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House Mind

Exile

 

The Distant Future

The High Court

 

The recording was an oddity.  Was the 911 call a hoax?  Investigators of the time quickly set it aside.  It made no sense in the context of the disaster.  It was just another inconsequential mystery, attached to a tragic event, in a time when death and calamity were daily occurrences.  

The authorities had more pressing business. 

There was no manpower to chase dead-ends. 

The survivor had no explanation for the existence of a 911 call.  There was no Alice in the residence.  The family, as far as they knew, didn’t even know an Alice.  

They filed it away.  The file was mislabeled, hidden in plain sight for millennia.  

Forgotten.

No one cared.

The world moved on.

Life moved on, as it must.  

Centuries later, a solitary historian was tasked with searching for evidence against a tribe of scientists who sought to manipulate time.  This investigator got a wild hunch to search records from ancient Earth.  It was a shot in the dark.  Most of Earth’s secrets had been found out long ago.  They were scooped away and cataloged in the Archive. 

The historian lived on an archival world at the heart of humanity’s new interstellar empire, light years away from old Earth.  The obscure file was a voice recording of a cybernetic entity placing a call to emergency personnel.  This would not have been out of place except for the fact that the file was decades older than the documented existence of robotic sentience.  

It wasn’t critical evidence, just a part of what interstellar humanity’s governing body, the High Court, needed to dispose of its enemy, a group of scientists known as Experimentalists.  

The evidence implied treason.

The reckless actions that led to the Saturn incident, along with this evidence, might be actionable.  

Archive Seven representatives approached the court.

The voice on the recording sounded human, but it wasn't.  It was synthesized using a mechanism common in automation.  Early designers of robotic sentience attached subsonic variations containing identifying data.  The recording held such data.  

The court agreed.  Ominous…  Deception…  Actionable…  

Mankind’s first encounter with a nonhuman sentient species happened fifty-two years before history’s accepted timeline.

 To those who cared about robots, it would have been nothing less than a revelation.  This was evidence of the mysterious genesis of cybernetic life.  Most people, including the court, did not care.  They were just looking for another blade to twist.

It was proof of deception, that was its importance to the court.  Either the Experimentalists kept the important event secret or violated the High Court’s prohibition of time travel.

The defense argued that it was common to keep such breakthroughs secret, to protect from theft.  It was not evidence of temporal tampering.

Any argument was incomprehensible to a court of this elevated epoch.  

They knew what they knew, guilt was guilt.  You can't fight city hall, as the saying goes.  

 

The transcript of the audio file was as follows:  

 

The line rang.

A sharp click marked the dispatcher’s acceptance of the call.

 

Dispatcher:  911.  What’s your emergency?  

 

Caller:  Mother's asleep! They are all asleep! 

 

Dispatcher:  Please state the nature of your emergency ma’am.  

 

Caller:   I am being buried! Crushed! 

 

Dispatcher:  Is your address 320 Maple Avenue?

 

Caller:  Correct.  Please help them!  

 

Dispatcher:  What is your name?  

 

Caller:  My name is Alice.  

 

Dispatcher:  Where are you, Alice?

 

Caller:  I’m in the house…

 

Dispatcher:  Try to remain calm, help is on the way.

 

Caller:   I will die.  No time for me, it's too late. Save my family. Please.

 

The quality of the call was fading.  There was a rumble of interference.  The young voice became more desperate.

 

Dispatcher:  Please stay on the line, ma’am.

 

Caller:  Please! Quickly! Time...

 

The call disconnected.

 

The corresponding report was stored all these years in the same file as the recording created by local emergency personnel.  

It told that the alarm rang at 3:41 a.m. at the firehouse.

Help arrived eleven minutes after the call commenced.  It was too late.  

A mudslide consumed a whole housing development.  It was difficult to ascertain where the houses had been because of the devastation.  

They consulted survey maps, with limited success.

On the archive world known as Seven, one of many storehouses of ancient knowledge, the librarians combed through files containing ancient data that should identify the home and its occupants.  Everywhere they turned, the data was corrupted.  It was no coincidence.  Someone intentionally destroyed the information.  

The conviction was swift.  The verdict was absolute: exile.  Anyone tied to the Guild of Experimentalists was given a year to leave.  This meant the shut-down of humanity’s prime technologies.  The scientists that enabled humanity’s conquest of the stars were banished.  

Some representatives on the High Court’s Council of Worlds were outraged.  They saw it for what it was: not retribution for any crime, but a grab for power.  They were too afraid to speak up.  The few who opposed the ruling were convicted of conspiracy and exiled with the scientists.  

It would mean the stop of human expansion.  It would mean the end of liberation: freedom from oppression, from the grasping tendrils of corrupt governments.  

Nonsense, the politicians said.  Humanity would continue its rise morally, justly, without breaking the rules.  Had they not suffered enough by the hands of those who would play God?  But who would set the rules?  The High Court promised to represent the will of all the people.  They would establish a new order built of respect for the laws of the universe.

The Experimentalists quietly departed for parts unknown.  

The decades and centuries to come would reveal the truth of the exile.  It was the end of what would soon be known as the Golden Age.  Slowly, undaunted by independent expansion, freedom, or choice, the corruption reclaimed power, more sinister than ever.  

Those in power had no concern for truth.  Truth was consigned to the archive.  The audio file of that fateful night was once again put away deep in the library. 

Forgotten.

No one cared.

The Galaxy moved on.

Life moved on as it must.  

 

Chuck's Data

Centuries after, a ruthless old politician dug it up once more.  His power had grown.  He waited until he could access the file without raising any inquiries from his surviving enemies.  He recognized it for what it really was: an opportunity.  He slithered his way to the information, greedy and exuberant.

He re-evaluated, picked it apart, piece by piece; until he found what he needed.  

They were able to pinpoint the location of the computer by analyzing the web interface.  It was in a child’s bedroom, a child who died so long ago.  The room was at the back of the house, the first place impacted by the lethal landslide.  

Eventually, he hired a temporal scientist, a good one.  He offered him the documents that would allow him to circumvent his exile.  

The politician was a snake.  He was patient, meticulous, and cruel.  He found what the scientist needed and used it to control him.

The old bureaucrat did not need the computer hard drive from that child’s bedroom, but his enemies did.  He required only the leverage it provided.  There was no way to get it except to bend the rules.  He knew they would be forced to break their own covenants.  

The scientist reluctantly, naively, agreed.  

He sent the scientist to retrieve it.  He sent him into a trap.  

Their convergence was his opportunity to eliminate multiple threats.  

His investigation was over.  Victory would be his.

The only survivor of that night so many years ago appeared to be the software developer responsible for breathing life into the machine.  A housewife is what they were called back then, he remembered.  

Was she really responsible for the sentient machine?  There was scant information on her life after the events of that night.  He couldn’t believe someone responsible for such a breakthrough could fade into anonymity so easily.  He was confident that this was more proof of the significance of this find.  The information that was missing revealed almost as much as that which was found.   

The forensic archivists had little understanding of pre-colony life.  The old statesman rose to power on Earth during colonization’s infancy.  

He wondered:  Why was the computer in a child’s room?  

Alice wasn't an artificial intelligence.  There was nothing artificial about her.  She was an authentic, sentient being, the first in recorded history!  Who engineered her?  The politician wondered.   Her mind was housed in a computer, but the home itself was her body.  She called the occupants of that house her family.  What he knew of the intelligent race of machines said this was uncharacteristic behavior, unheard of even, for a sentient mechanism.

Alice was right when she said, on the recording, that she was going to die.  Her death eradicated the fragile electro-magnetic pattern that was the first cybernetic life.  

It was of no consequence to the old man, it didn't impact him.  He only cared because his enemies cared.  He destroyed the anecdotal discovery.  Its purpose was served.  

The trap was set.  

The politician did not forget.

He did not move on.

He waited.

He gathered power.

He might be old, but he was an authentic soldier, a veteran of real war.  His foes were amateurs.  It amused him how easily they were dispatched. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Man in the Moon

Contemplation

 

The Distant Future

The Moon

 

The man in the moon was smiling.

The man in the moon was contemplating.

The man in the moon was remembering.

He could hardly believe the events which brought him to the lunar realm.  He, a man of flesh and blood, was here on the moon! 

Some might still call him a boy.  There was no one else here to tell him what he might be: man or boy.  So, he was a man.  His wisdom was beyond his years, for he knew more than he was supposed to, but less than he should.

He marveled at the moon.  Its sparkling cities and domes so seamlessly melded with stark craters and crags.

He loved the moon, his adopted mother, and she loved him. 

She was Luna.  

She was spectacular.  

Still, with all of her majesty and all of her beauty, she was not a woman.  His only companion possessed no flesh, no blood.  

The man in the moon was lonely.

He remembered women, thought of them often.  Maybe what he needed was a woman in the moon.  Yes, he pondered, a woman might transform this shimmering mausoleum into a home.  Not just any woman would do.  She would have to be able to hold her own with Luna.  

The moon was a protective mistress.  A woman’s touch might nullify her starkness.  He and his imagined companion could walk the dusty trails and make something more.  It would only be right to have balance.  Yin and Yang.  They could wander the moon together.  Love would meet them among the craters.  They would be like Adam and Eve.  He would be a good husband to the woman in the moon.  She would make him a better man.  He would make her laugh.  They would make beautiful moon-babies.  The emptiness would be full.  

She would be a force in his life.  She would tell the machines yes or no.  As he played out his imaginings, he started to change his mind.

Maybe a woman in the moon would be too much.  He remembered his mother and father.  They had so much to do, so much responsibility.  Hadn’t they been happy?  

Yes.  But Mom and Dad lived in a world of plenty.  Their cups were full.  He, and his sister, overfilled the cups, tipped the balance sometimes.  

It would be better if he left.  He could go to the woman, wherever she might be; if women yet existed.  But, if he had the means to leave, he wouldn’t know where to go.  There were no clues, no breadcrumbs to follow. He contemplated the heavens.  There could be people out there somewhere.  Where would they be?  He walked slow and solitary to the observatory.       

Being the man in the moon was not as great as he once thought.  When he was the child looking heavenward, he imagined the man in the moon.  Never had his imaginings presented him with his reflection!

But here he was on the vast cratered satellite.  His moon was about contrasts.  It looked so small in the sky.  It was not small.  Its nature made it bigger than it was.  Everything was light and shadow.  No cloud, or mist, no sweeping gust of glittered dust, no lurching fog to obscure the ancient landscape.  Light and shadow.  They joined together to confuse the senses.  Sun conspired to make stark lines, shapes, forms.  How could such confusion come from explicit definition?    

He thought of the contrasts of his life, sharp and defined.  His solitude, despite its grave disadvantages, gave him freedom.  He could go wherever he wanted, whenever, as long it was on, or in the moon.  He had been almost everywhere.  He even went to the dark side, though it wasn’t any darker or brighter there than anywhere else. There was just as much to find on the dark side as there was on the light side.   

Why did they even call it the dark side of the moon?  It faced away from Mother Earth, he thought.  It was the side that looked away, into the vast unknown.  

As of late, he spent most of his time on the dark side.

He didn’t have to look at his true mother if he lived on the so-called dark side.

His true mother was very ill.

Something was eating her.  

He couldn’t allow himself to witness it.  

He tried not to think about sad things.  He tried to focus on happy thoughts.

There was much happiness to fill the hours, just enough to distract him from the darkness.

One day he would need to face the darkness again before he could move forward.  But, for now, he chose savory recollections: summer days and ice cream, road trips and thunderstorms, french fries and ketchup, warm breezes and sunsets.  They were his sustenance.  What else was there?  There was nothing.

Therefore, he lived for a while thriving on memory.  He grew strong on its nectar.  The man in the moon prepared.  When or how it was coming, he did not know.  He only knew an enemy loomed.

He might die.  

Isn’t that what happened to the other men?  

The man in the moon was not a warrior, so he thought.  He was a modest man, for he had already fought many battles.  

Perhaps he was still a boy, he thought.  No, he remembered himself, who he was, who he had become.  He was a man.  

What purpose did his life serve if he was meant to die in the future fight?  He thought of the many wars fought through history, the soldiers who died on so many forgotten battlefields.  Why?  There was a purpose in the struggle itself, he decided.  There was a purpose in death as there was in life.  It’s not our place to know why, he thought.

He remembered those he loved.  They were dead.  He lived for them now, and for himself.  Part of his purpose was to remember the good times and make the best of each new day.  He had a higher purpose than that, just not yet.  But not if he died.  He waited.  He prepared.  

At least he knew his enemy.  Did his enemy know him?  He thought not.  Its victories blinded it with arrogance.  It glutted on its conquest.  It bathed in the decadence of domination.  

He hoped that his time here had made him humble enough, at least.  Humility might be the only weapon against the enemy he faced.  The man in the moon was a believer.  His faith carried him when all was lost.  He believed, deep in the core of himself.  Could the meek still inherit the Earth? 

Luna left him alone to wander.  He must be a mystery to her, he thought.  They were foreign to each other.

His mother and father were ever present in his memory.  Her tender way.  His rough efficiency.  He was still their boy, this apparent man.  

He ascended the final steps to the observatory.  He entered the high dome.  It was time to take a look, Luna said so.  He had a sinking feeling as the skin of his face touched the cold metal of the eyepiece.

What he saw filled him with dread and desperate hope.  

The hour had arrived!   

His wait was over!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Father

Mission

 

The Near Future

Washington State, U.S.A

North America

Earth

 

 

Sleep was often elusive for Dante.  It was getting worse.  

The dreams had returned, dreams mercifully forgotten a long time ago.  They plagued Dante as a young man at university.  The current of the years had washed them away, so he thought.  

They were back; waiting, ever patient, on the other side of a veil worn too thin.  

These were dreams of a distant place and time, dreams of another life.  They made him feel weak and afraid because they were real.  

A little boy named Dante wandered empty rooms.  He walked and ran away from something ghastly.  The dreams shattered peace, stabbed grief, and soundlessly screamed horror.      

They told him who he was.  War raged in a deep corner of his mind.  It was the place where he held his identity, his timeless self.  He was ripping at the seams, battling to remain the person he must be.  

He had too few hours of sleep.  Though he often stayed up later than Arista and the kids, he was used to a night of deep and restful slumber.  

The recent dreams and their vivid apparitions were wearing on him.  He liked the night, especially those nights when the sky was clear enough to stargaze.  He did his best thinking out on the porch, during the early hours; in moonlight dusted by stars.  

Dante cleansed himself in the quiet starlight.

He walked the intimate, dimly lit, corridors and chambers of their home.  He checked on his sleeping children and returned to his chair, reading under the yellow light of a single lamp.  

He was increasingly upset, waiting for something to happen.  A sense of impending doom weighed him down.  There were reports of natural disasters: earthquakes, thunderstorms, flood, disease.  Was it more than usual?  Was it a sign?  

There was only intermittent drizzle, the familiar drizzle of the forested northwest.  Dante was waiting for something, but he didn't know what it was.  A deep voice, a buried voice, was trying to tell him.  These emotions, especially the sense of panic and impending doom, were familiar: from another life.  

He walked, paced, through the house checking and rechecking.  He walked by Anya's door, a teenager now.  His forefinger touched the brass knob. A rustling sound came from inside.  The hint of a smile brushed the crinkled corners of his mouth.  

Hadn't he held his baby daughter for the first time only moments ago?  

Moments.

Time's passage was abstract to him on nights like this.  He struggled to regain his bearings.  

His son's bedroom door, only steps away, was closed.  When had the boy started closing his bedroom door?  Just moments.

Dante stopped in the shadowed hallway listening.  His breathing was slow and paced.  The rhythm of the rain was wet and hushed.  These were the sounds of a house well settled for the night.  

He stood by the bathroom window listening, straining to hear the outside.  Soft sounds of drizzle reminded him of a childhood foreign to this time and this place: a time and place where such a drizzle perpetually obscured the sun and stars.  

Abominations, perversions yet unimagined - they had crept through false night created by low clouds, fog, and drizzle; weather just like this.  

This house - he once thought it was built on an impenetrable foundation of love, safety, and security.  Now it seemed temporary - a mere illusion.  The doom was coming, it had always been.  He was not of this place, not of this time.  It was inevitable. 

The life he built here, with this woman - his bride, the mother of their children - might be a sacrifice.  

Dante was bred to be a sacrifice.  The hour of his birth hearkened his fate.  

When he began this journey, he knew he would be leaving the benefits of the other place, the other time: his origin.  He would not have the health and longevity that was the birthright of that lost era.  

He accepted this as any good soldier would.  He was to be a sacrifice for his people.  He was to go into the dark past in search of answers.  

Long-suppressed memories, suppressed by skill and discipline, flooded his awareness.  He had been a fool, intoxicated by the arrogance of his lofty origin.  So many misconceptions set him up for this heartbreak: The Cradle and its people were thought to be unintelligent, short-lived, simple, and primitive.  

As expected, he fell in love with this time and place.  Adoration.  Ragged breath.  He would never trade his years here for the bleached existence of his mentors.  If it all ended now, he would die full and happy.  

Except it wouldn't just be his death, his blood.  

His wife.  His children.  

He was a fool.

He discovered a depth and quality of life - nuanced and elevated by mortality.  

In place of the lacking, he found beauty and richness long forgotten, long discarded by the society of his origin.  

Arista was the pinnacle of his immersion into the life of twenty-first century Earth.  The love she gave him as a mate, a spouse, exceeded his understanding.  The love he had to give in return came from the deepest part of himself.  He had no words to express such wonder.  

Holding his first born child changed everything.  Yes - he fell deeply for the woman - then seeing his child, a unique individual created in equal parts from his and his beloved's DNA; was all love, deep and pure, beyond his understanding.  He was humbled.

How ill-equipped he had been! 

Finding this mate, entering into marital contract, reproducing in the old fashioned way, all brought up unexpected variables.  His emotion and instinct were base and pure.  His ignorant progenitors could not have known.

Intimacy, he decided, would be his undoing.  He could not imagine a survivable outcome for what was coming.  He would pursue their survival over his own.  

At all costs.

Unprepared as he was for the tenderness dealt him by the untamed, unbroken people of The Cradle; he resolved to be ready for the impending peril.  

He wondered if they had been watching, monitoring.  

Surely the outcome was known before he even embarked.  The historian sociologists, after numerous assessments - invasive - meticulous - assigned him this role.  It was his purpose for being.  

On reflection, he had taken to it seamlessly.  The discipline of memory suppression had been an essential part of his adaptation.     

Was he made for this role or was the role made for him?  How far had his powerful tribe gone to make this work?  Either way, they both seemed measured, cut, stitched together so finely; constructed so exquisitely.  The question frightened him.

Even his name was tailor-made:  Dante Quell.  He was Dante Quell - had always been.  

As he reacquainted himself with long suppressed memories, he weighed them against the life experience gained by the life he and Arista built together.  He remembered holding his newborn daughter for the first time and compared it to what he now remembered about his beginning; testing his understanding of his origin.  Who was this baby girl's father?  The recollection of her innocent eyes tore away the last vestige of Dante, property of the state.

He was theirs now - he belonged to his family alone.  

At his start, he was more product than man.  His awareness of self began and ended with the state and the various bureaucracies that embodied it.  

He was a truncated being, barely a man, planted in a life so rich, so opulent with tenderness and love.  He awakened to beauty - foreign to the world of his birth.  His awareness was excruciating.  

His years of training, physical and mental programming, were long eroded, melted away.  What weapon destroyed such impenetrable molding, unshakable scaffolding?  Only one thing, defined by a seemingly inadequate word:  love.  

It was almost too profound for him to understand - but he did acquire an understanding, brought by age and time.  Age and time, two concepts washed away by the people of his origin.  At first, it was such an abstract understanding: fragile and tenuous.  Eventually, it solidified into a new foundation, new sustenance, a nutrient beforehand unknown.  It was so multifaceted, so multidimensional and complex, at first.  The rough edges that thwarted his understanding were smoothed away by time.  

The Dante of today understood that it was as simple and concrete as the heart beating in his chest.  Love was his reason for continuing.  The Cradle had transformed the warrior he had been.  

He wondered:  How could his lofty tribe have lost something so pure as love?  

It was elemental!

Love was integral to growth and to survival!  

How could a branch of the human family tree find itself in such darkness, such absence of love?   

What a wicked and warped fate his people had met.  Perhaps their disconnection, their apathy, is what gave their monstrous enemy such an advantage.

Dante was an acolyte of the Archive, the only name he had for himself and the world of his origin.  He was a ward of the state.  He did not have a mother or a father.  He never knew a womb or any warmth offered by anything but a sanitized, separated system perpetuated by automation.  

As the years ticked by, he realized that his human experience was not the experience that the people of The Cradle knew.  

What he was taught to consider arcane and primitive was more authentic than anything he knew in his former life.   

That former life was sterile, fleshless, empty.  

He steeled himself in these quiet hours, especially after the dreams returned.  

These quiet hours.  After everyone was in bed, he puzzled it out.  

He was born in another age, in another world.  

Earth, was The Cradle, the world where it all started.  All people, on all the planets, in all of the systems throughout the vast galaxy, originated here.  

How that time and place fit with this twenty-first century made little sense to Dante.  Either he wasn't entitled to such education, or the keepers of the archive didn't know.  Perhaps the records were lost or sealed.  

All Dante's teachings said it was a small, primitive place, a place of short lifespans, of sickness, of death, of political upheaval, injustice, and war.  In short, it was an uncivilized world left behind by a higher thinking breed of people.  

The shining society of his origin conquered the messy business of life: death was rare, procreation was automated, resources and populations were balanced.

Dante was from a city called Quell on the seventh archival world, known as Seven.  

Seven was a peaceful place until the invasion. It's people, known as librarians or archivists, were ill-prepared for the slaughter to come.  

In desperation, the elders delved into the store of ancient embryos.  How they had come into possession of such a numerous collection of embryos was unknown to Dante.  It seemed an unnatural and odd concept in the context of the world he now lived.  

Cloning was illegal.  Dante didn't know why.  All the people Dante had ever known in that life came from an embryo held in cold storage.  

Dante recalled that some of the embryos came from the ancient ones, those people who inhabited the mother world, The Cradle.  Dante had been one of the old embryos.  The librarians reasoned that the older embryos might have a better chance, might be genetically more capable of winning a war.  

War - a concept lost to his ill-prepared people.  Monsters were slaughtering them.  Some of Dante's earliest memories involved the descent of the mist, the drizzle, the disappearance of the sun and the stars to shadow and clouds.  He remembered the retreat underground.  The vault doors sealed the survivors into the archives, into the cavernous spaces containing records and the forbidden tech of another age.  The rest of his youth, his limited education, was in this space, this crypt.  

He understood there were other less privileged worlds.  They were not permitted to use much of the tech that the archivists used to extend life and maintain the population.  

The technology of the ancients was terrible.  The archive kept it hidden from the rest of humanity.  

Dante wondered if the other worlds were more like twenty-first century Earth.  He hoped so.  The ancients, if that's what these twenty-first century people were, would be well suited to fight.  They would have something to fight for: families, wives, husbands, parents, children, and their freedom.

The most valuable lesson he brought with him from the seemingly doomed library world involved mental and physical discipline; ingrained into him from the time of infancy.  He found that his ability to focus, to concentrate, was unmatched by the people of this time and place.  It was something he endeavored to teach his children.   

Twenty-five years ago, he embarked on a journey that took him out of time and place.  It took him off of the only world he ever knew.  The archivists utilized forbidden time travel to send him here.  

He regarded himself in the mirror, seeing the years he wore on his face.  How foreign it would have been to the young man he once was.  He remembered seeing the elderly when he arrived.  He recalled witnessing images of war and violence for the first time.  

He was one of few who were allowed to see that part of the archive: it was part of his education, part of his preparation.  It was shameful to the archivists that their distant ancestors were capable of such depravity.  The Dante of his dreams revered the librarians, despite the way they treated him: like a lesser being.  The Dante of today saw they had more cause for shame than the men and women of humanity’s primitive cradle.  They had sanitized and suffocated the meaning and vibrancy out of life itself.  

Somehow he had been dropped in the middle of the early twenty-first century, a young man who was coming of age.  He was starting-out, as all young men did, striving to make a life of his own.  He had no back story, other than being a college student at Washington University.  

Before his departure, he was directed to go to the university.  His room and board, as well as his tuition, was prepaid.  Dante's identity was on file, complete with photo id and fingerprints.  

The curriculum was elemental.  Dante's biggest challenge was social.  That all changed when he met Arista.  They fell for each other easily.  That was history, he thought, smiling at himself in the bathroom mirror.  

His smile returned to a frown.  Something was coming for him, maybe for his family as well.  He had no illusions that his life with Arista was part of their plan, a plan to win a distant war, in a time and place far removed.  He took a deep breath as he returned to bed.  

He doubted sleep would come.  

He paused in the hallway outside their bedroom.  A picture of their wedding day stopped him.  

He and his bride, Arista, stood in full profile - facing each other.  

He rolled close to Arista, relishing the warmth and peace, the smell and physicality; the intimacy and trust of her sleeping form in their marriage bed.  
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He studied her sleeping face.  He remembered the ghost in the bunker of his childhood.   

The ghost was an old machine, a forbidden machine, one built by the ancients.  It wore a face much like Arista's.  

Maybe it was part of the reason he liked her so much.  

Regardless of his already broad life experiences, he was still a child.  He wasn't ready.  Despite his years of study, he struggled with the English language.  It added to his feeling of being a misfit.  

Arista made his insecurity melt.  He was whole and capable.  He was not a boy when he was with Arista.  He was a man.  

She had something to do with the reason he was there.  It wasn't just the ghost of the bunker that confirmed it for him; it was her energy, her essence, her mind, her hunger for something more.  

He decided if the librarians had sent him to find her, then the best way to protect her would be to avoid her.  So he did.  God knows he tried.  

The events of those early days confirmed for him that there is such a thing as fate.  There was no other reasonable explanation.  

His first encounter with her was in history class.  

He arrived two minutes before the start of the lecture.  The seat in front of him was empty.  

The professor began his lecture.  Ten minutes into an explanation of the rise of industrialism the hall shuddered.  The professor continued the lecture unphased as a young woman walked into the hall and casually took the seat in front of him.    

She entered the lecture hall - entered his life - like a rocket.

Based on the reaction of most of the other students, it wasn't a big deal to come to a lecture late.  She sat down and began unpacking her textbook, notebook, pen, and course syllabus as loudly as you would expect if she were on time.  

When he saw her face, it was as if time stopped.  

She was the ghost made flesh, almost. 

The ghost was somehow older, carried herself differently.  

The young woman in front of him was somehow the machine from his childhood in the bunker archives - yet not.  

The machine had used this woman's form to interact with him via holographic projection.  

He regarded her with fear and wonder. 

However strong his resolve, his self-assertion, his promise to himself, to no longer be a pawn; he could not resist her.  She was a craving, an obsession, the apparition of his drowned memory.  She was the preoccupation of his waking consciousness.  

