my coins and find another person who’s away with
the faeries.” 


That brought the young man’s full
attention back onto Edrian. 


“There are no others here. Except you,
you, you in time. Not yet though.” There was no humor in his voice and Edrian
had to resist a shiver at the vacant stare and words. It took a lot to push
someone to the same point as this young man. 


“Fine.” Sally’s head turned to him sharply
and she took in a breath. “How about this?” 


He withdrew a key and held it up. It was
old and rusted and not his finest work. But, it would be useful for this young
lunatic. 


“It’ll get you out of here. Beyond the
trickery of the Empire, for a time, and let you go as you will. I give this to
you now and tell you the pass word when we return. Unharmed. Both of us.”


The man’s eyes went wide and he grinned,
real happiness showing in his face. He started to bounce on the spot, never
actually managing to get up, and drool ran down the side of his mouth. 


“Oh, the fiery one has his father’s
tricksome nature. Such a deal to offer to me. You make waves so soon, young
Edan. The bargain is struck, struck, struck.” 


The key flew from his hand and landed
among the coins. All of them inched forward as though carried by tiny
creatures, which mayhap they were, and skittered under the crazy man’s crossed
legs. The walls started to shake and the floor to tremble. Sally grabbed onto
him and Edrian stood his ground. This was just for show. 


The world melted away into nothingness and
snapped back into place. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


The second of four was going to die. They had to be
quick, if the rebels were after them then the Empire wouldn’t be far behind.


They were outside in a field with a single
tree. The tree was in front of them and, as though it had been handmade, there
was a carving of the young man with his straight jacket shaped into the bark
and trunk. It even had the same mad smile. 


“Come on, we don’t have long. I doubt
he’ll be able to maintain the connection long.”


“Where are we? What did you mean
away with the faeries? Who the hell was that?”


Edrian indicated that they should talk as
they walk. He already knew where the next agent would be. 


“You really were living under a rock
weren’t you? This is one of the plains of Fae, the land of light. He was a
gatekeeper, the only one left alive in Edens Castle after the war, and we
bartered for transport.”


“Which is where the next... person who...”
She didn’t sniff or cry, but she couldn’t force the words past her clenched
teeth. 


“Which is where the next person I need to
kill is.” He took a breath. “We won’t need to get anything from him. He just
needs to die. But if he’s here,” Edrian glanced up at the half a dozen suns
that hung in the sky, “I think I already know what he is.” 


They walked out of the field, heading up a
hill towards where they could see the near blinding light of the suns bouncing
off glass. If there was anywhere he would hide it would be up there. 


The further up the hill they went the more
of the glass building was revealed. It shone, diamond like, the light bouncing
off of it in a maddening array. The shadows of the building crisscrossed in
varying intensities and he could actually see them move as the seconds passed.
From up close the tree shape of the glass house – with its trunk and reaching
branches – reflected the light with such intensity it looked as though it were
aflame with sunlight. 


He squinted and looked around, sweat
beading on his forehead, looking for a door. Sally came up behind him panting
from exertion. She stooped over and put her hands on her knees and sweat
dripped from her face onto the brown grass. She kept trying to say something
but couldn’t catch her breath to do it. 


“Come on.” He went forward, loosening the
knot on the scabbard as he went. “Don’t be fooled by appearances, he’ll be able
to look like what or whoever he wants. Normally I’d say don’t give him
anything, “cause he’ll keep it, but I don’t think that’ll be an issue. If he
bites you he’ll plant a seed in you and we’ll need to get it out. And I don’t
have the kit for that, so don’t let it happen.” 


“How,” she gulped in a breath, “do we
get... in.” 


Edrian took a long step forward, bringing
the scabbard down over his head, and smashed one of the panes of glass. The
glass clattered and broke into a thousand tiny pieces, fading into nothingness
as it hit the floor. 


“What’s in here?” She stood beside him
again and cast cautious looks inside. The glowing glass panes of light – they
may actually be glowing, he thought, rather than just reflecting the multitude
of suns – made it look dim inside by comparison. “Edrian?” 


“Shh…” He stepped in and checked that his
bag of tricks wasn’t on too tight, that he could get into it quickly. He
reached into his jacket and pulled out a pair of lightly tinted sunglasses. 


“What do they do?” She sounded nervous to
him. She had grabbed the back of his jacket and was holding on as though he
were a life line. 


“They make me look awesome.” He tapped the
side of the shades, imagining a line of light connecting his eyes to them. “Sight.”



They vibrated on his head, tickling his
ears, before coming to a rest. The blindness disappeared and – rather than have
to wait for his eyes to adjust – was replaced by blocky images with symbols on
them that indicated what they were. Measurements of the light level appeared in
the corner and the walls became opaque, turning transparent as he focused on
them and willed himself to see past them. 


“How do we find him?” 


“I’m...” He was searching, looking for the
brightest spot in the entire tree house. He would be there, hopefully asleep
but likely not given how they had come a’knocking, and he wouldn’t leave. It
would be where he was most powerful. Edrian swept his eyes left and right, up
and down, but he knew without having to really think about it where the
brightest spot would be. The whole construction of the tree left only one real
choice. The first floor up, in the middle, where all the light from all
directions bounced and finally converged. The light level there, he could see,
was retina scorching. If they went in without protection they would be blinded
and start to cook. He tisked and handed a spare pair of shades to Sally. 


“You won’t be able to come in after me.
I’ll need to end this quickly too.”


He moved quickly, taking the stairs and
corridors without slowing. He could hear Sally’s trainers slapping the glass
floors behind him. She was panting again but was keeping up with him. He
reached one hand back and fiddled with a pocket on his backpack. 


“What the hell is in here? Bites? Seeds?
Why is this place so bright?” She could barely get the words out but she
managed. 


Edrian ignored the questions. He pulled a
bit of wood, flat and cleanly cut, with a bit of metal on top of it. He held
his scabbard under one arm as he armed the trick and tucked it carefully into
his belt. He stopped without warning and Sally skidded to a halt, almost
smacking into him. 


“Edrian,” she grabbed him and pulled him
to face her. She was rendered into inhuman blocks by the shades’ trickery, the
edges of his vision filled with incomprehensible light. Even he was starting to
struggle to breath in this hot and humid air. “What’s in there?” She had spoken
in a gentle whisper, but her grip on him hadn’t lessened. 


He pulled his sleeve over his hand and
gripped the door handle. He pulled and even the shades flickered for a moment
before resuming function at the overwhelming wave of light that flowed out. 


“Vampire.”


It hadn’t been Edrian that spoke. The
words had come from within the room. 


His heart jumped to a sudden gallop and he
shot a look into the room. Shoving Sally as hard as he could – hurting her
being only a secondary concern – he spun into the room, slamming the door
behind him. 


The place was full of creature comforts. A
lazy boy armchair, black despite the insanity of such a thing in a room like
this, sat in pride of place in the middle of the room. There were tables,
chairs, nick-knacks and books all over the place. There was a lump in the far
corner that didn’t match the rest of the decor, the symbol for ‘human corpse’
hanging over it. Despite being translated through the shades he could see that
the place was well lived in. This wasn’t a stopping place for the vampire. It
was his home. 


The man himself stood in the centre, a
glass in his hand. The shades identified it as processed human blood. The
vampire placed it on the table and spread his arms in welcome. The block
representing his hands morphed in and out of shape as the blood took effect.
The more he drank of the human, the more he would look like one. It was hard to
tell in these conditions how successful the process was. 


“Edrian Edan. You know, you smell just
like your father.” The vampire reached down and pulled out a sword, the shades
telling Edrian that it was hot enough to cauterize wounds, and pointed it at
him. “The greatest soldier who ever lived, even if he did kill all of his
officers. Or maybe because of it. They say that if he hadn’t died then Edens
Castle would never have fallen to the Empire. You northerners would have kept
your precious freedom.” The vampire bowed and flourished the sword. “What a shame
to lose such a great hero.”


The shades told him the vampire was about
to move, but the information was just a blur on the black plastic before a
train smacked into his chest and drove him back into the glass. He managed to
keep a hold of his scabbard as he slumped to the ground. He swung it out in
front of him, not having the time to take anything in. It hit against something
and the vampire snarled as he was knocked back. 


Edrian jumped to his feet and swung again,
this time the other way. He felt it connect with something lighter, the sword,
and there was a swirl of black mist hanging in the air as he damaged some of
the trickery on the sword.


He tried for another swing, but something
solid connected with his forearm and knocked the scabbard out of his hand. He
stumbled to the side, dropping down and rolling to avoid another swing of the
sword he hadn’t even seen coming. He came up out of his roll and had to squeeze
his eyes shut. The shades had come off. 


No sight, no weapon, and he faced the
vampire where he was most powerful. While they were in the sunlight, so very
much of it, the vampire would heal instantly. It didn’t have access to the full
array of its combat abilities – that only came with the onset of night. He had
had to choose, face the vampire when he’s next to impossible to kill or face
him when he’s next to impossible to survive. He didn’t know now if he had
chosen right.


He stopped and listened, mouth open
slightly. He didn’t want to move to the trick tucked into his belt just yet. He
couldn’t tip his hand if he wanted to come out of this alive. He stepped to his
left and tried to keep his back to where he remembered the wall to be. 


There was a hiss and whoosh of air as the
vampire went by. He was so fast Edrian didn’t even realize he’d been cut until
the vampire was gone. He didn’t grab his arm or make any sudden movement
towards the cut. The vampire would be expecting that and would capitalise on
it. But then...


He pulled a face and reached around to his
arm to hold the cut and felt the rush of air as the vampire came at him. He
turned sideways, presenting the smallest target possible, and the blade cut
into the air he had been in only an instant before. Edrian wrapped his arms around
the vampire, imagined a coil of wire connecting himself to the trick tucked
into his belt and spoke the password. “Fall prey.”


The mousetrap in his belt snapped shut,
fortuitously still able despite his being roughed up, and the vampire screamed
as the power of it bound him. The sword clattered to the ground as his arms
were tied to his sides. The vampire staggered back – Edrian could hear his
footfalls now that they were clumsy and uncontrolled – and first one foot and
then the other became locked into position. He knew when the trickery finished
itself off because the vampire choked as he was bound around the throat. 


The trickery would have killed a normal
man, or even a vampire outside of the light, but in this room it would just
keep him confined. 


Edrian fell to his knees and felt around
for his shades. He got them on as quickly as he could. Even with his eyes shut
the light would be damaging. He would need to see if he could get them fixed
later, if he had time. 


He sighed and looked around. The room
still looked far too comfortable. If it hadn’t been hotter than hell he might
have been tempted to lie down in the seat and fall asleep. 


Heaving yet another sigh he pulled himself
to his feet by sheer force of will and took his bag of tricks off. He reached
into it and took out a small cutting of silver material. It was normally used
to keep cars cool on sunny days. 


He walked over to the vampire and leaned
over him. 


“Don’t worry. I don’t need to torture you
or try to force you to tell me anything. I’ve had enough of that for one day.”
He laid the strip of silvery material down so the vampire could see it. The
implication was clear and the vampire made another desperate bid for freedom.
The trap just pulled itself tighter and he made more choking noises. “No, I’m
just going to kill you.” 


He imagined smoke, the outpouring of dry
ice, drifting from himself and into the material. “Cool.” 


Blackness flowed out of the sheet and
spread like water over the floor. It climbed up onto the walls and oozed
upwards, covering the outer layer of the room in pitch darkness. The vampire
made his last bid for freedom, but the trap was already starting to do
irreparable damage, muscle tissue tearing and bones breaking with sharp cracks.
The last of the light was blocked out as the seeping darkness met at the apex
of the ceiling. There was a final crunch as the trap closed itself. 


Edrian didn’t remove the shades, it was too
dark to see without them now, and so he saw the head roll free of the body and
the symbol change from ‘vampire’ to ‘vampire corpse and head’. 


His skin was already tingling from
sunburn. If he didn’t get killed today he was pretty sure skin cancer was going
to get him. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


Time was running out. If the other agents didn’t hear
from the Were soon they were going to assume the worst and leave the city. 


“We need to get across the city in,” he
checked his watch, “now, basically.” 


“Where is the next one?” Sally was nowhere
near as burned as him, but even she kept grimacing as her clothing touched the
reddening parts of her skin. There was nothing like a journey to the land of
light to make you appreciate the dreary northern weather. Cooling rain fell on
his face as they walked. 


“The Eden Undercity, meaning we have to
use one of the Closes to get down into it.” He checked the road for traffic
before they crossed and pulled a phone out of his pocket. Sally gave him an
angry look but he ignored her. He dialled her number and waited. 


“Hi hi hi, what’s the word Edrian Edan.
Tell, tell, tell.” 


Edrian considered refusing, considered
telling the mad young man to go to hell – or the land of light, he wasn’t fussy
– but he knew he couldn’t. Letting a gatekeeper of that power free wasn’t wise,
but neither was reneging on his word. The Empire, or the rebels, would catch
the man eventually. They needed to, as too many people relied on what came in
and out of Fae for the supply route to be cut off. It would certainly keep them
distracted for the next few days. Once they noticed, that was. 


“Freedom, obviously.” 


He put the phone back in his pocket,
hearing the mad cackle of the lunatic before the line cut off. 


“Why couldn’t we have given him your
phone?”


He thought to ask who she expected to call
her, now that her entire family was dead. He had perhaps become a bit too blasé
with familial death over the years.


“I might still need it if we need help.” 


They walked into a corner shop and Edrian
nodded to the man behind the counter, who did the same but froze halfway
through the motion. He frowned and watched as Edrian and Sally went into the
back, never saying a word. 


Edrian wasn’t sure if the man was shocked
at who he was, or the burns on his face. The sheer contrast between most of his
face and where the shades had sat was enough to make it look like he had
goggles on. Either way, they wouldn’t be here long. 


They went to the photo booth and he held
the curtain open for Sally. She gave him a strange look, the same one any
sensible women gives a man she hardly knows when he asks her to climb into a
small space with him, before going in and standing with her back against the
wall. The chair had been taken out already so there was enough space for them
both to stand. 


Edrian took out a few more coins – these
metal ones were made with trickery and so worth substantially more – and fed
them into the machine. It took a lot more than it used to for two people to
travel, but he had enough. 


“The Undercity.” He pronounced the words
clearly, having heard plenty of cautionary tales, when he was young, about the
young boy who misspoke and ended up being found in every transport node in the
entire city. All at once. In pieces. He reached out to touch the green button
in the middle, but Sally held out her hand and, without actually touching,
stopped him.


“Edrian, who are you? How did you know how
to do all of... this? I heard what the vampire was saying, through the door.”
She didn’t sound best pleased at that last. “Who is your father? I have to
know.” 


It was a relief to know that not everyone
in the city knew about his family. He normally wouldn’t answer questions like
that, but the look she gave him – plaintive and lost, trying without hope for something
to cling on to – was too much. 


“I’m Edrian Edan.” He pushed the button
and held it in place for a moment. “I’ve been doing this job for a long time,
though I wasn’t always quite so freelance. It’s what I was always taught to do:
fix things, no matter what.” He winced and spoke before he could stop himself.
“What I didn’t learn as a kid I learned from working for the Empire.” The words
tasted vile in his mouth and he was glad to have them off of his tongue. “My
father... my father is dead.”


He let go of the button and the curtain
fluttered as though a breeze had caught it.


“And if you don’t know who he was, be glad
you’ve been far away enough from trouble to not need to know. If we make it out
of this alive, I’ll tell you all about him.” He paused for a beat. “And the war
his death cost us all.”


The world dissolved around them and then
the photo booth stood empty. 
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The Undercity would be a dangerous place for them.
Filled with plainly dressed rebels and patrolling Empire police. If they were
ever going to be caught it was down there.


They appeared inside a bus stop. No one
was there – the street in front of them had works on it and no busses could
have come by this stop – and so they arrived undetected. For the first time, he
was glad they were building the trams. 


He led Sally out by the hand – the
transport hub was unique to large cities and she had likely never used it
before, meaning she would be disorientated – towards the North Bridge, which
stood curiously east of the centre part of the city. 


It didn’t take them long to reach it. They
took a side street lined with mundanes – mostly tourists – shopping and
sightseeing, that lead underneath the bridge. The main train station was on
their left and the street curved to the right ahead of them. Edrian went across
the street and into a narrow alley. The large, black wooden doors stood ajar
and unguarded. The mundanes would never be able to find this place unless lead
in.


A small amount of light reached into the
Close – a narrow alley between streets that was traditionally filled with homes
for many families – but the path went down into the ground ahead of them and
into the Undercity. This was where most of the trickster people of Edens Castle
lived. 


The Undercity was filled with people. Market
stalls lined one side of the street and entrances to houses the other. They
descended, taking the steps at a good pace and ignoring the bartering shouts of
the retailers.


The proud Undercity folk, dressed not in
mundane garb as Edrian and Sally were but in more fashionable and natural
colored clothes, gave them sidelong glances. Edrian knew they held no hatred
for the people who integrated with the mundanes, they just thought they were
better than them. His father had taught him never to take sides in that debate.



“Stay close,” he let go of her hand,
tugging his hood up and indicating she should do the same. “He’s not too far
in.”


They walked past several Empire police
without acknowledging them and were ignored in turn. They weren’t looking for
anyone just yet. 


All light from above was gone after only a
hundred steps. Their way was lit by fires, candles and glowing balls of light.
No one held back on their trickery down here. These people were open with their
abilities. Edrian glanced back and, as he expected, Sally’s eyes were wide in
awe. She really hadn’t been in the city long. 


They reached a narrow house that served as
a bed and breakfast for travelers. He led them in, filled with confidence, and
marched up to the stairs. He didn’t even glance at the desk; he didn’t want to
risk drawing the attention of the staff.


Once outside of the third agent’s room,
Edrian paused and looked at Sally. He spoke in a low voice.


“He won’t have been able to make any
protections, not in a trickster public space like this. I’ll go in fast and
take him out. Once we’re done we have to get out of here. If we get caught by
either the Empire police or the rebel law enforcement we’re beyond fucked.
Alright?”


She nodded and without another word he
turned on his heel and drove his other foot into the door. The slim bit of
wood, it was generous to call it a door really, burst open and bounced off of
the wall. He charged in, scabbard raised and ready to strike. 


But there was no one. He stood up
straight, nerves on edge, and stepped forward. It was an ordinary enough room:
table, chair, bed, lamp, window. He turned to check the bathroom and found
someone standing right behind him. He jerked back in surprise but didn’t raise
his scabbard fast enough.


Sam Wolf. He knew the man, had seen his
face in countless profiles. The most secret documentation the Empire had. This
wasn’t the third agent, their covert operation expert. This was their leader,
the man who had lead the team to kill his father: Edward Edan. 


Light and pain exploded over Edrian’s face
and he fell backwards. He couldn’t think through the agony. He could make out a
shout and thought it was his own. But it was higher pitched and as the seconds
went by he realized it was too high pitched. Sally. He had to get up, he had to
focus. He took his pain and anger and forced himself into action. 


Clambering to his feet he staggered to the
door. A blast of light from a staff – an actual magic staff, not an item of trickery
– lanced out towards him. He dodged backwards and fell to the floor again. He
kicked the door shut and scrambled for his scabbard. If Sam Wolf had a staff,
if he could command real magic, then Edrian was probably going to die before he
could escape the room. 


A scream came from outside and he looked
at the window. With one eye still on the door he edged his way towards it and
looked out. Sam Wolf was there, outside of the protective trickery of the bed
and breakfast, and he had Sally with him. Wolf looked up at the window, raised
his staff – a fucking magic staff – and banged it on the ground once. The two
of them vanished without any fanfare or show. 


Dread and fear flooded into him but he was
already committed. He had to save her. He had to kill Sam Wolf. He had no
choice but to find them.


 


*~*~*~*


 


He emerged from the Undercity into chaos. The Close
was full of bodies. Two opposing groups stood off against each other in thick
masses, one the plain clothing of the rebels in their jeans, leather jackets
and masks and the other in the suits and neat dresses of the Empire police
forces. They were on opposite sides of the road, with the rebels on the street
that lead into the Close and the Empire on the other. 


Edrian kept his head down to avoid being
recognized, but kept his eyes up. He tried to push through without raising the
ire of anyone. It wasn’t working.


What the hell are they all doing here? he wondered. It’s like they’re going to start another
war. But the rebels wouldn’t do that unless... no. They wouldn’t start another
war unless they thought one of the Edan’s had returned to lead them. 


Anyone who wasn’t looking at him, few as
they were, was looking at the two people who stood in the middle of the road.
Edrian recognized the baton hanging from the older man’s hand, he could feel
it. The other man was someone he had never seen but who had the immaculate look
of a high ranking Empire crony. The two were talking, voices raised, and looked
ready to come to blows. 


A quick, rough head count told him that
there were about one hundred soldiers on each side, meaning there would be
enough to do some serious damage to the centre of the city and bring the
attention of the mundanes down on them. There was a rush of power from a few
people that told him at least a few were in a serious league. Things were going
to get kinetic, fast. 


He just had to get out of this mess, let
the rebels and Empire kick the shit out of each for all he cared, and get to a
transport node. He needed some help if he was going to find Sally before Sam
Wolf disappeared forever. The same people who had helped him track down the
first agent would be able to help again. His old contacts and what were left of
his father’s that could still be reached. He worried for a moment that he might
not be able to do anything even if he did find Wolf, but he had to try. Wolf
deserved to die, and Sally didn’t. He had been foolish – a fucking idiot – to
not just knock her out and put her somewhere safe. 


A white flag fluttered just above his line
of sight and he looked up at it. He stopped, his blood running cold and a sense
that he had found something he hadn’t realized he had lost ran over him. It was
a white flag, with a ball of fire upon it and a sword crossed through it
embossed onto a shield. His family crest, the same one that hadn’t been flown
in Edens Castle since his father had led the forces of the city against the
Empire and driven them back. Why would they be flying that?


The noise the rebels were making started
to get through to him. It had been a constant whisper that was building into a
vibrating rumble that was going to grow into a ground trembling shout: Edan,
Edan, Edan. 


He was gaping at the flag, not at all
aware of his surroundings. If he had had more wherewithal he would have realized
what an error that was, but everything about being back home was distracting
him and dulling his mental edge. So it took him by surprise when someone
grabbed his shoulder and turned him to face them. 


“Edan? Edrian Edan? It’s really you.” The
face that spoke was old, wrinkled and curtained by grey hair. Most people
hadn’t heard him, but enough around him did. They started to turn and look.
Then they started to shout, their breaking of the rhythmic chant of “Edan’
making them all the more obvious.


Edrian froze for a moment, considering
running. He needed to run and he couldn’t do anything to help these people. He
needed to get out of here. But it was already too late. Too many heads were
turning to him. Even the Empire forces across the road were looking, trying to
keep an eye on what was going on. 


Edrian turned to look at the two leaders
arguing and met their shocked stares straight on. He wanted to run. But they
were going to drag him into this and he just didn’t have the damn time for
that. 


Something must have shown in his face to
the baton carrying leader, because the old man nodded once. That or he took it
as a signal that he should act. Either way, he turned and brought his police
baton down on the head of the Empire officer. The man buckled and flipped over
on himself, smacking into the concrete with so much force the ground broke
apart underneath him. No question, he was dead.  


Then it really kicked off. The two
opposing forces started toward one another with almighty roars, the baton
carrying leader and the corpse at his feet were washed up in the wave of
bodies. Edrian didn’t hesitate. Bursts of light and thunderous cracks and bangs
sounded in the air as trickery was called upon such as Edens Castle hadn’t seen
in almost ten years. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


He jumped into the nearest transport node – a battered
old taxi rank shelter that didn’t look like taxis ever used it anymore – and
set himself to go to the north east of the city. That would be the best place
to start looking for help. 


The world dissolved and resolved itself
immediately. Except...


Except he wasn’t in the right place. He
was surrounded on all sides by a grey, concrete building. He was in a small
courtyard full of overgrown grass and weeds and the only way out was through one
of the doors, all of which were covered by the metal plates put over doorframes
by the mundane local council when they declared a building derelict and didn’t
want people getting in anymore. 


Several floors up he saw movement. Sam
Wolf, with his staff, stood in a section of wall that had been destroyed. It
was a gaping hole that looked onto what used to be peoples’ homes, their lives,
but was now just damp walls and empty rooms. Behind him, on her knees, sat a
beaten and bloody Sally. Her hands were bound with rope and she had been
stripped of her clothes and therefore any tricks she might have had hidden on
her. She had a horrendous mess of scars down one side, as though she had been
burned as a child. Cold rain patted down on the ground and a chill, biting wind
managed to reach them even here. 


“Let her go, Wolf. She’s a victim here.”
He managed to stop his voice from shaking. He was probably going to die this
day, his mission incomplete. 


Sam Wolf didn’t smile. He didn’t laugh.
His face remained impassive and he spoke softly yet the words still reached
Edrian. His manner was all the more terrible for the lack of expression. 


“I was paid to kill that entire family. We
didn’t know there was another female. Her life is already forfeit.”


Edrian shook his head and the burns on his
neck chafed. He still had his bag of tricks and his scabbard but the only thing
that could reach Wolf would probably hurt, if not kill, Sally too. He had to be
sure there was no alternative. 


What Wolf said didn’t make sense anyway.
The family had had nothing secret about them, Edrian was sure now. They had
been a poorly picked target in a mostly silent war between the rebels and the
Empire. Finding out exactly how many people lived in the house wouldn’t have
been a problem.


“What’s it going to take, Wolf? I’m
willing to risk killing her if it means I get you. You murdered her family like
you did mine. I doubt she’ll mind quite so much.”


Sally made an odd noise as he spoke, but
Edrian didn’t let his eyes move from Sam Wolf’s face. 


“I did not.”


Anger boiled over without warning in
Edrian. After all this, he would still deny killing her family. He had admitted
it only moments before. The words came out in a shout that echoed off of the
concrete coffin they were in. 


“You said it yourself. You were paid to do
it. Don’t lie. You killed her family.” 


Sam Wolf nodded.


“I did kill her family. I admit that. But
I didn’t kill yours, Edrian Edan.” Wolf glanced at Sally, whose head had jerked
up, and backhanded her across the face. She swayed, her neck jerked about, and
came to rest curled up in a ball. Wolf carried on as though he had suffered
only a minor interruption, but Edrian had to hold himself back from doing
something dangerous. “I did not kill your family. My team and I were paid to kill
your father, Edward Edan, and his kin, but we were never able to get close
enough. He died the night that this city fell but not by our hands. That sin
rests with another.” 


Edrian frowned. He shook his head and
couldn’t form words around the knot that was rising up out of his stomach and
choking him. Rage, sorrow, pain. They all overflowed from within him and he
felt his mind fall helpless against the onslaught. One word escaped him.


“LIAR!” He pointed his scabbard at Wolf
and reached into his bag for something small, round and metal. A grenade
wrapped up in his trickery to make it more powerful than any weapon that small
had a right to be. It would be enough to kill everyone regardless of what
protections were put in place. He would even help the mundanes by demolishing
their old building for them. “You did—”


“I did not,” Wolf’s voice thundered out,
“I have no reason to lie, Edrian Edan. I could kill you in an instant. I did
not kill him, I did not kill your brother or your sister. I did not kill your mother.
I saw the explosion that killed them but I was far outside of the blast radius
attempting to get close enough to kill Edward Edan. I—”


Sam Wolf stopped. He looked down at his
stomach and staggered forward. Edrian frowned, wondering what was next. But
then he saw the blood leaking out of Wolf’s body, pooling around his feet and
running out of the hole in the wall in a growing torrent. Wolf fell to his
knees, his staff tumbling forward and landing a few feet in front of Edrian,
and he saw who stood behind the bleeding man. 


Sally. She was still bruised, still
battered, still naked, but she was no longer bound by ropes. She held a blood
stained knife in her hand. She looked exactly the same; but not. Gone was the
hesitant and distraught girl with little knowledge of the world and few tricks.
In her place stood someone strong and hard. When she spoke even her voice was
different.


“He wasn’t wrong you know. I really wasn’t
meant to be there.” She smiled and patted Wolf’s head. He didn’t seem to
notice. “He didn’t even know I was the one who ordered the hit.” She looked to
Edrian again. “It was the best way to draw them out, and therefore to draw you
out.” 


“Me?” He shook his head, utter chaos in
his mind, and his scabbard fell by his side, “what the hell did you want with
me? Sally... what’s going on?” 


“I’m not really called Sally, silly. And I
wanted the same thing that you did. I wanted to find those who killed Edward
Edan, and I wanted to kill them. But I always work via proxies, you see.” She
reached out and curled her fingers into Wolf’s hair. He winced as she tugged
his head back. “And still, I’m no closer. I knew you would be able to help,
this is your city. These are your people. They would die for the Edan family if
they were asked to.” She said that last with such bitterness and without
warning she rammed the knife through Wolf’s shoulder. Despite everything Edrian
winced when he saw the tip burst through the other side. “And I wanted to meet
you. To see if the legend was true. Of course, I already knew you weren’t there
when that explosion killed Edward Edan.”


There were no words. His mind was
spinning. She hadn’t been part of the family then... couldn’t have been.
She’d had an entire family murdered just to find his father’s killers and to
get a look at him. How had she known he wasn’t with his father when the
explosion was triggered? No one knew that. 


He wanted to ask why, how, but he didn’t
think she would ever answer that. So he asked the same thing he had been asked
so often in the last day. 


“Who are you?” 


She smiled and pulled a small leather
bound pamphlet-like book from somewhere Edrian couldn’t see. A passport. To his
amazement, and his horror, she actually answered his question. 


“I’m your sister, silly Edi.” 


Shock left him motionless. With a moment
of concentration and a softly spoken word she and the wounded Wolf were gone.


Edrian Edan stood alone in the rain. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


He had come full circle.


He was on top of Castle Hill, at the beating
heart of the city. He was home and left with no idea where to start in tracking
down the people who killed his father – he had returned to the room in the
Undercity and had his suspicions confirmed: Sam Wolf had either killed his own
team member or he had done a runner. If Sam Wolf himself was dead, then there
would be trouble. The man had controlled dozens of teams, all restrained by his
will alone. Chaos and grabs for power would follow his death. 


His mind still reeled at the prospect of
his sister being alive. He still had a family; albeit a psychotic, murderous
one. Only now the Empire knew he was alive and were likely already plotting to
kill him. The rebels thought he was here to save them, and would just as likely
try to kill him when they found out what he had been doing in the ten years he
spent dead.


After everything, after all the pointless
death and suffering, the rediscovery of his family, the restarting of the open
rebellion in Edens Castle and the lands beyond, he was no closer to finding his
father’s killers. But he was home, and he was here to stay. 
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She
said her name was April.


I met her in May.


Her smile was quite bewitching in a terrible way.


I tried to scream as she took my arm and led me through the mall, but I
instead felt my lips pull back into a blissful grin as she touched my arm with
her soft hand and whispered sweet little small talk into my ear as we walked
together.


I dutifully carried every box and bag, every purchase. The first few
were made with my money, and when the money ran out, the rest were done with my
credit. And with each new bill racked up and starry-eyed, commission-hungry
salesperson given cause to celebrate, I gave up the futile struggle against the
chains that held me in the back of my mind. I instead busied myself adding up
the costs.


I’d never been the best at math, so I eventually resorted to using
imaginary fingers and toes to account for the number of thousands she had doled
out. I was nearly out of digits to extend to count for the number she was on
when she appeared in the cold, damp cell I hadn’t envisioned, but still ended
up trapped in.


It was the first time I got a look at her.


She was pretty enough in that strange way women can be attractive as a
whole without any single outstanding feature to use as the focal point around
which all of her other lesser features were built. A woman could have striking
eyes and be average in every other way, and yet she’d still manage to take the
breath away – a strange phenomenon that only seemed to apply to women. But
April stood in that cell in a drab grey robe, holding no central characteristic
to define her by. She wasn’t unpleasant to look at but she was almost eerily
average.


“Hello Andre,” she greeted, though her eyes danced around the room
instead of settling on me, drinking in the wet stone and dim lighting that cast
much of the cell in fathomless shadow. Her voice husky, deeper than most
women’s. Not in a way that made it masculine, but instead gave the impression
that she was always speaking around a mouthful of smoke. “By now, I’m sure
you’re wondering what’s happening to you.” She’s stopped looking around the
room and had taken to picking at her nails. She hadn’t actually looked at me
since she’d appeared in the cell.


“I’m aware of your kind,” I replied after a beat to figure out how
communicating inside my own head worked. She raised an eyebrow in response, but
didn’t look up. “I know what this is.”


“Oh? Hmm.” She worried her lip for a moment, and then shook her head.
“No. You don’t. You think you know, but you don’t even have the dimmest clue,
boy.” She couldn’t have been much older than me. Or so I thought. She sneered.
“I am. But I thank you for the compliment nonetheless.” I was going to question
if she could read my mind, but then I realized the foolishness of it all – we
were in my mind. Hell, she’d managed to subvert my control over my own
body, mind-reading had to pale in comparison. Her smile as I pieced that bit
together was softer, somehow. More human.


“Thank you for the shopping. I did so enjoy some retail therapy
with a strapping, generous beau on my arm. Now, if you’d just set those boxes
right there…” she asked it of me and my body moved to comply without waiting
for my approval – reminding me that I still had no control over the flesh I had
known my entire life. “Thank you, Andre. You’ve simply been a doll. I’ll be on
my way now.” She stood up on her tiptoes and pecked me on the temple, then took
up the boxes and winked away. I reached a hand up and felt my face where she
had kissed me. I could feel the skin burning. Literally. I pulled my hand back
to see discoloration on the pads of my fingers, and it was only then that I
realized I once more had control over my body.


I reached back up to my temple and found the indentation of a scar
there, one that felt in the shape of her lips.


I turned on my heels and marched across the lot and got into my car,
reason for visiting the mall in the first place long forgotten in place of
finding someone – anyone – to report this to.


It wasn’t often one ran into a witch. They tended to be insular,
separatist creatures that wanted nothing to do with humanity and preferred it
if humanity acted likewise. I got the car started up and was rooting around in
my pocket for my phone to make a call when I realized how terrible whatever I
said would sound if I didn’t phrase it right.


One doesn’t simply happen upon the ire of a witch. Witches are
run afoul of. Witches are wronged. Witches are targets of ill will and attack
and they respond with their cruel, vile magic. Witches don’t simply drag a man
on a shopping spree through a mall with shopkeepers and internal security
cameras alike documenting their fun little journey for the day.


I placed my head down on the steering wheel and sighed. No one was going
to believe me.


“Indeed, Child,’ I heard in my mind. I
jumped so violently I hit my head on the roof of the car. I also managed to set
my horn off somehow, and it scared a mother and her child walking in front of
my car. The child flinched and began to sob and the mother gathered her up in
her arms and shot me a death glare that made me recoil in spite of myself.


“…Wha?” I wondered aloud.


“You will not be believed by your ilk. But you needn’t worry. You won’t
live long to deal with their-” she cut off
suddenly; as if whatever was transmitting her voice inside my head had simply
been rendered silent. Before I could think to question it, the passenger door
was yanked open and a body drowning in layer upon layer of oversized clothes
jumped in and yanked the door closed behind it. I heard the hinges groan and
some of the fiberglass on the door bend as the door slammed loudly; louder than
even my horn had been in the parking structure.


“Don’t have long,” she blurted out. Her voice was melodic and soprano –
I got lost in a strange, languid ease that washed over me like a physical force
as her words filled the car. That was broken when she grabbed me by the collar
of my shirt and turned me toward her. She didn’t speak, she just cast a pair of
storm-gray eyes over my face and they settled on the scar sat on my temple. She
peered at it, squinting her beautiful eyes and running a solution to the
obvious problem through her mind.


I didn’t know how I felt about the fact that I seemed to be the problem
she was trying to figure out, but as long as she was looking at me, I didn’t
plan to say anything because she was a truly striking woman and having her
attention was something I wasn’t immediately compelled to give up.


She wore heavy eyeliner and her long, dark eyelashes fanned out and
curled in a way I’d only ever seen on those awful mascara commercials. She had
a button nose and a pair of thin lips, the bottom of which was being worried
between her teeth as she observed me, and I could tell from the glint of metal
that she had a piercing through the left side of her bottom lip. Her hair was
jet black and trimmed low on one side, with a chain of pentagram designs
bleached into the side of the shorter hair.


Finally, she shook her head and said, “Um. Well, this is gonna hurt.”
She grabbed me by the chin and yanked my face close to her. She muttered,
“Sorry,” her cool breath brushing over my face, and then she planted her lips
to the same spot the other woman had kissed.


It hurt.


It hurt a lot.


I could smell my skin burning, feel my flesh sizzling. I might have been
screaming, if the pain in my throat was any indication. But more than anything
else I was feeling, I had a sensation of something – or someone – kicking
around in the front of my mind. It reminded me of that weird feeling when you
can tell someone’s been in your house and moved something, but you can’t
identify what it was that was different from how you left it. A strange
unease that sat heavy in my gut and made me itch in my own skin. It wasn’t
comfortable.


“Testing, one two?’


And… She was in my head.


“Yep,” she said aloud and then turned away from me and tried to fasten
the passenger side seatbelt. She struggled with getting the fastener to click a
few times, and I reached over to help her – it was a tricky thing that
sometimes got itself stuck at the most inopportune times, or simply wouldn’t
work if it really wanted to get temperamental. But there was a trick to it.
Just as my hand brushed hers to take the belt, she slipped her hand down,
popped it back, gave it a slight right twist and the belt clicked without any
issue.


“In your head, remember?’ she said, and I
caught her lips raise just slightly as she turned her head toward the window and
gazed out of it. “Let’s get moving.”


I considered arguing, but instead put the car in drive and pulled out of
the spot. What was the point in arguing with a witch when I’d already been led
around by one like a passenger in my own skin? If she wanted me to go
somewhere, she’d make me, so why argue it?


No words were said until we navigated out of the lot and onto the
freeway, and then she shifted in the seat so she could look forward and spoke.
“My name is Naomi. Naomi Bellstar if it matters, but it really shouldn’t
because you don’t know anything about our names or the truths they’re tied to,
so Naomi’ll do just fine,” she said. I might not have known anything about the
‘names or truths’ but the reverence she applied to her last name, even while it
was buried in the middle of other information, was clear.


“Very pleased to meet you, Naomi,” I greeted. My mother had bred manners
into me. Even with all the oddities that had happened on the day, those habits were
hard to kill. A car swerved in front of me and cut across three lanes of
traffic to make an exit, so I couldn’t have been sure she reacted, but
something about the way the air in the car felt told me she smiled, even if I
had no proof. “I’m… well. I guess you already know who I am.”


“Yeah, but I’d still like for you to tell me. Seems only right to let a
man introduce himself, instead of snatching the information out of his head.”
She paused for a moment and then let out a soft sigh that still managed to be
loud in the comparative silence of the car – the radio had been broken nearly
as long as the passenger seat belt, but it didn’t have any nice tricks that
would let me get it working on occasion. “I’ll… I’ll try to keep out of your
business if I can help it. It’s your head, and therefore, not my place to run
around in just because I can.” Her voice was softer – smaller, for some reason.
“It simply isn’t right.” The last statement was a whisper; more for her than to
me, for sure.


“Andre Wriggles,” I said. No sense giving her anything but my full name
– she knew it and every other nickname I went by if I had to guess, given how
easily she’d rooted out how to do the seatbelt.


“That’s not how it works,” she piped up, offhandedly. “Without trying, I
can pick up a few things you’re thinking of; topical stuff, base emotions, but
mainly anything about me. You haven’t learned how to think right – quietly – so
it’s hard to ignore because you’re mentally yelling at me. It’s louder than I
expected,” she muttered the last bit to herself. “Anything more than that and I
have to go digging. And I won’t dig without permission – promise.”


I nodded. Nothing else I could do, really.


