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The Great Divide

We are all “less alive,” ever since the Artifacts showed up. “Dull, emotionless, aloof, and alone.” That’s what the old timers tell us everyday. That’s why most parents gave up on us, and that’s why there are so many orphans. There is more tragedy now than ever, but that’s why we have the Western Sisters and Western Brothers. That’s why I have Sister Maria to help guide me through life.  

It was discovered back in the eighties. The one here in the US, I mean. There are three Artifacts altogether around the world, but ours was found in New Mexico. The excavation crew that found it had all died, aged and decayed in a day, and unable to communicate about what they had seen. It’s incredibly dangerous, and was top secret for obvious reasons, but the Artifact wouldn’t allow the government to keep it hidden from the public for long. Because that’s when the first hundred kids ran to it. Then the whole world knew something was up.

All over New Mexico, young kids stepped outside their homes and just started running. From their beds, and even their cribs, in the middle of the night, they got up and journeyed for hundreds of miles, running the entire way to where the Artifact had revealed itself. It was buried deep below, but the kids stood all around it, just above the surface. They could sense it, and they stayed there for days. Their parents followed them and attempted to bring them back and move them, but it was like they were anchored into the ground. They were just stuck there, frozen. The parents cleaned them, and sang to them, and were near them. They stood like that in the heat of day and the cold of night, looking down and pointing to where the Artifact is currently located.  

For three days they stayed that way, standing around in a great circle. Then they started to change. Their faces and bodies all morphed into that… form. I’ll never forget the footage, and I’ll never watch it again.

On the final day, while the kids were worshiping it, or whatever they were doing, they all sunk into the ground like it was water. Never to be seen again, and without a trace. Some of their parents and family members dug for days, even until they hit bedrock. But they were gone. People demanded to see the Artifact. Many were convinced that their kids were there in the mine where it was discovered, but the people in charge told them that they could never see the Artifact themselves. They told them that the kids fell even deeper into the earth, and that there was no sign of them in the mines. After time, the government finally folded to the demands and pressure, and reporters and others were finally allowed to go down to see it. But they never came back. Even after they were warned. Nobody could see it, and nobody could record it. Not even those in charge.  

That’s when the Great Divide happened. Think of it as the final generation gap. Everyone born after that event has something that the old timers never will. It freed us all, and we can see the universe like we should. I wouldn’t know how people thought back then though, since I was born way after all of that happened. The old timers don’t have the abilities we do, which is fine. They still have a use for the world. Sister Maria always reminds me that there is no waste in the universe. Some of the old timers give us a hard time and blame a lot of the issues with the world on us, but I suppose that older people have done that since the beginning of time.

It’s been fifty years since then, and the world is a much different place. We’ve all been given this great ability, but my professors tell me that we don’t completely understand it. That’s why we have to go to college. But you go to college if you really want to tap into it. It’s not like you have to. They think that years later, decades later, maybe hundreds of years later, we’ll all be able to use it in its entirety. For now, though, we break it up into categories if you want to think of it like that. People specialize in different parts of it. Whatever interests them. Like me. I picked a major, and now I’m taking classes to help me use it to the best of my ability. I’ll use it to get a good job, and to use it toward the betterment of humanity. That’s the plan anyway.   

So, what is it? They say it’s the next stage of humanity. We feel the world and the universe around us. Almost like we’re connected. It’s like a new energy we can harness. We can speak to things like they’re a part of us, but it takes a lot of practice. We’ve actually known about it for a long time, and some have actually been able to use it even before the Great Divide. 

Some call it magic. I like to throw that word around too, but we might get in trouble. Not like big trouble or anything. My professors would just shake their heads and get all judgy if they ever heard you say that.

“It’s not magic,” they’d say. “Magic isn’t real. This is real. We know what this is. Magic is science that people don’t understand. It’s not magic. It’s science.”

But it’s totally magic.  My major is Fire. It’s literally fire. I’m not saying it like it’s a cool thing or however they say things are “fire.” Like when people say, “this pizza is fire,” or something stupid like that. It’s not like I’m saying, “my major is awesome,” or “my major is badass,” or anything like that. My major is fire, because it’s burning things. Just wanted to clear that up. 

It’s something that I have to explain a lot, and then I have to answer even more questions about why I chose that major in the first place. 

“It’s not because it’s like magic, right?” my advisor asked me with concern. “Like, do you want to be a wizard or something? Like a magic wizard? Like Harry Potter or something?” 

I mean… I don’t know. Maybe? I just think it’s cool. Then my dad talks to me about it. In a nice way, at least.

“You know, son,” he’d sigh. “As long as you’re taking classes... Most undergrads change their major at least twice. I changed mine five times. Just throwing it out there.” 

So, my major is Fire… and I’m working on Ice for my minor. I get lots of sighs after I tell them my minor. Head shakes too.

“At least you’ll be safe around all that fire,” my dad would tease. 

But here I am. I’m studying Fire, and that’s the way it is. And sure, if I ever change my mind, that’s fine. I can always change my major like my dad says. 

I’m taking classes at UC Hathaway here in the city of Hathaway. It's way south here in the Golden State, close to the beaches, and also up in the hills away from all the people. I commute from my house everyday by train, which takes just about forty minutes, but I don’t mind it at all since I can get a lot of my work done. Plus, I just enjoy taking the train for so long every day. I’m weird like that, I guess. 

They say before The Great Divide happened, this state was way drier than it is now, which is hard to believe. They say it used to be more of a Mediterranean climate or maybe even a desert. Now it's very wet and temperate, and it might as well be called the Green State instead of the Golden State. Crops have never been better, which is good. But there are floods sometimes. That’s bad.

In this climate, the summers still get hot, and the winters very cold. Snow brings us more than enough water from the mountains this season, as if we need any more at all. Then, when summer comes around, we still get some rain along with all the balmy heat.

Nobody knows why the climate changed like this when the Great Divide happened, but for whatever reason, this place got wet, some deserts became green, and some valleys became deserts. It's like it became a whole new world. People and everything. And when I mean everything, I’m talking about the other…creatures. 

They’re still mostly myth, but there are more and more sightings of creatures. I’m talking about possibly goblins, trolls, elves, and things like that. And I swear that I’ve seen mermaids at the docks a couple times at least. Of course, I would never say that to anyone, and anyone who sees any of these other things thinks the same way. But some people talk. Those people are called crazy. But there are more and more of these “crazy” people talking about weird creatures. Maybe one of these days I’ll be one of them, but I’m going to make sure I have proof first. That’s why I’ve been hitting the beach more and more on my off days. Besides sitting in the sand and staring at the water, my favorite thing to do, I’ll be searching for that creature.


My dad and I were sitting at the kitchen table, him with his coffee and me with my water. He had already been cooking the bacon, but we were going to wait until Sister Maria arrived before he would start on everything else. That way it would be fresh. 

She was right on time at 9:00 when the doorbell rang. Sister Maria looked disheveled as usual, bringing in that metallic “outside” smell I love so much. My dad says she always smells like she just got off a motorcycle. Her hair was a mess, and windblown. She’s a dirty blonde, but some of the old timers tease her and call her a filthy blonde. Her gray duster was… dusty and dank. She’s homeless, but she’s always clean and hygienic, and everything else about her is pure.

“Hello, Marcus,” she greeted, and felt my face briefly. “May I enter?” Her words were stoic and calm as usual.

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said and guided her to the breakfast table. 

“Good morning, Allen,” she greeted my dad. “Your kitchen looks lovely.”

“Sister Maria,” he said. “Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” she said. “I am very hungry. I have burned many calories. I would love a hot meal, if you don’t mind.” 

“I think we’re all obligated to make meals for you,” said my dad.

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “I understand. It seems to be a tradition these days. It’s not a rule, and I don’t want to intrude. I apologize. I can find my own food if you prefer.”

“No,” said my dad. “I’m sorry. You’re my guest, and you’ll eat with us. Excuse me. I’ll be back.”

My dad left for the bathroom while he left me to finish cooking, which was a very bad idea since I can’t cook at all. I poured Sister Maria some coffee, and started with the eggs the best I could.

“Your father is not too fond of me,” said Sister Maria as she pulled up a chair. “I feel that he thinks I’m taking you away.”

“He now knows you would never do that.”

“You are quite lucky to have a parent, Marcus. I was quite lucky to have my parents. They cared about me. They never left me. Unlike most of us with parents from before the Great Divide. Unlike ninety-three percent of us, approximately.”

“I know,” I said. 

“They’re the last of their kind, and your father is holding on as hard as he can. This house, this warm meal, his son. The last of his family. You must make sure he is not alone. After he passes, most of his world will be gone. This time now is like being on an island before a great flood. You may be all alone, and that terrifies him. Keep him happy.”

“I know,” I said. “I will, Sister Maria.”     

“So then,” she began. “How are you, Marcus? It has been a year. How is school? You are still studying Fire, yes?”

“Uh,” I hesitated. “Yeah. Still studying Fire.”

“And Ice? That’s your minor?”

“Yup. Fire and Ice.”

“Fire then Ice. It’s noble of you. The classics. Very simplistic. I like that.” 

I nodded, then handed her burned egg breakfast, which she began eating really quick, and without complaining. 

“So,” she paused halfway through to take a satisfying breath. “What are we going to do today?”

“Oh, I uh.. I was thinking about going to the beach today.”

“The beach? Lovely. There is never a dull time to look at great volumes of water. And the public showers there are adequate.”

“Yes. And some friends are coming too, if that’s okay.”

“Of course.”

“After the beach, maybe we’ll check out the docks? Then a bonfire later on.”

“Well done, Marcus. That sounds like a great ending.”

I sat down with my own food, but paused. I had to ask, but I didn’t want to reveal too much. Especially to Sister Maria.

“Sister Maria?”

“Yes, Marcus?”

“Have you ever… seen anything?”

“Excuse me? I see lots of things.”

“No, I mean. Like, have you ever seen anything that’s not human? More than human, if you know what I mean?”

Sister Maria shoveled some burned toast in her mouth. “What, like a bear?” she mumbled. “Yes.”

“No,” I said. “More like… you know. An elf or something like that?”

“Have you seen an elf or something like that?”

“No,” I said. “Nope, never. But I mean, I heard that people see things. They say there are creatures around. Have you seen anything like that?”

“I have never seen an elf before,” she said. “I don’t believe in those silly things. I don’t believe in these creatures.”

“Oh, me neither. But say you actually saw something like that. What would you do?”

“I do not know. I would have seen one, and that would be that I suppose. What do you think I should do? What would you do?”

“What would I do? Well, I would tell you all about it. That’s what I would do. Then I would tell everyone else about it. That would be the smartest thing to do, right?”

“Would it? Don’t you think people might call you crazy?”

I shook my head. “Oh, no way,” I said. “Because I would have told you first. Then you would know. And people trust you, Sister Maria.”

“Oh. Do they? Marcus have you seen something?”

“No.”

“Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

“I… nope. No, never mind.”

Sister Maria stared straight into my eyes, sipping very loudly and slowly on her coffee.

“Is that why we’re going to the beach today, Marcus? I think you saw something there.”

“You do?” I asked, stunned.

“I think that you think you saw something,” she repeated. “No need to be afraid. It sounds fun. I will be looking for this thing you think you may have seen. It will be like a scavenger hunt. Don’t tell me what this thing is either. I want to see if I can figure it out.”  

Breakfast was finished, we chatted some more, and left for the train station to meet up with my friends. We never saw my dad the rest of the day. 

It was just about thirty miles to the coast, and we stopped to pick up my friend Danny about half way. He ended up bringing his carrying bot, who could fold up nicely just under our table while we enjoyed the rest of the trip. Fifteen miles into our trip we’d pick up Wendy, who I met in school a year prior. She sat across from Sister Maria, who was sitting right up against me, completely in my personal space as she usually does. The two of them had never met before, and Sister Maria stared at Wendy for like twenty minutes before saying anything. I think Wendy would have said something, but it’s not easy to start a conversation with someone as famous as Sister Maria.

“You’re Wendy, correct?” Sister Maria had finally asked.

“Y-yes, miss,” said Wendy. “You must be Sister Maria? It’s a pleasure. It’s an honor.”

“Yes, thank you, dear. You go to the same school as Marcus? Do you work? What is your major? How do you know my Marcus?”

“Y-yes, Sister Maria. School, yes. No. No job. Just school. I’m just an aggie. Oh, but it’s in Metabolic Manipulation. I met Marcus in O-Chem. We were lab partners.”

Sister Maria glared at Wendy and sized her up and down. 

“Hmm,” she grumbled and nodded. “Okay then. I approve of this. Are you and Marcus courting? Have you mated? Any plans of bearing his children? How about with Danny perhaps?”

“Oh,” gasped Wendy. “No, never. I wouldn’t dare.”

“Never?” asked Maria. “You wouldn’t dare?”

“No. I mean… No, not like I wouldn't dare. Just… none of the above?”

“I see.”

“But it’s not like… I mean.”

“Sister Maria,” I stopped her. “We’re friends.”

“Well okay then,” said Sister Maria. “It’s good to have friends. It’s quite rare to have friends. I have to ask these things, you know. Babies are far and few these days, and the three of you youths are prime choice. There’s plenty of food and resources too. More than ever.”

“I understand, Sister Maria,” I said. “Thank you, Sister Maria.”

“Very well,” said Sister Maria. “That’s why I’m here with you, you know. Sometimes you all need a little push. Sometimes I need to remind you to eat and drink, for goodness’ sake. I lost fifteen kids this year because they forgot to eat. Tragic.”

Sister Maria, along with the other Western Brothers and Sisters around the world, guide us the best they can for the coming future when the old timers will be gone forever. The Western Brothers and Sisters have all “seen the light” the same as myself, making them just as “odd” as the rest of us. They’re actually a little more outspoken, but they’re still lacking in the life skills department. The old timers say that we’re not focused enough to handle the world once they all die, but we all know it's the opposite. We’re all hyper-focused on whatever it is that interests us. Call it tunnel vision, I guess. It’s why most of the world’s problems are over.  

“We’re going to need some food for the bonfire,” said Sister Maria as we stepped onto the train platform. “Marcus, you do the grocery shopping. I want you to take the lead in everything today. I want s’mores tonight. I also want various meats and cheeses good for a picnic when lunch comes around, please. Thank you.”

Fred, Danny’s carrying bot, unfolded itself and walked upright, tall as ever in front of us all. Fred was basically a gangly skeleton of some kind of metal that could bulk up massively, depending on what he was carrying. And it seemed like Fred could carry anything.

“Don’t worry, Marcus,” assured Danny. “Fred will lead the way.”

“Not too much, he won't,” said Sister Maria. “Understood, robot?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” crackled Fred. 

“Recipes, fine,” she added. “Grocery list, okay. But Marcus will be the one to lead us.” 

“Yes, Sister Maria,” both Fred and I replied.

Fred is no ordinary robot. He’s a Machine. The Machines were one of the greatest creations that came out after the Great Divide. It was just an operating system at first, developed by a small group of kids just twelve through fifteen years old. A program to figure out all of humanity’s problems. It was so simple, but so complex. Naturally, the program began to grow intellectually, then physically. Now the Machines are everywhere, and now most of our menial problems are over. Not only that, but the Machines have advanced us in so many ways, especially with our space programs. We have gone to places and done things up there that my dad could only imagine.

I knew exactly where to go since I had planned Sister Maria’s visit for a week. The grocery store was easy, and I loaded Fred up, with his help of what good foods to get of course. Sweaters and blankets too, since it was going to be a cooler day. Then it was off to the beach, where we’d unload everything, have lunch, stare at the water, then off to the docks to feed ducks or whatever. I didn’t really care, I was just on the lookout, and Sister Maria knew it. She’d pull me aside and point down an alley.

“Marcus,” she’d whisper. “Down that alley there?”

“What?” I’d have to ask. “What’s down there?”

“The creature. Did you see the elf there?”

“No. I told you I didn’t see an elf.” 

“Okay,” she’d say, then open up a trash can lid. “How about here? Did you see the creature in this trash can?”

“No.”

“That is good. If I were a creature, that would be a terrible place to be.”

“Yes, I know.”

She was super excited about finding this unknown creature, in her own stoic way, and she ended up being terrible at hiding it. It was when we were actually feeding ducks that Danny and Wendy found out. It wasn’t hard.

“Do you think the creature can swim there underwater?” asked Sister Maria, casting some bread out. 

“Creature?” asked Danny. “What are you talking about?”

“Yes,” revealed Sister Maria. “Marcus saw a creature. Marcus saw an elf.”

“Sister Maria!” I scolded.

She gave me an offended look at first, then shock after she remembered it was a secret. 

“Oh, crap,” she said.

“Oh, crap?” said Danny. “Marcus, you saw an elf?”

“No,” I told him. “I didn’t see an elf. There are no such things as elves. Tell him, Sister Maria.”

“I don’t know that for certain,” said Sister Maria. “I don’t believe in elves, but it would be unwise to rule out their existence. Especially these days.”

“Did you see something?” asked Danny. “Something that wasn’t an elf?”

“Yes,” answered Sister Maria. “Marcus saw a creature, and I have ruled out that this creature is not a bear.”

“Marcus, you saw this creature here at the dock?” asked Danny.

“I mean… I might have seen something… alive.”

Danny and Wendy smiled and gasped. Even Fred gave out a, “hmm.” Sister Maria just stared. 

“But who knows,” I continued. “It was probably a seal.” 

“It was a mermaid I bet,” said Danny. “I knew it. I knew it. I had a feeling that mermaids were here. I could have sworn I saw one last year.”

“Mermaids?” said Sister Maria. “Truly?” 

We all stood there in silence for a good minute, waiting for Sister Maria to say something. I didn’t want to talk anymore about mermaids, and I could tell that Danny didn’t want to either. We didn’t want to be called crazy, and we couldn’t tell if Wendy and even Sister Maria were about to label us as that or not. Finally, Sister Maria broke our awkward silence.

“Things are happening,” she began, gazing into the water where the ducks were feeding. “Can you feel it?”

“I think maybe a little,” I said. 

“No,” said Sister Maria. “You can’t yet. Things are coming. People are dying, and the world is growing around them, becoming bigger. I can see others coming after them. Some good, some bad. I see the winged beasts. I see things made from bones. Old, dead bones. Bones to make them seen, these invisible dreams.” 

I could see Danny staring at Sister Maria, his mouth gaping. “Huh,” he said and looked to where she was looking.

Sister Maria gazed a moment into the water, then stared right at me for even longer.

“Marcus, I must tell you something,” she finally broke. “I bought some beer and gave it to the robot. I know the three of you don’t like to drink, but it helps break the ice sometimes. And I like it.”

“Brother Alex brings beer sometimes,” said Wendy. 

“Oh, I like drinking with Brother Alex,” said Sister Maria. “You don’t drink with him?”

“No,” said Wendy. “He calls me a nerd.” 

“You’re not a nerd if you don’t drink with Brother Alex,” defended Sister Maria. “Will you drink with me tonight? Or are you going to be a nerd?”

“I… I’ll think about that.” 

“Wait,” I said. “Sister Maria, you have money?”

More silence from Sister Maria. “No,” she confessed. “No, I just gave the beer to the robot. Then the robot said that since I gave him the beer in the store, the beer is now bought.”

“So, then I bought your beer,” said Danny.

“Oh,” said Sister Maria. “Is that how that works? It’s not stealing?”

“No,” said Danny. “It automatically charges me.”

“Okay good,” said a relieved Sister Maria. “Thank you, Danny.”

“Sure,” he sighed.

We were there around the campfire that night, where Sister Maria had me ignite it. It wasn’t all that impressive, and it took about half an hour of us sitting in the twilight, but she wanted to make sure my studies were paying off. It had taken me forever to figure out how to self-ignite kindling. For one of my classes at the university, they had me just go to the local fire department and start fires over and over again in the parking lot with matches. They told me that I, “need to get a feel for it.” Only recently have I been learning how to focus. How to ask and convince atoms and molecules to vibrate for me. I barely got a single spark going to set off my kindling, but at least I did it.

Next were the s’mores. I never made a s’more before, or anyone else around the fire besides Sister Maria. She told us they were idiot proof, and that there was absolutely no way you could screw up a s’more. In fact, the more burned or messy they turn out, the better they are. That’s what I was told anyway. 

I didn’t know where to start. I tried to stick the graham crackers through the coat hanger I had, but it obviously crumbled into pieces. Same with the chocolate. Then I made a sandwich and held it just above the flames with my hand, but the flames ended up burning me, and I lost the whole thing into the fire. 

“You are impossible,” scolded Sister Maria. “Especially you, Marcus, with your fire. Don’t you already know that fire is hot? I am quite disappointed.”

She made her s’more sandwich, put it on a flat rock near the fire, and just let it bake there. 

“This is just one of the millions of ways to make a s’more,” she said as it cooked.

I wish I could see things as clear as her sometimes. And I would kill to have the street smarts as my dad.  

We sat there and thought mostly, listening to the waves come in and crash on the sand. I wanted to talk more about the mermaids, but after what Sister Maria had said about something coming, I wanted to hone in more about just what that might be. My two friends and I sat in silence, trying to listen to the world. We could see that Sister Maria was light years ahead of us, the way she was staring into the flames. That was short-lived with the crack and hiss from her opening up the tall boy she had in her hands.  

“Marcus?” she asked and raised the beer to me. “Would you like some of my beer?”

“No thanks, Sister Maria. I have a ginger ale.”

“Not even a sip?”

“No thank you.”

“Okay,” she said, and took a sip. Then she raised it to Danny. “Danny? Would you like some of my beer?”

“Um, no thanks, Sister Maria,” he said. “I have soda. It’s orange.”

“Not even a sip?”

“No thank you.”

“Okay,” she said, and took a sip.

She looked over to Wendy who nervously began nursing her root beer. Sister Maria, scowling, slowly raised her beer to Wendy.

“You?” she asked. 

“Oh!” Wendy said. “No thank you, Sister Maria. I have my root beer. Thank you very much though.”

Sister Maria took a long guzzle while keeping her eyes fixed on Wendy. “Hmm,” she groaned, wiped her mouth, then belched. Wendy looked straight to the ground after that. 

“Your name is Wendy, correct?” asked Sister Maria. 

“Yes,” replied Wendy. “That’s correct. I told you that on the train ride if you remember.”

“I’ve been staring at you.”
“I know.”

“I think I’ve finally figured it out.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Are you related to the hamburger people?”

“What?” asked Wendy. “Hamburger people?”

“Your face. The hamburger company with your face. With the hair and the freckles.”

“Oh,” said Wendy. “No, I’m sorry, Sister Maria. I think I know what hamburger restaurant you’re talking about, but…”

“They’re square,” interrupted Sister Maria.

“They’re… the what?”

“The hamburgers are square. They were famous for that. I remember clearly when I was a small child in the back seat of my parents’ car. They bought me a hamburger. It came with a toy. And apple juice. And little tiny french fries. That was one of the happiest moments of my life. The bag had your face on it, and I stared at that bag for days. I’ll never forget it. Your face makes me very happy, Wendy.”

“It does?” asked Wendy, and sat up straight.

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “Will you make me one of those square hamburgers?”

“Well sure,” said Wendy. “But… I’ve never cooked a hamburger before. And I don’t think we have any hamburger meat tonight.”

“Next time then,” said Sister Maria. “Danny, teach her how to cook hamburgers.”

“But I cook pizzas,” said Danny. “I don’t know how to cook hamburgers.”

“By next year?” insisted Sister Maria.

“I… sure. Why not?”

“Okay,” ended Sister Maria, then chugged the rest of her beer. “All done. I’m going to leave now.” She belched again and stood up to feel my face briefly. “Marcus, thank you for taking me to the beach. Also, there’s something under the dock where we fed ducks. It was listening to us. Goodbye.” She looked at Danny after that and felt his face briefly. “Goodbye, Danny. Thank you for the beer. Thank you for the soap and bottle of shampoo too. I’m sorry I forgot to tell you that.” She opened her duster and revealed her cleaning products. “You may have them back if you like.”

“No, that’s alright,” sighed Danny. He looked closer at the shampoo bottle with its intense graphics and joyful-looking woman on it. “That looks expensive.”

“Yes, thank you,” said Sister Maria. “I’ll see you in three months.” 

She finally faced Wendy and stared at her once again. “Goodbye, nerd.”

Sister Maria floated up out of the sand after that and up into the cold, gray clouds, wrapped in her new beach blanket. She has no home, but with the people she visits every day, all year round, helping them understand just what is happening to us and our world. Her mind is so powerful it can even pull her across the sky.


Wendy instantly gave out a sigh of relief. “Sister Maria is a lovely person,” she said. “But I’m really glad she’s gone now.”

“I think she likes you,” I told her. 

“I think she likes square hamburgers,” said Wendy. “But I’m okay with that. I’m happy to learn how to make that for her.”

“What do you think is under the dock?” asked Danny?”

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“Sister Maria said there’s something under the dock,” he said. “Do you think it’s a mermaid?”

“It could be,” I said.

“Or,” said Wendy. “It could be something else. She told us that things are coming. Are those things mermaids, or are they old dead bones or whatever it was she said?” 

We looked at each other in dread after that, but I was still determined to find closure. Sister Maria would want me to step up. So, I went back. Danny and Wendy were very hesitant at first, but then Danny remembered that he also thought he saw something, and I think Wendy decided to go to maybe make Sister Maria proud of her. Make a good impression. Either that or make Brother Alex jealous. Or to get him to stop calling her a nerd. 

It was dark when we got back to the dock, and nothing was there. Nothing was there in the daytime either. We waited, drank some hot cocoa, yelled at the water for whatever could be there, but nothing came out. After spending such a long time there at the docks, it started to rain, so we decided to head back to the train. We were a little bummed that we never saw anything, but also a little happy that at least we knew something was down there. Whatever it was. And at least I wouldn’t be called crazy by anyone. Still, I didn’t want anyone else to know besides my friends. I wanted to be the first to find this thing.

It wasn’t too late when I got back home, and I even brought home a pizza from one of Danny’s venues. My dad was there unwinding in the living room just watching tv, where I joined him to watch old war movies. He was having longer days at work, with many more patients coming in to see him.

“Cancer,” he’d say. “An untreatable cancer. We can’t figure it out, and I have more patients than I can handle.”

He drank his wine, I drank my soda, we both ate pizza, and we talked only briefly about Sister Maria. Then we talked briefly about what she told me.

“What do you think’s going to happen?” asked my dad. “With the world?”

“I don’t know,” I told him. 

And how could I know? 

“Do you think the world will be a worse place?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated. “Maybe. But we have the Machines now.”

“Thank goodness for that. If you people hadn’t figured out the Machines, our race would be doomed.”

“Maybe,” I said. Do you want to play a game?”

“Sure. It’s Friday. I’ll get a refill. Do you want anything?”

“No thanks. Sister Maria already tried that.”

“Maybe next time,” he said. “You know when I was growing up, our parents would be so angry if someone, especially someone like a teacher or mentor, would pressure us into drinking. There’s no such thing as peer pressure anymore. There’s no such thing as dating. At least for you folks.”

We played video games super late that night. Up until two in the morning, I think. I went to my room, and my dad went to his. I probably got only about an hour into a good dream when I woke back up with my dad looming over me, holding a baseball bat. 

“Marcus,” he whispered, his eyes all bugged out.

“Dad. What are you doing? What’s with the bat?”

“There’s something in the house.”

I didn’t ask questions. I looked at him, then looked at my open door. My dad pointed the end of his bat down the hall. 

“It’s back there,” he said. “It’s in my room.”

“Are you drunk?”

“No,” he said, then rolled his eyes. “Not that much. Marcus there’s freaking something in there.”

I believed him. I’d never seen my dad that scared in my life, and I know for a fact he doesn’t hallucinate things, even if he’s had a few too many.   

“W-what’s in there? What should we do?”

“I…” he hesitated. “Let’s… stay behind me, Marcus. This is our house. We must defend our house.”

“What the heck is in there?”

“It’s… I don’t know. It woke me up. It was standing over me. A man. Really tall. Like, really, really tall. A hat. He’s dead or something. No eyes. Just holes. And dust coming from his mouth. He reached for me. Put his hands over my chest and my face. I couldn’t move. Did you hear me scream or yell or anything?”

I shook my head, and it took me a while to say anything. “Are you sure what you saw is real?”

“I… don’t know. I…” 

But there was a noise. We both looked down the hall, frozen, but couldn’t really see anything. We could hear the floorboards creak though. Then breathing. 

“Marcus, get up,” ordered my dad. “Grab your bat. I’ll run in first, you watch my back in case it does anything sneaky.”

I did what he told me, and very silently grabbed my bat from underneath my bed. We slowly walked out to the cold hall, and my dad stopped just before his doorway. He looked at me and held up three of his fingers. I didn’t know what the heck he was trying to tell me, but he counted all his fingers down, then ran into his room like a maniac swinging his bat all over, screaming and yelling.

“Marcus!” he yelled. “What the hell? You’re my backup.”

I looked in his room, but only saw my dad and nothing else.

“Sorry, dad. I don’t know sign language. Did you get it?”

“No,” he said, disappointed. “Dammit. Was that real?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I thought I heard something too.”

“I wonder if..”

Then there was more noise. This time it was downstairs, and we heard the front door open up with its crazy squeaky hinges. 

“Downstairs!” my dad yelled. “Let’s go. Attack!”

He bolted down there so fast with me following. “Attack!” I screamed. 

We were jacked up on caffeine, booze, and a lot of killing fresh in our brains from whatever we played that night, so this thing was toast. 

The living room was freezing from the opened front door. We both ran to the entrance, and I thought maybe I could see something running out there in the shadows and rain, and through those thick bushes way across the street. 

“That’s right!” yelled my dad from the porch. He shook his bat to the sky. “Run! Run for your life, you… communist!” 

He shook his bat even harder, swinging it at nothing. He was so angry and so scared at the same time, and I could tell he was going through all kinds of emotions from just the weird things he would yell out across the street. Things like, “You never!” and “I’m a doctor!” and “God bless America!”  

We weren’t the only ones who experienced this. Lots of others had the same thing happen to them. Not all at once, but gradually through the weeks people would freak out and complain that things were lurking in or around their homes. Some people claimed to have seen the tall guy with the hat that my dad saw too.

My dad gained a little fame in the neighborhood after our experience at the house. They definitely heard him scream at that monster or whatever it was, and a couple said they even saw it run away into the darkness. Thanks to my dad, everyone called that particular thing the Communist. Every once in a while, I would see my dad and some of the neighbors chatting it up by the mailbox, and I could tell they were talking about their encounters. What made my dad so famous is that he was the only one to chase one away, while everyone else ran out of their homes. I actually saw one of the really old neighbors salute my dad.


Summer officially kicked off after that encounter in our house. It was nice to have a few months off from school. Going to the beach now and then, taking a trip across the state line, playing lots of games. I never did see what was under the dock though. The sightings became more and more, and I didn’t feel as adventurous about whatever was lurking underneath that dock. I didn’t know if something from my nightmares was going to pull me under or what. But it’s not like I was scared. None of us were too afraid of anything, the new generations I mean. The old timers were scared out of their wits about the strange characters that were showing up in their homes and in tight spaces. To us though, it was almost like anything else, which is just no big deal.

Nobody knew why it was happening, but the old timers got scared. Then angry. Then they needed to blame something. And that’s when the Artifacts started getting a lot of attention again. Mobs started showing up around the three sites, and people started to theorize that the Artifacts had made these creatures, and that it was summoning some kind of hell on earth. That the Artifacts had changed the human race into something else, and now they were going to destroy the world. I was actually a little offended since I have a kind of connection to the Artifacts, but like most things, it didn’t bother me too much at all.

When classes were back in full swing again in the spring, I ended up taking a couple of core science lectures with corresponding labs, a new Fire course that everyone teased about me as usual, and a history course, which ended up being my favorite. That was taught by Professor Steele, who’s actually not an old timer like about half of the other professors. He’s laser-focused on the subjects he teaches, and he has such a great ability to put you in whatever history event he’s telling you. He does mess up on simple things pretty often, which is why I think we all like him so much. We can all relate.

Danny had signed up for that class with me, and guess who decided to show up at lecture with him one day?

“Greetings, Marcus,” said Sister Maria as she floated in the lecture hall and sat right next to me, awkwardly unfolding her desk that was attached to the seat. She felt my face briefly, then flung out her hair and strung her fingers through it. “What do you think of my hair? Is it not clean and healthy?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I told her. “Quite.”

“Yes,” she said. “Quite. The old timers can no longer call me such terrible names regarding my hair. I will now receive catcalls which will be dismissed with disgust. You can thank Danny for that and that shampoo he bought me.”

“Thanks Danny,” I said.

“You’re welcome, Marcus,” he said.

“Yes, and my skin is quite healthy and clean as well,” said Sister Maria. “More catcalls. More disgust. Thank him for that too.”

“Thanks, Danny, for Sister Maria’s clean skin and potential catcalls.”

“Anytime.”

“What brings you to my class?” I asked Sister Maria.

“It’s Danny’s day,” she said and stared. “He’s three months after you.”

“Oh, right.”

She stared at my head as I looked at my syllabus. I could feel her eyes digging into my brain.

“Marcus,” she said. “Look at me. You need to look at people in the face sometimes. Especially when they’re talking to you.”

“I’m sorry, Sister Maria,” I said, and did what she told me. 

“I shouldn’t tell you this. It’s Danny’s day for instructions. Not yours.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

“Marcus,” she said. “And Danny, most importantly, because it’s your day. This is Brian’s classroom. He teaches history. He is a history professor.”

“Oh, I know that,” I said, and pointed to my syllabus.

“Ah, good. Fine work, Marcus. Very keen observation. Gold star. Anyway, did you know that I was Brian’s mentor just like I’m your mentor now?” Sister Maria pointed to the front of the class where Professor Steele was staring straight at her in total shock. “Look. There he is now.”

Professor Steele waved slowly, and everyone stared at us.

“Hello, Sister Maria,” he greeted.

Sister Maria instantly looked to the ground and folded her hands.

“Oh, my,” she whispered. Her head gradually came back up and she waved back. “Greetings, Brian. I mean, greetings, Professor Brian.”

Professor Steele’s eyes shot down to the floor too, but he came back to and started to write things on the board.

“Brian is one of my great successes,” whispered Sister Maria in a quiet lecture hall where everyone could still hear her. “He is quite, quite talented indeed. Such a great accomplishment. Quite.”

Professor Steele stopped writing on the board entirely and just stared into it with his back turned to us all. He eventually began writing again, but he could tell that Sister Maria was staring right at him. We were all staring at him. He’s a professor. But it was different with her. 

“Reconstruction,” he began, his voice cracking. He cleared his throat, and got back to it. “The Reconstruction period, which was after the Civil War up until around…” 

“What’s wrong with him?” asked Sister Maria.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe he’s scared of something.” 

