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    Machina Obscurum  (translation – obscurity machine) 
 
      
 
      
 
   W elcome to A Collection of Small Shadows. 
 
    A long time in the making, this little book. 
 
    It was a hot, hot summer. I’d spent most of it indoors, crunching words. I’d just about had my fill of writing epic fiction. Not sure if you know this, but locking oneself in a dark room for hours every night (for months on end) gets tiresome. Writing huge novels is grueling work. I don’t recommend it to anyone. 
 
    Truth is— 
 
    Sometimes you just want to write something small. 
 
    Sometimes you want a small, swift shadow instead of a gigantic tale that never wants to end. 
 
    Enter Machina Obscurum. 
 
    By the time summer died, I knew what had to happen. I put out a call for fellow authors. The Write or Die Project, I called my summons. Sounds a little heavy-handed, right? At first I worried about inviting a pile of amateurs into my life. And a few turned up, to be sure. But soon enough the good’uns made themselves known. Some were authors I’d already collided with. But most were unknown to me. 
 
    They knifed their stories through the ether. 
 
    And this book became a reality. 
 
    Machina Obscurum contains mostly dark tales. Mostly, but not all. It’s got flash fiction, short stories, and excerpts from larger, darker works. Some of the characters are noble, others not so much. A few of the tales are set in ancient times, while many stretch into the far and distant future. It’s like Twilight Zone in a book. You get in for a little while, get your dark on, and get out.  
 
      
 
    The Twilight Zone. I loved that show. 
 
      
 
    Oh, I almost forgot. Several stories in here are part of larger books. So if you like one or two, consider buying the full novel. We’ll love you all the more for it.  
 
      
 
    J Edward Neill 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    The Stiletto 
 
      
 
    J Edward Neill 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   I  knew it’d be a mistake the moment it was over.  
 
    But I did it anyway.  
 
    He was a ghoulish old king. He’d extorted, terrorized, and murdered to fill his coffers. His brothers were thieves. His wives…both of them…were daggers in every man’s back.  
 
    His subjects hated him. His enemies feared him. The ground he walked turned black beneath his boots. His bathwater reeked of death.  
 
    Every family who’d even a chance at sniffing the throne, he’d exiled, poisoned, or butchered. When his cousin’s coup d’état failed, the ghoul burned the usurpers’ children alive, drowned his cousin’s mother, and hung the collaborators’ bodies from gibbets so high even the crows dared not a single sniff.  
 
    It was time for the King to go. Everyone knew it. Everyone wanted it. His black towers had too long stood like knives on the kingdom’s throat.  
 
    When the three exiles came to me on autumn’s second eve, I knew what they wanted. One carried a chest of silvers. The other dropped a satchel of ingots on my table. The third stood in my doorway, the moonlight shining on his back. He was a weathered, ancient thing. Twenty years in the sand had done him poorly. I smirked, my dagger folded against my wrist in case he did something stupid.  
 
    “Lady Lusia, will you?” he asked.  
 
    “Will I what?” I pretended not to know what he meant.  
 
    “The Ghoul…the King…the hundred-year old nightmare haunting the eaves of every house in Lyrlech. Will you?” 
 
    “No.” I glanced out my window. I couldn’t see the black towers, but I knew they were there.  
 
    “Why?” asked the weathered man. 
 
    “He’s only a few more years left in him,” I scoffed. “Not worth it. I’m too pretty for the gibbets.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Lusia,” he sighed. “If he dies, his brother becomes king. It’ll only get worse.” 
 
    I considered it for a moment, then countered, “Exactly. If I kill the Ghoul, it does nothing. The noose around our necks just gets tighter.” 
 
    “But Lusia, his family will be there. His brothers. His sons. His grandchildren. All under one roof for the first time in years.” 
 
    “So?” I smiled. 
 
    “You can save us,” he pleaded. “You’re the best. Everyone knows it. The Stiletto, they call you. You’re the only one who can deliver us from darkness.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I smiled. “I can. But I won’t.” 
 
    I got tired of waiting. I flicked my knife and split the three men neck to belly. They died quietly. Their blood drained onto the floor, but the night moved none at all.  
 
    I knew it was a mistake the moment it was over.  
 
      
 
    …but the Ghoul had paid me well.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Appetite 
 
    F. Charles Murdock 
 
      
 
   M ai stopped the momentum of her swing with the heels of her bare feet to look up at the approaching man. He was obscured briefly by the resulting plume of grit, and as he closed in, the girl had to squint against the daylight until his shadow eclipsed the sun. 
 
    “Hello there,” the man said, his features indiscernible even in such ample light.  “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Mai,” she said. 
 
    “Mai, Mai, the cutie-pie,” he whispered, ending his song with a titter that betrayed the deep timbre of his voice. “And how old are you, Mai?” 
 
    “Six.” 
 
    He looked her over, cherishing her silky black hair and the way she clasped her tiny fingers around the chains of the swing, all the while trying to remain as still and casual as possible. He’d danced this number many times, of course, but sometimes things didn’t go as planned. Also, there were a lot of grownups at the park today and the man didn’t like adults; they were brash and unpredictable. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mai,” the man asked. He shot a quick look behind him before returning his eyes to the girl. “I’m Peter.” 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Say, where’re your parents, Mai?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied with a shrug that made her red sundress bob in the midday breeze. Another plume of dust roiled around them as she dug her feet into the sand beneath the swing. Peter watched with keen interest as it sifted through her toes, the chipped scarlet of old nail polish exciting him.   
 
    “But only because I ran away last night. Daddy was being mean and Mommy never listens to me.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Peter licked his lips...he couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Yup,” she said, finally looking him in the eye. “They won’t miss me.” 
 
    “Poor thing,” Peter said, caressing her cheek with a trembling hand before restraining himself. The gooseflesh on her arms in the chill of his shadow was almost too much for him. 
 
    “You think they miss me?” 
 
    He smiled and whispered, “I’m sure they will.” 
 
    Mai nodded, a vengeful smirk splitting her lovely face. 
 
    “Say, Mai, do you like ice cream?” Peter offered his hand to the girl. 
 
    “I love ice cream!” Mai squeaked. “Strawberry’s my favorite!” 
 
    Peter hushed Mai and escorted her away from the swing.  Their pace was quick but even, Peter doing his best to stave off attention.  Finally, at the edge of Winter Park, he helped Mai into his car and together they drove away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Now the girl was sitting on Peter’s bared chest on the floor of his hotel room, her hands stained with the blood flowing from his mangled throat. 
 
    “Poor thing,” she said. She stepped off the body and, after a supercilious twirl, offered a dainty hand to the corpse. The ruined thing that reached up to her had once been a soul before its appetite had blackened it. Which was why Mai had chosen Peter Crowley, degenerate child molester that he was, all those months ago. 
 
    She pulled the writhing spirit into her, savoring the taste of its evil and madness. 
 
    Her demonic hunger sated, Mai left the corpse and walked out of the hotel room into the dead of night, wondering in which park or school or mall her next terrible meal would find her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    My Ears Rang 
 
      
 
    Roy T. Dodd 
 
      
 
      
 
   M y ears rang. 
 
    I lied next to her in bed and counted the drips of paint on the ceiling, inventoried the whispers in my ears as I balanced between the world of the waking and the sleeping. Hellish dreamscapes formed over the regular. 
 
    She smelled of Lilac as I caressed the waving sheen of her black hair and the crescent moon set over it. I traced the hem of her angular jaw. Her pale skin is practically translucent but I’m reminded that it’s not as I watch the flickers of movement under her eyes..   
 
    She must have been lovers with the sandman as she slept sounder than the dead, unhealthy to the eye, wilting as the fallen leaves outside our window. Our shared bed was a lie, and the dishonesty was hers. Not hers alone.   
 
    There were other liars.   
 
    Plenty of them. 
 
    My ears rang.   
 
    They bombarded me like the voices from the other side. The feedback and reverb of absent-mindedness giving way to the unseen truths of this world. The truth is the truth, and you can’t shake that. I’ve always known as much. When my father used to scold me for my active imagination.    
 
    He didn’t get it. 
 
    It wasn’t imagination.   
 
    I wasn’t making it up.   
 
    I was seeing as others couldn’t.   
 
    I haven’t ruled him out as part of the conspiracy which has become life to me. It had become the air that I fear stolen from me, the blood that may be siphoned lest I prevent their thefts. You can’t trust liars.   
 
    It began…  
 
    It’s not important.   
 
    I don’t care about the start of my story; I’m concerned with the theme and the conclusion of my arc. So I scribble this living will on a shred of her eggshell nightgown.  This will be my explanation of the actions that I have chosen. 
 
    I did no evil.   
 
    I could do no evil greater than their deceptions. They were wrong to impose their delusions upon me. Delusional. They called me delusional. I’m not delusional. I’m certain of that. They staged some stupid mock intervention full of supposed loved ones to tell me that I imagined them being replaced. They tried to work it into my head that I was the crazy one.  Capgras Syndrome Disorder was what they called it. The irrational belief that loved ones have been replaced by somebody else. 
 
    They created a fictional disorder to disguise their actions.   
 
    I had seen what couldn’t be seen.   
 
    My ears rang from the first shot, they stung, the initial sound echoing back. It was my retribution for her involvement. Whatever she had become, she no longer was who she had once been as she lay beneath me soaked in the deep-seated red of our betrayals.     
 
    There were others like her. Other pretenders eager to act as doppelgangers deceiving me.   
 
    I didn’t have enough rounds left in the gun to dispose of all of them.   
 
    There was only a single bullet left. 
 
    The gunshot rang in my ear.     
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    The Sleepers 
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    J Edward Neill 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   I  once lived a normal life.  
 
    When did everything change?  
 
    Good question.  
 
    My earliest memories are of the tower we grew up in. I was the eldest of three brothers. Mom and Dad worked for Sidus Perio, at the time the largest corporation in the world. We lived a good life. Of all the towers stretching above the clouds, ours was the tallest. Six hundred eighty floors above the street, we peered from our plaza windows and glimpsed mountains to the north, the ocean to the east, and a thousand other spires poking at the cloud cover beneath us. At night, the rest of the world faded. Above us the stars danced a ballet with hundreds of silver orbital stations, and far below the lights in every window winked to life. Feels like we’re floating in deep space, I remember thinking. “Someday you’ll see the stars even closer,” Mom used to say to me. I wish she had been wrong.  
 
    Mom and Dad were my heroes. They were everyone’s heroes. The Vir, the people used to call them, the entertainers, star-chasers, and storytellers of deep space. You see, Sidus Perio Inc. was an extraterrestrial location and extraction service, the biggest ever. Sidus sent ships across the void, set up shop in the orbits of alien planets, and plucked samples of life from each world. Mom worked as Sidus’s top scientist, and Dad, well…he worked in the WTC division. Most people had no idea why they called it WTC. My little brothers and I used to laugh and call it the what the crap division or the where’s the cheese division. Mom and Dad never told Xander and Jack what the letters stood for. But I found out. 
 
    In the year 4,149, everyone hoped to see the stars up close. My brothers and I were no different. I remember the night of my sixth birthday. Jack had yet to be born, but little four year-old Xander and I rode the orbit-stair all the way to our tower’s top plaza. We looked ridiculous in our air masks and way-too-big wind suits, but we didn’t care. All we wanted was to watch the stars wheel overhead. And did we ever.  
 
    “Which one do you want?” I pointed at the billions of white pinpricks.  
 
    “All of ‘dem,” Xander said.  
 
    “I bet Dad could do it,” I blurted. “You know the WTC found some new xenos last week. Dad said they looked like balloons with eyes.” 
 
    “Did they have big juicy brains?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “What about claws? Or big spaghetti arms coming out of their balloon butts?” Xander giggled his little head off.   
 
    “I bet all of those,” I laughed.  
 
    “I like the little blue ones Mom brought home.” Xander waved his skinny arms inside his wind suit. “They’re like rocks, but with arms and legs. Their black eyes are all spooky, like ‘Oooooo look at us! We’re gonna get you!’”  
 
    Xander loved it whenever Mom brought home carbo-frozen xeno specimens. The little blue ones, Silicites, had been stripped off a world whose star had gone dark. They’d been dead thousands of years when the WTC engineers arrived, but the conditions on their weird little planet had preserved everything about them: their primitive cities, their tiny six inch-tall bodies, even their silicon carbide weapons, the little needle swords they must have used in some tiny but terrible war. Mom had shown us a pair sealed inside a box of permo-glass. All my friends were jealous.   
 
    Back then, we kids never considered all that went into finding, extracting, and communicating with alien life. Permo-glass boxes, xeno zoos, and images captured on planets a thousand light years away were normal for us. By the time Xander was ten and Jack six, they’d seen almost everything. Every month delivered a new species, every year ten new systems teeming with bizarre forms of life. It was a game for us to keep track of how many species Sidus Perio had subdued. We ranked them in order of awesomeness. Silicites were boring compared to the metal-eating, house-sized Borons, and Borons stupid next to air-devouring Telephers, and Telephers pitiful specks of dust next to Star-Eaters.  
 
    I remember the first time we watched a Star-Eater. Little Jack was nine, and Dad took us to the xeno zoo. We stared at the giant screen for hours, stunned and silent, gaping with open mouths at the time-lapse cinema of a crimson Star-Eater eating a white dwarf. When it was done, the massive creature belched a cloud of radioactive vapors that wandered two solar systems away, melting a garden world to slag.  
 
    “Could that ever happen here, on Earth?” Xander fretted.  
 
    “Not in your lifetime,” Dad tousled Xan’s hair. “No Star-Eaters in the MW galaxy. Besides, even if there were, it’d take thousands of years for them to reach us. So let’s figure you and your brothers live to be three-hundred or so. No chance of an Eater snacking on you in such a small bit of time.”     
 
    “Oh, that’s good.” Xander had been relieved.  
 
    My relief had not come so easily.  
 
    “So what xeno should we worry about?” I asked.  
 
    I knew something was on Dad’s mind. He took way too long to answer. While everyone else in the theater dome filed out, he gazed over the front-row railing into nothingness.  
 
    “None of them, I suppose,” he said at last.  
 
    “None? But if the Borons came here, they’d eat our towers and ships. And if a Fire Graza ever escaped the zoo, couldn’t it melt everything it touched?” 
 
    Dad smiled. “Borons can’t breathe our air. You know that. And the Grazas wouldn’t last an hour outside their sulfur baths.” 
 
    “So we’re the strongest in the universe? Humans are number one?” Xander asked the question we all wanted answered. 
 
    “Yeah, Dad,” Jack piped up. “Are we? Are we?” Jack had always been the quiet one. To hear him so excited was rare.  
 
    “Well…” Dad sighed. “I suppose there’re a few species out there who could be trouble. But only if we took them for granted.” 
 
    “Like?” I needed to know.  
 
    “Maybe the Mimics.” 
 
    My brothers and I must have made the same face. “The Mimics?” Xander and I asked simultaneously.  
 
    “You mean your mother hasn’t told you?”  
 
    “No!” all three of us shouted at once.  
 
    As we left the zoo that night, Dad answered some of our questions, though hardly all of them. For as much as we knew about a hundred other species, we had never heard a peep about the Mimics. “Anything they see, they can become,” Dad explained. “Actually, the WTC thinks they don’t even have to touch things. Some of the scientists, your mother included, believe they only have to look at what they want to become.” 
 
    “Ooo, ooo!” Jack vibrated as we rode home on the light-rail. “Can they copy Star-Eaters? Could they see one and say, ‘Yum, yum! Me eat stars, too! Yum, yum!’” 
 
    “I don’t think it works that way,” said Dad. 
 
    “How does it work?” asked Xander.  
 
    “Well…” Dad sighed again. “We think they’re hive creatures. If they want to copy something their same size, it only takes one Mimic. But if they want to copy an entire city, they’d need millions of themselves.” 
 
    “A city?” I scratched my head.  
 
    “Oh yes. They can copy anything, not just organic life. The WTC thinks their home planet is probably one big replica of something else they’ve seen. It’s why we don’t have any Mimics in the xeno zoo or even within a light year of Earth. We’re probably afraid they’ll see a weapon or a ship and copy it, and then take the idea to their home planet and copy it some more until we’re all in trouble.” 
 
    “Is it true? They can do that?” I asked.  
 
    “Not really sure. Some WTC stuff is classified, even from me. But you asked if dangerous xenos existed. So there you have it.” 
 
    “Mimics sound scary,” said Xander. 
 
    “They sure do!” blurted Jack. 
 
    They sure do, I thought.   
 
    Five years rolled by, five that felt like a hundred. I graduated top in my class. Maybe I have good genes, I told myself. Or maybe Mom and Dad just taught me really well. Whatever the reason, I breezed through every school I attended. At deGrasse Observatory, I studied stellar geography, micro-quark physics, light-exponential travel, and even advanced dark-space weaponry, the science of using nano-weapons during deep space combat. It was all very wondrous to me. I mastered mathematics. I bested my classmates at gravball and mock space battles. I even soaked up the dogma of Universal Human Supremacy, a class bought and paid for by Sidus Perio, but none too loved by Mom and Dad.    
 
    “You don’t actually believe that supremacy stuff, do you?” Xander asked me during a visit home. Jack was away at an orbital station learning to pilot, and so Xan and I had a rare moment alone while Mom set the table for dinner.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “It’s a bit narcissistic, I suppose. Sometimes.” 
 
    “A bit?” Xander looked at me as though I were an idiot. “Sometimes? C’mon, big brother. Half the species out there would eat us for a snack if not for our weapons. And the other half pay us tribute just because they’re too smart to start a war. Why bust your economy for some crazy interstellar fight when it’s cheaper just to ship us a few castoffs for the xeno zoo?” 
 
    Someone has been studying, I thought.  
 
    “But that’s just it,” I argued. “We have the most powerful weapons, the fastest ships, the most motivation. That’s why we’re the best. We outthink all the other species. You can’t dominate the universe by breathing fire or chomping the occasional star. You have to be the smartest.” 
 
    “Mom, help me out here,” Xander pleaded as she filled our bowls with something delicious.  
 
    Mom gave me that look; I knew the one. She gave it to Dad whenever he ranted about some epic new WTC project or to Jack every time he bragged about being the best pilot among all the near-Earth orbital stations. “Pretend inferiority. Encourage man’s arrogance.” She silenced the room with her soft yet confident tone. “That’s what I would think, were I a xeno.” 
 
    “Mom?” was all I could muster.  
 
    She set a decanter of water on the table’s center. “I know what you’re thinking, son. Your father and I have always been Vir, always with Sidus. But what we do with a passion, we do only for our family. We embrace the jobs we’re so fortunate to have, but not Sidus’s corporate ideology.” 
 
    “See?” gloated Xander.   
 
    “So what you’re saying is—” I tried.  
 
    “…eat your dinner.” Mom sat beside me with a smile.  
 
    Later that night, we received a surprise. Xander and I were reclining in the front plaza, staring at the stars through the half-dome window, almost asleep. I heard a door shut and I glanced to the room behind me.  
 
    “Xan!” I fell out of my chair. “Dad and Jack are home!” 
 
    We hadn’t expected them. Dad was supposed to be on a two-week assignment for the WTC’s latest endeavor, while Jack was supposed to be training with the latest light-x ships. But there they were, striding across the common room, grinning ear to ear.  
 
    “Dad!” Xan and I rushed to greet them. “Jack!” 
 
    I crushed them both with hugs. At long last, I was the tallest and strongest in the family. I remember wondering, when I have a son, will he be bigger than me?  
 
    “What’s in the box?” Xander pointed to the big, canvas-covered slab of permo-glass Jack had set on the table.  
 
    “Guess.” Jack grinned.  
 
    “New species!” Xander walked over and tugged the canvas off. In the low light, I squinted. Whatever critter lay inside the box was hard for me to see.   
 
    “I don’t get it.” Xander looked at Dad. “Looks like a bunch of ashes.” 
 
    Ear to ear, Dad smiled. “True enough. But if we had a scope, we’d see different.” 
 
    “Well…where’s the scope?” Xan pried.  
 
    “Left it at work.” Dad shrugged. “You’ll just have to use your imagination.” 
 
    I knelt beside the permo-glass. The box was easily bigger than any Mom and Dad had ever brought home. Scattered on its crystalline clear bottom, I saw what Xan had seen. The remains of something made a grey and black carpet. Like sand. Only finer.   
 
    “Not exactly well-preserved,” I remarked.  
 
    “Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong,” Dad boasted. I looked to Mom, and sure enough, she had the look. “It’s a Mimic.” Dad ignored her. “It’s dead, of course, but those aren’t ashes. They’re little piles of Mimic nano-cells. If it were still alive, it’d probably start copying us right now.” 
 
    For a reason I only now understand, I felt a keen sense of dread. The remains gave me the creeps, the shudders, the ‘chilly willies,’ like Xander used to say. I like to think Mom felt the same as I did, though Jack and Xan seemed not to care.     
 
    “Do we have to keep it here?” I asked. Jack and Xander looked at me like I’d slapped them. 
 
    “Much as I’d like to keep it, this is only a one-night loaner,” said Dad. “The bosses want this specimen back. Word is: this particular critter has been a, what’s the expression, a party-killer. Roaming the galaxy, causing problems for other species.” 
 
    “All by itself?” I asked. 
 
    “Just think; if only one can cause so many problems, imagine what a few thousand could do.” 
 
    I slept miserably that night. I dreamt of the Mimics, of their terrible planet covered in copies of all the universe’s worst inventions. I saw myself standing among them, only it wasn’t me. It was an evil version of me with soulless eyes and ashen skin. In my head I knew the Mimics were probably never as wicked as I dreamed them, but in my heart I felt some terrible truth. I wanted the creature in the glass box out of our house.  
 
    When I woke up late the next morning, I waited until I heard Dad and Jack leave. As I sat down to breakfast with Mom, I saw the weariness in her eyes and knew she’d slept no more than I had.  
 
    “Did they take it away?” I asked as I nibbled on my breakfast wafers.  
 
    “Thank the stars, yes.” 
 
    “I’ve never been so creeped in my life,” I admitted. “I had the feeling it was watching us. How stupid is that? A pile of lifeless cells. If Dad says it was dead, why was I worried?” 
 
    Mom slumped into her chair. I hated to notice it, but she looked years older than she had the previous night. “I had the feeling…” She stared into her cup. “…I don’t know. I’m not sure what I felt, but I know I didn’t like it.” 
 
    I should have dug deeper.  
 
    That night, Mom and I ate dinner together. She lit some old-world candles, kindled her stove, and baked us the best I-don’t-remember-what-it’s-called, but-I-loved-it meal. She had always been a superb cook, never relying on meal-synths, always taking longer than anyone in the year 4,163 had a need to. I suppose it all made sense, her skill in the kitchen. After all, if cooking was a science, she was the top scientist in the city.  
 
    After dinner, and after an hours-long conversation I’ll never forget, Mom kissed me on the forehead and wandered off toward bed. “Tomorrow,” she said. “You’ve only one day left before you escape back to school. I’m taking another day off work to spend it with you. I love you, son.” 
 
    “Love you, Mom.” 
 
    Much later, I reclined in the gallery, surrounded by soft cushions as I gazed through the plaza window. My belly was full, my mind at ease, and the stars as glorious a sight as ever I remembered seeing. I wondered if Jack were back on his station, preparing to fly some new and wonderful ship. I hoped Xander would come home early from his classes again so he and I could do some more catching up. Tomorrow, I sighed. I miss being a kid. We always had plenty of tomorrows.  
 
    During that late hour, even as I slipped closer to sleep, I heard the door open. I remember thinking the night must have been colder than usual, as the air rushing in from the corridor beyond our apartment made me shiver. But that’s not possible, I thought. Climate control keeps it always the same. Doesn’t it?  
 
    When Dad clicked the door shut and walked over to the couch, he startled me like I’d never been in my life.  
 
    “Son,” he whispered. 
 
    “Dad!” I sat up with a shiver. “You scared me!” 
 
    “Sorry.” He knelt beside me.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I know, I know…I’m supposed to be with WTC. That’s what I told your Mom and Xan. But as it happens, I need your help.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” My heart raced.  
 
    “We can’t talk about it here. I need you to come with me. You’re the oldest, the strongest, and the smartest. This is serious. We can’t tell Mom. I need you to trust me.” 
 
    “Dad, you’re creeping me more than a little.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. Can you get dressed? As in now? As in quietly? I’ll explain everything on the light-rail. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    A part of me panicked. Another part soared with excitement. Is this WTC business? I remember thinking. Why would Dad need me? Does it have something to do with the classes I’m studying? My grades were off the charts. Maybe the WTC wants to hire me! 
 
     “Dad…” I sucked in a deep breath and got ready to ask the question I’d wanted to my entire life. “What does WTC stand for?” 
 
    “When They Come.” 
 
    On the light-rail, he explained. “They’ve called it many things over the centuries,” he said as the train hurtled toward Sidus Perio. “SETI, they named it in the beginning, or so the old-world computers say. Then there was WOG, Within Our Galaxy. And then BUBBE, Beyond, Under, Behind, Beneath Everything. But after the early ships encountered hostile life on SR388, the mission changed.” 
 
    “Because we got scared?”  
 
    “Exactly. Humans have always assumed superiority. But the faster the WTC spreads through deep space, the more they realize one day they’d encounter a species even smarter and stronger. And considering the way Sidus has treated all the other life forms out there, the WTC knew they might have to contend with a true number one, an alpha species unlike any other. They knew this new species might want more than to fill a few xeno zoos.” 
 
    “They’d want to exterminate us,” I reasoned. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So all these years, the WTC has been looking for an enemy?” 
 
    Dad looked deadly serious. “The xeno zoos, the cinemas, the permo-glass boxes full of corpses…all of it a smokescreen. The WTC doesn’t really care about Star-Eaters, Grazas, and Zebites. They’re looking for Them, the rival species, the life form hiding between the stars.” 
 
    “Wait…” I felt my heart hammering in my chest. “Won’t the bosses be upset with you telling me this? This is secret stuff, Dad. We could get in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble. The WTC already knows. Who do you think sent me to pick you up?” 
 
    I knew it! I remember thinking. They saw my test scores! Or maybe my pilot’s exams! Even higher than Jack’s, not that I’d ever tell him about it.  
 
    “So I’m hired?” My panic turned to raw excitement. “I can quit school and go to work with you and Mom?” 
 
    His smile said everything. I’d never seen him so happy as then. I suppose in the heat of the moment, I mistook it for pride in me. Here I am, only twenty-one, and already the WTC wants me. Xan will be so jealous. Mom might be mad.  
 
    We rode in silence the rest of the way. For the life of me, I could not think of more questions to ask. My body buzzed with the anticipation of it all. My mind crackled with new ideas, new possibilities for the future.  
 
    When we reached the great permo-glass colonnades near Sidus’s western entrance, we walked off the light-rail and started up the marble stairs. I’ve never been closer to Sidus than this, I thought. One more step, and… “Dad?” I hurried to catch up to him. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “It’s the middle of the night. We’re at the space docks. If the WTC knows about me, and this is an emergency…” 
 
    “The guess you’re about to make is correct,” he said.  
 
    “We’ve found an alpha species?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I expected guards at the inner doors. We encountered none. The vast bureaus where Sidus’s army of receptionists usually nested were vacant. I had always assumed Sidus never sleeps, yet it seemed I’d been wrong all those years.  
 
    But not really.  
 
    We marched across the reception hall and shoved our way through several doors. Dad pressed his security bauble onto each blue sensor we encountered, allowing us passage into the corridors leading to the space dock. My heart pounded. I felt dizzy. The realization that I was needed at the moment of When They Come made a mess of my thoughts. I could have puked had Dad slowed long enough to let me.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I finally asked.  
 
    “You know where.” 
 
    “The space dock. Right?” 
 
    “Not just any space dock. The space dock.” 
 
    Slow down, I wanted to tell him. “What do you mean, the space dock?” I said.  
 
    He shrugged. “None of the other docks are true WTC docks. They’re for freighters, orbital resupply ships, light-x transports, or housing ships. There’s only one real WTC dock, one amongst the hundreds. That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said as we climbed a dozenth stair and strode down a clear-walled star tunnel. “Shouldn’t we be going to HQ? Don’t I need briefing or something?” 
 
    He stopped. Not slowed and stopped, but hard stopped in the middle of the tunnel. We were high up in Sidus’s space dock fortress, and the stars blazed through the clear tunnel roof. I remember feeling like we were floating in space, just Dad and I.  
 
    “At deGrasse, did they teach you light-x?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “And you went through all the pilot sims, right? You flew carriers and fighters? You told me and your Mom the truth about your grades?” 
 
    The question stung more than a little. I had never lied to my parents about anything meaningful. I had never needed to. “Yes, Dad. All of it. But like you said, the pilot classes were mostly sims. Jack knows more about real fighter piloting. Way more.” 
 
    “That won’t matter.” His eyes darkened.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because Jack is dead.” 
 
    My world crashed around me.  
 
    Jack? Dead? No. He’s just trying to creep me. If Jack were dead, he’d be crying. Mom would’ve been hysterical. But wait…what if Mom didn’t know? What if he’s not creeping me?  
 
    “Dad…” My horror welled inside me. “Tell me you made that up. Jack isn’t dead. We saw him just yesterday. I heard him leave the apartment with you this morning.” 
 
    “He’s gone, Jonathan. A Mimic killed him.” 
 
    I wanted to fall to pieces. My legs felt wobbly, my stomach full of acid. Had Dad not spun around and stomped down the corridor, I would have melted to pudding on the floor. I would have died.  
 
    I sometimes wish I had.  
 
    “Dad?” My voice fluttered out of my throat. “Dad?? What’s going on? Are we under attack? Where is everyone else? I don’t hear any alarms. We haven’t seen a soul since we got here. Dad, please!” 
 
    He said nothing. He just kept marching. Clumsy, I chased after him. We made it to the corridor’s end. He pressed his bauble against three security prongs. The door opened, and I staggered after him into the world’s hugest space dock.  
 
    There, in the heart of the dock, in a hollow void huger than any arena ever built, the lone ship sat in silence.  
 
    After ten steps into the dock, Dad stopped. Starlight peeked through the open roof and a dozen pale lamps blazed on the far walls, but otherwise the vast chamber lay in darkness. A sweating, shivering mess, I went to Dad and tried to read his expression, but in the shadows I saw nothing.  
 
    “You have questions. I understand,” he said. “You want to know why I’m not a mess like you are. It’s our training. It’s the WTC. I hate it. I hate them. Ever since I started my work, we’ve waited for this day, but I wasn’t sure it would ever come. I’m in shock, son. But my feelings don’t matter. It’s you we need now.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I know. I don’t either. But all our best pilots are away. I saw your exam, son. I know you trained to fly the Worldkiller.” 
 
    Worldkiller. The ship’s name haunted me. I had studied it years before. The WTC’s big project. Enough bombs to cook ten planets. Enough nano missiles to carve a hole in a Star-Eater’s gut. Right here, right in front of me. Surely someone else can fly it. I can’t. Not with Jack dead. I’m not ready, Dad. Can’t you see?  
 
    “Dad, no,” I stammered. “Why can’t you fly it? Why do we need it anyway? Where’s Jack? Why now?” 
 
    “It can’t wait,” he said.  
 
    “It’s too slow, Dad. If the Mimics are already here—” 
 
    “It’s light-xx.” 
 
    “Light-xx?” 
 
    “Double exponential. The coordinates are already programmed. To reach the Mimic homeworld and get back home, it’ll feel like thirteen minutes of flight time.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    Dad smirked. I’d never seen him smirk before. “The WTC has been busy,” he said. “Very busy.” 
 
    I shuddered, “Why should it even need a pilot? Just punch a few buttons and make the Mimics die. It’s for Jack, Dad. You don’t need me.” 
 
    I saw a cold light in his eyes. He was angry, more so than I had ever seen. 
 
    “Something like this shouldn’t be rushed, should it?” He gritted his teeth. “The WTC knew as much. The Worldkiller requires a single human pilot. One pilot. Human. No other species. It’s to make sure a living man pushes the button. Strange that it only takes one, but better than someone sitting at a terminal, having a bad day, deciding to end a world on autopilot.” 
 
    The way he said it chilled me. I supposed the WTC’s reasons were logical, but the thought of all the time and energy they had put into their planet-ending ship froze me to my bones. Until that moment, I had always thought of xenos as little more than dots on humanity’s interstellar map. The science of deep space had always fascinated me, rarely the living, breathing, magnificent array of creatures our universe housed, over whom we like to play God.  
 
    “Dad,” I pleaded, “what about Jack?” 
 
    “He’s dead. I’d never lie to you. I’m sorry. We have to focus, Jonathan. You’ll have all the time in the world for grief when you return. Trust me.” 
 
    “You want me to pilot the Worldkiller,” I said without emotion. I needed to smother my feelings, just like Dad. “You want me to destroy the Mimic homeworld. The coordinates are ready, like you said. This is our revenge, isn’t it?” 
 
    Dad nodded. If Mom had seen him, she would have been terrified. “You’ll know the planet when you see it through the window,” he said. “It’s unmistakable.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “It’ll look exactly like Earth.” 
 
    “Huh?” I squinted at him. My mind hurt to conceive such a thing. 
 
    “That’s right,” he continued. “They’ve been copying us for centuries. Every building, every tower, every landmark. They like the way we look, Jonathan. They’re obsessed. They’ve copied mountains, rivers, and forests. Their ocean waves are Mimics, their orbital stations are Mimics. They even have a Worldkiller, same as ours. Every cell, every face, every window in every storefront…all of it. Copied.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “You’ve studied the science. You know it can be done.” 
 
    No. Not that science, I almost said. They didn’t teach me the physics of lunacy. We had no classes for obsessive alien stalkers.   
 
    “Now go,” he told me.  
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Now. We have no time. The moment of WTC is here. The Mimics annihilate what they copy. We only just learned.” 
 
    I let him lead me to the Worldkiller. I knew only numbness, felt only a cold hollow in my heart where Jack used to be. I wondered if Xander were dead, too. I dared not ask. Dad will tell me everything when I get back. Thirteen minutes. Round-trip. That’s all this’ll take. Thirteen. Minutes.  
 
    When we reached the Worldkiller, I stared at it as though I were six years-old again. The ship looked impressive, though not particularly dangerous. A hundred twenty feet of polished chrome. Permo-glass windows. No wings. No visible payload. Just a needle of metal, really. And inside, a small quantum engine, synthetic air and food-makers, and weapons. Lots of weapons.  
 
    I gaped at the ship. I knew where the weapons were. Two fistfuls of nano corruption-bombs and a satchel-sized compartment filled with worm missiles lay beneath a hidden panel, waiting to murder billions. The WTC believed in nothing, if not thoroughness. If the Mimics’ homeworld were as perfect a copy of Earth as Dad said, the Worldkiller had enough weaponry to turn it into slag a hundred times over.  
 
    “Which payload should I use?” I asked as Dad used a remote to open a chrome panel on the Worldkiller’s flank.  
 
    “All of it. Have to be sure.” 
 
    “What about the orbital stations? What if they have defenses?” 
 
    “The fall-up from the planet dying will melt the stations. And since their Worldkiller is identical to ours in every way, they’ll see you and not know the difference.” 
 
    Until it’s too late. 
 
    Behind the chrome panel, a membrane door awaited. The gooey-looking blue portal would probe for my humanity, I knew. Any non-human trying to pass through would be vaporized. At least no Mimics can get on board, I thought. I don’t want to do this, Dad. But I will. All for Jack. I love you, brother.  
 
    “Can’t you come with me, Dad? I’m dying here. I’m…scared.” 
 
    “I have to stay,” he said. “Besides, there’s only one chair.”  
 
    For a few breaths, I stood in silence. The sky, the ship, and the air surrounded me, crushing me. I looked to Dad one last time.  
 
    “Dad—” 
 
    “Go,” he said. “Remember your training.” 
 
    I climbed seven steps up to the membrane door. I hated membrane doors. Walking through them felt like having your skin peeled off, every hair in every follicle pulled out. It puckered when I walked through, and then popped back into its normal, rounded shape. I suppose I was human after all, as the door failed to disintegrate me, but in the moment I felt anything but.  
 
    “Bye, Dad,” I said to him, but the membrane door blocked all sound. He’s not listening anyway, I knew. He’s lost in his head. Must be thinking about Jack.  
 
    I found the chair. The ship’s console awaited me, an air keyboard and twenty small switches capable of ending worlds. I sealed the door, sat down, and buckled in. Light x ships created localized gravity fields, meaning the universe outside my window would pass me by at billions of miles per second, but I’d feel no acceleration. I’d feel nothing anyhow, I figured. I’m about to murder a planet. I’ve never even met a Mimic. ‘Facile est ultio,’ Mom would have said. Easy vengeance. ‘Never harm a living thing whose children you’ve never seen.’  
 
    I wish Mom would have been there.  
 
    I never would have switched the Worldkiller on.  
 
    I flicked the ignition to active. The ship hummed for a moment as the engines neutralized all the exterior gravity, and then went silent. I punched the ascend button. I tried to look out the window and spot Dad, but the WTC towers were already a thousand miles beneath me. I tapped the navigation screen. After ten seconds of flight time I’d skirted a dozen orbital stations and entered near-Earth orbit. The ship was fast, scary fast.  
 
     I panicked a little bit, but then took several deep breaths. This is the right thing, I convinced myself. It’s them or us. Would I kill a billion Mimics to save one Jack? Yes. And what about saving Xan, Dad, and Mom? Yes.    
 
    Doing the right thing felt too easy. My emotions fell from my heart, and all my years of cold, calculated study drowned me. My fingers danced on the keyboard, pulling up the coordinates Dad had promised. Sure enough, there they were. In modern interstellar terms, the Mimics lived only a hop and a skip away, their star floating on the opposite side of the MW’s galactic nucleus. I had wondered if our enemy’s planet laid ten galaxies away, maybe a hundred, but there they were in the thick of the MW, six and a half minutes across the galaxy. Our galaxy.  
 
    I traced my finger along the coordinates on the screen. I trusted Dad had done the math. The image flickered, the engines hummed for a few breaths, and all the stars beyond the windows went black. Hurtling through deep space felt like floating through a dark, silent room. I heard myself breathing, but nothing more. What if something happens out here? I wondered. I’ll fly to edge of time and beyond, and no one will ever know. I should’ve said goodbye to Mom.  
 
    More than anything, I wished I’d done just that.  
 
    The Worldkiller slowed to a crawl. If not for the localized gravity, the deceleration would have scattered my body into stardust. Through the window, I saw a bright blue planet growing larger. I saw the shapes of continents, so very like Earth. I glimpsed lights winking on the planet’s dark hemisphere and glimmers of silver towers on the sun-touched side. Thousands of orbital stations ringed the planet. I even saw a moon. I remember thinking, They copied the Moon? Thieves! If Dad is right and they annihilate everything they copy, there’ll be nothing left of us, not even our goddamn moon! 
 
    I piloted the ship closer. No enemy fighters swarmed me. No planet-based missiles or corruption beams leapt out at me. It worked! I thought. They think my ship is theirs! We’ve won!  
 
    I wasted no time. I hammered the air keys as though they were tangible, imprinting the shapes of the Mimics’ continents into the weapons system. I did the same for the Moon, just in case they kept colonies like we did. My brain worked like a machine, every gear locked into place, all concern for morality piped into the sewer of my mind.  
 
    I finished mapping the targets. I knew I was sweating, trembling, and afraid, but the rational part of me smothered my senses. This is for you, Jack. We love you. We’ll miss you. I wish Dad had asked me to do this before now. Had I known, I would’ve stolen this ship and done the deed myself. 
 
    Had I known.   
 
    But for a lone question, the targeting screen went black.  
 
    Kill targeted planet? it asked me.      
 
    I sucked in a shallow breath. With one sweaty fingertip, I tapped in my answer.  
 
    Yes.  
 
    As the Worldkiller’s payload streaked toward the planet, I heard nothing. I glimpsed little black balls of nano bombs tumbling down and silver worm missiles knife through empty space, but then lost track of them. Ten, nine, eight… I counted down in my head. …seven, six, five… 
 
    On four, the Moon caught fire. The big pale ball turned molten red in four spots, and then all over. The corruption bombs did their work at a terrifying speed. Small lakes of fire became oceans of boiling rock. I knew what was happening. During our school sims, the chain reaction of atoms rupturing had looked fake on the cinema screen, but out here it looked terrifying. Rock turned to magma. Mountains became ash. Vast craters overflowed with burning, dying particles.  
 
    When the Moon was half dead, the missiles hit the main planet. I saw continents split open, fractured like the breakfast wafers Mom had cooked me only yesterday. I imagined the speed at which the Mimics died. They won’t even have a chance to be afraid, I thought. It’s almost too quick. After the missiles, the bombs hit. The impact looked different than on the moon. The oxygen in the atmosphere caught fire. The oceans boiled and turned black. White clouds blazed scarlet before melting away above a planetary inferno. For a few minutes, the planet looked like a tiny sun. I tried to look away. 
 
     But I couldn’t.   
 
    I regret watching it until the end. I should have released the weapons and shut my eyes. I should never have cracked a grim smile as the planet and its moon turned black and dead. I should have hated myself when the orbital stations fell to the planet’s surface, and burned like everything else.  
 
    Hours later, I awoke as if from a trance. The planet and its moon were charred to ash. The fires burned no more. I scanned for survivors. Nothing, not even the lowest form of cellular life, had survived the Worldkiller’s touch. I killed billions…no…trillions of life forms, I remember thinking. Every animal. Every plant. Every mother, father, and child. I felt sick with what I had done.  
 
    But the worst feeling was yet to come.  
 
    I keyed up the navigation screen again. Dad had entered the coordinates to reach the target planet, but not to return home. No worries, I thought. He was in a hurry, probably as panicked as I was. I’ll just key in this…and that…and this. I’ve got to get home to Mom. She’ll need me.  
 
      
 
    Coordinates invalid, the screen blinked at me. Destination is current location.  
 
      
 
    “Destination is current?” I said aloud. “No, stupid screen. I want to go home.” 
 
    I tapped in the formula again. Six and a half minutes, I told myself. And I’ll be back with Mom, Dad, and Xan.  
 
      
 
    Coordinates invalid. Destination is current location.  
 
      
 
    I let my fingers fall from the console. “What does that even mean?” I said to no one. “How can home be here? You’ve got it backwards, Worldkiller. We’re nowhere near our destination.” 
 
    I did the math in my head. I stared at the screen. I still felt frazzled from ending a planet, but focused enough that I knew I’d not gone crazy. Slow as a Star-Eater, I typed in the coordinates again. Fifty-seven thousand light years from here. Six and a half minutes. Come on, stupid ship. I want to go home. 
 
      
 
    Coordinates invalid. Destination is current location.  
 
      
 
    I sagged in my chair. I felt angry and desperate. Even then, I didn’t panic. The Worldkiller was a state-of-the-art instrument. No way it’s wrong. It’s a perfect machine. Simple. Elegant. The best quantum computer ever made. An engine that will never go quiet.  
 
    So why does it say, ‘Destination is current location?’  
 
    To this day, I’m not sure why I thought of the permo-glass box Dad and Jack had brought home. The image just sort of popped into my mind, a little starburst in the dark space between my brain and my heart. I closed my eyes and saw Jack slide the box onto the couch. I saw Dad standing with his arms crossed, looking proud, looking smug. I remembered kneeling beside it and squinting at the little ash hillocks, the smooth grey and black powder. I felt the same sickening sensation as when I’d stood up and backed away from it. 
 
    I saw the look in Mom’s eyes.  
 
    I wonder if she’d known. 
 
    One last time, I rekeyed the coordinates. Every student in every school knew Earth’s galactic location code: E1-101. It was one of those things our teachers had drilled into our heads. It had never seemed important as a kid. “The computers all know it,” we used to say. “Why’s it matter if we do, too?” 
 
      
 
    Coordinates invalid. Destination is current location.  
 
      
 
    I pounded the console. I remembered the permo-glass box yet again. I didn’t want to remember it. I just did. I should’ve insisted Dad get his scope, I thought, so that we kids could‘ve seen the Mimic inside. But I hadn’t insisted. I’d kept my mouth shut. Turns out the feeling in my gut had been dead on. The only thing more terrifying than a dead xeno lying in a box on our couch had been the two Mimics standing in the room with us, pretending. I tried to tell myself the ashes in the box hadn’t been Jack and Dad’s. Maybe it’d only been a WTC clerk, a receptionist, or maybe the old guy in the blue coat who used to wipe the glass doors to our apartment clean every night. Maybe. Right? 
 
    No.  
 
    I swiped away the coordinate screen and entered the ship’s log. I never felt hollower than when I saw what awaited me.  
 
      
 
    Coordinates to xeno location SX-997: Deleted. Non-retrievable. 
 
    Path rerouted to location E1-101.  
 
    Circular route via extrasolar flight path: 6.5 minutes required.  
 
      
 
    Six and a half minutes.  
 
    Round. Trip.  
 
    Quaking, I looked out the window again. Ebon crust covered the Moon’s surface. I could barely see it anymore. It was so black it blended with space. On Earth, the oceans looked like tar, the continents like grotesque skeletons of the beautiful things they had been only a few hours ago. I would have urged the ship closer to better see the carnage, but I didn’t need to.  
 
    I already knew what I had done.  
 
    Dad wasn’t Dad. I crumbled to my knees. Jack wasn’t Jack. They knew. It was just the two of them. Together. The ashes in the box. They were mocking us. And the membrane door. Dad couldn’t walk through it. His rant about the WTC. He hated us. He hated them. I used every bomb and missile. Used them all so I’d have none left for revenge. Oh God… Mom. Xan. Oh God…Dad and Jack lied to us.  
 
    Two Mimics had given their lives to murder thirteen billion humans.  
 
    I don’t remember the days and weeks afterward. I stayed in the ship, my window gazing down upon all that I’d killed. I went through every stage of grief, rage, self-loathing, and utter despair. I think I broke my hand against the window during a fit. I’m almost sure I tried to starve myself, but gave up in the end. I may or may not have witnessed the Moon break apart and collapse upon the Earth. I might have dreamed it, for all I know. But now the Moon is gone and the Earth covered in black clouds. It must have happened. I didn’t dream it.  
 
    The Mimics won.  
 
    Somewhere, on a world that looks nothing like ours, they must be at ease. Though I live on, floating in eternal orbit around a dead, ruined rock, I am the last human. I might live forever if the Worldkiller preserves me. I might punish myself by existing as long as I can.  
 
    Forgive me, humanity.  
 
    I miss you, Xan.  
 
    I miss Jack and Dad, the real ones.  
 
    I miss Mom most of all.  
 
    She was right.  
 
    Pretend inferiority. Encourage our arrogance.  
 
