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			Dedication Header

			“He’s dead, Ellegon.”

			*My dear, dear, Andrea, that is entirely a matter of opinion.*

			In memory of Joel Rosenberg—

			friend, mentor, mensch.

		

	
		
			The Gods Must Clearly Smile

		

	
		
			The Battle

			There was magic at work. The knight could feel it, dull and deep, rolling in his belly. 

			He watched motionless, taking in the inexplicably familiar scene. Gathered on the opposite side of the narrow valley, the enemy stood poised—legions of armored men and horses in grand, gleaming rows, banners and pennants of boastful crimson lifted high. An endless line of infantry comprised their front ranks, all clutching pole arms of varying and vicious makes, giving the impression of a single enormous beast bristling in anticipation of the savagery to come.

			From the corner of either eye the knight could see his own forces—armaments equally deadly, equally dazzling in the brightness of midday, all draped in gallant, regal sapphire.

			A breeze murmured across the ominous assembly, whistling through closed helmets, billowing countless standards and rustling the lush, ankle-deep green of the vast grassland on which they stood. Then it died away, leaving the air once again heavy and taut with the mutual hatred of the two camps. In the thick silence, every soldier and steed held at perfect attention as each group awaited the other to sound their charge.

			The inescapable sense of having seen all of it before, like something from a dream, stole nothing from the magnificence of the display. As he squinted against the sunlight, though, a growing certainty that the scene was somehow only superficially complete left the knight unsettled. From the faint, far reaches of his mind the knight recalled a red brick house on a pleasant street. Beyond that memory, a small but blazing desert of towering dunes. Further back still, a dark glassy sea on whose shores crumbled a misshapen castle of loose earth and wood—all so strangely palpable, yet he had no idea what any of it meant.

			So the explanation had to be magic; some sorcerer weaving an incantation to befuddle his mind and steal his ability to lead his troops. He scanned the back-most lines of the scarlet brigades, trying to make out anything or anyone that looked as if—

			There. An old man with a short, grey beard, dressed in brown robes and his own otherworldly blue sword at the ready.

			Disgust roiled up inside the knight, swelling his chest with rage at the notion of employing a magician to accomplish what any deserving warrior should be able to manage on his own.

			The magician’s presence meant the strategy on which he’d settled would have to be set aside, since now there was but one course to follow. When the battle commenced, the knight would have to focus all his resources on the enemy wizard and hope to overwhelm his capacity to issue further ensorcellments. Otherwise, they might as well strip off their armor and fight naked using curses and sticks.

			He turned to order his archers to light their arrows and make ready to loose a volley on the wizard’s position... but suddenly, astonishingly, he found he was too late.

			The enemy was upon them.

			There’d been neither horn nor cry from either side; nevertheless, with breathtaking swiftness the two rivals were crushed together as though each had been thrown toward the other by some unseen might.

			The knight tried to shout through the abrupt, metallic chaos of the surge, to order his soldiers to somehow regroup so they might mount a proper counteroffensive. But in the din of clattering steel he went unheard. He attempted to draw his sword, but in a moment of dread discovered himself all but helpless, his arms pinned to his sides by the mad tide of soldiers and steel.

			Yet that was not the worst of it. Not by far.

			In all the wars he’d seen, in all the battles he’d helped wage, never had the knight been unwilling to peer into the face of a foe—honor was a simple matter, and demanded no less. Neither had he ever shied from the knowledge that victory meant leaving the field with the blood of his fellow man on his blade, on his hands and face, and that by his actions the world would be encumbered by many fewer souls.

			But this day he could barely bring himself to gaze too long lest his heart stop cold, for the warriors clamoring about him were anything but fellow men. He was horrified by this army, terrified by the creatures before him—hordes of mangled, maimed, red-clad monsters marauding past. Though few possessed all four limbs, they marched forth, unyielding—a gory, nightmarish river of disfigured features and twisted frames.

			As the knight fought to extricate himself from both his fear and the clawing, hell-sent masses, he collided with the form of a giant who blindly wielded a halberd even larger than himself. Blindly, because the giant had no head. Sheer reflex made the knight lean aside, barely in time, allowing the giant’s wild blade to cleave only the plumage from atop his helmet instead of his own head from atop his shoulders.

			There came a sudden break in the throng, and instinctively the knight flung himself against his decapitated assailant, felling him like a great oak onto several nearby combatants. All tried to scramble back to their feet, but others quickly piled on, burying the knight beneath the metal wreckage of untold bodies. He struggled to free himself, but the weight of those above pressed down, trapping him, collapsing his armor until there was barely room to draw air.

			Blackness closed in around him.

			Just then, the voice of some unseen goddess thundered from the heavens.

			Billy! Dinner!

			It wasn’t the first time he’d heard that sound—again, dreamlike and vague like distant memory, but nonetheless welcome as it brought the battle to a swift and merciful halt.

			He lay there, unable to move in the unnatural silence. No cries of agony emerged from the wounded, no groans came from the dying. Also absent were the customary smells of war—charred flesh, fresh blood, the soilings of the freshly butchered.

			Soon the pressure eased from the knight’s chest, and brightness from a place he couldn’t distinguish flooded his eyes. He felt himself roll over from his stomach—or rather, felt himself being rolled. He glanced up into the late afternoon, at the cottony ceiling punctuated by gaps of resplendent amber-violet. It gave him some small ease to simply lie and consider the beauty of it, in what he could easily imagine were his final moments—provided he wasn’t dead already.

			Without warning, and bringing a cold terror purer than even the army of monsters had, a colossal hand reached down from that tranquil sky and scooped the knight from the pile.

			Panic gnashed away at his reason. He wanted to scream, but the rush of wind across his face denied him sufficient breath. Upward he soared, to what could only be an unthinkable height. Then the hand stopped.

			And dropped him.

			The knight plummeted, tumbling into what—to his ultimate dismay—looked like an immense cloth bag, half-filled with the tangled shapes of comrade and enemy alike. He crashed into the heap of fellow captives within, sliding a short ways down one side before coming to rest, again, on his back.

			As before, the silence was thick. The knight watched as the serene, cherubic face of a young god eclipsed the evening sky, lulling with an affectionate smile all who beheld him, crimson and sapphire alike. Slowly, the god drew the mouth of the bag closed, consigning those inside to darkness.

			There was no pain, and fear ebbed away altogether as once more the knight became certain of magic at work. Dull and deep.

			When the dark finally took full claim of him, that, too, seemed inexplicably familiar.

		

	
		
			The Mean Man

			Victory won’t come to me unless I go to it.

			He’d liked the line since hearing it in high school—read to the class by a self-righteous prude of an English teacher he’d long imagined as ferocious in bed, from a book of poetry by someone whose name he couldn’t recall. He’d always been better with faces than names anyhow. He was pretty sure the writer’s name started with an M.

			Repeating it every so often for the last few hundred miles had kept a smirk on his own face as he and his dusty, dented convertible rumbled along the empty desert two-lane. Well, not his convertible. But close enough.

			Victory won’t come to me...

			Zero squinted into the amber morning sun. With a practiced, nimble economy of motion he flipped a cigarette from his coat’s inside breast pocket, caught it between his lips, lit it quickly with the flick of a Zippo, then snapped the lighter shut before the rushing air could kill the flame. He took a hard drag, and with a long sigh breathed twin plumes of bluish smoke from his nostrils.

			Over the next rise was the diner, and he was still ahead of schedule. He’d score the last of his points, collect the trophies, then head for the Home Office.

			Not for the first time during his drive Zero’s smirk grew to a broad smile—in large part at himself, at the giddy anticipation steadily creeping in. Something he hadn’t felt since he first started, since his days as an amateur.

			Giddiness hardly complemented his reputation, but he just couldn’t help it. And he just didn’t care.

			This year he was finally, finally going to win.

			***

			The Whinin’ Diner looked typical of any last-chance greasy spoon alongside any lost stretch of abandoned highway. Not much bigger than a large bus, a single aisle segregated counter dwellers from booth squatters. An antique metal fan hummed on a shelf up in a far corner, beside which a radio crackled some nasal country tune. Red and chrome had once been the decor, though most of the benches and bolted-down barstools were patched many times over with gummy grey duct tape, and the ribbed, art-deco edges on the counter and tables bore so many scratches they barely reflected light.

			Inside, only a handful of people. Behind the counter stood a stubbly cook in his stained wife-beater t-shirt. Next to him, a stocky too-blonde waitress sported a chewed pencil behind her ear and massive cud of bubblegum crammed in her mouth. At the end of the bar, studying want ads, a young woman in an ill-fitting blouse and skirt clearly meant to be business-like but were easily a decade out of style. Next to her, a daughter no more than four. Brassy-blonde curls bobbed with each stroke of her arm as she mashed blunted Crayolas into the pages of her coloring book, her tongue poking from the corner of her mouth in concentration like a Peanuts character. To the little girl’s right, a porcelain cereal bowl and a spoon.

			And in a booth, by himself, sat Arthur Feishal. The person he’d come to see.

			The waitress acknowledged Zero’s entrance with arched eyebrows.

			“Coffee,” he said.

			She blew a bubble, then turned to the pair of steaming pots behind her.

			Arthur was a small man with an eruption of curly reddish hair surrounding a bald spot yet to go completely barren; a few sprigs still staked defiant claim to its center-most territories. In modest compensation, an untidy thicket of mustache flourished beneath a stubby nose pinched by wire-framed spectacles. On his forearm, a large blood-soaked bandage that should have been changed a couple days ago.

			Pen in hand, eyes narrowed, he pored over scattered charts, graphs, and a steno pad crowded with scrawled handwriting—chemical formulae, equations and the like.

			“Arthur Feishal?” Zero said as he approached the booth.

			Arthur started at the sound of his name. He looked up, then left and right, then back at Zero. “Yes?”

			Zero smiled. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have something important you need to know. Something I’m afraid you’re not going to like.” He pointed at the vacant bench across from him. “May I sit?”

			Taken aback, as though for a moment he’d forgotten where he was, Arthur glanced down at his notes. “All right,” he said. “Sure.” He gathered up the few papers that had strayed to the opposite side of the table.

			“Thanks.” As Zero sat, the waitress trundled up and set his coffee down too hard, making the spoon rattle loudly on the saucer. She slapped his ticket to the table and left.

			“Do I know you?” Arthur asked. His voice was higher than Zero had expected. Almost girlish.

			Zero gingerly turned the hot cup with his fingertips so the handle faced away from him. “No, actually. You don’t. My name’s Zerofsky. Mike Zerofsky. My colleagues call me Zero.”

			Arthur frowned. “If I don’t know you, how do you know me?”

			“You could say I follow your work.”

			True, if only in the most technical sense. Zero hadn’t actually been following Arthur’s work, but rather him. And only for the past ten days. However, the notion seemed to strike a chord. Feishal’s momentary befuddlement dissipated as he soberly drew up straight in his seat.

			“What is it you have to tell me?” he asked.

			Zero fished three cigarettes and his lighter from his inside breast pocket. He flipped one into his mouth, then set the other two beside the saucer in parallel to one another and the edge of the table. “Well, the thing is, Arthur, I’m here to kill you. Pass the sugar?”

			The range of responses he’d received over the years to that statement varied as widely as the folks to whom he’d offered it. Most often, the person scoffed in disbelief. Some, on the other hand, went instantly silent and ashen. Others trembled and grew teary, but only after lashing out in indignation as if their gold card had just been declined.

			However, Arthur’s reaction was relatively novel. “My,” he said with a subtle, crooked smile, “I’d certainly say that qualifies as important.”

			Zero raised an eyebrow. Feishal didn’t seem the rare sort to attack at the first sign of threat. Nevertheless, best to nip even that tiny possibility in the bud.

			“I think so, too,” Zero said. “So important, in fact, that I’d like you to be very clear about something else. There’s a little girl at the end of the counter there. You cause a scene, and before I kill you, I’ll blow the Fruit Loops in her stomach all over mommy’s nice clean shirt.”

			Without looking over to the counter, Arthur smiled again and nodded.

			Then he passed the sugar.

			“Do you mind if I ask how long I have?” Arthur asked as he carefully laced his fingers in front of him. “Or am I allowed to know?”

			Zero held Arthur’s eyes as he poured the sugar into his coffee. “I don’t mind at all. An hour or so. Unless you’re in a hurry.”

			A shrug. “Not particularly. And please, call me Arty.”

			“All right, then. Arty.”

			“To what or whom do I owe the distinction of falling in your sites, as it were?”

			Zero took a sip from his cup. “Well, to put it in terms a scientist might appreciate, let’s call it random chance.”

			Arty shook his head. “The universe is too well put together to support so chaotic a phenomenon. There is no such thing as chance, only the misperceived appearance of such caused by observation from too remote a vantage.”

			“You be judge. I belong to a small group of, shall we say, enthusiasts. We play a game put on by a very wealthy, very anonymous sponsor. We call him our Supervisor. Every few years, the players are assembled and given lists. The lists contain a couple dozen categories—places, occupations, times of the day, vehicles, those sorts of things. Each item in each list is worth a certain number of points. The object is to mix and match the items to get the highest possible combination of points, find a person who fits that description, and... ”

			“Collect them?” Arty finished.

			Zero ticked his finger in appreciation. “Exactly.”

			Arty nodded in understanding. “And I assume such a score card requires proof?”

			“ID, blood, hair. We call them trophies. After each subject is... collected, the trophies get shipped back to the Home Office and the points are recorded.”

			“Home Office?”

			“Wherever the Supervisor sets up shop. Changes a few times each game. Right now it’s in London. When time runs out the players get together and there’s a little banquet of sorts where prizes are awarded. First, second, third place get the lion’s share, but everyone usually takes home something.”

			“They must be substantial prizes.”

			Zero took a long pull on his cigarette and exhaled. “An understatement.”

			“You normally do well?”

			“I do okay. But this time, thanks to you, I’ve got a good chance at winning. A very good chance. Should be enough I can retire.”

			There, again—Arty gave that same smile. Unworried. Amused, even. Zero paid closer attention to where Feishal put his hands.

			“Nice to know I have value beyond my own self-worth,” Arty said. “It surprises me, though, how openly you talk about your little game. But then, I suppose if you’re here to kill me, it doesn’t matter how much I know.”

			“Actually, that’s part of the rules. The targets have to know what’s going on, and everything has to be face to face. No mail bombs or telescopic lenses. Part of the sport, or so the Supervisor thinks. But yeah, I admit it does sort of remind me how the bad guys blabbed their master plans to the good guys on a show I watched when I was a kid. Captain Cluster and Rocket Lad. Ever see it?”

			“I’m afraid not,” Arty replied.

			“Too bad. Good stuff.” Zero finished his cigarette and picked up one from the table, carefully replacing it with another from his inside breast pocket before lighting up. “You know, I have to say, you’re taking this awfully well.”

			Arty spread his fingers. “I’ve never been the target of a predator before. It’s a brand new experience, and I’ve always found new experiences invigorating. Intellectually speaking, of course.”

			“Of course.”

			“So how is it you decided on me? What made me so enticing—or was it perhaps something to do with my work?”

			“As chance would have it, the last combination on my list calls for a red-haired scientist in the desert. I hopped in the car, drove out this way, and started casing college libraries. Made it to Tucson where you caught my eye. Saw the stacks of books, the notes you left on your table, and have been following you since. But I don’t know anything about what you’re working on.”

			“As I said, random chance doesn’t exist.” Arty leaned forward. “But would you like to?”

			A sip of coffee. “Would I like to what?”

			“Know what I’m working on.”

			“Sure. Why not.”

			Arty leaned back again. “While I like to think myself a student of all sciences, for longer than I care to admit I’ve been devoted to a personal project in the realm of biochemistry. Tell me, Michael—I’m sorry, may I call you Michael, or do you prefer Mike?”

			“Actually, it’s Michelangelo. But Zero will do.”

			“Michelangelo,” Arty repeated. “I like that very much. Anyway, have you heard of stem cell research?”

			“Turning blank cells from fetuses into other types of cells?”

			“More or less. However, my research has revealed the process isn’t restricted to merely cells. I’ve discovered that the material within a cell, the very building blocks from which all animals are comprised, can be manipulated to manufacture any number of chemicals and compounds.”

			Zero sniffed. “Afraid I don’t follow.”

			“Imagine a sort of molecular solenoid, whose elements occurred naturally within the body, and whose job it was to draw other molecules from the bloodstream, organs, what have you, in order to form anything you like. Medicinal agents. For the ladies, a perfume to be secreted by the sweat glands. Or, perhaps... a slow-acting poison.”

			Zero, about to take a drag, stopped.

			“Then imagine,” Arty continued, “that once the poison had done its work, the gathered molecules simply lost cohesion. The poison would literally just fall apart and disperse, rendering it completely untraceable by any known toxicology procedures.”

			Zero smiled. “Let me guess. Government contract funding you?”

			“Oh, I used to work for the government, but not anymore.” Arty indicated the papers in front of him. “Like I said, this is strictly a personal project.”

			“Well, everyone’s got to have something.” Zero took his drag then stubbed out the remainder in the tray. He picked up one of the two cigarettes lying on the table, reached into his inside breast pocket, and replaced it. “So, out of curiosity, how would you go about convincing someone to take this molecular trigger? A pill? Injection?”

			“Oh, there’d be no convincing necessary since only a tiny amount of the trigger would be needed to start the process. It could be hidden practically anywhere for someone to ingest. Food. Drink. Condiments.” Arty grinned his strange grin once more. “Like table sugar, for instance.”

			A cold fist squeezed Zero’s guts. He glanced down at his half-empty coffee cup.

			Arty leaned back, arms folded confidently. “It takes about forty-eight hours for the solenoid to form enough of the poison to kill. However, within just a few hours the steady build-up of toxins incapacitates the subject with extraordinarily acute symptoms, similar to influenza.”

			Poison.

			Zero placed his hands flat on the table and hunched forward. His voice became a low, tight growl. “You poisoned me?”

			Arty raised a finger. “Let’s not do anything rash, Michelangelo. There is an antidote. A single dose exists. If you kill me, you too will surely die. And much less swiftly than by a bullet to the head. I would dare say, without my help the next two days preceding your death will be more agonizing than you ever thought possible.”

			Zero withdrew, forcing himself to settle back into his seat. “You’re lying,” he said. “You’re lying to save your skin.”

			“I’d prefer not to die, that’s very true,” Arty said, “but I assure you the poison is real. Of course, ultimately, it’s for you to decide. If I’m lying, then killing me here and now will cost you nothing. You’ll win your game and live out your days in a Caribbean paradise. If, however, you’re wrong—”

			“I wouldn’t have to kill you right away,” Zero said. “I could start by cutting things off of you until you told me where the antidote is.”

			“Also true,” Arty replied, “except it happens I’m a bit of a hemophiliac.” He held up his bandaged forearm. “Cuts, contusions—I’d quickly bleed to death, more likely than not. Plus, the heightened excitement on your part would only speed along the poison already spreading through your system.”

			Zero narrowed his eyes. “You work from home.”

			Arty nodded. “Mostly.”

			“No, not mostly. Since I’ve been tailing you, you haven’t been anywhere except for the library, your house, and here. Meaning the antidote is at home.”

			“Unless you think it’s possible I developed it before I caught your attention. Unless you think it’s possible I might just be clever enough to have hidden it someplace else.”

			“Then how about this,” Zero said, teeth clenched. “You and I go get that antidote of yours wherever it is, or I’ll slaughter every person here in front of your fucking eyes—then feed you their fucking eyes.”

			Arty shrugged. “That’s your prerogative, but it won’t change your circumstance. Besides, I confess it’s been awhile since the death of another human being made much of an impact on me. More embarrassing to admit, I find the torturous manner in which they die from my experiments rather gratifying—though I’ve yet to reason why.”

			Experiments?

			Zero leaned back in his seat again. Of course. Experiments.

			“Oh, yes,” Arty said. “You’re not the first person I’ve used to test my work, you know. Why did you think I made these little trips out to the desert? I can’t leave my subjects on the curb with the trash, you know.”

			He studied Arty carefully, the little man’s expression suddenly all too familiar.

			He had the face of a killer.

			His killer, apparently.

			Zero lit another cigarette, neatly replacing it again with another from his inside chest pocket.

			He’d stepped into a trap, like in the cartoons with the giant steel teeth. All the while he’d been tracking Arty, Arty had been waiting for someone to wander into his web. Hunter becomes prey, all that crap. What was the guy’s name who wrote the story about the man who hunted other men on some island?

			He took a deep drag.

			“You said the players of your game gather before time runs out,” Arty said pleasantly. “What would happen if one of you were late?”

			“If a player’s going to be delayed,” Zero replied through a billow of smoke, “best they just disappear completely. It hardly ever happens, but if it does, there’s a bounty set for evidence they died. If they’re brought back alive, the one who catches them gets both the bounty and all that person’s points. And then a... penalty is enforced.”

			“My,” Arty said, “if you’re as close to winning as you say, you’ll be more valuable to them than I was to you.”

			Zero smirked. “Guess I will.”

			“When is your next... banquet?”

			“Day after tomorrow. I’m supposed to fly out of Phoenix tonight and make it to London with a couple hours to spare.”

			Arty sighed. “I’m afraid you won’t make it.”

			“Yeah, I get it. You poisoned me. I’m doomed.”

			He smiled. “No, what I mean is it won’t be possible for me to get the antidote to you before then.”

			Zero cocked an eyebrow. “You’re going to get me the antidote?”

			Arty rolled his eyes. “Well, of course. Why else would I have mentioned it? Here’s my offer. You refrain from killing me, I’ll leave, fetch the antidote and send it here via overnight delivery. No fair following me—you can see to the horizon in any direction anyhow, so I’ll know. You’ll have it first thing tomorrow morning, well before the symptoms become unbearable. When you start feeling better, I’ll be too far gone for you to worry over tracking me down again. And,” he added with a grin that fanned out his mustache, “you’ll be too busy making yourself scarce for your playmates.”

			Zero exhaled another stream of smoke, and shook his head with a rueful chuckle.

			He’d been so close. So close to finally winning. And now, in the end, after everything, years of grueling, bloody work were being reduced to little more than a coin toss. Curtain Number One? Door Number Two? The lady? The tiger?

			He almost wished he had a mirror. A thousand times he’d stared into the eyes of others who realized they’d lived their last full day. A thousand times he’d watched a life in progress coming to a sudden, brutal stop like a train wreck play out across their faces—the cold, numbing recognition that none of the things they’d planned beyond that moment were going to happen. Not dinner, not that vacation, not that retirement. None of it mattered. Not any more.

			And there Zero sat, in a run down desert diner, unexpectedly, ironically caught in the very same—

			Not any more.

			More. Moore!

			Victory won’t come to me unless I go to it.

			Marianne Moore.

			A smile crept across his face.

			“Care to share the thought?” Arty asked.

			Zero contemplated his coffee cup as he turned it slowly so the handle faced him once again. “Two thoughts, really. First, it occurred to me that running doesn’t exactly complement my reputation.”

			“I don’t doubt that at all,” Arty replied. “Though based on what you’ve told me, I don’t see you’ll have a great deal of choice. And the second?”

			He crushed his cigarette, dipped his hand into his inside breast pocket again—

			—then stood as he drew his gun and pointed it at Arty Feishal’s balding head.

			“Is something I’m afraid you’re not going to like.”

		

	
		
			The Prisoner

			Deputy Tom McBride leaned over the beaten, too-large desk

			 in the middle of the dusty, too-small office. He closed his eyes and breathed in the slow, rich warmth that caressed his

			         face.

			She’d brought pot roast again. His favorite.

			Not a day had passed in their fifteen months of marriage without Tom puzzling over what he’d done to deserve so wonderful a bride as his Molly. Pretty as a posy, she spent her waking hours fussing over him in one fashion or another. The house was always tidy, his socks and britches never suffered holes nor frays, and a warm meal waited on the table no matter what hour he walked through the door. Better still, her refined manner amongst company concealed an enthusiasm for the bedroom just shy of shameful.

			He’d much rather have been home that evening in the comfort of any or all of Molly’s aptitudes, but the Sheriff’s disappearance meant someone had to receive Marshal Michaels on his monthly late-night pass through town. Being chief deputy, that meant Tom.

			He unrolled the red plaid napkin from his supper plate, smiling at his absent wife as he let the knife and fork bundled inside clank into his palm.

			She’d brought his favorite, of course, in hopes of meeting the mysterious Marshal for herself, or at least getting a good peek so she could gloat to her friends at their next tea. And, of course, when he told her she couldn’t wait up with him, she’d been none too pleased. She’d whipped her brown curls to one side and stomped out, warning him to expect his half of the bed to be cold and lonesome for a good long while. Thankfully, Molly’s temper was like the dust devils that prowled the region: quick to erupt, terrible for a spell, then just as quick to sputter and die. Come morning, all would be forgiven.

			He chuckled, tucked the napkin into his collar, and dug in.

			The thing of it was, no one had ever met the Marshal. No one but Zeb.

			Cuddly as a cactus swarming with fire ants, Sheriff Zeb Abrahms had kept the peace longer than most folks in town had been alive. Many joked that he’d fought for Independence under Washington himself almost a hundred years before. Others liked to say the town founders had to build the jail around Zeb because no one had the brass to ask him to move out of the way.

			“Now, they ain’t gotta be afraid of you,” Zeb often intoned in response to the latter. “They just gotta know what to expect from you.”

			That was why when Tom showed up for his watch two weeks ago and discovered the office deserted, it felt like a stone had been kicked loose from the foundation of the world. Instead of the old man sitting and whittling on his chunk of pine, he’d found a scrawled note stabbed to the desk by the point of Zeb’s scratched and pitted badge:

			T—

			Tired of wrangling demons. You’ll manage fine.

			— Z 

			The note left no doubt as to its author; the old coot spent his words frugally. Curt as it was though, some peculiar thing about it convinced Tom right then and bone-deep that after decades on the job, the Sheriff had up and left for good.

			Almost as peculiar, the next morning when he told the town council chairman about Zeb being gone, Tom found he couldn’t bring himself to mention the note. Part of him figured if Zeb had left of his own accord, he didn’t want anyone chasing after him. Another part of him figured if the Sheriff had suddenly lost his mind and taken for the hills, all the better no one else know. The least Zeb deserved was to be well-remembered. Vanishing somehow seemed a more dignified end than going mad. And though Tom was loathe to admit it, Zeb being gone meant a chance to put a few things to rest for himself as well.

			He sighed as he forked one last bite of potato, settled back in his chair, and turned his thoughts to the night ahead. Each new moon, Marshal Michaels passed through town to drop off his latest catch of desperados, then returned before sunrise to drag them away again. On those nights, Zeb would meet him at the office to mind the jail.

			While likely nothing more than a courtesy between lawmen, the Sheriff had never divulged the exact nature of the arrangement. His tight lip hadn’t done much to discourage gossip about the Marshal, either. Not that it mattered. For Tom it boiled down to a job that needed to get done.

			So, he’d see it got that way.

			***

			He hadn’t nodded off, but with how the sudden, furious banging at the door made Tom lurch from his chair, he might as well have.

			He looked at the clock. Midnight—four hours since Molly left. If he’d known the Marshal would be so late, he wouldn’t have run her off. Then again, the longer she’d stayed the more mulish her refusal to leave would have been, meaning his side of the bed would be staying cold and lonely all the longer.

			He stood and stretched, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand. He straightened his star, hat, and gun belt, then grabbed the oil lamp glowing at the corner of his desk as he made his way toward the door.

			More bangs shook the building.

			“Just a second,” Tom grumbled, annoyed less at the impatience from outside than how his still-racing heart made him fumble the large iron ring holding the office keys.

			Before he could put the key in the lock, however, his heart ceased racing. In fact, it nearly stopped cold in his chest as the knob squeaked and the door popped open slightly as the latch released it from the frame.

			Someone had unlocked it from the other side. Trouble was, they only had one door key—Zeb’d been too wary to let another be made—and Tom had it in his hand.

			Tom eased the lantern to the floor and crept backward into the dark of the room, gently placing the ring of keys near the edge of the desk. He slipped his Colt from its holster—

			—and almost squeezed off a round when the keys spilled to the floor, jangling like Christmas.

			He sighed, thumbed back the hammer and leveled his gun. “Well, since you know I’m here you might as well step inside. Nice and slow.”

			With a creaky complaint the door opened. Just within the lamp’s amber reach stood someone he’d never seen before, a man whose appearance immediately struck him as… off. The man looked stretched out, as though he’d been pulled like taffy. Ears too large for his head drooped under their own weight. A sharp nose hooked downward, and dark, pointy eyebrows steepled beneath long, oily hair finger-combed back from a gaunt face.

			On meeting Tom’s glare—and the barrel of his Colt—the stranger leered and held up shackled hands. “Howdy,” he said, waggling spidery fingers.

			A tall, hatted silhouette loomed behind the thin man, who lurched forward from a shove. The man rolled his eyes and shuffled aside.

			Spurs rattled like tambourines over the heavy thud of boot heels. The figure wore black—pants, vest, duster—with a white shirt buttoned sternly up to his neck. Accompanying the double-barrel cradled in one arm, a pair of smooth wooden handles peeked from an intricate two-gun rig under his open coat. The shadow of his large, Montana-style hat receded as he raised his head, revealing icy-blue eyes that blazed from a squint in his leathery, grey-mustachioed face.

			“You McBride?” he said without blinking, not visibly upset by the pistol pointed at his head.

			Tom nodded. “You must be Michaels.”

			The man nodded in return, but held his gaze. “Guess this means ol’ Zeb finally had enough.”

			Tom lowered his gun, clicking the hammer down before he slid it back home. “You know where he’s gone?”

			Michaels shrugged. “Never thought he’d leave, truth be told.” He took his captive’s elbow with a rough yank, pointing with his chin toward the triangular jail cell built into the back corner of the office. “You mind?”

			Still irked from being startled, Tom put more sarcasm into the sweep of his arm than intended. “Be my guest.”

			Michaels flung the skinny man out in front. “You know the routine, Alastor. Get.”

			Alastor grinned again as he scuffed toward the cell. The two men stopped when they reached the locked door. Michaels turned, but didn’t look directly at Tom. “Keys?” 

			Tom couldn’t decide whether or not it made sense for the Marshal to have a key to the front door but not the cell. He bent down, grabbed them up from the floor, then tossed the ring to the Marshal—who caught it by the very one he needed. Michaels opened the door barely wide enough before pushing Alastor inside. When he slung it shut again, it clanged like a church bell.

			The marshal approached and handed back the keys. “How much you know about all this, McBride?”

			Tom leaned back against his desk, clunking the ring down behind him. “Not nearly enough, I reckon.”

			A dim flicker of amusement surfaced in the older man’s expression. He jerked a gloved thumb toward the cell. “A few more of his gang are out there, somewhere close. I need to see if I can catch up to them before they get too far. ¿Comprendes?”

			At first Tom wondered if the Marshal had mistaken him for Mexican—people did, sometimes—but the thought quickly gave way as his face and neck flushed from being talked down to like some greenhorn.

			“I’ve minded the store a time or two,” he said. “I’ll... manage just fine.”

			Michaels eyed him for a long moment. “See that you do. I’ll be back before sun-up.”

			He turned, tromped to the door, and slammed it behind him.

			Tom shook his head and went back to his chair.

			“Don’t take it personal,” Alastor said, resting bony arms on the cell’s crossbar. “He talks that way to me all the time.”

			Tom scowled as he sat and lifted his feet up onto the corner of the desk, resting one boot over the other.

			Alastor held up his hands in surrender, chains jingling, then stretched out on the small cot against the wall. “Don’t suppose you got anything to eat around here,” he said, propping up on his elbows. “Believe it or not, the Marshal forgot to give me my supper.”

			Tom glanced at the rumpled napkin at the end of the desk, beneath which he’d saved a biscuit and a wedge of Molly’s blueberry pie.

			Alastor’s eyes also cut to the napkin. He stood again and moved back to the black iron bars separating them. “Have a heart, Deputy. Breakfast is a long ways off.”

			Tom sighed, dug out the biscuit and lobbed it toward the cell. It landed flat in Alastor’s dirty palms, who ticked a finger to his forehead. “Much obliged, sir, and I hope one day to repay the kindness.”

			Tom pulled his hat down over his eyes. 

			“Mmm, boy. If you don’t mind me saying, this is about the best thing I’ve ever tasted. She use buttermilk, you expect?”

			Tom glowered from beneath his brim.

			Alastor fluttered his left hand. “The missus, I mean. Couldn’t help but notice your ring.”

			Tom folded his arms, tucking his hands into his pits, and closed his eyes again.

			Alastor smacked his lips. “It’s a lucky man, I say, who can make a woman happy enough to wanna cook for him. Few things speak of love more than a body fixin’ a meal for another.” He sighed contentedly. “That’ll get me to morning, no doubt. Many thanks again. Although—and I just thought I’d ask, so don’t be embarrassed to say no—I was wondering if you’d see your way clear to share a bite of that pie, too.”

			Tom pushed back his hat. How—?

			“There was a little spot of blueberry on the biscuit,” Alastor said. “Figured it was cobbler or pie. You don’t seem the cobbler type.”

			Tom tugged his hat back down.

			“Fine,” Alastor huffed, shuffling back to his cot. “Prolly the one she poisoned, anyhow.”

			Tom snorted to sound dismissive, but he could feel the lingering warmth of his annoyance heating into anger.

			“Go ahead, Deputy. Laugh. But I seen it. A body never knows what someone else can think or feel or do. Not really. And it don’t matter for kin nor stranger. You stop for one second making the missus happy, and you’ll end up with poison pie in your gullet. I tell you true.” 

			“Y’know,” Tom said, still without looking up, “you were already told to shut up once. Sounded like good advice.”

			The immediate quiet prompted Tom to peer from beneath his hat once more. An unsettling, crooked grin had spread across the narrow man’s face.

			“Because a wife’s not blood,” Alastor continued, as though there’d been no pause. “That’s what it comes down to. A wife’s just another stranger you make an agreement with. And I know something about agreements, I tell you true. It’s a rare one that lasts. Not like how it is with kin, most times. Like, say, between a father and a son.”

			Suddenly there was something different about Alastor’s expression. Vague, but Tom had seen it. He slowly sat up straight. “What do you mean by that?”

			“Mean by what?”

			He considered letting it drop, but the look on the thin man’s face wouldn’t allow it. “What about fathers and sons?”

			“Oh, nothin’.” Alastor leaned back on his cot. “Nothin’ about Captain Theodore McBride, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			Tom shot up so fast his chair banged against the wall behind him. He stalked over to the cell. “You’ll want to tell me how you know my father’s name. And you’ll want to tell me now.”

			A shrug. “Don’t be gettin’ all lathered, Deputy. The Sheriff mentioned you a time or two, is all. Ain’t the first time I’ve passed through town, y’know.”

			Tom shook his head. “Even if he were the kind to talk about people behind their back, Zeb wouldn’t have wasted breath on you.”

			Alastor shrugged again. “Like I said, a body never knows.”

			“I knew the sheriff.”

			“You didn’t know he was gonna run off.”

			He studied Alastor’s dark eyes. “I suppose next you’ll tell me you know where he’s gone?”

			“Might.”

			Tom laughed, mostly at himself. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He went back to his chair. “So stop talking.”

			“I’ll bet you that piece of pie I know a whole lot more than you think. About a whole lot more than you’d like.”

			“The poisoned one, you mean?”

			Alastor licked his lips. “That little taste was so divine I figured I’d take my chances.”

			Tom sat, folding his hands behind his head as he kicked his feet back up onto the desk. “All right, then. Amaze me with your insight.”

			Alastor opened his mouth to speak... but before the first word fell a bizarre closeness embraced Tom—as though, for an instant, he stood toe to toe with Alastor instead of sitting across the room. He even felt the man’s awful breath across his mouth.

			As fast as it came, it went. By the time he heard Alastor’s voice, the vivid sensation had faded to the drab of distant memory.

			Just tired is all. 

			“Theodore McBride. Must’ve been something, having an honest-to-goodness hero for a daddy.”

			Tom quashed a grimace. “What of it?”

			“Not a thing. Everyone knows them boys under Josh Chamberlain were some of the finest the Army had. Either Army. You should be proud.” Alastor crossed his own arms and leaned sideways against the bars. “Then again, your daddy wasn’t always with Chamberlain’s Twentieth, now, was he?”

			“You know everything. You tell me.”