“What’s he scared of?”

“I think he’s scared of you?” 

“Nonsense. Brian is very dear to me.” She raised her hand and yelled his name.

Professor Steele spun around and stared at Sister Maria again.

“Professor Brian,” she said. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing, Sister Maria.”

“Please get it out then.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

“Don’t be scared.”

“Yes, Sister Maria. I’m not scared.”

“Then do your work, dear. Danny and Marcus need to learn.”

“Yes, Sister Maria. I will, Sister Maria.” 

Professor Steele got right back to work just like he always had after Sister Maria worked her magic. It wasn’t really magic at all though, and Sister Maria just made him feel a little more comfortable like she does for us all. But she looked flushed after that. 

“He is different than I remember,” said Sister Maria. “His voice is different. And he moves differently. And his arms are big. And he has nice clothes. It’s as though he washes them regularly just as I taught him to. Such responsibility. He has metamorphosized into quite a fine form, I must say. His arms are so big.”

After the lecture, Danny, Sister Maria, and I sat in the back while everyone else exited the hall. Sister Maria sat there staring directly at Professor Steele in silence, then looked straight down to the floor when he caught her gaze. And when Danny and I got up to leave, she pulled us both back down by our sleeves. 

“Wait,” she commanded. “Danny, I need you to go to Brian and tell him some things.” 

“What kind of things?”

“I don’t know…”

“Okay.”

“But go to him and tell him… ask if he likes… seeing me in his classroom.”

“Uh, sure.”

Danny walked down to where Professor Steele sat, while Professor Steele watched him the whole time since there was nobody else in the lecture hall. We could see and hear the two of them whisper to each other. Professor Steele’s face turned turn red, and Danny walked up again.

“What did he say?” asked Sister Maria.

“He said, ‘yes.’”

“Very fine,” said Sister Maria. “Excellent. Now go down and ask him… has he raised a family yet? He has a wonderful career, but a family would be most adequate. Remind him that there are so few babies now.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” said Danny and walked back down to Professor Steele, who stared in fear again. 

Again they whispered, and again Danny delivered.

“He said, ‘no.’”

“Oh my,” said Sister Maria. “Now, Danny, I need you to go down there and ask him something.”

“Uh huh…”

“Go down to Brian, and ask him if he is courting anyone. Go and ask him if he has a mate at all. And if he does, and this is vital, ask him who they are and if they look better than me, or if they are uglier than me.”

“Okay…”

Danny went down again, and I could see both Sister Maria and Professor Steele’s eyes grow huge this time. There was a lot of whispering, probably twice as much last time, and Danny came back to deliver more news.

“Professor Steele said that he is not courting or mating with anyone, and he said that he doesn’t know anyone who looks better than you.”

“Goodness,” gulped Sister Maria. “Such a wordsmith he’s become indeed.” 

It wasn’t really much of a poetic thing Professor Steele said, but it definitely affected Sister Maria, the way she turned redder and redder, and the way she looked right into him. She eventually bolted right out of her seat though.

“Danny,” she said. “And Marcus too. Come. Let us depart.” She bowed to Professor Steele for some reason too. “Brian, I take my leave. It is wonderful to see you with your nice skin and great words. Farewell.”

“Goodbye, Sister Maria,” he said and jumped up out of his seat. Sister Maria turned right back around just before she floated away with us. “You as well with the skin. And I enjoyed your hair today, so golden and clean. But it is you who is best with words. I will miss you. You are welcome to my lecture anytime. Please come back. You are so difficult to contact. Please come back.”

More long staring between the two of them, and Sister Maria bowed. 

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, yes. Very well. Lovely, lovely. To be continued. Goodbye.”

The three of us exited the building altogether, and Sister Maria pulled us aside from the sidewalk.

“Danny,” she said. “And Marcus as well, even though it is not your day. I have something to tell you. That man inside that building, who is Brian I speak of, harnesses the power of words more than any other man on the planet. He spoke of my skin and even my hair too, and I didn’t even tell him about the products I used on them. He also said that there is no other who looks better than me. I am amazed.”

“His words weren’t that great,” I told her. “I think he just might like you.”

“But I am a Western Sister,” she said. “I have business. No time for courting. This cannot be. I have not one gray hair, but two. Can it be? Courting for me? I must think about this long and hard. Okay, done. Yes. Yes, I think there shall be courting. Marcus, I have something more to tell you. When it is your day with me, you will do as I say.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

“You will do as I say, and it will be regarding Brian. Goodbye now, Marcus. It’s Danny’s day, and we’re finished with you. Go home now and study hard. Learn more about fire and be very well. Goodbye.”

Sister Maria felt my face briefly, then pulled Danny by the hand. “Come, Danny,” she said. 

“Sorry, Marcus,” shrugged Danny. “I’ll meet up with you tomorrow. I’ll bring a pizza.” 

So, I was on my own for a while, which was fine. I like being alone. Most everyone likes spending their day with their Western Brother or Sister. If we had a choice, spending time alone would always come first, but it’s not like we have a choice at all. 

I continued with my classes for the quarter, and even though my history course with Professor Steele was my favorite, my focus and drive was in Fire 131. That was with Dr. Ord. 

Dr. Ord was one of the elders of the newer generations just like Professor Steele and the Western Brothers and Sisters. Their social skills are… well nonexistent like the rest of us, but they come with great life experience at least. And I loved Dr. Ord mostly because she understood what I was going through.

“People love to make fun of us Fire people,” she’d lecture us. “‘Do you think you’re a wizard or something? Like Harry Potter or something?’ I’ve heard it all before. Here are just a few examples of some fantastic careers you’ll find yourself in all thanks to Fire:” 

The steel industry. Can’t have steel without lighting a forge, can you? What else will you use? Electricity? Coal? No. Too expensive. You will be hired instead, and you will be paid handsomely.” 

Home heating. But we have natural gas, and oil tanks, yes? Incorrect again! Expensive! Brain power is better and cheaper, and they will pay you handsomely. I powered a quarter of the city for three years, and now I live on top of a mountain in a fancy house.”

The cement business. Train loads of coal and other materials should do it. True? False! Again. Brain power. Cheap. Pay you handsomely. House on mountain. All you have to do is sit in a chair and shoot fireballs down a rotating tube all day long.” 

The death business. Many like to be cremated instead of buried. Gas? Electricity? Coal? No. Brain. Money. Mountain. House. Next question. Thank you. Fire wins again.” 

I was hopeful, but still doubtful with my minor in Ice. I still had a ways to go until I graduated though, so I just thought I’d ask how that might work out in my future. I raised my hand, and Dr. Ord pointed.

“Marcus,” she said. “Yes. Next question.”

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you, Dr. Ord. My question is about my minor.”

“Ah, yes. You study Ice, correct?”

“Yes, that’s correct. Are there any jobs where Ice would be in demand?”

She placed her chin in her hand and nodded slowly. 

“Hmm, yes. That is quite the opposite, isn’t it? But I think I have it.”

Dr. Ord looked at us all and rolled up her sleeves.

“Scenario,” she began. “Marcus is now graduated. He is valedictorian. He has a beautiful wife, and two beautiful children too. Marcus and his beautiful wife had children a little too young for my taste, but all is good in the world, because Marcus works at a very important forge. Well done, Marcus.

“One day, productivity is very high. We see Marcus wearing his hard hat helmet thing. He is in the control tower, and he is pressing buttons rapidly. He is pulling levers with gusto. He is speaking on the telephone with grace. Employees are working too much. Too fast. They are tired. It’s very hot because of Marcus’s fire. Something happens! Oh, no,” Dr. Ord begins to weep. “Oh, no, no, no. Hot metal spills out of that great, big bowl that holds all the hot stuff. It falls on the floor, and a poor man dies.”

Dr. Ord takes her glasses off and wipes the tears from her eyes. 

“Pardon me,” she says, and puts them back on. “Now, where were we? Ah yes. Dead man. Not Marcus’s fault though. He’s a good boy. He was focused on his job the entire time. But now there is danger everywhere! All of the sprinklers are broken. All of the other… emergency things that stop the molten liquid metal are broken too. ‘Help us!’ they cry. ‘Help us, Marcus!’”

Enter Marcus. Our hero. He focuses on the situation, thanks to his minor from this university that our talented professors taught him. Ice forms, people are evacuated, and the spill stops. The forge is saved, and the dead man’s funeral is beautiful! Flowers for everyone! Promotion! Another house on the beach this time. Bravo, Marcus! Bravo!”

Everyone applauded in the lecture hall, including myself, until Dr. Ord shushed us and carried on. 

“Fast forward fifteen years now,” she continued. “Word has spread of Marcus’s heroism, and he is now President of the United States of America. He is surrounded by his fifteen beautiful children who are all heroes themselves of various sorts. But what’s this? Ring, ring! The red telephone rings. That means it’s a very important call.”

I didn’t learn a thing that day, and Dr. Ord went on about me saving the world and all that. But I did leave class with at least some confidence, and I decided to keep my minor after what she said.    

On the way home is when I would usually catch up with my assignments. A forty-minute train ride is all I needed. I could have always saved my work for when I got home and just rest instead, but I figured that I could wrap up the next day’s assignments real quick. And besides, the train was quiet, safe, I had a warm drink, and I had privacy. I also like the noises of the tracks and the slight bumps and curves sometimes. Almost like it rocks me to sleep, but instead helps me block out other thoughts other than the topics I was working on. 

Things were beginning to change though, and I started to hear and see different things on the train. Sometimes I’d even worry about safety, but the Machines usually help out with that part. 

“SCHOLAR,” announced one, very loudly and bluntly, breaking my concentration. These train security bots were programmed to talk like that. To purposefully break our focus. So annoying. “Scholar Marcus,” it repeated in a more courteous tone after it realized it had caught my attention. 

It was looking down at me, armed with a very large weapon. 

“Yes?”

“Are you safe?” it asked in its loud, crackly, and monotone voice. 

“Yes,” I told it.

“Are you hurt?”

“No,” I said. 

“Enjoy the rest of your trip. Please ask for assistance if you feel unsafe.”

Security had never approached me before. It was always around, but it never checked on me. I didn’t think too much about it. None of my business. But I did think that it was kind of weird that some creatures were on the train too sometimes. Strange looking mutants or something. There was a dog once. Some kind of canine. It had glowing eyes, and really sharp spines coming from its neck and head. It looked really mean, and I think it was chasing some people. It didn’t bother me though, and I just kept trying to concentrate on my homework.

There was also something growing in the corner of the car I liked to ride in. Really fleshy and pale, and sometimes it bled on the ground. The first time I noticed it, it was the size of a tennis ball. Then it grew about as big as a beach ball.  It would block the door a little bit, but it never really bothered me, and I didn't stink or anything, so whatever. 

And then I heard voices once. Yelling from two people. Well, one person actually. Maybe it was more like screaming. The other voice was from something else. It sounded super angry too, and not really like a human. More like a bear, I guess. 

Another Western Sister showed up to help reveal all the different things that were going on during my daily commute. She was sitting across from me for a good ten minutes or so until she finally announced herself. But in truth, I wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings again.

“Marcus!” yelled Sister Sarah, slamming her hands on my table. 

Not only did her yelling scare me, but her pale, freaky face spooked me good when I looked up to see who it was. Sister Sarah paints her face white like those geisha girls in Japan, or maybe it was like those really fancy French people from olden times. She also liked to sport neon lipstick, a different color for each day of the week. That day was atomic yellow. She just has a cool style like that, and she appreciated people noticing it. But yeah. Scary at first.

“Marcus,” she said again after she caught my gaze.

“Hello, Sister Sarah,” I said. “What’s up?” 

“I’m mentoring Jose today,” she said, and pointed to a boy who was also sitting across from me. “That is what’s up.”

“Hello,” he said and waved.

“Hi, Jose,” I said. 

“Marcus,” said Sister Sarah. “First of all, it is a pleasure running into you. Second of all, I apologize for interrupting you. Third of all, there are wild beasts of unknown species on this train.”

“What should we do?”

“Be aware that they are here sometimes. That is all. Be very careful and watch out for yourself. That is also all.”

“I think the Machines take care of them.”

“Correct, Marcus, but the Machines might be too late. There are currently no creatures here, but you must be aware that they sneak into things now. I hear stories about that. They might sneak up to you.” 

“Yes, Sister Sarah.”

Sister Sarah pointed to the lumpy thing in the corner. 

“What is that? I don’t know think the Machines have noticed it. I could have sworn I saw some little mini sneakies hatch from it to scurry into the panels of the train. How bizarre.”

“I don’t know what it is. It doesn’t bother me.”

“But it is not part of the train’s machinery. Be careful. That is all! Oh sigh, Marcus. Very sigh. Heavens, what would Sister Maria say if she were here?”

“Are you going to tell on me?”

“Wink, wink,” said Sister Sarah, and winked. “Since we are friends, this will be our secret. Shh. And because I’m one of the cool Sisters. Aren’t I one of the cool Sisters?”

“Yes, Sister Sarah”

“Now then,” she said. “The lump. It must be destroyed and removed. I shall take care of this undetectable pest before Jose and I get off at our stop. In the meantime...”

Sister Sarah summoned the security bot, which rushed right to us.

“Is there trouble?” it asked. “How may I help?”

“Robot,” ordered Sister Sarah. “There are strange things on this train. From now on you must stand guard next to Marcus when there is no other danger on board.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” it responded.

“Is there imminent danger on board?” asked Sister Sarah. 

“No, Sister Sarah.”

“Then stand here unless duty calls elsewhere. Watch out for little sneakies.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah. Little sneakies. Protecting scholar Marcus.”

But those were the only weird things on the train that day. Oh, and the lights flickered every once in a while, which was also really annoying. Especially when I was in the zone. Other than that stuff, the train was the best. 

The neighborhood got a little more wild. Again, with the creatures. Different looking things than the Communist, but people still saw him lurking around and sneak into houses too. Not in our house, that’s for sure. Nothing approached our place after that first night, so I guess word spreads amongst the creatures. I saw other-worldly dogs with those spiky necks like the one on the train. Those became pretty common, and we ended up calling them thornyheads. 

There were their feline counterparts as well that we called the hellcats. Big cats, the size of cougars. Maybe bigger. But their eyes glowed, and smoke came from their mouths and noses sometimes. Especially when they were hungry. And it smelled like brimstone from either their foul digestive system or something else. The hellcats were the worst, because they always showed up when someone was scared. They stalked the weakest, and they were good at it. 

Someone saw a lump down the road, and we actually saw a Western Brother show up and blow up some guy into a million pieces. Not a human guy, but a human-like looking creature. Could have been a gorilla, but whatever it was, it tried to kill someone. That’s what I heard anyway.

Wendy came over one night to share notes and study while we could help make square hamburgers for Sister Maria for her next visit. I still don’t know how to cook a thing, but Wendy had learned a little from Danny, and my dad helped out tremendously. 

“I don’t get how they make everything perfect,” my dad would complain. “I can make a better burger without trying. Why can’t I make a lesser burger like they do, yet perfectly square and proportional?”

“One thing Danny taught me,” said Wendy. “Is that it’s all about the ingredients. He told me that home-cooked food tastes good because the ingredients are fresh and better. He told me that he wouldn’t have his automatic pizza business if he used better ingredients. He told me that you must use cheap ingredients that taste good to make maximum profit. Also, Danny uses the Machines to make things perfectly consistent.”

“But I like Danny’s pizzas,” my dad said. “Even if they’re cheaply made. I don’t like the burgers Sister Maria wants. The shakes are good. I actually like those. Not the burgers though. But I don’t mind. This is fun.”

“Yes,” said Wendy. “This is fun. Hey, Marcus?”

“Yes, Wendy?”  

“My parents are dead now.”

I was deep into reading a paragraph about speciation when she dropped that bomb on me. Then my dad, who was deep into the burger he didn’t like so much.

“And Allen,” she said. “My parents died.”

Neither of us said anything for some time, and my dad and I looked at each other, waiting and hoping to say something. But we didn’t say anything until Wendy put her face in her hands and quietly wept.

“Wait, what happened?” my dad finally asked. “Your parents are dead? When… did this happen? What happened?”

“Correct,” said Wendy, and wiped her eyes. “This happened last night. The police came and the Machines too, and processing their bodies was very quick. They told me that it is very common now. The creatures. They’re the ones who did it.  There was something living in the walls. It waited for them to fall asleep, and when they did… They’re dead now.”

“Are you going home after you finish dinner with us tonight?” I asked.

“Yes, of course,” said Wendy. “It is my home. Though that creature never left. The police couldn’t find anything when they were there, but once they left, it showed up again. I was in bed and it was dark, and it was staring at me from the other side of my room, not hiding at all. It was very tall, and very spooky. All night long it stood there staring at me. Waiting for me to fall asleep I think.”

“No, Wendy,” said my dad. “You’re not going back to that place. Listen to me. You are not going to be alone. You’re going to live with us. At least until one of your relatives takes you in.”

“That would be great,” said Wendy. “Thank you. They say that the creatures fear you and Marcus.”

“You got that right,” said my dad.

“I would feel safe in this home with you two.”

“It’s safer than ever,” I assured her. “We bought new doors and all that, and we both sleep on the ground in the living room too with the fireplace on.”

“I like that idea,” said Wendy. “I would love to sleep on the floor with the fireplace on.”

“And bats and knives,” said my dad. “We have a lot of those around.” 

And that’s what we did that night. The fireplace was going with plenty of wood stacked up in the corner. My dad didn’t really sleep normally after more creatures started showing up. Throughout the night, he’d add a piece of wood or two to the embers, sleep for an hour or two, then repeat. He told me that he got enough sleep, but I knew he wasn’t telling the truth. I could see he was worn down. My professors call it circadian rhythms. I’m pretty sure my dad broke those rhythms, and for a doctor, I’m pretty sure he knew better. Maybe the sleep deprivation got to him. 

The three of us slept in a circle on the giant rug in the living room that night. We each had a sleeping bag, pillows, and a rollout mattress. And in the center of us was a pile of knives, swords, clubs, and bats of all kinds. 

“We have knives at my house,” said Wendy, zipped up and lying down. “Just me now, actually. I have knives. But I don’t have swords. Where did you find all of these weapons?”

“There’s a gas station down the street,” said my dad, clutching a bejeweled handle of a claymore while the rest of his body was zipped up in his sleeping bag. “It’s just a liquor store now. It’s run by some family, I forget what country they’re from, but they’ve always sold these crazy things. They’re actually not that strong. I broke two swords already. I don’t think they’re technically weapons at all, but they get the job done most of the time. After those monsters started showing up more and more, I’ve been stocking up. Check out Marcus. I got him the wizard one since he likes wizards so much.”

My dad did buy me a pretty rad wizard broadsword for my birthday. The hilt was a crystal ball, and the whole handle was some bearded wizard guy with his arms stretched out. 

“Cool sword, Marcus,” said Wendy. 

“Thanks, Wendy. We have a lot more. Take a look at the pile. You can sleep with a weapon if you want.”

“Yeah?”

“Well..,” stopped my dad. “Okay sure. Just be careful.” 

“What do you think would work best for me?” asked Wendy.

My dad sized up Wendy, looked at the pile, then back at Wendy again.

“Take the Klingon blade,” he said. “You look like a bat’leth kind of person. That’ll make you feel safe at night.”

“Yeah? Okay. Which one is that again?”

“It’s the really big one with the handles,” I told her.

“Cool, thanks,” she said, then dragged it across the floor. We could hear its heft as she pulled it towards her and zipped herself back up. Her hands stuck out of her sleeping bag as she held onto her gigantic blade.

“Did you really kill some creatures?” asked Wendy.

“Six,” said my dad.

“Whoa. Six?”

“Mmhm,” he said. “Two inside the house. I butchered one right there behind the couch. Another one in the kitchen. Bashed his brains out against the fridge with that aluminum bat there. That was messy. We really reinforced the entrances and windows after that. The fireplace too. That’s how one got inside. That’s why the fire’s always on at night. The rest of the kills were outside. Hunted them down with these babies from the liquor store. Marcus killed one of them with his wizard sword.”

“Marcus, you killed something?”

“Yes,” I said, half-ashamed.

“Wow.”   

“Yes,” I said.

“Does Sister Maria know?”

“No.”

“Do you think she’ll be mad?”

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t think she’ll be mad,” said Wendy. “I think she’d be very proud.”

“Agreed,” said my dad.

“Marcus?” asked Wendy. 

“Yes?”

“Did you ever find that mermaid?”

“You saw a mermaid, Marcus?” my dad asked.

“I guess,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I don’t know, actually. There’s something at the docks by school. I haven’t checked in almost a year when Sister Maria was last out to mentor me.”

“But you actually saw one?” he asked. 

“I think I’ve seen one before, and I think I know where it hangs out. Danny said he saw it too once. Would you… actually believe me if I said it’s real?”

“I mean… I think I might,” my dad said. “Did you ever think we’d end up murdering six abominations like we did?”

“I guess not.”

“If there really is a mermaid out there,” said my dad. “Be careful, and don’t let it sing to you. I heard only bad things. There’re plenty of old sea shanties that describe all of that. I’m not sure if they’re like the rest of those monsters out there. Which reminds me, we never did get that first one. I know he’s out there somewhere close by. I got something special for him.”

“Yeah?” asked Wendy. “You mean that Communist thing everyone talks about?”

“Yeah,” said my dad. “That thing…”

“What are you going to do to it?”

“There’s only one thing to do when you hate your enemy more than anything.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m going to eat him.” 

“You’re going to eat him?”

“Alive. I’m going to eat him alive, Wendy.”

“What about diseases?”

“Oh,” said my dad. “Huh, I guess I didn’t think of that. Okay, maybe I’ll cook him then.”

“That would be nice,” said Wendy. “Maybe I can bring some sides. Maybe we can make ground beef, or ground whatever that thing is. Then I can practice making burgers for Sister Maria.”

“Hey that sounds fun,” said my dad. “I don’t think Sister Maria would approve of that, but we’ll give it a shot.”

And that’s when I went to sleep. There were no creatures to threaten us that night.

Wendy’s would live with us indefinitely, and it was probably the safest place she could stay compared to the homes of rest of her distant family, who were all out of state, and who were constantly attacked themselves. Creatures were showing up everywhere, and keeping around bashing and slashing weapons was no longer such a strange idea. That liquor store down the road sure made a lot of money.

Sister Maria approved of that decision too. She also told me that she was very proud of me that I killed a creature when she visited next time for my annual mentorship. 


“Next time, we shall try to use your fire instead of weapons,” she told me as we sat around drinking coffee. “Agreed?”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

“Now, Marcus,” she said, and stared directly at Wendy. “I know it’s your day, but the girl owes me a thing.”

“Oh,” said Wendy. “You want a burger right now?”

Sister Maria nodded.

“It’s nine o clock though,” said Wendy. “It’s…” but she could see Sister Maria staring deeper and frowning. “Okay. I’ve been practicing. Danny has helped a lot.”

“Yes, I told him to help you.”

“Yes, Sister Maria. One burger coming up.”

Wendy got straight to work, and my dad got up too since Wendy pretty much didn’t know what to do. 

“Oh, happy day,” said Sister Maria, and slurped on her coffee. “It has been ages since I’ve had such a legendary meal. Will my childhood dream come true?”

We sat and chatted briefly about school, but we mostly stared into our coffee cups thinking about the state of the world again. Wendy soon broke our concentration as she presented Sister Maria with one of the best burgers I had ever seen.

“Oh, my word,” said Sister Maria. “Dream come true?”

“Yes,” said Wendy. “Please enjoy, Sister Maria.”

“I shall,” said Sister Maria with wide eyes. She took her first bite after I think she said a prayer or something, then frowned right away.”

“No,” she said and wiped her mouth. “This is not my childhood burger.”

“It’s not that bad, is it?” asked my dad. “I mean, it’s better than what they serve in my opinion.”

“No,” said Sister Maria. “You are correct, Allen. My apologies. It was rather excellent. High expectations. My apologies. Your kitchen looks lovely.”

“You know those restaurants are still around,” said my dad. “There’s one a few miles from here.”

Sister Maria stared at my dad without any emotion, then we all stared at each other in disbelief. 

“Marcus,” announced Sister Maria. “We must leave. Take me to your friend’s family business. There you will tell me of your grand plan of how you will get Brian to court me. Wendy, you may come as well even though it is not your day and Brother Alex mentors you. Farewell, Allen. Your kitchen looks lovely.”  

We took a short ride to this place we should have planned to go a year ago, but ended up waiting for a good hour and a half since it opened at eleven. That didn’t stop Sister Maria though as she constantly knocked on the front doors, waving down the staff. 

“Hello! One hamburger, please? I am quite hungry. Hello!”

She knocked even more and pointed to Wendy. “I brought the owner. Open up now, please. I am quite hungry.”

The staff saw us and ignored us as much as they could. I could see the manager, a Machine, just pointing to her wrist aggressively and shaking her head.

“I don’t think that thing will let us in,” said Sister Maria. “There’s something wrong with her wrist.”

“It’s not open yet,” said Wendy. “I think she’s trying to tell us that we need to come back later.”

“Well,” said Sister Maria. “You would know best, being the company heiress and all.”

“But I’m not related to the company, if you remember me telling you last year at the beach?”

Sister Maria only stared at Wendy for some time, then looked at me.

“Marcus,” she said. “Here is my lesson for today. Lesson one: Even though you’re anticipating something you know you will have, you mustn’t dwell on it. I will have my hamburger later today, but not now. And that is okay. In the meantime, it is time to have my boots cobbled. As you can see, my soles are worn through, some laces are torn, and the leather is quite scuffed. Take me to your finest cobbler, please. After that, we will return to have a lovely lunch. I will not have proper footwear the entire day, and your job is to take care of my feet. Take care of them, Marcus.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

“Do not let my feet get hurt, Marcus. Do not, and this is vital, do not think of hamburgers. Come along now. It is time for cobbling.” 

“Okay. Is there a lesson two?”

“No.” 

I don’t really know any cobblers, but the internet does and so do the Machines. Naturally, when Sister Maria asked a local Machine, it referred us to a Machine business, which is actually just as good or better than any other cobbler. But again, I know nothing of cobbling. I don’t care either. 

So, there we went, Fit and Finnish, which was more of a little shack than an actual store. It was actually very old, and used to be an old hut where the really old timers would develop their film after they took pictures. With cameras. Not even Sister Maria used these shacks in her day. Now it’s just repainted white, gutted and replaced with whatever equipment the cobbling business needed, along with a new sign with the flag of Finland. The old owner’s lineage, I can only assume. 

Sister Maria unlaced her boots and handed them to the Machine attendant, which was mostly just mechanical arms inside the box. 

“One cobbling please, shop keep,” she ordered.  “Post haste.”

“Yes, miss,” it replied in its broken voice. It handled the boots and scanned them momentarily. “Dearest Sister Maria, these are quite the brand. Someone must have cared for you greatly to give a gift such as this.”

“Yes, quite. You are correct.”

“It will be a pleasure working with such a pair.” The Machine handed Sister Maria a ripped ticket, and some cardboard sandals. “I will expedite this order, and you should expect them to be complete at the end of the day. Such fine work for such a wonderful Western Sister. Be wary of your feet in the meantime.”

“Yes, thank you. That burden is all on Marcus here.”

“Be wary of Sister Maria’s feet, scholar Marcus,” reminded the Machine.

“Yes, Marcus,” said Sister Maria. “Take care of my feet.”

“She is quite the lady, scholar Marcus,” added the robot. “Take care of her.”

“Yes, Sister Maria. Yes… cobble bot.”

We took a walk just downtown to “browse,” as Sister Maria calls it, but instead we stumbled upon something amazing. Right there in the middle of the park was a loud, messy, and beautiful fountain. Naturally, there was a good crowd of at least ten others standing around to watch the never-ending splashing bliss. We all love fountains and staring at water, and I didn’t know it at the time, but it was also snack time.

“Well done, all,” said Sister Maria. “Boot repair is in progress, and now we have this beautiful water to stare at, which will only enhance our dreams. This calls for a celebration. Potato salad. On the house.”

Sister Maria reached in her duster and pulled out a bag of warm potato salad along with her huge pocket knife she got when she was in the scouts as a kid. She pulled out the spoon, looked directly at me, and saluted me with three fingers. She always did that when she pulled out the pocket knife.

“Always be prepared,” she said, and took a scoop from the bag. She took a sniff first, frowned, but then gave it a taste. “It’s still good. Here. Try some.”

“No thanks,” I insisted. I was a little hungry, but I wasn’t really craving warm potato salad at the time.

“Dearest Wendy?” asked Sister Maria and put the spoon to her mouth.

“No thank you, Sister Maria. I’m waiting for hamburgers.”

“Oh,” said Sister Maria. “That is wise. But I mustn't waste this fine food. It was on sale by the manager himself. The manager at the grocery store gave it to me for free, if I must tell the truth. I spotted a young Machine out back with this bag about to throw it in the garbage can. ‘Boy,’ I exclaimed. ‘What is the meaning of this? Such wastefulness.’ Needless to say, the youth had summoned the manager and we exchanged our concerns. Mine of waste, and his of expiration. In the end, because I am such a beautiful and well-respected Sister, which were his words exactly if you want to write that down, he let me have the bag. ‘But only this one time,’ he told me. Just this once, Marcus. Now, isn’t that special?”

“Yes, Sister Maria. You are very good with words, and bartering, and all that.”

“Yes,” sighed Sister Maria and took a large bite. “You know who else is good with words though?” she asked with a mouthful. “That would be Brian. Now then, Marcus, speak to me of his courtship. Bring him to me. I am prepared for Brian now. I have five gray hairs now. What do you have for me?”

“Oh,” I said and lost myself again with the splashing, but Sister Maria brought me back by putting a spoonful of warm potato salad in my mouth. 

“It is good, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said, which was the truth.

“The courtship, Marcus?” she said and fed me another spoonful.

“Yes,” I munched. “We’ll meet him after his lecture. I’ve been watching his route back home when he finishes. Just past five, he’ll turn by the corner of building eight where the labs are. This time though, you’ll be standing right there in his path and he’ll be forced to speak to you.”

“And what will he say to me?”

“I don’t know. Probably something about history.” 

“Make him say something about me.”

“I don’t know if I can do that. I can deliver him to you, but I think you should take over the talking after that.”

“Unacceptable,” said Sister Maria, and fed me another spoonful. “The key is celery.”

“It is?”

“Yes. Even though the potato salad is warm and mushy, the celery gives it a freshness and a satisfying crunch. Okay, I’ve thought about it. I will take care of the conversation after Brian falls directly into my arms. Well done, Marcus. Gold star. Let us stop eating the potato salad now and enjoy the beautiful fountain, shall we?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” both Wendy and I said, and resumed the fountain-watching.

Everyone stood there motionless, in state of total bliss and delirium. The way the water looked, and smelled, and sounded. All of the colors split apart in each water droplet as the sunlight struck them in flight. We’d have stood there for a week, but fortunately some local Machines were there to remind us that we had things to do.

“WAKE UP,” one told me as it was cleaning the park. “You have places to go.” It didn’t really know what we had to do, but it knew well enough that we needed to at least move again. “Wake up,” it repeated. “Drink some water, please. Eat some food, please. Find shelter before sunset, please.”

It did that to everyone who was in the fountain’s trance, where we all slowly came back and suddenly remembered we had to be somewhere.

“Oh, no,” sighed Sister Maria. “The square hamburgers… The sun has set, and my day with you is almost done, Marcus. Luckily the snack we had and the joy at the fountain has revitalized me. Thank you, Marcus, for this day.”

She looked to Wendy after that for some time. 

“Wendy,” she said. “Marcus explained to me this morning after your hamburger mistake. He spoke to me about your family.”

“Oh?” said Wendy.

Sister Maria only gazed into Wendy after that, and Wendy understood.

“Oh,” said Wendy. “Yes. It was terrible. I am sadder than I have ever been.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “I will hold you now. Would you like that? May I hold you, Wendy?”

“Yes, Sister Maria. Yes you may.”

Sister Maria reached and felt Wendy’s face for a very long time, much longer than how she feels my face when she greets me. Then she embraced Wendy for just as long.

“Though Brother Alex mentors you, I shall now visit you as well,” Sister Maria said. “Would you like that, Wendy?”

“Yes, Sister Maria. I would like that very much.” 

“Very well,” she confirmed. “It is quite late. Marcus, hold my hand now. You too, Wendy. Hold my hands, and we shall fly for what time I have left.”

We stopped at Fit and Finnish first to pick up the boots. On my dime… but it was alright. It was cheaper than a new pair, the boots looked dope, and we all had a pretty awesome day. Then we flew some more all the way home. Way up through the clouds. It would normally have been freezing and unbearable up there, but Sister Maria can control many things with her mind to make the trip pleasant. Things weren’t too pleasant on the way back down where we saw someone very familiar at the edge of my neighborhood dragging someone small behind him.

“Isn’t that your father’s foe that he’s been trying to find for so long?” asked Sister Maria.

“I think it is,” I said.

We immediately descended where I got a better look at the Communist, and the boy he was dragging by the hair into the wooded back area. 

“Unfortunately for your father, we will have to take the honor of ending this thing,” said Sister Maria. “Marcus, I want you to use your fire. This will be a fine time for practice. Do you need me to sign anything for Dr. Ord? For extra credit?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said, and pulled out a slip. 

“Very fine. I’ll fill it out as soon as you’re finished.”

“Oh,” said Wendy, and pulled out her slip. “Sister Maria, do you think you can sign mine too?”

“Of course, Wendy,” said Sister Maria. “Put it in my coat pocket. Will you use fire as well?”

“No. But I can make something grow. I brought some corn with me. Maybe some beans?”

“I’m afraid that will not do. But think of something interesting as we play with fire, and I’ll see what I can do.”       

Down we went, and before the Communist could creep into the bushes with the screaming young boy, Sister Maria was on it. Like an owl in the night, she swooped down and stunned the monster with an invisible force, all while Wendy and I gently planted our feet to the ground. The Communist turned around and looked at Sister Maria in fear, then spotted me and growled. I’m sure it recognized me. 

“Be near me, Marcus,” said Sister Maria, as she stared right into the eyes of the creature. “Let’s get you to work, now. Let me see what you’ve learned as soon as I free this poor boy.”

The Communist’s fingers that had clenched the boy’s hair uncurled and hyperextended completely backwards, making pops and cracks almost like the sound of fire crackers, as every joint broke and every bone shattered. It yelled and groaned in pain, and the free boy ran to Sister Maria, holding her leg and hiding behind her duster. It lurched forward for the boy, and to try and kill Sister Maria, but didn’t get far as it was forced to the ground, almost like an invisible bus was weighing it down. 