      
 
    And they did.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Phoenix 
 
      
 
      
 
    River Fairchild 
 
      
 
   T he altar shimmered with candlelight, the mirror sitting behind it multiplying the glow. Renae glimpsed her reflection, younger-looking than truth, unhappiness a burden crushing her soul—or it would be if she still had one. Her hand fluttered over a deck of Tarot cards resting between two of the pillared candles, waiting to reveal the answers to her unspoken questions. If she dared to ask. 
 
    The only other item on the altar, the only item Renae truly possessed amid the flotsam of trivia collected over the years, was an hourglass. No bigger than a bottle of wine, its sands held in stasis, time arrested as it waited for her to finish what she'd begun. She traced the fine woodcarvings cradling the glass in place with one fingertip, feeling the energy swirl through her blood. Calling to her. Wondering if the waiting had come to an end. 
 
    She thought maybe it had. The cards would confirm it. 
 
    Some would tell you there are no vampires. Don't listen to them. They're real. Maybe not the bloodsucking kind, but others do exist. There are worse things which move through the shadows. Through the light, as well. I'm living proof of that, although living might not be the best description. 
 
    Renae picked up the Tarot deck and turned over a card, placing it on the altar in front of her. Yes, a foolish beginning. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The summer intern job at the UN was a dream come true for Renae. Fresh out of school, the offer of travel lured her away from the familiar and into an exotic landscape normally reserved for those with more experience in avoiding pitfalls. Intoxicated by it all, Renae soon blundered into the wrong situation, collapsing at a party with only vague memories of her time there. Even now, knowing what happened, she had a hard time recalling more than fragments. 
 
    I remember the sting of venom coursing through my veins. The fire as it tracked through my belly, forcing me to the edge of death before allowing me to return again. The horror of awareness when I awoke, even without realizing what I'd become. 
 
    The thirst dogging my every footstep, almost too strong for me to deny. Almost. 
 
    She awakened in an elegant bedroom, the dark paneled walls displaying paintings of fair maidens ravished by mythological gods or some such nonsense. The images gave her the creeps, so Renae cast about for another distraction while her fogged brain cleared enough to figure out where she was and what had happened. 
 
    Her body ached, head throbbed. No answers materialized, only an insatiable thirst irritating her throat, moisture-starved tissue begging for liquid. 
 
    The door opened and Renae's breath caught. The man glowed in the light from the doorway, his red hair seeming to catch fire from the sun pouring through the windows behind him. He crossed the floor, coming to stand by the bed. Renae's blood quickened in her veins with each step he took. Suddenly, nothing mattered but him. 
 
    “You're awake.” He smiled and took her hand in his. She hadn't remembered being so cold before but he exuded a delicious warmth and she didn't want him to let go. The burning in her throat eased as well. 
 
    “I am called Fen. Do you remember what happened to you?” 
 
    Renae shook her head, but images flashed through her mind like tiny explosions threatening to engulf her if she concentrated for too long. Images of this bright man, bathed in darkness.  Drawing toward her. Cloaked shadows in the background writhing like cobras attuned to his every move. A woman's laugh echoed in her head. 
 
    “It's all right. I'm here to help you.” 
 
    The flashes left and Renae smiled at him, her stupor increasing into euphoria. His next words didn't mean much at the time. She would come to understand slowly, much later. Not that it mattered. It was already too late. 
 
    “You've been reborn to serve me,” his voice crooned, clasping Renae in a sexual heat too powerful to resist. “I will teach you, nourish you, provide for you. In return, you will deny me nothing. To betray me means your death.” 
 
    Fen held a hand to her cheek, stroking it as a lover. His energy fed her until Renae felt strong enough to sit up. As he broke contact and stepped away, the thirst crept back again. Renae felt the lust to drain another human of their energy, and stared into Fen's eyes, now lit from within as if a fire blazed there. 
 
    “What's wrong with me?” Waves of heat crested within her chest, crashing against her lungs and robbing them of air. She struggled to breathe, the fire in her throat charring each effort. 
 
    “It's a glorious day. Come.” He offered his hand to her. “I'll show you how to thrive.” 
 
    I fed off the energy of others to survive, but never to the point of killing them. Never to the point of turning them, either. I like to think I have some semblance of humanity left within me. If that ever fails, all hope will be lost. 
 
    And so began my descent into hell, accompanied by an unholy angel. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Her thoughts reaching outward again, Renae picked another card from the deck and turned it over, her eyes squeezing shut at the sight. True enough. He wove his decadent magic around my throat like a collar made of velvet, but as unbreakable as an iron clamp. 
 
    Renae felt Fen's presence now as he walked through the penthouse. Smelled the scent of another woman's perfume lingering about him like a wisp of fog trying to hide from the rays of the sun. Conjured a mental image of his red hair awash with golden light as he strode down the hallway toward his private rooms in the penthouse, the floor-to-ceiling windows casting a blazing trail in his honor. 
 
    Everything seemed to be in his honor. The viper charmed the masses. They gave themselves over to Fen without question. He might soon hold the fate of the world in his hands. 
 
    Adulation fed him well enough but a small number of spent bodies weren't uncommon, either. No one noticed the missing. Magic took care of the evidence, turned away the questions.  
 
    A few, like her, he kept in servitude, turning them for his private entertainment. His private soldiers. His private worshippers. 
 
    She'd even married him, a disgrace Renae would never be able to overcome, much less explain. He needed an image. She gave him her soul. 
 
    Twisting and tumbling along the road of this insane odyssey with a man poised to inherit the political world, Renae happened upon a splinter of hope from an unlikely source, in a place where no hope had any right to exist. A turn of fortune presented itself during a chance encounter in New Orleans five months ago. 
 
    The mirror mocked her now, daring her to draw the next card. Renae held her breath, her fingers tingling as they hovered over the backs of the Tarot cards. How many times had she gotten the wrong answer in the months since? She touched the deck and pleaded with any spirit listening. Let it be today. 
 
    A whoosh of breath escaped her lips as she pulled the card. Yes. Renae felt the wheel spin as she dropped the card down on the altar in front of her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    The tiny shop sat back from the alley in a rundown section of town, a place where the voodoo is authentic and sane people don't venture into the shadows. 
 
    No one's accused me of being sane lately. The very idea tickled Renae's long-forgotten sense of humor. A joke at her expense. The thought appealed to her. 
 
    The shop door stood open, inviting Renae in along with the humidity of the summer day. An old woman appraised her from behind the back counter, a smile touching the corners of her mouth enough to give her a benign countenance. Renae didn't believe it for one moment. She felt the power rolling off this dangerous woman. The prospect excited her. 
 
    “You be far from home, needing more help than you've a right to ask for.” The Cajun queen laughed, her voice sounding like textured silk rasping against sand. Eyes snapping with black fire burned their way into Renae's mind, leaving her feeling as if she had a gaping hole in her forehead. “You know who you be tied to? He rise from the ashes. Fortune don't play no role for him.” 
 
    “Please. There must be some way. I know you can help me. I can feel it.” Renae knew she'd give this woman anything she had, plead for as long as it took. 
 
    “Maybe. No telling how fate might twist the intent. Just so you know. I may have something to ease the pain.” 
 
    A raucous sound rolled from the woman, more like gathering spirits to do her bidding than anything resembling a laugh. The air around the Cajun spun, her black hair whipping upwards in a funnel, snakelike, twisting into an emotion fraught with seduction and easy magic lying there for the taking. 
 
    Renae blinked and the room around her settled into a shop once more, the seething energies held back in an uneasy truce. Her spine crawled with unaccustomed trepidation, but she stood her ground, refusing to look away from the obsidian eyes staring her down, the mouth curved as if ready for trouble. 
 
    The woman sauntered over to a shelf at the back of the shop, plucking an hourglass from it and spinning back to Renae in one quick movement. She tapped the hourglass three times in rapid succession. Something inside the sand repeated the beat like an echo, the color of the granules turning from a vibrant blue to that which was found on a stroll along the beach. 
 
    Renae kept her unease to herself. After all, she had asked for help and only the strongest magic had any hope of succeeding.  Still, the wrongness pounded a drumbeat of doom within her, the message intoxicating at the same time. The lure of the darkness ready to savage the unwary. 
 
    The Cajun queen held the relic aloft, away from her body, and studied Renae for a few moments before speaking. “When the time arrives for you, the cycle will end. Your journey comes to a close and a new beginning spreads before you. Rebirth is possible if you do not waver. There's only one escape, one chance. You await the world. To move before the moment of clarity brings you nothing.” 
 
    Renae nodded her understanding. 
 
    My chance at redemption. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    One card to go. Then she'd know for sure. Trembling fingers slid along one card to the next before coming to rest on what Renae hoped was her redemption. A tear formed in her eye as she laid it above the others. This was her card, the answer to her question. 
 
    The World. 
 
    Renae picked up the hourglass, careful to keep it away from her body as the energy vibrated down her arm, restlessly seeking what the voodoo woman called “an awakening.” She walked past the windows in the hallway, the sunlight dimming now as storm clouds gathered outside. The soft carpet beneath her bare feet beckoned to Renae to lay down her burden and rest. Forget her plans. It would all work out if she kept quiet. 
 
    Only the pull of the hourglass held in front of her kept Renae going, the energy contained within jumping with a frenzy of kinetic activity. The sand still didn't move between the two chambers but rather surged in place, as if experiencing a tidal pull inside the glass. The motion drew her eye and she quickened her steps. The sooner she got rid of this dark magic, the better. 
 
    Fen lay on the wide bed asleep, his chest bare, his hair a tousle of flaming color against the pillow. Renae almost wept at the thought of destroying such beauty. Only the knowledge of his blackened depths drove her on. 
 
    She placed the hourglass on Fen's chest, directly over his heart, hoping the Cajun queen's knowledge held true. The voodoo woman had said the object would hold him in stasis. If not, Renae had no doubt these would be the last moments of her life. 
 
    Better to die trying than not to try at all. 
 
    His body trembled but he didn't wake. Renae let go of the breath she held and watched in terror as fangs appeared in the sand for a brief moment before sinking back down again. 
 
    Inside the hourglass, the sand turned red in a blaze of glowing fire, as if kissed by the sunset. Fen's body jerked several times in spasms, then stilled, his breath fading as his lungs ceased to function. 
 
    There would be recriminations. Wars could start over his death as factions accused each other of conspiracy. Renae might be blamed as well—only fitting as it would be the truth—but standing aside and doing nothing to stop his intentions would have been a far greater evil. Even if she were the only one who could see it. The only one who knew him for what he truly was. The only one capable of stopping him before he destroyed free will. 
 
    Her pulse gave a savage kick as Fen's body crumbled to dust, a desiccated wasteland lying on the mattress, the room eerily silent but for a gentle hissing sound emanating from the sand in the hourglass. Renae wondered for a moment what those fangs belonged to before deciding she didn't want to know. The sand itself started moving again, its new color causing each grain to seem like a tiny drop of blood dripping into a pool of the stuff. She tore her gaze away from the sight as her stomach did a slow flip, holding the offensive timepiece away from her body with a straight arm as she made her way back to the altar. 
 
    Whatever happened, it was the end of the threat. The world could re-group, start anew. So could she, even if it was from inside a jail cell. At least she'd know she made the right decision. 
 
    The candlelight sputtered and flared as she knelt in front of the altar and stared into the mirror once more. The flames briefly consumed her image before settling back down, as if something in the aether called out to the fire, giving it renewed life. The smell of cinnamon filled the room, turning sweet, cloying, combining with a burnt stench which assaulted Renae's nose. 
 
    Something in her peripheral vision moved, a shadow sending chills to roll along her spine. She turned her head with reluctance, afraid of what she'd find. 
 
    Nothing but empty space. I'm alone in the room. The realization surprised her. 
 
    When she turned back, the mirror had iced over, its surface showing jagged cracks within the white. It caught Renae in a trance, the cold numbing all movement. Casting out all reason. Tightening the grip of fear. 
 
    The moisture heated again to room temperature, melting in rivulets along the length of the mirror. It seemed to be crying fat tears, showing the tracks on Renae's reflected cheeks. Cheeks no longer under her control. 
 
    The face in the mirror is still mine but belongs to Fen now. I'm floating somewhere behind him, off to his left, insubstantial and helpless. A wraith, nothing more. 
 
    The reflected image dissolved, re-emerged as Fen. Like the Phoenix, he had emerged from the ashes to start anew. The perfect ruler. Feared as the antichrist by some, adored by many more. Free to steal their will, their power, their lives. 
 
    And I helped him do it. 
 
    He smiles as if he can sense me drifting over his shoulder. Perhaps he can. 
 
    The sound of a Cajun queen's laughter fills my mind as fear of this new existence extinguishes all hope.  
 
      
 
    Welcome to eternity. 
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    An excerpt from the Novella ‘A Door Never Dreamed Of’  
 
    J Edward Neill 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   N ine hundred years ago, humanity believed it had attained perfection.  
 
      
 
    The ugly wars of the Twenty-Second Century had ground to an end. New systems of farming and weather-control had eliminated hunger. Cancer, heart disease, diabetes, even Alzheimer’s…cured by a single scientist’s genetic research. Coal, oil, and gas, long the mainstays of ‘dirty’ energy, were eliminated, replaced by nuclear-powered machines which operated like miniature stars, and which were built to last not for hundreds of years, but for millions.  
 
    It seemed humanity had climbed a mountain for many centuries dreamed of.   
 
    And yet, if it was true, if humanity had finally transcended, it had little to do with the decline of poverty, hunger, conflict, and war. For even with all obstacles removed, people still sought to undermine, to steal, to envy, and to seek power even when unnecessary.  
 
    Ultimately, what brought us so near to utopia was the ultimate weapon for suppressing human instinct and emotion:  
 
    Entertainment.   
 
    In the year 2116, a technology firm known as pENT (Permanent Entertainment) ended their focus on creating video games. The art had long been in decline. Even with the most immersive games available, and even with entire city blocks dedicated to round-the-clock gaming experiences, the world’s youth craved more. No one needed to work, after all. No soldiers were required to wage war, and no labor force was required. Leisure time had become all the time. To exist, the world’s youth needed only to rise from sleep, claim a meal at any of a billion free-of-charge food dispensers, and breathe. Nothing else was mandatory. All sectors of labor had become fully mechanized, controlled by robotic automatons, who, even when in need of maintenance, were simply repaired by other automatons.     
 
    Life had become easy. Too easy.  
 
    And so Permanent Entertainment decided to live up to its name. 
 
    And in a matter of months, pENT released a beta version of In.   
 
    In, or Imaginary Nature, was at first meant as a life simulator. Early users would plug in for days, even weeks at a time. While jacked into In, users could create every tiny detail of an alternate existence, and then live that existence as though it were their own. Some In testers used it to escape their utter boredom. Others, most especially young men, used it to simulate every imaginable sexual adventure. Women created fantastical lands, many of which lacked men, and nearly all of which gave them the chance to be the most beautiful, most fashionable, and most influential person alive. The elderly used In to be young again. Artists created other worlds to inhabit, some alien, some mechanical, and many that were terrifying. The earliest beta users became so adept at using In’s interface they created empires over which they ruled and galactic civilizations designed to worship them. Some even used In to recreate themselves as gods, suzerains of everyone and everything. 
 
    It was all fantasy, of course.  
 
    And yet, ten months after In’s beta ended, In was almost in.   
 
    Having anticipated In’s success, pENT tried to make certain its release-day preparations were perfect. In cities around the world, their techs purchased vast volumes of server space. Rows upon rows of buildings were dedicated to housing computers capable of processing users’ imaginations. Elsewhere, workers constructed apartments designed solely for users to live in while jacked into In. The apartments had tiny rooms. Most were barely big enough to fit a single chair, a few strands of body-sensory jacks, and a feed/waste tube to keep users from needing to un-jack several times every day. ‘Sardine houses,’ an elder pENT executive named them. ‘Fit for sleeping fish.’  
 
    Given their preparations, Permanent Entertainment assumed its success. Their webs of wifi sats and Blacktooth, light-speed data-ejectors blanketed almost every metropolitan area in North America, Western Europe, China, and the unified, Middle-Eastern goliath Iranabia. They hired thousands of consultants to deal with technical problems, retrofit older connections, and to train users to remember to un-jack.  
 
    They couldn’t have been more ready.    
 
    On the sixth of June, 2120, one hundred and thirty-seven pENT executive officers sat in the top room of the tallest tower in North America. Surrounded on all sides by paper-thin membrane video screens and live-feed holo-generators, men and women in black suits held their breaths as a clock ticked down to zero-hour. If In worked, they knew Permanent Entertainment would become the most powerful company in the world. But if it didn’t, if the system crashed or users died, pENT execs knew their vast investment of money and capital would have been all for nothing, and their careers would be ruined.   
 
    Three…two…one. 
 
    The crimson digits hanging in the air ticked toward zero.  
 
    When the moment arrived, hundreds of thousands of users simultaneous jacked into In.  
 
    The execs paled. But the system held.  
 
    In was in.  
 
    If ever pENT had doubted their work, on that night they knew otherwise. Every In chair in every sardine house in every city had been bought and filled. Servers lit up with the countless impulses of users’ imaginations, but sped along none the slower, working at less than one percent of total capacity. Body-sensory jacks invented especially for In ensured that users’ muscles still fired, breather chairs prevented bedsores, while streams of nutrients pumped in via feed tubes, all working as flawlessly as pENT had hoped.  
 
    The next morning, whole cities remained quiet.  
 
    Fewer than one percent of users had un-jacked overnight.  
 
    A week later, more than ninety-seven percent were still plugged in. It was the beginning of something beautiful.  
 
    And of something terrible.  
 
    Within a few weeks of In going online, the debate began. The world’s remaining politicians, though long marginalized to a fraction of their previous power, thrummed with conversations about In. Was it immoral that so many users had yet to un-jack, that men and women with families had gone missing by the tens of thousands to pursue lives of pleasure and fantasy? Would the system eventually fail, releasing countless users back into reality, their minds forever ruined by an addiction to a world other than the real?  
 
    To counter such concerns, some leaders trumpeted, “This is at last the great release we’ve sought. The prison of our ordinary consciousness is broken. We’re all free.” 
 
    But others called In the ‘Great Lie,’ and railed against it with vicious determination.  
 
    And so the argument raged.  
 
    Whatever the debate, and no matter its legitimacy, pENT’s sights were set on larger prize than a few hundred thousand people. In the second month after In’s takeoff, automaton factories fired up in earnest. The factories turned out breather chairs and body-sensory jacks by the million. In pENT’s underground facilities, robots machined and programmed impossibly powerful servers, which were shipped within days to hubs worldwide, connected to nuclear-powered energy sources, and switched on with the intent of never, ever being switched off.  
 
    By the time the debate deepened, half the world’s politicians had either plugged into In themselves or given up the fight against it. Those who opposed jacking in waged their wars of words upon deaf ears, empty rooms, and membrane video screens no one cared to watch.  
 
    By the year 2126, nine-hundred million people had permanently hooked into In.  
 
    By 2142, supported by pENT automatons working shifts that never ended, the number of In users reached eight billion.   
 
    In was no longer simply a fantasy.  
 
    In was everything.  
 
    It became reality, and much more than simple entertainment. With their bodies protected in every way, users spent months jacked into In, then years, and after a time they stopped un-jacking entirely. pENT uploaded the libraries of every nation into the system, every book, magazine, scientific journal, and archaic text. With advanced streaming methods users were able to consume everything humanity had spoken or written in the last hundred years. Even the least intelligent people swallowed so much knowledge as to become ten times as educated as any human who had ever lived before them. With such knowledge their imaginations grew, their fantasies increased exponentially, and the reasons for un-jacking became nil.  
 
    By 2151, ninety-nine percent of humanity was permanently jacked-in. Cities were silent but for the hum of servers and the rare incoming march of automatons. The robots once created to replace human labor became caretakers for oceans of their eternally dreaming masters. The world of the physical fell away into nothing.  
 
    The world of the mind had won.  
 
    Still, ninety-nine percent was not one-hundred percent, and in the far corners of the sleeping world, millions of humans lived free of In. Some had never dared jack-in. Others had jacked-in briefly, but somehow resisted the temptation to fall into forever-long fantasies. These rare sects of society became known derogatorily as Outs. The Ins assumed the Outs were unimaginative, radical, and in the worst cases, heretical. ‘Why would anyone not want to be In?’ they roared. ‘There’s nothing left in the regular world. Not for us. Not for them.’ 
 
    For many years, the Outs existed on the fringes of the sleeping In world. They kept all the technologies humanity had mastered, but strove no further. Even when In scientists streamed messages back into the physical world, hoping to invite, educate, and beguile, the Outs discarded the lessons. The Ins with their exponential capacity for learning clawed at the very boundaries of physics, mastering the sciences behind gravity, quantum mechanics, and even time. But the Outs wanted no part of it. Their lives had become easy enough without In, and with the world so quiet around them, the Outs earned such peace and prosperity that no civilization before them had attained.  
 
    And none since.  
 
    In 2162, the Outs gathered in the great city that had once been known as Venice. The Pope and his clergy were gone now, having flocked to the ether in search of God, and the pale streets and dark canals had long gone silent. In a tower high above the sleeping city, the most rebellious of the Outs held conclave.  
 
    “Unless we put an end to In, those who live in fantasy will eventually destroy us,” reasoned an Out leader. “Whether by misunderstanding, jealousy, or sheer boredom, they’ll want us gone.” 
 
    To his surprise, his remarks were met with cheers.  
 
    “They’ll want to secure eternity locked away in their minds!” cried one Out woman, a politician from the old days.  
 
    “Yes,” agreed another, “And we’re all that’s left. If we’re gone, no one will ever unplug them. Humanity will die.” 
 
    “No!” still another shouted. “They’ve got new machines. Haven’t you seen? They breed in their minds. The automatons fertilize their women while their bodies sleep. They’ve children who’ve never known anything but In. They’ve babies who’ve seen nothing in their lives but the world that isn’t.” 
 
    “Grotesque!” screamed a number of Outs.  
 
    “Disgusting!” 
 
    “It must end!” 
 
    Even in the darkest corners of their minds, pENT engineers had never foreseen the day when the un-jacked masses would rebel. The world of fantasy had been at first good business, then an unprecedented success, and finally a glorious ascension they assumed all of humanity would embrace. That anyone would ever grow to hate their beautiful creation, they never fathomed.  
 
    And such was their mistake.  
 
    When a band of Out partisans burned an In tower to the ground with two-thousand people still jacked-in inside it, the In world barely blinked. They had no idea what had really happened. The Outs had smashed two dozen guardian automatons and clipped every single body sensory jack in the building. Surviving Ins were so consumed by their separate worlds and endless hoarding of knowledge, entertainment, and sex that even when a thousand of their number vanished, they registered almost nothing. They assumed the vanished Ins had wandered off to a new fantasy or scientific revelation, and that they’d soon be back.  
 
    But three weeks later, when a fringe Out group orchestrated the nuclear detonation of an entire sleeping city, the Ins caught on. Darkness grew in their hearts. In an imagined place deep within their minds, they gathered to plot their revenge.  
 
    Their thoughts turned to violence.  
 
    Within hours, they acted.  
 
    Without leaving their fantasy worlds, the Ins reprogrammed thousands of automatons to return to their factories and retrofit themselves with terrifying new weapons. The advances made by the billions of dreaming were more than the Outs were prepared for. Four days after the nuclear attack, automatons arrived in Out cities armed with lasers capable of carving buildings in half, flechette rifles that spewed out thousands of explosive particulates, and gravity-distortion devices that hurled people, vehicles, and houses miles into the air before letting them tumble helplessly back to Earth.  
 
    The Ins’ revenge took the lives of tens of thousands.  
 
    Out cities burned.  
 
    A war began.  
 
    For every city the Ins’ automatons laid waste to, the Outs paid them back in spades. And because of the automaton armies the Ins employed to fight their proxy war, the Outs forgot such things as mercy. Bombs were laid in the hearts of jacked-in towers, and thousands of dreaming men, women, and children turned to ash. Factories were leveled using hundred-year old ordinance, and servers torn apart by the hundreds. For each one life taken by In automatons, the Outs severed the jacks of scores of Ins. In the most pernicious of the Outs’ attacks, two hundred men cut the servers of some eight-hundred Ins, waited outside an apartment for the un-jacked to wander into the streets, and bludgeoned them all to death.  
 
    Neither side was righteous.  
 
    The Outs felt abandoned. The Ins felt betrayed.  
 
    But before long, the Ins gained the upper hand.  
 
    The turn of the tide began when an In man, Gerrard De Napoli, un-jacked himself in the Old World city of Paris. For twenty years, Gerrard had fashioned imaginary worlds in which war never ended. He knew every tactic of every battle since the medieval days of England’s occupation of Scotland, and had relived them all a hundred times as the general of each side. He was, for lack of an equal, the most accomplished military strategist to ever have lived. It mattered none that he’d never been in a real-world battle. In had trained him far better than any soldiering, any amount of eons spent warring in the physical world. 
 
    After making himself a stronghold in the heart of Paris, Gerrard quickly established a connection to every pENT server worldwide. He ordered that the greatest minds created by In be un-jacked and delivered under automaton escort to him. Within a week, several hundred of the smartest humans ever to live were at his side, plotting the end of the Out rebellion. Some were willing. Others were not. But with his huge stature and inelegant forcefulness, Gerrard made them all listen. It was easy for him communicate, considering that after years of being jacked-in, everyone in the room spoke every language in the world.  
 
    “We can’t fight as we’ve done in the past,” he lectured them. “The Outs are burning our fields while we sleep, reprogramming our bots to poison us while we dream, and taking advantage of our unwillingness to wake up. We outnumber them a thousand to one, and they’re using it against us. They know most of us would rather take our chances and stay jacked-in than un-jack and fight a battle street-to-street.  
 
    “But that all changes now.” 
 
    “How?” argued Thiago Enici, an astrophysicist so thin he looked skeletal. “They’re scattered everywhere. We don’t have enough automatons. And every time they capture one of our weapons, they assume it into their arsenal.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said the masterful psychologist, Sara Von Berlitz. Sara was known to everyone in the room as the Mind Mistress, for her In world was a galactic-scale replica of a human brain. She knew the purpose of every neuron, and she understood what everyone would think before they thought it. “Attrition will be the end of us,” Sara grinned a soulless grin. “But what Gerrard is saying, I believe, is that we should not work for the destruction of the Outs, but rather their removal.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the same thing?” Thiago grimaced. 
 
    “Not at all,” said Sara. “But I’ll let Gerrard explain. He’ll be less insulting than I would.” 
 
    Gerrard steepled his fingers. Sara had been right, of course. She’d known what he’d been planning all along.  
 
    Forty three years of In had been more than enough. With most of humanity having limitless access to knowledge and the infinite ability to test and retest every scientific theory, the technological leaps had been vast. The gravity weapons deployed against the Outs were but a fraction of what the Ins had learned. They had mastered chemistry and unlocked the dark secrets of quantum mechanics, but more importantly they had invented higher forms of deep space travel. And although they had yet to test any of their new interstellar devices in the real world, it mattered little. Inside In, scientists had simulated millions of journeys into the cosmos.  
 
    “And it’s time we put our brains to work,” boomed Gerrard De Napoli. “The Outs know how this ends. They know we’ll destroy them. They know their future holds only running, hiding, and dying.” 
 
    “But they’ll take thousands of us with them.” Thiago Enici flexed his skinny fingers. “It could be any of us who dies next. Me…them…or even you.” 
 
    Gerrard raised his chin, and Thiago fell silent.  
 
    “Exactly my point, Ser Enici. No matter how many weapons we forge, how many Out cities we raze, they’ll get their victories. They’ll kill twenty here, and two thousand there. But we’ve a way to stop it all.” 
 
    “A cease-fire?” Thiago looked incredulous.  
 
    “Of sorts,” said Gerrard. “We offer them a deal. They’ll resist the notion at first. They’ll suspect a trap. But they’ll come around. Earth is ours now, and they know it. The only option they have is to leave.” 
 
    “But where?” asked someone in the crowd. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Gerrard rolled his neck. “No. Not really. But if you ask every scientist here, they’ll say the most likely candidate is Jupiter.” 
 
    “We’re sending them into Jupiter?” Thiago glowered. 
 
    “Not into it. Around it. It’s not a trap, as you’ve supposed. We’re not going to kill them. We’ll make them a ship…a perfect one. Jupiter’s hydrogen will fuel the micro-fusion reactors forever. We’ve done the tests. We know the answers. We’ll make it elegant, beautiful, and powerful. And then we’ll send them on their merry way. They’ll have food forever. They’ll have technology beyond their wildest dreams. But most importantly, they’ll be gone. No more bombs laid in In towers. No more slaughters of the sleeping.” 
 
    “You’re a military strategist,” Thiago argued. “No one here expected you to fight the Outs like this.” 
 
    Gerrard looked proud of himself. “Wars are won in the mind,” he said. “What happens on the battlefield is decided long before any soldier puts his boots on the ground.” 
 
    “And if they refuse?” Thiago asked what everyone else in the room wanted to know. 
 
    “Then we’ll lose a few hundred thousand,” Sara Von Berlitz stepped forward again. “And they’ll lose everyone. It’s a moral option, Thiago. What’s the phrase they used to use? The Outs will have to take it…or leave it.” 
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   T he fountains of Roma were only ever wet when it rained. 
 
    That chilly April morning, I reached Piazza della Repubblica after a fifteen-minute walk from home. I shivered and pulled my jacket, long-since unrecognizable as the army kit it once was, tighter around my body. Time and wear and abuse had stripped the drab coat down to its bare wool, leaving just one adornment: a small patch over my right breast, an archaic golden parachute flanked by sky blue angel wings. The only visible evidence of my life before. The rest, the scars and wounds and memories, I kept well hidden. 
 
    The piazza was a roundabout with two lanes, the outer for pedestrians and the inner for mechanized traffic, encircling a three-hundred-year-old fountain. The nymphs of the sculpture surrounded, on four sides, the likeness of some ancient god wrestling a dragon. There should have been water spouting meters into the air from the serpent’s maw. The fairies’ stone flesh should have been dark with moisture. They all should have been adrift in an idyllic lagoon. But they were dry as dust and had been for close to fifty years. When the planes had stopped flying, at the beginning of The Great Crunch, the tourists stopped coming. The city turned off the water soon after. It was hard to justify spending money on the pretty things when no one was coming to see them. I could imagine what it would have been like in the old times, to turn every corner and hear the sound of gently running water. 
 
    But the nymphs and their master sat decaying and neglected, blanketed with green moss and brown, sickly barnacles. Their empty concrete basin was now a home for nesting pigeons as well as spinners, icers and junkpunks, all cadging for enough coin to buy the day's fix of hypnometh or the new opiate known on the street as Dragoon. 
 
    The inner loop of the plaza was flush with bicycles, e-carts and the occasional horse-drawn wagon. Pedestrians traveled every which way in efficient chaos. I found a roughly defined northbound channel in the foot traffic and merged into its flow. 
 
    Occasionally a man or woman would cast me a second glance. I did not look like them. Their skin ranged from Venetian white to Sicilian olive. Mine was like rich caramel, which meant I was supposed to be in Pakitown. There were no laws keeping me there, but the denizens of The Esquilino ghetto rarely left. I lived there and hated it, so I ignored its boundaries every time I got the chance, and it was well worth enduring a quizzical look or two. In this neighborhood, they weren’t used to seeing someone like me not wearing the uniform of a cleaner. 
 
    But the stares from the Legionnaires put me on edge. I passed two pairs of them on my short walk. Their bulky chrome body armor and ever-drawn plasma carbines made everyone nervous. They were the oppressive right hand of Dario Villano's government and always on the lookout for anyone who threatened the peace and status quo of the Neo-Caesar's city. 
 
    I had to navigate twice across the traffic lanes, once almost being run down by a hauler, and passed by an abandoned green information kiosk. The six-sided shacks were prevalent in the heart of City Center and, like the fountains, had become casualties when the end of tourism had plunged most of the city into poverty. 
 
    I pulled my mobiterm out of my pocket to check the time and felt proud that I was only twenty minutes late. Probably thirty by the time I got there, assuming there would be security. After four years in and around the Roman underground, it was a personal best. My world did not put much stock in punctuality. 
 
    I had no messages. Probably because I had no friends and tended not to give my enemies my number. 
 
    I looked up just in time to see the large man slam into my mobi, sending it skidding into the street. Pain shot up my arm from my broken left pinky. I had tried to wrap and splint it that morning, but I hadn’t paid a lot of attention when they taught us field medicine. I had been too busy learning how to jump out of gravjets, resist torture and kill people. 
 
    “Harami!” I swore after him, but he didn’t look back or understand me or give a shit. I didn't blame him. We were all just trying to cut our path through the world. No one was going to help us, but there were plenty of people in the way, and sometimes those people got trampled. I knelt to grab the device while at the same time trying not to get bowled over. The Romans forced to go around me spit words like bitch and Paki at me. I snatched the mobi, stood back up and carried on. I looked for damage but couldn’t tell. This mobiterm was already obsolete when Alba sold it to me two years before. It was nicked and scratched and in some ways flat-out broken: the speaker was blown out and due to crack and bleed in the screen; it had been a year since I could see the first three characters of any message. But I couldn’t exactly walk into a shop and order a new one. All comm-gear was registered with the government, and hacked gear was expensive. It was another thing in my life that would have to wait. 
 
    I pulled a small packet out of my breast pocket. My finger was killing me. I placed two (better make it three, take the edge off) insta-tabs of chryo under my tongue to dull the pain.  
 
    Minutes later I arrived at the southwest corner of the Grand Hotel. The St. Regis. Halfway up the block from me was the front entrance, but I took a right down a shaded walkway running along the building’s short side. I saw the worn bronze awning first, then the two dark green-uniformed men standing on either side of a set of green, wood and glass double doors. Both carried Chinese-made Fángbào CPC rifles. Heavy gear. About as nasty as a non-make-dead weapon could get. As I approached, their fingers tightened on their triggers. The men were very serious about whatever it was they were paid to be serious about. 
 
    I stopped in front of them. There was an awkward beat before they figured out I wasn’t going away. They exchanged a look before the taller of the two let out a sigh and spoke: 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “My name is Virata Das,” I said. “I’m here to see Admiral Moreno.” 
 
    The idea seemed preposterous to the guard. “You are, are you?” 
 
    “Ask your boss,” I suggested. “Now.” 
 
    The guard sneered at me. “We don’t take orders from Pakis.” 
 
    Will you take my boot down your throat? I thought. “Please,” I said. 
 
    He raised his non-trigger hand to his temple and gave it a tap. Tiny blue script, scrolling heads-up information, flashed across the surface of his left eye. The guards were hired muscle, for sure. They weren’t Legion, and no municipal carabiniero could afford gear like that. 
 
    “They say to let her in.” 
 
    “Then let me in.” 
 
    “What did I tell you—” 
 
    The shorter guard interrupted, “Let her in, Beppino.” 
 
    They let me in. Six red carpeted stairs led up to a small antechamber, with old-old looking paintings on the walls and claw-footed couches. At the far end was a glass door. I went through it and found myself in a small, well-lit room with an open lift waiting for me. The touchpad inside had only one option. The magnets activated, and the car began to climb, not stopping at any numbered floors along the way. Its only purpose was to get one to and from the Imperial Suite that topped the Grand Hotel. 
 
    The lift stopped, and the doors slid open, revealing six armed and severe-looking men standing in an ornately decorated sitting room. They wore the same uniforms as my friends downstairs. Straight lines of utilitarian green in a parlor of crimson and gold frill. 
 
    I laced my fingers behind my head as they patted me down. I didn't carry a weapon. To get caught by The Legion with any kind of unregistered piece was trouble, and I wasn't the kind of person that got things registered. 
 
    The door to the next room opened, and a man in a suit emerged. He was tall for a Roman and well groomed. Probably past fifty, with rod-up-his-ass posture and a gleaming bald scalp. He walked with the assistance of a black cane topped with a brass sphere, although the hitch in his step seemed mild to me. In slow Italian he introduced himself as Orso Cola, the Admiral’s assistant, and asked if I needed anything. 
 
    “No, thank you,” I responded. 
 
    “Did you have any difficulty finding us?” 
 
    “No. Just left my place and walked north.” 
 
    “The Admiral is waiting for you.” 
 
    “How should I talk to him? How’s his Italian?” 
 
    “He has been in Roma since before you were born.” 
 
    “So better than mine.” In the army I had been given subconscious flash-training on all of the Romance languages. So when I washed up in Roma, it only took me a few months to become functionally fluent. 
 
    He smiled. “Would you prefer English? Your Italian is quite passable, but he so seldom gets to converse in his native tongue.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. When in… yeah. Don't worry about it.” 
 
    He led me through the door and into the suite. It was as gaudily furnished and decorated as the antechamber and twenty times the size of the cube I called home. Maybe thirty. It smelled like flowers and antibac gel. There was music playing. Old music, the kind with words. A whining voice sang slowly and earnestly: 
 
    Summer has come and passed. 
 
    The innocent can never last. 
 
    Wake me up when September ends. 
 
    Whatever that meant. 
 
    Along one wall were a dozen two-dimensional photographs framed in molded gold. A princess called Grace. White men with their names written beneath their faces in script: Clinton, Ilysasov, Gere, Mercier. A dark-skinned man named Nwosu and a dark-skinned woman named Winfrey. Another Clinton, a white woman. A Chinese called Du. 
 
    The other two I recognized. Xian Hao was a late twenty-first century scientist who had made the first tentative contact with intelligent extraterrestrial life. Since then, we had been having a cryptic long-distance conversation with what we assumed was an advanced alien race. We had no idea what they were saying, and we were pretty sure they had the same dilemma. 
 
    We had already discovered life on other worlds: first the microscopic fossils on Mars, then the millions of nonocular, silicon-based “blackfish” under the icy surface of Europa. But Xian had proven that we weren’t alone as thinking, intelligent beings, even if the others were eleven light years away. I always found it comforting to know that if we truly fucked things up down here, there was something out there that still had a chance. 
 
    My father had been an admirer of Doctor Xian and spoke of him often. 
 
    The other picture was of Sagni Dubashi, who had been the Prime Minister of India during the Shame of 2020 and the ensuing global, genocidal war. My father had hated him and I never met anyone who felt otherwise. 
 
    Here comes the rain again. 
 
    Falling from the stars. 
 
    Drenched in my pain again. 
 
    Becoming who we are. 
 
    “Do people think that staying in a room where an extraordinary person once slept will somehow transfer their greatness to them? Relevance by osmosis?” 
 
    The man speaking sat on one of the room’s six sofas. Admiral Jonah Moreno, I presumed. 
 
    “As long as they change the sheets often enough,” I said. “I wouldn't worry about anything transferring to anybody.” He looked about seventy, with a full head of fine black hair, parted on the left. His skin was wrinkled and worn, but free of any molds, lesions or growths. A mouth full of polished white teeth hid behind his thin, pink lips. 
 
    “You're Admiral Moreno?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Where's Moreno?” 
 
    “There is no Jonah Moreno,” he said. “Not anymore. He lives on when it behooves me to not use my given name.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “My name is Caden Kennedy. I'm sure that means nothing to you.” 
 
    “Less than zero-zero. Who was he?” I was intrigued by this man who wanted me to make dead for money.  
 
    “An old friend. Well, a rival. Of sorts. From a long time ago. We were two very different boys with one common interest.” 
 
    “A woman.” 
 
    “A girl.” 
 
    I wasn’t able to dig up any information on an US Navy man named Moreno. “He was an Admiral?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled. “No, but I feel naked without a title in front of my name.” 
 
    “What's your real title?” 
 
    “Senator. United States of North America. Deceased.”  
 
    “Deceased?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Officially, yes. I’m sure that seems odd.” 
 
    Not to me it doesn’t, I thought. 
 
    “And your real name again?” 
 
    “Kennedy. R. Caden Kennedy.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” I asked. “It's a pretty lousy cover if you go telling strangers about it.” 
 
    “Once I explain everything to you, you will understand why it's useless for me to hide such information from you.” He motioned to the sofa opposite him. “Please. Come sit with me.” 
 
    Ring out the bells again. 
 
    Like we did when Spring began. 
 
    Wake me up, when September ends. 
 
    When I got closer, I got a better look at him. He was much older than I first thought. Much older. His eyes were devoid of crow’s feet, but his full lashes were obviously synthetic. As was the hair on his head, his teeth and maybe even his tongue, which looked natural but had an odd tint to it. His pupils were dead like dulled onyx. He breathed shallowly, as if it would hurt to pull the air deeper. He was a barely together machine adorned with sparkly new buttons and knobs. He wore a gray hooded sweatshirt, unzipped to his navel, a plain white T-shirt underneath. At the bottom of his distressed denim pants were narrow old-time sneakers, black canvas with rubber heels and toes. The bright red, loosely drawn laces were only nominally tied. 
 
    I sat, crossed my hands in my lap, tried to look attentive. Don’t fuck this up. 
 
    He picked up a small tin from the end table and used two fingers to pop open the lid. He held it out towards me. The candies inside were brown and green striped discs. I shook my head. He shrugged, took out a piece for himself and popped it in his mouth.  
 
    As my memory rests. 
 
    But never forgets what I lost. 
 
    Wake me up when September ends. 
 
    As he set the tin on the sofa beside him, he said, almost to himself, “They're called Bombas Bocas. They’re from back home, from one of the Mexican states. They don’t have them here. I’m not even sure they make them anymore. I smuggled some over years go. Each one I eat is precious to me because my supply is finite. I do not eat them idly.” 
 
    He was telling me I should have indulged him and taken the damn candy. And I knew I should have. You're already fucking this up. 
 
    Kennedy rolled the candy around in his mouth, savoring it. He closed his eyes, and we sat silently until it had dissolved entirely. He swallowed, and the simple act seemed to cause him pain. After it had passed, he smiled. As he opened his eyes, he asked, “Looking at me, how old would you say I am?” 
 
    A dozen ways to crack wise came to me, but I stayed quiet. I could tell the difference between a man who wanted a conversation and a man who just wanted to talk. 
 
    “I am a hundred and forty-six years old.” 
 
    He said it with no humor, no slyness, no hint of bullshit. He meant it. 
 
    Even ignoring the cosmetic augmentations he looked half that, and I had never heard of anyone living that long. He would have been worldwide famous. Who was this guy? 
 
    He continued, “In my grandfather’s generation a centenarian was a rarity, a man to celebrate. The product of either careful living or luck.” 
 
    “Or both.” 
 
    “Or both. What do your friends call you?” 
 
    What friends? I thought. “Rata,” I said. 
 
    “Rata.” 
 
    “Can I call you Caden?” 
 
    He ignored me. “Just so you know, Rata, I will be offering you money to murder a man. But it’s one of the few things I’ve never done in my long life, and I believe I’ll have to work my way up to it. If that is alright with you.” 
 
    I nodded. In the name of the criminals I owed, I had made threats, broken bones, caused terrible confession-inducing pain. But not made dead. I hadn’t killed anyone since the war. Not since Neu Berlin. 
 
    Wake me up when September ends. 
 
    The music stopped. The Senator smiled and sat forward, resting his creaking elbows on his thighs. He ran his hands down both sides of his artificially hairless cheeks. He seemed on the verge of tears, but I doubted his ducts worked anymore. “I seem to be having a hard time. Why don’t you tell me about yourself, Virata Das?” 
 
    “I'm not as loose with my self-data as you are.” 
 
    “Then let me guess. You live in The Esquilino, but your name suggests to me you are not of the Yatiim. Indian?” 
 
    “Bengali.” 
 
    “And the Paks let you be?” 
 
    “I keep my head down.” 
 
    “I’m old enough to remember when there actually was a Pakistan,” he said. 
 
    He can’t be, can he? This is ridiculous. 
 
     “I like your jacket.” He pointed to my chest, to the faded badge above my pocket. “You served.” 
 
    “No. I bought this from a hockshoppe on Via Cavour.” 
 
    “No, you didn't.” 
 
    “Jump Commando. Ninth battalion.” 
 
    “What theater?” 
 
    Fuck do you care? I thought. “All of them,” I said. 
 
    “Saudi? Russia? Germany?” 
 
    “All of them,” I said again with a touch more force. 
 
    “I would guess you are fifty-five years of age?” 
 
    Pushing aside my vanity, I calmly told him I was thirty-eight. Give or take. 
 
    “Sorry. I have lost my ability to guess the age of young people. It has been so long since I have looked my age. Thirty-eight. Have you ever been in love?” 
 
    “I don't see how that's any of your—” 
 
    “I remind you that you are here for an interview. If I ask you a question, let's just assume it's fucking pertinent. Have you ever been in love?” 
 
    “Not so far. I don't believe in fairy tales.” 
 
    “Good. That’s good.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “I’ve seen four world wars come and go. I was given a college deferment in the first, was too old for the next one and legally dead for the last two. Not that I wanted to fight in any of them. I’m just curious. So when you were killing and trying not to get killed in the name of your country, did you think often of death?” 
 
    Sometimes. All the time, I thought. “Not a whole lot of time for that,” I said. 
 
    “‘Learned men do not grieve for the Dead or the Living.’” He was quoting something, I could tell, but I had no idea what. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Those words are from your book, are they not?” 
 
    “I don’t read a lot of word-fic. It puts me to sleep after five minutes.” 
 
    “‘Never have we not existed, and never in the future shall we cease to exist.’ It’s from the Gita.” 
 
    Great. One of those. “That one knocks me out before I get it loaded.” I wanted to get off the topic. 
 
    “I’ve always found myself drawn to the Indian traditions. The food, the music, the art…” 
 
    If you called me up here to quench your Tandoori Fever, you’ve got the wrong girl, you old bastard, I thought. “Really? That’s fascinating.” I said. 
 
    Don’t. Fuck. This. Up. 
 
    “The religion is of course nothing more than a toxic mythology, but aren’t they all? I don't believe in fairy tales, either.” 
 
    Kennedy began to stand for the first time since I had been there. I stood and offered my hand, and he took it. He arched his back, and I heard the bones cracking, but once he was upright, he had remarkably good posture for someone born in the twentieth century. When he walked, he took deliberate but steady steps. He approached the wall of portraits and looked at them while not looking at any of them. 
 
    “When I was forty-one, as a consequence for having my father’s weak genes, my heart exploded while I was speaking on the floor of the Senate. At least that was what it felt like. All this time and I still remember. Cardiac arrest, but that seems like such a clinical term for being ripped apart from the inside by a spiteful and parlous fiend. It hurt like a motherfucker.” 
 
    He paced back and forth in front of the photographs, pretending to study their faces as he spoke. I felt my attention wavering between his story and my throbbing little finger. 
 
    “When I woke up, the docs told me I had been dead for eight minutes. Even in my medicated haze, I realized the magnitude of that fact. Do you know what happened in those eight minutes?” 
 
    How much more of this will I have to sit through before he gets to the job? 
 