We sat in silence for a few more exits – I didn’t know what to say. It
all came back to one question, and it took me a bit to build up to ask it. I
ran through so many possible questions, but making it all about me seemed…
weak. If I only had one question, I didn’t want to know why me, or other
tortured nonsense. I wanted – needed – to know they big picture. “So… what’s
all this about?”


“Good question,” she chuckled – it was a throaty, bubbly little laugh,
and it was refreshing to hear a woman chuckle instead of giggle. “I was waiting
for that.”


She reached down and pulled on the lever to lower the passenger seat. I
watched her out of my periphery, and only while she was letting the seat back
did I notice that I was merging from the highway onto an interchange to a
different highway entirely. I had no idea where I was going. “Easier if I just
guided you,” she said, softly. She placed her arm across her eyes and began to
talk. I turned back toward the wheel and watched my hands navigate the car
without me needing to control them.


She began her story at a whisper. “I’m sure you’re aware that we as
witches tend to avoid you all.” I nodded warily. “There’s two reasons for that.
The lesser is that… you lot get too caught up in the immediate, in the petty.
You need what you want, and you need to have it now. And with the type of power
that a witch carries, there wouldn’t be any rest for us with a new person
needing a new thing from us at every moment.


“I guess it’s the downside of your lifespan. Instant gratification is
all you have because your lives are so short, so how quickly you can get
something becomes of immediate and utmost importance.” She shrugged and made an
accompanying sound of nonchalance to go along with the gesture. “Now that I’ve
said it out loud, I guess it makes sense. Better than the alternative. Looking
too far beyond the end of your own life is…” She sighed. “Foolish.”


“Foolish?”


“Druids,” she said, as if it explained everything. When I didn’t reply –
because I didn’t understand – she gave a half nod and continued. “My kind saw
the druids come. Watched them pray and dance and sway, looked over their
shoulders as they set into motion plan upon meticulous, intricate plan,” she
sounded wistful, but in a strange mocking way like how people remember fondly
an idiotic action done by another that had brought them more than a few laughs.
“Druids were masters of that, truly. They’d make inconsequential little moves
over many years and only have the final piece fall into place a century later.
When it worked, there were none better. None. But they weren’t much
longer-lived than you. So the only way it could work was astride their faith
that those who came after would continue their work. Druids were big on faith –
more than us by far, and more than the reasonable of you.


“We watched the druids fall to iron and steel, to stone and to sickness
until there were none left. We watched the forests wither, wilt and weep at
their genocide, but the browning of the grass was hidden beneath the blood and
no one cared to notice. Within a couple of years they were all gone and their
meticulous little plans were left to collect dust; long forgotten by the same
planet they thought to save.


“We witches are like you in that sense – all things begin at our birth
and end at our death – looking back can breed obsession with troubles that
cannot be changed and peering too far forward tempts one to spend their whole
life trying to right budding wrongs that you will never see to bloom.”


We sat in silence at her words. I weaved in and out of traffic without
trying to and I noticed that we had traveled a distance far past my familiarity
with the area. I’d only been living in the city a few weeks and didn’t have a
grasp on it. But even with my sketchy knowledge, I could read the signs
overhead that informed me that I was on the path to driving clear out of state.


I should have tried to stop the car. Attempted to yank the wheel and
turn us back. I didn’t want to leave the state yet – I had been travelling
constantly for so long and had finally found a place to settle down. I was
weary. I wanted to rest in a way that only throwing out an anchor and settling
in to one spot for some time allows. But something about Naomi, lying in the
passenger seat speaking of a world I’d never see enthralled me.


I’d been that type as a child: sitting in a corner of the library with a
pile of books spread before me, fascinated by the possibilities that each
different one spoke of. Enraptured by the possibilities of something existing
beyond the norm for my small home town. It had only worsened as I became an
adult, building up into a crescendo that could only be silenced by me leaving
the only home I’d ever known, because, after enough reading, I knew
there was more to the world. And there was no way I could continue living
without seeing some of that. Then some became more. And more is a growing,
evolving hunger that can never be sated. It became bone-deep; an itch that kept
me drifting across the country searching for something more, even as I
experienced more than anyone I had grown up with could even fathom.


So it was to that starving part of me that Naomi had appealed by
offering me two things I needed: questions to ask and answers to seek.
And at the prospect of that, I was hooked beyond any reasonable doubt. I would
see it through because I knew no other way – could be no other way. “You
said our… impatience was only part of the reason why you don’t interact with
us. What’s the other reason?”


She nodded. “The other reason has to do with the woman who first gave
you that scar,” she confessed. “Her name is Medea. Before she took that one,
she carried many; but after it, she could hold no other. Some things simply
grow too big and don’t leave room for anything else.


“I grew up to stories of Medea the Mad. More than anything else, it is
because of her that witches don’t care to get close to your kind – she is a
cautionary tale of the ruin that awaits. More than the farce of your witch
trials. More than the destruction we have had to bring down on kingdoms and
empires for slights, both real and imagined. More than even your inherent need
to abuse power, even if it is not your own to grind into nothingness beneath
your heel, there is Medea.” There was reverence to her voice as she spoke of
the woman, as if she were both shamed by and in awe of her.


“Medea is insane, Andre, in the truest way. Medea has been insane since
before sanity was known to man, and she danced among you all as the queen in
the mire of batshit that your people swam in until someone saw fit to bring you
order.” She let slip a small, private smile as her eyes unfocused and peered at
something that was much too distant; a story I would likely never hear. That
itch reappeared in the pit of my stomach, but before I could ask, she was
speaking again. “And when humanity climbed out of its madness and she ceased
being the moon you were moonstruck by – when she lost her place as queen of the
crazies – she grew to loathe you in a wicked way that festered inside her like
a disease she could find no cure for.”


“Why?”


Naomi’s lip curled, as if she was fighting to keep the words held in her
mouth. But finally her lips parted, and she said, “Because you all dragged her,
kicking and screaming, into sanity with you.”


That silenced the car for a few moments. “How?”


“Dunno. No one knows. But it didn’t last long; you’re proof of that.”


That threw me. “How? I’ve never met her before.”


“You don’t find it strange that you met two witches within moments of
each other, yet everyone else you know has probably gone their whole lives
without ever seeing one, never mind interacting with us? You haven’t wondered
why I got in the car with you?”


Those questions and many more had plagued my mind. I didn’t respond,
though. I knew not to interrupt someone giving you answers by voicing questions
they clearly intended to answer.


She sighed. “I’m chasing her, Andre. I’m going to stop her, and you are
the key to doing that.” She yanked on the lever and her seat popped back up.
She turned in the ripped-up felt seat and brushed the pad of her finger over
the scarred mark she, and Medea, had placed on me. “She marked you, and through
you, I can find her.”


“Why would she do that?”


“Because she’s crazy,” Naomi replied, though I couldn’t tell if it was
in disgust or admiration. Probably a bit of both. “Crazy enough to think this
is a game – and not even a particularly big one, where she’s concerned – and so
it simply wouldn’t be sporting if she didn’t give me a chance to stop her.”


I’d watched enough movies to know that when crazy people have plans that
urgently need to be stopped, it’s never good. And that’s just regular old human
crazy people. Witches sat on a different level, of that I was sure, after
bearing witness to two of them in the same day basically commandeering my body
for their own purposes. Whatever it was, it was going to be bad and it was
going to be big.


“What’s she trying to do?”


“She’s a jilted woman, Andre. Scorned. She never got over humanity
abandoning her and not even leaving her with her madness after you left.” Naomi
let out a big sigh and blurted out the next bit as quickly as she could, as if
afraid of giving the words voice for longer than she needed to. “So she’s going
to finally give use to those dratted druid constructs, and she’s going to erase
humanity.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


An
hour later, I felt her slip from my mind and the itchy feel of the old,
threadbare steering wheel cover became just a bit realer against my palms. We
hadn’t spoken since she’d told me of Medea’s plan, and in that time we had made
our way into the heart of the next state over. I made the turn Naomi pointed
out and put the car in park at her quiet direction.


Naomi turned in her seat and frowned sorrowfully. “I’m sorry, Andre.
It’ll… it’ll be over soon.”


And then vertigo hit and I felt like I was being pulled back through the
seat I sat in. Everything twisted and undulated as colors ran together for what
felt like a few minutes if not more. It took a moment for my vision to clear up
once everything stopped spinning, and once it did, I knew immediately that I
was more back inside my head. My right arm was chained tight to a damp, stone
wall, while the left hung free and brushed against the texture of a
nicely-finished wall that was neither cold nor wet.


Naomi stood to my left. Medea to my right.


Medea’s face split slowly into a grin. I could feel her watching me from
her periphery, but the majority of her focus was on Naomi, who stood opposite
Medea, equal distance from the line in the floor that split the room into two
distinct halves. On one side was the familiar holey stone brick of the cell
Medea had trapped me in, while the other held half of a nicely furnished home’s
front room that sat just on the other side of a wall of glass windows from the
sprawling countryside. The floors were polished cherry wood and gentle,
orange-tinged late-afternoon light streamed through the glass and warmed the
side of my face.


“What a surprise to see you here,” Medea said.


“I doubt that,” Naomi replied brusquely. Which was fair, because Medea
didn’t sound at all surprised.


Medea nodded and said nothing further to her. She instead turned to me,
and I suddenly felt very small under her gaze. “And you. You have served quite
well.” She ran a hand over her body, clad in an expensive white suit that was
perfectly tailored to her shape. I remembered it well. She’d grabbed the thing
off a rack in passing, without looking at the size or the price and had tossed
my credit card down on her way through the store. It had cost more than my car.
The way she looked in it, I was feeling she might have gotten a bargain on it.
All thoughts of her being painfully average were evaporating from my mind the
longer I looked on her. “You prove more than a simple escort and wallet.” She
took a long stride toward me and grinned, showing her teeth. “A proper beacon,
indeed! You brought her here and have validated my unerring wisdom in thinking
it a task befitting you!”


Medea took a step toward me – she was one long stride away from being
able to reach out and touch me, which unnerved me since Naomi mirrored the move
and covered half the ground. Medea hadn’t been tall when I’d met her, but with
every passing moment, she grew taller before my eyes. Her shadow ate through
the space between us like a gluttonous predator and crept up the wall until it
towered over me, waiting to strike. I rattled my chain but it had no give. She
took that damning step forward and plunged me into her shadow. It was like
falling into a frozen lake with cement around my ankles. The panic hit like a
physical force, even before the cold registered. I opened my mouth to scream
and it died in my throat, not even a whisper of its former glory making it past
my teeth.


Naomi stomped on the floor, flung her arm out with a rustle of her many
sleeves and Medea was launched back across the stone room in an awkward tangle
of limbs. I collapsed onto the ground; kept off the floor by the shackle around
my arm that left me dangling painfully by my wrist.


Naomi didn’t get to move closer, though; Medea was standing again before
she’d even finished falling. She rose from her knee and had to bend her head
down so she fit beneath the ceiling. Her shadow stretched across the twenty
feet between where she stood and the line in the center of the floor separating
the two disparate halves of the room. It would have gone further, but all trace
of it cut off right at that line, which fell across her silhouette’s neck.


“Move,” Naomi bit out. She didn’t wait to see if I did – she busied
herself pulling off the heavy black pair of jackets that she wore atop all of
her other layers and flung them away from her. The clothes beneath were
clashing styles in blacks and dark purples and browns, and those too she began
to peel away piece by piece. She simply tore off a mesh half shirt that sat
atop a concert T-shirt that was so old and faded I couldn’t tell what band it
advertised. And she just kept going, even after she should have run out of
things to remove, she didn’t. As she stripped down, Medea crossed the distance
back to where she had previously stood at a slow, deliberate pace; every bit
the confident hunter, secure in its victory over the prey. “Move!” Naomi
yelled. I shook the shackle by way of explanation for why I hadn’t. She flicked
her eyes away from the advancing woman across from her and hit me with a scowl
that cut deep. “It’s in your head! Get over here!”


That… made sense.


I yanked my hand against the shackle and the chain melted right off my
wrist. I fell to the ground with the loss of its support and scrambled –
crawled – across the line and fully onto Naomi’s side. As soon as I was over
it, the dungeon-like décor that covered half of the expansive room retracted
until it existed only in the small area beneath Medea’s feet. Her shadow filled
the space beneath her but extended no further.


She looked down at us and smiled. It was a true, honest smile that
seemed almost appreciative. She nodded in acceptance and took a heavy step, as
if she were moving her leg through water. And with her foot, she dragged the
stone and the darkness of the cell, stretching it across the space of her
stride.


Naomi ground her teeth and yanked at another shirt in frustration. The
buttons popped off in all directions, and it bared her terribly thin arms to
the rapidly cooling air of the room. She was left in a black, diaphanous,
thin-strapped shirt that hung loosely from her frail shoulders and showed a
back covered in interweaving markings of pentagrams and pentacles, crescent
moons and crudely-approximated two-line stars, and things that could only be
runes because they looked nothing like any language I knew of, but held weight
as only true, powerful language can.


Before my eyes, the marks started to shift – the biggest collection
surrounding a huge circle in the center of her back began to rotate clockwise,
like symbols orbiting around an empty clockface. And as they spun, more black
ink bubbled up under the skin of her shoulders and upper arms until it broke
free of her pores and spread to form even more arcane marks that took residence
all over her dreadfully skinny arms, marring her intensely pale skin.


“You intend to fight me here, girl?” Medea asked incredulously.


“It will keep the damage you do contained,” Naomi replied, shortly.


“And what of the human’s mind?”


Naomi shot a glance back at me before she re-set her feet and squared
her shoulders. The movement of the marks on her dragged an ill feeling up out
of the pit of my stomach as the ones around the circle began to spin so rapidly
they blurred together into a flickering black ring around the thinly-lined
circle. I averted my eyes and got shakily to my feet.


“I’ll keep that from happening,” Naomi said. Even I knew she was unsure
if she could – that was nearly louder than the words she spoke.


Medea scoffed. “You think you can keep me from doing anything, stupid
girl?”


Naomi responded by slashing her hand at the woman, calling up gale-force
winds that howled and tore up chunks of the floor and the wall between the two
as they hurtled forward. The pieces of beautiful cherry wood snapped and
splintered, made jagged by the force of the wind, and it carried that shrapnel
toward Medea at above freeway speeds.


Medea batted the attack aside almost offhandedly. It hit the wall and
blew a hole in it so big I could have fit my apartment into it. Probably my
neighbor’s, too. Everywhere the wind had touched – gouging apart walls and
floor – there was nothing. Utter emptiness, the kind that simply does not and
cannot exist on earth. It was empty in a way that defied human understanding by
leaps and bounds, and yet, was truer to the word ‘empty’ than anything else
ever would be again. While I gazed into that abyss, Naomi called up more and
more wind and continued to destroy everything around Medea.


“You commit to such a tactic, here?” Medea asked after
nonchalantly batting away a burst of wind carrying enough force to rip flesh
from bone. She didn’t sound outraged. More… proud, if I had to guess.


“Anything to stop you.”


Medea nodded and, without a word or further movement, tore the floor
open beneath me and sent me plummeting into the emptiness that sat beyond the
room in all directions. Wind whipped past and I could make out the gnashing of
giant metal teeth somewhere in the nonexistence around me. I thrashed my arms
around but found no purchase.


“Your mind.’ I told myself. And
repeated it until I believed it.


It took a while. But as soon as I did, I stopped falling.


I picked myself up off of the wooden floor, shook my head to clear it
and looked over at Medea. She blinked a couple of times at me, but didn’t react
further. So I flipped her off, with both hands. “This is my head.”


She raised an eyebrow.


I motioned with my hand and dropped the high ceiling over her head by
five feet. And then another five. She tried to keep bending, but eventually had
to sacrifice her height and shrink down beneath the ceiling. I kept it going
until she was smaller than she should have been – I couldn’t go any further, no
matter how hard I tried.


She never relinquished eye contact with me.


Her pale blue eyes held mine with every inch she had to give up and
through every sudden drop that mashed the ceiling into the crown of her head
but never seemed to crush her no matter how hard I tried to do exactly that.
She didn’t seem infuriated by it. Not even mildly annoyed. She confirmed that
by smiling at me – she was amused. She even gave off a musical, mocking little
laugh.


“Andre! We have to get out!” Naomi shouted at me. She reached her hand
out and grabbed my wrist. It burned like nothing I’d ever felt before. Burned
right on through the pain caused by the burn, and burned more when I thought my
brain had finally whited out and let it fade. The pain seemed to help the
ejection from my mind, as I screamed back into my body and found myself back
behind the wheel of my car. My head was down on the wheel and it was blaring
the ugly, monotone of the horn.


I looked at my pained forearm and found Naomi still holding onto it.


“Drive!” She used her hold on my arm to drag it toward the shifter, and
I threw the car into drive at her urging. I checked the mirror and swung the
car out onto the road when I saw all the cars behind me stopped, some even
perpendicular to the street. I didn’t need to wait long to find out why.


Naomi put her hand on the ceiling of my car and peeled the roof back
like the top on a can of sardines without even a grunt of exertion. She stood
up in her seat and looked to the left. I followed her eyes and, by god, out of
my dirty driver’s side window I got to watch a commercial airliner careen
toward us going so fast I could hear the air displacing around it even though
it was at least a half mile away. Its right wing was broken and aflame,
dragging thick black smoke behind it as it twisted lazily in its rapid descent.


I never realized how big planes were until then. Hadn’t been on many.
Any. I knew they could hold a lot of people, so it only made sense for them to
be big. But nothing hammered it home like watching one barrel out of the sky
right at you.


I probably cursed a lot when the fire fully overtook the right wing,
licks of flame tearing pieces out of the wing and the hull of the plane alike as
it continued to fall – it was a terrifying sight, truly, to see the fire splash
across the sky and smell the burning ozone. I shouted a bunch of curses, but I
couldn’t hear myself over the sound of right engine exploding and my car
groaning as the sudden spike in temperature stressed the old, dented steel
body.


A day earlier, I would have thought I was imagining things if I’d
floored the accelerator and the plane shifted to follow the car. But as the
metal behemoth turned, it didn’t shock me. I just cursed some more and
feathered the gas, hoping it would breathe life into my decrepit engine.


“Steady!” Naomi shouted. Then I felt It. I don’t know what It was,
but there was a definite It – a shift in reality that made the air taste
harsher, the colors all seem a shade to the right of what they should have
been, and my skin was set awash in pins and needles. 


I darted my eyes forward to check that the road was clear, but was drawn
back to watching fiery, metal death careen down when Naomi let out a primal scream.
That It stirred, and the front of the plane dented in like it had hit a
wall going more than full speed. Naomi jerked her arms down – smacking me in
the head in the process –and pulled the plane straight down into the field and
drove it into the dirt like a lawn dart. A clod of dirt and grass fell in
through the open roof and dirtied up the shifter. A piece of metal skittered
across the hood of the car and tore gouges out of the already oxidized paint.


I slowed the car and took it all in. Naomi slumped down in the seat next
to me and brushed her hair out of her face. She was aglow with a sheen of
sweat, but also with a strange kind of inner light that backlit her skin like
she was alone in the dark beneath a full moon. Her face wore the relieved smile
of someone who had just exerted themselves in a panic but had managed to
achieve what they needed – she felt accomplished even if she was exhausted. I,
on the other hand, had to keep telling myself that I wasn’t hearing the
tortured screams of the people on that plane. There was no way they survived
the impact enough to feel the flames, but my brain kept supplying the
anguished, horrorstricken sobs just above the dull hum that follows hearing
something way too loud from apparently much too close.


“Wow,” I said. It… was the only thing I could think to say. It was
inadequate, but she smiled as if I had given her the verbose, intelligent
compliment she felt deserved. The car was mostly drifting forward on its own
momentum at that point – I’d lost all desire to control it.


That I hadn’t put it in park was the only thing that saved us.


Naomi’s eyes drifted shut and she seemed just short of a nap. I turned
to give a last look out at the field, even though I couldn’t make out much of anything
with the cloud of dust and smoke clearly trying to wage war against the sun and
the clouds. The remains of the plane were a large, dancing bonfire in the
field, and it cast an eerie orange glow to everything. That light revealed a
faint shadow in the dust. I would have thought nothing of it, but I’d just been
attacked with an airplane. So I slammed my foot on the accelerator, ready and
willing to make an excuse if I was just being paranoid.


The flaming remnants of the plane leapt out of the cloud of dust and
came down, crumpled-nose first, right at my car. The groaning engine seemed to
shout in defiance and a burst of acceleration pushed us out of the shadow of
the descending plane, which landed in a cacophony of crunching, twisting metal
that sounded infinitely louder up close.


Naomi jolted awake and sent frantic eyes darting this way and that until
she turned and saw what was left of the airliner collapsing away from us onto
the street as we peeled away at twice the legal limit. When it landed, the
street shook and for once, I was thankful for my heavy, metal car. We passed a
hybrid that actually caught air beneath its tires as the force of the street
rumbling had lifted it into the air.


“Medea,” Naomi said by way of explanation after a long, silent moment.


I’d obviously gathered that. “She’s… throwing planes, then?”


Naomi gave a single nod. “Yep.”


I didn’t know how to respond, so I just continued driving – still faster
than I should have been, but a potential speeding ticket was the least of my
worries. “Is she going to do it again?”


Naomi looked thoughtful but then shook her head, tousling her black hair
and getting it stuck to her face from her sweat. “No.” She went silent for a
beat and then spoke slowly, as if unsure of the words she was saying. “I… I
think I know where she is now. What she’s planning.” She looked toward the
wheel and seemed to visibly struggle. She sighed and leaned back in the seat.
“You’ll have to drive on your own. I… I don’t have the energy to…” she drifted
off to sleep mid-sentence without actually telling me where I was supposed to
go.


I reached my arm out to jostle her awake and saw my bared forearm for
the first time. There was a black imprint of her hand there, complete with the
negative space of the lines on her palm.


I opened my mouth to say something. I don’t know what, but something.
Anything to make known my feelings on another goddamned mark from a witch on my
body. But it wasn’t until I’d opened my mouth and found it hanging there,
slackened and unspeaking a few moments later, that I realized I had no idea how
I felt. I could be angry, or confused, or sorrowful, but it was just another
piece of the story that I didn’t understand and reacting without full knowledge
seemed like a silly thing to do. It’s the kind of thing that made man’s
dealings with witches go so badly in the past.


Also, yelling at the witch who just fought the laws of physics with her
willpower and won seemed like an all-around bad idea. So I closed my mouth. As
soon as I did – as if waiting until I was finished – I heard Naomi say in my
mind, “Go toward the freeway. We’re heading to the forest.’


I headed toward the freeway without another word. My arm was still
alight with pins and needles.


 


*~*~*~*


 


I’d
grown up in a rural area full of woods, and as we drove on that lonely two-lane
road surrounded on both sides by trees and no street lights, I found a familiar
peace nestled in the darkness. The smell of the forest poured in through the
opened roof and I felt the brisk wind rush over my hand as I dangled it out of
my newly forced-down front window.


Naomi still had her eyes closed but I could feel that same strange It
riding along in the car with us like a smothering passenger that managed to
take up every bit of space in the car that wasn’t occupied by my body.


“Pull over up here,” she said suddenly, eyes still closed. I shifted the
car over and let it mosey slowly into a ditch on the side of the road. I put it
in park and got out, leaving the keys in the ignition. That car had been with
me since I set out on my trip, but I knew it was on its last legs. If we
succeeded, I’d let the witch with me who could stop speeding airplanes work out
the next leg of our transportation.


If we didn’t… well. Least I wouldn’t have to arrange a ride home.


Before I closed the door though, I pushed the front seat back and pulled
out a leather pouch from under the driver’s seat and slipped out the simple
black handgun inside it. Naomi raised her eyebrow when she saw it. I shrugged.
“Lone guy traveling the country with nothing but his car. It isn’t much, but
worth it if it keeps me from getting carjacked.”


She tilted her head to the side and peered at me, as if readjusting her
perception of me, and then nodded and took to stripping down the layers of
clothes on her upper body and tossing them onto the front seat. I shoved the
gun into the back of my pants and pulled my coat off of the back of the
driver’s side seat and yanked it on.


I walked around the car, but immediately turned away to avert my eyes
from the marks on Naomi’s back. Even the glimpse I got as I approached made
something flip-flop in my stomach enough that I worried for what little was in
there. My arm stung and I shook at it a bit while busying myself with looking
anywhere but at her.


“You don’t need to come,” she said, her voice nearly a whisper. “I can
go alone.”


I shook my head. “She’s been kicking around in my head. I don’t take too
kindly to that. At least, not how she went about it.” I looked down at her and smiled
– I hadn’t realized how short she really was. I was no giant, but she was quite
slight and petite once you stripped away the layers of clothes and got her
standing. But her eyes… they were haunted and ancient and I had no misgivings
that she was a small, precious thing that needed protecting. “And… well… I’d
like to see how this story plays out. Knowing who won based on if I wake up
tomorrow or not seems anticlimactic as hell.”


She flashed a wry smile and nodded. “Thank you.”


“So, how are we doing this?” I asked, walking alongside her in the ditch
on the side of the road. She nodded her head toward a tree that sat in the
ditch. It was a short, thick little thing that bore battle scars around its
trunk from what had to be many saws’ failed attempts to mow it down. It had
strange, darker-than-usual leaves that hung on drooping branches, every one of
them pointed down like hundreds of hunter-green arrows directing anyone near to
the shade beneath the tree that somehow managed to be darker than anything around
it, despite the waning light of the rapidly-setting sun.


I followed Naomi right up under the tree and she took my forearm. She
was shivering. It wasn’t that cold – at least not enough to get the shivers. I
peeled off my coat and handed it to her. She didn’t want it, I could see it in
her eyes, but she took it without a word, folded it over her arm and held her
arms to her chest, keeping the ripped, faux-fleece interior pressed against
her.


She took my arm once more and once she held it, pressed her free hand
against the tree. Through her hold on me, I suddenly felt very – uncomfortably
– warm. The heat quite suddenly coalesced in the center of my chest and, with a
feeling like I was yanked rapidly to the right in a full revolution, we tumbled
through the space where the tree had been and fell down onto grass that hadn’t
been anywhere near when we’d stood outside that short, scarred and strange
tree.


The air tasted different.


The grass was already covered with dew.


And in the distance, assisted by a pale blue light emanating from the
center of it, I could see something I’d only ever read about.


Stonehenge.


I scrambled up to my feet and reached down to help Naomi up. She handed
me my coat instead and got up on her own, brushing the grass off of her pants
absentmindedly.


“Um. Are we really in England right now?”


She nodded.


“So… you just took us halfway across the planet in a couple seconds?”


She shook her head. “We’re probably just stepping through the other tree
right about… now,” she said, and then shrugged. “Old druidic… magic, for lack
of a better word. We can’t make sense of it because we couldn’t make sense of
them.” She nodded her head off toward the distant structure. “Let’s go.”


She started to run and I chased after her, keeping pace with my longer gait,
though just barely. She pumped her arms furiously and kicked her legs like a
madwoman. Her face was scrunched up in concentration, and I could feel that
weird bit of It following us as we ran. Or more specifically, she was
trailing it off of her like a comet tail. It was heady, even running beside
her.


We slowed as we drew nearer and she whispered to me, “Stay back. For
your own safety.” I thought about Medea taking control of me in the mall
suddenly and reached back to remove the gun and hand it to her. I didn’t want
Medea to make me hurt her. But Naomi shook her head and placed her hand on my
arm to stop me. “We’ve both marked you. Neither of us can control you without
you allowing it.” She gave a wan little smile. “So I’m safe from that gun
unless you want to hurt me.”


“I don’t.” It was immediate. I didn’t need to say it, I could tell it in
her eyes. But she was glad I did.


“Good.” She turned to begin the final climb up the hill into the legendary
circle of stones, but stopped and looked back at me. With the pale light at her
back and that strange internal glow lighting her skin from within, she looked
positively ethereal. “If… if things start to get bad, I’m going to need to pull
her back into your head.” She sounded sorrowful as she spoke; as if putting to
voice that option was abhorrent to her, but a very real – though grim –
possibility. “She… she’ll try and destroy you. From the inside. But…” she
trailed off.


It was me, or it was all of the rest of humanity.


Heavy weight, that. Heavy, but also very simple.


A lot of people say selflessness can be difficult. Heroism isn’t easy.
But anyone who, when faced with that choice, would really need more than an
instant to mull which to choose is a liar, a fool or both. Heroism is not easy.
But sometimes, doing the right thing is.


I reached out and put my hand on her shoulder, and gave the truest smile
I could. “If you need my head to be the battlefield, then you got it. Rip it
apart, if that’s what it takes.” Naomi clenched her jaw and her eyes narrowed.
She seemed angry at the prospect. “Do whatever you have must to stop her. I
don’t know what help I’ll be, but… I’ll do whatever I can to give you
home-field advantage.”


She furrowed her brow and stared up at me, but then cut eye contact and
turned her head away so quickly her hair smacked my arm. She was blinking
rapidly. She didn’t say another word, and just nodded and turned away from my
touch, climbing up the hill quickly while worrying at her bottom lip. Any time
I moved close to her, she’d take a few steps away and continue her climb.


We made it to the top and used one of the stones for cover to approach
the brightly-lit center of the monument. Peeking around the side of the stone
we could see Medea stood in the middle in that same white suit from before. She
wore the hell out of it, too. She had her hands raised, pale blue light rising
from a similarly-colored pit of fire at her feet. She was chanting and orbs of
light drifted up from the fire to spiral around in the center of Stonehenge.
Occasionally, they would shoot off to zip around the space between the inner
and outer rings, tracing a strange design through the stones. Each time one
did, another layer of something almost too thin to notice fell over the area.
But even as we watched, the number of orbs increased right alongside their rate
of speed until that nearly unnoticeable feeling gathered real, palpable weight.


Naomi took a deep breath, clenched her fists and rolled around the
stone. As soon as she came into the light, it dimmed and the speed of the orbs
plummeted.


“Hello, child. I take it you haven’t come to see me complete my work?”


“I’ve come to stop you, Medea,” Naomi responded, her voice as rigid as
her posture. She spoke through clenched teeth and carried an air of authority
that she hadn’t shown at any point before. “I won’t let you do this.”


Medea barked out a laugh – much less musical and far more condescending
than the last one I’d heard from her. “Who are you to think you can stop me,
girl? You are nothing to me.”


“As much as you like to think that’s true, mother, we both know it
isn’t.”


Medea’s face pulled into a sneer that stripped away her beauty and
revealed sharp features that were contorted into an expression breathtaking only
in its viciousness. “Do not call me that, girl.”


“Don’t call you what? Mother? You are my mother, Medea. And I am
your child.”


Medea spat on the ground and the grass sizzled and turned black. “You
are nothing more than a reminder of what they did to me. A mistake made
under the influence of that human sickness – you are no spawn of mine. You
disgust me.”


Naomi was unfazed. “Yet you led me right to you. Left clues behind so I
could follow. No one else – me.”


Medea curled her lip up. “What sport is destroying them unopposed? And
what opposition would you be? You are the weakest of them all! Further
proof you’re nothing to me.”


Naomi went to reply, but Medea made a shooing motion with her hand and
wind shot through the space between them so quickly that, by the time it made
it to Naomi, it was howling and snatching grass and clods of dirt out of the
ground it passed over.


Naomi crossed her arms over her face and the wind crashed into a dome
around her that I could only see because the grass, dirt, and clay was forced
to curve around it. Medea didn’t give her a chance to rest after the attack,
and with a low rumble like storm clouds just about to break, the woman pulled
lightning out of the sky and sent it down onto Naomi. My eyes went spotty, but
when I saw the small woman still standing; forearms crossed in front of her, I
breathed out in relief.


Naomi dropped her arms and the wind releasing from her hold was audible
as it ruffled the grass in all directions and even buffeted my face until my
eyes watered from where I was, crouched behind a stone.


Even in the dim light, I could see the marks covering Naomi writhing and
crawling over her skin. She leapt forward and struck with her magic, and soon
it was a full-on clash of elements and things not of this world alike – attacks
and parries, ripostes and evades. The ozone burned and ancient rocks that had
stood for centuries swayed and groaned under the forces they were made to
endure as attacks were knocked back into rock or up into the sky. I busied
myself sneaking around from stone to stone, in hopes that I could line up a
proper shot on Medea with my limited range. I knew I’d only have one chance to
hit her, and I wasn’t some expert marksman with the damned thing. I’d bought it
as a deterrent with the full hope of never needing to use it. But, there I was,
clutching it in my sweaty palm.


I moved further and further around the interior group of taller stones
and while I did I watched the orbs once more picking up their pace. It felt
like the whole area within Stonehenge had been plunged underwater. I had no
experience to use to back up the assumption, but I suspected there was a whole
lot of power held between the rocks and more would continue to build until
there was enough to shove humanity into extinction. I hurried my steps – I
doubted there was much time left.


As I was getting nearer to where I knew Medea stood, I heard Naomi
scream and my body went cold. I dropped all pretense of being stealthy and
bolted into the open, gun in hand, panic clawing up from my stomach like an
icy, skeletal hand to wrap spiny fingers around my heart and constrict it
tighter with every rapid beat. I could feel myself getting lightheaded.


“Naomi!” I called out in spite of myself, surely reminding Medea I was
there. I aimed the gun, looking for the white suit in the dim light. I leveled
the gun on Medea, and she smiled brilliantly at me. Behind her, I saw Naomi
lying on the grass, hand over her stomach, blood leaking out around her
fingers.


“Oh look. What a valiant knight, coming to the rescue of the damsel in
distress!” Medea exclaimed. She sounded so sincere in her words, and all that
did was make me even angrier. I squeezed the trigger and the gun fired twice,
bucking back in my hands each time. Even as I squeezed the second time, I knew
it was wasted. She didn’t look afraid. She didn’t move. She didn’t even raise
her hands. The bullets simply stopped mid-flight and fell on the ground to
sizzle from the dew on the grass.


“Oh dear. Whatever shall you do now that the weapon you have brought
to slay the cruel, evil dragon has proven as ineffectual as your intentions?”


I looked past Medea and nodded to Naomi. And then all three of us were
stood in an open, empty, passively lit field inside my mind.


“I’m gonna do this,” I replied. And then a tree that hadn’t been next to
Medea a moment before swung its largest branch right into the woman’s stomach.
It followed up with another swing to her head after the first hit folded her in
half, and drove her face down into the earth. The tree leaned low and pinned
her down under its immense weight.


“Naomi?” I sought.


“Fine,” she bit out, but she wasn’t. There was an edge to her voice that
only those in pain manage. But she still came to stand ramrod-straight beside
me and waved her hands, sprouting another tree opposite mine, though hers was
black-barked and thorn-covered. The tree struck viciously at Medea as she laid
prone. She took the lashings, though she didn’t cry out.


Instead, she wiggled around until she could look up at the two of us and
smiled. “Even the two of you won’t be enough,” she mocked, voice lilting. She
paused to let her words sink in before both trees burst into flames so hot the
ashes burned away from the heat without even falling to the ground.


Medea stood up from the ground and dusted off the front of her suit. She
pouted when a particular spot didn’t come out, though she seemed otherwise no
worse for wear. Somewhere in the front of my mind, I noted how much heavier my
body – the one that stood on the grasses of Stonehenge – felt. Weighed down and
nearly crushed by the weight of the power.


But that thought, and all others, fled in the face of Medea beginning
her counterstrike.


 


*~*~*~*


 


I’ve
been a human my whole life. Not a witch. Not a druid. Not any other number of
‘mythical’ things that probably exist if you look close enough. Just a guy who
tended to be in the wrong places a lot. I’ve never been to war. Been in my
share of fights, but even the most intense bar brawls – complete with broken
bottles and stools being wielded – have nothing on even the simplest things I’d
seen magic do.


Battling against Medea; she of “attacking a car with an airplane’ power,
was intense. Even with the strange power I had while inside my own mind that I
was coming to understand with every new use, it took both Naomi and I working
our damndest just to deflect the woman’s attacks enough so we didn’t die. She
was relentless. She also seemed to be having a grand old time, laughing and
teasing the whole while. However, despite her every attack taking a combined
effort by Naomi and I to keep ourselves alive, oftentimes she’d just stand
around and wait for us to attack her.


We might as well have not bothered. Nothing worked.


I turned the terrain against her. She made new earth to stand on.


I buried her under an ocean. She turned it all into steam, fanned
herself and tsked at me, reminding me that her suit was dry-clean only.


I pulled the stars out of the sky overhead and sent them plummeting
toward her; great fiery balls of death and ethereal light. She hit them back
into the inky distance with the back of her hand like they were pestering
flies.


I even tried turning the floor into lava in desperation. She terraformed
the whole hill. And then covered it with flowers with a derisive smile.


Naomi didn’t do any better, and every time we wrought more destruction
on the landscape inside my mind, a sharp pain would shoot through me and I’d
feel lesser somehow. Memories would flash across my vision and then they’d be
gone. I’d reach out to try and recall them again, and there’d be no trace of
them.


Didn’t take long to figure it out, then. Every time she destroyed
something on our battlefield – a bit of the sky, a random tree, or the earth I
tried to bury her in – she destroyed some part of me.


I was preparing to attack again when Medea set her feet and sent a gout
of flame at us wider than the main street of the town I grew up in – the name
of which I simply couldn’t remember, no matter how hard I tried to dig it out
of my mind. I yanked the earth of the hill up around Naomi and me and we
crouched low behind it, the smell of the flames turning the rocks molten seared
my nose.


“She’s stalling,” Naomi said, suddenly. “I… I can feel it. It’s
stifling.”


I blinked a few times, and then what she meant clicked. I reached out
and immediately wished I hadn’t. My body felt like it was deep underwater,
being crushed from all sides. The amount of power stored up in Stonehenge was
staggering; horrifying to behold even in the strange, second-hand kind of way I
could perceive things happening to my body from inside my head.


“You need to go stop it,” I told her.


“But…”


“I can’t stop it – I don’t even know what’s happening out there.” I set
my jaw. “I’ll hold her attention as long as I can.” I stood up and raised the
rock wall that hid me accordingly. “I figure, I’ll see how far the ‘this is my
head’ thing extends. And if I fail… well.” I looked at her and shrugged. I
could see it in her eyes – she wanted to argue. But she didn’t. She faded out
of view, and I felt her gone from within me, outside of that ghost of a feeling
that I knew had to be her mark.


I took a breath.


A lot of self-help books like to say that a person is the master of
their own mind. I’d always considered it a crock.


I really hoped it wasn’t.


I brought my hand up to the raging inferno that was kept away from me by
the small chunk of stone I hid behind, and pushed a bit on what I ‘allowed’
inside my head. The fire stopped. Not disappeared. It simply stopped. The heat
vanished. The licks of flame stopped moving. Frozen orange fire stayed pressed
against my stone cover, but pushed no longer and burned no more.


I stepped out from behind the rock and found Medea across the
flower-covered hill. She had her eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared, though
she showed nothing beyond that.


I looked back at the fire and pointed my thumb at it. “Heh.”


She whipped up another raging inferno of flame that was so hot it burned
the petals off every flower around her and burned each stem down like it was a
hill full of green matches. She flung the fire, but instead of freezing it I
just removed the flames before she could even direct them toward me. She
clenched her jaw so hard I heard it pop from where I stood.


“What’s the big, bad dragon going to do when its weapon proves as ineffectual
as its evil plan?” She opened her mouth to reply. I stifled the sound before it
could leave her. “The answer is die, Medea. Fall to the knight.”
And for good measure, I clad myself in armor and gave myself a sword.