“There we are,” said Sister Maria, not moving a muscle and keeping her eyes on the Communist.  “Much better. Now Marcus, take your time and ignore the distracting noises from your live subject. There is no hurry.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

I looked at the Communist, and it looked right at me with its empty eye sockets. It moaned and growled, but I did what Sister Maria told me, and I focused on what Dr. Ord had taught me. I focused on the monster my dad hated so much, and it soon stopped with its growling. Then it kind of looked concerned. Then grumbling. Then yelling. We could see its body vibrating rapidly. The yelling stopped after that, since I assume I had killed it from the inside-out. Pops and bangs came from its skin. Lots of sizzling, then cracking from its muscles, steam, and burning. I never got any flames though. 

Sister Maria took her gaze away from the Communist and looked at me. 

“You have killed it,” she said. “Using a microwave technique. Such heartlessness, Marcus. You used heat, not fire. Heat does lead to fire, however. Five points. Well done. Pun intended. Ten extra credit points for me.”

Sister Maria pulled out my extra credit slip and signed it, then roasted the Communist’s corpse in a huge blaze while keeping eye contact with me. 

“Now try putting out the fire,” she told me. “You mustn't leave an open fire before bed.”  

Again, I focused, but this time with ice. Like before, I couldn't actually make ice like I couldn’t make fire. But I did cool it down enough to extinguish the flames, leaving only a pile of cold ashes. 

Sister Maria opened her duster and looked down at the boy.

“Let’s take you home now,” she said.

“Wait,” said Wendy, and stepped forward, focusing on the cold ashes.

She focused on the pile the same way I focused on it when it was alive, and right out of the middle of it sprouted a daisy. Sister Maria stared at Wendy, and Wendy stared back.

“You did nothing to help,” said Sister Maria. “However, it is a nice touch and I like daisies. Five points.”

“Thank you, Sister Maria.”

“Ask and you shall receive. Try and you may succeed. Well done.” Sister Maria looked back down to the boy, then picked him up in her arms. “Where do you live, dear?” 

The boy simply pointed down the road to a house not too far we could see in plain view with the lights still on. We walked only briefly to his residence, and could clearly see the front door off its hinges. There were also broken windows and some gashes in the door frame. We stood there and thought about the possible scenario that happened in the house before Sister Maria placed the boy down. 

“Your parents are in there?” she asked.

The boy nodded.

“I’ll attend to them. You wait here. Marcus, you wait here as well with Wendy. Use your fire for protection if you must. And your ice. And your cheap sword. Wendy, grow plants when appropriate. Make ready your corn and your beans.”

Sister Maria floated into the house with focused eyes, ready for any kind of challenge that may have remained in there, but she came out shortly with nothing and with nobody. She stood over the boy and stared down at him. He stared back up with his mouth hanging.

“Did they get better?” he asked her. “Are they still very hurt?” 

Sister Maria knelt down and felt the boy’s face for some time, then she picked him up in her arms and touched his face more as they both looked into each other's eyes. 

“I’m going to take you away now,” said Sister Maria. “There is a warm and safe place where you will live now. Loving people. Western Sisters who will love you forever. Do you understand that I must take you away now, my dear?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” said the orphan, sadly.

“It is very late,” said Sister Maria. “Did your parents ever sing to you before bed?”

“Yes they did, Sister Maria.”

“Mine would sing to me as well. They would sing to me when I was sad too. May I sing you something?”

“Yes please, Sister Maria.”

Sister Maria began singing that really old song, “You Are My Sunshine,” and she actually sounded really good. I couldn’t believe it. That was the first time I ever heard her sing anything. 

“The both of you go back home now,” said Sister Maria, once she finished singing. “I don’t have as much business this week, so I will return to you in the morning.”

“Since when do you sing?” I asked her. 

“I have been listening to much folk music lately,” she said. “That one is tragic, but it works for the children. Some songs describe West Virginia. I would love to visit West Virginia someday, but we all know I am attached to this land, and I will surely perish if I were to leave. I communicate with the Eastern Sisters and the Eastern Brothers of that land, however, so all is fine in the world. I am here to be for all of you, and that brings me great joy.” She looked back at the orphan. “Are you glad that I’m here for you?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” said the orphan.

“Are you prepared to go to your new home now?”

“Yes, Sister Maria I am,” he said, placing his head on her shoulder, and wrapping his arms around her. His eyes were wide and full of tears.

“Away we go,” she said, and they both floated up into the dark and cloudy sky as she hummed that song again.   

It was clear what had happened to the boy’s parents at that point, and Wendy and I walked back home as soon as the police showed up. There were no creatures to bother us on the walk back, and we could feel in the air that they were all out hiding the rest of the night. I was wiped out, and I would have loved to sleep in the living room circle with my dad and Wendy, but I was too busy throwing up and… other things thanks to a certain snack I had that day. At least Wendy slept like a log with her loud snoring. My dad’s a super light sleeper, and he noticed right away when we showed up, but then slept in peace once all three members of the living room circle were there. Even with all the noise from me in the bathroom.


He didn’t know about the death of the Communist that night, but my dad sure found out the next morning, especially since the Communist showed up at the breakfast table. In one form or another.

“Where’d this daisy come from?” he asked as he served Wendy and I some scrambled eggs.

The daisy had been placed in a mini vase by Sister Maria, who had showed up at about two o’clock that morning. 

“I made it,” said Wendy. “I accelerated its growth, to be accurate.” 

“Oh,” said my dad. “Is Sister Maria okay?”

I was about to tell my dad what happened, but luckily Sister Maria showed up just then in the kitchen doorway.

“Yes,” she said, looking drowsy. 

My dad pulled up a chair for her and gave her some eggs too.

“Thank you, Allen,” she said, and sat. “Your kitchen looks lovely. The flower is what remains of your great enemy.”

“My enemy?”

“Yes. The one that showed up in your bedroom. The first one. The Communist, they call it.”

My dad looked down at the flower and took a moment to comprehend what Sister Maria had just said.

“You turned that thing into a flower?” he asked.

“No,” said Sister Maria. “Marcus burned it alive. A truly horrendous death. Then he turned it into fertilizer. Then Wendy grew a beautiful flower. Then they each received five extra credit points.”

“Marcus, you killed it?” my dad asked.

“Sorry, dad,” I said. 

“I am also sorry,” said Wendy. “For not bringing a leg or some other cut of meat. I remember we spoke about eating it. For glory’s sake.”

“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “I’m happy it died a miserable death by you. How did you find it?”

“We spotted it in flight back here,” said Sister Maria. “It had killed a man and woman in their home, and had dragged their small child into the brush for a torturous consumption most likely. We managed to save the boy, however.” Sister Maria looked at me. “The boy did not sleep last night.”

“Is he safe?” I asked.

“Yes. There is nowhere safer. And no place warmer. Or loving. But he is no longer cared for by his parents, and he will remain in deep sadness for a very long time. He is in great pain. He is surrounded by others, but he will be alone in a way. I did not sleep either, but not because of sadness entirely. We have been betrayed, Marcus. The potato salad…” 

We all sat at the table in silence, and Sister Maria looked into her coffee. 

“Things seem to be different,” she said. “Not the events that are happening, but the makeup of things. Liquids. Forms. It is very subtle, but things are different.”

“A lot of my people are blaming it on the Artifacts,” my dad said. 

“The Artifacts?” asked Sister Maria, and broke her stare from the coffee to look at my dad. “No. They are only catalysts of what is bound to be. No.”

“I know,” said my dad. 

“That is because you are wise, Allen. Your great age has given you wisdom. Something the other old timers don’t seem to have.”

“Uh, thanks,” said my dad. “You know, the ‘other old timers’ say that the Artifacts summoned all of these monsters, and that they’re going to end the world.”

Sister Maria stared at my dad. 

“What do you think of that, Sister Maria?” he asked.

“Continue,” she said.

“Oh… Yeah. I mean, I heard they also said that… you know… you people are in on it too, to wipe out the rest of my people forever.”

More staring from Sister Maria. 

“What do you… you know, think of that? About what they said.”

“That is fine,” she said. “Of what they say. But it is untrue. The Artifacts are only catalysts of what is bound to be. These creatures were not summoned by the Artifacts, and they were not summoned by any of us. They are of an unknown origin. I speak only of the truth. Believe who you must.”

“I know,” said my dad. “You’re right.”

“I know,” said Sister Maria. “I do not intend to convince anyone of anything. I only speak the truth in what I’m asked. We all feel from the Artifacts that they mean no harm to anything.”

“I don’t like debates,” said my dad. “But I must ask. How do you know what the Artifacts tell you is the truth?”

Again, with the blank staring from Sister Maria.

“Continue,” she said.

“Well, what if what you feel is not… the truth?”

“But it is the truth. We all feel it. Since we were born.”

“But how do you know that? What if you can only see and feel what it wishes to show you. Like only shadows on a wall.”

“Like shadows on a wall?” asked Sister Maria. “Continue more, please.”

“What if it projects only what it wants you to see and to know, but there is something much more behind the scenes? Something darker.”

“If there were something more,” said Sister Maria. “If there was something hiding behind what is projected… then one would have to investigate.  To the source.”

“What would you investigate?” my dad asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “What would you have to investigate?”

Sister Maria spaced out at the wall behind my dad, deep in thought. 

“If the Artifacts were hiding some valuable information,” she said. “Information kept secret from us all, then it is simple. One must investigate the Artifacts. And… it seems the old timers believe the Artifacts are bad. And it seems our people believe the Artifacts are good. And it seems there is no true evidence. It is time to investigate. Are the Artifacts responsible for the creatures? Are we seeing only shadows on walls projected by the Artifacts?” She looked at me. “Marcus? Are we seeing only shadows on walls projected by the Artifacts?”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged.

“Allen?” she asked. “Are we seeing only shadows on walls projected by the Artifacts?”

“I don’t know either,” he said. 

“Let’s go, Marcus,” she said and stood. “You will accompany me to New Mexico to investigate the Artifact there. 

“Wait,” I said and dropped my fork. “What? The Artifact? Now?”

“Yes, yes,” sighed Sister Maria. “Your father’s wonderful wisdom and philosophy, added with the zeitgeist of his people, calls for immediate action. The time has come to quell this worry, and that time is right now. Come along now. I have much more free time now thanks to more tragedy. I wish to spend additional mentoring time with you. We will investigate the Artifact together. Make sure you bring plenty of extra credit slips. Allen, your kitchen looks lovely.”

“Wait a minute, Sister Maria,” said my dad. “Can you just go to the Artifact? Don’t people die if they even see it?”

“Oh, Allen,” said Sister Maria. “It does not kill Western Sisters.” 

“But nobody has faced the Artifact for… decades. Ever since they arrived. And those people died. It’s been such a long time, and not even a Western Sister has seen one.”

“And this is a new time. And we are a new people.”

“But… this is kind of a huge thing you’re doing. And you’re just going to go there? Don’t you need an appointment or something? There are tons of guards with machine guns and security clearances and all that.”

“I’m sure they will all make time for us in their busy little schedules.”   

“So, you’re really going right now then?” My dad asked.

“Oui,” said Sister Maria. “That means yes in French. Because of the Artifact in France. Or moshi moshi. That’s because of the one in Japan. That means yes.”

“I don’t think that means yes in Japanese,” said Wendy.

“Oh,” said Sister Maria. “What does it mean?”

“I think it means hello? Or it’s some kind of phone thing. I don’t know.”

“A phone thing?” she said and stared at Wendy. “Okay. Goodbye.”

Sister Maria and I both left after that without even packing. She was eager to get to the Artifact, and I’ll be honest, so was I. Before we could leave the front yard, however, we saw that thing in the sky.

“That’s what you were talking about last year, isn’t it?” I asked her.

“Yes,” she said as we both watched this thing grow in and out, doing cartwheels across the sky.

“What is that?” my dad asked, after joining us for the aerial show. He held my shoulder.  “Are those bones?”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria.

“They’re old, dead bones,” said Wendy.

“What?” asked my dad nervously. 

This strange, growing thing in the sky was simply moving in mile-long circles in the sky like it was on some kind of track.

“What’s it doing?” asked my dad.

“It’s trying to become something,” said Sister Maria. She looked to my dad and then to me. “I suppose I should put an end to it before it becomes something.”

Sister Maria rose from the ground and had begun her ascent to totally annihilate this thing over our neighborhood, when instead something else took care of it for her. A freaking jet zoomed in out of nowhere, made a really loud buzz from its machine gun or something, then shot a missile at this thing, blowing it up into a million pieces. It was freaking awesome, and was insanely loud. 

“That will do nicely,” said Sister Maria, and stood before us again. “It’s nice to have a little help for once.”

“You can say that again,” said my dad. “Please be safe on your trip. Please take care of Marcus, Sister Maria. I don’t know what kind of… bone things are out there.”

“I will keep him safe from all creatures,” assured Sister Maria. “I care for Marcus very much.”

“I know,” said my dad. “Much more than his mother ever could.” 

My dad walked to me and gave me a firm hug. 

“Marcus,” he said. “I love you. Have fun. Make sure you eat. Listen to Sister Maria.” 

I nodded and Sister Maria and I took the next morning train out of town where she quickly made some accommodations using my phone. Normally a trip out to New Mexico would take just less than a day, but we planned on making a few stops, even though Sister Maria was in such a hurry. I would find out why. 


“There are two stops we will make before we arrive at our destination,” she told me as we sat right up against each on our train ride. “We first stop for lunch at Old Newton’s Outpost.”

“Aren’t we in a hurry to observe the Artifact?” I asked. 

“Yes, yes. The Artifact is of the utmost priority, yes. Very rational, Marcus. Well done. However, we don’t know what is to come when we arrive, and I need many, many calories, Marcus. And I must honor your father’s request to keep you healthy and to keep you fed. And it is Tuesday.”

“Tuesday?”

“I get a free wet burrito every Tuesday at Old Newton’s Outpost. Tacos are plentiful on Tuesdays, but the owner of Old Newton’s Outpost pledged to give me wet burritos for life every Tuesday for mentoring his daughter who now runs her own automatic taco business. Isn’t that nice, Marcus?”

“Yes, Sister Maria. What’s the next stop after that?”

“Such eagerness, Marcus. Slow down, please. You mustn't rush people, Marcus.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

“Our second stop will be at New Kelso Depot. We will sleep there. We don’t know what is to come when we arrive in New Mexico, and I need many, many calories, and a well-rested mind as well, Marcus. I have accommodations there and dinner reservations thanks to my mentoring history yet again. This particular train depot used to be a stop to fill up the old steam engines with water, but those days are now gone and we will use it to fill up on chicken fried steaks and biscuits and gravy instead. Isn’t that nice, Marcus? Isn’t it nice what I have planned for us?”

“Yes, Sister Maria. Thank you very much.”    

“Did you like my joke? Did you like how I replaced water with chicken fried steaks and biscuits and gravy?”

“Oh,” I said. “Oh, yeah. That was funny, yes.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “The trains needed to be filled with water, but we are not trains. Instead, we need to be filled with food. Yes.”

“And water too.”

“Oh?” said Sister Maria and stared at me.

“We need food and water, Sister Maria.”

Sister Maria stared at me with a puzzled look, but then broke the silence as she spoke about her crush Professor Steele again.

“I long for Brian,” she said and stared out the window. “What is he teaching these days?”

“Well,” I said. “I heard he’s getting into World War One right now. I think he’s just getting into that archduke guy…”

“He is in my dreams sometimes,” she interrupted. 

“You mean Professor Steele? Or the archduke…”

“Do you think I am in his dreams?”

“Sure,” I said. “I think he really likes you. Professor Steele, I mean.”

“Yes. We will visit him after our journey,” she said. “Marcus, please take me to visit him, and we will execute your plan.”

“Yes, Sister Maria. I will do that for you.” 

Sister Maria stared out the window the entire time in her dream state, humming more old songs until we reached Old Newton’s Outpost. It was a longer trip than what I was used to, and the train was nearly loaded with more passengers and security Machines too. 

“Eager gamblers off to my home state no doubt,” Sister Maria had mentioned. “Perhaps we will visit Silver City on the way back. Perhaps we’ll visit the house I grew up in.”

We had our own private security Machine decked out right next to Sister Maria and I, under Sister Sarah’s orders. No creatures on that trip, but I had a feeling it could have also been because of Sister Maria. She seemed to be almost a repellent to all of them. They even seemed to avoid Sister Sarah when I bumped into her before. All of the Western Sisters perhaps. 

Whatever the case, Sister Maria wasn’t thinking about creatures, or the Artifact, or any danger at all. Crushes are rare, I’ve been told. I mean, I didn’t really think about anyone myself at the time. And to see a Western Sister fall for someone… Of all people. That’s really rare.   

When we arrived at Old Newton’s Outpost, we simply got off and walked to the patio dining area where Sister Maria sits at her usual spot. Right next to the birdbath. It was small, but it was so amazing and soothing. It wasn’t that fancy, and there was no loud splashing like the one at the park downtown. No, it was gentle splish splashing. Just a little bit. Only a trickle. 

I sat across from Sister Maria and we both stared at it in total bliss and relaxation. Even better, there were a couple of bluebirds that jumped in there and started splashing around too. One of them had white-colored feathers at the tips of its wings.

“Look at that, Marcus,” she exclaimed. 

“Oh, I see it,” I told her and smiled.

“And look at that one,” she said. “Look at those white feathers. What a beautiful mutation. What a special bird. What a lucky mate he has too.”

“Wow,” I exclaimed.

“Yes, and look at the way they’re moving that water around them. Do you hear that? Can you smell it? Oh, what a wonderful lunch break.”

“And a wonderfully wet burrito to make things better,” said our serving Machine as he placed a heavy plate in front of Sister Maria. “And for guest scholar Marcus as well,” it added, and served me the same.

“Oh, my,” said Sister Maria, who gazed at the food then at the server. “I have not even ordered, and I see not only one wet burrito, but two?”

“Yes,” said the server. “We love the fine lady Sister Maria here, and we care for any of her guests.”

“Did you hear that, Marcus?” she asked.

I nodded, then turned my head back to the birdbath.

“Yes, what a wonderful lunch break,” she said and focused her attention on the birdbath too.

“DO NOT FORGET TO EAT,” our server belched the same way those security Machines do whenever we space out.

“Yes,” said Sister Maria, dreamily, and looked back to her plate. “Yes, yes. Let us eat now, Marcus.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said and struggled to turn my gaze from the birdbath. 

We both ate in silence thinking about the birdbath, trying with everything we had not to look back at it. I was trying at least. I don’t know if Sister Maria was thinking the same as me for sure, but I had a good feeling. She did break the silence halfway through, however.

“Let us chit chat, Marcus,” she said. “Let us have table chatter.”

“Okay.”

She took another bite. A big one.

“What has been your favorite water?” she mumbled.

“My favorite water?”

“Yes. My favorite water is far in the mountains just south of here. Nobody knows it but me. A beautiful falls. It is quiet there besides the water. There are heavy, crashing falls there, but in other spots there are gentle babbling flows. It is a dream. It is my sanctuary when I am overwhelmed by all of this tragedy and death. I hope to take Brian there someday, if perhaps he wishes to be with me and to court me. We will fly away there together.”

“Oh,” I said. “I think that will happen. But I think my favorite water is the beach.”

“Mm, yes. The water there goes on and on.”

“Yes, and it’s never the same. Each wave is different and unique.”

“Beautiful, Marcus. You are nearly a word-weaver like my beloved Brian. You shall find a mate in no time, and you will end the world's baby shortage no doubt.”

“I guess. I don’t really want a girlfriend though.”

“No, I assumed not. Not even Wendy?”

“Wendy is pretty cool.”

“Yes, Wendy is very cool. I like her very much.”

“I know, but I don’t know. I just don’t want any relationship with anyone.”

“Okay,” said Sister Maria. “Thank you for the wonderful table chatter, Marcus. All done. Let us finish our food in silence. We must eat well. We must rest well. Much rest, Marcus.”

We enjoyed the birdbath for some time after that just before we hopped back on the train to our final stop of the day. At Old Kelso Depot we loaded up on free chicken fried steaks and biscuits and gravy just like Sister Maria wanted, but with minimal table chatter that evening. I could feel that Sister Maria was preparing herself for something big. She was beginning to store her calories, and she slept solid and completely still that night in our bed. 

The room that Sister Maria booked was really nice, but all they had left was a room with two twins, which was weird because we didn’t know what to do with the extra one. Obviously, it was kind of tight with both of us in one bed, but it’s comforting that way. The old timers think that it’s weird. I got some solid sleep that night since I hardly heard Sister Maria breathe that night, and I never saw her chest move as she slept next to me.

The morning ride to New Mexico was just about the same with Sister Maria staring out the window the entire time, humming her folk songs quietly, and never speaking until we stopped. I thought we were going to get another ride from maybe a Machine the rest of the way, but Sister Maria held my hand straight away once we stepped onto the platform instead.

It was a wet day in Albuquerque, but thanks to Sister Maria’s mind, our flight was dry and peaceful. The young forests surrounding the city were thicker than ever, and there were still patches of snow here and there from the winter before. Especially on the mountains all around, which were also very green with trees. 

My dad said he remembers that area when he grew up, and how it was completely desert at the time. Then the world changed, and the trees came, and the weather too. Kind of like what happened back home. As we flew south, however, the wilderness changed suddenly. Drastically. It was like someone drew a border around our destination, and the buffer zone of the Artifact was trapped in its desert past. It was warm when we crossed that border, and there were no clouds overhead.    

My professors, especially Professor Steele, since he loves this stuff, told me that the Artifacts came to places of great power. And you can feel that power when you’re near.

“Coincidence?” Professor Steele would say. “About the New Mexico location?” 

New Mexico was an easy one to figure out. But Japan? Okay… Maybe that one too. That’s much darker. But is that the source of the power? The Japanese Artifact is nowhere near those two tragic sites. France? What happened there? 

My other professors asked us many questions about the location of the Artifacts and what kind of power they were attracted to. Energy? Matter? Maybe information? Emotion? There is no answer. We may know someday, but Sister Maria and most everyone else born after the Great Divide tell me that it’s nothing to worry about or to overthink. The answers will come one day. Maybe this was the day.

“We’ve been detected,” Sister Maria told me as we crossed into the desert. “They knew we were here as soon as we took flight from the train.”

“What does that mean?” I asked her. “Are they going to shoot us or something?”

“It’s possible,” she said. “They could shoot us or something. But can you imagine if they did? That would not be a good look. Do not fear, Marcus.”

“What would happen if they did though?” I asked her.

“Well,” she said. “Do you remember your history of the earlier days? When the Artifact first came to this place? They continued to interact with it, and they continued to perish. Do you remember that?”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

“Yes, then a long time later they would take young men and women and children born after the Great Divide to experiment with the Artifact. Do you remember that, Marcus?”

“Yes, Sister Maria. That didn’t last long.”

“No, it did not. They never experimented with them. The Western Brothers found out about all of that nonsense very quickly. The Western Brothers ended such curious and cruel minds. Such a bloody mess that was.”

“I think I see what you mean.”

“Yes, Marcus. Do not fear. We will not be hurt. Look there.”

Sister Maria pointed down to a great concrete facility in the middle of an open and flat landscape.

“Down we go,” she said. “We have arrived.” 

As we descended, vehicles and Machines began rolling out past the front gates, and right at the gates were many people. They were old timers I could see when we got even closer, and they were very upset. When we got in range of their voices, we understood why they were there in the first place. They all demanded access to the Artifact, and they were blaming the Artifact for all the creatures that had been showing up, and for all of their friends and family who were killed. Once they spotted Sister Maria and I, they yelled some very awful things to her, blaming her for the creatures as well. They called her “evil,” and “kidnapper,” and they said other crazy things like, “why don’t you get a real job, you bum!” Classic old timer stuff. We even heard a couple of catcalls directed at Sister Maria, where she flung her hair out and let out a disgusted scoff. Other than that, she ignored the angry crowd and their words, and we finally descended to the group of vehicles and Machines.

“Sister Maria,” welcomed one of the soldiers, who she actually recognized.

He was wearing a helmet like the rest of the soldiers, but he had a lot of electronic equipment attached to it. He seemed to be coordinating many of the people and Machines around with his equipment that was strapped to his head.

“Hello, Steven,” she said and briefly felt his face. “You have grown well. Have you been eating regularly? Have you been eating more plants?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” he said. “Just like you told me to.” 

“Well done, Steven. I am here to see the Artifact now with Marcus. Take us to the Artifact now.”

“I, uh…,” Steven stammered. “You want to see the Artifact? In person?”

“Yes, that is correct. I am waiting, Steven.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” said Steven. “I will let you see the Artifact, but only until I am allowed by my bosses. This unannounced visit is highly irregular, as you know. May I make a phone call?” 

“Of course you may, Steven. How responsible. I am very proud of you.”

“Thank you, Sister Maria. In the meantime, follow these Machines to the waiting room if you please?”

“Yes, of course,” said Sister Maria.

Three great security Machines, probably five times bigger than that one on the train, and armed with weapons that looked like they could take out at least ten of those crazy flying bone things, escorted us kindly to the waiting room while making friendly chit chat along the way. It was a simple room made of concrete. There was a simple sofa, an end table, and a huge steel door on the other side. As soon as we took a seat on that sofa, an older general from some military branch I couldn’t tell, came out of that door and gently shook Sister Maria’s hand. His uniform was really sharp, and was something I’d never seen before. He didn’t even have a name tag. It was actually pretty cool. 

“Hello, Sister Maria,” he greeted.

“Hello.” 

“I heard you’re here to visit the Artifact today?” he asked and smiled.

“Yes.”

“Excellent,” he said. “And is it okay if I ask why you would like to see it?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Okay great. Why would you like to see the Artifact?”

“Both Marcus and I would like to ask the Artifact if it is the source of this great appearance of creatures. Marcus’s father Allen asked if we are only seeing shadows on walls projected by the Artifact. Marcus and I must ask the Artifact if we are only seeing shadows on walls projected by it.”

“Wait, I know this one,” said the really important-looking man, and sat right next to me on the sofa. 

He put his hand on his chin and stared at the floor deep in thought. Then he looked at me.

“Hello, Marcus,” he said. “It was rude of me not to welcome you too.”

“It’s cool,” I said.

He stared back down at the floor and thought even longer. It was totally weird what he was doing, because he was obviously an old timer, and those people don’t think too much about anything. And he spoke almost the same way as one of us or a Western Brother or Sister would.

“So,” he finally broke. “You all feel that the Artifact shows you and tells you that it is not a threat. You feel that it is not responsible for the monsters, and that it did not create them.”

“Yes.”

“But now you’re thinking that even though the Artifact is telling you that everything is alright, it may actually be hiding a truth from you.”

“Yes. It seems you went to the same school as Allen.”

“I think Allen was onto something, but not quite there.”

“Oh?” said Sister Maria.

“These shadows,” said the man. “Perhaps they are not lies at all. Perhaps they are only small fragments of a much larger thing. Maybe the Artifact is trying to tell you something more, but it’s limited in what it can show.”

The very important-looking man stood up again. “I will let you see the Artifact,” he said.  “I will let you see what makes these shadows at a closer glance, but there’s just one thing. Do you mind if I make a quick phone call?”

“No. Make a phone call if you must.” 

The man pulled out his own phone and dialed in only a few numbers. It was quickly answered.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “One of the Western Sisters needs to see the Artifact.”

There was a long dialogue on the other side.

“Uh huh,” said the man. “No, it’s her. Yes, sir, she has good reason to. Excuse me? Credentials? It’s definitely her.”

Louder dialogue on the other side.

“Yes, of course,” he said and looked at Sister Maria. “Sister Maria, I was just wondering… Do you have any… items that prove who you are? Like ID?”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria, and pulled out some objects from her duster.

The man examined the objects and talked to the person on the other side.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “It looks like a really old nickel, a child’s treasure map from a fish restaurant, and a beer coupon.”

Brief dialogue on the other side.

“Uh huh. Yes, sir. Yes. See, I told you it was her. Oh, you do? Okay then.”

The important-looking man handed his phone to Sister Maria. 

“The President would like to speak to you first, Sister Maria, if you please,” he said. 

“Wait,” I said. “The President of like, the United States?”

“Yes, Marcus,” said the man. “That is correct.” 

Sister Maria put the phone to her head and answered. 

“Moshi moshi?” she said.

A lot of dialogue this time from the phone. 

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “Yes… No… Yes. It is possible. Yes. Yes. Yes. No. Yes. Goodbye.”

Sister Maria gave the phone back, and after more dialogue between the important-looking man and the President, we were escorted past the big, steel door. 

Beyond that we descended down a couple staircases, past some rooms and offices, then down a large cargo elevator. We went down for hundreds of feet it seemed, and when we reached the lowest level the elevator could go, we walked out to a dirty and unpaved area. It was an old mine. 

“This is as far as I can take you,” said the man. “Understand that this place is too dangerous.”

“I understand,” said Sister Maria.

“The Artifact is straight ahead. You can’t miss it. A stone chamber is there with a stone door that is simple to open. That is how we found it. Inside I hear that there is a stone box, but no photos have proven that since everything seems to be destroyed inside that room. And there is no way to detect it from the outside for some reason.”

I held Sister Maria’s hand, and she held mine tight. 

“Inside the box is the Artifact,” he said. “Good luck, Sister Maria. Good luck, Marcus.”

“Thank you,” said Sister Maria, and the man left us to be alone. 


Just as he instructed, we walked about a hundred feet past old excavators and other mining equipment that had been lying there since the discovery. Ahead we saw the spherical stone chamber illuminated by more modern lamps, placed there by Machines no doubt. There were even more lamps closer to the chamber, but none of those were working. Sister Maria led the way, holding my hand, as I seemed to drag more as we got closer. 

We approached the door that could only be identified by the simple handle since it looked to be a seamless entry. But as we pushed it, the door easily moved forward and to the side. It was dark inside, but Sister Maria pulled out a small flashlight before saluting me three fingers again. 

“Always be prepared,” she said, and she clicked the switch, but nothing happened.

“I don’t think that works near this thing,” I told her.

“Of course,” she said and made her own orb of light from her palm, which floated into the chamber and illuminated everything inside.

There was a stone box, just as the man had speculated. Nothing special. It was big, but there were no handles, or carvings or anything unique about it. Just four sides, a bottom, and a loose top. 

“We’re alive,” I told Sister Maria after we stepped inside.

“Yes,” she said. “It appears so.” 

“Has anyone ever made it this far alive?”

“I don’t know. We move forward now.”

We approached the box and placed our hands on the lid, pushing it slightly to test its weight, and it seemed to move almost as easily as the chamber door. Almost like it was greased up and ready to slide right off. We placed our hands on the edge and prepared to push, but Sister Maria suddenly stopped.

“Marcus,” she told me.

“Yes, Sister Maria?”

“I do not know what will happen.”

“You don’t? What do you mean?”

“I am glad to have known you in my life. You have given me great joy. Goodbye.”

“Wait, what?”

And Sister Maria shoved the lid open. I ducked down and Sister Maria dipped down slightly too, but we were fine. No explosions or anything. I stood back to my feet and the both of us peered inside. There it was. 

Inside the box was a rough, metal sphere. It looked like lead, and it was hovering in the center of its stone container. I was just about to ask Sister Maria what it was or what she thought it was, but we found out soon enough.   

Just as my eyes glanced at the Artifact, it opened up to us and unfolded itself into millions of pieces. At the same time, Sister Maria and I both willingly unfolded ourselves into millions of pieces as well. It was an ability I learned we have always had, but being close to the Artifact made it so much simpler. The Artifact is a catalyst, just as Sister Maria says.

Everything, including our thoughts and emotions were blended together along with the Artifact. We both knew the answers we were looking for then. We both knew much more than what we wanted. I learned everything about fire. I learned everything about ice too. More than anyone in the world, actually. I can’t say for sure what Sister Maria learned since she is a Western Sister after all, but the both of us were left with something.

We saw and felt the greatest things, but we felt the most terrifying thing imaginable at the same time. I think it’s something we’re not supposed to understand just yet, in the same way the old timers cannot understand much of the powers we can tap into. It was beyond total darkness, and it’s what we all meet in the end, but I couldn’t tell if it was the end at all. I can’t describe it, but it felt like complete dread and doom. At least we were strong enough to see right through it. And though we could see and go through it, I knew that I didn’t want to feel that for the rest of my life, and neither did Sister Maria. 

The both of us stood there looking at the Artifact after it had returned to its original form along with the both of us.     

“Now we know,” I said and turned to Sister Maria, but before I could look at her, there was a crack and a hiss from her tall boy, and some of the foam hit my face. Some of it even splattered on the Artifact.

“Whoopsie,” she said, and wiped the foam off the floating metal sphere with her sleeve. She raised the can to me. “Marcus, would you like a sip of my beer?”

“Huh?”

“Would you like a sip of my beer?”

“No thanks.”

“But it's a michelada. They gave me one at Old Newton’s Outpost. It’s warm from being in my pocket for so long, but it’s still good.” 

“How can you have a beer at this time? We almost died.”

“Correct,” she said. “Do you know a better time to drink beer, Marcus?” 

“No. No, I guess not. Sure, I think I’ll have my sip.”

“Only if you like,” she kindly said.

“Yes, please,” I said and took a sip. 

Sister Maria took a great, long drink after I handed it back, and we both stared at the Artifact more.

“Sister Maria?” I asked.

“Yes, Marcus?”

“Why didn’t we die? Why did the others die?”

“Don’t you realize now?” she asked. “The others were not ready. They could not see past death, and so death took them away.”    

“Oh. So that’s what that was?”

“Perhaps,” she said and took a drink. “You know everything about fire now. Will you remain in school?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I guess I don’t have to.”

“I think you should finish school. It will be good for you.”

“Yes, Sister Maria. What do you know now?”

“You cannot see?”

“No.”

“I know that I am ready to visit Brian now.”

“Oh, yes that’s right. I guess we’re done here. Want to spend the night at my place? We can eat some pizza and play games. Wrestling is on tonight too. A ladder match. We can get you more beers. Then we can see Professor Steele tomorrow morning. He should be on campus then.”

“Okay.”

We casually left the facility and properly signed out with the important-looking man back at the entry gate with all of those mean people yelling and screaming like they usually do. 

“So, did you find the answers you were looking for?” he asked. 

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “Thank you for helping us. I now know the most important meanings in life. Do you want to know?”

“No, thank you. I must find meaning on my own. I am old and have lived a full life, but I must still find meaning on my own. I don’t like to be pushy about things like that. But can you tell me if you found out where those creatures came from?”

“It is confirmed,” said Sister Maria. “The creatures are not from the Artifact. As stated, the Artifacts are only catalysts of what is bound to be. The Artifacts are not alive. They have no minds, they have no will, and they cannot command anything at all. They are only tools. The creatures come from below the earth and are dreamed by Those Underground.” 

“That is a relief,” said the man. “Now we know that.”

He pointed to all of the angry people on the other side of the gate. 