    “Nothing. I did not see the Heaven the nuns told me about in school. I was not reborn into the cycle of samsara, nor did I find the release of nirvana. There were no virgins waiting for me. I did not commune with my lost loved ones. I was, for those four-hundred eighty seconds, nullified.” 
 
    I had abandoned the beliefs of my parents, of my people, any beliefs, when I was a teenager, but hearing it stated so concretely chilled me. 
 
    “I decided then that I would never allow myself to die.” 
 
    I would have laughed, but he had done a pretty good job of it so far. 
 
    “Do you know why I have lived for a century and a half and you most likely will not?” 
 
    A fistfuck of dollars? 
 
    “It is because I am very rich and you are not. Not one of my organs is factory issue except my brain, and even that has been tinkered with. As we speak, my fourth heart is being printed, soon to be nurtured in a nutrient bath and held in stasis until I need it. Most of my bones have been reinforced with polymers to prevent decay. I have nanobiotic antibodies that patrol my blood for any signs of disease or infection.  
 
    “I replaced a religion with a philosophy. This philosophy is called Transhumanism. Are you aware of it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I'm not surprised. It was an idea ahead of its time, furthered by a man who did not live to see it come true.” 
 
    He came back and sat down. I could see the gears turning behind his eyes. Maybe he was finally getting to the point. “Despite the stagnation that has maligned the world over the last hundred years, there have been some remarkable things achieved. But they are only available to the wealthy, and that is a horrible shame. Without great personal wealth, a person has no chance to ever see two centuries.” 
 
    He looked at me. Directly in the eyes. For the first time. 
 
    “Would you, Miss Das, be interested in some personal wealth of your own?” 
 
    I’d settle for getting my bike out of hock, I thought, but I sat up a little straighter in my chair, shaking off the dullness I had sunk into during his speechifying. 
 
    “Six weeks ago, my wife of eighty-three years was murdered in front of my eyes,” he said, as coldly and flatly as he could. 
 
    The first thing that struck me was the terrifying thought of being with the same person for eighty-five years. But I was pretty sure that wasn’t the important part. 
 
    “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you. She was everything to me, my partner in every way. Beautiful. Intelligent. And strong. Stronger than I could ever hope to be. We held the same ideals, the same goals. We had spent a mortal’s lifetime together working to conquer the unnecessary certainty of death with the power of science.” 
 
    This was the part when I was supposed to start playing like I knew what I was doing. Asking questions. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    They had been taking a spring passeggiata, a long, slow, near-ritualistic stroll through Roma’s city center. It was something Italians had been doing with their evenings for centuries, and after fifty years the Kennedys no longer thought of themselves as foreigners. The Senator had worn a white silken suit, and his wife, Amelia, donned a powder blue dress that ran down to her ankles, with a yellow scarf around her neck to cut the evening breeze. 
 
    When they emerged from their house, they must have been striking: a vigorous hundred and forty-two year old man and his beautiful hundred and nineteen year old wife. Orso had driven their luxury e-cart to the Piazza Navona, where they always began their night walks. As was tradition, Kennedy had walked with his hands behind his back, the fingers of one gently wrapped around the wrist of the other. Her right arm slipped under his left. She had been having a little trouble with one of her synthetic hips, the Senator noted to me, but he hadn’t minded keeping her steady as they strolled.                
 
    “She had been doing the same for my heart, for all of me, for the better part of a century,” he said to reinforce his melancholy. I bit my lip and sighed in an attempt to avoid rolling my eyes. 
 
    Strolling had become more popular over the previous decades because of the lack of tourists. Everyone out walking was Roman, or at least lived in the city-state, and understood the need to slow down every once and a while, even during the darkest of times.               
 
    The oblong plaza had been a racetrack in the old-old days, but that night the people circled it very, very slowly. The Kennedys stopped at one of Navona’s three famous fountains and reminisced about how beautiful it had been when they first arrived in Roma, when the water was flowing to it. The air was crisply biting, so Caden had draped his coat over Amelia’s shoulders. They sauntered west and out of the piazza, towards what was left of the old Italian Senate building. It had been burned during the Civil War, and the rubble was left as a reminder ever since. While they stood alone, they could hear the bustle of Navona behind them. 
 
    “I was just about to ask Amelia what she thought the American Capitol, which had been my office for fifty years, looked like now, when I felt her entire body convulse. I felt her… I looked over, and her eyes were wide open in terror, and blood was dripping from her lips like spittle. I didn’t know what to do. I needed her to tell me what to do… 
 
    “As she sunk to her knees, I went with her, feeling that if I let her fall it would be the end. She was mumbling as I lowered her to the ground as gently as I could. Her eyes… they… her eyes they rolled back into the back of her head; her whole body was trembling. Shaking. I didn’t know what to… She would have known what…” 
 
    “It was only then that I became aware of the man. Maybe three yards from us. Dressed in a blue suit so shiny it reflected the streetlights. Everything else was white. His bow tie. Slacks, jacket, shoes. And he wore a top hat. Also white. A fucking top hat. 
 
    “And he was pointing a pistol at me. One of this place’s stupid laser guns. He stepped forward, and I saw that he was trembling and there was sweat dripping from the tip of his bulbous nose. He looked terrified. He took aim, his finger twitched, there was a flash, and I dove into darkness.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected that. “But it didn’t take,” I said. 
 
    “I couldn’t have been down for more than a minute. When I woke up, he was gone. Amelia and I were lying in the street. No one had seen what had happened, or, if they had, they hadn’t bothered to come to our aid. 
 
    “Amelia was quiet and still. I crawled to her.” He vaguely mimicked the motion with his arms, probably not aware that he was doing it. “I wiped the blood from her lips, sure she was just unconscious. I had survived. The weapon hadn’t been lethal. We had been spared. 
 
    “But I couldn’t wake her. All of our efforts to conjure ourselves immortal were dashed upon the cobblestones of Piazza Madama. I looked into her eyes, their emerald hue already starting to fade, for a full minute before I closed them. She was… I couldn’t believe… I couldn’t understand why the gun had taken her life but spared mine. In the moment, I wished it hadn't.” 
 
    Hacking a commercial weapon to make dead sapped the batpack pretty quickly, but an average retail piece could easily deliver three or four killing stings, unless the mod was shoddy. It seemed that once he had blown his load killing the woman, he only had enough juice left in the stinger to send the Senator down for a quick nap. 
 
    I waited a beat to press on, then asked, “Did he take anything?” 
 
    “I gave her a necklace the day we left America. Buried inside a platinum sphere was a sample of her DNA suspended in amber. He ripped it from her neck.” 
 
    “Anything else? Money?” 
 
    “A few thousand yuros. Our mobis. My pockets were turned out, even the ones that were empty to begin with.” 
 
    “So it was a robbery?” I asked. 
 
    “In every sense. He stole everything from me.” It turned out his ducts were functional. He reached again for the tin of candy, but changed his mind. I was having a hard time finding sympathy for a woman who managed to fend off death for a hundred and twenty years. My father had made it to fifty-nine. And my brother never got to see his tenth birthday. Maybe Amelia’s extra years were supposed to have been theirs. 
 
    He looked at me, wanting me to speak. His gaze drifted to my left hand. “What happened to your finger?” I regarded my makeshift splint. Considering what he was hiring me to do, I was sure the story wouldn’t have upset him. But I didn’t feel like telling it. 
 
    “You want me to find this man. And kill him.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Three million.” 
 
    I tried to keep down the wave of excitement pulsing through me. “That’s a lot of denarii.” 
 
    “Three million yuros.” 
 
    “Oh.” Denarii were worthless outside the walls of Roma. Yuros spent anywhere and were worth twice their Roman counterparts. 
 
    “I am told that is a lot. Is it too much?” 
 
    I would have done it for a hundred grand, I thought. “I don’t think so,” I said. 
 
    “It’s my first time purchasing mortal retribution. I’m afraid I don’t know the market value.” 
 
    “Here’s to uneducated guesses.” 
 
    “But there is more to it.” 
 
    Chodu... 
 
    “I’m not hiring you to kill this man. I am hiring you to avenge my Amelia.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I get the difference.”  
 
    “I am not so blind as to call this justice. That is not what this is. It is revenge, and I want to feel its satisfaction. I want to know what it’s like to pull the trigger, to watch him fall. I want to tell him why he’s dying, explain to him what he’s taken from me. I want him to know that nothing waits for him beyond this world but annihilation. I want him to fear. I want him to cry. I want him to beg. 
 
    “But I am an old man, and this is not a task for me. I don’t think my body could take it. I don’t think my heart or mind could either. Which is why I need you. 
 
    “In order to help me, my pain must become your pain. My grief must become your grief. My wrath must become your wrath. 
 
    “I don’t need a detective, Miss Das. I’m not looking for a bounty hunter. 
 
    “I need a proxy.” 
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   D ave Simms wished the world would just end already.  
 
    He didn’t care if it swept away in an enormous tidal wave that washed everything from the land. If a meteor struck his very spot in an extinction level event, he wouldn’t have minded. If the dead clawed their way through filth and earth and wooden coffins into the sunlight with a new desire to eat the living’s flesh, he would sigh in relief. 
 
    For then, maybe, just maybe, he wouldn’t have to put up with people like Steven Kingsley anymore.  
 
    “The world’s supposed to end this week, right Dave?” The nasal sound of Steven’s voice boomed across the hunting store, causing Dave to gnash his teeth and clench his jaws. 
 
    Though, hunting store wasn’t the correct term for this place. Part hunting shop, part grocery store, and part gas station, the Tilly Mill Shoppe sat at the edge of civilization. Old Highway Twenty no longer roared with traffic the way it might have some thirty years earlier. Like most places just outside the suburban beltline, this area was wilderness for most city-folk. The store would be crowded with customers travelling north to the mountains from Atlanta on Friday evening, their trucks towing a boat, or a camper, or just hunting equipment, each of them convinced they were recapturing some primal essence long since lost to them in their weekly routine of desks, emails, and deadlines. This place represented the last stop before complete anarchy. Somewhere the strong ate the weak. So the store would be very busy nearly every weekend. Filled to the brim with patrons trying to reconnect to that lost animal inside. 
 
    Those very reasons summed up why Dave only visited during the week. A trick he used so that he only needed to deal with the regulars. Maybe give a few of the old timers a nod as they lived out the last days of their lives, sitting outside, swapping stories, and counting every car which drove past. 
 
    That was, of course, as long as they weren’t giving Dave grief.  
 
    Three of them had left their perch outside and followed him in, ever curious about his plans. He’d dealt with their type his whole life. In high school, they were the jocks, the cool kids, and he was the nerd who needed to be pointed at and laughed at for being different. Scrawny, glasses wearing, wimp of a kid, they saw him as weak and it was a moral imperative to ensure that they terrorized him throughout his adolescence. 
 
    “Big day for you, huh Dave?” When he made no move to acknowledge the comment, Steven cleared his throat and tried again. “This is the week, right?” 
 
    Dave looked up quickly, taking care not to lock eyes with Steven before immediately dipping his head downward again. Under his breath he muttered. “Yes, sir. Noon on Saturday.” 
 
    Steven grinned, flashing his yellowed teeth back at Rick and Sam. “You hear that, fellas? We best be saying our prayers if ole’ Dave is to be believed.” 
 
    Rick decided to join in on the fun. “You ask me, the apocalypse happened a couple of years ago. Whole world’s going to Hell.” 
 
    Somewhere, along the shelves in the back, Dave Simms examined his shopping list a little closer. In front of the squirrely man stood the shelf with various dried packaged food, and he didn’t need to grab anything that might not sit well with his nervous stomach. His eyes darted from shelf to paper and then back again before he made his decision. His arm shot out and proceeded to scoop a dozen packets into his basket. A few more passes up the three aisles the small store offered and Dave sifted through the basket once more before grunting his satisfaction at his haul. 
 
    Rick chuckled and reached into the front of his shirt pocket to find the dip can waiting. Using two dirty fingers, he pinched a piece and set it between his front lip and gums. “Well I got a question for you, Dave. How is it that about every three months or so you come in here and stock up on all sorts of,” he grabbed one of the pouches from the shelf, “re-hydro-ized vegetables?” 
 
    Sam interjected, “That’s not real food. You know that.” 
 
    Dave remained silent, waiting for Rick to finish whatever point his feeble brain was trying to make. He kept his hands at his sides, fighting the urge to clench and unclench them with every word spat his way. 
 
    “Every three months you think that the world is going to end, and every three months go by and we’re all still here.” 
 
    Dave could tell that a reply was required. “That is true.” 
 
    Steven broke into a big grin before pointing to the radio sitting on the counter behind him. “I sometimes listen to those late night shows, you know with the crazy callers about aliens and the like. And they talk about the end of the world, too. Ain’t none of them mentioned this particular time though. Why do you think that is?” 
 
    Rick poked him in the chest with the pouch. “So how is it that the world hasn’t ended if you’re so sure that this is the time. Last time was the time. And the time before that.” 
 
    Dave did his best to keep his expression neutral. “I only have to be right once.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Steven cocked his head and for a moment looked more like a confused dog than a man. 
 
    Dave spoke the words a little louder, a little clearer. “I only have to be right one time.” 
 
    The three men exchanged looks before they each let out a howl of laughter. Dave couldn’t blame them for their reaction. He took their jabs because he knew that it didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. 
 
    They weren’t wrong about his previous predictions. A quick bit of math told him that he’d made almost thirty-seven different predictions about the end of the world. He was far past crying wolf. Nobody would believe him, and if he were being honest with himself, he no longer believed it either. Yet he continued to make his weekly visit and monthly predictions. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first message came to him through the direct service his work employed. A cryptic line that only gave the score of the next weekend’s Falcons’ game: 24-10. Dave didn’t pay it much mind. To be honest, he wasn’t much of a sports guy, knowing just enough about the goings-on with the various ball related sports to contribute one or two lines of dialogue to any conversation which might have the misfortune to spring up around him. It wasn’t until he arrived to work on Monday morning that he thought about the note again and rechecked the final score: 24-10. 
 
    The next Friday afternoon he received the scores for every football game on the weekend slate, college and professional. They all matched… every single one of them. By the end of the weekend, he was watching the Sunday night game with a measure of both astonishment and disbelief. He cheered as hard as he could against the picked winner. Even if every other game had been right, somehow he just needed one to be incorrect. It wasn’t possible to have that level of accuracy in such things. But when the final whistle blew and he double and then triple checked the scores, they all matched. 
 
    He seriously thought about calling in sick that next day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey! You three better stop harassing our customers!” Dave hadn’t noticed the woman behind the counter when he came into the store. The nice thing about small town grocers was that things never changed. The bad thing about small town grocers was that things never changed. 
 
    Every week it was the same elderly man, Mr. Jacobs, who sat and listened to the police scanner, a spit cup resting alongside him on a little ledge behind the counter… not quite out of sight of the customers. A heavyset man, Mr. Jacobs never said more than a couple of words in his mixed mumble speak, and Dave was never entirely sure if he actually hated the customers or just didn’t care to engage any of them in conversation. 
 
    Dave liked that about Mr. Jacobs. 
 
    Yet, here she was, someone new, someone he’d never met before. 
 
    “Sorry, Stacy.” Steven cast a dirty look Dave’s way, but led his cronies back out the front of the store. 
 
    The woman never took her eyes off the little crew until they were outside. Only then did she turn her attention to Dave. “Sorry about that…” 
 
    Dave focused on her. Full face, dark hair that had a little too much product in it, long finger nails, some kind of dark red, and the warmest smile he’d seen since he’d relocated to the mountains. 
 
    She took his basket from him and began inspecting his haul on the day. “Do you actually eat this stuff or what?” 
 
    Most of the conversations Dave had started much the same way. A bit of disdain dripping from their voice as they tried to wrap their brains around whatever freaky lifestyle they thought he was living. He’d been labeled a Prepper, a Doomsdayer, and a bunch of other names not fit for mixed company. A person tends to become immediately defensive regardless of anything else. 
 
    “Yes! Why does it matter?” Dave felt bad immediately upon speaking the words as it dawned on him she didn’t have that sound of arrogance in her voice. Instead, while his brain replayed the question back in his head, he heard something else… perhaps a bit of playfulness. “I’m so-sorry. Those guys, they just-“ 
 
    “Push your buttons. No, I get it.” The smile returned after its brief vacation, which made him all the more grateful for it. 
 
    “So, did something happen with Mr. Jacobs?” 
 
    “What? Uncle George? Oh, no. He’s just getting a bit too old to work the full week here. And my aunt is very keen on keeping him more around the house rather than hang out with the…” she pointed to the outside. “Other nere-do-wells.” 
 
    “Oh, good then. I mean, not good.” Always stammering and stuttering around women. Dave knew he was doing it again. Couldn’t find the correct words to say if they sat in his mouth and leapt out of their own accord. Still, through it all, she just gave him another smile that calmed him once more. “I mean, I’m glad he’s doing alright.” 
 
    She finished ringing his last item. “Seventy-two fifty-five is your total. And I know what you meant.” 
 
    Dave watched as she took his card and fed it through one of those old style credit card swipes that created the carbon copy, one for the store and one for him. Stacy grimaced. “I just wish he’d have something from this century for me to use. Something with a scanner and buttons.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The week after the football games, the messenger changed his style. Dave began receiving the communications on his work computer, his home computer, his tablet, his phone, and anything else that could convey the missive. Every waking moment his devices would chirp or beep in excitement at a new dispatch. And they all said the same thing: 
 
    I know the future. I know when it all ends. If you want to continue living then you must follow my instructions. 
 
    Each time, Dave would press the delete button. Yet the notes haunted him. His dreams twisted under their influence until all he could see were those words. He couldn’t focus on work. He couldn’t focus on the few friends he actually had. He couldn’t focus on entertainment. None of it could distract him from the messages. What they might mean to him, and whether or not they contained any measure of truth. 
 
    That was the thought that kept him awake more than any other. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Dave took his card back from her, signed the bottom of the store’s copy, and scooped up his bags. “Well, I guess I’ll see you next week then.” He wanted to say more to her. He wanted to find something to talk to her about. He just wasn’t that good at the small talk. For him, small talk was just a way to extract him from the conversation rather than ease into a deeper one. He shuffled along to the front entrance, trying to will something clever to say when he heard her voice again. 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    Dave turned around. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Is it true what they said? That you think the world is going to end this weekend?” 
 
    What was he supposed to say? Should he lie? Did it even mean anything? If things were about to go to pot, what did pissing off one more matter? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He waited for the ridicule or the laughter or anything. He shut his eyes, not wanting to see her make fun of him. It might kill the last piece that still believed in humanity. Instead, she spoke with no hint of arrogance or irony, but as someone who was genuinely interested in the potential answer. “How is it going to happen?” 
 
    Dave shook off the shock and cleared his throat before speaking. “Have you heard about the N-778?” 
 
    Stacy furled her brow. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “It’s a meteor. Well, more than that really. We’re talking about an object in space the size of Alaska.” 
 
    She lit up. “Wait! I know about that one. I heard it on the news late one night. Some NASA muckity-mucks have said…” she paused, and Dave could see that she was trying to make sure she got the next part correct. “That it is crossing through a trajectory in such a way that in some of the simulations they run, it collides with the Earth.” 
 
    Now it was his turn to smile. She had it, well most of it anyway. “I’m surprised.” 
 
    “Surprised that I know something about one of the billions of big objects in the sky?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but only because the rest of these people I interact with wouldn’t know a tenth of what you just said.” 
 
    “Sorry, not much to do here all day. I like the Science Channel.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “Plus considering the lot of them outside barely know how to tie their shoes every morning, that’s no surprise.” She cocked her head to one side. “Still, I’m going to take that as a complement.” 
 
    “Yes.” The words flowed from Dave’s mouth in rapid succession. “And do you remember the percent chance of it actually happening?” She shook her head. “About one in one hundred trillion of crossing into our direct orbit, and then another one hundred trillion worth that it could collide with us.” 
 
    She sighed, partially for effect. “Yet, apparently you think it is a one hundred percent chance.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve seen it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dave couldn’t recall the exactly moment when he broke down and answered the lingering message. The days blurred into a molasses of nothingness, as if he were a stranger in his own life. He watched that version of him go to work every day and count the minutes from the time he sat down until the minute changed to six o’clock and he could head back to his home. That cold apartment never greeted him very warmly. The television never did much to enhance his life. And now, he dared not go to the computer lest the bombardment of messages face him once more. 
 
    He needed a change. He needed a lifeline. He needed something, but he couldn’t be sure what it was. 
 
    So slowly, he came around. Like an addict who had a left-over bottle of liquor hidden away at the back of the pantry. First, he slid over to the chair, his fingertips hovering over the power switch. Oops, suddenly the machine was on again. As it went through its boot-up process he thought about standing back up, unplugging the machine from the wall, and being done with it. But his feet didn’t move. His ass remained in the chair. And when it came time to enter his password, his fingers did not hesitate to type them in. 
 
    What do you want? 
 
    I want to save your life. 
 
    Why? Who are you? How did you know all of that stuff? Why me? 
 
    I know when things are going to happen because for me they are the past. You are my past. 
 
    Dave stopped typing. Did he believe it? Could he believe it? Was it possible? The person on the other end seemed to be able to read his thoughts. 
 
    It is true. It is possible. And I have already proved it to you. Or do you require more proof? 
 
    What did he require? If this was the truth, what would it take for him to believe? Why weren’t the scores enough? 
 
    I need one more piece of proof. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
     “You’ve seen it with a telescope?” Dave set his groceries down on the floor and moved back over to the counter. Stacy leaned against it. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I spotted it two days ago.”
       Stacy pushed back from the counter. “So if it is going to happen, why would they say that it wouldn’t?” 
 
    “They?” 
 
    “The NASA muckity-mucks.” 
 
    Dave stood and stared at the woman. She noticed his look and blushed. 
 
    “But you don’t believe them? You think they’ve got it all wrong?” 
 
    “Well, let’s look at it this way, maybe they’re right and it is going to miss us. Certainly is a long shot that we would get hit in the first place. But if they really saw that the damn thing was going to collide with us…that’s the type of information you can never let out, because if they can’t stop it, then there is no point in having mass riots and chaos for two weeks before the event is supposed to happen.” 
 
    Stacy stared at him with her mouth open a little bit. After a few moments, she seemed to catch herself and regained her composure. “That’s… probably true.” 
 
    “Yeah, so whether it is going to hit or not, we’re on our own.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Within three months, Dave bought the cabin in north Georgia, quit his job, and began construction on the bunker under his house. With the money he made from the predictions, finances were no longer a concern for him. No, the only worry left was survival. 
 
    These new days brought out a man from inside him that he didn’t know existed. In the mountain air, he felt invigorated. Without the need to wake up at some god-forsaken early hour, he now chose to be up with the sun. He filled his days with work on the bunker, and his nights reading one of the many books he’d brought up from the city with him. 
 
    And when the day approached he was ready for it. He watched the internet and listened to the news from the safety below his cabin home. As the hours ticked by, he napped, calmer than he’d ever been before. Then when the day past into night and then into early morning again, the world continue to spin as if nothing had happened. 
 
    The world had not ended. 
 
    It didn’t happen. 
 
    A pause greeted him from the other side. 
 
    Hello. Nothing happened. 
 
    Hmmm. 
 
    Hmmm? That’s all you have to say? I’ve abandoned my life for this and then nothing happened? I warned the people at the shop I go to. 
 
    Why would you do that? 
 
    Why wouldn’t I? 
 
    I’m only trying to warn you. I’m only preparing you. Remember that. 
 
    But… 
 
    I was wrong this time. These things are a little fuzzy at times. But you are prepared. And I assure you, it is going to happen. 
 
    I don’t understand. I thought you said you knew what was going to happen and when. 
 
    I do and I don’t. My brain isn’t what it used to be, my memory gets jumbled sometimes on the big stuff. But I know it is coming soon. That’s why you must be ready. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Show me where it is.” 
 
    Dave swallowed hard and shifted the telescope around. Stacy moved back, but not very far. He could feel her sweater brush the back of his arm. The sweetness of her breath filled his nostrils. Night overtook the day and the two stood on top of the store, her telescope focused on the clearest sky he could remember seeing. A small bit of chill in the air misted their breaths. 
 
    “There. There it is.” Dave pulled back to allow Stacy room to see. “It’s not much to look at right now, but-“ 
 
    “Oh, no… it’s beautiful. I can see wisps of light trailing behind it.” 
 
    “That’s pieces of it breaking off through its trip through space. Kinda like a comet.” 
 
    “And this is the thing that is going to end the world?” This time he heard a little playfulness in her voice, but it didn’t bother him. 
 
    “I believe so, yeah.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” For the first time that day, he thought he detected a hint of sadness in her voice. A slight quiver as she said the words. 
 
    “I’ve never told this to anyone, and I know that it’s silly, but I’m actually wishing the world would just go ahead and get it over with. It’s the waiting that’s the worst.” 
 
    Stacy pulled away from the eyepiece and smiled at him, a small amount of proof that perhaps his joke had the right kind of effect. A gust of wind whipped across the rooftop, and she moved in closer to him… for warmth. “Is this world really so bad?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The world had died.  
 
    Of course, that happened many years ago, though Dave Simms’ mind no longer could recall the exact date it happened. The years between had not been overly kind to his memories, which disappeared as if his brain was run through a colander. Still, he had a job to do. Something to help heal his heart, even if only a little bit. 
 
    Throughout the bunker, he did his best to avoid catching a look at any reflective surface. His was a face he no longer wanted to see. Somehow, he knew exactly what he’d find. Gone would be the bit of youthful exuberance that once filled his frame. Gone would be the determination to ensure he had the right things planned out, replaced by the man sitting in front of the ancient terminal. A graying, sad, little man who struggled on his bad days not to open the sealed door. 
 
    Not let the Armageddon in. 
 
    This place now served as a tomb to the one living person who could still use it. Shelves lining the walls, once packed full of various foods and canned goods, held only dust. He had to make a trip to the far end, through two pairs of doors, to get to the last of his reserves. At last count, he probably had enough to make it through the end of the year. 
 
    It was a slow death preparing to greet him. The very reason why opening the door to the outside became more enticing every day. A growing part of him wished to see what the world looked like before his retina’s burnt away. 
 
    Beside the infernal machine’s whirling and blinking, a strained effort to keep going, was a lone portrait from the Before. Of all the objects he could have brought below with him, he cursed and celebrated his decision to bring this item. The red-haired woman smiles at him, a small amount of cotton candy stuck to the tip of her nose. Those eyes focused on a younger version of him. Somehow, she was in love with him in a way that he did not know could be possible. At the bottom there was a date, slightly smudged from his fingers. It marked those last days where he…where they were truly happy. Alongside it sat the last newspaper he ever picked up proclaiming the end of all things. Mass chaos… death… fear. The dates were only a few days apart. 
 
    Dave settled into the chair, his fingers the only part of his body that still moved with a reckless abandon. Their tips pounded away at the top of the keyboard. He had stopped looking at his fingers a long time ago, but it would do him little good to bother with such an action now. Most of the keys were blank, worn away through his furious use over the years. 
 
    Time was all he had since the End came. Dave knew it would be over, and he hoped that he managed to steer his ancient doppelganger in the correct direction for once. 
 
    I met a girl. 
 
    The words came in pieces across the screen. Dave shook his head at no one in particular and fired a missive back. He wanted to scream at the man on the other end of the line. To grab ahold of him and shake some sense into him.  
 
    We talked about this. You can’t make personal connections. 
 
    No, I know, I know. You’ve told me not to get attached, and I haven’t, but… 
 
    Dave found himself nodding. Finally, some of the words he’d been telling the man had seemed to sink into his skull. 
 
    I’m sorry, but that doesn’t really do much for me though. I’m not sure what you want me to do. You’re not right. 
 
    More anger. More disbelief. Had he really been this stubborn so long ago? 
 
    What? 
 
    I’ve lived this way for the past three years. The only people I seem to talk to are you and the few who mill around the store. 
 
    That is what you have to do in order to survive what’s to come. You can’t allow your emotions to cloud your judgment. You’ve come so far… and it is ending soon. 
 
    You know what? Those people in the store are right. You’ve repeated that same thing repeatedly for all this time. And nothing happens. You’re never right about any of it. The comet missed, the flash-fires didn’t happen. The moon is still shining on us from above. Whole. There were no grand solar flares that emitted EMP and wiped us all out. No mass of lightning strikes. Nothing! 
 
    I know. I can’t figure it out either. My brain is still a little bit scrambled, but I know that it is soon. You just have to have a little more patience. 
 
    No, I don’t. I’m just the idiot for believing you again and again. For building this shelter. For leaving my life and my job and any semblance of a real future… and for what? Because I’m too damn scared of life? 
 
    No! To survive. To find a way to go on living. That girl is only going to haunt you. She’ll be the one you can’t save. She’ll be the one that makes you think about ending it all every day of your miserable life and the one who convinces you to carry on in spite of those feelings. 
 
    You say that I would only lose them. That I have to worry about surviving. That I must worry about myself. How would you even know? What does it matter to you? 
 
    Dave reread the screen. Since his first contact with his younger version, he’d managed not to answer that question directly. For some reason he worried that it would change things if his younger self knew whom it was communicating with him. He had his reasons. A list of them he long since used for kindling. Now… now, he couldn’t remember one of them. 
 
    It doesn’t matter who I am, only that I am trying to help you. 
 
    I’m done. I’m finished. I’m done listening to you. I can’t live like this anymore. By myself, waiting for something that may or may not happen. So what if you are right? From now on, don’t try and contact me anymore. 
 
    But the end— 
 
    I don’t care. If it happens, then it happens. But I’m not going to hide anymore in my dungeon. 
 
    Don’t do this. Dave! Listen to me! 
 
    The cursor blinked, waiting to be put to use again. Dave watched and waited for a response. He screamed at the monitor and picked up the keyboard, ready to launch it across the bunker, and then thought better of it. 
 
    An hour, then two, and then four passed him by, the machine’s whine becoming the only noise in the room. It threatened to wash away his thoughts with its anger. Yet he didn’t move. He couldn’t move from this spot in front of the computer. He didn’t dare to— 
 
    A last whirl followed by a hiss. The hiss gave way to a series of pops. Those pops crackled in rapid fashion echoing off the metal sides of the tower until they climaxed into a firework finale. The monitor flashed once and clicked off, a small trail of smoke emanating from the top. 
 
    The whole process only took a minute. But in that time, Dave saw his own life flash before his eyes. He wasn’t dying, but with this last link to the outside world… even if it had been to an ancient world that no longer existed…even then it was something to look forward to every day. 
 
    Pushing away from the desk, he shuffled over to the mirror on the far wall and took a final look at himself. It was as he feared; though, his hair was much longer than he’d realized…a far cry from the short cut he preferred in his younger days. 
 
    Alongside the mirror sat his collection of water bottles now nearly empty. From his last trip into the back room, he knew that he wouldn’t find any more there. His filters went a few months ago…one of the few things he hadn’t calculated correctly. 
 
    The containment suit felt heavy today, that old easy weight pushing his frame a little lower. For a passing moment, Dave wondered if it wasn’t the suit or his muscles at all, but perhaps the planet’s gravity going on the fritz. Looking at his skinny arms and legs, it was a nice dream to clutch to. A heavy twist to the right and the airtight seal released, greeting him with a hiss. The outside world flooded into the first room, bathing it in radiation. 
 
    “There was never enough for both of us.” 
 
    The metal groaned as he pushed the door back into place. Another day in Hell, he only hoped that he could find some bit of supplies that he’d previously missed. 
 
      
 
    But hope was something he’d never been good at. 
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   I  still remember the eve I came to the city of Tessera. 
 
     I remember meeting the withered old tile maker who lived in the house nearest the sea. I remember all the things he said to me, all the things he did.  
 
    I remember what it came to in the end.  
 
    I was only twenty and two in those strange, surreal days. Before the storms came, the world still had its wonder for me. I had believed in all the foolish things young men put their faith in. I had loved a girl and lost her. I had learned to ride, to fish, to sail, and to fight. I was a lad with a future. Life might have been good, if not for the way it happened.  
 
    Had the storm not waylaid my own city and slain so many of those I loved, I would never have come to Tessera. But as it happened, it did. A week after my family drowned, I set out alone. With a bag of bread and a heart heavy as stone, I rode east along the old cliffs until my pitiful steed and I shambled onto a cobbled road. It was raining that night. I was sodden with self-pity, soaked to my skinny bones with rain, but I was not quite ready to die. I saw a city, its lanterns gleaming in the black. Home, I hoped right away. I should have kept riding.  
 
    The old man took me in that very night. His name was Hasai. He was some five and eighty along, as skinny as a stick, as knobby and crabbed as an old piece of driftwood. His house atop the cliff was nearest the sea and first along the road to Tessera. I saw the warm lights in his windows and the rain rolling off his eaves, and I went to his door. I must have looked like a fish, all wet in my father’s cloak, my eyes wide and my skin clammy as a cod. I thought he would shove me off his porch and into the angry waters off the cliff’s edge, but no. He looked me over and locked his fingers around my wrist. “Come in, you sodden soul,” he said to me. “I’ve some soup on the fire. This rain’ll be the death of you, same as your village. You are from Veni, aren’t you?” 
 
    He was right. I was from Veni. Though of course, Veni was no more. The storms had boiled over the cliffs and drowned everyone I’d ever known. My family floated atop a lake with hundreds of others, all of them pale and dead and gazing with black eyes to the sunless heavens. My house was but timbers floating in what once had been my father’s field.  
 
    “Yes,” was all I murmured to Hasai. “Veni.” 
 
    When I think back upon what lay within the old creature’s walls, I cannot stifle a shudder. I walked in from the rain, tired and hungry and cold and wet, but my eyes soon widened. Beyond the dry, thousand-cracked front door, I encountered such wonders as I had never seen. The walls were painted with glorious frescos, the rooms stuffed with sculptures of nude maidens and feathered angels, and the floors lined with carpets so soft a man’s feet might fall in love. It made no sense to me. How could such things exist inside a cabin atop a cliff? Lithe caryatids kept up the ceiling in his dining room, while the doors to each room were pale and pristine, their surfaces so white I dared not lay my dirty fingers upon them. I had never seen such a collection. I felt I had walked into one of the great cities my father had always rumored about. But this is just an old man’s hovel by the sea, I remember telling myself. The sign outside his door says ‘Tile Maker’. He should be poor. These walls should be bare. The house should look on the inside the same as it does from without.  
 
    I slept my first night away in a king’s bed, my belly full of soup. Hasai awoke me in the morning. When he rolled back the curtains, the sunlight poured into my room like water into a ship’s broken hull, and a room full of red frescoes and pale sculptures greeted me. “Your chambers, if you’ll have them.” Hasai smiled at me. “I’ve only two rules.” 
 
    I was such a young, dumb thing. So desperate for a roof over my head and so enchanted by the glorious sights within in the old man’s house, I never questioned his offer. “Rules?” I asked him. “Name them. Anything. I need a place to stay. My family is…” 
 
    “…dead and gone.” Hasai stood in the doorway, old and bald and looking ready to fall to pieces. “Anyhow, the rules. First, no touching the paintings or the sculptures. Look all you like, but run your little grubs along any of them, and I’ll send you straight back to Veni.” 
 
    “No touching.” I stared at him, stupid as stone. “Well and good.” 
 
    “And the second, no leaving your room at night. I’ve work to do. I won’t be disturbed. I’m loud and messy and very, very particular about my work. Do all you like during the day, but if you’re not in your room by sunset, you’re no guest of mine. It’s a prickly rule, I’ll admit, but it’s mine.” 
 
    “Well and good,” I agreed. “Are the paintings yours?” 
 
    “All of them,” said Hasai.  
 
    “And the sculptures?” I doubted it. No man could be so marvelously skilled.  
 
    “See these knobby old fingers?” Hasai made crabs of his hands. “They worked every sculpture here and many others besides.” 
 
    “The carpets?” I began to believe he was a liar.  
 
    “Woven by me, every thread, every knot. Stay with me, boy, and perhaps someday I’ll show you how I did it.” 
 
    I should stop my story now. I should slap my cheek, drink a cup of wine, and teeter down the stairs to where my grandchildren are laughing. My wife would be happy to see me. She says I spend too much time up here. “Glooming.” She likes to wag her finger at me. “Always glooming. Come down and sup with us, husband. We’ve lived long and well, and yet you’re glooming.” 
 
    She is right, of course. But no, I must remember this. I do the same every night. Tonight is no different.  
 
    I came to live with Hasai on the outskirts of Tessera. His initial kindness stuck to me in the sort of way I had rarely experienced in Veni. His house atop the cliff was ancient and weathered on the outside, but so like a prince’s palace within the walls. He seemed like a father and an uncle all wrapped up into one brittle old body. How could I not trust him? How could I not accept his offer to stay as long as I should like?  
 
    On my first morning in his house, he dropped a pouch full of coins into my hand. “Go into Tessera, my lad,” he told me. “Spend as you will and make friends with all those you meet. We are a small city, only three and a half hundred. Wander as you like, but return before dark, else out in the wild I’ll put you.” 
 
    I should have thought it odd. Why, if he’s so willing to help, does the old man care when I come and go? It’s not as if I mean any harm.  
 
    And yet, like a puppy possessed of a new master, I decided in my heart never to disappoint him. He will feed me, I reminded myself. He offers me a bed with cleaner linens than I’ve ever known. My room will be warm at night. The walls are covered with paintings of women most men could never dream of. My floors are soft as silk, and in the morning the sun will shine in through my three windows as though happy to see me. I will love this Hasai and treat him as my own grandfather, for he deserves it.  
 
    That morning, I walked into Tessera. My horse had wandered off in the night, and I’d no grief left for him. With my pouch full of coins, I strode down the cliffs and into the city as though it had always been mine. Tessera was a pretty place. Its folk had mined the white rocks right out of the cliffs, polished them to a keen shine, and built up a grand city of the stuff. I saw many thousand houses, all white and clean and with windows open to the sun. Some were full of families, but many others were empty and ready to be moved into. I should have thought the empty houses odd, but instead I remember thinking, here’s a second chance for me. Tessera is everything Veni was not. I hear laughter. I see smiles. People are talking to one another, and not only because they have to, but because they want to. If I fit in here, one of these houses could be mine.   
 
    Hasai’s coins bought me all I wanted and more. I breakfasted at the city’s only inn, and they were so happy to have a guest they fed me enough for three. They watched me take every bite, topped off my cup with chilled milk whenever I took a sip, and sent me out the door with a sweetloaf under my arm and a belly ready to burst. It was surely the best breakfast I’d ever had.  
 
    After breakfast, I wandered down an alley and found myself at a wine-maker’s shop. When the owner saw me nosing, he and his pretty daughter led me down to the cellars. The racks were lined with bottles new and old, and the walls stacked with barrels that smelled of trees I’d never had the pleasure to walk beneath. “Two hundred years of making wine for Tessera,” the man told me. “But now I’ve more bottles than I’ll ever be able to sell. Your purse is nigh bursting, my friend. Care to buy any?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. I’d never had wine before, but I knew I wanted some. I’d heard it could steal a man’s sorrows and send him off to dreamless sleeps. I never should have bought the first six bottles. As it happened, deep sleeps were not what I needed.  
 
    “How is it you’ve more bottles than you can sell?” I remember asking the man’s daughter as she escorted me back into the sunlight.  
 
    “Our customers are all gone.” She smiled. I took it for flirtation. I was wrong. 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    “Away,” she explained. “Gone.” 
 
    “Oh.” I must have sounded like a fool.  
 
    After ferrying my bread and bottles back to Hasai’s and finding no sign of the old man, I decided to return to Tessera. I’d seen no sunnier day since the storms. The wind off the ocean was warm, the grass swaying like dancing children, and the city so inviting. The more I tasted of Tessera, the more I liked it. People smiled not just for each other; they smiled for me. I must have been a novelty for them. Girls ran out of their houses to walk beside me. Children led me on play chases through the alleys. Wives blew kisses from second-story windows, and husbands stopped their labors just to ask me about me and my life.  
 
    I remember one such man. He was a miller, and his hands were powdery white when he came out of his dwelling to greet me. Of all the people I had met, the miller was most interested in how I came to stay at Hasai’s. “An old house, that one, the oldest in Tessera,” he said when he learned I’d taken a room there.  
 
    “Oh?” I asked, stupid again.  
 
    “Aye. Two hundred years old, and full o’ treasures, they tell. Is it true? I’ve never been up that cliff in all my life.” 
 
    “Full of treasure, indeed,” I answered. “Sculptures, paintings, and fineries such as I’ve never seen.” 
 
    “Well-preserved?” The miller’s question was curious. 
 
    “Well-maintained,” I said. “Clean as if Hasai had made them all yestereve.” 
 
    The miller shrugged and grinned and gave me a look like my father used to give me when I was a boy. “And you simply made yourself at home? Just unlocked the door and helped yourself?” 
 
    “I’m no squatter,” I said. “I was invited.” 
 
    “Invited?” the miller scoffed, but just as quickly turned friendly again. “Well, good on you, lad. I’ll not begrudge you being bold and such. Though rare’s the man who can sleep in a house so empty. ” 
 
    I should have asked him why he said it, and why he said it the way he did. Alas, me the dunce, I strolled right past his mill and into the fields beyond. The sun is high. The grass is green, I remember thinking. Best not to stay and trouble the miller too long. He’ll want to finish his work and take a walk the same as I.  
 
    That eve, I arrived back at Hasai’s house in time to keep his second rule. I supped alone at his table until sunset, at which point I took my wine and bread and shut myself in my room. The wine was good, so very good. I slept deeper than the sea beyond the cliffs, and the only sounds I remember were the rain and the old man working into the late hours.  
 
    When I awoke the next morn, I found Hasai in the room directly across the hall from mine. He’d torn up the room’s carpet in the night, and had begun laying tiles in its place.  
 
    “But…” I could barely contain my shock. “The carpet was new. It was soft as grass, the plushest thing I’ve ever walked on. I know it’s not my business, but why would you remove it?” 
 
    “You’re right, lad.” He strained to stand, his bones creaking and cracking. He’d finished laying a single small mosaic of tiles in place, but the bare floor was large enough for several hundred more. “The carpet was wondrous, wasn’t it? But I’ve a new idea in mind. Nobody buys my tiles anymore. They haven’t for years. I’ve lost the art a bit. I’ll tile this floor. I’ll make a masterpiece, and then I’ll be gone.” 
 
    “You don’t mean you’ll die, do you?”  
 
    “And if I did?” The old man’s look sent me scurrying.  
 
    Of all the things I remember about Tessera, my first full week is the sharpest. Every morning, I followed the same routine. I breakfasted at the inn, perused the cellars at the winery, ran with the children down the alleys, and talked with girls in the streets. Every day felt sunnier and warmer than the one before it. The rains washing over the cliffs each night left the fields dewy and the streets full of puddles, but under the sun the skies were clear. Every morning was a welcome sight. Every new person I met took me farther from the horrors of home. Every girl I met smiled at me. Every meal I devoured left me satisfied. 
 
    And every day, someone in Tessera went missing. 
 
    The first day, it was the miller’s wife. I remember seeing her watching from the window as her husband and I had conversed. She had been beautiful, and her smile so like the sun upon my cheek. But when I saw the miller for the second time, he brought me inside his home, sat me down at his table, and closed the shutters tight.  
 
    “Missing?” I gaped after he’d finished his tale. “I don’t understand. I saw her in the window just yesterday. And you say you heard her singing to your daughter just before sundown.” 
 
    “I know.” He looked weary beyond words, well past the point of more tears. “She was, and I did.” 
 
    “Well…” I stammered. “How is the whole city not searching for her? She could be in one of the empty houses. She could be out in the fields or up on the cliffs. We have to find her, and soon.” 
 
    The miller did not move. He just sat in his chair, the shadows heavy as storm clouds on his brow. “You’ve never been to Tessera before, boy. You don’t know.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” I wanted to shake the sense back into him. “She could be out there. She could be alive!” 
 
    “She’s not. And she isn’t.” He shook his head at me, and I went silent. “You see all those empty houses out there? You see them? There’re thousands, many more empty than full, all white stones and white roofs and white doors. Up until a decade or so ago, they used to be full of families, they did, but Tessera is quiet now, and it must seem to a lad like you that it has always been this way. It hasn’t. These streets used to flow with rivers of folk, with merchants from inland, children and old folk and soldiers and such. But now look at it. You see a smile from one window, but you walk past a dozen more before you see another. It’s not because you’re not worth smiling at. It’s because the pretty things who do all the smiling are gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” I asked the same question as I had of the wine-maker’s daughter. 
 
    “Missing. Likely dead.” The miller told me. “One a day, every day for the last dozen years. Except for yesterday and the day before. We’d hoped you were an omen, we did. But you’re not, are you? The others will still smile for you, but not for long.” 
 
    I could hardly believe it. I shambled back to Hasai’s in a stupor. My heart beat faster, but my blood moved slower. I had so many questions, so many shadows in my mind. When the old man proved absent, I drank myself to sleep again. Once more, the rain and Hasai’s work on his tiles were all I remembered of the night. 
 
    When I walked into Tessera the next morn, I tried to pretend I had not spoken with the miller. The innkeepers all smiled for me, the wine-maker and his daughter sold me a crate at half the normal price, and three lovely girls walked with me as they had the previous day. It was the same every day that week. I followed my routine, and all seemed well. Everyone treated me as though nothing had changed. The miller was only having fun with me, I convinced myself. His wife is perfectly fine. She was only hiding.  
 
    But when I returned to the miller’s house on the eighth day, he told me what had happened.  
 
    “The tailor.” He sat me down at his table again. “The only good one we had, gone in the night, same as my Lilia. And then there’s the shepherd, the carpenter, another farmer, and the fisherman’s three daughters.” 
 
    “It can’t be true,” I reasoned. “No one else has said a word.” 
 
    “And yet here we are,” said the miller. “I know you’ve your doubts. But if you won’t believe me, take your questions to the widows, the orphans, and the houses ten years empty. Ask all those who smile for you, and watch their smiles melt away.” 
 
    I knew right then he was telling the truth. The orphans are the children who run with me in the streets, I realized. The girls who walk with me are the widows, and the empty houses are for whole families gone missing. “Why doesn’t someone do something?” I argued. “And if not, why don’t you all leave?” 
 
    The miller gave me a sad, sad smile. “No one leaves Tessera, my lad. You think we haven’t tried? Ask the jeweler’s wife. Her husband fled north to Ellerae years ago, but when she wrote him, she received a letter back from Ellerae’s mayor. ‘Your husband never arrived, my poor sweet,’ the mayor wrote. ‘No one has seen him, same as the last hundred husbands and wives Tessera wrote us about. It’s time you and your city stop sending letters. We’ve seen none of your ghosts. We won’t answer you any longer.’” 
 
    “How many are missing?” I did not really want to know. 
 