			Alastor gave a shallow sneer. “I will. But I didn’t get this from the Sheriff. Didn’t have to. You see, after the War, I spent a little time at Leavenworth. Met all sorts of interesting folk in the stockade there, with all sorts of interesting stories. On more than one occasion, your daddy’s name came up.”

			Tom relaxed, surprised by the depth of his relief. Alastor had fought with the Rebs. That’s how he knew. It stood to reason, considering what his father had done at Little Roundtop.

			Alastor nodded as though Tom had spoken aloud. “Yep. Word is he ran out of ammunition and killed five men hand-to-hand. Personally saved ol’ Josh’s life.”

			“So the story goes.”

			“But that ain’t all of it. Your daddy ever tell you how he took care of them boys he killed?”

			Tom’s gut tightened. “He never talked about it.”

			“Well, they say he chopped ’em up with a tomahawk he carried. Opened their heads like watermelons at a picnic. Heard ol’ Josh retched himself to tears shakin’ your daddy’s hand because the shellac of brains all over him was already drawing flies.”

			Tom smiled, hoping it looked more convincing than it felt. “Sounds like something built up through too much telling and too much whiskey,” he said. “Even so, it was war.”

			Alastor frowned in contemplation. “Oh, I dunno. Fellas I talked to sounded pretty sober to me. One of ’em said he seen it with his own eyes. A body sees something like that, ain’t no cause to build it up none, I tell you true. But you’re right. It was war. Which makes where your daddy got that tomahawk so very interesting.”

			“And where was that?”

			“He was out in the frontier before coming back in to fight, right? Out near Fort Kearney?”

			“He helped with trouble between settlers and the Sioux.”

			“That so?” Alastor chuckled. “He ever tell you how he and his squad arrested a band of them Sioux for slaughtering a stray cow that wandered into their camp? He killed their chief for it. Shot him clean off his horse for no reason other than to make a point about taking a white man’s cow. I think he even shot the horse.”

			Tom pulled his feet down from the desk again and walked over to the small wood stove and the hot coffee pot resting on top. “That’s nonsense.”

			“You know, I’d normally agree. People in them parts let their tongues wag a lot more than they should when a stranger happens by. Thing is, that ain’t all I heard about your daddy out there.”

			Tom filled his cup then went back to his chair.

			“You know what I’m talking about, Deputy?”

			“I think you’re done talking.”

			Alastor smirked. “Oh, come on. You mean all them looks you got when you were little, all them times you felt the eyes on your back when you left a place, you never once wondered what they were about? You thought it was because you were the local hero’s kid?”

			Tom sipped at his coffee.

			“Now me, I think they all knew,” Alastor said. “Most were prolly disgusted. Some might’ve even felt sorry for you.”

			Tom looked into his cup.

			“They say he killed women and children, Tommy. Raped them, too. Indians. Slaves. Hell, for all you know, you could be one of his bastards. Anyone ever mistake you for a Mexican?”

			Tom banged his coffee down, ignoring the scalding splash on his knuckles, and went to the jail cell. “I’m going to say it once more. Shut. Up.”

			Alastor shrugged. “Heard you the first time, Deputy. What I ain’t heard is you deny it. S’pose that’s why you want to be sheriff, Tommy?”

			He flinched. “I don’t—”

			“Sure you do. You wanna prove you’re not like daddy. You want it so bad you’ll lie and cheat to get it. Which is funny, when you think about it. Ain’t that why you didn’t tell about Zeb’s note? Because you didn’t want to get folks all riled where they’d start looking for him again?”

			In one smooth motion, Tom’s hand flew up over his holster and snatched his Colt.

			But he didn’t raise it. He clenched it to his side, aiming it at the floor.

			“Tell me how you know about that.”

			“Or what?” Alastor said, raising an eyebrow. “You gonna shoot me off my horse?”

			Tom pointed the gun into the cell, and clicked the hammer back.

			Alastor smiled. “I don’t think the Marshal will take kindly to finding me all full of holes, I tell ya true. ’Specially after all the trouble he went through to catch me.”

			Tom nodded, then lowered the pistol. “You’re absolutely right.” He went back to his desk and grabbed his keys. “I’ll just beat the ever-loving Christ out of you. Maybe then you’ll shut the hell up.”

			Alastor giggled. “Is that how you did it? That how you managed to get a pretty thing like Molly—by playing it all strong and straight?”

			Tom stopped. “Zeb would never have told you about her.”

			“Guess he wouldn’t have told me her name ain’t really Molly, either. Guess he wouldn’t have told me she used to call herself Laura. That she was married before. That she put brown glass in the supper she brought her husband every night. Bad way to die once it builds up, Tommy. Makes you bleed places you didn’t know you could.”

			The disorienting closeness squeezed him again. The walls shrunk tight against his shoulders. The air felt hot, dull, too heavy to breathe. He brought his hands up to his temples, clenched fist on one side, cool gunmetal on the other.

			And then, again, it stopped.

			Tom looked up at Alastor’s amused expression. “Who in the hell are you?”

			Alastor spat a hard laugh. “Funny you’d put it that way.” He tapped a shushing finger to his lips and whispered. “I’m the Devil.”

			The absurdity cleared Tom’s head like a dunk in the rain barrel.

			“You’re crazy, is what you are.”

			“No, Tommy. Crazy is thinking Molly cares about you in the least. What did you ever do to deserve such a bride? She’s got her heart set on you becoming sheriff, see. Got her eyes on that brass ring, I tell you true. First sheriff, then mayor, maybe governor. Can’t think of a better hiding place for a murderer. I mean, who’d ever think it?”

			Tom looked away— 

			“But it ain’t gonna happen. They’ll find out about that little note you decided not to share. They’ll question you and wonder whether the son of a monster had anything to do with Zeb disappearing in the first place. Your pretty missus won’t take kindly to the attention, or to her options being cut short. She’ll be all nice for a while, but eventually she’ll… well, make a fresh start.”

			—as the room closed in once more—

			“She’ll never let on what she’s thinking. She’ll welcome you home with open arms and hiked skirts. Like she does half the gents in town, I expect. All the while making plans on how she’s going to get rid of you.”

			—and everything fell away but for the eager, hate-filled need to silence the man on the other side of the bars.

			Alastor laughed again. “Now can I have my pie?”

			Tom grabbed the iron ring from the desk. “You shut up about my father,” he growled through clenched teeth. “And about my Molly!”

			Alastor stepped back, beckoning. “That’s right, Tommy. Come on in. You open that there door and find out just how bad bad can be.”

			He glared hard as he shoved the key into the lock and—

			“NO!”

			They both turned to discover Marshal Michaels in the doorway, shotgun at the ready.

			“Deputy,” he said, “take that key out and step away.”

			Tom looked back at Alastor, who pursed his lips and winked.

			Michaels pulled back both hammers. “Deputy...”

			Tom yanked the keys out and threw them skittering across the floor. He let the air out of his lungs, not realizing until then that he’d been holding his breath, or that cool sweat trickled down his ribs beneath his shirt. 

			“You ought not sneak up on a body like that, Marshal,” Alastor said as he glumly took a seat. “It ain’t neighborly.”

			Tom leaned against the nearby wall and slid to a crouch. Gathering tears stung his eyes as he pushed his hat from his head with both hands and clutched his damp hair.

			Michaels stepped over, spurred heels punctuating the room’s sudden stillness. He knelt down. “You’ll manage just fine, huh?”

			Tom almost laughed.

			“Hard to get good help, I tell you true,” Alastor said.

			Michaels glanced over his shoulder and made a strange, cutting gesture with his free hand. Tom’s eyes widened as Alastor slumped over onto his bunk.

			“Easy,” Michaels said. “He’s asleep, is all.”

			The clock on the wall chimed. It was five in the morning.

			What?

			“What the hell’s going on here!” Tom shouted. “Who are you?”

			One side of Michael’s mustache crooked up. He stood and offered his hand. “A lawman, doing his job. Just like you.”

			Tom took the hand. It felt feverish. “Yeah, I’m a lawman.” He pointed at the bunk. “But I sure as hell can’t do that.”

			The Marshal’s eye glinted. “Well, my boss sits a little higher up the totem pole, is all.”

			Tom held up an unsteady finger. “Wait a minute.” He looked over at Alastor once more. “He claimed to be the Devil. You’re not gonna stand there and tell me—”

			“Of course not,” Michaels said, frowning. “No offense, but do you think this place could hold the Devil?”

			Tom sighed, and felt his sanity begin to mend beneath the salve of the Marshal’s words. “No, I don’t.”

			“Well, there you go.” Michaels went to the coffee pot on the stove, propping his shotgun against the wall. “You mind? Been a long night.”

			“Tell me about it,” Tom said, rubbing at his temple. “Help yourself.”

			“Thanks.” Michaels took a dented tin cup from a hook on the stove and blew it in to clear the dust. “Yep, that fella there is far from being the Devil, son. He’s only an alastor.”

			Tom stopped rubbing. “What do you mean, an Alastor?”

			“I mean, that’s what he is. An alastor. Minor demon. Small potatoes, really.” 

			The room went wobbly beneath him. Tom caught himself with one arm as he slumped again to the floor. Demon?

			Just as Alastor had, Michaels nodded like he’d heard the thought. “Yup. One of their favorite games is seeing how much a person will believe by sprinkling in enough truth to make their lies convincing. They can mess your head up pretty good if you’re not careful.”

			Tom’s hands worked in front of him as though they could literally help grasp what he was hearing. “He knew what... I mean, he knew things about me.”

			“When a demon talks to you,” the Marshal replied, “it’s like they’re knocking on the door to your soul. Answer them, and you invite them to make themselves at home. And once inside it’s no easy thing getting rid of ’em. That’s why the little hocus-pocus there. Kicks ’em out and slams the door.” His face broke into an honest grin. “They hate it, too. Tuckers them out something fierce. Gives ’em headaches.”

			Tom shook his head.

			Michaels sipped at his cup and moved toward the desk. “Now don’t go too hard on yourself. Zeb did pretty much the same thing, first time.”

			“Zeb?”

			The Marshal nodded.

			“That must have been what he meant,” Tom muttered.

			“Pardon?”

			“Zeb left a note. Said he couldn’t wrangle demons anymore. This must have been what he meant.”

			“Oh, that.” Michaels set his cup down. “See, the thing about Zeb is... well, he’s retired now. We let him go.”

			“Let him go?” Outrage flashed at the finality of the Marshal’s tone. “You mean—?”

			“No, no, settle down. He’s got a while yet.” He leveled a meaningful gaze. “Meantime, it leaves us with a vacancy.”

			It took a moment for Tom to get the Marshal’s gist.

			You’ll manage fine.

			“You want me... to take over? For Zeb?”

			Michaels nodded.

			“Then this was... some sort of test?”

			“Now, before you go gettin’ all bent out of shape, you should know that it was Zeb who recommended I give you a try. I had my doubts, but he spoke highly of you. For what it’s worth, you could’ve done a lot worse. And the job’s not all that bad. Some characters are nastier than others, but all in all, things stay pretty quiet.”

			Tom pushed his hands through his wet hair again. “Assuming for the moment I believe you—and I’m not saying I do—baby-sitting demons isn’t much of a carrot to dangle.”

			“Ain’t meant to be. Only reward is getting to do some good, which, believe it or not, still counts for something. If you accept, there’s no backing out. It’s for good, or at least until it’s decided to let you go. Which could be a long time.”

			Tom chuckled despite himself. “And one day they’ll joke the jail was built around me.”

			Michaels took one last swig of coffee.

			Tom hitched his thumbs on his belt, quirking his mouth. He paced the floor for a time.

			“Your fella was right, you know,” he said, finally. “About my father, about the things he did. People used to talk about him all time. Got to where I was so scared of him I’d sneak out of bed at night to watch him get drunk in his chair. Had to make sure he’d passed out before I could close my eyes. I remember being terrified he’d hear my heart pounding, and about what he might do if he caught me spying.”

			The Marshal sighed. “Nothing says a son’s gotta take the trail his daddy made. Maybe this’ll help you put a few things to rest for yourself. If you’re interested.”

			Tom looked him in the eye for several long moments.

			Put a few things to rest.

			“I believe I am,” he heard himself say. “Interested, I mean.”

			Michaels offered a single, sharp nod of approval.

			“Only,” Tom asked, “how do we know the council will just go along? I mean, they’ve got a say in—”

			Michaels raised an eyebrow.

			“Son of a gun,” Tom whispered. “They know about all this?”

			“A few know.”

			“So, who else? I mean, this all secret, right?”

			He shrugged. “Tell who you like, but I doubt anyone would care to hear it who ain’t already privy. Imagine what folks might say if their new sheriff went rambling on about demons and devils and such.”

			“Good point.” Tom wondered what Molly would think about living there in town for—

			All the things Alastor—the alastor—said about her came stampeding back.

			He shook his head, forcing the thoughts aside. No.

			“Tell me something, Marshal.”

			“If I can.”

			“Why is it you need someone to help you in the first place? And why this town? Why here?”

			Michaels walked to where he stood, stooped, and picked up Tom’s hat and keys. “Afraid that’s a longer story than I got time for. And since you’ve taken the job, you’ve got plenty of time to hear it.” He continued over to the cell. “For now, help me get our friend to his horse. He only looks skinny.”

			***

			Tom closed the door behind him. The Marshal was off to wherever he went, captive in tow. He stepped into the cell, allowing a small smile as he smoothed out the blankets on the cot.

			He was going to be sheriff. He couldn’t wait to tell— 

			The smile vanished as he looked over at the beaten, too-large desk in the middle of the dusty, too-small office. On it sat the untouched slice of blueberry pie, still covered by the red plaid cloth.

			—Molly.

			Enough truth to make their lies convincing.

			Tom sat on the bunk and closed his eyes. Reason and doubt tumbled about his head for a long, long time.

			Then a slow, rich warmth caressed his face. 

			Tom opened his eyes to find a single, brilliant shaft of gold reaching through the window to him from the rising sun beyond. His smile returned.

			He stood, marched from the cell to the desk, and with his arm swept the pie plate, cloth and all, into the wastebasket.

			Then Sheriff Tom McBride headed home to his wife, who no doubt had breakfast waiting warm on the table.

		

	
		
			The Show

			There was no use denying it. It just wasn’t him anymore.

			It took everything Billy Paulsen had to stay focused on the ceremony, to be still near the podium rather than fidget. But he managed a rigid, respectful silence, hands clasped behind his back as the mayor of Metroburgh blathered on. To his right and closest to the mayor stood Geoff Able, Billy’s guardian and mentor—shoulders back, red and blue-scaled chest puffed out, rugged chin raised.

			Of course, no one else in the plaza knew Geoff was there. Or Billy Paulsen, for that matter. No, everyone had gathered to celebrate their more illustrious public personas, Captain Cluster and Rocket Lad, Metroburgh’s own Daring Dyad. The Captain and Lad once more had foiled the robbery of The First National Bank, and saved the citizens from another insidious gang bent on wreaking havoc. As a token of gratitude, they would receive their umpteenth—

			“—key to the city!” the mayor all but sang as he thrust up over his head an old-fashioned golden key mounted on a large wooden plaque for all to see.

			The crowd whooped its wild approval. Billy rolled his eyes, knowing no one could tell and take offense since the slender black mask he wore made them appear solid white. The Captain stepped forward to accept the trophy, one palm raised in humble recognition of the ovation.

			As the Captain and the mayor shook hands and a frenzy of cameras flashed and popped and dazzled, a tiny, milky swirl of light just above the clattering photographers caught Billy’s attention. It had a bluish glow similar to the flashbulbs below, only much less intense—almost ghostly. At the same instant a strange, errant breeze whispered through his hair and stirred the edges of his cape.

			However, just as Billy was about to convince himself he’d really seen it, the faint light had vanished. He glanced over to see if Geoff had noticed. He hadn’t. Geoff still had his massive arms open wide, entreating for quiet so he might impart a few inspirational words.

			“Citizens of Metroburgh, we thank you... ”

			The Captain spoke into the microphone several more times, his heroic voice booming through the concrete chasms of downtown. But it did little to abate the crowd’s fervor.

			Billy sighed, and shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

			***

			The Cluster Coupe rocketed through the outskirts of the city limits. Jet engines screamed across the dark, leaf-blanketed back roads as the vehicle’s on-board computer calculated each turn so far in advance neither of them had to worry with the manual controls. Billy watched Geoff keep a firm hold on the aircraft-style handles anyway.

			Neither had spoken since leaving the plaza. Only the thin hiss of the air vents and the occasional rumble of the cockpit disturbed the taut silence.

			“You seemed distracted today, Lad,” the Captain finally said.

			Billy didn’t bother turning away from the window. “We’re alone, you know. You can use my real name.”

			“Not while we’re in uniform.”

			Billy pressed his elbow against the door and propped his chin on his fist.

			The Captain flipped a switch. “Something on your mind?”

			Billy shrugged.

			“I know you don’t like the ceremonies, Lad. But we have an obligation to be gracious when the citizens bestow their gratitude.”

			“Even if it’s the same stupid thing over and over.”

			“Without the support of the people,” the Captain replied, raising a blue-gloved finger, “we wouldn’t be here.”

			“Sometimes I think that without us, the wackos we fight wouldn’t be here, either.”

			The Captain frowned. “I don’t follow.”

			Billy shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.” He watched the glowing green vector read-outs superimposed onto the windshield. “Speaking of the ceremony, did you notice anything weird?”

			“Like what?”

			“I thought I saw something while the photographers were clicking away. It reminded me of... well, something.”

			The eye slits in the Captain’s hood narrowed as he thought. “No,” he said, “can’t say I recall anything unusual. What did it remind you of?”

			“You’re not going to like it.”

			The Captain chuckled through a perfect smile of gleaming, square teeth. “I’m pretty tough. Let’s hear it.”

			“Well, it just made me think of something Doctor Mezmo said to me... you know, that day.”

			The Captain’s smile withered. Leather gloves and leather steering grips creaked within tightening fists half the size of cinder blocks. “Mezmo’s dead, Lad.”

			“I know,” Billy said. He knew shouldn’t have mentioned it. More than a year had passed, and Geoff still had no interest in discussing his former archenemy.

			“Then let the dead rest.”

			Billy returned to his vigil out the window. “Fine. Sorry.”

			No killing. Ever. It was their most fundamental rule.

			During their struggle in the Cluster Compound, Doctor Mezmo had fallen to his death from a precipice beneath the mansion. Despite the fact that Mezmo had somehow learned their identities, despite that it would have meant the end of Captain Cluster and Rocket Lad had he been brought to trial with that information, Geoff had tried to save him—tried, but couldn’t. Instead, Mezmo died screaming in a brilliant ball of electrical fire, incinerated by the giant power cells far below their secret hideout.

			Billy’s heart swelled with pride each time he thought about that final encounter, about Geoff being willing to sacrifice everything to uphold his dearest principle. But at the same time, it didn’t stop Billy from wishing every day that he could have been there to help, or keep him from believing how much better things would be for both of them now if he had.

			The rest of the ride home felt even quieter than before.

			***

			The largest benefit of being the ward of a multi-billionaire was getting to play with an endless parade of cutting-edge gadgets—communications equipment, non-lethal weaponry, vehicles of every size and make. The Compound’s subterranean levels contained its crime labs and maintenance bays, stocked and regularly upgraded with the latest, most sophisticated, and often times most utterly pointless technologies money could buy.

			At the hub of the Compound’s electronic arsenal was the massive and far from pointless Cluster Computer, easily their most valuable asset. Within its two-story frame blazed an exotic collection of yoctotech processors and bioplasma data receptacles whose combined computational and storage-retrieval rates approached the limits of the physical universe. Its operating system—an experimental artificial intelligence suite called Kinetic Alpha-Numeric Evocation, or KANE—supplied the computer with hyperdeductive reasoning, extraplanar logistical comprehension, and quasi-intuitive capacities. Billy often pondered how disillusioning it would be for the public were they to learn that more frequently than not it wasn’t the Captain’s alleged genius for criminal detection solving cases, but KANE’s unerring aptitude for taking a given set of disparate clues and fitting them together.

			Technical specifications aside, what Billy liked most about KANE was the company its personality algorithms provided; companionship otherwise missing in his day-to-day life. That was why instead of “KANE,” as the Captain insisted, Billy just called it Bob.

			Billy lowered himself into the plush control chair in front of Bob’s main console, which had always reminded him of an immense, futuristic pipe organ. In place of black and ivory keys, a bewildering assortment of glowing buttons, rocker switches, and flashing lights spread out farther than his young arms could reach. He settled back and smiled at the familiar, barely-perceptible tingle of his nervous system’s electrical signature being scanned.

			Hello, Rocket Lad, came the soothing, synthesized voice that always reminded him of that old-timey actor, James Mason.

			“Hi, Bob. And, it’s Billy.”

			Not while you’re—

			“—in uniform. Yeah, I know. How ya doing?”

			I’m fine, thank you for asking. And yourself?

			“The same, I guess.”

			Another faint tickle of the scanners.

			Cerebral index comparisons suggest a significant preoccupation on your part. Is there something with which I might help you?

			“Actually, yeah, there’s something I need to run by you if you don’t mind.”

			Not at all. Please, run away.

			Billy smirked. For all Bob’s complexity, his grasp on the vernacular often fell a little short. “Today at the award ceremony I thought I saw something, but I’m not really sure what.”

			Object or phenomenon?

			“Both, maybe.”

			Can you describe its location and physical characteristics?

			“I was standing on the podium with Geoff. Directly in front of us was the photographers’ pool. While they were taking their pictures, a small disc appeared over them in mid-air. It was silvery, not as bright as the camera flashes, and it spun. Kinda like a miniature galaxy. Oh, and there was this weird breeze that followed. Small, but I definitely felt it.”

			What was the approximate duration of this event?

			“Short. A few seconds at most.”

			Were there any other witnesses?

			“I asked Geoff, but he didn’t see it. I’m pretty sure I’m the only one who did.”

			Is it possible the event was an optical illusion?

			Billy smiled again, knowing the question was Bob’s way of being polite. Mathematically speaking, of course it was possible he’d imagined the whole thing.

			“Let’s go on the assumption it was really there.”

			Any suspicions as to its cause or source?

			“Like I told Geoff, it reminded me of something Doctor Mezmo said to me.”

			Elaborate, please.

			He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, centering himself like each of his many martial arts trainers had taught. “Right before he was killed, the day he found his way into the Compound, Mezmo got the jump on me and tied me up. As he was leaving I told him he’d never get away with whatever he had planned. Then he said something really strange—that the world was full of holes, and that I’d be surprised by how easy it was for someone to get away who really wanted to.”

			Interesting. Do you have any additional information you think would be helpful?

			“Nope. That’s all I’ve got.”

			A moment, please.

			Which was indeed all it took—a moment.

			What you’ve described is consistent with the theories of Doctor Douglas Alexander at MIT concerning transdimensional breaches. According to his research, such space-time disturbances would manifest themselves as a subtle coalescence of light at the point of bisection, accompanied by an environmental turbulence relative to the size of the breach and the spatial-matter equilibria on either side.

			“Transdimensional... ?” Billy whispered. “Bob, that’s... well, kinda out there.”

			I concur. However the hypothesis does accommodate the data.

			“And that’s the only one you’ve got?”

			Within an acceptable level of probability, yes.

			Billy sat quietly, pondering the implications of what Bob proposed: Someone or something might have opened a rift between their dimension and another.

			Then again, it had probably been nothing; a trick of the flashbulbs blasting away at them.

			Rocket Lad?

			“Yeah?”

			It’s time for your favorite television program. Would you like to view it here, or shall I route the stream to your room?

			“My room, please. And would you ask Reggie to send something up for dinner? I’m starving.”

			My pleasure.

			Billy patted the console and pushed himself up from his seat. “Thanks, Bob. Have a good night.”

			You’re most welcome. Pleasant dreams.

			***

			In the pale blue bath of the jumbo monitor spanning the far wall, Billy eased himself into the pillows piled high against the headboard of his antique four-poster bed, then removed the polished silver dome from his dinner tray.

			Split pea soup and grilled cheese.

			Billy smiled. He liked Reggie, the new butler. The old guy always seemed to know just what he wanted to wear to school—whenever he actually made it to school—and had an unswerving ability to guess just what he’d be in the mood to eat. Cheerful and kind, Reggie was beginning to feel more like a friend than hired help.

			But he was still nothing like Mary Joyce.

			No, Mary Joyce had been family. She’d been with the Ables since the Earth had cooled, and had practically raised Geoff. By far, her death was the worst thing to come from Doctor Mezmo’s rampage through the Compound last year, and certainly was the worst thing Billy had endured since his own parents died when he was little.

			He shook his head to clear away the thought, dipped a corner of his sandwich into the steaming bowl, and settled into his show.

			“And now ladies and gentlemen, the Hurds!”

			Billy had reveled in The Hurds from the very first episode. Nothing provided a better salve against the pandemonium of his time as Rocket Lad, because on The Hurds nothing ever really happened. Father went to work, Father came home. Johnny and Susie went to school, Johnny and Susie came home. They always had their homework done and never missed the bus despite how their mother worried they might. Mother Hurd—always impeccably dressed and far more attractive a woman than Father Hurd ever should have managed—sometimes went to the market, sometimes went to the salon, sometimes chaired a PTA committee. The house was always spotless, and people had a knack for arriving just in time for dinner. No capes, no grappling hooks, no boots with built-in rockets. No explosions, no banks being robbed, no deranged criminal masterminds threatening the world. And most importantly, no keys to the city.

			Billy leaned deeper into his pillows to watch, but the exhausting events of the day quickly overtook him. He fell asleep where he sat.

			Contrary to Bob’s wishes, he didn’t have pleasant dreams at all. Nor did he see the small, blue-silver vortex form briefly above his bed, rustle the drapes and the homework on his desk, then blink away again without a trace.

			***

			Billy woke to a bright, sunny Saturday morning. Reginald had already been in and opened the balcony windows. A soft, perfumy gust wafted in through the drapes from the rose garden outside. Reggie had also left a fresh tray, meaning that instead of having breakfast with Geoff and spending the day together as promised, Billy would be alone. Again.

			He sighed, unable to recall the last time he and Geoff had done anything together not involving the red flash of the mayor’s direct line and the two of them blasting over to City Hall. Then he tapped the small, rectangular panel on his night stand.

			Good morning, Billy.

			“Hi, Bob. Can you tell me where Geoff is?”

			Mister Able had to schedule a meeting with his department heads at the AbleCom Building. He asked me to pass along his apologies. Would you like me to page him for you?

			“No. Just checking.”

			Is there anything else I can do?

			“Not unless you can throw a baseball.”

			I could summon one of the house staff to meet you in the garden with a glove and bat.

			True. Any of the staff would be willing to entertain him if they were asked. But because they had to, not because they actually wanted to. “No thanks.”

			If you change your mind, let me know. Have a pleasant day.

			The line closed with a tiny chirp.

			Billy unfolded his napkin, removed the tray top, strangely disappointed to find sausage links and French toast.

			Exactly what he’d wanted.

			***

			Day dulled to evening with the tepid clockwork perfection he’d come to expect and scorn, until Bob announced during dinner: Billy, the mayor called. There’s an emergency.

			Billy slammed down his fork with a huff. For a moment he wondered what would happen if he just ignored it and went upstairs to bed. But then years of relentless training slapped the idea aside. “Where’s Geoff, Bob?”

			Unknown. There’s been a massive disruption in the communications grid. The few lines available are already jammed with traffic. Satellite included.

			Communications grid? And no trace of Geoff? That might mean... no, he’d worry about maybes later. Right now he had someplace to be.

			If communications were in chaos, streets leading into the city might be as well.

			“Bob, ready the Cluster Copter.”

			***

			Four and a half minutes after he snapped the safety harness around him in the Compound, Billy stood atop City Hall. The on-board flight controls had set him down in the precise center of the helipad.

			He followed the two officers sent to receive him into the elevator, then exited moments later directly into the mayor’s office. The mayor waited on the opposite side of the room, hands clenched behind his back, gazing with obvious apprehension out onto the streets below.

			“Mister Mayor?”

			The mayor turned quickly, as though he’d been startled. “Ah, Rocket Lad. Thank you for getting here so quickly.” He looked past Billy. “Where’s Captain Cluster?”

			“He’ll be here shortly,” Billy replied in a practiced, confident tone. “He sent me on ahead.”

			The mayor nodded. “I called because I know of the Captain’s and your close relationship with Geoff Able through his charity work.”

			Geoff. “Why, what’s happened?”

			“The city’s suffered a bizarre and I fear catastrophic failure in its communications network, due to an earthquake of all things.”

			Billy frowned. “An earthquake? We didn’t detect anything like that at the Compound.”

			“Neither did we. Neither did anyone. Nevertheless, the seismic monitoring center in the next county reports there’s been a huge disturbance of some sort. They’ve analyzed the shock pattern and believe it originated here in downtown. Specifically, at the AbleCom Building.”

			Sure enough: Geoff Able. Communications. AbleCom.

			Geoff’s philanthropy included not only his funding most of the city’s charities, but also AbleCom providing Metroburgh with a state-of-the-art communications network at a fraction of the cost any outside corporation would have charged. As a downside, just as Bob formed the hub of the Compound’s information traffic, the AbleCom Building served as Metroburgh’s—all the proverbial eggs in one basket.

			And he had a feeling Geoff was in there too.

			“I didn’t see any smoke on the way here,” Billy said. “AutoFLIR didn’t alert me to any points of excessive heat.”

			“Right,” the mayor said. “And fire units at the scene are saying the same thing. But they’re reporting strange pockets of high-velocity wind as well as bright flashes of light, not just around the building, but coming from inside the building.”

			Bright lights. Wind. Phantom earthquakes.

			Billy’s heart pounded hard in his chest. “I have to get there. How much can your men tell me about what’s going on inside?”

			The mayor shook his head. “Not much. They think the building’s superstructure contained the initial blast, if that’s what it was. Because of the wind they’re having a hard time getting in from ground level, and they can’t risk raising the ladders. What’s odd is no one’s noticed any broken windows.”

			Billy nodded. “Let’s see if we can get a better look.”

			Moments later they were back on the roof, gathered at the Copter’s main hatch. Billy pointed at the thin overhead screens mounted inside.

			“It looks like the wind sheer is worse at both the base and top.” He touched the monitor with his black-gloved fingers, zooming in on the building schematic. “Doesn’t look like much turbulence at the center, though. That’s where I’ll go in.”

			“You don’t want to wait for the Captain?” the police chief asked.

			Well, you see...

			Billy shook his head. “There could be people inside. The Captain will be along.” He walked backward a few paces from the others. “Mind your hats, gentlemen.”

			With a tap of his belt buckle, the rockets in each of his boots exploded with screeching blue flame. Billy bent his knees to absorb the instantaneous momentum and blasted up and over the edge of the building. He twisted his body, and aimed for AbleCom.

			It was a beautiful night. The sharp air of late autumn rushed past, exhilarating his senses as he streaked through the glint and twinkle of downtown. The dips and curls he felt in his stomach whenever he flew never failed to bring a smile, regardless of the situation.

			Seconds away loomed the mammoth green-glass cylinder of the AbleCom Building. Far below winked the frantic red and blue strobes of the emergency crews. Billy stopped, hovered a foot away from one of the windows, and retrieved a tiny hand-held laser from a compartment on the back of his belt. With it he cut a large hole in the thick glass, replaced the cutter, then pushed the oval inward. It shattered into a million tiny emeralds. He drifted carefully inside the building, landed atop a low bookshelf, then hopped down to the floor, glass crunching beneath his feet. Immediately outside the office he’d entered, from around the edges of the door, came steady pulses of white and cyan as though an electrical storm had erupted in the hallway.

			Cautiously, Billy turned the handle on the door and peered out. The lights grew more intense at one end of the corridor, toward the main conference room. He slipped into the hall and inched along, his back flat against the wall. After a few dozen paces sideways he eased his head around the corner and peeked through a tall, narrow glass panel.

			There in the conference room sat Geoff, by himself in a suit and tie, bound and gagged to the big leather chair at the head of the table. Behind him, the source of the light show—a radiant blue vortex about as wide as Billy was tall, spinning on its own center. He opened the door and stepped inside.

			“Geoff? You all right?”

			Geoff’s eyes widened. He shook his head violently.

			From behind came a craggy voice. “Hello again, Rocket Lad.”

			Billy whipped around and crouched, preparing to counter an attack. None came. Instead, a figure emerged from the shifting shadows. A bald man, not much taller than himself, dressed in black from head to toe—glossy jackboots, a black cape, and a coal-tinted monocle squeezed into one eye.

			Billy gasped. Doctor Mezmo.

			“Your pardon,” Mezmo said. “I forgot how you do prefer ‘Billy,’ even when in uniform.”

			Billy set his jaw. “Where are the others?”

			Mezmo tilted his head. “Others?”

			“The department heads who were at the meeting.”

			“I assure you your Captain’s been alone all day.” 

			Billy glared at Geoff. Geoff looked away.

			“Coming back from the dead is no small trick,” Billy said, setting aside his anger and focusing on the moment. “Must be something pretty important you forgot to check off your To Do list.”

			“Oh, there is. But in fairness I was never dead. I merely stepped out for a while.”

			Billy pointed at the swirl of light. “Something to do with these transdimensional rifts, I take it.”

			Mezmo clapped his gloved hands twice. “Bravo, Lad. I’m impressed. Then again, you always were the cleverer of the two. To answer your question, yes. The burst of light our Captain Disabled witnessed after throwing me into the chasm was not my incineration. It was, in fact, my grandest escape ever.”

			“Throwing you? No, you fell after refusing his help.”

			Mezmo tossed his head back and cackled. “Ah, the idealism of youth. Tell me, Billy, why ever would your mentor want to save the life of the person who’d discovered both his secret lair and true identity? So I could be brought to trial and reveal what I knew to the world?”

			Once more Billy looked at Geoff, who slumped in his seat.

			“Geoff?” he said.

			He waited, but Geoff would not meet his eyes.

			“Geoff?”

			When he nodded, Billy’s gut tightened as though he’d been slugged. He forced himself to turn away.

			No wonder Geoff had never wanted to talk about it.

			Billy waited a moment to make certain his reply conveyed none of the dismay and rage that roiled inside him. “All right,” he said, finally. “You didn’t die. Instead, you somehow opened a rift and disappeared.”

			“Precisely.” Mezmo took a seat at the end of the long table opposite Geoff. “Between you and me, it was sheer luck the contraption worked at all. Nonetheless, I can’t begin to describe the things I’ve seen while perfecting it.”

			“Sounds fascinating.”

			“It was, to be sure.” The doctor steepled his fingers. “In all your junior-superhero studies, have you run across the idea of branching realities?”

			“Basic quantum theory. Everything that can happen, does.”

			“Yes. Each choice a person makes splits the universe into an ever-growing, infinitely complex maze of consequence. In one reality, you go left, while in another, you instead go right—all outcomes existing simultaneously.”

			“What does this have to do with us?”

			Mezmo grinned. “After exploring the many lives I might have led, I realized how weary I’ve grown of my constant struggle with the Daring Dyad. Although, at the same time, I do despise loose ends. Therefore, tonight, I intend to finally conclude the tune to which we three have danced these many years.”

			Billy folded his arms. “How do you propose to do that?”

			Mezmo’s face darkened. “I thought you’d never ask. Despite his juvenile antics, the Defender of Metroburgh isn’t as young as he used to be. The very reason behind attaining an... apprentice, if you will, was no doubt to ensure the Captain Cluster legacy. I’m about to deny him that.”

			Billy smirked. “You’ve tried to kill me before, Doc. It never really seems to work out well for you.”

			“Oh, you misunderstand. I’m not here to kill you. Because instead, in place of inheriting the Captain’s colorful mantle, I’m going to offer you something impossible to decline. Something he never could.”

			Billy folded his arms. “Which would be?”

			Mezmo sneered. “Your parents.”

			Billy’s expression fell. “What?”

			Of their own accord, his hands took tight hold of the chair in front of him as his wits began to teeter.

			“That’s right, Rocket Lad. Your life the way it could have been. Should have been. The life you yearn for still. Your mother, your father. I can give it all back to you.”

			Billy turned the chair around toward him and numbly sat. “How do you know—”

			“Because the world is full of holes, Billy, just like I told you. In another life, another place, we were even friends you and I. Quite close.”