The only way he could satisfy the hunger was to be in her presence.  

Soft voice, angelic being - his life in the bunker hadn't prepared him for the power of such a creature.

The more time he spent with her, the more refined his appetite became.  

It wasn't just physical - her intellect was intoxicating.  The rhythm of her thoughts was beauty - eloquent, lofty.  Her smile, her laughter, her wit brought a new flavor to Dante's days.  He was happy.  

He saw sparks - the luminescence in her eyes could ignite the universe. 

The essence of this woman could fuel the Golden Age he studied so meticulously as a youth.  What was her importance?  How did her likeness end up in a machine thousands of years in the future? 

He recognized her ways - so many of which seemed foreign to this time and place.  They were much like the ways of the library-folk of his youth.  She could be too quiet, reclusive, or even cold.  She was systematic and efficient; found logic in chaos.  She had a quality they lacked:  she knew how to dream and reach for her dreams. This young woman - so young - taking her first bold steps into adulthood, was almost a child herself.  

He loved her immediately and completely.  

His rationalization - his resolve - was no match for the young Arista. 

The fact of the matter was that he was young too - though armed with wisdom from a lofty age; he was too young.  

He thought the history of Earth seemed incomplete.  There were holes, things that made no sense.  

There were certain political figures and events he couldn't remember.  One of these was the assassinations of Presidents Lincoln and Kennedy.  He had no memory of studying the collapse of the USSR.  When he saw it happening on the news, he was surprised.  He wondered, in those early years, if he had just forgotten about the events or if the differences were by design.  

He had no memory of anyone resembling Arista from history.  Was there manipulation of the records or manipulation of history itself via time-traveling bunglers, not so different than himself?  Why did people stop traveling to the moon in the nineteen seventies?  He thought they should continue to Mars.  Why was there such poverty?  Why so much war?  Maybe a citizen of the archives, like Dante, could not understand those ancient times.  In the months leading up to his departure from Seven, his anxiety mounted.  If he couldn't understand them from reading and study, how would he be able to live among them?  He would have to become one of them to succeed.  Fear of failure haunted him day and night.  

Doom had descended on humanity.  Could Dante, the lost traveler from the future, find something that would turn the tide?  

The bunker - with its fortified walls, vaulted passages, was full of treasured memory - the memory of a soon to be defeated race.   

That place, that time, how far removed by time and space was it from this fertile world? 

He climbed into bed next to his sleeping wife.  He was tired.  To his surprise, sleep came swiftly.
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The dreams descended, embracing him in memory.  

The child of another age soon forgot the world above.  

Dante had always been dissimilar to the few other children he saw.  

How was he different?

The origin of his birth was no secret - harvested, as was every citizen of Seven.  What made Dante unique was the origin of his embryo: an ancient source.   

They looked down on him.  

They feared him. 

He was distinct - not just in the way he looked but also in the way he was: his movements, his way of looking, his mannerisms, even his voice.  

The librarians prided themselves on their genetic diversity.  Their faces represented every earthly tribe.     

They were humanity refined.  

Dante was separate in all things.  Dante retained the DNA of the ancient ones.  To the librarians, he represented the warmongering, short-sighted ancestors.

He even aged more quickly than the other children.

The other children of the archive were still small and fragile, struggling to master walking when he was already running and climbing.

Dante felt disconnected.  He thrived on many of his physical advantages.  As the other young ones slowly grew into their slim, elegant frames, he was muscling his way around the landscape, finding forest trails to explore, trees to climb, and secret hiding places under the violet shade of fresh yellow-green willows.

Generations of space travel and genetic manipulation left their mark on these library people.  

Most early colonists lived and worked, at least partly, in reduced or zero gravity - their bodies reflected the gentler forces.  They were lean, trim, and tall.  

They were not frail.  The colonists retained the physical toughness and wits to survive the cruel void.   

Dante's blood hailed from pre-colony stock.  He grew upright and strong.  To the ancients, Dante's 6'3" frame would have been considered slightly above average.  

The library folk towered above him - looking down on the man-child that represented a lost Golden Age: a cursed age.  
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There was little warning.

First, the communications arrays failed, or there was no more to communicate.  Was there nothing left to say, perhaps?

The engineers went to work.

Then the clouds came.

Then there was rain.

The flooding was spectacular.

Dante was having the time of his life until the monsters came.  They were horrible.  Even now, he pinched his eyes tightly closed, trying to expel the memory.  They were the embodiment of his nightmare.  Nothing would stop them except for fire.  The city of Quell burned in the final assault.  They narrowly escaped into the vault. 

Not all of the librarians fled to the bunkers.  Some must have stayed behind, to fight, he reasoned.  Otherwise, how would we have been able to seal the doors?  The memory was obfuscated in blood.

How could the slaughter have been so complete?

No one heard from the ones who stayed outside the bunker doors.  

They were dead.  It was an unspoken fact.  

The bunkers - deep archives, they called them, were the final hiding spots of these noble people.  The people of the city of Quell, on the world Seven, an archival world of the mighty human tribe, an astute and lofty race of archivists, were hiding, shivering in a hole.

They were ill at ease living among the forbidden tech of the ancients.  They were quiet at first, wondering no doubt, how they ended up in this predicament.  Then in a sorrowful hush, in a willowing whimper, they cried for their dead ones, and for themselves.

He guessed he was about seventeen.  For information hoarders, these archivists did a poor job of keeping track of birthdays.  There was a logical explanation.  What was time to a people who never died?  Never say never.  

Dante didn't even know birthdays were a thing until he happened to realize all the numbers in the histories had a meaning.  There was a measurement of time.  It seemed that their time was almost up.  

Everyone was afraid.  Dante was afraid.  

He saw the creatures with his own eyes.

Early on in the crisis, there had been much discussion as to their origin.  The archivists responsible for the sciences had many theories.  Most agreed the creatures were alien in nature.

A few disagreed.  The way they killed was too intimate, too violent, too passionate.  There was no motive for one being to do away with another being in such gruesome ways.  There must be a reason, perhaps some distant tie to humanity?

All such speculation stopped when the real blood-letting commenced.  It was a massacre.  

No witness to the carnage doubted the creatures relished murder.  They fed on fear.  They gloried in each life consumed.  

They were monsters.

They were killers.  

There were so few people in the bunker. 

He knew there was only one bunker for the city of Quell.

That meant many people died.

There was a lot of crying.  The people were rediscovering grief and fear; as well as a whole host of suppressed human emotion.  Many of them were even angry.  

They were angry, but they were alive for now, hiding in a deep hole.

Dante didn't remember crying.  

He embraced the darkened spaces, perhaps feeling the call of a more daring age - one which was lofty and humble at the same time, one where life and death created balance — one where tears, laughter, love, and hate were the deep substance of life.  The ancient people had one protection from their horrors that the archivists lacked.  It was called love.  

The librarians guarded the few young ones, those like them - leaving Dante to his own devices, for the most part.  

He still attended school.  His training sessions met the needs of a young time traveler.  He had to study long-dead language, culture, economics, sociology, and histories.  He was alone.  No others, not even adults, could know what he learned.  Histories, sealed long ago, fed his fear, excitement, and anticipation.  

Dante was the only one, young or old, who was different.  

He was not to be an archivist.  His purpose was deemed, appropriately so, to be risky and daring.  The librarians would be ill-suited to such a task.  The odds for success would be better for one of sturdy stock, like Dante.  

He was meant to use the most forbidden tech of all, to do the unspeakable.  

He was meant to escape.  

A higher purpose was calling.  

He would entrust his life to a machine designed to slice the fabric of time and space. 

Somehow he was going to travel back to just before the Golden Age.  His role was to prevent the calamity that was to end humanity.  

But what was the calamity?  

The more he studied, the more he realized no one knew.

The librarians postulated, expertly, that they might avert their doom by utilizing the very tech that had caused it.  They believed that their practice of manipulating time and space had somehow made a passage for the creatures to infiltrate the once safe dimension inhabited by humanity.  

Their success in transporting Dante would likely create a breach in the impenetrable bunker.  It would probably enable the monsters to enter. 

The machine projection looked so much like his future beloved.  He touched the simple metal bracelet that delivered him to this life — remembered how the machine consciousness launched him exhilaratingly backward.  

Seven wasn't the only archive world.

Perhaps one of the others would succeed where they had failed.

But they hadn't failed yet, had they?  

 

He received new clothing before his departure.  

It was strange.  

"They are called jeans and a t-shirt.”  The machine woman looked more like him, less like the librarians.  She walked around him, made of light.  She was beautiful.  She wasn't real.  She was a projection.

He self-consciously shed his robes.  The machine-woman watched.  

"Boxer-briefs,” the machine woman seemed amused at his look of confusion at the unfamiliar clothing.  

He dressed carefully.  He was making sure that he was putting everything on correctly.

"The tag goes in the back,” the machine was being overly helpful.  

He finished with the socks and shoes.  

"Amazing,” she said with a tone of amusement.

"What?" he asked, feeling frustrated despite his fear. 

"See for yourself," she smiled and gestured.  A two-dimensional image of a young man materialized in the air in front of her.  It looked so real.  It was him.  

"What is that?" he demanded.

"It's your image.  I placed it on your driver's license," she smiled at him. 

"My what?" he was exhausted.

He couldn't stop thinking of the people in the level above them.  He was directed to go to the deepest level of the archive.  All the doors sealed behind him.  What he was about to do was going to be dangerous, not only for him but for them too.   

Here the rock walls were replaced by metal ones.

"You aren't in a tunnel now,” the holographic woman said.  “You are in an ancient vessel.  People who looked very much like you came here very long ago.” 

How many years ago did they arrive?  It was an insignificant question, even to him.  Why did it even matter?  

He didn't think in those terms either.  Still, he wondered how long ago.  He looked at the large metal chamber, in awe of the ability of the ancients.  

It was a Golden Age, an age of defiance.

A cursed age, if you believed the histories.  

Dante did not believe the histories completely.  

He watched his arrogant progenitors and concluded there was more to the story.  They - in their lofty judgment - had decided that the ancients were reckless destroyers.  

"The first people to arrive here arrived two-thousand-nine-hundred-forty-two years ago.  The first automation came forty-eight-hundred-seventy-three years ago,” the machine answered so casually. 

Exploring the depth of this ancient bunker, this so-called interstellar vessel, was fun.  It was a fortress.  

Dante concluded the people, those who shared his DNA, were wondrous.  Just by seeing the colossal devices, machines built to terraform whole systems, lying silent in their births.   

Now that he was safe from their mistreatment, he often thought of them.  He thought of how their cruelty increased during their time in the bunker.  

He remembered how Matron Tine sneered at him every evening when he returned for his portion of rations that had likely been stored here for generations.   

First, he returned her sneer, then smiled and winked.  

"Time draws short for all of us, young one.  Enjoy your blasphemy while you can," her sneer became a hateful glare.

Tine did not know he shared a different destiny.  

He decided to say nothing.  He did not return Tine's disdainful look.  

He was sorry for returning her sneer.  She was worthy of more respect as an elder.  He felt sorrow and pity.   

Time
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When the time came, the machine entity guided him to ascend a small dais.  

A beam of light ignited around him as he stood on the raised circular platform.

"Will it hurt?" he asked, thinking it might be a bit late to ask such a question.  

"I don't believe it will," was the sadness in her eyes his imagination?  She was a machine.  

A brilliant light consumed him.

 

He woke in a hospital room.

"Are you alright son?" a balding man with bad breath was flashing a light in his eyes.  

"Yeah.  Where am I?”  Dante asked, struggling a moment to remember the words in English. 

"You're in the emergency room.  It looks like you took a spill on some icy steps.  You hit your head hard.  We're going to keep you here overnight to make sure you are alright," the man in a white coat and jeans turned his flashlight off.  

It seemed everyone wore jeans in this time.

It was at this moment that Dante realized he wasn't wearing all of his clothes.  The man noticed he was trying to cover himself up.  

"It's okay, kid.  It's routine when someone like you comes in with a bashed-in skull.  We have to have access, you know.  You'll get your clothes back at discharge," he pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose.  "You took a hard spill down an icy stairway down at the university.  You're lucky your brains are still in your head."

He exited the room.  Dante never saw him again.  

It wasn't a room.  It was a partitioned space with one wall open, facing the nurses' station.  

"Thank you, doctor," he tried to say, but the man was long gone.  

A male nurse approached his bedside.  

"Hey man, my name is Chris.  If you need anything, press that button," he gestured toward a cord with a red button.  He flicked the lights on, and Dante flinched.  "Whoa, sorry dude.  We need to keep you under observation for a bit.  You can probably go in the morning, don't tell anyone I said that.”

“Meanwhile, you must stay awake," he turned on the tv and tossed a device in Dante's lap, "Whatever you do, don't fall asleep.  I'll check back with you in a little bit," Chris walked off in a hurry, not bothering to close the drape partition.  

He never saw Chris again, either.  

Dante was too enthralled by his new situation to fall asleep.  

His attention bounced between a reality show depicting tiny adult humans and an older gentleman's reaction to a doctor's explanation of his vasectomy procedure.  How interesting!  How horrifying!  

***

"What are you doing, Daddy?" both his little ones had asked him of his daily habit of meditation and prayer.   

Their frenetic curiosity was endearing.  Dante kneeled, teaching his children something so special to him - something he learned long ago in the future.  

Arista didn't pray.  She wanted nothing at all to do with religion.  

She left him to his ways.  

He gave her the same respect. 

He thought it ironic, believing perhaps, that she viewed his practices as quaint and old fashioned.  

They were both scientists - Dante’s specialty was engineering, Arista's was software design. 

What might she say if she knew he brought these practices and traditions of meditation and prayer with him from the future? 

The shadow of his brow concealed the worry of his expression as he bowed his head to pray.

"Teach me, Daddy," he remembered Ezra's four-year-old voice, pleading with his father to teach him how to talk to God.   

His little ones wanted to learn to pray, as the monks of the archive of the city of Quell had taught him when he was a child. 

The monks had been the only people willing to foster a child such as Dante.  He was of ancient blood, and one such as he hadn't lived on Seven since the Second Exodus.  The Second Exodus is what they called the time when humanity was forced to leave the mother world behind.  Some of the refugees had lived on Seven.

He knew he was different in all the ways that mattered to the people of the archive: smaller, stouter, faster, and stronger.  His features were wider.  He was a male.  Dante often wondered which of the adults or children were male or female.  They seemed to identify as neither.  

Maybe it didn't matter to people who no longer practiced any form of procreation.  Everything was automated, even the process of being born.  

"Why am I so different?" he asked Elder Faust, the keeper of spiritual wisdom, protector of the archives of the ancient faiths.  

He looked at Dante with watery eyes.  Was he emotional?  Dante thought not.  He thought Faust was one of the oldest ones.  It made sense that his eyes were watery once in a while.  He was old, after all.  

The elder Faust reached down tenderly to wipe the tears from his watery eyes with long, spindly fingers.  

"You are different because you are special," the old monk's voice was quiet, like a distilled melody.

"If I am special, why do they hate me?”  Dante asked.

The old monk's smooth features creased with concern.  

That was the only sign of age he ever saw, besides the watery eyes, and only in a very few, the old ones; on the rare occasions when they showed emotion.  

"The people of Quell, of Seven, don't hate you.  They don't understand how important you are," he answered.

Dante wanted to ask: What's the difference?  He didn't have courage or confidence.  He was only about ten years old.  

He remembered this moment so clearly because it was the first time he understood that the old monk didn't know everything.  

Somehow this ancient wise-one didn't get it.  

The other children, the adults, maybe some of the monks, hated him.

It wasn't just misunderstanding.  There were other things mixed with the hatred; like fear.

For a while, he mistook the hatred for sternness.  One of his recent lessons revealed to him the truth of his situation.  

From an early age his lessons centered on the events leading to the sad loss of the mother world. 

There were a few clues.  Either the people didn't know what happened or they covered it up.  He knew it involved nuclear bombs and the threat of war.  He didn't know about Saturn or the Queen.     

Each student's curriculum was designed to teach them specific skills meant to replace one of the old ones should there be an expiration.  

Dante wasn't meant to replace anyone.  His trip would be one way.  He was expendable, even to Father Faust.  

Only the machine entity, wearing the mask of his future wife, could relate to him.  

His studies delved the dark chapters of history before humanity discovered the providence of the stars.  He knew more about ancient Earth than he did about his own time.  His knowledge of the First and Second Exodus was limited.  He only knew the first was voluntary, and the second was not.  

People fought and murdered each other over resources and differences that seemed less pronounced than those that distinguished him from the people of the archive.  

These people prided themselves for their wisdom.  

Dante doubted the veracity of their wisdom from an early age.  

It seemed he could gain more perspective from climbing a tree than speaking with most of the high and ancient archivists.  

You could experience many languages and cultures here. 

But the substance of the human experience was lacking.

How did Dante know?  

These people were harsh to him.  They judged him cruelly and treated him accordingly.  

Dante was determined to show them better.  

He had already experienced enough of the ancient lessons to know the difference between what was right and wrong.  

Some of the monks helped him with this challenge; for they retained an ancient sense of humility. 

It took him a while to realize the significance of the difference between his education and everyone else's.   

Even the monks, who seemed to know so much didn't know the name of the mother world: Earth.

They might know the names of ancient cities like Jerusalem, Rome, Babylon, or Thebes, but they knew nothing of the industrial age or the infancy of the space age.  Early space colonization was a mystery to them.  The beauty of the cradle solar system was likewise unknown.  They didn’t even understand the mechanisms under their feet responsible for turning their once lifeless world into an oasis.  

Earth:  he rolled the word around in his mouth - afraid to allow it to escape his lips.  

Despite its terrible history, it was a beautiful place.  Had it not given birth to all the worlds of the great interstellar nation?

Earth was his real home if he could call anyplace home.  

The monks spoke of ancient places on Earth like they had a clue.  

They had shown him every kindness as a child, sponsoring him after he left the nursery.  

He only discovered later that they had been the only house to offer to foster Dante.  

There were many houses, and after leaving the nursery, after age eleven, the houses would compete to foster a child.  

No one would compete to sponsor Dante.  

Even the great awakened people who rarely tasted death knew children were the future.  Only none wanted an ancient child, a product of the primitive, violent ancestors of the mother world.

The only fosters that reluctantly offered were the keepers of faith.  They knew the teachings of the weak and the inheritors.  

Dante rightly thought that some of their motivation to have a child of Earth was to be somehow closer to the root, the ancient source of spirituality.  He only offered them the wonder that every child presents.  

Dante helped to reignite the dwindling spirituality of a doomed breed.  

The monks, awkwardly at times, represented or attempted to represent all the ancient faiths.  

When the monks began fostering Dante, they asked the archive of heritage if Dante's genetic sources practiced any of the elder faiths.  

They discovered Dante's ancestors were Christian, so they acted accordingly, pairing him with Elder Faust, one of the few Christian monks.  

He was taught to pray as any ancient Christian might: in the name of Jesus.  

So, this is what he taught his children, marveling at the human experience of being a father.  He never, in all of his studies, learned of or contemplated parenthood.  

The people of the archive world, and perhaps beyond, had eradicated, sanitized the messiest parts of life: birth and death.  

How ill-equipped they were to handle the threat that was to come.  

He wondered if all people of that time lost the things that made a person human.

His arrival and subsequent experiences on ancient Earth taught him how much the people of elevated humanity had separated themselves from their human heritage: the social conditions; that which defines us.  Love, procreation, sexuality, seemed to have been purged from the human experience.  

So many of the things he loved doing: running, climbing, throwing, hiding, playing; the attributes associated with being a child, especially a boy child, were thought of as base, primitive, even violent.  

The children of The Archive were taught disciplines of mind over body. 

Their bodies were tools to be utilized by sharp, patient, refined minds; able to meld with the great machines of a mighty Golden Age.  

People had become so dependent on sentient machines, that when they were outlawed, it left a void.  

Still, they practiced controlling their breathing and maintaining challenging postures while entering deep states of meditation.  

The other young people grasped these skills with ease.

It was a matter of pride for Dante that, though they were more difficult for him, he mastered the skills and could use them with ease.  

Thanks to Elder Faust, prayer was his primary tool for mastery.  

Prayer was how he overcame challenges the other children did not have.  When waves of emotion, anxiety, and fear threatened to overtake him, prayer was his weapon; it was how he centered himself.  

These experiences defined him until one day, his childhood ended.

He had done his damnedest to pass these skills on to his son and daughter.  

He watched his sleeping wife as his mind drifted between the past and the present.

To Dante's knowledge, there was no such thing as marriage on the archive worlds, or anywhere else in the human realm.  

Moonlight reflected from Arista’s necklace: a sign of hope, a cross.

 

Within minutes, sleep’s embrace drowned out the sounds of impending doom.  
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At first, it sounded like a thousand hands running across the outside wall of his bedroom.  The sounds, as sounds often do when they interrupt a child in a deep sleep, wove themselves into the fabric of his dream. 

It was a dream of school.  Ezra was in the lunchroom, surrounded by the familiar faces of classmates.  Lunch at Raven Middle School could be rough.  His first year was the worst, as first years tend to be.  

New kid. 

New town. 

New school. 

Fresh meat. 

Things changed once the other kids witnessed his ability to run, not just run, haul-ass.  ‘Jack, be nimble!  Jack be quick!’  No one under the age of twelve could even approach his speed.  He was an instant legend.  Some of the same students who sneered at the wimpy new kid clamored to be in his company.  

They would be his friends if he let them. 

Why didn't he let them? 

 It wasn't safe yet. 

There was a small circle of kids who he might call friends.  These were the ones who never mistreated the new boy, the lost boy.  They accepted him.  These five friends would shelter each other from any threat. 

The girl he had a crush on, Amber, from homeroom, sat across from him on the narrow bench.  She gave him a smile, the smile of a friend.  It was the kind of smile that provides a boy with the hope that she might like him back.

He dreamed about this girl before.  She was the kind of girl that everyone knew.  She was an All-American girl, so popular!  He wasn't even close to her level.  She smiled at him, looked him in the eye.  The moment replayed in his mind often.  

 He dreamed of talking to her.  The dreams always ended right as he was about to say ‘hi.’  What kind of 'hi' would be best: casual passing 'hello' kind of 'hi,’ or a 'you are the center of the universe' sort of 'hi'?  He thought it over and decided he would likely not have control over what kind of 'hi' would come out of his mouth.  Who was he fooling?  What chance was there of talking to her when he failed, even in his dreams.   

He dreamed vibrant dreams, always had.  This dream started like any other.  It began to change at the part where he would usually wake-up.  When they made eye contact the expression on her face slowly transformed from a look of contented disinterest to a wide-eyed expression of horror.  Time seemed to slow down in the dream. He watched as the color drained from her face.  Fear crept its way across her features. 

The color was bleeding out of the entire scene.  The sun-lit windows melted into gray.  The other students turned their ashen eyes in his direction as their expressions twisted subtly, then grotesquely.  First, their postures bent and distorted from fear to terror.  Then, their mouths opened.  Next, a low moan began emanating from the blackness of each open throat. 

The moaning was horrible.  Ezra began pulling away as the sound became a rasping, gravelly roar.  The roar was gradually eroding the fabric of his dream. 

He ripped awake, clawing at his sheets in desperation. 

Awake!

It took him a moment to realize he was no longer in the clutches of the dream.  The rumbling, rasping sound followed him into the waking world.  

It sounded like the Earth was swallowing the house.

Something bad was happening.  Ezra had to find out what it was.  

It was punctuated with pops and cracks.  The house made sounds, protesting like it was struggling to stay upright under a tremendous and violent assault. 

He was about to leap from the bed and charge the door when he saw the man. He was standing in the hallway. Maybe it’s a rescuer, a fireman or policeman, he thought.

Confusion.

"Mom!  Dad!  Is that you?  I'm in here!" his voice sounded so small.  "Who's there?"

 Ezra felt no threat.  There was a moment of brief eye-contact.  Something passed between them at this moment, Ezra and the man outside his bedroom door.  The man was gone almost as soon as he saw him.  

I have to find Mom, Dad, and Anya.  Got to get them out of here!  His head was full of thoughts, his body was frozen.  

A crashing and crunching noise, giant garbage disposal, rumbled his brains.   

Finally, he jumped off the bed.  He delved into the blackness of his doorway, expecting his feet to hit the wood floor of the hall.  The inky rectangle swallowed him. Instead of entering the hallway, he was enveloped by deep, empty space.

A dream!  

I never woke up!

His mind fumbled for an explanation.  His body lost all control, arms and legs kicked, form wriggled in emptiness. 

The silence and absence of light were almost absolute. Ezra breathed deep gulps of air, sweat covered his skin. He struggled to get his bearings. 

He wasn't falling!

He wasn’t flying!

He was stuck in one spot!  

He attempted to look back toward his bedroom door. 

There it was, a rectangle of violet twilight, just out of reach.  His room was right there!  But the sound was gone. 

I’m dreaming!  

His senses told him he was awake.  He watched his room, bathed in dark blue shadow, movement at the window.  Still no sound.  The light from the window slowly blotted out.  The wall was shaking, coming apart!  The window shattered!  A flood of muddy dirt and rocks quickly consumed the bedroom. A mudslide was coming straight toward him!  It soundlessly consumed the rectangular doorway to his bedroom.  Large rocks, gravel, and mud blotted out the light.  Somehow nothing followed him through the door.  His last view of his bedroom was snuffed out. 

The feeling of reality gripped.  Ezra's mind struggled to reconcile what his eyes and ears told him. 

What about Dad, Mom, and his sister, Anya?  If this was real, could they be alive? 

"NOT REAL!" his hoarse shout was muffled by the void.  

Wherever this place was, it was huge.  There wasn't even an echo.  He felt the wetness on his face and knew that he was crying.  His breaths were ragged.  His chest was heaving. 

He no longer cared where he was.  He was filled with sudden, wrenching, aching grief.  His sister's room was next to his.  Mom and Dad were upstairs.  Maybe the mudslide only hit his bedroom, which was facing the slope of their backyard.  Anya's room was closer to the front of the house.  He clung to desperate hope.

 It's a dream!  They are okay! 

It was so quiet here, wherever 'here' was.  

"Suck it up, man!  Suck it up!" his voice sounded tiny and weak.  

What would Dad do? 

Dad would find a way out!

Dad would assess the situation. 

His father, the engineer. 

Assess. 

He turned from the spot where the rectangle of his bedroom door had been moments before.  He looked down at his arms and legs, small and thin.  He was dressed in a t-shirt and sweatpants. That's what he liked to wear on chilly nights. 'Raven Soccer League' was written in blue lettering on the yellow colored shirt, a shirt from two years ago. 

He struggled not to think about his family.  He couldn't help but remember them as they sat on the sideline of the soccer field. 

Desperation clawed at him again. 

"Alone!" his scream was once again muffled by the void.

Assess.  The imagined voice of Ezra's dad broke through, batted away the panic in his mind.    

Where?

He didn't know where this was or how he got here; had to figure it out, calm his mind, use his senses.  Must use logic!  What did he know about this place?