    “Thousands,” replied the miller. “One every day.” 
 
    I did not want to believe it, but in my heart I knew. The next day, my flock of children was one fewer. The day after that, I heard rumors of a woman I’d never met vanishing while washing her clothes at night. The next morn, one of the innkeeper’s cousins never came to breakfast. The evening after, a mother found her son’s cradle empty. And the next two nights, a pair of brothers who worked in the fields never came home.  
 
    After those first two weeks, I still walked down the cliff to visit Tessera every day, but it was a far different experience. No girls walked with me. No one much smiled, save for a few of the children, and our games in the streets soon came to an end. I breakfasted at the inn, but they never topped off my milk or filled my belly to bursting again. It may have been because the milkmaid and the baker had vanished, or it may have been because I wasn’t the good omen I was supposed to be. I bought as much wine as I could carry, but a few weeks later, when the wine-maker disappeared, his daughter never again smiled or offered me the bargains her father had.   
 
    Autumn descended upon Tessera. The warm spaces between the cold, rainy nights became briefer. To conquer my terror of becoming the next soul to vanish, I became a drunkard. Wine was like water to me. With every glass I swallowed, I felt my mind begin to dull. I awoke with a raging headache each dawn, fearing some horror would be waiting in my room, but Hasai would always knock on my door, offer me tea and a cool towel to wipe away my sweat, and guide me to the kitchen.  
 
    “Those poor, poor people.” I sat with the old man one morning at the precipice of winter. It was bitterly cold outside his house, and I felt feverish from too much wine. “They’ve suffered for so long. What must it be like, living under the cloud of death? And now I’m here. Am I a Tesseran, too? Will I vanish like all the others?” 
 
    Hunkered like a pile of old bones in his chair, Hasai shook his head. “It’s best not to think about it, my lad.” 
 
    “Not think about it?” I raved. “How could I?” 
 
    “Become my apprentice.” 
 
    “How will that help?” 
 
    “Hard work has a way of walling off the heart.” He folded his puny, skeletal fingers together. “And as you’ve lived under my roof for so long, it’s time you repaid me.” 
 
    The old man was right. I owed him. I had supped at his table, spent his coins, wandered drunk through his hallways, and soaked in the warmth of his hearth, all of it without working. In hindsight, I suppose it was guilt that made me begin my apprenticeship. I didn’t want to work, to be certain. I wanted to pile seven layers of clothes on my shoulders and stride down the cliff to discover who Tessera’s latest loss had been.  
 
    But no, I stayed. I helped him. I’ll never forgive myself. 
 
    For seven months, we worked every day. He forbade me my daily jaunts to Tessera, and although I hated him for it, after several weeks I came to understand it was better that way. I drank far less. I forgot my fears. I worked from dawn until dusk, and just as he promised, the walls around my heart grew higher. I began to forget Tessera. I cast the miller’s wife, the wine-maker, the little boy I used to run with, and all the rest of them out of mind.  
 
    In the first few weeks, it was mortar for his sculptures he ordered me to make. In the chamber behind his kitchen, he’d pour white grit into a tub and I’d mix it with rain we’d collected in buckets or melted snow we’d sloughed off the eaves. I stirred and stirred and stirred, until the stuff broke down into a pale, viscous fluid. I can’t recall how many tubs I churned for him. Hundreds? A thousand? What I remember most is climbing into bed each night, my forearms afire and my fingernails crusted over with sticky white paste. 
 
    After the mortar, we came to the paint-making. He’d already described the dozens of frescoes he wanted to create. He desired to scroll his walls with fierce, feminine angels locked in battle with hosts of underworld horrors. “Where will you put them?” I remember asking. “Your walls are painted already.” But he’d just flash his yellow teeth and say, “I’ll paint over the others. Old art is tired. It’s new art, fresh and fine, that’ll line these walls once I’m gone from Tessera.” 
 
    As he bid, I toiled. He’d bring in a few buckets of yellows and blues for blending, but it was mostly the reds he had me make. The reds are what I remember best. I hated the scarlet paint, its thickness, and its smell. He’d give me oils to change the consistency and strange inks to add or steal color, but it made no difference. I’d ask every day, “Might I drink some wine while I do this?” But he’d always wag his bony finger at me and say, “You’ve drank enough, I think, and all with my coin. Fret not, my lad. At the end, you’ll have all to drink you could ever hope for.”  
 
    I never stopped to think about why. 
 
    Winter floated past. Spring fluttered by. Summer returned. It rained or snowed every night during my stay at Hasai’s, but never so much as during the hot season. The storms roiled over the cliffs, threatening to tear the world in two. Had I not been so exhausted by grinding, pouring, mixing, sanding, hauling, and the hundreds of other chores the old man made me perform, I might have been afraid. As it was, I’d forgotten how to worry. If I haven’t vanished yet, I never will, I told myself. And since I’d not been back to Tessera in months, I dreamed in my head the disappearances had stopped.   
 
    Then one day during summer’s end, Hasai woke me. I was bleary, hungry, and in want of a storm to sweep the old man’s house into the sea, and with me in it. He took me to the room across the hall, the very one he had kept locked since that first morn he showed me his new tiles.  
 
    That day remains as crisp as any in my mind. As I sit in my room with the moonlight pooling on my table, I feel sick with the memory. I can hear my grandchildren laughing, and it remains my one joy in life that they know none of what happened in Tessera. My children do, of course, and my bride. But they never truly believed me. They heard the rumors from a hundred folk besides me, and they have long reasoned it was the plague that took Tessera. But what about the other cities?  
 
    Hasai hobbled into the room across the hall. I walked in behind him. It took me a moment for my bleariness to fade, but when it did, I saw he’d finished the floor. I’d never seen such beauty. The mosaic of tiles made music for my eyes. My mouth hung open, and I stared as though a dozen angels had disrobed for my pleasure. “You finished it,” I said, still as stupid as ever.  
 
    “One mosaic a day.” The old man grinned at me, his teeth rotting in his mouth. “One hundred tiny tiles in each one.” 
 
    “How many mosaics in the room?” I wondered.  
 
    “Three hundred sixty.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I walked across the floor barefooted. They were angels I stepped upon, bright and bold as sunshine, warring with hosts of shadows. I saw the simple chores I’d performed come at last to fruition. Bright reds made up the angels’ swords. Pale, perfect white mortar sealed the tiny lines between each tile. The glues I had made were surely at rest beneath the entire floor, holding the mosaics in place. The blacks I had blended gave the demons life. 
 
    “It’s perfect.” I remember drawing a breath after holding it for a long while.  
 
    Hasai let me stand there until I’d taken it all in. Later, as we breakfasted in the kitchen, he pushed me a purse of coins. It was fatter than all the others he’d given me, and full of gold instead of silver.  
 
    “I don’t deserve this,” I told him. It was true. I didn’t.  
 
    “Take it to Tessera, my lad.” Hasai smiled one last smile. “Buy whatever you like in the world. You’ve earned your keep. You’ve helped me finish my masterpiece. And now it’s time for me to sleep.” 
 
    “You don’t mean die, do you?” I still hate myself for the tear that dribbled down my cheek. 
 
    “And if I do?” 
 
    “Where’d you earn all this gold?” I was still so young, still so foolish. “You’ve had no customers all year. All the sculptures and paintings we made are still here, still in the house.” 
 
    “So they are,” said Hasai. “And so they shall remain.” 
 
    That was the last thing I ever heard him say. He wandered off behind the kitchen, and I departed for Tessera shortly thereafter. The walk down the cliff was longer than I remembered. It had rained the previous night, and the ground was soft and squelching. I can hardly believe I had forgotten poor Tessera. All the truths the miller had told me had leaked out of my simple little head. To think I set foot on those streets, my bag full of money and my heart soaring with pride for what I’d helped create. I’m as much to blame as Hasai.  
 
    So there I was, striding through the heart of Tessera. Its emptiness washed over me in the same way the storms had in Veni. I suppose I knew even then, but I pretended otherwise. I walked to the inn, but no one was there. The door swayed in the summer wind, and a half-eaten meal lay rotting atop a table. I noticed the windows were shuttered and barred. I saw a sword lying naked on the floor. Someone tried to hide here, I knew. But someone else came for them.  
 
    Still too foolish to be afraid, I wandered the rest of the city. No children ran along the streets. I found a pair of empty sandals in a gutter and a pile of crates stacked high in an alley where the little ones used to meet, but I heard none of their laughter. When I fled to the wine-maker’s house, I hoped against hope to see the pretty girl. I’d have married her, I would, if she’d have had me, but it was a false hope. I battered my way through a side door and descended into the shadows of the cellar. I found rotting bread, a block of moldy cheese, and other evidence that the poor girl had holed herself away in the darkest corner. But she was gone, and Hasai had been right. If I had wanted it, all the wine in the world was waiting for me to drink. 
 
    Terror began to work its way into my blood. I fled to the miller’s house. He was the sanest one, I told myself. He knew more than he told me. I should have listened. His house was one of few without its windows barred and its doors barricaded. His daughter was gone and so was he. Whatever had come for him, he’d let it take him without a fight. He’d known. There was no escape, not for anyone.  
 
     I roamed like a vagabond from street to street, calling out the names and professions of the people I had known. I screamed for the candy-maker, the glass-blower, the piper, the carpenter’s widow, the blacksmith’s son, the farmer’s cousin, and even the whore. I loped from door to door, banging my fist against them until I bled. I shattered windows and crashed through planks of wood, but every house was the same, much as they had been during my first day in Tessera. I heard no sounds but the rats squeaking. I saw no evidence of struggles. Everyone was gone. I knew in my heart they were not missing. I knew they had been taken.  
 
    At dusk, after my desperate, fruitless search, I ran back up the cliff. I was delirious. I hadn’t eaten or sipped any wine since breakfast. My heart was a frozen hammer wailing against my rocklike ribs, near to shattering me with every stroke. As I pelted up the rocks, I worried that Hasai would shut me out of his house. The darkness is here, I told myself. I’ve broken his rule.  
 
    His door was open. I had expected it to be locked. In a panic, I ran through the house, screaming, “Hasai! Hasai! Help!” The statues and paintings which had seemed so magnificent by day leered at me in the dusklight. They looked alive, the angels’ eyes judging me, the demons hungry to stretch my skin. Into all of the house’s nine rooms I burst, but the old man occupied none of them. It only then occurred to me I’d never seen a bed besides my own. Where does he sleep? I asked myself. My bed is the only one in the house.  
 
    I fled into the kitchen. The table was exactly as I’d left it. My breakfast, only half-eaten, remained. Drunk with panic and startled by the sounds of rain beginning to clatter against the roof, I pushed into the room behind the kitchen, a place I’d rarely gone.  
 
    And there I found the door.  
 
    I dream often about the door. I fantasize about what my life would have been had I not opened it. Maybe I’d have walked away from Tessera with my bag of gold and been none the wiser. I’d have known something had gone horribly awry, but not the why and how of it. When I placed my bloodied palm on that dry, dusty plank of oak and pushed, my life and the lives of everyone I’ve met since that night changed.  
 
    I was such a fool. Down the stairs I walked and into the cellars beneath the cliffs. I heard the wind, the rain, and the sea slashing against the walls. I found a lantern. I never remembered how I stoked its light to life, but I did.  
 
    Hasai’s dungeon lay before me.  
 
    I saw crates, each one with a name. Some were empty, but others were stuffed with bones. I saw the wine-maker’s crate and beside it his daughter’s. The pretty hat she used to wear lay within, sitting atop her skull. Her father’s bones jutted over the rim of his crate. Half of each one was missing. I saw a device made of steel lying near. For shaving the bones. My heart stopped and restarted when I realized it. For making powder. For making mortar.  
 
    I went mad with terror. I ran to each crate, calling out the names. I saw children’s crates, the innkeepers’ crates, the miller, his daughter, and his wife’s crates. All the pretty widows were there, right beside their husbands. I saw jars with black fluid in some and pouches stuffed with bone dust in others. The dank, stone walls sheltered all the dead Hasai had ever collected. Thirteen years’ worth, I knew. One a day, every day.  
 
    I feared the monster would find me. Lost in his network of chambers, I fled for the door, but instead came to the old horror’s workbench. His art, I knew when I saw the surgeon’s saws, the black tubes, glass phials, and other instruments of dissection. No. No, no, no. Please help me. His art, his art, his art.  
 
    I knew then I’d helped him. The red paint, the mortar, the fluids, the smells, the oils, the glue, and all the rest had come from Tessera’s people. The canvases for his paintings were skins. The carpets were spun of maidens’ hair. The statues of nude girls were not statues at all, but humans preserved by some manner of madness. His paints were Tessera’s insides, his tiles made of carefully carved bone. Hasai’s house was an exhibit, and he was its ghoulish artist, a demon in an old man’s skin. No human could have cleaned out the city with such morbid efficiency, I knew. No feeble sack of bones possessed the power to overtake grown men without a struggle. One by one, the unholy creature had sniffed them out and stolen them away. No matter where they’d run, he had chased them down and tore their lives away in the silence of the night. And he’d done it all while I lay to sleep in his house, drunk and dreaming of the poor dead women locked in sculpture all around me.   
 
    I ran howling from the house, from Tessera, from the world. I still had his bag of gold tethered to my waist. Where I went and how I survived all those nights in the bitter rain, I’ll never be able to piece together. Hasai never came for me, but he’d killed me all the same. I’ve wondered ever since if the angels he’d painted were the Tesserans, and himself the demons made of shadow.  
 
    And so here I am, still breathing, but dead inside. I sit alone in my study. My grandchildren have gone quiet and my wife has stopped asking for me to come to bed. My lamp long ago burned out, but the moonlight remains. Only two things rest on my table. One is the pouch Hasai gave me. A few golden coins remain within, a small fortune to most men. They are Tesseran, these coins. I earned none of them. If Hasai was one monster, I am the other. I spent Tessera’s gold to buy this house, these clothes, the ring on my wife’s finger, and a thousand suppers besides. All I own is lies. All I am is stolen.  
 
    The other item atop my table is a list. Tessera, the curled up sheaf of paper says. Milici, Catani, Polera, Ellerae. They are the names of cities. Tessera, Milici, Catani, and Polera are all dead anymore. They say the plague killed everyone years ago, but then, the plague has been gone for half a century. It was no disease that emptied these places. Go to any one of them, and you’ll find no graves. It was Hasai who cleaned them out. Give the old ghoul enough time, and he’ll make a mural of all the world.  
 
    It’s raining tonight. The street lamp beyond my window hisses and dies. It’s autumn in Ellerae, and the rain is hardly unusual, but I know the truth of it. It has rained every night for the last thirty. People have started to go missing.  
 
      
 
    One a night. Every night, I tell myself. Until everyone is gone. 
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   H ello.  
 
    My name is Mia.  
 
    I’m a little girl, or at least sometimes I still pretend I am.  
 
    I used to live in Ellerae, a stone’s toss from Lake Po.  
 
    Ellerae was the most beautiful city in the world, so says everyone who’s ever been there. We had blue waters in the south and white mountains to the north. We had olive trees everywhere. We had vineyards, farms, and orchards, too. Everything was green and blue and white. Everywhere I looked: trees, water, and pale stones.  
 
    I loved Ellerae. I didn’t ever want to leave.    
 
    My first memories of living there are of our old stone house on Osso Street. I lived with Grandpa and Grams in a tall, skinny, three-story house. The bottom two floors were bricked with river stones, and the top story made of old oak planks hammered together with rusty nails. All the houses looked the same on Osso. ‘Thin as switches,’ Grandpa used to say. ‘Older than the rocks they’re built of. A missing brick and a half-hearted kick from falling right over.’  
 
    That never made much sense to little me, but then again lots of what Grandpa used to say confused me. He was all sayings, all the time. He had proverbs for everything, like, ‘Wine’s good for sleeping, but bad for waking,’ and, ‘Never eat a noodle that won’t stick to the bricks.’   
 
    I guess what mattered is that we were happy in our skinny house. We loved it even when it sagged with all the others. We loved it in winter, when the hearth would roar and warm us like a second sun. And we loved it in summer when the vines crept up the walls and the rain drummed on the shingles all night long.  
 
    I loved Grams especially.  
 
    For as much as Grandpa was all sayings, riddles, and stories of the old world, Grams was rooted in hard truths and harder work. While Pa smoked his pipe and sipped himself clumsy with his wine, Grams baked us bread, swept the floors, scrubbed our dirty clothes, and walked to markets near and far to fetch makings for supper. We always used to think she’d be upset with Pa for his glooming, smoking, and lazing about. But no, she never was, leastways not that she’d let us see.  
 
    “You work so hard, but not Pa,” I remember my little brother Gio saying to Grams one morning while Grandpa was away. “How come?” 
 
    “Your Pa’s worked hard enough,” she said while sweeping.  
 
    “Is it ‘cause he’s got all the coins?” Gio blurted. “Cousin Sully says if you have lots of coins, you don’t have to work.” 
 
    Grams laughed at that. “Maybe that’s true. Maybe a little.”   
 
    “Why?” I butted in.  
 
    “Well…Gio’s right.” Grams stopped sweeping. “Not because of what Sully said. But because Pa’s coins let us live this life. Without the coins, we’d have to work harder. I’d be out in the fields. Pa would be at the mill, or maybe the cobblers, or maybe slaving long shifts at the tannery. Life wouldn’t be as simple.” 
 
    “Did Ma and Da work at those places?” Gio asked. “Is that why they’re gone?” 
 
    “Gio—” I scolded him.  
 
    “No, it’s a fair question,” Grams sighed. “Truth is…I’m not sure why your Ma and Da left. I think Pa knows, but it’s not his favorite thing to talk about. ‘Scared of their own shadows,’ Pa used to say. Though I don’t hardly know what he meant. Not really, anyway.” 
 
    Gio thought on it for a moment. He was only five winters along, ‘but already smarter than sunshine,’ Pa always liked to say. “How’d he get all the coins?” my little brother asked. “He’s got big piles upstairs. More coins than everyone on Osso, all added up.” 
 
    Maybe it was the way Grams stopped sweeping, or maybe it was the quick shadow flooding her eyes, but I knew just then Gio had asked the right question. Or maybe he’d asked the wrong one, and I was too dumb to know the difference.  
 
    “Gio, dear,” said Grams, “you’ve finished your breakfast. I think it’s time you went to play. The cold snaps will be here in a few weeks. Not many more days as pretty as this.” 
 
    “Awwww, but Grams—” he complained. 
 
    “Run along.” She managed a smile. “Be back for supper. I’ll have pie for you. You too, Mia. Until dusk, you’re to play. Come back tired and dirty, else no pie.” 
 
    “But Grams—” I echoed my brother’s protest.  
 
    “Apple pie,” she said. “Your favorite. Now go.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with apple pie. Neither of us could. We dashed out the door and played all day. Just as Grams had hoped, we came back at dusk, and neither of us remembered to ask about the coins.  
 
    In a few weeks came autumn.  
 
    And in a few weeks more, winter.  
 
    The seasons were like that in Ellerae. Springs and autumns were quick as sparrows flying past the window. But summers and winters were like old men shambling down the road. The hots and colds were slow and seemed to last forever. Summers were long. Winters felt like eternities.  
 
    I suppose we never much minded. With Pa’s coins, we never wanted for anything. Which was good, I guess. Until it wasn’t.  
 
    It was during the coldest day that winter I wandered up to Pa’s room on the top floor. The downstairs was flooded with family. Cousin Sully had died a few days prior, and every relative in Ellerae had turned out to mourn and ‘eat all our pie,’ as Gio had realized. I couldn’t stand the crush of family pinching my cheeks, talking about how tall and pretty I’d grown, or how pale the winter had made me. I preferred the quiet of Pa’s old and oaky study. I liked the way his pipe’s smoke filled the whole room.  
 
    When I cracked his door open and crept inside, I found him sitting beside his biggest window, staring onto the street below.  
 
    “Hi, Pa.” My voice was barely a whisper. I wasn’t sure if he’d be upset with me invading his privacy. 
 
    “Come in, Mia.” He glanced at me. His cheeks were red and his eyes glazed. I knew right away he’d been sipping wine.  
 
    I sidled across the room and propped my elbows on his desk. I saw what he’d been staring at: a white streetlamp blazing beneath the window.  
 
    “When Ellerae goes dark,” he murmured, “our little streetlamp is always the last one burning. It’s the same every night. All the others go out, but ours stays lit. Funny how that is.” 
 
    I looked out the window again. Dusk was settling and Ellerae going dark. Snow dusted every roof on Osso, while the clouds, greyer than Pa’s beard, scudded across the sky. Sure enough, our streetlamp burned steady. It looked like a little moon, paling the cobblestones and making shadows dance on the houses’ sides.  
 
    “It’s pretty,” I remarked.  
 
    “Maybe so.” Pa looked at me. “Reminds me of home. We had one lamp just like it in Veni. Just one. After the storms came, it was the only thing left standing.” 
 
    I suppose I should’ve caught the sadness in his eyes. Thinking back on it, I can see it clear as day.  
 
    “What storms, Pa?” I asked.   
 
    “The ones that took Veni away,” he sighed. “They were strange, those storms. They came from the sea and the mountains. From all directions, it felt like. And when they were finished with us, the streetlamp was the only thing left. Even when I trotted away on the last living horse, the post was still standing…and a little fire flickering behind the glass. But nothing else survived. Not a stone. Not a brick. Not a single crooked plank. It was all gone, all washed out to sea. Like the ghosts had come to take everything away. Everything but me.” 
 
    I was old enough to allow a solemn silence to pass. Only after we looked out the window for a long while did I dare speak again. For the life of me, I can’t say why I decided to ask him what I did. 
 
    “Pa, where’d you get all your coins?”  
 
    “In the city by the cliffs.” He looked out the window. “A big city. A beautiful city. They didn’t need their money anymore, so I helped myself.” 
 
    “Oh,” I exhaled.  
 
    “Aye,” he puffed. “And just like Veni and just like here, there was a streetlamp. I remember it now. It burned at the city’s edge. A pretty little light, yellow and fierce. Same as Veni, it was the last thing I saw when I left.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said again. “What was the city called?” 
 
    “Tessera.” 
 
    I shrugged. I’d never heard of such a place. Sure, there’d been stories about Veni, but never one about a beautiful city by the sea.  
 
    I suppose I should’ve asked Pa more. 
 
    I didn’t.  
 
    The next morning, I clomped downstairs from my bed and sank into the chair next to Gio. It didn’t much matter that a snowstorm was howling outside. Gio looked as sunny as ever in his life.  
 
    “What are you so cheery about?” I asked him. 
 
    “Auntie Lessa gave me a present. If you’d been downstairs, you’d have got one, too,” he declared.  
 
    “I’d have got one what?” 
 
    “A ring!” He beamed and hoisted a slender golden band up for me to see. I tried to grab it, but apparently he being two years younger made him ten years faster. “It’s mine!” He grinned stupidly. “Auntie says it was Sully’s. When I’m bigger, it’ll fit me. Auntie says it’ll protect me from everything. And if I wear it, I’ll live forever.” 
 
    I couldn’t have rolled my eyes farther back even if I’d tried. “You’re so dumb,” I blurted. “If it protected Sully from everything, why’d he go and die?” 
 
    “They don’t know he’s dead.” Gio made a face. “He’s just missing.” 
 
    “Missing five days. In winter. Face it, Gio; his bones are powder by now. He’s probably blowing around with the snow, ooooo ooooooooooooo!” I made a sound like a groaning ghost.  
 
    “That’s enough, Mia,” Grams scolded. “You’ll scare him.” 
 
    As she ladled breakfast mash into my bowl, I sank deeper into my chair. “Scare Gio?” I grumped. “Not hardly. He knows all about dead people. There was uncle Vin last year, and Brick-maker Lupa, and Cobbler Sams, and—” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Grams said mildly. “Now eat your mash.” 
 
    Completely jealous of Gio’s ring, I nibbled at my breakfast. It was salty, just the way I liked it. Grams had never made a bad meal in her life. Her food tasted like love. No wonder Pa had married her.  
 
    And the longer I sat there, trying to be mad, the more Gio’s smiles wore me down. I couldn’t stay angry with him. No chance. He kept sticking his tongue out at me and giggling. And when he crossed his eyes and balanced his spoon on his nose, I burst out laughing.  
 
    “You noodle.” I rolled my eyes again, though not half as far back. “When you’re done with your mash, I’ll hold you up by your ankles and pour it all back out of you. Right out your nose, it’ll drip. Bloop, bloop, bloop!” 
 
    And we laughed again.  
 
    And finished our breakfast.  
 
    And played inside our skinny house all day long.  
 
    If I’d tears left, I’d cry. But I can’t. Not anymore.  
 
    Because that day was the last I ever spent with Gio.  
 
    I remember waking up a few days after he disappeared. I sat there in the predawn gloom, listening to the wind howl, waiting for my little brother to pounce out of the darkness and start tickling me. I held my breath for what felt like hours. He’s coming, I convinced myself. He’s been hiding all this while. It’s just a game for him. Any moment now, he’ll jump on the bed and we’ll cuddle until Grams calls us down for breakfast. 
 
    But he never pounced. Never laughed. Never tickled me ever again.  
 
    Twenty-three days after he vanished, Grams called for another mourning. It was like Sully’s, only quieter and without any pie. People had talked during Sully’s. They’d told stories about him, about the nutty things he used to claim, and about all his silly superstitions.  
 
    But at Gio’s mourning, no one much talked at all. Pa didn’t even come home for it. ‘Too heartbroken,’ Grams wept. ‘First his children, now this.’  
 
    As I sat in the darkness of Pa’s oaky study, Grams came up with a candle. I couldn’t ever remember seeing her in that room before. And I don’t think she ever came up again. 
 
    “Mia, you should come down. The other children…they’re worried.” 
 
    I looked out the window. Evening was drawing down, and the pale streetlamp was already burning. Come to think of it, I didn’t recall seeing anyone lighting its little fire.  
 
    “They’re not worried,” I mumbled to Grams. “They’re scared.” 
 
    Grams stood beside me. “Why should they be scared, dearie? This was an accident. It’s not as though—” 
 
    “…it’ll happen again?” I finished her sentence. “But that’s just it, Grams. It might. Gio’s not the first, you know. A few weeks ago, it was Lito. And last autumn, Alesio. And that little girl, Rosie. And that’s just the children.” 
 
    “You sound like Sully’s family,” Grams gloomed.  
 
    “Well maybe they’re right.” I cupped my chin in my palm. “Maybe we should move to the countryside like the Angelos did. Or the Bruenis. I like Ellerae and all, but—” 
 
    Grams hugged me then. I tried to resist her. I really did. But after a while my tears broke and I started sobbing. All my reason, logic, and fear flew out the window and burned up in the streetlamp’s flame. All I could think of was Gio, and the giant hole in my heart he’d left behind.  
 
    For two years that felt like two hundred, I kept to myself.  
 
    Sure, I went to school. I breakfasted with Grams and went to Auntie Lessa’s and tried to play with the other children. I went fishing on Lake Po, shopped at market with our neighbors, and talked whenever spoken to. But it didn’t matter anymore. Nothing really did. I knew Gio wasn’t coming back. I hoped, but I knew. Whenever I lay in bed alone, which was far too often, I felt it way deep down inside. I’d never known how huge a part of me he had been. Without a real mother and father, he’d been my truest family. He’d been more than Grams, more than Pa, more than all the rest of the world put together.  
 
    Two years, and nothing.  
 
    As I wallowed through the summers and hid myself away during the winters, things changed in Ellerae. I didn’t pay much attention, of course. I was lost in my own head, present in body but otherwise a ghost. Should I have listened to all that happened? Yes. Did I? No. Not really. When Auntie Lessa vanished, I barely batted an eyelash. When four more children from school didn’t come home, I was the only one who didn’t cry. When Grams hobbled into the house after going to market, she’d murmur about a farmer disappearing, a wife gone missing, or a whisper of a rumor of shadows in the alleys stealing one life every night.  
 
    But I barely heard it.  
 
    Even though I didn’t much listen, Grams told me everything. About life. About death. About everything. If I think hard about it, I know why she chose me to talk to. I know why she came to my room instead of Pa’s. He wasn’t around much, after all. Off drinking, I presumed. Hiding away with the other old men. Gambling and grumbling about how Ellerae was falling to pieces.  
 
    Grams just wanted someone to talk to.  
 
    But I was deaf to it.  
 
    I felt like a nine year-old going on ninety. I felt old. Sad. Bitter. 
 
    That winter, when Osso Street finally went on curfew because of the vanishings, I must’ve been the only kid who didn’t care. It’s not so bad, I told myself. It’s quieter this way. I won’t have to pretend to play anymore. The curfew started two days after the Issepe Twins went missing during a trip to their uncle’s vineyard. One vanished on the first night. The second disappeared the very next. The whole street must’ve cried their eyes out. But not me. Why didn’t they just come home after the first night? I remember thinking while Grams was sniffling about the whole thing. Could’ve saved at least one of them.  
 
    It was the last time in my life I wished I’d had Ma and Da back.  
 
    For just one winter night, I let myself think about them. I didn’t much remember my parents, not anymore, but even so, I fantasized about them coming back. I imagined they were strong and brave and able to help me shut the rest of the world out. With them in my head, I dreamed of a better life. No crying. No empty days and emptier nights. Just me, them, and Gio, together and happy.  
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t love Grams anymore.  
 
    I did. I really did. But she hadn’t protected Gio. And for that, both she and Pa had become less to me.  
 
    Come a night at winter’s end, I broke curfew. 
 
    I couldn’t be in the house anymore. Not that night. Grams had cooked and accidentally set out a plate for Gio. Afterward she’d burst into tears, and Pa had slunk out the back door again. Not that I could blame him for it. The house was too quiet, too dead. I needed a walk. I needed to get away.  
 
    So, even knowing I’d get in trouble, I walked up and down Osso Street twice. The darkness was heavy. The snow was deep and cold, but I barely felt it. I wore my boots and mittens, and yet some part of me knew that even if I’d gone out in nothing but my skin, I’d have been fine. No one was awake, of course. Locked behind their doors. I shook my head. Afraid of ghosts.  
 
    I don’t know why, but I wasn’t afraid. Not even a little. Not my night to vanish, I knew.  
 
    When I came up the street a second time and saw a woman weeping beneath our streetlamp, I wasn’t even startled.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I walked up to her.  
 
    Kneeling in the snow, she looked up at me, but said nothing. Her bare hands were whiter than the moon, her eyes glazed with tears half turned to icicles.  
 
    “Can I help?” I asked. It felt compassionate at the time, but in truth it might’ve been the stupidest question I’d ever asked.  
 
    “No,” she sobbed. “No help. Not for me.” 
 
    “It’s safe, you know,” I blurted. “Someone’s already gone missing today. The little boy at Osso’s end. Didn’t you hear? You don’t have to be afraid.” 
 
    She looked at me again. Her eyes were as blue as Lake Po, her sorrow twice as deep. After a breath, my heart sank into my boot bottoms. Oh God, I thought. She’s his mother.  
 
    I tried to speak. I couldn’t. The night air froze my lips together, or was it the cold in the woman’s eyes? She stood up and squared my shoulders in her frostbitten hands. I swear I almost died.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be out here,” she said through her chattering teeth. “Of all the places in Ellerae, not here especially.” 
 
    “What do you mean, not here?” 
 
    She clutched my shoulders so hard it hurt. She looked so wild and full of terror in her heartbreak, I thought for a moment she meant to shake me to pieces. But instead she glanced up at the streetlamp and shook her head like a slow, sad pendulum. 
 
    “The streetlamp.” She shivered. “Glows colder every night. You watch it, little girl. It’ll burn brighter tomorrow. And when it finally gets you, it’ll burn brightest of all.” 
 
     She released my shoulders and staggered away into the darkness. My fearlessness dried up. Quaking, I fled back inside and took every word of Grams’ wrath without saying a word.  
 
    For many nights afterward, I hid in my room. Even when Grams decided I’d been punished enough for breaking curfew, I stayed behind my door. I ate supper on my bed. I made fortresses of Gio’s old blocks and towers using my stuffed dolls. Grams understood, I think. She sang songs through the keyhole, pushed sheaves of paper for me to draw on under the door, and traded me candles for dirty dishes whenever I finished supper. I loved her for it. But not enough to come out. Because I knew the parts she left out of her songs. People are still disappearing. She just doesn’t want to tell me.  
 
    On the first day of spring, Pa finally came for me. I knew it was him by the boom of his heavy boots on the stairs.  
 
    “Mia,” he said, gruffer than ever I’d heard him. “Mia, come out.” 
 
    I floated to the door. My white dress was dirty, my socks covered in cobwebs, and my eyes haunted. When I opened the door and saw him standing there, I was terrified of what he’d think.  
 
    “You haven’t seen the sun in weeks,” he grunted at me. “It’ll forget you, Mia. It’ll lose you.” 
 
    “It already has,” I murmured.  
 
    He grinned faintly. “No. Not yet, it hasn’t. Your time’ll come, sure enough. But for now you’ve still got mortar between your bricks. Now come upstairs with me. I’ve something to show you.”  
 
    If I think about it, really think about it, I should’ve stayed in my room. I should’ve shut the world out and waited for everyone else in Ellerae to vanish.  
 
    I should’ve let Pa go on his way. Alone.  
 
    But I didn’t.  
 
    On skinny, wavering legs, I wobbled up the stairs and into Pa’s oaky chambers. Clouds of pale dust greeted my footfalls, and shadows danced on the walls. The whole place stank of something, though I wasn’t sure what. I’d been certain it had been dawn when Pa had knocked on my door, but the pallid light glooming through the window told me that dusk was near, and that the streetlamp is burning.  
 
    “I tried. Oh I tried, I did,” Pa rambled senselessly while scrabbling around on his big table.  
 
    “Tried what, Pa?” I asked.  
 
    “To be a good man. To live a good life. To earn it. These damnable coins.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Pa.” 
 
    “Course not.” He knocked over an urn and dumped an armload of musty books off a shelf. He was beet red and breathing heavily. I just stood in the doorway, frozen.  
 
    “Gio, Gio, Gio,” he popped a crate open and flipped it over on the floor. “Why’d it have to be Gio? As punishment? To make my end of the bargain hurt more? And you, sweet Mia. We might as well be dead. All of us. All for these damn coins.” 
 
    I’d never been so scared in my life. Somehow, I found the courage to take three steps into the room. I saw what had been in the crate. Coins, I stared at them. Thousands of coins.  
 
    Pa had more coins than ever we’d guessed.  
 
    He scooped hundreds into a sack and thrust them into my arms. I thought I’d collapse under the weight. They were so heavy, heavier than they should have been.  
 
    “Take them,” he commanded. “All of them. Buy a horse, a coat, and a big bag of food. Ride north. Into the mountains, Mia. Don’t go south, whatever you do. Stay away from the lake.” 
 
    I just stood there, arms sagging. “Pa, I’m scared. What are you saying? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You have to ride. It’s the only way. I know what you’re thinking, sweetie. It’s not permanent. You’re still doomed. But maybe with the coins, you’ll last longer. Maybe even the longest. Worked for me. All these years, one every day, and I’m still here.” 
 
    My fear turned to confusion. Pa was making no sense. His riddles had filled him up to the top of his head. He’d lost his mind.  
 
    “Pa, I can’t leave. I can’t. You’re never here. Grams needs me.” 
 
    He gripped my arm and squeezed. It hurt so bad, I winced. Some of the coins fell out and clattered on the floor. “You…have…to,” he growled. “If you don’t, nothing in Ellerae can help you. My time’s up, don’t you see? Might be the coins buy you a few years. Might not. But you have to try.” 
 
    He stared a hole right through me. I felt like shallow water under the summer sun, steaming with the heat. But inside I was frozen solid. No matter how hard he looked at me and willed me to see his madness, I couldn’t thaw. And he knew it.  
 
    I suppose I should’ve listened to him and ridden away.  
 
    But I didn’t.  
 
    Pa left that night. I knew I’d probably never see him again. He didn’t take any coins. He didn’t throttle me and make me promise to flee the city. He just walked downstairs and out the front door. If he said anything to Grams, I didn’t hear it. Nor did I ask her.  
 
    I hid the coins under my bed. The bag was full to bursting, but I shoved it back into the corner where the sun never shined. Thousands more of the little silver discs sat on Pa’s oaky floor, but those I didn’t touch. I left them right where they’d fallen. The only thing that’ll touch them is the dust, I told myself. I don’t want them. I’ve nothing to spend them on.  
 
    After Pa left, Grams and I were all who remained in the house. I didn’t go to school anymore. It didn’t matter. Half the kids had vanished. Half the teachers, too. We left the house only to get food and supplies, and then we scurried home, bolted the door shut, and lived in the shadows.  
 
    No matter that nearly all our hours were spent locked away, we heard. We listened to the shouts in the street. We read the news rags slipped under our door. We heard the mutters at market. And we saw the toll the hours were taking.  
 
    One missing every night.  
 
    For seventy years.  
 
    No one who leaves is ever heard from again.  
 
    No bodies found.  
 
    Ever.   
 
    People hoped it would stop.  
 
    But everyone knew it wouldn’t.  
 
    Every night after Grams went to sleep, I went up to Pa’s room. I knew I shouldn’t have. I knew nothing good would come of it. But even so, I did it. It’s not like I could’ve slept. It’s not as if Pa would’ve come back and made everything better. In truth, I just wanted to watch the streetlamp. I wanted to see if it’d get a little brighter each night.  
 
    And sure enough, it did.  
 
    It must’ve been another year that passed. I can’t really remember it now. My ritual was the same every eve: eat supper with Grams, sing her to sleep, clean up the kitchen, and slink up to the window in Pa’s room. It was so quiet. The world felt empty, and little me the only person left alive. Long after dusk, I’d sit in Pa’s ancient chair and gaze through the glass. There stood the streetlamp, its light as bright as the world ending. No one ever lit it.  
 
    But somehow, it burned.   
 
    And then one night, as I sat there with darkness in my eyes, I saw someone walk beneath the lamp. A man, old and bent, shouldered his way through the shadows and stopped in the pool of pale radiance. My bones went cold inside me. My jaw felt frozen, my blood like ice. The man might’ve been Pa, might not have been. He had Pa’s old hat and brown smoking jacket, but the way he walked was different. He was hunched. His bones were all wrong.  
 
    And as he stood there in the light, waiting for something, he looked up at me.  
 
    To this day I can’t remember what I saw.  
 
    The next morning, dark rumors swirled at market. A sad woman murmured that the city guard, or at least what was left of them, had found an old house at city’s edge. In the house, they’d uncovered three floors worth of art. They’d found sculptures, rare tiles, and rotting rugs. They’d found paintings of people who’d never lived in Ellerae. But that wasn’t what scared everyone. What had everyone all aquiver was that the guards had also found tools, as in mortuary tools. They’d found boxes of scalpels, bone saws, chisels, needles, and butcher knives. All of it had been mixed in with the art. Tools. Hundreds of tools.  
 
    Worse yet, they’d found that all the art had been made of people. The sculptures weren’t made of marble or clay, but of hollowed-out humans covered in plaster. The rugs were woven of skin, the paintings drizzled with blood and viscera, and the tiles fashioned of graven bones. They even found little mounds of white powder, bone powder, the leftovers from whatever horrors had taken place. Whoever had lived in the house had long vanished, but the grisly remains were still there.  
 
    “They wanted us to find it,” the sad woman cursed the house. “They wanted us to be afraid.” 
 
    “Who?” someone else asked.  
 
    But no one could answer.  
 
    I wasn’t surprised. I wasn’t even terrified. I wasn’t curious. I wasn’t anything.  
 
    I just remembered what Pa had said: ‘Might be the coins buy you time. Might not.’ 
 
    Days later, a few hundred folk gathered up every horse, carriage, and blanket in the city. In a huge procession, they took the south road toward the fields beyond Lake Po. I wanted to watch them leave, if only to know whether some horror scooped them up or whether they got away just fine, but Grams wouldn’t let me. “Stay behind locked doors, Mia,” she scolded me. “Stay, stay, stay. Nothing can hurt us here. It’s all a lie. A sweet, terrible lie.” 
 
    She’d lost her mind, same as Pa, only worse.  
 
    But maybe she was right not to let me watch.  
 
    Because the next day when they sent an outrider to see if the procession had made it south, the mayor’s man found only riderless horses, empty carriages, and beds that had been made but never slept in.  
 
    Gone. All of them…gone.   
 
    And the next night, the mayor vanished, too.   
 
    For another year and many months, we stayed in our old house. We snuck out only for food and water, though often we’d go without both. Maybe, I hoped, the coins will protect us. Or maybe we’ll be the last to go missing. During that awful time, I many times thought to take Pa’s coins and flee north like he’d told me. But I couldn’t leave Grams. She needed me. Her mind was empty anymore, and most of the work had fallen on my skinny little shoulders. Besides, with all the horses gone and most of the farmers missing, I’d never make it far. No horses meant I’d have to walk the mountain passes on foot. And no farmers meant no extra food for me to take.  
 
    So we stayed. And we survived. One by one, the houses on Osso went empty. Some people vanished in the night like all the rest. Others tried to walk the southern road and were never heard from again. It became comforting, in a way. After that year and a half, Grams and I were the only ones left on the whole street. There was no curfew anymore. There was no one to enforce it. And so Osso became mine. I raided every cupboard, pilfered every toy, and snatched every knickknack. I turned our silent house into a museum, though sometimes it felt like a mausoleum.  
 
    And then Grams died.  
 
    She went naturally, thank goodness. On autumn’s second night, I found her in her old rocking chair, her eyes wide open. I wasn’t even sad. Pa had left her. Ellerae had rotted around her. I hoped there were angels like Auntie Lessa had said, and that Grams was soaring among them.  
 
    Wherever she’d gone, it was better than our house.  
 
    I went to market six days later. No one else came. It didn’t surprise me. I knew not everyone in the city had disappeared, but the last few survivors were probably boarded up in their houses. Not that it’d do them any good. The mayor’s grandson had vanished from the top room of a seven-story tower. Guards had vanished even after locking themselves in their prisoners’ cells. Husbands, wives, and children had gone missing whether wandering in open fields or sleeping in rooms barred and locked ten times over.  
 
    But no one had seen the culprit. No one had seen anything more than a shadow. Except maybe me.  
 
    With my empty basket swaying in my hand, I walked home. It was a silent walk, but I wasn’t sad. I’d walled off my heart to almost everything. Everything my memory of Gio. I came to the streetlamp, and although the midday sun smoldered behind the clouds, the lamp burned. White as an angel’s teats, Pa would’ve said. Hot as the steam from a fresh pot of noodles.  
 
    On the cobblestones beneath it, I saw a coin.  
 
    And then another.  
 
    And still another.  
 
    Not an accident, I knew. So I followed the trail.  
 
    The coins were for me, I guessed. I didn’t know who put them there, or why, and I didn’t care. If some horror snatched me up as I chased the silver line, I figured I’d lived long enough. I’d outlasted most of Ellerae, after all. Whatever happened now didn’t matter.  
 
    I walked and walked and walked. The coins led me to Osso’s end, then down a half dozen more alleys. I came to the grass at city’s edge. It was browning already. The wind ripped across the fields, cold and biting. The sun didn’t much savor autumn’s arrival, and so it skulked behind walls of grey clouds, never once peeking out at me.  
 
    The trail of coins continued.  
 
    Every six steps, I found one in the grass. For a while I plunked them in my basket, but after a few hundred I gave it up and dropped the basket altogether. Too heavy anyway, I thought. What good are coins if no one’s left to take them?  
 
    A ghost in a girl’s shoes, I crossed the meadow between Ellerae and Lake Po. At lake’s edge, the coins curled westward along the shore. I followed. Around rocks, across beaches, and through thickets they led me. There must’ve been thousands; the wealth of an entire city. On some of the silvers I saw Ellerae’s mayor, smiling and stupid. But others were tarnished and older. Those coins looked tired and salted, as though the sea had swallowed them and spat them out. From Tessera, I guessed. Pa’s coins.  
 
    Is Pa still alive?  
 
    When the coins snaked their way into the swamps west of Lake Po, I worried the trail would end. But no, it didn’t. Someone had taken the time to hammer them to the trees. I’d walk six steps through the shallow, swampy broth, and I’d find another piece of silver, staked through its heart with a six-penny nail.  
 
    If Grams could’ve seen me then, she’d have killed me. I waded, waist-deep, into the mucky water. I saw snakes dangling from branches. I glimpsed buzzards sitting high in the trees, waiting for me to die. If I’d have made the same trek a month ago, the mosquitoes would’ve eaten me alive, but even now at autumn’s beginning, they made a fine feast of me.  
 
    And then, wet and shivering, I crawled out of the muck and onto a rotten little island. My shoeless feet squelched in the mud. Vines as thick as Pa’s forearms hung from trees taller than any tower in Ellerae. The coins stopped. I looked around, swatted another mosquito, and sagged. I was somewhere in the swamp’s middle. I was lost.  
 
    Now where? 
 
    Was this a sick joke? 
 
    Is this what everyone does before they go missing? 
 
    I knew then I’d walked for longer than I’d imagined. The sun had sunk to the horizon, and the sky looked a sickly shade of purple and grey. In the deep shadows beneath the trees, I squinted.  
 
    Is that a light? 
 
    Inside one of the trees? 
 
    No. Can’t be. 
 
    I walked toward the hugest tree on the swamp-island. It was bigger than my house on Osso, this tree, though it looked ready to die. On its black-barked flank, I glimpsed a gaping hole. And coming out of the hole, I saw a pallid light. I don’t know why, but the tree and the light made me want to vomit. The whole place stank, but not of death. It smelled of evil.  
 
    Can’t sleep here.  
 
    Didn’t bring any food.  
 
    I think I may have just killed myself.  
 
    Oh well. Might as well go find what’s making the light.  
 
    I walked toward the light. It reminded me of something Grams had once said about people seeing bright lights before they die. If it were true, I hoped she hadn’t seen it. Not if it looked anything like this.  
 
    I took a deep breath and slipped inside the tree. I still didn’t see the light’s source, but I saw everything else well enough. The tree’s guts looked like the inside of a twisted house. Tapestries hung from stakes high above. Plush red carpets tickled the bottoms of my filthy feet. White tables and chairs stood in the middle of a grand room. A curling stairway wound its way up to places higher in the tree, and another descended through a gaping hole in the floor.  
 
    Tapestries. Carpets. Tables. Chairs.  
 
    All made of people.  
 
    One of these is Gio.  
 
    Anyone with half a brain would’ve run. Not me. I walked up to one of the chairs, saw a sack half-filled with Pa’s old coins, and plucked one of them out.  
 
    I wasn’t really scared until Pa climbed up the stairs and looked at me.  
 
    “Mia,” he said, unsurprised, “You’re here.” 
 
    I looked at him. His clothes moldered on his skinny arms. His pale, hairless scalp looked ready to rot. If someone had asked me to describe him, I’d have said, haunted. 
 