			Billy swallowed hard. “You can give me back my parents?”

			Mezmo smiled. “That, as they say, is the plan. And you needn’t worry about other so-called super villains running amok in your absence. My travels suggest they’ll likely lose interest.”

			Without us, the wackos we fight wouldn’t be here.

			“But... I mean, why?”

			Mezmo picked an imaginary bit of lint from his epaulet. “It’s a bit like chess. A draw is never satisfying, which is what simply killing your mentor would be. The criminal mind is inherently lazy, my young friend, and will always be far more interested in the shortest route to the greatest reward. However, overcoming a given obstacle requires a minimum of matching that obstacle’s capacities, and I no longer wish to keep up with your efforts in all this costumed jumping about, as I have been compelled for so long to do.”

			“I don’t understa—”

			Mezmo slammed his fist down in sudden, thunderous fury. “Because it gnaws at me, boy! I cannot walk away before defeating him once and for all! Your abandonment of everything for which his life has stood will break him, and finally destroy his will to recover and persevere!”

			The outburst startled Billy, and sobered him from his bewilderment. “And what if I say no?”

			Mezmo straightened, again a study in composure. “Then I will kill him, Billy. Distasteful as a draw may be, it’s still better than a loss.” He turned to Geoff. “And as for you, dear Captain. You will agree to give up your crusade. Otherwise, I will seek out your pupil no matter where he might be, no matter what the cost, and he will suffer for your disobedience without ever knowing why.”

			Billy frowned. “Without knowing... ? What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“As a rift closes,” Mezmo explained, “the quantum... distance, if you will, between the two dimensions grows at an exponential rate, as does the relative significance of your surroundings. Once you’re cut off from your plane of origin, the subjective importance of everything around you quickly solidifies. You synchronize, as it were, as your new reality absorbs you.” He gestured at the room. “All this will become a distant memory, fading to nothing, including any lingering shame you might otherwise have suffered for deserting your Captain. However, for reasons thus far unknown to me, the place you leave behind remains unchanged. In other words, here, you’ll be missed.”

			“No doomsday weapon?” Billy asked. “No timer lowering us into a vat of boiling glop?”

			Mezmo gave a thin smile. “You sound disappointed.”

			“No, I sound like I don’t believe you.” At least, Billy hoped he sounded that way.

			Mezmo raised a knowing eyebrow. “Well then, don’t take my word for it. You’ve your own senses on which to rely.” He tilted his head toward the revolving mass of light. “Look at it, Billy.”

			It spun hypnotically, like a hurricane on its side.

			It had to be a trick. Didn’t it?

			Your life the way it should have been.

			Mom. Dad.

			Billy looked again at Geoff, who’d been sitting rigid, brows raised, eyes desperate and wide. 

			“Okay,” he whispered.

			Geoff hung his head with a muffled sob.

			Mezmo showed genuine surprise. “I beg your pardon?”

			Billy reached behind his head, untied his mask, and tossed it onto the conference table. “I said okay.” He faced his mentor, warm tears gathering. “I love you, Geoff. But I didn’t ask for this. For any of it. I’m grateful you took me in when my parents were killed. You know I am. But in lots of ways you made things worse by forcing all this on me when I was too little to know the difference. I’m not mad about that. Not really. What I really hated you for sometimes, though, was just never being around. I understood as best I could, but understanding didn’t change how much I missed you. But, Geoff, while your always being gone was bad enough... to let me keep feeling guilty because I wasn’t there to help you with Mezmo, after you tried to kill him? After everything you taught me? You knew how terrible that made me feel. That didn’t matter, though, did it? Did it? As long as everything looked fine on the outside. Well, it wasn’t fine.

			“All that time alone gave me lots of room to think, and now I know. I know I don’t want this. And I don’t think I ever did.” Billy turned and pointed his finger at Mezmo. “You tell me nothing’s going to happen to Geoff. You tell me you’re not going to hurt him.”

			“You have my terms. I will honor them letter and spirit.”

			“Fine,” he said. He took a deep breath then wiped his sleeve across his eyes. “What do I do?”

			Mezmo offered a broad, predatory grin as he gestured toward the rift. “Step right this way... ”

			***

			“Billy! Dinner!”

			Great. Perfect timing.

			How did she always manage to call him down right at the most important part? It was an hour show, and everyone knows that between quarter ’til and five ’til the bad guy revealed his plans and the good guys wrecked them. She could’ve waited a few more minutes.

			Billy sighed. “Coming, Mom!”

			Oh well, no big deal. It wasn’t as though any huge surprise lurked around the corner in this episode, anyway. Besides, for some reason having dinner with Mom and Dad, instead of heading out with his friends to Mary Joyce’s Malt Shoppe or Reggie’s Pizza Place, suddenly sounded like a really great idea. Weird.

			He reached to turn off the television, but paused at the image of Captain Mezmo posing heroically on the screen, fists on hips, as his triumphant theme music burst forth and the closing credits began to scroll over top of him.

			And then, the strangest thought flooded his mind with disturbing clarity:

			It wasn’t him anymore.

			Then it vanished.

			Billy stood there a moment longer... then shrugged, switched off the set, and hopped downstairs to the kitchen.

		

	
		
			The Swing

			Where I once called home remains for me a place of magic, a place where quiet things too ancient for names still wander the cool shadows of endless pines. Even after all this time I have but to close my eyes to be awash in a bouquet of salt and sweet, to feel in my legs the thunder of grey seas on craggy shores. My old home speaks to me in incessant whispers, with little reverence for distance measured in either miles or years.

			Though a lifetime has passed since I last saw it, I know shall never fully escape the serene embrace of Maine. Thanks to the most extraordinary encounter of my youth, I’ve also long accepted that particular side of the fence is no longer mine to tend.

			In the summer of 1918, my father was a junior officer aboard the San Diego when she struck a German mine off the coast of New York and sank. I was five, and have only vague recollections of the telegram arriving, bringing Mother word. I do, however, clearly recall her hysterical, sobbing relief when Father appeared at our gate, safe and sound, mere hours after the courier had delivered the news. Clearer still are the uncharacteristically fervent hugs and kisses my father gave me as he swept me into his arms; the sunny, leathery smell of his neck as he squeezed me to him and declared that as far as he was concerned, the Navy could keep its boats.

			My father worked desk assignments for the next few years, steering from one staff to another in his maneuvering to avoid sea duty, in his efforts to ensure I grew up in a home that remained whole. Sorting through personnel requests one day, he discovered a vacancy for commander of a neglected parcel of land called Park Field, a one-time Army air base north of Memphis. Like many other such places, the base had found difficulties maintaining a staff because of the exodus from the military following the end of the First World War.

			Having made a name for himself as an able administrator, my father applied and was accepted for the post, which pleased him greatly. Not only would the transfer mean a promotion to lieutenant commander, but as he would come to say many times, you can’t get much farther from the ocean than Tennessee without starting to get close again.

			In June 1922, the morning after my ninth birthday, I was told that come the end of August we’d be moving away from Maine. Up to that moment I’d been blissfully unaware of the changes taking shape around me. I spent the rest of the day grieving alone in my room.

			Two months later my parents and I crowded ourselves and what belongings we could into a borrowed, wood-spoked truck of questionable constitution and set off on our pilgrimage. We bounced and clattered southward, first through the fiery intimations of New England at the precipice of autumn, then through the darker, more reserved hues of Virginia, and finally into the enduring green of Tennessee. To pass the time I speculated on where I would go to school and who my new friends would be. I wondered what the people I’d yet to meet were doing right then, right at that very moment that I thought about them and they had no idea I existed. The game made a poor salve for the absence of all I’d left behind, but it did permit a dull sense of adventure to penetrate my gloom. 

			Greeting us upon our arrival at Park Field was a single, nervous ensign whose khakis hung two sizes too loose. I recall his clumsy salute and that Father, normally a stickler for such details, didn’t mention it. I also recall the dust, the dirt, and how transforming our dilapidated, two-bedroom dwelling into a comfortable living space caused my mother no end of consternation. Father and I spent many sweaty, shirtless hours baking in the late summer heat, repairing countless roof tiles and fence pickets gone astray.

			Once the house had been adequately shored and our possessions appointed their new places, a sense of order took firm enough hold for me to begin surveying my new surroundings. School still lingered a few weeks off, meaning I had plenty of time for exploration.

			That was when I decided, and in fact still believe, that few things are more pitiable than an airplane consigned to the ground. Park Field’s two abandoned runways lay cluttered with remnants of such old, noble vessels discarded by those they’d carried to battle and faithfully returned to earth. To their credit, the ships in their decaying, silent rows retained their dignity as best they could, poised as though willing—despite their treatment—to leap into the heavens at a moment’s notice and do their duty. 

			As I climbed and slid across their frames I imagined them at first being wary of my presence, but eventually welcoming me, and in time looking forward so much to my company that they bickered amongst themselves about whose turn it was next. In the rusty, wiry nests of the cockpits I flew bombing missions with rapier precision, circumnavigated the globe with nothing more than a peanut butter sandwich for provisions, and plunged into the measureless ocean of stars to discover far away worlds the likes of which even Jules Verne could not have dreamed.

			Many times, though, I simply sat within the craft that had won my attentions for the day and gazed at the blue horizon, knowing beyond it lay Maine; knowing that without me the pines there continued to sway in the ocean breeze, the tides there crept in and withdrew, and the people there went about their lives.

			As with anything in youth wondrous and enthralling in its inception, the novelty of my own personal air fleet soon eroded. I spent the remainder of the dwindling summer prowling the remotest nooks of Park Field. A high, uneven boundary of weather-greyed fence marked the perimeter of the base, cordoning it from the rest of the thickly wooded countryside. Late one afternoon while inspecting the short stretch of fence farthest from the house, I noticed through the tall, wild grass a spot where some of the planks had fallen away.

			That’s when I first heard the singing.

			It sounded like a child’s voice at first, high and soft, but Father had told me there weren’t any other houses within miles of the base. I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what a child would be doing out in the woods—other than myself, of course. Curious, I squeezed through the opening. After only a few cautious paces, the singing seemed much closer than it should have. I crouched and pushed aside a tangle of thin, drooping branches. From that vantage I saw that the woods opened into a tiny clearing, neatly trimmed and just large enough to encircle the tomato-red swing set at its center. More bizarre still, on one of the set’s two swings clung a very old man, whose tattered clothing fluttered about him as he rode.

			The man stabbed out his spindly legs to swoop forward, then pulled them in tight again like a crane for the return trip. His white beard rippled, looking longer than he seemed tall, and brought to mind a fresh, clean tail tied to a worn, dirty kite. All the while, over and over, chanting a peculiar verse:

			Run and hide, Molly McBride,

			Took a man and made him die,

			They’re hunting you ’cross the countryside;

			Toss the bouquet and slip away.

			I sat transfixed as the man giggled, warbled and moved through the air—a bony pendulum varying neither in rhythm nor pace.

			A small gust whirled its way around the clearing. The canopy of branches rustled and the leaves along the grass edge stirred, causing the old man to stop his song. For several moments I heard nothing but the rub of rope creaking in perfect time to the sudden pounding of my own heart.

			My grandfather once advised that when you’re not sure what to do, wait just a moment—the next move will make itself apparent. So, I waited. And when the old man called “Who’s there?” my next move indeed made itself abundantly clear: I raced back to the house as fast as I could fly and didn’t stop until I was safely in my room.

			While it may have been nothing more than the toll panic and exhilaration tend to take on the body, I slept more soundly that night than I had in a very long while.

			The next morning’s sky sang a bright blue hymn of reassurance. The air carried a subtle chill and smoky hints of fall, suggesting to me everything had been set right from the night before—past sins forgiven, old trespasses forgotten, and there remained no need to dwell on what had already come and gone.

			So, naturally, after I finished my chores I headed straight back to the opening in the fence to see whether the strange little man was still there. Which he was. Same song, same ratty clothes, as though he’d never left.

			I’d barely gotten comfortable settling in to watch him when he called out.

			“Back, are you?”

			As before, I said nothing and merely waited.

			“Well, whoever you are,” he said, giving a great and covetous sniff as he swooped toward the trees, “smells like you had bacon for breakfast.” He gave another deep sniff as he rushed back again. “And pancakes. With maple syrup. Come on out. Been awhile since I’ve had a visitor. Or pancakes, for that matter.”

			His tone carried a comforting quality, and it somehow convinced me quite, well, convincingly that I had nothing to fear. I stood and stepped forward through the brush.

			“Beg your pardon,” I said. “Didn’t mean to disturb you.”

			“Gullyfluff,” the man scoffed. “Although, I’ll admit the aroma of your breakfast is causing me no small distraction. Tell me, did I guess right? Pancakes?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And maple syrup?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Fah! What’s this ‘sir’ business? Makes me feel old.”

			“Sorry.”

			“Better. Now, tell me more about that maple syrup. I don’t think I’ve smelled anything so delicious. It’s not from around here, is it?”

			I shook my head. “No, we brought it from Maine. Where I’m from.”

			“Maine... Maine...” he said, searching his thoughts. “That’s up, yes? A long way from here, yes?”

			I nodded.

			The old man jutted his head, indicating the empty swing dangling next to him. “Have a seat. Take ’er for a spin. We can talk for a spell. Been a long time since I’ve had a visitor, in case I hadn’t mentioned.”

			I smiled at the invitation, walked over, and sat on the bare, smooth wood. I took a firm hold of the thick, rough rope and pushed backward with a kick. After several hard pulls, I matched the old man’s height and speed.

			“Welcome to our lovely Tennessee,” he said. “How you finding it so far?”

			I shrugged. “Fine, I suppose.”

			He chuckled. “Not the same, though, is it?”

			I sighed as homesickness hollowed my chest. “Not really.”

			“Well, that’s to be expected. If every place were the same as every other place, there’d be no place for different places in the first place.”

			Out of sheer politeness, I nodded again.

			“Your turn,” he said.

			“My turn?”

			“Yes, turn. Having a talk is a matter of back and forth. And you haven’t done much forthing back, at least not enough for this to be a conversation. So speak a word or three.”

			I licked my lips. “Have you... have you been here long?”

			The old man laughed, pulling deeply into the arc of his swing. “And we’re off! Let’s see, what day is this?”

			“What day?”

			“Yes, yes,” he said impatiently, “the days of the week. Seven, when I counted last. They still teach those in school, don’t they?”

			“It’s Friday.”

			“Let’s see... Friday... hmm...” His tongue poked from the corner of his mouth as he commenced with some hefty calculations. “In that case, if it really is Friday, I would say it’s been, oh, going on fifty-five years.”

			“No, I meant how long you’ve been here. Swinging.”

			“I know what you meant.”

			I blinked in disbelief. “Fifty-five years?”

			He nodded, perfectly serious. “At least.”

			I was amazed. Fascinated. A frenzy of questions bubbled in my brain. “How can someone stay on a swing for fifty-five years?”

			“Oh, it’s not hard once you get going. Easier still if you get someone to give you a push.”

			“Don’t you ever go home?”

			“Almost did once,” he said, “but I couldn’t say where home is anymore. I can see it sometimes if I close my eyes real hard. Can’t think where I left it, though.” He shrugged. “Oh well. I’m sure it’s all different now anyways.”

			“Don’t you miss your family?” I asked. “Or your friends?”

			He tapped the side of his all-but-bald head. “Got them all right here. I admit I’m not so good with the names anymore, but I can still see the faces as plain as anything.”

			“Don’t you eat?”

			“Like a king! Fireflies. Moths. Can’t recommend the bumblebees, though. Not unless you’re really hungry.”

			My stomach turned, stretching a grimace across my face. “You eat bugs?” 

			“Better than the other way around.” The missing teeth in his grin made me think of my mother’s piano.

			“What about sleeping? Aren’t you scared of falling?”

			“Nah,” he said. “Sorta like the birds you see snoozing on thin branches. The real trick, though, is not slowing down.”

			I watched the tree line roll up under my feet and then back down again. “But don’t you get bored?”

			“How can I when I’m always on the move like this?”

			“I guess.”

			“Don’t patronize me, young man.”

			“What does patronize mean?”

			“It means you don’t sound too sure. And if you’re not, then just say so instead of trying not to be rude.”

			“Well,” I said, “it’s just that swinging back and forth doesn’t actually take you anywhere.”

			“I beg to differ! Up to the top of one side takes you into the next moment of your life. Up to the top of the other takes you to the moment after that. Stay on long enough, and you’ll wind up smack-dab at the person you’re gonna be.”

			I remember the answer made me feel very much like Alice at her tea party. “So,” I asked, “this is who you’re gonna be?”

			“Don’t know,” he said. “My ride’s not done yet.”

			We swayed side by side in silence for a while, until another short gust of wind brought a far less ambiguous innuendo of the coming winter cold... as well as the distant sound of my mother calling me to dinner.

			Calling me to dinner? But I’d only been gone—

			I looked up at the small patch of sky above, none the darker, then over at the old man. He nodded in understanding.

			“Strange thing about this place,” he said. “Day sorta gets away from you sometimes.”

			I skidded myself to a stop, but didn’t get up.

			“That your ma?” he asked as he breezed past. In wake came the smell of clean linens rediscovered after years at the back of a closet.

			“Yeah,” I said, still not comprehending how the hours could have flown by in minutes as they apparently had.

			“Aren’t you gonna go in for supper?”

			A hazy, sleepy feeling came over me. “Not sure I want to.”

			“Good for you, boy,” the old man chuckled as he soared.

			“Do you ever get lonely here, all by yourself?”

			“I imagine I used to,” he said, “but then I figured it’d only be a matter of time before someone came calling. And now, here you are.”

			“But look how long you had to wait.”

			“True,” he replied. “Still a whole lot easier letting folks come to me than vicey-versey.”

			My mother called out for me again, and the dreamy feeling wafted away.

			“Sounds like she’s gettin’ mad,” the old man said. “Sounds like she really wants you to come back.”

			“Yeah.” I got up from the swing, astonished and befuddled at how the dark of night instantly collapsed down on me, and by how loudly my stomach began to rumble. It really was dinner time after all. How could I not have noticed before?

			“Can I bring you something?” I asked.

			“Nope,” he said as he looked about in the faltering daylight. “Mosquitos’ll be out soon enough. You’re welcome to stay, of course, if you like.”

			“Thanks, but... I guess I should be gettin’ home.”

			“I see. So you’re headed back to Maine, then. Well, good journey to ya. Sure wouldn’t mind a bottle of that maple syrup if you happen by these parts again.”

			“No, not Maine.” I poked my thumb over my shoulder. “I meant back there.”

			“Ah. That’s home, is it?”

			I thought for a second. “Guess so.”

			“Well then, you should go before you forget where you left yours like I did mine.”

			I started for the house, then stopped and looked back. “Would it be all right if I came back tomorrow?” I asked.

			“Tell you what,” the old man said, “I’ll keep swinging and letting the moments go by. If one of them happens to bring you here again, then I’ll be glad to see you.”

			“Okay,” I said. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t ask your name.”

			“Quite all right. It’s—” The old man creaked back and forth several times with his mouth open, poised to answer. Then he closed it. “Well, ain’t that something,” he said, looking amused and perplexed. “Ah well, just do what I do and remember the face instead.”

			I did. The old man’s face stayed with me all the way home to supper, through the strange and languid dreams I had that night, and all during breakfast the next morning, right up to the point where I was about to venture back to see him... but for reasons that escape me still, I decided instead to head back for my waiting air fleet and fly one last bombing mission with rapier precision, circumnavigate the globe once more with nothing more than a peanut butter sandwich for provisions, and then plunge while I could into the measureless ocean of stars.

			That evening, lying in bed, I tried hard to remember the old man’s face as he’d asked. The harder I concentrated, the further it danced beyond my reach. After countless attempts over equally countless nights, weeks, and months, I eventually stopped trying.

			In the meantime autumn arrived and brought with it a new school year. While I did long for the red-orange regalia of New England at that time of year, the courtly violets and yellows of fall in West Tennessee were a gracious surrogate, helping me settle into where I was, when I was.

			As I’d once imagined through my private game, I did indeed make many new friends, some of whom I still have even now in the dusk of my life. Over the years, those to whom I grew closest quelled the last remaining urges to seek refuge with the old man and his swings.

			Though each passing summer makes doing so just a bit more difficult, I keep the names and faces of those I hold dear etched as sharply and deeply as I can.

			Here, on my side of the fence.

			 

		

	
		
			The Shogun of Nelson Avenue

			Enemies lurked. Because that’s what enemies did.

			They lurked and they plotted, they skulked and they

			 schemed. And the moment they thought you at even the slightest disadvantage, they attacked.

			Every warrior with a name worth remembering knew this truth. And no warrior knew it better than the legendary Mokuren Noki.

			The long, prim road on which she lived twisted up into the hills like a ribbon on a breeze, weaving through rounded green contours as it thinned away into the low, distant mountains that cradled her village. Overhead in the deep azure sky the sun had just begun its leisurely saunter back toward the horizon, its attentions drifting likewise to whatever lay beyond. The quiet air hung heavy and sweet with fresh grass and warm flowers, stirred now and then by a dull whisper of wind or the flute of a nearby bird.

			Barely a hundred paces away stood the happy little house Noki shared with her mother—its cheerful cranberry walls, white trim, and exuberant front garden all aglow with the deepening afternoon light. A lovely sight. Her favorite sight in all the world, in fact, save perhaps for a plate of her mother’s peanut butter cookies, still bendy and warm from the oven. But she knew too well that the comforting scene was likely by design and not to be trusted.

			Because enemies lurked and plotted. They skulked and they schemed. And like all samurai deserving of story and song Noki had accumulated her share of terrible foes, any number of whom at that very moment slavered and squirmed in their devious hiding places between her and the sanctuary of home.

			“You know there, Josephine, the rest of us would like to start our summer vacation, too.”

			She glanced over her shoulder at Mister Irene, the bus driver, not realizing until then that she still had one foot on the doorway’s bottom step and one hand on the safety bar. Her eyes cut a bit farther back to see if Billy Paulsen’s face was among all those now staring at her.

			Which, of course, it was. His stupid, beautiful, perfectly-freckled new-kid face.

			She looked away quickly as rising anger prickled her chest and neck—anger from allowing herself to drift away in thought when danger awaited; anger from the embarrassment of doing so while others were watching; but mostly anger because her name wasn’t Josephine or anything close. Mister Irene called all the girls that, presumably to save the trouble of remembering who was actually who. But a lazy habit was no excuse for insult, and years of repetition had not dulled how sharply it gouged beneath her skin each and every time.

			Her fist clenched, longing for her sword. Her body tightened, making ready to strike.

			But despite how very much and how very often she believed the old peasant could use a lesson in respect—along with anyone else making presumptions about her name—the grandfatherly smile on Mister Irene’s weathered face and the playful twinkle behind his black-framed glasses robbed his words once again of any lasting offense.

			Noki took a deep, quiet breath to cool her blood and willed her hand open. She then calmly, smoothly stepped from the bus, turned, and bowed. “O a bi mōshiagemasu, Irene-san. Anata to hokanohito wa heiwa ni iku koto ga dekimasu.”

			Mister Irene reached for the lever with a chuckle. “À la prochaine,” he said with a wink, then pulled the door closed.

			The bus lurched with squawk and a hiss, then slowly rumbled away. She watched it grow small as it bounced and clattered down the ribbony road, and when it finally disappeared into the hills she turned again toward her house.

			A hundred paces separated her from safety. A hundred paces, each step of which she knew would be more fraught with peril than the one before. Because enemies lurked, no doubt watching her right then, twitching in anticipation of her drawing near and eager for the chance to set themselves upon her.

			A chance they apparently saw in that very moment, revealed by a small, rough tickle at her ankle. Her eyes flicked down to see a thick black vine with toothy red leaves coil about her foot and lash itself tightly about her calf. She did not move, though, and made no attempt to free herself even as the vine grasped her other leg as well and snaked up to her waist.

			Many times the mighty Kowai Shokubutsu had proven itself a formidable opponent. While monstrous indeed, many times it had proven itself all but mindless as well—a dumb brute willing to do the bidding of any who offered sufficient payment and the occasional pruning. Which meant that as a henchman the giant plant was as effective as it was grotesque, but its agenda was never its own. So instead of struggling to escape, Noki folded her hands and let the current of vines flow over her as water would a stone.

			On cue, a shadowy presence emerged just off to her side. She did not bother looking to see who it was, in part because she could no longer turn her head but mostly because she had no need. Kowai Shokubutsu did the bidding of few, and most whom it might obey Noki had long since vanquished. So she knew very well who approached.

			The shadow deepened as it crept into view. The clear afternoon sky clouded to grey and color drained from landscape, soaked up by the dark shape as it coalesced into a dismal, moldering smear of blackish green. Yellow eyes blinked into view where a face could be imagined, and from that same place croaked a deep, gurgling voice.

			“Aoitako-sama sends greetings, Mokuren Noki-san. He requests the pleasure of your company at his castle to discuss a matter of great importance.”

			Noki smirked. “I’m quite familiar with your master’s hospitality, Midari Kagawa-san, having escaped it more times than I can count. Please thank him for his invitation, but I’m afraid I must decline.”

			Kagawa’s blurry form shifted closer, strangely thickening in some places while thinning in others. “In the past you were rightly treated as all trespassers should,” he said, “not to mention as the assassin you are. This time you are to be his honored guest.”

			Assassin. Noki’s amused expression flattened to a deadly glare. “Have care with your words, Kagawa-san. We both know I am no mere kira.”

			Kagawa chuckled, the wet sound of someone struggling to breathe syrup. “We both know you are no samurai, either. Just as we both know that, despite our politeness, you will indeed be coming with me.”

			His shape swirled up and away in a rising plume of heavy smoke. The grey of the sky rolled in behind him. “Shokubutsu,” he said. “Bring her.”

			The heavy vines holding her in place tightened like a giant fist and lifted Noki into the air to follow Kagawa. But before her arms could be bound helplessly to her sides, she jutted her hand out between two of the prickly coils and drew the wakizashi at her waist. With a twist of her hand and a hard pull of the blade, vines popped away from her like a too-small garment bursting its buttons and Noki tumbled to the ground.

			Shokubutsu screeched in agony. Black tendrils whipped and snapped in rage, spewing foul ichor from severed ends. An arm as thick as her torso swung down to crush Noki as one might a wasp after having been stung. She ducked beneath and with a quick pivot freed her katana and slashed upward to meet the next intended blow. The great appendage slapped to the street like a felled tree alongside its smaller siblings.

			Shokubutsu roared as it whirled in bewildered fury, then shambled quickly away to hide in the safety of the dense gardens between the two nearest houses. Noki watched the creature flee to be certain of its retreat—

			—and then spun away again to dodge a blow from behind by Kagawa himself.

			She stood and smiled, sword poised in one hand and dagger gleaming in the other. “That’s not very sporting, Kagawa-san,” she said with a tilt of her head. “Attacking when I’m not looking. Have I angered you?”

			The foggy haze of Kagawa’s form hardened to charcoal as he dove down at her like a great mallet toward a stake. He plowed into the ground with a thunder that rattled windows and trembled trees, but earth is all he struck. Noki had rolled to safety and awaited his next charge.

			Which did not come. Instead, she felt herself leave the ground once more. Not grasped about the middle by a hand or talon, but scooped from beneath as if by—

			A shadowy mouth spread open beneath her, revealing great rows of gauzy fangs.

			—as if by a spoon.

			Noki leapt away only to be seized again—not snatched by any sort of appendage but this time frozen in midair, suspended like a raisin in the horrible lime Jell-O salad her Aunt Bertha inflicted on her family every Thanksgiving.

			The great maw yawned, chasm-like. Dense air pressed in from all sides, squeezing breath from her body. The world began to slow. Her vision dimmed and bubbled purple around the edges, and Noki struggled to remain centered and calm.

			She knew Kagawa did not intend to actually devour her; the gullet below was but a means to carry her, and unconscious she would make a far less troublesome passenger. But having endured Aoitako as a host before, the surety of not being eaten brought little solace—and her annoyance at being constricted gave way to growing concern over her vanishing avenues of escape.

			The vise gripping her tightened further. Noki’s arms and legs became distant and feathery as the deepening grey lulled her toward darkness.

			But then a slow brightness grew red through her eyelids, and a reassuring warmth caressed her face. Her eyes fluttered open to see a small patch of brilliant tawny blue pierce the gloom, through which several strands of sunlight stretched down toward her.

			She smiled, or perhaps only imagined she smiled given how the airiness overtaking her made it difficult be certain. She strained to turn the wrist of her dagger hand just enough to—

			Sunlight flared from her wakizashi’s polished blade directly into Kagawa’s face. He roared as if it burned. Misty outlines of hands rose up to protect his eyes, and Noki plummeted.

			Twisting her body as she fell, Noki dropped her dagger, swung her katana over her head, and with both hands plunged the sword deep into Kagawa’s cloudy chest. The blade bit hard into whatever it was that gave Kagawa form, and she held on with all her might as it sliced down through the full length of him and delivered her back to earth.

			Kagawa staggered, bellowing as the churning dark clouds that comprised his body roiled into a raging storm. A gale rose and shrieked about the houses, bending trees violently one way then another. The air shook, buffeting against her like blows to the chest. Noki peered up in time to see both sides of Kagawa’s shape fall in different directions. In the space between, blue sky and bright sun burst forth, along with all the color his very presence had smothered.

			An instant later the storm abated, and Kagawa was gone. Only a fluttering shower of leaves offered evidence he’d been there at all. That, and the agony in Noki’s ribs and from having been so unforgivingly tossed about.

			Using her sword for leverage Noki pulled herself from the ground and glanced up and down the street. None of the villagers had ventured outside to see what was happening. Not that she would have expected them to fight. The village was under her protection, after all, and that duty fell to her. But their lack of curiosity and concern in the quiet aftermath disappointed her. She imagined every one of them huddled beneath a kitchen table or trembling under a bed, too afraid even to peer through a window. 

			Then again, to be fair, home was where she also most wanted to be. So she fixed her eyes on the waiting refuge that lay just ahead, and with halting steps made her way forward.

			Barely half the distance there, a light, raspy voice brought her once more to stop and turn.

			“You’ve had a busy afternoon, Margaret.”

			From behind one of the disheveled trees slinked a tall creature more cat than man. He stood on his hind legs, half-again Noki’s height, and wore a simple blue kimono with a brown obi into which were tucked his long and short swords. Three dark stripes atop his smoke grey head merged into a small ponytail. Thick white scars filled his right socket where an eye should have been—something about which Noki had intimate knowledge.

			Her name was not Margaret any more than it was Josephine, but because most people called her Maggie the mistake was common. When made honestly by strangers, Noki usually smiled through their ignorance with bristling toleration. When made in mockery, though, as by Pochimeko just then, her blood went instantly ablaze.

			“I’ve seen worse days,” she said. “As shall you, Pochimeko-san, if that name escapes your lips again.” She slid her arm across her belly to have both hands on her katana. Her pain lifted away as though relieved of a heavy coat on a sweltering afternoon.

			Pochimeko’s hand dropped to his sword as well. A small smile curled across his broad face. “I beg forgiveness,” he said with a slight, insincere bow.

			“Then take advantage of my graciousness while it lasts,” she replied, “and tell me how I may be of service.”

			Pochimeko glanced about the battered village roofs and disheveled treetops and gave a weary sigh. “Aoitako-sama has something he’d like to discuss with you.”

			Noki held her gaze steady. She dared not take her eyes off him for even a moment. “So I’ve very recently been told,” she said. “Now what do you need?”

			His bright green eye came to rest again on hers. “I need for you never to hear what he has to say.”

			Noki frowned. “I don’t understand.”

			“I know,” Pochimeko nodded. “And that is all I require.”

			In an instant, without the smallest hint of pending motion, Pochimeko’s katana flashed from its scabbard. By the time Noki drew her own in response and managed a single step backward, the great cat was on her.

			Steel rang in furious staccato as Noki countered an eruption of blows. She pushed away, spun to reset her stance, then with all her might thrust to run him through. But when she reached full extension her blade found only air.

			Instinct arced her sword over her head and across her back just in time to block a strike from behind. Noki wheeled to face Pochimeko again, leveling her katana to ready for the next attack. What she saw, though, left her unsettled. His smirk had been replaced by an expression that had no business being worn by someone so deadly:

			Fear.

			Not of her, she sensed. At least not directly. A concern far deeper than the possibility of death filled his eyes, which brought Noki new worry of her own.

			A skilled and focused adversary was challenge enough, and in Pochimeko’s case none came more highly trained nor more lethally determined. But even in the deadliest foe a warrior’s rigid discipline provided the benefit of structure, which itself offered a certain reliability—an underlying civility that served to contain an encounter no matter how fierce. Remove that structure, whether by fear or frenzy, and discipline collapsed into madness. With Pochimeko at the center of such a maelstrom, few could hope to protect themselves for long.

			Indeed, when he launched himself at her again she felt the first swirling edges of that storm sweep over her. With the next strike, she would be enveloped. And then ultimately, the storm would draw her into its heart.

			Pochimeko’s form had always been a thing of beauty, a grace she could not deny even when bearing its brunt. Grace creates rhythm, and despite their deadly intent each slash and thrust Noki deflected brought the next step of the dance with reassuring inevitability. Within moments, though, that graceful rhythm bent, and the sweet clean music of their strikes and counterstrikes began to curdle.

			Pochimeko’s bright green eye grew wider as the rain of blows he delivered quickened into a tempest. An inferno of terror and hate soon blazed behind his expression, which she could not help regarding with as much fascination as despair. The cat’s poetic gift for silence gave way to punctuating growls, followed by louder grunts of effort, which then became open cries of desperation—a raging smith hammering blindly at his anvil, no longer caring where or whether his strikes landed.

			Noki withered beneath the onslaught. Her legs threatened to buckle. Her trembling arms ached to fall to her sides. Even with both hands clutching the hilt of her katana, each strike from Pochimeko drove her own blade closer to her face. Finally, her knees collapsed and Noki dropped to the ground. She batted away one last powerful slash, and then Pochimeko’s sword found her.

			He wheeled about and with a merciless thrust ran his blade deep through her right shoulder, only an inch short of the tsuba.

			Agony screamed through her body and her katana tumbled away, but Noki refused to reward Pochimeko with anything more than the smallest groan of pain.

			He held there, his large feline face so close that when he glanced down at her wound his whiskers brushed her lips. For eternal, excruciating moments her breath seethed through clenched teeth as his round, crazed eye searched her expression, clearly deciding what the most satisfying thing to happen next might be. Then, with a quivering smile, Pochimeko withdrew his sword from her shoulder as slowly as possible, adding just the tiniest turn of the blade.

			Despite herself, Noki gasped at the shocking brilliance of the pain, and nearly sobbed out loud once the sword was out. Instead, she glared up at him as tears of rage rolled down her cheeks.

			Pochimeko sighed as he pinched his sword with a fold in his kimono and pulled the blade through to wipe away her blood. “You’ve no idea how much better I feel about all this,” he said. With his more characteristic elegance of motion, he stepped silently around to stand behind her. “Trust me when I say this really is best for all concerned.”

			Noki straightened her back, placed her hands on her knees, and settled her weight onto her heels. “Then on that we agree,” she replied evenly, staring defiantly forward.

			She felt the statement give him pause.

			“On what do we agree?” he asked.

			“That the best thing for you is my death, Pochimeko-san. I am gratified to know how much safer you will feel.”

			She felt that statement bring him rage, and a satisfied smirk crooked her mouth. She then took a deep, quiet breath to quiet her thoughts and closed her eyes.

			Pochimeko’s blade issued a quick, thin whip of air as he swung it upward behind him to make ready. His kimono rustled like paper as he brought his sword down hard.

			She used her final moment to wonder whether there would indeed be songs about her—and whether they would manage to get her name right. But instead of the stunning bite of steel she imagined, a sudden cool breeze curled across her sweat-soaked neck, then was gone.

			That will suffice, someone said—everything seemed to say.

			Despite her injuries and exhaustion Noki snatched up her sword and wheeled about in ready stance to face the new voice, only to realize she had no idea from where the voice had come—or from whom, as Pochimeko was also now no where to be seen.

			“Who’s there?” she said. “Show yourself.”

			You’re seeing us now. And we are seeing you. In fact, we see each other quite clearly, and have for some while. Look carefully.

			Noki narrowed her eyes as something in the tone became familiar. “Aoitako-sama?”

			Look carefully.