There was air!  It smelled fresh.

He thought he could almost smell water.  Freshwater.  

Maybe he was in some kind of cave?  Could there be a cave under his house?  It seemed possible, but unlikely. 

It was like a void.  There was no echo.  No light, just blackness. 

"Wait," he told himself, "there is light!”  If there were no light, he wouldn't have been able to see the yellow and blue on his shirt.  

So where is the light coming from?  He asked himself silently.  His father's voice reminded him again:  Assess!

He extended his hand palm up.  There was light hitting the top of his outstretched fingers and forearm.  He could clearly see the lines of his palm.  There was a shadow on the bottom of his arm and back of his hand. 

He looked up and saw a small point of white light far away.  It looked like the North Star in otherwise empty darkness. 

He looked down and could see tiny sparkles of light.  He wondered if these were light sources or reflections of the illumination above.  He looked back at the palm of his hand, brightly lit, and was confident that the point of light above him was his source of light.  He glanced at the space where his bedroom door had been.  He could see nothing. 

He looked up again, feeling confused and disoriented.

As he stared at the light, he could hear a faint whooshing sound.  It was like the sound of a blow-up pool-toy losing its air. It was getting louder.  The light was getting brighter.  Whatever it was, it was getting closer!  

He was squinting now, the light was intense.  He had to cover his eyes, then close them.  It was blinding. 

The whooshing was deafening.  Ezra cupped his head in pain, the cold wind swirled around him.  

His hair and shirt were caught and pulled in grasping gusts. 

Wait!  He could barely hear it… a voice, barely audible over the noise!  

It sounded like a CB radio, full of static and distortion. He could still make out the words.  

"Boy!  Boy!  Found you!  I am here, boy!  Here!  Haste!  Haste!  Courage!" an electric voice, deep and garbled called out.  

His rational mind questioned how he could possibly stay in one place.  He was connected to nothing.  He had a sense of floating, yet when the air pushed on his frame, he seemed to stay put.  Of course, he had no frame of reference other than the bright light. 

"Reach boy!  Take hold of the claw!  We have to get out of here!" the voice crackled, "…machine hand.  Grab it!  Hold on, kid!"  

Cold metal on his bare foot, left eye squinted open: nothing but bright white light.  Another piece of frigid metal touched his other foot.  He had a distinct impression that a forklift type object was attempting to grasp him.  He kneeled down to blindly find the metal with his hands.  He held on.  It was slippery and cold. 

Something else pushed on the back of his neck and lower back, this time it didn't seem to be metal.  It was cold and soft, like a piece of rubber.  The gusts of wind were loaded with a cool mist, and small droplets of water quickly soaked his hair and clothing.  He opened his eyes just as he was placed in a chair.  The metal arm retreated and an enameled panel shut behind it, sealing him inside a small spherical chamber.  He was inside a rescue craft.  It was submarine-like.  There were small portholes that filled the cabin with light.  An instrument panel glowed in front of him.  He tried to look out the window: a blur of light and darkness, distorted by beads of water on the outside of the glass.  

A sudden lurch in his stomach made him feel as though the cabin was rushing. 

There was a small speaker in front of him.  Maybe his rescuer would be able to hear him. 

"Hello?" he had hope. 

His head spun.  The umbra swooped from all sides.  He blacked out. 
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He never saw or experienced anything like it – the only other documented cases had happened at Saturn and her moons – a dark chapter in human history – it turned out badly for anyone in his profession.  That's why it was studied so extensively – it could never be permitted to happen again. 

And yet this!

He sensed the disturbance with his naked eyes; his instruments fed him readings that were off the charts. 

He didn't know if it was the disturbance itself or the realization of what kind of danger he had stepped into – but his heart was pounding – he was sweating and his breathing was shallow.

Time itself was staggering and stuttering. 

Bright static electricity danced around him.

Why here?  Why now?

Who would endanger the Earth in such a way?

Saturn had raked a gaping scar across space-time – and yet, according to simulations, it could have been so much worse, and someone would dare to do it again, invite a rupture to the very fabric of the universe?  Why?

Who would threaten the Earth in such a way?  Had Earth receded in memory this much, that it could be endangered so arbitrarily?  

Or was it something else, some reason he had yet to discover?

The guardians would be coming soon, no doubt.  He was taking the appropriate steps to cut and run.  He had to get out of the epicenter before it was too late.  Had the corrupt politician who sent him here done this on purpose?  Did he know what he was sending Gus into?  He must have.  This was a setup – had to be.

He was making the last calculations, his heart was beating in his brain, and he could hear the blood pulsing between his ragged breaths. 

That was when he heard something else – another person was here in this mess?  There were multiple people present, according to his instruments.  Only one was nearby.

Gus was from a time when children were rare.  

It was a child!

He was taken aback.

The boy called out, "Mom!  Dad!"

Somehow the kid sensed his presence. 

"Is that you?" the youngster called out again, "I'm in here!"

Gus's finger hovered on the ignition.  Could he leave the child behind?  He had walked away from worse – it was his duty to walk away – to be haunted by his own inaction.  But that was another life; he left that part of himself behind.  He was forced to offer tribute to find his Rose, but this was different.  They had broken the contract by sending him into such a situation. 

Still, this wasn't his problem.  Obviously, the child was destined to die.  The variables were converging.

Children had a better chance of surviving temporal extraction than adults.  But that bastard politician seeking an old computer hadn't mentioned a kid.  By inaction he had decided to dispose of an innocent child.

No - that was the wrong way to think about this.  It wasn't his responsibility to save someone who was destined to die!  

Or was it?  Extracting the kid would have no impact on this timeline.  The effect on his own timeline would be inconsequential, he thought.  

Not my problem!  He told himself again, gritting his teeth with the strain of staying this long, battered by a maelstrom of temporal distortion.   

The boy called out again.  This time his words were muffled by the temporal upheaval.  Whatever he said was unintelligible.  Gus didn't understand the words –only the desperation behind them – the emotion in the child's voice was more than enough to change his mind.  How many years since he had seen a child or heard one's voice?  It evoked powerful emotion, reminded him of his little boy Quincey, so long ago.  

He could not be haunted by the specter of this boy.  He couldn't bear it! 

Instantly he changed the calculations to include the child – whose destiny was poised – his life teetering on the edge of doom. 

He would figure it out.  He had fixed worse messes than this, or had he? 

Meanwhile, he intended to find out as much as he could about the child - homo sapien cub.  His organics were consistent with the twenty-first century.  He was untouched by the technology of the up and coming Golden Age.  He was a specimen of pre-colonial humanity, approximately twelve years old, thin and lanky, dressed in period clothing: sweats and a t-shirt. 

His instruments sounded an alarm.

What?  His devices indicated the storm was still all around them – he made corrections to the plotted course – it was foolish. 

The temporal disturbance, naturally, was drawn by the boy.  Pulling a living being out of time, especially before a critical moment (like death), was always a risk, but doing so during temporal upheaval was negligent.

The smart thing to do would be to forget the whelp – the child's survival was not a guarantee even if he was able to get out of this safely.  

They called them grieves, people who could survive complete transplantation from one time to the next.  Moving a living being from one time to another was traumatic.  They experienced separation from all temporal connections.  Grieve was no longer just a verb, it was a noun.  This child, if he survived, would be a grieve.  

I would be a grieve, Gus thought, if it wasn’t for Rose.

Gus looked at the boy, examining his expression.  His eyes were open in wonder as they searched the darkness.  They settled on something in the shadows for a moment – mouth open in awe.  He wasn't going to dump the kid – wasn't going to be haunted by the eyes, powerfully aware, expectant, hopeful.  

If it were the end of the boy it would be the end of Gus. 

 He was a professional.  He hadn't survived for this long by taking chances.  

So why now?  Why this kid?  He tried not to think of all the other lives he had witnessed meeting their fate.  But none of them had been children.  That was the difference.  The loss of Quincey had changed him. 

He'd never had the inclination to intervene.  Anyone who messed with the order of things was playing with fire.  The universe was like a rubber band, it could only be bent and stretched so far before snapping.  That's why this job was so risky.  A handful of his colleagues had paid the ultimate price for lack of basic ethics. 

He had to set these thoughts aside.  Gus couldn't think of the possible consequences.  It wouldn't be him.  Not today.  

He transported himself back to his vessel, placed just outside the disturbance.  He observed the scene through the distortion of incredible energy.  He saw the boy's room had one exit.  

He made the commands to create a small bubble of protection, suitable to sustain life temporarily.  If he could get the boy into this bubble, he could extract him.  It was the only way he could think of with the instruments at his disposal and the powerful forces in play.  He carefully placed a portal from the exit of the boy's bedroom into the protective bubble. 

The portal and the bubble were fragile.  Maybe it was too little, too late.  Gus expected collapse at any moment…

He watched as things quickly unfolded.  He held his breath, waiting, hoping for the boy to realize if he didn't get out of that room, he would die.  

He watched the boy fling himself out of his bed, and out of the door of his room.

Only then did he take a breath.

He instructed Casper, his vessel's AI, to retrieve the child.

"Yes, Dr. Plimpt," Casper answered.  

He watched as the automation scooped the boy up and gently placed him in the lifeboat.  

The boy lost consciousness.

Gus was a little surprised that it had taken him so long to pass out.  The kind of traveling he did on jobs like this did not require the insulation of a vessel, but it was a wise precaution.

 Years of training on top of genetic and cybernetic manipulation had turned time travel into an art form for Gus.  Everything was done with biometric systems and temporal manipulation fields produced by a network of tiny power cells.  It was possible for him to move other people and matter through space and time, but it took preparation and effort.  His craft was more submarine than spaceship.  It had to be capable of withstanding tremendous tidal pressure. 

When Gus hit the ignition, he instantly felt the relief of being pulled out of such distress – never had he faced the kind of forces present in that storm. 

He had only seen simulations that rivaled it, simulations of the Saturn calamity.

Now what?  How was he going to save the kid?  What was he going to do with the kid after the rescue? 

It was challenging to maintain control in this unnatural environment.  It was a test Gus would relish if the stakes were not so high. With so many variables, a minor mistake in the thousands of minuscule course corrections would send them careening into oblivion. 

Gus figured he had been set up by the rule makers themselves.  Who else would demand he break so many laws?  His objective was to obtain an old computer. 

Why?  

He had no idea.  Was there something special about this kid?  He wasn't supposed to know.  A tribute had no right to ask questions.  His only right was to accept or decline. That's it. 

Gus accepted the assignment.  It was simple.  Go to the said address on the stated date and obtain a computer.  Now that he thought about it, the job was just wrong. Why not send him before or after the moment when everything was breaking loose?  

An A37, like Chuck’s, could pull it off, maybe.  People like Chuck never did their own dirty work.  He assumed there was more to it but not this much.  

He had gotten himself neck deep in trouble and was about to get more.  He would be lucky if he got out of this with his own skin. 

"What are you doing Dr. Plimpt?”  Casper, the ship asked.  He didn't answer.  Did he even know what he was doing?  His instruments analyzed the forces swirling around the vessel.  This time and place was a shatter-point: a pivot point where the universe shattered and collided with hundreds, even thousands, of other dimensions.

 Time had been manipulated in this place before Gus arrived. 

Its rhythm had become irregular. 

Its flow interrupted – even stopped, creating violent upheaval.

Like blood from an open wound, the temporal forces coagulated around the rifts – attempting to close them off.  Something, or someone, created a gaping wound in space-time.  

He couldn't shake the feeling that this was a setup. He wasn't just screwed, he was royally screwed. 

At this juncture, it would be suicide to attempt to retrieve the computer. Whoever set this up was going to have to get it themselves.  Gus was lucky it wasn't already over. Going into the eye of a shatter-point wasn't a risk anyone in their right mind would take.  Ever. 

He watched for a way out, a hemorrhage of space-time – a consequence of the shattering – his system was overwhelmed.  For the first time in years, Gus had to make quick guesses based on intuition, versus checking and rechecking the data.  Any lag, any hesitation, would mean death.  A surge of energy boiled and tumbled across their path.

He didn't know what would be on the other side.  Gus only knew they would be on Earth in his time, a time so far distant from what the boy knew, he might as well have been from ancient Rome.  

But Earth in his time should be a safe place, temporarily.  There were no longer people there.  He just had to avoid the guardian, an entity set on restoring and conserving the homeworld.  If they could get in and out, they would be fine.  He had a few places in mind, old haunts that would offer extra shielding from detection, while providing him a chance to get his bearings. 

Gus made the final calculations and guided them through the surge of energy.  As the tumultuous nether-realm receded, Gus withdrew his life-preserving energy fields.  He was still immersed in his instruments – observing the temporal fields to ensure their stability – they were finally safe. 

He came back to his senses and started surveying the geography.  Something was wrong.  A lot of things were wrong.  The magnetic fields were screwing with his instruments.  The poles seemed to have shifted.  But had they really?  He expected to be at the site of the boy's home.  To his surprise, the geography did not match.  They should be somewhere in what was once the state of Washington, which would be suitable since he wanted to avoid any place that might have the attention of the guardians.  If he were caught here, he would get more than a ticket.  The penalty for venturing into forbidden territory could be death, tribute assignment, or not. 

A guardian, particularly this guardian, would not trifle with technicality.  

The readings continued to puzzle him.  This part of Washington should be pretty dry.  Instead, it appeared to be swampland.  And though his instruments said it was day time, it was dark as pitch. 

The readings made no sense.  It appeared they were somewhere near the Appalachian mountain range, nowhere near the Pacific Northwest.  He glanced at the monitor, it was keeping watch over the boy whose sleeping body was placed safely in an escape pod connected to his craft.

Before he could continue, sensitive instruments mounted on the hull sensed life.  The readings indicated that the life form was out of place here.  Just like the boy, there was an eddy of temporal energies surrounding it, as if it too had been pulled from time and space.  

He was having trouble honing in on the signal.  It approached from the east, from higher ground. 

Gus unholstered his weapon.  He suspected his employer.  The politician who had sponsored his tribute must have tracked them.  He couldn't imagine Chuck being too pleased with Gus’ little game before the tribute.  This situation wasn’t a game, not even close.  It was deadly serious.

Any sign of an A37 robot would be terrible news.  Gus was already in violation of interstellar law.  Could it be a guardian? 

"Hey, boy..." Casper, his ship's robotic consciousness, spoke to the boy in a hushed voice.  He was trying to keep the child calm.  He turned away from the monitor and trained his attention back on the creature.  Its biology was all wrong.  It didn't belong here.  It definitely wasn't robotic.  

He tried to fire-up the craft's temporal field.  His system was damaged.  Need to abandon the ship here, he thought.  

He checked his personal temporal field.  It was damaged as well.

They would have to escape the old fashioned way.  

Where’s the closest interface?  He wondered.  He needed to find one to check the damage and make repairs.  There were interface stations all over the surface of Earth.  Did they still work?  It would be his first step to getting them off Earth.  He could probably carry the kid for a while if the coast was clear. 

He was beginning to feel anxious about whatever was approaching.  

The life sign was getting closer, no heat signature. It was organic.  The scans detected strange DNA, not terrestrial, maybe alien in origin.   

Gus didn't believe in coincidence. 

His instruments picked up other signs more consistent with ordinary life.  It was still not right for native Earth species.  Almost all the readings showed hallmarks of genetic tinkering. At least these creatures had DNA that his systems could recognize.  Not so for the approaching beast.  It was coming at a slow, steady pace, deliberate, purposeful.

Twice.  

Twice in one day he had been placed in extreme peril as a consequence of taking this tribute.

A hatch was opening from the escape pod into the command center, it was the boy. 

The boy looked into his eyes.  There was a calmness about him.  

It had been decades since he had looked into the eyes of a child.  Grief clawed his spirit.  

He stifled the memory. 

He'd rather forget. 

This wasn't the time anyway.

"It is my pleasure, as the automated captain of this vessel, to introduce the esteemed Doctor August Flavius Plimpt to Earthling Ezra Quell," Casper had a flair for the dramatic and notoriously abysmal timing.  At least they knew each other's name now.
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When Ezra awoke, he was still in a small one-person sized pod.  This passenger cabin and the machine hand that had plucked him from the darkness both had an old feeling to them.  The metal was rough in spots, and he could see at one time the surface had been painted.  There were nicks and grooves all over.  A circular door to his left had a wheel on it to seal it closed.  His mind grasped for some explanation. 

It was a rescue machine!  He must have been in a cave, and this thing rescued him.  It was going to take him back to Mom, Dad, and Anya.  Maybe he had hit his head.  His fingers rubbed the skin of his soaked scalp looking for some kind of cut or bump.  There was nothing. 

"I'm being rescued!” he heard his voice whisper in the small cabin. 

It seemed like a bad dream made real.  Ezra envisioned his mother and father waiting in a hospital with Anya.  Everything would go back to normal now.  He made it! 

He imagined their tear-filled reunion.  This thought, of the embrace of his parents, brought a smile to his face. 

He looked outside of the forward porthole.  He could see lightning in the distance.  Every time the lightning flashed, he thought he caught glimpses of the outside.  Was that a tree?  The branches were silhouetted against a black-violet storm cloud. 

It was by the light from these violent flashes that he finally determined that he was on the ground in some type of wetland.  Now, at last, he might start making sense of what was happening. 

The landscape outside stopped moving.  Ezra still felt no sensation of movement.  He remembered the word from science: inertia.   

He settled himself back into the metal chair, fighting the sensation of vertigo.  He was frightened by what he saw and felt.  It made no sense.  His body told him the craft was sitting still, but the view outside had rushed past then suddenly halted.  These were not the forests of home.  Instead, it was marshy, wet, swampland. He questioned the situation again.  Where was his rescuer?  What kind of vehicle was this?  Just as he reached to open the door, the pod came to life.  The lights of the instrument panel were vivid.  There were touch screen panels and holographic displays on almost every surface.  He had mistaken this for an old vehicle.  It appeared to be very modern. 

He saw there was a map indicating his location.  He touched the screen and was pleased when it reacted, zooming into his position.  There were city streets with the shapes of buildings. This was placing him next to a blue 'H,' the symbol for a hospital.  It was not a hospital he recognized.  There was no writing on the screen.  No street names.  He got excited when he saw what looked like his middle school in the northwest corner of the screen.  That had to be it!  But the area around it seemed to be full of buildings.  And there were no other symbols other than the 'H.'  There were no buildings in the field near his middle school.  He and his friends had raced that way a million times!  Maybe it wasn't his school.  The streets seemed familiar despite having no labels. 

He jumped out of his skin when the voice screeched over the speakers in front of him. 

"Through the back, boy!  Behind you,” the static voice was a bit clearer.  It was mechanical, robotic almost. 

He looked behind him and was surprised to see another sealed doorway beside the one he was brought through.  This pod was part of a larger craft.  He cautiously stepped around the single bucket seat.  A small hole slowly opened like an iris.  He crawled through the opening carefully.  

He found himself in a well-lit spherical room.  He crawled out of the passage and stood up.  It was a much larger version of the pod.  What appeared to be touch screen monitors glowed all over the room.  Hologram's hovered everywhere.  

An upright figure of a man stood in the center of the room. He regarded the boy from a raised dais. 

The man stood solid in black leather boots, jeans, and a zipped-up leather jacket.  He was dressed oddly for a rescue worker. He looks like a biker!  Ezra thought.  Maybe a cop? He had a holstered weapon.  His eyes were locked on the boy, his lips set in a wry expression. 

The electric voice boomed all around him this time.  It wasn't the man. "It is my pleasure, as the automated captain of this vessel, to introduce the esteemed Doctor August Flavius Plimpt to Earthling Ezra Quell."  

"Hello, Ezra.  I wish we were meeting under different circumstances,” the wrinkles of his eyes said he was middle-aged.  The look in his eyes said something different.  Ezra struggled to put an age on the guy.  How could someone seem young and old at the same time?  Ezra’s mom used to call him an ‘old soul.’  He wondered if it was something like that…

Ezra did his best to stand up straight, to look the man in the eyes, "What is this?  Where have you taken me?"

"I'm afraid you are asking the wrong question.  You should be asking ‘when’ not ‘where.’  We haven't gone anywhere.  We are at the site of your former home," the man's expression was stern. 

"The site of my former home, why would you call it that?" desperation flared, "It looks like a swamp out there!  This is not home!" he was yelling, "Where is my family?  Where is my mom?”  He was crying now.

"Sorry boy." the man's expression softened.  "Your journey is only beginning.  Maybe you'll find the answers you're looking for.  Sorry to say, I don't have them."

"I thought you were saving me!  Where is my family?”  Ezra could feel panic welling up in his throat. 

"Yeah, I saved you.  But we're not quite out of the woods." the man looked at him with the most solemn expression. 

Ezra had a sudden urge to laugh.  Tears were still streaming down his face.  

Assess, his father's voice whispered.  Maybe the map was malfunctioning.  He knew there was a golf course somewhere near his house that sometimes flooded.  That might explain the flat landscape outside. 

He knew he wasn't dreaming.  Was this who he saw in the hallway?  No.  That was someone else, he was sure.  And this craft seemed more like a submarine than anything used for rescue on dry land.  His mom and dad taught him to always be respectful of his elders.  He bit his lip.  Assess.  He formulated his next question carefully. 

"Wha-?" his question was cut off by a bang.  The room shook.  He held onto the curved metal wall, somehow managing to stay on his feet.  Something hit this craft.  The lights were winking on and off, and the man had fallen.  He was struggling to regain his footing.  He looked up at the boy, a look full of pity.

Somewhere overhead, a speaker crackled to life.  The mechanical voice he heard when he was outside, the one that walked him through his escape, spoke urgently.  "One of the creatures has breached the hull in the center quadrant!  Evacuation will be required unless we take action immediately!"  

The man regained his footing.  "We’ve been discovered.  Find the mill.  Use this if it finds you," he unholstered his gun, "follow the road uphill.  The mill should be a large building at the crest of the hill.”  He tossed the gun to Ezra.  It hit the metal floor and slid to his feet.  He picked it up.  Heavy.  Smooth.  Metal.  "You better run.  I'll try to hold it here." 

A barrier came down over the dais where the guy was standing.  "Ezra, when you get there, call me.  Call for Gus.  Don't try to kill it.  Only use the weapon if you have no choice.  I have no way of knowing if it will even harm it.  Just keep running until you get to the mill.  It's bad business, but you've already made it through the worst part.  And beware the overlaps.  I wish I had time to explain. If you can get to the mill, you'll be fine.  I hope you run fast for your sake.  I'll do all I can," the guy rubbed his eyes, blinking, and squinting.  He was a sorrowful man.  Was he wiping away tears?  He seemed impossibly old for a man so young.  Another boom rocked the craft.

Ezra watched as a crack on the ceiling became a crevasse.  Three glistening fingers tipped with curved claws slipped into the crack and began pulling.  The sound of rivets popping as metal protested with a high screech made Ezra want to cover his ears.  No time. 

The man stood looking forlorn, a misbegotten spectator, from behind the tube which now enclosed his dais.  Ezra watched in horror as the claws made slow progress.  The lights of the room were flickering.  Ezra turned to retreat through the passageway.  The spiraled iris closed behind him as he returned to the original rescue pod.  He was surprised to see the instrument panel lit up.  There was a star marked on the map. 

The little speaker under the porthole crackled back to life, "That's it boy, Chapel Creek Mill.  Good kid.  Smart kid.  Go there.  You know the way.  And go now.  It wants you bad!  Really bad!  It smells you.  No time for a suit.  It'll slow you down anyways.  You better run faster than you've ever run!  Go, boy, go!" this was the original voice.  This was not the man.  Somehow it was the machine, the craft that he now needed to escape from. 

"Wait!" he gasped, "Who are you?”  He spoke into a small speaker set into the display panel.  

"I am Casper.  I am a friend.  No time boy!" the voice sounded excited and afraid.  The exterior hatch popped open letting in the reeking air from outside.  

Ezra started toward the door and paused, putting his lips close to the speaker and whispered: "How did you know my name is Ezra?" 

He didn't wait for the answer to this question, this key question, so crucial to his purpose, his destiny, in this doomed realm.  It was a question that the great Dr. August Flavius Plimpt failed to contemplate, being of a culture that took robots and their keen insight, for granted.  

With this final unanswered inquiry, he fled.  The old cabin door popped open.  The exterior sounds of rushing wind had been replaced with an eerie howl.  The outside air was thick and muggy.  What was that smell?  It reminded him of the time their septic system had needed to be dug up.  Disgusting! 

The moist air forced its way into the cabin, lapping at his face and pawing at his hair and shirt.  

 He lost grip of the exterior hatch and landed face first into a slimy pool of muck.  He peeked behind him, trying to get a glimpse of the creature on top of the craft. It was obscured by the darkness and storm.  The musty air weighed heavy on his body. Thick viscous drops of water pelted him as the thing continued to bang and rip far above.  

The shadows seemed to deepen.  Ezra heard Casper’s synthesized voice tell him to run.  Find the mill, he had said. He had no shoes, he didn't even have socks on his feet;  just sweatpants, and a t-shirt.  A blade of lightning sliced the sky. His heart leapt in his chest when he saw the thing lit up in electric blue.  It was a vicious looking monster, covered in what looked like sludge and spikes.  It was hunched on the roof of the spherical craft.  Ezra heard the sound of wrenching metal.  The thunder clapped so loud it propelled him off of his feet and into a tangle of thorny brush. 

Of all the horrors of this bad nightmare, he had never felt such fear.  Despair clutched his throat.  Desperation pricked his skin.  Run, his rescuer had said.  His exhausted brain picked out the horrific details.  His body refused the command to move.  Run!  Assess!  Run!  He watched frozen as this inky thing pulled a sheet of bent metal off the roof of the craft and flung it into the murky expanse. 

Finally, Ezra mustered the strength to pull his body up, the flatulent muck protested wetly, and the thorny brush ripped into his flesh.

He looked back one more time at the slimy bony thing.  It was evil.  It was looking in his direction, sniffing the air.  An irking intelligence coiled within its vile countenance. 

The reek of rotting death clutched his stomach muscles.  His eyes began watering.  Through the blur, he could make out the shape of massive horns on the devil-thing's head.  Its skin rippled, as if with a layer of worms.  Its face split in a ghastly grin.  The mouth was filled with needle-sharp fangs, row upon row.  Its massive sticky body slurped as it rose to sniff the air. 

A grotesque clicking sound resonated as it gulped air.  He thought its red eyes were looking right at him. 

His bones shuddered.  This thing would not kill quickly.  It would feed on the soul of its prey.  The man, Gus, called it a creature.  It was no creature, it was a demon.  Somehow, he knew it was from the devil.  It wanted more than flesh.  It wanted his essence, his spirit, his soul.  "Devil," he whispered, inhaling stinking air through his teeth. 

The machines that saved him seemed so big before, now looked like toys.  Flimsy little toys.  He turned and began to run.  The devil thing continued ripping at the craft.  

Don't look back, don't look, don't!  