 


*~*~*~*


 


The
second phase of the battle was easier, but it wasn’t easy. I had a lot
of control over what went on in my head, but it wasn’t absolute. At least, not
against Medea. Trying to fight everything she did felt more and more like
trying to pin down a snake. I could hold her back from doing something, but
every time I did, she’d wiggle a bit and she’d slip just a bit freer than she
had been. She’d begun getting attacks off again after a few moments of ducking
and dodging and trying to break free of every restraint I threw at her, and not
long after that, she was back to sending fire and lightning like it was
nothing, though I’d become a lot more adept at keeping myself protected. I
could still feel her hurting me, though. Stripping away bits of my mind as the
field took the damage meant for me. I prayed Naomi was managing better.


Naomi appeared back in my mind as if beckoned, and I could feel the
frustration radiating from her. “I… I can’t stop it. I don’t fully know how,
and it isn’t worth risking a guess with that kind of power built up. If I could
get to-” I batted away an attack aimed for her absentmindedly, and she paused
speaking to turn and give me another of those reassessing looks. “If I could
get over to her pit, I might be able to try and figure it out, given time, but I’m
hurt and can’t move quickly enough to get around her.”


“…Around her?” I asked. She nodded, hesitantly. “You mean she can still
move, even though she’s this focused in here?” I was incredulous. Which was a
bad thing to be in a fight. Medea managed to score a hit with a small orb of
fire to my chest, and it dented my armor and sent me bouncing across the
scorched hill that had once held so many pretty flowers like a smooth stone
across a lake. Naomi rushed back toward me, taking up a defensive stance over
my downed body, though I could tell she didn’t have much left to defend with.
The markings on her back spun sporadically and pushed more of the black runes
down her arms until they were wrapped, snake-like, around her wrists and
running down into the hollows between her fingers.


I scrambled to my feet and gently pushed her back behind me.


“She’s distracted. A lot.” She paused, and when she spoke again, she
couldn’t hide the shame in her voice. “But I’m slow and there isn’t much time
before…”


I sighed. Of course there wasn’t.


“Can that… power… is it aimed already?” Naomi seemed to think for a
moment and then shook her head. “So it can’t be used for what she’s after
without her doing it?” Again, she shook her head. “Then don’t try and stop it.
Kill her.”


Naomi blinked a few times, and then looked away. Her eyes went unfocused
and she seemed so incredibly far away. She opened her mouth to say something,
but closed her mouth, visibly steeled herself, and nodded once. Then she was
gone.


I laid in to Medea, praying that Naomi could come through. I was
starting to wear down just from the sheer force of the attacks – the woman had
managed to actually pull the sky down and hit me with it a few times, which was
quite the trick. I answered it by bouncing her between the sky and the earth
for a solid minute. She got up wide-legged and teetering, and I was only better
because I was using my sword for stability.


“You fight well,” she remarked, offhandedly. Her breathing was labored,
but definitely not as bad as mine had to sound, if the way my throat stung on
every exhalation was any indication. “Shame you weren’t born with magic. You
could have been something.


“But alas, you were born weak and will die still not knowing victory.”


I replied to her assertion of victory by crushing the space she occupied
inside my mind into something about the size of a Rubik’s Cube. And then I
buried it under the hill.


I could feel her fighting. Struggling.


I pushed thoughts of Naomi to the front of my mind, hoping for some
assurance that it was going well. That I wouldn’t have to hold Medea for long,
because I couldn’t.


“I can’t do it,’ I heard, echoing from
somewhere in my mind in response to the call. Naomi. “She’s distracted, but
I’m hurt. We’re even.’ She had to have been weak, if she couldn’t even come
into my mind to say that. And I could feel it. The heavy weight crushing my
body under so much power I could feel it in my mind now. There wasn’t time.


I didn’t know how to do it, but I tried. I thought about Naomi and
called out two simple words to her, hoping she heard me.


“Use me.’


Hoping she heard. Praying she understood.


It only took a moment before I felt it. Felt her touch everywhere and
nowhere. A knock on the door.


I poured every bit of energy I had left into crushing Medea under that
hill – into reinforcing her prison; temporary though it may have been. I
collapsed to one knee and then lost my hold on my sword. Without it, I was left
to sink to the ground, spent. Laying there breathing in burnt flowers, I
reached out to that feeling, that call from Naomi, and I let her in. And once
she was in, I handed her the reins and was a passenger inside my own body for
the second time in a day.


I could feel myself moving, even though I wasn’t doing it, and wasn’t
really in it. It was a strange, disgusting sensation; like that ghost
tingle that’ll randomly race up the spine on occasion, only it felt as if my
heart was pumping it through my whole body with every beat. I could feel what
was happening, but I wasn’t part of any of it, even though it was happening to
me.


Naomi raised my hands as her body continued to battle Medea’s.


She aimed my gun with my hands.


She clenched my fingers.


And she perforated Medea’s skull with three rounds, painting the night
air with the interior of the woman’s brain.


I felt when Medea withered away inside my head. The hill deflated in the
center, above where she’d been buried, like the air let out of a great balloon.
There was no sound, but there was emptiness left where she’d been.


I didn’t get to revel in it, as soon after, the hill was gone and I was
looking at Stonehenge again. For a moment it was like looking at the world from
the bottom of a glass of water, and my body felt like it was trapped beneath
the sand at the bottom of the ocean. The flames of the pyre gave one last
flicker before it winked out and that utterly immense power disappeared
completely.


I pulled myself up to my feet and staggered drunkenly over to where
Naomi had fallen. She was pale and moving sluggishly, but her lips pulled back
into a smile nonetheless. “We… we did it.”


I shook my head. “You did it.”


She somehow managed to cough in pain and still have it sound derisive.
She didn’t manage to say anything more in disagreement though, as the pain hit
her and her eyes swam. She sighed in exhaustion and then closed her eyes, her
body going limp.


“Still here,’ she whispered inside
my mind after a long pause. It was reassuring.


I settled down next to her and looked out at Stonehenge. At least two of
the stones had been knocked over, one of the bigger ones was so far outside of
the circle it was partway down the hill, and the grass was all burnt away.


“How the hell are we gonna explain this,” I muttered. “If only this was
still in my head. I could give a wave of my hand and it would all be right back
to normal.” To emphasize my point, I waved my hand as I would if I had such
arcane restorative powers.


The grass grew back lush and green and the stones settled back into
perfect formation.


I blinked a few times, and glanced over to find Naomi with her eyes
wide, looking as gobsmacked as I felt.


“Um… what?”
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Not many noticed the floating castle over Rockland Park in the middle of
the night. Fewer still noticed it vanish... I only noticed because I was
hanging off the ledge. And all because I wore the wrong color tie this morning.


But I'm getting ahead of myself.


Most people find it tiresome to wake up every single
weekday, perform the morning ablutions, grab a nice shirt and pants, and find a
matching tie. Most people are sick of having to choose between the navy blue
tie and the dark blue tie. Sometimes you’re just bored with the routine. I know
I was—that’s why I picked the red tie. Big mistake.


My life wasn’t so exciting back then. A decent job at
a cyber security firm, working hard to protect folks against the baddies of the
Internet. I considered myself a typical sort, above average intelligence and
looks, of course, but then again I think everyone does that. Haven’t you ever
looked in the mirror and thought “Damn, who is that sexy beast?” If you
haven’t, try it sometime. Fulfilling.


What happened at work that day doesn’t matter, so I
won’t bore you with details. Suffice it to say I worked a full day and then
left for home. Still wearing that red tie. That bit will be important later. As
I went through real problems and severe danger, being able to focus on nonsensical
minutiae like blaming clothing for my problems nearly helped.


So I drove to the nearest gas station for a bit of a
refueling and I amused myself with dramatizations of my daily efforts.


And then the great knight Benjo of Chensylvania raised
his enormous plasma rifle and fired a direct hit on the insidious monster of
malware, that dragon of deception—in an instant, its head was blown to pieces!
This had been a hard fought victory for Sir Benjo, but soon he would receive
his just rewards: a pile of gold and a virtual vacation to the Pleasure Planet.
And maybe he’d meet a nice girl there and then his parents would stop bugging
him about being thirty-five and not married yet.


I really shouldn’t complain (although I always do),
considering how my parents treat my sister. After what Wendy went through, I
don’t blame her for not wanting a family anymore. My secret shame is that I
kinda want that family life, although I would never want to treat any children
the way my parents treated us. Too much baggage to worry about, so I ignore the
possibilities and live for the moment.


Although if I’m honest, it’s also because I don’t
really understand women. Certainly not my mother and barely Wendy at all. And
those two I’ve known my entire life.


I whistled a tuneless melody as I pulled into the gas
station. I’m awful at whistling, but it relaxes me. So there I was, pumping gas
at the Hermitage station on Vincent and Morehouse, when that thing
attacked. At first I didn’t notice, because its screeches were eerily like my
own off-kilter whistling. But its volume altered me—not to mention the sudden
explosion of metal and glass.


It was a giant bird, crane-like with a massive,
distended beak that seemed far too long to stay on its head without falling off.
Three clawed legs bizarrely stuck out during its odd waddle, as it smashed its
beak into another parked car, seemingly taking no damage at all. Were there
screams and shouts of alarm, perhaps the distant sound of a siren? Probably,
but I was a little too busy watching in astonishment as the beast waddled
towards me.


As the creature moved closer, a stillness swept over
me, and I felt a bit disconnected from the circumstances. My body was in
complete shock as my brain stuttered in disbelief of this nightmare creature
come to life. Later on, I’d realize this was the first step in my downfall, but
at that particular moment, I could barely breathe, let alone think rationally.


And then an arrow lodged itself in the monster’s beak.
It reared up in response, making a hideous keening sound, and then struck
itself against the ground. With that, I finally got my wits back. The arrow had
come from a man dressed in what appeared to be some sort of samurai armor,
holding a bow literally as tall as him. He sent another arrow whipping at the
creature, which reared back just in time. It looked around angrily, screeching
in fury. I then saw the other samurai—looked like a women, actually—holding a
long spear and hiding behind a very sturdy looking shield, again so tall it touched
the ground and protected the top of her head.


The creature seemed to sense it was running out of
options and directions to go, so it lunged at the obvious weak spot: me.
Naturally. With a reaction that surprised me a little, I jerked back in alarm, a
wordless screech erupting from my throat. And I got lucky right then. Really
damn lucky, as I was still holding the gasoline nozzle. But it sounds better to
say that I bravely sprayed gasoline in the bird’s face with a fierce battle
cry. Didn’t seem to do much except annoy the hell out of it. But then...


“Down!” A shout from the man rang out and then the
woman had shoved me to the ground, fending off the bird-monster. There was the
sound of a slap and a sudden rush of wind and heat, and another arrow was lodged
in the skull of the bird thing. Looking up past the armored woman, I saw that
the arrow was on fire, setting the bird ablaze. And then the heat got a helluva
lot worse.


The bird reared up, screaming in agony, and barreled
into the gas dispenser, smashing it into splinters. It stumbled around, more
fire than bird, heading towards us. I managed to crawl back a few feet in
terror until I noticed that the bird was just smashing about blindly. And then
it hit something, something metal and large, something that exploded with bits
of glass and metal.


The bird collapsed. Slowly a very unusual thought
entered my mind…. Why does that metal thing look so familiar?


And then I recognized it.


“My car!”


Crap, I still had six payments left. Somehow I doubted
the insurance policy covered monster attacks. Although then again maybe they
would. I had a pretty good plan. Thinking about the mundane nature of insurance
plans and how I’d need to report the claim creatively helped me to ignore the
corpse of a monstrous avian. Almost.


“That was bravely done stranger,” the man said, giving
a nod of approval. “The onmoraki did not appreciate being set aflame, I would
suspect. It must have seen your neck kerchief; red is one of the few colors it
can perceive.”


I looked down at my tie. “You mean like dogs?”


The man shrugged. “Perhaps. Still, it was well done.”
He turned to my car, which was now pretty much on fire as well. “But it would
seem that your property was irrevocably damaged by the creature.”


“Yeah, car’s totaled,” I said in a muted tone, looking
over the damage. My heart was still beating rapidly, but it was beginning to
calm slightly. “Now I gotta find another way home before it gets dark.”
Naturally I had left my phone in my car, which had… been destroyed by a
monster. My mind was still having difficulty processing it. I’d seen monsters
in movies and television, but seeing it in person—not really the same.


The man grunted. “As must we. I am Gozu. This is my
sister Mezu.” He nodded at the armored woman, who gave a shallow bow and didn’t
meet my eyes.


“Ben Chen.” I held out my hand, but Gozu just gave it
an odd look. Maybe he didn’t recognize the gesture. “Anyway,” I said while
pretending I was actually putting out my hand to brush back my hair. “I guess
you’re not just dressed up as old school warriors, considering the giant bird
monster you killed.” I tried to talk about the monster in a casual, disaffected
way to show how cool I was with it all. Hopefully Gozu didn’t notice how much
my hands were still shaking.


Gozu made another grunting noise. “Indeed. You seem to
show little concern at our antiquated appearance.”


I shrugged. At least they convincingly appeared to be
human. “It’s not a big deal. I appreciate the save, anyway. But like I said, I
should find a way to get home.” Nonchalance and a calm demeanor, that’s the
ticket. No cause for alarm.


“Do you live near here?” Gozu asked. “Perhaps we could
assist you in reaching your domicile before nightfall.”


“I’m not sure how to explain exactly where I live,” I
said slowly, not saying that I didn’t trust them to know the location, monster
slayers or not. “But maybe you can give me a lift to the nearby park. It’s
called Rockland Park... I don’t suppose that rings a bell?”


Gozu scratched his helmet and then brightened. “Ah
yes, I believe I know the wood. A small area a short ride from here, bisected
by a small river and littered with countless stones.”


“Yes, that’s right,” I agreed, pleased he recognized
the place. A decent compromise between a random gas station and my home. “Do you
have some sort of... vehicle or a horse or something?” I wasn’t entirely sure
what to expect from a bunch of samurai types.


And besides, they owed me a ride for helping to kill
the beast. I suppose they may have had marginally also saved my life, but that’s
easily ignored when you’re trying not to think about almost dying.


The armored man snapped his fingers and three... things
slithered out from nowhere. The best way I can describe them is large, green,
scaly worms. Exactly the sort of thing to give boatloads of confidence to
potential riders. I immediately decided not to get anywhere near the creatures
or their unsettlingly large mouths.


“The nozuchi will easily move over any impedance,”
said Gozu. “We will be at your nearby wood in mere moments.”


Something didn’t sound right about the way he said
that, like he wasn’t entirely capable of speaking English properly. But if he
had an accent, I didn’t pick up on one.


Now, before you judge me, consider this: what would
you have done? Your car destroyed, magical samurai before you, a dead bird
monster? It’s almost... too tempting, I suppose. My life wasn’t exactly
filled to the brim with exciting adventures, and if we could get back to my
apartment, I could take a few photos of them and their lizard worms.


So what else could I do but agree?


“All-right,” I said in about as slow a voice I could
manage, drawing out every syllable, waiting for the opportunity to be rescued
by the proper authorities, which were still oddly not there yet.


When he heard my half-hearted agreement, Gozu clasped
his hand to his heart and proclaimed “So the word is said, so the word is
sealed! We ride!” The guy did have a unique way of talking, that was for sure.


He helped me climb aboard the lizard worm, which
wasn’t nearly as uncomfortable as I’d imagine. It looked back at me and made a
sort of friendly chirping sound and I couldn’t help but smile back. I patted it
on the “neck”, still keeping a bit of distance from its mouth, of course. “I
think I’m going to call you Slimy, because of irony,” I told my trusty steed.
Slimy seemed pleased by its ironic name, which was nice as I was worried
monstrous worm beasts might not grasp the nature of ironic humor. But I
should’ve suspected that Slimy had a killer sense of humor. It was easy to
tell, looking in its vacant, off-center eyes, that we had a real connection.


“Hah!” Gozu shouted suddenly and quite loudly,
startling me more than I care to admit (and my stress didn’t need the additional
help). His worm jumped forward in response, followed by his sister and Slimy,
who chirped loudly and slithered quickly behind them, increasing in speed to
match them. Soon I estimated we were going a fair few miles an hour at the
least, better than I could’ve managed on foot for sure.


“Nice going, Slimy!” I yelled at my ride over the
sound of the wind, which was just strong enough to make things interesting but
not unpleasant.


Rockland Park was not so far away, maybe fifteen
minutes by car from the gas station. And the worms moved pretty quickly, nearly
half the speed of a typical drive. By the time we got to the park, it was
nearing sundown, the sky beginning to turn a mix of warm colors and the barest
hint of stars.


“Thanks guys, it’s been fun,” I told the warriors as
we began to slow. “I can get off and walk the rest of the way home.” I had a
very odd temptation to ask to borrow Slimy, but I viciously suppressed the
urge.


The lady looked up and shook her head suddenly. “The
night is coming. The gate is near.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked Gozu, a bit
surprised to hear Mezu say anything after literally nothing from her.


“It means time is nearing its end!” Gozu shouted and
dug his heels into the sides of the worm. “The sun is nearing its nadir and the
gate will soon begin its errant journey.”


Before I could respond to this gibberish, Gozu’s worm
sped up and the other two creatures matched his speed, making it far too
dangerous for me to attempt dismounting. Through the trees and foliage, over a
creek and the countless rocks that gave the park its name, a most unusual sight
revealed itself: steel and stone, towers and walls. A veritable castle, vaguely
Japanese in style. Before I could even say a word, the worms slithered up a
staircase and over a small wall.


“Slimy, what gives?” I hissed at the worm. It turned
back at me with a quizzical look in its featureless visage.


The two samurai dismounted quickly, so I followed
suit.


“Well, thanks for the help,” I said while eyeing the
quickest way out. To get to those stairs I’d need to climb over the wall, but
that wouldn’t be too bad. Hell, a ripped suit would be worth getting out of
this bizarre mess. I’d miss Slimy, but he’d come and visit sometime, I’m sure.
I gave the worm a wink, which then curled up into a twisted ball and uncurled
in the blink of an eye.


“Be wary,” Gozu said softly. “The gate will soon open
and we must fly.” By this point I was beginning to suspect something wasn’t
quite right; the bird monsters and samurai riding on lizard worms were a good
clue too. So I decided to get the hell out of there.


“Good luck with that.” I gingerly began to climb over
the short wall to get to the stairs when a tremendous shuddering rippled
through the entire castle. “What was that?”


“The night has come,” Gozu said, pointing at the
darkening sky. “The gate must fly.” At that, the entire structure lurched into
the air, sending me tumbling off the wall and onto the stairs, which now ended
in nothing at all.


Gozu looked out at me and looked angry. “Get back
here, downsider!” he shouted. “If you stay there, you may fall and perish!”


I didn’t really want to look down, but I couldn’t help
it. Never really had a problem with heights in the past, but normally there was
a guardrail or window between me and the ground. Not this time. I was stuck in
a castle floating over the trees of Rockland Park. Couldn’t get any worse,
right? That’s when the castle disappeared. It was still there, of course. And I
know that because I could still feel myself on the stony staircase, although I
could see right through it to the ground below. Then the castle began to move
and I clung to the stairs for dear life.


“Move with haste!” A shout from ahead somewhere.
“Straight forward!”


Seemed like bad advice at that precise moment. I
decided instead to stay perfectly still and never move another inch for the
rest of my life. It sounded like an excellent plan in my head, although my
pulsating heart and shortness of breath seemed to disagree slightly.


“Move, I say!” The shout came once more, authoritative
and convincing. Maybe the voice had a good idea after all.


I decided it might work a bit better with my eyes
closed; it seemed a bit less absurdly terrifying than gazing down at that
lovely ground below. When I could feel the stone beneath me, the wind whipping
by, it was almost like I wasn’t on a flying invisible stairway to nowhere.


It’s hard to say how long it took me to crawl what was
probably about five feet. Hours, maybe, or perhaps weeks. Something so close to
infinity that when I reached the wall and was hoisted inside by Gozu, I was
shocked I had managed to overcome an infinite amount of crawling, which now
looked suspiciously like just a few feet. But I knew better.


Once back inside the boundaries of the castle, it was
thankfully visible again. I pulled myself up and did my best to glare at the
two samurai. Mezu ignored me, as per usual by this point.


“Only the sun’s light reveals the gate,” said Gozu in
an infuriatingly calm and condescending tone that only served to piss me off.
“Naturally the opposite is true.” Man, if that guy wasn’t covered in armor and
armed with a bow and arrows, I might’ve started something after that
pseudo-wise old man remark.


But then I thought about the specific words he said.
“Meaning it’s invisible at night and you’ve accidentally kidnapped me,” I
groused, trying not to show my fear, and not mentioning that I was increasingly
concerned it was no accident at all. “Was this all part of some weird plan of
yours?”


Mezu turned with a sudden motion that startled me a
bit, and just stared at me. With a blank, off-putting expression. I decided to
ignore her like she had been ignoring me the whole time.


“What an odd thing to say,” Gozu replied, rubbing his
chin. “We had to reach the gate before it rose to meet the sky.” He shrugged.
“I suppose it’s a difficult thing for a downsider to understand.”


I realized that this particular word had been used by
Gozu a few times and used it as an opening. “A downsider?” My clever plan, you
see, was to trick him into telling me everything without him realizing it.


Gozu gestured towards the ground. “That is what you
are. All of you that live down below heaven. Blinded by your inability to see.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Now what the hell are you
talking about? That’s basically a bunch of gibberish.” In retrospect, I
probably shouldn’t have talked like this to a guy with a working set of
weapons, but my nerves were shot and I was barely sensible at that point.


Gozu narrowed his eyes and he frowned. “You should be
careful how you speak. Knowledge is useful for all, and especially useful for
you.” He chuckled. “I grasp your difficulty, however. You downsiders, looking
up at heaven just out of your reach, it must be quite frustrating. No wonder
you get so angry after you die.”


This sounded suspiciously like a bunch of preaching or
proselyting, and I was quite happily agnostic. “What do you mean by ‘heaven’?”
I asked in what was honestly a pretty insulting manner, although I don’t know
that Gozu picked up on it. “I mean, you obviously don’t mean the religious
meaning.”


“Why do you say that?” Gozu asked with a curious look
on his face, seemingly not insulted at all. “The gate I speak of is the gate to
Heaven, that which the proper religions seek after death. I would think that
the ‘religious’ meaning is applicable here.”


I rubbed my head at the bizarre talk. Gozu’s failure
to get mad was actually calming me down a bit, and I started to feel a little
bad for being a jerk. I always do when it’s too late. But maybe this time it wouldn’t
be. So I took a deep breath to calm myself and tried again.


“So this gate you keep mentioning… Is that where we
are right now? Is it like a literal gate to Heaven?” I didn’t actually believe
this was possible, but I was trying to be polite and listen to the man in the
flying castle. Sure, I could buy monsters (now that none were in my line of
sight) and even a flying castle (since I wasn’t looking over the side), but a
real gate to Heaven? Hard to swallow.


Gozu nodded with a smile. “Correct, my friend. The
gate is hidden in the depths of the fortress, which we built around it an age
ago.”


I blinked in surprise. “You built this… fortress, you
call it? How long ago?”


“Oh, that doesn’t matter.” Gozu made a dismissive wave
of his hand. “The important thing is that you are finally listening. Which
means you may ready to hear our purpose here. As you may have guessed, there is
a reason we wield weapons and armor.”


“Hmm, I suppose I hadn’t thought about it,” I
admitted. “Is there something you have to fight against? Like Big Bird down at
the gas station?”


Gozu cocked his head. “Big Bird?”


“The giant bird monster,” I reminded him. “You saved
me, I saved you, my car was destroyed.” It was funny how it seemed like so long
ago already.


“Ah, yes, of course,” Gozu replied with a smile. “You
mean the onmoraki, dread beast of the skies.”


I nodded with a marginally insincere motion, trying my
hardest not to reply sarcastically. “Of course, of course, everyone’s heard of
those.” Well, I tried anyway.


“In any event,” Gozu said, waving his arms about with
vigor. I appreciated the effort to impress me. “The onmoraki was one of the
creatures we must face, yes, although that was an unusual battle. Most of our
time is spent guarding the gate at night from the forces of darkness that
attempt to pierce the barrier towards Heaven. Either way, obtaining what is not
rightfully theirs to receive.” He shrugged. “The onmoraki is just one of the
mindless beasts that we deal with just to have something to do during the day.”


“Right…” I said in a drawl. “So you’re guarding the
gate to heaven? In a giant floating castle?”


“Indeed,” he said. “But perhaps I should qualify the
explanation; this is but one gate, and we are but one set of guardians. There
are many gates the world over, as you must have suspected.”


It sounded a bit like a brush-off, but maybe Gozu was
being sincere. So maybe I’d try the same. “I hadn’t, but I suppose it makes
sense. An awful lot of people in the world, after all.”


Gozu laughed. “Well spoken, my friend. Well spoken.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Might you be interested in watching us defend the gate
tonight? You would see for yourself what it is we face.”


It was actually a surprisingly tempting offer with
just a small problem. “Would it be dangerous?”


“Extremely,” Gozu said with a vicious grin.


“Yeah, that’s what I thought. How about I just wander
about in the fortress, if that’s okay? Stay out of your way?” And also
investigate this so-called gate to heaven, although I wasn’t going to admit
that out loud.


Mezu looked over at her brother, and the movement
completely startled me, as I had forgotten she was even still there.


“Peace, my sister,” Gozu said, holding up an armored
hand. “There is little harm in it. Only the dead may pass through the gate,
after all.”


“There you go,” I told Mezu with a smile, although she
didn’t even have the courtesy to look at me.


“If you fall asleep during the night, do not worry
much,” Gozu said. “In the morning, we shall arrive at the Pits of Death and you
may leave us there.”


I think that was supposed to sound reassuring for some
reason, but as you might imagine, the name didn’t exactly fill me with
confidence and carefree joy. I looked over at him with a frown. “That doesn’t
sound too good. How is that supposed to help me?”


“Many humans live in the city near the Pits of Death,”
Gozu explained. “I am certain you can find assistance there and then find your
way home.”


“Oh, well… thanks,” I said, feeling worried. “But I’m
not exactly thrilled at the idea of visiting these death pits. I’m trying to
avoid more risks to my life, you understand?”


Gozu burst into laughter again. “Ah, the literal
nonsense of a downsider. It does my heart well to hear such lunacy, my friend.”


"I'm beginning to think that 'downsider' is meant
as an insult," I told him with a frown.


“You are far too sensitive, my friend,” Gozu said with
a wide grin. “I am sure you will be using the same insult soon enough once
you’ve spent a bit more time in the sky. And as for the Pits of Death, I
suppose that perhaps the name is a bit confusing. The charnel houses of your
kind stink of death, but that is not your fault. Instead, you will assuredly
find refuge in the city nearby.”


This was quite a bit more reassuring, hearing that the
name wasn’t literal. At least, I hoped that’s what he meant. “I don’t suppose
there's an actual name I'd be familiar with? You know, a downsider name?"
I gave Gozu a smile to show that I was now ready to use the word as an insult
too. And you know… it felt pretty good.


“Of course, my friend,” Gozu told me. “You… that is,
the downsiders call it Trien-tonne of Jersey, or something similar.”


"Wait, you mean Trenton, New Jersey?”


After a moment of thought, Gozu nodded. “Yes, I
believe that is another way to say the name.”


I considered this potentially excellent news. “You
know, this could work, Gozu.” My sister Wendy worked at Princeton, which wasn't
far at all from Trenton. I may have lost my phone, but I knew her phone number.
She hadn’t changed it since getting her first cell phone, which I always teased
her about. Of course, I hadn’t ever changed mine either, which she always
teased me about. We have fun.


"You know,” I said to Gozu. “It's a bit much
calling Trenton 'the Pits of Death’. It's not that bad." Not that I had
been there much myself, but jokes about New Jersey were kind of stale. “Unless
you’re talking about something else.”


Gozu’s mouth quirked up a bit. “Such loyalty to a
place you owe nothing to.”


“Yeah, true,” I said, not wanting to admit it had
actually been a very unfunny joke. “So why don’t you show me inside and I can
look around?”


The warrior agreed and I followed him to a nearby
door. “In truth, there is little to show you myself. There are locked doors that
you will not be able to access, but everywhere else is available if you wish.
Enjoy yourself, my friend.”


“Okay, I will then,” I told him with a smirk. I have
to say, the weirdo was growing on me.


“But first something to light your path,” said Gozu, and
pulled out an arrow from his sheath. He struck it against his armor and it
caught aflame. Probably how he managed to set Evil Big Bird on fire earlier on.
He opened the door and led me inside the fortress.


Everything was dark, although the light from the fiery
arrow showed a corridor of stone bricks in the walls and floors. Gozu held up
the arrow to some sort of lantern, which lit up brightly, letting me see the
interior a bit more clearly. “Here you are,” he said, handing the lantern to
me. “Be cognizant of the flames, my friend. You should be in no danger, even if
you find yourself in darkness, but such things can seem quite off-putting.”


I nodded in agreement and Gozu bid me farewell.
Hopefully not forever. That’s called optimism. It’s a vital life lesson, take
it from me.


The corridor that wound around the fortress was
basically a long hallway of nothing, with few intermittent doors every so
often, always thick and wooden. I eventually found a door that slid open with
disturbing ease, leading to yet another corridor. Artistic murals of varying
levels of quality lined the hallway, from what could charitably be referred to
as enthusiastic scribbles to legitimately impressive art that could probably
sell for tens, if not hundreds of dollars. And all of it was portraying Gozu
and Mezu facing off against demonic creatures, although there wasn’t so much in
the way of diversity.


And then I found the stairs leading down, a green
light was coming from somewhere below. I had to admit, I was desperately
curious and slightly nervous. There were crude carvings on the stone like
above: two warriors facing off against shadows, although in many the warriors
had animal heads: an ox and a horse. But the green light only grew stronger as
I descended, now seeming to pulsate slightly in an increasingly disconcertingly
way. Of course, I could’ve just ran back up the stairs and hidden in a corner
somewhere, gibbering in horror to myself, but that would be admitting defeat to
a weird light and creepy carvings.


And Ben Chen doesn’t play that way. So I just kept
going down.


But it didn’t take long before I saw it. Or at least I
assume that the giant ten foot tall glowing green square was the so-called
‘gate’. I stepped a bit closer to attempt a highly scientific analysis on the
surface, looking directly at it from just a few inches. The stone was smooth
and the green light seemingly came from behind it, seeping through the stone
itself (if indeed it was stone and not something else).


Seemed kind of magical, but who can say? For all I
knew there might have been a giant green spotlight behind it.


Feeling greatly daring, I slowly moved my finger right
up to the surface, waiting for anything to happen, one way or another. But
there was just stillness and the slow pulsations of the light. Finally I
summoned the nerve and sheer courage to actually tap on the surface; it was
cold and felt like stone. That was it, really.


“Pff,” I said with a dismissive snort. “Don’t see what
the big deal is.”


Then the screaming shadow slammed me aside against the
wall and leaped through the gate. I didn’t really get a look at it, nor did I
realize that the screaming was now coming from me until I took a deep breath.
After that, I decided to take my leave. I hurried up the stairs, my heart
pounding, and I walked around to the next door, which was locked, and then the
next, and the next. Finally I found one that led to a room with a decent sort
of bed in it.


Seeing the bed suddenly made me realize how exhausted
I had become after a very stressful evening. My breath stilled and my limbs
stopped shaking, and instead a deep sense of weariness fell over me. Surely
they wouldn’t mind if I just lay down for a minute. Just rested my eyes.


I put the lantern down on the floor and collapsed on
the bed to rest my eyelids for a few minutes. And after that, if there were any
shadows coming past before I woke up, screw ‘em. I was too busy being asleep.


And the last thought I had before vanishing into
slumber was a simple one: I hoped it wasn’t Mezu’s bed.
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I awoke to a spear in my face, and whatever anyone else says, that was a
manly waking shriek.


Of course it was Mezu, glaring down at me with her cold,
furious eyes. “We have landed,” she said after a minute. “Come.” She turned
away and left before I even had a chance to apologize for maybe sleeping in her
room.


Gozu was waiting for me outside with a smile on his
face. “How were your night travails and investigations?” He asked. “Did you
find anything intriguing or unusual to pique your heart or mind?”


“You might say that,” I told him with far more cheer
than a man should’ve that had slept in his torn and dirty suit. “You might say
I found the gate you’re always talking about. Giant glowing green gate, does
that sound about right?”


“Assuredly,” Gozu said in an unconcerned voice, waving
his hand dismissively. “Down the stone stairs amidst the past glories, correct?
Did you find it unseemly or alarming? Unnatural in some way that unsettled you
at the core of your being?”


I made a face. “No. It was a little creepy, I’ll give
you that, but the thing that came screeching towards it was quite a bit worse.”


Gozu grunted. “It is good you saw that, an important
lesson. A soul that overcame our defenses and won through to reach the other
side. We cannot stop them all, despite our great skill.”


“If you say so,” I said, thinking that the shadow
thing I saw didn’t seem much like anything recognizably human that I could
tell. Stretching out the kinks and aches, I got to my feet and walked out to
see where we were. It was in some sort of abandoned industrial park, near
broken machinery and empty warehouses. Nothing particularly unusual, except
that nobody was in sight. Although that was probably why they had landed there.


“I don’t see any of these so-called “charnel houses’
you were talking about earlier,” I said, looking around. “No graveyards or
death pits either.”


Gozu sighed and shook his head. “I was mistaken to use
that name for this place, it has only served to confuse you. This place has not
been marked by death in many years, but that is how we remember it most
strongly. The curse of a very long life, I am afraid, is that only the very
unusual points actually stay in your memory.”


“How old are you anyway?” I asked, wondering if he’d
finally give me an answer. “Just say the truth, I may even believe you.”


He looked at me carefully and then smiled very
slightly. “Let us merely say that I have been doing this longer than the total
existence of some very old and still quite influential religions. You may infer
the rest.”


Hmm, that meant anywhere from a thousand to several
thousand years old, unless he meant Mormonism. Which seemed unlikely. “Well, no
matter which religion you mean, that’s pretty old.”


“So do you have a way of getting to the city?” Gozu
asked. “Or might you need an escort?”


I did like the idea of borrowing Slimy; Wendy would
certainly believe me then. “Do you think I could borrow one of your worms?”


The warrior frowned. “I do not believe that would be a
good idea. You are still new to this, and do not yet know the best way to avoid
downsider curiosity. We do not wish to be discovered here by any dangers or
nuisances. But if you had a specific place to go, I could lead you there.”


Unfortunately I didn’t know the exact way to get to
Wendy’s from where we were, as all that information was on my phone. As well as
the GPS.


“Eh, forget it,” I said. “Say, do you think you’ll be
around here for a while? In case I want to bring somebody around.”


Gozu’s eyes narrowed. “Is this a trustworthy
individual?”


“Basically,” I replied with a bit of a smirk. “I’m
talking about my sister. I think she’d like to meet you.”


“Oh then!” Gozu exclaimed loudly. “That sounds marvelous.
The fortress cannot fly during the day in any event, and I suppose I can stay
around here for a few hours. I do not particularly have anything pressing to do
in the area.”


After that, he told me of a nearby “merchant” that
might let me make a call, although he didn’t seem to recognize the concept of a
phone.


“Well then, nice meeting you both!” I said with a
wave, not really meaning it for Mezu at all. While Gozu gave me an odd looking
salute, the woman didn’t even acknowledge I had done anything at all, but that
was fine with me. I hopped down onto the now thankfully visible stairs and was
off, looking for a place with a phone.


Eventually I found a gas station that let me borrow a
cell phone. I think I looked bedraggled enough to be believable, yet dressed
well enough not to be suspicious. Wendy initially thought I was doing some sort
of prank, but I managed to convince her to come by. It was still early enough
that she didn’t quite need to get to work yet.


A little while later my sister pulled up in her car,
surprised to see me – probably thought I was joking. She didn’t say a word as I
climbed in the car in my wrinkled suit and tie. Wendy made an odd sound and
then shook her head, driving away from the station.


“Well then,” she said. “What are you doing in New
Jersey without your cell phone? I’m surprised you could even remember my number
without having it printed in front of your face.”


“You’re the one who hasn’t changed it since high
school,” I said in my very best teasing voice, high-pitched and sing-song.
“Unlike some people I know.”


Wendy laughed. “You’re one to talk, Mister “I can’t
remember ten numbers in a row’. If you had a job involving math, I’d be
terrified for your job security.”


“My job only loosely involves math,” I replied.
“And I’m not bad at math, memorizing a bunch of random numbers isn’t math,
its numbers. And numbers without any meaning are just boring.” I made a
gesture at her. “And you’d know all about boring, wouldn’t you? Have you met
any interesting candidates at all this recent application season? Anyone like
Denny Anderson?”


Wendy pressed her lips together and was clearly trying
not to laugh. It wouldn’t be appropriate to laugh at embarrassing applicants,
after all. She had to be professional, or so it she frequently insisted. A
likely story, in my opinion.


“You shouldn’t have told me the Denny story if you
didn’t want me to constantly bring it up,” I told her, not pretending in the
slightest to hide my wide grin.


She chuckled softly. “True. But you still haven’t
answered my question. And you look like crap.”


“Classic downsider,” I chided. “Always taking things
at face value.” Hmm, I could see why Gozu liked talking that way so much. I was
beginning to wonder if Gozu and I were related; maybe he was my great-great etc
grandfather or something.


Wendy gave me an annoyed look. “What the hell did you
just call me? And you do look like crap.”


“I had an insane day yesterday,” I said. “I would tell
you about it, but I don’t think you’d believe me.”


My sister looked over at me with a curious expression.
“Well, this is pretty far to go for a joke. I don’t think you’d go anywhere
without your cell phone if you had a choice.”


I held up my hands. “Got me there. It’s been hell not
being able to check my email every five minutes.”


“Five minutes?” Wendy asked.


“Fine, two minutes, but don’t say you’re any better.”


“Oh, I’m terrible,” admitted Wendy. “But that being
said, I’m willing to listen to your story. I mean, how weird can it be?”


It took me only a few minutes to give a relatively quick
summary of the events so far, from the bird attack to landing in the so-called
“death pits”. Her face as she listened almost made me laugh, but I didn’t want
her to think I was joking.


“So,” she said after I finished. “That was quite
weird.”


“Do you believe me?” I asked, trying not to put too
much desperation in the question. “I know it’s a lot to swallow.” I paused, and
then. “That’s what she said.” Couldn’t resist.


Wendy winced. “You know how much I hate that line. But
at least I know one night near the screaming dead hasn’t changed your sense of
humor.” She tapped her cheek in a familiar fashion; it’s what she always did
when she was thinking about something deeply. Not so great as a poker tell,
unfortunately, which is why she usually beat me.


“So you don’t have your phone, because it’s destroyed.
No photos then.”


I nodded. “True, but like I said, the castle… fortress
I mean, should still be there until sunset. Could be an exciting little
adventure.” I smirked at her. “Besides, I’d like to introduce you to Slimy. You
guys have a lot of common.”


She gave me a withering look. “That name is not as
clever as you think it is. You never did understand irony.”


“Well, granted, I’m no Denny Anderson, but I do
alright.”


Wendy laughed. “Okay, enough Denny jokes, it’s rude to
the poor kid.” She sniffed the air a bit. “You smell terrible, by the way.”


I nodded, totally in agreement. “So can I use the
shower at your place, maybe change into some fresh clothing if you still have
the ones I forgot last time I visited?”


“I’ve got like four sets of your stuff,” she replied.
“So I think we’re covered. Do you really need to go back to this magical flying
fortress right away?”


“No, I don’t need to do anything; I just want
you to see I haven’t gone crazy.”


Wendy snickered. “I didn’t want to say anything. But
good, this gives me a chance to go to work for a few hours at least. Maybe you
should call your own job too.”


I sighed. “And tell them what? I was accidentally
kidnapped by three thousand year old samurai siblings?”


“Maybe you could just say it was a ‘family
emergency’,” my sister offered. “Unless you’ve already made up too many
excuses.” Huh, that was pretty good.