     And I’d have been right.  
 
    “Pa…” I backed away and dropped the coin. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He walked up to the table and snared a silver piece out of the sack. It looked huge in his skinny, almost skeletal fingers. “I hoped you wouldn’t come,” he said.  
 
    “Then…why’d you leave the trail?” I shivered.  
 
    “I had to. No other way.” 
 
    “No other way to what?” 
 
    “To be rid of it.” 
 
    “To be rid of what?” 
 
    “My life.” He narrowed his eyes. “I’m tired of it.” 
 
    I almost bolted. But when I looked out into the eve, the swamp scared me enough to keep me inside.  
 
    “Pa…” I felt a tear dribble down my cheek. 
 
    He stared at me. I fell silent.  
 
    “Mia, poor Mia,” he began, “You don’t know what it’s like.” 
 
    “To be a killer?” I hissed. 
 
    “No. Never.” He looked wounded. “You think I did all this? No. I’m just the one who helps. Who waits. Who knows. It’s my punishment.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Pa.” My tears rolled down my chin. “Please…you’re scaring me.” 
 
    He hung his head. “I know. And I’m sorry. It’s unforgivable. But it was the price I agreed to. If I hadn’t, I’d have died with Tessera. There’d never have been a Gio. There’d never have been a you.”  
 
    “Pa…who…? Who took all those people? It wasn’t you? Who was it, then? Or…what was it?” 
 
    Pa looked up and down, left and right. His eyes were slitted. He was terrified. “It’s not here now.” Pa shook his head. “It’s gone to claim the last few. And when it’s done, it’ll be my turn.” 
 
    “You knew?” I swallowed my fear for a second and became angry. “You knew all along? Ma and Da? Did you know about them? And Grams? You lied to her? And Gio? Pa, how could you?” 
 
    All the light in Pa’s eyes fled. He glared at me, and I fell silent. If I’d have understood then that the evil shining in him was but a tiny fragment of what awaited me, I’d have run into the swamp and drowned myself.  
 
    But I didn’t.  
 
    Coward. 
 
    “Mia,” he growled, “I’m tired of this life. This bargain…it burns in me. All these coins…all this death...I’m tired of helping. But it’s the price I paid. Seventy more years of life, he gave me. Else my tendons would be the soft carpet under your toes. My arms and legs would fashion yon table. My blood would stain these walls cherry.” 
 
    I sank to the floor. “Who made you do this?” 
 
    He stood over me. His shadow blocked out all the light. “Not who. It. It that poisoned Veni. It that slaughtered Tessera. It that enslaved me and made me help devour Ellerae. See those tables? That’s the mayor and his children. Feel the floor beneath your knees? That’s the hair of fifty maidens. The house they found…the one full of art…that’s from three cities before Tessera. And all the while he…it…has been walking among us. 
 
    “And ever since Tessera, I’ve been helping him hide.” 
 
    I couldn’t talk anymore. I just knelt and quaked and swallowed my horror.   
 
    “And now it’s the end.” He shambled away from me. “Ellerae’s gone. But there’re more cities. More to the north. And farther east. More there, too. But I’m too tired. I won’t let it have me another hour. It wants more of me, but it won’t get what it wants. Old man, old ghoul. My bargain is up. My pain is over.” 
 
    What happens now? I wanted to ask. You’re going to kill yourself? You’re going to kill me?  
 
    He came to me. He took my hand, peeled my fingers open, and stared at my sweating palm. I didn’t understand the significance of his hesitation until later. Much later.  
 
    “Take this, Mia.” He held out a black coin. “Take this blackened gold and make it yours.” 
 
    I shivered and shook my head.  
 
    “Take it!” he demanded.  
 
    “No.” My voice was a whisper. “I don’t want your bargain. I don’t want to work for it. Just kill me.” 
 
    “Foolish girl!” he roared. “This coin isn’t its’ bargain. You rejected that when you rejected my coins.” 
 
    You bastard, I thought. You tried to trick me! 
 
    “Do you want to live, Mia?” He pumped his jaws angrily. “You have to decide, and you have to do it now. It’s coming back soon. It’s going to make me into a statue or a bucket of paint or a new tapestry. You’ve rejected its bargain, and so it’ll do the same to you. You can’t run. You can’t hide. You either take this coin and leave in peace. Or you stay here and be made into pieces.”  
 
    I almost screamed, ‘Just kill me!’ But with Pa standing over me, already half dead, I wasn’t so sure. “What’s so special…” I quivered, “about the black coin?” 
 
    “It’s the first,” said Pa. “Its’ first. You take it, and it’ll have no power over you. Not now or ever. But if you dither a moment more, our skins’ll both be stretched tonight. And it’ll hurt, Mia. Oh…it’ll hurt.” 
 
    Coward.  
 
    I snatched the coin away and sprinted out of the tree.  
 
    As I fled, I knew Pa had told at least one final lie. It had been in the tree the whole time. I knew when I heard Pa’s screams, when the sounds of his bones popping broke the night, and when a cloud of buzzards fled the treetops in horror of the horror.  
 
    Sheer willpower led me back to Ellerae. Sloppy with sweat and mud, my skin torn by tree limbs and puckered with bug bites, I staggered onto Osso and collapsed beneath the streetlamp. I didn’t dream. I didn’t freeze. I just slept, dead to the world, until dawn.  
 
    When I woke, the streetlamp’s flame was out. I stood up and shook most of the fear out of my little bones. I wasn’t cold, though I expected to be. I wasn’t even hungry, even though I’d not eaten in almost a day. Ellerae was silent. I wandered around for a short while, calling out the names of the few I knew had been alive last week. But no one answered. I knew in my heart they’d either fled, killed themselves, or been made into tables and chairs.  
 
    Ellerae had died.  
 
    And no matter what Pa had promised, I’d died, too.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    And so here I sit, alone in my new house. I’m still a little girl inside, but not really. The memories of Grams and Gio cling like cobwebs to my mind, too fragile to touch without destroying. I’m not in Ellerae anymore. No one is. When soldiers from the city of Milian found it, they burned it to the ground. I think they knew what had happened. They were wiser than we’d been. They cursed the ‘Old Man’ and chased his rumor to the west, though I doubt they ever found him. The ghoul of Tessera, Ellerae, and a hundred cities before will keep killing, keep making his precious art until everyone in the world is sticks and bones.  
 
    I suppose, had the soldiers been ever smarter, they’d have come east.  
 
    They’d have come to me, to Valai.  
 
    It’s a pretty city, it is, and thrice as huge as Ellerae.  
 
    I like it in Valai. I live in a mansion at the city’s edge, near a great, dark forest. I have vast empty rooms, a bottomless basement, and towers tall and sharp. I even have a streetlamp. It grows a little brighter every week.  
 
    I didn’t use Pa’s or Ellerae’s coins to buy it.  
 
    I borrowed from the locals.  
 
    It’s a fresh new evening. As I sit on my rocking chair, sewing something beautiful, I wait for the sun to set. Someone knocks on my door. I know who it is. It’s the young man who’s always nosing about my courtyard. He’s an orphan, like so many children in Valai. I feel bad for him, if that’s possible. Before I answer the door, I put down my needles and pick up a silver coin from the floor. It hurts to bend over, but I manage. These old bones just aren’t as supple as they used to be. Every little movement causes me pain.  
 
    I’ve gotten used to it.  
 
    “Hello, young man,” I open the door.  
 
    He looks surprised to see me. It makes sense, considering I’ve always ignored his knocks until now.  
 
    “Evening, M’lady Mia,” he says shyly. “You know who I am?” 
 
    “I do,” I tell him.  
 
    “Then you know I’ve got no money, no food, no place to live. My uncle…he says I should find work. So I’ve been thinking…well…might be you need my help. You’ve lived here well on a hundred years. I could go to market for you. I could carry things. You’ve got all this space. Might be…maybe…you’d let me have a room to be your servant.” 
 
    “You say you don’t have any money?” I swing the door open and let him peer inside. He looks nervous, but only a little.  
 
    “No, ma’am. Not since mom and my brothers turned up missing last winter.  
 
    I set my crabbed fingers on his shoulder and guide him across the threshold and into the stale, musty room beyond. His skin is warm. His bones are strong. It’s hard to control myself, but I do. 
 
    “Come inside, young man. There’s silver aplenty if you’re willing to do the right kind of work.” 
 
    He walks inside, the foolish thing.  
 
    I wonder how strong he’ll be once he’s screaming.  
 
    I suppose I’ll have to wait to find out. His timing is right. I need him for now. I’m an old woman anymore. I need a helper. Another set of eyes. Someone willing to take a few coins to help me hide things.  
 
    I offer him the coin.  
 
    He takes it with a smile.  
 
    I stretch my ancient fingers. The little bones groan and pop. But this time it feels good.  
 
    “So it’s a deal?” he asks. 
 
    “Until the end.” I give him a grandmotherly look.  
 
    And I shut the door, locking him in with me.  
 
    He’s mine now. He’s hooked. He’s like Pa had once been: alone, hungry, and desperate.  
 
    Just the kind of slave I need.  
 
    Because that’s what I’ve become. I’m it. At night when I take my skin off, I’m the most horrifying thing this world has ever known. My fingers are scythes, my heart a pumping horror, and my sockets hollow as two empty graves. I don’t make paintings, tapestries, or sculptures. I sew dolls, and I sell them right back to the people whose families I’ve dissected.  
 
    The black coin was a trick after all.  
 
    I guess I should be angry at Pa for giving it to me.  
 
    I should be, but I’m not. Because Pa’s bones are a pretty work of art lying in some dark, terrible place. And me…I’ll never die.  
 
    In cursing me to become a second it, Pa gave me a chance at vengeance. I’ll take it. I’ll relish it. I’ll love it until the end of everything. I swear I’ll kill the whole world if I have to. I’ll make a tomb of Valai and every other city within a thousand leagues. I don’t care how long it takes. I’ll make enough dolls to fill the ocean. I’ll get noticed. When Pa’s master, it, finally comes to see what I’ve done and how I’ve done it better, I’ll slaughter the old ghoul. I’ll make a blanket of his skin to sleep beneath during the day. I’ll turn his bones into powder and blow him off the cliffs of Tessera.  
 
    Because I owe him.  
 
    For stealing my childhood.  
 
    For making a tomb of Ellerae.  
 
    But mostly, for stealing my little brother, Gio.   
 
    “Come closer,” I say to the young man. “For your help, I’ve got all the coins you’ll ever need. I’ll only need one thing from you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” His smile is so big it hurts to look at.  
 
      
 
    “Everything,” I tell him. 
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    14 YEARS BEFORE THE DARK ANABASIS… 
 
      
 
      
 
   F IRE. THIS TIME IT WAS FIRE. 
 
    First it had been a thousand-thousand massive white wedges on the Sea. 
 
    Then, the unblinking gaze of Twyth, burning red in the distant night sky. 
 
    Followed by a horde of men made of bones and rotting, dripping flesh. 
 
    This time, it was fire. 
 
    They were not nightmares, for he never slept. They were not mirages brought on by the drink or the leaf, for he imbibed neither. They were not illusions; he could smell and taste and feel them as if they were in the room with him. 
 
    He saw things that he did not see. Heard things he did not hear. 
 
    Knew things he could not possibly know. 
 
    This time it was fire. 
 
    Unholy flames of orange and violet engulfing the city. The indestructible Castle HeartStone, aflame and crumbling. People fleeing in vain from the wall of blistering heat, stepping over the charred corpses of friends, neighbors, kin. His own hand, covered in flames, flesh and tendons peeling away, revealing and charring the bone beneath. 
 
    He could still feel his skin smoldering. 
 
    It had been terrifying and real, like the times before. 
 
    Things that may happen. Things that will happen. 
 
    He stumbled out of his front door and into the night. He had no idea of the hour, but it was dark and the street was quiet. Though he couldn’t hear them, he knew they were out there, though, the others. Sleeping soundly in their beds. Coupling with their mates. Reading to their children. They were out there, the others. In peace. 
 
    If they had seen the things he had not seen, they would not be sleeping. 
 
    If they had heard the things he had not heard, their pricks would be struck useless. 
 
    If they knew the things he did not know, peace would be an impossibility. 
 
    This time it was fire. This time it was fire. 
 
    This time. 
 
    The stars were hiding, but Téssera hung large and round and full in the black sky. Pale blue and glowing softly. Two of its siblings, Janu and Dinora, were also watching, but Janu was barely gibbous and Dinora, nearly invisible, showing just a tiny sliver of its golden hue. Wrae was out there, too, he knew, but this time of the month it slept soundly and out of sight. 
 
    But Téssera was as awake as the morning cock and gazed down upon him in full. He felt its stare. It made his skin hum. It gave him power. He raised his hands to it, bathed in Téssera’s glory, and whispered with his mind: 
 
    I am here. 
 
    He waited for Téssera to speak to him. On nights like this, it always did. 
 
    What did you see? it asked. The Fourth Eye had no voice; it made no sound; used no words. 
 
    But he understood Téssera all the same. 
 
    This time it was fire. 
 
    What did you see? 
 
    Fire. This time it was fire. 
 
    You must tell them. Warn them. 
 
    They don’t listen to me. 
 
    Make them listen. Use your gifts. 
 
    He pounded his temples with the heels of his hands. Over and over. Screaming without screaming just as he and Téssera spoke without speaking. 
 
    I don’t want to. Not again. 
 
    You have been given a purpose.  
 
    I don’t want a purpose. I just want to-- 
 
    You thought yourself invisible. Meaningless. But now you see your import. And they will as well, long after you are gone. They fear you, unknowing of your divine necessity. You will be condemned. You will be hunted. You will die. 
 
    But you will save them. 
 
    I don’t want to die. 
 
    They have given you a name that suits your purpose. 
 
    No one is listening! 
 
    They will. Carry on and they will have no choice. 
 
    He collapsed to his knees and sobbed. “No. Please. Not again.” 
 
    Go inside and retrieve your favorite brush. 
 
    “No…” He clawed at the ground, the gravel cutting into his hands, drawing blood. 
 
    Prepare your palette. 
 
    “Find mercy, mighty Eye…” 
 
    Find a clean canvas. 
 
    “Lo help me…” 
 
    And paint. 
 
      
 
    THE MAN WAS TO DIE a midday, when Lo was at Its highest and brightest station, casting live-giving warmth to every end of the Valley. All such events were held at the peak of day. Justice was administered in the light, in plain view of Lo, The Skyfire, The Creator, The All. Crime and evil were the stuff of night, the time when Lo rested and the shadows reigned. 
 
    A platform had been hastily built in Greenhall’s forum. The rectangular plaza, the neighborhood’s hub of trade and gathering, was busier than normal. In addition to the merchants and their customers, a hundred people had gathered to watch the execution. Some stood on the tips of their toes to see over the taller citizens in front of them. A little boy sat on his father’s shoulders for a better view. The crowd hummed quietly and respectfully. 
 
    The turnout was unsurprising. Things like this never happened in Greenhall. Lawful killings were traditionally performed in the Royal Forum, fifty times the size of this, in the shadow of Castle HeartStone, a shadow of such breadth and depth that visitors often came to do their business in wool coats and scarves even in the most oppressive days of Summer. 
 
    But The Master of Order, prodded by a valued member of his constabulary, had deemed it appropriate to hold this grim deed in the district where the accused had committed his crimes. Greenhall was a neighborhood peopled with the less fortunate, those who fought for each day’s meal, who cadged and stole and sold their bodies to keep any coin in their pocket. Such was the case in most Eastern districts. 
 
    The killing was overseen by two men. The first was a city lawbreather, dressed in the red and black vestments of his corps, and the second a tall, robed man with a scalp scraped bald and a strip of white cloth tied across his eyes. The clerics known as The Sightless believed that in order to understand Lo, you had to gaze into It as It gazed into you. They paid for this, of course, sacrificing their natural sight, but claimed that they were not blind; all they could see and ever wanted to see was Lo. A century before, Cyng Brandon, who by royal decree established a priesthood for a people who felt they did not need one, had embraced The Sightless and put them to use as the city’s executioners. Brandon’s clergy was disbanded by his successor, but The Sightless’ new occupation stuck. 
 
    Drav Astia pulled his wide-brimmed hat down a little to further shield his eyes from the daylight. He was not used to being awake, let alone outside, at such an hour. The day was for normal folk. For good citizens and their families. For the merchants, craftsmen, and workers of ValleyHeart. It was for the Cyng and his court and the People’s Choir. For order and peace and harmony. For law and justice. Love and hope. It was for the lives of nearly every man, woman, and child in the city and the rest of the Valley. 
 
    Drav, much like crime and evil, was stuff of night and shadow. 
 
    But he would have thought it crass to miss the death of this particular man. 
 
    He had, after all, tracked and apprehended the monster himself. 
 
    The constable quieted the anxious crowd with a wave of his hand and withdrew a sheet of parchment from his doublet and read, “Lo, in full view of your light, we present to you this condemned man.” The man’s name, Creno Nar, would not be spoken aloud. The Sightless was not to know the accused’s identity. 
 
    “He stands charged with the following: primarily and most gravely, the absconding, defiling, and butchering of no fewer than seven young boys from one of the Cyng’s orphanages.” 
 
    The charge drew hisses from the crowd. Drav knew the count to be much higher, but many of the bodies were still missing. 
 
    “Secondly, the assault and murdering of two of the Cyng’s constables, men sworn to protect this city and its people, who in the course of their duties ran afoul of the condemned and were slain in their heroic efforts to apprehend.” 
 
    Callum and Yonod had been neither good men nor bad. Just men who did their duty to the best they were capable. They had not deserved their fates. Drav found himself briefly more enraged at the deaths of his fellow lawbreathers than at those of the children, but then he remembered finding Ari, the third brutalized child, what was left of him, stuffed in a chest of drawers. The constables had been grown men, trained and armed. But the children… 
 
    “Thirdly and finally, the assault and injuring of a Cyng’s constable during the course of his ultimate apprehension.” 
 
    The back of Drav’s right shoulder still throbbed where Nar had hacked into it with a cleaver. It had been two weeks, and all the salves and salts and prayers the lifebreathers used may have stopped the bleeding, sealed up the gash, but had done little to ease the pain. 
 
    “These are the charges,” the constable announced, putting away his list. He turned to the silent holy man beside him. “I now defer to you, Sightless one. What is the will of Lo?” 
 
    The blind man spread his arms, palms upward, and lifted his useless eyes towards the blue above to commune with The Skyfire. Drav had seen the decision take anywhere from a few seconds to three days, but the outcome was always the same. Lo’s justice was always done. 
 
    Except once, many years ago. 
 
    Drav marked Creno Nar. He was on his knees, the cleric standing behind him. He did not make eye contact with the crowd but stared straight ahead, over their heads, at nothing. His face betrayed no signs of fear or regret. This surprised Drav little. Nar was what he was: a raper and murderer of children, and he was content with it. Even now, with his own death imminent, the corners of his mouth were upturned. He was a diseased and evil beast and the sooner he was delivered into the wrathful fires of Lo, the better. 
 
    Hunting and capturing villains like Creno Nar was the mission of the Gloomwalker. While the municipal constables patrolled the streets, settled disputes, and chased ordinary criminals, the ‘walkers dove deep into the darkest corners, hunting those whose crimes far surpassed theft and casual violence. 
 
    Drav Astia had been a Gloomwalker for ten years. 
 
    Five minutes passed, the quiet broken solely by the yammering child who rightly had no idea what was going on and why nobody was talking. 
 
    The Sightless reached behind his back and drew out his doru, a three-foot long spike of polished steel. It was not a pike, nor a sword, and would be useless against an armed opponent on the field of battle, but those who met the wrong end of them were never armed. They were only carried by the Sightless, and only drawn for occasions such as this. 
 
    The Sightless placed his left hand on the kneeling prisoner’s shoulder, steadying him and letting him know that the time had come, that Lo had leveled judgement, that death was coming. 
 
    The condemned took a deep, defiant breath. This was usually the moment, at the Touch of Judgment, where men unraveled, where they renounced their crimes and asked for forgiveness and mercy. But Creno Nar, fucker and slayer of children, clenched his teeth and waited for his end. 
 
    The Sightless placed the tip of the doru at the base of the man’s neck, lifted it high, and plunged it down into the exact spot he had measured. It slid into him as if he were made of grease. Blood shot a foot into the air, staining the executioner’s white robes. The dead man mustered one final hateful sneer, meant for the people watching him die, the man who had killed him, the Cyng, Lo Itself, and probably Drav Astia most of all. He toppled forward when the doru was removed from his neck. 
 
    Some in the crowd applauded. Others retched. Prayed. Wept. 
 
    Drav spat in the dirt. It was time to go home and try to get some sleep. In a few hours Lo would disappear behind the horizon and darkness would descend, and he was certain the night would be a busy one for him. 
 
    For Téssera had been in full gaze the night before and the artist’s Eye had become an ill and deadly omen for the people of ValleyHeart over the last three months. 
 
    He feared it would soon be four. 
 
      
 
    IT WAS THINGS LIKE THIS that made Pinque miss the inanity of his days in the army. After serving his mandatory year warding the frontier, the Far Coaster had reported to the Cyng’s Modorfyrd, sword at his belt, mail on his back, and adventure in his dreams. As a boy, standing knee-deep in tidal basins, pulling deep-rooted gooey mussels out of the silt with his prematurely calloused and salt-withered hands, he swore that one day he would be a soldier. He hadn’t wanted his father’s life; the toils of a shallows farmer were hardly worth the pittance brought in by each year’s unpredictable harvest. 
 
    But in a Cyngdom that hadn’t seen total war in ten generations, life in the standing ranks was dull and tedious. Pinque, like so many others, turned to other pursuits to hasten the days. He proved to be a shit boxer and a careless gambler, a combination detrimental to both his health and purse. When his debts reached unacceptable levels, he found himself one night surrounded by four men seeking payment in pain. As they beat him, he drew a small dirk from his boot and stuck it into the thigh of one of his assailants. How was he to tell an officer’s leg from any other? 
 
    The next day Pinque was purged from the ranks. The Cyng’s army was no place for men like him, he was told, although in reality men like him were the norm. He was to take his odious, degenerate vices elsewhere. 
 
    That elsewhere ended up being the ValleyHeart constabulary. 
 
    This night, though, what he wouldn’t have given to be back in camp, being pummeled half-dead by a Southern berserker for the chance at 15 marks. Or to be back in those tidal shallows alongside his father, who hit harder than the berserker, and with less control or sympathy. 
 
    “Are you sure he’s been summoned?” Pinque asked his randomly assigned partner, a portly Easterner named Flail. 
 
    “Aye, he’s be called fer,” the man answered. His accent was strong but had softened from living in the city for many years. Not long ago Pinque had served with a hard man who had grown up in the Eastmonts, a real Deep Hills mongrel. Half the time he had had no idea what the man was saying. One of many things that made the man infuriating. His accent made Flail sound like a Dinoran noble in contrast. “I sen’ the boy on min own hors. Reck’ they be returning wit soon quick haste.” 
 
    Pinque looked down at the body. At the whole of the crime. He was a stupid man, he had been told, but he knew what this meant. What he had stepped into. And he was eager to scrape it off the bottom of his boot. 
 
    “You ever seein’ a thin’ liken this one, Master Pinque?” Flail asked. “I’m meanin’, who’ver done this done this ‘un up like a hog or wilding buck.” 
 
    Like an animal. Pinque could not disagree. 
 
    “I thin’ I’ll lit up a lantern fer him fer when he gets here,” Flail said, trying to be useful. 
 
    “Don’t bother yourself,” Pinque replied. 
 
    “It’s like pitch t’night. The Eyes be hiding behind the clouds.” 
 
    “It’ll be a waste o’ oil.” 
 
    Flail headed back to the horses to grab a lantern and flint. 
 
    Pinque guessed the victim to be a hair shy of three score. He lay on his back, legs and arms akimbo. His face, gray-bearded and slim, was the pale white reserved for the dead, and his eyes were open, clouded over, their color faded forever. The chest was torn open as if it had exploded from the inside. The dried blood on and around the man looked black in the lantern light. An instrument had been used: a knife, a saw, something, but it had been used poorly. The incisions were made neither with confidence like a butcher nor precision like a surgeon. They were timid, jagged cuts, full of stops and starts, especially on the man’s right breast, where it seemed the operation had been aborted.  The killer had been after the man’s heart but had begun digging in the wrong place. 
 
    His second attempt, however crude and inefficient, had been much more successful. Pinque could see into the bloody cavity where the man’s beating soul had once resided. 
 
    Had once. But no more. 
 
    A galloping horse came to a stop at the mouth of the alley. The rider was dressed entirely in shades of black and gray: boots, breeches, shirt, cape. His odd wide-brimmed floppy hat was the color of dying charcoal. He climbed down from the mare and stood easily a head higher than either constable. 
 
    Flail tried to hand the man a lantern but was paid no regard. 
 
    Pinque took a few steps towards the approaching man. 
 
    “Constable Astia,” he greeted. 
 
    “Hello, Pinque.” His voice was low and rough. “You know to call me Drav.” 
 
    Gloomwalkers, Pinque thought. They were all odd; they were all different. But Drav Astia was odder and differenter than the others. 
 
    Pinque motioned towards Flail. “This is— “ 
 
    “I don’t care,” Drav said, not even casting his eyes on the fat man. “Show me.” 
 
    They lead the newcomer around the corner to where the victim lay. 
 
    “Turn down your lanterns,” the Gloomwalker said, quietly. 
 
    “I don’ understand.” 
 
    “Just do it, Flail,” Pinque said. 
 
    Both men extinguished their lights. Flail had been right. The Eyes and stars were hiding, leaving the sky like tar. Pinque stood quietly in the darkness, knowing that Astia was not at all hindered by it. It was common knowledge that all Gloomwalkers were gifted with nighteyes. Whether the gift was required to join the ranks or given to them by some unnatural means, Pinque did not know. He did know, however, that he had never known a ‘walker that needed a torch to find his way. 
 
    After a few minutes Flail complained. “I can’ see a thing.” 
 
    A few minutes more. “Wha’ is we doing here, Master Constable Walker Sir? I feel like a dirt merchan’ jus’ standing here seein’ an’ doin’ nothing.” 
 
    “Pinque,” came another voice in the dark. “If you do not quiet your charge, I will.” 
 
    “Snap it shut, Flail. Let the man work.” 
 
    “But I— “ 
 
    “Snap it!” 
 
    Ten more minutes passed and Pinque started to lose his patience. He was about to say something when Astia said “You can light your torches again.” 
 
    Pinque fumbled for a moment in the dark with his flint, but he soon lit the wick and had his lantern burning. Drav was kneeling over the body, but his attention was riveted to the cracked wall above. On that wall, scrawled in thick lines of the dead man’s blood, were four words: 
 
    THE HEART WILL BURN 
 
    Astia took a deep breath and closed his eyes, rubbing them with the heels of his hands. “Constable Pinque, has anyone else seen this?” 
 
    “Just the whore who found him, but I don’t think she can read. It’s him, isn’t it?” 
 
    Three months ago there had been a body found in a similar place, an alleyway off Hoarfield Square, mutilated nearly identically to the one before them. The night before, Téssera, the Eye of Lo that watched over artists and craftsman, had been in full gaze. That victim, a merchant from Roseneedle, had his heart ripped out of his chest and his blood had been used to paint a message on the wall: 
 
    DEATH ON THE HORIZON, BACK TO THE GRAVE 
 
    An ominous statement that mocked the credo of the ValleyHeart’s wardens, who, from their frontier outposts, guarded the Cyngdom from outside threats. It had been several years since Pinque had left the frontier, but he would always remember the oath: “Eyes on the Horizon, Back to the ‘Heart”. 
 
    Word of the grisly crime spread quickly. In ten days, the Gloomwalker pursuing the case found a sickly beggar in Greenhall that he was sure was the murderer. The man resisted and was slain. It was over. 
 
    Until a month later when another man was killed, in the same way, again following Tésserans’ most sacred night. This time, the bloody missive was a bit more specific: 
 
    TWYTH SEES ALL 
 
    Twyth, the Ninth Eye, The Uncounted, the guardian of all things evil and fiendish. It had never been seen in the sky. There were many who doubted its existence. But not Pinque. He knew Twyth was out there, somewhere beyond Lo’s eight known sentinels. Past Augo, that watched the Cyng. Past Wrae, guardian of the outcast and downtrodden. 
 
    Lo doesn’t want us to see Twyth, Pinque believed. The Skyfire hides it from us to protect us. 
 
    Two similar murders, on the same day of the month, both with what seemed to be portents written in blood. They started calling the unknown killer “The Herald”. 
 
    Yet the third murder again happened under the watchful gaze of Téssera and the law. 
 
    Four words. 
 
    Sixteen letters. 
 
    BURIED BUT NOT GONE 
 
    It was at this point, after three lay dead, that Drav Astia, whom the Master of Order considered his most capable ‘walker, was assigned to find The Herald. 
 
    Three messages in three months. 
 
    And now, a fourth. 
 
     “‘The heart will burn’.” Pinque read. Despite the beliefs of many, Far Coasters could read. Some of them. “Maybe he had the fermented goat tail stew at The Grounded Galley. That’ll make more than your heart burn. Had to empty my chamber pot three times that sleep.” 
 
    Drav didn’t smile. Drav never smiled. “He’s not getting any better at this, is he?” 
 
    “He’s getting worse. He forgot what side the heart was on.” 
 
    They hadn’t yet found the missing organ. Pinque knew they wouldn’t. 
 
    “Who is he?” Drav asked, almost to himself. 
 
    “A bloody fien’,” Flail said, his input unwelcome. “Mus’ be some sort kind o’ demon o’ sorcerer o’ beast o’ the night, snarling like with claws an’ fangs.” 
 
    “I assure you, constable, that the perpetrator of the crime is a man like you or I.” 
 
    “No like I.” 
 
    Drav leveled a stern look at him. “A man like me then.” 
 
    Flail backed up a step. Astia frightened him. Astia frightened everyone. 
 
    He turned away from Flail. “Talk with me, Pinque, will you?” he asked. 
 
    Surprised, the Far Coaster didn’t get out a response before the man in black continued. 
 
    “Why these men?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “The four men he has killed. Why them?” 
 
    “I’d be guessing they was in unfortunate places at mighty unfortunate times.” 
 
    “Children or smaller women would be easier prey than most men, would they not, if his only care is to deliver his diseased messages?” Astia asked. 
 
    “Not one of them was from here or anywhere east of HeartStone. Westsiders, all of ‘em. Moneyed men of standing.” 
 
    “Yet each one before was found with purse untouched. I assume this one as well.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Hand it over, then.” 
 
    “Ah, Drav— “ 
 
    “Pinque. We are not looters.” 
 
    Pinque handed over the dead man’s heavy coin purse. He felt lighter and poorer without it. 
 
    “The men he chooses are all small in stature, advanced in age,” Drav continued. “Harder to kill than a child, easier than a healthy young man or even a strong-willed woman. And he strikes only when Téssera is at full gaze.” 
 
    “He’s an artisan of some kind?” 
 
    “Or wants us to believe that he is. Let’s not arrest every poet and potter in the Valley quite yet. So what is his mission, constable? He has an end in mind. He must.” 
 
    “He thinks he’s trying to warn us.” 
 
    “But about what?” 
 
    “By Twyth’s gaze, I have no idea. He is diseased, Drav. Mad. Whatever made-up spook stories his crazed mind is telling him. That’s what he’s telling us.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But his cries are loud and we cannot stop until they quiet.” 
 
    “If he’s trying to speak to us, then why down here out of sight?” Pinque asked. “Why not somewhere public? Nail them up in the forum like the Cyng used to do with killers, rapers, and traitors.” 
 
    The ‘walker thought for a moment. “He doesn’t want everyone to see what he has done. He can’t bear it. He doesn’t want to do this; he must. So he tucks them away, not hidden, but barely out of sight, knowing that someone will find what he has done and summon us. We are his audience.” 
 
    “You and me?” 
 
    “You and me and that fat bastard over there and the Captains, all the way up to the Master of Order. The Choir. All the way to HeartStone.” 
 
    “These are messages for the Cyng?” 
 
    “We see for him. Listen for him. We observe this Cyngdom on his behalf. We are but an extension of our liege’s senses.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a full minute. Pinque could tell Drav was thinking about something, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what. “I’ve seen enough,” he eventually said. “Sew the torso up best you can and put him up on display. See if anyone can tell us who he is.” 
 
    “Where should I start?” Pinque asked. 
 
    “His shirt is made of Vaegan silk. Start in Lyton. If he’s not from there, work each Western district one at a time, richest to poorest. When you discover his identity, inform me at once.” 
 
    Astia headed for his horse, brushing past Flail, who had one last question. “’The ‘eart will burn’,” the fat man called to Drav as he was mounting his mare. “He meanin’ th’ city? He meanin’ Val’eart?” 
 
    “Maybe Pinque is right. The Galley’s fermented stew is not to be trifled with.” 
 
    Without an answer, Astia spurred his mount and rode back into gloom. 
 
      
 
    “GET DOWN HERE!” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, the painter set down his brush and climbed down the scaffolding. The bathhouse was empty, making every noise bounce loudly off the high ceilings and marble. When his boots hit the ground the sound echoed like thunder through the buildings’ other six chambers. 
 
    The owner of the bathhouse, Herndon, waited for him at the base of the scaffold. He was a stocky, dark-skinned Southerner who always seemed angry, even when he was happy. At the moment, he was not happy. 
 
    “What in Lo’s Light is that you’re putting on my wall?” 
 
    The painter looked up at his mural, thirty hands tall, looming over the dry bed that had once been and would again be the house’s sixth bathing pool. He was three days into the painting’s latest iteration. 
 
    “The Ballad of Skarl.” 
 
    There wasn’t much to it. Not yet. So far all he had managed to complete was the piece’s central figure: a man sitting cross-legged with two drums in front of him, a stick in each hand with which to pound them. His hair was wild and stuck straight into the air like some sort of desert plant. 
 
    “The Ballad of Skarl,” Herndon repeated through gritted teeth. 
 
    “The Drummer,” the painter explained. “He beats his drums to keep the Creator of All Things asleep. When his arms grow weary and he stops drumming, the Creator will wake and become the destructor and bring the end of all things.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, at the bottom will be the Creator, sleeping soundly underground.” The painter pointed to the blank areas of his mural, sketching in the air. “All around Skarl will be people. Living their lives. The beautiful things about the world that Skarl protects with his eternal task.” 
 
    The proprietor had no words. He was fuming. 
 
    The painter shrugged. “The Ballad of Skarl. Inspiration spoke and I listened.” 
 
    Herndon threw his arms in the air. “Inspiration? Sacrilege! Old god nonsense.” 
 
    “It’s just stories from the old times. Myths.” 
 
    “It doesn’t belong here. Lo is Lo and there is no other.” 
 
    “Lo is all, of course, but when I painted the Eight Eyes, you disapproved.” 
 
    Herndon grabbed the painter by the back of his hair, bending his neck back, and wrapped his other hand around his throat. “Listen to me. I hired you because I’m cheap and you’re even cheaper. Your skill with the brush acceptable, but you mistake your task.” 
 
    Let go of me, the painter growled in his head. He reached down into the pocket of his smock and wrapped his fingers around the hilt of another brush, his favorite brush, and struggled to keep it hidden. 
 
    Please let go of me. 
 
    “My clients don’t want sacrilege, and they don’t want to be watched,” Herndon continued, angry spittle landing on the painter’s noise and lips. “You know what they want to see when they look up. I’ve made it clear.” 
 
    “Teats,” the painter said, deflated and mournful. 
 
    Herndon let go, pushing him back into the scaffold. The painter removed his hand from his pocket, leaving his brush sheathed. 
 
    “And cocks! Teats and cocks! Little teats. Big teats. Milky round teats. Tight maiden teats. Old teats. Young teats. Especially young teats. The men that come here and soak in my baths, they come to wash, relax, and get away from their women. And large impressive cocks. I want them to look up at your mural – my mural – and see the teats of shameful women more beautiful than their wives and cocks bigger than they’ve ever seen and be inspired to partake of the other services we offer, no matter what side of the coin they fancy.” 
 
    “The whores.” 
 
    “It’s whores’ money I’m paying you with, so you can swallow your idiot tongue and stow your high mighty contempt for what we do here.” 
 
    “You haven’t paid me.” 
 
    “I will when you paint what I want. We’ve been getting more and more busy since I reopened this place and this is the last chamber that needs fixing. I can’t leave it closed off too much longer. I’m running out of room. 
 
    “Tell me you understand me.” 
 
    The painter nodded.  
 
    “In the morning you’re going to start over. Again. If I see a drummer, an old god, the Eyes, Lo Itself, or anything else that will disturb my clients, you’ll do it again. You won’t get paid one mark until you give me what I want. And what do I want?” 
 
    “Teats…” 
 
    “Teats!” 
 
    Herndon stormed off, grumbling. 
 
    “And fucking cocks!” 
 
    The painter watched him go. He felt unclean. A plunge in one of the baths would do nothing to cleanse the unease inside of him. He would do what he was told. He was out of coin. Truly. Not one bit to his name. He would hide Skarl beneath a coat of white, begin the work afresh and deliver to the disgusting Herndon the debauched and lurid spectacle he wanted. 
 
    But he did not approve. 
 
    Lo did not approve. 
 
    And, he knew for certain, neither did Téssera. 
 
      
 
    PINQUE PICKED AT A BLISTER on his heel with a rusty farrier’s nail he had found in the street. He felt uncomfortable in Lyton. The people of the district, the richest in the capitol, averted their eyes and turned up their noses as they passed. He had spent the first hour nodding, smiling, greeting, politely asking citizens to help him identify the dead man he had horrifically propped up in an open-faced coffin. But in Lyton money trumped authority, even that of the royal variety. So he had given up and decided to take care of some personal grooming, decorum be damned. 
 
    The second and third hours went by without incident. Citizens peered at the dead man as they passed and were noticeably relieved when they didn’t recognize him. Pinque would wait another hour before he loaded the dirtbox onto the wagon and moved onto the next district. Westmoor would be next, then maybe West Silver before Lo took Its leave and left the day behind. If he didn’t find the man’s identity by then, he would begin anew in the morning and work his way down ValleyHeart’s social classes one at a time. He would get to his own neighborhood by the middle of the week. 
 
    A lad of eight or ten years, dressed in nicer clothes than Pinque had ever owned as an adult, froze mid-step as he passed. He stared long and deep at the cadaver’s face, grew quite upset, and looked around the forum nervously. 
 
    Pinque reached for his boot. “Boy, do you— “ 
 
    The child ran. 
 
    “Wait! By the Constabulary, I order you to— “ 
 
    He stood and tried to pull his boot on at the same time and lost his balance. He stumbled backwards and bumped into the coffin; it tipped over backwards, hitting the compacted dirt ground with a loud thump. Pinque nearly fell into the box himself, but was able to keep his footing and dance around it. 
 
    “Old Slid take you!” he cursed, the Farcoaster in him coming to the fore. He knew the boy was far gone, but he looked out into the crowd anyway. Everyone was staring at him, many of them trying to suppress laughter and many of them failing. He had thrown his boot in the chaos and the five foot walk to it felt like miles. He could feel his face growing flush. Two well-dressed ladies pointed at him while he strained to get his still-laced boot onto his foot. 
 
    “Go ahead and laugh, you crones!” he yelled. “We’ll see how curious you find it when The Herald comes for you lot like it did for this poor soul!” 
 
    The gathered mob quieted. 
 
    “Have your attention now, do I? Best you show respect to this dead one and as well your Cyng. We constables is his eyes and ears, you know. An expansion of his Cyngly senses and whatnot. Best you show respect to me lest he see and hear you cows.” 
 
    Pinque shouldn’t have said any of that, he knew, especially not in Lyton, especially not about The Herald. The Captains didn’t want to stoke peoples’ fears any more than they already had been. “The Herald” was not something that was ever supposed to pass his lips in earshot of civilians. 
 
    Astia gets wind of this I’ll be catching rats in Greenhall for the rest of my life. 
 
    Turning his back on the stunned masses, Pinque knelt next to the coffin. The dead man lay largely undisturbed, although his head had turned to the side, hiding his face. Cringing a bit, he reached in, grabbed the man’s cheeks, and set the head back straight. He stood, wiping the unclean hand on his unclean breeches and wondered if it was worth the effort to push the dirtbox upright again. 
 
    “Excuse me.” The voice was feminine and delicate. Pinque looked up from his trousers to behold a lovely young woman. If she was marrying age she was barely so. Her corset and gown shaped her figure in a very desirable way and Pinque found the beauty of her golden hair eclipsed only by that of her silver eyes. 
 
    He straightened his spine and ran a hand through is hair, managing to instead make it worse, and flashed his best smile, praying to Beaudu that she wouldn’t notice his rotten tooth. 
 
    “How can I help you, miss?” 
 
    She approached slowly, her gaze locked on the body, not the bumbling constable. 
 
    “Was he really killed by The Herald?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “To the best of our knowing at the current present.” 
 
    She bent down on one knee next to the coffin, dirtying a gown that would have cost any constable two months of pay. “May I touch him?” she asked, looking at Pinque for the first time. 
 
    “I don’t know why you would want to, but there’s no law against it.” 
 
    She’s touched, Pinque thought. Beautiful creature like that all wobbled up in her head. A shame that is. Then again, maybe she’s touched enough to give Pinque a second look. 
 
    The young woman ran two fingers down the corpse’s cheek. “He’s so cold,” she said to herself. She brought her fingers to her nose, smelled them, then down to the tip of her tongue. 
 
    How did she escape the sanitarium? Pinque wondered. 
 
    “What’s your name, girl?” 
 
    “Bala,” she said, standing. “Bala Dinora.” 
 
    Dinora. Dinora, the second Eye of Lo and the watcher of merchants, bankers, and all others with precious metals in their veins. It was an affront to Lo to take any Eye’s name as your own, with one exception. The Dinora family was the richest in The Valley and had been for twelve centuries or more; the dawn of their fortune predated any sage’s written history. There wasn’t a coin in ValleyHeart that didn’t pass through the Dinoras’ hands at least twice. Many believed the Eye had been named after them and not the other way around. 
 
    Pinque’s attraction to the women had evolved into curiosity and then pity and now fear. His goal became not to bed or help the woman, but to not anger her. Even a stupid man like Pinque knew it wasn’t smart to cross a Dinora. 
 
    “Lady Dinora.” Pinque’s hands were already sweating. “I apologize. I did not know— “ 
 
    “Your apology is unnecessary. I should be the one begging your pardon. I am keeping you from your task.” 
 
    A Dinora begging pardon? No one is going to believe this. 
 
    “I do have one other question, though, if you would do me the favor.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, Lady Bala.” 
 
    She leaned moved closer to Pinque and learned her towards his ear. 
 
    I haven’t cleaned my ears since— 
 
    “What did he write?” she whispered. “What was his message?” 
 
    Ah. I would have told you anything but that. Even about that dalliance with my cousin Erya. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lady. I can’t unleash that knowledge. It’s best for the common good, you understand?” 
 
    “I do understand, Constable…” 
 
    “Pinque.” 
 
    “Constable Pinque. The Master of Order is lucky to have you. You are loyal. But don’t you think the people have the right to know what this madman is foretelling? In case.” 
 
    “In case of what?” 
 
    “In case he’s not actually mad.” 
 
    He wanted to tell her. To make her happy. To give him more time to stare into the silver eyes that were entrancing him so. “I am sorry, Lady Dinora.” 
 
    Bala gave him a sweet smile. “As am I, Master Pinque.” She turned to go. 
 
    “I must ask you, though,” Pinque said, stopping her. “Do you know this man? It is my duty to ask all I can.” 
 
    She shook her head and walked away. 
 
    “I believe I do.” 
 
    A woman of forty years came forward, holding the hand of the well-dressed boy Pinque had seen earlier.  She approached, looked down into the coffin, and nodded. 
 
    “That,” she said flatly and with seemingly no concern, “was my husband.”  
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   T HE FIRST THING DRAV HAD DONE after purchasing his cottage was board up the windows.  
 
    The act had invoked suspicion in his neighbors; what kind of man had the gall to bar Lo from his home and hearth? But Drav knew his desire for darkness would not anger The Skyfire. Everything he did was in Its service, including staying out of Its light. 
 
    To protect those who thrived in the light, Drav had to wallow in the dark. And he would continue to do so, until his soul or body gave way. Until Lo called him into Its bosom. Only then would it be light and warmth for Drav Astia. Then, and for all ever after. In the mortal plane, though, he slept while others lived. 
 
    Drav was not asleep. Thoughts of the elusive Herald made him toss and turn. Each clue, each previous victim and message, was a spoke on a quickly spinning wheel. The mangled body. The chest torn open. The choice of target. Pinque and his portly companion. 
 
    The message. 
 
    Four words. Sixteen letters. 
 
    THE HEART WILL BURN 
 
    Was it a threat or a warning? Did the killer think he was doing something righteous, sacrificing a few old men for the sake of all? Criminals often times found ways to justify their actions. They blamed hunger, poverty, the victims. Some claimed they were moved by Lo to do what they had done. 
 
    Except for Creno Nar. When Drav caught him, he had gleefully recounted defiling and slaying all of those children: “I loved to hear them scream.” 
 
    The Herald was more likely than not an addled soul. Diseased and out of control. 
 
    The alternative was a more frightening theory, but one Drav could not avoid. 
 
    Drav had to entertain the notion that The Herald was a Seer, however unlikely that seemed. 
 
    The Gloomwalker managed two hours of restless dozing before someone knocked at his door, loudly and with urgency. If the visitor did not bear information of import, Drav considered murder an appropriate response. He opened the door. Lo’s light nearly blinded him. When his eyes adjusted, the form of Pinque came into focus. 
 
    “I know who he is, Drav,” the constable blurted out without the politeness of a greeting. “I brought his wife and boy. They wait ‘cross the lane.” 
 
    Drav looked into the sky. Lo burned high and bright; it was an hour past midday. “Bring them in here,” he said with a yawn. While Pinque retrieved his witnesses, Astia grabbed an oil lantern off his dressing table and lit it, hoping it would burn bright enough to put daytime visitors at ease. 
 
    Pinque escorted in a woman a boy. Their vestments expressed great wealth; it must have been a feat for Pinque to convince them to come this far East. The woman was younger than the dead man by ten years or more. She looked around at Drav’s lodgings with unveiled disgust. 
 
    “This is Lady— “ 
 
    “Where was your husband the night he disappeared?” Drav had as much interest in the woman’s name as he did in doling out platitudes and sympathies. The steely look in the widow’s eyes made him believe she felt the same. 
 
    “The baths,” she said. 
 
    The baths… 
 
    “Ever since that place opened its doors again, he has been going more and more often. Once a week, then twice. As of late he was there more than he was at home. I know what goes on there, what they sell in that place and I am glad for it.” 
 