			Certainty of some trick at play straightened Noki’s posture. The voice was most definitely that of her old foe, Aoitako—albeit different, larger, somehow sharply present yet more diffuse. Like two people uncomfortably near, speaking firmly but gently into each of her ears at the same time. Perhaps more than two.

			“I’m in no mood for games, Aoitako-sama. Face me or be gone.”

			We can only ask once more. Look carefully. Please.

			The undeniable earnestness of tone muted her suspicion. Cautiously, Noki lowered her—

			Her sword was no longer in her hand.

			Startled, but not frightened, she glanced about the leaf-strewn grass to see where it had gone. While it stood to reason that she must have dropped it without realizing, it suddenly made just as much sense that a katana was a thing for which she’d never actually had a need—or had ever actually owned.

			The fact that her shoulder now bore no evidence of a wound felt equally unremarkable.

			Quite so. Much better.

			She turned again, as the direction from which the voice came seemed to change.

			There, she saw her home—cranberry walls, white trim, and tousled front garden all deepening in the amber of late afternoon. But within those lengthening shadows, shape and light took on movement like colors on a canvas blended by unseen fingers.

			The house she shared with her mother flared outward like an exploding star. With a few blinks her dazzled eyes recovered, and where her house had been now floated a shape she somehow recognized as a great living ship. She’d never beheld anything so marvelous, but at the same time the enormous craft reminded her of the single-celled organisms she’d studied in science class.

			What she considered to be the vessel’s cellular wall swelled and burst like a balloon to reveal its core—a shabby tenement building on a littered city street. The building brooded for only a moment before collapsing into a shower of brick and dirt that piled into a weathered stucco cottage perched high atop a grey craggy shoreline. From within the cottage, like a sprig from a seed, sprouted a small but elegant wooden hut with a thatched roof, which then folded in around itself to become nothing more than the mouth of a cave that flickered with the faint glow of a fire somewhere deep within.

			She watched the quiet metamorphosis of dwelling into dwelling, like a movie with the volume all the way down, and she marveled not at the seemingly endless variety of places but at the instinctively intimate sense of familiarity they brought—at the sense that each of these places, in and of themselves, was home.

			Reflexively, she shoved away from the notion.

			“What magic is this, Aoitako-sama?”

			The most wonderful sort, to be sure.

			It was more the voice’s kindly sense of amusement than its surprising closeness that made her turn around yet again—a grandfatherly smile in the tone. But instead of the warm, familiar face and playful, twinkling expression of Mister Irene she somehow expected, she found herself staring into the dozen or so serpentine eyes of her archenemy, the mighty Aoitako.

			The instinct to ready her sword made a dull push to the fore, but receded almost immediately like the final wave of a waning tide.

			Towering like an elephant, Aoitako’s colossal blue body undulated with the snakelike cadence of his flowing tentacles. He glared down at her, eyes burning with customary disdain and malignant genius. Below the place where a nose should have been but wasn’t, parted a wide mouth baring rows of crooked alligator fangs, each one longer than her hand. The mouth opened fully, revealing an endless array of teeth carpeting the entire inner red surface, save for the forked black tongue that glistened and darted all around.

			Unlike with Kagawa, she felt this time she was indeed about to be devoured. But instead, Aoitako’s mouth continued opening ever wider. His face soon vanished behind the expanding horizon of his toothy upper jaw, but not before she noticed his giant slitted pupils roll away white and his rancorous expression soften into blissful surrender. The back of his now cavernous mouth protruded out toward her, and she watched with a strangely distant, horrified fascination as the giant blue octopus silently, serenely turned himself inside out.

			From his new center, where the back of his throat had once been, emerged a magnificent young woman of slender build with golden leonine mane, wine dark skin, and pale pupilless eyes. The alien-looking creature regarded her with a tilt of her narrow head and an unmistakable air of irritation. As she did, the subtle glow of her eyes became a bright halo, and in her place stood a little boy in shabby trousers and an ill-fitting suit coat whose sleeves were too short by at least a couple of winters. From the boy’s heavy black shoes, tufts of newspaper poked out over bare ankles.

			A friendly smile spread across the boy’s dirty face when he saw her, and a lock of dark hair fell across his bright blue eyes. He reached into his vest pocket and took the hand of a black-sleeved woman’s arm reaching out from inside. The boy politely guided the woman from his coat as if helping her up onto a high curb from the street, then in turn vanished into the folds of her long funereal skirts.

			The dark-haired woman peered over her shoulder as if uncomfortable from being noticed. In her hand glinted a star-shaped sheriff’s badge which she brought to her chest, clutched as though worried someone might take it—or perhaps notice it as well. Her skirts then billowed and twirled about her like curtains in a sudden gust, and when they settled a moment later they’d become the simple robes of a sternly handsome Japanese man.

			The man glowered at first, forming deep forehead wrinkles up into the chonmage he wore, but his expression eased into a small smirk of recognition. He bowed with what seemed a genuine, even affectionate respect. The bow continued, though, folding him in half like an acrobat as his kimono became animal skins bound by leather strips to the small form of a Native American girl.

			In one arm the young girl clutched a plain wooden doll stitched up in its own fur clothing, but the other arm dangled at her side. On that hand she wore a crude, blood-soaked mitten in which she looked to be holding something else—something smaller. The girl raised her hand as if offering what she held. With a warm smile of understanding she opened her mitten, and both she and whatever she might have been carrying thinned away into a long ribbon of light that crested and fell as if dancing on a breeze.

			The ribbon stretched away farther than Noki could see and settled into the form of a long road—her road, but yet not her road, twisting its way through lush hills and disappearing into the horizon. Or perhaps it was more of a narrow trail than a road, keeping careful parallel with the edge of a forest, beyond which could be heard the unmistakable rasp of the sea washing over sand. Or perhaps it was more of a path than a trail, worn wide and smooth by untold years of travel between continents by uncountable ancient travelers.

			Or perhaps it was all of those things, all at the same time.

			You see it, the voice said.

			Despite herself, the palpable satisfaction made her smile. 

			“What is it?” she asked.

			Just as you perceive. A path. A road. A ribbon. Connecting here to there, there to now, you to others. Or more to the point, to us.

			“But what does it have to do with me?”

			The real question is what you will do with it.

			“I don’t understand.”

			Few do at first.

			“Yes, but I meant, where does it go?”

			It leads beyond, as all paths do regardless which direction one faces. But the answer is not as much about where, as it is a matter of with whom.

			She frowned. “I still don’t understand.”

			You do, more than you realize. And also, you will. This is all but prelude to a much simpler but also much larger conversation—an introduction of sorts, like a guidepost to mark the trailhead for when the journey itself is finally at hand—a journey that will unveil every answer you care to seek.

			She considered the words. And felt her consideration being considered.

			“When will this conversation happen?”

			As you comprehend it, much later. A great deal must unfold beforehand.

			“How much later?”

			When this path has neared its end.

			For the smallest instant the blunt finality of the statement brought her dread. An instant later, though, the voice’s undeniable optimism, even anticipation, dispelled all concern.

			“And until then?” she asked. “I’m supposed to simply wait and be patient? I can only assume you know I’m not very good at either of those things.”

			Another smile. That would be unfair. And in your case, yes, particularly unkind. Which is why as soon as we’re done, you’ll begin dismissing this entire experience as but another turn of your imagination. You’ll shrug out of it like some curious but ill-fitting thing, and you will never suspect it as anything else. You’ll quickly cover over our conversation with your ever more involving daily goings-on, saving it for later. You will neither fret over our words nor will they give a moment’s pause as you begin the beautiful, tumultuous work of growing up. But when the time does come, you will indeed—

			“You know there, Josephine, the rest of us would like to start our summer vacation, too.”

			Startled, she glanced up over her shoulder at the bus driver, realizing only then that she still had one foot on the doorway’s bottom step and one hand on the safety bar. Her eyes cut a bit farther back to see Billy Paulsen’s face among all those now staring at her.

			She sighed to herself. Great.

			“Sorry, Mister Irene,” she said as she stepped down to the curb.

			Mister Irene reached for the lever with a chuckle. “See you later,” he said with a wink, then pulled the door closed.

			The bus lurched with squawk and a hiss, then slowly rumbled away. She watched it grow small as it bounced and clattered down the road, and when it finally disappeared into the hills she turned toward her house.

			She thought about starting that evening’s homework, then remembered she didn’t have any except for her summer reading.

			She glanced at her watch to see that Space Giants was coming on in ten minutes, and without meaning to wondered what Billy Paulsen’s favorite show was.

			Her heart gave a delightful, dizzying wobble when she thought of how intently Billy seemed to be watching her while all the other kids on the bus whispered and snickered.

			And when she pushed open the front door to find herself enveloped by the sweet smell of warm peanut butter coming from the kitchen, she smiled in bliss.

		

	
		
			Not So Tall Tale

			“Did not.”

			“Did too!”

			“Did not.”

			“Did too!”

			The older one folded her arms across her chest. “No, you did not, because they’re not real.”

			Her younger brother folded his own arms with a huff. “Yes, I did so see some, because they are so real.”

			“Father says they’re not,” she replied with a sniff. “And what Father says goes.”

			Her brother lowered his head and shoved his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “I don’t care what Father says,” he mumbled, scuffing his foot across the ground. 

			The elder’s mouth fell open in dismay and she pointed a condemning finger. “I’m going to tell Father you said that. Just you wait!”

			Her brother shrugged. “Still saw some.”

			“All right then, clever clogs. What did they look like?”

			The younger yanked his hands from his pockets and stretched them out as far as he could. “They were huge! And when they walked, the ground shook! And I heard one of them singing this funny little song! It sounded like an old person, like maybe how Grandfather would sound if he ever sang, but it was coming from farther away so I couldn’t tell. And I couldn’t see any of their faces, though, but one of them was carrying a book, and—”

			She crooked her mouth. “A book.”

			“Yeah. What of it?”

			She rolled her eyes and sighed. “You saw that in the weaving that Father brought home for Mother. Oh, I knew you were lying!”

			He stamped his foot. “I am not lying, I said!”

			“And I think you have worms in your head.”

			“You are a worm! A big, fat, ugly purple one!”

			His sister resumed her previous posture of superiority. “You’re so immature.”

			Her brother fell silent, contemplating for a moment.

			“I’ll prove it that I did so see some.”

			She raised a suspicious eyebrow. “How?”

			“I’ll show you where I saw them. They probably left tracks or something.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Where did you go to see these things?”

			He looked away and didn’t answer.

			“Where?” she demanded, hands on her hips.

			“Oh, all right,” he sighed. “I was out near the Edge.”

			She was aghast. “You went to the Edge of the Forest? We’re not allowed out there!”

			“It’s no big deal. I go there all the time.”

			“You’re really going to get it when I tell Father!”

			Weary of argument, her brother sighed once more and peered up at the canopy of leaves overhead. Tree tops swayed to and fro in the breeze and let bits of brilliant blue peek through. On the forest floor, glittering flecks of sunlight danced.

			Just about everyone in his village feared getting too close to the Edge of the Forest. All the stories he’d ever heard suggested that beyond the Edge, there was nothing. No trees, no water—nothing but endless seas of grass under an infinite sky. But he very much doubted that. Something inside simply insisted it wasn’t so.

			He glanced back at his sister. “Well, you coming or not?”

			“I told you. We’re not allowed.”

			He shrugged, then started down the path alone. He had more interesting things to do with his day than quarrel with his sister. He’d found some interesting rocks a few days ago, not far, where a small brook burbled out. He planned to wander alongside the brook for a while to see where it led.

			His sister wasn’t like that, though. She was more interested in books about mathematics and figuring out things more than she cared about exploring. When he would pick up a rock to see the pretty designs and colors on it, or the wonderful things crawling and squirming beneath, she would want to snatch it away to discover what it weighed, or see if she could tell what it was made of, and other boring stuff like that.

			“And it’s not because I’m afraid, so you know!” she called after him. “I was already planning on going home, is all.”

			He ambled on his way without turning to acknowledge her.

			“Oh, all right!” she yelled out, then raced to catch up.

			Her little brother smiled to himself.

			***

			When they’d arrived at the spot some hours later, he grabbed her hand and ran. It was difficult trying to persuade his sister to move quickly enough. Somehow she managed to trip over every rock and root in their path.

			They stopped at a large patch of thick, grey mud at which her younger brother pointed his finger and beamed a triumphant smile. “Those,” he said, “are their tracks!”

			She glared distrustfully first at her grinning brother, then at the mud. Impressed into the forest floor were indeed several sets of footprints, or what seemed to be footprints. Only, they were gargantuan, easily three or four times long as she was tall.

			She removed from inside her shirt collar the small magnifying glass she wore on a cord and knelt down to examine things more closely. The whole affair could be another of her brother’s practical jokes; a trap probably lay waiting to introduce her head-first into the mud.

			She leaned forward until her nose was but a few thumbwidths from the surface. Inwardly, she marveled at the prints. Each was in perfect proportion to the others, both in shape and scale. Their incredible size suggested something bigger than—

			She looked at her brother, who still wore a victorious smile. Then she stood, brushing dirt from her knees. “I’m not falling for this.”

			His smile collapsed in disbelief. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean that I don’t know how you did it, or why you did it, but I refuse to believe these are what they appear to be.”

			Flustered, he stammered for a reply. “But... I mean... you see them, don’t you?”

			“Yes,” she answered indifferently. “I see them.”

			“Then why can’t you... why don’t you, you know, use some of your science-mathy stuff or something and prove they’re real?”

			“Nope,” she said. “I’ve no doubt the prints are real. What I don’t believe is what you said made them is real.” She turned and started back the way they’d come.

			Frustration boiled up to fill her brother’s insides. “You’re just stupid, that’s all!”

			She faced him. “Stupid enough to let you drag me all the way out here. It’s going to be dark soon. So let’s go.”

			“I’m going to tell Father on you!”

			She shrugged as she climbed over a fallen tree and continued toward home. “Tell him. But what are you going to say when he asks where we’ve been all day? That we were out at the Edge of the Forest?”

			“If I have to,” he threatened. “I’ll tell him everything! And then when he hears all about it, how you were too scared to even want to come in the first place, he’ll want to come out and see them for himself! And he’ll be so proud of me for finding the footprints that everyone in the village will tell me how brave and clever I am, and they’ll just laugh at you!” He was near tears. “You’ll see!”

			“No,” she said, “I think if you tell him, we’ll both get our hides tanned and then be sent to bed without supper. And I’m too hungry for that, so you’d best keep quiet about the whole thing. No one will believe you, anyway.”

			Her brother fumed. She was using her Grown-up Voice, and he hated her Grown-up Voice. “They will so!”

			“Will not.”

			“Will so!”

			His sister shook her head. “I really do wish you’d been a girl instead.”

			***

			Dark had fully settled in by the time they arrived home, and Mother was every bit as upset as they’d feared. She scolded them harshly, telling them how ashamed they should be for making her worry. Mother seemed especially cross with his sister, saying she should have known better than to be gone for so long, and should have been more responsible in looking after him.

			Mother gave them their supper nonetheless, but she left them alone at the table to brood over the lingering sting of her words. The children sat on opposite sides, each looking up only long enough to scowl at the other. To make matters worse, by the time the two had made it home, Father was already out looking for them. So they picked at their plates in silent dread of his return, neither eating much despite being famished.

			A short while later, from the kitchen they heard the front door bang open and their father’s deep, loud voice ask, “Are they here?”

			They heard their mother answer, followed by a series of barely audible whispers, which made them glance at one another, concerned. Little good ever came from parents whispering.

			A moment later, their heads turned in the direction of the creaking kitchen door. There stood Father, arms at his sides, eyes fierce beneath thick, downturned brows.

			“Does someone want to tell me where you two have been for so long?” he said in a slow rumble.

			“Just out playing, Father,” his daughter replied.

			“Yeah, playing,” her brother confirmed.

			“Is that so? How is it today you played together for so long, when normally it takes less than ten minutes for one of you to come crying with either teeth marks on their arm or a little red handprint on their back? I’d think after so many hours alone together, one of you wouldn’t have come back at all.”

			The children sat quietly, uncertain how to respond. Father was clever at such things.

			“Where were you playing?” he asked.

			No answer.

			“Well, then let me tell you,” he said, moving ominously closer from the entryway.

			Taking a seat between them, he reached into his vest and pulled out a small cloth pouch. From another pocket down by his waist he slid out a small, curved pipe. With two fingers he tugged the drawstring to open the pouch, pinched out a bit of the dark, leafy stuff inside, and poked it into the pipe. He shook the little bag closed, replaced it in his vest, then produced a match. He snapped off the top of the match using his thumbnail, making it burst abruptly into a small, prickly flame. Once it had calmed, he moved the flame over the pipe until the tobacco wore a crown of glowing orange, and after a few puffs he exhaled a long plume of purplish, sweet-smelling smoke, extinguishing the match.

			Father strictly followed the ritual whenever he lit his pipe, something the children normally enjoyed watching. But when displeased, the motions took on a menacing quality. His little boy likened it to an executioner sharpening his axe; his little girl always thought that was ridiculous for her brother to say.

			“I followed your tracks out quite awhile,” their father said. “I might have followed them all the way out to the Edge had it not still been light enough to notice the second set coming back the other way.” He puffed again and exhaled. “Were you two out by the Edge?”

			The children exchanged condemned looks. “Yes, sir,” they replied in unison.

			Father leaned heavily, angrily onto the table. “Does someone want to explain to me why you went out that way when I’ve forbidden it?”

			His daughter looked toward her brother. “Go ahead. Tell him.”

			Their father glared. “Tell me what?”

			The boy shrugged. “I saw something, and I went to go see what it was, that’s all.”

			“What was it you thought you saw?”

			The question made his son sit up as straight as he could. “I didn’t think I saw it,” he said firmly. “I did see it.”

			His daughter groaned and dropped her head down to the table onto her arms. One corner of Father’s mouth crept up, but just a little.

			“All right, then. What did you see?”

			He told his father everything. The path, the rocks with the burbling water, the footprints, the book, the funny song and the strange squeaking sound that he’d forgotten to mention earlier. When he finished his tale, he sat back defiantly in his chair, arms crossed. Their father blinked a few times, absorbing what he’d heard.

			He turned to his daughter. “And you went with him?”

			She sat up quickly, alarmed. “Yes, but—”

			“No,” her father said as he held up a hand. “No buts. You’re older and should have known better. You’re grounded.”

			“But I tried to stop him!”

			“Then you should have found me!” Father all but roared. “You two have no idea what’s out there near the Edge, and I will not have you tromping off whenever you feel like it! Do you hear?”

			“Yes, sir,” she whispered.

			Father swung back around to her brother. “And you. Not only are you grounded, but you’ll have extra chores and go without dessert until I say otherwise. You’re getting too big to be acting so foolishly, and I want it to stop. Do you hear me?”

			“Yes, sir,” he answered.

			Their father sat back down and said to his daughter, “Go tell your mother goodnight. I want to talk to your brother for a moment.” He pointed his pipe at the kitchen door.

			She rose from her seat, offering her brother a sneer that quickly turned to a malicious smile when she realized he was surely about to get what he deserved.

			Once alone, Father said to his little boy gently, but firmly, “I want you to promise you’ll stop running off on these adventures of yours.”

			“But Father...”

			“I don’t want to hear it. You’re growing up, and there are many things about the World you must learn. And some things about the World you simply must accept.”

			With that, Father stood, yawning, briefly letting his long, incandescent wings spread fully. They trembled as he stretched before folding back neatly behind him. “And the first thing you must accept is that there are simply no such things as Men.”

			His child sighed. “Yes, sir.”

			“Good,” said Father. “Now kiss your mother and go to bed.”

		

	
		
			The Milkshake Story

			He’d passed the place a hundred times, on the excursions he took into the deep desert when the gears of his mind clenched to a halt, when his fingers refused to deliver anything more to the keyboard. He’d passed it a hundred times, despite how the gravel parking lot always seemed vacant and the temptation of having the place all to himself beckoned.

			Instead, he’d always let it dwindle to a glimmer in the rear-view mirror as he continued to the dry lake bed near the decomposing ghost town, where legend had it Zeb Abrahms had once been sheriff. There he’d marvel at the milky luster of the heavens and wish the display reminded him less of his comparative insignificance.

			He’d passed the place a hundred times, telling himself it hardly seemed the sort of establishment he’d visit by light of day, let alone so late at night. But that night, for the first time, the question of what a café in so desolate a location was doing open at all hours anyway finally demanded answering.

			So, for the first time, he aimed his car at that gleam of civilization in the middle of nowhere. And that night, he finally stopped.

			A bell clanked as he pushed open the Plexiglas door smeared opaque by handprints and dirt. The Whinin’ Diner looked typical of any last-chance greasy spoon on any other stretch of barren highway—not much bigger than a bus, with a single aisle segregating counter-dwellers from booth-squatters. On a high corner shelf, a fan rattled through bent metal grating. Beside it, a radio crackled some obscure rock anthem from the Seventies. Red and chrome had once been the decor, but gummy grey duct tape bandaged nearly every bench and stool, and the ribbed counter edge bore so many scratches it no longer granted reflections. Overhead, cracked and nicotine-stained florescent light fixtures washed everything in a sallow hue, like the yellow of a fading bruise. The air smelled like a frying pan that should have been washed a long time ago.

			Behind the counter, wiping a glass, stood a young man—clean cut, nice-looking, wearing black-rimmed glasses so big and heavy they immediately brought to mind the Lone Ranger. Despite the jaundice that afflicted the scene, the young man’s smile and campy soda jerk uniform—complete with sharply creased paper hat—gleamed brilliant white.

			“Evening!” he called.

			“You mean morning.”

			The kid leaned at an odd angle to peer at the clock above him. “Gosh, you’re right. Morning, then. What can I get ya?”

			“Coffee.”

			“Here or for the road?” 

			“Guess I’ll stay awhile.”

			The young man turned toward a pair of steaming pots. “Have a seat. Name’s Wilton. Wilton Hadacol.”

			“George. Bagwell.”

			“Pleased to meet you.”

			George swung a leg over the stool as the kid poured. 

			“So what brings you out here so late?” Wilton asked. “I mean, so early?”

			“Looking for some peace and quiet. Got any?”

			Wilton’s smile fell. With a disappointed nod he pushed a billowing black-filled cup toward George, who hadn’t meant to sound so brusque.

			“Actually,” George sighed in penance for being rude, “I was curious. You don’t seem to have a whole lot of traffic this hour. Why bother staying open?”

			Wilton shrugged. “Doesn’t cost the owner all that much, if you take my meaning. And it suits me for now.”

			“Guess that’s all that matters.”

			“That’s what I say. How about yourself?”

			The query was precisely what George had not wanted—a nicety burgeoning into conversation. He sighed again. “Writer’s block.”

			Wilton’s face lit up. “You write?”

			“Not tonight.”

			“Touché,” Wilton replied. “What sorta stuff? When you’re not blocked, I mean.”

			He should have just kept driving to the lake bed like normal. Mention you’re a writer and the same questions followed, even if you’re a nobody. “Speculative fiction,” George said. “Fantasy, sci-fi. That sort of thing.”

			“Hey! I love that stuff! Anything I might know?”

			“Doubtful. Still waiting for my fairy god-publisher to wave her wand.”

			Wilton chuckled. “Good one. So, what—short stories? Novels? If that’s not prying, I mean.”

			George took a sip of coffee—just shy of scalding. Strong, bitter, good. “I finished a novel last year. Just started my second a couple of weeks ago.”

			“Really? A whole novel?”

			“Really a whole one.”

			“Gosh,” Wilton said. “I’d say that’s something in and of itself. I bet not many people even get that far.”

			Despite his golly-gee awkwardness, the kid amused George. “And it’s not half bad, either,” he said, letting his shoulders unhunch. “But publishers don’t exactly throw money at first-time novelists. So I’m working on getting shorter stuff into magazines and whatnot. You know, establish a track record.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			“It’s that, if nothing else.” He took another sip, admiring the biting, earthy flavor enough to feel a tad more affable. “So, you like the genre? You have a favorite?”

			“Oh, yeah. Really like it. I’m more into the pulpy, old-school stuff, though. Asimov. Bradbury. Frederic Brown.”

			“Yeah,” George agreed. “Now that stuff made you think. Made you hide under your covers, scared that aliens would snatch you away.” He took another drink of coffee, followed by another wince of approval. “But now we’re eyeball deep in this so-called Age of Irony, where thirty seconds is too long to pay attention. No one’s got time to delve; no one’s interested in the awesome or the miraculous, because everyone’s rushing by, self-absorbed, can’t even acknowledge the person pressed against them on the subway. We’ve got greed in the face of poverty. Diet pills in the face of famine. Disease in the face of supercomputer clean rooms. I just— ” He looked up, suddenly aware of his rant. “Sorry. Bad night.”

			“Sounds it. But I think you’re being a little hard on folks, if you don’t mind me saying.”

			“Ten millennia of farming can’t offset millions of years of animalism. In Darwinian terms, we’re barely a step above eating our young.”

			“Yourself included?”

			“On nights like these, especially myself included.”

			Wilton grinned, but his smile wasn’t like before. Something about it looked... canine, George thought. For an instant the boy’s lips had spread wider and shown more teeth than his face should have been able to hold.

			But then it was gone.

			Knowing his luck, George figured, the kid had put something in his coffee, and the reason he never saw customers here so late was that Wilt the Lunatic Soda Jerk made a hobby of murdering and eating them. Behind the place was probably a mountain of decaying cars, like the end of that nutty vampire movie he’d seen once.

			“Tell me,” Wilton said, “you normally just drink coffee?”

			Unease crept back over George. “Usually. Why?”

			The young man rubbed his hands together. “Because I may have a proposition for you. I’ve been practicing with some old soda fountain recipes I found in back and was hoping you might try one.”

			“I don’t—”

			“No charge, of course,” Wilton added. “For the coffee either, since you’d be doing me a favor.”

			George sighed. “Sure. Why not.”

			“Great!” Wilton ducked out of sight and then reappeared with an armload of mixing ware and ingredients. After he’d set everything down and arranged the collection in front of him, it resembled a chemistry experiment. The only thing missing was a rack of bubbling vials. “What’ll you have? Chocolate malted? White cow? Catawba Flip?”

			George frowned. “Catawba Flip?”

			“It’s like a grape float.”

			“Bleh. How about just a plain chocolate milkshake?”

			“One plain chocolate milkshake, coming right up!”

			Wilton launched into a cacophony of clangs and clanks. George drummed his fingers as he watched, noticing green crayon streaks on the faded Formica at his elbow, all in an even line as though someone had been scribbling over the edge of a sheet of paper. He wondered how long they’d been there.

			Wilton shoved a chrome tumbler against an antique blender and flipped a switch, filling the diner with a keening growl. He finished and with a bartender’s flourish poured the thick, brown liquid into a V-shaped glass. He sprayed a beehive coif of whipped cream on top, dropped a maraschino cherry, and slid the result toward George. “Here ya go.”

			“Thanks. Looks great.”

			“Well, try it before you thank me.” Wilton began bobbing in and out of view again, putting away his bottles and bowls. “So, any idea what’s got you stumped tonight? If that’s not prying either, I mean.”

			“Sometimes the tank runs dry, is all.”

			“Gotcha. What do you think?”

			“Pardon?”

			“The shake.”

			“Oh. Sorry.” George leaned forward, grasped the straw and took a hard tug. He’d expected more resistance, like the McDonald’s shakes when he was little—his dad used to add a little Coke to loosen them up—but the creamy, cold liquid flooded his mouth and plunged a frigid dagger into the depths of his brain. He waited a moment for the pain to subside, deliberating as Wilton looked on in expectation.

			The taste was...

			Well, horrible. Gritty, with a fungal flavor that brought to mind not just the rotting rubber of an old sneaker but oozing sores between the toes inside. George quickly willed the image away, otherwise he’d have thrown up all over Wilton’s crayon-striped countertop.

			“Mmm,” George said. “That’s really good.”

			Wilton saluted, finger to forehead. “Thank you, kind patron.”

			From the radio came the opening patter of “Sympathy for the Devil.”

			“Good song,” George said, hoping to distract his offended senses from the milkshake’s assault.

			Wilton cocked his head. “Great song. One of the reasons I’m here, actually.”

			“Huh? The song?”

			Wilton waved the question away, then began wiping another glass. “Long story.”

			“Long stories are right up my alley.”

			Wilton stared for a moment, then quirked one side of his mouth. “Okay,” he said. “But you have to promise not to freak out.”

			George held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

			“And you have to answer a question for me.”

			“All right.”

			“Do you believe in aliens?”

			“Sure,” George said. “My sister in Phoenix hired a bunch to install her pool.”

			Wilton rolled his eyes. “Hardy and then har. No, I mean extraterrestrials. You mentioned hiding under the covers when you were little. You still think they’re out there?”

			“Well, believe is a strong word. I believe it’s possible. What’s the guy’s name, with the equation that says there are thousands of civilizations in our galaxy alone? Mallard?”

			“Drake.”

			“Right. Drake. Even if he was off by an order of magnitude, that’s still a lot of planets. Right?”

			Wilton nodded. “Yup. And that’s a perfect place to start. Because you see, Earth indeed is not alone. Not by a long shot. For centuries, the Sagittarian Confederation has governed this arm of the galaxy—a massive alliance of cultures, easily the most complex institution ever conceived by intelligent beings. The Confederation’s charter gives it the task of keeping peace amongst its members, not only protecting them from one another, but from themselves as well.”

			“Didn’t I read something like this in Amazing Stories when I was a kid?”

			“Nope, all original material here. We introduce a young officer, fresh from the Naval Academy, who’s been assigned to the Office of Surveys and Disposition. He’s heading up a mission to identify species in a remote area that might one day be a menace to the Confederation’s stability. Guess which planet topped that list?”

			George feigned befuddlement. “Give me a hint?”

			“Some time later that young officer, on his first official voyage, was just about to give the order to obliterate the potential threat that this little planet posed—personally giving the order, you see, was tradition for anyone identifying a planet approved for disposition. But then, suddenly, over the speakers came a transmission. One of the yeomen had scanned the amplitude modulation bands, and as a result the bridge was filled with—”

			“The Rolling Stones!” George finished.

			“Nice! Two for two. Our young officer took the extraordinary step of postponing disposition to study the transmission. The captain protested, but she commanded the vessel, not the overall mission. Instead, the young officer contacted his superiors and requested a temporary reprieve for the planet, which was granted.”

			George wiped his forehead in cartoonish relief. “Whew, close one. I’ll be sure to tell Mick and Keith thanks.”

			“As a condition of reprieve—and because the captain raised all sorts of ruckus after being countermanded by a junior officer in front of her crew—our young friend from the Disposition Office was placed on detached duty, assigned to extended surveillance on that very same little world.”

			“Oh, I get it. So you’re that junior officer. Should I salute?”

			Wilton grabbed a broom and began sweeping behind the counter. “Nah. I run an informal command.”

			“So, what about ‘Sympathy for the Devil’ made this young officer change his mind?”

			“Ever listened to it? I mean really?”

			“Sure. Who hasn’t?”

			“Lots, I’d wager. I don’t know why, but at that moment it occurred to me that what might sound simply like humanity being taunted for its foibles suggested instead that if a race even as bestial as yours can take a step back and harangue itself for its own atrocities, then there might be hope for you yet.”

			“And with Earth gone,” George said, “you’d never get to see the Stones in concert.”

			Wilton chuckled.

			“You should write that down, if you haven’t already. Careful, though, or it might end up sounding like Hitchhiker’s Guide. Nice yarn, though.”

			“Thanks. But it’s no yarn, George.”

			Something about how Wilton said his name prickled George’s ears. And spine.

			“Come again?”

			Wilton leaned forward, arms on the counter, grinning the same doglike leer George hadn’t been sure he’d seen earlier, only now there was no denying he had. “It’s not made up,” he said. “Every word was true.”

			Uncertainty gripped George in the guts, yet at the same time curiosity compelled him forward. “Well,” he said with a hard swallow, “then I suppose this is the part of our tale where I ask you to prove it?”

			Wilton pushed away from the counter. “All right. Close your eyes.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			Wilton smiled again—a normal smile. “No, c’mon. It’s okay. Trust me.”

			George sighed, then closed his eyes.

			“Okay,” Wilton said. “Now, open them.”

			In life there are instances of such monumental impact that time trips over itself, creating moments that in retrospect last hours. There’s a naked absurdity to the shock of witnessing certain things for the very first time—a dead body, for instance, or another car about to smash into yours as you watch helplessly from behind the steering wheel. Since the mind has nothing with which to compare the experience, for a split second it doubts it’s even happening.

			George’s mind stumbled in just that way when he realized he was staring, open-mouthed, at a space alien behind the counter of a roadside diner.

			A smiling space alien. In a white paper hat.

			A scream swelled in George’s chest.

			Wilton raised a... well, finger, George supposed. “You promised not to freak out.”

			George closed his mouth, robbed suddenly of any desire to make any noise at all.

			Before him was a creature resembling a hairless blue Afghan hound standing upright. On either side of its long triangular head drooped ears dappled with purple spots. Spindly arms ended in hands that reminded George of raccoon paws. The dewlap just above its slender black bow tie was a mottled sapphire that evened into robin’s egg as it reached his face.

			“Jesus wept,” George whispered. “What the hell are you?”

			“Well,” the thing said, “my name really is Wilton, believe it or not. I was born more than a hundred light years away, near a star you folks call Elnath. I’d say you could hop on Wikipedia when you get home, but... well, anyway. I hold a rank equivalent to lieutenant junior grade in the Navy of the Sagittarian Confederation.”

			George sat, ashen, arms straight at his sides.

			“George,” Wilton said, “I’m not going to hurt you.”

			Remarkably, the reassurance halted the onset of what George felt surely would have been a doozy of a psychotic break. “So... out there, you’re saying there’s a whole alliance of star systems?”

			Wilton nodded. “Yup.”

			Again, despite George’s astonishment, curiosity got the better of him. “But we’ve been mapping the skies for decades. If this thing is so huge, why haven’t we heard anything?”

			Wilton smiled. “First, knowing as we do that some folks aren’t quite ready for us yet, a vast array of signal dampeners line the periphery of the Confederation. Second, with the instruments you folks use, trying to read our communications would be like... trying to listen to an audio file with a needle and cone.”

			Outside, an eighteen-wheeler rumbled by.

			“Aren’t you afraid someone might see you like that?” George asked.

			“Nah. My species is telepathic to an extent. I’m not really in disguise as much as I’m confusing people’s minds into seeing me as one of their own. A little smog-in-the-noggin. I can go back to that, if you like.”

			George nodded. “Yeah, I think that might be best.”

			“Sure thing. Close your eyes again.”

			He did.

			“Okay.”

			And there stood the same young man he’d met upon entering the diner.

			“Hey,” George said, pointing, “you didn’t have glasses in your... uh, blue form.”

			Wilton shrugged. “Yeah, I know. I like Buddy Holly as much as the Stones, but real glasses wouldn’t fit my head.”

			George pushed his hands through his hair. “So... you’re here... what, to convince others we’re not a threat to this Confederation of yours?”

			“Something like that.”

			He scoffed. “Talk about a mission impossible.”

			Wilton finally noticed the crayon marks George had seen. He grabbed a rag and wiped them away. “Well, it’s true I’ve seen some things that made me wonder if I’d screwed up huge. In fact, what just about took the cake happened a few years ago in that booth right behind you. A man stood up, pulled out a big ol’ gun, and shot the man sitting across from him right smack in the head.”

			George nodded. “I remember seeing that on the news. I’d almost forgotten.”

			“I was outside when it happened. Saw the whole thing through the window. No argument, no commotion—well, no commotion at first. He just stood up—BLAM!—then paid his check and left in his beat-up Mustang. I contacted my superiors and told them to bring me back because, boy, had I ever been wrong. But I’d only been here a short while, and that captain I mentioned was still none too pleased with me, so the request was denied. Not having much choice, I collected myself, thought about it some, and devised a little experiment to find an antithesis to what I saw that day.”

			George waited for Wilton to continue, then realized it was Wilton who was waiting for him. “Oh. So... wait. An experiment? You mean me?”

			“Yup. The one and only George Bagwell. I think Mick and Keith would be thanking you if they knew you alone were saving your planet from certain doom.”

			George laughed, not caring if he sounded as maniacal as he suddenly felt. “Saving the world? What are you talking about?”