“I don’t know if that’s enough to calm all of them down. Thank you for this information, Sister Maria and Marcus. Have a safe trip home.”

The both of us flew up to the sky without holding hands this time, and we decided to fly all the way back home since we were both brimming with energy and thought. I even led most of the way.  

It was fun flying on my own, and it was like I had always known how. Since it was my first time, I began to understand Sister Maria’s appetite, and just how much concentration flying demands. The cravings too. About halfway back home, it was like Sister Maria had read my mind, and she pointed down to a great orange orchard below. It was the sweetness I needed. Something juicy and quenching too. We landed there and Sister Maria showed me orchard etiquette. 

“This is how you eat from a beautiful orchard such as this,” said Sister Maria, and began picking ripe fruits from the trees, but only the ugliest ones. “The sellers do not dare sell these ones. They will throw them away, or give them to people without money or without homes such as myself. We eat these oranges so that we are not stealing from the dear farmer and his beautiful wife and his beautiful children, though I believe this orchard is owned by a Machine.”

She peeled one open and showed me the juicy insides.

“You see?” she said. “All living things have their purpose. There is no waste.” 

We sorted and ate, and must have eaten a good dozen or more oranges each. Enough to feel the pain from the volume in our bellies. 

“I am just sated,” exclaimed Sister Maria and sat by a tree. “Such corpulence. Sit with me now, Marcus. Time for table chatter. Let us chit chat.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said and sat with her.

“Marcus,” she said. “You fly very well, but please take your time. Fly fast on your own. I have twenty gray hairs.”

“Yes, Sister Maria. I’ll try to slow it down.”

“Yes. I do hope Brian is okay with my twenty gray hairs. I now have some lines on my face as well. I am just past forty, but I feel that business combined with tragedy is graying me much faster than the normal rate.”

“I think Professor Steele will be very happy to see you. He won’t care about those things.”

“Yes, I hope so. Okay, time to leave.” 

“Okay,” I said and stood.

“Marcus, you will follow me this time. I will teach you pace. Tortoise and the hare, Marcus.”      

We flew more, with me following Sister Maria this time, and after about an hour I could see the bright lights from her home state just over the next mountain range.  

“We are crossing into Nevada,” I said. “Do you want to stop by Silver City?”

“No, that won’t be necessary,” she said. “I changed my mind. I only wished to see the graves of my late parents, but I carry my mother and my father in my thoughts and in my soul until the end of time. I no longer have time to dwell on the past, and Silver City is still so far from here. Your house is much further still, and I must teach you pace, Marcus.”

I was happy that Sister Maria did teach me the pace that I needed, because by the time we got back home, I was wiped out. The hardest part was the turbulence. I never thought about that when Sister Maria held my hand and had control over our flight, but flying alone was a different story. Turns out that turbulence is everywhere. The sky is violent, and it grinded me down. Especially after flying over so many mountains. Sister Maria showed me some of her ways, however, and I learned to glide and surf on the violent wind streams rather than fight against them. Kind of like riding the train. Well, maybe a plane actually, but I’ve never done that before. Then Sister Maria plugged one of her lessons as we rode.

“We mustn’t fight the world, because we cannot fight the world. We can only go with it, and do only the best we can. Hold on to each other, and fly good and honest and true.”

As difficult as flying is, and as much as I had to learn, there is no better feeling in the world. It is truly freedom.


My dad, Wendy, and a lot of other people I didn’t know were right there in the front yard to welcome the both of us back. We landed in the front yard where my dad escorted the strangers away, and brought us both in the house as fast as he could.

“Marcus,” he said and held me. “You’re famous!” 

He even hugged Sister Maria who had to shuffle a stack of pizzas from her arms to take my dad’s embrace.

“And Sister Maria,” my dad said. “You’re alive!”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria, and handed my dad the pizzas we picked up on the way back. “We live, and we are quite tired.” 

“Who are all of those people?” I asked. 

“They’re reporters,” said Wendy.  “And writers, and other people who reach out to the masses. Nobody has ever seen an Artifact before.”

“I’m sure you’re really tired,” said my dad. “Did you fly the entire way back?”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “Marcus can fly now. He was learning to fly with pace.”

“Marcus, you can fly?” asked my dad in disbelief. 

“Yeah.”

“All by yourself? You weren’t holding Sister Maria’s hand?”

“I had my hands full of pizza if you remember,” said Sister Maria. “As stated, Marcus can fly on his own, but he’s learning how to pace.” 

“I see,” said my dad, and opened the top pizza box. “Well, it looks like you have some really important plans for the rest of the evening. Make yourselves at home, and ignore everyone out there. I’ll tell them to go away for the night, and I’ll ask you more tomorrow.  Welcome home.”

We did exactly what we had planned in that orange orchard. We ate those pizzas from one of Danny’s kiosks, and watched wrestling for about an hour on the couch until we crashed hard on the floor in front of the fireplace. I never slept so sound in my life. The icy-cold night, my warm sleeping bag zipped up around the edges of my face, the crackling fire, and my pulsating body from pure physical and mental exhaustion. I could see the satisfaction in Sister Maria’s emotionless face too as she dreamed and slept in stillness like she did at New Kelso Depot. She made no movement, and there seemed to be no sign of breathing, but her face was flush, and I could feel she was the most tired she had ever been in her life as well. After what happened to us with the Artifact, I could read and feel Sister Maria in strange, subtle ways.

It was late when we woke, and we were both still hungry, but mostly very thirsty. Again I was craving oranges, and luckily, we had a carton of orange juice in the fridge. It was only halfway full, and Sister Maria and I destroyed it. We had to have more. A lot more. We had a Machine deliver us six more cartons of orange juice, and when they arrived, the two of us drank them all. Wendy watched us in amazement.

“It’s like you’re some kind of battery,” she said.

“A battery?” I asked. 

“Yeah. I mean, all of that acid and energy. It's like you’re a battery.”

“We are all batteries,” said Sister Maria. “But Marcus and myself are more.”

“Are you still hungry?” asked my dad. “Do you want some actual food?”

“No thanks,” I said. “Thanks, dad.”

“I don’t know about a battery though,” he said. “I would say more like pregnant.”

“Pregnant?” asked Sister Maria. “Why?”

“Because of the cravings. I’ve heard pregnant women have some unusual cravings.”

“Oh,” said Sister Maria. “Allen, you are a wise doctor, yes?”

“Well, I don’t know about that.”

“Yes, and humble,” said Sister Maria. “Allen, do you think I could get pregnant? I have twenty gray hairs, and there are now lines on my face. Do those two factors pose a risk to a child?”

“You mean you’re worried if you’re too old to be pregnant?”

“Yes.”

“There is always a risk of something happening to a child during pregnancy,” my dad explained. “To anyone. Just know that. But yes, increased age does increase the chances of something happening. Do you think you’re pregnant?”

“No,” said Sister Maria. “But it seems that perhaps maybe I should be. There is a baby shortage after all. And nobody seems to be interested in stopping the baby shortage. And I am in love. And perhaps I should lead by example.”

“You’re in love?” asked my dad, and looked over to me. “With who?”

“Brian,” said Sister Maria. “I long for Brian. He is in my dreams, and I feel that I am in his.” 

“Oh, good,” said my dad. “That’s one of Marcus’s professors, right?”

“Correct. He is the greatest professor at the university, and quite possibly the world, and quite possibly of all time, and throughout the ages. He is absolutely talented. Quite gifted.”

“Well congratulations,” said my dad. “Do you have plans to get married maybe?”

“No. I have a classified appointment to have him court me today. Marcus is going to trick him into running into me. There he will fall head over heels for me.” 

“Amazing,” said my dad. “Sounds like you have your family all planned out then. Just make sure you know Brian very well, and you plan ahead before even thinking about having his child.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “All is planned. I have seen many things, especially after facing the Artifact. And I have known Brian for a very long time. I was his mentor, as you may know. He has grown strong, and smart, and he will court me. His arms are strong.”     

“Okay then,” said my dad. “Sounds like everything checks out.”

“I must clean myself for the courting ceremony,” said Sister Maria and stood. “Allen, may I use your facilities?” 

“Of course you may,” said my dad.

“Marcus,” said Sister Maria. “Since the morning is almost over and Brian’s lecture is coming to a close, you will not be able to use the facilities, and you may not use them while I am using the facilities. There is no time to spare. You will use the sink at school.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “There are showers at the gym, so I should be okay.”

“Okay,” said Sister Maria. “Allen, your kitchen looks lovely.”

Sister Maria took her shower, smelling better than ever, but still with that outside smell that lingers on her gray duster, and we immediately jumped on the train to the university. We were both done with flying for the moment. The forty-minute train ride gave me time to brush my teeth, and at least get some reading in before my physics lecture that afternoon. By the time we arrived at the stop right at the main entrance, we had ten minutes to spare until Professor Steele finished his lecture. Just enough time to set up Sister Maria. 

I escorted her just past the labs where he normally passes, and around the corner where I sometimes eat lunch and bust some assignments out between classes. He turned that corner every day at the exact same time like clockwork, and we always waved to each other on the days I was on campus. That’s where I placed Sister Maria. 

She was nervous. She didn’t speak much. Sister Maria doesn’t speak really much at all unless she’s giving me instructions, but she was extra, extra quiet this time. 

“Just don’t move,” I told her as I held her arms and put her in the perfect position. “He turns the corner pretty quick. You don’t want to stick out too much, because he might see you. He might get too scared and walk away.”

“Okay.”

“Just back far enough so that when he turns the corner, he’ll be dedicated to his line. Then he’ll fall right into you. Then you’ll both be forced to interact with each other.”

“Okay.” 

“Are you ready?”

There was silence. 

“Sister Maria?”

“Yes,” she broke. “You know Brian’s route well, it seems. You have planned well, it seems.”

“Yes, Sister Maria. You told me to.” 

“Okay. Well done. How much time now?”

“Less than a minute.”

“Okay.”   

I left her there completely frozen as I walked back about a dozen yards to sit on the short wall where I usually do. Sister Maria didn’t move and was facing forward the entire minute, waiting for something to rush around that corner at any second. And, just as I predicted, Professor Steele showed up as busy as ever and accidentally crashed into Sister Maria with force. She fell straight back, and Professor Steele landed right next to her. He managed to brace her head just slightly to prevent it from hitting the ground. The collision was harder than I thought it was going to be, and I jumped to my feet just in case, but everyone was okay. 

“Oh, my,” exclaimed Sister Maria, and sat up.

“Sister Maria!” said Professor Steele, and helped her to her feet, brushing off her duster with his hand. 

They both stood and looked at each other, Sister Maria blankly, and Professor Steele in disbelief. 

“I am very sorry,” he said. “I am… you are here… It is you.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria.

“I heard what has happened,” he said. “I have seen it too. What you have done.”

“Yes.”

“Sister Maria, you are famous. More famous than you were before, actually.”

“Yes.”

“I have been trying to contact you. I cannot contact you. You are so difficult to contact.”

“Yes.”

“All this time I have been hoping to see you again. All this time I have been praying to see you again. You are in my dreams when I sleep. Every night you are in my dreams. My heart is in pain when you’re not around.”

Professor Steele cautiously reached his hand out to touch Sister Maria’s face.

“Is this a dream?” he asked.

Sister Maria let him touch her face, and she felt his hand.

“Your words,” she said. “And now your touch?”

Sister Maria reached out with both hands and felt his face for a very, very long time. I could see Professor Steele melting in bliss the entire moment, and I could feel Sister Maria’s emotions too. I was missing one of my lectures at that point, but it didn’t matter to me. Sister Maria let go of his face, put her body up against his and closed her arms around him. Then she rested her head on his shoulder, and he did the same. He wrapped his arms around her, and he held her tight.

Things began to shed from their skin and their clothes. They were shimmering lights or flashes, and they were very faint, but there were a lot. Almost like glitter or something, and it was rising up to the sky in an effervescence. Then, when the shimmering lights seemed to be nearly blinding, the both of them rose up into the sky in their embrace, and they flew away off to the mountains. Off to Sister Maria’s sanctuary I would bet.


So, that was done. I was happy I could help her and Professor Steele in what they wanted most in life. I was insanely late for my lecture after that, and my physics professor made it known to the entire lecture hall when I walked through the door. In a nice way though. Everyone was super nice to me. Even Dr. Ord, who constantly asked me questions about what had happened, and how I do what I do.

“Tell us all, Marcus,” she would say during her lectures. “Is there any advice you can give us regarding your fire? How do you bring it up so quickly? Show us concentration techniques. Breathing techniques. Show us anything.”

She would drag me up to the front of the class and just have me talk every once in a while, too. I hated that. It scared me to death, speaking to all of those people who trusted every word I said. But the more I did it, the easier it got. And I ended up doing it often. When Dr. Ord would go off on a tangent, she would bring me up to finish some of her curriculum. Sometimes even half of it.

“What was I talking about?” she would say. “Oh, Marcus, come on up and finish what I was trying to explain. Talk about anything fire-related. Give us some examples. Make some fire.” 

She would keep me after class constantly, and I would even help her grade some assignments and read some papers. She would talk, and talk, and talk, and ask about how I think and how I manipulate fire. She would ask about my career options. She would tell me that she has good connections with companies, and municipalities, and other organizations that she could get me into once I graduate. She was so interested in me, and I actually found her very interesting myself the more I got to know her. I didn’t mind spending my time with her after class, since Fire 131 was the last lecture for my day, and the assignments from Dr. Ord were really easy for me by that time. Even if I didn’t have time to finish some of her assignments, she just wrote them off or gave me a ton of extra credit. We became very comfortable with each other, and toward the end of the quarter, she began feeling my face briefly. I happily welcomed it.

Nobody at the university had any problems with me helping with her, and they didn’t have any issues with me skipping on some assignments either, since everyone knew that I understood fire and ice more than anyone ever possibly could.

Everything seemed to be going well and on schedule. At least in my mind it did. But outside of my hyper-focused world, things were getting much, much worse. My dad would have to remind me sometimes. The old timers who worked at the university would remind me too, along with the Machines, who were constantly trying to keep us all safe. 

I stuck to my normal schedule of hopping on the train, going to school, eating lunch, taking classes, labs, and studying up campus in the library. But I noticed that some people, like my advisors, would be shaking when I spoke to them sometimes. They would be out of breath, and clenching a kitchen knife from home, or even a gun. Some of their doors had bullet holes in them, because they were so scared of a potential creature on the other side. Oftentimes there would be. I made sure to knock every time. They were terrified of leaving their office. I would see streaks of blood in the quad. Those lumps seemed to be growing in dark corners too, probably squirting out little mini sneakies everywhere. The same ones that Sister Sarah and I found on the train, where they were in abundance. The Machines were a little more aware of them after Sister Sarah scolded them, but there were more and more sightings.

Back home, the neighborhood was practically infested, and my dad was slaughtering creatures daily with the help of Wendy, who became pretty handy with not only sci-fi alien blades, but daggers, swords, and throwing stars also. They were all cheap and crappy liquor store “weapons,” but they were killing a lot. One day when I got back home from the train, there was a pile of dead thornyhead dogs being burned in a pile on our lawn. 

Not only were the creatures becoming more and more, but some were becoming smarter. Bipedal “dweebs,” as my dad called them, who could talk. They were dumb, and usually said things like, “kill,” or “die,” or “flesh.” So cliché. Over time they began forming words together like, “delicious flesh,” or “kill all.” Still pretty lame, but they were getting the hang of it at least. 

The splatterfest continued for days, with all three of us chasing creatures around the neighborhood. I ended up scaring many of them away with my new understanding of fire. Sister Maria would be proud. Dr. Ord as well. Someone else was super proud of me too, and he was totally rad.             


Brother Alex showed up one morning looking so cool, and ready to mentor Wendy. He knocked on the door, and when I opened it, Brother Alex walked in with his white, pristine sneakers that didn’t have a speck of dust on them. He reeked of really strong cologne, which Wendy said is way too much and stinks, but she doesn’t know what cool is. His hair was slicked back really tight, and it was super shiny. Wendy says that it’s practically all gel, but again, she has a lot to learn. He wore sunglasses all the time. Wendy said something about that also, but whatever. He also wore a gray duster just like the other Western Brothers and Sisters, but all of his other clothes under that were brand new and totally badass. 

As soon as Brother Alex walked in, he dipped his sunglasses down over his nose, looked at me, and gave me a freaking high five. Then he held onto my hand after we high fived, did a super-secret handshake, and brought me in for a quick hug with just one shoulder. Just like they do in some of the old movies I watch.

“‘Sup, Marcus,” he said.

“Wow,” I said in awe. “‘Sup, Brother Alex. Cool shoes.”

“Thanks, Marcus,” he said. “It is Wendy’s day today. She is here, yes?” 

“Yes,” said Wendy, and descended down the staircase. 

“‘Sup, Wendy,” greeted Brother Alex.

“‘Sup, Brother Alex,” sighed Wendy, and reached out to briefly feel his face.   

“I am quite hungry,” said Brother Alex, and reached into his duster pocket for a muffin. “I have flown from the red cliffs where I live. Far, far away from here. I have burned many calories.”

“Why do you have to commute so far?” asked my dad.

“‘Sup, Allen,” said Brother Alex, and gave my dad a high five, a super-secret handshake, and a dude hug.

“Um, hi, Brother Alex.”

“Yes, I mentor mostly out there near my cave in the red cliffs, just at the edge of the West. But I have always mentored Wendy, and I will always fly out to see her.” 

“Eat with us,” said my dad. “I’ll make some more food. Save your muffins for later.”

“Thank you, Allen,” said Brother Alex. “Your kitchen is sweet.”

“Brother Alex?” I asked as we all sat at the kitchen table. “You fly all the way from your red cliffs in just a morning to see Wendy?”

“That’s right, Marcus,” said Brother Alex. “By the way, Sister Maria tells me you can fly too.”

“Yup,” I said. “But Sister Maria says I shouldn’t fly too fast. She tells me I need to learn pace.”

“Oh, is that so?” said Brother Alex. “I would like to say otherwise, but she is correct. I’m sure your first flight was tiring, especially since you flew from where the Artifact was.”

“Yeah. I’m still getting the hang of things. But you can fly really fast I bet.”

“Yes,” said Brother Alex. “There is no one faster.” 

“Whoa,” I said. 

“Yes. I can show you how to fly really fast, even though it is Wendy’s day.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. Also, you are the greatest with fire now, yes?”

“Yeah.”

“You like wizards, yes?”

“Well,” I said. “Sure. Yeah, I guess.”

“People don’t make fun of your major anymore, do they? Especially now that you’re killing creatures left and right. I will give you something for your resume to reflect this. Marcus, you are now a Fire Mage. So says Western Brother Alex. Marcus the Fire Mage. That is your new title. I dub thee Fire Mage. The only one on the planet. Fire Mage Marcus. Yes. Are you happy with your new title?”

I sat there astonished. My dad raised his eyebrows and Wendy shook her head, but I was so freaking honored, and blown away, and just… everything. I couldn’t say anything, so I just nodded in complete disbelief. 

“Now then, Fire Mage Marcus,” said Brother Alex. “Let’s shoot things. Let’s go outside and blow up rocks. You will use fire, and I will use other things. Perhaps I’ll use fire as well, and we can have some friendly competition. We will blow up and burn rocks, and street signs, and the corpses of creatures. Hopefully live ones if they’re not too afraid to show themselves with both of us in town. After that, we can fly fast together. We will race.”

“Don’t we have errands to do?” asked Wendy. “I need to buy some books today.”

“Yes, yes,” said Brother Marcus. “We will buy your books, Wendy, but this is important bonding time.”

“But I need you today, Brother Alex. It is my day with you, and I get scared speaking to other people. Perhaps you can blow things up and race with Marcus when we’re finished? Besides, Sister Maria might not be too happy if she finds out you’ve been burning things with Marcus instead of running important errands with me.”

“Oh,” said Brother Alex, and sat in silence. “You may be correct… I am humbled. We must accept that sometimes we are wrong about things, and that is okay. Well done, Wendy. I must take care of you. Forgive me. I am truly excited about Fire Mage Marcus’s great new gifts.” Brother Alex looked over to me. “Fire Mage Marcus,” he said and bowed. “Later we will burn things together.”   

“Cool,” I said, still in awe. 

“Yes,” said Brother Alex. “I’m sure we’ll be killing plenty of hostile creatures on the way to buy books too. Why don’t we keep count? Fire Mage Marcus, if you kill more than me by the end of the day, I will grant you fifteen extra credit points.”

“Brother Alex,” said Wendy. “I would like some points. What if I kill more than Marcus?”

“Oh, Wendy,” said Brother Alex. “You cannot possibly kill more creatures than Marcus. No one can compare with his fire skills. Sister Maria tells me you possess great creativity when it comes to creature killing, however.”

“She did?” Asked Wendy.

“Yes she did. Show me that, and I’ll grant you just as much. I must be fair since it is your day after all.”

“Cool, thanks, Brother Alex,” said Wendy. “I will do my best.”

“Marcus?” Asked my dad. “Speaking of creatures, I never got to ask you about them since you came back. What did you two see when you saw the Artifact? Did you find out where the monsters came from?”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “I guess I can talk about it now. I bet a lot of people are going to ask me a lot of questions, right? I can’t really explain what happened exactly… but me and Sister Maria are kind of the same thing now.”

“Wait, what?” my dad asked.

“Yeah,” I continued. “We unfolded ourselves into a million pieces each, along with the Artifact, and kind of just blended together. Then we just reformed if that makes any sense.”

“No,” said Brother Alex. “It does not.”

“Well anyway, even though we’re kind of the same, we saw different things, and learned different things. We’re still different people. Just the same now. It’s weird.”

“Oh…,” said my dad. “What did it show you? Did you see the monsters? Did you see where they came from?”

“I saw something way worse than any monster,” I said. “Sister Maria actually saw where the creatures came from. She only said that they were dreamed up by Those Underground. Whatever that means. Like nightmares maybe.”

“Nightmares?” asked my dad. “So, they’re not even real? Just dreams?”

“We are all dreams, Allen,” said Brother Alex. 

“So then, the monsters are from underground?” asked my dad.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “I think maybe there’s something down there though.” 

“We’ve all seen them spawn here,” said Brother Alex. “Those tumors that grow here and there. They are born here. Perhaps they are given life from Those Underground, whoever Those Underground are. In any case, it’s time to purchase books. Let’s go now, Wendy.”

“Yes, Brother Alex.”

“Later, Marcus,” he said, and waved a cool-looking gang sign that nobody uses except for me and him now. “Allen, your kitchen looks sweet.”

I kept practicing the hand sign that Brother Alex threw up, and my dad just looked at me shaking his head.

“Sorry, dad,” I said. “I know I shouldn’t use gang signs.”

“You can do whatever you want, Marcus,” he said. “There are no gangs, and there never will be. Well, maybe there are a couple of really old guys leftover who think they’re still in a gang. They’re probably some of those crazies at the front gate where the Artifact is.”   

There were no creatures around the house for hours, proving that they were all terrified of a Western Brother. More did come around eventually though, clawing at the door and trying to peek through the windows. More thornyhead dogs, and gangly weirdos that just liked to bite pieces of flesh off of people and run. A couple of hellcats too, just lurking in the bushes. Watching. Me and my dad teamed up and cut them all down. Then I roasted them all up in a pile on the front lawn as usual. 

Three months had passed, which meant a quarter of school had passed as well. That meant no more Fire 131 with Dr. Ord, which I was bummed out about, but she still helped me out with Fire 132 and the rest of the series. Nobody can make things burn like I can, but there were still tests and studying, and there was knowledge I needed. Dr. Ord was the best with that, and she would always invite me to her mountain house that she bragged about so much.

Danny swung by the house one day after those three months as well, because three months after Sister Maria visited me, she would normally visit Danny. But she didn’t come.

Fred, Danny’s carrying bot, rolled in the house carrying a couple of pizzas as usual as a gift. Then Danny came in with a look of concern.

“What am I going to do, Marcus?” he asked. “I’m always ready for Sister Maria on this day. I always have plans for her on this day. What happened to her? Is she okay?”

“I think she’s fine,” I assured him, and I honestly had a very good feeling. 

“Okay,” he said. “If you say so. Since you and Sister Maria are… well, kind of the same thing or something. You would know best. Do you know where she is?”

“I don’t know about that.” I told him. “The last time I saw her was at school. There she flew away with Professor Steele up into the sky. I think Sister Maria is busy with other things right now.”

“Are these things more important than me?” Danny asked.

“I think so,” I told him.

“Oh. Really?”

“Sister Maria really needs a break, I can feel,” I said. 

“But Sister Maria never takes a break.”

“I know. Poor Sister Maria was telling me she has twenty gray hairs and lines on her face when we were eating a ton of oranges together. Sister Maria is tired.”

“Oh,” said Danny. “Poor Sister Maria. I understand.”

“Poor Sister Maria,” said Fred and hung his head. 

“I was going to check out the docks with her and feed some ducks again,” said Danny. “Remember that, Marcus?”

“The ducks?” I asked. “Yeah, that was pretty cool. I liked the gentle wake they create as they swim up to us.”

“Don’t get me started,” said Danny. “I could watch that all day. But you remember the other thing too, right?”

“The other thing?”

“Yeah. Sister Maria told you at the bonfire. The other thing under the dock. There’s something under the dock that was listening to you.”

“The mermaid!” I said. “Oh, but I don’t know. It’s probably some gross creature as usual. One of the smart ones.”

“Maybe,” said Danny. “But we should be okay with you around. Fire Mage Marcus. Everyone knows it now. Everyone knows the name that Brother Alex gave you. So freaking cool. You know, I’m taking Fire 121 next quarter. I was going to take another business admin class or something, or maybe another elective that would help my major in Hospitality Management. You know, something important. But nah. I want to learn fire too. At least a little bit before I graduate.”   

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s go check it out.”

We finished up lunch and jumped on the train to the docks, which is the stop right after campus. The security bot scrambled to us as soon as it saw me, and it actually had to fight off a couple of creatures on our trip. One thornyhead dog, some kind of bony tumor that rolled up and down the aisles stabbing people, and another dweeb mumbling those threats of theirs while trying to touch us and eat us. Our security bot smashed that one’s head in the bloodiest way. 

“Are you safe, scholar Marcus?” it would ask. “Are you safe Danny, Duke of Pizza?”

“Yes,” I said. “Thanks for keeping us safe.”

“You must be wary,” it would say. “Sister Sarah worries. The train is becoming a dangerous place these days.”

“I think he is correct,” Fred said from underneath the table. “We should listen to security.”

“Fred’s right,” said Danny. “Security is right. This isn’t a comfortable place anymore.”

Everywhere was becoming a little more dangerous. The train, the university, our neighborhood. People didn’t go out like they used to. People never really went out anyway, but now they really stay hunkered down. Even going to the grocery store could mean life or death. Not even a lot of Machines wanted to shop and deliver groceries, they were so scared. 

But we still got off that train, and we still made it to the docks. I really wanted to see what was hiding under there, listening to us. And there was no way in hell I was going to miss feeding the ducks, with the way they swim and gently move through the water like that. We did encounter more creatures along the way, even worse than the ones on the train. But with my command of fire and determination to watch ducks eat bread, they were all vaporized. 

Danny and I fed those ducks, who weren’t too bothered at all by any creatures, bread crumb after bread crumb, as we got lost in the ripples created as their beaks dipped down and rapidly munched on their food. For whatever reason, the creatures didn’t really bother the animals too much at all. It was human flesh they wanted. Those ducks were content, and as they fed, I looked down into the water to hopefully find what Sister Maria had been talking about. Danny looked too, and even Fred joined in, but we didn’t see anything. 

The sun was starting to set, and it was getting chilly. The bread was gone, and so were the ducks. The three of us looked and scanned everywhere, even under the docks, but there was still nothing to be found. It had been a long time anyway since we were told that something was under the docks, so we figured we’d just call it a day and hit the train back home.

As we walked away though, something hit me in the back of the head. It was an empty beer can. A tallboy. I looked back to see where it came from, but there was nothing. The coming darkness of the night didn’t help either. 

I shrugged my shoulders, turned back, and continued my way back to the train station with Danny. Then a full beer can this time hit Danny in the back, right between the shoulder blades. Hard. He fell to his knees.

“Ow!” he yelled. 

There was a voice after that one. A girl’s voice at the end of the dock.

“Keep your trash at home, dumb kid,” she said. 


We looked to where the voice came from, but we saw nothing.

“Who said that?” asked Danny. “And I’m not a kid. I’m twenty-two.” 

“Shut up,” said the invisible girl. “Come over here.”

“What?” said Danny. “Where?”

“Over here,” said the girl. “At the end of the dock. I’m right here.” 

The two of us walked to the end of the dock, and there it was. She was, I guess. A mermaid. And she looked really mad. 

“Quit throwing your trash where I live.”

“What?” asked Danny in disbelief.

I stood there too with my mouth hanging.

“Hello?” said the mermaid and splashed some water at us.

“What?” repeated Danny.

“I told you not to throw your trash where I live,” she repeated.

“Oh,” said Danny. “I didn’t throw any trash down there. I don’t litter.”

“Maybe not you,” she said. “But I know you hang out with that lady. That homeless lady or whatever.”

“Homeless lady?” I asked. “What homeless lady?”

“Sister Maria, I would presume,” said Fred.

“That’s the one,” said the mermaid. “Sounds familiar. Her and her boyfriend or whatever you want to call him.”

“Professor Steele?” I asked. 

“No,” she said. “Some nerdy-looking guy. I’d give him a six maybe. He’s lucky he had nice arms. If not, two maximum. Name was Bobby or something.”

“Brian,” said Fred. “Sister Maria calls him Brian.”

“Yeah, that’s the one,” said the mermaid. “And I wasn’t talking to you, robot. But anyway, I know you two dumb kids know her, and I saw her here last week with that nerdy guy, and she dropped her trash.”

“Sister Maria would never,” I defended. “Never ever. She knows better.”

“Well maybe,” she said. “But I saw it. I saw her crack that first one open, then I saw her share it with her boyfriend, then they both started mackin’ on each other. Her trash fell in, glitter started floating off of them, then they flew away off to the mountains. It was crazy. But she littered. So, tell her that. Tell her not to litter. I thought homeless people loved trash.”

“Sister Maria does not love trash,” I said. “She may be homeless, but her hygiene is the best. She’s super clean. She has good morals, and good lessons, and everything she does is good.” 

“Wait,” said Danny. “Sister Maria was here just last week?”

“That’s what I said, didn’t I?”

“And she didn’t have time to feed the ducks with me?” asked Danny.

“Well,” said the mermaid. “It looked like she only had time for one person when I saw her.”

“It’s okay, Danny,” I said. “Remember, Sister Maria needs a break.”

Danny looked down and took in a breath. 

“Right,” he said. “We need Sister Maria at full power.”

The mermaid looked at us oddly.

“You people are weird,” she said. “What are your names?”

“I’m Marcus,” I said. “This here’s Danny, and this is Danny’s carrying bot, Fred.”

“Huh,” she said. “I’m Lisa.”

“Oh,” said Danny. “That’s it?”

“That’s it?” asked Lisa. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well… I thought that since you’re a mermaid, you’d have a better name. Like a more ocean-like name or something.”

“Better name? That was the worst thing anyone has ever said to me.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Danny.

“Sister Maria would have given you a huge lesson if she heard you say that,” I said. 

“I’ve heard your homeless friend talk that way too,” said Lisa. “To that red-headed girl. Where is she?”

“She’s off spending the day with Brother Alex,” I said.

“Brother Alex?” said Lisa. “Is he another homeless person?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “Something like that. Brother Alex is helping her out the best he can today. Wendy lost her parents not too long ago to some creatures.”

“Huh,” said Lisa. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that. I lost my parents too, you know.”

“You did?” I asked. “Did the creatures get them too?”

“No, we don’t have problems with them down here like you do up there. No, my parents were caught by some fishermen. Your people. But instead of throwing them back, your people murdered them. They chopped them up into little pieces while they were still alive, and stuffed them into tuna cans. You probably ate them.”  

“Oh, gosh,” said Danny.

“Oh, dear,” said Fred. 

“Yeah,” said Lisa. “C'est la vie. That’s what they say in France.” 

Lisa showed us her jewelry around her neck and her wrists. It was mostly what we consider trash. Bottle caps, a doll’s head, and some coins from maybe China or something. The ones with the square holes in them. Most notably, she wore a gold necklace with the Eiffel Tower hanging from it and some text on the other side. 

“See?” she said. “I was there. My family used to go there every year. Now it’s just me. I’ve been all over the place. I still go all over the place. That’s where I learned french. C'est la vie.” 

She pointed to the text on the back of her Eiffel Tower again, but it was too far away for me to read.

“I believe that says, ‘made in the Philippines,’ " said Fred. “In english.”   

Lisa hid the necklace in her hands, and submerged down to her chin. 

“It does not say that,” spat Lisa. “And I wasn’t speaking to you. But even if it did say that, don’t all of the souvenirs here say, ‘made in China?’ If you ask me, the only thing that’s truly authentic from any region is the food and fine cuisine. Like my dead parents...”

“Oh, dear,” said Fred.   

“I’m sorry your mermaid parents are dead,” said Danny.

“Please don’t call us mermaids,” said Lisa. “That’s not what we’re called anyway, and I don’t think you’re ready for what we’re really called. It’s just too metal for you to understand. You just wouldn’t get it. Besides, the term mermaid isn’t fair. What do you call the males? Mermen? Which makes the women just servants? Maids? The proper name, if you ask me, would be merbutler. Or how about just neither.”

“I never thought of it that way,” I said. 

“I know,” agreed Lisa. “You’re Marcus, right?” 

“Uh huh,” I said. 

“What do you have on your phone? Let me see. I want to listen to some music. Do you got any good music?”

“You want to see my phone?” I asked. 

“You people…,” said Lisa, and rolled her eyes. “Yes, your phone. Give it here. I don’t get your type of music down there. It’s not the same. Sometimes I’ll go down near Mexico where there’s a pod of gray whales that put on a good show, but that’s a different caliber. You wouldn’t get it. Plus, it’s only once a year. I need to listen to something fresh. Let me see what you got. And don’t worry, I’m not going to steal it. Seems I have better morals than your beloved Sister Maria.”

She was strange, and condescending, but I still felt I could trust her looking at my phone for only a moment. And besides, she was the nicest creature I had ever met. 

“Okay,” I said and handed her my phone. 

She took it eagerly, and quickly found my music settings. Seems she had handled these before.

“I already heard most of these,” she said, and scrolled through my list. “Oh, that one’s alright. No, I hate that. Hate her, and heard she’s a ho. That guy’s dumb too. This one’s good. Nope.”

She stopped scrolling and examined one song on my playlist.

“What’s that?” she asked, and showed me. “It looks old.” 

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Sister Maria is into folk music. I’m kind of getting into it too. She showed me that one, so I added it.”