    The baths. The baths… 
 
    “He could rut with all the whores in the ‘Heart if it kept him off of me and out of my bed.” She put her hand on her boy’s shoulder. “But a boy needs a father, even an old disgusting bastard like the one I saddled him with.” 
 
    The baths! The words had sparked something in Drav and now he knew what. 
 
    “I don’t have any idea what I’m going to do when the child starts asking questions about what to do with his prick.” 
 
    “Which house?” Drav asked. 
 
    “Which house?” 
 
    “You said the place had just recently opened its doors. How long ago?” Pinque asked. 
 
    “Five, six months.” 
 
    “Which house?” Drav asked more forcefully. It was all he wanted to know. 
 
    “Off Roseneedle Square. Big place, left over from the old ones. Was but a ruin until—” 
 
    “Thank you,” Drav said. “You can go.” 
 
    “Don’t you— “ 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “You cannot speak to me— “ 
 
    “Pinque, get them out of here.” 
 
    Before Pinque was able to wrangle the insulted woman and fatherless boy out the door, Drav rushed to his desk to retrieve his quill and ink. He rummaged through a stack of papers on his desk, grabbed one that no longer had any value, turned it over, and scribbled with haste. 
 
    After a minute Pinque returned. “If that woman’s tongue was any sharper I’d be bleeding from stem to stern. Never heard such words from the mouth of a— “ 
 
    Drav handed him a list, the ink wet and bleeding. On it were the names of three women and their districts. “Speak to these widows,” Astia commanded. “Each of them. Ask where their husbands took their baths. Do not leave them until they tell you. Disregard any other information.” 
 
    Pinque looked at the list. “I don’t think I can get to all of them by nightfall.” 
 
    “No need. We are on the killer’s schedule, not our own, and it will be another month before he resurfaces. But if I’m right, we will find ourselves in Roseneedle at that time, waiting for him.” 
 
    Pinque nodded, starting to understand. “It for surely can’t be that easy.” 
 
    “One thing I have learned is that murderers, thieves, and even monsters of this sort are dumber than we think. Dumber than even you. Now go,” Drav said, pushing Pinque out the door and slamming it behind him. 
 
    The Gloomwalker collapsed onto his bed. 
 
    And slept. 
 
      
 
    HE PAINTED AND HE WATCHED AND HE DREADED. 
 
    Painted a repulsive scene rife with fornication, indulgence, and, yes, teats and cocks. 
 
    Watched Téssera in the night sky as it lazily closed, rested, and then slowly opened. 
 
    Dreaded what he would not see, what he would not hear, on the night the Eye waxed fully and cast its gaze upon him. 
 
    He painted and he watched and he dreaded and soon that night was upon him. 
 
    It came. All of it. The sea. Bones. Fire. Death. 
 
    It told him a story, his visions compiled, and for the first time he understood.               
 
    When he went outside to commune with Téssera, he saw that the Eye, on the night it was full and at its brightest, was obscured by gray clouds. He tried to call to it in its mind, to seek its counsel, but no reply came. Hours passed and Téssera did not reach out to him, offered no instruction or direction. 
 
    It had no more to offer him. He knew what was needed. 
 
    He was to grab his favorite brush. 
 
    Prepare his palette. 
 
    Find a new canvas. 
 
    And paint. 
 
    For the final time. 
 
      
 
    SIX CONSTABLES POSED AS CUSTOMERS inside the Roseneedle Baths with three times that waiting outside in the shadows. Drav had been preparing for this night for weeks, ever since they had confirmed that all four of The Herald’s victims had frequented the newly-opened bathhouse. It was the one thing they had in common, save the heft of their untouched purses.  
 
    And they had an idea of who the monster was. Herndon, the establishment’s new owner, hadn’t hesitated to point a suspicious finger. Drav wasn’t one to act on another man’s hunch, especially one whose breath reeked of mead and well-used women. But after several days of careful observation, he was convinced they had found their killer. Unlike many of the city’s other lawbreathers, though, Drav preferred to catch his quarry in the act. After capture, a criminal such as this was sure to feel the Hand of Judgment and find oblivion at the tip of a doru, so Astia always wanted to make sure the man deserved it. It was not so with the others, he knew, but evidence, fact and certainty paved his preferred path to justice. 
 
    So they had set their bait and now waited in the darkness. 
 
    “He isn’t inside,” Pinque whispered, arriving in the alley two blocks from the baths. “You’re certain he will come here tonight?” 
 
    “I’m rarely certain about anything. It makes me good at what I do.” 
 
    “Téssera’s shrouded itself in clouds this eve. Maybe it doesn’t want to see this unfold.” 
 
    Perhaps, Drav thought. Pinque was right. The man they suspected worked at the bathhouse during the day and went home at dusk. He was out there, somewhere in the dark. Lurking. Beholden to whatever sickness had taken hold of his mind and forced him to kill on this night every month. If he wasn’t, Drav wasn’t sure what he would do next. 
 
    Every man who left the house would be trailed by an armed constable all the way to his home if necessary. Also, the men they had planted inside were instructed to act as foolish and intoxicated as possible, hoping to make themselves especially appetizing targets. 
 
    Drav and Pinque waited in an alleyway across from the baths and they waited for hours. The night grew cold. Pinque’s resolve and attention started to falter as they passed into the next day, but Drav kept his nighteyes focused. Men would leave the baths, finished with their washing, conversing, or fornicating, and a constable would follow and then return five, ten, twenty minutes later with nothing to report. At one point they mistook a blind beggar for their prey. Astia ordered him detained until morning, just in case. 
 
    Two and a half hours past the mid of night, the clouds shrouding Téssera quickly and gracefully parted and allowed the Eye to dimly illuminate the city in pale blueness. Mere minutes later, a stocky older man, not one of Drav’s, left the bath house and walked south down the central lane, towards Drav and Pinque’s alley. They tucked themselves farther in and away from the street. Drav marked the man as he passed. He was stumbling a tad, humming quietly to himself a tune that would not find him performing for the Cyng any time soon. 
 
    “Pinque,” Drav whispered as the man passed the alley, “why don’t you— “ 
 
    Another man passed, following right on the heels of the first. A slim man, with gangly limbs and a hitch in his step. With his gift, Drav could make out his face as if it were noon. 
 
    It was the painter. 
 
      
 
    HE FOLLOWED THE DRUNKEN PIG of a man, first at twenty paces, then ten, soon getting within five without his quarry taking any notice. Being downwind the painter could smell the rotgut fumes left in the man’s wake. He was large, larger than the ones before, but was so in his kegs that resistance seemed unlikely. Perhaps he wouldn’t feel it when the blow came. The painter didn’t like causing pain. At least, he didn’t remember liking it. He barely remembered the times before. Fragments, impressions remained of those previous four nights. Those deeds were ethereal, less real to him than the visions that prompted them. Every time he ventured out to deliver his message in the sight of Téssera, it was a new experience. 
 
    The fat man turned west down a slender cobblestone corridor and the painter quickened his step. He withdrew from the small of his back his favorite brush, still stained with the dried paint of his previous works. Eyeing the man’s neck, thinking about plunging his tool into just the right spot, feeling the imminent violence, he became exhilarated. His body tingled. His senses heightened. Time slowed. As he raised the brush above his head and prepared to strike. 
 
    Maybe he did like causing pain. 
 
    The bulge growing in his breeches seemed to say so. 
 
    Grab your brush. 
 
    Prepare your palette. 
 
    Find your canvas. 
 
    And— 
 
    “In the name of the Cyng I command you to halt!” 
 
    The painter whipped around to face the unwelcome threat and heard the fat man’s footfalls as he ran away. Two forms faced him, dimly lit by freshly-revealed Téssera. They appeared to be men, but he saw them for what they were: vassals of Twyth, sent to silence him. Censor his message. Defy his destiny. 
 
    The taller fiend wore a wide-brimmed hat. He spoke with a deep and gravelly voice: 
 
    “Put it down.” 
 
    He looked down at his favorite brush, squeezed the hilt tight, and leveled a defiant stare at the interlopers. The other enemy, bareheaded and shorter than his companion, inched toward him, his double-edged spatha unsheathed and brandished. 
 
    They need to see what I haven’t seen. 
 
    They need to know what I do not know. 
 
    “Please,” the painter plead. “I must be heard.” 
 
    “Not until you put down your dagger, Theras.” 
 
    Theras. Kilo Theras. That’s my name. 
 
    He held the demons at bay with his brush, sweeping it back and forth. 
 
    Was my name. 
 
    But no more. 
 
     “Drop the blade or we will drop you,” the hatless minion barked. 
 
    “I must be heard!” 
 
    The taller villain stepped in front of his jumpy companion, gently pushing that man’s blade aside with his own. “I will listen to you, Kilo,” he said, calmly and quietly. “But not while you are brandishing steel. You disarm, you surrender, and then you will be heard.” 
 
    “No one ever listens to me!” 
 
    “I know. But I’m here now.” 
 
    The smaller enemy tapped on the other’s shoulder. 
 
    “I was right, Drav. Just a madman. Let me run him through and finish this.” 
 
    I am not a madman. 
 
    “Stand back. Let me handle this.” 
 
    I speak the truth. 
 
    I am here to warn you. 
 
    I am here to save you. 
 
    You must listen to me. 
 
    Because I am the… 
 
    The… 
 
    The Herald lunged. 
 
      
 
    PINQUE JABBED HIS SPATHA at the onrushing murderer. Theras wrapped his left hand around Pinque’s thrusting blade. He grunted as both edges of the sword cut into him; blood flowed instantly and his index finger fell to the cobblestones. 
 
    Despite the pain he was able to push the blade aside, enough to close on Pinque and jab his knife into the constable’s shoulder. 
 
    In his life, Pinque had been beaten, kicked, clubbed, slapped, burned, and thrown by the meanest mare in New Slidtown. He had once, under the influence of nothing but his own clumsiness, tumbled down the fifty and a hundred winding stairs of a WardenStone tower. The memories of that pain vanished the moment the knife plunged into him. The shock radiated outward from the wound and swept through his body like a fast-coming storm. He screamed, he knew, but he didn’t hear it. He heard nothing. His vision blurred. He only felt. He was not afraid for his life. It didn’t cross his mind. Nothing crossed his mind but the pain. 
 
    For a moment. Then his eyesight cleared and he was face-to-face with The Herald. The monster snarled as he twisted and bore down on the blade, trying to drive it deeper into Pinque’s shoulder. It was then that Pinque noticed he had dropped his own sword and had two hands wrapped around Kilo Theras’s one, fighting him, unable to pull the knife out but at least preventing it from plunging any deeper. 
 
    Astia, any time you want to— 
 
      
 
    DRAV SLIPPED AROUND PINQUE’S LEFT SIDE, raised his sabre, and brought it down on The Herald’s forearm. The blade cut fabric, then flesh, the muscle, and stopped at the bone. Theras yowled and pulled away, yanking the dagger from Pinque’s shoulder. Pinque howled in pain and dropped to his knees. 
 
    The Gloomwalker stepped between killer and constable as the former took a few long, slow steps backwards. His left hand had lost two digits and a lot of blood. His right arm, despite the nasty cut Drav had given him, still functioned and raised the bloodied blade in meager defense. 
 
    Kilo Theras was as tall as Astia but nowhere near as solid. He wore a patchy young man’s beard that did a poor job of veiling the face behind it. It was a young man’s face. He was barely into his third decade. His eyes were tired and afraid, but not cruel, not possessed, not evil. In other circumstances Astia may have called them kind. 
 
    They were certainly not the eyes of a madman. Drav had stared into enough of those to know. They were not the eyes of Creno Nar. Theras was well beyond recovery or redemption, but not mad. He was determined. Defiant. But also frightened. 
 
    “So you’ve come across the sea to silence me, have you?” 
 
    Drav shook his head. “You have assaulted a man of the Cyng, Kilo. Do you know what— “ 
 
    “You look like men but underneath you are nothing but bones.” 
 
    Pinque managed to stand. He held and pressed his wound with both hands. “What are you on about, friend? Of course we got bones— “ 
 
    “We are constables of the Heart,” Drav cut in. He leveled his sabre at Theras. “When you are in our custody you can tell me all the tales that you want. I look forward to them. But first you drop your blade.” 
 
    “I did not leave my home this eve expecting to return,” The Herald said with flat affect. “Téssera did not tell me the means, but it seems it will be you.” 
 
    “The Eyes don’t speak. They only watch.” 
 
    Theras shook his head as if he pitied the Gloomwalker. 
 
    Then he ran. 
 
    Astia took off after him, his sabre ready to run the man through. 
 
    Drav was stronger, and faster, but when he caught up to Theras, ten yards from where they’d started, the painter stopped, spun around, dropped to his knees, and jabbed his blade down into his pursuer’s right boot.  
 
      
 
    THE DEMON GROWLED IN PAIN and The Herald knew he had struck a blow. He took his brush back and, as the beast stumbled and hopped backwards, he stood and ran. 
 
    His left hand was devastated. Three digits remained, and one of those was hanging by a string of flesh. The gash in his opposite forearm was deep and should have rendered the limb useless, but he was filled with a white-hot energy that lessened the pain and gave him strength where he knew he should have none. 
 
    He looked up at Téssera, full and round in the sky. If this was what Lo wanted from him, he could not refuse. The Sea. The Uncounted. The undead warriors. The fire. These things, these things that he had seen but not seen, they added up to one idea. 
 
    To one word. 
 
    One final word. 
 
    His final word. 
 
    As he ran he saw no one but heard the evil minions calling to each other in the dark, looking for him. He could escape, he knew. This was his hunting ground and he knew it better than some creatures from beyond the Sea. He could become invisible, find in a shadowy nook like the one he had hidden in earlier when he waited for Téssera to come out from its shroud and reveal the scene to him. 
 
    But he was not looking for escape. 
 
    He was looking for a canvas. 
 
    And he knew where to find one. 
 
      
 
    DRAV ASTIA FOLLOWED A TRAIL OF BLOOD. His quarry showed no signs of evasion. No backtracking. No attempts to stem the flow of that was leading the ‘walker right to him. This painter was no skilled criminal. He was frightened, cornered, and wounded. 
 
    And probably insane. 
 
    The Gloomwalker followed the crimson wake of the killer as it wove itself through the streets. At first Drav believed them to be going in circles, that the man had no idea what he was doing. But soon he realized that they were indeed circling, but not idly. They were making their way back towards the baths. 
 
    With every step, Astia stumbled and winced. He cursed the wound. Not for the pain. The pain was fleeting and far from the worst he had ever endured. But, despite the whisperings of common folk, Drav Astia was mortal, and molded from the same clay as they. Normally, he would have closed on The Herald immediately, subduing him or, if necessary, using his steel to send him to Lo, but the hole through his foot slowed him considerably, leaving behind bloody boot prints that complimented the trail created by Kilo Theras. 
 
    After ten minutes of measured and labored tracking, Drav found himself around the backside of the enormous building that housed the baths, as far from the opulent main entrance as one could get. This end of the structure bore the visage of the ancient ruins it once was, hidden away from the public by a grove of trees, brambles, and leftover columns and rubble of long gone times.  
 
    The blood trail had begun to fade, but Drav only needed it for a few more moments. Theras was headed inside, he was sure, but why? And how? 
 
    As soon as he asked the question, it was answered. A door, ancient and nearly hidden by overgrown vines, was set into the base of the building. A portal that, at a glance, one would suspect hadn’t been opened in centuries. A long-forgotten entrance to the underbelly of the baths. Perhaps once used for servants or slaves. Or as an intake for the coal and timber that heated the building’s warm water pools. Whatever its initial purpose, it had outlived its usefulness and been abandoned. It was likely even Herndon didn’t know it was back there. 
 
    But someone did. It was cracked open and there was a smear of blood, vaguely shaped like a handprint, on its edge. 
 
    The Gloomwalker redrew his sabre and kicked in the door, slamming it inward, half-expecting the killer to jump out at him from the darkness, but instead finding himself in a long narrow passage, much darker than the Eye-lit night outside. For one without Drav’s gift, wading into that void, unable to see a thing, knowing that somewhere inside was a murderer with a blade, would have been suicide. 
 
    Drav Astia didn’t hesitate. 
 
    Upon entry, the smell of the place nearly cast him back outside.  Shit and decaying flesh were the dominant scents, with a hint of smoke. Bracing himself, he carried on, holding his breath for long stretches at time, using every bit of his will to keep his throat from seizing up on him. He stepped over the remains of animals, vermin mostly, but also hounds and cats, ranging from stripped-bare skeletons to freshly-dead and stiff carcasses. He could avoid those, but could only guess what filth he was trudging through, what vileness to which he was subjecting his wounded and exposed foot. 
 
    Periodically another passage crossed his path, more black and narrow hallways ran underneath the entire complex. Some sort of service tunnels, he surmised. A quick way to get from one part of the baths to another without disturbing the visitors. The ancients weren’t any less inventive that we are now. They were more so, in some ways. 
 
    He turned when The Herald’s blood trail, now barely a trickle, turned. Carried forward when it carried forward. Drav was a strong man, a man who had experienced many horrors, but he needed to get out of this stench as soon as he could. It was perilously distracting. His stomach churned. He hastened his pace, no longer concerned with the detritus he crushed or squished beneath his boots. 
 
    A dozen or so turns through the grotesque maze lead him to a small room containing exactly three things: a wash basin, a wood stove, and a ladder. 
 
    The basin, a low wooden barrel with rusted iron banding, was half-filled with dark, murky water.  Drav dipped his finger in, took it out, and held it close to his face. The water covered his skin transparent pink. Blood. He wiped it off onto his breeches. 
 
    The stove was a stove, the same sort found in every home in every town in every nation under Lo’s light. It lay cold. Its iron just as maligned as that of the barrel. Beside it lay a few sticks for kindling. The door was open and hanging, half inside the stove and half out, was a man’s shirt, streaked with blood.  
 
    I did not leave my home this eve expecting to return, the painter had said. 
 
    This room has no bed, Drav thought. No belongings of note. No trace of food or human waste or painters’ tools. He does not live here. It’s not his home. It’s his sanctuary. He comes here to purify himself. Wash his hands of the blood. Put his clothes to the fire. Not out of fear of discovery; no one knows this place exists save him. He incinerates it for himself. To burn it out of existence. He wants to purge it all from his memory and leave no evidence of what he has— 
 
    The hearts. 
 
    Drav stared into the maw of the oven. Had this also been the final destination of his victims’ hearts? It was unclear, perhaps even to Theras, why he had taken them. If he disposed of his clothes in this manner, why not the hearts? They were no good as trophies. They would quickly rot unless brought to a proper herbologist or alchemist, so either he was eating the organs, or he was burning them. 
 
    Burning them. 
 
    The heart will burn, Astia thought, seeing The Herald’s last message composed in the blood of a wealthy man from Lyton.  Could the puzzle have been that simple? Could the “heart” referred to be literal and not a threat against the city, the citizens, and the Cyng? 
 
    The ladder was thirty or forty rungs high and led up to a circular portal. Sheathing his sabre, he grabbed a rung and pulled himself up. He did not know where it would lead him, but it had to smell better. 
 
    Drav climbed, grunting with every other rung when forced to use his pierced foot, and when he reached the top he carefully poked his head out into yet more darkness. On the stone floor next to him was a grate that once covered the hole, lifted and tossed aside in Theras’s haste. He pulled himself up into a pantry, its shelves stocked with oils, soaps, linens, and other things that brought incalculable relief to Drav’s nostrils. Again, the killer had left the door open; he was making no attempt to cover his tracks, to slow his pursuer. 
 
    Astia tread quietly out the door and into the cavernous white marble expanse of the baths. The pool itself was empty. The tiles and mosaics on the walls were ancient and crumbling. This was the room that Herndon had not yet opened to the public, he realized. 
 
    This was the room where The Herald painted. 
 
    On the far side of the room was bright orange light. It burned brightly and cast outward into the pool and up along the wall. Drav blinked away the sting. It was the first actual light he had seen since leaving Téssera and the stars behind. A lantern, lit and sitting on the top level of a scaffolding the height of six men. 
 
    The light cast the shadow of a man onto the wall. 
 
    Drav skirted around the edge of the pool, trying to stay out of the lamplight until absolutely necessary. As he got closer, he got a better look at the man atop the scaffold. 
 
    The inside of Kilo Theras’s left arm was cut and bleeding from wrist to elbow. A lateral gash across his bare abdomen had let loose a sheet of red that covered his stomach and stained his breeches. Blood streamed down to the marble. He held in his one working hand his knife, coated in blood. Behind him, on a large half-completed mural depicting men and women in the throes passion, complete with dozens of teats and a few well-formed cocks, he had written, in his own blood and viscera, in script as large as he could muster, bathed in the flickering lamp light, one word. 
 
    One word. 
 
    Three letters. 
 
    “It’s over, Kilo,” Drav, sabre at the ready, called up at the man. His voice echoed throughout the empty chamber, bouncing off walls and high, arched ceiling. The Herald did not seem surprised to have company. His skin was white as an Eastmont snowcap; his eyes were fluttering, straining to stay open. He was dying, by his own hand. 
 
    The killer looked at Astia and tried to focus. “Yes. I know,” he said quietly. 
 
    Drav looked up to three letters writ large above them. 
 
    “What does that mean? What are you trying to tell us?” 
 
    A grim smile graced the painter’s lips. “We have told you everything,” he said. “Heed it. I beg you. Heed it.” 
 
    “Talk to me, Kilo. Tell me what— “ 
 
    “I am The Herald!” the murderer spat with what was likely his last ounce of rage. “Kilo was weak. Kilo was insignificant. Kilo was… was…” He dropped the knife and it clattered to the marble floor. His hand drifted down to his stomach. He brought it back up, coated in blood. Felt its slickness with his fingers. “I needed paint.” His eyes rolled back into his head and he pitched forward, off the scaffold, and hit the floor with a crunch. 
 
    Astia approached the body. As if his self-inflicted wounds weren’t already fatal, he had cracked his head open on the marble. Kilo Theras had managed to kill himself twice. 
 
    Drav sighed. The hunt was over. 
 
    The battle won. 
 
    The Herald was dead. 
 
    The relief and pride that Drav usually felt in such moments did not come. Instead, his stomach tightened, his hands shook, and dread arose. 
 
    He picked up the killer’s bloodied knife. It was wide and flat. Sharp, but not the proper tool for cutting into a man’s chest. No wonder each scene had been so grisly. He had used its flat side to scrawl his message on the wall. 
 
    It had been his brush. 
 
    The Gloomwalker was unsure if Kilo Theras had been a madman or a Seer. A criminal or a prophet. He might never know, but prayed to Lo and Healda and Beadu for the former. 
 
    He looked up again, although he already knew what it said. He would never forget it. 
 
    One word, written in blood over a profane mural. 
 
    Three letters, a murderer’s final act. 
 
    A warning, The Herald’s last: 
 
      
 
    WAR 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Crispin 
 
      
 
    An excerpt from the novel A Spark of Magic 
 
      
 
    J.L. Clayton 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   C rispin shuddered with pleasure.  
 
    He’d killed the Cherokee men; however, he decided out of malice, of course, to spare the leader’s life.  
 
    He left the proud man broken, knowing that he had failed his people. Even as he warned the man with a message of death, Crispin was still unsatisfied. Yes, the battle between his followers and the Indians left much to desire. He clenched his teeth looking down on the now crippled, broken and defeated leader. Crispin smiled thinking that this was far too easy—the battle, if that was what it should be called: no it was more like a slaughter. Crispin shook his head mockingly; he hadn’t suffered a single scratch, while his servants had all perished. Not even that wretched wolf could break his skin. Although, the way in which the beast eradicated his strongest Mages was very impressive. 
 
    The fact was that he needed a toy like that, something that he could bend to his own will. And yet the thought saddened him. Nothing seemed to satisfy the gaping hole that permeated his soul. Staring out at the rolling green hills which were such a contrast to the destruction with which he had surrounded himself: it was once so beautiful. Crispin sighed and with a single thought, he manifested himself back to his Kingdom, and very far from those pathetic humans and their disgusting stench. Exhaling warily, Crispin sagged onto his throne and gazed about. His Kingdom was dark and tedious, with brick and mortar covering the inner chamber, a huge dais right in the middle of his palace. Upon the dais sat Crispin’s throne: a perfect place to see all his loyal subjects. Crispin observed his wary servants out of the corners of his eyes and smirked.  They were afraid, and with good cause. He had the power to disembowel them with a thought.  
 
    Crispin scratched his chin, considering.  
 
    No, he would not destroy them today, seeing that he was satisfied.  
 
    For now he would let them live—his followers, his sheep, his cannon fodder—they were after all besotted with his power and his beauty, and who could blame them. He was, as usual, amused at the fact that they were willing to do anything for him. Crispin was the most powerful being to ever exist. Crispin was a Traveller—always in search of power—always in search of that one thing he never had. 
 
    “One day!” Crispin shouted, hitting his palm on the armrest of his throne. 
 
    All of his loyal followers gasped, frozen in panic: watching, listening and waiting with a frightful anticipation of what he would do and say next, of what horror he would bring to them this time. 
 
    “One day I will have everything!” He roared. “One day, I will have . . .  her!” 
 
    Crispin looked around with a menacing scowl, knowing that everyone was all too well aware of what that meant. Scattering like mice from a cat, they fearfully fled to their rooms, knowing that bad things would follow if they stayed. As for the stragglers, he just snapped his fingers, and turned their bodies inside out. Ten or so beings fell to the floor writhing in agony. Crispin knew this was a painful way to die, so he rarely punished his followers with this kind of torture. But today he felt ‘generous.’ When their screaming became exasperating, Crispin snapped his fingers again, and all at once bliss fell upon the chamber.  
 
    But the silence did not make him happy. 
 
    “If only I knew who she was,” he whispered. 
 
    The only thing he had to go on was what the Three Hags of Fate had foretold when they foresaw a chosen one, a girl with the power to destroy him. However, Crispin welcomed the challenger—because his experience was greater than her youth. 
 
    “No. She will fall for me and then I will have her. Every last drop of her, body, mind and soul. Then I will take her life and her power!” He howled. “Yes!” 
 
    Crispin laughed. It was a dark sensual sound that vibrated through the halls, wrapping itself around the bodies of his people in a tight embrace, stroking and caressing their insides and sending shudders of pleasure through them. He heard gasps and moans of delight, and some cries of loathing. Some welcomed his touch, while others did not want it at all. Yet Crispin didn’t care, the only thought he had was of her. 
 
    “My unknown, faceless, powerful being!” 
 
      
 
    Crispin liked the sound of that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Murgul 
 
      
 
    An excerpt from the novel Hollow Empire – Night of Knives 
 
      
 
    J Edward Neill and John R McGuire 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   “T ell us another one! Tell us another one!” the children chanted. “Please, Murgul! Just one more story!” 
 
      
 
    How can I resist? He looked at their smiling faces, so pink and flush with life. A few weeks ago, most of them had been dying. They had come to Tolem’s hospice to finish their suffering in peace, yet all of them had recovered. Luka’s potions had worked unforeseen miracles, curing little Kasia’s rotlung, melting sweet Lys’s tumors away, sparing Jacek from an infected sword wound, and saving eleven others from various horrific maladies. Even Luka had been surprised. Murgul swiped away a tear of joy and tried to remember another story. And nothing surprises Luka. 
 
    “Ahem…” He arched his aching back, the bones in his spine popping. “One more story then. Let me think. I suppose you’d all like something grim. You always do, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yesssssssssss!” the children shouted all at once.  
 
    “I thought so.” He settled onto the curved-back bench. “So where do we begin? Ah yes, the Dead Days. If you had mothers and fathers, they would be angry with me for telling you this, but here we are, just you and me. I’ve told you all how it all ended, so to finish it we’d best go back to the beginning…” 
 
     As the sun set and shadows invaded the rot-roofed enclosure behind the old hospice, he told the children how the Dead Days had begun. The spread of the Lichy had been a dread thing, with whole cities devoured and entire populations destroyed. He meant to spare the children no details, no matter how gruesome, for though they were young, not one among them was soft-stomached. All of them had survived their own personal plagues, and for that he owed them the truth.  
 
    “…it was only a year after the Lichy started that I caught it,” he told them a short while into the tale. “I was fifteen, sturdy as an ox, or so said my pa. We were on our farm an hour’s walk west of Vernam. I’d already seen it turn my sisters inside out. Karenna, Murtha, and Irina, oh how I adored my sisters. They were the stars in my sky, my three pretty moons. But the Lichy didn’t care. It bloated their eyes, turned their bones into porridge, made their fingers fall off, and stole their minds. Father had to burn them in the end, so as not to let the Lichy escape. The fires broke my heart, they did, but pa made me swear I wouldn’t cry. ‘Crying lets the Lichy in,” he’d say, and I believed him. I just wished he’d let me hug them before they died. It’s all I wanted.  
 
    “When the sickness came for me a week later, I tried to hide it. I wanted to believe it couldn’t catch me. I was wrong. I lay in bed one night, and when I got up to make water, I felt my toenails slide right off. I wore three pairs of socks the next day, and pa didn’t see. But the next night, my elbow joints burst and the pox marks striped my face. I hid in the barn and cried my wee heart out, hardly brave for a boy of fifteen. The next morning I went to tell pa. But he was already dead, you see. He’d tried to hide it, same as I. I found him lying in his bed at dawn, pox-riddled from neck to shin, his teeth all fallen out. I was all out of tears by then. He hadn’t let me hug him either. It was too late for goodbyes. The sun shined on his face, and I knew by the next morning it would shine on mine.”       
 
    “But you lived, Murgie,” blurted Lys, youngest of the lot.  
 
    “I did, didn’t I?” he said it as if it still amazed him. “But no one else in Vernam did. After a week, I was a monster. My legs barely worked, same as today, but somehow I crawled to the city. I saw what the Lichy did, and I knew it’d be the same for all the other cities in Vhur. There were fire pits from where they’d burned the bodies. There were some huddled in their houses, whole families who’d died together. Still others had been murdered before they’d even caught it. I saw the remains in gutters, in bathhouses, and even in the street, all cut up by the axes and swords. Worse were the animals and the children. There were puppies, foals, kittens, ravens, lambs, and babies. All of them looked different, but all of them looked the same.” 
 
    The children sat in silence, waiting for more. If they were horrified, they hid it well. See, the truth is best, he reassured himself. Lying to children teaches them nothing, and it’s a sin besides. Best they know what’s real and what’s not.  
 
    “Vernam took the worst of it, or so they say,” he continued. “It was…oh, maybe nineteen years ago, maybe twenty. Best count your blessings none of you were even born yet. By the time the Lichy was done, all the cities except Othis and Eos were hollowed out. I met a few survivors here and there as I wandered, and as far as I know they’re still alive, but everyone else is gone. The Lichy had no mercy. It ate and ate until it ran out of food.” 
 
    “But Murgie,” Lys looked sad, her moonlike eyes watering in the corners, “what if we got the Lichy? Would it eat all of us?” 
 
    A smile broke on his mouth, twisted and deformed, but a smile nonetheless. “Here’s the thing, my little friends; the Lichy is done and gone. I promise you that. It may be there’s a case or ten out on the frontier, but good King Dmitri and his godly friends have shut the plague out of the heartland. Now that you’re all well again, you’ve got a chance to live good, healthy lives. Don’t fret about the Lichy. There’re worse things these days.” 
 
    “Where will we go?” asked Jacek, a lad of twelve nearly murdered by his brother over a half-loaf of bread. “When Luka boots us out, that is.”  
 
    He thought hard on that one. The truth felt fuzzier here. “Well…I…it’s true; Tolem is a ruin. And with everyone on the mend, Luka will want to bring more children in.” 
 
    “Which means we’ll have to leave,” Jacek interjected.  
 
    “Yes, I suppose that’s so. If it were up to me, I’d take you all to the capital. Othis is a grand place, they say. But they’d never let me in, not with the way I look. They’d assume I had the Lichy, and they’d burn me.” 
 
    “So we’re stuck here?” asked Kasia innocently.  
 
    “It may be so.” He slumped. “But Tolem might not be so bad. Not many people get sick here, especially those who come to see Luka. They’ve even started building a second church. Perhaps you could all be servants of God. The priests are always…” 
 
    “But I don’t want to be a Scarred Sister,” Kasia complained. “They scare me!” 
 
    “You can’t be one,” he explained. “You have no scars. And you’re too young and too sweet besides.” 
 
    Jacek made a sound like a whip snapping. “Or we could all be Bloody Monks. We’d chase everyone around with our scourges! Crack, crack, crack!” 
 
    “You don’t want to be one of those either,” he explained. “They beat only themselves, not other people. I once saw a Monk whose whole back was peeling off his bones. And still he flailed himself, screaming about being some vessel for God’s anger. It’s madness, if you ask me. But there’re other ways to serve God. You don’t have to dress in filthy rags or whip yourself raw. You can serve quiet-like. Tolem is on the mend. Join the church, and they’ll feed you and give you a roof, and…” 
 
    Somewhere in Tolem, a bell rang. It was dark now, and the city’s curfew was closing in. Murgul jumped at the noise. He dreaded curfew. I have to leave the children and crawl back to my cave.   
 
    With smiles and giggles, the children fled back inside Luka’s hospice. He watched them go, murmuring each of their names as they walked past. He loved them so, and it hurt to watch them leave. Little Lys went last. She touched his hand, her palm like sunshine on his skin, her eyes twinkling with curiosity. “Why can’t you stay for supper, Murgie?” she asked the same as she had the last three nights.  
 
    “Well…I…” The lump in his throat grew. “If I stayed for supper, my sweet, I couldn’t go home without breaking curfew. Luka doesn’t have room for me to sleep. He needs it for new patients and experiments.” 
 
    “But you could sleep in my room. The floor isn’t too hard. I could give you my pillow.” 
 
    “My sweet Lys.” Her innocence made him smile. “You know I’d love to stay with you children, but it’s not to be, not yet anyway. Luka lets me work and tell my stories, but he’s really afraid of me just like everyone else. He only keeps me around for good luck, so he says, and because I keep you lot busy.” 
 
    “Well I’m not afraid of you,” Lys declared.  
 
    “And for that, I’ll always love you,” he said. “Now run off. It’s suppertime, and Luka promised soup.” 
 
    Lys skipped away. He watched her vanish into the room past the enclosure, beyond which her friends were gathering for supper. Afterward he sat on his bench and beamed, but when the shadow emerged from the hospice, he stiffened. If anyone in Vhur was near as ugly as he, it had to be Luka, the old alchemist of Tolem. Luka was well past his prime, and the years have been almost as hard on him as on me. Wispy black hair grew in patches from the alchemist’s wrinkled scalp, and his nose looked like a beak, sharp and ready to peck. His mottled, skinny arms resembled a spider’s legs, while the backs of his hands were scarred from experiments gone awry. Murgul cringed when Luka’s shadow fell across him. Let it be a good night, he hoped, not a bad one. Luka is nice sometimes, but terrible just as often. I never know which one to expect. 
 
    “There’s for you, Maggot.” Luka jabbed a loaf of bread into Murgul’s hands and glowered. Though he lorded over Murgul like a thundercloud, the alchemist’s mood seemed less foul than usual. “And tomorrow you’ll be gettin’ your silvers. Now then, see yourself off my porch. If you get another whipping for breaking curfew, I’ll bring someone else in to do your work. You’re pitifully slow as is.” 
 
    “Thu…thu…thank you, Luka,” Murgul stammered as he creaked to his feet. “Are the new children coming tomorrow?” 
 
    “In two nights. And you know what that means.” 
 
    “The cured ones have to leave.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Luka’s lips looked sharp and pitiless. “All of them. My potions are near perfection, you see. In a few months, I’ll have all of Tolem healthy, the villages too. Dmitri will hear of it and send for me. I’ll drown in his silvers, I will. I’ll build me a tower on the side of Black Mountain and forget all about this place, your ugly face especially.” 
 
    Luka’s abuse no longer wounded him. The alchemist’s japes were far less cruel than what the rest of Tolem heaped on him. “So you’ll just leave?” Murgul dared. “What if more children get sick?” 
 
    “They can buy my potions just like everyone else. Luka’s Red for the wounded, Luka’s Brown for the ill, and Luka’s white for…well…you know. In case the you-know-what comes back.” 
 
    “Do you think…?” 
 
    “No,” Luka snapped, “I don’t. Now get off my porch. I can’t have you sleeping out here. You’re a good worker and all, and the children don’t seem to hate you, but you’re harder to look at than a Scarred Sister’s poxy arse. It’s a wonder the guardsmen haven’t slaughtered you just for that.” 
 
    Later that night, as he sulked in his rot-walled shanty and chewed on his bread in the gloom, Murgul considered himself for the thousandth time. He wished he had a shard of mirror and a sliver of moonlight, if only to look at his face. The Maggot, he dwelled on the name Luka often called him. It suits me, doesn’t it? For leaving me alive, the Lichy must’ve hated me above everyone else.  
 
    It was hard to argue with the horrid things people said about him. Of all the creatures in Vhur, he reckoned his disfigurements were foulest, his countenance hardest to look upon. His twisted face was a ruin. His lips rent his chin like an ugly pink gully, and his nose jutted from his face, a craggy grey mountain with an ugly blunt top. His left eye sagged where his cheek should have been, and his right eye was as clouded as chamber pot water. If he could have grown a beard, he would have, anything to cover up the scabrous skin piled like putty upon his skull.  
 
    Fouler still was his body. Hunchbacked, the huge bulbous scars upon his shoulders rolled like hills. His arms and legs, though thick and corded with muscle, looked like cattle’s meat left a week in the sun and ready to slide off the bone. He had neither fingernails nor toenails, and only four teeth stuck in his gums. His every other movement was agony, and sleep most nights was all but impossible. He was stronger than most men could ever hope to be, but utterly lacking in endurance. After a time even the simplest labor wracked his muscles with such pain his only relief was to cry.   
 
    But at least my hands work. He held his thick fingers up to his face, almost able to see them in the dark. Farmer’s hands, these are. Pa would be proud, or maybe not. No. If Pa were here, he’d probably kick me like all the others. That was his way. No room for the weak. No mercy for the sick.     
 
    For the first time in a month, he slept deep enough to dream that night. In his one-roomed, slat-roofed hovel at the end of Tolem’s gloomiest, filthiest alley, he set his head down on the moldering floor and felt his mind fall between the shadows. He was healthy in his dream, and as handsome as he used to be. He ran beside the stallions on his father’s farm, chased his sisters through the orchards, and waded like a bull across the high-grassed fields lying in Vernam’s shadow. The grand city looked beautiful again. Its parapets soared like white spears, green and grey pennants flapping in the sunshine, the trumpets blaring to announce the baron had returned home from a hunt. It was just as he remembered it, and exactly as he wanted it to be again.  
 
    But then Luka rode in on an Iritul horse, its flesh maggoty, its jaw wasted, and its pale ribs bared to the sunlight, and he knew it was a dream. The alchemist leapt down from his horse, in fouler spirits than ever. “Did you see that, Maggot?” Luka shouted at him. “My horse has gone and died. Everyone in Vernam is dead just the same. I saw it. Did you, you stinking pus-bag? They’re all piled in the city square, they are. That’s what the trumpets were for. They blew ‘em to announce the burning, and any minute now we’ll see the smoke. It’s your fault, it is. If you hadn’t gotten sick and wandered into town, they’d all still be alive, and you’d be dead.” 
 
    “But Luka, I…” 
 
    Luka smacked him across his lips, breaking all but four teeth. The nightmare hurt as much as real life. “Quiet, Maggot!” the alchemist hissed. “Did you hear what I said? If not for you, they’d still be alive, and you’d be dead. They’d still be alive! And you’d be dead! Better that way for everyone, especially the children!” 
 
    The rain woke him. The grey dawnlight crept in through his door of rags, and the water ran in through more cracks in his ceiling than Tolem had buckets to catch. He sat up in a miserable state of mind, his pain punishing him for daring to sleep. With spit running down his chin, he ate his soggy bread and drank what rain he could funnel down his throat, and then he left for Luka’s hospice. The children, he thought as he slogged through the puddles in his alley, they’ll help me out of this state of mind. One of Lys’s smiles, a few of Jacek’s jokes, and it’ll all be well again.  
 
    The walk through Tolem was not as bad as most days. The rain had driven many of his usual tormentors inside, and the guardsmen were oddly absent. He lumbered through the maze of alleys in the same order as every morn. Sullen Street, Lichy Lane, Dead Men’s Corner, the Gravemaster’s Pub. He named each place he came to. Someday they’ll rebuild this place, and give everything a prettier name. Sun Street, Lys’s Lane, Golden Corner, and Murgul’s Pub.  
 
    By the time he came to Tolem’s thoroughfare, most of his hurts had subsided. The walk had loosened the lumps upon his back, and the scars between his joints felt lubricated. His gait was still as slow as a hobbled horse’s, but at least I walk half as fast as most men, instead of a quarter. He shambled along through the falling rain, pretending the crumbling dwellings on either side of the streets were in perfect order. Stone houses gutted long ago by fire became mansions in his mind, and towers without their tops still soared into the clouds. Graveyards were no longer full of weeds and grey headstones, but stuffed to their brims with flowers, while the names on the tombs were for great-grandfathers instead of little children, young mothers, and men ravaged by the Lichy. It was a pleasant fiction, all the way until he turned a corner, crossed a courtyard filled with fallen statues, and approached Luka’s hospice. 
 
    There stood a dozen guardsmen in the rain, and behind them, all the children beneath an awning. 
 
    “There’s the Maggot!” one of the guardsmen pointed a spear in his direction.  
 
    “Get him!” shouted another. “Don’t pop any of his boils, or he’ll infect us!” 
 
    All at once, they came for him. He saw Lys weeping in the background, and brave little Jacek gulping out of fear. He wanted to tell them it would be alright, that another beating was nothing out of the ordinary, but when the first guard swept him off his feet with the haft of his spear and the second one crushed what remained of his nose with a cuff from his mailed fist, he knew everything was wrong. 
 
    “Why?” he sputtered on the ground, and one of his four teeth ran with the blood right out of his mouth.  
 
    “Don’t play the fool with us, Maggot!” spat the guard with the spear.  
 
    “You know what you did!” shouted another.  
 
    His head felt full of slush. The scars on his back screamed at him. He wondered what he had done and whether the guards meant to murder him in front of the children, my children. But as the blood boiled from his nose and he tried to shape the words upon his twisted lips, the captain of the guard stood over him. Captain Vas, hardest soul in Tolem, laid his silver-bladed sword in the hollow of Murgul’s throat. “What’ve you to say for yourself, Maggot?” 
 
    “I… What did…? I mean… Did I do wrong, Sire? I meant no harm. I came to care for the children.” 
 
    “Murgul the Maggot.” Vas gazed down at him, grey-eyed and compassionless. “For the most gruesome slaying of Luka Emure, alchemist and advocate for Tolem’s cherished offspring, I sentence you to death. The sentence will be carried out on the morrow. There will be no noose for the Maggot, only a chain, a cage, and God’s cleansing flames.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    And I Feel Fine 
 
      
 
    John R. McGuire 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   B egin log. Sarah Knotts. May 11, 2019. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Huh… I guess the Mayans were right after all. 
 
    That was my first thought when the end times came. You might have expected screams or crying or begging…basically any of the five stages of grief. But no, that’s not how I work. I’m too worried about ancient prophecies coming true rather than the immediate need to extract myself from the situation. 
 
    Typical. 
 
    Oh, sorry. I should probably be a little more official in how I do this. I mean, I activated this recorder for a reason right? My grandmother always said that when you cut corners you only hurt yourself. Or was it when you skip steps you bounce…no, that’s not it either. Damn, can’t remember. I guess it doesn’t much matter. 
 
    Still, always better to be official. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 12, 2019. 
 
      
 
    Seven years after the big one. Though, you might say that’s a bit of a misnomer. Really, I should say seven years after the first one. That would be much more accurate. 
 
    So why am I so calm? 
 
    It’s a question I ask myself all the time, honestly. I should be a screaming mess, running around, panicking… or whatever it is a person is supposed to be doing. This, if you think about it, is the strangest thing you could possibly even think. I’m saying I should act normal…when the world hasn’t acted normal in quite some time. 
 
    Either way, once you lived through a dozen or so cataclysmic events in your lifetime, what’s the difference? Wait, what am I saying? You probably know exactly what I’m talking about. 
 
    I guess. 
 
    I mean, I’m not yawning about it, but if it is my time…well, what the hell am I supposed to do about it? 
 
    I remember that first morning after it happened. Heaps of clothes on the ground, cell phones lying on top of the piles, drinks and food once being enjoyed now serving only the scavengers and ants. News spread fast, and all over the world it was the same scenario. People had just up and disappeared. 
 
    Nothing brings out some religious nuts like a good mystery, so we heard lots of claims about how God had finally had enough with us screwing up the Earth. That he had taken his faithful up to Heaven and abandoned the sinners. 
 
    Maybe that was what happened. The rest of us poor schmucks biding our time until the absolute end. 
 
    I always thought it strange that things got back to normal so quickly after that. Don’t get me wrong, there were still tons of things we had to deal with. Family members lost and gone and all of that. But it was a shared grief. Everyone knew at least one person who disappeared… 
 
    It bound us together. 
 
    And when you think about it, percentage wise, there weren’t a lot of people taken. Then you had that scientist make the claim that it was spontaneous combustion. Had all sorts of charts and graphs to back up his theories. Like anything else, you can get scientists to say anything if you pay them enough. And I gotta believe the governments of the world didn’t need some kind of religious fervor let loose…hence the combustion theory. I didn’t buy it, but it seemed to calm a lot of people down. 
 
    People just want to believe. 
 
    I was never a big one on the Bible, but I have wondered, how many people survived The Flood? I remember that he brought two of every animal, but he also brought his family. 
 
    Is that right? 
 
    Well, it couldn’t have been all that many. We may be getting down to that number here shortly. Assuming we haven’t already reached it. 
 
    To be honest, I’m not even sure who this message is for. For all I know the amount of humans left in the world could be down to a few dozen. And I think that I read somewhere that you’d need a minimum number of potential breeders to be able to restart the human race. Something about genetics and inbreeding. 
 
    What really sucks… ok, what really sucks more is that you know it is coming, but there is nothing you can possibly do to stop it. 
 
    And folks thought Global Warming was bad. Oh no, we’ll be dead in hundreds of years. 
 
    I’d kill for Global Warming. I could do it in my sleep. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 13, 2019. 
 
      
 
    It was a zombie uprising last year, and I have to say, putting down Johnny in front of his mother may have been one of the least happy days I’ve ever had. Man, did that woman have a set of pipes on her. My ears still ring sometimes when I’m getting ready to go to sleep. For most people they get the ear ringing from loud music, me, I get it from the unholy screams of a woman whose son you just killed. 
 