“Nah, I’m punctual, just don’t really get along with
people,” I admitted.


Wendy nodded and looked a bit sad. “Sorry to say I
know exactly how you feel.”


“It’s not your fault,” I told her softly. “I think we
both know who’s to blame.”


“I’m sick of blaming our parents for everything. We
just need to move on.”


“Typical downsider,” I said with a grin.


“That’s a terrible insult,” Wendy told me. “Yet I’m
surprised how much it’s annoying me.”


“I know, right? I have a feeling you and Mezu are
gonna become the best of friends.”


Wendy rolled her eyes. “Considering what you’ve told
me about her, I can’t imagine that’s a compliment either.”


I nodded and yawned slightly, still a bit tired from
the last night. “I think I’m just going to take a nap if that’s all right with
you.” When she didn’t complain, I leaned against the window, wondering if the
fortress would indeed still be there when we came back, or if it’d be flying
off into the sky, Gozu chortling over putting one over on a naive downsider.
Nah, he’s good people, we’d be fine.
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A nap and shower did wonders for my mood; not that I was particularly in
bad spirits to begin with. I didn’t have to wait that long for Wendy to return
from work; luckily she managed to get back early.


“Let’s go!” I said, barely able to contain my
excitement. “I can’t wait for you to meet the gang. Gozu, Slimy, the gate, the
whole bunch. Maybe Mezu too if we have some time.”


“You desperately need to get over your hang-ups with
women,” Wendy told me.


“Hey, Mezu was rude to me first,” I said with a
scowl. “Don’t blame me for not appreciating her bountiful charms, whatever
those might be.”


My sister shook her head. “According to your own
retelling, she saved your life, right?”


“A likely story,” I retorted. “I think I’d remember
what I said. And besides, I think I helped them just as equally.”


“Because you sprayed Big Bird with gasoline?”


I nodded with a bit force than necessary. “Because I
sprayed Evil Big Bird with gasoline.”


This conversation continued right until we drove up
near the fortress, which really was quite obvious if you had reason to be in
the abandoned industrial park. Probably why they chose it as their landing
place, if they had indeed chosen it. I guess I had forgotten to ask about that
little detail.


“There it is!” I said, gesturing towards the castle
with a flourish. “Beautiful, ain’t it?”


Wendy frowned. “Okay, that looks a hell of a lot like
a Japanese fortress. But it’s not flying or invisible. Or covered with giant
worms.”


I shook my head and waved my finger at her. “It only
flies at night, remember? And I’m sure Slimy has better things to do than climb
all over the walls. Man, you really are losing your memory at your advanced
age.”


“Shut up,” my sister said in a very friendly tone
(trust me, it totally was). “I’m only three years older than you.”


When we reached the stairs, Gozu stepped out of
nowhere and waved at us, causing Wendy to jump back in surprise.


“Greetings, downsiders,” he called and then looked at
Wendy. “And who might you be? This mysterious sister.”


Wendy glanced back at me and mouthed “What did you
tell him?”


I shrugged, because I really hadn’t said anything.


“So,” she said, looking back at the warrior and held
out her hand. “You must be Gozu. Does that mean something in Japanese?”


Gozu smiled slightly and ignored her hand. Probably should’ve
warned Wendy about it, but I had forgotten that little detail in my story.


“What an interesting question,” Gozu said. “They used
to call me Ox-Head, if that means anything to you.” He turned. “Sister! They
are here!”


“Ox-Head?” That sounded familiar for some reason.
“Wait, I don’t suppose your sister’s name means Horse-head, does it?”


“Horse-Face,” he said, leaning over and whispering.
“But don’t let her hear you say that name. She doesn’t care for it.” He
straightened up. “In any event, we have been hoping to meet you for quite some
while now. Your actions yesterday against the onmoraki proved your worth.”


Wendy frowned. “The onmoraki...” I was shocked she had
managed to pronounce it correctly, considering I hadn’t even remembered the
right name for it. Typical Wendy. “Listen, I had a question about that attack.”


At this point Mezu came out to see us, and when she
saw Wendy, she actually smiled, looking relieved for some reason.


“Thank the dead god, they are both here!” she said,
and then walked down the staircase to face Wendy, who seemed a bit taken aback.
“Dear sister, defender of the imperial line, it is good to finally meet you in
person.” I was so surprised at this show of any emotion at all from the female
warrior that I was temporarily speechless. Thankfully, that wouldn’t last long.


“You too,” Wendy said slowly. “You’re Mezu, right? I’m
Wendy.”


Mezu shook her hand and then grasped Wendy’s hands.
“Such useless appellations are unnecessary between us, sister. Ignore the names
given by the latter-day lines, they do not matter. We are sisters of Shun,
regardless of what the Japanese or Americans say. You and I are the same;
guardians of something sacred.”


My sister shook her head, looking confused. I couldn’t
blame her. Gozu just looked between us with a wide grin on his face.


“Man, she’s suddenly quite talkative,” I whispered to
Gozu. “What gives?”


Gozu looked quickly over to Mezu and then back to me.
“She’s been in a bad mood for months,” he said quietly. “But do not concern
yourself with such incidentals. My sister is very happy to meet yours.”


Wendy had managed to get back some of her wits, and
asked, “But you... guard heaven, right?” She looked over at me to confirm this
part of the story I had told her, and I nodded. “I’m just an admissions director.
I mean, Princeton is an important school and all, but it’s not really the same
thing.”


“It’s not really that important,” I stage whispered to
Gozu.


Mezu made a scoffing sound. “Do not minimize your
capabilities, sister. The same guardian spirit lies beneath us both, the
capacity to discern the righteous and the worthy, determining who shall be
permitted to transcend their existence to the next level.”


Wendy smiled a bit uncertainly. “I suppose there’s a
bit of a parallel.”


“Oh, I totally see it too,” I said to be a jerk. “You
both think you’re so much smarter than your brothers, am I right, Gozu?”


Ol’ Ox-Head laughed in his deep, vibrating manner. “I
find myself liking you a bit more all the time, my friend.”


Mezu scowled at him. “Stop playing the fool, brother,
although you do it so well.”


Gozu gave her a little bow and waved his hand with a
flourish. “You always do know best, dear sister.”


“Enough!” Mezu hissed. “You embarrass yourself.
Explain the true parallel between you and him.”


“Oh, is there one between us?” I asked Gozu.


Ox-Head nodded. “Indeed. Your work in the daylight
hours to protect against the works of evil and callow. What you do as a
metaphor, I perform literally.” He gestured at the bow strapped to his back. “I
strike from afar, defending against attacks by striking first and with great
swiftness and accuracy.”


I stroked my chin, considering this new angle, then
breathed in suddenly with suspicion and a small bit of excitement. “Hold on a
second. You just said that you had been looking forward to seeing us for a
while. This was planned, wasn’t it?” To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I was angry
or pleased with the revelation.


Gozu winced and looked a bit embarrassed. “Ah, you
have caught us. You are correct. We did know about the both of you for many
years. Your assistance would be critical to us; crucial for the gate’s
survival. Only the proper bloodline would suffice, thus only siblings of the
line of Shun can guard the fortress he built. This gate must be protected at
all costs; the next world is only suitable for those that deserve it.”


He gave me a shaky smile. “We have been searching a
long time for those who might be able to help us.”


Wendy disentangled herself from Mezu and looked over
at him. “Deserve it? How do you determine that?”


“We don’t, not exactly,” Gozu said. “If souls manage
to get past us, then they deserve entrance to Heaven. It is hard to explain,
because it is more instinct than anything consciously decided. Please, consider
this proposition: Attend the gate with us tonight and you can see if it suits
your purpose. If not, we will leave you, never to return. But...”


He knelt down on one knee and bowed his head. “We that
share the sacred bloodline of the guardian, granted by the emperor that built
the fortress, the same that is tied to us by blood and deed, we need your help
to defend against the darkness of the night, when the dead rise and the worlds
collide. When the downsiders forget and the gates open, the vigil begins, and
we are the lone force that stands in their way. We need you. Our vigil has been
strong for millennia, but we grow weak and tired. Soon we will fall, and never
recover.”


I looked over at my sister, who seemed to be taking it
remarkably well, all things considered. “This is extremely dangerous, isn’t
it?” I asked.


Gozu nodded. “It is. But we would not ask this of you
if we did not believe you capable of excelling at this gravely important task.”
He sighed, his deep voice resonating with the air around us.


“The rejected dead amass and lie in waiting, readying
to attack and overwhelm the gate. Each night the gate flies through the air to
cover the necessary ground to allow all souls a chance. But although worthy
souls come each night, the ones we turn away are changed if they do not accept
their fate and the void after death. They become monstrous, hateful, and full
of spite. And with that hate comes disgusting power. We can defeat them in
single combat with ease, true, but sometimes they amass in great numbers. For
at least one more night, we can evade the attack we fear, but it is nearing the
time we can no longer face the dead ourselves.”


“Please join us in our quest, sister,” Mezu enthused
to Wendy. “Everything depends on it. They cannot enter Heaven, but they can do
worse, I am afraid. If a single unworthy soul overwhelms our defenses, the gate
itself will collapse. And you can imagine the horrors that come next.”


Wendy looked conflicted, so I said, “Give us a minute
to talk this over.”


“My sister, please take whatever time you need,” Gozu
said and looked over at me with a saddened expression. “But soon enough, night
will fall and my sister and I must leave with the castle. And if we go alone,
then I pray we survive the night.” He managed to smile slightly. “But please,
make this choice of your will and desire. We cannot force this important but
dangerous task upon you.”


We walked a bit away from the guardians, and I
couldn’t help but look back once at the warriors, who watched us carefully.
They seemed so hopeful, so vulnerable, despite their armor and competence. And
yet it was so much to ask.


“So what do you think?” I asked my sister, looking up
at the sky. It wasn’t quite sundown, but it would be there soon enough. “Want
to take a crazy chance or just forget this ever happened? Maybe ask them to
come back tomorrow?”


“I’m supposed to review a lot of material tonight,”
Wendy said, staring off away from me at nothing at all. “The new season starts
soon.”


“That’s just your daytime job,” I told her. “This is a
chance to do something potentially exciting and terrifying.” I shivered,
instantly recalling the shadow that had passed so close to me. “Helping save
the world. Our parents couldn’t complain about not having grandchildren then,
right?”


Wendy snorted. “Don’t be so certain. Not even the
apocalypse would stop eternal guilt, I’m afraid.”


I smiled, but then my face fell. “I’m scared,” I
admitted. “I don’t know what to do.”


My sister looked at me in the eyes. “You want this,
don’t you?”


I looked right back at her. “So do you.”


Wendy turned away and said something incoherent and
angry under her breath. “Yes, I do, damn it!” Her hands curled into fists. “I
am so bored with my life. Every day is a chore, and only making fun of the
applicants keeps me going.”


I put a hand on her shoulder. “Of course it does.
That’s why I love to hear those stories and you love hearing about the idiots I
have to deal with. Because we’re both arrogant, terrible people who think we
deserve more. And maybe this has proved that we were right all along.”


My sister didn’t look happy to hear this, but then she
sighed and looked over at the fortress. “I hate it when you’re right. It
reflects badly on me as the older sister; I’m the one who’s supposed always be
correcting you!”


“I don’t want to die,” I said. “You neither.”


Wendy gave me a withering look. “That’s quite the vote
of confidence. I don’t particularly want either of us to die either. You were
there last night; how dangerous is it?”


I sighed and looked down at my feet. “I didn’t really
see much. But I don’t know… maybe we can just ask them to watch them for the
night, see how it works. Without getting involved.”


“That’s almost reasonable,” my sister said in a voice
almost too soft to hear. “Shall we try?” She held out her hand. “Just for one
night, maybe we can pretend to be brave?”


I grabbed her hand and tried not to let her see the
slight wetness in my eyes. “All right, Wendy,” I said with a slight tremble in
my voice. “Let’s show these guys what the Chens can do.”


When we walked back, Gozu was pacing back and forth,
while Mezu sat on the stairs, tapping her spear against the ground every few
seconds. Either they were nervous or pretending to be, and I was either
flattered or alarmed by the attention, couldn’t quite decide.


“So, my kin?” Gozu asked, leaning forward, his eyes
glinting with something unusual and significant. “Will you join us, at least
for the night?”


Mezu bit her lip and turned away.


“Will we need to fight ourselves?” Wendy asked. “We
are not trained in such matters.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Fancy words, big sis. You’ve
been taking lessons from Ox-Head here.”


“Do not castigate your sister for her capability with
communication,” Gozu told me. “You might learn a lesson from her.”


“Hey, I thought we were together on this one,” I said
with just the barest hint of actual anger, although I was aiming more for sly
wit at the moment. “Boys against girls, right?”


Gozu chuckled and shook his head. “We are all family
here, brother.”


“You will not need to fight,” Mezu said suddenly,
turning back to us. Her eyes were red and her skin pale as a ghost, but then
she brushed her hair over her face and it was hard to tell anything was wrong.
“Not unless we both fall. But that is precisely why we ask you to join us; you
are the successors to our line, the greatest potential warriors in a dozen
generations. You are our heirs, the only true ones to follow after us. What
then, I ask, do you say? Will you join us?”


The words sent a jolt of adrenaline through me, and I
felt myself begin to sweat. And yet, despite my nerves and worries, deep down I
felt a spark of excitement, of adventure. A connection to a family tradition I
had never known. Wendy looked over at me and she had a spark in her eyes and
the barest hint of a smile.


“So what’s the verdict, Wendy?” I asked her, softly to
pretend I wasn’t feeling anything at all. “Age before beauty, I think.”


“Wisdom before foolishness too,” my sister said, and
turned back to the other siblings. “We’re in.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


They came close to midnight, five dozen or more. Dark, angry shapes,
looking like contorted, mutated people, mouths open in silent moans of horror
and fury. Gozu’s arrows fell like a rain of light and fire, sometimes missing,
but often striking true. Once a mortal blow was struck, the apparitions
dissipated into nothingness without a sound. Those few that managed to slip
past were halted by the skilled spearwork of Mezu. I wondered if they were
truly gone or would one day come back again.


There was a sense of range and hatred coming off the
souls in waves, causing slight pain to shiver down my skin when they came too
close. These were no bright souls fighting their way to glory, but only anger
and nothingness, the refusal to accept what could not be changed. Or so I
assumed.


It did seem that our proximity itself helped the two
fight; I had seen them face off against the bird thing where they had felled it
relatively quickly, but nothing like now. A score of furious demonic shapes
destroyed in minutes. We stayed near the door, holding the weapons they had
given us, mirroring their own. I had no idea how to use a bow, but I felt safer
holding it. For her part, Wendy held her own spear as she had been born using
it. Perhaps she had.


And as Horse-Face and Ox-Head defeated wave after wave
as the night grew deeper, I began to think that maybe we had a chance.


But then it got worse.


A mass of them came all at once, a hundred or more, I
couldn’t say. They seemed all the same and yet horrifyingly unique, each one
with a face of hatred and screeches of fury. Emptiness etched upon the night
sky as they flew on, but only anger came before. They streamed past Gozu and
smashed into Mezu, sending her crashing to the ground. He sent a wave of arrows
after them, drawing their attention from his now unconscious sister. And then
they came after him.


I couldn’t quite believe it when I saw Wendy go out to
check on Mezu, and then saw the creatures going back towards her. “Wendy, look
out!” Damn that brave girl. Her face, terrified yet resolute, sent chills down
my spine as I felt magnificent, overwhelming pride warring with mind-melting
terror for her safety.


She held up her own shield and stood over the fallen
Mezu, covering herself entirely. An arrow from Ox-Head took the one nearest,
but there were still more, and then they swarmed over Gozu. He stumbled about,
destroying some of them, and then fell near me. His arm was bent at an
unnatural angle and he looked ashen and winded.


“Brother…” Gozu gasped in a terrible, choking voice.


I closed my eyes tightly and took a deep breath to
ready myself to do what I knew had to be done. That bow better not cut off my
fingers. I pulled it out and carefully leaned out from the door. Somehow I
managed to hold it, which suddenly seemed as tall I was, and I reached for an arrow
– but then I realized an arrow was already notched and ready to fly. Well, that
was convenient. I wondered then: maybe we really were meant for this after all.


I took a deep breath and let go, nearly sending the
first arrow backwards into my face before I managed to get it skidding off
nowhere near the target. And then as I aimed towards the screaming demonic
figure, another arrow appeared and I suddenly felt a bit more... confident.
This time the arrow landed squarely between the demon’s eyes, sending it
falling back into the one behind it. Another came towards Wendy, who looked up
from her shield, a similar look of determination in her eyes.


I shot that demon in the shoulder, and then Wendy ran
it through, causing it to vanish.


“Well done,” Gozu whispered, his face looking
alarmingly pale. When he noticed me looking at him with worry, he shook his
head. “No, pay me no heed. If we get through this night, all will be well.”


I nodded and turned back to watch for anything else.
Something was coursing through me then, an energy more pure than adrenaline and
stronger than anything caffeine could provide. And I felt connected to the
fortress and to the gate, the presence I could feel in my bones. It was nothing
creepy anymore, nothing weird. As I sent off arrow after arrow into the sky, it
was hard to imagine ever being afraid of anything. My sister was there, and we
fought that night side by side, never needing to say a word, yet acting
perfectly in sync.


Not a single demon managed to get near me again, and
those that slipped around were caught by my sister and her shockingly competent
defending. Of course, I should qualify that I was also being shockingly
competent too. Can’t give her all the credit after all.


I don’t know how long we fought or how many we sent
back, but eventually the barest hints of light begin to inch from the distant
horizon, and the dark things stopped coming. The fortress began to drop slowly
from the sky, falling someplace I knew well for a reason I didn’t yet
understand. But even before I could see the green trees and blue waters, I knew
we were descending towards Rockland Park.


And oddly enough, I think Wendy realized it too.


“We did it, Benny,” Wendy said with an absolutely
brilliant smile on her face. “And goddamn it but I feel amazing! I don’t even
think I’m even breathing hard.”


“And you’re in such terrible shape,” I couldn’t help
but reply. “It makes sense that the magic of our ancestors kept you going
strong, although they barely had to work hard for me.”


“Oh, shut up,” my sister said, stilling grinning
widely, like I hadn’t seen in… well, years probably. I think I had some sort of
smile on my own face too.


“Ah, damn it all, that hurt,” Gozu said, getting to
his feet, holding his bad arm with other. Suddenly he shuddered and his eyes
opened widened, his mouth dropping. “What? Already? It is too soon! They aren’t
ready!”


“Brother…” Mezu was also getting to her feet, her face
also slack and looking very surprised.


Gozu looked over at us and then he took off his helmet
and threw on the ground, cursing in a language I didn’t understand. Well, it
sounded like a curse anyway.


“What is it?” I asked, getting a cold feeling in my
stomach.


“It wasn’t supposed to be this fast,” he said almost
too soft to hear, despite his deep voice. He looked back up at me. “We were
supposed to have time to teach you! To tell you all our secrets.”


Mezu stumbled over to Wendy. “My sister, we must speak
quickly before it is too late. We were not entirely honest with you.”


Wendy reached down to help Mezu up, but the samurai
jerked back and shook her head.


“No, no, I do not deserve your help here. Pray, just
listen carefully.” Mezu gritted her teeth and took a very deep breath. “By
helping us this past night, you have accepted the burden of protecting the
gate. Choosing to defend the gate, although it was to save us, sealed your
connection. Now the gate is rejecting us. We will soon be banished into the
next world.”


“This wasn’t the plan,” Gozu said, punching his
armored fist into his thigh and then wincing. “Trickery wasn’t the intention.
We wished to explain the covenant and give you the proper opportunity.
Naturally I can hardly fault you for your bravery, but when you performed so
well, the energy flowed away from us and into you. Soon we will be no more, I
can feel it.” He turned to his sister. “As can you, I believe?”


Mezu nodded, her face hidden below her hair as her
head dipped low.


“You two are now effectively immortal in most ways,”
Gozu said. “For as long as you are guardians sickness and infirmity cannot
touch you, and you will eventually heal all wounds.” He gestured to his still
limp arm. “If I had not already started to fade, this would already be
repairing itself. Of course, we can fall into great harm, stay unconscious for
days or more if the wounds are too grievous, as would assuredly happened last
night if you had not been around.”


“There are downsides,” Mezu said suddenly, and turned
back to us. Her eyes were streaked with tears and her voice was strained and terrible.
“You can never have children, not ever. It was a choice we believed you would
find acceptable, but it is too late to change now.”


“I sort of wanted a few kids to boss around, mold into
little copies of me,” I said in a quiet voice. “Maybe I can just adopt?”


Gozu made a face. “This is no life for children, but
do as you wish.”


I grumbled. Immortality and perfect health versus
children and a so-called “normal’ life. I would’ve said yes in a minute.
Probably. But I worried about Wendy. I always suspected she hated kids, the way
she always hilariously made fun of college applicants, but maybe that was just
teenagers. They are usually pretty awful, after all.


“But it’s not so bad, at least for a little while,”
Gozu continued. “We’re just exhausted and weary after two and half thousand
years. You saw how we almost fell last night. It was only a matter of time
before the gate was breached.” He gave me a sad smile. “I admit, once we got
past everyone we knew dying, the next few dozen decades were quite exciting,
watching the world change, grow, and explode in turn. I hope you will enjoy
that as well.”


And then Mezu vanished, catching Gozu’s eye. He sighed
and nodded, beginning to fade. But as he vanished, a look of realization came
over his face and he called out, “Oh hell and blast! I forgot! Keep an eye out
for the other guardians. They’re all a bunch of jerks.”


“What?” Wendy shrieked, but they were gone.


I sighed. “Man, that Gozu really had some style.”


My sister glared me. “You two really were far too alike.”


“Yeah,” I agreed.


We just stood there a little while, not saying
anything. For my part, I was thinking grave, important thoughts about our
future. It’s weird how no longer worrying about dying changes one’s
perspective. After a few minutes of silence, I turned to my sister. “So, you
want to fly the castle to our parents and break the news that we can’t die?
Maybe grab a slice of pizza since apparently bad health won’t be an issue? Or
better yet, fried pizza?”


“Hmm, let me be the one to tell our parents, and you
get the pizza,” Wendy said, her eyes alight with a disturbing glow that made me
almost feel bad for mom and dad. She turned to me. “Oh, and don’t forget the
fries. An assload of fries.”


I grinned at her. “That’s the spirit.”


Pizza and eternal youth. Not bad for a night’s work, even if you have to
spend the next few thousand years with your big sister.
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The harsh buzzing of an alarm broke the early morning silence, startling
a pair of curious ravens from their perch on the nearby windowsill. Their wing
beats faded away as the alarm continued to blare, filling the room with white
noise. 


A shadowy form lunged out from underneath a pile of
messy blankets, hands outstretched as it reached for the alarm. The noisemaker
was victim to a series of clumsy button mashes before obediently falling
silent.


The figure that emerged from the pile of blankets
groaned as it rose to its feet, shrugging off a twisted sheet to reveal a young
man blinking the sleep from his eyes. He ran a hand through the dark crow's
nest that sat on his head in a vain attempt to forge some manner of order from
the chaos. He gave it up as impossible in short order, shambling off to his
bedroom's ensuite. 


“This is me, before I knew what I know now. About the
Corporation, and The World Behind. At this stage, my biggest concern was
plotting how to chat up Stacy Cotton without seeming like a complete idiot.”


The shower ran, the toilet flushed, and the young man
emerged looking rather more awake than he had going in. Curious grey eyes
surveyed a room that a less charitable observer might have called a warzone. A
rumpled shirt was retrieved from the back of a chair and a pair of shorts dug
out from underneath a sizeable beanbag. Some awkward shuffling later, and he
was dressed, ready to face the horrors of the day. 


“Jack! Breakfast!” a lilting woman's voice drifted up
the staircase from the kitchen downstairs. 


“Coming, mother!” Jack hollered back, hopping around
on one foot as he fought to pull on his shoes.


“Yes, Jack is my real name. That's one thing I won't
hide. Plain, isn't it? Not exactly the name you'd expect of someone who can do
the things I can.


Jack stumbled down the stairs and into the kitchen,
snagging a toast sandwich of peanut paste and jam from a plate waiting for him
as he passed, hardly slowing as he angled for the back door. 


“Say goodbye to your mother,” Jack's father ordered,
not looking up from his newspaper as he munched on an apple.


“Bye mum, bye dad,” Jack said, rolling his eyes.
“Better luck next time dad.”


His father grumbled and his mother gave him a
distracted wave before continuing her one sided argument with her husband as he
staunchly tried to ignore her.


“Honestly, I don't see why you have to be out walking
those half finished skyscrapers for your inspections, surely someone more
junior...”


Jack shook his head as the door closed behind him,
breaking off the sound of his mother's concern. Sticking his sandwich between
his teeth, he approached the back fence and scaled it in a practiced motion,
landing easily in the vacant lot on the other wide. He was nearly running late
for school.
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“My school was nothing out of the ordinary. Few thousand students, an
awesome physical education teacher, a few old harridans clinging to their jobs
long past their time to retire. I wouldn't have mentioned it at all if it
weren't for one important happening. Flow of the story and all that jazz. It
happened in the gym.”


Jack leaned comfortably against the mirrored wall of
the gymnasium, idly working on an assignment. Around him, a small group of his
friends did likewise, or at least pretended to—the girls' basketball team were
in the middle of their practice. It was something of a popular past time for the
students on good terms with the phys-ed teacher to congregate in the large
indoor sports arena. For most, it was the lure of air conditioning that drew
them to the gym, but Jack had another motive. 


A friend gave a low whistle, aimed at gaining Jack's
attention. The dark haired teen followed his friend's gaze and grinned, school
work forgotten. 


The one girl in the school with the ability to
reliably turn Jack into a tongue twisted goof walked in, and Jack fought back
the silly grin he found himself wearing most times he saw her. His friends
snickered and ribbed him, well aware of his crush on the pretty Stacey Cotton.
As she approached the basketball team to join their training, her gaze flitted
about the gym, taking in the few other students present. 


By chance, Stacey looked towards Jack and his friends,
meeting his eyes. She smiled tentatively and Jack grinned back, giving her a
quick wave. One of his friends nudged him in the ribs and waggled their
eyebrows in an outrageously suggestive manner. 


“I'd like to point out that this bit of interaction
clearly shows that Stacey had the hots for me, and that if I'd made it through
the school week without any abnormal happenings I definitely would've worked up
the courage to ask her out. Honest. Regardless, Stacey, hot as she is, wasn't
the reason I'm telling you about my school.”


Jack stood, intending to make his way to class, and
maybe, just maybe, say hello to Stacey on his way past. He slung his backpack
over one shoulder and began to walk along the edge of the gym, the mirrored
wall to his side. A flicker in the corner of his eye made him slow, then
freeze.


He might have been standing with his side to the wall,
but his reflection was staring directly at him. Its arms were held loosely by
its side, and it seemed to be staring at him with an almost hungry intensity. A
thrill of anxious fear ran through him as the thing in the mirror seemed to
lean towards him and he blinked—and then his reflection was behaving as it should,
its unnatural actions appearing to be no more than a trick of his peripheral
vision. Jack shuddered, eerie certainty at what he had seen settling heavily on
his mind. He ignored it, burying it as best he could beneath the meaningless
mundane of life, unwilling to abandon his concept of what was right and normal
so easily. Reflections did not have a life of their own.


He felt eyes on his back for the rest of the day.
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“You might think me stupid for ignoring something like that. Tell me, what
would you have done if you'd seen something so impossible? Tell your parents, a
teacher, a cop? Riiiiiight. The instant you stop seeing it, you start to doubt,
to rationalize. There's a reason so many people are skeptical about the
paranormal.


I bet you wouldn't believe it either, if you didn't
have the proof you do. If you didn't, I wouldn't be locked in this cell, would
I? Regardless, I found out the truth of it for myself a few days later.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


The harsh buzzing of an alarm broke the early morning silence, and a
figure clad in rubber ducky boxer shorts lunged for the device, knocking it
from its perch in his efforts to silence the infernal thing. Jack rolled out of
his low set bed in pursuit of it, finding the elusive off button after much irritation.
He staggered to his feet with a groan, and shambled towards his bedroom
ensuite. 


Jack shambled halfway across the bathroom before
stopping and turning around to stumble back towards the light switch and flick
it on. Blinking at the sudden brightness, he turned for the shower once more,
intent on blasting himself with hot water until he woke properly. He was
passing by the vanity when he saw it. 


His reflection was watching him.


Ice settled in his veins, waking him far more thoroughly
than any shower could have. He was suddenly hyper-aware of everything in the
bathroom, but most of his attention was focused on the thing in the mirror as
he watched it out of the corner of his eye. It grinned, as if it knew he was
aware of it. It raised its arm and beckoned to him mockingly. There was no
ignoring it now. He turned to face it, heart hammering in his chest.


It was his reflection, but at the same time anything
but. It shared his face, his features, but if a stranger had seen them standing
next to each other there would be no confusing one for the other. There was a
cruel capriciousness to the reflection that was entirely absent in Jack,
glimmering in its eyes as it watched him; the whites of its eyes were tainted
purple. It smiled, revealing uncomfortably sharp teeth.


The mirror rippled, an inexorable grasp latching onto
him and refusing to let go. His reflection grinned at him, toothy smirk
stretched unimaginably wide in grotesque, malicious glee.  


Jack struggled mightily, snarling at the impossibility
unfolding before him. His struggles only seemed to empower the twisted opposite
all the more; it began to reach for him, unholy victory shining in its eyes.
The arm it was raising started to emerge from the mirror, the silver surface clinging
to the limb like tar. Jack redoubled his efforts to break free of whatever
force held him in place, only to watch in horror as the rising arm broke free
of the mirror entirely, his reflection cackling in triumph. The reflection's
left arm lashed out and grasped his right by the wrist. Its touch was so cold
it burned, and when it let go there was a silver handprint seared onto his
skin. 


An icy calm descended upon Jack in that moment,
draping around his shoulders like a comforting cloak. He gave up all hope of
this being a crazed nightmare or fevered hallucination, accepting it as
reality. He stopped fighting the pull of the mirror and his reflection leaned
forward expectantly, a falsely comforting smile on his lips. 


Jack met his reflection's gaze with a grin of his own,
one of determined savagery. Without warning he lunged forward, hands
outstretched and seeking the throat of his opposite, no longer fighting the
pull of the mirror but embracing it. His arms sunk into the mirror effortlessly
to wrap around his foe's neck. He squeezed tighter and tighter as his
reflection tried in vain to pry his hands off. 


His hands began to burn, and Jack dimly noted that
this must be how it felt to have your hands dipped in molten glass. The being
in the mirror forced out a tortured yowl of outrage and despair and then
shattered into countless pieces, as if it were made of the most fragile china
and subjected to a mighty hammer blow. 


Jack sagged forward, muscles trembling in the
aftermath of the struggle. He rested his forehead on the cool surface of the
vanity, dimly noting that the fire in his arms had lessened to a cold burn. He
tried to laugh at the absurdity of the situation, but his mirth came through
high pitched and slightly hysterical, and he clamped down on it. After a long
moment, he sighed, then straightened. He still had school to get to. 


Jack made to pull his arms from the mirror—and very
calmly refrained from panicking when they didn't budge. He took a deep breath
and leaned back, steadily increasing the weight he brought to bear on his arms.
His efforts were for naught, however, the mirror not only refusing to release
his limbs, but also beginning to rise in temperature again. Starting to feel
real pain, Jack gave an almighty pull, and several things seemed to happen at
once. 


The mirror shivered with a pulse that echoed up his
arms, there was a sharp tug at his navel, he was in the mirror, and then
he was rolling over with a gasp, spitting sand and staring up at a royal purple
sky absolutely shot through with stars. 


He leapt to his feet, staggering drunkenly as he spun
in place. An alien landscape stretched out before him, dominated by rolling
hills of sand. Here and there tall spires of some smooth, glassy substance
towered into the sky, shaped as if some huge hand had pinched the ground and
twisted it upwards. The entire world was tinted a violet hue, and a yellow
crescent moon hung low amongst the stars. 


The ground beneath him shivered, and like it had
before, the pulse echoed through his body, travelling up his legs and torso
until it reached his head, where it seemed to rattle about for an age. Jack
looked down and flinched when he saw his reflection staring back up at him. His
reflection behaved as it should, however, and he willed himself to be calm.
Behind his reflected appearance there was an image of his bathroom, but before
he could fully comprehend what was happening, it had faded from view, leaving
naught but his own bemused reflection and that of the purple star shot sky
above them. He stumbled off the pool of glass and onto the sand surrounding it.



Jack looked around at the alien world he had been
sucked into—through his bathroom mirror, after fighting off and killing his own
reflection—and then down at his bare feet and yellow ducky boxer shorts. 


“Fuck,” he stated in a rare display of vulgarity,
neatly summarizing his thoughts, feelings, outlook and general opinion of the
situation he found himself in. 


Off in the distance, a light caught Jack's eye,
sitting too close to the ground to be anything but manmade. With a sigh, he
turned to face it and began to walk. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


Time had a way of blurring when you were surrounded by emptiness, Jack
discovered. He had tried keeping count of the steps he took, but lost track
around the seven thousand mark, the barely changing landscape dulling his mind.



Thankfully, thirst did not seem to be an issue in the
strange new land he had discovered—nor did fatigue, or the cold. While Jack liked
to think of himself as fairly fit, he knew deserts were supposed to grow
bitterly cold at night, yet he only felt pleasantly cool. 


His trek had brought him close to the spires that rose
from the sand several times, and at the first, he had paused to investigate.
The spire’s surface was smooth as becalmed waters, and once again, Jack had
found himself staring at his reflection warily. A steep ledge twined its way
around the dark glass spire like an enormous slide, and Jack had spent a moment
considering just how the innumerable spires might have been formed. He was
rewarded with the vision of calamitous fiery whirlwinds covering the desert and
quickly moved on. 


The light was closer now and Jack could make out
several basic structures, vague forms flitting around them. They looked human,
at least. He steeled himself and began to make the final approach. 


The occupants of the outpost noticed him before he got
within fifty meters. They were covered head to toe in dull black synthetic
armor, looking very much like a child's over-armored imagination of a SWAT
team. Their faces were covered by a bulky mask with what looked like a very
basic breathing apparatus attached. There were three people Jack could see, two
approaching him while the other disappeared into one of the sheds that made up
the outpost. 


As the two men approached, Jack noted the nightsticks
strapped to their legs. He slowed, coming to a stop with a small bit of
distance between himself and them. 


“Hello,” he called out tentatively, uncomfortably
aware of the scrutiny he was under and the fact he was dressed in nothing but
his rubber ducky boxer shorts. “Uh, where am I? What is this place?”


The two figures shifted slightly, but said nothing.
The eyeholes of their masks were obscured by dark glass, leaving Jack to wonder
if they were even really looking at him. He cast a curious gaze over the
outpost itself. It was nothing special, just a few small sheds clustered
together around what appeared to be a small dig site. Above the buildings was
the light that had first drawn Jack's attention. It was a large balloon,
floating idly just above roof height and tethered to one of the sheds. If
pressured to guess, Jack would say the light was derived from some chemical
reaction or another inside the balloon. 


Movement caught his attention. One of the figures had
taken their nightstick from its holster, holding it easily in their hands. Jack
shifted his weight back, suddenly unsure he wanted anything to do with this
group. Seeing his movement, the other figure drew their nightstick as well, and
Jack decided it was past time to be on his way. He was about to turn and flee
back the way he had come when a voice rang out, breaking the silent plateau. 


“Wait!”


Jack paused, eyeing the newcomer. The third armored
figure had returned, but was accompanied by a fourth person, this one dressed
in something more akin to a biohazard suit. His face was not obscured like his
fellows, covered by clear Perspex rather than a black mask. As he drew closer,
he smiled warmly at Jack and made a gesture to his fellows. They stowed their
nightsticks and took a step back, allowing their apparent leader to take
charge. 


“Hello,” the newcomer greeted, his posture carefully
lacking in aggression. His smile revealed a set of perfect white teeth and a
lock of golden hair lay over his brow. “My name is Keith Brave. It's a great
pleasure to meet you, Mr...?”


Jack blinked, scrambling for a reply to the unexpected
greeting for a long moment. “Jack,” he said, subconscious paranoia keeping him
from revealing more. “Uh, is this place toxic or something?” he asked, pointing
to the protective gear Keith and his fellows wore. 


“No fear,” Keith said, open and relaxed. “We have no
reason to believe this environment is hazardous to you in any way. These suits
are just a workplace health and safety precaution.”


“Workplace health and safety?” Jack asked, momentarily
thrown. 


“We're pioneers, Jack,” Keith said, sudden passion
coloring his voice. “There's a whole new world to be discovered that we know
almost nothing about. A few precautions to keep our people safe is hardly an
effort.”


Jack felt some of his wariness fade away in the wake
of Keith's excitement. “What is this place?” he asked again, determined to get
some answers. “And who are you guys?”


“This,” Keith began with a broad sweep of an arm,” is
The World Behind. We are part of the Murk Corporation, and it's our job to find
out more about this place.”


Jack looked around the rather barren landscape, unsure
why anyone would come here—then again, these people probably weren't attacked
by their reflections and sucked here through a mirror against their will. “How
did you get here?” he asked. 


“Trial, error, technology and vast amounts of money,”
Keith said with a sigh. “It was a difficult undertaking, but eventually we
learned how to open artificial gateways to this place, and now we can explore
it nearly at will.”


“Artificial?” Jack questioned sharply, his mind having
latched on to that part. 


“Well, yes,” Keith said, seeming pleased with something.
“As opposed to the way you got here, Jack.”


“What do you mean?” Jack asked suspiciously. 


“Don't worry Jack, we've met people like you before.
How do you think we discovered The World Behind in the first place?”


“So... you have people like me working for you?”


“No, we keep them locked away in the dungeons while we
perform experiments on them,” Keith replied with a straight face. Jack stared
at him in horrified disbelief, and then Keith's lips twitched in amusement.
“I'm joking, of course. The truth is Travelers like you have a very rare skill,
and the Murk Corporation is willing to pay lucrative amounts for your
services.”


“Travelers?” Jack asked, despite wanting to hear more
about the 'lucrative' part. 


“It's what we call people like you,” Keith said,
waving the question off. “So, how about it? How does six hundred thousand a
year before you've left high school sound?” he asked, making a snap guess at
his age. 


Six hundred thousand a year... Jack felt his eyebrows rising. 


“That figure is just an entry level salary, by the
way,” Keith added easily. 


“What would I have to do?” Jack asked, intrigued. 


Keith grinned, a flicker of triumph in his eyes. That
was the moment everything went to shit. 


An arrow, an actual wooden arrow, seemed to sprout
from the side of one of the armored figures who had remained silent all through
the discussion. The group of five stared at it in shock for a long moment, and
then they reacted. 


“Back to the gateway,” Keith snapped, even as the
wounded man ripped the arrow shaft from his side. Its very tip shone darkly
under the moon, but didn't appear to have penetrated further. “Jack, come—”


A horrible screeching cut through the desert air and
Jack clasped his hands over his ears in pain. Keith and his men were less
effected in their protective gear but were still slowed. The ear piercing noise
rattled about inside his skull for an eternity before suddenly stopping,
leaving Jack to stumble about like a drunken sailor. 


Muted words and shouts attempted to pierce the ringing
in his ears, but to no avail. An order was snapped and a black armored figure
ran towards him, arms outstretched. Jack reeled back instinctively and the sand
in front of him exploded upwards in a geyser of earth, hurling Jack and the
other man away from each other. 


“—king in on it! Put him down and get him through the
gateway!” Keith was shouting furiously, pointing at Jack.