“Gimme some earphones,” she said. “You got those, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said and dug around in my pockets. 

Lisa put them in her ears and listened to that music Sister Maria likes so much, then she handed them back to me when she was finished. 

“Yeah, it’s pretty good,” she said. “It’s really old, but pretty good.”

“So, are you a creature?” broke Danny.

“Am I a what?” asked Lisa. “Did you just call me a creature?”

“Well, no,” said Danny. “I only asked if you were.”

“What?” said Lisa. “No, I am not a creature. But at least you didn’t call me a mer-servant. Boy, you are on a roll with this whole Aspergers thing or whatever you want to call it. What’s with your friend, Marcus?”

“Oh,” I said. “I don’t know. What’s with you, Danny?”

“What?” said Danny. “I don’t know. There are just so many creatures now. I was wondering if maybe she showed up when they did.”

“Do you remember when you showed up, Danny?” asked Lisa. “Do you remember when you were born?”

“I…”

“No,” said Lisa. “I didn’t think so. But anyway, I know about all of these ‘creatures’ you’re talking about, and I know that I have been around much longer before them. And my parents, and my parents’ parents.”

“So, just like the stories,” I said. “You people have been around since we have?”

“You mean, since humans?” asked Lisa. “Yeah. You catch on quick. Well, I should get going. I have a very important trip I need to start planning. I’m off to Tuscany this time, which is in Italy. Ciao, Marcus, and thanks for the tunes. I’ll get a hold of you soon before my vacation.”

“Really?” I asked. “How would you do that?”

“You’re at the university, right?”

“Yes. How did you…”

“I was listening to your life stories when you were all littering. Remember?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Just look at the water once in a while when you’re in school. You have an amazing view of the ocean, which I’m sure none of you appreciate. I’ll be in touch. Oh, and I’ll have something nice for you, Marcus. The perfect song. We’ll have so much to talk about. Come alone.”

Lisa glared at Danny and splashed Fred.

“Bye, Marcus’s friend,” she said and swam away. 


We looked down and stared at the amazing ripples Lisa made in the water after she took off, then we looked at each other. We had actually met a real-life mermaid.

“She was kind of a jerk,” said Danny.

“Agreed,” said Fred.

“I don’t know,” I said. “She was pretty cool. I really want to know about that song she was talking about. But, yeah. I guess you’re right. Maybe she was a little full of herself.” 

The train ride back was as brutal as ever, and I think that Danny and I were the only passengers the entire way. Naturally, we were protected by the same security Machine that Sister Sarah had given orders to, and there were two more security Machines that were guarding each doorway of our car. All of them had some deep scars. Not thinking too much of it, we sat there and listened to more music, thinking about water, and thinking about the world.

“Marcus!” yelled Sister Sarah, slamming her hands on the table again. “And Danny as well, even though it is neither of your days.”

“Sister Sarah,” I said, and broke the gaze out my window. “You’re safe. I’ve missed you.”

Sister Sarah reached over and felt my face briefly.

“I have missed you as well, Marcus,” she said, and reached over to briefly feel Danny’s face. “It seems you are both safe.”

“Yes, we’re okay,” I said.

“That is good,” said Sister Sarah. “Western Brothers and Western Sisters tell me you are quite talented when it comes to fire. To ice as well.”

“Correct,” I said. “I’ve decided to go for a double major. One for fire, the other for ice.”

“Wonderful,” said Sister Sarah. “Never give up.”

“I’m also taking some fire classes,” said Danny.

“Wonderful, Danny, but you are rich beyond belief with your automatic pizzas. Still though, never give up. Wonderful.”   

“Where’s Jose?” I asked. “Isn’t it his day today?”

“Yes, Marcus, it is indeed his day,” said Sister Sarah.

“Oh,” said Danny. “It’s my day today as well. Sister Maria was supposed to spend time with me, but she has a boyfriend now, and she needs a lot of rest. Do you need rest too?”

“I need constant rest, Danny. But no, I do not need rest due to a boyfriend. Jose is dead now, due to constant tragedy. Jose and both of his parents have perished. And now the sky has turned red, and things seem to be more terrible than ever.”

Sister Sarah looked to the floor and began to weep. 

“Wait,” I said and looked out the window to observe a blood-red sky. “The sky turned red?”

“Oh, sigh, Marcus,” cried Sister Sarah. “Very sigh. Yes, the sky has turned red today. Food tastes terrible, people are being diagnosed with that untreatable cancer more than ever, and the makeup of things are changing.”

“I am sorry,” I told Sister Sarah. 

“Poor Jose,” said Fred. “His poor family. Poor Sister Sarah.”

Sister Sarah reached out and briefly felt Fred’s face, or head, or whatever that part is. He lit up excitedly. 

“Thank you for your compassion, dear Machine,” said Sister Sarah. “I feel as if I’ve failed him. I have so much business, however. I cannot be in so many places all at once. I cannot mentor everyone all at once. I cannot protect everyone all at once.”

“I’m so sorry, Sister Sarah,” I said.

“Understood,” said Sister Sarah. “But I need to continue. The three of you are here now. It seems you’re the only ones here on this train including myself. Let me mentor you for the remainder of the day. Let me take you home.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” we all said. 

“Wendy lives with me now,” I said. “She lost her parents just this last year, so you can mentor her too if you like.”

“Wonderful. And tragic. I would be happy to help mentor her.”

“Three mentors,” said Fred. 

“Excuse me?” asked Sister Sarah.

“Wendy now has three mentors,” said Fred. “Brother Alex, and now two Western Sisters. How many Western Brothers and Sisters can one have, if I may ask?”

“Three mentors?” said Sister Sarah. “That is quite a lot. But one can never gauge how much help someone needs. Some get more help than others, and some sadly receive no help at all. Wendy will receive my help now, and since I am now committed, I will never take that away. The same with both Marcus and Danny now.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” said Fred. “May I ask you something else?”

“You may, dear Machine.”

“Will you mentor me?”

We all looked at each other, then we stared at Fred. The other security Machines stared in his direction too. Sister Sarah leaned in and felt Fred’s face again.

“I will mentor you, Fred. Though you are a carrying bot, and you have a directive, meaning, and purpose in life, I will help you find more if that is your wish.”

“It is, Sister Sarah,” said Fred.

“I fear this train doesn’t have much longer,” said Sister Sarah. “We will depart at the next stop.” She looked to the security Machines who stood watch in our last occupied car. “That goes for the three of you as well. You will retire from the train, and protect us for the remainder of your lives. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” they all responded. 

And, just as Sister Sarah had ordered, we all got off on the next stop, which was just about halfway from my house. Me, Danny, Fred, Sister Sarah, and all three of the security Machines stepped onto the platform and looked back at what was left of the train that we had been on. Gashes were along the side of many of the other cars, some were on fire, and you could see spattered blood here and there. Especially near the doors. 

“Oh, dear,” exclaimed Fred.

“Honestly,” sighed Sister Sarah. “How do you not know the dangers you’re in? Sigh yet again, Marcus. Sigh to you as well, Danny. Come along now. Off to Marcus’s home. We shall walk.”

Walk we did. In the dark, and in the rain, and thunder, and lightning. Sister Sarah could not take us all by the hand and fly because of her temporary sadness, but she was kind enough to protect us from the weather with some kind of invisible field. The same that Sister Maria does sometimes when we fly together, and what I’m trying to understand and create for myself when I fly on my own. 

Naturally, we ran into a handful of creatures just out of the train station, and they were cunning and meaner than ever. Three of them approached us, wearing torn up hoods. It was more bipedal dweebs who were clever enough to craft some makeshift spears which they threw at us. Sister Sarah caught one, and threw it right back at one of these fools. She threw it so hard, that crappy-looking spear practically went through him. I couldn’t believe it. I knew Sister Sarah was the coolest Western Sister, but that upped her street cred by at least ten. If I could give her extra credit points, I would. 

Another spear hit one of the security Machines, who charged the other dweeb, stunned him with electricity, then basically pounded him into the ground until there was just gore and brains. 

“Quickly destroy the last one, Marcus,” said Sister Sarah.

I did what she told me, and roasted him before he could run away back into the shadows. 

We all stayed closer together after that first encounter, the three security Machines in the back, Sister Sarah on point with me just behind her, and Danny and Fred in the middle of us all. 

“Those weapons were covered in poison,” said Sister Sarah, as we continued our way. “And I think some other creatures are beginning to understand the universe. They’re beginning to use things like fire, Marcus. These creatures are becoming very troublesome. We must stay together more than ever.” 

We eventually made it back to my house. It took a couple of hours, but we finally managed to do it. And by the time we got back, the sun had set, and many more creatures were out. Many had chased us and fought us as we walked back, but nothing we couldn’t manage. 

My dad was really happy to see us since it was just him, Wendy, and even Brother Alex who were stuck back home, fighting off hordes of all kinds of creatures.

“They just don’t stop coming,” huffed my dad, and hugged me. Then he hugged Danny, then Sister Sarah, who he didn’t even know. “Who are you?” he asked her.

“I am Sister Sarah,” she said. “Jose is dead. Now I am here. Your kitchen looks very cool.”

“Thanks,” said my dad. “Everyone’s dying. I’m sorry to hear about Jose. Thanks for bringing Marcus and everyone else back safely.”

“Naturally,” said Sister Sarah, and greeted Brother Alex with a brief feel to his face. “Hello, Brother Alex.”

“Hello Sister Sarah,” he said. “These Machines you brought are from the train?”

“They are,” said Sister Sarah. “From the looks of things, perhaps I can put them to work outside. Perhaps guard duty would suit them best here since their train is now destroyed.”

Sister Sarah looked at the three security Machines from the train and ordered them to stay guard outside. The fighting deescalated much more since we showed up, and I think it was because Sister Sarah was with us. It was unusual that the house would be attacked with a Western Brother inside, so it definitely helped with a Western Sister added to the defense. My fire abilities helped, but I didn’t reek of whatever it was that came off of Brother Alex and Sister Sarah to scare creatures away. The attacks completely ended by midnight when Sister Maria showed up too. Danny practically ran to her arms.

“I have missed you, Sister Maria,” he said, and held her. “You are late for my day, but you came.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria, and briefly felt his face. “I have missed you too, Danny.”

“Sister Maria,” gasped my dad. “What happened to your face?”

We all stared in disbelief at Sister Maria’s black eye, and that’s when I also noticed her belly. She was clearly bloated with more rotten potato salad and expired beer, I had thought.

“An older gentleman,” said Sister Maria. “I was behind the supermarket accompanied by two raccoons. We were dining on some macaroni salad from yet another manager’s sale, sharing our meal and our pleasantries with each other, when a troubled older man began yelling at me. He struck me before I could say a word, though I wouldn’t have said a word, because we mustn't argue with those who seek argument. He fled very quickly after that.”

“Some guy just sucker punched you?” growled my dad. “Punched a pregnant woman just eating lunch?”

“Well,” said Sister Maria. “To be fair, I didn’t know I was pregnant at the time. I thought it was just a lot of poop. My pregnancy was confirmed just yesterday, which is why I’m here. I am now on maternity leave, and I have come to visit you all.”

“But you didn’t fight back?” asked my dad. “You could have killed that guy.”

“I would have killed that guy,” said Brother Alex. 

“Brother Alex would have killed that guy,” said my dad, and they both did a super-secret handshake.

“Would you like me to kill that guy?” said Brother Alex.

“No,” said Sister Maria. “I understand how you feel, and I know what a Western Brother would do. But I am not a Western Brother. I am Sister Maria, and I am on maternity leave.”

“But maternity leave is for after a child is born, yes?” asked Sister Sarah. “And you would be paid, yes?”

“No,” said Sister Maria. “I am on maternity leave.”

“Oh,” said Sister Sarah. “Okay.”

“Yes, maternity leave begins after the baby is delivered,” my dad told Sister Sarah.

Sister Maria groaned as she sat down at the kitchen table and held her belly with both hands.

“I am pregnant now,” she officially announced. “I have potentially saved the entire world. We can all take a short breath of relief now that I have very slightly paused the baby shortage. How about you, Marcus?”

“Me?” 

“Yes. Have you been sowing your wild oats?”

“Wild oats?” I asked. 

“She means,” my dad interjected. “If you have been sleeping with a lot of women.”

“Oh,” I said. “No. Well maybe just Wendy.”

“Oh?” asked Sister Maria.

“Just right over there,” I said and pointed to the pile of weapons and sleeping bags on the floor. “I sleep there with her just about every night actually.”

“Fine work, Marcus,” said Sister Maria. “Fine work, Wendy.”

“No,” broke Wendy. “And I know what all of these secret, oaty innuendos mean. I am an aggie, in case you’ve forgotten, and I must say that Marcus and I are not doing any of that.”

“I see,” said Sister Maria. “That is fine. Brian, however, has been sowing his domestic oats endlessly across my fertile fields.”

“Gross,” said Wendy.  

“I will explain how that happened now. Everyone, pay attention.” 

Sister Maria pulled out her notebook, and flipped through a few pages. 

“Take notes, Marcus,” she said. “Take notes Danny and Wendy too. Prepare for mating instructions.”

“Step one:,” began Sister Maria. “I enter the bathroom at Brian’s wonderful cottage. Step two: I turn on the shower. Step three…”

“I think we all understand how to make a baby,” my dad interrupted. 

“Do you?” Sister Maria asked. 

“Yes,” said my dad. “Everyone can just look it up these days too. I’m sure there are a lot of very detailed ‘instructional’ videos online.”

“Well,” said Brother Alex with his notebook and pen in his hands. “You can always continue explaining your baby-making instructions with me at a later time.”

Sister Maria stared at Brother Alex and gave him a sour face. “No.” 

“Understandable,” sighed Brother Alex and reached into his duster, pulling out some forms. “Marcus, I have some paperwork to complete. Tell me now, how many creatures have you slain this day?”

“I don’t even know,” I admitted. “I’m afraid I lost count today, there were so many I killed.”

“So, no body count then?” he asked. “Nothing to be ashamed of. Over fifteen?”

“Oh, at least,” I said.

“I am a witness to this,” added Sister Sarah. “Marcus ended many heinous lives without prejudice.”

“Excellent,” said Brother Alex and scribbled something down on the extra credit form. “Now, Wendy,” he said and pulled out her form. “You killed absolutely nothing with your metabolic acceleration techniques. You did, however, kill many creatures quite violently with that strange blade you carry around from that old tv show. You showed grace, and you stayed in character as you spoke those strange alien words before landing each death blow.”

“I taught her that,” my dad said. “Klingon.”

“Fine work, Allen,” said Brother Alex. “Fifteen extra credit points for you, Wendy.”

“Yes!” said Wendy and retrieved her slip from Brother Alex.

“Fifteen extra credit points is very generous,” contested Sister Maria. “I have only given five extra credit points per assignment. I have given myself only ten extra credit points as a joke. Do you think that fifteen extra credit points might be a bit too much?”

“No,” said Brother Alex. 

“Elaborate, please,” said Sister Maria.

“Happily. Wendy fought for her life alongside me, and she even grew an entire field of corn and beans, using the corpses as fertilizer. Marcus and company fought for their lives as well. They killed many, many creatures, and I feel that handing out more extra credit points is the least I can do to help their academia.”

“Very well,” groaned Sister Maria and rubbed her belly. “I suppose that would be best.”

“Yes it is,” said Brother Alex, causing Sister Maria to groan again in annoyance.  

As our extra credit forms were handed to us, I started to get a lot of messages on my phone. Everyone could hear it since I forgot to put it on silence. It was Dr. Ord, and I set her ring to some catchy folk song that Sister Maria showed me.

“Sorry,” I said. “It’s Dr. Ord.”

“Dr. Ord?” asked Sister Maria. “She reaches out to you for intimate courtship? Your phone plays a love song.”

“That was a love song?” I asked. “I… we haven’t…”

“She is young,” said Sister Maria. “Younger than I. Older than you, but she is young. Young and supple. I was not her mentor, but I helped her with her thesis. Her passion for fire might be greater than yours, Marcus. You are both young. You both have a passion for fire. I do not like to push, but you should highly consider her courtship. A fine candidate indeed. What does she say? Is she longing for you? Do you long for her?”

“Oh,” I gulped. “She… she’s wondering why there aren’t many people at school today. It’s just her and a few other professors.”

“How unfortunate,” said Sister Maria. “Regarding your potential courtship. But Brian, my mate now and love of my life, tells me that school is becoming dangerous like most everywhere else.”

“Oh, sigh,” said Sister Sarah. “She probably doesn’t even realize the danger; she’s so focused on other things. Just like Marcus on the train.”

“Perhaps she’s focused on Marcus,” said Sister Maria.”

“What…” I said.

“Let’s assist her,” said Sister Maria. “Let’s protect Dr. Ord and anyone else who’s at the university. The three of us, and you too, Marcus, since we can all fly. I know you just got home, but it’s time to leave again. Allen, Wendy, and Danny will be fine with the added security.”

“And Fred,” added Sister Sarah, and looked at Fred. “Fred will be safe too. Do not fear, Fred. You will be safe, and I will return.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” said Fred. 

“Yes, you too, Fred,” said Sister Maria. “My apologies. Now, let us save Dr. Ord and help Marcus start his family.” She reached into her duster again and handed me her notebook. “Marcus, just in case you decide to court Dr. Ord after you heroically rescue her, study my notes as we journey.” She flipped through a few pages and pulled out a highlighter, marking a couple lines. “Especially that part there.” Then she flipped a couple more pages and highlighted some more. “There too, Marcus. Do you see that part? Read carefully.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.” 

“Good,” she said, flipped some more, and highlighted again. “Also, there. Look. I made a drawing. You don’t have the strong arms as Brian my love, but you can’t go wrong there. Okay, all done. Away we go now.”


I was so tired, but it was really important that we got to the school as fast as we could. It seemed that there was nowhere safe any longer. We flew fast, and Brother Alex and I even raced a little bit to Sister Maria’s disdain. He won, of course. And, what takes the train normally forty minutes only took us five. 

As we descended, we spotted a handful of soldiers looking for people, killing creatures along the way. Five of them altogether, three soldiers and two heavily armed Machines. They were very happy we had arrived. Steven was there too, who Sister Maria had mentored long ago, and he was wearing his helmet with all of that electronic equipment attached to it.

“Steven, my dear,” said Sister Maria and felt his face briefly.

“Sister Maria,” he exclaimed and held her. He stood back then and stared at her belly. “Sister Maria, you are pregnant.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria proudly. “Behold.”

“A Western Sister?” he asked. “How rare. Congratulations.”

“Don’t be shy,” said Sister Maria. “Feel my bump. Everyone now.”

Everyone reached in, including the Machines, feeling Sister Maria’s baby bump in awe.

“Yes,” said Sister Maria, her head held high. “Behold.”

“That is quite enough beholding,” ended Brother Alex. “We are here for a very important reason.”

“Brother Alex is correct,” said Sister Maria. “We are here to help. Everyone, continue feeling the baby for approximately fifteen more seconds, and then it’s time to get back to work.”

“Where is everyone?” Brother Alex asked Steven, after our fifteen seconds were over.

“We do not know,” said Steven. “We were told to evacuate the university, but we don’t know where to start. We are so thinned out.”

“Dr. Ord is here,” I said after checking my phone messages again. “She’s in the science building.”

“We should begin there then,” said Steven. “We will follow your lead.”

Many of the creatures began clearing out once we had arrived, besides some of the smarter ones who could walk and talk, and who I think had something personal with us. Some of them were shot, or roasted, or blown up in a really cool way by Brother Alex. Some of them hid, and continued to follow us. When we had reached the science building, Sister Maria stopped us all.

“Do not enter that building,” she warned us. “Confined spaces. I prefer things out here in the open.”

“But what about Dr. Ord?” I asked. “She’s in danger, isn’t she?”

“Oh, Marcus,” she said. “How you long for your potential mate. How wonderful. But she is locked up in her lecture hall with the ability to summon a solar flare if she must. She is safe and cozy, I would bet dollars to donuts. No, creatures may use her as bait. They are smart. Wendy claims they hide in walls. They may fool us on the way in. They may booby trap a corridor. They may funnel us into our doom. But they will not bother Dr. Ord. They will not bother their bait.”

“Who will go in?” asked Sister Sarah.

We all looked at the two military Machines who were with Steven, and they looked at each other since they knew what had to be done.

“We will go in,” they answered. “We will try and clear out any traps or foes. We will do our best.”

“Well done,” said Sister Sarah. “As you search the building, we will hover over it. Tell us where the trouble is, and we will destroy it from above.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” they replied in their crackled voices.

The two Machines entered the front door of the science building, while the three of us floated just above, with Steven holding Sister Sarah’s hand. He could see what the Machines saw, and hear what they said. He could also see where they were located inside the building.

They found immediate action, after some sharpened broomsticks struck the sides of the poor Machines from some booby trap just as Sister Maria had predicted. Gun fire was heard shortly, grunting, and growling. The building was packed with sneakies. The Machines took out many of them, but the ones they couldn’t get to, unless they passed through their clever and deadly traps, they had told Steven about.

“Right down there,” Steven said, pointing to various locations on the roof. “There they are. We can sense them. Hiding and waiting.”

Brother Alex, Sister Maria, and Sister Sarah all stretched out their fingers, and quick beams of blue light came raining down through the ceiling, followed by small explosions.

“They are dead now,” confirmed Steven.

The Machines continued down the halls, all the way to Dr. Ord’s main lecture hall, as we all followed their path just above. Sister Maria was correct as usual, and the Machines discovered hundreds of creatures all stuck in the walls and ceiling all around the lecture hall. They weren’t moving or making a sound. Just waiting for a Western Sister or Brother. 

“Marcus,” said Sister Maria. “Prepare for heroism. Just as you had a genius plan for Brian and I at school, I too have a genius plan for you and Dr. Ord here at the same school. We will rain down death to the creatures from every angle. The Machines will bring death from below. I will create an entrance for you in the ceiling. You will descend down into the lecture hall. You will burn many creatures. You will embrace Dr. Ord. You will fly back up here. Then you will consider courtship more than ever.” 

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said.   

“Okay,” said Sister Maria. “Let us begin now. Steven, show us where all the sneakies are.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” he said and pointed all around.

Sister Sarah and Brother Alex got straight to work just like last time, while Sister Maria pulled off a huge chunk of the roof.

“Here is your moment,” said Sister Maria, and began blasting away as well. “Enter the facility, Marcus. Kill many creatures.”

I did what Sister Maria told me, and I floated down just by Dr. Ord’s desk where I saw her sitting, stunned by the total carnage taking place. I saw the two Machines slowly encroaching through the main doors of the hall, blasting upwards and all around, while being jumped on by all kinds of creatures that were hiding dormant just a couple seconds ago. Blood was all over the place, and explosions were blasting drywall and guts everywhere. I roasted as much as I could, and literally caught the whole place on fire. I could hear the screams from the creatures, as the two Machines stopped their assault and ran out of the building altogether to escape the flames. 

I descended to Dr. Ord, she looked at me, I looked at her, I grabbed her, and I flew back up to the sky. We were safe.

“Marcus,” said Dr. Ord in disbelief, as I held onto her a hundred feet above the school. “You have saved me. Extremely heroically, I might add.” She felt my face briefly. “You are my hero. How many extra credit points do you require? Just name it.”

“We can talk about that later,” I said. 

We stared at each other for a long time as she felt my face, and I noticed a burn on her arm.

“I can help with that,” I said, and placed my palm on her burn, cooling it instantly.

“Amazing,” said Dr. Ord. “I cannot believe this. This is a dream?”

“No,” I said. 

“Oh, well done, Marcus,” she said. “Well done. Take me away. Take me home. Administer first aid to me at home. I must tell you things there. I must tell you so many things there all alone. Just the two of us.”

“Yes,” I said.   

I did what Dr. Ord told me to, and we began to fly to her house up in the mountains, but we were quickly stopped.

“Wait,” ordered Sister Maria. “Oh, dear, I want you to administer first aid to the beloved Dr. Ord more than anyone, but something is happening. We may need more of your assistance, Marcus.”

Sister Maria wouldn’t dare interrupt this moment between Dr. Ord and I, whatever it was she wanted to tell me in private of her own home. So, when Sister Maria wanted us to stop, I knew something was seriously wrong.


“It is a winged beast,” said Sister Maria. “Those old, dead bones. They have become something.”

“The old dead bones?” I asked. “That was the beginning of a winged beast? Where is it?”

We looked all around, but nothing could be seen or heard. 

“It’s coming now,” said Sister Maria. “We have time, but it is coming here. It does not like you and your family, Marcus. Nor does it like Western Brothers and Sisters. It is growling all the way.”

“Oh, my,” said Dr. Ord. “I had such plans... But duty calls once again for our hero Marcus. In the meantime, Marcus, while we wait for Death Supreme, make sure you put out your impressive flames. Save what is left of our science building. After all creatures have thoroughly burned to death, of course. Use your double major, once minor. Use lots of ice.”

“I will, Dr. Ord,” I said, and once the science building was nearly roasted, I iced it completely. 

No slight drop in temperature or an uncomfortable breeze this time. The science building was fully encased. And if anything actually survived the fire, it was stuck there now to freeze to death.

“Good,” said Brother Alex. “While we wait for this winged beast, I will gather foodstuffs. We are all hungry, I am sure. While I do that, you should all fellowship below and attend to wounds. Attend to any damaged Machine as well.”

“Fine leadership,” said Sister Sarah. “I look forward to foodstuffs.”

“I will search every corner of the campus for only the finest foodstuffs,” said Brother Alex.

“Wonderful,” said Sister Sarah.

I had descended with Dr. Ord down to the quad where we sat and rested in the grass. Steven and his associates set up some tents and cots, and they cooked their own food while administering proper first aid to Dr. Ord and to each other. She ate their food as well. The two Machines seemed happy to be still alive, and blinked rapidly as they were being repaired.

I remembered sitting there in the grass when there weren’t so many creatures and the school wasn’t basically all burned down. The sky wasn’t permanently red either. At least the night sky was still a thing. The only thing I had to worry about back then was public speaking, which I actually don’t miss at all.

Brother Alex returned in no time with his duster pockets full of foodstuff surprises.

“I have returned,” he announced.

“Obviously,” said Sister Maria. “What do you have for us?”

The three of us gathered around Brother Alex and awaited eagerly for our meals.

“For you, Marcus,” he began. “I give you a very powerful energy drink. Behold all of the X’s and neon colors printed across the can. I also found a large bag of chocolate chip cookies.”

“Perfect,” I said and reached for my meal with anticipation. “Thank you, Brother Alex.”

“Naturally. You are craving the sweetness. All of this flying, and fire, and ice gives you a sweet tooth. I should know.”

Brother Alex then turned to Sister Maria.

“For you, Sister Maria,” he announced, and reached into another coat pocket. “I give you one giant pickle in a bag, and one cup of plain, nonfat yogurt.”

Sister Maria stared at the pickle then stared at Brother Alex with her blank face.

“It is the strangest meal,” said Brother Alex. “Because we all know how pregnant women are with cravings.”

“Excuse me?” said a stern Sister Maria.

“You must try the pickle,” said Brother Alex, and handed her her meal.

Sister Maria opened the bag, groaning the entire time. She smelled the pickle with a frown, then bit a small piece. She stopped frowning after that and ate some more.

“Well done, Brother Alex,” she admitted. “You are a dear.”

“I’m only looking out for everyone,” he said and turned to Sister Sarah. “And for you, Sister Sarah, I found a sushi bento box. Still cold and fresh from today, it has several types of fishes, various pickled vegetables and some rice. It is bright and colorful. They say that only the coolest people eat sushi, so I give you this since you are the coolest Western Sister.”

“Thank you, Brother Alex,” said Sister Sarah, and took her bento box. “You know me so well.”

“So cool,” I admired.

“And what of your foodstuffs?” asked Sister Sarah. 

“Observe,” said Brother Alex and pulled out a slice of pizza wrapped in tin foil.

He removed the foil in the coolest, fastest way, then produced a small bottle of hot sauce from his belt that had a little freaking hot sauce bottle holster attached to it. Noone even knew about it before! He doused his pepperoni pizza, sniffed it, then took a satisfying bite.

“Whoa,” I said, and he just dipped his sunglasses over his nose and winked at me.

I could see Sister Maria staring and shaking her head slightly, but nobody can deny that the pizza and hot sauce thing was really awesome. Besides, Sister Maria was enjoying her pickle and plain nonfat yogurt anyway. But before she dug into that plain, nonfat yogurt of hers, Sister Maria pulled out her handy scout utensils before giving us all the three-finger salute. Sister Sarah saluted us all too with her three fingers, except she pulled out her fancy chopsticks instead. They were in scouts together growing up, I had learned. Brother Alex didn’t have to salute, because he just ate his spicy pizza with his bare hands like a total badass. No utensils for him. And it was extra cool, because Brother Alex eats the messiest food and he doesn’t let a drop or crumb touch his super nice clothes.

“This may be our last meal together,” said Sister Sarah.

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “Then let us chit chat. It is time for table chatter.” She looked at me and fed me a spoonful of her plain nonfat yogurt. “Marcus, I know your body needs sugar, and Brother Alex, I appreciate your meal gathering. But you must still have a balanced meal.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said, and hand fed her one of my cookies. “Sister Maria?”

“Yes, Marcus?”

“I found the mermaid.”

Everyone stopped eating and stared at me. 

“Did you?” said Sister Maria at last. 

“Yes.”

“Go on,” she said. “Continue. Tell us your mermaid tale. Who is this mermaid? What is this mermaid’s name?”

“Her name is Lisa.”

“Lisa?” asked Sister Maria. “That’s it?” 

“That’s what Danny said too when she told us. She got really angry after that.”

“I see,” said Sister Maria, and fed me more yogurt. “But I would have expected a more oceany name. Creatures tend to get quite angry too, Marcus. Is she a creature?”

“Danny asked that too. She got really offended after that one. I don’t think she wants to talk to Danny ever again. And I have a feeling she doesn’t like Machines either.”

“Interesting,” said Sister Maria. “She is not a creature, even though she becomes enraged. But I suppose she never attacked you, did she?”

“She threw beer cans at us. One was full.” 

“How rude,” said Sister Sarah. 

“Yes,” agreed Sister Maria, but then stared in silence.  

“She didn’t try to kill us though,” I said. “She is not a creature, and she said that they’ve been around forever. Just hiding. And she told you and Professor Steele to stop throwing trash in her ocean, Sister Maria.”

“Sister Maria,” shamed Brother Alex. “You littered? Those were your beer cans, weren’t they?”

Sister Maria blushed, and looked down to the floor.

“I…” she struggled. “Yes. I was bad. I littered. By accident, but that is no excuse. No. Brian and I were in the heat of passion. I had opened a beverage for us to enjoy whilst we watched the water, but we were in the heat of passion. Before I could open the other beverage, Brian, my love, reached for a particular body part of mine in the heat of passion with his enormous arms, knocking both beverages off of our bench and into the sea. He is such a passionate lover, I had forgotten all about it. I am sorry…”

“All is forgiven,” said Brother Alex, and pulled out his notebook and a pen. “And how passionate is his love exactly? Can you please instruct us step by step of his passion that day?”

“No,” said Sister Maria, and pulled out her own notebook. She flipped through several pages, and handed me her notes. “Here, Marcus. For you only. Study them if you must. You may share them with Dr. Ord later. That was the day of my child’s conception, so it might be best if you memorize these notes. In fact, paste those particular pages in your notebook, dear.”  

“Thanks, Sister Maria…” I said, and fed her another cookie.

“Thank you, Marcus,” she said, and stuck her pickle in my mouth. “Anything more about this mermaid?”

“She just said that she’d be in touch soon,” I told her. 

“Okay,” said Sister Maria. “All done with lunch now. Wonderful chit chat, everyone. Wonderful lunch. Back to work now.” 

“Okay,” said Brother Alex, and wiped his face with a very expensive handkerchief with his initials embroidered on it. “Practice time. Marcus, check this out.”

Brother Alex pointed to one of the boulders in the quad, pretending his hand was a gun, and blew the thing up into a hundred pieces at least. Some of the shards almost hit Steven and his men.

“Whoa!” I yelled. 

Sister Maria only glared at Brother Alex.

“No whoa,” she said, but Brother Alex only looked at her and blew the tip of his finger like it was a smoking gun.

“Pretty cool, right?” he asked.

“So cool,” I had to admit.

“No,” protested Sister Maria. “Marcus does not think that’s cool.”

Brother Alex stared right at me, studying my face intently.

“But he is smiling,” he said.

“That is because he’s thinking about his grades,” said Sister Maria. “Marcus will be getting straight A’s this quarter, and that makes him very happy.”

“I don’t believe he is smiling because of that,” said Brother Alex. “Because all students here get straight A’s. No, Marcus is smiling because of the unexpected violence that hurt no one, and entertained everyone.”

“It did not entertain me,” said Sister Maria. 

“No?” asked Sister Sarah. “I am entertained.”

“It only entertained me very, very slightly,” corrected Sister Maria. “Now Marcus, the Western Brothers exude more violence than I normally prefer. Do not copy them too much.”

“But what about the winged beast?” I asked. “What about Death Supreme, as Dr. Ord so coined the name?”

“Do not copy them too much,” she repeated. “We will gauge Death Supreme’s strength when it arrives, and if Death Supreme’s strength is supremely powerful, then yes, please exude great violence towards it. But afterwards, and before then, you must know that you are not a Western Brother. You are Marcus.” She then turned to Brother Alex, raised her finger sternly, and let him have it. “You mustn’t shoot things so recklessly. You mustn’t blow things up so recklessly. You mustn’t race so recklessly. You mustn’t give out Fire Mage titles so… willy nilly.”

“You can’t take my title away, can you?” 

“No, no,” said Sister Maria. “Do not worry, Marcus. That damage has been done. The eggs have been scrambled and there is no turning back.”

“Okay, good,” I said. 

Brother Alex hung his head after that and so did I.

“I’m sorry, Sister Maria,” I said to her. “I will be myself. I know who I am, and I will be myself.”

Sister Maria glared at me, then at Brother Alex. She was clearly upset about his destructive antics, but she cooled off quickly and felt my face briefly.

“It is fine to learn new things,” she said. “The Western Brothers have much power. The Western Brothers are good. You have much power, Marcus, but you are not a Western Brother, and you never will be. Be wary of your power, Marcus. Do not use it recklessly. You are good, Marcus. Stay good, please.”

“Yes,” said Brother Alex. “You must listen to Sister Maria. She is your mentor, and she is connected to you. All Western Sisters are chosen perfectly to the ones they mentor. The same with Western Brothers. You must listen to Sister Maria.”

“Yes, Brother Alex,” I said. “Yes, Sister Maria.”

“I will save my energy for this Death Supreme,” said Brother Alex, and looked right at me again with raised eyebrows. “I won’t reveal my coolest stuff until then.”