			Wilton shushed him with a wave of his hand. “Settle down, George. Now, you’ve driven past here lots, never once stopping. Not your kind of place, right?”

			“How did—?” George began, then just nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.”

			“Wanna bet?”

			“What do you mean, wanna bet? Do I wanna bet what?”

			“That you’ve never stopped in to visit before.”

			“You mean to say I have?”

			“I mean to say.”

			George shook his head. His fear of impending psychosis might have abated, but there was no mistaking the first angry flares of a massive migraine. “I don’t—” He glanced up. “Telepathy?”

			Wilton smiled. “I really think it’s neat how you say almost exactly the same thing each time we have this conversation.”

			George opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again as his mind raced. “So... when I think I drive past here... I really don’t? I actually stop in, and we have this exact conversation? Over and over?”

			“Gold star for George.”

			“But... why?”

			“You said that everyone’s rushing around, self-absorbed, not caring about anyone else’s feelings. I have to admit that sometimes I’m inclined to agree. When I get that way, I have you swing by and help re-establish the very opposite.”

			“And how do I do that?”

			Wilton chuckled. “By always pretending to like what has to be the worst-tasting milkshake ever made. Just to be nice.”

			George pointed at the glass in front of him. “You did that on purpose?”

			“Not did. Do. And to be honest, the look you gave tonight made me think I’d overdone it, like you were gonna be sick right here. Nonetheless, your reluctance to hurt the feelings of a complete stranger, no matter how foul your own mood, reminds me that your species has at least a hint of what it takes to be a part of the larger community out there. Not right now, and maybe not for a really long time. But one day.”

			George sat quietly, taking it all in. “I’ve been saving the world?”

			“George Bagwell saves the world.”

			The buzz of the florescent lights filled the moments.

			“That’s ridiculous!” George shouted. “How the hell does sipping a milkshake counterbalance some poor bastard getting his goddamn head blown off? And why in God’s name me? What the hell makes me the litmus test for homo sapiens everywhere?”

			Wilton shrugged. “Let’s just say it’s not an arithmetic you need to grasp.”

			Breathing hard, trembling, George stared at the countertop again and traced with his fingers the still barely-visible remnants of the crayon streaks. He looked outside, into the darkness, beyond the wavy image of himself in the large window next to the short row of booths.

			Space aliens. Star systems. Absolutely absurd.

			Wasn’t it?

			In his mind he saw the dry lake bed and the sky above it like diamond dust on velvet. The image pulled a blanket of calm over him. He smiled to himself. “So, maybe not so insignificant after all, huh?”

			Wilton smiled as well. “Not even a little,” he said, with what seemed to be complete understanding.

			“So... now what?”

			Wilton reached under the counter. “Well, now that you know my secret, I’m gonna have to vaporize you with my ray gun here... ”

			With an undignified, squealing grunt of instant terror, George scrambled from the stool, stumbled over his own feet, and sprawled backward onto the floor.

			Wilton pulled out an open bottle of water. “Good grief, George. I’m kidding.”

			George got back to his feet. His entire body throbbed with the pounding of his heart. “Real funny.”

			“You’re right. I’m sorry. But, to answer your question: For now, head out to the lake bed like you usually do. Wander the ghost town. Stare at the stars. Wonder what’s out there, and whether someone’s staring back at you. Enjoy the knowledge that chances are someone is—my little gift to you for the hassle. Then go home. By the time you pass back by here, you’ll have forgotten all about this. Go upstairs, sit down in front of your computer, and write. Something tells me your block will be gone, at least for a while. When it comes back, well, I’ll see you then.”

			George nodded. “All right. I... I’ll do that.” He paused a moment, stood, gathered up his jacket, and headed for the door. He reached for the handle, stopped, then looked back toward the counter. “I feel like I should thank you.”

			“Go right ahead. You always do.”

			“Okay then. Thanks, Wilton.” 

			“Not at all. Good night, George. Drive safe.”

			“Yeah,” George said. The bell clanked again as he pushed opened the door. “I will. Good night.”

			“Hey, George?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Good thing that radio station wasn’t playing ‘Schoolboy Blues’ instead, huh?”

			George stood, perplexed. “Do you say that every time I leave?”

			Wilton smiled. “Yup.”

			“Do I ever get it?”

			Wilton laughed. “Nope.”

		

	
		
			Path Of An Arrow

			Before a boy is able to speak, he is shown how to bend a stick into a bow. As soon as he is able to stand, he is given blunted arrows with which to practice. Each day on his journey toward manhood he is taught the names of all the great hunters who came before him. He learns stories of their courage and their most triumphant kills. More importantly, he learns of the grateful tribe whose bellies were filled as a result.

			A boy is also warned of how only the hunter who is proud, foolish, or crazed takes that one step too far in pursuit of game: Never to journey beyond where half the dried fish in his pouch will take him; never to let fly more than half what his quiver holds lest an enemy be lurking. Better to be a little hungrier the next day than never again see his family. More importantly, a dead hunter cannot feed his people.

			Swaying atop a low rise, Piitra grimaced through the icy gale that scoured his raw, swollen face. Five days prior, he took that one step too far.

			Now, with ever-growing urgency his muscles and bones begged to give, cried for permission to crumple and succumb—but he refused it. Starvation had gnawed him hollow and the emptiness it left grew deeper with each ragged breath—but he endured it. And each time those defeated, frightened voices grew frenzied enough to threaten his reason, as they did at that very moment, Piitra gripped the head of his one remaining arrow more tightly and let the sharp stone edges bite even further into his palm.

			When the world once more felt centered beneath him he held to his face the worn, bloody mitten in which he clutched the arrow—the first arrow he had ever carried as a hunter, as a man. His father had helped him fashion it, had shown him the proper way to chip and shape a rock flake to a smooth and deadly blade, as had all the fathers taught their sons before.

			Both Piitra and the voices knew that likely very soon he would use his precious first and final arrow to open his own throat and put a slow, warm end to his plight. There was no denying that moment stalked nearer—steadily, relentlessly.

			But, that time had not come. Not yet.

			He lowered his hand and considered again the equally smooth, equally deadly, and seemingly infinite whiteness. How had things come to this, this winter that clearly had no intention of ever thawing to spring? Perhaps a child in the village had brought down the displeasure of the heavens by venturing outside without covering her dolls. Perhaps as a people their offerings had become inadequate. Perhaps the gods had grown so old they had nothing more to give, or had simply abandoned them.

			None could say, not even the elders who throughout the worsening cold and famine had tendered what comfort and reassurance they could. Despite their appeals for patience and prayer Piitra had easily recognized the elders’ own doubt, their own gathering fear; they had looked to him like cornered prey.

			He smiled as much as the scabs of ice on his cheeks allowed, then chided himself for worrying for a village most likely already gone—for children he knew were dead, for a wife he knew had followed them soon after, but out of grief rather than hunger and cold.

			His depleted body again implored him to lie down, to weep one last time for all he had lost, so that the little water still inside him keeping him alive might freeze his eyes shut and the frigid desolation swallowing the world could finally consume him as well.

			For a moment longer than last time, Piitra considered it. Then he squeezed his arrowhead. The thin pain of the stone parting his flesh coaxed him from that precipice, though with far less conviction than before.

			A tiny shift of grey caught his eye through dense gusts of snow, and the lamentations of his body fell mute.

			Piitra crouched, then peered up again over the jagged rise. A moose emerged—a great bull, lumbering across the frozen plain, pausing every few steps to nose and paw the snow.

			Despite the blizzard’s heavy veil Piitra saw clearly the animal carried a plentiful bulk, and were it not for the ingrained discipline of the hunt he would have laughed aloud; even if he felled the massive beast with a single shot, over so great a distance and through so much ice and wind, he was too far gone to benefit. His shivering had ceased the day before. His fingers and feet grew black. Even if he spent the rest of the day by a towering fire, gorging on fresh, warm meat, he could not be saved.

			The greater reason he’d almost laughed was neither from thinking how such a final meal would be well worth the effort, nor from the cruel irony of crossing the animal’s trail there and then. Rather, it had been the brief, bright elation of knowing that upon reaching his own trail’s end he would have a hunter’s death—the best death; not one of pitiful self-slaughter he’d so many times envisioned.

			Piitra pushed himself up onto his feet, eased into a perfectly balanced stance, and with neither hesitation nor sentiment nocked the arrow from his childhood—his first arrow, and now his last. With his stiff, frozen hands he drew the bowstring smoothly to his chin. Though the wind bellowed and lashed, he held his weapon steady and fixed his gaze down the arrow’s shaft.

			He felt himself begin to drift as he stood poised in that long final moment. His body lightened. Dark fog rolled in from the edges of his sight. He wondered without real concern whether his shot would still be in the air as he crossed into the next world. He wondered idly where his precious arrow would fall, if it did not strike its target—something that had not happened since he was boy.

			The incessant shriek of the storm quieted away, replaced by the happy clamor of his village, by the almost forgotten sensation of warm sun on his skin, and by his name being spoken sweetly by a far, familiar voice.

			Piitra let go.

			And his arrow flew.

			***

			Zeb Abrahms stood thunderstruck in the empty, scraggly dirt road folks there called Main Street. His arms hung limp, his jaw hung open, and he watched the man responsible for his stupefaction disappear on horseback into the deep desert night.

			The stranger had called himself Michaels. He’d claimed to be a marshal, though from what territory he didn’t say, and Zeb couldn’t remember seeing a badge—not that he’d asked many questions. He’d been too busy listening to the damnedest story he’d ever heard.

			Not just listening; he’d been slung smack dab in the middle of it.

			He’d come to Lucius Falls for all the usual reasons a man travels by choice to such places, but most importantly for the solitude and quiet. Desert towns had plenty of both to offer so long as a body was willing to put in the hard work needed to pay for such things, and Zeb had never shied away from a little sweat in exchange for what he wanted—or, more to the point, to get away from what he no longer wanted.

			With no regard for his current addlepation an all too familiar face filled his mind—as it always did whenever he was least prepared. Her voice followed, per usual, and then her laugh, and then the lemony, springtime scent of her neck and hair.

			Zeb hung his head with a sigh and endured the incursion for longer than he knew he should’ve, then banished the thoughts the way one might send a roomful of jeering children to play outside—not that he’d ever had children, and in light of his little parley with Marshal Michaels he doubted now he ever would. The world was nothing like the place he’d believed it to be when he put his boots on that morning. Bringing a child into it given what he’d just been learnt would be plain selfish, like going through the trouble of raising hens knowing all the while you could never build a fence strong enough to keep the coyotes away.

			A groan and thud snatched Zeb from his memories and musings, and before he knew it he’d snatched his Colt from his holster and spun around into a crouch. The butt seemed to throb in his hand in time with his racing pulse, but the barrel never wavered as he aimed into the shadows of the covered wooden sidewalk. When something shuddered within those shadows, Zeb clicked back the hammer and crabbed sideways to find cover. He hunkered against a parked wagon, then with his free hand slipped a short hunting knife from the back of his belt, cursing himself as he often did at such times that he’d never liked the feel of a two-gun rig.

			From up on the sidewalk came a gurgle and moan. The shape convulsed again, then shambled toward the open street. Zeb gathered a long breath and tightened his finger against the hard hook of the trigger, knowing the thing about to stalk toward him from the blackness would be one of the creatures Michaels had just described.

			Instead, he saw Clement, a ragged old mountain man who roamed those parts, clad in stained and rumpled hides from a half-dozen different animals. Clement staggered out from in front of Curly’s Saloon—clearly, helplessly drunk. Again.

			Zeb exhaled with disgust as he straightened and lowered the hammer on his pistol. “Dammit, Clem,” he said, shoving his gun back home to its holster. “You bout scared the piss outta me.”

			Clem tipped sideways against a post. “Then I think that maeksh us even,” he replied. He looked down with a sullen expression and pulled up the front of his deerskin jerkin. Beneath an ample belly that shone as round and bright as the moon, a dark area widened across the front of his trousers. “You shouldn’t go around pointing guns at folk, Sheriff,” he scolded with a wag of his finger, which upset his balance enough to make him topple backward onto the sidewalk.

			Zeb ambled over to help Clement back up, relieved that the pungent aroma assaulting him didn’t have the sour bite of urine but rather the eye-stinging scald of whiskey.

			“You ain’t wet yourself,” Zeb huffed as he hefted the large, grizzled man back to his feet. “You done spilled your bottle. See? There it is there.”

			Clem took a wobbly step back then forward again, peering over his shoulder and staying upright only by the grace of Zeb struggling under his left arm. “Yup,” he said, acknowledging the dropped bottle lying on its side. “That was it, all right.” Clem then choked back a sob. “Now what am I gonna do?”

			“’Spect another one’ll come your way ’fore too long. Let’s get you to bed.”

			“No, wait,” Clem said, and tried to turn back toward the saloon. “I need to see Curly.”

			“Curly done closed up an hour ago. You can see him later. Now let’s go, and pipe down. You’re gonna wake up the whole town with your caterwaulin’. And tomorrow’s Sunday.”

			“Sorry, Zeb,” Clem whispered.

			The two shuffled and stumbled along Main Street toward Zeb’s office. Zeb spent as much time checking over his shoulder as he did minding where his boots landed.

			“Aww,” Clem whined when they arrived. “Whatchoo ’restin’ me for?”

			“You ain’t arrested. Not yet, anyways. Figured you could use some sleep, is all.”

			“You’re a good pershon, Zeb. I sure do like you.”

			“Yeah, well, see how much you like me in the morning with how that head’s gonna feel. Let’s get you inside.”

			Zeb grunted as he all but carried Clem up the two porch steps and through the office door, then grunted again in self-reproach as he realized how much better he felt to be in from the dark of night.

			“Got me all spooked like a youngin’ from a scary story,” he muttered.

			“Got you what?” Clem asked.

			Zeb shook his head. “Nothin’. Come on.”

			Truth was, though, Michaels did have him spooked. He’d told a very scary story indeed.

			Zeb helped Clem over to the bed inside the open cell built kitty-cornered into the far end of the room, then dropped the big man onto it.

			“Much obliged,” Clem said, face down and muffled by the blanket. He turned his head. “You sure I ain’t arrested?”

			“I’m sure. Night, Clem.”

			“Night, Zeb.”

			Zeb made his way to his dust-covered desk and settled into his creaky but comfortable chair. He opened the top left drawer, leaned back and propped his feet up onto it, then pulled his hat down over his eyes.

			“Hey, Zeb?”

			Zeb raised his face to peek out from under the brim of his hat. Clem sat pushed-up onto one arm, dangling something out from between two of the cell’s black iron bars. “Do me a favor, will ya? Give this to Curly when you see him.”

			“Why don’t you give it to him yourself in the morning?”

			Clem shrugged. “I think I’m just gonna head on out come daylight. I’m all the way at the end of Main Street anyhow, so figure I’ll just keep on going and get back to the hills.”

			“You’re not making any sense,” Zeb replied. “Go to sleep.”

			Clem slumped back down onto the cot and the object clattered onto the floor, sounding like something between a coin and poker chip. The noise stoked Zeb’s curiosity. He kicked his feet from the drawer and walked over to the cell.

			There on the floor rested an arrowhead—not Sioux, not Comanche. Not like any he’d seen. Bigger. Wider. And by the looks of it, very old. He picked it up and held it close to the lantern hanging nearby, then smiled when he pressed his thumb along its edge, impressed by how sharp it still was.

			“Where’d you get this?” Zeb asked.

			Clem snored.

			“Clem!”

			“Huh?”

			“Where’d you get this arrowhead?”

			Clem pushed himself back up again, bleary eyed. “Oh,” he said, then paused to belch. “Had that for years. Found it up in the Yukon when I was prosh... prospecting. Stuck in a great big bone, no less.”

			“What kinda bone?”

			“Don’t remember. Elk. Moose. Big bone, though. Leg bone. Old, too. Done about turned to stone. You find them up there sometimes.”

			Zeb considered its chiseled surface. “Why you want me to give it to Curly?”

			Clem shrugged. “I owe him some money. Figured he might take that in trade.”

			Zeb looked at Clem. “What for?”

			Clem gave a forlorn sigh. “That bottle I spilled.”

			Zeb nodded. For the most part Clem was content to pickle himself on the rotgut he brewed himself up at his shack. Every so often, though—sometimes just once a year—he splurged on a good bottle of rye Curly ordered for him special.

			Zeb carefully flipped the arrowhead over his fingers. “You ever use this for anything?” he asked, inspecting it from every angle he could manage. “Skinnin’ or cuttin’?”

			“Nah,” Clem replied, well on his way back to sleep. “Just keep it with me. For luck.”

			Zeb smiled at the arrowhead again. In light of the conversation he’d just had with Marshal Michaels, luck sounded like a commodity he might oughta start stocking up on.

			“How much you owe Curly?”

			Clem snored.

			“Clem!”

			“Huh?”

			“How much you owe Curly?”

			“Oh. Umm, three. Three dollars.”

			“Tell you what, then. I’ll give you five for this here arrowhead. You take two, and I’ll square you with Curly tomorrow for the rest.”

			Clem turned and looked up at Zeb. “You’d do that for me?”

			“So long as you’re sure you wanna part with this. Sounds like you and it have been through a lot together.”

			Clem yawned as he nodded. “Yeah, we have. But it’s just a thing. Besides, I think it’s done for me about all it can.”

			“All right then,” Zeb said, digging into the front pocket of his trousers and fishing out two coins. “Here you go.”

			Clem held his hand through the iron bars and grinned as the dollar pieces clanked in his palm. He brought his hand back and up to his face, hefting the coins once to make them jingle again. “Thanks, Zeb. You sure are a good person, in case I ain’t mentioned it.”

			“Not that good,” Zeb replied. “I’m kinda hopin’ I robbed you blind.”

			“Huh?”

			Zeb waved his hand. “Nothing. Go back to sleep. See you tomorrow.”

			“All right, Zeb. G’night.”

			Clem lay back down, settled into his cot and in short order resumed his snoring.

			Zeb returned to his desk and chair, kicked his boots back up and pushed his hat back down. He slipped the arrowhead into his shirt pocket and gave it a pat, hoping if any of the things Michaels described happened to be watching, they might take notice of his new talisman, decide he was no longer worth the trouble, and mosey themselves right along.

			***

			“Hello?”

			Hello, pretty face.

			“Hello! Oh, I’m so glad it’s you! How are you!”

			Swell. Tired. But fine. How about yourself?

			“I’m much better now. I really missed you.”

			I missed you, too, sweetie.

			“I’m so glad you’re back.”

			You make it sound like Arizona’s really far away.

			“As far as I’m concerned, you could live next door and it would still be too far away.”

			Listen to you. What were you doing just now?

			“Browsing through this new catalog I got today, still fuming over how that cow Grace Kelly beat out poor Audrey Hepburn for Best Actress. I smell conspiracy. And I was thinking about you.”

			Why would you want to go and do something like that?

			“Because I need some new clothes?”

			I meant thinking about me, not the catalog part, clever clogs.

			“Oh, I dunno. Because I sorta love you?”

			Say that again.

			“I love you.”

			When you say that, I feel it in my stomach. Like I’m on a roller coaster. Makes my toes scrunch.

			“Well, if it’s any consolation, I know exactly how you feel. Utterly twitterpated. Like Flower and Bambi.”

			That’s the perfect word. Twitterpated. I’ve spent the past six months in a constant state of twitterpatedness. Or would that be twitterpation? I wonder if I can survive another six.

			“What’s weird is it feels like it’s been so much longer than that. And then, on the other hand, it’s flown by.”

			I know! I feel like I’ve loved you for a lifetime. I can’t remember what it was like not loving you. It’s like I’ve moved from black and white to full color. Like Dorothy stepping out into Oz. You make everything in my world vibrant. You are so very much my sunshine.

			“You bring the sunshine out of me. Free it.”

			No, I think I’m simply clever enough to bask in it, is all. Your radiance drew me to you. You didn’t start to glow simply because we became friends.

			“You don’t know that.”

			True. But then, when it comes to you, I don’t feel like I know much about anything. You befuddle me.

			“I really miss kissing you. I miss being in your arms.”

			Again, I know.

			“Thank you, by the way, for the present. It came in the mail the day before yesterday. That was really sweet.”

			You like it?

			“I love it. It’s beautiful. Where did you get it?”

			There was this rundown gift shop at the end of the road from where I was staying. This really old Indian woman ran it. She had all kinds of really great stuff crammed onto countless shelves all throughout the place. On this one counter she had a wooden box of unsorted things, and you know me, I couldn’t resist. So I dug in, and in just a couple of minutes I found that arrowhead and immediately thought of you. Didn’t you say your dad used to shoot archery?

			“He did. And I love the chain, too.”

			Had that done in Phoenix. No jewelers where I was. Just a couple of tourist traps full of tchotchke and the like.

			“I’ll never be without it. I’ll wear it forever.”

			That’d be a little hard to explain, don’t you think?

			“Well, maybe a little. Okay, so I won’t wear it all the time. But I’ll keep it with me always. It’s really, really beautiful.”

			No, you, my love, are really, really beautiful. You’re the most beautiful, most magical creature my hands have ever touched.

			“And I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.”

			Want? I need you. You make me think, you make me ache, you take me to places both lofty and depraved. But, we’ll see each other again soon enough.

			“Promise?”

			Pinky swear. What was that?

			“The car door. My husband’s home. I need to go.”

			All right then. Sweet dreams. I love you.

			“Sweet dreams, my love. And I love you, too. G’night.”

			G’night, pretty face.

			***

			Facing the wall, Camille trembled on the edge of her bed, lost in the milky cobalt hues of early morning. She shook not from cold, but from rage and terror brought by the unexpected, horrifying wreckage of her bedroom.

			The irony was she’d discovered the sickening chaos following an unusually long, leisurely emergence from an especially long, lovely dream of Howard. And in those first numb moments of disbelief—after she’d rubbed the haziness from her eyes and had been able to comprehend she was indeed no longer dreaming—she’d even been impressed that something of such obvious violence and disregard could have transpired in silence.

			Well, likely not silence. The room was destroyed, after all, which had to have made at least some noise. And contrary to most of her friends who complained how their sleep had become shallow and fitful in their old age, Camille’s own slumber had grown deeper and more restful with each passing year—sometimes, it seemed, with each passing night. Given that, the intruder could have steered a backhoe into the room to help with the demolition and she still might have slept right through it.

			No longer, though. With the same disconnected certainty by which she knew her wits right then could not withstand another glimpse of the appalling message

			(NO COPS)

			left on the pillow right beside her head, she also knew she’d likely enjoyed the last sound sleep of her life. Which, by that token, to her wholehearted remorse also meant she’d more than likely had her last sweet dream of her late husband.

			That violation seemed the most grotesque, beyond even the revulsion at feeling she’d been somehow stripped naked by someone simply because they’d had the inclination to do so.

			Long ago, Camille decided her dreams of Howard were his way of checking in on her, and having found a way to spend time with her despite having died was yet another example of his endless cleverness. While at times those dreams were so vivid as to leave her aching the next morning from his absence, they’d also been, at times, the one aspect of her life since his passing from which she’d drawn real comfort and sustenance. Now that was gone, and she felt it being gone—cold and deep, a wide crevasse gouged down to the bedrock of her soul.

			Broken bars of sunlight crept up the side of her face, and she realized morning had mustered the audacity to warm from blue to a consoling gold despite the night’s atrocities. With meager but equal measures of appreciation and resignation, Camille rose slowly, stiffly, steadying herself on the wall with a gnarled hand, and prepared to assess what belongings had been damaged and what had been taken.

			First things, though, were first.

			She moved gingerly amongst the overturned drawers, powder-speckled clothes and other scattered debris to the open bedroom window, through which poured a warm current of sweet spring air, and through which clearly the intruder had come and gone. Long brown drapes swelled and twirled to the whispery strain of the breeze through the torn window screen. When the nearest curtain lunged at her, as though suddenly insisting she dance with it, Camille cuffed it aside with an annoyed grunt and slammed the window down so hard she checked to make sure she hadn’t cracked the pane. The drapes fell still, as if sulking because their music had stopped.

			She gathered a deep breath, then turned to face the full scope of the upheaval her bedroom had suffered, still with the exception of her pillow

			(I’LL COME BACK)

			which she blocked from view with her hand.

			Again, the mayhem astonished Camille with its completeness, looking like an aftermath photo from the newspaper of any sort of natural disaster—hurricane, earthquake, tornado. With bitter humor she touched her bare heels together three times. When that had no effect, she negotiated her way to the dresser which, with half its long drawers pulled completely out, reminded her oddly of a prize fighter whose dazed smile lacked several front teeth. On top, amid strewn bottles of lotion and perfume still sat her grandmother’s jewelry case—a cheap, vanilla-colored vinyl contraption half the size of a hat box, with twin narrow drawers of its own lined in pinkish, worn velvet that once had been a soft, lush red. Given the room’s state, Camille felt as much surprised as thankful to find the box still there, gutted and empty though it was.

			She closed up the jewelry box and lowered lid, straightening with her finger the tiny spring-mounted ballerina who lived inside, whose never-ending pirouette had gone pitifully lopsided in the ordeal. The ballerina seemed to thank her with a single ping from her music box, which made Camille smile. She slid the case over to its proper place on the dresser and gave the top an affectionate pat just as she had since she was a little girl playing dress-up with her mother’s costume jewelry.

			She took a step back from the dresser, crossed an arm over her chest and cupped her other hand to her mouth as a cruel manifest of the case’s former contents scrolled through her thoughts—among them her grandfather’s pocket knife, her father’s long-defunct and endearingly chintzy digital wristwatch, and the now-petrified, unopened pack of Wrigley’s found in Howard’s jacket pocket the day he died.

			The idea of their loss angered and saddened Camille even more awfully, but not so much from their actual disappearance. Things in this life come and go; that’s simply how the world was put together—her father had taught her that. No, what galled her was that even the most desperate thief should have been able to see those things for what they were: trinkets absent of any monetary value, precious only for the memories they engendered. If the condition of her bedroom was any indication, the person who’d taken those things would soon likely, if he hadn’t already, deem them worthless and discard them into some random garbage can or sewer opening, and then that would be that—an unfair oblivion for items so dearly cherished.

			Just then, an even more unjust realization doubled her over as it coalesced.

			Her arrowhead.

			Camille had loved her father dearly. And she’d adored her grandfather. And for her entire life she’d basked in the certainty that her affection for them and the rest of her family had been fully reciprocated. The loss of the knife and the watch, given what powerful symbols they were of the two men whom as a child she’d loved most in the world, engulfed her with sorrow. Being adopted, however, and having been aware of that fact from a very young age, the honest and sometimes shameful practicality was that far, tiny corners existed in her heart into which the love of the family who’d raised her simply could not permeate—the very places her arrowhead had embodied.

			Camille had only met her great-aunt Nella once—when she was five, perhaps six. Even now, though, some seventy years later she could still see the dear woman’s craggy face, and the shock of snowy white hair that resembled the plastic trolls she used to place and twirl on the end of her pencils in grade school. She could smell the syrupy apple-rose of Nella’s perfume that must have been sold by the gallon, and she still could hear the tenderness in the old woman’s voice as she handed Camille a man’s handkerchief in which had been carefully folded a stone arrowhead on a delicate silver chain. She remembered how the handkerchief draped down over and through her fingers as she held them wide open to examine the wonder, and how the arrowhead took up her entire palm and then some. And, she remembered how melancholy Nella looked when she asked where it had come from.

			“Someone very special gave it to me a long time ago,” she’d replied. “I hope one day you’ll find someone just as special to give it to, though I hope you don’t have to wait until you’re an old woman like me.”

			Camille would have cherished the gift in and of itself, but what made it so uniquely significant was that Nella had been the only blood relative she’d ever known. She’d never been clear on how her great aunt had found her, and she’d never fully accepted the arrowhead was the sole reason Nella had made the effort. But the sense of connection brought by their single meeting endured a lifetime, to such a satisfying extent that Camille had never indulged any curiosities to seek out other relatives.

			She’d always believed who-was-and-was-not-family was always a matter of perspective, anyhow. In her life she’d had neighbors who were more like sisters, and sisters who were more like casual acquaintances. But that small token, the arrowhead, provided a direct tie to people whom she’d once had tremendous difficulty solidifying into anything more tangible than vague impressions. After Nella’s first and only visit, though, she’d finally been able to grasp those people as actual, living souls. And for Camille that matter had been closed gently shut like—

			Well, like a jewelry box.

			Shortly before she and Howard married, some years after she’d learned Nella had died, Camille tried to give the arrowhead to Howard, but he’d tenderly refused. In a sentimental bit of hope-filled forethought, he told her she should save it for another blood relative—specifically, their daughter. They would never have a daughter, though. Nor a son. And not from lack of trying.

			In the end that frankly had suited Camille just fine. Howard likewise had shrugged away the verity of their childlessness, though she often suspected his disappointment ran deeper than he ever let on. Thus, she decided some time ago that when it came time to pass along Aunt Nella’s arrowhead, she’d do it in a manner similar to her own experience. She’d been looking forward to it, as a matter of fact; a nice, neat little dot at the end of her particular sentence.

			But now, like having children of her own, that was never to be—stolen from her, just as had been stolen her sense of safety, her sense of peace, and with those her sweet dreams of Howard and the last vital tie to him they’d afforded.

			The outrage, the fury brewing down inside her churned to the surface, making her tremble even worse than before.

			Camille closed her eyes, clenched her fists and blew loudly through her gritted teeth. Then, slowly, she turned and faced the headboard on her bed. Propped longwise against the pillow on which she’d been sleeping sat the bed’s other pillow—Howard’s pillow—onto which had been scrawled in her own red lipstick a message from the intruder:

			NO COPS OR I’LL COME BACK AND TAKE SO MUCH MORE

			At first the horrible implication, on top of the devastation of her bedroom, had left her hollow with fear; it had been all she could do just to scramble to the edge of the bed and face the other way. But as she stood there at the foot of the bed, in the center of the disarray that had befallen her in so short a span, Camille shook her head.

			Yes, she understood the threat. She also understood that taking anything else from her would be impossible.

			Camille strode back around to her side of the bed. She sat down again near her night stand, swatted Howard’s defiled pillow to the far side of the room, and snatched up the phone.

			***

			“You gonna buy that thing or what?”

			Antoine smiled. “Not for that much, I ain’t.”

			Kelly, the not-quite-fat shop owner, who always carried with him the oniony aroma of a sandwich shop, flipped through the pieces of mail in his hand and shrugged. “Same price it’s always been.”

			“Yeah, I know. Because it’s been here since I was, like, twelve, and if you keep trying to sell it for that it’s gonna be here when I’m, like, ninety.”

			Kelly smirked. “Better watch it, Anty, or you ain’t gonna live to see twenty.”

			Antoine’s smile disappeared.

			Kelly saw it go. “What?”

			Antoine shook his head. “Nothin’.”

			The large man put down the envelopes and shifted the toothpick in his mouth from one side to the other. “No, don’t gimme that nothin’ crap. What? Spill it.”

			Antoine sighed. “I... well, I did something. Something I thought I really wanted to do. But now that I done it, I ain’t too sure about it, ya know?”

			An exuberant leer bloomed across Kelly’s face. “You talkin’ about Angela?”

			“No, I’m not talkin’ about her.”

			Kelly laughed and pointed at the much smaller, much younger man. “Yeah, you are too! Ha! My little Anty’s all grown up! Good for you, ya big Don Juan stud. So tell me, how was she? You get a good hold of—”

			“I ain’t talkin’ about Angela, man! Damn!”

			Kelly held up his palms. “Okay, okay. Geez. Just messin’ with you. Don’t have to get all hormonal on me.”

			Antoine nodded. “Sorry.”

			“So what are you talkin’ about? You in some kinda trouble?”

			“No,” Antoine said with a small shrug. “Not really.”

			Kelly sighed. “If I gotta ask you one more time, I’m gonna come around this counter and beat it out of ya.”

			“It’s... well, I signed up.”

			“Signed up?” Kelly blinked a few times before the light of comprehension shone in his face. “The Army?”

			“Marines. But, yeah.”

			The big man lowered his forehead onto his arms. “Jesus, Ant. You stupid, stupid kid.” He raised his face. “Why’d you go an’ do something like that? Huh?”

			“I wanted to help, you know? You’ve seen the news, about what’s been going on. Things are bad, man. People are dying.”

			“Yeah, people are dying, Anty. People die all over the world every day. And now you’re about to be one of them. Jesus! Why didn’t you come talk to me first?”

			“Because I knew what you’d say, I guess.”

			“Damn right you knew. Because you know my daddy and grandaddy went to Afghanistan, and so did his daddy before him as a matter of damn fact. And I got lucky that all ended two months before I turned eighteen, because after that war neither of them were ever the same. Here I thought maybe the world was getting a little better, and then—pow! Quebec goes to hell and suddenly we’ve got a civil war up there. And some bad shit happening, too, man. Like Nuremberg war crimes bad.”

			“Yeah, I know all that.”

			Kelly tossed his hands. “Then why the hell you wanna get in the middle of it?”

			“Already told you!” Antoine yelled. “All right? I wanted to help! I know it’s bad, but it’s like the president said the other night on TV, that we all gotta do our part, that right now we need to be our brother’s keeper. Plus, what I got goin’ on here, huh?”

			Kelly shook his head. “I’m not your daddy, Ant. Wish to hell you had one, because right now that’s exactly what you need. Damn, man. What about your mom?”

			Antoine scuffed his sneaker on the floor. “Ain’t told her yet.”

			“What? When do you ship out?”

			“In a couple of weeks. Headed to San Diego.”

			“Think you oughta tell her? I mean, you think maybe she’s gonna notice when suddenly you ain’t at the dinner table for two whole months?”

			“Shut up, man. I’m gonna tell her.”

			Kelly pointed his finger. “You tell her tonight, Anty. She’s gonna need time with this.”

			“I know that, too.”

			Kelly took a deep breath. “Well, what’s done is done, huh?”

			“I guess.”

			Kelly considered Antoine for a few long moments. “So, you’re scared, huh?”

			Antoine nodded.

			“Well, then maybe there’s hope, because smart people get scared. I’ll tell you this, Ant, what my daddy said his daddy told him before he went off to boot camp: Shut your mouth. That’s all there is to it. When you get there, you keep your mouth closed and you listen. And if you ever to start to think you know better about anything they tell you there, that’s when you’ll know you’re not listening. Because you don’t know better. Listen, then do what you’re told, and you’ll make it through there. More than that, when you get out of there and you least expect it, when suddenly the rest of the world is going to shit around you, what you learn is gonna kick in. That training is gonna jump up and save your ass. And that one split second is gonna be worth those eight miserable weeks ten thousand times over.”

			Kelly stepped back from the counter and yanked a large, loud ring of keys from his waist, attached to his belt by a thin spool of cord. He bent down with a small grunt, unlocked the counter’s rear sliding door and pushed it open. From the top shelf he grabbed up the object at which Antoine over the years had spent so much time pondering—a grey stone arrowhead about the size of a silver dollar. Kelly set it and the black cloth on which it had been displayed on the counter top.

			“What’s that for?” Antoine asked.

			“Because the other thing my grandaddy told my dad was if you can’t be good, then be lucky. Maybe there’s a reason this thing here has caught your eye every time you came in. Maybe there’s a reason I ain’t sold it yet. I dunno. But I do know this thing has been around a real long time. Maybe if you keep it with you, that’ll help you stay around a long time, too.”

			Antoine reached out toward the arrowhead, then put his hand back down at his side without taking it. “I... don’t know what to say.”

			“You say ‘thank you,’ dumb ass. And then you take it.”

			Antoine took the arrowhead, enjoying the satisfying weight in his hand. “Thank you, dumb ass,” he said. Then smiled.

			Kelly shook his head. “Man, you need to get out of here or else them Canucks ain’t gonna have a chance at ya. Besides, I need to close up.”

			“All right, man. I’m going.”

			“You gonna come by again before you go, right?”

			Antoine nodded. “Yeah, man. I’ll try.”

			“No, you do more than try. And then you come see me when you get back. Because now I’m thinking that there arrowhead’s not a gift. It’s a loan. And I want it back when you’re done. You got it?”

			“Got it. And thanks, Kell. Seriously.”

			“You’re welcome. Now go home. Talk to your mom. Take it easy while you can.”

			“Actually, I got plans tonight.”

			“Yeah? Like what?”