More black armored figures were boiling out of one of
the sheds, some heading for Jack, but most charging towards a figure that stood
atop a nearby sand dune, still firing arrows. Some of the newcomers held
crossbows, using them to return fire, and the bowman on the dune ducked out of
sight.


More men moved to follow Keith's order and Jack wasted
no more time. He was on his feet and running, veritably flying across the
desert surface. His pursuers were hopelessly outpaced, loose sand slowing their
steps even as it seemed to speed Jack onwards. Inside a minute he was far out
of reach, and soon after that he was out of sight entirely, well on his way
back to the mirrored pool that had brought him to this strange new world. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


Jack gave a rattling gasp as he emerged, completely dry, from a puddle.
He shuddered as a cool breeze swept past him and looked around. He was standing
on the side of a suburban road, luckily empty in the early morning, but that
would change as people began to leave for work and school. 


Thankfully, he recognized the street as being only a
block or two from his house, and he began to walk quickly, eager to get off the
streets. With the way his morning had been going, he wouldn't be surprised if
the entire girls basketball team were to round the corner to see him and his
rubber ducky boxer shorts in all their glory. 


Of course, the worst happened just as he was rounding
the corner to his street. It wasn't the entire girls basketball team, but it
was just as bad. Stacey Cotton, out for an early morning jog, slowed as she
approached from the opposite direction and removed her earphones. There was an
amused grin on her face. 


“Nice ducks,” she told him seriously as she
approached. 


“That means a lot to me,” Jack replied without
thought, earning a light laugh for his efforts. He was uncomfortably aware of
his pulse taking off like a jackrabbit on crack. 


“They really suit you!” Stacey called as she began to
jog again, still laughing to herself. Jack blushed crimson and waved, trying to
hide his embarrassment as they parted. 


Jack fought down a giddy, embarrassed smile as he
approached his front door and breathed a sigh of relief as he retrieved the
hidden key and passed through it, locking it again behind him. The house was
quiet as he snuck up the stairs to his bedroom. Once there he grabbed his bed
sheets and set to work. 


Sheets pinned to its frame covered his vanity mirror
and the vaguely reflective doors of his shower were draped in towels. He
covered the shiny tiles in dirty clothes, before retreating to his bedroom and
pulling the curtains across his windows. More dirty clothes were slung over his
TV and Jack looked around, searching for any other potentially reflective
surfaces to cover. Certain that he had finally covered every surface, Jack sat
down heavily and finally allowed himself to freak out over the events of the
morning. 


Sinister, homicidal reflections and new worlds, purple
skies, glass spires. Corporations with offers a little too good to be true and
deadly ambushes. Fucking Christ. He was a seventeen-year-old high school
student and not at all cut out for this shit. 


Murk Corporation. They knew about The World Behind, so
he would have find out about them. Jack glanced at his laptop, closed and
hiding its potentially reflective screen from view. 


No risk, no gain.


He got back on his feet and stepped toward his work
desk, eyeing the laptop like it was a poisonous spider. Rather than sit at his
chair, he stood, his frame tense, and slowly opened the laptop. His reflection
stared back at him... and nothing happened. Jack blinked, once, twice—still no
unnatural movement from the reflection. Letting out a shaky breath, he turned
the computer on and got to work. 


Twenty minutes later found Jack cursing his lack of
progress. Not only were there no mentions of a 'Murk Corporation', but
including descriptions of The World Behind in his search had done nothing but
lead him to sites that were apparently maintained by whacked out hippies who
hadn't been remotely sober for the past fifteen years. He wanted little more
than to forget all about the events of the morning. 


He checked the clock on his alarm. If he left now, he
could still get to school on time. He began to search his room for a uniform,
determined to have at least one piece of normalcy in his day. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


“Oh, good morning, Jack,” his mother greeted as he stepped into the
kitchen. “Didn't you already leave for school?” she asked. 


Jack mutely shook his head, and his father entered the
room, dressed in suit and tie. His mother smiled, stepping closer to neaten the
tie. 


“It's just for the next two weeks,” he said in warning.
“I won't be off inspection duty forever.”


“I know, but still...”


Jack stepped out the back door, bag slung over his
shoulder, and headed for the back fence. He needed to get a move on. 


“Yeah, I know researching the guys I wasn't entirely
sure about was a bad idea now, but come on. I
was a teenager who spent more time with a book than I did with a piece of tech.
Besides, I thought all that crap about people tracking what you put into your
computer was Hollywood bull.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


Jack avoided the gym that morning. 


That didn't stop his nerves from working overtime
whenever he caught a glimpse of himself in a window, but after a few anxious
hours he began to relax somewhat. If this kept up and there were no more
episodes like that in the morning, Jack thought he might be able to catch a
glimpse of his reflection without tensing up within a week. 


It was towards the end of the school day that Jack's
life changed. During a maths class, of course, because nothing good ever
happened in a maths class. 


“Jack,” the teacher called, putting down the phone on
her desk. Her face was somber. “You're needed at the office.”


Jack glanced at the clock, frowning—he couldn't think
of anything he'd done that required being called to the office, so it probably
wouldn't take long. He rose from his desk and headed for the door. 


“Take your bag with you, Jack. I do not believe you
will be returning to class today,” the teacher said, sympathy coloring her
tone. 


Jack swallowed, refusing to let his mind jump to
conclusions. His peers watched him leave, their attention drawn by the
teacher's tone. Bag over his shoulder, he walked from the room. 


He made the trip to the office building quickly, his
mind coming up with an elaborate array of horrible reasons for the apparent seriousness
of the summons. His stride quickened as he made the final approach and he
stepped through the main doors in a hurry. The receptionist looked up at his
entrance and her expression twisted with sympathy as she directed him to go
straight to the Principal's office. 


There were two unfamiliar men waiting for him, dressed
in suits. They stood as he entered, and introduced themselves as being
representatives from the same company that his father worked for. 


“I'm afraid there's been a workplace incident involving
your father at one of the sites he was inspecting today,” one of the men began.
He and his companion were well built and tall, their main distinguishing
feature from each other being their red and blonde hair colors. “I'm afraid
your father was declared dead at the scene.”


Jack shook his head in flat denial.


“The company sent us to pick you up and bring you
home,” the second man continued. “We just need to finalize a few details with
your Principal and then we can leave. Would you like to wait outside?”


Jack nodded numbly and left the office, sitting
heavily on one of the seats lining the hall.


Workplace incident. Father involved. Inspection. Dead
at the scene. Company pick up. The words rattled around his head, drowning out
the quiet murmuring coming from the Principal's office. It was only a few short
days ago that his mum had been hassling his dad to take time off from the site
inspections that found him walking the floors and beams of half finished high
rises. It was only hours ago that he had seen him with his own eyes—wait.


Jack took a slow, deep breath and the world came into
hyper focus. He had seen his father only that morning, mere hours ago, and he
had told his mother—


“...only a few weeks. I won't be off inspection duty
forever.”


—he wouldn't be doing any inspections that day. Either
his father had lied or these men had. His father had never told more than a
white lie to his mother in his life. 


These company men weren't who they said they were, and
if there was a small voice that said he was leaping to conclusions because the
alternative was his father being dead, he ignored it. Now, what was he going to
do?


He eyed up the company men as they exited the office.
He didn't like his chances at all in a physical confrontation, and running would
solve nothing in this instance. In the end, there was only one thing he could
do. He stood as the two men approached him. 


“Could we go to the gym before we leave? There's
something I need to pick up.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


The gym was empty and almost unnaturally quiet, as Jack knew it would be
at this time of day. Three sets of footsteps echoed loudly around the building
as they stepped out onto the basketball court. Jack watched his reflection as
he approached the mirrored wall on the other side of the gym. 


It winked at him, and Jack knew what he had to do. He
turned to face the two company men, his face blank. For a long moment, he
merely stared at them, waiting for their impatience to build. 


“Murk Corporation,” he spoke clearly, watching the two
men like a hawk. They started at the name, guiltily, Jack thought, and
exchanged a glance. Their body language became looser, less professional—as if
they were readying themselves for a fight. 


“Excuse me?” one asked politely, as if he hadn't the
faintest idea of what Jack had said. 


“No,” Jack said, backing away from the two men. They
followed until his back was up against the wall. “I won't.”


Instinct guided him, and he put his hand on the mirror
and pulled. 


The mirror warped under his touch, twisting and morphing
as he pulled. It stuck to his hand like tar grasping a thrashing animal, and
the sound of shattering glass filled the gym. The amorphous blob of silver that
was rising under Jack's touch began to solidify into a metallic arm. A hand
formed and it grabbed Jack's own, the contact unnaturally warm, but not
painfully so. 


The two Corporation men got over their shock and made
their move. They stepped forward quickly, reaching for Jack with violence in
their eyes—but it was too late. 


Jack gave an almighty heave and drew his equal and
opposite from the mirror completely. There was a flash of movement and the two
Corporation men sprang back, one bleeding freely from a gash across his chest.
The denizen from The World Behind stood fully realized before the three humans,
not alive in this world under his own power but no less deadly for it. Fingers
resembling broken glass capped almost grotesquely gangly arms, and blood
dripped slowly from the tip of one hand. A silver tongue licked pale lips in
predatory anticipation and the reflection brought to life took a step towards
the Corporation men. 


The uninjured man pulled a pistol from inside his
jacket and shot the malicious being in the head without ceremony. It spasmed
and dropped to the wooden floor, unmoving. Silver liquid oozed slowly from the
bullet wound in its forehead. 


An immense phantom pain erupted in Jack's head and he
dropped to one knee, one hand clutched to his forehead. The Corporation man who
had shot his reflection stepped forward, the pistol exchanged for a taser, and
Jack recalled the sarcastic comment Keith had made about keeping people like
him in dungeons to be experimented upon. The taser came up, and Jack made a
decision. His free hand still resting against the mirrored wall, he gathered
himself together and pushed. 


Jack fell through the mirror easily and tumbled out of
a twisting glass spire in the middle of a desert tinted purple by the sky. He
regained his feet, took two steps around the spire, and dived back through it.
He emerged between the two Corporation men and the armed one whirled to face
him, but he was far too slow. Jack crouched next to the body of his reflection
and pushed. 


The mirror creature erupted from the floor, an unearthly
howl on its lips. It scattered the pool of its own blood as it leapt for the
Corporation man who had shot it. The man had time to reach for his holstered
pistol again, and then the creature was on him in a burst of frenzied motion.
Sharp fingers sank into his chest like a row of knives, again and again, until
the man's front was a mangled mess of blood and gore. 


Another gunshot rang out and the living reflection
stumbled, clutching at its shoulder. It turned to face the already injured man
like a hyena regarding a wounded gazelle. In the time it took to blink, it had
covered the distance between them and buried its fingers in the man's throat.
The Corporation man gave a gargling rattle and dropped, lifeblood leaking from
his neck.


Jack stared at the scene in horror, his gaze flitting
between the two corpses and his reflection. The twisted being grinned at him
and took a step forward, causing Jack to stumble back in fear. It laughed, the
sound akin to nails on a chalkboard, and Jack felt the burning need to flee
boiling up inside himself. Instead, he snarled, a wordless shout bursting from
his lips in defiance of the terrifying reflection. It shattered where it stood,
lifeless glass falling to the ground in an almost musical rain.


Jack took one last look at the corpses of the men he
had killed and fled.


 


*~*~*~*


 


“That's an interesting story, Jackie boy,”
a voice said, issuing from unseen speakers. “I'm still trying to figure out
why you felt the need to tell it though.” 


“I didn't tell the story for you, Keith,” Jack
retorted, leaning back comfortably on his mattress. “I told it for the people
who'll come after.”


“You got some of the names wrong too, although I can
guess who they are, and you didn't even mention—”


“I didn't give you any names beyond my own for a
reason, you idiot,” Jack snapped. He was older now, past his twenty first
birthday with a bit more wisdom, a few more experiences, and more than a few
vices. “You think I'm going to tell the world the names of my friends, my
parents? If I have siblings?”


“Still not seeing the point, Jack. We know everything about you. We know your entire family tree. We know who
you lost your virginity to and in what position. We know what kind of
toothpaste you prefer, for fuck's sake.”


“Yeah, you do,” Jack said, smiling for some reason.
“And you keep all that knowledge right here in this building. Not very smart of
you, hey?”


There was a pause. “You're in a cell with nothing
that could possibly be used as a reflection. Stone walls, wooden chair, wooden
bed, cotton sheets. Nothing you can use to reach into The World Behind.”


Jack cast an unconcerned gaze around the cell he
currently occupied. “I know, it's really very flattering. You designed this
cell especially for me. You even remembered not to put a camera in here, after
what happened last time you almost got me and I used the reflection from the
camera lens.”


“Why did you let yourself get caught then?” Keith demanded, frustration leaking through the speakers. “Bullshit
you were picked up crossing a dinky little state line. You might have
Management thinking you're caught and collared, but you won't be fooling me.”


Jack paused, considering his answer. “I met some
people. They taught me a few things, opened up some new possibilities for me.
We happen to share an opinion on the Murk Corporation.” He tilted his head to
the side, smirking. “Say Keith, does it make you nervous, not being able to see
what I'm up to in here?”


Rather than wait for a reply, Jack reached into his
mouth, all the way to the back to grasp at a wisdom tooth. He gripped it
tightly and began to pull, doing his best to ignore the pain that shot through
his jaw. Two teeth, connected to each other, came loose with a loud pop, and
Jack spat a large glob of blood out onto the stone floor. “Fuck me,” he
muttered to himself. 


“Jack, what are you doing? Answer me!”


“Why don't you come and see for yourself?” Jack called
mockingly. “I'm sure your bosses won't mind if this is yet another false alarm
to an 'escape attempt' on my behalf.”


Deftly, he put a fingernail into the faintest of
grooves in the back of the wisdom tooth and began to turn it carefully, like he
was unscrewing a cap. A small piece of tooth fell out entirely. Jack shook the
two connected teeth gently, and a tiny roll of silver material fell out through
the hole. Gently, he unfurled it, until it was just large enough to view his
face in.


“Jack? Security, I want you to check Cell 14—no, I
don't care what you think, I gave you an order! Check it now!”


Jack blinked, and the face that stared back up at him
was no longer his own. He grinned wickedly at the purple eyes and received a
gleefully malicious smirk in return. He held the foil on his lap and pulled.



“Mirror, mirror, on the wall,” he began, the words
coming unbidden to his lips. “Won't you come and play some more?”
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My name is Lief Thorssen. I'm a Knight of the Order and my duty is to
protect people from magical dangers. Like an ancient dragon that wakes up after
centuries of sleep and discovers that someone built a city over his lair.


Well, maybe not exactly that. While that really did
happen a few decades ago, long before I became a Knight, things are a little
less crazy now if not less dangerous.


Then I decided to become a high school teacher.


A month ago I injured my leg which made me take a long
vacation from my duties. Six weeks to be precise. I was going to spend them at
my flat in Warsaw. I couldn't even remember the last time I was there for more
than a few days between missions.


The city was called one of the greatest in the world
and it deserved this title. It was destroyed in World War II, with some parts
of it, like the Old Town, completely leveled to the ground, but the people of
Poland didn't leave it that way. First alone and later with help from the
Order, they completely rebuilt the city, bringing it back to its former glory
and then further enhancing it. Afterwards it ceased to be known only as the
capital of Poland and became known as the Headquarters of the Order.


Because of that the city enjoyed an influx of people
from around the world. Some arrived to become a Knight in the Academy. Some
were sent by their countries to influence the Order's politics. And finally
some thought that after magic returned to our world it was safer to live in a
city full of Knights. All of them added something of themselves to the city's
greatness.


Warsaw was an amazing place to live, but after the
first week of my stay I was already bored out of my mind.


Fortunately, I got a call from the director of my
former school with an offer. One of their teachers needed to leave because of
family reasons and they were desperate to find a temporary replacement.


“I know that you have some experience in teaching and our
students could use a chance to learn the more practical side of the subject,”
she had said. Without much thinking I agreed.


Not the smartest decision of my life, even if I was
looking for things to do.


Skuba Dratewka VII LO was one of the most prestigious
high schools in Warsaw. You needed to either be very gifted or very well
connected to attend. I like to think that I got in there because of my talents,
but I will not deny that my grandfather's name helped too.


I hadn't attended for long. Just a few months before I
went to the Academy.


And now I was back.


“Ehhh...”


“Why such a tired sigh?” Barbara Mig was a nice,
energetic woman in her fifties. Maybe even a little too energetic. “It's such a
beautiful day.”


“I've a lesson with 2D,” I explained.


I noticed that her eyebrow twitched a little, but she
maintained her smile. Seemed that the infamous 2D managed to get under even her
skin.


Teaching in a school was a much harder job that I
expected it to be from my previous experience. It probably had something to do
with the lack of discipline that was required from the cadets in the Academy,
where I did a few lectures about modern alchemy.


Still, most of the classes were kind of fun to teach.
And then there was 2D.


It wasn't that they were really bad or anything. It
was just that they happened to be an unfortunate mixture of teenagers that when
put in one place created a force that no teacher could really tame.


“Don't worry, Lief. I'm sure that a fine man like
yourself can deal with a few wild teenagers,” she laughed.


I'm two meters tall and as muscular as you’d expect a
Knight to be, which means that I tend to tower over people.


“I’ve met demons more civilized than them,” I
complained when the school bell rang.


Oh, boy.


“Well, wish me luck,” I said and went to the
classroom, helping myself with my cane along the way.
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When I entered everyone was silent which immediately put me on guard. It
wasn't that long ago when I was on the other side of this classroom.


I went to my desk. A ball of water appeared over my
head and fell. The class laughed, but quickly realized that I wasn't wet.


“I'm impressed,” I said. “I don't know which one of
you hid the water behind the illusion, but they did a very good job with it. I
didn't notice anything out of place.”


“How come you aren't wet?” asked Jean Francois Dubois,
often speaker of the class. Also a son of the French Ambassador to Poland,
Claude Dubois.


“A good question. Anyone have any ideas?” I looked at
them. It was nice to see that for once I actually had their full attention
without even trying. “No one? What if I can tell that nobody present is
responsible for the part of the spell that released the water when I was under
it?”


“It's some kind of retaliation charm,” a blonde girl
from the first desk said in a bored voice. “The receiver gets hit with what he
intended to use on the victim.”


Layla White was the daughter of Matthew White, the
United States Ambassador to Poland and Gloria Silvermoon, famous for being one of
the first sidhe to star in a movie and the woman who convinced J. R. R. Tolkien
to let them make a film adaptation of his books.


That alone would let Layla attend this school, but she
was also a very talented girl with a bright future ahead of her if she cared
enough for it.


“That's right. It's one of the standard protection
spells that all Knights have on them, all the time. It's not very powerful, but
as you can see it comes in handy at times like this.”


“You mean when you prank each other on a battlefield?”
asked Jean and the class laughed.


“We call it unconventional tactics and it happens more
often than we will ever admit.” I smiled. “Still, you should use every means of
getting advantage over your enemy.” 


“But if I understand correctly that means that Qu... I
mean, whoever did this is now wet instead of you?” asked Jean.


“Yes.”


As if for a clue the door opened and the culprit
appeared.


“You are late, Mister Quirt,” I said to a wet and
obviously pissed off Quentin Quirt. The bad boy that every class has and a son
of Xavier Quirt, the CEO of the Magisun Corporation, one of the biggest
producers of magical artifacts in the world.


He sat down without saying a word.


“Very well, let's start with the lesson then, shall
we? As always we will begin with question time, but since the evaluation exam
is coming up, I'll ask you everything that you should already know. Miss
Dobra,” I said to a brunette girl.


“Yes, Mr Thorssen?” She stood up.


“Something easy first. Tell me, how and when magic
returned to our world.”


Zuzanna Dobra was a bright but shy girl. She attended
the school because of her talent. I rarely asked her any questions because she
tended to speak very quietly, but I wanted to start with someone I was sure was
prepared and would answer my question correctly. And I was leaving the harder
questions for a few delinquents that deserved them.


“Umm... In February 1945, the Third Reich was
desperate because they were losing the war. In their last attempt to change the
tide, the Thule Society performed the ritual that shattered the barrier between
our world and the world of magic that had slowly built over the last
millennium. This resulted in the return of magical species and forgotten
continents. Two worlds became one once again.”


“Good, you can sit down,” I said.


“Everyone knows this stuff,” said Jean.


“And yet I remember hearing you saying that magic
returned in 1946.”


The class once again laughed and Jean reddened a
little. He was one of those kids that had gotten here only because of their
connections. It wasn't like he didn't have the potential to be a bright
student, but he was just too lazy to work for it.


“Bah, that's just details.”


“Details are important.”


“Whatever. Instead you could tell us more about your
Order,” said Jean. “The mighty Knights protecting us from the evils of this
world – monsters, demons, Nazis. Now that's awesome stuff.”


“How about you tell us something about the Order,” I
said. “A brief history, please.”


“Sure. The Order is a military organization protecting
humans from magical dangers. Their history goes back to the ancient times and
nobody is sure how it started. Mostly because after the fall of the Roman
Empire many of the Orders’ archives were lost and the Order itself existed in
the form of an unorganized system of masters and apprentices. As the separation
between worlds increased the Order became less and less active.


“With the return of magic though they were reborn and
reorganized and very quickly become one of the major forces protecting humanity
from dangers that they hadn't met in centuries. Also Nazis. If not for the
Order they would definitely have won World War II. You seriously kicked their
asses back then and still do whenever they think of trying something.”


It was easy to tell that Jean hated Nazis even more
than the common person. Understandable when a big part of his family lived in
the half of France that’s been under the Reich's occupation for more than
seventy years now.


“You definitely have the history of the Order
memorized. If only you could be equally interested in learning magic.”


“Bleh, why bothering learning it?” asked Jean. “It's
hard and besides if I need something I'll just buy myself an already enchanted
artifact. No need to perform the spell.”


I really wished that I lived in the world where more people
would see how wonderful magic is. Maybe if I was born earlier, when it was
something new and amazing for everyone.


“Moving on. Define magic, Miss White.”


“Which definition?”


“The one you think is the most correct.”


“'Magic is,' by Merlin.”


“Touché. What can magic do?” 


“Everything.”


“There are no limits?”


“Magic has no limits. Only people have them.”


“Right. That's one thing you should always remember.
Magic can do everything, but that doesn't mean you will be able to make it do
anything you want,” I said.


Someone knocked on the door and a girl entered the
classroom.


“Professor Thorssen,” she said. “Professor Yorick is
asking for your assistance in the alchemy lab.”


“Something happened?”


“Nothing yet, but he thinks that he could use a second
opinion.”


“Very well. Class, try to behave yourself when I'm
gone,” I said to the students and went to the lab.


Once there I could see that Professor Yorick had put a
protection barrier around one of the transmutated substances.


“What's the problem?”


“I'm not really sure. We're doing a standard
transmutation of lead into false gold when this happened.” He pointed at the
unstable substance. “I think the original element was contaminated with
something else, but I can't think of what could make such a reaction. It should
be safe to reverse it, but you know how it is.”


I did. While I couldn't call myself an expert in the
whole subject, I had more than enough experience in dealing with unknown,
unstable elements. More often than not these situations ended in a big
explosion.


“Yes, I know. Let me enforce the barrier before you
try that.”


Strengthening existing spells isn't very complicated.
You just need to add your own willpower and hope it will be enough for whatever
you wanted to achieve.


Fortunately this time the reversion worked without a
hitch.


“Thank you for your help,” said Yorick. “Seems I was
worried for nothing.”


“Better safe than sorry. I'm glad that I could help.”


I returned to my classroom.


When I opened the door I discovered that no one was
inside. That was a little worrying. While I suspected that most of 2D could
decide to leave earlier, especially if they thought that I wouldn't be back
before the end of the lesson, there were a few that would definitely stay
behind.


I expanded my magical awareness.


What I discovered was a small pocket world created
within the classroom, very similar in design to the ones that the Knights used
to entrap and fight monsters in living areas. I suspected that it was where 2D
disappeared.


I left the classroom and checked for any spells
preventing me from entering the pocket world. There were none. All I needed to
do was to will my entrance when I stepped back into the classroom.


When I was in I noticed that the pocket world was an
exact copy of the school with two differences. It was night and everything was
mirrored. Not very surprising. Creating a pocket world is a tricky thing that
can be done a lot easier if you somehow connected it to the real world. Making
a mirror version is the easiest way to achieve that.


“Professor Thorssen.” Jean was the first one to see me
and he looked really relieved when he did. So were the other students which
meant that they probably didn't find themselves here by their own volition.


I also noticed that two of them were missing.


“Where are Layla and Quentin?” I asked.


“He took them,” answered Jean.


“Who?”


“Imp.”


Now that did surprise me. While still technically
demons, they are more creatures of mischievousness than true evilness. Not to
mention that a normal imp shouldn't be strong enough for such feats of magic
like creating a pocket world or kidnapping two talented students.


“Where did he take them?”


“We don't know, it happened too quickly. One moment he
suddenly appeared inside the classroom transporting us here and then he was
gone with Layla and Quentin.”


That complicated the situation.


“Zuzanna,” I said.


“Y-yes.”


“I'm going after this imp. Use the door as the portal
to the normal world and help those that can't do it on their own. Can I count
on you?”


Though Zuzanna was a shy girl, she looked unsure for
just a moment, but quickly her eyes shined with determination.


“Yes,” she said.


Brave girl.


I went after my missing students and quickly located
the first one. Quentin was on the floor, protecting himself with a rather weak
looking magical barrier from being attacked by some kind of hellhound.


“Help me!” screamed Quentin, causing the beast to
notice me.


I looked at the charging monster and a distant part of
my mind wondered if I could legitimize this situation as a practical part of
the lesson.


The Order is famous for its ability to create ultimate
weapons with blades that theoretically could cut through anything. The secret
is in the blade itself. It doesn't really exist – it's a materialization of a
knight's will. Give it to a stubborn enough person and nothing will stop it.


A sword without a blade and a Knight painted in its
place. That's how the Order's symbol looks. It's not a subtle metaphor.


But while most Knights use swords, I'm more of an axe
guy.


I took my cane into both hands and the blade appeared.
It looked like it was made of solid white light and the sight of it was enough
to make the beast run away. Weaker monsters rarely dared to face a Knight in
combat.


“Where is Layla?”


“He took her,” Quentin answered.


“Who?”


“Imp.”


“That's getting repetitive. What imp?”


“Nargaal.”


That name rang a bell and it had a really bad sound.


“What the hell, Quentin! You summoned Nargaal the Imp
Lord? Are you crazy?”


“I didn't know it was him, OK?! I didn't know! I used
one of the summons from my grandfather's book. It was supposed to be a normal
imp, just to annoy you.”


Nargaal the Imp Lord was, well, an imp. But more
importantly, Nargaal was one of examples that you can reach much higher than
your birthright would suggest.


As an imp his destiny was to serve more powerful
demons, but he ended up as one of the more respected lords in Hell. And while
there are many lords there, at least in name, not many can say that they are
respected by the others.


“He said... He said that he remembers my grandfather
fondly so he will give me a chance of getting away by sending one of his less
bloodthirsty hounds after me.”


“Where did he take Layla?”


“They went outside of the building.”


“Go back to the classroom. You will be able to easily
return to the real world from there,” I said and quickly went after the imp.


The situation was getting really serious, really
quick. Fortunately, I knew where to look for my last missing student.


Magic loves symbols and metaphors. Symbology was its
language and if you utilized metaphor correctly, magic let you do a lot more
than by simply trying to force it to your bidding.


Since he was a summoned being, Nargaal could easily
return to his world. But if he wanted to bring someone along it was a little
harder than that. And while powerful, the imp wasn't exactly a heavyweight in
terms of magic. That's why he needed to be smarter about how he used it.


The doors to the classroom were good for entering and
leaving a pocket world that was already directly connected to the real world,
but escaping to hell would need a better symbol. Like the gates of the school.


When I found them Layla was protecting herself using
some kind of very impressive barrier. While I wasn't sure if she was more
talented than Quentin, she definitely took her studies more seriously than him.


But her barrier was already at its limit and broke the
moment I arrived. Before the monster could finally get her I was in its path.


“That will be enough,” I said after knocking down the
demonic hellhound, much bigger than the last one, with my axe. I felt a
terrible pain in my leg but I managed to remain standing.


“Well, well, well,” said a high-pitched voice. “What a
turn of events. A Knight comes to rescue a young virgin. Or what goes for a
virgin these days.”


“I will not let you take her.”


“You should be happy that I didn't kill the other one.
He dared to summon me! Me, the great Nargaal! Like I was some common imp!” I
could see why he was so angry. Nobody likes to be reminded of their shameful
past. “Still, I did like his grandfather and gave him a chance. But this pretty
bird here? I can't wait to inform her mother that I have her as my personal
slave. That should teach her not to mess with me.”


“You really think that you will get away with it?” I
said. “This city is the Order's headquarters. Flee while you can.”


“Ha! Good try, but right now I can only see one Knight
desperately trying to buy himself time. But you are right, I shouldn't stall,”
he said and behind him the gate opened showing the road straight to whatever
hell he came from.


What worried me more was the fact that the road wasn't
empty. A quite impressive group of demons, a small army really, marched toward
the gates.


“Kill him!”


I put myself between the incoming demons and my
student. I wasn't really hoping to survive the next few minutes, but her safety
was more important.


“Professor...” Layla whispered.


“Don't worry. Everything will be all right,” I said. My
bracelet shone with a bright light, creating a barrier and forcing the demons
to stop for a few, precious moments.


“Put it on,” I gave Layla an amulet. “Once the barrier
is down run as fast as you can to the classroom and return to the real world.
As long as you have this amulet they will be unable to directly harm you, but
don't let them corner you.”


There are four items that every Knight should carry.
The weapon, usually a sword. The bracelet, basically a magical shield for every
occasion. The armor that unfortunately I didn't have with me. And the amulet
that could be described as a magical multi-tool, with lots of useful spells put
on it.


One of its most impressive spells is nicknamed 'The
Heroic Sacrifice'. It lets the Knight protect a person from chosen enemies by
simply putting the amulet on them. There are downsides to this. You can only
choose to protect from enemies that you can at least sense around you when you
put the amulet on the person and you can't run away from the enemies. Hence its
nickname. When you put it on someone, it usually means that you don't see any
other option to save them than trying to buy them time to run.


Also, while it protects from any direct harm, the
person still can be captured by indirect means.


“What about you?” asked Layla.


“I'll make sure that you don't have to run from too
many of them.”


“But they will kill you!”


“Don't worry, I was in worse situations than this one
and survived,” I assured her. “And if I don't then it is how it is. Knights
die, but you live.”


“But you don't need to. I want to help you. I can help
you.”


“If you really want to help me then get away from here
as quickly as you can so I can follow you.”


I could see that she was conflicted about it, but she
understood my argument. Once she was safe, I could run away myself.


“I will,” she said finally and a moment later the
barrier went down.


Layla started running and the demons wanted to go
after her, but I didn't let them.


A small army or not, as a Knight I was used to
fighting against all odds. And since the point wasn't to actually defeat the
enemy, but simply survive, I could focus on using misdirection. Or pranks, as
Jean would call them.


Illusions and simple spells could create much
confusion in the ranks if one knew how to use them. I'm hardly an expert in
this tactic, but I have a friend who is a genius at it and I had managed to
pick up a thing or two from him.


I started with a classic illusion of multiplication.
With this the demons faced not just myself, but also my ten doppelgangers. I
was good enough to make them all behave independently instead of simply copying
my actions, but my enemies would still quickly notice which ones couldn't
actually hurt them. My friend could easily make a much more complex illusion
showing fake damage that only a recipient would be aware wasn't real, but I
simply created a real mist to obscure the battlefield.


This tactic allowed me to fight the demons in smaller
groups and it worked pretty well for a while. None of them were powerful enough
to block my axe and it was just a matter of not letting them hit me, even if my
impaired leg made it considerably harder than usual.


But I wasn't fighting against an amateur. If anything
Nargaal was more like a grand master in this sort of fight. That's why when I
was thinking which spells I could use without giving away my position, I was
caught up in a powerful explosion.


Not surprisingly the Imp quickly found out where I was
on the battlefield and he wasn't above sacrificing his troops to eliminate me.
Fortunately, my shield bracelet protected me well enough to survive the attack
without losing any limbs. Unfortunately, I still ended up on the ground in a
pool of my blood.


While I wasn't lying when I said that I’ve been in
worse situations than this one, the big difference was that usually I had my
teammates with me. This time I was going to fall alone. My only consolation was
that I could feel my amulet leaving the pocket world which meant that at least
Layla was safe.


And when I thought it will be the end for me, the
cavalry appeared.


The demon that was going to finish me off was blasted
away from where he was standing.


“Hello, handsome,” said a woman in full Knightly
armor. “You really look like you could use some help.”


Maria Catherine Redd was an amazing Knight in her own,
specific way. An expert in dealing with demons and a terrifying warrior, but
also quite a loner. Which was a little worrying in the current situation.


I was too weak to even try speaking, but I think she
saw the question in my eyes.


“Don't worry, I brought friends.”


All around me appeared the Knights in their armor led
by Dominic “Demonsbane” Dukaj himself. Let's just say that his nickname wasn't
in any way exaggerated be it on the battlefield or outside of it. Hells'
politics are a rather tricky thing and Dukaj was a veteran in them. But this
situation was straightforward.


“You really didn't think that we would let you get
away with a kidnapping right under our noses?” he said to Nargaal.


“Can't blame a guy for trying when such an opportunity
unexpectedly shows up.”


Dominic didn't look convinced.


“How about we just forget this happened?” The imp
could tell that this situation was about to get really bad for him. “No need to
overreact.”


“Can't do. Unless we want every other demon try the
same, we need to make an example of you.”


“Right,” Nargaal said resigned.


The Knights attacked the moment I lost consciousness.
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A few days later I was lying in the Order's hospital for the second time
in the past month. It was a record for me that I was hoping to never break.


From what I learned the Knights indeed made an example
of Nargaal's army though the imp himself managed to escape. You don't get into
his position without knowing how to avoid fighting with enemies more powerful
than you are.


As for myself, my injuries weren't very serious, at
least not when they finally stopped bleeding, and didn't involve any magical
curses like my leg did. In my opinion my overall rehabilitation shouldn't be
prolonged too much because of them, but my doctor disagreed. He added six more
weeks to it, explaining it by the stress I put on my leg while fighting.


Obviously, I wasn't too happy about that.


Additionally my friends found the whole story to be
incredibly amusing.


“Very funny,” I ended a phone call when Maria entered
the room. She decided that since I couldn't keep myself from trouble, she would
check on me every day till I was healthy again.


“How do you feel today?”


“Better than yesterday.”


“Good. Doctors say that they will release you in three
days,” she said sitting beside my bed. “Who were you speaking with?”


“My team. Apparently the Nazis are very quiet after
their last offensive in the Zone. On the other hand I managed to get involved
in a battle with demons in the least likely place for it to happen,” I
explained. “They laughed that where I go, trouble follows or that I'm
intentionally looking for it.”


“They do have a point. It really seems like you do
look out for it,” she smiled.


“Et tu?”


Someone knocked and Layla entered the room.


“Am I interrupting?” she asked.


“No, of course not,” I said giving my fellow Knight
the evil eye. Not literally, of course. That's illegal. “What brings you here?”


“The class wanted to thank you for saving us,” she
said, presenting me with some rather nice looking flowers.


“I'll leave you with your student then,” said Maria
and left the room.


“Is she your girlfriend?”


“She wishes.” I smiled fondly. “But why...”


“Hmph.” A slightly jealous look stole across Layla's
face.


Oh, boy.
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“Mom’s
getting worse, Al.”


A car door slammed shut on the other end of the line. “Of course she’s
getting worse,” said Alan. “Her kidneys are failing.”


Sam sighed into her phone. “I know that. But the doctors say she’s
deteriorating faster than expected. They have her completely sedated now.”


Keys jangled. Sam heard her brother start the car. There was a pause.


“How long?”


Sam bit her lip and stared down at her mother, who lay ashen and
unconscious on the hospital bed. Her grip on the cell phone tightened. “They
give her a week. Maybe two.”


“Oh God,” muttered Alan. He took a deep breath. “Okay. All this wasn’t
for nothing, Sam. We can still do this.” There was a soft thud. Sam could
picture her brother close his eyes and rest his head against the seat. “Did you
call the priest yet?”


“Yeah.”


“And? Where? How much?”


“Two grand.”


Alan swore. “Two grand? Must be a mansion or something huge. Took
us almost a week last time we had to curse something that big.”


“I know. But we’ve gotten better,” said Sam. Her eyes were glued to the
IV buried in her mother’s forearm. “And this makes fifteen grand. We do this
one fast and we’re done.”


“Yeah,” said Alan. “She’s gonna be fine. Just need to hold on for a few
days.”


“She will. Mom’s strong.” Sam sat down and rubbed her bloodshot eyes.
“I’m meeting the reverend in half an hour to talk details. You wanna tag
along?”


“Hell no,” said Alan at once. “Your turn to talk to the asshole.”


“I talk to him almost every day!”


“Not in person,” replied Alan. “He’s creepier and more annoying in
person.”


Sam shrugged. Father Cully was rather strange.


“Fine, I’ll go alone. Shame on you anyway, leaving your poor sister to
deal with the creepy, sweaty man.”


“Ha! You’ll be fine. I’ve been on the receiving end of your finger zaps,
so don’t you try to guilt me into it.” Alan snorted. “Besides, the guilt trip
is mom’s kind of–”


Alan cut off. Sam heard him take a deep, slow breath. Their mother,
Meredith, shifted to lie on her side. Her eyes never opened.


“You’re right,” said Sam in a soft voice. “Kind of her thing.”


“Yeah.”


They shared the silence for a moment, each lost in their own thoughts.


“We’ll go lay down the groundwork before lunch,” said Sam. “This one
should be done tomorrow night or so. Sooner we’re done, sooner we get paid in
full.” Alan began saying something, but Sam added, “I’ll text you the address
soon as Cully gives it to me.”


“Alright, then,” said Alan.


Sam stood and collected her purse. “You go back home and get your gear
ready,” she said. “Mine’s already in the car.”


“Got it.”


“And don’t eat at Burger King again, Al.”


“Fine, fine! Just hang up already. You’re eating my last minutes.”


She hung up and put the phone inside her purse, smiling a little. Her mother
mumbled something too quiet to make out. The silhouette of her scrawny limbs
under the covers brought warring thoughts to Sam’s mind. She wondered what her
mom would say about the exorcism business.


Sam smoothed out the wrinkles in the crisp white sheet and turned to
leave.


“Almost there, Mom.”
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Mass
let out at 9:00 AM sharp. Sam sat in her car when the people began pouring out
of the church. She got out, not bothering to lock the doors, and approached Father
Cully, who stood to the side smiling at his departing flock.


She studied him as men and women stopped to shake his hand and share a
few words.


Cully was an average man in most senses; not too tall, not too short,
neither obese nor fit. He had dirty blonde hair that he combed to the side, a
clean-shaven face and light brown eyes that missed little. His bright smile
gleamed over a wrinkled white collar. He looked the part of a charming,
good-natured priest.


Sam was not fooled.


“Father,” she murmured, imitating the other people. Cully’s eyes
narrowed for a fraction of a second. “Can I have a word?”


“Of course! Step inside, dear. I’ll be right with you,” said Cully. He
shook a man’s hand and patted his back and added, “’Till next Sunday!”


The church was bright at this time of day. Sunlight poured through the
colored glass panes, high on the stone walls, while candles glowed before the
pulpit. There were rows and rows of bare pews, looking eerie inside the empty
church. A likeness of Jesus nailed to the cross looked down at her from across
the room, grave and sad.


Father Cully followed her inside and shut the heavy wooden doors. The
sounds of people talking and milling around cut off at once.


“This is the last time,” said Cully, “that you visit during mass.”