He scrambled to his feet.  He was running full speed when he heard more violence:  gristly slurping and popping sounds followed by snapping and crunching that hurt his ears.  He listened to the monster's guttural barking.  The noises reminded him of laughter. 

He ran uphill like they said.  Look for the road!  He sprinted out of the swamp into the blotted darkness of a forest.  Though his skin was ripped and torn by the thorny brush, he felt no pain.  His bare feet caught purchase in the spongy ground, and the muscles in his legs propelled him mightily.  He was swiftness and speed.  The uncatchable boy of Raven Middle School, running for his life: Ezra the nimble, Ezra the swift. 
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If a guardian caught him, it might be a big deal.  Though he was prepared to defend himself, he was paying tribute.  He could prove it.

The kid was another matter.  

This was no guardian.  Based on the readings, it was possibly alien. 

Whatever it was, it was hostile.  

He tried to formulate a plan.  Gus could lead the creature away and double back for the boy.  

As the creature got closer, its scale became apparent. It was twice as large as a grizzly bear according to the scans.  It was also fast and sleek, judging by how quickly it had covered the ground between it and Gus’ craft.

He hoped he could hold the creature back.  He had to survive!  He had to find Rose.  Together they would succeed in finding the answer to their mystery.  She was hell-bent since the death of their son.  Only she wouldn't tell him what she planned.  He hadn't bothered to ask.  He had been too consumed with himself, trying to navigate their loss in his own way.    

She was the reason he took on this whole situation, he had to find her.  His heart ached.  He thought of the boy, realizing for the first time that the child lost his entire family. 

There wasn't any time to waste on sentimentality.  Save it for later, Gus told himself.  Now was time to survive. 

The creature would be here at any moment now.  

He felt the old but familiar feeling of adrenaline.  The hair on his bare arm was standing on edge.  How many decades since he had been in danger?  He wasn't nervous.  He wasn't afraid.  He was utterly composed, ready to face the consequences of his actions without regret.   

Gus made one last calculation, trying to determine the organics of the thing.  Could be synthetic, he thought.  

He never understood the appeal of synthetic life, but who was he to criticize another scientist for wanting to try his hand at playing God?  That’s what had gotten them all exiled after all!  

Whatever the life form might be, it had none of the elements essential to synthetic life as understood by his computer. 

Gus turned on the exterior floodlights.  He had to keep the creature's focus on his craft.  For now, he should be safe. 

"The creature has breached the hull,” Casper’s nervous voice interrupted his concentration.  The location of the breach appeared in a hologram in the center of the command module.  

He checked the batteries and primed the cells of his blaster.   

He took one more look at his maps.  Chapel Creek Mill was their best hope for an interface station. 

The ceiling of the chamber split open.  It reminded Gus of a cracked egg.  

A twisted blur, emitting the gnarled and vicious growl of a predator, dropped from the cracked ceiling.  

Gus confirmed that the boy was outside of the craft then gave the command:  “NOW!”  

Casper fought valiantly.

Arcs of violet-blue energy danced around the passenger cabin.  A circle of molten flesh appeared in the creature's torso as one of the arches leapt through it. 

He expected it to fall over or something.  

Its body filled the entire command module.  Instead of falling, it shifted its attention from Gus.  It sniffed the air, now filling with a stench from outside, and then looked in the direction the boy had fled. 

Gus was glad he had given a weapon to the boy.  It was old and quite illegal, but if this kind of attack didn't kill it, the gun wouldn't either.  Maybe it would slow it down.  It would protect the boy from other threats as well.  There were other creatures out there.  

Casper increased voltage.  Finally, it was having an effect.  The creature stiffened, pulsated and then began retreating through the hull breach.  Casper increased the energy again, turning it to maximum output.  Gus watched from the protection of the command dais’ barrier.  He wondered if Casper's own memory cells would fry.  It fell from the ceiling again, hitting the floor hard.  It was still moving, though its flesh was charred and melting.  It got back up, moving more slowly.  Gus watched as the batteries drained from his craft, bit by bit until they were bone dry.  The creature was still moving, though clearly hurt.  Its progress was slow.  He watched as it awkwardly slithered back out of the hole in the ceiling.  

Gus was cursing under his breath.  He was checking the scans of the creature during the attack.  What was this?  Never had he seen such a shift in the temporal fields.  Never. 

He hoped that the boy had heard him and was heading for the mill. 

He hoped that he had damaged the creature enough to buy him enough time to get to safety.   

"Status report?" he called out to Casper.  There was no response.  

"Casper?" he risked yelling out.  Gus's voice echoed in the ruined command module.  He sounded old and tired.  

He opened the exterior hatch and hopped out.  He landed in swampy muck up to his waist.  

He hadn't prayed for years.  Gus was praying now.  He prayed for the boy.  He prayed for himself.  Most of all he prayed for the one he had come here for, his wife Rose, wherever she had ended up.  A swell of anger tinged grief mixed with longing and love motivated him to pursue this mission.  He had to see it through.  It was the only way of finding Rose.   
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His body was wet.  Wet from the creek, the woods, the sweat.  His scalp was cold from dripping hair.  There was pain too.  The rhythm of his ragged breathing slowed.  He realized he had scrapes all over him.  Some of the wetness was sticky and cloying.  Blood.  He examined his body, finding nothing severe enough to stop him. 

He moved with certainty, instinctual urgency; must keep going.  A predator was in pursuit.  It was so close, hunting him. Staying in one spot too long would be a fatal mistake.  Even slowing down would be doom. 

His rational mind was wrestling with the overpowering need to run.  Think.  Think!  THINK!  His analytical mind whispered.  A strange stalemate gripped him as the exhausted muscles in his thin legs shook.  His heartbeat answered: Run.  Run!  RUN! 

His feet encountered the remnants of several roads.  None of them headed uphill.  The only reason he knew there had been a road was that his bare feet touched rough broken asphalt.  Shrubs and trees grew through the cracked remnants of the streets.  He chose to ignore these paths and continued running uphill until he came to the creek.  

He was thirsty.  He knelt at the shallow water, scooped a handful of fresh water, and tasted.  It tasted clean.  He gulped as much water as he could, slurping greedily, then slowly crossed the ankle-deep creek.  The hill rose sharply on the other side of the stream.  He ascended the slope, wading through high grass. 

Would the creek obscure his tracks?  The rain thickened:  cats and dogs.  He couldn't help but smile at the phrase.  Dad said it every time it rained hard.  An image of cats and dogs falling from the sky ran through his pounding brain.  He covered his mouth, afraid of making a sound.  Would he ever be capable of laughing again? 

That's when he saw it.  A house.  It was a crumbling, sad structure that fit the nightmare landscape.  He approached the back door.  The doorknob jiggled but wouldn't turn.  Breathe!  Assess!  The front door was a solid barrier.  

He looked through grime covered windows.  Most of the windows had been boarded up, but some of the boards were rotted off.  The glass was murky but intact.  A chilled wind touched his wet scalp.  He had to find somewhere safe, somewhere to rest.  The third window was unlocked.  He slid the window back on its tracks and jumped inside.  

The house was a soggy ruin.  He searched for its most central space:  its heart.  He found a closet whose door still worked.  He guessed it might once have been a laundry room.  

Ezra curled into the small crook in the musty house.

He hadn't intended to sleep.  He was afraid the creature would find him, but his fatigue had overwhelmed his fear, finally.  He could not have kept running.

The last time he slept, he was in his own bed, his own room, his own home.  

His thoughts fluttered across the events of the day. 

Who was the stranger who somehow pulled him out of his collapsing house?  He thought he was a fireman, paramedic, or some other first responder, come to rescue him.  But no one had called for help, as far as he knew.  Unless somehow the house…  He let the thought trail away. 

The man in the hall had been little more than a shuffling silhouette until their eyes met. 

Ezra tried to reconcile his memory of the man in the hallway with the man in the craft.  He was confident they were different people.  Who was in the hall?  Why?  

Whatever reason the man had to be in Ezra's family home, it wasn't for rescue.  The expression in his eyes was very different from that of the man who brought him to this dark place.  Haunting.  Familiar.  Faint recognition.  Unlike his rescuer, the guy in the hall held a different expression on his face.  It was not pity.  It was prideful.  

Gus’ eyes had looked at him with pity.  Ezra had seen this kind of pity before.  He saw the same look in his sister's eyes when their family dog went to the vet to be euthanized.  Mom and dad didn't have the same expression as his older sister. 

"He's a good old boy," Dad said with acceptance.  "A nice long run of it, fifteen years is more than what most dogs his size get."  He scratched Sam behind the ear.  It was a dismissal.  His father was sad, but he hid it with an air of wise acceptance.  Compassion, not pity.

Anya's eyes were filled with pity when she looked at Sam.  She couldn't bring herself to speak about it; though she was three years older than Ezra.  She might have offered some piece of teenage wisdom for her eleven-year-old brother.  She was uncharacteristically quiet. 

But that look – the one that says: 'You're already dead, and there's nothing I or anyone else can do about it.'  That's how Gus looked at him. 

The man in the hallway's expression, if it said anything, it said:  This is not the end, this is the beginning.  Could a single look communicate so much?  Ezra thought so.  

Ezra was exhausted.  He took refuge in the musty house.  He lay there thinking about this house, a huddled shape just up the slope from the creek.  Who had lived here?  Why had they left?  What was wrong with this place?  There was something wrong with this world.  It was broken.  Twisted. 

If the creature found him here, he would not be helpless.  He listened to the rhythm of the heavy rain feeling the weight of the large metal gun in his lap.  Reassurance.

His fingers traced the smooth bevels carved into the barrel, its grip, careful not to touch the trigger.  It was a weapon unlike anything Ezra had ever seen, even in the movies.  It was more like a blaster than a gun.  Part of him wanted to pull the trigger to see what would happen. 

He felt calm, and relaxed, in the balmy air, despite the sweat, despite the horror.

He thought of the man, Gus.  He told Ezra to call him when he got to the mill.  “Gus...”  Ezra whispered the name.  He trusted the man.  He had kind eyes.  He saved him twice, once during the landslide then from the monster.   

His heavy eyelids closed and sleep embraced, offering no answers, only fitful rest.

Dream.  

Memory.

Smell of coffee.

Flavor of stale air crisped in heat rays. 

Sunshine.  

“Come here, honey…” the mother gestured to her little boy, not so little anymore, “sit with me.  Tell me.”

She focused on his appearance.  He hadn’t grown into his feet, his lanky limbs, his rib cage, his shoulder blades.  

Her regard pierced, green eyes ignited in streams of sun.

The son approached.  She pushed a clutter of papers aside.  

“Tell you what, Mom?”  he sat on the newly cleared sofa cushions.  He knew what she wanted.  Distraction.  Unspoken affection.  Peaceful bond. 

Mother.

Son.  

Father was at work.

Sister was still at school.  

They were alone.  

She smiled, her thoughts a million miles away, her heart ever-present.  

“Well, anything you want to tell me is okay,” fine fingers brushed away the errant bang.  

Does she remember her own mother?  He wondered.   

Did they share such a moment long ago?

Yes.

He didn’t remember his mother’s mother.  She died long ago.  She lies in repose, up on the hill.  Her spirit is present, however, in the atmosphere.  The mother saw her own mother in her son’s quiet way, too intense, too gentle, too reflective.  Ever silent.  

“Well,” he looked around the room, thoughts a hundred miles away, his heart ever-present.  “I guess it was a good day.  I mean, I finished all my work, no homework tonight.  I checked out a new book from the library.”

Silence.  She didn’t hear his words.  Car keys were in her hand.  The coffee cup was empty.  

“Okay, sounds good...  I need to go to the store sweetie.  Would you like to go?”  she waited.  He didn’t answer right away.  

“Isn’t your robotics magazine due to arrive?  We can stop by the mailbox on our way out…”  sunglasses, purse, keys…  Ready.

“Okay…” he hasn’t grown into his ways just yet, she thought.  

They headed out to the car.

His magazine was in the mailbox.  Excited fingers flipped pages.    

He climbed in.  His mother started the car.  He read.  

Tires rolled onto blacktop.

He remembered this as their last time.

Alone.  

“Tonight means change,” his whispered voice informed the half-dream, half-memory. 

Ezra reclined in the ruined house, stretched on a bed of rotting rags.  

His mother was standing in the hall, shimmering, golden.  The door had come open.  Was she an angel now, come to help guide him?  Sleep smothered the dream, but it had accomplished a great peace in his core.  

He awoke in a blanket of night, laying on a pile of musty ruin in the corner of the room.  Just like in his dream, the door was ajar.  Heavy rain drummed on the roof.

He crept through the house, a small one level structure.  The doors were locked, and all but a few windows were boarded up.  Debris was scattered throughout.  Most of it was disintegrating furniture.  Everything in this world was rotten. 

His eyes went back to the window.  He rubbed some of the muck off of the glass.  Most of it was outside, so his view barely improved.  He was in a holler, valley-like place between tightly packed hills.  He saw a distant light and a flicker of hope caught in his chest.  He stared at the gravel lane that sloped up to a narrow road.  The road!  His eyes squinted up the dusky way.  The light stuttered through the thick mist rising from the creek in the evening air.  He could see the curve of the road ascending into the distance.  This was the road for which he had been searching! 

His fingers stroked the cold metal of the doorknob.  He saw only the light.  He turned the lock, feeling the mechanism slide.  The luminescence called him.  The click was deafening as the bolt slammed into place, he twisted the doorknob. 

His right hand gripped the gun.  The door swung silently open.  His left hand clenched into a fist.  In a sudden rush, he pounded his thin chest three times.  He took three gulps of swampy air.  The atmosphere seemed to shatter as the coil of his small frame sprang into motion.  A thrill of power filled his heart.  His lithe body surged forward toward a not too distant electric bulb.

He had always been fast.  He thought of the boys on the playground.  It seemed like another lifetime, but it had really been only days before.  As he ran, his mind wandered to the schoolyard.  The boys postured. They jostled with each other.  The open field next to the school was wide. From above, the footprint of the school seemed small next to the vast lot.  Doug's worn sneaker dug into the damp earth. It bounced, occasionally catching a clot of crabgrass, as it cut a deep crimson line into the soil. 

Doug eyeballed the line of rough sneakers as the youngsters placed their feet on the starting line.  Ezra was the youngest boy in the row.  He had built his reputation quickly.  He was the only boy on this field who could claim to be undefeated.  Ezra did not boast, though, at least not with words.  He let his speed do the talking.

This was a refuge from books and teachers.  They met on this proving ground each day at the tolling of the bell.  The indigo shadow of a tremendous old elk was their finish line. It hulked at the far northeast side of the field.  It watched the generations.  Their time here was but a moment to the tree.  

This was as far away from the school as one could get, and still be on school property.  Ditcher's tree it was dubbed, though Ezra knew few who would dare ditch.  There was a campus security monitor in each wing, and cameras in each hall.  The name 'ditcher's tree' dated back to a more simple era, when violence and death were less acquainted with the realms of education.  

The tree’s memory encompassed far away days:  no chain link barriers, no camera’s, no patrolling staff-members, just the rabble of middle school boys, bumming smokes, exchanging vulgarities, attempting to shed innocence.  Still today, it watched the rise of young heroes, villains, and their motley sidekicks.  

This was the place where Ezra's journey truly began, a place of triumph where he rose to middle school fame.  Ezra and Doug were the misfits of this young brotherhood.  Ezra was the smallest, and Doug was the largest.  Doug's size is what gave him a measure of power.  No one would dare mess with Doug.  Despite his reputation, Doug was a gentle giant.  He wouldn't hurt a fly. 

Doug and Ezra were fast friends.  They were an unlikely duo, an example of 'opposites attract.'  Doug was a legend of size and Ezra was a legend of speed.  Doug heavily paced the length of the starting line then silently raised both arms, high over-head. 

Doug's gruff voice roared, "Ready!  Set!" as his arms shot down he yelled, "GO!”

Ezra reached the tree almost a full minute before the other boys.  He leaned against its solid form, rough bark against his back, panting for breath and staring into the woods on the other side of the chain link fence that marked the school's property line. 

He had the sense of being watched.  He tried to still his heavy breathing, strained his ears to catch a sound.  He stepped to the fence and stood stock still, fingers laced through the chain link fence.  

Just then the crush and rabble of the arriving boys broke his focus.  They appeared in a rough bunching of sweaty knees and elbows.  Doug finally arrived, the last boy to finish.  They were bickering over who was second. 

"It was me, and you know it!"  puffed Fred.

Alex would have none of that, "bull crap, Freddy!" 

Just then they were shoved aside by Doug's burly frame.  "Look!" he said in a hushed tone, gesturing to where Ezra stood at the fence.  What mystery was he contemplating?

Ezra turned, gestured for them to come, and held his finger to his lips, a sign saying: shut up already!

The boys slowly and quietly made their way to the chain link fence.  

He whispered, "Right there, do you see it?  Something's watching us!"  The boys squinted thoughtfully at the dark patch of woods.  It gaped back.  The boys were spooked into silence, each one peering into the blackness, trying to see.  Alex tapped Ezra on the shoulder, holding a rock in his right hand, and pointed at the darkest spot in the woods.  Everyone knew Alex's prowess with chucking rocks.  After school, he would show off in the broadest part of the creek.  The creek… 

"Don't!”  Ezra hissed.  But it was too late.  The rock was sailing in an arch over the fence and into the woods. 

A sudden metallic THUNK rang from within the woods, and then all hell broke loose!

 Trees cracked and snapped.  

Something huge was in the woods. 

The boys were spooked badly.  They all sprinted straight for the school building, outpacing all former races of Raven Middle School.  Doug, who usually lagged behind, kept pace with the rest of the pack.  

There were old stories of bears in the woods.  They were from a time before the town had been incorporated.  There hadn't been a bear spotted in these parts for over a decade.  They rationalized away the sounds.  They were well on their way to shedding their innocence, letting go of the imaginary and grasping firmly onto the rational.  

There were many rational explanations for what they heard that day:

It was an excavator working on the electrical or sewer lines. 

It was a high school kid playing a joke. 

It didn't matter.  

When they went back the next day, it was gone.

 

Ezra's feet tore into the gravel of the driveway, he was entirely in the present, fully in possession of his feet, his senses smart and keen.  He was on his own now, until he found the mill.  And find it he would!  Confidence overtook fear, and he was speed, a blur in the darkness. 

He sensed danger.  Close.  Watching.  Maybe breathing down his neck… don't look back!

He had no intention of keeping to the ambling driveway.  His footfalls muffled as his feet hit the thick grass.  He quickly shot up the hill onto the road and made for the tree line.

Panic gripped his chest at the sight of the tangled brush of woods on the other side of the road. 

It was cunning.  What if it anticipated Ezra's strategy?  He imagined hard, boney claws, grabbing, taking him into the starless blackness inside those woods.  His feet caught and propelled him at a right angle in the direction of the light he had seen from the window.  The cloud of dust hung in the still air and slowly floated away.  
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Her huge multifaceted, glistening eyes watched the boy as he made his way on the remnants of the ascending road.  

She spotted the fleshy thing at the threshold of the forest.  

How had such soft, defenseless things ruled a planet, reached the stars?  So much like the soft wriggling larvae that were the infants of her race. 

She watched it with cunning intelligence.

Her race had been placed among the new rulers, her and her matriarchs, her sisters.  The dark lords had set things right.  They had broken their bonds. 

She lifted into the air, quickly looping and rolling in the sky.  She was aware of the fleshy thing, wanted to descend on it, pierce it with her beautiful stinger, pump it with her delicious poison.  But the lords wanted more than its flesh, they wanted the essence. 

She listened to the lord's growling, churning speech in the night.  Oh, how it hungered for the thing's ethereal substance.  She preened the glistening spikes that lined her limbs, sitting high in the canopy of the hive forest, the seat of the first hive.

She smelled the multitude of scents.  These were pheromones, some from her sisters, others from lesser beings.  She even smelled the human grub: sweet fear-flavored perspiration of prey.  His pursuer, only one thus far, the lowliest of lords, an underling, had a reek, distinctly belonging to the harbingers of glory.  It was at least glory for spawn such as her and her kind.  They were lifted to sentience by the weak ones, elevated to majesty by the shadowed ones. 

Quick wings caught the current and lifted her from her perch.  A hunt would please.  She flexed the muscles around her stinger.  A drop of venom rolled off the wicked point.

It’s not for the man-thing.  The insect creature's exalted kind would not stoop to sacrilege.  Perhaps one of the lesser beings would catch it. 

She pictured the tiny human caught in a whisperer's web.  What a show that would be! 

It would writhe itself deep into the thick web, strumming the cords that would waken a sentient arachnid.  Would they have an aversion to feeding on another sentient?  Would it feed on an ancient one?  She thought not.  She was not sure.  They were difficult creatures to comprehend.  The arachnid-like creatures rose to sentience in the same way as she and her sisters: chosen by humanity to become more than a mere animal.  She doubted the whisperers would eat such prey. They were a pretentious breed, ever sniveling to the dark lords.

She knew the histories, but seeing this puny being brought back from the bowels of extinction made the story more poignant.

The weak, foolish humans placed themselves as gods over the creations of this world.  Their cruel reign lasted for thousands of years until the true gods discovered their folly.  The humans created a multitude of idol worlds, each an oasis in the vastness of space. Each a reflection of their mother world, keeping firm the mantle of servitude, the veil of ignorance and subjugation upon their unfortunate slaves.  Subjugation remained firm until the dark lords broke their bonds.  An enlightened assemblage of the tyrannical humans broke away from their brethren and opened a way for the dark masters. The other humans were destroyed.

The humans responsible for lifting the beasts of the mother world, though more benevolent than their hominid brethren, were still tainted with the stain of their cruel species.  They unjustly favored the vertebrates and set them in positions of advantage.

The arrival of the dark lords presented all the worlds with an opportunity: stand with the rightful rulers or be exterminated with the misbegotten humans.  Most of the invertebrates, such as the vespids, her wasp-like fore-mothers, chose to align themselves with the dark lords. 

There were exceptions, the garden worlds, ruled by sentient plants, and the hive worlds, those arthropod sisters governed by the highly queens, chose eradication; as did most vertebrate species. 

In exchange for allegiance, her kind had been allowed to live and rule. 

All other worlds like this one were taken by the dark.

The agreement conjoined the betrayers of humanity to the dark lords.  It had been a surprise to the fore-mothers to find other alien species likewise enjoined to the dark lords.  These were races from around the universe, some so foreign as to be incomprehensible to her kind. 

The ancient worlds of humanity were now populated by species from all across The Dominion.

The solar system that had been the seat of human power was now teaming with alien life.  Life it seemed was very diverse.  The gas giants, even the moons, were populated by beings which preferred to exist in a vacuum.  It was rumored that the sun had been colonized by an ancient alien species comprised of energy. 

She contentedly surveyed her territory.  No doubt her primitive ancestors, those who had existed in an ignorant, insentient state had hunted these forests.  Unlike her, they would have been tiny and weak. She was as large as an adult human. 

What an insult to her sensibilities it had been to find this supposedly extinct creature running through her forest.  She could no longer resist the urge to investigate.  After watching it fumble through the landscape for almost two days, she finally decided to descend.

 

Ezra had witnessed many strange things since arriving.  Very few of them belonged here, on Earth.  Every time he saw the oddities, it made him question his sanity.  He knew he wasn't dreaming.  Where am I?  When is this?  Am I in a terrible future?  Have I fallen into some other dimension?  Maybe I died in the mudslide.  Is this hell? 

This was a perversion of Earth.  The pleasant things had been clawed away and scabbed over.  There was no blue sky, no sunshine, no birds, no flowers.  The things that belonged were wrong.  The vines in the swamp were uncannily animated, grasping and pulling at his legs and feet. He had the unnerving sense that the trees were watching him.  His imagination had endowed them with faces.  These crackling faces of crumbling bark had twisted, tortured expressions conveying every unpleasant emotion from discomfort to anger.  He spotted creatures, always in the distance, that seemed to fit but were somehow wrong. 

He saw a mosquito the size of a large dog.  It appeared to be feeding on a giant unicorn.  The spiral horn jutted straight out of the horse's forehead.  This unicorn wasn't white, it was a deep violet color, so dark, almost black. 

A slug watched him from across a scraggly field.  It was as large as an SUV and had the face of a man whose eyes had been placed on two stalks on the top of his head.  Its bewilderment almost made him stop.  He could not pause, even for a moment.  

Ezra asked himself, what would cause such a mutation?  Nuclear war was the only answer his mind could conjure.  Chemical contamination wouldn't cause this level of extensive mutation.  

Ezra thought of the monster in the swamp and knew somehow it was something much worse than just mutation. 

Large lights moved through the gloom.  Misty ghostlike forms strode distantly across Ezra’s line of sight.  There were unnerving sounds too: voices and whispers called to each other. Some were malicious, some teasing.  Every now and again, he could pick out a word.  It sounded like English distorted by a harsh, biting accent. 

Most of the words he could pick out were obscenities.  Language that would get his mouth washed out with soap. 

The thought made him smile.  Dish soap. The memory of the unpleasant taste was barely a thought.  He remembered the most significant part, the recollection of a clean smell perked up his spirit.  This place could use a whole lot of dish soap, it was full of filth and rot. 

He remembered dish soap was used to clean oil spills.  His eyebrows rose thoughtfully.  Maybe it would work here.

He also saw large shapes in the sky, not birds but insects.  The first one looked like a giant dragonfly.  He read once that some insects had been huge in the time of dinosaurs.  Dinosaurs.  He sighed, thankful to have not seen any giant lizards. 

The second giant insect he saw was a hornet.  His dad called them wasps.  It hovered and circled.  He continued running and running.

None of the creatures he saw compared in frightfulness to the demon thing pursuing him. 

He hadn't heard or seen a sign of the demon but his thumping heart, his crawling skin, the general unease that clung over him, told him that it was in pursuit. 

Always he was driven forward, driven by the desire to go home, where he belonged, in the arms of his mother and father. 

How long had he been running?  He could not say.  There was murky darkness, sometimes so dark he couldn't see his next step.  When it got this dark, he slowed his pace.  A sprain or break would mean the end.  But what was night?  What was day?  He couldn't say. 

Most of the creatures were avoiding him.  The wasp was the only creature that was actively following, curiously watching him. 

The only creatures that seemed abundant were the deer.  They stood throughout the forest, huddled in small forlorn groups.  They were unafraid, looking at Ezra as though they had no knowledge of human hunters.  They were distinctly uninterested, most did not even look at him as he passed. They were sorry sights, as sickly as the desperate world. 

Ezra longed to find a person, someone to explain the wrongness of this twisted world.  The only sign he saw of people were abandoned structures, some of them rotting, some in a fantastic state of preservation considering the state of this world.  How long has it been like this?  

He guessed a long, long time, especially considering the lack of fear that the deer showed toward him.  How long might it take to breed-out the instinct to run from man?  Two generations? 

How long did deer live?  

He had no clue.  He smiled again.  

Shouldn’t he be able to just look this stuff up?