“Whoa,” I said, but Sister Maria looked at me and shook her head, stopping my praise dead in its tracks.

We all took better positions in the quad under Sister Maria’s direction, the best she could feel and sense of what’s to come. Brother Alex briefed Steven and his men, along with the two Machines of the possible carnage. We could see them making what looked like some super important phone calls. Probably to the President again, and definitely that really important-looking man with the slick uniform. The rest of us waited, hiding safely together. There we studied some of the corpses of some mangled creatures we had all killed. They were disgusting.

Sister Sarah and I were huddled next to one, drenched in blood, wearing a hood and crude armor. We poked it with sticks, turned it over, pulled the hood back, and nearly threw up our delicious lunches all over its mutated face.

“How ugly can you get?” I said, which caught Sister Maria’s attention.

“Marcus,” she scolded yet again. “What have I told you about books and covers? One mustn’t ever…” but then she caught a glimpse of its face, something between a pig, dog, and ape with boils and gnarled teeth.

“Oh. My. Word,” she gasped. “Oh, bless its poor soul. What a world.”

“If there is a hell,” said Brother Alex. “That’s where this thing came from.”

“Brother Alex,” scolded Sister Maria, but stared at the creature more. “Nevermind. Oh, it’s poor mother.”

Soon enough, we could hear this flying beast growling across the sky in a terrible note I can’t describe. Then we saw it tumbling in flight in a bloody mess across the mountains to our direction. It glowed a faint red that highlighted its terror in the night sky. The source of the discoloration of our atmosphere, we assumed.

“How did it become something?” I asked Sister Maria.

“It’s made from old, dead bones,” she told us all. “As I said before. It’s made from old, dead bones from the forests, the hills, and even the ocean and streams. From the animals of those places. It’s made from old, dead bones from the old graveyards as well. It’s made from mothers, and fathers, and children, and grandparents. All desecrated. It is an abomination. It is a monster, as the old timers would say. Oh, how they love that name.”

This abomination didn’t need to see us to know where we were. It dove straight down, then stopped and hovered there just above the quad. I thought that creature with the hood was ugly.

It was all exposed muscle and patches of skin, not developed at all. It looked something like a bat or ray, just gigantic, bloody, and without a head. As it turned upwards, it showed us its belly, where its two giant eyes had opened. They were yellow, bloodshot, and slit like a cat’s would be. And they locked right onto us after they immediately found us.

Sister Maria looked very quickly right at Steven.

“Do not look at it,” she commanded him and his associates. “Any of you.”

Steven did what he was told, and he looked to the ground. One of his associates didn’t though, and one of the Machines too. They were in a short trance with those eyes of the winged beast, and then they both turned to a white ash that blew away with the gentle wind.

I looked down too, but Sister Maria put her hand on my chin and lifted my head back up.

“Not you, Marcus,” she said. “You look right through its stare. Do not stop.”

I did what she told me, and for whatever reason, I was fine. So was Sister Maria, Sister Sarah and Brother Alex as they all stared at Death Supreme. We were all challenging the winged beast, and we were all alive.

Death Supreme growled that disgusting noise again, and started bleeding from its undeveloped skin all over the grass.

That’s when the two jets came, probably from Steven’s secret phone call. I don’t know if they were Machines or drones, or piloted by people, but they hammered down on Death Supreme out of nowhere. It was scary, but really cool. Nothing happened though, as the monster shot out bony, undead countermeasures, taking the explosions and all the bullets that came its way.

“How unfortunate,” said Sister Maria. “That worked last time.” She looked to Steven and nodded. “Steven, thank your boss, that very important-looking man, or the President if you like. But it seems we will take care of things now.”

Sister Maria rose from the ground followed by Brother Alex, Sister Sarah, and myself. 

“Now Marcus,” said Sister Maria. “Ignore what I said before and use all of the fire you can. Please exude great violence now. Follow Brother Alex’s lead, for he has much experience exuding great violence as we all know very well. There will be plenty of extra credit. Twenty extra credit points if we go home in one piece.”

“Twenty?” asked Brother Alex. “That is more than what I gave him this morning.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria proudly. “I sense your vexation, Brother Alex, but this is not an extra credit competition. Go along now. Kill this Death Supreme and we will all provide support.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” said Brother Alex, and looked at me. “Follow me, Marcus. It is time for friendly competition. Let’s see who can make a bigger mess. I will begin with this.”

Brother Alex stared at Death Supreme, and ignited the atmosphere around it. We could hear it screaming and wailing, which was a little difficult to hear with the roar of the flames all around. Once the flames had burned all of the oxygen around it, however, the monster remained. 

“Your turn,” said Brother Alex. 

I did the same thing, making an enormous sphere of fire around Death Supreme, just twice as big as Brother Alex’s. Death Supreme screamed and wailed once again, but after all I did, it still remained. 

“It seems that fire has no effect on its necrotic flesh,” said Sister Sarah. “I will send several items its way.”

Sister Sarah pulled up a bus from the ground with her great mind, and she flung it to Death Supreme with just a simple thought. But, just like with the jets, it spewed out its own bones and insides to counteract the incoming bus. She launched a boulder, then some wreckage from a building, a stop sign, chairs, desks, anything she could find that was expendable. Most of it was hit back with those countermeasures, but some managed to make it through. It didn’t hurt Death Supreme, but at least all of the other debris had distracted it enough. 

Everyone blasted everything they had at it, including myself. Even Steven and his last man were taking shots at it, making sure to look away if it attempted to catch their gaze again. Their last Machine changed into some kind of missile battery, and did the best it could as well without tracking Death Supreme’s hideous eyes.

There were enough projectiles flying at it to make contact again, but only a few made it through its defenses. And it seemed to enjoy the pain. Nothing seemed to work. Not fire, not ice, not buses or boulders. Not even blue light from Sister Maria’s fingertips could hurt it. Brother Alex even sent some balls of plasma right to its belly, really draining his energy, but it had no effect. 

Death Supreme knew we were having a hard time, and it showed it. We stopped briefly to catch a breath so to say, and Death Supreme spread its wings across the entire campus it seemed, showing us its greatness and telling us there was no hope. We were toast.

It stretched and spread those disgusting wings as far as it could, staring down at us all. Trying to transform Dr. Ord, Steven and his associates to white ash as they ran for cover. Trying to turn the rest of us to ash as well, but we stared right back. We stared back, because we could all see past death like Sister Maria had said. That made the flying abomination really mad. It growled and roared after that. It tried to spread its wings even more, stretching its terrible skin, ripping it, and causing itself to bleed all over.

Blood rained across campus, and on all of us as well. Blood from those late mothers, and fathers, and kids, and grandparents. Blood from all of those animals from the wild too. All of that desecrated blood was coating everything. 

Sister Maria and I both covered our eyes and looked away. Sister Sarah tried to cover her whole face, but her makeup was being washed away by hot blood in a pink, drippy mess. Brother Alex didn’t move, and he continued to stare at Death Supreme. I was getting a little nervous, and I could even feel that Sister Maria was feeling scared too. But as I looked at Brother Alex, staring straight through the winged beast, I could read that he wasn’t feeling the same thing I was at all. I could tell he was mad, but it wasn’t because of all of the desecration, and it wasn’t because of the death of Steven’s associates. 

For a while Brother Alex and Death Supreme locked their stares in complete hate for each other. Then Brother Alex finally turned his head down, watching buckets of blood it seemed, covering his formerly pristine sneakers. He looked back up to Death Supreme and casually removed his sunglasses from his face. That was the first time I had ever seen him remove his sunglasses completely. From his duster, he pulled out his nice sunglasses case, which was bombarded by blood as soon as he did, and he calmly put his eyewear away. 

The air around Brother Alex became super-heated as he glowed blue, causing our hair to stand from the energized air. More plasma. He ascended even higher, getting as close as he could to Death Supreme, but just out of its reach. We must have seen a million balls of plasma fly out to that monster from Brother Alex in a continuous flow. The rain of blood stopped as it pulled its wings back in to shield itself. 

“Exude great violence, please,” Brother Alex commanded us all. “Now is the time.”

“Yes, Brother Alex,” we all said, and continued to throw everything we had at it again.

More screaming and rage from Death Supreme as it defended itself with everything it could, pulling its wings in front of itself, and spitting everything it could in our direction. 

All while Brother Alex was putting his really cool sunglasses away, Steven had been making another important phone call, and I bet there was a red telephone involved with that one. Just as Death Supreme was so busy blocking everything we were throwing at it, four freaking jets this time came roaring in from behind it, shooting all kinds of modern destruction at it. Half of it was blocked, but the winged beast was so busy from us, a lot of bullets and a handful of missiles got through with several satisfying explosions. 

There was blood and guts everywhere. Death Supreme screamed the loudest I had heard that night, but it was still very much alive. As everyone continued to fire at it, Brother Alex looked to me and extended his hand.

“Fire Mage Marcus?” he asked. “May I borrow your really cool wizard sword from the liquor store?”

Without saying a word, I removed my sword as fast as I could, and tossed it up to Brother Alex. He wasted no time, and flew straight to the monster as fast as one of those missiles that struck it. With one blinding swipe of my sword, he cut an opening in one of its eyes, dove right into Death Supreme, and disappeared.

There was no more growling after that. There was groaning though. Then Death Supreme relaxed its wings and stopped its onslaught as we all stopped ours to watch its suffering. It reminded me of the Communist, and how I used a microwave technique to cook it from the inside out. Brother Alex was inside of that monster somewhere doing something awful to its insides. Its other eye that wasn’t completely destroyed from Brother Alex’s suicide dive, looked all around in a panic. It became even more bloodshot than before, then relaxed, and rolled back. 

Death Supreme ignited, engulfed in a blue flame, and I could see other colors shooting out as flaming jets in some places of its rotten body. Its edges began to ash, and we all watched it crack and burn like an old log on a fire. Soon it just exploded, shooting hot coals all across campus, and wet, bloody insides all over us and on the ground. Brother Alex had basically turned it into the world’s worst microwaved burrito. Where Death Supreme used to be, Brother Alex remained. He was covered in blood, but who wasn’t at this point? Half of his clothes were torn off, and the half that remained were burned to a crisp. He descended lower to us, completely exhausted. 

“Brother Alex,” exclaimed Sister Maria and met him. She reached into her duster pocket, pulled out a tallboy, a .38 Special, and handed it to Brother Alex.

“Oh, Sister Maria,” sighed Brother Alex. “Malt liquor?”

“It was a gift,” she said. “Take it or leave it. I have plenty, if you must know, stored away in the cool waters of my sanctuary. There are many more if you like. Due to maternity leave, I mustn’t drink. So, drink all you like. Take it or leave it.”           

Brother Alex took the drink, stared at the bullet design of the can, and examined its slogan, “sniping sobriety since 1976.” Brother Alex shook his head, but cracked the can open and chugged it all.

“Thank you, Sister Maria,” he belched. “Pardon me.”

“You are welcome,” said Sister Maria, and handed him another one. “This is your day. Take all I have. Thanks to you, Death Supreme is now supremely dead. Rest now.” 

“Yes,” said Brother Alex. “But it was all of us together. I only ended it. Well done, everyone. We all rest now.”


We all descended to the ground and laid in our bloody clothes right on the grass just staring at the dark sky and feeling our own heartbeats catching up to themselves. More of Steven’s associates rolled into campus, setting up a camp of their own. Men and women, and vehicles, and tanks, and Machines. We continued to lay there on the ground while they set things up before we finally gained the strength to shower and clean up. It was a pleasant sight, seeing the university so active again, but very sad to see it so torn to bits in some places. 

The newcomers all thanked us and praised us, and wanted to ask Sister Maria and I so many questions about the Artifact and the meanings of life. They fed us as much as we wanted, and gave us fresh clothes. They even dry-cleaned Sister Sarah’s and Sister Maria’s dusters, and bought Brother Alex a brand new one. From freaking England. So rad.

We tried to answer as many questions as we could, but looking around, I noticed the sunken eyes of the two Western Sisters and Brother Alex too. We needed rest badly.    

The sun had risen over the mountains in the east, making the ocean sparkle in the west. The sky had turned blue again, and we all looked to the water with tired eyes. Nearly all of the military men and women lined up to stare at the ocean as well.

“Look at that,” said Sister Maria and stared. “Your ocean, Marcus. Your favorite water. It goes on and on, each wave unique and never the same. Just like you said. And I see that its color has returned. I don’t think I have ever appreciated the view of the ocean from your wonderful school.”  

We saw a really bright sparkle closer to shore after that. Close to the docks, and it was as bright as a star it seemed.

“Oh,” said Sister Maria annoyingly, and covered her eyes. “I do not appreciate that, however. It is directed our way, whatever this annoyance is.”

“I think it might be Lisa,” I told her, and sipped on my cocoa. 

“The mermaid?” she asked. “With the name? That non-oceanic name? A clever disguise of a name, I must admit, if that was her intent.”

“Is she trying to reach you, Marcus?” asked Sister Sarah. 

“I think so,” I said. “The only way she can, I suppose.”

“Okay,” said Sister Maria and stood. “Time to go, Marcus. Finish your hot drink. Warm your belly before we fly. Your friend is trying to reach you the only way she can. We mustn't waste time. We mustn't keep her waiting. She may need help.”

“Yes, Sister Maria…” I sighed. 

I was so tired. We all were. We must have been up for three days straight, and we just killed the world’s greatest threat. But Sister Maria was right as usual, and I did what she told me. 

The both of us flew holding hands to conserve energy. We were so drained, we put our thoughts and energy together for what was left in us. Lisa didn’t show herself at first, but soon enough, she revealed herself at the end of the dock again when she felt the coast was clear.

“You saw my signal,” said Lisa, and held up a small mirror. “I’m happy you came.”

Sister Maria stared down at Lisa as stoic as ever, but eyes wide in disbelief. 

“You must be the beloved Sister Maria,” said Lisa. “I wasn’t expecting more guests.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. 

“You forgot something from your last visit here,” said Lisa. 

“Oh?”

“Yeah. You littered. Oh, but don’t worry, Marcus took the blame like a champ. His rude friend mostly, if I have to be honest. Your trash hurt him the most.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “My trash. Dear Marcus spoke to me about my trash. I was shamed about my trash. I am ashamed about my trash. I am sorry about my trash. I was in the heat of passion, you see, with Brian. He is such a passionate lover, you see. But that is no excuse.”

“Yeah, I did see that actually,” said Lisa. “I guess I can’t blame you. He’s got those arms and all.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Sister Maria. “Brian has such strong arms. Oh, he uses them with such intense passion. But regarding the trash… I am sorry. I so despise litter, but now look at me. Such hypocrisy. I am sorry.” 

Lisa stared at Sister Maria, and changed her look from bitter to compassionate. 

“Well good,” said Lisa. “It’s cool. I get it. The arms. Just… don’t let it happen again. You seem like a classy lady. I was trying to contact Marcus, but since the both of you are here, I might as well tell you too. I heard you homeless people are in charge of everyone or something, so this is probably better. There’s something weird going on down here.”

“Weird?” I asked. “I thought you weren’t affected by anything that was happening lately.”

“I guess I was wrong,” said Lisa. “Nothing to your extent, at least. I saw that crazy flying monster thing and the mess that was made. Everything tastes funny back home. The water was red, but that seems to be back to normal. The strangest things are the holes.”

“Holes?” asked Sister Maria. 

“Yeah. They’re tunnels, I think. They opened up just yesterday. Big, long caves that you can swim through. I found them sticking right out of the continental shelf out there, and they lead far inland. Out to those mountains probably. Anyway, I thought I’d let you know. I think maybe something is trying to dig out, but it seemed to stop once it reached the water.”

“Digging out…” said Sister Maria. “Thank you, dear. We will investigate.” Her eyes started to close, and I could see her beginning to nod off. “Did your parents ever sing to you?”

“My parents?” asked Lisa. “They… yeah, of course they did. My people are known for singing.”

“My parents sang to me as well. They sang to me when I was sad too. Do you understand that I must take you away now?”

“I… what? No. Take me away?”

Sister Maria began humming some of her folk music again in a total daze, just standing there.”

“Hey,” said Lisa. “Are you okay?” 

Sister Maria opened her eyes and looked down at Lisa.

“Good morning,” said Sister Maria.

“Yeah, you need a nap,” said Lisa. “You look bad. You look good, I mean, but you just look kind of rough. You know what I’m saying?”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “Time to leave. We must sleep. Marcus, we must go to your house. We must sleep for two days. That will be adequate.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said and waved to Lisa. “Thanks, Lisa. We’ll check it out. I’m sorry, but we have to go. I’ll look for some new music and show you next time.” 

“Take your time. I’m going to cancel my European vacation this year anyway because of the tunnels and all of this strangeness. Get some rest, Marcus. I was hoping you would show up alone so that I could sing you my song, but I didn’t think you’d bring any witnesses…  Maybe next time. It was a pleasure, Sister Maria. Ciao.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria with her eyes closed.  “Moshi moshi.”

“Uh, sure,” said Lisa. “Aloha.”

We flew back to my place with me doing most of the flying this time, as Sister Maria was barely hanging on by the time we landed on the front lawn. I was stumbling too, and a couple of us had to help her into my bed upstairs, she was so gone. Then when I climbed in with her, it was lights out for the both of us. That was the first time I slept in my bed since all of the creatures showed up in a rage, but with Sister Maria around, and especially with Death Supreme gone, we were safe.

Just like Sister Maria had prescribed, the two of us slept for two solid days. It was without a doubt the best sleep I had ever had, and I could tell it was for Sister Maria too. The both of us had been tucked in tight together, just the way we like it, and I could feel and hear our heartbeats as the three of us dreamed. Everything went through my head, from when we encountered the Artifact, to the final moment of Death Supreme at the university. I could also dream Sister Maria’s dreams as well, thanks to the Artifact, but all of her thoughts weren’t completely clear. Ever since we encountered the Artifact, the two of us could read each other that way, but it wasn’t totally transparent. I never knew exactly what she learned from it, and I’m okay with that. I wouldn’t like it if we were one person anyway. What I could see in her dreams that night though, were her thoughts of Professor Steele. She was so happy with him, and it was good to see him that day when we both woke up.

There were a ton of people in our kitchen that morning, including Professor Steele, and everyone was packed around the table, complimenting my dad about his kitchen. My dad accepted all the compliments with pride, then would look at Sister Maria and I with great concern as we added spoonful after spoonful of sugar in our glasses of orange juice. 

Sister Maria sat next to Professor Steele, placed her head on his shoulder and stared at Dr. Ord and I, who were sitting next to each other as well. Dr. Ord rested her head on my shoulder too, while Sister Maria continued to stare at us from across the table. Even as she ate, as Professor Steele fed her each bite of her scrambled eggs, Sister Maria would stare. Like she was grading us. Like she was ready to sign an extra credit form for this… thing that Dr. Ord and I have. When I started to feed Dr. Ord her eggs, the staring became less. But Sister Maria studied my movements as I buttered Dr. Ord’s toast. Her eyes grew wide when I grabbed the grape jelly, but then relaxed when I changed my mind to take the raspberry jam instead. And when I fed my professor her prepared toast, Sister Maria finally took her eyes away and pointed to her cup of hot chocolate, which Professor Steele brought to her lips. I guess she approved of my toast feeding.     

Professor Steele had his elbows on the table, and his arms were pretty much bulging. 

“They call that swole,” said my dad. 

“It is what some of my students call it, yes,” said Professor Steele. “When I am not teaching or learning more about history, or thinking of Sister Maria, or being with Sister Maria with all of my heart, I am focused on my arms.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “Brian giving me all of his heart is the most wonderful feeling, but being held with swole arms is truly an added bonus. Marcus, write that down.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.” 

“We must take care of ourselves,” said Sister Maria. “For each other. Then we appreciate each other. We compliment each other. Isn’t that nice?”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

“Do you have any compliments, Marcus?” asked Sister Maria. “Say something nice to Dr. Ord.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said and looked at Dr. Ord. “Dr. Ord… You have the softest and nicest skin. And… I like your glasses… but I like it even more when you take off your glasses. Because then I can really see your eyes. And your eyes are beautiful to me.”

Dr. Ord removed her glasses and stared at me. Then she briefly felt my face.

“Oh, well done, Marcus,” said Sister Maria. “What a nice thing to wake up to. That should be more than enough. All done with compliments for the day.”

“Sister Maria?” my dad asked. “And Brian?”

“Yes, Allen?” they both asked.

“Have you thought of a name for your baby yet?”

“If it is a boy,” said Professor Steele. “Then he will be named after my favorite historical hero. He will be called Vercingentorix.”

“No,” said Sister Maria bluntly. “His name will not be Vercingentorix.”

“Oh,” said Professor Steele. 

“No,” continued Sister Maria. “Not Vercingentorix, though I do so love your passion for history. No, I prefer a more modern name. Perhaps Marcus if he is male, or Wendy if she is female. I like those names and those people very much. Or perhaps Danny or Allen too. Not Vercingentorix. No.”

“Okay,” said Professor Steele.

We spoke more about baby names and raising families for a while, when we began hearing more commotion in the front yard as the morning came to an end.

“There are more reporters in the front yard,” said Danny. “They knew you were sleeping here, and they know it’s safe again hanging around here.”

“They must be wondering about the meanings of life again,” said Sister Maria. “Because of our interaction with the Artifact. But someone very wise once told me that one must find meaning on their own. It was not you, Allen. I quite like that saying, so I think I will tell them that and keep the meanings of life a secret.”

“They were talking to us a lot about the Artifacts,” said Wendy. “The reporters said that the others in Japan and France are interacting with them too after they found out about what you did. Some of them died. Some could not see past death like Sister Maria said. The other Western Brothers and Sisters over there. Is that what they’re called?”

“No,” said Sister Sarah. “They mentor just as I mentor, but their names and styles are completely their own to reflect their own cultures.”

“Nobody has your style, Sister Sarah,” said my dad.

“Thank you, Allen. You know me so well, though we’ve known each other so shortly.”

“Such compliments,” said Sister Maria and stood to her feet, rubbing her now larger baby bump. “Me and the child need air. We also need peace and quiet, so I will be on the back porch. I will sit and stare at the magnolia tree. I will breathe the clean, blue sky.” She held her hand out to Brian. “Brian, you will join me. Hold me as we both stare at the magnolia tree. Hold me as we both breathe the clean, blue sky.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” said Professor Steele, and took her hand. “I want nothing more.”

We all watched Sister Maria and Professor Steele walk to the back to hold each other as I asked Wendy questions about the Artifacts. 

“Wendy,” I said. “A Western… or French, or Japanese mentor was killed by an Artifact?”

“That’s what they told me,” said Wendy.

“But then how did we?… Was it just luck?”

“It was strength,” said Brother Alex. “I can see past death, as we all just witnessed. But if one is tired enough, or weak enough, then it could mean the end. Such is the fate of all living things. One of the others over there on the other side of the world was most likely not ready for what you and Sister Maria saw.”

As we watched Sister Maria and Professor Steele more, a couple of bluebirds flew up to perch themselves in my dad’s magnolia tree. I had recognized one.

“Those birds are from Old Newton’s Outpost,” I said.

“That old truck stop with the taco place inside?” asked Wendy.

“Yeah. Me and Sister Maria stopped there to eat and watch the birdbath for lunch before we saw the Artifact. I remember that bird, the one with the white tips.”

“It’s a pretty western bluebird,” said Wendy. “And it flew a long way. It must like this place a lot. Or maybe they were following you. Maybe they were drawn to you.”

We would all stay at my place for one more day, resting and eating more. Drinking lots of orange juice and serving it to Sister Maria and Professor Steele who spent most of their time out back just holding each other and staring at the magnolia tree. Things seemed to be getting back to normal. The sky had turned blue at least, and food was getting its taste back. It wasn’t totally back to normal though. There were still wild creatures out and about, still attacking and killing people. Not as bad as before, but they were still out there stalking around at night especially. With Death Supreme gone, our region out West seemed alright. But there were other regions out in the world, and there were other winged beasts, each one unique and different from each other. Some were beautiful, and very creature-like. Some could speak clearly, and think clearly, and would converse with others I heard. Not like Death Supreme at all. They had all become something, it had seemed. 

The old timers were all freaked out and wanted us to do something as soon as possible. Not only were many of them calling Sister Maria bad names, but they wanted her to help them kill more winged beasts around the world. She constantly reminded them that she could not leave the West. She also told them about pace. But I don’t think they cared, and they just called her more names. No matter what she said or did. Even when she revealed that she was on maternity leave, which made them all super angry. 

When I had rested completely, I took Professor Ord by the hand and we flew away to her house up in the mountains. It was made of stone, and the driveway, the walkways and all around the perimeter of her home were illuminated by great braziers of fire. It was the nicest home I had ever been in, and when she took me inside, she finally told me all of the things she wanted to, but without words. I couldn’t be apart from her after that. And because we both longed for each other, as Sister Maria would say, I wanted to spend every breathing moment I had for her, and she wanted the same. I spent months with her in that giant house, and I was actually about to move in with her permanently, until my dad started having more issues with creatures in the neighborhood. Even with Wendy and the security Machines from the train around, they wanted revenge.   

I helped clear out the neighborhood again with the help of Sister Sarah this time since Sister Maria was on maternity leave in Professor Steele’s little cottage. And with just her presence, the creatures seemed to clear out for a while.

School was in session by this time, but since half of it was blown up and roasted, with the other half a military staging base, a lot of our courses would be remote.

“I actually kind of miss being in school,” Wendy would say. “We should visit.”

“Yes,” said Sister Sarah. “For lunch. We will have a picnic. I will ensure that all of you eat. Wendy, pack us some food for a picnic at school. Prepare some of those square burgers that Sister Maria claims you own.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah.”

“Danny, you as well. Bring at least one pizza. Plenty of vegetable toppings too. We must have at least some balance.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah.”

“Fred, you will carry our goods, according to your function.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah.”

“The sun is out high and bright today,” said Sister Sarah. “In the great, blue sky we have again thanks to teamwork. We shall have a picnic at school and remember those we lost.”

And that’s what we did. Right in the middle of the quad under a couple of great, live oak trees, we had our lunch. We could see the ocean clearly, which we stared at for hours while we mildly chit chatted.

“I don’t think I have ever truly appreciated the view from your university,” Sister Sarah said.

“That’s what Sister Maria said,” I told her. “Just after we blew up Death Supreme. Somebody else I know said something like that too, but it was more of a diss.”

Just as we were in full trance of the ocean and its glistening waves, there was a blinding light coming from the docks again. 

“It’s Lisa again,” I said, covering my eyes. “She needs to talk to me.”

“We should go then,” said Sister Sarah. “I know I’m the coolest Western Sister, but I’m afraid I have to be the party pooper this time. Time to pack up our lunches, everyone. Pack up your lunches nicely and hand them to dear Fred. Make sure to pick up all of your trash. We mustn’t make the same mistake that Sister Maria had. We mustn’t be struck with full beer cans like poor Danny had. Everyone hold hands now in a single file. We shall be like a train in the sky as we fly to the sea. Down, down we all go now to the sea.”

Just as before when we were summoned by Lisa’s mirror, there was no one present when we had arrived. Probably nervous of some new faces, no doubt, so I called out to her.

“Lisa,” I said. “I got your signal. Are you here?”

“Is that Marcus?” I heard, but from a much more mature voice. And elegant.

“Yes,” I said. “Lisa?”

“No,” said the voice, and revealed herself just at the end of the dock. “I am Diana. I’m Lisa’s mother.”

“You’re Lisa’s mom?” I asked. 

“Lisa had explained to us that you were chopped up into very small pieces and distributed by tuna companies,” said Fred.

“What?” said Diana. “She said that I was dead?”

“Correct,” said Fred. “She said her parents are deceased.”

“Oh, we’re both dead?” she asked. 

“Yes,” I said. “After we told her that Wendy’s parents had passed, she told us that you were gone too.”

Wendy hung her head, and Diana looked her way.

“I don’t know why she says these things,” said Diana. “I’m sorry about your parents, and I’m sorry about my daughter’s lies. I’m sure she was trying to impress you all, but unfortunately in the worst way.”

“I kind of had a feeling,” said Danny.

“Are you Donny?” asked Diana and glared.

“Danny, yes.”

“I’ve heard about you,” said Diana and looked at me. “She told me all about her land friends, and your music, and the beer cans too. She also told me about how she would contact you from school, which is why I called you here now. We can’t seem to find her. She never came home last night, and we’re worried sick. I’ve asked everyone if they’ve seen her, and now I’m asking you. Have you seen my daughter lately, Marcus?”

“I saw Lisa a few days ago,” I told Diana. “Sister Maria and I talked to her after we killed Death Supreme just before we went to bed for two days.” 

“You went to bed for two days?” asked Diana. “Death Supreme? Is that what that thing was? That flying monster with all the blood?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that was wild. Is that why the sky changed back?”

“I think it had something to do with it, yes.”

“Thanks for that, Marcus. And everyone else who helped kill that horrible thing.” She gave another rotten look to Danny. “You too.” 

“Oh, I didn’t help kill Death Supreme,” said Danny. “I was at home cooking pizza, then eating pizza all alone in the dark.”

“Is that so?” groaned Diana. “Well, Marcus, did Lisa say anything about where she might be going? I believe you were one of the last people to see her.”

“She talked about a lot of places,” I told her. “Paris, Italy, her European vacation.”

“European vacation?” asked Diana. “Italy and Paris? France?”

“Yes,” I said. “She said that she had plans to go to Italy this year.”

“Yeah no,” said Diana. “She did not have any plans to go to Italy. As far as I know. We’ve never been to Europe. We’ve never been to the Atlantic. And isn’t Paris a landlocked city?”

“Oh,” I said. “I guess so, yeah.” 

“Lisa does talk about those places quite a bit,” said Diana. “She’s always wanted to go, but we all know that’s never going to happen. That’s what she does, Marcus. She tells tall tales. She lies. Then I get dragged out to find her or cover up some mess of hers.” Diana took a breath. “But I’m not about to throw my own daughter under the sub by calling out her vices. Did she mention anywhere else?”

“She also talked about the tunnels,” I said. 

“Tunnels?” asked Diana. “Go on.”

“She said there are some tunnels down there. New tunnels. Way out there. In the shelf?”

“The shelf?” she asked. “I heard something about those. Near those submarine canyons. My husband told me that there was something strange burrowing out of the cliffs, and he told us all to stay away. I should have known that Lisa would do just the opposite. Wonderful. Now I’m more worried than ever. If she’s underground… What if there’s a cave-in? What if she gets trapped somehow? What if she gets lost in the silt? I told her never to go spelunking. Never go underground. Never ever.” 

“Sound advice,” said Sister Sarah. 

Diana looked up at Sister Sarah. 

“Are you French?” she asked. 

“No,” said Sister Sarah. 

“Japanese?”

Sister Sarah shook her head.

“Huh,” said Diana. “Well, I like your face. You have a très haute bourgeoisie look going on. I think Lisa would like that.”

“Yes, thank you,” said Sister Sarah. “That’s what I was going for. You know me so well.” 

“Yes, well it was nice to meet you all,” said Diana, looked more at Danny, then splashed him. “Please search for her? Look to the water as much as you can. I’ll tell my husband to search the tunnels with some of his men. He’s in the coast guard.”

“There are mermaids in the coast guard?” I asked.

“Mermen,” corrected Diana. “In english, just to be clear. In case my daughter told you about her made up ‘metal’ language. But no. Not your coast guard anyway. Our mermen are always around. Saving people the best they can, when nobody else will. They are much kinder than us mermaids. Which reminds me, if you do find her, please be careful. We love music so much, and we love to sing and talk about music with young men. It’s such a good conversation starter. And you all look so delicious... Just tell her that I said to keep her hands off. You’re a good bunch of people, and I forbid it. Farewell.”

We all waved goodbye to Lisa’s mom, and watched the rippling water after she dove away. We continued to watch and stare at the ocean, both in awe, and to look for Lisa like Diana had asked us to. But mostly because the ocean is just awesome and I can’t stop looking at it.

“We must go home now,” interrupted Fred, who didn’t care much about staring at water. “It is very late, and Allen has just informed me that he made you all macaroni and cheese with chopped up hotdogs.”

“Away we go,” said Sister Sarah, who quickly snapped out of her trance. “Hurry, everyone, before dinner gets cold. Post haste, please.”

By the time we got back, all of my dad’s guests were gone. Brother Alex back to his red cliffs at the edge of the West, Sister Maria and Professor Steel back to his cottage, Steven back to his post, and all of the reporters in the front yard back to their homes or offices. My dad had served us a huge bowl of that mac and cheese with chopped up hot dogs along with a great bowl of salad just before Sister Sarah had commented on his kitchen again. 

“Please make sure you eat some salad first,” my dad told me, but I helped myself to the main course without thinking. 

“Marcus,” scolded Sister Sarah, taking the serving spoon from me. “I am not your mentor. I am not Sister Maria, but you must listen to your wise father Allen this time. I have just met him, and he knows me so well, and he is very wise as I had just mentioned. You must have roughage.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” I said disappointingly, and served myself some of my dad’s salad.

“You all know well that I am a salad fiend,” announced Sister Sarah, and pulled out a vial from her gray duster. “Look here. I make this vinaigrette myself. I never leave home without it, for I love salad so.”

Sister Sarah uncorked her dressing and poured it all over my salad. Then she threw some cheese on it from the table, stuck my fork in it, and put it in my mouth. 

“Don’t you see now how salads are so much more than just a side? Don’t I make bland things cool?” 

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” I said, and dug into my salad some more. 

She looked to Wendy who was sitting at the end of the table.

“Wendy,” said Sister Sarah. “Don’t I make salad cool?”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” said Wendy. “May I borrow your salad dressing?”

“Yes you may,” said Sister Sarah proudly, and had her vial float across the table to pour itself over Wendy’s salad.

“Thanks, Sister Sarah,” said my dad and served himself.

Sister Sarah poured some of her dressing on his salad as well, topped it with some cheese, then fed him the first bite. All without using her hands.

“You really did bring this salad to life,” said my dad. “And you put on a really cool show.”

“Yes,” said Sister Sarah. “Such is the life of a Western Sister. We must always be prepared to show others the better side of things. And to put on really cool shows. There is so much potential in all things.”

Sister Sarah pulled her chopsticks out from her duster, saluted us all, then dug into her own salad.  

We continued to look for Lisa, all through the summer, just watching the ocean whenever we could. Updating Diana whenever we could. Watching her worry more and more as time went by. She explained to us that their kind liked to be alone for long periods of time, but this was unusual for her daughter.