“Mhm.”


“We’ve talked about this, Samantha,” he insisted. “It’s okay for us to
be in touch but we can’t be seen together on a regular basis. People talk.”


“That they do,” said Sam, walking along the row of lit candles that
lined the path to the pulpit. Cully followed behind her. “Too much sometimes.”


Father Cully growled something about youth. She shrugged. The man kept
playing the role of the nice shepherd even after his audience left. Sam knew it
was all an act. If she stayed long enough, the Father would tire of the charade
and Leonard Cully would come out to play.


“It’s payday, Father,” said Sam after a pause. “I imagine you’re very
busy on Sundays, so we might as well make it quick.”


Cully pursed his lips. “It is Sunday, Samantha. But payday isn’t
until Monday.”


“I’m not in the mood, Cully.”


“And I’m afraid the days don’t revolve around your moods, child.”


“Cully,” growled Sam, “quit playing dumb. You know perfectly well this
pay is from last Monday.”


“Is it?” Cully frowned. “I don’t quite remember.”


Sam gritted her teeth but remained silent, instead choosing to sit down
on the front pew. She glared at Cully, who stared back with a puzzled smile on
his face.


“Okay, enough,” said Sam as the staring contest stretched too long. “Go
away, Father. Bring out creepy Cully.”


Cully ignored her. “Even if what you say is true,” he said. “You know
that I only pay on Mondays. I don’t keep money in the Lord’s house.”


Sam snorted. “This is your office, not the Lord’s house.”


“Why is it that you so desperately need the money?”


“Bills, bills, bills,” she said. “My landlord is as forgiving as you
are.”


Cully’s smile withered.


Sam watched, fascinated, as the prim reverend faded into the background.
The polite smile died on his lips, his brow creased in a scowl. The temperature
plummeted while the interior of the church darkened as if clouds had blocked
the sun. Even the candles seemed dimmer, their flames flickering in a
nonexistent wind.


Sam grinned and tried to hide the shiver that ran down her spine. The
man was good. She had not yet mastered such theatrics, but decided to
play along anyway.


She lay her hand on the armrest of the wooden pew and let warmth flood
her palm. Electric blue flickers of light zipped between her fingers, bright in
the sudden gloom. A low hum filled the air.


Cully’s eyes followed the bursts of electricity on her palm. “You are
getting better, Samantha.”


His voice sounded different, too. It was the same register, but somehow muddled
and raspy, as if he had not spoken in a while.


“It’s no air conditioner,” said Sam, shivering, and inclined her head at
Cully. Her hand twitched again and the lightning vanished, leaving behind an
ozone tang in the air. “But I’ll take what I can get. Now, about that money.”


Cully studied her for a moment. Without any visible cue from him, it
grew brighter and warmer inside the church. She tried to smother her envy at
his control, at the sheer scale in which he could work his skills.


“We had an agreement,” said Cully in a quiet voice. “I will pay what I
owe you.” Sam smiled and was about to reply when Cully added, “But there will
be no advance for the next job.”


Sam’s smile died. “Why not?”


“Because you can’t be trusted.” said Cully. He turned, stepped up to the
pulpit and opened a drawer. A thick Bible sat on the lectern. “Because you are
rash and unpredictable.”


“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


“It means,” said Cully, straightening with an envelope in hand, “that
you ruined the last job.”


“No I didn’t.”


“You did.” He tossed the envelope at her. “Whatever little tricks you
and your brother concocted did not take well. Tell me, who did the living room
chairs?”


Sam swallowed. That had been her. She explained how they had been cursed
to rattle when someone walked past them in the dark.


Cully shook his head. “That might have worked for a night or two, but it
collapsed. By the time I arrived the chairs were twitching when light fell
directly on them.”


“I…” Sam fumbled for words. “What?”


“Yes. The children seemed to find it quite amusing. The poor little
ghost frightened of being seen.”


Sam buried her face in her hands and groaned. Their hexes and curses had
a short shelf life. She understood this. But she had not considered the
consequences of one fading away rather than burning itself out.


Which was bad. One does not get paid to exorcise Casper.


“So what saved the job?” asked Sam. She slit open the envelope and began
counting the money as an excuse to avoid Cully’s eyes.


“Your brother, I believe. He cursed the fan above the table, didn’t he?”
Sam nodded. “It worked very well. Or we were lucky. Whatever the case, the
children were laughing at the friendly ghost when one of the blades got loose
and embedded itself in the wall. They stopped laughing quite quickly after
that.”


“Oh.”


“Yes. Oh.” Cully leaned against the pulpit and stared her down. “So no,
Samantha, there will be no advance for this job, not until you and your brother
prove you can be relied on again.” His lips twitched in a sour gesture. “And
stop trying to curse the shower curtains. It’s embarrassing.”


Sam hung her head down. She had nothing to say, no retort or argument
that would persuade Father Cully to part with the advance.


She told herself it made no difference. The eight hundred bucks they’d
gotten from the apartment job plus the thousand from the museum put them at a
total of thirteen thousand. If Cully paid them two thousand once the next job
was done–which it would be tomorrow night at the latest, she promised
herself–they would have enough to pay for their mother’s procedure in time.


It was still doable. Meredith Lowyn could hold on a few more days.


“Well, I’m sorry,” said Sam, forcing the words out. “The next one will
be perfect. I swear.”


Cully nodded. “I hope so. It’s an important one. Big house, wide
gardens, plenty of space and furniture to work with. You will have the two
thousand I promised if everything goes well.”


“We’ll have the two thousand the very day you get called in,” she said.
“Before you go in waving that cross. No bullshit excuses about Monday
payments.”


Cully met her eyes and held them for a moment, as if reading something
inside of her. Sam sat still, trying to convey with looks alone just how little
she was willing to budge on this. He licked his lips and gave her a slow nod.


“Alright,” said Sam and stood up. She tried to hide the slight shaking
of her hands as she pocketed the money. “When are the new owners getting here?”


“The real estate agent said three days.”


“Three days,” Sam repeated. “That’ll be enough. We can do it by tomorrow
night. We’ll start right now.”


Cully appeared surprised but delighted. “Excellent. The address is on
that envelope. Call me when it’s done.” He smiled an eager smile. “I’ll make
sure Mr. and Mrs. Benedict are aware of the services I offer.”


Sam was not unscrupulous enough to find enjoyment in this kind of work,
frightening innocent families out of their money, but they had nothing else; no
savings to draw from, no way of obtaining a loan. No time to waste, either.


So she returned Cully’s smile and walked away, grimacing once her back
was turned. Father Cully’s footsteps headed in the opposite direction. She
pulled out her cell phone and sent a text message to her brother.


We got paid. Next job in Ashfield DR 4540, outside of town. Had a Cully
moment. Hate him.


Sam felt better after venting some of her frustration. She knew Alan
understood. His inevitable reply would be something like ‘LOL’ or
“Preaching to the choir. Get it?’


Smiling, she grabbed the iron handle of the double door, which groaned
as she pushed it open. The sound of the priest’s footsteps paused. Before Sam
stepped out, Cully called, “Say hello to dear Meredith for me, would you?”


She froze. A side door clicked shut. By the time she turned around, the
church was empty. Sam thought the day Cully walked out of their lives for good
could not come fast enough.


 


*~*~*~*


 


It
took Sam all of three minutes to realize someone was following her.


She leaned back on the seat of her battered Honda and frowned at the
rearview mirror. A large grey truck rumbled after her, its exhaust trailing a
curl of black smoke. She had seen it idling in front of the church. Several
turns later it had become obvious that she was not being paranoid.


Sam made a quick stop at her apartment. The wad of cash went into a
dented tin can she kept in a drawer. She then stripped out of her clothes and
picked something more suitable for poking around in an abandoned house.


With her toolbox in hand, she peered through the peephole and spotted
the truck. It was parked three cars down from hers. Whoever was following did
not try very hard to blend in.


She locked the apartment door and headed straight for her car. As she
climbed inside, Sam risked a quick glance at the truck. The driver sat still,
head tilted back against the seat as if asleep. A baseball cap hid his face.
Sam hurried inside and slammed shut the door.


The interior of the Honda was warm. She set the toolbox on the passenger
seat and turned the ignition. Sam saw the silhouette of the driver shift.


She took off at a brisk pace, hardly braking on intersections. The
contents of her toolbox rattled with every bump. She glanced at the rearview
mirror again and saw the truck falling behind. Hoping to lose him altogether,
she made a sharp right and accelerated.


The truck missed the turn.


“Bastard,” said Sam, relieved.


She flipped on the radio. Bursts of static flickered over it before Tom
Dooley began playing. Ignoring the smell of ozone, she squinted at her
right hand and forced herself to relax before she fried yet another piece of
hardware.


The interstate stretched before her. She drove west. The sun blinded her
every time she looked back for the grey truck. Now and then she thought she
heard the whine of police sirens drawing closer, but no one overtook her. Soon
the buildings grew sparse and the green areas wider and denser.


After exiting the interstate, Sam made a left and drove north down a dirt
road. Past the crest of a low hill she caught her first look of the large
houses in the area. A thick forest separated each property while the road ran
in a straight line into the horizon.


She spotted a red car next to a house at the foot of the next hill, to
the left of the road. Sam shifted into gear and hurried towards it, kicking up
a cloud of dust. She grinned when she recognized her brother’s Chrysler parked
in the driveway.


She stopped next to Alan’s car but kept the engine running. A glance back
revealed an empty road. Deciding to be cautious, Sam drove a few feet past her
brother’s sedan and parked her car to the side of the house, where it would be
hard to spot from the road.


Sam killed the engine, grabbed her toolbox and stepped out of the car.


The house was huge; she had underestimated its size from the distance.
It had three floors–four if one counted the attic, and they always did–and the
front was wide enough to parallel-park several cars. It stretched twice as long
as it was wide, followed by an empty garden out back that ended where the
forest began. 


Sam saw a ‘For Sale’ sign in the front yard and a ‘Sold’ notice nailed
over it. She walked up to the flaking double door and pushed it open, shivering
as a cold breeze wafted past her. Motes of dust swirled in the air above a worn
hardwood floor, reflecting the light that spilled inside.


It took her a moment to realize what was wrong with the entrance hall.
The bright mid-morning sun failed to illuminate some corners and crevices.
Shadows stretched on the floor. It looked as if the house were caught in
unending twilight.


Sam let out a tired breath and closed the door behind her. “Al!” she
said. “I thought we said no screwing around on this one! What did you do to the
light?”


She received no answer but was not surprised. If she knew her
brother–and she did, too well sometimes–Alan would be up on the second or third
floor. There was no chandelier to rig in the entrance hall, so Alan would have
turned to his second favorite: bathroom mirrors.


“Al!” she called again. “Seriously, come down here. There’s good and bad
news.”


Sam got no response, so she walked around the barren rooms of the first
floor while she waited. They had studied the floor plans beforehand, but she
liked to get a good feel of a place before starting to work.


The kitchen was somewhat dirty, despite the best efforts of the real
estate agent, and there was a thin layer of dust on the living room’s hardwood
floor. Sam whistled at the varnished paneling on the walls and ceiling. A cast
iron radiator tucked into a corner suggested a central heating system. She made
a mental note to check the basement for the boiler. Since the new owners had
yet to move in, there were few appliances for her to fiddle with. She eyed the
spectacular fireplace that dominated one side of the living room and decided to
begin there.


“Pity,” muttered Sam as she knelt by the window. “Could’ve been a nice
place.”


She set down her tool kit, opened it and pulled out a screwdriver, a
hammer and a thick piece of chalk. Then Sam removed the grate, set the
screwdriver against the soot-stained bricks of the firebox floor, and brought
the hammer down hard, over and over, chipping away a small hole.


As far back as Sam could remember she had a talent for these things. She
could loosen a floorboard with her fingernails and shatter a light bulb with a
swipe of her thumb. The effects used to be instantaneous and rather volatile.


They were also useless. Even Alan, who employed his talents with more
subtlety than she did, had had trouble finding a use for their destructive
touch. When money became an issue they realized people would pay well to get
rid of their metaphysical fingerprints.


Then began the tedious process of learning how to control their talent.


It was not enough to destroy things as they had done in their teenage
years, nor could they be in the house when the unexplainable started happening.
Cursing a house so that it appeared haunted required precise, layered work and
perfect timing. She remembered their pitiful first attempts.


Sam stretched her back and groaned at the thought of the apartment job
and her part in cursing the chairs. It was like a trip down memory lane, a
reminder of all her previous blunders. Alan would never let her live this one
down.


She dusted herself off. The hollow brick she’d cursed on the center of
the firebox floor–nothing more than a pocket of compressed air-lay hidden
beneath the grate. It would be hard to spot with a fire burning. Sam studied
the fireplace with a critical eye. In theory, it should make any blaze shoot up
in a narrow column of fire, startling its audience but safely escaping out the
chimney.


Sam was debating its efficacy when she heard footsteps coming down the
main staircase. Leaving her tools behind, she made her way to the entrance hall
in time to see Alan stumbling down the steps.


“Hey,” Sam said, drawing out the word as she caught sight of him.


Alan’s pale face was covered in a layer of sweat and dust. His dark hair
stuck up as if he’d been running his fingers through it. He grinned at her and
displayed the singed right sleeve of his jacket.


“I claim the first fuck-up,” he announced. “Guess I should leave the
electric stuff to you. Illusions are more my thing anyway.”


Sam snorted but said nothing. She tried to ignore the twinge of unease
she felt every time her brother goofed around with his skills.


“Did I hear something about bad news?” asked Alan, waggling his eyebrows
at her.


“Yeah. Cully didn’t give us an advance on this one.”


Alan rolled his eyes. “Another glorious day working for His
Assholeness.”


“There’s some good news, too,” she said.


“What’s that?”


“He’s paying us the full two thousand if we get this done by tomorrow
night.”


“That’s not news,” chided Alan. “We already knew that, didn’t we?”


She sighed. “Fine. There’s only bad news then.”


“That’s better.”


“How is that better?”


Alan shrugged. “At least it’s honest.”


“I suppose,” said Sam. “How long you been here?”


Alan walked past her and picked up a plastic bag from where it sat next
to the staircase.


“’Bout half an hour ago,” he said and slung the bag over his shoulder.
“Already did the master bedroom and two others and there’s still more. The
house is huge.”


Sam nodded and grinned. “There’s an attic.”


“There’s an attic,” Alan agreed.


“Let’s do that after lunch. What are you working on now?”


“Wrapping up the main bathroom,” he replied, already trudging back
upstairs. “I’m trying the vanishing mirror thing. It’s a bit tricky but I think
I can pull it off.”


“Alright. Don’t make it too obvious this time.” Alan scoffed at her and
kept walking, so Sam added, “Don’t give me that. You already went overboard
with the ambience on this floor.”


“What ambience?”


“The light, smart-ass. It’s too dim in here.”


Alan turned to face her from the landing on the second floor. “I didn’t
do anything downstairs.”


“You sure?” said Sam. “’Cause this looks like a cheesy 80’s flick.
There’s even a bit of a draft.”


He snickered. “Yeah, I noticed that. Nothing to do with me though. I
went straight to the master bedroom.”


“Oh.”


“Just let it be,” said Alan. He ran his fingers over the handrail.
“Besides, I can’t feel anything. Can you?”


Sam splayed open her right hand and felt the air. “Nothing. Then again,
I’m not exactly good at this.”


“Well, I kind of am. And I can tell you this feels like good ol’
architect stupidity, nothing funky for us to fix.” He turned and climbed the
stairs, out of sight. His voice echoed inside the empty house. “So go do your
thing! We’ll meet up for lunch.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


They
worked through lunch and well into the afternoon, pausing to have a quick bite
when Sam almost fainted from exhaustion when trying to curse the floorboards on
the second floor.


Attics were their favorite, so they agreed to do it together. They
climbed to the third floor and pulled down the ladder from its trapdoor on the
hallway’s ceiling.


“Ladies first,” said Sam.


Alan shrugged and crawled up the ladder. When his head poked into the
attic he paused and looked around for a moment.


“Any surprises?”


“You could say that,” said Alan, shining his flashlight in a circle.
“It’s small.”


“Doesn’t look that small.”


“And yet it is. You think it’s aliens? It could be aliens.”


“Alright, alright.” She rolled her eyes at him. “Let me take a look.”


Alan climbed down and Sam scurried up the ladder.


The dust was thicker up here. Sam held her breath to avoid breathing it
all in and looked around, pointing her flashlight at the corners. It was indeed
smaller than it appeared from outside, as well as being quite empty. A small round
window coated with grime let in the last rays of sunlight.


“Bah,” Alan complained from below her. “This sucks.”


“Pays the bills, little brother.”


“Still sucks.”


Sam climbed down and replaced the flashlight on her belt. Alan had
pulled out his lucky coin and was flipping it over and over with his thumb.


“Heads or tails?”


Sam squinted at the silver coin. “Heads.”


Alan flipped the coin one last time and covered it with his palm. He
peeked at it and grinned. “Sweet. All mine.”


Sam glared at him. “You cursed it.”


“Of course not!”


She snatched the coin from him and rolled it between her fingers.
Nothing buzzed against her skin. She was skeptical but decided to let it go.
They still had the other half of the house to curse and one day left to do it.


Alan took the silver coin from her and affected an air of slighted
dignity. He was already climbing up the ladder when Sam said, “I’ll finish the
kitchen and we’ll go. Try to be done by then and meet me downstairs.”


Her brother waved at her and disappeared up the attic with a grin on his
face. Brief pops of static reached her ears. Sam shook her head and went
downstairs.


The kitchen presented little in the way of objects to curse. A long
counter ran the length of the room, splitting it in two. Fridge doors were one
of her specialties, but there were none yet.


Sam rummaged through the drawers and found a set of cutlery. She picked
a meat cleaver, set it on the counter and concentrated.


This one was a bit delicate, but the results never disappointed. Sam let
the warmth flood her palm until pinpricks of static flashed between her
fingers. She reached for the blade of the cleaver when, with her hand an inch
away from it, an electric blue jolt flickered to the metal surface, startling
her despite having been expecting it.


The cleaver flipped over, shot straight up and embedded itself in the
ceiling with a satisfying twang.


Sam looked up at it with a smirk on her face and counted in her head.
Right on cue, the cleaver angled sideways and moved upside down through the
air, its tip still embedded in the thick wood. It made a scratching sound but
hardly left a mark.


At her command, the cleaver dropped lifeless straight into the sink, its
blade ringing against the metal surface. It would play out the same way every time
someone picked up the cleaver. She was quite proud of that one; it took three
weeks to perfect. She thought it safe yet disquieting enough to leave a lasting
impression.


The sun was low in the sky when Sam put down a wooden stool and decided
there was nothing else to curse here. She stood by the kitchen window and
paused to watch the shadows stretching across the backyard.


She yawned, grabbed her toolbox, and walked to the entrance hall. Alan
had yet to come down, though several of the plastic bags he often used were
waiting by the door.


“Al?” Sam called in a loud voice. “Al! Time to go!”


Nothing.


“Al! Alan?”


She swore, pulled out her cell phone and called him. It rang once and
cut off. Sam glared down at the lit screen. Cheap bastard and his prepaid phones.
She forced herself to be patient rather than stomping up the stairs.


Sam sat by the door, sweat pouring down her back. Her breathing evened
out as she closed her eyes and tilted her head back against the wall, hugging
her knees. Somewhere, a grandfather clock ticked, loud in the still silence.


A resonant blast from upstairs echoed around the house, loud like a
gunshot. Sam flinched and banged the back of her head against the wall.


“Goddammit.” Her heart raced as she got to her feet. Her head
throbbed. A rush of energy flooded her limbs. “Alan!” she hollered,
looking up at the second floor landing. “Alan, what the hell was that?”


Sam dropped her gear next to the bags and tackled the stairs two at a
time, calling her brother’s name. As she reached the third floor, the front
door groaned open.


A rush of cold air blew into the house. The sheen of sweat that coated
her body felt like ice. Sam leaned over the handrail and looked down. The doors
stood wide open. The wind dragged her brother’s plastic bags across the
hardwood floor.


Sam turned and raced down a long hallway before coming to a dead end.
The trapdoor should have been in this hallway, yet she found no sign of it. A
large framed window faced west. The sun hid behind clouds above the horizon,
bathing the sky blood red.


She pulled out her flashlight and aimed the beam at the hallway.
Fighting the urge to take off running again, she retraced her steps, trying to
ignore the chilling howl of the wind.


It did not take long. The trapdoor was right where she remembered, but
Alan must have retracted the ladder as it was now shut. Sam aimed the beam up
and saw the chord dangling from the ceiling, swaying from side to side. She
jumped, grabbed it and pulled hard with all her weight.


The trapdoor fell open, sending the ladder crashing down at her. She
threw herself out of the way. “Shit! Alan?” she said and looked up at the now
dark attic. “What the hell, Al? You up there?”


Sam held the flashlight between her teeth and climbed up the ladder.
Perfect darkness met her as she stood shivering with half her body inside the
attic. She aimed the flashlight around, going in a slow circle, the beam
jerking with every quaver of her hand.


Something glinted to her left. She aimed the light at it and reached
with her right hand. It was Alan’s silver coin. He must have dropped it and
come down. Sam bit her lip, put it in her pocket and stumbled down the ladder.


Another resounding blast shook the house, yanking a startled shriek out
of Sam. She spun with flashlight in hand to find the trapdoor had slammed
closed, taking the ladder with it.


“Alan?” she yelled, staggering backwards. “Al, this isn’t funny!”


The odds of her brother leaving her behind were null. She knew it deep
in her heart. Sam remembered the grey truck that had followed her this morning
and a sense of foreboding crept up her spine.


She leapt down the stairs as fast as she could, stumbling the last
couple of steps in the encroaching dark. She found herself standing before the
open front doors. The wind tugged at her clothing, stung her eyes, pulled at
her hair.


Outside the canopies of the trees swayed in the stiff wind, drowning
every other noise with the sound of their rustling. Alan’s red Chrysler waited
in the driveway; the engine off, the interior dark. Sam waved at it with the
flashlight. Her brother did not step out to meet her.


She pushed closed the heavy doors and leaned against them, panting.


“Goddamnit, Alan!” she yelled. “Where the hell are you?”


The sun vanished behind the horizon, plunging the house into utter
darkness. Shadows danced along the stairway, stretching and shrinking with the
movement of her flashlight. The house stood close to the road. She thought
there should have been some light.


Sam looked up, squinting, and spotted a dusty light bulb dangling by a
wire from the ceiling. Aiming her flashlight at the wall, she made her way
across the entrance hall until she found the switch.


The light came on with a low buzz. Not ten feet away, standing within
the pool of light, was Alan. Sam started and dropped the flashlight.


“Alan! What the hell is wrong with you?”


He stood still, his gaze fixed on the staircase.


“Al?”


Sam walked up to him and put a hand on his shoulder. As soon as she came
into contact with him, a chill run up her arm as if she had stuck it in a
bucket of ice water. Alan did not react. From up close, Sam saw a damp patch of
blood on his shirt.


“Oh God, Al,” said Sam. “We need to get you to a hospital.” When her
brother made no move to reply, she asked, “What happened? Are you listening to
me?”


A warbling shriek erupted from the second floor, followed by the sound
of splintering wood. Alan jerked and stumbled back.


“It’s still here,” whispered Alan as he regained his balance, ignoring
Sam. “It’s coming.”


“What’s coming?” she asked.


Dragging and scratching noises came from above, followed by the
unmistakable sound of breaking glass, drawing closer.


“It’s still here,” Alan repeated. “Moving in the shadows.”


“Al, what happened to you? I don’t-”


He put his arms around her, held her against him and dragged her across
the floor until they stood beneath the light bulb. Alan returned to his silent
vigil.


Sam wiped her eyes with her sleeve and stared at Alan. As she choked
back a sob, she noticed his body did not cast a shadow.


“Are you…dead?” whispered Sam, shaking as much from the cold as from
fear. “Please, Al. Al?”


Her own shadow sprawled on the floor, stocky and dark now that the light
shone from above her. She looked for Alan’s, grabbing the flashlight to
illuminate from behind him, but saw no more than a blank stretch of floor.


The sounds of breaking glass grew closer and less frequent; each was
punctuated by a warbling shriek that pressed against her eardrums. Whatever
kept smashing furniture and glass upstairs was running out of things to break.


“What the hell is that?” said Sam. “Let’s just get out of here.”


With the flashlight in one hand, she grabbed the doorknob and pulled. At
once her brother appeared next to her, pushing against the heavy doors. It did
not budge an inch.


“Al? What are you doing? Please, we need to get out of here.”


Sam heard wood splinter, followed by the sounds of something crawling
down the front of the house. She recognized her brother’s car alarm blaring,
but it was soon drowned by the screech of tortured metal.


Shaken, she stepped back from the door and tried to see out the window.
The driveway lay in darkness. She aimed the flashlight at where Alan’s Chrysler
should have been and saw broken glass and a heap of bent metal.


Similar sounds followed from the other side of the house. Her car was
gone.


“Al,” she whispered, staying close to him. “Shit, what do we do?”


Her brother’s eyes remained fixed on the front door. He made no move to
suggest he had heard her. Sam backed away from him until she felt the first
step of the staircase beneath her feet. Outside, the last scrapes of dragging
metal died.


Alan again materialized next to her. He took hold of her wrist and
pulled her toward the light. By sheer reflex Sam twisted, startled by his touch
when not a second before he had been straining against the door. The flashlight
clattered to the floor and went out.


Alan released her and Sam, breathing hard, watched as he dropped to his
knees next to the flashlight. His hands swept clean through it.


“It’s here,” repeated Alan. “It’s in the shadow. If it gets into yours,
it will never leave.”


“What’s in…?”


Sam trailed off, the pieces clicking into place. The thing could not get
to them as long as they stayed in a lit area. She remembered the attic, how the
darkness pooled in the corners. Tears gathered in her eyes. Alan had spent
hours alone up there.


“Here, let me,” said Sa, and picked up the flashlight. She slammed the
flat of her hand to its back until it flickered on. “Is this better?”


Alan did not answer, but Sam noticed he never strayed out of the pool of
light of the entrance hall. She glanced up at the single light bulb and got the
feeling that the sounds of breaking glass she had heard earlier had not come
from windows.


“It’s closing in, isn’t it?” said Sam, looking around for
something-anything that would help. “We need more light.” Her eyes widened.
“Your flashlight! Al, where’s your flashlight?”


Her brother stared at her, his expression blank.


“Alright, fine,” she muttered. “Maybe I can light a fire or-”


The sounds from outside stopped altogether. Their single light bulb
began to flicker. Sam tensed and backed against the wall, holding the
flashlight with both hands. Maybe it was her imagination, but it seemed as if
the pool of light was getting smaller and dimmer.


Sam groped for the switch, never looking away from the surrounding
darkness. She heard something prowl from one side of the room to the other. Her
eyes swiveled every which way, following the scuffing sounds on hardwood floor,
seeing nothing.


Her hand found the switch. She flipped it off and on. The light bulb
continued to flicker. This time it was not her imagination; the lit area now
encompassed only part of the entrance hall, leaving the staircase, kitchen and
living room in darkness.


“It’s not working!” she yelled at Alan, who stood to the side, still
watching the dark. “It’ll burn itself out.”


Alan made no move to assist her. Nothing for it. She gritted her
teeth and held out her right arm, palm up. Angry jolts of electric blue flashed
around her hand, spewing sparks that dribbled in silence to the floor. Its glow
spread further than that of the light bulb, touching the staircase and half the
entrance hall.


The creature shrieked and Sam thought she heard it scuttle back into the
dark. The entrance hall grew brighter yet, as if the creature’s mere presence
had been enough to dim the light. Sam exhaled with relief. 


“It’s still here,” said Alan in a flat tone. “Moving in the shadows.”


“So what do we do? We can’t stay here,” she said through gritted teeth.
“And I can’t keep this going forever.”


The cars lay in pieces. Even if she and Alan managed to leave the house,
they would be on foot. The shadows would stalk them down the empty stretch of
road, circling like vultures until the light gave out.


The warmth tingling down her arm grew hotter and sharper. Soon it would
sear her flesh. Sam strained her ears but the creature, wherever it lurked,
made no sound. The bitter smell of ozone and singed hair reminded her she had
but one option.


“Out of time, Al. Come on.” She crept past the staircase, to the left,
trusting her brother to follow. The glow around her hand wavered with each
step. “If we can’t outrun it, we trap it.”


Alan said nothing. He seemed to glide across the floor behind her, his
face blank. Ahead Sam saw the open doorway to the living room. A hint of
moonlight spilled over the floor through a broken window. They left the
entrance hall behind, where the dangling light bulb flickered once, twice, and
went out.


Sam closed the door behind her. Only one way in here. She allowed
the glow around her hand to wink out. For a moment she leaned her shoulder
against the wall, catching her breath. Alan walked past her into the pool of
moonlight.


The sounds of the creature’s shrieking reached her ears again. They were
faint, perhaps coming from outside or the top floor. It strengthened her
resolve to do something. She refused to sit around waiting to die.


Sam looked at the silhouette of her brother standing before the window.
She had a feeling dim moonlight would do nothing to stop the creature, though
it was enough for her to locate two broken light bulbs. She grabbed one of them
and held it up to eye-level.


The filament was missing. She tossed the useless light bulb into the
fireplace. The creature had destroyed their vehicles and the light sources. It
thought. It planned. When Sam threatened it with lightning, the creature
retreated. She knew it would circle back to attack from another angle.


Sam looked around the living room and wondered how much lightning she
had left in her. Probably not enough. Power socket? No, that’s
suicide. She eyed the wooden stools behind the bar.


“We’re gonna need fire,” she said, turning to look at Alan. “A lot of
it.”


The creature’s warbling shriek cleaved through her. Sam heard the sound
of groaning wood as it crawled and smashed its way through hallways.


A sense of calm settled in Sam’s mind. She knew what to do. “I think you
should go, Al.” She began dragging bar stools two at a time and piling them
inside the fireplace. “This will probably backfire. Don’t get caught in the
middle.”


Alan watched her work, his back to the window. He said nothing. The
creature’s shrieks grew louder.


She continued, unfazed by her brother’s silence. “Seriously, Al. Thank
you for staying with me, but…” She bit her lip. “I mean, I don’t know if you
can get killed or anything but better be safe, okay? The thing will come after
me. I don’t think it cares about you anymore. So just go, hide somewhere far
away.”


Alan smiled at her. It was the first time he interacted with her in some
way since he had vanished. He laid his palms over her throbbing right hand and
squeezed. His icy touch felt like bliss. Sam smiled back.


“Go,” she said. “We’ll meet up in the driveway when it’s over.”


She cast the last stool into the fireplace and knelt in front of it.
Sweat dripped down her face and back, her top clung to her body. She fumbled
with the brick she had hollowed out earlier.


Sam stood, satisfied with her job. Alan was gone. She allowed herself a
smile and turned to face the window. Silence fell over the house as the
creature closed in.


The moonlight seemed to whittle and fade in the face of its arrival. She
saw tendrils of shadow creep over the frame of the broken window, like long
fingers grappling for hold. Darkness pooled under the closed door, slipping
soundless inside and across the floor. Like spilled oil it spread and smothered
what little light remained.


Sam willed warmth down her arm, pooling it into her palm. Sparks danced
between her fingertips. More. The sharp smell of ozone assaulted her
nostrils. More! The creature engulfed her in a cocoon of shadow, its
presence cloying and hungry.


NOW!


With an echoing blast like thunder, a thick jolt of lightning shot out
of her open palm. The wooden stools exploded with heat and light. As she dove
to the side, Sam heard the curse she had cast on the firebox trigger, spewing
an enormous column of flame into the living room.


The creature let out a guttural roar that rattled the walls. Sam backed
away from the fireplace and locked the flames to her will. The sheer scale of
it came close to snapping her mind. Screaming in tandem with the creature, she
discharged every last ounce of power she had left.


The blaze burned hotter and higher than its fuel would allow. Amidst the
creature’s screams, Sam leaned against the wall and relaxed her hold on the
fire, coughing as the black smoke thickened. The inferno soon shriveled into
dozens of small flames that tongued their way around the living room and up the
walls.


To Sam’s surprise, a puddle of shadow hid behind the bar. Surrounded by
heat and light, there was nowhere for it to go, and as the flames spread on
their own across the hardwood floor, the shadow folded in on itself, growing
smaller and thinner.


She stood on shaky legs and stumbled towards it. The creature screamed
at her, shrill and loud. Sam kicked a glowing piece of wood behind the bar.


The creature’s shrieks rose in volume. Sam turned her back on it and
staggered out of the living room, past the entrance hall and out the front
door.


The cool air soothed her raw throat. She managed a couple of steps
before collapsing on the fresh grass. Car parts were strewn everywhere.


Sam sat up, coughing. The house became wreathed in smoke and burned to
the ground.


 


*~*~*~*


 


Later,
Sam could not say how she got home.


She remembered the acrid smoke and the heat. She remembered the wracking
sobs as she called her brother’s name to no avail. She remembered stumbling
down the dirt road; a pair of bright headlights; the hairy face of a man as he
threw a musty blanket over her body.


Most of all, she remembered turning on all the lights in her apartment.
Then her memory went blank.


The next day dawned bright and cold. Sam groaned and rolled over. Her
bed reeked of wood smoke and vomit. Nauseated, she stumbled to the bathroom,
where she stripped out of her underwear and crawled into the shower.


She stood under the scalding water for a long time. With her eyes
closed, her mind assaulted her with the details of the night before. Some
memories felt sharp and clear like broken glass. The rest blurred with each
other in a tangled mess of terror and anger. Amidst it all, her brother’s dull
eyes stood out, as did that last smile he gave her before disappearing.


Goodbye, said that smile. Sam sat down with
her back to the tiled wall. Her right hand stung with a bitter, throbbing pain.
Goodbye. Tears ran down her face, lost in the running water, which in
time grew cold.


She walked out of the bathroom feeling numb. Her clothes lay on the
floor next to the bed. She did not recall undressing the night before.


In an effort to clear the air, Sam slid open the window. She let out a
shuddering breath and allowed the sun to spill over her skin. Her eyes were
drawn to the grey truck parked in front of her apartment building.


“Good morning,” said a voice behind her.


Sam jumped. In the doorway stood a huge man wearing a red and white
plaid shirt and faded jeans. The short boxed beard and deep lines on his face
gave him a brutish appearance. His eyes were trained on her right hand. He
seemed unfazed by her nudity.


She scrambled for the bedcover and wrapped it around her body. “Who
the-what the hell are you doing here?”


“My name is Ivan,” he said in a slow, thick accent. His buzz cut brushed
against the ceiling. “I look for criminal.”


“You have five seconds to get out before I fry you.”


“That is not very polite.”


“Ivan!” said a second voice from the living room. “Play nice. She’s
scared.”


“Dress,” said Ivan. “We wait. Then we talk.”


Before she could reply, the man ducked and stepped out of the room. We?
Sam heard the couch groan under Ivan’s weight. The owner of the second
voice chuckled.


Swearing, Sam threw on a clean shirt and the jeans of the night before
and followed Ivan to the living room. Her right hand felt raw, as if someone
had rubbed it with sandpaper. Still she willed warmth down her arm and was
relieved to find she had a measure of control.


Two men waited for her in the living room. Ivan sat on the center of the
couch, taking up more than half the space. His beady eyes locked on to her
right hand as soon as she walked in.


The other man looked older, perhaps late thirties. He sat on an armchair
with his long legs crossed. His green eyes sparkled, like he knew a saucy joke
that he itched to share with the world.


“Well?” demanded Sam. “Are either of you going to explain what the hell
you’re doing in my apartment?”


“We look for criminal.”


“That’s great, very admirable of you,” she said, turning to glare at
Ivan. “Now why don’t you go look for him somewhere else?”


“Here we find clues.”


Sam’s right hand began twitching. The other man let out a warm laugh.


“Oh Ivan, don’t ever change.” To Sam, he said, “Please, take a seat,
relax. You’re safe. My name is Felix.” He extended a hand for her to shake,
which Sam ignored. He shrugged. “You’ve already met Ivan. We’re the ones who
picked you up on the road and brought you here.”


The blurred memory of the previous night sharpened; bright headlights, a
grey truck, the hairy face. She nodded, having already suspected this. Thank
you. The words formed in her mind but never left her mouth. She thought she
must have been in terrible shape to accept help from the men pursuing her.


She sat on the remaining armchair and waited, drumming the fingers of
her right hand on the armrest. She enjoyed the tense way in which Ivan’s eyes
followed every twitch, every beat. These men knew something. That much she was
sure of.


“I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” said Felix. “But before we
begin, can you answer something for me? It’s important that we know.”


“What?”


“Did you kill it? The shadow, I mean. Is it dead?”


Sam looked from Ivan’s intense gaze to Felix’s eager posture and said,
“I think so. The creature was inside when I burned down the house.”


They shared an inscrutable look. Felix leaned back in his chair and
smiled. “That’s excellent work, Samantha,” he said. “Truly excellent. Simply
escaping would’ve been quite the feat, but killing it... Well done.”


Sam shifted in her seat. The cost had been too great for her to feel
comfortable with the praise. Anger boiled beneath the surface.


“My turn.”


Felix nodded. “Ask away.”


“Are you with the army? Cops?”


“What is cops?”


Her eyes narrowed on Ivan. “Police. Are you with the police?”


“Not police,” he said with a shake of his head. “We are... private?”


“Like private detectives?” Ivan blinked at her. “You’re starting to piss
me off.”


“We’re not,” put in Felix. “Police, I mean. Ivan hunts for a man called
Hadger. I mostly freelance, offer security services and the like. My friend
here asked for my help on this job, so here we are.”


“And what, precisely, is this job?”


“Kill shadow. Free souls.”


“That’s quite correct, if a bit simplistic.”


Sam looked between the two of them. Ivan fit the part of a mercenary or
bounty hunter. On the other hand, Felix looked like a family man who would
someday delight in teaching his kids how to play baseball.


“So you go around killing things.” They nodded. “And you were following
me yesterday because...?”


“Oh. I can see how that would be unsettling. We were simply trying to
determine who was host to the shadow.”


Before Sam could ask, Ivan said, “Boss says maybe three targets, but
only one real shadow. So we look at targets.”


“What he means,” said Felix, casting an apologetic look at her, “is that
Hadger received reports of three suspects. A priest and his assistants,
Samantha and Alan. I was investigating the priest while Ivan followed you.
Sorry about that.”


Her throat felt tight. “What about Alan?”


“We didn’t bother,” said Felix. “I learned the priest was the host, so
there was no point.”


Cully. The anger rose, spread across her
chest. Sparks fizzled out of her burnt fingertips. Her voice came out in a
strangled whisper. “That bastard. He killed him.”


“Who...?”


Felix trailed off as comprehension dawned on him. Ivan bowed his head.
Sam caught them sharing a look. She slammed her hand on the coffee table,
knocking a vase to the floor. A web of current sizzled across the lacquered
wood.


“What are you hiding? Tell me. Now.”


“Samantha,” said Felix. “We’re very sorry about your friend. We didn’t
–”


“Save it. Where is Cully?”


“Is dead.”


Sam looked to Ivan, whose eyes were glued to the floor. “Explain.”


“We track shadow to the house,” said Ivan, his voice softening. “I get
lost driving but see fire and find you on road. Is too late. We think only you
fighting so we bring you here.”


She felt acid bubbling in her stomach. Her eyes welled with tears. “He
was my brother.”


Ivan drew in a shaky breath. “Your blood. This is…” He looked up at her,
and Sam was so surprised to see wet in the giant’s eyes that for a moment the
anger slipped away from her. “I am very sorry, Samantha.”


The silence stretched. Sam bunched the fabric of her jeans in her fist,
welcoming the pain that pulsed through her right hand.