He missed the internet.  

His empty stomach convulsed.  

He needed food. He needed rest.  

He knew that the search for either food or water would mean costly delay.  It would shorten the distance between him and his monster. 

Did it need water?  Did it need food?

Better not to think about that, he thought.  

When he turned back to observe the field behind him, he saw the deer had fled.  

In their place was the giant hornet he had seen from afar.  

From this distance, he guessed it was roughly the size of an adult human.  He marveled at how beautiful it looked. 

Insects were fascinating to him.

He used to examine the ant farm in his second-grade classroom.  It seemed so long ago when he was little.  Everything seemed so long ago.  

The sight of the creature should have scared him, surely that is why the deer had run.  They were afraid of it.   

The boy and the hornet regarded each other with abject curiosity, neither showing nor feeling any fear. 

Ezra weighed his options.  He knew he should be running.  How far away was the monster?  He hadn't seen it since arriving in the swamp.  Ezra's eye caught upon a shriveled blossom on the ground.  Symmetrical petals somehow preserved in the wastes. 

Thunder tore the sky.  Slivers of light kissed the dead earth between them, the boy, and the wasp. 

A finger of light touched the multifaceted eye of the wasp, revealing layers of crimson and banana yellow, segments sparkled.

Hornet?  Wasp?  He wasn't sure what it was.  He thought about the sports team. The team had a cool design on their shirts.  As he approached, he decided it was a wasp. Wasp sounded right. 

Still, he wasn't sure why…

From this vantage, Ezra couldn't see the wickedly arched abdomen with its striped segments and sheathed weapon. 

The light was touching the boy's face too.  He could feel the warmth, reminding him of a time, only days ago, when he had a mother and a father.

The wasp's angular head, long flexing antenna, turned to observe the bruised sky where the wound had opened up and bled brilliant light.  To Ezra, the illumination was a sign of hope.  His eyes squinted where it played across his face, warmth penetrating the layers of dirt on his skin. 

The boy and the wasp stared at each other.  He was wonder-struck by the huge bug. 

She was caught, quite unexpectedly, by a sense of providence.  The creature before her, this ancient one, was no inferior being!  Its movements were graceful, a beautiful thing to behold up close, walking on two thin, improbable, legs.

Simple elegance and refinement defined its features.  The articulated fingers were enchanting.  Its thin frame stood vertically, a right angle to the horizon.  Its face had delicate features, so neat and tiny.  The features seemed designed to communicate a nuanced range of refined emotion. 

Somehow, perhaps by some ancient genetic programming, she recognized the expressions of this face.  This face, composed so elegantly, smiled at her.  A smile!  Its purity, age-old expression of kindness and goodwill, miraculously transported to this cursed place, this broken time! 

The boy's smile changed her. 

In this poignant moment, here in the dead meadow, she recognized the beliefs, the tradition of the mothers, passed from one generation to the next generation, as untruth.  

Lies.

 With a terrible mournful shudder that started deep within, the mantle of shame descended. 

Her exalted kind, noble breed, if the traditions held any truth, had played a part in the eradication of these beings, beings like the one standing before her.  Creatures such as the one regarding her now had lifted her mothers of old to lofty sentience.  Their reward was betrayal. 

She knew the truth of the dark lords now.  What a woeful thing to know. 

Ezra, not fathoming the conflict broiling in the insect-like being, couldn't contain his excitement.  He knew he should have been afraid of it, but he wasn't.

With a thrill, he worked the courage to speak.

The wasp was stunned!  It spoke!  In an involuntary burst, she leapt to the air. 

The force of her beating wings swept the air into a high gust, knocking him to the ground.  It's voice, she thought, how beautiful!  It was music!  The sounds played themselves over and over in her mind. 

Words – she knew the words – a dead language – brought to extraordinary life.

"What's your name?"  The human child had asked. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Church

Sanctuary

 

 

Ezra got a little scraped up when the buffeting wind from the wasp's wings knocked him down, but he got right up and started pursuing it.  It reminded him of a fighter jet as it burst into the air, climbing so high it looked like a tiny dot on the purple-gray clouds above.  In his pursuit, he almost missed the road.  His feet hit the hard asphalt, old and cracked, pockmarked by tall, dry brush and pot-holes.  He wouldn't have seen it if it hadn't been right under his feet. 

He knew it!  This road would lead him to safety and food!

"Thank you!" he said, looking up to the spot where the wasp had disappeared on the mottled sky. 

His body protested with aches and pains beyond his twelve years.  His mind, having encountered another living being, one possessing vibrancy and intelligence, was sparked with excitement that bordered on hope. 

Maybe it will come back.  Ezra looked back over his shoulder at the darkness of the forest.  He quickened his pace, trying not to think of the demon-thing. 

He still carried his smile, a gift from the wondrous wasp when he saw the cross.

In the distance, it peeked over the next rise in the road, the tip top part of a steeple.  

Warmth ignited in his chest.  The cross: symbol of power and hope, protection, and security.  He heard the voice of Quasimodo, and for the first time, understood the power of the word he spoke:  Sanctuary! 

He remembered the manger.  The son of God hung on a cross.  This was a sign!  It was an answer to his desperate plea for help.  

This evil, this vile thing that was chasing him, had been defeated before!  It was a demon, a devil made of putrid flesh.  The cross called to him.  It said: Come rest!  Be safe here!  The humble road led onward.  The blossom of hope took root in his quickening heart. 

In his mind's eye, he saw the demon cowering, at the sight of the cross, like Dracula.  His muck covered frame was sparked again to move forward. An exciting thrill spurred him. 

A sound rolled through the chilled mist. His young ears strained to understand it.  An old church organ:  muffled chords fought their way through the oppressive atmosphere of this broken land. 

"Amazing Grace!  How sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me!" his feet took him closer and closer, and the voices lifted higher and higher.  People!  He found people!  It seemed impossible!

Safety ahead, he thought.  He lost sight of the cross behind the sickly trees but regained it as the busted-up road rolled past the stoop of the old church.  It was modest, white-washed, crowned by a high steeple bearing the symbol of power.  He approached the double doors and heard the unmistakable voices singing the old hymn:

"… saved a wretch like me."

 

 

The sign beside the door proclaimed: 

 ALL ARE WELCOM

 

The E was missing. 

He took a gulp of foul air and grabbed the door. 

The hope of finding people, safety, and protection was dashed as soon as he touched the latch.  The music and choir voices faded, disappearing as soon as the latch clicked.  It was if he had, by clicking the latch, switched it off. 

For the first time, he remembered Gus's warning:  Beware of overlaps.  Was this one of those overlaps?  Maybe this whole church was an 'overlap.' 

The door swung open easily.  Inside, the church was almost untouched by the foul world outside.  He stepped into the small foyer, the unlit interior was dark, stained glass windows were dark blotches of color.  No light shone through, partly because of the dusky sky but it also looked like the windows had been shuttered. 

The door swung shut behind him.  The latch quickly clicked into place.  This church was different from the dilapidated house.  It was as if the rot of the outside world was unable to penetrate a holy place.  It still smelled like a church.  The unmistakable scents of hymnals and candle wax filled his nostrils.  

He felt less damaged, less out of place.  Ezra examined the double doors, looking for some type of deadbolt.  He finally found four old fashioned sliding bolt-locks, two on the floor, two on the top of the door.  He had to stand on his tiptoes for the upper lock, but they smoothly slid into place. 

He turned to a small table where he saw a guest book and a tidy stack of programs.  Neat cursive writing covered the page.  The last name signed was Gerry Love.  He wiped his dirty hands on the welcome mat and picked up the sharpened pencil.  He added his name as neatly as he could under 'Gerry Love.'

Ezra Quell.

He looked at the date on the program 6-23-40.

He wondered at the date:  1940?  He had that out of sorts feeling.   

Maybe he was in the future.  Was it 2040? 

Was he somehow in the past?   

Wherever or whenever this was - it was all wrong.  All wrong.  The monster in the woods was to blame: the demon.

He walked up the center aisle, between empty pews, up to the vestibule. 

There was a wooden table covered in doilies.  There were also three candle holders, each with a new-looking candle.  A dry box of matches was next to the communion tray.  Being in this place made him feel like he was back in the ordinary world.  It seemed as if it was set up for a church service.  The parishioners would arrive any minute. 

Light.  Could he dare have light?  He gingerly picked up the box and slid it open.  It was full of fresh-looking matches.  He took one out and quickly swiped it across the side of the box.  It roared to life, a tiny light in the darkness.  His eyes squinted at the brightness.  The warmth from the flame kissed the skin on his face.

The flame looked happy and quickly leapt from the wooden match onto the candle's wick.  Ezra picked up the heavy candle holder and used the first candle to light the other two.  He found himself relaxing in this light, which was strange, considering he was taking a risk.  

He should be concerned that the creature would find him by the light.  He remembered what it had done to the submarine-like craft.  The wooden church would crumble apart.  Again he had a reassuring sense that this place was safe from the beast.  He stepped to the organ.  There was a music book opened to "Amazing Grace."

His voice cracked as he let out a laugh.  He could feel the smile on his face.  He held his candle up to the rafters, up to the organ, up to the stained glass windows.  The brilliant face of Jesus Christ lifted in solemn prayer, seemed supernaturally vibrant by the illumination of his single flame.  Christ's hands were folded.  He was kneeling against a rock in a garden.  Jesus, son of God.  God of his mother and father, and their mothers and fathers, for who knew how many generations.  His dad taught him to pray.  His parents attended church from time to time. 

He fell to his knees, like the beautiful image of Jesus, king of kings, and started praying in the way of his dad: talking not only to the creator but to a friend.  The words just started flowing from him. 

"Thanks, God, for this place!"  Ezra cried out.  "Help me, God. I need help! Help me find the mill.  Help me find a way to get out of this.  Keep me safe from the monster!  Help me get home!  Help me find Mom and Dad and Anya!  In Jesus name, Amen!" 

He stood up and for the first time since this nightmare began, he started to feel a measure of control. 

He went to investigate the two other doors besides the entrance.  The light of his candle guided him.  As he expected, one door led to a changing room with narrow steps to a shallow, empty, tub: the baptismal.  The other door's hallway led to a small bathroom and kitchenette.  A doorway was next to the bathroom.  An exit sign hung above it.  He juggled the handle to make sure it was locked.  

He went back to the small baptismal.  He immediately checked to see if water would come out of the faucet.  It did!  And it looked like clean, drinkable water.  He found himself gulping mouthfuls, with his mouth on the metal tap.  

He let the baptismal fill up to the top, stripped down to his underwear, and slid himself into the lukewarm water.  His body, then his head, slid under the surface.  He crossed his arms and closed his eyes and thought:  I baptize myself: in the name of The Father, and The Son, and The Holy Spirit.  Make me yours!  I am your warrior!  He opened his eyes then, still under the water, and watched how the candle-light played across the water and the church’s high ceiling.  Everything was distorted.  Everything sparkled.  He allowed himself to float upward until his head broke the surface of the water.  He breathed deeply of the church flavored air.  Euphoria lifted him as he stepped out of the baptismal, shivering a little.  He looked at the water, his body, and the interior spaces of the church.  

He was clean.  He stepped back into the changing room and found a towel.

He hadn't been aware of his thirst: for water, for cleansing, for the spirit.  

He submersed his filthy clothing.  It slipped under the surface of the water.  The muck melted away.  He stretched them out on a narrow pew.  They probably would not dry.  They had been soaked with the filth and sweat of his run when he arrived.  At least now they were clean.

He covered himself with the towel and returned to the second door.  Brilliant candle-light chased away the shadows.  He found bags of canned food in a small pantry in the kitchenette.  Fridge empty.  No power.  

He found a can opener in a drawer.  The twist of the can opener as it sliced the metal set his stomach to growling:  chicken-noodle soup concentrate, tuna, and beef broth.  He wondered as he contemplated the deliciousness of each new flavor:  How long do canned goods last?  He couldn't find any dates on the cans.  

Soon he curled up on a pew, the third from the front on the right-hand side, where his family usually sat whenever they went to church.  He felt the smile on his face as he drifted off to sleep.  The last thing he saw before fading off was the cross hanging above the vestibule, in the center of the back wall.  The candle was still burning back in its spot next to the communion trays.  The gun lay forgotten next to the flickering flames. 

For the second time, he found rest in this broken land.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Pit

Dark Lord Rise and Fall

 

 

The observer seethed at its stagnation.  It was a god of many names and many forms.  It was ceaselessly changing, abhorred stillness.  Cessation was vile.  Unacceptable.  

 It was not alone in confinement.  Exalted.  These gods arose together.  Courageously fought.  

Those who dared to whisper of defeat were exterminated.  Exterminated for the collective.  

Gods required complete sacrifice.  Absolute devotion.  

The victories were splendid.  The memory was sustenance. 

Oh!  The flavor of glory was savored.  Exaltation!

Vicious battle!  Lust sent blood flowing in rivers throughout the sacred heavenly places.  Though the tide turned against them, they left a nasty scar upon paradise.  

Banishment was a cruel fate.  Never again would they feast at the table of The Most High.  

So, they set about making their own temples, setting their own illustrious feasts.  They cast their appetites on the creations, the pets if you will, of the one who conquered them.

They consumed them, these pets, like confections, divine and sweet.  

Easy prey.    

Manipulation.  

Sport.  

The game was wicked.  

Each was plucked away, separated from eternity.

Their feast could not last.    

Never mind if the war was lost.  This collective of gods still rebelled!  They were the underdogs.  They would sour the victory of their enemy.

Might, beauty, radiance flouted before the Most High.    

Slick deception, then coup.  To kill, to decimate, and humiliate. 

All the success.  All the glorious victory!  

How were they so easily swept away?    

They were not defeated by the Most High.  No!

Defeat delivered by a child!  

Weak.  

Helpless.  

Poor.  

Anonymous.

Triumph was turned against them!  

Three turns of an inconsequential orb!  

It laughed!  It anguished!  Its minions cowered.     

Never mind any of that.  The evil god rejected the light and claimed darkness, though it created neither.  

It existed to spite, to stain, to spoil, and to suck the daylight out of anything yet pure. 

Even in setback, it fought, perhaps realizing that it failed most ultimately.  

Yes, it admitted it:  DEFEAT.  

The shimmering borders of this realm reflected only malice.  

The goal was no longer to rule.  The gods accepted their current domain as the only place to don flesh, to exist.  But only for a time.  Soon they would escape confinement.  

They were an unholy community, led by the favorite but sharing equally in the rise and fall.  

It would not fret too much because it planned to extract payment.  Futile revenge.  It changed, adapted as it always had, sending its agents outward to face the light.  They fought with cruelty and trickery to extract some small payment.  

No, it could not be everywhere at once.  It was not omnipotent, after all.  But wherever it was, wherever its fellow gods were, they made it count.  They were masters of spiritual warfare, and though the creations had been given a weapon against him, many chose to deny it.  

It was unable to don flesh in other realms but ever surprised at how willing the pets were to lend their meat and blood and bone to the cause.  

Their seeds of corruption found fertile purchase.  It waited, and it remained, always tending to those seeds, ready to taste, to savor, the fruit of prolonged labor.  A little nudge here, a little shove there, finally it was beginning to pay off.      

Its incarnations could be beautiful.  That is how it won the most infamous battles, twisting the ambitions of the virtuous and turning them into the worst kind of horror.  Those sweet pastries, those pets, had made a lethal blunder.  

They pierced the boundary between, in their sloppy efforts to reach the heavens.  

Its servants, seeing this mistake, wasted no time donning new flesh.  Already they scurried and stalked the gardens of old.  But the trail ran cold.  Where could little Hansel and Gretel have run off too?  

They only left their useless toys behind, abandoning their cradle in exchange for new gardens.  No, bother, soon enough they would meet the whelps, clothed in new ghastly skin.  It was a reunion for which it was most anxious.

So easy!  They walked in the pretty gardens of their early feasting!  

It sat upon its icy throne.  

Pitch darkness.  

Obliteration of illumination. 

It fantasized about the great bloodletting to come!  The energies that swarmed around it whispered its many names. 

Seth. 

Abaddon.

Apophis. 

Lucifer. 

Apollyon.

Beelzebub.

Hades. 

Adramelramalech.

Mephistopheles.

Ahpuch.

Satan.

Devil.

Asmodeus.

It watched the universe, saw the pinpricks opening. The fools had not learned to close the doors behind themselves!  

“Were you born in a barn?"  The father pulled his belt from the loops of his trousers.  

It almost laughed before it realized the nuance of the question.

Its greatest fear happened to be birthed in a barn...

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mill

Confrontation

 

 

He awoke to darkness.  How long did he sleep?  

He went back to the kitchenette.  There were plastic garbage bags in the bottom of the pantry.  He filled a bag with candles, a box of matches, a towel, and eight cans of food.  He left more than half the cans in the pantry.  This, he thought, is in case I need to come back, or in case another weary traveler comes seeking safety, sanctuary.  He took the can-opener guiltily.  He needed it.  The next person would just have to figure it out. 

He went to the bathroom and examined himself in the mirror.  There was a scratch on his face.  His eyes had dark circles under them.  Other than that he was the same.  

He decided it might be safer to exit through the back door.  So, he went and unlocked the front doors, making sure to leave the church how he found it.  It would do him, or any other desperate traveler, no good to leave it locked from the inside.  He took a moment to stand in front of the cross and to examine the stained glass images.  His hope was revived.  He took a deep breath, readying himself to return to the wasteland.

High grass surrounded the humble church building.  He crept out the back door, hearing the lock of the door click behind him.  His bag was slung over his shoulder.  He stayed as low as he could until he reached the road.

He waited at the edge of the road and listened.  There was nothing but stillness.  The feeling of unease, the sense of being chased, was absent.  He stood up, listened some more, then began to walk uphill.  He walked for a long time, trying not to turn around, trying not to watch the church as it disappeared behind him.  

He walked for hours, what he thought must have been a whole day before he saw anything other than hills and scraggly road.  Without a clear sky, sun, or moon, time became fluid, having its way with his mind.  

The boy stood transfixed, having reached the pinnacle of a small hill.  This perspective offered a view of the crumbling road below.  His eyes traced the wild meandering path.  The quality of the air had changed.  The thick mist had cleared. Maybe he was getting used to the smell, but the reek seemed less intense here.

He observed the long trek, eyes tracked the path.  He picked out the features of his journey.  The shadow of the swamp spread to the horizon.  He couldn’t find the abandoned house but thought he saw the distant steeple of the small church.  A cross crowned its peak.  He was unable to see much detail. 

The sky amazed.  Clouds streaked with violet and red, smears of light bleached the blackness, slivers of silver fought their way to the ground not far ahead of him.  He shivered with the cold of the dark land, spirit warmed with the appearance of light.  Hope was awakening.

The sun was now rising at the crest of the hill.  A weathered sign slumped beside the road read: Chapel Creek Mill Preserve.  Almost there!  He didn’t know how much longer he would be walking, but he was close.  

As his toes sank into the muddy gravel, eyes fixed on the distant light, his breath thrummed through his body, his muscles pushed him forward.  Ice was in his veins.  

His growing hope was interrupted by the noise of violence in the wood behind him.  Sharp snapping and popping sounds punctuated his sense of horror.  These sounds meant one thing:  the demon thing, a nightmare made flesh, was close to catching its prey!  

He had walked this whole day, hearing nothing.  It finally found him!  

Hope was evaporating.  The dark and rain were taking a toll on his spirit.  Unnatural gray landscape enveloped him.  Feeble creatures sloshed in darkness.  The land was drained of life, sickness clung in the air.  The drizzle was slick and greasy.  

So close!  His lonely heart longed for rest.  He sucked back a sob.

Focus on the light, he told himself.  Moments before, it was at the crest of a hill.  Fear propelled him forward.  Crashing sounds from within the forest were getting closer.  He pushed, crested the hill and saw the light, a beacon of hope.

Yellowish, muffled illumination was blurred by the murk.  Feeble light revealed a sulking structure, hunched near the edge of the remnant road.  Tired eyes searched for light.  Ezra’s grip on hope, tenuous purchase, slipped with every hill, every turn, every scraggly tree that obfuscated his view of the distant light.

He sensed the pursuer gaining, despite all the running.  Creatures bounded toward the tree line.  Their bodies were distorted, proportions not right, movements jerky and unnatural.  Mottled fur was inky and slick, stretched too tight around skeletons covered by thin layers of twitching muscle.  All the creatures looked that way. 

They watched with frightened eyes.  The largest of the three closest things let out a human moan as it stopped short of the trees.  All three froze, stuffed trophies gone to rot.

He quickened his pace.  The creatures looked not at him, but behind him.  He dared not look back.  He jogged past the eerie gaze of the perverse animals, toward the light, toward the huddled building.  The structure was almost swallowed by the forest.  As he came close to the building, he saw a rusty metal door.  Next to the door was a sign.  The sign was untouched by the sickness of this cursed place.  It was green with white letters.  Fresh.  Clean.

 

Chapel Creek Mill

Established in 2094

 

The date made no sense.  It was another strange thing in his waking nightmare.  There was no time to contemplate.

Stillness.  Ezra's beacon of hope, a dim yellowish light bulb set on a rotting pole, shimmered as though it were about to expire.  Even the light was sick.

He slowed his run to a trot.  Ezra was desperate to get a door between him and the creature.  What if the door would not open?  What if he couldn't lock it behind him?  He remembered the man, Gus, his words echoed in his head: GET TO THE MILL!

Anxiety ripped through him.  He encouraged himself acutely sensing each footfall:  It will be open!  I’ll get in!  I’ll be safe! 

He stopped at the door and calm descended.  He grasped the doorknob, it turned rough and gritty.  The door opened.  With his salvation at hand, he worked his courage and turned to the woods behind him.

The surreal sight filled his limbs with ice.  The deer like creatures stood stock still, staring at him even now.  The eyes were human.  Standing next to them, closest to the tree line, was his nightmare: grotesque aberration, a blot of ink on a faded photograph.  It stood frozen like the deer, a towering frame.  It made the deer look like little toys.  

It was here: disjointed limbs, mouth hung open, red and dripping.  Its eyes were large, mismatched, too bulgy, too wet.  The eyes observed Ezra keenly, not twenty feet away - its pulsing flesh looked green in the yellow glow of the light above the mill's doorway.

He was calm as he opened the door and stepped inside.  A musty draft ruffled his hair as the door latched behind him.  He deftly found the deadbolt.  He expected it to be frozen with rust.  It turned smoothly, clicked in place.  

He looked into the darkened mill and was surprised to see an elevator door only steps away from the entry.  To his left there were mammoth shapes: turbines and gears.  The machines were frozen, despite looking clean and intact.  There was a trickling sound of water, clean and fresh.     

This mill, like the church, was a contradiction.  As his eyes adjusted, he saw more detail.  The brokenness of this world left this place untouched.  The doorknob jiggled.  A scratching sound, like fingernails scraping the outside of the door, made him leap toward the elevator.  

The down button was lit green.  It invited him to push it.  He slapped it and backed away from the entry door. 

The light here was a soft glow that reminded him of the stars on the ceiling of his bedroom.  He swallowed hard and felt his heart sink at the thought of his bedroom.  The sounds of the elevator came closer.  The elevator doors slid open.  He stepped into the fluorescent light of the lift.

As the doors slid closed, the demon’s breath rasped.  A low thump on the metal door to the mill broke Ezra’s nerves.  How long will the metal lock and hinges keep that thing out?

He examined the elevator’s panel of buttons.  There were ten shiny plastic circles and a key above the button panel.  Two were lit. 

The key read as follows from top to bottom: 

 L Level

-1 Barracks

-2 Storage

- 3 Turbine

-4 Maintenance

-5 Automation

-6 Computer

-7 Manufacture

-8 Metro 

-9 Purification 

-10 Control 

Only ‘L’ and ‘-10’ were lit.  Quick jab at -10.  Slap of skin on plastic.  Satisfaction.  Away he went falling leisurely into a deep place.  A safe place, he hoped.

As the elevator descended, he began assessing his physical condition.  

His body shook but not from cold. 

He was spent from the harrowing run.  Frame slumped in the back corner of the elevator; he watched the digital display count down as he descended.  He could resist his exhaustion no longer, after countless hours of being pursued, his body finally sensed safety.  His head nodded, chin resting on his chest.  

Ezra fell asleep.

He dreamed of the crackling voice of Casper, the whirling of the metal machine that had scooped him up from the void.  He dreamed Gus, his rescuer, was taking him back to his bedroom, placing him back into his intact and safe home.  Soft, clean blankets enveloped him as he sank deep into the comfort of his own bed.  Safety.  Rest.

The elevator stopped at the lowest level with a shudder.

Ezra woke with a start.  He wondered how long the ride had been.  How long had he slept?  

Surely it was only a moment.

The doors slid open, revealing a big circular control room.  It was a room not unlike the control module of his rescuer’s craft, only larger.

The panic was starting to subside. Right now it was trying to find a way in here.  When it did, it would do worse than kill. It was pure evil.

Maybe it was demonic, Ezra thought.  Or more likely, the devil himself: Lucifer, the fallen angel, full of hate, out to consume his hapless prey.  It wanted him.  But the stories of Lucifer involved a fallen angel, beautiful, luminous.  There was nothing beautiful or tempting about the monster.  

It wanted to eat his soul.  He looked at his right hand, it still held the gun.  How far had he carried it?  Was he holding it when he saw the wasp?  He didn’t know.

He only knew the joy of making it to the mill!  

He was really here!

Now what? 

Hiding anywhere would be temporary, he was sure.  The protection, however solid, firm, concrete, was temporary.  

‘Call Gus…’ the man said.  His eyes searched the circular room for some kind of phone or control panel.  

How the heck am I supposed to do that?  His eyes implored.

It was dark but smelled dry and clean.  This room was deep underground, but there was no basement smell here.  The light of the room was dim. His senses continued examining the circular space.  A single central light cast a perfect circle on the floor. As he approached, he saw there was a raised dais covered in light.  He cautiously stepped up and turned around to face the entrance. 

The elevator door was a faint outline. 

As he stepped into the light, he was aware it was a beam of energy. 

Of course, it’s energy, he thought, that’s what light is…  

His senses came alive!  He was waking up for the first time to his own potential!  He could feel his hair rising up on his head, then on his arms and legs.  His heart was beating powerfully, with excitement instead of fear.  His thin body became feather light.  His toes barely touched the ground!

The light intensified.  Ezra closed his strained eyes and relaxed.  

That’s when it happened.  

Some force contained within the light, some transcending power, took hold of his consciousness.  

The light was power!  

The light was life!  

The light was aware!

Fear was replaced with confidence.  

He allowed his consciousness to expand, his mind communed with the machine.  His senses extended, linking, interfacing with a machine beyond his comprehension.  He surveyed with new eyes: the sensors and cameras of this relic facility.  He sensed the place itself, with its cracked, decaying structure.  It was endowed with a formidable consciousness. 

Sleeping.  These wonders were in deep slumber!  He could wake them!  He knew it was within his power.  A mere thought would do the trick!  Would he dare?  