I would spend most of my time with Dr. Ord in her house around all her fire, even in the summertime when the weather was hot. We would go to the beach and stare at the ocean as much as we could. When the sky was clear and bright, I would fly her up to my favorite palm, the tallest one around, and we would feed each other dates. There she would feel my face endearingly. I loved that summer. Besides being close to her every second I could spare, we would plan out my schedule for the coming fall quarter. But that all ended when my dad called me up about a letter I got in the mail from the university. We decided to invite them over to the mountains to deliver it, and grill for dinner.

“Do you think Sister Maria will approve of this?” I asked my dad after I read him and Wendy my letter at Dr. Ord’s great, stone table.

“I don’t know,” he said. “She’d rather have you do things by the book, but things are different, and I think she would understand that.”

The letter I had read from the university granted me my degrees in Fire and in Ice with full honors a whole year before I was to graduate. Because of my assistance in saving the school, and killing Death Supreme, Hathaway decided to have me bypass the rest of the required courses. Not only did they give me my two bachelors, but because I showed such “mastery” with my majors, they gave me the corresponding master’s degrees.

“Congratulations,” said Dr. Ord, the first one to say. “As your professor for several classes, I stand by this decision, if that makes Sister Maria feel better. In fact, I was one of many professors who suggested it. No more extra credit for our hero Marcus. You are all done. Square burgers for everyone.”

“Oh,” said Wendy. “I still don’t have those down yet.”

“Then regular burgers for everyone,” said Dr. Ord.

“I still can’t make regular burgers either,” said Wendy. 

“Then hot dogs for everyone.”

“I’ll make burgers and steak with all the sides,” said my dad. 

“Excellent,” said Dr. Ord. “Heroism runs in the family it seems.” 

We all sat out back around a great fire which was run by the power company, while my dad was grilling happily. He seemed very proud, and was in a really good mood. We all were in a good mood, which made the fire curious. 

“What’s the occasion?” it asked. 

My dad freaked out a little bit and turned to the fire.

“I haven’t seen this many people in a very long time,” the fire continued. 

“It is an unexpected graduation ceremony,” announced Dr. Ord. “Marcus has graduated with honors prematurely.”

“Congratulations, Marcus,” said the fire.

“Did that fire talk?” my dad asked before putting his wine down. 

“Yes,” said Dr. Ord. “Allen, this is Simon. He works downtown and powers half of the city’s heat transmitters.” Dr. Ord looked at me and pointed to her head. “Brain power, Marcus. Brain power.”

“Hello, Allen,” said Simon. “I have been getting to know your son for the past several months.”

“Hello,” greeted my dad. “I’ve heard of the heat transmitters. Can you see through them all the time? Watching people in their homes?”

“You mean spying on people?” asked Simon. “No. I was invited by the homeowner tonight. But I am busy. I will say hello. I will congratulate Marcus. And I am busy. I do not spy on people. I heat homes and summon wonderful fires like this one for recreation uses. I will also answer trivial questions, or simply talk and listen. We have portable units as well. Some for fires on the beach and campsite, or even a smaller version for backpacking. Smaller than a coaster, and can fit in your pocket comfortably. I have personally helped a handful of lost adventurers in the mountains get home safely while they cooked their dinner with my flame.”

“Marcus,” said Dr. Ord. “Simon said that there are openings at his very lucrative job in the city.”

“That’s correct,” said Simon. “It seems like you have a lot to celebrate, and a lot to think about. But if you would like to begin a career in home-heating slash recreation, we would be happy to have you.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I do have a lot to think about. I don’t really know what I want just yet.”

“Do what you must,” said Simon. “Congratulations, Marcus. I will let my colleagues know of your graduation, and we will send you a gift.”

I had a lot of fun that evening. I had a lot of fun the rest of the summer too, spending all my time with Dr. Ord, not even wondering or worrying about what I should do next. I just didn’t care, and everyone even told me not to worry and just enjoy life as much as I could for the moment. And I did. And I flew. And I took Dr. Ord everywhere I could, and everywhere she wanted to go. We were both free. But life and time would bring us back down, as it always does. Creatures were still spawning. Those bloody tumors still appeared, even though Death Supreme was gone. More people were getting that horrible cancer. And even though the sky and the sea had returned to their normal color, food still tasted a little sour. There was still something wrong with the world, and it needed to be fixed. Something else made me stop flying with Dr. Ord, and it bothered me more than anything.


I flew as fast as I could back to my dad’s after he had called me in a panic. I flew almost as fast as Brother Alex. When I got there, my dad led me to the backyard, and there she was. It was Sister Maria. Professor Steele was there too, but he was sleeping upstairs at the time.

“I think she showed up last night,” my dad told me as we both watched her sitting there, staring into nothing. “She never greeted me, and she won’t talk to me. She doesn’t even hum her folk songs.”

“What’s wrong with her?” I asked.

“Look at her, Marcus. Look closely, and think hard.”

I studied her hard as she sat on the rocking chair as still as a statue. She was not cut, or bruised, or hurt in any way I could tell. But she was very hurt. She was no longer pregnant, but she had nothing in her arms like she should. Then I knew.

“Brian, your professor, told me all about it,” said my dad, and brought me inside away from Sister Maria. He made me some oatmeal, and then Professor Steele joined me at the table after his long sleep.

“I have been up for days,” Professor Steele said. “Worried sick and afraid for her. And sad myself. But she does not speak. She flew here, because I think she likes this place, and it doesn’t remind her of our child. He was a beautiful boy.”

“What are we going to do?” I asked. 

“Just leave her,” said my dad. “Offer her things, and be around.”

“I have been by her side,” said Professor Steele. “I talk to her. I give her water she won’t drink, and food she won’t eat. I still try. History tells us that time heals all wounds, but this one is very traumatic, and I feel it will take a very long time. When it heals, the scar will be quite deep.”

We stayed there to watch and to help Sister Maria for days, but she still wouldn’t move, and would barely even blink. We began to really worry then, especially since she wasn’t even drinking water. My dad had a delivery of IVs come to the house one day, and he was about to just hook it up to her when someone started yelling at her or whatever you’d want to call it.

Right there on the porch rail, right in front of Sister Maria, suddenly perched one of the two bluebirds that would hang out by the magnolia tree. The one with the white tips. It seemed to be looking right at her as it chirped and tweeted as loud as it could, and as angry as it could. It would hop up and down, bob its head, flutter its wings, turn left and right on the railing. It was making all kinds of noise, and it was all directed right at her. Then, in the middle of all the commotion, Sister Maria annoyingly broke her stare to look at the bird, who suddenly just stopped harassing her. 

“And what are you so upset about?” she asked the bird. 

The bird continued, just not as loud, and not as animated.

“Yes?” nodded Sister Maria. “I see. What a tale. Is there anything else?”

And there was. The bird chirped and chirped, becoming calmer by the minute as Sister Maria acknowledged everything it told her. Then, at the drop of a hat, it just stopped and flew away.

“Sister Maria?” I said and touched her hand.

She stared at me for a long time, then briefly felt my face like she normally did. I knew and could feel that she was back after that. Maybe not completely, but she was back.

“Hello, Marcus,” she said. “I am ready to talk about my child now. I was at the hospital. I had the baby delivered, and everything was going as it should. He was with us when he was born, but his breathing was short, and his movements were little. Everyone did the best they could, but not even the Machines at the hospital could save him. It was the happiest, then saddest moment of my life. Perhaps it was because I was stressed while pregnant. Perhaps it was because I exuded too much energy while pregnant. Perhaps it was because of Death Supreme. Perhaps it was because of my twenty gray hairs. But it’s over now.

“Brian did everything he could. He is stupendous. Then Allen. Stupendous. Then you. Stupendous. Then bird. Stupendous. Well done, everyone. I’m finished with the porch. I am very thirsty now.”

Professor Steele handed her a glass of fresh water that she guzzled quickly, then he held her tight, and she placed her head on his shoulder.

“Sister Maria?” I asked. “What did that bird say?”

“I do not know,” she said. “I don’t speak bird, Marcus. But even though I don’t understand the bird, I’m sure the bird appreciates someone listening at the least. There is some relief to have someone listen to your grief. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Do you think it was in grief?” asked my dad. 

“Perhaps,” said Sister Maria. “I don’t see his mate. Maybe that’s it. I would be very upset too if I lost Brian. But I do not wish to speak of grief any longer. Thank you for listening to my grief. I am still sad, and I cannot fly because of it. I am very sad. What a world.”   

“Yes, Sister Maria,” we all said, and took her inside. 

We put her in my bed along with Professor Steele, who both slept sound and still, while the Machines from the train patrolled the property, and Wendy stood watch on the roof with some of her weapons. She even put some heads on spikes that belonged to some felled creatures around the yard for extra warding effects.

“I’m happy that’s over with,” said my dad as we both rested on the living room couch. “I’m glad that Sister Maria can talk again at the least.”

“Yeah,” I said. 

“It kind of makes me happy that she feels so at home here,” said my dad. “I didn’t like Sister Maria too much at first, but now I welcome her every time she visits. It’s good to have another responsible adult to take care of you.”

“When you were my age, would you be able to take care of yourself?” I asked.

“I was much younger than you when I was on my own.”

“I think I will always have Sister Maria to take care of me.”

“That’s the way it should be in this day and age. Most parents my age will never understand that. Your mom couldn’t understand that. She hated Sister Maria most of all. She even called her Miss Rumpelstiltskin, and who could blame her? We were so afraid of her when all of this happened. The Great Divide. All of a sudden, after you were born, some raggedy teenage girl started stalking the house. Sometimes she was in her scout uniform though, which was equally as weird. She would always look in the windows. Looking for you.”

“I remember that.”

“Your mom would always shoo her away, but Sister Maria always came back, staring into your bedroom window. Watching you sleep in your crib. Knocking on the door. Saying things like, ‘I must see your child.’ And, ‘I am drawn to your child.’ What scared her the most, and what made her angrier than ever at Sister Maria, is how you would get up and open those windows or doors. You wanted to see her just as much as she wanted to see you. And you wanted to be with Sister Maria more than your own mom. She couldn’t handle it. Most parents around the planet couldn’t handle it. She could never bond with you like a Western Sister could.”  

“Sister Maria never took me away though,” I said. “She is not a kidnapper like what the old timers say. She knows I belong here. She only visits. She only mentors.”

“We understand that now. I understand that. The change was shocking.”

We both stared in silence at the blank tv for a moment. 

“Do you want to play games?” my dad asked.

“Okay.”

“Turn on whatever. I’ll make some food.”

As we comforted Sister Maria, and fed her, and played games with her, we could see her slowly coming back over the days. And because her mind is so powerful, and her will is so great, and her selflessness is so much, she even began to float and fly again. She never stopped mourning, but her acceptance was quick. Then she began staring into nothing again, but in a different way than when she arrived at my dad’s house after what happened to her. It was more like when she stares into water. 

“There’s something underneath us,” she’d tell us in her blank stare. “And it’s trying to get out. I think maybe to meet us.”  

“Who’s underneath us?” I asked her.

Sister Maria broke her stare, and she looked at me to feel my face briefly. 

“Who?” she asked. “I do not know. But there are still strange tumors around. People are still dying from cancer. There are still aggressive creatures. All of my snacks taste poor, but they are not expired as they usually are. And my cheap beer tastes better than ever. Things are still wrong.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“Marcus,” she said. “I have never taken you to my sanctuary. It is a very secret place, which is why it is my sanctuary. Only Brian knows about it, where I take him often, because he has my heart completely. I take him there quite frequently, because that is my favorite place to mate with him. Oh, we would mate as often as we could in my sanctuary, and in every which way. It’s all in my notebook. Marcus, I am thinking I should take you there. But not for mating purposes.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Marcus, I have discovered something new in my sanctuary, way up high in the mountains. There seems to be a tunnel of some sort which emanates something I cannot explain. I am quite cautious of this place, and I dare not go in there all by myself. And I dare not send my mate in there to bring harm to him, who is Brian I speak of. No. I need an excellent staff of individuals with certain skills, who is you I speak of.”

Sister Maria stood up and held her hand out, which I reached for and held tight. 

“Come along now, Marcus,” she ordered. “I am all done here, and we must finish things with the creatures.”

“Okay,” I said.

Sister Maria held out her other hand and looked at Wendy. 

“Come along now, Wendy,” she said. “You are required as well. I am one out of three of your mentors, and it’s time for mentoring, my dear.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” she said and held her hand.

“Brother Alex shall also come for extra Wendy mentorship,” said Sister Maria. “I hope you brought plenty of extra credit forms.”

“I always do,” said Wendy.

Sister Maria briefly let go of Wendy’s hand, gave her a three-finger salute, then held her hand again.

“I will also want Sister Sarah to assist,” she continued. “And I think Fred, Danny’s robot. But not Danny. We don’t need him. Just his pizza, and his robot to carry them. Also, I have made some very important calls to bring a special lunch for our great journey. Fred will carry that as well.”

“We’re going on a journey?” asked Wendy. “To where?”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “And I do not know. Okay, away we go now.”    

“May I pack my things first?” I asked Sister Maria. “If we are going on a journey?” 

She looked down at me and let go of my hand.

“I suppose you should…” she said. “Good thinking, Marcus. Well done. I have taught you well. Pardon my haste to save the entire world. Both you and Wendy go inside now and pack your things. Say your farewells to Allen.”

I packed all of the things I would need to go wherever we were going underground near Sister Maria’s sanctuary. My dad helped me for the most part since he cares about me more than myself, and we put together at least a few days’ worth of clothes, weapons, military rations, and other various survival gear like walkie talkies and flashlights. I’m not sure if the walkie talkies would work very well underground, but one thing I brought, and what I knew would always work, was my portable campfire that Simon and his coworkers mailed to me as a graduation gift. 

Wendy packed a lot more weapons than I did, since she was totally pro at chopping things up in close quarter combat at this point. Though she wasn’t good at it, she also packed some raw hamburger in a cooler in case Sister Maria had the hankering for square burgers. But we didn’t pack too much food at all. That was Danny’s job.

We all flew to Danny’s gigantic house, built from his pizza empire. It was guarded by military-like Machines, but seemed to be so empty, even though it was the biggest house I had ever been to. Nearly all of the rooms were void of furniture and other things that normally fill a house. The things that fill my dad’s kitchen everyone loves so much. The only thing that filled his house were the echoes of our voices and our footsteps.

There were just a couple rooms that seemed to have some life in them, and that was Danny’s room, and his commercial kitchen. His kitchen wasn’t as homely as the one at my house, but was full of activity. It was where Danny’s passion was, and where he worked tirelessly sometimes, trying to create the next best pizza.  

We loaded up Fred there in Danny’s kitchen, and he got the bulkiest I’d ever seen him. He would grow and expand, unfolding extra frames, and compartments, and doors that were all packed tightly inside of him. He could shrink down as small as a shoebox, and blow up as big as a couple of bookcases when it called for, which was his size at that moment. Fred was nearly waddling, and we could hear all of our gear move around, and liquids slosh back and forth with each step he made.

“What a trio you’ve become,” Sister Maria told us, after we had finished packing all of our food from Danny’s kitchen. “You, Marcus, with your great fire abilities. You, Wendy, with your melee skills, and your beans and corn. You, Danny, with your millions of dollars, and your grease and sauce-stained clothing. Yes. Such talented individuals I mentor. You have all made me very proud.” 

We all thanked Danny for his help, and Sister Maria felt his face briefly before we all flew up to Dr. Ord’s house up in the mountains to get some more things, and rendezvous with Brother Alex and Sister Sarah. 

I spent some time there with Dr. Ord in private, and she told me that she was very scared for me, and that she would miss me very much. She asked me for that portable campfire that I packed, and like Simon had explained, it was just a bit smaller than a coaster. For my journey underground, Dr. Ord made sure to link herself to this one, that way I could have her in my pocket wherever I went. Even far beneath the earth.

Fred loaded up more things from Brother Alex and Sister Sarah, and it looked like he was at full capacity with every cell and container of his nearly bursting, and all kinds of gear and weapons hanging off of him from straps and cables. He was the slowest one out of all of us, but it was okay considering his directive. 

Sister Sarah acknowledged his importance with a brief feel of his face, and a, “well done, Fred.” And a, “never give up.”  

We all flew deeper into the mountains, up to Sister Maria’s sanctuary, and each of us paired appropriately holding hands. Sister Maria and I, Brother Alex and Wendy, and Sister Sarah with Fred. Sister Maria and I could fly on our own, but it helped to conserve energy, and we missed the old times too.

Higher we went, and the clouds became thick. Not quite rain, but we could feel the mist against our faces. I could hear rushing water as Sister Maria led us closer to the ground, and we began following streams all coming together. The woods became dense, and the clouds cleared away as we descended to some meadows. Then, way in the back of one of these fields, in a thick, wooded area, gushing falls were coming down from the rocks and cliffs into a great pool. All around us were falls and flowing water, and I stood there stunned when we landed right there at Sister Maria’s sanctuary. 

“Come along, everyone,” said Sister Maria. “I will show you the thing. Come with me to the thing in the ground I told you about.”

But we couldn’t move. It was the most awesome spectacle of water I had ever seen in my life. Sister Maria attempted to get us moving again, but when she realized how stuck we were, she decided to join in as well.

“Do you see why this is my sanctuary?” she asked me.

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said. “I could have never imagined.”

“No,” she said. “I spend much of my free time here with Brian, as I’m sure you have read from my notes. He built a small hut just for me with a wood-burning stove and everything, all with his humongous arms. My own temporary home when the weather is right. But duty calls for most of my time. I have so much business for most of my time.”

Fred showed his worth yet again by snapping us all out of it with some very loud orders and reminders the Machines usually do when we’re in a water state. Sister Maria proudly showed us around just a little more, and then led us to this entrance into the earth. 

“It is quite a strange and spooky aura this thing gives off,” she said as we hiked a little higher into the rocks. “It’s just upstream here where this waterfall came from. Another pool just a little higher. No plants grow there.”

Just as she said, there was a smaller pool, and beside it tucked away into some rocks was an opening. All the trees and grass around it were yellow and dead.

“You think the creatures came from there?” asked Wendy nervously.

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “I do not think. They came from there. In you go, Wendy.”

“Me?” 

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “I chose you for your melee abilities. You are on point. Choose an appropriate weapon, dear. I will have your back.”

“Oh, boy…” said Wendy and approached Fred. “Fred?”

“Yes, Wendy?”

“Can you give me my spear from last year’s county fair that I won? It’s the polka dot one with the cotton candy scent.”

“Your spear is scented?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” said Wendy. “Scratch and sniff. The more you cut, the better it smells. It’s the best spear I got. Real sturdy. Sharp too. I won a game run by one of those Jiggalo guys or whatever they’re called. Cool people, actually.”

“Agreed,” said Sister Sarah. “They give me great compliments regarding my style, and we exchange makeup tips regularly.”

“Yeah,” said Wendy. “They started giving weapons out as prizes just last year due to, you know, the changing times and all.”

“Here you are, Wendy,” said Fred and handed her the Jiggalo spear.     

“Okay,” said Wendy nervously again and held her spear firmly. “Here I go.”

“Nothing to fear, Wendy,” assured Brother Alex and placed his hand on her shoulder. “I will be behind you the entire time. I will be right over your shoulder the entire time.”

Brother Alex made his other hand in the form of a gun with his finger extended and thumb up, while keeping his other hand on Wendy’s shoulder. Then the rest of us watched as the both of them went into the opening in the earth.

“Let us go,” ordered Sister Maria. “Let us follow them while we light the way.”

Sister Maria pulled out her old flashlight again, but it still didn’t work the same way it didn’t work in New Mexico. 

“I can buy you some new batteries next time,” I told her.

Sister Maria stared at me and put her flashlight away. 

“It is not the batteries,” she assured me, and gave me the old three finger salute. “No. I am always prepared. It is something else. I am aware of this problem. I’ll use my backup.”

Sister Maria summoned her two orbs of light from her palms once again, which both floated ahead of us and into the cave to accompany Brother Alex and Wendy. Sister Sarah summoned two herself to assist with the rest of us. Then we all went underground.

“It stinks down here,” exclaimed Wendy, creeping forward very slowly.

“It is the earth,” said Sister Maria. “It is the inner-workings of the world, seeping out to the surface. Let loose by something digging around down there, no doubt.”

“So, it’s sick?” asked Wendy. “And we’re going down its throat?” 

“Perhaps,” said Sister Maria. “It smells more like the butt, however. It is widely known that the earth doesn’t have too many throats, and is covered mostly in butts. It’s elementary geology, my dear Wendy. Perhaps the world is trying to heal. Maybe it’s trying to regurgitate or…expel whatever is making it so ill. But we don’t know for sure. That’s why we must investigate.”

The way down was narrow and warm, and the deeper we went, the wetter it got. Water started to flow. Mostly to our sides, and sometimes right where we walked. Deeper we went, and the narrow path would open up sometimes into chambers. Pools would form, and more streams would come out of those, going down other tunnels that descended deeper. 

“Where do we go?” I would ask. “Which path should we take?”

“Down,” said Sister Maria. “The path of least resistance. Follow the water. The best and strongest water. But be wary. Being underground is dangerous. Very, very dangerous. Especially with water.”

“Will we get lost?” asked Wendy.

“Probably,” said Sister Maria.

We all stopped moving and stared for a while at Sister Maria, waiting for her to elaborate.

“We are on a great journey,” she explained. “We are investigating the world’s most important thing.”  

This all sounded so familiar. It reminded me of when Sister Maria and I were underground in New Mexico, just before she shoved the lid off of the Artifact’s tomb. 

“Are we going to die, Sister Maria?” I asked.

“I do not know, Marcus, but the probability is high.” 

“Oh, dear,” said Fred and looked to Sister Sarah who held his hand. “How can we die down here?”

“Starvation,” said Sister Maria. “You will possibly run out of power, Fred. Thirst, suffocation and possibly drowning for the rest of us.”

“Oh, no,” exclaimed Fred and hung his head.

“That is all possible,” said Sister Sarah. “But we must all do this, and we must all do everything we can to keep each other alive. Never give up, Fred.”

“Yes, Sister Sarah,” said Fred, and we all continued on.

“I will try to remember the way back the best I can,” added Sister Maria.

Further down we continued, following our intuition of the flowing water. Sometimes there were tunnels that went straight down, but it didn’t stop us as we gently floated down deeper, water crashing over us all.

More chambers and more water were present, and we began to see signs of creatures. More tumors growing on the walls and ground and ceilings like stalagmites and stalactites made of flesh.

Then we began to see creatures themselves, sleeping and minding their own business. Hellcats here and there, lying down in the corners, casually watching us go by. They didn’t seem to care about us at all, even though this was where their den seemed to be.

There weren’t just hellcats that lived down there. Smarter creatures began showing up. Those smarter creatures that walked on two legs and could use weapons. Most would run from us, since we probably blew their freaking minds by showing up where they lived. Others would come in hot, rushing us head on in narrow corridors, but Wendy would impale them right away, and Brother Alex would blow their brains out with his finger pistol if she missed any. They were a good team. 

I guess word got to the rest of the walking creatures that we were going down into the earth, because things got really spicy after the first couple of kills. Lucky for us there were no boobytraps down there, since no enemy of theirs dared go that far. But there we were, and there we dared.

Waves of the bipedal creatures came after us in the narrow corridors, but they couldn’t get past Wendy’s spear, and Brother Alex’s finger gun shots, and my fire, and everything else that Sister Maria and Sister Sarah could do. All the corpses that we piled high were blown out from ahead of us and behind us by Sister Sarah, leaving streaks of blood and body parts we had to step across. The tunnels smelled like the inner-workings of the earth, hot blood, guts, and cotton candy. I even felt a little sad for them, because they thought they actually had a chance against us.

We continued our way for what seemed like a day, but it was so hard to tell from the endless darkness. So many different routes, and so many different rooms and chambers we went through. I had begun to feel great hopelessness as we got nearer to our destination, and further from the entrance.

“Brother Alex?” asked Sister Maria from the back of our group. 

“Yes, Sister Maria?” said Brother Alex.  

“We are very deep now, and have journeyed very far,” said Sister Maria. “I do hope you’ve been keeping track of where we’ve been going.”

Brother Alex stopped right there, causing Sister Sarah to bump into him.

“Excuse me?” asked Brother Alex.

“I said, I do hope you’ve been keeping track of where we’ve been going.”

“No,” said Brother Alex. “I have not. I can barely see a thing with my really cool sunglasses on.”

“You can’t see anything?” asked Wendy, looking back over her shoulder. “Then how have you been shooting the creatures?”

“I can smell the stink from incoming creatures,” explained Brother Alex. “And the lingering cotton candy smell from your prized spear after you’ve grazed them. That’s how I’ve been making my rebound head shots. You must understand that the balance between coolness and safety is very fine.”

I nodded in approval, but Wendy just scoffed.

“As for you, Sister Maria,” continued Brother Alex. “I do not mean to blame, but you should know this. I thought you were keeping track of where we’ve been the best you could.” 

There was silence for a very long time.

“No…,” said Wendy. “We’re lost?”

“Oh, dear,” said a very morose Fred.

“That is enough, everyone,” said Sister Maria. “Firstly, I must apologize. If it is anyone’s fault we are lost, it is my own. Secondly, we must not be scared. We must not panic. We must stop where we are now. Ahead I can see another chamber where the water is flowing to. It is time to stop and camp.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” we all said.

There was another great chamber ahead, and more pools here and there with even some more hellcats lying far from us, grooming themselves, and just resting. They kind of reminded me of ordinary house cats, and it was a very nice change to see them unbothered by us at all.

“I think they must know we mean them no harm,” said Sister Sarah. “It seems they’re abiding by the rules of engagement just as we do. I’m sure they have an abundance of fresh meat as well.” 

“Well, good,” I said, and sat down to rest. “After Death Supreme, I’m not too worried about the average creature anymore.”

“That is good, Marcus,” said Sister Maria. “I think they can sense that from you as well. They can feel you don’t care about them, so they care about you just as much. Well done.”

I took out my portable campfire, and Fred unpacked some ready-to-eat soup along with some fresh-baked bread from Danny’s kitchen. As the soup heated, Dr. Ord spoke to me, where I updated her about our situation.

“Our hero, Marcus, is in peril it seems,” she said. “This worries me. But Marcus is much more than valedictorian. Marcus, you are one of a kind. You have graduated with honors, and you are the only fire mage on the planet. Also, you are loved by me, and you will come back. This I am certain of. Be very strong, all of you. You will all come home. Have confidence, have faith in each other, and have this hot food I am cooking up for you.”

I spoke to Dr. Ord for our entire meal and told her how much I missed her and longed for her. It felt good to talk to her again, and everyone felt much more at ease after hearing someone from outside. All except for Wendy. She couldn’t shake off the fear of how we could probably die underground. The hellcats who lounged all around us began licking their chops, staring at Wendy. They would never get past the rest of us to actually eat Wendy, but her fear didn’t stop them from looking. 

As we laid around Dr. Ord’s flame, Wendy stayed up sitting on a stone, quietly crying. There were several large stones around us and our camp, and a good bunch of them were clumped around where Wendy wept. I wasn’t sure if she needed any comfort at the time, but I got up anyway to help raise her spirits. Then I heard her gasp, but it wasn’t because of me. She was still looking away from our campfire, towards one of the large stones. Then there were whispers. Curious whispers between her and a very rough voice.

“Wendy?” I asked, and looked over her shoulder.

I couldn’t believe what I was looking at. 


“Marcus, look at this,” Wendy said, pointing to the stone.

“I see it,” I said, and stood there frozen.

“Hello,” the stone said. 

It was only a face. Two eyes, a faint nose, and a thin, wide mouth. All made of stone. Wendy and I only stared as it spoke to us.

“Can you hear me?” asked the stone.

“Oh,” said Wendy. “Yes. Yes, I can hear you.”

“I asked if you are feeling okay,” the stone said. “I heard you crying.” 

“Yes,” said Wendy. “That’s correct. I’m sorry that I was crying.”

“Why are you crying?”

“I was crying because… pardon me. Are you a stone?”

“Am I?” asked the stone. “I think I am. And what are you? I’ve never seen anyone like you before.” 

“I’m a girl,” she said. “I’m a human being. I’m Wendy, and this is Marcus.”

“Hello Wendy,” said the stone. “Hello Marcus. I’m afraid I don’t know what I’m called. I only found out about myself not too long ago. I can’t remember when I came around, but here I am.”

“Marcus, and dear Wendy,” approached Sister Maria. “Are you speaking to someone?”

She looked down at the stone the same way as she did with Lisa. With wide and disbelieved eyes.

“Hello,” said the stone. “There are many of you here, it seems.”

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. “I am Sister Maria. I mentor Marcus and Wendy here.”

“Hello, Sister Maria,” said the stone. “I do not have a name.”

“That is a shame,” said Sister Maria. “I know many orphans these days who do not have names, thanks to constant tragedy. You look like an Eddie.”

“Oh?” asked the stone, and thought for a moment. “I like that name. I’ve never heard of it, but that’s me now. Thank you.”

“Yes, you’re welcome,” said Sister Maria. “What is your story, Eddie?”

“I’m not very sure,” said Eddie. “I dig and dig all the time. I have tunneled up and down, here and there, and I always watch who and what are in my tunnels. I have been watching you. Now, watch this.”

Eddie’s face vanished from the stone in front of Wendy, then reappeared in the stone ceiling above us.

“Up here,” he said, staring down at us with his stony, blank face. 

“It seems you can move around,” said Wendy. 

“Oh yes,” said Eddie. “I can move all around my tunnels. Wherever I like. I like to be here most of all at the moment, because you’re the most interesting thing I have seen so far. That is my story. Now what about you? Why are you crying?”

“We are lost…,” said Wendy.

“Lost?” asked Eddie. “That would make me sad too. Tell me, where did you come from?”

“We are from the surface,” said Sister Maria. “We came from my sanctuary where the water is plentiful.”

“Oh, I’ve been to the surface,” said Eddie. “I love the surface, but I can’t dig up there. I spend so much time looking at that great blueness that goes on forever. Then the blackness with so many little lights in it. I have also dug so deep below and out. The surface does have plentiful water, but I found so much more out there. It was so salty.”

“The ocean?” I asked.  “That’s what Lisa and her mom were talking about. The tunnels out there.”

“Lisa?” asked Eddie. “That name sounds familiar.”

“Yes,” I said. “She’s a friend of mine. She’s a mermaid, and she’s lost too. Her family is searching for her around the tunnels underwater.”

“Does she sing?” asked Eddie.

“She does like music,” I said. “And her people are known for singing.”

“Ah, there is a lost girl down here too, besides just Wendy,” said Eddie. “I have been listening to her, but the things in the water frighten me, so I stay away. I know where she is.”

“You do?” I asked. “You have to help her. We can take her home.”

“And she isn’t dangerous like most things in my tunnels?”

“No,” said Sister Maria. “She is not a creature. Her people are ancient. She is most likely very scared.”

“I think she is,” said Eddie. “She sings very sad songs in a pool far from here, and she cries like Wendy. Very well. I like you people very much, and I will take you to your friend. Do not worry. You no longer need to cry, Wendy my friend, because you are no longer lost. I will take you to the surface. I will take you anywhere you like here.”

“Can you take us deeper?” asked Sister Maria. 

“Hmm?” said Eddie.

“Can you take us to where the creatures come from?”

“Where they come from?” asked Eddie. “I’m not sure if I can show you that. I can’t remember when and where they came from exactly. Much like myself. But I remember I came from a very, very deep place. There is a thing down there. Yes, I think I remember that now. I will show you that, but it might be very dangerous, and I usually stay away from things of that nature. It is a great thing, and I believe it thinks and creates other things. It might have created me, now that I think about it. Maybe it’s why I love digging so much. I will show you all. Please let me know when you are ready to follow.”

We all spoke so much to Eddie, asking him so many questions about his tunnels. Dr. Ord, a talking flame at the time, was the most curious, who was having a hard time seeing a talking stone. We all slept much more at peace that night, knowing that the rocks were watching us and would lead the way.

Just as Eddie had promised us, he led us even deeper, and closer to Lisa who was lost in one of the many subterranean pools. For another day we journeyed, and the air became warmer and smellier the further we went. Closer to the inner-workings of the world. But it became wetter too, and it seemed that every inch of tunneled out rock around us was saturated with water. 

There, in another cavern, the creepiest one on the trip so far with slime and algae growing everywhere and even some smoke, was a mermaid in a deep pool of water. We had heard her miles before we found her, singing her sad songs and crying. 

“Help!” she yelled as soon as we entered that slimy chamber. “Whoever it is, please help me.”

“Lisa?” I said as we all approached her.

“Is that Marcus?” she asked with her hands protecting her eyes from our light.

“It’s so bright,” said Lisa. “I haven’t seen a thing in days.”

“Yes, it’s me,” I told her. “And everyone else.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” said Lisa very excitedly. “Thank you, all. Thank you so much. I’m almost a goner here. I haven’t eaten in the longest time.”

“We have plenty of food,” said Fred who opened up one of his doors packed with food.

“Robot?” she asked. “I never knew I’d be so happy to see you again. I’m sorry I splashed you before.”

“Apology accepted. What would you like to eat?”

“Anything,” said Lisa. “I’ll take anything. Except for any of those plants. Or that bread. Is that pasta? Ew. No thanks.”

“And why are you such a fussy eater in such a dire moment?” asked Sister Maria. 

“Because,” said Lisa. “I cannot eat those things. Only meat for me and my people. Especially fish. Also, it is a pleasure to see you again, Sister Maria.”

“Yes.”

“Do you prefer sushi?” asked Brother Alex.

“Sushi?” asked Lisa. “What do you think?”

“I think that only really cool people eat sushi,” said Brother Alex. 

“Oh,” said Lisa and blushed. “I… yes, actually. In that case, I happen to eat a lot of sushi. Do you got any sushi?”

“Plenty,” said Sister Sarah. “It’s all for me, because well… look at me. But I will gladly share it with you, because well… look at you.”

Lisa looked at Sister Sarah for the first time with very wide eyes.

“Sacre bleu, lady,” she exclaimed. “You look just like someone from those old, fancy French stories. Have you ever been to Paris?”

“Non,” said Sister Sarah. “That’s french for no.”

“Impressive,” said Lisa. 

“Have you been to Paris before?” asked Sister Sarah, even though most of us already knew the answer. “Because I spoke to your mother Diana about all of your European adventures.”

Lisa looked at Sister Sarah no longer with admiration, but with shock. 

“You met my mom?” 

“Yes.” 

“And… what did she say about all of that?”

“It is not important,” said Sister Sarah. “The only important thing to her is that you come back home to her. She and your father miss you very much, and they’ve been searching for you. The whole community, including us, have been keeping an eye out for you.”

“Okay,” said Lisa. “That’s all I want. The only place I want to go now is home. What’s going to happen now though? How would you ever save me anyway? The bottom of this pool is connected to a maze of underwater tunnels, but it’s not like you can go with me. Are you going to drag me back up somehow? You obviously must be lost too.”