“While Ivan drove you here,” began Felix in a quiet voice, “I went to
the church. The lights were out. I found the priest in bed-slit his own wrists.
I couldn’t be sure you had really killed the shadow, but with its host dead,
its strength is insignificant. There are thousands out there like it.”


Sam remembered something Ivan had said and asked, “What happens to my
brother’s soul?”


“He leaves,” said Ivan. “Is not tied to dead shadow, is free.”


“Shadows collect people’s lives and take them to their host,” said
Felix. “In time, the host consumes the souls, feeds on them. You didn’t give
this one the chance.” He offered her a tentative smile. “Your brother moved on,
Samantha. You did a great thing.”


He was gone, gone beyond doubt. Goodbye, said the smile.
Resignation settled on her shoulders as the fury bled out of her.


As the morning wore on, Sam learned more about Felix’s and Ivan’s side
of the story. They had not been aware of the exorcism business and both agreed
it sounded challenging. With skill Felix skirted around the why she and
Alan had gotten into it. Sam could tell they had both picked up on her
hesitation and was grateful for their restraint.


The stories they shared sounded fascinating and for a time kept her from
dwelling on her brother. They encountered strange creatures, monsters unheard
of like graffs, hobbs and lambas. There were also vampires and wights and
trolls and many more in between. Ivan in particular seemed to find these jobs
exhilarating.


Felix told her that Ivan’s boss, Hadger, paid rewards of ten thousand
dollars or more for killing possessed people. Ivan offered to wire the bounty
to her, but Sam declined. She wanted nothing to remind her of the previous
night.


“Then perhaps you’ll take this,” said Felix. Out of his jacket pocket,
he pulled out a bundle of cash wrapped in a rubber band. “It’s a little over
two grand. I pulled it off the host’s body.”


She wanted to pass as well but forced herself to take it with a grateful
nod. Alan would have done it. Nothing had changed in terms of why they had
gotten themselves in this mess in the first place. 


During the long moments of silence, Sam thought about Cully, about his
odd mood swings and the strange jobs. She wondered why Cully (and the creature)
deceived her and Alan rather than taking their souls when they visited the
church. The two men had no answers for her.


“That’s about it for us,” said Felix a full hour later. Ivan nodded.
“Thank you for your hospitality, even if it was... involuntary.” His eyes
regained some of their sparkle. “Our hotel is on the other side of town and we
didn’t want to leave before getting confirmation.”


“I understand. For what is worth, I like to think I would’ve given
permission if I’d known.” She paused. “And if I’d been conscious.”


Ivan grinned at her. His teeth were blocky and yellow. The three of them
stood up. Felix and Ivan began collecting their things while Sam carried the
empty soda cans to the trash.


“Well,” said Felix as Sam held the door open for them. “I wish we’d met
under different circumstances, but it has been a pleasure.”


“Yes,” agreed Ivan. He laid a huge hand on her shoulder and gave her a
friendly squeeze. “Thank you. I will not forget good doing and sacrifice. This
I promise.”


Ivan walked down the dozen steps and got into the truck. She and Felix
watched him go.


“He seems nice,” offered Sam. “A bit odd–and big–but nice.”


Felix laughed. “He is. Before I go, Sam, can I ask you one last thing?”


“Sure.”


“What do you do for a living?”


“I, uh...” Sam thought about her short-lived career as an interior
decorator, followed by cursing houses and exorcising them. “I guess I’m between
jobs at the moment.”


Felix pulled out his wallet and fished through it. He presented her with
a white business card.


“I noticed your interest in Ivan’s stories,” he said. “There’s lots to
do out there. The pay is substantial and you answer to no one. Some people
enjoy that.”


Sam took the card but remained silent. Felix grinned at her and showed
her his right hand. The tip of his forefinger began smoldering. She managed not
to flinch as heat washed over her face.


“And if you ever want to find out how far you can push your talent, give
me a call.”


Sam closed the door behind her and leaned against it for a moment. She
heard the truck’s engine growl down the street until it blended with the sound
of distant traffic. In a daze, she stuck the business card in her pocket.


She walked over to the pantry. Alan’s silver coin and the card in her
pocket pressed against her thigh through the thin fabric of her jeans. The tin
can that contained the thirteen thousand dollars sat in its drawer. She added
the two grand and made a mental note to stop by the bank.


Plopping down on the couch, Sam emptied her pockets. She fingered her brother’s
coin. This time she felt a subtle buzz against her skin and smiled. Tricky
bastard.


On the reverse of the business card, a scorch mark in the shape of a
thumbs-up stared back at her. She snorted, picked it up and flipped it over. In
typed print, the front read:


 


Felix Tan


Wards, Curses & Enchantments


 


Sam squinted at the hand-written scrawl on the bottom.


You won’t regret it.











TO FORGET


 







Jack Lawson


 


 


“In vacant or in pensive mood, 

They flash upon that inward eye 

Which is the bliss of solitude; 

And then my heart with pleasure fills, 

And dances with the daffodils.”


-
William Wordsworth, Daffodils


 


In the dream it is summer. There is a house in a field of swaying
golden-yellow wheat, Victorian and old. Its eaves are choked with leaves and
toys litter the steps leading up to the front door. Chimes rattle as a cold
wind sweeps across the fields. Hobs shivers and pulls his windbreaker close. He
knows this is a dream, because he has no beard, and he feels no pain from years
of wandering the streets. In the dream he has a home, and a wife, and a son. 


He knows what waits inside this house and he knows how
the dream ends.


He walks away from the solitary door frame sitting in
the grass. He knows that the door leads to the city, from a busy metropolitan
intersection to a world of sunlight. Hobs smiles in spite himself. Magic.


Pastel colored trains litter the steps leading up to
the front door. The door itself is painted robins’ egg blue and the screen is
worn. Hobs pushes inside, he knows the route by heart; up the winding
staircase, past the vase on the landing and the painting of a ship at sea,
along a corridor with the sun room on one side and the guest room on the other.
Hobs can hear Sabiem working but the sun room is silent, and Hobs knows that it
shouldn’t be.


He can hear himself call out a name, blurred by time
and sadness. Then he turns the door handle to the sun room and sees the body.
His sons’ eyes are mercifully closed and, even though it’s a dream, Hobs
screams. He cradles the small body and hears Sabien enter the room. He hears
his boy’s godfather swear and he hears himself let loose a string of words,
angry and wracked with grief. 


Then his hands are around Sabien’s throat and his
friend, his old, negligent, magically gifted friend, blasts him halfway across
the room in a torrent of wind. Hobs can’t even fight back. His magic is weak
and playful, not strong and vengeful. Sabien is crying and Hobs doesn’t care.
He conjures animals anyway. Dozens of immaterial, glowing spirits swarm around
Sabien, cursing him in Hobs’ own voice.


Suddenly the room is empty, as is the way with dreams.
Sabien is gone and Hobs is looking at an empty sun-dappled patch of carpet. An
orange terrier sits at his side, its tail between its legs. Hobs can hear the
creaking of wood behind him as the old house exhales and speaks in the voice of
old smoke. 


“It was an accident,” the voices whisper.


“I know,” replies Hobs. “It doesn’t make it easier.” 


The dream breaks into a thousand dark shards,
glittering in a great expanse filled with dancing, mask wearing figures.



 

*~*~*~*



 

Hobs wakes to the feeling of rain splattering his face, the dream fresh
and vivid in his mind. Above him the sky cracks grey and deep, flanked by the
receding silhouettes of rooftops. Rubbing his face Hobs pushes himself up by
the elbows. A quick glance around him ascertains his location as his second
favorite doorway in the city. Good for warm weather, not so much for an
unexpected rainfall. By habit, Hobs tries to gather warmth into his hands to
shape himself a friend for the day. Sparks gutter in his hands and for a moment
he sees a bird, a sparrow, take shape. Then the sparks fold back into his
palms. Hobs can’t bring himself to feel disappointed. 


Eyes crinkling Hobs directs accusatory looks at the
clouds high above him, as if they might be to blame. Sudden rains are often a
sign of unrest, or so the dollar store fortune tellers on Dolly Lane say. That
some of them are descended from seer trolls, or claim to be, adds some credence
to their predictions. It also explains the smell all along that particular
block. Seeing nothing better to do, Hobs stands, one hand steadying himself
against the wall, and decides to go ask one of them about the sudden rain. Hobs
rolls his shoulders. The left one protests slightly and he decides not to push
it today. 


The rain begins to pick up and Hobs hurries out of his
doorway and down the alley. His boots, once fine leather, are now brown and
pockmarked by frequently inclement weather. He flips up the collar of his great
coat as he shuffles out of the mouth of an alley, a regular one unlike the
myriad of hidden passages in the city, and into a horde of passing people. The
walls and buildings are all grey, but the people are different.


He sees art students, vintage sneakers waterlogged and
rat like. Business people with their earphones in and the world tuned out, and
kids clustered in tight knit groups of friends. Then there are children
laughing with their parents on a rainy day, jumping in puddles, and soaking the
shins of passersby. There are umbrellas in a thousand different colors, bent
like the broken leaves of a stained glass tree. Hobs smiles, but his heart sits
heavy and leaden in his chest.


He thrusts his hand into the pockets of his coat and
feels dry lint, a lighter, some coins, and, of course, an old worn stick. 


One count of jaywalking later Hobs is across the
street and pressing his hands against the worn brick of the wall next to a
bakery that sells bread for seven dollars a loaf. He can feel brick move
underneath his fingers. The spellwork on the wall shields him from view.
Although his magic is... gone Hobs can still feel it, and it can feel him. Hobs
moves his hands in a wide oval, large enough to step through. Then he moves his
hands down to the center of the wall and pushes. His hands sink slowly into the
brick to his wrists, then his elbows. Electricity runs through Hobs’ joints as
the brick folds away from his hands, leaving an archway just big enough for him
to duck his frame through. Writing is scrawled around the edges in a language
Hobs can vaguely recognize from Sabien’s old books. Hobs reflexively clenches
his fists at the thought of the other wizard, then forcibly releases them.


Shaking himself, Hobs walks through the archway and
into a marginally brighter street. The road is paved, but the buildings are all
particle board and wooden planking from the early 1900s. Oil lamps glow from
the inky, almost aquatic darkness inside the houses. From the corner of his eye
Hobs thinks that he can see bubbles floating past the lamp light and something
that looks like a fin. 


In the shade of a loading bay for an old fish packing
plant four other masses of rags gather around a burning fire. They are safe
from the rain, hidden beside the faded colors of milk crates. 


“...no, no. You have to ask for new strings.” One of
them says. “You play too nice, Grant.”


The man across from the speaker shakes his head back
and forth, his eyeglasses dented and taped. “I’m not that good, Joe.”


Hobs slips the stick into his pocket, shambles closer,
and raises his hand in greeting. They nod and one of them, a woman underneath
the grime, smiles widely. Her teeth are missing, but she might have been pretty
once.


“Why if it isn’t old Hobs.” Her voice is cracked and
broken. Some string cut and burned. “Come on in over the threshold there, I can
vouch for you.” 


Hobs studies her and smiles underneath his beard. “Hello,
Lou.” His voice is older than it was in his dream, though not that much time
has passed.


“Pull up then, good to meet you,” says Grant. He
squints through his glasses and rubs the corner of his eyes, which are a
peculiar green color. “Think I’ve seen you around, been here long?”


Lou coughs, it might be a laugh. “Been around long?
Dear, didna you hear me call him Old? Why, he’s older than me!”


“You aint that old, Lou,” mutters Joe.


“She always says that,” Hobs cuts in. “This old bird’s
just fond of her jokes, and shiny things.”


“You charmer!” Lou slaps Hobs in the arm lightly and
Hobs flinches, more at the unexpected contact than any discomfort. “I’m not
that old. I’ve got experience. Seasoned, is the word.” Lou fumbles a cigarette
from her high-collared jacket and lights it with a snap of her fingers. Her
nails are long, sharp and black. Beneath the collar Hobs can see black feathers
ringing her neck. Blue smoke floats dreamily across the air. It tickles Hobs’
nose. Out of politeness he tries not to sneeze.


“Never did figure out that trick of yours, Lou. Like
magic it is,” says Joe.


She smiles. “Not the real McCoy, dear. It’s Hagraven’s
stuff. I have old fingers and old hands. The life’s gone out of them and
sometimes burns off me fingertips.” She looks sideways at Hobs. “Whatever
happened to that terrier of yours? Get lost?”


Hobs shifts uncomfortably. “No, just gone away for a
while.”


Silence settles amongst the three of them. The beating
of the rain is drumming a steady rhythm against steel and brick. Hobs stares
into the fire. His hands are outstretched almost cupping the flames. 


“You know, I heard something the other day.” Hobs
looks up at the fourth, previously silent member of the other drifters. “They
say some kid’s been wandering around out here. Lost.”


“Oh.” Hobs stares at the man across from him. He’s
young, long black hair, sharp features with a recently broken nose. He screams
runaway. Hobs has always been good at reading people. It’s how he knows that
Lou is more bird than human and that this kid probably read the wrong kinds of
books about magic. Admittedly his tight jeans and chains are a bit of a
giveaway.


“This rain is a terrible sign, isn’t it? Some kids
shows up, then the sky breaks into bits. You’ve been here a while right? What
do you think his chances are?” The teen, because that’s what Hobs is sure he is
now, leans forward slightly. Clearly waiting for an answer.


“I don’t know.” Hobs answers honestly. “Watch
yourselves though. Something about today isn’t sitting right with me.” Hobs
retracts his hands from the flame.


Grant nods and puts a hand on his shoulder. “It was
good meeting you, Hobs. Take care in this rain.”


“Sure thing.” Hobs turns and steps off the loading
bay.


“Hey Hobs!” Hobs turns back towards the bay. Lou has
stepped forward out from underneath the awning. Raindrops splash down the sides
of her face. “Gonna save this one too?”


Instead of answering Hobs turns back around and pushes
down another side street. He moves deeper in through narrower and narrower
buildings, slowly, methodically. Then he leans against a wall and exhales long
and slow. He pulls the stick from his pocket and stares at it. Somehow it feels
warm in the rain. The sensation is almost indistinguishable from the pulsing of
blood in his veins. 


He concentrates for a long moment. Willing the blood
forward through his skin and into the wood. An ache builds deep inside of him,
then goes out. Nothing happens. Hobs staggers away from the building, winded
and tired.


The walls are closer this far into the tangled maze of
streets. Familiar worn stone stretches in every direction. More medieval than
modern. Slightly recessed wooden doors hang onto the walls and there’s
stillness in the air. Hobs moves through a stone archway and comes to a courtyard.
Off to the side is a flight of stairs leading to a door. His door. Hobs stops
in his tracks and stares forward.


A bench sits on the ground in front of an oak. Its
rusted metal legs tangled with the roots of the tree. Leaves always fall here,
soft curves nestling into the cracks of the flag stone reaching every which
way. But on the bench is a boy. Young, eight or nine at the oldest. His hair is
dark and tousled and Hobs steps forward. There is a thrum in the air. Something
bright waking up. 


Something about the cadence of his breathing reminds
Hobs of another small child from years ago. The features are familiar too, but
different enough that he wouldn’t notice them in a crowd. Warning bells ring in
Hobs’ head, but his concern quickly overwhelms his fears and he steps forward
guardedly. 


As he gets closer Hobs notices how skinny the boy is.
He is wearing baggy jeans and a thread-bare green sweater. Hobs shakes the
boy’s shoulder gently. The child mumbles sleepily and looks up. His eyes are
grey and sad. The rain keeps falling, harder now. The leaves offer some
protection but not enough. Hobs pulls back and stands awkwardly a few feet away
from the bench.


“It’s raining.” Hobs’ tone is uncertain, and quiet
enough he can hardly hear himself speak.


The child nods once. “Hi.” His voice is even quieter
than Hobs’. 


“Do you-” Hobs looks at the floor. “Do you want to get
out of the rain?”


A small smile smoothes itself across the boy’s face.
“I’d like that.”


Hobs offers his hand and the boy takes it. Together they
walk to Hobs’ door and sit underneath the awning. It’s better than underneath
the tree, but colder because of the stone. The child stares ahead at the rain
trickling down the steps.


“You’re lost,” Hobs says.


“I am,” says the boy.


“Do you have a name?” Hobs fiddles with a thread at
the end of his coat.


“I-I think so.” The child looks down at his shoes.
Both are worn out, the left one especially.


“Do you have a home?” Hobs rolls his wand out of his
pocket and into his hand.


The boy stares at a puddle gathering by a drain in the
corner of the stair. “I don’t know.”


The thrum passes through the air again this time. The
feeling skitters across Hobs’ brain. It’s like the light touch of fingers
dancing across a table. It brings to mind memories of birds and forest animals
for birthday parties and games of tag. Slowly, it fills him with confidence. 


Hobs lets the feeling move through him and swishes his
stick, his focus, once. Orange-red light gathers in the stair, shining warmly
on all the walls. The child looks up, his eyes wide and fascinated. Then the
light is gone into a shape. A golden butterfly, trailing sparks and soothing
warmth. It lands on the back of the boy’s hand then flies up and into the sky.
The rain is left sparkling with a dearth of warm colors.


“Wow.” The awe in the boy’s voice carries over the
sound of the rain. Hobs can’t help but start to smile.


Hobs nods his head once. “It’s all I can do.”


“I-” The child looks up at Hobs, grey eyes somehow
bright. “Someone called me Urchin yesterday.”


“That’s a good name,” says Hobs.


“It is?” Urchin’s gaze is unwavering. There’s another
thrum. It shudders through the air.


“I think so,” says Hobs.


“What’s your name?” Urchin asks. 


“Hobs, it’s Hobs.”


“Can you help me get home?” 


“I will,” says Hobs.


Urchin bundles himself into a corner and Hobs leans
back against his door. Hobs thinks about the house from what feels like so long
ago, his doubt, his regret. He thinks about that old friend who always seemed
more capable until he was trusted with something human. He flips his wand into
the air, a lazy corkscrew, and snaps it back into his hand. Hobs sighs and
stretches out his feet. 


Hobs is not an academic. Once upon a time he was a
father and a conjurer, but never a strong wizard. He isn’t sure if he can help
Urchin, but he knows someone who probably can. Hobs resists the urge to dig his
nails into his palms. Instead he looks at the child curled into the corner next
to him. Then Hobs rolls over and closes his eyes. 


Eventually they sleep. Hobs dreams the same dream.
Urchin does not dream at all.


 


*~*~*~*


 


When they wake the sun is hidden behind clouds and behind buildings.
Soft light traces the curves of the rooftops across from Hobs and Urchin,
highlighting the decaying stone. Hobs blinks twice and inhales sharply. The air
is charged with impending rain. For now though, it is dry which means that it’s
time to find Carasole.


Once, long ago, Hobs knew a real wizard. He was
someone who could make the impossible, plausible, and twist the worn fabric of
the world. The wizard had been young then, but more powerful than Hobs. His
skin had been inked in two dozen colors. Every inch of him had been covered
with words. Powerful words that almost burned the air with their intensity. 


Hobs only has his one word. Dance.


Carasole knows where Sabien is, and Hobs knows where
Carasole will be on a day like today.


Urchin is still sleeping, curled further into the
corner with his sweater pulled higher on his neck. Hobs’ coat is warm and he
feels unexpected guilt. He pokes Urchin in the side gently. The boy rolls over
and groggily opens one eye. 


“It’s time to go,” says Hobs.


Urchin stretches and yawns, rubbing his eyes as he
does so. “Ok.”


“You’re not going to complain?” Hobs stands and
stretches. His spine lets loose a litany of complaints.


“Why would I complain?” Urchin mirrors Hobs and
stands. He even stretches the same way. 


“Most kids your age are like that. Complaining.” Hobs
frowns. “How old did you say you were?”


Urchin’s eyes are the color of a storm. “I don’t
know.”


“Oh.” Hobs looks up the stairs again and climbs them,
Urchin at his heels. “I suppose that’s alright.”


“How old are you?” Urchin asks.


“Old, very old,” says Hobs. 


Urchin wrinkles up his face. “You don’t look that
old.”


“Wizards never look old,” Hobs says, nose in the air.
He squints at Urchin from the corner of his eyes and his beard shuffles upwards
into a smile. “Never learned about Wizards before have you?”


“No. Oh. Oh!” Urchin bounces on the spot. “Can you
teach me?”


A breath catches in Hobs throat and he coughs. His
memories of another child, his child, bubble across his mind. He smiles anyway.
“I think so. C’mon we’re going to see another wizard.”


They step out onto the courtyard and Hobs navigates
them past the oak and through another thin alley-way. Colored lanterns hang on
some of the wooden doors. Their hues are faded after a long night of burning.
Hobs can see the small fluttering of wings against the glass.


“Is he just as good as you?” Urchin asks. “How do we
find him?”


“Better, actually,” Hobs says. “And we find him by
talking to an old friend, who’s hiding behind an even older door.”


“Oh, cool.” Urchin goes to ask another question. Hobs
raises a finger to his lips and puts a hand out. They stop at the entrance to a
set of winding stairs, running past thin houses and flower boxes.


“Grab the hem of my coat for now. I need to focus.”
Hobs looks down at Urchin as the boy takes hold of his coat. “If you’re ever
scared just grab on tight.”


Urchin nods and looks down. Hobs sighs and pulls his
wand out of his pocket. Moments later an orange terrier is skipping at his
feet. Its tongue lolls and its eyes dance with intelligence. It chases its tail
in between Urchin’s legs and the boy giggles. A thrum passes through the air.
Hobs flourishes his wand and conjurers more apparitions – bright green
butterflies, shining violet birds. He sets them flying around Urchin playfully.
Some of the birds begin to sing a lullaby. 


Once Hobs had loved magic. For years after the death
of his son it was hard, impossible, to bring his animals into the world. Hobs
finds himself smiling as Urchin and the terrier dance. He had forgotten what it
felt like. 


Hobs pockets his wand, closes his eyes, and walks
forward. He feels his blood sing and he pushes out. Through the thin soles of
his shoes he feels the cobblestone change, becoming aged. Grit from a hundred
years of traveler’s dust adding a fine layer to their surfaces. As he walks it
changes further, becomes even older. Right. Left. Left. Through another
archway. Down another alley.


Hobs’ magic is small, but it is useful. Quite often it
shows him where to go.


The path changes again, subtly this time. It is oldest
here. The sound of a dog snapping echoes across the back of Hobs mind and
Urchin’s hand is gone from his coat. His eyes open. The terrier snaps at
Urchin, who clenches his fists and kicks.


“Hey! Stupid dog!” Urchin’s foot travels clean through
the terrier’s side and, shortly afterwards, so too does the rest of him. The
terrier retreats to the wall and begins to whine. Before he’s even realized it,
Hobs bangs both knees to the pavement and catches Urchin as he falls. The boy
lets out a mute ‘oof’ and stares up at Hobs with wide eyes. Hobs starts to
laugh and Urchin turns a startling shade of red.


“It’s not my fault! He moved!” Urchin scrunches up his
face and works himself free from Hobs’ arms. Hobs, fighting another budding
laugh, stands.


“Is that why your foot went right through him?” Hobs
inquires, a grin slinking out from underneath his beard.


“Yes! No.” Urchin kicks the dirt, clearly not having
learned his lesson. “I don’t know! I just fell!”


Hobs ruffles Urchin’s hair and smiles, crinkling the
crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. “That’s because my little friend there
isn’t much more than light. Like fireworks, but safer.”


“Fireworks?” Urchin mutters. “I don’t get it.”


“It’s like-” Hobs runs a hand through his beard. “-
kicking smoke. It’s there and it might look scary, or angry... especially if
I’m not paying attention to what it’s doing,” Hobs says, gesturing at the
depressed terrier sitting against the wall, “but it can’t hurt you and you
can’t hurt it.”


“So... I shouldn’t have tried to kick it?” Urchin
asks, gracing Hobs with a modicum more eye contact.


Hobs chuckles. “Probably not. Promise not to hurt my
friends again?” Hobs extends his pinky finger to Urchin.


Urchin stares at it for a second, clearly confused.
Then he brightens and shakes Hobs’ whole hand. “Promise!” 


As Urchin lets go Hobs feels the residual tingle of
magic. Hobs smiles, then realizes that he’ll have to explain magic to Urchin at
some point; the spell casting, potion crafting, wand waving, and promise
making. Especially the binding powers of the last one, one could never be too
careful, when making agreements with creatures of magic.


Hobs coughs to conceal another laugh. “Good enough.” 


Urchin looks at the Door sitting in front of them. Its
paint is green and peeling. To the untrained eye, thinks Hobs, it looks
completely unremarkable. Well, to the trained eye it looks unremarkable still,
but that’s beside the point. Hobs pulls a set of skeleton keys from the inside
pocket of his pocket and thumbs through them. He grabs the one with a green tag
stuck onto it. 


“Where does this door go?” Urchin asks. “A building?”


“Two questions in one sentence? You’re getting
better.” Hobs nudges Urchin slightly in the arm. “These things are all over the
place. This one opens up onto a rooftop some miles from here.”


“How?” Urchin pokes the door with an inquisitive
finger.


“Magic.” Hobs pointedly avoids meeting Urchin’s
annoyed stare. “I don’t know how it works myself. But it takes us through
another place to get to where we want to go. A shortcut.” 


“Will it take long?” Urchin asks, with a tremor in his
voice.


“No time at all. It doesn’t even really exist when
you’re moving from door to door. It’s kind of fun actually.” Hobs grins.
“You’ll probably see some strange things when we open the door, but they’re all
much too strong to take notice of us. We’re like ants.” Urchin looks
increasingly scared. Hobs clears his throat and continues.“Tiny, sneaky,
resourceful, ants who have absolutely nothing to worry about.”


“You’re not very good at explaining things.” Urchin
sniffs.


“I’m a touch out of practice,” replies Hobs. He looks
askance at Urchin then quietly unsummons the terrier and his other conjurations
with a burst of will. “Do you want to know what they’re called? They’ve got a
silly name.”


Urchin, still eyeing Hobs suspiciously, nods once. 


“They’re called dancers. Because, well, they look like
they’re dancing.” Hobs scratches his nose. “Sabien knows much more about them,
but they aren’t human and that makes them beautiful.”


Urchin giggles. “Hobs! That’s not true.”


“It is! Cross my heart.” Hobs covers his heart with
both hands. “Ready?”


Instead of answering, Urchin grabs the hem of Hobs’
coat. 


“Hold on tight,” Hobs says.


Hobs clicks the green key into the lock and opens the
door to total darkness. Stars glitter in the distance in strange colors. Some
are too blue to be red and others are too purple to be white. Thinking about
them too long makes Hobs’ head hurt. All of them are beautiful and very, very
far away. 


They step through the door and it closes behind them,
putting everything into shadow and strange, distant lights. Urchin makes a
small noise and clutches Hobs’ overcoat even more tightly. The silence is
deafening. The shadows split around them and shapes emerge, translucent and
strange. They slip from cracks in the shade and burn with the same strange colors
of far away stars. They cavort and laugh. Their voices cut through the silence
at odd angles, sometimes loud and close or quiet and far off. Once Hobs swears
he can hear their voices inside his head and he begins to walk faster, Urchin
trailing behind him. He hears crushing deafness in one ear and soft murmuring
in another. He can hear conversations in ancient languages, ancient, dead
languages. 


The shapes move closer. Their faces are masks made up
of spiraling nebulas. Their bodies are lanky and asymmetrical – intensity
dimming and brightening like the beating of a heart. They move in packs, with
other dancers the same colors of mask-nebulas joining them.


Some pass in front of them, laughing and shouting.
Others slink by, fists clenched and bleeding anger in bright plumes of
psychedelic color. Hounds, animals, people – there are as many of them as
grains of sand on the beach, all are disproportionate and strange. Amongst the
carnival of dancers there are flashes of rage and loneliness. One with a frosty
blue mask-nebula evaporates into lines of ice which trace over the limbs of
another yellow faced dancer, restraining it and sending out a melodic wail.
Hidden beneath the colors Hobs begins to see violence, a lonely green dancer
crying tears of stardust over the body of one of its fellows. A brother
perhaps, if the dancers have brothers.  


Hobs looks away and keeps walking through the shadows
and riotous colors. He concentrates and pushes forward, shedding darkness away
from them. Slowly, the anti-space creates the outline of another door and Hobs
walks through.  


Sunlight explodes across the sky as the world rushes
back into focus. Arrayed in front of them is a skyline. In the distance are
large office buildings. Their panes of glass shine brightly in the noonday sun.
Hobs counts the hours. Three lost, not especially bad considering they crossed
half the city. The crumpled Victorian buildings and winding paths leading to
his door are miles away. Urchin lets go of Hobs’ coat and he can hear a chorus
of ‘wows!’ from behind him. He nudges Urchin again and points to a sunlit
figure at the edge of the roof. The roof’s gravel crunches underfoot as Hobs
makes his way away from the stairwell behind them. Sitting there, legs
dangling, is Carasole. Hobs and Urchin stop a few feet away and Hobs clears his
throat.


Carasole turns his head slowly. His coat is buttoned
high and his hat is floppy. Little stones hang from it by black threads. The
innumerable rocks in his pockets clank as he hefts himself up wards to face
Urchin and Hobs. A finely woven basmati rice bag covers his face, tucked into
the collar of his coat. He raises a gloved hand in greeting. More stones are
tied around his fingers.


“Hobs,” A small cloud of dust, like a breath, passes
through the mesh of the bag. “Good to see you, I was just sitting.”


“And thinking, Carasole?” Asks Hobs.


The corners of the bag twitch upwards. “And thinking.
Who’s this little wanderer you have here? He seems to be awfully far from
home.”


“You know where I’m from?” Urchin looks at Carasole
with interest and not a hint of fear. 


“Well, I could. I know when you’re from. Out of time
and... My. My, my, my.” Carasole wheezes spastically, dust billowing around
him. Only from a long association does Hobs recognize it as a chuckle.


Hobs waits for him to quiet down. “I’m looking for
Sabien. You don’t happen to know where he is, do you?”


“Right now? No.” Carasole draws a finger shallowly
across the inside of his arm. A nervous tick. “I believe Richard is holding open
that particular door these days.”


“I haven’t met him before,” Hobs admits.


“Shame. He was a wonderful fellow when he was alive.
Death has improved his disposition.” Carasole curls a finger at the two of
them. “It’s going to rain soon, if you’re offering anything for a ride you’d
better speak soon.”


“A favor.” Hobs scratches his beard idly and places a
hand on Urchin’s shoulder. “I promised I’d get the boy home.”


“Deal.” Carasole’s bag stretches widely to the side.
“It’s good to see you acting like a wizard again. Hurry now, I can’t get wet
and you’ve got someone on your heels. Grab a string, each of you.”


“Wait, what?” Hobs raises a hand. “Someone’s following
us?”


Carasole rolls his shoulder in a way that indicates he
probably doesn’t have any bones. “Not us, you.” He points a finger at Urchin.
“How you got the attention of a dancer I’ll never know. They don’t notice
anything.”


Hobs can see the color drain from Urchin’s face. An
angry retort sits at the back of his throat, then Urchin beats him to it. “You
bag of dust! Everyone knows we’re like ants to the dancers!”


Hobs and Carasole both regard Urchin blankly for a
moment. Then Carasole begins to wheeze and Hobs puts his head in his hands.


“Where have I heard that before?” Carasole gets out
from in between gasps. “Your boy I believe, Hobs? Years ago now?”


Hobs stifles a wince of pain. “Probably. Sabien used
to say things like that, I guess it rubbed off on me. He taught me quite a lot
of bad habits.”


“Well then, this bag of dust-” Carasole gives his best
impression of looking menacingly in Urchin’s direction, the effect spoiled by
his lack of eyes “-should be getting you out of here before company arrives and
I get turned into a sandbag instead of a windbag.”


Hobs and Urchin each grab a string hanging off the
side of Carsole’s coat. Then the world begins to spin. Great clouds of sand
blast the roof, winds stir the air. Carasole begins to talk quietly to himself
as the world melts into nothing more than a smeared oil painting. The skyline
is gone, replaced by a whirling sandstorm. Urchin’s hand has slipped into Hobs’
own. The sand stings Hobs’ eyes. Somewhere in the storm he can see the
silhouette of wings stretching out against the sky. Huge wings, colossal and
feathered a dark drown. The ground disappears and Hobs can feel sand beneath
his shoes.


Then as quickly as the storm has come it is gone.
Carasole sits crouched on a dumpster next to sacks of day old bagels. He turns
his head to the sky and the bag tightens across his face. Hobs straightens and
checks Urchin. The boy is flush, and his eyes are dancing. Hobs feels a smile
tug at the corner of his mouth. He remembers teaching his son about magic.
Carasole snaps his fingers sharply. Hobs turns to face him as the first
droplets start to fall.


“I have to go Hobs. You owe me two for this.” Carasole
twitches and his head swivels to the sky. He raises a hand and sand shakes from
his coat as he moves. “That was a mistake. I shouldn’t have tried to move you
so fast.”


“Did you attract attention?” Hobs asks.


“You already had its attention, I don’t know how but
it latched onto me as I left. It must have followed you from that door.”
Carasole shifts restlessly. “You did lock it didn’t you?”


“No... no I didn’t,” Hobs says quietly. “Normally you
don’t have to.”


“There’s nothing normal about this boy, or your
situation.” Carasole sighs. Hobs can smell Nile grasses, water, and the desert.
“You need to get out of here, my storm is confusing for anyone not of the sand
and dancers aren’t really of anything in the first place. He’ll be tied up but
not for long


“Head East, away from me. Find the Boulevard, you know
- the nasty one. Your friend is catching up much more quickly than I would’ve
thought.” Carasole leans forward, the rain chiming against his stones as if
they were bells. “I’ll send you on your way as quickly as I can.”


Hobs is silent for a moment. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” Carasole inhales deeply and blows
dust across the face of the alley. Hobs feels it sink into his skin. His lungs
fill with air and a desire to run. Simple magic, old and wrapped in dying
traditions. It comforts Hobs, who has always loved old things. “Go, find
people. He won’t follow you there. I’ll let Richard know you’re coming, if I
can.”


There’s a hiss of displaced air as Carasole vanishes.
Hobs grabs Urchin’s hand and runs. The streets stretch into streaking blue and
grey blurs. Rain splatters against Hobs’ beard and his eyes, staining the
lapels of his great coat. Urchin is at his side, running much faster than a boy
his age should be able to. Hobs’ legs have never been so strong. The two of
them twist and turn through more streets, stray cats passing by them and
running for cover from the rain. Somewhere in the distance the sound of car
horns split the air. At the end of the alleyway Hobs can see lights and people.
Umbrellas are being opened cautiously into the wind. Hobs can see the faces,
even from this distance. He can see the stenciled glow of brick lines in the
air, making the exit of the alley a one-way mirror.


Then Hobs feels the air bend, some great magical force
pushing down with all of its weight against reality. Distantly he can feel the
barriers keeping the non-magical away from invisible streets, and places out of
time. They snap back into place and the rain freezes in mid-air for an instant.


Lightning strikes the ground in front of Hobs. It
sends him stumbling into a pile of garbage with Urchin in tow. Instead of
falling hard and breaking something they roll and glide off the surface.
Carasole’s spell rights them and in a moment they are moving again. Hobs
chances a glance backwards as the spell begins to slip from his skin and the
power of air escape from his lungs. A figure is standing in the alley. Its
white pinhole eyes are focused on him and its mask is a solid mass of green
plant growth. The rest of him is shadow and thorn. The ground beneath his feet
crawls with vines and small blue flowers. Lightning flashes again. The mask is
an inch from Hobs’ face.


Hobs spins and throws Urchin behind him. Then he does
the only thing he knows how. His wand explodes in a nova of colors. Animals
flood the space between the Stranger and himself. A wall of swirling birds
separates the two of them. The Stranger rips a yellow lion to shreds and
recoils as if in pain. He swings both arms forward. They elongate into whips.
The thorns on its arms swell, expand, and crush a dozen conjurations into
orange vapor. The Stranger recoils again, sharper this time and a hand clutches
the side of his mask. He stomps one foot against the ground. Spears of wood rip
through the pavement and impale a pair of coyotes mid leap. The walls bleed
moss and vines as brick shatters, ageing aeons in only moments. Another javelin
spears two more birds, and the Stranger’s knotted mask forms a mouth. 


It screams. The sound is awful, heartbroken, lost, and
completely alone. A wave of force blows Hobs backwards. Carasole’s spell
collapses completely and Hobs hits the ground rolling. He’s almost at the edge
of the alley now. The Stranger is kneeling on the ground with his head in his
hands. Rain drips off the warped contours of his mask and Hobs is, somehow,
reminded of tears. Hobs doesn’t understand why his magic is hurting this...
thing, but he knows that his only chance is to run.


Hobs wrenches his gaze away and stumbles backwards. A
razor thin line of shadow slams into his side and Hobs tumbles out of the alley
and onto the sidewalk, brick lines stretching as he rolls through them. He
skids, and bites his tongue as he rolls, tasting blood. People avoid him as he
rights himself shakily. He hopes he doesn’t have blood in his beard. Hobs
eyeballs the entrance to the alley. The Stranger and all the damage he wrought
are hidden from view. Most of the alleys in the city lead to strange places.
Some take him to Victorian Houses, others to ramparts and ruined keeps.
Fortunately, not everyone can see these places. Only wizards and those who
travel amongst them.


Urchin is standing next to a garbage can, his eyes
wide. Hobs limps over to him, favoring his left leg. He sees tears gathering in
the corners of Urchin’s eyes and looks to the sky for something to say. Hobs
stops halfway up. Across the street is a hot dog stand. 


Urchin grabs Hobs’ hand and looks at the ground, his
hair hiding his eyes. Hobs swallows and leads them across the street as the
light turns green. They shuffle underneath the yellow plastic canopy of the hot
dog stand and Hobs riffles through his pocket. He feels the coins and pulls
them out. He counts them as Urchin clings to his arm. Then he orders a hot dog
and kneels down next to the boy.


“Are you ok?” Urchin’s voice is quiet, and scared.


“Yes, I am.” Hobs doesn’t mention that he isn’t sure
why the stranger reacted to his conjurations that way. His animals have never
been able to hurt anyone. They’ve always just been playmates for children and a
way to brighten a lonely day.


“Good, I-” Urchin shakes his head. “I didn’t want him
to hurt you and- why would he? I don’t-” Urchin’s tiny fists clench tightly and
Hobs ruffles his hair.


“Was he someone you knew, before you ended up here?”
Hobs voice is cautious. 


“He... he felt familiar.” Urchin looks at the ground.
“Am I a wizard too, Hobs?”


Hobs looks at Urchin and sees all the incongruities
that he had been trying to ignore. The perfect symmetry, the mercurial eyes,
the strange calm. The eerie familiarity.


“No, but I think you’re something just as good.
Whatever that happens to be.” 


Hobs stands and accepts the hot dog from the vendor.
He adds ketchup, mustard, and a bit of relish. He hands it to Urchin and they
both look out into the crowds. As Urchin works on the hotdog Hobs feels another
thrum roll through the rainy air. Across the street he can see the shimmering
of the barrier by the alley they had run from. The entire city is full of bolt
holes, if only you knew where to look. Most of the places Hobs travelled were
displaced out of time, or hidden. He liked the quiet because it made him miss
the people less.


On the rooftops across the street he can see the white
pinhole eyes watching. In between flashes of lightning they bob and weave. It
almost looks like a dance. Hobs rubs the side he fell on when he ran from the
stranger. It aches, though the remnants of Carasole’s magic have made the pain
light. Urchin licks his fingers and looks up at Hobs.


“Are we safe?” Urchin asks.


Hobs thinks about lying. He thinks about his own son,
lost years ago. “Not yet, but we will be. Promise.”