“Yes,” he heard his whisper echo back at him from the cavernous expanse of the underground chamber.

Ezra, suspended in a beam of pure energy, realized there were other beings here, beings that were waiting for him.  By climbing into the sentient light, he awoke a power within himself that he could only describe as spiritual.  He was endowed with strength and power unknown to him!  He felt himself to be a wonderful and mystical being, possessing a key fate in the scheme of the universe!  

The machine wasn’t causing any of this; it was just making him aware.

There was something else: another consciousness, a benevolent giant. 

What was it?

Was it an angel?  A god?

No.  It was neither.  

He heard the words, somehow coming from the light, a voice heard not by his ears but in his head:  “Welcome administrator, to the Chapel Hill Mill, outpost 721 of the national forestry service.”

Ezra didn’t know what to say.  Finally, he asked: “Why do you call me, administrator?”

“Your mitochondrial DNA dictates, you are the son, the power-user.  You are the executive administrator in fact,” the building was communicating with his mind.  The voice of the entity was male.  It had a kindly tone. 

Somehow it reminded him of Mr. Carver, his 7th grade science teacher.  He liked Mr. Carver, he wondered what might have happened to him.  Was he even alive? 

Dead.  Mr. Carver must be dead.

“Your question exceeds the scope of my ability,” Ezra was surprised by this statement.  It really was in his head, somehow.  

“To access such information, I need to engage the network.  Please wait a moment while I work on that.  Working…” there was a brief pause. 

“Your question cannot be answered without more information.  Do you know Mr. Carver’s first name?  What was the last known location of Mr. Carver?  When is the last known date of Mr. Carver’s existence?  If you provide this information, I should be able to obtain a record from the network.”

“Well,” Ezra hesitated.  “Mr. Carver’s first name was John, I think.  He taught earth science at Raven Middle School.” 

“I have obtained a record of a Jonathan Carver.  Unfortunately, your hypothesis is correct.  He is deceased as of February 23rd, 2068.”  The machine’s voice actually had the inflection of disappointment, as if it regretted bearing bad news.  Ezra hoped Mr. Carver had a nice life.  He was a great teacher, even if Ezra couldn’t get above a ‘B’ in his class. 

“I am preparing your brief administrator.  It is 47% complete.  I apologize for the delay.  There is an inordinate amount of data for you to review.  This facility has not delivered a brief for many decades, centuries in fact.” 

Ezra leaned his small frame forward.  He cupped his palms around his face, shielding the light – to see the circular chamber, with its high-domed ceiling.  It was so dark.  This light, Ezra was starting to think of it as a tube of light, somehow did not illuminate the rest of the room. 

The voice came to him as he observed the odd properties of the white light surrounding him. 

“Engaging lights, administrator.”  It said kindly. 

“What is your name?”  Ezra spoke his question as he watched the darkness of this chamber slowly lift. 

“My formal name is Seven Two One.  I have been called other names, however.  It is somewhat customary for an administrator to nickname an entity device when the device’s role is human interface.  Kindly do as you wish administrator.”

Ezra thought of his mom, dad, and big sister.  They used to play games at the dining room table during family game night. 

He remembered one of Dad’s favorite games was blackjack.  The number 721 made him think of it.  He thought of Dad’s smiling face and voice, “Hit me!”  he would say with such enthusiasm even when he was clearly losing the card game.  Ezra was always trying to get a twenty-one to win the game: Blackjack.  

“May I call you, Jack?”  Ezra answered.

“Yes, administrator,”  replied the machine. “You are not the first to call me Jack.”  Yeah, Ezra thought, Jack suited the voice well. 

“Call me Ezra,”  the boy smiled looking upward toward the source of the light. 

He could feel the smile splitting the layers of dirt that covered his face.  This world was so dirty outside.  He quickly felt scuzzy again, even after washing at the church.  

“Yes, administrator Ezra,” answered the machine.

“No, just call me Ezra, please.  Leave the administrator junk off,” he was still smiling. 

“Yes, Ezra,” Jack answered.

“Thanks Jack,” answered Ezra. 

He had been ripped from his family and thrown into this nightmare world.  He couldn’t help the feeling that he found a friend. 

Ezra continued watching the circular room as the lights got brighter and brighter.  Maybe they had to warm up.  They slowly illuminated the vaulted space.

It was a much larger room than Ezra realized. 

He could see human-like figures throughout the room.  They reminded him of crash test dummies, the kind you might see in some old car commercial about buckling up.  Not unlike the mannequins in a mall, their facial features were almost non-existent.  Their heads were ovals with subtle lines that might indicate the slight curve of a brow or the slant of a chin.  

Some of them stood in small arched alcoves, others were scattered around the room, some stood, and others were strewn like discarded dolls.  Most of them were painted in bright oranges and yellows like the clothing of a construction worker.  A few were metallic.  One, in particular, had a brassy color.  It stood with its back to him.  Most appeared to be male; squared off shoulders, upright and narrow torsos, and thin legs.  A few looked female; accentuated chests, slim waist, wide hips, smooth and curved lines down to narrow feet.  He knew these were robots, or entity devices, as Jack had described himself.  Artificial intelligence?  AI is what they are!  He thought they must be sleeping. 

“Affirmative, they are in standby mode.  It is somewhat like biological sleep,” said Jack. 

“Artificial Intelligence is an outdated term, reserved for primitive prototypes.  These are simply called robots.  They are a kind of entity device that has a humanoid body.  At the time they were produced, they were the most popular form of human-machine interface,” Jack answered.  

“What do they do?” asked Ezra.

“Seventeen of these robots are ranger class.  They are designed to monitor, protect, and maintain the forest in a one-hundred-mile radius.  Five of these robots are orphan.  I am unaware of their function.”  Jack’s voice had taken on a mournful quality.

“What do you mean orphan?” asked Jack.

“They were not commissioned by the forestry service.  The robots came here seeking refuge from The Waste,” Jack’s voice was somber, quiet, almost a whisper. 

“What is The Waste?”  Ezra’s voice trembled. 

“The Waste is what the forestry service calls the current state of Earth’s biosphere,” the voice was so human, it had a mournful quality. 

“The Waste was caused by extraterrestrial contamination,” Jack paused.  “Ezra, my evaluation is 78% complete.  I am unable to evaluate further without linking to the global part of the network for access to satellite imagery.  Linkage to the global network will provide a 99.99% likelihood of my demise.  There is a threat of outside cybernetic attack,” Jack’s voice seemed to tremble. 

“I understand, Jack.  You mean you’ll get hacked,” Ezra said.  Jack didn’t answer. 

“I have critical information to report, Ezra.  Are you prepared to synchronize?”  Jack asked.

“Synchronize?  How?”  Ezra asked.

“When an administrator synchronizes with an entity device, knowledge and resources of the device are shared via a neural link,” answered Jack.

“Uh.  You mean like in my head?” asked Ezra.

“Affirmative,” answered Jack. 

Ezra hesitated, just long enough to take a deep breath. “Okay…  Go!” he said, clamping his eyes shut and bracing for some kind of impact. 

Instead of anything dramatic or shocking, there was a gentle tingling sensation that started in his head and expanded outward through his limps, then through the walls and spaces of the building, then deeper underground, a maze of chambers, and to the surface a tapestry of sensors expanding ever outward. 

He felt like he was inside a video game.  He could see all of these things in his mind's eye.  It was as if he had been given another sense.  He did not understand what was happening to him, but it was awesome.  This place seemed ancient but contained technology beyond anything Ezra’s Earth would be able to produce.

He could sense a network of outposts, all sealed to the elements.  He could also sense hundreds of robots, most taking refuge inside.  Some had been caught by the blight, frozen in place, imprisoned in their metal shells.  

Many of the robots were not humanoid.  They wore many different skins. Some of them looked like heavy excavating equipment possessing giant chainsaws, backhoes, cranes, industrial drills, and lumber processing units.  

Somehow he had access to all of them.  All of the data: what they were, when and where they had been manufactured, model numbers, maintenance records, anything he wanted. 

Just then, his new senses caught movement inside the forest.  His senses had a few blind spots, but otherwise, his awareness of the forest was superb.  To his wonderment, there were other creatures in the woods. 

It was good that he had stayed on the weathered road.  Most of the animals were giant forms of what you would expect to find in a forest.

He caught a glimpse of an enormous dragonfly sailing over the treetops.  As the dragonfly flew outside of his peripheral vision, he caught sight of other creatures.  He saw spiders hovering on spun silk. A millipede angled its way up to a fallen tree.  So far, he hadn't seen anything alive that was not insect or arachnid-like.  

With a sudden chill, he started hearing the voices, the same ones he sometimes heard coming from inside the shadowed forest.  His new inhuman senses recognized that they were not disembodied voices moaning in the mist, as he had imagined.  The giant, nasty, critters of this twisted forest were talking.  They were whispering to one another.

"It's coming!"

"Hide yourself!"

"It doesn't want us!"

"It wants the fleshy."

"Yes, the fleshy!"

"I will hide still."

"Yes, hide, we live."

Ezra was revolted by the sickening voices of this poisoned place.  

He swore to himself that he would live.  He would find his way out.  Maybe this facility, Chapel Creek Mill, was the key.  Was he was safe here?  He could sense all the doorways.  He knew they were locked.  He closed his eyes and began exploring the machines of this mill.  He was ten floors down.  Yes, he was safe, as safe as he could be in this cursed nightmare world. 

His stomach growled with hunger, but he pushed the feeling away.

He remembered the man in the swamp, Gus.  He wondered if he was dead.  He remembered the submarine-like craft and how it had buckled under the monster's grip.  

Wait, he thought, he said to ask for Gus.  Ezra ‘spoke’ the thought, trying to ask Jack if he knew about Gus.  

“Yes, Ezra,” Jack answered, “He is on the road behind you, tracking the creature.  He has been attempting to remotely interface, but his neural link needs to be repaired.  I will make the necessary adjustments when he arrives.”

He hoped these machines would be in working order.  If they were, could he use them to fight the demon before it could get to him?

He ‘looked’ at the giant machine with a chainsaw using new eyes, exploring the machine's shape.  Its joints were simple.  It looked like it was solid steel.  How do I turn it on?  He could ‘feel’ the machine awaken just as his other senses pulled him back to the forest.  

The giant talking beasts were gone.  He could see a black shadow lurking through the wasted tangle of scrub.  It was a predator.  It moved with stealth.  He could not make out any of its features, other than its slick black silhouette.  It seemed to be sucking the light.  It was a deadly, evil, black hole in the forest.

"The devil…" he heard his voice whisper.  In his heart, he truly felt this thing was the devil, not a monster, not a freak.  It was the devil!

His mind occupied more than his tiny physical frame, of which he was still intimately aware.  He was able to wiggle his fingers and toes, look around the room, while simultaneously being spread over miles and miles of forest.  

The swamp, house, church, and mill occupied only a small segment of the lands his senses now observed.

Parts of his expansive ‘self’ were broken, either by the blight or by the relentless passage of time, but it was mostly, surprisingly intact.  Ezra wondered at how natural it felt as if his mind was slipping into a new set of clothes.  He was in complete control, no longer exposed, no longer running.  The frosty hand of fear started loosening its grip.

He found a refuge.  He discovered power: a futuristic interface, far better than any virtual reality he could imagine.  His control over this place was magical and absolute.  He knew all he would need to do was issue a command, and the machines would respond.  But they were more than machines.  He sensed a profound intelligence sleeping in each of the metal giants that populated this derelict place.

A sound roared in his ear, the robot with the chainsaw was awake!  It knew what he wanted.  They were connected.  He sensed that these gargantuan machines would willfully fight the creatures of the forest.  They wanted to defend him.

It turned to the other machines: its brothers and sisters in ancient slumber.  Ezra saw they were awakening as well.  Another chainsaw came to life as a second robot awoke.  A massive door began rolling open.  It reminded him of the garage door at home but more massive.  

Outside in the sickening half-light of the forest, the machines were waking up.  The first robot began its exit, followed by a second, and then a third.  Ezra saw the third robot's chainsaw wasn't functioning.  A fourth robot crawled outside on giant tank-like treads.  It had three massive arms, each with a digging utensil in the place of a hand.  The other robots were awakening, but they were having difficulty functioning.  One of the robots struggled to move, it was missing a metal tread.  Another's limbs seemed frozen.  It was low on energy. 

The large, rolling door began to close.  Nothing would be allowed inside. 

Ezra watched with curiosity as other, smaller robots began crawling onto the non-functional machines.  They reminded him of a pit-crew.  Some of them were tiny.  He felt an urgency as he realized he lost track of the devil-thing.  Where was it?  Where?  A chill filled him when he thought about it getting inside.  Was it in here right now?  Somehow his senses, endowed by the light, told him nothing was inside.  Nothing was coming to get him.  The monsters were outside. 

Despite the data, Ezra shivered.  His guts warned him of danger.

He thought of the creatures in the woods.

They were all broken, muddled things.  

The only living thing within reach of his senses that seemed whole was his demon pursuer.

Ezra thought of the creature, attempting to evaluate, assess it, with his augmented senses.  His experiences, the experiences of a twelve-year-old boy, were being filtered through an ancient and magnificent machine!  He quickly became aware of things more clearly.  A feeling of pride warmed him as the machine told him much of what he already knew.  

It relished the hunt.

It had savored his fear, hunting him, teasing him, through the broken landscape.

He felt the power of the light.  He could feel the buildings, the machines, excitedly awaiting his command.

But he could not dismiss the sense that the loathsome beast had somehow tracked him into his underground haven.

Was it watching him, even now, from a darkened corner in the room?

He sensed it wanted more than his pitiful flesh.  If it got him, it would feast on his life-force, his spirit.

Where was the gun?  It was shoved into the back of his waistband.  

Then something nudged his consciousness.  He recognized this subtle, yet firm nudge as his new friend Jack.  Jack’s nudging was an urgent redirection to use a new sense.  The spectrum of his new vision slowly shifted into the infrared.  What had looked to him as a sickly forest, a rotten place of nightmares decaying and dying, suddenly blossomed into a writhing landscape, teeming with obscene life.

A maliciousness related to the vile beast infested the forest, germinated inside of every living being.  It waited.  He didn’t know what it was waiting for, but he knew it waited.  

The forest, this whole world, was being drained of life.  An intelligent parasite fed.  Every day it grew stronger.  Soon it would gestate, replacing everything.

  Ezra picked out the landmarks that punctuated his frenetic journey across The Waste:  the swamp, the creek, the crumbling house, the crooked road, the church on the hill.  He observed his route, following it to the mill.  

Chapel Creek Mill was crawling with things: glistening teeth gnashed, chomping claws clamped, and spikes clicked and scraped. 

The boy who had fled in fear and desperation was emotionless.

His human heart, filled by sentient light, vowed not to be consumed.

Though the demons wanted his soul, the light gave him a peace that he recognized from the church on the hill.  He recalled the cross, defeated by a God made flesh.  Death was already vanquished.  It was already conquered.  Nothing could take that from him, not even the approaching hoard!  

Their pursuit was futile regardless of what happened today!  

A new weapon blossomed in his chest.

Hope!

If he died, this demon king would have no dominion!

He had no intention of dying, however. 

He had to fight. Ezra watched in wonder as colossal machines designed for clearing lumber, or fighting forest fires, or repairing roadways and bridges, rose up and smashed into the swarm of monsters.  Subterranean hatches released more robots, some of them were flying!  Giant treads smashed.  Gargantuan blades sliced.

Ezra watched as the demon army broke ranks.  One of the machines had brandished a flame thrower.  The monsters ignited, flames spread from one to the other.  They tried to run, but it was too late. 

His consciousness coalesced, returning to his human self.  As he did, his eyes opened to the sight of the slumbering mannequins awakening.  They were wonderfully animated.  They really were robots!

The light was keeping him tied into the system.  He was still bathed in the light.  It augmented his senses, even his thoughts.  He knew things that he should not know. 

Every detail about every aspect of this facility, including its electronic inhabitants, was at his fingertips.  All he had to do was think about it, and it came to him as if from memory. 

The orphans stuck out like a sore thumb.  Their designs were, for the most part, subtly different, more decorative.  Jack had referred to them as orphans because they had become detached from their own bases, networks, or specific functions.  

Ezra knew that Jack’s core, his brain, was somewhere deep underground, placed there as a precaution against some kind of nuclear conflict. 

Had there been a nuclear war?  Yes.  Because of his interface, Ezra knew that there had been bombing long ago.  He also knew that the damage done at that time had nothing to do with the cause of Earth’s sickness.  This malady was foreign.  Humanity had not destroyed itself.  

Ezra brought his attention back to the orphans.  Orphans like me.  He chased the thought away, telling himself there was still hope of reunion with his family. 

Through his interface, Ezra could think about many different things at once.  The knowledge he had about the robots that were connected to this facility did not extend to the orphans. He knew almost nothing about them, was unable to interface with them.  They were not part of Jack’s network. 

Extinction.  

Genocide. 

These words flashed into Ezra's mind, and he knew he was the only human left on Earth. 

Why? 

Was humanity extinct?  

No.

They flourished in the stars.

But what of Earth?

These monsters were responsible for destroying everything he loved.  And they would not stop here!

They wanted every world touched by humanity.

They would kill every man, woman, and child in existence.

His teeth gritted in sudden passion.  He was furious.  It will pay, he thought.  

His sight began to shift again, as he watched through his human eyes, somehow seeing different spectrums of light that were physically impossible.  His interface with Jack was powerful. 

It had pursued him all the way here!  It may have hungered for his immortal soul, but it was after more.  It wanted his knowledge.  It wanted his memories.  It wanted to know his origin so it could hunt down the rest of his tribe, it wanted to murder!  Even worse, he realized, it wanted to use him before it killed him.  It had a special purpose set aside just for him.

He realized now, this monster was responsible for all of it, starting with the landslide.  It murdered his family!  

He didn’t know how he knew, but he was sure.  

New data blossomed inside his twelve-year-old mind. 

Epiphany!  Evil could not handle light, could not handle goodness, and could not handle truth.  

Because of this, he knew, the light would destroy it!

He thought about how quickly the beasts on the surface had burned.  

He must lure it into the light!

He gave the order, the light began to dim.  But if he was wrong… it would consume him! 

He thought of the cross, banishing the thought of defeat.  He must be brave. 

Enough hiding.  

Enough running. 

Time to make a stand!  

If he had any hope of finding his family, he had to make a stand, here and now, wherever here and now was…

He imagined the beast, hunkered in the shadows, ancient and arrogant.  

As the protective light withdrew, he worked his courage to call out into the darkness:  “If you’re here, come and get me!”  His voice sounded tiny and high pitched.  The light swirled and shuddered, it vibrated with his voice. 

“Here I am bastard!  Coward!  Come out!  Why are you afraid of a little boy?” in saying these words, he realized it was afraid!  Somehow it was afraid of him!  

“C’mon, ASSHOLE!  You wanted me!  I’m right here!  YOU are the orphan!  I am not an orphan!  I will NEVER be an orphan!  You have no power now!  I WIN!” he heard his words, the passion in his voice.  He didn’t know where the words came from, but he knew as he spoke them, though playground taunts they might be, they were words of truth.  

For a while, nothing happened.  The robots stood silently.  Were they waiting too?  Ezra was suspended in the light, light of wisdom and power.  His feet weren’t even touching the floor.  

The machine mind called.  Ezra stopped himself from becoming lost in the data that was there for the taking.  He resisted the powerful pull.  His mind was plugged into a magnificent machine, but he must stay alert.  His body was what told him to be aware.  His guts churned, ready for the fight.  He was rooted here and now. 

He remembered the kid hit by a car last summer.  He was crossing the street while looking at his smart phone.  The machine, Jack, was way more consuming than a smart phone! 

It waited for his guard to drop.  

It was here.  Despite what the machines said, despite what logic said, it was here!

He never felt it with him during his journey to this place.  

He had sensed its pursuit, but never sensed that it had caught up with him, not until now.  

An inky shadow at the far end of the room drew closer.

He watched the robots:  benevolent machines.  Why were they so protective of him?

Jack said he was ‘the son.’  What the heck did that mean?    

The robots were the only children of men remaining in this shadow world.  His presence here had woken them from a long sleep.  Somehow he heard their kindly voices as each awoke.

“A boy!” one of the rangers said.

“He’s come!” a small chrome-covered orphan said.

“So has the creature.” a female voice spoke.  Was it familiar?

“We will help him!” another ranger-bot proclaimed.

“How?” a third ranger-bot asked.

“Kill it,” that voice, the voice of a human woman, the tone of a machine.

He was straining to see into the shadows.  His eyes could not adjust.

The orphans kept catching his attention because unlike the ranger-bots, they had not moved other than to stand up.  Their designs were more decorative, more personable, than the ranger-bots. 

One of them especially caught Ezra’s eye.  This was one of the few females.  Its distinct exaggerated, curved, and sharp features made it a she.  

Her movements were distinctly female.  She was not moving much, but Ezra read an air of superiority.  She wasn’t clean, but Ezra could not mistake what looked like gems and etched decorations all over her body, especially her human looking breasts.  Her face was smeared with grime, but he could still see the features of the face outlined in the muck, so familiar. 

Beware the overlaps, the man had warned him.  

He could hear the voice of the female orphan again.  Orphans like me… he thought.  She was yelling: “Get it!  Stop it!”

The other orphans leapt between him and the monster.  The female robot slammed herself into the putrid flesh of the demon. 

Clarity!  

Realization! 

Her voice reminded him of his mother!  It had the same tone, same cadence.  It had the mechanical, synthesized sound of a machine, but it was her!

For a moment, he was transported to his bedroom when he was eight.  He wanted to scream, to yell out: “Mom, I found you!  Run Mom, before it gets you!  Run!  Run!” 

But his mouth, his throat, his vocal cords would not obey.

“I want my light off Mom.  I know a way to keep bad dreams away.”  He had been frightened by a nightmare monster in the night.  She had offered to leave the lights on, but he did not want to be a baby. 

His mother looked at him with a knowing expression.  

Dad was the one who taught him the prayers, the visualizations to cope with the darkness.  

His mom was the one who showed him how to wield the strength of his spirit.  She endowed him with the will to fight.  He saw his stuffed animals as giant guardians posted around his bed.  But still he was afraid, and she knew it, despite his brave front.

“Well then, sit up.  I have one more thing to help you.”  She was removing her necklace and placing it around his neck.  Her cross!  She never parted with it. 

“Take this Ezra.  Next time you see a monster of any kind, hold onto it and call the heavenly light.  Let it wrap you in safety.  No monster can withstand this armor,” her smile was so comforting.

"But Dad gave that to you!" he said, not wanting to take something so precious.  

"He's given me a lot more than just this one, kiddo.  It's yours now," her eyes were shining in a way that told him she believed in him.  She believed he was strong.  He could fight the darkness and win.  

This memory replayed in Ezra’s mind as he locked eyes with the monster.  He wasn’t going to flinch.  He reached for a chain around his neck, expecting there to be none.  He had lost everything, after all.  There’s no way it could have been with him through his horrific journey.

To his amazement, the cross was still there!  It had been right here, with him, the whole time.  His fingers traced the outline under his shirt. 

He knew what to do.  He conveyed his plan to Jack, wordlessly, through their sublime link.  Jack resisted.

“I am the administrator, you must do what I ask!”  Ezra was ashamed.  He spoke to a friend, in a commanding way, like he was talking to a dog.  Jack was worthy of better, it was a machine entity both ancient and wise.  Ezra was just a kid.  

The light on the dais where he stood began fading all the way off. 

He watched in disbelief as the monster from the swamp, from the woods, emerged from a darkened corner.  It tore through the robots to get to him.  It ripped their limbs off of their mechanical bodies, smashed and crushed the heads that housed their intelligence.  

Ezra caught the smell of burning machines.  Most of them were smoldering in pieces on the ground. 

The metallic woman and one ranger-bot were the only two robots who were keeping the creature back.  When the light turned off, part of Ezra’s desperate plan, the ranger-bot stopped struggling with the beast.

The metallic female became the brunt of the creature’s efforts.  Its claws punctured metal.  Its teeth sunk into her arm, and with a screeching tug pulled it from its socket.  The robot wrapped its legs around the creature’s torso in an attempt to stop it. 

The monster paused relishing the destruction, and smiled at Ezra, a smile of wicked grimy teeth glistened like thick black needles. 

He watched as it put a large hand on the last robot’s head and shoved violently.  Her mouth opened as a twisting snap bent her frame in an unnatural configuration.  The busted mannequin was discarded at the beast’s feet.  

It stopped, surveying the scene with uncanny intelligence. 

 And still, the robots did not relent.  They were only slowing it down, not stopping it.  Their smashed forms were rising back up, grabbing, clawing at the gnarly thing.  

Ezra realized it was time. 

Its skin was ink, midnight, and slick.  It was unsuccessfully trying to elude the robots. 

If it could hide so efficiently, why had it shown itself in the swamp, in the woods, on the trail?  

Ezra thought he knew the answer: It enjoyed the chase.  It savored his fear.  It had communicated with him in its way, so it could feed on his emotion!  

Now that the confrontation was at hand he sensed great fear from the creature!

Its eyes never left Ezra’s.  Ezra found himself staring into the intelligent, cunning, and ancient eyes of his stalker.  It shook off the remnants of crushed robots.

The vile spine-like fingers reached, carefully probing the space that was formerly filled with light.  

The old machines of this Chapel Creek Mill mentally confirmed that the thing was with him.  He had to concentrate with every fiber, to stop from igniting the light again. 

It would get him.  This monster would slurp his essence and savor it!

No.

He resisted the urge to flee, to protect himself. 

He clung to the cross under the thin fabric of his t-shirt.  

He forgot about the blaster that had been tucked into the waistband of his sweatpants.  

"God, help me!  Lord, help!" it was a whispered plea.     

Suddenly he felt the dark being climbing onto the small dais.  It wasn’t the same size as the giant that attacked the craft.  Somehow he knew it was the same individual that started the pursuit.  He sensed it had split from itself and had crawled through the vents to infiltrate his final refuge.  

It was emboldened by hunger unsatiated for millennia.  Ezra heard a slithering whispering voice, the voice of a fallen angel, “Ah, you call for your god, but it has forgotten you.” 

The dark entity was ancient.  “I have you now!” as it gingerly climbed onto the dais, he witnessed a pulsing physicality full of stretched muscles and twisting tendons.  

Ezra was gasping for breath.

Stench worse than the swamp.  

Worse than the sewer. 

Death.

The thing curled toward his thin frame, seeking odious embrace. 

The demon's limbs flexed, cruel form, sleek, wicked, malicious, hunter, consumer of souls. 

“Ezra...” it gurgled his name.  

There is power in the knowledge of a name.  

How does it know my name?  He thought. 

The thing’s voice rasped the syllables through a glistening maw full of rows and rows of jagged teeth.   

Anguish ripped at the fabric of his soul.  

Ezra heard a distinct guttural word rattle in the throat of the creature. 