			Antoine smiled. “Like Angela.”

			***

			“Admiral!” squawked a young voice behind him. “DeepSat reports multiple bogies clearing the heliosphere. At least twenty... no, at least thirty ships. Inbound. And closing.”

			Despite the palpable surge of tension the announcement triggered within the Artapesca’s tiny command center, Leonard Harris didn’t immediately reply—as much from being unaccustomed to hearing his new rank spoken aloud, as from not having quite fully resurfaced from the depths of thought. After several moments more than he knew he should have taken, Leonard turned toward the ensign as far as the restraint harness in his chair permitted.

			“Time to intercept?” he asked.

			“Estimate five hours, present speed.”

			The crew gave a collective gasp. Five hours from the farthest edge of the solar system to Earth. Astounding.

			“Very good,” Leonard replied. “Tell all ships with stabilizing tethers to detach and commence free navigation. Tell Captain Akamatsu to take Alpha Group and head out. I want them to intercept as far beyond lunar orbit as possible. Wish him good hunting, then have us fall back with Brunswick and Carrera.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			With that, the blurry, breakneck rush of the last several years finally slowed into an abysmal clarity. With that, the end finally had begun.

			Leonard glanced about the Artapesca’s dim, cramped bridge, and wondered again whether the disciplined, teeming bustle now filling it looked or sounded anything like what had taken place aboard her when she moved not high above Earth’s atmosphere but far below its oceans. He leaned back in his chair as maneuvers commenced and let the buzz of activity swallow him up and push him down inward once more.

			The long, sleepy summers he spent with his grandmother had always been his favorite times; he’d stayed at the farm almost every year when he was little. In the deep lavender of evening, on the front porch swing, amidst the melodious hum of unseen swarms hidden in the tall grass, he’d sit enraptured as Gramma pointed out each star that winked into being. She’d tell him its story—size, age, how far away and so forth—in hushed, reverent tones that emphasized the central theme of all her lessons: In the face of such vast grandeur, we were undeniably and astonishingly small.

			Though she retired officially from astronomy a decade before Leonard was born, Gramma kept a small, private observatory at the top of an ancient grain silo, and remained active in her work until literally the day she died—his father had found her in her telescope’s control chair; at first he thought she’d fallen asleep again as she’d been known to do.

			As a boy, Leonard never pondered why his visits to the farm had been so often interrupted by official vehicles crackling up the long, curved gravel driveway; just part and parcel of the experience. Funny, he thought now, how he and Gramma always seemed to be sitting outside when the cars came, as though she’d been expecting them. Perhaps she had, given how as they arrived she’d pat him on the leg without a word, untie her apron, and stroll out to the head of the drive to meet them. The cars would stop. A stern, rigid man in khakis and aviator sunglasses would step out, offer a quick salute, then hold the door as Gramma ducked inside. The instant the car door slammed shut, the small convoy would grumble away.

			Leonard completed Navy basic training the day after his twenty-second birthday and took his place in a long family line of servicepeople. One week after that, with his sights already set on officer candidate school, he found himself alone at a table in a sparse interrogation room where his ignorance of his Gramma’s military significance came to a stupendous and stupefying end. As it turned out—and as it had to be explained twice by a gruff yet not entirely unsympathetic Marine colonel—his dear grandmother, who’d often declared shelling peas was for the spirit the next best thing to prayer, had the distinction of being the first member of humanity ever to make direct contact with an alien race.

			Some forty-five years prior, the colonel told him, through revolutionary improvements in data compression, signal clarity and power efficiency, his grandmother computed the means to send omnidirectional multiplex broadcasts into the cosmos faster than the speed of light. Ten years later, she compounded that monumental achievement by overseeing assembly of the global apparatus designed to deliver our message to the heavens—under budget and ahead of schedule, the colonel noted with unmistakable admiration.

			Calling Card, the project had been named—the most sophisticated attempt ever to inform extraterrestrial life that we, homo sapiens, were indeed here. The attempt bore fruit in very short order. Five years after the system went online, Earthlings received a response: a return signal of such immense strength and complexity it burned out beyond repair all but one of Gramma’s monitoring devices.

			The colossal set-back, however, was by no means considered a waste. Analysis confirmed the transmission to be not only artificial, but that cluttered throughout was a chaotic overabundance of information. As the colonel explained to Leonard, it was as though the planet had been knocked out with an encyclopedia, walloped in the head so hard that the pages scattered all across the room. And as soon as we came to, as it were, we started picking through those pages and putting them back in order, reading and learning as we went.

			At the same time that process was underway, Gramma devised a means to send a follow-up signal as a sort of confirmation receipt, manipulating our greatly-reduced capacity into a suggestion to our new galactic pen pals that they please turn down the volume. Much to the disappointment of everyone involved, there came no secondary reply.

			Combing the data from the transmission soon revealed the reason for the lack of response: our not-so-near neighbors were a species of extreme xenophobes—intelligent, advanced in most areas of science, but also possessing a strict religious doctrine that compelled them toward ruthless, even paranoid isolationism. They believed themselves the pinnacle of sentience in the universe, and that they had been tasked by God with the solemn, holy obligation of cleansing Creation of all inferior races.

			More disturbing was the eventual comprehension that overload of the planet’s listening devices had been no accident of amplification or incompatibility. It had been an opening salvo, meant to blind and deafen Earth. Concern became dismay when the last remaining hyperspace monitor, along with all available military telescopes, focused on the part of space from which the devastating signal had originated. All participants in Project Calling Card then determined, without question, that the aliens had dispatched an armada of ships toward Earth.

			While the colonel’s briefing left Leonard shaken, its coda had left him heartbroken. He learned of the staggering guilt that beset his grandmother, which had become readily apparent to all who knew her—remorse from her singular role in bringing her species face to face with a force that almost certainly meant its doom. She spent her final years, the very boyhood years Leonard held with such affection, desperate to steer the human race from the cliff toward which she alone had driven it; and not once in all that time did she ever hint to her grandson that the universe around them was anything other than a place of awe-inspiring beauty and wonder.

			Despite Leonard’s sorrow, the situation offered no time to linger and reflect. The colonel informed Leonard that due to the worldwide military alert and the effort to make ready for invasion, he and a handful of other OCS candidates were receiving field commissions into the officer corps. Though the colonel never said as much, Leonard suspected right away his selection had been based in large part on his closeness to his grandmother. True, he’d joined the Naval Radio Astrophysics and Sensing division as a means to follow in her footsteps, but he was little more than an analyst and a mediocre one at best. The brass, though, had no way of knowing what he might or might not have gleaned about his grandmother’s work in all the time he spent with her. He reasoned that bringing him into the fold was more a precaution than a show of confidence.

			With his sudden jump in rank also came Leonard’s induction into Operation Hector, the most ambitious military effort ever attempted by humankind. Within the framework of the United Nations a single military body was cobbled from every member country’s armed forces, upon which was placed the burden of averting catastrophe through a deceptively simple philosophy: direct, resolute opposition at all costs.

			Thus came to be the Earth Fleet initiative. Every airtight and watertight craft on the planet was examined for its potential spaceworthiness—high altitude fighters, shuttles, even submarines were impressed into service. In an endeavor reminiscent of the Allied determination to beat back Germany and Japan in the Second World War, though on a colossally grander scale, the planet’s entire industrial capacity was harnessed to ready selected vessels. New, even experimental technologies were enlisted and included into the refit designs as craft were passed from one country to the next, assembly-line style, on their way to Australia—the staging area for launching the ships into orbit, chosen not just for its clean, flat vastness but also because the corkscrew trajectory of the alien armada kept the continent for the most part on the opposite side of the planet from their approach.

			That was where the colonel sent Leonard, to Australia, to a makeshift city of trucks, tents and trailers west of Alice Springs dubbed Rabbit Hole. There he helped supervise the proper grouping of incoming spaceship pieces and components prior to their being lifted into orbit for final assembly; and from there he kept London—the established headquarters for Operation Hector—apprised of their minute-by-minute progress.

			To forestall panic, the handful of nations aware of the situation opted to keep the impending planetary danger to themselves. In very short order, though, the lid to that kettle could no longer be held down. Word spilled out, as truth inevitably does, and soon everyone on the globe knew their common calamity. Contrary to untold movies and novels about the end of the world, there came no collapse into chaos, no breakdown of social order, no instantaneous reversion to bloody barbarism. Once the scientific community had established just how long they had until the arrival of the alien armada—five years, give or take—the nations of Earth in an unprecedented display of cooperation and fraternity set themselves to meeting the coming challenge as best they could.

			What Leonard carried away most from his years at Rabbit Hole was not the grueling hours, nor the lack of sleep despite relentless exhaustion, nor the torturous heat and arduous living conditions, nor even those who lost their lives on the ground from handling temperamental, untested equipment without the luxury of sufficient safety protocols—although he did honor their memory. No, what lingered instead was the unqualified fellowship engendered by working day and night alongside all the walks of life the world had to offer—nearly every nation represented in one capacity or another, each lending its inherent talents and perspective toward the common goal. Even the relatively timid Aboriginals did their part, with nightly bonfires on which were roasted fresh meat from their hunts, with songs and stories of hope and wisdom and encouragement, and just as importantly, with blessings and protections by way of painted charms on the spaceships’ massive hulls as they were moved onto the launch pad.

			To keep pace with Rabbit Hole’s swelling population and the increase of personnel under his command, Leonard received several significant elevations in rank. Within months of reporting for duty, he was made lieutenant, skipping junior grade entirely. A year after that, lieutenant commander. Then, right about the time he’d become accustomed to thinking of Rabbit Hole more in terms of a buoyant college campus instead of a military installation with the most solemn mission imaginable, he was promoted to full commander.

			The communal, somewhat forgetful joy from their hard work ended in horrified sobriety twenty-two months prior to the aliens’ predicted arrival, just as the last of Earth Fleet’s components made it into orbit. Undetected by planet-wide monitors, a preliminary barrage from the invaders snaked through the solar system, and with surgical precision more than a dozen world capitals were simultaneously annihilated. Krakatoan impacts shook the Earth and brightened the atmosphere like an instantaneous desert noon. Moscow, Tokyo, Geneva, Washington, Paris, and not just London but the whole of Great Britain, were among those leveled into burning plains of blue-green fire. Even the auxiliary assembly effort in White Sands had been obliterated, which the aliens apparently mistook as their primary target—and which most of the officers’ corps suspected had been a decoy all along. Mercifully, not only Melbourne but the entire Australian continent had been spared.

			In the daunting wake of such overwhelming devastation, some at Rabbit Hole did break ranks and flee into the flatlands, though to where they thought they might go wasn’t something Leonard afforded himself much time to consider. Rather than curl into fetal balls and wait for the next round of strikes, the men and women of Operation Hector gritted their teeth and redoubled their efforts, though absent the joviality their labors had previously exuded. Along with that renewed, grim determination came a final set of orders from the decimated upper ranks of the nascent global militia—an automated message meant to preserve the chain of command in the face of just such a cataclysm, lest years of work come to naught even before having a chance to be deployed. By order of the Secretary General of the United Nations, with whom had been entrusted the role of commander-in-chief, every surviving officer was promoted two grades to establish a new top echelon and oversee the reconstitution of the lower ranks. Thus, in fewer than five years—though in retrospect, to him it seemed like decades—Leonard Harris had risen from naval officer candidate to admiral.

			Fortunately, as had been the case with the single transmission received by the original Project Calling Card, there came no secondary barrage from the approaching aliens, which allowed Earth Fleet the necessary time to gather, coordinate and embark—if just barely. Unfortunately, though, the minor exodus from Rabbit Hole prompted by the attack resulted in a shortage of commanding officers to helm Operation Hector’s ragtag fleet, which meant many who now held flag ranks would also be needed to captain vessels—including Leonard. Granted, he had no actual command experience, nor had he ever piloted an air or sea craft of any sort. Neither had many of the new captains. But he, like the others, had fussed and fretted over the construction of most of the ships now arrayed between the Earth and the aliens; he knew their systems and capabilities with inside-out intimacy, and would be able to competently engage and guide the skills of those beneath him who did indeed possess hands-on piloting skills.

			At least, that was how the theory went.

			The delay caused by that terrifying initial strike meant Earth Fleet would no longer be able to head off the incoming armada beyond Jupiter as had been planned. Instead, they would be forced to make their stand within range of Earth’s own moon.

			Aboard the Artapesca, four hours past detecting the alien fleet at the solar system’s doorstep, Leonard smiled within the confines of his command chair. He held one hand on his chest, and through the tough synthetics of his olive drab flight suit, he toyed with the arrowhead beneath that he wore on a length of suede cord—a last minute gift from Rebecca, his other favorite memory from Rabbit Hole. She’d kissed him deeply and wished him bon chance as they departed for their respective ships, and had hurriedly told him in her beautiful but broken English the arrowhead had been her great-great grandfather’s, who himself had been American. André, she’d said? No, that wasn’t right—but something similar.

			“Admiral,” called the same young ensign—named Colby, Leonard believed. “NORAD signals Battering Ram stands ready and final countdown has commenced. Advise all craft to hold their positions.”

			Leonard nodded. “Artapesca to all ships, station keeping for Battering Ram. Acknowledge.”

			Minutes after all vessels had signaled back, the Artapesca trembled as nearby a flight of a few hundred ballistic missiles roared past—Battering Ram, meant to soften the alien armada just prior to direct contact with Earth Fleet. A moment later, the missiles merged into view on the main screen then vanished into the blackness ahead.

			“Time to impact?” Leonard asked.

			“Ten minutes, sir,” Ensign Colby replied.

			“Time to Alpha Group engagement?”

			On the screen several dozen pinpoints of light blossomed in the indiscernible distance then just as quickly died.

			“Multiple detonations, Admiral,” came a female voice to Leonard’s right. Montez. Midshipman.

			“Can you confirm impact?” Leonard asked.

			“Negative, sir.”

			“So our missiles could have just been swatted away.”

			“Aye, sir.”

			And why wouldn’t they have? It would have been optimism to the point of delusion to truly believe a volley of clunky chemical rockets might pose any real threat to a race able to cross a quarter of the galaxy in a few years instead of millennia; a race that could raze city upon city from outside the solar system with as much difficulty as child with a pellet gun shooting cans off a fence.

			Leonard let out a long, slow breath, conscious not to key the sensitive filament mic poised between his nose and lips. He smirked as he unclenched his fingers from the armrests of his chair. Apparently, he’d been just that delusional.

			“Admiral,” Montez said, throat tight enough to make the entire bridge fall quiet at the sound of her voice. “Alpha Group reports they’ve engaged the enemy.”

			Leonard nodded. “Let’s see it.”

			On the tiny bridge’s front wall the overhead monitor flickered and zoomed to focus on the battle before them. Quick, green vectors flashed into being and superimposed themselves onto the image, indicating Earth Fleet ships with hollow circles. Bright red lines did the same for enemy vessels, only with triangles, and sadly served as a grim reminder of just how woefully outnumbered Earth Fleet was.

			“On the box, please,” Leonard said.

			With a brief chirp of static, the open channels of Alpha Group filled the command center—overlapping orders, palpable distress, and terror.

			“Samnol, break right—”

			“Got it—“

			“Did you see that?”

			“What the hell—”

			“No! No! Don’t—”

			“The Gemini! Dear Allah, no! They got the Gem—”

			“She won’t—”

			“Move, dammit! Move your—”

			Leonard raised his voice over the fray. “Montez. Cut the channels. Five minute projected tactical.”

			Montez sat unmoving at her station, hands folded in front of her.

			“Can anybody please help—”

			“Oh Christ! Oh—”

			“Montez!”

			“Sir?”

			“Cut the channels and give me projected tactical. Five minutes. Now!”

			Montez punched a quick succession of keys, scattering the circles and triangles out along their individual paths to where the navigational computer predicted each ship would be in five minutes’ time. The picture it painted was dismal. Enemy vessels, already outnumbering Earth Fleet better three to one, soon would have all groups cut off from one another and surrounded—not quite within the five minutes Leonard was seeing, but very soon thereafter.

			Colby’s voice came from behind him once more. “Enemy vessels closing, Admiral.”

			Five minutes.

			“Fire all weapons as soon as they’re in range,” Leonard replied.

			“Aye, sir.”

			Bursts of interference broke across the overhead monitor, caused by the barrage being hurled at the invaders from Alpha Group’s energy weapons. Amongst the pale flashes that reminded Leonard of camera strobes, the occasional tracer rocket wobbled a path from one ship to another. Even with the furious pyrotechnics discharged by Earth Fleet, the aliens seemed to suffer little if any damage. Indeed, it seemed the only reason they slowed down at all was for practicality’s sake—the easier to fence in and dispatch the pests standing between themselves and their target.

			“Losses?” Leonard asked.

			“Alpha Group is down by half,” Colby said.

			Leonard set his jaw. “Akamatsu?”

			“Hanging in there, sir. For now.”

			“Let’s see him.”

			The overhead monitor flickered again as Akamatsu’s ship, the Chamberlain, snapped into view. The dark oblong alien vessels surrounding her looked like pit bulls who’d cornered some hapless wandering lapdog. To Leonard’s eyes Chamberlain herself looked like a once-smooth newspaper crumpled up then pulled flat again as best as could be managed. Gaping holes dotted her charred surface, through which streamed plumes of smoke and other gasses. A shimmering halo of debris swirled about her battered hull.

			Chamberlain was clearly in her death throes.

			“Jesus,” someone whimpered at Leonard’s right.

			Then, at what should have been the moment where one of the larger, predatory alien vessels lunged forth and closed its jaws around the Chamberlain’s throat, she lunged instead, letting fly her magnetic stabilizing tethers. The half-dozen cables latched onto the enemy craft nearest her, and for an instant looked like the ancient maritime painting where the giant squid has gripped onto the hull of the wooden whaling ship.

			“What is he—?”

			The Chamberlain pulled with what seemed all her remaining might, until she and the alien vessel began moving backward with increasing speed—backward, toward Earth.

			And then, as though Akamatsu had whispered it in his hear, Leonard understood.

			“Reverse course!” he shouted. “All vessels, reverse course! Retreat! Retreat!”

			“Coming about, sir!” Colby responded, then set to work.

			Leonard pointed at Montez. “Stay with the Chamberlain,” he said. “Keep her on screen as long as you can.”

			She nodded as her fingers clicked across her console. “Aye, sir.”

			As Leonard studied the increasingly distorted image on the monitor, the pit bull about to ravage its smaller adversary had suddenly seemed instead to skitter at the end of a leash while being dragged across the floor to someplace it very much did not want to go.

			No chance remained that Earth Fleet would be able to fend off the armada that had come for them, assuming a chance had ever actually existed. Akamatsu apparently intended the aliens’ victory to come at as high a price as possible. Since that cost obviously could not be exacted in physical losses to the invaders, then a devastating psychological, even spiritual toll would have to be humankind’s one consolation.

			Leonard smiled. He could not imagine anything more distressing for a race of fanatical xenophobes than to be dragged down to a world they sought to eradicate—like a clean freak being pushed into a cesspool.

			The alien ship onto which the Chamberlain had latched apparently comprehended its situation just as readily, and opened fire with a brutal, desperate volley of energy cannons and artillery. Panic had apparently gripped the pit bull, who now bit and clawed at anything and everything it could in order to escape. Chamberlain defiantly absorbed the first few strikes, but then, like the crumpled newspaper she had resembled, ignited and dissolved almost instantly into a drifting cloud of fire and ash—too late, however, for the alien ship. By the time it broke free the craft had already picked up too much momentum to deviate from the course Akamatsu had set. Leonard watched with deep satisfaction as the invading ship plunged toward Earth, a red-orange reentry trail flaring into being behind it.

			“Enemy vessel closing, Admiral,” Colby said with an odd, distant tone. “They’re on us.”

			The weapons officer let loose the full complement of the Artapesca’s projectiles. At the same time the hull screamed from the inside out with the unleashing of particle beams. For all the bombast of their assault, though, they may as well have been throwing stones at a tank. Out from behind the lead alien ship spread its companion vessels, and soon, like Chamberlain, the Artapesca was surrounded by the pack.

			“Tethers, Admiral?” Colby asked, who had clearly picked up on the plan.

			“Wait... ” Leonard said.

			Fire and energy surged down on them from the lead vessel. Artaspeca shuddered and bellowed in the deluge.

			“Now!”

			Just as the Chamberlain had, Artapesca launched her stabilizing cables toward her assailant and fastened on in a death hold.

			“All engines full reverse!”

			Still absorbing the merciless assault, Artapesca screamed with agony as she heaved backward with all her might and drew the massive invader toward Earth beneath them. Leonard imagined a wounded spider dragging a flailing, far larger victim back to her web. In fact, on the monitor, the alien’s companion ships seemed to grow more distant as though recoiling from the very same notion.

			“It’s working!” Colby cried.

			As before, perhaps also sensing the goal at hand, the alien ship unleashed a final deluge of ordnance. Artapesca convulsed and crumpled under the ceaseless impacts. Work stations throughout the bridge burst with sparks and flame, and soon the ship filled with thick acrid smoke, blistering heat, and the cries of the wounded and dying.

			Leonard leaned back into his chair and kept his focus on the view screen, which crackled and blinked as it strained to relay outside events. The alien ship in their clutches filled nearly the entire screen. In one corner, though, the bejeweled expanse of space grew dimmer, fading into cloudy hues of violet.

			Leonard brought his hand to his chest one last time, to the arrowhead that lay beneath, and watched the stars wink out of existence one by one as the Artapesca plummeted back toward the blue depths she once roamed.

			A maelstrom of fire, ice, light and dark erupted around him. The last images to form in Leonard’s mind were of a long line of cars ambling up a rocky, twisting drive then stopping—and then of himself, as a little boy, climbing inside when someone opened the door.

			***

			No one in his tribe ever actually named him Dahv—not his mother, nor any of the elders. Dahv was simply the sound most in the group made when needing his attention, which happened not very often—a fact that suited him just fine since the way his name was usually said felt much more like revilement than affection. Nonetheless, it was the sound to which he responded most readily, whenever he was around to respond; to the exasperation of the other hunters, Dahv tended to wander more than stalk game, meaning he usually returned to the evening fire more laden with baubles than meat.

			Dahv huddled alone at the edge of the jungle, mere steps from the beach. He waited in a crouch, peering through broad fans of leaves, his arms around his knees as much for reassurance as for protection from the early ocean chill. Atop the wide, endless water, amidst the slow, raspy breath of the surf, he watched the horizon redden toward dawn behind a jagged range of violet, mountainous clouds—from black to plum, and then to a glaring orange like fresh embers. As night birthed day the encircling darkness of the sky abated as well, shrouding the brilliant Morning Star in a hazy, dreamy blue.

			Dahv, though, had not paused to appreciate the poetic beauty of sunrise over the sea. Where the thick jungle in which his people lived relented to sand, vigilance was a simple matter of survival. In the early hours, dreadful creatures prowled the beaches and shallows on their return to the depths from which they’d come for their nightly search for prey; thus, no one ever left the shelter of trees before full daylight, not even if the way seemed clear—many of the monsters lurking there did so while blending perfectly with their surroundings.

			When the heat of the day had coaxed thin beady sweat from his forehead and upper lip, Dahv took up his slender hunting stick and proceeded out onto the dazzling white beach. He kept to a brisk stride, jabbing the sharpened end of the head-high pole into the ground with every other step he took despite countless rebukes from elders about how doing so only blunted it that much more quickly. He knew a freshly-sharpened stick had a much better chance of penetrating the carapace of anything that might emerge from the waves, but he enjoyed the crunching sensation of wood biting into sand too much to worry about that.

			As the strange, toothy cliffs on the far side of the long, curved shoreline grew larger, Dahv quickened his pace—not from fear of remaining too long in the open, or even from the scald on his soles from the already hot sand, but from anticipation. Days ago he’d discovered a series of small caves at the foot of those cliffs and had spent every waking moment since exploring their twists and turns.

			From those caves he’d brought back to the tribe’s encampment all manner of useful objects, such as smooth round rocks perfect for crushing clams, and tortoise shells ideal for mixing, storing and carrying. The most remarkable item, though, he’d found in a deeper part of the caves he’d been reluctant at first to enter because of how cramped the space had become, yet the odd uniformity of the tunnels had compelled him forth. There he’d come across a flat, amazingly heavy circle as big around as a tree stump but made from what he decided was a sort of rock he’d never seen before. On the side of the disc facing up, mysterious engravings marked its entire surface. Dahv had tried to pry it from the muck, first just to see what might be on the other side, and then with the intention of somehow rolling it somehow all the way back to camp, but couldn’t convince the thing to budge. In the end, he’d left it where it was, resolving instead to find something else perhaps even more intriguing; something with which he could indeed return and impress everyone else in the tribe.

			Dahv smiled as he trotted, imagining a hero’s welcome instead of the usual clouts to the head for once more returning without food, until movement in the sparse grass to his left wrenched his attention back to the moment.

			Dahv stopped in his tracks. He waited, watched.

			Cold terror filled him as an insect-like creature roughly the size of a man scrabbled over the grassy rise between himself and the tree line. It wore a carapace the same shade and texture as the sand across which it moved. Four pale eyes waggled on stalks around a complex mouth of shuddering plates and clicking teeth, from which burbled a blackish lather. At the end of its segmented body a tail curled upward like a scorpion, but ended flat and broad like a porpoise. The monster waved long, barbed pincers as it bolted with sickening speed.

			Dahv let out a cry as he turned and fled. He knew right away his only chance was to reach the caves he’d found before the creature caught up. By the rapidly loudening clack of its plates behind him, however, he knew just as quickly that trying to outrun the thing was hopeless.

			Dahv veered right into the foamy, ankle-deep brim of the surf, his feet slapping hard on the firm wet sand. He glanced over his shoulder to see the beast had matched him, but its claws and low belly now dragged in the water and granted a crucial bit of distance.

			Already Dahv’s chest burned. His breath came in fast heaves. He wouldn’t be able to continue flat-out much longer.

			Ahead, the cave opening appeared. Dahv veered again, back out from the water and made straight for it.

			Again the monster followed exactly, and once free of the water made up the lost ground with appalling quickness. It circled around to Dahv’s left, placing itself between him and potential safety. Dahv pivoted away, stumbled over his own feet, then ran with all he had for a short wall of boulders and rocks that came into view.

			Upon reaching the rocks he jumped up to mount a large squat stone about knee high. In mid-leap, though, the monster thrust out a claw and seized Dahv’s hunting stick, yanking him down. He landed hard, belly-down across the small boulder. The air whooshed from his lungs.

			Gasping like a fish flung onto land, Dahv rolled to avoid the monster’s other claw, tearing the hunting stick from its grasp as he did, then scrambled backward on his hands and feet as far up the rocks as he could. He slowed only when he reached the top, when it became obvious the beast could not follow. His breath returned in agonizing gulps as he sat listening to the monster’s gargled bellows of rage.

			After a few moments Dahv rose, legs wobbly, and glanced up at the cliffs now towering overhead. He peered out along the rocky mound on which he stood, and realized with dread that the wall was even shorter than he’d first thought and did not reach far into the water at all. He’d likely be safe on the other side, unless the monster decided he wanted him badly enough to swim out a ways, round the end of the wall, and swim back. He very much hoped the creature wasn’t that hungry.

			Dahv turned a slow circle, surveying the surroundings from his new vantage, and on that far side of the wall he was met with a staggering sight: An enormous, blackened shape resembling a hollow log that looked to have been washed ashore. One end butted against the cliffs, but the other remained open, though it sagged deeply at its top. Dahv crouched to glimpse inside the shape from where he was, but darkness shrouded the interior.

			He regarded the monster below, still growling and brandishing its claws as though challenging him to come back if he dared. He brushed his fingers over what had been the pointed end of his hunting stick, now cracked and frayed from the creature’s hold. Then, with a shrug, he started down the opposite side of the rocky wall toward his newest discovery.

			The shape’s imposing height and breadth amazed Dahv. Plainly what loomed was a cave of some kind, but a cave to where? Made of what? He readied his stick as he neared the opening with small, cautious strides. When he was within arm’s length he reached a hand up to the cave’s peculiar surface, and jumped away when a small portion broke off at his touch and fluttered to the sand. He stooped and picked it up, studied it from all sides, then crumbled it like a dry leaf and watched the pieces twirl away on the ocean breeze.

			Dahv fixed his eyes on the spot from where the flake had come, then stepped back even farther and scrutinized the entire opening. The cave’s outermost layer curled and peeled like birch bark, but its inner layer—which he tapped with his stick—seemed not only much more solid but made of the same sort of stone as the large, heavy disc he’d found in the previous cave. He bent, took up a tiny rock near his feet, flung it into the cave, then poised his hunting stick to fend off whatever might come barreling out.

			To his great relief, nothing did.

			Warily, Dahv approached the cave once more. He raised his bare foot up onto the lowest point of the opening, steadied himself with one hand against the opening, then hoisted himself inside.

			The damp stench of seaweed and rotten fish enveloped him immediately; beneath that came a more distant smell of charcoal. He waited a few moments for his nose to accustom, and for his eyes adjust to the darkness, interspersed as it was by thin, random threads of sunlight streaming in from the roof.

			Dahv crept inward along the shape’s interior, and marveled at everything his eyes could discern. Within the walls, beneath and between the barnacles and other such growth, square stones gleamed in a wide array of colors. Stiff stalactites thinner than any he’d ever seen hung in weed-like clusters just above his head. Here and there, perfect circles had been cut from the poles supporting what appeared to be cave’s spine.

			He crouched as a sudden shudder came over him at the thought of having deliberately put himself into the stomach of some beached behemoth. He wrapped his arms around his knees, rocking gently back and forth until the fear passed.

			Then, calmer, he continued.

			Objects and debris of all shapes and sizes cluttered the dirty floor. He poked his stick at one of the larger pieces and then another, tilting his head at the strange tones they made as he moved them. He ventured farther until he came to a crumpled wall whose center contained a partially blocked opening. Inspecting the crooked blockage revealed it to be wide, flat, and peeling just like the cave’s exterior. Dahv placed his hands flat on the object, pressed his shoulder against it as well, and then after some strain forced it to one side with a deafening squawk. As had happened at the cave’s mouth, a fistful of the object came away in his grasp. Dahv shook the splintery section from his hands as best he could, which felt somewhat like waterlogged wood, and wiped his palms across the sweaty hair on his stomach and chest. He then proceeded into the small chamber he’d found beyond the opening.

			The wonderment of all that lay behind seemed now but a poor prelude to what awaited him in this one tiny area. A far greater assortment of colorful stones adorned the spherical walls. The smooth lines, sharp angles and gentle curves that comprised the chamber thrilled his senses and set his imagination on end. At the same time, though, standing there he felt strangely safe, protected, like an animal in its mother’s pouch.

			An even more astounding sight pulled Dahv into a crouch and left him staring open-mouthed: Three skeletons at the chamber’s center, all positioned in strange devices the way one might recline against a comfortably slanted tree. Each set of bones sparkled in places where the dim light caught deposits of salt. The nearest he barely recognized as a skeleton at all, as it had collapsed in on itself—on his tiptoes, Dahv could just make out a grin of teeth from within the broken chest. The skeleton in the middle, though, sat more or less intact and upright, from its scabrous skull that jutted at a painful-looking angle, down to its claw-like fingers poking out from its clothing.

			Dahv stepped as closely as he dared, minding the sharp rubble on the floor, and leaned his face parallel to that of the long-dead man now opposite him. He raised a cautious finger, riveted by the smooth forehead and wide, empty eye sockets.

			A loud, grinding shriek sent Dahv flailing, causing his hand to strike the skull hard enough to make it tumble down the man’s chest and legs to the floor. Dahv lurched backward, kicking away from the skull that seemed for a terrifying moment to roll itself directly for him.

			The sound came again, from much closer, but also clearly from outside the cave. He paused, listening in the heavy silence that followed. 

			The monster, Dahv realized. Apparently not only had it found its way around the rocky wall as he’d hoped it wouldn’t, but it had also somehow sniffed him out and now was looking for a way to get at him.

			Dahv hugged his arms around his knees and hung his head. His heart threatened to pound its way out from his chest as he became aware of the predicament into which his inquisitiveness had led him. The cave had only one way out; although, he realized he might be able to outrun the creature again in a race back to the rock wall, provided the thing was well behind him when he made a dash for it. By the time it managed to get back around to the open portion of the beach, Dahv would be safe within the jungle.

			Another awful, wet, high-pitched groan filled the chamber, and roused in Dahv an even more frightening thought: What if the creature decided it was too hungry to wait for him to come out? If it discovered the weakness of the cave walls, it might just be able to tear its way to him. Suddenly he wished to be anyplace else, even back at the camp being cuffed around by the other hunters.

			Dahv looked about the chamber for perhaps another tunnel like the other caves inside the cliffs. As he did, a tiny, dull glint near the toppled skull caught his eye. He eased himself down toward it on hands and knees.

			Caught on the still-attached neck bone was a loop of cord tied to a curious object. Dahv took the object, which fit almost perfectly in his palm, untangled its cord from the round remnants of what been a spine, then flipped it over several times to examine each side—a somewhat roundish triangle with a bit of stem of its own on its wider end, shaped from a smooth, pocked fragment of stone.

			As Dahv moved it back and forth over his fingers, one of it edges nicked his flesh. He yanked back his hand and instinctively stuck the tiny wound in his mouth. The taste of dirt and blood, along with the image of the object in his other palm, brought an unexpected, exquisite inspiration.

			Dahv took up his hunting stick once more and hastened back to the middle of the cave, stopping where the tufts of bizarre-looking stalactites hung. He reached up, twisted one of the stands about his fingers and ripped down a portion nearly the length of his forearm. He wedged the sharp stone he’d found into the large crack across the center of the frayed end of his stick, then wrapped the strange stalactite—more of a vine, really, he supposed—around it as tightly as he could. When he was done, he tested the new, deadly-looking end of his stick against the hard floor of the cave—a tentative touch, at first; then several increasingly forceful jabs.

			The stone didn’t budge.

			Dahv examined his work. A large, proud smile spread across his face as he already imagined not only showing off his innovation back at camp, but the wide expressions of awe and the unrestrained grunts of admiration as he taught the other hunters how to recreate what he’d done. Another gurgling cry from outside the cave, however, reminded him of the terrible obstacle between himself and that triumph.

			Dahv crept his way to the mouth of the cave. There he stopped shy of the very edge, still barely within the shadows, and listened. Beyond the opening, but from exactly where it was impossible for him to tell, came the unmistakable tick and snort of the monster scuttling about the sand.

			Dahv stepped into the now waning sunlight, unhappily understanding that in order to cross the beach with enough day left to avoid the rest of the monster’s ilk, he’d have to start right then.

			Dahv gathered a deep breath, released it slowly, and steadied himself as best he could. Slowly, he moved out onto the beach, senses bristling, waiting for the ambush he knew would be coming.

			Mercifully, just as he’d hoped, the creature had indeed positioned itself at the exterior end of the cave nearest the cliffs. Dahv hunkered a good distance from it, and even as the monster spied him in the open and turned to attack, he knew he had more than ample time to race to the safety of the rocky wall.

			The creature screamed and charged.

			Contrary to his intentions, however, Dahv did not flee—even as his every muscle and bone seemed to plea for him to turn and run. He ignored them.

			The scouring thunder of the waves faded into some dull, unimportant elsewhere and the world slowed around him. As though witnessing the scene from high atop the cliffs, Dahv watched himself set his jaw and visibly decide that if at no other time in his life, then this time, this once, he would not return to his tribe empty-handed—that the sound the other hunters made when they wished his attention would no longer be the epithet it so long had seemed.

			Dahv crouched, arms clutched around his knees. The monster charged.

			As soon as the creature drew near, Dahv leaped.

			And plunged his weapon down.

		

		
			The Gods Must Clearly Smile

			The hot Eryth Sea surged through Micha—scarlet, angry; the very blood of the world coursing with her own.

			The savory sting of salt and iron scratched in her throat. The distant churn of violent currents rolled in her chest. Relentless waves erupted upon the shore, rumbled in her legs, hissed like dragon breath against her skin—but she saw neither red surf nor black sand beneath her feet. Searing wind tossed her mane, scoured her cheeks, brought the mewling cries of leathery seabirds—but she saw neither tawny clouds nor blazing amber sky above.