“We were lost, yes,” said Sister Sarah. “But we’re no longer lost, and neither are you.”

“What do you mean?” asked Lisa. “How is that going to work?”

Eddie showed his face again on a nearby, slimy rock, making Lisa swim back from the shore.

“What is that?” she gasped.

“I am Eddie,” he said. “Sister Maria gave me that name. Do you like it?”

“Yeah, sure,” said Lisa. “What are you?”

“I am what made these tunnels. I thought you were a creature, but now that your friends have confirmed you are not, I will show you the way out.”

“Oh, not this again,” sighed Lisa. “More with this creature talk. I guess I can’t complain though, since you’re my salvation supposedly.” 

“It will be my first good deed,” said Eddie. “This is all giving me such a feeling of fulfillment, helping all of you like this.”

“Well done, Eddie,” complimented Sister Maria. “We are all finding such meaning in life lately. It has been a very long and emotional day, so let us all rest now, and let Lisa replenish herself with her really cool food. I feel that tomorrow will be quite eventful.”

“Lisa,” said Sister Sarah, very sternly. “Your mother told us something else.”

“Oh. Yes?”

“Hands off our men,” ordered Sister Sarah. 

“Excuse me?”

“With your music,” said Sister Sarah. “There will be none of that.”

“I…what are you talking about?”

“You know what I’m talking about,” said Sister Sarah. “Your mother said this. There will be none of that. You are to go home, and that is all.”

“Fine,” pouted Lisa, then looked at Wendy. “And don’t worry. I don’t swing that way with my food.”

“Oh,” said Wendy. “Thanks?”     

We set up camp again, this time pitching a big tent that Danny let us borrow, so we wouldn’t be laying in water and have it drip down on us from above either. We’d keep the door open and would be outside most of that night though, just to keep Lisa company while she ate her fish with Sister Sarah.

“So where did all of you come from, anyway?” Lisa would ask. “The ones in charge, I mean. Sister Maria, Sister Sarah, and this tall drink of man.” 

“You mean the Western Brothers and Sisters?” I asked. 

“Sure,” said Lisa. “Did you go to school or something for that? Who put you all in charge of things on the surface?” 

“No,” said Sister Maria, sipping on a decent tall boy this time instead of her donated malt liquor. “There was no prerequisite, though I personally enjoyed quite a bit of school. No. We were always this way. We were always drawn to others. And they are all drawn to us. No one put us in charge of anything. Only the common good, if you like.”

“Did you have parents?” asked Lisa. “How did they raise you?”

“The Great Divide tore many parents from their own children,” explained Sister Maria. “And it was especially difficult for those who had a Western Brother or Sister as their child. I was quite fortunate to have such wonderful parents. It was very hard for them. I know that my behavior must have scared them very much.”

“You scared your own parents?”

“Yes. But not in a bad way. My mother would have to break my stare many times. I would not move, and I would stare at the walls endlessly. I would stare at the sky endlessly. And I would especially stare at the water endlessly. Oh, the water bills were astronomical. My poor parents. I was curious about things. I was only trying to see what things were made of. I was trying to see many other things and meanings in all of it too. ‘Maria,’ they’d call to me. ‘Maria, please wake up. Maria, please eat. Please drink. Maria, please speak to us. Maria, we love you very much. That usually brought me back, and I would tell them the same thing after that. Bless their souls, they tried to understand me the best they could. They truly showed me what caring for someone means. They worked so hard and so lovingly to help me to interact. My parents are the sole reason why I’m the social butterfly you see before you. Aren’t I such a social butterfly?”

“Sure,” said Lisa. “What happened to your parents?”

“The dreaded and tragic cancer. It comes for everyone these days. That is why I am down here.”

“To cure cancer?” asked Lisa. 

“Among many other things,” said Sister Maria. “The creatures, the baby shortage, and many other things. At least an explanation.”

“At least an explanation,” agreed Lisa. “Cool story, Sister Maria. Now I really miss my parents.” Lisa ate some more sushi and looked up to Brother Alex and Sister Sarah. “What about you two? Do you still have parents?”

“I do not know,” said Sister Sarah. “I can’t remember anything about them.”

“I only vaguely remember my parents’ faces,” said Brother Alex. “My last and only thought of them was when they abandoned me at a fire station somewhere in Utah. I was a baby. They bundled me up tight in blankets, and I remember they were very sad, and so was I.”

“That is terrible,” said Lisa. “No wonder they call it the Great Divide. All of these parents leaving their children. It’s so… so.”

“Tragic?” asked Sister Maria.

“Yes, exactly!”

We all slept fairly peacefully, now that we knew there was a way out thanks to Eddie. The following morning, according to what time it was, we changed plans to the great journey below that Sister Maria would lead. 

“Lisa will go home now,” announced Sister Maria. “Some of us will continue down below, and some of us will go home with Lisa. Marcus, you will come with me. Wendy, you will go home.”

“You’re sending me home?” asked Wendy.

“Yes,” said Sister Maria. 

“But don’t you require my advanced melee skills?”

“That is no longer necessary. The local fauna seemed to be stalking you lately because of your fear. I shall have no fear for the rest of my journey.”

“But I’m not scared anymore,” said Wendy.

“No more fear,” repeated Sister Maria. “I will not have it. You must leave.” 

“Then I will go,” sulked Wendy. “I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted.” 

“And how will I get back home?” asked Wendy.

“I’ll show you,” chimed in Eddie. “I know all the routes I created. I will lead you back out to sea along with Lisa. It will only take a few hours underwater.”

“But I can’t make that,” said Wendy. “I’m not a mermaid.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Lisa. “I’ll share my breath with you.” 

“And I will go home with you,” said Brother Alex. “I will never leave you in danger. Is my attendance required, Sister Maria?”

“Slightly,” said Sister Maria. “But we will manage. I have my Marcus. And I have Sister Sarah as well. And I have dear Fred too, who Sister Sarah will mentor and watch over. Also, he has all of our stuff.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” we all said.

“Okay,” said Sister Maria. “We’re all done here. Those who are going home, please leave now. Let us all break down camp and part ways now. Hurry up, please.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” we all said again, and broke down our camp. 

“I will meet up with the four of you later,” Eddie told Sister Maria, and the rest of us. “I will show you the way even further down. In the meantime, follow the water that you love so much.”

“Thank you, Eddie,” Sister Maria said.

“Mmhm.” 

We split up from there, while Wendy and Brother Alex waded in the pool with Lisa. And as we walked further away into another tunnel, I could hear the echoes of Wendy just before they submerged with Eddie and Lisa.

“Oh,” she exclaimed. “My flashlight works again.”


Down we went, following Sister Maria’s lead, who followed the water as she felt. We floated down in some parts, and hiked the other parts, holding Fred’s hand occasionally when he couldn’t keep up. Some of the bipedal creatures were still around, but tended to leave us alone the deeper we went. That’s where things started to get a little toasty. The hellcats were the furthest deep down below, but even they became out of sight when the temperature rose too high, and the smells of the inner-workings of the world became nearly unbearable. 

The water streamed into one final hole into the ground, where we could see a bright, red light rising out of. It was the inner-workings of the world, where flowing magma was bubbling and roiling, and pouring out of the walls, and streaming where water should. It was a great hollowed out magma chamber we looked down on from that tunnel high above, and we could see several more tunnels thousands and thousands and thousands of feet below us going deeper. Miles, I’m sure.

“Down we go,” ordered Sister Maria. “Marcus, please keep us cool now. Use your ice, dear. This heat is hurting my face. I have forty gray hairs now, and I would appreciate fewer wrinkles.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said, and enveloped us all in a chilling atmosphere. 

We jumped down below, floating gently but quick. The icy air around us condensed and steamed up in a tail to the ceiling above us, like a comet across the sky. The hotter it became down there, the more steam bellowed from us all, but I made sure we were just fine. Looking up, I could see the hole we jumped down where the water had fallen also, and all of it vaporized in the air of this boiling cauldron before it could even touch the ground. 

It was loud from so much flowing underground magma, and it took us a very long time to reach the bottom of this hot chamber. An entire day. It was at that time when Eddie rendezvoused with us again, as we set up an icy camp.

“You’ve journeyed very far,” said Eddie, revealing his face on a big, wrinkly lava boulder. “Impressive.”

“I know,” said Sister Maria. “How is the mermaid, and how is Wendy and Brother Alex?”

“All of them are out safely,” said Eddie. “I saw Lisa reunite with her father and her mother. It was very emotional, let me tell you. Then I witnessed those ancient people lead Brother Alex and Wendy to the surface, where they flew away to their home somewhere far away to a place I can never reach. I am very envious of how you people move around.” 

“Thank you very much, Eddie,” said Sister Maria. “You have done a very good thing.”

“Mmhm.” 

“How much further to this being down below now?” asked Sister Maria. 

“Oh, not far. These beings seem to be rising more and more these days, so you may meet this particular one in the middle somewhere. I am sure you’ll meet tomorrow.” 

“Excellent,” said Sister Maria. “Then I’m sure you all know what that means.”

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“It’s pizza time. Fred, please prepare fresh pizzas with dough and toppings from Danny’s kitchen.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” said Fred, and began unpacking everything in his portable refrigerator. 

“Eddie?” asked Sister Maria.

“Mmhm?”

“Have you ever had pizza?”

“I can’t say that I have, no.”

“Then you are in for a treat. Danny’s pizzas are world famous.”

“Oh, wonderful.”

“Yes, and did you know I am his mentor? I am the mentor to the Duke of Pizza.”

“Very impressive,” said Eddie. 

“Yes, thank you.” 

“Oh, Fred?” asked Sister Sarah. 

“Yes, Sister Sarah?”

“I am a fan of Danny’s pizza, because who isn’t, but do you have any alternatives? Maybe some salad?”

“But of course,” said Fred. “I brought a great variety from our kitchen. One of our most delicious items is the antipasto, but nobody seems to venture too far from the top of the menu. We have quite the variety.”

“Would you please make us all some antipasto then?” asked Sister Sarah, and handed Fred her vial of dressing. “And please use this item liberally with it.”

“Of course, Sister Sarah,” said Fred and got straight to work.

We all observed the chaotic, molten scenery around us while Fred cooked and prepared our dinner. We were surrounded by two flowing rivers of magma that dove down into even more of those tunnels we saw earlier, and where I assumed Eddie would lead us the next day. Since there was no longer any water to show us the way, he had to be our guide.

Fred tossed the raw pizzas right outside of my cold barrier, and they slapped on the scorching floor, sizzling and cooking in only minutes. They were burned in some parts, and especially on their bottoms, but they were probably the best pizzas I had ever had from Danny’s establishment.

The antipasto was great too, and was especially good with Sister Sarah’s dressing. I never knew they served that dish, and it’s something I would order everytime now.

We all ate and had table chatter that last night underground. Even Eddie ate some pizza, who was… indifferent about it, but he continued to eat out of politeness.

“All finished,” ended Sister Maria, and chugged the rest of her tallboy. “Clean up now, and everyone go to bed. Make sure to put away all of your trash. Though we are deep in the inner-workings of the world, we mustn't litter even here. Give it to Fred, please. We have an extremely important day tomorrow. Very extremely important indeed.”

I was right next to Sister Maria that night in our large tent, trying to fall asleep the best I could, but I was in and out of sleep the whole time. I wasn’t worried that my icy barrier would go out, since I had practiced that technique thoroughly before, and because the Artifact showed me every little trick. It was Sister Maria humming her folk music for quite a while before turning the lights out. She continued to hum all while she wrote detailed and extensive notes in her notebook. She mapped as much as she could, drew diagrams of what we had seen, and jotted down our daily activities of each day we spent down there. 

“Sister Maria?” I would ask her, looking into her notebook as she worked.

“Yes, Marcus? Why are you up? Why aren’t you dreaming?”

“I’m thinking too much.”

“Are you nervous about tomorrow?”

“Maybe a little bit,” I said. “But not really.”

“That is good. It is good to be nervous, but not entirely. You would not be here if that were so. I have chosen you for good reason.” 

“Do you know what will happen to us?” 

“No. Just as I said before we encountered the Artifact, I do not know what will happen. And also, I’m glad to have known you in my life. You have given me great joy.”     

“Thank you, Sister Maria, for telling me a little earlier this time.”

“You’re welcome.” 

Sister began humming again, while writing more in her notebook.

“Sister Maria?” I broke again.

“Yes, Marcus?” 

“Do you think that everything will be fixed after this? After we meet with this thing? Maybe after we kill it?”

“It seems that the death of Death Supreme made a significant difference, and I think that the death of this will be even more significant. But there isn’t just one winged beast, is there?”

“No, Sister Maria.”

“No. There isn’t. And I believe that there are more of Those Underground than just this one.”

“I guess so.”

“We will find out. But we must investigate at the least. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Go to sleep now, Marcus. Dream pleasant dreams. Dream of Dr. Ord, please.” 

“Yes, Sister Maria. Goodnight.”

“Good night, Marcus,” said Sister Maria and hummed quietly for a short while longer before going to bed herself. 

We only ate what we needed the next morning before packing up camp, then followed Eddie even further down the tunnels. Hours more we traveled with absolutely no living things in sight, not even inorganic beings like Eddie, if there was anything else like him in the world. At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised. 

We followed the flow of magma for some time, but then Eddie led us to other tunnels that looked very unnatural. Like they had been dug. 

“We are nearly there,” Eddie told us. “I dug these myself after I was born. That’s where Those Underground are from. Go deeper, and you will find it.”

It became darker with the lack of flowing magma, so that Sister Maria and Sister Sarah had to use their light once more. Again, our flashlights weren’t working. After a while of descending, we were able to walk normally, and the tunnel became narrower. Then we heard something.

I thought it was Sister Maria at first, but it wasn’t her voice at all. It was Sister Maria’s folk songs she had been singing the night before while writing in her notebook, but the voice was very young. It sounded like a young girl, maybe eight years old.

“That voice,” said Sister Sarah. “A young child. So far below the earth? She must be lost. She must be an orphan. Therefore, we must save this orphan post haste. Time is of the essence.” 

“Don’t be so sure,” warned Sister Maria. “We are deep in the earth now, and it is very hot. There are no orphans here. You and I both love orphans, but it is an impossibility that any orphan resides down here. There may be a chance that this is a sneaky orphan trick to lure us into danger. Prepare for sneakies, everyone.”

Not many things freak me out, and I was trying to be as fearless as possible per Sister Maria’s request, but singing children deep below the earth, deep below the ocean, and deep below a magma chamber was scaring me a little. I had to tell Sister Maria.

“I think I’m freaking out,” I told her, as I followed closely. 

“I know,” she said. “Some fear is acceptable, but please don’t freak out too much. We’re all slightly freaking out, and we don’t need a freak out echo chamber. That would ensure our doom most definitely.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said. 

“Where is Dr. Ord?” Sister Maria asked. “Summon your beautiful mate. She will surely calm your soul, and ours as well.”

I did what Sister Maria told me, and I pulled out my portable campfire, which lit up right in the palm of my hand. Dr. Ord had answered in no time, and had been waiting in anticipation.

“Marcus,” she exclaimed. “Marcus, our hero. Where are you now?”

“We are almost there,” I told her. “Eddie says we are almost to one of Those Underground.” 

“Exciting,” said Dr. Ord. “You must show me everything. Can you see it yet? Is there any sign of it yet?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “But we hear a small child singing folk music.”

“Oh,” said Dr. Ord. “That’s strange. And creepy.”

“I know. We’re a little freaked out.”

“As you should be,” said Dr. Ord. “But do not worry, Marcus. You are strong and good, and you’re with very brave company. You have saved the world once, and I’m certain you can do it again. Keep me alight, and I will be with you the entire time. Would you like that?”

“Yes, I would like that very much.” 

“I shall speak to you the whole way. Listen to my voice, loving Marcus, Sister Maria, Sister Sarah, and dear Fred. I will tell you things that give me great joy and calmness. Let us begin with the history of anthropogenic fire. We all like history, yes?”

“I am quite taken with history,” said Sister Maria. “Thanks to Brian, I am quite in love with history.”

“Oh, then what a perfect topic,” said Dr. Ord. “Very well then. We begin our tale in Africa…”

I was so thankful to have Dr. Ord with me, and her voice was calming us all down again, even after hearing more humming from that voice. The humming eventually stopped, and light could be seen at the end of the tunnel we were in. A faint yellow light. We cautiously continued our way forward, which eventually led us to another chamber, and by that time the temperature was bearable for whatever reason. 

I relieved my icy barrier around us, and could see in the center of this chamber was a nest of sorts. It looked almost like a gigantic bird’s nest, but made out of hard lava and stone. Nothing else was in the chamber. On the other side was another tunnel entrance, and out of that was the brilliant yellow that had led us this far, and it was getting brighter.

“It is coming,” said Eddie. “It is coming to meet us all after its hibernation.” 

We all stood and stared, holding each other’s hands in fear this time, but Sister Maria took some breaths and looked over to Fred.

“I think it’s snack time,” she said.

“What?” I asked. “But it’s coming. The thing…”

“A good snack is just what we need at a time like this,” said Sister Maria. “Fred, may I have my special snack now?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” said Fred and removed a small paper bag from his torso. “Is this it?”

“Yes. Thank you.” 

Sister Maria took the bag and walked alone to the old nest, and that’s when we finally saw one of Those Underground. 

Out of that opposite tunnel, a blinding light came out and filled the chamber, and it enveloped a being I couldn’t really comprehend. It was mostly long tendrils of light, and maybe a faint figure in the center of it all that was all light as well. The tendrils were in the hundreds, and they reached around gently, going through the walls, ceiling, and ground. Moving freely like it was all water. It searched the air in front of itself as it floated forward, and when it seemed to have spotted Sister Maria, it totally lost it. Both of them lost it. 

At the same time, Sister Maria, and this new creature both jumped backwards to opposite sides of the chamber, floating up against the walls. It was like two alley cats had just snuck up on each other, hunched over with their hair sticking out. It was like they had been electrocuted in a way. Sister Maria grasped onto the walls tightly, and she had a look of panic in her face, something I had never seen before. I didn’t know much about the facial expressions of the other thing, but I could tell it wasn’t in a good mood either.

Sister Maria stared at it for minutes, and it seemed like they were at a stalemate of sorts, until Sister Maria finally opened her paper bag with the snack in it. Only, there was no snack inside at all. She reached in and pulled out the Artifact instead. 

I was just about to close my eyes, but I realized it would have been too late anyway. And, with the Artifact now in view, I knew and felt it would not be necessary. Sister Sarah, Fred, and myself all looked at the Artifact with absolutely no unfolding of ourselves. Sister Maria, though, and one of Those Underground, immediately unfolded into millions of pieces, and swirled around in the center of the chamber. Dr. Ord’s fire went out at this time, and she could no longer record the event. 

The two of them exchanged everything they had to, both physically and everything else, then came back together as they were before. Sister Maria approached the being after that, put her hands up to it, and felt its face.

“Such tragedy,” she said. “But your tragedy is over now. Your new life begins, and I will show you all of the things you have missed.”

She hummed to it for quite a while, as we all watched in amazement. It was completely calm, and soaking in all of Sister Maria’s comfort. 

“All of you go home now,” said Sister Maria. “Your courage has paid off, and you are no longer required. I must be here for a while longer, but I will be with you shortly. Marcus, we will meet at your father’s house, and we will eat and play games.”

“So, we’re not going to kill it?” I had to ask.

“There will be no more killing,” answered Sister Maria. “The nightmares are over. Everyone go home now.”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” we all said and went back the way we came. 

Of course we camped some more under the earth, and it took us a really long time to get back up, but with Eddie’s help, it was much faster than before. 

“Don’t be strangers,” Eddie told us at the entrance near Sister Maria’s sanctuary. “Helping you all has given me so much meaning, and I wish to spend more of my life doing that.”

“We will always be in touch with you,” promised Sister Sarah. “Well done, Eddie. Rest now, and be proud.”

It was a moment for all of us to be proud, but the coming days would be the darkest they had ever been for me. Certain tragic events had happened while we were all away, searching for Those Underground, and there were several funerals we had to attend. Apparently, there were great creature attacks while we were gone for that short amount of time, because word got out amongst the creatures themselves that a couple of Western Sisters and a Western Brother were absent from their mentoring duties. I was ready to celebrate and tell my dad everything we had done, but I never saw him again. 


There were always police, and national guard, and Western Brothers and Sisters in my neighborhood, but there were more than I had ever seen that day. Many creatures from all over wanted to kill my dad, and they finally did. 

I spoke to the man in charge behind all of the lights and caution tape across my front yard. A detective, I think. He was an old timer, older than my dad, and he told me how sorry he was about my loss while smoking his stubby cigar the whole time.

“He didn’t go down without a fight though,” he said. “Him and those Machines killed a lot of those monsters. It was a slug fest. Literally. Ten gauge. Did you know he had a shotgun in the house, son?”

I shook my head. 

“Well, he did. A big one. Must have been saving it for something like this. He blew holes the size of bowling balls through those poor bastards, and the walls they were crawling around in too. Chopped the rest up into minced meat after he ran out of shells. He fought to the end.”

The creatures vanished completely from our neighborhood after that. 

When my dad’s body was taken away, and all of the authorities had left, we decided to have the funeral back at my house a couple days later. I buried him in the backyard under the magnolia tree that everyone loved so much. Everyone I knew showed up, which was a lot more than I actually realized, and they were all very sad. I think even sadder than me, but that feeling caught up to me once everyone left. 

Sister Maria stuck around to comfort me the rest of the night, and she understood exactly how I felt. She had been to so many funerals to so many of those she had mentored. She spoke to me on the back porch and she felt my face briefly.

“Poor Marcus,” she said, and held me. “You are good, Marcus. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sister Maria,” I said sadly. 

“You are good,” she repeated and held me more.

Dr. Ord and Wendy were there to comfort me as well, and we all laid in a circle by the fireplace talking about my dad until we all fell asleep.                 

That was a terrible day, but there was another funeral I had to attend that would top them all. 


Weeks had passed, and there were no bipedal creatures reported at all anywhere for hundreds of miles. Sister Maria had explained to me that Those Underground have finally awoken, and they can no longer dream up anymore creatures. The creatures who could breed on their own like the thornyheads and hellcats remained, and became part of our world, while the rest stayed in hiding until they withered away and died. 

“The nightmares are over,” Sister Maria said to me again. “Everything tastes as it should, unexplainable cancer is cured, and those lumpy tumors no longer grow over every surface. We have done it.”

“Sister Maria, who or what are Those Underground?” I asked.

“She was nothing but an orphan,” said Sister Maria. “Frozen in time, and trapped in a dream. She misses and mourns her late parents, as she should, and she enjoys my singing very much. I think her parents did the same while they attempted to keep her above the surface so long ago. She spent all of that time after the Great Divide trying to understand what she was herself. Now she knows, and will show us everything we must learn, and reveal what is next for our world. And I must teach her things too and become her mentor. Isn’t that nice, Marcus?” 

“Yes, Sister Maria.”

I was relieved that everything was better, even though I didn’t really understand it just yet, but I was still very sad. Not only about my dad, but I kept seeing the carnage of what had happened while we were gone underground. I just had to tell Sister Maria to get it off my chest.

“I am still so sad, Sister Maria,” I let her know, and she paid immediate attention to me.

“Speak to me please, Marcus.”

“I keep seeing death. This morning I saw a dead dog in the bushes, and he looked so young, and really cared for. After seeing so much, I don’t want to take care of myself anymore.” 

“Oh, Marcus,” sighed Sister Maria. “I understand this feeling. It is a very sad thing, these poor animals and people dying, and it is good that you mourn for them and feel this sadness. Because you are good, Marcus. But you must take care of yourself. You must eat, and you must enjoy yourself, and you must indulge sometimes, because you are part of life too, and that is very sacred. You must protect what we have left, which is you. Take care of yourself, please. Take care of me now too, and take me out for ice cream, please. I will buy it this time.”

“Yes, Sister Maria.”     

The both of us flew downtown and stopped at the ice cream shop close to the beach and next to the pier. Unbelievably she actually bought both of our ice cream cones, but I did end up buying her some new sunglasses right after that. We talked more about sadness, to help each other get over it the best we could.

“I think about my late child most everyday,” said Sister Maria. “I cannot help it. When I’m in that state, I can’t fly, and my senses are duller than ever. But I do feel better every time I speak with you about it. You may speak to me about anything if you like, Marcus.”

“Thank you, Sister Maria. I know that I can. You give me great comfort.”

I was about to tell her more about my dad and how we would all get together in his kitchen, but that’s when it happened. Out of nowhere it seemed, just as she was briefly feeling my face, some old timer ran up to Sister Maria from around the corner, said the meanest things I had ever heard, and shot her in the chest. He yelled some more, laughed, then ran away, while I was left holding Sister Maria there on the ground. She squeezed my arms and my shirt so tight that it hurt, and she kept bleeding there in my lap. I had never seen so much blood come out of anyone so fast. She asked me to help her, and she looked so scared, and she said that she didn’t want to die. It was the same look in her face after she saw Those Underground for the first time. Into a deep, hopeless blackness I bet. It was over in seconds, and Sister Maria died right there in my lap on the dirty sidewalk. One second, we were eating ice cream together, and the next second she was gone forever.

I looked down at her, hoping that she would move again, but she never did, and there was nothing I could do about it. Sister Sarah would scold me on the train for not realizing my surroundings, and just like on the train, I was focused on what was in front of me rather than what was going on. A policeman shook me to break my attention from Sister Maria’s lifeless body and pulled me up by the arm, while his Machine associate lifted Sister Maria from the dirty ground. We ran and ran as the earth shook, and the sidewalks cracked, and the ocean receded. 

“Uphill!” ordered the policeman. “As high as we can. Please keep up. Oh, this cannot be. Is that truly Sister Maria?” 

I didn’t answer at the time, because I still couldn’t believe it myself, and I struggled to keep pace with everyone else who began running with us to safety in a very large group. The earth shook even harder, and we heard heavy explosions that echoed through the earth. We had all paused as we saw fountains of lava from the nearby mountains spraying hundreds of feet into the air. Billowing smoke soon filled the sky with falling ash after that. 

Hundreds of us had made it to the tsunami evacuation zone, where many of us ran into a nearby cafe for cover. Sister Maria’s body was set down on a table, and everyone in the building looked down at her in disbelief. 

“Is that Sister Maria?” they would ask. 

I didn’t answer, and I felt her face as long as I could, asking her to wake up, but I still didn’t get a reaction from her.

“Oh, no,” they cried. “Oh, no…” 

Half of the city was completely annihilated from the tsunami that hit just afterwards, and over two hundred people lost their lives that day with dozens missing. Probably swept out and lost at sea, they would say later.

Sister Maria’s funeral was the most emotional one I had ever been to. It was held downtown by that fountain near Fit and Finnish, because she loved that area so much, and it was so close to many of the ones she used to mentor. That whole area was miraculously spared from the catastrophe. Even with the big fountain turned on during the service, not one person paid any attention to it. 

All of the Western Brothers and Sisters were there. I had never seen so many gray dusters in my life, and even though all of these mentors are known to be so stoic and silent, they were all showing great sadness in their faces that day. Those who didn’t have tears, were wearing their really cool sunglasses to hide them.

The wake would be held at my house, because that was where we all decided to bury Sister Maria. We had thought about Professor Steele’s cottage, but he said that he couldn’t bear to see her grave outside his window everyday. Then we thought of resting her body up in her sanctuary, but it was deep in the winter, and was such a treacherous place at the time. We even thought about burying her in Silver City, her hometown, but I remember she told me that the home of her late parents is only a place, and it’s no longer her home. Those things, she taught me, should be left to die, while we the living fly away with each other. 

She loved my dad’s house. My house now. She loved to sit on the rocking chairs and watch the magnolia tree, so that’s where we decided to place her. Right next to my dad. 

There were lots of bluebirds around that day, and they all seemed to like the magnolia tree too. Even the bluebird with the white tips that spoke to Sister Maria was there. He still didn’t have a mate, but he was looking very social and happy with his friends up in that tree.

I sat at my kitchen table with Danny, Wendy, Sister Sarah, Brother Alex, Fred, and even Steven, who still wore his helmet with all of his electronic equipment attached to it. Standing around us, and in the rest of the kitchen, Western Brothers and Sisters were packed all together, telling me how cool, or awesome, or badass, or sweet, or most excellent my kitchen was. 

“I am in contact with Those Underground,” Sister Sarah told us all. “As you may know, Those Underground were very upset after Sister Maria was tragically taken from us all. But I am in contact with Those Underground. I will mentor Those Underground. This particular one, at least. There is nothing left to fear.” 

All of us were emotionally wrecked, it was clear, but the one who took it the hardest was Professor Steele. He didn’t say anything that day. He only sat on the back porch in the same place where he used to hold Sister Maria, and stared at her final resting place. Professor Steele went missing after that, and everyone searched for him for weeks, but they could never find him. Sister Sarah said that his broken heart probably made him walk to his doom, the same way those male penguins do when they lose their mates. I didn’t feel what Professor Steele felt, but I still didn’t do a thing for a very long time. With my dad gone and Sister Maria right after, what am I going to do now?

Most nights when I was alone and Dr. Ord wasn’t there to comfort me, I would look blankly up at the ceiling, trying to find that darkness that Sister Maria and I found with the Artifact. But some nights, especially when I thought of that darkness, Sister Maria would show up there in my room. She would be there on the other side of my room, watching me almost like those creatures would when they stalked around houses. I would speak to her, and ask her if she was real, but she said nothing, and when I turned the lights on or approached her, she would be gone. I didn’t tell anyone at first. 

She would show up more and more, and after some time she began to talk to me. After a while, it was almost like she was never gone. She began talking to me about all of the things we had been through, and she even started talking to me about new things. I thought that maybe I was imagining it all, but she started speaking to me about things she didn’t know about when she was alive, and things I never knew about at all. She even began showing emotions, kind of like an old timer like my dad would. Her face became animated as she spoke to me, and she even smiled and laughed at the things I would tell her. When I asked her why she had changed this way, she told me that it’s because she is finally free.     

I told others about Sister Maria visiting me, and I even showed them when she was around, but they couldn’t see or hear her. Some of my friends were worried about me, especially those who were mentored by her, and weren’t seeing the things that I was seeing. But others, like Dr. Ord and Brother Alex, said that it’s possible the Artifact did something to us. I still can’t understand if she is a true spirit, or if she is now part of me, manifested somehow in my mind. But she is real in some way, and I know that she is, because she leads me to places, and tells me things about people she misses. 

One night, a month after her passing and still deep in the winter months, she woke me up urgently. She was in a panic, and she told me she had finally found something that was lost, and that there wasn’t much time left.

I followed her lead, and we flew up far into the mountains, all the way to her sanctuary that was so treacherous, buried deep in the winter snow. It was the last place we would have thought to look since it was nearly impossible to reach, but I found Professor Steele there in the small cabin they had built together. Just like at the funeral, he didn’t speak, and he was just hunched over reading Sister Maria’s notebook over and over again. Her lessons were all he had left of her. 

He was shaking, and his clothes were almost frozen stiff. He was barely hanging on, and I could see that there wasn’t any more firewood to keep the stove lit. He didn't have food either. 

I ignited a great fire in the stove, and even though Professor Steele’s shaking had stopped, he ignored me still. Sister Maria was unable to speak to him either, but because she is now a part of me, she spoke through me and told him very important things from their relationship. 

He stood up after that, and had so many questions. He had a hard time believing just what was happening, but Sister Maria told him the truth. Then she felt his face through me, and she put her head on his shoulder through me too. Just like she used to. She told him to never give up, and that time burns away so quickly anyway, so there’s nothing to fear, because he’ll see her sooner than he realizes. I took him home after that, and he was still really sad, but he was beginning to accept many things. Just like I was.

“What am I going to do now, Marcus?” he asked me. 

I didn’t know what to tell him. I didn’t know what to tell myself. But Sister Maria knew, so I said what she had told me.

“I think we should get some ice cream.”

“I would like that very much,” said Professor Steele. 


The man that had killed Sister Maria was convicted after some time, and he was sentenced to fifty years behind bars. The trial was broadcasted around the world, and everyone totally lost it when they heard the verdict. Especially the old timers. For whatever reason, most of the old timers who hated Sister Maria with everything they had, suddenly loved her just as much as soon as she passed. It seemed like everyone in the world loved Sister Maria only after she died. The verdict bummed me out too, but I didn’t watch any of that trial. It was all over, and I didn’t care about that stuff anymore, because I knew that no matter what, nothing would bring her back. 

When he was serving time, they say the man continued to brag to the other like-minded old timers in prison about what he had done, and they praised him for every word. We saw footage of him saying these things, and we saw how well he lived too. Maybe even better than when he was free. Then, all of a sudden, they found his corpse in his cell with no skin. They say he had some visitors the previous day. Possibly Brother Alex, and possibly five other Western Brothers with him. But the guards claimed they saw nothing at all. 

When I asked Brother Alex myself, he simply said, “No comment. No comment, Marcus.” 

“Are you sure, Brother Alex?” I’d ask.

“No comment, Marcus,” he’d repeat. “Would you like to go to my red cliffs?” he’d ask, changing the subject. “We can race. You and Sister Sarah too. We can all race.” 

“That would be awesome,” I said, just before Brother Alex brought me in for a dude hug.

Naturally Sister Sarah would join, because of her cool reputation and all. And naturally we’d both lose to Brother Alex. 

His caves were as awesome as I imagined them, and we could see the entire unchanged desert from his great entrance. Brother Alex would cook us dinner, the same thing as the old cowboys would eat. As we ate, and all sat there at the mouth of his cave so high up in the cliffs with our feet dangling down, Sister Sarah revealed to me that Sister Maria was actually the coolest Western Sister. She told me that Sister Maria didn’t want to be cool at all, and never even tried. She just cared about mentoring people and helping orphans.

When I look back at everything that took place these past years, I don’t think too much about Those Underground, Death Supreme, the insane fights with creatures, magic, earthquakes, tsunamis, freaking awesome jets, or the Artifacts themselves. The things I think and talk about the most are the times we all stared at fountains and birdbaths together, bonfires at the beach, running errands with Sister Maria, eating oranges and ice cream until we were sick, racing, and trying to make the perfect burger in my dad’s kitchen. Those were truly some of my greatest moments. Those times I will remember forever.

Most tragedy went away when Those Underground began waking up completely, with many Western Brothers and Sisters mentoring them along the way. The baby shortage is still going on, but Dr. Ord and I had decided to very briefly pause it. And of course we had to name our child after Sister Maria, who still visits me when she feels like it. I would have totally named him Vercingentorix if we had a boy.

We fly all over now, always searching for meaning, bringing Professor Steele whenever we can. And now that Sister Maria is finally free, we even fly to the places that she always wanted to visit, like West Virginia. What a world.
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