    For a second time. 
 
    Whoever is out there listening to me blather on about all sorts of horrible things… I just want to say that I don’t mean to be so callous. I really don’t. Mostly I blame others and that seems to get me through the days. 
 
    Dreams of alcohol get me through the nights. 
 
    The thing they don’t teach you in school is how to be all right with it all. We study history, but what is history? Just a series of horrible events, and then we answer questions about dates. But, we never learn what it really means. Those people who died in the Black Plague, we know the numbers, but what about the survivors? When they thought the world was ending, did a bunch just take a knife to their throats and end it all? Those that didn’t, how did they find the internal stamina to keep going on? 
 
    This is the stuff that keeps me awake at night. 
 
    I need a drink. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 14, 2019. 
 
      
 
    The worst part is the waiting. 
 
    Or maybe the worst part is the loneliness? 
 
    I mean you really can’t trust anyone these days. I get a knock on the door, hoping it is the pizza delivery order I put in a decade ago. Maybe the guy just got lost? But no, it’s some random scavengers. 
 
    Oh, they tell you they’re nice, but sure enough, it is just more of the same crap. They’re trying to take your stuff, or they want to infect you, or whatever. 
 
    Hey! It’s not as if it’s my fault Dad was a nutbag who not only stocked his shelter, but had a shelter to begin with. What did you expect? They had to have bomb drills when he was in elementary school. Duck and cover or some such shit. Like any of that would save you from the mushroom cloud shape filling up the horizon. But it was something for them to do, and I have to think doing something is better than doing nothing. My grandfather raised him with plenty of stories about the Soviets, which would be enough to make any kid a little nuts. 
 
    So he went out of his way to ensure that this place, this bunker, was full of everything you would need to survive whatever came. Food stores, a way to replenish the water supply through extra deep wells, exercise equipment, all sorts of entertainment, and just about anything else you could think of. He didn’t know if he would need to be down there for a year or ten, so he prepared. 
 
    I want you to know something; I did my best to save everyone I could. I invited the good ones in, and I invited the bad ones in. 
 
    No matter what, I learned that people end up as bad ones most of the time. 
 
    Except for Ian. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 15, 2019. 
 
      
 
    You know I am making up these dates, right? I have no way of knowing what the real date is. This camera says May 15, 2019 on the little display, but how do I know it hasn’t been reset or rebooted? There aren’t any new patches to update the damn thing, that’s for sure. 
 
    They say that in a nuclear Armageddon the only survivors would be cockroaches. I think that statement is wrong and sells us short. The real answer is always cockroaches and humans will find a way to survive. Though I suppose, at this point, humans are effectively cockroaches. 
 
    So maybe the original statement works. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 18, 2019. 
 
      
 
    I buried Ian six days ago. 
 
    One week. That’s how long it has been. One week. I don’t know how to go on. 
 
    My constant, my love. My… 
 
    I’m sorry, I can’t…not today. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 19, 2019. 
 
      
 
    This must be cabin fever kicking in. Heh. I’m actually surprised that it took this long. 
 
    Ok. 
 
    Let’s try this again. 
 
    Deep breath. 
 
    I buried Ian eight days ago. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m doing here anymore. 
 
    This was not how it was supposed to be. My family had the shelter since back during the Cold War when everyone either had a bomb shelter or hoped those old videos about crouching under a desk were going to be enough. 
 
    They should have called those old things ‘Better get ready to kiss your ass goodbye!’ 
 
    It was a lark, a goof. We used it as a teenaged clubhouse. 
 
    Back when I was nine one of the houses in the neighborhood went on sale and somehow, one of the teenagers managed to get in the locked house. And then he told a friend, who told their brother, who told me, and soon enough we had a fully functioning house to hang out in. It was the perfect place to just get away from everyone else. 
 
    You know, just how every little kid needs their own house to really reflect on the rigors of elementary school. 
 
    Anyway. 
 
    It made us think we were older than we really were. And yeah, the older guys hated that us youngsters where always there, but they couldn’t kick us out because then we would have told on them and poof the whole thing would have been gone. 
 
    Mutually assured destruction. 
 
    Of course, no matter what there is always some dumbass in the neighborhood. Some kid or pair of kids who think they know better or think they are cooler than they really are. Yeah, we had those kids in our neighborhood. We had those two idiots. You want to know what they did? 
 
    They were playing in the house without anyone there. No supervision whatsoever. These two first graders who decided they were above it all. 
 
    Yeah, mistake number one. Not like they murdered someone. Very forgivable.  
 
    But then the dumbasses made sure that whatever it was they were doing in the house occurred in full view of the front kitchen window. Suddenly every person out for a walk in the neighborhood could look in as they passed the For Sale house and see one the neighborhood kids in the window. 
 
    You can guess how that turned out. Locks were changed, windows sealed up, and the clubhouse became a distant memory. 
 
    But it was a fun two months. 
 
    That’s what the bomb shelter was supposed to be. I mean, sure we were teenagers and no one knew we were going to be down there… uhm… mixing it up. 
 
    We’ll I don’t want to get graphic about it. A lady never talks. 
 
    So yeah, that’s why we’re down here when the shit went down the first time. When things went sideways… 
 
    All five of us. 
 
    Wait. Stop. 
 
    It just occurred to me, every one of those horror movies begin with the five teenagers and then one by one they end up dying or getting killed or… 
 
    Having to kill one of their own. 
 
    Yeah, life can be funny. But mostly it has a really sick sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 20, 2019. 
 
      
 
    Jimmy and his mom arrived in those early days. This was after the people disappeared, of course. This was just the next thing. 
 
    We were too scared to venture out. Too scared about what the broadcasters were saying. Then one by one, they disappeared from our screens. But we had the internet to tell us about the chaos. And it told us more than we wanted to know. It told us about the fallout in Russia, that New York had sunk into the ocean, the fact that one of the missiles diverted to the North Pole… the heat from the bomb caused glaciers to melt. The ocean rose… 
 
    We’d sent out emails, to family, to friends, trying to let them know we were somewhere safe. I wanted to go get my dad, but he told me not to bother. Both he and Mom worked downtown, and the city had taken the worst of it. Still, he thought there were a couple of places where they’d be safe enough. Maybe even make it to us if things got any better. 
 
    So I stayed put. 
 
    But Jimmy and his mother came because of the emails. And it was good. Ian and him had lived across the street from each other since they were five, but I think his mom never liked Ian. And when you start to get that cabin fever after a couple of months. When the fear kicks in and every moment of every day is full of worry. 
 
    Well, that’s when those little whispers begin to get the best of you. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 21, 2019. 
 
      
 
    It was Jimmy’s mom who let the new guy in. He’d begun pounding on the door and would not stop. She screamed at him to go away, and when he didn’t move she opened the hatch and let the bastard in. 
 
    Yeah, it only takes one idiot to ruin it for everyone else. 
 
    He wasn’t right in the head. The radiation or the solar winds or whatever it was that week swept across the nation and gotten its hooks into him. He’d turned like most people do when they have nothing left to live for. He’d become a creature even if he wasn’t actually infected with anything. Whatever it was, it was enough. 
 
    Somehow, Jimmy stepped in the way, got bit. Infected. The disease transmitted itself to him. 
 
    If it is any conciliation, and I’m not one hundred percent sure there is, he did it to save his mom. 
 
    Ian put them both down. Because even if Jimmy tried to save his mom, she still got the sickness too. 
 
    We burned the bodies in the incinerator, and then hoped that we weren’t infected too. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 22, 2019. 
 
      
 
    Someone decided we needed to go out. I’m not naming names, but it was Rick. 
 
    Have I mentioned Rick up to this point? Sorry. Rick was the fifth member of our little group. The odd man out. The one who secretly hoped he could use the friend zone as his way in with Kelly or me if we broke up with Daniel or Ian. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I loved Rick. Just not in that way. He used to spend the night at my house. Heck, he spent more time at my house than he did at his own most days. Not that I blame him. His parents were real pieces of work. His dad was constantly on his case about college and his grades. Never mind he had the highest grades in the school twice over. I remember asking him how far ahead of the second place person he was, and he told me that he could have skipped his last semester of senior year, gotten zeroes in every class and still been our school’s valedictorian. 
 
    So, pretty smart. 
 
    But it can be a bit lonely in this place, as I am beginning to find out. And now I feel bad for Rick. At least we had someone to cuddle with at night. Someone who we loved was right there with us. That personal connection is a huge thing when you are not sure what tomorrow is going to end up bringing to you. 
 
    Cabin fever though, it’s a real thing. I was beginning to wonder if it was the last stage of the Earth trying to kill us. 
 
    Rick wanted to go out. To see if he could find any survivors. To see if anything of the old world still remained. Maybe it was the cabin fever. Maybe it was that he needed to know what happened outside our four walls. Mostly I think that he needed to either find someone for himself or die trying. 
 
    I begged him to stay put. We all told him that there was nothing left for any of us. That the world out there was the past and we just needed to deal. But he wasn’t listening anymore. He waited until we were asleep and left. 
 
    I… 
 
    God… 
 
    Sorry, I don’t mean to break down on you like this. I’m supposed to be giving an account, but I never realized how much I would miss him. It’s been three years since he walked out the door. I really do hope he found someone else out there. That he is with the love of his life doing all sorts of naughty things that you are supposed to do when the world ends. 
 
    That’s what I hope for him. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 23, 2019. 
 
      
 
    Kelly and Daniel. I wanted to say a little bit about them, but I’m not entirely sure how to frame it. They were Ian and my friends. 
 
    Well our couple friends. 
 
    You know the kind that you can do everything together and not get bored. But you never are on your own with one of them. Ian called it playing two-on-two defense. That’s the only way it could work. Otherwise, it becomes one of them bitching about the other, and you’re stuck in the middle. 
 
    I mean, how many times can you tell me about some horrible slight Daniel has done to you and me telling you to break up with him and you not doing it has to happen before I stop hanging out with you altogether? 
 
    We had reached that point before the world went to shit. And after two years’ worth of it, the whole time Kelly wanted out of the relationship. I mean, you’re stuck with this guy you now hate. You could see it with the two of them after about six months. They no longer cuddled at night. Soon he was sleeping on one side of the bunker and her on the other. 
 
    I thought that might be the opening for Rick to make his move out of the friend zone, but it wasn’t. Thought Daniel might have killed him if he had tried, so I didn’t push it. 
 
    But when it was just the four of us…it got to be too much. 
 
    I wish I knew when it really turned. What was the last step that pushed them over the edge? Was it this idea of their not being anyone else out there for them? Was it Ian and me, still happy, not sharing in their misery? 
 
    I wish I knew. I might have been able to stop what had happened. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 28, 2019. 
 
      
 
    I awoke to Kelly standing over Daniel with the knife in her hand. He was gurgling on his own blood, and she had the spray all over the front of her shirt. Her eyes were glazed over, like someone who couldn’t see anything anymore. 
 
    And that smile… 
 
    Her smile. 
 
    I sometimes see it when I dream. 
 
    Ian did his best to approach her. He talked to her in that calming voice he has. A voice that would say everything was going to be all right if only she would give him the knife. 
 
    For a second, maybe not even that long, I saw something in her eyes. The glaze melted away, and she saw the knife, and she saw Daniel, and the smile didn’t leave her face. 
 
    Madness. 
 
    I don’t blame Ian for what he did. She went at me with the knife, and he stopped her. He stopped her the only way he knew how. 
 
    When it was finished, we clutched each other, just the two of us in this place. 
 
    I don’t know what terrified me more… Kelly’s actions or Ian and I being there by ourselves. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin log. Sarah Knotts. May 29, 2019. 
 
      
 
    I’m at the end of things now. 
 
    The food has nearly run out. It was a good run. I can’t complain about that. Ian really did me right on that accord. Almost makes me… 
 
    No, I told myself that I would be strong about this. I’ve collected every spare bit of whatever I have around here. I don’t know if I’ll need it. Maybe the problem with being a pack rat is that even now, of all times, I can’t let the old shit go. My bags are packed. I’m ready to step outside, for whatever that is worth. I may not last five minutes out there. There’s actually no way to know what a person might encounter out there. It literally could be anything. 
 
    Anything. 
 
    That’s a difficult thing to prepare for. What was it last year? It all runs together these days. Plague, I think. Some unknown horror left behind by the CDC or some terrorist organization? 
 
    It makes a girl wonder if maybe the Earth is trying to tell us something. Dad had an old stereo, which actually could play albums. Yes, even long after the days of cds and then mp3s, he loved that thing. More than that, he’d go out and get these great comedy records. 
 
    Pryor, Murphy, and Carlin. 
 
    George Carlin had a whole routine about maybe the Earth invented AIDS in order to wipe the humans out. Now, I’m pretty sure he was joking with that one, being a comedian and all. Then again, when you have one extinction level event and you survive…maybe he was onto something. Maybe, just maybe, the world is tired of us and now wants to weed out the undeserving. 
 
    So what do you call it when you’ve survived five of them? 
 
    The air may be on fire out there. There could be an asteroid streaking towards us right now, and I wouldn’t know. I’d be stuck in this fucking box, staring at the empty shelves, dingy furniture mocking me from the corner, the entire world would incinerate, and you know what… 
 
    I’d probably survive that as well. 
 
    Only the strongest survive? I got news for you; I’m not all that strong. 
 
    Or maybe I don’t care about surviving anymore. 
 
      
 
    End log. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Crossing: Moonlit Skies 
 
      
 
    Robert Jeffrey II 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    International Crossing Governing Body/ Classified Audio File 
 
    Transcript of Crossing - Entry 29876, Professor Jun Patton, Audio Diary 
 
    [Audio begins] 
 
    We’ve hit another world. Another lead, time spent scouring yet another place for any sign of this psycho and the abductee. 
 
    I think Dad might’ve been right. Maybe I bit off a bit more than I can possibly even swallow at this point. Maybe my place is just in the classroom, and research libraries, nose plastered into vid-logs of others’ cross dimensional journeys.  
 
    No, that’s that stupid self-doubt creeping in. The same self-doubt that crept in on the Zombie world, Utopia World, Neo-Fascist Pumpkin world. 
 
    The less said there the better. 
 
    It’s just… we keep coming so close to getting this guy. FBI Agent Mr. Mark “Tight Pants” Cooke says this is all a part of the investigation, the chase. He’s had investigations that have lasted months, years even. 
 
    “You have to be patient” is his constant refrain. And that’s when he talks. This guy has the whole “stoic warrior” down to a tee. I can’t even get a laugh out of him. 
 
    And hey, this is me we’re talking about! The life of the party. The “funny professor” that all the kids love.  
 
    But when you’ve seen some of the stuff we’ve come across, maybe laughing isn’t an option. For every world we’ve hit where strife and worry are an afterthought, there have been just as many worlds that will always leave me tossing and turning in bed for years to come. 
 
    We’ve done some good, helped some people.   
 
    [Pause in recording, audible sigh] 
 
    Couldn’t help everyone.  
 
    [Another pause in recording. Silence] 
 
    Damnit, Dad.  
 
    [Audible movement, shuffling.] 
 
    We’ve done good so far with the surviving. We’re still breathing. But he knows, and I sure as hell know, that the further this guy gets with Crossing from world to world, our chances get slimmer to catching them. 
 
    So as I get a first look at the double moons on this new Earth, I have to believe that we still have a chance. 
 
    A little girl’s life depends on me tackling this creeping self-doubt. 
 
    End of entry. Jun Patton out. 
 
    
     [Audio entry ends] 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Earth 2418, 18:42:13 
 
   T he duo ran towards the departing grav train, arms’ fire punctuating the air. Shots meant for them hit the gleaming alloy of the train’s shell above their heads. The open door of the supply car beckoned further ahead. 
 
    Jun dropped lower to the ground, ducking the shots, as Mark turned and fired several rounds from his RH-80, one slug finding a snug home in another pursuer. 
 
    “Get on the train!” Mark shifted into a more stable shooter’s stance. Jun reached for her sidearm. “No! You’re running! I’m shooting! Do it!” 
 
    Jun responded with a frustrated nod and sprinted towards the open supply car door. 
 
    Another set of rounds fired by the special agent, the brightened colors of his tracer fire becoming lost in the neon blue tint of the sleek looking train’s bottom carriage. 
 
    Their followers wildly discharged their own technologically modified weapons, shots scattering across the double moon drenched train yard. Even with the perpetual night of this world, both otherworldly bodies managed to bathe the landscape in an eerie cream-colored glow.  
 
    It was one of the things Jun loved about this place, and that she hated leaving behind. 
 
    Unfortunately if they stayed, they’d both wind up sacrificed to the Lunar Deities of Earth 2418. Flayed and begging for death, like the other cursed souls they’d left behind.  
 
    Long story.  
 
    Not enough time to tell.  
 
    Gunfire and what not. 
 
    As several rounds continued to strike the ground in front of him, one even coming shockingly close to his head, Mark never lost his nerve. He kept faith that his experienced marksmanship trumped the inexperienced grandstand shooting of the cult foot soldiers. 
 
    He pulled the trigger, two more went down, cloaked bodies tumbling to the tracks. 
 
    Gotta make sure I get enough space between them and Jun. Mark felt the updraft of the departing cargo gravity train. 
 
    This world had introduced numerous wonders to the world's’ trotting duo, the grav train being one of many things that had kept Jun kept blabbering endlessly about “science” this and “technological advancements unheard of” that. 
 
    Jun. Where the hell is she? 
 
    “Up here!” Jun’s voice carried over the rising noise of the train. 
 
    Mark looked up to see his young companion looking out the open door, as the grav train picked up speed. 
 
    “Now, you run! I shoot!” Jun yelled, holding her gun out. 
 
    Mark understood, realizing he couldn’t continue to lay down cover fire and jump on a semi-speeding train. There was only so much he was capable of. 
 
    And besides, Jun apparently had a little bit of weapons training in her dossier.  
 
    Gunfire erupted above his head as Jun trained her sights on the pursuing cult members, not flinching with every shot she let loose. 
 
    The good thing about these trains was they were fairly low to the ground. As he leaped onto the now accelerating vehicle, he caught a glimpse of a round race near where he’d just been, whizzing off into the distance. 
 
    Mark rolled to a crouch, bringing his gun up in a fluid movement. 
 
    But as they sped into the Wastelands of Georgia (formerly known as OTP), there was no need for more gunfire as their attackers receded into the distance. 
 
    Jun turned with a huge grin on her face, the smile accenting her mocha skin tone. With her small afro pulled back in a puff, her youth was even more on display, relishing in the small bit of action they’d just been a part of. 
 
    “I think I probably got a couple of them!” She walked towards a palm-sized panel. Slapping her hand down, a force-field shimmered to life, leaving an open view to the blighted landscape that whizzed by. Mark ran his hand across his stubble marked head, feeling the adrenaline of the chase finally wearing off.  
 
    Kayla would’ve suggested I leave the running and shooting to the young guys. He smiled. 
 
    The familiar pang struck as he thought of her, the laugh she would’ve followed up with as she walked away. The abruptness of the oncoming flood of memories began to trickle through, interrupted by his companion’s voice. 
 
    “You ok?” Jun asked, looking at him with concern. “I mean, that’s like the first time you’ve smiled since we’ve first met. It’s weird.” 
 
    “You screwed up back there in a major way. We have an assignment,” Mark said, ignoring the professor’s concern.  
 
    Jun held the agent’s stare, not giving an inch in the argument that was soon to come. “We’re doing this? Now? After we barely escape with our lives from the Jonestown cult with laser guns?” 
 
    Mark continued to stare out the shimmering forced field at the remains of I-285, where rusted out hulks of vehicles pockmarked the once mighty Spaghetti Junction. They’d had variations of the same discussion before, and it was wearing thin. 
 
    “We could’ve done something.” “Instead of just running, like we keep doing.” 
 
    “I’ve said this before. We can’t save everyone,” Mark calmly replied. 
 
    Jun stood silent for a moment, lost in thought. 
 
    “Zhè shì yuè lái yuè jíqí gǔlǎo,” Jun mumbled in an angry tone, breaking the quiet. 
 
    “Wǒ qīngxiàng yú tóngyì,” Mark said. 
 
    With an arched eyebrow Jun said, “They teach you that at Quantico?” 
 
    “Taught myself,” he replied. “Some of us didn’t have the luxury of learning from our parents.” 
 
    Mark watched as she reached inside the book bag slung across her shoulders, shaking her head with a terse smile. 
 
    “I don’t get you. At all. And I’m usually a pretty good judge of character. Comes from the teaching,” Jun said, still digging. “One minute you’re smiling as you watch Crappy Moonlit Homicidal Land whizz by, and the next you’re jumping down my throat.” 
 
    Mark motioned for her to sit down. “I’m a complicated guy.” 
 
    “I guess you can call it that.” She sat on the floor next to Mark, now watching the depressing scenery continue to go by. 
 
    “I understand where you’re coming from. I get it,” Mark said. “We’ve seen some crappy stuff as we’ve hit these worlds. Things that I’d normally wade waist-deep into.  But we can’t deal with any of that today. Later, maybe.” 
 
    “The further he gets away with the kid, the less of a chance we have of getting her back home. You know this better than me. Hell, you’re the brains of the operation.” 
 
    Jun opened her book bag, reaching inside for the Crossing device, anticipating the obligatory— 
 
    “What’s our window?” Mark watched her fiddle with the device’s touchscreen. 
 
    “You never miss a beat,” Jun replied with a grin. “We’re looking at five minutes and counting. So just sit back—” 
 
     A blaring siren in the car cut her off, punctuated by a red flashing light. Mark instinctively went for his weapon, as Jun started to search for the source of the alarm. 
 
    “Lunar grav transport launch will commence in five minutes,” came a monotone voice over the train car’s loudspeaker. 
 
    “Jun,” Mark said. 
 
    “I’m on it,” his companion replied, fingers flying on the wall keypad from earlier. 
 
    The furrow on Jun’s brow deepened a bit more as she continued to pound at the keys. 
 
    “Jun,” Mark said again, voice rising a little, the flashing lights and alarm continuing to blare in the train car. 
 
    “This is a grav transport bound for space,” Jun said, not looking up from the panel. 
 
    “Wait— what?!” Mark holstered his weapon. “You mean ‘Space space?!’” 
 
    Jun stepped away from the wall panel, which showed a trajectory from central Georgia to the lower atmosphere of Earth. The dotted line showed a final destination of the second moon, where a glowing orb flashed green. 
 
    “How?” Mark stared at Jun, who focused on the Crossing device. 
 
    “I think we got sidetracked with the ‘being shot at’ portion of our trip,” Jun replied, bottom lip bit as her mind raced. “Got on the wrong grav train.” 
 
    “How much time?  
 
    “Lunar grav transport launch will commence in three minutes and counting,” chimed the car’s loudspeaker as if responding to the lawman. 
 
    “How the hell did we just lose a minute?” Mark scanned the cabin for an exit. 
 
    “Actually, remember, and it’s kind of awesome, time here has a “differential” loss between what we see as linear and this-may-not-be-the-time-for-a-science-lesson,” Jun replied. 
 
    The car shook with a sudden force, hurling the duo to the back of the car, while the nearby cargo stayed stationary. Mark tried to grab Jun, as the car started to rattle, creating a loud din of noise as the train prepared for its stellar bound ascent. 
 
    The rocket propulsion system blared from the rear of the train, shooting the formerly grounded vehicle into the nighttime skies above.  
 
    Mark watched as the blighted Georgia landscape was replaced by the nighttime sky. Pockmarked by white clouds, the skies bathed the interior of the car with a milky color, creating an ethereal mood.  
 
    “We’re not going to space!” Mark yelled over the blaring alarms, and fierce rattling of the space bound vehicle.  
 
    Motioning towards the Crossing device that she held with a death like grip, Jun said, “We have to get outside! We can’t cross from in here!” 
 
    Mark, disbelief etched on his face, yelled back, “Wait—outside how?” 
 
    “Do you want a science lesson, or do you want to live?!”  
 
    With that, Jun hitched her backpack, Crossing device now secure in her pocket, and began the tilted ascent to the panel that controlled the force field. 
 
    Mark followed suit behind the professor, and watched warily as she began to type the needed sequence to bring down the force field. 
 
    “Grab onto me and hold on tight!” Jun yelled. “Only a few seconds left. We jump on three!” 
 
    Mark wrapped his arms around his companion’s waist, and said a silent prayer. 
 
    “Three!” Jun smacked the panel with such force that Mark knew they might have to have a doctor take a look at her hand on the next world. 
 
    Or that’s what he almost thought, as his mind became extremely preoccupied with being snatched into the nighttime sky, the whipping winds playing havoc with his ears. 
 
    Jun was yelling something, frantically reaching for her pocket.  
 
    And oh yeah, they were tumbling head over heel the entire time. Made it somewhat difficult to get their bearings. 
 
    Jun’s right. The agent gripped his companion even harder, teeth chattering.  
 
    The sky on this world was beautiful. 
 
      
 
    Mark then chose this opportunity to black out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Ice Cream 
 
      
 
    Phil Elmore 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   “D id you hear that, Daddy?” 
 
      “No,” he said. He was lying. “Is your ice cream good?” 
 
      “It’s really good,” said his daughter. Megan was seven years old and still capable of enthusiasm for the simplest things. He would miss that when she was older. Holding her free hand with his while licking at his own ice cream cone, he frowned. Melted black raspberry was dribbling down his dominant index and ring fingers. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Daddy?” 
 
    “I hate it when my hands get sticky,” he said. He walked faster. She kept pace, skipping. 
 
    Strangers passed on either side. The streets of Manhattan were, in Megan’s words, the busiest mall at Christmas, all the time. He could not argue with her. Forcing himself not to look back, he directed her into a section of scaffolding. These were everywhere, protecting pedestrian traffic from construction or maintenance above. 
 
    “My Daddy is the best daddy in the whole world,” Megan told a passing stranger. The woman, in her thirties, wearing a nicely tailored suit and skirt, smiled at the little girl. He offered the woman a smile of his own. She returned it tentatively, suspicious. Men alone with children were always suspicious. It was the way the world was now. 
 
    “You’re the best daughter in the whole world,” he told Megan. 
 
    “My Daddy once rode a unicorn,” Megan informed a man in a suit. The man in the suit pretended not to see her. Megan was undeterred. “My Daddy can fly, and he’s bulletproof, and he owns not just one, but two Ferraris.” 
 
    “Megan,” he chided. 
 
    “But—” she started. 
 
    “Quickly,” he said. He guided her into an alleyway, past dumpsters and rotting garbage, past a homeless man who reeked of gin. Megan made a face. He pulled her along more urgently. 
 
    “I’m done with my ice cream, Daddy,” she said, sounding unsure. 
 
    “So am I,” he said. “Next to that dumpster, Megan.” He tossed the melting cone into a pile of bloated garbage bags. Megan did the same, relishing her throw. 
 
    “Will we stay in New York long, Daddy?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Probably not.”  Were they in the clear? He wasn’t sure. It was possible they had thought to— 
 
    Two men appeared at the opposite end of the alley. 
 
    He stopped. Megan stopped with him, still clutching his left hand with her right. 
 
    They had thought to cut him off. He risked a look over his shoulder. Too far. They would overtake him if he tried to run. He would have to carry Megan and that would slow them both. 
 
    Knives snapped open. They were shabby blades held by shabby men: dirty t-shirts, stained jeans, sneakers with holes in the toes. Muggers. Nothing more. 
 
    “My Daddy is going to kill you,” said Megan. 
 
    The two men exchanged glances. One motioned with his knife. Neither spoke. 
 
    “I don’t have any cash,” Megan’s father told the muggers. “Just leave us be.” 
 
    “My Daddy isn’t scared of you,” said Megan. “My Daddy kills a lot of people. My Daddy used to work for the Central Intelligence.” 
 
    “Agency,” he said quietly. “Central Intelligence Agency, sweetie.” 
 
    “Central Intelligence Agency,” Megan repeated. “He’s a trained assignment.” 
 
    “Assassin,” he corrected. 
 
    “Assassin,” said Megan. 
 
    “Megan,” said her father. “We’ve talked about this.” 
 
     “I know,” she said. 
 
    “And what did we say?” 
 
    “No Ferarris. And no Central Intelligence.” 
 
    One of the muggers took a step forward. Megan’s father snapped the shabby man’s knee with a short kick that made the little man shriek. A stomp to the throat stopped the screaming. 
 
    The second thug turned to run. A hand snaked around his forehead, snapping his head back, pulling him off balance. The pavement rushed up. Somehow, the mugger’s knife found its way into the mugger’s chest. 
 
    Megan looked up at her father, her hand finding his again. The two rushed out of the alley. 
 
    “And why don’t we talk about Ferraris and Central Intelligence?” he asked her. 
 
    “Because we aren’t supposed to tell strangers the truth,” Megan said. “Am I in trouble?” 
 
    “No,” said her father. “Not if we keep walking.” 
 
    “Can we see a movie?” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he said. “I have to make some work calls first.” He looked down at his right hand and frowned. Streaks of blood had stained his skin. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Megan asked. 
 
    “I told you,” he said. “I hate it when my hands get sticky.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Journal 
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    An excerpt from the novel Dark Moon Daughter 
 
      
 
    J Edward Neill 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 12, date unknown 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   I t’s cold outside, as ever it is in Shivershore.  
 
    The sea’s salted foam crashes outside my window. The sun sets beneath a dreary, unhappy sky. Save for my lonely candle, my little friend who likes to dance with each draft of air seeping between the shutters, I have little light to write by. I sit here, inking words no one will ever read, squinting to see the page before me.  
 
    I am too anxious.  
 
    This will be my final entry.  
 
    I wonder if I am ready.  
 
    Today will be my last day in the tower. This crowded pillar of tired, sea-bleached stones has been a good, if humble home. The corner hearth keeps it warm enough, while the tower’s perch amid the tangled rocks and battered shoreline cliffs affords me the sort of privacy and solitude I have found nowhere else. Though my comforts are few, my years here have been useful. I have unraveled the secrets I sought and brought many intangible truths to light.  I have sacrificed much in living here, but soon all of it will be worthwhile. Today marks winter’s last gasp. Tomorrow a new season begins. And so I bid you a fond farewell, good tower.  
 
    I hope to never see you again. 
 
    I packed my things yestereve. I slid a few important sheaves of paper, a loaf of bread, some wine, and an extra set of boots into my satchel. I suppose I might even find room for this journal, though it seems rather meaningless, considering I will not tend to it again. Looking at my bag, small and crumpled as a peasant’s hat, one would never know the places I am bound for.  
 
     I dreamed again last night. I have dreamed often of late, too often, suffering many doubts while I sleep. My nightly imaginings have been particularly dark, twisting my life’s hopes and ambitions into nightmares, poisoning my mind with images of death and failure. Even so, every time I wake I feel no weakness or perturbation. This strikes me as comforting. Perhaps my dreams are trying to send me a message, whispering horrors into my ear and reminding me of my simple beginnings, while at the same time fortifying me. Though I tremble as I slumber, the very moment I wake I feel strong again.  
 
    Last night while cleaning out my cupboards, a number of unexpected questions tumbled into my mind. I suppose I had been concerned with the execution of my plan for so long that certain possibilities escaped me. I sat at my lonely table, chewing on a brick of hard, stale bread, and the questions struck me just as the sun began to set. I wondered; how will my coming be perceived? How will my subjects view me? When I stand on my pulpit at the world’s twilight, what will they think? Will I be adored and praised or feared and reviled? Will they see me as a savior from their daily futilities or will they look upon who I am and what I have become and turn their cheeks with wordless scorn? Kneeling upon the earth, stretching fearfully from meadow to sea, what will they whisper? Tyrant, I wager they will name me, destructor of the earth. But it is not certain, not knowable for now.  
 
    These questions and more pummeled my mind for too much of the night. As I swallowed my bread and dwelled upon them, I came to no meaningful conclusion. I decided I did not know the answers. I cared not. I cannot fathom the emotions of others, nor do I wish to. What the people will think at the end does not concern me, nor will it when I become king.  
 
    King. It has a pleasant taste to it. I say it often to myself, and it snaps so easily off my tongue. No wonder the term is so often misused. The local lord risen to power, the snot-sniffling heir, the winner of some inconsequential military affair, they all think they are kings, and that they above all others know what it means to possess power over mankind. If only they knew what I know, they would not think themselves so wise. They would wet their gilded chairs by day and shiver in their beds by night. They would beg for a taste, a single lash of their tongues just to lavish their minds with a fragment of what I know. What horror would befall their minds were the truth to strike them? But now I am rambling again. I do it too often. I am nothing if not someone who talks too much.   
 
    Each time I reflect upon my long, slow years of study, I realize my greatest sacrifice has been living here in this tower. Because of my choice, I have had no one to talk to, no one to share a cup of tea with or sit beneath the night with and discuss the meaning of the stars. During the endless days, this journal was all that kept me from madness. I have been drawn to it every night, dithering for a moment before penning to paper the least significant parts of my day. How quaint it seems, a child’s diary. How ordinary. How weak.  
 
    My things are packed. My cleaning is complete. I am ready for a last night’s sleep. As I stretch upon my sagging bed, I feel a moment of longing. It is a strange sensation. I almost wish someone else were here, a woman perhaps, a pretty thing with a sympathetic ear. I wonder how pleasant it must be to lie with a beautiful girl or to be a man with many friends. But what do I know? These things are forgotten to me. Rather than sit and pine for the world to comfort me, I must remember my chosen path. My own thoughts are the only ones I shall ever know. I will be alone from now until the end.  
 
     The winter fails. The sea rages outside. I am weary of writing. I have come to it at last, the end of my preparation. My candle, my only companion, is dying, the victim of too many nights spent watching over these sad little pages. When I lift my pen, my hermit’s life shall end. Not long from now, perhaps on an evening not so different than tonight, the skies will fall, and I will be the last living soul in all the world.  
 
      
 
    - D 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Sound of Silence 
 
      
 
    From the anthology ‘A Demon in the Basement’ 
 
      
 
    River Fairchild 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   E leven months, fifteen days.  
 
    Elyse checked the date off on the computer’s calendar. Almost a year had passed since the virus showed up in the shipment from Earth. It seemed a lifetime ago. After scanning the empty communications log in a futile hope that Earth might have sent a message while she slept, Elyse took a walk through the arboretum. 
 
    The park-like structure rose from the middle of the moon base, its towering trees and plant life a balm to raw nerves, often giving her the strength to continue this existence. It was here that John had proposed to her, just weeks before the illness took him as well. He’d made her promise to be strong, no matter what happened. Elyse meant to keep that promise. She walked down the path that led to the rose garden, the fragrant flowers bringing a smile to her face. John used to pick the occasional bud for her when no one was looking. 
 
    The intercom came alive with a maniacal laugh. Nick Phearson, the only survivor besides herself—if you could call him that—started his descent into madness about six months ago, right after they pushed the last body out the airlock. 
 
    “It’s just you and me now,” he’d said back then. “Shall we go out with a bang?” 
 
    His words startled her. As an engineer, he could probably blow up the station. Nothing had come of it though. For the most part, he left her alone, keeping to his quarters and sending her greetings like clockwork over the intercom. Elyse ignored him and kept to a routine in the hope of an eventual rescue. 
 
    Four months ago all communication from Earth ceased. Elyse knew the virus had ravaged the planet as well. Why she and Nick had been spared was a mystery. The doc hadn’t done more than isolate the virus before it took his life, leaving the sickness to spread through their small community. 
 
    As communications supervisor, Elyse heard the call the day the contaminated shipment came in. The dock worker who opened it soon complained of dizziness and was rushed to the infirmary. By the time she got there, he was in a cold sweat, falling down as if he were drunk. 
 
    “What happened?” Doc said. 
 
    Elyse couldn’t tell him and the man was incapable of speech. He died later that night. By then, a lab technician was ill and the virus had multiplied beyond hope of containment. 
 
    The intercom erupted again, breaking into her thoughts. 
 
    “Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day. Will you be mine?” Nick’s disembodied voice floated through the trees in the arboretum like a malevolent spirit trying to track her down. 
 
    The last Valentine’s Day was the afternoon John proposed. Elyse clung to the memory, her eyes misting over. 
 
    “I’m a traditionalist,” John said, bending down on one knee with a rose in his hand, making her giggle. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    He slipped the ring on her finger the moment she said yes and stood to give her a resounding kiss. The sheer bliss cracked two weeks later. After two months, Elyse nursed him through his death throes, desperately trying to catch the virus herself so she could join him. 
 
    By that time, terrorists had claimed responsibility for the engineered virus, calling for Mother Earth to be renewed. Without the parasites sucking her dry, they said, she could cover the artificial structures with fields of flowers, patching her wounds with trees and streams. Elyse didn’t know if a cure had been found, but with no communication feeds going to any of the satellites she rather doubted it. 
 
    The lights in the big cities had darkened in sporadic patches over those next few months; now, hardly any light shone at all on the blue globe that Elyse used to call home. Towards the end, bright flashes would punctuate the major cities, bringing a swifter death to the populations that remained. Blame and anger seemed to be the last to die, she thought and ran a hand over the rough bark of the tree beside her. This small area was all that was left to represent the Earth, it seemed. 
 
    The lights flickered, making Elyse flinch. Every so often Nick would do that—whether to scare her or for his own amusement she wasn’t sure. The station could sustain itself and the two of them for as long as they lived… unless one of them sabotaged the workings. 
 
    Elyse headed back to the quarters she and John had shared, flipping on the recorder to listen to the messages he had left for her. All of them were just casual calls but she was glad she’d never erased them. They were now all she had left of him. 
 
    “Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day. Will you be mine?” The voice floated out from the speaker, so full of warmth it made her shiver. Elyse hit the digital spot for another message, the numbers memorized long ago. 
 
    “Wear that red dress for me” and John laughed, the rich roll of his mirth a comfort to her. It was odd that Nick had a similar laugh and yet sounded sinister, although his mental instability probably shaded the tone. 
 
    Elyse checked the time. 9:59. In one minute Nick would be chiming in. She gritted her teeth and waited, anxious to get it over with. 
 
    “Goodnight, sweetheart. Dream of me.” 
 
    Nick’s words over the intercom sent a chill through her heart, but at least now she could go to bed without hearing from him again until morning. He was nothing if not punctual, always saying the same things at the same time, as if programmed. Elyse wished she could shut the intercom down but someone had jury-rigged it to remain open at all times. 
 
    She closed her eyes and let the oblivion of sleep overtake her, dreams of a sparkling Earth shining through the dome overhead while John bent on one knee in the arboretum to ask for her hand. Life the way it should have been, if not for the insanity of a few. 
 
    “Keep the communications line open at all costs,” the station director instructed Elyse in his last lucid moments. “I have faith that Earth will find an answer.” 
 
    He patted her hand, his touch weak and hot with fever. “Don’t you worry, I’m sure they’ll send help soon.” 
 
    Only they didn’t, Elyse thought as she tossed in bed. The bodies kept coming in until she was assigned to the burial detail, which consisted of nothing more than shoving them out the airlock. 
 
    “I think it’s just you and me now.” Nick smiled during dinner in a poor attempt at humor the night of the last burial. “We’re the new Adam and Eve.” 
 
    Elyse picked up the butcher’s knife in the kitchen and considered ending her life then and there but couldn’t bring herself to suicide. After that, Nick kept to himself, only plaguing her by intercom. Still, she preferred his demented company to being completely alone. Utter silence would have driven her mad. 
 
    She awoke the next morning to the eight a.m. broadcast of “Good morning, sweetheart” over the intercom. Always the same damn thing. On her better days, she could close her eyes and pretend it was John saying it, instead of Nick. 
 
    At eleven, when the intercom crackled with “I can’t meet you for lunch today, love,” Elyse decided she’d had enough. How did Nick know what messages John had left her? She headed towards Engineering to fix the situation for the last time. No more waiting. 
 
    The ghosts of former friends spoke to Elyse as she passed through hallways long unused, sometimes kindly but often berating her in sharp tones. Their anger puzzled her; the reasons came out garbled and nonsensical. It didn’t matter. They were all dead anyway. 
 
    Elyse went back to her quarters and changed into her red dress. She crossed through the galley on her way to the arboretum, stepping over the desiccated body of Nick Phearson, the butcher’s knife still wedged between his ribs. Three o’clock would be the magic hour. She didn’t want to be late. 
 
    “Wear that red dress for me.” A rich laugh burst through the station over the intercom, filling her heart with gladness as Elyse leaned against the oak tree, waiting. 
 
    Why had she ever thought that voice belonged to Nick? It was John. He’d come back for her. As the environmental system shut down and the cold began to seep through her bones, Elyse saw John’s smiling face, his hand placing the ring on her finger once again.  
 
    She laughed and fell into his arms, embracing him forever. 
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    Part One: The Only Living Boy 
 
      
 
    Chad J. Shonk 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EAST SEVENTH STREET 
 
    ALPHABET CITY 
 
    NEW YORK, NY 10009 
 
      
 
      
 
   T HERE ARE ONLY SO MANY TIMES YOU CAN JERK OFF in a twenty-four hour period before the ratio of pain to pleasure tips against you. There is only so much weed you can smoke before you get more tired than high, more sick than well. There is only so much television you can watch, Facebooking you can do, music you can blare, Station you can play, before it all evolves into a dulling din of white noise. 
 
    At this moment I am hurting, exhausted, ill, and numbed. 
 
    I think I'll order a pizza. 
 
    Do I have money for a pizza? Hold on. Shit. Where's my wallet? Where did I put my— Back pocket. Okay. Hold on. Do I have money for a— Hold on. One, two, twelve, thirteen, eighteen. Change on the coffee table. Eighteen twenty-five, eighteen fifty, eighteen fifty-five. 
 
    Yeah. I have money for a pizza. 
 
    My phone's in the kitchen. So far away from the couch. But I need to eat. When's the last time I ate? I had a barbecue sauce sandwich this morning. When was that? What time is it now? I don't know. 
 
    My phone's in the kitchen. It's dark outside. I think. I should get a watch. Are watches cool again? I don't know anybody who wears a watch. 
 
    I need to eat. 
 
    I light up the last little bit in my bowl and hold it in and wonder why I did that because I'm already over-baked; I'm burnt cookies. 
 
    I rock one, two, three times and manage to get myself out of the cushions and upright. My phone is on the counter. No messages. I didn't think there would be. Kumail and Aaron are in Atlantic City this weekend, completely unsympathetic to how broke I am. Not that I’m old enough to get into a casino anyway. And Kyle has a new girlfriend which makes him harder to see than Claude Rains. But I'm kind of hoping to hear from that girl Cora I hooked up with a few weeks ago. Although I think I've self-abused myself to the point where I'd be useless even if she did call. 
 
    God, I feel gross. 
 
    I keep the take-out menus on top the fridge. The fridge. Maybe I have something in the fridge. Save the eighteen and the fifty-five. There's a jar of pasta sauce. I open the lid and there's nothing growing inside. First time that's ever—pasta it is. 
 
    This weed has a little more sativa in it than I want but I don't think the guy I buy from does a whole lot of comprehensive work in the lab to calculate the ratios. I'm a little jitter— a little jittery. More indica would be nice. A little more mellow. Settle my brain down a bit.  
 
    A bit. 
 
    I fill a pot with water and wait for it to boil. I need to get out of here. Out of the apartment, sure, but out of town. 
 
    I love it here; anyone who doesn't love New York is an I-don't-know-what but something not worth trusting. But sometimes you have just to go someplace else. Everyone has to go someplace else sometimes. 
 
    I could go home to Jersey to see my parents but then I'd have to see my parents. I don't think I'm up for that. 
 
    I can't go home, but I could go home-home. 
 
    Wait. Shit. I should probably turn on the burner if I want the water to boil. 
 
    Okay. Now we're cooking. 
 
    My phone buzzes and Kumail's sent me a photo of him and Aaron and two painfully hot chicks at the craps table at the Tropicana. That's fine but if they send me pictures of them getting blown later I'll never talk to them again. 
 
    The water's taking forever. I should just order a pizza. 
 
    I text them and tell them to put five bucks on the hard six for me. If I'm going to get drunken pictures tonight, why can't they be from that girl Cora? 
 
    Wait. Shit. I open the cupboard and affirm my suspicion. I don't have any pasta. Should have checked that. I switch off the burner. Fuck it. Sometimes you just have to go with your instincts. Your gut. Your heart. I'll just order a pizza. 
 
    I reach up and slide the stack of menus off the top of the fridge and when they tip over the ledge they scatter and rain down on me and when the chaos settles I'm left with one in my hand and eight of them on the floor. 
 
    I look at the survivor: Gnocco. A pizza place. Must be fate. 
 
    It takes me three tries to dial the number. I've had this fucking phone for a year and a half. How is it I'm worse at typing with the touchscreen than I was when I got it? I blame Steve Jobs. 
 
    And maybe the sativa. 
 
    A woman answers and asks me how I am. I tell her I'm fine. Asks me what she can do for me. 
 
    "What's your cheapest pizza?... Marinara?... How much?... That's not bad. What's the catch?... No cheese?... What kind of pizza doesn't have cheese?... That can't-- that can't be right. I've never heard of that... No, I've never been to Italy." 
 
    Just hang up and call Dominoes or something. 
 
    "How about this? I've got eighteen dollars and fifty five cents. I need a pizza I can afford but I don't want to stiff the driver....Oh. Take-out? Like, walk up there?" 
 
    I could use the air. The exercise. Maybe that's what I need. Some fucking exercise. Get the blood flowing. Release some endorphins. That's what I need. Blood and endorphins. 
 
    "And my pizza would be a real pizza? Because real pizza has cheese... Let's do that. That leave me enough for bread sticks?... Okay, fine. How about a Coke? Can I get a Coke... Huh?... Regular." 
 
    I'm stoned out of my mind and ordering a whole pizza to eat by myself and the lady on the phone is asking me if I want Coke or Diet Coke. 
 
    "Alright. Twenty minutes. Alright. I'll get walking." 
 
    The lady asks my name. 
 
    Jonah. My name is Jonah. 
 
    It's a few beats before I realize I didn't say it out loud. 
 
    "Jonah. My name is Jonah," I say and hang up.  
 
    Fuck. I don't want to walk. It almost killed me getting to the kitchen. I don't need exercise. 
 
    I've got plenty of blood and endorphins. Look at me. I'm, what do the British girls say... fit. 
 
    Not girls, birds. British girls are birds. The birds would say I'm fit. I am fucking fit. 
 
    But this way I get cheese. 
 
    I should probably put on jeans. 
 
    I'm already wearing jeans. 
 
    Wait. Hold on. Where is Gnocco? 
 
    I punch it into my phone to get directions. At first Google takes me way out of the way to get there, but then I notice those are driving directions and one-way streets are dicks. I tap the little button on the top of the screen that looks like a pedestrian. 
 