			No mariner had ever seen those things. Leastwise, not from land. A mariner—a true mariner—had neither eyes nor need of them; a true mariner felt the sea. And despite her regular quarrels with edict and tradition, a true mariner was all Micha had ever wanted to be.

			So, too, did Micha feel the great vessel berthed close by, the ship to which she and those mustered alongside her would be bound for the remainder of their days: Phagein, pride of the ancient destroyers, first of her kind.

			The great vessel loomed overhead, mountainous yet elegant, a leviathan of grace. Micha let the tumult of the sea fall behind as she spread her fingers to the air, admiring the poetic interlude the ship’s ovoid body offered the long stark horizon. At the same time her beauty and size moved Micha, though, Phagein’s emotional immensity daunted her, intimidated her. The vessel radiated welcome, emanated maternal wisdom and joy, but Micha could not help feeling threatened by how heavily the massive presence pressed against her own—threatened, and thus resentful; affronted and angered by the sudden notion of an intrusive giant peering down into a tiny, fragile house.

			Mind your temper, child, came a tender scold. Not everything big is a brute.

			Whether she’d imagined the placation or it had in fact come from her father out among the observers she could not decide—nor did it matter; he’d said it often enough that Micha could conjure every syllable as clearly as she heard the waves and the birds. But for all its repetition, the admonishment had never assuaged her conviction that an enlightened world did not abide the strong menacing the weak; that few wrongs were more ruinous to a people than dismissing subjugation as simply natural law.

			When at last the collective meditations and supplications for the occasion were complete, Phagein made known she was ready. Amidst the cheering and music that burst from the spectators, the ship beckoned those who had gathered, all together and one by one.

			Welcome, Micha.

			Somewhere between hearing her name and understanding it had not actually been spoken, the beach vanished, leaving Micha adrift in a pale haze.

			Do not be afraid.

			“I am not afraid,” Micha insisted, though her indignation was indeed diluted by the reflexive panic she and those with her had been instructed to expect. Their teachers had done their best to reassure that the instinct was perfectly normal, even unavoidable, but the fearful thing inside her now that wanted to scamper and hide angered Micha. Shamed her.

			Patience and compassion filled the shrinking distance between the voice and herself.

			You are so brave. I am so pleased you are here.

			The words conveyed unconditional goodwill that soothed Micha, then stole her breath an instant later as she realized they’d come not so much from outside her as from within; that the voice had been as much hers as anyone’s—her voice and Phagein’s, twined in the age-old bond of mariner and craft.

			She could not help smiling at the effortlessness of the twining; all knew stories of those pitiable few who, for whatever reason, could not join with the vessel that had chosen them. Her smile broadened from the comfort of certainty; from the sureness that from that day forward, like her mother and all her mothers before, she would be remembered as a mariner with a ship.

			A true mariner.

			Similar, simultaneous exchanges between Phagein and others circled along the fringe of what awareness remained Micha’s own, teeming like insects around the edges of a leaf. Each twining augmented the one that followed, and soon the company ceased being an assembly of mariners old and new and but rather a crew—they and the ship, one, same and whole.

			As the intricate knot of that fellowship tightened, the surrounding haze eased its grasp and let the world resolve into place once more—blood sea, black sand, gleaming gold of blazing sky—but no longer as it had been. Sharper, richer, deeper. Even high above where she’d been standing as Micha now seemed to be, she perceived every grain on the shore, discerned every trough and peak of every wave that lapped against her, and sensed as pendulous even tiny sways from the push of the breeze.

			No, she more than perceived those things. More than discerned them.

			She saw them.

			The moment formalities and ceremony reached their conclusion, she—Micha, Phagein—glided from shore and disappeared into the fevered depths.

			***

			Few would ever appreciate that she and her kind were protectors, not destroyers. Fewer would ever realize that if bygone tongues had been held to more literally, she and her sisters likely would have been known as devourers. But so long as most remembered that things did prowl the Eryth that truly were destroyers, that truly were devourers; so long as most remained wary those mindless things fed for the sake of killing, attacked for the sake of destruction, captured for the black joy of the chase and left mauled remains as hateful taunts toward all who would later pass; so long as most stayed safe because Phagein and her kind performed the task for which they’d been foremost created, then she was content to accept whatever word by which people would have them be known.

			Conversely, though, were the epithets with which those beasts and their vessels had been branded: marauder, raider, reaver, pirate. And the scene over which Phagein now hovered, barely a year from her last port of call, served as one more in a recent string of unnecessary reminders of just how suitably those names fit.

			From the great upper continents to the remote southern islands sprawled the Passages, the primordial arteries living beings had heeded ever since first venturing onto the sea. Far more than lines on a chart or paths implied by the stars, the Passages held a presence of their own—a whispered energy, older than even the destroyers who tended it, that drew travelers much the way sunlight lured trees toward the sky. 

			Tiny spherical merchant craft crowded the invisible lanes of the Passages, carrying goods of every sort to capitals and farthest-flung colonies alike. Despite their smallness, the bond between merchant vessels and their crews was not unlike that which existed aboard Phagein. That subliminal hum from countless tiny work ships provided a cognitive stability amidst the temperamental roll and pitch of the sea—a subtle constancy for a life of otherwise constant oscillation, all but unnoticed until disrupted. Indeed, if the Eryth was the blood of the world, then those who journeyed the Passages were the oxygen it bore. 

			The disruption to which Phagein had responded and over which they now hovered left the newer members of her crew horrified despite the courage of their fellowship. Most considered what they witnessed more in terms of massacre than disruption, and not without Phagein’s sympathy. Most, but not all—not the one who still clutched strands of herself, the one who had been called Micha.

			For that one, the awful scene had brought images of water paint, spread across coarse paper in fans of color like flowers. Micha’s father had shown her the trick, how blowing through straws of differing widths changed the blossoms’ shape and size. From what Phagein understood of such things, she readily saw the comparison: a glittering blossom of destruction growing from a dark, heavy pocket of stillness created when the affected lanes of the Passages diverted themselves in abhorrence.

			“How could something so terrible ever happen?” Micha asked.

			How can terrible things ever not? Phagein answered.

			“What did this?”

			You know what did this.

			The same familiar outrage rose in Micha.

			“The strong should not prey on the weak,” she said.

			This amused Phagein. You may find preying on those faster and stronger a poor strategy for survival.

			“What I find is we should have long ago moved beyond primitive notions like mere survival. We are more than that. Better than that. Because something has always been done a certain way does not mean it can never be done any other way.”

			I see. And given that, what would you do to set this right?

			“Pursue what did this,” Micha said. “Find it. Punish it.”

			The grim conviction gave Phagein pause. Is revenge not also a primitive notion we should be better than?

			Micha did not waver. “Doing what’s right is not primitive.”

			No, it is not, Phagein said. Neither is trusting the Eryth to maintain the equilibrium it would have, rather than one we might prefer. We are not hunters. We are mariners. Which means we defend. Which means we heal. And which means now we must attend our work.

			Gently, Phagein pushed Micha’s will back down alongside her shipmates and gave the equivalent of a motherly smile—reassurance to the less experienced aboard, but also secret pride in the strength of Micha’s essence. Retaining as much of her own identity as Micha had so far after twining was noteworthy; expressing so distinct a concern beyond that of her shipmates was extraordinary. That, along with how Micha had taken to moving from section to section of the ship instead of fixing herself to one job as did most—and excelling at whatever work she took on—brought Phagein to consider not for the first time whether Micha might one day voice a vessel of her own. A rare thing, but not unheard of. The idea brought great satisfaction, a feeling she shared in order to settle the crew further and let them focus all the more on the task to come.

			Fine, sparkling shards comprised the majority of the wreckage they’d found, though a few sections of merchant ship remained. With long, radiant tendrils Phagein reached into the flotsam and sent those larger pieces to the ocean floor—food and habitat for the creatures below. She then eased herself fully into the debris, letting the splinters and flecks shower against her hull. Rather than bouncing away, though, the particles held like steel shavings to a magnet, thickening in layers with each slow pass Phagein made through the cloud—from one side to another, up and then down, gliding and looping in a slow, mournful dance until every grain had found her.

			A shimmer rolled through her frame the moment collection was complete. Shimmers became a steady glow, and each gathered molecule quivered in anticipation. Quivers became shudders, and like a newborn star, blue-white rays speared outward from Phagein, piercing for an instant even the blackest depths of boundless red sea. Shudders became shaking; ever louder, ever more violent. And at the familiar threshold where even Phagein could not help but wonder whether this time she might actually fly apart—

			—silence.

			The light retracted into a bright, roiling cocoon about Phagein’s surface. Drop by drop like melting ice, the cocoon ran down inside her to fill every possible niche and seam, dousing the temporary white sun Phagein had been. When no more empty space could be found, the light soaked first into Phagein’s frame, then into the crew.

			For the great ships, transmuting matter to energy and back was no more taxing than digestion. Reclaimed material would serve to reinforce her structure where needed, with the remainder either stored as ballast for future use or purified through internal processes and converted to fuel. However, physical remnants of the disruption were not all that required collection and conversion. 

			With great care Phagein allowed the residual fear and pain from the marauder’s attack to seep slowly into the company of minds she housed. Seepage gathered to a trickle as each in turn separated the psychic trauma that would have otherwise stained the vicinity. Trickles merged into streams as the crew’s devotion and training filtered away the negative energies and reordered them into more beneficial motivations; rage into zeal; callousness to compassion; savagery into sympathy. Streams grew to a collective flow and rushed outward once again, back into the sea, a compound of regard and goodwill to mend the Eryth’s wound.

			Not all the energy was returned, though, nor could it be; the deficit would be the inevitable scar even minor injuries incur. The crew retained a fraction of that as well, a sort of recompense for their work and stewardship, which they folded back into themselves—deepening their empathy, increasing their desire and capacity to help, making them better healers.

			Making them better mariners.

			Phagein again emitted warmth and pride as one by one her crew emerged from the conversion process, each and all together something more than they had been—the true joy all great ships seek. This included Micha, of course, which she found particularly gratifying, though it meant acknowledging with the same happy self-reproach many mothers experience when they come to suspect they have a favorite child. But it was not to be helped; Micha had indeed grown, noticeably, even if in exactly what ways Phagein could not immediately resolve—in patience, perhaps. Forbearance. Even acceptance.

			And like most mothers, Phagein either did not see or chose not to see what had also begun to strengthen in Micha: deepening dissatisfaction; growing frustration.

			And even hatred.

			***

			Fear was the most delicious thing. Sauce for the meat, music for the feast. The billowing, sweet stench of fleeing prey was an intoxicating breeze across the face that filled the mind every bit as a mighty gust filled the lungs—curdling thrill into frenzy; twisting howls of abandon from clenched teeth; turning the sea into stew, blood into broth, and beckoning all to come plunge their faces into the bowl.

			Luring a craft from the safety of the Passages generally proved no great challenge; a directionless plea and a vague promise of extra profit was usually enough to distract or confuse the quarry. And whenever an errant ship fell out of step with the surrounding traffic; when its crew bore away to the slower currents at the Passages’ fringes; when the sight of it alone, helpless as a calf parted from the herd, spurred the succulent madness to feed, everything else fell away into the scarlet void and that one pitiful vessel took its rightful place at the center of the universe.

			And when that vessel realized too late its predicament; when it made its inevitable attempt to run; when its every desperate tack and cavitation brought painful tremors of ecstasy and that beautiful, fearful perfume, existence for that short while seemed a thing worth having.

			Until the moment passed, that was, and the chase staggered to a end; until the doomed ship and its crew stopped being afraid and futility fouled the sweetness of their terror; until the exuberance of the hunt collapsed into regret of its passing, and then into disgust, and then into a fury that in most instances left behind neither survivors nor anything remotely resembling a ship.

			Most, but not all. Not this latest, and not the previous several, and not this next—calculated likely to be the last.

			Rather than obliterate and scatter, the goal had been to gather and absorb, consuming not for the sheer pleasure of engorgement but for actual sustenance and growth. For what marauder no matter how relentless could ever prevail bow to bow with a destroyer? What sort of fool would attempt something not even the most fanciful of the old ballads had ever dared depict?

			The sort that had languished too long in the tepid shallows between animalism and reason; the sort that had unexpectedly arrived at the far reaches of wantonness and become mired in the broad boundary separating the world as it always had been from whatever lay beyond; indeed, the sort that had only recently become aware that something did in fact lay beyond, and who could not abide the idea of it being denied them; the sort that would obtain that knowledge through whatever transcendence may result from achieving what had never before been achieved, or would savor their final moments of life in a debauch of terror and blood—even if that terror and blood was their own.

			One more. One last victim. One final pursuit on this near side of that boundary. One last chase in the manner which it had always been done.

			The muddled call for assistance went out. And before long, the quarry bore away.

			***

			The break in the constant song of the merchant craft came like a scream—a bellowing rupture, deafening in its magnitude and nearness. A collective gasp apprehended the crew, and thus for a moment Phagein as well. Though all hands knew immediately the implication of the closeness of what they’d felt, though all knew Phagein’s wishes almost as soon as she knew them herself, they waited obediently, poised in the ugly void that followed the scream for Phagein to issue her instructions.

			Make for that disruption, she said. And prepare for engagement.

			The command came with all deliberateness, measured and focused, and it launched the crew confidently to their labors. For all its composure, though, Micha had heard in Phagein’s voice no hint of motherly compassion. As the great vessel came about and bore down on what she and all within her sensed as the likely cause of the scream, she, they would not attack; they were not hunters. But Phagein’s tone made clear that if provoked they would indeed defend themselves—defend the Eryth—and live up to the misnomers her kind over millennia had born.

			They settled into their heading, fixed onto their destination, and Micha could not decide which had seized her more fully: Dread... or elation.

			***

			The marauder waited in the cool, banded shadows scattered by the broken remains of the merchant ship. Its position—behind the wreckage, behind the nebula of anguish and terror fashioned for that very purpose—would offer cover from the approaching destroyer for only a matter of moments. Moments, though, were all it would need.

			Anticipation swelled through its malformed frame, its misshapen crew—even through those few just recently absorbed from the merchant craft, much to their loathing, which provided a pleasant resistance that whetted its appetite for confrontation to an unmerciful edge.

			At last the destroyer emerged, a ghostly colossus materializing from a deep crimson fog. She slowed as she neared, easing forward, searching with all her senses. The marauder could not help but consider how much the writhing in its thoughts might be due to that enormous will sweeping through the ocean.

			The giantess paused, turned broadside toward, then reached out her long, pale tendrils to clear the larger pieces of the wrecked vessel.

			When she pushed the largest, final section downward, revealing the marauder, surprise flashed through her. For an instant, her astonishment seemed to set the sea ablaze.

			Before she could react fully, before she could swing her bow, the marauder leaped.

			And rammed her dead amidships.

			***

			The roar of pain wrenched from Phagein reverberated across the Eryth, tearing through Micha and her shipmates. Lights flickered, danced, blurred, and the great ship fell quiet.

			Disconnection, as if floating. Confusion, as if spinning. Disbelief, and then a wave of grief as collectively they realized some among them had perished in the brutal collision.

			A thousand frantic voices swarmed Micha’s mind, a flood of fear and dismay that threatened to sweep her away. But slowly, instinctively, stubbornly she pushed back—against the size of it, against the enormous weight of it; against the intrusive giant no longer content to peer down inside her but instead sought to reach in and scoop her empty.

			Power loss! voices cried.

			“Be calm,” Micha said, though she went unheard; a whisper in a gale.

			Power loss! others shouted. Containment leak!

			“Do not be afraid,” Micha ventured, with just barely if any more effect.

			Powerlosscontainmentleaklifesupportlistingpowerloss

			containmentleaksinking...!

			“ENOUGH!” Micha shouted. And to no one’s greater surprise than hers, the din abated.

			“What is the marauder’s position?” she demanded.

			Westwise, came a weak reply. Three marks port, two below. Descending away.

			“Make pursuit with all possible haste,” Micha commanded. “Patch our wounds as we go. We mustn’t let it escape.”

			Uncertainty, reluctance. The more elder crew members conveyed resistance to her actions, to her giving orders—much to Micha’s irritation, since none had seen fit to come forward themselves.

			We are not hunters, they said.

			“Nor will I have us be prey,” she spat, then gathered her strength to press them down just as Phagein had so many times done with her.

			No, came a response from elsewhere, from everywhere, which despite its obvious pain stayed Micha’s effort like an open hand clasping a thrown fist.

			Phagein.

			We are not hunters, Phagein, the others, repeated.

			The great ship’s presence swelled, enfolding Micha—lifting her, binding her, holding her in place. You are so brave, she said, but there is still so much you do not understand.

			For the first time, Micha heard disapproval in Phagein’s voice. And for the first time since coming aboard, she felt afraid.

			“I understand more than you care to acknowledge,” she managed against the growing pressure of her restraints. “I understand what needs to be done.”

			But you refuse to understand why actions born of wrath are rarely worth undertaking.

			Behind the voice, Micha felt the crew resume their duties without her.

			The Eryth, the entire world grew darker.

			You refuse to appreciate the terrible danger in which you have placed us by putting your self-centered convictions before your crewmates. Before us. Before me. Which is more my failure than yours, for letting you retain them.

			The panicked thing inside her returned.

			“So now you would finally rob me of myself, once and for all?” Micha said, teeth clenched, eyes welling. “As you did with the all the others that first day? Because you can? Because you’re bigger? Because you’re stronger?”

			No, child. I would now finally have of you what any captain would rightfully have. What any parent would rightfully demand. What any crew rightfully deserves of its peers. Obedience. Cooperation. I will now finally hold you fully to your oath and obligations.

			“No,” Micha said as she began to sob, which enraged her all the more. “Please!”

			It is time at last for you to be what you came here to be. A true—

			Another explosion sent Micha flailing.

			Blackness surrounded her. Agony seared through her—her, the crew, Phagein.

			The marauder had struck again. Rammed them again. Farther forward than before, near the pectoral sockets where the tendrils resided. And deeper. Indeed, as the black miasma of hurt and confusion thinned, Micha realized the marauder had gouged a hole and embedded itself into Phagein’s frame.

			Hot crimson water reeking of salt and iron spewed into Phagein from about the edges of the marauder’s grey shape—a knobbed and battered wedge not unlike the head of a great fish. Acrid steam billowed from the marauder’s skin, carrying a scent of decay. Of diseased intent.

			And of hunger.

			No, not merely hunger. Starvation. And while the marauder’s surface never moved, never flinched, that foulness had already expanded from the massive wound—furious, insatiable—and begun to consume any and all it could find.

			Phagein, though, did move, did flinch—convulsing with torment from the opening in her side and the poisonous will now spreading through her, infecting her and those within, gnawing away like larvae in carrion.

			Micha’s first instinct remained to flee, to escape. But to where?

			The clamor of her crewmates, the pain that scrabbled into every cavity of Phagein’s being, dug into Micha as ravenously as she knew the intruding hunger would when it caught her. And so in a tantrum of terrified exasperation, like throwing off a drenched coat, she heaved away the burden of that bond.

			For a moment she stood upright, for the first time in a very long while. For that small moment she savored a sense of lightness, of relief. Until the lightness collapsed, until the blindness of her childhood began to claim her once again.

			What was she to be? What would become of her now—a mariner untwined; a mariner without a ship? Despite the gloom the question brought, Micha could not help laughing: She was to become whatever the voracious decay from the marauder would make of her, and fretting about her days as a true mariner coming to an end struck her as silly. Childish.

			As the sight granted by her closeness with Phagein diminished, Micha watched, felt the growing blackness from the marauder. Cancerous, murderous, it corroded its way through pipelines and passageways like wet, viscous rust, consuming all it touched, not discerning between bulkhead and crew, between physical and emotional. It widened as it neared her, spread, like—

			—like water color through coarse paper.

			Widened, spread, grew; determined to permeate everything even more blackly than her already waning senses. It reached her, reared up over her like a sickening wave, like a giant ready to crush the tiny house before it, and continued to increase in size even as it paused to regard her as if enjoying how deeply its shadow fell.

			Deep, merciless, and growing still—bigger, darker; spreading even farther through the paper, toward the very edges. And as it did, her father’s voice reminded her:

			Not everything big is a brute.

			No, she agreed. Not everything. But this most certainly is. Most horribly is.

			Then an odd thought occurred, a thought something far away in her mind believed would very well be her last: But that doesn’t mean it has to be.

			And suddenly Micha saw. Again. And clearly: Prey upon the faster, the stronger, in order to survive.

			She smiled as her way out made itself known.

			Micha gathered herself, but not to flee. To charge.

			She launched herself forward.

			And felt herself caught, seized mid-leap.

			No, child, Phagein said. You must not.

			“Let go!” Micha screamed.

			You are so brave, Phagein replied. But you are so very young. And more unready to face the Eryth alone than you can know. Stay. Let me teach you how to find what you seek.

			Patience. Compassion. Maternal warmth and sympathy. The immense will of the great ship enfolded Micha once more, even as other facets of it waged battle against the intruder.

			Then it slipped. Weakened.

			Micha twisted, struggled, kicked her way free of Phagein’s grasp.

			“I do not intend to be alone,” she said.

			And she ran. Away from Phagein. Away from her crewmates. 

			Away from feel of wind in her mane and sand beneath her feet. 

			Away from her father’s voice and the long lineage of all her mothers’ mothers.

			And into the jaws of the beast.

			***

			Fear had been the most delicious thing, but no longer. Loyalty, bravery, fellowship; as far as its appetite could reach came the succulence of those things shattering, crumpling in upon themselves and toppling like towers. With each demise the marauder felt itself grow, felt itself become more than it had been, felt in the desolation and consumption of convictions the awakening of facets in its own awareness it could have never previously imagined, like a thousand buds opening to the light.

			Fear had been the most delicious thing, but that was before it could have possibly known the satisfaction, the wholeness that would come from this last and greatest prey. There would be no last chase, there would be no final ablution in blood and terror. It would feed and it would leave nothing behind, not even scattered shards. And when the feast was concluded it would finally arrive at the other side of that great chasm over which it had gazed for so very long—and knowing so made it tremble with anticipation.

			Unexpectedly, not through that lessening chasm but from around it, skirting the narrow crumbling edges of it, arrived a new notion, a new perspective—a cautious idea that seemed unlike the others to recognize the peril of coming near.

			No, not perspective. Presence.

			Something, someone had gotten inside, slipped in through the same opening created by the marauder extending itself into the destroyer.

			Alarmed, it considered closing off, making a fast retreat and regathering for attack. Fury flared bright in its core from that sense of invasion.

			Wait, the presence said. There is no need.

			The clarity, the sincerity of the imploration stirred a reaction, an unusual sort of contemplation, even amidst the brutality of its sustained assault against the great ship.

			Phagein, the presence offered. Or had it always known that?

			So, it waited.

			I can help, the presence said.

			In its long existence it had been begged, pleaded, been tendered bribes, cursed and threatened. But not once had it ever been offered help. The absurdity, the sheer alienness of the gesture, of the very idea, brought the marauder to recoil. Only, no sooner than it had the thought, the idea no longer felt outlandish. At the same time, though, how could this new presence—

			Micha, it said.

			—possibly understand its intentions? How long had it been there, unnoticed, stalking the periphery, lurking in the shadows?

			Long enough to understand that even if you triumphed in decimating Phagein and her crew into nothingness, you will not gain what you’d hoped.

			Again the sense of incursion, of occupation, brought a fresh surge of anger and gall.

			And concern. Doubt. Perhaps, even fear—even as the boldness of the act, and the inarguable fact Micha had clearly done so successfully, provoked a grudging curiosity.

			The knowledge you covet, like that aboard the mercenary vessels, like that aboard Phagein and her kind, cannot be attained by ingestion and subsumption. Doing so, taking that in, will only make you more aware of what you do not, cannot have.

			You do not tell me what I cannot have.

			I am telling you how to have it. What you seek requires that you complement. Join. Augment. Not devour.

			Complement? Join? With what? Phagein? It found the thought surprisingly intriguing.

			No, Micha replied. With me.

			Astonishment. Amusement. At the temerity of even making such a suggestion. The amusement, though, was short lived.

			The end draws near, it told Micha. For the great ship Phagein. And for you.

			It seemed there would be one final chase after all.

			***

			Micha fled.

			Not from fear. Not from panic. Not because the craven thing once inside her had finally gotten its way and goaded her into running. Micha ran because she understood more often than not the big and the brutish found little else more enticing than something small trying desperately to get away from it.

			And when she fled, the marauder did follow.

			The darkness had all but claimed her, the darkness brought by breaking with Phagein. Thankfully, though, the marauder itself was a creature rife with darkness—fashioned from it, hewn from all that was wretched and wrong. And so she took hold of it, let it guide her like a current, let it keep her upright like a handrail, so the chase into which she’d lured the marauder would be the satisfying thing she needed it to be.

			And when it cornered her, when she had no choice than to turn and watch it stalk closer, when the giantness of it glared down into her, claws bared to reach in and snatch her away—

			—she let it.

			***

			With great sorrow, Phagein decided the vehemence of the marauder’s attack would prove more than she could withstand. Sorrow, but not for herself. She had existed for dozens of lifetimes, so long that the thought of one day meeting an end had come to be far more intriguing than disconcerting. No, she mourned the losses her crew would face, feared for them due what she believed would come for them, though at the same time she did her best to keep that sorrow hidden. Let their last moments be purposeful, dutiful and brave.

			No sooner than she’d made that decision, however, the attack ceased.

			Silence.

			Confusion, then disbelief permeated the souls within. And then, unmistakably, gratitude, which told Phagein she’d not been the only one hiding a sense of despair.

			Thank you, their collective voice sang.

			You no doubt would have done the same for me, came the reply, though devoid of gratitude or sincerity.

			The crew’s confusion became Phagein’s. But only a moment’s confusion, if that. Her maternal nature discerned quickly from whom the answer had come, and what had transpired—knowledge that overflowed her thoughts with both pride and regret.

			Micha, she said.

			No, the same voice said. At least, not entirely. More than with you, perhaps, but still far from the one of whom you remember.

			Are you... intact? Phagein asked, strangely uncertain of the correct term.

			The awkwardness amused Micha. I’ve never been more so. And you?

			Repairs are underway. Despite everything, I, we, will be fine.

			Phagein felt latent, lingering hostility from Micha. But also satisfaction.

			It will be a constant struggle, Phagein told her. Keeping the marauder at bay.

			That would indeed be an issue, Micha replied, if I intended to keep it at bay. Truth be told, I do not. Far from it.

			Disappointment. You still do not see, Phagein said. We are not hunters, Micha.

			No, Phagein. You do not see. You are not a hunter, something you’ve made abundantly clear. But that is exactly what I shall be—is exactly what I am. There are more marauders prowling the Passages than even you could know. And one by one, however long it may take, I will find them. Punish them. You and yours may be content to let whatever scales of equilibrium the Eryth maintains teeter back and forth with the currents. However, I, we, plan to do what we can to keep them level.

			That is not the way it is done, Phagein said.

			Because something has always been done a certain way, Micha said, does not mean it can never be done any other way.

			Once more, the equivalent of a motherly smile crept across Phagein. And then a wince, as Micha set herself into a gentle reverse and began to withdraw her forward section.

			Do not be afraid, Micha said.

			Phagein did not answer, knowing as she did that when it comes to the safety of her children, a mother is always afraid.

			The two ships parted, and Phagein regarded Micha—large, powerful, deadly.

			Not everything big is a brute, Phagein thought. Or heard. She couldn’t decide which, then decided it didn’t matter.

			She watched Micha disappear into the crimson depths.

			Micha. Marauder, raider, reaver, pirate. Hunter.

			The first of her kind.

		

	
		
			Zero’s First Time

			So there we were, the two of us. Alone.

			I’d played the scene at least a hundred times in my head since the night before, wondering what it would actually be like. So I can’t say that I was really nervous. Curious, yeah. But not nervous.

			Still, it was my first time.

			It’s embarrassing now to admit that I followed her around for a lot longer than I should have. In this day and age, you can never be too careful about looking suspicious. I mean, I’m no pervert. Everyone has their little things that they like a little more than they should, but it wasn’t like that. There are times when you should just take a step back and admire beauty for the sake of beauty, without getting yourself all tied in knots. So to speak.

			And you should have seen her, too. Heart-breaking. Like she’d stepped out of a Newport News catalog. Coppery brown hair, eyes the color of sunlight through tea. Skin that reminded me somehow of summer. Warmth incarnate, I guess.

			Anyway, I followed her around. It didn’t take me very long to get a feel for her routine. She’s the sit-and-read-at-the-coffee-shop type. A museum here, a movie there. Quiet things appealed to her, apparently. And I really liked that. Couldn’t help it.

			So one day I follow her into this used bookstore and see her pick up a copy of D’Shai by Joel Rosenberg—one of my favorite books of all time. I couldn’t believe it. She likes the fantasy sci-fi stuff.

			So, I had to. I know I shouldn’t have, but I did. I walked up to her, made mention of the book she was holding, and introduced myself. And what a terrific conversation. Not only is she beautiful, but smart and funny. We must have stood there and talked for a half hour before she asked if I wanted to join her for lunch. At first, I hesitated. But she smiled, and that was that.

			We had lunch.

			And we talked about everything. Movies. Literature. Art—although, I confess, it’s not my best topic. Actually, when it comes to referencing who wrote what or who painted what when, I’m the worst. I never can keep the names straight.

			So, after that, I made some excuse, some appointment that I didn’t have that evening that I had to get ready for. She smiled her understanding, then blindsided me with an invitation to dinner the next night. A new show had opened at her favorite art house, and said she’d love some company. Ordinarily, I’d have declined. Honest. But like I said, she smiled.

			The next night. Dinner’s terrific. A quiet little Italian place she knew that probably wasn’t listed anywhere. They served an incredible gnocchi and vodka sauce almost as good as my own grandmother’s. And to top it off, she paid.

			Can’t say much about the art show, though. I mean, the paintings were fine, but abstract’s really not my thing. Reading, I get. Words make a lot more sense to me. But lines and splashes of color thrown together at random seem, well, chaotic. And I like order.

			Which is ironic, really, considering what I was doing.

			I shouldn’t have talked to her. I really should have kept my distance. But, I didn’t, and when you draw from the deck, you have to play what you get.

			And what I had right then was the two of us. There, alone. In a hotel room that was more per night than my father ever brought home in a week. When he came home, I mean.

			Part of me still couldn’t believe that I was there, that it was really going to happen.

			I remember the knowing little smirk she gave when I gently pushed away from the deep, slow kiss she’d landed and sat her on the edge of the bed. And how the smirk became a naughty little grin when I eased her hands from my belt buckle.

			When she pouted and told me that she wanted me to take it out, it was clear she’d done this sort of thing before. Which made me kind of sad, really.

			But that was my own fault.

			I cupped her face and ran my thumb over her cheek. And then, I did. I pulled it out.

			For the very first time.

			I have to admit, it felt really good. Especially the way her eyes got wide and her mouth dropped open when she saw it. Just like I imagined.

			And then, before she could say anything else, I fired twice. Once to the chest. Once to the face. Point blank, just like her husband wanted.

			Beauty is one thing, you see. Business is another.

			And with me, you get what you pay for.

			No matter what it costs.

		

	
		
			In the Reign of King Grumpus III

			Weary King Grumpus slumped on his throne inside the great hall, surrounded by the glorious pageantry of his court. Each of his many advisors, magicians, and generals stood present as well, draped in pennants and formal capes fiery with the hues of autumn.

			Doves cooed high above the gathering, flapping now and again in the light streaming from vast open windows, amidst the sharp blue sky and cool fall breeze that smelled of damp leaves and smoke. Otherwise, all was still. Knights held at stiff attention, ladies waited primly with hands folded, none speaking or daring even to clear her throat.

			Because the king, per usual, was in a very bad mood.

			Grumpus heralded from a long line of gloomy monarchs, beginning with Grousier the Great, continuing down the centuries to his own father, Crabbus IV. Their prickly lineage had been cursed—some say by a powerful witch quite peevish in her own right—with an unswerving ability to discern what was truly significant from what only appeared to be, thus isolating them from the general happiness of those he ruled.

			That particular day happened to be the worst of the year for those attending King Grumpus. It was his birthday, meaning the king’s normally bitter state had sunk to the murkiest depths, though throughout his rule none had ever puzzled out why.

			Unbeknownst to any of his subjects, the simple fact was that for all the lavish gifts bestowed upon him each year, Grumpus received not a single present that made him happy. His castle burgeoned with offerings representing the finest riches to be found anywhere in the land, yet not a one had even come close to making him smile. They all lacked, for him, significance.

			The king secretly longed for a gift that would catch and hold his interest, something that might spark in him a curiosity or a sense of wonder and lift him from the everyday banalities of governance. At the very least, he would settle for something heartfelt; something offered out of genuine affection and not fearful obligation. Instead, each year the gifts became more elaborate and more profane in their decadence as his people attempted to please him. And yet, it seemed unlikely any of his subjects would ever dare venture beyond the tired parade of trinkets and trophies that were the norm of royal birthday celebrations.

			“Your Majesty,” sang an unseen herald from the far end of the hall. “Presenting Stephain, Duke of the North.”

			Up the center aisle marched the procession of Duke Stephain, consisting of easily a dozen knights and squires, their bright armor rattling over the blare of trumpets outside.

			Cradled in the duke’s arms was a long, slender object in a maroon silk bag. The duke halted at the foot the throne dais and nodded. “Hail, King Grumpus, to whom the North Duchy offers its most sincere loyalty and love on this, the blessed day of His Majesty’s birth.” The duke tugged on the drawstring at the end of the object and let the bag fall away, revealing a sword whose beauty drew a collective gasp from the onlookers; its curved, jewel-encrusted scabbard dazzled in the light from the windows above. “We ask that you accept as a token of our devotion this sword, whose blade is made from a single, sharpened bone of the last dragon ever slain in this country. Long may it serve as a symbol of Your Majesty’s own might.”

			The duke stepped a short ways up the dais, knelt and placed the sword at the king’s feet.

			Grumpus nodded curtly. “We thank you, Your Grace.”

			The sense of excitement rushed from the hall as the crowd’s hopes deflated. Clearly the king had no enthusiasm for the North Duke’s gift. The duke bowed slowly, his stoic face belying only the barest hint of disappointment, and his party took their places at the front of the gathering.

			“Your Majesty,” sang the herald again. “Presenting Kathalyn, Duchess of the South.”

			Duchess Kathalyn strode into view from behind the gathered attendees, with not only a gleaming escort of knights stomping along behind her, but also a troupe of acrobats and performers. Some cartwheeled, some juggled, some spat gouts of different colored flame into the air. In the midst of the spectacle lumbered two giants carrying a massive, ornately-decorated green chair.

			The Duchess nodded. “Hail, King Grumpus, to whom the South Duchy offers its most sincere loyalty and love on this, Your Majesty’s birthday.” She signaled to the giants, who then set down with a loud thud the chair they’d born. “We offer in tribute this throne, carved from single boulder of jade, seat of the late Queen Thedges, the last and most hated of our enemies whom my armies in your name defeated in battle this summer past.”

			Grumpus waved his fingers. “A most thoughtful gift, good Duchess Kathalyn. Our thanks.”

			The Duchess pursed her lips but said nothing, bowing instead as had Stephain before her, and took her place off to the side of the aisle.

			“Your Majesty,” came the herald’s cry. “Presenting Miashel, Duke of the East.”

			Duke Miashel and his party of two score knights in milky suede cloaks rode into the hall, each on the back of a white charger, holding banners high as they chanted a robust battle cadence honoring the King. The parade stopped at the dais where Miashel dismounted and bowed. Then he turned, signaling behind him. Three young girls guided a foal seeming as though it had been sculpted from obsidian, so perfectly black its eyes and mane were difficult to discern from its glistening coat.

			“My liege,” the East Duke rumbled in a voice as deep as he was tall, “I present to you on this most happy occasion this colt, whose bloodline can be traced back to Aerus, the First Horse, whom the gods sent to educate Men in the art of war. May he grow to carry you to glorious victories in your many years to come.”

			The King gestured vaguely off to his left. “Our thanks, good Duke. Please see the animal conducted to the stables.”

			The Duke’s face reddened, but he snapped to attention, then bowed, leading the tiny horse out of the hall himself. His party followed in silence, save for the clopping of hooves on marble.

			“Your Majesty,” cried the herald. “Presenting Gheisen, Duke-Heir of the West, and Jethel, Lord Protector of the West Duchy.”