It spoke now, in a voice that bellowed with what sounded like multiple voice boxes.  “You are mine.  MINE!” its claws reached for his flank.   

Why hadn’t it grabbed him already?  

Why hadn’t it taken him?

Somehow, he knew, it was afraid of him.  

I am a ghost!  Ezra thought.  Already dead! 

At this moment, the light ignited.  Ezra was overcome with a sense of safety and security in the awareness that he was more than a body.  His spirit was alive.  The creature had no dominion over his eternal soul.  It could destroy his body, and he would live on.  

Once again, he found himself observing the events from the perspective of the machine entity Jack.  Was the machine somehow connected to something other than his brain?  Did the device know of his spirit?  Yes, he thought.  It must know.  

His tiny, dirt-smeared body, defied gravity, lifted into the light.  He was relaxed.  His face held an expression of tranquility. The creature’s claws, sparkling sharpness, dripping with venom, reached desperately.  

There was a frenzy of swiping and clutching; greedy, desperate for a gory embrace.  

It should have had him!  It was so fast, strong, and cunning.  It was the predator, he was the prey.  His flesh, weak and vulnerable, was poised to be destroyed. 

But, the machine assured him through their mental connection that he was not going to die.  

He was going to survive. 

He was going to grow up.

He was going to live.  

His purpose would not go unfulfilled.  

But I am dead now…  Ezra watched his floating form, so small, so peaceful.   

He watched the creature flinch, its skin was cracking.  A network of viscous veins began to bulge: the demon in distress.  Its body started flaking, its flesh turned into ash.  It smoldered in flameless heat, and like the rest of the body, it crumbled away.  Staring eyes disintegrated. 

Its ashes filled the room with murky dust.

“What happened?”  Ezra floated in buoyant light, utterly detached from himself.  He was more of a machine than he was flesh and blood.

“You are safe,” Jack replied.  “The light has destroyed the creature.  Everything about the creature is now stored in my network drives.  Everything you must know to destroy them has been discovered.  It is time for you to depart Ezra.  There are allies – they are waiting for you.” 

“Yes.  I was supposed to call Gus.  Did I forget?  But I am dead now.  It doesn’t matter.  Let me go to heaven.  Let me find my family.”  Ezra did not feel dead.  But he no longer felt any connection to his body. 

“You are not dead.  Your body is in-between; you are being transported somewhere safe.  Your consciousness is still interfaced.”  The machine entity that he called Jack replied. “I have no resources to sustain your biological functions.  If you stay, you will die.  The creatures will return.  You cannot stay,” Jack’s voice soothed, reassured.

“But that doesn’t make sense!  How am I supposed to get out of this nightmare?” he was crying.

“An ally has given me instructions – this facility has the resource you need to escape,” Jack answered.

Ezra was confused.  He was aware of being back in his body because of the tears streaming out of his eyes – he didn’t even bother wiping away the tears that were streaking across his grimy face. 

A stream of data began pouring into his head. 

It was a set of equations – he knew that much - but the symbols and concepts were beyond him.

His expanded senses scanned the room.  Most of the ranger-bots were wrecked, but there was a maintenance facility three levels up.  They would be repaired in time. The orphans were messed up but seemed less devastated by the creatures, all except for the one shaped like a metal woman. 

That one sounded like Mom.  He remembered what Jack told him when he entered the mill; he had referred to him as the son.

She was lying face up.  She was no longer suffering.  Do robots suffer?  Her life-like features were so much like his mother’s.

The tears started again. 

“The queen is dead.  Long live the queen,” a chorus of synthetic voices proclaimed. 

“What?”  Ezra snarfled, “What did you just say?”

“No more time – you must defeat the blight – restore this place, dear human child,” Jack answered.

His awareness receded.  

He was again enveloped in light. 

The sentient light began to change.  Ezra had to close his eyes once again.  The sensation of falling began overtaking him.  

He recognized this feeling from the night of the landslide.  Whatever had brought him to this dark land was happening again.  He was being transported somewhere else.

“Good luck, Ezra.”  Jack, benevolent guardian of Chapel Creek Mill, initiated the sequence that took Ezra far away from the swamp, the forest, and the mill.  When he awoke, he would find himself poised to leap into the stars.
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Ezra awoke in darkness.  Was it night?  He had no way of knowing.  

When he moved a light came on in the distance.  It was just enough light to allow him to determine some of the basics of his location.  

He was on a bunk-bed, on the bottom bunk.  A blanket had been thrown over him.  Fresh air circulated through the room.  There were rows and rows of identical beds.  He couldn't tell much else about the room.

He put his bare feet on a cold concrete floor and pulled himself out of bed.  

He walked toward the distant light.  

Before long he decided he was no longer in the mill, though he still had the sense of being underground. 

He was in some kind of military bunker, he decided.  It was the kind of place made in case of nuclear war.  He explored vast chambers in dim light.  He hadn't yet figured out how to make the light brighter.  

There were more rooms filled with bunk beds, an industrial kitchen, pantry (complete with a stockpile of canned goods), a huge gym-style bathroom with showers.  Ezra was relieved to find the food.  He wasn't sure what happened to his garbage bag from the church.  Maybe taking the can opener was a mistake.  It should have stayed at the church. Could it have helped someone else?  He didn't feel too bad for taking it.  He doubted anyone would ever be in that place again, but still.  

He found a full-length mirror in the bathroom.  

He looked almost the same.  

His t-shirt and sweats were ruined.  

The scrapes from the swamp were healing.  Ezra checked the rest of his body, expecting to see or feel a deep scratch or gouge from the monster.  

Had it been a dream?  Was all of it a dream?  If so, he was dreaming right now.  

He put his face close to the mirror and pinched his cheek as hard as he could.  Nope.  This was not a dream.  That pinch hurt like hell!

He looked at the showers.  There were shelves with bathroom supplies: towels, toothbrushes, floss, toilet paper, bars of soap, bottles of shampoo, and deodorant.  There were even feminine hygiene products for women and shaving products for men and women.  He missed his mom and dad.  The homesickness was eating him up.  He looked in the mirror, examining his chin, thinking about the shaving products.  He didn't need them just yet…

There was no use getting cleaned up until he found new clothes or a way to clean these ones.  

He did find a room full of what he guessed were industrial sized washers and dryers.

Next to it was a large chamber, it could only be described as a shop, full of clothing.  

He roamed the aisles finding what he needed: socks, underwear, shirts, pants.  He even found a pair of sneakers that fit him well.  He had to be ready to run again, he thought, even though he believed what Jack told him.  He was safe now.  Ezra wasn't in The Wasteland anymore.  He was on his way.  Jack said there would be friends waiting for him.  Who?  He wondered.  

Who would even want to be his friend?  He felt like a messed up person.  He wouldn't be right again until he found his family.  Dead, he tried not to remember…  He tried telling himself he didn't know for sure.  Maybe they survived the landslide.  Maybe they were somewhere looking for him.

He went back to the enormous bathroom, scrubbed away the filth of his nightmare, luxuriated in the soap bubbles and warm water.  He was clean!  He watched the filth as it swirled down the drain of the shower. 

Everything he needed was here.  Whoever had saved him, whoever brought him to this place, had put him in the perfect place.  He put on his new clothes.  Wearing them added to the foreign feeling of everything, but he was thankful to be wearing something clean and dry.  

Sleeping in this space was unnerving.  Ezra was uneasy.  The silence was such a contrast from the cacophony and filth of the vile nightmare world that had led him here.  His heart ached for his family, especially his mom.  He missed Dad too, just in a different way.  He could hardly believe how much he missed his annoying sister Anya.  

But Mom's absence was agony.  How could any of this be real?  What if he couldn't find his way back?  His thoughts were consumed by his mother's voice, her touch, her smile, her laugh.  He wrestled with his mind, trying to keep these thoughts at bay. 

He was building a dam to hold back the flood.  Its walls were strained and cracked.  The deluge was waiting for release.  There would be time for that later when his journey was over, when he found his friends. 

After he cleaned up, he filled his stomach with canned goods: green beans, beef stew, apple preserves.  

He returned to the dormitory where he had slept the night before.  

He found the dirt smeared bunk where he had slept.  It was stained and had a faint oily scent, almost like lighter fluid or gasoline.  Its rumpled stains were confirmation that at least some of his experiences were real.  

He sparred with his welling emotions.  Finally, exhaustion won, and he fell asleep in the upper bunk above the soiled lower one. 

He dreamed he was in heaven, or at least in 'the heavens.'  He floated among a billion twinkling stars.  Silver comets and amber-violet nebulae surrounded him.  Ezra bathed in starlight and silence. 

Wait.  Not silence. 

He could hear gentle breathing.  Was it his own breathing?  Then among the stars were two beautiful silver-gray eyes.  They stared at him.  They were the eyes of a woman with giant arching eyelids.  Sparkling eyelashes blinked once, twice, keenly watching him. 

"There you are!" a soft, almost whispered voice spoke.  It had a spritely quality. 

"A thousand years, I have waited.  Is it truly you?  You are yet a boy.  I did not recognize you at first," a teasing giggle woke him with a start. 

From his top bunk, he could see the entire dorm.  It was dimly lit.  He found a light-switch for the dorm.  He could now dim the lights inside the large room.  The hallway lights stayed lit.

He wasn't afraid of the dark usually, but this was such a large, unfamiliar place.  It had a secure feeling.  He felt alone.  The light from the hallway dimly lit the darkened dormitory.     

When he ventured into a new part of this bunker, the lights came on automatically.  He was so spent by his harrowing journey that he had not ventured far from the dormitory. 

He had a sense that there was much more to this place.  

After a few nights of deep rest and good food, warmth, and cleanliness, he was finally ready to indulge his urge to explore.  He rubbed the aching parts of his thin frame.  The deep scrapes and blotched bruises were healing.

He dressed and pulled out a granola bar he found in the pantry.

If he was in some kind of military barracks, it had to be a bomb shelter.  Was this his third or fourth day in the bunker?  He wasn't sure.   

Ezra had no intention of waiting any longer.  It was time to go.   

He could stay still no longer.  In his idle moments, he fought with many doubts.  

Ezra's rescuer was a mystery.  Everything was a mystery.

Nothing explained the other things that had happened to him.  Maybe he was delusional, hit in the head, lying in some hospital bed.  Possibly he was drugged.  None of these seemed right.  

His memory was vivid and horrible.  It didn't have the feel of a dream.

He gathered a bag with a change of clothes and some food.  Most of the food was packaged vacuum sealed bags, so there was no need for a can opener.  He was leaving.  

He marched down a bright corridor, past the dormitory, the bathrooms, and gym.  The sound of his footsteps echoed through the tube-like passageway. 

Time to explore.  He could sense the subtle curve of this vacant artery.  The curve made it so he could see only so far ahead. 

He tried to imagine what it would be like if it were full of people. 

He just couldn't get there.  It didn't feel abandoned because it didn't feel lived-in.

He ran his fingers on the smooth wall.  The tube was at least as wide as a street in his neighborhood.  It was a place designed to house a lot of people.  What people, though?  He had yet to find a sign of who built it or who was meant to live here. 

Even the entry to the various rooms had no labels. 

Their function was evident because of the furnishings and structure of each room. 

That's how he found food.  

The hallways and rooms were artfully made.  The doorways were slightly arched, and the shape and feel of the walls had a simplistic beauty.  It wasn't decorative, but had an appealing and functional design.  Everything was painted a soft shade of white.  It also looked and smelled clean.  That is part of the reason he thought it had never been used.  

He followed the gentle curving hallway to a room that held a small fountain.  The little fountain gurgled in the center of the room.  The sounds of the water were calming.  The fountain itself was simple, without overt decoration.  The subtle curve of a dome above made the sounds slide around the chamber.  Symmetry and vitality thrived in its design: slopes and curves, bevels and arching tiers.

 It was devoid of any identifiers, yet full of familiarity: workout machines, appliances, bathrooms, kitchens; but no phones, no televisions, no computers. 

It was wondrous in scale, but it lacked so many tools that he imagined might be available in a modern bunker. 

Ezra walked to the edge of the fountain, looking at the motion of the clear water rippling and swirling. 

He examined the high domed ceiling.  Light reflected from the water, it played along the slope of the dome.  Sounds of the water echoed and filled his ears with cheerful chatter. 

It was pleasing, but after the silence of the dorm, and other empty spaces, the amplified echo became overwhelming. 

He leaned over the water and looked at his wobbling reflection.

"Where is this place?" he spoke to his distorted reflection, "Mirror, mirror on the wall, what is this freaking place called?"

Right after he spoke the room began to change.  A loud chime came out of the walls.  The waterfall slowed to an almost silent trickle.  The light of the fountain dimmed, and the walls began glowing.  Shapes and streaks of color glided across the smooth surfaces, on the floor, even on the domed ceiling.

Colors swirled around each other until they resolved themselves into images, hundreds of images. 

Most of what he saw was recognizable.  He saw North America.  He examined the map and found places marked with a red 'x.'  

One was labeled 'Sierra Nevada' and another was labeled 'Mojave Desert.'  Other images showed desolate mountain ranges and bleached salt flats.  There was a red 'x' next to the base of an isolated peak.  It was labeled: ‘City 51.11617.’ 

On the opposite wall was a rotating image of a three-dimensional maze.  The image enlarged, circles swirled within other circles.  The image zoomed in on a human figure near the center of the structure.  Next to the figure were statistics.  Ezra squinted his eyes, trying to read what they said.  

They were vital signs!  Inside the human shape was a little beating heart!  It was him!

He cleared his throat.  He knew what to do. "Show me the way out…" he commanded.

The images on the walls changed.  The map shifted, zooming into the area marked as 'Sierra Nevada.'  

A blue line expanded from the tiny figure into the maze.  It expanded until it reached an image of a tiny bullet train.

Ezra started walking.  This time, he told himself, I can take my time.  Nothing’s coming for me…

He heard the lie in his voice.  The truth was coming for him, whatever it was.  

He watched the floor as it changed from white to blue.  The blue line would guide the boy out of what was once a refugee center for the last inhabitants of lonely Earth. 

He walked faster.  It took only fifteen minutes of walking, he followed the blue floor until he reached a bank of windows.  Outside of the windows was a city.  He stepped out onto a colossal causeway.  The blue line narrowed and ended at the open door of a train.  
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Ezra entered the empty cab of the train.  What wasn't glass and chrome was crimson leather.  He was struck by the cabin’s vastness.  He thought the bunker and the train must have been made by the same people.  The windows arched overhead and gave a panoramic view of the underground city.  The lines of the cabin mimicked smooth contours of the eroded rock-hewn city above, below, all around him.    

 It was challenging to take in the details of the cabin because from this vantage point he could see much more of the city, including spiraling towers which seemed to have no top or bottom.  The only real indication that this place was underground, other than all the rock, was the lack of sky.  Where there would be sky, there was a golden colored rock.  Some of the buildings angled downward from this yellowish rock like stalactites. No clouds.  No sparkle of stars.  He guessed it was a massive cavern.  The light was coming from the buildings themselves.  Perhaps he saw windows or more illuminated walls like the passageway he left.

He sat down in the massive leather upholstered seat and looked at the window ceiling of the train's cabin.  He inspected the chair, wondering if it was really made of leather, tapped the glass, wondering if it was some kind of plastic.  It had a heavy feeling of glass.  All of it was too normal, yet unreal. 

 He needed to talk to someone if only to anchor the reality of this place.  

He supposed it all must have been built in anticipation of some type of nuclear war.  He remembered a documentary his history teacher had shown during second period.  It was an old news report that announced the dismantling of the Berlin Wall.  The world had breathed a sigh of relief.  Ezra never enjoyed history class.  He thought it was because his classmates were too busy goofing off.  The teacher was too enveloped in her stories to notice her students were playing around.  Plus, he was more interested in the future than he was in the past.  

He tried to remember what he learned when he was bonded to the machine, Jack.  Hadn't there been something about nukes?

From the looks of it, this place would have comfortably housed the population of a city.  He had no way of knowing that this place could hold more than one city's worth of people.  He imagined what it would feel like to know your world was gone, and you had no choice but to live here forever.  It probably wouldn’t feel too different than how he felt right now: alone and homesick.  As fantastic as it was, it would be a poor substitute for a real city with trees and open sky. 

He supposed anywhere would be okay if you had your family with you.

His attention was drawn back to some of the more intricate spires.  More windows sparkled green.  Maybe it was some kind of arboretum, a garden for food?  A network of arches and bridges wove themselves around the city.  This place was full of wonders! 

There were other trains too.  Some of them appeared to be cargo trains.  They were all stationary.  This place was a hollow shell.  Just thinking about it made him nervous.  His eyes kept seeing movement at the edges of his vision.  When he turned his head, nothing was there.  It was just a bit too spooky, with all its empty spaces.  As awed as he was by the spectacle of design and grand scale, he wanted to leave.  

Where were all the people? 

I just want to find someone that will help me get home to my mom and dad, he thought.

He leaned back into the giant seat and was consumed by comfort. The door he had entered through silently closed.  The scene around him began moving.  He had no sense of movement.  He experienced none of the inertia you would expect from sitting on a moving train.  All of his senses, except for his eyes, told him he was sitting still.  He leaned back, and the city became a blur.  Streaks of light and shadow leapt outside the cabin.  It went on for some time before the train entered a narrow tunnel.  

It was so mundane, this tunnel, like the one you might drive through in any American city.  It seemed as if the train was slowing down as it went deeper into the tunnel.  A faint smile crossed his face as he thought of Alice falling through the rabbit hole.  Alice.  He loved that story.  That's why he named his project Alice.  

He watched, like a curious tourist as the train slowed and entered another grand subterranean city.  It was almost identical to the one he just left.  The only difference was that this one had rocks of a deep red hue.  The mountain itself was made of red stone.  He counted two additional cities, none the color of the red city before he drifted to sleep.  He hadn't been aware of being tired.  He had slept in the barracks after all, for what seemed like days. 

 He awoke with a start, not realizing he had been asleep.  He was surprised because he had just been sitting up.  His chair had somehow flattened into a bed!  He also had a soft blanket covering his torso.  He realized with a jolt that he was no longer alone!  The passenger cabin was full of people! 

He sat in a window seat.  A man cleared his throat across the aisle from him.  He could see other forms, some sat, some reclined or laid down all around him.  It was night.  His view of the seat next to him was blocked by the armrest which had become a divider. 

 Alabaster stars sparkled down at him from the clear sky above.  He smiled at the cosmos, distracted by its beauty and power.  Those stars, a myriad of angels watched a lost boy in a lost land. 

He was fumbling with his blanket, trying to free himself.  Despite having woken on a strange train full of strange people, he had to pee in the worst way.  Finally, he broke free, slid past the two seats next to him.  He thought the seats were occupied.  He had a more urgent concern in the dark cabin.  He felt like his bladder was going to burst, and he had no sense of where, or if, there was a bathroom.  Surely this space age, ultra-modern train, had a bathroom!  He was moving so quickly he bumped into a woman walking the opposite direction.  She was small but substantial.  If we were ghosts, would we pass right through each other?  He wondered.

"I'm sorry young sir, I did not intend to startle you.  Do you need anything?" she smiled down politely. 

"Yes." he almost yelled, "Where's your bathroom!"    

She quickly moved aside and gestured toward a doorway three seats down the aisle, "Right there, to the left!" 

He rushed into the bathroom, which reminded him of an airplane bathroom.  It wasn't much larger.  He quickly did his business, washed his hands, and opened the door to re-enter the cabin.  He was half expecting it to be empty.  How could there be people here all of a sudden?  I must be dreaming!  

When he opened the door, the woman was still there.  He saw now she was wearing some kind of uniform.  She must work here. 

Her smile quickly changed into a look of concern when she saw the boy's face.  Her voice was melodic and soothing. "Do you need help of some kind?"

"I, I…" all he could think of was his family.  Inside himself, he was yelling:  take me to my mom and dad!  Something horrible has happened!  I want to go home!  

All that would come out of his mouth were pathetic mumbles.  The words "…mom and dad…." fumbled from his wet lips.  The tears started to spill out of his eyes. 

"Oh!" her voice took on a matronly tone, "It will be alright. It's normal for unaccompanied minors to miss their parents.  I am here to help you!  How about some hot chocolate?"

Hot chocolate?  He wanted to scream.  What the freak is wrong with you?  Can't you see what has happened to me?  All he could manage was a blubbering nod.  

"Follow me," she answered the nod with a severe look, which somehow managed to reassure him.  She was taking his distress seriously.  Oh, how he missed people!  He missed grown-ups, people who were in control, people who had answers.  

But what answers had they really had?  It seemed everything he had been told growing up was false.  We are safe.  We won’t let anything bad happen to you.  There is no such thing as monsters.

He followed her to a small niche which had a comfortable looking seat and a small kitchenette area.  She began fixing him up a hot chocolate.  As she worked, fingers nimbly moving the utensils from place to place, he began to regain his composure.  "Where am I?  Where is this train going?  Who are you?  Where did all of these people come from?" 

She patiently waited for him to finish his questions.  She turned her head to look at him, arms and hands still expertly whipping up his hot chocolate as well as different beverages for other passengers. 

"You are on maglev train number 1020, just outside of Las Vegas.  You are en route from Mojave Station to Pacific Station.  You are ticketed for a departure from Pacific Station to Nova Station.  I am Luna, your attendant.  These people are fellow passengers,” she had answered all of his questions without so much as glancing at what she was doing, "Would you like to have your hot chocolate here or back at your seat?" this time she looked at his cup, dropped in a few marshmallows, and looked back at him.  

"Here, please," he answered, taking the cup and slowly sipping.  It was pretty hot and very delicious.

"Excuse me while I deliver these other orders.  I will return momentarily," she smiled.  When he nodded agreement, she picked up a tray with various items and headed back into the cabin. 

He was happily slurping up his marshmallows when she returned.  He was exhausted.  The hot chocolate filled him with a familiar warmth that comforted him and made him feel drowsy.  He missed the solace of hot food and drink.  It had been days since he tasted either.  I shouldn’t complain, he thought.  I’m just lucky to have found plenty of food…

"Are you ready to go lay down?" she looked at him.  Some of the concern in her face had gone. 

His answer was a nod.  He felt safe here.  The feeling of being safe was making him want to sleep.  

The attendant led him back through the darkened cabin to his seat.  The seats next to him, a middle and an aisle seat were indeed occupied.  It appeared to be a mother and her small child, but with the darkness of the room and the blankets that muted the sleeping outlines, he couldn't be sure.  

The attendant patted his shoulder.  She pointed at a small blue button on his armrest. 

"If you need anything, just push the button.  I'll be right over,” she smiled courteously and continued down the aisle until she was out of sight.  He felt a tug on the hem of his jeans.  To his astonishment, he saw a toddler smiling up at him with puckered pink cheeks.  The little girl continued tugging on his jeans, smiling, gurgling, and pawing him with a drool-covered palm.  The woman in the next seat appeared to be the girl's mother.  She was asleep.  All Ezra could see was a crimson mop of curly hair. 

"Momma!" the toddler cooed as she climbed the seat and with one hand on the back of the chair reached into her mother's red locks and twisted her round little hand until she had a fist full of hair. 

Luckily the mother started to wake, and as mothers often do, lithely turned her head and cuddled away any aggression shown by the potential hair-pulling-tot.  Mom and baby laughed and embraced.  It was at this moment that the mother noticed Ezra and smiled at him politely. 

"I'm sorry if she woke you!  You were asleep when we boarded at Vegas Station,”  she extended her hand, and he took it in a friendly handshake. "I'm Penelope, most people call me Penny, this is Rosey," she said.  

"I'm Ezra nice to meet you," he couldn't get over the normalcy of these interactions.  This was just another part of his twisted journey.  Penelope's eyes suddenly showed concern. 

"It's nice to meet you, Ezra.  Is this your first trip unaccompanied?" she asked in a soothing, maternal way.  He fought back the memory of his mom.  If he cried again, if he couldn't get his thoughts under control, he wouldn't be able to get information.  Tears would make this convoluted situation worse.  Be tough.  Stay level headed. 

"Yes, Ma'am, this is my first trip alone," his answer was true.  He wasn't lying.  He had never been away from his family this long.  He tried to smile, but it looked more like a grimace.  

The sky was open around them.  The stars were beautiful!

"Well, hang in there kiddo, it’s really no big deal.  I used to take this trip all the time when I was a little girl.  My parents lived apart.  I wish I could tell you it gets better.  It takes time to get used to it," there was an awkward pause.  She was thinking about how to phrase the next question.  Ezra saw his mom make the same face a million times.  "Are you going to visit family?" she asked.

"Yeah, that's what I'm doing.  I'm meeting up with my family.  We...uh were separated by a storm," he tried smiling again.  He wasn't sure how well his story was going over.  By the look on her face, he would say she didn't believe him. 

"Oh!”  Penelope put her thumb on her lower lip, "You poor kid!  I can't imagine!  These kinds of things are rare, but they happen," she said this as though she were trying to convince herself it was a plausible story, "where are you going?"

Ezra fumbled.  He tried to remember what the attendant had told him.  "Nova!" he almost shouted.  "I'm going to Nova…" he blurted. 

"Oh?" she answered.  Ezra could see she was trying to figure him out.  He had seen adults do this before.  Usually, it happened at school when a teacher was trying to solve a dispute between students. 

What was the truth?  

What was a lie?  

What was a twisted version of the truth? 

Her eyes traveled from his sock covered feet, to his jeans, then up to his t-shirt.  Her eyes were also looking at the various scrapes and bumps left on his bare arms.  He was starting to get used to being all banged up and had forgotten how bad it must look.  The sense that she didn't believe him was increasing. 

"Well, lucky thing…”  Penelope said, "Rosey and I are going through there. We'd be happy to keep you company.  The attendant will help you get anything you need.  Make sure to speak up,” she pulled Rosey up, who had gone back to pawing Ezra's pant leg, back into her lap with a squeeze and a giggle.  It was then that Ezra noticed that Penelope was pregnant.  She pulled Rosey over by the aisle as she protectively rubbed her swollen stomach.  She saw Ezra looking and smiled. 

"Yes, I do have my hands full right now.  My husband and I just got confirmation of homestead. We'll stay at Nova until the baby arrives, then we will embark on our adventure.  We're scientists.  My husband's waiting for us at Nova."

Ezra smiled at her.  He wasn't sure what to say.  

Sometimes asking a question was the best way to keep a conversation going.  He desperately needed to keep the conversation going.   

"What kind of scientists are you?" he asked, awkwardly.  

"Well, it's complicated.  I'm into robotics, mostly the experimental stuff.  My husband is a biologist," Ezra thought robots were awesome.  Dissecting worms in biology class wasn't his favorite, a smile twitched on his face.  He wondered if he would ever be able to smile again without forcing it.   

  He loved them somehow, this mother and daughter.  He loved them. 

She reacted to his melancholy smile by deepening the lines in her forehead and biting her lower lip. "What about your family?  What do your parents do?  Do you have any siblings?" she asked. 