    Eight minute walk. I can do eight minutes. Awesome. Just eight minutes. Eight minutes there and eight minutes—shit. Back. That's not eight minutes. That's...sixteen. Sixteen minutes round trip. Can I do sixteen?  
 
    Eight, no pizza. Then another eight with. Extra weight from the pie. 
 
    Where's my hoodie? 
 
    On my way to my sweatshirt I stop for two minutes and pack another bowl and take one, okay two, hits then step outside. 
 
    I forget my jacket. I duck back in and grab it and I'm off. 
 
    I cross to the other side of Seventh at the church and towards the park. It's quiet and cool but not cold. The stores are shuttered for the night. I pass a tall and bald body-builder walking a brown bijon frise. I want to laugh at him but realize I'm the asshole that knows what a bijon frise is. Last girlfriend was a dog girl and I admit those Kennel Club shows can be kind of addicting. I hate that no big dogs ever win Best in Show. The only real dog is a big dog. A bijon frise is to a dog like a tabby is to a Bengal tiger. 
 
    When passing the funeral home I allow myself my thirty seconds of morbid thoughts. About death, annihilation, trying to conceive of what it will be like to not exist. And then I push them aside. Thirty seconds is about my limit before thoughts like that take hold and it can take me weeks to shake them when they do. 
 
    I turn left at the Asian-Mexican fusion place at the corner and onto Avenue A. I really don't know what Asian-Mexican fusion is, but it smells great. Maybe I should have gotten Asian-Mexican fusion instead. 
 
    Stop living in the world of what-if, Moreno. Embrace the decision you have made. This is New York City. You are going to pass a dozen or two great places to eat on your eight minute walk but you have a date with a pizza with cheese and it's only a few blocks away. 
 
    What does any of this matter if it's all going to vanish the moment I die? All I am is my memories, my experiences, the organic ones and zeroes etched in my brain. When that dies, when it goes away, all of this, this night, this city, my whole life, it goes away too. 
 
    Shit. It stuck. God damn it. There goes my week. 
 
    My sense of mortality is like the flu. Once I catch it, I'm down for a week and there's a lot of sweating. 
 
    Did that girl Cora call? I check my phone. If I’m going to be oppressed by thoughts of my own death I may as well do it while having sex with a goth girl with a nose ring and a tattoo of a skull on her inner thigh. But she hasn't called. 
 
    I text her:  
 
    "Would you rather die in your sleep or do you want to see it coming?" 
 
    It sounds creepy but that's the type of stuff that gets to a girl like that. 
 
    Which would I rather do? 
 
    I think I'd want to see it coming. 
 
    Easy to be brave when you're twenty. I remind me to ask me again when I'm eighty. 
 
    I go a block and she hasn't responded so I decide to text her again but I’m not sure what to say. 
 
    Anything cool going on tonight? 
 
    Just want to say what's up. 
 
    I really want to see you tonight. 
 
    Come on. Just be honest: 
 
    "I really want to see you naked tonight." 
 
    I hit send and put the phone back in my pocket. I won't message her again until she writes back. Two texts is a poke; three is a shove. Four pretty much assures you'll never sleep with her again. 
 
    I hope she writes me back. 
 
    I hope she doesn't. 
 
    Wait. Did I space and miss Tenth? Shit. Hold on. 
 
    No there it is. 
 
    I wait for a car to pass, jog across the street to the corner of the park, and turn the corner. My mouth is starting to water, which is an impressive feat considering how dry it has been since I bought that eighth three days ago. 
 
    I am coming for you, pizza with cheese. 
 
    The block is quiet and empty. If I was prone to cannabis-induced paranoia, which I am not, I would say too quiet. It's only eleven-something at night and this city never sleeps. It's on the T-shirts and everything. But tonight, nothing. Has something happened? Are the Yanks in extras and everyone's glued to the TV? Is there some sort of emergency?  
 
    Has Alphabet City been evacuated? What for? Hurricane? Chemical attack? Dirty bomb? 
 
    Maybe I'm a little prone.  
 
    Gnocco is an unassuming green restaurant on East Tenth. I hit the door and take three long steps to the counter. The cute girl with subtle acne scars behind the counter smiles at me. I think she's in love. I'll try not to break her heart. 
 
    My eyes hurt. My mouth tastes like ash. 
 
    “Take out?” 
 
    "My name is Jonah and I ordered a pizza. With cheese." 
 
    She turns to the takeout orders and grabs a box that can't possibly be for me. It's like a foot square. So very, very small. She sets it on the counter in front of me next to a two-liter bottle of Coke like I'm supposed to bow down this bountiful spread. 
 
    Maybe the box is bigger on the inside. I open it. It's not. I wanted a pie the size of a hubcap; I got one a little bigger than a CD. Remember CDs? I liked CDs. I had the most well-stocked Case Logic in my whole fourth grade class. 
 
    "I wanted a whole pizza," I say, more sad and hurt than angry. 
 
    “This is a whole pizza. A good pizza.” 
 
    “It's a tiny pizza.” 
 
    “It’s a personal pizza.” 
 
    “For a tiny person. How much for the large?” 
 
    She says they don't have sizes. This is a pizza. 
 
    "This is $18.55 worth?" 
 
    “Actually we're covering you a little because you sounded like you might be retarded. It's really $19.29." 
 
    "Good year," I crack. 
 
    Bad joke. Way bad joke. Lame joke. Hack joke. 
 
    Jesus, Moreno. 
 
    Wrong joke. 1929? Not a good year. Bad year. Market crash and country thrown into horrible depression year. Terrible year. 
 
    This is why I didn't get that call back on that cereal commercial. I'm not funny. Well, I can be funny, but I'm not joke funny. Definitely not cereal funny. Not talking toucan funny. I need to take some improv classes. Some Second City. I.O. U.C.B.— 
 
    Wait. She's staring at me. Have I been lamenting my mediocre comedy skills out loud? 
 
    No. I just haven't said anything in forty seconds, which is probably worse. 
 
    "Hold on," I say. 
 
    I pull the cash out of my pocket in a wad. 
 
    "One, six, seven, seventeen, eighteen. Eighteen twenty-five. Eighteen-thirty. Wait. Hold on." 
 
    The last quarter is somewhere in the deepest pits of my pocket. It is very important that I produce it. It is the most important thing in the world. 
 
    "Hold on." Got it. "Fifty-five. I owe you...." 
 
    Hundred minus fifty-five. Forty five. Plus twenty-nine. 
 
    “Seventy four cents.” 
 
    She has fallen out of love with me and now sees me as something to pity. She takes the one-fifth scale pie and puts it in a plastic bag with some napkins and packets of crushed red pepper. 
 
    "Some parmesan?" I ask. 
 
    She throws in two packs of dried cheese dust and hands the bag to me. I head for the door. 
 
    “Are you okay to drive?” 
 
    She does love me. 
 
    “I walked.” 
 
    ”Are you okay to walk?” 
 
    "That remains to be seen." 
 
    She rolls her eyes and gets back to work. Thus endeth our love affair. I will never forget her. I didn't see The Notebook but I think her and I were almost The Notebook. Fuck. I need to be more like Gosling. Fuck commercials and cereal and talking toucans. I need to be like—but I can't. Nobody's Gosling. Not even Gosling. 
 
    I get outside and resist the urge to sit on the curb and eat. It's only eight minutes. This will be an exercise in restraint. Can I go five blocks with death-defying munchies carrying hot food without ripping into it like a savage? Bet on it. My money's on me. Gosling could do it. So can I. 
 
    And if the pizza gets cold, my microwave is my best friend. It has kept me alive for the last two years. The microwave is a better cook than my mom. 
 
    It's for the best that it's a little person pizza. There is only so much bread and cheese you can eat before your stomach distends with gas, your skin breaks out, and every bite tastes like giving up. 
 
    When I'm sure I've gone three blocks and five minutes I realize it's been one block and two minutes. I don't think I could possibly be more stoned but I know when I get back the first thing I'll do before digging into my dwarf pie will be to rip off another hit or four. 
 
    Why do I do that? Why do we do that? We, the herbally inclined. There are times where it is physically impossible to be any more high and yet we always make the attempt. 
 
    I love what it tastes like and smells like and does to me so much but I'm beginning to think it hates me and wants me to fail at everything. It didn't help in school. It doesn't get me work or girls.  
 
    Okay, some girls. But not the right girls. 
 
    Shit. I forgot the Coke. Left it on the— 
 
    Shit. I should go back. But it seems so far away. Forget it. 
 
    That's it. I'm done with weed. No more. 
 
    Well, not forever. But I'm taking some time off. 
 
    I'm only about half-way through that eighth I bought. Would be a shame to waste that. Cost me sixty bucks I barely had. Okay. Finish this eighth, and then I'm done. 
 
    For a little bit. Not forever.  
 
    I pass by a nail salon and one of the apartment windows above it lights up— 
 
    BLAM! 
 
    Was that a gunshot? 
 
    A gunshot? 
 
    A fucking gunshot? 
 
    I freeze. The suspect window is dark and still. I wait for another shot, screams of pain, cries for help. But there's nothing. I expect a masked burglar to come bounding out onto the fire escape with a Smith & Wesson in one hand and a sack of loot in the other. 
 
    But there's nothing. 
 
    In the instance of brilliance did I see the little silhouette of a man? Did I see two? 
 
    I have to get out of here but I can't move. I want to go home. I don't want to be a witness. But home won't be any safer. They'll canvass the neighborhood, the police. They do. They canvas.  
 
    And they'll ask me if saw anything or heard anything and I won't lie to them. It's not what I do. I'll have to tell them what I saw or heard, and then they're going to want me to testify. And then some bad-ass with tats and a Croatian accent will come to my house and tell me if I show up in court I end up at the bottom of the Hudson. And then I either let a killer go free and save my life, or I die to see the right thing done. 
 
    Or I go into hiding, but witness protection seems like such a bummer. 
 
    When you order spaghetti with marinara sauce all you get is egg noodles and ketchup. 
 
    I can't go home. And I can't go home. 
 
    But I can go home-home. 
 
    Maybe I'm being paranoid. 
 
    But home-home. Phoenix. Second time that's come up tonight. Might not be a terrible idea. 
 
    I rush back to the apartment. I hear no fire-fights, no sirens. There are no choppers in the sky sweeping the East Village with spotlights. Maybe I'm in the clear. Maybe there wasn't anything to worry about. 
 
    Maybe some guy was just watching an action movie way too loud and I'm just high as fuck. 
 
    But maybe not. 
 
    I get inside and I set down the pizza and forget about it. I look around my place. A year in these three rooms and it still isn't a home. It's a layover, a rest stop, a hostel. It smells of sweet smoke and dirty laundry. 
 
    The only art is a ripped Miles Davis En Concert poster held up with thumb tacks. 
 
    I'm not even sure I like Miles Davis. 
 
    Home-home. 
 
    I pull out my phone and check to see how much is in my checking account, how many miles it is to Phoenix, and what gas prices are. Maybe when I die they can clone me from my internet history. My phone knows more about me than I do. 
 
    Four hundred bucks. 
 
    Twenty-four hundred miles. 
 
    About four bucks. 
 
    Hold on. Doing some math. 
 
    ...divided by... 
 
    ...carry the... 
 
    It'll be close but I can do it. I'll do the math again in the morning when I'm not so far gone. 
 
    Go home. Refresh. Refuel. Rinse. Repeat. Return. Come back a new man. See Kevin and the guys, hit the diner, do some skating. 
 
    I check my phone's calendar to see if I have something coming up. I know I don't, but that's what grown-ups do. 
 
    A week. Maybe two. I could do two. I'm sure Steph will let me stay with her. Somewhat sure.  
 
    I'm willing to gamble on sisterly guilt. Get to spend some time with the nephew. He's four… three?... four? Four. He's fun. I’m sure he likes video games and Adult Swim too. 
 
    Getting away will do me some good. Forget this place for a while. Forget the callbacks, the imaginary murders. Forget pizzas without cheese. Forget Atlantic City, Asian-Mexican fusion. 
 
    Forget Gosling. 
 
    Forget failure, loneliness, and poverty. 
 
    Forget that girl Cora. 
 
    Oh, man, that girl has some legs. 
 
    Go home. 
 
    Home-home. 
 
    Phoenix. 
 
    Time to go home. 
 
    Okay. That’s settled. 
 
    Now. 
 
      
 
    Where did I park my car? 
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    A novel by John R. McGuire 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   O  ffice building. Elevator. Sam from accounts payable. Sip of water. Far office. Jim the terrible boss. New office. Handsome guy. Blush. Smile. Sandwich. Phone call. Tears. Screaming. 
 
    Marilyn. 
 
    “Are you sure this isn’t going to hurt?” 
 
    Her words snapped him from the trance. Jason Mills watched as the woman fidgeted in the seat across the table. With one of her hands now freed from his, she maintained limited contact with the other. 
 
    “Just breathe deep and relax. You came to me, but we aren’t going to get anywhere if you continue to be this nervous.” 
 
    “It’s just that, well… I’m beginning to rethink coming here.” 
 
    He smiled at her. It was the same disarming smile he’d given to hundreds of other skittish customers who’d come to him. Whatever it took to make sure she remained a paying customer. He reached out with his free hand and coaxed her to regain the connection. 
 
    “Release your thoughts and let your mind wander. 
 
    “There…that’s it.” 
 
    Jason Mills gripped the older woman’s hand tighter while her potential life revealed itself. The sync between the two complete, he began to search out anything within the immediate future. 
 
    Through her eyes he glimpsed a corner office overlooking the weeds of cubicles. The man inside smiles while pointing at the nameplate on the desk: Ellen Small. 
 
    The words flowed from Jason. 
 
    “This is the year when all your hard work starts to pay off. You’ve been biding your time over the last few years. Something you have managed to earn and not just ease yourself into.” 
 
    A gasp escaped his charge’s lips. Spurred on by this first fortune, her grip strengthened to match his. 
 
    Another day and different images flowed through his mind. Ellen sat alone in a deli, her attention divided between an e-reader on the table, a partially eaten sandwich, and the attractive gentleman sitting three tables over. Jason caught the briefest glance; all she would allow herself to experience. 
 
    “New people and new possibilities go hand in hand. You should shed your shyness. Push beyond the nagging voice inside you which urges restraint, and instead open up to new experiences and new people.” 
 
    Another shift and another hand squeeze. 
 
    Jason delved one more time into her future. Somewhere her cell phone rang, the name on the other end read Marilyn, and Ellen placed it to her ear. Her world spun and twisted. Her words blurred and mixed with anguish. The phone slipped from her hand to the ground, and she slid to the floor after it. 
 
    Jason dropped the link and released her hands. Ellen sat before him, eyes wide and leaning forward in her seat. 
 
    Jason eased back in the chair. He ran sweaty palms through slicked back hair, the perspiration and the hair gel mixing to produce sticky goo. He let out a deep breath. 
 
    “You should take the opportunity to get in contact with your friends and family. They miss you greatly and will counsel you on your most difficult decisions.” 
 
    Ellen cocked her head to one side and nodded. Whether to him or to herself, Jason wasn’t sure. Either way, he hated this part. Better to have good news…or at least, not bad news to give his clients. It made for poor repeat business. No one wanted to come back to a fortune teller who gave them upsetting futures. Repeat customers were the one thing that allowed him to pay rent. 
 
    Terrible news also made his heart ache for them. So, most of the time, he tried to make it vague enough so the person might leave perplexed, a fine alternative to the other thing. 
 
    “Someone named… Marilyn… I saw that she might be of great counsel to you in the upcoming days.” 
 
    Ellen’s jaw opened in disbelief. Everything else could be explained away. Up until that point, Jason’s talk of true insight into the future appeared just vague enough. Much like the magician who performs his tricks on stage to a captive audience, no one wants to know how the trick is done, because then it is ruined for them for all time. Better to allow themselves to think it real, but know that it is not. 
 
    Instead, with one name, he managed to shatter her image of not only him and what it is he’s told her, but the idea that it could be real settled inside her head… a scary proposition for most everyone. 
 
    “How? I haven’t…” 
 
    “I can’t predict what I am going to see within the vision, but what I have said can push you into the right direction. It is you who has to take control of your life and make the choices. Understand?” 
 
    A slow nod greeted him behind which he could see the struggle within her mind. She rose from her seat still bewitched from his words. A slight dazed look lay frozen across her face. 
 
    The sign of a possible repeat customer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jason Mills had come to realize, in the last three years, the important thing was to live up to the customer’s expectations. No one wanted their fortune read by some guy in a t-shirt and jeans. People wanted theatrics, a story for their friends so they might debate the merits of whether the guy who had done her reading was for real or a fraud. Even then, they do not mind the apparent lies as long as they had a good time. It was something he had struggled with understanding when he first started out. All the bullshit items they gave credence to allowed them to have a connection. So for that reason he dressed the chamber up to match those preconceptions. Something an ordinary person would want to see and experience. 
 
    The corner lamp’s light filtered through a purple shade framing the small table. Centered within the pattern sat a crystal ball. The curtains, which surrounded the area, were a royal red. Every piece needed to convey that he was worth giving money to and his fortune reading was as legit as a fortune reading could be. Whether he gave good news or bad, if the show felt wrong, then their experience would match. 
 
    His outfit was meticulously picked out. He slicked his dark hair back, combined a simple black vest with a red dress shirt underneath and dark slacks. For the final piece he added an intense glare he mastered a long time ago, in a different life. It helped that his six foot three inch height not only allowed him to stand above almost every customer, but also caused him to look a little more muscular. His size helped him sell the show; it made him more intimidating than anyone else in the room. Had it been Halloween, he wouldn’t have needed to change as he could either add fake plastic fangs and say he was Dracula or forgo that and claim to be a Vegas magic act. 
 
    Customers fell into a couple of camps. The two largest groups were comprised of either tourists visiting the Little Five Points area for a little extra spice of Atlanta, Georgia local flavor, or college kids who consumed one too many drinks during the day and thought getting their fortune read might be good for a laugh. Those same rich kids seemed to treat the whole experience as a rite of passage. As if it was their job to expose him as a fraud. 
 
    Their business was nice, if a bit unreliable. Still it was the regulars who allowed him to exist day to day. The older woman who searched for something to fill the hole in her heart. The business man trying to get the next big project off the ground, but had convinced himself long ago the fortune tellers knew something he did not. The Goth girl who believed in someone who could see the future, and hoped through her experience with Jason she would somehow become more connected to the universe itself. Inside each a puzzle piece was missing and the prophecies which Jason the Wondrous spouted could make them whole. 
 
    So now Jason sat, watching the feet moved past his curtain only to stop and shuffle back. The uncertain pause before a new face stuck his head inside the curtain and got their first glimpse of Jason’s inner lair. Aside from the lamp, only the crystal ball’s light permeated the room. It did its job well. Shadows made Jason look all the more mysterious. 
 
    Jason could hear someone behind the lead figure mumble something about going in, and sure enough the young man made a full appearance. Right behind him, two more followed. 
 
    The leader moved deeper into the curtained area, and Jason got his first true look at him. One of the few people who would have been able to look Jason in the eyes and from the shoulder length dark hair and complexion, Jason guessed the kid had some island blood in him. He dressed in a polo shirt and khaki shorts. His attire was the standard uniform of male college students when they hit the bars during these summer months. 
 
    The other two matched the dress code if not the look. A shorter, stocky guy took his spot on the left. His nose showed the damage of a man who’d won and lost plenty of fights, but from his frame, Jason suspected that he’d won many more than he’d lost. The taller friend flanked the right. He was all legs and arms and looked as if a deep breath would send him to the ground. His whole form looked as if each piece grew at different rates. 
 
    “Have a seat, my friend.” Jason used his best movie voice, struggling to channel Vincent Price, always trying to channel Vincent. 
 
    “Uh, alright.” 
 
    The twenty-something sat down across from Jason, eyes still adapting to the lower light around him. 
 
    “What is it that brings you to me today? Is there something particular you would wish me to ask the spirits?” 
 
    “No. I guess, um, just a general reading? Is… is that alright?” It wasn’t fear, but embarrassment which got him stuttering. 
 
    “A general reading is fifty. Cash first please.” 
 
    Jason learned the hard way that you always needed to get the cash before giving the reading; otherwise you end up chasing your rent money down the sidewalk at eleven o’clock at night. Add to it the fact that Jason grew closer to forty than to thirty every day; any chase was something in which he no longer possessed any confidence. 
 
    The young man motioned for the taller man to produce the cash. “This was your idea. Pay the man.” 
 
    Taking money from the friend, Jason stared into the customer’s eyes. “Your full name?” 
 
    “Terry Soone.” 
 
    The shorter friend added. “With an ‘e’.” 
 
    “I don’t think he needs the spelling, ass.” 
 
    “Alright, Terry, I need you to place your hands face up on the table. As I touch you, clear your mind of all thoughts.” Jason used this moment to unlock eyes with Terry and focused on his two companions, “You must all do this. Any additional stray thoughts will cloud the reading. You must be a blank slate for it to work.” 
 
    It was a lie. Jason did not need them to do anything other than stay somewhat quiet. It was more for the mood than the actual reading. Still it added to the mystery. Once again, it was the little things. He needed to make sure they got their money’s worth. 
 
    As his friends chuckled behind him, Terry put his hands on the table, and Jason reached across, focusing back upon him. He took a deep breath then grabbed the young man’s palms. 
 
    The room, the lights, the crystal ball, and the speech were all a lie. The tourists did not want Jason Mills, they needed the Wondrous One. Regardless, the gift was reality. 
 
    Chips. Raise. Fold. Brandon can’t hold his liquor. A redhead girl. Front porch. Face stings. Black robes. Candles. Smiles. Knives. Knives. Knives. 
 
    Blackness. 
 
    The images slammed into his mind. They blurred and morphed from moment to moment. When Jason tried to explain the readings to anyone else the best he could come up with was to compare it to the old style movie projectors. Every image those machines showed the audience consisted of many individual frames. At the speed it ran, one frame in ten might be seen. It was the same with any readings. Jason saw a movie, but the images moved so fast he couldn’t comprehend anything. It was a blur. Thus the first step was to get a connection. That was the easy part. The second step was to slow the movie down and take a look at the individual pieces, the frames. 
 
    Jason took another deep breath, concentrated, and the images came into focus: 
 
    Terry sat at a table wearing the same clothes he did now. More friends sat around him looking none too pleased as Terry raked in another stack of poker chips. Someone threw up on a fake plant in the corner. Still, Terry pulled in more and more cash. 
 
    Seeing cash was easy to explain, everyone’s thoughts drifted to money, and as such, Jason picked up that information quicker than any other issue the customer might have. 
 
    “You will be coming into wealth very soon. Cash won is much sweeter than money earned. It appears your friends here are not good poker players.” 
 
    The short stocky friend spoke with disgust. “Standard. They always say something about money.” 
 
    “Quiet please.” 
 
    With the next image, Jason watched a young redheaded woman slap Terry across the face. He stood in the doorway, too stunned to respond or even make an effort to fix the perceived slight he must have visited on the female. She did not allow him the time anyway and slammed the door in his face. 
 
    “You will have some bumps in your love life in the near future. Whatever it is you do, try not to piss off the redhead any more than you already have” 
 
    “Obvious, relationship stuff… this guy is a joke.” 
 
    Terry shifted his grip at the mention of the girl. Jason struck the correct cord. 
 
    The scene dissolved into a shadowy place where a robed man placed a hand on a kneeling Terry’s shoulder. 
 
    “A,” Jason needed to search for the word, “ceremony… in the days to come…” 
 
    The moment disappeared into emptiness. 
 
    You are not welcome here. 
 
    The connection severed, and Jason released Terry’s grip. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    Jason wiped palms on his vest before reaching out to grip Terry’s hands once more. 
 
    “No…it is just that…I’m not sure you are concentrating on this. Without your cooperation, this is not going to work.” 
 
    Terry nodded and clenched his eyes shut. 
 
    Focusing, Jason rewound the vision to try and lock onto it. 
 
    Jason strained, sweat rolled down his face, but he saw more of the same. 
 
    Robes. Candles. Knives. Blackness. 
 
    This differed from anything he experienced in a reading before. For one to stop on its own accord… 
 
    He rolled the mental picture back to the last clear image: the ceremony. Through Terry’s eyes he looked up at the robed man who stood in front of him anointing his subject. White flashed from beneath the hood. A bright light filled his eyes… 
 
    Undesired. Interloper. Begone. 
 
    Again the connection severed. 
 
    An electric spark seemed to leap from Terry into him. Jason jerked free. 
 
    “Whoa, what happened there? Did you see something else?” The obnoxious friend leaned in close, trying to scan Jason’s face for any hint of what happened. 
 
    Terry pulled back from the table and rubbed his hands. Jason guessed the electricity had not been a one sided affair. 
 
    “Do you have a buzzer underneath the table?” 
 
    Jason composed himself as best he could. He needed to remain in character and not betray the fact he did not know what had occurred. 
 
    “I have no such need for parlor tricks. Check under the table for yourself if you do not believe me.” 
 
    That invitation was all the unconvinced friend needed. He squatted down beside the table and lifted the table cloth. Jason watched as he felt around for anything that might have explained the jump. 
 
    “Whatever it is you felt was both true and powerful. In the coming days you are going to be presented with an important choice. One choice made in darkness will bring great light, but…” 
 
    Jason searched for the right words. 
 
    “It will not be without its dangers. Choose wisely, your next step, for the futures of many will be at stake… not just your own.” 
 
    Terry sat there for another second, either to contemplate what Jason told him or to determine how they had been ripped off. The two friends, who had enough of the show, grabbed Terry on the shoulder urging him to leave. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here. I told you this was a scam.” 
 
    While they were unconvinced, Terry’s face betrayed his own concern. Jason couldn’t be sure if it was due to the strangeness of the reading, or if Terry understood more of the reading than even Jason did. 
 
    The three men left the curtained room muttering to themselves, but Jason did not give them any more notice. He lifted his hand up and found it trembling. His heart sounded off within his chest. 
 
    The absence of an image… 
 
    Still Jason could not shake the images he saw. He visualized many things in the few years since he discovered his gift. Some were standard beats, like Terry’s money or love life; those were common links between all humanity. Those are the things that subconscious minds dwell on. Will I find love? Am I going to be rich? Those were easy as Terry’s friend had pointed out. The blackness… that was not normal. It seemed there was only one way to interpret it: 
 
      
 
    Terry Soone was going to die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Crawl 
 
      
 
    An excerpt from the novel Nether Kingdom 
 
      
 
    J Edward Neill 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   A ndelusia’s eyelids fluttered open.  
 
    The images of the Ur fled her mind.  
 
    Only her body and her chains remained.  
 
    All else was quiet. 
 
    Shortest eve.  
 
    Longest day.  
 
    Time to go.  
 
    She willed herself to stand. She felt as wobbly as a tumbling top, as weak as wintered grass. A moment’s courage, and she stepped blindly into the blackness. Dragging the iron ring slowed her, but with a grunt she propelled herself forward one step at a time.  
 
    Small suffering compared to what the Ur will do. 
 
    Like a willow against a storm, she dragged her burden behind her. Her chain bit into her forearms, and blood squelched beneath her manacles. Clank! the iron ring tumbled. Crunch! it made powder of ancient bones. A dread rhythm it drummed as she slogged forward. She stopped only when she reached what she imagined was the pit’s center.   
 
    It was there, dead in the middle of the abyss, she halted.  Something charnel lay near, something gruesome. Bretaen…she remembered the Thillrian’s anguished cry during his death-fall. They left you. 
 
    Her breath tight behind her lips, she knelt to the ground and extended her quavering palm. Bretaen’s corpse lay before her, shattered and swollen. Her fingertips grazed his pulped limbs and her palm drifted across his splintered, protruding ribs. Calm as she could, she searched his cadaver. Her deepest hope was that she would find the key to her manacles, though she knew in her heart Grimwain would never have left it so close.  
 
    For once, she was glad for the pit’s permanent darkness. Searching Bretaen’s body was far less stomach-turning for lack of being able to see him. Wincing from the odor, hands wet with putrescence, she pawed at his remains.  
 
    After ten breaths, she found something.  
 
    Her fingers grazed a leather strap, then another, both twisted around his mangled right arm. The straps were attached to a pair of leather satchels, neither of which had been destroyed by the fall. “Full or empty?” she asked aloud. She untangled both bags and drew them to her lap.  
 
    Empty, like as not, she feared.  
 
    She was wrong.      
 
    She opened the first satchel, smaller of the two, and she knew right away it was the same wrinkled bag she had carried all the way from Muthemnal. She squeezed it close to her chest, adoring it. She remembered its texture, its smell of old rain and spilled ink, its frayed straps near to breaking.  
 
    Digging inside, she knew she would find only three things: her journal, her quill, and a quarter vial of ink. The inkwell was shattered and her quill snapped in half, but when she touched her journal’s dry cover and twice riffled its pages, she breathed somehow easier. Crusty old thing. Always following me.  
 
    She reached into the second bag, her fingers tensed. Within Bretaen’s dry, broad-sided satchel, she found a whole loaf of hard tack, a half-filled waterskin, and a pouch stuffed to its brim with nuts from the Thillrian mainland. Also therein she touched a tinderbox, a whittling knife, and what’s this? A bundle of silver coins. She scrabbled through all the items, again hoping to find her manacles’ key, but when it failed to turn up, her heart beat no less steady. Food. Enough for days. Chained or not, I get to live longer than today.   
 
    She stood and carried her new possessions far from Bretaen. On a pile of skulls she sat and dined as only a starving woman could. To anyone else, her meal would have seemed a snack, stale as the air in the pit’s bottom. To her it felt like a feast. She chewed a corner off the brickish bread, popped two dozen salted nuts in her mouth, and chased it all with several swigs of lukewarm water. She savored each speck of food as though it was a sweetmeat from a corner shop in Gryphon, and she smacked her lips as loudly as ever in her life.   
 
    Again she stood, taking two breaths to regain her equilibrium. Once steadied, she tried to imagine what she looked like. Battered and bruised, she thought. A rotten apple. My hair an inky mess. My clothes like dishrags. I bet I look exactly how I feel.  
 
    Sighing, she hoisted her satchels over her arm and pushed all peripheral thoughts from her mind. I only need to find the bottom stair, she convinced herself, and then climb until I can climb no more. Thus she went, forgetting Bretaen. Her eyes were useless in the dark and her ears filled with the sound of her thumping heart, but what use are senses?  
 
    Dragging the ring, she set off in a straight line until she stung her shoulder against the pit’s outer wall. Ouch. Wall. Hurts. She slunk along it, her palm probing the darkness. She circled the vast room, ticking through the bonemeal like the only hand in the world’s cruelest clock.  
 
    In far less time than she imagined, her bare, blood-streaked toes struck a raised surface. Chilly. Damp. Smooth. The bottom stair. She set one foot upon it, and she knew her life’s most treacherous journey was about to begin.  
 
    The basalt stair felt as frigid and slick as a block of ice. Her sandals lost, she climbed ten stairs, then twenty. Her chain clinked, while the anvil-like ring banged below her, wanting to pull me down. The racket made her wince.  
 
    If I reach the top, I will be deaf.   
 
    Twenty stairs done.  
 
    Twenty thousand to go. 
 
    One by one, she slithered up the nether stairs. It felt like futility, but she made herself do it. She knew it was only a matter of time before her body betrayed her, that her legs would give out and her bones crack. And so what? Nothing else to do. After a hundred steps, her desire to stop nearly overwhelmed her. After fifty more, every cord of muscle in her trumpeted an anguished song.  
 
    Much worse was her fear of falling.  
 
    The darkness remained complete, and touch was her only useful sensation. She paused after the two-hundredth stair, acutely aware that if she slipped over the side, my end will resemble Bretaen’s. To spare herself a gruesome fall, she bumped her left elbow on the outer wall with each stair ascended.   
 
    Bump. Two hundred one. Bump. Two hundred two.  
 
    Thus regimented, she plodded up and up and up. The stair, like a snake’s twisted ribcage, felt as though it would go on forever. At three hundred steps, she sensed her sanity waning, as the ring’s rhythmic clang hammered within her skull.  
 
    Wincing, she counted as she ascended.  
 
    Four hundred.  
 
    Seven hundred.  
 
    One…thousand. 
 
     No matter how high she climbed, no light reached her from above, and nothing of the surrounding atmosphere gave away whether she had ten thousand or ten million stairs left. Bleeding, sweating, bruising, and dying, she lost count. She was exhausted beyond mortal words. Her fingers felt ready to snap. Her muscles screamed with perpetual pain. Her body lost its pliancy, stretched thin as a wet sheet across a cold, spinning grindstone.  
 
    Her joints aflame, her blood staining the rim of every step, her mind went blank as she waged war against the stair.   
 
    Who cares…if I reach…the top? 
 
    Who cares…if I fall?  
 
    Easier…to die…than this.  
 
    No.  
 
    Still she climbed. Sometimes she crawled and sometimes she hopped, but never once did she rest for longer than a few breaths. Her sweat, so profuse at first she thought she might drown in it, ceased pouring from her body. Her flesh went dry and feverish, and her hands and feet so numb she guessed they would shrivel and fall off. She discarded Bretaen’s bag after emptying its contents into her own. Between steps, she sipped from the waterskin and chewed on the brick of bread. The feeble foodstuffs were hardly enough. She knew she had fallen below the point of nourishment, far too famished for anything but a week of feasting to cure.   
 
    Still she climbed.  
 
    After a time, each stair she climbed felt like a miracle, and each gasp of air an allowance from a much higher power than she. Like a soldier waging war long after suffering a mortal wound, she climbed higher and higher. She grunted, wailed, and cursed until her throat dried up and her voice utterly failed her. All sounds were muted thereafter, buried by the cold throttle of her heartbeat as it banged like a broken drum.   
 
    And still she climbed.  
 
    Hours, days, lifetimes her ascent seemed to last. Five thousand stairs gained, and her body felt as fragile as a dry river reed. Others would never have made it, she knew. With no reason to survive as important as hers, others would have lain down and starved or hurled themselves to a swift and painless demise. It was no longer the fear of Grimwain driving her so far past her breaking point. Once her voice was lost and all her thoughts obscured by a scarlet curtain of pain, her will emerged in the form of a vision.  She saw a ring of light take shape far above, and she was certain her friends were smiling down upon her. She saw Saul, waving his staff as though to summon her for a walk, and she saw Marid, grinning in expectation of a kiss. Brightest of all, she saw Garrett.  He looked stoic as ever, but something in his eyes compelled her to grit her teeth and try to reach him. She saw him nod and she tried to read his lips. “Climb higher, Ande,” he seemed to say. “Reach me, and I will bear the rest of your pain.” 
 
    Her vision blurred.  
 
    The hours streamed through her mind.  
 
    No longer aware of herself, unsure of whether she was dying or already dead, she crawled up the stairs with little knowledge of what she did. The iron ring no longer felt like an anchor, but rather an extension of her broken body. She dreamed it was just another satchel on her shoulder, no heavier than a loaf of bread, and so it seemed to her she climbed faster even though the opposite was true.  
 
    And still she climbed.  
 
    The ring of light grew ever brighter above her. If it was real or a trick of her fevered mind, she no longer cared. She pretended it was a door leading directly to Father Sun, a path to a heavenly place, and that she only had a hundred stairs left before she emerged into a meadow of golden-bladed grass, where I will sip from cool streams and drowse every day away. It was only a dream, of course. Like a child, she created fantasies to sustain her, to propel her upward when no other power in the world could hope to.   
 
    At long last, after climbing many thousand steps more than she should have been able to, her willpower faded. The ring of light dimmed, replaced by darkness so dense she felt even blinder than in the pit’s bottom. Her daydreams dulled, her muscles melted, and she forced herself over one final step before collapsing onto a surface she could not feel. Her vision lost all color, and a curtain of black sleep drew across her eyes. She curled on the ground and felt nothing, neither pain nor sorrow nor concern for anything to come.        
 
    Comatose, the fires of her heart cooling, she dwelled in the grey realm between life and death.  
 
    She felt herself floating on a colorless sea, drifting on a glass boat beneath a pale, silvery sun. The silence was complete, the sea endless, and all physical feeling muted. She dipped her fingers into the sea, but felt nothing. She hugged herself close, and the sensation was as though her body were made of cloudstuff and her hands of naught but rain. She might have been afraid, but the absence of pain was too welcome.  No Ur here, no Grimwain or wolf-maned men.   
 
    Given the choice, she would have stayed in the dream forever. 
 
    But reality remained. Countless hours after her collapse, she crawled back to the craggy shores of consciousness. It was the rain’s doing again, peppering her as lightly as a lover’s touch. Her head still foggy, she stirred to half-wakefulness.   
 
    Hurts, she creaked, almost disappointed to be alive. Not dead. Would not…hurt this much.  
 
    She opened her eyes. The deep darkness was gone, the dreamed-of ring of light replaced by the dull sheen of a grey, dawnlit sky. Startled to have her sight again, she snapped her eyelids open and shut some dozen times. Her first feeling was disbelief. Where am I? Where did the darkness run to?  
 
    Then it came to her. The last stair she had climbed before tumbling into sleep had been the last step she needed to take. A slow search of her surroundings and a glance into the cloud-covered sky, and she knew where she was. She had already climbed over the pit’s edge. She awoke now beneath Cornerstone’s firmament, a survivor of the nether abyss.  
 
    She had no strength to celebrate.  Wobbling as she sat upright, she scoured her satchel clean of the rest of her food. It was bitter fare at best. The bread took too long to chew and the Thillrian nuts bounced down her throat like salted river stones, but she savored it nonetheless. Lucky to have a last meal.  
 
    And now? The question moved through her mind like a bank of clouds. Where to? 
 
    She staggered to her feet, stained black with dried blood.  The nether pit, its depths as black as the lashes of hair on her neck, gaped upward behind her. She shuddered, picked up her satchel, and wandered away, content for the moment just to escape its dreaded tug.  
 
    After just two steps, she halted again.  
 
    Her escape was incomplete.  
 
    She tried another step, but failed. Her manacles were still in place and the ring still dragging at the end of her chain. No magicks. No escaping. No freer here than in the pit. So goes my luck. What did I expect? 
 
    She possessed no real plan. She was supposed to be well on her way into the afterlife, and yet here she was, still alive. The ring dragging, she slogged aimlessly forward. Her body felt battered as if by a hundred flails, her skull as though sloshing to its brim with gruel. Her ribs popped with every movement and striations of soreness made her muscles move like shapeless putty.  
 
    Too far to make it.  
 
    Too far not to try.  
 
    She walked and walked. The chain’s pull was far less than on the nether stair, though the bite of the bones against the soles of her feet made the going hurt no less. Vaulting high above, the behemoth towers cast their long shadows across the valley before her. She gazed forward, and all she saw was the pallid plain beneath her feet, the dismally grey Cornerstone sky.   
 
    She lurched onward, the cold chain wrapped in her hand. With each step she expected to shatter into a million shards. Let us suppose I make it to the shore, she though. It will not matter. I will crumble like sand into the waves. The next soul to visit here will see my skull sitting on the beach. 
 
     Striding in as straight a line as she could manage, she kept her eyes half-open. Cornerstone’s bone-buried plain lay stark in front of her, and she struck out across it not knowing whether she walked southward or northward, not caring if the sky was the sea or her life nothing more than the remnant of a dream. Her ring gouged out a rut behind her, but she hardly noticed. She was Cornerstone’s vagabond, its only inhabitant, and small struggles no longer mattered. 
 
    Much later, when dusk finally touched down on the long-dead island, she took what she was certain were her final steps. Cornerstone’s grey cloud curtain parted, and her eyelids, heavy as lead, descended. The ring dragged behind her like the weight of the entire world. Her skin, white as milk in some places and black with bruises in others, felt as thin as a ghost’s. Much nearer to death than she knew, she arrived at the island’s edge. There, at the boundary of the Selhaunt, the stars twinkled over the endless dark water, and the waves lapped gently over her feet.  
 
    Nothing awaited her.   
 
    She saw no ships anchored offshore, no Garrett and Saul rushing from the darkness to greet her. Whether this beach, dry and dead as any other on the island, was near the spot Shiver’s Pride had dropped her countless days ago, she did not know. She could not remember, for it seemed too long ago she had landed here, utterly confident she would find Grimwain and bring ruin to his plans.   
 
    How long has it been? she wondered. Maybe the Ur are already free. Maybe I will shut my eyes and the sky will burn. 
 
    Chain coiled around her right wrist, she knelt on the shore and lowered her head. Her hair fell in inky ropes across her face. She closed her eyes and prayed to Mother Moon for the souls of all her friends. She prayed that her resurrected father would come to his senses and defy Grimwain, and she prayed that the Ur would utterly fail. No one hears me, she knew. I am alone, much more than ever in Sallow or Muthemnal.   
 
    When sleep took her and she slumped lower to the shore, she lost all feeling for the world. All her pain and tortured thoughts washed out to sea, and the absence of the Nightness left her freer to drowse than ever before.   
 
    The night passed her by. Come the next dawn, hazy and lifeless, she did not wake, did not dream. The waves lapped against her naked legs and frothed against her breasts. She never stirred. She was comatose, absent to the world, and so she failed to notice when a creaking craft sloshed to a stop upon the nearby shore.  
 
      
 
    Nor did she wake when two pale figures strode to her side and carried her away. 
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    J Edward Neill became obsessed with writing in early 2001. On one bitterly cold morning in the lowest corridor of his candlelit man-cave, he fingers to keyboard and hammered away on what would soon become a lifelong obsession. Since that day, he’s spent nearly all his free time lost in his daydreams, conjuring ways to write the kind of stories he loved as a child.  
 
      
 
    He’s just a ghost, haunting the world for a little while longer.  
 
      
 
    Fiction 
 
    Down the Dark Path – Book I in the Tyrants of the Dead trilogy 
 
    Dark Moon Daughter – Book II in the Tyrants of the Dead trilogy 
 
    Nether Kingdom – Book III in the Tyrants of the Dead trilogy 
 
    Hollow Empire – Night of Knives (a serial novel co-authored with John McGuire) 
 
    A Door Never Dreamed Of 
 
      
 
    Non-Fiction 
 
    101 Questions for Humanity 
 
    101 Questions for Men 
 
    101 Questions for Women 
 
    101 Questions for Midnight 
 
    101 Sex Questions 
 
    444 Questions for the Universe 
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    River Fairchild is somewhat odd, brandishes a dry sense of humor, owned by several cats. Lives in a fantasy world. A fabricator of magic. Makes stuff up and spins tales about it. Believes in Faerie crossings and never staying in one place for very long. Speculative Fiction wordsmith. The secret to her stories? Spread lies, blend in truths, add a pinch of snark and a dash of tears. Escape into her world. She left the porch light on so you can find your way down the rabbit hole. 
 
      
 
    Books 
 
    Diamonds & Dust - Jewels of Chandra Book I 
 
    A Dragon’s Lament – Jewels of Chandra Book II 
 
    The Fall of Shaylar – Jewels of Chandra prequel 
 
    Just another Day in Purgatory 
 
    Living the Afterlife: A Death and Chronos Flash Fiction Collection 
 
    Fantasy Uprising – Untethered Realms Box Set 
 
    Twisted Earths   
 
    Beyond the Binding – Composers for Relief Companion Collection 
 
    Darkest Days, Blackest Nights 
 
    Demon in the Basement 
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    John’s collection of comic books began when he was 10, in a convenience store in Waycross, Georgia. It wasn't long afterwards that he started writing his first comic related stories. This passion has continued throughout his adult life as he remains an avid comic book reader and collector.  
 
    In 2002, he was a founding member of Terminus Media. It began as a writer's collective in the back of the Dragon's Horde Comic Book Store in Decatur, GA. Through the next decade, Terminus published anthologies in which John was both an editor and contributor. 
 
    His website is www.johnrmcguire.com  
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    The Dark that Follows 
 
    Hollow Empire – A Serialized Dark Fantasy  
 
    The Gilded Age – Steampunk Comic Book 
 
    There’s Something About Mac – A Veronica Mars Kindle Worlds Novella 
 
    Beyond the Gate: Stores from the World of the Dream Engine – FREE Anthology featuring my short story - The Secrets of Storytelling 
 
      
 
     Piece by Piece - A FREE short story featuring Jason Mills 
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    Phil Elmore is the senior editor of League Entertainment, an intellectual property firm based in Florida. A resident of New York, he can be reached through his website at http://philelmore.com/. 
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    Augment: Human Services 
 
    Armor of God 
 
    Duke Manfist: Bullets, Babes, and Bacon 
 
    'Twas the Night Before Duke Manfist Saved Christmas 
 
    Duke Manfist and the Ghert Permkern 
 
    Duke Manfist: Thanksgiving... With My Fist! 
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    Chad J. Shonk is the award-winning writer of the increasingly popular indie film Dakota Skye and the new science fiction novel Proxy. He is the founder and publisher of Antithesis Publishing as well as a father, a dog owner, a film expert, a reader of history, a decent pizza chef, an exceptional lover, a certified X-Wing pilot, and a devoted fan of the Cincinnati Reds baseball club. Not always in that order. 
 
      
 
    A product of the great states of Ohio, Georgia and California, he currently resides in San Francisco, CA. 
 
      
 
    Visit mynameisdakotaskye.com and justaproxy.com 
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    Proxy (Volume 1) 
 
    Dakota Skye: The Novel – coming Fall 2016 
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    Dakota Skye (Available on DVD via Amazon) 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    About Robert Jeffrey II 
 
      
 
    Robert Jeffrey II is an award winning journalist whose work has appeared in such publications as UVC Magazine, JaDore Magazine, BlackSci-Fi.com, and The Atlanta Voice Newspaper. He is a regular contributor for the Tessera Guild, and his comic book work includes client work for the Centers for Disease Control, and Nitto Tires. His comic book writing includes work on such award winning/ nominated series as his creator-owned series Route 3, Radio Free Amerika, Terminus Team-Up, and Soul of Suw.  
 
    He’s yet to fulfill his dream of pop-locking to save a community center. 
 
    Head to http://robertkjeffrey.wix.com/robertkjeffrey for more info. 
 
    Follow him on Twitter @SYNCHRKJ, Tumblr @robdawriter , and Instagram @robertk.jeffrey.  
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     J. L. Clayton lives in a small town and works at the local post office, delivering mail every day with a smile on her face. She and her husband, Robert, have a 16-year-old daughter, Shyla. J. L. was inspired by the Twilight series to write A Spark of Magic: Chosen Saga Book One, her first novel. 
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    A Spark of Magic – Chosen Saga Book I 
 
      
 
    A Blaze of Magic – Chosen Saga Book II 
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    Roy T. Dodd is the twenty-four year old author of the Sciaphobia series. He lives in St. Louis, Missouri, is a student of psychology and philosophy, and is the self-proclaimed Kobe Bryant of Wastebasketball. 
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    Visit Roy at https://roydodd.wordpress.com/ 
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