Hobs looks again across the street and the Stranger is
gone from the rooftops. His gaze tracks downwards to the crowded street. Every
flash of green makes his heart leap. Every spot of white sends terror running
through his veins. Then he sees a woman from his dreams. Her hair is long,
braided, and brushed the color of wheat in the noonday sun. Her eyes are the
eyes of his son, grey and laughing. Her smile is the stuff of nightmares,
reminding him of days when it was just him, their child, and the aching loss
after her passing.


Then her face slips away, and he can see those pinhole
eyes watching him the crowd. 


Hobs grabs Urchin’s hand, and runs.



 

*~*~*~*


 


The next barrier takes Urchin and Hobs into a wide, paved avenue. The
ground is slick and gas lamp posts burn glumly along either side of them. Tall
two storey houses sit on either side. The windows are either boarded up or
bolted shut. Dark shapes move in an out of the doorways. They are lumpy and
half-formed, not quite here and not quite there either. Their eyes, gaping
black pits, stare blindly ahead as they snake and ooze across the street. 


Urchin makes a small, scared noise. Hobs waves his
wand in a rough circle and a flock of birds appears. They spin and whirl
through the air forming a dome around the two of them. The colors push away the
shadows and dark ghostly shapes. Hobs doesn’t like coming here, but it’s where
Carasole directed them towards.  


They creep down the lane and Hobs begins to catch
glimpses of fauna. Lichen and moss are covering the walls of closed down shops
and rotting doors off their hinges. Trees are growing through the cracks in
fast forward - saplings growing into trees in the blink of an eye. Soon Hobs
and Urchin are walking through ferns and grass. Flowers of all colors line
their way. Then Hobs glimpses the Stranger. He flits around them, insubstantial
in the rain. His mask is knotted in fear and water drips perpetually from his
eyes. The mouth is still there, but no sound is coming out. The white pin
pricks that make up his eyes leave after images around them and, for a moment,
Hobs sees a hundred Strangers staring at him.


Then they move through a low, beveled archway and a
single house sits before them. The rain fades away and the ground is dry and
safe. A fountain with a faun playing the lute gushes pure, blue water. There’s
no plant growth here, just white marble and iron railings. A deck chair and radio
are set up against a building next to a stained glass window, open and with
curtains ruffling gently. The air by Hobs is still. Sitting in the chair with
his feet propped up on a box is a young man in his late twenties. Hobs and
Urchin approach him and the first strings of jazz waft past Hobs’ ears. 


“Richard?” Hobs asks. “Carasole sent me.”


The man looks at them underneath a fringe of long
hair. “Hobs. Carasole told me you might be coming this way. You’ve brought
something very interesting with you.” He gestures and two more deck chairs
materialize from thin air. “Sit, we’re safe for now.”


Hobs and Urchin take the chairs. As Hobs sits down he
notices that Richard’s clothing is waving back and forth as if caught in a
breeze, just like the curtain to the right of his head. His hair however is
long, immaculate, and completely still. A single bullet hole rests in the
centre of his forehead. Richard’s eyes meet Hobs’ own and he smiles.


“Fell off a roof. A lot of it seemed to stick. Some of
it didn’t.” Richard explains.


“Like being dead.” Hobs adds.


“Precisely.” Richard smiles. “So, who’s this little
guy?”


Urchin jumps. “Oh, I’m Urchin.”


Richard shakes his head. “You’re a strange one. Not at
all like anyone I’ve ever met. Living or dead. You aware of this Hobs?”


“Stop talking, Richard.” Hobs levels a finger at
Richard. “We’re here to get Urchin home. That’s it.”


“That lack of creativity is what stopped you from ever
making anything of yourself.” Hobs glances up. “Or so I hear,” Richard adds.


“Just- just tell me where Sabien’s door is. We don’t
have time.”


Richard studies the air for a moment. Then he pulls
out a pocket watch and observes it briefly. “You’re right. Urchin’s friend is
trying to get in here. I can’t say how much longer I’ll be able to keep him
out.”


The jazz from the radio, Coltrane’s Blue Train,
overtakes their conversation. Urchin is staring at it, transfixed. A thrum
echoes through the air. Richard’s head snap upwards. Hobs feels his magic
surge. 


“Hobs, what was that?” Richard asks quietly.


“It’s - I thought it had to do with my magic coming
back but-” Hobs stops and looks at Urchin listening intently. “It’s nothing.”


“Seriously? I felt that, it has nothing to do with
whatever block you have or had.” Richard scoffs. “Something just changed Hobs,
something big. What have you gotten me involved with?”


Urchin interrupts them before they can continue. “Hey.
Do you have anything for desert, Hobs? I’m hungry again.”


“Here.” Richard cuts across Hobs and hands Urchin a
candy in a metallic gold wrapper. “It’s a Werthers, sort of like butterscotch.”
He looks at Hobs. “Now you’ve been invited in and you’ve had food, you’ll be as
safe as I can make you.”


Urchin takes the candy gingerly and smiles. “Thank
you, I like your music too.”


“Uh, thanks.” The air thrums again, quietly this time.
Richard bolts upright. The chair clatters to the ground behind him. “What-?
How... Hobs he’ll be here in minutes. You need to go.” 


“Richard, that isn’t possible.” Hobs stands as well
and Urchin gravitates to him. Small green sparrows begin to form around Hobs’
feet. “This is your home, your hearth, how can it get in so fast without being
invited in?”


“I don’t know. Probably because-” Richard stops
moving. Completely. He looks at the fountain strangely. Then he looks at
Urchin. “Oh. I see.” 


Richard steps forward and presses a key into Hobs’
hands. As he does so a light wind catches onto Hobs clothes. Then Richard is
striding away from him and the breeze vanishes. Hobs looks at the key. It’s old
and bronze with a red tag and the numbers 111 written on it in black
pen. He considers saying something, questioning Richard further but he is not
sure that he wants answers, just as he was never sure if he should have
listened to Sabien’s excuses.


Urchin is by his side and Hobs stretches his magic
outwards feeling which way to go. To the right of the fountain is a basement.
Through that basement, another door that leads to another street. On that
street a house with red paint and the same number as on the key. Hobs shakes
his head. Then everything breaks.


Trees tear through the beveled archway towards the
fountain and water floods over the top of the roofs. Rain shatters the edges of
Richard’s barrier with a sound like an air raid siren. Lightning destroys the
fountain and the Stranger is left standing in water, a broken lute and the
faun’s head laying at his feet. Richard turns to face the Stranger and a blade,
long and thin, appears in one hand. Behind it all Coltrane still plays, the
radio surrounded by a patch of dry marble. The Stranger lunges across the
ruined fountains at Richard. The blade severs an arm, which explodes into
blood-red roses that take root and grow into a wall that surges forward and
entangles Richard. The Stranger begins to turn, his mask withering and turning
golden at the edges. His eyes are still pin holes of white and he flashes
across towards Hobs. 


A dome of light and sound erupts around Hobs and the
Stranger rears back. Hobs roars and his conjurations mirror his voice in a
hundred dissonant tones. Then Richard barrels into a thorn-riddled, shadowed
side and they tumble into the side of building with explosive force. Hobs
hurries Urchin across the marble and through the basement door. The air there
is musty and filled with dust. The light from Hobs’ creatures casts the
basement in a riot of color and pushes back the dark.


Hobs coughs once and tightens his grip on Urchin’s
shoulder. He feels something sharp there, cutting into his skin and drawing
blood. But he doesn’t look, no time. Instead they run past empty kegs and wine
racks, then up a flight of stairs trailing sparks and dancing fire as they go.
Hobs shoulders open the door and they tumble onto a grass street. 


No road exists here, just weeds and bright green grass
stretching into the distance. Houses stand tall in front of them. Hobs starts
left then goes right as his magic pulls on him. His boots are soaked through as
they run. Flowers sprout and grow underfoot. Hobs can feel more needle-like
shapes pressing into his hand. A line of holes. Next to him he can hear Urchin
crying. The sun is gone from the sky here. Above the sides of the rooftops are
two moons and a great ringed planet. Rain slicks the grass and Hobs pushes on
past grass that is suddenly chest high. 


A furious scream echoes across the grassy road,
flattening grass, and Hobs sees the red building four doors down. Three doors,
two, one. Hobs climbs the stairs in an instant and slams the key into the lock.
One twist and the door is open, Urchin is through, then the door is closed.
Hobs lets go of Urchin for the first time in what seems like years. Bloods
drips on the floor beneath him. He rests his head against the back of the door
breathing long deep breaths. His hand throbs in pain.


Hobs turns and surveys the room. They stand in a clock
tower at twilight. Windows let light in from all sides and a man sits in a
chair at a wooden table, bookshelves lining the walls. A door in the glass
leads out onto a balcony with a work table and numerous potted plants. Hobs
offers his hand to Urchin. He sees the tear stained eyes and the thorns growing
through his skin. Skin that suddenly seems darker than it did this morning.
Urchin accepts Hobs hand and despite the pain both smile. Hobs pulls Urchin to
his feet and they walk across the room to stand next to Sabien’s desk.
Together, staring out into the twilight. Sabien sets his pen down, then stands.
Hobs can see the tattoos creeping out from underneath his shirt. His head is no
longer shaven, but his eyes are still sharp.


“Hobs,” says Sabien.


“Sabien,” says Hobs. “It’s been a while.”


“Yes, it has.” Sabien looks down at Urchin. “It seems
your little friend here is missing some pieces of himself.”


Hobs looks down at Urchin. His face is running thick
with knots – changing. Hobs says nothing and lets Urchin speak. “He’s my
family. We’re the same.”


“Yes, I know.” Sabien nods. “You’re family. Just like
the dancers you saw in the first door, right?”


“They are,” Urchin says. Hobs rests his hand on Urchin’s
head. He can feel the contours of a mask forming at the hair line. 


“But you’re family too aren’t you, Hobs?” Sabien asks,
gesturing at Hobs. Is there a slight tremor to his voice? Hobs doesn’t know,
and maybe the question means something else too. Urchin nods his head and Hobs
feels something tighten inside of him. “But you can’t stay, can you Urchin?
You’re one part of something bigger.”


“I-” Urchin’s eyes are white, not grey. “I am his
past.”


Sabien looks over Hobs’ shoulder. “And what does our
guest have to say?”


“My elder brother is gone.” The Stranger grows out of
the hardwood floor like a blossoming flower. Vines and lichen spread around him
and his mask twists from the thorny darkness of his neck looking downwards,
water still streaming from his eyes. “I need him, we need him.” His voice is
like the rustling of leaves in a summer breeze. Not at all like the screeching
of a storm.


“I don’t want to leave Hobs, he’s my present now.”
Tears stream down Urchin’s face, water gathering at the corners of the knots in
his mask. “He gave us a name! He gave us food! He gave us light! He made you
who you are now too!”


“I know!” The Stranger’s vines writhe forwards, and
Hobs’ wand is in his hands. The vines recoil with something approaching hurt as
the Stranger looks at him. “I know,” he says, voice quiet. “We were broken to
pieces by the others and they sent you here. I-I can’t be alone there.”


Sabien steps forward, his tattoos are glowing lightly
with spell fire. “One of the other dancers attacked you? What happened to your
older brother? Your protector?” Sabien was always the mediator, always there to
step in and straighten people out. No matter how much more powerful they were
than him.


“Gone.” The strangers’ voice scratches like branches
on a window pane. “In the moment that I grieved him my younger brother vanished
as well.”


Urchin squares his shoulders. “We have Hobs now, I
just met him and- ” His mouth is straining to make words as his skin becomes
more and more knotted. 


“I know. He will be a part of you and us, always.” The
Stranger shifts, vines growing restlessly. White, pinhole eyes flit around the
room restlessly and linger on Hobs. Somewhere behind that mask Hobs sees the
same uncertainties hidden in the young boy next to him. But something is missing,
and it hurts him to see. Hobs remembers the old stories, of gods existing
outside of time, broken into pieces to become weak enough to be allowed into
creation. Hobs feels the weight of all of his years upon him. 


“Go.” Hobs pushes Urchin forwards. He tries to smile.
“I’ll miss you.”


Urchin looks at his feet. “I don’t want to go.”


“I don’t want you to go either. Sometimes you have to
do things that you don’t want to,” Hobs says.


“It’s not fair!” The flowers around Urchin wither and
die, transformed into brown husks.


“No, it’s not.”


“I’m scared.” Urchin’s voice is incredibly small, his
eyes face the ground. Hobs can see water gathering in the crevices of the
floor. “You’re a liar, Hobs, you’re a good Wizard.”


“Hey.” Hobs kneels down to face Urchin. “Always keep
your head up.”


Urchin looks at Hobs and the corners of his mask
struggle towards a smile. Hobs wraps Urchin in his arms. Then the air thrums
and Urchin, both of them, melt into the floor in a swirl of leaves and flowers.
Hobs is left holding air, he lets his hands fall. Orange sparks trail behind
his finger tips. Birds, small ones, slip from his palms to whirl about him –
singing. It’s as easy as breathing now, his magic, and somehow Hobs feels
comfort at the thought.


The clocktower blooms. Daffodils, yellow and shining
burst from the pine flooring and grow – gargantuan and strange. A flood of
yellow flowers caught in the perpetual glow of twilight. Sabien’s desk is left
clear and Hobs can feel him smiling sadly, somehow. Hobs turns to face the
door, shoulders hunched and tears welling at the corner of his eyes. Through
the field of daffodils he sees a gentle rustling, a non-existent wind cutting a
path through the spaces in between.


“Remind you of someone?” Sabien asks.


“Yes, it does.” Hobs responds.


In his mind Hobs sees the swaying of the wheat, a door
frame standing alone in a field, and a cold Victorian home. Outside there is a
boy with grey eyes laughing and dancing with a terrier, a real one. Then Hobs
sees another boy, much the same but different, laying on a bench in the rain.
The images of two children overlap. With a wrenching Hobs lets the older
picture fade and holds tightly to the new one. Tension drains from his
shoulders and he calls a flock of birds to him, tendrils of shining orange
winding across his fingers. Then he looks up, past the doorway to his old life
and through the sun-touched windows of the clocktower. He thinks that someday
life will be better, and this time he believes it.
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The trains get quiet late at night. And I don’t mean after midnight. I
mean late. Three, four a.m. late. Late enough that for most people its
early. At the point where the only people you see are bums asleep – sprawled
across three or four orange seats – or people who are fucked up out of their
mind, often beyond recognition. I tend to fall into the latter category.
Although down the line, who knows; that homeless thing might not be out of the
realm of possibility. I almost expect it. 


Occasionally you have a few kids, tourists mostly, who
were out late exploring the city and lost track of time. They find themselves
trying to get back to midtown without any accidental eye contact. They try
their best to ignore us regulars.


We’re not actually dangerous; I’m not gonna mug
anyone. Most of the homeless guys I know just want to be left the fuck alone
this late at night. To the tourist kids, though, we seem dangerous.
Threatening. The more squirrelly they are, the more fun it is to seek out that
eye contact. Not that I’m usually sober enough to give a crap. Or even tell the
difference between a bum and a tourist. I get pretty fucked up sometimes. I
have a drinking problem. I have a coke problem. I have a heroin problem. I have
a caffeine problem.


I have all kinds of problems.


On this particular night I was taking the train back
from Brooklyn – I live all the way up on 181st street – hell of a ride
back late at night. I’d been out at a little… get together down by the lyceum.
Union Street. I’d stuck around way too long, mostly out of a desire to postpone
this crazy long trip back to my apartment. However, as I found myself slumped
up on the subway, leaning against the window, I couldn’t bring myself to fret
about even the biggest problems in my life, much less the hours I was about to
spend in that exact position, waiting for the car to make it all the way up to
125th where I could transfer to the A train. Then I’d have to wait
another half-hour or so before I could get off at my stop and walk the ten
minutes back to my apartment. There had been these excellent sky blue tablets
I’d never seen before. It was an adventurous night. The funny thing, though, is
that no matter how fucked up I actually am, no matter how wasted no matter how
tired I might be, I never miss my stops on the train. It was instinct or
something, I don’t know. Even if I was asleep, I always woke up in time to hop
off the train. 


I was riding in the back of the train car and was
close to falling asleep. I wasn’t alone, but I might as well have been. There
was a guy at the other end who I’d seen a couple of times – pretty often
actually. We’d never spoken. A youngish homeless guy, maybe thirty-five at
most, and this was his favorite car. During the day he panhandled and begged
for money and all that shit, at night he’ll just sit and stare out the window
at the nothingness that flew by. I never actually saw him sleep. I never really
saw him talk. Even when begging he’d just rattle his cup of change without a
word. He was hardly company. He didn’t make me nervous to go to sleep. I was
pretty sure he wouldn’t try to steal anything from me while I slept. Where
would he go with it? 


The train itself had just made the trip underground –
there are a few spots in Brooklyn where the subway runs more like it does in
Chicago, above ground, and I’d been staring out at all the lights shining in
the darkness. New York is never dim, not even this late at night. The train had
just made the plunge back underground and I was just about to fall asleep when
I happened to glance out the window and see something I’d never come across
before in my entire time living in the city. 


It was this mural, painted on the wall of an old
unused subway station that was completely unfamiliar to me despite the
frequency with which I took this route. There were lights in the station (which
didn’t have a marker to tell me which station it was), which confused me but
allowed me to perceive the colored mural. 


It wasn’t a static thing, this painting. A still
picture would have just flown by, there and gone again in under a second. This
was more like a flip book, I suppose. A coloring book maybe, a story playing
out along the bricks and curves of the station as the train swept over the
tracks. It was an… animation. I’d never seen anything quite like it. The
painting started with just these shapes on the wall – this red circle
surrounded by black lines that swept around and around and ended up
encompassing the circle entirely. The slats in the wall made for the perfect
page-turning device, the red circle shifted into this amalgamation of red and
blue that adopted different shapes and became almost like these morphing
fireworks going off all around me. The next page was rectangles growing in size
and number, like tens of books all being opened at the same time, with colorful
pages filled with words that I couldn’t read. The rectangle shapes splayed out
and encompassed everything. Then they coalesced into what looked like a tiny
rocket ship that grew and grew and grew and eventually it took off and launched
into an air complete with stars and space. The ship was dashing through
wilderness and emptiness. In the wake was left the whole world. Then everything
went black. 


I was wide, wide awake. This was new. Huh. Magnetic. 


I looked to my subway car compatriot. His eyes were
open, he was staring out the window same as me, but he wasn’t reacting. He
didn’t look surprised. Had he seen what I’d seen? Did he notice? I almost
didn’t think so. If he’d seen it… there was so much color, so unexpected. My
heart was pounding, which I found odd. My grogginess was gone, almost as if
those pills had been flushed from my system, for the rest of the ride home, at
least. When I reached my apartment I was out before I hit the mattress.


 


*~*~*~*


 


My alarm woke me only a few hours later. Fucking morning shifts. I felt
like I’d been bashed in the temple with a crowbar. I actually reached my hand to
my head to check for a bruise. As I walked through the door of the coffee shop
my manager gave me a scowl. I wasn’t late, but it was close, and he didn’t like
me much. No one there did. It was a wonder I’d been hired in the first place.
Still, I hadn’t made enough egregious errors to warrant being fired; I was
usually on time, so there I was. I think the guy could tell I was hung over, or
worse. Maybe that’s what pissed him off. 


In any case, it was work. I hated it. I think everyone
hates work. Some people say that they like their jobs. Everyone hates work. 


About halfway through my shift we ran out of our most
popular dark roast – I wasn’t permitted or trusted to talk to customers, so I
pretty much spent my whole day just brewing more and more coffee. I was the one
to notice we were out of the stuff, so naturally I was the one who was
volunteered to go out and grab more from another location. There are literally
hundreds in the city, but we’re sort of remote, and the closest one was
probably twenty minutes away. I was told to be back in fifteen. That wasn’t
going to happen, so I didn’t stress over it. I didn’t run. I don’t ever run,
not to get on a train whose doors are closing, not to fetch coffee, not ever.
It was close enough that technically I could have walked to the other store,
but there was a train I could take and I figured that’d be easier. I didn’t
really want to carry pounds of coffee back on foot. Also, there was the whole
laziness thing. So I walked down the stairs to the platform and took the train.



Really, it is only about a two minute ride on the
subway. Only two stops away. Typically the majority of your time in travel in
New York isn’t spent actually on the train. Most of it is spent just
waiting for it to arrive. 


These two minutes, though, were anything but the usual
fare. The train wasn’t empty this time, in fact the train was packed to the
brim, and I barely got a seat. Anyway, I was riding and as I was riding and
looking out the window as I always do, I had what felt like a traumatic
flashback. Or maybe an acid flashback or something more like that. As I was
looking out the window I saw a sudden flash of pure color sweep by. It was
followed closely by several more streaks. Wide eyed I looked closer – they were
each tiny rocket ships shooting by, the color the trail of fire left in their
wake. They were blasting off into the stars, the world once again in their
wake, and I just sat there watching until they were gone. Goosebumps. 


I whirled in my chair and let my eyes sweep over the
crowd. They were in that usual subway daze, nobody was reacting as if anything
at all was out of the ordinary. Quite by accident I caught the eye of this cute
girl with several piercings and shock-pink hair. I’m really bad at avoiding eye
contact. She looked away with a grimace and I could tell that she thought I’d
been staring ‘lecherously’. I wasn’t. Maybe I just look like a creep. I
probably needed a shave. And a haircut. Maybe a shower. Either way, she clearly
hadn’t seen the colors or the ships or the stars. Neither had the vacationing
frat boy to my right or the sleeping grandmother sitting across from me. She
also needed a shower. 


What was going on? Why hadn’t they seen it? Something
in me must have snapped. I checked myself – in the sense that I made sure to
verify that I did indeed still have motor control, etc. I was really just
hoping I wasn’t having a stroke. It didn’t seem like I was, I didn’t feel in
pain or anything, but I guess you can never be too careful. 


I’d missed my stop. 


I’d missed the next one, too. 


I couldn’t bring myself to care. I just let myself sit
and ride the train all the way, down past JFK until it turned around. 


Obviously I didn’t go back to work. Most likely I’d be
fired, but eh, who cares. Almost a relief, really. Who would be upset to lose a
job at a coffee shop? I told myself that the day I gave a shit about a job at a
café was the day I’d better go ahead and hang myself. 


I was pretty low on cash, though. That could be a
problem. 


Instead of going in to work I spent the rest of the
day, the entire day, sitting on trains and riding them up and down, waiting to
see if the spat of colors would appear again. I started from the downtown A to
the uptown R to the downtown 1 to the Brooklyn bound L. Nothing happened other
than that I made awkward eye contact with far too many people and probably gave
them nightmares. That’s probably an exaggeration. But people don’t like me
much. I’m just that sort of guy, I guess. Maybe if I got a haircut…


I couldn’t will the colors back; that much I figured
out. I just wanted another chance to look at them, to figure out what they were
and where they came from. There was something… attractive about them; something
I couldn’t resist, something about the mural itself was just mesmerizing. 


 


*~*~*~*


 


When I got home it was dark. I’d gone in to work at six am and had gone
out for the dark roast at like, ten. It was nearly midnight; I’d never spent
nearly so much time on the trains before. 


I’d wasted an entire day and found myself decidedly sober.
I walked through my front door in a daze, although this time it was one that
was all natural – a pretty big rarity for me. To rectify that I grabbed a PBR
from the fridge and sat down on my couch. I cracked the can, reclined, and did
not turn on the TV. I didn’t turn on the computer, I didn’t open a book. I just
sat there for a while nursing my beer and zoning out. 


I woke up the next morning still on my couch, my beer
still in hand. It had spilled a little, but not as much as I would have
expected. My phone was buzzing. I picked it up. Work. Hell no. I put the phone
down. What time was it? It was three. P.M. of course, not A.M. or anything. I’d
slept for something like fifteen hours. Holy shit. I was usually lucky if I
slept more than five or six. 


I spent the next week in the same way I’d spent the
day before – riding the subway up and down at all hours trying to catch another
glimpse to prove I wasn’t crazy, that what I’d seen truly, physically, existed.
I covered every inch of New York subway track, shuttles from Grand Central and
Atlantic Avenue included. Even the J train. Who rides the J train? I never had
before this, and I couldn’t imagine ever doing so again. It was a ghost town,
even in the middle of the day, the J train. I didn’t see even a spark of red,
blue, or black. There were no stars. I was desperate, but nothing. 


Leaving my job had probably been a bad idea. I say
that because I found myself quickly running out of money. I hadn’t even started
looking for something new, I’d been too preoccupied. I was despairing that I’d
never find it. The mural was nowhere to be found, not even in pieces. I’d gone
back to where I originally saw it, of course, but the mysterious abandoned
station had seemingly vanished, replaced with graffiti and very little else. 


I found myself sort of returning to normal. At least
normal for me. The next few nights I spent with friends down in Brooklyn or on
the Lower East Side. A few of these few nights I never even made it home. There
were a bunch of nights that I didn’t even want to try. I was out of money and
the first of the month was rapidly approaching. I had no clue what I was going
to do with regards to rent and living and all of that bullshit. 


I halfheartedly surfed craigslist from time to time on
various days, usually with a few empty cans at my side – I’d starting drinking
in the mornings to cure my hangovers from the night before. A vicious cycle,
perhaps, but it was working for the time being. I resolved to just stay drunk
and never deal with anything. I didn’t want to deal with the consequences. In
my drunkenness I almost forgot about my search completely. I’d put it in the
past, I didn’t think I’d ever find it and I really, really didn’t want to go
crazy obsessing over it. 


Then there was a morning I was certain I’d gone mad. 


It started out as inconspicuous as any (and also with
another PBR). I had an interview for a job, finally. It’d come about from my
friend Sam down on the LES or the East Village or wherever, I couldn’t really
remember where he lived. I’d be selling merchandise at the theatre he worked
for. Not a Broadway house, an East Village house. Nothing too fancy. The
theatre did manage to have hats – weird, I know – but they sold them at
intermission. Apparently I was supposed to go around wearing one and like,
encourage the patrons to go buy one. I could even sell on the spot if I wanted
to and thought I could. At least that’s what Sam told me, I hadn’t actually met
anyone from the theatre yet. It was gonna be a part time gig, but really certainly
better than nothing. I was a shoe-in, Sam said. He’d recommended me to the
General Manager or the Managing Director or whatever. 


My train ride downtown was uneventful; I transferred
from the A to the F at West 4th Street and took it to the 2nd
Avenue stop. As I walked up the stairs to the surface and street, I saw stars.
On the side of a building. The thing was, the stars, they seemed to be moving
somehow. They weren’t changing shape or pattern or anything, it was more like
they were… twinkling. These stars painted on the side of a building in the
middle of the day. And as I walked, well, the twinkling stars followed me. I
didn’t really notice at first – I was minding my own business and trying to
shake off my pseudo-drunken stupor.


It was at the corner of 2nd and 3rd
when I felt the first few drops of rain. I looked up and saw the stars, this
time plastered and painted above a bar, over the bricks and windows of the
residences above. I stepped back. I ran my hands through my hair, it was
starting to get wet and I was starting to think I was well and truly out of my
mind. The stars were twinkling quite overtly now. How in the hell were they
twinkling? 


I looked back down. The street had emptied, not a soul
to be seen. This wasn’t night, not three A.M. Only seconds ago the streets had
been packed. This was the East Village at mid-day. It was never empty, even in
crazy thunderstorms, which this wasn’t. 


As soon as I thought that I heard a great clap of
thunder. In seconds the rain went from a light mist to a heavy downpour. I
didn’t have an umbrella. It wasn’t supposed to rain today. There wasn’t
supposed to be thunder. There weren’t supposed to be goddamn stars twinkling
and following me and freaking me the hell out. Everything was getting dark. It
was barely noon. In New York you generally don’t want to be on empty streets in
the dark because then there’s nobody around to see when things go wrong. 


It really, really felt like things were going wrong. 


I broke. I ran. 


That mural I’d been looking for? I said it was
seductive. 


These stars, this thunder? They were the opposite.
Repellant. Terrifying. There was a chill that shot through me and settled deep
in the pit of my stomach. 


I pounded down the stairs of 2nd Ave and
could hear my footfalls echoing through the empty station. I reached the floor
of the station and jumped the turnstile as quickly as I could, not wanting to
wait the time it would take for me to fish out my metro card. 


I looked behind me and blinked. It was drizzling. I blinked
again. It was thundering. Not only the stars but the storm had followed me as
well. 


A train pulled into the station, I couldn’t see which
Line and I didn’t care. The doors opened and I leapt inside as quickly as I
could. As soon as I crossed the threshold the train doors slammed shut. I spun
on my heel and looked back out the window at the train platform. 


It was a flood. The station had been swept away, the
storm turned from thunder to gale force winds. The train pulled away at
breakneck speed, I’d never felt a train move this quickly underground. I had no
time to really comprehend the chain of events that had led me here. I was too
busy noticing that the interior of the car, the subway I was riding, it was…
well, it was the mural. It was the very thing I’d been chasing. 


I didn’t sit. I just stood there, mouth agape. What
was all this? Again I had thoughts of a stroke. Was I dying? Maybe I was
already dead. It didn’t feel like dying.


I wasn’t alone. There was a woman with me. She hadn’t
walked in, she was just there out of nowhere, lounging on the seats directly
across from where I stood. 


She wasn’t naked, but it was close. Almost an
arbitrary distinction, really, given what she was or was not wearing. There was
something incredibly… striking about her. She wasn’t necessarily beautiful in a
traditional sense, she was all angles, but there was something incredibly
magnetic about her. I was terrified, and yet I couldn’t help but step closer.
She raised an eyebrow at me and my bones shook, my whole skin stood of on edge.
Goosebumps. 


Her hair was black; her eyes were ice blue. Skin
incredibly pale, but not in a sickly way. As I stepped closer she stood from
her lounging position and I realized that she was quite short, shorter than me
and I’m not tall. 


She smiled and a cool searing warmth spread through
me. I was too stunned, too strung out to speak. I was too scared to move. Her
smile was delicious, satisfying, yet my instincts were screaming for me to run
or fight. Somehow I couldn’t even bring myself to step back, despite all that.
My eyes were locked on that smile. 


The train fell away. It felt like slipping, spinning.
I stood still as the physical world dissipated in tiles; one by one they flew
off into the ether. The colors on the wall faded bit by bit until they were
gone. Finally we – the woman and I – were all that was left. There was no
floor, no ceiling, no ground, no sky, no nothing. We stood on air and nothing.
My fingers tensed and flexed on their own accord. I could barely breathe. 


She spoke. I nearly drowned. 


“Good morning,” she said. I couldn’t form a reply. “Do
you have questions?” 


Her voice was high and melodious, a stark contrast to
her severe form. It sounded like she was laughing on every syllable. I shook my
head and she frowned, despite the laughter. 


“No? That’s unexpected.”


I finally willed my voice to respond and I spoke in
slow, halting tones, “I… I don’t think I want to know anyway.”


She walked towards me and came to a stop only an arm’s
length away. Her smell was intoxicating. I say that as someone who may or may
not be frequently intoxicated. Her smell was the most potent drug I’d ever
taken. My head spun, this sense of vertigo came over me for a moment, and then
was gone. 


“You’re so frightened,” she whispered. “You don’t have
to be.”


“It isn’t exactly a choice.”


She laughed at me. “But you do have choices.”


I nodded slowly. “Yes. Most of the time.”


She nodded along with me at the same tempo, somehow
anticipating the movement. It felt mocking. 


“Who are you?” I asked with some trepidation. We were,
after all, standing on nothing and she seemed quite in control of it all. Or at
least at ease. 


“Who am I?” she asked.


 I nodded, affirming my question. 


“That’s the thing you wonder most? Don’t you wonder
where you are, what’s happened to you? This all seems rather impossible,
doesn’t it?”


I thought for a moment, standing in the void. The
absurd thought that I was late for my interview slipped through my mind. It
made me more annoyed than it should have, given the circumstances. I looked up
and realized I hadn’t answered her question, and she was just staring at me
expectantly, like she had all the time in the world to wait for me to get my
act together. 


“I’m sorry,” I said. “What did you ask?”


Her eyes narrowed and I felt my nerves flaring up
again. Why would I say that? She didn’t speak, though, so I started talking
again.


“I mean, I have absolutely no idea what is happening
here. I’ve been spending weeks obsessing in the subway trying to find those
fucking paintings, that fucking mural, trying to figure out why I’m so wrapped
up with it. I finally start getting over it; I finally started to believe I was
just… I dunno, crazy maybe, but with a chance of recovery. I’m broke, I can’t
pay rent and I’m losing the apartment. I had a chance to get a job that could
have helped me with all of that but then there were those stars twinkling and
chasing me in the station and then there was the storm and the station just
like… floated away somehow and I was underwater and there was the train that
saved me with everything I’d been looking for and then you were there and no
the train and the mural have gone and I’m left standing here on absolutely
nothing and I don’t understand a second of what has happened to me over these
last two weeks, I really don’t.”


I paused to catch my breath. She stayed silent. 


“So I guess I ask who you are because I figure if
you’ll tell me that, maybe you’ll tell me everything else or at least it will
somehow make sense. I mean, I’m guessing you’re responsible for all of this.” 


She took my hand. It tingled. She turned me towards
where the front of the train used to be. I looked out and saw a small light the
size of a pin far off in the distance. 


“Yes and no,” she said. “I’ve been trying to get your
attention.”


“You could have just said hello.”


She smiled. “Where’s the fun in that?”


“It hasn’t exactly been fun for me,” I replied. 


The light in the distance seemed to be moving, coming
closer. Slowly but surely. It was pure white. 


“You found discomfort, child, because there are forces
that did not want us to meet. It made things a bit bumpier than I intended.”


“Why didn’t they want us to meet?”


“Why? Because, well. You and I. There are rules,
mostly. That’s the main reason. There are rules. But you and I together. Things
can happen.”


I let go of her hand. “I’m nobody.”


She smiled widely. “Nice to meet you!”


I was not amused. I was angry. I was also realizing
how tired I actually was, my bones wanted to melt away and turn to ash. My
fingernails were turning purple. I was freezing. 


“Nice to meet you,” she said again. “I’ve gone by Mab
ever since I was young. You can call me that. Or Mabel. Either one is fine with
me.”


My eyes widened. “I take it you’ve read Shakespeare.”


Her smile broadened. “He knew my work long before the
world knew his.”


“What do you mean? You met…”


“Met?” Mab positively giggled. “I was his inspiration.
Act one, Scene four. I couldn’t be more proud. He captured my essence to a T.”


“And what would Mab want with me?” I questioned
softly.


“I brought you here so that I might grant your wish.”


I almost laughed. “Aren’t we mixing mythology here?”


She took my hand again. She held it tight. “Your folk do
have the tendency to take liberties with our stories, most certainly. I am no
genie, no. You’ll find with me no lamp.”


I shrugged. “Shame. That would have been too
convenient.”


She gripped my hand tightly and I felt my fingers,
palm, and wrist almost shatter. I winced in pain and bit my tongue. I could
taste copper as she spoke again. “You’re bolder than most.”


I grimaced. “I’ve always had this thing with authority
figures.”


“I’m actually here to help you.”


“How old are you?” I asked quickly, almost interrupting
her.


She shot back with, “A lady never tells.”


“What do you want from me?” I asked. 


The light was spinning madly, that pure white light.
It was growing closer, larger. Mab paid it no mind. 


She took my other hand without letting go of the first
and pulled me against her body. I could feel her breasts pressing up against
me, the heat from her chest pulsing through my body. I could hear her heart
beating, or maybe it was mine. I lost my mind for a moment, no doubt. Her very
presence was overwhelming. 


“What do you want to be when you grow up?” 


“I dunno, I feel like I’m pretty much already fully
grown.”


She raised a hand to my cheek and caressed it slowly.
My senses went mad, started to misfire. My animal instincts couldn’t decide if
they wanted to sink into this woman or if they wanted to sprint away as quickly
as possible. It was probably a bit of both. 


“You’re a child,” she whispered. 


I tried to shrug again, but my shoulders wouldn’t respond.
“I don’t really have an answer,” I said. “I’ve never really been the ambitious
type.”


Mab shook her head, still holding me close. “You say
such sad things, but I know the truth.”


“You do?”


She nodded. 


“Where are we?” I asked, my voice hoarse and shaky at
best. I looked around and over her shoulder. The only thing visible was that
ball of light, inching ever closer. 


“Nowhere,” she answered. “We’re between places, where
we can’t be bothered.”


I didn’t want to know what could bother Mab. 


“Why are you bothering with me? Why is this so
important? Trust me, I’m nobody. I’m not Shakespeare.”


She grinned. Again. Always a smile or a grin, it
seemed. “Shakespeare wasn’t always himself either.” 


She stepped back and looked me in the eyes. My head
hurt. 


“I think I’m too far gone to go back, honestly. I’m
just trying to make it to the next day.”


“Aren’t we all?” Mab asked softly. 


“What is that light?” I finally asked. I made eye
contact with her once more and felt myself become captive to their sea of ice
and blue. 


“Only the universe. Only the ever expanding universe.”


She held my gaze. We stood in silence. Years might
have passed in that silence. 


“Why are you showing this to me?” I asked.


Her head tilted to the side. She regarded me calmly.
“You needed the reminder. Truth be told, you all do. But I can’t be taking this
time for every single one of you. I’d run out of hours for the next several
billion years. You people need to remember, need to relearn.”


I frowned. “Relearn what?”


She smiled sweetly. Her smile was always sweet.
“Remember how small you truly are. How big the universe truly is.”


“Why would we want to do that?”


“It would be a benefit for your kind to be free from
some burdens. The truth is, what you do may matter to you, but to the universe
it all matters very, very little. Truth be told, not even I matter in the
scheme of things.”


I shook my head. “Even so, doesn’t it help us to
imagine that what we do has relevance? Isn’t that important? Otherwise we
wouldn’t do anything at all.”


She nodded. “Indeed, you should believe that there is
purpose in what you do. There is, most certainly. You should always strive to
leave a mark more permanent than yourself. Just also strive to remember that
there is always something greater. There is always something more.”


I shivered. The cold was really starting to get to me
now that she’d pulled away. Despite her state of dress, Mab did not seem
bothered by it. 


“You want me to remind them. To remind people?”


She nodded.


“You know I can’t actually do anything of the sort,
right? I can’t even function in the world. I can’t even afford to live.”


She shook her head at that. “As I said, even
Shakespeare, Shelley, Byron, they all started somewhere where they weren’t
themselves quite yet. It is never too late to be what you might have been.”


“And what might I have been?” I asked quietly.


“Anything.”


The light was incredibly bright now, it was almost
upon us. It had become too much to look upon directly. Just this pure, white
light. There was a wind that came as if from nowhere, Mab’s hair was being
blown around, I was sure mine was as well. 


“Mab. Why me?”


She regarded me for a moment. “Why not?”


I didn’t really have an answer that she hadn’t already
refuted. The wind grew in strength and began to roar. It sounded like a train. 


“Mab!” I shouted, straining to be heard over the noise
of the ever expanding universe. “One more question! Who didn’t want us to
meet?”


I almost couldn’t hear her answer.


“Why, the man upstairs!” she said with a laugh. “I’m
not supposed to meddle. But sometimes that’s just too heartless, even for me!”


The roar became a tornado, a hurricane, an earthquake.
The light splashed over me, the universe exploded all around me. Mab vanished
from my sight as the cavalcade of everything enveloped me in full. I blacked
out. 


I woke up in my apartment. I wasn’t in a daze, I
wasn’t hung over. I stood up, my body was awake, fully. I had so much energy. I
looked around and noticed – without surprise – that my walls were now covered
with color that had never been there before. Rectangles of red, bold black
lines, rocket ships. I smiled. I laughed. I was a bit freaked out, but
whatever. 


Then, I stood up and got to work. On what, I didn’t
know. But that’s not what mattered. I had no time to waste. What mattered was
that I started. 


And so I did.
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