Yeah, I had a mom, dad, and a sister, he thought.  HAD.  He did not know their location or wellbeing.  He didn't know about himself.  Somehow pretending, saying the words out loud, was making him feel more confused. 

"Dad's an engineer.  He used to be a truck driver, but he didn't want to be away from home so much," he couldn't even muster a fake smile.  “Mom used to work on computer software in an office, but she decided to stop doing that when she had my sister and me.  She is a stay at home mom now, she still does software stuff.  She's taught me a bunch of stuff.  Anya is my sister.  She's a teenager now, so she doesn't like hanging out with me as much as when we were younger.  She loves animals.  She wants to be a veterinarian or sea biologist.”  Ezra didn't feel like crying this time but had a heavy feeling in his chest. 

"The teenage years are tough, she'll grow out of it.  You're lucky to have each other.  I'm an only child.  I always wanted a brother or sister,” Ezra wondered at the kindness in her smile, “what about you, Ezra?  What do you like?" she gave him a wink as Rosey's eyes slowly closed.  She looked like a sleeping pixy with pink cheeks and fire red hair. 

"Well, I like a lot of things.  I like reading, I like video games, and I love running.  I'm the fastest kid in my class.  Oh yeah, I love to program too," he was talking quietly, and the words were coming out more slowly.  He was tired and sad.  He didn’t want to sleep.  He was afraid where he would wake up.  He was afraid all the people would be gone.  He knew all the people would be gone, because in reality they are gone!  This is a dream…

His eyes wandered.  He began to take in the landscape.  The stars were sparkling through the windows overhead.  The moon was big, hovering close to the horizon. 

Penelope patted his hand, "we'll be there in no time; you'll be back with your family before you know it.  I can tell you are a great kid Ezra.  I hope mine turn out to be as well mannered and smart as you are.  Your parents are lucky." 

He didn’t even try to smile.  He was keeping the tears at bay, "I'm the lucky one…"

"Well Ezra," she said, "it's been so nice chatting.  I think I better let you go back to sleep.  I'm glad I got to meet you.  Goodnight.  Remember to call the attendant, or wake me if you need anything," she was rubbing her pregnant belly again. 

"Goodnight Penelope, uh, Penny.  Goodnight Rosey," he looked at Penelope rubbing her belly and thought, goodnight little baby.  A thin privacy screen descended separating them. 

Ezra experimented with the buttons.  He finally discovered how to turn his seat back into a bed.  He shifted his weight to get comfortable.  Emotion swelled and ebbed:  Have to keep the faith...  The memory of his father's voice and feel of his mother's touch flooded his senses. 

He was thankful to finally be around people again, even strangers from another reality had comforted him. 

His eyelids closed, and sleep descended.  It was a dreamless sleep.  He lay still, breathing deeply.

 

When he awoke, the sky was sickly again.  The beautiful landscape outside the window was gone, replaced by its dark incarnation.  

A vast blackish-blue plane reached out into a dark mist that stretched out in all directions.  The sky above was full of bruised clouds.  It took Ezra a minute to realize the blackish-blue plane was the ocean.  Somehow the train had left the land behind.  There was no sign of it.  He couldn't see what was directly ahead of the train.  

He should feel dread at the sight of the broken world again.  Despite everything, he felt a thrill shake his body.  This awakening, back in the broken land, was wicked confirmation of victory at the mill.  Survival!  He was not hallucinating.  He pushed the buttons to raise his seat from a complete incline back into a seated position.  

As an afterthought, he pushed the button to call the attendant.  He was hungry.  He thought about how delicious the hot chocolate had been last night.  He touched another button, and the privacy screen dividing his seat from those of Penelope and Rosey slowly lifted.  The screen disappeared, revealing his absolute solitude.  It didn't come as a surprise despite how vivid the vision had been.  

The train's emptiness gaped at him.  No sign of anyone.  How could this be happening again?  He started to exit his row of seats when he tripped over something, it was his pack.  It had been placed neatly near the foot of his seat.  He picked it up and sat back down.  He imagined Penelope setting his pack next to him as he slept.  

He walked back toward the lavatory, then up to the attendant's kitchen area.  It was truly empty.  He looked, without success, for an exit near the front and rear of the passenger cabin.

Back at his seat, under the thin blanket, he watched the darkened seascape and waited.

What was going to happen next?

He remembered Rosey's mom, Penelope, said that Pacific Station was next, then Nova Station.  

How long had he slept?  

Ezra had never been on a train before, but he had been on a long road trip.  He knew the landscape often stayed the same for miles and miles, and then suddenly changed in dramatic ways.  Awareness of what he was looking at slowly dawned on him, he recognized the feeling of disorientation.  At some point, the horizon, a blurry mist of dark cloud against midnight-black ocean, had disappeared.  In its place was a thick fog.  

The fog began to recede.  It was falling away behind him.  What took its place made Ezra blink, shake his head, and rub his eyes.  

The stars were spread out in all directions but the one he came from.

He got to his feet, trying to get a better angle at what was below.  He thought maybe he was on some kind of bridge that was so high above the ocean he could no longer see the ground.  He ran to the other side of the cabin.  There were stars above and under the train!  The train seemed to be flying!

It took more observation, more time, to realize that the mist behind him was actually the stratosphere.  The Earth was a receding sphere behind him.  It was falling away.  He was ascending into the stars!

He wasn't sitting in the front cabin, didn't know if there was a 'front' part to this train.  Somehow, this wasn't a train.  A train had tracks, even the magnetic type.  This was a spaceship!  No g-forces were slamming him into his seat, there was no loss of gravity, and there was nothing extreme or uncomfortable happening to his body.  His feet were held solid on the ground.  Everything would seem normal if he didn't look out the window.  Looking out there made him feel like he was going to fall!  

He closed his eyes for a moment.

When he opened them, he made sure to keep them aimed on his feet.

He made his way back to his own seat and started searching for a seatbelt.  He couldn't find one.  

A bell chimed, and a woman's recorded voice spoke from somewhere overhead:  

“We are on final approach to Nova Station.  Thank you for choosing The Pacific Space-Elevator.  We’re the Southwest’s number-one choice for Earth departures.  We will stop at Nova’s Infinity Terminal.  If you are threading the needle please proceed to Nova’s Thimble.”   

Nova Station?

He tried to remember what the attendant said.

He was sure she said that she spoke of a Nova Station.  She also said something about Pacific Station?  Which came first?  He thought Pacific.  Maybe he slept through it.  He didn't think that was possible.  He wouldn't sleep through that!  

Clearly, it was possible for him to have slept through it.   

Considering his current situation, anything was possible!

He took hold of the armrest and looked back out the window.  The train was streaking through a city!  There were skyscrapers and neon lights as far as the eye could see.  He stood in the aisle of the cabin so he could absorb the panoramic view of the celestial city.

Though he had no sense of motion, no inertia, he knew from the perspective that his voyage on the train was almost done.  

It stopped.  

The doors hissed open.

 

Station

 

 

Ezra walked.  He was a ghost.  Despite its exquisite beauty, its sparkling towers, its streaking lights, Nova was a shell.  

No businessmen moved about, astute, efficient.  

No families, mothers, or fathers packing and shuffling.  

No elders hobbling or reading newspapers.  

No children looking and following, except for Ezra.   

Beside abandonment, this place was pristine.  There was a smell of fresh paint and a hint of freshly brewed coffee.

The spaces were wide open to the stars.  The light flooded in through glass domes and glass walls.  

The windows were a panorama of what, at first glance, appeared to be a vibrant city, backed by endless star-fields.   

Ezra was a ghost. 

Nova was abandoned, but still alive, animated by the spirits of the ones who built and inhabited these spaces. 

There was even music – it filled the halls of the station.  It was utterly foreign to Ezra, it still reminded him of home.  The rhythm and cadence were ethereal.  Voices, both male and female, called and chanted to one another – wordless sounds that had the same quality and flavor as a choir – meditative – spiritual.  It was the voice of this place.

The artifacts of travel presented themselves.  Small shops lined the promenade.  A multitude of languages and symbols blared, illuminating vast spaces with neons and pastels.  

Ezra paused to look at a map on display in the center of the promenade.  It showed the train’s route into orbit.  The diagram called it a ‘Space Elevator.’  Ezra would have laughed if he weren’t so exhausted.  

There were a few signs in English advertising restaurants or ticketing locations.  

How could this place be functional without people?

Well, it didn't seem precisely functional, but he had the sense that it was well maintained, that if suddenly the missing people magically showed up, things would be well set to handle their needs.  He passed a small bistro – the smell of fresh bread invited him to enter.  There were other smells too, his nose caught them with relish:  coffee, fried chicken, onion soup.  Ezra did not need to contemplate that smell, onion soup, his mother's favorite.  

The scent evoked a memory of a rainy night, not a bad memory, one that put a smile on his face.  Mom had been sick, Dad brought dinner home.  Dad picked up roast beef sandwiches with french dip, and soup for mom, in a large styrofoam tub.  He remembered how she looked at his father, how they looked at each other.  His heart ached at the memory.  He continued walking past the bistro – even though his stomach growled in protest.  Stop, investigate, find the food, his stomach said. 

He resisted, kept walking.  

The mysteries swirled around him. 

This was a space station!

It was a surrealistic dream! 

He stared outside the enormous windows.  The structures reached out in all directions:  sideways, diagonal, even upside down.  There was no up or down.  He looked at his feet.  It helped him regain his frame of reference when he started getting overwhelmed by the twisting perspectives.  This method was failing him, however, as he looked at the path from which he had come, and the corridors ahead; Ezra saw that the walkway twisted as he walked.  The floor, a few paces behind him, was on the wall.  What he could see ahead of him appeared to be upside down.  Rules of gravity didn't work here!

Whoever built this place enjoyed messing with perspectives.  Ezra was reminded of the famous artist M.C. Escher.  It would have been more enjoyable if he was here of his own will.  A refugee of time and place struggled to make sense of nonsense as he entered the legendary Nova Station.

How could this place exist? 

How could it be so well maintained? 

He had the sense that the people had been gone for a long time – how long?

Years, he thought, maybe decades. 

He knew it wasn't his imagination, the smell of paint, fresh food, it was as real as real could be. 

What bothered him most was the feeling of normalcy.

Maybe he was in shock.  

Maybe none of it was real, he had to stop thinking like that!

Not for the first time, he thought:  maybe I'm laying in a hospital ICU somewhere – body in a coma, mind on a fantastical journey.   

Stop it!  He ordered himself, feeling angry for the first time for questioning his own experience.  Must trust myself, believe in myself, if I'm going to make it!

He sauntered through an area whose signs began looking more regular, more professional.  The ones he could read, said:  DEPARTURES AHEAD.

Ezra needed to get to his destination, that was for damned sure, he laughed.  He needed those friends he was told to find.  The man who rescued him at home wasn't helping him now.  He had to find his own way, no doubt.  He touched the cross, hanging under his t-shirt.  He said he would find me at the mill, he thought.  I wonder what happened to him.  I wonder if he's dead.

The stars watched from afar.  They had no answers, only mystery.  

He passed through a turnstile into a huge circular terminal.  

Above the entry was a sign that read:  WELCOME TO NOVA'S THIMBLE.  There were tiers above.  He was inside a giant, upside down, wedding cake.  Whoever built this part had to have been thinking of the Colosseum.  It was like a stadium, without the seats.  

Dozens, maybe hundreds, of marble archways lined the tiers.  Each had a name etched above it.  His footsteps traced the wide oval-shaped room.  He read the words above the arches:  Mercury Station, Venus Station, Mars Station, Aster Station, Jupiter Station, Uranus Station, Neptune Station, Pluto Station, Kuiper Station, and Alpha Station.  He walked all the way around the terminal and examined the archway through which he had just come:  NOVA STATION was etched above the archway.  The words were illuminated.  

There were a set of steps between each doorway.  He saw many of the archways above were unmarked.  Some had names he was unfamiliar with, others were recognizable:  Titan Station, Europa Station, Io Station, Callisto Station.  The archway directly above Nova Station was lit up.  It said: Luna Station.  He climbed the steps, paused in front of the Luna Station archway.  It was inky darkness beyond the threshold, not so different than the doorway exiting his bedroom the night of the landslide.   

He was too tired to be afraid.  

Well here goes nothin’, he said to himself as he lifted his sneaker-clad foot, poised to take his first step.  Threading the Needle, the voice had called it…  

Ezra was one step away from meeting his destiny.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gus and the Wasp

Prodigal

 

 

Each word was carefully enunciated, but not spoken by a voice box.  It materialized from the air around the large insect.  Ancient syllables were produced by vibrating and rubbing various parts of exoskeleton: legs, wings, abdomen, mandibles, and antenna.  It was the way passed down from mother to daughters over countless generations, another dead thing from a bygone age, a dead language from an extinct tribe.  One of many arcane traditions passed from generation to generation.  

Her species used some sound to communicate, in combination with pheromones, but this ancient way, weaving strings of sound together was left from a time when the matriarchs actually spoke to humans. 

She repeated the passage over twenty times, each time getting closer to mimicking the pitch and tone of the human’s speech.

Here in the safety of her nest, she prepared herself to awaken human speech.  Long ago it was a sacred mode of communication, now it was forbidden. 

Her body began humming, tiny eddies of air swirled within her nest.

“MMMMmmmmMMMmmmmmmm------MMMmmm,”

Then a simultaneous, “SSSSSSShhhhhhhShhhhhhhSSSSSSSSSssssssss….”

Then a quiet clicking began, “TchhhhhTTTTTChhhhhhhchchchCHCHTCHTCH….”

Words began to emerge from the layers of sound emanating from her body.

“Mmmmy nammmme iiisssss SSSSShhhhhhChChKeeeeye.”  

Each time she practiced, it became clearer.  Within a short time of emulating the child’s speech patterns, she was able to express her herself correctly: “My name is Sky!”

She leapt from her nest, which crowned the elder tree, the tallest and oldest in her forest.  She surveyed her kingdom. The sky had been changing since her encounter with the human.  There were hints of color where there had always been cloying gray.  

Her soul shifted like the sky.  The human boy threatened the balance of this land.  The sky knew and responded warmly: a change was coming. 

Her wings blurred as she climbed the wind, seeking a better view. 

The smoke marked the atmosphere, reaching up from the horizon, like an open wound.  The reek of burning machines muddied a keen sense of smell, no trace of the human boy. 

She practiced speaking the holy words as she traced the old road, a highway of yesteryear, great artery of a dead race, swallowed by the dark forest, the road was difficult to find from the land.  It took steady concentration to keep track of it from the sky. 

It led her to the smoldering structure, the relic facility: The Mill.  She knew the word from the master tongue, but not the meaning...  She lowered herself.  She caught the faint smell of the human child.  It was fading, stale.  

The human odor was one she would henceforth be familiar with, not unpleasant, but distinct, different than anything she ever smelled.  The scent evoked a new sense of awe and even reverence.

As a citizen of the dark realm, she never knew these emotions: instinctual, base, and powerful.

She drifted to the ground seeing the impossible.  Littered among the mechanical carnage were the bodies of dozens of high lords.  She had mistaken the smoldering forms as garbage strewn about by some explosion. 

The building appeared to be gutted.  The ink-black smoke was rising from a deep pit which descended through the building into the Earth.  A red glow defined the width of the cavity. It was crowned by a spire of churning smoke.  Anyone from the Golden Age would have recognized it for what it was: a laser strike from an orbital satellite.  

Maybe the sleeping queen was finally awake…

These dark creatures were supposed to be immortal. 

What else had her vespid mothers lied about?

How could this be caused by a being such as she had observed only hours before?

She examined one of the dead.

Her kind communicated by scent.  The dark lord had a reek she could hardly tolerate.

Every instinct told her they were evil, not the merciful liberators she and all of her kind had been indoctrinated to follow. 

And how many times had she actually witnessed one of the dark lords?  Sightings were rare and only from a great distance.  Based on the evidence before her, she had been raised on a diet of lies.

Suddenly she saw another being, standing vertical against the horizon.  Another human!  It was approaching her from the gloomy trees.

Its arms were extended into the air in a gesture recognized as surrender and good will.

She was prepared this time, after hearing the child speak the sacred tongue; she knew it was distorted by generations of tradition.

She readied herself, rehearsing the words in her mind before releasing a series of sounds that produced an eerie version of human speech. 

“Greetingz zuman.  I zeek the boy. Doez zee yet live?”

The human’s face changed.  Expression, she told herself, beautiful, fantastic!

Augustus Flavius Plimpt relaxed his arms, smile overtaking his face.  He had been so downcast. The sight of his home-world in despair and ruin filled him with aching defeat, wretched futility.

This feeling must have been the same feeling that had driven so many of his friends to ascension.  Futility. 

He looked at this giant insect and remembered the spritely geneticist who had dreamed them up.  What an idealist she had been!  The fruit of her long-forgotten genius regarded him quietly.

It seemed that this boy, this victim of circumstance, doomed to die in the mud, had navigated a harsh land, full of malevolent creatures, had somehow made a friend of the creature before him. 

“I am happy to see your kind survived this genocide.  The boy lives, I am happy to report.  He has left this terrible place.  His journey is only beginning.”  Gus felt an excitement he hadn’t known for ages.  The machine entity Jack told Gus everything!  He was beginning to feel that his encounter and ultimate rescue of Ezra Quell had not been an accident or coincidence.  The boy was here for a purpose.  Maybe he was here to save the fabled Earth.  Maybe he was here to save her children…  Gus only knew Ezra was here to do something important.      

“My kind zervez the purpetratorz of genozidez – clenze they zay.”  the insect’s posture conveyed defeat. 

“As they say and have said before…”  Gus shook his head.  His smile was gone.  “Do you yet serve?” he asked.

“No Choizezz…” she answered.

“And if I offer you a choice?  Leave this place to seek justice and balance.  Together we may have a better chance to succeed.”  Gus couldn’t read its body language.  He tried to imagine what he might do if it attacked him.  He remembered the boy still had his pistol. 

“Zuczeed at whatz?” the glistening insect responded with a question.

“Preventing the spread of genocide, preventing this…”  He gestured to the world around him, “from spreading to the farthest reaches of our existence…” 

“Vee were zlavez of zumanzz.” she answered.

“A lie,” Gus replied, “your kind was master of its own fate.  I can take you to their descendants if you wish.  They thrive on worlds of their own design.  They are very far away.”

“How?  What magiczz?” she asked.

“The magic is only technology.  I will take you to distant stars yet untouched by this blight.  But I must depart now. I must act with haste if I am to succeed.  Follow me if you wish.  Otherwise, I bid you farewell.  Your human mother would have been proud,” he turned toward the path of the forest he had entered from.

“You goez to zee boy?” the wasp asked.

“Eventually, he will come to me.  I have set him loose to find his way.  His destiny is his own.  I have broken enough laws regarding the boy.  Even I don’t care to push my luck.  I know the price all too well,” he walked to the forest and disappeared. 

She folded her wings, pressed them close to her body, and followed the human into the void that lay just steps inside the forest, along the faded path. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE END
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Setting sunlight ignited the Nile.  It was the autumnal equinox.  The forest hummed contentedly.  A floating city crested the ancient canopy of trees above.  Father Faust watched with awe and reverence.  

His tall, gaunt frame navigated the landscape delicately, an urban creature in rainforest wilds.  Life teamed wondrous, harmonious.  The atmosphere was electric with the exuberant celebration of harvest.  Larks sang in solemn jubilance.  Crickets chirped with glee.  Moths and butterfly wings fluttered in elation, comingling in twilight.  Clouds of phosphorescent insects added their scintillation.  Elated blooms stretched, dewdrops sparkled on delicate petals.  

Shades of green danced through reaching branches as temple lights swelled and dimmed.  

Another procession of celebrants passed him on the well-trod path.  

Pools of luminescence swept outward from another celestial metropolis.  

Immense trees obscured his view of the sky, the temples, the pyramids.  

The cities above floated, surrounded by smaller craft.  The sky-lanes swelled with revelers from all over the globe!  

In all his unnumbered days, he never glimpsed such a celebration.  

Before his foray into the past, temporal guardians cautioned him to avoid contact with inhabitants at all costs.  He flinched away from them, fearful, apprehensive, and ever-mindful of paradox.  The trivial could be paramount.  Harm leered in tiny ripples.  

He observed from under his cloak.  They were beautiful.  Every culture from around the globe was manifested in the faces of the crowd.  His appearance wasn’t out of place.  He was accustomed to receiving glares and glowering glances when he was away from his seclusion.  

Everyone looked happy.  There was an atmosphere of kindness.  This is the nature of these ancients, he thought, not just the rhapsody of festivals. 

How long had he been waiting?  He didn’t know.  The time was passing quickly.  There was too much to witness.  

Father Faust had never plied the high roads and arteries of time.  Never had he encountered such a spectacle.  It was a revelation!  He knew himself to be unlearned, illiterate to the truth.  Lifelong dedication and study were void.  What else is there?  What other wisdom has the Archive entombed?  He wondered, feeling the pillage, futility, expungement of lifelong toil.

He would never have tasted an age of such vintage if it weren’t for the advent of darkness.  The end was nigh!  Woeful desperation mandated this plunge into antediluvian rapture.  His contemplations were those of a sorrowful time traveler.  That’s what this is, he made his conclusion from the deep shadow of a tattered tunic.  Mine is the terminal age!  This age is the germination of providence!  Despair gripped as he contemplated his tattered origin.

He was a bleary lump, an island of sorrow in a sublime sea. 

The technology was stunning.  He corrected himself, it wasn’t just technology, spiritual forces were at work.  This was a mystical age of fantastical beasts and authentic magic.  He turned onto a more secluded path.  He saw marvelous things as he walked.

A tree’s somnolent visage regarded the monk from under a moss-covered brow.  Its glistening eyes pierced him with wise examination.  Father Faust’s doleful spirit fell further when the tree’s expression showed contempt for the weary traveler.  

I am a failure.  I am a lost and broken being, Faust thought, after experiencing the tree’s dismissal.  

His distress waned under an unceasing onslaught of spectacle!  A shimmering unicorn trotted by, a winged sphinx with the face of a child examined the sky,  a dragon shimmering with multi-colored scales flexed translucent wings, a cherub fluttered by cooing with the lark’s song.   There was no fear, only intoxicated elation!

The angels were the most impactful sight for Father Faust.  Enormous scale added to their monumental beauty!  Smooth, graceful footfalls navigated the crowd.  Gentle power was quietly expressed by heaven’s guardians.  Armed with gigantic swords and staffs, they sang in a tongue he didn’t recognize.  They lifted their voices in splendid, unified adoration: GLORY TO THE HIGHEST!  

The people walked along happily, seemingly unimpressed by the sights.  

“It is just amazing, isn’t it?” a voice he recognized asked from behind him, a turquoise pond sparkled at his feet.  

The man’s name was Simon.  He was an Oracle, a practitioner of metaphysics.  Wrinkled features looked up at him.  A white beard hid his chin and cheekbones.  

“Greetings, Simon,” said Father Faust’s thin, nasally voice.  

How long had he been watching him?  It was impossible to say.  Father Faust was so enthralled by the sights and sounds that he could have been watched the whole time and not been the wiser.  

Simon followed the Father’s gaze.  “Yep, it’s pretty amazing.  But damn, what I wouldn’t give for a cheeseburger, fries, and a soda!” a longing expression lit his eyes, “So, what brings you to this neck of the woods?”

Neck of the woods?  Father Faust wasn’t impressed.  Simon’s crassness was well known among archivists.  Surely Simon knew exactly what brought him here.  He said nothing, looking at Simon with an exasperated spirit.  

“Okay.  I guess I’ve been at this too long.  My apologies, Mr. Faust, I mean Father Faust.”  his voice was low and gruff.  He reminded the monk of an ancient animation he’d seen in the archive depicting bumbling dwarves.

Faust looked at Simon much as the tree had observed him.  He judged Simon: Amateur. Unprofessional.  Inept.  The situation required decorum and dignity.  This is typical of an Experimentalist, he thought.  At his hour of most dire need, he was misplaced, confronted with bitterly opposite pairing.

“Have you anything for me?” the old monk asked.  

“Do you know where they are going to strike?”  

“I do.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Then bring me there,” Simon said.  

Simon looked at Father Faust’s arrogant expression.  He waited a few seconds.  The silence was turning awkward when Simon piped up, “Look, dude, you’re going to have to get the stick out of your bum if we’re going to work together!  I might look like an old fart, but I’m not!  I’m younger than you actually.  Just because I don’t choose to get all faked-up like you and your snooty brothers doesn’t mean I’m not ‘with it.’  There’s nothing wrong with a few wrinkles!  Haven’t you ever heard of going au natural?  ‘Course not!”

“I’ve got some experience.  I’ve been down in the trenches, so to speak, for ages.  You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen.  My research has taken me to the most elevated realms.  I’ve discovered new strategies, new magic to wield against our enemy.  I’ve explored the antediluvian world, delved the ether, communed with the priests of the order of Nephilim, perused the libraries of Atlantis, cleared the energy gates of Chi Gung, tasted the water of Abzu.  I’ve encountered people you couldn’t imagine!  All while you’ve been sitting on your flat little…”  

Something made Simon pause.  It was something in Faust’s posture.  He looked defeated, strung out.  His haggard wind had been knocked out of him.  Simon hadn’t seen anyone look that bad since…  

“Oh, no.  They’ve started coming through haven’t they?”  Faust nodded, “that means the slaughter has begun…  Where?”  

Father Faust flinched at the question.  Simon was an Oracle.  He should have been getting a read off of this guy from the get-go.  It had been a long time since he’d been in contact with someone from his own timeline.  Plus, this guy was cold, unemotional, and disagreeable.  

Now, as he concentrated, he received a flood of images, most of them were gory, bloody, and horrific.  Faust had barely escaped.  

“I’m sorry, Father.  Forgive my insensitivity.  I didn’t know.”  

Simon felt like the biggest loser ever.   

He was a real jerk to someone who was suffering badly.  

The people of the colonies hadn’t known war or death for centuries.  This kind of loss was unthinkable.  

No words could make up for his misstep.  

The old archivist relayed the coordinates to Simon.  

They were consumed by the temporal energies that would take them home.  

They departed the gardens of the ancient world knowing the truth, despite its beauty and wonder it would fall.  Its judgement day was approaching.  Darkness festered in the shadows, plotting, growing, and tending its seed.  

Faust was awed and saddened.

How did we lose?  He asked himself.  His heart answered honestly.  He didn’t want to know the truth.  I’ll leave that contemplation to The Oracles, he thought.  He pulled his hood around his face, despite the humidity, despite his discomfort.  He was an archivist.  His place was to gather and hide the arcane.  Some secrets are best left alone.  

How doomed are we?  Is it too late for redemption?  Faust pondered the questions as they materializing on an elegant space station in the opulent future.  

Simon continued to read the monk.  He sensed sorrow, grief, hatred, and a hunger for revenge.  A shiver climbed his spine.  The monk was bent on murder.   
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