			There were shrieks of fright as the doors at the far end of the hall burst open, nearly tearing from their hinges. In rumbled a procession of warriors riding a herd of massive grey creatures. To either side of them, a band of magicians brandishing glowing blue swords, let loose with a grand pyrotechnics display in which imaginary monsters of fire and light fought one another over the heads of the awe-stricken onlookers. The animals thundered forth through the room, blaring through their long noses, their broad, ivory tusks embossed with gold and silver. Several in the audience clung to one another as the castle shook to its foundations.

			The parade pounded to a halt where the aisle met the throne dais. All was still, save for the few crackles of dust from the ceiling as it hit the marble floor.

			From amidst the wrinkled, tree-like legs of animals squeaked forward Gheisen, the young heir to the West Duchy, on a peculiar three-wheeled contraption. At Jethel’s prodding, the boy dismounted, faced the King, and bowed.

			“Hail, King Grumpus,” he said, trying to make his tiny voice seem as big as possible. “I bring you—”

			The King stood, prompting a rustle of whispers from the gathering that was quickly silenced by a stern glare and an arched eyebrow. “What is that?” he asked, pointing.

			Jethel, the thin old man appointed to oversee administration of the West Duchy until Gheisen came of age, cleared his throat and bowed. “That, sire, is an elephant.”

			“No, no!” the King said angrily. “What is that?”

			Gheisen’s eyes followed to where Grumpus pointed. “Oh!” he exclaimed. “That, Your Majesty, is a tricycle.”

			“A tricycle,” the King repeated thoughtfully. “How did you come by it?”

			“As you know, sire,” the boy replied, “my own birthday is but a few days before your own. The tinker at my castle made it for me. I thought it so wonderful that I brought it here to show everyone at court.”

			The King stepped down from the top of the dais and approached the boy, marveling at the little machine. “We should like to try it.”

			Again, Jethel cleared his throat. “Begging your pardon, sire, I fear you are too large to—” Another hard look from Grumpus silenced him. “By all means,” the Lord Protector said with a weak smile.

			As the King took hold of the handlebar, Gheisen backed away with another low bow. Grumpus sat, folding his knees up tightly against his chest in order to wedge his feet onto the pedals. After some awkward pushes to get started, the King trundled gleefully about the hall, smiling as he circled and serpentined around the members and creatures of the West Duchy’s party.

			So delighted by the tricycle, the King failed to notice the freshly produced pile of elephant filth that blocked his path at the end of aisle closest to the throne. In the short duration of his approach, nervous looks and shrugs were exchanged amongst the guests, none certain whether to intervene.

			At the last moment, Jethel hurriedly stepped in front of the furiously pedaling monarch. “Your Majesty, look out!”

			But it was too late. Grumpus swerved to avoid colliding with the frantically waving Lord Protector, tangling his robes in the rapidly spinning wheels. The King flipped hind over head into Jethel, tumbling both of them into the very center of the deep, wet pile of warm dung. A handful of knights not transfixed utterly by the sight rushed forward to help, only to be driven back by a new layer of waste erupting from the backside of the lead pachyderm, further blanketing both Jethel and the King.

			The room again fell deathly silent as the two men rose slowly, spreading trepidation throughout the hall as readily as their offending odor; even the animals stood cautiously still.

			“We suppose no one saw that was about to happen?” the King growled. “We suppose something more interesting caught everyone’s eye at just that moment?”

			No reply came, until young Gheisen stepped forward. “With respect, my King,” he said, “perhaps none wished to risk incurring your anger by interrupting your fun. It’s so rare we see you smile. And, Your Majesty, the Lord Protector did throw himself in your way to stop you.”

			First, those present were shocked to hear the child speak so plainly to the King. However, gradually, the crowd stirred with nods and muttered agreements.

			King Grumpus cast a harsh eye over their faces.

			“Yes,” he sighed with a nod. “It’s true that I and my fathers before me have not always been the most agreeable people in the land.” And then, again, he smiled a smile that quickly transformed into something none had ever seen from the King in all his long years on the throne: a laugh. With each passing moment as the King looked at himself, and then at Jethel, the laugh grew louder and heartier.

			Gheisen smiled along with the King, and laughed as well. Before long, the hall was filled with the riotous laughter of his many advisors, magicians and generals.

			Until the King’s laughter suddenly ceased. “And we do not see why today should be any different. Guards!”

			From either side of the throne and from behind the gathering of people immediately stormed several squads of men bristling with swords and spears. “Take every last one of these buffoons to the dungeons and lock them up. We’ll see how loudly they laugh after being chained to a wall for a time.”

			Jethel slipped below a pair of guards and threw himself on the dais steps. “But Your Majesty,” he pleaded, “I tried to warn you!”

			“Yes, Lord Protector,” the King said. “You did. And that is why you will not be thrown in the dungeon.”

			“Oh!” Jethel gasped. “Thank you, sire!”

			“For bringing those horrible creatures into my castle and fouling up my throne room, we shall instead cut off your head.” He gestured to a guard. “Take him away.”

			In short order, the mass of confused attendees were herded out the doors. Some protested, some cried. Soon, however, the hall was empty and delightfully quiet save for himself, a toppled tricycle, and a pile of dung.

			The King squeezed himself onto the contraption once again, and pedaled away to his chambers. He smiled once more, at how silly his subjects were to forget that not only was the Grumpus lineage the gloomiest in the land.

			They were also the meanest.

		

	
		
			They Called

			They called. Again.

			“Heya, Nubbah. You ready like?”

			And again, I hung up.

			I don’t know why I even bother answering the phone anymore. As far as I’m concerned, the whole aliens-taking-over-the-Earth thing has gotten old, a fad whose appeal came and went some time ago. Like plunging over Niagara Falls in barrels a few centuries back. Or flash mobs in the early twenty-first. Or more recently, the Antarean so-called delicacy of regurgitated sushi.

			Yeah, I know. I thought the same thing at first. But in fairness it really isn’t all that bad.

			Now, granted, the first time was serious. The first invasion, I mean, not the sushi thing. October 4, 2135—yet another date to live in infamy and all that.

			The Uppands (cleverly named by the media because they came from a planet circling Upsilon Andromedae, allowing for such journalistic nuggets as Uppands Coming! during the early part of the conflict, and Up, Uppands Away! as the war drew to a close) took advantage of a flaw in the ozone layer patch over Antarctica. Their polar-axial approach made them invisible to the planetary defense systems of the day, and the rest, as they say, is history. Millions dead. Paris; D.C.; Rome; Riverside, Iowa—each nothing but burning rubble within the first hour and a half. Like I said, serious. All the textbooks I remember from school agreed on the event’s monumental importance to our race, even though the entire thing lasted less than a week.

			Invaders Get Their Come-Uppands! the media declared as, true to form, humanity set aside its differences, rallied, and handed the Uppands their collective purple-spotted fannies with a massive counter-attack. Assuming they have fannies; I really couldn’t say.

			Also true to form, the day was made a global holiday in remembrance of those who perished. However, as our relations with the rest of the galaxy thawed following our admittance to the Sagittarian Confederation, Liberation Day somehow became the extraterrestrial answer to Guy Fawkes Day—something the textbooks don’t mention.

			So, for more than a hundred years now, every once in a while a handful of outworlders get together, usually more than a little drunk, and announce their intention to conquer Earth. Nothing ever comes of it, of course. Nothing more than a citation or two, and maybe a formal complaint to the appropriate consulate if there’s enough of a ruckus—like when that trio of Heraleans mistook Disneyworld for the planet’s capital city and vaporized all those antique animatronic presidents thinking they were the world’s leaders. And even that might not have made the news cycle had the tourists in the theatre at the time not beaten one of the idiots to death with its own tentacles.

			Which brings me back to the phone calls.

			“Heya, Nubbah. You ready like?”

			Somewhere in the Pleiades is a planet called Shareden, populated by a race of tall, jagged creatures resembling angry pencil scribbles. Shards, as they’re known, rarely visit here— gravity’s too strong—and have only tenuous diplomatic ties with Earth. But for some reason they feel the need to publicly decry humanity at every opportunity.

			Their most common condemnation, it seems, is we’re shorter and rounder than they are. Nubby, as they prefer. I know the slur is meant to be derogatory, but it’s always sounded funny to me, not to mention more than a little unintelligent given their accent. Which is par for the course. While known for the prickliness of their frames and dispositions, their minds are generally far from being quite as sharp.

			Take, for instance, this guy who keeps calling.

			I assume he’s made a contact here, some human who’s agreed to be in on whatever he’s planning—or hopefully, someone who just realizes with whom they’re dealing, looking to make some quick credit and leave the Shards high and dry.

			Because anyone stupid enough to use pubcom channels to make a call where your name, face and location are readily displayed—whether you’re across town or somewhere, say, near the Pleiades—deserves to be taken for whatever they’ve got. My nephew shows more ingenuity making prank calls, and he’s eight.

			The phone rings. Yep. It’s him.

			I press the flashing green button on the panel, and a slow, melodic accent burbles from the speaker. “Heya—”

			“Look, man,” I say with a hard sigh, “you’ve made a mistake, and I’m just about—”

			“No, no, friend me. Not I—”

			“Yeah, friend you,” I say, getting angry all over again. “So listen carefully, because I want to get it through your thick, pointy head once and for all: You’ve got. The wrong. Nubbah.”

		

	
		
			The Garden Of The Inelluctable Void

			I.

			“Gramma?”

			Eyes open but unblinking. Lips parted but unmoving. And the beige and gold crochet afghan draped over her grandmother’s tiny form seemed neither to rise nor fall.

			The dim room’s perfect stillness clenched Maggie’s stomach with familiar, nauseating dread. She stepped in from the doorway, peering around the foot of the hospital bed to get a better look at what she very much did not want to see.

			“Gramma?”

			A faint chirp from a monitor somewhere down the hall, a muted chime from another. Then, finally, the thin and now equally familiar reply:

			“Is it time?” 

			Maggie allowed a quiet, quivering sigh and then gathered a forced smile. “It’s visiting time if that’s what you mean,” she said, still having no idea what her grandmother meant, yet knowing full well it wasn’t that. “I thought I’d sit with you a while if that’s all right. How’re you feeling?”

			Watery red eyes met hers, vacant of genuine intent. But that didn’t keep Maggie’s breath from catching in hope of even the smallest sign of recognition, nor lessen the unavoidable plummet into disappointment when her grandmother looked away again, moving past her like a painting that sparked no interest.

			“How about a little more light, Gramma?” Maggie asked. “It’s pretty outside today.”

			She stood and pulled the drawstring on the wide vertical blinds, and the blue-grey shadows retreated from a golden wash of early autumn afternoon sun. She closed her eyes as the honey-colored light bathed her face, and stood there much longer than she should have.

			Procrastination was like that.

			With shamed reluctance, Maggie pulled from the warmth of the bright window and took her usual place in the uncomfortable visitor’s chair that looked like a gaudy box kite.

			“The doilies on the end tables need washing,” her grandmother said. “I wasn’t expecting company.” Her voice had thinned to a scratchy croak, but the rural Maine accent remained sharp—washing still sounded more like warshin.

			There were no doilies, of course, and no end tables. There had been, though—handmade doilies on either end of the couch in the tiny living room of the old house, beneath mustardy ceramic lamps whose shape had always made Maggie think of hand grenades the size of cantaloupes.

			But that had been years ago.

			The memory brought a small smile, which became a small wince. “No need to worry about that,” she replied. “Do you know who I am?”

			A weak flash of indignation. “If you’re the new cleaning lady, you’ll have to wait for my husband to get home before I can pay you. He didn’t leave me any money today.”

			“No, my name is Maggie. Just like yours. I’m your granddaughter.”

			Gramma seemed to weigh the claim before turning her head away. “Don’t be foolish,” she said. “You’re too old for first grade.” Then she sighed, looking toward the window. “I really thought it might be time.”

			Maggie smiled again, painfully. Because, she decided, it was indeed time at last.

			She scooted the heavy chair closer, facing perpendicular to the taller bed. “I brought something to show you,” she said. “Something I’ve had since I was little.”

			She reached into her purse and pulled out a folded white envelope, from which she slipped an old photograph with rounded corners. She held it out so they both could see it at the same time. “Do you remember this?”

			Gramma frowned. “What is this?”

			“Grampa took this the day I lost my first tooth. That’s you, there—Magnolia Eliza. And that’s me when I was little—Magnolia Grace. I was nearly eight, and it was also the first time I’d come to stay with you for the summer. When I showed you how loose my tooth was, you said it was ripe for the picking but we should make an adventure out of it. You took me into the back yard with your long bow—do you remember that bow, the one you brought back from one of your trips to Japan? You tied some dental floss to my tooth and tied the other end to a wooden arrow you fletched yourself—blue and yellow feathers just like your father’s, you once told me. Anyway, Grampa didn’t want you to do it, only because he was afraid of the tooth getting lost, but you told him to hush. We stood about ten feet from the garden gate, which is when you nocked the arrow, drew the string, and told me we were going to count to three. But instead you let go on two, and in the next instant my tooth was dangling from the end of an arrow sticking out from the fence. Not a speck of blood. I didn’t even have time to gasp. Instead we all leaped and hollered, and that night we ordered take-out beef fried rice for dinner to celebrate. When I asked you if that was how the samurai did it way back when, you said of course it was, everyone knew that.”

			Her grandmother gently took the photo and held it closer with a hard squint. She brushed a trembling thumb across its surface, as though testing to see whether the orange-yellow patina of age might rub away and reveal some sort of trick.

			“That’s not me,” she said defiantly, and let the photo fall to the afghan as she rolled over to face the window fully.

			Maggie picked up the picture and held it out again. “Of course it is, Gramma,” she said. “You were younger, is all, so your hair was darker. And that’s me, holding up the arrow with the tooth hanging from it. I still have that arrow, in fact. You gave it to me because it was brand new and that was the only time it had ever been shot.”

			“My granddaughter is in first grade.”

			“Gramma, if you would just look again I think you’ll—”

			“I said I don’t have any money!”

			She gave a gnarled, angry punch at her granddaughter’s arm as she flipped toward her once more. Then she closed her eyes tightly, and she was suddenly fast asleep. 

			Maggie had come to call them door-slam naps. They’d been alarming at first, and of course it made sense when the doctor explained that when faced with overwhelming input the only coping mechanism her grandmother’s deteriorating mind had left was simply to shut down and force out the chaos. But academic understanding hadn’t made it any easier to not take it personally.

			Maggie’s hand dropped to her grandmother’s lap, and tears welled as she watched her sleep. Her pale, weary face had come to rest in a troubled grimace.

			It wasn’t just the reflexive, admittedly childish pain and resentment of being pushed violently away by someone so dear. Not at all.

			The day Gramma shot her tooth out with an arrow—as the family legend grew to be told—had become their most perfect moment. It was the first, most prominent stitch in the fabric that bound them beyond obligations of blood. It was the story above all others that superbly demonstrated their souls as kindred and their bond as unbreakable. But now the clear, cruel reality was that their perfect moment now lived nowhere but within her—a vessel she considered far too paltry and unreliable to carry so precious a thing all on its own. Because it meant one day their story would fall away from her as well—slip from the world as easily as the photo had from her grandmother’s fingers, and just like that it would be gone. Forever and utterly, as if it had never mattered or even happened.

			The wrongness of that brought Maggie’s fists to her eyes and her elbows down to her knees.

			That was why she had selfishly put off bringing the photo for so long. She knew offering it would mark a Rubicon of sorts, a point of no return if the memory did nothing to wrench her grandmother back from the oblivion laying claim to her. Not that she’d had any illusions of miracles, of dark clouds parting from her grandmother being restored to her. But she’d hoped for just one more moment of lucidity, of recognition, of indisputable presence from her grandmother if for nothing more than merely the chance for a proper goodbye—one small favor of mercy from the universe just to tell her she loved her, and to thank her for being the most wonderful grandmother a little girl growing up could’ve ever hoped to have.

			Anger rose, and Maggie wondered if all the while she’d been doing the opposite of what she should have. Maybe she should have been ladling her grandmother with memories every day instead of dusting her with cautious sprinkles of recollection, plowing wide roads to lead her home instead of laying bread crumb trails of trinkets so her disappearing soul might find its way back from wherever else it seemed to be going instead.

			Maggie told herself that was silly, pointless—that there was nothing she could’ve done that an entire staff of medical professionals and caretakers hadn’t already tried. But the knowledge that she would never be truly certain doused warm anger with cold grief and brought her hands across her mouth to stifle a sob.

			The simple truth was that she was so terribly afraid. Afraid of what the world might be without the fixed point of her grandmother to serve as anchor and touchstone. Afraid to see the world move along as she knew it must, and yet afraid as well to be part of such a world that could inexplicably keep turning without the smallest pause to acknowledge the loss of the beautiful, irreplaceable thing that had gone from it.

			Do you feel different?

			With a sniffle Maggie peered over the top of her hands as if her grandmother had spoken, and then fixed on the picture resting on her barely moving stomach.

			We’ll all be perfectly fine.

			She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the edge of the bed, and picked up the photo once more. As always, despite everything, the small smile that came couldn’t be helped—not just for the arrow and the tooth, but because of how her round, too-close face had been all but washed out by the flash, brightening her eyes to icy blue and her lips to a clownish pink. And because of how she was barely in focus because of her excited hopping about. And because of the embarrassing hideousness of the striped turtleneck she’d loved so much that she even wore it in the summer—her grandmother had never once suggested she wear something else no matter how hot it was outside.

			But it was Gramma’s face, too—eyes bright, mouth wide, and arms raised all in a triumphant yawp. Still young. So very alive. Still so very there.

			Maggie’s smile grew from knowing that around the other side of the wood-paneled wall against which they stood for the picture was the den where Grampa, as usual, was to fall asleep during that night’s Movie of Week. She couldn’t recall the channel out of Boston it had been on, but remembered clearly the feature had been The Execution of Private Slovik. Her grandparents didn’t have cable—Gramma had barely tolerated owning a television, ever the bibliophile—which Maggie had never minded because of how the commercials made movies last forever...

			***

			Martin Sheen had been shot for desertion with no shortage of oddly orange movie blood, and a barking, disillusioned Ned Beatty had helped carry his body away. Maggie and Gramma sat together in the drama’s quiet aftermath, curled beneath the beige and gold afghan they’d pulled down from the back of the couch, both of them watching Maggie roll her freshly extracted tooth between her finger and thumb.

			“How old were you when you lost your first tooth?” Maggie asked.

			“We didn’t have teeth when I was little. It was so long ago we hadn’t evolved them yet, so everyone had beaks.”

			Maggie giggled. “Tell me. How old?”

			“Your age, I think. Maybe a speck older. I didn’t feel any real rush.” Which had always been the case. Gramma did things in her own time, in her own way, and wasn’t about to be hurried by anyone or anything.

			“Did you feel any different after?”

			“I was quite pleased with the tiny whistle my esses took when I talked, in part because it drove my mother batty. For a little while I’d completely forget my tooth was gone until my tongue found where it used to be and I’d get all excited again, but other than that I don’t remember really feeling any different. Oh, by the way, you’re not supposed to stick your tongue in the hole after you lose your first tooth. That way the one that grows in will be gold.”

			Maggie smiled. “Nuh-uh. No it won’t.”

			“Will so. Everyone knows that.”

			“Doesn’t matter. It’s too late.”

			“That’s a shame. I’ll mention it sooner next time you lose your first tooth. So do you feel any different?”

			“I don’t know. But it’s weird to think that this little part of me isn’t part of me any more.”

			“If not a part of you, then who?”

			“I just mean it won’t be coming with me when I go places. Like I’m leaving it behind.”

			“It’s really more like its bus reached its stop, and it was time for it to get off.”

			That made Maggie smile, and they sat quietly a little while longer.

			“Do you ever think about dying?” Maggie asked.

			Gramma laughed. “Where on earth did that come from? I promise losing a tooth doesn’t mean the Black Camel is kneeling for you at your tent, sweetie. Holy chowder.”

			“I was just thinking that this tooth is dying now, isn’t it? A little while ago it was alive in my mouth doing what teeth do, but now it’s not. See inside the bottom here? How the red is already turning brown?”

			“Well, that’s the nature of being a tooth. It did everything it came to do. Helped you eat, which helped you grow bigger and stronger and get you this far. Even helped you bite to fend off enemies.”

			“I didn’t bite any enemies.”

			“Your little brother would beg to differ. Regardless, now it’s time for another tooth to take its place to help you eat more and bigger food and get you a little farther down the road. Hopefully all the way to the end.”

			“But what about everything it did? All the food and candy it chewed?”

			“My hope is you’ve pooped most of that out by now.”

			Maggie didn’t want to laugh, but she did. “No, I meant more like what about all the words it helped to say, all the smiling it helped do? It’s like that restaurant we went to with all the old pictures hanging up—all those people who lived all those lives, and now they’re just faces on a wall where no one knows who they were or what they did. Where does all that go?”

			“Ah ha. I think I smell what you’re steppin’ in, sister. Turns out I asked my Grampa Owen a similar question after our dog, Andy, died—where did he go, where is he now? And you know what Grampa told me?”

			“What?”

			“‘I expect he went back the same place he came from,’” she said, exaggerating her accent for effect.

			“But where’s that?”

			“No one knows. And anyone who tells you they do is lying, crazy, or about to ask for a generous donation—probably all three. But my grampa told me he took great comfort knowing that we’re all perfectly fine before we’re born, which means we’ll all be perfectly fine after we’re gone. And after I thought about it a little while, I did too. It’s a notion I like very much.”

			Maggie lowered her tooth and tilted her head as she considered the idea. “I think I like that, too. Thanks, Gramma.”

			“Thank Grampa Owen. Although I’m pretty sure he stole the idea from someone else. But most of the best ideas are stolen, you know.”

			“Thanks, Grampa Owen. But what about who they were and what they did?”

			“Who what were doing when?”

			“You and me. Grampa Owen and Andy. The people in the restaurant pictures. My tooth.”

			“I expect it’s much the same. Like music, maybe. Some people think music isn’t actually written, and that all the music that ever was and will ever be is just out there waiting for someone to correctly transcribe it. And that a forgotten symphony is no less a symphony.”

			“What’s transcribe?”

			“That means writing something down word for word exactly as you hear it or see it.”

			“But then what does it matter?” Maggie asked.

			“What does what matter?”

			“What does it matter if a symphony is a symphony if it’s not being played or no one even knows it was ever played? What does it matter if a tooth is a tooth if no one remembers all the things it ever helped to do?”

			“Because of what happens after, my little pup. And like I’ve always told you, something always happens after. And I don’t mean like what Grampa Owen was talking about. I mean what happens here after a given thing or a given someone no longer is. Someone goes to a concert and hears wonderful music that inspires them to try something they weren’t certain they could even do, and so their path is changed—maybe even their entire family’s path. Or maybe what they heard just put them in really fine spirits so they smiled at someone on the way home, which lifted that person’s mood, so now that person’s path is changed. Or perhaps the thing that tooth helped you chew was very yummy but it also made you sick, so instead of going to school you stayed home and read a book you otherwise wouldn’t have picked up, and now you’re curious about new things you hadn’t thought about before, which means your path has changed. Just because something is small or someone is forgotten doesn’t mean they never mattered, or that they don’t still matter. You know those pictures of old skulls you see in National Geographic?”

			“Uh huh.”

			“Then you know teeth last a very long time. Maybe you put that tooth in a box and stash it away, and someone finds it hundreds of years later. Maybe they’ll be able to put it into some sort of futuristic gizmo and learn that it belonged to a little girl, and that the last thing she ate with it was beef fried rice. Maybe that will make them hungry and they have Chinese take out that night. Or maybe they’ll just pick it up and roll it in their fingers like you are now and wonder who it belonged to and what they were doing when it came out. Regardless, the story of something very much matters even if no one really knows exactly what it is—and even if that something isn’t around anymore to tell it. Have I belabored my point sufficiently?”

			“What’s belabored?”

			“It means repeating something over and over to say the same thing in different ways because you’re afraid of not getting your meaning across.”

			“Then yes, you belabored me.”

			“Well, I’m afraid that’s what grown-ups do sometimes.”

			“Thanks, Gramma.”

			Gramma leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I’m very glad you’re here,” she said. “And I love you with all my black, withered heart.”

			Maggie giggled. “I love you, too. Why was that guy’s blood in the movie so weird looking?”

			“Nope, we’re done. Besides, I don’t have the foggiest what you mean.”

			“Hey, Gramma?”

			“Yes, quacky duck?”

			“The guy in the future won’t know I liked beef fried rice because this tooth didn’t have any beef fried rice tonight.”

			“Orange you supposed to be in bed?”

			***

			Maggie ran her thumb across the picture just as her grandmother had. Then she returned it to the envelope, quietly folded it over, and slid it back into her purse.

			She sat a long while. Watching. Crying. Procrastinating.

			And when she was done she wiped her eyes, stood carefully as not to let the ugly box kite chair squawk against the floor, then reached down and took Magnolia Eliza’s hand.

			“Leave it to you to remind the one who came offering reminders” she said, brushing a final tear from her cheek. “Gramma, if you’ve done everything you came to do, if your bus has reached its stop, then maybe it really is time.”

			She bent and kissed her grandmother’s forehead. “Just because you’re not coming along,” she whispered, “won’t make you any less a part of me. And I promise never to leave you behind. I love you very much. Thank you for being my Gramma.”

			She kissed her again then straightened and gave her thin hand a gentle squeeze. “I’ll stop by tomorrow,” she said, “in case you change your mind.”

			Maggie turned and crossed into the hallway without indulging in a last look back. The image of her grandmother she carried in her purse was the image she would carry in her thoughts for the rest of her days, so none other mattered. Strangely, stepping out into the late afternoon light of the parking lot brought to mind doing the same thing on her final day of high school.

			The first thing Maggie did when she got back to her apartment was order some beef fried rice from China Rose just down the street.

			The second thing she did was go to her bedroom and dig out a white shoebox from under the bed. She removed the crinkled top and set it aside, revealing amongst other various scraps and mementos an old black earring box with a gold lid. She opened that, took the envelope containing the photo from her purse, and tucked it inside the box—underneath a thin piece of cotton batting on which lay a small, pearly tooth.

			That night she slept better than she had in a long while, peaceful in the notion that sooner or later everything ends up right where it should.

			II.

			It felt like falling asleep. And a little like falling out of bed.

			But it didn’t actually feel like being asleep. She neither settled to a gentle rest at the bottom of a dreamily solid unconsciousness, nor met with the sudden jolt that generally accompanies a tumble to the floor. Instead, somewhere deep in the middle of her, a soft but insistent feeling of motion resided—of being mid-flight.

			At first that sense of movement had been her only sense, until it bloomed into a cottony haze of greyish light and a faint whisper of air skimming past her ears. The steady rasp of a faraway waterfall, maybe. But then she blinked, and everything vague coalesced into golden light warming a deep azure sky.

			“Well, are you staying or going?”

			Startled, she spun and found herself staring bewildered at a grandfatherly smile on a familiar, weathered face.

			“Some of us have places to be, you know,” the old bus driver said. A playful twinkle gleamed behind his black-framed glasses.

			She looked down, not realizing until then that she had one foot on the bus doorway’s bottom step and one hand on the safety bar. Instinctively, her eyes cut a bit farther back to see if anyone on the bus was staring as well, but where she expected a small sea of faces instead bobbed round pastel blurs that she somehow knew had once been faces—or perhaps might soon become faces.

			She stepped from the bus and looked up again at the old man whose name she could only recall as sounding French. Joseph, maybe?

			“See you next time,” she blurted for some reason.

			“May you and the others go in peace,” he replied as he leaned toward the lever handle and pulled the door closed.

			But not a bus door. A wooden door painted white. One she recognized with joyous, heart-wrenching immediacy.

			She moved farther back for a better view and discovered herself on the front step of the little house she’d shared with her mother—cheerful cranberry walls, white trim, and an exuberant front garden all aglow with the deepening afternoon light. Beneath her feet, a chipped and uneven walkway bearing traces of washed away chalk drawings—egg-shaped smiley faces, outlines of small hands and feet, a multitude of many-colored hearts and flowers, and a game of Hangman that apparently someone had changed their mind about playing. Four empty dashes waited beneath a crooked gallows.

			She followed the walkway through the front garden for many more steps than it should have taken, but rather than reaching the lane on which she once lived she instead found a grey wooden fence stretching off in either direction as far as she could see. A soft breeze brushed her face and brought with it the faint sound of a child’s distant singing.

			A swell of uncertainty rolled through her stomach. Quickly, she made her way along the front walk back to the house. She ascended the steps to the small porch, and as she reached for the front doorknob a wooden arrow pierced the door frame with a loud tok! just inches from her hand.

			Reflex took over. 

			In one smooth motion she braced against the front door and shoved herself backward as hard as she could. She arched her body into a short series of back handsprings that carried her well into the front garden. She landed in a crouch, facing the house, and as if on its own volition her right hand crept out into the ankle-high grass and found the hilt of her sword—exactly where she’d left it.

			Something dark loomed behind her.

			She spun, both hands gripping her katana tightly in ready position, every muscle humming in anticipation, and came face to face with the dozen or so serpentine eyes of her archenemy, the mighty Aoitako.

			Towering like a god, Aoitako’s colossal blue body undulated with the snakelike rhythm of his flowing tentacles. He glared down at her, eyes aglow with incendiary rage and malignant genius. Below the place where a nose should have been but wasn’t parted a wide mouth baring rows of crooked alligator fangs, each one longer than her hand. The mouth opened fully, revealing an endless array of teeth carpeting the entire inner red surface, save for the forked black tongue that glistened and darted all around.

			And then it closed into a terrible grin.

			“Greetings, Noki-san,” he said. His deep voice rumbled through her bones.

			“I should have known you’d be lurking,” she replied.

			“Indeed,” he said. “For that is what enemies do, is it not? We lurk and we plot. We skulk and we scheme. And the moment we think you at even the slightest disadvantage—”

			“You attack,” she finished.

			“Quite so.”

			Moments passed. The air hung heavy and sweet with fresh grass and old flowers. Overhead the sun began its meander to the horizon—though despite the vivid brightness of day she was certain that until then there had been no actual sun.

			“So what are you waiting for?” she said. “An invitation from me this time?”

			“I’m waiting for you to see us.”

			“I see you quite well, Aoitako-sama,” she replied. “And I see your hesitation. What I wish to know is why.”

			And indeed we shall show you. Look carefully.

			Aoitako’s tentacles stilled and straightened, merging into the fence line behind him, which itself faded away to reveal a far, lavender-hued horizon. His tongue fell still down across his glistening chin, merging slowly into the walkway which now stretched away farther than she could see and took the form of a long road—her road, but yet not her road, twisting its way toward what seemed to be a distant clump of trees. A tiny forest of sorts, an oasis on a vast empty grassland, over which lingered a small ominous cloud off to one side whose shape reminded her of a dark grey tabby cat.

			Perhaps it was more trail than road, she thought. Or maybe it was more path than trail. Or maybe it was all of those things, all at the same time. 

			Regardless, Aoitako’s great form had melted away entirely.

			Do you see us?

			The voice was no longer familiar but held an unmistakable sameness. It came as a chorus from all directions yet still felt singular.

			“I see a path,” she said.

			Then you see us. And the way to us. And you see yourself. And the way to yourself.

			The idea of someone luring her toward being anything other than what she chose for herself gave rise to an offended, instinctive revulsion. Anger prickled her chest and neck. Her fists clenched harder around the hilt of her sword. Her body tightened, making ready to strike.

			“I am Mokuren Noki,” she said. “My name is celebrated in story and song.”

			You are that. Are you not more?

			She lowered her blade. “I am Magnolia Eliza.”

			Yes. Are you not more? Look carefully.

			She did look—down at her hand, and was both saddened to see it empty and yet unsurprised given that a katana was a thing for which she’d never actually had a need. Or had ever actually owned.

			She closed her fist. “I am... a daughter,” she said, then looked back up at the path. “And I am a wife.”

			Yes.

			“I am a mother. I am a grandmother.”

			Yes.

			“And I will not allow those things to be taken from me.”

			Never, even if we could. Continue. The path is before you.

			She felt a ghostly kiss on her forehead. The warmth of whispered words against her face.

			“I am—”

			We are—

			“—that... most perfect moment,” she said, as if by recitation. “The first, most prominent stitch in the fabric that binds beyond obligations of blood. The story that superbly demonstrates souls as kindred and those bonds as unbreakable.”

			Quite so. We are all of us that story. And we are all of us the storyteller. You. Us. We. From the moment such thoughts became possible for beings like ourselves, since our first tentative steps onto all the paths we have ever walked, we have gathered and shared stories of our travels with one another about our relationship with the universe of which we are part. 

			“Why do this?” she asked. 

			Stories illustrate, stories illuminate, and stories connect us to the basic truths of what it means to be who and what we are. Stories convey the essential truths of existence. Stories reveal the inexorable patterns inherent to being alive. Stories seek to convey the lessons of those truths and reveal patterns to those who would listen and then themselves share with others.

			She considered the words. And felt her consideration being considered.

			She looked back, noticing the blue and yellow fletching in the arrow jutting from the doorway to her mother’s house. In a small curtained window beside the door she saw her own reflection—dark and wavy in the old, uneven glass. Which became, without ever actually changing, a magnificent young woman of slender build with wine-dark skin and a golden leonine mane. As well as a smudge-faced little boy in shabby trousers and an ill-fitting suit coat. And a tall, dark-haired woman in long funereal skirts. And a sternly handsome Japanese man in simple robes wearing a chonmage. And a young Native American girl clutching a wooden doll stitched up in fur clothing.

			“And you—”

			We—

			“—tell the stories to the storytellers.”

			Yes.

			“And when they believe something comes from their imagination, it really comes from you?”

			It comes from us. And it comes from them. It comes from the shared memories belonging to all and to which we all belong.

			“We are the story,” she said, “and we are the storyteller.”

			Yes. It is time.

			The house she shared with her mother blurred and dissipated like dye in water. Or perhaps it was a bowyer’s shop nestled in a hilly green countryside. Perhaps it was a dim, quiet hospital room.

			As it waned from view it took the shape of a great living ship. As well as a shabby tenement building on a littered city street. And a weathered stucco cottage perched high atop a grey craggy shoreline. And a small but elegant wooden hut with a thatched roof. And the mouth of a cave that flickered with the faint glow of a fire somewhere deep within.

			Until, at last, she and all around her thinned away into a long ribbon of light that crested and fell as if dancing on a breeze.

			III.

			Was that it?

			George Bagwell leaned back from his desk in frustration, clasped his hands on top of his head, and with a loud sigh stared out at the deep desert night beyond his office window.

			Was it done or was it not?

			He glanced back down into the pale glow of his laptop’s small screen and reread the final few words.

			...that crested and fell as if dancing on a breeze.

			Maybe. Possibly.

			It felt done, like he’d gotten where he wanted to go. Or at least really close. But that had always been the dilemma when trying to wrap things up—the uncertainty with which he still grappled even after telling stories for so long: Did he really arrive where he’d intended or was he just fed up with traveling that particular road? After all, as the saying went, stories are never actually finished but merely abandoned.

			So maybe was he bailing too early.

			He scrolled up a couple of pages, paused, skimmed, then for the tenth time in as many minutes went all the way back to the top. He chuckled, deleting the second L from “ineluctable” that must have been there since the first draft but he hadn’t noticed until just then.

			He brushed his fingers on the track pad to scoot the cursor back down to the end.

			...as if dancing on a breeze.

			He sighed again, then decided he’d had enough fun driving the quill for one day. He saved, grateful his antiquated version of Word allowed him to do so without collapsing into another Microsoft Error Reporting window, then flipped his laptop closed.

			“G’night,” he said as he stood and lightly patted the top. “Thanks for your help.”

			He went downstairs, rubbing his eyes and wiping his hands over his face. He paused at the bottom, then headed for the entryway instead of the bedroom.

			A quick ramble into the empty desert usually did wonders to help him sleep, especially when his thoughts got all bound and locked. So he’d head to the dry lake bed for a bit, near the old ghost town where according to legend Zeb Abrahms had once been sheriff. Nothing like marveling a while at the milky luster of the heavens to loosen the gears and ease the brains.

			He snatched up his keys from the ceramic bowl on the low black bookshelf near the front door, and stepped outside into the cool night air.
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